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    Author's Note


    Amulet Rampant begins within days of the end of Some Things Transcend and concerns characters from that book and the Dreamhealers series. Readers are advised of significant adult content; for tags and ratings on this and all the author’s other books, please check the website.


    


   

 

Let me look into a human eye; it is better than to gaze into sea or sky; better than to gaze upon God.

—Herman Melville

 

It's not the monuments that teach us history. It's the ruins.

—Carl Hammaren


  
    PROLOGUE


    She had asked, and he had made her a promise. Given all that had passed, she did not know why she was surprised that he kept it.


    “My Queen has asked to see the sea,” the Emperor said, standing on the topmost step of her tower. Startled, she slid from the sill by the window, where she’d been watching the sunrise and fighting her melancholy. Her eyes must have given her away, for he added, quiet, “I looked outside for contrails, too.”


    “I know he won’t be back,” she said. “But I feel it like a wound. That he isn’t here.”


    “I think he will be back. But we must make it safe for him first.” He offered his hand. “Come. I have a little time before I must be back at the work. Let us see the shore.”


    She slipped her hand over his palm, remembering another touch, so similar to have begun such a chain of events.


    “What is it, that makes you look so pensive?” he asked as they started back down the steps.


    “Remembering. It was how the Ambassador made a gift of his pattern to me, by offering the palm.”


    “Mmm. Yes. We will discuss that later.”


    She glanced at him. “My lord?”


    “Later,” he said again. “Tonight.”


    The trip to the shore took longer than she expected. From her tower window, it seemed a straight drop to the sea, and perhaps it was: for the winged. But she could not fly and he could not carry her, so he drove her—drove her!—in a sleek vehicle designed for more dangerous tasks than the ferrying of one crippled Chatcaavan female down the cliffs to the shore.


    It was nothing like the sight of it from her distant window. There was only a thin strip of land between the rocks and the beating of the water; she could not step onto it without being slapped by the surf. And the tide was cold and clung to her feet after it receded, leaving a film and streamers of thin weedy vines. The smell of it was wild and intense, and inhaling on a gasp she realized this was the source of the foreign scent that drifted through her windows… except by the time it reached her tower, it was diffuse, like a memory. She bent, careful of her balance, and ran her hands over the silky froth that broke from the waves as they smashed against the stones around her. Looking over the surface of the ocean, she saw the horizon and all the mystery beneath it that she would never plumb. Unlike the sky, though, the depths were a mystery no Chatcaava would.


    “Can we swim?” she asked, breathless with awe.


    “With difficulty.” The Emperor remained on one of the mounded rocks, crouched with wings spread just enough to steady him. The wind ruffled his mane back from the crown of black horns framing his face, tugged at the wing vanes so that he had to shift them constantly, slight adjustments she found fascinating to watch. “We are not made for it, but it can be done. But not here.”


    “Because it is not the homeworld’s sea?”


    His tone was amused. “Because there are rocks under the water that are sharp as teeth, and the current is unrelenting. It would take a strong swimmer to avoid his death.” He canted his head. “Is it all you imagined, my Treasure?”


    “No,” she said, straightening with dripping hands. “It is more than I imagined, because I did not have the experience to imagine it.”


    “Ahhhh.”


    Just that. But he did not move from the rock, nor rush her, nor even speak. That suited her. There was too much here for her to speak around it. All the world that she had been barred from, all the experiences she had never had the courage to desire… it hurt too much, to know what she had paid to become the female—to become the person—who could embrace them. And yet she would have done nothing differently, save, perhaps, to beg the Ambassador to remain. Even then—she turned from the shore at last and saw the Emperor awaiting her—even then, she might not have changed anything.


    “Come, my Treasure,” he said. “I must be getting back.”


    “Yes,” she said, and felt the shock of his wing curling around her back, over her useless pinions. Glancing up at him, she added, “Will you come to me later?”


    “There is much to discuss,” he said.


    Promise enough for her. She dipped her head and let him guide her back to the waiting vehicle, and the tower.
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    "It does not work that way," the Queen said that evening.


    The Emperor was perched on the divan near her stool, wings tucked close but twitching and resettling, reflecting the swiftness of his thoughts. "I would have thought practice improved the process."


    "Practice at the Change improves your speed and your ability to hold the shape: how long, how much fuel it needs, whether you can maintain it under duress," she said. "But the pattern is created at the moment of the Touch. Only practicing the Touch makes the shapes truer to their original species."


    "That would seem to imply that your first few shapes will always be pale copies compared to those you take later," the Emperor said, considering her with interest. It flattered her that he sought her advice and accepted her greater mastery so readily. This, she thought, was what he was like with males—why he had succeeded so outrageously—this ability to care not at all what others thought of him while pursuing knowledge. All that mattered was that someone knew something he didn’t, and could teach him… and now that the Ambassador had shown him that females could teach, too, he sought that understanding from her as relentlessly as he did from others. It fascinated her to learn just how endless his curiosity was. He was as obsessed with understanding reality as most Chatcaava were with dominating others.


    It had brought him here, to her tower. To discuss something that would have gotten her beaten as a child. That had gotten her punished.


    "The first shapes you take will be pale copies, yes," she answered. "My first was poor, my lord. It is always thus."


    "And you have how many now? How long did it take you to become so accomplished?" He stood and began pacing, long tail held taut behind him.


    "I had two before the Eldritch," she said. "But... if you pay attention to the process, if you are willing to lose yourself to the Touch, the pattern sets better."


    His eyes narrowed and he slowed to a stop. "I find it hard to lose myself to anything," he murmured, more to himself than to her.


    She said nothing. She'd personally witnessed the difficulty he'd had with the Ambassador, and that was the first time she'd ever seen him lose control of himself. Even before, when he'd spent himself in the harem, or with her, he'd always maintained that distance. It had taken a mind-reading alien to cross it at last... and build a bridge for others to follow.


    Still, she was careful not to push too much. He needed that distance, or the Empire would tear him apart.


    "Practice at the Touch," the Emperor said. "That is what I need, then." He lifted his eyes. "I need aliens."


    "Willing aliens," she said.


    He made a curt motion with his hand, dismissing any other possibility. And then added, interested, "Does it make a difference?"


    "In the Touch?" she said. She straightened, drawing in a breath and letting it out slowly as she considered the memories. Of the first two aliens, so frightened. Of the Eldritch princess, who'd pulled away before she could finish the pattern. And of the Ambassador, who had made a gift of it. "Yes, I think it does. If only to make it easier to relax into the discovery. A good Touch takes time and concentration. If you have to hold someone down, or they fight you, or they are crying..." She shrugged with a hand. "It makes it harder to focus."


    "Mmm," he said, resumed pacing. "Two components, then, to the process. The Touch that brings the pattern; practice in the Touch makes the pattern truer to form. And the Change, that allows the shift; practice at the Change makes it faster."


    "And also easier," she said. "You won't have to curl up to do it."


    "Yes, I remember," he said, coming to her, and she no longer cringed back from his approach. "You can Change with your limbs outstretched." He tilted his head, considering her. "How much practice did you do, to learn that?"


    She ducked her head so her hair hid her eyes. "Enough," she said. When he remained silent, she peeked up through her forelock and found him waiting, so she offered, "I was alone a great deal, growing. It gave me something to do."


    "Something only you could do," he guessed, and was close enough now to brush the mane back from her face. "And something you could be proud of doing well."


    She let him lift her chin and met his eyes without fear, and marveled that they had come to a place where that could be so, that she could no longer fear him. "I had very little of my own."


    "And you wanted," he said and huffed softly. "And we say females have no desires."


    "No," she said. "They say females have no needs. That is very different, my lord."


    “Untrue either way,” he observed, and licked the corner of her mouth.


    She submitted to the caress and said, “Yes… but when those in power decide that it must be so, they can make it so.”


    He brushed a thumb along the edge of her mouth, eyes narrowing. Thinking, most certainly; he was always thinking.


    “They make it so, until they make a mistake,” he said finally. “And then, their blindness becomes the weakness the oppressed exploit to destroy them. This I have seen elsewhere already.”


    She sat up to press her cheek against his. She didn’t like hearing such words, though she knew failing to face their peril would not make it cease to be. And yet so much of her life had been spent powerless to effect change! Knowing she could do something brought its own set of stresses, and she had no idea how to manage its effects on her. The fears of those without power, she thought, were very different from the fears of those with the responsibility to act on reality.


    No wonder he was so keen to understand everything. How else could one choose the right actions?


    “Will you find some aliens, then?” she asked, to draw his thoughts back from whatever precipice they hung on.


    “I may,” he said. “My next trip will take me near enough to the border that I might have an opportunity to visit one of the worlds there.” He snorted. “No doubt the Admiral-Offense will assume I am slaking other needs among the aliens.”


    “He doubts you?” she asked, fighting worry—poorly, for he reached over her head to still the rustle of her lacquered wings.


    “He is mine,” the Emperor said. “If nothing else, my actions here with Second have convinced him there is nothing wrong with my mettle. He may become an ally, perhaps as dependable an ally as Command East, whom I will leave here as my new Second. We will see. The matter wants more clarity.” His eyes grew distant and hard. “As so many do.”


    More understanding. Of course. “If I can help…”


    His eyes focused again, and she held her breath at what she saw in them. “You mean that.”


    “Yes,” she said, her wings clenching against her back.


    “Would you tell me that you are nothing?” he wondered, resting his fingers under her chin. “That you have little to offer, but that what little you do is mine?”


    When had this discussion become fraught? Because there was a trap in those words, one she wouldn’t have seen before the Ambassador had come with his insidious teachings of equality and power in chains. She dropped her eyes, frowning, and the Emperor waited as she sorted through the possibilities. When she looked up, she found his gaze on her, patient.


    That was the key she needed to understand. He was waiting on her answer, as if it was important. Which meant: “I am not nothing, my lord. I may not be like your other allies, but I have talents to offer. Different ones that no one else might have.”


    “A breathless piece of arrogance,” he observed, and she couldn’t tell if he approved or not.


    She lifted her chin off his fingers and said, “I am the Queen Ransomed. Most exalted of all females in your Empire. Who knows the Change and the Touch, and has known and befriended aliens. I am…” She trailed off and let her wings sag open. “I am not used to thinking of myself this way, but it is all true. That much I know.”


    “In your heart if not in your head,” he said, cupping her face and sighing. “Ah, my Treasure. You’re right… it is all true. Let no one tell you differently.”


    “So you will let me help?”


    “You do already,” he said. “You teach me. And you will serve me here better than you know. Or so I hope.” He brushed his nose against hers. “I hate to leave you, in fact, when the work will be so hard. It would please me more to take you with me.”


    “It would?” she said, eyes widening. “But… surely that would make you look weak?”


    “I hardly care what it makes me look like,” he said, and he could; he had been ruthless enough in the challenge that few would dare gainsay him now. “But your disposition would concern me, if you were there and I could protect you.”


    She lowered her head to hide her expression from him and he chuckled, low. Resting his jaw against her brow, he murmured, “Do you doubt that it would be so?”


    “No,” she said, flushed.


    “Good,” he said. “Now… perhaps we might practice the Change and indulge ourselves in a little pleasure  before I go again. I have a few days—I would make the most of them.”


    “I hate that you leave,” she said, looking up at him through her hair.


    “I hate to leave,” he said. “But we must pass through this to reach the other side, my Treasure. And you must help me walk that path. Will you? No matter what it costs?”


    “It has already cost us so much,” she murmured.


    “But if it costs more,” he asked, as if the answer mattered.


    She met his eyes. “If I tell you that in the past, I have thought that if I died, at least I could never be caged again… and that I still think that, sometimes… would you feel pity?”


    He smiled and kissed her brow, a little press of tongue. “I would feel pride, because it would be a thought worthy of any Chatcaava: male or female.”
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    It soothed him at times, to wear the borrowed shape when they were together. She found it comforting too, knew that he could sense it through their skins; perhaps that was part of why he indulged himself in it, for the realization that he was not alone in some things. The Queen was never sure herself, but she welcomed him in whatever shape pleased him...and if he chose now and then to use the one taught them by their beloved, now sped, what could she do but comply with a glad heart? And yearn toward the reminder of what they'd lost?


    He spread pale fingers on her short jaw and studied her eyes. Smiled with the more mobile lips of an alien. "Me too, my Treasure."


    She pressed her cheek against his hand.


    How long he would have spent considering her emotions while wearing his Eldritch form, she would never know, for there was a scuff of boots on the landing, and boots meant a guard. They both looked toward the stairs, the Emperor swiftly enough to brush her with his mane. “Ah,” he murmured to her. “This should be interesting. Watch closely.”


    Their visitor was indeed a guard, and an unusual individual, arresting in every particular. His body was entirely blue-gray, even to the vanes of his wings and the fall of his hair, coiffed in a style severe in its neatness. Gray eyes matched the scales, and lacked the intense saturation of most Chatcaavan gazes. His demeanor was professional: quite an accomplishment given what he found himself confronting. An alien in the arms of the Slave Queen? She watched him halt, body tensed like a warrior’s in preparation. Then his eyes found the Emperor’s, Chatcaavan in an Eldritch face, and that tension ebbed from him.


    “Pardon me, Exalted,” he said briskly. “There's been a message from the Navy. I was told to find you.”


    From the unhurried quality of the caress he bestowed on her back, the Emperor was unsurprised. Had he foreseen this encounter? Maybe he knew this guard already. He left the guard standing there for a few moments longer, then rolled to his feet with the fluidity of his dragon's shape, a predatory grace that made a lie of his alien shell. Approaching the guard, he said, “You've discharged your errand, Huuru.”


    Only the barest of hesitations; had the guard not expected to be known by name? He would learn soon enough how little escaped the Emperor. But he bowed with sufficient alacrity to avoid seeming discomposed. “Exalted.”


    As he straightened, the Emperor caught him by the nose-tip and he froze, wings half-open and tilted forward—respect, again, and he had thought quickly to make the offer at the unexpected touch.


    “You understand what you see.”


    Past the white fingers on his lips, the guard said, “You wear the shape of the alien who came from the Alliance. Who killed Third.”


    “And you are not repulsed by what you see,” the Emperor observed, letting his thumb slide to the male's lower lip so he might speak more easily.


    “No, Exalted.”


    The Emperor smiled, thinly. "Explain."


    At last, a hesitation long enough to be measurable. But the guard continued, though he cast his eyes down. "The Change is our birthright, Exalted... yet I have never seen it. That seems... wrong... to me."


    "It is as I thought," the Emperor said, with satisfaction. “You are curious. I had it from reports of you.”


    The guard raised his eyes without dislodging the Emperor’s hand. “Is it wrong to be curious?”


    “Have you been punished for it yet?”


    “No, Exalted. But I have been cautious.”


    How still the guard remained! Such obedience, married to such poise. If the Emperor had been researching the males assigned to the tower duty, the Queen could see why this one had stood out to him.


    “I reward curiosity,” the Emperor said. “So long as it is expressed with respect. So... you have wished to see the Change. You admit it.”


    "I would have us not turn from any source of greatness, Exalted. Particularly one we were born with."


    "And the Change is greatness," the Emperor surmised.


    "Yes, Exalted."


    "Because?"


    "Because we can do it," the guard said, and received for that reply a little shake of his jaw.


    "A better answer," the Emperor said.


    The guard’s pupils slid away, eyes narrowing. When he returned his gaze to the Emperor's, he looked confident. "Because through it we may understand the subtle and unknown... and knowledge is safety, and power."


    The Emperor's Eldritch brows lifted. He let his hand fall away. "An impressive answer. You invite a greater test. Will you undergo it?”


    There, unmistakably, a flare of something in those gray eyes. But not avarice, as she’d expected from revolutions spent in the court in the company of ambitious males. What she saw there was hunger, as of one starved, and this startled her, for she recognized it. Had she also not been starving for something she had never had, nor known she lacked, until the Ambassador came?


    “Exalted. Have my mettle.”


    And then the Emperor surprised her—them both—by stepping back and reaching a hand for her. “Do you come, Queen Ransomed.”


    What could she do but obey? She joined him, cautious.


    “What do you think of him?” the Emperor asked her.


    “My lord?” she said, startled. But he wouldn’t have asked if he hadn’t wanted her opinion, so she turned her gaze to the guard, whose wide eyes elicited a seed of amusement in her, all unwilling. No revulsion, though. That intrigued her. “You heard the title?”


    “Yes,” he said.


    “You recognize it?” she wondered.


    Another of those pauses, so minuscule. “I have read the histories.” His eyes slid briefly to the Emperor’s before returning to hers. “The Empire was different at its inception.”


    Peculiar. The Queen said to the Emperor, “Is that typical? To have read such ancient histories?”


    He was feeling indulgent; she could see it more easily in the Eldritch face than the Chatcaavan. “No. Such histories give males dangerous ideas. They would give females dangerous ideas as well, did anyone allow a female to read.”


    “I would like to read them,” she said, musing.


    “You can read?” the guard said, and there again, she saw it: not repugnance, but fascination.


    “You are curious,” she said, bemused. “You are curious about me.”


    “You do not speak the way females speak, and the Emperor does not punish you for it,” the guard said, careful of the words. “You read. You have seen the Change, and I have not.”


    “She taught me the Change,” the Emperor said.


    The guard’s eyes widened, so much that a rim of white showed around gray irises. “You Change.”


    She nodded, purposefully using the alien gesture. Remembering his words earlier, she added, “Does that make me great?”


    The guard stiffened, shoulders, neck, wings. And then, amazingly, he laughed. Briefly, no doubt because of their august company, but a laugh nonetheless. And she could tell he meant no mockery in it. He was... he was delighted.


    “You remind me a little of my dam,” the guard said, and this was offered with a ducked head and an abashed look. “She was a strong female and often discounted to the detriment of those around her.”


    That such females existed stunned her. The Emperor, noting it, said quietly, “The court is not the Empire.” More normally, “So, do you like him?”


    “I do,” the Queen said, finding it shocking that she could.


    “I thought you might.” The Emperor curled a finger under the guard’s chin and lifted it. “And you? Does it gall you to be judged by a female?”


    “She is... she is your Queen Ransomed, Exalted.”


    “And like your dam?” the Emperor added, visibly amused now.


    This hesitation was the longest of all of them, and the guard left them during it, his eyes focused on some internal picture. When he returned to them again, there was defiance there, and the calm of a decision. “I cared for her deeply.”


    “Oh, I do like him,” the Queen said, amazed that he would confess such a thing.


    “He could be lying,” the Emperor said.


    She squinted at him, wondering why he should say something so nonsensical when he was touching the guard with Eldritch fingers. But of course, the guard might not realize what that meant... “He would have to be able to say that out loud without showing signs of disgust.”


    “A practiced enough liar could,” the guard said, still holding perfectly fixed beneath that touch. “You should not trust all that you are told, my Queen.”


    “You are certain now,” the Emperor guessed, looking at her.


    She studied the guard’s eyes and admired their steadiness of purpose. He knew he was being evaluated, not just by the highest male in all the Empire, but by its most exalted and debased of females... and he was submitting to that test with a grace she could only admire. She had seen others submit to their tests so, could only hope that she would go to her own when it came to her with that serenity. “Yes.”


    The Emperor mmmed. To the guard, he said, “So. You were assigned here by the Navy for the special duty of guarding the harem, as a reward for exemplary service."


    “I was,” the guard said.


    “You have a name.”


    “I do.”


    “You will no longer use it,” the Emperor said. “Now you are the Knife. As you have confessed to reading the ancient histories, you will be familiar with this title.”


    "Exalted," the guard whispered, his wings trembling now.


    “I see that you are,” the Emperor said. “But perhaps my Queen is not.” To her, he said, “Long ago, when the Emperor had a Queen Ransomed, the Queen Ransomed had a Knife. The Knife guarded her safety, did her bidding when she required someone's punishment, and helped her ward the security of the harem and her part of the palace. He coordinated the security for her domain and saw to her personal safety."


    The guard's pupils had dilated. “This is... this is a responsibility, an honor too great to be awarded so easily! Exalted, surely...”


    “I have been watching you, Knife,” the Emperor said, unperturbed. “You have hidden your curiosity well, but your flexibility of mind cannot be concealed from every test. I have been waiting to see what you would become. And here you are.” He grinned, all blunt teeth. “You will no doubt protest again. Allow me to test your intelligence. Tell me, Knife. Do you know anything about the shape I am wearing?”


    The guard composed himself and said, "Exalted, you are an Eldritch. They are like the humans, but taller and frailer and..." He paused, then finished, "They feel thoughts through their skins."


    "You have been assessed," the Emperor said. "The Queen has found you worthy. I have evaluated your doubts, your strengths, and your resolution through your skin and decided I can trust you to guard my Treasure. Do you accept the post?"


    "Exalted! Yes!" A little embarrassed, "Who would say no?"


    "You would be surprised," the Emperor said dryly. He stepped back. "I leave you to confer with your new mistress while I see to the Navy’s issue." He glanced at the Queen. "This suits?"


    She tried not to laugh, and yet to laugh was so rare a thing that some slip of it escaped her. She'd found the entire scene somehow charming, and Living Air protect her from letting the Knife ever know it. "Master. What suits you suits me."


    He grinned faintly. “Not good enough, my Treasure. Choose for yourself.”


    “Then,” she said, softer, “Yes, my lord. It does suit me. I shall confer with my new Knife, whom we have both found fitting.”


    "Good," he said, and back-stepped into a ball and rose again a drake. It took him less and less time, she thought, proud. He was learning. "I will return."


    She watched him go until he receded from view around the bend in the stairs... and found the Knife still staring after him. He had never seen the Change, she recalled.


    "Come," she said, drawing him from his reverie. "We should talk."


    "My Queen," the Knife said. "Is he always so?"


    Always decisive? Always unpredictable? Always impossible to refuse? The Queen smiled a little, and then her smile faded. She replied, "I hope so."
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    It was much later when the Emperor returned to her, wearing his true shape and drawing behind him a mantle of aggression she could taste on her tongue when she sucked in the air. She sat up from the divan and waited to see if he would pace or sit; when he did the latter, she hesitantly rested her head on his shoulder.


    He set a hand on her cheek. She could feel his breath ruffling her mane over her brow.


    "Bad news?" she asked.


    "I'll have to go," he said. His wings flexed, mantled. "Tonight. There are matters that need settling. This may be the moment I have been waiting for. If it is, and we pass through this gate… it may well be over sooner than I think."


    She shivered.


    "Don't fear, Treasure," he said, patting his fingertips gently on her cheek. "We will strive, and striving, know glory, whether we lose or win." He paused and she heard the dangerous satisfaction in his voice without having to see the grin. “I don’t plan on losing.”


    "I know," she said, though she could not share his confidence no matter how much she believed in him. If the Empire did not realize yet how deep a menace the Emperor now represented, with his radically reformed views, it would not take them long. It never did, with people who wanted to protect the structures that gave them power and withheld it from others. And when they finally realized their peril….


    "How did your new Knife do? Do you still like him?"


    "He is industrious," the Queen replied. "He has commandeered what he believes to be the best of the guards and set them to new duties at the top of the tower. And he is displeased at the state of security of the base of the tower and has set to designing new procedures. He seems very determined to turn this place into a fortress."


    The Emperor chuckled, a deep rasp. "Good. I have been watching him for quite some time and had hopes.”


    “He loves his dam,” the Queen said, unable to fathom it. Remembering the way the Emperor had responded to her incredulity over that comment, she asked, “What did you mean? When you said the Empire is not the court.”


    “Ours is a very large Empire,” he said, tucking a wing around her shoulder. “Changes in beliefs begin in urban areas, where there are many individuals to promulgate those changes, and from there spread erratically, depending on trade routes and military expansion. You will find the more provincial Chatcaava are... less extreme in their attitudes, not just toward females but toward aliens as well. But those individuals are far from the centers of commerce and power, so their beliefs remain the relics of the poor and disenfranchised. That has been one of my challenges: those in power cling to the laws and customs that protect them, and because they have power, they have the wherewithal to enforce them... and the size of the Empire protects them.”


    He was playing with her hair now, winding it around a finger. She considered the words while enjoying the caress. “The Navy,” she said. “That is where you began. You are trying to break those power structures apart by using something that is widespread through the Empire.”


    “Yes. Just so.” He smiled. “You understand more than you credit yourself with, my Treasure. Though you should not assign noble motives to me for my ambitions prior to the Ambassador’s departure. I wanted the throne because that’s what males with ambition want... and reshaping the Navy was the easiest way to win it, when I was no one from nowhere.”


    This was the first she’d ever heard him speak of his origins. She glanced at him: he was watching her. Waiting, maybe, for the inevitable questions, and because he was waiting she decided to withhold them. But perhaps his origins helped explain why there had been a crack there for the Ambassador to exploit? Or maybe why there had been no crack at all: such a male would have had to become harder than any more privileged male to succeed. Would she ever understand the psychology that had created him?


    “But now,” she said, choosing a path less fraught with questions she didn’t know yet how to frame, “you can use this tool you originally created for your own benefit.”


    “For my own benefit,” he said with a laugh. “Yes. My aims have changed—slightly—but you perceive the synergy.”


    “Like the Knife,” she murmured.


    “Just like him, yes. I wanted to chance to evaluate him, so when he was due a reward for exemplary performance, I ensured he would be assigned to the prize of harem duty.”


    “The prize!” she murmured, unsure whether to be offended or bemused.


    “Assuredly,” he said. “What else, given the treasure amassed here?”


    “Are we?” she wondered. “Treasure?”


    “Are you not?” As she considered the notion, he said, “I have given you a weapon. You should put him to use while I’m gone. And the children… you should see to their safety."


    She lifted her head just a little.


    "You wonder that I say so?" he said. "It's true, I have had little use for them before, save to wonder which of them would strive to kill me for my throne. But now... now they are seeds." He set his fingers on the end of her nose, claws arched and eyes distant. "We have a great deal to do. Every opportunity to catalyze the changes we need to survive, we must take. Even if it means working on the impressionable young. Especially that, perhaps."


    "They will need protectors," the Queen guessed.


    "Just so."


    "And teachers," the Queen said, frowning.


    "Mmm," the Emperor said. "Something I will have to leave to you, my Treasure. I fear I will be spending my time in the more obvious fight against those who see change and believe it weakness." He showed teeth. "Little do they know that the ability to change is strength."


    "And if it takes longer than you hope?" she asked, hesitant.


    "It won't," he said. "I will kill them all before I let it drag on. Some forms of compassion are a little too Alliance for me yet."


    She rubbed the length of her nose along his jaw. "You say that as if you might change."


    "On this matter, I doubt it," he said. "But then, a year ago what would I have said?" He tugged her into his lap. "We can speak of it again when I return. You will have a great deal to tell me by then, perhaps." As she leaned in to lick his neck he said, "Treasure—make sure your new Knife teaches you the proper use of the computer. You now have access."


    That made her sit up, but he only grinned, white teeth against black skin and scale. "Send a note to your pretty Seersa girl, ah? Tell her how you're faring." He raveled her mane in one finger and pulled her down to him.
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    When she woke, tumbled on her divan, he was already gone, had not left even the smallest of mementos in the form of bruises or aches, the way he would have before the Ambassador had transformed them both. The Slave Queen pushed herself upright and tucked her disheveled mane back over her shoulders, frowning. She’d expected him to go, but the precipitousness of his departure made her wonder just how poor the situation was outside her tower. He would not have left without securing the court, so this new Second, who had once been his Command East—a Naval designation, no doubt, for he trusted few others—would probably be capable of handling what petty intrigues remained after the Emperor’s devastating response to the court’s last challenge.


    But he had left her tasks, hadn’t he. To contact Laniis, to secure the ‘treasure’ in this tower, to see to the children... and he’d given her a Knife. She frowned, running a hand up one of her arms as she turned over the memories of their recent conversations. He had not seemed concerned—he rarely showed worry—but once she’d told him she would help him, something had changed. Why would he give her a weapon if he didn’t anticipate her needing it? Was it a precaution… or was he expecting trouble?


    Trouble that he had left her behind to handle?


    It was true, then. She inhaled with a shiver of wonder. He thought of her as a partner. A true consort, as he’d named her: his Queen Ransomed. She might not be free to take the title yet in the wider world, but he’d already granted her the title in his mind...so how long would it be before he made it reality for everyone else?


    And didn’t she have a responsibility there, too? To make her own title true?


    A partner. She wondered what the Ambassador would have said. Would say, she thought firmly, because they would see him again.


    She gave herself a few moments to be astonished that she had work to do, like a male. A few breaths to calm her anxiety, because with work important enough to matter came danger, especially now. But she had survived all that had come before; had used the unexpected gifts of a Chatcaavan female to navigate a turbulent and terrifying chapter in their Empire’s history. She would be equal to this one as well. The Queen shook her mane back and left the divan to see to her toilette, and to consider how to begin grappling with the tasks before her.

  


  
    CHAPTER 1


    “So you want permission to fly off to the contested border on the eve of an intergalactic war and dig around until someone notices and decides to kill you,” the Night Admiral said, pouring himself a cup of coffee from the sideboard.


    Lisinthir watched from his chair, fingers laced over his breast and legs crossed at the knee, a pose he suspected conveyed more arrogance than attention. He knew the wolfine on the other side of the room had read the cue as there was nothing about the Night Admiral that suggested he was insensible to subtlety. But Lisinthir was curious how he would respond to it, particularly when combined with the Eldritch’s request, the one that had netted him this private appointment with a phenomenally busy man. The Night Admiral oversaw the entirety of Fleet’s investigative, intelligence, and black ops arms. He was not ordinarily someone whose schedule was amenable to abrupt rearrangement.


    But he’d been asked a question. So he answered. “Yes.”


    The Hinichi glanced over his shoulder and cocked a brow, and that expression surprised Lisinthir, and amused him, and he knew that he had discovered an unexpected ally. “All right.”


    Lisinthir chuckled, sitting up. “Just that.”


    The Hinichi ignored the comment, stirring cream into his cup, the tinkle of silver against fine porcelain carrying in quiet of the large office. “Coffee?”


    “Yes, please. Black, if you would.”


    The Night Admiral nodded, added a second cup, and poured. He brought both cups on a tray—very civilized, that—and set it on the small table in front of Lisinthir. He took the chair across from him, rather than retreating to the desk... which was, after all, quite a distance from this less formal arrangement, tucked against the window wall overlooking the water. Lisinthir wondered at the water. He hadn’t been told where he was being transported when he stepped over the Pad to come here. He suspected that, like other things, the view was a lie.


    Relaxing, the Hinichi said, “Are you surprised, then?”


    “That you said yes?” Lisinthir turned the cup until the handle faced him, slipped his fingers through it. “I didn’t have any expectations. I came to learn something and I have. I’m pleased that you made the decision you did, of course, because had you not I would have been forced to pursue the matter on my own recognizance.” He quirked a brow. “Which is why you said yes, isn’t it?”


    “Of course,” the wolfine said, unperturbed, but there was a crinkle at his eye that suggested the cheek under it had mounded in a smile hidden by the darkness of his pelt. “It was the only way to have any visibility into the situation. Besides, while I’m sure your Queen could have outfitted you for the job, we can do it better. And better tools will make it more likely you’ll come back with information we can use.”


    “A pragmatist,” Lisinthir said. “I approve.”


    That brought a laugh from a man, Lisinthir decided, who laughed often… if more frequently with his very interesting eyes than with his mouth. The Hinichi sipped his coffee. “My job demands a certain measure of pragmatism, Lord Nase Galare.”


    Strange that the title bothered him. He would have preferred Ambassador. Or, if he was forced to admit, Imtherili. Jahir’s mode of address was growing on him. “I imagine. Shall we discuss the specifics then? I don’t want to tarry overmuch, for reasons you might be able to imagine.”


    “That would be best. Though you’ll forgive me if I begin with some parameters I feel can’t be negotiated?”


    “If you forgive me for wanting the answer to an impertinent question.”


    That brought both the wolfine’s brows up, letting more light into his yellow eyes. “This should be interesting. Go ahead.”


    “Is it a technological solution that makes you black with golden eyes? Some sort of glamor? Or have you dyed your fur and filmed your irises?”


    The Night Admiral put his cup down and deliberately folded his fingers in front of his chest. That was an obvious bid to put him off the question, but Lisinthir could outwait anyone’s intransigence. He found waiting restful, to be truthful; it was pleasant not to have to lunge into action to secure his safety or his objective. He had learned the skills that had saved him in the Empire first in the forests of his homeworld, and a hunter knew the value of patience.


    At last, the Hinichi said, “What makes you ask this question?”


    “There was a hair on the cushion, when I sat. It was silver.”


    “Which could have been my last guest’s.”


    “Possible,” Lisinthir granted. “But unlikely. You’re not the sort of man whose office would be left untidy. You have a staff to keep things clean for you, do you not? And probably machines.” He tried the coffee, found it aromatic and complex, without the bitterness of burnt or cheap blends. A touch floral, perhaps. Maybe a Heliocentrus varietal. “Besides, before coming I did what research I could on your person.”


    “And found nothing,” the Hinichi said with a snort.


    “Only a chance photograph in a news archive,” Lisinthir said. “Your predecessor. Who was also black with golden eyes.”


    “A coincidence.”


    Lisinthir couldn’t read the wolfine’s tone: amusement? Caution? He was speaking casually, but his unblinking gaze bespoke a dangerous intensity. “Perhaps. But there is one more thing.” He leaned forward and set the cup on the tray. “You do not carry yourself like a black wolf with golden eyes.”


    At last he penetrated the other man’s glacial calm. “What?”


    How could he explain it? He couldn’t even explain it to himself. But something about being in danger for so long, riding the edge of his talents where the touch-empathy melded seamlessly with every other more natural sense, heightened his intuition... and all of it agreed. “I read it off you, alet. I couldn’t tell you how. But you move, you act, like someone who is wearing a mask. My guess is the coat color and the eyes, because you meet people’s eyes like someone who does not fear being recognized. And who has that luxury in our arena?” He stretched out a leg on the dense, blue carpet. “So, then. Am I correct?”


    There was a world in which the Night Admiral declined to reply—or lied—and their relationship branched from that choice into something that Lisinthir would have found... less tenable. Manageable, but not optimal. But the moment passed, and Lisinthir could see the Hinichi making the decision, answering with a hint of mischief, but without the resignation he’d expected. “Silver. And brown.”


    “Brown eyes are lovely.”


    The Hinichi chuckled. “And it’s technological. A projection. More reliable than dye. We’ll get you one of the devices since you’ll be slinking around the border worlds. An Eldritch won’t come back from those, no matter how good a fighter he is.”


    “Can it make me look like something else, then?” Lisinthir asked, curious.


    “Look, feel, smell, and taste like something else,” the Hinichi said. “Like someone shorter, or taller. Furred, feathered, what-have-you. You could present yourself as one of the Akubi and people would be able to touch your head nine feet up from the ground.”


    “I don’t imagine I’d feel that touch,” Lisinthir replied, startled.


    “Ah ha.” The Night Admiral grinned, white teeth stark against dark muzzle. “You can be surprised. No, you won’t feel it unless the shape is closely mapped to your own skin. It’s best to change as little as possible—that’ll preserve the illusion in other ways. The device can extrapolate your motions to the body language of your target shape, but they’re... mannequins, we’ll say. No matter how good the algorithms are, they won’t be perfect. Which is why I’m not sure how you saw through mine. This really is just a color overlay. There shouldn’t be any discontinuity.”


    “I am what I am, alet.”


    “I thought you had to touch to do what you do, though.”


    “I do,” Lisinthir said. “But my intuition has been... rigorously exercised, shall we say, on a field where to guess incorrectly would have been fatal. It concentrates the mind wonderfully.”


    The wolfine snorted, but his eyes were thoughtful. “I can see that.”


    “And I would appreciate having one of these items. I imagine there aren’t many of them available.”


    “There are consumer models, but... no. One that can do the things a Fleet version can do? The technology isn’t trivial. Even for us.” Another grin, but more genial. “Don’t worry. You won’t be able to lose it.”


    No doubt it attached to a person intimately. He was certain he would discover exactly how soon enough. “You were saying then, about the task, and items not open to negotiation?”


    “I’m picking the personnel,” the Night Admiral said.


    “Did you think I would insist on doing so? Without knowing so much as a name?” Lisinthir asked, unperturbed.


    “But you do know a name, don’t you.”


    A pause made suddenly electric.


    “You were thinking about her, weren’t you,” the Night Admiral said.


    “Not… perhaps… until this moment,” Lisinthir replied, and interestingly enough wasn’t sure if it was a lie.


    The wolfine eyed him.


    “The truth,” Lisinthir said. “I so swear.”


    “I’m picking the personnel,” the Night Admiral said again.


    “Of course.” Lisinthir sipped from his cup, feeling the other’s gaze as if it could warm his skin over his cheekbones, the bridge of his nose. “You expected me to object?”


    “Yes?”


    Lisinthir snorted. “Send who you see fit, alet. Allow me to tell you if one of them seems unsuitable, though.”


    The wolfine paused, then nodded. “All right. That’s reasonable.”


    “And,” Lisinthir added, quieter, “Let her make the choice.”


    That earned him a bona fide glare, but there was a time for nonchalance… and a time to answer challenge with defiance. As important as the Night Admiral’s input into the mission was, the wolfine wouldn’t be there, wouldn’t be leading it, and wouldn’t be the one taking the wounds, and that was where Lisinthir drew the line. He met the wolfine’s gaze full-on, let his own implacability surface like fire from banked embers. His lip flared, just a little, over a canine, and it mattered not at all that it was less pointed than the Night Admiral’s.


    The Hinichi didn’t back down, which pleased. Yielding was one thing. Weakness, another entirely. “I won’t let anyone go on a mission this sensitive who might become a liability.”


    “Fine. But let her make the choice. After your doctors say whether she can return to duty. Or…has she already?”


    “We’re not discussing this,” the Night Admiral said with a touch of a growl.


    “Fine,” Lisinthir said. “So long as we have an understanding. Do we?”


    Another silence, this one tense with the contest. Lisinthir enjoyed it entirely, and that, he thought, was why he won. The Night Admiral found no pleasure in such wars. Which led him to another piece of the puzzle, one he hadn’t even known he’d been assembling.


    “Yes, we do. I’ll put the question in front of her… if the healers say it’s safe for her to go.”


    “That’s all I ask,” Lisinthir said, knowing that it wasn’t, and they both knew that as well. They were understanding one another quite comfortably now. Which is why it was the right time to add, “You’re a woman, aren’t you.”


    The Night Admiral stopped short in the act of reaching for his—her—his cup. “What the hell? How—” He bared his teeth. “There is no possible way. None.”


    “As I said… I am a special case.” Lisinthir picked up the wolfine’s coffee, handing it over with a benign smile. “Aren’t you glad I’m on your side?”


    A pause, then the Night Admiral laughed reluctantly. “You’re a bastard, you know that?”


    “Thank you, I do try. So… you were saying about timing?”


    “Fine, we can change the subject.” The Hinichi lifted a finger. “But as far as you know—”


    “The Night Admiral is what he seems, as he should be, and as he has always been since he was first hired for the job,” Lisinthir said. “And we shall do our best to ensure that no shapechanged Chatcaava borrowing an Eldritch’s abilities will ever get close enough to you to divine otherwise.”
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    Timing had turned out to be the most difficult of the topics, not just because the Night Admiral needed to muster his resources before he could field them on Lisinthir’s behalf, but because on the broken Chatcaavan vessel where he’d almost died, Lisinthir had dreamed the Emperor’s command to stay clear until he was called. Nothing else could have held him back from the conflict, knowing his lovers were in danger, but he believed in the veracity of the dream… and that put him in the uncomfortable position of having to wait, no matter his personal preferences. Normally he would have found the situation intolerable.


    Normally. Because another of the Hinichi’s demands involved him reconditioning a body only recently rescued by surgery and released from nearly a year of abuses, and this he could bow to with a good will. He would be of no use to the Emperor weak. And that, he thought, would dovetail nicely with his promise to his cousin’s education. The weeks the Night Admiral had requested—required—felt excessive. But he could use them to convalesce and train, and have his cousin at his knee, and the end of that particular holiday would see him prepared for whatever was to come. Too, he had work to do before—gifts he wanted for his cousin, and supplies he needed to buy himself given how much he’d lost in the Empire. As ridiculous as it seemed, he had almost no clothes or luggage to his name anymore: what little had survived his tenure on the throneworld had been lost with the Quicklance.


    All that could be done at Starbase Alpha, where his confederates would be gathering; missions were not launched from his location: in orbit around Selnor with its significant civilian build-up, Fleet Central was an administrative hub, limited in the amount of military traffic it could support. As soon as he could book transport, Lisinthir would be decamping for the much larger base at Alpha. But he had one errand first, which was how he came to be sitting in the waiting room at Fleet Central Hospital, hands clasped on one knee. He imagined he’d earned the curious glances he was ignoring. Bad enough to be one of the few, rare Eldritch seen in the Alliance, but the coat Jahir had had made for him was a showy thing, particularly with the sword at his hip visible against its folds, resting its scabbard’s tip on the floor.


    His quarry came through the doors some half hour later and paused at the sight of him. “Well, they told me someone was waiting for me, but I admit I didn’t think my luck was going to be this good.”


    Lisinthir grinned. “So if I say I am here to buy you a drink, will you faint from shock?”


    “I’d think about it,” the Harat-Shar pard said, grinning back. “But I can hardly enjoy you unconscious, can I? A drink sounds great, thanks. I know a place if you don’t?”


    “Lead, I follow.”


    “Oh, Angels!” the other said, rolling her eyes heavenward. “If I’m dreaming, don’t wake me.”


    That is how he found himself sharing a table in the back of a dusky bar with one of the Harat-Shariin healer-assists who’d helped him through his initial acclimation to the Alliance’s environment. Elena Dovin and her brother Kazimir had run him through more tests and physicals than he cared to remember, but he owed that medical team his ability to function at higher gravity and in good health…and he hadn’t forgotten the assists who’d been at his bedside most of the time, ready with an off-color joke or a steady hand. Elena was the one he’d been able to find on-duty, so she was the one he’d requested, but he would have taken either, or both.


    “I’m flattered that you’re here,” Elena said. “Don’t mistake me. I’d be glad to look at your face any day, though frankly you’ve done some damage to yourself; I assume that’s why you’re drinking tonic water instead of something more recreational but toxic. Do I even want to know why you’ve got those hollows under your cheeks?”


    “No,” Lisinthir said with a chuckle. “And I’m not sure I’d be allowed to tell you if I wanted to.”


    “Naturally,” the Harat-Shar said, shaking her head. She turned her beer on the table, breaking the circles of condensation on the surface. “So, I’m assuming you’re here for some reason. Are you?”


    “I am.” Lisinthir grinned. “You’ll laugh when I tell you.”


    “I will! This should be good.” The woman put her cheek in a palm and said, “Hit me.”


    “I am making a probably unpardonable assumption about your sexual preferences based on the jokes you enjoyed shocking me with when I first arrived. I need someone to teach me those things.”


    Elena had pale green eyes; it made the abrupt dilation of her pupils obvious. “I really am dreaming, aren’t I? An Eldritch is asking me to induct him into sexual perversity? That can’t possibly be anything but a wet dream I’m having right now. But no, you’re serious? You can’t be serious.”


    Lisinthir hid his amusement in his tonic water.


    “You are serious,” Elena breathed. And then frowned. “Why? Why me?”


    “I’m surprised you haven’t yet said something about your stunning attractiveness?”


    “Not a joke,” Elena said, and covered Lisinthir’s drink with a hand. “No, don’t use that to hide your expression from me. You cover them too well without props. Talk to me, alet.”


    “I have a friend I suspect needs rough treatment,” Lisinthir said. “And I have no idea how to give it safely.” He tilted his head. “I don’t know that you are the person to instruct me, but I had the notion that you would be able to refer me to someone who did.”


    “But?” Elena asked, frowning. “I sense there’s a but.”


    Lisinthir inclined his head. “But I hope it will be you, or your brother, or both. We have established some level of body-trust already, since you saw me through the regimens when I first arrived. And you are healers-assist… I must imagine you have an understanding of injury and healing that might be difficult to find elsewhere. I don’t have as much time here as I wish, but I’m hoping what time I do have will be enough for the basics.”


    The Harat-Shar slumped back in her chair and blew out a breath. “My. You really are asking.”


    “I am, yes.”


    Elena folded her arms, chin lowered and ears twitched back. She had one of the more feral-looking faces Lisinthir had seen: almost a true animal’s muzzle, with arresting black stripes framing her mouth and leading back to streaks around her eyes. Her body was nearly androgynous, as hard as a man’s in some ways; her brother, oddly, was softer. They were a genial pair, and he hoped one of them would consent to aid him.


    “All right,” she said. “You raise good points. And… angels, how could I say no?” She scrubbed a hand through her hair, putting tufts of it awry. “Who would?”


    “If you’re busy—”


    “No, it’s all right,” she said. “Kazimir’s on vacation this week and my supervisor’s been pushing me to take some time off. This one is a pretty big ‘hey, Elena, stop working so hard’ sign; I wouldn’t want the angels to decide they needed to find a bigger stick.” She grinned at him, lopsided, all her whiskers arching. “Besides, as presents to Kazimir go, ‘hey, brother, let’s go demonstrate kinky sex for a handsome Eldritch’ can’t really be beat.” She sighed and laughed. “Actually, I think I’m going to ruin every gifting holiday for years to come. There won’t be any topping it. Pun not intended.”


    “That’s a ‘yes’, then,” Lisinthir said.


    “That’s a yes,” she agreed. “And sorry about smudging your glass.”


    Lisinthir chuckled. “Your instincts were good. And interested me.” At her glance, he said, “You moved to control the situation. Is this the part of your personality that makes you attractive to those who would kneel?”


    Her eyes widened again. “I see that teaching you is going to be….”


    “Interesting? Irritating? Difficult?”


    She let loose a peal of laughter. “Fun! It’s going to be fun. So let’s arrange to meet, ah? Somewhere more private. You can tell us both what you need and we can tell you how long it will take to dump all that knowledge into your head, or where you can finish learning it on your own. If it’s as short a time as you’re suggesting, I’m going to assign you a lot of homework in simulations and reading... and I’m going to expect you to do it before you touch anyone.”


    “You have my promise.”


    She nodded and took out a pocket data tablet. “All right. Let’s talk schedules then.”


    “Excellent,” Lisinthir said. “Whenever you’re free, I am at your disposal, alet.”


    “Better call me arii,” Elena said, reaching for her beer and thumbing through her calendar. “If I’m going to be talking you through the fine points of kink, we’re going to be on more intimate terms than ‘hi, alet’ and ‘greetings, alet.’”


    “Arii, then,” Lisinthir said, amused. “Let us make a plan.”
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    The first thing the Ambassador had needed, and the thing he had never ceased to thirst for even after he had come to her for other things, was information. Information was also what drove the Emperor’s endless curiosity—why ask so many questions if the answers weren’t useful for something? So, left to herself, the Slave Queen decided that she, too, would try to learn what she could and see what use she could put that information to. The Emperor had helpfully left her a tool for that purpose, so she settled in front of the rarely used console in her suite, slid her talons into it, and woke it.


    The interface wasn’t unfamiliar, thanks to her upbringing. She’d had some freedom in the cage she’d inhabited as her sire’s offspring, before she’d become the pawn to be denied to the enemy and later the Slave Queen; while she hadn’t been able to do much with the computer available to her, she’d at least been able to use it to listen to music or look at pictures. The Emperor, though, had given her every access possible, and she found the limitless potential of it paralyzing. What should she do first? She’d spent her life starved for the outside world and this little square inset into one of her walls... this was a window out of her prison. She trailed her claw tips over her mouth, thinking. He’d given her more than the tools. He’d given her a suggestion for a beginning, and the gift of the Knife had implied another avenue of inquiry. This tower was now hers to oversee in his name, so... she began with that. How many inhabitants did it have? How many females shared this gilded cage? How many children?


    When the Knife arrived in the late morning, as was becoming his habit, she was waiting for him. “What does it mean?” she asked. “When a number has scratches?”


    “I’m sorry?”


    “Here.” She brought him to the console and woke it so she could point to the data, still shining green where she’d left it. “What does that mean?”


    “Oh, it is an estimate. The number of scratches gives you a sense of how poor an estimate. Three scratches are the most a number can carry, so those numbers have very poor confidence. You shouldn’t rely on them.”


    “I don’t understand,” the Queen said, sitting back. “Those are the population numbers for the females and children in this tower. How can there not be an exact count? How can the males know if they’re all accounted for?”


    The Knife lowered his head and wings, as if he was... embarrassed? “They can’t know, my Queen. Nor do they care to.”


    “But... these individuals are the Emperor’s property!”


    “Yes.”


    “Surely someone would want to keep track of that?” the Queen said, bewildered. “Why, any of them could escape or be stolen by some other male....”


    “And it would be accounted no great loss, I’m afraid. There is property that matters, my Queen, and then there is property that consumes resources, food, attention. Here, females and children are considered liabilities, not valuables.” Perhaps her expression was telling, because he said, “It is not like where I’m from, my Queen, where females and children are necessary to ensure the continuity of one’s livelihood and property. Here they are of questionable utility. Males come here to contest for power over multiple worlds, not just a small farm; females and children would be a distraction to them. The uses for females here are limited: a male can sate themselves with them, as all males have physical needs. He can lend them to allies to try to distract them with carnal adventures. Or he can give them out as rewards to be sent back to a male’s home: a male needs, at some point, to have an heir, and better his own blood than someone else’s, or so most of the system lords would tell you.”


    It was nothing more than she had heard all her life, in some form or other, but somehow seeing it represented in cold green letters made it real to her in a way an entire life in captivity hadn’t. The Slave Queen stared at the console and drew in a careful breath, setting her dismay aside. It didn’t matter what the court thought of the females and children in the tower, if the Emperor now considered them something worth guarding. And he would not have given her a Knife if he hadn’t believed it.


    She had proven it to him herself, hadn’t she? She had shown everyone that females could be more than decorations. She had a brain, thoughts of her own...


    “So the system lords would tell you?” she asked, puzzled. She waved a hand at the pillow across from hers. “Do others disagree?”


    “The Emperor’s navy is different,” the Knife said, sitting across from her cautiously. “There he allows the sons of lords and the sons of crofters to rise according to their ambition and ability. In such a system, your heir might not be your blood, but a protégé with whom you share something more important: your beliefs and your goals.”


    Had it only been a matter of time before the Emperor remade the Empire in the image of the navy he’d already reshaped? Perhaps before it all ended, they would not call him Emperor, but Change itself. “That is....”


    “Outrageous.” The Knife smiled. “And yet it works.” He hesitated, then offered, “It is so with the aliens, isn’t it?”


    “I don’t know. But... more so there than for us, yes. That I believe.” She studied him. “The Emperor says only the best of the Navy draw the duty here, to guard. That it is a reward.”


    “It is so, yes, my Queen. The duty is limited: usually we serve only a year before we return. But it remains on our record. We earn more pay because of it, and are promoted faster because we have shown we can be trusted.”


    “With the Emperor’s property,” the Queen said, frowning. “Which is considered so valueless it isn’t even properly counted in the records.”


    “It doesn’t make sense from the surface, does it? But if you see it from overhead, it does, particularly in the context of history and its changes. It isn’t that we have guarded the property that makes us trustworthy. It’s that we respect that it is the Emperor’s and neither touch it nor allow it to be touched by others.”


    As usual, it was about the males. And yet... “The females and children in this tower are no longer valueless by the Emperor’s reckoning, Knife. He wishes them guarded because they may become assets.”


    The Knife leaned back. “That is... that is revolutionary, my Queen. And yet, it makes perfect sense.”


    She eyed him. “Yes. I am surprised you think it so.”


    “It is how he has always worked,” the Knife said with enthusiasm. “Taking what other males assume to be useless, looking at it differently, and discovering how it can become a tool for domination. He is a brilliant thinker, my Queen. Do you know what he intends for the harem populace?”


    “No.” And then, seeing the Emperor’s face searching hers in memory, she added, “He intends me to decide what they can be used for.”


    The Knife’s fingers tightened on his knees. “And what have you decided?”


    “I have decided that I do not know enough about the tower, the palace, and the throneworld,” the Slave Queen said. “The Emperor has granted me access to the computer so that I can mend this fault.”


    “Information is always important,” the Knife agreed. “One cannot win wars without information... information, and logistics.”


    “Logistics,” she murmured.


    “The details of how things are accomplished,” he said. “It’s no use to command a thing to be done. You must know how to do it.”


    “And to know how to do it, you have to learn,” the Slave Queen finished. “So perhaps you can begin my education?”


    “Gladly, my Queen.”


    A beginning, she thought, with a final glance at the console. Perhaps not the triumphant one she’d hoped for, to divine all the information she required without external aid. But if the Ambassador had not scrupled to accept the help of a slave, she would not turn away a male eager to serve her need. There was more than one way to fly a storm, and given the size of the one facing her, she would use every tool at her disposal...


    ...as her Emperor did. She smiled and bent toward the Knife to listen.
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    The summons came late, but come it did. Jahir was working through yet another lesson on Chatcaavan grammar on the day it arrived, and after reading it went to the kitchen to place a pot on the stove. There was not a day he was not grateful for the full kitchen in their apartment…and while he had initially used cooking and baking as a tool to help his partner past personal turmoil, habit had long since solidified the association in his own head as well. The kitchen was safety. Looking at his reflection in the bottom of the empty pot, Jahir wondered what his household would have thought of it: the future lord of the Seni Galare, cooking like a menial, and preferring it. If he looked at his hands in the right light—he twisted the left one until he could see it—he even had a burn scar from handling a pan, there in the webbing between his thumb and forefinger. A minuscule patch of skin slightly less bright a pearlescent white, so easy to overlook… unlike the ones he now had on his side. The healers on Veta had offered to abrade those off and resurface the skin, but he’d declined. Partly because after Lisinthir’s near death in surgery, he no longer trusted Alliance medicine to know enough about Eldritch physiology to address even the most casual of issues, and partly because… they were his scars.


    He touched the worst of them, between his ribs. Shifted the topmost layer of fabric, felt it crinkle. Then, resolute, went for the cream.


    Fifteen minutes later, when Vasiht’h padded in the door, the kerinne had been simmering long enough to have perfumed the air with the scent of cinnamon. Jahir had tried adding a little cocoa… then a little more… then he’d given up and started a second pot of kerinne because the first had become something like hot chocolate, if hot chocolate started with a cream base and became denser from there.


    Stopping short, Vasiht’h said, “We should dip something in whatever it is I’m smelling.”


    Lifting a spoon from the pot and turning it upside down, Jahir watched the chocolate cling without dripping. “Some sort of pastry?”


    “Beignets? Churros? Sweet bread?” Vasiht’h shucked off his messenger bag and hung it by the door. “We’ll have to genie it.”


    “Whatever you think would work?” Jahir offered him the spoon.


    The Glaseah trailed a finger through the chocolate, licked, squinted. “Mmm. Churros. The cinnamon is barely tangible after everything else you’ve added to it, so I bet it would be good to have the flavor in the dough to pull it out.”


    “Churros, then,” Jahir said. He hesitated. Nothing in the mindline suggested his news should wait, but….


    “He sent for you?” Vasiht’h asked, pulling the plates out of the pantry.


    Jahir exhaled. “I thought you would be distressed.”


    Vasiht’h snorted. “I’d be more distressed if he hadn’t. He’s overdue, isn’t he?”


    “Somewhat, yes.”


    “I’m hoping there’s a benign reason.”


    “It is probably administrative.” Jahir ladled the chocolate spread into a bowl and checked the kerinne. Too heavy for him—he brought down a mug for Vasiht’h and said, “Would you ask for an espresso for me?”


    “Black, I assume.”


    Looking at the contents of the pots on the stove, Jahir said ruefully, “Nothing less will serve.”


    Vasiht’h chuckled.


    Over drink and churros dipped in chocolate cream, they spoke of normal things: the errands they needed to spread between them, their caseload, the gifts they were to send to Vasiht’h’s nieces and nephews for the cluster of approaching birthdays. It was only after they’d put paid to the meal that Jahir broached the topic. “What will you do while I’m gone?”


    He’d been expecting discomfort. The level of uncertainty that clouded the mindline surprised him. Looking up, he said, “Arii?”


    “I thought I’d go home while you were away,” Vasiht’h said, threading his fingers together on the table. A deep breath, more felt via the mindline than heard. “And talk to a priestess.”


    Impressions of children. Of babies. Of his partner’s babies. Stunned, Jahir straightened. “You want to start a family?”


    “I think it’s past time,” Vasiht’h said. Shyly, “You don’t mind?”


    “No,” Jahir said, his gladness swamping them both, and his shock. And pain, that too. He wanted very badly for his partner to have children, when he’d always been so good with them. That it would change their lives bothered him not a whit; it was for lack of change that his people had been strangulating, and he’d fled the homeworld in search of change because he’d known it to be difficult but necessary for growth. But these… these would be the children who would help him bury Vasiht’h, and their arrival inevitably heralded that future, no matter how far over the horizon it lurked.


    “I know,” Vasiht’h said, voice husky.


    Jahir reached over and set his longer hand over his friend’s clasped ones. “How will it work?”


    Clearing his throat, Vasiht’h said, “I go there and apply at the temple. That might take a while; they have to work me into a queue, and how long I wait depends on how many people are in line in front of me. After that, I find a priestess whose genetic profile works well with mine, we make arrangements, and when she’s done gestating I end up with children. Everything else we have to figure out. I’m thinking I just want to raise them here with you.”


    “You can’t marry this priestess,” Jahir guessed.


    “No. They’re there to… well, to breed. Our priesthood is basically a network of surrogates, serving Her by creating in the flesh on behalf of those who can’t bring themselves to do it.” Vasiht’h freed one of his hands for his mug, but left the other under Jahir’s, palm up. “After I sign up I have to stay for the educational program, which is about taking care of children and… basically a how-to for being a parent. Since that takes a few weeks, I thought that would be a good thing to do while you were gone.”


    “And then I’ll be… an uncle? A… foster father?” He found the idea wondrous and strange. He had only barely begun to understand who Jahir the future husband might be. Jahir the parent was an entirely new frontier.


    “I know,” Vasiht’h said. “Me too.” And then added, with a humor that did not obscure the cautious note that shadowed the words in the mindline, “But Sediryl might like having a suitor with experience raising children. It’ll look good on your list of marriageable qualities?”


    “I don’t even know if she wants children,” Jahir admitted. Not just to the obvious question, but to the tacit one as well. He had never been willing to acknowledge his desire for Sediryl, even to Vasiht’h, who’d met her. Especially to Vasiht’h, who’d met her. But confessing it to Lisinthir had made it ridiculous not to admit it to his dearest friend, and saying it now made him wonder why he’d waited so long. It felt natural. A relief.


    They looked at one another in silence, savoring the strangeness of the ease of it.


    Vasiht’h sighed a very, very long sigh. “Goddess, Jahir. We really did come out of all that changed.”


    “For the better, I hope,” Jahir murmured.


    “I think so.” The Glaseah curled his fingers around Jahir’s. “When are you leaving?”


    “There’s no urgency, or at least, none that I can read from the note. We have time to arrange our caseload. A few days?”


    “Sounds good. I can leave at any time too. My sister wants to see me, so I’m going to stop by Tam-ley before I head home to Anseahla.”


    For a long moment, Jahir savored the warmth of those fingers in his, the brush of the alien palm, so familiar after so many years... and so unlike the one he would shortly be touching. Vasiht’h was the beloved Other who had drawn him from his first stasis, the one inspired by his homeworld’s calcification... the partner who had given him a stable base from which to grasp the stars and make them home. Lisinthir was the beloved Known, and from that touch, he thought he would be ready to launch into sharing that home with an extended family. A wife, if Sediryl would have him when her human lover passed away. Adopted children, when Vasiht’h returned with his kits. Eventually, he hoped, children of his own.


    “It’s going to be great,” Vasiht’h said suddenly, and from the champagne fizz in the mindline he was as surprised at his comment as Jahir. They grinned at one another.


    “The Goddess speaks?”


    “Maybe!” The Glaseah chuckled. “What about your pattern sense?”


    “Does not seem to disagree, but it was never so strong as to speak with authority.”


    “Then we’ll just have to make do with self-fulfilling prophecies.”


    “The best kind,” Jahir said.


    “The only kind,” Vasiht’h said, amused. “As far as I’m concerned anyway. We should start working out our client schedule around our vacations. I’ll wash the dishes if you clear the table.”


    “Done.”
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    They spent a profitable evening thus, and began their respective packing, and a peculiar thing it was, to be preparing for separate trips. Jahir didn’t linger on it. Their times apart were rarities, and what he needed to learn now was best learned alone. Stretched on his bed while the Glaseah showered, he woke the data tablet and brought up the message again.


     


    Cousin—


                    I await your pleasure.


    —L


     


    Handwritten in their tongue, and in the aggressive neutrality of the gray mode, which left him the blame for immediately reading the innuendo into the invitation... save that he knew Lisinthir had been smiling when he wrote it. With his eyes, in that sly way of his, all dangerous intimations and urbane masks. Jahir rested the corner of the tablet on his brow and chuckled. His cousin, the Nase Galare heir, Ambassador, duelist, and lover of dragons. And now, perhaps, teacher of recalcitrant family as well. I await your pleasure, indeed.


    It wanted a response. He handwrote his in kind, and shaded it white for the purity of the spirit, of holy vows.


     


    Imtherili—


                    I come, at your request.


    —J


     


    Let him read all the innuendo into the title and the promise and the words, and shade it with the beauty of what servitude became in their people, at its best. That was their relationship: holy, carnal, gentle and cruel, sanctuary and challenge.


    “You’re amused,” Vasiht’h observed, padding into their bedroom, freshly washed.


    “Composing my response to my cousin,” Jahir said. “As in everything between us, it becomes a complexity.”


    “It becomes Eldritch, you mean.” Vasiht’h dropped onto his nest of pillows alongside the bed and yawned.


    Smiling, Jahir reached for the lamp. “Yes. Shall I...?”


    “Please. We’ve got a few long days ahead of us, moving things around.”


    Jahir tapped the lamp off. As they settled, Vasiht’h added, “We might need to find a new place to live. Someplace with more rooms.”


    The mindline was rigid with anxiety. Jahir tasted it, touched it, rolled it in mental fingers that felt more acute, somehow, since their experience on the courier vessel. “Then,” he said, “we’ll find one.” The rush of relief was warm as a blanket, and he could use it as one and did. Tucked under it and the real blankets in all their layers, Jahir added, “Did you think I would say aught else?”


    A smile he felt rather than saw. “No. But I still worried.”


    Jahir closed his eyes. “We are moving on, arii. No less can we do and remain faithful to They who made us.”


    “Amen,” Vasiht’h murmured. And softer, on the memory of a warm nocturnal breeze, Love you.


    And you, Jahir answered, and they slept.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    The Knife’s first lectures on the palace, the tower, and the court gave the Slave Queen a great deal to consider. At her request he left her to it, saying that if she was planning to use the computer often he would have to take greater pains with its security. That would entail… something, she was sure, that she did not yet understand, so she trusted him with it in the full expectation that he would return at some point to explain further.


    She perched on her windowsill, or paced, and turned over her thoughts.


    It was plain there was no purpose to the guarding of the females here, and the children. No court male would think of them as hostages. The guards assigned to tower security were here as a symbol of the Emperor’s power, and the symbol worked precisely because the inhabitants of the tower were dispensable. Of course males guarded things that had value. But having guards on property that served no one, save for occasional entertainment? That was the province solely of males with so many eager followers jobs had to be manufactured to keep them busy.


    The Knife’s picture had been cruelly explicit: every female and child in this tower was nothing.


    Which is why the Emperor considered it an opportunity. How much of one, though, she didn’t know, and would never know from the computers.


    So she would look.


    The imperial nursery was not on the same level as either of the harems. The Slave Queen had never understood the reasoning that had seen it installed nearer the base of the tower, suggesting children to be of lesser importance than females. Had someone applied a formula to their weighing? One that found children less significant than the females that spawned them? It seemed an unlikely belief for the Chatcaava, even if the importance of heirs was a more provincial attitude. More probably, children were considered even more disposable than the mothers who’d birthed them. Females could be used to slake desire, or baited as traps, or given as gifts or rewards. Children merely grew up to nurse designs on the throne, if male, and if female… well, another mouth to feed, and one upon which a male could not get another child for fear of begetting something twisted by inbreeding.


    She did not expect to see anyone on the nursery level save the males who did a desultory job of guarding it, and the females used to oversee it: all tongueless slaves, those, taken from rival males but not beautiful, young, or significant enough to be placed in the harem. She herself did not come here often. Why would she? When her sire had destroyed her womb to deny it to his enemy, she had lost any link to this place. She would never bear a child. Perhaps she would never have wanted to. But it had been another choice stolen from her, and that had been her life: a series of thefts she was determined, now, to recover.


    Having a child would always be a choice denied to her, but she knew now that had she been capable, she would have wanted to give this Emperor, this new Emperor transfigured by an Eldritch lover, a son or daughter. Knowing that made coming here a flagellation. But they were his children, and that made them hers, in a way: hers to ward for him. Tightening the folds of her stiff and useless wings, she swept past the guards and into the room.


    And stopped. “What are you doing here?”


    Guiltily, the Mother turned to her, and there was a child clinging to her leg, another to her tail, and an infant in her arms. The infant was surely female, since the room closest to the tower’s interior door was reserved for them. But the two children were winged, and that made them male. They should not have been here, but in the exterior room, the one with the windows, where male children were kept separated from their less worthwhile female siblings. Which is where the Mother should have been, had she wanted to see her own child, a male.


    Which brought her back to the fact that the Mother was here at all. Harem females who served as the Mother gave up the right to see their infants a month after their birth. That was the point at which the Mother’s jewels were returned to the Slave Queen, to be reserved for the next female to conceive. Had she even received those jewels as scheduled? She had been too distracted with the Ambassador to notice.


    The Mother was not wearing them. The Mother was here, when she should have been in the harem.


    “A-a-apologies, you-my-better,” the Mother stammered. “I… I cannot excuse or explain my appearance here—”


    The Slave Queen exclaimed, appalled, “Stop!”


    The other female clapped her mouth shut, her four arms a tangle, with one of the upper and one of the lower clutching the infant, the second lower wrapped around the other child, and the final upper clasping herself in terror.


    “I am not your better,” the Slave Queen said, hiding her own fluster. “Do not address me as a male!”


    “Apologies,” the Mother whispered, dipping her head. She was trembling visibly, but she hadn’t retreated either.


    “I do not need an excuse for your presence,” the Slave Queen continued, the words slow on her tongue. “But an explanation… yes. That I require.”


    “Mistress,” the Mother said. “I…”


    When she stopped, the Slave Queen prompted, “You?”


    The Mother looked down and mumbled, “I like children, Mistress.”


    Had she confessed to impure thoughts of aliens, the Slave Queen would have been less astonished. What female liked children? And the females of the imperial harem in particular? None of them were permitted to foster attachments to any of their own get—that would have been parlous, when attachment led to disobedience and rebellion. And they were female. They knew better than to love the evidence of the violence forced on them by males using their bodies to produce a new generation to dominate them.


    “You like children,” the Slave Queen repeated.


    The Mother lifted her chin and said nothing, but that spark of defiance was astounding. And because of it, the Slave Queen stepped forward, cupped the other female’s elbow, and guided her to one of the benches. Gently.


    “Sit. No, you can keep the baby in your arms.”


    “What about us?” one of the children asked boldly, a stripling hip-height on her. She had seen too few children to know how many revolutions he might be, and this disquieted her… that she should know so little about something so fundamental.


    “You must go with the others for now,” the Slave Queen said. “The Mother and I must talk.”


    “And when you’re done?” this bold one asked.


    The Slave Queen glanced at the Mother, who was staring fixedly at the opposite wall. To the boy, she said, “We shall see.”


    “Is she going to hurt you, Mother?” asked the other child, tremulous.


    The Mother flinched, then said, “Go on now. She is another female, isn’t she? There is nothing to fear here.”


    “If there was nothing to fear you wouldn’t be acting afraid!” the first said. He spread wings too young to have grown fully opaque and said, “If you hurt her, I will hurt you! I am a male, and you only female! Even if I am young, I can have you punished!”


    “Gale!” the Mother yelped. “Do not speak that way to the Slave Queen! She is the Emperor’s own consort!”


    “I will speak to her any way I please, if she hurts you.” The youth bared his teeth.


    Before the Mother could reprimand him further, the Slave Queen held out a hand. “Enough. I mean no harm to the Mother. What she says is true: we are both female. We share a common cause.”


    The boy searched her eyes with his own, artless and fierce. What he saw settled his wings, and he straightened, limbs loosening. Wrapping an arm around the meeker boy’s shoulders, he said, “We’ll be waiting, Mother.”


    “Thank you,” the Mother said. “Now you ask the Slave Queen permission to withdraw.”


    “She is female!”


    “She is female, but even the Emperor walks into her suite out of courtesy to her, rather than flying in. If she is due that courtesy from the most Exalted, she is due it from his children.”


    Gale eyed her and said the most shocking thing he’d yet said. “But is she worthy of it?”


    Serene, the Mother said, “She is. She saved this one’s life when she was laboring to give birth to her son.”


    The boy turned his scrutiny on the Slave Queen again, this time interested rather than bellicose. “Then with her permission—your permission—we will withdraw.”


    “You may go,” the Slave Queen said.


    The boys left. To her astonishment, they did not exit the female’s room, but joined a game being played with colored sticks by two females near their height. The Mother remained seated, quivering but pliant. Talking with the children had calmed her, the Slave Queen saw. It reminded her of the Ambassador, who had grown strong from the need to be strong for others.


    “They have not gone back to the room with their peers,” the Slave Queen observed.


    “They are friends with Maazi and Vu,” the Mother said.


    “And how did that friendship develop, when the sexes are kept apart?”


    The Mother looked down in lieu of replying. Her upper arms were cradling the infant now, but her lower hands were tightly linked in her lap, so tightly the thin webbing between her fingers was showing strain lines.


    “You like children,” the Slave Queen mused.


    “I know… I know it is perverse.”


    “It may be the opposite of perverse, Mother,” the Slave Queen said, studying her. And added, “You did not give back the jewels, did you.”


    “I… I did not want to disturb you—”


    “And you were kind to Laniis.” The Slave Queen canted her head. “You were always kind, Mother. Now I find you are also a rebel.”


    The Mother straightened, wide-eyed. “Mistress! You must not—”


    “Think such things? Say them?” The Slave Queen smiled a little. “You forget who I am.”


    “You are the Slave Queen, the most exalted and most debased of females in all the Empire….”


    “I am the Queen Ransomed,” she said, soft. “Beloved of aliens. Treasure of the Emperor. Shapechanger and soul-changed.”


    The Mother fell silent, but she trembled, astonished.


    “How long have you been coming here?” the Slave Queen asked, more conversationally. “And what baby is this? Yours?”


    “This one is mine, yes, Mistress. Would you like to hold him?”


    The Mother was already offering the cloth-wrapped bundle, so the Slave Queen accepted it, awkward. She did not have extra hands a normal female did, and she felt the lack of security acutely when confronted with such a delicate creature. The Mother’s child could not be more than a few months old now—she could not recall time’s passage clearly—and he was still so small, all rounded body and diminutive limbs.


    “I have been coming here since he was taken from me,” the Mother said. “And the other children… they were so lonely, Mistress. The slaves who care for them cannot speak. The guards who ward them do not enter their rooms. They have only themselves for company until they are old enough to be put to use.”


    “And you talk to them.”


    “I… I tell them stories.” The Mother glanced at her, and for a fleeting moment there was challenge there. “The ones I heard from my mother, who heard them from her mother. The ones passed down all these many years in secret. I tell them about the old religion.”


    The Slave Queen lifted her gaze from the baby to regard the Mother.


    “You named your bodyslave ‘Khaska,’” the Mother said.


    “I did,” the Slave Queen said. She hadn’t realized that act would reveal her, but then she hadn’t known that there were females who’d kept secrets and passed them across generations of daughters. Who spoke of the Living Air anymore, or knew its rites and beliefs? Much less that children had been used to call the celebrants to worship. Laniis had been white, like the robes those children wore in the few pictures the Slave Queen had seen on her borrowed computer, long ago, when she had been her sire’s daughter.


    Her mother had never told her these stories. Perhaps her cage had been more complete than she’d realized.


    “Will you punish me?” the Mother asked at last.


    “I will not,” the Slave Queen replied, looking down into the face of the child again, with his blunt little nose and weak eyes. Had she wondered how to begin the Emperor’s task? And here she was. “What I do instead may seem like punishment, however.”


    The Mother glanced at her, frowning.


    “We will speak later,” the Slave Queen said, handing the infant back. “I’ll send for you.”


    The Mother accepted the bundle. Quiet, she said, “Shall I bring back the jewels?”


    The Slave Queen laughed. “No. You remain the Mother.” Looking at the room, at the children watching them, or trying to seem as if they weren’t, she said, “You may be the only Mother this tower has seen in its history.” Rising, she said, “Gale.”


    The boy jumped to his feet immediately and walked to her, head high. Behind him came the meek boy, and the two girls as well, though more timidly.


    “I give the Mother back to you just as I promised,” the Slave Queen said. “Do not do anything that will draw attention to her.”


    “No!” Gale said, eyes round. “Never! We always disperse to our room when males come into the nursery.”


    “Disperse when you see females you don’t recognize as well,” the Slave Queen said. “They can speak of your disobedience.”


    “It’s not—”


    “It is disobedience so long as it can land your Mother in trouble. Do you understand?”


    Gale deflated. The other boy stepped up alongside him and said, soft, “We understand, Mistress. This place is perilous. We won’t forget.”


    “Good.” She turned to the Mother. “We are not done, you and I.”


    “I know,” the Mother said. “I won’t forget.”


    The Slave Queen dipped her head and started for the door. She had almost reached it when she caught the eye of one of the females assigned to the nursery. And she thought then: could they be her allies also? The female met her eyes, neither insolent nor timorous. A mask, she thought immediately, and was intrigued. On her way back to her room, she pondered. The tongueless could not speak, of course, and they would not have been allowed to learn to read or write. But she was the Slave Queen, and there was a way she could learn their thoughts that no one had anticipated.


    The Mother a rebel, born of a line of rebels. She would never have suspected. And all these children… so much to work with. Her heart seized with the force of understanding just how much of the future the females and children here represented. What they could become…! But how was she to see them to that end? And how could she protect them on the journey?


    What if she couldn’t?


    The Slave Queen stopped on the steps, hand flat against the mosaic on the wall.


    What if she couldn’t?
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    The trip itself was simplicity... certainly compared to the one Vasiht’h was taking. His partner’s sister lived on Tam-ley in Sector Veta, where they made their home at the sector starbase, but Vasiht’h’s parents and the temple were on Anseahla, across the Core. To visit both, his partner would be several days in transit, while the flight carrying Jahir flew direct from Veta’s port to Starbase Alpha in the adjacent sector. Jahir had seen the Glaseah off at the commercial dock the previous day, which had left him to the unwonted silence of their apartment for the night… and fortunately only the night. His flight left early the following morning, and once he stepped out their door he no longer thought of what he was leaving behind.


    Jahir spent the trip catching up on medical journals and puzzling at his Chatcaavan lessons, surprised at his ability to concentrate when en route to what amounted to an assignation. He supposed it was an indication of his trust in Lisinthir: all his anxiety had been bound in the decision to go, and now that he was going, he was in his cousin’s hands... or would be soon enough. So he studied and read, tagging this article for further research, that chapter for additional exercises, and was strangely refreshed when the shuttle flashed its lights to indicate final approach.


    Half of the shuttle wall was showing the external view, and this was instructive. Starbase Veta was busy as only a military and commercial base in the Core could be, and as the second such base established it had had time to become a nodal point in the sector’s traffic. But Starbase Alpha was in the Pelted’s home system. The Pelted’s first settled worlds, Karaka’A and Seersana, were in Sector Alpha, as well as Selnor, the world from which the Alliance government administrated its enormous federation, including all its military. This was the core of the Core, and the number of ships haloing the base beggared the imagination. Jahir spent the entirety of their approach watching them sail into view, the smartcoat magnifying them on request and tagging them with their names, owners, and docking priorities. Their landing was delayed only half an hour; Jahir couldn’t imagine the workload shouldered by those overseeing the computers assigning the berths.


    The activity level in the port’s gates reflected the starbase’s significance. Standing amid the rivers of people flowing to and from their assigned ships, Jahir realized he had not asked Lisinthir where they should meet, and that this was perhaps an oversight of some enormity. He somehow doubted that asking would net him the necessary information; the treaty required the Alliance to wipe information on the whereabouts of Eldritch traveling in it, and even Jahir, who had been on Veta for years, still wasn’t there according to any computer. It was habit that drove him to a place he could consult the starbase directory, so it was a shock to discover his cousin on it, and a location.


    Armed with this information, and bemused by its existence, Jahir reshouldered his bag and went forth into the stream of people exiting the dock. They inevitably brushed against him, leaving him with the ephemera of their thoughts and emotions, thin as veils and as easily torn. He was stronger against such casual touches than he had been when he’d first emigrated, but he was glad to leave the press of the port behind.


    It was entirely expected that Lisinthir should choose a suite for himself in the part of the base that looked like a base, rather than down in the city where one could forget one wasn’t on a planet. Jahir took the lift the very long way to the floor where his cousin was staying, watching through the clear wall as he ascended through the dock and city levels and up into the inside skin of the hull. The cut-off between the aerated real estate and the base’s airless interior was abrupt and heartwrenching: it exposed the technology, made it seem impossible that it existed. And yet… it did.


    The sight wanted more careful observation. Once he left the lift, Jahir stopped at the enormous window in one of the observation portals to look down on the city in its shielded sphere, like a glass bauble. Beyond it, other spheres studded the curved wall of the base: the dim blue aquaculture and green agriculture spheres, other cities with their more variegated palettes gleaming like cabochons. The spindle that ran the center of the starbase’s hollow interior, yoking the poles, was visible in a way the inhabitants of the city sphere never saw: a grand thing of metal lace and lights, twined through with the Fleet ships being refitted, resupplied, or overhauled. It was beautiful, but stripped of the context of the civilian habitations it was a statement of raw martial power. Jahir smiled to see it, thinking Lisinthir would have found it far more pleasing than any more pastoral obfuscation.


    The corridor outside the observation portal divided the suites into those facing the interior and those facing open space, and it was enormous, broad enough to ride five horses abreast if one wanted a parade and with vaulted ceilings to boot. But it was also softly carpeted, perfectly lit, and somehow welcoming despite the cathedral-like dimensions. His cousin’s suite was on the interior side; there would be windows, and probably a balcony. He chimed for entrance and waited, wondering what he would say if the directory had been wrong and the door opened on a stranger. He was sorting through his possible responses when it revealed Lisinthir… who gave him no chance to use any greeting. His cousin gripped him by the seam of his tunic, near the throat, and pulled just enough to make him sway forward.


    That kiss made the weeks that had passed since they saw one another last evanesce. It lasted too long, it ended too soon, it made him acutely aware of their being visible to anyone passing in the corridor… and made him forget they might not be alone. Like having a draught of wine; when Lisinthir let him breathe, he felt dizzied, and slow.


    “Beautiful cousin,” Lisinthir said in their tongue, shading it silver for gladness. And in Universal, his amusement stinging like mint, “And clever as well, to find me.”


    “You made it too easy,” Jahir managed.


    Lisinthir laughed and tugged him inside.


    [image: ***]


    There was no resisting that look. Combined with the confusion, so sweet and so earnest…. Lisinthir had told his therapists that coercion didn’t please him, and it didn’t. But he thought there was some nuance he’d omitted from that explanation, because he found Jahir’s malleability delicious, and was not at all unwilling to shape him, if shaping he needed. This was his excuse for why he tarried beside the door for another kiss, because there was a wall alongside the door and his cousin was amenable to being pushed up against it: pushed up against it, and trapped.


    The Harat-Shar had been right: there was something erotic about someone’s breathing. Perhaps he’d always known it, for how avidly he’d watched for evidence of a gasp, a catch in the throat, a held breath, a sigh. Among the Chatcaava, such signs had kept him alive. Here it was a kinder knife, because leaning hard enough on Jahir’s ribcage made his cousin’s entire body ignite and left Jahir shaking without realizing. Or possibly, Lisinthir thought, caring.


    But he was not just Cousin and Imtherili. He was also Ambassador, and Lisinthir. So he traced Jahir’s upper lip, making them both aware of the gap between it and the lower, and gave him a gentler kiss for welcome. “Let me take your bag.”


    “I… you…” Jahir stopped, visibly gathered his thoughts, and eyed him. “If you are to continue disordering me thus, then… yes. You may.”


    Lisinthir chuckled and took it, keeping the conversation in Universal for its neutrality. “I promise, I shall leave off for a bit. Come and sit. I assume the flight was uneventful. Would you have something to eat or drink?”


    “I ate on the shuttle, thank you.” Jahir walked to the window and folded his arms, staring out it. He looked fitting standing there in the yeoman’s clothes of an Alliance tailor, straight-backed and tall, set against the darkness of the interior of the starbase with its star-like lights. Lisinthir paused to appreciate anew that there was at least one Eldritch with whom he could share the pleasures and terrors of the modern world and dropped his cousin’s bag in the bedroom before returning.


    “You like the view?”


    “I’m unsurprised by it.” Jahir tilted his head back. “Though I’m not sure whether I expected you to have chosen a palatial suite, because we have money and are accustomed to the space, or if you would have preferred to remain unremarked in a normal hotel room.”


    “The penthouse was large enough for a royal court,” Lisinthir said, and poured them both port from the bar. While the suite wasn’t a penthouse, it was large enough for a bar, and for the window walls. The bar he’d wanted for his cousin, and he’d had it stocked against his future plans. The windows though… those were his, reminding him viscerally of nights spent in the Emperor’s tower by the long fall to the ground. “This seemed a fine compromise.”


    “The middle ground.” Jahir shook his head and took the proffered glass, careful not to brush fingertips. “I wouldn’t have thought it.”


    “Of the Ambassador, accustomed to compromise?”


    Jahir snorted. “Of some other ambassador, to some kinder court, mayhap. Of the ambassador to the Chatcaavan Empire? Compromise? No, never.”


    Lisinthir laughed and sat on the loveseat arranged on the raised dais abutting the window. “You guess well.”


    “Should I say I guess nothing?”


    “Only if it’s true?”


    Jahir... grimaced. And switched to their tongue, shading the words gray as if apologizing for his inability to choose some more definitive mood. “I am nervous.”


    “I know.” Silvered. More gently, Lisinthir said, “Sit, cousin. Drink the wine.” As Jahir took one of the chairs facing him, he continued, “Vasiht’h is well?”


    “Very.” Jahir tried the port, eyes on the glass. “He is on his way home to speak with a priestess. About children.”


    Lisinthir lifted his brows. “So, the trip shook loose some needful things in your partner, did it.”


    “Unavoidably.”


    “And you are well with it? I imagine so, other than the obvious.”


    “That being?” Jahir asked without lifting his eyes.


    “That you are overseeing the next link in a generational chain that can keep pace with you.” Lisinthir set his glass on the end table and folded his hands, watching his cousin…who really was agitated, though hiding it beneath the tranquility of his face. His eyes revealed him, which was why he kept them lowered. “Cousin.”


    Jahir looked up.


    “You are rather far away.”


    “Do we begin this already, then?”


    “Do you want to wait?” Lisinthir held out a hand, keeping the language neutral. “We should begin as we mean to continue. Does not the creed so say?”


    “And you, the devout and dutiful son?”


    Lisinthir laughed, quiet. “Did I not go to the Empire on the orders of my Queen?” Gentler and white-shaded, but distinctly a command, “Come here.”


    The pause that interrupted the transfer of the glass to the table was like rust catching metal gears. Lisinthir disliked the gracelessness, having witnessed the musician’s elegance that usually moved his cousin’s body. But Jahir did come, and after another of those hesitations, slipped cold fingers into Lisinthir’s hand. In the touch between them was ambivalence, fear, hope… a request.


    Lisinthir tugged him closer, but let him choose where to sit… and was gratified when Jahir collapsed into the space in front of the loveseat. That it was a collapse, he noted but was careful not to acknowledge. He brought his cousin’s hand to his lips and kissed it, then gathered him close until Jahir’s head rested against his chest. They were, he thought, somewhat taller than the average users of a Pelted loveseat… and Jahir, certainly taller than the last person to kneel at his feet. The memory of the Slave Queen was a knife, but he was accustomed to pain sanctifying sacrifice. He put it away in favor of the now, and acquainted himself with the texture of his cousin’s hair, trailing his free hand through it.


    “Part of me wants you to take me to the bedroom now and have done with it,” Jahir murmured.


    “That would lack something in ceremony, I think.”


    “But then I wouldn’t be anticipating the act for hours, and knotting myself up about it.” Jahir looked up at him. “Was it so for you? Did you have time to dread it?”


    Lisinthir chuckled and nipped the fingers trapped in his hand. “I am almost offended at the intimation that what I plan for you is something to dread.”


    “Cousin—”


    “Galare. Hush.”


    Obediently, Jahir fell silent, though his embarrassment throbbed in the hand Lisinthir held.


    “To answer your question, I suppose I need to better understand the parameters. You’re asking about my virginity, such as it was? Is a man a virgin until he has a woman? Or until he is taken like one? Or until he finds pleasure with another person?”


    Now, at last, he could sense the amusement, wry but clear, that meant his cousin was thinking rather than reacting. “I admit I have not considered the distinctions until now. I had assumed that you remained chaste, like the rest of us.”


    “Like… the rest of us.” Lisinthir stared at him, astonished. “Did your father… no, of course not. Not as you described him to be.”


    Jahir sat up, but though his shock and distress carried in their touch he didn’t pull away. That was, at least, a good sign. “You don’t mean to tell me your father had affairs… or, God and Lady save us, molested the help!”


    “What I mean to tell you, cousin, is that all men have affairs and molest the help,” Lisinthir said dryly. “Your father was apparently a paragon. The rest of us were told not to impregnate the girls we tumbled. Mostly.”


    “Mostly!”


    “Among the less fertile families, it was not uncommon to hear the opposite. Proof of a man’s virility is useful when a woman wants a divorce on account of his inability to provide her with an heir. As women hold all the property and wealth, one can imagine the utility of such a refutation. And it goes not amiss, having an heir in pocket if in fact one’s wife is barren.”


    “Your mother—”


    “Was certainly not barren, no. But she refused my father after my birth. To her mind, a spare invited strife. If I had died, she would no doubt have demanded my father perform his duty, but having gotten what she needed of him she was done.” Lisinthir rested his head back on the cushion. “In retrospect, I wonder if she had a lover of her own. Female, perhaps—it would have been easier to hide.”


    His cousin was aghast, if his skin told truth. “You cannot mean to tell me there’s an entire underworld of licentiousness and adultery to which I am not privy!”


    “Even if that is how it appears?” Lisinthir looked down at him, found him beautiful in his purity. It would have taken two people in love to have created such virtue in their children. There was strength in it, and that strength would abide when naiveté had drained away. “Jahir. Your situation was… shall we say… extraordinary. The truth is that most of the people of our station do not marry for love, or if they do, it does not survive our radically extended lifespans. My father dallied with servants and with lovers, and he would have been pleased to get one with a child he could dangle in front of my mother as a threat to the combined estate. I imagine the only reason he didn’t beget those bastards was the very real possibility that my mother would cut him off from his own land if he succeeded. So yes, he encouraged me to make free with whatever woman would have me. The only thing that would have pleased him better than a bastard was knowing that the single legitimate son my mother settled for was a wastrel and a rake she would blush to own.”


    “And did you?” Jahir demanded.


    “Make free with women beneath my station?” Lisinthir lifted his brows. “What have I told you about my inclinations?”


    “It hardly matters if they said yes, if you were the heir to their lady,” Jahir said, words bleak with shadows. “There are coercions that need not be spoken.”


    “I didn’t coerce, cousin,” Lisinthir said, torn between fatigue and amusement. “I was chased. And I allowed myself to be caught, once or twice, by women who wanted to use me. That I had through their skin when they kissed me, so I trust it was no lie.”


    “Use you!”


    It would take a shock of this magnitude to disorder Jahir to the point of no longer thinking clearly, when his intellect was usually so powerful. Lisinthir sighed, smiled. He let the conversation slide back into Universal to loosen it from the grip of their world, as much as possible. “And why would a woman connive into the bed of the heir of great estate?”


    “You tell me they wanted money,” Jahir said with obvious distaste.


    “In two cases, yes. In the other… she wanted a baby, and her husband had not managed the deed in several decades of trying.”


    “And you… were able…”


    “Not entirely, no,” Lisinthir said, and brushed his fingers over Jahir’s at the relief that flooded him through their touch. “The first two… there was fondling, but no. I had too much pride to be anyone’s prey. The last was rather more of a temptation, but I was barely done with the shears when she made her proposition and my youth betrayed me.” He smiled ruefully at the memory. “I was quite proud of myself for pleasing a woman successfully, which was not a simple task for a youth to master. It didn’t occur to me that she might be disappointed when I found my own release too early, and outside her body.”


    “Oh!” Jahir winced. “Embarrassing, I imagine.”


    “Not for me!” Lisinthir laughed. “I was quite pleased. I had brought her some joy and without possibility of a dishonor that would have given my parents another reason for contention. Since they enjoyed fighting with one another, depriving them of the opportunity was a rare delight. It wasn’t until later that I realized why she’d come to me, and then…” He paused, sorting the memories from the years and experiences that had diluted them. “Even then, I’m glad we didn’t succeed. I would not have wanted to become a father that way. To a child I couldn’t claim.” He glanced down at his cousin. “I imagine that’s not the virginity you’re asking after, however.”


    “No,” Jahir said, low.


    “Then the answer to that,” Lisinthir said, winding a finger through Jahir’s hair, “is that I don’t know that any warning would have been enough. Not for how I did it. Which...” He tugged Jahir’s head back and kissed the corner of his mouth until he heard the other man’s breath quicken. Relenting, he finished, “…is not how I plan things for you.”


    “Because how it was done for you was not ideal.”


    “Because what we were doing when I lost my innocence was not lovemaking, cousin. It wasn’t even properly rape. It was a physical contest, in the way a duel is a physical contest. A duel as Eldritch see it, mind you. Which is that one might die in the contest. Not a game, but a war.”


    Now, if the contraction of his pupils was any indication, his cousin was thinking again rather than drifting in fever, or fighting anxiety. “I find that hard to believe. In our practice we saw survivors of both kinds of violence, and they leave different wounds.”


    “Ah, but you would be the first to tell me that people are individuals... wouldn’t you?” Jahir narrowed his eyes, and Lisinthir laughed. “Not allowed to turn your words on you, am I.”


    “It’s in poor taste,” Jahir said, pretending to primness.


    “I concede the point. About taste, anyroad.” Lisinthir tipped up his chin. “And speaking of taste, I am not going to tumble you not half an hour after you’ve stepped off the shuttle, so you will have to resign yourself to waiting. We can go out for a while, if you wish. I’ve two weeks or so, if that span suits you.”


    “It does. If I may ask about the delay that kept you from sending for me sooner?”


    “You may,” Lisinthir said, switching to their tongue and shadowing the words. “Though as much as possible I would prefer not to speak of what I’m about.”


    “You fear someone might be listening?”


    Did he? Lisinthir supposed someone must be. But, “No. Rather I admit to paranoia on your behalf, cousin. I would not want you to know things my enemies might want to pry out of you.” He paused, waiting for the protestation, found it curious not to receive it. He quirked a brow. “No reminders that you are not planning to become involved?”


    Jahir met his eyes, unwavering. “I try not to make promises unless I know I will keep them.”


    Both his brows rose. “Well,” he said at last, and kissed his cousin gently on the brow. “Thank you, then. Though I hope you will remain off the field. Part of the delay was physical, I admit. Yon doctors did fine work on me, thanks to your timely intervention, but I was not in the best of condition. There were logistical issues as well, which is how I am here rather than back on Selnor. I await the mustering of the Alliance’s official spies and saboteurs. They will accompany me to the border, where I will be seeking intelligence on how the war proceeds on the Chatcaavan side.”


    “Because there is already war there.”


    “Indubitably,” Lisinthir said, his stomach clenching. Anger, perhaps. Hunger. Frustration to be trapped here. “Prior to this Emperor’s ascension, the system lords held primacy, and there was little consensus on foreign policy, save that to raid one another was as profitable—sometimes more so—than to turn their attention outward. To wrest power from them required the Emperor to play the Navy against them, a Navy he gave unprecedented power through democratization of its ranks. He maintained that allegiance, and it was what allowed him to hold the Empire united; with it, he was too strong to challenge. But the Navy has fragmented—someone in its ranks, someone high enough to matter, has betrayed him and allied with the system defense forces.”


    Jahir’s frown accompanied the withdrawal of his awareness from their skins, something Lisinthir felt as a coolth. “When we transferred to the second vessel. It was carrying more crew than it could support. Were those Naval observers on a defense force ship? Or vice versa? Partisans working together to attack you?”


    How relaxing it was to work with an agile mind! Lisinthir rested a thumb on Jahir’s lower lip. “Precisely. You perceive then the importance of the knowledge I seek.”


    Jahir kissed his finger, and Lisinthir lost himself there for a moment, in warm breath and dry skin. Soon enough they would play. But the Harat-Shar had not needed to explain to him the importance of transitions. He would not have from Jahir what he needed—what they both needed—if they leaped to the matter without a transition out of the roles they were accustomed to playing. “So,” Lisinthir said. “Two weeks or so, and then I will report to my confederates, and we will learn what there is to learn.”


    “The border isn’t far,” Jahir murmured.


    “No.” Lisinthir smiled, pulled at him. “We should go walking. There are things to be seen, things to do. And eventually, we should have dinner.”


    Jahir grimaced. “So long as it is a light one.”


    “A light one. With a little wine. And then we will return here and—” Lisinthir touched his cousin’s nose, trailed the finger down to its tip. “There will be kissing and touching, but no deflowering.”


    Despite his agitation, Jahir’s mouth twitched upward. “Deflowering.”


    “As if you were the gentlest bred of maidens,” Lisinthir said airily, dashing the words with silver and gold like flowers in spring. “Nothing less.”


    Rising, Jahir said, “I suppose this is better than your earlier metaphor of me as stud to be ridden and put away wet.”


    “The new one makes up in elegance what it lacks in accuracy,” Lisinthir replied, and grinned at the look that won him: so quelling, to also be accompanied by that peach flush over the cheekbones. “Cousin. You are too delicious. Do you know it?”


    Resigned but smiling, Jahir said, “Only because you say so...!”


    “Excellent. My word in the matter is all you need.” Lisinthir stood, stretched. “Let me show you some of Alpha’s more unusual features. You’ll find them an intriguing contrast from your Veta, I believe.”


    “Will I?” Jahir asked, distracted by the thought.


    Lisinthir smiled and took up a coat. The sight of it drew his cousin’s eye again, as he knew it would.


    “Do you go conspicuous, then, the Eldritch heir?”


    “An I do, when I do not I am not remarked.” Lisinthir shrugged into the new coat, cinnamon edged in black, dark blue, and copper, its lines antique by Alliance standards though it had been made new by Pelted hands. He’d restored his wardrobe using the one outfit Jahir had left with him in the hospital as a model, in all the colors he’d favored when he’d gone to the Empire, plus one… in Imtherili white. “Ambassador Nase Galare, the Eldritch prince, wears a court coat and swords and is quite noticeable when he goes abroad. Lisinthir, however, can go dancing in a bodysuit and a mask, and no one thinks ‘Oh, there is the Ambassador.’”


    “Except the hair,” Jahir observed, mouth curving.


    Lisinthir grinned. “No one will notice once I remove it from the context of my race. After you, cousin.”


    Jahir started for the door, then halted abruptly. “Do you mean to tell me you were serious about the dancing?”


    Lisinthir met his eyes, amused. “Absolutely.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 3


    Was he relieved or anxious? It was possible to be both, perhaps. Jahir followed Lisinthir into the hall, allowing himself a surreptitious glance at his cousin as he started down the corridor. Jahir had expected Lisinthir to look better after almost a month convalescing, but he hadn’t anticipated just how much. The hollows between the tendons on the backs of his hands had filled, and the shadows beneath his cheekbones were less knife-like; his skin had reclaimed its nacreous gleam and the whites of his eyes were clear, leaving one with no distraction from the unusual darkness of his midnight eyes. This was the man he might have met in the Queen’s court on the homeworld, had they ever attended it at the same time. This extravagantly vital man, narrow and quick as a blade, every motion confident and practiced on a field more dangerous than a drawing room. What would he have thought of the heir to Nase Galare then, he wondered? Would he have found him as compelling?


    It was a wonder their world had ever held Lisinthir at all. He did not belong there, for all he wore its costume with careless ease. He didn’t even belong here, in the luxurious halls of the Alliance’s cosmopolitan cities. He had been born to wrestle dragons, and Jahir wondered suddenly if he would ever see Lisinthir among the Chatcaava. What a sight that would be…!


    “A coin for your thoughts?”


    Jahir drew abreast of him, folding his hands behind his back. “Dragons.”


    Lisinthir smiled at that, and did not press.


    They gained the lift and took it, not to a Pad station or the city level or the port, but halfway down the wall. Surprised, Jahir followed his cousin out of the lift and onto a shadowed promenade lit with strung, colored lights, overlooking a twilit market thronged with people. There was no night on a starbase save that it was created, and this... this had been designed for atmosphere, for the drama of sharp shadows and backlighting, of fantastical lanterns and running lights guiding the throngs through the stalls, stairs, and mysterious shops.


    “Stay close,” Lisinthir said.


    “What else!”


    His cousin flashed him a grin and threaded into the crowd. At least it was easy to see him: as varied as the Alliance’s peoples were, the Eldritch looked the breed apart that they were, taller than most, and pale. Lisinthir’s hair was an extravagance down his back, white banner on fabric gone dark as blood in the low light. And his cousin seemed not at all affected by the press… unavoidably, perhaps. He could not have survived the Empire had he been disturbed by touch.


    Jahir, too, had acquired some resistance to the discomfort of casual contact. He didn’t like the crowd, but the market fascinated him. There were outdoor markets in Veta’s city, but this was more exposed technology than the Alliance typically favored as an aesthetic. There was no attempt to disguise the starbase’s metal walls and floors; the shops were cut into the walls and stitched through with glowing blue and purple lights, and glittering fabric swags hung from the balconies, or across the corridors that narrowed into a warren of tunnels: nothing like a true night sky, and yet reminiscent of one anyway. There were raised platforms with kiosks selling coffee and kerinne and alcohol, and alcoves tucked beneath spiraling glass and metal stairs leading to second floors, and third, and fourth. And the people here wore glowing clothes or paint, like deep sea fishes, luminescent and lovely.


    Lisinthir touched his wrist, drawing his attention back. He ducked close enough to be heard over the noise. “The clubs are like this too, except with music. We will go to one later.”


    “With music!” Jahir tried to imagine a club melded with this pastiche of phosphorescence and gossamer and paint. The music wouldn’t be dreamlike, he knew, but the sort of pounding bass and drumwork that would make the floor throb beneath his feet. He shuddered despite himself.


    “Just so,” Lisinthir said, satisfied. “So we must find something to decorate ourselves with, yes? Or at least, I must. You may, or you may choose the alternate plan I believe I have waiting for you. I am curious to see if it will work.”


    “Should I be worried?”


    Lisinthir snorted, amused. “No? Yes? Pick.”


    Jahir laughed, quiet. “Let’s find your warpaint. And eat.” He glanced at the flow moving past them. “Somewhere quieter than this, I hope.”


    “Oh, certainly. It is raucous here, where you find the best of the artisans—I have been here several times on a multiplicity of errands. But the Trenches are only part of the Hull culture, which had its genesis in a fascinating twist of Alliance history.”


    “Which… you will tell me about?”


    “Over dinner,” Lisinthir agreed. “But our first and most important stop is here.” He gestured with a flourish and Jahir eyed him before stepping through the narrow hatch and into darkness. A truer one than the artificial twilight outside: the walls were swathed in black velvet, and there was some Alliance technology at work that made the shadowed spaces between the displays seem deeper and the people in them blurred and difficult to hear. Partial walls and columns further interrupted the room’s lines, swathed in the same draperies. The only lights in the store were bright spots trained on the wares, and they were masks… masks of such glory he almost didn’t move aside for his cousin to enter. Pieces of art, each obviously crafted by some artist, mounted above two small placards, a number and a list of materials. There were no prices. People who had to ask after prices would not be here.


    The thought of donning such things was staggering, even to him, and he had worn chains of pearls and blue diamonds to court functions. With his back to the wall by the entrance, Jahir murmured in their tongue, “You mean us to go masked to the dance?”


    “The club I have in mind requires costume.” Lisinthir slid a possessive arm around his waist, waited for him to object. Jahir considered it, but no one would see them in this carefully crafted salon, and he found he wanted the touch. “I care little what people think of me, cousin. But you are a man with a profession and a partner, and I knew not how much you wanted revealed, even fleetingly. A therapist needs to inspire trust, yes?”


    “That presumes that we’ll be dancing in a fashion people would consider inappropriate.”


    Lisinthir eyed him, lifted that brow, mischief and challenge and amusement all at once.


    “You may be disappointed,” Jahir said, and immediately wondered why he’d said it.


    “I won’t. Come. Let us find our costumes.”


    There was something of a museum in the presentation, and yet the knowledge that there were people nearby he could not see well, and that all of them were here to buy disguises, lent the store an unavoidably erotic savor. He was unsurprised, given Lisinthir’s involvement, and accepted it in the intended spirit, looking at the works of art hanging on the walls and trying to imagine who he might allow himself to be if he knew he would go unrecognized. Phoenixes in filigree gold and copper metal, made from ores harvested from exotic locales in distant star systems; sly cats with hand-painted lines leading to suede nosepads fashioned from the pelts of animals he’d never heard of; peacocks with headdresses of gem-laced feathers that trailed down the shoulders, painstakingly harvested from the wings of rare birds that molted once every thirty years; crowns of flames in shaped leather and steel. The colors were riotous or delicate, the materials sensuous, begging to be touched. Each one was unique, irreplaceable.


    They found Lisinthir’s midway through the store, a half-mask in black leather with sleek horns: the face of a demon, or a dragon, unadorned save for the starkness of its uncompromising lines. As they walked away from it, Lisinthir said, “No contest.”


    “None, no.”


    “And now thee, cousin.”


    Jahir withheld a sigh. He had always avoided lingering overmuch on the examination of his own subconscious; obviously, or Lisinthir would not have been able to bring him to this pass. How to say he had not the first notion how to go about choosing?


    Except that his choice was just as easy, in the end. As ornamental as Lisinthir’s had been austere, asymmetrical with stylized wings swept out from the eyes: like a swan descending, save that the bird was only suggested, abstracted into forms in silver, midnight blue, and white. There were gemstones… from the placard, the metal was in fact platinum, and there were mother-of-pearl panels set into the wings. It left his mouth and most of his nose bare, dared the wearer to trust to the arrogant beauty of the thing to distract from how much it exposed. The thought of wearing it stole his breath.


    “Oh, certes. You must. In fact, I will give you no chance to say no.”


    “Cousin!”


    But Lisinthir had already vanished into the shrouded dark, no doubt to find someone to pay. Left to himself, Jahir looked again at the mask. He couldn’t imagine such a brief bit of metal and leather sufficing to disguise him, and yet he could not deny his avarice.


    When his cousin reappeared at his elbow, he said, “May I at least pay for it?”


    “You are too late. Alas for you! I have months of accumulation in my account, having had no reason to spend it among dragons, and every desire to use it now. But you can buy our dinner… and yes, it will be expensive.”


    Jahir blew out a breath, aware of a tension he hadn’t realized he’d been holding in his shoulders. He sensed his cousin’s sudden interest, but said nothing, following Lisinthir out of the store.


    “They’ll be delivered,” Lisinthir said. “This way, then. We want another seven floors to reach our destination.”


    “Which is?”


    Lisinthir nodded up, and Jahir followed his cousin’s gaze until he spied what he assumed to be an art installation. “Should I ask?”


    “You’ll see soon enough.”


    He did, when they’d pushed through the throng and woven their way through the staircases, ramps, and lifts that finally brought them to the restaurant. The art installation was nothing of the kind, but a rather more terrifying statement of the Alliance’s power: what he’d taken to be steel and glass pods, evocative of flower bulbs, were in fact private dining rooms yoked by invisible force fields to a central foyer, bar, and kitchen. They floated in a gentle halo, their windows clear or filmed for privacy as their diners preferred, and Jahir had no doubt at all that he’d be spending the masks’ prices for their single meal. The maître d’, a sleek black Karaka’An feline in black formalwear, walked them past the bar over one of a line of Pads. There they found a table for two in a room with pale cream carpet and a low ceiling, hovering in serene silence over Trenches’ deep cavern, twilit and connected and interconnected with dimly colored lights and catwalks and diaphanous cloths. The muffled quiet of the room made the bustle seem very far away, which is why Jahir did not object when Lisinthir caught his hand and pulled him into an embrace once they’d been left alone.


    “No fear of heights, I hope?” Lisinthir murmured against his jaw, where he was using his teeth: not enough to mark, but enough to shatter Jahir’s concentration.


    “Less that and more an atavistic terror of the might of our allies,” Jahir confessed, and added shakily, “Cousin… please….”


    Lisinthir smiled. “Kiss me first.”


    When anyone could walk in on them—couldn’t they? How did the service in this place work? And yet, he could not say no. He dipped his head and touched his mouth to the base of his cousin’s throat, and accepted the hand he felt rest on the back of his neck with what he hoped was a mostly concealed shudder. Not that it mattered, when Lisinthir could feel his desire and ambivalence and fear through his skin.


    “Sit.” Gently. “They need to be summoned to enter, and the glass is filmed by default. We’re safe enough.”


    “Did you research this place in anticipation of my arrival?”


    Lisinthir laughed, pulling out a chair. “Of course. What else? Who would you have brought to a restaurant like this? Who would have taken you?”


    Jahir looked away.


    “Ah, and there it is again.” Lisinthir leaned over, set fingertips under Jahir’s chin and tipped his face up, ever-so-slightly. “What is this, then? Money troubles?”


    “Not… as such. But my situation has caused some friction.”


    “The fact that you’re rich?” Lisinthir chuckled. “I would have thought lack of money a sounder recipe for strife.”


    “If we’d both lacked for it, we would have been less aware of it.” Jahir finally sat, finding it strange that he was willing to accept his cousin pulling the chair out for him. “And if we’d both been well-heeled, again. But I have always had more than him.”


    “And that made him uncomfortable, as the Alliance clings to its egalitarianism with all the ferocious claws of its Pelted progenitors.” Lisinthir settled across from him, his posture impeccable, as if the linen tablecloth and its spotless setting had drawn their shared heritage from him. It was very like an Eldritch high table, save that the candles had been replaced by glowing spheres, delicate as soap bubbles, held in place through some magic he could not divine.


    “It is a relief to be able to buy something without having to hide how much it cost me,” Jahir admitted. “I love him, cousin, but the inability to share my stipend without apologizing for it is burdensome.”


    “Fear not, then. With me you can be as extravagant as you please and all it will earn you is my gratitude.”


    “Expressed no doubt in kisses.”


    “Expressed in kisses, when not expressed in teeth and knives.”


    Jahir stopped in the act of reaching for the menu, an anachronism in flawless parchment on the plate. Perusing his own, Lisinthir did not look up as he said, “And what has caused you to freeze so deliciously, then? Was it the teeth or the knives?”


    When he was sure of his voice, Jahir said, “I would not want to do all your work for you, cousin.”


    Lisinthir did look up then, and laughed.


    There were no prices on the menu. There were no choices either. The restaurant offered a single meal in four courses, designed by the chef to take advantage of the best of the ingredients purchased that day and adjusted to the diner’s species. There was a suggested wine pairing for each course. There was a suggested aperitif as well. And a suggested dessert wine, and cognac.


    “You want me drunk,” Jahir observed.


    “It might help.”


    That had been so unexpectedly serious that he looked up again. Lisinthir waited until their eyes met to smile, whimsically, a little lopsided curve of the mouth.


    Jahir’s heart squeezed. “I don’t need this much. My tolerance is low.”


    “Then I’ll have your serving with mine, because my tolerance remains high.”


    “And will it help you?”


    Lisinthir said, “I’m not sure. But I want to be careful of you, cousin.” He chuckled. “Also, I like alcohol, I’m afraid.”


    “So long as you’re not inclined to become an addict again.”


    “No. I have too much to do. You understand.”


    He did. Jahir set the menu down. “Let us summon the waiter, then. I have a meal to buy us.”


    It was a sublime dinner and, God and Lady be thanked, a light one. Though Jahir half-expected his cousin to demand to feed him, or some other outrageous intimacy, Lisinthir remained on his side of the table, all his courtier’s manners brought to play. To converse with him was enough exhilaration without adding anything more salacious, with their discussion flowing seamlessly from Universal to their own tongue, from flirtation to politics, covering ground only they would have understood: twin noble heirs to the royal house of a dying world, ejected from it into a broader universe. The wine, the privacy, the sense of floating so far above and apart from the tumult, all of it was heady. If Lisinthir had intended dinner to divorce him from his anxieties, he’d succeeded. Jahir could even find humor in it when they returned to the suite, enough to say, “And now the kissing and the fondling, I imagine?”


    “Are you so eager for it, then? I seem to recall you dreading it.” Mischief, yes. But provocation as well.


    “You’ll own that you are intimidating, now and then.”


    “Now and then!” Lisinthir drew off his coat and tossed it on one of the chairs before advancing on him. Such slow steps, to flow so. Jahir wondered if this was some effect of the succession of alcohols he’d consumed, to see it coming and be unequal to moving away.


    “Now and then,” he repeated, and accepted the hand that caught his chin and held him in place for his cousin’s scrutiny.


    “You really don’t hold your wine at all, do you,” Lisinthir said, his gentle amusement an effervescence between their skins.


    “I may not be entirely in possession of myself,” Jahir agreed. “Particularly as I have said I would be ceding that possession to you.”


    “Did you!”


    “My arrival should be taken as an explicit grant, I would imagine.”


    Lisinthir chuckled, voice gone husky. He dragged a finger over Jahir’s lips. “I would not want you to regret in the morning.”


    “Ah, but you said… no deflowering tonight, yes?”


    “You are correct. And this is another good reason why I shan’t.”


    “And if I asked you to?”


    Lisinthir chuckled, his nose trailing along Jahir’s jaw. “You already have. Or have you forgotten already?”


    Half-dizzied with inebriation and desire did not seem the best state to test his very small understanding of Chatcaavan... or perhaps it was the very best state, as he found himself indifferent at the thought of error. So he tried it, the sharp syllables muddied in a mouth that wanted very much to gasp at the unexpected nip at his collarbone. “Don’t make me wait.”


    Lisinthir froze, eyes flicking up to his with such predatory intensity that he stopped breathing. The release when his cousin relaxed was almost orgasmic. Almost. “I see you have been spending our time apart profitably.”


    “You sometimes speak it, when you aren’t thinking,” Jahir offered in Universal. “I am hoping to greet you properly in that state.”


    That won him a chuckle. Lisinthir framed his face with his hands and pressed a smiling kiss on his mouth. “Your accent is execrable and your grammar bereft. I will obviously have to educate you properly.”


    He tried again, because it was likely to evoke either mirth or want and he was well with either. “Yes, please?”


    That quiver—that was not laughter. Lisinthir bit Jahir’s lower lip, silencing him utterly, and said, “Enough for now. Come.”


    He allowed himself to be guided by the wrist, as it was all the contact he could bear while recovering from the throbbing memory of teeth on his mouth. That pinprick edge, nearly slicing....


    Jahir’s bedroom on Veta was a small, cozy room, with a bed large enough for one person set close to Vasiht’h’s nest, and the entirety of it designed for minimal stimulation. By mutual decision neither he nor Vasiht’h brought their work into it, entertained guests there, requested false windows... it was a refuge as secure as an old blanket. It was nothing like this palatial chamber with its vaulted ceiling and an entire wall of clear flexglass overlooking the base’s starry-night-like interior. The bed sat on a raised dais, as if to draw all attention to itself. There was something threatening about the implied exposure, and the sight of it would ordinarily have sent him backpedaling. But he was, he thought, lubricated. And more importantly, Lisinthir had immediately halted and was studying him.


    Then he said to the suite, “Blank the window,” and the view vanished. With the room enclosed, some of the vertigo vanished. Jahir sagged, eyes closing.


    That fingertip touch on his jaw… all that tender concern, wedded to the crispness of the analysis. Rarely had he felt quite so seen. “Better?”


    “Thank you,” Jahir whispered.


    A smile. He was being backed toward the wall again, which suited him… he wanted to lean on it. Now that the room felt friendlier, he was again cognizant of the alcohol’s languor, and willing to let it make free with him.


    “So then, back to the matter of possession, mm?”


    “Deflowering,” Jahir said, to tease him.


    “Later for that,” Lisinthir promised. “We have time. Tonight I want only to enjoy the warmth of another body in my arms.”


    It was hard to talk with his cousin’s fingers tracing his lips. “And is that all I am, then? A warm body?”


    “Hoping for compliments,” Lisinthir chided, smiling again. He moved his fingers aside just enough to kiss Jahir’s mouth, then said, “Of course not. I am a man of discriminating tastes. Few are the warm bodies I permit in my bed.”


    Jahir found a chuckle. “A queen and an emperor? I suppose I am in rarified company.”


    “The most, yes.” Lisinthir drew back and tugged at his tunic. “Strip for me while I bring us something to drink.”


    Oddly the first thing he thought of was the cold. “Completely?”


    “Waist up will do for now.”


    “Ah,” Jahir said. “I understand. As for a physical exam.”


    “You continue to draw the most appalling comparisons, cousin.”


    “I suppose that sounded….”


    “Awful,” Lisinthir said with a laugh. “I forgive you. But strip now.” And he vanished into the dark leading toward the central chamber, leaving Jahir with his fuzzy-headed ambivalence and the lingering sense that it was good to be seen. He would very much like to continue being seen. So he pulled the tunic off and the shirt beneath it, and the undershirt he used as a matter of course against the chill the Pelted seemed impervious to. By the time Lisinthir returned with a tray, he had found himself listing back against the wall again, his skin stippled with gooseflesh.


    “You don’t feel the cold?”


    Lisinthir set the tray on a bureau—the two discarded glasses of port with the bottle, plus a pitcher of water and tumblers—and turned toward him. “I admit, not as much as I…” He stopped, and his gratified appraisal put a flush on Jahir’s cheeks. “I know you don’t duel, nor do you fight.” Lisinthir approached, set a hand on Jahir’s chest near the collarbone. “Your build does not evoke that sort of exercise, even if I hadn’t known you didn’t practice. So what has given you this enchanting physique, ah, cousin?”


    “I swim,” Jahir murmured, looking away from the fingers gliding over his shoulder, down his arm, finding the division between defined muscles. “I like swimming.”


    A surge of levity, sunlight-bright. “Of course you do.” When Jahir looked up, Lisinthir said, “Because water is a completely foreign environment, and learning to navigate it safely is a challenge and a strain, and yet you find beauty there, and in the striving. What else?”


    Jahir inhaled sharply, wanting to hide his fluster and knowing his skin betrayed him. “I’m not you, cousin.”


    “Manifestly not. But that does not make you incapable of enjoying a challenge.” Lisinthir slid his hand down to Jahir’s wrist, pulling it up against the wall above their heads. Light pressure first, and then his cousin rolled his palm open and flattened it in a gesture obscenely sexual for a motion so innocent in other contexts. “You might be an individual. But we were shaped by our environment. Inescapably.”


    The kiss that followed this was shattering. A breath on dry lips first, and then a chafing that left him quivering, one that increased until he needed the pressure trapping him to the wall to stay upright. When Lisinthir let him breathe, his other wrist was beneath the first, and both aching from how hard they’d been trembling.


    “Breathe,” Lisinthir whispered, brushing his nose against Jahir’s.


    “So that you might steal my breath again?”


    A smile he felt against his cheek. “Later for that. For now, I want you more present.”


    “I thought the goal was…” Jahir trailed off. What was the goal? It was hard to think with Lisinthir leaning into him. His cousin remained clothed, and the contrast of fabric against skin was too intense. With his arms trapped, he felt far too exposed, and something about it grated against his desire to trust. “Was for me to be less present.”


    “No,” Lisinthir said. “Not tonight. Tonight I need you lucid enough to respond to me so that, for instance, I can tell you are uncomfortable. Is it the trammeling?”


    “I think it’s the clothes,” Jahir admitted. “I don’t know why.”


    “You don’t have to. I do.” Lisinthir leaned back and pulled his shirt off, shaking his hair back over his shoulders, and then he was back, hand on Jahir’s wrists and skin against skin, and that made everything explode, fade into white haze. The proximity of his cousin’s mind—his desire, his sword-like intellect, the hyper-focus, the sensual interest, and over all of it, a tenderness like wet honey….


    “Better?” Lisinthir asked against his mouth, smiling.


    “Better!” he breathed, shocky.


    “And then this no longer troubles you,” Lisinthir said, pushing on his wrists.


    Did it? He tried flexing them. Swimming through his own confusion, his needs… he could barely do it. “I think… so long as it isn’t literal rope.” He thought, anyway? Or was rope acceptable? But his cousin was speaking.


    “You need the illusion of escape.”


    That focused him again, the playfulness of it, needful contrast against the violence of his response. “Illusion?”


    Lisinthir grinned. “Swimming has made you beautiful, cousin, but there is more to breaking free of someone than strength. One must want to be free.”


    Teasing. He remembered how to do this. Almost. He tried for Chatcaavan, couldn’t make the words arrange themselves in his mind, settled for Universal. “And if I wanted to prove that I needed to be won before I surrendered my virtue?”


    His cousin laughed, delighted. “Do you want to fight? I’d win.”


    “Are you sure?”


    His cousin was leaning in for another of those kisses, and Jahir wanted it, but it was so much, too much too soon and yet not enough. The bantering, the playfulness slowed his thoughts, made it possible for him to wait when he wanted so desperately to be on the other side of this. When their lips were about to touch, he yanked his hands down. Lisinthir’s grip was light enough that he should have snapped his hands away with ease.


    But he couldn’t move them.
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    Jahir’s panic spiked his own heartrate so hard Lisinthir found himself sweating. He cupped his cousin’s chin with a thumb and forefinger and made him meet his eyes. “What?”


    “I can’t move,” Jahir whispered. “My arms.”


    Puzzled, Lisinthir looked up at them. “I’m barely holding them down.”


    “But I can’t move them…!”


    His first instinct was to reply, “Of course not. I don’t want you to.” And that… made him freeze. He looked again at the sight of his cousin’s hands pinioned beneath his and deliberately thought that he should be free.


    Jahir jerked his hands to his throat and began shaking so hard Lisinthir could hear his teeth chattering. He snatched the blanket from the bed, pulled it up and around his cousin’s shoulders, and guided him to the bed’s edge. “Sit.” And hastily, more to himself than to Jahir, “Please.”


    Fortunately his cousin was too far gone in his own reaction to notice his. Jahir’s knees gave, dropping him onto the edge of the bed, and when this did not seem to quell the panic, Lisinthir sat behind him, wrapped his arms around him, and pulled him down onto the bed. That this inspired a new paroxysm did not escape him. His cousin might not have realized the particulars of what had just happened, but Lisinthir wouldn’t gamble on it.


    Because he had done it, hadn’t he. He’d wished Jahir trapped, and he’d made it happen with his thoughts.


    “Lisinthir,” Jahir whispered.


    The shaking was getting worse, not better. Lisinthir turned Jahir onto his back and touched his chin. “Stop. Stop and look at me.” He allowed his cousin to look away because he needed to prove to them both that he wasn’t somehow compelling him. When Jahir met his eyes, Lisinthir said, “If it can be done, it can be fought.”


    “I… I don’t know… I don’t know if I….”


    “Stop!” Lisinthir growled, shaking him a little by the jaw. “You are panicking. What do you tell a patient gripped thus?”


    Even presented with a scenario that should have jarred him into thinking again, Jahir remained tremulous, and the only reply he managed was, “Breathe.”


    “Then breathe,” Lisinthir said, sitting on his own reaction: impatience, fear, nameless things he didn’t recognize in himself. It was no good; he knew Jahir could sense them through their skins. But he mastered his bodily expression of them, and if the respite he earned them was brittle, it was better than what they’d had a few minutes ago.


    More slowly, Jahir said, “You say it can be fought. But I don’t know if I am capable.”


    “You have had a mindline with an alien for nearly a decade now. You have been in the Alliance all that time, honing your talents on its members. You have been practicing the use of this talent actively for years. If not you, then who? So. I will try to duplicate what I have just done. And you will try to notice me doing it, and then we will see how it might be thrown off, and we will do this together. Do you know why?”


    “Why?” Jahir whispered, trembling.


    “Because we both need to know how to defend against it. Because the Eldritch go to war, Galare, and we cannot go with a weakness this extreme.”


    “The dragons cannot wield these powers…”


    “The dragons can take our shape, and when they do, I assure you, cousin, they are not afraid to try anything that might secure them an advantage.” Lisinthir held him fast, waited for him to start thinking and stop panicking. It was working… he needed something else. What to say? What to do? Ah—“And more than that, I need your help.”


    A husky answer then, but beneath the tremor there was a willingness to listen. “My help.”


    “Your help,” Lisinthir said, and let his own horror drip through their touch. “Because I am afraid.”


    In the long pause that followed, he wondered if he’d made a mistake. But then Jahir whispered, “You are not a monster, cousin.”


    “Then help me,” Lisinthir said. “Please.”


    Jahir swallowed, deepened his breath. “All right. What… how shall we?”


    Hands seemed less fraught than some of the other choices. “Set your hand there, on your chest. You will try to keep it there. I will try to make you move it.”


    “That… I… we can do that.” Jahir cleared his throat. “Let us.”


    Lisinthir settled alongside him, on his side, and stared at his cousin’s hand, and as he watched it rose from Jahir’s skin. He stopped concentrating, and Jahir pulled it back again.


    God and Living Air.


    “Again,” Lisinthir said. “I will try more slowly.”


    “Not slowly. More intently. Perhaps if you push harder, I will notice.”


    “Very well.”


    The next few experiments were agonizing. Again and again, Lisinthir wrested control of his cousin’s body from him and left him helpless—did it easily, as if this was something he’d always been capable of. Had this power always been germinating in him? And for how long? Had he been using it here and there without realizing it, and without knowing it existed to be harnessed? He wondered if he’d been wrong about becoming a monster. Had there not been stories so? The evil of powerful Eldritch whose talents had run unhindered until they’d been defeated by armies. To fight an enemy and win by right of sword and claw and muscle was one matter. To defeat him before he could lift a hand by stealing his will from him…


    It would make everything safer. But what would it turn him into?


    Again. Again. He rested his head against his fist on the pillow alongside Jahir and didn’t even look, didn’t need to look; he could sense his cousin’s limbs, his body, his breathing, as something he could cup in a palm and crush. All initiative, all volition, gone. It was delicious. It was horrifying.


    Jahir’s voice was almost clinical. Had they not been touching skin to skin at the shoulder-tip, the tone would have fooled Lisinthir into thinking he’d come to consider this an intellectual exercise. “I can sense you doing it now. I can even sense it about to happen. But I can’t stop you.”


    The revulsion that flooded him was almost physically incapacitating, but when had he ever had the luxury of being overwhelmed? Lisinthir pushed himself upright. “You’re thirsty, and so I am.”


    Again, that unnatural calm. “Water would be welcome.”


    Water be damned, Lisinthir thought, sliding from the bed and going to the tray. He reached for the bottle of port and another wave of nausea swamped him, so intense he groped for the edge of the bureau until it passed. Alcohol would be a terrible idea. Except that he hadn’t thought it a terrible idea—it was an amazingly good idea—and again he moved toward the bottle. When his stomach cramped he wondered if he was relapsing, though the chances of it were frankly astronomical given the extent of the repairs the surgery team had enacted on his failing body. Staring at his quaking hand, Lisinthir fought to swallow: even his throat tried to close against the idea.


    When had he ever been revolted by alcohol? He had been habituated by his circumstances to associate it with safety, not with disgust. His body was reacting paradoxically. It should have been carrying through with his first impulse, which had been to leave bed in search of something strong enough to take the edge off both their terrors.


    Slowly he looked over his shoulder and said, “You. You are doing this to me.”
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    His cousin had chosen the only thing that could have penetrated the disassociation that had accompanied his shock at the sight of his own body obeying someone else’s commands. Jahir looked up sharply. “I… I beg your pardon?”


    “You are making me not want to drink.” Lisinthir leaned on the bureau, folding his arms over his chest. “You’re doing it now. I am near to wanting to vomit over the idea of pouring that port.”


    “Surely…” He grasped for his scattered thoughts. “Surely you are… you are responding to the discovery we have made.”


    Lisinthir’s eyes narrowed. “That would be another thing. I am far more distressed about this than I should be. On my own, I’d be considering the pragmatic uses of this discovery first and its moral applications later. And a discovery of this magnitude, revealed on the eve of a war for our survival? I should be receptive to the potential of such a novel weapon, one I have no reason to believe my enemy would predict. Instead I find myself distracted by the possibility of becoming a villain out of a nursery tale, in a cascade of images that prophesy my certain ethical and physical demise. This sounds far more like your thought process than mine, cousin. And I am gambling that the only reason I’m noticing it now is that my accusation is distracting you from projecting your emotional state.”


    “What?” Jahir asked, stunned. “I am doing… what?”


    Lisinthir did pour the port now, and brought a single glass back to the bed. “It would make sense, wouldn’t it. I have always exercised my aggression physically, whether it was on a dueling ground or in the Empire. My talent appears to have developed in that direction: I can force bodies. You, however, work more subtly. Every day you contemplate psychologies. You never resort to violence when you can distract or suggest a different course. So your talent has made you into someone who can force minds.”


    Before Jahir could react to this statement, Lisinthir pressed the glass’s knife-thin brim to his lips. “Drink.” Dark eyes met his. “I am not forcing you. I am telling you to do so. Choose to obey me, if you would.”


    Startled, Jahir did.


    “More, do. That sip wouldn’t affect a stripling boy.”


    The fears he was ignoring were pushing up his throat. To stop them, he drank again, and accepted the third suggestion as well. His head dropped against Lisinthir’s shoulder; he felt his cousin swallow, the long movement of throat, and then the stretch of muscle over ribs as his cousin placed the glass on the table. Then there were two arms around him, and he needed them both. He needed them both, but they were not enough. The drink wasn’t enough either: three swallows or thirty.


    Someone who can force minds.


    No. He couldn’t live in the same space as the words. As the thoughts. As the realization that his cousin was right.


    Someone who can force minds.


    “You want,” Jahir whispered, “very much to kiss me.”


    That won him a kiss on his hair. “I want very much to do many things to you, cousin, but this is most certainly not the time.” Wry humor then, tingling on his skin like cinnamon oil. “It might not become the time until after I must leave. But I will not, absolutely not, touch you until you’re sure that you’re not being compelled.”


    His heart stumbled.


    “You can’t—you can’t go without doing this to me,” Jahir whispered, tasting it in his mouth like bile and terror. Memories of the Pattern glimpsed so fleetingly on the captured Chatcaavan ship clogged his thoughts, whipped his heart to a desperate rhythm. “Cousin… you must. Or they will do it to me first.”


    Lisinthir stilled. “You can’t be sure.”


    “I know,” Jahir said, sweating. God and Goddess, but would this unwanted increase in talent develop the nascent gift of prophecy with it? A gift he wanted not at all? If he could sense the thoughts of strangers, their emotions, without touching them… what would that do to him? Would he even be capable of supporting it? He remembered the disorientation and faints that had afflicted him on Selnor when too many people had crowded him, magnified it by a populace the size of Veta’s. Bad enough to have all that pressing on him, but if he could force his own thoughts and feelings on others… what would that do to his patients? Could he work again? Would he ever be sure if he was reshaping people to meet his standards of normal behavior?


    There was not enough liquor in the worlds to stamp this panic down. He could see his life collapsing around him. Mind-mage, something in him hissed. You will become a mind-mage, fit for nothing but imprisonment. You will have to leave it all behind. And the dragons will warp you first—


    “Oh, God, cousin, my-better, please,” Jahir moaned, pulling out the Chatcaavan words through Lisinthir’s skin and cutting himself with them until he bled, mouth and mind and heart, and all the future was opening the wounds. He heard the hiss, knew he’d opened his cousin’s scars and didn’t care. “Please!”


    “I don’t—I won’t, not like this, not forcing you—”


    “You aren’t! You won’t!” Jahir fisted his hand on Lisinthir’s chest to keep it from shaking. The words were a jumble now, Universal, their tongue, Chatcaavan. “I want it, I want it now, before they get to me. I want it to be you. I want…”


    Lisinthir tipped up his chin with a curled finger, his gaze unrelenting.


    “Make me stop thinking, please…!” Jahir whispered. And then, louder, as his thoughts grew fangs and claws. “Please, now, cousin, NOW—” Lips crushed against his, and he scrabbled for purchase as his back hit the bed. Yes, this, this now, but don’t look at me—sliding onto his stomach, with a hand clenched in his hair at the nape. Biting kisses that drove everything from him when they were on him, but the thoughts returned when they lifted, and he squirmed to get under more of them. Love there, and a savagery he craved like water. More—but it would hurt—make it hurt, “Please, do it, I can take it—” And running like a line of fire beneath the words: I want it I want it that way


    A long sigh over his shoulder: capitulation that felt like being conquered. He bowed his head, arched his neck, begged through skin... lost time. And then there was enough pain even for him, and a rapture that emptied his head, stopped his thoughts from their crazed downward whirl, and he wept into the pillow with relief and then ecstasy.


    And then there was nothing.


    For a long time, nothing. A good, sated, cored-out nothing that left him adrift, when he so badly needed it.


    He became aware of sweat next, trapped against his ribcage beneath an arm that was holding him. Two arms holding him. He was in someone’s arms. Someone who cared for him so much it seemed incredible that he might also be so concerned. Jahir pressed his cheek against skin, felt a breath blow out over the bridge of his nose, perfumed with port.


    “With me?” Lisinthir asked, husky.


    Was he? Could he speak? He could hardly remember how. His throat was dry—ah, here was a glass. Alcohol, but that was all right, now.


    “You don’t have to answer. Just nod.”


    But his cousin was owed an answer. Choose a language... Universal, easy, familiar. “Here,” he murmured. And with a smile, winsome, whimsical…happy. “Barely.”


    Lisinthir’s gaze was grave, far too grave. But the kiss pressed to his brow... that was forgiveness. “Not how I planned to do this.”


    So much under the words. He had used Lisinthir ill. “I know. I’m—”


    Lisinthir rested a finger on his lips, so Jahir left the apology unsaid. They both knew this was how he’d needed it, or Lisinithir wouldn’t have relented. Instead, he tucked himself closer, spread his hand on his cousin’s chest. And said, very quietly, “We are mind-mages.”


    A pause in the metronymic breathing. Then, “So it seems.”


    “Terrifying,” Jahir murmured. “And improbable.”


    Gentle fingers separated sweat-matted hair from his temple, tucked it behind his ear. “It is only another weapon. A weapon is blameless. It can be a tool of oppression in the hand of a tyrant and a liberating force in the hand of a paladin.”


    The thought of knives ran a shiver of longing up his side. Now, at least, he knew why pain was so good. It took so much, so very much, to make him stop thinking and just… let go. “A weapon. But I am not a knight.”


    “Make no mistake, Galare,” Lisinthir said, soft. “We are both our Queen’s swords. Whether we fight with words or blades.” That gentle hand traveled down, found his chin and lifted it up. Surprised, Jahir met his cousin’s eyes.


    “And you fight very well with words,” Lisinthir said. His voice chilled down to the menace of a blade. “’My-better.’ Never call me that again.”


    “No!” Jahir promised.


    His cousin smiled a little, letting the anger dissipate, and that... that was needful. Because he hadn’t seen Lisinthir’s wrath since their first meetings, and yet, suffering it now... he’d still been able to breathe, to move his chin enough to swallow. His cousin could have fettered him, and hadn’t.


    Jahir let out a breath with a shudder. “Mayhap your third language is too fraught for pillow talk.”


    That surprised a blurt of laughter from Lisinthir. “You learned Chatcaavan to use it for that?”


    “What else?” Jahir said, flushing. “You resort to it in your passion. I thought—” He dropped his head back onto Lisinthir’s chest and sighed. “Obviously I should have thought more.”


    “No, no! If you learned it for this purpose we must use it so. You are right—I do think of it as a love language. Among other things.” Lisinthir kissed the top of his head gently. “It is those other things you must not trespass upon, for they were ugly and I would not have you demean yourself. I will teach you the proper way. If you still trust me?”


    What a question. It teased a lopsided smile out of him. “Should I not?”


    “You have been roughly used. I would not blame you if you decided not to repeat the experience.”


    “Cousin, no.” Jahir cleared his throat. “You gave me what I needed. Very much. And I wanted it, just as you gave it to me. I will want it again, if… you are willing.”


    “So long as you trust me,” Lisinthir said, quiet. “To force you, but not to coerce you.”


    “Will you trust me, not to infect you?” Jahir asked, and was gratified by the pause, and didn’t know why. An acknowledgement of power, perhaps. Was it important that he still have it? Wasn’t it, though? He thought of dragons, and the war he saw spinning out of the Pattern.


    Lisinthir rested a finger on his lower lip. “I do trust you, yes. But we should explore the parameters of our unexpected abilities, ere we leave.”


    “So long as we have time for… this.”


    “I promise,” Lisinthir replied, and kissed him gently. The gentleness was good also… reminded him that the cruelty he’d begged for had been given to him by a loving hand that had, he realized, ridden him to the edge of what he could bear and not over. How had he known?


    “Skin,” Lisinthir whispered against the corner of his mouth. “Skin doesn’t lie. And yours, cousin…” Flash of red want. “…yours sings.”


    In some other world, perhaps he would have had a witty riposte, something that would have bled away the intimacy of the confession. But here, still diffuse and contented, he could only say, “I’m glad I pleased you.”


    “More than I could express,” Lisinthir said, and pulled him close. “Now, put your spine to me, where I might ward it, and rest. You need it badly.”


    “Do I?” Perhaps he was tired. He let his cousin draw him down, settled on his side. Felt the pressure of Lisinthir’s nose against his shoulder.


    “You do. Sleep, dear cousin.” A hand settled over his heart. “Beautiful cousin.”


    Jahir sighed out, and eased into that pool of spreading awareness, felt it wick him thinner and thinner until at last the world faded into stars.


    [image: ***]


    Lisinthir knew the moment Jahir slept by the way the anxiety dropped from him with the abruptness of a doused lamp. He exhaled against his cousin’s hair and smiled a little, grim. Had anyone asked him if the projection of emotions would make a useful weapon he would have found the notion risible. He did not find it quite so amusing anymore. And it was obvious his cousin had no conscious control over an ability of significant power, one he’d used to nearly force Lisinthir into the love-making he had originally decided would have to wait.


    It had been a very near thing. Even now, he wasn’t sure what would have happened had he not sensed the flash of the Pattern through his cousin’s skin, the one that had proven Jahir’s words. Cousin… you must. Or they will do it to me first.


    Perhaps this was something the Unicorn bestowed on its house, because Lisinthir had always operated on an instinctive understanding of patterns. That intuition had guided him safely through the Empire’s politics, though he’d barely kept one breath ahead of the hunters who’d wanted him dead. He’d never thought to question its provenance until he’d touched it, throbbing like a desperate heartbeat under Jahir’s skin. And unlike his cousin, he’d had the context to interpret some of the desperate flashes of insight that had cluttered the spiraling chains of events he’d sensed.


    Lisinthir pressed his nose against the back of Jahir’s neck. Absent his cousin’s fears, he was free to consider the application of his talent’s unexpected expansion and find the potential compelling. There had been stories from his youth about mind-mages holding off armies; he’d dismissed them as fantasies, so he no longer remembered the details, but perhaps his cousin would. If he could, indeed, hold off an army—or better yet, kill one—with his mind alone….


    A sobering thought. But then, shooting one of the Alliance’s entropy packets at the enemy would kill them just as dead. Did the method matter so much if the end was the same?


    Difficult questions. Even thornier to answer, when set against an urgent fight for survival against an Empire almost three times their size. But then, if he had these powers, perhaps the Queen and the Emperor did as well in their shape-shifted forms. He could hope so, for it would be immensely helpful to their cause if so. But that he could not depend on, and could not plan for. What he was certain of was that he and Jahir could not leave their new abilities unexercised. He was due to leave in less than two weeks… he couldn’t imagine that being enough time, unless they spent all of it at their experiments, and that would never work. While Lisinthir had no trouble conceiving of himself as a legendary mind-mage who could crush his enemies into submission, Jahir was another matter. If he pushed his cousin too far, too quickly….


    Lisinthir sighed and kissed skin still tacky with sweat. No, he did not want to be responsible for breaking Jahir Seni Galare, healer and heir and Unicorn’s get. And this revelation had the power to do so in a way mere bedplay could never.


    He could ask the Night Admiral for an extension. But he wasn’t sure what the extra time would accomplish. Exploring the limits of these new abilities would want months of trial and experimentation, not weeks. And it was questionable whether he was the person to deal with it at all. Vasiht’h might be better positioned to aid his partner with this particular transition, which would leave Lisinthir with his original mission, to introduce his cousin to more practical pleasures. And if those broken, blood-streaked visions had reflected true, then there was a future where everything he could teach Jahir about his body, he would need... and a few other things besides, which Lisinthir planned to arrange for him ere they parted. Some of it, Jahir would object to, so he would have to be sure his cousin didn’t notice his machinations. But to give him the tools he needed to protect himself in the event of that particular future unfolding, Lisinthir would gladly dissemble... or more probably, distract with a great deal of carnal activity.


    Which was fine with him. It was clear sex gentled his cousin. It certainly focused Lisinthir’s mind. The great cats who’d had his training would have been proud: the act had been far harder than anything he’d ever done with either of his previous lovers. The Slave Queen wanted all his gentleness; the Emperor, all his ferocity. The weirdling combination of cruelty and tenderness that Jahir required had needed all his self-control to administer, and when he’d been free finally to find his release it had come with an overwhelming relief, that he hadn’t failed.


    And truthfully, it had been rather too long for him. Jahir was a challenge, and he found challenges... inspiring.


    If that was a taste of what they’d be doing for the next week and a half, he’d certainly need the rest. Lisinthir flattened his palm against his cousin’s heart and allowed himself to sleep.


    [image: ***]


    The Knife found her perched not on the windowsill, as was her wont, but beside it, on the bench where she usually arranged flowers. She had, in fact, displaced the vase that had been on it, and was petting one of its lilies while sorting her thoughts. It said a great deal for him, she thought, that he immediately perceived this difference and thought it significant enough for comment. “My Queen? Have you been distressed?”


    The subtext there: And what shall I do to mitigate your distress? How astonishing that he should exist, her Knife, and be so willing to engage with her when so few Chatcaavan males had. Or females either. She thought again of the Mother, and looked away. “No, Knife. I have not been distressed. My own thoughts disquiet me, however.”


    He padded further into the room, his wings lowered and folded. Until him, she’d never been the recipient of that particular courtesy: in a normal Chatcaavan universe, no male held his wings in a submissive posture to a mere female, no matter the exaltation of her debasement. But she no longer lived in a normal Chatcaavan universe, and was that not enough cause for discomfort?


    “May I ask, then?”


    She ran a finger along one of the lily petals. “Do you go about in the court, Knife?”


    His head canted back. “Mistress? My duty is here. I would have no reason to repair to the court. That is a place for high-ranked males and their guards, if guards they choose to have.”


    “So you could not tell me what it is like now, in the Emperor’s absence.”


    “No….” He drew the word out, brows lowering. “I trust the new Second is capable of communicating the Emperor’s authority, however.”


    She thought of her discussions with the Emperor before his departure. “Second. Who was once Command East. Did I say that right?”


    “Yes, my Queen. The Empire is a sphere—roughly—divided into quadrants, and each quadrant has a Command, who sees to the fight there, and a Logistics, who makes sure Command has something to fight with. Command East was charged with the Eastern quadrant, which is the most developed. He will have had significant experience with managing fractious and complex political and military relationships.”


    The Queen frowned, straightening one of the flower’s lanceolate leaves, creased from too long in the vase. “You do not think it likely that he might lose control of the court, then.”


    “I would be surprised if so,” the Knife said. “The Emperor would not choose an impotent male to serve him in the role of Second. Second must be the Emperor’s… well, second. In all matters.”


    “Have you met him?” she wondered.


    “Second?” The Knife was startled. “No, my Queen. I served in the Eastern quadrant, but few are the males who would have known or worked directly with one of the Commands. I was nowhere near so important.”


    She smiled at him. “Important enough to end up here.”


    “No,” he said. “Do not confuse yourself on this, my Queen. I am here because I am competent in my chosen role, not because I am important. Important males become Second and Third, and Command and Logistics. But the Empire rises on the wings of millions of males like me, all of us named, not titled.”


    “And this… this protects you,” she said. At his puzzled head-tilt, she said, “Because you are useful, because the Empire needs you, then you are safe.”


    “No one is safe in the Empire,” the Knife said, quiet. “But one can pass beneath notice. Even if one is curious. The faceless ranks of males necessary to maintain the Empire cannot be individually assessed. Not consistently. If one is careful, one might live a long and fruitful life, no matter how backwards one’s attitudes.” When she glanced sharply at him, he said, rueful, “Not all one’s superiors are as keen-eyed as the Emperor.”


    She leaned back, considering. Passing beneath notice... that was the issue, wasn’t it? If she began changing the females and the children here, would the other males overlook it, because females and children had been chattel for so long no one would expect otherwise? Or would it been seen as a dangerous precedent?


    This contemplation raised an anxiety in her that made her skin seem uneasy on her flesh, as if she was straining toward a Change she couldn’t complete. “Tell me, Knife... if I were to ask you to do something seemingly nonsensical, would you?”


    “My Queen,” the male said. “The Emperor gave me a title and the imperative to obey you. I will not fail you.”


    “You would take commands from a mere female.”


    “You are no mere female,” the Knife said.


    Surprised, she jerked her head from the flower and looked at him.


    “I have been watching you,” he continued, standing at seeming ease before her, with his hands at his sides and his wings politely couched. “The Emperor values you, and that alone makes you intriguing. Everyone knows this Emperor is not long fascinated by trivialities. You hold his interest, and I wondered why. And now that I have been in this tower, I have been listening. There are stories about how you aided the Ambassador. How you saved some of the members of the harem from the depredations of Third and his Hand. That you left the tower entirely to see the Emperor in the Surgeon’s offices. And when I look at your eyes...” He trailed off, studying her, and she returned his scrutiny, even knowing that proper females would never. But she was not a proper female, was she? Not anymore. She was the Queen Ransomed.


    “When I look at your eyes, you look back,” he finished. “And I see things there that I don’t understand, not because you are female, and weak, and consigned to the vagaries of the flesh that females alone suffer. But because there is a mind there, thinking thoughts I am not privy to, and they are complex enough to leave streamers, the way a fighter darting through clouds leaves contrails.” He cocked his head. “I obey you, my Queen, for the same reason the Change fascinates me. Because I do not understand what I see, and seeking knowledge leads to greatness.”


    She couldn’t help it: she laughed, low and quiet, but in genuine delight. “You are perverse, Knife. How did you survive so long among other males!”


    “One learns best by remaining silent,” he remarked.


    “Oh, yes! We both know that wisdom, don’t we.” She considered him, nodded slowly the way the Ambassador would have, noted the avidity of his interest as she did. “Then I tell you, Knife... I would like you to help me find a way to smuggle the children and the females from the tower. In the event of a coup.”


    His eyes widened and he hissed in a breath.


    “You think I am histrionic,” she guessed.


    “I would never call such precautions histrionic,” he said. “I cannot evaluate their appropriateness, however. I have heard stories about the atmosphere at court, Mistress. Everyone has. That everything here is broken horns and poison. I’d thought those stories exaggerations, but even on the periphery I sense that, if anything, such stories may have understated the matter.” He looked away, muscles tightening along the edge of his mouth. When he looked at her again, his strange dark eyes were steady. “It is not what I would have hoped for the highest court of the Chatcaava.”


    To this extraordinary statement she said nothing, to see if he would elaborate. Instead, he allowed the silence to lie between them, and that in itself was elaboration enough.


    “I don’t know that there is a coup in the making,” he said at last, wings mantling. But slowly, as if even dismayed, he was conscious of his body. “But I can’t tell that there isn’t, either. There is too much innuendo here. Too many masks. I have secured this tower by subjecting it to military protocols, my Queen, and many have told me I am showing coarseness of manner unbecoming to a male in my position. But I am not confident in my ability to read the intentions of the courtiers here.”


    She stared at him, nonplussed. That he would confess to his own flaws...


    He seemed to understand, too, for he smiled, a faint show of teeth along the rim of his blue-gray mouth. “I know it is perilous to admit to incompetence, but it is your safety at stake. If you know better how to judge the mood of the court, I will be guided by your superior understanding. Do you fear a coup? Do you think someone will fight Second in order to depose him, or the Emperor?”


    “I don’t know,” she said, still startled. “But I worry, Knife. And because I worry, I would like...” She trailed off.


    “A contingency plan?” he offered. His smile then was almost winsome, and on the face of a male Chatcaavan it was unbelievable. She wished the Ambassador had been there to see it, to comment on how quickly things change once they began. “It is a very military term, I know, but I am a very military sort of male.”


    “It suits,” she said. “Yes. I would like a contingency plan. My plan involves the evacuation of the Emperor’s children and females—and myself, and you—off this world in the event of catastrophe. It may seem unbelievable to you, but I have reason to suspect the Emperor would want us at liberty. To answer to whatever plans he might have for us, or to deny us to the enemy.”


    “He plans to make you something worth denying?” the Knife asked, interested.


    And because he’d made the suggestion, a suggestion outrageous in its implication, she said, “I plan to make them something worth denying.” And lifted her chin, daring him to ridicule her.


    But the Knife only frowned. “With Third dead and not yet replaced, the palace’s port has returned to the Navy’s control. But there is no saying that the port would remain in our control in the event of a coup. And I am very definitely concerned about how we would manage from there. Security in the solar system and the surrounding areas has been upgraded recently, and no one has said why. To smuggle… how many females and children are we discussing?”


    “Some thirty-odd children,” she said, because she’d taken a rough count while in the nursery. “The females in the harem? I cannot say. Perhaps around the same number in each of the harems? We could guess at some hundred individuals.”


    He winced. “That would require a large conveyance. Or several smaller ones. There may be a way to get them to the port… I will investigate. But from there? That is a more difficult matter, my Queen.”


    Thinking of Laniis, the Slave Queen said, “That part, I may know how to handle. If you tell me it is safe to use my console to make calls outside the palace.”


    “Outside the palace?”


    “To the Alliance.”


    He considered her, head tilted. “These aliens. The ones you befriended while they were here. They remain your allies.”


    She inclined her head.


    “Astounding,” he murmured, awed.


    “They may not be in a position to help me. But I will never know unless I ask. So…”


    “I will consult my security expert immediately and tell you when you can make your call.” He trained curious eyes on her. “The children will go where they are sent. The females… will all of them consent to your plan? If they are incapable of volition after so many years of powerlessness, they may become liabilities.”


    The Slave Queen set her lily in her lap. It had not occurred to her that the females would be disobedient. What would they think of her explanations, that they might have a future if they embraced it? Would they even want it, when it had taken the Ambassador so much love and time to convince her of the merits of a life filled with freedom’s responsibilities? She couldn’t imagine changing their minds in the time she had allotted. Should she kidnap them, then, in order to give herself that time? Because if something did happen in the palace, they would be trapped here…


    “In the event of a coup, what would happen? To the females.”


    The Knife shrugged a hand, though she noticed his shoulders twitch, as if he’d begun to copy her hybrid gesture. “They may be left here to serve the next Emperor. Or they might be given away. Or killed outright.”


    No help there, then. If their deaths had been certain, the choice would have been easy. As it was… she knew for every female who fled, obedient, at the Knife’s command, some number of them would become too flustered, would demur, would delay them.


    “I don’t know,” she said at last. “I don’t know how many of them will want to leave.”


    “The male who deposes the Emperor, if he succeeds... may very well be worse for them,” the Knife murmured.


    Because the comment surprised her, she said, “Or he may be better, depending on their personalities.” And sighed. “So I suppose it will be up to me to discover which of them belong with us.”


    “Not a very Chatcaavan reply,” the Knife observed, considering her.


    “I have been infected by the ideas of aliens.” The Slave Queen slipped the lily back into the water and rose, setting the vase back in place. “That is the danger of the Touch and the Change, Knife. You do not return from it the same.”


    “If the Living Air had wanted us to remain the same, it would not have given us those abilities,” the Knife answered. Before she could decide how to respond, he bowed to her. “I must go and see to the arrangements.”


    “The sooner, the better,” she agreed, staring at him.


    After he’d left, she looked at the lily, white on its narrow green stem, the one leaf still creased despite her efforts. Laniis, she wondered. Where are you? And will you be able to help us? Because… she reached out and traced the fracture, I think we will need it, and sooner than I hope.

  


  
    CHAPTER 4


    Sehvi smelled like tart citrus. It had been so long since Vasiht’h had been able to bury his nose in her shoulder fur that he’d almost forgotten the happy associations of fur shampoo and family. But after far too many years spent communicating almost entirely by telepresence, he was finally in her arms, and the memory was still vivid and present, spilling years of their lives together back into his heart.


    “In my arms and in my home!” Sehvi added, leaning back just enough to look at his face. “Which you’ve never visited in your life.”


    “It’s a nice planet,” Vasiht’h said. “But the only thing it’s got to recommend it is in this room right now.” He glanced over her second back. “Well, almost the only thing. Where are my nephews?”


    “Over at a friend’s,” she said, chuckling. “They’re gregarious children. They should be home for dinner, along with Kovihs. Who is not with the children. He’s at the hospital overseeing some finicky bit of research in the lab that he insists couldn’t wait a day.”


    “Of course it couldn’t,” Vasiht’h said, amused. And added, “Oh, but it’s good to see you, ariishir! And you look well. I’m so glad.”


    “It’s good to see you too, big brother. Though I admit I want to know why.”


    Vasiht’h set his messenger bag down on one of the low, softly-stuffed couches and started on the buckles holding the remainder of his luggage to his barrel. “It’s not enough that I wanted to see you and your kits? You don’t come back to Anseahla much anymore.”


    “Call it mother’s intuition. Or sister’s, in this case.” Sehvi padded past him to the kitchen. “I’ll put kerinne on. Do you want biscuits or cookies?”


    “Is both an acceptable answer?”


    She snorted. “You sound like your partner. Where is he? Some sort of conference you didn’t want to attend?”


    Vasiht’h set his second set of bags down and went to sit at the table with its legend of nicks and scrapes. “He’s off losing his virginity to a friend.”


    Sehvi looked over her shoulder at him, incredulous.


    Holding up his hands, Vasiht’h said, “Goddess’s own truth.”


    “I’m not sure what’s more astonishing,” his sister mused. “The fact that he’s probably older than our great-grandparents and he’s still a virgin, or the fact that after staying a virgin so long he’s losing it to a friend. He doesn’t seem the type to hand something like that away on a whim.”


    There was a small fat sugar bowl shaped like a whale on the table. Their parents had always had a sugar bowl at the table, but that one had been a plain battered pot. Vasiht’h wondered at the whimsy of this one, where it had come from, what the story was. Everything in this kitchen suggested a story. Turning the bowl in place to look at the tail, he said, “It’s not a whim on his part. Just complicated.”


    He could practically see her rolled eyes. “Of course it is.”


    “Eldritch,” he said, and she laughed. Having heard about Jahir since the moment Vasiht’h met him, Sehvi didn’t have to be told anything else. That was part of the ease of being with her, he realized: that she understood the relationship that defined his adult life better than anyone else he knew. He’d always been able to relax around Sehvi when they were growing up. That hadn’t changed, even now, and he was grateful as the tension shed from him like water from a shaken coat.


    It was a sunny day, one of those days balanced perfectly between summer and fall in places with temperate climates, where the light falling through the flexglass doors to the patio had a golden clarity. Kovihs was only a semester from finishing the work that would confer a doctorate in genetic engineering research; Sehvi had graduated earlier as a fertility specialist. The demand for that job was so high she could have lived anywhere, but she had stayed on Tam-ley, where she’d met her husband, so he could finish his degree. It really was a beautiful world, from what he’d seen of it, and Sehvi’s salary had netted them a beautiful parcel in a small rural community, along with the Pad she used to commute to work. Looking at the large, open great room with its high-ceilinged kitchen and soft, well-used furniture, Vasiht’h couldn’t believe his little sister had grown up, and so completely. That they both had, really. When had that happened?


    The smell of cinnamon and cassia wafted to him on a cross-breeze from the open window over the sink. Sehvi brought an entire pot of kerinne, along with a tray of assorted sweets: tart berries, true-almond cookies, meringues, little cracker rounds with white, sharp cheeses. “Pour for us,” she said, leaving it on the table, and as he did she returned to the kitchen for a chocolate cake. At Vasiht’h’s stare, she said, “You have no idea how many calories small growing boys go through.”


    “No,” Vasiht’h said. “But I will soon.”


    To her credit, Sehvi didn’t drop the cake. But she did gape at him over it.


    “That’s where I’m going after this,” Vasiht’h continued, sounding far calmer than he felt. He spooned some of the berries onto his plate. “I think it’s time.”


    “What prompted this?” Sehvi asked, still staring.


    “Why are you acting so surprised?” Vasiht’h sipped from the cup. “You knew it was a matter of time before I made the decision.”


    “Yes, but… I’ve been waiting so long that I’m suspicious. And you admitted to Jahir being off having sexual adventures too easily, so that’s not what’s bothering you.” She eyed him. “So confess already, ariihir. Why are you suddenly concerned with your biological legacy?”


    Was he? Vasiht’h toyed with his cup. He’d never thought of it in terms like that. More like… he didn’t want to miss the experience of being a parent. “You’re right. I don’t care why Jahir and I are apart right now… in fact, I think it’s a good thing, what he’s doing. He was wound too tight. But….” He drew in a breath. “I do care that we might be apart in the future for other reasons, and I’m trying not to go magnifying my worries until they poison everything.”


    Sehvi paused in the act of reaching for the cake server. “Goddess,” she said. “This sounds serious.”


    “I’ve seen the Chatcaava,” Vasiht’h said abruptly.


    His sister withdrew her hand. Folding it and the other on the table, she said, “When was this?”


    “Just a few weeks ago.” He dragged in a breath. “I met them, and they’re terrible.” He thought of the Slave Queen, twitched at characterizing her that way. But he’d never met her. And Aksivaht’h knew her own people had mutilated and lacquered her wings. “Jahir owes fealty to his Queen, Sehvi, and he might be obliged to fight them.”


    Sehvi exhaled in a hiss and pulled her hand over her brow, mussing her forelock. “Goddess Almighty, ariihir.”


    Vasiht’h took another sip of the kerinne. His sister served it with water and made it nearly thick enough to stand a spoon in, so he dipped one of the almond cookies in it. He could feel her eyes on him as he ate.


    “So, he’s going to war, and you have to stay home,” Sehvi said, quiet.


    “Maybe,” Vasiht’h demurred.


    “Maybe?” she repeated.


    Vasiht’h rolled his lower shoulders, at the wing joint. “It’s not like a formal military. He has a choice. I think, anyway. And I don’t know if he knows what he wants. He hates violence, but he feels strongly about his duty. If he thinks he can do good fighting, he’ll want to fight. But hate it.” He took one of the meringues and broke it in half, brushing the sugar crumbles away. “If you ask him you’ll get a different answer depending on when you ask.”


    “But?”


    “But—” Vasiht’h thought of Jahir’s eyes, remembered him standing, bloodied, bearing up Lisinthir’s slack body. “He’ll go. He just doesn’t know it yet.”


    Sehvi shook her head. “No wonder you want kits now. At least they’ll give you something of your own to concentrate on while he’s away.”


    “That’s the thing,” Vasiht’h admitted, quieter. “I’m not sure that he should go alone.”


    “You can’t be serious!”


    “I wonder myself.” He managed a wan smile. “But I managed to survive two fights against the Chatcaava, so maybe I could survive twenty or thirty? How many fights do you need to win a war?”


    “A war the size of the one the Alliance and the Empire would have?” Sehvi asked sharply. “A lot more than twenty or thirty. You’re not a soldier, ariihir. What business have you got on a battlefield? Or a ship fighting another ship?”


    “I don’t know.” Vasiht’h pushed the plate away as his stomach knotted. “That’s… that’s one of the reasons I’m here. Sehvi, I feel lost.”


    She studied him, then said, “Well, then, we’re in the wrong place. Come on.” She stood and tugged on his arm until he followed her to the soft bag couch. Pushing him down onto it, she waited for him to settle before she wound herself around him. Vasiht’h knew many people who were unable to imagine how Glaseah managed to cuddle as much as they purportedly did, given their number of limbs and the awkwardness of their centauroid configuration. But his brothers and sisters had been cuddling so long, and he and Sehvi in particular, that they just fell into it as if they were still children. Vasiht’h inhaled the tart lemonpeel smell of her fur and shuddered.


    “Now,” she said. “Tell me.”


    “You’ve met Jahir,” Vasiht’h said, low. “You know how he is.”


    “Gallant. Noble. Self-sacrificing to the point where you want to take him by the shoulders and shake some sense into him.”


    Vasiht’h huffed a laugh. “Yes, that. Anyway. We were sent to pick up his cousin from the Empire’s border, from a Chatcaavan ship delivering him. His cousin was the ambassador.”


    “An Eldritch,” Sehvi said, dubious.


    “You’d believe it if you met him.” Vasiht’h inhaled, found the warm skin-smell of his sister beneath the fur now that he’d had his nose pressed up against her cheek for a while. “Anyway. I had… I had a complete meltdown on that ship, ariishir. I didn’t want to be part of the war.”


    “And you think Jahir will want it. Or at least, that he’ll figure it out.”


    “Jahir has to do it. It’s a… a feudal promise thing. And of course he said that he’d love me no matter what I decided, but he had to say it to me because I was exploding and it was… it was awful. I wasn’t what he needed me to be while facing what we were facing, and we might have died. It was bad.”


    She pulled her head back just enough to be able to stare him in one eye.


    “It was bad,” Vasiht’h repeated. He flinched, remembering. “But we made it home, and now… well. The war’s coming. No, I’ll be honest. It’s probably already started. And I still don’t want to be part of it, but I failed Jahir once already by coming apart on him on the shuttle. I don’t want to suck the strength out of him when he’s going to need it. And I don’t…” He hesitated.


    “You don’t want to be the cowardly partner, either.” She fanned a feathered ear. “I could say that plenty of people say goodbye to their Fleet spouses while those spouses go to fight, and that doesn’t make them less worthy. But I’m guessing that wouldn’t help.”


    “No,” Vasiht’h said. “I know I’m not a coward. It was hard for me, but I managed both fights. I was even useful. I guess that’s the problem. I know I can do it. But I still don’t want to. Not really.”


    Sehvi didn’t answer immediately, and that more than anything made him feel better. If she’d had some glib response to his troubles, that would have proven they were petty. And the solid weight of her against his side was more comfort than he’d had in longer than he could remember. It wasn’t that Jahir didn’t give him everything he was capable of… but he gave… everything he was capable of. And an Eldritch, even as forthcoming an Eldritch as Jahir, couldn’t give his body freely, even in the most casual way. Every single one of Jahir’s touches was freighted with enormous meaning. It couldn’t be comforting because it was too busy being momentous.


    But Sehvi’s hug was just a hug. It didn’t cost her anything to give it. And there was something wholesome about accepting it, knowing that.


    Maybe, Vasiht’h thought, that was the instinct that had spurred him to detour here before continuing to Anseahla. For years now he’d been living on the terms he and Jahir had reached after compromise, and unavoidably those terms meant there was a dash of high-minded Eldritch poetry to his life. That there was a sense of great deeds and grand designs to it. He loved that about Jahir, that the Eldritch brought that romance to his life, and he knew Jahir needed the mundanities Vasiht’h offered in trade. Needed, and valued them. It was the best kind of compromise, because it gave so much to its participants.


    But the Chatcaavan war and the Galare part in it was too much poetry. He needed to bury his nose in fur that smelled familiar, watch Glaseahn kits tumble over one another and get into too much trouble, and carry picnic hampers strapped to his back rather than medpacks. He needed grounding, and he was grateful beyond words that Sehvi had encouraged him to stay as long as he needed.


    “You haven’t said anything,” he said at last.


    “I don’t think there’s anything to say.” Sehvi shifted against him, and for once she sounded grave. “Whatever happens, you’re going to make the choice you can live with at the moment. Until the moment comes, you won’t know what it is… and no advice will prepare you for it. Prayer, maybe. But advice?” She shook her head. “I can’t give it to you. I’m not that wise.”


    He slid his arms around her waist and hugged her tightly. “Would it be cliché to say that’s one of the wisest things you’ve said?”


    She sighed. “Figures. The only time I can be accused of wisdom is when I’m busy denying I have it.”


    Vasiht’h grinned.


    “You’ll stay a while?”


    “I’m in no rush. He won’t be back for two weeks.”


    “Good. Because if I’m not mistaken…” Sehvi trailed off, ear fanning. They both heard the sound of a door opening. “…those are your nephews, and I haven’t told them you were coming.”


    Which was all the warning Vasiht’h had before all three of them spilled into the room, saw him, and uttered shrieks of delight. The dense body of his first nephew bowled him over the couch, and then he had his arms full of exuberant children, all competing with one another for his attention and, apparently, his judgment over which of them could talk the loudest and fastest. He laughed through it and as he tried to calm them down he thought of the road he’d decided to walk. This was what he could expect at the end of it.


    He found he couldn’t wait.
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    Many factors might have conspired to trouble Jahir’s sleep. The agitation of travel, certainly. The nagging guilt over having pushed Lisinthir into deflowering him ahead of schedule—could he laugh about the term now? And the astonishing revelation that he was apparently some sort of Church-damned mind-mage, who might also be unable to continue the work he’d devoted himself to in the Alliance without poisoning his own clients.


    Jahir had expected to suffer a stream of nightmares. It would have been appropriate. But he woke instead beneath the arm of his cousin after a blameless night, refreshed in body, and before he could consider the state of his spirit the kiss on the back of his neck sucked all conscious thought to the skin beneath his cousin’s lips. Would he ever stop being so dazed by carnal distraction? Would Sediryl find it charming, if she decided to wed him?


    Why was he so calm about all this?


    “My cousin wakes,” Lisinthir said. “And I am grateful, for I have an errand to run and it will take me a little time.”


    “An errand?” Jahir swam through the last ripples of desire toward clear-headedness. He thought his confusion might resolve into… offense that he was being abandoned so quickly? The idea amused him. “I am so easy to leave.”


    “You are impossible to leave, which is why I haven’t yet.” A husky chuckle. This time it was not lips on the back of his neck, but teeth, pulling the skin over the vertebra away from it just enough to splash sparks across Jahir’s vision. “But I find I must arrange for our late morning and early afternoon. We have a great deal to do.”


    “We do?”


    More sober. “We do. There is the small matter of these unexpected talents we’ve manifested, which need testing.”


    That doused the fire under his skin handily. “I see.”


    “You do, yes. So I must make arrangements. While I am gone, you should call your beloved.”


    The suggestion—command—caught him off balance. “I… thought you would have had other plans for our morning.”


    “Like continuing your sensual education?” A hint of amusement leavened by affection. “I won’t lie… I was so tempted. But you need to talk to Vasiht’h, and I must run my errands and—” A pause then, and a firmer, quieter tone, “We will not have a repetition of yesterday’s precipitousness. I would like the next time I have you to be less fraught. And for that, we have a great deal to discuss.”


    Jahir could almost hear Vasiht’h’s comment in his mind: something about relationships requiring communication to thrive. He sighed. “I don’t suppose I could seduce you into skipping the difficult parts.”


    Lisinthir chuckled. “That, I judge, was a joke, which means you are well enough for me to leave.”


    “Perhaps,” Jahir allowed. “Will you be gone so long?”


    “I don’t think so. I have done some preliminary research already, and I think I know what I need. But you have time for a longish talk with your beloved and a shower, or bath. You will want the latter badly.”


    Hearing it made him realize how very true that was. “And then?”


    “And then dress as you usually do, and we shall have an adventure.”


    The ripple of merriment Jahir felt through their skins made him smile despite himself. “You are enjoying yourself.”


    “I am, a little.” Another kiss, this one small and apologetic, on the back of Jahir’s shoulder. He would almost have called it familial, except that there was no escaping the carnal promise in his cousin’s touch. “Ere you leave, my cousin, I will have made sure that you are as well.”


    “Enjoying myself?” Jahir managed a lopsided smile and looked over his shoulder to share it with Lisinthir. “God and Lady, I hope so.”


    “Then we’re decided.” Lisinthir kissed him between the eyes then, a whimsical kiss. “You to your errand and I to mine. Yes?”


    “I suppose you have my leave to go, Imtherili.”


    “So gracious, Galare. I’ll remember that next time I have you under me.”


    Jahir shuddered and shoved an elbow back until it hit something. “If you aren’t going to tumble me, don’t tease.”


    “I hear and obey!” Lisinthir laughed. “No, no, not the elbow again. I’ll be good, I promise.” He rolled out of bed, all liquescent grace. “And eat breakfast, cousin my dear. You’ll want it.”


    When had he become not just cousin, but ‘dear’? But then, was that really unexpected given they’d been lovers? They had been… God and Lady. He was no longer an innocent. He couldn’t tell if he was glad, relieved, or appalled. He lay on his back and stared at the ceiling, vaguely aware of his cousin’s movements into the bathroom, out of it, dressing.


    Lisinthir reappeared above him, hair spilling over one shoulder: once again the Eldritch prince, from the velvets and the sapphires braided into the hair alongside one ear to the faint scent of ambergris, sweet and musky and somehow erotic.


    His cousin searched his eyes. Jahir let him look. Whatever he betrayed in that gaze moved Lisinthir to cup his jaw.


    “All right?” he asked, quiet.


    “I think,” Jahir answered in kind, but he was grateful to be asked. He felt seen again, and that comforted. Perhaps Lisinthir understood, because his cousin’s dark eyes softened, and that kiss was tender. There was something exquisitely vulnerable about accepting that sweetness, delivered while he lay bruised and naked beneath his cousin, with the knowledge of all they’d done together implied… and all there was to come as well.


    But he felt safe, so he answered the tacit question by receiving the gift with open mouth and shared breath.


    “I return anon,” Lisinthir murmured, burnishing the words silver. “Make your call, cousin.”


    “All right.”


    And then he was alone.


    He did not rise immediately. He remained where he was, stretched and exposed on the bed, cataloguing his manifold pains and aches. Feeling the patches where dried sweat had stiffened his skin. Smelling the strangeness of the sheets around him, of the scent of his own sleeping mingled with someone else’s. He’d expected to feel either alienated from his body or seated more fully in it, and what he felt instead was some confusing amalgam of the two. He was at home in himself… and aware of things in himself that felt very new, very strange, and very dangerous.


    He didn’t want to call Vasiht’h, but he did. He supposed that went hand in hand with the rest of his ambivalence. Shower first. Then the rest.
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    A picnic with rambunctious younglings was exactly what Vasiht’h had needed. With Sehvi strolling at his side, they’d ambled over the hills in a golden autumn afternoon, and his nephews darted here and there, bringing back treasures, demanding his attention, interrupting their own requests with sudden games of chase. His sister was unperturbed by their behavior, which made it easier to take it all in stride. And really, what reason did they have to rush? He was on vacation, with family, in an idyllic locale.


    The lake that spread before them over the second hill was not just the perfect backdrop for a picnic, but obviously a familiar destination as well... as the boys demonstrated by launching themselves into it with confident yells.


    “They swim?” he’d asked Sehvi.


    “Oh, I threw them in while they were still wet behind the ears from being born,” she’d answered, unloading the picnic basket. “You can’t start too soon with drownproofing them. Particularly boys!”


    They dragged him into the lake, too, and if their young blood didn’t notice the chill, his far older joints certainly did. He also found he didn’t notice that until after they were done playing, because he’d been too busy paddling after them to pay attention to anything but their delight. That was how it worked, then, he thought when he hauled his soggy body onto the shore. Or at least, partially. Children diverted you from your own woes. And magnificently too. He found himself wondering if he could prescribe playtime with children as medicine and was struck by the thought that people had probably been doing that without a prescription for time immemorial.


    The Goddess thought of everything.


    Nevertheless, Vasiht’h was glad of the hot chocolate, the repast, and the long ramble back. With Kovihs not due back until supper he took advantage of the lull to shower and unpack, and it was then that the comm alerted. There was a small emitter in the guest bedroom, so he sat in front of it and accepted the call.


    “Arii!” he exclaimed. “I didn’t expect you.” And then he paused, and laughed. “All right, probably not the most tactful thing I’ve said.”


    “Given what it implies?” Jahir said, a slight smile curving his mouth.


    “Well, yes,” Vasiht’h said, embarrassed. But he really hadn’t expected Jahir to want to mix his sexual holiday with his very much asexual partner. He’d been prepared to hold that distance for the Eldritch’s comfort but he was glad he wouldn’t have to. “But now that I’ve finished applying paw to mouth… I might as well admit to surprise. Are you well?”


    “Do I look well?”


    Vasiht’h’s eyes narrowed and he folded his arms.


    “I ask out of an honest desire to know, arii.”


    “That would suggest an answer of its own, wouldn’t it?”


    “And does it accord with your perception?”


    Vasiht’h leaned back on his haunches. The emitter was showing him Jahir’s upper body—he was probably at a desk—and on the surface his partner looked much the same as always. Dressed in his usual caramel browns and creams, with his hair freshly washed and resting behind his shoulders, in every way as neat as he consistently presented himself. The local chronolog floating in the bottom corner put Starbase Alpha’s time at very early morning, and his partner liked mornings, so seeing him so well put-together so early was no surprise.


    But there was something Vasiht’h couldn’t pin down about his partner’s body language, and without the mindline to suggest Jahir’s mental state he couldn’t decide what it was. “I don’t know,” he admitted finally. “You look calmer to me, arii… and shattered.”


    Jahir lowered his eyes, then said, “I can read minds—”


    Not news, there, he wanted to say.


    “—from across the room, arii. And I can force people at that distance to feel my feelings as well.”


    Vasiht’h’s brows rose. “Really?”


    “Apparently so, yes,” Jahir said, low. “Very much so.”


    For a moment, Vasiht’h could think of nothing to say and dearly missed the mindline’s ability to share, because he would have shared his exuberant jumble of awe and joy and astonishment and curiosity. Everything was fighting for the right to use his throat, and it took a while for him to put them in some sort of order. “What a gift…!”


    “I… I beg your pardon?”


    If he wasn’t mistaken, that had almost been indignation? Which was such an unexpected reaction that Vasiht’h really looked at the man he’d yoked himself to in a mental and spiritual communion closer than almost any other known in the Alliance. A rare communion, because so few people had the Goddess’s gifts in the strength necessary to forge it. Not all Glaseah could sustain a mindline, and of all the Alliance’s races, only the Glaseah and the Eldritch were known to produce espers at all. He’d been lucky, incredibly lucky, to be able to share what he did with Jahir. It had never occurred to him to think of the ability that made it possible as anything other than a gift from a loving goddess. But it was entirely evident to him now, looking at his partner’s face, that Jahir had other ideas.


    “You… don’t think so?” he asked, struggling with his astonishment. “This is a thread of the Goddess’s mind, Jahir, that She is allowing you to share with Her. That’s something to be grateful for….”


    “The ability to force my emotional state on others without their permission? From a distance?” Jahir asked. “Is a gift?”


    “Why does it have to be about force?” Vasiht’h asked, confused. “You can rape people with your sexual organs, arii, but that doesn’t make sex inevitably evil or violent.”


    “And the ability to read their feelings from a distance,” Jahir asked, low. “This invasion of privacy is always a boon.”


    “I don’t know how it’s different from being able to read their body language, their eyes, their words—”


    “I would think it very different, given one might be mistaken about body language but not about a direct read of their minds—”


    “Of their feelings?” Vasiht’h asked, bemused. “When people rarely even know why they feel the things they feel? We’d be out of work if everyone was that self-aware, arii.”


    “And if it becomes more than their feelings? If I begin to perceive their thoughts?”


    “Then you don’t listen.” When Jahir stared at him, Vasiht’h said, “The way you don’t pay attention to people’s conversations in public? It’s not that you don’t hear them. It’s that you politely don’t notice them.”


    “Just… that simple.”


    “Of course?” Vasiht’h rubbed his palms together slowly, gathering his thoughts. “I take it that Eldritch think of things like this as… forbidden.”


    “They are the province of villains in legends.”


    Vasiht’h winced. “I can see how that would make you uncomfortable.”


    Jahir’s stare resolved into a reluctant chuckle, one that trailed off too quickly for Vasiht’h’s comfort. His partner was deeply distressed, he thought. Unavoidably, if he had no appropriate role models. Perhaps there could never have been any such role models, at that… from what Vasiht’h had gathered about Eldritch society in the years he’d known Jahir, it would have been incapable of supporting any flowering of the Goddess’s talents. People who did not touch, who guarded their thoughts and their grudges and their hatreds, people who idolized isolation and xenophobia, could never have endured gifts that made them more aware of one another’s spirits. Anyone gentle enough to welcome that gift would have withered beneath what it revealed, if they had survived long enough once their fellows discovered the key they had to their enemies’ souls.


    “Jahir,” he said, carefully. “I know that you probably grew up hearing awful things about this. I won’t try to tell you that you should cast off the chains your culture put on you. We both know how hard that is. But you are not just Jahir Seni Galare, heir to the Seni family and the Eldritch path. You’re also Jahir Seni Galare, xenotherapist and Alliance citizen. So maybe that part of you will hear me when I say that among the Glaseah, what you can do now and what you feel is considered just another one of your senses. Like sight, or touch. Just like touch, you need to learn the rules of when it’s all right to use or not. And just like sight, sometimes you’ll see things you didn’t want to see, or shouldn’t act on. But it is a gift, not a curse. A gift. And I’m thrilled you’re developing it.”


    Jahir’s voice was soft, to go with the lowered eyes; it was a meekness Vasiht’h didn’t like seeing, because it suggested defeatism. “I don’t know how you can support such a feeling, arii. How can I possibly do our work when I can project myself into our patients’ minds? How will we know what their thoughts are, and what are reflections of my own?”


    “By you learning to control your ability?” Vasiht’h said. His brisk tone lifted his partner’s face, and there was startlement in the honey-colored eyes. “Did you think you could get out of that part? That if you didn’t work out how to control your talent, it would go away? It doesn’t work that way, arii. If you pretend it doesn’t exist, it will run wild and take us with it.”


    Jahir inhaled. “I don’t want—”


    “Neither do I,” Vasiht’h said. “And it won’t happen, because we won’t let it happen.”


    “And if I’m unequal to the task?” Jahir asked. “What if I fail, arii?”


    “You won’t,” Vasiht’h said. He lifted his hand to forestall the protest. “You won’t,” he repeated more firmly. “Because the Goddess gives us no burdens we are unequal to. And if we have to take some time off to get things sorted, we will, and we’ll come back stronger than ever. Or…” He grinned. “Maybe we don’t come back, and we live on your princely salary while we raise both our families.”


    Shocked, Jahir said, “You mean that. After years of bridling against my income.”


    “I think I do,” Vasiht’h said, bemused. “Seeing my nephews has made me realize it’s probably easier to do the work of parenting when you’re not distracted. A reduced tempo at work might not be a bad thing.”


    “Arii… I don’t know what to say.”


    Vasiht’h cocked his head. “Say you’ll at least consider what I’m telling you.”


    “I will. I promise it.”


    Which was as good as gold, in the case of an Eldritch, and his Eldritch in particular. So Vasiht’h let his curiosity have its way at last and added, wistfully, “Tell me what it’s like?”


    Jahir studied him with wonder in his eyes. “You really want to know.”


    “Yes?” Vasiht’h asked. And laughed. “I half hope that being bound by the mindline to someone with those talents will develop mine too. But until we run that experiment, you can tell me about it so I can daydream…”


    “This is something you would daydream about,” Jahir murmured.


    “Yes!” Vasiht’h grinned. “Maybe only villains in your world can touch people’s minds across rooms. But on Anseahla, dva’htihts are hero-saints, and we used to play at being them when we were kids. Sehvi will explode when I tell her. She’ll probably want to send you a mind-flowering present.”


    “A… a what?”


    “You do that when children evince their mental gifts for the first time,” Vasiht’h said.


    “God and Lady,” Jahir said, eyes wide. “We could not be more different!”


    “No… so… would you mind telling me?”


    “Only if you don’t mind hearing how I almost made my cousin nauseated enough to vomit…!”


    “Oh!” Vasiht’h grinned. “So it’s going to be a funny story too!”


    For a moment Jahir stared at him. And then he began laughing, helplessly. And that, Vasiht’h thought, was a great improvement. Even though the resulting story had more bittersweetness than humor. His heart ached for his distant partner, who had obviously been left unequipped to see himself through any positive framework. But he thought, as he asked questions and let his enthusiasm and awe leak through their conversation, that Jahir’s shoulders straightened a little, and some of the drawn quality of his face began to ease.


    “Lisinthir has said we must practice,” Jahir concluded. “That is where we are supposedly bound when he returns.”


    “If there’s one thing Lisinthir’s good at, it’s dealing with the practicalities without letting emotion stop him,” Vasiht’h said. “And much as I hate to admit it, he’s got a gift for teaching. In an unorthodox way.”


    No doubt remembering their painful tutoring sessions on the courier, Jahir said wryly, “Unorthodox describes my cousin in totality.”


    Vasiht’h grinned. “Yes. But that’s why you need him, and he needs you. He’ll take care of you.”


    “I… do think you’re right. And on that note, I should eat ere he returns. He told me I would need it.”


    “No doubt,” Vasiht’h said. “Using mental talents eats up as many calories as physical ones. Don’t skimp on your meals just because I’m not there to twist your arm into eating them, please?”


    This laugh was almost natural, thank the Goddess. “I shan’t. And arii… thank you.”


    “Always. Call me any time you need me.”


    “Until we are together again.”


    “Until that, yes.” Vasiht’h smiled.


    That ended the call, leaving Vasiht’h sitting in front of the emitter. He mantled his wings, sliding them against one another, and savored the wonder of it. That he not only had a partner to love, but that the Goddess should gift that partner so generously… and that in Her wisdom, She might have placed them both in proximity to one another’s hearts to save Jahir for that talent. Because Vasiht’h knew that Jahir would never have accepted it had he been alone.


    Your ways, he thought to Her. Are glorious. And then he trotted off to find Sehvi and tell her the good news.
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    Jahir did his best to do justice to his breakfast in a fashion Vasiht’h would have condoned, but he still found it difficult to eat. He could only imagine what his cousin would say did he return to find Jahir had done nothing but toy with dry toast and tea, though, so by the time Lisinthir swept through the door, he’d managed something like repletion and had retired to a chair with his chemistry journals.


    “I find you in better spirits, I see.”


    Jahir set the data tablet on his lap and gilded his response. “As you no doubt planned when you set me about that call. How did you know?”


    “It did not take a genius,” Lisinthir replied, mouth quirking. “He centers you, cousin. And what you needed was a dosing of common sense to put paid to your abstractions. Yes?”


    “There is nothing like a Glaseah for common sense,” Jahir allowed, smiling. “So you have accomplished at least one of your aims. Did you succeed in the other?”


    “Indeed… and if you are amenable, we shall go forth to it now.”


    Jahir put the data tablet on the table and stood, paused. “Will I need anything?”


    “Only your glorious person.” Lisinthir grinned. “The rest your scapegrace cousin has arranged, and God help us both.”


    “You fill me with confidence,” Jahir said, wry.


    “You shadowed that! I am impressed,” Lisinthir said, leading the way out of the suite. “I would have glossed it red.”


    Jahir ignored his blush, folding his hands behind his back and pacing his cousin. “Of course you would have. But mentioning it has gotten you what you would have wanted by serving me the innuendo yourself. I trust you are satisfied.”


    “Are you?” Lisinthir asked, all innocently neutral.


    “Not in the least,” Jahir replied, and did shade it red, for the carnal mode.


    “Careful, cousin, or I might push you up against a wall and kiss you senseless. And in a public hall!”


    There was no one in the corridor; Jahir had not seen anyone in the halls at all yet, come to that. Curious, he asked, “Would you so dare?”


    He had the answer to that a few moments later, and was both chastened and pleased to fall back into step alongside Lisinthir with only a slight tremor in his knees to betray his reaction. Not that it mattered—from the mirth in the glance his cousin flicked him, Lisinthir knew very well what his kisses accomplished.


    “I trust you have been enlightened?” Lisinthir said finally.


    “Verily, I have been schooled into submission.”


    Lisinthir laughed aloud. “Red and silver and white. Too much nuance by half, cousin. I will have to press you harder next time.”


    “I look forward to it,” Jahir replied, stubbornly in the crimson still despite what it was doing to his cheeks.


    “Delicious.” Lisinthir grinned at him. “But later for that. Come, we should not want to miss our appointment.”


    Their appointment with what, he wondered? And knew better than to ask. Best to follow and see for himself.


    Lisinthir led him to a central Pad station several floors down, where they joined a trickle of people in the outbound queues. When they reached the head of the line, Lisinthir said, “Two for the Park Dome, Splendor Station.” A chime sounded, a soft androgynous voice repeated their destination, and then they were passing over the Pad into a spacious building, its lines sleekly modern but somehow warmed by the sanded wood paneling that accented the enormous windows. The lodge overlooked a forested slope, its trees shivering beneath a sky the crisp blue of a new spring morning. Glancing out, Jahir could see the starbase’s spindle through the atmosphere of the dome, a faint tracery of white like distant clouds, but more regular by far.


    “This way,” Lisinthir said. “We’re expected.” And led them outside, where the cedar scent of that forest struck Jahir like a blow, wafted to him on a cool breeze that blew in perfect contrast to the warmth of the artificial sun on his shoulders. He couldn’t imagine what sort of lesson Lisinthir had arranged for them that would require this, but it could hardly be a durance…!


    “Are we meeting a teacher, then?” he asked, drawing abreast of his cousin.


    “I’m afraid it’s just the two of us,” Lisinthir said. “And we’re doing nothing more strenuous than going out into the day to enjoy the weather.”


    “And this will somehow contrive to teach us about our new capabilities.”


    Lisinthir grinned again. “How skeptical you sound, cousin!”


    “And I should know better than to question you by now?”


    “No, not at all. I love that you question me. I find cowed people far less interesting.”


    “If we have no teacher, then by whom are we expected?”


    “By that Asanii there, in that office.”


    That office was a small building adjacent to the larger lodge, in the same sleek wood-and-glass style. It was large enough only for the single office inside it, though a luxurious office it certainly was, and there was a curious flattop alongside it. If Jahir had thought Pads could be built to the size of a suite, he would have guessed it to be the same material.


    There was no sign hanging above the door. Only a plaque with a silver horseshoe bisected by a thinned spiral flame he didn’t recognize.


    The felid stepped outside at their approach and waited with all the patience of an extremely well-paid professional. Everything in her bearing implied the exclusivity of her clientele, and she wore her sleek silver tunic like the livery it apparently was.


    “Lord Nase Galare,” she said. “I have your keys for you in the paddock.”


    “Excellent, thank you.”


    “Will you require my services?”


    “No, I can make my cousin’s adjustments.”


    The woman did not so much as glance at Jahir, and her supreme self-control impressed. Most people would have wanted to stare at an Eldritch, much less two, and related. But all she said was, “Enjoy your ride, aletsen.”


    “We will, thank you.”


    “Our what?” Jahir murmured, following Lisinthir toward the flattop.


    “Our ride. That was a representative of the Maven Herd, which I am guessing you have never heard of before today because I haven’t either.” Lisinthir grinned at him and shook back the hair the breeze had blown over his brow. “And we shall be riding their product.”


    “Their… product,” Jahir repeated, dubious.


    “I’ve examined it, and I assure you, it’s worth the money. Or my cursory examination suggested so, anyways.” Lisinthir found a post and examined the bands depending from a hook on its apex, one blue, one multicolored. “And here are our mounts.”


    “You have not found us solidigraphic horses,” Jahir said, dismayed. “I’ve ridden solidigraphic horses, cousin. They are nothing like the real creature.”


    “Most aren’t, no. But these are apparently the finest solidigraphic horses in all the Alliance.” Lisinthir tossed him one of the bands, which he caught by reflex. “That one is yours. Over your wrist, cousin.”


    Resigned, Jahir slid it over his left wrist and watched it tighten to conform to his skin. It was blue and purple in cloudy patterns, but narrow enough to be unobtrusive and flexible enough not to cut. “I would hate to suggest this will be an unsatisfactory way to spend the morning….”


    “Which you are, anyway—”


    “But you probably will be disappointed.”


    Lisinthir shook his head. “Cousin, cousin. Look at the sky. Feel the wind on your back. Breathe—” He inhaled, face tilted upward. “And tell me it matters if these creatures end up being digital nags.”


    Jahir paused, and chuckled. “Point taken.”


    “Good. Maven Herd, arrive!”


    Two horses shimmered into sight, and what small hope Jahir had been treasuring on his cousin’s behalf vanished at the sight of them. “God and Lady, surely not.”


    Lisinthir laughed. “The look on your face, Galare! Go on, then. The starfield one is yours.” A twinkle of irrepressible humor, then. “His name is Nebula.”


    “I can’t imagine why,” Jahir replied dryly, and approached the frozen shape of his steed. He admitted it had a noble enough conformation… certainly more of a paragon than any horse he’d had at home, given the weakness of the Eldritch horse strains. But it was almost seventeen hands of cobalt blue and deepest purple, and the gaseous patterns on its flanks were actually moving, revealing pinprick stars of dim red and silver. What he’d taken for soft feathering at its fetlocks were actually streams of cloudy vapor. “Nebula,” he said, repressive. “My, I can’t imagine where they found the name.”


    “It is less mysterious than mine, at least.” Lisinthir walked to his mount, which was two hands shorter than Jahir’s and far more compact in build, but just as beautifully proportioned and sporting an equally unnatural coloration. A black with a noticeably green sheen, particularly near the extremities, and across its buttocks a white blanket spattered with unlikely splotches of emerald, red, blue, yellow, black… colors that ran in streaks down its hindquarters as if the paint hadn’t dried in time. “My mount is Jackson Pollock, if you will.”


    “I will if I must.” Jahir looked up the long way to his creature’s back and sighed. Starbase Veta had solidigraphic horses, but they were disappointing simulacra without the vagaries and personalities of real animals. One session had been sufficient to put him off the idea of maintaining his proficiency in the saddle. He was out of practice riding now, and he knew very well that the muscles developed while swimming would not save him from the atrophy of those particular to riding. Ruefully, he pulled himself into the saddle…


    …and the horse woke beneath him with shiver, and suddenly there was a creature beneath him, a warm and responsive creature, and when he shifted in the saddle it gave every appearance of paying attention to his center of balance and his confidence level. He was so startled, in fact, that the solidigraph sidestepped beneath him, as if concerned he might take a tumble. “Good God!”


    “Yes,” Lisinthir said, amused. “That was my feeling when I rode Jackson in front of the office this morning.” He patted Nebula’s uncanny shoulder and ignored the nose that came around to nudge him. “Up with the knee, cousin, and let’s adjust the stirrups.”


    Nebula calmed under him as instincts he’d forgotten decades ago returned. Jahir watched Lisinthir let out the stirrups, bemused. The horse, he thought, was considering them both with every appearance of benevolent curiosity. “That’s good on that side, thank you.”


    Lisinthir walked around the horse’s head to the other side and began anew. “I asked them to find you a reliable mount. Not too frisky. Does he feel steady to you?”


    “Now that I’m no longer lurching in the saddle like a drunkard.” Jahir pet the horse’s neck before he remembered the horse wasn’t real. “I admit to astonishment.”


    “The maven of the Maven Herd is apparently a human equestrian with a passion for horseflesh and programming. Every horse is a hand-designed individual, constructed in much the same fashion Alliance D-pers are.”


    Jahir eyed him, torn between skepticism and awe. “Digital personalities are rare, complex, and expensive to create.”


    “So much so that there aren’t many of them, yes? Apparently there aren’t many Maven horses, either, and paying for their licensure is quite expensive. Alpha has a license for several individuals, but it is apparently one of only three starbases in the Alliance that does.” He grinned. “Fortunately for us. You are solid in the saddle now?”


    Jahir shifted: hips, knees, ankles. He flinched before resigning himself to the inevitable. Between his cousin’s attentions and their afternoon ‘adventure’ he would be nothing but a series of aches by the time nightfall came, and God and Lady knew what Lisinthir had planned for their evening. “I am steady now, thank you.”


    “Good,” Lisinthir said, and crossed to his smaller horse. With a creak of leather he was up himself, gathering the reins, and when the paint-spattered mount woke, it was far less patient than its solidigraphic herdmate. Lisinthir rode, Jahir noted, with the focused ease of someone who lived very deeply in his body. He would have thought it breathtaking before. Now it was also erotic. How had he not noticed?


    “Shall we try one of the forest trails?” his cousin asked.


    “After you,” Jahir said, forcing himself to concentrate.


    The day was already idyllic; once they crossed into the forest, it became sublime. The rustle of the leaves overhead, the shifting patterns of sunlight, of coolth and warmth on his head and arms, the steady rhythm of his astonishingly convincing solidigraphic mount… even the woods themselves seemed perfect, predominantly tall trees with little underbrush to foul the horses, but owning a sufficiency of rills and rumpled folds and naps in the earth to make the ride engaging.


    “So,” he said at last. “This is contributing to our lesson how?”


    Lisinthir looked up at the canopy. “By allowing me the opportunity to ask your advice on the proper use of these new talents.”


    Surprised, Jahir guided his mount alongside his cousin’s. “I’m not sure why you would want it, given how I reacted to our revelation.”


    “Who else shall I ask?” Lisinthir said. He smiled a little. “You are a xenotherapist, are you not?”


    “But not a priest.”


    “And we are so near to any priest I might consult.” Lisinthir shook his head. “No, you are what you are. That was good enough for me on the courier, and it is good enough for me now. So tell me, cousin. I am trying to convince myself that using this ability to stop someone’s heart is somehow less moral than using an arrow, a sword, or a palmer. I am failing, though. There surely is such a reason, isn’t there?”


    “I would think,” Jahir said.


    “So would I. And yet I cannot find one.”


    Tempting to riposte with some flippant response, and yet it was a valid question, one that, now that Jahir considered it, had no simple answer after all. So he offered first, carefully, “Perhaps we should ask first whether it is necessary.”


    “To go to war with people who would kill, enslave, and annex us?” Lisinthir cocked a brow at him.


    That, at least, he could answer without qualm. “No. It is our duty to defend ourselves and our homes. The question is whether we should respond to war with potential atrocity.”


    Jahir had expected a swift parry; receiving none, he glanced at his cousin and was startled at the grimness of his countenance.


    “You have not seen it, I imagine,” Lisinthir said, low. “The recordings of the carnage that happens on the border worlds when the serious raids descend.”


    “No,” Jahir admitted, surprised.


    Lisinthir looked at him and Jahir’s breath caught in his chest at the rage and the anguish that flickered there, visible and then gone so swiftly behind the mask of his cousin’s self-discipline.


    “It’s bad,” he surmised.


    “They have already perpetrated atrocity,” Lisinthir said, switching to their language so he could shroud every individual word in the black mode. “No. I do not at all cavil at the thought of turning this weapon against them. That is why I must ask again whether to do so is immoral. If I am missing something in my zeal.”


    Sobered by the exchange, Jahir said nothing for a time, letting the warmth of the sun and the scent of the duff soothe them both. At last, he said, “Some would say if kill one must, then it should be with the least cruelty possible.”


    “We stray now into imponderables. One man might prefer a moment of blinding pain and then nothing—another would rather a long, wretched death from infection. Most would prefer not to die at all, at which point I’d think commanding someone’s heart to stop beating would be less of a cruelty than bleeding to death from a gut wound,” Lisinthir said. “Have you seen someone die from blunt trauma?”


    “I have worked in hospitals,” Jahir said, low.


    “Then you know.”


    He had not worked for long in urgent care, but he hadn’t needed to. “I do, yes. But there are weapons that kill cleanly—”


    “Even the best-designed weapon can still inflict a glancing blow,” Lisinthir said. “No. Tell me a better reason why the exercise of this talent to defend our homeland and our people would be unethical.”


    Jahir urged his horse over a folded ravine; the seat came back to him, at least, though his legs were no longer accustomed to holding him so easily above the saddle. He heard Lisinthir’s horse hop after him and they resumed their amble. “Perhaps,” he said, “because it cannot be defended against.”


    Lisinthir snorted. “You have not met Alliance snipers, then. A palmer from several hundred feet away? You die, unless God loves you.”


    “Point taken.” He thought of using his own… talent… in an offensive capacity. “Then mayhap it’s wrong because it’s barbaric. There is a basic dignity all creatures are owed, and one imagines control of one’s own body and thoughts is part of that. To have that stripped from you is monstrous. Maybe even an offense against God and Goddess.”


    “Any more offensive than stripping the life from that child of God?” Lisinthir asked. He sighed. “I am not intending to be obstreperous, cousin. But there is a great deal at stake in front of us. I would like my soul to remain as clean as I can keep it, but the truth is that I have killed people, not just to preserve us, though it did, and not just to free slaves, which it did, but out of anger and a desire for vengeance. And those deaths were not cleaner than one I could obtain by claiming a victim from across the room by stopping his heart.”


    “Or by shock,” Jahir murmured. He saw his cousin’s glance from the corner of his eye and said, “People do survive heart attacks. Massive anaphylactic shock may be more certain a death. Aneurysms might suffice as well, if you could learn to pop blood vessels. Or clot them. Though all these ends are terrifying and painful, they have a better chance of being over more quickly.”


    Lisinthir barked a laugh. “You would be far more dangerous with this talent than I shall be!”


    “Maybe that’s why you have it, and not I.” Jahir sighed. “I can’t think of a use for my talent that does not involve the invasion of privacy, or spiritual voyeurism.”


    It surprised him when his cousin had no ready reply, given his cousin’s usual response to anything that bordered self-pity… or self-flagellation. Jahir was about to say something to that effect when Lisinthir rolled his shoulders and said, “Do you trust me, cousin?”


    It seemed a strange thing to ask, and a stranger thing to realize that there was only one answer, one that bypassed all rational thought. He simply knew it, the way he knew Vasiht’h loved him, and the God and Lady did. He shaded the words white for truth. “Yes. Always.”


    Lisinthir seemed to receive his reply with the solemnity the words deserved. They rode in a cocoon of quiet.


    And then his cousin flashed him a grin. “Good. Then I believe it is time for our afternoon’s entertainment.”


    “Our…what?”


    “Our entertainment. In which, cousin, I give you the task of catching me. Keep up if you can, Galare! YA!”


    Nebula shied as the paint lunged forward, showing them the spattered blanket, his heels, and a streaming tail, and then Lisinthir was out of reach and dwindling quickly.


    Jahir mastered his shock and sent his own mount lurching in its herdmate’s wake, and only when the horse had stretched into a gallop did he wonder what he was doing. The terrain had been fine for a ramble, but the headlong pace Lisinthir had set was insane. Could a solidigraphic horse break a leg? Even if it couldn’t, a real man could break his back falling off of one!


    Nor, he realized, was he anywhere near Lisinthir’s equal as a rider. His cousin pulled steadily ahead of him, and the smaller horse seemed to pour over obstacles and up embankments, threaded trees as if blessed with a cat’s spine, and on the few straight courses showed speed to shame a stooping falcon. Merely keeping them in sight was exercising Jahir harder than he’d ever ridden, and it was too difficult to split his attention between the terrain and their quarry. If Nebula had been a real horse, he might have trusted it not to run into a tree. But a solidigraph, no matter how clever? He couldn’t possibly take the chance. He fell further and further behind, cursing his cousin’s suicidal dash. What was he thinking, taking such risks? And yet—God and Lady!—how magnificent he was! Slow down! he thought, and also, Go on! Go free!


    Some part of him yearned to have that total trust in his own perception. To be, briefly, as puissant as his cousin, whose abilities allowed him to navigate unfamiliar and uneven ground at breakneck speed without flinching. No matter his steed’s superior size and stride, there was no winning this without Lisinthir’s supernal skills. Jahir concentrated merely on not losing sight of him through the trees, on the heat of the animal beneath him, on the shock against his seat as they scrabbled down another ravine and up it again, the raw effort of it, all of it became him, and he reached—


    Reached—


    He was not aware of the connection at first, but there was a taste in his mouth like wine, and he found he wanted to laugh. And then he twitched Nebula around the flaw in the terrain before he saw it. Another obstacle: again surmounted, hands and legs confident. The knowledge came faster and faster, until he found himself riding hard at Lisinthir’s flank and there was nothing in him anymore but the communion, the one that wedded him to the earth and the beast and the man who made their headlong flight possible. Lisinthir was steering them both as if they were one body.


    It was impossibly dangerous, insane. It was exhilarating. It was perfection.


    They burst from the woods onto plains gilt with warm sunlight, scaring a flock of… birds? Butterflies? Something with bright yellow and white and orange wings, vibrant as stained glass. The drum of hooves on the back of the world spurred his heart and he drew abreast of his cousin until they were sprinting together for the horizon. He was lost there, smeared between sky and grass, aware only of flashes of sensation. The cool trails running straight back from eyes watering in the wind. The quickened sough of breath from the exertion of holding his seat, and the tremor in his thighs. The scent of sun-warmed grass.


    The sound of his cousin’s laughter.


    Glory.


    They slowed by tacit, mutual decision. Jahir’s mount dropped back to a walk, tossing its starfield mane. Lisinthir’s paint loped a few more measures ahead, curvetting and dancing in place beneath the hand that steadied it. The twain suited one another: quick-tempered, eager to move, agile and high-spirited. Watching them walk back, Jahir wondered anew what would have happened to his cousin had he not been given to the war. Men like Lisinthir did not belong to idleness and civilization. They throve on challenge and danger, and lacking it, made their own risks. Like, he thought suddenly, throwing themselves through an unknown forest to force their cousins to use their unwanted talents.


    “It’s why you did it,” he said. “God and Lady, cousin. Madness!”


    “Glorious madness,” Lisinthir said, drawing abreast of him with another laugh. “It worked, didn’t it?”


    “You are insane,” Jahir repeated, and suffered his hand to be caught and kissed like some noblewoman’s. He flushed at the warm breath Lisinthir blew across his sweating knuckles. And quieter, “That was you, wasn’t it. The elation.”


    “It was.” And gently, “Not all sharing is violation, cousin.”


    Jahir lowered his head, his hand loose in Lisinthir’s. “No. I suppose it isn’t.” His cousin smiled, squeezed his hand and let it drop. As they fell in together, Jahir added, “It was… amazing.”


    “Yes.”


    Jahir glanced at him. “For you as well?”


    A chuckle. “Yes. I could tell you were ‘listening’ in the beginning, but when you started letting me guide you… that was…” He inhaled, sighed out. “A rush. Enchanting. I love all the ways you submit to me.”


    “No teasing without a bed,” Jahir muttered, but he was smiling.


    “We will see a bed soon enough.” Lisinthir shifted in the saddle. “And I will be glad to be on my feet. It has been more years than I like since I rode so hard.”


    “But you have hunted forests before,” Jahir said.


    Lisinthir eyed him, brow cocked. “Ah?”


    Jahir sorted through his impressions. There had been impressions, he realized now, hiding beneath the confidence, and the rush. “Yes. On a horse very like your paint there.” The feel of a large wooden haft in his hand, familiar, rolling it against gloved fingers. “Did you hunt thicket boar? God and Lady, cousin!”


    “You had that from your communion!” Lisinthir said. “Fascinating! But yes. I did. Alone, too. It was a wonder I didn’t die.” He chuckled. “My mother had a hunting lodge on her lands in the north. I used to kill game there for the tables.”


    “By yourself?” Jahir glanced at him, appalled. “Not wonder that you lived, but miracle.”


    “We were very good at hunting, my ugly cob and I.” Lisinthir glanced at him. “A useful talent yours, if you can pick out memories with the emotions.”


    “Not… memories, exactly,” Jahir said. “But… patterns? Sensations? I’m not sure how well that would work did we not share our background so.”


    “No thoughts?”


    “No. It’s nothing at all like the mindline.” Jahir watched the wind turn the blades of grass in ripples. “The mindline gives me thoughts and emotions. But it’s…” He trailed off. “This is far more visceral.”


    “A thing of the body,” Lisinthir said. “Perhaps it was inevitable that you find it in my arms, then.” A sly smile. “I shall have to push you a little further, see if we can refine your talent.”


    Jahir stilled his shudder before it communicated itself to his mount: successfully, he thought. He had no idea what expression betrayed him, but something must have. Lisinthir reined in, reached over and grasped his reins as well, stopping them both. Setting his fingers on Jahir’s chin, he said, “I expected discomfort, but this is closer to revulsion, I think.”


    “No,” Jahir said. “At least… I don’t think so. But I want what you offer, and don’t want it.” He managed a wintry smile. “Which has been historically my problem, has it not?” He kissed the fingertips resting near his lips. “But I recognize this is as a wound that needs lancing, and I want the healing.”


    “Always with the knives, cousin,” Lisinthir murmured. “There now. That shudder I like better.”


    “Incorrigible,” Jahir murmured.


    That won him freedom and a grin as Lisinthir urged his horse back into motion. “Ah, it is only because I love you so.”


    “Do you?”


    “Love you? Of course. Come about now, cousin, we should be returning.” As they began to make an arc back toward the forest, Lisinthir continued, “As a brother, I think. The one I never had.”


    Jahir snorted. “What we have done together, and the way you keep touching me, is not at all fraternal.”


    Lisinthir grinned. “Agreed. We are not literal brothers, you will note.” He sobered. “I do love to touch you. I ask no forgiveness for that. But I mean that… what I feel for you is familial. Does that make sense? You would know better. You have a sibling.”


    “I do, yes.”


    “Younger, if I recall?”


    Jahir nodded, the abbreviated nod of their kind. Old habits reasserting primacy, perhaps, because of the subject matter. “Sernataila, who cast off that mouthful fairly quickly for a nickname, Amber.”


    “A nickname. Like a commoner.” Lisinthir lifted his brows and said, dry, “How outré.”


    Jahir chuckled. “Of the two of us, he was always the more unorthodox. He cared little for convention.”


    “The more unorthodox. Says the man who left the homeworld for the Alliance, there to take on an alien partner, an alien mindline, and a practice as a psychiatrist to aliens?”


    Jahir smiled. “I don’t deny I have my heretical leanings, and when I was younger there were times…” He paused, remembering past frustrations. “There were times I might have hated our world. Because I loved it so, and it seemed determined to doom itself.”


    “Passion,” Lisinthir murmured.


    Jahir glanced at him, nodded. “Yes. I have never been ambivalent about where we’ve come from, and that in itself should be telling.” He drew in a long breath, tasting the cedar duff smell of the forest on the roof of his mouth. “But there has always been something in me that longed to go home again, cousin. To bring the gifts of the Alliance back to our people. To be part of its evolution. I’m here, yes, but I am a traveler, and one day I will book my flight back. In that, my brother and I are very different. Not a single letter Amber’s sent me has ever mentioned homesickness, and when I’ve asked whether he plans to return, he always tells me that I’m the one saddled with the responsibility of inheriting the estate, so he will just leave all that to me.”


    Lisinthir glanced at him sharply. “Your brother is abroad?”


    “He made a study of architecture,” Jahir said. “And afterwards went on a grand tour. Last I heard, he’d been planning to see all the Pelted homeworlds, and maybe Earth besides.”


    “And when exactly was that last hearing?”


    Jahir reined in the horse abruptly. “What are you implying?”


    Lisinthir stopped his paint, folding his hands on the pommel of the saddle over the reins. “You know why I was sent, do you not? To the Empire?”


    “To serve as Ambassador, yes?”


    “And because so many of those who left our world ended up slaves to dragons, Galare, when first we were new to the Alliance. I had a list before I left of all the Eldritch emigrants. You were on it, but there was no other Seni Galare listed.”


    The chill that gripped him nauseated. “That’s not possible. Amber left a few years after I did. My mother knew about it, so there was no possibility the Queen did not. He’s mentioned receiving a stipend, even, so she had to have known. If he’s not on your list…” The cold clamped his gut. “Could he be missing?”


    “When was your last letter from him?” Lisinthir asked again.


    When had it been? He hadn’t been keeping track. The letters from Amber had begun shortly after Jahir had established his practice with Vasiht’h on Starbase Veta; that was when his brother had begun his studies. Once Amber had graduated, though, he’d begun traveling, and the letters had grown more sporadic. Jahir had thought nothing of failing to receive any for long stretches. “God and Lady. I don’t recall, cousin. Almost a year, though. Do you think… please, not the dragons! Wouldn’t you have heard?”


    Lisinthir had nudged his mount back into motion, his expression an absent-minded frown. “I would have thought so, yes. But the Empire’s not small, cousin. If there is anyplace an Eldritch might be lost… I can believe the Empire large enough for the task.”


    “Maybe… he just hasn’t had time to write,” Jahir murmured. “He was never a consistent correspondent.”


    “Maybe,” Lisinthir said. “But the matter bears investigation. Many of the Pelted homeworlds are distant from the border, but some of the most important aren’t.”


    “I know.” Jahir cleared his throat. “Is there something you can do?”


    “I’ll ask Fleet. You should ask the Queen and your mother.” Lisinthir glanced at him. “When we get back, write a few letters. If there’s one of our kinfolk missing, I want to know before I go back into the Empire.”


    “One of our kinfolk,” Jahir repeated, soft.


    “He’s a Galare. And he’s your brother. That makes him kin… does it not?”


    Years of listening to people’s voices for the nuances that betrayed their emotional state had trained his ear… and this, this was a genuine question. He answered it so, shading the reply white and gold. “Never doubt it.”


    Lisinthir smiled, and if it was a tighter smile than they’d shared before this conversation, surely the change was merited given the turn it had taken. “Then let us go back and see to that, and then we might have lunch before we move on.”


    He wanted to linger in his worry. He wanted desperately to be distracted from it. “And what will we be moving on to?”


    “Ah!” Lisinthir chuckled a little. “Later for that. You react so favorably to surprise, cousin. I wouldn’t want you bracing yourself for impact.”


    “God and Lady help me.”


    With a flash of a grin, Lisinthir urged the paint into a trot, and Jahir followed. But he looked up at the sky and despite the cloudless beauty of the afternoon, he felt the shadow of the war on their shoulders.

  


  
    CHAPTER 5


    The Seersa was paying for a cup of hot chocolate when the chime sounded in her ear: in her ear, not outside it, because the implant was hidden on the inside of her eardrum. The emitter’s location gave the sound a shocking immediacy, as if she was hearing it with her spine as well as her pointed ears, and her twitch almost slopped some of the hot chocolate out of the mug she’d just accepted. She’d known the summons might come at any time, but she was frustrated nonetheless... and not just because she’d come to enjoy the café’s snug little tables, cozy ambiance, and amazing drinks. “Could I have that in a portable cup, please? I’m sorry, I just remembered I have an appointment I can’t miss.”


    The human behind the counter smiled at her and said, “Sure thing, Carol.”


    A few minutes later, the Seersa trotted out of the bakery and started down the crowded street, her cup trailing steam in the brisk autumn air. She’d picked up some possessions while pretending to be a girl out of luck on the hunt for a job, but she would have to abandon them in her rented room. If her compatriots had wanted her to remain they would have contacted her through a normal channel. Using the emitter meant something was up, something important; they’d want her to answer the summons immediately. There was a Pad station nearby she could use to step up to the major orbital station serving the bustling colony world of Akana Ris. Her pick-up would be waiting there, and traveling without luggage would make her less noticeable, particularly once she picked up the courier service’s sash that would be waiting in one of the lockers. She would leave much as she’d arrived… with nothing.


    Lieutenant Laniis Baker, formerly Fleet Proper and now on loan to Fleet Intelligence, hadn’t imagined she would one day end up drinking some of the worlds’ best hot chocolate on one of the Alliance’s most lawless colonies while trying without success to find some information that would let her help refugees flee the Chatcaavan Empire. But then, she hadn’t imagined she would lose a year of her life in the imperial harem, either, and that had happened… had happened, and changed her forever. Not for the worse, either, despite what the Fleet psychiatrists seemed to think.


    No, her experiences on the throneworld had given her purpose, and that purpose had led her to request her current mission. She suspected the only reason she’d been allowed the transfer was written on one of her mental health reports somewhere: “needs to work through survivor’s guilt,” maybe, or “is obsessed with Chatcaava and needs to rescue others as a substitute for rescuing herself.” Laniis was grateful for whatever had led them to say yes, and maybe some part of those evaluations was true. But the larger part of it was that she’d begged Lisinthir Nase Galare to get her out of the Empire and he had. She had a debt to repay. Not just to him, but to the Slave Queen who’d made her escape possible, and who had understood so little and yet tried so hard to keep her strange alien possession sane.


    Laniis had chosen her codename to honor the only female in the Chatcaavan Empire who’d dared to attempt to empathize with an alien. The Slave Queen had called her Khaska, after the child-like bell-ringers of the old Chatcaavan religion. Carol had suited.
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    Reaching the Dusted Fleet ship was more tedious than difficult. Everyone on Akana Ris was busy failing to notice the system’s constant infractions of law and protocol, venial or major. “Stay out of my business and I’ll stay out of yours” was the prevalent attitude even among the inoffensive residents, who lived with the pirates and outlaws and thieves by doing a lot of looking in the other direction. Seeing Laniis with her sash, people assumed she was either one of the criminals or working with them, and left her to her errand.


    Had they known the truth they would have found her far more threatening, which grimly amused Laniis. She’d known intellectually that worlds like this existed on the fringes of the Alliance. Colonization was responsible for stretching the borders, and not all colonies throve; what happened to the ones that failed wasn’t always as simple as ‘everyone goes back home.’ But abstract knowledge shared very little with experiential, and if nothing else her brief stop here had illuminated just how porous the border was, and how easy it must be for the Chatcaava—and every other sort of pirate—to prey on the vulnerable populations clinging to these settlements.


    Half a day’s travel across various connecting flights brought her to one of the solar system’s ill-maintained outposts, and there in a bar was an Aera in a grimy jumpsuit, sucking down something tar-colored like he had problems. His long ears were slicked down beneath a vac-suit hood, and somehow he’d managed to get grease streaked on the edge of his dark gray muzzle. Laniis suppressed her smile and slid onto the stool next to him. “Hi, wrenchboy.”


    “Hi, sailor girl. Wanna see my ship?”


    “Thought you’d never ask.”


    They linked arms—with some difficulty, because Na’er was a good foot taller and it was mostly leg—and headed for the nearest shuttle. He grumbled all the way there about life never going his way, a patter she listened to with genuine enjoyment when she wasn’t staring in unalloyed awe. Meryl’s field op specialist had a flair for this sort of roleplay, and the fact that he could improvise convincing backstory and sell it with a change of clothes was nothing short of astonishing. She’d never met anyone as good at impersonations, either, and it was on Meryl’s ship, watching Na’er do a flawless stream of Fleet notables complete with accents, facial tics, turns of phrase, even vocal tone, that she finally found her ability to laugh again. Really laugh, until her sides hurt.


    He was handsome too. She was glad that she could still notice after serial rape and abuse.


    Na’er-as-taciturn-wrenchboy escorted her all the way to his “love shuttle”, which was as filthy and battered as anything else in distant orbit around Akana Ris’s sun. It was only after they’d been cleared for departure and launched that he shook off the hood, peeled himself out of the smutty jumpsuit, and offered her a hug. She took it, bemused.


    “That was more for me than you, you understand,” he said with a grin. He dusted off the plain undersuit and dropped into the pilot’s seat. “Hope you don’t mind we’ve got a long haul back.”


    “I don’t. Will anyone care that Miner Na’er’s about to go missing?”


    He snorted. “No. I could die out here and eventually someone would think about investigating in the hopes of claiming salvage rights on what’s presumably left of my broken ship. They’ll enforce airspace around the outpost just to keep people from ramming one another, but they couldn’t care less once you’re out of their ambit.”


    “That sounds about right for Akana Ris,” Laniis admitted. She perched on the co-pilot’s chair, which no longer swiveled all the way—at least it was broken in the direction that allowed her to face him—and folded her legs under her. “So why’d you recall me?”


    “So early?” The long muzzle exaggerated Na’er’s crooked smile. Among the Pelted with their mostly flat faces, the Aera were exotic that way... or she’d thought it before she’d spent a year among the Chatcaava with their draconic noses. “You won’t believe it. We almost didn’t.”


    “You’d be surprised what I won’t believe.”


    “I bet.” He flicked his long ears back. “We stopped at one of our message buoys and there were a couple of things waiting for us. One was a formal recall.”


    Laniis straightened. “Back to Fleet Central?”


    “For re-assignment, yes.”


    “But I thought this part of the border was your permanent area of responsibility? Meryl’s, I mean.”


    “It is. We’re going to come straight back... with a specialist.” Laniis felt her ears sagging, along with her jaw, and the Aera chuckled. He reached over and gently nudged her chin back up until her teeth clicked. “Yes. Your insane Ambassador wants another round in the ring with the Empire, and we’re his ride.”


    “Speaker-singer!” Laniis breathed. “But I thought... I thought he came back half-dead!”


    “For a half-dead man, then, he’s awfully spry.” The Aera grinned, and she found herself grinning back.


    “What else, then?” she said. “Though honestly, that’s the best news I’ve heard since they let it leak that he lived through surgery.”


    The Aera had very long ears. Elegant ones, they said. Far more lovely than a rabbit’s. What they weren’t, though, was subtle. Na’er’s flattened as abruptly as pricked balloons. “The other reason we’re collecting you is so we can get you to a safe place you can use a secure real-time connection.”


    “A secur—what? Why?”


    “Because,” the Aera said, eyes unwavering, “someone’s been using your real-time commtag... and the request is coming from somewhere in the Empire.”
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    After that they couldn’t reach the UAV Silhouette fast enough. Na’er did everything he could to distract her, but all she could think of was the one person in the Empire she’d given her commtag to, and the promise she’d made with it. By the time they mated the shuttle with the larger vessel she was almost dancing with impatience, standing at the airlock and shifting her weight from foot to foot while her tail swung in agitated counterbalance. Shanelle, the hold’s human technician, was waiting on the other side, and her greeting faded at the sight of them. “I see he told you?”


    “He did. Is she—”


    “On the bridge and waiting for you.” Shanelle grinned, all bright teeth against dark skin and wild magenta hair. “I think I’ll tag along. This should be good.”


    Laniis nodded and went to greet her temporary commanding officer.


    Fleet Intelligence Hold 22’s commander, and captain of the UAV Silhouette, was a woman named Meryl Osgood. Even for a Hinichi she was tall, almost as tall as Na’er and the Aera usually topped any of the other first and second generation Pelted. Meryl liked to say most of her genes had been borrowed from maned wolves, and from the reference images Laniis could see the resemblance: Meryl certainly had the rangy build and long limbs. But unlike Terran maned wolves with their striking red and black coloring, the captain was a sorrel gold-gray that was only going grayer with age. No one noticed that over the incisive green eyes, though. Laniis had the feeling nothing got past her, which was probably why the wolfine had been tapped to gather intelligence in one of the more dangerous regions in known space.


    “Laniis! Sorry we stole you from your work so quickly. Na’er’s briefed you?”


    From the swerving of the starfield in the viewport, they were already underway. The urgency suited Laniis, who spared a glance for Shanelle and Na’er as they moved from behind her to find their stations before she returned her attention to the captain. “He did, yes. Someone’s been calling me.”


    “You have any idea who that might be?”


    “There’s really only one possibility I can think of.” She squared her shoulders. “I gave the Chatcaavan Slave Queen my commtag.”


    “The Slave Queen,” Meryl repeated, ears dipping. “The Emperor’s chief consort.”


    The Emperor’s chief consort… as if the Slave Queen was… what? His full partner? Could she call the Chatcaavan that? The female who’d arranged for a collar for the new Seersan slave could not possibly be the same person as the female who’d willingly colluded with an alien national to free that slave and all the others in the imperial harem. And the Ambassador had remained in the Empire for several months afterwards. Could she count on that evolution continuing? Did it even matter, given the Emperor’s absolute power? “That, yes. Such as the Chatcaava have consorts.”


    “Well, this is an interesting development,” Na’er drawled, and in such a good rendition of a famous 3deo star known for portraying brave, chisel-jawed Fleet soldiers in ridiculous action dramas that everyone laughed.


    Meryl said, “Yes. A very interesting development. I take it you’re not averse to answering this call? From the logs, this person’s been trying to reach you every two days for a week now. If we haul tail, we can make it to a secure comm station before they try again.”


    “I’m willing,” Laniis said. “More than willing.”


    “Then let’s see what the lady—if it really is your Slave Queen—has in mind.”


    “All ahead full!” Na’er added, mouth curled into an exaggerated grimace. “Man action stations! Beat to quarters!”


    “That was three different movies!” Shanelle complained from the engineering station.


    “Could have fooled me,” Meryl said, amused. “They all sound alike after a while. Lieutenant Baker, feel free to check into your quarters. I’m sure you want a shower and a nap after the ride here.”


    “I’ll do that. Thank you, sir.”
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    After spending weeks in the company of the FIA hold, Laniis had become accustomed enough to their deliberate, covert movements that Meryl’s idea of hauling tail struck her as alarmingly precipitous. They were deep in the lawless space unclaimed by anyone when they departed Akana Ris; within two days they were back on the border, gliding into hailing distance of a secure outpost manned by Fleet personnel and serviced by Well repeaters leading back into the Core and out again, toward the colonies in the border.


    She’d asked if she could take her call alone. She’d also asked them to monitor it, because if it wasn’t the Slave Queen… if instead it was someone threatening her, or someone in trouble… then they needed to hear it. But Laniis knew it wouldn’t be, in her heart where the Speaker-Singer whispered songs again after months of silence in the imperial harem. When the comm chimed its request and she sat in front of the emitter to take the call, the sight that awaited her when the encrypted stream completed its handshakes rang in her like the chime that had summoned her, like the bells of a forgotten religion. And that was before she looked into those alien orange eyes and saw just how much they’d changed. Chatcaavan body language was different enough from Pelted that someone else might have been fooled, but Khaska the slave had been bodyservant to this woman for months. The transformation might have been subtle to others, but it was a banner to Laniis.


    “Oh, Mistress!” she whispered in Chatcaavan, awed and helplessly glad.


    …and in Universal, the Slave Queen said, “Laniis. You answered.”


    “I said I would, and I have. I am so sorry I wasn’t here to take your first calls. Please tell me it wasn’t urgent!”


    “It isn’t, no.” A hesitation. “Yet.”


    Laniis’s heart skipped several beats. “If there’s something I can do….”


    The Slave Queen… nodded. The motion was so natural anyone else might not have realized that Chatcaava didn’t nod. Even the Queen’s wings dipped slightly when she did it, as if the species had evolved tipping their heads on the ends of their long necks. In that one gesture, Laniis read months of the Ambassador’s influence. “I may ask more than you can give me, I am afraid.”


    “Tell me.”


    “This… this may sound strange.” The Chatcaavan’s tone was bemused. “But I have been having a discussion with my new chief of harem security—” She paused because Laniis had started laughing, and ducked her head with a sheepish expression. “I know how it sounds, but he… the Emperor. The Emperor gave me one to ensure my safety.”


    “He did what?” Laniis asked carefully.


    “He’s not what he was,” the Queen said. “And that is a discussion for another day. My Knife tells me I dare not stay long on these channels even though they are folded in layers of obfuscation. Laniis, we may need to send the children and the females away from the palace. I may need to flee with them. The Ambassador arranged the flight of the slaves. Is that avenue still open? Is there some way?”


    “Is something likely to happen, Mistress?” Laniis asked, ears sagging.


    “The Emperor is not what he was,” the Slave Queen said again, meeting her eyes directly.


    So much in those words. In that look. If the Emperor was not what he was...


    “Can it be done?” the Slave Queen asked. “The Knife says security has increased in our solar system. We might be able to escape the palace, but... from there... we need help. We would need it, if you can give it.”


    “How much time do I have to find out what we can do for you, Mistress?”


    “I don’t know that either,” the Chatcaavan confessed. “But sooner is better, I think. Can I call you again?”


    The emitter was now floating a tag over the corner of the transmission; it read: ARRANGE CALLBACK IN FIVE DAYS –MERYL


    “In five days, Mistress,” Laniis said. “I’ll have an answer.”


    “Then I’ll go,” the Slave Queen said. “Before we’re noticed.” A hesitation. “Laniis. I… I am glad to see you so well.”


    “Oh Mistress,” Laniis said, feeling the prick of tears in her eyes. “You are too, aren’t you.”


    “More than I could tell you now. Fair winds, alet.”


    The termination of the transmission left her shaking. She pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes and choked on her sob. She was overcome, yes. But not by the memory of trauma. The sight of the Slave Queen with her forthright gaze and lifted chin, with her alien gestures so smoothly integrated with her native ones… it was irrevocable proof that things had changed. That her past was truly the past, because even the place that had enslaved her was showing signs of transformation.


    The pressure under her breast, the heat that was making her eyes well… it was elation. Elation. The Empire had seemed so implacable a foe, so impregnable a fortress. While its prisoner she’d been unable to conceive of fighting it and winning. But she’d been wrong, and not only that, she had helped, in some measure, to catalyze its downfall.


    Na’er poked his head in the room, and his voice was his own, and subdued. “Hey, arii. You all right?”


    “Better than all right.” Laniis wiped her eyes and rose, and if her smile was watery she meant it with all her fiber. “So Meryl thinks I’ll have something to tell the Slave Queen in five days?”


    “She does, yeah. But if we’re going to do that, we need to get back on the ship and haul some more tail.”


    Padding out of the room to join him, Laniis said, “More? We’re not going to have a tail left at the rate we’re burning it.”


    Na’er chuckled. “It’ll be worth it. You think you’ve seen everything! If we’re going where I think we’re going…”


    She waited for him to finish. When he didn’t, she scowled at him. “Yes?”


    “…we’re going to be late reporting back for duty,” Na’er finished, and swayed away from the elbow jab that should have landed if he’d held still for it as he so justly deserved.


    For months, Laniis had been struggling to find a way for refugees to flee the Empire. If the Slave Queen and her new security captain were willing to help them from the inside…


    “Let’s not keep the captain waiting,” Laniis said.

  


  
    CHAPTER 6


    Writing his query to the Night Admiral took all of a handful of minutes. His cousin’s to the Queen and his mother needed somewhat longer, and Lisinthir made use of the delay to shower. Much as he would have liked to drag Jahir into the water with him, he needed the time to think—without the distraction of his cousin’s blushes—more. He was not worried about Amber Seni Galare; if Jahir’s brother had gone missing, the Queen would have reported him on the list Lisinthir had received prior to his dispatch to the Empire. And it wouldn’t surprise him at all to hear that Liolesa Galare had decided that having more than one iron in the fire wouldn’t go amiss, particularly in the war with the dragons.


    No, Lisinthir was more wondering what Jahir’s brother was working on, and whether it would be useful to him. The situation in the Empire was an untenable one for both the Emperor and his challengers, but it was far more fraught for the Emperor. While those who opposed him had the unpalatable task of holding together factions far more likely to view one another as rivals than as allies, their only goal was the assassination of the Emperor. Once he died, the throne would go to the strongest killer, and since all of them believed themselves to be that killer, they were all eager for the easy solution.


    The Emperor, on the other hand, had to find some way of asserting control over not only those who’d always hated him, but those who’d now betrayed him. And not all those traitors would be easily identified. So how was he going about it? Lisinthir leaned against the shower wall, letting the warm water slide down his skin, and lifted his head into the spray. Some might question whether the vision he’d had while on the Chatcaavan vessel had been a true sending… but even if it wasn’t, the Emperor’s advice was good. While he was sorting his allies from his enemies, he didn’t need the de-stabilizing influence of the Eldritch who’d fomented the war, in part because some of the Chatcaava who hated Lisinthir’s effects on the Empire could still be convinced to ally with the Emperor against some of the more troublesome traitors. The Emperor would use them only long enough to destroy someone else before disposing of them, almost certainly—if they couldn’t adapt to the new Empire, they would have to die. But they were too useful to be discarded before time.


    Which meant Lisinthir had to stay on the fringes. How to contribute to the effort? Other than staying close enough to mobilize when called? He sighed and rubbed his nose, closed his eyes. He didn’t have enough information, even to improvise. He would have to evaluate the situation for himself once the Fleet ship picked him up.


    He was toweling off his hair when Jahir stepped into the bathroom with a small bag, and the slump of his cousin’s shoulders told him everything he needed to know about the other man’s state of mind… if Lisinthir hadn’t been able to guess already. Had Jahir been born a worrier or had he picked up the habit from his beloved? Lisinthir wrapped the towel around his waist and wondered. “Don’t fret so, cousin. I don’t doubt that we are about to find that your brother is at work on some special project for the Alliance and the Queen.”


    “Do you think?” Jahir asked.


    “It is the only solution that makes sense. Have you sent your queries?”


    Jahir nodded. “I suppose we’ll see shortly.”


    “So we shall. You’ll want the shower before we eat, I imagine?”


    “Yes. And your help afterwards.”


    Lisinthir tilted his head. “Shall I tarry, then?”


    Jahir paused. “You can stay. So long as you aren’t in the shower with me.”


    Had his cousin not welcomed banter as a distraction from his fears earlier, he would not have thought to tease... but since he had... “Or we’ll never make our supper?”


    That hesitation as Jahir began to strip was accompanied by as beautiful a blush as he’d seen yet, and he had all his cousin’s exposed skin to see it on. Jahir sighed—a mock sigh, exaggerated for his benefit—and stepped into the cube.


    In keeping with the suite, the bathroom was well large enough for company; Lisinthir pulled the bench from beneath the vanity and, as the Alliance had kindly provided him with a good angle on the shower, settled there to watch with pleasure. He hadn’t expected Jahir’s fitness, even though he should have known better. To live among the Pelted was hardship for those who hailed from light gravity worlds, and the Eldritch were not the only ones to require medical intervention to tarry in the Alliance Standard Gravity used aboard all ships, bases, and outposts. Elena and Kazimir had told him about the other species who routinely underwent the regimen… and also that, of all those species, the Eldritch had the most trouble with the adaptation. Not necessarily because their world was lighter either—Phoenix-Nest was, after all, light enough for the Phoenix to fly in—but because something about their bodies rejected what Kazimir had called ‘meddling.’


    It had interested Lisinthir that this information had been released to the medical team serving him, not only because it required special dispensation to overturn the laws restricting sharing data, particularly medical data, on the Eldritch, but because it suggested that someone on their own world was keeping such statistics to release at need.


    That his cousin had a body worth petting—and one that required non-trivial effort to wrestle into submission—was a delightful lagniappe. But the fact that most Eldritch responded badly to the regimen had stayed with him, as had the fact that the Alliance had been unable to clone his own blood to save him during surgery. It had been his cousin’s donations that had kept him alive.


    Lisinthir was no healer to understand why those things seemed part of a gestalt. But his cousin was. And perhaps they would find another piece of the puzzle shortly. In the mean, it was no hardship to watch steam shroud a body so gorgeously sculpted by the lessons of water. And wasn’t that also leading? When Lisinthir had been shaped by the lessons of blood?


    “You have a look on you,” Jahir observed, exiting the cube.


    “Do I, now?”


    “As if you want to eat me.” Jahir pulled down a towel and started drying his face.


    “Now there,” Lisinthir said with relish, “is a fine idea. If you agree you might come here and I’ll demonstrate.”


    Jahir peeked up over the edge of the towel. “That is the most brazen I’ve heard you yet.”


    “Too vulgar?”


    Jahir snorted. “Too easy. It makes me wonder what you’re actually thinking. Will you tell me?”


    “The perils of wooing a psychologist,” Lisinthir observed, mournful. “The workings of my mind are appallingly obvious.”


    “Now I know you’re hiding something.”


    Lisinthir laughed. “Who isn’t hiding something? Does anyone ever share everything?”


    Jahir began to reply, then halted, frowned.


    “That was somewhat by way of a rhetorical question, you do know.”


    “I do, yes. But it feels like lying, to not share if it’s obvious you’re hiding something… even though I should know better, having lived with a mindbonded partner for years without ever learning all his mind.”


    “I think your beloved would call it hubris for you to believe you might ever know all someone’s thoughts. Rights properly arrogated to the Goddess, yes?”


    That put a smile on his cousin’s face. “Yes, come to that.” Applying the towel to the rest of his body, he added, “So, what are you really thinking?”


    “Like a hound on a bone!” Lisinthir said with a laugh. “You will see shortly. I have an experiment planned for us.”


    “Another!” Jahir sighed, though his smile was fond. “You are never done testing, are you.”


    Cheered, Lisinthir said, “Never, and you know me so well. Now, you mentioned there was aught you wanted help with?”


    The look his cousin flashed him then was a challenge, and the skin over the yoke of Lisinthir’s shoulders prickled. He loved to witness those moments of defiance and pride in Jahir. In anyone, really, though the Slave Queen had taught him there was beauty in yielding. He rose from the bench and joined his cousin in front of the mirror, watching with interest as Jahir rested his towel across the sink before plucking something from his bag. “This I could do myself. But it is easier to have it done by another.”


    Lisinthir offered an open palm, and received… memories, visceral as a shove, tilting him off-balance. He accepted that vertigo with the sight of the suppository, recalling the Surgeon, and the Slave Queen, and the relief and shame and hideous anger that had come with the wounds that had needed the Chatcaavan version of this very tool.


    Jahir’s voice brought him back—that and the hand that clasped his, suffusing him with concern. “Cousin?”


    Lisinthir shook off the ghosts and rested his hand alongside the plane of his cousin’s cheek, as much to ground himself as to comfort. “Some Alliance magic, I assume, to make it so small for what indubitably must be its potency. Did I truly ride you so roughly?”


    Jahir’s uncertainty was charming. “I don’t know? I am sore. The horse didn’t help.”


    “No doubt,” Lisinthir said. “I’m surprised you didn’t use it earlier, at that.”


    “I thought of it. Certainly when I packed it, that was my plan. I… didn’t know much about what to expect, so I thought I would… research the matter.”


    This blush was hot enough that the skin beneath his hand was measurably warm. Lisinthir didn’t interrupt, the better to enjoy its development, along with his amusement that his cousin had—of course!—gone about his preparations for their assignation so meticulously.


    “What I found,” Jahir said, “was that… I didn’t want the ache to pass too quickly. What we did… it already felt like a dream. To erase the evidence of it immediately would have made it difficult for me to believe it actually happened. If… that makes any sense at all.”


    “It does, and well you know it, Healer.”


    Jahir smiled ruefully, his cheek shifting under Lisinthir’s thumb. “I wanted to wait. But I have waited and now, I think, I wouldn’t mind the relief. I… I am presuming it becomes easier.”


    “It does,” Lisinthir promised, and kissed him gently. “And yes, I will gladly see to it for you. And because you need proof from me that I am not a beast without consideration for your feelings, I will even apply it as dispassionately as you would to a patient.”


    As Jahir bent over the sink, he said, confused, “Is there some other way to do so?”


    Living Air, but the innocence of the man. Lisinthir trailed his fingers down his cousin’s spine. “Oh certainly. I would have a hand free, you see. That would be enough to wring the pleasure from you that you seem so eager to deny yourself.”


    His cousin froze, which gave Lisinthir a fine view of the stippled skin that rashed his sides and flanks. That suggestion had found its mark, and for a moment he contemplated the scene he could have enacted if permitted. The floor would have been best, because he had no doubt Jahir’s knees would have buckled. Then he smiled and kissed his cousin—chastely—on the nape of the neck. “But you need to know I love you absent the clouding effects of lust more than you need to be pushed.”


    Jahir sighed, head drooping. “I can’t tell if I’m disappointed.”


    “You’re not,” Lisinthir said. “Because you know I will visit all the pleasure I’ve denied us both on you later. But we are more than lovers, have I not said?”


    “Family,” Jahir murmured, shading it white.


    “Yes,” Lisinthir said after a hesitation. Quieter: “Yes.” And then he did for his cousin what was done so ungently for him by the Surgeon, until he’d been forced to learn to do it for himself. There was a healing in that, too. He could not go back and restore the innocence to the Lisinthir who’d been, but he could be certain that his cousin didn’t suffer the indignity and cruelty that he’d undergone during his initiation.


    “Better?” he asked, quiet.


    Jahir exhaled, and his smile then was lopsided and sweetly vulnerable. “Better. Thank you.”


    “Good,” Lisinthir said. “Because my experiment awaits. And after that, we have a date with a dance club.”


    “Does this experiment require me to be naked?” Jahir asked, subdued.


    Lisinthir waited for his cousin to straighten, then tucked his towel around his hips for him. “No. But stay this way for me for a while longer.” He traced the faint gray scar that darkened the shadows between Jahir’s ribs. “I like to look at you.”


    “Until I get too cold,” Jahir said.


    “Until then.” Lisinthir padded out of the bathroom and sensed his cousin trailing. “Sit,” he said, without looking over his shoulder, and heard the crumple of the bedsheets as Jahir obeyed. The Night Admiral’s gift had come to him embedded in a slim card, wrapped in an envelope; of the options for programming it prior to implantation, the earpiece had seemed the easiest to use, so that had been his request. It had come in a jewelry box which Lisinthir had packed with his infrequently-used hair ornaments. Amid them it looked the anachronism: sleek, nearly invisible technology set against pearls and platinum and the stark fire of diamonds. He brought it to his cousin and offered it on an open palm.


    “And this is?” Jahir asked, taking it from him.


    “The experiment.” The gravity of his voice won him a sharp glance. “Try it, if you would.”


    Jahir turned it in questing fingers, then carefully wedged it into one ear, head tilted and damp hair falling alongside his hand as he adjusted it. “Is it—ah, it molds itself. Very comfortable. I imagine it’s not visible?”


    “No,” Lisinthir agreed. He inhaled, aware of the same singing tension that accompanied all the risks he’d run, all the battles he’d fought. “Tap it twice.”


    Jahir eyed him, frowning slightly, but obeyed.... and then froze, hand at his ear. “It is asking me for a shape? I heard that correctly?”


    “Living Air,” Lisinthir whispered. “Choose a species.”


    “Seersa,” Jahir said, and vanished. Without parameters, the roquelaure defaulted to random attributes, and it had given his cousin a mottled gray coat dashed with ragged rosettes. A handsome creature, and it was uncanny how convincing the expression was. He could see Jahir in it despite the alien bone structure, green eyes, and partial muzzle.


    Lisinthir folded his arms and nodded toward the bathroom. “Go look.”


    He received one more dubious glance and then Jahir rose and walked to the bathroom. The towel crimped around his digitigrade legs in seamless perfection; even the tail was partially hidden beneath it. The illusion was flawless, which didn’t change that it shouldn’t have been possible. He waited through the ensuing silence, and then Jahir slowly leaned back into view, staring at him with flattened ears through the open doorway.


    “Now,” Lisinthir said, quieter, “Ask for your base shape.”


    The Seersa narrowed Jahir’s eyes at him, then straightened, hidden again behind the wall. A faint murmur them, almost too soft to be heard. A few moments later, Jahir said, voice ragged, “God and Lady, cousin.”


    “Did it work?” Lisinthir asked, surprising himself with his own calm. He maintained it when his cousin stepped into the open door and he beheld… himself. Himself… with his cousin’s expressions… it was too strange. For them both, because Jahir carefully removed the earpiece. They stared at one another for a long moment.


    “What exactly is this?” Jahir asked at last.


    “That is a Fleet version of a domino.”


    “I know dominos,” Jahir replied. “They’re used to recolor people’s hair, or give them exotic fur patterns, or change their eyes. They do not change their species, their height, their faces. I am almost entirely certain they are not capable of mimicking another person exactly.”


    “The Fleet versions can,” Lisinthir said. “A normal domino... it has limitations. Mostly power-related. To maintain the illusion so completely is not trivial.” He nodded at the earpiece in Jahir’s hand. “That, however, is an extremely expensive, extremely dangerous, and very restricted piece of technology. What it does is illegal outside of Fleet, which is why that one was issued specifically... to me. And only to me.”


    Jahir frowned, turning it in his fingers. “I’m not sure I understand.”


    Lisinthir went for the port and this time his cousin did not assault him for it. He was grateful. Pouring himself a glass, he said, “Fleet thinks it a passing poor idea for an Eldritch to be seen on the border, given how rare we are—”


    “Good sense, that.”


    “Yes. So they would prefer I go disguised. They have assigned me that piece of technology. But because of what it does—and what it needs—it cannot remain unattached from its user.”


    Jahir hesitated. “They... implant it? Or inject it?”


    “The latter. Into a vein, where it clings to the inside wall.” Lisinthir sipped, rolled the port over his tongue. “It currently exists outside my body because programming it is easier that way. When I’m done educating it on my preferred library of shapes, then they implant it to hide it... and to give it a spare power source. But even now, it has been assigned to me. Which means it is supposed to work only... for me.”


    Jahir, who’d been studying the earpiece, slowly lifted his eyes.


    “That,” Lisinthir said, pointing with his glass, “That very expensive, very highly developed piece of Alliance technology could not tell the difference between us.”


    “Not possible,” Jahir said beneath his breath.


    “Why was it that I almost died on that table?” Lisinthir asked. “Have you ever needed surgery, cousin?”


    “No,” Jahir said. “Nor a transfusion. We are obviously not identical, cousin. So you are asking me… what?”


    “I don’t know, Healer. What am I asking you?”


    Jahir turned the earpiece. “Whether we are so closely related that we seem identical to a medical scan? But we aren’t. We can’t possibly be. What does this device examine? Did they tell you?”


    “Only that it used an algorithm to check key biological factors, starting with the most rare. But my own blood, cloned, synthesized, and cleansed, failed me on the operating table. Did you not say? A completely paradoxical response. I rejected my blood. But not yours.”


    Jahir looked up.


    Lisinthir said, “Yes?”


    Jahir shook his head slightly. “What you suggest... it goes beyond improbability.”


    “And yet the earpiece responded to you,” Lisinthir said.


    Jahir studied it a moment longer, then frowned and cocked his head. “You knew it would, didn’t you. Or you wouldn’t have given it to me to try. Why? Why is it important to you to know?”


    That, Lisinthir knew he could not answer, or his cousin would argue with him about it… and this was a fight he could not allow Jahir to win. Perhaps before they’d discovered their unexpected talents, it would have been different. But now, with Jahir so ambivalent about his role, his identity, about everything? Lisinthir no longer knew what he planned for his cousin. So he chose a truth that obfuscated. “Because if I end up half-dead again, I’d like to know why I’ll die if you’re not there to save me. It’s all well and good to hide things from the ‘mortals,’ cousin. But to hide them from ourselves? What do we not know? And will our ignorance get us killed?”


    Jahir exhaled through his nose, a hard puff. “The Ambassador speaks.”


    “I am he, along with everything else you’ve named,” Lisinthir said, grateful that Jahir hadn’t chosen this once to try his new talent... and regretting that he’d predicted correctly that Jahir wouldn’t dare. He took the earpiece when his cousin passed it back, offered the glass and was rejected with a lifted hand.


    “Why does it have your shape if it’s yours?” Jahir wondered.


    “I wanted to know that myself.” Lisinthir set the glass back on the tray. “It’s not a projection of you-the-person. It’s a projection of you in a certain state. In that case, it makes you look healthy so that if you are wounded, you can hide it. There’s a reverse as well, so you can look worse off than you are.”


    “Clever,” Jahir said, surprised.


    “They think of everything,” Lisinthir said. “But it is a military weapon, cousin.” He smiled faintly. “It requires significant power to function; once in your body, it will draw on your own energy to fuel itself when it fails of other sources. And it will starve you to death to maintain its illusions, rather than expose you to the enemy.”


    Jahir looked away. “That is...”


    “Not clever?”


    Jahir managed a smile. “No, it is very much clever, still. But it is also gruesome.”


    Lisinthir separated the chip from the earpiece and snapped it back into the card. “They don’t call it a domino, you know.”


    “No?”


    “Oh no.” Lisinthir closed the box and quirked a brow up. “This gruesome piece of technology has a name possibly only an Eldritch would recognize. Though as a fashion that’s passed, if I remember from my brief visit to Ontine.” He waited for Jahir’s eyes to narrow, then said, “They call it a roquelaure.”


    Jahir choked on a shocked laugh. “They do not!”


    Lisinthir rested a hand over his heart and inclined his head. “I so swear it.” He grinned, watching Jahir chuckle. Holding out his hands, he caught his cousin’s and drew him close, hip to hip, nose to nose. “And now, we go to supper.”


    “We dress first, I hope.”


    Lisinthir smirked and said nothing until Jahir drew back just far enough to eye him, suspicious. “I missed some innuendo there.”


    “Only because I have yet to kiss you.”


    “You are kissing me now.”


    “I am kissing your lips,” Lisinthir said against them, mouth twitching. He counted two heartbeats and then smirked at the rush of startled understanding that flooded his cousin.


    “That is not food,” Jahir said when Lisinthir let him speak.


    “Oh, I don’t know. I imagine there’s some nutrition in it.”


    Cheeks flaming, Jahir said, “We are not discussing this!”


    “You are absolutely right,” Lisinthir said. “We aren’t, because discussing it is nowhere near as edifying as doing it.”


    “Cousin,” Jahir said, smothering a noise against Lisinthir’s jaw.


    “No more teasing,” Lisinthir promised with a laugh. “We dress. We eat. We return to see if we have any messages about your brother.”


    “And then?” Jahir asked, resigned.


    “And then we dance.”
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    There were no flowers in the morning. The Knife found her by the vase, staring into its empty mouth, and shifted his wings until they furled neatly behind him. “My Queen?”


    “Knife.” She turned from the table, disoriented. “You are here.”


    “I come every morning,” he pointed out. “Particularly when you summon me.”


    She looked at the vase again, then forced herself back to the important matter. “My call was finally answered.”


    He straightened, unable to hide his interest. “Your alien contact. Was it well, then? She is unharmed.”


    “Unharmed, and, I judge, content. Though I could not tell you how that could come to be, given what she suffered here.”


    “Suffering begets scars,” the Knife murmured.


    “Even in aliens, yes.”


    “Particularly in aliens?” he asked, and because he was admitting to ignorance—because he had always admitted to ignorance in hopes of better understanding—she did not despair at how much her people had to learn.


    “It is neither more nor less particular of aliens. It is particular of individuals,” the Slave Queen said, sliding her fingers along the rim of the table and remembering other hands: larger ones, lean and callused from the swords that had served where claws were absent. “I have known aliens harder than any Chatcaava, Knife.”


    “Even the Emperor,” he said, dubious.


    She paused, then laughed despite herself. “Perhaps not harder. But as hard, at least.”


    “Then... it is a good thing, that your call was answered.” He canted his head. “Did you ask about your plan?”


    “I did. She may be able to help us. I am to call again in five days.”


    “Five days,” he murmured.


    “Not enough time?” she asked, struggling not to show her unease.


    “I was actually thinking ‘so soon.’” He smiled crookedly. “I am still researching my part of this operation, my Queen, and not liking any of my options.”


    “Is it possible?” she asked, because if it wasn’t she would rather know now.


    “I... don’t know,” he admitted, tail twitching once. He smoothed his hands on his thighs, then folded them behind his back. “There are so many variables. And so much has changed. There was... I will say it. There was too much complacency, my Queen. System security was more concerned with the movements of other Chatcaava, and mostly the system lords; we never thought the aliens worthy of notice. Now, though, all the system outposts are on alert, and they are watching everything: aliens, system lords, Navy... no one is exempt from scrutiny. It’s almost as if there’s been a breach and procedure has changed in response.”


    “Could that have been what happened?” she asked, curious.


    “Yes,” he said. “But... I have seen nothing about it. My security contact might be able to find out, but even for him it will take time.” He exhaled. “It will all come down to your allies, my Queen. If their resources stretch all the way into the Empire... but the likelihood of that is small, and dwindling with every day we spend at this high alert status. I would not raise your hopes.”


    “I prefer them not to be raised,” she said. “Thank you. Will it be safe to make the call?”


    “Yes. That much, I can guarantee.”


    She nodded. “Good. Thank you. You may go, then.”


    He inclined his head and turned. On the threshold, he paused and added, “Why were you looking at the vase?”


    An observant male. That boded well for her purposes. “Every day since I have been immured, someone has brought fresh flowers to the harem. Except today.”


    The Knife frowned and padded back to the table to stare at the vase. “It must be a servant who already works here who does this. I have allowed no one new access to this tower.”


    She had seen the servant assigned the duty of cleaning and delivering linens once, and only once; such servants were expected never to be seen. Why had she never thought about his plight? A male consigned to such base servitude must be miserable. Perhaps castrated; she had heard servants were, if they were male.


    “Perhaps we have run out of flowers?” the Knife said, but he sounded dissatisfied with the suggestion. No doubt it had not occurred to him that something as trivial as the décor in her suite might need scrutiny. It had not occurred to her, either, so she could scarcely blame him.


    “Flowers are also delivered to the harem proper, and the gift harem,” the Queen said. “If there are flowers there, then this is an omission.” Before he could ask, she said, “I do not know who orders them delivered. I assumed it was the Emperor’s wish. The harem is to be beautified; flowers smell good, delight the eye.”


    The Knife’s expression now reminded her of a stormfront gathering. “Someone decided not to deliver your flowers.”


    “So it would seem.”


    He narrowed his eyes. “Is there some other reason that occurs to you?”


    Was there? “Many reasons occur to me, Knife. I would not want to come to hasty conclusions.” She managed a faint smile. “Perhaps my enemy is the servant who cleans my suite, who is expressing his displeasure at how I keep it.”


    “You do not think that,” he said.


    She canted her head. “No?”


    “No. If you had, you would not have been staring at the vase when I entered.”


    That observation startled her. “Perhaps I missed the flowers.”


    “I don’t doubt that you do,” the Knife said. “But when you are hurt, my Queen, you don’t show it. You are not in pain. You are puzzled.”


    She stared at him. “How... how did you come to this conclusion?”


    “You are Chatcaavan,” he said. “And we do not show pain or weakness.” He bowed to her, wings lowered. “I will investigate the matter.”


    She let him go, mostly because she couldn’t find words after his confident assessment. He had called her Chatcaavan as if females were worthy of the appellation. He had assumed her behavior to be like that of a male. He’d done all that he could to safeguard her and the tower, but as he himself had said, any male would have done so, given the assignment to ward the Emperor’s possessions. It was in the small ways that he betrayed his belief that she was a person as worthy as any male, and despite seeing it more than once it continued to shock her... and hearten her.


    And she needed it. Because she knew he would find the flowers in the other harems. She didn’t know who had decided to send her a message, or why, but it didn’t matter. What did was the sudden sense that she was no longer safe.


    Find a way, she whispered to Laniis, hoping the words would bridge borders, be heard in dreams. Please. Find a way.

  


  
    CHAPTER 7


    “This is fantastic, isn’t it?” Na’er said, striding through the hip-height grasses with a staff in a hand like some sort of wizard from a 3deo. “Bright aquamarine skies! Warm air, brassy sunshine! Peeping of weird and unknowable alien insects! Spies and saboteurs lurking in every shadow!”


    “Na’er!” Laniis hissed, hurrying after him. “Hush!”


    “Relax, arii.” He grinned, all glossy teeth. “There’s no one around but us and the people at the abbey. No one in their right mind traipses out all this way.”


    Which Laniis well-believed, given the difficulties they’d undergone to ‘traipse’ to this particular location. Their journey had involved skirting the borders of the one large city on this continent of the colony world, riding—on the top of beasts!—to yet another locale, and then hiking out into the middle of Speaker-Singer knew where. And they weren’t even there yet! She understood now why Meryl had told her five days; it had taken almost two to reach this place, and for what? So she could suffer Na’er’s excitement at ‘real field work’ and have herself repeatedly slapped in the face by tassels of grain. Hip-height on an Aera was somewhere around a Seersa’s chest. With a sigh, Laniis said, “At least tell me we’re close.”


    “We’re close!”


    She slicked her ears back. “Did you even check?”


    “You didn’t ask me to tell the truth!”


    Despite herself, she chuckled. “Na’er…!”


    He laughed then. “We’re close. Another hour.”


    “Another hour,” Laniis repeated, glum.


    “They make amazing cider, though?”


    Laniis squinted and pushed away more of the grass, or wheat, or whatever it was. “It had better be the best cider I’ve ever had in my life.”
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    An hour and a half later, she conceded that the cider went a long way toward redeeming the trip, though she would never have gone to the Abbey of St. Jasmine of the Stars just for a cup of it. A foxine girl in a robe had served it to the two of them alongside a plate of hard white cheese, a slab of honeycomb, and slices of dense, brown bread; Laniis couldn’t remember eating anything as delicious. Maybe it was the vigorous exercise, or her anxiety over the Slave Queen’s dilemma, or the abbey itself, but not even her first meal home after the Empire hadn’t tasted so elemental, so real.


    In that, it was a lot like the abbey: a stone building with a steeple surrounded by many smaller buildings and overrun with children, adults, geese and chickens and things more alien than either but occupying the same niche. For a remote “retreat center” it was more vital than many Alliance cities Laniis had visited. And yet there was something to the place, some sense of… timelessness. Laniis couldn’t figure out if it was the rough-hewn stones that made up the walls, or the independence implied by the farm animals and the way the entire community could afford to shut out the world, or if there was something she was missing… but beneath the bustle there was a serenity, the way a noisy stream could still tranquilize the person drowsing alongside it in the sun.


    “I hear we have guests.”


    Laniis looked up sharply at the sound of the honeyed tenor, accentless and yet giving the sense of cultured sophistication. Maybe it was the pacing of the words? Or the crispness of the diction? Whatever it was, she found herself very interested in the man who ducked through a narrow door leading into the stairwell, and her scrutiny only enflamed her curiosity. He wore the same plain robes used by the rest of the abbey’s brethren, save that he had the cowl up, and it was deep enough to shroud his face. Nor was that his only subterfuge, because unless she missed her guess he was using a domino: she could hear their host’s voice, but when she looked up into the hood she saw only his eyes. They’d been leeched of color, even.


    Na’er stood and bowed. “Alet.”


    “Sit, please. I interrupted your meal.”


    Laniis rose when Na’er did and watched their byplay, perplexed. She’d seen the Aera interact with a great many people since her assignment to the Fleet hold, enough to know that jocularity was his standard interface with just about everyone. This...this was nearly deference. She wouldn’t have suspected he had it in him.


    “Are you the abbot here?” she asked as they sat.


    “I am a caretaker,” their host said. “For now.”


    “This is Laniis Baker,” Na’er said. “She was a prisoner in the Empire for almost a year.”


    She glanced at the Aera, ears splayed in dismay.


    “He has to know,” Na’er said, apologetic. “If you want your friend to have her help. He’s the one who might be able to give it.”


    Laniis turned her attention back to the shrouded figure, frowning. “You? Forgive me, alet. I don’t know you at all. This location is remote, I’ll grant. But we’re closer to the Empire’s border here than we were on Akana Ris. Surely that makes it more dangerous to deposit anyone here?”


    “Perhaps you should begin at the beginning,” their host said. “You don’t come without cause, I know. What brings Fleet to our door today?”


    “Tell him,” Na’er said. “He’s cleared for it. And this won’t be the first time St. Jasmine’s helped someone escape the Chatcaava.”


    And the abbey was still here? Laniis eyed their host. The domino was a good one—might even be a Fleet issue roquelaure, given how good it was. From most angles, one could mistake its work for deep shadows; it was only a direct stare that made the obfuscation obvious. And their host had allowed them to see it.


    She was nervous, but if she didn’t ask, then she’d have let Meryl drag her out here for nothing. So she drew in a breath and said, “The Slave Queen of the Chatcaava has asked me if I could arrange some way for her and some of her allies to get off the throneworld and into the Alliance, at need.”


    The eyes widened beneath the lip of the cowl, and their host leaned back. Glancing at Na’er, he said, “After all this time.”


    “You’ve been waiting for something this big, I know,” Na’er said. “Nothing less would have done.”


    “Waiting for what? And why?” Laniis asked, ears flattening. “Tell me what I’m missing, already!”


    Long hands rose, pushed back the hood. As Laniis watched, astonished, their host shook back his shining hair—his shining white hair, braided with droplets of amber and topaz—and smiled at her. “Alet. My name is Amber Seni Galare… and I have been seeking a way to avenge myself on the Empire.”
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    What followed was one of the most astonishing afternoons in her life. Sitting at a wooden table as the light turned coppery, she listened to a completely new Eldritch tell her how an accident had brought him into the ambit of the twenty-second Jasmine of St. Jasmine of the Stars, whose mission was to enable the safe flight of refugees from injustice. In this sector of the galaxy, if that didn’t mean pirates, it meant the Chatcaava. But this was a mixed population world. Its cities, which she and Na’er, she suddenly realized, had assiduously avoided, were part Chatcaavan and part Pelted, and the intermingling of cultures had produced households where people of disparate races found their viewpoints narrowing to a single vision. Unlike the monolithic microculture of the capital and its palace, here there was dissent among the Chatcaava over the beliefs they deemed fitting. And those disaffected dragons maintained contact with family members still in the Empire proper... were, in fact, seeded throughout the Alliance-facing sectors, including the throneworld’s.


    “Which is how we have our way into the Empire,” Amber said. He had a cup of his own now, though Laniis hadn’t observed him to drink from it. It was a prop for his hands, which seemed poorly suited to stillness. “Those avenues must be used carefully, particularly if we activate several in the same vicinity.” He glanced at Laniis. “There have been many rumors lately, rumors that suggest the routes between the throneworld and the border are no longer safe. Something’s happened. We need to be more careful now. But if we can send your refugees on a more circuitous route... bring them out further coreward or spinward than expected... they’ll have a longer journey to safety, but paradoxically they might have a better chance of escape. How many refugees will your Slave Queen want to evacuate? And is it only the one flight or does she intend to create a more permanent passage?”


    “Unless I miss my guess, she’s only going to send one batch,” Laniis said, her hopes rising. She’d trusted Meryl, certainly, but she hadn’t believed the Hinichi would be able to produce a solution to the Slave Queen’s problem. “I’m not sure she’ll have more than one chance to smuggle them out of the palace.”


    “A batch,” Amber repeated. “That sounds like more than a handful.”


    Laniis thought of the Imperial harem. “I’d guess between a hundred and a hundred and fifty.”


    “A hundred and fifty!” Amber exclaimed, his hands stilling on the cup.


    Na’er said, anxious, “Too many?”


    The Eldritch frowned, looking away. “Almost two hundred people... I won’t lie, aletsen. It won’t be easy. We might use up all our favors moving that large a group.”


    “But?” Na’er pressed.


    “It’s not getting them off the throneworld that’s the problem,” Amber said at last. “We can get them out of the solar system. The problem is where we take them from there. We’re not set up to route that many refugees, and we can’t keep them here. We’d draw attention to the abbey, and that would endanger not only your friends, but the network we’ve built here. And this network... this network is worth more than two hundred Chatcaava.”


    Laniis looked away.


    But Na’er was undaunted. “Are you sure? We’re talking about the Slave Queen of the Empire, alet. Can you imagine the coup it would be to get her safely out of the Empire? With whomever she wants to bring?”


    Amber turned the cup. “I grant it to be a significant coup. It doesn’t change that they couldn’t come here. Even if it was only her, now that you put it that way. She’s a political target, alet. She’d need real security, not the sort of security through obscurity that has often served the abbey.”


    Na’er tapped his chest. “Hello? Fleet here. That’s why we’re here.”


    “You can’t secure this location,” Amber said, firm. “You start doing what you have to do in order to ensure her safety and you’ll set off every sensor in orbit. And I won’t be responsible for the welfare of a head of state. Don’t ask me to.”


    Na’er’s ears deflated. They were large enough that the sight was almost comical. Laniis was grateful she could find anything funny. To have come so far…!


    Amber’s cup scraped against the table as he turned it. “But.”


    Na’er leaped on the word. “But?”


    “If I provide the leg of the journey out of the throneworld system and into the contested areas,” Amber said slowly, “there’s no reason you have to bring her here.”


    Laniis lifted her head.


    “There’s an Alliance-wide charity network that does work on the borders,” Amber continued. “And I have a cousin on a starbase who contributes to its coffers. Enough to sit on its board.”


    “And they might be able to plug those two pieces together?” Na’er exclaimed. “Alet, you are the Wind’s own asset!”


    “I’m not making any promises,” Amber said. “I don’t know much about the charity network. I know they’ve done large relief efforts on the border before, but that doesn’t mean they do them still.”


    “It’s enough to go on.”


    “Then I’ll write you a note of introduction.” He smiled wryly. “I’m not the best of correspondents, so I’m sure the letter will come as a pleasant surprise until they open it and discover what we’re about.”


    “Which is?” Laniis asked.


    “Involving them in potentially very dangerous intergalactic politics with a species that particularly wants us for its harems?” Amber said.


    “The opportunity,” Na’er corrected, and for once he sounded like the Fleet officer he was, “to save lives, and change the balance of political power in one of the most important conflicts the Alliance has ever faced.”


    Both of them stared at the Aera, who took no refuge in his trademark humor. Laniis looked into his eyes and really saw him, saw the steel under the glib façade of comedy and mimicry... and felt herself flush from nose to ears.


    “Well,” Amber said. “Put that way, who could say no?” He pushed away from the table. “I’ll get you that letter immediately.”


    In the quiet that descended in the Eldritch’s wake, Laniis did her best not to stare at Na’er and failed. He met her eyes, somber… and then grinned and drawled in the voice of a famous torch singer—a famous female, Harat-Shariin, torch singer—“Well, darlin’, we couldn’t let that little fishie get away, now, could we?”


    Laniis gurgled and pressed her hands to her mouth, but it was too late. She was laughing, and it was good, it was all good.


    “We’re gonna do this thing, arii,” Na’er finished, fierce. “You watch.”


    “Is that a promise?”


    “Bet on it.” He reached over and set his hand over hers. He brought out that steel voice again, the one that had put prickles down her back. “Laniis... what happened to you... we’re never going to let something like that happen to anyone again.”


    Her eyes prickled and she blinked quickly. “That’s... an ambitious goal.”


    “Yeah, well... we didn’t join Fleet to aim low. Did we?”


    She curled her fingers around until they touched his. “No.”


    “Good.” He squeezed her hand then leaned back. “Meanwhile, might as well fill up on the cider—”


    Laniis groaned and pressed her hand to her forehead. “Don’t tell me...”


    “—because it’s going to be a long walk back.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 8


    Knowing that his cousin was likely to be distracted until they had an answer about his brother, Lisinthir opted to escort Jahir to a more familiar environment for dinner. They took it at an outdoor café in the City—known thus in opposition to the Hull—on the second floor balcony where a scattering of tables overlooked the pedestrian thoroughfares that all starbases built their civilian metropolises around. As Lisinthir had expected, the restaurant was similar enough to venues on Starbase Veta that it worked its subliminal magic on his cousin’s stress level. He found it amusing that halfway through the meal, Jahir eyed him suddenly and said, “I know what you’re doing.”


    “I know you know, Healer.” Lisinthir smiled at him over their plates. “This hasn’t prevented it from working.” When Jahir sighed, he added, “You may pay for this meal, also.”


    “Am I to pay for all of them, then?”


    “As I will be paying for other things we’ll be using….”


    “Like the masks?”


    “Like the masks,” Lisinthir said. “And the bed. Which we have made very good use of so far, you’ll have noted.”


    It delighted him that he could still make Jahir blush, just as much as it delighted him that his cousin maintained an otherwise flawless control over his comportment. They could have been discussing the weather except for that faint hint of peach over the cheekbones. “I suppose there is a fee associated with the entrance to this club, as well, which you have already paid for.”


    “What else?” Lisinthir chuckled. “I fear you cannot wrest that privilege from me—I have sent our payment in advance. But rest at ease, cousin my dear. The prices they charge for drinks are appalling. You can take that tab if you so wish.”


    “It amused you,” Jahir said. “That I knew you’d paid already.”


    “Trying your talent on me?” Lisinthir asked, breaking himself a piece of the soft, flat bread.


    “And if I was?”


    “Then we have learned something about the limitations of your devastating mind-mage ability,” Lisinthir said. “I was amused, yes. But not that you knew what I was doing.”


    “No?”


    “No. I found it humorous that I have now begun to expect you to outthink most every ploy I try on you, once you put your mind to it.”


    “And this is funny… why?”


    “It is funny, exactly. Not ‘there is some irony here that I find humorous.’ Funny, as in ‘I enjoy it. It pleases me.’”


    Jahir canted his head.


    “It’s fun to be right about you, when being right about you involves assuming you have better than average intelligence and wit.” Lisinthir lifted a brow. “So your talent told you I was amused, but not why. Best keep that in mind when you use it.”


    “That one can know what another person feels and not the reason for it?”


    “And in fact, it can lead you to erroneous conclusions entirely.”


    “For the best then that I am not planning to make any decisions based on that data,” Jahir said.


    “Which you have the leisure to do… now. But what happens when you need the data?” Lisinthir rolled the bread and dipped it in the creamed cheese it had been served with. He expected the considering silence, and knew without lifting his head that his cousin was studying him the way he would have a complex and interesting patient. Which was why they had to have this discussion, in the end.


    “With you it is always the fate of nations,” Jahir said at last. “The stakes in my life are somewhat less extreme than yours. You have noticed.”


    “What I have noticed,” Lisinthir replied, “is that you habitually use all your powers of observation in every arena of your life, cousin. No doubt you use them in your work to evaluate your clients, and they would be the first to tell you their problems are high enough stakes for them.”


    “This is not a power I can afford to use.”


    “This is a power you cannot afford to ignore, is what you should be saying.” Lisinthir tried the cheese, found it heavy, judged his cousin would eat none of it. He’d had his hands on Jahir a great deal in the past day, enough to learn that at least part of the reason his cousin tended toward cold was the lack of even the smallest insulating layer of fat between his skin and the muscles swimming had layered on his frame. In more ways than one did his cousin tend toward mortification of the flesh, though Lisinthir thought the eating was less a conscious attempt at self-harm and more a product of sublimated anxiety.


    Eating was a thing of the body. He would have to see what he could do about that.


    Jahir was still frowning at him, so he said, “Would you prefer this ability to manifest when you want it to lie fallow? It will control you if you do not control it.”


    To his surprise, Jahir said, quiet, “I know.” And drew in a long, shaky breath. “I can tell because I keep reaching for you.”


    “What of the other diners?” Lisinthir asked, interest piqued.


    “I think I might be trying so hard to reach you in order to keep myself from accidentally reaching for them.”


    Too much pathos in that comment for his taste. Lisinthir had more of the bread, then said, “All the awkwardness of puberty, all over again. Gawky limbs and too-tall legs and the ground suddenly far too far away.”


    Jahir covered his smile with a hand, looking away a moment. Then said, “I still know what you’re doing.”


    “That’s fine,” Lisinthir answered, amused. “It’s still working.”
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    The conversation afterwards involved trivialities, allowed no doubt because his cousin was using them to bleed off Jahir’s tension. Since he had tension that needed it, he submitted to the coddling, even found himself grateful. By the time they returned to his room, they had an answer. Or a distinct lack of answer, for the note he’d received was a masterwork of brevity.


    “Did you receive any word?” Jahir asked, trying to relax his jaw and shoulders. “I have not heard back from my lady mother, and the Queen’s chancellor says only that they are aware of my brother’s whereabouts.”


    “Fleet is also aware of them.” Lisinthir tapped his tablet. “As they say he is not on the missing list.”


    “That’s all.”


    “That would be all they need to say. If he had been missing, they would have said.”


    “All this tells us is where he’s not,” Jahir said, frustrated. “It doesn’t tell us where he is!”


    Lisinthir set the tablet aside and braced a boot on the side of the desk, watching him. “He doesn’t want to be found, cousin. He must have his reasons.”


    “His reasons!”


    “His reasons,” Lisinthir agreed. “And in the fullness of time perhaps he will reveal them to you. But we now know, as far as we can know, that he is alive and not in the hands of our enemies.”


    “This is a dangerous game to give so many of my own to,” Jahir said, touching his brow with his fingers. “You and now Amber. Who next?”


    “You assume he is dancing with dragons, cousin.”


    “What else, if Fleet knows where he is but will not say… and the Queen’s own office will not answer a family member’s query?” Jahir tucked his hands under his armpits, trying to warm them. “You know as well as I that she has more than one arrow in that quiver. I would not at all be surprised to discover she’d recruited Amber for something. And knowing him, he would have been glad to do it.”


    “Well, then, perhaps he is about her work—and ours. Perhaps. You may or may not be involved, yes? And think of your beloved who will be remaining safe behind if you insist on throwing yourself into the fray.” Lisinthir canted his head. “He did say he would stay behind, didn’t he?”


    “Yes.” Jahir sighed and sat on the edge of the bed. “Yes, and I think he will when he realizes how much easier it will be on me if I go. Better to be parted than to worry about him.”


    “Then that is one less hostage to fate,” Lisinthir said. “And Sediryl as well. She is on a starbase, is she not? Rung ‘round with Fleet vessels resupplying! Not likely to run into trouble.”


    “No.” He sighed again, and with that released his anxieties as best he could. “No, you’re right. I borrow trouble. But only because I’ve never been confronted with so much trouble to borrow.” He essayed a lopsided smile. “You will forgive me for fretting, I hope.”


    “I shall, yes. And now, I think, is a perfect time for us to dress for our descent back into the Trenches.”


    “To dress, yes,” Jahir murmured. “And I have not the first notion how to do so. So… I suppose I shall have to let you advise me.”


    “Shall you!”


    The expression on his cousin’s face was disquieting. Or flattering, depending on one’s perspective. Jahir hastened to add a caveat. “So long as you don’t leave too much of me exposed.”


    Lisinthir snorted. “You are not likely to take cold in a crowded dance club. Rather the opposite.”


    “Nonetheless—”


    “Nonetheless,” Lisinthir said. “We shall observe the proprieties.”


    The masks had been delivered via Pad, an extravagance in keeping with their price; it was instructive that the hotel room had a specific locale behind the bar where such Pad-pushed purchases could be received. Lisinthir sent him to fetch the boxes while going through their wardrobe, or more likely, some catalog he could use to buy something utterly inappropriate, and while he did so Jahir looked again at his mask, touched the edge of a filigreed wing. He’d expected it to look outlandish deprived of the museum-like context of the shop. Instead, it looked more real somehow, as if it belonged in someone’s hands.


    “You still like it,” Lisinthir observed, startling him from his contemplation.


    “It is a jewel.” Jahir looked at the smudge he’d left on it, rueful. “If a high-maintenance one.”


    Lisinthir laughed. “All the best things in life are high-maintenance, cousin.”


    Were they? He frowned as Lisinthir guided him toward the bathroom. “Your rationale?”


    “Because the things that matter are the things you dedicate your life to, willingly,” his cousin said, handing him a pair of pants. “That would seem the definition of ‘high-maintenance.’”


    Put that way… Jahir rubbed the fabric between his fingers and said, “These pants are too thin.”


    “Go put them on anyway.”


    He sighed. “At least tell me I am allowed a shirt.”


    “I am the essence of kindness, cousin. I am permitting you two.”


    “One of them must be transparent.”


    Lisinthir grinned. “Close.”


    Jahir eyed him, but dressed anyway. The pants reminded him of riding breeches, tight but flexible; in keeping with the Alliance’s near-magical way with materials, they were very thin to also be so opaque, and a dark royal blue in color… no doubt to match the lapis panels on the mask. The first shirt, handed to him absently, was white, also of some thin, soft fabric that clung, with sleeves that reached almost to the knuckle and a high neck. The bottom hem was an annoying length: not long enough to tuck in, but not short enough to be rejected for riding above the waistline of the pants. He was scowling at it when Lisinthir handed him the second shirt: a silver gossamer, with a lower neck and sleeves that opened at the wrist just enough to hang. Unlike the first shirt, it was long enough to be tucked in, but too dense. He had to leave it on over the pants.


    “There, see?” Lisinthir said, coming up behind him and slipping his arms around his waist. “Once you are booted, you will be covered from neck to fingers to toes.” They stared at themselves in the mirror until Lisinthir’s mouth began to twitch. “What?”


    “It’s… not neat.”


    His traitorous cousin laughed. “It’s not, no. We won’t be either by the end of the night.”


    His reflection in the mirror didn’t look like him: too casual, too… loose. He could concede the dishevelment, but not, “It’s so thin.”


    “You’ll need something light if you’re not to grow faint from over-exertion.” Lisinthir kissed the back of his neck. “And there are other compensations.”


    “Other—” Jahir stopped abruptly at the wicked pinch, vision bleeding white. His knees trembled.


    “As I said,” Lisinthir murmured, and nipped his ear. “Braid your hair. It will be less noticeable thus. I will be back.”


    His fingers were a little unsteady, but he managed to ignore the throbbing of afflicted flesh and outraged desire to do as asked. Waiting, he rested his hands on the vanity and stared at himself, at the dilation of his pupils and the flush that tinted his cheekbones. And even if the clothing was less precise than he liked—one of the sleeves was riding up a little higher on his hand than the other and he was struggling not to adjust it—he was forced to admit he didn’t look… bad… this way. Nowhere near as dissolute as he’d feared when he’d agreed to the dance club. Though he still wished they would give it up and stay in. Perhaps he might convince Lisinthir with the proper plea? He turned from the mirror and halted abruptly.


    Lisinthir had dressed Jahir so that he might walk into a coffee shop without remark. He had not bothered with such niceties for himself. Black boots, black pants—they looked like leather but were probably something as thin as his own—and a long-sleeved black shirt with a high collar that opened all the way to his navel, exposing a long vee of white skin and the pale gray shadows of claw scars. Over the shirt he wore black opera gloves with claw-tipped fingers. In leather. Surmounted by the mask with its horns he looked the dragon he was under the skin.


    Jahir’s heart lurched, giving a tremendous double beat before it stumbled.


    “Yes?” Lisinthir said, sliding his palms up Jahir’s arms.


    “Yes,” Jahir answered, in Chatcaavan. And continued in that tongue, hoping but also terrified, “Keep me here tonight?”


    “Mm.” A smile he felt just before Lisinthir pressed it to his lips. “Your accent improves.” And then, after another biting kiss, “But no. We go out, then we come in.”


    Jahir sighed against his mouth and resorted to Universal. “I have not learned the language well enough if you can deny me.”


    Lisinthir laughed. “Your ulterior motive surfaces.”


    “Some of it, at least. I am crippled by the inability to call you something sweetly affecting.” Jahir closed his eyes, submitting to the caress on the back of his neck, made far too easy with the nape exposed by the braid. “There is no ‘my lord’ at all that I have seen in my studies.”


    “No,” Lisinthir agreed. “They don’t have our notion of feudal ranking. But they do have titles. It is considered one of the ways to leave one’s insignificance behind. One prefers them to names.”


    “Not unlike us,” Jahir murmured, thinking of all the names he and Lisinthir used. “So I should find something for you, if I want to distract you. Is that it? A Chatcaavan title.”


    “If you can think of one,” Lisinthir said, amused. He was twisting Jahir’s braid around a finger, and the tug kept dragging his mind from its focus. Between his cousin’s proximity and his own rogue talent, it was far too easy to just… fall forward, into the haze of emotion and dimly sensed memory: of talons shredding skin, of howled challenges, of long, licking kisses that tasted of hekkret, exchanged in a dark and foreign bed. Jahir felt as if he was swimming in an unlit sea, bloodwarm and deep. He came up for air, exhaled, and found a word in the tongue of dragons. “Hunter.”


    Lisinthir stiffened against him.


    “Yes?” Jahir leaned back. “What one calls a master of hunting, because only such a master would be given the title.”


    “Don’t tell me this word was in your vocabulary lessons.” Lisinthir touched a clawed fingertip to Jahir’s lip. The pinprick there was sharp: formed leather, and it tasted like it.


    “No,” Jahir said, feeling his way through the process. “It was under your skin, awaiting release.” He closed his eyes as his cousin’s free hand smoothed down his back, lower, pulled him possessively near. “Hunter,” he said again, low.


    “And you are my Delight,” Lisinthir said against his ear. And sighed out. “Your distraction very nearly worked—”


    “You like your title?”


    Lisinthir growled. “Impertinent cousin mine. Yes, and you can feel it. But we are due at the dance club, so we are going.” He stepped away and took Jahir’s hand, kissing it, and used their third language, which, Jahir decided, was definitely the language of sex. “Now, my Delight.”
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    That they managed to gain the corridor Lisinthir counted a victory, and a necessary one, for his cousin’s use of his talent to seine for vocabulary struck him as astonishing. He’d been certain that the discovery that they were apparently mind-mages would have forever put Jahir off the possibility of employing those talents to win the war… but the afternoon riding, and now this… it made him wonder if his cousin was not lost to the cause. They had most of two weeks. By the end of them, perhaps things would change? And then… what? And how could he usher his cousin to that place?


    Jahir was casting glances at him as they walked down the hall.


    “Yes?” he asked, wondering more than ever what was under that carefully controlled exterior.


    “You have done me a kindness,” Jahir observed. “No one is going to look at me at all, given the choice between us.”


    Lisinthir chuckled. “There was no need to completely discomfit you when I am capable of being outrageous enough for us both.”


    Jahir’s eyes traveled up toward the horns of the mask. “You have a flair for the dramatic.”


    “Don’t we all?”


    His cousin huffed softly. “It can be suppressed.”


    “And suppression has led you down so many useful roads, has it.”


    That blush, Lisinthir judged, was less modesty and more true embarrassment. He paused in the empty corridor outside their suite and set a hand on his cousin’s throat, just under the chin. He’d left very little of Jahir’s skin uncovered, and this was one of the few places he could touch, gather his cousin’s feelings with the stroke of his clawed fingertips. Even through the leather he could feel them now. “I apologize. That was too barbed a riposte.”


    Jahir was looking down, and said nothing immediately. He cleared his throat. “Merited, I judge.” Quieter, “I… am not sure I can do what you are asking of me.”


    Lisinthir trailed his fingertips up, just enough to set them on his cousin’s chin.


    “I know it seems ridiculous that I might have found it easier to lie beneath you, but… walking into a place like this…” Jahir lifted his eyes, and not all the frame of the elaborate mask could distract from the anxiety there. There was too much predator in him, Lisinthir thought regretfully, to fail to focus on distress. “It’s crowded. I now have a… a rogue talent. And…” A pained laugh. “I have seen how people dance in places like this, cousin. I don’t know that I can move with that much abandon.”


    “I am grateful that you trust me enough to reveal these things to me,” Lisinthir said, shading the words white and silver. He let his thumb brush lightly over the edge of his cousin’s lower lip. “Will you also trust me enough to bring you through this experience?”


    “Is it so important that I must?”


    Just like that, he knew. “When it was a dance, no. Even when it was intended as elaborate foreplay for what I intended for you later. But now… yes, I think it is.”


    “Because?” Jahir asked, quiet.


    “Because,” Lisinthir answered. “I want you to put that rogue talent to use in an entirely new fashion.”


    The conversation had driven the wounded look from his cousin’s eyes, at least. Once again, Jahir was thinking—and wary. “That being.”


    “Unlike you, I have no qualms about dancing in a crowd full of euphoric Pelted celebrants.” Lisinthir grinned, let that grin fade. “So borrow that from me.”


    “Borrow it.”


    “Yes,” Lisinthir said. “You can sense my emotions. You have used that knowledge to let me guide your hand on the reins of a horse—very well. We know now that you can evoke a physical communion through this ability of yours. Let us see if you can maintain an emotional one. Borrow my ability to enjoy the experience while we’re there.”


    “Your courage,” Jahir answered, quiet. “That is what I lack.”


    Lisinthir snorted. “My exhibitionist streak, more like.”


    “Your…!” Jahir stopped, laughed. “You are no exhibitionist, cousin.” He paused. “Are you?”


    Lisinthir grinned at him. “Let us find out, shall we? An hour or two of you siphoning off my responses should provide plenty of fodder for psychoanalysis. I shall expect a report of you later.”


    “As if I will not be busy with other distractions then.” Jahir paused. “You are serious. You are inviting me to spy on your emotional state.”


    “I am inviting you to use my emotional state to bolster your own. To see if it is possible.”


    “And if it’s not?”


    “Then,” Lisinthir said, “We return, and I proceed to find some new way to embarrass you into embracing your physical body.”


    Jahir frowned, looked down the corridor. “And if it is possible….”


    “Then you have a new weapon in your arsenal, do you not? Or at least, you’ll have spent some time profitably in practicing your new and unwanted talent, which is the only way you’ll be able to control it in the future.” Lisinthir let his fingers trail down until they rested flat over the notch at the base of his cousin’s throat, where the clawtips could prick through both layers of fabric. “Start now.”


    “Now?”


    “Yes, now. While we are in relative peace, and you can struggle with how headlong you want to fall into the current of my emotions. Once we arrive at our destination you may be too busy with other stimuli.”


    “And this bothers you not at all,” Jahir murmured.


    “It’s you, cousin. You are welcome. So. Reach for me.”
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    Just like that: Reach for me. Had his cousin always been so open? Was it openness at all, or merely pragmatism? To Lisinthir’s thinking, their talents conveyed upon them advantages that were there to be used. One made the most of one’s strengths and minimized one’s flaws. Reach for it, as if what he asked was some feat of strength rather than an abomination before God and Goddess. Except that by Lisinthir’s thinking, it was no such thing. And Vasiht’h would have agreed with Lisinthir… not only agreed, but insisted it was a divine gift.


    And if the two people he trusted most disagreed with him, he surely owed them the courtesy of re-examining his premises.


    So, he reached. He was only dimly aware of the faculties that permitted it, but he could sense his cousin’s edges as if Lisinthir was sheathed in heat and smoke and something that tasted on his tongue like blood and smelled like ambergris. It was very little like the mindline, which bloomed in him as if Vasiht’h lived in his body with him. Lisinthir was outside of him, and exotic.


    He had not wanted to enjoy the communion that had flared between them during their afternoon ride. He didn’t want to enjoy this. But there was something heady about drinking from the well of Lisinthir’s confidence, knowing that it wasn’t his but that he could wrap it around himself like a robe against the cold.


    “And?” Lisinthir asked, gentle.


    “You have such distinct edges,” Jahir said, and didn’t know where the observation had come from.


    “Dull knives are useless for their purpose,” Lisinthir said, and having turned this talent on him, Jahir could sense that it had been intended twice: as true observation, and as titillation.


    “Still teasing,” Jahir said, cheeks too hot.


    “I promise, cousin,” Lisinthir said. “There will be a knife. I intend to take you with me to pick up the one I’ve had made for you.”


    Jahir stopped abruptly, lost the connection between them, lost everything to the inchoate needs that tangled in him.


    Lisinthir stopped as well. “Did you think I would tease you about this? When you need so badly?”


    “I didn’t think you’d…”


    “Be willing?”


    “I don’t know,” Jahir admitted, throat closed around his voice. “There are things that shouldn’t be encouraged.”


    For once his cousin remained at a remove, rather than closing the distance between them and addling Jahir’s head with his proximity, his touch. “It may be that this need is a manifestation of your need to mortify yourself. If it is, I will not indulge it. I am not here to help you unmake yourself. But if it is something else… then that, we should know.”


    “Should we?” Jahir asked, low.


    “You would live in ignorance?”


    “No,” Jahir admitted. “No. But you have observed I am… very good at compartmentalizing.”


    “If by that you mean you tend to trap your pain into very small boxes that you can shove into dark and unexamined corners… then yes. I agree that you are. The problem, cousin, is that you also trap your needs into those very small boxes… and until we open them, we won’t be able to tell which you’ve hidden.”


    “You make all these things sound so reasonable.” Jahir sighed and admitted, shadowing the words, “I don’t like being this conflicted, cousin. I would not have called myself your equal in decisiveness before, but this…”


    “Truly is a wound.” Lisinthir did come closer then, slid an arm around him, pulled him close. The hand that came to rest beneath the braid on the back of his neck was somehow more intimate than any kiss… perhaps because it had been set there with the obvious intent of guarding his spine. “Mine is a rough healing, I am afraid, but I think nothing less will serve you now.”


    “No.” Jahir smiled a little, thinking of the dormant mindline. “Vasiht’h has been at work on me for years now with a gentle hand. Sometimes one needs the surgeon’s touch, not the therapist’s.”


    “A bit of a muddle in the metaphor there, cousin.”


    “You have that effect on me.”


    Lisinthir chuckled softly. “Come. What we do is needed.”


    Jahir sighed and followed. But as they walked, he concentrated on borrowing the cloak of his cousin’s assurance and winding it ever more tightly around his anxious psyche.
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    The club was called Exodus, the name emblazoned above the dark maw of its entrance in fluorescent blue. By the time they’d threaded the crowds still filling the Trenches, Jahir’s eyes had acclimated to the weirdling light that illumined this would-be underworld. Strands of dimly glowing bulbs shaped like stars or globes draped the galleria near its shops and restaurants, but the descent took them to places lit only by blacklights and their effect on pale clothes and fur. It was as if they’d dived into an abyssal cavern, one thronged by schools of luminescent fish, and every casual brush sent a shock through him: gossamers of emotions, broken thoughts, and a gestalt that seemed born of their desire to be here, in the club district.


    There was music. It pounded against his skin like a second heart from outside the doors; he could only imagine what it would be like inside. It was not the source of that unifying pressure, but a symptom of it, and the beat seemed to echo through every person he pushed past.


    Naturally his cousin remained sanguine, like a predator of the depths cutting past knots of people and trailing their sudden avaricious gazes. It was hard to blame them when Lisinthir wore his horns with the authority of a dragon. Jahir couldn’t imagine what it was like for strangers, but he knew how his cousin had won the right to that confidence and watching him reveal it was… affecting. Gathering Lisinthir’s emotions brought the taste of blood back into his mouth, a metallic tingle that stung his nostrils. He inhaled, hard, and caught his cousin’s hand before they could be separated as they passed into the club.


    The crowd outside had been nothing compared to the press within. There were arteries that allowed flow around the edges of the dance floor, carrying people to and from the bars and the restrooms. But the floor was everything, and it was three stories tall, staggered like the seating in a theater. There were so many people dancing he saw them first as a single writhing mass.


    He nearly shut down then. He might have, and not known it. But Lisinthir swept him off to one of the darkened corners and held him, and it was less embrace and more the hold of a healer immobilizing a panicked patient.


    “Breathe,” Lisinthir murmured.


    “There are so many people…!”


    “Stop thinking about them and breathe.”


    Jahir closed his eyes. The music was physically shaking him, up through the soles, in through his back.


    “Breathe,” Lisinthir said again, and because this time it was a command, Jahir obeyed, let his cousin protect him—ridiculously—from the terrors of a club.


    “Don’t,” Lisinthir added. “Keep breathing. And don’t fight the music. Let it have you.”


    The words sent a shudder through him that worked against the rhythm, like the ripples from separate pebbles dropped in a pond. “I can’t do—”


    “Stop talking,” Lisinthir said, and shook his head. “Always with the talking, cousin.” He rested his clawed fingertips on Jahir’s lips. “Stop.”


    He stopped, let the music thrash him, over and over. The relentlessness of it reminded him of more carnal things and his knees weakened.


    “Better,” his cousin murmured. “Now, fall further into me.”


    “Further?”


    “You are already in me, or you wouldn’t be able to hear me over all this noise so easily.” Lisinthir smiled, and the mask transformed mischief into wickedness. “So yes. Further forward. So I might teach you something.”


    He hesitated until a hand snaked to his back and pressed the claws against his thin shirts. He stiffened.


    “Relax,” Lisinthir said, and because it was a command, and because those claws were threatening, he gave in… and discovered, swamped in his cousin’s emotions, that the one thing Lisinthir didn’t feel was overwhelmed. He was holding all the people around him at bay effortlessly, and the ease of it nearly jerked him from the communion. The clawtip pressure forced him back.


    “I don’t understand how you do it!”


    Lisinthir sighed and used his free hand to touch Jahir’s lips. “It is because you live in your mind too much, cousin. If you lived in your body you would be able to tell the difference between the inside of your own head and the insides of others’.”


    “It can’t be that easy,” Jahir said.


    “It is simple,” Lisinthir corrected. “But easy? For you? No. And that is why we are going to dance and you are going to live in your body. Because I am going to make you.”


    Before Jahir could ask how, Lisinthir pulled him out of the shadows and into the dance, and it was that: one dance, a single thing made of hundreds of bodies… and his cousin guided him to its heart as if he was carving them a path because, Jahir realized through the communion, Lisinthir was: was testing his own new abilities by deflecting people just enough to keep them from jostling them. He wanted to say so—wanted to say that he understood that the dance club was important now for his cousin as well, as a way to test himself—but then he was in the middle of it and in Lisinthir’s arms.


    There was no stepping back. There was no room. And the hands on him were unyielding, and through them he fell into his cousin—into the confidence of dragons, and their hungers, and their pleasure at his submission. There was nothing shy about a dragon.


    Let go, all of it hissed in Chatcaavan.


    Let go, the pattern whispered, in their birth tongue.


    Lisinthir leaned into him and said into his ear, in the limitless potential of Universal: “Let go.”


    He was masked in his disguise. His cousin, unveiled by his. Power borrowed made him strong, and through it he sensed the control that kept the space around them clear. Lisinthir’s hands pet him into his body, and seated there he pushed away the thoughts and emotions of everyone around them, until all that remained was the music, his body, and power… and his body was not the least of those things. The sweat that made the mask cling to his cheeks. The pulse, so swift now it beat in time with the music, and so hard he could feel it in his neck and wrists. His answer to his cousin’s desire, painfully intense, and the pinprick promise of the clawtips on his hip, on his neck.


    The world spun away, and he danced.
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    How long they spent there, in that cocoon of perfect synchronicity, he didn’t know. But his mouth was parched, and as always his cousin seemed to know and drew him through the mass of dancers to the bar, choosing its farthest corner at the wall. In that darkness, Lisinthir pulled him close by the back of his neck and didn’t kiss him—didn’t kiss him, which was frustration beyond bearing, and yet he savored the frustration, lived in it, felt a peace in surrendering to it.


    “Better,” Lisinthir murmured, and this time it was a comment that was also a question.


    “Better,” he agreed. And then, quieter, “You are testing your power.”


    “Not only that,” Lisinthir said, “I am using your power to aim mine.” Into Jahir’s silence, he ordered for them both, pitching his voice to be heard over the music... which they hadn’t needed to do amongst themselves. How was that possible? Were they communicating the words through skin? Through air? Lounging against the bar, one elbow on it and his palm propping up his cheek, Lisinthir smiled a dragon’s smile at him, too dangerous to be so seductive. “We are here to learn the limits of these new abilities, yes? And it is easy enough to use mine for obvious purposes. I do not have your view into the hearts of others, though. So I have been seeing if it is possible to ride your power the way you can ride mine.”


    “And can you?” Jahir asked, startled.


    Lisinthir nodded, just once, slowly.


    “God and Lady. How... how is that possible?”


    Their drinks arrived. He had water, which was all that he wanted; Lisinthir had eschewed alcohol in favor of tonic water, from the smell.


    “I couldn’t tell you. What theory the priests could teach us was scant, you’ll recall. Certainly nothing like this was in the catechism.”


    “Save as proof of sin and evil?”


    Lisinthir snorted.


    “But no,” Jahir agreed. “What is it like, then? What do you do?”


    “If I am mindful,” Lisinthir said, “and you are already connected with me, it is as if there’s a field around you that paints everyone with their emotional state. I can look through it and see what you see. Imperfectly, and with effort. And with limitations I don’t quite understand. I can read the dancers on the mezzanine, though the ones nearer us but hidden behind other dancers are occluded... perhaps by one another, visually or metaphysically.”


    “And anyone you can see....”


    “So far, I can nudge. Not by controlling their bodies, oddly... it is almost as if I push the air between them. That makes it easier, which is in fact how I discovered it. I was straining for distance, and ceasing to afflict individual bodies allows for a significant increase in space covered.”


    The thought that this ability might reach near-magical levels of manipulation was so unbelievable that he found himself simply accepting it. How much more fantastic was it for them to be able to expand air as to control people’s limbs? And yet... “You are conducting an experiment on strangers. Without their consent.”


    Lisinthir had a sip of the tonic water. “Yes.” When he lifted his eyes, Jahir saw the reflection of that anger in them from the forest, the one that whispered of things he had never seen and had no desire to see. And because he couldn’t answer the challenge in Lisinthir’s eyes without submitting to the shattering of that ignorance—because he half-feared that if he saw the atrocities that had been visited on innocents, he would be even more committed to the use of their talents than his cousin—he let it go. “You are not tripping them, at least?”


    Lisinthir laughed. “In this crowd? If I did, they’d bounce off someone before they fell. But no, I was not trying to tangle their feet. Just to open spaces between them, the way I was doing with us.”


    “It worked,” Jahir said.


    Lisinthir sipped from his cup. “It worked. So are you appalled?”


    Was he? “I am parched near to hoarseness. I am exhausted. I am driven almost mad with frustration that you are sitting at arm’s length from me. But no, I am not appalled. I think... I am awed.”


    Lisinthir cocked a brow at him.


    “I know,” Jahir said. “It seems a ridiculous turnabout from someone who was horrified not so long ago. But even I can see the potential in it. If ever we needed it, which I dearly hope we don’t.”


    His cousin swirled the ice in his glass, letting that lie. Instead he said, “You sit as if you wish me to kiss you. If I pressed my attentions on you in public, you would not be pleased with me.”


    “That dancing was very nearly lovemaking, and quite public.”


    Lisinthir chuckled, low. “You noticed. I thought you too far gone in my feelings to have any time for your own.”


    As if…! Jahir was trying not to notice his own: the mortification that such public display inevitably evoked dampened by the ardor he had stopped fighting. “Can you use my own ability to sense my feelings?” Jahir asked suddenly.


    “I... had not tried?” Lisinthir eyed him, then laughed, though that laugh did not quite cover the sudden avaricious gleam in his eye. “Oh, you are clever!”


    “I have my moments,” Jahir said.


    “Rather many of them, I think. You are too modest. And too sedentary. Come, let us go back.”


    “Go back!”


    “The night is young, cousin. And I won’t settle for mere frustration. I accept the reprimand of suffering your thwarted desire through the lens of your talent…but if you thought it would be sufficient to cloud me with fever…” He paused, laughed. “You should know better.”


    “I suppose I should.” Jahir drank down the rest of his glass, then accepted the gloved hand. There were promises in it he could feel now without the skin to skin contact, and he let those promises carry him back into the mob. It was beginning to feel natural, drawing his cousin’s emotions to him—knowing Lisinthir was using that to borrow his abilities made their existence, their use inevitable. And inevitability calmed him in a way choices never seemed to.


    Lisinthir drew him close until there was no space between them. “Better,” he murmured against Jahir’s ear, almost lost against the music.


    Give in


    Reach out


    “Better,” his cousin said on a sigh, and they danced, and as one they gathered the euphoria of the room and slid among its packed crowds, leaving trails of space behind them as talent worked as intimately as the bodies they used to seat those talents. Frustration became need; need became surrender; surrender became pliability, until Jahir felt he was a shape formed by Lisinthir’s hands on him.


    Twice more, they left the crowd to restore themselves; by the time Lisinthir led him to the exit, Jahir wondered if he would disappoint his cousin, who’d brought him here to find his body’s edges. He’d found them and lost them again in a soft haze, long past the point of desire and well into some new place where everything was bearable except when it was unbearable, beautiful. He was grateful beyond speech when Lisinthir looped an arm around his waist and guided him away from the fluorescence and the shadows and the music that was too remote and too loud at once.


    The lift was very far away. Observing this, staggering, he said, “I am drunk.”


    “Without a single sip of liquor,” Lisinthir agreed. The lift opened for them, and closed behind them, and then it brought up its lights and the lights blinded him. He hid his face against his cousin’s shoulder, swaying against the arm around his waist.


    “Stay with me, cousin,” Lisinthir murmured.


    There, at the edge of his perception: such resolution, hard as steel, as knives. That was Lisinthir. Had Jahir thought his talent unnatural? But it was so natural to know. Lisinthir was a knife, so how could he not feel it?


    “You are taking me back to the suite,” Jahir murmured. The sudden silence was a vast, muffling weight after the din in the club. He could barely hear himself. “To deflower me.”


    “Again,” Lisinthir said, with a hint of amusement. “You have already been, you recall.”


    “What did you do to me?” Jahir asked. But no, wrong question. “What do you do to me?”


    The smile then was gentler; he could hear it or feel it, or both. “I love you.”


    The corridor leading to their room was too long. And too large. And too empty. “I love you also, but I feel….”


    “Destroyed?”


    “As if that was not the answer I was looking for.”


    Lisinthir laughed. “Very good! If you can pretend to primness, you are coming back to me.” He waved the door open then pushed Jahir against the wall, and this seemed inevitable, and that was good. That was just right. He remembered a time long removed from this one, on the courier, with the burning hekkret and his cousin pressing him against a wall. “I like walls,” he said, thoughtful.


    “Good,” Lisinthir said. “I like them too.” And kissed him quiet, kissed all the thoughts in his head away, scattering them like glass shards from a dropped vase. The kiss demanded, was molten, was glory, and a distraction from his cousin leaning on him slowly, more and more until breathing was an effort. That was unbearably good. The wall was even better, because the wall was holding him up. No, the wall was keeping him from breathing because it wouldn’t give beneath his cousin’s weight, and he was trapped between them….


    He couldn’t breathe into the kiss. He was coming apart and it was good, so tremendously good. Coming apart but not quite there, cognizant enough to feel the caress of gloved fingertips along his temple.


    Jahir opened his eyes, found his cousin considering him with that predatory regard. Except there was merriment there. Merriment?


    “This is not working as I planned,” Lisinthir said.


    It seemed to be working perfectly to Jahir. But he managed to find words. “It’s not?”


    “You swim, cousin… tell me… how long can you hold your breath?”


    It took a moment to work through the implications of the question, to realize that his cousin was trying to invoke some of the pain and fear he craved by controlling his breathing, and… he started laughing too, soft.


    “I thought so,” Lisinthir said, grinning. “Well. I shall just have to improvise.” And the hand Jahir had forgotten against his shoulder flexed, driving the clawtips past his too thin shirt and into skin. Jahir gasped in, his cousin shoved him hard against the wall and stole that breath, ate it off his lips, kissed him hard.


    After that, he lost all control of his body. It didn’t matter how long he could hold his breath when he never knew when he’d be breathing. And the claws were so close to knives, and so far, and the kisses so brutal—he had no voice to beseech with, but there came a time when time became an eternal moment and that moment was one long plea for release.


    When he came back from that space he was still against the wall, and still dressed, and a complete mess, and none of it mattered. Lisinthir was petting his face, solicitous and protective, holding him up.


    The first words that came to him, that came from him, were hoarse. “Cousin, I want you.”


    That earned him a gentle kiss on lips that felt bruised and sensitive. “I want you too.” Hands gathered his elbows, stroked down to his wrists, his palms, clasped his fingers. “Come.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 9


    It had been an uneasy night. Not because of her anxieties, though the Queen still nursed them, but because she’d had dreams… such vivid dreams, strange and vibrant, that she’d woken yearning and sated and with her mouth pressed into her arm to muffle the need to keen. It had taken a dip in her coldest pool to restore her equanimity, and when she’d exited it the sight of her empty vase struck her again. She was contemplating it when the Knife arrived for their morning meeting. For that was what they were that now, weren’t they? Not visits, but meetings. They had work to do together.


    “My Queen,” he said without preamble, “I believe I have secured your escape route.”


    She grew still. “Tell me.”


    He dipped his head. “There is a basement level in this tower. Did you know?”


    Memories, bold and cruel as blows: the dank air. The smell of panic. The stark chiaroscuro of the dungeon’s poor lighting. And her first glimpse of an Eldritch face, tears ringing the enormous eyes, so like, and so unlike, the eyes she had come to love later. “I knew, yes.”


    “It is poorly maintained, the basement,” he said. “But there is a tunnel.”


    Her eyes narrowed. “Someone put a tunnel beneath the harem tower.”


    “One that leads outside the palace. I too am suspicious that it should exist. I can only imagine it was excavated to allow the inhabitants of the tower to flee the convulsions of the court, which would suggest that everyone knows about it.”


    “It would, yes.”


    “But I investigated this tunnel and it has not been used in a very long time,” the Knife continued. She walked past him to sit by the window, and he turned to face her. “The instruments I brought found no evidence of anyone’s passage for at least a hundred revolutions. Perhaps more.”


    “A hundred revolutions,” the Queen murmured.


    “Four generations.”


    “That is not long, to forget something that might be used against one’s enemies.”


    “I know,” the Knife said. “I am looking for alternatives. But this tunnel is in the tower, so we could use it without being noticed, and it opens very near the landing pad.”


    “And that pad…”


    “Is… potentially useful. It may be equally wise to send our wards into hiding on the planet.”


    She imagined that: of over a hundred Chatcaavan females and children scattered. Of the likelihood of their remaining free. “I cannot imagine that ending well.”


    His eyes were somber. “Then you understand our chances of success at this point, barring any external aid.”


    She thought of Laniis. “I do, yes.”


    “Shall I warn someone at the pad that we might be coming?”


    The thought chilled her. Right now the only people who knew her intentions in the Empire, where she could be betrayed, were in this room. Including more people would put them at greater risk for discovery… and yet, they would have to, eventually, for the plan to work. “I don’t know.” She regarded him. “You are military. You know better, I think, than I do.”


    His wings twitched. “It is hard to decide when we don’t know who we’re fleeing, or when we’re going. If we’re leaving soon, our exposure is minimized… and if our allies are alerted, they can have the shuttle prepared for us, and that will make it harder for our enemies to catch us before we escape. But the longer we remain, the longer our allies have to betray us with a mistake.” He spread his hands. “When are we leaving, my Queen?”


    There it was. Not ‘when might we leave,’ but ‘when are we leaving.’ “Do you think we will?”


    Whatever answer he contemplated was interrupted by the surprising arrival of the Mother, whose timid entrance was betrayed by the scrape of her claws on the stone steps. The Queen had not yet sent for her; it shocked her that the Mother might come in advance of that summons, shocked and pleased her. There was obviously more mettle in the female than the Queen had anticipated, and if so…


    The Knife and the Mother had seen each other now, and that too was revelation. It was clear to the Slave Queen that the Knife found the Mother compelling. Perhaps that was unsurprising; had he not said he cared for his own dam? And here was the Mother, who, unlike the Slave Queen, looked the part of a fertile female. This was a fascinating new permutation of his unnatural attitudes: that he might see the Mother as someone he could be protective of, and fond of.


    So that did not surprise her. What did was that the Mother did not instantly recoil from that interest. What Chatcaavan female had ever failed to find a male’s interest intimidating? How did the Mother see the Knife’s benevolence past what should have been revolutions of socially-inculcated wariness? Because it was clear from the Mother’s hesitation that she had evaluated the quality of the Knife’s gaze and found it harmless. Was this some skill passed on with the stories the Mother had heard from her dam?


    In how many other ways was the Mother unusual? All this time the Queen had thought herself isolated, alone in her strangeness. If she’d only troubled herself to investigate, what would she have discovered? Or would she have been capable of seeing any of it before the Ambassador had opened her eyes?


    “Pardon me-your-lesser,” the Mother said to the Knife before bowing to the Slave Queen. “Mistress, you had said you wished to speak to me and I wished you not to trouble yourself to seek me. I hope I have not transgressed….”


    She had, but the Queen preferred it to the alternative. “You were wise to anticipate my request.”


    “Shall I go?” the Knife said.


    “Stay. But sit there.” She pointed at one of the benches against the wall. The Mother watched him go, wide-eyed at this show of obedience to a female’s command. When the Mother swiveled that startled gaze back to her, the Queen said, “He is my Knife. A gift from the Emperor to ensure my security.”


    The Mother did not ask if she was at risk. No Chatcaavan female would ask such a question. They were born into bondage and misery, subject to the smallest whim of the males that owned them. What else? What she said, instead, was, “Mistress? May I ask… why you wanted to see me?”


    “Because you love children,” the Queen said. “And there is a good chance they may all die soon.”


    The Mother staggered, and the Knife darted to her side. The Queen wasn’t sure which of them was more astonished: the Mother to be caught, or the Knife to be catching her. For her part, she watched them with two sets of eyes. Her Chatcaavan set found the display perplexing. But the set the Ambassador had lent her marveled, particularly as the Knife steadied the Mother on her feet before releasing her. The look they exchanged was wordless: they were shocked at one another, and yet that they shared that shock was a bond, or at least, the foundation for one. Would it flower, she wonder, given time? And into what? Just what had the relationship between the Knife’s dam and sire looked like?


    Come to that, had the Mother’s dam loved her sire? The Queen realized she didn’t know where the Mother had come from, when she’d been merely Emerald. Had both her parents cared for her? Was that why she dared love children?


    “Mistress, the children must not die. Tell me what must be done to prevent this!”


    “You truly wish to know? You will have to be brave,” the Queen said.


    “For the children, I can be brave.”


    “Braver than you’ve been for them before,” the Queen cautioned. “And you will have to make many sacrifices.”


    The Mother was watching her now, her puzzlement giving way to suspicion. “This is another of those times,” she said. “You are going to wear the mantle of a male and do something that only males do.”


    Was she? She supposed so. She imagined the Ambassador laughing at the thought, of his hands smoothing up her sides, praising her for her body which he had not found at all masculine. “The Emperor has enemies.”


    The Knife had stepped away, leaving the Mother standing on her own. She looked small and fragile, but she had not fled. “Every Emperor does.”


    “Those enemies may try to destroy the things he owns,” the Slave Queen said. “And it is my plan to deny that to them.”


    The Mother stared at her, jaw gaping open.


    “Do you understand?”


    “You mean to take the children away before the Emperor’s rivals can kill them?” the Mother asked, her voice tight.


    The Queen was pleased. She had not expected the Mother to admit to understanding, when pretending to ignorance was a survival skill every female learned before their eyes cleared. “The children and the females of the harem. Yes.”


    “But why have you told me your pla—” The Mother stopped, and repeated, “Because I love them.”


    “So you are not likely to betray me or to make a mistake that might imperil the children,” the Slave Queen said. “Yes. But there are a great number of children, and they will need caretakers, females they trust.”


    “Yes, I see,” the Mother murmured, frowning. “But it will take more than the two of us, Mistress. You said you intend to bring the rest of the harem? Do they know?” She rubbed all four hands together. “But they won’t be much help; most of them are witless around babies. I am the only Mother who has made the trip to the nursery more than once. The infants will need supplies. I assume there is food set aside for the journey?”


    The Slave Queen looked at the Knife, who dipped his head. “I have only begun planning the logistics, my Queen, and I fear I have little knowledge of the needs of infants.”


    “Perhaps you and the Mother might discuss it, then,” the Slave Queen said.


    The two of them looked at one another.


    “I would value the opportunity,” the Knife said.


    “Use my chamber, then,” the Queen said, waving them toward it. “I have an errand of my own and will be back in an hour, maybe two.”


    They chorused their agreements and she left them behind, wondering if the time together would result in a deepening of their unlikely interest in one another. So many Chatcaava around her nursing these streaks of heterodoxy. Had they all become so adept at using masks that they could no longer identify their allies in perversion? There was no strength without numbers.


    Her thought had been to return to the nursery to interview the female servants, but she found herself passing that door, consumed by her thoughts. She still planned to meet with the servants; if anything her recruitment of the Mother had made it clear how important their aid would be to their success. But it was not enough to flee the palace, was it? If the throneworld was taken by the Emperor’s enemies, who would remain behind to warn him?


    She had a notion of at least one person who would do. On the ground floor, the Queen presented herself to the guards and said, “This one desires escort to the Surgeon.”


    “A moment,” said one of them, and called for replacements. Then the two of them left their posts to the new males and attached themselves to her without further comment. These were the Knife’s new choices; she approved.


    The Surgeon’s clinic never closed. She did not recognize the male serving as Triage, but he would be another of those Outside, and one never knew how many of those there were: it made her wonder suddenly if the world Outside was striated with fault-lines of ancient and provincial attitudes, and if that was part of why they were not permitted Inside. The Queen peered at Triage, wondering if she could find such evidence in his eyes... but she saw nothing there save the impassivity of his masklike face. If he found her presence untoward there was no sign of it.


    “The Surgeon does not treat females.”


    “I am not ill,” she said. “I wish only to ask him a question.”


    The male twitched his hand in a shrug. “Down the hall, in his office.”


    “Await me here,” she said to her guards, and left them behind.


    The Surgeon was indeed in his office. She stepped inside and waited to see if he would acknowledge her. She knew him well, better than she’d ever anticipated: had served as his assistant when the Ambassador had first suffered his honor wounds, had spoken to him when he’d saved the Mother’s life at the Ambassador’s behest, had even sheltered in his clinic when the Emperor returned to the Field to defend his position by killing Second. Standing before him in his study, she understood what she hadn’t before. She felt safe with him.


    “This is unexpected,” the Surgeon said, eyeing her. “You are not injured, I assume.”


    “No.” She looked toward the closed door, then back at him. “This place is secure?”


    “My clinic is Outside.”


    “And you are Outside,” she said. “Because to be Inside would be periculous for one in your profession.”


    How different it was to see the mind working behind a male’s eyes. Males did not fear to reveal their intelligence. The Surgeon’s was acute; she liked the way he studied her, as if she were capable of having complex thoughts of her own. He hadn’t begun their acquaintance looking at her thus. “What is it you plan, Queen Ransomed, to ask such a question?”


    “What is it you know, Surgeon, to call me by that title?” she asked.


    The Surgeon folded his hands, long talons arched over their backs. “Males say a great deal to the person stitching their honor wounds.”


    “My Emperor doesn’t speak much,” the Queen said. “And when he does, it is only because he trusts those who hear him.”


    “Emperors command many they distrust.”


    “Yes, but they command. They do not confide.”


    His eyes narrowed. “What is it you want?”


    What did she want? What else? “Your help.”


    “My help.”


    She inclined her head as the Ambassador had done. “When the Emperor returns. If things are not as they seem. I want you to shelter him.”


    The Surgeon eased back from the desk. “I am Outside. You know what that means.”


    “You don’t take sides, I know.”


    “To do so would place me Inside,” the Surgeon said. “I can’t execute my function if I’m Inside, subject to the whims and vengeances of those I treat.”


    “You once told me that this Emperor was less difficult than the others,” the Slave Queen said. “That he left less damage in his wake.”


    His wariness shone in his eyes, and he said nothing.


    “Is that not what you’re here to prevent? Waste? Damage? I would think that supporting the Emperor would be another form of surgery: one that prevents sickness. You support the male who creates less work for you.”


    He was staring at her, jaw tight. “I would say that honor wounds are necessary for our system to function. But you would have a ready reply to that, wouldn’t you.”


    “That it would be better for us all if we lived in a world where that wasn’t true?” she said. “A world where males do not torment one another to prove their right to rule? Any animal becomes vicious when goaded. How many generations of Chatcaava have goaded one another now, to create this permanent state of aggression?”


    “What you suggest is impossible.”


    She studied his face. His inscrutability had become almost impenetrable, which made her think… “You do not believe that.”


    “An astonishing conclusion to have been derived from nothing, Queen Ransomed.”


    “But true nonetheless,” she said, sure of it now. “You long for things to be different.”


    “I long,” he said, voice clipped with sudden anger, “for there to be less waste. But life ends in death, Queen Ransomed. Nothing changes this.”


    “But the time between life and its end… that matters, doesn’t it?” She paused, because he was seething now, looking away from her with lips peeled back just enough to show teeth. “If it didn’t matter, why treat anyone at all? Let them die of their wounds and reach their natural end. What use Surgeons, if the quality of the life while it exists doesn’t matter?”


    “This, then, is what the Ambassador did to you,” the Surgeon said. “He put these thoughts in you.”


    “No,” the Slave Queen said, surprised to find it was true. “No, these thoughts were always in me. The Ambassador only made it safe to speak them. Just as you are now, Surgeon, by not giving me to the court to be punished.”


    “That would avail me nothing. You belong to the Emperor, and the Emperor indulges you. If he likes his females male in their thinking, that is his business.”


    “And you like this Emperor, or you would work against him.”


    “I am Outside—”


    “You would work against him,” the Slave Queen said, considering him with interest. “By not doing your best work.”


    The Surgeon bristled. “You suggest that I would withhold my ability, when withholding it would make me unworthy of my status Outside?”


    “I suggest that no one works well for a master they despise,” the Slave Queen said. “I had not realized it. But even among us, there is such a thing as loyalty, and leadership.”


    The Surgeon was studying her now the way he would have an interesting disease. “You suggest incredible things.”


    “The Empire will change,” the Slave Queen said. “You have been good to the Emperor. I would not have you on the wrong side of that change.”


    “Enough!” He luffed his wings, astonished. “You dare come here and warn me? As if you had concern over my fate!”


    “I do,” she said. “And also my Emperor’s. He will need you.” She smiled suddenly, feeling mischievous. “He will create that world of less waste that you desire so ardently, if you help him.”


    “Your insolence is beyond belief—”


    “Is it?” She canted her head, somber again. “I, too, am Outside, in a way. Females cannot partake in the world of power and agency of males, Surgeon. Some would say the Chatcaava have been lessened by that division. You, the other males who are Outside… how much more could you do if you did not have to live outside the world of males on the Inside? What could you accomplish freed from the necessity to maintain your neutrality?” She leaned toward him. “If you could choose sides, Surgeon… what an ally you would be! What amazing things you might do for the world you would choose to bring forth!”


    He stared at her, wings sagging.


    “Yes?” she asked.


    His head twitched to one side, as if from a slap. Slowly he folded his wings, tucking them neatly against his back. “You speak unspeakable things. But you are correct. They are ideas I have entertained on my own. Now and then.”


    “Then I will leave you to their contemplation,” the Slave Queen said. “And with the promise that this Emperor would listen to your ideas, if you advanced them to him. If you stepped Inside, you would be welcome at his side.”


    “And if he fell?”


    “How could he, with the help of you and others like you?”


    The Surgeon snorted. “You speak with the tongue of freaks, female.”


    Something in his tone—she’d amused him. “But?”


    “No ‘but’. You are perfectly suited to be mate to the creature you call Emperor. He thinks with the thoughts of freaks and makes them Chatcaavan. There is a vigor to hybrid creatures that cannot be duplicated with purebreds, and he is busy cross-breeding everything he sees with everything he already knows. It has been… an interesting assignment, seeing to him.”


    The Slave Queen drew herself up. “He is Greatness.”


    The male cocked his head, eyes resting on hers. He said, after a moment, “Maybe.”


    “Surgeon,” she said. “Good day.”


    “Queen Ransomed,” he replied, paused. “Come again.”


    She hid her smile of triumph and stepped out again.


    The guards escorted her back to the tower, and she ascended the stairs past the jeweled mosaics and the males standing duty outside the menders, the nursery, the gift harem, the imperial harem. The Surgeon would be a powerful ally, not only because of his abilities, but because no one would expect a male Outside to harbor a male Inside. What the Surgeon hadn’t realized was that he’d already revealed his allegiances. Nothing had required him to offer the Emperor a safe harbor for the Slave Queen in the event of a serious challenge, and yet he had acquiesced to that arrangement long before the Ambassador’s arrival. Whether that revealed the Surgeon as someone who favored the Emperor or as someone who hated unnecessary death hardly mattered. He had a moral center, one the Slave Queen could predict. If—when—she and the others fled, her Emperor would have an ally. That was enough.


    When she arrived at her tower, the Knife had gone but the Mother remained, perched on the lip of one of the nests depressed into the floor. All four hands were folded in her lap, and she was looking out the window at the ruddy streaks in the sky, the gradient of deepening purple as the sun set. Surprised, the Slave Queen halted.


    “Long ago, it seems,” the Mother said, “you gave me the jewels. Do you remember?”


    “You were named Emerald then,” the Slave Queen said, approaching her. “After your eyes.”


    The Mother looked up at her with that bright green gaze. “I said then that you could be crueler than you were.”


    “I do not love cruelty.” The Slave Queen sat across from her.


    The Mother dipped her head in agreement. And added, “I like the Knife.”


    She considered her reply. “He, too, does not love cruelty.”


    That seemed enough for them both. “What will you do now?”


    “Speak to the slaves in the nursery.”


    “The slaves!” The Mother glanced at her. “They cannot speak, or read, or write. How do you mean to do it?”


    The Slave Queen looked out the window. The stars were gleaming now on the dark wake of the sunset, bright pinpricks against the purple. “Meet me there tomorrow afternoon, and you will see.”


    [image: ***]


    “I admit, this isn’t where I expected to find an Eldritch,” Laniis said, stepping closer to Meryl. She glanced at the whorl of bodies entering and exiting the main Pad station off the Starbase Ana port, glad that she had only two people to keep track of in the crowd and that both of them were taller than her—and almost everyone else.


    “A starbase?” Meryl asked. “Or a farm?”


    “Either?” Laniis said. “I’d never seen an Eldritch before I ended up in the Empire. All their press says they don’t leave their world.”


    “They don’t, unless they’re kidnapped. Usually.” Meryl guided them around the edges of the throng toward the priority Pads. “But there are a handful of them known offworld. Amber’s one of them.”


    “If ‘hidden on a backworld on the fringes of the Alliance’ counts as ‘known’,” Na’er said cheerfully.


    Meryl snorted and squeezed them into the quick-moving line. “It counts, believe me.” She added, “Three for transit to the agriculture dome. Two Fleet Intelligence, one Fleet Regular.”


    The Pads chimed. Meryl walked over one, and Laniis followed. They exited out of the noise and bustle into a nearly empty room with a floor and ceiling of warm wood and brass-colored metal. The walls were all flexglass French doors, flung open and overlooking rows and rows of crops beneath a sky as flawless a blue as Laniis could remember seeing. The temperature was perfect, warm with a sultry breeze that smelled of sap and growing things. They were in some kind of observation tower; she had the pleasant sensation of being perched over an idyllic world, undisturbed by sapient habitation. While Meryl went to talk to the Asanii felid behind a nearby counter, she drifted to the nearest door and rested her fingers on the frame.


    “Bit too cultivated for me,” Na’er said from behind her. “But it’s got a kind of divine arrogance to it, doesn’t it? To just go into space like this, make an artificial moon-sized shell, and then fill it with tiny worlds designed to suit us.”


    “Is it arrogance, or a form of worship?” Laniis asked. “We mimic our creators.”


    Na’er snorted. “Humanity’s barely crawled back out of their solar system.”


    “I meant our real creators,” Laniis said. “The Speaker-Singer. Your gods.”


    “My gods were a fiction created by over-zealous Pelted eager to forget that we were ever made by fallible, mortal people.” Na’er shook his head and said in the cadence of a broadcast evangelist famous for her fiery condemnations of humanity, “’They would call us their children. But children cover ugly truths with pretty lies! When we refuse those lies, we refuse their claim to us!’”


    Laniis flicked an ear back, looking over her shoulder at him.


    Na’er shrugged. “I’m sorry, arii.”


    “Don’t be.” Laniis resumed looking out the window. “I don’t blame you for not believing in a divine creator. And the Aera never seemed to have very nice ones anyway.”


    “I like the concept of the sacred wind that changes,” Na’er said. “As a philosophy, it suits me. The rest of it…” He shrugged. And added, “I don’t know how you can still believe after what you’ve been through.”


    Thinking of the unlikeliness of her rescue, Laniis said, “How could I not?”


    Meryl called from behind them. “Ariisen? I’ve got our coordinates.”


    “Time to go meet another Eldritch,” Na’er said. “Ever think you’d see three?”


    “I never even thought I’d see one!”


    “This one should be good,” Na’er said. “A first for me.”


    “Now, children,” Meryl said wryly.


    “’Into the breach!’” Na’er said, thrusting a fist up heroically.
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    The Pad deposited them outside a snug little house in the middle of the grain section of the dome. It had a small observational tower tucked at its corner, like the minaret of a glass and metal castle, but it sported an otherwise rustic aesthetic, from the low roof to the rocking chair on the wooden porch. Laniis half-expected some sort of Terran dog to lope out of the yard to announce them and was disappointed when one didn’t appear at their approach.


    The wooden steps creaked as Meryl strode up them and rung the literal bell hung outside the door. A moment later, they all heard exuberant barking, and the door opened for a dart of fur and color and light. Delighted, Laniis said, “I knew there would be a pet!”


    From the porch, a woman said, amused, “Of sorts, anyway. He’s a solidigraph, but Hyera insisted I needed company. Bells! Bells, sit!”


    The dog—it was a dog—sat and regarded them with interest. There was no doubt of its solidigraphic origins, since its fur was a kaleidoscope of riotous colors that shed glitter when it moved. It was also accompanied by what appeared to be a school of tiny orange and white fish, which drifted around it like a piscine halo.


    “Blow me away,” Na’er said, stunned. “What on the worlds is that?”


    “That is a designer edition digital pet,” the woman said. “Their name is Bells and Whistles. Bells is the dog. The whistles are the fish. Listen to them long enough, you’ll hear it.”


    Laniis twitched her ears toward the grouping, and after a moment discerned the faint sound when the fish shifted position… a breathy whistle, distant and sweet.


    “God Almighty,” Meryl said, staring at it. “That can’t have been cheap.”


    Their hostess laughed. “So, what brings Fleet to my door?”


    Laniis looked at her now: this female Eldritch Amber had said might help them. She hadn’t seen a female Eldritch since the princess, and she sensed she would never see one quite like this again… because this woman—Sediryl Nuera Galare from the name elegantly penned on Amber’s envelope—was nothing like that woman, or either of the men she’d met. She was dressed in unabashedly modern clothes, brown pants tucked into boots sensible for tromping around fields, with a sky-blue long-sleeved shirt buttoned down over an ivory undershirt. There were no jewels threaded into the crown braid on her head. There were no jewels on her at all, only the hint of a necklace tucked under her collar. She didn’t need them to proclaim her authority, wealth, or confidence. She had her hands in her pockets, an insouciant smile, and she was beautiful like something vital and quick and present.


    “Your cousin Amber sent us to you with a message,” Meryl said. She pulled the letter from the inside of her jacket. “He said you might be able to help us with something.”


    “Amber sent you to me?” Sediryl’s brows lifted. “This should be good. What is it exactly that he thinks I can help you with?”


    Laniis said, “He said you might be able to get Chatcaavan refugees out of the Empire.”


    Silence then, filled only by the occasional rustle of the grain in the wind. The world, this arrogant world, this piece of prayer, filled with sunlight and the toasted grain scent of ripening wheat, filled that silence with meaning.


    Sediryl stepped back and gestured to the door. “Let’s talk.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 10


    After asking to be taken to bed, Jahir was expecting to be asked—to be made—to do something new, something difficult, something excruciating.


    He’d been right.


    “No, cousin.” Lisinthir pressed his palm flat on Jahir’s chest, near the shoulder. “No turning over this time. I require you on your back, where I can see your face.”


    “I don’t—”


    “Want to be seen?” Lisinthir leaned down and bit him beneath the collarbone on a piece of innocuous skin nowhere near any erogenous zone that might have accounted for its electric effect on him. Maybe it was the way his cousin rolled it between his teeth, pricking without digging, a promise of cruelty like the bouquet of a wine before it touched the palate. “I know very well you don’t want me to watch you climax, cousin. That would be a bridge too far, would it not? Too great a vulnerability. Not only that, but a witness makes it impossible to deny the event happened.”


    “Cousin—”


    “Don’t,” Lisinthir said, and there was anger there, enough to stipple Jahir’s sides with gooseflesh. “You forced my hand yesterday. I understand why you did it. I even allowed it. But you will not lead from behind, cousin. If you are here to be beneath me—” That knee between his thighs shoved them apart—“then beneath me you will stay. Do we understand one another?”


    Could he speak past desire that strong when fear kept his mind clear enough to recognize it? He could, but his voice was hoarse. “Cousin… forgive me.”


    Lisinthir met his eyes, searched them with an implacability that transfixed him, prey before the predator. Then his cousin’s gaze softened. He touched a fingertip to Jahir’s lips. “Always. But don’t push me on this one, Galare. I gave you what you needed because otherwise you would have flown apart. But I am charged now with your physical wellbeing, and I will not be managed when I am… busy…” Said with a kiss just beneath Jahir’s closed eye, “…seeing to your ecstasies. So. Are we understood?”


    “Yes,” he managed.


    “Good. Then this time I want to watch your face. And you….” A trailed finger up Jahir’s throat, “may watch mine, if it pleases you. But I am planning to make you suffer, cousin, and the first thing you must suffer is the knowledge that you are naked before me.”


    “And you?” Jahir asked, unable to help the question. “Are you naked before me?”


    Lisinthir gripped his chin. “Get your intellectualizing in now, cousin. You will forget words soon enough.”


    Jahir shuddered. “And if I said that soon enough was not soon enough….”


    “Then I would agree. And in fact, as you seem nearly incapable of silence, I will see to it.”


    “See to—” Jahir stopped at the fingers that appeared on his mouth, and then slid into it. Startled, he looked up at his cousin and found him looming with a sly smile and a heavy-lidded look.


    “Fingers, tongue, other things,” Lisinthir murmured, hooking his fingers behind Jahir’s teeth and shaking him lightly by that grip. “But I won’t leave you an empty mouth so you can fill it with words that order your thoughts. So—we begin. Suck, cousin.”


    The next hours were torment in a way Jahir would have been hard-pressed to imagine prior to his deflowering. He’d thought he would always need physical pain to drive his thoughts into abeyance. Lisinthir taught him otherwise; he could reach that place of perfect calm merely by being forced to experience his own dissolution and know it was being seen. And then doing it again… and again… and again, until he no longer fought it, until the satisfaction that oozed from his cousin’s skin sank into his own and became pleasure that he could please someone so… utterly… demanding. He even earned his mouth back, later in the night, but by then he’d forgotten how to use it for words. He existed as a series of sensations: the ache of a jaw held open too long, the pounding of his pulse in his throat, the cling of the bedsheets to his back when he arched off them.


    It was a gentler transition into the peace of submission, and it was easier to drift back from it. Did he like it better than the shock of crossing over due to violence? He couldn’t tell. They were different experiences… they both had something to recommend them.


    Lisinthir’s low laugh brought him from the reverie. He tried to ask what had inspired his cousin’s mirth and discovered that he’d been idly sucking on one of Lisinthir’s fingers while thinking.


    “That lesson took, I see.”


    “Pardon me,” Jahir murmured, finding it odd to be speaking again. He moved until he could put his cheek on his cousin’s sweat-slick chest. Their state could charitably be called messy; despite his habitual fastidiousness, he found he didn’t mind so much.


    “So,” Lisinthir said, using that damp finger to trace Jahir’s lips. “Fin for your thoughts.”


    “Are we done then?”


    “I think I have wrung us both out enough,” Lisinthir said. “So yes. You may return to psychoanalysis if it pleases you.”


    He considered that, drowsy. ‘Wrung out’ was an inadequate description of his lassitude: he truly had been ridden hard and put away wet. “And if it doesn’t?”


    “Please you? To psychoanalyze?” Lisinthir snorted, smiled. “I would wonder if I had accidentally concussed you.”


    “You did nothing rough enough to merit the concern,” Jahir murmured, eyes closing. Lisinthir was still petting his lips—his very bruised lips, by now—but that ache was pleasure, too. “Though had you asked me, I would not have believed it possible to… convince me… to enjoy myself without violence. Not like this, with you.”


    “There is more than one sort of violence, is there not?”


    That brought Jahir’s head up. He sampled the emotions he could feel through his cousin’s skin and said, “You want to drink.”


    “I’m thirsty, yes. But I don’t actually want alcohol. What I want is a smoke.” Lisinthir grinned crookedly. “The healers-assist gave me some variant of it involving water vapor and healthsome herbal extracts, if you’ll believe.”


    Jahir laughed. “I do believe. And also that you found it unpalatable as a replacement for the hekkret.”


    “Medicine is no replacement for vice, no.” Lisinthir chuckled and left his lips alone, transferring his attention to hair tangled and wet, stuck to Jahir’s neck and shoulder. “I enjoy a post-coital smoke, but somehow it’s not the same, knowing it’s good for me.”


    “You would make me worry about you….”


    “No.” Lisinthir tugged at a knot in Jahir’s hair. “Brace yourself.” As he pulled it out, he added, “So is this pain arousing?”


    “I don’t think so,” Jahir said from between gritted teeth.


    “Because?”


    “The context lacks poetry.”


    Lisinthir laughed. “Ah! So without an experience to remind you of possibilities, you default to normality? Is that it? And if I were to eroticize the untangling?”


    “Is that possible?” Jahir asked, and knew the moment he’d asked that he should have thought through the repercussions of asking. It was too late when he found himself bent backwards by the fingers pulling his hair, arched like an offering.


    “And now?” Lisinthir asked. “Your throat is nicely exposed. Your chest as well. If I continued, I might peel the rest of you back for… examination.”


    “I am going to regret using that metaphor earlier, aren’t I?” Jahir asked, breathless.


    “You did want my cruel hand,” Lisinthir observed, amused. “Don’t complain when I use it.”


    He couldn’t help it—he laughed, and it was happiness. “Oh! But how I love you, cousin.”


    Lisinthir brushed his nose down the line of Jahir’s neck, and his smile was in his voice when he said, “I love you too, Galare. And now… will you ask for release?”


    “Should I ask for release,” shaded red, “or release?” Shadowed. That earned him a long lapping kiss along his collarbone and he shivered and chose the shadowed. “Release, certes. You have used me up, I vow it, I can take no more.”


    A glimmer off dark eyes, looking up his throat at him. “Are you sure?”


    “Absolutely. And… I believe we were on the topic of violence.”


    “In more ways than one.”


    “And you were saying,” Jahir said, his thoughts clarifying as the pressure on his hair eased and his cousin returned to idle stroking. “About emotional violence. Which… I imagine you have a great deal of experience with, don’t you.”


    “Ah?”


    Jahir glanced at him. “Your family.”


    Lisinthir sighed and stretched back, pressing the back of his free hand against his brow. The other rested loose on the back of Jahir’s shoulder. “Yes. That would be where I learned to recognize it, I suppose. The Pelted would have called it an abusive situation.”


    “And we would have called it…”


    “Normal for a noble Eldritch family?” Lisinthir asked, dark.


    “Fraught,” Jahir said firmly.


    “A euphemism.”


    The disgust underlining the word throbbed in the skin beneath Jahir’s cheek. He set his hand on his cousin’s chest, spreading his fingers. “We are past masters of such doubletalk, yes. I don’t imagine they laid a hand on you, ever.”


    “Of course not. We’re Eldritch. We don’t touch.” The disdain now was palpable. “Doing something as honest as hitting someone we’re disappointed in would be gauche, when we could and should destroy them with words instead. And no, cousin, I do not want your pity, so you can stay its flood, if you will.”


    “Can we dissemble thus?” Jahir asked suddenly. He felt his cousin’s sharpened interest, his blade of a cousin. Looking up to meet Lisinthir’s eyes, Jahir said, “Is there any use in doing so, when we are lying skin to skin?”


    That must have evoked a memory, because he felt the piercing melancholy, the shock of the rightness of it. Lisinthir said, low, “No. No, there’s no lying with skin. And this is what we have together, isn’t it.”


    “I like what we have together.” Jahir kissed him, a bare chafe of his too swollen lips.


    “Like it,” Lisinthir repeated, and there was some amusement there, and a great deal of tenderness.


    So he admitted, husky, “Crave it, truthfully.”


    Lisinthir drew his hand up Jahir’s shoulder to the back of his skull and cupped it, gentle. Jahir wondered what he was thinking that he wouldn’t say, and why it hurt so much… but he knew his cousin well enough to know asking would not yield him the answer. Not yet. So he let the silence stretch, rubbing his nose lightly against skin, feeling the ache behind his teeth, under his tongue, where Lisinthir had been curving his fingers and the nails had scratched wet flesh.


    “No cruelty in your family,” Lisinthir said after a while. “Not to produce someone like you.”


    That compliment was so intense, and so painfully revealing, that Jahir pretended he didn’t recognize its significance. “No, nothing like. We both grew up loved. Amber tended toward rebellion but though he was upbraided he never felt belittled or unwanted.”


    Lisinthir chuckled softly, his fingers idly petting again. “I’m surprised he wasn’t the one who fell in love with your cousin. She’s a radical herself, is she not? Carnal relations with a human or two, one of them female….”


    “Oh, he loves her,” Jahir said, smiling. “But more as a partner in crime and a sister than as a love interest. In fact….”


    “In fact?”


    Jahir sat up, pushing his hair back from his face. “Mother and I always wondered if he and the heir might make a match of it.”


    Lisinthir’s brows rose. “The princess? Bethsaida?”


    “Liolesa’s heir, yes.”


    “After her turn in the Empire, I imagine she won’t be making a match of anything with anyone,” Lisinthir said after a moment. “She did not come back whole.”


    Jahir balled his fists against his knees, tensed. Did it make sense? It had to make sense. When Lisinthir pushed himself up and searched his gaze, Jahir said, “Did anyone ever say why she left the homeworld? I can’t imagine the Queen approving of such a jaunt.”


    “I doubt she did,” Lisinthir said. “You’re thinking that the princess decided to go after your brother.”


    “Amber left long before she must have,” Jahir said. “And he is a terrible correspondent. If they had wanted to talk….”


    “Ah.” Lisinthir leaned back on an elbow. “So, the infatuated heir decided to follow her beau off-world.”


    “Possibly with his encouragement,” Jahir said, low. “God and Lady.”


    “Small wonder Fleet recruited him,” Lisinthir said. “Having seen his lady fair taken by the Chatcaava? He is probably on the border, doing his best to punish them for their temerity.”


    “Do you think?” Jahir asked, startled.


    “That Fleet recruited him? Absolutely. That he might have been involved, perhaps accidentally, in inducing the heir to leave the homeworld? And that her disposition thereafter might have infuriated him into a life of vigilantism?” Lisinthir’s smile was faint. “You know him better than I do, cousin. You tell me.”


    “I’m afraid it sounds all too plausible. And I fear for Amber’s heart...what a blow to have sustained! For them both! God and Lady, to think our family might have some share in the responsibility for the heir’s destruction....”


    “How serendipitous that your family also has a licensed xenotherapist!” Lisinthir said. When Jahir stared at him, he finished, “If you are to shoulder the blame for Bethsaida’s mental breakdown, cousin—and the pretext for your doing so is shaky indeed—then you will have to accept the neatness of the solution to that guilt. Yes?”


    Jahir’s laugh was unwilling, but he let it leave him anyway. “You are terrible, cousin.”


    Lisinthir caught his hands and tugged until Jahir was straddling him. The palms that reached up to cup his face were warm and he surrendered to their demand that he lean down for the kiss that stripped his thoughts from him. When Lisinthir let him breathe, he gasped in, shaking, and then sighed and rested his brow against his cousin’s.


    “Beautiful lover.” Salacious in their tongue. In Chatcaavan: “My Delight,” a reminder of too many hours beneath him, gasping. Lisinthir trailed the backs of two fingers down Jahir’s temple, cheekbone. “You tempt me.”


    “You can have me,” Jahir whispered. “I won’t say no.”


    This kiss he received on the tip of his nose and the reprieve it implied seemed less whimsical now after hours of lovemaking, and more like a gift. “And because you won’t, it is mine to stop you.”


    “Such a wanton, I,” Jahir murmured.


    Lisinthir rested a finger across his mouth. “You are a generous and irresistible lover, Jahir Seni Galare, and I will not hear you denigrate yourself, even in jest.”


    “Is it denigration? When it’s true?”


    “Therapist.” Lisinthir nipped his lower lip. “Words have context. Our culture gives that one a negative cast.”


    Jahir accepted that, head lowered, knowing Lisinthir would sense his capitulation through their skin and not wanting to interrupt the caress on his back, the little touches on his face. Was he a wanton for needing them? Or was he trying to make up for decades of starvation for physical affection? He could have sought that from Vasiht’h, and his partner would have given it gladly… but how could it have meant what it needed to mean when the Glaseah could not understand how painful giving and receiving that touch was?


    He was grateful, suddenly and intensely, for his cousin, and dropped a kiss on his throat by way of thanking. The hand on the back of his head made him shiver, and it was as much fatigue as longing.


    “Me too,” Lisinthir said against his hair. Sighed. “Let us wash and go to bed. We have a long day before us.”


    “More riding?” Jahir asked, sitting up reluctantly.


    “You will wish it when you hear what I plan—”


    Jahir eyed him. “Which is…?”


    Lisinthir grinned, resting his hands on Jahir’s thighs. “Tomorrow, cousin. Let us not borrow its troubles before time.”
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    The nursery was quiet the following afternoon when the Slave Queen entered it with the Knife at her back. Was it always thus? That she didn’t know enough about the normal rhythms of life there struck her as pitiable, and she no longer liked the idea that she might be pitiable. She had too much to accomplish to allow herself the luxury of subsiding once again into passivity.


    The Mother was awaiting her, trying to hide her anxiety and failing, and her distress was communicating itself to the children. Most of them had dispersed to the edges of the room where they might be overlooked; all save the ferocious Gale, naturally, who hovered near the Mother with a scowl worthy of the Emperor’s get. His meek companion was with him also, though. What relationship obtained there, she wondered? And who had allowed him to sustain that connection when doing so was weakness?


    “You trust the guards this shift?” the Slave Queen asked the Knife, quiet.


    “I trust all the guards in the tower, my Queen. They are my choices.”


    She nodded, using the gesture purposefully to begin preparation for the Change. “Stand by the door, though, please.” At his hesitation, she added, “You will be able to see.”


    His eyes glowed. “Thank you, my Queen.”


    “See what?” the Mother hissed. “What is it you plan?”


    “I plan to bridge a gap,” the Slave Queen said, watching the female slaves see to their chores, ignoring the visitors.


    “What does that mean?” Gale asked the Mother, anxious. “What’s she going to do?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “This is your birthright,” the Slave Queen said to him. “Watch and learn.” She dipped her head and spread her hands, palms up… thought of the Ambassador, so long sped to have been gone so few days. Oh, my lord! She thought. We will meet again. Surely we must. With a breath, she closed her eyes… and Changed. She had sought this form so often the differences no longer staggered her. These eyes, placed so strangely, and yet they had seen the face of the beloved. These breasts, unexpected, which had known the touch of lovers. The solid bones that had taken the weight of the males she had fallen in love with—the skin that reminded her of one of them. She turned her palms to watch that skin crinkle around the bases of her fingers, so fragile, so translucent. All the air petted her, as if in apology for the caresses she could not ask for, the kisses she could not receive.


    And yet, such a gift the Ambassador had made her, had made them both! Because this frangible shape, so delicate, so easily broken, was also powerful in ways her Chatcaavan body wasn’t, could never be.


    The Slave Queen lifted her Eldritch head and beheld the stares of all the Chatcaava in the nursery, no matter their age or station. And smiled with alien lips.


    “The Change!” Gale whispered, shocked.


    “The Change,” the Knife said, reverent.


    “An alien!” the Mother squeaked. “You are an alien, like the one you sent to save me!”


    “I am, yes.” The Slave Queen rolled these shoulders, so much simpler than her Chatcaavan ones with their extra strands of muscle leading to the wing-arms on her back. As she stretched her toes, she studied the female slaves in the room. All of them had drawn back toward the wall at the arrival of the visitors, and her Change had driven them into the shadows. But none of them had fled. Did they feel some responsibility toward their charges? One strong enough to keep them near in the face of disruption and possible danger? Or were they curious?


    How many of them, she wondered, were as deviant as her Knife with his provincial attitudes, the Mother with her love of children, the Surgeon with his seditious thoughts? How many of them might she lure to her cause?


    She padded toward the wall and stopped there, letting them look their fill. Then she said, “With this shape, I can read your thoughts, and you may hear mine. We might converse. Which one of you would like to speak again and be heard?”


    Behind her she heard the Knife inhale sharply. She kept her eyes on the tongueless females, waiting. She was no hunter to have learned patience in the games that males played… but females in the Empire learned a persistence all their own. And she was rewarded at last, not by one, but by several of them stepping forward. As she watched, fascinated, they halted and stared at one another. Did they consult by some means she could not discern? Because three of them stepped back, leaving one female waiting for her. An older Chatcaavan, dark brown hide and pale pink eyes, with a forthrightness to her manner that seemed almost belligerent.


    The Slave Queen couldn’t blame her for it. How long had this female been imprisoned in a cage more complete than any harem?


    There was a question in the other female’s eyes. The Queen said, “It is not difficult. We touch, that is all.” She offered her hands. “Like so.”


    The female eyed her palms, then cautiously reached for them, grasped them. Her expectation filtered through the skin, but that was not enough. The Slave Queen bent closer, concentrating. Reaching the Ambassador had been easy: so much practice, and his willingness, and the talent native to his own body supplementing her borrowed one. This needed all her attention, and she lost awareness of the room as she stretched herself out, extending herself further and further until… with a snap, she heard the other female as clearly as water splashing, and that was overwhelmingly the vocal quality of this female: a plangent clarity, a singing voice.


    /This surely cannot work./


    /But it has,/ the Slave Queen said.


    The female jerked her head up, eyes widening.


    /You are not imagining it,/ the Slave Queen added. /You are sensing the true talent of this body shape, which I have borrowed from an alien who taught me its use. They read thoughts and emotions through skin./


    The female’s astonishment suffused the Queen’s mind.


    /I know,/ the Queen said. /I found it unbelievable myself./


    /Why?/ the female said suddenly. /Why do you do this? What have you to gain? Who will punish you for the attempt?/


    The Queen opened her eyes and found the other female’s narrowed. /No one will punish me for this. I do it because my Emperor needs allies, and he has taught me to seek them in unexpected places./


    /You would believe any of us capable of being his ally when we are slaves to his children./


    She evaluated the other female, glanced at the other slaves. /You are too old to have been instated by him. You and the others are my sire’s slaves, aren’t you?/


    The female’s hands twitched in hers. /I… I don’t know. Time goes by and so little changes. We’d heard there was a new Emperor—is this the one you serve, then?/


    /He is nothing like my sire./ The Slave Queen willed the other female to hear her sincerity. /My sire ripped my womb from me to deny it to his enemy. This Emperor comes to me, listens to me, asks what I need./ She remembered the taste of salt on her tongue, the feel of the briny water smacking her ankles. /He took me to see the sea, because I asked./


    The female paused. /How is he not dead yet?/


    /Because he is too strong for his rivals to kill him./


    An audible snort, puffed through the female’s nostrils. /A male who coddles his Slave Queen is either too weak to survive or too mad to lose. Which is it?/


    The Queen smiled, feeling it stretch the mobile lips of her Eldritch face. /He’s still alive./


    Another pause. Then the female chuckled, a husky noise in her throat. /I am Lead Attendant./


    /You have a title!/


    /Why shouldn’t I?/ Lead Attendant said. /No one can hear me to reprimand me for insolence./ She indicated the other females with her nose. /Those are Lead Milk and Lead Attendant for the Male Nursery. We know each other by our actions, we three. The others had names before they were forced here. I don’t know if they have kept them./


    /Then I will ask./


    /And then what?/ Lead Attendant said. /None of us can speak. None of us can read or write. If the only way we can communicate is through you, what good does it do anyone?/


    What good indeed. Aloud, the Slave Queen said, “Gale?”


    The boy’s voice came from behind her, closer than she expected. His voice was guarded but there was no concealing the fascination that had brought him almost to her side. “Here.”


    “You are learning your strokes? Numbers and letters both? I assume the boys are taught.”


    “Yes,” he said, puzzled. “The tutor comes in through the window. He only teaches us, not the females.”


    “And do you know your strokes well?”


    She could almost hear him drawing himself up—no, she did hear it. His wings had mantled, and his voice came now from a slightly higher position. “I know them better than anyone else. I read many things. I read sometimes to the babies, too.”


    “Good,” the Slave Queen said. “And you are your father’s true son, yes?”


    “Yes.” Wary again, but still curious.


    “Then this task you will undertake on his behalf,” the Slave Queen said, holding Lead Attendant’s eyes. “You will teach these females to read. In fact… you will organize your fellow male children and put them to work teaching your sisters to do so also.”


    “Sisters,” he said, testing the word, which was ancient, which had fallen out of use.


    “They are that.”


    Lead Attendant was breathing deeply, her pupils thinned. /You mean it. You would subvert everything. You would have us learn what is forbidden to us./


    /Yes./


    /Knowing what will befall us if we are caught at it./


    /If my Emperor catches you at it, he will congratulate me for securing your allegiance. If some other male catches you at it, one not chosen by my Knife for your security, you will all be killed./ The Slave Queen cocked her head. /I lay the choice before you. Stay safe and mute. Or win back your voices, and gamble on the Emperor who would protect you while you do so./


    Lead Attendant’s hands twitched in hers.


    /You need not answer—/


    /But I do, because the answer is easy./ The other female glanced at the children. /It is hard to give up safety. One clings to life, even a bad life. But it is not much of a life, what we have. For a chance to have more…yes, Slave Queen. I will risk it./


    /Good. Then I go to make the offer to the others./


    Lead Attendant dipped her head, eyes closed. /Thank you./


    /We are both female, Lead Attendant. If we do not help one another, who will?/ The Slave Queen slid her hands slowly from the other female’s. Turning, she considered her watchers. Gale had drawn close enough to be able to touch her, if he extended his hand. He hadn’t, though. “Well?” she said to him. “Didn’t I give you work to do?”


    Gale glanced at the Mother, who said, “She is the Queen.”


    “It would be fun,” he said after a moment.


    “Go find some assistants,” the Queen said. “While I talk to the other females.” As Lead Milk stepped up to her, she said, “This may take a while.”
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    Sediryl made herself a cup of hibiscus tea after seeing the Fleet personnel off with her promise to find them an answer. She wasn’t thirsty, but her hands kept twitching in an all too familiar agitation. How much time had she lost in pacing, in aimless motion? There was no stilling it in her, hadn’t been for years now.


    So, she made tea and watched her fingers going through the motions of pulling hot water from the tap, filling her delicate cup, and draping the tea bag in it to steep, seeing them from a remove: Eldritch hands, doing inappropriate tasks, and suited to them.


    She cherished the independence implied by her job; was glad of the solitude that had devolved onto her after her amicable parting of ways with Hyera, her human lover and the artist who’d given her Bells and Whistles. She enjoyed living here, loved her work, had been gratified by the way formal education had filled the gaps in the knowledge she had derived empirically while studying to be her mother’s heir. Had everything gone as it should have, she would have succeeded to the position of the richest Eldritch landholder on their homeworld. Not in monetary wealth, but in something far more important: arable land, beehives, livestock. All her life, she had prepared for that position. She had loved the fertile earth. And when her mother had disinherited her, she had vowed that she would never, ever grieve for what she’d lost... that she would drown her sorrows in the far more biddable soil available to her in the Alliance.


    And she had succeeded.


    To the extent to which she was capable.


    Staring at her cup, Sediryl faced the truth she spent much of her time ignoring. She had been bred not just to stewardship of the land, but to power, and as deeply as she cared for her Alliance outpost it was incapable of the level of stimulation she needed. When the responsibilities of her birthright had been stripped from her, it was as if all the energy in her body had been trapped in her, straining for release and never finding it.


    Thus, the constant nervousness of her hands.


    But that was years in her past now, and she’d thought herself resigned to her situation. She’d even been contemplating additional projects, above and beyond her increasing involvement with the charity that had brought her to Fleet’s attention. The Alliance had an undeniable charm; she’d been prepared to sink into its arms when she’d been recalled for her far cousin’s wedding. She hadn’t planned that visit to do anything other than reaffirm her decisions. But instead, it had… adjusted… things in her she’d thought stable.


    And she couldn’t pretend she didn’t know what had done the adjusting. Or who. She thought briefly of the Glaseah, as seen from the back of a horse, his brown eyes earnest and distressed... and, just a flash, of her cousin. The courtly cousin she hadn’t thought to really look at. Not that way, not after growing up with him as a carefree maiden. He had changed, though, and now that she had seen a hint of what he’d become....


    Sediryl wasn’t sure why she made the call she did, why she left the message that would guarantee the return call. Bringing the cup with her to the window, she watched the wind tousle the wheat, toes curling with the energy she could no longer release through her fingers. There she sipped the tea, the outrageously colored tea that Hyera had once used to paint her a picture before using the remainder on her lips and skin, astringent and outrageously pink. The taste reminded her that no matter what she wanted, she was still an outcast, and a deviant, and worse than either, a woman without a home.


    It took an hour for the Chancellor’s office to call her back and connect her to the Queen.


    Liolesa, as always, was unreadable, poised, and utterly implacable. Such a perfect façade, and such courtesy. Always a politician. “Sediryl Nuera. It’s good to hear from you.”


    Sediryl folded her arms. She was taking this call standing because she didn’t think she could handle it seated, and the Queen’s image floated across from her, looking uncannily right framed in all the Alliance’s technology. Because Liolesa could never look out of place, especially amid the civilization she’d cultivated as their people’s ally. “Is it?”


    “You know it is,” Liolesa said. “But I questioned the message Delerenenard passed to me. I admit to surprise that you are willing to call in your favor so quickly.”


    “It’s been years.”


    “We live thousands of them, cousin.”


    Sediryl hugged herself beneath her concealing arms. “Point. I’m not actually calling in my favor, though. I have encountered a situation that I think you’ll agree would be beneficial to us both… you might end up owing me another favor, in fact.”


    One of Liolesa’s brows lifted. “Go on.”


    “You know my blood-cousin Amber is abroad on the border?” At her nod, Sediryl said, “He’s asked me if I’d be willing to help him rehome a group of Chatcaavan refugees using my contacts with the Whole Galactic charities. Fleet tells me they can get the people out but from they need a place to stay once they’ve been liberated. Mildred’s charity is known for its skill at helping resettle displaced people.”


    “Interesting,” Liolesa murmured. “And you believe this relevant to my interests because…?”


    “Because I’d like to resettle these refugees on our world… and one of them is the Queen of the Chatcaava.” Liolesa’s other brow went up and Sediryl grinned. “I told you you’d probably owe me another favor.”


    She’d been expecting an immediate expression of interest, given how quickly the Queen thought. Liolesa was nothing if not decisive. But the other woman’s eyes lost their focus for a few moments before she returned from her thoughts to say, “When?”


    Surprised, Sediryl replied, “I’m not sure? I don’t think they know either.”


    “My answer, then, is a conditional ‘yes’. We may not be in a position to make the offer but I’m willing to entertain the proposition when it becomes a definite opportunity.”


    Sediryl wondered what was going on to make the Queen so cagey. The chill that went up her spine… did that mean she cared what was happening to her world and the people on it she’d denounced? “If not us….”


    “If not us, then the Alliance,” the Queen said, “and they are more than capable of accepting a political exile and her entourage. But I can see the potentials, yes. And if the offer is far enough out I may have a good place for them.”


    “And if not?”


    “If not, then our allies can host the Chatcaavan Queen until such time that I can make that offer.”


    “But would she take it, if she had the choice between us and the Alliance?” Sediryl wondered, frowning.


    “Oh… I think she might.”


    Sediryl looked up sharply, but the Queen’s face was a mask. As she stared, Liolesa’s mouth quirked, just a touch. If she could call that a smile, it didn’t reach the Queen’s eyes.


    “I see,” Sediryl said.


    After a moment—one Sediryl was completely sure Liolesa was giving her to consider the situation—the Queen said, “I like you, cousin. And I don’t mind your adopting the Alliance’s egalitarianism.”


    “But?” Sediryl asked, straightening her arms so she could force her hands open at her sides. What she really wanted to do was play with her hair, twitch the pleat of her pants, do something with her nervous energy.


    “You don’t have to respect me because I’m the Queen,” Liolesa said. “But you might consider whether I might be due it for other reasons.”


    “You’re saying I’m rude.”


    “You’re hurt, I know,” Liolesa said. “Your mother has earned your opprobrium several times over. But we are not all made in her mold.”


    “Enough of us are—”


    “Your father,” Liolesa said. “Your tenants, who kept your bees and let you have the first taste of their honey. The guards who willingly followed you when you marked the borders, despite your insisting on it being more than a symbolic gesture.” An almost infinitesimal pause for emphasis. “Your blood-cousins in the Seni.”


    Did she know? She couldn’t know. Sediryl hadn’t told anyone, and Goddess and Lord knew Vasiht’h wouldn’t have either.


    “They’re worth hundreds of those who are less deserving. Would you not say?”


    Sediryl folded her arms again and blurted the one thing she strove to keep buried. “I still want to burn it all down sometimes.”


    “So do I.”


    Sediryl looked up, stunned.


    “But that would be a waste, no matter how satisfying the conflagration. We work with what we have, Nuera.”


    “I’m not Nuera anymore,” Sediryl said.


    Liolesa smiled then. “For now. Have faith, cousin. Am I not in your corner?”


    The colloquialism, dropped into their tongue and translated, was so unexpected that she had to laugh. “If you say you are, then I guess I have to believe you. But I refuse to be rehabilitated.”


    “Who said you needed it?”


    That made her narrow her eyes, and when the Queen didn’t elaborate, beyond what could be implied very eloquently with her arched brows, Sediryl said, “What is it? What are you about to ask me?”


    “Ah... but how did you know that I was going to?”


    “Because you let me see it,” Sediryl said, scowling.


    Liolesa laughed. “Very good! And why would I do that?”


    “I hate being led this way.”


    “So don’t follow. Lead me to the conclusion you’ve already made.”


    Before she knew what she was thinking, she was speaking. “Amber’s in the middle of nowhere. Jahir and Vasiht’h have fulfilling jobs already. You don’t have many of us out here, but you need someone who’ll keep track of when the charity brings the refugees out, someone to extend the invitation to them.”


    “Perfect. So what am I offering you?”


    “Are you offering me something?” Sediryl asked, skeptical. “Because only an ambassador with plenipotentiary powers could make an arrangement like that with a foreign head of state. You would have to trust me. Me. The reprobate exile who’s been sitting on years of resentment and anger. Who just admitted to you that she wanted to burn the world down.”


    “An ambitious woman thwarted,” Liolesa offered, bland.


    “I’m not—” Sediryl bit back the lie and shook her head. “If I were you, I’d be crazy to give me that kind of power.”


    “What would you do with it?” Liolesa asked, curious. She held up a hand. “Not your first impulse. ‘Destroy everything’ is not a plan. What would your destruction look like? How would you accomplish it? What exactly is it you want, cousin?”


    “When did I become your cousin?” Sediryl asked suddenly. “When I became useful?”


    Liolesa chuckled softly.


    “I would...” Sediryl stopped. What would she do with power? With Liolesa in her corner? A woman who wanted to remake their world in an image more suited to modern mores? To actual civilization? To have been Sediryl Nuera Galare, head of the Nuera Galares... that was power, yes. But that was nothing to being someone the Queen trusted to help her... fix things. Fix everything. And fixing everything would destroy the world that had tried so hard to warp her. She could make it so that her sons and daughters would never suffer the sort of things she had, that her father had.


    The possibility staggered her. For once, her hands grew still.


    Liolesa canted her head.


    “I... would want a little more guidance on what’s going on,” Sediryl finished, finally, cautious with the words. For once, she cared that they might affect something. “So that I wouldn’t accidentally burn anything we needed.”


    That satisfied smile... it would have frustrated her before. Now that she was responsible for producing it, she found it a little more sororal. But still the Queen didn’t say anything, which meant she was waiting.


    Sediryl inhaled, chuckled. “So, my Lady. I hear you have a job opening? I would like to offer myself for it if so.”


    “Ah! Delightful. I think you’re just what we’ve needed.” Liolesa beamed. “Why, just think of the paroxysms your mother will undergo when she discovers what you’re about.”


    Sediryl shook her head, trying not to laugh. “All right. After all these years, you’ve coaxed me out of my shell. What should I tell Fleet? That you’re willing to host, but that you need to know when?”


    “Yes,” Liolesa said. “They will know why I’ve couched the response thus. But it is also important that you understand, cousin, so if you will attend me I will reveal what concerns me now.”


    There it was: the lance of terror and elation. For so long she’d craved responsibility, had been trained to its weight, had expected to bear it... until she’d been denied. She’d wanted the fruit of the blackberry bush and longed for its honey; here at last were the thorns.


    But scratches healed. Sediryl drew in a breath, found a chair and sat down. “All right, Lady. I’m listening.”


    Her first political briefing, delivered by no less a power than the Queen of all their race, was harrowing. A new mind-mage in their midst? Traitors? Slavers and Chatcaava mixed up in it all, and the fate of their world and all its population uncertain? Her heart raced until she felt sweat sliding down the curve of her neck and she found herself clutching her knees. She had wanted so badly to destroy her world. Now that she knew how close it was to far worse a destruction than she could have imagined, all she could think about was the smell of Nuera’s fields in spring; the way the sunlight played on leaves in the forest; the thread of the road, so vulnerable, that had led her from Nuera to her great aunt’s home, and freedom.


    “So,” Liolesa said. “There it is. Now that you perceive our difficulties, Sediryl Nuera Galare, what will you do?”


    She met the Queen’s eyes. Her Queen’s eyes. “You chose a sword for your personal emblem, my Lady. Can I do any less in your vanguard? Give me your sash. I’ll don it.”


    That glow in the Queen’s eyes... that was pride. Liolesa had certainly let her see it, but Sediryl was glad she had. She couldn’t remember the last time a woman who mattered to her had been proud of her, and it was humbling to discover that it could move her.


    “Cousin. You live up to expectation.”


    “I’m surprised you didn’t say ‘every’ expectation,” Sediryl said, hoping to lighten the mood so she could survive it.


    “We are hardly begun! Let us see where the path takes us.”


    That glint of merriment again. Sediryl wondered how often the Queen suppressed it, and whether she would have the privilege to find out. “All right.” She hesitated, then added, “Thank you, my Lady.”


    “Cousin,” the Queen said. “Call me Liolesa.” The look in her eye was definitely impish now. “I will be sending along your credentials shortly.”


    The connection closed.


    For several minutes afterwards, Sediryl stared out the window, seeing nothing and feeling... relaxed. All the tension in her body seemed to have dissipated. She imagined it sinking into the ground, flowing out to enrich the crops like the ancient stories of women who watered the fields with their blood to make them thrive. The image struck her powerfully, ominous and potent—because she knew now that the war she’d thought pending had already begun—but it also exhilarated her. She had never realized how bitterly she’d felt her exile until now.


    Bells’s barking brought her out of her reverie. “Fine, fine,” she said to the dog dancing around her feet. “I know. It’s time to check the crops. I’m coming, just let me make this call first.”


    As the dog plopped down at her feet, scattering his solidigraphic fish halo, Sediryl waved her interface awake. “Connect me to Fleet Agent Meryl Osgood. Priority first.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 11


    “This is my least favorite activity, you know.”


    “Oh, I know,” Lisinthir said.


    “And that is why you are dragging me into it, no doubt.”


    “You love so much to be coaxed,” Lisinthir replied airily. “I am obliging you, you see.”


    Jahir eyed him as they walked through the early morning traffic in the Hull’s lower corridors. The Pad station had whisked them to a less decorative part of the starbase’s wall, one that looked more like the popular conception of such places: tree-lined corridors interrupted by large chambers that hosted various rooms or halls, the flexglass, metal, or plastic surfaces filmed with murals by local artists or soothing outdoor vistas imported from viseo feeds across the Alliance. The salle his cousin had engaged was off one of these large chambers, and they were passing the morning commuters on their walks to their places of business. It was… very normal, particularly in compare to the blacklight market in the Trenches.


    “Come now, I have hardly earned that look.”


    “You have hardly earned it… yet,” Jahir said.


    Lisinthir pursed his lips. “That I accept.” And grinned. “All will be well, cousin. We will do the work that needs doing, and then I will kiss you quiet and you will be content.”


    Jahir quelled the shiver that ran his length. Mostly. “Perhaps we can do the work that needs doing by kissing alone?”


    “So quickly I have converted you to my religion,” Lisinthir said with a laugh. “But no. This needs a sword or two, and a staff.” He indicated the portal leading to the gymnasium complex. “After you, cousin.”


    Jahir sighed and stepped through.


    Lisinthir had brought his own swords, so they stopped at a desk to allow the personnel to run a security check on them and to rent them a staff for Jahir for the session. The salle they’d engaged was innocuous enough: its wooden floors and mirrored walls could have served dancers for a studio, or gymnasts. He could almost pretend they’d come for some other purpose; barring that, he could at least imagine that most people who used the room did so for less violent activities.


    “You really do have too great a distaste for it, cousin,” Lisinthir said, shucking his coat off.


    “I deplore violence.”


    “Except when it’s exercised on you.” He held up a finger. “And no, that was not flirtation.”


    Jahir ignored his blush because it had been incited by shame and anger. He preferred his blushes more positive in inspiration. “I cannot change who I am, cousin.”


    “We all change,” Lisinthir said. “Pick up the staff.”


    With a sigh, Jahir lifted it.


    “Aim for my head, if you will. And strike like you mean it.”


    Jahir’s eyes narrowed.


    “Don’t worry,” Lisinthir said dryly. “You won’t hit me.”


    So he lunged and his cousin stood there and there was no time to pull the blow. He tried and failed… and connected with the air an inch from Lisinthir’s cheek. A chime sounded, startling him into looking up at the ceiling despite knowing there would be nothing to see.


    Lisinthir’s hand gently pressing the staff away brought his attention back. “I have arranged things so that we won’t connect with anything vital.”


    “Anything vital,” Jahir repeated. He’d thought he’d reached the limits of his wonder with Alliance technology, but he’d been wrong.


    “The rest of our blows will hit,” Lisinthir said. “Bruises teach.” He grinned, sly. “And arouse. Up staff, Galare. Let us see what we’re made of now.”


    Jahir ignored the obvious innuendo—barely—and resigned himself to the lesson. They had not sparred this way on the courier, where it had been Jahir’s staff against Lisinthir’s hands and what would ordinarily would have been a crippling handicap had been mitigated by his cousin’s far greater skill. Pitting a staff against a sword—and only one, for which he was grateful—was even less the equal contest.


    “Distance, Galare.”


    “I am keeping it, you’ll note.”


    “If you keep me at bay forever, you’ll never award me my bruises.”


    “Unlike me,” Jahir said, stepping back to avoid the point of Imtherili’s too-sharp blade, “you are not fond of them. What are we here to learn, cousin? And when are you going to start using your talent to shove me off balance?”


    “I’m not going to use my talent to shove you off balance,” Lisinthir said, pressing the attack. “We are here to exercise you, cousin, not me.”


    “Oh are we?” Jahir sucked in a breath at the jab that creased his tunic. The salle wouldn’t allow the sword to pierce him, but it did approximate the blow. He didn’t doubt he’d have his bruises, on top of the aches he’d retained as souvenirs of his second night of trysting. “What is my assignment, then?”


    “Your assignment is to compensate for your lack of skill with your new talent.” Lisinthir stepped out of the way of Jahir’s thrust with an ease that looked and probably was far too casual.


    “By projecting my emotional state onto you.” Jahir paused, dubious, and received a rap on the tip of the staff from the strong of his cousin’s sword.


    “Don’t stop just to talk. Don’t stop at all until you’ve immobilized me. I am your enemy, recall?” Lisinthir shoved his staff back into motion. “Continue. And this time, bring your new ability to bear as well.”


    Useless to protest or resist when he knew Lisinthir wouldn’t let him out the room until he’d made the effort. And perhaps some part of him was curious. A small part, granted, but enough that the next thrust he made he coupled with a mental stab, shaping his reluctance and revulsion into a weapon.


    “Too obvious,” Lisinthir said. “If I can tell it’s an attack then I will be moved to defend.”


    Jahir failed to dodge the sword that gave him a sharp rap on the top of his wrist. “You are playing with your food, Imtherili.”


    “Because the chef is lacking in subtlety. Come, Galare. Yours is not the path of brute force. Subvert me.”


    Jahir snorted and retreated hastily out of range, ruefully admiring his cousin’s lunge. He continued through several more exchanges while struggling to frame his next ‘attack’… how to project an emotion he wasn’t feeling? Perhaps by shaping it with his thoughts. The next time he pressed, he tried extending a thought and let the emotions trail it like streamers. Alarm. Guilt. You want to miss.


    The point he took to the chest proved that one hadn’t penetrated. He frowned, parried badly, wished for a sword short enough to carry through with a riposte. Pity. Tenderness. You want to give me a chance to win.


    Nothing. That next exchange drove him almost to the wall. He forced his way back to the center of the salle mostly by taking blows he shouldn’t have. He was allowing far too many of them to land; had he been unarmored by the Alliance’s real-time shielding he would have died long ago. Frustrated, he pulled from the memory of Lisinthir’s fight on the courier, thought of too-hot blood, the joy of conquering and the madness of the fight, of being fevered with lusts more vicious than any sexual drive. You want to kill me, you want to watch the blood spilling, you long to see me dying at your feet—


    “Ah!” Lisinthir exclaimed, eyes flying open. “YES! Good! Again!”


    Jahir rammed that blood-lust through with the next few blows until his own head pounded with it, until his vision bled crimson. Several of his thrusts connected, finally. He stopped, panting. Wiped his brow. His cousin let him, resting the flat of his blade on his shoulder.


    “You are teaching me to use this talent as a weapon. But it doesn’t have to be one.”


    “Oh?” Lisinthir asked, far too innocently. “You seemed to think it was only capable of serving as one not even a day ago. I thought I’d believe you.”


    “God and Lady, Imtherili, but you are infuriating…!”


    “Because I’m right?”


    Jahir’s hand tightened on the staff, fighting outrage. The constant challenges were hard enough, but the intimations that accompanied them were outside of enough: that he was inflexible, morose; that he shied from the duties bequeathed to them with their titles, which included the inevitable need to defend their families. Just because he was willing to call anathema what it was! He took a step forward—


    Vasiht’h’s expression over the comm-call flashed back to mind: the wonder, the happiness. The Goddess’s gift. All the anger drained from him like blood from a wound. He saw himself in the mirror and read the fear that shaped the tension in his shoulders, that lay simmering beneath the anger it had inspired.


    Jahir forced his fist to relax and cursed, quietly, under his breath.


    Lisinthir crossed the distance between them, paused to search his eyes. And because that was a tacit question, because Jahir knew his cousin would always ask when matters became delicate, Jahir dipped his head and accepted the hand that slid over his neck to rest on the nape, beneath hair gone tacky with sweat. It was tempting to resist the pull that hand exerted on him, to allow his anger to shove a barrier between them, but how fair would that be? His cousin had been right. Jahir sighed and rested his brow on Lisinthir’s shoulder. “You prefer to teach through demonstration, apparently.”


    “I did say bruises made for the best lessons.”


    “So you did.” Quieter, silvered, “You illustrate my own contradictions to me. I know I am not always gracious when you do. I am sorry for it.”


    A kiss on his hair, then. “I seem to recall having vented my outrage on you once or twice myself, Healer.”


    “Even so. I am sorry. And… I am grateful. Thank you.”


    He heard the smile in Lisinthir’s voice. “Always, cousin. Now, shall we continue?”


    Jahir straightened and pushed his hair out of his face. “I thought we’d just agreed that this ability was not solely a weapon?”


    “It isn’t. But it still requires exercise.” Lisinthir grinned at him. “You’re a smart man, cousin. Find a use for it that I haven’t thought of.”


    Jahir snorted. “Oh certainly. A use you haven’t thought of yet. That’s likely.” He lifted the staff.


    “Ready?”


    “Continue,” Jahir said. “Just remember, every bruise you put on me will require payment.”


    Lisinthir stepped back, sword at ready. “Ah? And what coin am I compensating you in?”


    “A kiss on afflicted skin,” Jahir said, bringing up the staff. “And by now you will have at least an hour’s work before you.”


    “Only an hour! By all means, let us go on. I won’t settle for less than two.”


    Jahir snorted and pressed the attack, if only to have some say in where the next bruise would blossom. Lisinthir obliged him and they resumed their very unequal sparring. In no universe would they ever be well-matched… even attempting to slide his emotional jabs in with his attacks, Jahir found no purchase. His cousin was expecting him now, was in fact, indulging him. Instruction might have engaged him; Jahir had taken lessons from him on the courier and his cousin seemed to enjoy the challenge of imparting what he knew in the most effective way possible. But to spar as a contest with someone as poorly suited to him as Jahir was? He had no doubt Lisinthir was only partially present.


    What must it be like, he wondered, to be so good at something so lethal? In the few memories he’d received from Lisinthir during their more intense communions on the courier, he’d received impressions of it: of the joy of combat, of the absolute trust in one’s own body that came with such supernal skill, learned not just in the salle but in the wild. Hunting boar alone, and from horseback! Only the sight of Lisinthir riding convinced Jahir that had been no idle boast, the sight and the feel of his supreme confidence when they’d been linked—


    Jahir inhaled. Could it be done? But then, hadn’t he done it already? Lisinthir drove him back and he retreated, watching the sword, reaching, not to attack, but to sink in, to expand, to surrender. Give it to me, cousin. His staff met the sword. Lend it to me. Let me be it. Again, another parry. Press, something whispered, and he did and almost touched flesh. Yes. Again. He blocked, shoved, made space for himself. Dodged a blow that would have landed. His body knew suddenly where to step. No doubts. Raise the staff—higher—turn, step forward, feint, lunge, connect. Again. Faster, faster. He gave the reins to his cousin and rode Lisinthir’s skill, and the more he let go the quicker it came to him, until nothing was getting through his guard. He caught Imtherili’s sword and met Lisinthir’s eyes over their crossed weapons and in them he saw an exhilaration that caught him off guard.


    “All right?” he asked, suddenly worried.


    “More!” Lisinthir demanded, and slammed a shoulder in him.


    Jahir grabbed for the changing rules, ducked the kick that would have crumpled his knee, and leapt headlong into the link, abandoning his training, his knowledge, even his own reflexes. He fought with Lisinthir’s, with a dragon’s, sword and staff and fist and claws, feet and entire body blows that would have smashed him into the mirrored walls had he not been riding someone else’s talent for violence. There was no time for doubt or pain, only endless movement, pouring into spaces not occupied by cutting edge or clawing nails. When Lisinthir said, laughing, “Catch!” he lifted a hand to receive Imtherili’s second sword, and dropping the staff he engaged with it. No more bruises, no more touches. He fought as if he’d been born to the fight, and the exaltation of it was overwhelming, made it stronger, made him better at channeling it… so that when Lisinthir called, “Add opponents, two!” he didn’t flinch. Scooping up the staff he turned his back to his cousin and braced to receive the thrust of the first solidigraphic enemy the computer provided them. Lisinthir’s situational awareness was exponentially more advanced than his, so he used it, and between the two of them they kept their attackers at bay with so much ease that he welcomed the next two his cousin summoned… and the next two.


    The ability began to degrade when they were completely englobed, and by then Jahir was so deep in the communion that he couldn’t figure out why, or how to improve it, only that he was fighting better than he’d fought in his life against multiple attackers pressing him from every side but behind him. This was the limit, he thought vaguely—no more was possible, surely—and then he felt the conduit broaden, and the opponent that had been about to strike him stumbled back as Lisinthir aimed his ability through Jahir’s body. The shock of it, of that alien power using him, sent a shudder through him… and then he embraced it.


    After that, nothing could touch them. When at last Lisinthir called the halt they were both panting and dripping sweat and the exhilaration of it coursed them both in enormous waves. The hand that grabbed him by the neck—he’d known it was coming, and the mouth that landed on his. Jahir swayed forward, answered their ardor, didn’t know where Lisinthir’s ended and his began and didn’t care until his knees started to sink and Lisinthir caught him, laughing into his hair. “Cousin,” he said, “Cousin. God and Living Air, you are Treasure, such beautiful Treasure, my perfect and tremendous cousin.”


    “Imtherili,” Jahir managed, gasping. “You fight like a god.”


    Lisinthir framed his face in both hands, the hilt of the sword pressed against Jahir’s cheek, and kissed him again, and again, devouring kisses that began to demarcate their boundaries because they were making him weak with the desire to melt. “And you fight like one when you let yourself.”


    “Only… only because I let you guide my hand.” Jahir shuddered. “Cousin, wait, let me… let me think—”


    Lisinthir smirked, kissed his brow. “Always thinking, Galare.”


    “We did that, didn’t we? And it worked somehow. I wasn’t just fighting well against you because I was anticipating your movements. I was fighting well because I was borrowing your skill.”


    Another kiss, but gentle, above one eye. “Yes. You had trouble later because, I am guessing, you were using my awareness of our contestants to fight them, but I wasn’t exactly where you were in space, so—”


    “So I wasn’t always able to compensate.” Jahir frowned, sorting through his impressions. “Which was when you intervened.”


    “By using my awareness of you to aim my ability.”


    “To protect me when I miscalculated.” He inhaled, let it out slowly. “I was working to my limit—”


    “For now.”


    Jahir looked up.


    “You were working at your limit for now,” Lisinthir repeated, brushing Jahir’s hair back and lifting his face by the chin. “This was the first time you’d tried this, cousin. You did a superlative job of it, but still… it was the first time. Imagine how you will do when you know what you intend…!”


    Jahir sighed, smiled a lopsided smile. “Would you like to wager that knowing what I intend will make me less capable than giving into it in the moment?”


    Lisinthir paused, then laughed, low and tender. “My cousin. Perfect, beautiful, cousin.” Sheathing his sword, he caught up Jahir’s hand and kissed the back of it as nicely as any gallant at a ball. “You are your own worst enemy.”


    “Aren’t we all.”


    “Maybe so.” Lisinthir took the other sword back and sheathed it on the other side of his hip. “And now, there is a shower awaiting us in the adjacent room.”


    “A shower? Here?”


    Lisinthir turned him by the shoulders and pushed, gently. “A private shower. Where I am about to introduce you to yet another wall.”


    Jahir flushed. “I… suppose saying no wouldn’t matter.”


    “Of course it would, if I knew you meant it.”


    No use arguing that. So he said the true thing. “I like walls.”


    “I know you do.” A nip on the back of his neck. “Ah, cousin. My cousin. My Delight.”


    “I know,” Jahir whispered, remembering the rush of it, the feeling of invincibility.


    Lisinthir pried the staff from his hand and herded him into the shower, and there in the water he cried out against his arm and it was as much for the glory of what they’d done as it was for the hungers it had driven them to. So powerful a rush: too much, much, much too much. When his release gripped him he found himself shaking uncontrollably against the shower wall and not all the heat of the water striking the tiles alongside warmed him, nor the clouds of steam. His cousin was very still behind him, one hand still spread over Jahir’s chest. Could Lisinthir feel his heart racing through that palm? Jahir felt the weight on his back and the arm around his ribcage like shelter. It was the only thing that made it safe for him to say, abruptly, “I killed a man in a duel.”


    And then his next breath came as a gasp, and a sob, and he cried against the wall, as he had never been able to, not even when he’d confessed the event to Vasiht’h. He’d thought the grief expunged by the chaste and loving embrace he’d received from the Glaseah, but he’d been wrong. He’d needed to move through the joy of combat to admit to his guilt at its inevitable harvest, and to feel a killer’s empathy burning through their naked skins as he wept.


    Lisinthir remained pressed to him throughout his catharsis. When the last paroxysms subsided, a kiss on the edge of his shoulder interrupted the warmth of the shower’s patter, came accompanied with a low murmur against his skin. “O my cousin. Sex breaks you open, doesn’t it.”


    “You break me open,” Jahir said, exhausted. But grateful. He closed his eyes, the better to feel the nose that was tracing a wet line through the drops on his skin, up to the back of his ear. He waited for the command, the inevitable command, because he knew Lisinthir understood he needed it... and received it at last, in their language, shaded for holy things, and shadows.


    “Tell me.”


    “It was... it was ridiculous.” So good to admit it, to confess to the tragic stupidity of it. “A maiden at the summer court had been seeking relief from her over-managing mother and aunt. We found an alcove to sit in and talk. That was all. But we were seen and aspersions were cast on her, so I called those who maligned her to account.” Another breath drawn from the steam, wet and heavy. Lisinthir was stroking his chest now, a light caress along the sternum. “We dueled. He put his tip through my shoulder, but I fought on until I sliced him. So honor was satisfied.”


    “And then?” Lisinthir asked, quiet.


    “My wound, though more serious, healed. His... developed infection, and he died.” Jahir shuddered under his cousin’s body, one hand curling into a fist on the wall. “He died, cousin. Such a trivial wound. Such a trivial matter. I did not even care for the woman—she was the daughter of one of the Queen’s enemies! I was fighting Galare’s allies when I threw down the challenge.”


    Lisinthir’s sigh was gentle. He disengaged and pulled at Jahir’s shoulder until Jahir turned to face him, and there under the water his cousin parted the streaming hair that shrouded Jahir’s face and tipped his head up to meet the kiss. There was no absolution in it, but compassion headier than wine, and Jahir drank at that glass until something in him finally gave up the guilt and shame of that accidental execution. When they parted, just enough to breathe, Lisinthir was petting his jaw with the back of a wet finger, and what Jahir saw in his eyes settled him.


    “Better?” Lisinthir asked.


    Someone believed him. Someone understood. Someone who had killed from vengeance and fear, who knew the difference between murder and manslaughter... who also knew why the ending had been inevitable, and such a waste. Jahir closed his eyes and said, huskily, “Better.” And softer, craving the intimacy, “May I... would you...”


    His cousin’s hands were already gliding up his sides. “Yes. And I know just where to begin.”


    When Lisinthir set his lips to the almost invisible scar on his shoulder, Jahir cried out, and this time, he begged.
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    The confession in the shower had not surprised Lisinthir, not entirely. Such stories were too common and he had heard many of them given his penchant for putting paid to insults on the dueling field. But to have lanced that wound—to have had a part in it—he inhaled as he dried off, helped his cousin with his own towel. How much of Jahir’s revulsion for violence was that innate sweetness of spirit, and how much of it was horror over his accidental crime?


    “What now?” Jahir asked him as he dressed, and in his voice was a tender resignation that softened Lisinthir’s heart—momentarily. As much as he longed to drown in this endless now of his cousin’s passions, the implications of what they’d done kept sneaking in, whispering promises and warnings. So much before them... so much before him. And increasingly he felt the inevitability of their sharing it, because of their potency as a team. He had told the Slave Queen once that he’d gone without entourage to the Empire because knowing he had no one to watch his back heightened his instincts. Perhaps he’d been wrong; certainly he’d come to lean on her, could not have survived the Empire without her. But he did not plan to go without escort this time, and the Fleet personnel would be trained to the tasks that his cousin found distasteful.


    There was no questioning what they’d done together in the salle. It was so obvious they’d been meant to fight together, and in this war. Perhaps all the Eldritch were so meant, for he suspected Amber’s involvement ran deeper than they knew, and who knew what other resources the Queen was even now bringing to bear? But the war could not be won without whole-hearted commitment, and his cousin’s ambivalence remained distinct through the skin. Lisinthir wanted to hope Jahir had released the grief that had been holding him back with his revelation; and he’d seen for himself that when his cousin let himself live in the moment, he was present, wanted the fight, was capable. But how well Lisinthir knew that the conflict before them was more than a moment: was a marathon of perseverance, of cold nights, of uncertainty and exhaustion.


    He knew his cousin could fight a battle. Would follow him willingly into it. But a war?


    “Now,” Lisinthir said, “we eat. And then you shall call your beloved and I shall go for a walk.”


    His cousin had been sitting on the bench in the changing room, pulling on his boots. Pausing, Jahir said, “You know you need not leave. I appreciate your concern for our privacy, but you are family.”


    Lisinthir smiled. “I know it. But even siblings let each other alone now and then. And you need to engage your partner unadulterated by your feelings for me. Especially when I am pushing you so constantly past your place of comfort.”


    “I suppose.” Jahir resumed dressing. “And after this call?”


    “Then, I tumble you until it is time to go dancing. And then we dance, and I eat the rapture off your skin with all the finer things, and we sleep.”


    “And do it again tomorrow,” Jahir murmured with that peach flush on his cheekbones.


    “With some variation, but... yes.” Lisinthir grinned. “So... shall we dine?”


    Jahir stood. “And what outrageous place have you chosen for us this time?”


    “You’ll see.”
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    “How do you even find these places?” Jahir asked sometime later, fond, exasperated.


    “I look them up in the directory?” Lisinthir replied. “After you, cousin.”


    The look he received in response to that gallantry amused him, but Jahir allowed him to guide them inside the Harat-Shariin diner. Which, on entrance, was revealed to be exactly what he’d expected: a family-style restaurant with its patrons strewn across the floor of the enormous central room, lounging in one another’s laps and eating from communal bowls, or playing games, or cuddling.


    Sotto voce and dripping shadows all over the Eldritch words, Jahir said, “You cannot be serious, cousin.”


    “Two for lunch?” the cheerful pantherine hostess asked.


    “Please,” Lisinthir said.


    “Private room or family room?”


    “Thank God,” Jahir muttered in their tongue.


    Mouth quirking, Lisinthir said, “Private room, please.”


    The pantherine pursed her lips in a moue. “Am I allowed to be disappointed?”


    “I would think so. In your position I would be.”


    She burbled a laugh, hand flying to her mouth. “This way, please.”


    “You are terrible,” Jahir said, low, but the words came silvered.


    “I am protecting your modesty, cousin.”


    “It would not have needed protection in a more reasonable restaurant.”


    “Ah, but you did not come to me for reasonable, did you? You came to me because you wondered if I would take you bent over the table in the private room of a Harat-Shariin restaurant, and if I would finish before the waiters arrived with our food.”


    He didn’t have to look to know his cousin was blushing. The silence was telling enough. Folding his arms behind his back, Lisinthir strolled after the pantherine, knowing Jahir would follow.


    The private room was all that he’d hoped: small, intimate, decorated with a great many pillows in rich maroon silk, and dominated by a sinfully comfortable chaise longue with short enough legs that there would be no need to bend to reach the low table. There were inevitable pieces of art on the walls, erotic without straying into pornography and all of them, he noted, involving food.


    “This is perfect,” he said to the hostess.


    “Sangria comes with the meal,” she said. “I’ll have someone bring it. After that, everyone will knock before entering.”


    “Considerate,” Lisinthir said.


    “Of you,” the hostess agreed mournfully, though her eyes danced.


    “Alas,” Lisinthir said. “Not so much of you.”


    She giggled and shook her head. “Enjoy your meal, aletsen.”


    “God and Lady, but you are mad,” Jahir said as the door closed. And with a sigh, added, “Whose head is going into whose lap?”


    “Mmm?”


    “I assume that we are sitting together, which suggests you want one of us draped on the other. It would be the only way we’ll fit.”


    “You learn so quickly,” Lisinthir said, grinning. “Now, tell me which you think.”


    Jahir thinned his eyes, and that quickness of intellect surfaced again. Almost Lisinthir could feel it, a brush on his skin that prickled like nerves waking. “I am here for some new lesson, I presume.”


    “I would hate to waste our small time together.”


    “And it would be too easy for this to be a continuation of your existing efforts to acclimate me to submission. So, you want to put your head in my lap, and I shall pretend to be the one with agency, even though, I note, this would be a falsehood. I have no idea what you are about, cousin.”


    “I like your plan,” Lisinthir said. “Sit, cousin.”


    Jahir sat, folded his arms, lifted a brow.


    “We are here for something entirely other,” Lisinthir said. “But we’ll get to that in a moment, because…”


    The door opened for a waitress with a pitcher.


    “Here is our wine. Greetings, alet.”


    “Aletsen.” She set the pitcher on the table with a single wide cup. “Welcome to Ninochka’s. Private diners can choose from the a la carte menu or go with the family-style special of the day.”


    “Which is?” Lisinthir asked.


    She grinned at him. “Seafood, alet.”


    “Does that please you, cousin?” Lisinthir asked.


    “I assume we are not ordering separate meals from the menu for a reason I will find appalling,” Jahir said in their tongue.


    “You assume correctly.”


    Jahir shook his head and said in Universal, “Seafood is fine.”


    “Any allergies?” the waitress asked. “No? All right, then. I’ll be back in ten minutes. You can set the occupied sign using the interface alongside the chair.” She bowed and left, leaving them to the quiet and the alcohol which he poured for them both into the single cup. Offering it, he said, “You first.”


    “So you are going to explain this to me, I assume,” Jahir said, serious now.


    Lisinthir went to a knee alongside the divan and set a hand on his cousin’s midriff. When he received no objection to the touch, he slid that palm upward, slowly, sensing the contours of the body beneath the layers of clothes: vest, blouse, undershirt, all very neatly arranged and buttoned. “In your work, I assume you have seen many disorders that affect the flesh.”


    Jahir had grown tense, but he answered. “Yes.”


    Lisinthir trailed his hand along his cousin’s arm, down to the hand. Turning it, he unbuttoned the cuff to expose Jahir’s wrist and traced a circle around the prominence of bone on its edge. “Vasiht’h reminds you to eat.”


    “I do forget,” Jahir murmured, abashed.


    “You forget because you don’t want to remember.”


    Jahir looked up at him, and the pain there… Lisinthir felt it echoing through the skin despite the narrowness of the point of contact he was sustaining.


    “God and Lady,” Jahir whispered.


    Lifting that hand to his lips, Lisinthir kissed it. “I don’t think you want to hurt yourself, cousin. But I suspect you would rather not think of your body and its inconvenient desires, and so you push them away. All of them.” He rested his cheek against those knuckles and brushed skin against far too defined joints. “You are beautiful, Galare. I would not want you to think otherwise. But you permit yourself no enjoyment of your desires, even the most necessary.”


    Jahir put his head in his free hand. “Maybe I should be the one in your lap for this.”


    “Move over, then.”


    Once they’d rearranged themselves, and Lisinthir had spent several enjoyable minutes running his fingers through his cousin’s hair, Jahir said, “You brought me here to a place we’d have to eat from the same bowl and drink from the same cup so that you could feed me with your own fingers, didn’t you.”


    “You really are too smart for me, Healer.”


    Jahir looked up at him. “Do you believe that?” And then, “You do, don’t you.”


    “That you’re more intelligent than I am? Absolutely.” Lisinthir leaned down and kissed his brow. “Too much intellect can be a handicap, though. I am not unhappy with the balance of gifts I’ve been granted.”


    “So long as you think of them as gifts,” Jahir said. “And not as excuses to denigrate yourself.”


    “Do you think I am? Denigrating myself?”


    “I think you measure your worth in your utility, Nase’s Heir… and we know that we are disposable when we are no longer of use. But we don’t need to be useful to be worthy.”


    “Don’t we?” Lisinthir asked, quiet.


    Jahir caught his fingers in Lisinthir’s collar and dragged him down to be kissed, and it was startling to see him initiate, and deeply, deeply satisfying. When they parted, Jahir closed his fingers into a fist, keeping him in place… a gentle hold, one that relied on Lisinthir’s willingness to entertain it. But he was willing, and he met his cousin’s earnest gaze and accepted it, no matter how hard.


    “We are all worthy of love, no matter what we’ve done lately to earn it.”


    “We stray into philosophical territory,” Lisinthir observed.


    “You strike into tangents in an attempt to hold the distance between us,” Jahir said. “Don’t. Even if this is the only standard you will accept, cousin, you have liberated slaves, transformed the Empire, saved the Alliance. What more must you accomplish before you are willing to admit you are not Imtherili’s bootless heir?”


    Lisinthir closed his eyes and let his brow drop to rest against Jahir’s. “Maybe nothing will be enough.”


    Jahir’s hand slipped up to cradle his face. “If I promise not to mortify my flesh… will you promise not to mortify your soul?”


    “I’ll fail in that vow.”


    “So will I. But we can aspire to the fulfilling.” A pause, then softly. “Please, cousin.”


    Lisinthir inhaled, chuckled huskily. “Only because I can deny you nothing when you beg so prettily.” He kissed Jahir, soft drag of mouth on mouth. “And I have not saved the Alliance yet.”


    “Incorrigible man.”


    “I do my best.”


    Jahir huffed, and the knock at the door drew both their gazes. It opened on the waitress, who stopped with her tray at her shoulder to stare. And then, sheepish, “They were supposed to tell you ‘no response’ is assumed to be permission.”


    “Harat-Shar,” Jahir muttered.


    Lisinthir laughed.

  


  
    CHAPTER 12


    It was in the nursery that the Slave Queen first saw the ramifications of the change that would race through the Empire, these ripples that were spreading from the Ambassador’s arrival, and overwhelmingly it expressed itself in energy. Like the harems, the nursery had languished in a spiritual and emotional torpor, and now… now when she entered, it was to the sight of Chatcaava doing something other than lying in corners, trying not to be seen, noticed… trying not to live. There were children playing games with each other and with the tongueless caretakers, writing and reading games, and both male and female children were playing them because the females, too, were learning. The only people who remained aloof from the heightened activity were the guards assigned by the Knife… and even they seemed more alert. They were no longer protecting the faceless assets of the Empire, but something more precious and vital. The Change had come here, just as it had to her in her tower. They now perceived the power in themselves, and her protection made it possible for them to grasp it.


    It became part of her routine to visit the nursery and speak to the children there, and to Change into her Eldritch shape and talk with the slaves. Linking with her allowed them to grasp linguistic concepts they could bring to their studies, and this accelerated their learning. They took to those studies with eagerness, and watching them the Slave Queen wondered if the Surgeon could fix their mouths. Surely there was some way to regenerate organs, given how frequently male Chatcaava ripped one another to shreds in their honor contests. She should ask.


    To her surprise, the Mother took to the work of overseeing the nursery with compassion and zeal. Each morning, the Slave Queen stopped at the harem to ask for her and together they made their way downstairs. The Knife revealed that the Mother lingered long after the Queen left, and that he’d detailed a guard to escort her on her return in the evening.


    “Does it look suspicious?” the Queen asked him as they prepared for the descent. How slowly the days seemed to pass, knowing that she had to wait to call Laniis again and secure their route! But there was only one day left now.


    “For the Mother to be traveling the tower?” The Knife grimaced, tucking his wings more tightly against his back. “All the guards here report to me now, and in the Emperor’s absence there is no one to gift the harem’s time to other males. We should be safe....”


    “But?” she said, hearing it in his voice.


    “But it is foolish to assume safety in the Empire,” the Knife said. “Anyone can be suborned.”


    The Slave Queen sighed and wrapped her diaphanous shawl around her shoulders. “I wish I could disagree.”


    “You know better, my Queen. Until the Emperor returns….”


    And not even then, perhaps. The Empire would have to change before they could be safe, and how long would that take? Would she even live to see it happen? “Let us go.”


    He led the way, disappearing into the thin shadows of the stairwell. Glancing once at the windows framing the morning sky, now advanced well past the sunrise’s brilliant rose, the Slave Queen followed.


    The harem proper, however, was quiet with the kind of tension the Queen no longer associated with its chambers. Leaving the Knife at the door, she advanced into the room and said, “What goes on here? Where is the Mother?”


    “Here,” the Mother said, scurrying toward her. But it was another female who answered the Queen’s first question.


    “It is Second.”


    “Second!” the Queen exclaimed. “Here?”


    “In one of the private rooms,” confirmed the female. “With Song and Pretty.”


    “Is this the first time he’s come?”


    “Yes.” The female was watching her with unreadable eyes.


    “Song and Pretty are not pain-lovers,” the Mother added, frowning. “And have not distinguished themselves in any other way.”


    “They made their welcome clear to Second,” the female standing with them said. “That is how they have distinguished themselves.”


    The Slave Queen glanced into the harem. “Is he hurting them?”


    “No one has heard them scream.”


    She glanced at the female sharply.


    “You think I am forward,” the female said. “But I think you would want me to be. You do not love fear, do you.”


    “No,” the Slave Queen said. “What is your name?”


    “Stripes,” the female said. Noting the Slave Queen’s gaze flickering over her solidly-colored body, she said, “I was not named for my patterning, but for what males enjoyed leaving on me.”


    The Mother cringed, but the Queen ignored her. “Will you tell me what Second does while he is here?”


    “I will watch.” The female lifted her chin. “It is in our interest to watch.”


    “We all watch,” the Mother murmured.


    “Except the Queen,” Stripes said, eyes on the Slave Queen’s. “She acts.”


    “We are all capable of action,” the Queen said. “If you will watch Second for me, Stripes, that will be the beginning of your action.”


    “And what will be the end?”


    The Queen cocked her head. “I don’t know. That will be your choice.”


    “Will it?”


    The Queen laughed suddenly, hushed. “Yes. I sense that it will be.”


    Stripes ducked her head and padded back into the harem, tail flicking. She settled on a bench near the room where Second was sequestered, leaving the Queen to study the room. The other females had scattered or were doing their best to look occupied, much the way the children had when she’d first visited the nursery. How many Chatcaava spent their lives hoping to go unseen! All of that would change—was changing now. The Queen turned her back on it and went with the Mother into the hall, where she resumed the downward march to the nursery. As they walked, she murmured, “Second is in the harem, Knife.”


    The Knife said nothing for several steps. The Queen noticed his silence corresponded to how far they were between guards. “The right to use the harem is traditional for Second and Third.”


    “The right to use the gift harem,” the Slave Queen said. “Singular visits to the Emperor’s harem are a privilege bestowed by him.”


    “Maybe he gave Second the right before he left?” the Mother asked, timid.


    Could he have? But wouldn’t he have told her? If not her, he would have told the Knife, surely. She glanced at him and said, “Did he?”


    “If he did, I was not informed, my Queen.”


    They continued almost to the nursery door without speaking again. Reaching it, the Queen paused to let the Mother precede her, then set her hand on the doorframe and looked at the Knife. He met her eyes, and in them she saw her own unease.


    “Is this the sign we have been waiting for?” she asked him bluntly.


    He looked away, jaw clenched. Resettling his wings against his back, he said, “There is an easy way to uncover the answer.”


    She waited.


    “We could ask.”


    “Ask...” She paused. “You mean the Emperor.”


    “There is no reason not to. He may not answer immediately, but this is a matter that wants confirmation.”


    Even if they interrupted him? She thought again of his comment before he left, of how he could not trust himself to stay focused if she was there and in need of protection. Would this also split his focus?


    And yet the Knife was right. “Then call him,” she said. “Without me, though.”


    She wondered what he saw in her eyes to make him so still and pensive. But whatever it was, he shook the mood off and said, brisk, “I will make arrangements, my Queen.”


    She inclined her head and followed the Mother inside.
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    “Tell me about some of these words you use,” Jahir said as they were walking back from the diner. When his cousin glanced at him, he said, “You told me about titles, but there are other important words, aren’t there? Beauty. Perfection. Delight. When I have my hands on your skin, I can tell they mean more than they seem. I assume this is some Chatcaavan thing.”


    “It is, yes. Their language distinguishes between ideals and their reifications in a number of ways. The ideal is all that is perfect, the apex—things that are concrete, however, are subject to change and death and eventually forgotten.”


    “How bizarre,” Jahir murmured. “And yet… I suppose their experience would make them sensitive to such things.”


    “It’s an interesting tongue,” Lisinthir said.


    “I am pleased to have access to your superior understanding of it,” Jahir said, and threw out his challenge. “The primers available in the u-banks are lacking in subtlety and breadth. I have learned more from you in these few days than I have since I began my studies, and what you know… it may make the difference between living and dying, on the border, or in the Empire.” He ignored the sharp look that got him and waited to see what he would earn as response.


    Lisinthir stopped at the door to their room and folded his arms, and the closing of his body language was eloquent enough to a therapist. “I thought you were learning the language for lovetalk?”


    “I think some might colloquially suggest ‘dirty talk’ as more accurate,” Jahir said.


    The wicked amusement in Lisinthir’s eyes was exactly what he’d been hoping to elicit, so he knew his satisfaction was the foremost emotion under his skin when his cousin’s fingers lit on his mouth. “You did not just say so.”


    “I believe I did.” Jahir lapped at the fingertips. “Truly, cousin. Do you blame me for wanting to know more?”


    “And what ulterior motive are you hiding behind this facile reason?” Lisinthir asked, brow cocked. “I find I mistrust your meekness, cousin mine.”


    Would it be the right time to press? Best not to yet. “I would not want to say as I fear you will dislike it.”


    Lisinthir snorted and pressed on Jahir’s lower lip. “Talk.”


    “It is the language you associate with your time in the Empire,” Jahir said, quieter. “And that is tied into all your vicious self-denials and angers. Do you blame me if I want to reclaim it for something healthier?”


    Lisinthir hesitated, shoulders easing. Then he smiled his lopsided smile. “Healer.”


    Jahir closed his eyes, kissed the fingertips. “I am what I am.”


    “We’ll talk about it after your call.”


    “Then you will teach me more?”


    “I find it hard to argue with the therapist who has so obediently put himself in my lap to be fed fruit dripping with wine.” Lisinthir shook his head. “Denying you anything is a challenge.”


    “I’m glad of it. I would hate to bore you—”


    “You!” Lisinthir laughed. “Go! I am for my walk.”


    Jahir inclined his head and withdrew, and when the door had shut behind him he rested his back against the wall and blew out a slow breath. Did his new ability work through walls? And could he wield it carefully enough not to be noticed? He tried, imagining it as the thinnest tendril of smoke, and thought he brushed against his cousin as Lisinthir receded toward the lift. Handy that, even if using it for what was essentially spying was deeply distasteful.


    He had managed that conversation well… he hoped. Lisinthir liked to underestimate his own intelligence, but Jahir wouldn’t make such a mistake, and he didn’t truly think he’d done more than deflect his cousin from the real reason he wanted to have a better grounding in Chatcaavan. One did not need a degree in xenotherapy to know that Lisinthir would not want Jahir involved in the troubles brewing with the Empire… and Jahir guessed that one didn’t need to have learned psychology in the pit of a dragon’s dueling grounds to predict that Jahir planned to be involved anyway. This was an elaborate game they were playing beneath the more obvious one, the game where they pretended not to notice each other’s efforts while planning to subvert them.


    They were, after all, Eldritch. The more important something became, the more it was subject to layers of obfuscation. They could no more have sustained this visit as a simple assignation than they could have changed shape themselves. Merely by participating, they were turning it into something more significant.


    And he had made a decision, hadn’t he? To be involved. Jahir looked at his hands, opened and closed them, wondering how his body had not changed to reflect what he was becoming. Or had always been, apparently. But these talents, the way they worked in tandem with Lisinthir’s… if Vasiht’h was right, and this was the Goddess’s gift, would She have wanted him to hold them back from the use they were so obviously intended for? Was it not a violation of all that he’d been taught to turn from the duties the God and Lady required of him?


    Was it wrong to enjoy it so much? Was he wrong in the head, to find himself wanting the fight? And did it matter in the end? The Pattern was moving.


    So. Lisinthir would surely do everything he could to stop Jahir from participating, while preparing him simultaneously for the possibility that he’d find a way to do so anyway. It was, Jahir thought, savoring it, the finest of compliments from a man who’d done nothing but play the most lethal game of politics in the galaxy for most of a year. And Jahir hadn’t lied, anyway. His cousin did slip into the dragon’s tongue when distracted, and it was making an association. Just as leaning on the wall was reminding him of more pleasurable interludes. Shaking his head ruefully, Jahir went to the console and asked for the connection.


    When Vasiht’h answered this time, he was rumpled in a way that made checking the local chronology unnecessary. Jahir said, “Oh, but I woke you!”


    Vasiht’h yawned and put his cheek in his palm. “It’s all right. It’s actually mid-morning. We were just up late talking so we didn’t get to sleep at a reasonable hour.” The Glaseah considered him, eyes brightening. “You look better than you did last time you called.”


    “I think I am better,” Jahir said cautiously, but… it appeared to be true. “Your advice was good advice.”


    “So you won’t balk if we have a celebratory dinner when we get back?”


    Jahir smiled a little, rueful. “No. And I know you are asking if I’ve been eating and the answer is, yes, my cousin is adamant on the topic.”


    Vasiht’h slowly lifted his head, his ear feathers fanning. “This sounds like an epiphany.”


    “He suggested I was practicing a form of self-neglect. And… you will tell me what I know to be true, which is that he is correct. Won’t you.”


    The Glaseah said nothing for several moments. “Arii….”


    “I am not incapable of recognizing my own errors,” Jahir said, and added, sheepish, “I hope.”


    “Oh, arii.” Vasiht’h shook his head, his expression soft. “This really is good for you, this trip. I’m so glad.”


    “I can’t promise I will always succeed in being better with the self-care,” Jahir said. “But having had it pointed out to me, I cannot leave it unattended. It would be unfair to those who love me.”


    “For once, I am completely behind your sense of duty on this one.” Vasiht’h grinned. “And next time I see Lisinthir I’ll have to give him a hug for this. I’ve been working on you and food since I met you.”


    “He will enjoy your gratitude, no doubt,” Jahir said. “I find you still on Tam-ley, I believe? I don’t know how time is advancing there versus here. You are still having a good time?”


    “Very,” Vasiht’h said. “In some ways, I think this may be the more important stop. If I’m thinking about starting a family, I have to reconnect with my own, and… well, Sehvi’s the easiest for me. Sehvi and my parents. They’re the ones I’m closest to.”


    “And you are liking your time with your nephews.”


    “They are…” Vasiht’h trailed off, laughed. “They’re… I can’t even describe it. I love them. I really didn’t know how much living you do when you’re chasing children around. But it’s a lot of work, arii, which is one of the reasons I’ve been staying longer than I planned. Sehvi’s letting me help out around the house so I get a feel for what I’m getting into, and… it’s not minor.”


    “I imagine not,” Jahir said, fascinated by the change in his partner’s expressions. Would that the mindline was still thick enough to bring him the feelings that rested beneath those sparks in the Glaseah’s eyes! “I never did ask if the Glaseah always had multiple children per birth.”


    “It’s how most of us do it who choose to reproduce, yes. I’m told that it’s easier with more than one, in some ways… they entertain one another, and they learn from one another as much as they learn from you. It gives them a broader social dynamic to build off of.” Vasiht’h was stroking a finger on the desk absentmindedly, a gesture Jahir hadn’t seen before. “When the priests and priestesses reproduce for the temple, they usually only go with one child at a time. But that’s a special case. I think I’d prefer the big family model, myself.”


    “So would I,” Jahir said, and added, hastily, “If I am allowed an opinion…”


    “Of course you are! They’re going to grow up knowing you as family, arii. You’re going to end up helping me with them. Your opinion matters, though I admit, I was expecting you to prefer the quieter option.”


    “Arranging our life around any child will constitute the real disruption, I would think,” Jahir said. “The number of them at that point only matters in terms of logistics and… I believe you have said you will no longer cavil at sharing finances more equitably?”


    Vasiht’h sighed, chuckled. “I did, didn’t I? But I am betting it’s going to be much easier to say yes to being rich if it’s on behalf of my kits. Though that’s going to bring its own challenges.”


    “Those being?”


    “Oh, people who grow up knowing they can have anything they want?” Vasiht’h’s brows lifted. “Tell me you don’t know that creates trouble.”


    “I suppose it does,” Jahir murmured, and smiled. “But I am still looking forward to it. And would vastly prefer that challenge to the one of not having enough.”


    “I think I would too,” Vasiht’h admitted, grinning at him. “We’ll have to make sure they’re not spoiled somehow.”


    “We will find a way.”


    “We always have.” Vasiht’h considered him, nodded. “You really are doing better. I can tell.”


    “There is a great deal going on here that is only peripherally related to the tryst I thought we would be spending most of our time on,” Jahir admitted.


    Vasiht’h snorted. “Why am I not surprised.”


    “Eldritch?” Jahir offered, modest.


    Vasiht’h laughed. “Yes! Yes, you are. Both of you. Will you call me again?”


    “Probably.”


    “Then I’ll look forward to it.”


    Jahir smiled. “I will also. Arii—”


    “I love you too.” Vasiht’h grinned and turned the connection off, leaving Jahir to think they might not need the mindline to know one another well enough for everything that mattered. And then to wonder why he hadn’t tried to reach for his partner with his new talent. Could it stretch across parsecs? The idea was astonishing. But if using such an ability required energy, he could only imagine the fatigue of making the attempt, and yet… how useful would it be, to be able?


    Truly, Lisinthir had corrupted him, if he could now think only of the benefits of being a mind-mage out of legend. But Vasiht’h would be the first to tell him otherwise.


    Time to himself… an unexpected luxury. Would it be inappropriate to read medical journals? And yet, he was what he was. Perhaps he would read them in the bath as a concession to his cousin’s expectations. Smiling, he went to run the water.
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    “That your partner?” Kovihs asked as Vasiht’h flopped back into the hollow space his weight had created during the night.


    “Yes. He’s fine.” Vasiht’h dug in until his side was pressed against his sister’s mate’s back. Kovihs’s family line lacked the wings on the lower body, unlike Vasiht’h’s. Known as sef-Glaseah, they were a variation on the original winged pattern, but though the Pelted gengineers had intended the winglessness to breed true and eventually eliminate the awkwardness of the original design, they hadn’t counted on the Glaseah preferring themselves the way the Goddess had first dreamt them. After being subjected to their creations’ polite but unswerving opinions, the designers had made the winged trait dominant and the sef remained rare, centuries later.


    Having not known a sef-Glaseah intimately until now, Vasiht’h had never appreciated how much easier the lack of wings made sleeping arrangements. “Sehvi decided not to come back to bed?”


    “Nah. Even though the kits are old enough to get their own breakfast and entertain themselves if we want to sleep in, she never feels right about leaving them up alone.”


    Vasiht’h snorted. “Since I’m sure their idea of breakfast is leftover cake and milk, I can see why she’d feel that way.”


    “Milk is healthy!” Kovihs said. “Besides, you can’t blame them for reaching for the easiest thing. They’re old enough to get out their own plates, but that doesn’t make them old enough to cook anything useful.”


    “It was cookies for me,” Vasiht’h said, amused. “My mother liked cookies.”


    “Hah! I liked fruit.”


    “Fruit!” Vasiht’h eyed his brother-in-law over the shoulder. “Snitching healthy food doesn’t count.”


    “It does if you only liked it baked into crumbles, strudels, or pie,” was the smug reply.


    Laughing, Vasiht’h said, “All right. Granted.”


    Their mirth bled into companionable quiet. It was customary for Glaseahn families to sleep in piles, and Vasiht’h hadn’t been surprised to have been invited into Sehvi’s. The children were restless, and at least one of them—Vasiht’h hadn’t figured out which yet—was a kicker, but once everyone quieted the room had felt like home: dense with the smell of fur and warm from the combined body-heat. The sound of everyone breathing had brought back memories of how no matter when he woke up, there was always at least one person amid all the other sleepers who was also awake. No nightmares among their family: you were never left alone long enough for them to develop fangs.


    Sehvi’s family might be small by the standards of the one they’d been born to, but only because she was just starting. And Vasiht’h, who’d acclimated to sleeping in a room with only one other occupant, found it revelatory how much he’d missed it.


    “So, ariihir.”


    Vasiht’h cocked an ear back toward his brother-in-law.


    “Tell me what you’re planning.”


    “Kovihs?”


    “Sehvi’s told me you want kits. You don’t have a friend to marry, though, do you? You’re going to go through the priests.”


    “I… yes. I think that would work best for me. I’ve already got a partner.”


    “That Eldritch,” Kovihs said. “Just one person.”


    Vasiht’h lifted a brow at that. “What’s on your mind, exactly?”


    “It’s good to have you around. And it makes Sehvi and the boys happy to have you. You know that. So I’m waiting for you to tell us that you want to arrange a group household, so we can support each other.”


    It was surprising that his pulse could accelerate so quickly over something so minor. But it wasn’t minor, was it? “I haven’t said anything to Sehvi—”


    “I’m sure you haven’t because you don’t want to disrupt our life.” Kovihs sighed. “And you know, a few years ago I would have resented the imposition, and not wanted any part of it.”


    “But something changed.”


    The other male chuckled. “Yes. Me. We get older, ariihir, and we realize that living among aliens is fun but a strain. I’ve been thinking for a while that I wished we had more contact with other Glaseah, and feeling like… balancing my career with my family was getting to be too much of a zero-sum game. Having you here even for a few days has been comfortable. I like having you sleeping at my back.” A grin. “For one thing, you don’t kick like Joreht.”


    “Oh, so he’s the culprit?”


    Kovihs laughed. “Don’t tell him I said so.”


    “I won’t.” Vasiht’h fell silent, measuring the pressure of the other Glaseah’s spine against his side, the warmth of it, the safety. “I miss this too.”


    “But?”


    “I don’t think there’s a but,” Vasiht’h said. “Except possibly that figuring out how to fit our lives together won’t be easy.”


    “We’re thinking about it. Thinking is the first step toward actualizing.”


    “The Goddess would say so.”


    Kovihs chuckled. “Which is why we worship Her. She’s sensible.”


    “Who’s sensible?” Sehvi demanded, darkening the entrance. “You’d better be talking about me.”


    “We’re talking about the Goddess,” Vasiht’h said.


    “Oh, all right. I guess it’s acceptable to hold Her above me.”


    “Only conceptually,” Kovihs promised, tail flicking in amusement. “You are obviously Her embodiment in flesh.”


    “You see why I married him,” Sehvi said, flopping down alongside her spouse and draping her upper torso across his lower shoulders. “That and the winglessness. It’s so much more convenient, not having to watch where I put my arms.”


    Vasiht’h laughed as Kovihs sighed the long-suffering sigh of the afflicted.


    “So what was all the serious talk?”


    “I was trying to convince your brother that we want him as part of our household.”


    “Oh!” Sehvi eyed him over her husband’s back. “Yes, that would be the hard part. That and convincing him that us living next door to him and his Eldritch wouldn’t be a problem for us.”


    “Living next to each other isn’t the same thing as living with each other,” Vasiht’h said.


    “But it’s a workable compromise,” Sehvi said. “Given your lordling’s need for privacy and space.”


    Vasiht’h eyed them both. “You’ve discussed this already.”


    “Let’s just say it’s occurred to us?” She grinned at him. “Really the only issue here is Kovihs’s research, which he’s almost done with. And he may be able to do the last of it remotely, depending on how fast you want to move on this.” Sehvi propped her cheek in her palm, and seeing it Vasiht’h realized just where he’d gotten the mannerism. Or perhaps they’d both gotten it from their mother. Or grandmother?


    “It’s hard to do without family,” Vasiht’h said, quiet.


    “It’s impossible if you want to raise more than one kit and stay sane,” Sehvi said. “You don’t know that yet, but you’re going to find out, ariihir. Why, when I went out there this morning the three of them were building a spiderweb—”


    “This should be good,” Kovihs murmured.


    “—that completely blocked Kovihs’s entire office,” Sehvi finished. “Out of quick-stick glue.”


    “What!” Kovihs exclaimed, bolting upright.


    “I thought I’d let you handle that one,” she said serenely.


    After her husband had lunged from the room, Vasiht’h said, “You stopped them, I’m guessing.”


    “Of course I did. But every once in a while it’s a good idea to remind him how much I do around the house.” She grinned. “I get bigger presents on Mother’s Eve that way.”


    Vasiht’h laughed and hugged her. “Terrible.”


    “I am, I know it.” Resting her head on his shoulder, she added, “You know you want us to come live with you. All you have to do is tell us where and when and we’ll be there with bells on.”


    “I know,” Vasiht’h said, quiet. “If I knew exactly what I was planning…”


    “You don’t yet. But you will. And when you do….”


    He kissed the top of her head.
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    There were so many bars in the Hull’s chasm-like market that Lisinthir could have patronized a new one every day for a month… but he found he liked the minimalist ones that hugged the banisters of the walkways, the ones that were nothing more than a set of stools and an abbreviated counter. People perched there, had a quick drink, and were swept away again by the stream on their way to the lifts, the stairs, or their destinations.


    The one he chose hugged the catwalk at the transition between it and the corridors leading toward the habitations, so it had one tiny corner where he could put his back to a wall. No doubt his cousin would chastise him for imbibing, but he found he wanted the alcohol... not to indulge a craving, but to continue his efforts to sever the addiction he’d developed on the Chatcaavan throneworld from the pleasure he’d once taken in the occasional drink. Like most men of his class he’d had access to a fine cellar, and been obliged by tradition to partake not just for social occasions, but religious ones as well. He’d liked the taste, once upon a time, and cared about flavor, texture, bouquet. The thought that his stint as an ambassador might have dulled that sensitivity was disagreeable.


    Besides, his tolerance had been greatly magnified by his adventures with Chatcaavan liquor. If he could afford now to sample more before he was impaired, surely he owed it to his palate to re-educate it.


    “A man with a great deal on his mind,” the bartender offered. “You want a refill?”


    He glanced at his drink: seltzer water and some liquor made from an astringent seaweed native to Seersana, brightened by a twist of lime. “Not yet, thank you.”


    “Passing through or here to stay?”


    Watching the crowd, Lisinthir said, “Passing through.”


    She chuckled, wiping down the thin counter. But he liked that she didn’t press. She had a breezy demeanor, lacking in attachment…to be expected, perhaps, in one of the usually nomadic Aera. She was making conversation with a patron, that was all. So he said, “Would you use a friend to save the worlds?”


    She clicked her tongue against her sharp teeth. “Guess it would depend.”


    Not the answer he’d been expecting. Intrigued, he said, “On?”


    “Whether the friend wanted to be used.” The tattoos lining the insides of her ears were detailed with tiny gemstones that flashed when she splayed her ears and grinned at him with her long muzzle.


    “I would have thought it would be more concerning,” Lisinthir said. “Being a user.”


    She refilled the bowl of salted seeds nearest him. “That makes it all about you, though. Who cares what you do or don’t? What about them? Don’t they get a say? That’s what I’d ask. Their body, their fate. Their decisions.”


    “Even though you could stop them?”


    She shook her head. “Who am I to stop anyone? The only hero in my story is me. Everyone else’s actions are their business.” She arched a brow. “You sure you don’t need a refill?”


    Lisinthir chuckled. “No. I am entirely certain I’m fine.”


    She left him to his devices then, and he did not re-open the conversation. He didn’t need to; he’d made his decision the moment he’d turned his back on his cousin.


    He’d honestly believed nothing would change his mind, having seen Jahir’s reaction not just to becoming a mind-mage, but to violence in general. He’d decided he would indulge Jahir’s desire to prepare for his supposed entrance into the fight, do everything in his power to abet that preparation in case some freak chance catapulted his cousin into the turmoil despite everything Lisinthir could do to prevent it. As recently as this morning, Lisinthir had been convinced that Jahir’s ambivalence would be the death of him, and anyone who depended on him.


    With the instincts that had kept him alive in the court of dragons, he knew everything had changed. As suddenly as a sparring session, a sobbed confession in a shower, and a probe about the language... all that he’d thought would take weeks, possibly months, to accomplish had happened, all on its own.


    Paying for the drink involved a swipe of his palm, and then he was on his way down into the Trenches. He would be back with Jahir in tow soon enough, to pick up the knife and choose the restraints that would keep his cousin from hurting himself by accident during their lovemaking. But that was the gift Jahir was expecting. This second was the one he wasn’t, and Lisinthir had planned it so that he could offer it as an innocuous token exchanged between lovers… or as a conduit for the tool he now knew had become essential.


    He was Galare, and Hunter. He found the pattern on the edge of the blade, and when he did, he knew it.


    The jeweler came out of the backroom to meet him when he approached the counter. “My lord,” said the Hinichi, a grizzled male with the most articulate and beautiful hands Lisinthir had ever seen. “I assume you have come to arrange the modifications you mentioned when you first gave me the commission.”


    “I have, yes,” Lisinthir said, drawing the box from his inside breast pocket. Sliding it to the wolfine, he said, “I want the chip in that card inserted in the back, where it can rest against skin. Can you make it unobtrusive?”


    The jeweler opened the box and turned it at a slight angle, catching the light. “That won’t be a problem.” He looked up at Lisinthir without lifting his head, just a flick of eyes. “I trust I won’t be charged with any crime for this, my lord.”


    “I’ll record an authorization for you before I pick it up.”


    The Hinichi smiled. “Another three days, then.”


    Lisinthir inclined his head and left the man to his work. As he went up the stairs toward the nearest set of lifts, he thought of the jackal chest his cousin had sent him. The illegal claw-knives in that chest had saved Lisinthir’s life in the Empire. It was time now for him to return the favor. Because he was what he was. The Alliance and the Eldritch were his sacred charges and to protect them he would sacrifice whatever tool was available and necessary. Jahir had offered himself, and Jahir had become too powerful a sword to be left sheathed.


    All that remained was for Lisinthir to make sure he survived the experience.

  


  
    CHAPTER 13


    Laniis had been having enough jitters waiting for the Slave Queen’s return call. Her mood was not improved by the arrival of the Eldritch and her insistence that she would also be speaking to the Chatcaavan.


    “Can she do that?” Laniis whispered to Na’er.


    “She can now,” Meryl said, wry. “Since she’s become an official Ambassador ad’Alliance.”


    “From the Eldritch Queen?” Laniis asked, wide-eyed.


    “Apparently our request lit a fire under them,” Meryl said, arms folded.


    Sediryl was seated in the waiting area outside the secure comm room, reading from a data tablet with a nonchalance Laniis found enviable. The Eldritch was dressed in a tailored tan jacket, its sleek hems reaching halfway down matching trousers and high boots, and if the styling hadn’t been so obviously Pelted in execution one might have thought her about to go for a ride in some historical drama. But the cut was modern, and the sleek austerity of it suited her. The sash she wore from shoulder to hip made sense now, as did the pin on it: argent unicorn on cobalt ground. Sediryl had found some jewelry at last.


    “There’s going to be trouble, isn’t there,” Laniis said.


    “Maybe,” Meryl answered. “Maybe not. I’m guessing her Queen’s playing the politics. If she gets involved with offering amnesty, then it gives the Alliance another reason to protect the Eldritch.”


    Laniis glanced up at her. “You think it’s that cold-blooded?”


    The Hinichi snorted, ears flicking back. “Yes. And no. You can’t be in charge of a planet full of people and not start thinking that way. It’s your duty at that point.”


    “That’s a sword that cuts two ways, anyway,” Na’er added. “If the Eldritch harbor the exiles, we can always point at them and say ‘we’re not involved, they’re the ones you want to string up.’”


    Laniis’s ears sagged.


    “Not that I think we’d do that!” Na’er exclaimed. “But… it’s complicated.”


    “Everything’s complicated,” Laniis muttered.


    He chuckled. “If it wasn’t, we’d be bored—”


    The intercom woke. “Captain Osgood? We’re receiving something.”


    “Get the lady,” Meryl said to Na’er, and pushed Laniis toward the booth. “Go, alet, you’re on.”


    Laniis hurried into the room and sat in front of the projection, clasping her hands tightly in her lap to keep from fidgeting. She heard the Eldritch enter after her, standing too far back to be in view of the pick-up, and then the closing door sealed them into the soundproofed quiet. A few moments later, the Slave Queen’s image phased into view.


    “Mistress,” Laniis said, knowing they couldn’t afford to waste time. Every minute they spoke was a minute they could be discovered. “We can do it. If you can get your people out of the palace, we can get them off the world and into safety in the Alliance.”


    The Slave Queen’s eyes widened. “You have contacts? All the way onto our world?”


    Laniis managed a smile. “We do now. It would have been useful to know before, wouldn’t it? The Ambassador wouldn’t have had to figure it out on his own. But apparently we can do this, Mistress. And once you make it here, you’ll be safe.”


    From behind her shoulder, she heard movement, and then Sediryl spoke.


    “We’ll protect you.”


    The Queen’s eyes flicked upward, seized there as the connection brought the Eldritch into focus.


    “I am Sediryl Nuera Galare,” Sediryl said. “Ambassador ad’Alliance from the Eldritch, and the niece of the Eldritch Queen. In her name, I greet you and offer you and yours asylum. The Alliance has agreed to give you to our care if you wish to come.”


    Laniis had rarely seen the level of shock on the Slave Queen’s face she saw now, so intense the pupils in her brilliant eyes trembled, just a little. “Asylum. Among the Eldritch.”


    “It’s not enough to flee,” Sediryl said. “You have to go somewhere you know you won’t be stolen again. And we owe you. You freed the heir to our throne.”


    “The Ambassador was responsible….”


    “The Ambassador succeeded with and because of your help,” Sediryl said, gratifying Laniis. “There is a debt there. We pay our debts.”


    The Slave Queen stared at her a moment longer, then twitched her head back toward Laniis. “How soon?”


    “You could ask it now,” Laniis said. “All you need to do is get a message. We’re going to position people to come to your aid when you call.”


    She said nothing for several heartbeats. Then, quietly, “Laniis. Thank you.”


    Laniis shook her head. “Mistress. It is my job. My work.” And with a deep breath, added, “I hope to see you soon.”


    “I hope so as well,” the Slave Queen said. “But if we don’t, I will find a way to reach you again.”


    “Hopefully you won’t have to,” Laniis said. “Now, please, go. You have my commtag. The Ambassador’s as well, if you need her.”


    The Chatcaavan glanced again at Sediryl, nodded. “I’ll send word if I need you.”


    The screen blanked, and it was over. Laniis twisted in her seat to look up at the Eldritch. “Is it true?”


    “That we’re offering them asylum?” Sediryl asked. “Or that we’re doing it for a noble motive?”


    Laniis sank into her chair, ears heating.


    “Yes. And yes. And also no.” Sediryl grinned. “We’re Eldritch, I think we’re allowed to answer like that.” She pressed a hand to her breast and inclined her head. “Good afternoon, Lieutenant.”


    By the time Laniis left the room, the Eldritch was gone and Na’er, predictably, was peering into the corridor after her.


    “Go well?” Meryl asked, quietly.


    “Yes,” Laniis said.


    “But?”


    Confused, the Seersa looked at her.


    “There’s a ‘but’ in your voice,” Meryl said. “What did you see?”


    What had she seen? Nothing she could have described or pinpointed. But she’d lived in close proximity to the Slave Queen for months, had slept in a basket in the Chatcaavan’s room, had groomed her, bathed her, seen to her injuries after the violent attentions of the males who’d visited her.


    “I think we should be ready to move soon,” she said. “She’s afraid.”


    “You’re sure.”


    Was she?


    “Yes.”


    Meryl nodded. “I’ll tell them to set it up.” She tilted her head. “The Eldritch offer them refuge?”


    “Yes.”


    “Nice to know I’m not losing my touch either,” Meryl said, smiling.


    “We’d be in trouble if you had,” Na’er said, finally giving up on his attempt to Eldritch-watch. “Since they don’t tell us peons anything.”


    “Peons,” Laniis repeated, ears splaying.


    “Absolutely! ‘PEONS ARE NEEDED!’” He jerked a thumb at his chest. “That’s us.”


    “If I remember right, the peons in that game were needed so they could build monuments to emperors,” Meryl said dryly.


    “If the uniform fits….”


    Meryl laughed. “We fill it. All right, soldier. Out we go. We’ve got some calls to make.”
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    “This is Uuvek,” the Knife said to her.


    The male sitting beside the Knife on the bench in the nursery was shorter than the Queen, thicker through the torso, and had the heftiest wing arms she’d ever seen. The knots of muscle at his shoulders and girdling his arm joints were nearly grotesque in their size. But he had an interesting face, lacking the hard cunning of the average Chatcaavan male. She perceived him to be analyzing her the same way she was him, and she found this refreshing.


    “I have stolen him from the Navy,” the Knife continued. “He is deft with computers.”


    “Oh?” She rested her folded hands on her knees. “Are you the one responsible for the security of my communications with the Alliance?”


    “Yes,” he said. “I also doctor the security footage generated in the nursery.”


    The Queen glanced up sharply at the walls, the ceiling.


    “There is surveillance throughout the tower,” the Knife said. “Throughout all the towers. That has always been so, my Queen.”


    The thought that Second—the previous Second—and Third, and the Emperor! might have been able to watch her during the Ambassador’s stay…she pressed her palms onto her knees, steadying herself. “I can’t imagine this hasn’t been used against us in the past.”


    “Nothing like that,” the Knife said. “No one cared, my Queen. The only time anyone accessed that footage was during times of significant turmoil in the Court, and very few people have that access.” He canted his head. “Your rooms were never fitted with those cameras.”


    She gaped. Around them, the squeals of female Chatcaavan children playing their new alphabet games with their brothers seemed distant, unreal.


    “You are the most exalted female in the Empire,” Uuvek offered.


    “More to the point,” the Knife said, “you belong to the Emperor, my Queen. For anyone else to spy on you would have been an insult to him. Only he should have access to you.”


    Her breath shuddered out of her and she dipped her head. All the confidences she’d shared with the Ambassador, the plans to secret the Eldritch and the slaves out of the Empire, the sweeter and crueler things that had happened when the Emperor had joined them…all those things had remained private. Thinking back on it, she knew it had to be true: if there had been surveillance in her apartment, Second wouldn’t have had to abuse the truth out of her about whether she was helping the Ambassador. He would have known.


    “So my rooms are safe,” she murmured.


    “But the rest of the tower is not,” the Knife said. “So I brought Uuvek here to work his magic.” He grinned at the other male, and this evidence of camaraderie shocked her. “He has been making the footage here report the same sorts of activities the children used to undertake before you changed everything.”


    “That is magic,” she said, considering him with interest.


    “It is not,” the male said, shifting his wings against his back. “It is skill.”


    “Underrated skill,” the Knife agreed. “Which is why I stole him from the Navy, where he was languishing.”


    Uuvek sighed. “Yes, languishing. Being paid well, given computers to oversee—”


    “Shoved into the backside of a station, where the only thing your computers were processing was the flow of materiel—”


    “Logistics is interesting.”


    The Knife snorted and said to the Queen, “You see why he needed rescue.”


    “Surely the Empire needs such males,” the Queen said, fascinated. “Otherwise, the warships would soon be reduced to drifting without food or fuel. They do need fuel, I imagine.”


    “Don’t start him on that tack,” the Knife warned, grinning. “He’s the one who taught me everything I know about the importance of logistics. Intelligence, I knew about already, but the rest of it…”


    Uuvek wrinkled his nose, ignoring the Knife. “If you are interested, I will tell you about it. One day.”


    “The important thing is that I’ve brought him here to help me oversee your security and to enable your secure communication with our allies outside the Empire,” the Knife said. “This is important now that it seems likely Second will be moving through the tower more often. Particularly since we don’t know why Second is moving through the tower, and whether he has permission or not.” He glanced at Uuvek. “That is another reason I have brought him here. He is the one I wish to entrust with contacting the Emperor.”


    “Because?” the Queen asked, tilting her head.


    “Because we would not want anyone hearing us ask the Emperor whether Second is his enemy or his ally,” the Knife said. “I almost made that call myself when I realized how utterly it would indict us. And Second would be notified of any such call to the Emperor.”


    The Queen said, “Perhaps he would approve of your paranoia.”


    “The male chosen to be Second would not approve of anyone questioning his authority,” Uuvek said.


    Since that was manifestly true, the Queen said, “Perhaps we should not call, then.”


    “We must,” the Knife said. “To do otherwise would be too risky. I would not take that gamble, not when the Emperor charged me with your safety.”


    “And not when you do things that will endanger it so flagrantly,” Uuvek added, considering the children.


    “You disapprove?” she asked.


    “What? No.” Uuvek turned a puzzled look at her. “How could I disapprove of education?”


    “Even of females?” she said, wondering why the Knife was grinning again.


    “We will soon reach a point where our workforce will curtail our growth if we do not begin to employ females,” Uuvek said. “Over half our population is idle. What good is that? By all means, teach females to read. Put them to some useful work, even if it’s just counting boxes in a warehouse. Then we might take over the universe.”


    “And is that what you want?”


    “Isn’t that what all Chatcaava want?” he asked.


    She narrowed her eyes. “You are not all Chatcaava, Uuvek.”


    He jerked his head back. Then, slowly, he said, “No. I’m not. I like to observe the universe. I like to learn. But you cannot learn how the universe is if you are constantly trying to manipulate it into being what you want. When you do that, you ruin the data.” He paused, then added, “I have other reasons to dislike how things are, though, if this is a test of my loyalty.”


    “If you are good enough for the Knife, you are good enough for me,” the Queen said.


    He seemed skeptical, but when she didn’t push, he relaxed and said, “You are an uncommon female.”


    “I am a very average female,” the Queen said. “It is you who are uncommon, for daring to observe things without imprinting them.”


    He snorted. “I have been overseeing your comm security. The console in your room is the only one in this tower that is not directly monitored, but that’s meaningless—any computer can be watched if someone decides he wants to... and any encryption can be broken with sufficient will. In the future, I would like you to limit your calls. The Knife tells me you have spoken twice with your wingless slave friend?”


    The Slave Queen turned this phrase over in astonishment. Wingless slave friend. What a monstrosity. “I have spoken twice with the Seersa, yes.”


    “I’ve been told the purpose of those calls. You should not make another unless you are ready to run.”


    A frisson of dread traveled her spine, rattling the edges of her wings. To her surprise, the Knife held up a hand, almost touching her arm. “It is a precaution, my Queen, but a necessary one. We must assume you have enemies because everyone has enemies.”


    “I understand. And I am grateful. To you as well, Uuvek. Thank you for consenting to be… stolen… from the Navy.”


    “He was not receiving the respect he deserved,” the Knife said.


    Uuvek twitched his head. “I don’t need respect. Only to be left alone.”


    The Queen canted her head. “He protects you as if you were a female. Does it bother you?”


    “No,” Uuvek said. “If a crew is good, they watch one another’s backs. The Knife is just… very assiduous in his duties to his crewmates.” He smirked. “It’s because he didn’t have honest work. He kept having to make up things to do to fill his time.”


    The Knife said, “Fortunately for you!”


    “I will return to the work you’ve set me to,” Uuvek said. To the Queen he added, “You will see me from time to time. The Knife wanted to introduce me to you.”


    “I have been introduced,” she said. “Thank you, my-better.”


    He flicked his gaze over her. “Somehow I doubt that. Which interests me. Maybe another time you can talk to me about it, being female.”


    “If you would want to know,” she said, startled.


    “The Knife will tell you. I want to know everything.” He grinned at the Knife, then dipped his head and left the room. When he turned his back on her, she understood the over-development of his musculature, because the wings themselves were stunted. To fly with them must involve a great deal of flapping—there would be no gliding with such small pinions, and certainly no aerobatics. Small wonder he had become enamored of his computers: at a console, he could be free to move in every dimension without effort.


    “You understand,” the Knife said.


    “Yes,” the Queen replied. “At least, I understand why he has no love of how things are. What puzzles me is that there is amity between you. I was not given to understand that males could be…” She sought the old word, tasted it. “…friends.”


    “The court would have you believe that all males are solitary predators,” the Knife said. “But that is because they are the apex of the Empire, my Queen. To be here, they had to fight their way over the bodies of everyone else. If all the Empire behaved the way they did, we would accomplish nothing. We would be too busy killing one another.” He looked after Uuvek. “There are places where males trust one another. The Navy is one such. There are others, but none so good as the Navy. If we do not trust one another there, we die. It is… a strong incentive.”


    The Slave Queen watched one of the tongueless females scratching out another letter for the youth conducting the impromptu class in the corner.


    “You are quiet, my Queen,” the Knife added, quieter. “What are you thinking?”


    “Does it matter what I think?” she said, rousing herself from her unease.


    “It does to me.”


    She met his eyes. “You have not yet called the Emperor. Will you soon?”


    “I was only awaiting Uuvek’s arrival in the flesh. He can work better from within the tower than without it, and as I said, this is not a call we can afford to mishandle.”


    She smoothed her hand over her knee. “This new Second. He is a former Navy male.” When the Knife inclined his head, she said, “But he is here, at the court. He has reached this apex. So which will win? The Navy male? Or the court male?”


    “I would like to believe his oath to the Emperor means more to him than his ambitions. That he would protect the Emperor’s back, as Uuvek and I and our compatriots protect each other’s. That...” The Knife closed his eyes, head dipping so that the neat tail of his naval hair-style slid in front of his chest. When he opened his eyes, the passion burning in them made them almost as incandescent as a normal Chatcaavan’s. “That is what the Navy is, my Queen. The best of what it stands for.”


    The Queen thought of her empty vase. “He was in the harem. Without permission.”


    “We don’t know yet that he did not have it. The Emperor may be about to tell us that he does.”


    “And if he doesn’t?” She looked up at him. “Besides, if he did have permission, why wait so long before taking advantage of it? Why did he not indulge while the Emperor was here? Why come like a thief?”


    The Knife said nothing.


    “If I speak out of turn—”


    He twitched a wing and a hand. “The thought that a male in the Navy might turn on the Emperor is unthinkable. Which means it would be the perfect position from which to execute a coup.” He exhaled. “I hate the thought, my Queen.”


    “But?”


    “But I will plan either way,” he said. “Just in case. And make our call as soon as Uuvek says he is ready.”
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    This conversation was on her mind as she ascended to her rooms, tangling with her too-brief communication with Laniis—and the astonishing Eldritch female, who had been nothing like the languishing creature the Ambassador had rescued. The Queen’s head was full of too much noise and worry, drawing strange associations: Uuvek’s stunted wings and her mutilated ones. The old Second and the new Second. The unrest in the Empire, and the Navy’s loyalty. So when she reached the top of the stairs and discovered Stripes awaiting her, she had no idea what to say.


    “I apologize if this is presumption,” Stripes said. “But you used to have attendants, didn’t you?”


    “Yes,” the Slave Queen said, padding into the room. “But they abandoned me when I began my association with the slaves, and the Ambassador.”


    “The Ambassador,” Stripes said. “He was the strange, flat-faced alien who smelled like hekkret and brandy and the oil used on knives.”


    Startled, the Slave Queen said, “I suppose he did. Smell of those things. I never thought of it.”


    “Second was here again today. He tried two different females this time.”


    The Slave Queen canted her head. “Was he violent?”


    “No. He has pedestrian tastes for a male of his rank.” Stripes folded both sets of arms. “The other females whisper about it. A powerful male who uses them without hurting them.”


    “But discards them,” the Queen said. She settled on her favorite windowsill. “He does not regard them except as vessels for his pleasure.”


    “Of course. What else?” Stripes eyed her. “Don’t you fear to fall?”


    “No.” The Queen looked out—down—at the sea. Up at the sky. “I don’t think I’m so important that my death would mean anything.”


    “You’d be wrong.”


    Shocked by the other female’s vehemence, the Slave Queen looked back and found Stripes standing, rigid and proud, her entire body a stroke that defied marring. No one seeing her would fail to count her properly. The words she spoke only underscored that impression, and the Queen’s incredulity mounted as she listened. “You are an example of what we could be if we were brave. If we were free. You helped the Mother survive. You went outside the tower to see the Emperor in the clinic. You meddled in politics—don’t deny this is true—and you survived. And the Emperor values you.” Stripes lifted her head. “You aren’t allowed to die. You have too much to do.”


    “I had no idea anyone felt this way,” the Slave Queen said, eyes wide.


    “You are being foolish,” Stripes said, acerbic. “You know the Emperor feels this way. You know the Ambassador felt this way. You know the Mother does, and the Knife. You know all these individuals would be appalled if you died, so do not tell me otherwise.”


    The Slave Queen’s jaw dropped. And then, amazingly, she started to laugh. Stripes watched her, arms still tightly folded, until she finished. “You are forward,” the Queen said. “And you are ferocious. A throwback to ages past when we still worshipped the Living Air.”


    “Like a priestess?” Stripes asked, tilting her head. “I like that.”


    “I will call you that, then. You are now the Priestess.”


    Stripes blinked several times, and the Queen felt a fierce satisfaction to have finally surprised her.


    “Then my first act as a priestess of a dead religion is to demand that you do not become its first martyr. Come off the windowsill, Mistress.”


    “And if I like to look out the window?”


    “Then we will pull the bench over to it.” The Priestess stared down the tip of her nose at her. “That would be a practical way to enjoy the view. And you must now become a practical female.”


    “As opposed to…?”


    “A melancholic female,” the Priestess said.


    The Slave Queen considered this, then slid off the sill. “I will not argue with my own priestess. On one condition.”


    “That being?”


    “That you bear me company more often. If I am to be a practical female, I will need an example.”


    The Priestess looked pleased. “Good. I was hoping you would see that isolation serves no one.”


    “Doesn’t it?” the Queen asked, startled.


    “Not those who wish to start a revolution,” the Priestess said. “That’s what you’re doing, isn’t it?”


    “I’m afraid the revolution has already begun,” the Queen said. “I am just trying to keep it from killing everyone I care about.”


    “Excellent,” the Priestess said. “I will make sure you care about me, then, as I have no desire to die yet.”


    “Any female who doesn’t desire to die in this Empire needs to survive,” the Queen said. “If only because their existence is novel. So, you will eat with me, Priestess, and then we will bathe before you return to the harem. And you will continue to tell me about Second’s activities in the harem.”


    “I find this plan an excellent one,” the Priestess said.


    “And you will tell me if there are other females of your mind.” The Queen hesitated. “Are there?”


    The Priestess canted her head, eyes going distant. “Some,” she said. “Maybe. I will see.” Then with a quick dip of her head. “More allies are good.”


    “Yes,” the Slave Queen murmured. “I think you are right.”
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    The only predictable thing about the next days were that the activities involved—sparring, riding the ridiculous but convincing faerie horses, dancing, eating—were blurred into one another by his cousin’s sensual touch. It was not always a sexual one, for which Jahir was grateful; he wouldn’t have been able to keep up with an injured and exhausted Lisinthir, and Lisinthir when healthy had the energy and appetites of a god out of mythology. Nor always a violent one, and for that he was never sure whether he was grateful or impatient. But sensual—that always. Like all Eldritch his cousin must have begun constrained from touching others, but having been acquainted with the practice in the Empire he had fallen into it with enthusiasm… with, Jahir judged, the same starvation he himself was struggling to slake now. He wondered if that was something all the Eldritch who found themselves driven off-world would have in common, if their agitation was the result of a need stifled by their culture. What a terrifying realization if so! For he did not want to have a need he would have to fulfill with someone other than his cousin… cousins, for he hoped Sediryl would have him. Watching how casually Lisinthir interacted with the Alliance’s populace, Jahir didn’t think himself capable of that level of nonchalance about touching. And if he could develop it through habit—if he could desensitize himself—would he want to, if it meant losing the exquisite consciousness of a fingertip tracing the delicate skin beneath his eye? Or down the blade of his scapula?


    As if recognizing the storms Jahir was navigating, Lisinthir left him some time to himself each day. Not much, but enough to call Vasiht’h, or take a walk or a bath in peace. On the fourth day Jahir decided to use it for other purposes, and was awaiting his cousin when Lisinthir returned… returned, and halted.


    “You have the look of someone lying in ambush.”


    “That’s because I have arranged for our entertainment and our experimentation this afternoon.”


    “Excellent,” Lisinthir said, offering his arm. “I am eager to be the one courted today.”


    “Is that how you see it?” Jahir asked, startled. “As courting?”


    “We have begun as acquaintances and are now lovers, and I believe I was the one who made the overtures.” Lisinthir glossed the words in alternating silver and gold so that they seemed to flash in sunlight, and the effect was dazzling, mirth and affection and deeper love and teasing somehow. “How else, then?”


    “Is that why you are wanting to tuck my arm in yours?” Jahir asked, wry.


    “I am being courteous!”


    “You are being chivalrous, as you would to a woman. And I am not a woman, cousin.”


    “You are very decidedly not.” Said with such relish, and all crimson. Sliding back into neutral grays and silvers, “Don’t be offended, Galare. A man who fights the way you do is not lacking in masculinity.”


    “By our standards,” Jahir murmured.


    “Those are the standards we use,” Lisinthir said. “So come, show me this entertainment. I am eager to see what you have planned.”


    Jahir rose from the chair finally… and slid his arm through his cousin’s. He felt Lisinthir’s amusement through their touch despite the clothing and accepted this increased sensitivity the way his cousin must have accepted the utility of touching people more often. Perhaps they were both pragmatists in the end. “To show I hold no offense at the implication,” Jahir said.


    “I would not have offered had it been intended as offense. Rather, I am delighted to have been accepted.”


    Jahir sighed. “Not a woman, to accept your advances.”


    “Not wholly Eldritch, to insist that you act as one.”


    “Did you not just say the standards we use….”


    “When they suit us, yes? We are both more than capable of casting them aside when they don’t.”


    Disturbed, Jahir let his cousin guide him into the corridor. When they drifted to a halt, he looked up.


    “I don’t know where we’re going,” Lisinthir pointed out gently.


    “Are we really so fickle, to throw away what doesn’t suit us in the moment only to take it back up when it does? Like clothing we rip from ourselves to indulge in the wrongful tryst and then draw back on to disguise our sins?”


    “Oh, for the sake of God and the Lady.” Lisinthir dropped his arm and rested a hand alongside Jahir’s face, palm warm against cheek. “If you must wax metaphorical, Galare, we are shedding the garrote that strangles us, or the chain that keeps us from freedom. You must accept that some of our culture is simply wrongheaded.”


    “All cultures have wrongheaded moments, but if we want them to remain cohesive we can’t simply pick and choose the parts that please us and ignore the rest!”


    “Can’t we? Don’t we?”


    “No,” Jahir said, firmly.


    “Jahir,” Lisinthir said. “You left the homeworld. What is the one thing Eldritch do not do?”


    He flushed under Lisinthir’s fingers.


    “You loved an alien. What is the one thing Eldritch would not do? Shall I list your other sins? You have loved a blood-cousin. You have refused to marry for duty. You have lain down with a man. Shall I continue?”


    “No,” Jahir whispered. Marshaling himself, he said, “But if we do not uphold society, we destroy it.”


    “If we do not resist society when it is stupid, we allow it to march to its destruction. Societies evolve, just as people do. They mature; they see the follies of their childhood years and amend their behavior.” Lisinthir brushed a thumb over Jahir’s lips, his voice gentling. “When a people’s traditions and customs do not serve its survival, they must change.”


    Jahir searched the dark eyes resting on his, saw the melancholy in them and tasted it through their skins. “You think of the Empire.”


    “And of our world. I think it meet that they are both at inflection points where they must make the choice to either adapt or die. Do you suppose the Divine mandated that symmetry?”


    “Maybe They knew we would need each other to make that change.”


    “Maybe.” Lisinthir kissed his brow. “We shall straighten out the Empire, and then our own people, and perhaps we will have a little more space to breathe on both sides of the border.” Tenderly, “So. Are we quit of the thought that you are lacking in moral fiber? You did promise you would commit fewer acts of self-flagellation.”


    “Of the flesh, as I recall,” Jahir said.


    “Had I know you were intending to set the whip to your spirit, I would have extracted that promise as well.”


    Jahir shook his head. “Cousin.”


    “What?”


    “You are appalling. And too capable of charming your way out of everything. But not out of my entertainment, so… we should go to the lift.”


    Lisinthir slipped his arm through Jahir’s. “Lead the way, my swain.”


    “You did not just—” Jahir glanced at him and found his cousin batting his lashes at him extravagantly. He laughed. “God and Lady, don’t, you look ridiculous.”


    “And here I thought I was charming…!”


    “In a masculine way,” Jahir said firmly. “There is nothing like a woman in you, cousin.”


    “By our standards.”


    Jahir sighed, chuckled. “By the standards we are using now.”


    “Excellent. I shall have you gentled to the saddle yet, Galare.”
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    But all of Lisinthir’s teasing fell away when Jahir led him into the concert hall, fell away and left him alert and silent. Walking alongside him, Jahir thought there was no shadow his cousin was not cataloging, no distance he was not calculating. Which served his purpose very well, and he knew Lisinthir could feel his satisfaction through their linked arms.


    “You have brought me to an empty concert hall,” Lisinthir said with interest. “Will you tell me why or force me to guess?”


    “Tomorrow morning we have tickets to a concert in this hall,” Jahir said. “So this afternoon I have rented it so that we might conduct the control to our experiment.”


    “That being?”


    “To discover at what distance our abilities begin to attenuate.” Jahir slipped his arm free. “Both when we are using them against one another, and when we are attempting to use them in tandem. We began this in the dance club, but we did not apply any rigor to it.”


    “Then you mean us to try again when the hall is full of people.” Lisinthir looked up, eyes narrowing, nodded sharply. “This place is at least four times as large as the club. Yes, it is a worthy experiment. I commend you, cousin. How shall we proceed?”


    “I will go to the stage, as one of the back walls is there. You will be the one moving. I thought it would be easiest to begin yoked and attempt to maintain contact until it breaks. Then we can try the antagonistic techniques.”


    “Very good. I am at your disposal, with one condition.”


    Jahir folded his arms behind his back and waited.


    “That you grant me the impudence of a question, at the end.”


    Jahir said, low, “If you mean to ask me if you can have me on the stage….”


    “Nothing so crass, I pledge you.”


    Warily, Jahir searched his cousin’s face, thought of trailing ephemeral fingertips over the surface of his feelings… but didn’t. Lisinthir was wearing his most urbane of masks, but such masks had hidden both vulnerabilities and outrageousness before, and there was no telling which was motivating him now. But he trusted Lisinthir, so—“Very well.”


    “Excellent.” Lisinthir held out his hands. “Fall into me, and let us begin.”


    He had been the one to plan this; he reminded himself of it and set his palms on his cousin’s, and did as bade. Accepted the caress of the other man’s mind, deepened the communion until it felt wide and raw and deep. It helped when he turned away that he was facing the stage and the distant piano. They were here to a purpose, and for once, the experiment was happening on his ground, within parameters he had set. Squaring his shoulders, he headed for the stage, and the interminability of the attempt.


    Several hours later, he was glad of the advantages, for it had been a frustrating, fascinating, and terrifying exercise to witness the range at which they were capable of acting, and what confounded their abilities. Jahir was sitting on the piano bench when Lisinthir finally came into earshot, strolling down the aisle toward the stage. “You think it enough?”


    “I do,” Jahir said as his cousin mounted the stage and joined him on the bench.


    “We do better when we’re less cognizant of one another.”


    “No,” Jahir said. “We do better when I’m less cognizant of you.”


    Lisinthir negated that with a gesture. “Too simplistic, Galare. You do better when you can’t see me. When you look at me with your eyes, you lose your hold on the connection.”


    “It doesn’t work that way in the salle.”


    “Because you aren’t looking at me,” Lisinthir said. “You are focusing on our foes, or on my sword. But you are not distracted by me.”


    Jahir looked away, frustrated, but allowed the touch that drew his face back.


    “Don’t use yourself cruelly over it,” Lisinthir said, quiet. “You blame yourself for falling prey to the seductions of the flesh… what surprise there, when you were so lately virgin to them? I too went through the process you are suffering now.”


    “Did you? That seems… unlikely.”


    “It happened and it was horrendous,” Lisinthir said. “I did it in the Empire, where drowning in it could have slain me. Almost did slay me, as you noted.” He sighed. “Better you work through it here, in peace and at your leisure, than the way I did. Besides, overcoming these difficulties is a matter of practice, and with practice….” His eyes strayed toward the galleria’s furthest seat, shrouded in shadows and so distant Jahir couldn’t distinguish any details. “We can sustain this from a very great distance when we use it in tandem.”


    “We are better at our talents together than we are at either of ours alone,” Jahir agreed, low. He rested his hand on the keys, cooling his fingers on the ivory. “Why do you suppose that is?”


    “I think your beloved would say that it’s always easier to do anything with help.”


    “Is it?” Lisinthir glanced at him but Jahir ignored the look, staring instead at his spread fingers. “That is the credo of the Alliance. Strength in numbers. Creativity through diversity. The power of community. But is there not something to solitude? To knowing you can manage alone?”


    Lisinthir’s brows lifted. “I hear a man abandoning the philosophy that has shaped his life to embrace the one that has shaped mine, but I don’t hear why.”


    Jahir said, low, “What if you’re the one who’s right?”


    “Too easy, Galare. You should know better.”


    Jahir looked over then at the man sitting easily alongside him, hands folded on one knee, legs crossed and head bent, just a little. Lisinthir was wearing a whimsical smile to go with gentle eyes, and the expression suited him. A man of mercurial moods, and all of them intense. “And what is it that I should know?”


    “That it’s not a question of which of us is right, but which of us is right… for that particular moment and those particular people.”


    “I would not think you a proponent of moral relativism, given that you have upended an entire civilization for failing to conform to the mores you uphold.”


    “Oh, I am no moral relativist,” Lisinthir said with a laugh, and switched to Universal, “Not by a long shot.” His grin faded as he resumed in their tongue, silver and shadows and neutrals. “But that the world is rarely as simple as we wish it would be so we could apply those precepts? Yes, that I know from painful experience. Or would you say differently to a man who has done the things I’ve done?”


    “No,” Jahir said with a quiver. “I know you have paid for your wisdom in sweat and blood, Imtherili.”


    “Then what is it that’s driving this discontent?”


    He wanted to say that he knew Lisinthir would try to stop him from participating in the war. He wanted to tell his cousin not to fight him on this. That the more they worked together, and the more they discovered how well they worked together, the more the idea took hold in him, grew. The first Eldritch mind-mage had won a war against the army of a planet—a small army, granted, but nevertheless. What could two Eldritch mind-mages do together in this war? Not win it on their own, certainly, but the potential was staggering. He found, to his discomfort, that he wanted it. That having discovered he’d been born with a sword he alone could wield, he yearned to use it to keep the dragons from endangering everything he held dear.


    “I am finding,” he said at last, “that I am a great deal more like you than I thought.”


    Lisinthir touched one finger to the side of his chin and turned his face by it until their eyes met. For a long, long time, for an aching breath that never seemed to end, he said nothing. Then, quiet: “Different clay. Same Maker.”


    “Same wheel,” Jahir finished, rueful.


    Lisinthir kissed him, and that kiss was reverent, and made his heart stumble. When they parted, his cousin said, “Will you play for me?”


    “I… I beg your pardon?”


    Lisinthir’s mouth turned up at the corner. “My impertinent question, to which you can say no. You are a musician, and this instrument I know you know well. Will you play it for me?”
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    This silence wanted patience, so Lisinthir waited. It had been a fascinating and profitable day thus far, letting his cousin lead, and he fully intended to maintain the theme until they sought their bed for slumber… precisely for opportunities like this one. Because it would be too tempting for Jahir to turn this interlude into an exception and to relegate the softer, more sensual aspects of his personality to one of those boxes he was so fond of using for compartmentalizing the moment they parted.


    But Lisinthir had not asked his cousin to this tryst so Jahir might explore his nascent sexuality and then put it away again, but to help him integrate it into his normal life. And for that, he needed Jahir to perform activities typical to that normal life, and to demonstrate skills in which he was no hesitant innocent, but expert, and confident.


    Music was one of those things.


    To push him would be to lose that chance at integration, so Lisinthir didn’t. He asked, making it clear that no was an acceptable answer, and he waited. And if he waited with more suspense than typical, he suffered it gladly for hope of the answer he wanted—


    “Of course,” Jahir said, quietly.


    Lisinthir exhaled, drawing a curious glance from his cousin, and then a more tender expression. Jahir softened the question with holy white and silver, which made it perilously intimate. “Did you think I would refuse you?”


    “If it had not been a real choice, I would not have asked,” Lisinthir said. “Shall I remove myself to the audience’s chairs?”


    “No, it’s fine. Stay nigh, but stand. The bench is not quite wide enough for two if one is playing.” Jahir studied the piano with affection, one hand gliding over the keys. “I would not dare adjust it, given it is set up for tomorrow’s performer.”


    Lisinthir rose to stand alongside the instrument, studying its gleaming flanks and the unlikely complexity of its exposed interior. “Is it?”


    “Oh certes. This instrument will have been chosen by the pianist for this performance, and would have been shipped in at her request.” Jahir slid his fingers over the keys now. “Tuned for it as well. For performers of this caliber, they still handcraft pianos, did you know? And each is as individual as a person.”


    How satisfying it was to hear the easy confidence in his cousin’s voice! This was what he had been hoping to inspire. “Is it? I had no idea.”


    “I would not even touch it, did I not know they would do a final tuning tomorrow. But I will leave the bench at its height. What would you like to hear?”


    “What would you like to play?”


    Jahir shook his head, though he was smiling. “Always with the footwork, Imtherili.”


    “This time I ask not out of any desire to seek knowledge I might use to advantage, but because I honestly want you to play what you will. I will enjoy it no matter what.”


    “Mmm.” Just that, his cousin’s head bent toward the keys, eyes closed. His fingers flexed once, stretched. He began without fanfare, and Lisinthir could not have identified the composition: nothing written on their world, certainly. A lushly romantic piece, and it was flawlessly played—masterfully even—but as beautiful as it was, Lisinthir’s attention remained fused with the player. Despite knowing music as a sensual pleasure, he had not quite anticipated how erotic the mastery of an instrument was. The power of it, and the look on Jahir’s face, and the shift of light over the backs of his hands as the tendons played beneath the skin... how it brought the veins into sharp relief, gossamer blue against white. Had he thought his cousin’s arms the product of swimming alone? He would have to investigate later tonight and see the evidence that music had left on the muscle.


    Jahir, he thought, was a stunning talent. It did not surprise him at all that no one knew. What Eldritch would have revealed such prodigy? Or such vulnerability? Because his cousin loved music first, and then everything else. He might have kept that love tightly confined but there was no hiding it while performing.


    Lisinthir didn’t know what inspired his tears. But he remained alongside the piano, vibrating with too many emotions, until he knew he was standing guard there because his response to everything he cherished was its protection.


    The last notes trailed away. Jahir let his fingers relax against the keys, closed his eyes, and let out a slow breath. Then looked up and started. “Cousin? You weep?”


    “You play to shame angels… shall I not, then?”


    Jahir blushed and gently set the fallboard down, covering the keys. “You do me too much honor.”


    “I do you not enough, I think.” Lisinthir caught one of his cousin’s hands, then the other. Beneath his fingers they seemed the same hands he’d been caressing for days now, and yet! “That is not the only instrument you know, I take it.”


    “No,” Jahir said, permitting the scrutiny with a pleased embarrassment that made the contact between their skins sting like mint. “It is the one I like best, however.”


    “It is romantic and has power and range,” Lisinthir said. “It suits you. But what else do you know?”


    The embarrassment had intensified at the comparison, but his cousin gamely replied. “Most stringed instruments, since we were taught those on the homeworld. Lute and guitar, violin, cello. Harp. Lyre.” The longer he spoke the more he relaxed. “I like the stringed instruments better than the woodwinds and brass, though I can play them as well. Percussion is probably my weakest point. I would hazard a guess now as to why.”


    “Oh?”


    Jahir nodded. “Rhythm asks more of the body.”


    “Ah,” Lisinthir said. “Then perhaps you will find percussion no longer quite so alien to you.”


    He’d said it before censoring himself, and halted—but to his relief, this reminder of what they were about did not seize his cousin into silence. It was the musician in Jahir that answered with a thoughtful, “That would be a great boon. I wonder… I would like to try.”


    “But not this moment,” Lisinthir said. “Tell me why.”


    Jahir hesitated, then chuckled. “No, that is too easy. Because we have been exerting our talents and this is work, and it is near supper. We must eat.”


    “And then the bedplay, and then rest,” Lisinthir said. “So what shall we eat?”


    Startled, Jahir said, “I… don’t know? Food, I imagine.”


    Lisinthir snorted. “Lend me a handkerchief, cousin. And be more specific.”


    Jahir frowned as he handed over the linen square. “Would you take it amiss if I said… I wouldn’t mind dining with you alone tonight, in the suite?”


    “I wouldn’t take it amiss, but I would admit to curiosity.” Lisinthir wiped his eyes and cheeks, drawing his cousin’s gaze to the evidence of his tears. He had needed to wipe them, but he wanted the reminder to stay with Jahir, that he had power.


    “The feeding, in the Harat-Shariin diner,” Jahir said, slowly. “I liked that. But it would be easier done in private.”


    “If it was to be done more intimately?” Lisinthir said, impressed and approving. “Why, yes. And if that is what you want, then absolutely. But only…”


    “Only…?” Jahir said.


    “Only if you reciprocate,” Lisinthir said, amused. “I wouldn’t mind being fed myself.” He gave the handkerchief back. “We can listen to music, if you would like to distract me from overbearing you.”


    “And how exactly is music going to accomplish this when so little does?”


    “By being what you choose, which you will educate me on. I know the breadth of your tastes, but I am curious about the piece you chose to play and the others you enjoy playing.”


    “Oh!” Jahir said. “You know then. That what you like to play is not always the same as what you like to listen to.”


    “I am passing-fair at the instruments I was forced to learn,” Lisinthir said. “But those lessons were more than enough to teach me that.”


    “Then yes!” Jahir said. “I would like it very much if we were to repair to the suite, to listen to music and feed one another.”


    “Delightful. Lead the way.” Lisinthir grinned. “And before you feel the need to say it: yes, I know you know what I’m doing.”


    Jahir shook his head. “We have known each other too short a time to know one another so well.”


    “We have not known one another long enough for me to know you as well as I like,” Lisinthir said. “Or I plan to.”


    “You could have shaded that red.”


    Lisinthir laughed. “You just did.”


    Jahir blushed, then laughed. “Point to Imtherili. I lead, before I lose any more.”


    Satisfied, Lisinthir followed.
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    Supper was exactly what he wanted. Jahir allowed him to select the menu, which he did with an eye to what could be neatly handled and eaten in bites, and if it was lighter fare than he was used to, that accorded well with how he planned to spend the remainder of the night. With the array of tiny plates before them, they made use of the divan and chairs in the sitting room and there Jahir settled against him, back to Lisinthir’s chest, and consented to the feeding—both ways—while maintaining the discourse on the music he chose. All of it pleased: having this man warm against him, eating from his fingers while also showing the breadth of his mastery in a realm in which Lisinthir could only observe, not participate. He liked this evidence of strength and knowledge in his lover; liked it in all his lovers, really, the Slave Queen no less than the Emperor. She had not known the world well, but she’d known her people and her own mind, and she’d understood politics and psychology at a far higher level than she would have admitted to had someone suggested it.


    When the music was intense, as the music often was, Jahir gave up eating entirely and sagged against him, lost in a world Lisinthir sensed through their skins where they touched. And that trust, that gave him the duty of guarding his cousin in his vulnerability as he sank into bliss… that roused every feeling in him, all good.


    The wine loosened his cousin’s inhibitions, made him playful. From music Jahir knew well, they progressed to music they both found interesting, and from thence to music only they knew.


    “Had you a favorite court song?” Jahir asked. He’d allowed Lisinthir to strip him from the waist up and was pooled into the hollows of Lisinthir’s side. “Or did you find them all insipid? You were at court for long enough to hear some of them, surely.”


    “I was, though being more engaged on the dueling grounds than in the salons made it a trifle less likely for me to hear as many as you must have.” Lisinthir threaded his fingers into his cousin’s hair and brushed it back from his face before tracing the rim of Jahir’s ear. “But yes, I was among polite company long enough to have many such songs inflicted on me.”


    “Inflicted! They were not all woeful.”


    “I beg you to say that to me when you are not inebriated, Galare.”


    “But the fingering was quite complex on… on… you are about to laugh, aren’t you.”


    “And you are about to blush,” Lisinthir said, laughing. “But do go on. I love your blushes.”


    “The music required a great deal of skill. The picking… it’s unusual. It demanded great artistry to create, to play. Was a delight to listen to.”


    “The words were ridiculous.” Lisinthir lifted his free hand. “I’ll grant that there was nuance in it. When is there not nuance in our court? And I seem to recall there being some ridiculously arcane linkage between the placement of the fingers or the addition of notes from the chords to evoke the mood shadings in the lyrics. But the lyrics were pedestrian when they were not banal. How many songs do we really need about bringing flowers to fair maidens?”


    “’Fresh as the morning air?’” Jahir murmured.


    “Or sweet as the song of a lark, or pure as the dew at dawn… can you imagine being a woman and expected to conform to such tedious standards?”


    “No,” Jahir admitted. And then, wistful, “But the music was beautiful.”


    “And the fingering exceptional,” Lisinthir teased, gently.


    “A skilled musician makes many promises with the fingers on the frets of a lute,” Jahir replied, somber, but with such an outrageous gradient of mood shading from neutral to brightest carnal red that Lisinthir coughed on the sip of wine he was taking and had to snatch a napkin. Once he was sure of himself he found his cousin smiling at him with such mischief that he laughed.


    “Brilliantly played. Pun not intended.”


    “Pun certainly not accepted, given its dreadful taste.” Jahir pushed himself upright with a regret Lisinthir felt vividly through the palm his cousin was using to steady himself. “This has been a very good day.”


    “Hasn’t it? I have quite liked you taking charge, cousin mine.”


    That won him a skeptical look. “Is that what I have been doing? Eating off your fingers? Losing my focus the moment you touch me?”


    “Of course it is.” Lisinthir put his hands behind his head, stretching his legs. “You designed our exercise. You decided on our meal. You picked out our music.”


    “And now?” Jahir asked, still wary.


    “And now,” Lisinthir said with relish, “you shall end as you have begun the day, by taking me for a change.”


    “I… beg your pardon—”


    “For you’ll have to learn to do so, you will note, if you want to please your future wife—”


    “Which is rather a different situation!”


    “Only in detail,” Lisinthir said, enjoying the fluster. “I assure you, having done both. You should have some practice. And I not only miss having someone over me, now and then, but you have something to learn from this.”


    “That I am incapable?” Jahir asked, voice strangled.


    “You will be more than capable, I assure you.” Lisinthir sat up, caught his cousin’s hair in a fist. “No. What I want you to learn, in your skin, in your mouth, in your heart, is that how you feel about what you’re doing is often far more significant than the action itself. This, I perceive, is a lesson you will find familiar given your profession.”


    “Cousin…”


    “Strip off the pants.” Jahir grimaced, but before he could object, Lisinthir said, gentler, “You fear to disappoint me. You won’t.” Shading the words white: “Trust me.”


    “I do, but…” Jahir stopped, then smiled, pained, thought better of the conditional. “I do.”


    “Better,” Lisinthir murmured.


    “Must we do this here?” Jahir asked, after their clothes decorated the floor. “The bedroom will surely be…”


    Easier? More expected? Lisinthir pulled his cousin over him. “We can repair there later. This now, though.” Winding his fingers through his cousin’s hair and dragging his head down by it. “Stop fretting. It’s no different than what we’ve been doing before. You remain my obedient servant; I remain your demanding cousin. I intend to use your body for my own pleasure, is all.”


    “Is it?” Jahir asked, breathless.


    “Mercilessly,” Lisinthir promised. “And you will please me, I promise.” He thought of the Emperor’s clawtips trailing up his sides, the arch of black wings over him, shuddered.


    “I can’t be that!” Jahir exclaimed.


    “You don’t need to be, and I don’t want you to.” Lisinthir yanked him down. “Be you, Galare. That is what I want.” He grinned, fiercely. “The musician, the healer, the therapist, the heir to the estate. I want him as well as the cousin, the innocent, the lover of knives and masks.”


    “I don’t love masks,” Jahir murmured against his mouth.


    “Liar.”


    Jahir sucked in a breath and said, “Fine. I sometimes love masks. But I always love walls.”


    Lisinthir chuckled, low, and said, “Now, kiss me, and make me believe it.”


    That his cousin borrowed some of his emotions to make his actions possible, Lisinthir was well-aware… and didn’t mind. He let Jahir use him to find the courage to make the attempt, and once he had begun it, Lisinthir took back the control he’d allowed his cousin to assume. To show him that, yes, one could be over someone and still under them. And to do as he’d promised, and use his cousin’s magnificent body to his own purpose. He’d expected it to remind him of the Emperor and it did—he’d expected that reminder to make it harder to enjoy… but it didn’t. He loved the Emperor. But he loved Jahir too. And there was a delirious pleasure in the unexpectedness of it, and it made him laugh: a joyous laugh, easy and quick, torn from him with his ecstasy. He felt his cousin’s shy delight at it before Jahir asked, tentative, “Again?”


    “Again,” Lisinthir said, and rolled him onto his back to continue the demonstration.


    Much later, so much later that they’d repaired to the bed, Jahir observed, “You never cease with the teaching through demonstration.”


    “Alas! My pedagogy is lacking in novelty.” Jahir nipped him near the shoulder and Lisinthir laughed. “Your criticisms have teeth.”


    “I will not dignify that bit of wit with a response,” Jahir said. Quieter, he added, “But I do feel different.”


    Lisinthir petted his cousin’s temple with the backs of two fingers, an idle caress. “Because?”


    “Less virginal.” Said with gentle amusement, before gravity returned. “But also… you let me in.”


    Tempting to point out the salaciousness of the comment, but the fact that his cousin had not shaded it white or gold or silver to prevent him from doing so intrigued—and concerned—him. “Did I.”


    “This was something that cost you a great deal to learn,” Jahir continued, resting a hand on Lisinthir’s chest, near the heart. “Something you wrestled with while you were there. The question of whether you could commit acts in the right spirit and not be corrupted by them.”


    How easy it would be to fall into melancholy, contemplating that struggle. The anguish of it. He remembered the Slave Queen’s arms around him, sheltering him as he fell apart… and how painstakingly he’d put himself back together again. Lisinthir stared at the ceiling, saw instead the canopy over his Chatcaavan bed with its ominous depictions of males wrestling one another into abject submission. “I was changed by them,” he said at last.


    “We’re all changed by the events of our life. But this tonight… this was your way of illustrating to me that the core remains true.”


    “Does it?” Lisinthir asked, looking at him. “You are the therapist, not I. In your years of work, have you observed it to be true?”


    Jahir was silent, mind working. Lisinthir let him have the time, waited, found he wanted the answer badly. Had wanted it since they’d shared the moment on the courier before the battle, when he’d asked for the nerve block’s removal. The subsequent events had convinced him that Jahir did not think him a monster. But this question… this one cut closer than he’d been willing to admit. He could accept that others did not think him a monster far more easily than he could face the idea that he’d been warped from true by his own standard.


    “I think,” Jahir said, quiet, “that unless we are shattered, who we are at core remains stable. I will always be…” He breathed in, sighed, smiled whimsically. “Jahir Seni Galare, a little too apt to self-sacrifice, submissive to the right hand, and wanting very much to do the right thing. And you…”


    “And I?” Lisinthir prompted, low.


    “And you will always be Lisinthir Nase Galare, swift to the defense of the helpless, easy with power, quick and vital and strong.” Jahir paused, then finished, “Unless you become Lisinthir Keldi Imtherili.”


    That surprised him into a laugh. “I suppose I might, one day. Though if I take Imtherili back I will make a new family name. I want none of my father’s.”


    “That would suit you,” Jahir leaned up, kissed him. Said, affectionate, “You are still you, cousin, despite the Empire.”


    “And you are still you,” Lisinthir agreed, touching his fingertips to his cousin’s lips. “Despite having proven you are quite as good at giving as you are at receiving.”


    Jahir flushed, shook his head. And smiled. “I find I like receiving from you better.”


    “Once more, then,” Lisinthir said. “And after, sleep.”


    His cousin hesitated, then said, “Yes, please.” And that smile was such sweetness that Lisinthir gave up denying himself. He adored the Emperor for his passion, his ferocity, for the challenge in their contests. He loved the Slave Queen for her gentleness, her courage, her intelligence. But he also, it appeared, loved his cousin, for the contradictions that made his surrender so poignant, among his many other virtues….


    He had his dragons. His cousin would have his wife. This might be the only interlude they ever had together. If the once more before sleep became thrice… they could sleep a little longer in the morning. He would drink his fill while he had it.
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    It was so early when the Knife arrived that she was still asleep on the divan where once she had entertained her lovers. His hand on her shoulder dragged her from dreams dense with sweetness and fear, and the stickiness of them seemed to pull at her as she lifted her head to squint at him.


    What she saw in his eyes made her struggle to sit up, pulling her blanket tightly around her shoulders against a chill more durable than any caused by cold. “You called. Is it true? Did the Emperor not grant permission?”


    “Worse, my Queen. We could not reach him to ask.”


    “You... couldn’t reach him?” She waved him to the stool beside her, her racing heart clearing the shrouding sleep from her thoughts with nauseating alacrity. “That is not normal.”


    “No. We should have received his messaging system, had he been engaged,” the Knife said. “Or the ship should have answered and taken the message for him. But the ship did not respond. Nor did the Emperor answer his personal tag. These things should not be possible. Not together.”


    “Did the ship go down in battle?” she whispered, trembling.


    “Possibly. Or our avenue to it is being blocked. By whom we do not know. Uuvek is at work on it.”


    “The Emperor has enemies,” she said. “We already knew this.”


    “Exactly,” the Knife replied, grim. “We know nothing more than what we already knew, my Queen. That the Exalted is besieged, and it may be that Second is behind it, or he may be innocent.”


    But, she thought, the Knife doubted it. The set of his jaw, the way his lip was struggling not to curl back from his teeth, the hardness of his eyes... he presented every evidence of a male who felt betrayed.


    The Queen thought of her flowers, and how much she missed them.


    “We are not safe here,” the Knife said.


    “No Chatcaavan is safe here,” the Queen replied, feeling resolve seeping into her, like the revelation of an alien body assumed for the first time after the Touch’s rapture. So quiet an epiphany to be so complete. “Let us finish with our plans, Knife.”


    “We move, then. I need only to begin informing all those who will be abetting our flight. When shall I commence?”


    When? How long could she tarry, and what could she learn in that time? The Knife was right: Second was in the perfect position to execute a coup. And she was in the perfect position to report on him. Did not the Emperor value knowledge like treasure? If Second was the Emperor’s enemy—if Second wanted the Emperor’s throne—then all that she could gather about him could be used against him. She would be responsible for crafting the weapon her master used to strike him down.


    Such a thought. It dazzled with its audacity. More importantly, it was necessary. Why else had he left her here if not to exercise the fullness of her abilities on his behalf?


    But how to balance that against the safety of those she’d been charged with?


    She did not know the answer yet. So she gave the only answer she could. She met his eyes. “Do what you must so we can leave immediately. Wait for my word to commence.”


    He bowed his head. “My Queen.”


    For a long time after he left, she stared at the empty vase. Then she pushed the blankets aside and went into the day.

  


  
    CHAPTER 14


    Vasiht’h wasn’t sure which of the surprises surprised him most: that Kovihs offered to accompany him to Anseahla despite having to put his work on hold, that Sehvi had let him go despite it leaving the entire childcare burden on her shoulders alone, or that his brother-in-law turned out to be such good company. Apparently Kovihs wasn’t the only one who’d been missing other Glaseah. Vasiht’h loved Jahir deeply, but half a day of traveling with his brother-in-law convinced him of the sense of Kovihs’s observations about not being around his own kind enough. It was just… comfortable. The other Glaseah understood so many things implicitly that he would have had to explain to someone else, from the exact way saddlebag girths would itch at the most awkward part of the belly to how hard it was to nap in shuttles without enough room to stretch all four legs. That Kovihs himself was amiable, intelligent, and could take a joke was icing on the cinnamon roll. If Sehvi had sent her husband along to convince Vasiht’h of the wisdom of joining their households, well… she’d succeeded.


    The procedure on Anseahla was exactly what he’d expected. Since there was no reason to favor one siv’t over another, Vasiht’h chose the one in his hometown and presented himself to request his addition to the queue for available surrogates. There he learned that the part of the process involving the selection of a priestess didn’t happen until after the people ahead of him had secured their children. The acolyte took down his name and assigned him to several days’ worth of information sessions, assured him that at the end of it he would be better prepared to make choices about how many kits he wanted and how involved he wanted to be with the temple’s surrogate, and then sent him away.


    “How’d it go?” Kovihs asked when Vasiht’h joined him at the outdoor café.


    “I’m twenty-ninth in line for the year.” Vasiht’h sat on the grass next to him, accepting the menu a passing waiter handed over. “Assuming I go through with it.”


    “Any chance you won’t?”


    “Not that I can see. Unless the presentations are full of gruesome horror stories…?”


    Kovihs chuckled. “I wouldn’t know… they don’t force us natural childbirthers to go through the orientations.”


    Vasiht’h chuckled. “Are you sorry?”


    “That I missed them?” Kovihs grinned. “Not really. We had a few shocks but we figured things out. Smart people that we are, with biology degrees and everything.” He stared out over the lawn, shrouded by the liana-draped trees with their riotously colored tropical blooms. The cree-cree of the daytime amphibians filled the few silences in the café’s glade, busy with conversation and the occasional peal of young laughter. “I think if we had known, we probably would have been more afraid to try it. Sometimes nature protects us by keeping us ignorant.”


    “Or making us forget,” Vasiht’h murmured.


    Kovihs nodded. “Yes. There are experiences in life you have to leap into because that’s the only way you’ll find your feet.”


    “I think all experiences might be like that,” Vasiht’h said, rueful.


    His brother-in-law smiled over his cup of coffee. “So where to after this?”


    “Home,” Vasiht’h said. “Or my mother will never let me hear the end of it.”
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    But his mother wasn’t the only one home, and while Vasiht’h was glad to see his nephews and nieces, the fur on his lower back bristled at the sight of his eldest brother. Fortunately between his bags hiding his spine and his wings obscuring his sides, no one could tell, and he forced himself to remain cheerful as he turned from greeting the children to Bret’hesk.


    “Ariihir,” he said, wondering if alethir was even a construction and if it would have been an excessive insult to use it if it was. He leaned past his brother to hug his mother. “Dami. I’ve brought Sehvi’s spouse, as you can see.”


    “I do!” His mother smiled and reached around him to pull Kovihs’s upper body into her arms. “Kovihs, so good to see you again. How are my grandsons?”


    “Covering my lab with stick-glue and calling it high art,” Kovihs said with a grin.


    His brother’s children were standing shoulder to shoulder in a neat line looking like the polar opposites of Sehvi’s rambunctious lot, but this revelation about their relatives caused several of them to share speculative looks. Seeing them, Bret’hesk said, “All right, karasen, off with you. You’ll see more of your uncle at dinner.”


    They jogged away with only a few backward glances to assure Vasiht’h that they hadn’t been completely subjugated to his brother’s will. While he had no doubt that at least two of them were meek enough to flourish in the highly structured environment Bret’hesk preferred, he knew the others well enough to know that Bret’s authoritarian style had guaranteed teenage years wild enough to make anyone’s fur fall out in patches.


    “So what brings you home?” Bret asked, ears perked. “I didn’t know you were coming, and I don’t think our parents did either…?” He glanced at Dami, whose serene expression remained inscrutable.


    It was tempting to tell only his mother what he was about, but he was resolved to have the kits and the story was going to come out at some point. “I’m here to go to the temple.”


    Silence. Then, smiling, his mother said, “I’m so glad.” And with a twinkle in her eye, “It’s about time.”


    “About time!” He laughed. “Dami, I’m younger than you and Tapa were!”


    “True, but you didn’t have to go through the long process of hunting around for someone to raise those children with! That’s the part that takes a while. You were smart, you got that over with while you were into college.” She grinned at him. “So you’ll be here a few days for the seminars? I hope you’ll stay here, both of you.”


    At her inquisitive glance, Kovihs said, “I’m the moral support.”


    “And the extra back for the bags,” Vasiht’h said, amused.


    Looking from one of them to the other, Dami nodded. “You’re planning to joint-household?”


    “We’re hoping,” Kovihs said. “If we can make all the puzzle pieces fit together. Sehvi and I have to be able to work, and of course we’re not sure what Vasiht’h’s mindbonded needs or wants.”


    “We’ll figure it out, though,” Vasiht’h said.


    She laughed. “Yes… yes, you will. Come on, then, make yourselves comfortable. I’ll get some cookie dough out.”


    “Do you have any with fruit fillings?” Vasiht’h said. “Because I’ve lately heard that’s what my brother-in-law likes to snitch….”


    “Tea cookie dough is easy to mix and it makes a good base for dollops of jam. Go put your bags in the guest room, love, then join us in the kitchen. It’s been too long since we’ve baked together!”


    “I’m no good with baking, but I make a mean kerinne,” Kovihs said. “It’s got pepper in it! Should I…?”


    “Oh yes!” Dami said, sliding her arm around his shoulders. “You come with me. I’ll put you to work right now.”


    Vasiht’h reached over and undid the buckles on his brother-in-law’s bags, sliding them free. “I’ll put these away for us both. Also, kerinne with pepper sounds deadly.”


    “It’s delicious, you’ll see. The pepper gives the cream some contrast.”


    “Contrast! Is that what they’re calling it these days?”


    Kovihs grinned at him. “You’ll get used to it. Sehvi did.”


    “We’ve already established Sehvi is a saint,” Vasiht’h said with a laugh. “But I guess if I can get used to eating my friends’ cooking, I can get used to anything. I’ll be right back.”


    He didn’t need to look over his shoulder to know his brother was following him down the hall to the guest room. Because he didn’t want to have a fight he pretended not to notice, dumping Kovihs’s bags on the table and then starting on his own straps. He could sense Bret’hesk hovering at the door, no doubt deciding how to tell his brother that this was a bad idea.


    So he was surprised when Bret said, “You’ve changed.”


    “Not all that much,” Vasiht’h said, pulling his bags off and setting them beside his brother-in-law’s.


    “You’re wrong about that—” Because even when paying a compliment, Bret couldn’t help but contradict him. “You’re very different. You carry yourself… differently.”


    Facing him, Vasiht’h folded his arms and said, “If you say ‘like a man’ or ‘like a grown-up’, I will walk out on you.”


    His brother leaned away, ears flattening. “But this isn’t a small step. Are you sure you’re doing the right thing?”


    In the past, he would have fought. Would have been offended. Would have been uncertain, would have objected, would have tried to justify himself. As trite as his brother’s unspoken observation was, it was still true: Vasiht’h wasn’t the callow wanderer anymore, searching for himself. He’d fallen in love with someone, made a life with him, helped hundreds of people with their problems… fought dragons, stitched up wounded ambassadors, and learned how much he still had to learn. But there was a limit to what a person could figure out on his own, or from his parents, or from his peers. Family had to extend forward in time, not just back.


    “Yes,” he said simply, and brushed past his brother to head for the kitchen and the laughter he heard there. He knew in that moment that everything would sort itself out. He might have to walk through the thoughtless void to reach it, but the breath of the Goddess permeated all the universe, filled his heart. So long as he followed that breath, he’d find his way.


    “Where’s your brother?” Dami asked as Vasiht’h joined them.


    “I left him in the hall, looking for a fight.”


    Kovihs snorted.


    Peering at him, his mother said, “You left him there?”


    “I’d rather make cookies,” Vasiht’h said with a grin. “So where’s this pepper kerinne? I might as well start acclimating now.”
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    The Queen’s life before the Ambassador’s tenure had been stagnant; during it, tempestuous.


    She hardly knew how to characterize the life she was living now, waiting, walking a path that felt increasingly perilous. There were moments of tension, particularly as Second began arriving daily to partake of the harem. As he never came at predictable intervals it was hard to relinquish a lingering anxiety. And there were moments of fear, when the Knife reported to her on the steps he was taking to spirit them from the tower. But between those moments, she passed through such moods, so many, so rare and exhilarating. It was pleasurable to visit the nursery and see the transformation there. It was fascinating to experiment with the computer and learn the workings of the Empire to which she had been subject without comprehension. And it was… astonishing… to discover herself enjoying the company of other Chatcaava. The Knife, who was devoted to her, and surprising. Uuvek, with his peculiar opinions. The Mother, gentle and fierce and completely unexpected. The females of the nursery, reclaiming their lost voices with such zeal. And the Priestess, who among them all the Queen found the most amazing, because she had not found herself so easy in any female’s company since Laniis’s loss. The Priestess stayed in the tower’s upper stories, the better to follow Second’s movements, but once the Queen returned to her chambers for the evening, she came too.


    They didn’t need to speak. But when they did, the conversations were memorable.


    “What is this?” the Priestess asked one evening.


    The Queen had assumed her ally to be entertaining herself and was sitting at her console, reading statistics on the numbers of worlds in the Empire and their division into the Empire’s quadrants of responsibility. Perplexed, she looked past her mutilated wing toward the closet. “What is what?”


    “This… collection.” The Priestess appeared at the closet’s arch, holding a brass waist-chain. “You never wear jewelry, except what is required of you. Why this cache? Most of these colors would not suit you.”


    The Slave Queen slid her claws from the interface. She slipped past the other female and into the room, found the little chest open, displaying its mementos. It had been long enough since she’d put anything inside the chest that she had let it fade from her memory. Lifting Flower’s ring, she said, “These are reminders to me. Each one belonged to a female who died in the harem.”


    The Priestess’s eyes widened. She craned her head down toward the chest, hair sliding over one shoulder, and from the narrowing of her eyes she was counting.


    “You are thinking there are fewer than you expected,” the Queen said.


    “I am thinking there are more than should exist.” The Priestess plucked the ring from the Queen’s palm. “That females should die at the whim of males who destroy them seeking their own pleasure is heinous.”


    “You would earn yourself a quick death by saying so.”


    The Priestess eyed her. “I would have, before.” She poured the waist-chain back into the chest and turned the ring so that it caught the light. “How many of these did your Emperor cause to be put in the box?”


    “Fewer than the ones my sire caused to be put in the box.” The Queen sat on the closet’s small stool, watching the Priestess examine the contents of the chest. “My Emperor did kill. They all kill. But he did not do it out of lust for killing.”


    The Priestess’s nostrils flared. “Then why?”


    “Politics. Most of those deaths were the result of gifts made to males who did enjoy it,” the Queen said. “Also accidents. Carelessness.”


    “I wouldn’t have thought it of him. Carelessness. It doesn’t seem a good way to survive for a male as bizarre as he sounds.”


    Should she be offended at the characterization? But then, by Chatcaavan standards, it had begun true and had only become more so after the Ambassador’s influence. “It was perhaps the one place he could afford to be careless. What female would have used it against him? What danger would have attached to his actions here? To hurt his own possessions…” The Queen shrugged, the hand-twitch she’d learned natively and the shoulder lift she’d absorbed from her alien lover. “Some would have seen it as evidence of strength, not weakness. It is the sort of calculus he would have worked through before allowing himself the luxury.”


    “He’s clever, then.”


    The Queen thought of what she’d been reading about the history of the Navy. “I think he may be brilliant.”


    The Priestess glanced at her over her shoulder but whatever she’d been planning to say was lost to the sound they both heard in the chamber: the hard slap of wings on air? But who would be flying into her suite? It was not done. The Queen touched her fingers to the Priestess’s mouth to silence her and grabbed the waist-chain, letting it clatter as the links crushed together in her fist. With her shawl in one hand and the waist-chain in the other, she exited the closet as if finishing her errand in it, letting the curtain drop down before the arch.


    There, standing at her table looking at the vase, she found Second.


    She had seen him in passing, of course; there was no walking the tower’s length anymore without glimpsing him. She had not enjoyed the impression she’d formed of him and did not like seeing it corroborated by this longer exposure to his presence. Unlike the previous holder of the title, this Second wasn’t much older than the Emperor and it showed in the gloss of his hide, the suppleness of the wings, and the quickness of his limbs as he moved from one part of the suite to the other, studying cushions, pillows, the little nest-like depression in the floor the Queen so rarely used. Like the Knife, he kept his blond mane in the severe Naval style, falling in front of the military-cut tunic he affected. When he turned his face in profile, she found it classically modeled. He had a great many horns, a darker brown stripe marking the edges of his golden dorsals, and eyes a luminous turquoise. She supposed some other Chatcaavan might have found him striking. She found him disquieting. But he was Second and she had a part to play, so she dropped to her knees and bowed her head.


    “The Slave Queen,” Second said. “You have not been made aware of me. I am Second. I have come to use your services.”


    “My-b-better honors me-his-lesser,” the Queen said, not needing to falsify her stammer. In no universe should this new Second have made such a claim. To use the harem was one matter. To use the private and particular possession of the Emperor himself…? What was he thinking?


    “Yes, I do.” His feet came closer, until his boots were near enough to touch. That was all the warning she had before he grasped her face and tilted it up to meet his scrutiny. “I have heard a great deal about you.”


    “M-m-my-better? This one doesn’t understand.”


    “I doubt that,” Second said with a smile that exposed the teeth on one side of his face. “But I will make myself more clearly understood, I think.” He leaned forward, pupils contracting in his glowing eyes. “I have come to have my wings oiled. Do this for me now.”


    Trembling, she stared at him, unable to look away for he hadn’t released her yet. As she watched, his smile spread to the other side of his face and then, like the snuffing of a light, he dropped the expression entirely.


    “Go get your tools.”


    She ran for the closet as a well-trained female should and didn’t look at the Priestess as she pulled down the box. When she returned with the oil and the cloths, Second had found a stool and was sitting on it, reading from a data tablet. Her arrival caused him to spread his wings, and she kneeled between them to begin her work: her entirely useless work, because unlike the previous Second, this male needed no such care. His wings were flawless, flexible and strong, and stroking the oil down them made them glisten because the leather didn’t soak it. In places the oil even beaded and she was forced to wipe it with a dry cloth to keep it from dripping. But she performed the task with all the meticulous care she’d dedicated to the former Second’s wings, and as she did her mind raced. He had flown in—why? To show disrespect? To attempt to catch her unawares? Both? To come here and ask for the old Second’s favorite use of her suggested he knew that much about their history. But how had he found out? Had he asked someone? Or had the former Second’s files been more complete than she could have liked?


    Would Uuvek be able to read them without someone knowing?


    Was Second here to entrap her into doing just that? Or did he know nothing, and was this his attempt to find out? She thought of the look on his face when he’d held her by the mouth and suppressed her shudder. If he didn’t know, he was smart enough to wonder. The only question was, why did he distrust her? Because he was the Emperor’s loyal hand and the old Second had cursed her for a traitor? Or because he planned to betray the Emperor and knew she had meddled in politics before?


    When she finished, the male stood, flexed and then folded his wings neatly… and left. No threats, no comments, nothing. She remained where he’d left her until the sound of his footsteps receded… and waited a while longer than that before rising and taking the box back to the closet.


    Once inside it, though…


    “What was he doing here?” the Priestess hissed.


    “I don’t know,” the Queen said. “I don’t what he knows about me.”


    The Priestess’s eyes narrowed. “You imply there are many things that he should not.”


    “If you knew my history fully....”


    “Maybe you’d better tell me.”


    Her words were arrested before she could spill them from her open mouth. Uuvek and the Knife had assured her that her chambers were secure from surveillance, but she’d just had a stranger in her suite, one who’d been moving from one place to another in it before he’d seen her. Had he been curious about her rooms, as she’d assumed? Or had he been placing devices? How would she even know?


    “Later,” the Queen said, and when the Priestess looked mutinous, she whispered, “Soon. Very soon. Go now.”


    After the Priestess’s departure, the Queen sank into the hollowed nest in the center of the central chamber and rested her gaze on the moonlight silvering the stones of the floor. She remembered staring at that light after the previous Second had raped her for betraying the Empire to the Ambassador: how the bright pools had crept across the floor, receding from her as she waited for her body to stop hurting enough for her to move.


    Their inability to contact the Emperor to ask after Second had not indicted Second—not incontrovertibly. It could be that someone else was behind the Emperor’s silence, and Second was in fact his loyal ally, using his visits to the harem as a way to lure the Emperor’s enemies out of hiding somehow. If she was wrong about him—if her paranoia was unfounded—then her decision to evacuate would be embarrassing. There was some potential for the Emperor’s enemies to scoop them up if they left the safety of the palace, perhaps, but if the loyalty of the palace’s personnel was assured then the most likely outcome of their flight was the discomfort of having made it for no reason.


    But she had not lived at the whim of Chatcaavan males for so many revolutions to fail in her assessment of them. Leaving was the right choice.


    Her eyes snagged on the stool Second had used for the oiling. The sight of it repulsed her. Taking it to the closet brought her back to the open chest, and sitting before it she petted the baubles. Rings, pendants, horn dangles, fillets and tail rings… she found she was looking for a specific jewel and let her hand drop into her lap where she could clasp its wrist. The Ambassador had showed her his ring once, the broad signet with its wingless, striking drake. A symbol, like these rings, but of agency rather than impotence. Death was the final capitulation to powerlessness. The Priestess would be the first to tell her it was her duty not to die. The Ambassador, though, had told her countless stories about death as a weapon, of the power of martyrdom.


    And yet, he had fought. Or had he? Had his stay here been a form of martyrdom? It had certainly hurt him enough. She ran a finger over one of the tail rings and sighed. Why hadn’t he left her something? Some souvenir she could use to focus her thoughts. Some way to remember him concretely…


    She was closing the chest as she thought it, and rested her brow against the lid in sudden exasperation. He had left her some way. He had left her himself, stored in her own body as a bone-deep pattern. Had left her more than a useless trinket, but the power to communicate with the voiceless, to bridge gaps, to imagine, to think beyond the narrow confines of the life she’d known. What would he say to her, if he was here?


    He would tell her to trust her instincts.


    He would tell her to trust the Emperor’s.


    I have given you a weapon. You should put him to use while I’m gone.


    Her hands smoothed over the top of the chest and she frowned. Why had he wanted her armed? From whom had he expected her to need protection? He had cowed the court—had put a male he’d claimed to trust on Second’s pillow. He should not have worried that anyone would harm her… if he trusted Second.


    But if he hadn’t….


    She lifted her head. A test. Nothing else made sense. He was testing Second, and probably placing him somewhere he could easily be isolated and eliminated. And he hadn’t wanted her to be defenseless if his suspicions had been correct. He had asked her if she was truly willing to help him, had attended so closely to her answer... you will serve me here better than you know. Or so I hope.


    So her instincts and his were aligned. It was time to go. And remembering the Ambassador she knew why she’d been vacillating. The Ambassador hadn’t fled when he’d freed the first slaves: because he’d had more to accomplish; because staying had split the attention of their possible pursuers, and given the slaves a better chance at escape; and because he’d felt he had something to learn if he remained.


    She’d worried that flight would remove her from the court where she could observe the Emperor’s enemies. She had forgotten that her actions were her own choice; that she was not being forced to walk a path, even one she’d decided on for others.


    Was this the next step in responsibility, she wondered? To go from powerlessness, to responsibility for oneself, and then at last to responsibility for others?


    Was this what had given the Ambassador the power to go on in the face of desolation and pain, nigh unto death?


    Duty, she thought, finding the concept strange and frightening, but also compelling. She would have thought it an alien ideal, but had not Uuvek and the Knife spoken of it themselves?


    The Queen rose. Once she was sure of her composure, she walked down the stairs to the harem proper. The females there were disposed in their usual lassitude and her gaze glided over them until she found the Priestess, sitting in rigid tension across from the door. “Join me in the use closet, Stripes,” she said. “We must choose some implements for Second’s pleasure.”


    The Priestess pushed herself up from her seat. “Second has not indicated any desire for the items in the use closet.”


    The Queen devoutly hoped he hadn’t, because it meant he might not know about it. “Perhaps he has not been made aware of the breadth of tools available to males of his station. We will make some selections and allow him to decide whether he is interested.”


    The other females were watching them warily now, and under their eyes, the Priestess bobbed her head. “As you say, Mistress.”


    They proceeded in silence halfway up to the Queen’s chambers, turning away at the landing to face the small door tucked beneath the final flight of stairs. There were no doubt ways to hide evidence of recent visitation, but the Queen did not know them and could only hope the fact that the use closet looked disused meant no one had entered it and left something there that could record their conversation. Turning on the lamp, she shut the door behind the Priestess and said without preamble, “Are you my friend?”


    The other female stared at her, pupils dilating despite the kindled light.


    “Don’t tell me that Chatcaava do not make friends, that this concept is ancient, that there is no such thing as love or loyalty,” the Queen continued, the words hard in her mouth, hard and old and potent. “Don’t tell me that I ask a great deal of you, or not enough. Just answer.”


    “Yes.”


    Just that. The Queen lifted her chin, eyes narrowing.


    “And don’t tell me that my ‘yes’ is not sufficient,” the Priestess added, meeting her skeptical look with a challenging one. “If you can ask the question, you can accept the answer without embellishment.”


    That convinced her the way no impassioned speech would have. The Queen said, “I must ask you to do something very hard, something that only a friend would do. Something you won’t like. But it is a decision I have made, and I must make, and you must allow me to do it.”


    “Is this decision going to be as bad as your decision to sit on your tower windowsill with nothing between you and your death on the ground?”


    She met the Priestess’s eyes, unwavering. “It will seem worse.”


    “But not be it.”


    She almost said ‘no’… but that would be a lie. The Ambassador would tell her that one could not build a friendship on lies. “I don’t think it will be. I could be wrong. I may die a worse death than a fall out of the tower. But I have to do this and I can’t without your help.”


    The Priestess stared at her, all her arms folded and her shoulders and neck hard. Set against the backdrop of the instruments of torture itemized and displayed in the use closet, the Queen felt the enormity of what she was asking… not just of the Priestess, who was so new to her to be making a decision this important, but of herself… for the risk she was about to take. But the Emperor had called her his partner. He had given her a weapon. He had told her to see to the children… but he had not grouped her with them.


    She had become a person with power. Now it was time to act like one.


    “Don’t make me regret this choice,” the Priestess said. “Because I will be bitterly angry if you die before you can show me what friendship entails.”


    “I am not planning to die,” the Queen said. “And you have given me another reason to be sure of it.”


    The Priestess lowered her head and sighed. “Tell me what it is you require.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 15


    Their seats at the concert were as far from one another as Jahir could contrive, buying at such a late date and granting the irregular shape of the venue. He hadn’t warned Lisinthir, but when the usher offered to guide them to their seats his cousin had essayed one of those charming smiles and said, “I’ll take the gallery seat. My cousin should be the one closest to the orchestra.”


    Useless to protest; knowing Lisinthir, he would tell him to enjoy the experience and if Jahir resisted, add that being close to the orchestra would distract Jahir far more than it would him, and so make the test more useful. So Jahir accepted the gift—because he knew it had been intended as one—and made his way down the elegantly carpeted stairs to the one seat left in the front orchestra section because of its astronomical expense. As he threaded his way among the crowd, he felt his cousin: nothing like the mindline, with its multiple layers and literal transcription of thought. More like how Vasiht’h had always explained his sense of the Goddess, as a certainty, a presence he could lean against and be sure of support.


    How Lisinthir would laugh at the analogy! He would have to share it later.


    That sense of him persisted, though. It persisted despite the several thousand people sharing the concert hall with them in the noisy prelude to the arrival of the musicians. It persisted after they’d all found their seats and their conversations had quieted to a susurrus more felt than heard. It remained strong when the orchestra arrived, and Jahir waited for his reaction to the music to sweep it away…


    …but music made it stronger in him, not weaker, as if passion of any kind made him more open to his cousin’s influence.


    They had not planned which talent to try first; part of the experiment was to see if they could communicate their desires across the distance. Jahir had expected this to be difficult but it wasn’t, because he knew Lisinthir’s touch. There was a path into him and it had been opened by fingertips and lips and too-knowing eyes, and it was as easy now as he suspected it would have been difficult before they’d been lovers.


    Amid the thousand breathless spectators, they tried their mind magics, and all of them worked. More than worked. It felt natural, so effortless that they put paid to all the experiment’s permutations before the conclusion of the first movement of the concerto. So Jahir pulled his cousin in and held him nigh so that he could share his reaction to the music, and together they listened, and the space between them became inconsequential. Tears beaded beneath his lashes, seeped down his cheeks. The piece was magnificent, the performance staggering. It washed together with the experiences that had preceded it, the ones that had left him raw and broken open, until the crescendo seemed to well out of him, not the instruments. He gave himself gladly to it and didn’t care that others might see him dab his face when it was over.


    Outside the hall, leaning against a back wall as the other concert-goers streamed past, Jahir waited with a head full of music and joy. He felt his cousin’s progress like the pulse of a bass drum underlying the treble of the conversation that flowed around him. When the touch glided over his cheekbone he did not startle. Nor did he shy away from the kiss so gently touched to his lips. He breathed out, whispering You see nothing, and knew that no one would look. And then he accepted the kiss, and asked for more with an open mouth, and received it: not cruelty or passion, but warmth and a slow, searching sweetness that left him weak in every joint. When those lips moved up to kiss the salt dried at the edges of his eyes, he seeped it fresh and tasted the tears on his cousin’s lips as if they were his own.


    Lisinthir cupped his elbows and sighed. Smiled, and murmured in the gold, “Another wall, my cousin.”


    Jahir rested his cheek against his cousin’s. “Another wall.”


    Affection suffused him through their touching skins, effervescent with humor, sweet like wine. He suffered the caress along the angle of his jaw, feeling cocooned, softened by awe.


    “Come,” Lisinthir murmured. “Now is the right time.”


    For what? He wanted to ask. Knowing they should talk about what they’d done, what they’d proven. That it was of staggering significance. Not just the power of it, but how easy it had been… not just how easy it had been, but how easy it had become for him. That he wanted it now; wanted to be put to the work. That he no longer questioned the rectitude of it, if only he could be used, and useful.


    God and Lady. To be useful.


    The hand framing his jaw tightened, drawing his eyes up to Lisinthir’s, to his cousin’s grave and intense stare.


    “I know,” Lisinthir said. “Jahir. I know.”


    There was no one in the universe who knew better. But Jahir could feel his cousin’s love for him blazing bright as sunfire through the fingers spread on his face, and what an Eldritch heir loved, he protected. A sheathed sword might never shatter, but it would never draw blood either….


    Lisinthir ran a finger along the hair draped past Jahir’s temple, tucked it back behind one ear. “Trust me,” he finished, husky.


    What could he say to that? Except, “Always.”


    Lisinthir exhaled. “Now. We go.”


    He didn’t ask where, but let his cousin draw him after, through the crowds which no longer distressed him. He knew the boundaries between his mind and theirs now, the seam between his body and the air. He could blur those boundaries or hold them at a remove, and it no longer required concentration.


    His cousin was amused. That had a flavor, an undertongue tingle, the hyper-arousal of skin newly tickled. He asked, low, “Why?”


    “We will cut quite the swath, dressed as we are.”


    For a concert? Jahir followed him off the lift and down the first of many stairs and ramps, because naturally they were bound for the Trenches and not the upper levels where two Eldritch in court coats might have won themselves the occasional glance but not the admiring stares they were about to collect. As they passed into the artificial gloaming of the market’s lowest levels, Jahir asked, absently, “Is it dangerous?”


    “For someone else, perhaps.” Lisinthir’s amusement grew sharp edges, blood-taint. “Not for us.” And lighter, silvered, “And not here, anyways. It may be the Hull’s midnight district, but it’s still the Alliance.”


    To that Jahir said nothing because it was true. He could not hold the pastiche of visceral memories he’d plucked from Lisinthir’s mind during its seizures without admitting to it. He was still contemplating this when his cousin drew him under a ramp and away from the trickle of people walking beneath the dim bulbs of the overhead strings. The hand that had taken his wrist traveled up his arm to rest, unexpectedly, on his shoulder, four fingers over it, thumb resting on his collarbone. Surprised, Jahir looked up.


    “Still with me?” Lisinthir asked, low.


    “Always,” Jahir said, willing him to hear the message in it. Not just now, but always. Into the Empire, not just without.


    Lisinthir’s mouth twitched upward at the corner but the smile didn’t touch his eyes. He kissed Jahir’s brow. “Let us complete the pattern, then.”


    The store a few steps down from the ramp sold knives.


    [image: ***]


    Was it punishment for his sins or reward for his sacrifices that had put his cousin in his hands? So damned eager to be used, and so useful, and so necessary? Lisinthir didn’t look over his shoulder, knowing Jahir was behind him and one step to the side, feeling it as a change in the air pressure near his back, in the weight of the other man’s existence sensed through these new and far too convenient talents. What would their homeworld had been like, had it been mostly composed of Jahir Seni Galares? Would he have been so eager to leave it?


    Did it matter? They had what they had.


    The Tam-illee sitting behind the counter in this shop was so delicate it was easy to mistake him for a woman: little pointed face, slim neck, large eyes with a shelf of lashes to darken their lavender to the hue of amethysts. Some Chatcaavan would have paid high marks to buy him for the pleasure of having a male slave whose body screamed him deserving of use as a female. Even the light fawn of the fur and the elegant bob of the hair suggested fragility.


    Until one looked at his hands, and the way he used his eyes.


    That, Lisinthir thought, was why the Alliance would win against the Chatcaava… if win they did. The ambush of competence, wrapped in velvet pelt.


    “I have come for the knife,” Lisinthir said.


    The tod nodded. “I’ll bring it. Would you like anything else?”


    “Yes. But we need to discuss it first.”


    Returning to the dagger disassembled on his table, the foxine said, “Take your time.”


    The question, then… had the sight of the shop shocked his cousin out of the malleability that had inspired Lisinthir to bring him here now? Turning, he found Jahir standing alongside the wall, looking up at the lengths of leather.


    “They are unmarked,” Jahir said in their tongue, stripped of any mood shading.


    “One chooses the color and breadth and tooling one likes and has it cut to the length one requires,” Lisinthir said.


    “Like buying a belt,” Jahir murmured.


    “Very like,” Lisinthir said, paused a heartbeat, and finished, “And nothing at all.”


    That bought him a laugh, and it was soft and breathy. “What are we supposed to be discussing?”


    Lisinthir set a hand on the small of his back, flattening the palm and waiting for reaction: no stiffening. He continued. “I have bought hooks already, but I meant to apply to you for your opinion on how you would like to be held to them.”


    Jahir drew in a shaky breath. “Do I need restraint?”


    “Absolutely.”


    Surprised at his vehemence, Jahir glanced at him, and Lisinthir caught and held his gaze. “You have asked for the blade and I agreed to it. But I won’t have you hurt because you were able to jerk toward the edge.”


    Jahir looked away. “Toward,” he whispered.


    “You know as well as I do that it will probably not be away.” He stroked his thumb along his cousin’s back and added, softly silvered, “I would have you be no other way.”


    “Wouldn’t you?”


    His cousin was expecting pathos so Lisinthir snorted. “I fled the homeworld’s safety for the Empire, if you’ll recall. I am hardly one to judge you for leaning into the knife.”


    Jahir chuckled softly, but beneath Lisinthir’s palm his body was quivering. “So… restraints. What are my choices?”


    “Innumerable, given where we are. To narrow it, rope, leather, or a modern material like the one the Maven herd bracelets are made of.”


    “Rope sounds… painful.”


    “In a good way?” Lisinthir asked, earning himself a quelling look.


    “In a ‘leaves fibers in my skin’ way,” Jahir said. “Not a memento I particularly want to invite.”


    “God help me, but you think I’d use a hawser on you, cousin? We’re not talking of hemp…”


    Jahir pressed his face into his hand and only the mirth Lisinthir felt through their connection let him witness it with equanimity.


    “I will make it easy,” Jahir said. “Go with the modern materials. It is the world we live in.”


    “It is, isn’t it?” Lisinthir said.


    “It will be when we’re done,” Jahir said, and that had the quality of a vow.


    Leaving him, Lisinthir made arrangements with the Tam-illee, and this purchase he did not trust to a courier but accepted personally. It came in a wooden box that smelled fragrantly of some alien hardwood, resinous and deep, tucked into a discreet dark blue bag.


    “Toys for the evening,” Jahir said as they made their way back up the ramp.


    “Nothing like,” Lisinthir said, implacable. “These are tools for apotheosis, cousin. And we will not be waiting until evening.”


    He heard Jahir’s caught breath and waited. It took nearly the entire trip back to their suite before his cousin found a reply. “You’re so certain.”


    Lisinthir stopped to face him, found the anxiety lingering in those eyes despite the masklike reserve that framed them in smooth skin and unlined brow.


    “That it is more than depravity? That the time is now? That it is a needful thing? Yes, yes, and yes. And this will be the last time I tell you, because you will not believe words. You will believe what we do, so we will do it, and I will bleed the last of your doubts from you.” Lisinthir canted his head. “That is your warning, cousin. If you walk in the door with me, you won’t walk out again until I’m done with you. And before you agree—” He held up his free hand. “You will not have it your way. I won’t savage you in brutal silence and leave you the privacy of your thoughts. We will discuss what we do before we do it and have an agreement on what we allow, and won’t. There will be no question of your consent.” He pinned Jahir with his eyes, let some of his resolve show. “I won’t shoulder the blame for what should be a mutual decision. There will be no ‘but it wasn’t really me because he made me do it.’ I deserve better and so do you.”


    Jahir drew in a breath and let it out, slowly. He nodded with a wry smile. “You know me well.”


    “I like to think so, a little.” Lisinthir started to hold out that hand and hesitated. “So. Your decision.”


    “Healer? Cousin? Galare? Your Delight?”


    “Jahir,” Lisinthir said, quiet. “Your decision.”


    Jahir tilted his head. “You want it?”


    “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want you.” Lisinthir smiled. “This is no act of martyrdom on my part. Some of it will be hard for me. Some of it will surprise me. But I will enjoy myself. I suspect immensely.”


    “I would hate to come to someone acting out of charity,” Jahir murmured.


    “I wouldn’t do it myself.”


    “No, I imagine you wouldn’t.”


    Were his cousin’s eyes on his hand? He could feel the attention like the heat from a fire. He’d known they would come to this pass; that all the rough play they’d indulged in had been nothing but a prelude to an act his cousin had not committed himself to. This was the moment they’d both been anticipating since Jahir had accepted his invitation on the courier.


    “That is the crux of it, isn’t it?” Jahir looked up then. “Whether I believe you, that I could be acceptable as I am. If I walk through the door with you, I may discover I’m not. That what I am truly is ugly and perverse. Maybe you will be incapable of giving me what I need, and thus prove it to me. Or maybe I will be incapable of standing it, and ruin it with my own self-disgust. But that is what I’m confronting now. Am I worthy of love, despite my flaws.”


    “Am I?” Lisinthir asked. “My flaws are rather more heinous than yours, I think.”


    Jahir paused, then narrowed his eyes. “You are trying to force me to put my fears in perspective by comparing them to yours.”


    “I was trying,” Lisinthir said with innocence, “to engage your empathy in the hopes that it would remind you that you are not the only person in the universe with flaws that dispose him to believe himself unworthy of love.”


    Jahir laughed. “Incorrigible man.”


    “Cousin,” Lisinthir said, “My hand tires. Will you take it and go in the room with me, there to discuss safe and consensual expressions of violence? Or shall we go to a very late lunch and while the remainder of our day away sightseeing?”


    “I hear there are several points of interest in the Hull we have not yet explored,” Jahir said. He slid his hand into Lisinthir’s. “But I think, all the same, that our time is better spent here.”


    Lisinthir sighed, relieved. “I was hoping you’d say so.”


    Jahir quirked a brow. “Were you?”


    “I would hate to have wasted this knife,” Lisinthir said, pulling him. “You have not seen it yet, cousin. It is glorious.”


    Jahir shuddered. “Well, far be it from me to waste a knife.”


    “Just so.”


    They passed in silence through the living room to the bedchamber, where Lisinthir set the bag on their bed so he could retrieve the other items he’d bought in preparation for this interlude, the items he’d spent so long in the choosing, wanting them to be right. Nothing less than a ceremony would pull them both through this, and he wouldn’t deny that he, as much as Jahir, needed it: to separate it from what he’d experienced in the Empire, to lift it above those sordid memories. Once he’d set that package on the bed alongside the knife’s box, he stripped his coat off and started on the shirt. The boots came next, though he left the pants on. Enough to lose the sense that he was suffocating, that his skin was starving for the air.


    “So,” Jahir said. “All this is….”


    “Instrumental to our pleasure,” Lisinthir said. “Cousin, sit, please.”


    “Shall I shed my clothing as well?”


    The hesitance… so beautiful, that vulnerability. How dearly he wanted to honor it. “As much as you’re comfortable with. We will not be lunging into the throes of bloody embrace yet.”


    “Talk,” Jahir guessed with a sigh as he began disrobing.


    “What else? You are what you are, yes?”


    “And you aren’t,” Jahir observed, eyeing him over his arms before lifting them to pull off his shirt. “So what is it that we must discuss?”


    How to ask? Lisinthir thought of foreplay, thought of testing, thought of gentleness… discarded all of it. “I would ask if you wish to be flogged.”


    Jahir froze in the act of reaching for his boots, so completely Lisinthir could see the gooseflesh along his sides and wonder if it was arousal or cold or horror.


    “That is… an astonishing question,” Jahir said at last, resuming motion. Lisinthir watched him undo the buckles with swift flicks of his fingers and then sit to peel the footwear off. “I assume there is a reason you ask.”


    “Several. The most important of those reasons would be that among lovers who enjoy this form of lovemaking, what we would call the whip is highly prized. So much so that I simplify matters by using the word we would recognize; in the bedroom its variations are broad and are enjoyed for their nuance, and their ability in skilled hands to hurt without destroying.”


    That construction brought his cousin’s head up, as he’d thought it would. Squinting, Jahir said, “A safe way to be hurt.”


    “You’ll observe I no longer press on your jaw when we kiss?” Lisinthir said. “I have been informed it is unwise to stimulate the nerves so directly. They can become sensitized, or worse, remain irritated.”


    Jahir’s eyes lost their focus. Then he shuddered and shook his head, hair swaying around his shoulders. “No. I don’t imagine that permanent irritation of that nerve would be pleasing. Although I miss it, cousin.”


    “Do you?” Lisinthir asked, careful of the words, the tone. The Harat-Shar siblings had told him how rare it was to find such extremes enjoyable.


    “Oh yes.” Jahir’s smile was rueful. “You will wonder at it when it was literally blinding agony. But that was part of the attraction… because your kiss drew me out of it, re-assembled the pieces of me from the chaos.” He trailed a hand over his jaw, as if remembering. “You brought me back.”


    Lisinthir’s breath caught. Could his cousin have planned words better calculated to incite his every need? More importantly—had he? But no, all Lisinthir saw in Jahir’s face was his absolute faith, and witnessing it, his heart shivered like frangible glass. Voice husky, he said, “If it’s in my power, cousin… I will always bring you back.”


    “I know.” Jahir sighed, let his hand fall off his face. “And if you can’t… I promise I will bring myself back.”


    “Thank you.”


    That smile was winsome and sweet. “It is the least I owe you, and everyone else who loves me.” Squaring his shoulders, he continued, “So… you ask if I am willing to be flogged because it would allow you to give me what I need with the least risk.”


    “Yes. And I ask because I have no idea if it’s possible.”


    “Because I might find it repugnant?” Jahir glanced at him. “Because it is a punishment served the least privileged of our people, and invariably results in death?”


    “Have you seen it done?”


    “God and Lady, no.” Jahir hesitated. “Don’t tell me that you have. It’s not done—”


    “Among the Seni,” Lisinthir finished. “No, I wouldn’t think so. But my parents were thoughtless and high-handed, not at all like yours. One of our servants was sentenced to flogging for theft. And died, as one does on our world. I was young, so no, I didn’t see it. I would have had to be escorted and it wasn’t the sort of thing my parents would have troubled themselves to attend in person. One does not watch one’s lessers disciplined; one renders a sentence and leaves others to do the sordid work.” Lisinthir folded his legs, resting an ankle on the opposite knee. “I learned about it some years later.”


    Jahir was staring at him, aghast.


    “So many things you didn’t know, ah?”


    “So many things I knew happened in the abstract,” Jahir murmured. “That is a different matter from knowing of specific incidents.” He slipped his hands beneath his armpits—so the gooseflesh was probably cold—and continued. “But… there is more to it, isn’t there.”


    “Of course,” Lisinthir said, raising his eyes just enough to meet his cousin’s. “Because I have been whipped.”


    “The dragons… do such things?” Jahir asked, careful of the words.


    Lisinthir thought of the implements in the use closet, where he’d first seen the racks, the plugs, the clamps. He had hated their application, had nearly gone insane suffering them. He had refused to use them on the Slave Queen, deplored their existence. He spoke as carefully as Jahir had, knowing that he dared not show too much of that revulsion if he wanted his cousin to make his choice free from coercion. “They prefer their own claws and fists. Wrestling is their foremost choice. But granted extended tests of dominance, they do resort to restraints and sometimes to tools. Their whips aren’t like ours, though. They were never developed to spur beasts of burden. They were designed from their inception to scar and mortify other Chatcaava.”


    “I find it hard to conceive of such a thing.”


    “Can’t you? We have swords, cousin. What is a sword but a more efficient tool for killing other people?”


    “Or beasts!”


    Lisinthir shook his head, finding some equilibrium in the discussion, some sense of himself. “In some twisted fashion, cousin, the development of the Chatcaavan whip was a form of mercy. If the choice is between death outright and torture from which one might win reprieve and even glory… then in making these tools, they have saved some segment of their population.”


    Jahir’s voice was quiet. “I see my cousin and hear a dragon.”


    “I am the son of the striking drake, at the last.” Lisinthir smiled, a little. “But… enough. I give you the choice because the use of such a tool is freighted with cultural contexts you might find abhorrent. I won’t flog you if in your mind it will become a punishment that corroborates your belief that you are lesser, and deserving of abasement.”


    Jahir looked away, frowning. “I thought that at some level this exercise is supposed to incite such feelings.”


    “Ah!” Lisinthir chuckled. “Here is where my education at the hands of the pards will stand us in good stead.” He went for the sideboard and the supplies he’d set there: the pitcher, two bottles, the small selection of spices. He poured a glass of unadulterated port first. “Different people need different things, you perceive. The reason we discuss these things beforehand is to prevent ourselves from blundering onto things you don’t want or need.”


    Jahir’s brows lifted, but he did not reject the glass Lisinthir handed him. “You intrigue me. Do go on.”


    “So, for instance,” Lisinthir said, obliging. “Having observed you, I know some of the things you don’t need.”


    “This should be enlightening.”


    “I trust!” Lisinthir set his finger on the underside of the glass’s foot, pushing up. “Drink.” He watched his cousin obey and then returned to the sideboard to set the pitcher on a warmer. Pouring the remainder of the port into it, he said, “You, for instance, do not need humiliation.”


    “I… beg your pardon. Do some people…”


    “Enjoy it? Oh, absolutely. But embarrassment makes you self-conscious, which is the opposite of what you need.”


    “What do I need?” Jahir asked, bemused.


    “To let go,” Lisinthir said, simply. He stirred the port, mixing the sugar and spices into it, and left it to the warmer before turning to face his cousin. On Jahir’s face he found the relaxed shoulders and soft, self-deprecating smile that were the signs of submission. But then his cousin looked at him and asked, “And what do you need?” and because the question was unexpected, the answer came, spontaneous and uncensored, and carried with it the roughness of too many unexamined pains and truths.


    Ambassador... has there ever been something you wanted more than anything?


    “To find a home.”
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    Of course. How could he have not known? Jahir stepped closer and naturally Lisinthir met his eyes, because he was incapable of exposing his own weaknesses without daring others to turn them into weapons. If he could face his own demons without flinching, how could his enemies use them against him? It was brilliant, and utterly like him, and did not change that they were wounds and they bled. Jahir caught his hand and kissed the fingers, willing Lisinthir to sense his sincerity as he said, in the white, “You will find your welcome in the arms of those who love you, and through them, you will have that home. I pledge it you, cousin.”


    Lisinthir’s doubt seeped through their skin, so Jahir tightened his grip and said, “I mean that. You love your dragons and will find a place among them until they are done. Then you will come home.”


    “To you,” Lisinthir said, and failed of the sardonic tone. “And Sediryl.”


    “And Vasiht’h, who requires your services as mad uncle to his children,” Jahir said. And added, amused, “Sediryl has had two human lovers, one of each sex. Do you suppose she will find you outré?”


    “Sediryl loves you,” Lisinthir pointed out, dry.


    “She hasn’t met you yet.”


    “And you’re the one who loves her, not me. Fortunately for her.” Jahir lifted his eyes from Lisinthir’s hand, saw his cousin flinch, grimace. “Forget I said that.”


    “It is not an unfortunate thing, to be loved by you,” Jahir said, quiet.


    Lisinthir sighed. “Healer.”


    “To whom you promised a cessation of the mortification of your spirit, yes?”


    Lisinthir chuckled softly and stroked Jahir’s fingers with his thumb. “I suppose I did. So I promise I shall endeavor, and tonight will be part of that. If you will permit me to continue the discussion?”


    More talk about particulars when what he wanted was less talk about them, or more talk about this topic. Jahir sighed. “I suppose it’s necessary.”


    “You suppose correctly. Am I right when I assume that your suppository came from a larger medical kit? One you packed yourself?”


    That hot flush was surely visible, but how many such blushes had he awarded his cousin by now? “I might have done, yes.”


    Lisinthir nodded. “Then do me the favor of going to the bathroom to fetch it. And finish undressing and preparing, if you would. I have my own work to do here.”


    “Work,” Jahir murmured, feeling the word.


    “Work I anticipate for the pleasure it will bring us,” Lisinthir said. “But it must be done right to ensure our safety. I prefer not to be distracted from my pleasures by catastrophe.”


    “Catastrophe!”


    “Or inconvenience.” Lisinthir grinned. “Go, cousin.”


    Jahir rested his free hand on Lisinthir’s chest and inclined his head. In Chatcaavan, he said, “I obey.” And brought Lisinthir’s hand to his lips for one more kiss, which his cousin turned into a caress, cupping the side of his face.


    The bathroom seemed far too significant a place when he stepped over its threshold, knowing that when he exited it, he would be submitting to what he suspected would be a life-altering experience. Trailing his fingertips over the counter, he avoided meeting his eyes in the mirror, not wanting to know what he would see there: desire? Shame? Anticipation? Fear, probably. All those things. He wanted to know if feeling them made him craven, or corrupt, and yet… he had nothing left in him to support such uncertainties. He had yoked himself in a bond closer than marriage to an alien; he wanted his pleasure mixed with pain, at the hands of a man; he was a mind-mage like something out of legend, who could force his feelings on others. How many other ways could he be debased… by the standards of others? And which others, when he lived with his foot in so many cultures?


    Jahir lifted his eyes and looked, and saw only a great calm. His cousin had trusted him on the Chatcaavan vessel when he’d said Lisinthir was no monster. Now, he found, he trusted Lisinthir to tell him the same.


    The medical kit was next to his toiletries. He stripped the rest of his clothes off and brought the bag, and halted just outside the bathroom. There were complex-looking hooks extending from the ceiling some distance in front of the wall, and beneath them a circle of white velvet resting upon a small wooden block. On the bed across from this, a blanket so deep a red it gathered black shadows in its folds. And the room smelled fragrantly of cardamom and oranges, and brought to him forcibly the association of safety, of countless holidays spent warming his fingers on glasses of mulled wine after vigils spent in cold chapels.


    He said the first thing on his mind, brought there by his convulsive embrace of his supplies. “The white will stain, surely.”


    “That is the point,” Lisinthir said. Perhaps something in his face betrayed him, for his cousin laughed. “No, my dear, I’m not intending to keep it as some proof of my virgin conquest. I bought it because I wanted another visual indicator of how much you’re bleeding.” Lisinthir glanced at the velvet. “The more warnings I can build into this, the better.”


    “Because you’re not planning it to be safe.”


    “No.”


    Jahir stared at him, inhaled, and set the kit down on the bed. “You have not asked me for a safeword.”


    “You know about them.”


    “I’m not entirely unlettered,” Jahir said. And added, smiling a little, “I have known a great many Harat-Shar since coming to the Alliance. One is unavoidably educated.”


    Lisinthir chuckled. “Yes, one is. It’s one of their charms. Now, ask me why I haven’t required you to give me one.”


    Jahir met his eyes. “Why haven’t you asked me to choose a safeword?”


    “Because,” Lisinthir said, “you’ll never use it.”


    He’d needed it badly. To hear it said aloud. To know that Lisinthir knew it. The whole body shudder it sent through him was relief, or release, or both.


    “I could ask you to choose one,” Lisinthir continued, bringing the knife—still hidden in its box—to the table he’d set up alongside the wall. “I could even compel your promise to employ it. But you wouldn’t. Either willfully, because you don’t want to be safe, or thoughtlessly, because you were too lost in the moment to recall it. But the extraction of that promise would lead me to believe you would use it, and that would make me complacent.” He shook his head. “No. I can’t trust you with your safety because you don’t know your own limits. And that means I will have to be vigilant and pay close attention to what I see and sense through my fingers. No safeword, thus.” He smiled, lopsided. “Don’t tell my mentors in the art. They would be horrified.”


    “I am sure there are places on Harat-Sharii where there are no boundaries.”


    “I’m sure,” Lisinthir said, holding out a hand for him. “But there are reasons for the conventions we are about to flout, and I dearly wish we could use them.”


    Jahir gave him his hand, watched his cousin loop the broad but colorless restraint over his wrist. To be so carefully designed, and yet so easy to overlook. He could see his skin through the strips lining the padding. “Do you?”


    Lisinthir hesitated, then laughed, low. “All right. Perhaps it makes the thing more interesting, to have it be dangerous. But you do me wrong, cousin, in thinking that I am cavalier about this when your safety is at stake. I might enjoy risk-taking on my own, but some part of me does wish you would take enough care of yourself that I need not fear for you.”


    Jahir gave him the other wrist. “There will always be parts of us that don’t belong to more civilized worlds, cousin.”


    Lisinthir caressed the edge of his wrist, tracing the bones. “No. There would be no negotiation of boundaries on the homeworld.”


    The memory of the rush of their horses through the forest swept through him. The exhilaration of it, of knowing that a broken neck awaited a single misstep, of the absolute certainty that Lisinthir wouldn’t guide them wrong. “We are what we are, and I would have it no other way.”


    “Then, let us see what lies on the other side of this,” Lisinthir said, kissing his hands, now trammeled with their unassuming circlets of flexible silver. “And enjoy the journey.”


    As Lisinthir led him toward the wall, Jahir said, “Will it begin with the knife, then?”


    “Yours not to question, but to accept.” Lisinthir caught his wrist, stepping up onto the block and yoking it to the hook. “And on this I will brook no argument, cousin. I expect compliance from you from here on, until we are done. Anything less and we will not begin at all.”


    Did his voice tremble? “I understand.”


    “Good. Up with the other hand now.”


    The hooks were just high enough that he had to stand on the balls of his feet: planned, indubitably, which made him wonder when his cousin had measured his height. How soft the velvet was! He spread his toes, enjoying the caress of it. Lisinthir had mapped every particular, which made him say, suddenly, “Did you buy a whip in case I had wanted it?”


    His cousin trailed a hand over his chest, ducked under Jahir’s arm. “I didn’t, no. I thought your acquiescence unlikely enough to save myself the expense.”


    That seemed implausible, given how carefully Lisinthir had planned everything else. “But then what would you have done if I’d said yes?”


    “I had the pards instruct me on the use of a belt.”


    Jahir started. “You would have flogged me with your belt?”


    “With my sword belt, yes.” Lisinthir sounded amused—satisfied too, no doubt because he felt Jahir’s shocked interest through their skin. “I thought that would offset the association of flogging with corporal punishment. It would be personal.”


    The heat that ripped down his spine when he let himself fully imagine it… personal, yes. The belt that held Imtherili’s swords to its heir’s hips? To know that his blood would stain the leather that his cousin wore into battle? To transform that symbol of potential violence into one of trust and intimacy? To feel it, still warm from Lisinthir’s body... God and Lady, sword belts were incised with patterns, and had buckles and hasps. He could almost feel the metal slashing his side....


    Lisinthir spread both hands on either side of his ribs, his concern like cold water on his too-hot skin. “Cousin?”


    “A very… compelling… image. I am forced to admit.”


    The humor then was very gentle. “Should I go fetch it?”


    “No! No. I think… but maybe next time.” Jahir bit his lip, realizing too late what he’d implied, but Lisinthir’s hands stroked down his sides to his hips and came to rest there.


    “Then next time. I will have you kiss the leather before I use it on you.”


    “Welts,” Jahir whispered.


    “Patterned with twined dragons.” Lisinthir kissed the back of his neck, reached over Jahir’s shoulders, and pulled his hair back. Was he braiding it? Yes, from the tugs on his scalp, too gentle for Jahir’s taste. He wanted more. “You give me something to look forward to.”


    His body was beginning to tremble and he couldn’t make it stop. His mouth was dry. “Are you looking forward to this?”


    “I don’t have to look forward to this,” Lisinthir murmured, spreading his hands over the backs of Jahir’s shoulders. “I’m living it. Are you ready now, Galare, Healer, beautiful cousin?”


    “Please,” Jahir said. “Gentle me.”


    “Nothing would gratify me more.” Lisinthir dropped a kiss below the nape of his neck… and then grabbed him by the braid and yanked his head back, and here at last was the pain he’d yearned for, enough to bring spontaneous tears to the corners of his eyes. “You are going to have to earn the knife, cousin. Show me your absolute obedience and I will give you what you want.”


    “Anything…!”


    “Promises,” Lisinthir growled, low and hungry. “Now you will make good on them.” And bit him on the neck, below the ear.


    When Jahir had imagined this interlude, he had seen himself lying on his back, with his cousin near him but not covering him, held at a clinical distance. They had both considered the knife. Been utterly focused on it. Experimented with it, slowly, scraping, analyzing each discrete sensation. He’d had some vague notion that eventually the threat of the knife would arouse him and then there would be lovemaking, at which point his imagination had failed him; he hadn’t been able to decide what happened to the knife then, or whether it remained germane to the situation. There had been a chill dignity to it, an awareness of the dangers, and a measured and intellectual approach to the matter.


    The moment Lisinthir slammed him back, demonstrating why he’d left enough distance between his spine and the wall, all his carefully constructed fantasies shattered. There would be no academic deconstruction, no discussion, no distance. He would suffer: give up breath at his cousin’s command, shudder under teeth and nails, twitch at the endless pinches and the twisted posture imposed by hands tangled in his hair or knees forcing his legs apart… and when he did not comply in exact detail, he knew himself fettered by the talent he’d helped his cousin hone, and he no longer found it horrifying, but welcome, so welcome if it meant his obedience was more perfect. He knew, then, that he would go to the knife fevered, begging wordlessly, short of breath and desperate for release… and surrendered to the inevitability of it. His cousin had known him better than he’d known himself, again.


    He sank into sensation, and drowned in it so utterly he abandoned himself to thought, and fear, and shame. So completely, in fact, that he found it hard to concentrate on the words he heard his cousin speaking, from such a great distance. The fingers on his face were holding him steady. Was that important? He wasn’t being dragged down for a kiss or pushed back for something else… so he lifted wet lashes and focused, with difficulty, on the darkwater eyes searching his. And what he saw in them kindled a level of arousal he’d thought impossible when his body burned so much already.


    Words. He struggled, found one, used the language of dragons. “Now?”


    Lisinthir dragged a finger over his bruised lower lip, and all his body throbbed in response. He dizzied, forced himself to concentrate again.


    “Now,” Lisinthir said, low, and something cool pressed against his chest, near the sternum. He could sense its outline like a brand against his fevered skin, knew its shape: slender and purposeful, like a scalpel. “Yes?” Lisinthir whispered, kissing him gently.


    “Yes,” he hissed, shivering.


    His cousin’s hands skated down his sweating sides, tracing his ribs, returning to his chest. There, a scrape, not enough to draw blood. A threat, an unbearable friction that made him burn for it, for the illumination of his edges. Another scrape, lower, moving outward. He inhaled, expecting it to continue, but received it instead on the opposite side. Never cutting. Abrading, only, drawing all his yearning into a tight knot beneath its path. So much taunting. He flinched after each scrape, struggling not to push into it, until at last he gasped out, “Please, I can’t!”


    “Then I’ll make you,” Lisinthir said gently, kissing the corner of his mouth with a tenderness that made him ache in entirely different ways, until he thought he would weep. And then, mercifully, his cousin took his body from him and forced it not to twitch… and also not to breathe as deeply as he wanted, until between the teasing of the knife and the stealing of his wind he became nearly senseless with want, and when he thought he could bear nothing further his cousin crushed his mouth beneath his and the knife slashed him—


    —on the side, where Chatcaavan claws had left scars—


    He gasped in, and on the inhale, Lisinthir dug his fingers into the slice and smeared the blood over his skin.


    The shock of it broke him open and he cried out, wordless, and the universe spilled out through him, stretching him open, pouring him full. He saw too many worlds, more worlds than he could hold in his arms, more worlds than could be conquered, and despaired of the conquering—


    Only love can hold this, because the war for it will never end


    You will have to make a choice, arii, a choice, you will have to make a choice


    It is not enough to rule, one must Change


    “C-cousin,” Jahir gasped out, terrified, exalted, blinded by it. He remembered living in a body but couldn’t find it, smelled the copper tang of blood and sweat and desire, was swept in cold and hot waves. “Cousin, please…!”


    He fell from the hooks into Lisinthir’s arms, tangled in the velvet, and still he felt history—unwritten and inevitable and enormous—like the welts he’d refused from his cousin’s belt, and it was so implacable he was sobbing for breath, like something hunted. He would be lost, he would never find his way back to his body, he would be pinned by the weight of the future and die under it….


    Lisinthir bit his throat at the collarbone, shocking him. “No,” his cousin commanded, voice dangerous with possessive edges, words hard as dragon’s talons. “You won’t.” Fingers skidded down his side. Jahir gasped as they found the slice and stroked it as they might have his lips. “Live in this body, cousin.”


    “Oh, God,” Jahir said, “Make me, please!”


    Lisinthir rolled him onto his back and took him, so hard it shocked a cry out of him, and then he reached up for his cousin and gave in and gave in and left the future where it belonged. There was only this, and the fire of the wound and the iron taste of blood in his mouth as his cousin kissed him, forced his release, did it again, and again, until everything hurt and it was a relief, so good. So good, and when it was done he started shaking, and Lisinthir whipped the red blanket around him and swaddled him in it and rolled him into his arms, and through their skins Jahir felt his adoration, his concern, the ferocity of his love. Turning his face into Lisinthir’s neck he sagged, and gasped out, “Lin, oh Lin.”


    The shock of reaction in his cousin’s skin mattered not at all. And after a heartbeat, not to Lisinthir either, who cradled him, dropped gentle kisses on the top of his head, and held him until his heart slowed and his limbs stopped shivering. When he was steady enough, Lisinthir left him briefly to fetch the warmed port, and brought the rim of a glass to his lips: mulled with sugar and cardamom, tart enough to sting his mouth and oh, the sugar, he needed the sugar.


    “Slowly,” Lisinthir murmured, stroking his hair back from his jaw. “If you gulp it, you will be sorry.”


    Jahir managed a husky chuckle and did as bade before tucking himself back into his cousin, who scooted back until he could rest his spine against the wall. And there they remained, furled in the dense, plush blanket, recovering in that warm safe place together.


    At last, Lisinthir spoke, his voice a rasp. “Say it again.”


    A smile curved Jahir’s lips. He didn’t lift his head. “Lin.”
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    Such a small sound, so short a breath could carry it. But that was the way with milk names, wasn’t it? Not that he would know as he had never had anyone to call him by one. He’d lacked for siblings, and the parents who cared more for their consequence than their heir would never have permitted the nurse, tutors, or servants to assign him a diminutive. That would have been encroaching. They had given him a long name, as was the custom, without ever bothering to contract it to derive the love name Eldritch children accepted as proof that they mattered.


    Lisinthir let his head ease down until his nose was pressed against Jahir’s hair, and trembled. Would the pards have approved of his needing reassurance as a part of his cousin’s aftercare? They would have found it suspect, perhaps… but then, they hadn’t known he’d be cutting a therapist. He smiled at the touch that slid up his shoulder to rest against his face.


    “You deserve one,” Jahir said, low. “You know it.”


    And since he had so richly earned the admission, Lisinthir murmured, “I do now, Healer.”


    Jahir lifted his head just enough to meet his eyes. “It is not the Healer who calls you so.”


    Lisinthir kissed him between the brows, tasting the salt there. “Jahir. Whom all the world loves so well he needs no formal name.”


    “My complex and perfect Lin Imtherili,” Jahir answered, accepting the touch with closed eyes. He exhaled, a cool plume of air against Lisinthir’s throat. “Oh, but you can cut me anytime.”


    “Good, then?”


    “God… and… Lady.” Jahir shuddered against him, managed a weak chuckle. “I could have done without the prophetic interlude, but the rest of it….”


    “For me, too.” Lisinthir brushed his cousin’s hair back, observing the tangle that had fallen out of the braid and thinking that next time, he’d have to set aside a brush with the blanket. If, in fact, there was a next time. “I heard it too.”


    “The words?” Jahir looked up at him.


    “Change and choice.” Lisinthir leaned past him for the glass, brought it back for them both to sip from.


    “Do you… do you know what it means?”


    Did he? He’d recognized the cadence of the Chatcaavan tongue in the first words. But the others? And what was a single utterance like that, devoid of context? There would be no guessing at its inspiration. He rested his cheek against Jahir’s temple, watching his cousin drink, and said, “There is no hazarding the guess. For the best, I think.” Accepting the empty glass, he added, gently, “Are you clearer-headed? You sound it.”


    “I feel it. But… languorous. For once…” Jahir trailed off, then blurted a laugh. “For once I want only to stretch every limb and luxuriate in my own satiation, like a decadent.”


    “At last!” Lisinthir said, stroking the backs of his fingers across his cousin’s tacky cheekbone. “I have finally rendered you limp. Living Air help me. It takes a great deal to sate you, cousin…!”


    Jahir snickered, and pressed his fingertips to his mouth. “God, but did I make such a noise.”


    “Didn’t you, and so injurious to your dignity. It is almost as if I had seen you naked!”


    That won him the laugh he’d wanted and he smiled as he brushed the tip of his nose against Jahir’s. “If you are fully in this world, then, I would like us to rinse off, and to see to the wound.”


    “Was it dire?” Jahir glanced down, though there was no seeing the cut with the blanket swaddling them both. “It felt like nothing, and then as if you’d ripped me open.”


    “A very, very shallow slice,” Lisinthir promised. “But aggravated when I petted it.”


    “Then we should see to it, yes.” Jahir sighed. Quietly, “I did not mistake it, did I? You cut me where the dragons left their mark.”


    Lisinthir kissed his cheek. “What else? Come now, my dear.”


    They washed together in a warm silence, interrupted only by occasional laughter and gentle touches and exchanges of quips that were freighted with the hours they’d spent in one another’s arms. Once they were out of the shower, Jahir offered to see to the cut himself and Lisinthir refused him. “Mine to do,” he said. “As I put it there. Sit.”


    “I don’t need proof that you won’t leave me wounded.”


    “Yes,” Lisinthir said, “You do. And I need to prove to myself that I am not that man, as well.”


    Jahir hesitated, brows lifting. With a chuckle, he said, “You school the healer.”


    “I might have mentioned I have some vague grasp of psychologies.” Lisinthir set the flat of his hand on his cousin’s back, pressing him toward the bench beside the mirror. “Be still now. It’s seeping.”


    “It seems a minor slice.”


    “It is. I won’t over-fuss.” Lisinthir found the vial of antiseptic bandage and eased it open, and became aware that he was being stared at. “Cousin?”


    “There is a thing we must discuss.”


    “Ah,” Lisinthir murmured. “So I am about to receive my comeuppance now.”


    Jahir’s mouth twitched. “It was you who taught me that discussion is necessary. Don’t blame me for learning the lesson when what I preferred was to pull you over me.”


    “Mmm. Well, then, earned it I have.” Lisinthir spread the skin over the cut, ignoring the hiss, and started brushing the bandage on. “Speak, then.”


    “You were right.”


    “I like this so far.”


    Jahir silvered the words. “I should hope.” More seriously: “You invited me to this tryst, believing that without it, I would never have pushed past my reticence, and thus never made sufficient peace with my body and my desires to approach the woman I wish to marry.”


    An incredible beginning, one he had no idea how to react to. He continued what he was doing, focusing intently on the skin as the liquid began to cloud. “I had a feeling.”


    “A prescient one, I think. I am far more comfortable with the idea of being with her now. Perhaps because what we are to one another is so transgressive that marrying her seems minor in compare. I find…” Jahir trailed off, nodded. “I find I am looking forward to what we might be to one another.”


    “Then I have done a great thing,” Lisinthir murmured.


    “But.” Jahir caught his wrist, startling him with the vehemence he felt through that palm. “But whatever she and I will be to one another… it will never be what we are to one another. Cousin, I have loved your teeth, your claws, your fist in my hair. But I have loved them because they were yours. Your dragons will take you far from me. And perhaps Sediryl—when I find the courage to tell her about all of this—will not be willing to give her husband to the occasional assignation at another man's feet. But if those things keep us from consummation again, I will seek no other cruel hand. Gentleness I can do with another. But this belongs to you.”


    This speech was intolerable, and only growing more so. “Cousin—”


    But Jahir spoke over him. “Yours was my first rough touch, and the only I want. If not you, then no one. The thought of celibacy does not trouble me the way it would another.”


    “You must not miss me,” Lisinthir breathed. “Cousin, you must not.”


    “But I would.” Jahir held him in place by the wrist, so gentle to be so inexorable. “I would miss you like a limb ripped from me, the way I will miss Vasiht'h when he has passed on. But it will not sway me. My needs might be needs, but you are not replaceable, and I will suffer no other hand. None will do.” He breathed in and let it out, and the sweetness of that smile, and the hunger in it, and the wistfulness…. “After what we have just done, how can I not know? How can you not?”


    The pace of his heart was frenetic enough to nauseate him. Such an incredible thing to be promised, and he knew, absolutely knew that he could not accept it. And yet, he had asked Jahir to accept something similar with his hand when they’d come back to the suite, hadn’t he? To risk rejection and denial, and the shattering of trust.


    It was his faith in Jahir’s constancy that made the idea unbearable. Because he could not, would not, stand in the way of his cousin’s future bliss. And because he didn’t know if he would survive the war to return, even were he welcome.


    He tried to find refuge in humor, but the words came out silvered and white. “I'm not sure whether to be appalled at the thought that I might accidentally prevent you from ever again achieving your satiation... or honored. Such a romantic, cousin.”


    Still holding him in place, Jahir said, “We are who we are, Imtherili. Are we not?” And the challenge in his eyes was so charming, Lisinthir couldn’t help but warm to it.


    “Always, Galare.”


    Jahir searched his eyes. “I don’t expect you to accept this until you return from battle and find my arms have not closed to you. So I will say: promise me, cousin, that you will use your belt on me when next we meet.”


    “God and Living Air,” Lisinthir said with a groan. “Must you place me in such a position, cousin!”


    Jahir’s mouth twitched, but his eyes were far too grave. “Promise me.”


    “I do,” Lisinthir said. “If we exit the next chapter of our lives intact and you are able to welcome me, I will not hold back.”


    “Good. Then I will teach you as you so like to teach others. By the doing.” Jahir kissed his wrist and let it go. “And I am growing cold and want very much to be held by the man who is so good with a blade. And you see, I have even shaded it crimson.”


    “Not, I hope, because you want more tonight,” Lisinthir said, resuming with the bandage. “Your appetites have used me up, cousin.”


    “I’ll believe that when we retire and you remain uninterested.”


    “I shall have to remember that knives and whips make you more assertive once you’ve been under them.”


    Jahir paused. “Not more assertive. More comfortable.”


    Lisinthir glanced at him, found him bemused, smiling, and… relaxed.


    “I like my skin right now,” Jahir finished. “You have made my needs sacred. I am…” He trailed off, then said in wonderment, “Happy. Just that.”


    “Cousin,” Lisinthir murmured, finishing with the wound despite his trembling fingers, “You break my heart.”


    “Only because I want into it.”


    Lisinthir set the vial aside and cupped Jahir’s face. He could find no words, but resting his eyes on his cousin’s, he needed none. They kissed, lingering, savoring the tenderness of bruised flesh. Resting his brow against Jahir’s, Lisinthir said, “Cousin.”


    “Lin. Take me to bed.”


    And he did.

  


  
    CHAPTER 16


    The Priestess had hated it—had predicted that the Knife would never forgive the Queen, as well—but had made the promise the Queen required. Then she had gone trailing twin contrails of wrath and cold determination to give the word, the one the Queen had told the Knife to expect without ever saying it would come from the Queen herself. And with that, she set in motion events from which there was no returning. Other than one small piece of insurance she had yet to give and receive, there was nothing left for her to do... but wait. Through the interminable afternoon... the excruciating length of the night, and into the morning.


    Given how long the Slave Queen had reposed in loneliness in her tower, she found it astonishing that she no longer found solitude bearable. It was no longer solitude, but an absence: of the Emperor, of the Ambassador, the Knife, the Mother, the Priestess. She missed even the children, though she dared not go see if they’d been successfully smuggled out. The descent to the harem on the next floor was the most she allowed herself, and when she found it echoing she surprised herself by shuddering with relief. If this much had been done, and the harder of the two tasks, then the children must also be gone. She thought of walking through the harem suite—had the females there packed for their flight, or had the Priestess given them no warning?—but the prospect of seeing the abandoned rooms disturbed her. She had never been welcome in the harem, not truly. Now, at last, she fit into these rooms... but only because they were empty.


    Returning to her chambers, she glanced once at the bench by the window... and deliberately turned her back on it to go to the computer console. How long would it take for her request to filter through the proper channels? And would she receive the call-back before the inevitable discovery of her perfidy? She wondered what form Second’s retribution would take and hoped she was not wrong about him. She’d initiated the flight from the Empire because she’d judged him to be her Emperor’s enemy, and if she was right, he would be truly Chatcaavan: not Changed, the way her Emperor was, and capable of understanding alien thoughts, but trapped in the mind of a male and incapable of expanding out of it. If she was right—if it was all consistent—then she would survive this interlude.


    If she was wrong... then still, she would have accomplished something.


    She’d thought she was good at waiting. She’d been wrong. There was no waiting without anticipation of that state changing. Her life had been a stasis until the Ambassador’s arrival. And now... she found herself with a gnawing anxiety. Had the refugees made it off-world yet? Would her console light up with an incoming call? When would Second arrive?


    Would the Knife forgive her for tricking him?


    Would she see him again, or the Emperor?


    Another day. Another night. She slept in the nest with her cheek on the cold stone rim, swathed in the shadows that collected there. Dreamed strange dreams that tasked her to patience with kisses that soothed her aching brow ridges, promised her a future in tangled arms: black scales, white skin. Whispered to her of the sacrifices made by alien martyrs, that established nations and religions.


    When the console did summon her, she almost thought it a remnant of one of those dreams. And then she lunged for it, claws sliding into the slots. Uuvek had throttled her access to something that would not excite interest from casual surveillance, so she saw no viseo or solidigraph, only a flat image, and beside it, words in Universal. Until she saw them she hadn’t allowed herself to realize how unlikely her success at securing this call was. She’d been given the commtag, but had anyone expected her to use it? And had she truly expected anyone to answer? But she had reached out, trusting, and here it was, glowing on her screen. Originator: Ambassador. Ambassador ad’Alliance.


    /You called, and I answer./


    She stroked the words, fingers trembling. Both of them were speaking their second language. How strange that the Alliance should unite them in this very unlikely endeavor. How to begin? What word would the Ambassador have used? An alien one to the Chatcaava, but she found the novelty of it breathtaking. /You are a princess of your people./


    Did she imagine the length of the pause? Surely it was the distance the signal was traveling to reach her. One by one, the words popped up on her console, green strokes against black. /I am an heir to power, as you have become. Were our people successful? How far away are you?/


    /I did not go./


    That pause she did not imagine. She used it to look at the still image of the woman to whom she spoke. This woman’s face was nothing like the only other one she had to compare it to, the Eldritch heir she had helped the Ambassador liberate. The heir had been delicate and terrified, her eyes too large and too wet, her mouth loose and pale. The Queen remembered the contempt she’d had for that female, and the pity: two emotions she would certainly never waste on this Eldritch, who had a pointed face, a firm mouth, and above all, eyes that defied the world. They were orange, like the Queen’s own.


    /Why?/


    The Queen leaned into her response, willing the other female to understand. /If this is to be my Empire too, then I must be a part of its transformation. I sent the others to safety, but I must stay to do what I can./


    Quickly, this response: /Yes. I would do no less./


    Of course. The Queen wrote more swiftly, clawtips clicking. /But because I did not go with them, I need someone to look after them for me. They don’t know aliens. They will never have met them. You offered asylum—/


    /Yes./ A pause. /I’ll take care of them. Have no fears./


    The Queen closed her eyes, hands flattening slowly on the console. Until this moment she had not realized how much it had mattered to her, that she’d sent the most vulnerable of the palace’s Chatcaava into foreign territory without a guide. And as much as she trusted Laniis, who spoke their language, who’d lived among them, who would no doubt be there to help them… Laniis had been a single Seersa, and not someone with authority. Not like this Eldritch, who exuded power like a rising sun. /Thank you./


    /I will wish you luck./


    /Thank you,/ the Queen wrote again. /If we meet—/


    /You can thank me in person. And tell me your story—I would like to hear it. Goddess-speed, Lady./


    The Queen stared at the words as the connection terminated, then wiped them away and left the console blank. She drew her shawl up and wrapped it under her wings, up around her shoulders. This time, she did go to the window, though she sat on the bench rather than the sill. The sky had empurpled, streaked with graying clouds pricked with stars. The breeze was high and cool but she thought she could smell the sea on it.


    Now, she thought, she could rest.
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    By the time Second came for her, she had ceased to listen for him, and in fact found herself distantly surprised to see him. His neglect had led her to believe he didn’t care that she’d orchestrated the removal of the entire harem tower’s assets; it was one of the possible reactions of a typical Chatcaavan male, to consider the disposition of females and children beneath his interest. But no, he topped the stairs and came to a halt to stare at her. He’d found her sitting in the nest, and for a long moment neither of them did anything.


    “You perplex me,” Second said.


    That, she thought, did not require response. She waited for a direct question, as females ought.


    “If it was a demonstration of your competence, it was poorly directed,” Second said. “I neither care about nor need the Emperor’s creatures, and in sending them away the only thing you have accomplished is to warn me that you are an agent for unexpected acts, one that must be compensated for.”


    That was more credit than she’d expected him to give her, so she was glad that he was deciding on his own that she was not intelligent enough to have hidden her power.


    “I thought, at first, that it was the work of some male,” Second continued. “That Navy stripling your Emperor installed here, perhaps. But reading the former Second’s notes acquainted me with your history, that you have involved yourself in the affairs of your betters. He seems to think you were smart enough to betray the Empire to the Alliance. I think that incredible. He was obviously an old male, growing afraid of his own shadow, if he thought a female capable of threatening a real person.” Second stepped closer. “He also thought the Emperor cared for you. I don’t think the Emperor cares for anyone. He used the Ambassador to learn to read minds—that was clever. You, no doubt, he used to soften the Ambassador. A very canny male, the Emperor.” He crouched across from her, wings spreading for balance. “No, I doubt he cares for you at all. But you… you apparently care for him. Or else why would you deprive his usurper of his possessions? How startled the former Second would be to hear of your fidelity!”


    The Queen tried not to dig her claws into the pillow she’d been leaning on.


    “Here is what I conclude, then. You are a witless female with pretensions to the power of a male, who thinks herself important to the male who owned her. No doubt you have remained here out of misguided loyalty to him, in the belief that you might make it easier for him to reclaim his throne when he discovers that we have stolen it from him, something you will attempt to accomplish by spying on the conversations of your betters.” He tilted his head. “I won’t ask if I am right.”


    She had forgotten to breathe.


    Second stood. “You are ridiculous. Completely in keeping with the male we are replacing.” And went to the console, sliding his clawtips into the slots. “Surgeon to the Slave Queen’s suite.”


    “What do you intend to do?” the Queen asked.


    If she’d shocked him by asking he showed no sign. But he didn’t answer either, leaning against the wall beside the window. She thought of fleeing but couldn’t conceive of where she’d go. The sky was barred to her. The tower… how far would she get before Second’s minions found her? If he was staging a coup—he’d said ‘we’—then there would be no escape for her. And—she breathed in—this had been her plan all along. She rested her hands on her knees and composed herself to wait.


    The Surgeon was not long in arriving, sweeping in on the early evening wind. In the glance he threw at her she saw the recognition of their mutual perversions… and she approved of the wariness that made his mask so impenetrable when he turned it to Second. “I see nothing that needs attention.”


    “Not yet, no. You are to denude the Slave Queen of her wing vanes.”


    “I am to what?”


    Second twitched his head toward her. “Cut them off, as close to the wing arms as possible.”


    The Surgeon stared at her. “Doing so would be messy. And dangerous. The vanes are densely latticed with blood vessels and nerves. Even crippled as she is, there should be enough sensation near the arms to put her in shock.”


    “That is why I have called you to do it and not a guard.” When the Surgeon hesitated, Second said, “I understand your distaste. It is not for a surgeon to soil himself with the flesh of females. If you prefer, you can educate one of the guards on what is to be done and you may go.”


    “She would probably die.”


    Second twitched a hand in a shrug. “Then she dies. But it must be done.” He looked at her. “Wings, like privileges, belong to males.”


    “I’m surprised you don’t command the wing arms’ removal as well.”


    Second shrugged again. “A far more difficult operation, and she would be far less likely to survive it.” He met her eyes. “I intend her to survive it.” Returning his attention to the Surgeon, he said, “Will you do it or shall I have you instruct a guard?”


    “I will. They’ll do it badly.”


    Second grinned, eyes lidded. “Truly spoken like one Outside.”


    “It is what I am.” The Surgeon pulled his bag off and went to her. It was when he kneeled alongside her that she finally realized that the conversation had happened, that it had been about her. Her heart lurched and she turned her face down just enough for her mane to hide the way her breath stuttered. Had she thought that she hated her wings? She’d been wrong. It was their uselessness that she’d despised. The prospect of having them completely stripped from her was so obscene she found herself shaking.


    It wouldn’t do. Second would be watching. She forced herself to stillness and watched the Surgeon’s capable hands as they flipped open the kit, revealing any number of mysterious instruments and vials. He selected several and set them aside. “I will need a thick blanket. Look in the closet.” Presumably Second had hesitated, for the Surgeon said, irritated, “When I am done she will need to be kept warm or she will die. Unless you are willing to let me take her to the clinic? Where this could be properly done on an operating table, and then a gel tank—”


    “No.”


    “Then get me the blanket.”


    Turning back to her, the Surgeon leaned in. “He is gone. I am sorry. I cannot let anyone else do it. They will kill you.”


    “You do it,” the Queen whispered. “I understand. You I trust.” The Surgeon’s face remained masklike, but his eyes… he was furious. She set her hand over his, wishing it wouldn’t tremble, and said again, “Do what you must.”


    His hand fisted under hers. Then he pulled back and said over his shoulder, “Bring the blanket. And either send for my assistant or some of your guards.” Looking at her, he said, “This is a messy business. I will need help.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 17


    Jahir woke to the murmur of conversation, an unintelligible staccato that emerged from the beat of war drums in the last of his dreams. He eased his lashes apart and found himself alone in bed, though the hollow alongside him was still warm to his questing palm. Twisting the blanket around himself, he slid from the nest of pillows and covers they’d made for themselves when finally they’d fallen asleep and padded to the door leading into the main room. There he found his cousin facing a solidigraph, wearing nothing but a cobalt-blue robe and the mussed fall of his hip-length hair: a fair sight, but not as distracting as his conversational partner, because the solidigraph was an ominous silhouette, lacking distinguishing features.


    “I’ll be there,” Lisinthir was saying.


    “I’ll leave you to it, then. And Ambassador—good hunting.”


    Jahir could hear the thin smile in his cousin’s voice. “My thanks, alet.”


    The silhouette vanished with a chime as the connection terminated. Knowing Lisinthir could sense him, Jahir said, low, “You are summoned.”


    “I fear I must cut our visit short.” Lisinthir came to him. “I apologize, cousin. I did not mean for you to wake in a cold bed today of all days.”


    “Fortunately for you, I didn’t. You left the sheets warm.” Jahir did not need to study Lisinthir’s face to intuit the content of the call. His cousin was transformed: was again the weapon unsheathed, his body alert and eager, his eyes distant and very clear, as if drawn toward a battle over the lip of the horizon. “How soon?”


    “I must be gone by nightfall, I fear.” Lisinthir dragged his attention back from whatever private vista he contemplated and cupped Jahir’s jaw in his hands. “Ah, Galare. Would that I could stay.”


    “I won’t wish it,” Jahir said. “This is what you are meant for. And if I can help….”


    “You will.”


    Facile answer that. Jahir accepted it, resigned, and was surprised to be pinched on the cheek, a sudden bright point of pain. Looking up, he found his cousin regarding him with arched brows and a minatory look. “That was not a pretty courtesy extended to you out of pity. I expect you to be of help to me, cousin. Did you assume I would turn away your aid?”


    His heart stumbled. “I thought you would want to protect me.”


    “You have more than earned your right to this war,” Lisinthir said. “More than that, it is in my heart that you’ll be needed. But not immediately. I have been waiting for my Emperor’s summons. You will have to await mine.” He wound a finger through Jahir’s disheveled braid and tugged. “Come. We can talk while I pack.”


    Jahir resettled the blanket around his shoulders and followed, stunned. “You mean that,” he said to his cousin’s back as Lisinthir pulled his case from alongside the dresser.


    “Are you surprised?”


    “Yes!”


    Lisinthir snorted. “The therapist is surprised, perhaps. Galare’s heir? Who has cast aside at last his doubts about the use of his abilities?”


    Put that way… Jahir curled the blanket closer, fisting a handful of the fabric in front of his heart. “What do you mean when you say your Emperor summoned you?”


    “He told me he would send a sign when it was time for me to return to the fight. That I would know it.”


    “And that sign…?”


    Lisinthir set Imtherili’s swords on the bed alongside the case before looking up at him. “The Slave Queen has caused almost a hundred refugees from the palace to be sent from the throneworld. They are expected to begin arriving over the border in a week.”


    Jahir grasped for the door jamb. “God and Lady.”


    “Yes.” His cousin began tucking rolls of clothes into the case, the movements quick.


    “What must have happened to inspire such an exodus?”


    “She must believe the court to have become hostile to the Emperor. He cannot be there. If he was, they would not have needed to flee.” Lisinthir shook his head, a twitch like a horse shying. “No one knows the situation. We will have to ask her when she arrives with them.”


    “She has left too?”


    “It was her plan, or so I’m told.” No mistaking the pride there, and Jahir could not begrudge him it. The slave he had freed from spiritual chains had become a woman who could initiate a plan of such audacity… yes. His cousin had worked magic even before he’d become heir to powers out of legend. “I am to go now to meet my assigned team, and from there to the border to see what situation obtains.”


    “And when you know how I will serve….”


    “I will call for you. Have no doubts on that score.”


    It was too much, to hear it said openly, to no longer fear that he would be left out of the fray, to acknowledge at last how much he wanted to be in it. Jahir managed to reach the bed and sat heavily on its edge, furling the blanket close against the gooseflesh that rashed his sides.


    Lisinthir paused, then set down the shirt he’d been folding. Reaching over the case, he rested one finger against the far side of Jahir’s jaw, and Jahir let him turn his face by it. “You thought I would coddle you?”


    “I still think you might.”


    “It cannot be supported,” Lisinthir said, the words thick with shadows. “Moreover, it can’t be afforded. The stakes are too high, Galare. You are a mind-mage, and when you work with me we are far more effective than we are apart. I must send for you when I know how best we might be employed. Once I find the Emperor… I’ll know. Go home, re-connect with your beloved… stop by Sediryl’s abode and make your promises to her. And then be ready, because I won’t be long in calling.” Touching Jahir’s lip, creasing it. “Believe me. On this matter, I would not lie to you.”


    “Would you lie to me on any matter?”


    Lisinthir’s mouth quirked. “Point to Seni’s heir.”


    Jahir kissed his fingertip, willing to be magnanimous given the promise. “At last. I have earned one after days of sparring.”


    His cousin chuckled and leaned over to kiss him, and that began gentle and became hungry because Imtherili was already tense for battle, and it made him fierce with needs more passionate than any bed could serve… but Jahir fed on the incipient violence, on the whispered promise of lethality, and was dizzied by how quickly he could respond after so exhausting a night.


    “So good, my cousin, my Delight,” Lisinthir murmured. “So willing.”


    Jahir chuckled huskily. “What shall I say? You inspire me.”


    Lisinthir smiled against his mouth. “Good.” And pulled back to resume packing.


    “No regrets?” Jahir asked, tentative.


    “Over last night? God and Living Air, no. Not one.”


    “Even the talk afterwards?”


    Lisinthir paused, smiled ruefully. “Not even. Though I can see a relationship with a therapist is as fraught as I’d thought when observing you with Vasiht’h. You are never done with thinking.”


    Jahir huffed softly. “I have it on good authority that my mind is one of my best assets.”


    “You certainly wield it with deadly precision, when it suits you.”


    “I take exception to the characterization,” Jahir said, smiling at the teasing. “Now you are the one subjecting me to appalling metaphors.”


    “I should think you would know better.” Lisinthir straightened, his smile grown suggestive. “A weapon can be turned to more than one purpose, cousin.”


    “So it can,” Jahir said, ignoring the flush that brought to his face. “We have part of the day, if I am not mistaken, then?”


    “We do. How shall we spend it?”


    “I thought I would ask you,” Jahir admitted. “You are the one about to leave. I would like you to go fortified. But if you’d rather I decide…?”


    “Go on,” Lisinthir said. “I’d like to know.”


    “Then… we should eat,” Jahir said. “And dance. And spend the rest of the time here.”


    Lisinthir chuckled, low. “Ah, cousin. You surpass all my expectations.”


    “Not yet. But I hope to.”


    That won him his cousin’s considering look, which he met, unafraid. Perhaps he was the less experienced blade, but he no less than Lisinthir deserved the chance to defend all that he loved.


    “I have no doubt,” Lisinthir said, and closed the case.


    “How quickly you pack!” Jahir said. “Did you bring so little?”


    “More that I lost so much in the Empire. That sojourn put paid to almost everything I brought with me from the homeworld; what remains I bought here.” Lisinthir caught his hand and kissed it. “I shall be quit of the shower quickly and then you may have it, as I have an errand to run ere we go to our day.”


    “You need not think of the shower as something to be rushed?” Jahir offered, and watched his cousin hesitate. “You have made a proper tangle of my hair, you know. The least you might do is comb the snarls from it.”


    Lisinthir laughed. “Oh, very well then. You are impossible to deny, my cousin.”


    Strange to be anticipating the future, knowing that it held the possibility of their mortality. And yet he was anticipating it, perhaps because their lives had been absent that threat for so long. What Eldritch thought themselves mortal? And how that had crippled them! That was part of what made his cousin so alive, he realized in Lisinthir’s arms, under the water... because Lisinthir had met Death, and those meetings had made him burn brightly with the life he had escaped to live again.


    Small wondering their love-making in the shower left him breathless.


    Jahir lingered after his cousin excused himself, leaning into the water. The tension had bled out of him, even as it had poured into his cousin. Perhaps that was meet, given who they were. The balance was what made it so easy for them to work together: passion with calculation, flesh and mind, unicorn and striking drake. The contrasts remained fresh in mind as he exited the bathroom some time later, dressed and calm.


    There he found his cousin sitting on the bed’s edge, awaiting him, with a box.


    “And this?” Jahir asked, curious.


    “A gift, if you please. And if I may.”


    “I would never turn back one of your gifts….”


    That flustered his cousin the way any number of more salacious or cutting comments would never, and Jahir prized as much that Lisinthir let him see it as that he’d been able to elicit the reaction. “Then I shall hope you find it as useful as I found mine.” He opened the box and withdrew from it a pale pendant that seemed to float in the air between his hands when he lifted them: an exquisite disc of carved ivory, shaved away to near translucence in places, left dense enough for intricate filigree in others. Jahir’s breath left him in a hiss as he cupped it in a hand. Not the unicorn he’d sent Lisinthir with the jackal chest, acquired at such cost from the homeworld: this was an Alliance creation, and on it was a drake twined around a unicorn, the latter rearing with bent head to strike and the former coiled, facing outward with gaping jaws.


    “Surely there has never been such an amulet rampant!” Jahir whispered, stunned.


    “Surely there has never been such need for one.” Lisinthir reached for him and Jahir hastened closer, drawing apart the high collar of his shirt. The pendant hung by some invisible filament, and once seated rested below the cleft of his throat as if by magic, bracketed by the collarbones his cousin so loved to caress. “I am convinced your amulet saved my life. We shall see if yours will do the same for you.” Setting his fingertips on it, Lisinthir added, quiet, “I hope you will take this as proof that I mean to send for you.”


    “I do. And I am grateful. It’s exquisite.” Jahir touched it once, feeling the ephemeral warmth imparted by his cousin’s fingertips, then redid the laces on the shirt and tugged the tunic back in place, hiding it from view.


    “It becomes you,” Lisinthir agreed, satisfied. “And will serve you in your need. And now, cousin… shall we to our day? I would find the distraction welcome.”


    “Then let us.”
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    As a culmination of their assignation Lisinthir could have asked for nothing finer. That there were things left unsaid and unfinished went without saying; one night with the knife was not enough for either of them, when the knife had scraped so much loose in them both. But his cousin went with him into the gloaming of the Trenches and ate from his fingers and danced as if his spine had gone liquescent, and through fingers and mouth Lisinthir felt his pliancy, the seeping of epiphany through the fabric of a spirit. The lessons would take. More… the lessons would go with them both, because he could sense in his own heart a terrifying and exhilarating crack. He had thought himself so completely alone, without a soul to understand him; he’d been wrong. He didn’t know what to do with that knowledge, but it whipped his pulse to a quickness, made him aware of every edge in the world and under his fingers, and for that he was grateful, was ravenous, wanted more. He was a man who lived by the evidence of his senses on the eve of a war. All the advantage he could find, he would take.


    They returned from the club to strip and rinse clean and fall to other things, and Lisinthir ate that off his cousin’s skin: his own cutting, ephemeral and crueler than any more tangible blade, threatening him with how much more complex his life had become, and how wrong he’d been about parts of it, and how much more precious it was. That he drank his power off his cousin’s skin made it bearable, for had he not freed this wanton from the prison of grief and guilt? And if he could, what was beyond him?


    Too soon it was over and they were dressing, dressed, once more the princes in all their propriety. Lisinthir looked at the chamber, devoid now of his belongings, and said, “The room is under both our names, so you might keep it another night if you cannot find a flight home today.”


    “I’ll look after you’re gone,” Jahir said. “Did you forget anything?”


    “If I did, you can keep it for me.” Lisinthir plucked his coat from the chair and shrugged it on. “The porter is long gone by now. No doubt my luggage is already being stowed on the ship they’ve found for me.”


    “If Alpha is like Veta, there’s a private pass-through for Fleet personnel to reach the base. I assume they’ve given you access?”


    “You know about that,” Lisinthir said, amused.


    “I have cause,” Jahir said, his smile lopsided. “Remind me to tell you of our history with Fleet.”


    “This being the history that caused you to become my contact while I was in the Empire?” He straightened his lapels and glanced at his cousin. “Why yes, I believe I’d like to hear this story.”


    “You will find it diverting,” Jahir promised. “The part about Alet Claws particularly.” At Lisinthir’s raised brow, he finished, “It involves baked goods.”


    “As so many things your beloved touches do.”


    Jahir laughed. “Yes. Shall I walk you to your port?”


    Lisinthir hesitated. He wanted the extended contact, but not at the cost of the farewell kiss he planned to extract from his cousin. Did Jahir read his ambivalence and guess at its cause? What else explained the look thrown at him then, equal parts challenge and coquetry? He laughed. “God and Living Air, cousin. To see your face…!”


    “I attempt flirtation,” Jahir said, modest. “Perhaps I need practice.”


    “If you practice any harder I fear what you will achieve.” Lisinthir chuckled. “Very well. Walk with me.”


    They went into the deserted corridor, their shadows stretching before them on the carpet. From there, they wound through the Trenches’ crowds, glowing in the darkness. The Pad station at the base of the Hull was one of the only facilities cleared to admit them to the administrative areas: Jahir followed him through that queue and into the central station that serviced all the base’s secured hubs. Fleet had its own gate, flanked with windows and barred by a security arch. The people here were intent on their errands, dressed as contractors or in uniform, and there was a steady flow of them passing through. Not one of them so much as glanced at two Eldritch, one in the tunic, blouse, breeches and boots that might have been made by an Alliance tailor, and another in the anachronistic coat and swords of an alien court.


    There was a lounge alongside the Fleet hub, sharing a windowed wall with the station. Lisinthir walked into it, turned to his cousin and began to speak, and stopped when Jahir stepped into him. And kissed him there, before God and Lady and all Their people. Shocked, Lisinthir let him.


    With a hand on Lisinthir’s cheek, Jahir said in Chatcaavan, “O Hunter. You are loved by this one.”


    His breath stopped in his throat. He had told Jahir not to use such constructions. Had hated the thought of his cousin using the language of the disenfranchised and the enslaved. But somehow through their skins, Jahir had found the deeper truth: that it was also the way the Slave Queen had first addressed him... had been his first bridge out of solitude and into safety, and loving arms.


    He had hated hearing Jahir use it without understanding. But he knew, through their touch, that his cousin understood now. It left him delirious with want and split open by grief and sweetness.


    To be understood. How precious and rare.


    Gently, Jahir said, “Do you believe?”


    “I do,” Lisinthir managed. “And you are adored. Just as you are. Beautiful cousin. My Delight.”


    Jahir smiled and rested his brow against Lisinthir’s, his hand warm against Lisinthir’s cheek, and stayed thus until their hearts synchronized, and their breathing, and of course that quickened Jahir’s and calmed his. Was that not who they were?


    That, at last, allowed him to smile and kiss his cousin’s brow and speak all in gold and white. “Galare. I’ll send for you.”


    “Imtherili, I hold you to it.”


    Lisinthir stepped away, touched his cousin’s mouth, received on those fingertips a kiss. Then he let his hand fall and left, before he could sink into melancholy… and the moment he turned his back and strode into the Pad hub, his heart took wing again. He loved his cousin, was fond of the Alliance, had found respite and healing here… but the fight was calling him, and he wanted it with a joy he could never have explained to anyone, did they not already feel it.


    One does not admonish the wolf when it hungers to be slaying monsters.


    He lifted his chin and crossed over without a backward glance.
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    “Lord Nase Galare,” the ensign said, startling him. When had ‘Galare’ become so completely someone else? He was Imtherili. “If you’ll come with me? Your hold is waiting.”


    The hold being his crew, if he recalled correctly from his briefing with the Night Admiral. An entire intelligence/special operations team assigned to him, along with their ship. Lisinthir followed the shorter Karaka’an feline, a stocky youth in the black and cobalt blue of a Fleet naval regular, through windowed corridors that bordered the enormous, pressurized bay where Fleet’s smaller vessels were moored for service… if moored it could be called. These ships could land on planets, so they were crouched on the floor, being repaired or resupplied by an army of technicians and their machines. The largest of these vessels were Fleet Intelligence’s, and could hold thirty crew; anything over that size was relegated to the spindle’s microgravity or the external slips.


    One of these ships was now his. And it was apparently the one he’d been studying through the windows as they walked, because his guide left the corridor there and brought him into the bay, a lone alien in velvets against the backdrop of hundreds of Fleet personnel in their austere and modern livery. As he approached, a wolfine Hinichi stepped forward to meet them. He liked her instantly: the confidence in her leggy stride, the directness of her gaze. She offered her hand and he covered the palm, and she was not surprised that he’d touched her. A well-informed operative, then, and one accustomed to command. Excellent; he would not work with someone who lacked initiative.


    “Lord Nase Galare. I’m Meryl Osgood, captain of the UAV Silhouette and commander of Hold 22. We’re your assets for the mission.”


    “Alet,” Lisinthir said. “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, and hope you are looking forward to an eventful few months as much as I am.”


    She grinned, showing two pointed teeth. “Oh, I think we could use some excitement. If you’ll come with me, I’ll introduce you to everyone else.” She nodded to the ensign, dismissing him, and gestured toward the ship. “This way. This tall fellow here is my senior ops specialist—”


    The members of her hold were all standing outside the vessel at parade rest, awaiting him. He liked them all, from the disgruntled Seersa medic to the wild-haired human computer specialist. They were just what he’d been hoping for when he’d resigned himself to the need for help: like the crew of the courier that had rescued him, they were eager for the fight.


    “And that’s everyone,” Osgood finished. “Except for our loaner… and here she is.”


    There was a woman descending the short ramp from the hatch and his breath caught at the sight of the white-furred tail. By the time she stepped foot on the ground he didn’t need her to face him to know her. He crossed the ground between them in two strides and what he saw in her eyes when she looked up at him confirmed his welcome.


    He swept Laniis Baker into his arms and laughed. “And here is my wayward, whom I thought would stray!” he said in Chatcaavan, triumphant.


    “Did you?” she said, beaming up at him from the shelter of his arms. “You should have known better, Ambassador. The moment they released me to duty I went back to the border. I pay my debts…!”


    “Yes,” he said. “Yes, you do. I knew you would.” He snorted. “And yon Night Admiral tried to tell me you might not be capable.”


    “Lying to your face,” Laniis said cheerfully. “I’ve been on duty for months now.”


    “I forgive him it as it means you’re here. Are you ready to wreak a little vengeance, arii?”


    She tightened her grip on him, her joy washing through him in pulses. “I’d follow you into Hell. Just lead the way!”


    Lisinthir kissed the top of her head and stepped back to find the entirety of his new crew staring at him. Several of them were baffled; the Aera was grinning. Meryl was watching him with interest.


    “We have been through rather a lot together, Laniis and I,” he said. “I am glad she was available for reassignment.”


    “I see,” Meryl said. “We’re all at your disposal, Ambassador. Your luggage is onboard… if you’re ready?”


    “Past so,” Lisinthir said. “Let us be about our work, aletsen.”
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    The flight agent had given Jahir a choice when he’d called to amend his reservation for the flight home, but as he had no desire to sleep alone in the suite he’d shared with Lisinthir he thanked her and chose the awkwardly timed shuttle that left in the cold hours of the night. It seemed fitting to end his wild tryst thus: not in comfort, but in urgency, surrendering to restlessness and eager to go home to the beloved, and then… to the waiting. How he would weather the waiting with grace he had no idea, but knowing there would be an end to it should help. Touching the talisman under his clothes, Jahir knew there would be that end. One might give a rampant rampant, boldly colored and ornamental, as a lover’s gift… but a secret rampant, meant to pass unnoticed, was a prayer for safety, not a proclamation of public affection.


    Such a pas de deux they danced, of secrecy and boldness, of privacy and display. They could kiss in a public place, knowing the censors would sweep up the inevitable imagery recording it… but could not admit to affection with words, not and believe it. He’d used an entirely different language to express it, knowing that their own was too freighted with years of masks and lies for either of them to trust it.


    That too he would fix one day.


    Jahir returned to the suite to pack. The amulet was the surest memento, but Lisinthir had left him the blanket and he took that, along with the mask, secured in its case. He stopped at the door leading out to look one final time at the place he’d lost his virginity and found something more essential, and left it forever.


    He discovered, then, just how much his cousin had been paying for the Maven horses, and laughed at the price tags on their sparkle horses before engaging his cousin’s for the afternoon. With his luggage in storage and nothing to fetter him, he found himself before the forest on the restive Jackson Pollock, a dancer on hooves who tugged at the reins as if skeptical of his newest rider. Jahir ran an absent hand down the horse’s warm neck, staring past the pricked ears at the path, dappled now with late afternoon sunlight. The smell of pine duff capered past on the same wind that pushed his hair over his shoulders, and flooding his lungs it made him aware of every inch of his skin. He trembled once, face lifted, eyes closed… and then smacked his heels into his mount’s sides. As they surged forth, he stretched his awareness outward, sensing the world opening before him, the distant susurrus of the minds of the starbase, and on the velvet nap of that starfield, the burning sun that was his cousin, fading, stretching, falling away.


    Lisinthir had given him this. Had given him his body. Had unshackled his mind. The horse plunged into the variegated light and shadow of the woods and he guided it unerring, trusting himself, panting, urgent, alive. The steed tested him, fierce and unyielding; the forest’s mazing light and many obstacles demanded. He whipped the horse around them all and urged him faster and faster until they broke together from the shade and into the glory of a sunset on the plains, and as they sprinted into it he laughed for joy and knew himself forever changed. Lover, mind-mage, sword and healer: he was Jahir Seni Galare, and he was companioned by great powers, and he was alive.


    The war was coming. He was ready.

  


  
    CHAPTER 18


    She did not die.


    This did not startle her, for when had she ever died despite all that had been done to her? She expected survival, for survival was worse punishment than any surcease, no matter its permanence.


    No, what did surprise her was knowing that she had almost died, and this she discovered because she’d dreamed of floating in warm gel, breathing its strange, astringent scent; dreamed of seeing the world through a rippled blur that cast everything in a greenish light. When she woke again she was on a clinic bed, a place reserved exclusively to males. Staring at the pillow, she wondered if the new Second realized how futile his fight against the Emperor was, when his very rebellion caused him to embrace ways that should have been anathema to him.


    Waking brought company. Triage first, eyes flicking to the monitors, assessing them in silence. After his departure, the Surgeon, who did the same. Unlike Triage, he met her eyes, and that acknowledgment at last made a shiver traverse her spine. She felt naked and insubstantial, light-headed.


    “You’ll live,” he said at last.


    “Did I almost die, then?”


    “You would have.” The Surgeon pulled the sheet down. “Turn on your stomach.”


    Twisting, she lifted her wings—but nothing pulled at them, no weight, no stretch where they should have tugged at her back. The shock of it sucked a moan from her, and she pressed her mouth into her arm to stop it up, to gag herself before she could make another such noise.


    “Good to practice that,” the Surgeon said. “Don’t let him know how much it troubles you.” She felt his hands along the edge of one of her wing arms, near the elbow joint. “Can you feel this?”


    “Yes,” she managed past her tight throat.


    “Good. Sometimes there’s nerve damage. You seem to have been spared.”


    This was mercy? She’d had no idea how much her wings had mattered to her until they’d been stripped. When they’d been whole, they’d been an expression of her identity—when mutilated, symbols of her oppression. But they’d always existed, and now… now she knew they’d been her hope for a future when she could fly. Maybe not with them, literally, but in some way. She was Chatcaavan—was winged, could Touch and Change.


    She’d been Chatcaavan. Now she was truly a freak.


    The Surgeon touched her shoulder. “I am sorry.”


    “Have you ever… can you…”


    “Regrow them?” The Surgeon gently folded the arms and tucked them against her back, as if reminding her how to move them now that she no longer had vanes to guide them into place. “It’s not been done. Males don’t suffer this injury and live.”


    Not because they were weak, but because to suffer it was to become un-male, un-Chatcaavan, and so they preferred to die. She forced herself to still her tremors before they became shudders. She was not wearing eyes capable of weeping, and to keen her grief here… no. She could not allow herself any weakness now or she would be incapable of controlling it later. “Has he said what is to be done with me?”


    “No. Only that you were to be kept alive. And that he was to be informed when you were well. I will have to tell him, now that you are awake.”


    She tried sitting. The world swayed and then sank into place around her. When the vertigo faded, she said, “You must not risk your status.”


    The Surgeon watched her without visible emotion, but she thought she’d surprised him. “You believe I will remain.”


    “I know you will. The safest place during a coup is Outside.”


    “You do not blame me for this.”


    She looked up at him. “No. Because when my Emperor returns, you will prefer him to Second. And you will help him.”


    “And you are certain of this.”


    “Should I be less so?”


    He canted his head, then looked away from her, and because he’d stripped her wings from her, she pressed. “Should I?”


    The Surgeon did not immediately reply and this time she let it lie, until at last he said, quiet, “They were not beautiful. Could not be, when they’d been hacked and pierced and lacquered. But they were yours.” He lifted his head. “They should have been left to you.”


    The Slave Queen exhaled, shivering. Then she pushed herself onto her feet and steadied herself with a hand on the bed. “You may tell Second I am ready to receive him.”
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    She was sent for.


    This was novel. Never since she’d been relegated to the tower had she been sent for. Males had always come to see her, and until she’d received this summons she had not fully appreciated the deference implied by their visits. Even when the Emperor had become her lover he had never summoned her to his tower—he had asked the Ambassador to bring her, or come to her and escorted her himself. The Slave Queen might be the most debased of all females in the Empire, but she was also the most exalted, and if her tower was a prison it was also a court and had belonged only to her. To be sent for, like a menial… that was new. She disliked it.


    At very least her confinement in the clinic made the distance traversable. Had she been in her tower, she would not have been capable of the walk to the fields where the males ate in the evenings. As it was, she arrived almost too shaky to appreciate the view, for when had she seen this aspect of the court life? It was barred to females, this casual group of low tables and pillows, in the rough square that circumscribed the dueling grounds where the Ambassador must have killed Third, and the Emperor Second-who-was. She found it strange to look upon it and find it banal: what about this setting deserved to have hosted such momentous events? It smelled of brine and turned earth and roasted meat, and she hated it almost as much as she hated being exposed to it with her indecent injury on display. That the males did not seem to note her when the guards brought her to a pillow at the edge of the square only humiliated her more. Sent for, but not as entertainment, and not as the object of attention… then what? As witness?


    How many revolutions would she spend, forced into the role of witness to the acts of males? How had she come to resent it so quickly when all her life she’d been resigned to passivity?


    No one offered her food. It was just as well; her appetite remained depressed, and the Surgeon had not forced her to accept anything. She concentrated on making herself as invisible as possible and wondered why she was here.


    Second was. On the only raised table, he sat on a pillow alongside the empty cushion that had presumably once held the Emperor. He talked to the other males, drank, ate, seemed completely at his ease. And yet she was here. She cast her gaze over the remaining company, finding it aggressive and nervous. Subdued, she thought; too loud and prone to sudden silences. They were attempting normality in the Emperor’s absence. He had cowed them too well for them to act as she would have expected, freed from his oversight. Not one of them held her interest, so she returned to regarding Second. Did he even notice her on the corner of the square?


    He looked up once, directly at her, and grinned that ugly fanged smile. She refused to flinch and felt a chill at the amusement that welled into his eyes.


    They were into the third course of the meal when another male walked into the square. As the males around him talked and stripped the meat off the bones of their selections, this male headed straight for the central table, walked up the graded slope… and sat on the Emperor’s pillow. He did it so naturally that no one noticed, initially. But someone stopped talking and then they were all silent, their faces turned toward the single black cushion and the male on it, who was not eating or talking, but sitting cross-legged with his hands on his knees. There was nothing casual about his posture or his gaze. No cruelty, no arrogant slouch. But the Slave Queen shuddered at the sight of him.


    The wind whorred into the silence, stirring the brown grasses, and still the congregation waited.


    “I am the Emperor,” said the new male.


    The Slave Queen never knew what brave male said, “We already have an Emperor,” but he spoke with conviction.


    “You do,” the new male agreed. “I am he.”


    A great hesitation. A coup should be accompanied by violence; even the Slave Queen understood that. One did not arrive and claim the Thorn Throne by sitting on its owner’s pillow and declaring it done. One fought a bloody duel for it, proved oneself more vicious than any challenger. No one knew what to do with a male who stepped into a vacuum without a fight.


    “What happened to the old Emperor?” said another, finally.


    “He is fighting some backwater world for control,” said the new male. “He will not return. Or if he does, I will kill him.”


    “You do not look capable of killing the Emperor.”


    “I am,” said the new male.


    Nothing else. There was no bravado in his voice, no boasting. He was stating a fact.


    “Are there any other questions?”


    “And if we don’t believe you?” said the first male.


    “You will learn otherwise with time.”


    “And if we choose not to accept you,” said the second male.


    “Kill them,” said the stranger. Behind him, three males stood, pointed weapons at the first and second speakers, and shot them dead. They toppled onto their tables. The males seated alongside them froze as the bodies spilled blood over their meals, their knives, onto their pillows.


    “This is now how things are done at the court of the Thorn Throne,” said the new male. “I am your Emperor.” He paused, then continued, his voice unmodulated by satisfaction or anger. As if, the Slave Queen thought with horror, he was not flesh and blood, but machine. “Are there any other questions?”


    This time no one dared speak.


    “The wine, Exalted,” Second said, offering a cup.


    The stranger took it, sipped, and beckoned a server forth. Conversation seeped back into the field, furtive and strained. Sitting on her pillow, the Slave Queen tried to quell her shudders and failed.
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    She had hardly had time to lie down in the clinic before she was summoned again, this time to the Emperor’s tower, and a climb she had undertaken gladly when escorted by the Ambassador was grueling under these circumstances. She could only imagine what the male guard forced to accompany her was feeling, trapped on the interminable stairs; she would have resented it had she been able to fly. But she couldn’t, and so she went up by foot, step after step, wondering how the Ambassador had managed it not just in health, but wounded and bleeding. That first night the Emperor had raped him… he’d somehow come all the way down this tower and all the way up the harem’s to reach her suite at its pinnacle. How had he done it? How much blood had he left in his wake? What servant had been forced to walk up and down the stairs, scrubbing up the stains?


    Her mind chased these thoughts. They helped keep her from lingering on the fact that she’d been summoned by the false Second to the Emperor’s tower. Her Emperor’s tower, where she’d once known such joy. She hadn’t found the climb fatiguing then.


    She’d also not been struggling with the aftermath of a crippling injury, either, or her distress at what she’d witnessed on the field.


    The door to the Emperor’s antechamber was open, and there she found her nemesis. He was not alone. One of the males she recognized from the field was sitting on a chair… and on a third perched the Usurper, his posture stiff and erect. Second radiated an arrogant power so effortlessly that he eclipsed both the other males, and yet she was far more frightened of the Usurper than of Second. Something in his eyes… as if he was Outside and analyzing everything Inside, not out of curiosity over its contradictions, but because he had dismissed those irregularities, had decided they needed regulation. He looked at her and saw not a threat, not a curiosity, and not a female… but a thing out of place that was about to be put back.


    “This is it?” asked the Usurper.


    “This is it,” Second confirmed. “The orchestrator of the mass exodus from the harem tower.”


    The Usurper’s eyes narrowed. “I’d assumed you’d already taken care of it.”


    “I have,” Second said, studying her with a predatory smile. “I am now, in fact. Part of that process is for her to see you at work. How did you enjoy it, female, to see your weak Emperor so easily overthrown?”


    So many of the questions leveled at females by males were rhetorical. She held herself very still, emptied her eyes of any emotion.


    Perhaps he took that as a sign of distress, for he continued, “No doubt you were thinking I was the usurper, and tucking away everything you’d observed of me, so that if you were able to contact your master again you could report it to him. Useless, that, as he already knows me. We are the best of friends, your master and I. Or we were.”


    “Does this speech serve a purpose?” the Usurper said. Any other Chatcaavan would have sounded bored. He sounded impatient.


    “It does, yes. I intend her to understand what her master will be fighting.”


    “Because?”


    “Because she thinks she is involved. I wish to show her how wrong she is.”


    “Because?” the Usurper said again.


    “Because she likes to meddle,” Second said, still holding her gaze. “And while her meddling has been inconsequential up to this point, I will not discount the possibility that she might—by accident—irritate us. You have already learned the cost of your interference, Slave Queen. By the time we are done, you will learn its futility.”


    Futility. As her life had been futility up until the Ambassador’s arrival. She held her tongue, her wing arms aching.


    “Lord of the Twelveworld.”


    The last male in the room broke his silence, sitting up to say, “Second.”


    “You have long admired the Slave Queen.”


    That, she thought, was a trap, and this new lord knew it, for he squinted as he stared at her. “That was before I knew her to be unnatural.”


    “Ah, good. Then you understand when I say that she needs to be dealt with. I trust you to exercise this mission on our behalf.”


    “Go on, Second.”


    “You will take this unnatural female and send her to the most remote of your worlds. Immure her there in your harem… and let her live out her life there.” Second grinned. “Tell her how her Emperor dies—or let her suffer in uncertainty—whichever suits you. But imprison her there, far from anything and anyone, and let her die there, impotent.”


    The lord of the Twelveworld ran a finger down his nose, thoughtful. “And if she sees some use in the course of her education in impotence?”


    “Her education I leave to you,” Second said. “The rest of us will be busy. Perhaps you will give the task of guarding her to someone else, once you know what we are about.”


    “Which is?” The Lord of the Twelveworld looked from Second to the Usurper. “If it may be asked.”


    The Usurper stirred. “Certainly the keeper of some of the most lucrative trade worlds in the border sector may know. We go to war.”


    “War,” the Lord whispered.


    “With the Alliance,” Second said. He looked at her and smiled slowly, his lips peeling back from his wet teeth. “At last.” To the guards, he said, “Take her to the Lord of the Twelveworld’s suite. No doubt he will want to make arrangements for her disposition as soon as possible.”


    “Oh yes,” the Lord hissed. “Yes, I have far more interesting things to do.”


    “Goodbye, false Queen,” Second said, low, as the guards took her by the arms. “We’ll send news when we destroy everything you have so unwisely allied yourself with. Or… we won’t.”


    She lunged toward him, heedless, unable to think of anything but her desperation. To be sent away—yes, that had been her plan, but not so far that she could affect nothing! And under guard, but not by males warned that she had power…!


    “Yes,” the Usurper said as Second turned his back on her. “Everything is going according to plan.”


    


  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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  The Languages of the Pelted Setting

Eldritch

Most readers of this series will be familiar by now with some of the conventions of the Eldritch language, particularly that of shading words with colors meant to inflect their meanings. In the spoken language, these moods are indicated with single-syllable prefixes; in the written, with colored ink if people want to bother with them. (And as we learn in this text, the color modes are carried into other formats, like music.)

So, to refresh, the seven modes (three pairs, one neutral):

 

Gray is the normal/neutral mode, and requires no modifiers. It has one, though, if one wants to stress one’s neutrality.

Gold is the best of all worlds, and foil to Black’s violent, angry, dire, or morose connotations. This pair is the extreme emotional end of the spectrum, good and bad.

Silver is the positive, hopeful shading, foil to Shadow mode, which gives negative (cynical, sarcastic, ironic, dreadful, foreboding, fearful, etc) connotations to words. If gray is in the middle of the spectrum and black and gold the ends, then shadow and silver are between them and the gray center.

White is the mode for holy things; its foil is Crimson, for things of the body. (If you want to be technical, Eldritch illustrations put it on a perpendicular line from Gold/Black, with gray still in the center: white above, crimson below.)

 

Eldritch is an aggressively agglutinating language: if it can make a word longer by grafting things onto it to add meaning, it will, and if that makes it harder for non-native speakers to pronounce anything without stumbling, so much the better. It’s also fond of vowels, and almost inevitably if you see an Eldritch word with more than one adjacent vowel, they’re pronounced separately (thus, Araelis from the novel Rose Point is properly ‘ah rah EH lees’). There are also no “silent” vowels (so Galare is not ‘Gah lahr’, but ‘gah lah reh’ or ‘gah lah rey’ depending on your regional accent). There are some cases where I’ve misspelled things, or I’ve continued to write out diphthongs instead of using diacritics, but for the most part if you pronounce every single letter you see in an Eldritch word separately, you’re probably doing it right.

Like many of the languages of this setting, Eldritch was originally a conlang, created by the people who would become the Eldritch as a way to set themselves apart from the people they fled. It has been several thousand years since then, though, and the language has only become more convoluted since, a reflection of its people’s needs.

 

Chatcaavan

On the other hand, the Chatcaavan tongue likes its consonants, dislikes agglutination, prefers its verbs separate from its nouns, and is littered with many other features that contribute to it sounding “choppier” than Eldritch does to the untrained ear. Where you see multiple vowels in Chatcaavan words (like the word ‘Chatcaava’ itself), they are intended to convey syllable stress, not phonetic differences: thus, chat CAA vah. (And the ‘ch’ is actually pronounced ‘sh’... sorry about that.)

Lisinthir’s description of the reification of concepts in Chatcaavan is accurate. It’s also one of the most crucial distinctions previous ambassadors failed to grasp, through no fault of the Seersa who were sent to document the language; they didn't miss the linguistic differences, they just failed to map them accurately to the culture, which they were poorly prepared to grasp. This is one of the few times we see anything grafted onto nouns in Chatcaavan (that I know of). The difference between ‘treasure’ (the concrete thing a dragon hoards) and ‘Treasure’ (the abstract ideal, the platonic perfect ideal) is that the abstraction takes tense on the noun rather than the verb.

 

So, for the ideal:

Past-Beauty moves me > "Beauty moved me."

Future-Hope strengthens my fleet. > "Hope will strengthen my fleet."

 

Versus normal concrete nouns, taking the tense where English-speakers would put it, on the verb:

The wind buffeted me.

I will do that thing.

 

Or, to use the examples for the ideals:

Beauty moved me > A Chatcaavan named Beauty dragged me somewhere.

Hope will strengthen me > A weapon, or a ship, or a person named Hope will strengthen my fleet.

 

The idea there is that concepts exist throughout time, and all acts revolve around their permanence; while normal people and things do their time on stage and are gone. They don't get to exist forever. Titles, like abstractions, take tense on the noun. This is one of the reasons Chatcaava want them so badly; they imply immortality, significance. So here you can see the differences between a Chatcaavan named Knife and “the Knife”:

 

Knife pushed me. > A Chatcaavan named Knife shoved me around.

Past-Knife pushed me. > The Knife (the Chatcaavan wearing the title The Knife) pushed me around.

 

Universal and other Languages of the Exodus

There’s no discussing the languages of the Alliance without mentioning Universal, which is not just the lingua franca of the Alliance but the native tongue for those Pelted races that rejected the need to create their own language to sever themselves from their origins. Universal began as American English, with the Seersa as its stewards—but putting the Seersa in charge of any language project inevitably involves its expansion, since they are the Alliance’s premiere linguists. There are many, many loanwords into Universal from not just the Seersan tongue, but from all the languages the Seersa made for other Pelted races (including languages that were adopted and instantly abandoned, like the Glaseah’s). For the most part I’ve spared you those loanwords, save for the most common (like arii and alet)... but it is apparent to everyone in the Alliance that Universal is “sticky” and keeps rolling around in other cultures and coming back with new words clinging to it. This is one of its charms: it reflects the overarching Pelted culture, with its big tent philosophy.

Arii and alet, interestingly enough, are not loanwords from the Seersan tongue, but from Meredan, the Exodus language. This was a pidgin that began formation on Earth, where it was used by the Pelted (before they were called the Pelted) to communicate with each other without being understood by their owners. Meredan did not become a full language until after the Exodus, and its heyday was brief—it was spoken on-ship and then fell out of use in favor of Universal not long after the first settlements. The reason for that abandonment is still hotly debated today; you will find many academic dissertations on the topic if you browse a Pelted library in the historical linguistics section. The most popular theory is that its association with victimhood and powerlessness made it less popular than Universal, with its implication that the Pelted were free to use the language of their oppressors without fear of retribution. But no one’s sure why Meredan use dwindled, and to this day its study remains an eccentricity particular to scholars. The few words that have survived in the Universal lexicon are assumed by laymen to have been borrowed from Seersan.


  Author Sketches

It's typical for me to do sketches while writing, a sort of mental doodling as I work out events and character arcs. These sketches are not intended to be the final word on what the characters look like! In fact, I usually have trouble pinning down people's looks; notably in this section of the canon, for several years I confused Lisinthir and Jahir’s face shapes. (Jahir is the one with the square jaw and Lisinthir’s the one with the pointed face, but for a while I had it backwards.) Anyway, though I don’t have as much time to draw as I like, I find I work better when I'm thinking with a pencil as well as a keyboard. I've selected a few of the sketches I've done of characters relevant to the Princes’ Game series, and hope you enjoy the peek into the artist brain.

 

1. Vasiht’h with Scarf: As the most difficult to visualize, I present images of Vasiht’h first. I always liked this one for the way it makes the big-cat-like body clear. (Bonus: that’s a scarf Sediryl knitted him.)

2. Jahir and Vasiht’h at home: Unfinished, but typical, and one of my favorites of them together in one of their most habitual poses (Jahir on couch, Vasiht’h on the ground.)

3. The Slave Queen: Moving on to the Chatcaava, of all the images I’ve drawn of the Slave Queen this remains the one that I think of when I think of her. Also, don’t ask me how I did that shoulder yoke with the multiple ball sockets. (And don’t ask me to do it again!)

4. Imperial Thorns: This is the other Slave Queen image that works best for me (and gives you a close up of the wing perforations).

5. The Emperor, Flying: I think this might be the only drawing I’ve ever down of a Chatcaavan in flight. It is naturally the Emperor. (I also like it because of the suggestion of the towers of the palace behind him.)

6. Marks: The Emperor isn’t particularly easy to draw, but this is the image I think of when I think of him. It was a bookmark I drew to go with Even the Wingless, and in fact was on its first edition cover.

7. The Ambassador: Segue then into Lisinthir, this was one of the first drawings of him that looked like him in my head. (Nose like a blade.) I like it particularly for the jewelry: on the right breast, the Galare unicorn and the Imtherili drake; on the left, the Alliance’s ambassadorial crest. That is also typical Eldritch attire; the coat goes over it.

8. The Duelist: The other Lisinthir image I think of when I think of him was this one of him at Ontine, dressed for a duel, with Imtherili’s swords. This is the young man Liolesa looked at and said, "Yes. Him."

9. The Dragon and the Unicorn: While writing Book 2 of this series I did a handful of abstracted drawings symbolizing Jahir (as the Galare unicorn) and Lisinthir (as the Imtherili drake). This was the first, and responsible for my mental conception of Lisinthir's gift to Jahir. (You can see all the others in the Dragon and Unicorn folder on my DeviantArt account.)

10. Alive in Your Arms: This piece is so old. SO OLD. That you can tell how long this book has been waiting to be written. (The date is 2002, if you can’t read it.) It’s also the piece that gave me Jahir’s jawline. (“Ah-ha!” said young artist me. “He’s the one with the square jaw!”) Years and much experience and skill later, I still like this piece... and I’m glad I finally wrote the story it belonged to.
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