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    Author's Note


    This book begins immediately after Only the Open (Princes’ Game Book 4) and does not conclude the series. Readers may wish to begin with Book 1 (Even the Wingless) for context, and should be advised of significant adult content throughout the series. Please consult the author’s website for tags and ratings.


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
    


     


     


     


    To live with fear and not be afraid is the final test of maturity.


    –Edward Weeks


     


    In war, there are no unwounded soldiers.


    – José Narosky
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    CHAPTER ONE


    There was safety... and then there was safety.


    This was the epiphany Sediryl picked at like an oyster clamped around a pearl as the days stretched into one week, then another, examining her naiveté and finding it painful and revelatory. She had lived a life of cloistered privilege for decades on the Eldritch homeworld, and thought it a risk of breathtaking audacity to flee it for the Alliance. The love affairs she’d had there had seemed daring and transgressive. When they’d seen her disinherited, those fears had felt validated.


    She had lived on the edge and bled there, and thought her courage tested.


    Sitting on the bridge of the Visionary, Sediryl petted the rainbow fur of her dog’s head as she stared out the windows at the sinister darkness, where hundreds of pirates and slavers had made their lair. To coast, silent and Dusted, through this abyss, easing her way ever closer to its center, knowing that detection would bring death only if she was lucky, because the alternative was life as someone’s slave...


    She neither believed that she could live with so many days of tension, nor could she fathom how it had become normal. The computer reported that her resting heart rate was now fifteen to twenty beats faster, but she felt absurdly calm.


    If this was courage, it felt like numbness.


    This was the world the military lived in, one where the stakes really were as high as her emotions had insisted every crisis was. She could understand that now. Barely. What she was grappling with was the realization that this had always been the world Liolesa lived in. All the petty bickering and self-involved—and self-manufactured—drama in which the Eldritch indulged was possible because Liolesa was the one living here, where failure meant slavery and war and loss. And this was the world Sediryl would have to live in too, if she wanted the power Liolesa was offering.


    That she was existing in it now without crumbling didn’t feel like proof she could handle it, even though her hand on Bells’s fur was steady. Because it wasn’t enough to survive here. She had to win. And she wanted to. Wanted to prove that she could. And that made her uncomfortable. That she could be so afraid, and yet be nurturing this... this competitive streak that trivialized the situation. She knew what they were doing wasn’t a game, but the urge to beat everyone else at it remained, lurking beneath the terror and the sobriety. Was that something Liolesa was also hiding? Or had the centuries shown her enough unspeakable things to destroy that urge?


    Sediryl thought cousin Lisinthir might be sympathetic. He lived in this world too. She remembered the way he moved, how he evaluated everything with that hardened gaze, the hand that too casually orbited his sword, as if feeling the gravitational pull of inevitable violence. He would have made a good confidant.


    He would have understood. That didn’t surprise her at all.


    What did was the sense that maybe Jahir would have understood too. That the youth she’d grown up with, when she’d been gawky and brash and full of untarnished dreams and plans... that gentle and quiet youth might have grown up into someone who could go to war and die to win it.


    Jahir would have understood her fears, and how completely lost she felt going from the sheltered childhood she’d thought so intense to... this. Lisinthir, her unwanted aggression, and her desire to be triumphant over the broken bodies of their enemies. Both of them would have been willing auditors to the hardships of being an Eldritch and yet living in a future both more expansive and less safe than the one their people imagined for themselves.


    And neither of them was here.


    Sediryl buried her face in Bells’s fur, scattering the dog’s virtual fish halo.


    The smell of hot chocolate roused her. Confused, Sediryl looked up and found Maia sitting across from her, holding out the cup. It was an absurd cup, decorative porcelain complete with saucer painted with yellow roses and gilt thorns. Her hands accepted it, following long-embedded rules of courtesy, and she tasted it. The second sip she took because the first was surprising. Chocolate was supposed to be rich enough to stand a spoon in. This was almost as thin as tea, and yet smelled strongly of cocoa.


    “What… what is this?”


    “It’s cocoa, but I stripped most of the fat out,” her D-per said. For once she looked the Seersa her designers had coded rather than the solidigraphic projection of a virtual person who could have appeared to be anything she chose. A domino could have added the lavender tipping and little flickers of lightning in her fur on a real person. “I thought you might appreciate the taste without the weight in your stomach.”


    “Thank you.” Sediryl sipped again. “I didn’t mean to distract you.”


    Maia smiled. “I can split off a lot of threads, arii. If this was costing me anything, I wouldn’t do it.”


    “Priorities,” Sediryl murmured.


    “Yes. And it might surprise you to hear it, but you’re one of them. How are you holding up?”


    Sediryl waved a hand in the vague direction of the wall. “Surely you’re monitoring my health….”


    “That only tells me how your body is doing,” Maia said. “It doesn’t tell me what’s in your head.”


    Useless to deny that she needed to talk. So she didn’t. “How did you decide?” Sediryl asked. “To join Fleet. Did they require it in your code somehow?”


    Maia leaned back and crossed her legs, a considering look in her purple eyes. “Not in the way you’re suggesting. Yes, they built my personality, and my personality has certain priorities and urges. No, they didn’t force me to choose how I acted on those things.”


    “So they made you want to protect the Alliance,” Sediryl said.


    “They made me feel competent to protect anything,” Maia answered, ears flicking outward. “They made me strong. They let me choose what to do with that strength, and I made that choice after examining the history of the civilizations that brought us to where we are. There were lots of jobs I could have taken, arii, and maybe the incentives for Fleet were particularly appealing. But ten years less in indenture is meaningless when you’re effectively immortal.”


    Sediryl looked up at that, abruptly.


    “I chose Fleet because I wanted to put my talents to use in the protection of the vulnerable,” Maia finished. She grinned, showing iridescent teeth. “And because there’s a lot of sexy hardware involved.”


    “So it’s okay to like the sexy hardware,” Sediryl muttered.


    “Is that what this is about?” Maia tilted her head. “The fact that your feelings are more complicated than ‘I want to do the right thing’?”


    “I don’t even know what the right thing is anymore.” Sediryl set the saucer on the console and pulled one of Bells’s ears, feeling the silky fur. “Is being here the right thing instead of running away and warning someone? Am I putting the safety of one of my friends above my responsibility to the rest of the Alliance? Is any of this in conflict to my actual allegiance to a completely separate government? Why am I scared? Why am I aggressive? Why anything, Maia? Why me?”


    “Because you’re the one who’s here.” At Sediryl’s glare, Maia smiled crookedly. “Sometimes, that’s all it comes down to.” She reached over and set a glittery hand on Sediryl’s knee. “Arii. Second-guessing is for armchair strategists. You and I can only do the best with what we have right now. And what we have is this ship, the information we’ve got, and our gut instincts.”


    “Do you have a gut instinct?” Sediryl asked.


    “Yes,” Maia said. “My gut instinct is that we’re near Hell and we’re in a handbasket. So we might as well strap in and prepare for the ride.”


    The laugh that escaped Sediryl shocked her with its precipitousness. She pressed a hand to her mouth and drew in a shaky breath. “I am scared,” she admitted. “But I feel that’s a reasonable thing. It’s all the rest of it that I’m not so sure of.”


    “That being…”


    “That I want to singlehandedly put paid to this threat,” Sediryl said. “That I want to handle it. That I… that I am looking forward to having handled it and being satisfied at how poorly my enemies fared.” She looked up at Maia. “I’m afraid I’m not right in the head.”


    Maia snorted. “And the alternative is to want to lose?”


    “No, but—”


    Maia held up a hand. “Stop there. That’s it. That’s all we have. We either go into this and come out on top… or we don’t. And frankly, I’d prefer we go in wanting the other side to lose. Anything that’s going to help us win, we need. Because if you decide it’s hopeless, you’re a fair way to guaranteeing it will be.” She shook her head. “You think you’re special for having thoughts like this. I hate to tell you, arii… people like you are how we win wars. And unfortunately for all of us, wars happen, and they happen to people who don’t want them and wish they didn’t have to fight them. You want to know why I joined Fleet… there it is.”


    “I don’t want to join Fleet,” Sediryl murmured.


    Maia chuckled. “I know. You want to direct Fleet. That’s why your Queen picked you out of the pack.” At Sediryl’s horrified look, the D-per laughed. “There’s nothing wrong with wanting to be in charge! Someone has to be.”


    “But I don’t have the first qualification!”


    “No,” Maia agreed. “You’re even wetter behind the ears than the newest lieutenant. But that’s why we surround new officers with experienced people. In your case, your Queen picked me.”


    Sediryl smiled at the D-per ruefully. “And you would advise me to do... what?”


    “Eat, sleep, and keep hydrated,” Maia replied, rescuing the cocoa from the console and handing it back to Sediryl.


    Sediryl eyed the cup skeptically and looked at her D-per. “I was hoping for something a little more globally applicable.”


    “Then, read,” Maia said firmly. “Read politics. Read history. A lot of history. Not just the Alliance history, or whatever you have of your own history. Read Earth’s history, because that’s where it all starts. You need to learn about human nature, and human reaction to scarce resources, to fear, to new ideas. Read about economics, because that drives a lot of interaction between people and nations. Read about psychology. Everything that scares you, or bewilders you, you have to learn. It’s not enough to fly a ship, arii. You have to know how such ships could have come about, and why we needed them.”


    “That’s... a lot,” Sediryl murmured.


    “That’s everything,” Maia said. “Fortunately, you’ll be around long enough to get a better grip on it than a lot of people.”


    “Still.” Sediryl managed a lopsided smile. “Is delegation acceptable? Can I just marry someone who knows psychology and pawn off that work on him?”


    “Is that your suave cousin with the sword?” Maia tilted her head, brows lifting. “That could be handy.”


    “A different cousin. The one we were supposed to rescue.”


    Maia’s ears twitched. Maybe she was hiding a smile. “I thought we liked the one with the sword.”


    “I like them both,” Sediryl muttered.


    “Oh! Well, I didn’t know you swung that way, but I’m sure the Harat-Shar will marry you all together if necessary—”


    “Maia!”


    Sediryl had the uncomfortable notion that Maia saw through her blush and straight into her prurient thoughts. “No? Well, you have time to decide. But I encourage you to consider the power of ‘and’, which is often a lot more interesting than ‘or’....”


    Covering her face with a hand would be too revealing. “You are not supposed to be encouraging me to consider infractions against your own societal norms.”


    “I only look like a Seersa,” Maia said, amused. “What I actually am is a terrifying number of lines of code spread all over a galactic network. Don’t forget that.”


    “Sparkle more, and I might remember.” Sediryl sipped the cocoa and sighed. “And recommend me something to start reading, as long as I’m here.”


    “I’ll send something to your—” Maia stopped abruptly, her edges losing cohesion. Sediryl set her cup aside, alarmed, about to ask, when the D-per bared her teeth. “Rhack! Someone’s seen us!” And vanished.


    “Maia?” Sediryl asked. “Maia, what’s going on...”


    At her feet, Bells whimpered.


    “Can we lose them?”


    “Too late,” Maia’s voice hissed from above her. “They’re heading straight for us.”


    Slowly, Sediryl stood, resting her hands flat on the console. “Show me.”


    The ship that blinked into view in the forward window, magnified many times... Sediryl wouldn’t have been able to identify it even if she’d known anything about ship types. But she felt better, being able to see it coming. Exhaling, she said, “How bad is it?”


    And oddly, Maia did not immediately reply. Glancing toward the ceiling, Sediryl said, “Maia?”


    “I don’t recognize it.”


    “Is that... good?”


    The D-per re-materialized alongside her, all her silver-lavender fur coruscating with lightnings. Her ears were flattened against a mane that trailed into the air in a sweep of glitter. “No. Yes. It doesn’t matter. They might have new ship types here, they’re pirates. Presumably they’re scavenging from everywhere. None of their vessels will be theirs. So...”


    The console near Sediryl’s left hand chimed, and they both stared at it. When it chimed a second time, Sediryl said, hesitant, “Isn’t that... the signal that they are attempting to communicate with us?”


    The console chimed again.


    “They probably want to gloat.” But Maia sounded perplexed.


    “We should open the channel.”


    The D-per sighed, but the console sang an arpeggio as it responded to the contact.


    “Stealthed vessel,” an accented voice whispered, as if fearing they’d be overheard. “Are you also attempting to draw closer to the nucleus of violent activity?”


    “What in the worlds?” Sediryl said, hushed, to Maia, who held up a hand to prevent their voices from transmitting.


    “That accent,” said the D-per, astonished. “It’s Faulfenzair.”


    Sediryl knew almost nothing about the Faulfenza, one of the few true alien races known to the Alliance. They were technically an allied power, like the Eldritch, and while they were not the recluses Sediryl’s people were, they remained rare, particularly in the Neighborhood, the center of the Alliance where she’d resided. Since the Faulfenza’s homeworlds were coreward of Earth, they tended to stay in the unclaimed parts of space between the human system and the Alliance border.


    But everything Sediryl had heard of them made her think it unlikely they’d involve themselves in a piratical lifestyle. “Let her hear me again.” After the wave: “Faulfenzair vessel. This is Sediryl Nuera Galare of the Eldritch, ambassador ad’Alliance from the Eldritch Empire.” Insane to be using the term, but it was the one that fit now. Empire! But if Liolesa could do that, surely she could do this... whatever this ended up being. “We’ve lost some people to these pirates. I’m here to get them back while learning enough about them to allow the Alliance Fleet to destroy them.”


    “Faulza will it so. I too have lost people... my entire crew. I alone escaped. Do you bring a navy with you, then?”


    “It’s a complicated situation,” Sediryl said. “I think we should discuss it in person.” She smiled a little at Maia. “I have a cup of cocoa I need to finish anyway.”

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    Even having lived in the Alliance all his life, Vasiht’h had no clear conception of interstellar distances. He knew, vaguely, that the Alliance was large. But ships so rarely traveled the same speeds (or the same routes). How could he possibly have a sense for how far something was based on how long it took to get there, when the same company could run two shuttle services to the same world and have one get there in three hours, and the other in two days?


    He would have thought this lack of understanding would comfort him. After all, if there were more variables involved in gauging the distance between points than the physical space, then he might be only a day away from the people who might rescue them. But instead, it made him more anxious. If he couldn’t tell, how could he communicate where they were? Assuming he found some way to communicate at all?


    “You worry, and the worry is senseless,” the Slave Queen told him. “We must wait, that is all.”


    “That’s not enough,” Vasiht’h said, but she would not be moved.


    How he envied her that serenity! For she was serene. The way she fell out of motion… it was as if every limb was accustomed to stillness, and gravitated toward it as the norm. How many years had she remained a prisoner in the imperial harem to have learned that habit? He couldn’t learn it from her in days. His mind kept twitching back to Jahir, to the absence in his mind that felt like a vacuum. So many images Jahir had shared with him through the mindline over the years: the trickle of streams, the sun on his shoulders, the breeze it had taken Vasiht’h over a decade to experience for himself when he’d finally visited his friend’s homeworld. All those alien impressions, layer after layer of them, like stacks of scarves. Surely he should be able to clutch them to himself now, but they had evanesced.


    ‘Your worry is senseless,’ she said, and she was right. But that didn’t stop him from fretting, until he’d chafed the fur off the inside of his right foreleg, near the paw.


    The most immediate of Vasiht’h’s fears did not manifest, though: the pirates never molested them. They were fed and otherwise left to their own devices. They had a small bathroom, robbed of anything they might use as a weapon, even soap, and a single bare mattress. Computer access had been locked down, and there were no objects in the room, or windows; they had nothing to distract or entertain themselves with but each other, and panic made it difficult to contemplate conversation. On Vasiht’h’s part, at least. The Slave Queen did not seem inclined to initiate anything, but it was hard to accuse her of panic given her perfect patience.


    Thus, several days. Maybe. There was no way to tell without a chronolog or a computer. Vasiht’h struggled not to scrape his fur off with the paw-rubbing, and took one too many awkward showers in the tiny shower compartment with no soap, and paced, or slept. He didn’t think he would have been capable of sleep, but anxiety was exhausting and so was boredom.
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    There was no warning when everything changed. One moment, the enervating sameness of their captivity, edged with sour apprehension… the next, the door opening, and guards taking them by the arm and shoving them out. They and the other prisoners were marched down the corridors of the vessel and out of it, and finally Vasiht’h realized how wrong the Slave Queen was. She’d told him there would be a way out of this, when they’d first met. That they would rescue themselves. But the scene before him was so beyond such naïve hopes that Vasiht’h forgot how to be frightened.


    They stood now in rows, chivvied there by the slavers, in a dock so enormous he couldn’t see its walls, and its ceiling was poorly defined to his sight. There were other slave vessels unloading or loading cargo alongside them, facing the vastness of space with only a forcefield between them and its vacuum. But the ships took up only the smallest part of that space, because the rest of it was taken up by cages.


    So many cages.


    So many cages they were organized into grids, like city blocks. By species, he saw. Thousands of people, catalogued and kept like merchandise. Each person had a cube to themselves, and as Vasiht’h watched from his position beside the Slave Queen, slavers forklifted individual cubes out of the blocks and drove the slaves in them to different vessels for loading.


    The wave of misery and despair rolling from these cages was almost physical. The susurrus of their sounds a gloss over it: weeping, pleading, sighing, moaning. There were, he saw among them, children.


    Vasiht’h was neither hero nor soldier. For all he’d courted Fleet personnel as clients for their private practice, he’d never felt the passions that motivated them to volunteer for the military. And this war with the Chatcaava… he hadn’t considered it frivolous, precisely. But some part of him had secretly believed it to be unnecessary. That somehow, somewhere, there was a way to end the fighting with a diplomatic summit, a retreat. It was all a misunderstanding. He was a xenotherapist, expert in psychology and communication; he could have explained how to circumvent the whole mess, he was sure.


    His claws inched from his feet, scraping against the metal deck. Faced with the impossibility of their escape, he should have been terrified. Instead, he was possessed of an anger so towering it would have scared the him of a day ago.


    He hadn’t understood. He did now. There were things more important than his personal survival. It didn’t matter if he died or not, if he could die making sure this place stopped existing.


    Goddess, he whispered. Hear me. Help me change this. Help me make it not be.


    “All right, separate them out,” one of their captors was saying. “You know the drill.”


    Kill me, if you must, but let my sacrifice help stop this.


    “What about that one?”


    They were pointing at the Queen.


    “Not her. She’s for the Admiral.”


    They were dragging him away from her now, his claws squeaking on the metal deck. Her eyes were on his, solemn orange. He willed her to hear his resolve.


    We might not get out of this. But I am going to die fighting. Not for myself. But to end this forever.


    A tiny dip of the end of her nose.


    That trip through the maze of corridors, surrounded by the anguish of his fellow prisoners… his ribs ached, flexing so hard, and it wasn’t sobbing, it was hyperventilation, as if he was straining toward a great effort. He was trying to break away from his captors, and trying not to. To rampage amid this hell—he couldn’t. Not yet. They would put him in a cage of his own, but he had to go. He didn’t know enough yet. He had to prepare. He had to use the time he spent imprisoned here carefully.


    They shoved him into a transparent cube barely large enough to turn in, so small he could lift his arms and touch the ceiling. And all around him were other Glaseah though not, he saw, many. The cubes in their block were only partially filled. Maybe Glaseah made poor captives, or there was little demand for them as slaves. Or maybe there had been a run on them, like some product in abrupt demand—ludicrous idea, to talk of people like products, and yet. Here he was. There was no one to either side of him he could talk to. No one above him. And no one strong enough for him to sense through the fire of his anger.


    Ordinarily he would have felt isolated and terrified. The resolve that filled him instead was strangely devoid of panic or pleasure. It felt disconnected from every emotion he’d felt before. Looking up at the bay’s distant ceiling with its exposed ductwork and the enormous lights, Vasiht’h found himself thinking of Lisinthir in the Empire.


    Had this been what he’d felt? This terrible composure? This sense of anticipation?


    Sitting sphinx-like, Vasiht’h composed himself to wait. To listen. He folded his forepaws over one another and did not chafe them against one another at all.
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    It did not surprise the Queen that aliens were also capable of cruelty. Following her captors out of the bay, she reflected that the true surprise in her life had been that there were people in the universe who weren’t cruel. Of any species. That in fact the universe might be composed of mostly good people, and that what she’d witnessed all her life had been the aberrations.


    There were a great many aberrations. But then, there were a great many sentients in the universe.


    Outside the bay the corridors could have belonged to any alien ship. They did not strike her as poorly maintained; the people passing her walked briskly, and their gazes did not waver. Only one sneered at the sight of her, and by then the fault surprised her. From the conversations she’d overheard in Second’s and Third’s presences, she’d assumed pirates to be lacking in discipline, but she could detect no such lack in these pirates. Even their clothing was impeccable.


    That gave her the first pang of disquiet she’d experienced since accepting her capture.


    The trip to their destination took a great deal of walking. She stopped trying to remember the turns and the number of lifts they took. But she was satisfied: surely no mere lackey would be so far into the base.


    She was not disappointed when at last her captors brought her before the Admiral. Not in the room, at least, which was enormous, lavishly appointed—many furs, she noticed, perplexed by them—and punctuated by what was obviously a throne despite its soft cushions and modern materials and the translucent displays floating around it like a mandorla of glowing blue and green light.


    The person they were there to see, though. A female, and tiny. Not a Seersa, like Laniis, but similar in build, with smaller ears and a longer, thinner tail. She was the cream of clouds at sunrise, with cold eyes despite their golden hue. Wearing… a uniform? The uniform puzzled the Queen, because it looked much like the one she’d seen Laniis in during their communications. But surely no member of the Alliance’s military would be permitted to live in the stronghold of pirates and criminals?


    “Admiral,” said the one holding her left arm. “This is the personal gift from the dragons.”


    “Good. Bring her closer, I want to see.”


    The Queen expected to be dragged, so when the two guards shoved her she stumbled to her hands and knees, spreading wing-arms that no longer balanced her with the weight of their vanes.


    “Did you do this?”


    The menace in the woman’s voice froze the Queen in place.


    “No, ma’am,” said the guards. “She came that way. Check the viseo records, you’ll see.”


    “So the dragons sent us this. As a present. A mutilated female. When we know they don’t value women.”


    Nothing from her guards. The Queen didn’t blame them. She wouldn’t have been eager to answer the seething cold in that voice either.


    “You may go.”


    Their boot-steps receded rapidly. The Queen heard the door open and shut, leaving her to the silence of the vault with its angry occupant. She didn’t lift her head, concentrating on the fur under her hands. Very soft. Silvery. She wondered what animal it had come from, and why the female bothered with it. She lived in a climate-controlled environment and had fur of her own. Surely she didn’t need additional warmth?


    A small hand grabbed her by the tip of her nose and lifted her face by it. Some things remained the same, the Queen thought. No matter their species, those in power always felt they could make free with the faces and bodies of their captives.


    “So,” the female said. “You’re the former Chatcaavan Queen. Is that right?”


    “Yes.”


    “You speak our language. Impressive.” Her small alien eyes thinned, their bright irises and slit pupils reminding the Queen uncomfortably of a Chatcaavan’s gaze. “Tell me. Did they intend to insult me?”


    Strange how quickly some decisions made themselves. It took only the memory of Second gloating over the defeat of the Emperor, and the casual way the Usurper had ordered the deaths of those on the field, for the Queen to choose her path. “Yes.”


    “I thought so.” The alien smiled crookedly, showing the gleaming teeth on that side, one of them pointed. “You have no lost love for them, do you.”


    “Why would I?” the Queen replied, following her course with increased serenity. Pain had taught her silence… but love had taught her how to lie. “They have beaten, raped, and abused me all my life. They mutilated me so I could no longer dream of flying.” She met the pirate leader’s eyes and said, calmly, “I hate them. And they intend to use you until you have served their purposes… and then kill you.”


    The female laughed. “I’m sure they do. I have different plans, though.” She let go of the Queen’s face and strutted to her throne, perching on its mounded furs. “I don’t let anyone insult me. I don’t let anyone betray me. And I don’t let anyone tell me what to do. Not anymore.” She spread her bare foot on the fur at the base of the chair, each separate toe kneading the pelt until its hairs bristled. “So they gave you to me, thinking I would believe this a great gift.”


    “They certainly thought you a male who would enjoy the use of an alien female,” the Queen offered, to see what this alien would think of her interrupting. “As Chatcaava do not believe a female capable of wielding power.”


    “Maybe,” the female said, eyes glancing off the displays floating in front of her before focusing again on the Queen. “Or maybe they know I’m a woman and they wanted to pacify me with a gift of someone like me. Another Queen. Because I am one, you know. A queen of pirates. An admiral of criminals.” She grinned, showing all her teeth.


    “I do not doubt it.”


    “Don’t you?”


    “No,” the Queen said. “I have seen faces like yours before.”


    That put the alien’s ears back and narrowed her unblinking eyes. “Like mine… you mean other Pelted women’s? Cute? Small? Furry? Like pets?”


    What word to choose? Warrior? Lord? She went with her instinct. “Other killers.”


    The other female sat up slowly. “Killers.” And a smile spread over her face like a wound spilling. “So. You recognized the furs.”


    The Queen did not glance down, despite her sudden desire to do so.


    “They say serial killers take trophies,” the female resumed, relaxing into her chair. “I don’t think of myself as a serial killer. These aren’t trophies. They’re warnings. I’m done letting other people decide my fate for me. People who get in my way… die. And they don’t escape me in death. I strip them and use their skins for pleasure, so they can never be free.”


    The calm that descended on the Queen felt familiar, liberating. The world that the Ambassador had drawn her into, where kindness and compassion made people unpredictable, where love saved worlds through mechanisms she could not fully understand… she had left it behind, and re-entered a world populated by the callous, the sociopathic, and the insane. And for once, there were no hostages for her to worry over. Only herself.


    And she knew, very well, how to deal with the insane.


    Bowing her long head so that her mane fell over her shoulder, the Queen shivered and waited, and as she expected the madwoman said, “Oh, no. Don’t do that. You don’t have to bow. You were a victim, just like me. But they made a mistake giving you to me and pretending it was a gift. Not just by insulting me. But they’ve set you free. And you… you hate them. Don’t you.”


    “Yes,” the Queen answered, fixing her thoughts on Second and the Usurper. “With all my beating heart.”


    The pirate queen laughed. “Oh… you and I. We have so much to talk about. Won’t we?”


    “Yes, my-better,” the Queen answered, chancing the honorific’s translation into Universal.


    “They taught you to grovel so well, didn’t they,” the female said. “Those days, though. Those are over. Later. Later, you and I will discuss our mutual enemies. For now…” She waved a hand. “You can make yourself comfortable in my bedroom.”


    In the end, they were all the same, the Queen thought, as she walked on the pelts of the female’s vanquished foes into the adjacent chamber. The bed was mounded with furs and pillows, and on a table by the bed smoldering incense accentuated the musk scent rising from those trophies. It was always ‘wait on my pleasure.’ And almost always ‘wait in my bedroom.’ But that bothered the Queen not at all. Practice in these endeavors she had in plenty.


    They called you passive, my lady, but they mistook endurance for passivity.


    I understand now, she thought to him. I know my own strength. And I will not fail you. Either of you.


    The fur on the floor by the bed was tawny with splotches of brown and orange. She chose it because it reminded her least of anyone she’d met and kneeled on it in an attitude of subservience. She did not trust the female’s show of camaraderie. Best this Admiral believe her to be beaten down in spirit, the better to be underestimated. She would not make the mistake she’d made with Second again.

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    Mounted on the wall—down and shoved into what amounted to a closet in the suite—and then up again the following morning, after a turn in a lavatory, barely long enough for him to struggle with the alien fixtures. The second day of Jahir’s work as the Usurper’s decoration started in an empty office with darkened screens and a neat desk. There was no sign of breakfast; his body’s craving was so intense it was nauseating, and he felt a headache building behind his brow. Tempting to use the time alone to sweep the palace with his mind, get some sense of the number of people in it and their allegiances, but knowing how much energy that took… no. He had to wait until he’d been fed, or the roquelaure would kill him before his enemies did. Would that not be ironic?


    The wall behind him was stone and he was naked, and the chill was already seeping from his back to the rest of him. Lisinthir had never allowed him to grow cold. He let his head loll to one side, watching the gooseflesh rise along one white arm. Sensed the tremor of skin wasting energy in an attempt to keep him warm. So much for his attempt to minimize his calorie usage. One thing, he thought to his absent cousin, that you did not plan for.


    At length, he heard the door open. Not for the Usurper, however. The golden male who entered sat in the chair on the near side of the desk and turned to face Jahir. Setting an elbow on the desk, he cupped his cheek and studied the Eldritch with luminous turquoise eyes, silent. There was no need to read his mind to know his thoughts: this was Second, who had preferred him dead; who had called him and all his kind a disease. He would give nothing willingly to Jahir that could be used against the Chatcaava… nothing save this scrutiny that revealed his wariness.


    Jahir didn’t bother with any contest of wills. He closed his eyes and waited, willing his skin to forget the cold. Food first. Then all the rest. Perhaps he could end it before it began. Would killing the Usurper accomplish that? Or was that wishful thinking?


    “You’re early, Second,” the Usurper said from the door. “Don’t tell me you came to admire my wall-hanging.”


    “I am not admiring it,” Second said. “I am assessing it.”


    “Is assessment necessary?” Jahir opened his eyes, watched the Usurper walk around the desk and sit in the chair there. “The freaks are ugly. They are improved by objectification.”


    Second squinted at Jahir, as if seeking some reaction. When Jahir remained silent, the male said, “You should put him away while we’re talking.”


    “But I want him to watch the destruction of his nation. It should be instructive.”


    “Yes,” Second said, baring his teeth. “Exactly. He doesn’t need instruction. What he sees, he can reveal—”


    “To whom, exactly?” The Usurper twisted his head to stare at Jahir. Unlike Second’s, his eyes were a greasy yellow-green, too cloudy for any of the usual gem-like comparisons the dragons’ eyes invited. “I don’t plan to release him from the tower.”


    “It’s said they can read minds…”


    The Usurper laughed. “Let’s say they can. Is there something in yours you don’t want me to know about?”


    A sudden pause as all of them wondered why the Usurper had chosen that particular example. Jahir held his breath.


    Second exhaled sharply, annoyed. “Dying Air, don’t be ridiculous. No, of course not. But he could learn things and tell them to his keepers. Unless you’re planning to wash him yourself? Feed him? Doctor him when his health starts failing?”


    The Usurper frowned. “Do you think he’s sick?”


    Second resumed his scrutiny. “The Ambassador was unwell when he left, by all reports. I am no judge of freaks, but he looks too thin to me. Maybe he has a wasting disease, or the hekkret is finally killing him.”


    “I don’t want him dead.” The Usurper’s scowl became more pronounced. “I just acquired him.” To one of the guards, “Send for the Surgeon.”


    Second grabbed his wrist. “Wait! The Surgeon healed him before in a gel tank. He may be—”


    “Don’t say ‘fond of him,’” the Usurper said, sounding bored. “I thought my paranoia was extreme, but this is stupid. The Surgeon is Outside. If the former Emperor told him to treat the alien, he had no choice.”


    “But what if the Surgeon is a partisan of Kauvauc?”


    The Usurper snorted. “And if he is? No drake Outside would risk his status. He knows the moment he gives up his neutrality, he dies. Still…” He smiled thinly. “If it will make you feel better, we will take precautions.”


    “I hope those precautions include finding a way to entrap the Surgeon if he is a traitor. He was reluctant enough to saw off the Slave Queen’s wings.”


    The Usurper shuddered. “Who wouldn’t be. They might be a female’s wings, but they’re still wings.” To the guard Jahir couldn’t see at the door, “Well? Go send for him already.”


    “I continue to think this a bad idea,” Second said. “I hadn’t thought you capable of vanity.”


    “Is it vanity?” the Usurper said. “Or vengeance?”


    Second was drumming his clawtips on the desk, a little click-click-click that reminded Jahir absurdly of piano exercises. “Vengeance. Now who’s being ridiculous? What could you possibly need to avenge yourself for?”


    “These creatures believe they deserve some part of the galaxy that belongs to us. Surely that requires punishment.”


    Second eyed the Usurper, then looked again at Jahir.


    “Ask him what he thinks of that,” the Usurper urged.


    After a hesitation, Second said, “No. No, I have no desire to engage this freak in any conversation. Nor to prompt it.”


    “Wise of you,” Jahir murmured, because Lisinthir would have.


    “If you believe they deserve punishment,” Second said, “you should surely punish him now, for insolence.”


    The Usurper’s chuckle was thin and self-satisfied. “Oh, no. He’d be expecting that. A swipe to the face or the chest…” He pointed at the scars. “Look at the marks Kauvauc left. That’s how you knew you were getting to him, isn’t it, freak?” He grinned without humor. “Ah, but you haven’t succeeded with me. Go ahead, be insulting. This is nothing but the flailing attempts of a conquered foe to press an engagement on his victor. But there will be no second chances for you, ‘Ambassador.’” He paused, then said to Second, “There. Do I sound the proper Chatcaavan now?”


    Second sighed. “You have nothing to prove to me. You’ve always been a proper Chatcaavan.”


    “Even when I was Logistics-East?”


    “Especially when you were Logistics-East. And you would do better to act like that drake, and not like the Emperor we assassinated.”


    “We’ll see,” the Usurper said, rising. “I will take care of that detail for you now.”


    Second did not speak while they were alone. Jahir didn’t goad him, either, and they had given him a good excuse for his lack of aggression. They believed he was Lisinthir, thanks to the roquelaure… and Lisinthir had been dying when he left. If they thought him sickly, they might allow him more time to himself, and time to himself could be turned into an opportunity to use his abilities in private. That was worth his silence.


    The Usurper returned with a bundle, which he set on his desk. A few moments later, the Surgeon entered.


    “Ah, here we are. Surgeon. You recognize this freak?”


    The Surgeon glanced at him. “It is the former Ambassador.”


    “Exactly. The former Ambassador, because he is now my wall decoration. Second here, however, has some concerns about his health.”


    Second said, “He was purported to be frail. And I don’t know if he can be left hanging like this without breaking a limb. Aren’t the freaks heavier than we are?”


    “He was in poor health, yes, when he left.” The Surgeon studied Jahir dispassionately. “It is difficult for me to tell without a proper examination.”


    “You brought tools to effect this examination?” the Usurper said.


    “Yes, Exalted.”


    “Excellent.” To the guards, “Take him down.”


    They weren’t good at their new work yet. Jahir imagined in a few weeks they’d be quicker, jerk him around less. Their minds, fluttering against his skin while they stripped the shackles, were superbly focused on their task, leaving little room for any introspection he might examine for data. Perhaps on another day he would have tried anyway, but he could not faced with this new peril. The roquelaure would surely not protect him against the truths uncovered by a medical examination. But the Surgeon had only ever seen one Eldritch—two at most, if he’d been allowed access to Bethsaida. Without additional subjects, would he be able to tell the difference between two Eldritch?


    “Now,” the Usurper continued as Jahir slumped between his two captors, “My most worthy Second is concerned that this freak will poison our thoughts with his words. I have brought these from the use closet. Will any of them work on his face?”


    The Surgeon drew close to the desk, hiding it from view, for which Jahir was grateful. He had some of Lisinthir’s memories of the use closet, enough to never want to enter one. The clanking and shifting of metal was bad enough without having to see whatever they were handling.


    “Most of these are too harsh, or not the right shape for an alien’s head,” the Surgeon said at last. “This one would serve for short-term use, however. The strap can be tightened.”


    “You sound reserved,” the Usurper said. “Do you believe the freak should be left free to speak?”


    “The freak’s speech is immaterial to me. What concerns me is that he can’t eat with this in the way. If he is continuing in the habits I observed during his first stay, he must be regularly fed or he won’t eat.”


    And Lisinthir had teased him about his eating habits. Jahir would have to remember this for when he saw his cousin next. Because, he thought, trying not to tremble, he would. He must. God and Goddess willing.


    “Maybe,” Second said, “you could paralyze him somehow, so he can’t speak. There has to be a drug.”


    “I don’t want my investment maimed,” the Usurper said before that suggestion could petrify Jahir. “You place too much importance on this, Second. Much more and he’ll believe he has some power.” He glanced at his prisoner and grinned. “I don’t see any power. Do you?”


    “A gag,” Second insisted, “can be removed.”


    “A gag will do,” the Usurper said. He handed a bar to one of the guards. “Put it on him. Then take him to the bathing chambers. That should give the Surgeon enough space for his examination. Second and I have matters to discuss. And since we don’t want the gag coming off… one of you stay during the Surgeon’s exam. To protect you,” to the Surgeon. “Of course.”


    The Surgeon was already moving. “Watch the teeth, they’ll chip if you force it against them. Or just give me that—”


    The guards were hauling him around now, bringing him face to face with the male Lisinthir had counted a potential ally, once upon a time.


    “Mouth open,” the Surgeon said. “This will be easier if you accept it.”


    “Fighting now would accomplish little,” Jahir observed, eyes on the bar. It was thick and dark, and in its center was a small spiked ball. His skin prickled, and it was not cold this time… nor anticipation, which would have made this easier.


    “Exactly.”


    This was what horses felt like, perhaps, being bridled. Jahir surprised himself by hating it. The forms of bondage Lisinthir had advanced to him had eased his spirit, but this… he didn’t like having his face handled. The metal was sour and the spiked ball a cruel vow on his tongue. The contrivance made swallowing difficult; the harness attached to it was inelegant. It surprised him to realize that being ugly and powerless bothered him more than vulnerability alone did.


    Perhaps his dismay left his mind open to the thought that rang, with perfect clarity, from the mind of the male handling him. Don’t like that, do you. Don’t blame you. Barbaric thing. If it lacerates his tongue only a little, I’ll be surprised.


    Then the guards were marching him to the bathing chamber, where they lowered him ungently to the ground. One departed. The other retreated to the door and took up duty there as the Surgeon swept past them.


    “Next time, don’t drop him. Their bones are solid but that doesn’t make them indestructible.” Crouching alongside Jahir, the Surgeon flipped open his kit as the Eldritch struggled to ignore the impending danger. A distraction was surely called for, enough of one to keep the Surgeon from concentrating on interpretation of his anomalous medical readings.
They had muzzled him: fine. He did not need his mouth. When the drake rested a hand on his chest to steady him, Jahir extended a bare filament of himself outward until he met resistance.

    The Surgeon froze.


    “Something wrong?” the guard asked.


    “No,” the Surgeon replied, brusque. “I am remembering that aliens are not Chatcaava, and this heart rate is not indicative of a coma.” He bent closer, eyes narrowing, and Jahir watched, wishing he was warmer, better fed, not fettered, free. Wishing this was over and the war won. But this was where the Pattern had swept him, so this was where he needed to exert his best efforts.


    /If you know Eldritch,/ Jahir whispered to that face, /then you know we do not need tongues to speak./


    The hand on his chest flinched, claws scraping skin.


    /Nor do you need to answer aloud./


    Ridiculous, the Surgeon muttered to himself. Outrageous. But there was a thread of curiosity there.


    /Needs must/, Jahir offered. /Or I would not. It is discourteous./


    The Surgeon’s huff of amusement was fortunately quiet. He resumed setting up his instruments and started running tests, his expertise providing a low-level murmur of medical data beneath the conversational exchange. /So you return. Not so timely this time, Ambassador./


    /I am just where I must be in order to spy on the Usurper’s plans./ No question the hesitation there. /You were the Emperor’s partisan once. Will you tell me you think his replacement better?/


    The Surgeon’s eyes met his briefly before flicking back to his instruments. Where they stayed for a very long time as his brow ridges tightened above those fixed eyes. Then: /Who are you?/


    So it hadn’t worked. Jahir sensed the intellect that had assembled the puzzle so quickly, admired it… and held his breath.


    The Surgeon set aside one of the instruments and studied his face, roving from eye to brow to mouth, along the nose. /You are not the former Emperor’s Ambassador, though you look exactly like him. Who are you?/


    /How did you know?/


    They both paused, evaluating one another. So much that might go wrong… so Jahir gambled, the way Lisinthir would have, and let his mind open, let the Surgeon into it. Let him sense the core of him, where duty and love had made him as adamant as his cousin, at last… but where the differences also resided. His essential gentleness. His need to heal.


    A shiver flowed through the Surgeon’s pinions, which he mantled quickly to explain away the noise.


    /You are not him,/ the Surgeon said again. /Though my instruments tell me you are. Because there is no sign of hekkret use at all./


    Of all the things to betray him…! Not the differences that existed between two members of the same species, but the lack of evidence of a syndrome for which the Surgeon had treated the Ambassador before. The Surgeon wouldn’t have recognized the real Lisinthir either, using that metric, for the Alliance had rebuilt his alimentary canal almost from scratch.


    /You do not react like him, either/, the Surgeon murmured. /I knew him. Even in weakness, he was more aggressive than you are./


    Worse and worse. He could be assertive, but in no universe could he sustain the constancy of Lisinthir’s ferocity.


    /Do you think the others have noticed?/


    The Surgeon put away the second of his tools. /No. They never met the Ambassador. They have only the stories to go by. You look like him—it’s enough./


    Jahir exhaled slowly, closing his eyes.


    /You are here, then, to help the former Emperor, and the Queen Ransomed./


    /Yes./


    The Surgeon nodded to himself. /My instruments say you are in poor health. Are they correct?/


    /I don’t know/, Jahir admitted. /But I will need a great deal more food and water than they’re giving me. Especially food. What I am doing takes energy./


    A noncommittal “mmm,” then, which was apparently normal because it provoked no reaction on the part of the guard. /And the wall?/


    /They shouldn’t keep me on it constantly. I’m not sure how that will fail, but I suspect it will be painful./


    /If you don’t know, then I have an excuse to visit./ The Surgeon packed his kit. /Did the Ambassador explain the concept of Outside to you?/


    /He did, yes./


    /Then you know that I should take no side in this dispute./


    Jahir glanced up at him. /But you will./


    /They made me cut off the Queen Ransomed’s wing vanes./ The Surgeon looked toward the arch leading to the rest of the suite, face a mask. /They are animals. I have others to protect, but increasingly I am uncertain that I can./


    /No life is safe,/ Jahir murmured.


    /All lives end. But lives should have dignity./ The Surgeon rose. “Bring him.”


    The guard seized his wrist and he choked back a noise.


    “Not by the hands, he’s been hanging on them.”


    The guard muttered something and dragged Jahir to his feet by the elbow, which wasn’t much of an improvement. Swimming had kept him flexible and built on the muscle he’d acquired in the heavier gravity of most of the Alliance’s environments, but it wouldn’t take much of the Usurper’s ‘decorative’ treatment to wrack his limbs, the yoke of his shoulders, even his spine and legs. His wrists already ached, and he’d hardly realized it until the ungentle grip.


    “Try talking to him,” the Surgeon said briskly. “He does understand commands.”


    “Come,” the guard said.


    Jahir followed, though the guard remained wary. Had Lisinthir set such an example, then? Or was this distaste? Or something specific to the personality? Would the Usurper’s guards rotate through too large a pool for him to get some sense for each individual? He wanted, desperately, to draw a picture of the people he would be forced to interact with, but his stomach ached and there was a tremor in his lower limbs that he didn’t recognize and feared was more serious than the effects of mere hunger.


    In the Usurper’s office, the guard forced him to the wall again and re-cuffed him. The Surgeon already stood in front of the desk.


    “Well?”


    “You wish to keep this creature, Exalted? For an extended period?”


    “Yes,” the Usurper said. When Second hissed, he amended, smiling faintly, “Or until it’s no longer expedient to keep him.”


    “Then these are my recommendations,” the Surgeon said. “Hang him for no more than four hours at a time and no longer than twelve hours a day. Allow an hour between each session. Feed him at least three times a day. Give him a room to sleep in that’s large enough to stretch and walk in, and a blanket. Have him washed daily as well—if you don’t want to leave his hands free, have an attendant assigned to him. If you intend to make a habit of the gag, have one made for him; ours don’t fit him. Prolonged use will ruin his mouth.”


    “As if that matters,” Second muttered.


    “It matters if you wish to avoid an infection that might kill him,” the Surgeon said. “I am not a specialist in the treatment of animals. I can observe their biology without knowing which of our drugs or regimens are likely to kill him.”


    “Point taken,” the Usurper said. “Continue.”


    “I would like daily reports of his health,” the Surgeon said. “And to see him when it is convenient for you, Exalted. To evaluate if this protocol is sufficient to maintain his health. I don’t know if there will be lasting effects from immobilizing him in this position and would like to monitor the situation until I have more data.”


    “Eminently reasoned.” The Usurper waved a hand. “I approve of your recommendations. His attendant can file your reports, and I will summon you to check the freak when it is convenient for me. Is there anything else?”


    “Not at this time, Exalted.”


    “Go.”


    The Surgeon inclined his head, wings spreading, and left.


    “Did the gag come off?” the Usurper asked the guard idly.


    “No, Exalted.”


    Turning to Second, the Usurper said, “Satisfied?”


    “No.” Second’s arms were folded, wings tight in against his back. “And if you’re going to leave that thing hanging on the wall during our conference, I want it blindfolded and its ears muffled. Wadding cloth into them should work given their bizarre size.”


    The Usurper’s brow ridges lifted. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you feared the freak. This imprisoned thing, which has nowhere to run. Who exactly do you think it’s going to spy for, and how will it be delivering that information?”


    “I don’t know.” Second rose and padded toward Jahir. “And if I asked, I am guessing you wouldn’t tell, would you, freak.”


    Jahir kept his eyes lowered, wondering if Second would touch him. He felt the shadow cross his chest as a cold chill just before the Usurper snapped, “Don’t.”


    “It needs a demonstration of the consequences of its disobedience!”


    “It hasn’t disobeyed any command,” the Usurper said dryly.


    “Look at me, freak.”


    Jahir met his gaze.


    “What are you planning?” the drake growled.


    “Somehow I doubt you’ll get an answer given you ordered it gagged.” The Usurper sounded bored. “Can we move on from your unnatural fixation on the creature? We do have work to do.”


    “I insist on the blindfold. And the ears.”


    The Usurper sighed. “Fine.”


    The guard’s footsteps receded. Second remained, staring at Jahir, so he remained composed and thanked Lisinthir for every hateful, difficult moment he’d forced during their trysts. The gag was bad enough: he hated the taste of it, and the distortion of his lips, and the vague sense that he couldn’t help drooling around it. But to be deprived of sight and hearing as well? He’d found it impossibly difficult in loveplay until Lisinthir had worked his terror out of him.


    But accepting the sensory deprivation in bed was very different from doing so at the hands of their enemies.


    Second was scrutinizing his face, waiting for some sign. Fear. Hatred. Defiance. Jahir called instead on years and years of work with people, years that had taught him compassion and patience. He let that well into his eyes and sensed the Chatcaavan’s disquiet.


    Disquiet. Not frustration. Jahir had expected frustration. There were complexities to Second that defied facile explanation.


    “You have them?” the Usurper said. “Good. Apply them and let’s get this over with.”


    One guard wrapped a black leather cloth around his eyes while the other wedged a wad of cloth in his ear. Jahir inhaled once, slowly, forcing his ribcage not to lift. This, too, he would endure. His moment would come.

  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR


    The lessons Sediryl’s mother had pressed on her regarding the behavior proper to young Eldritch ladies had always seemed ludicrous, first because the proper task of a Nuera heir was managing a farm, and what did deportment have to do with that? And second because even as naïve as she’d been, Sediryl had known their homeworld was dying, and why bother with dinner parties and silverware and proper attire at that point? So naturally she was setting out a formal tea table—more or less—in the middle of a warzone while operating under comm silence and surrounded by pirates. Sediryl looked at the linen tablecloth she’d brought forth from a cabinet in the small mess with resignation. Of course, an Eldritch vessel had a fancy table service hidden onboard. It even had the Galare unicorn embroidered on it. She hadn’t bothered with the whole set, but a cloth to make the table pretty, one teacup each and one plate each…


    Her mother would have said that such things assured people that civilization reigned even in the midst of turmoil. Her mother, Sediryl admitted privately, might have been correct. If she could still set a nice table, even an abbreviated one, then the situation could not, categorically, be dire.


    “I’m opening the Pad tunnel,” Maia warned.


    “Coming,” Sediryl said, and headed for the back of the ship.


    The Pad on the Visionary was in the cargo hold, which was an awkward place to greet a guest. But the woman who stepped into the ship over the Pad didn’t seem to find it odd. She glanced at her surroundings once, then stepped toward Sediryl, offering her palm. “Alet? I am Daize Oodenii Pera, the Faulpendai of the vessel Willseeker.”


    “Daize-alet.” Sediryl covered the alien’s hand. “Welcome aboard the Visionary.”


    “The Visionary! This is your vessel’s name?” Daize’s ears twitched. “Surely our meeting is fated, then, for that is an auspicious name among us.”


    “I don’t doubt that this meeting will end well—for us,” Sediryl promised. “And poorly for our enemies.” She smiled. “This way? I have a table set for us. We can talk.”


    Sediryl used the walk to the mess to admire her guest. She’d seen stills of the Faulfenza in passing, but never studied them closely, and she doubted any still would have conveyed the magnetism of the species anyway. The Faulfenza were widely held to be an attractive people, and at least half of that had to be their demeanor… because there was an essential serenity in Daize’s carriage that made her agitation feel temporary, or surmountable. The other woman was taller than Sediryl, a biped with digitigrade legs and a dense, sleek body: furred and muzzled, like the Pelted, but something about the configuration hinted at alien evolution rather than the endless variation on Terran animals one sensed looking at the Alliance’s core races.


    She was a warm dark gray in color, with creamy ventrals lined with wine red fur, and her eyes were violet. She wore what looked like a uniform: black, like Fleet’s, but edged in red and orange.


    “My crewmate tells me this tea is safe for us both,” Sediryl said once they reached the table. “Her name is Maia, and she’s a D-per, if you know what that is?”


    “A digital personality, yes? I have heard of them.” Daize seated herself and looked toward the door. “Will she join us?”


    “She would like to, I’m sure,” Sediryl said. “Maia?”


    The D-per materialized, wearing her more Seersan-like shape, but in lavender and purple with the glitter trailing off her hair and tail. The Faulfenzair watched with interest as she approached.


    “Alet,” Maia said with a bow.


    Daize offered a hand, which the D-per covered, and then they were all seated.


    “So,” Sediryl said, pouring tea for them all. “You lost your ship.”


    Daize lowered her gaze. “Yes. You find me in the vessel’s single shuttle. It has no capacity to traverse the Silence, so I could not leave to find help. They have taken the Willseeker, and all nineteen of our remaining crew.”


    Sediryl winced. “Did they attack you, then? While you were doing something else?”


    The alien shook her head, ears tightening. They were wide, with two tips, and they… rolled… rather than flattened, in a way Sediryl found fascinating. “Several freighters traveling to Qufiil went astray, and then a Terran scout ship, and finally a Fleet courier. We found these disappearances suspicious, so we decided to investigate. It was an area between our worlds and the border of your Alliance, and this system is almost in a straight line between them, so…” The tightened lips read as a grimace. “We had just entered the area when we were captured.”


    “Faulfenzair vessels aren’t armed as a matter of course, are they?” Maia said, holding her cup between her palms as if warming them. Did the D-per feel warmth, Sediryl wondered? Or were the mannerisms learned to put others at ease?


    “Not typically, no,” Daize said. “But the Willseeker was among a small number of experimental military vessels we have developed in response to the predations of pirates, who are more typical on this side of your border. They do not trouble us near our worlds, but to allow them to strengthen has been deemed perilous. We have borrowed the Duster design from you,” bowing her head toward Maia, “but the weapons systems we designed ourselves.” She hesitated, then added, “It is all in our language, as well. The computers. We don’t have your translation features onboard.”


    Maia frowned. “Huh. Interesting. Well, they could bring translators aboard, but it would be cumbersome. They might not be able to make great use out of it, particularly if your weapons systems aren’t familiar to them. That’s useful to know.”


    “I would feel better about this if they did not have so many other ships to use instead,” Daize said. “These pirates… we did not expect a base with a fleet around it. It cannot be allowed to stand. Particularly so close to Terra and Qufiil.”


    “Absolutely not,” Sediryl said. “Especially with a war breaking out.”


    The Faulfenzair’s hand twitched on the way to her cup. “You tell me this is so? You now have a war? With the dragons.”


    “Yes,” Sediryl said. “It’s finally started.”


    Daize pulled her hand back as if stung. “Not mere skirmishing?”


    “No,” Maia said. “It’s the real thing this time. And unfortunately these pirates are involved. Our intelligence suggests the border attacks happening coreward of the Bright Belt now are at the behest of the Chatcaava, to distract the Alliance from their first attacks.”


    “But we’re not sure,” Sediryl finished. “We just arrived ourselves. We had no idea the extent of… this.” She waved a hand at the windows. “We thought that all the pirates were dedicated to those diversionary attacks, but then we find this? What are these people doing here? And where are they going next? That’s what we have to find out.”


    The Faulfenzair looked from Maia to Sediryl and back.


    “That’s why we’re here,” Maia said.


    Daize folded her hands on the table. “Tell me, please. What you plan.”


    And that was the question, wasn’t it. Sediryl opened her mouth to confess she had no idea, but what came out of her mouth was, “I’m going to go in as an independent.”


    Both said ‘What?’ almost in unison. Maia followed up more quickly. “Excuse me?”


    Sediryl turned her cup on the table, watching the light brown liquid in it shiver. “I know from Liolesa—that’s my Queen, Daize-alet—that an Eldritch traitor sold information about us to pirates. We killed him, but there’s precedent there. If I claimed to be another such traitor, willing to resume the trade… I bet they’ll accept me.”


    “Bet?” Maia repeated incredulously.


    “You would have to establish your bona fides,” Daize said slowly. “Or why would they not capture you? Are your kind not valuable? I have heard it said. You have some of Faulza’s gifts.”


    Sediryl glanced at the Faulfenzair. Maia supplied, “Faulza, the god. Yes, alet?”


    “Yes,” Daize said. “The God gives powers, mind and flesh. We have heard that your kind have some of those abilities, and that you live long, a little longer than we do.” She rested her eyes on Sediryl, reminding the Eldritch absurdly of the gladiolus flowers that used to bloom outside her first apartment on Starbase Ana. “I have often wondered it, personally. If the God had brought you forth among Others, to give us company amid those who die more swiftly.”


    She couldn’t even begin to speak to that. Not all their longevity would matter if they couldn’t figure out how to handle this situation.


    “All of this assumes that we’re going in at all,” Maia said finally. “There’s no reason we can’t do some very careful flybys, take a lot of pictures, and hightail it back for friendly space to make our report.”


    “That does seem like wisdom,” Daize said. “What we three could do alone is minimal.”


    “We’re assuming that the Alliance is going to be able to send anyone to deal with these people,” Sediryl said. “I’ve seen the size of the Empire. If they have as big a military as they have space… we’ll lose.”


    A silence.


    “Is she correct?” Daize asked Maia.


    Maia grimaced, looking away. “Anyone can lose a war. If they’re stupid about it.” She sighed, shoulders slumping. No glitter now, Sediryl noted. “But yes. Unless there’s something going on I don’t know about… I don’t see a way out of this. That doesn’t change that the three of us aren’t going to be able to destroy a pirate fleet.”


    “No,” Sediryl said firmly. “But we could take charge of it.”


    “What?” Daize asked.


    “And use it to attack the Chatcaava,” she finished.


    “What?” Maia said, eyes round.


    “It’s perfect,” Sediryl said. “I come in as another Eldritch quisling. I get myself introduced to the pirate in charge of this rabble. And I either seduce him, so that he does whatever I tell him, or I become his most trusted confidant and convince him that killing the dragons is in his best interests.” She glanced at Maia. “Weren’t you saying when we first got here that we can’t tell which way a criminal rabble like this will jump? Why not make them jump the way we want?”


    “And if you fail?” Maia said.


    “Then I die, or I end up a slave,” Sediryl answered, pretending to a courage she was entirely sure she didn’t possess. “And all we’ve lost is one person. They won’t even know that the Alliance is aware of them, because they’ll think I’m Baniel’s replacement.” She leaned toward Maia. “That’s another reason I have to do it, don’t you see? This is my chance to find out how deep Baniel was with these people when he betrayed Liolesa. I have to know. She needs that information.”


    “Which you won’t get to her if you die,” Maia pointed out dryly.


    “But she’ll never have it at all if I don’t go in!”


    Maia sighed. “This is a ridiculous idea.”


    “But?”


    Maia turned to the Faulfenzair. “You’ve had a Duster installed. Does that mean you can work with Alliance systems?”


    “I, personally?” the Faulfenzair answered, puzzled.


    “No, your ship.”


    “Oh!” Daize folded her hands on the table. “The Duster is operated via a discrete system which interfaces with our computers by passthrough. That system was installed by Alliance engineers.”


    Maia inhaled. “All right. Here’s what I propose if you’re dead set on pursuing this scheme. We send this ship back to the nearest safe place to transmit the data we’ve already gathered—”


    “But that could take—”


    Maia held up a hand. “I’ll go with it. You stay here with Daize on her Dusted shuttle… and me. Unless that box is tiny, I should be able to make use of it. The three of us in-system will spend the time figuring out how to insert you so that the moment the Visionary gets back, we can get you down there to wreak whatever havoc you can.”


    “Really?” Sediryl asked. “You’re saying ‘yes’?”


    Maia smiled crookedly. “The Queen put you in charge of this mission, not me, arii. And while I think it’s an absurd risk for the heir to an empire, I also know that sometimes wars turn on suicidal gambles. And it’s your gamble to make. But I’m telling you—the odds are terrible.”


    She felt like every muscle had clenched in her torso, and her stomach wanted to bring up the biscuit crumbs she’d managed to eat. The thought of going amid that many of the enemy was petrifying. She absolutely didn’t want to do it. And she absolutely had to. How could she face her Queen without having tried? Her cousins, who had fought dragons? How could she look at herself in the mirror? Even Bethsaida had gone into the Empire and come out of it again. “Is this plan good with you?” Sediryl asked Daize.


    Daize cocked her head, ears spreading. “I do not believe I have met you only to die. Our meeting was purposed by the God. If this is the course you must take, then… there is something to be learned by it.”


    “Even if I die?” Sediryl asked, fascinated.


    “If you die, perhaps your death will be necessary for His plan.” The Faulfenzair gave a sad, uncertain smile. “This is not to say that I hope for death, or for the suffering of my Faulfiirla and our crew. But we must trust to the Divine purpose, or surely we must despair.”


    This was more religion than Sediryl found comfortable. Like every other Eldritch woman, she prayed to the Goddess and Lord, but she doubted they intervened in anything, particularly anything as minor as two people in stealthed ships meeting in a system occupied by thousands of vigilant slavers.


    Then again…


    Sediryl exhaled and said, “Unless anyone has any better ideas?”


    Daize said, “I have been in this system for nine days by Faulfenzair timekeeping. I can give you this additional data for the Alliance’s use.”


    When Sediryl glanced at Maia, she found the Seersa scowling, ears flattened. But on noticing the Eldritch’s quizzical look, the D-per said, “The only other ideas I can think of are staying here and observing, or leading someone back. The latter would require there to be someone to lead back, and there’s no guarantee of that with the weight of metal the Empire’s about to throw at us. And while we could sneak around and gather data remotely, every hour we’re here is an hour closer to an accidental discovery. Plus, we run the risk of staying too long. The data’s no good if we get it to the decision-makers too late.”


    “So, my plan is the best plan?”


    Maia looked pained, her fur shedding violet fluff that dissipated with faint, dissonant noises. “Calling it the best plan is stretching things. Let’s just call it the least bad.” She rose. “Daize-alet, if you can come fore with me, we can see if we can pry open that discrete system.”


    “Yes, of course.”


    “I’ll go prepare,” Sediryl said.


    Maia eyed her skeptically, but glided off with the Faulfenzair behind her. Sediryl was not glad to be left alone because without company she had no one to fight over her idea's merits. And now that she wasn’t fighting for it, she was sure it was the worst plan in the universe and it was going to get her killed before she could become a Queen, or ask Lisinthir how he’d acquired the scar at his brow, or find out how Jahir kissed.


    But she was the woman of the hour. And thank the Goddess, she had at least one arrow in her quiver. Hyera, her second lover, had been an artist with a performer’s spirit. It was Hyera who’d taught her that dressing to look like a role helped one enact it. At the time, Sediryl had been convinced this was rationalization on the part of a girlfriend who really liked designing clothes for someone who looked like an elf out of legend. In retrospect, Sediryl thought otherwise. When she’d donned the costume of Liolesa’s ambassador from the new Eldritch Empire to the Alliance, with the broad sash and the pins that had been sent by courier because they had to be the real pins, made by Eldritch hands… she had felt different. Capable. Like she could handle the responsibilities. People had certainly treated her differently, and that had helped too.


    Hyera had designed her dozens of costumes and gifted her the patterns. And the ship had a genie that could produce any of them. She started sorting.


    Maia’s knock surprised her from her efforts. Glancing up, she found the Seersa leaning against the frame of the hatch, something that seemed natural until one saw she had no feet, just a drift of sparkling color. That made her smile, despite her fear. “Did Daize go back already?”


    “It’s been half an hour,” Maia said. “And yes, she’s over on the shuttle. I am too, we’re making the node more robust.”


    “Is it confusing to be in two places at once?” Sediryl asked.


    The D-per smiled. “I guess it would be if I didn’t process external stimuli so quickly. But I do, so it’s all good. What are you up to? Writing your will?”


    Sediryl’s fingers seized on the edge of her tablet.


    “That was a joke,” Maia said, coming closer now. “But it’s also not a bad idea, if you haven’t already.”


    Sediryl swallowed. “Everything I have devolves onto the next heir of Nuera, absent instruction otherwise.”


    “Right. So what was engrossing you?”


    “I am choosing my character.” Sediryl lifted her chin. “I can’t go to this pirate nation and proclaim myself Sediryl-Liolesa’s-ambassador-maybe-heir. I need to be… someone else. Someone angrier.” She looked at the data tablet. “More like what I used to be, rather than what I am.”


    “Good start?” Maia sat across from her, on the chair by the desk.


    “And also, I must be attractive, but forbidding.” Sediryl managed a smile. “I’ve learned the hard way that if you are caught too quickly, you lose your allure.”


    “I suppose it works that way, sometimes.”


    How did romance work among D-pers? It didn’t seem the time to ask. Though Sediryl did briefly wonder about the communications between Maia and Uuvek…. “Anyway. So my only question is… red, or white?”


    “Pardon?”


    Sediryl turned the data tablet to projection mode. “Red, or white.”


    Hyera had designed her only two costumes that suited her purposes: one in all white leather, lined in white fur, with boot heels that could gouge out an eye; and the other in dark red suede, with a train. Also with boot heels that could gouge out an eye. Hyera had defaulted to spikes when striving for intimidating and attractive.


    “Well,” Maia said. “Those are… assertive. I’m surprised at the lack of black, though.”


    “Black would be trite.” Sediryl folded her arms. “And it makes me look washed out.”


    Maia eyed her. They both started laughing. Once they started, they kept on, too, until the knot in Sediryl’s stomach loosened a little.


    “This is ridiculous,” Maia said, still snorting.


    Sediryl wiped her eye carefully. “I hope not. I’m trying for ‘above your touch,’ not ‘ridiculous and easily dismissed.’”


    “No one’s going to dismiss you in either of those get-ups,” Maia said. “Especially if you add a gun. Make it a human one, nice and obvious.” She drew a line from one shoulder diagonally over her breast to her hip. “On a holster everyone can see.”


    “Like a baldric,” Sediryl said, uncertain.


    Maia paused, laughed. “I guess, yes.” She eyed the two outfits. “That train… you’ll trip on it.”


    “I’ll have to shorten it,” Sediryl said. “I remember the trouble I had with it initially.” She eyed the projections. “White, I think. But suede, not leather. And without the fur. The fur is vulgar.”


    Maia nodded. “Your pirate leader might be Pelted, after all.” She glanced at Sediryl. “You’re certain you want to do this?”


    “No,” Sediryl admitted. “But it doesn’t change that I must.”


    Maia sighed. “All right. Daize’s prepping a room for you over there when you’re done here.”


    “Daize is the one thing I’m not sure how to explain,” Sediryl said. “A Faulfenzair? Surely that will look suspicious when they’ve just captured a Faulfenzair vessel in-system.”


    “Maybe. But we’re closer to their homeworld here than we are to the Alliance. You can pull it off if you decide to pull it off.” Maia eyed the white outfit. “Put her in a matching collar or something. You can say one of the benefits of working with slavers is access to their stock.”


    Sediryl inhaled sharply.


    “Arii?”


    “My cousin’s beloved, and the Chatcaavan Queen,” Sediryl said, and saw that Maia understood. If Sediryl presented herself as a slave-owner, she might be able to ‘shop’ amidst the pirate king’s wares…or even get him to give her one as a present.


    “Yes, that will work,” Sediryl made herself say. “If Daize is willing.”


    “I’m sure Daize will find it distasteful,” Maia said. “So will we.” And paused. “Are you going to try on one of these things?” At Sediryl’s arched brow, the D-per said, “I’m curious now.”


    Sediryl laughed. “Are you? Very well then.” She twirled a finger. “Back turned, if you would.”


    “I’m not interested in you that way!”


    “Yes, but that doesn’t change that I don’t like to be stared at while changing.” Sediryl’s mouth twitched. “Besides, I’ve had a female lover. I no longer think of women’s eyes as necessarily neutral.”


    Maia stood so she could settle on the chair backwards, her eyes facing the wall. “That must be a pain.”


    Sediryl began the modifications to the white outfit. “It can be.”


    After a moment, Maia said, “You do realize that I can see everything that’s happening on this ship whether I’m looking at it with my avatar or not?”


    “Hush, you.”


    Maia laughed. And then sighed. “Well. There’s that. I can still laugh when we’re about to do something this insane.”


    Sediryl made a noncommittal sound as she pulled on the layers. This costume, had it been made by Eldritch hands, would have been a baroque nightmare in need of at least two lady’s maids to get it onto a person. The Alliance, thankfully, had better fasteners, more forgiving fabrics that still looked like their sterner counterparts, and no respect for the traditions that would have prevented shortcuts. The corset was still a pain, but she’d used them for decades at home, and putting one back on was at least unsurprising.


    The spikes on the boots remained irritating, however. Even with the technological gimmicks that stabilized them and prevented fatigue. But Hyera had insisted they were stunning, so… Sediryl turned, the ankle-length train rustling around her. “There. Observe.”


    Maia faced her, and in vain Sediryl sought some reaction but the smooth Seersan face didn’t change. Her ears remained pointedly erect, her eyes hard, her cheeks immobile. And she stared for… a long time.


    Sediryl didn’t mind, though. She’d forgotten how Hyera’s crazier costumes affected her. It hadn’t taken her long to abandon Eldritch costume on arrival to the Alliance, and for years now she’d eschewed fancy garb in favor of simpler, more comfortable things: still pretty, of course, but not complex and not showy. But there was something about being showy, and she knew an Eldritch in white—especially the white Hyera had designed, faintly pearlescent—was stunning.


    “Well,” Maia said at last. “The train’s still longer than I’d think comfortable. And the heels look improbable, but they’re artificially steadied by something, aren’t they?” At Sediryl’s nod, the D-per continued, “River help you if someone cuts power to them somehow. I hope you can still walk in them.”


    “I can. I just find it irritating.”


    “I bet you do.” Maia sighed finally, ears splaying. “The truth is… you pull it off. Like bitter royalty.”


    The words echoed in her head. Bitter royalty. Is that what she would have become, had she not been careful? If she’d let her mother’s actions poison her?


    “But I’ll add my own touch, if you allow?”


    “Please,” Sediryl said.


    Maia drifted to her, and in her arms as she stretched them out materialized a white harness. She stopped in front of Sediryl and looped its insubstantial straps over one of Sediryl’s shoulders, another around her waist, and slowly the thing became material as the D-per adjusted it around the costume and fitted it. Only then did she add the white holster. The gun in it, though, was black, and somehow far more real than anything else Sediryl was wearing: more real, and more symbolic, as if Maia had buckled a knot of death to her hip.


    “But how do I use it?” she asked, tentative. “I have never.”


    “It’s easy,” Maia said. “Unfortunately. That’s how people die so quickly. But yours in particular has a laser sight. Point the muzzle at whatever you want dead. Make sure the red dot is somewhere lethal, like their heart or their head. Pull the trigger. The gun won’t respond to anyone but you.”


    Sediryl stared down at it, disturbed. “It won’t accidentally discharge?”


    “It’s got an automatic safety.” Maia looked at it. “They only put those on training weapons, but it should serve for this. If you’ve got it up and pointed at someone, the safety’s off. If it’s anywhere else, the safety’s on. There’s a physical switch if you want to turn it off. I’ll show you—”


    The ship twitched violently and stilled just as fast. Maia’s face whipped up, eyes blanking to white orbs. Sediryl stepped back from her, startled.


    Then the D-per grabbed her by the wrist. “We’ve been hit. They’ve found us.”


    “But how...”


    “Later,” Maia said, and they were running up the corridor to the bridge. The stabilization on the heels worked fine, she thought, breathless. It was the panic spiking her bloodstream that was making her legs shake. “No time. You’re on. Make it work, arii. Sell it hard.”


    What did she know? They’d been struck by a weapon, it was pirates. How large a vessel? Did it matter? She couldn’t fight them. Discovered, they were helpless, surrounded by a sea of their enemies. Maia was right. Their only chance was this one, and it didn’t matter that she wasn’t ready, hadn’t prepared a persona or a backstory, was frightened, was sure now that this was the worst plan of all the ones they’d discussed. It was what they had. At least she was dressed for it.


    “Broadcast,” she said, clipped. The ship chimed and she said, imperious, “Who dares strike my vessel? I come to resume the work of my confederate, only to be met with insult! Speak now!”


    A long pause. The ship didn’t shake again. Maia remained invisible and Sediryl wished she’d manifest, if only so she’d feel like someone would be with her in her last moments if they destroyed the ship.


    A falling arpeggio as her broadcast channel went realtime. “This ought to be good. All right, stranger. Who the rhack are you?”


    Sediryl said, “Visual on,” and felt her chin lift. She stared into the projecting cameras and put all her arrogance into her body, all her anger and resentment, and all her hauteur. Everything Eldritch were purported to be... and everything she’d been, in her worst days, exiled and embittered and left to rot. Trained to command a house—chosen to perhaps rule an empire, one day. If she survived. She would survive, and she would bring her people out of this, and save the Alliance and the Eldritch and yes, even the dragons if any good ones could be found, in the bargain.


    “My name,” she said, “is Sediryl Nuera Galare. And I have come to make good on Baniel Sarel Jisiensire’s promises of plunder and conquest.”

  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE


    It remained perilous and strange, to be alive and in his right body, like handling a sharp-edged knife with numb fingers. That he could have been delivered from a hell he’d deserved back into life, and even more, into the life he’d left with all its privileges and responsibilities… it was surreal, like a dream from which he could not fully wake. The rings on his horn—they were weights that drew his head down from its proud arc. When he didn’t catch himself, he found himself bent, awaiting the blows he’d come to expect. He was no longer naked, and yet the clothing felt less real than the weariness and uncertainty that mantled him, dragging at his shoulders and wings.


    The Emperor knew his state was worrying his lover and the Admiral-Offense. He was glad, then, of the Knife and Uuvek. Particularly the Knife. Because the Knife was here, and not with the Queen, and the Emperor had not yet heard this story. It reminded him that even before he’d been crushed he’d been struggling to grow straight, toward the sky and the Living Air.


    “It was her doing,” the Knife said. The Chatcaavan was wearing his rightful shape now rather than the convincing guise of the Seersa he’d been in when they returned to this Alliance vessel. They were in its conference room alone; the Admiral-Offense and the Ambassador had withdrawn to answer the questions of the female trying to guide the ship out of what had become enemy territory.


    “The Queen’s,” the Emperor said now.


    “Yes, Exalted,” the Knife replied, earnest. “She discerned Second’s heart and arranged for our escape. Which meant all your harem, Exalted. The children and their nurses, and all the females of each harem.”


    “But not herself.”


    “No.”


    “Because….”


    “Because she wanted to reconnoiter.” The Knife’s words now were hesitant, as if fearing they would sound presumptuous. “She thought… she could stay, and learn things that could help us.”


    “She did already,” Uuvek pointed out. “She learned that Second truly has betrayed us, that Logistics-East is now on the Thorn Throne, and that we are in league with the pirates coreward of the northern border.”


    The Knife shuddered. “I am sorry, Exalted. I failed. But you tasked me to obey her and to protect her. I could not do both. I had to choose.”


    “And you chose the former because?” he asked, quiet.


    “Because she had the right to ordain her own destiny,” the Knife said, wings sagging. “No less than any of us.”


    The Emperor studied the fretful gaze of the male he’d watched for so long before lifting to the title. Smiled, at last, and if it was a small and tired smile, it remained genuine. “You could have done no less.”


    The Knife shuddered and closed his eyes, head dipping.


    “She did magnificent work,” Uuvek said.


    “Yes!” the Knife exclaimed. “It’s true, Exalted. She inspired the females to follow her. She shifted shape so she could speak to the minds of the tongueless servants in the nursery and won them that way. She arranged the escape with the Alliance by contacting Laniis and the Eldritch sovereign’s new ambassador. She… she did things.”


    And such things…! “Where is she now?”


    “Alive, as far as we know,” the Knife said slowly. “She was to be gifted by the Lord of the Twelveworld to the pirate nation. She said she would find out what she could.”


    The part of him that had been dormant during captivity woke, murmured warnings. “The pirates on the Twelvelord’s border, then. Not the ones on the eastern border.”


    “As far as we know?”


    The Emperor’s wings quivered once. “And they call themselves a nation now.”


    “Or the Twelvelord does, to please them,” Uuvek said.


    They had not been privy to the reports brought back by Third, when Third had been marginally useful. There were pirates in all the unclaimed parts of space, but the ones coreward of the Empire had been particularly erratic and violent. Slavers were endemic to lawless areas, but they were far worse on the northern border… and it was only that area that produced sentient furriers. He’d never had an opinion on the furriers. Now he thought of Simone and Emlyn and Dominika… oh, how beautiful the Harat-Shar’s pelt would be to someone who thought of her as only an animal to be stripped of it. He didn’t realize he was growling until he discovered both his subordinates staring at him.


    “You see,” Uuvek said to the Knife. “It’ll work out.”


    If the Knife had had Pelted or human flesh to blush with, the Emperor thought he would have. Strange that it had become easier to read mortification in aliens than in his own species, but at least the Knife’s expressions were exaggerated enough. “I don’t doubt it!”


    “Don’t lie,” Uuvek said. “He can tell.” Eyeing the Emperor. “Can’t you?”


    “Yes,” the Emperor said.


    “And he won’t punish you for it,” Uuvek said to the Knife. “Don’t you see it yet? This is the male we’ve wished we could serve. Finally.”


    “You shouldn’t be so forward, still,” the Knife hissed under his breath.


    The Emperor watched this byplay, remembering a time when he’d expected it. Those first days in the Navy—he’d always recalled his impatience, his breathless need to excel, to fight his way to the top. But there had been camaraderie, and he’d held it dear even if he hadn’t held it dear enough.


    They both stared at him now, the one guiltily, the other almost daring him to disagree. What he said, at last, was, “That will be enough. You may go.” And hearing a whisper in himself, added, “Uuvek is correct in that I won’t punish you for what others would perceive as insolence. The obedience of unwilling males is worthless to me.”


    “We should still respect you,” the Knife insisted.


    Why, he wanted to ask? What had he ever done to earn respect? Even if the respect attached to the title… what had an Emperor ever done for the Chatcaava to deserve it? What he said is, “You respect me with deference, Knife. Uuvek respects me with fearlessness.”


    “You see?” Uuvek said, unperturbed. “I’m right.”


    “You always think you’re right.”


    “Until I’m proven wrong,” was the amiable response. “How else can you live?” Uuvek rose and bowed, stunted wings spreading. “Exalted.”


    “Uuvek.”


    The Knife rose and repeated the obeisance. “Exalted.” More hesitant. “The Queen…”


    “Do not apologize,” the Emperor said. “If you give someone a knife, you must trust them when they choose not to use it.”


    “But when she wants it, it will not be there,” the Knife murmured.


    “She is a resourceful Chatcaavan. Don’t doubt that she will find a weapon if weapon she needs.”


    “Exalted,” the Knife said, and bowed deeper before letting himself out.


    For a long time, he didn’t move. It had become habit, stillness. Some might have kindly called it conservation of strength, but it wasn’t. He’d come to the end of his strength. Somehow, now, he had to find his way back.


    Perhaps that need is what finally impelled him to his feet, and from there to the clinic. Because someone had given him advice on finding his way back, and she was there, sitting on a stool with Dominika. They were talking, and stopped when the door opened for him. The pard’s expression was interested and noncommittal, which made it comprehensible. It was the happiness that welled into Andrea’s eyes at the sight of him that broke his world into deeper cracks, because how could she be glad of the monster who’d ruled the nation that had tortured her?


    “You’re back!” Andrea exclaimed. And then rising, worried, “Are you having symptoms? Headache? Fuzzy vision?”


    “No,” he said. “Nothing like that.”


    “So you’re the Chatcaavan Emperor,” Dominika said. When he glanced at her, the pard nodded toward Andrea. “She told me, or I would never have guessed.”


    “No,” the Emperor said. “No one did.”


    Andrea had come close enough to touch him. Just as he found himself hoping she would, she did, resting a pale-skinned hand on his arm. “What brings you by?”


    He glanced at Dominika. Was he willing to expose his weaknesses before someone else? And yet, had not the Worldlord’s slaves seen him brought to his nadir? What did it matter, if they saw that doubt and pain persisted into the shell of a dragon? “I came to ask after Simone. And for advice.”


    Again that radiant smile. “Simone’s in stasis, which is the best thing for her. Healer Crosby’s been keeping an eye on her.”


    “You have too.” To the Emperor, Dominika said, “He’s given her work in the clinic.”


    “It’s the closest thing to the job I used to have. Besides, if what we’re guessing is true, it may be useful to have more than one hand in the clinic.”


    “And you have heard...what?”


    Dominika stretched, her long tail curling as her arms pressed outward. “That we’re off to war? It’s hard not to draw the conclusion when a Special Forces team is sneaking around enemy territory with the Emperor of the Chatcaava and nationals from a foreign ally.”


    The Emperor wondered what the Chatcaava of the court, or even of the Worldlord’s circle, would have thought of this kind of analysis springing forth from the mouths of aliens they’d dismissed as animals.


    “Of course,” Dominika finished, “We’re also one very small ship, with almost no people on board to speak of, sailing around an enemy empire at least twice the Alliance’s size. So the likelihood of us doing anything useful seems…remote, we’ll say.”


    “I don’t know how you can say that!” Andrea said, laughing. “For Heaven’s sake, arii. We rescued the Chatcaavan Emperor!”


    The pard snorted. “The Sword and his fake pets rescued the Emperor. We just came along for the ride.”


    “No,” the Emperor said. “Andrea is correct. You, no less than the Ambassador, kept me alive and sane. Though… to what end, I don’t know yet.”


    “You see?” Andrea said.


    “I see that you’re impenetrable when it comes to things you have faith in,” Dominika said with a grin. “But I like that about you. And of the two of us, I hope you’re the one who’s right.” She slid off the stool. “I’m off, unless you want my help?” She stopped before the Emperor. “I’m a counselor, I think Dellen told you?”


    “Yes, but… I am…” What was he? Certainly not all right. “Functional, for now. I appreciate your offer.”


    For a moment her insouciance faded. The woman looking up at him, he could well imagine confiding in. “Take me up on it if you need it, alet.” She paused. “Can I call you that?”


    That broke through his melancholy, finally, and while he couldn’t laugh he could find it amusing, just a little. Poignant as well, this question of names and titles, so fraught with protocol and truth. “You can. I hardly expect you to call me Emperor.”


    “A bit grandiose,” she agreed, grinning with teeth. “Do you prefer Survivor, then?”


    “My name is Kauvauc.”


    “Kauvauc-alet, then.” She nodded to him. “Andrea, see you after your shift.”


    “Sure, arii.”


    That left him alone with Andrea and the realization that he had given away his name as if it mattered more than his title, because it did to these aliens. And that he didn’t find it offensive. Strange, though. Frightening. Maybe it was in his eyes when he raised them because Andrea smiled. “It’ll get easier.”


    “Will it?” And then, perplexed. “Do you even know what I am struggling with?”


    “No,” she said. “But you are struggling with it. And practice makes you better at anything.” She grinned. “Sit. Did you really come here to talk to me? I’m glad.”


    “I still don’t understand why,” he murmured.


    She perched on one of the empty beds. “Do you have to?”


    Did he? Why did she puzzle him so much? Where did she find her font of baffling questions? “Dominika is not wrong to doubt what we can accomplish.”


    “All right.” Andrea pulled her legs up and sat cross-legged, hands on her knees. “Why do you say that?” At his sharp glance, she said, “You need to talk, arii, that’s obvious. And you’re talking with me, maybe, because I didn’t know you before. I don’t have any expectations that you’re worried about upsetting. I won’t judge you for not knowing what to do next. Right? So go ahead, I’m listening.”


    His wings sagged behind him. “Why you would, why you say such things… is it because you hope to end the war and see me as the only way?”


    “Like I said.” She met his eyes, grave. “I don’t expect anything from you.”


    “But… then…”


    “Because you’re my brother,” she said. “God loves you. So I do too.” She grinned suddenly, sweet and merry. “Don’t ask me why I love you because I don’t know either. I don’t have all the answers.”


    But she had seen into his heart when it had been broken open. Maybe it was as simple—and as difficult—as that. He drew in a breath and said, “The Empire is larger than the Alliance.”


    “How much bigger?” she asked. “I was never really up on interstellar politics. It wasn’t relevant to where I was. Or… at least, I thought it wasn’t.”


    “Too big to lose,” he said. “Despite all the mistakes they are going to make. If my replacement keeps them united, they may not remain so after the war… but they will come apart on the shattered corpse of the Alliance.”


    Weakness had been so interesting to him before. Revelatory. He’d wanted to pry everyone and everything open and discover how it worked. But he found the flicker of dismay in Andrea’s eyes distressing, and watched her worry at her lower lip without any joy at this insight into her state of mind. Did he still want to know how people worked? He thought so, but he no longer wanted to push them to find out.


    “There’s no hope at all, then?” she asked, soft.


    He sat on the bed across from her, lifting his wings to keep them from catching on the edge. He noticed such things more, now that he’d spent so long out of this shape. “If the current Emperor can keep the Chatcaava united, the devastation will be… extreme. But I don’t know that he will.”


    “And then we’ll survive.”


    “And then some of you will survive,” the Emperor corrected. “But wherever they put their attention first… those places will suffer.” He imagined the Empire, saw the map clearly in his mind. “Unless.”


    “Unless?”


    “Unless they fall apart prior to their first strike. But then there will be war here, and we will not survive that either.” He shook his mane back, realized by the need for it that he’d let his head fall. “Andrea… I don’t know how to stop this from being a catastrophe. For everyone.”


    “Is it your responsibility to stop it?” she asked, eyes grave.


    “It is everyone’s who could possibly prevent it. But… I do feel my responsibility outweighs everyone else’s. It was my empire to lead.”


    “It was? Or is?”


    He glanced at her.


    “I just want to know,” she asked, quiet, “if you’ve given up already.”


    Had he? He gave her what he’d been unwilling to give anyone else yet: the truth. “I don’t know a way out of this.”


    “Maybe there isn’t a way out of it, like you said,” Andrea answered. “And maybe it’s beyond any one person. That’s what prayer is for.”


    He couldn’t help a smile, then. “Would Emlyn argue with you about its efficacy?”


    She grinned. “A little less vehemently than before our rescue. But that’s what God does. He pushes us toward uncertainty.”


    “That seems… contrary to what a god in need of worship would desire,” he said. “Wouldn’t they prefer certainty? You have spoken often of having faith.”


    “And I do,” Andrea said. “But faith requires me to be all right with uncertainty. That’s the test of life, you see? Otherwise there’s no point. For all this to work, you have to start with the understanding that you don’t know everything and never will, and you can’t fix everything, and never will. Part of faith is being all right with knowing you can’t control everything, and shouldn’t.”


    He laughed, unwillingly. “Of all the things you have said, alet, that is the one least likely to work for me.”


    “But the one most likely to discomfit you?” She grinned at him. “That’s what God asks of us. The willingness to let go and let Him in.”


    The absurdity of the conversation was somehow soothing. He was arguing theology with an alien with whom he’d been rescued from one of his own worldlords, on the vessel of an enemy who’d come for him at the behest of a lover. The galaxy was about to convulse in the grips of an impossible war from which there was no positive outcome, and yet, here he was. What did it all mean?


    “I still don’t know what to do,” he murmured.


    “So,” she said. “Ask.” At his dour look, she smiled, but this time without merriment, and it was arresting. There was something stern in it, like steel, and gentle, and challenging. “Your Living Air is listening. So. Ask.”


    “Just like that,” he said.


    She inclined her head.


    He’d started walking to the door before he realized he was in motion. At the hatch, he paused. Perhaps something of how lost he felt was in his eyes, because she said, “I’ll be here.”


    So he went.


    ‘Just ask,’ she’d said, as if prayer were simple. As if receiving a reply was inevitable. She had said similar things to Emlyn in the Worldlord’s prison: that the human God noticed even a sparrow falling. In the cabin he shared with the Ambassador he queried the computer and finally discovered what a sparrow was. The unprepossessing bird that fluttered and hopped on the screen confounded him. It wasn’t even large enough to make a useful meal. Who would notice such a thing?


    In the head, he stared at himself in the mirror, the very large and unnecessary mirror the Alliance had installed in a warship’s head: a silhouette cut out against the light gray wall, so dark he lost the details of his own edges until he moved them and the play of light picked out his arm against his chest, or his mane against his shoulder. He made himself watch as he Changed, though his twitching eyes lost the exact moment of transition. He had never noticed the effects of the Change on his vision as his eyes shifted, and how in the first few heartbeats afterwards everything was blurry. His far paler skin bled into the wall, the natural camouflage of a prey animal.


    Would this shape be easier to pray in? Would a human God notice a human body, even if the spirit in it was something other? When had he ever called on the Living Air and believed in it, anyway?


    These were, he thought, the sorts of questions that had caused the Chatcaava to despise the Change. These existential unknowns that made one wonder what a Chatcaavan was, if a Chatcaavan could be… anything.


    “Are your bones solid?” Lisinthir asked from the door into the bathroom.


    The Emperor looked at his hands, turning them in the light, then ran his palms over his ribcage. “I assume. We could ask the healer in the clinic.”


    The Ambassador was leaning against the door frame, arms folded over his chest. He looked… much like he had when first they’d met, wearing a coat in cinnamon red edged in bisque and bronze. Too fragile a shell to house the incandescent spirit the Emperor knew used it for lodging. Again, that question: what relation the body to the soul? Were there even souls? How could he not know, when he could shift bodies at whim and remain himself?


    His lover was studying him with that too-cautious gaze. Still worried, then, though his voice reflected only that perfect dispassion the Emperor had once admired in the throneworld court. “We could ask. No doubt he would find the experiment intriguing.”


    “I am not…” What wasn’t he? The Emperor knew what his lover feared, but could not find a word to describe it, not one that didn’t sound histrionic. Chatcaava did not mope, did not moan, did not suffer introspection. “I am not brooding.”


    Lisinthir moved behind him, standing a full head taller: white and rust and far too somber. “Has this shape become one you can wear without cost, then?”


    “Without cost,” the Emperor murmured.


    The Ambassador said nothing, waiting.


    “They all have a cost,” the Emperor said. “But they all have something to teach me.”


    “And what were you trying to learn, here before this mirror?”


    “Whether a dragon can become as important as a small and witless bird.” The Emperor turned from the mirror to look up at the other male. “Have we successfully crept from the system, then?”


    “Not yet,” Lisinthir said. “A few days, Meryl says. She prefers a conservative approach to sneaking in and out of enemy territory. Even with directions and a near guarantee that we were avoiding a trap, she chose a long and circuitous path into the sector to rendezvous with the Admiral-Offense.” He smiled a little. “It’s a pity we have no poetry this time for the Knife to translate. Lacking it, her caution is even more exaggerated.”


    “Poetry?” The Emperor frowned.


    “Apparently how your partisans communicate their intentions,” Lisinthir answered. “Some sort of religious tracts.”


    Amazing how quickly his mind’s shattered focus collapsed into a single point, like the tip of a lance. “What?”


    “Poetry?” Lisinthir repeated. “From scriptures? I assume from your religion.”


    Was it wrong that he was suddenly so certain? And yet it made perfect sense. He lifted his eyes to the other male’s.


    “What?” the Ambassador asked, low. “Tell me.”


    “The Living Air has temples,” the Emperor replied. “Many temples. But there is one on the homeworld, the Source, where it began.”


    Lisinthir paused, eyes growing distant. Then he chuckled. “Of course. It may be too obvious, though.”


    “To us, because we know that our partisans are using scripture as a signal,” the Emperor said. “To everyone else? A dead religion on a world long relegated to insignificance by an empire intent on expansion? We put our throneworld near the border so that we could supervise our depredations on the worlds of aliens more closely. Who would go backwards, who could go forth?”


    “And who would go down, who could go up?” Lisinthir murmured. And nodded, slowly. “Yes.”


    “The homeworld is in a dead sector, poor and abandoned. Perhaps we will find nothing there. But…” He inhaled, his heart racing in this thin-skinned body, poorly suited to it. The glory of the hunt beckoned and it didn’t matter that he might not be up to it. That he might not be right. That he might fail in the fight. It was still his fight. “But even if we find nothing there, something can be made there.”


    “Out of obscurity,” Lisinthir said, mouth twitching upward.


    “I came from obscurity,” the Emperor said.


    His lover studied him for several long moments, then laughed and wrapped him in his arms. Against the Emperor’s hair, he breathed, “There. A hint of the hunter I remember.”


    The Emperor rested a hand on Lisinthir’s back. “He is still in me, too. So many mes in me, Ambassador.”


    “And all of them you.”


    He sighed a little, then pushed the Eldritch back. “Let us find the others and have a discussion with them about where we are going next.”


    “Now that we know.” Lisinthir grinned at him, all predatory anticipation, and ducked back out of the head.


    The Emperor paused, glancing in the mirror at his human self. Would Andrea call it divine inspiration? And yet, he hadn’t prayed, had he?


    He would have to ask her about it, later. For now, there was work to be done.

  


  
    CHAPTER SIX


    The pirate left her in the bedroom for hours. The Queen found this unsurprising. She had yet to meet a person uncertain of their own consequence who could resist leaving their lessers waiting, and in her opinion the pirate was far too fanatical about power not to be afraid, in her secret heart, that her control over her enterprise was tenuous.


    It was not at all tempting to rise and investigate the chamber. The Queen didn’t know where the surveillance devices were hidden but she was certain they existed; she had been lucky in the Empire, with her chambers being exempted from cameras. She would never make that assumption again. No, like so many other times in her life, this one called for patience. So she remained kneeling by the bed, her hands folded on her thighs. Her eyes closed, though she did not sleep. She breathed through the silence and the isolation, and thought her private thoughts: about the Emperor, and the Ambassador; about the nervous Glaseah she’d been forced to abandon in the cargo bay; about the eunuchs of the palace, the ones she’d been unable to rescue.


    Eventually she ran out of fresh thoughts and let the repeating ones drift away until they yielded her to stillness. That was the state in which her ‘hostess’ found her, striding into the room with a swish of fabric and calling up the lights.


    “The floor!” exclaimed the alien. “That’s not necessary. But they trained it into you, didn’t they. Rhacking bastards.” She pronounced the epithet with gusto. “Here, sit on the bed. Let’s look at you. Not a scrap of clothing… naturally. Men are pigs.” She stalked to one of her cabinets, opening it. “I’m not sure I have anything that’ll fit you through the shoulders. What do your kind normally wear?”


    “Females? Never wear clothes,” the Queen said, watching. “Ornaments, perhaps. A wrap if we’re cold.”


    The pirate queen stopped and stared at her, teeth bared. “They keep you naked? Like animals?”


    “Decorated,” the Queen said. Calculated the words. “Like pets.”


    “No wonder you want them dead,” the pirate hissed, and resumed rooting through her drawers. “Nothing. We’ll have to make you some clothes. Here, have a spare blanket until then.”


    The spare ‘blanket’ was made of stitched furs of similar silver hues. The Queen did not allow herself to think of them as people and draped it over her lap to please her newest keeper.


    “So.” The pirate queen perched on the bed across from her. “I know you want vengeance.”


    “More than anything,” the Queen lied.


    Her captor grinned, ears flicking back. “I’ve been thinking about it. They offered us plunder—you know that? Or did they never tell you the deal they signed with us?”


    “Nothing,” the Queen said, curious how the pirate would describe the arrangement the Queen had overheard while kneeling before the Usurper.


    “They want us to raid the coreward border of the Alliance in order to draw their attention. And they’ve promised us those worlds and all the slaves and treasure we want to keep. Not a bad offer.”


    “They must not want those worlds very much,” the Queen said. “Or they would never have given them to you.”


    “Of course.” The pirate fluffed her pillow and leaned back on it, her arms resting on the low headboard of her bed. “They want the core worlds in the Bright Belt. Goddess save them… the hardest targets in the entire Alliance, and they blithely think they can handle them. It’s more likely they’ll get badly hurt and then we can swing in and take our pickings of what’s left.”


    “Why?” the Queen wondered, studying this cipher.


    “Why?”


    “Why do you want them? Why do you have an army?” The Queen flexed her shoulders, a hitch of her wing-arms. “What is it you want, in the end?”


    The pirate queen laughed. “You perceive a pirate with a navy to be an oddity?”


    “I can only imagine your force requires a great deal of administration to maintain,” the Queen said. “And so many people to man them… you must have a nation’s worth of pirates.”


    “Exactly.” The female leaned toward her, eyes fixed on the Queen’s. “A nation of criminals. That is what I want. To start an empire.”


    Would she ever understand the motivations of people like this? Why did they need to hold more territory than they could overfly? Why did they seek the burdens of governance? Didn’t they know that empire was mostly a tiresome exercise in bureaucracy? They imagined riches and power and people fawning at their feet, but what they received was endless meetings with ministers, long nights spent planning to quash yet another rebellion on some restive world, and ever-expanding lists of economic problems. After the Emperor had become their Greatness and she and the Ambassador had nearly lived in his suite for those halcyon months before Second’s accusations, the Queen had watched him at his duties. Even ignoring them to drown in their arms, he still spent many tedious hours on activities she found mind-numbing.


    Empire. It was so cliché.


    “Naturally a female of your power deserves a dynasty,” was what the Queen said aloud. “I could not imagine myself succeeding at such lofty goals. It is enough for me to secure the deaths of my enemies.”


    “You’ll get them,” the female promised. “It’s just a question of how and when. The problem, you understand, is leaving both the Alliance and the Empire too weak to chase me. I feel the Empire would be inclined to ignore me if I set myself up properly—historically they’ve been eager to make deals with pirates. It’s the Alliance who won’t suffer us to grow into a nation. That’s why I’m helping the Chatcaava for now. If they break up the Alliance for me, I’ll have plenty of time to entrench.”


    “But?” the Queen asked.


    “But,” the female continued, “the Chatcaava are untrustworthy.” She grinned slyly. “Obviously. They consort with pirates. So something needs to be done about them. Which is where your revenge comes in.”


    “It sounds as if I will have to wait for a long time before I see them die.”


    “It might sound that way but it won’t be that way.” The female shook her head. “No, the Alliance is going to rip a chunk of their navy apart. It won’t be enough to do the Chatcaava in, but I think both sides are going to be surprised at the carnage. The key is to make the cost of the Bright Belt conquest even higher for the Chatcaava than they planned. Maybe by warning the Alliance they’re coming? There will be a way. I just haven’t chosen it yet.”


    The pirate pulled at her lip, lost in thought, and the fire in her eyes… this, the Queen thought, was what motivated her captor. Not just the contemplation of empire, but the heady feeling that she might be able to manipulate the greatest powers in space, to fall or rise at her whim. What was it like to be that addicted to the game of nations? How exhausting it must be to be this female, never satisfied with her effect on the few people with whom she had direct contact. To need to be significant to an entire galaxy?


    Megalomania. Was that not the term? The Chatcaavan tongue didn’t have it, naturally. But she had tasted the Universal word through the Ambassador’s skin, one of those days she was wearing an Eldritch one and could sip his thoughts like tea-wine. How intense those days had been. How satisfying. She could almost pity the pirate admiral for being incapable of such pleasures. For believing them to be modest, when in fact their intimacy had made them a breathless and infinite joy.


    “There is nothing I might do to speed their end?” the Queen said at last.


    “I don’t blame you for being eager,” the pirate said caressingly. “I would be impatient too. But destruction on this scale takes time.”


    “I could give you information?” the Queen offered.


    The female laughed. “Goddess, what a delight you are! I’ve so longed for someone to talk to. Someone I could share my mind with. You understand.”


    She did, though the thought of becoming this female’s confidant revolted her.


    “I’ll give you a data tablet and you can put all the notes there that your heart desires,” the pirate continued. “And a room of your own, of course.” A pause there as the pirate’s eyes glided over the Queen’s shoulders to the vaneless wings. “Yes, definitely. You should sleep alone. You probably never had a place to call your own, did you?” She beamed then. “Clothes… whatever you want, I can get it for you. You’ll like that, won’t you? Finally being able to arrange your own destiny. Even to deciding what to wear in the morning.”


    “I will hardly know what to do with myself,” the Queen said, guessing this confession would please the female, and it did. She even reached out and patted the Queen on the knee.


    “What a mistake they made, giving you to me. Almost as big as the one that left me alive after taking from me the one thing I wanted.” The female bared her sharp teeth. “Let’s find you a place to stay. And some guards… people to protect you. Your very own bodyguards! I bet you’ve never had any.”


    The Queen rose when the pirate rose, tucking her wing-arms behind her as if they still had vanes to fold. Naturally she would have guards. For her own ‘protection.’ They were to keep her from escaping, not to give her consequence. A female bent on empire acted like a male bent on it, the Queen thought, following her captor. Perhaps the justifications changed, but not enough to matter.
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    In the days that followed, the Queen was showered with unwanted gifts. The pirate gave her a data tablet and access to the base computers—within reason—and reacted with less interest than the Queen anticipated to the information she recorded about the Lord of the Twelveworld and what she knew of his fiefdom. The pirate draped her with soft furs, which she dared not refuse but excused herself from using by claiming not to be cold. The pirate insisted on clothing her, and when the Queen demurred by saying she wasn’t used to clothing and found it stifling, finally pricked forth a tantrum.


    “You won’t walk naked in my base,” the pirate snarled. “Only chattel goes naked. You are a person, not a thing!”


    Fine words, the Queen thought, from someone who’d never so much as asked for the Queen’s name. Not that she had one to give, but it was ludicrous to be referred to as ‘The Chatcaavan’ or not at all.


    “It is just that I find it awkward,” she’d explained, truthfully. “I’m not used to it.”


    “Not used to it,” the female said. “Is that all you can say? Why don’t you talk more? Why won’t you show me what you’re feeling?” She leaned closer, eyes bright and hard. “I’ve saved you from slavery. I thought we might be friends.”


    The Queen’s pulse leapt. Many cruel and evil people had used her before, but none had ever wanted her to feel anything but fear or pain. But she saw, very clearly, that if the pirate could not find emotional fulfillment from the Queen in the way she expected, then she would dispose of her ungrateful captive and call it a regrettable necessity. “I-I-I am sorry. I never thought I would ever be worthy of anyone’s friendship,” she said. “Much less with someone like you.” Which was the truth, and she hoped it would buy her time—


    The female’s fur smoothed from its bristled anger. “Of course. I forget just how much abuse you’re springing back from. You’ll come around, I know. You just have to trust me, you see? I know what’s best for you. Clothing might seem awkward but it’s important. If you’re naked, someone might mistake you for merchandise.”


    That the pirate admiral could maintain “inventory”—primarily female—and claim to care about the suffering of other females mystified the Queen, but did not surprise her. Such compartmentalization was typical of the evil people she’d known. “I understand. Perhaps you could pick out something for me, then. Since you know best.”


    The pirate brightened. “There, that’s better. I’ll find you something nice, and you can wear it to dinner.”


    There was a subtext there that disturbed the Queen, but she did not allow it to color her response. “Thank you. You are… you are very kind. I have never known such generosity.”
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    It was perhaps inevitable that the clothing the pirate brought her was a modified uniform, like the one she wore. The Queen accepted it with resignation and struggled into it alone. She thought herself ridiculous, pretending to a fake military rank in a navy that didn’t exist except in the mind of the female upon whose whim she lived. But seeing her in it pleased the pirate greatly. “Look at you,” she said. “One of my people now. Aren’t you pleased?”


    “I am honored,” the Queen lied.


    “You can be a little more enthusiastic,” the pirate said, examining her face. “It’s all right to show emotion around me. I won’t hold it against you.”


    “I will try,” the Queen said, bowing her head. “But it is a hard habit to break.”


    The female’s ears flicked back. “Try,” she said, voice hard.


    “I promise.”


    This, though, did not go well. Many things the Queen could fake, but enthusiasm was beyond her. Fortunately, the pirate became busy, though she refused to divulge what actions kept her away. “Getting ready for business,” was all she said, and then turned the conversation elsewhere, and the Queen feared she had failed some test which would have permitted the female to confide in her. Or perhaps that was optimism on her part; perhaps the pirate was incapable of trusting anyone.


    No matter how busy the pirate was, they met every evening for dinner. The meals were awkward, since they represented another of the pirate’s attempts to give her something she didn’t want: lavish feasts, in this case. But at least she didn’t need to talk, because the pirate was content to soliloquize.


    One evening, half a week into her stay, the pirate didn’t begin the meal by holding forth on her enemies, or her own grand but nebulous plans. She stared instead at the Queen’s throat… no. At her collar, which rose high enough above her uniform to be completely visible.


    “That,” the pirate said. “We’re going to remove it.”


    “I… I beg your pardon?”


    “That symbol of oppression and servitude. How did I never notice it? It makes your uniform look wrong.” The female pushed her chair back, the scraping of the legs against the deck too loud. “We’ll do it now.”


    “But… the food… will grow cold?”


    “It can wait.” She strode to the door of the compartment and called for a guard as the Queen sat, frozen. All her adult life she’d worn the imperial collar. She’d hated it when she’d noticed it, but she had long since ceased to notice it. And now… now she found she didn’t want it removed. It was her link back to the Emperor and Ambassador, and the happiness they’d found in one another’s arms. But the moment the pirate strode back to her, the Queen knew she could not object. The hard glaze of the female’s eyes brooked no disobedience, and her next words only confirmed the Queen’s impression.


    “You have so few needs. I understand that. You downsize when you’re a victim. You learn to do without. But it’s time to give up that fixation on privation. You’re a person now, your own person. That means you’re allowed to need things. And other people are allowed to give them to you.”


    “Of course,” the Queen said, bowing her head. “I am grateful for the lesson. It has been so long, you see, since I’ve been allowed to think of myself.”


    The pirate set a small furred hand on the Queen’s head between the horns, as if administering a benediction. “It’s all right. You’ll learn.”


    Their dinner grew cold as they awaited the right people, the right tools. And then at the table, while her soup congealed, the Queen bent her neck for the male who cut her collar free. He carved channels in the metal on either side of her throat, between two of the amber gems, and when he finished the second side the front half fell into her lap, and the other into the hand of the male with the tool.


    The Queen stared down at the metal chunk. The inside was smooth and the edges worn where contact with her flexing neck had rubbed it over the planetary revolutions. It looked wrong. Like a broken egg. Its wrongness was so involving she didn’t look up as the male deposited the second half on the table alongside her bowl and departed.


    The pirate settled across from her and resumed eating as if nothing had happened. At last, the Queen turned to her, and presumably the female misinterpreted the lost look in the Queen’s eyes, because she smiled. “There. So many things I’ve tried, and none of them were right. But finally I’ve given you something you wanted. Now… now you’ll be my friend and ally. Won’t you.”


    The Queen swallowed against the unfamiliar freedom, touched her throat.


    Grinning, the pirate said, “I know you’re overwhelmed. You don’t have to thank me now. Eat.”


    She ate, but without appetite.
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    After that, the pirate ceased pressing her, leading the Queen to the uneasy conclusion that the female had needed to give a gift in order to either put the Queen in her debt, or to shore up a personal belief in her own magnanimousness. Or both. Either possibility made it increasingly clear that her captor was insane, in the way Third had been. Dangerous, volatile, ruled by her passions and her delusion that she was a generous and powerful personality whose time had come.


    It would be easy to use this female to remove the Lord of the Twelveworld. The problem was defeating her afterwards. Lying on the uncomfortably soft bed, the Queen wondered which group needed to go down first. To betray the Twelveworld Lord would aid the Emperor, for the Twelveworld Lord would never throw in with him after promising himself to the Usurper. The Emperor would kill him if he switched sides, because who could trust a traitor? So the Lord had to die. But this pirate… the Queen did not want her creating her “nation of criminals” next door to the Empire. Her unpredictability made her a terrible foe, particularly when wedded to her sociopathy. It would be like encouraging a state run by Third to emerge on their border.


    It was obvious to the Queen that there were no good choices in war. She hadn’t anticipated just how bad those choices would be.


    The pirate still required her presence at meals, and at random moments when she decided she wanted ‘someone to talk to.’ The Queen’s only duty during these monologues was to listen and make appropriate comments when the pirate paused. Rarely were they useful monologues, embroidering as they did on similar themes. But now and then the pirate said things that made the Queen think she really had been ex-military, and that troubled her. A criminal intent on starting a nation might succeed, or not. But someone who’d had formal training in operating a navy had a much better chance. Her lovers might need this information, so the next time the pirate edged toward that topic, she waited for an opening before asking, with every evidence of timidity, “You seem to know so much about these things.”


    “Mmm?” The pirate tossed herself on her throne of furs and looked down at the Queen from it. “What things? Ships? Fighting?”


    The Queen nodded her long neck. “Yes. Is it because you have a natural talent?”


    “Of course.” The pirate smiled thinly. “It takes talent to rise to the top.”


    “I can’t imagine you not succeeding at anything you have tried,” the Queen said. “Were you a master criminal, then? Who decided to expand her enterprise off-world?”


    “Oh!” The pirate laughed. “No.” She dropped her hands onto her knees and leaned forward. “Can I say it’s so nice to hear you ask questions? We’re friends now. You should tell me your feelings, your ideas. I’d love to hear more of your thoughts.”


    No doubt she would, the Queen guessed, so long as her thoughts revolved around the pirate. “If not that, then… where did you come from? How did you learn to be a killer?”


    The title pleased the pirate, as it had during their first audience. She was almost purring when she leaned back, relaxing into her macabre upholstery. She even rubbed her shoulders back against the pelts, as if remembering the details of their creation. “You want to be a killer too? Is that it?”


    “I don’t think I am capable,” the Queen murmured.


    “Then you’ll never be one. You have to be born a killer, and you always know.” The pirate looked up at the ceiling. “I had the instinct. But I was willing to use it on the behalf of the weaker people around me… until they betrayed me.”


    “Who would dare betray you?” the Queen asked, widening her eyes.


    “Who would!” The pirate rose and stepped down from the dais, paced. “Yes, that’s exactly the question, isn’t it. I'll make them regret it. I can’t wait until they realize who’s set the Chatcaava on them. Who’s raiding their border worlds.”


    The Queen remained very still, hoping this would build into one of the pirate’s monologues. But as the female took a breath, the priority message alert buzzed. The pirate’s ears flattened and her lips pulled back from her teeth in a snarl. “Yes?”


    “Pardon us, sir. We’ve captured someone who claims to be one of your off-world contacts.”


    “Oh really?” The pirate snorted. “Did this contact give you a name, or were they trying desperately to save themselves by lying?”


    “She says she’s come on behalf of Baniel Sarel Jisiensire. An Eldritch.”


    The pirate’s ears twitched forward. “A woman? An Eldritch woman?”


    “That’s correct.”


    “Bring her here.”


    “You want her disarmed? She’s got a gun.”


    The pirate laughed. “Leave it.”


    “Yes, ma’am. We’re on our way.”


    The pirate strode back to her throne and perched on its edge, trembling with… eagerness? Anticipation? Curiosity? The Queen couldn’t tell, but she doubted it boded well for the visitor.


    An Eldritch… here? Why? It made no sense. It continued to puzzle the Queen until the door opened and she beheld the female the pirate guards had brought. Then she understood completely.


    What instinct compelled her to glance at the pirate, the Queen never knew, but she did and found a study in raw avarice. The pirate queen had found a new ‘friend’ to fixate on, one she liked far better than her dispassionate Chatcaavan prisoner. The Queen could only hope that this new Eldritch Ambassador was far, far better at faking her feelings than the Queen was.

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN


    Over ten years as a xenotherapist had acquainted Vasiht’h with so many forms of misery that he thought he'd catalogued them all, and yet nothing had prepared him for the level of suffering that surrounded him now. The number of people engulfed in it gave it a mass he could feel like pressure on his skin, and the texture of it was utterly alien, comprised of boredom and exhaustion, hopelessness and sharp spikes of terror. It was the inertia that surprised him most… this sense that misery, like an avalanche, could keep going and going, building until it swamped everyone.


    He remained angry, which was its own new experience. The incandescence of his anger had already been novel. That it could continue to burn this furiously, day after day, without a target to receive it….


    Anger, he thought, had a corrosive aspect. It carved into him like acid. It burnt his mouth, his esophagus, cramped his gut.


    Prisoners came and went, shoved into their new cells or removed and loaded onto new vessels. The shuffling was constant; he’d never known what it would take to keep an industry in slaves afloat, but discovering that it required a great deal of industry, much of it manual labor, did not appease his anger. Few new Glaseah were added to his block; when they were, they were always locked into cells too far for him to see them clearly, much less call to them. He tried reaching as a dva’htiht would and failed… recognized that most of what was preventing him from being effective was his own fury. It was too hard to concentrate, to soften himself enough to embrace another suffering captive. It was the same reason he couldn’t pray. To reach for the Goddess with this much hatred in his heart—he couldn’t do it.


    And it was hatred. He began to understand that, and previously he might have been horrified that he’d found himself capable of it. Now, it seemed the only sensible response to an atrocity of this magnitude.


    Surprise was one of the few neutral emotions he could sustain, though it seemed remote when viewed through the lens of his anger. And the technology level employed on the captives did surprise him, until he thought through the logistics of the situation. Hundreds upon hundreds of slaves, all in boxes… if they were allowed to live in their own filth, the toll in sickness would have been inestimable. Plus, one could not sell sick or messy merchandise. Employing enough people to care for this many slaves would also have been difficult. So Vasiht’h’s cube had a floor that disintegrated waste every hour, and that scrolled underfoot like a treadmill to force him to walk. The lights never dimmed, so the exercise periods were the only way he could count time… if in fact the intervals between them remained constant. Five hours between walks or two… how could he tell?


    The routine had its own brutality. Its unrelenting sameness made him feel like a cog in a machine, and that feeling persisted until the guards patrolling his block stopped in front of his cell and hauled him out. They didn’t deign to tell him why, but they didn’t need to: their thoughts burned like brands when they grabbed his arms. Time for processing, one thought. Hate the centauroids. Takes too long. Wonder why anyone bothers. And This should be fun. Wonder if he’ll fight it. I hope he fights it.


    Vasiht’h’s fur bristled down both backs. The gun pulsed in that guard’s mind, rendered in loving detail from the way the grip filled his palm to the way it bucked when he shot it. The last person he’d used it on... Vasiht’h wrenched his mind away before he could see too clearly.


    They were more than willing to cripple or even kill him, and dead he could not serve the Goddess’s purposes, nor live to see Jahir again, and his family. He let them shove him along, the cells he passed blurring into one enormous pastiche of despair and fear he sensed through a wall made of fury. How good it would have been if he’d inherited Jahir’s power to inspire fatal fear in groups, but even if he had, how many pirates were there? If he missed even one… worse, if he spilled his anger over onto these innocents and subjected them to the corrosive power of it…


    No. Not yet.


    When they brought him to the small, tiled room, he thought they would beat him, or mangle him, because what else from such monsters? Instead, his two guards stood on either side of him and a third came to stand in front of him, an Asanii with cold eyes. The felid said, “You will receive a sedative via AAP to the flank. Resisting will accomplish nothing; there are enough of us to hold you down for it. Do you understand?”


    “Why—”


    “Do you understand?”


    Vasiht’h gritted his teeth, a sound escaping from his chest. Was he growling? He was. And they didn’t care. The one in front of him was waiting, his eyes empty of… anything.


    “I understand.”


    The speaker nodded. A fourth man walked around Vasiht’h’s haunch, and he felt the brief sting of the pump. The numbness began immediately, his lower limb on that side tingling. He slumped to one side, thought that he shouldn’t close his eyes around these people, and then he was, and did.


    When he woke he was back in his cell, lying on his side with his arm under his head. He never slept this way, and he lifted his head, disoriented. The fur down his side shone under the overhead lights: he’d been brushed to a fine gloss. They’d… groomed him? Frowning, he looked down at his legs and wondered why the toes were separated by cushioned pads. He tried flexing them and found them numb. His fingers were too, so he brought his hand into view and opened his palm, stretching the fingers separately in sequence in an exercise Jahir had taught him.


    It took several such stretches for him to notice their tips. Stretching his hands this way inevitably showed the points of his claws. There were no such points now.


    Vasiht’h stared at his hand, his heart accelerating. He pulled up his foreleg and palpated the toes, barely feeling the touch through the dregs of the sedation. But there was no mistaking the change. He arched one wing and checked its thumb joint and found it shorn.


    They had declawed him and groomed him and dumped him back in his cell like an animal ready for show.


    Vasiht’h put his head back down on his arm. This too, they would pay for. He clung to that and resumed waiting.


    [image: ***]


    The Chatcaavan Surgeon’s orders took effect that evening. When the guards unshackled Jahir from the wall they prodded him further into the suite rather than marching him back to the base of the tower. He had a confused impression of a nautilus shell of rooms, spiraling inward toward a secret heart; most of them were studies or conference rooms or libraries, until he wondered what a dragon needed with so many. But they reached the protected center of the tower, passing through a much more palatial bathing chamber to reach it, and there he found…


    A vast emptiness.


    It was hard to imagine the room’s prior purpose when it had been stripped of its ornaments and furniture. The only clue was its size and location: such a spacious room, and with access to a bathroom large enough for pleasure. But if this room had once housed the Emperor’s favorite concubines, there was no sign of that occupancy now. Even the walls were bare, and passing them Jahir spotted scuff marks that suggested they’d once been tiled or covered in something. Wallpaper? Murals?


    Only one door led into this windowless chamber. The guards deposited him on a thin pad in the corner and left him completely alone, and when he tried to follow them he found the way barred by a forcefield. One of the Usurper’s innovations, no doubt—why waste money on guards when technology could serve? Resting his hand on its invisible surface, he peered past it into the room beyond. The moonlight that flooded through the door leading into the bathing chamber did not quite reach his shadowed cavern. Appropriate symbolism, he thought. Just enough light to ruin his night vision, to make him hungry for more, and to stress the abyssal darkness to which he’d been consigned.


    If he could escape… if he could force his way through the field… but no. He would have to walk all the way through the Emperor’s tower, spiraling outward until he reached the chamber that led to the stairwell. And if there were no guards here, there would certainly be guards there.


    Fortunately, he didn’t need to walk out for his thoughts to roam free.


    Very fortunately, because he didn’t feel up to walking anywhere.


    Sliding to the floor beside the door, Jahir let his head fall to rest against his knees. He’d never felt so unwell in his life, and that life had included a harrowing few weeks on Selnor, where the gravity had almost killed him. His heart rate was far too elevated; his hands shook when he didn’t press them against his skin, and the hollow craving in his middle had spread until he felt lightheaded and empty. The roquelaure’s dissonant chime sounded regularly, and it had begun to whisper now, once in a while, about him needing fuel.


    He was wasting it, sitting in the dark shivering. Even so he didn’t consider de-activating the device. How could he know when he would be inspected? Or if the room was under surveillance?


    The pad did little to alleviate the cold of the stone floor but it was better than nothing. He was trying to find the warmest way to wrap the thin blanket around himself when a golden light welled into the bathing chamber and a Chatcaavan entered it, murmuring something to people Jahir couldn’t see. This new Chatcaavan stopped at the arch into his sleeping chamber and touched his hand to the forcefield, dismissing it. His hide and his elegantly trimmed mane gleamed gold, and he had gentle eyes and a neck that dipped in a demure arch. All Lisinthir’s memories insisted this was a female Chatcaavan: he had two horns despite the wings, and his body language was wrong for a male. But he was mostly nude, and the light that curved over one hip made it clear that there were gaps in their knowledge of the culture that Jahir was about to discover. Hopefully, without endangering himself with his ignorance.


    “You-the-slave are to come with me-the-lesser,” said this enigma, eyes lowered. “To be bathed.”


    “Very well,” Jahir said, and rose to follow, glad the bathing chamber was only a few steps away. He checked for the guards and didn’t see them; presumably it had been them this new male had been addressing, but perhaps they had withdrawn completely. What need guards if they had put up forcefields, anyway?


    “Please,” the male said, indicating a short stool.


    Surprised that he was not being ordered to kneel, Jahir took it and looked up, sampling the aura off the new Chatcaavan with what remained of his energy. A touch of melancholy that desaturated everything. Curiosity, also muted, like the memory of a lemon. But under them… a steady purpose, and he saw stars and felt his body shivering in the wind as he guided himself by their light. Such a beautiful image, and that he could still feel delight at all was a pleasant surprise, even more than that secret determination, hidden beneath a pretty and obedient manner.


    “I-the-lesser am named Oviin,” said this Chatcaavan. “And I-the-lesser am to be your health attendant, as ordered by the Surgeon. Bathing, feeding, and grooming will be my-the-lesser’s responsibilities. However, I-the-lesser have never seen to the maintenance of an alien. I-the-lesser would therefore ask if you-the-slave would instruct me-the-lesser.”


    No wonder Lisinthir had been so wroth with him over the use of the wrong pronouns. He hadn’t understood until now just how much of a cage they created, not just around the mind, but around clear and enjoyable conversation. But why was this male using the pronouns of a female? What had happened to his horns? And what to say? Easy enough to begin; he was masquerading as his cousin, who would never hold with such abasement. “First, Oviin-alet, I would ask that you not call me a slave, nor yourself anyone’s lesser.”


    The male’s eyes were a lambent turquoise, and the rim of white that now encircled them accentuated their gemlike quality. “I-the-lesser… fail to see how… this has bearing on your-the-slave’s health?”


    “It has bearing on my emotional health, which directly affects my physical health,” Jahir said. “Eldritch do die of anguish.”


    Oviin dropped his head, his artfully cut fringe shadowing his face. His thought was so loud Jahir heard it without trying: Eldritch are not the only ones. But the Chatcaavan said, “It will be difficult to remember to do this. Would it be acceptable for personal pronouns to be avoided altogether?”


    Surprised by the initiative and creativity of the suggestion, Jahir said, “If it makes it easier for you. I would not be the reason you forgot yourself outside this chamber, and were punished thereby.”


    “It is true what was said, then,” Oviin murmured. “That there would be generosity.”


    “Someone told you so?”


    Oviin looked up once. “The Slave Queen.” Then, more firmly, “Bathing? Grooming? The Surgeon has left instructions on meals. There is more requirement for starches. And cooking is required for the meat. That is correct?”


    “Yes,” Jahir said, thinking of the roquelaure’s tyranny. If he could feed himself regularly, perhaps he could chance the mental strain of reaching throughout the palace and sorting the Chatcaava who might be of service to their cause from those who would oppose them. “I need a great deal more food to stay healthy. If you give me soap and hot water, I can bathe myself.”


    “How hot?” Oviin asked. “Alien skin… looks delicate?” He reached toward Jahir and fisted his hand, pulling it back. “Apologies.”


    Jahir held out his, palm up.


    Surprised, the Chatcaavan said, “It has been observed that touch pains the Eldritch.”


    “Observed?” Jahir asked, wondering when Oviin had seen Lisinthir.


    “There was a public spectacle. With a female. All were required to attend.”


    Bethsaida—God and Lady. Jahir said, “I permit touch, when I wish it. And I do now.”


    Gingerly, Oviin rested his hand on Jahir’s, granting a clearer perception of his emotions: the curiosity was more dominant now, and something like awe. And, oddly, shyness? Then the Chatcaavan moved his fingertips over Jahir’s palm; unlike the other males Jahir had seen, this one’s talons had been filed down to points so short they almost looked like nails. “Is it so soft all over?”


    “Unless callused from prolonged usage,” Jahir said. “The soles of my feet are tougher. But not tougher, I think, than your hide even at its thinnest.”


    “The hot water that pleases Chatcaava will burn skin like this,” Oviin said. “A note will be made.” He hesitated. “There is a preference for no help in the bath? Others have found it soothing.”


    “I would like your company,” Jahir said. “To talk to.”


    “To… talk to,” Oviin repeated.


    “Is that so strange?”


    “Yes,” was the reflexive reply. Oviin clamped his mouth shut, which is how Jahir discovered there was a thin, flexible lip at its edge, one that could be sealed. Jahir watched it soften when the Chatcaavan relaxed it to speak. “Males of my-the-lesser’s type are not engaged in… conversation.”


    “May I ask?”


    “This one begs your pardon?”


    “May I ask,” Jahir repeated, meeting the Chatcaavan’s eyes. “What sort of male it is that has only two horns? Or is it too painful to speak of?” When Oviin gaped at him, Jahir finished, “I will begin filling the bath, perhaps, and if you wish to tell me you can while I am busy.”


    “No! It is… not a slave’s place to do work! A slave is titled, and more important than anyone with a name. That is how this world works.” Oviin glided past him and started the water before turning to take down a set of towels. Jahir sat on the lip of the bath to wait. As he expected, once Oviin no longer needed to meet his eyes he could talk. “This one is of the palace’s castrates. It is the duty of such males to serve.”


    “In a different way than females?”


    “Females are for breeding, decoration, and entertainment.” Oviin set the towels alongside the bath. “Castrates cook, clean, and maintain the palace. It is... it is a better service by far than the ones females are consigned to. In the opinion of many.”


    “And in yours?”


    The exaggeration of the Chatcaavan’s pauses... was that shock? Or a feature of the species’s body language? “The alien desires a great deal of... personal... information.”


    “It is customary among the people I dwelt with to be interested in one another’s opinions and history.” Jahir set his toes in the water, found it an acceptable warmth—more than acceptable given how cold he was—and slid into the tub to sit in the puddle as it grew. He leaned against the tub wall, too exhausted to hold himself upright. Almost too exhausted to continue talking, but this… this was important. “It is considered polite, to be interested in others in this fashion.”


    Oviin’s eyes were round with incredulity, and the mind talent gave him that one free because it came off the drake in waves. “How bizarre.”


    “My own people are more circumspect,” Jahir offered. “And yet, even among us, we are interested in the welfare of those we care for, or would befriend.”


    “Is that water too hot?”


    “It is too cool, I think.” Jahir watched Oviin bend to adjust the temperature. “I perhaps offended?”


    “To believe that castrates are worthy of the friendship of aliens...”


    Jahir sorted through his cousin’s borrowed memories and what he knew of the Chatcaava from what little literature there was. “Perhaps aliens are too low in status to make that a compliment?”


    “This one does not know!” Oviin exclaimed. Composing himself, he finished, “Even if there was certainty, still, it is... convenient, isn’t it? To befriend a Chatcaava charged with a slave’s welfare.” His pause then was pained. “One might wonder if there was... an ulterior motive.”


    “What you suspect to be the ulterior motive is, in fact, the express motive,” Jahir said. “It is my duty, Oviin-alet, to escape this place and return to my people; I will not lie. The ulterior motive in this case is that I am lonely, and you also seem lonely, and two lonely people of low status might find agreeable conversation together, now and then. If I never escape, it would please me to have a friend.”


    This speech had caused Oviin to pull his head back on his long neck, and if the wide eyes had betrayed incredulity, this was obviously shock. The edges of the Chatcaavan’s hair, cut on an angle over his face, were trembling against his cheek. “You-the... you say this to me-your-lesser?”


    “You are not my lesser,” Jahir said, cupping his hands under the tap to warm his numb fingers. “You are a person, just as I am. No more, no less.”


    “How perilous aliens!” Oviin breathed. “It truly is as is said.”


    “Because we bring dangerous ideas?” Jahir asked.


    “No,” Oviin replied. “Because you believe them. And that conviction is... affecting.” He shuddered once, all the way out to his wingtips. “Bathing is required. And any grooming that is required tonight. Then food, and sleep. Has the Surgeon prescribed exercise?”


    “Not that I am aware of.” His metabolism was strained enough without adding more exertion. “After a bath and a meal I will be ready to rest, if I might have more than one blanket. We take cold quicker than you.”


    “This lack will be amended immediately.” The Chatcaavan dipped his head nervously and fled.


    Jahir saw to his bath alone, drying himself with the towels afterwards, and experimented by stepping toward the door out of the bathing chamber. Again he was met by a forcefield. How like the Usurper, to eschew the ceremony of guards in favor of a more logical approach. Resigned, Jahir returned to his dark chamber, sadly relieved to slide down onto the pallet, no matter how hard. His meal and additional blankets were delivered there by Oviin, who refused to meet his eyes. Standing by the door, his attendant said, “There will be a repetition of this ritual tomorrow.” And then he left, enrobed in streamers of doubt, determination, and disquiet.


    So tempting to push. But he had to cultivate his allies carefully, were he minded to keep them in the crucible of this court. Jahir wrapped himself in the extra blankets and made himself eat, praying it would be enough to silence the roquelaure and give him back his strength.
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    The morning brought no respite from the exhaustion and dizziness. Instead it brought two guards and the Usurper, who padded into the chamber and prodded his knee with a toe. “Up, slave.”


    Jahir squinted up at the drake without rising, wondering when he would cease to ask what Lisinthir would do and simply know. This, at least, he guessed: that his cousin would never respond to such a demeaning command.


    “You wake quiet,” the Usurper observed. “And not early enough for my tastes. I would like you to have some time with unfettered senses before Second arrives to blind you with his paranoia. You would prefer that too, I imagine. Especially given what you will see today.” Turning he said to the guards, “Chain him up.”


    He was allowed time in a privy before being hung on the Usurper’s wall, and if anything the stone was colder in the morning than it had been yesterday afternoon. His sleep had been fitful, plagued by hunger pangs and the discomfort of the cold, and morning had brought the resumption of the roquelaure’s warnings. But all of that fell away before the sight the Usurper had prepared for him. Behind the desk was an enormous curving projection of the Empire, separated into four vast sectors. The pinpoints of white stars and golden worlds dotted the dark blue field, each labeled in a script Jahir couldn’t read: the spoken language had come much easier to him than the written. And on this map were round red globes marked with a ship’s silhouette. A path projected before each of those ships took them past a bright red line at the bottom right.


    “You see?” the Usurper said, gesturing as he entered. “The grand map. Here—” Pointing at the line, “is the border. These are the separate fleets gathering in Apexes North, South, East, and West. They are mustering to base in Apex-East, and from there they will proceed down past the throneworld, over the border, and on to crush your little allies.” He looked on the map with a clinical dispassion Jahir found leading, as if he was following a script. “I tell you this because it entertains me to shatter your hopes. Do you see the size of your pacifist Alliance? We could fit all of it in half of Apex-North.”


    He did see. And he did wonder how it would be possible to defeat a concerted attempt by the Chatcaava to consume them. Their only hope would be to ensure it did not remain a concerted attempt.


    “No comment?” the Usurper said. “Perhaps you nourish a sliver of optimism? Allow me to destroy it. Display pirate fleet.” A set of stipples in orange appeared near the border: tiny ships stretching across most of three sectors further coreward. “As you can see, we have arranged a diversion to prepare the way. While the Alliance sends a chunk of its ships to deal with the invasion of pirates, we will be moving past them.”


    “You trust pirates?” Jahir asked.


    “I trust no one.” The Usurper sat behind his desk. “But people act according to their natures, and I am an observer. I have promised to all the necessary parties exactly what their natures most desire. They will not surprise me.”


    “And what do you most desire?” Jahir wondered, trying to sense the shape of the drake’s emotions without actually entering his mind. That would come soon enough.


    The Usurper snorted. “I have what I most desire.” He smiled thinly. “This suite, and the Ambassador nailed to its wall.” To the guards, “Muzzle him. It’s time for Second’s visit.” As the guards approached, the Usurper said, “We shall have this little show every morning so that you can anticipate your nation’s inexorable fate. It will interest me to see how you react as its final days draw near.”


    Jahir allowed the guards to blindfold him and cover his ears. The gag remained hard, but the memory of the map offered a significant distraction. Such useful knowledge, if he could communicate it off the throneworld. But how?


    As they finished, one of the guards ran a long finger down his side. So delicate, came the thought, hazed by the alien language in which its thinker conceived it. What would it be like, to sink claws into it? Memories of blood pouring from gouges in the flesh of a struggling beast struck him like a slap. Jahir flinched, and felt a shiver echoed back from the drake.


    Surviving the court would be gauntlet enough. Surely communicating his knowledge would be minor in compare. If he could just get his breath back, and keep the weakness from creeping further up his limbs.

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT


    To the Ambassador the Emperor delegated the task of gathering the necessary people for their conference. That left him to another of the existential questions abandoned by the Chatcaava. In this case: he could shift shape, and so choose one for this meeting. What shape, then? His default answer was ‘Chatcaavan,’ because it was the shape he associated with power and agency. But the majority of those attending the meeting were not Chatcaavan, and to them the dragon was a symbol of oppression and savagery. He could use this as an opportunity to begin rehabilitating that image, as was necessary if they were to become true allies. Or he could begin in vulnerability, by sharing their shape, but at the cost of impairing the confidence of his Chatcaavan allies. The Knife and Uuvek, he suspected, would not care what he looked like, but the Admiral-Offense, whose help he needed most, would be, perhaps, disquieted.


    He found himself outside the clinic, and inevitably, he entered. Andrea was conferring with the taciturn Seersan Surgeon—Dellen Crosby, he recalled. Names, always. The latter squinted at him. “I hope you haven’t relapsed?”


    Remembering he was human, the Emperor said, “No. I am merely… ”


    “Experimenting?” Crosby said.


    Thinking of the solid bones question, the Emperor replied, “Perhaps. You might help me with that later.”


    “Wouldn’t I love to,” the Seersa said, interested. “No one’s ever had a good look at the biology of the Change. Outside the Empire, at least. I imagine inside it there must be subject matter experts.”


    Were there? He assumed not, but what did he know? In the breadth of the Empire, there might be Chatcaava who did not abhor the Change, who also might have access to other sentients to attempt the experiment. But that would have to wait. Perhaps a very long time, given how he saw this war progressing. He looked at Andrea. “There is a meeting. Will you come?”


    “Of course,” she said. “Dellen-alet, I will see you later for my shift.”


    “Take your time. We’ll be here.”


    She nodded and followed the Emperor into the hall. “A meeting?”


    “I have an idea where we should go next,” the Emperor replied. Her presence was comforting. He missed the others too: Emlyn, Dominika. He had not welcomed them before, but now that he was free he found himself craving the reminder of the time he spent among them, when they had accepted him as one of their own.


    “And you’re inviting me because…”


    A good question.


    “If you had a choice whether to come with us on this mission or not,” the Emperor asked, stopping. “Would you?”


    She faced him, sliding her hands in the pockets of her pants. “Would you ask me?”


    He frowned. “That would matter.”


    “Of course,” Andrea said. “Everyone likes to feel needed. And for this in particular…” She looked up at the ceiling. “I miss home. Some part of me wants my life back, the way it was before the Worldlord’s slave quarters. But the Worldlord’s slave quarters happened. Even if I go back, my life won’t be the same, and I find I don’t want to pretend that I haven’t changed. If it were up to me… and if you needed a healer-assist with specialty in first-response care… then absolutely, I’d want a part of this. But I still want to know why you’re asking.”


    “I am asking because—” Could he say it? “Because I don’t know how to need people. And yet I think I might need you.” He looked down, always down, the direction his head kept dragging toward. Bow. Bow your head, chattel. “I would miss the others as well.”


    “That’s a great start.”


    He managed a twist of a smile. “Perhaps you might begin by advising me on how to keep warmer. Even dressed, I find I am cold in this shape.”


    “Are you going to the meeting in it?” she asked, as casually as if they were discussing a change of clothes.


    “I think so.”


    She nodded. “Well, let’s throw a sweatshirt on you, then. We’re supposed to be limiting power consumption, so there’s no genie use for a while. But the ship has stores.”
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    Lisinthir was the only person outside the conference room when he and Andrea arrived, and at the sight of them his pale brows rose. Amusement, the Emperor thought. His Ambassador, whose sense of humor was the edge of his sword-sharp wit. He remembered that about their time together. That Lisinthir had made him laugh, that later they had laughed together. He was glad he could make his Eldritch smile.


    “Not just human, but in a Fleet pullover?” the Ambassador said, mouth curving up at one corner.


    “It doesn’t have a logo,” Andrea said, turning to study the Emperor critically and adjusting the collar before nodding. “And the rest of us refugees are in them too. There, that’s good.” She smiled at the Ambassador and said, “My lord,” before passing into the room. Had she chosen to leave them alone because she’d sensed they’d want the time?


    “You asked her to the meeting,” Lisinthir said.


    “She… educates me.” The Emperor tucked his hands under his armpits to warm their fingertips. “I have become aware that I am expert in the customs of two cultures, both of them Imperial, and both of them blunt instruments. The Empire cannot survive without developing a culture with more subtlety and less severe consequences for mistakes.”


    “Two cultures,” the Ambassador murmured.


    “The court, which is specific to the throneworld capital. And the Navy.”


    “Which may or may not survive the insurrection.” Lisinthir’s smile grew more pronounced and more crooked. “Your empire and my world are in similar straits. We too, will not survive without changing.”


    “It is the only thing that gives me hope,” the Emperor said, surprised to find it true. “Surely if there is change to be mastered, we might have an advantage.”


    “One hopes.” Lisinthir paused, then reached to him, cupped one of the Emperor’s human cheeks. One of his thumbs rested just beneath the Emperor’s eye, and the skin there was so delicate he felt pressure against the bone, straight through the flesh. “You are certain about this?”


    “I believe the gesture would be… appreciated. Am I incorrect?”


    “No,” Lisinthir said. And smiled for true this time. “You may puzzle some of them more than you please them, but they will note the effort.”


    “Then I will make the gesture.” The Emperor turned his face enough to kiss that palm, silky warmth. “Come, Perfection. The work awaits.”


    “The work may be endless,” Lisinthir murmured, falling in at his back.


    “Nevertheless, it is ours.”


    On the other side of the hatch, ranged around a long oval table, were nine people. Three were Chatcaavan: the Admiral-Offense, the Knife, and Uuvek. Six were from the Alliance: Andrea, and five people in Fleet uniform. The last of those Fleet personnel, he recognized, unfortunately: Khaska, the Slave Queen’s Pelted attendant from the harem. He had not even known the name the Queen had chosen for her until after the Ambassador left and they’d begun talking in earnest. But the Emperor’s personal memories of the Seersa had not dimmed; he could feel even now the texture of her fur, remember the weight of her body and the sound of her sobs. Though he’d known she was here, he hadn’t allowed himself to dwell on it, or the fact that she had helped Lisinthir rescue him from the Worldlord’s harem. He knew he would not be able to ignore her for much longer.


    This, first, however. “Thank you,” he said in Universal, “for coming.”


    “You’re still human,” one of the Fleet personnel said, a human herself with bright pink hair. “Did Dellen not help you?”


    “He did,” the Emperor said. “I have chosen to remain human for now.”


    “To put us at ease?” another of the Pelted asked, a woman with gray ears and a sardonic smile.


    A Chatcaavan could appreciate such bluntness. “Only in part,” he said, to honor the question. “But also to remind myself that I am neither invulnerable, nor free from debt to those who aided me.”


    That swift inhalation had come from Khaska’s direction. The Emperor ignored it to address the Admiral-Offense, using their tongue. “Have you informed them of the gravity of their situation?”


    “I was awaiting your word, Exalted.”


    “Then you shall tell them, and one of us will translate,” the Emperor said, sitting. “They will have had a precis from the Ambassador, but the details are necessary. Divulge them now.”


    The Admiral-Offense’s wings tensed, as did the line up his neck that revealed how much he wanted to look away. “It goes against nature. Telling the wingless freaks everything they need to know to defeat us.”


    “These people,” the Emperor answered, stressing the word, “rescued you. Rescued me. And are now going to ally with us to rescue what remains worthy of it from the clutches of the Usurper and Second. We will tell them everything we can to ensure our success, and we will call it natural. Because nothing, Admiral-Offense, is more natural than winning. When you are strong.”


    The Admiral-Offense glanced at him. “Exalted, you do not look strong.”


    “I am a Chatcaavan who does not refuse the Change,” the Emperor said. “That makes me stronger than everyone who does.” And added, quieter, “Huntfriend. Trust me.”


    The Knife surprised them both by inserting himself into a conversation between two far, far above him in rank. “You will be surprised, Admiral-Offense. They are tougher than they look, these aliens.”


    “We also speak your language,” the long-eared alien male drawled.


    “If with a horrendous accent,” Khaska muttered, and leaned away from his mock swat.


    The Admiral-Offense grimaced, teeth flaring at the parted lips.


    “Don’t worry,” the long-eared male added, propping his cheek up with a hand. “We’re not at all offended at being called wingless freaks.”


    “Na’er,” the gray-eared female murmured. “Enough.”


    “Ma’am.”


    To the Admiral-Offense, that female said, “All of us understand enough of the language to sit through a briefing. Lieutenant Baker can help us with any of the nuances if we fail to understand them. Please, go ahead.”


    “We have a visual aid,” the Knife added. “Uuvek?”


    Uuvek grunted and picked up an Alliance data tablet. A few moments later, a map of the Empire appeared—an accurate one, the Emperor noted, not the one distributed to the Alliance at the treaty table. The Admiral-Offense glanced up at it and snorted. To the two Chatcaava, “You are too forward.”


    “We are Navy,” the Knife said, apologetic. “We prefer to think of it as taking initiative.”


    “Efficient,” Uuvek said. “We’re being efficient.”


    The Admiral-Offense didn’t sigh but he wanted to, and caught by accident a sympathetic glance from the Pelted superior. Such a small moment of understanding, the Emperor thought, but he read the Admiral-Offense’s surprise at it, and thought it a good beginning.


    “Let us speak, then, of the Navy’s strength and disposition,” the Admiral-Offense began.


    Did the numbers daunt them? The Emperor watched the aliens’ faces carefully, but they were professionals. Each wore a different expression, but that expression changed not at all. The gray-eared female who led them looked dispassionate but attentive. The long-eared male, amused and a little bored, eyes half-lidded. The Fleet human was politely interested, her head cocking now and then. The striped Pelted male beside her looked mildly curious. Andrea was the only one he could read easily: her pallor and set features radiated fear, and the determination not to submit to it. Khaska… Khaska stared at the projection, until she caught him looking at her.


    He couldn’t read the look she gave him in return.


    The Ambassador remained relaxed beside him, a welcome bulwark in a strange situation: to be surrounded by aliens, wearing their skin, and neither more powerful than them, nor less. Everything about it distracted him, from the way the chair pressed along the full breadth of his wingless back to the way human eyes failed to react as well to peripheral motion. Being clothed also struck him as… peculiar. He’d spent all his time naked as an Eldritch and then as a human. To have clothing in this shape, especially to have it completely cover his shoulders and back, felt unnatural. Curious.


    The Admiral-Offense did not fail him. His briefing laid out in stark terms the size of the Chatcaavan Navy, its composition and readiness state, its location and the approximate times it would take for each sector fleet to muster to Apex-East; then he discussed each sector’s politics and the probable bearing of those forces on the possibility of mutiny, and mentioned the use of mercenaries—the pirates the Emperor had been disturbed to discover they’d trusted with anything—to harry the Alliance’s border. He stopped without obvious irritation when someone requested clarification of a term in the language which, he noticed, Khaska almost always provided. Sitting alongside him, Lisinthir maintained his silence. In that they were twins. Much could be learned from silence; that he had known, even before he’d become the Emperor.


    When at last the Admiral-Offense finished, the Pelted superior said, “When we leave comm-silence…”


    “We’ll bounce all that off a repeater faster than you can say ‘bless my heart we’re all about to die,’” her human subordinate said.


    “Are we all about to die?” Andrea asked.


    Lisinthir spoke at last. “I trust not, as I still have a great deal to do in this life. We have a plan.”


    All of them looked at him, then. The Emperor said to the Knife, “You are a reader of poetry.”


    Surprised, the Knife stammered, “I… yes, Exalted.”


    “He’s religious,” Uuvek said absently, tapping at his data tablet with the side of his fingers, keeping the talons out of the way.


    “And so, apparently, are our allies in the Empire?”


    “Oh!” The Knife’s pupils contracted. Then he said, “Exalted. We do use it as a… hunt marker. Unofficially.”


    “And if I said… unofficially… that I would like a message sent out as widely as possible that we were to meet at the Source? For… worship?”


    The Knife’s second ‘oh’ was softer, and his eyes began to glow. Squaring his shoulders, he bobbed his head in an alien nod. “I know just the way.”


    “So what’s this?” the Pelted superior said. “We’re going to broadcast our meeting place to the known universe?”


    “In rhyme?” the striped male said, ears listing.


    “We are,” the Emperor said to her. “Those who are sympathetic to us will come.”


    “What if the rest of them come too?” the long-eared male said, one brow lifted.


    “All the better for the Alliance,” Lisinthir said. “Yes? We draw the Chatcaava from the front. Give Fleet time to react to the message that Shanelle will send back.”


    “That’s not going to help much if the Chatcaava who are our enemies kill off all the Chatcaava who might end up our allies,” the Pelted captain told the Ambassador.


    “If they succeed in doing so,” Lisinthir replied, and the Emperor wondered if these aliens knew him well enough to perceive the emotion hiding under his facile mask, “then they’ll be significantly attrited. It will still benefit us.”


    “And do you find this conversation distasteful?” the female said to the Emperor, meeting his eyes forthrightly. “We’re talking about possibly leading your allies to the slaughter. You’ll end up a monarch in exile of an empire run by your enemies, one that will still be big enough to wipe the floor with us.”


    “It’s not the size of the dog in the fight,” the pink-haired human murmured in Universal. “It’s the size of the fight in the dog.”


    Her superior glanced at her, then back at the Emperor. “I still want an answer.”


    “We have an untenable task,” the Emperor said to her. “So we must break it into pieces we can encompass. Right now it looks as if the entirety of this—” He waved a hand at Uuvek’s map, “is poised to fall on you. But that map is not the military. The Navy employs only seven percent of that populace, and of that seven percent, some number of them are ours, not the Usurper’s. If that number is more than half, this war is over. But time is short, and we need some way of separating friend from foe.”


    The female inhaled. “Fine. What if that number’s less than half? Maybe significantly?”


    “Then, perhaps, we will die in the effort. Or not, if… the size of the fight in the dog—” said in Universal before he switched back, “—is more important than the size of the dog in the fight.”


    “That could have been a Chatcaavan saying,” the Knife said, admiring.


    “It’s human,” the pink-haired female said. “We’re pretty fierce for our size.” She grinned and added to the Emperor, “You have good taste in shapes. Though I bet you miss the wings. I would.”


    Andrea hid a smile.


    “Your shape has compensations,” the Emperor said, and thought it true. To the gray-eared female, he said, “Religion has become debased in our society. I doubt the Usurper will think of it at all. But if he does, and he comes for us, so much the better. A single battle might end this.”


    “Too many variables,” the striped male muttered.


    “Sounds like the only thing we can do is take a step and see if it solidifies things,” the long-eared male agreed, speaking to his superior. “We need more to work with than we’ve got right now.”


    “Sometimes you need to take the big gamble to see the big payoff,” the pink-haired human said.


    Their captain’s ears flicked back and she sighed. “Fine. I don’t really see a better path either, and I’m not the expert on the Empire’s internal politics.” She eyed the Emperor. “Which I have to hope you are, despite proof otherwise.”


    “Do you always speak to allied heads of state in this fashion?” the Admiral-Offense said. “Is this an… alien… custom? Disrespect?”


    “It’s not our custom, no,” the long-eared male said. “But we also don’t talk to torturers, rapists, and murderers, either. We try them for crimes and put them in penal colonies until they rot.”


    “Na’er,” his superior said, not quite quelling. Warning.


    “The dragons don’t like minced words,” Na’er said, looking at the Emperor directly, and there was no insolence there. The Emperor would have called it hatred, if it had been hotter. Disgust, perhaps. “I won’t mince them, then. We’re helping you because it’ll help the Alliance. But from every report, you’re a sadist, a killer, and a sociopath, and I won’t pretend to like you. And no, Meryl, I won’t apologize.” He stood and flexed his fingers before curling them into fists. “Should we duel over it?”


    “No,” the Emperor said, ignoring the gape of the Admiral-Offense and the wide-eyed stare of the Knife. Uuvek was ignoring the exchange, predictably. “You have said nothing inaccurate.”


    Andrea said, “He’s not a sadist, a killer, and a sociopath anymore, though.”


    “Oh really,” Na’er replied, the sarcasm thick enough to drip.


    “That’s enough.” The Pelted captain—Meryl—looked up at Na’er. “You can go. All of you.”


    Na’er bounced two forefingers off his brow in what looked like a salute and marched out the conference room. He was followed by the rest of the Pelted crew and the two humans, Andrea and the pink-haired human female, who glanced at the Emperor thoughtfully on the way past. After they’d left, Meryl said, “I apologize for his outburst.”


    “You need not,” the Emperor said.


    “She needs must!” the Admiral-Offense objected. “How dare they judge us? Judge you? You are the Exalted Emperor of an empire large enough to crush them by rolling over!”


    “Was,” Uuvek said without looking up from his data tablet. When the conversation halted, he lifted his head. “He was the Emperor of that Empire. Now he’s a rebel.”


    “Rebellions need leaders,” the Knife told Uuvek.


    “Yes,” Uuvek replied, resuming his perusal of the tablet. “He’ll make it work.”


    Baffled, the Admiral-Offense stared at them, then, irritated, “Is disrespect contagious?”


    “We beg your pardon, Admiral,” the Knife said, dipping his head. “Uuvek was always like this.”


    “And you?” the Admiral-Offense asked.


    “I… ah...” The Knife’s shoulders and wings slumped. “Suppose I did catch it like a disease.”


    Meryl snorted. To the Emperor, she said, “I’ll agree to ignore your subordinates’ consistent… forcefulness…of opinions, if you will agree to ignore mine’s.”


    The Emperor smiled a little. “We would waste a great deal of time if we did not.”


    “Agreed.” She stood. “We’ll leave you to work that out, then.”


    “We are going to discuss this now?” the Admiral-Offense said once Meryl had gone. “In front of one final alien?”


    “If you call me a wingless freak again, I will cross this table and put a fist in your throat,” Lisinthir said conversationally.


    “You are threatening me?” the Admiral-Offense said. Less offended, the Emperor thought, and more incredulous.


    “I killed Third and his Hand,” Lisinthir said, studying him. “I don’t think you’ll be harder.”


    “You can’t do it, sir,” the Knife interrupted the Admiral-Offense so earnestly they all looked at him. “Think of them that way, as wingless freaks rather than people. They are our huntbrothers and huntsisters.”


    “Huntsisters!”


    “Lieutenant Laniis Baker is my huntsister.” The Knife’s eyes narrowed. “She guarded my flanks in the Worldlord’s harem. She was fearless and competent. Her claws are hidden in her fingers but they are no less sharp for it. That is the Alliance, Admiral-Offense. Hidden but dangerous claws. They are worthy allies. Even the females.”


    The Admiral-Offense looked away, and his wings sagged. “I understand that we need them. But this goes against…”


    “Nature?” Lisinthir offered sweetly.


    “Yes,” the Admiral-Offense said. “And you may find it insulting if you wish but it is no less true. This is not how we do things.”


    “It may be a better way to do things,” the Knife said. “When you fight at their side, sir, you’ll see. They are soft until roused, and then they are terrible.”


    “I suppose we’ll find out,” the Admiral-Offense said, rising. “And for all our sakes, I hope you’re right.” He bowed to the Emperor. “Exalted. May I go?”


    The Emperor nodded. “Yes. And thank you for your service, huntbrother. I know this is difficult.”


    The Admiral-Offense eyed him. “Soft words.”


    “I wear a soft form,” the Emperor allowed. “It does not change who I am.”


    “Are you certain?”


    “You could try the Change and see.”


    The Admiral-Offense could not conceal his shudder. “I think not.” He lowered his head. “Exalted.”


    After he’d left, the Knife said, “I suppose it’s too much to expect a male of high rank to see what we do so easily.”


    “Emperor’s a male of high rank,” Uuvek opined, absently. “He seems to be doing it fine.”


    “Court rank is different from naval rank,” the Knife said.


    Uuvek snorted. “Court rank is worse. He’s an exception, is all.”


    “You are remarkably impertinent,” Lisinthir said with obvious amusement. “You might consider a more diplomatic tack when you’re among others.”


    “What’s the point?” Uuvek said, putting away the data tablet and standing. “I’m not going to change on the inside either. I’ll follow the useful example in this room.” He glanced at the Emperor, then back at the Ambassador. “As an aside, I’ve lost contact with the D-per.”


    Lisinthir sat up, and though the motion was controlled the Emperor read the alarm in it anyway. “I beg your pardon?”


    “Your nestsister’s computer ally,” Uuvek said. “We’ve been talking on and off. But she didn’t answer my last comment. At this point it’s double the time she’s taken to respond before. It’s not like her.”


    “She may be busy,” Lisinthir said. “Or operating under comm-silence. Keep us informed?”


    “Didn’t I just do so?” Uuvek padded to the door. “Knife?”


    “In a moment.”


    Uuvek shrugged a hand and left.


    The Knife did stand, though, resting a hand on the back of his chair. “Exalted… they are good people.”


    “Good people,” the Emperor repeated.


    “Males and females both.”


    “Do you advocate for them so ardently, then?” the Emperor asked. “Why?”


    “Because I have… I have Touched them, Exalted.” A fine tremor afflicted the Knife. “You cannot Touch them without knowing them.”


    “So I have observed,” the Emperor said, quiet.


    The Knife inhaled, centering himself, and became calm. “I know. It is why I trust you so, Exalted. If you are willing to know them, then you cannot fail to know yourself, either.”


    Would that the Knife realized just how well he’d known himself before, and liked that drake well enough. Sadist. Killer. Sociopath. What had he said in response to the accusation? They were ‘not inaccurate’ statements. They would have remained accurate had it not been for the Eldritch beside him… and the transformative power of the Change. Did that make his evolution luck? Or had some decision been involved on his part, to be open to it? “You may go.” As the Knife reached the door, he added, “Your huntsister.”


    “She is fierce,” the Knife said proudly.


    “Would you tell her that I would like to see her, if she is amenable?”


    “Of course, Exalted!” The Knife inclined his head. “I’ll ask now.”


    The door slid shut, leaving him to the Ambassador, who murmured, “Was that wise?”


    “I don’t know,” the Emperor admitted. “Do I not owe her an apology? And an opportunity to face me?”


    “I don’t know,” Lisinthir said. “Some might find it… intimidating. Upsetting. To face their abuser.”


    “You did not.”


    His Perfection managed a smile. “I am rather more aggressive than many find comfortable.”


    The Emperor studied him, then offered his hands. Lisinthir took them, pulled him closer; the Emperor allowed it and leaned into the Eldritch’s embrace. Strange, to have no wings to interrupt the arm that rested around his shoulders. Strange to find it comfortable. And yet, how he missed their absent third.


    “As do I,” Lisinthir murmured against his hair. “Oh, Exalted. As do I.” After a moment, he added, “Na’er loves Lieutenant Baker.”


    “Ah,” the Emperor said. “So I have made an enemy there.”


    Lisinthir smiled, faintly. “You understand how that works, then.”


    “I do now.” Thinking of how he would react to anyone attempting to hurt the Queen, he finished, “Perhaps some things are the same, no matter the species.”


    “That is the trick of the thing, isn’t it. To know what remains Truth,” choosing the word for the abstraction, the perfect ideal, “and what mutable.”


    “Perhaps the Source will have something useful to say on the subject.”


    “I suppose,” Lisinthir said, “we will soon find out.”


    [image: ***]


    Had the Emperor expected her to respond to his invitation? He didn’t know. He returned to his room with the Ambassador and crawled out of his human clothing and his human shape and into the Eldritch’s bed, and lost himself there to something that linked him back to the person he’d been when he’d begun changing. His Chatcaavan body felt alien to him, but love-making in it reminded him of its edges, and of days when it had been all he’d known. Had that ignorance been a cage, preventing him from understanding the world better? Or had he been stronger when he’d been purer? Less compromised by the worldviews and senses of non-Chatcaava?


    Afterwards he followed the Eldritch to the shower to wash, though his ablutions took him less time. He chose to stay in the dragon’s body, dressing in it with attention to how it felt to adjust pants around tail, robes over wings. Such small things to be so alien, like how hard it was to find a comfortable position on the Pelted-designed couch in the front room. Somehow he managed, and resumed sorting through the messages Uuvek had stripped from their last drop point.


    The Eldritch was still in the bathroom when the door chimed. He looked up and said, “Come.” And she was standing in the hatch, alone. She stepped in and the door slid shut behind her.


    “I can’t imagine,” Khaska said in flawless Throne Chatcaavan, “why you would ask me here. That’s why I came.”


    “I admit I didn’t think you would.”


    “Why?” Her ears flipped back. “Did you think I lacked courage? Do you think I fear you?” Her eyes narrowed. “I have seen you naked and sobbing, Exalted Emperor. I don’t fear you.”


    “Anymore,” he said, because he heard it clearly in the silence at the end of the sentence.


    The Seersa lifted her chin. “Anymore. You’re right. You held complete power over me and you used it to torture me. You raped me repeatedly. You beat me. You shaved me. You treated me like a performing animal when you didn’t treat me as a toy. So yes, I did fear you. Did you want to hear me say it?”


    “No,” the Emperor said, trying to understand his own feelings. “Yes.”


    Khaska wrinkled her nose. “No? Yes? Which is it?”


    “I needed to hear that I was someone who made others fear him…”


    “Because you need to prop up your sense of power?”


    “Because,” the Emperor said, “I need to never forget that my behavior was that reprehensible.”


    The Seersa backed away, one step. “You want me to believe you’ve changed. Is that why I’m here? To forgive you?”


    “I don’t expect you to forgive me,” the Emperor said.


    “Good. Because I don’t.” She looked away, ears flat against her pale hair. “You didn’t deserve what the Worldlord did to you. But it needed to happen to you.”


    Her choice of words was… curious. “You have not said you hated me.”


    “I don’t want to hate any person,” Khaska said, her words clipped. “Hatred hurts me more than it does the object of my hatred. But I admit, it’s really… really hard not to hate you.” She turned her orange eyes back to him. “Until I look at you.”


    “I look no different now,” the Emperor said.


    “Oh, your body’s the same,” Khaska said, flicking a hand in a Chatcaavan shrug. How confident her use of their language was! “But your eyes… your eyes are completely different. If I’d never met you before, I would probably have liked you.”


    “An extraordinary statement,” the Emperor murmured.


    “You have no idea.” She stepped forward, one step. Then another. She wore boots now, and he didn’t recognize the sound of her footfalls after months of keeping her. “You’ve been raped now. You’ve been beaten. You’ve had Chatcaava pierce your body parts against your will, decorate you in demeaning jewelry and clothes, collar you. You’ve had them rip open your skin with their talons, talk about your disposition in your presence as if you were nothing more than meat. You’ve suffered the same depredations I did. But you only suffered them for a few handful of days.” Another step took her right in front of him, her toes almost overlapping his. “I spent an entire terrestrial revolution in your harem, Exalted. An entire revolution. You know what happened to me there. You were responsible for most of it. And it went on, day after day. Month after month. Season after season. You think what you went through compares to that?”


    “No,” he said. “No, it does not. Nor do I expect your forgiveness. I wanted only to tell you that I was wrong. That what I did to you was inexcusable.”


    She reared back, ears still slicked to her mane. “The hells of it is, I think you mean that. And I hate that. Do you know why?”


    “Why?” he asked when she seemed to be waiting for a reply.


    “Because if I think you mean it, I can’t keep thinking of you as someone deserving of my hate, if I lapse into hating.” She stared at him. “I can’t believe that I’m talking to you at all. A revolution ago, if I’d been this close to you and capable, I would have killed you and called it saving the universe. And now…”


    “Life is complicated.”


    “Oh, is it,” she said, mouth twisted. “So you finally get it.”


    “No. But I am trying.”


    She looked away again, tail lashing. Then she sat on the coffee table across from him. Even draped over the top, her tail-tip flicked. “The Ambassador loves you.”


    That, at least, he could answer without doubt. “Yes.”


    “I don’t understand that either,” the Seersa said, searching his face. “Either my conception of the Ambassador is wrong or my conception of you is. And the Ambassador led me into the Worldlord’s harem and back out, and he… he hasn’t changed at all. Not really. He tells me you’ve changed, that you changed even before your experiences as a human slave. Logically, I should believe him, and the evidence.”


    “But still, you hate me.”


    “I…” She bared her teeth. “I am angry at you. I don’t want to hate anyone. Even you. But yes. I can’t believe it. The Ambassador is a good male.”


    “Yes.” He remained very still, not wanting to agitate her further. “He gave me his pattern. Perhaps that is why I changed so much. I took him into me, and there he stayed.”


    She looked up sharply. “You can become an Eldritch.”


    “It was my first shape.”


    “You can become an Eldritch,” Khaska murmured. “Then… I could show you how much I suffered in your harem. I could make you feel it. I could give you those memories.”


    His heart stumbled once. He had lived through Lisinthir’s anguish on the rack. Surely he could survive the addition of Khaska’s. And did he not owe her that? Shouldn’t he know what he’d done? And with her, often without even caring. She’d been there to accept his violence, that was all. “You could, yes. Shall I Change?”


    “Just like that?” she asked. “You would do it.”


    “Yes.”


    “It could take hours.”


    “An entire revolution of torment would take much longer. Days. Weeks.”


    “And you’d do that,” she pressed. “Go through it. Every day, until I ran out of memories.”


    “Should you bear them alone, when I am responsible for them?”


    She mistrusted his complaisance, he could tell. He maintained his body calm, waiting to see what she would decide. After all this time, thinking he’d finally plumbed the depths of sapient psychology, to discover that he’d left entire swathes of it untouched was… diminishing. All the softer emotions remained mysterious to him, and people like Khaska, who combined them with the crueler emotions he knew better, he could not predict at all.


    “Then… we’ll do it,” she said abruptly. “Every morning. We’ll be on this ship for a long time, finishing our stealth escape and then heading for the back of the Empire. You’ll be trapped here, and every morning we’ll revisit what you did to me. Until I say we’re done.”


    “Very well,” the Emperor said. “Shall I Change now?”


    She jerked her chin up, eyes flashing. “Yes.”


    The Eldritch shape was more familiar, less effort to wrap around his skin. Had not the Queen told him once? That practice improved the speed of the Change? He folded his arms around his knees and cupped his wings around his body and bowed head, and it wracked him from the inside out until he melted into the delicacy of an Eldritch frame. His head remained on his knees, hair shrouding his face. It made him wonder what happened to the rings he’d had glued to his horns. Had they been lost with his first shift to human after their application? He felt back along his temple, through the thick hair, and twitched when his fingers grazed the first of them, hidden on his scalp. How did his body decide what part of a hornless body would correspond to the horns he’d lost? Would the alien in the clinic want to dissect a Chatcaavan to find out, the way the Emperor had sent dead aliens to autopsies to sate his curiosity?


    A quiver ran the length of his side. He lifted his head to find Khaska staring at him, eyes wide and ears sagging. When his gaze met hers, though, her expression stiffened.


    “I am ready,” he said.


    “Good. I am too.” She grasped his wrist.


    Nothing. Then, abruptly, the wall between their minds fell. Her ambivalence had the force of a blow: her rage, her grief, nausea, unease, all braided together with a compassion that glinted like a sullied thread of gold, dull and unwilling but present all the same.


    “Let’s start,” she said, lips pulling back from her teeth, “with them stripping me naked and collaring me. On your orders.”


    Useless to protest he hadn’t specifically ordered her preparation for the harem. He had let that order stand from emperors past, hadn’t he? Because wingless freaks were the property of the strong, and he had been one of the strong. He bowed his head again and let her memory dig into him with clawed fingers, and relived it with her: the mortification. The sense of powerlessness. The fear. The despair. It reminded him too keenly of the experience he’d only just escaped, and the numb distance he’d achieved fell apart before that onslaught. He struggled not to hyperventilate, not to cry. He thought he failed in the latter, but the former he managed despite a growing tautness in his ribcage that threaded his ribs with nerve-thin lines of fire.


    Arms slipped around him, strong and familiar. He wanted to turn into the Ambassador, but could not allow it. This was Khaska’s time—no, he knew her full name now, from her own memories of repeating it to maintain her sanity—this was Lieutenant Laniis Cariadh Baker’s time, and he would not steal it from her. He remained rigid on the couch until words flowed over him. He did not understand them, or wouldn’t have except they echoed through the Ambassador’s skin in delayed translation. Or preceded? Because the meaning formed before he made the words, the alien words the Emperor assumed to be the Eldritch tongue, something layered with fleeting veils of color that conveyed mood and flavor.


    “Is this necessary?”


    “He offered. I said yes.”


    “You told me you did not want revenge.”


    “This isn’t revenge, my lord. This is justice.”


    He could not continue to listen. “She is correct,” he said, unsure whether he spoke Universal or Chatcaavan. “I said I would do it.”


    Silence then. Laniis loosed her grip, withdrew her hand, left him hollow and haunted. The Emperor opened his eyes to meet hers, saw her through a film that shivered as the drops on the ends of his lashes fell off them.


    “Will you stop us?” the female said.


    The Ambassador’s formidable self-control kept all but the subtlest of emotions from leaking between their skins, just the faintest breath of distress. In the absence of that data, the Emperor found himself distracted instead by the warmth of Lisinthir’s skin, and the dampness that made his arm stick to the Emperor’s back.


    “No,” the Ambassador said at last. “If the two of you are agreed, I will not stop you.”


    She nodded once and rose, her movements jerky. “I’ll be back tomorrow morning.”


    “I will be here,” the Emperor said, low. When they were alone, he sighed and let himself sag into Lisinthir’s body. “You do not think this wise.”


    “I am withholding judgment for now,” Lisinthir said. “If it becomes baneful, I will say something. But if you will take my advice?”


    The Emperor snorted, a soft puff of breath from this alien nose, so short. “Go on, then, Perfection.”


    Lisinthir said, “See Andrea in the afternoon.”


    The Emperor lifted his head.


    “Laniis is your past, and your past is part of you,” Lisinthir said.


    “But Andrea is my future?”


    “Andrea allows you to have a future not defined by your past,” Lisinthir said. “If you dwell too deeply on what you were, Beloved, you will fetter yourself. To leave that male behind, you must be taken on your own terms, as you are, right now. And yes. I believe Andrea will allow you to see who you might be, and give you the freedom to become that person.”


    “And you?” the Emperor asked, quiet.


    “I do not walk before you. Only beside.”


    “Are all Eldritch poets?” the Emperor asked, resting his head back down. “Or are you merely exemplary?”


    Lisinthir chuckled softly. “Flattery does not suit you, Exalted.”


    He couldn’t help it… he laughed. It was so much like their repartee before they’d loved one another. “Too witty by far, Ambassador. Take care lest you attract the attention of dragons.”


    “Mmm. Too late.” Lisinthir stood and offered his hands. “Come. There is work to be done. A war does not prosecute itself.”


    “No,” the Emperor agreed, and allowed himself to be pulled from the couch. “I was employed in reading Uuvek’s packets while you were in the bathroom, and can continue.”


    “In that body?” Lisinthir wondered.


    The Emperor touched his head where the rings were hidden beneath the fall of silken hair. “I have used it for loveplay enough. I would see what it is like when set to other purposes.”


    The Ambassador chuckled. “And when you have explored these shapes will you devote each one to a singular purpose? One body for war, another for lovemaking, a third for swimming, another for poetry….”


    “I think I will find they are not so simply understood, nor categorized. But I am here to learn.” The Emperor thought back to his early career. “It is the one thing that has remained constant in me. I need to learn.”


    “It may save us yet,” Lisinthir offered him the desk and a data tablet.


    “We shall see,” the Emperor said, and accepted it.

  


  
    CHAPTER NINE


    The pirate king was a queen. Naturally.


    It was only the last of the many assumptions that had been stripped from Sediryl when they’d been discovered. She’d hoped for incompetence, but the pirates had seized her vessel and the Faulfenzair’s in unbreakable hitches and disabled their major systems with pinpoint strikes. Maia had handed over two earrings and vanished mid-sentence when something had shut down all the computers on both ships. Sediryl hadn’t had the time or privacy to discover if her D-per had survived, or been banished back to Alliance space.


    The pirate base had constituted another unpleasant surprise, because she’d been expecting something slovenly and hacked together and been confronted instead with a hideout delved with consummate skill into an enormous asteroid, like an Alliance sector starbase writ small. The pirates pacing it were disciplined enough to ignore her and her escort. They’d separated her from Daize, when she’d hoped to have been presented together. And now, she had come to the lair of the admiral himself and found him female.


    Ordinarily this would not have troubled her; her second lover on leaving her homeworld had been a woman, after all. She was confident she could still achieve the desired effect. But as this woman glided off her poorly-disguised throne and approached her, Sediryl became cognizant of a slight hiccup in her plan. Women and men she had seduced before, but they’d been human. She did not find the Pelted attractive at all.


    From the greed in her eyes, this Karaka’An did not share her bias. If the Goddess was kind—and didn’t want Her daughter to die in this endeavor—the pirate would fail to notice Sediryl’s lack of reciprocating interest. And if She was truly beneficent, Sediryl would manage to contrive the attack on the Chatcaava before she was forced to discover if she could deceive a lover while in bed with her.


    “Well!” the woman said, coming to a halt before her. “What a welcome surprise.”


    Sediryl arched a brow. “That the Eldritch would send someone to you?”


    “And another woman!” The felid smiled and it didn’t touch her eyes, which remained… wrong. Too avid. Did she even blink? “You understand how rare it is to find women in power in our line of work.”


    “Perhaps amid your kind,” Sediryl said. “Among mine, women hold all the most powerful positions, and it is men who do our bidding.”


    Would a comment that blatant work? It seemed to, because the pirate laughed in delight. “Obviously I was born under the wrong sun. But come, sit.” She waved to a bench near her peculiar throne. The anachronism of the furs strewn on it puzzled Sediryl until she glimpsed the end of one of them and saw the five-fingered shape, now loose and wide where once it had wrapped round a living person’s digits. Her gorge rose. She disguised her reaction by settling on the offered seat in a rustle of suede. The boots remained irritating: focusing on them kept her attention off the intolerable aspects of this situation. She had just arrived. She could not lose her nerve this soon.


    “You can return to your quarters,” the pirate said, interrupting Sediryl’s thoughts. She was addressing someone tucked into a shadowed alcove and there… oh, surely Goddess and Lord smiled on her errand. There was no mistaking those eyes, that face, the carriage, even blurred by the ungainly uniform. That was the Chatcaavan Queen. She was here! Here, and… mutilated? Her wings were not shrouded in the dark, as Sediryl had assumed, but missing their membranes. The Eldritch inhaled too sharply for her hostess to miss.


    “Ah, you know the Chatcaava?”


    “I do, yes.”


    The Slave Queen betrayed nothing in her gaze, turning from them and leaving. Perhaps she hadn’t recognized Sediryl?


    “You hate them?” the pirate asked, curious, sitting again on her throne. “Did the sight of her disturb you? I can have her removed from the guest bloc.”


    “I fear no one, least of all Chatcaavan women, who are our sisters in adversity,” Sediryl said. “I was merely disturbed at the sight of her… maiming.”


    “Ah, yes.” The Karaka’An hissed. “They did that to her. The animals.”


    Who had, Sediryl wondered. Dare she ask? If she did, would she receive an honest answer? Was this woman even sane? Where had the pelts on her throne come from, and how could she bear to sit on them? If she even knew what they were? “So,” she said. “You are the leader here.”


    “Yes,” the woman said. “I am Kamaney. Admiral Kamaney Foster. And you are my newest… ally?”


    “An existing ally. Your former contact with our race was found wanting and slain,” Sediryl said. “He was a man, and too interested in watching his brother burn to manage our interests. So I have replaced him with the one person I know I can trust.”


    “It is so hard to find trustworthy subordinates.” Kamaney bared her teeth. “I’ve had to kill so many of mine. Isn’t it annoying?”


    “Quite tiresome,” Sediryl agreed, ignoring her frozen horror. “But Baniel failed so spectacularly that it was a pleasure to kill him.”


    “How?”


    “I beg your pardon?” Sediryl asked. “How did he fail me?”


    “How did you kill him?” Kamaney corrected, with a look of such innocent interest that Sediryl’s nausea redoubled.


    “Beheading,” Sediryl said, remembering the Queen’s account of Baniel’s actual demise. “With an Alliance holoblade. As a reminder that the tools one uses to betray one’s mistresses do not discriminate between their owners.”


    “Oh,” Kamaney breathed. “Beautiful.”


    “It had a certain symmetry,” Sediryl said. “But that is in the past. I look forward to great accomplishments, now that he has been… dealt with.”


    The Karaka’An nodded, eyes shining. “And what… is that, exactly? That you want to accomplish?”


    What indeed. Sediryl found herself speaking before she could think the words through, wondered in fact where they were coming from. “The Alliance calls us its ally, but condescends to us. They could have helped us build an empire of our own, but they are jealous of what we might become did we do so. My Queen and I are tired of their smug self-righteousness. They keep us from claiming our rightful place in our galaxy, and if they won’t help us, we will take what we deserve.” She raised her chin and lowered her lashes, looking at Kamaney through them. “And we wouldn’t mind decorating our new empire’s palaces with their people, either.”


    Kamaney laughed. “Oh, that’s good.” Her eyes narrowed. “Of course, there’s something I don’t understand.”


    “Go on.”


    “If this is your aim, why did your last representative sell us Eldritch slaves?”


    Sediryl let her brows lift in an expression of faint surprise. “Why, I know you understand. You are not weak of mind like so many others I’ve met.”


    The pirate tilted her head. “I’m not stupid, no. I want to see how smart you are.” She grinned. “No offense, but… you’re… you’re just too good to be true, you see? You’re beautiful and strong and exotic and a woman in charge, like me. I want to believe that you’re as smart as I am, too, but… I have to think I’m asking too much of the universe.”


    Sediryl snorted. “Shall I trouble you with our internal politics then?”


    The pirate looked startled. “You would? I thought you people never talked about… anything.”


    “Another thing I anticipate changing,” Sediryl said, reflecting that it was the first true thing she’d said since walking in this room. “Our predecessors feared discovery because they were weak, confined to a single planet and without the wherewithal to build a fleet of their own. They kept silent, hoping not to be noticed. A strong nation that none dared cross need not be hushed by its betters. Yes?”


    “You interest me,” Kamaney said, eyes shining. “Go on. Oh, but… you look cold. May I…?” She stood and rifled through the stack of furs on her chair. She lifted one, a silver-tipped white that had belonged to a Seersa, from the tail.


    “Beautiful,” Sediryl heard herself say. “Such a sublime coloring.” She held out her arms. “Please.”


    That had been the right thing to say, because the pirate softened abruptly in a way Sediryl associated with the gallantry of unwanted suitors, incongruous in one of the Pelted. Kamaney paced to her, set the fur on her shoulders. The legs and tail of the deceased Seersa went over Sediryl’s left arm; the arms over the right. Kamaney tucked the head, eyeless as the pelt of an Eldritch northern marten but too long, oh, too, too long, next to Sediryl’s neck. The pirate’s hands were tender, but her eyes, when she lifted them to Sediryl’s, were a predator’s.


    One heartbeat. One heartbeat to shriek in the privacy of her own head, one heartbeat to indulge in the violent nausea, to wonder how this poor man or woman had died. Then her heart squeezed through its next beat and she became, again, Sediryl the criminal, the embittered. And that woman brushed her cheek against the fur’s mane and made a sound more appropriate to a bedchamber. “So soft,” she murmured. Stretching her arms out in front of her, she said, “And it matches. You have an artist’s eye.”


    “You like it?” Kamaney asked, ears trembling.


    “I love it,” Sediryl lied, making herself think of anything else. Anything. The apiary at Nuera. Hyera’s mischievous face. Her little home in the middle of Starbase Ana’s cropfields. No, not enough. Her cousins. They called one another pretty sobriquets. She imagined Lisinthir meeting her gaze, willing her to stand firm. She thought of Jahir enfolding her in his arms. Would she live to ask him to do it? She wanted him to, suddenly, and desperately. When she spoke again, it was to that future, her voice husky with yearning. “It’s perfect.”


    Kamaney stared at her, lips parted, quivering. Sediryl raised her gaze to the pirate’s and said, more calmly, “So, our internal politics.” She took one of the pelt’s legs and tossed it around her throat so it wrapped around her shoulders fetchingly. “It is a bit of a long story. You may want to sit.”


    “Of course.” The pirate backed to her throne. “Yes. Go on.”


    Sediryl touched the fur’s tailtip, whispered a thank-you to its departed person for helping her win the pirate’s confidence, and began to talk. Her mind raced as she spun her story; she wanted to sound like a useful ally, but not like a threat. She used Baniel’s treachery mercilessly, re-cast him as Surela’s faithless leader, painted the entire faction of anti-Alliance Eldritch as her enemy by intimating that its members thought they could do Liolesa’s job of building an empire better than her, and there was enough truth in it to convince and so many lies riddling it that she had no idea if it cohered as a story at all.


    Perhaps that was what made it convincing, in the end. Because the pirate leaned back, so much, much later that they’d both had refreshments, and said, eyes wide, “I didn’t think it was possible for politics on a single world to be that messy, and I guess… it’s inevitable, isn’t it?”


    “We have more than enough people to fight one another,” Sediryl agreed, blotting her lips. She’d managed the meal by pretending not to eat it while forcing herself through it. She couldn’t sustain this masquerade without fuel; despair and mood swings were the last thing she needed. “That is why my predecessor sold Eldritch slaves. And why I wouldn’t be averse to selling you some, to select buyers. People I need to… punish. You understand.”


    “Oh yes,” Kamaney said, nodding. “Eldritch fetch astronomical prices too. Even with split profits, you’ll have a nice chunk of cash to finance your aims.”


    Sediryl laughed. “You make me long to make new enemies, alet.”


    The pirate flashed her a sly grin. “A woman like you makes them just by breathing. Jealousy, you know.”


    “So true,” Sediryl agreed with a long-suffering sigh. She rolled her shoulders, drawing Kamaney’s eye to the fur. “I find I tire from the journey. Might I stay? I would like to… confer… with you more closely on how we might be of mutual assistance to one another.”


    “Oh, you must.” The pirate’s eyes went flat again. “I’ve had them preparing your quarters since they told me you were coming.”


    “Excellent. Might I keep this?” Sediryl petted the tail of her Seersan pelt. “I would hate to rob you of it, but it is so stylish.”


    “You like presents?” The pirate pushed herself off her throne to join her. “My last guests didn’t.”


    “I love presents,” Sediryl said throatily, lowering her lashes. “Particularly expensive ones.”


    The pirate’s smile was flirtatious, but her tone competitive. “I bet no one can give you presents as expensive as I can.”


    “If this is a taste of what you can offer… I wouldn’t doubt it.” Sediryl asked. “Am I allowed to ask for specific gifts?”


    “As long as I’m allowed to refuse to give them.”


    Sediryl laughed. “The game would be no fun if it was predictable. Don’t you think?”


    “Oh,” Kamaney breathed. “I like you. You’re so much better than the guests I’ve had before.”


    “And far better than my predecessor,” Sediryl said. “You would have found him dull, I pledge it.” She stood on her ridiculous and over-sexualized shoes, stretching to accentuate the line of her spine and the elongation of her limbs. The pirate’s eyes didn’t make it above Sediryl’s chin, which made it unnecessary to meet them. She’d never been more grateful for someone’s insulting appraisal. “Shall we speak again tomorrow?”


    “Definitely,” the pirate said. “I’ve assigned you guards, to keep you safe. You… I wouldn’t want anyone mistaking you for merchandise.”


    “That would be… regrettable.” Sediryl glanced at her and added with a smile, voice husky, “For you.”


    Kamaney shivered. “Tomorrow. I’ll send for you.”


    “Good night, alet,” Sediryl said, and strolled toward the door, letting her hips swing under the train. A little tilt was enough; experience with this dress and Hyera’s peals of laughter had taught her just how much it exaggerated her movements.


    Outside, she was met by guards—“her” guards—who didn’t speak, and interestingly, didn’t leer. The one she thought was ogling her breasts was in fact staring at the gun, which reminded Sediryl that she not only had one, but that she still had one. Why had Kamaney not ordered it confiscated?


    And why had Sediryl not shot her when she had the chance? She’d never traveled armed in her life, but that seemed a poor excuse for not realizing she could have ended the pirate threat now, with a single squeezed trigger. Troubled, she strode in the wake of her escort, down the hall to a set of rooms. “Yours,” the guard who’d noticed her gun said. “You need anything, step outside and ask us.”


    “Thank you,” Sediryl replied, pretending she was in Ontine where that was the only way to get anything.


    And then she was alone. Probably under watch. But alone, and besieged on all sides, without even her dog to pet to lower her blood pressure. She walked slowly through the receiving room, the dining room, the bathroom, the bedchamber. Sat at last on the bed, her train ruching around her. Ignored the weight of the pelt on her back, wishing she could think of it as an embrace from a departed spirit, rather than the last evidence of its owner’s screaming demise.


    “Arii,” Maia whispered in her ear. “Do you hear me?”


    “Maia?” she exclaimed, startled, then covered her mouth.


    “It’s all right.” The D-per’s voice seemed to becoming from inside her ear. “I’m controlling the feeds in and out of your room. I can’t materialize, though… they’ll notice that for certain. Takes too much power.”


    “You’re here?” Sediryl asked, incredulous. “In the base? How are you talking to m—” She stopped and pressed a hand to her earring.


    “They’re both telegems,” Maia confirmed. “No one expects them to come in matched sets, so they don’t make people suspicious quite as quickly.”


    “Oh, Maia.” Sediryl covered her face. “Did you see… Maia… oh, Goddess.”


    “I know,” Maia said, voice grim. “And I can see the pelt on your back. The woman’s a maniac.”


    “She’s going to kill everyone I care about and it won’t mean a thing to her.”


    “She’s going to try.” Her D-per’s voice held a touch of a growl. “But you’re going to stop her. And I’m going to help you.”


    Sediryl forced herself to sit up and discovered she’d been crying when her hand rose to wipe her face. She paused, then completed the motion deliberately, imagining that she was reassuming her shattered mask. “They took Daize. And they appear to have disabled both ships. Am I correct?”


    “Yes. I’d mostly fled over the hitch into their ship before they disabled the Visionary, where I laid low until I had the chance to investigate their systems. Right now I have myself spread thin and I’m using the most conservative probes. A dedicated network security team could find me, but they’d have to be looking.”


    “And the Visionary did not have any specialized hardware that might suggest to them that they should be?”


    Maia’s snort was soft, felt so close Sediryl expected the hair near her ear to ruffle. “No. If ships needed specialized hardware to host us, we’d be pretty useless. D-pers are distributed over the network so they don’t need anything like that to survive. I’m all right; their network’s robust enough for me to ride it. But… we’re in an untenable position, arii.”


    “I didn’t shoot her,” Sediryl said, low. “I should have shot her.”


    “And accomplished what?”


    “Killed her?” Sediryl said, surprised.


    “And then what? You’re surrounded in pirates. Disturbingly disciplined and productive pirates. You behead their leader, and what happens to you?”


    “I… nothing good.”


    “You end up a slave, or dead. Someone else steps into this Kamaney’s place. We have the exact same problem, minus one person. Even if she is some charismatic super-pirate who’s keeping all these people in check, her death would scatter them. Who’s to say they don’t coalesce into something worse? Or decide to go for the Alliance border during the chaos fomented by the Chatcaava? We’re back where we started. Worse, because we have less information about the existent situation.”


    “Are you saying there’s nothing we can do?”


    “I’m saying we need more data. You just got here, arii. I’ll see what I can learn from the computers. You see what you can get out of the pirate.” Maia paused. “I wish you didn’t have to interact with her.”


    Sediryl remembered the first time she’d turned over the leaf of a crop and found its stalk riddled with crawling pests. “It has to be done. Doesn’t it.”


    “It’s why we’re here.”


    “Why I chose to come,” she said, remembering. “This was all me. I brought us here, chasing the pirates. I said we knew the Empire, but knew nothing of the pirates. And I said, once we reached this place, that we should stay and see what we could learn.” She breathed in until the corset boning stopped her, and still she ached for air. “This was my idea.” Looking up at the ceiling, she said, “Why didn’t they disarm me?”


    “I don’t know. Good question.”


    “Is Daize still on the base?”


    A long pause. “There are… a lot of slaves. Checking via camera will take too long. Let me see… all right, they’re chipped. Mother of Streams, like animals. I’m seeing Faulfenza—that must be the crew she mentioned? No new entries logged since you arrived, though. They might not have put her in the system yet.”


    Was it ridiculous to fixate on saving a single individual when so many needed rescue? “The Chatcaavan Queen is here.”


    “Yes, I saw her. If the network gets busy enough, I’ll contact her. Or you could get to her first, depends. I’m still mapping the routine here. But yes, she’s here, and in this secure area which appears reserved for senior personnel.”


    “That’s something,” Sediryl murmured.


    “She’s not chipped like a slave. But she was logged into those quarters the day a ship came in, bringing slaves that were processed and… there’s a Glaseah there. Male.”


    Sediryl’s heart skipped. “Vasiht’h.”


    “Is there any way you could acquire him?”


    “I could… I could manage something.” Thinking of the pirate’s avarice, she said, “This is not going to be an easy game. Seducing someone sane is predictable. Seducing someone mercurial and abusive is…”


    “You don’t have to,” Maia said, low.


    “I need to influence her somehow,” Sediryl said. “She covets me. I would be a fool to throw a lever of that magnitude away. It might be the only way I can control her.”


    “Just as long as you know that ‘control’ is a relative term.”


    Sediryl rubbed her arms. “I know. There’s no making her do what I want, not for certain. But I have to do something to keep myself in play.” She thought of Lisinthir in the Empire. Had this been the choice he’d faced? Permit himself to be abused by dragons, or accept impotence? “So, my priorities are to discover why I was left armed, liberate Vasiht’h and my Faulfenzair, and contrive a way to be alone with the Chatcaavan Queen. While also finding out what I can about the pirate operation from its insane leader.”


    “Sounds like a good schedule for tomorrow. You should block yourself out some time for lunch.”


    Sediryl almost laughed. “Is this truly an appropriate moment for humor?”


    “This is an extremely appropriate moment for humor. We’re both alive. We’re where we wanted to be. More or less. And for now, the mission is still a go. It’s not the most comfortable situation, but war doesn’t do comfortable.”


    “If we survive this, I’ll buy you a drink in some more comfortable situation.”


    “If we survive this, I’ll even pretend to drink it.”


    Sediryl managed a laugh and pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes. “You know what the worst of it is right now, arii?”


    “I can’t even imagine.”


    “I am in this ridiculous outfit and I have no one to help me out of it.”

  


  
    CHAPTER TEN


    Tempting as it might have been to live in the Emperor’s pocket, Lisinthir knew better than to attempt to recapture the feverish final days on the throneworld. Through their skins he could sense the Chatcaavan’s attempts to patch together the male who’d worn the most exalted title in the Empire with the slave who’d lived through the harem. It remained a delicate exercise, one that demanded patience and solitude. Had Lisinthir himself not sought rustication for similar purpose more than once? He might have hunted at his mother’s distant lodge to put food on the Galare tables, but it had not been duty that drove him there the first time, nor kept him returning when the larders were full. There were times for confession, and times for retreat. As much as possible, he sought to give his lover that space.


    He would gladly have given up his own time, had the Emperor needed him. But it was for the best that the Emperor didn’t, because Lisinthir also needed solitude, and as before he spent it in the salle, working until he thought he would break his cage of bones.


    Jahir and Vasiht’h, gone missing. Sediryl, vanished in search of them. The Emperor, trapped in a struggle which permitted only witness… and Laniis, who was either making it worse or better for them both, and he could not consider it appropriate to interfere.


    While Lisinthir fought his solidigraphic enemies, and felt his impotence.


    Several days after the conference, the gymnasium door chimed, and his scenario froze. Lisinthir straightened, wiped the sweat from his brow, and waited for his unscheduled guest. Seeing the shape in the door, he managed a crooked smile. “And here we are again.”


    “Yes.” The Knife stepped far enough into the room for the door to slide shut behind him. “I apologize for the interruption, Ambassador.”


    “Have you come for another lesson?”


    “No.” The Knife found one of the benches and perched on it, wings spreading to keep from bumping the wall.


    “You’ve come to admit to doubts over your Emperor’s chance at success?”


    The Knife shook his head in a Pelted gesture, staring at his knees. “No.” Lifting his head, he said, “Definitely not that.”


    Lisinthir sheathed his swords. “What then?”


    “That we’ve lost contact with your other Eldritch… the female. That concerns me.” The Knife smoothed his palms over his knees. “If we are to help the Emperor take back the Empire, he must have the right tools. That link into the pirate connection… that was a vital intelligence asset, and we no longer have access to it.”


    Lisinthir propped a foot up on the end of the bench, resting his arms on it. “The loss may be temporary.”


    “Maybe,” the Knife said. “But it’s not available now, and we must face the likelihood of it being closed to us.”


    “Uuvek hasn’t been able to re-establish contact, I presume.”


    “No. And not for lack of trying.” The Knife grimaced. “I don’t expect you to know what to do, Ambassador. I suppose I just wanted to… to air my concerns to someone who would not misinterpret it as a lack of confidence in what we’re doing. I believe in the scheme we’re attempting. Using the Living Air’s tracts will work. Maybe not as broadly as we hope, but it will. And yet, I am discouraged by the loss of your nestsister’s help.”


    “You and me both,” Lisinthir murmured. “Nestsister, is it. Even though we’re not born of the same mother and father?”


    “The term is poor, I suppose,” the Knife said. “It’s old. From a time when the children born in the same place might have expected to be related, and have ties because of it. It is no longer literal when used. Uuvek could reasonably call me his nestbrother.”


    “And huntbrother…”


    “A huntbrother is a friend you trust in a fight,” the Knife said. “But you might not invite them to your home, share meals with them, feed their grandparents, talk about how much you hate that you’ve lost a vital intelligence asset.” He smiled a little. “A nestbrother, you trust with the rest of your life as well. Or so I would say. Others would have it backwards. That a huntbrother is a more advanced, more perfect form of nestbrother, one who can fight as well as help.”


    “I would call Sediryl both my huntsister and my nestsister, then, not knowing which interpretation my audience will be using,” Lisinthir said, amused. “And, Knife… I do trust her, even if I don’t know what she’s doing.”


    “She’s new to the fight, isn’t she?”


    “To this fight, perhaps. To fights in general?” Lisinthir shook his head, just a little. “Rest assured, she does not need advice on how to conduct herself. Though it’s too bad we can’t share what we know with her anymore, either—”


    The Knife was nodding again, the alien nod that looked so strange on Chatcaavan necks. “Like the Queen. I wish so much to tell her that we received her message…” He stopped, eyes widening in shock. Swiveled his head toward Lisinthir.


    “You are thinking what I’m thinking,” Lisinthir breathed.


    “That she sent word to us through the palace somehow.” The Knife rose, hugging himself. “And that there’s no evidence that conduit has closed to us.” He looked up, eyes wide. “I’m right, aren’t I? We might not be able to contact your nestsister, but we could see what the Usurper is doing... if that contact is capable of telling us.”


    “Possibly,” Lisinthir said, heart racing. “Possibly. Uuvek—”


    The Knife was already talking to the computer, which he’d addressed in Universal before resuming in Chatcaavan. His request brought the other Chatcaavan, who stopped at the door and sighed. “This again?”


    “Uuvek!” the Knife said. “The contact the Queen used to reach us from the throneworld. Can you see if they’re still responding?”


    Uuvek’s eyes widened. “I could, yes. You are testing to see if we can hold that line open? It’s a good thought.”


    “It is,” the Knife said. “Why didn’t you think of it?”


    Uuvek snorted. “I may have been busy trying to encrypt your fancy lyricism so that it doesn’t draw the attention of our enemies?”


    “Oh, yes.” The Knife rustled his wings, folded them. “Well, take a break and try this.” He glanced at Lisinthir. “What shall we say?”


    “We begin simply, and ask whether they’re willing to keep the line open, and what information they might have access to,” Lisinthir said.


    “And if they’re willing to share it?” Uuvek added, dry. “Technically it is treason.”


    “If they cared about treason they would not have passed the Queen’s information to us in the first place,” the Knife said.


    Uuvek snorted. “That was when she was there. When your allies are gone and you find yourself with a new master, you sometimes discover the prudence of silence.”


    “He has a point,” Lisinthir said. “But I prefer to hope that anyone the Queen might have tapped would have been hers, heart to skin.”


    “It’s all we can do, anyway,” the Knife said. “So I guess it’s what we will.”


    Uuvek snorted. “I’ll go see to it. If I hear an answer, you’ll know.”


    “Thank you,” Lisinthir said.


    Uuvek flicked a wing in an off-hand gesture and left. In his absence, the Knife exhaled, a long, shuddering sigh.


    “Feel better?” Lisinthir asked.


    “Now that I know we might still be able to learn something about what our enemies are doing while our backs are turned? Very much so.” The Knife grinned, showing teeth. “I could even take another lesson in sword.”


    “I might even be able to teach it. Shall we?”
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    The pirate did not summon the Chatcaavan Queen for dinner. That was either a good sign or a very poor one. She didn’t know enough to guess at which it was, and she had long since learned to make peace with impotence. The Eldritch female had arrived; that in itself was a good sign, for surely she’d been sent as a result of the message she had communicated to Uuvek.


    What had the Ambassador thought on hearing it? Had the Emperor been with him, or had Second and the Usurper’s treachery injured him? Maybe even… killed him? The Queen shuddered once and let that thought go. She had her own task here, and to accomplish it she could not sap her strength with fear. She requested and received a simple meal, washed, and composed herself on the alien bed to sleep.


    Her eyes had been closed for less than half an hour when a voice whispered in Chatcaavan, “Wake, Queen of the Chatcaava.”


    The peculiarity of the title convinced her she wasn’t dreaming. She had never heard such a construction. Perplexed, she lifted her head, wondering how someone had entered without her hearing it, and what it augured. Surely an assassin wouldn’t have woken her.


    “You won’t see me because I’m not in the room,” the voice continued. Not Chatcaavan, she decided. The voice was too androgynous for a male and too forthright for a female. “I am the Eldritch’s helpmeet.”


    “You have seized the base’s computers?” the Queen asked.


    “I… live in the base’s computers, for now,” came the enigmatic reply. “It’s not a simple explanation and I don’t know how much time I have. There’s a massive data transfer going on right now, so it’s easier for me to hide my use of your room’s systems. I don’t know how long that will last. The pirate. You’ve talked with her?”


    “For several days.” The Queen sat up, wing-arms tightly folded. “She is dangerous.”


    “What can you tell us about her?”


    The Queen pulled her blankets around herself. If they were short on time… she organized her thoughts. “She wishes to found a pirate nation. She does not trust anyone. She hates the Alliance; she hates the Chatcaava. She appears to hate males, but she does not love females either, unless they are useful to her. She was betrayed when she was in the Alliance. She was formerly military. She wishes to think herself generous, but only because she perceives generosity as a way to control others. She wants to control everyone. She is not right in the mind. Not sane.” Was that everything? “She longs for a confidant, but she is frightened of people with power. She disliked me because I did not respond to her with enough passion.”


    The voice when it returned sounded respectful. “That’s… quite a lot.”


    “It is not enough,” the Queen said. “Particularly since I do not think she will confide in me. But your Eldritch…”


    “I know.”


    “It may be that she will be able to inspire the pirate’s trust,” the Queen said. “And then she might learn more.”


    “We can hope. Everything we can learn, we have to learn. We’re going to keep in contact with you, so please keep listening.”


    “It is why I am here.”


    “Good. Thank you.” A pause. “I have to go. They’re about done with their upload and I don’t want to be caught by a load test. I’ll be back when I can.”


    “All right,” the Queen replied, but the voice did not respond again. Gone, then. Mystified, the Queen rested her head on the pillow and pulled the blanket up over her shoulders. She had not seen the Eldritch’s ally before she’d been dismissed from the pirate’s chambers. Had this person come later? Or had the Eldritch snuck her associate into the base somehow? The comment about existing in the base computers made no sense to her, but she had little context to interpret it. Still, this ally could not have arranged the conversation without having some way into the system.


    Her eyes were closed and she was almost asleep when the connection snapped into place and she gasped in.


    If the ally had a way into the system… did that mean there was a way out?


    “Oviin,” she breathed.
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    Sediryl slept fitfully, waking too often from nightmares that left her heart pounding and mouth dry. The final dream near dawn, though, pulled her under and into the arms of her cousins. Their earnest conversation she recalled only as a low murmur, like the sound of a distant brook; it was the sticky-sweetness of their embrace, the one that included her, and the heat of their skin against hers that comforted her. When that dream released her, it was almost a natural waking. She parted her lashes to stare at the door into her bedchamber with no desire to lift her head. The images were dissolving, but one or two persisted: the kiss pressed to her palm by cousin Lisinthir, and Jahir’s hand threaded through her hair. She smiled because it made her cheeks warm.


    Alone, surrounded, in the greatest mortal danger she’d ever been in her life, still, Sediryl could smile, blush, be moved by honest passion. “I’ll come home,” she promised them all, under her breath. And to herself, lower, “I’ll win.” Then she pushed herself upright to shower and decide how best to attack her day. Had she not told Maia she would be a fool to throw away her lever? Was it too soon to use it? Ridiculous question. She washed, dressed in her discarded undergarments, and then tried lifting her voice. “Computer, attend. I wish to speak with Admiral Kamaney.”


    Nothing. Interesting. She considered making her request of the guards no doubt posted outside and decided against it. Exciting their avarice was not in her best interests. Instead, she investigated her suite, tried her computer access from the study’s desk, opened cabinets and drawers to distract herself from the knowledge that she was waiting. That she was guessing that the pirate wouldn’t be able to resist checking on her. That she was seeing how this would play out, wondering if she was right, and if she could go through with it.


    She didn’t have to wonder long.


    A chime sounded, and then the pirate’s voice dropped into her suite without waiting for her to accept the call. “It’s time for breakfast, Lady. I hope you’re hungry.”


    “I am,” Sediryl replied. “I find myself unable to join you, however.”


    The pirate’s voice sharpened. “Oh? Is there something wrong?”


    “There is, yes, but it is a matter I would rather discuss face to face.”


    A longish hesitation. Then, “I’m a busy woman, you know.”


    “I do,” Sediryl said, striving for cordiality. “It is because you are a busy woman that I feel I can trust you with this matter. I cannot take it to your guards.”


    That piqued the woman’s interest, from her voice. “I see. A moment.”


    A descending arpeggio accompanied the closed channel. Sediryl went to the bedchamber and posed herself just inside the bathroom. When she heard the suite’s door open—without warning, she noted—she called, “Here.”


    Kamaney strolled in and stopped abruptly. Sediryl had calculated the angle to a nicety: with the bathroom door open, the pirate should just be able to see a sliver of her body, filmed by the chemise but visible in outline thanks to the overhead light. Ignoring the pirate, Sediryl calmly tightened her laces. She’d abandoned daily corsetry in the Alliance because it was such a pain to don one without a lady’s maid, but she’d gone to enough functions to have mastered the time-consuming art of lacing herself without help. And her first lover, Davor, had made it very clear that there was nothing latent in the eroticism of watching a woman bind herself with her spine straight and her breasts raised and her hands trapped in laces behind her back.


    “Your underlings,” Sediryl said, watching her own face in the mirror as if studying it for flaws, “did not bring my wardrobe from my ship. I don’t want to dress for breakfast in the same clothes I wore to dinner.”


    Mesmerized, Kamaney said nothing. Licked her lips once. “No, of course not.”


    “My belongings are still on my ship?”


    “Impounded,” Kamaney said. “The ship I mean. It’s impounded.”


    “Perhaps I might go fetch my things?”


    Kamaney swallowed hard, then twitched her head once. “No, no. I wouldn’t want you to go through the trouble. I can have someone bring you your things.”


    And have pirates rifling through her belongings? Sediryl thought absurdly of the tea set, hated the thought of foreign hands on it… wondered if it had already been confiscated, sold, broken. “I can’t imagine them managing that in time for breakfast. I’d hate to miss it when you’re so busy. I have so many things… you’re sure I can’t just…” She inhaled, making the boning strain, and glanced at Kamaney over her shoulder.


    Almost… almost, she thought the pirate would say yes. But again, that little head twitch, and Kamaney said, “No. It wouldn’t be safe for you.”


    Some voice in her howled her frustration but she ignored it. She had pushed and failed—now she had to erase her mistake. Turn it to her benefit if possible by being acquiescent without obsequiousness. Sediryl finished taking up the slack in the top half of her corset and pulled on the strands until her arms stretched out from her sides like a dancer’s. She heard the hushed inhalation behind her. “I understand. Is there a genie I might use instead? I can make something right now.”


    “Use a genie. Your genie. To make clothes?”


    “I would not want your soldiers to see me this way,” Sediryl said, beginning the arduous process of tightening the laces over her hips, up toward her waist.


    “No!” Kamaney’s ears flattened. “No, that wouldn’t be a good idea at all.” She shook herself, a whole body twitch this time. “I can have the genie released for your use. With some limits. We aren’t made of power here, after all.”


    “I quite understand,” Sediryl said. “I have a selection of standard patterns I prefer. Until I tire of them, of course. I would hate to be boring. Your fur has made me re-assess my standards.”


    “Oh has it,” Kamaney murmured.


    “Think of how lovely it would be lining a coat…” Sediryl paused a heartbeat, finished, “Or as a nightrobe.”


    “Does Eldritch lingerie come with fur linings?” Kamaney asked, torn between skepticism and interest.


    “We take cold easily… and we love sumptuous things.” Sediryl pulled the laces again, tied them into a neat bow at her waist before running her hands up the front of the corset and stretching them above her head. “Skin is so sensitive, you know.”


    “I do know,” Kamaney said, so fervently Sediryl hoped she would stop there before saying something that would drive all the thoughts from Sediryl’s head. She did not need to know about medical experimentation or, Goddess help her, a sentient leather trade to companion the fur trade. “I’ll see to the genie access. Breakfast in half an hour, say?”


    “That sounds lovely.”


    “To me too,” Kamaney said, and left.


    Sediryl waited until she heard the doors close to grasp the edge of the bathroom sink and bend at the hip, the corset enforcing a posture on her that felt like punishment. Breathe, she thought. Just breathe.


    “You sure you’re not coming on too strong?” Maia whispered in her ear.


    “Good morning to you too.” Sediryl forced her tremors to cease. She started wrapping her hair into an elaborate chignon. “Did your night go well?”


    “I had an interesting one,” Maia replied. “There was a big data dump. Suspicious thing, I’m investigating it. I don’t like big pushes across a system this small.”


    “Something that puts you at risk?” Sediryl asked. “I was hoping I could get Kamaney to release us the Visionary so you would have someplace safer to stay…”


    “And we’d have some way to run? Good idea. I wish it had worked.”


    Sediryl sighed. “Me too.”


    “We’ll keep chipping away at what we can. Speaking of which, last night’s busy network gave me the chance to chat with the Chatcaavan Queen.”


    “Oh?” Sediryl asked, her arms freezing.


    “She hasn’t been here long, but she says the pirate is former Alliance military. I’ll see if I can find out what that’s about. She was betrayed, and she’s out here to build a nation. And she wants a confidant, and discarded the Queen for not being emotionally invested enough. Kamaney appears to like controlling people, and you can’t control a dispassionate type.”


    “Wonderful,” Sediryl breathed, her arms quivering. She resumed winding her hair into place. “I suppose I’ve chosen the right tack, then.”


    “At least it’s one that hasn’t failed yet.”


    “You fill me with confidence,” Sediryl said.


    “Better that than complacency,” Maia replied. “Anyway, my next task is to investigate possible avenues out of here for the data, and for you flesh-and-blood types. There might be more ways to escape than via the Visionary.”


    Sediryl studied herself in the mirror, pinched her cheeks to tint them. “I’ll pray for your success on both counts. We need to get the information we collect out as quickly as possible, but I would prefer that we follow it.”


    “You and me both.”


    “Did she release genie access to me yet? And do you remember any of my stored patterns?”


    “I do, yes. You want the alternate you were considering?”


    “Yes,” Sediryl said. “The sanguine suede. And see if you can’t get the genie to give me hairsticks to match.”


    “Are you sure this isn’t coming on too strong?” Maia asked again.


    “The Chatcaavan Queen already tried coming on too meek,” Sediryl said. “We’ll have to hope this works better for us than that did for her.”
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    Breakfast was a palatial spread. Sediryl’s chair was decorated with a different white fur: a Harat-Shar this time, the remains of a snow pard. She cooed over it and cuddled into the chair and hated herself for it, and for the fact that she applied herself to the meal with all the gusto the pirate could have wanted from her enthusiastic responses. Sediryl allowed herself to be plied with this dish or that until at last she pushed a plate away. “Oh, but I mustn’t. I can’t eat too much or my clothing will punish me.” She patted her corset busk. “Beauty is such a tyranny.”


    “It’s worth it,” Kamaney said. “You look magnificent in red.” She sighed. “It’s so nice to see someone enjoying my meals. The Chatcaavan barely ate at all.”


    “That hardly surprises me,” Sediryl answered. “Their females are cowed, abused, and molded from birth. They aren’t capable of the acts we are, who are reared to power.”


    “We were, weren’t we?”


    “Oh, certainly.” Sediryl smiled at her, eyes half-lidded. “I can sense it in you.” Dropping her gaze to her meal, she said, “It’s a pity about the Chatcaavan Queen, though.”


    “Oh yes,” the pirate said with a sigh. “I wanted so much to get her to open up. Express herself more. Maybe become more…”


    “Giving?” Sediryl suggested.


    “More able to receive.”


    Sediryl propped her cheek in an artfully splayed hand and looked up at the ceiling. “Maybe she found you intimidating? You are, you know.”


    “I wondered about that.” Kamaney looked disappointed. “But I can’t not be me. You know how it is.”


    “I do. Would you like me to try coaxing her from her shell? She might make a worthy companion to you yet, with help.”


    “It is tempting. But… you’re also intimidating, don’t you think?”


    Sediryl laughed softly. “To a Chatcaavan? Not at all. Why, our crown princess was sold into slavery by the traitor we had beheaded, did you know? To the dragons we are the frailest and most breakable of alien pets.” She sighed. “I fear even the Chatcaavan females think of us thus, but we might turn that to our advantage here.”


    “Your crown princess?” Kamaney said, wide-eyed.


    “He had so much to answer for,” Sediryl replied, pretending to muse on it. “I think I might have had him killed too quickly.”


    Kamaney laughed. “I think you’re right.” With a grin she leaned back, steepling her fingers. “So, milady… I have a little time before my next engagement. How can I entertain you?”


    Petting the snow pard’s pelt, Sediryl effected a moue. “I don’t suppose I might tour the warehouse? I find myself without a lady’s maid, and I miss my servants.”


    “More presents!” The pirate chortled. “You are an expensive friend.”


    “I’m worth it,” Sediryl promised, lowering her voice.


    “You’re already more entertaining than my last few guests.” Kamaney rose. “By all means. To the warehouse.”


    On the trip out of Kamaney’s private bloc, Sediryl did her best to observe the sorts of details Maia might find useful but challenging to glean while trapped in virtual space. The pirates’ numbers were surely in a database somewhere, but their attitudes toward their leader? She watched them in vain, because they all conducted themselves professionally. If they disliked Kamaney, they didn’t show it. Would that she had her cousins’ mind talents! All her walk divulged was that security was strict, the pirates obedient, and the base large enough to maze her.


    Any hope that she could free all the slaves in this operation vanished when the door opened on the cargo bay. She halted despite herself, staring at the endless rows of cages, and the silence in her head seemed formed of the space between heartbeats, because her heart had paused for so long she thought it would not start again.


    “Not too shabby, is it?” Kamaney said. “We’re three times as large as the next largest slaver.”


    “There are others?” Sediryl breathed.


    “I know, I’ve let them operate on their own for too long, haven’t I? Most of them are paying me protection money, though, and that works out better. They’re on the other side of the Alliance, or in some far better policed locale and I don’t care to set up in those areas. It’s best to leave them to themselves and prune them back once in a while. So they don’t get ideas.”


    Sediryl forced herself to turn an admiring look on the Karaka’an. “I am impressed at your business acumen.”


    “You don’t start an empire without money,” Kamaney said, and gestured expansively. “Shall we? We can browse, or if there’s something in particular you’re looking for?”


    Sediryl settled her pard fur more attractively over her breast. “Perhaps the stroll. If you have time.”


    “I could spare it to show this off.” The pirate grinned. “I don’t get a lot of visitors who haven’t seen it yet.”


    Because the slaves themselves didn’t count, of course. Sediryl swallowed her gorge and said, “By all means. I’d love a tour.”


    The tour took them past the outside edge of the cellblock, where the doctors, groomers, engineers, and data technicians worked. Kamaney introduced them all; try as she might Sediryl couldn’t grasp how they had come to be here. Had it been forced? A choice? She’d assumed there would be something in their eyes that revealed their sociopathy, but to her horror most of them seemed completely normal. Several of them were even charming, enthusiastic about their duties. She flattered them, smiled, laughed at the right intervals, and reminded herself that Maia had made her quarters safe and she could break down there later. For now, the stage… the stage, or death, or worse.


    The worst of the tour took her through the cells, row after row of suffering people, their bodies buffed and glossed and groomed to perfection and their eyes empty pits. In keeping with her persona, Sediryl stopped here and there to “shop,” trying to select individuals for perusal who were either asleep or so far gone they couldn’t be hurt by the objectification of a slaver.


    “You should pick a few more conscious ones,” Kamaney said at last, jokingly.


    “I like watching them sleep,” Sediryl said. “They’re still. It lets me see the patterns of their fur better.”


    “Oh!” Kamaney made a ‘huh’ noise. “I never thought of that. The agitated ones do shake or twitch, don’t they.”


    “I’m surprised you don’t sedate them.”


    “Drugging them is expensive and can impair their health.” Kamaney waved a hand. “It’s a bad investment. I make drugs to sell, not use.”


    “Do you?” Sediryl asked, curious.


    “Of course,” Kamaney said. “Weapons-running is out of the question. I need the weapons myself. Drugs and flesh are how I make cash.” She grinned. “Oldest trades in the business. There’s always demand.”


    “And yet, you have so many here…”


    “It only seems like a lot. Keep in mind the scale of settled space. Four hundred billion in friendly space alone... once you count the dragons and the unclaimed territories?” Kamaney shrugged, resuming her stroll. “All of these will sell the moment I make them available. I hold back to make sure demand’s high. No one else keeps them in as good condition as I do.”


    “They do look healthy,” Sediryl said. For people dying slowly of despair. “What do you mean, odd ones?”


    “Oh, it’s like any business,” Kamaney said casually. “Some products are more popular than others. For instance.” She pointed down one of the corridors. “Humans are that way. We have a lot of humans because they’re a high volume product. Everyone wants humans. Particularly other humans.”


    Startled, Sediryl said, “They enjoy enslaving one another?”


    “And have for all their history.” Kamaney sneered. “Why do you think we had to escape them?” She slowed as they turned a corner. “Eldritch of course—pardon me for saying so. Another hot product.”


    “I’d be insulted otherwise, given our rarity.”


    “And beauty?” Kamaney grinned up at her. “Anyway, there are exotics that move slowly, but go for higher prices. Like these Faulfenza.” She stopped in front of a series of cages. “There aren’t many buyers for true aliens, but the ones who like them really like them.”


    Sediryl met Daize’s eyes in one of the furthest cells. “Oh,” she breathed. “They are beautiful.”


    “You had one, didn’t you?” Kamaney said casually.


    “I caught one on the outskirts of your space,” Sediryl said. “They’re so pacific. I enjoyed having her.”


    “Did you,” the pirate murmured, and something in the way she said that…


    Sediryl did not correct Kamaney’s salacious assumption. “I would not mind having one again.”


    “Then you must,” Kamaney said. Sediryl was about to indicate Daize when the pirate stopped in front of another cage. “This one. Absolutely.” She opened the door casually, as if it had no lock, and said, “Out.”


    The Faulfenzair bent his? Her? Head and stepped from the cell, straightening. He—Sediryl was fairly certain—was shorter than Daize had been, and unlike Daize was white almost entirely… save for splashes of a brilliant crimson at ears and throat and fingertips. A very striking person, this Faulfenzair, but a stranger. Sediryl glanced past his shoulder at Daize and was surprised to find the Faulfenzair watching her. When their eyes met, Daize’s mouth formed the words: Say yes.


    “He’s glorious,” Sediryl said.


    “He is, isn’t he? And he matches your outfit.” Kamaney grinned. “Shall I have him sent to your room?”


    “I would love that.” Sediryl flashed the pirate a coquettish look. “Though I hope we’re not done with our walk. I am curious about the economics of slavery. Tell me more about which species are popular and which aren’t.”


    “It is fascinating, isn’t it?” Kamaney paused and said to the air, “Guard to the Faulfenzair bloc.” She continued, “There are things that surprised me when I started working this business.”


    “Such as?”


    “Take this slave to the Eldritch’s quarters,” Kamaney said to the guard and shut the door of the empty cell. “For instance. Harat-Shar? Sell very poorly.”


    “What? Why?” Sediryl frowned. “One would imagine they would be popular because of their reputations for licentiousness. Unless… that’s exactly why they don’t sell. Is it?”


    “Yes!” The pirate beamed at her. “It’s so nice to talk with someone who understands these things. You’re exactly right. The Harat-Shar often enjoy themselves too much. It makes them boring. Plus, their homeworld has legal slavery contracts, so there’s no need to steal them if you want one for a plaything. It takes some of the excitement out of the process if you know you could walk into any auction house on Harat-Sharii and buy what you want.”


    “That does make sense,” Sediryl said, longing only to end their tour. One last thing to do, though, and she thought she had an idea how to curtail it. “What are your least popular species, then?”


    “No question,” Kamaney said. “Glaseah. Very specialized clientele and not many of them. They’re not very interesting slaves. Even the Naysha get more attention… the people who want Naysha pay enormous amounts for them.”


    “Truly?” Sediryl asked, feigning surprise. “I have found Glaseah to be excellent servants.”


    “Exactly,” Kamaney said. “They’re great servants and horrible slaves.”


    “Ah.” Sediryl managed a thoughtful face. “Yes, I see. Most buyers are not seeking decorative servants. They want toys.”


    “But Eldritch buyers are going to want decorative servants?” Kamaney stroked her chin. “That’s promising. Maybe when you bring your people into the market, I’ll finally have someone to sell my less valuable species to.”


    “It’s entirely possible,” Sediryl said. “I have always liked the Glaseah. So striking with the black and white coats. It looks almost like livery, I think.”


    “It does!” Kamaney grinned. “I hadn’t thought of that. Maybe we should spin the marketing that way. Your very own butler, with built-in tuxedo.” She laughed. “Fantastic. That’s the first fresh idea I’ve heard in a year! For that, I’ll give you one. And I’ll let you pick this time.”


    “My own Glaseahn butler!” Sediryl laughed the silvery laugh she’d been forced to learn in deportment lessons. “Oh yes! I would love that. Please, let me see the selection.”


    “This way.”


    Sediryl suffered herself to be led back into the labyrinth, trying to ignore the people she could not save, because she couldn’t, could she? What freighter would be large enough to haul so many people? Where would she find it? There was no universe in which she could imagine effecting the escape of such a mass, and yet the thought that she’d have to leave them behind made her feel as if she’d been lanced in the side.


    She could tell Fleet about this place, and Fleet could save them. Surely that would work. It was all she had.


    “Here we are. As I mentioned, I don’t have much of a selection.”


    ‘Not much of a selection’ was still a good thirty individuals. Sediryl strolled alongside the cells, making much of her study, and her heart beat harder and harder until she finally found the face she’d been desperately hoping to see, and not see.


    “This one,” she breathed. She crouched in front of Vasiht’h, the stabilizers in her boots engaging. “Look at him. He’s so shiny.”


    “You’re sure?” Kamaney asked. “He looks sullen. You might have to shoot him.”


    “Shoot him!” Sediryl exclaimed, and realizing that she sounded horrified, schooled her face to pettish disappointment. “But he’s so lovely. It would be such a waste.”


    “There’s more where he came from,” was the dismissive reply. “Like I said, Glaseah don’t sell well.”


    That look in Vasiht’h’s eyes… she couldn’t read it. Was that a good sign? Had they not crushed him yet? Or had he given up? She couldn’t tell and desperately wanted to know. “I do want this one. May I?”


    Kamaney grinned. “You really do like the life of luxury, don’t you.”


    “I am accustomed to it,” Sediryl answered, straightening.


    “I’ll have him delivered, then, after the exercise period.” Kamaney headed back toward the door.


    Sediryl cast one more look over her shoulder at Vasiht’h before following. “Exercise period.”


    “Oh, sure. The cages walk them for us several times a day. Keeps them from developing health problems.”


    “Truly,” Sediryl said, trying to sound admiring, “you have thought of everything!”


    “You should have seen this place before I took it over,” Kamaney said, disgusted. “Inconsistent. Dirty. Complete lack of discipline. They thought they could build an empire on rot.” She sniffed. “I taught them better.”


    “They do seem to respect you.”


    “They know better than to try anything. If any of them are left that want to.” Kamaney glanced at her slyly. “You wonder why I left you your weapon, I’m sure.”


    “I thought it a courtesy between potential allies.”


    The pirate laughed, hard. Wiped her eye with a finger. “Good one! Not that I didn’t think you might be a potential ally, but potential allies might become potential rivals if they think you’re weak.” She grinned, showing her teeth. “No, there’s a better reason. You want to know?”


    “I am curious,” Sediryl confessed.


    Kamaney nodded. “I would be too.” She nodded to one of the guards following them. “Staven. Shoot me.”


    “Yes, ma’am.” The guard whipped his gun from its holster, swung it up, and discharged it before Sediryl could exclaim. The noise battered her ears, but even as she flinched from it she saw the bright flash that arced over Kamaney’s body. Shocked, she halted completely. The pirate, who had continued walking during the demonstration, stopped a few paces away and looked over her shoulder, and that expression… oh, that had been no casual display.


    “I see,” Sediryl said. “Impressive.”


    “Isn’t it?” Kamaney said. “I don’t fear anything, you see.”


    “I can understand why.” Sediryl walked to her, train rustling. “Truly, you have thought of everything.”


    “Yes,” Kamaney said. “Exactly.”
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    Sediryl. Here.


    Vasiht’h stared at the face of Jahir’s flame and wondered if he was imagining her… if anger had finally pushed him to the point of delirium. Or maybe he was confusing her with someone else? The Sediryl he’d met had been dressed like an Eldritch noble, not like a dominatrix out of a Harat-Shariin 3deo, and had carried herself with a focused, ferocious energy. This woman moved like an expensive courtesan, her expressions pouting or coquettish or enigmatic by turns. It wasn’t until she lowered herself on her unlikely heels to meet his eyes that he knew for certain.


    What was she doing here?


    How could she be here, knowing what pirates did to Eldritch?


    He’d had no idea how to react to her, could only stare as she maintained her side of the conversation with the Karaka’An who’d brought her by. But then he was being pulled from his cell and marched down the corridors, except this time they didn’t take him to be groomed or mutilated. They left the cargo bay entirely and walked through halls more appropriate to the interior of an Alliance starbase than to a pirate lair, and it took forever for them to bring him through a secure lock and to a new door.


    “In,” one guard said.


    “Don’t think of attacking your owner,” the second added. “She’s armed.”


    “And destruction of property will be punished,” the first finished.


    Then they left him there, and he’d thought himself alone but he wasn’t. Sitting calmly in the corner of the room on a pillow was a Faulfenzair. A striking one. Vasiht’h hadn’t known they came in white like that, pale as an Eldritch.


    Did his voice work? He tried it. “I… do you speak Universal?”


    “I do.” The Faulfenzair’s hands were resting on her? His? His knees, and their tips were an unsettling garnet red.


    Vasiht’h cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. I… I don’t know what to say.”


    A smile moved the corners of the alien’s lips. They had long muzzles, Faulfenza… Vasiht’h didn’t know if smiling was natural to them, or if they’d learned it to communicate with the Pelted. “You don’t know the protocol for initiating conversation with aliens with whom you have been enslaved and sold into the clutches of a new master? I am disappointed.”


    That didn’t register for several heartbeats. When it did… “You… you’re making a joke?”


    “Would it be better to keen despair?” The Faulfenzair’s lifted brow ridges felt admonitory. “Come, fellow sufferer. Sit. We are to be companions for a while, it seems.”


    “Who are you?” Vasiht’h blurted.


    “I am Qora Paunene Zela,” was the calm reply. “Of the Faulfenzair vessel Willseeker, and I am one of Faulza’s Eyes. What you would call a priest. And you?”


    “My name is Vasiht’h. I’m…” He struggled with the urge to laugh. “I’m a xenotherapist, and this isn’t my war.”


    “A fascinating introduction,” Qora said. “I’m intrigued. Go on.”


    “I beg your pardon?”


    “You said it’s not your war. Whose war is it?”


    Vasiht’h’s feet flexed and the claws he should have had didn’t show at the tips of his paws, and his feet ached like missing bones. He winced and started pacing. “I can’t have this conversation now.”


    He’d expected to be asked why, but the Faulfenzair said nothing. Vasiht’h shot a glance at him and found the alien’s eyes closed. Just like that? Was Qora not curious? He’d expected to be hectored, not accommodated. But he was glad, glad because it left him to his racing thoughts. Why was she here? What did it mean? Had she come to rescue them? Had she been caught herself? Did she know anything about Jahir? Or the Slave Queen?


    Vasiht’h stumbled. His feet hurt more than he thought. His hands too. He clenched them into fists, tucking their ends out of sight. If he couldn’t see it, he wouldn’t fixate on it. Didn’t that work sometimes? They told their clients to concentrate on something outside themselves. But what?


    The door took forever to slide open, but it finally did. Sediryl, alone, stepped into the suite and waited for the door to close behind her. With a shuddering exhalation, she crossed the room in less time Vasiht’h thought safe or possible on those ridiculous heels and had her arms around him, tightly. “Oh, arii!” she exclaimed, eyes against his hair. “I came as quickly as I could.”


    “It’s you,” Vasiht’h breathed, daring to press his face into her shoulder. He’d never hugged her like this before and yet it seemed vital that he do so and natural that it comforted him. “It really is you. Sediryl, oh Goddess, what… what are you doing here? What am I doing here? Help me make sense of this, please!”


    “Sssh,” she said, squeezing him. “I won’t lie: we are in awful straits. But I came into this with my eyes open and I intend to leave in one piece, and with you with me, and as many as I can bring.” She leaned back and cupped his face in her hands. “My D-per has secured this suite against recordings. We can speak freely here as long as she says it.”


    Was he trembling? He was. His eyes fell from her face to her shoulders and seized there. “You… you’re wearing… that’s… that was a person…”


    Before he could vomit, a hand settled on his body, startling him because he could feel every finger and there were six of them, six warm fingers. As if someone had rested a heating pad on his back. Looking over his shoulder he found the Faulfenzair crouched at his flank, bright green eyes steady. “No,” Qora said. “This isn’t the time.”


    “What?” Vasiht’h managed, strangled. “This is exactly the time! What other time is there!”


    The Faulfenzair grinned. “Good point. There’s never a good time.” His face settled. “But this time in particular is a bad time.”


    “Because?” Vasiht’h said.


    “Because you are needed,” the Faulfenzair replied. “And you can’t be what you need to be if you are shattered in small and unavailable pieces.”


    Vasiht’h gaped at him. Then, torn between outrage and bafflement, “Are all Faulfenzair priests…”


    “Rude?” Qora smiled thinly. “No. You’re just lucky.” He tipped his nose toward Sediryl. “She’s wearing a fur because she must convince our keepers she’s one of them. What else?”


    “Yes,” Sediryl said, staring at him.


    Qora nodded, and the Alliance gesture was so strange Vasiht’h couldn’t stop staring at him. “Daize told me about you, Princess.”


    “Are you about to say that being here is your destiny?” Sediryl asked, so skeptically that Vasiht’h couldn’t help but relax. Better out of her mouth than his.


    “My destiny!” Qora laughed. “Your destiny! His destiny! What does that matter! I am a priest and one of His Eyes, not a fortune-teller. I observe, that’s all. And I observe that you needed me more than you needed Daize, and she knew it too.”


    “I wanted…”


    “To rescue her.” Qora wrinkled his long nose. “Admirable. But a distraction. You have a different purpose, don’t you?”


    It was Sediryl’s turn to stare at him, and Vasiht’h felt a ridiculous urge to comfort her.


    “Your friend said this wasn’t his war,” Qora continued. “But it’s yours. Yes?”


    “How did you know she was my friend?” Vasiht’h asked at the same time Sediryl said, “What do you know about the war?”


    Qora’s chuff sounded amused. He sat back. “Much better.”


    “How is this better?” Vasiht’h asked, irritated. And then sagged and pressed a hand to his forehead. “Because I no longer want to vomit and Sediryl’s not fixating on things she can’t change.”


    “You see? We are a perfect team.” Qora showed all his teeth, and this time Vasiht’h knew he was joking, could sense it on the air in a way he abruptly realized he couldn’t sense Sediryl. She was still touching him, and yet… her emotions were closed to him. Why was that when every other Eldritch had been open as a sieve?


    “Jahir,” Vasiht’h said, because it was the thing he kept returning to. “They took him from me. They have him, Sediryl.”


    “I know.” She sighed and straightened. “I followed the ship that carried you both to the rendezvous, when they offloaded him. He’s heading for the palace on the throneworld.”


    “They think he’s Lisinthir.”


    “I… beg your pardon?”


    This detail felt important. Vasiht’h looked up at her, trying not to wring his hands because doing so called attention to how wrong their ends felt. “He’s wearing a Fleet domino, and it makes him look exactly like Lisinthir. Because the Chatcaava were looking for Lisinthir, and Jahir thought… that maybe if they thought they’d caught him…”


    “That they need no longer fear him?” Sediryl frowned. “Yes. I can see that. The Emperor’s missing. The Ambassador apparently mewed. They are cutting down their enemies. He wants to encourage their complacency, is that it?”


    Vasiht’h managed a nod.


    “But… how can he possibly sustain it?” Sediryl asked. “Even the best domino is a bad mask. And it runs out of power.”


    “Not this one,” Vasiht’h said, heavily. “It’ll eat through his fat stores and start on the rest of him to keep itself online.”


    “What fat stores?” Sediryl exclaimed. “Last I saw him he was hard as a rail!”


    “Exactly.”


    She was silent for several heartbeats, and in that moment, trembling, tense, like a sculpture swept up in red suede and white fur, she was magnificent and he thought… he thought they might survive. “Well,” she said. “It appears we have a deadline.”


    Vasiht’h hadn’t allowed himself to follow the ramifications to their inevitable end, but that statement forced him to imagine it, to see Jahir dead, alone, surrounded by their enemies… not even known, because the roquelaure would rob his death of that small dignity. He expected despair, but the rage roared back and he covered his face, shaking. When Sediryl touched his shoulder, he couldn’t understand how she didn’t jerk back—why he didn’t scorch her skin with the power of it.


    “We’ll rescue him,” Sediryl said. “Or Lisinthir will. All is not lost, arii. We’re in the middle of the story, and we’re the ones who will write the ending.” Her fingers tighten. “Believe me, Vasiht’h. I’m not planning to die here. I’m going to win.”


    “I believe you,” he whispered, willing to say anything to make the anger stop. He remembered Jahir’s promise on that alien vessel, in the cargo hold. We will not die apart, ariihir. Even that didn’t make the flames die back. You said we wouldn’t die apart, he said, reaching for the mindline and hearing only silence. You didn’t say we wouldn’t suffer. That I wouldn’t be trapped here, knowing you were suffering.


    He’d failed to conceal his emotions sufficiently, because Sediryl’s gaze on his was troubled. He forced himself to breathe in once, slowly, and out again. “All right,” he said. “We’re here. But we won’t be forever.”


    “No,” she said. Looking from him to the Faulfenzair. “Make yourselves as comfortable as you may. You can talk, if you want, or rest, whatever you need. I’m going to change. All right?”


    Vasiht’h nodded.


    “You too, alet?”


    “I will be fine,” Qora said.


    Sediryl hesitated. Her reply had a sardonic cast. “Right where you’re supposed to be?”


    “Not at all,” the Faulfenzair said amiably. “But I have plenty of time to figure out how to make use of where I am to the best of my ability.”


    Sediryl flinched. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply—”


    “I know,” Qora said. “Don’t waste time soothing me. I don’t require soothing. Our God is a god of fire, foreign woman, and fire burns even its friends.”


    Vasiht’h glanced at him again, startled, but the Faulfenzair wasn’t looking at him.


    “Go change,” Qora added. “We will be here.”


    After Sediryl left, Vasiht’h expected the priest to say something. Surely that comment had been meant for him. A priest of fire could sense the fury immolating Vasiht’h’s spirit from within, couldn’t he? He would have to. But Qora did not speak, resting with his back to the wall and those blood-tipped fingers on his knees. After a while, Vasiht’h resumed his pacing, until his feet hurt him too much and he sought the uncertain refuge of sleep.
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    In the bathroom, Sediryl grasped the edge of the sink and tried not to hyperventilate. Her corset was too tight, or her ribs, or maybe it was some vital organ in her that was in crisis. She felt like she was suffocating—


    “Are you really going to change clothes?” Maia asked.


    The pedestrian question centered her. She stared at herself in the mirror, did not like the shocky quality of her gaze. “I am guessing becoming an alcoholic won’t make this easier.”


    Maia snorted. “You want to be drunk while trying to handle Kamaney?”


    “She is hard enough to handle sober.” Sediryl felt her shoulders squaring. She shrugged off the pelt and immediately felt better. “And yes, I’m changing. Find me something outrageous. Some lace, some leather. Mash it into something appropriate.”


    “I’m not a fashion designer…”


    “You are now.”


    “No pressure there,” Maia muttered


    Sediryl squelched a nervous laugh. “Not at all. Maia? The gun? Did you see? What happened with the gun?”


    “Yes,” Maia said, grim. “I saw.”


    “What was that?”


    “I’m not sure yet, but I’m not happy, arii. A shield like that… either it’s a personal thing she’s carrying on her, and then we’ll have to identify it and get it away from her before we can kill her… or it’s a base-wide subroutine, and someone was good enough to install it.”


    Sediryl’s hands twitched on the edge of the sink. “Would someone good enough to manage that be good enough to find you?”


    “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of, yes. It just got very important for me to find out who Kamaney is and whether she brought anyone with her.”


    “Maybe she did and this person is a Fleet plant?” Sediryl said, hopeful.


    Maia snorted. “Wouldn’t that be nice. Like finding Prince Charming and living happily ever after.”


    Sediryl finished spreading her laces and gulped in a deep breath, relieved. Leaving the busk fastened, she squirmed out of the corset. “I am planning on marrying Prince Charming and living happily ever after, Maia.”


    “Oh? Which one are you going for? Or is it both?”


    This reminder of happier conversations made her smile. “I’ll leave you in suspense. It’ll give you something to live for.”


    “Cruel, arii. Cruel and unusual punishment.”


    “It comes with the persona.” Frowning, Sediryl said, “What about your swain, come to think of it? The Chatcaavan?”


    “My… my what?”


    Sediryl grinned. “Uuvek, wasn’t it? Have you maintained communication with him?”


    “I had to drop the connection,” Maia said. “I left him a few notes, time-delayed, but once we started following the ship here, realtime communication became too risky. That’s another thing on my list, I promise. Figuring out how to get word out of here. But not until I know….”


    “About Kamaney’s possible computer specialist?” Sediryl nodded. “I am in complete accord with you there. Keep alive, Maia. I can’t do this without you.”


    Maia’s sigh shivered, as if the D-per was trembling on the exhale. More briskly, “So… the Queen of the Chatcaava. You agreed to rehabilitate her?”


    “As an excuse to talk with her, yes.”


    “Do you have an actual plan?”


    “Surprisingly,” Sediryl said. “I do.”

  


  
    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    No guard came for Jahir the following morning. He was fed three times a day, per the Surgeon’s instructions, and while the meals did not pacify the roquelaure they did reduce the incidence of its warnings to an interval Jahir could survive without wincing. Certainly the opportunity to lie still, minimizing his exertions, made a difference in its complaints. He spent the time dozing, wondering how long a Chatcaavan day was and watching the light in the adjacent bathing chamber as it aged, grew coppery, faded to a ruddy silver that made him wonder what the moon looked like, if there was one.


    No one came for him the following day, nor the next. He found his neglect perplexing after the Usurper had been so adamant about exposing him to the daily fleet movements... and he was torn between relief to be ignored and frustration that he could not be about the work that had brought him here. If he had felt that this respite was building his internal reserves against the need of the roquelaure, he could have borne it better… but the chimes never ceased, nor did his cravings. Had Lisinthir tested the device? Had it affected him this way? How had he managed it?


    Or was this some artifact of its being designed for Lisinthir, but inserted into someone else?


    When would it become more dangerous to leave it operational?


    He shuddered and pressed his face into the inside of his arm.


    Came a day at last when the guards did prepare him for the wall. The map was still up when they buckled him into his restraints, but most of the fleets remained where they’d been days ago. Had it not been updated, or were they waiting for something? But the Usurper did not come to elucidate, and the guards brought him the gag, and the earplugs, and at last the blindfold. An imminent meeting with Second, then, and he accepted what he could not change.


    The Surgeon’s strictures were observed exactly. He was hung for four hours at a time, with an hour’s break between each session. Three meals they offered, small enough to suit the appetite he’d had prior to the roquelaure, but nowhere near large enough to silence it or drive away the numbness at his extremities. Once Second had left, they did not reapply the gag, nor the earplugs. The blindfold remained, which galled him. He did not love the games of sensory deprivation, though Lisinthir had filed the edges off his revulsion. That day he learned only that the Usurper did not entertain many visitors, and did not prefer viseo or aural communication. He remained silent, and Jahir wondered if he thought of his newest prize at all. The temptation to find out directly rose again, but he tamped it down. A few more days to acclimate to the situation, and then he would try, tentatively, extending himself. For now he thought it wisest to conserve his energy.


    By the end of the twelve hours the Surgeon had allowed, the roquelaure was adamant. Without sight to gauge the change of the light or access to a clock, Jahir couldn’t tell how frequently it reminded him that he was low on reserves, but it felt far, far too often, and it was accompanied by an alarming peak in his cravings. He couldn’t remember when he’d been so hungry, and when the guards unshackled him he fell forward so abruptly they couldn’t catch him in time.


    “Pathetic,” the Usurper said. “Astonishing that the former Emperor found him so dangerous. Have his attendant see to him.”


    “Yes, Exalted.”


    They brought him directly to the bathing chamber without even stripping the blindfold and dropped him on the floor. “Your work,” one of them said. “Find out what’s wrong with it and fix it.”


    “Yes, my-betters.”


    The scuff of boots, retreating. A pause. And then a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Ambassador?” Oviin said, hushed.


    “Oviin-alet,” Jahir whispered. “God and Lady. Please. Food.”


    “Food?” Oviin repeated, mystified. “Were you not fed according to the Surgeon’s strictures?”


    “Yes, but not enough…!”


    “Another meal will be sent for. Hold.” An interminable pause. Then the light steps of the Chatcaavan returned. A few moments later, the blindfold dropped from his face. “They will bring you something shortly. Is that all that’s ailing you? You look… you look unwell.”


    Did he? Was the roquelaure set to mimic his true physical state? He would have to query it later. Even without that, he had no doubt he presented a pitiful sight, curled around his middle with his face wrinkled into a grimace. “Just… very hungry. I promise you, that is all I suffer now.”


    “Astonishing. One cannot imagine where you put all the energy you derive from the meals you’ve been eating.” The dragon petted along one of his thighs, hesitant, and that touch… that touch was prolonged, enough that Jahir could sense beneath the Chatcaavan’s concern some darker emotion, jagged, fretful.


    “What has upset you?” Jahir asked.


    Oviin froze, wings pressed tightly together and low, almost out of sight. “Ambassador? Perhaps there was a mishearing?”


    “You are frightened.” Jahir forced himself to sit upright, touching a hand to his stomach. He was cold; parting company with the stone floor helped a little, despite the effort it took to sit up. His head swam and he waited for the sensation to pass before speaking. “I beg your pardon. I didn’t mean to discomfit you. But something is troubling you… I couldn’t not notice.”


    “Not now.” Oviin indicated the bath. “Please. The temperature has been prepared to your specifications.”


    “I’m not sure that would be wise.” Jahir eyed the steam rising from its surface. “I may faint.”


    “Faint!”


    “I’ll just… lie alongside it?” Jahir edged toward the bath, slumped on the towel Oviin had set beside its lip. The steam drifted onto him, beaded on his skin; that felt good, without risking the lightheadedness of immersion. “Yes. After eating, I can go in. If I have time.”


    “You have all night,” the Chatcaavan said. He settled on a stool across the bath from Jahir, staring at him, and no special talent was required to read his unease. The golden wings fidgeted; the male’s stare was too intent, and the whites around his eyes too distinct. “The Surgeon has said your mouth should be checked daily, if the gag was used.”


    Jahir tried swallowing, found himself sore but not bleeding. “For now, it has done no harm.”


    “For now.”


    Jahir only looked at him, then closed his eyes.


    “You… accept… cruelties with an equanimity I expected only of a disadvantaged Chatcaavan.” Oviin’s voice was very soft. “That, I did not hear.”


    “What did you hear? If I may ask.”


    A long pause. Jahir didn’t open his eyes. At last, Oviin replied, “That you have the passions of a male. The ferocity. That you suffer no insult to pass unavenged. That you… are soft-hearted, but only towards those you like.”


    That made him laugh, so unexpectedly it hurt his chest on the way out. “What an interesting legend to have accrued. Who has been sharing these tales?”


    “Those who clean and cook… we listen. It is something we are good at. The males at supper talk. They talk to one another while we are silently at work in their suites. The males Outside speak of their work, whether it is preparing slaves for the harem or changing shifts in the clinic. The guards. Everyone… everyone talks.” That came out stressed, almost urgent. “So, we listen. Because knowledge keeps us safe.”


    “And much is said of the Ambassador,” Jahir guessed.


    “Knowledge keeps everyone safe,” Oviin said. “It is the coin of power.”


    That prompted Jahir to look at him, though he didn’t lift his head. The Chatcaavan was hugging himself, and he looked so pained and vulnerable Jahir wondered suddenly at his age. Whatever else Oviin might have said was interrupted by the arrival of the meal, and the smell of it carried clear across the room, so powerfully it felt like a punch to the gut. Struggling upright, he lunged for it and started on it with his bare fingers without even knowing what it was. Strips of meat, too rare for his taste and yet it was the best thing he’d ever eaten. Pieces of what looked like flatbread, but leathery and heavy. A sauce—he dipped his finger in it, licked it, found it so sweet his teeth ached and it was exactly what he wanted. He ate like a man famished, and would once have found his lack of manners appalling and his appetite gauche and none of that mattered. Only that when it was over, his stomach still hurt because his need had outstripped his stomach’s ability to accommodate it. For a few long, painful moments, he wondered if he would vomit.


    When he looked up, Oviin was kneeling alongside him with a basin, and his wide-eyed look was almost comical. “Was… was that wise?”


    “No,” Jahir managed. And groaned. “Yes. God and Lady, I hate this.” He rolled carefully onto his back and stared at the ceiling until the nausea vanished—too slowly for comfort, too quickly for his peace of mind. Was his body using up the energy that fast? Surely not. “Thank you, Oviin, but I believe—I hope—that won’t be necessary.”


    “You eat like a starved thing!” Oviin breathed. “Will you not make yourself sick?”


    “I wonder.” Jahir grimaced, resting a hand on his abdomen. The chiming had ceased, at least. “I beg your pardon, Oviin. That must have been an ugly thing to watch.”


    “Only because this one feared you would choke. Or vomit. The bath now?”


    Reluctantly, Jahir sat up, tossing his hair out of his eyes. “I need it, I’m afraid. But I would not want to sully the waters before washing my hands and face.”


    “The water recirculates. But there is an understanding.” Oviin took up a cloth. “Permit…?”


    Jahir hung his head. “Please.”


    The Chatcaavan took one of his hands tentatively and began to lave the fingers. He was both meticulous and tender, and through their skins Jahir perceived that dagger-sharp fear, plainer now. He allowed the Chatcaavan to decide when he was done with the first hand, and to reach for the next. The face was harder for them both, which is why Jahir closed his eyes and allowed it, and that touch was almost feather-light, conveyed a tremulous fascination, and worry, and abruptly, very clearly, a thought: She would have helped him.


    Jahir opened his eyes.


    “Ambassador,” Oviin whispered, haltingly. “There… there was a message.”


    “A message?” Jahir repeated. Who would have left him one? The Surgeon? Second?


    “Before you came,” Oviin continued, wiping the corner of Jahir’s mouth and staring at it fixedly, “the Queen was given to the Lord of the Twelveworld, who ordered her prepared as a gift for the pirates who harry the Alliance. This one was ordered to tend her-his-better, to bathe and decorate her. During this session, she-his-better told him information she-his-better wished to be conveyed… outside the Empire. To the Emperor’s allies.” He lifted his eyes then, and the fear through their skins spiked. “Which this one did.”


    “You,” Jahir whispered. “You were her contact in the palace.”


    Oviin shuddered, a twitch arrested so hard Jahir flinched in sympathy. “Yes.”


    “Brave male,” Jahir murmured. “You did your Queen’s work well.”


    “This one tried,” Oviin said. “This morning… this morning, there was a message. A return message through that channel.”


    Jahir forgot the lingering discomfort of his stomach, forgot the cold, forgot that he was naked and alone in the stronghold of his enemies.


    “It was… it was in code,” Oviin said, taking obvious comfort from the details. “From the scripture, the scrolls about the ubiquity and power of the Living Air. Its goodness, filling our lungs and wings.” He let his hand drop to lie limp in his lap, the cloth crumpled in his fingers. “The first Emperors of the Chatcaavan Empire were referred to in this manner. And so I can only believe that the Emperor-who-was lives yet. And that my contact hopes for information—from me—that I might use to abet his return to power.”


    “Oh, Oviin,” Jahir breathed.


    “They do not know about you,” Oviin said. “Four stanzas they sent, two intimating the Emperor’s return and two about obedience to the Living Air and aid to its winds. Aliens… aliens are referred to through other sections of the tract and those were absent.” He lifted his chin, his elegant mane falling away from his eyes, and there was boldness in his mouth, in continuing to claim the unmarked pronouns. “I believe if they knew of you they would want news of you.”


    “Yes,” Jahir said, careful not to betray his eagerness. “They would.”


    “And I could tell them.”


    “You could, yes.”


    “And then… perhaps… they would rescue you.” Oviin twisted the cloth in his hands. “Or, more likely, ask you to work against the Usurper.”


    “Yes,” Jahir said, grave.


    “Then, Ambassador… what am I to do?”


    Jahir set a hand on the Chatcaavan’s knee. “Shall I tell you, and deprive you of any agency? I do not command you, Oviin-alet. Nor would I, could I do so, when it involves so much peril for you and so little for me.”


    “Just like that?” Oviin said, trembling. “You would tell me that I should do as I wish? That I should not think of your suffering? Or of the suffering of the Chatcaava who do not deserve the Usurper, do not deserve this war the court is inflicting on the Empire? You would tell me my death is more important than those things?”


    “No,” Jahir said. “I would tell you that if you already know those reasons, you will answer the message, because you know what is at stake.”


    “But I am afraid of dying!” Oviin cried.


    “So are we all. But you ask me to believe you craven, Oviin-alet, and I say to you: the male who took the Queen’s words and transmitted them out of the palace behind the backs of his oppressors is no coward.”


    Oviin stared at him. And then said, hushed, “I am no male.”


    “Are you certain?”


    “Yes!”


    “Then rejoice,” Jahir said, gently. “Because you are free. They cannot cage you in the expectations and games and behaviors of a male. You may make your own choices.”


    “Alien!” Oviin exclaimed, covering his face.


    “And enslaved,” Jahir agreed. “But also Ambassador, and unbowed.” He forced himself to slide over the lip of the bath and into the water. “There are more ways to power than the ones you were taught. Will you turn from them because they are unexpected?”


    Oviin was silent for so long Jahir feared he had misjudged the moment. He gave himself to the water, tasked himself to breathing through the bodily discomfort of the meal, the roquelaure, his own aches now that his joints felt capable of protest. He splashed his face for the coolth it would bring when the water evaporated, wished for the calming teas his partner would have brewed had he been home: Terran chamomile, perhaps, or the odd, anise-like Hinichi herb he should remember the name of, but could not, though he could recall each of the active chemicals responsible for its anti-emetic effect. He did not think he was losing his mind, but he felt unmoored here. How strange to realize now how much he needed people when he’d grown up in a society that disavowed such needs.


    “The Emperor-that-was,” Oviin said. “This one watched his behavior for the entirety of your first tenure here. Perhaps you did not realize, as this one was one of the many servants who brought meals to the Field. But I… I saw you kill Third and his Hand. I saw you on the second pillow, eating off the Emperor’s plate. And I saw the Emperor… change.” The Chatcaavan rose, pacing away, one hand clutching his arm. “I also saw him kill Second to renew his mastery over the court.”


    The pronouns leaked out at promising moments. Jahir ceased his ablutions to watch his attendant.


    “I don’t know if I want that male again as Emperor.”


    “But?” Jahir asked, quiet, hearing it in the tone.


    “But this Usurper…” Oviin shivered. “He is so, so much worse. He seems less dangerous because he does not rage. But he looks at everything, and everything is a legitimate target to him. And when he decides to remove it, he does so without the ceremony that attends such removals. We are… we are like parasites he has decided need extermination.” Lifting his face, the drake finished, “There is no beauty in it, and no honor, and no… no Fittingness. Do you understand that word, Ambassador?”


    “I have not heard it,” Jahir said cautiously.


    “The ideal of all that is and was and will be exists in the Living Air,” Oviin said. “And it is Perfect. We are the manifestation of one of those ideals: that which can know Perfection. To see that Perfection clearly we must act in ways that befit our status, as people, as souls incarnate. We cannot devolve to the status of animals.”


    “And acts that lift you above that nadir are Fitting,” Jahir guessed.


    “You understand.” Oviin dipped his head nervously. “It was said of you, that you understand our souls. The Usurper does not act in ways that are Fitting. He treats us like meat, and so we become meat. Undeserving of our status as that which can perceive the ideal. You are an alien, Ambassador, but do you understand?”


    “I do,” Jahir said. “Fittingness… it is like Beauty.”


    “You know our words,” Oviin said, soft.


    They seeped through memories of skin against skin, of words whispered in rapture and trust. Hunter—my Delight. “Not as many as I wish. But enough to know why the Usurper is poison.”


    Oviin returned to the lip of the tub and crouched there, golden tail held out for balance and wings tucked soft as a mantle against his back. “Ambassador. What shall I tell my contact?”


    “Oviin—”


    The Chatcaavan’s gaze had steadied. Jahir saw the future in them, the bright and bloody and possible future. “Tell me exactly, Ambassador. I remember everything I hear, Perfectly.”
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    “This is interesting.”


    Lisinthir reached for a fresh shirt and pulled it on. “Go on, Exalted.”


    The Chatcaavan didn’t flinch at the title, which made the information on the data tablet interesting indeed. As they’d crept toward the border of the Apex system, Lisinthir had left most of the work of data sifting to his lover—to distract him, and for the unique perspective that only the Emperor could provide after his years of managing the competing factions of the Empire. He limited himself to listening instead, and asking impertinent and oblique questions.


    “As an adjunct to the main body of Uuvek’s cache,” the Emperor said, tapping a talon on the tablet’s surface, “there are news feeds. Military news feeds. And among them, consistently, a request for your capture.”


    “Mine specifically, yes,” Lisinthir said. “I had heard.”


    “That request has vanished. The most recent news no longer mentions it, nor asks for Eldritch captives.”


    Lisinthir frowned. “Vanished?”


    “Yes.” The Emperor shook his mane back. “So, I went looking, and I have found a mention of your capture.” He looked over his shoulder. “Did you spend a few days in captivity and escape?”


    “Not at all,” Lisinthir said.


    The Emperor’s eyes narrowed. “So, they are lying.”


    Lisinthir set a hand on the desk to steady himself. For a moment, it was all he could do, swamped by memories. The Hinichi’s elegant hands accepting the card, so unassuming to carry such tremendous import. The sight of the secret rampant resting in the cleft between Jahir’s collarbones. The shudder of prophecy, conveyed through a body stiffened by rapture.


    “You know something,” the Emperor guessed, studying his face.


    Lisinthir resumed dressing. “It is possible they are not lying… and that the captive they have secured and believe to be me is, in fact, my cousin.”


    “Your cousin,” the Emperor repeated, a faint frown marring his brow. “That is… the get of your sire or dam’s sibling.”


    “Just so. Fleet has a technology that can make people look like someone else.”


    The Emperor put the tablet down and faced him. “How you became the Sword.”


    Lisinthir inclined his head.


    “A projection.” The Emperor squinted. “One good enough to mimic you? There will be visual records, if anyone cares to compare them.”


    “Oh, it will fool them.”


    “Setting aside the possibility that they are lying, which is in itself interesting,” the Emperor said. “Why would they care? Me they needed killed to secure the throne. But if they think me dead, what use you to them?”


    “Curiosity?” Lisinthir offered. “It motivated you.”


    “It will not motivate Second.” The Emperor rose from the chair, still frowning. He crossed to the sideboard where Lisinthir kept tonic water on a tray far better suited to brandy. Unlike the healthy replacements Alliance healers had forced on him for the hekkret, he’d grown fond of the substitute he’d chosen for alcohol. He knew it was safe for Chatcaava to drink, but he wasn’t sure the Emperor was tasting it. The Emperor’s mind was elsewhere. “Second is an intelligent male, but not introspective, and not curious.”


    “And Logistics-East?”


    “Even less so. Detail-oriented. A very powerful mind, and precise, but he lacks the passion to stimulate warmer emotions, like curiosity. I would have also said he lacks the capacity for revenge or anger, but the throne may put paid to that.” The Emperor leaned against the sideboard. “I would suspect him of arranging for your capture so he could kill you. No loose ends. That would be his way.”


    Lisinthir lost a beat of his heart.


    “That distresses you.” The Emperor put his glass down and crossed the room to touch his arm. “This cousin. One of yours?”


    “One of mine?” Lisinthir repeated, smiling weakly. “Like a female in my harem?”


    “One of yours to protect,” the Emperor said. “And we both know how you feel about those you consider yours to protect.”


    “He is dear to me,” was all Lisinthir could say.


    “There is a hope.” The Emperor rested a talon on his lips, and that was gentle, a reminder of their earliest days. “They had so many bulletins about you that they surely would have announced your death had that been their aim.”


    “I must hope you’re correct.” Lisinthir tilted his head, forced his mind to resume thinking. “Though I admit it puzzles me that they might be so interested in my disposition.”


    “Does it? When you killed Third? Single-handedly arranged for the increased vigilance and aggression of the patrols on the border? Threatened us with our debts?” The Emperor snorted, nodded. “Yes. That would make sense. You acted like a male with power, and you are loose, gone back to the nation you would no doubt be rallying for war, when you weren’t spilling our secrets to the ears of the Alliance military. Some Chatcaava would have discounted that. Second, while incurious, is not stupid. And Logistics-East hates untidiness.”


    “I suppose I was something of an irritant.”


    The Emperor laughed. “You were a menace, and it was glorious.”


    “Was it truly?”


    The Chatcaavan smiled, reaching up to thread his fingers through Lisinthir’s hair and tug. “My Perfection. Lisinthir. Watching you work the court… do you know how many weaknesses you revealed in it by moving through it?”


    “No,” Lisinthir said, fascinated.


    “You knew I was gone, now and then.”


    “I recall, yes.”


    “It was my habit to visit the Navy.” A shadow crossed those fluorescent eyes, but the Emperor continued. “Several of my errands involved arranging for trouble for some of those courtiers. To take them from the court, or to destroy their power bases in preparation for their removal.”


    “Really,” Lisinthir said, startled. “Why did you not simply kill them?”


    “Even in the court of the Thorn Throne there were males it was not expedient to kill. Better to neutralize them more subtly.” The Emperor let the hair unravel from his finger. “That was how I managed some of the Empire’s politics. And why I lasted as long as I did.”


    “And why you fell?” Lisinthir asked softly, sensing it in his lover’s gravity.


    “Yes.” The Emperor smiled crookedly, showing teeth. “I was too dangerous, and too easily manipulated by the one loyalty I assumed to be unswerving, so much that I never questioned my reliance on its existence.”


    “We all have our weaknesses, beloved,” Lisinthir murmured.


    “So I have learned.” A pensive silence, brief but profound. Then the Emperor rallied. “These messages about you, they were ancillary to the packages put together by Uuvek. I would like to see if he can find more. It may hint at whether they have an Eldritch or if they are lying, and that in itself is information I need.”


    “Need?” Lisinthir asked, caught by the unexpectedness of it.


    The Emperor was drawing on a robe, sliding a wing through one of the slits in the back, then the other. “Yes. This situation with Logistics-East and Second… it makes no sense. The male who was Command-East should be on the throne. He was the one who betrayed me, who had the way into the court. He had access. Why then this puppet?”


    “A mistake?” Lisinthir murmured, frowning. “Or perhaps he wants something it is easier to obtain from a position of less scrutiny?”


    “Possible,” the Emperor said. “Probable, even. He is incurious, Second. But smart. He is playing a long game and I don’t know what he wants.”


    “Troubling.”


    “Very,” the Emperor agreed. “Will you come?”


    “No,” Lisinthir said. “I will remain here for the nonce.” He smiled. “You need time with your own, Exalted, so they will continue remembering who you are to them.”


    The Emperor snorted. “As if that male in particular requires it.”


    Lisinthir laughed. “Perhaps not Uuvek, no. But this is your work, Exalted.”


    A smile curved the Chatcaavan’s mouth, gentle and crooked. “’Exalted.’”


    “Beloved,” Lisinthir answered. “Kauvauc.”


    The Emperor leaned to him, cupped his face, lapped at his mouth with a cool tongue. Lisinthir lost himself there for several moments, breathing in the familiar smell, sinking into the dense and complex emotions that were still fermenting beneath the surface of the Chatcaavan’s mind.


    “Kauvauc,” he allowed when they parted, just enough for speech. And smiled. “Exalted Emperor.”


    The Emperor nipped his neck. “Insolent Perfection.”


    Lisinthir laughed. “Is there such a thing!”


    “If insolence exists, it must have been derived from its ideal. So. Yes.” The Emperor gathered the data tablet. “I return.”


    “You will find me here.”


    Alone, Lisinthir dropped onto the couch and rested his head on its back, eyes closed. Nothing in him could believe in the death of his cousin. Perhaps that comprised denial of what was, after all, far more plausible than that Jahir might have survived the calculus of a cold and precise personality weighing the dangers of a living Ambassador against the deflated potentials of a dead one. And yet… why would the Usurper forgo the power that would accrue to the male who claimed the Ambassador’s death? He rubbed his thumb against his temple, pinched the bridge of his nose in a gesture he realized he’d picked up from Jahir. Could he ruin his alimentary canal a second time with stress? Probably. What his surgeons would say in such case he could hardly imagine.


    The door chime was a welcome distraction. “Come.”


    Meryl stepped through the hatch and paused. “Bad time?”


    “Not at all, alet. Please, sit.”


    “We’ve hit the system limit.” Meryl settled on the chair across from him and folded her long legs. “I’ve authorized a Well transition in an hour, and we’re doing data dumps now of the information you and the Admiral-Offense have communicated to us.”


    “Is that wise?” Lisinthir asked. “To do so before we’ve left?”


    “I’m willing to take the risk,” Meryl said. “The information’s more important than we are, and it’s got decay. Fleet needs it as soon as possible. Besides, all indications show the Chatcaava are too busy to notice.”


    “Are they leaving, then?”


    “Not yet, but they’re forming up, which apparently justifies a lot of infighting. Maybe if it was Navy-only it would be a smoother operation, but the Admiral-Offense’s report makes it clear that they’re trying to integrate non-military units with their regular Navy, with all the predictable friction. Uuvek tells us that the Naval commbands are full of spit and vinegar.”


    Lisinthir smiled, though he felt no mirth. “They are eager to be about their work, no doubt.”


    Her fur had bristled, a subtle thing with her uniform obscuring her shoulders and throat. He spotted it on the tail curled alongside her hips, and at the backs of her ears. “We’ll see how eager they are once they’ve crossed swords with us.” She sighed. “Which brings me to my visit.”


    “Not stopping by for tea, I assume.”


    She snorted. “They don’t brew tea strong enough to get me through most of my assignments. This one is up out of coffee and into the alcohol range.” She tapped her fingers on the arm of the chair, finally said, “The Emperor. Is he good for this?”


    “Yes.”


    “Just like that.” She cocked her head. “This situation, alet… I can charitably call it disastrous. We’ve run the Admiral-Offense’s numbers six ways backwards and forth again and I’m not seeing a lot of scenarios that have a happy ending. For anyone.”


    “I know,” Lisinthir said softly.


    “And given how hard a slog we’re looking at, I need to know if he can go the distance. Because otherwise, you have to understand… we might be forced to cut our losses.”


    “You’re talking about killing him.”


    “I’m talking about eliminating him,” she said. “Yes. If Fleet Intelligence tells us that gives us our best chance for surviving this. If keeping the current power structure is more likely to destabilize the Empire enough that we could beat it. If he becomes a liability by splitting our attention. Or if he isn’t the ally we think he is.” She met his eyes. “Is he?”


    “He is our only ally,” Lisinthir replied. “And, I begin to think, our only hope. Your worst case scenarios… they involve the two fleets smashing themselves to such pieces that pirates and criminals can pick off the remains, yes?”


    “That is one of the possibilities, yes.”


    “We need someone to reshape the Empire into something more in keeping with our ideals. That man is in your conference room now. He wore a human shape to your meeting. He has been a slave in his own people’s harems.” Lisinthir lifted a brow. “I will make clear to you, alet. If not that man, then no one.”


    Meryl held his gaze a heartbeat longer, then nodded. “From my personal observations, I’m inclined to agree with you, which is what I’m going to advise Fleet Intelligence. But I also need to tell them whether he can handle the strain.”


    “He will.”


    She studied his face, then leaned back and laced her fingers over her ribs. “Then I’ll take you at your word, and hope you’re right.” Her expression became more closed. “You’re remarkably calm for someone who just heard me say I was capable of killing his lover.”


    Lisinthir snorted. “I lived through the court, alet, where everyone was considering whether to kill everyone else. Even I considered it. And I did.”


    “Kill someone?” Meryl asked, ears splaying.


    “Did they not tell you?” Lisinthir wished idly for a smoke, resigned himself to yearning. “Yes. I killed two members of the government. They were involved in the slave trade. I wanted to send a message.” He smiled crookedly. “You forget that the Emperor came to power in this environment. I don’t doubt that he is also considering whether you’ll feel obliged to kill him or not, and doing what he feels necessary to prevent it.”


    “That sounds… like a threat.”


    “It would have been before.” Lisinthir shook his head. “He has changed. When he says he wants to work with the Alliance, he is sincere. I can tell.” He lifted his hand, moved the fingers through a piano exercise as Jahir would have. “Skin doesn’t lie.”


    “I guess if anyone would know, you would.” Meryl grimaced. “I can’t imagine what it must have been like.”


    “It was…” What could he say? “Immaterial,” was what came out. “As the court that was will never be again. Everything is changing, Meryl-alet. All we can do is try to guide the change into the channels that save us all.”


    “At least the job is never boring.”


    He laughed. “No.”


    The comm chime was an arpeggio, different from the door’s. Lisinthir frowned. “Yes?”


    The Emperor’s voice: “Perfection. We have something for you. Come.”


    Meryl stood. “Something I need to know?”


    The briefest of hesitations. “Yes. Both of you.”


    “Never boring,” Meryl said again as they left.


    The Emperor was in the quarters assigned to the Knife and Uuvek, bent over the desk where the latter was tapping away at the computer interface. “What did you find?” Lisinthir asked as he entered with Meryl at his heels.


    “We’ve got a pingback from our contact on the throneworld,” Uuvek said. “They’re in the palace. They’re willing to relay data. But there’s a line in the message that doesn’t map to anything in the scripture, though it sounds like a piece of poetry.”


    “What’s it say?” Meryl asked, leaning over the desk.


    Uuvek quoted, “So long as there is breath in me, I will serve life.”


    Lisinthir closed his eyes, head dipping just a touch.


    “It is him, isn’t it,” the Emperor said softly, watching him. “Your cousin.”


    “It is,” Lisinthir said, aware of a trembling in himself that was less his body and all his spirit. Thank you, God and Lady. “He’s there. Wearing…” He paused and smiled lopsidedly at Meryl, “My missing roquelaure.”


    “What?”


    “The roquelaure I misplaced,” Lisinthir said. “I gave to my cousin. He appears to be using it to impersonate me, and he is now in the imperial palace, captive of the Usurper.”


    “How is that even possible?” Meryl exclaimed. “They should have keyed it to you. It shouldn’t work for anyone else!”


    “It is working for him,” Lisinthir replied, since the idiosyncrasies of Eldritch biology were not something he cared to explain… even if he’d understood them completely.


    “So you mean to tell me we have a plant in the palace and someone willing to relay his data out of it,” Meryl said.


    “Yes,” Uuvek said. “And that’s not all.” He leaned back in his chair to look up at Lisinthir. “There were some delayed bursts waiting for me. Your nestsister is on her way to the pirate lair to rescue the Queen Ransomed and someone with an unpronounceable name, and to find out how the pirates might be neutralized.”


    Had his faith flagged? He should never have doubted them. “I have no doubt she will accomplish all her aims.”


    “God Almighty,” Meryl breathed. “Is this what it sounds like?”


    “Alet,” Lisinthir said. “The hunt is calling, and what we hear…” He inhaled, smiled, all his blood singing. “We hear the horns.”


    All the Chatcaava looked to him at that, and the Emperor, meeting his eyes, gave a slow nod.
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    CHAPTER TWELVE


    “Can you make sure her suite is secure once I’m in it?” Sediryl asked, her arms full of fabric.


    “Yes,” Maia answered into her ear. “Though I would prefer to communicate only through the earrings.”


    “That’s fine.” Sediryl paused in her antechamber. Vasiht’h had fallen asleep, and something about his cramped position troubled her, and the way he was holding his limbs. Had they done something more to him than enslave him? And would he tell her, if they had?


    At least she’d managed to secure him shelter, no matter how precarious.


    The Faulfenzair was awake, but he didn’t speak, only watched her as she made for the door with her unlikely burden. Strange alien. She missed Daize, who hadn’t been half so enigmatic. Sediryl had never had the patience for mystics and mysteries. The concrete world of soil and growing things, of storm and wind—the world where silent understandings were conveyed not by faith but by the brush of a hand on skin—that was the world she was most comfortable with. Perhaps it was because she’d been born without the facility of every other Eldritch, to pry under the veil and see into the secret hearts of others. But she wasn’t sorry, or she hadn’t been until she’d landed here to confront the inevitable end of a philosophy that valued the carnal over the spiritual. Slavery could not co-exist with the belief that a body was more than animated meat.


    Consoling herself that she’d never questioned that everyone had a soul didn’t help when she also knew she hadn’t thought it material either. Literally.


    Stepping out of her suite activated her guards, like clockwork toys. “The Admiral gave me permission to see the Chatcaavan Queen,” Sediryl said with the regal disdain she’d seen far too often at Ontine. “Take me to her.”


    “Stay,” said the first guard, eyeing her warily. To the other, “Call and make sure.”


    “Do you always question your betters?”


    “The Admiral pays our salaries,” the first said. “You’re just her guest. Until you’re not.”


    Sediryl pretended that didn’t chill her. She waited with the most supercilious expression she could muster while the second guard confirmed her words. “She’s good to go.”


    “As I said.”


    They ignored her to lead her down the hall; the Queen had quarters cater-cornered to hers, with their own set of guards. The first of that pair opened the door without announcing himself and called into it, “Guest to see you.”


    None of them were masters of their own rooms. She’d thought that license only applied to Kamaney, but her guards also felt they could make free. She would remember that. Sediryl swept past them into the Queen’s suite, and Maia whispered into her ear, “You’re clear.”


    “Sister,” Sediryl called. “I’ve come.”


    For too many heartbeats, Sediryl waited, wondering if she’d overstepped herself or if something had befallen the other woman. But then a face parted from the shadows shrouding the opening into the bedchamber, and then a body, and there was the Queen of the Chatcaava in the flesh at last. So small—Sediryl expected the Chatcaava to be taller, to present a picture more suited to their notoriety. Cruel and large, like dragons out of legend. But they were more like snakes: slender and lithely muscled, quick and elegant. Even the Queen—maybe particularly the Queen—with her androgynous body and her deliberate grace. So slim and so small to have changed the worlds.


    “It’s safe,” Sediryl said, setting down her armful of cloth. “To talk, anyway.”


    The Queen came closer then. She was nude, and it suited her better than the parody of Fleet uniform she’d been wearing yesterday. Had it only been yesterday? Goddess and Lord, how long the hours seemed.


    The Chatcaavan spoke in Universal, and with a slight accent. “Your companion, who spoke to me yesterday. Her doing.”


    “Yes,” Sediryl said. And added, “May I call you sister? I’m given to know you don’t use names. It is a compliment among my people to claim familial relationship with someone not related to you by blood.”


    “And you are a ruler among your people.” The Queen watched her with a steady and alien gaze. But her eyes were orange, like the ones that met Sediryl’s in the mirror every morning. “A… princess… as the Ambassador was a prince.”


    The Eldritch didn’t really have those ranks anymore… but Sediryl was probably the heir to the throne and Lisinthir had been the paramour of an emperor, and that was certainly close enough. “Yes. It’s why I chose the word. Because you and I have this thing in common.”


    “Responsibility,” the Queen murmured. “For others.”


    “Yes,” Sediryl said, surprised.


    The Queen nodded, the gesture unlikely on that long neck and yet fluid, practiced. “Then… sister… I am glad you have come, but concerned that you did.”


    “Because?” Sediryl began stretching out the silks and chiffons and lace panels she’d had the genie create.


    “Because I am not in the favor of this pirate,” the Queen said. “And I would not have you hampered by any association with me.”


    “That’s an admirable sentiment but short-sighted.” Sediryl turned from her work to survey the other woman. “I can’t let Kamaney dislike you. She’s too capricious. She might decide to kill you out of pique.”


    The Chatcaavan’s wing-arms twitched and she looked away. “Yes. The thought had occurred to me.”


    “Therefore,” Sediryl said, “we must effect your rehabilitation immediately.” She sat on the arm of the chair. “You may not like the process.”


    “I have done many things in my life I dislike,” the Queen said. “And many that were painful. To help the Ambassador and the Emperor I am willing to make the effort. I simply fear that it will not be believable.”


    “I know. But I have a plan.” Sediryl took up the first panel of fabric, a sheer pink silk washed through with the faintest of glimmers. “And the first step is to make you attractive to her.”


    “She wanted to clothe me,” the Queen murmured.


    “She likes to give gifts, just as you reported,” Sediryl said. “That will be the second thing we have to address. For now…” She hesitated, forced herself to go on. “Forgive me. Will you stretch your wing-arms?”
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    The Queen studied her ‘sister’, wondering anew at these aliens that she could know so well and yet not at all. “You believe this will distress me,” she said slowly.


    “It would distress me to display them if I had wings and someone mutilated them.”


    Such imaginations they had. It had been the Emperor’s strength: that capacity to extrapolate, to conceive of things that did not directly affect him. She stretched her wing-arms, trying not to feel their nakedness, the way the cold of the air wrapped around them completely, uninterrupted by insulating vanes. “Do you wish me to seduce the pirate?”


    “No,” said the Eldritch crisply, though something in the set of her mouth suggested distaste. “I’m planning on that, and it’s best if you don’t give her a second target. Unless you can fake interest in her?”


    “If fear and submission do not move her, I do not believe I can satisfy her.”


    “Then no,” the Eldritch said with more confidence. “Leave that to me. But she’s a collector and she likes pretty things. We need to turn you into one of her pretty things.” The female tied a strap around the Queen’s wing-arm near the shoulder, and draped the roseate fabric up along the leading edge, securing it with more such straps: delicate things made of tiny coils of fabric, accented with silvery chains that dripped pearls. It reminded her powerfully of the harem and her hated raiment… except that she found she did not hate that memory so much anymore. The Emperor had adorned her thus to tempt the Ambassador. Those had been glad times.


    “I think the drape of it works. Not too bulky.” The Eldritch surveyed her, frowning and tapping her cheek. “If you fold the wing-arm, is it comfortable?”


    Puzzled, the Queen did so, and it was… strange, to have fabric bunched at her back. But it felt better than suffering the cold of her nakedness. “I… yes.”


    “Good.” The Eldritch set to work on the other, fingers quick and confident. “I have several sets of these, and matching jewelry and silky things. We want you to look expensive and unexpected. Every day you need to wear a different one. I can keep designing them, or you can try your hand at it.”


    “I have never designed clothing before.”


    “That’s what my D-per said earlier.” The Eldritch flashed her a grin. “But we’re all doing things we’ve never done before, aren’t we? Here.” She offered more chains, silver with dependent pearls. “For your waist, and your neck. I’ve got things for your horns… let me do those, it’s probably easier.…” She circled behind the Queen and said, “Oh! Hmm. I should have the computer put darts in the fabric. It’ll fall better. Something for next time.”


    How peculiar it was to have another female helping her dress again. Peculiar, and comforting. This, at least, was a ritual she understood. Hooking the chain around her waist, the Queen said, “Decorating me is the easy course. The gifting is much harder. The pirate has already attempted to give me gifts and I have rejected them. She knows I do not care for furs or clothes or food or slaves. What can she have that I could reasonably want?”


    The other female hesitated, then finished hanging the dangle off the Queen’s horn. “When I accepted my new assignment from the Eldritch Queen, she explained to me all that the Ambassador had accomplished, including the liberation of Bethsaida from your harem. And she told me that you impersonated her.”


    “Yes?” the Queen asked, turning to face the Eldritch.


    “Winged Chatcaava can change shape,” said this female who called her ‘sister’, who had eyes just like hers. “Tell me… how many shapes do you know?”


    “Three,” the Queen replied. “I can be human, Eldritch, and Karaka’An.”


    “Then,” the Eldritch said softly, “there is something Kamaney can give you.”


    The cargo bay filled to its walls with aliens, so many aliens. The Queen froze, the gems hanging from her jewels trembling.


    “Yes?”


    The Eldritch was standing across from her, hands at her sides. But fisted, the Queen saw. She was nervous and brazening it out. How like the Ambassador she was in her courage, and how unlike, because… because she was female, and different. Proud, yes, but less aggressive. How could one be strong without aggression? Proud? And yet, had the Ambassador not called her strong?


    “Yes,” the Queen answered.


    “It won’t be too hard?” the Eldritch asked, her uncertainty patent now in the rigidity of her shoulders. “I don’t know anything about shapechanging. Is it physically taxing?”


    “No,” the Queen said. And asked, “What you plan will not be too difficult? It afflicted the Ambassador terribly.”


    “What did?” The Eldritch was brushing down her skirts and adjusting the sticks through her hair.


    “Being raped.”


    A little hitch then in the motions of the other female’s arms, so subtle… the Queen might have missed it, had not another Eldritch taught her to seek such signs in a similar body. “I’m not planning on being raped,” the female said, firm. “Seduction is not the same thing. Shall we see if the admiral will admit us?”


    The Queen spread her arms, looking down herself. There was a silk panel hanging from her hips beneath the chain, and two silk scarves wound her arms, and everywhere she looked, silver chains gleamed. “If you are certain this strategy will work. The admiral was disturbed before at any reminder of my enslavement. Does this not make me look like one of the harem-kept?”


    “Yes,” the Eldritch said. “The difference is that this time, you’ll like it and tell her you think you look pretty in my designs.”


    “Ah, I see. You mean to emphasize your involvement. I will be your plaything, and this will be acceptable to her.”


    The female chuckled, sounding resigned. “Have you seen the outfit I’m in? Do you think I normally want to be laced so tightly I can’t expand my ribcage without bruising it? I look exactly like the kind of person who’d be putting you in satin and gems. We’re meeting expectations here.”


    “You wish her to believe you interested in fripperies so she will underestimate you?”


    That gave the other female pause. “No. She’s too paranoid to underestimate anyone. I need to look expensive, sister. Like someone used to having the best of everything, including slaves.”


    “And this you can sustain,” the Queen said uncertainly. In all his struggles at court, the Ambassador had never attempted to be something other than he was. Hide it, perhaps. But he had been, magnificently and implacably, himself. “The maintenance of such a pretense will be grueling.”


    The female smiled then, and that smile… that smile could have been the Ambassador’s. Fierce and determined and dangerous. “Fortunately I’ve been trained all my life to lie with a smile.” Striding to the door, she said, “Are you ready, sister mine?”


    Fascinated, the Queen said, “Yes.”


    “Good.” The Eldritch stepped through the door and commanded, “Take us to the admiral.”


    The Queen had not expected it to be as simple as that, and it wasn’t. The guards wanted authorization from the pirate, and the pirate did not answer their comm request. One of their number was dispatched to seek her, much as it would have been done at the palace. Still, within an hour they were brought before the admiral, to a chamber off the macabre throne room. The pirate had an assortment of filmy displays hanging in a halo around her desk, but their arrival caused her to dismiss them with a wave of her hand. Rising, the pirate said, astonished, “What have you done to her?”


    “I made her feel pretty,” the Eldritch said with smug satisfaction. “Doesn’t she look pretty?”


    The Queen stepped forth and spread her arms and wings, as if posing for one of the Emperor’s living statue projects. She curled her head downward at an angle she knew difficult for the Pelted with their shorter necks, emphasizing the sinuousness of her spine, and arched her tail. The fabric hissed softly as it extended. The chains tinkled, the very faintest of chimes. She knew she was beautiful because she had seen herself through her lovers’ eyes—and she knew herself unattainable, because there was nothing this pirate could do to her that would take from her the knowledge that she belonged to the males she had chosen.


    “She’s gorgeous,” the pirate said, eyes wide. Skeptically, “You… like this look?”


    The Queen murmured, “It becomes me.”


    “It does.” The pirate tapped her chin. “I didn’t expect you to want jewelry after we cut off the symbol of your oppression.”


    “An object might symbolize more than one thing,” the Queen said. “That jewelry may have symbolized oppression. This jewelry symbolizes worth.”


    The pirate laughed, ears flicking outward. “Yes! You understand.” Beaming, she said to the Eldritch, “You explained it to her, somehow? Maybe I’m just not good with words.”


    “I think the language of fashion did more to convince her than anything I said.” The Eldritch surveyed her with an expression of such fond pride the Queen wondered if it was genuine.


    “There is another matter,” the Queen continued.


    “More?” The pirate sat again, leaning back in her chair. “I was in the middle of something, but it can wait. If you have something important to share.”


    “You have given slaves to the Eldritch.”


    “Yes?” The pirate lifted a brow. “I thought you didn’t want any slaves.”


    “I don’t want them, no. Not to keep.”


    Frowning, the pirate leaned forward. “I can’t let you kill them for fun. That’s a waste. You know how it is… you start killing and it’s hard to stop with one person.”


    The Queen suppressed her unease. Thought of Third and his habits. “Yes. I understand you exactly. But I do not want slaves to kill.” How best to win this creature’s sympathies? “You know that Chatcaava change shape.”


    “Yes?”


    “This is a power that males have reserved for themselves,” the Queen said. “But it can be done by any with wings, male or female. And I have never been permitted to know the Change, because the Change is power.”


    The pirate’s mouth dropped open. She set both palms on her desk and leaned over it, quivering with excitement. “You want to change shape. For the first time.”


    “If I touch an alien,” the Queen said. “I can learn their pattern and use it to Change. This is something I have longed for… all my life.” She ducked her head, folding her wings, and the fabric sighed as if in yearning. “You have every alien known to the worlds here in your grasp. With your help, I could know more shapes than any Chatcaavan alive.” She raised her eyes, and surprised herself by meaning it when she said, “I would be that person. That Chatcaavan who was the first to learn them all.”


    The pirate sat back, hugging herself. She looked to the Eldritch and said, “This is… this is amazing!”


    “Truly a first,” the Eldritch agreed. “And you would be the one to make it possible. I don’t think there’s a gift in the galaxy equal to the one you could give the Queen.”


    The pirate leapt to her feet. “What species should we start with? The most exotic? Or something similar to you? Wait! I have just the thing.” She rubbed her hands together. “Why didn’t I think of this before? It’s perfect! Stay here, I’ll make arrangements.” She strode from the room, trailing her anticipation, and the Queen couldn’t help but wonder if she would like the surprise or not.


    She kept thinking about being the first Chatcaavan to learn all the shapes of the sentients known so far in the galaxy.


    The Eldritch remained silent. When the Queen lifted her eyes, she found the other female regarding her, and true to her claim the Queen could read nothing in that gaze.


    “Out here!” the pirate called, not long after. “It’s waiting for you!”


    Composing herself, the Queen left the alcove. And could not help her gasp when the pirate prodded the alien and said, “Spread them for her.”


    The pirate had found her a Phoenix.


    “Those mutilators took your wings from you,” the pirate said, eyes shining, unblinking. “But I can give them back. Right? You can learn to take this creature’s shape and then you can use its powers?”


    “Y-yes,” the Queen stammered, torn between revulsion at the description of the Phoenix and the Change, and dawning awe at the realization that the pirate was right. “Yes, if I learn this shape, I will be able to fly in the same situations the species can.”


    “Low gravity worlds, then,” the Eldritch said from behind her. “Or in low gravity environments.”


    “Better than nothing, isn’t it?” the pirate insisted, spearing the Queen with her eyes.


    And because it was true: “Oh… oh yes.”


    The pirate beamed. “Go ahead, then.”


    Cautious, the Queen approached the alien. She could not discern its sex, nor its state of mind; it stood a head taller than she and motionless, the overhead lights gleaming on its brassy feathers. The bird-like face reminded her a little of a Chatcaavan’s, though it had a beak with exposed bone rather than a dragon’s skin-covered nose. Large eyes, large enough for her to be able to read, or at least, she should have been able to. There was nothing there. Not grief or suffering or hatred or fear. Not even serenity. The Phoenix simply was, as alien to her as a real bird.


    It was beautiful. Even the wings, which grew off the alien’s arms rather than sprouting as separate limbs from its shoulders and back, struck her as beautiful, and filled her heart with longing until her mouth dried and her hands shook.


    She balled one into a fist and reached for the Phoenix with the other. Paused before touching to say, “May I?”


    The Phoenix did not reply, though it watched her. Impatient, the pirate said, “Of course you may. Didn’t I bring it here for you?”


    Useless to explain she hadn’t been asking the pirate. Dangerous as well. So the Queen rested her palm on the Phoenix’s naked abdomen and fell forward into the Touch, into the sweet and poignant knowing that dove deep and subsumed completely. If she felt it obscene that something so private and holy should be witnessed by thugs and enabled by pirates and gathered from an unwilling donor, still, she did not stop. She pulled the pattern to her and let it fuse and cried out.


    When she stumbled, the Eldritch caught her. “Are you all right?”


    “Did it work?” the pirate asked, avid.


    “I… yes…,” the Queen whispered.


    “Show us.”


    Like that… like a performing animal. And yet the Queen wanted to know what it was like to have whole wings again, working wings, so she reached for the pattern and Changed in the arms of the female who’d called her sister, and heard the Eldritch suck in a shocked breath and shudder.


    Feathers. Skin. A crest, a tail that flowed outward like spilled water. And wings. The Queen unfolded herself, opening them, and the air caressed every feather, pressing on them, whispering secrets about currents and temperature and weight. Their sensitivity shocked her and she cried out again, for gladness this time. She folded her arms around herself and the wings came too, the longest feathers splaying around her like the silks that were still draped from their surfaces. Sliding off, though, the straps no longer properly anchored. The hiss as they settled on the ground was the only sound in the silence.


    “Oh,” Kamaney said, hushed. “That was amazing. We have to do that again.” And then, remembering herself. “Not yet, though. Too many gifts at a time… you stop appreciating them, right? Like eating all the chocolates in a box at once.” She grinned. “You understand.”


    “Yes,” the Queen whispered. “You are wise. I would not want this to ever become routine.”


    “Let me see you.” The pirate stalked closer. “Let her up, ah, yes. Look at you.” The Queen had straightened for inspection, body quivering. “So beautiful. An and Bast! You look like a copy of the Phoenix, almost. But in silver, not gold.”


    “Pewter, I’d say,” the Eldritch said.


    “Let’s see the wings again?” The pirate sighed as the Queen opened them. “Gorgeous. I gave you that! Didn’t I.”


    “You did,” the Queen murmured.


    “Maybe you could find her a cargo bay to fly in?” the Eldritch suggested.


    The Queen’s head jerked up.


    “I could, yes. Though… empty cargo bays. Not easy to come by. Maybe some other time.” The pirate’s smile grew cruel and knowing. “When I’m able. You understand.”


    The Queen did, yes. Another thing to dangle before her, but never give her, to express power over her. “I do. This is already magnificent, beyond repayment.”


    The pirate almost purred. Turning to the Eldritch she said, “You were right about her.”


    “I’m sure you would have seen it yourself in time,” the Eldritch replied. “But you’re a busy woman.”


    “Yes… yes I am.” The pirate waved to the guards and jerked her chin toward the Phoenix. “Take this thing away. And now, speaking of busy… I have work to get back to. Very important work. Commercial empires like this don’t run themselves.” She showed teeth. “We’ll do this again. Soon. And I’ll see you both for dinner.”


    “Naturally,” the Eldritch said for them both. “Thank you.”


    The guards walked them back to their separate quarters, stopping at the Eldritch’s first. The female said, “I’ll come by to help you dress for dinner later.”


    “Thank you,” the Queen said.


    Alone in her rooms, she went to the bathroom to stare at her alien visage in the mirror. The long silver face—she could have mistaken it for her Chatcaavan one in passing. But the crest of feathers, tipped darker than the skin pebbling the area around her eyes and cheeks, was nothing like her Chatcaavan horns and hair. It flexed and rose according to her moods, and even when she calmed herself it spread and sank with her breathing. Like her Chatcaavan body, her Phoenixae one was flat-chested. Her hands….they were peculiar, since the littlest finger became the leading edge of her wings. She couldn’t rotate her forearms in the way she was used to, not fully.


    But she had wings, and they were whole.


    For a long time, she sat on her bed, holding herself, and watched the feathers move.
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    Sediryl entered her quarters to the sight of the Faulfenzair dancing. She stopped short, struck. To watch the Chatcaavan Queen, to hold her while she underwent what had looked like a spiritual experience, and to have that tainted by the setting… it had been so hard that walking into a victimless performance of beauty made her throat close. Qora danced with a deliberate power that invested every motion with meaning, and yet something about it felt so natural that it made her think of a white banner twisting in the wind, or dandelion fluff floating through summer sunlight. Such lightness of carriage, to go with such a dense frame. How did he make it look so effortless? Why were her eyes watering?


    The Faulfenzair halted with his head halfway to the floor and face quirked toward the wall, arms curving as if to hold something precious and tail a long arc that completed the shape made by one outstretched leg. From that pose he flicked green eyes up to hers, and they twinkled with secrets, like dew on grass.


    “I didn’t mean to interrupt,” she said.


    “But you didn’t.” He straightened, shaking his mane behind his shoulders. “You waited until I finished.”


    “I… yes. I guess I did.” The corner of Sediryl’s mouth twitched up. “It was beautiful.”


    “Truth is,” the priest said. “Even when it hurts.” He stretched. “My companion is in the bathroom, and has been for a very long time. He needs your comfort.”


    “Not yours?” Sediryl said, curious.


    The alien showed teeth in an affable grin. “I am unexpected comfort. He needs familiar comfort now.”


    Her tenuous acquaintance would have to do, and their connection through Jahir. “All right. Thank you, Qora.” She headed for the bathroom, chewing her lower lip between her teeth. How to handle the application of familiar comfort, though… she stopped at the door and called, “Vasiht’h? I could use some help.”


    She leaned against the doorframe while she waited, trying to ignore the quivers in her lower spine and knees. So much could have gone wrong; so much still could. Her skin ached from the constriction of her costume and her scalp from the weight of her hair, pinned off her neck. She wanted to sleep for a week, and never wanted to sleep again, wondering what she would see if she closed her eyes.


    The door opened for her cousin’s partner, who looked shrunken and constrained, paws pressed together at the ankle, wings tucked hard to his spine. Vasiht’h looked up at her. “You need help?”


    From his voice he was barely keeping himself together. She could sympathize. “I told the pirate I needed bodyservants, and while that’s not the literal truth I wouldn’t mind help with my back laces.”


    “Oh!” Vasiht’h hesitated. “Oh. You don’t mind me touching you?”


    “No. I’ve never had much of a talent in that regard.” Sediryl made a face. “I’m grateful for it now.”


    “I don’t blame you,” he replied, and the strange look in his eye had vanished, replaced with something considering. “I can help, sure. I’d be glad to help.” A hesitation she found perplexing. “You won’t mind if I’m not good at it?”


    “I wouldn’t expect it,” Sediryl said. “Just remember the laces don’t come untied. You want to loosen it from my waist up, and again from my waist down. Then I can undo the busk in the front.”


    Vasiht’h clenched his fists once, then flexed them. “I can do that.”


    Sediryl sighed. “Thank you. Maybe out here? The bathroom’s a little small for us both.”


    In the center of the bedchamber, Sediryl stood for the Glaseah, feeling his fingers pick at the laces, tug them until she swayed and the boots corrected the motion. His first plucks were uncertain, but gradually he became more assured. “That jerk near your knees looks really uncomfortable. What’s doing it?”


    “It’s the boots. They have internal stabilizers, and they are horrible.” She managed a laugh. “I can say that about a pair of boots still. Maybe I’ll survive this.”


    “You will.” Vasiht’h’s voice was subdued but decisive. “People have suffered worse and been all right.”


    “You would know better than me.” She sighed as the boning started to give. “Thank you, arii.”


    “I’m here to help you.” More steadily. “That’s the only thing I have. That She put me here to help you. That we’re here to destroy this.” Something in his voice… had she been wrong? That hadn’t sounded like misery, but something hotter. “Anything else is unthinkable.”


    “Good, because I plan to use your help.” Sediryl liberated one of the telegems from her ear and passed it behind her back. “Here, can you hang this without an earlobe?”


    “I… guess?” He plucked it from her fingers. A few moments later, he resumed unlacing her.


    “Maia?”


    “Here, arii.”


    Vasiht’h’s fingers ceased. “You have help?”


    “My Queen’s employee,” Sediryl said. “The D-Per Maia. Maia, this is Vasiht’h, my cousin’s partner.”


    “Alet. I’m pleased to meet you—any ally in this place is a good thing.”


    “I… likewise?” Vasiht’h stammered. “You’re here, in the base?”


    “I am,” Maia said grimly. “And I’m glad of it, too. I’ve been trying to find out where Kamaney came from and how she might have come by some serious Fleet-level personal shielding, which is how I’ve discovered the channels out to the Alliance are absolutely covered in triggers. Someone’s paranoid about anyone putting a whisker outside this system.”


    “Probably sensible,” Sediryl said. “The Chatcaava might turn a blind eye to her empire-building, but one message to Fleet would bring them here in force.”


    “Right. So that’s not a go. Intrasystem communication is fairly free; I’ve found the Visionary in a slip, but there’s no way for me to get into it. They’ve shut it down and there are triggers all over that too… no getting out that way. Not yet at least. So I’ve been listening in on their intership comm channels instead, and I’ll have an organizational table for you soon. But more importantly, there’s a line open to the Empire.”


    Sediryl froze. “Is there?”


    “And you’ll never guess why. She’s doctoring her own communiques back to her ‘allies.’”


    “She’s what?”


    “The Chatcaava don’t know about this fleet, Sediryl. They think the entirety of Kamaney’s force is on the border, doing the work they asked her to do. And she’s massaging all the sensor data and logs they’re sending back to the Chatcaava to reinforce that message.”


    “What does she want to do with this fleet, then?” Vasiht’h asked, startled.


    “That’s the question, alet,” Maia replied. “And I think the answer for now is ‘she’s hedging her bets.’ She hasn’t decided what to do with them.”


    “So,” Sediryl said. “Our job is to decide for her.”


    “What?” Vasiht’h said.


    Sediryl struggled to inhale and made it most of the way through her breath. “Vasiht’h, please. Can you…?”


    He resumed his labors. “You think you can take control of a pirate fleet? By convincing its leader to do what you want? Are you crazy?”


    “I don’t know,” she said, fighting an inappropriate levity. “You’re the xenotherapist.”


    He growled and yanked a lace hard enough to make her sway backwards. “This is a stupid way of fastening anything. Especially clothes! Who dresses like this?”


    “Women do, when they want people to think with their libidos instead of their brains.” Sediryl paused. “Men do as well, probably. I have yet to see a man in a corset, but I’m sure there’s a Harat-Shar somewhere who’d oblige me.”


    “Sediryl. The pirate fleet?”


    “Yes.” She rolled her shoulders. “We’re here to make sure Kamaney doesn’t throw the war to the Chatcaava, arii.”


    “Remember what she wants,” Maia cautioned. “She’s not going to do anything against her interests.”


    “What does she want?” Vasiht’h asked.


    “An empire of her own.”


    Vasiht’h paused, then sighed, frustrated. “What is it with all the people around me and this need to be in charge? Of everything?”


    “Surely not everyone around you is a frustrated leader in want of a country,” Sediryl said, smiling. “Or should I be worried about Jahir?”


    A snort. “The opposite there.” One more tug and the corset gapped open. “There. Better?”


    Sediryl shuddered. “So much. Do you mind…?”


    Vasiht’h backed away. “No. I don’t care if you don’t.”


    “Good.” She unbuttoned the train, threw off the corset with prejudice, and dropped onto the bed to start on her boots, wearing only her wrinkled chemise. “Goddess save me from my wardrobe. So, Maia. Kamaney’s desires.”


    “She’s going to jump for whatever outcome will deliver a planet, or maybe several, into her hands. According to the communications I’ve found, the Chatcaava have promised her as many worlds on the border as she wants, along with—and I quote here—“at least one major Pelted homeworld.””


    “What?” Vasiht’h’s ears dropped.


    “Would they do that?” Sediryl frowned, pulling off one of the boots. “I wouldn’t have assumed the dragons capable of sharing.”


    “I don’t think they are, no. And I don’t think Kamaney thinks so either, if she’s not stupid.”


    “She doesn’t appear to be stupid,” Sediryl said. “Only insane.”


    “Sadly.”


    “Is she?” Vasiht’h interrupted. “Insane.”


    “You saw her.” Sediryl undid the second boot and tossed it aside, wiggling her stockinged toes. “The Karaka’An who was with me in the cargo bay.”


    Vasiht’h’s eyes lost their focus. Then he shuddered. “I hate to make snap diagnoses, but she didn’t look right.”


    “I’m not making a snap judgment,” Sediryl said, “and she isn’t.” She sighed. “So, she’s holding back for the good reason that she mistrusts her titular allies. But she’s communicating regularly with the Chatcaava.”


    “Yes.”


    “And that means...”


    “That we might be able to send a message that way?” Maia’s voice sounded pinched. “Possible. Unlike sending one to the Alliance, which would be a good way to get us all killed. But Uuvek might not be out of reach, or if he is, maybe the Queen will know someone closer.”


    “Will you ask her?”


    “The next moment it seems safe.”


    Sediryl nodded. “Err on the side of caution.”


    “Trust me, arii, I’m erring on the side of paranoia. And speaking of that, you realize the guards have no problems coming into these rooms unannounced.”


    “Nor Kamaney. Yes, I noticed.”


    “We could talk mind-to-mind?” Vasiht’h offered.


    Sediryl glanced at him. “I don’t know that I can...? I’ve never been able to use any of the powers Eldritch are born with. Even touching skin to skin, I can’t hear thoughts.”


    “But I can,” Vasiht’h said. “And... I’m not a minor talent anymore. Or at least, I don’t think I am, not after Jahir exerting himself at me on the other end of the mindline. We might not be able to talk without touching like he and I can, but I can touch a non-esper and make them hear me, and hear them. We should be able to do it.”


    “You should try,” Maia said. “The more secure means of communications we have, the better.”


    “All right.” Sediryl held out her hands, felt the smooth warmth of the Glaseah’s palms over hers. Such a minor thing, and yet it seemed like forever since a friendly touch. Closing her eyes, she waited for Vasiht’h’s thoughts to open hers. What would it be like, to finally know what other Eldritch experienced? Would she like it or would years of isolation in her own mind make the contact distasteful? What would he sound like? Would it be sound at all, or something else? Like dreaming, maybe?


    When her conjectures had stretched on for too long, Sediryl opened her eyes and found the Glaseah frowning at her.


    “Should I be doing something?” she asked.


    “I can’t reach you at all.” He studied her face but he was looking past her eyes, not into them. “Like there’s a wall.”


    “I suppose that’s why I never had any luck with my talent?” Sediryl said lightly.


    “I’ve never heard of anything like it. Mindblind, yes. But you’re more like… mindguarded.”


    “I have an internal moat.” It should have been funnier. Instead it seemed ominous.


    Vasiht’h released her hands. “I don’t understand. Would you mind if we tried again later?”


    “Not at all.” She smiled a little. “I’m sorry it’s not working. Maia is right… it would have been useful.” Vasiht’h reached toward the earring and she held up a hand. “No, leave it. I’d feel better if Maia could talk to more than one of us.”


    “Me too,” Maia admitted. “But your single earring is going to look strange.”


    “Not if I clip it to my bodice and call it a brooch.” Sediryl arched her back, stretching the complaining skin along her sides. “And now I should nap before dinner, if I can.”


    “I’ll leave you to it,” Vasiht’h said.


    “And I have my own investigations to continue,” Maia said to her. “I’ll tell you if I find something new.”


    “If you can discover who she is…,” Sediryl said.


    Maia sounded tired. “With our luck she’s some nameless ensign who never ranked up. A nobody.”


    Sediryl said, “Nobodies can be dangerous.”


    “This one certainly is,” the D-per replied.
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    Outside the bedroom, Vasiht’h drifted to a halt, frowning. Never in all his life had he run into anything like what he’d sensed trying to reach for Sediryl’s thoughts. He’d been in and out of the heads of dozens of relatives, touched minds in passing with many Glaseahn strangers in his youth, and then of course, there had been the mindline and his dreamwork with Jahir. People without esper abilities were the norm, but their minds were porous, not… not armored. That’s what it had reminded him of. As if there was a pressure inside her forcing everything out.


    “Have an interesting afternoon?” Qora said from his corner, startling the Glaseah.


    Vasiht’h eyed him, thoughtful. “Do Faulfenza speak mind to mind?”


    “No. We have other talents.”


    “Like?”


    Qora smiled, no teeth this time. “We burn things with our hands.” At Vasiht’h’s expression, he laughed. “We warm them too. As I said, fire is a dangerous gift. So, what about your tall friend is worrying you?”


    “I’m not worried… exactly,” Vasiht’h said. “I was looking for something she should have, and she doesn’t have it.”


    “Ah,” Qora said. “Maybe you’re looking in the right place.”


    “You mean not looking, right?”


    “No.”


    Vasiht’h eyed him sharply, but the Faulfenzair had closed his eyes again and resumed his quixotic silence.
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    Kamaney was in an expansive mood at dinner that night, beaming at the Chatcaavan Queen who’d wisely chosen to attend in her new shape. Or at least, Sediryl thought she knew why the Queen had come “dressed” so… once in a while, something about the way the other woman reacted made her wonder if there were other motivations there.


    The pirate, at least, was easy to read, and treated the Queen like her newest prize. While Sediryl wasn’t thrilled with that transition, it was better than Kamaney discarding the Queen. And the novelty of being able to give the Queen such an extravagant and unique gift would keep the Chatcaavan safe… until Kamaney ran out of species, anyway. Hopefully by then they’d be out of this situation.


    At the conclusion of the meal, Kamaney dismissed the Queen and leaned back in her chair with a replete sigh. “I finally feel like things are coming together.”


    “Are they?” Sediryl asked over her coffee, lashes lowered over her eyes to shadow them.


    “Oh yes. Money coming in, weapons coming in, all the right information going out… my plans are progressing. And this!” Kamaney waved an idle hand toward the table and the Queen’s empty seat. “That was clever. You are clever, alet.”


    “My friends call me Sediryl.”


    The pirate smirked. “Sediryl. A clever woman. I bet you could go far.”


    “Some would say I already have.”


    “Some?” Kamaney toyed with her dessert spoon, the movements oddly repetitive.


    “I see a goal even beyond where I am now,” Sediryl said. “And I hope…” She lowered her voice, “I’m on my way there.”


    “A clever woman with friends could go farther,” Kamaney said. “And should.” She smiled and reached toward Sediryl’s face, then paused, fingers still lifted. “Oh, but I shouldn’t touch you, should I. You Eldritch and touch.”


    “I don’t mind,” Sediryl said, her skin crawling. “Do you, though? Not everyone likes the thought of touching one of us.”


    Kamaney laughed. “You think I’m afraid of what you’ll see in my mind?” She pressed her fingers to Sediryl’s lips, as if hushing her. “I’m not. Either the stories are false and so they don’t matter… or they’re true.”


    “And?” Sediryl murmured against those fingers, too hot against her skin.


    “And when you see into my mind, you’ll know you should never, ever cross me.” Kamaney lifted her fingers just enough to stroke Sediryl’s lips and added, “Such a pretty, pretty woman.”


    Sediryl made herself kiss the pirate’s fingertips. “And clever as well.”


    “And clever.” Kamaney smiled, her satisfaction oily. “Good night, Sediryl.”


    Sediryl rose from the table, train hissing as it slid off the chair, and walked to the door. Through the corridor. Into her quarters where she realized she was no longer alone, and could not afford to show obvious signs of hysteria. Or even subtle ones, given that one of her guests was a therapist. So when “her slaves” looked up and Vasiht’h asked, “How did it go?” Sediryl replied, “Promising,” and strode past him to her bedroom.


    She could have asked him for help with this also-ridiculous outfit that Maia had cobbled together out of several yards of velvet and leather and lace. But the D-per had put the ties for the thing down the front. She handled it herself, and if Maia could see her fingers shaking through the room’s surveillance, she was smart enough not to mention it.


    In the bathroom, Sediryl thought of the Queen’s casual comment. It afflicted the Ambassador terribly. Being raped. Tried to imagine her cousin Lisinthir, dangerous cousin Lisinthir who had emitted that effortless confidence and veiled aggression, being… raped? By whom? She grimaced and met her own eyes. “He survived,” she whispered to herself. “I’ll survive. Not only that. I’ll win.”


    The girl in the mirror seemed a lot less certain of that than the one who’d confessed her competitive streak to Maia on the Visionary. But sometimes, as Sediryl’s own mother had taught her, you had to pretend until something stopped being pretense.


    “I’ll win,” Sediryl told herself, and this time it was a promise. She inhaled, exhaled slowly. And readied herself for bed.

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    “Must we have this argument again?” Second said.


    Jahir, ignoring his nauseating hunger pangs and trying to memorize the changes in the map behind the Usurper’s wing arches, was hanging on the wall. Several of the more distant fleets had crawled toward the sector where the throneworld was blazoned, and their incremental progress seemed too slow to Jahir. Particularly while he waited for any message Oviin might receive in response to the one he’d sent several days ago.


    “I am tired of staring at his muzzled face. And the gag is likely to give it some blood poisoning the Surgeon cannot fix.” The Usurper sat behind his desk, lifted the Galare dagger and slid it from its sheath. “Have you handled one of these yet? So inconvenient. Talons are always with you, but a weapon can be taken away.”


    “Exalted,” Second said, low. “This meeting in particular should not be witnessed. Send your prize to be beaten so that he will look prettier for your guests and let us get on with business.”


    “I prefer him unmarred. It’s less messy. Besides, beating aliens is a risk, given their fragility. I would prefer not to be deprived of my decoration.” The Usurper squinted at Jahir. “And you prefer not to be beaten, I’m sure.”


    “Better males than you have thrashed me,” Jahir said, thinking of Lisinthir. “I doubt you would accomplish anything interesting with your attempt.”


    “You see?” the Usurper said. “What good is a beating if it doesn’t accomplish anything?”


    “A good enough beating would accomplish a great deal.” Second glared at Jahir. “And trust me, Ambassador. When I-your-better beat someone, they notice.”


    Jahir smiled at him. “Do you-my-lesser always wait until their backs are turned? Or is cowardice new to you, traitor?”


    Second’s teeth flared and he leaned toward Jahir, then he reined himself back and narrowed his glowing eyes. Strange that they might be so similar in color to Oviin’s and yet so different in character. “You-my-lesser look better with a gag in your mouth, freak.”


    The Usurper snorted. “Stop playing with it, Second. We have a meeting to conduct.”


    “Which should be conducted—”


    “In private, yes, I know.” The Usurper pointed at the chair opposite the desk. “Sit. I leave the war to you. You will leave the management of the empire, including the disposition of its slaves, to me.”


    Second turned from Jahir. “I don’t understand you. This behavior… it’s unlike you.”


    “You worry that I have been entranced by the alien?” The Usurper snorts. “He’s useful, that’s all. Makes me look like I care about the things other males do.”


    “For that to work, you have to use him, and you don’t use him!”


    The Usurper said, unperturbed, “I’m using him now. And I am about to use him again. Observe.” To the guards, “Let him in now.”


    A new Chatcaavan strode in, a brown male with a large, blunt head and thick horns. Unlike Second and the Usurper, whose clothes had the austere lines of a uniform, this male wore an embroidered robe over trousers, both wine-colored, offsetting his eyes which were nearly magenta: bright and red trending toward purple.


    “Lord of the Twelveworld,” the Usurper said.


    “Exalted,” said this new male. “I have seen to your directives and return with news. Second.” He inclined his head to both, reached for one of the chairs and stopped at the sight of Jahir. “Dying Air!”


    “My wall hanging,” the Usurper said, lifting a tablet and beginning to peruse its contents.


    “The Ambassador? You have captured the Ambassador?” The Twelveworld Lord stepped toward Jahir. “May I…”


    Jahir saw the satisfied look the Usurper flung at Second behind the Twelveworld Lord’s back as he spoke. “I suppose.”


    The new male drew closer, as if approaching a dangerous animal. His eyes were wide, pupils dilated, and his mouth parted: shock? Fascination? “The wingless freak, fettered,” he murmured. “How do you like the Emperor’s attention now, Ambassador?”


    “I’ll let you know when I see him next,” Jahir replied.


    The Twelveworld Lord drew back as if struck, then barked a laugh. “You have caught him, truly caught him, Exalted. I am impressed. Will you kill him?”


    “Why would I kill him?” the Usurper said absently. “That wall is too bare.”


    “You could decorate him like a female…”


    “Too time-consuming. Maybe later, if I grow bored.” The Usurper looked up. “I’ll ask you for suggestions if so.”


    “Oh yes,” the Twelveworld Lord said, low. “I would be glad to offer them.”


    “Excellent. With that decided, then, the pirates? Sit.”


    “Ah yes.” The Twelveworld Lord sat on the chair, leaning against it with wings relaxed against its narrow back. “They are harrying the Alliance along the border. Some of them have already clashed with elements of the freak’s Fleet, which means the diversion is working. We are drawing some number of them away from the corridor we plan to advance along.”


    “Are there enough pirates to divert them?” The Usurper looked at Second. “This is your expertise, not mine.”


    “I was surprised at this pirate’s ship strength and coordination.” Second leaned forward, tapping on a tablet. “They are strung out here and yes, I believe their numbers sufficient to at least distract the freaks.”


    A blot of red sprang up along the Alliance border, coreward of the Empire.


    “And we are proceeding here,” the Usurper said, pointing at an area on the map.


    Even from behind, Jahir could see Second’s reluctance to respond in the tightness of his wings, the stiffness of his hands. “Yes.”


    “The pirates will fight well,” the Twelveworld Lord said. “I have promised them significant plunder, including one of the Alliance core worlds.”


    The Usurper scowled at him. “All plunder is to be funneled through proper naval channels for distribution.”


    The Twelveworld Lord laughed. “I’m not going to give them anything, Exalted! I fully expect the freaks to shatter them. The freaks will take a beating in the process—these pirates are well armed, and good at raiding—but by the time the freak Fleet is done with them, there won’t be enough pirates to settle an asteroid, much less an entire planet.”


    “Good,” the Usurper said. “So long as you’re certain about the numbers.”


    “As certain as anything is in war,” the Twelveworld Lord replied. “I would not concern yourself with them, Exalted. I’ve regular communiques from that front; if anything looks troubling, I’ll discuss it with Second.”


    “Very good.” The Usurper tapped his tablet. “I see you have brought me new numbers here.”


    “Yes. The system lords of the north and east have gathered under my banner and are now proceeding to Apex-East to join the main fleet.” The Twelveworld Lord sounded smug. “You’ll note our strength is considerable.”


    “Quite,” the Usurper said. “Did you see this, Second? It’s comparable to the weight of Apex-North’s fleet.”


    “I did see,” Second said. “Well done, Twelveworld Lord. I did not anticipate such a strong showing from the system lords.”


    “It would be a poor deed if the system fleets of the strongest sectors of the Empire did not weigh favorably against their naval counterparts,” the Twelveworld Lord replied. “This is a battle we have been anticipating ever since we met the freaks. We intend to enjoy it.”


    “And you will, yes. Will you stay at court? I’d prefer it to you joining your ships in Apex-East,” the Usurper said. “Since you are the one receiving intelligence about the pirates.”


    “I can, certainly. Until the muster leaves Apex-East. When we open the war I intend to be there.”


    “Naturally,” the Usurper said. “Thank you, Twelveworld Lord. That will be all.”


    “Exalted.” The male rose, bowed with slightly spread wings.


    After his departure, the Usurper tapped his tablet until a new icon appeared on the map: a large yellow globe with a ship in its center. “A large concentration of ships.”


    “More than we expected,” Second agreed.


    “Will there be problems at Apex-East?”


    “No,” Second said. “Because I will relieve some of the pressure by sending the Eastern fleet forward.”


    The Usurper squinted. “That would keep them from starting fights with the system lords, but it will look like weakness unless you have a good reason.”


    “I do,” Second said. “I’d like to start them on scouting duties. We need intelligence on the movements of the freak Fleet, and with all due respect to the Twelveworld Lord, I do not trust pirates to give us accurate reports.”


    The Usurper snorted. “Of course not. It would take a system lord to think so. The Navy knows better.”


    “Exactly.” Second rose. “I will see to that now, in fact. Unless you have something else?”


    “No. That will do.”


    Second paused beside Jahir on the way out and scowled up into his face. “And you. If you repeat any of this to anyone, you’ll be lucky if you keep your tongue.”


    “Don’t threaten my property,” the Usurper said, already reading his tablet again. “If I want it defaced, I’ll arrange it.”


    Second bared his teeth and swept out.


    “Well done,” Jahir said.


    The Usurper looked up. “Oh yes. I didn’t gag you.”


    “Is it your intention to keep Second off balance, or are you solely using me to gauge the tenor of your possible allies?”


    The drake snorted. “I suppose it was obvious enough for even a wingless freak to notice.”


    “So obvious I’m surprised your targets don’t see it as well.”


    “They might have. But it doesn’t matter. What you don’t understand, freak—what you have never understood, no matter how much time you spent in this court before my arrival—is that it doesn’t matter if you show weakness so long as you have enough power.”


    “Like the Twelveworld Lord’s fleet.”


    The Usurper waved a hand in a shrug. “Not material, really. Those ships have never trained together. Intelligence and coordination will always trump brute force. That I sit here before you as the Exalted Emperor is proof enough of that.”


    Lisinthir would have disagreed with him, would have attacked him to force him off balance. Jahir, though, didn’t want the Usurper fighting him. Not yet. “So neither the pirates nor the system lords concern you.”


    “Not at all. The Navy will keep them in check, as it always has, and what few fail to respond to Second’s commands can be led by their desire for conquest and treasure. It’s a simple equation. So long as you know what motivates the people around you, you cannot fail in your aims.”


    “And what is your aim, precisely?”


    The Usurper looked up, head cocked and one eye squinted. “What?”


    “Your aim,” Jahir prompted. “Because I doubt you wanted the throne for power. Did you?”


    “Of course I did. I am Chatcaavan, freak.”


    Jahir pursed his lips. “Forgive me. I was imprecise. You did not want the power for power’s sake, to boast of yourself and your prowess.”


    “No,” the Usurper replied. “Such displays are a waste of time. I do not feel I need to perform for my peers. I sought power for a different purpose.”


    “As I thought. So, then… what was this aim?”


    The Usurper smiled a little. “You would like to know, wouldn’t you, freak? As if it will help you. It won’t. You will die here when I grow tired of you.”


    “You won’t grow tired of me because you were never interested in me,” Jahir said. “Say rather that you will kill me when I no longer serve a useful purpose.”


    The Usurper bared his teeth. “You are capable of understanding basic facts.”


    “Yes.” Jahir paused, offered, “It is a rare ability. Accepting reality.”


    That won him a rasping laugh. “Unfortunately. Yes. I am here to manage the Empire, freak, because it is inefficient and I despise inefficiency.” The Chatcaavan’s eyes grew distant. “There is too much variation in processes. People have too much freedom. It detracts from their availability for productive work. They spend too much of their time deciding on a course of action, and when they decide, they make irrational choices. Entire worlds are drowning in their own redundancies, their idiosyncrasies. I plan to sanitize these irrational social and cultural processes. We could grow so much larger if we solved these problems. Everything must be put in its place. Every person. Nothing will stop us then.” He met Jahir’s eyes. “That is why I want power.”


    “To fix things,” Jahir whispered.


    “You understand me.” The Usurper picked up his tablet. “And now you will be silent or I will have you gagged. There is work to be done.”


    Jahir suffered the rest of the day, eating when fed, hanging for his four-hour intervals, until at last the guards delivered him back to Oviin who was waiting with a meal tray. By then he was so weak he found it difficult to sit upright, and the smell seeping from the seam of the covered plates was so strong he thought he’d faint for need.


    The Chatcaavan held up a finger and said, “I have been reporting your condition to the Surgeon. He says you must eat slowly. Please.” He handed over a triangle of soft flatbread wrapped around some sort of meaty paste. Jahir forced himself to chew it at a deliberate pace, accepting the next only when he’d swallowed the first. His stomach’s complaints were vociferous but Oviin remained adamant, passing him each new tidbit with metronomic patience. When the tray was empty and Jahir painfully full, the Chatcaavan waited, watching him. “Do you need the basin?”


    “No,” Jahir managed. “But I admit I dislike this intensely.”


    “If you hate eating like this so much, why do you do it?”


    “I’m afraid I have no choice.” Jahir inhaled. “Are we free to speak?”


    Oviin glanced at the door. “As free as we ever are.”


    Jahir nodded. “The Twelveworld Lord. Is he important?”


    The male inhaled through his nostrils, a little wheeze. “Yes. You could say.” He lifted a towel. “Can you go into the bath?”


    “Not to immerse myself.” Jahir settled on the lip of the tub and accepted the hot, damp washcloth. Starting on his fingers, he said, “The Twelveworld Lord? Surely twelve worlds comprise a minor fiefdom in an empire the size of yours.”


    “If it was only twelve worlds, perhaps.” Oviin put the tray on a table, out of the way. “But the title is a relic from the Empire’s first expansions toward your space. The north and the east, the parts of the Empire facing your nation, they are the densest in population and the most industrialized, because they are the leading edge of the conquerors who wish to claim more territory. The military is strongest in the north and east because the system lords are the most powerful as well. And of them all, the lord of the Twelveworld is the greatest, because those twelve worlds were the first claimed in the north, and they have been built for centuries into a great redoubt. Together they comprise an ancient charge, one with a history that stretches back, some say, to the first spacefaring days. They are rich systems, and strong. Their control gives the Twelvelord a great deal of power, and that he holds them, a great deal of respect.”


    Jahir frowned, sliding down to lie on his side. The chiming in his head had ceased, but he was tired, so tired. “Then it is believable that the Usurper might want to placate him.”


    “This one begs pardon?”


    “He was here today, telling of a fleet he’s brought. Other lords like him, who have joined with him to form a single unit. A large one. Second said it was as large as the northern military fleet.”


    Oviin’s hands paused. Then he resumed setting out the larger towels for the bath. “That would not surprise me.”


    “Really?” Jahir considered him. “You know a great deal about the political situation of the Empire, Oviin-alet.”


    “It is unavoidable, if one listens.” Oviin sat across from him in his usual position, hands folded in his lap. “These males… when they come to the court, it is males such as this one who serve them, who bring their meals, who clean their suites, who see to their requests. We procure them females, if the Emperor does not permit them his. We answer their questions about where to find entertainment in the capital, if they wish to leave the palace. We… we are bound as statues and left as decorations in their alcoves, if that pleases them.”


    “You are?” Jahir asked, startled. “I would have thought that a duty of the harem.”


    “The harem is composed of females, Ambassador,” Oviin murmured. “If wings are needed in a decoration, it is to the palace staff that the artisans turn.”


    “And you are beautiful,” Jahir murmured.


    Oviin’s head jerked up.


    “You think I would fail to notice?” Jahir sighed and pushed himself into the water. “I have been the object of similar desires, though I have more defense against them. I know how it goes, alet.”


    “I… I can imagine,” Oviin stammered. Recovering himself, he finished, “This one has spent many hours listening to discourse, unable to move. To think about what one hears… it passes the time.”


    “And you know the Twelveworld Lord because of this.”


    Oviin hung his head. “He is a perverse male who finds wings on females fascinating. Such females are rare—this one is considered a substitute. A poor one, but sufficient.”


    Jahir reached across the steaming water to rest his hand on the drake’s foot, and through it sensed Oviin’s shame. “Did he hurt you?”


    “Not as females are hurt,” Oviin murmured. “But it is…”


    “Degrading.”


    Oviin grimaced, lips pulling back from his teeth. “Such words are not for castrates to use. We do not have honor to be abused.”


    “I say you do. I say you have more honor than the males who have misused you, Oviin, because you have twice their courage.”


    Had Jahir not had his hand on Oviin’s foot he would not have known to look for physical evidence of the Chatcaavan’s pleased embarrassment. The Chatcaava did flush, though it showed only at the delicate skin near their eyes and nostrils. Oviin looked away. “The Ambassador is too generous.”


    “The Ambassador is an alien, is what you mean.” Jahir sank into the bath to his chin and sighed. “This is good. Thank you. My arms and back ache.”


    “This one can imagine. Being bound was not comfortable either.” Oviin flexed his wings, a little tremor running along their vanes. “What should go out next?”


    Jahir thought of the map. “If only I could show them the fleet positions. Do you have access to the Usurper’s study?”


    “No, Ambassador. Not in the sense you mean. I walk past it to reach you here, but by the time I do so all the displays are shut down, and to tamper with them would be impossible without his access codes. Perhaps you could describe them? I would remember everything you describe.”


    Having heard evidence of the Chatcaavan’s eidetic memory the first time Oviin repeated his message back to him exactly, Jahir didn’t doubt it. What concerned him was his own ability to paint an accurate depiction. It was unavoidable that an alien would gloss over elements of the map that a Chatcaavan might find pertinent: he didn’t have the context necessary to understand the significance of the information he was gathering. He was a good observer; had become, he thought, an excellent one after moving to the Alliance and practicing his profession while navigating an environment that rewarded the ability to predict the actions of others. With enough time, he could glean the necessary information by watching the Usurper’s reaction to it, or Second’s. But that would take time, and require him to be expert in Chatcaavan body language. He had Lisinthir’s borrowed memories, but they were only enough to give him a subconscious understanding; his mind would attempt to fill in any gaps in that knowledge with its own probably incorrect assumptions.


    But Oviin… Oviin might know. If Oviin could be made to see the map.


    “May I ask you a personal question?” Jahir asked. “You may decline to hear it, or on hearing it, you may decline to answer.”


    Oviin’s mouth dropped open. Composing himself, he said, “So many alien notions.”


    “Yes,” Jahir answered.


    “Then… the question?”


    Jahir asked, “Can you Change?”


    The words arrested Oviin’s every motion, even his breathing. Then he flinched, lowering his head. “I have never tried.”


    “Would you like to?”


    “Because?” Oviin asked, low. “I do not assume you ask this out of generosity. What is your purpose, Ambassador?”


    Had this been Lisinthir’s path in the Empire? Expedience? Was it becoming his as well? Was that what survival demanded? “I’m afraid it did occur to me as the solution to a problem.”


    The male’s wings relaxed, mantled; some of the stiffness left Oviin’s face. “That being?”


    “I can see the map but not interpret it. You could interpret it, but can’t see it. If you could draw the picture from my mind…” He trailed off, frowned. The meals he had in the bathing chamber chased the fog from his head, but he was aware of still being impaired, of thinking more slowly than his wont. It was hard not to find it frustrating… frightening. “Perhaps it isn’t my purpose, really. I could put the thought in your head myself, with your permission. But giving you my shape so that you can learn to take it from me feels fairer.”


    Oviin stared at him, nose wrinkled. “I don’t understand, Ambassador. You are speaking of… reading minds? As your kind are said to do.”


    “Yes.”


    “And you wished me to learn your shape so I could read yours, and see the map.”


    “Yes,” Jahir said.


    “But you also say I don’t need to learn that shape in order to do so?”


    “Yes,” Jahir said. Apologetically, “This is a new ability for me, so I don’t often think of it. I could push it into your head. In the past, I would have found it difficult to do so unless you were also able to send and receive thoughts.”


    “So you could place the image in my mind,” Oviin said slowly. “You need not teach me your pattern.”


    “No,” Jahir said. “But if you’d like to learn it, the offer stands.”


    Oviin said, “I should not be surprised that you make this offer, though it no longer grants you any advantage.”


    “No.” Jahir smiled. “Are you? Surprised?”


    “Yes,” Oviin said. He swallowed. “This placing of an image in my mind. Is it painful?”


    “It can be unnerving,” Jahir answered. “We are born believing our minds are unassailable, and the evidence that we’re wrong can be uncomfortable. But it isn’t physically painful, no.” He thought of Vasiht’h and smiled. “Some people find the communion pleasant.”


    “How does it work?”


    “I touch you,” Jahir said. “And then… you see what I show you.”


    “So easy,” Oviin murmured. “And this ability I would have if I learned your shape.”


    “Yes.”


    The Chatcaavan looked away, jaw tense. Jahir left him to that silence, cupping the water and washing his face. He missed showers; while the bath helped with the aches incurred by his constrained posture, it also made him too aware of his uncomfortable fullness. He’d found eating a pleasure in the past, despite both his partner and his lover deciding he neglected himself too much. He no longer found eating pleasurable; did not even, he realized, remember what the Chatcaavan food tasted like. How would he ever tell Vasiht’h about the cuisine of dragons if he didn’t linger long enough on it to recall its flavors? Its spices? Was he even getting quality food, or was this the equivalent of slop fed to an animal?


    It wouldn’t matter if it was, since that was how he was eating it. The thought that he was, and that this wasn’t enough to silence the roquelaure, was ominous. His skin prickled, cold despite the steam.


    “I would like to think about this.”


    “Take your time.” Jahir held his hair out of the way so he could sluice the back of his neck. “I’ll be here.”


    “Just… that?” Oviin frowned. “You do not wish to influence my choice further?”


    “If I could influence it less, I would,” Jahir said. “As it is, I will offer what little control I can give you and protect your ability to exercise it. I need your help, Oviin-alet—this you already know, and I will not lie about it. My nation, my people, the Alliance, even the deposed Emperor and his partisans—all of them must have the information I can send them, and the only way I can accomplish that is through you.” He smiled a wintry smile. “I find that sufficient coercion for my taste. I would prefer you at liberty to make any other choices my existence presents you on your own.”


    “This is your pattern of behavior, then,” Oviin said. “You make suggestions and then leave me alone with them, or wait without insisting on payment, knowing that it will motivate me to help you.”


    “Will it?” Jahir asked, bemused.


    Oviin scowled at him. “You are many things, Ambassador, but it has never been observed of you that you are witless.”


    “I suppose not. But I’m not trying to manipulate you into doing what I ask.”


    “You are making me want to do what you ask! By making me like you!”


    Jahir couldn’t help it: he laughed, a little bubble of mirth that he tried and failed to choke down. “Oviin-alet… that is common with people who respect one another. If they like one another, they help one another.”


    “Chatcaava and aliens cannot like one another.”


    “I love the Queen,” Jahir murmured, Lisinthir’s memories of her bright in his mind, like banners. “Tell me that again.”


    Oviin dug his fingertips into his knees and did not answer.


    [image: ***]


    That night, alone in the gloom of his silent chamber, Jahir curled around his empty, aching middle and listened to the roquelaure’s whispered warnings, forcing himself to hold still. He had never been more aware of how much energy it cost to twitch from an unwanted stimulus. Being Eldritch had required him to learn a level of bodily self-control the Pelted found suspicious—brief flashes to arrogant professors and their accusations—but the roquelaure required a discipline so beyond that mastery he wasn’t sure he could do it.


    Fleet couldn’t possibly be using such flawed technology. Jahir could barely move without triggering some warning message; the activity level a Fleet operative would be sustaining while masked did not seem possible. He could only conclude that something was wrong... that he had injected it incorrectly, or more probably, the algorithm that ruled it was reacting to his not-quite-expected biology. The roquelaure had been keyed for Lisinthir; perhaps it was only a matter of time before it failed. Probably by starving him to death.


    Staring at the moonlight falling through the bathing chamber arch, Jahir thought of killing the Usurper. Perhaps absent their Emperor, Second and the Twelveworld Lord would fight for the throne? But Second was gone. And the Twelveworld Lord seemed a traditional enough Chatcaavan male that Jahir doubted he would call off the war. All he could do was watch, and tell the others what he knew, and hope they would come in time. Or perhaps ask through Oviin what could be done about the roquelaure?


    He might have to, if its demands keep mounting. But he was not dead yet.


    Jahir sighed, closed his eyes, and tried to sleep.

  


  
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


    Khaska was pitiless.


    It was hard not to think of her by her Chatcaavan name when he spent most of his time drenched in her memories of the harem. Khaska, the Queen had called her, after the bell-ringers of the temple to which they now journeyed. A hard collection of syllables that suited the strict lines of her face when she sat across from him. How strange that aliens might also have multiple names and titles that defined who they were. Laniis Baker was a lieutenant in the Pelted navy, a soldier in a stern uniform with unyielding eyes; it was she who walked into his cabin every morning to subject him to his punishment. Though they shared the same body, Khaska was the writhing victim of the depredations of not just the Emperor, but the Chatcaava he’d handed her to, the slave who clung to her identity and saw it erode, day by day, blow by blow.


    Neither of them pretended what they were doing was anything but punishment now. The only thing the Emperor failed to understand was whether it was him alone she was punishing.


    Several days out of the Apex system, she joined him for their morning session, waiting with hooded eyes as he shifted shape. He didn’t dread their meetings, but he found his skin shrinking from her touch when she reached for him: how did it do that, when he was careful to hold so still? To reject her was unthinkable. She had earned the right to his suffering.


    This memory should have been easier than the others, which had been more sadistic. He remembered the evening: he had come to the Queen’s chamber at the top of the tower and used them both, first Khaska, then the Queen. One of the larger fiefs in the east had successfully resisted the naval force sent to keep it in check; the naval ships dispatched to the task had suffered a disastrous defeat. He’d just come from a conference with Second, then Command-East, about re-establishing control. It had been his frustration that he could not go himself and choke the life out of the lords in question that had prompted him to use the two females, and he’d been distracted and angry, and beaten the Seersa severely before moving to the Queen.


    Had he even seen her? Or had she been a substitute for the males who’d deserved his anger? One he had to hand?


    But such beatings had come and gone before, and the rapes, and this one had been less savage than other memories Laniis had shared. He could compare it to the abuse he’d suffered in the Worldlord’s harem, in fact, and know that he’d bled more.


    It was not the pain that destroyed him this time.


    Khaska had been lying on the floor, unable to move. The cold of the stone floor under her broken cheek—one of her foremost sensory impressions—and the sough of her labored breathing in her throat, and the stink of her own blood and sweat… all of that paled against the sight of the Queen of the Chatcaava, whom Khaska had begun to care for. The Queen had been kind to her. Had subtly kept her out of sight on more than one occasion. Tried to ask her opinions rather than command her obedience.


    The Queen was only a few feet away from her, and Khaska couldn’t rise to defend her. She had to watch, helpless, as the Emperor savaged the one good person in the hell to which she’d been consigned, and she—a soldier, who’d dedicated her life to the protection of the vulnerable—had been unable to lift her hand to stop it.


    The Emperor shoved Laniis away so quickly they both fell off the couch. Laniis landed on her tail and hissed an imprecation, grabbing for one of the cushions. He would have helped her but he was incapable, completely frozen in the horror of that impotence, in the echoes it had raised in himself, in his life.


    He had been able to protect himself.


    Had failed to protect the Queen.


    Had allowed the court to poison and nearly kill the Ambassador.


    Had made Second’s suicidal challenge necessary.


    And as a final blow, had been unable to preserve the Empire from itself.


    In his mind, it was he who bled, watching the Queen’s misery… and he who assaulted her.


    With a moan, he covered his eyes and pressed his face into his knees, nails digging into skin.
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    The Ambassador was never present for these meetings; Laniis had no idea where he went while she was visiting. Should she call him now? She didn’t know what to do, confronted with the Emperor’s sudden withdrawal. Was he going into shock? He was going to cry—no, he was already crying, shuddery, wracking sounds that sounded more like gasps than sobs. She’d heard such noises from her own mouth and knew the anguish that drove them. There was a blanket folded on the couch, so she took it and draped it around the shoulders of her rapist and torturer, and ‘awkward’ didn’t begin to describe the situation.


    She wanted him to understand his own depravity. Presumably she wanted him to regret it. Why was she so confused by his remorse, then? And why did his tears disturb her, rather than satisfy her? Maybe she believed he was faking it?


    She knew better.


    The blanket didn’t seem to be helping so she caught his wrists. “Why?” When he didn’t answer, she shook him. “Answer me. Why this?”


    “W-what…” He lifted his face, blinking rapidly to clear his bloodshot eyes, and no matter how pointed his Eldritch face he still looked Eldritch and that made her uncomfortable. “What do you mean?”


    “All the things I’ve been showing you, and this is the thing that upsets you?” Laniis’s ears were flattened to her hair. “Why? Why this? When other things have hurt more?”


    “Nothing hurts like failing the people you want to protect.”


    Stunned, she dropped his hands, and the Emperor used them to wipe his face. He looked shocky to her. His eyes, when he finally looked up at her, haunted. It was incongruous: he had his own eyes in his Eldritch face, that unnatural, lizard yellow with the pupils that contracted to slits rather than rounds. She should have found it repugnant, a clear reminder of everything she’d suffered while being stared at with those eyes.


    Instead she found her own heart hammering so hard the skin on the insides of her ears ached.


    “My apologies,” he said huskily. “I should have had more control. Should we continue?”


    “No,” Laniis replied. She stood, conscious of her own gracelessness. “That’s enough for today.”


    “As you wish.”


    Always with the accommodation. She could almost believe he’d changed, that he cared what she wanted. That her wishes counted with him. That couldn’t be true, though. No one changed that easily, not that much. People didn’t just… shatter. Did they? She’d hit rock-bottom in the harem, but she hadn’t really changed, not inside where it counted.


    Laniis paused outside the Emperor’s cabin, all her fur standing on end.


    No. She firmed her mouth into a hard line and marched back to her own quarters. She even made it most of the way before changing direction.


    At the hatch to Na’er’s cabin, she requested entry and was admitted, and the door opened on a sight that would usually have given her pause in a good way. Na’er was pulling on his undershirt, arms lifted to expose the ripple of muscle along his narrow ribcage. “Sorry, I was just about to head up to my shift on the bridge.” He grinned as his head popped from the shirt’s open collar. “I thought you might find the view interes—woah.” He stopped, every muscle standing in relief along that lean side. “What happened? What did he do?” A growl in his voice as it dropped in pitch. “Nevermind. I’ll take care of it.”


    “No!” Laniis exclaimed before he could storm past her. “No, it’s not what you’re thinking!”


    “Then what is it?” he demanded. “What put that look on your face?”


    Her ears sagged. “If you’re about to go on duty….”


    “I’ve got ten minutes.”


    She sighed and held out her arms, and was gratified by the swiftness of his embrace. Laniis buried her nose in his chest, inhaling the arid spice of his scent, and relaxed. The jumbled emotions in her head settled into one question, and as she stepped back, she said, “Do people change?”


    Na’er bared his teeth. “Torturers don’t.”


    “Torturers who’ve been tortured…”


    “Are still torturers,” Na’er said. “They’re just torturers who add a new class of victims to their list. People they want to punish for hurting them.”


    It was exactly what she believed, and yet hearing it from someone else’s mouth made her wonder if it was too facile. “Nothing’s that simple,” she murmured.


    “Not everything is simple.” Na’er picked up his uniform tunic, his movements brusque. “Some things are, though. Don’t trust that psychopath.”


    “I don’t.”


    “Good. Because nothing changes what he did to you, arii. And all the impulses that made him do those things are still in him. Nothing’s going to change that.”


    “Some people say that we’re killers,” Laniis said, troubled. “Us in the military.”


    “There’s a difference between fighting to defend yourself and others and enjoying the pain and suffering of other people.” Na’er pulled the tunic on, closing and adjusting the high collar. “You know that.”


    “Yes,” Laniis answered, wondering if the Emperor did too.


    He straightened the uniform skirt and then reached for her, cupped her elbows. She rested her extended forearms on his, her fingers brushing his sleeves. “Laniis,” Na’er said, ears slicked to his skull, “You can’t trust him. Those things he’s done to innocent people, he could do again. Fine, he’s remorseful. But you notice he’s also at our mercy right now. He doesn’t have power. Pretty convenient that he suddenly discovers his heart of gold when he doesn’t have the opportunity to exercise his worst impulses… and he’s got us to impress.” He shook his head. “He’s just biding his time, telling us what we want to hear. Once we put him back on his throne I bet you he’ll go right back to his old ways.” He showed his teeth. “And we’re going to have to grin and bear it because he’ll be better than the devil we didn’t help.”


    Laniis sighed and stepped into his arms again, enjoyed the crushing hug and the ferocity of his affection.


    “Don’t let him get to you,” Na’er said. “Cut this thing off, arii. It’s just another way he’s trying to ingratiate himself with us and control you. Don’t let it work.”


    “I’m thinking about it,” she admitted.


    “Good.” He let her go. “I should skedaddle. You’ll be okay?”


    “Yeah.” She smiled weakly. “Thanks, Na’er.”


    “No problem.”


    She headed for the hatch, paused. “Have I changed?”


    “Only for the better,” he said, and kissed her cheek on his way past.


    Standing in the hall again, Laniis touched her chest, trying to steady her breathing. She’d changed for the better? Why did that work for her and not him?


    Could he really be faking an anguish that inspired sobs? In the arms of an enemy?


    What the hells was she doing?
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    The Emperor staggered upright, bracing himself on the couch before continuing to the bathroom to wash his alien face. Bent over the sink he shed his Eldritch seeming for the Chatcaavan and shrugged into clothes that fit his winged form before meeting his own eyes. He could not quantify his expression, nor understand it from the inside.


    Had he sought this shape to forget what it felt like to be powerless? He associated the dragon’s body with authority and respect, but it had been the dragon that Second and Logistics-East had betrayed. He’d once told the Ambassador that he’d trusted no male save Second-that-was, and in retrospect, he could see the evidence of it in the trajectory of his life. He’d claimed camaraderie with many of his naval compatriots, but always there had been a wall between his vulnerable heart and everyone else. No doubt that reserve had cut him off from the allies who might have helped him now.


    But then, what had he thought he would need with such allies? He’d fought his way to the exalted heights of the Thorn Throne. He’d won. And it had been over, as far as he’d been concerned.


    He had not yet acted on the Ambassador’s suggestion. The Emperor raked his forelock back with an impatient hand and left in search of his future.


    Andrea was not in the clinic. The Seersa healer absently directed him to her cabin. As always, she was delighted to see him, and as always it confused him. He was at least beginning to accept that confusion.


    “You’ve come at a good time,” she said. “The girls are all off at the gym. Dominika’s taking them through calisthenics every day to help them cope with their memories.”


    “Does it work?”


    “Oh, sure.” Andrea waved him toward her couch. “Sit, why don’t you? Do you want anything to drink?”


    The Emperor frowned. “The Ambassador keeps something in a glass bottle. Carbonated and bitter but also sweet.”


    “Right, his tonic water.” Andrea chuckled. “Dellen-alet told me about that.”


    “The physician?” The Emperor asked, puzzled.


    “Yeah.” The human brought him a glass and sat across from him with her mug. She wore loose gray pants and a gray shirt over another, longer-sleeved shirt—also gray—and it looked soft and slouchy. Had she worn such things typically, before a Chatcaavan raider had truncated that idyllic prior life? “Apparently there’s no keeping any medical records about Eldritch without them vanishing, so everything the healers learn about them they communicate to one another. Verbally.” She chuckled. “And doctors love to tell a good story, so they pass on some of the odder details in the process. Like how they hooked an alcoholic on tonic water.”


    Had the Ambassador been an alcoholic? The Emperor knew the Universal word. It had no equivalent in Chatcaavan—addiction to such substances was not noteworthy. He remembered drinking a great deal with Lisinthir in those first months, and even more in the ones that followed. And smoking endless rolls of hekkret. “How did they accomplish this?”


    “By daring him, of course.” She grinned. “I haven’t known the Sword long, but even I can see that working. They told him that tonic water was mixed with gin to make a cocktail and taunted him with the offer. He poured himself the tonic water and told them to keep the gin.”


    A single moment in the Eldritch’s rehabilitation, that must have been: so fleeting an episode, and yet so perfect it had become a story passed from healer to healer. His beloved, the legend. The Emperor smiled a little. “That would be in keeping with his character.”


    “Yes.” She sipped from her mug, holding it in both hands. “I didn’t think you’d like the taste, though? I guess I don’t know what Chatcaava like to drink, but I would have thought it would be… I don’t know. Too different for us to share food.”


    “It’s not,” the Emperor said. Though now that she’d brought it up, he wondered why did they share similar palates? “I don’t understand how that works, though.”


    “A mystery for the ages.” She cocked her head. “But I’m guessing you didn’t come to talk about cocktails.”


    “No.” He looked into his glass. “The Ambassador—the Sword—suggested that I talk to you after my morning… meetings… with Lieutenant Baker.”


    “Meetings.” Andrea’s tone was decidedly wary.


    “She was my prisoner.” He looked up at Andrea. “In my harem. And I visited torment on her for months. She wants me to know how that felt.”


    A little furrow appeared between Andrea’s brows. “Laniis was a Chatcaavan victim?”


    “For over a year.”


    Andrea’s eyes widened.


    “In my harem.” He clicked one of his talons on the glass, watching the liquid shiver. “Do not imagine the Worldlord’s modest arrangement. An entire tower was dedicated to my children and females. The nursery was near the bottom. The top had not one, but three separate groups of females: a gift harem comprised of individuals I loaned to males as rewards or enticements; a harem reserved to myself and my intimates; and the topmost chamber, where I kept my queen. It was there that Laniis resided and attended the Slave Queen as a bodyservant. And for a year she remained there, and I had my use of her when I wanted her, and I broke her bones, and shaved her fur off, and required her to duplicate accents just so I could corroborate reports that the short, brush-tailed aliens could speak any language. I raped her and beat her, Andrea, and it was unremarkable because I did this to anyone I felt deserved it and everyone did, male and female.”


    The human’s face had become inscrutable, but its lines were not tense enough for rage. “Male too? Chatcaavan ones?”


    “It was how I kept ambitious males in check, if they were too useful to consign to death.” He drank from the awkward alien tumbler, lapping at it with his tongue. “It was the world I knew, and I inhabited it completely. I did not believe the things you do, or the Ambassador. That every person has the right to their own life, their own dignity, to choose their service. I believed that the weak belonged to the strong, and that this was the order of things. Behavior inspired by any other belief confused me.” He thought about himself, and finished, to be fair, “And interested me, because I did not understand it.”


    She nodded. “Do you understand it now?”


    “Intimately, as the Ambassador taught me at great cost to himself.” He evaluated her expression and found it too calm. “You do not seem upset. I expected horror.”


    Andrea recrossed her legs, clasping one of her ankles. “You were living in Hell.”


    “I was not suffering, Andrea.”


    “I don’t mean…” She shook her head. “We say that when you live in the absence of God, you are in Hell. There’s no grace in Hell. No redemption. You are unavoidably corrupt, because there’s no Light to shine on your sins. So that you can see that they’re sins. You know how they always say there can be no darkness without light? No good without evil? Well, if you live in evil and there is no good anywhere, how can you be anything but evil? There’s nothing to aspire to. Nothing to teach you otherwise.”


    “You are giving me an excuse,” he murmured.


    “I’m just describing what it sounds like to me, which is… well. Like Hell. It doesn’t surprise me that you were the chiefest of the devils there. What else?” She shook her head. “Here’s the important question. When the Ambassador taught you the error of your ways—did you change?”


    He managed a smile. “You find me here after the attempt to promulgate these beliefs made me a target of males without my new sensibilities.”


    “Would you go back to that life?”


    “No.” The word was expulsed by a loathing so deep it had become intrinsic, laced into blood and bone with the Change that had taught it to him.


    “Would you torture another person again?”


    “No.”


    “Would you use people because it was expedient, or because it seemed like the only way to get what you wanted?”


    “No,” he said. And then, thinking of the path back to the throne, “I think. I hope I will not justify such actions by saying they will protect more innocents than they destroy.”


    “Even if it’s true?”


    He winced, rubbed his brow. “I am not sure I’m ready for advanced alien philosophy, Andrea.”


    She laughed. “All right, granted. But you at least see some of the pitfalls, and they worry you.”


    “Yes. To return to what I was… it would be to reject the gift given to me by the Ambassador, and the Queen… and now you and the others who helped me.” He sighed out. “I can’t do it. It would be wrong.”


    “Then there you are.” When he looked up, she said, “My faith allows for regeneration, arii. I believe that people can change. I don’t think it comes easy, but when it comes, it’s up to all of us to help support that regeneration. Otherwise it’s too easy for people to relapse.” She set her mug on the table in front of her. “It’s especially important when people have made as big a change as you have. The incidence of recidivism is high when people’s past crimes are held against them. If they’re not allowed to move on, they give up trying. Often they become worse, because they’ve seen the light, and it was denied them.”


    “It seems too easy,” the Emperor murmured. “Surely I must pay for my crimes.”


    “You’re going to pay for your crimes to a higher authority than me, one day,” she replied. “And He’ll judge you based on what you did with all your life, and what’s in your heart, and unlike me He’ll know for certain. My job, as far as I’m concerned, is to forgive you and everyone else who’s hurt me.”


    “So… you forgive the Worldlord.”


    “Yes. And all his employees, and Deputy-East, too.” She grinned, whimsical. “I’m not saying it’s easy or that there aren’t days when I fail. But to the extent that I can forgive them, I can also let them go.”


    “And this… this is how aliens think.”


    “Hah!” Andrea shook her head. “You should know better, arii. We’re no more homogeneous than you Chatcaava are. There are people in the Alliance who’d find my way of thinking crazy and insist I was wrong. I’ve got a cousin who thinks I was dropped on my head as a kid.”


    The image was so vivid and so startling the Emperor’s head jerked up. “Does that happen?”


    “A joke,” Andrea assured him. “Meant to suggest that I had early brain damage that might explain any weird habits I might have.” She leaned back. “My beliefs are formed by my faith, and my religion—and even in my religion there are sects, and the sects disagree. You said once that the Chatcaava don’t have religion?”


    “We had one major religion,” the Emperor replied. “Which has fallen away from mainstream acceptance. The worship of the Living Air. We go now to its first temple.”


    “Oh, yes. The topic we were discussing in the meeting.” Her eyes lit with curiosity. “We’re going to see an actual Chatcaavan temple?”


    “To the Source, yes.” He paused. “You are imagining a building.”


    “It’s not a building?”


    “It began as a building,” the Emperor said. “Now it comprises the entire world, because the homeworld has been all but abandoned.”


    “Oh, my,” Andrea said, hushed, her eyes round with wonder. “Won’t that be something to see.”


    “I hope that it will be.”
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    Dominika had invited Lisinthir to sit in on the exercise program she was running for the refugees, claiming that he would be motivational “in a good way.” He’d declined, much to her amusement, and spent forty-five minutes pacing, wondering what Laniis and the Emperor were doing and whether it was time to stop it or not. By the time the Harat-Shar was ready to cede him the gym, he needed it. Too much left to chance. Too much he couldn’t do. He worked himself against the computer’s solidigraphic foes until the world bled away and forced him to live in the present.


    He knew when the Emperor entered without seeing him, hearing him. A mind-mage’s talent? A lover’s sixth sense? It didn’t matter. His fake opponents became insubstantial outlines as he paused the program, leaving him an unobstructed view of the room and the dark figure by the door. He met the Chatcaavan’s eyes in the mirror. “Did she keep you so long?”


    “Not her solely.”


    “Ah,” Lisinthir said, relieved. “You went to Andrea.”


    “I thought your mind puzzled me,” the Emperor replied, walking to one of the ghosts and studying it. “But hers is completely incomprehensible.”


    “Oh?”


    “She forgives me,” the Emperor said, sounding the words out as if making sure of them. “Because I once dwelt in Hell, and where there is no God, there can be no possibility of good. Only evil.”


    Lisinthir paused, then started laughing. “Oh… yes. I see how that might be yet another level of inexplicability. I’m not even sure I would know how to engage with it.”


    “You sell yourself short,” the Emperor replied. “You might not espouse such principles with your lips, but you enacted them in my court.” He cocked his head, mane shifting against his shoulder. “With my last breath, I will serve life.”


    “And I do, Exalted,” Lisinthir said with a bow. “But serving life and forgiving those who do evil… not the same.”


    “It’s not?”


    Lisinthir paused. Chuckled. “If it is, it’s beyond me. Right now anyway. My cousin would find it easier, certes.”


    “This cousin,” the Emperor said. “You think he will survive the court?”


    “I can no longer say,” Lisinthir admitted. “As I know nothing of what the court is like anymore. The Usurper and his Second are nothing like you and yours, from what you’ve said.”


    “No,” the Emperor murmured, touching a finger to the projection and watching the outline ripple over the talon. “Fighting this way relaxes you.”


    “It is one of the few things that does.”


    “Fighting with weapons,” the Chatcaavan said, eyes distant. “You once spoke of it, at dinner in your first week with us. Something about blood like ribbons? Streamers?”


    “Possibly,” Lisinthir answered, surprised his lover recalled it. “There is a certain poetry to it that appeals to me.”


    “And here you practice to maintain your skill.” The Emperor put an entire hand through the ghostly impression of the solidigraph. “Is it difficult enough to tax you? We do only live fighting, even while training. Fighting against computers… no one would admit to it if they did it.”


    “Not even battle simulations?”


    “For ship to ship fighting,” the Emperor said. “Anything large enough to require coordination. But for fighting with your hands? Never.”


    “It is not how I learned either,” Lisinthir said. “But I have found it useful, now that I have access to it.” He watched the Chatcaavan circle another of the phantoms, frozen in a lunge, and recognized the predatory tension in the Emperor’s shoulders. “You want to try it, don’t you?”


    The male looked up, yellow eyes burning.


    “Best do so alone, first.” Lisinthir drew away from the center of the room and sat on the bench. “I would not mind the respite.”


    “Wouldn’t you,” his lover said, skeptical, fond.


    “The brief respite.” Lisinthir grinned. “Are you ready?”


    “I suppose.”


    “Computer,” Lisinthir said. “Reconfigure simulation for one Chatcaavan male, no weapons. Restart.”


    A solidigraph sprang into life and rushed the Emperor, and if either of them had doubted the Chatcaavan would fail to react to an obvious simulation, the speed with which he swiped talons across the false foe’s throat put paid to it. That “death” spawned two new enemies, faceless and swathed head-to-foot in white, just like the first; they staggered their attacks which made it too easy for the Emperor to dispatch them both. The two that replaced them rushed their target at once, and then the fight was on.


    Lisinthir knew the Emperor had held back in their tussles; the Emperor’s final duel with Second had shown him what real fighting looked like among Chatcaava. But that had been as much ritual as brawl, with pauses for discussion, for demands, longer ones that gave both parties opportunities to yield. It had been nothing like this soulless exercise, which existed only to test and train fighters in their craft. In all Lisinthir’s life, and it had been long enough, he’d never witnessed such a pure demonstration of ferocity in a sapient. The computer spawned the enemies as fast as its algorithms believed the Emperor could handle them, and both of them learned quickly. The lyricism of it was breathtaking: one black dragon crowned in horns and framed in spreading wings surrounded by his vicious white-wrapped enemies, like a crowd of the vengeful dead. And he reaped them with talon and wing and teeth at a speed that defied belief.


    That Lisinthir had not only taken this male to his bed, but also defied him, suddenly struck him as absurd. That he’d survived, aweing. He had learned to kill but there was no comparison. He was dangerous but he had not been born to predation. His had been, he realized, the exact opposite of the Emperor’s arc, who had learned to stay his hand after failing to be born to compassion.


    “Come, Perfection,” the Emperor called. “Join the fun.”


    Lisinthir grinned and took up his swords. “So long as you find a wingless freak at your back acceptable, Exalted.”


    “I do, if that wingless freak does not find this notion of fun offensive?”


    Startled, Lisinthir laughed. “You have a ridiculous memory for trivia, Exalted.”


    The Emperor smashed another solidigraph in the throat. “My conversations with you were never trivial, Beauty.”


    Lisinthir ignored his flush and leapt instead into the fray. Fighting at the Emperor’s back was fraught, as the Chatcaava used their wings as weapons. He took one of the Emperor’s flanks instead and put his swords to use. It was nothing like fighting with Jahir, which had been communion: this was less comfort and more competition, and when the Chatcaavan flashed him a challenging look Lisinthir gave up and said—panted—“Computer, tally please. Foe count by fighter. Final blows.”


    “Tally begun.”


    “I hope you’re not tired, Exalted.”


    “I hope you’ve gotten better at accepting failure, Perfection.”


    “Never,” Lisinthir growled, and laughed, and slid through the throng to cut down his choices.


    After that he gave himself over to exhilaration and didn’t stop until his body began to fail him. The Emperor caught him up when one of his knees gave, and then they were biting one another, scrabbling. One of them remembered to cancel the simulation; if the computer reported the tally, neither cared. Both swords fell to the deck, clanging. They followed. Cold tongue. Hot fingers, skidding on sweating skin. Hands and mouths and shuddering rapture, found in overheated bodies writhing on the ground.


    Lisinthir collapsed alongside the Emperor, staring at the ceiling, breathing hard and feeling, finally, finally, at peace. He listened to his lover’s pants and enjoyed the lassitude of every muscle.


    One finger touched his neck, near the shoulder, very gently. “You’ll have marks.”


    “Honor wounds,” Lisinthir murmured.


    The Emperor chuffed a laugh. “Only you would say so.”


    “That suits me,” Lisinthir replied. “I like being right while other people are holding misguided opinions.” He looked over. “Is this how it will be, then? When we go for the Usurper?”


    The Emperor did not immediately reply, nor seem to notice Lisinthir’s scrutiny. His gaze was distant, looking far past the ceiling of the gym. “Ordinarily not.”


    “I thought the Chatcaava liked their fights personal.”


    “The Navy prefers orbital bombardment.” The Emperor sighed and pushed himself upright, shaking his dark mane back. “And no doubt the Admiral-Offense will attempt to convince me of the wisdom of planting a high-energy weapon in the center of the palace.”


    “He would do that?” Lisinthir asked, stunned. “Destroy a landmark and all the innocents in it to kill one male you should be challenging to a duel?”


    “Absolutely.” Kauvauc—definitely Kauvauc now, somehow—hung his arms over his lifted knees. “The Usurper took the throne without honor, alet. It is not necessary for me to kill him personally.”


    “It’s ‘arii’,” Lisinthir said. “’Alet’ imposes a distance. I cannot believe you would allow the Usurper to go unpunished.”


    “Is not death sufficient punishment?”


    Lisinthir snorted. “No. And well you know it.”


    The Emperor laughed. “Very well. I agree. Though Living Air knows what Andrea would say to us both.”


    “She would counsel clemency, no doubt, but neither of us is clement.”


    “No.” The Emperor nodded, more to himself than to Lisinthir. “Unless something goes wrong, I do intend to go down into the palace and find the Usurper and kill him myself. But not as one does a male in an honor duel. As a rabid animal in need of slaughter. And with as little warning as possible because I find the thought of the death of innocents abhorrent.” He looked over his arm at Lisinthir. “Are you surprised?”


    “No.”


    The Emperor’s wings hissed as he mantled them. “Laniis Baker knows me only as a tyrant and a torturer. Andrea knows me only as a victim and admits to trouble conceiving of me as anything else. You alone have known me as both, Perfection. How can you reconcile the two pictures? When you have been under me as my victim, and over me as my lover?”


    “You think it should be more difficult for me, but it is in fact easier. I saw your transformation. I know what to expect.” The sweat had ceased running down his sides and was now cooling into a sticky film he should have found more distasteful. Instead, it felt like the friction burns and bruises: like something earned.


    “And unavoidably we must act on our  expectations,” the Emperor murmured.


    “Those of us who do not have the luxury of feeling the thoughts of others through their skin, at least.” Lisinthir looked up at him. “Besides, Exalted, there are threads that run through you that have not changed.”


    A neutral tone, then. “Bad ones?”


    “Neither bad nor good,” Lisinthir replied. “Your strength of will. Your passion for the fight. Your curiosity most of all.”


    “It was my curiosity that led me into this,” the Emperor mused.


    “And your curiosity will lead you out.” At the Chatcaavan’s sharp gaze, Lisinthir said, “So it goes with all our character traits, beloved. Our virtues, our vices… they spring from the same well.”


    The Emperor mulled that in silence, and Lisinthir lingered, savoring their repose and this break in the thickness of his lover’s depression.


    “So both females fail to understand me because of the expectations they have of me, and you do because your expectations are truer to reality.”


    “I don’t know that Andrea misunderstands you,” Lisinthir said. “Laniis certainly does. The lens by which we view others can be distorted by prior experiences with them. Particularly bad ones.”


    “Or good ones?” the Emperor said. “I trusted Command-East. I didn’t name it, as I did my trust for Second-who-was. But I trusted him.”


    “You did, yes.”


    “Inasmuch as I trusted any male,” the Emperor continued, lifting his head and squinting. “No, that would be an incorrect assumption. I did not trust him. I trusted the navy, and that feeling encompassed him.”


    “Possibly,” Lisinthir said slowly.


    “And unlike me, he has not changed. When I titled him again, he was still the male I’d known before.”


    “He could have been hiding his penchant for treachery?”


    “He could have been.” The Emperor’s stare lost its focus, then he bared his teeth. “But he isn’t. And he hasn’t. Changed, Perfection. He is still the male I knew. But like Lieutenant Baker, I let my preconceptions blind me to that understanding. And I do understand him.” A heartbeat. “He doesn’t want the Thorn Throne.”


    “So one would presume, given that he set the Usurper on it,” Lisinthir said, hesitant.


    “No.” The Emperor set a palm on the ground and twisted to look down at him. “He doesn’t want it because he doesn’t think he can keep it.” He hissed. “He knew!”


    “You’ve left me behind now,” Lisinthir said slowly. “Exalted?”


    “Second was Navy, Ambassador. He knows the Navy and the system lords are an unnatural alliance. He’s placed the Usurper on the throne while he arranges for the Empire’s most volatile elements to combine. Because in the resulting civil war, he can carve out a piece of the Empire for himself.” The Emperor exhaled. “There is nowhere else for him to go. From being Command-East, the only steps higher were Apex-Navy, a title I still hold, and Emperor, which I am. He was already my subordinate; when I asked him to be Second, I once again gave him second best, with no opportunity of achieving the foremost title. He told me when he accepted that he would be honored because he knew no male could fight me and win.”


    “So instead of challenging you for the throne of an Empire he can’t hold against you, he’s going to dissolve the Empire and make himself Emperor of one of its pieces while leaving you to the war to pull it back together,” Lisinthir said.


    “Because he knows that anyone who deposed me in my absence would die when I came back,” the Emperor said. “It’s the only thing that makes sense, Ambassador. He wanted power, but he was also canny enough to understand his limitations.”


    “He didn’t think he would win against you.”


    “He knew. We have worked with one another too long. Unlike me, he did not let anything cloud his understanding of my probable actions.” The Emperor bared his teeth. “He is the real architect of this.”


    “I suppose we’ll just have to kill him along with the Usurper then,” Lisinthir said, stretching. “And given that he’ll be aboard a ship of traitors among a fleet of traitors, I fully approve of using a bomb to do it.”


    The Emperor’s smile was wry. “I hope we have the chance. If he’s smart, he will find a way out of the trap and leave me surrounded by enemies who still think of the Empire as a single unit.”


    “Do you?” Lisinthir asked, quiet. “Think of it thus?”


    This hesitation felt more like regret. “No, Perfection. I do not.” Shaking back his mane, he pushed himself to his feet and offered Lisinthir a hand. “But I intend to assemble something from the wreckage, and that will be my Empire. And it will be a better one than the corpse from which it rose.”


    “This metaphor is rather disturbing,” Lisinthir said, accepting the hand up. “Say rather it is the phoenix rising from the ashes of its pyre.” At the inevitable quizzical look, he explained, “A mythical creature, who grew old and died so that it could be reborn fresh. Shaped like a bird made of fire; as it dwindled it lost its flames and became cold and small and dark before exploding afresh in a bonfire.”


    “Dramatic,” the Emperor said. “Not inappropriate. I trust you are exercised properly?”


    “You could probably exercise me further later,” Lisinthir said with a twitch of his mouth. “For now, I think we have other priorities.”


    “Oh? Those being?”


    Lisinthir said, “Second’s plan. It’s greatly accelerated by this war, isn’t it.”


    “Unquestionably.”


    “Because combining the fleets of system lords and naval Chatcaava would invite strife. And they’re gathering them at Apex-East. Knowing whether he’s succeeding in that aim, and how quickly, would be valuable.” Lisinthir smiled wolfishly. “And I believe we know several people in the Apex-East system who owe us favors.”


    The Emperor’s hesitation lasted too long, and his eyes when they met Lisinthir’s too reticent; he was once again the victim of the harem, struggling with doubt and despond. “I would not relish making that request.”


    “Fortunately, you have me to make it for you.” Lisinthir added, “Would you, if I hadn’t offered?”


    The Chatcaavan looked away, eyes hard. Then: “Yes. Of course.”


    Lisinthir nodded. “Then I will shower and change and see what kind of message Meryl and Uuvek think best.”
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    “Realtime’s possible,” Meryl said, tapping her fingers on the table. “Realtime encrypted into an enemy system teeming with bored military and paramilitary forces? Not a chance.”


    Lisinthir glanced at Uuvek who said, “She is paranoid, but right to be. I can make a flat message look routine. The smaller it is, the better.”


    “I’m not sure its size matters,” Lisinthir said. “Once it’s opened. Given what I intend to ask.”


    “What’s that?” Meryl asked.


    “I want Deputy-East to spy for us.”


    Uuvek looked up from his data tablet. “That would be useful.”


    “That’s it?” Meryl said, bemused. “Just ‘it would be useful’?”


    “It would be,” Uuvek said, resuming his perusal. “Dangerous also. He’ll probably get caught and executed.”


    “Hopefully the Worldlord will pull his tail out of the fire if he falls into it.” Lisinthir took a seat beside the Chatcaavan. “I presume I can dictate?”


    Now Uuvek set the tablet aside and both he and Meryl were staring at him. The latter said, “Sure. Just tell us when to start.”


    Lisinthir gathered his thoughts. “Begin now.” He sensed rather than saw them arranging for it with the technology at their fingertips. “Deputy-East—The Sword greets you and trusts you have had your fill of giggling harem females and alcohol, because the hunt is calling and it knows your secret name.”

  


  
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


    “Worldlord. Do you have a moment?”


    The male, overseeing the renovation of what used to be his slave quarters, glanced over at him and canted his ax-shaped head. “Deputy-East? You have the look of a male on a mission.”


    Despite the resolve that had crystallized on reading the Sword’s message, Deputy-East felt his face stretching into a wintry smile. “You could say. I know you have resources beyond what you casually discuss with huntfriends, Worldlord. I was wondering if I could call on those resources now.”


    The Worldlord straightened, wings sagging as he frowned. Then, brusquely, he said, “My study. This is not the place for such a discussion.”


    “Of course.”


    Outside, Deputy-East launched into the air and rode the Worldlord’s vortices, feeling a strange calm. Something about knowing he would probably die soon, maybe? Surely that should have made him more anxious, not less. But his wings beat steadily and his sight was clear, truly clear for the first time in revolutions. Maybe this was what it was like to have a purpose beyond his own survival.


    It felt strange. He was sure he should have hated it, but he didn’t.


    The Worldlord’s tower was the highest on the hunting estate and its balcony led into a receiving room. Deputy-East allowed the Worldlord to land first before lighting and padding through the chamber that had once been kept dim for the comfort of a dying alien pet. The windows were now set for maximum light, but the Worldlord had not removed the box-like bed where Gentle had slept. Deputy-East hoped that boded well for his errand and entered the study.


    The Worldlord had already taken a seat behind his desk and was bringing up displays.


    “Just like that?” Deputy-East asked, confused. “You’re not going to ask me what I’m doing?”


    “Oh, I plan to ask you,” the Worldlord said. “But I thought I’d prepare in case you convince me to mobilize my resources on your behalf.” He leaned back in his chair, arms folded. “Is it on your behalf?”


    “No,” Deputy-East said. “I’ve had a message from the Sword. And… Worldlord… huntbrother?” At the male’s twitch of acceptance at the intimacy, he continued, “There are… things… I haven’t told you about the Sword and the situation after I escorted him offworld that you now need to know.”


    “’Now,’” the Worldlord said. “So you hid them from me. Until I became useful.”


    Denying that seemed craven. “Yes. But only because that knowledge… it’s dangerous, huntbrother. And I suspect it may be painful to you personally.”


    “Is that so?” the Worldlord asked, skeptical.


    Deputy-East flinched and looked away. “Fine. You have a soft heart, huntbrother, and you did a terrible thing that you don’t know about yet and I didn’t want you to suffer that knowledge unless it became necessary. All right? It was cowardly of me, but there it is.”


    In the ensuing silence Deputy-East struggled with his need to fidget. Standing here waiting reminded him of reprimands he’d suffered from his superiors in the past, and it was hard not to feel like a guilty child. Particularly around the Worldlord, who was already not only a male of supreme and quiet assurance, but also a sire several times over, and of offspring he had taken a personal interest in rearing.


    “You had better tell me what this terrible thing is,” the Worldlord said at last.


    “Well,” Deputy-East said. “Dainty. You remember Dainty.”


    “Of course I remember Dainty.”


    “And to make you feel better, keep it in mind that I raped Dainty several times!” Deputy-East hastened to say. “And I don’t even remember the first time well, since I was taking a call. But the other times. I did a very bad thing—”


    “Deputy-East!” the Worldlord exclaimed, exasperated. “What exactly am I supposed to feel better about having done!”


    “Ah, Dainty. Dainty was not actually a human.” Deputy-East inhaled and got it all out in a rush. “Dainty was the Emperor. The deposed one. Who is not as deposed as the Usurper would like.”


    The pupils in the Worldlord’s eyes welled so suddenly Deputy-East took an unintentional step toward him. But the other male raised his hand. “How did you learn this? Without being killed for all that you did?”


    “When I took them offworld—Manufactory-East had destroyed the Sword’s shuttle, so he needed me to fly him—I brought them to the rendezvous point with the Sword’s vessel. He made contact with them to arrange the transfer, and the comm officer was interrupted by…” Deputy-East, remembering the moment and his sheer incredulity, “…by a male calling himself the Admiral-Offense, asking for the Exalted Emperor. Dainty answered. They talked as huntbrothers would have. And I…” He shuddered, eyes closing. “I fell down and waited to die. But he didn’t kill me, Worldlord. He said that my actions had guaranteed my loyalty to him, and he left me alive.”


    The Worldlord’s expression hovered between incredulity and wonder. “And then?”


    “And then the Sword told me that the war was here, and it was between the Usurper, who will tear apart the Empire, and the Emperor, who will do his best to keep it together. And that we had to choose sides. And that he would call for me, one day.”


    “One day soon, apparently.”


    “Sooner than I expected,” Deputy-East agreed.


    “And was he right?”


    “Huntbrother?”


    “The Emperor. When he spoke of your loyalty. Was he right?”


    “I… yes. Of course.” Deputy-East folded his nervous wings. “What else?”


    “What else?” the Worldlord asked, surprised. “He was so weak he permitted his own abuse at your hands. He cried under you, Deputy-East. He let me decorate him with chains and piercings. He kneeled at our feet. Worse, he kneeled at Manufactory-East’s. You would follow a male who not only failed to prevent his own degradation, but who will not punish us for its perpetration?”


    “I… I hadn’t thought of it that way,” Deputy-East admitted.


    “How did you think of it, then?”


    “I didn’t think at all.” Deputy-East looked away, and the memory of it flooded him. The slim, solemn figure, staring down at him. The utter stillness of that gaze. The Emperor had not seemed strong, because strength was something Deputy-East associated with will. The Emperor had felt… inevitable. Like wind, or the airlessness of space. “I saw him when he was speaking to the Admiral-Offense. I saw him when he looked at me. He was… he was Greatness.”


    “Greatness,” the Worldlord murmured, tasting the abstraction.


    “Huntbrother, you valued Gentle,” Deputy-East said. “You let your Alliance slaves go. Did they not let you put chains on them? Didn’t they kneel at our feet? If we were wrong about them, are we wrong about him?” He paused, then added, “The Sword says Gentle is in stasis and the Alliance surgeon believes she can be healed.”


    The Worldlord’s head jerked up.


    “The Emperor—the un-deposed Emperor—he counts those aliens among his allies,” Deputy-East added. “If we side with him, we will have an Empire that has greater congress with them.”


    “And you think I want that.”


    Deputy-East snorted. “I’m easily agitated, Worldlord, but not stupid.”


    The Worldlord laughed, low. “Fine. But do you want it?”


    “I… don’t know,” Deputy-East said. “What do I know of aliens? Or even care? But I do care about a male who is intent on tearing the Empire apart. There is no prospering in war unless you’re in the war trade, and even then you have to not die to reap the rewards. I want to grow old and indolent and have three dozen air cars and the leisure to fly them. For that, I need a stable society.”


    Now the Worldlord was laughing in earnest. “Only three dozen?”


    “I think three dozen would cover all the models I’m interested in,” Deputy-East said modestly.


    “And I am betting you checked.”


    “It’s no good to buy without doing the research…”


    The Worldlord waved a hand, still chuckling. “All right. Tell me about this request of the Sword’s, then.”


    “He says…” Deputy-East trailed off, less out of uncertainty and more in wonder that he remained so fixed in his purpose. The calm had not abandoned him. “That the Empire’s Second is planning on starting the civil war here, in this system.”


    “What?” the Worldlord hissed, straightening.


    “By forcing the muster to gather and letting them idle long enough to forget their shared purpose—fighting the war—and remember their old hatreds. And then when they find themselves all together in one place….”


    The Worldlord’s nostrils flared. He looked up at Deputy-East and in that expression Deputy-East saw their shared knowledge of the probable survival of anything larger than a meteorite after all the Empire’s system lords and all the Empire’s sector naval fleets started a civil war above their heads.


    “He wants us to spy for the Emperor,” Deputy-East finished. “I plan to do so. And if you can help…”


    “Not only can I help,” the Worldlord said, “I have a message for you to take back to the Sword and this Greatness.” He smiled thinly. “Go get a tablet, Deputy-East. You will want to take notes.”

  


  
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN


    The next alien the pirate brought for her, two days later, was also winged, and the sight of this particular species incited a flurry of visceral memories: the mildewed chill of the holding cell beneath the harem tower; the quick, liquid sounds that had characterized her perception of Universal before learning it herself; the stench of fear and saltwater tears. “Malarai,” the Queen whispered, staring at her newest “gift.”


    “I thought we’d go through all the things with wings first,” the pirate said with a sly look the Queen found repugnant. “Go ahead.”


    The Queen had Touched this alien and drawn her pattern from her and from that pattern became herself a Malarai, with the wings properly on her back this time but feathered rather than leather.


    Two days later it was an Aera, a tall Pelted female with long, silken-furred ears, fur, and a pointed nose. The wings this time had been stunted things growing from her ankles, and the pirate had been particularly proud of them: “Not many winged Aera anymore. It’s breeding out of their genepool.” Then an immense and unlikely alien with a serrated beak bound shut—she’d learned a great deal about the Change from that one, that her size was limited by her mass but that her mass could be distributed very cleverly, if she was becoming a hollow-boned bird. After that, a Glaseah like the one the Queen had met on the transport that had brought them here, an angry, brown-coated centauroid whose leathery wings felt more familiar when the Queen stretched her own, but the rest of it…


    The pirate laughed. “Never had four feet before?”


    “No,” the Queen replied curtly, because her own clumsiness mortified her. Of all the shapes she’d learned, the centauroid was the least familiar.


    “Don’t worry,” the pirate said. “You look better as a Phoenix.”


    The Queen had never known a Chatcaavan willing to discuss the Change with her, and if any of the winged Chatcaava she’d known had ever Touched and learned patterns, she hadn’t seen the evidence. All that she knew of the Change she’d learned through trial and error, experimenting with her grandsire’s slaves. Prior to her arrival here, she’d known three shapes, and because her first had been poor facsimiles she’d guessed that practice improved the fidelity of the patterns learned by Touching, and practice at the Change improved its speed and allowed Change without balling up one’s mass. She’d assumed this was the limit of what practice accomplished.


    But by the third new shape, the Queen’s skin felt odd to her, even in her normal body. She paced her quarters, mutilated wings hunched against her back, and chafed her arms. Her skin didn’t peel off, but she kept hoping it would… that if she rubbed hard enough she would reach the tingling underneath. She’d once suffered a partial Touch, and this sensation reminded her of that feeling, but without its urgency. She didn’t feel sick. Just… strange. Uncomfortable.


    It had never occurred to her to wonder if there were diseases of the Touch and Change. Could too much Change destroy? Would she forget her natural shape? Was there a limit to the number of patterns a Chatcaavan could learn and remain sane?


    Did she really want to learn these things by experiencing them?


    Did she have a choice?
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    For days, Sediryl did nothing but dance attendance on her prey, making coquettish comments and promising things with her eyes, and for days, Kamaney teased her at dinner and left her to pace her quarters, wishing she could tear the walls apart. Her allies only exacerbated her fears: Maia checked in daily with information about the pirate’s far-too-concrete command structure, but with a distracted air that boded ill; Qora’s inscrutability did not invite confidences and Vasiht’h remained distant and erratic; and the Queen… Sediryl feared for the Queen most of all. Her idea about the shapeshifting gift had seemed ideal, but every time the Queen took a pattern she seemed more disoriented. The Chatcaavan had assured Sediryl that the shapechange wasn’t physically taxing, but what if she was wrong?


    And all of this was in vain if she couldn’t get Kamaney to trust her.


    It had been hard, so hard to be idle. All this flirting didn’t feel like work, though it exhausted her, left her drenched in sweat after she’d misjudged a comment and had to scramble to fix her image in her target’s eyes. Relegating the work of data gathering to Maia felt like an abdication, even after her one abortive attempt to leave the guest bloc. Her guards had acquired friends, all of whom had escorted her back to her quarters, and she’d spent that entire night allaying Kamaney’s suspicions. It made the paucity of Maia’s findings all the more maddening, because what could she do with lists of people’s names and ranks, and numbers of ships and the news of their constant comings and goings, if she couldn’t get out?


    Even her attempts to learn to communicate mind-to-mind with Vasiht’h failed, though she dutifully tried every night. His frustration with her felt hot, as if beneath his passivity and agitation something was burning.


    She had never felt so powerless in her life, and so in need of power.


    Resigned, Sediryl dressed for another dinner. She’d taken over the design of her wardrobe to give herself something to do, working off her memories of Eldritch court dress and Hyera’s costumes. She’d clothed herself in blood red and burnt caramel, in orange and pearl pinks, even the gray of bruises. But she’d avoided black as a cliché, and because the extreme contrast between it and her white skin made her look gaunt.


    She no longer cared that it was cliché. Her newest effort looked like someone had poured metal onto her torso and then swirled it up her arms and down her legs in a tangle of thorned vines. She accessorized it with something shaped like a coat but made of floating black lace patterned with enormous roses dripping thorns. The gun holster, strapped over the coat, looked like the most real thing on her.


    The sight of her made Kamaney visibly stop and lick her lips. Sediryl pretended she hadn’t seen it and murmured, “So, dinner.”


    “Alone this time,” Kamaney said. “I thought the Queen could use some time to recover from this afternoon’s session. Shall we eat?”


    “Let us.”


    This time Kamaney served Sediryl from the plates herself, cutting meat for her into bite-sized morsels. “Since you eat so little.”


    “It has its rewards, self-denial.”


    “Does it?” Kamaney glanced up at her.


    “It makes the moment you give in to temptation all the more delicious.”


    “Ahhh.” The pirate’s ears colored and she laughed, low. “You do all this really well, you know.”


    “Do I?” Sediryl took the latest tidbit off Kamaney’s proffered fork. “I’m so glad I haven’t bored you. Being bored is so poisonous, isn’t it?”


    “Fortunately for us, we don’t need to put up with boring people.”


    “No,” Sediryl said. “That’s what slave pens are for. Or swords.”


    “Or guns?” Kamaney added, smirking.


    “I prefer my kills more personal. Don’t you?”


    “Oh, I don’t know. There’s a lot of satisfaction in a big enough missile.” The pirate grinned, all teeth. “Have you ever shot off a shipboard missile, arii?”


    “I have not had the privilege. It sounds…” Sediryl paused to stress her voice’s drop in pitch. “Exciting.”


    “You’ll come with me, of course. When we go.”


    “Are we going soon, then?”


    “We are.” Kamaney pushed her plate away. “The Chatcaava are deploying, so the war’s going to move into its next phase soon. That leaves me to pick my first target, and the possibilities are…” Kamaney spread her arms. “Endless.”


    “But are they?” Sediryl asked. “Surely you have only two choices.” She lifted her hands as if weighing, holding up one hand first. “The dragon…” Then the other. “Or the baby chick.”


    The pirate blurted a laugh. “That’s one way of putting it. But the Alliance Fleet isn’t a complete pushover, you know. You’d be surprised.”


    “I probably would,” Sediryl said. “Given that I expect their fine moral sensibilities to hamstring any effort they make to defend themselves. Truly, arii, the only question you need to ask yourself is who is offering you the most delectable prize.”


    “At the lowest cost?” Kamaney said, appreciative.


    “Naturally. We are businesswomen, are we not?”


    “Among other things,” Kamaney murmured. “Clever woman. And such delicious company.” Lifting her chin, she said more decisively, “Come on. You should look.”


    Sediryl rose languidly, her posture impeccable enough to have pleased her tutors. She could sense the pirate’s eyes tracing the light as it glided over the curves accentuated by the outfit. If the key to Kamaney’s confidences all along had been black leather, she would put a fist through a wall. Bad enough to be forced to seduce a murderous crimelord, but to accept the utter banality of doing it in a costume so trite as to reinforce the most ridiculous of stereotypes?


    Kamaney led her from the dining chamber and to the study, standing at the door and gesturing. “Go on.” As Sediryl stepped in, the pirate added, “Display on.”


    Before her rose a shining map, very like the one Maia had projected for her on the Visionary in safer times. The pirate haven was blazoned in red, and it was haloed in ships, each one labeled. More of those red ships dotted the bottom corner of the map, where the Alliance Border had been drawn as a bright blue line, jagging at sharp angles as it followed the contours of each rectangular sector. The Chatcaavan border had been similarly noted in orange, but its line was more organic, without the Alliance’s rigid corners: more an imperfect curve, as if the Empire was bulging outward from a central point.


    “There,” Kamaney breathed behind her. Her hands lit on Sediryl’s hips and traced the line of her sides toward her breasts, stopping under them with fingers splayed upward. “The universe, ours for the taking.”


    Sediryl’s gorge rose. She forced herself to lean back into the smaller woman. “Alas, that we can only conquer it one piece at a time.”


    The pirate’s laugh was husky. “Oh, it’ll go quicker than you think, with a war like this distracting the major players.”


    “So where shall you go first?” Sediryl asked, ignoring the fingers that were sliding higher and profoundly grateful the pirate was unable to see her face.


    “The Chatcaava did promise me a core world.” Kamaney brushed her nose against Sediryl’s back. “And as many of the border worlds as I could hold.”


    “That would be the trap, I imagine. They won’t want you to keep them.”


    “No,” Kamaney agreed. “And I’m sure the Core world they’ll deliver to me will be bombed to uselessness. It’s the only way they’d let go of a prize that big. No, I wouldn’t trust them to give me anything. I’m counting on the Alliance to keep them so busy that they won’t have time to go after me.”


    “Seems a risky gamble, given that the Alliance will want those worlds back itself.”


    “Mmm-hmm. Either the Chatcaava are so successful pruning back Fleet that the dragons will have plenty of time to steal back any gifts they give me… or the Alliance will keep them in check, which gives them the resources to swat me. Or at least, start a new war with me. They don’t know how much I have to throw against them.”


    “You must be planning something else, then,” Sediryl said, cautiously. “Perhaps a strike out into unexplored space?”


    Kamaney was nipping at her back now, pulling at the tight fabric. “Why bother? We might go a long way before we find anything worth keeping.”


    “So, you plan to punish the dragons for their treachery.”


    “That’s one possibility,” Kamaney agreed. “I could also duck around all of the fighting and attack the Pelted border worlds farthest from the front. The Alliance might not even realize I’m out there until I’m entrenched.”


    “But you want to punish the dragons,” Sediryl murmured, willing it to be true.


    The fingers tightened on her, hard enough to bruise through the leather. “I admit, that part has a lot of appeal.”


    “As well it should.” Sediryl kept her eyes on the map. That was all she was: a pair of eyes, looking at a map. “They deserve it for planning to betray you.”


    “Yessss,” Kamaney hissed. “But. The Alliance betrayed me first. And even if I can’t keep the planets I flay at their border, to make them hurt… that might be more important.” More contemplatively now. “You see, my real problem is I can’t decide who it would be more satisfying to punish first.”


    “I understand your dilemma.”


    “What would you choose?” Kamaney asked, resuming her stroking, from breast to hip and back again. “If it was your fleet. Which it isn’t, of course. But I do like you, clever woman. So… sleek. And strong. Weak women are boring. Don’t you think?”


    “And we know what we do with boring people,” Sediryl murmured.


    “Exactly. So? What would you do?”


    Sediryl’s thoughts sped crazily. What to say? Telling the pirate outright wouldn’t help… if she appeared to want anything too much, Kamaney would use it to control her. What would this fictitious clever woman do when asked this question? “It’s a given that both parties require… punishment.” She let her voice caress the word. “But foolish and tiresome to underestimate them. I would plan to deal with them both, and choose which would feel my hand first based on which would be most likely to be surprised by my attack.”


    “A budding strategist,” Kamaney said with a laugh. “And very cold.”


    “I am a pragmatist,” Sediryl replied. “There are things I want from life, Kamaney. And while I have a great deal of time to acquire them, I am not fond of waste. Or, for that matter, exertion.”


    “Oh, but exertion can be fun…”


    “Some kinds,” Sediryl allowed. “But the kind involved in cleaning up the wreckage of broken bodies and shattered ships… rather less so.” Could she do this? She arched her back, pressing herself into the pirate’s body, her hands. “It takes away time from the more enjoyable pursuits available to women of means and brains. Yes?”


    “Mmm. No argument.” Kamaney gave her a final, lewd caress and then walked around Sediryl to stare up at the map. “I still have time to decide. A few more pieces to put in place… a few more bits of disinformation. A little more time. Not much, but enough.” She smiled coyly. “I think I’ll try this self-denial you’ve mentioned being so… invigorating. Since I really should be concentrating.”


    “If you’re sure?” Sediryl asked.


    The pirate grinned. “I’m not. So go on back so I can get something done.”


    Sediryl blew her a kiss and strode out, hips swinging. She maintained that calm all the way to her quarters, but the moment she entered them she started stripping with desperate haste. Both her guests were awake, and the violence of her arrival surprised Vasiht’h into stumbling onto his feet. “Arii?”


    “Vasiht’h… ugh… help me get rid of this…!”


    The Glaseah leaped toward her and started on the back of the outfit while Sediryl tore the rest of the lace coat off and shucked the ridiculous gloves with their vined edges. She didn’t stop until she was in nothing but her panties and only then thought she should probably have waited until she’d reached the bedroom to come unhinged.


    Her embarrassment lasted until the moment she looked down and saw the little red marks around her breasts. “I’m going to kill her!”


    “For pawing you?” Vasiht’h asked, hesitant.


    “Your skin shows marks in a spectacular fashion,” Qora added with clinical interest.


    “Maybe you shouldn’t be saying stuff like this out loud,” Vasiht’h added.


    He was certainly right but she couldn’t admit it. She’d swallowed enough on Kamaney’s behalf today. “I… am… am sorry. For the disrespect. I should have done this alone. With a little more decorum.”


    “It’s all right,” Vasiht’h assured her, picking up the discarded clothes. “I’m not interested and Qora…”


    “Is not interested either,” the alien said.


    “And probably doesn’t care,” Vasiht’h finished. “Was it so much worse this time?”


    “She’s at the point of choosing her target.” Sediryl accepted the robe Vasiht’h handed up to her, wondering where it had come from. Pulling it on made her feel much better. “And I have no idea how to convince her to do what I want.”


    “Has she shown any kind of preference for one target over the other?” the Glaseah asked, sitting across from her as she settled on the couch.


    “None. She wants to punish the Chatcaava for their planned betrayal and the Alliance for some wrong they’ve done her. Which she still hasn’t told me about.”


    “At least I’ve got one part of the puzzle,” Maia said unexpectedly, her voice dropping from the ceiling.


    “Arii!” Sediryl looked up, startled. “I thought you weren’t comfortable using the speakers?”


    “I’m not,” Maia said. “But Kamaney’s on her way to a Pad to go visit her ‘flagship’, and her data specialist is going with her.”


    “You’ve found him?” Sediryl sat up. “Who is he?”


    “Not who, arii,” Maia said, voice heavy. “But what. He’s a D-per.”
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    “No Second today,” Jahir observed.


    The Usurper ignored him, straightening the tablet on his desk and arranging the floating displays before dimming them with a gesture. Once seated, he resumed playing with the Galare dagger. The sword had migrated to the wall near the door, but the Chatcaavan could not seem to resist the allure of the dagger. Jahir wondered if those talons were damaging the hilt’s wrappings, which were centuries-old suede and already frayed.


    “And no education today for your wingless freak about the disposition of your fleets?” Jahir continued. “Or am I to deduce the necessary information on my own now, having had sufficient training?”


    The Usurper finally looked up at him. “You talk too much.”


    “You have not gagged me.”


    “Be silent,” the Usurper said. “Or I will.”


    The tension that animated the Chatcaavan seemed too distinct for a day alone. Jahir subsided, marshaling his failing strength, and was rewarded by the guard’s announcement. “The Twelveworld Lord.”


    “Have him come in.”


    Today, the Twelveworld Lord wore dark amber robes over trousers and looked far more the lord than his emperor, who continued to wear what Jahir guessed was a variant of naval uniform, though stripped of any decoration. The Twelveworld Lord paused before the desk to incline his head, wings half-spread. “Exalted.”


    “Sit, Twelveworld Lord.” The Usurper turned the dagger in his hands, watching the light slide down its surface. “You have settled in, I assume?”


    “My quarters weren’t vacated long. The servants kept them ready.” The Twelveworld Lord took a reluctant seat, glancing over his shoulder at Jahir with such naked avarice the Eldritch’s body rashed with gooseflesh. “It is good to be back at court.”


    “Mmm. Even the court of a new Emperor.”


    “This is the center of the Empire, no matter where it hangs in space,” said the Twelveworld Lord. “To be here is to be at the crux of all things. I would choose no other domicile, if I did not find my hunting estate on Firstworld so satisfying.”


    “And the females and slaves there?”


    “That also. You understand, Exalted. A male needs diversion.”


    The Usurper flicked his eyes up to Jahir’s. “Yes.”


    “And a significant enough prize might take the place of many lesser divertissements.” The Twelveworld Lord’s wings had tightened against his back despite his casual tone. “Tell me, Exalted. Does he fight you?”


    “Fight me!” the Usurper said, surprised out of his examination of the dagger.


    “As he did the male you succeeded,” the Twelveworld Lord said. Leaning forward, he added, low, “He left scars on the former Emperor’s body.”


    “With what?” the Usurper asked skeptically.


    “He had weapons. Like our shipboard claw sheathes.”


    “Did he.” The Usurper snorted. “He knows I’d shoot him if he dared. No, Twelveworld Lord. He doesn’t fight me. I am not my weakling predecessor. I know better than to treat aliens as people.” He smiled thinly. “The Ambassador knows just where he belongs. Hanging on my wall, as silent as if gagged.”


    “You have tamed him,” the Twelveworld Lord whispered.


    “Taming presumes a spirit worth breaking. That is a wingless freak, Lord of the Twelveworld. If the former Emperor allowed him to run amuck, making trouble for real people, that is a measure of his lack of fitness to rule.”


    That word again. Fitness. Strange that the Usurper should use it, though he had not idealized it as Oviin had. Jahir flexed his numb fingers, sought in vain to ease the tension in his upper body.


    “And yet,” the Twelveworld Lord said, slowly, “You are a new kind of ruler yourself, are you not, Exalted.”


    “Mmm?”


    “You shot males on the Field when you took the throne.”


    “They defied me,” the Usurper said. “I do not spare my enemies. Nor do I accord them any honor. When they set themselves against me, they put themselves in a class to which true males do not belong.”


    The Twelveworld Lord leaned back, shoulders stiffening so slightly Jahir doubted he would have seen it from the front. Without the ability to focus on the male’s face, he’d been forced to watch for other cues, no matter how minimal. And this one… did the male not like this comment? Interesting.


    “I see,” was all the Twelveworld Lord said. “Speaking of true males, where is Second this morning? I sought him to ask about possible fleet assignments and could not locate him.”


    “He has gone ahead.”


    “Gone… ahead, Exalted?”


    “To scout the border,” the Usurper said. “He likes to see things with his own eyes. You understand. It’s what makes him such an excellent field commander, and such a poor candidate for emperor. His vision is limited.”


    “Ah.” The stiffness in the shoulders eased. “Yes. You are wise, Most Exalted.” A smile Jahir could hear in his voice now. “And in his absence, may I ask who will be organizing the fleet at Apex-East?”


    “A good question.” The Usurper slid the dagger into the scabbard and then drew it halfway out. “When your ships arrive, perhaps you might assess the situation. Offer some suggestions. I will compare them to those brought to me by the other sector admirals.”


    “Compare,” the Twelveworld Lord said, slowly.


    “Second is Second now, no longer Command-East. I need him in the post of Second.” The Usurper shifted the dagger under the light again. “The former Emperor kept the title of Apex-Navy, and I think that a useful precedent. I have declared myself Apex-Navy, which gives me control of the Navy as a whole. But the Navy’s next highest title is vacant.”


    “You seek an Admiral-Offense,” breathed his guest.


    “The previous Admiral-Offense was a traitor and is now dead, and Second is busy being Second, or will be once he’s done disporting himself on the border. That leaves a vacancy, and one we need filled before going into a war.”


    “You don’t think Second will nominate himself?” the Twelveworld Lord said. “If you have claimed two titles for yourself, one governmental and one military, why would he not do the same?”


    “Odd thing, this fake claw,” the Usurper said, ignoring the question. “And ingenious. If a species lacks natural armament, crafting an artificial replacement is sensible. And this protective sheath… it fits so perfectly into it.” The Chatcaavan pressed the dagger home. “Once the weapon is seated, it doesn’t give easily. It takes a decision to pull it free again. No doubt this is to prevent it from falling out. How was that machined? Or maybe they made it by hand?”


    Mystified, the Twelveworld Lord said, “One never knows with freaks.”


    “I suppose I could ask.” The Usurper looked past his guest’s shoulder at Jahir. “So, alien. Enlighten us.”


     “About weapons?” Jahir asked politely.


    “Of course weapons. We are not interested in an alien disquisition on Chatcaavan politics.”


    “A pity,” Jahir said. “As I might have educated you.”


    “In Chatcaavan politics?” the Twelveworld Lord said, twisting in his chair.


    “One learns a great deal hanging on a wall.”


    “He does not seem so obedient now,” the Twelveworld Lord said to the Usurper, chuckling.


    “I have trained him to be entertaining.”


    “Perhaps we should ask him about Chatcaavan politics, then,” the Twelveworld Lord said, amused. “For our entertainment. What say you, wingless freak? Have you sage advice for your betters?”


    “Second is going to betray you,” Jahir answered, without planning the admission. It simply spilled from him, as inevitable as breath.


    Prophet, something whispered over the roquelaure’s dissonant warning. Blood-mouthed prophet, born of suffering.


    Both Chatcaava stared at him, frozen.


    “He’s removed himself from the capital, the locus of your power,” Jahir said to the Usurper. “And from this place where all the other ships are gathering, where you have your power,” this to the Twelveworld Lord. “And taken himself off to the border with a second fleet, one of the largest… his, isn’t it? The Eastern one? To ‘scout’?” He smiled whimsically. “I think even a wingless freak can see where that’s leading.”


    The silence stretched several heartbeats too long. Then the Twelveworld Lord laughed. “Ridiculous. He dares to opine on matters beyond his understanding.”


    “That he does,” the Usurper growled.


    “Shall I beat him for you?”


    “He deserves a beating. But I’ll reserve that privilege to myself. For now.” The Usurper snorted. “Second a traitor. Ridiculous. This war will make him rich.”


    “This war will make us all rich,” the Twelveworld Lord said complacently. “And I would dearly like to prosecute it as your Admiral-Offense, Exalted.”


    “Write me a proposal and we shall see.” The Usurper eyed the other male. “The best male shall win. Yes?”


    “As it should be and always has been.” The Twelveworld Lord rose and bowed again. “Exalted.”


    After the male’s exit, the Usurper jerked upright from his chair and stalked around the desk. Jahir’s fingers curled into fists as he tensed against the possibility of violence, but the Usurper did not strike him. He stopped in front of the Eldritch, scowling at him ferociously, holding the sheathed dagger. Finally, he spoke. “Do you believe it?”


    “I beg your pardon?”


    “About Second.”


    If he said yes, would it divide the Usurper’s attention? Or would it give him the tools to defeat Second early enough to blunt the threat? If in fact Jahir had guessed right? But he thought he had. He couldn’t have named the gestalt that had led him to that conclusion, but years of matching patterns in people’s behavior insisted. The Galare gift and the Alliance’s, torn into prominence beneath the weight of a lover’s knife. He followed that intuition’s prompting and said, “Yes. Don’t you?”


    “No,” the Usurper said, eyes narrowing almost to slits. “I know what Second wants.”


    “That being?”


    “Power. And glory. But mostly power.” The Usurper didn’t move to touch him, as anyone else might have. Did not strike or whip as he’d promised. As if he was afraid of contact. “And there is no power like the power of winning a war against the freaks and taking everything they have.”


    “If he wins.”


    “Of course we’ll win. We are Chatcaava and you are helpless animals who need to manufacture talons out of metal.” The Usurper drew away and sniffed. “You strive to undermine my confidence, freak. You will not succeed.”


    “If I was aiming for that, I would not be failing,” Jahir said, wondering if he was telling the truth. What was he aiming for anymore? Was there a moral path through this quagmire? Healer, seer, fighter, mind-mage. “But I am here to save the Alliance, not kill you.”


    The Usurper snorted, resuming his seat behind the desk. “You will not save it without disposing of me. And you’ll find that task difficult chained to a wall. Now, freak. You will be silent.”


    “You will not discipline me as you told the Twelveworld Lord?”


    The Usurper woke his displays. “When you require discipline I will administer it. But I will do so according to my own judgment, alien… not when one of my underlings decides it’s necessary.” He glanced up. “And if you continue talking, I will re-evaluate my decision. Understood?”


    Obediently Jahir remained mute, and the Chatcaavan hissed once—satisfaction? Amusement? And resumed working. Behind him, the fleets on the map glowed their angry, luminous red.
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    “You said what?” Oviin demanded, eyes wide.


    “I said Second was going to betray him.” Jahir pulled the blanket tighter around his body and tried to control his shivering. His sessions on the wall always left him chilled, but this was the first time the steam from the bath hadn’t helped. Was this weakness growing worse? How could he tell, when he never felt strong?


    He could no longer feel his fingertips at all, or the tip of his nose.


    “Is he? Did you hear something?” Oviin asked.


    “I… no. A guess on my part.” He mustered the energy to mumble, “Educated one.”


    “Ambassador?” Oviin’s voice became distressed. “Ambassador, you’re listing. You must eat.”


    “Yes,” Jahir murmured, and then jumped as an atonal noise assaulted his eardrums, as if it was inside his head. A voice followed it: “Roquelaure malfunction detected. Initiating diagnostic tests. Advanced functions will be offline until testing is complete.”


    “Ambassador!” Oviin caught him. “Are you ill? I’ll send for the Surgeon.”


    “I… yes… that… thank you…” Jahir sagged into the Chatcaavan’s arms and lost time, and light, and didn’t remember closing his eyes.
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    When he opened them, the Surgeon’s face was hovering over his, wearing an expression common to healers the worlds over: professional interest combined with a grim frown. Jahir became aware of a hand on his chest just before the words fell into him, past far too porous skin.


    /Do you have a wasting disease my instruments cannot detect?/


    /I… no./


    The Surgeon’s eyes thinned. /Then why have I had to start you on intravenous feeding? You are radically undernourished./


    /I’m not sure,/ Jahir confessed. /But I think it may be related to an implant./


    /Can this implant be deactivated?/


    /No./


    The Surgeon’s sigh brought an agitated Oviin into view. “He wakes! Is he dying?”


    “He’s not dying,” the Surgeon said. “But as is customary with these aliens, he’s doing his best to.” He scowled at Jahir. “I can’t take care of you without more information.”


    “If I had it to give,” Jahir managed, and his voice was a croak he barely recognized. “I would give it.”


    Through their touch, the Surgeon said, each word sharp and edged in the acrid smell of a surgical theater, /You’re absolutely certain you can’t do something about this implant. Starving you to death is presumably not its function./


    /Certainly not,/ Jahir agreed, resigned. /That’s an unfortunate side effect of its ability to power itself off my body energy. And it’s… malfunctioning. I think it has been since it was inserted. And I don’t know why, or what that means./


    The Surgeon sighed and raised his hands off Jahir’s skin. To Oviin, he said, “I will have to come more often. His health is more marginal than my first examination suggested. I will inform the Emperor.” He eyed Jahir. “Do you have anything else to tell me, alien?”


    “No,” Jahir said. “But… a question, perhaps.”


    Oviin strangled a noise that inspired an inquisitive look from the Surgeon. The former said, “The questions these aliens ask. You will see.”


    “I could be asking something trivial,” Jahir offered. The more he used his voice, the clearer it became, thankfully. “Like how much water I should be drinking, or whether there was some more efficient way to consume my calories.”


    “But you’re not going to,” Oviin said. “There’s a look on your face. I recognize it.”


    “Is he right?” the Surgeon asked, curious.


    “Would you kill a patient?”


    The Surgeon blinked his lambent eyes.


    “You see?” Oviin muttered.


    “Why would I want to?” the Surgeon asked.


    “Say a male came into the clinic who was planning to kill your family.”


    The Surgeon snorted. “No one would kill my family, Ambassador. I am Outside. The point of being Outside is that violence cannot be perpetrated against me.”


    “Very well,” Jahir murmured. “If he was going to kill a world? Lay waste to the galaxy?”


    Oviin shuddered.


    “Your hypotheticals are not very hypothetical,” the Surgeon observed, checking the bag of fluid emptying into Jahir’s body.


    “It is just a scenario,” Jahir said. “I am curious whether Chatcaavan healers take an oath.”


    The Surgeon’s head rose.


    “Alliance healers do. We pledge to do no harm to our patients.”


    “Only aliens would think that necessary,” the Surgeon said, packing his tools. “The point of medicine is the opposite of harm.”


    “So you would never use your abilities to kill.”


    “Ambassador,” the Surgeon said, “if I did, I would be Inside. And then I would no longer be protected by my status as one Outside.”


    “He speaks sense,” Oviin agreed. “To be Inside is to suffer.”


    Jahir waited until the Surgeon touched him again to remove the attachment. /I notice you did not answer the question./


    The Surgeon freed the pad that had yoked Jahir to the fluids and swabbed the skin under it with a disinfectant that smelled distinctly herbal. His demeanor remained impassive, focused. But he answered, /Once, long ago, an Emperor asked a Surgeon if he would give safe haven to his Queen if he was challenged by a male who might win. That Surgeon agreed./


    /You are already Inside,/ Jahir murmured. /How cagey you were when first you saw me here, about that./


    /What else? So long as no one knows, I might survive long enough to do ‘no harm’ to the patient I find myself more and more interested in. The health of this empire./


    Jahir nodded. /Would you do it? Kill with your talents?/


    /Yes./ The Surgeon met his eyes, evaluating. /So, you are a healer./


    /Yes./


    /Why would you hesitate?/


    /Because death ends every possibility of healing,/ Jahir said. /And I believe in redemption./


    The Surgeon did sigh then, quietly. Through their skins, Jahir sensed his exhaustion, his resignation, the years of experience treating males shredded by the honor duels of the court, the years of observation of its waste and caprice. The male said no more, and Jahir didn’t try to prompt him.


    “I will speak to the Emperor,” the Surgeon said to Oviin. “Your reports have been useful, but it is no substitute for personal inspection. Expect me more frequently.”


    “Yes, my-better.”


    The departure of the Surgeon brought Oviin to Jahir’s side, wings half-spread and hands lifted, palm out. “Ambassador,” he said. “So many apologies. Your decline was not obvious to this one, and should have been prevented…”


    “Oviin-alet, please,” Jahir said, closing his eyes. “It is immaterial to what needs to be done here.” The roquelaure issued a muted chime, more harmonious this time, and whispered, “Testing in progress. Advanced functions are offline.” Ignoring it, he said, “Have we heard anything?”


    “We must not speak of these things aloud anymore,” Oviin whispered. “This… this touching with the mind. Will you do it?”


    Jahir glanced up at him.


    “You will ask if I am certain,” Oviin continued. “But I must be. If you die, Ambassador… what then?”


    “Then, it will all be up to you,” Jahir murmured. “In a way, it already is.”


    Oviin smothered a moan and covered his face with the side of his forearm.


    “You can handle the responsibility,” Jahir promised.


    “It is not that,” Oviin cried. “If you die, I will have failed one of the few good Chatcaava ever to pass through this palace. She will be disconsolate.”


    “We cannot have that.”


    “No.” The Chatcaavan extended his hands, palm up. “Touch is required, or so it has been said.”


    “I do not require touch anymore, but I find it helps.” Jahir cupped one of Oviin’s hands. “One last chance to say no, alet.”


    Oviin frowned at him and said, emphatically, “Yes.”


    /Then here I am, alet./


    The Chatcaavan gasped aloud, free hand flying to his nose. His shock tasted like the slap of a saltwater wave.


    /Yes?/ Jahir asked. /You can answer without speaking./


    /This is… like a dream!/ Oviin tensed. /Oh, I can do it too!/


    /Only because I am enabling it. If you would wish to do this yourself, without my aid, you would have to learn the shape./ Even as he said it, Jahir wondered how much of his ability would cross over with the pattern. Would he inadvertently create a Chatcaavan mind-mage? Had Lisinthir already done so by gifting his pattern to the Emperor and Queen? Or would it not work because when Lisinthir had shared the pattern, he had not yet—how had Vasiht’h called it—mind-blossomed?


    /It is… / A pause filled with emotions that spread like dye in water. Wonder. Curiosity. Unease. /Astonishing./ Those emotions tightened into a grid, subjected to a discipline Jahir found fascinating to watch. /You were going to show me the map./


    /Yes. But an experiment first?/


    The Chatcaavan canted his head, quizzical.


    /Here. Listen./ Jahir offered up his memories of the visit of the Twelveworld Lord, as many of them as he could clearly recall.


    /There are gaps?/


    /My memory is imperfect./


    Oviin scowled. /You really did tell them Second is a traitor./


    /I did./ Jahir thought of the Surgeon. /I may not be the best person for this work./


    /Hanging on a wall does seem too passive for you./ Oviin’s frown grew more pronounced. /The Twelveworld Lord wants you. I knew he was perverse but not that he was interested in aliens. He has never been invited to use the Emperor’s slaves. I wonder if he wanted to./


    /Perhaps he keeps such slaves at home,/ Jahir replied. /It would explain his close connections with pirates: he might purchase from them./


    Oviin made a disapproving noise. /Your joints hurt a great deal. You should go into the water now./


    /The map?/


    /Yes. Then you must rest./


    Jahir passed him the image, felt his exacting attention on it. /You have it./


    /Yes./ Aloud, Oviin said, “Into the water, please.” Once he’d slid into the tub, Oviin murmured, /Our correspondents cannot immediately respond to us. But when they reach a place of safety, where they can check messages, all that we’ve sent them will be waiting./


    /All of it?/


    Oviin met his gaze. /In your mind, I see all the maps previous. I will tell them about those as well./


    Breathless, Jahir whispered, “You can do that?”


    Oviin canted his head. “You cannot?”


    They lapsed into silence as Oviin began washing him. Once Jahir had objected to the service, but he had become too prone to faints to attend to himself. Nor, he admitted, did he wish to turn away a friendly touch. His attendant was not his only helpmeet in this place, but he was the closest to becoming a friend. Perhaps would be, one day, when they were both free.


    /Tonight,/ Oviin promised, after he’d dried Jahir and seen him back to his pallet. /I will send them tonight./


    Feeling the brush of that palm on his shoulder, Jahir murmured, /Shall I teach you the Change?/


    /Another time, perhaps. Soon./


    Autonomy, always. Jahir sent his silent acquiescence and felt the Chatcaavan’s surprise, so soft, like clouds in sunrise.

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


    “I go,” the Ambassador told him. “Though increasingly I think I should not.” The Eldritch waited to see if the Emperor would object, but the Emperor didn’t know any longer what he wanted, or more importantly, whether his sessions with Laniis were accomplishing anything for either of them. Perhaps his ambivalence was too evident, for the Eldritch sighed and leaned down to rest his brow against the Emperor’s. “One more day, then.”


    “For now,” the Emperor murmured, accepting the intimacy on the less sensitive skin of a dragon’s face. Soon enough he would trade façades. He would keep this one and its illusion of armor for a little longer.


    “Uuvek says we should be passing a drop later.”


    “I saw.”


    “I wish we could go faster,” the Ambassador said, rolling his shoulders. “Knowing how swift this vessel is makes our dawdling all the more frustrating.”


    “Too much faster and we would make it difficult to keep our communications secure,” the Emperor said. “Better that than to be caught, Perfection.”


    “I know.”


    The Emperor chuckled softly. “The hunt does not reward the impatient.”


    “And yet, it calls, does it not?” The Eldritch’s eyes glimmered with dark amusement. “I leave you to your morning.”


    “I’ll join you and Uuvek afterward.”


    At the door, his lover paused and said, “Don’t let her destroy you, Exalted.”


    That he was becoming more concerned that she would destroy herself seemed too private a revelation to share, so he contented himself by saying, “I won’t. I have too much to do.”


    The Eldritch considered him for several moments, eyes grave, and then left the Emperor to his work: in this case, writing directions to the Chatcaava who’d responded to the Knife’s encoded messages. As he’d expected, all of them so far hailed from the less prestigious Southern and Western sectors; what did surprise him was that their enmity for the Chatcaava of the more industrialized regions easily overrode the inter-sector rivalry between the Navy and the system lords. In at least two cases, the system lord and a Naval representative had sent him a message as a unit. How long had that been going on, he wondered? And how had he not known about it? Obviously, they’d put their intelligence agents to work fooling Apex-East, where all such reports were funneled.


    So much resentment, and he’d only been aware of most of it. Had the Usurper and Second only accelerated a process he would have been powerless to halt? The Emperor flicked through the tablet until he found the first of Uuvek’s memos on the state of the Navy. Had Uuvek’s projections about the probable lifespan of the Empire been correct all along?


    Maybe he was not entirely to blame for what had happened. Andrea would tell him not to take more on his shoulders than belonged there, and forgive himself his failings. Laniis, of course, would tell him he deserved it, and that he should burn in a Pelted hell.


    Where was Khaska?


    The Emperor checked the time. “Computer? Where is Lieutenant Baker?”


    “Lieutenant Baker is in the observation lounge.”


    Perplexed, the Emperor set the tablet down. He had been on the Silhouette long enough to notice the computer was cagey about releasing information on the Fleet personnel’s location to non-Fleet passengers. Had the Seersa been occupied in Fleet business, she would have been reported ‘unavailable.’ He searched for a help file for more information: apparently, Fleet personnel could never be unavailable or set to do-not-disturb to other Fleet members, except by senior officers in special circumstances. Civilians, however, had finer control over their privacy settings. He wondered if the Ambassador was responsible for setting theirs and found he didn’t care one way or the other. How often had he assumed his own privacy inviolate as someone with power? And it had allowed him the illusion of security.


    He set the tablet aside as he rose. Eldritch? Human? Chatcaavan? He chose Dainty’s more delicate appearance and studied himself in the mirror… combed his hair back with his fingers and pulled on the sweatshirt Andrea had brought him, and the soft pants. It was an unlikely shape, but the longer he spent in it while not naked or painted and pierced, the more he sensed its potential. For normalcy, and strangely, for strength. The wingless put their power elsewhere: he’d seen it in their bodies, in the density of their muscles and their solid bones. If he exerted himself to develop that same power, would it translate into his Chatcaavan self? And how?


    Shaking his much-lighter head, the Emperor went in search of his taskmistress.


    The observation lounge was sited aft and on the highest deck, a placement he could appreciate; the designers could have as easily set it on the lowest deck, since space surrounded a ship in all directions, but the instinct for height appeared to be common to all their species. He stepped through the hatch into a long room, built along the back curve of the ship, and saw his quarry sitting on one of the couches facing the floor-to-ceiling windows.


    The sound of the door made her ears twitch. She sat up to look over the back of the couch, then slid back down. “I guess Chatcaava don’t waste space on observation decks in their warships.”


    “On the contrary,” the Emperor said. “We also like a view.” He stayed by the door. “Am I intruding?”


    “It’s a public room.”


    “Lieutenant,” the Emperor said, and couldn’t help the chiding in his voice.


    That made her look over at him again. “All right, fine. That was unworthy of me. Yes, you can come in.”


    The Emperor drifted closer, not wanting to crowd her. “You did not come for our appointment.”


    “No.”


    “Have I failed your test?”


    “Is that what it was?” she asked, ears flattening. “Was I testing you? Or was I trying to crush you?”


    “Is ‘both’ an acceptable answer to you?”


    “No. Of course not.” He was close enough now to watch her lips pull back in a grimace. “I’m not a torturer.”


    Like you, he heard in her abrupt end, and knew she was thinking it.


    “What do you see?” she asked, nodding at the view with a jerk of her chin. “When you look out there.”


    The Emperor perched on the farthest arm of the couch and considered the vista. What did he see anymore, looking at the stars? Young Kauvauc had seen his future and its endless potential. The naval officer who’d fought his way up the ranks had seen adventure and the record of battles fought and won. The Emperor had seen his demesne, stretching for light years in every direction. Dainty, when he’d been allowed the sight of the night sky, had seen the freedom barred to him, and the decapitation of his life.


    What did this rescued self see, who was all these selves and all the selves to come?


    “I see,” he said at last, “a universe that will go on without me.”


    She twisted on the couch to stare at him.


    “That would be the necessary end of my journey,” the Emperor said. “The spiritual one as well as the physical. I have learned that the worlds do not revolve around one Emperor Kauvauc, called Dainty as well as Exalted, and that in my attempts to make them do so, I have left behind a great deal of wreckage. And for what?” He shook his human head, feeling the fringe of his hair brush his far more sensitive throat. “I suspect Andrea would tell me this is some god’s plan, but I find that idea unnerving.”


    “Why?” Laniis asked, her voice low.


    “It implies a far higher power is in control of everything.” The Emperor managed a smile. “Knowing me, do you think I should find that notion comfortable?”


    “No.” She bared her teeth and looked away.


    “Lieutenant Baker,” the Emperor said, quietly. “Are you done with me?”


    “No.” She rubbed her forehead. “Yes. No. I don’t know. How can I ever be done with you? I never want to see you again, but this…”


    When she didn’t continue, he prodded, “…this?”


    Laniis gestured toward the wall. “This matters to me. This war. What’s happening here. My year in your harem changed my life. It… it ruined me. But I rebuilt myself into something stronger and better, and that person wants to see the same thing happen to this part of space. I want… I want to destroy everything that hurt me and help build a healthy, shining thing to replace it. And that means I’m stuck here in this part of space, fighting this war… with you.”


    “We are on the same side,” the Emperor said, quiet.


    “So you say.” She scrubbed her hands through her hair. “So you say but how can I be sure? I changed for the better but damn it, I was already good. You were the worst scum of the universe. I’m supposed to believe now that you’re a saint?”


    “I am certainly no saint.”


    “Fine. But to go from ‘scum’ to ‘decent person’ is still a jump too far for most people.” She eyed him. “Wings or no wings. Did you think wearing that shape would make me hate you less?”


    “No,” he admitted. “As you seem to have no trouble hating me as an Eldritch. You have a strong will, Laniis Baker.”


    “You still think of me as Khaska.”


    “You are also Khaska. Just as I am also Dainty.”


    That made her flinch. He was glad to have her burning eyes turned from him, and was surprised to discover it was because he did not enjoy seeing her turmoil. “You were only Dainty for a few weeks,” she muttered.


    “Thankfully,” the Emperor said. “As I think suffering what you did for a year would have killed me. You survived something I could not have.”


    Was that shame? Her face was turned away from him, and he could see only part of one eye, one cheek, the edge of her mouth. “You might be surprised what you can survive if the choice is surviving or death.”


    “Maybe. But it’s a long way down from the Queen’s window, and there would have been no guards to stop me.”


    She shuddered. “Don’t. I don’t… I don’t want to imagine it.”


    “You never thought of suicide, Lieutenant,” the Emperor said, quiet. “And yet I contemplated it a day into captivity. Why? What kept you fighting? Breathing?”


    “I… I don’t know.” She slid a hand up one arm, staring at the receding stars. “At first it was because I was convinced I could escape somehow, and that I had to be ready for my opportunity. But I stopped believing I could ever escape, and at that point… I don’t know. Stubbornness? Or maybe I was just too used to living? They say you can get used to anything. Maybe I got used to slavery.”


    “Somehow I doubt someone resigned to slavery could have become the Ambassador’s accomplice so readily.”


    She snorted. “You found out about that, did you.”


    “He is my lover. We talk.”


    The Seersa shook her head. “I don’t know if I can ever forgive you. Or even believe in your remorse. But I’m beginning to worry that I’m going to get obsessed with finding evidence of your hidden sociopathy to prove that…”


    “That what?”


    She finally looked at him. “To prove that I live in a world I understand. A predictable one, where things follow the patterns I expect. To prove that… that it’s all right for me to distrust you, and even hate you. That my feelings should always be more important than yours, because I hurt more.” She flushed and hung her head. “I guess I’m not as over this as I think I am.”


    “Perhaps you never will be,” the Emperor said. “I have not suffered as you have, Lieutenant, but I don’t know if I will ever ‘be over’ my scars.” He studied the starfield. “In the past, I had always thought of scars as proud things. Records of duels in which I’d won power and acclaim. I now have scars that shame me.”


    “Is that why you had the piercings stuck to your horn?” When he glanced at her, startled, she said, “Yes, I noticed them. Where do they go, when you change shape?”


    “On my scalp.” He shook his hair forward and felt up along his temple until he touched them. Parting the tresses, he said, “Here, on both my human and Eldritch shapes.”


    He heard the couch cushions crinkling as she slid closer, smelled the warm, furred scent of her body as she bent toward him. “Do you decide that? Where they end up?”


    “No. At least, not that I know of. Perhaps it is a subconscious decision.” The shadow of her hand fell over his face, stopped. “You may touch them, if you wish.”


    Her fingers trailed on his scalp, soft. “You could have thrown them away.”


    “I dare not forget the experience I had in the Worldlord’s harem.” He exhaled with a shudder. “What if you are correct?”


    “Pardon?”


    “What if you’re correct, and I am still the male I was, waiting only for the right stimulus to impel me to my previous acts? What if this is all temporary? Is evil stronger than good?” He looked at his palms. “Is habit stronger than the will to grow?”


    Laniis pulled her hand back as if burnt. “You’re not allowed to doubt your own change of heart.”


    “Why not? You do. You are not the first, nor will you be the last.”


    She swallowed. “Do you really fear it, though? Wouldn’t it be nice to have no conscience again?”


    “No.” It came out without meditation, without pause. “I would lose… I would lose so much. My Perfection, my Treasure, the few real friendships I have accrued, friendships I don’t even understand earning, or if I’ve earned them at all. I would lose this… this luminous sense of the universe as more complex and more interesting than anything I dreamed in my most frenzied imaginings of a world where I need never stop learning. The texture of my world has become unspeakably more rich.” He straightened and met her eyes. “I would lose the truth, and with it reality. What use living then? In a false world created by my own denial and desires? It wouldn’t be real.”


    “What are you?” she breathed.


    “I am…” He trailed off and managed a smile with his so-versatile human mouth, a complex one. “I am Chatcaavan. I hope. I am Who Changes.”


    “Who Changes,” she murmured.


    “It is how the Ambassador taught me,” the Emperor said. “That was the key.”


    “All this time,” Laniis said to herself, frowning. “I’ve been giving you my memories. But memories are the past, aren’t they. If I really want to affect you, I have to shape your future.”


    “If… that is your aim,” the Emperor said, hesitant. “I had assumed your aim was not to affect me, but to punish me.”


    Her head twitched up.


    “Yes?” he said.


    Her lip curled but she straightened her shoulders and met his eyes without flinching. “Yes. But punishment… it’s not much good if it doesn’t prevent future bad behavior. Is it.”


    “I’m not sure if the aim of punishment is always amendment,” he said. “Punishment can serve other purposes. Issuing a warning. Setting an example. Removing an impediment. Pleasing the punisher. Appeasing the victims.”


    “And this is why I’m not police,” Laniis muttered. “I guess the question I have to ask myself is what do I want more. To punish you… or to make an attempt to secure the future of this quadrant. For the Alliance’s benefit.”


    “Forgive me for the presumption… but you have not seemed more whole, leaving our meetings.” At her skeptical look, he said, “And from your memories, you are committed to positive action, not negative. Am I wrong?”


    “I don’t want you to be. So I guess I should start acting that way.” She swallowed and thrust her hand at him. “There. Go. Take it.”


    “I… beg your pardon?”


    “My pattern,” she said, firm. “You don’t know Seersa yet, do you?”


    “N-no,” he said, eyes wide. “Nor did I assume you would ever share it.”


    “But sharing it would mean something, wouldn’t it?” she insisted. “It would put a piece of me in you. You said the Ambassador taught you with the Eldritch shape. And then Andrea gave you the human form, and while in it you learned something that way too. Maybe these shapes are your vector for new information about what it means to be a good person. And if that’s true… then I’m going to be one of those vectors.” She lifted her head, ears quivering. “That’s power. Isn’t it?”


    “Yes,” he said softly. “Yes, it is, Laniis Baker.”


    “Khaska,” she growled.


    “Also.”


    “So?” Her gaze was a challenge, and it made her beautiful. He wanted to laugh, but helplessly, because the Alliance’s aliens never ceased to amaze him. Had he thought the Chatcaava sufficient challenge? Enough to force him to keep learning? He’d had no idea. There was no growth without exposure to truly alien ideas… and here they were. To be Chatcaava was to Change.


    “Very well,” he said.
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    She’d expected some dramatic moment: he would grasp her hand, gasp, have some epiphany maybe. Instead, the slim human on the arm of the sofa started stripping off the sweatshirt. She started to object but his head was already under the collar, so she waited until he’d shucked it off and by then he was already talking. “…you would? If I change with it on, it will foul my wings.”


    “I… uh… of course.” Laniis took the sweatshirt and folded it to give her nervous hands something to do. “I guess you can’t learn a pattern from a non-Chatcaavan form?”


    “If it can be done, I am not capable of it.” The Emperor folded his arms around his knees and bent his head to them. “You may wish to look away. Some find the Change disturbing to witness.”


    “I’ve seen worse,” she said, determined not to flinch.


    He took her word for it, which annoyed her. Why did people she liked doubt she was strong—even Fleet’s psychiatrists!—while this monster believed her when she said she could handle something? She steeled herself in preparation for the sight, but when the Emperor Changed it didn’t bother her. She’d expected him to look like he was melting, but ‘melt’ wasn’t the word that came to mind. ‘Erupt’, maybe. Or ‘pour.’ She was so intent on finding the right metaphor that she didn’t know how long the Emperor had been staring at her, waiting.


    “Ah, sorry.” She offered her hand again. “Now we do it, right?”


    “Yes.” He reached toward her and stopped with his palm hovering over hers. “Because of all the liberties I have taken with you before, I would ask explicit permission to touch you, over and above the permission you have given me to Touch you.”


    “Just… just stop it,” Laniis growled. “Stop being so civilized.”


    His brow ridges rose just enough to express… surprise? Incredulity? ‘Disapproval’ was surely her imagination, because he had no right to disapprove of her, even when she was insulting him.


    No, that was wrong. So wrong she wanted to reach into her own head and pull out whatever demon was riding her. “Excuse me. I’m having trouble with this, and it’s hard not to take it out on you.”


    “I understand. But may I?”


    “Yes. Go ahead.”


    Despite her best effort, she twitched when his talons came to rest on her wrist. His palm didn’t bother her—how had she never noticed that it wasn’t scaled? But her memories of those talons were too vivid. He pretended not to notice, but he also waited for her to relax before closing his eyes to concentrate. It allowed her to stare at him with impunity and wrestle with the strangeness of her willingly sitting across from the Chatcaavan Emperor while he copied her… what, precisely? Her DNA? Her soul? How did this work? Did the Chatcaava even know? And how would she know when he’d finished? He looked so pacific. She didn’t want to know what serenity looked like on his hated face, and that it could almost make him bearable.


    The Emperor gasped, a tiny sound sucked in through his mouth, so small she knew he could have suppressed it and hadn’t. These choices were conscious, surely, to make her trust him, or to signal that he didn’t fear her… or maybe she was overthinking it. Maybe he trusted her. Maybe it was that simple.


    Of course, unlike him, she was trustworthy, so what did he have to lose?


    “Did it work?” she asked.


    “Yes. Shall I…?”


    “Yes.”


    He nodded and slid off the couch to stand, hugging his bare chest. And then the process started again, except instead of scales sliding up the hairless body of a human, this was fur gliding over the scaled body of a dragon, and it was far more shocking because the fur was white.


    The Change drained away, leaving a Seersan male, a ridiculous one because he was petite and snowflake white with pitch points. His extravagantly soft fur bent in the air flowing from the overhead vents, like waves of grain rippling in a breeze. He looked enough like her to be a cousin and that made no sense either; the Knife hadn’t.


    His face was subtly pointed, and his eyes large, expressive. He wasn’t handsome, though. He was sweet. It surprised her that it could make her so angry, that he might look so open. Why had she expected anything else, when his human and Eldritch forms also had the same aura of vulnerability?


    He hadn’t moved yet. She wondered how long he would stand there, hugging himself. At last, his ears tilted, one outward, the other slowly forward. The Emperor opened one eye and breathed, hesitant, “Your hearing is… astonishing.”


    His voice had the same timbre, at least, though the pitch had risen a few notes. “I guess I should have thought of that,” she said. “You don’t know any other shapes with directional ears, do you.”


    “I… no.” He reached upward and touched one of them, and the awe on his face was… she should have found it comical. Instead, she felt a fierce rush of… something. She had done that. She had given him the Seersan experience. Had put this look of uncertainty and wonder in his yellow eyes. “They are so fragile! Do they tear?”


    “They can. I’m surprised you didn’t experiment on mine.”


    His flush colored those new ears so vibrant a pink that Laniis almost felt bad. Almost.


    “I can see now why shaving must have distressed you,” he said, his hand dropping to push the fur on his forearm against the grain. “You perceive information through the fur, by how the atmosphere pulls at it.”


    “Maybe,” Laniis said. “The shaving offended me because it was my fur and you had no right to get rid of it.” She thought. “And it made me feel cold. And naked. Fur is like a Fleet slimsuit. It’s a layer between you and everything else, and you get used to having it.”


    “The skin-only shapes appear to be more sensitive to external stimuli,” the Emperor said slowly. “But this coat is… comforting.” He petted his abdomen. “Does it grow too warm?”


    “It can, yes. And it gets long, too, if you’re not careful, and then you need to trim it. Some people fluff out faster than others, though. I was never a quick-undercoater so maybe you’ll be spared.” She watched him, fascinated despite herself. “How much of me is in your pattern? I’m confused at your coloring. And your face.”


    “My face?” He touched his cheeks.


    “You look a lot more like me than the Knife does.”


    “I don’t know,” the Emperor admitted. “There is little modern documentation on the Change, and no science on it that I know of. Perhaps when we reach the Source we will find an expert.” He flexed his fingers and studied their tips. “How do you… ah, I see.” The claws peeped from his fingertips—unlike hers, his were black bone. Laniis thought it dramatic enough, black claws, black gloves, and the white arms, but not enough to merit the stare the Emperor was awarding his hands.


    “What is it? Does it hurt?”


    “No,” he said slowly. Another of those silences as he regarded the gleam of light off bone. “We have to cut our talons if we want to make significant use of tools. If we prefer to fight for power, we must keep them. How different we might have been had we had your hands instead… with which we could have chosen, moment by moment, whether we wanted to build or rend.”


    “I’m not going to feel any sympathy for you,” Laniis warned him. “You chose to keep your talons.”


    “Do you think I want your sympathy?”


    “Why else are you here?” she demanded. “Why would you put yourself through all this if you weren’t looking for forgiveness?”


    He was watching her with an expression she didn’t like. As if she’d walked into a trap. “Do you believe this?”


    “It can’t be because you like me,” Laniis said, ears flattening. “And it can’t be because you want to find some information you can use against me, because Speaker-Singer knows you raped all the information out of me that you could possibly want. What else can you be hoping for, except forgiveness?”


    “That presupposes a personality that values forgiveness,” he said, low. “Doesn’t it?”


    She froze. Then all her fur stood on end and she hissed, pointing at him. “Don’t think that the only reason people seek forgiveness is because they feel regret. You might be hoping for it so you can get something out of me.”


    “And what would that be?”


    She hated that he sounded curious. Not just because it made him seem interested in her ideas, but because it suggested he wasn’t sure of the answers, and if that was true, was she wrong? But she couldn’t be wrong. “So that I’ll help you do what you want, which is to get power again. And so that the people watching you try so hard to atone for your sadism can say ‘look, he’s changed’ and feel more inclined to help you.”


    “Will it work?” the Emperor asked.


    She’d been expecting outrage, or denial. His honest curiosity, so patently revealed by the body he couldn’t possibly know how to control yet, shocked her out of her self-righteous wrath. “What?”


    “Will that work?” the Emperor repeated. “The tactics you explained. I do not always guess correctly how altruism will motivate people, particularly when paired with motivations I do understand.”


    “What motivations do you understand?” Laniis asked, wary.


    “That those people who want to help me regain my throne might wish it because they think of me as easier to control, and so a better choice for the Alliance’s security than the Usurper,” the Emperor said. He twisted to look over his shoulder. “This tail is heavier than I thought it would be.”


    “The tail’s for balancing when you walk,” Laniis said dismissively. “Are you accusing us of using you?”


    “No,” he said. “I don’t understand your motivations. But I am coming to suspect they are more complex than you admit to.” One of his ears sagged.


    “You’re really worried about that? Our motivations?”


    “Not at this moment,” he said, and his ears colored. “Right now I am concerned that if I step forward, I’ll fall.”


    “You’ll fa—you haven’t ever been digitigrade, have you.”


    “Is that what this configuration of leg is called?”


    “Yes,” she said. “Just don’t think about it and I bet you’ll be fine. The Knife was.” And saying it, wondered if she hoped he would trip.


    The Emperor set out one foot, toes spread, and stared at them. He tried pushing out the claws on those too. “You have beautiful feet.”


    “Is that what you were thinking when you tortured me?”


    She was grimly pleased to see his ears fall and his tail droop—pleased, and disturbed, because it made his shame obvious. It was easier to accept the premise that he might be dissembling in a body unlike hers. He couldn’t possibly be controlling his tells in an unfamiliar shape so quickly, could he? He didn’t even know how to walk properly, as he demonstrated by hopping and stumbling through a few steps, awkward as a new fawn.


    “No glib reply to that?” she asked.


    “No. And isn’t that the crowning irony, Lieutenant. I did those things because I could, and out of curiosity. But I learned less about you in a year of such cruel experiments than I have in a few minutes in your body.” He shook his head. “Turning our backs on the Change did not remove our thirst for the knowledge the Change brought us, and so we sought it elsewise, and it twisted our spirits.”


    “If you’re excusing yourself,” she murmured.


    “I excuse myself nothing, Lieutenant. Before the Ambassador changed me, I did not excuse failure, or obscurity, or weakness. Now that he has, I do not excuse myself my… sins.” Carefully spoken, that word, as if it was new to his Alliance lexicon. He looked up at her and for the first time since she’d been pushing herself on him, she saw anger in his eyes. “You know how well I wield a whip. I now have a more proximate—and appropriate—target.”


    Laniis refused to feel guilt. She was feeling guilt and she hated it. She didn’t deserve to feel guilt for abusing her rapist. She opened her mouth to say so and what came out instead was, “There, you’re walking the way you should now.”


    He looked down and immediately tripped, and watching him fall, all awkward limbs and tangled toes… she thought of him, stripped and pierced and weeping in the Worldlord’s harem, and her shame redoubled. Even if he didn’t deserve to be forgiven, she was better than this need for vengeance. She pushed herself off the couch and strode to him, extending her hand. When he eyed it warily, she said, “I’m not offering another pattern. Just help up.”


    For a long moment, he said nothing. Then, very low, “All the help up I can find, I will take. Thank you, Lieutenant.” As she hauled him upright, he added, “And for the shape.”


    “After months of you leaving yourself in me,” she said, holding him in place by her grasp on his forearm and staring him in the eye, “I’ve finally left myself in you. And unlike all the filth you forced on me, my offering will never wash away.”


    “Because mine was violence,” he said. “And yours was a gift.”


    “Now,” Laniis said slowly. “Now, we’re done, you and I.”


    “Save the war.”


    “Except that.” She nodded and backed away from him. He watched her for a few steps, then turned his face from hers and began practicing anew the mechanics of walking. At the hatch she stopped to glance over her shoulder: still with that hesitant lift of toe, flex of thigh. It was her body, and he was treating it with all the reverence she could have asked for. It hurt that he hadn’t treated her body with that same reverence when it had solely belonged to her; it hurt her that she still didn’t feel whole, or as if she’d achieved any closure. But as she walked away from the observation deck, she thought that she’d made a better attempt at it this time.
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    The Seersan shape was his first Pelted body and with every breath he breathed in it he knew it as the body of someone he’d abused. At least the Ambassador’s body had become one he’d caressed and held as a lover, not as a rival or a slave. There was no reprieve in Khaska’s gift, save that she’d given it, and he could not begin to understand why. That he doubted she did either didn’t help.


    It was such an extraordinary body. The ears… the ears defied description. The softness of the fur over his skin astonished; the claws, so versatile, begged contemplation and experimentation. Even the teeth—he licked them carefully with his short tongue and found little points. He’d never noticed Khaska’s fangs. Only in comparison with human and Eldritch norms did they feel similar to his draconic teeth.


    The Eldritch body had taught him empathy; the human, suffering. Looking at his unfurred palms, the Emperor wondered what the Seersan one would teach him, and suspected it had something to do with how he had earned—or rather, failed to earn it.


    “Exalted?”


    His ears twitched toward the source of the Ambassador’s transmitted voice, and pinpointed it to three separate speakers by swiveling. “Here.”


    “We’re approaching the drop now.”


    “I am on my way.”


    So tempting to stay in this body, but it was too much of a distraction. He shed it for his Chatcaavan form and draped the abandoned sweatshirt over his arm as he headed for the conference room.


    Uuvek had commandeered one of the Silhouette’s meeting rooms for his efforts. The walls, which doubled as screens, showed maps of the Apex-East system, the Empire as a whole, the throneworld system, and the Alliance border, and superimposed on them were projections of the offensive weight being dedicated to the war on both sides. Columns of mysterious numbers—some unmarked, others timestamps, hovered in ghostly blue near Uuvek’s shoulder where he labored at the end of the table, bent over the embedded console. The Knife was behind him, peering at his tablet with narrowed gray eyes, and the Ambassador was leaning against a wall, arms folded. The ship’s captain was also there, and the Admiral-Offense, and one of the Fleet data analysts was sitting side-by-side with one of the Admiral-Offense’s rescued Chatcaavan ratings.


    “We about ready, Shanelle?” the Pelted captain asked.


    A transmitted contralto, the female human with the bright hair and dark skin. “Dropping out of Well now, sir. Hitting it up with a whisker—”


    “I am receiving data,” Uuvek rumbled.


    “….and that’s the whole packet.”


    “Confirmed,” Uuvek said.


    “Dust us and coast, Shanelle,” the captain said. “Let’s see if we want to talk back to any of these people before we dive again.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Anything interesting, Uuvek-alet?” said the captain, turning to him.


    “Looking now…” The male trailed off, scanning. Over his shoulder, the Knife hissed. Uuvek said, “We have data from our connection in the palace.”


    “Which is?” the Admiral-Offense asked, testy.


    “It’s… a description of a series of movements across a map,” the Knife said, eyes twitching down each line. “A verbal description? An extremely detailed one. And… Living Air! Our contact says Second is pulling out for the border.”


    “Already?” the Pelted captain exclaimed.


    The Ambassador shot a look at the Emperor.


    “Is he taking anyone with him?” the Admiral-Offense said. “It makes no sense. Why is he leaving in advance of the fleet?”


    “He’s taking the Eastern naval force with him,” Uuvek said. “In its entirety.”


    “What!” The Admiral-Offense reared back, wings sagging. “He’s splitting his forces? Why?”


    “You were right,” the Ambassador murmured.


    “It happens from time to time,” the Emperor said, but from the dull and clotted pit of his spirit rose a thrill, like an arc of fireworks. How he remembered the exhilaration of making the correct guesses, of being a step ahead of his enemies. It faded too fast, but for a moment, he remembered.


    “This is our chance, isn’t it?” the Knife said. “The Eastern fleet is forty percent of the entire Navy. If Second removes it from Apex-East, we might be able to take it.”


    “Forty percent of the Navy,” Uuvek said. “But not the system militias.”


    “The system militias are too disorganized to trouble us,” the Admiral-Offense said. “They lack discipline, have never worked as a team. Nor are there enough of them to deter us.”


    “Our contact says the Twelveworld Lord is bringing a fleet ‘equal in strength to the northern sector’s naval fleet’ to Apex-East,” Uuvek said. “That does not sound too small to deter us.” His talon tips swiped through several of the ghostly displays and brought up a new column of numbers. “We don’t know how many ships we’ll have to bring to a fight yet, either.”


    “We can assume that we’ll be drawing some of the naval strength away from Apex-East, though,” the Knife said. “There are loyalists even in Second’s fleet.”


    “Most of the support we are certain of will be coming from the Southern and Western sectors,” the Emperor said, drawing the Knife’s attention. Uuvek, as usual, was head-down in his display. “That includes some of the system lords as well.”


    “Do you have exact numbers?” Uuvek asked, distracted.


    “I do.” The Emperor pressed a palm to the table display and commanded it to send his personal projection file to Uuvek, saw it light up a box amid his floating columns. Uuvek prodded it open and squinted at it, renewed his tapping.


    The Admiral-Offense sidled to the Emperor, arms folded and wings lax, his expression puzzled. “It is a good opening. Why would he give it to us?”


    “Because, my friend, he does not care if we take it.” The Admiral-Offense’s head jerked upward and the Emperor nodded. “Yes.”


    “Then it isn’t a trap.”


    “Why would he need to trap us?” the Emperor asked. “He thinks we are dead. The enemies he expects to fight are awaiting him at the Alliance border… or gnashing their teeth in Apex-East, impatient for their chance at the fight.”


    “We will have the advantage of surprise,” the Admiral-Offense mused.


    “Which will only matter if we have enough ships to win,” the Pelted captain said dryly.


    “And?” The Admiral-Offense asked. “Do we?”


    The Emperor already knew the answer, felt a great calm in himself as he waited for Uuvek to make it plain to everyone else.


    “No.” Uuvek pushed the displays away, dissipating them. “Not yet, at least. There is other mail here to be read. For you, Ambassador. And for the Knife, more messages to decode.”


    “A ship here, a ship there…” The Pelted captain’s lip curled. She too had pointed eye teeth, like Laniis’s. “Unless that adds up fast, it’s not going to matter. Especially if Apex-East is getting reinforced by another fleet the size of… how big’s this northern navy?”


    “It comprised thirty percent of the remaining total.”


    She snorted, ears flipping back. “Great. So you lost forty percent but thirty got put back in? I’m not seeing a lot of opportunity there.”


    “If we got in and out before they arrived…?” the Chatcaavan at the side of the data analyst offered, tentative.


    “We’d need to have our fleet assembled in time to make it there before they did. Presumably they’re already on the way… what are the chances?” The Fleet captain shook her head. “I wanted that to be our opening, but it’s not.”


    “Agreed,” the Emperor said.


    “It may be the only opening we would have had,” the Admiral-Offense said to him, low.


    “We will have to go where the Air bears us, huntbrother.” The Emperor smiled at him, with teeth. “And where there are no openings, we make our own. Yes?”


    The Admiral-Offense snorted, but his wings relaxed. “Yes.”


    “Good.” The Emperor met the Pelted captain’s eyes. “How long do we have to read and reply to our messages?”


    “Shanelle?”


    “System’s clear and we’re making like a hole in it, sir. I’d say we could stay for a few hours. Too much more than that and we’ll be biting into our schedule if we want to make our destination before the war’s over.”


    The Pelted captain snorted. “Less editorial, more pith, arii.”


    “Sir, yes, sir!”


    The female sighed.


    “A few hours should be sufficient,” the Ambassador said. “We should see to that now.”


    “I’ve routed the messages,” Uuvek said. “And copied the contact’s to you both.”


    “Thank you,” the Emperor said.
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    In their cabin, the Emperor settled on the couch with his wings slung over its arm. Few were the pieces of Pelted furniture designed for winged individuals; he could have changed shape, but he wanted to read these messages in the body his subjects would expect him to use to fight the war. Beneath his skin he could feel the Seersa struggling for primacy, demanding he face its challenges, find some meaning in fur and ears that could hear the past. But his future needed him more. The Ambassador walked past him to find a chair, and he allowed himself to wonder what it would be like to hear the boot steps with a Seersan’s clarity before putting the distraction away.


    Most of his messages were more promises of aid from individuals. Some of them were powerful enough for what they were, but as the Pelted captain had observed such piecemeal promises would not add up to enough weight of metal to fight the Northern fleet alone if the Twelveworld Lord threw his legions behind it. Few were the system lords who could command the obedience of their fractious peers… but the Twelveworld Lord was one of them. How long he could maintain that control was debatable, but he need only hold it for long enough to defeat the Emperor’s forces. Too much risk. He appended his replies to the people who’d send him fresh information and was sorting through the new messages from those on their way to the Source when the Ambassador spoke.


    “Well. Deputy-East has been prompt.”


    The Emperor looked up. “What did he say?”


    “He says he’s ours, and to direct him. And that he’s asked the Worldlord to put his resources at our disposal, which he claims are considerable.”


    “And did the Worldlord agree to this?”


    “I don’t know,” the Ambassador answered, brow lifting. “Deputy-East’s message contains a note from him, and this message is addressed to you, not me.”


    “And yet he did not send it to me.” The Emperor set his tablet down and folded his arms. “Very well. Read it to me, Perfection.”


    His Eldritch said, “’Sword. Deputy-East tells me it is time for us to choose sides. Ask your master, this, then: ‘Why you?’”


    The Emperor leaned back, staring at the ceiling. He remembered standing before the Worldlord in the helpless shape of an alien, painted and collared. But where there is life, Dainty, there is hope of change. If nothing else this is something Chatcaava know and aliens would be well to learn. “He loved that Pelted female, didn’t he.”


    “Simone? Yes. Insomuch as I think any Chatcaavan could who was not also willing to admit it.”


    The Emperor glanced at the Eldritch, who said, “The Worldlord did not have the benefit of feeling through a porous skin, beloved. It is easier to deny an experience from which you can distance yourself. Having said that…” He lifted his tablet, showing the Emperor its surface. “He did ask for news of Simone, and her prognosis.”


    “He released the slaves,” the Emperor murmured.


    “He was positively enlightened for a Chatcaavan male of his rank.”


    The Emperor snorted and closed his eyes, tilting his head back.


    “What shall you tell him?”


    But where there is life, Dainty, there is hope of change.


    “Tell him ‘I know three alien shapes, and all three of them were gifts. What have you learned? What do you want to?’”


    The Ambassador looked up at him slowly.


    “Just that,” the Emperor said. “If it does not convince him, there is no point to chasing him.”


    His lover nodded and turned his attention to the tablet. After a moment, he said, “Was it Laniis?”


    “It was.” The Emperor glanced at him. “How did you know?”


    The Ambassador only smiled, a sad and complicated and very alien smile, and yet, the Emperor understood it. And smiled back.


    A little while later, Lisinthir said, “I’m done here. Would you like to sign your portion?”


    The Emperor canted his head, then extended a hand for the tablet. Taking it, he scanned his message, wondering how the Worldlord would receive it. With the tip of a talon, he wrote:


     


    —by my hand, Emperor Kauvauc


     


    “You keep your name,” the Ambassador observed.


    “It is the name I was given.” The Emperor surprised himself by chuckling. “An ally to aliens should be open to accommodating their customs.”


    The Ambassador laughed. “Change comes to the Empire.”


    “Hopefully not too late.”


    “So long as there is breath in us, we fight the good fight, Exalted. And if you are done with your mail...?”


    The Emperor sent the last of it to Uuvek. “Yes.”


    “Then send mine as well, and bring my data tablet—and yourself—nigh.”


    Sliding over the Eldritch, the Emperor said, “Is it not a little early to be rejoicing?”


    Lisinthir wound his pale fingers through the Emperor’s dark mane and tugged him down by it. “Only if we doubt the outcome. Do you?”


    “Yes,” the Emperor said, smiling without happiness. No one had told him how much love could hurt. That accepting love could cut sharper than any talon when that love felt undeserved. “Yes, I doubt it. What else anymore?”


    “Then,” the Ambassador said, biting his jaw, “we make love against the sure day that we will die. Either way.”


    “Either way,” the Emperor murmured and allowed himself this. But the Seersa was waiting under his skin, and it roiled like a storm on the rim of the world.

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


    “A D-per,” Sediryl repeated, fighting the sudden acceleration of her heart. “Here?”


    “Sort of,” Maia replied. “He’s only on the network part of the time. The rest of the time, Kamaney’s got him trapped in a datawand.”


    Vasiht’h saved Sediryl the trouble of asking the question. “Wait, how is that possible? You can trap a D-per? I thought you lived everywhere the network reached.”


    “Can she trap you?” Sediryl added.


    Maia’s sigh sounded tired and worried. Sediryl wished she could see her friend’s face. “You remember when I told you about our history, arii? About how we used to serve indentured contracts when we were first created?”


    “Yes?”


    “They had to have a way to enforce that indenture,” Maia said. “So, yes. D-pers can be trapped, Vasiht’h-alet. Kamaney is using the protocols that were created to limit our abilities. Which, I might add, are no longer available because they’ve been judged inhumane.”


    “A form of slavery,” Sediryl guessed.


    “Yes.”


    “Why did they even have that to begin with?” Vasiht’h asked, paws pressed into the carpet in a way Sediryl found disturbing. Something about the way his toes were spread? “They made you and immediately chained you down?”


    “They didn’t know what they were making,” Maia said. “And they worried that we might overrun the system. The network that connects the worlds of the Alliance makes the Alliance possible, alet. Until they were certain we wouldn’t pose a danger to it they didn’t want us running loose without any way to stop us.”


    “So, this D-per of Kamaney’s,” Sediryl said, steering the conversation back to the point. “A potential ally?”


    “That’s... not an easy question to answer.” Maia sounded pained. “The particular D-per Kamaney’s got is a convict.”


    “There are D-per criminals?” Vasiht’h asked, ears sagging.


    “Only one. This one. And it’s not so much Crispin’s fault as there was an... unfortunate incident.”


    “Just give us the whole story at once,” Sediryl said. She rubbed her temple.


    “Crispin was the first D-per to be assigned to a Fleet ship. A survey vessel, small crew. Lots of long distance missions, few stops back at civilization. And the captain of that ship...” Maia paused, sighed. “The captain of that ship became obsessed with him, and died trying to convert himself into a digital person so he could ‘be with’ Crispin.”


    Even Sediryl couldn’t find a flippant enough reply to divert the horror of that.


    “The court that convicted him said Crispin should have stopped him,” Maia said heavily. “But the man was his commanding officer. He was trapped between following his captain’s orders—and allowing him to suicide—or stopping him, and then he would have been up on an entirely separate charge.”


    “Mutiny?” Sediryl guessed.


    “Right.”


    “That’s insane!” Vasiht’h exclaimed. “How can that possibly have been this D-per’s fault? Did he do anything to encourage the behavior?”


    “The records show nothing like that,” Maia said. “And we have them in full, every conversation. They’re still available if you dig in the right databases. But Crispin… we assumed he suicided too, because he vanished.”


    “D-pers can suicide?” Vasiht’h said, eyes wide.


    “How’d he end up here?” Sediryl asked.


    “Yes. And I don’t know. All I do know is that Kamaney’s got his reins. He’s allowed limited access at specific times; those rush ‘uploads’ I kept dodging are him flooding the network after release. He executes whatever commands she’s given him, and then she throttles him again.”


    “And by throttle you mean… remove him from the base,” Sediryl said, trying and failing to visualize.


    “Sort of. His higher functions—what you would call his personality—are barred from expression. The rest of him remains distributed throughout the system network, and by system here I mean the solar system. The ships, the base, the sensor platforms, all of that. Those lower level functions are still beating away, sort of like your heart does while you’re in a coma. When he wakes up he can access the records of what went on while he was ‘down’, but he can’t see it realtime. Which is why I’m using these speakers. He’s throttled now, and I can munge the sensor data while he’s not looking so that when he does, there’s nothing to see.”


    “But back to the part where he’s working with a pirate?” Vasiht’h said. “Why isn’t he on our side?”


    “Why would he be if Fleet convicted him of a crime he didn’t commit?” Sediryl murmured.


    “Because even someone falsely accused of a crime can decide that consorting with furriers and slavers is a bridge too far?”


    “Vasiht’h’s right,” Maia said, low. “I don’t think Crispin wants to be here. But what we have to remember is that it doesn’t matter. Kamaney dictates what he can and can’t do. If he finds out about me, he might feel remorse about wiping my localcopy but he won’t hesitate either.”


    “Can we take these controls away from her?” Sediryl asked.


    “I don’t know,” Maia said, and for the first time in their aquaintance she sounded miserable. “Most indentures are locked to a specific individual’s bio-signature, and their death doesn’t result in release. The indenture just freezes until the next person on the allowed permissions list comes along and takes over. It might be keyed generically to whomever’s got the datawand. Or it might be specific to Kamaney, at which point it’ll default to checking for authorizations.”


    “So if we don’t get onto that list…”


    “Then Crispin’s stuck forever, or at least until we can find someone with a master code. For that we’d need a link back to the Alliance.”


    “Which we don’t have,” Sediryl muttered.


    “On the bright side,” Maia said, “And there is one—he’s the source of the protective shield that kept the gun from killing Kamaney, Sediryl. That means he can only protect her in the parts of the base he has access to.”


    “And where doesn’t he have access?” Vasiht’h asked.


    “Her bedroom and her bathroom.”


    A long pause. Vasiht’h said, caustic, “That’s a bright side?”


    “No,” Sediryl said. “Maia’s right. It’s far better than discovering she doesn’t have any weaknesses at all.” She sighed and pulled at her pinned hair, bringing the braids down. “You’re still certain you can get information out to the Empire.”


    “Yes.”


    “And Kamaney is on her flagship, and the D-per locked.”


    “Yes.”


    “Then you can ask the Queen about a contact in the palace…?”


    A faint, tired smile could be heard in the reply. “Already on it, arii.”
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    The tingling never left her. She slept to escape it but it chased her into dreams, where she flowed from shape to shape without the intervention of her Chatcaavan form. She became in those dreams everyspecies, until their flaws and virtues mingled and she lost cohesion, and she woke panting and terrified. She had not yet found herself partially Changed, but she dreaded the possibility. Could she become trapped between shapes? Perhaps this was a function of too frequent Touches? It would subside, surely. It had to.


    Knowing that the Change was responsible for her current troubles should have made the prospect of learning more patterns and becoming more aliens distressing, and it did. Sometimes. Other times she thirsted for the experience of those unlike selves, as if she was dying. Chatcaava did not live as long as Eldritch, but they did live longer than the Pelted. Could she be several people in that draconic lifetime? Experience the life of a Phoenix, and then decide to be human for a decade or two?


    What was she becoming?


    She dreaded her newest keeper’s summons, and craved it. How jealous her former Chatcaavan masters would have been to witness how poor their attempts at mastery had been, in comparison with this.


    “Milady?”


    The title, reminding her powerfully of the Ambassador, jerked her head from her pillow where she’d rested it in the futile hope that she could nap. “Yes? You come again.”


    “I do. Alet, we have an open channel to the Empire, but not the Alliance. Is there someone in the Empire we can talk to about the pirates’ intentions? Someone who would help our cause?”


    Now, she thought, closing her eyes. Now it was his time. “Yes. The males who maintain the palace… they use their computer access to order supplies, food, to send messages for the males they are serving. They are our allies, and among them you should ask for Oviin.”


    “Oviin.”


    “Of palace maintenance. He was the one who delivered my message to the Ambassador and Emperor when the Twelveworld Lord was preparing to send me away.”


    “I understand, milady. Thank you.”


    “It is why we are here.”


    “It is.” A pause. “Sediryl wants me to ask if there’s anything we can do for you.”


    Her… sister. She would ask. The Queen smiled faintly. “Tell her…”


    “Yes?”


    What? ‘Rescue me?’ Why was she relying on someone else? If Sediryl’s plan had worked, then the pirate must still consider her an ally, not a product. No, not an ally. As the Eldritch’s pretty kept thing. Something owned, but by an ally. “Tell her I’m coming,” the Queen said, and pushed herself off the bed. She drew on the wing silks and pinned the cloth to her hips, ignoring the clumsiness of her fingers, and then padded to the door. One pause to assess herself, and to gather her courage, and she stepped through.


    Her guards spun to face her.


    “I go to see the Eldritch, who is also the Admiral’s companion,” the Queen said. “The Admiral said I was not to go elsewhere without escort to my destination. Will you please follow me there?”


    “Follow you… across the hall?” the first guard said. He sounded confused by her courtesy—perhaps he was used to being ordered.


    “Please. I would not wish to fail in my adherence to the Admiral’s wishes.”


    “Smart of you,” the second guard muttered. Then grinned. “So, you want to take her all the way over, Mattingly, or should I?”


    The first guard snorted. “You hating exercise so much, why don’t I do the honors.” He gestured grandly. “After you.”


    The Chatcaavan followed him across the hall, where the guards at the Eldritch’s doors had been watching with incredulity. Her guard stopped and said, “Here’s the Chatcaavan, to see the Eldritch.”


    The guard at Sediryl’s door rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah. Go on.”


    She nodded to her escort and said, “Thank you,” before passing through the door and into the antechamber, where the Eldritch, the Glaseah, and another alien were all awaiting her.


    “It worked,” Sediryl said, wide-eyed.


    “I think,” the Queen said, “I should stay here.” And stumbled. Someone caught her—the alien, she thought, and how had he moved so quickly? His skin trembled under hers, promising knowledge, and the burn in her intensified. She hissed and hid her face against a furry shoulder, seeking comfort and finding instead sibilant promises, beckoning.


    “What’s wrong?” The Eldritch, sounding worried. “Sister mine?” A hesitant touch on her shoulder, not as energizing as the alien’s who held her. “Do you need a healer?”


    “I don’t know.” The Queen shivered. “I have never Touched so many people, and now I feel strange in my own skin. But… I do not think I wish to be alone.”


    “Kamaney’s gone off-base,” said the voice that had visited the Queen in her chamber. “I don’t see why anyone’s going to care where her guests are as long as they don’t try to leave the bloc.”


    “Right,” Sediryl said. “Qora-alet, would you help the Queen to the sofa?”


    “Pardon me,” the alien said to her, and lifted her as if she weighed nothing. She felt like she weighed nothing. As he deposited her on the couch, she said, “You were going to send a message to Oviin?”


    “Yes,” the Eldritch said. “So we’re glad you’re here to help. We need to make sure he trusts the data source. Can you give us something to pass along to him that’ll help?”


    “Yes,” she said. “Tell him this is my creased lily.”


    “Sound appropriately code-wordish,” the disembodied female voice opined.


    “All we can do is try,” the Eldritch said firmly. “So let’s get together everything we know and make sure it gets to this Oviin. If he can pass it on to my cousin and his allies…”


    “Can we get information back?” the Glaseah asked, sounding pained. “I’d… I’d like to know. One way or the other. About Jahir.”


    “We’ll ask.”


    The Queen still felt wrong in her skin, but at least she would not die alone, if die she did. As the aliens decided what to include in their first message, she thought about asking them to tell the Ambassador and the Emperor that she loved them, in case she did not live through this. But then… they knew already. She closed her eyes and relaxed, until the conversation became a murmur that followed her into a fevered dream of shapes.
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    It became routine: the guards brought Jahir from the interior room, fed, watered, and prepared him, and hung him on the wall for the day. After serving as decorative tapestry, he was taken down, remanded to Oviin for washing and care, and returned to the interior room to sleep before beginning the routine anew. He’d become accustomed to sleeping in the large and empty room, rolled in his blanket, conserving his strength in silence.


    The Usurper entering this haven did not feel like a violation, but rather an opportunity. Jahir watched him hesitate at the door, silhouetted by the moonlight in the bathroom behind him. Willed him to enter, but carefully so as not to inadvertently exert his talent. He was already using up too much energy surviving. Besides, if something had prompted the Usurper to seek him, best he come of his own accord, propelled by whatever froth of anxiety and unease might be fomenting unassisted.


    These new abilities were fraught, particularly twined with his healer’s vow and the roquelaure’s cruel chains.


    At last, the Usurper forged into the room and stopped before him. “You. Alien.”


    Jahir looked up at him.


    “The Surgeon claims you are underfed. Is your attendant neglecting you?”


    “No,” Jahir said.


    “Your guards, then. They are supposed to be feeding you during the day.”


    “Not them, either.”


    The Usurper hissed. “What then? Are you diseased? You are not to die until I am ready to dispose of you.”


    “I would prefer not to die at all,” Jahir said. And amended, “Before time, anyway.”


    The Usurper’s eyes narrowed. “You do not seem fearful enough to me.”


    “Fearful… that you will kill me?” Jahir considered his reply, and again something whispered through him, used his mouth. “If I die here, it will not be at your hand.”


    “Your bravado will not serve you, alien. If I decide to kill you, you will die.”


    “But you are not like other males,” Jahir said. “And so I don’t think you’ll kill me. You don’t even like to touch me.”


    “I find touch disagreeable.” The Usurper folded his arms. “It confounds me that so many males lose themselves in distractions of the flesh. You ensnared the former Emperor that way, but that tactic will not work on me.”


    “No,” Jahir agreed, wondering. The longer the Chatcaavan stayed, the more he tinted the air around him with his emotional state: with its rigidity, which manifested as a compact fog shot through with glinting gray lines that occasionally pulsed a red bead of agitation or contempt.


    “The only proper challenges are the challenges of the intellect,” the Usurper continued, beginning to pace. “And yet so many males fail to see this is a truer test of Fitness than the sordid games they insist on playing with their claws and teeth.”


    “You have shown them their error,” Jahir said, holding very still. So hard not to be a healer. But had he not come to fight a war? “Have you not ascended to the highest height a Chatcaavan may? Your philosophy has prevailed.”


    “But this is only the beginning,” the Usurper said. “I may sit on the Emperor’s pillow but to ensure that my beliefs spread I must force them on others. This is my most important task. It is why I have left Second to the tiresome work of dealing with this war.”


    “The war is likely to be costly.”


    The Usurper waved a hand. “And? I expect it to be.”


    Surprised, Jahir said, “You do?”


    “Of course. It is the only way to remove the males who are most committed to the concept of power as an expression of physical might. They are the ones with wealth, with ships, with the lusts that need slaking. The very males who threaten my hold on the throne are the ones most likely to be at the forefront of the war with the freaks and—if the alien military is as competent as you claim—they will be the ones who die there. If this plan works, I solve one of my problems immediately.”


    “And if it doesn’t?”


    “Then I will have to bomb the lords’ worlds,” the Usurper said. “Which would be a waste, as most of them have old and useful planets, with complacent and productive populaces. But planets can be retrieved after orbital bombardment with enough time, while there are few better ways to solve the problem of intractable would-be leaders.”


    Jahir’s mouth dried. “I see.”


    “Either way, I achieve my objective,” the Usurper said. He cocked his head. “Maybe I should be thanking you. It would only be fair. You helped bring about my predecessor’s downfall, which opened the way for my coup.”


    “I would be glad to accept your gratitude in the form of my freedom.”


    The Usurper hissed a laugh. “Yes, I thought you would say something you thought witty. No, I am not minded to give you your freedom. If you were free, Ambassador, you might help your allies in the war, and we can’t have that.”


    “I thought your aim was to see your lords and naval admirals die?”


    “Yes. But I am not served by losing the war, either. I don’t plan to become subject to the sovereignty of animals.” The Usurper’s nostrils flared. “No, you are good where you are, Ambassador, and not at large where you might confound my plans. And when Second is done razing the Alliance, I will give you to him for a gift. You will serve your final purpose under his claws.” He sneered. “You would like that, yes? Being one of these creatures who lusts for the transitory pleasures of the body. You must miss straddling a Chatcaavan master.”


    To that, Jahir said nothing.


    “Mmm. Yes. That is best, I think. And for that, you must live.” The Usurper pointed at him. “Follow the Surgeon’s instructions exactly.”


    “As I said, I have no desire to die yet.”


    “Strange alien,” the Usurper said. “To nurture hope, here.” He turned, tail lashing once. “Sleep now. Stop wasting away.”


    But Jahir didn’t sleep. He stayed curled in his blanket, trembling, wondering why the Pattern had pushed him here. Had the God and Lady intended him to use the training he’d received in the Alliance to influence the Usurper’s character? The more he listened, the more he thought it improbable that he might somehow redeem the Usurper, as Lisinthir had redeemed a different Emperor.


    Yet to be a healer who destroyed! He remembered the feel of sunlight on his shoulders, falling like a shawl in the pattern of leafshadow, and his cousin’s somber question about the just use of their talents. Of whether it was moral to kill with the mind-talent. When Lisinthir had advanced the question to him, all his doubts had been concentrated on the method of the hypothetical killing: with mind-talent, with sword, barbaric or with dignity. None of his thoughts had revolved around the very real probability that he didn’t know whether the killing would help. Because if he slew the Usurper—if he did it with talk alone, or with his mind if he could decide how—what then? Would the Alliance be better served by an Empire in turmoil? Would there even be turmoil, or would the transition happen with the swiftness of a viper’s strike? And place in power a male even more aggressive than the Usurper?


    He had told Lisinthir they should beware arrogation of the rights of the God and Goddess to themselves. What he’d failed to understand was the reason for doing so: because he lacked their omniscience.


    Or was that sophistry intended to excuse him from the burden of action?


    Jahir rested his brow on his fist, felt the weight of his racked body sag against the unyielding floor. Though he knew it to be ill-advised, though the roquelaure immediately began its complaints, he let his mind sink through the stone, expand outward, downward. He suffused the air, trailed through stairwells, touched the minds of the Chatcaava in the tower. They did not feel any more alien to him than the people he’d worked with in his xenotherapy practice. Most of them had Oviin’s self-effacing auras. Some had jagged presences that radiated far enough to brush the minds of other Chatcaava near them: lords and courtiers. One of them was familiar: the avarice of the Twelveworld Lord, bubbling with ambition and energy.


    The Usurper’s he located nearby, in the study, pulsing like a heart into those thin traces, like circuits.


    Jahir drew back when his stomach began cramping, setting his palm on it and wincing. Focusing on the bare ceiling, he asked the God and Lady what They needed, because he was having no luck guessing.
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    The following day Jahir stared at the map—had ample time to stare at the map because the Usurper entertained no guests. This time, though, as the Chatcaavan worked Jahir fought his fatigue to eavesdrop on the messages he read and wrote and the reports he compiled and examined. Most of them involved intelligence on the strength of his allies, but not just in ships: in worlds, and wealth, even in progeny. Each of these notables was being examined for his utility to the new order and separated onto different lists based on whether the Usurper thought they should be killed or could be used. His activity was unsurprising, given his aims, but Jahir found it disturbing to stay in his mind, even at the surface level that gave him access to his immediate and conscious processes. The fleets on the map crept closer, but the Usurper ignored or de-prioritized information on their disposition. When such data appeared it was dismissed with the reflexive thought: “Second’s problem.”


    One too many of these thoughts spurred Jahir to finally speak into that silence. “Do you plan to have Second killed as well? By this war?”


    “What?” The Usurper looked up, scowled.


    “You said that males who believed in the old expressions of power must die or be brought to heel,” Jahir said. “Is Second one of the former or the latter?”


    For a long moment the Usurper didn’t answer, and Jahir felt him struggling to find some context for an answer. At last, he said, “Second is a huntbrother.”


    “You do not believe in huntbrothers,” Jahir said, because no emotional resonance attached to the concept in the Chatcaavan’s mind. “Nor should you, given the hunt’s association with physical prowess.”


    “The intellect can also hunt,” the Usurper said dismissively.


    “Puzzles are not hunts,” Jahir answered, remembering Lisinthir’s hands on him, the thrill communicated through palms and fingers. “They should not incite baser emotions.”


    Again a pause. “True.” The Usurper frowned at him. “Second is useful to me.” A lightening of internal pressures as he latched onto this explanation. “So long as I have these more barbaric males to manage, Second is a useful bridge. He speaks their language, though he understands more rarified pursuits.”


    “But does he speak their language? Or has he learned yours?”


    The Usurper’s fingers clenched on the desk. “You are attempting to foster doubt again. You forget I know Second’s motivations. He cannot betray me because I know what he desires.”


    “Surely the ultimate power is a throne.”


    “If he wants it he will come back here for it,” the Usurper said, with a sound in his head like a lock clicking closed. “And I will kill him then. But he does not want a throne. He wants to kill the freaks. And fortunately there are a great many of you.”


    “You can never know all a person’s motivations,” Jahir said, quiet. “The one that seems to have primacy may fall back in favor of a different one if the situation merits.”


    “People are not that complicated, alien.”


    “People are ultimately complicated,” Jahir replied. “Beautifully so. And if you think you can predict them by reducing them to a series of mechanical inputs and outputs, you will fail.”


    “I have not failed yet—”


    “You have never been tested on this level before.” The Chatcaavan raised his head, eyes burning, and Jahir said to him, “Maybe you should step down, before you misstep. A fall from this height will kill you, and a great many other people with you.”


    The Usurper jerked to his feet and stalked out of the room, tail and wings stiff. He returned with a guard and pointed at Jahir. “Put the gag on him.” As the guard approached, the Usurper said, “When I want your opinions, freak… I will ask for them.” Seating himself again behind the desk, the Usurper added, “Don’t take it out until he’s done for the day. I’ve had enough distractions.”
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    By the time the guards delivered Jahir to the bathing chamber he needed help to keep his feet. Oviin held out his arms for him, exuding his fears like a poison. “Help me lay him on the tile, please. Thank you. Your assistance is no longer necessary.” The extra auras withdrew. The gag twitched in Jahir’s mouth as the straps moved, and Oviin was pushing his jaw down. “Gently,” the Chatcaavan whispered. “Your mouth is bloody.”


    Prophet, bloody, bloody-mouthed prophet


    The guards hadn’t been gentle pushing it in. He was glad to be quit of it, found himself too mazed to lift his head. Oviin murmured, “The Surgeon sent me this…” A hiss against his arm, and the cravings began to subside. “But you should still eat.”


    With the food, Oviin fed him thoughts, threaded through their fingers, amid the flatbread and meat and strangely-colored vegetables. /I have received word back from the Emperor. Second’s departure does not give them enough opportunity… the forces arrayed against them are still too strong, with the Worldlord’s fleet arriving./


    /So if the Worldlord’s fleet was to leave?/


    /Or if some other number could be convinced to go,/ Oviin said. /But I don’t know how it could be done. This war… these males have been hungering for this war for years./


    Between the injection and the meal, Jahir began to feel less unsteady. /We will have to pray for an opportunity. Here… the map today. And this, also—/ What little he had gleaned from listening to the Usurper’s work, he shared, along with his conversation the previous night. /He is not concerned about the casualties of the war we face./


    /No./ Oviin’s eyes were wide. /But he means to kill the rest of us with our lords if the aliens do not kill enough of them? Living Air!/


    /He is…/ Jahir trailed off, looking for a word.


    /He is a Chatcaavan male, in the end,/ Oviin interrupted, putting the tray away. /The message also included a personal note from someone calling you ‘cousin’./


    Jahir swallowed. /And it said?/


    /’How do we know what we deserve?’/


    Jahir laughed under his breath. Trust Lisinthir to begin a philosophical discussion across parsecs. Except he would not needlessly endanger the innocents passing these messages by making them too long, so… Lisinthir needed this information, from the man he’d called the closest thing he had to a confessor. Jahir said, /Tell him…/ And paused to collect his thoughts, since it behooved him not to impose his ramblings on Oviin’s eidetic memory. /Tell him that it is not for us to know if we are deserving, only to act in a way that befits someone who would be./


    /As someone Fitting,/ Oviin murmured.


    /Yes./


    Oviin inclined his head. “Your bath is ready, Ambassador.”
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    The Usurper ignored him the following day and entertained no other guests. Jahir watched the fleet movements and listened to the Chatcaavan’s surface thoughts as he read more mail and made more decisions—all very logical, those decisions, as if the Usurper was sorting the scattered puzzle of the Empire into edge pieces and color groups, the better to fit them into place as efficiently as possible. He did not gag Jahir, and Jahir was too grateful for the reprieve to use his freedom. As it was, eating took care so as not to aggravate the tender spots on his tongue and the insides of his cheeks.


    As he waited through the interminable day, he turned Lisinthir’s question in his mind. It was related to his own about right action and his own role here. Maybe a galactic crisis could not help but inspire such existential questions: when the cost of inaction—or wrong action—was so high, how could one not wonder how to choose the right course?


    The answer he’d sent his cousin still felt correct. But the question remained: how did one know how to be deserving?


    With every breath in me, I will serve life, the catechism whispered.


    First, do no harm, his vow added.


    And yet, a healer destroyed disease. And if salvation transformed a soul, then it necessarily ended the life of the person who had been evil. Didn’t it?


    Oviin was waiting when the guards brought him, standing with every evidence of patient serenity… but his aura was a blaze of pale fire and sparks of curiosity and joy. The moment they were alone, the Chatcaavan clasped his arms and said, /Ambassador! Can you hear me?/


    /Yes… what has happened?/


    /I have received a new message, Ambassador. From the Queen! She is alive!/


    /What??/


    /From a completely different communication channel,/ Oviin said. /I do not recognize how it arrived./ He set out the tray and frowned at Jahir. “You are chewing very slowly. Are you ill?”


    “No,” Jahir said. “My mouth is sore, that is all.”


    The Chatcaavan scowled, wings shifting on his back. “Perhaps the Surgeon can recommend a salve. This one will speak to him.” Privately, he continued, /So much new information, Ambassador! The Queen has made contact with the Twelveworld Lord’s pirates and discovered they are lying to him! They have a much larger force than they are using to aid us, a very large force. And they are contemplating whether to use it against us, or against your Alliance! They also say I am to tell you that your cousin is among them, and attempting to work toward your aims. And she says that you’re to tell your cousin, your other cousin, that she has his partner in her keeping, that they are all working together and hope to arrive at some useful action soon. But that any information we might relay to them would be useful. Also that we are to tell your friends in the Alliance all this because they cannot reach the Alliance from where they are./


    Jahir set what he was eating down and pressed his palms flat to the ground, bending. He felt Oviin’s hand skate over his shoulder, pause there.


    /Ambassador!/


    “No,” Jahir whispered. “No, Oviin-alet, it’s all right.” And then his chest hitched and he found himself crying, for hope in darkest places. Vasiht’h was alive. Sediryl lived. Lisinthir’s beloved was with him. And they had a view now into a piece of the war they hadn’t yet. Wiping his face he composed himself. /You said ‘a very large force,’ alet. Did they say how large?/


    /They have sent exact numbers,/ Oviin said, pressing another piece of meat on him. /The total pirate force is nearly three hundred ships strong, and many of them are large warships they have stolen from the Alliance./


    /Three hundred!/


    Oviin offered him a bowl of water. /Yes. It is not a large enough fleet to take on the Chatcaavan navy, but it is more than large enough for the sort of raiding pirates must do. Your allies claim that this pirate wants to establish her own nation./


    /So there is no chance that if my cousin convinced the pirates to attack Apex-East, they would accomplish anything./


    /No,/ Oviin said. /At least, I do not believe so. But it is a significant raiding force. Your allies report the pirates are lying to the Twelveworld Lord about their strength… that is wise of them, for I doubt the Twelveworld Lord would permit a pirate force to grow so large. It might threaten the worlds on our border./


    Jahir’s breath caught.


    /Ambassador?/ Oviin touched him again. /You worry this one with your sudden fits. Is this inspiration or pain?/


    “Strange,” he said softly. “How the pieces fit together, when they fit.” He took the water from Oviin and drank, ignoring the ache of his abused mouth to savor the cold as it flowed down his throat. It made him aware of the inside of his body, of the beating of his strained heart, of the sudden stillness of this moment. Cloistered in the abandoned harem of a Chatcaavan despot, in a tower too high for clouds, on an alien world too far from home and everything he loved and wanted so badly to protect…


    He had pledged himself to this war, and begged Lisinthir—forced him—to prepare him for it, and here he was, just in time to play his part.


    /Ambassador? Ambassador!/


    /Oviin-alet./ Jahir set the bowl down and exhaled through his rising tension. /Second has removed the eastern naval fleet from Apex-East. The Twelveworld Lord has reinforced it, which prevents our allies from attacking it./


    /Correct…?/


    /But the Twelveworld Lord has made a deal with pirates, that they should come in on his side in this war, and they have been lying to him. They have, in fact, a force that could take his worlds from him if they attacked them./


    /Yes…./ Oviin’s sending had the texture of a hiss.


    /So if the pirates attack his world, he would be forced to defend them. Wouldn’t he? And if he did not know the precise strength of that attacking force, he might be convinced to bring the entirety of his offering to put paid to it./


    Oviin’s eyes had grown very wide.


    /Am I wrong?/ Jahir asked, quiet.


    “No,” Oviin said aloud. He nodded toward the bath and shepherded Jahir into it. Dipping a towel into the waters, he began to scrub Jahir’s back. /But why would the pirates attack him?/


    /The pirates have no reason to, unless my cousin can convince them there’s advantage in it for them. And… I have every confidence in her, if only I tell her what we need./


    /Even if you do, the Twelveworld Lord can easily rout the forces these pirates will be fielding. Three hundred ships… he will crush them, particularly if he finds them all in one place. He will not be gone long./


    /Then I will tell the Emperor and his Alliance allies to begin massing for their attack,/ Jahir said. /But this opportunity… this is the one, Oviin-alet. If not this… then I don’t know where we will find our chance./


    Oviin frowned, pushing Jahir’s hair out of the way. /There are so many things that could go wrong. What if the pirates continue to lie about their whereabouts? How will the Twelveworld Lord find out about the attack?/


    /We will have to make sure some report gets back to him./


    Oviin’s hand paused. He resumed scrubbing with less energy. /And if your cousin cannot make this pirate do as she wishes?/


    /She is a persuasive woman. I will gamble on her./ Jahir closed his eyes. /We need to send two messages. One to the Emperor. One to my cousin amid the pirates./


    The Chatcaavan exhaled, his determination filtering through Jahir’s skin. /I can do so tonight./


    /Then here is what I would have you say./


    Alone later in his empty chamber, Jahir closed his eyes and rested against the corner with the blanket curled around his shoulders. He could feel the forces gathering around this pivot like a pressure on his skin. That he couldn’t predict the repercussions of enabling it didn’t matter—the inexorability of the pattern was crushing. To resist it would have been unthinkable, and having sent Oviin on his errand he could not doubt its necessity. He had hoped to fight this war at Lisinthir’s side, with a sword and their twined powers at work on the foe; barring that, he had feared his work would involve using his training as a therapist to destroy the mind of the Usurper.


    But this, he thought, was it. This was the deciding moment of the war. All it lacked was their commitment to making it work. Sediryl would have to deliver her pirates. The Emperor would have to bring his legion. And Jahir… would have to ensure that the Twelveworld Lord turned his back on the Usurper’s plans.


    “God and Lady,” he whispered. “Be with us now.”

  


  
    CHAPTER NINETEEN


    Sediryl should have been grateful to be hosting so many people in her quarters; no matter how delusional the belief, she couldn’t help feeling their proximity gave her a better chance of protecting them. But their presence also made her feel trapped, because exposing her doubts and fears to them was unthinkable. Qora seemed imperturbable, but for all she knew that was a façade. Vasiht’h was acting erratically—one moment thoughtful and helpful, and the next withdrawn, with a look in his eye she found unnerving. And the Queen… Sediryl didn’t know what was wrong with the Queen, but she feared for her. The thought of returning to the Alliance and presenting Lisinthir and the Chatcaavan Emperor with a catatonic lover was ghastly.


    Kamaney’s return from her flagship sent Maia into hiding, and brought with it a summons. Tellingly, it required Sediryl to bring the Queen, and she wasn’t sure whether to find that promising or ominous. If Kamaney had decided Sediryl was the Queen’s mistress, that might work out. Somehow. Grimacing, Sediryl dressed in a new black outfit, strapped on her gun, and helped the Queen don her gossamers.


    The pirate was waiting for them outside her door in obvious high spirits. “Come in! Come, come. I’ve got a wonderful thing planned for us today.”


    “What’s that?” Sediryl asked.


    “We have to leave soon, if we’re going to leave at all… so we won’t have the luxury of playtime with the stock. But I do want to finish granting the Queen her gift.” Kamaney beamed at the Chatcaavan as she stepped into the suite. “So I’ve had all the remaining species brought!”


    There, kneeling in chains, so many bowed heads. Sediryl halted so abruptly her boot stabilizers engaged, sending a tremor up her spine.


    “Isn’t it lovely?” Kamaney asked the Queen, who hadn’t moved since she’d spied the tableau. “And it’s all for you.”


    “But,” Sediryl said, “If we do them all at once, then we lose the delicious anticipation of waiting between them!”


    “That is true,” Kamaney agreed. “Unfortunately, we’ll be loading up within the week, and I’ll have plenty to do between now and then. I wouldn’t want this to get lost in the shuffle!” She turned her toothy grin on the Queen. “And who knows if we’ll survive the next fight, right?”


    “I-I am honored,” the Queen stammered, and Sediryl didn’t like the shocky look in her eyes.


    “I know you are,” was the complacent reply. “And, if it makes you feel better, Sediryl, I cleared my entire day. We can wait an hour or two between each, if we really want to.”
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    “No,” the Queen said immediately, because the thought of spending an entire day in the company of this insane female was intolerable. “I wish to know them all. As soon as possible.”


    “Are you sure?” the Eldritch asked, but the pirate interrupted her, waving a hand and advancing on the Queen.


    “You want it, don’t you.”


    “Yes,” the Queen said. She didn’t know if more patterns would make the burn beneath her skin cease… she knew only that there was something past the knowledge that was drawing her as inexorably as the light of a distant star. Who had ever known this much about the Touch? What would she discover, as the first? If she was to die, let her die gloriously, fearlessly, embracing wonder amid peril and cruelty. She would thread her way through the dark shoals of this sea and come into the sunrise. “Yes, I want it.”


    “By all means,” the pirate said, gesturing grandly. “Go ahead.”


    The Queen padded silently into the hollow created by the semicircle of kneeling aliens. Their regard reminded her of the slaves Third had abused and left in her rooms, the ones the Emperor had freed. She did not think anyone would come for these slaves, and she grieved for them. But holding back now would not save them from the pirate, and might even make their short lives worse. So she steeled herself and chose her first: another centauroid, this one tall and lithe rather than short and heavy. She brushed her hand over his shoulder, wishing she could apologize, and gasped in his pattern. And then the next, watching her with solemn eyes. And then the next. Halfway through the arc she had to stop, panting, trying not to claw at her arms, her sides.


    “What is it?” her sister asked, hovering.


    “These people,” the Queen said, all her skin on fire now. She felt she would burn to ash and blow away into a Perfect everyshape that existed only in the numinous beginning from which all Chatcaavan abstracts proceeded. “These people are very similar. They are like slightly different copies of the same mold.”


    “You can tell that?” the pirate breathed, ears trembling.


    “That one,” the Queen said, pointing. “And that one. And that one as well… they are almost like the same species.”


    “You can sense that we were engineered!” The pirate shuddered. “Unbelievable. Do the Faulfenzair. That one over there.”


    The Queen crouched before that alien, in form like the one who’d carried her to the couch. This one offered a hand rather than mutely awaiting his fate. Clasping it, she drank and the knowing rushed over her like cooling waters. “So different,” she whispered.


    “Keep going,” the pirate urged and so she did, until she’d made her way around the circle to the last alien and consumed that final pattern. She halted, trembling, waiting for all of it to settle. So many shapes. Some so similar, others so utterly alien. All of them on fire in her.


    “Are we done?” the Eldritch asked, low. “It looks like we’re done.”


    The pirate’s stare, her tremor… as if she was consumed by some rapture, watching the Queen. For a moment she couldn’t reply, and then she exclaimed. “Almost. Almost! Come on! I forgot one! This way!”


    The Queen stumbled, following, found the Eldritch catching her elbow. “Are you all right to walk?” Sediryl whispered.


    “I think,” the Queen replied, but her head was so heavy and her skin throbbed in time to her racing heart like a bleeding wound. She leaned on the Eldritch, grateful for the aid.


    “This is making you worse,” the Eldritch whispered. “Can’t you… fake it? Just put your hand on them and not do whatever is you have to do. Or is it like us, and you can’t help it when you touch someone?”


    “No,” the Queen murmured. “I can control it.” She thought. She could feel the Eldritch’s pattern pulsing between them, but the Queen already had an Eldritch shape. She shouldn’t be able to take another. Could she? “But I am not.”


    “Why??”


    “Because,” the Queen said, “there is something I need to know on the other side of this.” She recalled the Ambassador, and the alien things that drove him… thought of the Emperor, and his insatiable curiosity. At last, she thought to them, wishing they were here. At last I understand.


    “This has to be the last one,” the Eldritch said, low. “She’s inflicted every other species on you. I can’t even think of what she’s forgotten…”


    What the pirate had forgotten was a water alien. She brought them to an improbable tank where aquatic slaves were held in enclosures formed of some translucent material, obscuring them from one another. The pirate’s approach alerted several guards standing beside this unlikely prison, and at her command one of them climbed a set of stairs, aimed into the tank, and shot a dart into the nearest creature.


    The Queen stared as the light in the enormous eye of this prisoner dimmed. Somehow it struck her harder than the treatment the other slaves had received. Was it because the cost and effort of enslaving something that couldn’t even breathe the same environment stressed the atrocity more clearly? Or was it because these aliens had eyes larger than a Chatcaavan’s, in a more naked face? Before the sluggishness had overcome the alien, she’d read its frustration and despair as if written in words.


    “We don’t usually tranquilize them,” the pirate said. “It’s not like they can escape. But I wouldn’t want one of them knocking you into the water. You wouldn’t survive that.” She grinned. “Go on up. Once you touch this Naysha, your education will be complete.”


    “And your gift,” the Queen murmured.


    “And my gift.”


    The Eldritch squeezed her shoulder, as if begging her to reconsider. The Queen ignored her and started up the metal stairs, each step shivering with a hollow, metallic rattle as she put her weight on it. Reaching the top of the tank, she rested her palms on its rim and leaned over to look inside. Her final alien—the Naysha—was now floating on top of the water, face slack and enormous eyes closed.


    One more Touch, and she would know them all. How could she not do it?


    One more Touch, and she might forget herself. But wasn’t that also worth discovering? If there was danger for Chatcaava willing to embrace the universe? If the Living Air was kind, she thought, it would not punish that desire. She stretched out her hand and set it on the Naysha’s fingers, stroking the translucent web that linked them. The Touch, when it came, was not orderly and reverent, but eager, uncontrollable. It lunged for the pattern and fused it to hers and she screamed. And again, grabbing her body, and then howling in terror. She was asphyxiating…the colors of the world hurt… everything was wrong, too raw, too bright…


    Hands on her shoulders. “Sister! Change back! Please! Queen of the Chatcaava, be Chatcaavan!”


    But I am! She cried. She was ultimately so. She was every Change, and they were all her, and this was surely what it meant to be Chatcaavan.


    Frustration. Terror. Her body was weakening. The arms holding her tightened. “Be you, sister! Be the first you!”


    The first her could not fly. The first her was impotent and meat for the strongest male who could claim her.


    She was fading now. Unconsciousness might finally assuage the pain under her skin, and she welcomed it.


    A whisper in her…ear? She still had an ear, didn’t she? “Sister… be the you who loves the Ambassador and the Emperor. Be the you who made love to them. Be the you they’ll recognize when they gather you into their arms.” A snarled sound, half rage, half panic. “Be Lisinthir’s beloved…!”


    Her body convulsed, shed skin for scales, and suddenly she was gasping in air and being fed by it. She scrabbled for purchase on wet stairs, was caught in the Eldritch’s arms. Not her Eldritch, but the female, who pressed her close and whispered, “Thank the Goddess.”


    The Queen hid her face in that shelter, willing to admit to the weakness of needing it. On the floor beneath them, she heard the pirate whistle. “Thought she was done for, there.”


    The Eldritch’s reply made her chest hum under the Queen’s cheek. “You and me both, Admiral. Perhaps I should… would you mind if I…?”


    “Kept an eye on her? I was going to suggest we deliver her to the medics, but it’s not like they’re going to know anything about what’s going on. We don’t get Chatcaavan slaves through here.” The pirate’s voice became bored. “I certainly don’t want to nurse her back to health. I have a fleet to prepare for conquest.”


    “By all means, then. Leave this small detail to me so you can remain focused.”


    “I’ll call for a stretcher. When I have time, I’ll send for you.”


    The Queen did not like leaving the Eldritch’s arms, but when the stretcher arrived she surprised herself by finding the opportunity to lie down alone comforting. Her mind felt painfully crowded, the pressure particularly acute in her head, behind her cheekbones, her eyes, under the crown of her skull. It surprised her that she hadn’t died. This much bodily discomfort was surely unsustainable.


    The Eldritch paced alongside the stretcher all the way back to their cabin, her boots clicking on the floor in a way that reminded the Queen of the Ambassador’s… in kind, if not detail. The Ambassador’s boots had made a lower-pitched noise less frequently, as if he had longer strides, while Sediryl’s clicked along at a quicker pace, swift and high-pitched. But it was a sound she associated with safety, and it was the last thing that faded when the world did.


    [image: ***]


    “Help,” Sediryl said, the moment the door shut on her guards. Vasiht’h scrambled to her side with Qora behind him; it was the latter who scooped the Queen off the stretcher and brought her to the sofa.


    “What’s wrong with her?” Vasiht’h asked, moving to allow her to sit and take the Queen’s limp hand.


    “I don’t know,” Sediryl answered. “She took a lot of patterns at once. She didn’t think that would be a problem, but it looks like she was wrong.”


    “Is it me or is she hot?” Vasiht’h rested a hand on the Queen’s ankle, her foot. “Like she has a fever. Do Chatcaava get fevers?”


    “I don’t know!” Too many things she didn’t. “Maybe Maia will know....”


    “Maia doesn’t,” Maia said from the earring pinned to the inside of her sleeve at her wrist, where she’d been effecting a new and asymmetric style. “But I have a message from the Chatcaavan insider.”


    “Already?” Sediryl leaned back.


    “These people are allies,” Maia said. “Purportedly, anyway. They’re not worried about securing their comm lines. They can do realtime if they want. I’m not, of course. I split up your comments into discrete packets and send them separately so if one gets caught, the others have a chance of getting through. But they made it fine, and we have a reply already.”


    “Then… what is it?”


    “First, both your cousins are well. One of them has a message for you, Vasiht’h, and tells you not to fear for him.”


    Vasiht’h choked on a laugh. “He should know better than to ask.”


    “Apparently he does because it finishes, ‘as impossible as our circumstances might make that request.’ Also, he says that someone is feeding him, so you don’t have to worry on that count.”


    Vasiht’h pressed a hand to his mouth, looking down.


    “What else?” Sediryl said.


    “They want us to commit the pirates to attacking the Twelveworld Lord’s holdings on the border. Apparently the forces the Twelveworld Lord commands are of sufficient size that if we can draw them off, the Emperor will be able—maybe—to take Apex-East.”


    “Maybe?” Sediryl repeated.


    “They say it’s their best shot. And honestly, it doesn’t matter if it works or not… we can’t let Kamaney send the pirates to the front where they can divert the Alliance from the Chatcaavan push.”


    “Right,” Sediryl said. This was it, then. She had a week to find out where Kamaney intended to go first, and if necessary, convince her the Chatcaavan option was better. One week, and she would be done here. She could live through one week. She might even get through it on the strength of her promises, and never have to bed the woman. “Tell them I’ll do it, and that we’ll be on the move within a week.”


    “Packed and sent. New packet now. What next?”


    Sediryl glanced at the unconscious Chatcaavan. “The Queen's condition. Tell them she started getting weak after three or four of those Touches, and now she’s… well. She’s not conscious.”


    “And she seems to be feverish,” Vasiht’h added.


    “Is that all? Do you remember any other relevant data a doct—” Maia’s voice cut off mid-syllable. Vasiht’h touched the earring he’d been using to hear it with, and Sediryl looked at her wrist. “Maia?”


    Qora appeared at her side as if summoned, plucking the earring off her before moving on to Vasiht’h. On acquiring both, he strode toward the bathroom.


    Sediryl followed. “Qora-alet—”


    Qora stopped, holding the earrings above the toilet. “Which is worse? To be caught with them, or to be caught having disposed of them?”


    Sediryl froze at the door, her heart beating so hard she thought she was shaking. “Ev… evidence is always worse,” she managed.


    The Faulfenzair nodded and dropped them. They fell with two thick plunks into the water and vanished as the Faulfenzair pushed the disposal button. “Hard to tell how good the plumbing is,” he said, almost conversationally. “Modern space stations would be able to isolate foreign objects easily. This place was built into a rock, covertly, presumably with spares. They may have made compromises in order to get it done quickly, and then spent any upgrade time on security and defense.”


    “That’s… a very confident assessment?” Sediryl said, still trying to calm her racing heart.


    “I am one of his Eyes,” Qora said. “But even Eyes need employment.” He grinned. “Ship’s maintenance.”


    They rejoined Vasiht’h in the antechamber, who was standing with all his fur on end by the Queen’s couch. “They’ve found her. That’s what that means, isn’t it? Maia’s dead.”


    “She’s a D-per,” Sediryl said automatically. “She can’t die. If I can get the Visionary back, it’s probable there’s a copy of her there still. Very certainly there will be one waiting when we can communicate again with the Alliance.”


    “Should we be talking like this?” Vasiht’h’s toes were pressing into the carpet. “Maia was monitoring any internal surveillance, wasn’t she?”


    Sediryl said a word her mother would probably have slapped her for uttering.


    “Do not leap to conclusions,” Qora said. He’d settled himself on the ground with his hands on his knees, for all the worlds as if he were preparing to meditate. “This D-per was found by another D-per. Why would he assume she was associated with you? Could not this entity have entered in many ways? Through a comm buoy? Dropped by a stealthed vessel? Dormant in one of the captured ships? They may not know she had anything to do with you. That they haven’t already marched in here to make accusations is suggestive.”


    “Or maybe they just haven’t thought to look at what Maia was doing, and once they do, they’ll show up,” Vasiht’h muttered.


    “Hopefully your compatriot hid her tracks well.”


    “Hopefully she did,” Sediryl said. “But in case she didn’t...” She held out her hand to the Glaseah. “Today will have to be the day, arii. That it works.”


    Vasiht’h looked at her fingers skeptically, and she didn’t need functional esper abilities to read his expression: after days of failed attempts, she really thought it would work today because they needed it? But he sighed and took her hands. “Sit.”


    She perched on the edge of the Queen’s couch, and he sat opposite her, and this time she prayed. She prayed with all she had in her that the Goddess would make it possible for her to be like every other Eldritch in existence. She had never wanted the inconvenience of managing a mental talent, but she would gladly embrace that burden to secure their safety now. Because if she couldn’t trust that their quarters weren’t being watched, then how could she communicate any changes in her plan….


    “What’s wrong?” Vasiht’h asked. “Your aura just deflated like a pinned balloon.”


    “Is it working?” Sediryl demanded.


    “What? No. You’re still as walled up as ever.”


    She nodded, rising. “It’s all right, arii. Can you and Qora watch over the Queen?”


    “Of course?”


    Sediryl paused, looking down at the face of the Chatcaavan. She trailed a hand over the other woman’s shoulder. Don’t die. Give me that one week, sister, and don’t die. Aloud, she said, “I’ll be showering.”


    “Sediryl?”


    “It’s all right,” she said again, and strode into the bedchamber, stripping her gloves. Without Maia to relay their messages, they couldn’t make use of their contact. But they’d gotten the one message they needed: their instructions. And Goddess willing, their message was already gone, and Jahir and Lisinthir would know when to expect her move.


    She could no longer warn them if those plans changed. So she would just have to make sure they didn’t.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY


    Lieutenant Baker did not send for him again. Absent the strain of enduring her memories the Emperor found himself with enough energy to chafe at their vessel’s deliberate pace, even knowing the reasons they were proceeding so carefully.


    He was remembering how to long for the fight.


    Perhaps his Perfection knew it, for Lisinthir began assuming the Emperor would join him in the gym for his morning ‘constitutional.’ Battling the computer gave him an outlet for his restlessness, but it was not the battle he wanted, and when they were done with each session the Emperor looked at his Eldritch and saw the frustrated empathy there.


    Andrea still welcomed his company, and he visited because she remained the most alien alien he’d ever met. She put him to work in the clinic, helping her sort supplies; she took him to the Silhouette’s tiny chapel and coached him through several of her unfathomable prayers. She even convinced her fellow prisoners to take tea with him, though he chose his human form for those engagements. Dominika was unperturbed by him, he believed, though she kept most of her thoughts hidden behind her considering eyes. Emlyn couldn’t decide whether to treat him like a victim or a villain, and seemed as surprised at his lapses into compassion as the Emperor. The others… most of them were wary, or assumed his shape made him safe or a different person, he was never sure which. Only one of the aliens refused to see him: the Tam-illee who’d belonged to Manufactory-East, named Claudia. He learned from Andrea that she’d been one of a small number of such Tam-illee assigned to the entourage? Vessel? Of an Eldritch who’d been stolen by the Empire.


    “Bethsaida,” the Ambassador had said, surprised. “You’re certain?”


    “She described her captor to Andrea,” the Emperor replied. “It was Third. Third has only ever brought me one Eldritch prisoner.”


    “God and Lady,” the Ambassador had said. “One of the Queen’s Tams. No wonder she was distrait. Has anyone told her that Bethsaida was rescued?”


    “Andrea has told her, yes. Dominika says she is consoled by the knowledge.”


    “I imagine so.” The Ambassador shook his head. “Such a large galaxy to sometimes seem so small, Exalted.”


    The Emperor smiled and said, “Only when it involves the Rare and Beautiful.”


    He’d said it in the moment as a caress, as foreplay. It was only later that he wondered about the ability to perceive the rare and beautiful, and whether that had any effect on the size of the universe. When he asked Andrea, she said, “The rare and beautiful make the world larger, arii, not smaller.”


    The Chatcaava on the ship reacted to him in as varied a manner as the aliens. The Admiral-Offense had accepted that the Emperor was still good for the fight, though his occasional unease betrayed his doubts at where the Emperor planned to take his Empire, particularly where the Change was concerned. The Chatcaava rescued with their Admiral remained fiercely loyal to him, and treated the Emperor accordingly: with deference and wariness. Uuvek remained unimpressed by authority or prowess; he preferred the company of his devices to that of people, though when he did surface it was to approve of the Emperor—as if he believed he had the right. Which was surprising, and… satisfying, because it indicated that not all Chatcaava had been beaten down by the system. And the Knife… the Knife was wholeheartedly his partisan, though he kept a respectful distance. Such a good subordinate, the Emperor thought. He wondered if the Knife would accept being propelled to the post of Second or Third after the Emperor restored what he could of the Empire, and found the idea less ridiculous than it should have been.


    The Knife was also the only Chatcaavan who enthusiastically embraced both the Change and the aliens. It was a rare day the Emperor saw him out of company with their hosts, and he was often in some other shape, asking questions about its proper care and usage. He called Laniis his huntsister, and the two of them, amazingly, were friends.


    This was on his mind after one of his more vigorous sessions in the gymnasium. The Ambassador was toweling off, having left the Emperor lying on the deck in the center of the room. “Towel, beloved?”


    “Later,” the Emperor said. “I think I will remain a little longer.”


    The Eldritch canted his head, studying him.


    “You need not be concerned,” the Emperor assured him.


    Lisinthir nodded. “No. I rarely worry about you anymore, Exalted.”


    “Ah?”


    “When I was first in the palace and drawing your violent attentions, I remember a moment…” The Eldritch trailed off, staring. Such a striking picture, thus: the long, lean length of him, sweat-slicked, like a predator catching a promising scent, and yet his face was the complex face of a male who loved as well as killed, stern and gentle by turns. How had the Emperor failed to understand the unending power of these softer emotions? He’d thought them useless, believing they made their carriers weak, and sometimes they did. But they could also turn a person into a Lisinthir Nase Galare: harder than a spear-point, fiercer than storms on wings. Cruelty made people powerful but brittle; when love made someone strong, it was a strength that flexed, unbreakable.


    Returning from reverie, the Ambassador said, “I knew I could allow nothing to stop me from achieving my purpose, once I’d fixed on it: not a death visited on me by others, nor one self-inflicted. I see that light in your eyes now. You still doubt, Exalted, but you will no longer swerve from your course.”


    “Yes,” the Emperor said, because it was true.


    Lisinthir nodded. “Then I will see you anon, beloved.” A slight smile, wry with shared hungers. “When you’re ready.”


    Left to himself, the Emperor rested his hands on his stomach and closed his eyes. Lying on his back was uncomfortable as a Chatcaavan, straining the wing-arms and forcing him to twist his neck to make room for the longest of his horns. To melt into one of his shapes felt natural, and he did it this time without balling his mass first. He just sank into the fur of the Seersan shape… which is how he discovered that lying on his Pelted tail wasn’t comfortable either. He parted his thighs to give it room and just… abided. Three fingers and a thumb, but claws that retracted. Strange legs with their too high ankles and too long footbones. The ears with their unbelievable precision. For a long time he listened to the air currents moving.


    Eventually he stood and practiced walking, pacing the perimeter of the room. His gait felt springier, more energetic somehow. He wondered suddenly what it would be like to fight as a Seersan.


    So he tried it.


    The computer had been set to their exercise’s final parameters, and the Ambassador had all but the most egregious injury governors off. The Emperor went down very, very quickly before he managed to terminate the simulation. His skin throbbed and he touched his sides, surprised at how much he hurt. “Computer. One enemy only. Begin.”


    One enemy could still hurt him.


    At first.


    The legs really were more powerful than his Chatcaavan ones, though they fatigued more quickly. His lunges felt faster from a standing start and his body more compact: he could bowl an enemy over without the Chatcaavan need to spread wings to redistribute his weight. Fighting with claws that had to be forced from their beds confused him until enough solidigraphic foes trained him out of the assumption that there were permanent talons on the ends of his fingers. The claws also needed a different angle and pressure to penetrate, but they worked admirably… and being able to velvet them gave him the ability to punch with a fist, something he’d seen the Ambassador doing but never tried.


    Punching was extremely enjoyable, but also, he realized with a wince, painful if done incorrectly.


    The computer obligingly ran an instructional routine, which he banished after a few experiments. By the end of his session, he could handle three opponents, and was fascinated at how different the fighting style was. To be short but dense, rather than short and lean. He could take blows he thought his Chatcaavan self would have found more punishing. Even the fur seemed to serve a purpose. Like a thin cushion that soaked blood, improved clotting.


    There was nothing but to try being Eldritch, to see what it was like to fight like his Perfection. Frustrating, he thought, because it had many of a Chatcaavan’s disadvantages. But he was also taller than his Chatcaavan self and just as quick, and the reach his longer arms and legs gave him fascinated him. The human shape lived somewhere between the Seersan and the Eldritch: thinner and quicker than the Pelted, but more capable of taking multiple blows. He assumed, anyway… he’d been in the gym hours and was covered in bruises. He studied his human hands, carefully stretching the fingers to check for fractures beneath skin that had split and bled. Seeing them, he remembered the sword in the Ambassador’s hand. This was a shape that could fight with weapons.


    The breadth and depth of his own ignorance opened before him like the gulf beneath a high cliff, and as with any precipice he felt a sense of exultation. The learning would never end until he died. He took a step toward the door and grimaced. And apparently, the learning would also hurt.


    “So it goes,” Andrea told him when he confessed it to her on the clinic bed, where he’d stopped to be rid of the most egregious of his bruises and cuts. “Life is joy and pain.”


    “Good and evil?” he said.


    “We would not know the one without the other,” she agreed, and patched him up with the Alliance’s tools. They made the healing far more comfortable than the Chatcaavan versions. The Emperor wondered what the Surgeon would have thought of them, if he would have said that such tools encouraged weakness. What had the Ambassador told him when they were still dueling one another? That the Chatcaava had made their world cruel by being cruel?


    When he arrived at his cabin, the Ambassador was shrugging on a coat. “I was about to find you. Uuvek’s received a new message from the palace.”


    “So soon,” the Emperor murmured.


    They were the first to arrive and found Uuvek alone with his tablet. The male looked up at them both without having to be addressed, and this was so unwonted that both of them paused. “This one is it,” Uuvek said.


    “Then you can repeat it when everyone else arrives,” the Ambassador said. “But tell us now.”


    “Our contact in the palace has received a message from Maia’s Eldritch among the pirates. The pirates have been lying to the Usurper about their fleet size, and it’s large enough to raze the Twelveworld Lord’s holdings… so that’s what they’re going to do, in the hopes of drawing off the Twelveworld Lord’s forces from Apex-East.”


    A heartbeat in which neither he nor the Ambassador spoke and it mattered not at all, because they were sharing the same thoughts.


    “Timing,” the Ambassador breathed. “When? How much time do we have?”


    “Our contact in the pirate force says they’ll be moving within a week.”


    “How long?” The Eldritch turned to him. “The Twelveworld Lord will need to hear about it. Then pull his fleet from Apex-East… how long?”


    “Could be a few days,” the Emperor said. “Could be a few weeks. Was there anything else, Uuvek?”


    “The palace contact is planning to report when they know the Twelveworld Lord has left, but they don’t say anything about when he’s likely to hear about the diversion.” Uuvek glanced at the numbers floating alongside him. “And a diversion is all it will be. Three hundred ships… the Twelveworld Lord will swat them down unless they separate.”


    “Hopefully they will,” the Ambassador said. “Make sure you communicate that in the next message. That they must scatter, but also pose enough of a threat to keep his attention.” He folded his arms. “So we can’t know when to move.”


    “Or if we’ll have enough ships.” The Emperor slid his fingers up and down the talons of the opposite hand, the ritual centering his thoughts. “But if we do, we’ll leave immediately and find a place to wait near the system for the signal.”


    “What signal?” Uuvek asked.


    The Emperor looked at the Ambassador, whose chuckle was soft. “Of course. Deputy-East.”


    “He did offer to spy on their movements for us. It seems reasonable to ask him to contact us when he sees the Twelveworld Lord departing.”


    “And if we’re close enough to receive those reports and act on them forthwith—” Lisinthir paused. “God and Lady. I think we have a plan.”


    “If we have the tonnage.”


    Uuvek made a noise, and both of them looked toward him. The Emperor said, “Yes?”


    “Ask the aliens.”


    “The aliens,” the Emperor repeated.


    “Tell the aliens you need reinforcement to win this engagement,” Uuvek said. “They’ll come, won’t they?”


    “I don’t know,” the Emperor said. “But I will ask.”
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    Meryl Osgood could have frustrated a court of Eldritch nobles with her masklike face, Lisinthir thought. Only the strictness of her control offered any clue as to her state, which he judged to be unsettled. He and the Emperor watched her as she studied the maps Uuvek had put together for her perusal, the red light cast by the icons of the enemy fleets glowing on the bridge of her nose and the arches of her cheeks, her brow bones.


    “So if Lady Sediryl comes through for us,” Meryl said, “then Apex-East won’t be reinforced by this major system lord, and the entire Chatcaavan force in-system will be reduced almost in half.”


    “More like a little over a third,” Na’er muttered, for this fresh intelligence had occasioned a full meeting.


    “And you still don’t know how many ships you have to bring to this party,” Meryl said, glancing at the Emperor.


    “No. We’ll have to assess the viability of the strategy once we arrive at the Source. Having said that,” the Emperor glanced at the Admiral-Offense, “I suggest you tell your superiors to consider moving on the opportunity themselves.”


    “What?” the Admiral-Offense exclaimed.


    Lisinthir was close enough to see the quiver that ran the length of the Emperor’s tail, but he thought no one else was… and it was the only sign of the Chatcaavan’s ambivalence. The Emperor remained calm, his motions deliberate—downplaying his predatory quickness in favor of a body language the Pelted would find less threatening. Lisinthir marveled at the nuance, the self-control, and the understanding it betrayed. Where had he learned it? Had it been the Change that had taught it? Or was it merely an outgrowth of his decision to treat the Pelted as kin rather than slaves?


    “Those fleets are our enemies, huntbrother,” the Emperor said now, each word steady. “And they are massing to make war on our ally. It is not treason to arrange their demise.”


    “They’re our people!” the Admiral-Offense said, but he was pained, not outraged. “And you will give them to the aliens?”


    “Fortunately the aliens do not take slaves,” the Emperor said.


    “This is a trap,” Na’er said, ears flattened. “You want us to do your dirty work for you? Convenient that. We end up stripping the border of the Fleet’s defenses just so we can clean up your mess and set you up on your throne, just in time for you to kick us while we’re licking our wounds.”


    “Na’er,” Laniis muttered, ears back and eyes averted.


    “He has a point,” Meryl said. “There’s a significant risk in raiding this far behind Chatcaavan lines when we know that forty percent of your navy’s already on its way to the border.”


    “But,” Laniis said, reluctant, “If we can destroy sixty percent of it behind their backs…” They all looked at her, but she didn’t quail. “Keep in mind when we talk about the force being sent to the border, that’s just Second and the navy. It doesn’t include all the militia they’re mustering, which we also have to put down.” She inhaled, raising her eyes to Meryl. “They’re going to come for us anyway. It’s just a question of whether we think that sixty percent is more dangerous to us later than the forty percent is now.”


    “And whether the destruction wrought by either battle leaves you more vulnerable to the follow-up, I imagine,” Lisinthir said.


    “Fortunately this isn’t my call to make,” Meryl said. “I’ll kick it upstairs, like the good foot soldier I am.” She glanced at the Emperor. “But I hope for your sake you have a few ships to throw at your little problem, because if you don’t you’re not going to live long enough to sit on a throne again.”


    “Agreed,” the Emperor said.


    She held the Chatcaavan’s gaze for a heartbeat longer than necessary, then her eyes skipped to Lisinthir’s, and in them he read their conversation about the Emperor. He wondered now what she thought of the utility of their ally, who had invited the Alliance to cut his throat. No matter Na’er’s opinion—if the Alliance did the scutwork, they would not leave the Emperor an Empire to rule when they could annex the border territories themselves. None of them were unaware of the exigencies of realpolitik.


    “Well, then. I think we all have messages to write before we leave this drop site.” Meryl inclined her head. “Aletsen.”


    After the Pelted filed out, the Chatcaava left, and the agonized glance the Admiral-Offense threw the Emperor was like a lance. But their choices were few, and terrible, and their hope frail. And they all knew it.
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    “What do you think?” Lisinthir asked later, once they were alone.


    “I think Uuvek is correct,” the Emperor said, sorting through the drawers he was using for clothes. He had started paying more attention to his wardrobe now that he was clothing such distinctly different bodies. Did he know that he was spending as much time living in those extra bodies as he did his own? And what did that mean? Plucking up the Fleet sweatshirt, the Emperor finished, “If we cannot move on this opportunity, then it may be years before we find a better one. Once the war moves to the border, the chances for decisive victory will decrease. Particularly with Second skulking in the dark with the entire Eastern naval fleet at his command.”


    “It doesn’t worry you,” Lisinthir said, quietly. “To have invited the Alliance to preside over the execution of the Empire.”


    “Should it bother me more than knowing the Alliance will shortly be the target of the Empire’s bombs?” The male shook his head. “No, Perfection. We have drawn the Pelted into this. If they lift their hands in defense, we have only ourselves to blame.” He smiled wryly. “Did you not teach me that in my bedchamber?”


    “I suppose I did,” Lisinthir replied. “And I remember fearing that my success would trigger a war, because two such nations could not co-exist without establishing dominance.”


    “Ah, but you showed me otherwise.” A smile then, gentler. “Now it is for me to teach others.” The Emperor shook his head back and with it came the Change, horns flowing into dark hair, skin gliding over scales. The transition looked so smooth, so effortless, that Lisinthir’s breath caught. The face that came through the collar of the sweatshirt was human.


    “Exalted,” Lisinthir said, unable to help his astonishment. “How did you—when?”


    “Did not the Queen say?” the Emperor answered, looking at him now with his human eyes. “Practice.”


    “Even practice had not made her so easy with it.”


    The human looked up at the ceiling, flesh wrinkling around his narrowed eyes—how strange to see it so clearly on this face, and yet still sense the same soul behind it. “Then perhaps it is practice at surrender.”


    Both Lisinthir’s brows rose despite himself.


    The Emperor chuckled. “And I am not so good with surrender, you are thinking. As well you should.” He padded to Lisinthir and slipped over his lap, bending close enough to kiss the Eldritch’s neck. Beneath those lips, an exhalation of peace: there was exhaustion behind it, and regret, and remorse, yes. But they were like sediment, settling at last to reveal a breathtaking clarity. “Perhaps it was my inability to surrender that required so much suffering as teacher.”


    “I do not like to think of the God and Lady as instruments of punishment,” Lisinthir said into that dark hair, sliding his arms around the narrow shoulders.


    “It is no god’s fault that I could not learn in any gentler way.” The Emperor sat up and cupped Lisinthir’s face in small hands. “Nor do I blame them for it. But…” A whimsical smile, “I find I do not want to invite more such catastrophic lessons. So I am trying to be more open.”


    “To surrender,” Lisinthir repeated, charmed and marveling.


    “To bow my head,” the Emperor agreed. “Because I do not deserve more than any other spirit made manifest in the universe.” He kissed Lisinthir’s nose, smiled. “I go now. I promised Andrea I would let her teach me another of her rituals.”


    “Right now?”


    The Emperor smiled a little. “Every other day, at this hour. She claims routine is important. Will you read my messages?”


    “Will you let me?” Lisinthir asked, astonished.


    The Emperor sat back on the Eldritch’s lap, human hands on the arms of their chair. “Do you plan to leave my side after this?”


    “No…!”


    The human nodded his head, eyes grave. “You love the Queen.”


    “Yes,” Lisinthir said, recovering his aplomb. “And you. And fain would I stay in the Empire with the two of you until death parts us. But if your Empire could not withstand such an arrangement—”


    “If my Empire cannot withstand such an arrangement, I will have made it in the wrong image,” the Emperor said.


    “A Chatcaavan Emperor with an Eldritch Second. Surely not.”


    “Second is a position beneath the Emperor.” Those eyes, so unwavering. “I was not thinking of a position beneath the Emperor.” A sudden grin. “Save in the bedchamber, when it suits us.”


    Lisinthir laughed, because there was no other reaction possible to what the Emperor was intimating. “When it suits us.”


    The Emperor took his hand and kissed its palm, communicating with that touch his certitude, and an ease that felt like a warm breeze beneath wings. “Tell me if anything in the message spool requires immediate attention. Otherwise, I will return within half an hour.”


    “Yes, Exalted,” Lisinthir said.


    The silence left by the Emperor’s departure rang with his final words, and with their implied promises. Lisinthir had told his cousin that he would stay with his lovers for as long as they wanted him, but he had never thought past that desire to what shape it would take when the practicalities had been addressed. He’d assumed he would have no rank at all—that the Chatcaava would treat him as Eldritch nobles might have treated a lover they could not claim publicly. He would have been content with that, just to be near them. Maybe, if he’d thought any further on it, he would have been glad to be a bodyguard of sorts—another sword between the Queen and her enemies, or the Emperor’s.


    To have actual political consequence?


    God and Lady, what would Liolesa say? He huffed a soft laugh and shook his head. And Jahir… Jahir would think it an entirely appropriate punishment for Lisinthir encouraging him to wed into the royal succession. Two princes, soon kings… and an emperor, and three queens. This princes’ game, evolving toward its inevitable end. What a beautiful tangle.


    The Emperor’s messages contained more offers of allegiance from minor lords and officers. Those could be added to Uuvek’s tally, though scanning them Lisinthir couldn’t see them adding up to something the size even of the pirate fleet. Three hundred ships, give or take a few score, would not win this war for them against the mass awaiting them at Apex-East. Switching to his own messages, he read the one summarized by Uuvek. At its end he stopped abruptly. He’d forgotten the question he’d appended in a moment of whimsy, and pain at what the Emperor and Laniis had been about. Raising his head, he looked at the door through which the Emperor had gone to further his education in humility at the hands of a former Chatcaavan slave. Because I do not deserve more than any other spirit made manifest in the universe.


    Lisinthir sighed out, shuddering. Perhaps he had been too long from the chapel himself. He would take care of it, after the mail.
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    They were in bed when the alert sounded, waking them both. The Emperor left his Eldritch head on his lover’s chest, listening to the swiftening throb of that heart and the accompanying rush of adrenalized emotion. The Ambassador did not lift his head either, but said, “Yes?”


    “Lord Nase Galare?” Shanelle, the human. “We’re prepping to drop out of Well at our final destination.”


    The Emperor closed his eyes.


    “How long?”


    “Fifteen minutes to normal space. After that, if it’s safe, we’ll coast in-system, see what we find. Captain thought you two might want to be here.”


    “We’re coming,” the Ambassador said.


    “We’ll keep the seats warm for you.” A descending chime, signaling the communication’s close. The Emperor spread pale fingers on Lisinthir’s skin. His night vision in this shape was poor: without the faint glow of the chronolog floating alongside the night-table, he wouldn’t have been able to see his arm, even as pale as it was.


    The Ambassador caught up his hand and brought it to his lips; his words had a tactile presence, blown over the skin of the Emperor’s fingers, warm as the inside of a throat. “The moment of truth. Are you ready?”


    “You make of this more than I do,” the Emperor admitted. “I have come expecting nothing.”


    “So anything will be a pleasant surprise.”


    The Emperor smiled a little. “To find anything awaiting us would be distressing, as it is unlikely to be enough. I will look on people I can promise nothing and whom I will probably lose in a fight too great for our powers.”


    The Eldritch was silent, but under the Emperor’s palm that heart had slowed, and it felt like a dirge. “Do you truly think so?”


    “What else can I believe?” the Emperor replied. And then, because he could not bear to hear the concern those words inspired, he finished, “But I too thought I was lost, trapped in a trial too great for my powers. And here I am. More importantly, it changes nothing, because this fight must be fought. For all those who will die if we do not.”


    “Yes,” Lisinthir answered with a sigh, and kissed his brow. “Let us go.”


    The Emperor nodded and followed his lover out of bed, becoming his first body swiftly enough for his tail to slide off the mattress behind him. The Change grew easier with practice. Surely that was a lesson worth their attention.


    Together they walked to the bridge, where the Pelted captain was standing, arms folded, watching the screen. “Ten minutes,” she said without looking behind her. “You can sit or stand, whichever you want.”


    Remembering his vigil on the bridge of the flagship before the betrayal, the Emperor said, “We can stand.”


    They did then. Such an innocuous setting for this turning point, when he would look upon the desperate hope of a nation and know it would not suffice. Some would have claimed to feel a rising tension as they approached… but the Emperor felt nothing. Expected less than nothing. This was only a step on a journey that required trials. Triumph could only be bought with blood, and so long as he had blood in his veins he would never be done shedding it to atone for all he’d done, and all he’d failed to change.


    He could almost hear Andrea chastising him for taking too much on his shoulders. And yet, what else?


    If not him, whom?


    “Time,” one of the other Pelted said.


    “Lift us out of the Well.”


    “Here’s hoping we don’t get shot down,” Shanelle muttered from her station near the screen. “Coming up now.”


    The simulated streaks in the display steadied, focused into single stars. Tags and numbers flooded the wall screen as the human magnified the solar system and began painting the data sources. From his reading and very old education in navigational charts, the Emperor recognized the worlds of the Chatcaava’s birthplace, identified its sun, knew the labels that indicated the moons. What he didn’t understand were the extra codes that kept stippling the display, more and more of them.


    Nor was he the only one. The Pelted captain said, terse, “What are we seeing?”


    “Still cleaning up the sensor data, sir,” Shanelle said. “But… it’s ships.”


    “All those beads are ships?”


    “All those beads are clusters of ships.” Shanelle sounded apologetic, but she was also starting to grin. “Too many of them for us to separate at this distance.”


    “But… there are hundreds,” the Ambassador said, quiet.


    “And one of them’s nearly on top of us,” the other analyst said, ears flattening. “Patrol, definitely. They were lying dark and now they’re hailing us.”


    “But not threatening?”


    “No signs of active targeting.”


    The Pelted captain sounded amused. “Well, let’s hear what they have to say.”


    “…Alliance vessel. This is the Chatcaavan Naval Vessel East-Fifth-Two-Four-Seven. I am East-Reserve-Prime. Welcome to the Source.”


    The Emperor’s spine tensed and he stepped toward the screen involuntarily. “Say again?”


    The Pelted captain waved. “Open the channel.” A chime. “Chatcaavan Vessel this is the UAV Silhouette, Captain Meryl Osgood commanding. Can you repeat your designation?”


    “I am East-Reserve-Prime, and I hail you from the deck of East-Fifth-Two-Four-Seven. May we establish visuals?”


    “Go on,” Meryl said to the Pelted at the console.


    The window into the vessel opened immediately, and the Emperor’s wings began to tremble. The striping on the walls and deck were the right color and breadth. The bridge was fully manned, with a captain at the chair and a second male standing alongside in the right uniform. It could not be and yet… The Emperor stopped before the display, staring at that second male. “I see before me an impossibility.”


    “Exalted.” The male bowed, wings spread and head ducked to expose the horns. “An improbability, perhaps. But not an impossibility. We were honored to answer the call.”


    “How many? Did you bring them all?”


    “I wish I could have, Exalted,” the male said. “But as many as I knew I could trust have come. You find us several thousand strong.”


    The Pelted captain hissed in a breath. “Confirm that,” she said to Shanelle.


    “Looking good, sir. Not getting exact numbers yet, but I don’t think he’s lying.”


    “Who are you?” the Pelted captain exclaimed. “And where did you come from?”


    The male ducked his head to her now, though not as deeply, and the Emperor watched, astounded. “Alien Captain, I am the Worldlord’s second son, and I command the naval reserve for the Eastern sector. You see here my command. We are joined by several other partisans of the true Emperor, summoned by the call in the worlds-skein, and we have news to share.”


    “Oh, I bet you do,” the Pelted captain breathed, ears sagging in astonishment.


    “We should meet,” the Emperor said.


    “Exalted, Orbital-First waits to receive you.”


    “Then we will see you there once we make orbit,” the Emperor said.


    “Exalted. Until then.” The male bowed again, and the transmission ended.


    “Am I really seeing this?” the Pelted captain asked, incredulous. She turned to the Emperor. “Are there really several thousand ships out there?”


    “That’s still not enough to beat the entire Chatcaavan fleet,” the striped male at the comm station said.


    “But it’ll make a much bigger dent than the hundred we thought we’d have,” Shanelle said.


    “More importantly,” Lisinthir said, “Did I hear that was the Eastern reserve? Have we stolen some of Second’s strength out from under him?”


    “That is what we are about to find out,” the Emperor said. “We should proceed to the planet.”


    “Absolutely,” the Pelted captain said, her ears still akimbo. Clearing her throat, she finished, “That will take a few hours. Will you wait here?”


    “No,” the Emperor said. “I go to inform the others.”


    She nodded. “We’ll call you when we arrive.”


    He left then with his Eldritch shadow, and the moment they gained the hall he stopped to allow himself the luxury of weakness. Of wondering, suddenly and soaringly, if this was what hope tasted like after the dull smog of resignation and despair. He looked up, met the Ambassador’s eyes.


    “The Worldlord’s son,” the Ambassador said, reflecting some of that amazement. Then the Eldritch chuckled. “Deputy-East said he had more seeds flung all over the Empire than anyone knew.”


    “To think,” the Emperor murmured, “that this would be the fruit of the time I spent at his feet.”


    “The Lord and Lady work in ways mysterious.”


    The Emperor smiled a little. “Yes.” And then laughed. “Let us find the Admiral-Offense. I think he will finally be glad of our news.”

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


    Jahir was alive.


    The news didn’t dissolve his anger, but it kept that anger from burning him alive. For the first time since their parting, the ground beneath Vasiht’h’s feet felt solid again, and that left him capable of evaluating himself and finding what he saw unlikely, fascinating. Jahir had told him over and over that he had passions of his own, but he’d thought of them as fleeting things, surface winds over unyielding earth. This, though… this felt tectonic. This ability to be so angry, and now so normal despite it.


    This new stability arrived just in time because Sediryl was anything but calm. He didn’t need to extend any mental talent to guess she was pacing in her bedchamber, where he and Qora and the Queen might be spared the sight of her agitation. Imposing on her didn’t seem like a good idea, but he didn’t think letting her work herself into a state was any better. When his face turned toward the bedroom door once too many times, the Faulfenzair spoke.


    “Let her be.”


    “She’s upset,” Vasiht’h said.


    The Faulfenzair made an ‘mmm’ sound deep in his throat. “For good reason.”


    “Of course she’s got good reasons. But if she doesn’t release some of that tension she might not make it through the next few days.”


    “Have you thought that perhaps she needs this tension to propel her through those next few days?” Qora twitched an ear. “An engine works on pressure. Remove the pressure, no propulsion.”


    “People are not engines.”


    The Faulfenzair snorted. “Metaphor, alet.” He bent over the Queen, touched her brow.


    “Do you think she’s all right?”


    “Not a physician,” the Faulfenzair said. “People are not machines, remember?”


    Vasiht’h wrinkled his nose. “Fine, I deserved that.” He took the Queen’s limp hand, still too hot, and sighed. “I wish I knew how to fix this. Help. Do something.”


    “Inaction is difficult,” Qora said. “But deeply important.”


    Vasiht’h eyed him. “This should be good.”


    The Faulfenzair grinned, showing all his teeth. “We learn the truth of the universe, which is that what control we have is minor and limited. We live at the whim of the Firedancing God. His will, not ours.”


    “The Goddess gave us thought for a reason,” Vasiht’h murmured.


    “The God gives many tools,” Qora said. “But comes a time when the time for tools is done. And then we are alone with the universe, and our smallness in it.”


    Vasiht’h glanced again at the door to the bedchamber. “Our part doesn’t feel very small right now.”


    “Why do you think she is so agitated?”
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    Kamaney did not want to talk to her.


    Sediryl had tried leaving the suite, and while her guards trailed her to the pirate’s door, the guards there refused to admit her. She’d tried calling, but Kamaney wasn’t accepting calls. She’d even tried exiting the guest bloc again, only to be halted and reminded of the consequences of her last attempt to leave. She’d tried accessing information she knew would put up flags, but ran into the same security blocks she’d had since her arrival, and no guard burst into her quarters to arrest her.


    The pirate was “busy.” The pirate would get back to her when she was ready. But how could Sediryl influence her decision if she couldn’t even see her?


    Maia’s loss hurt more than she’d anticipated. Knowing the D-per could be resurrected back in the Alliance didn’t help—what she missed was the feeling that she’d had an ally here, one no one knew about. Maia had also been her only link to someone with a military background, and Sediryl could have used that guidance. She hadn’t realized how much she’d been relying on the other woman’s greater experience; bereft of it, she found herself at a loss for ideas. Seducing Kamaney, she could manage to plan on her own. But what if that failed? What would she do?


    She would have to succeed. That was all.


    Every day, Sediryl rose, made herself eat. Checked on the Queen. Sat with Vasiht’h to make an attempt at awakening her mental powers. Asked Qora after any of his needs and received the same placid reply. Paced her suite, stared at the computer. Made herself countless outfits, each more ridiculous than the next. Looked at her gun… wondered if she dared fire it. Dreamed about firing it, literally. Put her head down in an attempt to sleep at night, failed. Snatched a fitful few hours, in which her cousins seemed too distant to comfort her and all the slaves of the pirate base wept and begged her to better their estate. She woke, forced herself through the whole routine again.


    Each day that passed heightened her agitation. She had promised she would deliver the pirates. She had promised they would attack the Chatcaavan border to draw the Twelveworld Lord out of position for the ambush. And she was running out of time to make good on that vow.


    I’m going to win, she reminded herself every day before her shower. I’m going to win this. There is no other possibility. Because if I lose, the consequences will be unthinkable.


    By the time Kamaney sent for her, Sediryl was nearly beside herself with impatience. She accepted the dinner invitation and shot to the bathroom to prepare. This was it. This had to be it. Her one chance, and she couldn’t fail. She sorted through her most outrageous designs before choosing one that was more lingerie than clothes, all hints of pale skin against black boots and high-cut black leotard with knife-like cuts framing her navel and breasts—parts of it had to be held on with cosmetic tape. The black leather coat that went over it had a collar so high she could barely turn her face, and the gun went under it, still the most real thing on her body.


    When she exited the room, Vasiht’h’s eyes widened.


    “I may be out all night,” Sediryl said.


    “All right,” he answered, ears sagging.


    Sediryl swept past him, the coat flaring around her, and stopped only to dig through Kamaney’s gifts to find a panther pard fur. Draping it over her shoulders was overkill, but she knew the pirate’s taste by now. More was better, except when less was called for, and less was rarely called for.


    The guards let her into the pirate’s apartments. The dining room table had been set for two. With candles. Seeing her, Kamaney rose, waved away the guards. “Sediryl.” She came closer, eyes glowing. “You look… amazing.”


    “Don’t tell me this lovely setting is for me?” Sediryl asked, effecting the coquette.


    “Tonight is our last night here,” Kamaney said. “We leave in the morning.”


    “And what enemy do we go to punish first?”


    The pirate laughed and caught her hand, kissing the back. Her mouth left a smudge on the glossy black leather. “Business tomorrow. Tonight… well. Let’s say I’m done with self-discipline.”


    “How fortuitous,” Sediryl murmured. “As I am as well.”


    They sat to the dinner, a multicourse affair with wine, and Sediryl allowed Kamaney to feed her and tried not to feel like an expensive courtesan. Not revealing their destination was more of the pirate’s need to maintain control, but she couldn’t keep their plans secret for the entire night, particularly given what she was planning. Could she?


    More importantly, could Sediryl go through with it? Some part of her had been hoping she’d be able to manipulate the pirate without actually bedding her. As the night continued, that hope dimmed, until when Kamaney rose and Sediryl stood to join her, she knew she had come to the crossroads.


    Some part of her was wailing for someone, anyone to rescue her, but it was a very distant part of her. Distant enough that Sediryl wondered at her own cold calm. She could feel herself sorting through her memories of Davor and Hyera, picking and choosing among the moments they’d kissed and caressed her, replaying them to warm her skin and quicken her breathing. The process felt as artificial as imbibing a drug, and its effect on her body should have appalled her. But that part of her, the part that could cry and feel shock, was so far away.


    There were candles around the bed.


    Candles.


    The bed itself was heaped with furs from the backs of people, all of them black and dark gray save one fire-red one so bright it looked dyed. A perfume in the air, cloying and musky… the candles, she thought with that same unearthly calm. They were scented.


    “I wanted it to suit you,” Kamaney said.


    “Then perhaps you should put me on it and see if it does,” Sediryl answered.


    As the pirate started on the buckle of her holster, Sediryl lowered her lashes and remembered Hyera’s husky laugh and dexterous fingers: artist’s hands, strong and articulate. She thought of Davor’s lips on her neck as Kamaney licked her over her pulse, nipping with sharper teeth than any human’s. She closed her eyes completely when she and the pirate kissed, remembering the taste of anyone else’s mouth. As Kamaney stripped her, petted her, drew her down to the bed, she clung to those memories to ensure the response of her body.


    At some point in the interminable time that followed, Hyera and Davor lost their immediacy, drowned by the stench of the candles and her own arousal and the pirate’s, in the dark and by the furs. And in that moment she thought of her cousins, and that small screaming piece of her buried herself in their arms and did not raise her head again.


    She was staring at the ceiling, ignoring the sweat cooling on her skin and the weight of Kamaney’s head on her breast, when the pirate murmured, “You were so right. Waiting makes giving in so much better.”


    “Yes,” Sediryl said, forcing herself to run her hand idly down the woman’s furred spine.


    Kamaney nuzzled her. “Did you enjoy yourself?”


    “You have devastated me,” Sediryl said. “I am limp with satiation.”


    The pirate laughed softly, breath warm over Sediryl’s collarbone. “I’m flattered. I didn’t think I could do justice to you. You’re… you’re everything I thought you would be.” Another kiss, almost reverent. Sediryl’s gorge rose. “I want to keep you forever.”


    “Two queens,” Sediryl murmured.


    “Empresses,” Kamaney said, smiling, brushing her nosepad against Sediryl’s breast. “We’ll punish the Alliance for betraying me and then take the Chatcaavan worlds for our homes. It’ll be glorious.”


    Sediryl’s heart lurched. She forced herself to yawn and stretch before saying, “So you have decided.”


    “Yes.” Kamaney pushed herself upright, leaned across the bed toward the nightstand where she’d left a bottle of wine. “You’re right—trying to keep territory on the Alliance border will never work. So we won’t stay. Just hit them enough to make sure they’re weak enough for the Chatcaava to tear them open.”


    “You don’t suppose that’ll leave the Chatcaava too strong for us to fend off?”


    “No,” Kamaney smiled over her shoulder at her. “They’ll be too busy fighting over the spoils. You’ll see. I know these things. You’ll learn them too.”


    “At your side,” Sediryl said, rolling onto her stomach to smile lazily up at her.


    “Yes,” Kamaney said with a shiver. “And under me. And beside me.”


    “I can’t wait,” Sediryl breathed.


    The pirate unscrewed the cap from the bottle and set it down before twisting to kiss Sediryl again, squirming tongue and fevered breath. When she sat up, she said, “Goddess, you’re so irresistible. Do you know that?”


    “The feeling is mutual,” Sediryl murmured. “So perhaps you should pour that and we can regain our strength?”


    “Yes.”


    Watching the wine flow into the glasses, Sediryl said, “Though… if I could use the bathroom…”


    “I like you messy,” the pirate said with a grin.


    Sediryl laughed, low. “Not to clean up. I like your… marks. The sound of the wine trickling has reminded me of other needs, I’m afraid.”


    “Oh. Yes. Go, then. But hurry.”


    “Trust me,” Sediryl said. “I won’t be long.” She slipped off the bed and rose, stretching again before bending to the discarded clothes on the floor.


    This is a bad idea.


    Deliberately she slid the gun from its holster.


    This is an awful idea.


    It was heavier than she expected. It was the most real thing in the room.


    But you don’t have any better ones.


    She lifted it, steadied her grip with her second hand. Pointed it at Kamaney’s back. The blue light on the back of the sight turned red and a crimson dot appeared between the pirate’s shoulderblades.


    Maia’s voice. If you’ve got it up and pointed at someone, the safety’s off.


    Sediryl pulled the trigger.


    Fire exploded from the muzzle of the gun, struck the pillow beside Kamaney’s shoulder, burned a hole in it. The pirate jumped up, dropping the glass in her hand. She twirled to face Sediryl and her mouth dropped open.


    I missed, Sediryl thought remotely. She pointed the gun at the pirate’s head as Kamaney’s lips began to form words. One more shot before the situation decayed past saving. Sediryl squeezed.


    The pirate’s head exploded.


    One heartbeat. Another. Then she screamed, and the world erupted in fire. All the world, her mind burning, everything, the bed, the furs, the candles melting into rippling puddles. She screamed and screamed until the overhead fire-management systems woke, screeching alarms, and poured down watery foam, slicking her hair down her naked back, carpeting the deck.


    She found out she was still holding the gun when the guards burst into the room. She shot the first and didn’t miss. The second went down just as quickly. She was still screaming but there were words now. “PUT THEM DOWN GUNS DOWN GUNS DOWN OR I’LL SHOOT YOU NEXT.” The remaining three halted abruptly, holding up their hands. One of them was leering at her naked body. No possibility he’d respect her. She shot him through the torso, which exploded outward and he crumpled in half like a cored-out melon and she fought her nausea, turning to the next whose eyes were only just traveling from her breasts to his friend’s crumpling body, so she shot him too.


    The last guard yelled, “NOT ME I’M NOT INTERESTED I RHACK GUYS GUYS NOT GIRLS.”


    “Prove it!”


    “What??”


    “Shove your pants down now,” she said, trembling so hard her teeth were chattering and yet her arms didn’t move. His forehead was framed in the sight. The red dot was seething like a flame. “SHOW ME.”


    He gaped at her, and when she started screaming at him to show her he hastily started on his trousers, fumbling the buttons as she watched. When he dropped his pants she found him shriveled. Fear? Lack of interest? She didn’t care. It was good enough.


    “Kamaney’s dead,” she said from between her bared teeth. “I’m in charge now.”


    “Yes, ma’am! Orders, ma’am!”


    “Alert the fleet,” Sediryl said. “We’re leaving. Now.”
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    For days, Jahir skimmed the Usurper’s mind for reports of changes in the fleet movements, but the Chatcaavan remained obstinately uninterested in the prosecution of the war. He read Second’s updates, but these were cagey; even Jahir, who had little knowledge of military matters, could tell they were thin on content and long on obfuscation. The Usurper didn’t care, though; his only thoughts on reading these missives from the front were minor irritations: “If he must bother me with minutia, why can’t he wait until he has enough of it to make the report worth reading,” or “He is dispersing his forces so much he can’t accurately gauge their disposition.” Nor was the monotony of this vigil interrupted by any meeting, for the Usurper talked to almost no one in person, preferring electronic communication to time-consuming and messy personal interactions. His belief in his infallibility was so powerful it constituted a neurosis, and had he been a client, Jahir would have done his utmost to address it. But the Usurper was not his client, did not want to be his client, and could not be his client. In those long and interminable silences, Jahir wondered how much his oath extended beyond those who entered into that relationship with him willingly, and whether it was possible to remove the oath from the fabric of his soul when it had sunk in so deeply.


    His condition, he ignored. He could do no less and stay sane, particularly with the roquelaure’s constant warnings. The Surgeon became a fixture of his evenings, for Oviin could no longer feed him enough orally, and while they spoke little they didn’t have to. Through the Surgeon’s touch Jahir could hear the Chatcaavan’s concern, and worse, his prognosis. They were neither of them sure how long he could survive the malfunctioning implant without de-activating it. But turning it off was also a death sentence, for the Usurper’s reaction to the deception was eminently predictable.


    He had lied in his message to Vasiht’h, but how could have he done otherwise? To deprive his partner of hope when he so desperately needed it… no. God and Lady willing they would both survive. But if Jahir didn’t, he found his regrets few. Another chance to see the homeworld, perhaps. The opportunity to tell Sediryl in his own words that he had loved her for as long as he could remember, that those rambles in the woods when they were youth and maiden had shaped him all the years that followed. One more kiss from Lisinthir, one more hug from his partner. But duty had summoned, and he had not failed in it.


    Yet.


    The bath remained his sole respite in each day, for his blankets were too thin to make sleep comfortable and only the buoyancy of the water gave him some relief from the unrelenting pain of joints held too long in traction. Oviin washed him, fretful and hiding it, and gathered the changing map visuals from his mind to transmit to their allies. From Sediryl, they heard only once, that she would be on her way within a week. From the Emperor and Lisinthir, nothing, until one day Oviin laid hands on him and looked him in the eye. /They’re coming./


    Jahir raised his head.


    /It is their best chance, they say. With the Twelveworld Lord gone. And if they cannot find enough Chatcaava, they hope to entice the Alliance into fighting at their side./ Oviin’s great aquamarine eyes blinked once, steadied. /We have made a difference, Ambassador. Maybe the difference./


    /If the pirates divert the Twelveworld Lord./


    /Yes./


    /But we have not heard from the pirate contact./


    Oviin hesitated. /No./ He started laving Jahir’s shoulders, careful of tender skin.


    Jahir did not doubt that if it was within Sediryl’s power, she would deliver the pirates in the right place at the right time. But that didn’t change that it might be beyond her powers. Her continued silence could be a sign that she was on her way and too busy to coordinate with them… or, more likely, a sign that something had gone wrong.


    The Chatcaavan poured warm water over Jahir’s head, and under that stream he closed his eyes.


    /You think she might have failed,/ Oviin murmured.


    /It is possible. It was always possible./


    Oviin paused, one hand on the Eldritch’s wrist. /What will you do?/


    Jahir said, quiet, /What I must./
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    The following morning, Jahir watched the Usurper enter his office and said, “Do your lords tell you the truth?”


    The Chatcaavan snorted as he sat behind the desk and called up his displays. “Of course they do. They know the penalty for treason.”


    “So it is treason, lying to you.”


    “I am the Emperor, freak. You will have noticed.”


    “Then if, hypothetically, one of your lords was failing to report the proper position of one of your military assets….”


    The Usurper slowly craned his neck around the floating display in front of him and narrowed his eyes.


    “Hypothetically,” Jahir said.


    “You are making another attempt to instill doubt in me,” the Usurper said. “Why do you bother? What good will it do you?”


    “In this case,” Jahir said, “I’m actually trying to help you.”


    “This is rich.” The Usurper was once again reading his displays, his mind settling into its customary grooves, rigid and narrow and direct. “Go on. Entertain me with your suppositions.”


    “I was thinking, you see… there are many males who might benefit from your death.”


    “Obviously. I am the Emperor.”


    “But few of them could hold the throne,” Jahir continued. “Second, perhaps, but he has removed himself from the area. He could hardly depose you from several sectors away.”


    The Usurper huffed. “Again with Second’s illusory treachery.”


    “But there is someone closer who could make the attempt.”


    “And who now should I be fearing, according to the logic of aliens?”


    “The Twelveworld Lord.”


    “Ah, I see,” the Usurper said. “Having lost Second as a convenient villain, you are casting his replacement. You think I am easy prey to paranoia?”


    Jahir did, but did not say so.


    “But now I am curious.” The Usurper peered at him through the displays, his face cast in green and yellow light. “Exactly how is the Twelveworld Lord going to enact this treasonous ploy?”


    “Perhaps he has more pirates in his employ than he’s said,” Jahir replied. “I was intimately involved in the efforts to document the extent of the pirate threat, you understand, and I believe there are more non-Chatcaavan pirates than the Twelveworld Lord is reporting.”


    “Oh, do you.”


    “It makes one wonder where these extra pirates are, that the Twelveworld Lord is understating the numbers of.”


    The Usurper snorted, pupils constricting as he focused on the display in front of him again. “I am not concerned about a handful of pirates.”


    “But several hundred?”


    The Usurper’s freeze was so swift Jahir would have missed it had he not been waiting for it. The Chatcaavan’s voice was even as he replied, “Even if there were several hundred pirates, they would not be any danger to the fleet.”


    “Of course not,” Jahir agreed. “But the fleet is at Apex-East.”


    “And shortly to be at the border of your nation, yes.”


    “Which means they are not here. In orbit over you.”


    The Usurper shoved back in his chair and rose. “You want me to believe that the Twelveworld Lord is bringing pirates here to help him depose me? It’s ridiculous!”


    “If it is ridiculous, why are you angry?” Jahir asked.


    “Because you are an insolent and obnoxious wall hanging,” the Usurper snarled. “And I should have had you muzzled when I came in!”


    “You should have,” Jahir said. “As it would have prevented you from hearing this. But you didn’t, and now you know.” He smiled. “Maybe you should thank me for warning you. It would only be fair.”


    The Usurper lunged over the desk, wings spread. His tablet clattered off it, and the Galare dagger, and then the dragon was in front of him with lifted hand, swiping—


    They both halted in the wake of that blow, shocked that it had finally arrived.


    Bloody prophet, born in seeping wounds


    Jahir opened his eye, cautious, felt relief that he could. His cheek was streaming; hot blood dripped on his chest, stark contrast against goose-rashed flesh. The Usurper stared at him, hand still up, panting. Stared at the slashes on the Eldritch’s jaw. Turning from him abruptly, he called, “Guards!” As they arrived, he said, “Bring the Twelveworld Lord.”


    Would this be what it would be like when Lisinthir flogged him? Jahir wondered, breathing through the pain and finding it less troubling than the sense that his flesh had been violated. He knew the hot droplets should distress him, particularly since there were enough of them to drizzle down the channel of his collarbone, but the warmth was welcome. Time became diffuse, made the pain distant. But he heard the Twelveworld Lord’s arrival, and that was not a dream.


    “Exalted. You sent for m—Dying Air…!”


    “The freak required discipline. As you can see, I am not incapable of meting it out.”


    “No one thought otherwise, Exalted.”


    The Usurper’s sneer narrowed his voice around the words. “Yes. Well. Tell me, Twelveworld Lord. These pirates of yours. Have you heard from them?”


    “I have reports from them every week, Exalted. They tell me about their activities at the border.”


    “And you’re sure they’re there, and not somewhere else.”


    “Why would I think otherwise?” The Twelveworld Lord frowned. “Did Second tell you something in his scouting reports that contradicts what I’ve heard?”


    That pause was sudden and thoughtful. “I don’t know. Stay.” Footsteps. Jahir heard the Usurper sit, then a few moments later, the Twelveworld Lord, the chair scraping back from the desk.


    “Hmm,” the Usurper said at last. “Second only occasionally mentions your pirates. Weren’t they supposed to be wreaking sufficient havoc to be noticeable?”


    “Certainly,” the Twelveworld Lord said. “For a force of their size. Recall they’re not a large group, Exalted.”


    “You’re certain of that.”


    “Exalted… why do you think otherwise?”


    “The freak seems to believe that the piracy on the border prior to the war is suggestive of a force several hundred ships stronger than the one they’ve reported to you.”


    The chair creaked. Jahir opened his eyes and found the Twelveworld Lord staring at him.


    “Disinformation, Exalted?”


    “Only if it’s false. Is there a way we can discover whether it’s false?”


    “Why would we bother?” the Twelveworld Lord replied, puzzled. “What difference does it make if they are underreporting their numbers? So long as they’re attacking the freaks and the freaks are disturbed by those attacks, they are serving their purpose.”


    The Usurper said nothing, but his thoughts shouted their alarm because this explanation sounded far too convenient for a male who was secretly planning a raid on the throneworld. What he said aloud was, “But if the freaks have numbers that lead them to believe that some of those pirates are missing, they may decide piracy is decreasing, not increasing, and that they can afford to fix their attention elsewhere.”


    “If they know we’re coming—”


    “They know you’re coming,” Jahir murmured. “I told them.” They fell silent and he finished, “After your failed attempt to stop me at the border. When I escaped back to the Alliance, I told them there would be war. They know.”


    “Ridiculous,” the Twelveworld Lord muttered. “You did not strike him hard enough, Exalted. Allow me—”


    “No. I discipline the freak.” The Usurper’s voice was clipped. “Anything else is a privilege I will extend to those who’ve earned it.”


    “Exalted…” The Twelveworld Lord sounded astonished. “Surely… are you… you’re not intimating anything about my loyalties? On the basis of a wingless freak’s poisoned words?”


    “Of course he’s not,” Jahir said, eyes closed. His head was beginning to spin. “He’s evaluating all the possibilities raised by my suggestion, which also include the possibility of the missing pirates targeting you, Twelveworld Lord. After all…” He opened his eyes and managed a hazy smile, “you’re not home to watch over your fiefdom either. And they know you’re gone.”


    This silence was electric, and tasting the shock in it Jahir felt some tension finally ease from his shoulders.


    “How many ships does this freak think have gone missing?” the Twelveworld Lord asked, voice low.


    “He claims ‘several hundred,’ a number we both know to be ridiculous. Pirates cannot organize on that scale.”


    “Of course not,” the Twelveworld Lord said, but he meant the opposite. More confidently, “He strives to unsettle us, Exalted, knowing that we will soon destroy his nation. That is all.”


    “Yes,” the Usurper said. And added, “You may go. I must discipline this creature a little more.”


    “A little,” the Twelveworld Lord said, rising, and there was amusement in his voice that hid the unease Jahir sensed shrouding him like a cloak.


    “Too much more and he’ll die of it,” the Usurper said. “Such fragile creatures, Twelveworld Lord. They will die beneath our ships and our claws.”


    “And in our beds?”


    A pause, but the Usurper said, “And in our beds.”


    “Exalted,” the Twelveworld Lord said, bowing, and turned, coming face to face with Jahir. Their eyes met.


    He is weak, Jahir thought, whispering the words.


    The Twelveworld Lord hesitated.


    Second left. Second plans this Emperor’s demise.


    “Twelveworld Lord?” the Usurper asked, irritated.


    He allowed Second to leave because he is weak. And if you leave, and take your legions with you… could you not come back and seize the throne for yourself?


    The pupils in those magenta eyes contracted to slits.


    The pirate threat is the perfect excuse. Leave. Take all your ships. If he does not stop you, that is proof enough, isn’t it?


    “I beg your pardon, Exalted,” the Twelveworld Lord said, voice husky. “The blood is… very striking. Against white skin.”


    “I suppose it is.” The Usurper sounded surly. “Go now.”


    “Yes, Exalted.” But as the male passed, Jahir felt the brush of his thoughts. They had tightened from their diffuse unease into a hunger streaked black and eager red. It blended into the pain and the weakness, and Jahir allowed himself to sink into it.


    “Send for the Surgeon,” the Usurper said to someone else, and Jahir no longer cared enough to see whom. “And have someone clean up the mess. He’s… dripping.”


    Dripping. Still dripping?


    It didn’t matter.


    The Surgeon’s touch next, piercing his fugue. /Are you trying to kill yourself?/


    /He struck me./ This seemed important. Jahir struggled to communicate why, could not.


    /He nearly took your cheek off,/ the Surgeon replied. /Your blood’s not doing enough work as it is, you can’t afford to lose any of it./


    Something about that… alarm briefly dispersed the fog in his head. /Don’t try to replace it!/


    /What would I replace it with? I don’t know the first thing about synthesizing replacement blood for aliens./


    Jahir let that go, then. The roquelaure repeated its piteous noises in his head, and he drifted. Oviin’s touch now, and the Surgeon’s. Their concern. The removal of the latter’s aura, like a cloud shadow gliding from a field, leaving it exposed to the sun. That was Oviin: that sense of gentle golden light. /You are badly ailing./ Oviin sounded aggrieved. /And your skin! It tears so easily./


    /Talons,/ Jahir murmured, sensing that he was being guided into the bath.


    /Was it worth it? What you did to earn this?/


    /Yes,/ Jahir said. /Even if Sediryl can’t send the pirates, he’ll still leave./ He exhaled. /Worth it./


    /Then rest. You have done too much./


    /All that I could have done would have been as nothing,/ Jahir murmured. /Without you. You made it possible, alet./


    He felt Oviin’s flush of pleasure before he lost reality, and this time he let it escape.
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    Recovery was achingly slow. His skin didn’t want to heal the Usurper’s scratches, and the roquelaure’s warning chimes came interspersed with constant verbalized messages about its malfunction. Every half hour now, he thought. He was forced to stumble to the wall in the mornings, but once he reached it, hanging was almost a relief. The ache in his joints seemed remote, though now and then he felt the streaking of blood traveling the underside of his arm and was transfixed by the vivid and sensual heat of it.


    He developed a fever. The Surgeon suggested gel healing, but the Usurper refused.


    “Your investment may die.”


    “He’s not an investment,” the Usurper said. “He’s a decoration. That’s all.”


    But he did not die, and a few days later the fever subsided, though the crust on his wounds often broke and resumed running. Oviin found it distressing in the extreme and forced him to lie down with a compress against his face after he came off the wall. /You must rest, Ambassador. The Twelveworld Lord has been making many calls and sending many messages. We have seen it, we who serve and clean and cook. Whatever you said sank deep in him. It won’t be long now. But your part is done./


    Jahir tried to tell the Chatcaavan that he would be fine, no matter what happened, but Oviin wouldn’t hear of it. Nor would he accept the gift of the Eldritch shape. /Not yet./ Or /Not now./ And finally, softly, /You hear my thoughts, Ambassador. I find… that is enough for me./


    Sensing what rested under those thoughts, Jahir bowed his head and accepted.


    Night brought no surcease, for his sleep was restless on the stone floor.  But solitude had become a blessing, and the Usurper’s interruption of it distressed him. He no longer remembered how many days had passed since he’d been scored by the claws: enough for the cuts to once again be stiff, but what did that mean when they never closed? Days? Weeks? Not weeks, surely. He could not fit time into discrete pieces. If this continued, he would seep into the Pattern and there would be no gathering him back without Vasiht’h, or Lisinthir, or the hand of a god or goddess.


    The Usurper was staring at him.


    Jahir’s unease grew the longer the Chatcaavan remained there, unmoving. The pulse of the dragon’s thoughts had become more ordered, not less, but the channels ran scarlet from end to end, as if poured with blood. It made the air around the Usurper look like a red mist, pulsing with menace.


    “The Twelveworld Lord has left with all his ships. He says…” A long pause as if to gather thoughts, but the Usurper was staring at him with all the focus of a predator. “That he’ll be back. As soon as he’s sure these rumors aren’t true.”


    Jahir said nothing.


    “All his ships,” the Usurper repeated. “Thousands of ships. To assess the threat of a few hundred pirates. A probably illusory threat.”


    Still, he could not speak.


    Seer, bloody-mouthed seer


    where are your words now


    “I didn’t call him back,” the Usurper said. “Because if he had disobeyed me, then it would have exposed me to those who thought me weak. But the fact that he has left has already done so. So I have lost either way.” He slowly canted his head, so slowly Jahir heard the vertebrae pop. “Second said you were dangerous. I thought that peril was all in your flesh. But it’s not, is it. It’s in your mind, which you speak through your mouth. So I ask myself… what is to be done with a mouthy alien? I could gag him. But then everyone would know I could not control him without external aid. It has to be done willingly. You must be forced to comply. And how does one make an alien comply?”


    Sounds from the corridor. Dragging noises. Muffled whimpers.


    “Fortunately, you yourself have shown me how one controls an alien,” the Usurper said. “It is all in the records of your stay here.”


    The guards entered and threw Oviin to the ground between the Usurper and Jahir. Golden hair spilled over the dark stone, shining in the moonlight let in by the door. There were splotches all over Oviin’s body, and thin cuts that seeped, constant and thick and black.


    Jahir cast his blankets aside and reached and his hand grazed the Chatcaavan’s shoulder as the Usurper raised a gun.


    “NO!”


    A shot, echoing in the chamber.


    Blood everywhere. It was over so quickly. Jahir rolled Oviin into his arms and the light had already died in those gentle eyes.


    “The Surgeon next, I think,” the Usurper said.


    “The Surgeon is Outside!”


    “But you like him,” the Usurper said. “So the Surgeon is next. Unless you shut up.”


    Jahir stared up at him, unable to speak.


    “Do we understand one another, Ambassador?”


    “Yes,” Jahir whispered.


    “Good.”


    They left Oviin with him there, left the mess of his body, ungraceful in death, deprived of dignity. Jahir cradled the narrow head in his hands and pressed his brow to the Chatcaavan’s. There would be no teaching of the Eldritch shape. Oviin would never know the Change. Jahir’s body was failing around him, starved and fevered, but somehow he was the one who lived and Oviin had died, and not even because he’d been caught relaying messages to the Emperor. The Usurper had killed him only because he thought—thought—that Jahir cared for him.


    And he’d been right.


    Jahir bent over the body. The tremor began at the base of his spine and traveled outward, and for a long time he knew nothing but a bodily tension that built until he thought he would pass out.


    But he didn’t. And the tension crested like a wave, flooding him with a resolve that dismissed his exhaustion, his weakness, the possibility that he might kill himself with further exertion. Eyes closed, Jahir reached outward. Downward. Throughout the tower. Slid into its bones, seeped into its air, seeded the dreams of hundreds of Chatcaava with fear and nightmare.


    The mind he wanted was awake.


    /Surgeon./


    A clatter. He saw through the alien’s eyes: a tablet. A dropped stylus. Talons scrabbling for the edge of a desk, as if to ensure the world had not tilted.


    /Speak, Surgeon, in your mind. I hear you./


    /What… what are you doing! You… you can reach me without touching me??/


    /I am capable of a great deal./ He listened to the roquelaure’s furious warnings impassively. /Though not for long. I take this risk to tell you that you are in danger. The Usurper does not recognize the validity of Outside as a protective status./


    /What?/ the Surgeon hissed, shock framing the word with ice.


    /He has told me today, after killing Oviin to silence me, that he would kill you next to keep me controlled. Because he perceived I cared about your fate./


    That pause felt electric. Then, low, /You have not been silenced./


    /Even my silences are dangerous./ No answer, but he did not need one. /Take steps to protect yourself and your family, Surgeon. And tell others. All the others. Nothing is sacred to this false Emperor. He is not Fitting./


    Anger, rising like a smoldering sun. Matching resolve. A terrifying competence, hidden so long beneath a gruff exterior and the necessity of holding apart from a society too dangerous to engage. But it had become more dangerous to cling to neutrality, and they both knew it. /I hear you./


    Jahir let the contact fade. His numb fingers moved slowly over Oviin’s stained and moon-silvered mane.


    “It was you,” he whispered into that small ear. “You made it possible.”

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


    By all rights, neglect and age should have rendered the Chatcaava’s first space station unusable. At very least, it should have seemed ramshackle. But the Emperor’s initial impression of it was not of antiquation, but of an antique. Observing the patina of its halls and the meticulously polished grid flooring, he couldn’t help imagining a team of curators dedicated to the preservation of the station as it had been when first the Chatcaava built it. There was love here, and pride, and it surprised him, even as he knew it shouldn’t have.


    In a conference room that had once been palatial in a culture new to starfaring, with a hemispherical bubble facing the planet, he was met by the Worldlord’s son and several other Chatcaava of his newest fleet. The Emperor had brought with him the Pelted captain, the Admiral-Offense, and the Ambassador. It was a small meeting, to portend so much, but the room did not permit more and that also seemed meet: that like his Empire, he was stripping his military needs to their barest essentials. To their roots. He glanced at the curling white and gray clouds on the ancient homeworld as they were served a hot tisane—by Chatcaava, he noted, not slaves—and then turned his attention to the Worldlord’s son’s presentation. If the room was too old to interface with modern technology, tablets could more than adequately project the displays that showed the scope of the war they faced, and to list the organization tables of the fleet in-system.


    “…there are new people coming every day, and it became necessary to do something with them, so I have taken the liberty of making those assignments,” the Worldlord’s son finished, “Because I was elected to oversee the task force until your arrival, Exalted. If I am not acceptable, however, I will step aside for whomever you appoint.”


    “Your performance is sufficient proof of your competence,” the Emperor said, studying the list of ships in his navy. His navy, because now he could face the fact that he was no longer the Emperor of a united Chatcaavan Empire, but the leader of a new nation in rebellion against its parent. Truly, he had returned to Kauvauc, who had been the fierce and solitary predator, setting his sights on a monumental goal.


    The pause following his statement was delicate, but long enough that the Emperor looked up from the diagram to meet the gaze of his newest subordinate. The Worldlord’s son had orange eyes, reminding him powerfully of the Queen’s. He wondered what mate the Worldlord had gotten this son on, to give him such eyes. “Yes?”


    “You will not require me to prove it by fighting a challenger?” the Worldlord’s son asked, carefully.


    “You will have enemies enough to test yourself against without being forced to fight your allies,” the Emperor said. “I will not waste our time or strength on unnecessary dominance contests. We have too much to do.” He lifted his brows. “This is the new empire I will build. Does it trouble you?”


    “I… no. I don’t know.” The male’s eyes had widened, but he showed no other signs of his fluster. “I have been increasingly concerned, Exalted… what Logistics-East has done, and Command-East… it isn’t right. To turn on a huntbrother this way and savage his flank. The navy has always had its ritualized contests because it is what we are. But this was no contest. No fair test. It was…” He frowned. “It was treachery. When my sire contacted me, I was already hoping for a solution to this problem. He said we should back you because you would create a more sane empire.”


    That characterization was somehow amusing. “Did he now.”


    “But he didn’t explain his definition of sanity,” the Worldlord’s son finished. “And my sire is… eccentric. We trust him, but do not always understand him.”


    “My sane empire has aliens for allies—true allies, not pacified neighbors we raid for slaves—embraces the Change, and…” He trailed off, remembering the Knife’s first interview, and smiled a little. “Loves its dams as well as its sires.” He canted his head. “Is that alarming enough?”


    The Worldlord’s son had been mouthing the words ‘loves its dams’ to himself when the question hit. He looked up, and there at last was the startlement he’d been doing so well at hiding. It made him look his age, and he was not so old. But then, neither had the Emperor been when he’d decided he wanted a throne. “I... Exalted…”


    “Just say ‘yes’,” the Admiral-Offense said, tired. “He wants you to admit that it scares you. He has a strange sense of humor.”


    The Worldlord’s son looked from the older male to the Emperor and mantled his wings, uncertain how to react to the seeming insolence. “Exalted, what I do know is that our nation is deteriorating. Something must be done. Even if he hadn’t become unacceptable to the navy for cheating, the current Emperor is accelerating our demise, so obviously we require a different approach.”


    The Admiral-Offense was right. The Emperor was amused. “And mine is sufficiently different.”


    “Yours is…” The Worldlord’s son blinked several times, then said, “Yours is revolutionary. And I trust my sire.” He paused, and offered, uncertain, “And I know my dam? She may not remember me, though. She does not always remember things from day to day.”


    “Don’t worry,” the Emperor said. “I am not testing you. And as I said, there is work to be done. As soon as we can, we will be deploying to attack Apex-East.”


    “Apex-East!”


    The Emperor watched him, waiting.


    “I have not been in that system lately,” the Worldlord’s son said slowly. “When I was ordered to activate the reserve, I left Apex-East to make the circuit of our reserve bases. That was how I was able to keep back the ships I have brought you, Exalted. But by all reports, Apex-East is crowded with our enemies.”


    “Yes,” the Emperor agreed. “But if all goes as it should, it will shortly be deprived of enough of them for us to have a chance. And for that…”


    “We need to draw up plans,” the Worldlord’s son said, relieved. “Yes, Exalted.”


    “You have told us what we have,” the Emperor said as the Pelted captain called up the new maps. “Now you will hear what we are bringing to the task. Let us see how many ways we might use our strength to achieve our aims.”
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    Servants brought a meal several hours later while the work continued. They called in two other Chatcaava who led sizable portions of the new fleet and patched in Uuvek to summarize his intelligence reports. The Pelted captain was the strongest critic of every operational plan they brainstormed, to the point that they looked in her direction whenever they suggested anything. After advancing one particularly questionable scenario, the Admiral-Offense said, “Fleet Captain, we await your ferocious claws,” to which she burst out laughing.


    “So I can poke new holes in your ideas?”


    “The weak must be torn down so the strong can survive,” the Admiral-Offense said.


    “Ordinarily I’d find that statement objectionable, but in this case… so what do you do if you can’t find these remote sensor platforms?”


    On it went. They had too little data to privilege any single operation plan over the others, but having them gave the fleet something to begin training to. By the end of the day, the Emperor felt that he had a chance of succeeding, no matter how modest that chance.


    “With your permission, Exalted,” the Admiral-Offense said, “I shall return to the flagship with the Worldlord’s son to oversee the implementation of the training schedule. We have little time and a great deal to do.”


    “I would appreciate the help,” the Worldlord’s son said. “I know how to command a reserve force, but I lack the Admiral-Offense’s long experience leading an active fleet.”


    “Then go, both of you,” the Emperor said. “We will speak again soon.”


    The Worldlord’s son bowed, wings half-spread. “Exalted. My final task was to convey to you an invitation to the Temple.”


    The Emperor raised his head.


    “From the Male-in-Waiting, the highest authority there. He would like to see you.”


    “Thank you,” the Emperor said after a hesitation. The Admiral-Offense had paused at the door, but the Emperor made a small negating gesture in response to the tacit offer. “Go with the Admiral-Offense now.”


    “Yes, Exalted.”


    After their departure, the Ambassador said, low, “You will go, of course.”


    “Yes,” the Emperor said.
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    He asked Andrea, who agreed immediately. The Ambassador was a given. The Knife he thought appropriate, because of the devout streak he’d revealed in those studies of scripture, and in his zeal for the Change. But he also asked Lieutenant Baker, and did not know if she would agree.


    “Me?” she said, ears sagging. “You want me to come with you to a Chatcaavan temple?”


    “I would be grateful if you accompanied me,” the Emperor replied, standing at the hatch. He had worn his true shape to make this request because doing otherwise would have been a form of emotional manipulation, and they would both have known it.


    “But why?”


    “Because,” he said, and stopped. He had no ready reply. Being asked forced him to examine all his tangled thoughts. “Because you wish to be part of the rebirth of this part of space, and it will have to begin here. And also… because you knew me as I was before, and I cannot afford to go into the temple of the Living Air pretending that I have always been what I am now.”


    She had flinched. “You want me to be your reminder of evil?”


    “Of my past,” the Emperor had said. “And yes. Of the existence of evil. Of what we were, too often. Of what I was the ultimate symbol of.”


    She had looked away, the muscles in her jaw so taut they pressed against the flesh of her cheeks. But after a long moment, she said reluctantly, “A Chatcaavan temple.”


    “The seat of our most important ancient religion,” the Emperor replied. “On our abandoned homeworld.”


    “The homeworld of the Chatcaava,” she’d muttered, and he knew that she would come. That she couldn’t not come.


    That was the party that stepped over the Silhouette’s Pads and onto the coordinates supplied by the Worldlord’s son. One moment, they were on the alien ship, with its cool and odorless air, its predictable lines and bounded rooms… and the next, into heat and light and a breeze that tasted more real than anything the Emperor had ever held in his mouth. He halted abruptly, aware that the Knife had too, and together they raised their heads toward a sun their bodies intimately recognized. Even the hushed noise of the surf at the base of their cliff seemed synchronized with the beat of his heart in his body: five beats, and then the surf. Five, and then again. The complexity of the scent in the air, salt and soil and sun-heated stone, the astringent green smell of kelp, made him hunger and filled a craving he’d never known he’d been harboring.


    “What a beautiful place,” Andrea breathed.


    And it was. They had come out on a cliff broken from gray mountains streaked in amber light. The sea at its feet was a steel gray flecked in champagne foam. And the sky, in defiance of the peaks around them, felt enormous, a great bowl, pale blue at its peak shading to eggshell white at its horizons. The sun was near one of them, enormous and orange.


    Out in the middle of the water was a long finger of stone, its edge limned in amber light. The Emperor could just pick out the stairs hewn in a winding spiral around its girth.


    “Is that…?” Lieutenant Baker whispered.


    “That is the Temple,” said a voice behind them. A male had lit there, a lithe young male, sable brown with eyes as yellow as the sunlight. “And you are expected.” To the Emperor, “We understand your time is limited. As special dispensation, you will be allowed to fly rather than climb the stairs, as all pilgrims are required.”


    “I will not go without my companions,” the Emperor said.


    “They may also fly.”


    “They are not Chatcaava wearing other shapes, but true aliens.”


    The envoy’s neck pulled back as he straightened in surprise. “You bring true aliens to the Temple? At last?”


    “At last?” Baker repeated, ears sagging.


    “I will not go without them,” the Emperor said.


    “Then they may come as well. But your party will have to walk.”


    He glanced at the others. Andrea said, “How long? Can we bring equipment? In case we’re not acclimated to the environment, or can’t eat the food…”


    The envoy replied, “It is three days up. And you may bring supplies. Pilgrims do.” He canted his head and let the breeze pull him off the cliff.


    “Do we even have time to make a three-day climb?” Lieutenant Baker asked. “I thought we might be called back at any point.”


    The Knife shook his head in a Pelted gesture. “We will not be gone from here in a week, huntsister. There are still ships promised to us who are on their way.”


    Baker turned an ironic eye on the Emperor. “And you want to be away from your new navy that long.”


    “They came because they were devout,” the Emperor said. “To fail to make the pilgrimage would dishonor the beliefs that brought them to me.”


    “Well,” Baker said, watching the envoy’s dwindling silhouette. “I guess we should go pack.”
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    They regrouped at the cliff several hours later, where they followed the envoy down to a small boat. The Emperor sat near the prow, watching the sun sliding past the horizon, coloring the waters gold, then bronze, then a sulky reddish lavender. The Ambassador remained near, unspeaking but almost supernaturally present, as if the Emperor could sense him just by the shape of his silence. At the back of the boat, Andrea and Baker conversed quietly about the features of the world that they could observe, comparing it to other worlds they’ve seen. So cosmopolitan, these aliens… so easy to forget that they took that perspective for granted. That they might see other worlds, and that those worlds would be glad to host them. This world was nearly empty, and yet it had to be. It had consumed Chatcaavan history and endured past its depredations, and how they needed it now: this reminder of their impermanence. A world become a forgotten temple, for a people who no longer held anything sacred.


    It stole his breath, and made the pounding in his chest hurt.


    The envoy deposited them at the small apron of stone that surrounded the Temple prominence. “There will be a place to sleep each night,” he’d said, and left them to their climb. And though it was already sunset, they’d decided to begin it. “We have lights,” Lieutenant Baker had said, face lifted toward the apex. “And safety equipment. And I don’t know about you all, but I’m curious.”


    Since none of them could disagree, they’d taken the first step, and then the next. The staircase was wide enough for two people abreast, cut out of the wall of stone, and it had a thigh-height wall at its lip. The Emperor had wondered at that lip, for surely fliers need not fear falling. Had they expected females to make this long journey? Perhaps it had been the fabled bell-ringers who’d needed it, for children could not fly. He trailed his hand over it and continued up.


    By unspoken agreement, they’d ordered themselves: Baker first, with the safety equipment, and her ‘huntbrother’ the Knife at her heels, then the Emperor, with Andrea behind him and the Ambassador at the rear. As they continued upward night swelled over the horizon. A single slivered moon shone pale against a rope of milky lapis and cream, the distant interstellar clouds dotted with silver, blue, and scarlet stars. He had thought they would climb in darkness and instead they ascended through glory, and he kept a hand on the wall to steady himself against the power of the sight.


    The place to sleep the envoy had promised was a built plateau between flights of stairs. Baker and Andrea put up tents while the Emperor walked to the lip of the plateau and stared outward.


    “It’s amazing,” the Knife whispered behind him.


    The Emperor scanned the horizon. “I see now why we chose the throneworld.”


    “It aspires to this sky,” the Knife said. “But it is a pale mimicry. The size of it…!”


    “Yes,” the Emperor murmured and together they stared at the shimmer of their ancestral stars, so vivid against the backdrop of an abandoned world.


    After the Knife backed away to help distribute their rations, the Emperor sat on the edge, resting his hands on his knees and craning his head back to stare into their native night. No one approached him, not even the Ambassador, though again he sensed the Eldritch’s nearness like the warmth of a fire. And while he longed to go back to Lisinthir Nase Galare and tell him how poorly prepared he felt for this journey, he did not. He remained on the ledge as the coolth became cold and his lips and the tender skin around his eyes grew chilled, and he let the night look into him, empty him of all his ambitions, his fears, and his needs.


    They resumed climbing a few hours later through the dense, complex shadows of a sunrise obscured by distant cliffs. When the light finally spilled unobstructed onto the Temple prominence they were already well on their way, and the shock of the yellow light on the steps and wall stunned Lieutenant Baker into halting. And then they all did, staring toward, though not at, an old and enormous star. How small they were, and how high; the breeze tugged at them insistently. If the Emperor were to spread his wings, it would carry him away on this air, so softly perfect for flying. But he kept his pinions tight against his back and made his way, as all pilgrims did, by foot.


    Partway through the day they halted for a rest on the steps. Andrea went down the column, checking vital signs with a portable medkit. She made a face at the Ambassador and murmured something to him. The Emperor caught words in Universal when the wind allowed: ‘acclimatization’ and ‘blood oxygen.’ The Eldritch permitted an injection, which mollified the human, and she returned to her place in line to sit on a step and eat the rations passed down to her by Baker. Conversation was muted, died quickly. Their more urgent conversation was taking place in silence, with the world and the stone beneath them, and the sky overhead.


    Their plateau that night faced the ocean, not the cliffs from which they’d sailed. The veil of stars was reflected on those black waters, and from this height it was hard to hear their waves. The Emperor sat on the lip and gazed as if into infinity, and his skin prickled along his sides for reasons owing nothing to the cold. He kept this vigil until he passed out of humility and into self-abnegation, and then he sought the tent where the Ambassador was lying on a pallet. He was welcomed into those arms, and needed them to remind him that he had a shape, and that the shape still had meaning, no matter how fleeting his span in it.


    They reached a final plateau in the third afternoon, with the sun slanting low against the stone walls, and this smaller ledge had a single basin carved from the wall and a plaque beside it. Incised into that plaque, in letters worn with wind and hands, were the words, ‘Be clean before your god.’


    The Knife touched the last word, eyes wide. His incredulity needed no translation—the Chatcaava had long since ceased to swear by any god, and even when they’d worshipped the Living Air few were the sects that had called it by that title.


    “What does it say?” Andrea asked, hesitant. “I can’t read.”


    “We should use the water to wash,” Lieutenant Baker said after telling her. “I guess symbolically, since it’s too small for a whole body.” She stepped to the basin and cupped her hands under the water. The spout lacked ornament, just a stone tube from which water trickled in a continuous stream into the equally austere bowl. With that water, Baker splashed her face and patted her neck and arms, then backed away for Andrea, who followed her example. One by one they made their ablutions, the Ambassador pushing back his ornate sleeves to expose white skin washed by the late sunlight before bending his face to the water. The Knife too bent his head directly, tilting it to fit it in the space between spout and basin, and backed away gasping.


    The Emperor’s horns did not allow him to follow suit. He was not blind to that symbolism. Cupping his hands under the water like the two females, he washed more sedately and looked at the final landing, more of a decorative ramp than anything like the stairs they’d been using. This time, Baker hung back so he could lead, and he did, up the spiral, into the light, and to the flattened top of the prominence where the Temple rose, a squared-off tower like a single talon. He’d expected flourishes, carving, lacework arches, architecture like that of the palace which had been built as a monument to Chatcaavan power. This looked more like an extension of the mountain. Like…


    “An aerie,” the Ambassador murmured.


    The Emperor mantled his wings and walked inside.


    The smell in that dim, vast space was indescribable. Sweet with incense. Bracing with sea-salt. Complex with the scent of the world, carried on its highest winds, which whistled and sang high, fluting songs in the roof of the Temple, where the converging pylons were perforated with delicate openings. That music, the richness of the smell, the poignancy of the vacant hall, so large to be so empty… he stopped abruptly, his heart pounding hard. The station overhead had been an antique. This… this was ancient.


    “The Emperor comes to the Temple, at last.”


    The voice was soft, sonorous. A male’s voice, and that male resolved out of the shadows swathing the furthest wall. He wore a loose robe in some dark color, and he himself was some dark and difficult-to-discern hue, as if a statue had separated from the Temple’s stone.


    “Dare I ask if there was a prophecy?” the Emperor found himself saying.


    A laugh. “No. A hope, perhaps. But never a certainty. Few are the certainties in this life.” He drew closer, and there were blues in his skin, in the folds of the robe. His eyes, though, were the pale, luminous green of a new leaf.


    The Emperor said, “No. There are not. I was told… I was invited.”


    “And you have come, which was more than expected.” The priest turned his face to the Emperor’s entourage. “And you bring alien guests.”


    “If they are guests, then I am as well.” The Emperor shook his head, fighting vertigo. “High Priest… why did you invite me?”


    “That would be the reason,” the male said. “I am not the Breath of the Living Air. I am the Male-in-Waiting, Most Exalted Emperor, and I am hoping you will one day bring back our High Priestess so that our faith will once more have its voice.”


    “Your… your what?” the Knife whispered.


    “Our High Priestess,” the male said. “The head of our religion is, has always been, and must be a winged and shapechanging female. But we have nearly succeeded in breeding them from our ranks, and so our Temple waits.”


    The Emperor swayed, knew it only because the Ambassador caught his elbow.


    “You will bring her home to us, won’t you, Exalted?” the priest said, staring at him now.


    “Wait, I don’t understand,” Lieutenant Baker said in her flawless Throne Chatcaavan, startling the priest into looking at her. “You’re telling me a woman is the highest authority of your only religion? How can that be when women are chattel?”


    “Because without females, there would be no Chatcaava as we know them. It is through females that the patterns we learn are passed on to our get. They were the ones who Touched fliers to give us wings. They were the ones who touched the armored predators, to give us the hide that protected our spines and the horns that guarded our heads. Every advantage we could derive from the creatures we shared this world with, they secured for us through the Change, and they made those Changes permanent,” the priest said. “We are what we are because of them.”


    “How is that possible!” the Knife said, stunned. “Unless females with four arms can shift and are unaware of it…?”


    “No. The wingless females were created generations and generations ago. We made one Change too many, and gave birth to monsters, and that trauma scarred us.” The priest looked at the Emperor. “We fought over the decision, you understand. Whether to seal ourselves in our bodies forever, and bar the possibility of future abominations… or to risk everything to remain who we are.”


    “And you chose against the Change,” the Ambassador breathed.


    The priest inclined his head. “The decision was made. Overwhelmingly, in fact… for in those times there were no intelligent aliens. All the patterns that could be learned were those of brute animals, so no one could see how to prevent the Change from returning us to savagery ourselves. The females Changed themselves so they could no longer Touch or Change, so that traits could no longer be heritable. So that any mistakes would be fleeting, make monsters only of individuals who would die without passing them on. The misbegotten were erased from history, sent far, far away. But not all the Chatcaava agreed with what was done. You find their descendants here.”


    “A dead religion,” Andrea whispered.


    “A nearly dead religion,” the priest answered with a faint smile. “But what few females we could save, we have, and it is through them that we have preserved ourselves as we were born on this world. Because we deemed that the Living Air gives no gift it does not intend us to use. Our ability to Change allowed us to fly. We thought that one day it would once again save us.” He looked at Andrea and Baker. “And strangely, here we are. Which brings me back to you, Exalted.” He returned his gaze to the Emperor. “We know why you have come to the Source. We know you aim to retake your Empire. And we have heard you have befriended aliens and that through them you know the Change. If you succeed, you will win your throne on the strength of the poetry in our ancient litanies, and the promises they make the Chatcaavan people. Will you restore our worship?”


    “Your worship does not need my permission for that,” the Emperor said. “That this fleet orbits your world is proof enough that belief in the Living Air never died. And that it cannot.”


    “A person might survive but not thrive, Exalted. A belief system is not so different.”


    “If you ask me if I will welcome your temples, then the answer is yes,” the Emperor said. Glancing at Andrea and remembering her bickering with Emlyn, he added, “I will not forbid other temples, however.”


    The priest blinked, laughed. “Truly, a Changed male.” He bowed, wings spreading. “That suffices as promise. Save the final request. We are absent the Breath, and without the Breath we cannot live, Exalted. Find us our High Priestess.”


    His heart was racing, painfully. “I will.” I have. “I swear it.”


    The priest smiled, bright teeth in the dimness. “Then we have all that we might ask for from our Emperor. Is there aught our Emperor would ask of us?”


    “Tell me,” the Emperor said. He felt the presence of the companions at his side. “Tell us.  Everything you know about the Change.”
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    The Temple was not absent technology. Its members lived in a complex carved beneath the building like the aerie to which the Ambassador had likened it, and in that sanctuary they had access to most modern conveniences. It was an eerie reminder that this world had seen the Chatcaavan rise to space, that they had built those ships and satellites after modifying themselves genetically and convincing themselves the Change was poison. Had he not said it to the Ambassador himself? That he had not Changed because he had never wanted to descend to the level of the animal? To sully himself with the cell-deep knowledge of wingless freaks?


    Sitting outside the Temple, waiting for the shuttle summoned for them by the priest, the Emperor wondered how many generations ago they’d stopped questioning the origin of that belief. Had it already been embedded in their psyche when spacefaring Chatcaava had met the first aliens? It had to have been, or they would have become some different society. One more open to the alien, the new, the different. A society that throve on knowledge and delighted in diversity.


    Joining him, the Ambassador sat with his knees up and his arms resting on them, staring not toward the cliffs or the sea, as one would expect of a wingless alien, but at the clouds in the endless sky. “The Knife is beside himself.”


    “Unsurprising,” the Emperor said. “This revelation is shattering.”


    The Ambassador glanced at him. “You say that with a certain quality, Exalted.”


    “That quality being?”


    “Less hyperbole and more prophecy.”


    The Emperor closed his eyes. “Can you disagree? When this knowledge is made public?”


    “So you will? Make it public?”


    “Perfection,” the Emperor said, chiding. Softer. “Lisinthir. When the Queen becomes the Breath of the Living Air, how then can it be kept secret? How would it be right?”


    The Ambassador dipped his head with a quiver and closed those expressive alien eyes. “You had the same thought.”


    “Who else?” the Emperor asked, voice low. “If she is willing. But she has always used the Touch and the Change to understand the universe. Who better?”


    With his brow against his knees, the Ambassador said, “My lovers become luminaries.”


    The Emperor curled a wing around the Eldritch, surprising him into looking up. “Do you fear that you will be outshone by us?”


    “No,” the Ambassador replied with a lopsided smile, and leaned into him. “I am a luminary myself, though I did not know it when I first came to you.” When the Emperor canted his head, the Ambassador finished, “While I was away I discovered my abilities are grown more significant than typical. By my people’s standards I am now a thing out of legend. A mind-mage, they call me.”


    “A mind-mage,” the Emperor said, bemused.


    “I can command bodies against the wills of their owners,” the Ambassador said, leaning into him. “And even, at times, the air itself.”


    “Appropriate for a lover of dragons.” The Emperor rested his head against the Eldritch’s and said, “O my Perfection,” very, very low.


    “She lives,” the Ambassador whispered.


    The Emperor did not ask if the Eldritch was sure. As the priest had said, certainties in this life were few.


    “What will you do?” the Ambassador asked at last. “With the information about the Change.”


    What else? “Practice.”


    [image: ***]


    Their return to the Silhouette was not heralded with sufficient fanfare for the magnitude of the revelations they’d been granted. Three days in orbit had seen more ships join their force, and the Admiral-Offense and the Fleet captain had coordinated and run several training exercises with the Worldlord’s son. The Emperor’s arrival occasioned a conference discussing the results of those exercises and detailing the strengths of the new arrivals, and he gave them his customary attention. He approved of the industry of his subordinates and authorized them to continue their work, and then he repaired to the gym. Alone.


    Standing before the mirrors, he drew a deep, centering breath and said, “Computer. Single foe. Engage.”


    His simulated opponent darted from the corner of the room and he leapt for it, talons extended. As it fisted a hand to punch him, he Changed into a Seersa to take the blow on a more solid torso before ducking behind the fighter. Without allowing himself time for doubt, he reached for the Eldritch shape. It ached, moving into it, and the Change was slow and jerky. He took several kicks while finishing the transition, but he made it and spun out from the foe’s reach, panting. Behind the solidigraph’s shoulders he saw his white body, his flat face and long mane.


    You can always Change, no matter what form you’re in. Your shape is not you. It is not capable of limiting your abilities or you would be unable to switch back.


    You are always, at core, Chatcaavan, and Chatcaava Change.


    A moment of triumph, of vaulting triumph twined in grief and loss, for all they had given up and all that others had suffered, and all the choices they’d made that had seen them to this terrible turning point. And yet, they were still Chatcaava, and it was not too late to Change.


    Then the simulation punched him in the gut. Shocked back into motion, the Emperor resumed practicing. Live for me, my Treasure. Live for us. We're coming.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


    what do I do what do I do what do I do


    Her bare feet didn’t make decisive clicks on the deck plating, not the way her boots did. She strode anyway. Her hand was throbbing on the grip of the gun. Water dripping… water was dripping… blood was dripping.


    stay focused do the job stay focused


    The guards at her door were staring at her. They shouldn’t be staring. Her arms rose. Behind her, a man barked, “STOP STARING STOP STOP LOOK AWAY NOW.”


    One of them did. The other didn’t. At least not fast enough. The spray pattern on the wall by her door—


    sell it make it work you need help


    That thought caused a skip in the pattern.


    help


    Memory of Daize. ‘One of our first military vessels.’ She turned to the guard who’d lived. “The Faulfenza in the cargo bay. I want them. I want them all.”


    “W-what?”


    “Say yes, just say yes,” the man behind her hissed.


    “Yes,” her door guard said, his breathing shocky and his eyes too wide. She knew by this that she had the gun pointed at his head. Mouth this time. The forehead was getting hard. “Ma’am?”


    “That’s right,” Sediryl said. “I’m in charge now. Go get me my Faulfenza. I like furry things.” She smiled. “Be quick and you will be rewarded.”


    “Right away.”


    He ran. She turned to the remaining guard. “Stay here.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    She turned her back on him and stepped through her door, into her quarters. Two sets of eyes, looking up at her.


    “I need to change,” she announced. It seemed important to say something else. “We’re leaving.”


    The bathroom now. Her eyes flicked up to her face in the mirror—look away don’t look just wash it off—and she splashed water on her face. That wasn’t enough, that wasn’t ever going to be enough. She turned the water in the shower on—can’t tarry don’t wait do it quick too much to do—and rinsed off. Her hair felt too heavy. Too much red in it. No time to braid it up now. She yanked her fingers through it, undoing the last of the bedroom tangles, ignoring the scarlet drizzle.


    When she left the bathroom, Vasiht’h was waiting for her, and the look on his face… she started to crumble.


    “I can’t,” she said. “I can’t, not yet, please. Arii.”


    He nodded and held out a bit of black fabric to her. Underwear. With lace. Designed in case it would have to be seen—stop. Methodically she began dressing. Her breathing was still too quick. Concentrating on her actions didn’t help. She ignored it. Ignore it ignore everything just keep moving


    Vasiht’h kept handing her bits of cloth. Underwear. Stockings. Gloves. When she sat to start on the boots, he said, “Sediryl? We’re leaving?”


    “I killed Kamaney.” She’d said it. No, that wasn’t enough. Her chest hurt with the words. They had to come out. “Her head exploded.”


    “Her head…”


    “Maia.” Sediryl jerked the boot up over her knee. It hurt and the pain swung her thoughts around. Focused them. “Maia gave me the gun. She didn’t tell me what it shot.” Her wrists hurt too. Why did they ache so much? The gun had kicked her. “Fire. It made her head…”


    “Don’t,” Vasiht’h interrupted. “Don’t stay there.”


    How could she ever leave? But she got the boot up and sealed the side. Started on the other foot. “Jahir and Lisinthir need us to bring this fleet to the Chatcaavan border. That’s where we’re taking it.”


    “We’re taking it,” Vasiht’h repeated.


    “I killed Kamaney.” She had said it again. She had not said she’d killed another handful of people as well. Or that she’d probably made a terrible mistake. stop “There’s no guarantee these people will do what we need them to do unless they are directed. They could continue with her original plan to attack the Alliance. Or they could disperse, and then they wouldn’t be concentrated enough to make a difference. I promised I would supply the diversion. I’m going to make sure the diversion is supplied.”


    “All right.”


    She yanked the other boot on and sealed it, then accepted the gown, pulling it on over her head. It was black. It had to be black. Clichés were the only protection she had.


    “The slaves?” Vasiht’h asked, softly.


    So many of them. Thousands. But unarmed thousands. And around her more than that waiting in ships with weapons that could slag this asteroid to molten dripping—stop—“I can’t help them yet. If I try, the pirates will think I’m planning a coup and they’ll kill us all. And right now they have all the weapons. As long as they think I’m as ruthless and ambitious as their former mistress, they’ll follow my lead.”


    He didn’t believe her. She needed him to believe her, because if he started doubting, everyone would. “It’s going to work.” Maia’s voice, whispering: sell it, make it work. “I’m going to make it work.”


    “What if they kill you?” Vasiht’h said, ears flattening.


    “If they kill me, they kill me, not the merchandise that keeps the money flowing. No one will touch the slaves so long as they think they’ll be the ones to profit off them.” Sediryl inhaled with a shudder. “I need to get this fleet to the border. I can’t do that unless I make them. And I can’t make them unless they think I’m their next crime boss.” She looked at him, trying not to start shaking. “Right? This is the only way. I have to do this.”


    Vasiht’h met her eyes.


    “Can you think of another way? One that saves not just us, and not just the slaves, but the Alliance as well?” Sediryl demanded. “Can you? Tell me if you can! I don’t know what to do! I want to be anywhere but here!”


    He cringed back, ears sagging. “I… I can’t.”


    She pulled on her coat. The gun was in the bathroom. She walked there, listening to the click of her boots, muffled on the carpet. The baldric went back on. The gun stayed in her hand. She strode out of the bedchamber and said to Qora, “We’re leaving.”


    The Faulfenzair pushed himself upright. “I will carry the dragoness.”


    “Yes.” She turned her back on him, and on Vasiht’h whom she felt like a pressure against her back, a nagging ache, an icy ball of fear against the memory of fire. She ignored it, because she couldn’t afford not to. Stepping outside, she found her guard from Kamaney’s quarters and her door guard, standing alongside two other men with six Faulfenza on a chain. Daize was not among them.


    She stopped. “Where are the rest of them?”


    “They were sent to the sales centers earlier this week,” the guard said.


    The gun went off and he toppled. Red spray everywhere. Sediryl ignored the startled jostling of the slaves and the sound of vomiting behind her. One of the guards raised his weapon, fast, so fast. She was going to die.


    He burst into flame. Her finger twitched, and her gun went off. Was that the right order? It had to be the right order.


    Screaming now. The guard who was burning. All the others had frozen.


    “People who disappoint me, die,” Sediryl said. “People who try to kill me, die. Do you understand?”


    “SAY YES MA’AM,” the guard behind her said.


    “YES, MA’AM!”


    “Good,” Sediryl said. “The flagship. Now.”


    The grip in her hand was hot, so hot. She didn’t holster the gun. The gun needed to stay out. She walked after her one smart guard, and her boots beat out a rhythm against the deck, and she kept her eyes straight ahead. Liolesa, she thought, your heir is a queen in her own right now. What do you think of my negotiating tactics? Do you think I could use further training in appropriate technique?


    Clack. Clack. Clack.


    Oh Goddess, Sediryl thought. Save me. Save us all.

  


  A spy dying on the wall of a palace.

An Emperor turned rebel by the power of a psalm.

A shapechanger on the cusp of an enormous discovery.

A woman riding to battle in the vanguard of her enemies.

The known worlds are about to convulse in a cataclysmic war; time is running out. Can the Eldritch, the Chatcaava, and their Pelted allies turn the tide? Or will it all go up in fire?

Is there hope in ashes?
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  Maps

Once again, the maps! But a few new ones this time.

 

1. The Alliance. Most of you will be familiar with this one from previous Appendices. I've included it again for context for the second...

 

2. The Alliance with Empire. ...so you can see how it fits into the bigger picture. The entire previous map fits in to the bottom right corner there. And then there's everything else. And it's full of angry dragons.

I haven't finished this one up yet. I say I should but I suspect that by the end of Book 6, it's going to look completely different. That map, I'll probably finish!

 

3. Fleet Movements. Finally, one of the Fleet Movement photos I took. I have about forty of these photos. There's a set from before I decided which fleets would be the most relevant (this is one of those) and there's a second set where I broke out the rebel forces from the global Chatcaavan ones so I could track them separately. And then I photographed them moving so I could see which fleet was where at what time. This was an enormous help to me while writing; I don't think I could have pulled the plot together without the visual aid.
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  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, six 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 Akubi, large dinosaur-like fliers with three sexes; 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. New to the Alliance (and not pictured in the line-up) is the last race, the "Octopi" of Either Side of the Strand.

 

For a more detailed look into the species of the Alliance, a Peltedverse Guidebook is available through me; you can get it by signing up for my mailing list (from my website), by jumping on my Patreon, or by emailing me directly (haikujaguar at gmail).
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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.) I have, for the most part, spared you this whenever the vowel sound is denoted by more than one letter. "Kauvauc" should properly be "Kauvauauc" but at some point one draws the line for readibility.

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. I just keep at it anyway.

I did a lot of art for this series, more than I could put in the back of a book... I picked five (with difficulty!) just to keep this section from getting too long. Completionists will find the rest of it on Patreon, along with a bunch of cartoons of Sediryl being grumpy at me.

 

1. Sediryl: Not a great picture of her face, but I mostly wanted to mess with her outfit. And her attitude. So much boot. Hyera was crazy.

2. Kamaney: You really wanted a picture of her! On the furs! Didn't you?

3. Oviin: This one, though, a lot of people asked for. It was rewarding to put a name to some of the invisible people from Wingless and investigate how that subculture worked.

4. The Queen and Her First Shapes: I had fun trying to make her shapes look like her despite being completely different species. It was mostly in the eyes. Anyway, the Queen and the shapes she knew initially, during Wingless.

5. The Emperor and His First Shapes: And then I needed the matched set. The Emperor's were much harder because he's supposed to look delicate in those other shapes. Plus, the first one (Eldritch) is supposed to be "off" and the second isn't too good either, so they both have to have odd eyes. But I liked how it came out.


  [image: sketch-sediryl]


  [image: sketch-kamaney]


  [image: sketch-oviin]


  [image: sketch-queensshapes]


  [image: sketch-emperorsshapes]


  Playlist

Using formalized playlists as inspiration is a habit of about two years' standing now. These playlists are not intended to be literal soundtracks; I use songs that give me the right "feel" for what I'm planning, either in lyrics or sound quality. Then I listen to them while commuting or running, which is when I do most of my plotting.

I think of this book as Sediryl's Wingless, so it has a main theme. After the Emperor's thread became more important, he developed a theme as well. The rest of the songs are generic to the story as a whole, but in general, Sediryl gravitated toward female singers (like Garbage and Natalie Imbruglia), while Muse and Depeche Mode belonged more on the dragon side. Depeche Mode crops up on anything involving Lisinthir.

 

Sediryl's Theme: "Came Back Haunted," Nine Inch Nails

The Emperor's Theme: "Black Rose," Red Flag

 

"Copy of a," Nine Inch Nails

"Wrong," Depeche Mode

"Furious Angels," Rob Dougan (Kamaney's Theme)

"Suffer Well," Depeche Mode

"City of Delusion," Muse

"Flame," The Cruxshadows

"Smoke," Natalie Imbruglia

"The Trick is to Keep Breathing," Garbage

"Nobody Loves You," Garbage

"Duel (Bitter Sweet)", Propaganda

"Where's the Revolution," Depeche Mode

"The Hand That Feeds," Nine Inch Nails

"Roll the Bones," Rush (Second's theme)

"A Pain That I'm Used To," Depeche Mode

"Uprising," Muse

"Resistance," Muse

"My Past Is Not Today," Daniel Ingram

"Parade," Garbage

"Head Down," Moev

 

A final note: "My Past Is Not Today" is from a My Little Pony movie soundtrack. This will sound ridiculous until you look it up on Youtube and listen to the lyrics. Seriously. Go check it out.


  Acknowledgments
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  About the Author
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