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    Author's Note


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


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


    Adversity introduces a man to himself.


    – Albert Einstein


     


    Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,


    I fear no evil, for You are with me.


    – Psalm 23


     


     


     


     

  


  
    Prologue


     


    “If you were smart, you’d stay home.”


    “No,” Sediryl said as she wedged her bag of toiletries into her case. “I wouldn’t. And do you know why? Because no one would tell one of the Pelted that their job is too dangerous for them and they should stay home and let someone else handle it. I’m going because I need to be there, Millie. Me. The new Ambassador ad’Alliance. I’m already the Queen’s proxy. Her proxy shouldn’t be sending another proxy in her stead.”


    “Kara—”


    “Don’t you ‘kara’ me.” Sediryl folded her arms, facing the solidigraphic projection of her Karaka’An friend. “Not about this.”


    The other woman sighed. “Can you blame me for worrying?”


    “Yes,” Sediryl said. “I can.” Her mouth twitched. “But I’ll do my best not to, if it makes you feel any better.” She saw the stockings she’d forgotten on her dresser and plucked them up. Finding a place to tuck them into her luggage allowed her to turn away from the emitter. Sediryl had met Mildred Kentlewine through Eliza, Mildred’s niece and one of the Eldritch’s first friends on Starbase Ana. The same impulse that had driven Mildred to run one of the Alliance’s biggest border charities had opened her arms and heart to the naïve Eldritch who’d lost her mother in every way that mattered. Sediryl had never been able to think of Millie as a replacement for that mother—she was all too aware that the Pelted woman was a quarter her age and already a third done with her life—but she still had a tender spot in her heart for her, enough to have accepted being called kara, ‘child,’ now and then.


    It wasn’t tender enough to change her mind about anything important, though. Sediryl shut her case and locked it before facing the other woman again. Millie’s bright blue eyes, set in a seal-brown mask of fur, were steady, but Sediryl could read the resignation in them.


    “There’s no point in belaboring it, then. I assume you have resources to protect yourself with?”


    Sediryl assumed she did too, but she wasn’t about to admit to uncertainty. “I’m an ambassador now, arii. They’re not going to let me get into trouble.”


    “No, I suppose not. And since I’m obviously not going to be able to sway you, let’s discuss the charity’s contact in that sector.” Millie lifted a brow. “You know the locals who are organizing this from the Chatcaavan end, yes?”


    Thoughts of Amber swam to mind, wan as a diluted watercolor. What did her cousin even look like now? She’d last seen him as a youth; presumably he’d changed as much as his brother had. Sediryl tried very hard not to remember Amber’s brother and was fairly sure her cheeks weren’t tinting. “I do, yes. They’ll be expecting me.” At least, Amber had better be expecting her. He knew her that well, surely. “Brief me, please.”


    Millie nodded and began, voice crisp. That was one good thing about the Karaka’An: once she’d decided there was no use fighting something, she didn’t hold it against you. Particularly once it touched on the charity’s works.


    “And that should do it,” Millie said, some time later. “You’ll keep in touch?”


    “As the work allows.” Sediryl was seated now on the bed beside her case. “I don’t want you to worry if I miss a check-in when I honestly don’t know how the situation’s going to develop once I arrive. The plan is… loose.”


    “Loose, yes,” Millie said. “Just what we want when dealing with the Chatcaava.” She sighed, ears flicking back. “Then all I can say is Goddess-speed, kara. May She and Her partner watch over you, and bless this errand.”


    “Amen,” Sediryl said. “And thank you, Millie. For everything. When we finish this… it’s monumental. All the worlds are going to remember our names.”


    “I know it,” Millie answered, showing teeth. “So go out there and make sure it happens.”


    “Yes, ma’am.” Sediryl smiled. “See you in a few months.”


    And then she was alone. Completely alone, for the first time in as long as she could remember, because even her virtual dog had been packed for the trip. She had her marching orders: there would be a ship awaiting her in the Fleet dock somewhere, and further instructions from the Queen when she arrived. After that, she would be on her way to the border, where good little Eldritch went to be enslaved by dragons because Everybody Knew that Eldritch couldn’t step foot out of the protected Core of the Alliance without being captured and sold into a harem somewhere.


    It was patently ridiculous; Sediryl’s own cousin Amber was proof of that, since he had apparently been living on some border backworld for almost a year.


    No, she didn’t fear the Chatcaava. She didn’t even fear failure. She knew, in the dense, deep heart of her, that they would succeed in rescuing the refugee Chatcaava and rehoming them among the Eldritch. What made her nervous was the idea that someone might try to take this away from her. After years of straining towards responsibility, towards some goal worthy of her energy, the Queen had finally offered her something to do… and now that she had it, she was expecting something to interfere.


    Or try to, anyway. Sediryl snorted and pulled the case off her bed, toggling the anti-grav leash. She led her luggage through the little house that had served her during what she could now admit had been her exile. Standing at the door, she looked at the kitchen, the glass doors that led to her veranda, acknowledged the familiarity of the warm umber shadows and the gold sheen of the light reflected from the waves of crops beyond her doors.


    “Close up for extended leave,” she told the house, and left without a backward glance.


    [image: ***]


    Sediryl had made assumptions about how she was going to reach her destination on the border. She probably should have examined those assumptions; as an ambassador she could be housed in style anywhere she was sent, but there was no reason for the Alliance to lend her any of its military assets unless her Queen had requested and been granted them. Since Sediryl had been directed to present herself at the Fleet base and not the commercial docks, she’d been expecting to hitch a ride on one of Fleet’s many smaller ships… surely they made the trip to and from the border often enough.


    But the wolfine in uniform who greeted her did not escort her into the care of a Fleet crew. He led her instead nearly to the end of the facility, where the ship crouching there did not share any of the markings of the other vessels she’d passed. Nor was it the same size or configuration. The lack of anyone awaiting her completed her confusion. To the Hinichi, a youth with earnest brown eyes, she said, “This is it?”


    “That’s correct, alet,” the wolfine said. “This is your vessel, the RGRV Visionary. Is there anything else I can do for you?”


    Since it was obvious there wasn’t, Sediryl said, “No, thank you. I’ll just… inform you when I’m ready to go?”


    “Very good, alet.”


    The youth’s departure left her with no other course but to start up the ramp, her obedient luggage floating behind her. Ducking into the hatch brought her into a room larger than she’d expected, one with a hemispheric wall of windows and a broad bank of mysterious computers she didn’t know the first thing about operating.


    “Well,” she said. “Even for Liolesa, this is outside of enough. Computer? Is there any message waiting for me about this enigma?”


    “There is,” a voice at her shoulder said. “I can play it for you if you wish, alet.”


    Sediryl whirled, almost backing into her luggage, because the computer had spoken so close she fancied she could hear it breathing against her ear. When she saw the amorphous purple cloud behind her—the one with the hazy face—she tripped in her haste to backpedal. The creature grasped her wrist to steady her, and she gasped.


    “Apologies, alet!” The distress in the androgynous voice lent it the vibrato of a sad violin. “I didn’t think. Is this better?”


    As Sediryl watched, the violaceous fog grew more defined, shrinking and solidifying until she faced a Seersa foxine that could have been taken for a flesh and blood person… albeit one that was sexless in its nudity, floating a foot off the ground, and furred in silver-tipped lilac.


    “That… is better, yes,” Sediryl said. And remembered her manners. “You’re a D-per. I’m sorry, I’ve never met one.”


    “I’m sorry too.” The Seersa’s ears drooped, trailing glimmer. “It’s been a long time since I’ve manifested to anyone. I’ve forgotten it’s impolite not to look like your code-form.” She—he?—pressed a hand to her breast and inclined the lavender head. “My name is Maia, alet. I am your ship’s crew. Would you like me to play your message? I believe it may illuminate the situation.”


    “Yes, please. Thank you.”


    Maia vanished, which didn’t really help settle Sediryl’s nerves. She sat on one of the chairs near the forward windows, and once she had, the audio began to play. Liolesa’s voice, but no image.


    “Dearest niece. You are now my agent, and this role requires mobility. To that end, I have transferred to your care a ship that will serve your need, as it has so nobly served other needs in the past. It can be manned by a single person; as I suspect you are not yet able, I have supplied your crew. They know the ship’s capabilities. You may rely upon them.


    “Take good care of the Visionary, Nuera. But do you recall that it is a ship, and replaceable. Intransigent nieces are not.


    “Go well, and I shall see you anon.”


    A chime signaled the end of the playback, leaving her staring out the window. “Just like that,” Sediryl muttered, but her lips were trying to turn up into a smile. Smoothing her hands on her knees, she looked up. “Maia?”


    “Alet.” The Seersa solidified again, in front of her this time on another chair.


    “So,” Sediryl said. “You are my aunt’s hire.”


    “That’s correct,” the D-per said. “I’m pleased to have been given the opportunity. It’s been a while since I’ve had work like this.”


    “Work like this,” Sediryl repeated.


    The Seersa nodded. “You know something of the history of D-pers, alet?”


    How to answer a question like that? “I know as much about their history as perhaps they know about the history of the Eldritch.”


    That made the other laugh, a soft huffing noise. “Fair enough. I’m an old D-per, alet. When they made me, the creation of one of us was arduous enough that when we were “born” we had substantial indenture contracts to work off. When my coders finished making me, I was put to work in Fleet—most of us worked in Fleet initially, since they had money to finance our creation—and I spent thirty years serving in various capacities, mostly on starbases or supply depots. I was manumitted twenty years ago, and have been spending most of my time suspended, until I heard your Queen’s request.”


    “Suspended?” Sediryl asked, careful. “That sounds… unpleasant.”


    “It saves money,” Maia said. “Even digital people need space to live on a piece of hardware somewhere—or more accurately, several pieces of hardware split all over the Alliance. Most of us pay for backups as well, and we aren’t small bits of code.” The D-per threaded her fingers together. “For the opportunity to stretch again, I am very grateful to your queen.”


    Thinking of what Liolesa had done for her, Sediryl said, “You and me both. So… tell me about this… this ship. Is it mine?”


    “It is your Queen’s,” Maia said, floating free of the chair. “Or at least, it’s registered in her name. The Royal Galare Reserve Vessel Visionary. She’s a fine piece of hardware, alet. Not the newest ship in the dock, but she’s been excellently maintained. I think you’ll find her very comfortable, and for your purposes, I don’t think you could ask for a better ship. Would you like a tour?”


    “I would, yes.” Leaving her luggage hovering beside the chair, Sediryl followed her floating D-per. The androgyny was distinct, even from behind and in a more specifically Pelted form. Maia’s tail also trailed glitter, which Sediryl found charming. Her former lover, who had created solidigraphs for entertainment, would have found that detail an artistic touch. “If I may ask… do you prefer the cloud shape?”


    Looking over her shoulder, Maia said, “Alet?”


    “I thought D-pers always looked like a very specific individual of a determinate sex and species. But you can look like anything, can’t you? There’s no… prohibition?”


    Was that a wince? Yes, she’d made her newest companion flinch. “There’s a cultural one. We’re supposed to be recognizable to the people who made us, otherwise we could be anyone we said we are, couldn’t we?”


    “But you like the floating shape,” Sediryl pressed.


    Her D-per stopped.


    “Because if you do, I’m well with it.” Sediryl halted. “You surprised me when you popped into existence behind me, but only because you were so close to me, not because I found you… disturbing… to look at. If you want to appear as a ghost, a rainbow of glitter, a Seersa with six arms… I don’t care, as long as I know what to expect, and what to call you—you don’t appear to be male or female? I’d like you to be comfortable. Particularly if you’ve spent twenty years cooped up in a computerized cage somewhere.”


    “You’re serious,” Maia said, ears sagging.


    “I won’t tell if you don’t,” Sediryl said. At the D-per’s incredulous silence, she finished, “Alet, I’ve been constrained in a cage of my own for so long I can’t believe I’m finally free. I’m not going to go into my new life shoving the people around me into cages as a condition of accompanying me.” She thought of Millie, rueful. “Even if I think it’s safer for them. You don’t grow by being safe.”


    “God in the Stream,” Maia said, wide-eyed. “And you’re a diplomat?”


    That shocked a laugh out of Sediryl, but it was a good one and she enjoyed it until her cheeks and ribs hurt. Wiping her eyes, she said, “I’m afraid I was chosen more for my single-minded determination to win than I was for my tact.”


    “Where we’re going, we’ll need that more than gentle words,” Maia admitted, and colored peach. “Fortunately you’ll have a good ship to get you there. It’s this way, alet. And you may use ‘she’ or ‘it’, either of which are fine.”


    As the D-per stepped in front of her, she shed the definition of her edges and became a ghostly impression of a Seersa in apricot and rose. Smiling, Sediryl followed.


    The Visionary begged more questions than the tour answered. It had a large living suite on one side of the corridor leading back toward the engines; the other side had been separated into a guest room and a conference room “recently,” according to Maia. There was no significant cargo space, though there was one small compartment for storage. The aft of the ship was dedicated to its environmental, propulsion… and weapons systems.


    “Weapons?” Sediryl repeated, bewildered.


    “I wouldn’t go into a real fight with them,” Maia said. “But yes. You have four lasers, two e-packet tubes, and a first generation Duster tied into a skin shield. This is a ship for sneaking past enemies and maybe surprising them with a shot while you run away, not for wading into a pitched battle. We couldn’t take a serious hit from anything, alet. Glancing blows, maybe one or two. On the other hand, we’re awfully good at the sneaking and running. Given where we’re going, that’s exactly what we need.”


    “You know our mission, then.”


    Maia nodded, curling a tail of sparkling vapor around herself and hovering alongside the engine bank. “We’re heading to the Alliance/Empire border to oversee the flight of its refugees to the Alliance.”


    “On the eve of a war,” Sediryl murmured.


    But the D-per surprised her by replying. “There’s no ‘eve’ about it, I’m afraid. The war’s already started. The coreward border is seeing action now. Mostly pirates, if I’m reading between the lines correctly. And Fleet is massing ships on the edges of sectors alpha, delta, and gamma, which suggests they think that’s where the main push is going to come.”


    Sediryl said, “What?” Because that was all she could think to say in response to something so obviously outlandish. The Alliance couldn’t possibly be at war. Threatened with it, certainly. But already fighting?


    “Would it help to see it?” Maia asked. At Sediryl’s nod, the D-per pulled down a sheet of color like a magician out of legend that clarified into a star map. A cone of purple led from the edge of the Empire inward toward the Alliance Core: the well-defended Core, rich with planets. Targets, Sediryl amended. Rich with targets. And if the dragons were willing to spend their own to plow through the fortifications and Fleet vessels in their way…


    The upper corner of the map was already bright red.


    “There’s definite fighting there,” Maia said. “If it’s Chatcaava, I’ll wager it’s diversionary. That area’s too far from them to be a good staging platform for a serious initiative.” The D-per hesitated, then finished, “There’s a bulletin out to all shipping. Fleet’s declared a Finite-1 war status.”


    “What does that mean?” Sediryl whispered, reaching for the map. It solidified under her palm when she touched it, waiting for command.


    “There are only four of those conditions,” Maia said. “One’s a warning. At condition 2 and 3, they’ll start upping taxes to help pay for the war effort. At Infinite, everything’s suspended that isn’t devoted to winning the war. I’ve never seen any of those war warnings used.”


    “I see,” Sediryl managed. She fisted her hand, shrinking the map until she could see just how large the Empire loomed in relation to the Alliance. Her own homeworld was lost against those two titans… barely a gleam in the bottom right. “Well. We have work to do, Maia-alet. I think it’s time we were about it. Will you prepare us for departure?”


    “Alet,” Maia said, bowing her glowing head, and vanished.


    That left Sediryl to tow her luggage into the suite and begin unpacking. Who had used this vessel last, she wondered? Liolesa herself? Or some other Eldritch whose secrets Liolesa had kept?


    Did it matter? Those Eldritch had obviously come home in one piece, if they’d managed to bring the ship back. Not only that, but unless Sediryl had completely misheard the subtext in the Queen’s message, those Eldritch had known how to pilot this ship themselves.


    She should learn. Learn, and come back one day having built on the legacy of those unknown women and men with stories of how she’d played a part in the salvation of three nations. There was no other outcome possible.


    [image: ***]


    The male who had once been Logistics-East was not overseeing the court dinner; or at least, not paying attention to it. He was sitting on its most rarified pillow, certainly, but his thoughts were distant, as they had been every day since he’d claimed the throne.


    Tonight, he was distracted by the problem of titles. Particularly his own.


    The male had not expected to find the multiplicity of his titles troublesome because he hadn’t expected to have a multiplicity of titles. He had been Logistics-East. Now he was the Emperor. And while he’d read the references to himself as the Usurper—always levied against him by anonymous Chatcaava on the Empire’s computer network skein—no one had yet dared call him that to his face.


    By all proper Chatcaavan standards, he should consider himself the Emperor. Somehow, though, he continued to think of himself as Logistics-East. And now and then, in his least disciplined moments, he found himself admitting “Usurper” was more satisfying than either of his other titles. He liked its implications: abrupt and violent, like a cauterization. He had amputated a diseased limb from the Empire, like a male Outside.


    Sometimes he found himself thinking of himself that way, as a male Outside. The males Inside were so… emotional. He found their irrationality frustrating. Did they not understand that allowing their reactions to drive them was unproductive? He himself was not subject to such drives. He knew better.


    The Usurper. The Usurper-Surgeon? He pondered permutations. Perhaps he had not settled on a title because none of them was the right title.


    “Do I find you brooding?” Second asked, draping himself on the pillow alongside him. “Look about you, Emperor, and see your subjects. They dine in orderly obedience, just as you decree.”


    The Usurper—that would do for now—glanced at the males sitting at the tables, ignoring the high table and talking in subdued murmurs. He found the custom of eating on the field outside the palace distasteful. Unhygienic. Who had originated the practice? Perhaps he should amputate it as well. “It is the least of what is required of them. You are tardy, Second.”


    “Speaking to the Lord of the Twelveworld, who is halfway back to his homeworld now. He should be back within a month with his fleet.”


    None of which interested Logistics-East at all, and he could think of himself as that title while remembering his duties as the military administrator of the Empire’s most industrialized quadrant. He didn’t care about the war he’d promised the Navy in return for their support in his bid for the throne. Second, who’d been Command-East, the fighting head of the eastern quadrant, did care, though, which is why the Usurper had left it in his hands. Still, he didn’t want the Navy losing. At least, not to the freaks. So he said, “I presume he made the journey because there’s some personal business he needs to arrange with those pirates of his.”


    “So he says.” Second leaned forward, plucked a strip of spicereed off his plate, chewed on it idly. “Apparently it was not much effort for him to induce the pirates to attack. What does require negotiation is inspiring them to dedicate enough effort to those attacks to make the wingless freaks nervous.” Second snorted. “Apparently the aliens are so spineless they ignore a great deal of lawless activity. The threshold at which they are willing to commit their militaries to the pruning back of piracy is ridiculously high. And then they throw everything at them. Presumably because they fear to lose.”


    Logistics-East eyed him. “This sounds like underestimation of the foe. I hope we are not being so stupid as to assume that because they are freaks they can’t actually fight.”


    Second snorted. “Be reasonable, huntbrother. It doesn’t matter how hard they fight. They’re going to lose. They don’t have the ships to meet us in battle alone. Us and pirates who have been stealing their own warships from them for years?” He shook his head, eyes narrowing and lips pulling back from his teeth. “They’ll divide their attention and die. They’ll have to; their own people will demand it of them. They aren’t like us. When one dies, they all wail for help.” When the Usurper didn’t respond, Second eyed him. “You’ve seen the numbers. You know I’m right.”


    He had seen the numbers. He even agreed with Second’s assessment. But he couldn’t help his nature, which was to plan for contingencies, and to see the seeds of the worst scenarios germinating in every situation. It was why he’d succeeded thus far, and he had no intention of devolving into complacency now. “So long as we remain vigilant.”


    “We shall. And to prove it to you, I have a plan to advance to you. One that will net you something you’ve been seeking for months now.”


    The Usurper cocked his head, skeptical. “This should be good. Go on. Huntbrother.”


    Second grinned, unoffended, and bit off the end of the spicereed. “How about a way to catch that Eldritch you wanted?”


    The Usurper stiffened.


    “Ah, you see? I do listen.” Tapping the edge of his plate with a claw, Second said, “The ridiculous plan the Slave Queen perpetrated to free her little confederates. The ones we didn’t want anyway. It occurred to me that she had to have aid, yes? And who was her special friend while she was here?”


    “The Emperor’s pet freak,” the Usurper hissed.


    “The former Emperor’s pet freak, yes,” Second said. “Who will no doubt be waiting for her wherever she’s supposed to have gone. I’ve found one of the traitors who helped smuggle out one of the groups and questioned him. He didn’t tell me everything, but enough to know where to hunt. We need only send a few ships out to wait and we will catch you an Eldritch of your very own.”


    The Usurper said nothing. He touched a hand to his chest with a frown, wondering why his heart had chosen this moment to beat erratically. He’d been curious about the creature that had ensnared the interest of the Emperor—former Emperor—enough that he’d sent some hunters to catch one, but all they’d brought him were frustrating reports of how well guarded those particular freaks were. His only promising lead had reported significant contact with an Eldritch willing to betray his people to the Chatcaava, but that male had vanished and the Usurper hadn’t heard from him since.


    The longer he went without owning one of these mysterious aliens, the more he wanted to understand their mystique. But as much as he wanted to examine one for himself, he wasn’t sure he wanted the Emperor’s particular Eldritch. What magic did that freak command to have corrupted a Chatcaavan as powerful as the male the Usurper had deposed?


    And yet, he had deposed the former Emperor, hadn’t he? As long as he was careful….


    “We have had a warrant out for that particular individual,” Second said casually. “And almost caught him on his way back to the freaks’ part of space. It was… embarrassing.”


    “And you want to be the one to bring him to heel, is that it?” The Usurper managed a thin smile. “Why not, then? Let’s see if your plan works.”


    “It will,” Second said confidently. Gazing out over the court, he said, casual, “It’s a pity your predecessor won’t ever know that his precious pet alien died here at your hand.”


    The Usurper laughed. “Him? No. I imagine he’s not in a position to know anything ever again.”


    “Poor former Emperor,” Second said with a smirk. “Made friends with the freaks in time for them to teach him to trust. He should have known better.”


    The Usurper lifted his jeweled cup. “Everyone has a price.”


    “So they do.” Second toasted him. “To the demise of the former Emperor. May he live long enough to know himself betrayed.”


    “Or not,” the Usurper said. “The end is the same, and the end is all I care about.”
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    CHAPTER ONE


    It was a piece of arrogance that saw him here. The Emperor leaned back in his chair, pressing the arch of his foot against the desk’s edge as he watched the stars streak through the window of the flagship’s stateroom. The sectors lining the Empire’s border with the Alliance belonged to the Lord of the Marchward Flight, a male who’d been staring spinward at the riches of the freaks for longer than the Emperor had sat astride the Thorn Throne. But was that male honest about his avarice? No. He’d waited for the court to show signs of dissatisfaction, and then reported that the sector furthest from the throneworld had become mysteriously subject to rebellion, one the Lord of the Marchward Flight said was being fomented by encroaching neighbors.


    It was a ridiculous fiction, as thin as tissue, and no real male would have resorted to it. Had he been worth his horns, the Lord of the Marchward Flight would have taken the adjacent sectors himself long ago. Instead, he would wait for the Emperor to pacify them—by destroying their system navies—and then sail in on the Emperor’s vortices to annex them without a fight.


    It was efficient, certainly. But it showed a pettiness of spirit that suited a male who had learned to make deals with pirates from the Lord of the Twelveworld. Both the Twelveworld Lord and Third evinced the same flawed mettle. That was what came of negotiating with lawless bandit freaks. To believe this was, the Emperor was almost entirely sure, a Chatcaavan thought, even if he knew the Ambassador would have agreed with it.


    Despite the genesis of his current errand, however, it suited the Emperor’s purpose to be here. There would be no holding the Empire together if he did not show it a strong hand now, and for that he needed not only these demonstrations of power, but to replace the ministers he’d been forced to kill at the court with a team at least as qualified. Not difficult, in Third’s case, but incredibly so in Second’s. His prior Second had been a male of rare loyalty, competence, and experience, and the Emperor regretted the necessity that had driven them to their lethal duel. The only male he thought capable of assuming Second’s title was Command-East, who had served with him for years in the Navy.


    Which was the problem. The court, composed as it was mostly of system lords, already despised the Emperor for rising out of the ranks of the Navy. Appointing another military male into the most coveted position in the administration was going to threaten the stability the Emperor had imposed on the court with his bloody execution of Second-that-was.


    He’d warned Command-East when offering him the new title that he would see at least one attempt at a coup while the Emperor was gone. That was all he’d given his newest appointee… and it was more than he should have. There was no choosing a new Second without evaluating his ability to meet the role’s challenges. Traditionally such trials involved duels against the Emperor, or his chosen tools; most males who served in the role of Second would have come up through the court’s ranks over the course of years.


    The Emperor thought leaving Command-East on the throneworld with a restive court that despised him would demand far more from him than any more traditional path. It would be a true test, not just of the male’s prowess with claw and teeth, but of his administrative and political acumen, his diplomacy, his discretion, his foresight. But they’d hunted together in the past, and there was a history there that deserved acknowledgment. One warning, then: that was all. If the Emperor returned to an obedient court, the Empire would have its new Second. If he didn’t… the male who’d been Command-East would have to die, if he hadn’t already been slain by their rivals.


    The Emperor would never have left the Queen on the throneworld if he’d believed Command-East would fail. But the form had to be observed. So he was here, on a ship on his way to chase down the Lord of the Marchward Flight’s too-convenient rebellion, where he had to be, because change would never come to the Empire through edict and proclamation and law. It had to come, raging and screaming and bleeding, because they were Chatcaava, and they had been trapped in this one shape too long to remember how to break free of it.


    He missed her. He allowed himself to think it, and then dismissed memory and longing.


    He missed him, also. That he thought even less on.


    The computer hissed, opened a channel. “Exalted?”


    The Emperor sat up, wings stretching behind him for balance. “Yes?”


    “We have arrived at Apex-East. Our ETA to Naval-East is four hours.”


    “Understood.”


    Four hours ride in-system, there to rendezvous with the fleet he would take with him to quash the Marchward Flight’s dissidents. The Emperor pushed himself upright and stalked to his chambers to prepare.
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    The bridges of most Chatcaavan vessels were cramped and narrow cones that recalled the cockpits of the fighters they preferred to fly. The flagship’s bridge was an exception. Its ship class, devoted to the strategic oversight of battles complicated by the carriers they accompanied, was almost entirely administrative, with space for sophisticated detection and imaging systems. Those systems were a-blaze with lights when the Emperor joined the Admiral-Offense at the back of the flagship’s bridge. Apex-East was the central hub for the entire eastern quadrant of the Empire—the most industrialized and developed quadrant—and its naval base was the oldest, largest, and busiest of the Chatcaava’s military installations. The mooring lights of hundreds of carriers glittered around the base like a caul of stars, occluded by the passage of asteroids in the belt where the station had been anchored. Mining vessels stitched seams of light between those asteroids and the manufacturing platforms and drydocks that proliferated near the base; and the single habitable world, while technically in the possession of a system lord, was functionally a naval stronghold after years of close relations with the base. The orbital station and moonbase there provided training and extra factory capacity, and the world itself served as an idyllic refuge for overworked officers in need of fresh food and a sky to fly in. The volume of traffic entering and leaving Apex-East was so dense it was overseen by an entirely separate network of platforms and stations.


    This system was one of the Empire’s treasures, all the more gratifying because the Emperor himself had once been based here, had made many allies among its administrators and officers, knew them personally. Naval-East was the heart of the Navy, and the Navy had led the Emperor to the Thorn Throne. Even after he’d claimed the Emperor’s tower, he’d considered this place home. In some ways, he thought, it always would be.


    “It’s good to see it, isn’t it?” the Admiral-Offense said.


    The Emperor came to stand alongside him, refolding his armored wings and tucking them close despite the size of the room. Military habits died hard, like the males who learned them. “It remains the best of what we are.”


    “We’ve identified ourselves, though of course they knew who we were the moment we came in-system. We’re expected.”


    The Emperor said, “And our fleet?”


    “Already assembled near our departure arc. We are rising that way now, in accordance with traffic control’s directives.”


    “All the ships we expected?”


    “Yes. Twenty-five carriers with supporting screens—not one of them missing.” Admiral-Offense grinned then, a humorless flare of teeth. “I see that more often now that I accompany the Emperor on his missions. I recall it being less of a certitude when we bore other titles.”


    “There are advantages to being what we are,” the Emperor observed, amused.


    “There are.” The other male shook back the neat club of his mane. “I admit I think back to the days when the fights were harder won, and miss them.”


    “We would not be what we are if we didn’t.”


    “No,” Admiral-Offense said. “I am getting old, though.”


    The Emperor glanced at him, arch. The other male was only two decades the Emperor’s senior, still in his prime: fierce, with a heavy frame that lent itself to punishing tackles, and an axe-slope head associated with battle prowess. He still had almost all his horns, though his light gray hide was seamed with scars where it was visible above the collar of his Naval body-armor. He had not risen to the title that permitted him to command an Empire’s primary active fleet without a survivor’s spirit.


    “You are surprised?” the other male said. He rolled his shoulders, wings flexing with a rustle that reminded the Emperor suddenly of his prior Second’s. “Well. So am I. I never expected to live this long.”


    “And having lived this long, do you suddenly wish to continue?”


    Admiral-Offense snorted. “Ridiculous question, Exalted. If I may be bold. The living do not, by nature, seek death. Say what you mean.”


    “Which is?”


    “You ask if I would avoid conflict to preserve my life,” the male said.


    “Would you?”


    “You know the answer to that.”


    The Emperor smiled a little, eyes narrowed.


    “You see? You wouldn’t be standing here if you didn’t.” The Admiral-Offense shook out his wings, making the light play down the force field projected by the armored arches over the wing-arms. “Sometimes I think you have been at court too long, Exalted.”


    “I am what I must be,” the Emperor murmured.


    “That also,” the Admiral-Offense said. “But a male grows complex who deals with courts and nations. You are what you must be, but I would not be you.” He canted his head. “Do you miss the simplicity of this life?”


    The Emperor considered that. Then: “My life was never simple. Even when I was here.”


    That reply earned him a chuff, and if it was humor, it was wry almost to irony. “Unmitigated truth.”


    “You would not be standing here if I were otherwise,” the Emperor said.


    “No.” This time, the male smiled. “You are what you must be. I am also.” He pointed toward the navigation tank with the end of his nose. “Three more hours.”


    “So far?”


    “It’s on our departing heading.”


    “Ah,” the Emperor said. “Then the transit—”


    “One week,” the Admiral-Offense said.


    “And we can put paid to this and move on to the next task.”


    “How many?” When the Emperor glanced at him, the older male said, “How many more such tasks?”


    The Emperor snorted. “It is the Chatcaavan Empire. There is never an end to those particular tasks.”


    A pause, then a laugh. “No. There is still more Navy in you than court.”


    Or more alien. Inside me there is another me, now. A me that has the taste of you. “Three hours is not long. I’ll stay.”


    “Very good, Exalted.”


    One week in transit, the Emperor thought. A few days for the fight and the clean-up, if it was quick. It might be as much as a month before he returned this time. He wondered how Second would face his crisis, and what shape that crisis would take. He supposed he would learn soon enough; when he did, he would be glad for the memory of battle for contrast. Claiming a stool for a perch, he watched the beads of light move across the system map. The concentration of capital ships near the base suggested someone had brought one of the major fleets in for resupply. Coordinating the movements of those fleets was the province of the Logistics males, one of whom sat in the central office of each apex system, and Logistics-East had shouldered the greatest load of the four, thanks to the size of the Eastern base. The Emperor had never served in the administrative arm of the Navy, but he’d been close with several males who had, and he had a sense for the staff that was orchestrating the movements of all the disparate ships in the system.


    That was the Empire: so many silent males, working in concert to achieve so much. And the court doing its best to tear it to pieces, so those pieces could be picked up by someone new in the name of ambition. In retrospect, his own ascension to the throne had been unusual for its lack of collateral damage, and his tenure as Emperor, even before the Ambassador had infected him with alien ideas, had resulted in more stability than the Empire had become accustomed to. Their history was littered with the reigns of males who’d fought wars—or fomented them—in order to keep their rivals too weak to threaten anyone. That strategy worked, but to the detriment of the Empire as a whole: to its ability to grow, innovate, thrive. One could not conquer a universe without a people united in their purpose, and Chatcaava who were too busy rebuilding their lives from the last catastrophic conflict inflicted on them by their masters did not have the fire for anything beyond protecting themselves and their families from further depredations.


    This the Emperor knew intimately. His family, long ago, had been among those titleless masses.


    Once he had an administration on the throneworld he could trust he could return to the real work. These diversions… they were irritating, and potentially dangerous. But he would put them to rest and then… then, the future. Such an interesting and promising future.


    The image of the carriers swelled in the tank alongside the system navigation plot. The Emperor stretched his wings, feeling the force field on the vanes like the warm tickle of a touched battery, and slid off the stool.


    “We’ve hailed them and been recognized,” the Admiral-Offense said. “We’re moving to the head of the line now so we can prepare for the transit.”


    “Excellent.”


    They were passing through the most heavily fortified system in the Empire, among allies: the flagship of the most powerful male, under the direction of the Navy’s foremost active duty admiral. Subsequently, they were not shielded from external Pad transits. Even so, the abrupt arrival of the males on the bridge did not alarm anyone.


    Until the first male died.


    Pandemonium erupted. Their attackers wore the same body armor, styled their hair in the same military queues, were in no way distinguishable from the defenders. And they killed half the bridge crew with their augmented claws before the Emperor leapt down into the sensor pit and shredded the first one. The Admiral-Offense lunged after him, and then there was only killing: blood-hot claws, streaked with gore to the gauntleted wrist, the stench of dying bodies spilt like broken sacks, the howls of challenge and shrieks of pain. It had been a long time since the Emperor had participated in a melee like this: surrounded on all sides and outnumbered three to one. It was glorious until it ended, and he realized the depth of his rage. Swiping his blood-drenched forelock from his eyes, he snarled, “Status!” as the Admiral-Offense added, “Shields! Now!”


    Of the forty males who’d been on the bridge, only twelve remained, but one of them sprinted for his console with commendable alacrity.


    “Shields are up,” the first male said as another slid onto his stool and reported, “There is fighting all over the vessel, sir.”


    “Betrayed,” the Admiral-Offense hissed.


    “The carriers are launching,” the first male reported, voice strained.


    “Propulsion is faltering,” a third male said, reaching his station. “The engines appear to be compromised.”


    “Appear?” the Admiral-Offense said dangerously.


    “We have lost access to the engineering management systems, sir. We no longer have visibility into any of the engine alarms.”


    The ship shuddered.


    “Fighters are latching on,” the second male said. “Initial count is… fifty in the first wave.”


    “Second wave incoming in four minutes,” the first male said.


    The Admiral-Offense met the Emperor’s eyes.


    “No,” the Emperor said.


    “Yes. You must. They’ve come for you, Exalted. And if they are so determined to see you dead—and so convinced it would take this much to kill you—you must not be taken. And you will be taken if you stay here.”


    The Emperor said nothing, teeth bared, too aware of his breath rasping in his own throat, the drip of blood and sweat off his body. Naval armor was thin so as not to impede speed. There were bruises developing under his already.


    “Aarvu. Tenlen. Are you loyal males or honorless freaks?”


    The first and second male straightened, their eyes wearing twin expressions of shock and indignation.


    “Sir, we are Navy,” the first said.


    “Good. Make sure the Emperor reaches the launch bay.” To the Emperor, the Admiral-Offense said, “I’ll fight this ship hard. We’ll get messages out; someone will come for you. It may be several weeks. Make for the planet—you can survive there longer.”


    Forcing words out felt like vomiting. “You would have me flee.”


    “You will go,” the Admiral-Offense said, voice low and hard. “If you are the Emperor I know. Because otherwise you will die here, and dead rulers do not avenge their huntbrothers.”


    The ship quivered under them again. The third male said, “The second wave of fighters has debouched.”


    One of the Emperor’s feet moved. Then the next. He stopped before the Admiral-Offense, fought past the ball of rage cramping his chest. “Good hunting.”


    “Exalted.” The male inclined his head. Then to the two ratings behind him, “Make sure he gets off this ship, or die before telling me of your failure.”


    “Yes, sir!”


    They exited the bridge into a silence that lasted all of two breaths before the Admiral-Offense triggered the Repel Boarders alert and the corridor erupted with the wail of sirens.


    After that, the Emperor remembered only fighting. The physical effort of it. The sheer number of enemies. The shock of being struck, striking. The glare of hateful eyes.


    He remembered warding his flanks because he no longer trusted anyone to do it for him. His two attendants guarded him anyway.


    He killed—he couldn’t recall. More than he had since reaching the throneworld. He took wounds. None of them felt as grievous as the ones dealt him by Second, dying in the duel. Not to the flesh.


    To his spirit, given form and life by the Living Air…


    Betrayed, something in him hissed, and he ignored it, except as fuel.


    The launch bay was at the back of the flagship: a straight line down the central corridor, then down in the lift and out again. Did they expect him to flee? Possibly.


    He did not go to the launch bay.


    “Exalted,” one of his hangers-on said, panting. His wing hung crooked from the shoulder, the armor stripped from it: a bad injury to heal. The male would be weeks in a gel tank if he survived, which he wouldn’t. There was only one outcome to this engagement. “The Admiral-Offense….”


    “Isn’t here.” The Emperor ripped out the throat of the male between him and his search. “I am. Follow me, or don’t.”


    They did, into a corridor slimed with blood but emptied of its living combatants. The bodies here had long since grown stale but at last he found one wearing an active fighter relay. Crouching alongside the body, he tapped the device, felt the vibration of its response. All the lights were red: the fighter was whole, fueled, had not discharged its weapons load.


    “Oh,” hissed the second male, eyes widening. “Yes!”


    Said the first urgently, “Will it take you?”


    The Emperor pried the relay off, turning it in his slick fingers. It made him notice that the joints ached from the pounding he’d been giving them. “We need a Pad.”


    “This way,” the first said, and they ran. There were no guarantees this part of the ship would remain silent.


    When they reached the Pad, the Emperor pressed the relay to the interface; again, the vibration. The tunnel opened.


    “Exalted,” said the second male. “It has been an honor to fight at your side.”


    “We will guard your retreat,” added the first, hearing noise approaching them.


    Words still cut coming out, but at least they came. “Die well, and be received by the Living Air.”


    The first male glanced at him, startled. The second lunged to meet the foe that burst into the room.


    The Emperor snatched the relay back and leaped over the Pad.


    Chatcaavan fighters were single-occupant craft, and on their carriers their pilots entered through a hatch in the belly. But such fighters were intended to harry their prey to the point of dropped shields, and then to commit their pilots to boarding actions staged via the single-person Pads in each vessel.


    Those Pads could also receive their pilots when they needed to retreat.


    The Emperor stepped into his stolen craft and lunged for the pilot capsule. Had no one seen him leave, he might have passed unnoticed… but the males who’d accompanied him off the bridge were about to die, and when they did their murderers would realize where the Emperor had gone. Grimly, he strapped himself in, fingers flying through the neural connection sequences, joining armor to frame, as if years had not passed since he’d last used one of these craft.


    Old habits, he thought, shoving his claws into the interface, died hard. Like the traitors he was going to kill in swathes, long before this was over. He woke the fighter and twitched it toward the asteroid belt, eyes sweeping the navigational data. Twenty, forty, seventy… too many fighters to count. He had to hope most of their pilots were still on the ship, knew they wouldn’t be there long.


    No use stealth. They knew he’d escaped. His only hope was speed… and cunning.


    He was the Exalted Emperor. If they brought him to ground, he did not deserve to be.


    Peeling from the flagship’s flank, he drove hard for the asteroids that barred the way to the Apex world. As the fighters behind him filled with their pilots, he sorted and discarded options. Hiding on the base—too perilous. He didn’t know how deeply the rot bit, and there was no civilian populace to lose himself in. Nor could he remain in space indefinitely in a craft this small. Fighters couldn’t use the Well, either, so he couldn’t leave the system. His chances of hacking the computer systems of one of the furthest platforms were remote: even if he managed, he’d be stranded there after revealing his location with the transmission.


    The Admiral-Offense had been right. It was the planet or death.


    The fighter seemed to shiver around him: the neural skein reporting a near hit. Someone was shooting at him. The muscles in his wing-arms tensed as they would have had he been beating his pinions and the fighter accelerated in response, tilted as he veered toward a confusion of broken rock. No more time for thought. He was a flier, born to a race of fliers, in a craft designed to answer his every twitch, but every male now chasing him was no less adept.


    What had made the Emperor better when he’d been the Pilot had been his ability to do what he was about to do now.


    The fighter slalomed around the rock and into a field of dozens of asteroids, all moving at different speeds, directions. Bad enough stitching a course through that without the ships that were changing course at the sight of him diving through them. He gave himself over entirely to reaction: to multiple vectors crisscrossing his field of view as he leaned into the harness and stooped and swerved through cones of threat. The fighter painted warnings on his sides and arms and chest as his pursuit shot at him, warnings that taxed muscles already wrenched or skin already bleeding or flesh already contused.


    It didn’t matter: he was flying, enraged and focused, and it was glorious. He breathed hate with every suck of the air at his gaping mouth. Behind him he left a trail of collisions he didn’t bother to count because the count would never be high enough.


    The Emperor burst free of the asteroid belt, riding a shard broken from a collision so close it reopened a wound along his arm from the tension of holding the fighter off of it. The energy flung him outward and he stole it to arc for the planet. There was time then for thought as the ball of amber and blue grew in the windows. He had six fighters on his tail still—for now—but only these six would be able to catch him. If he went for the wilderness, they’d find him immediately.


    The world swelled, and the fighter trembled hard around him. He shed a fraction of his velocity, prepared for atmospheric insertion… and aimed for the capital. Night there: dawn was an hour away, but the countryside was dark. He checked his display, found his harriers on his tail but slower. What need to rush? They thought they had him. He grinned humorlessly, all teeth, and felt the altitude and speed on his skin through the skein, punishing but necessary. He had no need to watch meters when he could feel it with all the instincts of the race. That energy he could expend plotting a course.


    “Fighter. Ejection routine on my mark. Then execute Flight Plan A. Confirm.”


    “Ejection on your mark, followed by Flight Plan A. Acknowledged.”


    A cloud flickering past. Another. Trees now. He closed his eyes briefly, feeling the simulated wind buffeting him. It would be nothing to the real one: ejection was brutal. They wouldn’t expect it of him.


    “Now.”


    The harness dropped from him and the emergency hatch blew open, thrust him through it. For a blinding moment, every ignored wound exploded into sharp relief at the force of his body meeting that wall of air. Even armored it was almost overwhelming… but this too, was old memory, and he let himself drop until he bled the momentum of the ejection, until the prevailing winds began to push against his tightly tucked wings. Only then did he spread them, catching the air, and surge toward the city lights. Behind him, the fighter veered off on its programmed path, heading toward the wilderness where it would crash with convincing energy, if his hunters did not shoot it down first. He had until then to find a place to hide in the city. Not all the bleeding wounds on his body could slow him now, knowing that he could come this far and still fail.


    He had never failed yet.


    Closer, the city came, closer still. He arrowed down toward its highest point, where the powerful kept their manors, mind racing. They would expect him to head for the country. When they discovered he’d tricked them, they’d assume he’d run for the poorer, more crowded parts of the city where he wouldn’t be recognized. The only place he could go, then, was here. He ran off his momentum, stumbled beside a high-walled garden, fell, scraping both knees. Staggering to his feet he ran, avoiding voices and shadows and cataloging the avenues and streets and endless walls obscuring the details of each estate. Expensive. Well-maintained. Featureless. No way to know who lived in which. And he was losing strength. He stopped at last and leaned on one of the walls, assessing himself. Battered and exhausted. Wounded, hopefully not seriously, but it was hard to think. If he could find a place to go to ground for long enough to patch himself up….


    The suit. The suit had to be discarded. He stripped it off in quick jerks and the plumbing connections hurt less than the wing arches and the collar, near his throbbing head. He forced himself to glide, stumbling back to the ground and winging up again, toward his memory of a lake bordering the largest of the estates. He stayed there long enough to watch it sink before forcing himself back. It would be best not to be found at the estate by this lake, but reaching the wall he found himself incapable of continuing on. He paused to press his brow against it, panting, too aware of the air on his naked body.


    Over the wall, he heard a female’s voice, speaking Universal, the sound distant, but clear in the dawn’s uncanny silence. The first few words he lost, unable to process them in the context of a Chatcaavan city in the apex-system where no alien tongue should be heard. Then clarity.


    “…deliver us, O God, from every durance. Forgive us our despair and anger, and help us back to the path of righteousness where You await us in glory—”


    The murmur of Chatcaavan voices then, from around the corner. The Emperor looked down the street and saw the lip of the rising sun shimmering between the buildings.


    “And hear us, O God, when we call to You for deliverance, as all who suffer in slavery and exile do—”


    He looked up, tensed with spread wings, and leaped, beating to the top of the wall. No force field to repulse him on the way over—a hunting manor, then. He scrabbled, lost his balance, fell. His landing was poor enough that he lost a heartbeat to it, stunned and breathless. Then he rolled off the shrub that had stabbed him with its thin, hard branches and scanned the enclosure. Typical apron of open grass, leading toward a walled garden, complete with plashing fountain and songbirds trapped by force fields. And kneeling in that verdure was a human female who was turning confused and then shocked eyes to him.


    A human female.


    Now you know me. Now a part of me is in you.


    A way to hide.


    He stumbled to his feet and sprinted for the garden, hoped the force field did not span the garden’s decorative fence. It didn’t, which allowed him to extend a hand through it as he fell to his knees and leaned on the cool metal. “Your pattern,” he said. “Please. May I learn it.” At her blank stare, he switched languages, hearing more voices now, from inside the manor. “Alet. If I take your hand I can learn your shape. Please. Let me.”


    That silence lasted less than a heartbeat but the moment crystallized anyway, so that he had time to watch her jaw tense, her eyes widen a fraction, her chest lift and then freeze there as she held her breath. Then: “Yes.”


    She rushed to the fence to take his offered hand. Not much time now, but he had to do it right, or they would know the pattern for a falsehood. The shape of her fingers: longer than he’d expected, warmer. Callused, but from what he couldn’t tell. The flutter of her pulse in her wrist. The color of her skin, dark beige, more familiar than the Ambassador’s pearl pallor. Her nails… blunt and colorless and kind. His brow sank toward her knuckles, touched them as she allowed him to pull her hand past the picket. He inhaled the essence of Human and on the outbreath Changed, and it was not the rapture of the process he’d learned in the safety of the palace, but an aching, grinding agony that shot off sparkles of pleasure that drowned before they bloomed. He coughed, as if he could expel the pain physically, and shed wings and shed scales and shed horns and shed, shed, shed, until he was bleeding against the fence and he could feel nothing, nothing through her skin. He felt blind and weak. When he opened his eyes, he saw the edge of his own knee and did not recognize it.


    “My God,” the human whispered.


    A short furred form appeared in the door leading into the manor. “Andrea! They’re com—what is that?”


    “I’ll explain later,” she said. “Alet, can you stand?”


    Could he? He must. He pushed himself away from the fence and managed his feet. Was human skin less sensitive than Eldritch? Or was he simply so battered and tired that his senses were dulled? He managed to lift his chin and focus his less acute eyes on the shadowed figures approaching through an arch in one of the towers: not the same egress that had produced the other Pelted slave, but a ground-floor door. A Chatcaavan emerged, a sleek ivory male wearing his dark brown mane in one of the Naval hairstyles, moving with the predatory confidence of someone with a title. The male behind him, silver with silver mane, had a demeanor that hurt the Emperor to perceive: he recognized its long-suffering patience from his prior Second’s personality. An older male, that one, and used to supporting someone he deemed worthy of it.


    “So you were right,” the first male said. “The commotion reported on the skein had some basis in fact.”


    “And the peacekeepers were right also,” the second said, raking the Emperor-disguised with narrowed green eyes. “When they said the commotion led here.”


    “An escaped slave!” The first male ran contemplative fingers over his jaw. “Open the gate, before one of the stalkers follows that blood trail.”


    The gate was not far from where the Emperor was leaning. He watched warily as the second male opened it. “Escape shouldn’t be possible. Not for a slave.”


    “No.” The first went through the gate and reached for the Emperor. Despite himself he swayed backward to avoid the touch. “Well. She fears her betters, as she should, at least. And little wonder… are those scars? And not a few of them. You, Fancy. Where did this new alien come from?”


    The human woman glanced at the Emperor, just a flick of gray eyes with her body rigidly immobile. Then, in badly accented Chatcaavan, “My-better. From the wall.”


    “We can tell that ourselves,” the second male said brusquely. “She broke the bushes and left bloody streaks on the stone on the way down.”


    Twice was not a mistake. They had called him female. Did they not know the differences between male and female aliens? Outrage made his headache worse, made all the open wounds seem to pulse in time with his pounding heart.


    “Did the alien speak to you?” the first male said to the human, and there was no cruelty in the words. He spoke as if to one with poor understanding, though anyone with a shred of sight could see the intelligence in the human’s eyes.


    “My-better…” She hesitated. Then: “This one thinks she heard the alien speak of Manufactory-East.”


    “Did she!” The first male laughed, trailing to a hiss. “Isn’t that interesting.”


    “If you believe the words of freaks,” the second said, frowning.


    “Why not? We know how Manufactory-East treats his possessions, and this creature’s history is written all over her. Well. We shall keep his lost prize until the Worldlord says otherwise. If Manufactory-East comes back to reclaim her, we can tell him… the hunter who deals the last wound wins.” He leaned toward the Emperor. “Did you hear that, slave? You have lucked into a better master. Fancy, tell her since she doesn’t appear to understand a real language.”


    The human woman met his eyes and said in quiet Universal, “The Worldlord is now your owner. By Chatcaavan standards, he is the best you can hope for.”


    The furred male standing on the other side of the door flicked his ears back but said nothing.


    “I’ll have her prepared then,” the second male was saying. “For when the Worldlord returns. Did he say?”


    “A few days.” The first male eyed the Emperor, nodded. “She’s a little less ugly than most of the freaks. Not as gangly. What should we name her?”


    Rage shot through him, warming limbs going cold. They could not be serious—


    “Pretty?” the second male mused. “Or… Dainty. She has the limbs for it.”


    “Dainty,” the first male said. “I like it.” He grinned. “A most excellent catch, this creature. I’ll enjoy having her here, where her presence can enrage Manufactory-East. But have her healed, Steward, and then beaten for fleeing her old house. Discipline must be exerted on these creatures. For form’s sake.”


    “Of course.” To the human, the Steward said, “Tell her to follow. Advise her disobedience is unwise.”


    The human murmured in Universal, “Do what he says. Their claws go through skin like knives through wet paper.”


    “I know,” the Emperor answered in kind, low, trying not to seethe. They had not named him. They had not given him a harem name. A harem female’s name.


    “Come, Dainty. Tell her that’s the name she must answer to now.”


    They had.


    Could the human sense his fury? Was that why she was looking at him so carefully? Or did she understand the insult dealt him, knowing that he was only pretending to human shape? He didn’t know. Only that her voice was neutral when she said, “Go with him. It won’t end well otherwise.”


    He did not ask if they would heal him only to beat him again. Had not slaves been treated thus in his own harem? And if he had not personally tortured them, it had not been out of any moral conviction, but because he’d been too busy with the Navy, the court, and his occasional trips to the harem to care enough to overturn any existing policy on treatment of Pelted slaves. When he’d personally interacted with them, it had been to exercise his curiosity on them, and while his curiosity had not extended toward killing them for the sake of killing, he had not considered them people. They were wingless freaks. That was all.


    They had named him Dainty.


    His impression of the manor was broken by blank moments, where the fog in his head overcame his ability to concentrate. It was hard to walk, and the guards were not kind about correcting his stagger. He saw walls and couldn’t remember how they connected to later halls. He remembered the tiles under his feet because they were too cold on thin human skin. The cold; that he remembered too. The feel of warm blood seeping from open cuts, down his side… the places it stuck his clothes to his body and then tugged at the skin when they adhered.


    He remembered going down, when what he wanted, desperately, was to go up.


    They administered his physical in a room that looked like something out of a slaughterhouse: white tiled walls, featureless, with steel tables and a drain. A swift check with a diagnostic wand, which they also used to seal his cuts, and then he was handed over to a new male.


    “Standard discipline,” said the Chatcaavan who’d done the exam. “Avoid the head for the next week.”


    They took him to a different room. There were manacles in this one, and a collar. When the male seized his wrist, the Emperor bared his teeth and yanked it back.


    Without even looking him in the face, the male lifted a hand and slapped him with it.


    The Emperor had fought in humanoid shape before. Despite its slightness, this human form was more solid than his Eldritch one. He’d wrestled the Ambassador into submission, drawn blood with blunt nails, bitten and fought and won while shifted. But the Ambassador had been humanoid himself, not a dragon. The Emperor had never fought one of the Chatcaava this way.


    The force of that blow staggered him, and the claws ripped his unarmored cheek open almost to the bone. The pain was shocking—the sense that his integument was so fragile it could lose this much blood from a single blow, appalling. He wobbled, put his hand to his bleeding face, and jerked away from the raw wrongness as his too-sensitive fingertips skidded on wet muscle.


    The male ignored his reaction to take his wrist again and clamp the manacle on it. This time the Emperor didn’t fight him. He didn’t know how to fight him without some advantage that this situation could not possibly convey: a weapon. Surprise. An ally.


    The second manacle. The third and fourth. He wondered when the collar would come. The whip came first.
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    Waking disoriented him. His back felt wrong: not enough weight, too much pain. The world scoured his skin and yet he learned nothing from it that wasn’t already in him. He hurt. Everywhere. He should have been in a gel tank; instead he was on some hard, short bunk that ground against his flesh even when he held perfectly still... and he couldn’t hold still, afflicted with this much pain. The noise he made as he tried to curl into a ball was involuntary: a groan he would have never uttered had he had the choice.


    A touch then: cool, wet. A cloth along the side of his too short nose, under his eye. The skin there was tender. Felt bruised. The water seemed to draw heat out of it. He opened his eyes, found his vision subdued by the low lighting. But he knew it was the human woman. What had the second Pelted slave called her? The aliens felt differently about names. She would want to be called by her real name. Andrea. That was it.


    “They let you off lightly.” The female’s voice was low, but not tense. No danger then, not in her judgment. “They say you have a concussion. That’s probably why.” Her fingers lit on his jaw, probed carefully. “I’m going to turn your face. Tell me if it hurts too much.”


    He let her… turning his head hurt, but he wanted to feel the cloth.


    “You did a good job,” she continued. “Your eyes are a little larger than a human adult’s are typically, but it’s subtle. The color’s a little too vibrant too, but enough of us enhance our appearances cosmetically that you could pass for someone who’s had an iris-film. Your skin’s lighter than mine, but that’s within human norm. For the best too, it makes the scarring less noticeable. I don’t want to know what you’ve been through to have so many scars. I think the only part you muffed was your frame. That’s why they thought you were female.”


    His voice felt rusty and strange and too high-pitched, issuing from a narrower throat. “Surely they know better now.”


    “They’ve stripped you, yes.” She was examining his eye. Not looking into it, but studying its corners, its lashes, the shape. “So they know you’re male. But that doesn’t really matter to them. You look feminine and you’re no one who could object to being mischaracterized. As far as they’re concerned, you’re Dainty, the girly freak.” Now her eyes met his. “Expect them to rape you at some point. Or to hand you out to be used by a guest.”


    He couldn’t begin to grapple with that. Instead, he said, “Why are you helping me?”


    “Put your head back down.” She dipped her cloth—he could hear the water in the bowl, though he couldn’t see it—and brought it back to his face to clean his lips. He hadn’t realized there was blood on them until she started softening the crust at their corners. “I wouldn’t have. I have no reason to, as you apparently know. That’s novel enough, since most of your kind… it doesn’t occur to you to think we might hate captivity. But… you spoke Universal to me.” She lifted her gray eyes. “You said ‘please’. You asked.”


    He didn’t need clarification. He knew very well why that would have made him unique among Chatcaava. “Where am I?”


    “This is the manor of the Apex world’s lord,” she said, stopping to squint at a slice on the edge of his jaw. “Do you know anything about this system?” His cautious nod arrested her, and her brows lifted. “Did you get that with the shapechange? The gesture?”


    Memory intruded, poisoned by rage and shock. “No. I learned it from someone.”


    She waited, then shook her head and continued. “Well. Manufactory-East, who’s in charge of the moonbase, is the Navy’s fast ally. The Worldlord doesn’t like him much. Deputy-East, who you’ve met now—he’s the brunet with the ponytail—is friends with the Worldlord, though Deputy-East is also supposed to be a Naval ally. He’s in charge of the solar system. He and the Worldlord are always bickering with Manufactory-East about resources.”


    An image of the system flashed through his mind, emblazoned with the thousands of beads of Chatcaavan warships. “They don’t win.”


    She canted her head. “Not often, no.” Quieter, she said, “Who are you? Why are you running?”


    What to say? What would speech avail? She couldn’t help him and could betray him. It surprised him to realize he didn’t expect her to do so intentionally, but her intentions wouldn’t matter. They could torture her, and he knew now about human flesh and Chatcaavan talons.


    “I am the Survivor,” he said. “And that is all that I intend right now.”


    “I hope that’s the only thing you ever intend,” the human said. “Because that’s the only thing you’ll achieve. There’s no escaping the Chatcaava.” She paused. “Unless you can shift again and go somewhere else?”


    How long before the Admiral-Offense’s messages reached someone who could come? How would they contact him once they arrived? What possible allies could he make here in the stronghold of his traitorous enemies? The Worldlord might not like the Naval functionaries who fought him for money and power, but the Emperor knew better than to think they wouldn’t all turn on him if they knew his identity. The human had been right to characterize their interaction as bickering. It was the squabbling of brethren who would unite in a moment to savage an external foe. And they had surely thrown their lot in with his betrayers. To find the Emperor in their midst?


    He would survive long enough to be delivered to whomever had spearheaded this travesty. His life wouldn’t be worth a spent shell beyond that.


    “I thought so,” the human murmured. And quieter still, “I’m sorry.”


    Lying there, battered and vulnerable, he felt the words as blows.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    “This is your show, Ambassador,” the head of FIA Hold 22 said to him. “We’re here to take direction. What’s your plan?”


    Lisinthir rested his hands on the back of the chair he’d refused to sit in when he’d been invited into the conference room. Not because he was concerned about his newest Pelted allies, but because his anticipation was too great to permit him stillness. He wanted to move, the way the war was moving, the way everything was in motion. “I have one, nebulous though its particulars are at this point. But may I make one request, alet?”


    “Go ahead.”


    “I appreciate your deference to my authority,” Lisinthir said. “And I expect to be treated as the head of the mission. But you and your people have extensive experience of your own. Don’t hesitate to advance your ideas to me, even if they contradict mine. I may or may not decide to act on those ideas, but I need to hear them.” He smiled lopsidedly. “It is deeply tempting to attempt to singlehandedly save the universe. But foolish to ignore the aid of allies who are there to keep me from failing.”


    “From what we’ve heard, you’ve already singlehandedly saved the universe,” said one of the Pelted at the table: the surly Seersa medic whose hair was a shorn mane that stood nearly on end. Dellen Crosby. The comment was skeptical, half-growled… but not a challenge. Even without Jahir’s presence to bolster his abilities, Lisinthir could read that off him.


    “It would please my ego to think so,” he said. “But the truth is that I went into a very specific situation, one where acting alone was more efficacious than working with a team. The Chatcaavan court is the hothouse flower of the Empire, aletsen. Now that the situation has grown past the throneworld, we must operate under a different set of constraints.”


    “Sounds like looser ones to me.” The Aera, Na’er, this time, all long ears and sparkling eyes.


    “They are at least more amenable to group efforts. So, if that’s acceptable to you, I shall tell you what I believe our next step should be and you tell me how it accords with you?”


    Meryl Osgood, the brindled gold Hinichi wolfine charged with the leadership of the FIA team, was sitting back in her chair with her arms folded. He’d liked her immediately on meeting her, and that had made the thought of using her group as a glorified taxi unpalatable. Besides, he could almost hear his cousin’s genteel rebuke: Would you do this alone, Imthereli? Why, when you might have help?


    “I admit that’s more than I expected out of you,” Meryl said finally, a smile plucking up the corner of her mouth. “You didn’t sound like a team player, if you’ll forgive me for saying so, Ambassador.”


    “No need for it. You’re correct; I’m not used to relying on others. But then, you are no mere others, are you?”


    “Hell no,” the dark-skinned human woman sitting on the other side of Meryl said. “We’re the best damned hold this side of the border. And by this side I mean the rough side.”


    “Yep,” Na’er agreed.


    “As you can see, we have some swagger of our own,” Meryl said dryly.


    Lisinthir grinned. “We shall get along fine, I suspect.”


    “So your plan?” Meryl asked.


    “The refugee flight,” Lisinthir said, sobering. “The Queen would not have arranged it had she not felt it necessary. We must find out those reasons.”


    “By sneaking into the Chatcaavan throneworld system and hacking the computers or interrogating prisoners stolen from outposts?” Na’er said jauntily.


    Lisinthir glanced at him, trying not to smile at the twinkle in the Aera’s eye. “I was thinking more that we might simply ask the refugees.”


    “You said he was going to be more exciting than this,” Na’er complained to Meryl.


    Laniis, at the end of the table, smothered a noise that sounded suspiciously like a giggle as Meryl said, “I said, sure. I didn’t promise.”


    “Get it in writing next time,” Dellen said.


    Ignoring the laughter, Meryl said, “So you’d like to meet up with them? I assume it’s the Slave Queen you’ll want to interview, or will any of them do?”


    “Shouldn’t matter,” Na’er said. “All of them are getting funneled through the abbey. I don’t think the charity’s picked up any of them yet. If we head there, we should be able to intercept all of them as they come through.”


    To see the Queen again… Lisinthir measured his breathing, suspired the yearning. “That would be ideal.”


    “Good enough,” Meryl said. “It’s not like we don’t have plenty of experience doing insertions there. And since you’ve so kindly decided to put our expertise at your disposal instead of riding roughshod over us, Ambassador… my strong suggestion—which might actually constitute an order—is that you follow our instructions on how you approach this rendezvous. The Chatcaava are trying to scoop up any Eldritch they can get their hands on, and the picture they’ve got on those bulletins as an example is your portrait.”


    “Is it?” Lisinthir asked, bemused.


    “You’re famous,” Shanelle, the human woman, said.


    “In the very worst of ways,” Meryl agreed. “We have procedures for making contact with the people arranging the Chatcaavan flight. They’ll work for most of us. For you, if you insist on going personally—” She paused to evaluate his expression and nodded. “Of course you are—then you’re going to need that roquelaure FIA gave you.”


    “You have a roquelaure?” Shanelle said, eyes wide. “They gave a civilian a roquelaure?”


    “Yes,” Lisinthir said, demure. “About that. I may have misplaced it.”


    “They gave a civilian a roquelaure and he misplaced it?” Shanelle said. “You misplaced it.”


    “I may have done, yes.”


    “May have?” Meryl asked, arch.


    “In point of fact,” Lisinthir said, “I… most certainly did, yes.”


    The one member of the hold who hadn’t yet said anything did now: Patrick, a bicolor Karaka’An male who served as data analyst. “Did you lose it? Or misplace it?”


    He felt skin beneath his fingers again, tasted kisses close and familiar. “I left it elsewhere for insurance.”


    That silence was puzzled, perhaps. Considering. Meryl broke it by sighing. “Well then, we’re going to have to give you the one they issued us. And this one, Ambassador, absolutely can’t be left anywhere, misplaced, or lost.”


    “Understood,” he said. “I shan’t misplace it. No doubt because you will implant it before we leave, yes?”


    “Yes,” Meryl said firmly. And chuckled. “You know, I know your kind, Ambassador.”


    “Oh?” he said, interested. “What kind is that?”


    “People like you… you’re very accommodating. Until you’re not.” She grinned, showing teeth. “I can appreciate that in a person.”


    “Ah. Yes.” He inclined his head. “There is a line past which I will not go, alet. Up to that point, I am remarkably open to suggestion.”


    Meryl snorted. “I’m sure you are. Come by the clinic after supper, we’ll start setting up the roquelaure. It’s three days to our destination. Laniis, will you settle him in?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “After dinner, then,” Lisinthir said to them.


    The Silhouette was smaller than the Quicklance, but as usual there was extra berthing for guests; more such cabins, in fact, than the Quicklance had boasted despite the latter ship’s larger size, as the agents of Fleet’s investigative and intelligence arm were more likely to be hosting specialists or freelance agents. No Chatcaavan vessel, outside the ones intended to ferry passengers, had the amount of empty space typical to a Fleet ship. Ordinarily he would have thought it unnecessarily luxurious, but Lisinthir trailed his hand along the bulkhead as Laniis stopped before the hatch to his new quarters, and nothing beneath his fingers felt like overfed luxury. There was menace and purpose in the bones of these vessels. They had only to wake to the necessity of warfare, and when they did....


    “Here, alet,” Laniis said.


    Inside, Lisinthir set his case on the bunk and popped the latches. “So,” he said to her in Eldritch, though he stripped all the modifiers for the sake of clarity, “you trust these people?”


    “With our lives,” she replied seriously.


    Her accent was poor and all the nuance of the language was absent, but it was a pleasure to hear his tongue again. Jahir had made him cognizant of the utility of being able to speak without being understood. “Good.” In Universal, “And did they also send you into the bosom of psychiatrists?”


    The Seersa’s ears sagged. “Oh, alet. Don’t tell me they handed you off to them! You?”


    He chuckled. “I take it your time with them was... not productive.”


    “Not that,” she said. “So much as... they were desk-drivers who’d never seen a fight. They could imagine my feelings, but they couldn’t understand my motivations. Not in their bones. They did their best. It’s just... they didn’t know what makes me feel whole.”


    Lisinthir made a noncommittal noise.


    “They didn’t know what to do with you either, I’m betting.”


    He chuckled, remembering Jahir’s frustration. “No. Not initially at least.”


    She nodded, ears flicking back. Then, quieter, “Ambassador, I have to ask... the Queen... she said the Emperor had appointed her a head of security.” Laniis leaned forward. “What happened after I left?”


    “I made him see the error of his ways,” Lisinthir said. He turned, found her staring at him, but not in disbelief. “You seem remarkably unsurprised by this, alet.”


    “Arii,” she corrected. “Please. If it’s not presumption?”


    He smiled at that, gently. “No. Not you, Laniis.”


    She flushed, ears darkening. Then, “He taught me to say ‘hello’ in seven different dialects.”


    “I... I beg your pardon?”


    The Seersa folded her arms. “He raped me. You know that. So did some of the others, and it was because he allowed it. From them... they were eager to grind the aliens down, teach them their place. Him, though... he did it for some other reason I never understood. And rarely. I never figured out what he wanted from that. Sometimes I thought he did it because it was expected. Sometimes I think he did it because I happened to be there. But it never felt the same.”


    “No, I imagine not,” Lisinthir said, low.


    “But one day, he brought four guards with him.” She fell into her memories, eyes distant. When she looked at him again, there was something there: some shadow. “I thought I was going to be a prize to be shared for good service. But instead, he asked them questions, had a conversation with them about something mundane... I can’t even remember what. They left, and he asked me if I could duplicate their accents. If I had even perceived them.”


    How well he could imagine the scene. The Emperor-before, nursing the curiosity that would become the crack Lisinthir exploited to pry open his soul, wondering if the famed Seersan ability for languages was truth or hyperbole. “You surprised him.”


    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I could never read him. I don’t think I was impartial enough to be able to. But when I reproduced those accents accurately, he asked me if I knew the difference between a handful of different words. I didn’t. He told me that these were greetings unique to different subcultures of the Empire. He wanted me to reproduce them in the accents, once he’d taught them to me, to see if I could. And after that...” She rubbed a shoulder, absent. “After that I don’t think he thought to use me unless I happened to be there. Which for any Chatcaavan male in the imperial harem was as much kindness as you could expect.” She lifted her eyes. “He was a bastard, a rapist, and a murderer, Ambassador. But he wasn’t typical of the Chatcaava. And ordinarily, I’d love to see him dead. But seeing him changed... that’s worse than dead. Is it true?”


    “He assigned the Queen a head of security,” Lisinthir said.


    “Yes,” Laniis murmured. “And she looked...”


    What? he wondered, hoping.


    “She looked whole,” Laniis finished. “Worried about whatever was going on, but there was hope in her. In all the days I was with her, arii, I never saw her hope. I never saw anything like agency.”


    “The situation is complex,” Lisinthir said. “And I suspect we have not yet understood the breadth of the complexities. This is part of what I wish to accomplish by consulting with her when we meet her.”


    “That’s another thing you need to know,” Laniis said. “This place we’re going to? The abbey? The person who’s running the planet-side of the operation? He’s an Eldritch.”


    “Is he!” Lisinthir exclaimed, feeling the revelation cresting toward him with the inevitability of a flood tide.


    “And the charity-side, too. A different one, a woman. I don’t know if you know them...”


    “Oh,” Lisinthir said. “I’m entirely certain that I do.”
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    The world’s name was Sharsenne, and the procedure by which he was to arrive at this remote abbey involved convolution worthy of an Eldritch. Even wearing the roquelaure, he was not permitted to simply Pad to his endpoint; instead, in the company of Laniis and Na’er, he “arrived” to the orbital station from a disreputable—and microscopic—vessel the Silhouette was carrying in its launch bay. The Silhouette itself remained Dusted, invisible to all but the most canny of sensor technicians and the most powerful of equipment.


    From the orbital station, they Padded to the surface, to the fringes of one of the larger cities on the major landmass. Following his Fleet guides, Lisinthir passed through the anonymizing crowds in the guise of a human, the roquelaure sheathing him with a seeming that he reinforced gently with his own abilities. He felt Jahir’s absence like an empty socket, waiting for power; without his cousin’s touch, he remained unable to reach into people’s minds without touching them. The reading of auras, however, was not beyond him, and physical pressures, gentle or harsh, remained easy. It was novel to realize how much he could do on his own now that he knew he could and had practiced the use of it.


    Their journey to the abbey involved a ride on a beast enough like a horse to make him nostalgic, and from there a walk which Laniis sighed over reprising, inspiring much teasing from her Aera friend. She liked him, Lisinthir thought, and smiled to see it. So much the Chatcaava ruined; so much they prided themselves on ruining. And yet here was the Alliance in all its unexpected fortitude, like true steel hidden beneath too many gauds.


    “There it is,” Na’er said. On the horizon, tucked into the lee of a wood, was a structure that could have come from his homeworld’s earliest architecture, with a dome of solid stone supported by thick walls and flat buttresses. It had a presence there amid the pastoral vista, was just right. “As Laniis will tell you, they have good cider.”


    “Do they,” he said politely.


    Na’er glanced at Laniis, who flicked her ears sideways, unperturbed. “His mind’s elsewhere.”


    “Stay in the game, alet,” Na’er said.


    Lisinthir snorted. “I am nowhere else, I assure you.”


    But Laniis was right. As the abbey grew before them, all he could think was that he would soon see her again: touch her face, feel the unexpected beauty of her spirit beneath his fingertips… watch her look up at him with those earnest orange eyes, and smile.


    He’d been barely gone, and it had been too long.


    The bustle of the abbey did not surprise him; did the Alliance wish to support such an antiquated establishment, it would often choose to do so for the purpose of returning to manual labor as a path to contemplation and simplicity. Perhaps the Eldritch had once done the same. Unlike the Eldritch, however, the Pelted would not make the mistake of eschewing that technology irrevocably and ubiquitously. The Abbey of St. Jasmine of the Stars would remain a quaint anomaly, and the Alliance would continue on around it.


    There were geese, though. That did surprise him. Had he been given the choice of animals to import, he would have selected something less annoying.


    They were greeted by a cowled acolyte, a friendly Asanii felid with gray and orange fur and bright orange eyes. Either she’d been expecting them or she was unsurprised by Fleet visitors, for she greeted them with aplomb as she ushered them inside, telling them they would be seen soon.


    There were catacombs, perhaps expectedly, and they were escorted to a dim room underground where it was safe to deactivate the roquelaure. Lisinthir found he appreciated the coolth after the long walk in the summer sunshine. And the cider, too, which was as delicious as advertised, served with thick, sour bread with herbed butter, and slabs of white cheese alongside the wet globes of foreign berries, clustered like cabochons. Neither Laniis nor Na’er availed themselves of the victuals; he would not have known the Aera well enough to read him, but a mind-mage’s expanded abilities edged Na’er’s movements with a friction that suggested agitation. Laniis, of course, he knew, and she too was nervous.


    Lisinthir was neither. He sat at the wooden table, legs crossed so that one ankle rested on his knee, and slouched. Either the Queen was here already and he would see her shortly, or she was still in transit and he would instead have the entertainment of the acquaintances he was about to make… either way, he looked forward to this respite before the work.


    Bootsteps on stone. Too heavy a tread for a woman. A few moments later, a tall figure, hooded and robed, ducked into the room and straightened. “You arrive betimes, and bring a guest, aletsen—”


    Lisinthir said, “Amber Seni Galare. You may drop your disguise.” At the shocked stillness of the figure, he added in Eldritch, “I am your brother’s fast companion, and a cousin of yours. Lisinthir Nase Galare, at your service.”


    The other man threw off the hood of his robe, the glamour fading with it, and there was Jahir’s brother: like the man, but narrower through the chest and shoulders and jaw. Taller also, with darker eyes, almost a honeyed hazel to Jahir’s clear deep yellow. But the similarities were otherwise eerie… or would have been until this stranger strode to him and went to a knee, speaking all white and silver and subdued shadows. “Then to you I owe the rescue of my beloved. Korval Keldi’s Son, you have done what was mine to do, and I am in your debt for it.”


    To be knelt to in gratitude was the last thing Lisinthir had expected out of a stranger, and he found it distasteful in the extreme… and yet it was hard to fault Amber for feeling the necessity. Had he been in the other man’s position, he would have felt so constrained. “I did our Queen’s bidding, cousin, even as we are doing now.”


    “And yet,” Amber said. “If there is ever aught I may do for you…”


    “I will ask it, I pledge it you.”


    “Then I am content, insomuch as I may be.” Amber rose and switched to Universal. “I beg your pardon, Na’er-alet. I did not realize you meant to bring me a member of my own family.”


    “Did I?” Na’er said with interest.


    Amber said, “You did, yes. Though I had not had the honor of meeting him. You said you knew my brother, though, alet?”


    “I do, yes,” Lisinthir said. “Rather well.”


    “Perhaps you have met our other cousin, then?” Amber said. “If I am not mistaken, I hear her on the stairs.”


    “You do,” said a woman’s voice in crisp Universal. “And I don’t appreciate you trying to leave me out of this, Amber.”


    “I didn’t leave you out of it,” Amber said. “I was the one who invited you to this tangle, if you’ll recall.”


    “Only because you had no choice.” She came into the room with the splendor of an erupting fire, and Lisinthir found her inevitability satisfying in the extreme. “Obviously you resent that necessity because when Fleet sent these two no one came to find me.”


    “I thought I’d see what they needed first,” Amber said.


    “You thought you’d keep me out of trouble. You can take that and shove it in a dark hole, cousin. I’m the charity’s liaison and the Queen’s ambassador to the Alliance. Stop treating me like Nuera’s marriageable heir.”


    Lisinthir had risen during this speech, and at its conclusion bowed to her. “Sediryl Nuera Galare. You have no idea what a pleasure it is.”


    She considered him at length—at rather longer length than he expected. And then, surprising everyone, she offered her hands. He took them, as she so patently expected, and found her skin… strange. As if there was a wall under it he couldn’t reach past, and a pressure leaning toward him. He thought of dammed lakes and wondered.


    “Lisinthir Nase,” she said. “I’ve heard a great deal about you.”


    “Oh?” he asked.


    She frowned at him. “Stop that.”


    “Stop….”


    “Looking at me like you find me attractive. I am not—”


    “The typical Eldritch woman, and Nuera’s marriageable heir? I know,” Lisinthir said. “Fear not for your virtue, lady. My affections are otherwise engaged.” He smiled. “That leaves me at liberty to appreciate you for your many virtues, all of which are on flagrant display.”


    She tilted her head, then grinned suddenly. “I can’t tell if you’re annoying or amusing, cousin.”


    “I have that effect on people who go on to find me quite bearable.” Lisinthir squeezed her hands and let them drop. How perfect she was, from the tip of her riding boots to the crown of her sensibly braided hair. She wore an outrageous and elegant riding habit in dark blue that would have excited no shame among the Pelted but was so obviously modeled on the Eldritch male version of that costume that he couldn’t imagine what other Eldritch thought of her. He found her delightful. “Sediryl. It’s meet that you should be here, and I’m glad to find you thus.”


    “Oh?” She looked over her shoulder at Amber. “You’d be the only one.”


    “Tell me if the Slave Queen has arrived yet?” Lisinthir said. “It is imperative that we speak with her.”


    “She hasn’t arrived, no—” Amber said.


    “She’s not coming.”


    They both looked at Sediryl.


    “Not coming?” Lisinthir repeated, careful.


    “She stayed behind,” Sediryl said. “She asked me to take care of her people for her in her absence, but she said this was her war too. She couldn’t abandon the field to the enemy.”


    Memories dizzied him: too many to separate, so that they clouded his vision like a pastiche of sunlight in bright towers, speaking of stories of sacrifice, pledging defense of the innocent, suffering for that defense. How dearly he had wanted her to learn to consider herself a person, and yet it had led to this choice and… he found he could not fault her for it, though it lanced his heart to think of her amongst the foe. Found, in fact, that he was proud of her, soaringly so, and that pride lived entwined in his heart with his desolation at her peril.


    Sediryl was studying him when he gathered himself back from those memories. “It is all that I would expect of her,” he said. “Though it leaves us bereft of the intelligence she might have given us had she come. She spearheaded this flight, if I understand correctly, so hers was presumably also the decision that it was necessary.”


    “Hopefully she shared the rationale for that decision with someone else?” Na’er said. “Someone we can consult?”


    Laniis offered, “She said she had a head of security.”


    “Has he come?” Lisinthir asked.


    “I don’t think so,” Amber replied. At Lisinthir’s look, he said, “We expected fourteen groups, cousin, and thirteen have arrived, more or less on schedule. The last is due tomorrow afternoon. And no one yet has stepped forward to claim a position of responsibility for any of this, that we know of.”


    “That you know of,” Lisinthir repeated.


    Amber grimaced. “I understand bits of the Chatcaavan language, cousin, but by no means am I a fluent speaker. I have no gift for it; I find in fact that I lose pieces of our tongue the longer I speak Universal. We have people here who do speak it, though, and they have had very little to report of their interviews.”


    “I fear I have no knowledge of the tongue at all,” Sediryl added.


    The urge to pace was rising. “Where are these Chatcaava? I might have better fortune.”


    “They’re with the host families,” Sediryl said.


    “Wait, here? On this world?” Na’er’s ears slicked back. “I was under the impression the moment they came through they’d be sent on.”


    “That was the plan, yes,” Amber said. “But as we said, no one has come forward to take responsibility for these refugees, and without someone to speak for them they have not wanted to leave the scant protection of the families who smuggled them off the throneworld.”


    “The ‘scant’ protection?” Na’er said, arch. “Wouldn’t that be the ‘nonexistent’ protection, since they’d be the easiest people for the enemy Chatcaava to trace?”


    “We have not had much luck explaining that to them,” Amber said. “They await someone they can trust to lead them offworld, at which point our cousin—” Looking now at Sediryl, “—will be responsible for taking them wherever they are due next.”


    “If I was in charge of something like this,” Laniis murmured, “I’d be the last one out.”


    “That’s what we’re hoping,” Amber said.


    “And at that point we’ll have someone to interview about what went wrong,” Na’er said. He rolled his shoulders. “No use going back to the ship, then. The trek out here takes longer than a day. You have a place for us to put our heads down?”


    Amber eyed him.


    “Right,” Na’er said. “Then I’ll just tuck into this food, if you don’t mind? And maybe you can bring more of it down? A man can’t live on bread and cheese alone.”


    “After the journey you’ve undertaken… no, I imagine not,” Amber said. “I’ll have something sent. You as well, Lieutenant Baker?”


    “I think I’d better, yes,” Laniis said. “Ambassador?”


    “I’ll come back to it,” Lisinthir promised. “I would like a moment with my cousins, I think.”


    “Would you,” Amber said, resigned.


    “That’s a long face for someone who had barely met me,” Lisinthir said in their tongue, following him into the stairwell.


    “You approve of our cousin Nuera being here? Then yes, you have earned it. This is no place for a woman. Do you know what the Chatcaava do to women?”


    Lisinthir needed no esper ability to sense Sediryl’s seething behind him. Draping the words in extravagant blacks and shadows, he said, “I think I know a little better than you, Seni’s son.”


    Amber’s back twitched, but he continued up the stairs to the landing and stopped there, facing them both. Lisinthir met his eyes and finished, “They do no less to the males. It is no safer for you than for her—less safe, because unless you could convince them you were a male worth conquering, they would simply kill you. Our cousin they might rape and discard in their harem, little understanding what they were doing by leaving her alive to plot their demise behind their turned backs.”


    “Oh, I do like you,” Sediryl said, coming abreast of him.


    “You would,” Amber said, irritated. “But there are reasons you need to remain whole that don’t apply to the rest of us.”


    “Because men are disposable?” Lisinthir asked politely.


    “Because the only women Liolesa pays attention to are those worthy of power,” Amber said. “And she’s just lost her heir, hasn’t she?” To Sediryl, “You see. Just because I love Beth and she’s become as expendable as the rest of us doesn’t make me blind to expedience.” His bow was brusque. “I will go ensure the plan is on schedule. If you will excuse me.”


    Amber left them in the empty chamber. The distant sounds of children playing outside reached them through the open windows, filling some of the echoing silence he’d left in his wake. Curious, Lisinthir said, “Is he correct, then?”


    Sediryl’s mouth firmed, then quirked at the edge. “I think his characterization of Liolesa is unfair, but I also think it’s unavoidable, given his situation.”


    “Artfully dodged,” Lisinthir said with a tsk. “I expected better, Nuera.”


    She chuckled. “Yes, you would, wouldn’t you?” She considered him with eyes as orange as the Slave Queen’s. “Then—yes, I think she’s grooming me for the role Bethsaida’s just vacated. But it would be foolish to think she won’t change her mind if I prove unsuitable.”


    He drifted to the window and looked out at the groves behind the building. “And is that what you’re doing now? Proving your suitability?”


    Sediryl laughed. “No. I’m being me. If she likes what I am, she can keep me. If she doesn’t, then I don’t want any part of what she’s doing.”


    Lisinthir glanced past his shoulder at her, lifted his brows. “Like a mewed falcon.”


    “I’ve been trained to the hunt all my life, cousin,” Sediryl said, calm. “Does anyone blame me for longing for the sky?”


    He inhaled sharply, let it out. “Even the wingless do.”


    “Only the bold will win it.” She came alongside him, but unlike him her stare focused on nothing.


    “The bold,” Lisinthir allowed. “And those open to change when it comes to them.”


    She tilted her head, smiling at him. “You know, I think the ‘annoying’ phase lasted less than a few heartbeats, Ambassador.”


    He chuckled. “Now, cousin. Don’t look at me thus.”


    “As if you’re an attractive man?” She grinned. “Don’t worry, I heard you. Your heart’s ‘engaged’.”


    “Is yours?” he asked, quietly.


    She was staring outside again, at the sky now. “It… may be. Maybe.”


    Something in him relaxed. Galare, he thought, amused, the way remains open, if only you seize it. And then he laughed. Jahir as King-Consort! God and Lady. How he would cavil!


    Sediryl glanced at him, grinned. “You have a good laugh, cousin. Will you share the joke?”


    “I fear you lack the context to understand it… yet. You will soon enough.” He nodded. “We are not done here, I think. One of us is missing and must be summoned. I should do that, so that he will arrive soon enough to join us in whatever plan we create on hearing the information brought by tomorrow’s Chatcaava.”


    “One of us?” Sediryl asked, curious.


    “Amber’s brother,” he replied, watching her carefully out of the corner of her eye. And there… there was the little hitch of breath he was hoping for.


    “Jahir? Why?”


    “You will find it unbelievable, perhaps…”


    Sediryl snorted. “Try me.”


    “He is a mind-mage, cousin. And so am I. We work better together than alone, and I promised him a place in this war.”


    Sediryl’s gaze was incredulous. “Jahir?”


    “Did you make the mistake of believing him a pacifist because he has a gentle spirit?” Lisinthir asked, idly. “That would seem a mistake on the caliber of believing you are fangless because you are a woman.”


    “Yes, it would,” she said. “But…”


    “But?” he prompted.


    She shook her head as if clearing it. “It just strikes me as strange to hear. You’re not the only mind-mages that have appeared recently.”


    His heart stilled. “I beg your pardon?”


    “Liolesa’s cousin, once Jisiensire’s sealbearer,” Sediryl said. “He came into Corel’s powers and used them to defend the world. He can kill from afar, and more than one man at a time.”


    “Can he,” Lisinthir breathed. Then his abilities were not anomalous? What had the Queen’s cousin learned? To have the time to speak with him, compare experiences! “To defend the world—he is on the homeworld, then?”


    “Yes, and busy, or so I was told when I was briefed,” Sediryl agreed. “He is not available for our efforts when our own world is so vulnerable. I remember thinking…” She paused, then laughed. “I thought when she told me ‘if only I had a few such mages of my own!’ And here you are. And I easily believe it of you, cousin….”


    “But not Jahir?” Lisinthir asked, amused. “If you know him at all, cousin, you will know better.”


    She drew in a breath and nodded, more to herself than to him. “One senses steel under the genteel exterior.”


    “I have a genteel exterior,” Lisinthir said. “Jahir has a sweetness and it runs all the way through him, skin to heart. There is nothing shallow or practiced about it.” He grinned. “He is far more stubborn than steel, though. Keep that in mind when you treat with him. Kindness you will have in every measure, cousin, but good luck forcing him to do anything he believes unjust or wrong.”


    Were her cheeks just a touch pink? He could hope so. “You speak as if you know him well.”


    “And I do,” Lisinthir said. “I’d have no one else at my back in this endeavor, so I hope there are secure communications facilities here. I promised him a summons and a summons he shall have.”


    “Ask your Fleet people,” Sediryl said. “If they cannot provide, I can.” At his inquiring look, she touched the unobtrusive gem hidden in the shadow of her far more obvious earrings. “I have a vessel myself hidden in orbit.”


    “So many unexpected pleasures, cousin,” Lisinthir said, grinning. “I greatly anticipate working with you.”


    “And being ruled by me, one day?”


    Lisinthir laughed. “I am an Eldritch nobleman, my lady. I live to serve.” He swept her a bow that amused her, if the suppressed noise was any indication. “Shall we find our secure comm?”


    “Yes,” Sediryl said, eyes alight. “This way, my lord.”
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    “You have a what?” Na’er said, one of his overlong ears dipping.


    “A Dusted ship in orbit?” Sediryl said, too aware of her cousin’s presence at her side, and his seemingly eternal amusement.


    “A Dusted ship with a D-per for crew?” Laniis said, equally astonished. “Should I even ask where you got it?”


    “One would think the obvious answer is that she had it from our Queen,” Lisinthir offered. “Who arranged it with your government at some point.”


    “A private vessel with a Duster? Hell’s maps, yes,” Na’er exclaimed. “Is there anything we need to know about that D-per, either? Let me guess. Ex-Fleet?”


    “I would not want to share her secrets,” Sediryl demurred.


    “Of course she’s ex-Fleet,” Na’er muttered, shaking his head. And then guffawed. “What can I say to any of this except maybe ‘I’m glad you’re on our side.’”


    “I was thinking the very thing myself,” Lisinthir offered.


    “I bet you were.” Na’er considered Sediryl, still grinning. And then more soberly, “Having said that, though… how’s your friend going to make it in-system?”


    “I’m not sure it’s a good idea for him to come at all,” Laniis said, ears flattened. “Not having read some of the localnet news.” At Lisinthir’s quizzical glance, the Seersa said, “They’re not just hunting for all Eldritch, arii. They’re looking for you, specifically. As an enemy of the state.”


    “My!” Lisinthir said. “What heights a wingless freak might ascend to, given the provocation!”


    “I’m serious,” Laniis said. “Those bulletins have your face on them because they want you specifically, Ambassador, and I don’t know why. You’re an alien. This makes you important… like someone who needs to be specifically destroyed.”


    Sediryl glanced at Lisinthir when he proffered no witticism in response to that, and found his eyes distant and hard and searching, as if reading from some book she had no access to. Such a fascinating man—when Liolesa had described all he’d done in the Empire, she’d believed it but been incapable of imagining the person capable of those acts. Seeing him in person, she still couldn’t imagine their accomplishment, and yet… she did not find herself doubting Lisinthir had done them. It mattered not at that he seemed the perfect model of an Eldritch in his sanguine coat and ruby hair-jewels. Not when he carried his hands so carelessly near his swords, as if he was accustomed to their use... and certainly not with that thin scar at the brow, the one she almost hadn’t seen because he kept looking at her so. His Eldritch gentility was, as he himself had confessed, only a veneer over something else, something less civilized.


    It was strange to her that she found herself thinking of Jahir when presented with this delicious puzzle. Lisinthir had mentioned working well with him. What was that like to witness? Why did her heart quicken at the thought that it must be glorious?


    “I find myself curious as well,” Lisinthir said. “And misliking the possible explanations. I will run them past whomever we meet tomorrow. In the mean—I still need my cousin here. Can you contact him or shall I apply to Sediryl for her aid?”


    Na’er tapped his fingers lightly on the table, frowning in thought. “Not that I don’t trust Lady Sediryl’s security arrangements, Ambassador, but… we were probably more careful coming in, which means her ship’s more likely to be discovered boosting the signal out.”


    “So we use ours?” Laniis said.


    “So we use hers,” Na’er said. “Assuming they succeed in compromising someone’s security, I’d prefer them to be compromising the ship most likely to be found. That will leave us one in reserve.” He grinned, lopsided. “Sorry, Lady.”


    “No offense taken,” Sediryl said. “Though I would not want my crewmember endangered without justification.”


    “She can live anywhere,” Laniis said. “Is living everywhere, in fact, if she’s distributed the way most D-pers are. If they take your ship, Lady, your friend won’t go with it.”


    “That’s settled then,” Sediryl said.


    “Send the message flat, not real-time,” Na’er said. “That’ll make a big difference in how difficult it is to trace. And tell your friend to be careful when he comes. This is technically neutral space. We don’t patrol here. The Chatcaava don’t either, but there’s nothing stopping them from changing their minds.”


    “I will impress upon him the importance of subterfuge,” Lisinthir promised. He offered his arm. “Cousin?”


    His habit of touching interested her, particularly since she felt nothing of his feelings through their contact. Was that his doing, some mind-mage ability? Or was it her usual deficiency in talent? She liked that he touched, but it emphasized the impression of him being something more carnal beneath the witty exterior. “Let us.” As they proceeded through the stone halls, she added, “You know something they do not.”


    “About why I am wanted?” He shook his head. “No. Suspicions perhaps, based on the attackers who attempted to prevent my flight to the border. But suspicions only, and as like to be wrong as right.”


    “Then about Jahir,” she said.


    That made him smile, a very private smile that piqued her interest immensely. There was something tender in it. And wicked too.


    “Let us say I have given him a dart or two to use in his own defense.” His smile lightened as he directed it at her, became mischievous. “Would you like to add anything to the message? It seems only polite, as your ship’s crew will be handling the boosting of it.”


    Why did the idea make her so nervous? It was nonsensical. Jahir had been her fastest childhood friend, and prior to meeting him again on the homeworld for the wedding, she would have thought nothing of appending a greeting of her own to him. Something wry or witty or welcoming, something appropriate for the youth with whom she’d spent so many summers exploring the forests bordering their provinces. He was, however, no longer that youth—nor was she that maiden. “I... can’t think of anything I would add.” Rueful, she said, “I... don’t know him very well.”


    “Do you not?” he asked. “I was under the impression the Seni and the Nuera were twined close as pleached trees.”


    “We were, when we were young,” Sediryl said. “Our lives parted after the formal court investitures. When a woman becomes an heir, she is no longer fit company for unmarried men.”


    Lisinthir snorted. “That sat well with you, I wager.”


    She managed a smile. “You know me so well already?”


    He patted her hand. “Your cousin knows you well. I know what I see.”


    “As well as what you’ve divined from what stories he’s carried you?” she asked, suddenly on fire to know. Had Jahir talked of her to others? And said... what?


    Lisinthir laughed. “He is the brother I never had, Lady. Even if he had said anything, you would hear no tales of him from me.” He canted his head. “I’ll borrow a data tablet to write that message. If you’ll permit me?”


    “Of course,” she said, hiding her frustration. “You will find me here when you’re done.”


    He left then, no doubt to beg a data tablet of his Fleet companions, and consigned her to the silence of the room. She presumed they were in the dormitory, or maybe the storage wing? If Alliance abbeys were built anything like the monasteries on her world, and who knew? She had never visited one, though there was a famous convent sited on the western border of Nuera’s lands. She sat on the bench under the lancet window and struggled not to fidget.


    To say that Amber had been unhappy with her arrival would have been understating the matter. The only reason he hadn’t attempted to send her away was that—unlike Millie—he’d known he wouldn’t succeed and was too distracted to waste the effort. She’d known he and Bethsaida were close, having seen their interactions at court… but had she been pressed, she would have predicted they would part ways. Bethsaida had been impetuous and high-spirited, but she’d also wanted a man far more than, say, Sediryl had. Knowing Amber, Sediryl would have thought he’d find that need distasteful, if only because at some level it made him interchangeable with his peers. Beth had wanted a man; if Amber would not have served, she would have found another. And who wanted to feel replaceable?


    Sediryl worried at the edge of a fingernail, thinking. Granted time and safety, Beth and Amber would certainly have drifted apart. This situation, however, had changed things. Amber was now as zealously devoted to the former heir as any woman who wanted a man could hope for. If, in fact, Beth would ever have him, and that small issue was no doubt on Amber’s mind as well. Sediryl was willing to grant him some latitude given the tumult of his outraged feelings, but not enough to leave because he’d decided that all women must suffer the fate of Bethsaida if they dared draw near the Chatcaava.


    Sediryl was certain she wouldn’t have crumpled in Beth’s place. Almost certain.


    She had hoped to be more effective on arrival, though. It disturbed her that none of the Chatcaava had been willing to move on from Sharsenne, since the plan had involved cells of them moving in separate conveyances back to Starbase Ana, where they could be consolidated in a less vulnerable location and moved from there to… wherever Liolesa wanted them placed. Assuming they wanted to be placed with the Eldritch and not the Alliance.


    Having them all here concerned her. But she couldn’t speak their language, Amber wasn’t fluent, and the people who could speak it weren’t capable of convincing the refugees that they needed to keep moving to be safe. It was hard not to be impatient with them.


    If everything went well, though, they’d finally be able to make some decisions tomorrow. And in the meantime….


    Cousin Lisinthir. She’d looked him up after the Queen had told her of his exploits in the Empire. They were related, unavoidably—the Galare House wasn’t that large—but the Nase family wasn’t as well-regarded as the Nuera, or the Seni for that matter; Malavi Nase’s decision to wed Korval Keldi Imthereli, while sensible from a pragmatic standpoint, had resulted in a marriage infamous even among Eldritch, who were often prey to scandalously unhappy marriages. Sediryl wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting on meeting Lisinthir. Someone embittered and cold, maybe, to have survived the depredations of the Chatcaavan court. Instead, he was warm and amused and far more willing to allow her to take risks than any other Eldritch male she’d met… or, come to think of it, any Pelted person.


    He was attractive, too. Not classically handsome, the way Jahir was. But there was something undeniably compelling about that air of danger that clung to him like cologne. That moment when his expression had softened…


    …while speaking of Jahir! Her curiosity refused to lie down at that. How did they know one another? It couldn’t have been long; Lisinthir had spent almost no time at court, and no one in the Seni or Nuera families would have wanted their impressionable children to associate with the rumor-stained Nase. They had to have met in the Alliance. Liolesa had said nothing of it, either. Why?


    She was still ruminating when he returned. She knew him by his footsteps: Amber walked... well, like a normal person. Lisinthir contrived to make almost no noise despite being in boots. “For you, Lady. If you would.” He offered the tablet, which, she saw, had the message spread on it.


    “Should I read it?” she asked.


    He grinned. “I don’t know. Should you?”


    Sediryl wrinkled her nose at him, then defiantly looked at the tablet. He’d written in the courtliest modes of their tongue, spangled with all sorts of colored writing: mostly silver and gold and white, so that the places where he’d shadowed or blackened the words stood out sharply, like the memory of nightmares after waking in a bed of morning sunlight.


     


    Galare—


    Do you come now to Sharsenne in the Duo Sector, as there is work to be done here for us. Arrive carefully: send your itinerary and we will have someone meet you in orbit to guide you to where we abide. They seek our kind, and me in particular. I suppose I have done something to distress them, alas.


    I have left you a tool. Use it, if you would. And I will see you anon, and look forward to it.


     


    —Imthereli


     


    There was a line beneath it in Chatcaavan. She looked up at him. “I don’t understand why you would use their tongue when ours is more secure. This message would have reached our cousin and then it would have been swept off the u-banks if it was only in Eldritch.”


    “I use Chatcaavan because it conveys information to him that I could not in our tongue.” His eyes grew mischievous. “Are you piqued because you cannot read it, cousin Sediryl?”


    “I wouldn’t eavesdrop on your private correspondence with Jahir,” she said, and almost convinced herself she meant it.


    She apparently hadn’t convinced him, though. “You’re certain of that?”


    “I can’t read Chatcaavan,” she pointed out.


    “No, but your friend on-ship could easily translate it.”


    Exasperated, she said, “It’s almost as if you want me to read it!”


    “Oh no!” Lisinthir shook his head with mock solemnity. “Had I wanted you to read it, I would have written it in a language you could understand.”


    “It would serve you right if I did ask Maia what it said.”


    “Would it, though?” He pursed his lips. “I wonder what you’ll do.”


    She couldn’t help it... she started laughing. “You’re impossible!”


    “I have been told.” He leaned against the wall. “Will you permit me a digression, cousin?”


    “I suppose,” Sediryl said, watching him warily.


    His mouth quirked, but the smile didn’t make it to his eyes. “You gave me to understand you spoke with the Chatcaavan Queen.”


    “I did, yes. Via Well-pushed stream prior to her decision to remain behind. After that, we had a text exchange, after she’d sent the others on.”


    “And... how did you find her?”


    She wasn’t sure what had inspired the question, as he’d donned the non-expression that all Eldritch learned so quickly. Some people hid anger under that mask, others fear, others tenderer things... inevitably it was something they thought made them vulnerable. What made Lisinthir Nase Galare, who’d brought down an Emperor, feel vulnerable?


    Come to that, he’d signed himself Imthereli. What was that about?


    “I thought her strong,” Sediryl said at last. “She had clear eyes. Lieutenant Baker said she seemed nervous, but I couldn’t see it.”


    “You wouldn’t,” he murmured. “Agitation is not something one displays in the court of dragons.”


    “I didn’t detect any hesitation in her, if that’s what you’re asking,” Sediryl said. “She made a choice and it wasn’t under duress.” She watched the other man, so still that the sunlight shaft against the panels of the blood-colored coat didn’t so much as quiver. “You’re concerned about her.”


    He smiled a little. “I care a great deal about her, yes.”


    “And you’re not desperate to ride to her rescue?”


    Lisinthir looked up at the ceiling a moment, arms crossed over his chest. “I would very much like her to be out of danger. If I knew that I could save her from it by racing to the throneworld this moment, I would in fact do so. But I know nothing about the situation that obtains there, cousin Sediryl... and I do know the Chatcaava are looking for me, in specific. In what way would I improve the situation did I ride there with banners flying?”


    “The way you normally work, I expected your method to be more like ‘sneaking in with skin painted,’” Sediryl said.


    His mouth flexed. Not much of a smile, that. “And perhaps I might pry her from her prison thus. But in a day we will have more information, and that information may mean the difference between our success and our failure. In the mean, I can only trust her to have made the best possible choice. I must, because she’s the one who knows the most about her situation.”


    “You have a great deal of faith in her,” Sediryl said, quieter.


    “The utmost.”


    Sediryl waited to see if he would elaborate. When he didn’t, she said, “I honestly expected you to be incapable of seeing other people endangered if you could singlehandedly save them. From what I’ve heard of what you’ve done.”


    “Our Queen has told you all she knows, I suppose.”


    Sediryl nodded.


    Lisinthir smiled. “And she is a good judge of character, Liolesa Galare. But therein lies a lesson for us all, cousin.”


    “That being?” Sediryl asked, skeptical.


    “She is too distant from the situation to know everything. Particularly the nuances.”


    Sediryl snorted. “We’re back to the ‘we need more information before we act’ thing, aren’t we.”


    That made him grin finally, one of those mercurial flashes of humor she’d found so arresting. “Yes. So perhaps you should send the message? I shall leave you to wrestle with your conscience.”


    “I do not read other people’s mail!”


    Lisinthir didn’t answer that, only awarded her a flippant look as he strolled off. She wasn’t sure whether to find it irritating or amusing, and some of that was no doubt in her voice when she touched the telegem earring. “Maia?”


    “Alet? Is everything all right?”


    Sediryl eyed the arch through which her cousin had vanished. “Yes. Just frustrated at our lack of progress. I have a request, if you’re up to it?”


    “Of course.”


    “I’m sending you a message...” She tapped the data tablet, linking it to the ship’s mail queue. “Here. Can you make sure it gets to the specified commtag without anyone intercepting it?”


    “A flat message? I can hide it in the outgoing traffic, sure. I can do that now, in fact.”


    “Please?” As she waited, Sediryl warred with her curiosity... and lost. “And do you know what the Chatcaavan part says?”


    “Yes.”


    “Can you tell me?”


    Maia sounded bemused. “It says, ‘The errand you wished to discharge can be done so here, my Delight. Be grateful.’ That’s all.”


    So cryptic... what errand? Why wouldn’t Jahir be grateful? And... ‘my delight’? She tried to imagine Lisinthir addressing Jahir that way and found her imagination seizing before she could properly pose them in her mind. Maybe it was meant to tease, because Jahir was so serious that someone like Lisinthir would find teasing him irresistible. But there was teasing...


    ...and then there was teasing....


    Sediryl cleared her throat. “Thank you, Maia. Is it off?”


    “It is, yes.”


    She nodded. “I assume you’ve been listening to everything?”


    “The telegem does record, alet. I can isolate the records if it makes you uncomfortable?”


    “No,” Sediryl said. “No, I think you should know everything I know. If cousin Lisinthir is willing to let me get into trouble on my own, I’d like to have one ally at my back who can read my mind. So to speak.”


    “Understood. And... if I may say... I agree?”


    Sediryl grinned. “I’m glad to hear it. For now...” She rose. “I should try to make amends with Amber.”


    “Good luck with that, alet.”


    She sighed. “I’ll need it.”

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    Jahir had anticipated being the last one home, but Lisinthir had been recalled early, and Vasiht’h remained on Anseahla with his family as he’d planned. He returned to an empty apartment, thus, and found it novel: the silent rooms where he had expected his partner, and a homecoming. Perhaps that hadn’t been a bad thing, at that. The delta between the life Jahir had been living previously and the one yawning before him—before them both—was somehow manifested in the unusual quiet in the rooms they’d lived in together for so many years. He felt it on his skin as he toweled it dry after a shower; in his eyes as they grew accustomed to the dark in the bedroom, alone; in the taste of meals taken without conversation; in the gliding caress of a data tablet under fingers as he prioritized their case load by himself.


    In the weight of a pendant, resting on the cleft between two collarbones; and in the space in his mind, now broadened immeasurably by the power he’d learned to embrace and control beneath the knife.


    He did not send any message to Sediryl; it felt important to wait for Vasiht’h, that his first and dearest partner should know how he had changed, before he submitted to the second. Instead, he reported to his occasional shifts at the hospital, where he still did consultation work. He went shopping for a musical instrument he could carry, did chores, and brought out the Galare sword set to be serviced. He studied Chatcaavan, finding it slotting easily into place as if he now had a framework for all the missing pieces.


    And he sat quietly, and expanded, and rode his consciousness out into Veta. In their bedroom, in the quiet before sleeping, he spread out to sense the bustle and weight and depth of the ocean around him, of minds and hearts and thoughts. When that proved too easy, he did the same exercise at cafes, surrounded by the distraction of people. He would have thought that would stretch him, but instead he found it centering. He could talk with waiters while holding the murmur of the entire city in his head, and instead of becoming disoriented he merely found their unique voice amid the surf and brought it into focus.


    His cousin would have been gratified at this fresh evidence of how well he was settling into this puissance. And perhaps he could admit that he found it satisfying, too; that he could finally be proud of something that he had considered shameful all his life. He could even look at that lifetime of shame from the perspective of a therapist and know the very good reasons the Eldritch had codified the response… because no one knew how to train the use of the esper talents, and without that training the ability was alarming and destructive. Lacking any other tool, the Eldritch had turned to social engineering to prevent themselves from exploring their gifts and perhaps destroying themselves in the process.


    They would have to fix that. Not all their people would be mages, but all of them could benefit from the lessons that would teach them how to keep from sensing one another’s thoughts unbidden. And then… perhaps… they might touch again.


    He should live to see the day. He would live to see it, because when all of this was over, there would be time.
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    The day Vasiht’h was to return, Jahir prepared by setting a pot of kerinne on the stove to warm and making festival bread. The effort of kneading, the elastic feel of it under his fingers, and the sour and yeasty smell of it brought him back to their first days together at the university on Seersana. This time, though, he didn’t try to cut the butter into the topping by hand and saved himself a great deal of washing up. He could sense his partner’s approach with an entirely new ease; the mindline had always warned him when Vasiht’h was nigh, but it had always been a vague sense of presence, like the sun gliding behind clouds. It remained thus unless he concentrated on it, and then he could tell where his friend was in space—could have pointed out his location on a map, even. It was comforting, and the knowledge was so deeply integrated into his consciousness that he put the coffee on for himself without having to consult the itinerary to see if the Glaseah was on time.


    By the time Vasiht’h walked in, the apartment smelled of cinnamon and more-almond and sugared pecans and oranges, and the work was worth it for the glow that flooded the mindline, like sunrise. And this time… this time he could answer the happiness the way it deserved, and with no cost to himself. He went to a knee and opened his arms, and the Glaseah dove into them and buried his nose in Jahir’s shoulder. Pulsing between their bodies, Jahir could sense his partner’s glee and shock and curiosity, that they could touch so freely and spontaneously. He just smiled his welcome and listened to the racing of Vasiht’h’s heart through his skin.


    “I missed you!” Vasiht’h said at last, leaning back enough to look at him.


    “I missed you too,” Jahir said.


    Vasiht’h snorted. “Are you sure? I would have thought your cousin would keep you too busy for that.”


    “You should know better,” Jahir said, finger-combing his friend’s forelock out of his eyes.


    “I guess I do.” Vasiht’h sighed. “Oh, I want all your news, and I have so much of my own! But there was no food on that flight and you’ve made feast bread….”


    “And kerinne to go with it,” Jahir said.


    “A man after my own heart,” Vasiht’h said. “I’ll get the cups if you get the plates.”


    The bread steamed when they broke it apart with their hands because the feast bread should never be handled with a knife. The topping dripped sugared nuts and candied orange peel, and the aroma was divine. Jahir poured the kerinne for Vasiht’h and took his coffee black and bitter to offset the glaze. They ate, and renewed their commitment there over the table.


    Perhaps that was why Vasiht’h began the conversation by saying, “Sehvi and Kovihs would like to household with us.”


    “Your sister and her family? That sounds delightful.”


    “That’s all?” Vasiht’h asked, his bemusement puckering the mindline like the juice of a lemon. “I was expecting… I don’t know. A more cautious response?”


    “Lemon does not go well with this bread,” Jahir said sternly.


    Vasiht’h laughed and the sensation tamped. “Sorry. But I am serious. I know we’ve been thinking about… our next step. And you were fine with me having children. But this is more than my children now. This is the imposition of two more adults and their children.”


    “It would be easier, I imagine, to raise multiple children with more than one adult? At least, I’m imagining so.” Jahir tilted his head. “Did you think I would object? We are giving ourselves to this new phase of our lives, arii. It will require rearrangement.”


    “There’s rearrangement, and then there’s upheaval!”


    Jahir chuckled. “I think you are more concerned about that than I am.”


    Vasiht’h eyed him. “Apparently. Is there anything you’re concerned about? To make up for my apparent overabundance of concern?”


    What wasn’t he concerned about… Jahir managed a rueful smile. “Beyond getting to the other end of this war… I think I wonder where we will live next. Your sister and her husband will need work. And so will we, though perhaps we might consider other avenues for our talents.”


    “Such as?” Vasiht’h picked up his mug.


    “I thought… perhaps we could go to the Eldritch homeworld. To stay. And teach my people how to use their abilities, rather than be used by them.”


    Vasiht’h choked on his sip of kerinne, and the mindline happily told him it wasn’t serious because it meant he could enjoy, just the tiniest bit, having surprised one of the people who knew him best.


    “Stop that,” Vasiht’h said, eyes watering. “You’re gloating!”


    “I do not gloat,” Jahir said, prim.


    Vasiht’h started laughing. “Maybe not. But that glee is unholy and it feels like carbonation and that doesn’t go with the bread either.” He shook his head. “Are you serious? You want me—and my sister and husband and nephews—and my kids!—to relocate to the Eldritch homeworld? Would they even let us?”


    “Oh, I think they will.” Gentler, Jahir said, “You have always known that I would go back. And when you came with me for the wedding… you knew you would return as well. That you had work of your own there.”


    “I guess that’s true,” the Glaseah murmured. And then, with a crooked smile, “Though I didn’t think I’d be back so quickly.”


    “Nor did I,” Jahir said. “But it is a beautiful world, and one where there is work for us to do. And I believe by the time we arrive it will be ready for alien residents.”


    “You think? Because... I don’t think I’d want to live on a world where I was the only alien. Even if I brought some of my own family, it would be...”


    “Lonely,” Jahir finished. “Yes. I know just how you feel.”


    Vasiht’h’s blush was soft, burnished in the mindline with the acceptance of his own misstep. “I suppose you’ve been dealing with that a lot longer than I have.”


    “Perhaps not as much as I thought I had been.”


    “Ah?” Vasiht’h canted his head. “Why do I hear music when you say that?”


    “Because I bought a lute.” Jahir waited, contented with the saw of emotions through their link: the humor, the curiosity, and most of all the patience taught by years of such exchanges. What eventually swelled through those initial feelings, though, was happiness.


    “All right,” Vasiht’h said, shaking his head and grinning. “I admit, you caught me with that one. I have no idea how that relates to what you just said and it’s distracted me from puzzling it out because I never thought you’d do it. But… not a piano?”


    “I love the piano,” Jahir said. “I shall have one, in the fullness of time. But it has occurred to me that I packed a great deal of my life prior to arriving here into a box and put it away, good and bad. All of that was for shame, arii. Not just the shame that drove me from Sediryl, either… but the shame of having sprung from such a backwards people. The shame of leaving them and feeling relieved to have escaped. The shame of having the resources to do so when so many of my people don’t.” He smoothed his fingertips over the petite coffee cup, remembering how Amber had liked to fidget with cups as a youth. “Lisinthir might have pried open that box believing that only my romantic feelings were bound up in it. But I have concluded that my world entire was packed there. And if I am to be whole, I cannot leave it thus.” He smiled lopsidedly. “My life here has brought me a great deal of joy and taught me so very much. I don’t regret a moment of the time I’ve spent in the Alliance. But to go home, I have to admit to all those things.”


    “So you bought a lute,” Vasiht’h murmured.


    “And brought out the sword set,” Jahir said. “Which I handed over to a smith here to be aligned and sharpened.” He managed rue. “That was difficult, to give it over. But that is who I am. A man with Eldritch blades, and the responsibility to use them… who has access to Pelted weaponsmiths who can service such antiques better than the men who made them.”


    Vasiht’h was watching him, leaning back with his hands resting lightly on the edges of the table. Jahir let his friend study him, raised his eyes. The scrutiny through the mindline felt like a vacuum, pulling him out of himself… but he recognized that pressure now, and flowed into it. To this first and deepest friend, he owed that offering, and now he could make it without reservation.


    “You know,” Vasiht’h said at last, “when I left you behind to go on this trip, I thought you’d come back healthier. I didn’t think you’d come back like this.”


    “And this is?” Jahir asked. And added, meekly, “Better, I hope.”


    Vasiht’h laughed and reached over as if to swat him, the way the mindline revealed he would have done spontaneously to a sibling. Jahir ducked accordingly, and felt the sharpness of surprise like the slap he didn’t receive.


    “I wouldn’t have tried that before either,” Vasiht’h said, wide-eyed.


    “You know what you feel through the mindline,” Jahir said. “And you trust it. What else, then? I am different, arii. I am no longer conflicted. And I can touch you without being whelmed by the strengthening of our communion.” He pushed his plate aside and threaded his fingers together. “Though I hope this will not inspire you to cuff me too much more often.”


    His partner chuckled. “No! Or at least, not too often.” His wonder suffused the mindline, gentle as mist. “It’s amazing from this side. I wish you could see it.”


    “I do, a little. In the reactions of those around me.” Jahir smiled. “I find it rewarding.”


    “Then I’m grateful Lisinthir leaned on you,” Vasiht’h said firmly. “I’ll have to hug him for it next time I see him. Which brings us to… what comes next.” The Glaseah’s clear brown eyes met his steadily, and his voice was quiet when he said, “Which is that the mind-mage Jahir goes to war. Isn’t it.”


    “Yes,” Jahir said.


    “The mind-mage Jahir… seems to have made peace with his powers?” Vasiht’h asked. “I accept your lack of conflict… I can feel it myself. There’s nothing in the mindline that whispers to me of horror anymore. But it seems an extreme change, and a sudden one.”


    “It must seem so,” Jahir said. “And yet, it happened.” His smile was winsome and merry and sudden. “I believe Lisinthir beat it out of me.”


    The Glaseah hesitated, then chuckled. “I probably don’t want to know that you mean that literally.”


    “He said something about my obstinacy,” Jahir demurred.


    Vasiht’h grinned as he tore one of the remaining pieces of bread into two, setting them on opposite sides of his plate. “I bet he did. So. When…?”


    “Soon,” Jahir said. “He’ll send for me.”


    “And I guess you’ll know then what you’ll be doing.”


    Jahir nodded, said nothing. The mindline remained warm between them, even given the nervousness that made it shiver. His partner’s resignation was stronger than that anxiety, though, and twined through it was a silver rope of acquiescence to the Goddess’s will that glimmered like the memory of moonlight on a clear summer night. He could smell the perfume of tropical flowers, sweet and heavy.


    “And then, I guess, I’ll decide what I’m doing.” Vasiht’h was still tearing the bread into pieces. The mindline did not speak of anxiety, though. That nervousness was more that of an athlete before a contest than that of fear.


    Curiosity piqued, Jahir said, “You don’t know yet?”


    Vasiht’h grinned. “No. Is that all right?”


    Jahir laughed. “Of course it is. And perhaps you should cease with the tormenting of your bread?”


    The Glaseah looked down and shook his head. “For once, you ate your entire serving and I only went through half of mine!” He put his plate on Jahir’s empty one. “Granted, you had only one serving and I had two....”


    “I am trying to be better about eating!”


    “For you that’s positively amazing,” Vasiht’h said, amused, but approving too, as warmly as the embrace of a mother. “This was good for you, even if you have come back talking three times as courtly as usual.”


    “Only three times?”


    “And teasing!” Vasiht’h laughed. “Let’s do dishes and see what we can do about our cases. If we really are going to leave Veta—after how much trouble we took getting into it!—then we need to make some decisions about how to transition our practice into other hands.”


    “A reprise of the adventure that saw us settled here,” Jahir murmured. “That feels... apropos.”


    “It does, doesn’t it?” The Glaseah stood. “It feels right to me too. That’s usually a good sign.”


    “From your mouth to Her ear, arii.”


    “Maybe after that…” Vasiht’h tilted his head. “You could play for me?”


    “I could so do,” Jahir replied, rising already to collect the plates. “In fact, I could sing as well, if you wished it.”


    “Oh!” Vasiht’h exclaimed. “Yes.” And then laughed. “You have no idea how long I’ve waited for you to say something like that.”


    “Then you need wait no longer,” Jahir said.
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    It was as close to an idyllic day as Jahir could remember their having. An afternoon spent over their schedule, discussing their clients; some quiet time apart while Vasiht’h showered off the travel dust and settled back in. Then, as promised, he brought out the lute and played, and that was an intimacy he couldn’t have imagined before he tried it with his partner. He’d wanted a smaller instrument because it imposed less of a distance between performer and listener, and in particular because while Lisinthir had been able to sit with him on the bench, Vasiht’h would have had far more trouble doing so.


    An instrument small enough to tuck under an arm, though… the Glaseah sat where he usually did, beside the couch and leaning on it. Jahir sat alongside him, and they leaned close, and he sang quietly. After a while, Vasiht’h hummed along, not because he was a musician himself and could improvise a harmony, but because he could borrow that knowledge through the mindline the way Lisinthir had borrowed his ability to sense other people’s feelings. The revelation that his talent could be used for such a potent sharing, and outside the intense and very unique relationship he had with his cousin…


    “I could do this forever,” he admitted when at last they quit.


    Vasiht’h had his head on his arm, eyes closed. His sigh had a sweetness of contentment that Jahir had not heard in a long time. “Me too. But I guess we should get to bed. Or at least, I should. It wasn’t a hard day, but it was a long one.”


    “I understand. And I am tired also.”


    Vasiht’h raised his head and rubbed an eye. “So are you going to tell me about the new jewelry?”


    “Was it so obvious?” Jahir asked, curious.


    “Not at all,” Vasiht’h said. “I’m just lying at a weird angle, and you’re leaning forward and to one side, and it happened to let your collar gap open at just the right place. It’s remarkably discreet.”


    And he had never told his partner about the gift that had inspired Lisinthir’s. Jahir opened his collar enough to let the disc of ivory out and leaned toward the Glaseah so Vasiht’h could examine it. “When I was asked to procure the chest we were to send to the Empire to Lisinthir, I also arranged to send him a token we use as prayers for safety. You recall I mentioned something about it on the homeworld when we went?”


    “The bit about the medallion I had being some kind of pattern for a different thing?” Vasiht’h peered up at him. “I barely remember.”


    “Those different things are known as amulets rampant, and they are supposed to protect their wearers. They all involve the depiction of a unicorn rampant, thus the name: rampant rampants are brightly enameled in colors meant to attract attention. Secret rampants, though, are white, in order to do their work without being noticed. The one I gave Lisinthir with the jackal chest was destroyed in a fight that almost—but did not quite—kill him. I suppose he remembered it fondly, since he had one made in the Alliance for me.”


    “It’s amazing,” Vasiht’h murmured. “Can I…?”


    “Yes.”


    The invisible string pulled against the back of Jahir’s neck as Vasiht’h gently moved the talisman closer. “This one has a dragon on it, thou—oh, right. Of course it does.” He chuckled. “You Eldritch. You baptize your babies in symbols and drench yourselves in them for the rest of your lives.”


    “One must go with one’s strengths,” Jahir murmured, to the Glaseah’s burbling amusement.


    “The workmanship on it is amazing,” Vasiht’h said. “I have no idea how they made the ivory that translucent without chipping into the back more. There’s only one place it seems to have been thinned out at all.”


    “It’s more comfortable to wear thus, I imagine,” Jahir said. “Too much deviation on the side facing the skin might chafe.”


    Vasiht’h shook his head and tucked it back into Jahir’s collar. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised he’s got every Eldritch’s highly developed aesthetic sense.”


    “I have a highly developed aesthetic sense,” Jahir said, amused, setting the lute aside. “Lisinthir has style.”


    Vasiht’h snorted and rose, stretching. “I don’t know. I happen to think my particular Eldritch has plenty of style on his own.” He canted his head. “Am I allowed to ask now?”


    “About?”


    “Sediryl?”


    Sediryl. Jahir inhaled. “Now that you’re here… tomorrow, I’ll call.” He managed a smile. “It would be deeply satisfying to simply arrive on her doorstep and sweep her off her feet, but Starbase Ana lies on the other side of the Alliance from where I need to go. It would be ridiculous to show myself only to discover her away.”


    Vasiht’h chuckled. “I suppose there’s that.” Quieter: “I’m glad you’re not waiting.”


    “I could not,” Jahir said. “Not anymore.”


    That seemed to satisfy his partner, which was well… Jahir himself didn’t think there was more to add.


    They were preparing for bed when the chirp distracted them both. Jahir finished pulling his pajama shirt on and found Vasiht’h sitting up on the nest of pillows, wings half-spread.


    “That’s him, isn’t it,” the Glaseah said.


    “He is one of the few people on the emergency list, yes,” Jahir said.


    “I hope it’s him,” Vasiht’h said, flopping back onto the cushions. “Because if it’s the Queen again I’ll have to ask her whether she times things on purpose to catch us asleep.”


    Jahir chuckled and left their dim bedroom. His data tablet was on the kitchen table; he eschewed the wallscreen in favor of the more intimate interaction and sat there to spread the message. Not a real-time request, for the chime would have been more urgent then. A flat file, which was suggestive of... what? Danger, perhaps? The need for security?


    The message itself was all Lisinthir, and he smiled through it all the way to its signature... and then he read the final line and all his body clenched.


    /Ariihir?/


    /A moment./


    /Of course?/ The worry faded from the mindline and left him alone in the dark, with only the glow of the tablet and the faint nightlight strips along the walls to illumine the room. Chatcaavan had become their love language, which made the errand Lisinthir was referring to obvious. But his stomach was trying to knot itself into a rope at the implication. What was she doing there? Why? His cousin’s last admonition was clearly a warning not to arrive in high dudgeon over her having imperiled herself. Jahir didn’t share Lisinthir’s notion of necessary risks—few people did, given Lisinthir’s high fear threshold—so it was useless to guess if Sediryl really should be there, or if Lisinthir merely felt she should be.


    None of which mattered, of course. The question he had to ask was whether he trusted Sediryl’s competence more than he feared for her safety. And was that not an impossible question? She had navigated the Alliance for years, though, and taken far more risks in those years than he had. But that was not the same thing as forcing herself into a war with dragons...!


    Still, the warning resonated. He spread the message reply option and wrote back in Eldritch:


     


    Cousin, I come, and shall so attempt in the proper spirit.


     


    He signed his name and left off the endearments. He could commit them in person. That left only the planning, and he began it at once, researching the location of this world and what sort of transports ran to it.


    Once upon a time, that exercise would have left him prey to the surprise of Vasiht’h’s approach, even with the mindline to warn him. Now, though, he sensed his partner rolling from his cushioned nest and shaking out his wings, heard the pawpads in the back of his mind while he skated through the flight options. When the Glaseah finally dropped his haunches into an untidy seat beside him, he was ready for the question.


    “So what did he say?”


    “He says I am to meet him on this world.” Tapping the data tablet, he showed the Alliance’s map to him. “Sharsenne. It is in one of the border sectors but settled long ago and not subject to much piracy or instability. Few ships fly there directly, but it is less a matter of safety and more of convenience and coordination of schedules. There are many flight plans that involve only one transfer.” Jahir handed the tablet to Vasiht’h. “Less than a week, most of those plans. Some as short as four days.”


    “Four days,” Vasiht’h murmured.


    Jahir smiled whimsically. “We may have been spoiled by our last conveyance to the border of the Empire. Fleet ships go deeper into the Well than commercial liners.”


    “And Fleet won’t volunteer this time?”


    “If they would have, Lisinthir would have arranged it.” Jahir let his eyes rest on the glow off the tablet as he set an elbow on the table and used his hand to prop up his head. “I think, perhaps, he might prefer some of our enterprise be free of Fleet’s oversight. Private individuals may do aught that governments would find… imprudent.”


    The skepticism in the mindline was so sharp it could have served a surgeon as a scalpel. “And a mission that Fleet is abetting with a ship they’ve lent Lisinthir is somehow a private thing?”


    “For all their help,” Jahir said, “he is an ambassador, not a soldier.”


    “He’s the Alliance’s ambassador to the Chatcaavan Empire,” Vasiht’h pointed out.


    “But a foreign national, on loan from an allied government,” Jahir said. “The waters are murky. And if he invites me personally, then there is some freedom there as well. I become a confederate from an allied nation rather than a resource subject to assignment by Fleet.”


    Vasiht’h set the data tablet down and folded his arms. “And you would be comfortable doing something shady enough that a government wouldn’t want itself associated with it?”


    “No,” Jahir said, slowly. “But something the Alliance might not want to do, but that my Queen would… that I could countenance. And must. I am a citizen of the Alliance, arii. But my duty lies with my homeland. And I have no doubt that Liolesa is… more willing to exact final justice on those who would kill or enslave us, shall we say.”


    Vasiht’h wrinkled his nose. “All right. That makes sense.” He smiled a little. “I’d believe summary justice of her. I wouldn’t even blame her, I think.”


    “You… think?”


    Vasiht’h shrugged, and the mindline whispered of muscles seeking relief from tension more than from ambivalence, or dismissiveness. “I’m still what I am too, arii. I was born here, and violence will never come easily to me. Even as a response to violence. Maybe particularly so.”


    “I know.” Jahir reached over and rested a hand on the knotted shoulder, pressed fingers into it. Vasiht’h twitched in surprise and then hung his head to grant better access. Thus encouraged, Jahir continued. “I mislike it myself. But God and Lady willing, we will put paid to this—or at least, close the chapter on the immediate threat—and be able to return to our lives. Different lives, and perhaps more vigilant ones, but also more consonant with the life you prefer.”


    “That is nice,” Vasiht’h mumbled. “I had no idea you could do massage.” A peep of humor through the mindline. “I bet you didn’t know either.”


    Jahir laughed. “No. There you have me fairly caught.”


    Vasiht’h grinned at him, then grew somber. “So, you’ll go talk to Sediryl, head for this Sharsenne place, and… Lisinthir will go with you somewhere else, I’m guessing?”


    “No doubt,” Jahir said. “I cannot imagine them doing anything other than staging from such a world; the conflict is further in the Empire, or up along its border. Sharsenne looks too settled a planet for anything else.” He inhaled. “And I’m afraid Sediryl is… already there. So I suppose I am leaving as soon as I book transport.”


    “Sediryl’s there?” Vasiht’h asked, incredulous.


    “You are about to ask me why and I’m afraid I have not the first notion,” Jahir said ruefully. “Only that Lisinthir has encouraged me to bridle my reaction. She must have her own reasons for having come.”


    “If she has her own reasons for going, you definitely won’t endear yourself to her by showing up to tell her to go home!” Vasiht’h shook out his now looser shoulders and managed a smile. “And to be honest, I don’t know why she should. I haven’t spent long in her company but that was still long enough to know that no one’s going to get in the way of anything she wants. She’s an independent soul, arii. If you want her to marry you, you’re going to have to be willing to accept that.”


    “I learn one lesson, and the Divine offers me another,” Jahir agreed, rueful.


    “That’s how it usually works.” Vasiht’h sighed. “Well, book two tickets, then. I’m not going to traipse after the two of you—the three of you—into the Empire, but I’ll at least see you off.”


    Jahir glanced at him. “You’re certain?”


    “If it’s as safe as you’re suggesting…” Vasiht’h shook his head. “I know my limits, ariihir. I can’t go into a war like that. But to at least wave you off as you ride to war… that I can do.”


    “And while I’m gone?” Jahir’s voice softened.


    “I’ll probably close up shop here and go back to Sehvi’s. We apparently have plans to make.”


    “Yes,” Jahir murmured. “We do.” And wrapped his arms around his friend’s shoulders, drawing him close. Against Vasiht’h’s cheek, he said, “Thank you.”


    “I love you,” Vasiht’h said. “I can’t do any less.”


    “You could and I would never blame you for it,” Jahir said. “Don’t demean your own courage. You have it, and more than you know.”


    The Glaseah hmphed, but the mindline tightened with his apprehension and his decision not to surrender to it. “Just make sure I get at least four hours of sleep before we go.”
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    In fact, Jahir let him sleep eight hours, but not much more than that. They were packed and boarding the first transport the following afternoon. It helped that they were traveling lightly. Vasiht’h’s return ticket was already purchased; he’d be home again within a week. Having no idea how long he’d be gone, Jahir had brought only as much as he needed for the journey to Sharsenne, along with the Galare sword set. He would resupply where he could, and what he and his own fortune couldn’t provide, he was sure Lisinthir’s Fleet allies would.


    Their first flight was on a passenger liner that delivered Core citizens to an out-sector hub home to several cruise companies. It had bemused them both to learn that many of the worlds on the border were popular tourist destinations, whether for tourism, culture, food, or spiritual retreat. “I never thought of myself as an Alliance elitist,” Vasiht’h had told Jahir as they ignored the ads for those destinations being played on one of the walls in the dining mess. “But it honestly never occurred to me that anyone would want to see anything in the border sectors. I assumed it was all pirates, destitute colonies, and abandoned worlds.”


    “A perhaps unavoidable assumption given how many Fleet members we’ve worked with,” Jahir said. “But the Alliance must grow somehow, and presumably it does so when its borders are expanded by the success and productivity of its colonies.”


    “Its colonies facing away from a potential war with an obtruding Empire,” Vasiht’h said, wry. “Not the ones that might get enveloped by the Chatcaava!”


    “And perhaps the war was inevitable, given that,” Jahir said. He smiled whimsically. “Will you avail yourself of one of these cruises in my absence?”


    “Goddess no!” Vasiht’h laughed. “I don’t care how fancy these places are, or how breathtaking—”


    “Or how good the food is?”


    “Or… all right, that’s the one thing that might have made me curious enough to go,” Vasiht’h allowed. “But if it’s all the same to you, I think I’ll wait until after these places have become official Alliance sectors, with a real starbase and military presence, before I go wandering off on a tasting tour.”


    Jahir grinned. “If I have the chance, I’ll bring you a few perishable souvenirs.”


    “The only perishable souvenir I’m interested in is you. So make sure you bring that back first.”


    Their second leg of the journey was also their last, from the hub to Sharsenne. This was a smaller vessel, with fifteen crew and a maximum of twenty-five passengers. The flight was also shorter: a day and a half, compared to the three the first had taken. “We could practically sleep the whole trip away,” Vasiht’h had commented when they’d checked into their cabin.


    “And no doubt we will, given the lateness of the hour,” Jahir said. “But dinner first.”


    They’d eaten through the ship’s departure, lingering over the meal and cups of chocolate swirled with kerinne. The crew moved with brisk efficiency, but the rhythm of this flight was noticeably less hurried than their first. Jahir enjoyed his sampling of the passengers’ relaxation. He could inhale it like the bouquet of a wine and did, and something of it surfaced in his eyes across the table, because Vasiht’h met them and smiled with watering eyes.


    /A matter of time before you see the flowering of your own talents, surely?/ Jahir had murmured privately.


    /The way I’m learning just by being yoked to you?/ Vasiht’h shook his head. /I can’t describe it, arii, except to say that… it’s amazing./


    /Thanks be to the God and Lady for Their gifts,/ Jahir said.


    /Yes./


    After that they’d wandered to the observation deck and then back to their rooms to sleep. Unlike the Fleet ships they’d taken to the border previously, the passenger liners had luxurious cabins with more than enough space to turn around in, and a full bath in every suite. Vasiht’h hadn’t even needed to make up his own bed; having booked as a Glaseah, he’d arrived to a sloped couch with a cache of moldable pillows and bolsters.


    Fortunately such couches were portable. He’d dragged it over to Jahir’s side so he could sleep alongside his partner the way they were both accustomed to, and testing it he found it so comfortable that he mentioned buying something similar for home. Contented, they both saw to their ablutions and retired, and the mindline softened into the warm, low presence that had been a part of their lives for over a decade.


    The ships that plied space were not like those that did water, or even air. Under normal circumstances, they hummed, a low-level vibration that almost never rose to the level of conscious perception. But they didn’t buck, tremble, or twitch. They certainly didn’t heave so hard they flung their occupants out of their beds. Jahir grabbed for the bedframe in vain as he plunged off it, knocking into Vasiht’h and skidding almost to the other side of the room. The leg of the other bed stopped them both… with Vasiht’h on top of Jahir, and the Glaseah was much, much heavier—


    —but not as heavy as the air around them, thick with confusion and unexpected pain and panic. Jahir struggled to surface through the physical and mental oppression, thrashing against Vasiht’h’s side. /Arii!/


    /Sorry! Let me… my foot’s trapped, I—/ Vasiht’h jerked it free just as the ship wrenched to the other side and they rolled apart.


    The vibration of the deckplates stopped.


    “What’s going on?” Vasiht’h asked, ears flattening. “Did something fail? Some part of the engine maybe?”


    Jahir clawed himself free of the twined blankets and sat up, shaking his hair back. The passengers’ turmoil was so powerful he needed several breaths to separate it from the crew’s… and once he had, he shamelessly skated ghostly fingers over their auras. He was expecting alarm, irritation, worry.


    What he felt, like a punch to the gut, was terror.


    “No,” Vasiht’h whispered. “You can’t tell me that. Don’t… don’t tell me that!”


    Jahir ruthlessly rode the feelings of the crew until he found their captain and plucked the surface thoughts free.


    Pirates.


    He pushed himself upright and went for his sword case. /You are about to ask if I am going to fight them,/ he said. /The answer to that is yes. Because I can fight them… and win./


    Vasiht’h’s head jerked up. They could obfuscate the truth through the mindline, hide things from it… but lie? That was impossible. Jahir knew the steel in his mental voice, the impassioned certainty of his response, would convince his partner the way nothing else would.


    Vasiht’h inhaled shakily, then managed a wan smile. “I’m good with this plan. And I’d rather not be here alone! Let’s go.”


    Jahir dressed in haste. One of his daggers was already in his boot; the remaining dirk and sword he belted on before entering the corridor. Unlike a Fleet vessel, with its unmistakable emergency sirens, the passenger liner’s sole indication of its status was a demure strip of red and white lights where the floor met the wall and the occasional repetition of a message ‘to please stay in your cabins until the crew gives you further instructions.’ Jahir ignored it and skated past the minds bound up in panic and fear on their vessel to reach for the minds in the new ship alongside them. He couldn’t count them: more than their ship carried, fewer than the full concert hall on Alpha where he and Lisinthir had conducted their final test. Too many, and he didn’t have time to evaluate the exact number because some number of them had just arrived here, close. He started jogging.


    /Let me guess,/ Vasiht’h said. /We’re heading toward the dangerous parts of the ship./


    /That would be where our quarry is,/ Jahir replied with a flicker of distracted amusement.


    /Of course./ The disgust in the response almost made him laugh. But the boarding party had arrived, and it was at least twenty people strong. How to take them down, when surely they would be using palmers? And his sword was not a good weapon for corridors this size: too long by far. Nor was he altogether certain he could channel his memory of his cousin’s fighting skill.


    You are not me, he could almost hear Lisinthir saying. Fight like you, Galare.


    And that meant something entirely different. He stretched out for those minds. Was it fair to invade them? But they meant the innocents on this ship violence. They had to be stopped, or at least, convinced to turn back. Still heading their way, Jahir sank into the first few minds he’d sensed.


    Pirates, he’d expected. What he found instead…


    Jahir was not well-acquainted with anger. Despair, yes. Fear, certainly. But he was more prone to melancholy than choler, was more comfortable making peace than exacting justice. He would do it—he no less than any other Eldritch male had been trained to it—but it was an effort. Even the joy he’d learned, fighting with Lisinthir on Starbase Alpha, had been an exhilaration born of their skill, not from any love of the contest.


    He had never learned the tools to fight the fury that washed through him at what he found in the minds of those men. It hit him like the backblast of a missile, so raw it roared through the mindline and staggered Vasiht’h. Jahir couldn’t stop to steady him because he was running now for those invaders, one of the House daggers already drawn. He sensed more than saw the dead body he passed, because he was already turning the corner and confronting the ten who were moving steadily forward, checking all the compartments, weapons ready.


    “Here you find me,” he called. “Unless you are afraid of a lone man.”


    The rearmost turned and twitched in surprise.


    “Not what you were hoping?” Jahir said. “Not enough fur, I assume.” He lifted his empty hand. “You should kill each other.”


    The puzzled looks as they finished facing him and tried to understand the words gave way beneath sudden panic as he pushed on them, flattening their thoughts beneath the pressure of his mind. He had never tried this on people actively resisting him; it was harder than he’d anticipated.


    But not hard enough.


    The palmers flashed but did not squeak the way legal models should have. Jahir held his opponents in an iron grip until they finished obeying his orders, and only after they slumped did he realize he was crying.


    Vasiht’h caught up with him, glanced once at the bodies, then wrapped his arms around Jahir’s torso. The mindline filled with a cooling wave, like sea water, desperate with froth. /What’s wrong? I’ve never felt anything like this out of you! What happened? You… you killed them?/


    /I made them kill each other,/ Jahir answered, flat. Harder then, as sword’s edge. /They’re not just pirates. They’re furriers./


    For a moment, the mindline hung tense between them, blank.


    Then Vasiht’h wobbled. /You don’t mean… PEOPLE furriers?/


    “They kill the Pelted and skin them and sell their pelts,” Jahir whispered. He was not just weeping, but sweating from the effort of what he’d done. But just saying it aloud made the anger rise again, and this time, for all his incredulity, Vasiht’h held him steady and did not back away.


    “This way,” Jahir said, sensing the remaining ten. “Before it’s too late.”


    They ran, then. Palmers could burn on a high enough setting. The boarders had no intention of marring their merchandise with unsightly marks, so there was a good chance he and Vasiht’h could save the Pelted. The humans would die, like the one Jahir had run past, but most of the crew were Pelted as well—


    He caught up to the next set and didn’t warn them this time. He just lunged for their minds and told them they were among enemies, forced the impression into them until they believed it and shot one another down. Jahir staggered to one side until his shoulder hit the wall of the corridor, accepting the chest that buoyed him up from behind.


    /You used to it being this much effort?/ Vasiht’h asked. The matter-of-factness of his question didn’t diffuse the rage, but somehow put it in a context in which he could live through knowing a sentient fur trade existed.


    /No,/ Jahir admitted. /But I’ve never used the ability offensively before. Lisinthir could control bodies. All I have is… psychologies. I didn’t know compulsions could be resisted so effectively by those without talents like ours./


    Vasiht’h bent alongside one of the bodies, gingerly moving the head from side to side. /That shouldn’t surprise either of us. If people weren’t capable of resisting any thought they deemed foreign, even their own, we’d have long since been out of work./ He straightened, holding a gem. /They have telegems./


    /That means it won’t be long before they’re missed. We should find the crew and tell them what we know./


    Vasiht’h looked at him. /What about their ship? Can you do anything about that?/


    Could he? When controlling ten minds at a time against their will had been so wearing? But then, did he need to control ten minds, or ten hundred? If he could find just one over there and tell it to sabotage the vessel…


    Don’t be me, Galare. Be you.


    But how can I be me when all I feel is rage? he asked that memory of Lisinthir, trying to breathe through it.


    You would tell me you cannot feel rage?


    Fine, he answered. But what do I do! I can’t kill them all no matter how much I want to!


    Be you, Galare.


    Jahir flung himself from the voice. Then I shall be myself! And shoved the anger out, and out, and out. Let it build and thicken, let it expand like lava plunging from the sides of a volcano. Put his shoulder into it and pressed from the inside until he emptied himself out and the wrath sped from him like the corona of an exploding sun, dragging his energy after it. It skated to a halt just outside the ship and there it spit and howled, a magmatic shield that poisoned everything it neared. Holding it steady, Jahir felt it stretching tendrils toward the pirate vessel, trying to ensnare it, and sensed, just barely through that barrier, the terror it was inspiring.


    /Goddess!/ Vasiht’h whispered, trembling at his side.


    /Beloved,/ Jahir said, straining. /I need your help./


    /Anything!/


    Jahir tugged the mindline, drawing the Glaseah’s attention to the weight he was holding up. /This. Can you bear it for a few moments?/


    /I… think?/ An impression of someone moving alongside him that did not come from their physical bodies. Then the weight rose off him. /Yes. Goddess, ariihir, what is this!/


    But Jahir was already using the freedom to thin himself out and stretch toward the pirates. Somewhere on that ship was someone in charge. He bounced off a wall of fear and panic, so heavy it had to be the product of a mass of minds, walked himself along its borders, hunting, clawing, scrounging. Somewhere… there. In a knot amid the terror, there was someone whose identity was bound up in the memories of authority. How far was he from them? Did it matter? Jahir felt attenuated, as if he might come apart. But he refused and wrapped his hands around that heart. He was not Lisinthir to control a body. But a mind he could influence. He sucked the terror from the surrounding mass and shaped it into a lance and then he smashed it into that single person’s mind… and felt the heart stop from shock.


    That one death set off a tidal wave of panic, and Jahir slid back down the link to put his effort into maintaining the shield that was fueling it. Using his anger as the medium for that shield had deprived him of its power, though, and he was beginning to feel the physical effort of it, in sweat sticking his clothes to his body, a cramping hunger and thirst, in the increasing tremor of muscles responding as if he was holding up a real weight. He didn’t like to think how long he would have lasted without Vasiht’h at his side… but he didn’t have to. They stood fast together as they always had, and there was a joy in that which transcended the peril and the horrors they would have to face when they finally let it go.


    /I feel it too./


    Jahir smiled, pained, eyes closed.


    They both felt it when the vessel moved off, though neither of them believed it initially.


    /Is that really happening?/ Vasiht’h asked, awed.


    /I think… yes./ Jahir tentatively groped past the shield, found… nothing. /They have left./ Neither of them moved. Then Jahir added, /The shield, we can drop it./


    It went out like a match falling into water, and both of them went with it, collapsing to the deck. Fortunately they were near enough to the wall to slide most of the way down, but it was an untidy situation all around.


    “Did you just drive away a pirate vessel by terrifying them into fleeing?” Vasiht’h asked, low.


    “I had to do something,” Jahir said, slumped. His wrists and ankles were trembling, and the rest of him felt… very vague. Not even in his defense classes had he ever been so sodden with sweat, enough that his hair was dripping slowly onto his pants. He felt not just exhausted, but depleted, as if he’d used up something vital that needed replacement. Food, he thought. Or juice. He found himself latching onto the memory of Nuera’s sparkling verjuice, tasting it on his palate as if he could swallow it down.


    /Ugh, stop that,/ Vasiht’h said with an audible groan. “I can’t tell whether I never want to eat again or I want to eat everything. No one warned me how much work being dva’htiht was.” He pressed his shoulders up and let them drop. “We should talk to the crew and find out what happened. Before we got involved. How many people got hurt.”


    “Two dead,” Jahir said, without thinking, eyes closed. “Many unconscious, but only two dead.”


    “I guess they’re human,” Vasiht’h said, subdued.


    “Given what the pirates intended?” He glanced at his friend. “Did you know?”


    “About the fur trade?” Vasiht’h grimaced. “No. I thought that was something teenagers came up with to scare each other at overnight parties. I guess you’re sure?”


    “If you could have seen what I saw….”


    “Don’t—” Vasiht’h held up a hand. “Don’t show me. That’s one thing I don’t want in my head.” He pushed himself upright and smiled wryly. “The one time being Eldritch wasn’t worse for you than being Pelted would have been.”


    “Unless I’d been cousin Lisinthir,” Jahir said, and stopped abruptly.


    “That reminds me,” Vasiht’h said as he finished gaining all four feet. “Do you always hear his voice in your head that way now? I couldn’t catch the words of the conversation, but it was definitely a back-and-forth. Almost as if he was there. You must have a very clear sense of his personality for that… arii?”


    Jahir slumped back to the ground, grabbing for his collar and opening it to fumble for the medallion. “You have better eyes than I do,” he said. “Look at the back more closely and tell me… could you have fit a chip in it?”


    Vasiht’h eyed him, then sat alongside him and bent close. “Move your head, you’re blocking the light.” The Glaseah twisted the amulet on the strand, pulling it taut against Jahir’s neck. For a very long moment he said nothing, squinting at it. Then, “There’s a very small part of it that looks like it reflects differently.”


    Jahir put a hand on his partner’s wrist.


    It becomes you. And it will serve you in your need.


    I have left you a tool. Use it, if you would.


    “I need a medkit,” he said.


    Vasiht’h’s eyes narrowed.


    “Please,” Jahir said. “And something to eat. And then we must find the captain and the crew.”


    “All right,” Vasiht’h said. /But only because I think you need the medkit. And you’re going to tell me what this is about./


    /I so vow./


    The Glaseah nodded and left, footfalls unsteady at first and then firming. Left to himself, Jahir let his head rest back against the wall and breathed. If he was right—but he was right. There was no other reason, when his cousin did nothing without planning several steps ahead. The only question was: what next? Where did he belong, to best move the Pattern to the place where it would breed success for them all? Survival?


    Had he really driven off a pirate vessel with the force of his anger alone?


    His penchant for not looking too closely at those things that might distress him was, by now, all too clear to him. What he’d done… he would have to sit with it for some time, when he was on Sharsenne and had the leisure. For now, he bowed his head forward and felt for the amulet’s catch. Removing the pendant felt wrong, but he would have it back in place soon enough.


    When Vasiht’h rounded the bend, Jahir was already holding out his hands for the kit. He received instead a protein bar, which he eyed with resignation.


    “Eat,” Vasiht’h said, opening the kit.


    Obediently, Jahir took the first bite.


    “Scanner?”


    “No,” Jahir said. “The AAP.”


    The Glaseah’s look then was speaking; the wash through the mindline, thick with suspicion, even more so.


    “And the tweezers.”


    Vasiht’h scowled. “Arii—” But handed both over. “At least finish the bar.”


    “In a moment.” Jahir turned the pendant and held it up to the overhead lights. Lisinthir wouldn’t have designed the amulet to be broken, as that would have invited poor fortune and destroyed a work of art besides. There had to be a way….


    “Ah,” he murmured, and used the edge of the tweezers to press along the tiny patch until he felt something give. A slot opened and revealed the chip he’d been expecting, and he couldn’t help his low chuckle. “Imthereli,” he murmured in their tongue. “Mind of a drake, thou hast.”


    “What is that?” Vasiht’h asked, perplexed.


    “Hold this for me… just thus, don’t move.” He set the pendant on his partner’s palm and checked the AAP. It had a saline vial, so he set the syringe to use it and carefully touched the tip of it to exposed chip. It stuck—thankfully—and he rested it against the vein in his arm.


    “This is safe, I’m assuming.”


    “It is how it’s meant to be implanted,” Jahir said. “More or less.”


    “More or less!”


    Jahir depressed the button and watched the saline level drop. Unlike a normal injection, it hurt, but then normal injections weren’t pressing something macroscopic through skin. It was a small chip, but when he lifted the AAP a thread of crimson blood had spilled into the inside crook of his elbow.


    “I know that’s not supposed to happen,” Vasiht’h said, disturbed.


    “It’ll pass.” Jahir set the pump aside and drew in a breath. And then he laughed and touched his hand to his brow.


    Vasiht’h had sat back on his haunches and had his arms folded. “So?”


    How would Lisinthir have programmed it? He and Vasiht’h had attended a party once in dominos, the consumer cousins to Fleet’s roquelaures. Those models had been cheap, with few interface options… but the high-end versions they'd investigated had all had the option to be activated via subvocalization. He tried commanding it in Universal first, and was unsurprised when it failed. Chatcaavan… no. Not the language that could be understood by their enemies. Which left only Eldritch.


    In that tongue, he told the roquelaure to wake, and that he would be a Seersa, and found himself looking down at his own foot now furred and four-toed and bare, in the way of most of the digitigrade species.


    Vasiht’h’s shock was cold as peppermint, and lemonade. Peppermint lemonade?


    “Really?” Jahir asked, in a voice higher than his own. “Have you had such a thing?” He re-considered. “It sounds delicious, come to that.”


    “Goddess of Dreams!” Vasiht’h exclaimed. “Even your voice pitch is different!” He reached for Jahir’s arm and recoiled. “The fur is furry!”


    “It would hardly be a useful disguise otherwise.” He repressed the urge to find his partner’s expression amusing and instead tied the amulet rampant back on. “Will you permit me one more test?”


    “One more?” Vasiht’h said, astounded. And added, “Can you walk like that?”


    “It feels no different to me on the inside of the seeming than being myself,” Jahir said. The bar had seemed to settle his stomach, so he resumed eating it, much to the Glaseah’s bemusement. “But yes. One more test.”


    “Go ahead?”


    Jahir swallowed and drew in a long breath. Roquelaure, he commanded the implant, careful not to make the sound aloud. It was harder than he thought to speak that way. Normal form, uninjured. And then he looked up at Vasiht’h.


    “That’s… not possible,” Vasiht’h whispered. And then, indignant. “That’s not even legal!”


    “I assume you see my cousin,” Jahir said, quiet, and even he heard the difference in his voice.


    “That’s not how dominos work,” Vasiht’h insisted. “You’re not supposed to be able to mimic a specific person.”


    “It’s how they work when Fleet makes them,” Jahir said, and pushed himself upright. Mask off. “There. Better?”


    “Yes!” Vasiht’h stared at him, ears sagging. And then, speculative. “Why?”


    “Did he give it me?” Jahir shook back his hair… or tried, anyway. It hadn’t dried yet and was sticking together in a way he found disagreeable. “I think it was a way of giving me options.”


    “Options,” Vasiht’h said, tasting the word.


    “To keep me safer,” Jahir offered. “It will allow me to look like any species, believably.”


    “He got it from Fleet, for you?”


    /I suspect,/ Jahir said, wry, /that he stole it from Fleet, for me./


    “Why?” Vasiht’h asked.


    To that, Jahir had no response… for he feared the only one that would answer was that his cousin expected him to go into worse danger than he himself would see. And Vasiht’h, knowing him too well, did not press him to admit it.


    “Well,” the Glaseah said at last. “I’m glad he’s looking out for you.”


    “I am also.” He managed a whimsical smile. “Surely together the two of us cannot fail.”


    Vasiht’h snorted. “Let’s find the captain.”
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    The captain of the passenger liner was an Asanii, one of the felid races, and putting a good face on his distress to the crew on the bridge when they arrived and the first mate tried to turn them away. The first mate continued trying until Jahir said, “There are twenty dead pirates on the vessel in the passengers’ quarters.”


    “You were supposed to stay in your cabin,” the first mate, a shorter Karaka’An felid, snapped.


    “If he’d stayed in his cabin, those pirates would be alive and killing people for pelts,” Vasiht’h said, and silenced everyone.


    “Let them in,” the captain said.


    Explaining that he was responsible for the pirates’ flight was one of the more interesting exercises Jahir had attempted in recent years. He had always considered the Alliance’s technology magical; certainly it routinely achieved miracles in ways he couldn’t have described, much less duplicated. And yet the masters of this technology, who themselves probably couldn’t have explained or duplicated it either, were deeply troubled to learn that “real” magic had routed their enemies.


    “It’s not real magic any more than a Glaseah’s ability to talk mind-to-mind is magic,” Vasiht’h said for him, and Jahir let him carry the battle while he stared out the windows at space and wondered what else he could eat. He rarely remembered being so hungry.


    At last he interrupted to ask, “How did they catch us?”


    The captain was leery of him, but also obviously tired of engaging with Vasiht’h. “It’s a bit of a gamble, but there’s a way to bounce a ship out of Well if you know its vector and engine harmonics.”


    “So are the engines broken?” Vasiht’h asked.


    “Just jarred a bit,” said the third member of the bridge crew, who was sitting at the systems station. “We can be back underway in a couple of hours.”


    “And we’ll have to be, to report our dead and the attack,” a fourth muttered.


    “Go see to the passengers,” the captain said to the first mate. Facing Vasiht’h and Jahir, he said, “I’m grateful for what you’ve done, more than I can easily express. But there’s nothing you can do from here. I advise you to return to your cabin and rest, see to any… wounds… you might have taken in the fight.”


    “That’s a good idea,” Vasiht’h said, taking Jahir by the sleeve. “We’ll do that. How soon do you think we’ll reach Sharsenne?”


    “We’ll probably only be a few hours off our original ETA,” the captain said. “Call it three to five hours, maybe—”


    The world around their vessel skewed in Jahir’s perception, cramping with hunger so acutely he thought for a moment that it was his stomach, and that the roquelaure, or his mind-magery, or both, were finally collecting their overdue payment. He would certainly have preferred that to what he sensed when his mind cleared.


    /No,/ Vasiht’h hissed. /After all this—/


    “What is it?” the captain was saying, leaning over the chair of the third crew member. “Someone notice our distress call?”


    “Yes,” the woman said, her skin gone ashen. “Chatcaava.”


    The captain glanced over his shoulder. “I don’t suppose you could magically dispose of this vessel too, alet?”


    Jahir reached for the ship and almost fell against Vasiht’h. How had he become so depleted? But there was no choice. If he didn’t fight…


    One mind. Two. Dozens. More than that. They flooded his awareness like a toxic spill, and unlike the pirates they weren’t disturbed by rage: they liked it. They were dragons: rage was fuel, was an invitation to run down a predator and challenge it to a contest of strength. Nor was exhaustion and fear any better bait, for they mistrusted fear and exhaustion drew them like the bleat of wounded prey.


    /What do we do??/ Vasiht’h asked, panicked.


    /I don’t know,/ Jahir whispered.

  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR


    The Queen Ransomed had been expecting to be brutalized by the Lord of the Twelveworld after the avarice that male had displayed on accepting her as a “gift” from his new Emperor. She’d had no feeling about the possibility; she’d suffered so much casual violence in her life that yet another round of it scarcely mattered, especially when set against the horror that had been perpetrated on her wings… and the worse pain of having failed in her aims so quickly. She hadn’t expected Second and the Usurper to identify her as a spy so quickly, and then move to neutralize her rather than patronize and punish her, as females were typically punished.


    And yet, to despair… no. That would leave her prey to inaction. The one thing she knew the Ambassador wouldn’t do when thrown in another kind of captivity would be to assume there was no profit to be gained from it. She might not know when she’d be able to make good on that profit, but she would remain vigilant. Perhaps the Lord of the Twelveworld would let something slip while raping her, or she would have a chance to overpower him somehow?


    But he didn’t send for her. Did not even give her as a gift to someone else, or remand her to his males to be disciplined or trained. It was not that he dismissed her potential to betray him, because he’d thrown her into an empty room and chained her there and then posted guards at the doors. But that was the extent of his interaction with her, and the Queen was surprised to discover that she was… offended.


    Offended.


    The thought was laughable, and yet it persisted. She’d hoped he would make a mistake she could take advantage of; barring that, she expected him to at least find her fascinating enough to personally abuse. And while being ignored wasn’t new to the Queen, she found she no longer accepted it as her due, as a non-entity.


    Her options, though, were depressingly limited. She was in the palace still, so she knew no one would hear her yelling through the thick stone walls. Her bonds kept her from reaching any of the walls or the one door. There were no windows, certainly. No computer access. No one she could suborn through speech. They waited until she was sleeping to set out food, water, and switch out the humiliating pail they’d left for waste, and they always put those right within reach… not far enough for her to do more than scrabble for them.


    It was gratifying to be treated as a prisoner and not a harem prize, she supposed. But it left her too much time to brood on her powerlessness, and how much her naked wing arms distressed her.
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    Without windows it was difficult to tell how much time was passing. But eventually, something did change: she was unchained from the wall and marched to a bathing chamber.


    “You-my-lesser will wash,” one of the guards said. “And dress yourself properly. There are two of us-your-betters outside the door. You-my-lesser will win nothing by attempting escape.”


    “This one understands,” she murmured, head bowed and shoulders rounded in what she hoped was an attitude of utter dejection. Maybe it worked, because she wasn’t cuffed for daring to answer him. She worked on projecting that mask of obedient depression by shuffling after the guards, looking neither right nor left, and pretending not to notice when they’d arrived at the bathing chamber, as if she’d been so busy staring at her feet that she hadn’t seen where they were going. She let them shove her into the room, and only after they took their posts at the door did she wonder how they expected her to wash effectively with manacles and chains depending from all her limbs.


    Except she wasn’t alone. There was another Chatcaavan waiting for her in the bathing chamber. A golden creature, slim and lovely, who would have made a beautiful harem prize, and for a moment she dragged in a shocked breath because she had not seen another winged female in so long… except that looking down, she saw that this was no female, but a castrated male.


    She had heard stories that the males who kept the palace clean and its courtiers fed were not Outside, but she had never been able to picture how that would work. Now, she knew.


    “Let me,” the male said softly, reaching for her hands.


    She had rarely heard a lovelier voice. Out of another Chatcaavan, never. She stared at him, wide-eyed, as he undid the manacles and drew them from her.


    “You will be reprimanded,” she finally found the wherewithal to say.


    “No,” he said, his voice very soft. “I was asked to bathe you completely. You are to be a gift, Mistress.”


    She exhaled. “It was only a matter of time.”


    “No,” the male whispered, eyes meeting hers. “Not to one of the Chatcaava, Mistress. The Lord of the Twelveworld intends to give you to the pirates. As part of the payment for their part in the war.”


    Her eyes widened.


    “We listen,” he murmured, and pulled her into the pool, pouring water over her head. “No one cares that we do. What are we to do with the knowledge? We are powerless. Like females.” He met her eyes as he brought another cascade of water, wetting her mane. His were a luminous turquoise, almost too dark for beauty… but she had fallen in love with a male whose eyes were darker still. “But there was one female decided not to accept the impotence of females. It was she who showed the rest of us that knowledge is power.”


    The Queen glanced wildly toward the door.


    “They won’t hear us,” the male murmured. “Because whatever we say can’t possibly be important enough.”


    “How can you be sure?” she whispered. “I was caught!”


    “You were caught by Second, who is cunning. If you had been given to the Usurper, perhaps he would have posted guards who cared what you were saying to a castrate. Second’s guards would never have left the room. But the Lord of the Twelveworld is busy with plans of domination and plunder, and he has the entire pirate nation to employ if he can bring them to heel.” The male began working polishing sand into her shoulders and arms, smoothing the foam over the places where her hide became skin. “His guards see only an unnatural female, worthless and ugly, and they dismiss her.” He glanced at her. “Just as they do the males who clean their bedclothes of seed and wine, and provide the meals they are too lazy to kill themselves.”


    “Oh,” the Queen whispered, staring at him. “Can you… could you free me?”


    His head drooped. “That is not in our power, Mistress. There are not so many of us, and we are not fighters. And though we know many secret ways in and out of the palace, Second and the Usurper are in command now, and they know now how you secreted the females and children out.”


    “I’m so sorry!” she exclaimed, horrified. “I didn’t know… I didn’t think—”


    He set his fingers on her chest, startling her into silence. “If you’d known about us, I think you would have tried to save us too. We all know it. But we keep ourselves from view as much as possible. It is the safest way for us. We are not Outside, to be sheltered from violence… and we cannot fight as well as the males who can grow horns. Even casual gossip about us we consider dangerous.” He smiled a little, sad. “We knew that lesson long before Second learned it the hard way.”


    The Queen was silent as he continued bathing her. His hands were gentle. He was gentle, in a way she didn’t associate with any Chatcaavan male. Even the kinder males she’d met, like the Knife and Uuvek, had given off an air of competence that implied their familiarity with violence, and the Emperor, who’d learned gentleness at the Ambassador’s hands, had been so affecting because he was tender despite that latent aggression. To be ministered to by a male who gave off none of those signals was… perplexing. He must have been castrated before puberty, to lack the ridging along the brows, the extra horns, and the muscle and hide development of uncut males. What had it been like? Had he come out of the harem nursery? Who decided which males would serve their lives as cooks and janitors?


    She thought of what the Emperor had said about the worlds beyond the throneworld and doubted, somehow, that this was a habit common to most of the Empire. It sounded like exactly the sort of custom that would flourish in the cruelty of the court.


    “This,” the male said, touching her wing arm. “Oh, Mistress.”


    She dipped her head.


    “I do not mean to bring you pain—”


    “It hurts whether it is noticed or not,” the Queen said, soft. “I would rather that it be acknowledged as the cruelty it was, than not-seen. I think… you understand.”


    “We do,” the male said. “And while we cannot save you, Mistress, this much we can do. We can know things.” He rested his hands on her back, between the new scars. “We can know where you were taken, and when, and why, so that we can tell those who want to rescue you. And we can tell others anything you want them to know.”


    Her head jerked up. She looked slowly over her shoulder.


    “We order supplies through the computer system,” the male said. “To do that, we must send messages. And we are no longer wholly male, nor strong enough to contest with whole males on the dueling field… but we are not stupid.”


    “Oh,” she whispered. “If you could… if I could tell… I know things… Second’s treachery!”


    “You have only to tell me to whom you would like your message passed, and what it should contain,” the male said. “We will see it done.”


    She gasped in a breath against the emotion that crested in her. Had she doubted her decision to stay? But the Air was not dead, as so many proclaimed…! It lived yet, to whisper hope into the ears of its people, and to buoy them up when they thought they could no longer fly. “What are you called?”


    “We use names, Mistress,” the male said. “And we do so without shame, preferring them to titles. I am Oviin.”


    “Oviin. If you could do this thing….” She found herself sliding to her knees in the water with a splash.


    One of the guards ducked his head in. “What are you-our-lessers doing?”


    “Apologies, my-better,” Oviin said, wings tightly folded. “She-your-lesser slipped on the tiles.”


    “Don’t break her-our-lesser’s neck,” the guard said. “And hurry up.”


    “Yes, my-better.”


    The Queen watched with wide eyes as the guard resumed his post.


    “As you see,” Oviin murmured.


    “I do.” She squared her shoulders. “Then, since you have offered….”


    “Tell me what to say, Mistress, and to whom.”


    She gathered her thoughts then, and chose them, chose the people to whom she would send the message and the prioritization of those people in case Oviin could only reach one of them. He repeated back to her the information, so perfectly that she stared at him agape.


    “I volunteered for this,” he said, finishing with her hair. “For more than one reason, but because also my memory is so good. The gemstones, now. We are almost out of time.”


    She nodded, the borrowed gesture coming naturally to her. “Then I would ask… do you have anything you would like to ask of me?”


    “Me, Mistress?” Surprised, he looked up from the selection of rings and bangles. When she waited, he said, hesitant, “The Ambassador seemed… generous.”


    A memory then, visceral and warm and dense, of long fingers wrapped around her ribcage as he lifted her over him. His strange kisses, the drag of soft and clever lips past her cheek. The tongue, so blunt to be so talented and so teachable. She flushed. “That is a good word, yes.”


    “Did he teach you the shapechange?” Oviin asked, cautious.


    “What? Oh… no. I learned when I was young,” she said. “No one taught me. I just… tried until I succeeded.”


    “I would have liked to know the shapechange,” the male murmured.


    She set a hand on his upper arm, surprising him into looking at her. “There is no reason you might not. You’re winged, Oviin. It’s in you.”


    “Maybe.” He slid an armband up her arm. “Maybe, Mistress.”


    She let him decorate her with all the hated gauds of her status, wondering what the pirates would do with her. What they’d think of her, if they’d been hoping for a normal Chatcaavan female… or even an unnatural one, but not mutilated. She tried not to think of the ugliness of her denuded wing-arms, but she couldn’t imagine even an alien seeing them without finding them distasteful.


    Oviin brought her mane forward to rest over her flat chest and smoothed it down, then said, “You are ready.” And, very quietly, “I am sorry we could not warn you faster, Mistress.”


    “You did,” she answered, willing him to feel her sincerity and wishing she could share it the way Eldritch would have, through held hands. “It was the flowers, wasn’t it?”


    He inclined his head.


    “Had you not made us suspicious, we would never have been able to get the others free. And one day… one day we will come for you,” the Queen said. “Oviin—it will be soon.”


    “May the day come, then, Mistress,” he murmured. Louder, “She-your-lesser is done, my-betters. But this one cannot bind her-your-lesser in the chains again, for it will disturb her-your-lesser’s costume.”


    “Fine,” the first guard said. “It’s not like there’s anywhere to run. Come on.”


    “Go with the Living Air,” Oviin whispered as she passed on toward the arch.


    The Queen joined her guards and followed them with her lowered head and artificially strained posture, keeping her bells and bangles from sounding as much as possible. But beneath that façade she found herself… tranquil. If Oviin succeeded—and she had to pray that he would—then her warning would reach those best positioned to address it, and what she’d done here would not be in vain. And now, she would be sent somewhere she could learn about this second threat to her lovers’ aims. She knew Chatcaavan and Universal, could change shape into both Pelted and Eldritch bodies, and was used to being underestimated. The pirates would be bad, she thought. But how much worse than Chatcaava could they be? She had endured everything short of death. So long as she avoided that final insult, she would live to be useful.


    I am doing our work, she thought fiercely to those she loved. Do not fear for me. And as they turned the corner to head up the ramp back to the suite, she added, But don’t let me languish too long, for I miss you both…
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    “Are you sure they’re coming?” Na’er drawled, leaning against the stone doorjamb.


    “They’re coming.” Amber’s voice was tense, less out of frustration with the Aera, Lisinthir thought, than out of his own internal agitation. It fascinated him, seeing the similarities and differences between the siblings. Amber seemed to have inherited all the aggression in the family, but he hadn’t channeled it into anything physical or violent. In him, it seemed to have become restlessness. Sediryl had some of that as well, but it was understandable in a woman of her position. She’d been raised to rule a province and been denied. He could sympathize with the scars left by frustrated ambition. One longed to be useful—male or female.


    “What are you thinking?” Sediryl asked, coming up alongside him.


    “That I will be glad when the waiting is done.”


    “Me too,” she muttered. Then, with a conscious effort to shake off her mood, “At least we know Jahir’s on his way.”


    Lisinthir’s mouth twitched. “So he is. Are you looking forward to your role in that particular play?”


    “It’s not a play,” she said with distinct dignity. “It’s an operation.”


    “Forgive me. Your part in the… operation.”


    She eyed him, then huffed. “Since you’re asking… yes. I think I am. I like my ship, and I’ll be glad to be back on it again, even if it’s just to play glorified taxi. Though how Maia and I got designated the official expendables of the mission, I have no idea.”


    “There is a fine tradition of tempering future leaders in the fires of war,” Lisinthir offered. “Far be it from me to stand in the way of the Queen’s plans, if that is in fact her aim.”


    “Don’t listen to him,” Na’er said. “It’s because us Fleet people are so handy to have around. Cannon fodder for later, when people start shooting, you know.”


    “You’re not supposed to be listening to their private conversation,” Laniis whispered.


    “If they hadn’t wanted me listening, they should have used a language I didn’t know.” He smoothed his ears back with a theatrical gesture. “Nothing stops these beauties.”


    “You could at least pretend not to be eavesdropping,” Laniis said, tail swaying.


    “I don’t think that would fool the Ambassador.” Na’er craned his head over his shoulder and flashed Lisinthir a fangy grin. “Would it?”


    “Not at all,” Lisinthir said, amused.


    “You see? And you should know better, anyway. He’s your Eldritch.”


    “He’s not my Eldritch!”


    Na’er guffawed. “Uh-huh.”


    “They banter thus always?” Sediryl asked him in their tongue.


    “It relieves their anxiety. It is like you with your fingers picking at your clothing.”


    She stared up at him, mouth ajar, and he politely ignored her.


    “Mind-mage!” she accused.


    “It doesn’t take a special talent to see what is before one’s eyes,” Lisinthir said. And then, sobering, “Courage, perhaps, to admit to it. But talent?” He smiled down at her and cocked a brow. “A word people use when they prefer not to admit they are too lazy to develop the skill.”


    “You see?” Na’er said to Laniis. “Now they’re having a private conversation. Either that, or the Ambassador’s tweaking my ears.”


    “Can you blame me when they’re so tweakable?” Lisinthir said in Universal.


    That laughter Amber interrupted. “There they come!”


    Onto the green that Lisinthir had so recently covered himself, they were, in fact, coming: about twenty Chatcaava herded by a handful of Pelted guardians. How alien they looked amid the abbey’s buildings, avoiding the geese and the Pelted children, with the sun gleaming off the bare hides of the females and the horns of the males. For there were males, he was surprised to see: two in the vanguard, with two females in close attendance, one proudly apart, the other with a babe in arms and two children trotting after her like an honor guard. He was surprised to recognize the latter female as the mother he’d summoned the Surgeon to save.


    It was good, good to see them. His only regret was the lack of the single female he’d wanted most to greet. He accepted that the Queen had chosen to exercise her free will on their behalf, but oh, how he missed her.


    Amber had already advanced and was hailing the Tam-illee female accompanying the group. Lisinthir ignored them to head for the male Chatcaava, and sensed his Fleet personnel following… and Sediryl as well. One of the males was a muted silver with eyes that were dark for a Chatcaava, and his demeanor was grim. The other, taller and thicker through the shoulders and chest and wing-arms, seemed more phlegmatic. Or had, before he caught sight of Lisinthir.


    “You didn’t mention this part,” that male said to the other with interest.


    “Because I didn’t know about it. But I probably should have.” The male came to a halt in front of Lisinthir and glared up at him. “You were the one who put the idea in her head, weren’t you.”


    “I beg your pardon,” Lisinthir said, cordial. “I believe she had ideas in her head long before I was involved. Or did you think your Queen a dumb animal, incapable of imagining a fate separate from that designed for her by the males that trammeled her?”


    The second male made a sound suspiciously like a cough.


    “It’s not that,” the proud female said. “He’s just upset that she lied to him.”


    “I’m not talking to you,” the first male said between gritted teeth.


    “You’re talking to her now,” the second male pointed out.


    “I’m only talking to her to inform her that I still haven’t forgiven her.”


    The female sniffed. “As if I wanted your forgiveness.” She studied Lisinthir, curious, both sets of arms folded as she leaned toward him. “I remember you. You said we were ugly.”


    “I cannot have said anything of the sort,” Lisinthir said, startled.


    “When the Emperor offered you our use,” the female pressed. “You said that wings were our species’ most attractive feature. It was your reason for not wanting us.”


    “I believe what I said was that I was accustomed to two arms. Which, you will perceive, is only the truth.”


    “You see?” the first male said. “She is infuriating. You tell her something—or ask her something—and she creatively reinterprets it to suit herself!”


    The second male patted him on the shoulder. “Well, now she’s the Ambassador’s problem. You are the Ambassador, I assume.”


    “At the Exalted’s service, as I presume you are?”


    “You presume correctly,” the first male said stiffly. “I apologize for our discourtesy. I am the Knife, the male assigned by the Emperor to head the Queen Ransomed’s security. This male beside me is Uuvek, who served with me in the Navy as a computer specialist before I asked for his expertise in the palace.”


    “And we,” said the female, “are the Priestess. And the Mother.”


    “The Mother I have met before,” Lisinthir said, inclining his head to her. “Your child, I believe?”


    “The one you-my-better helped to save,” she said shyly. “Thank you.”


    “I am pleased beyond words to have done so. And these two drakes?”


    “Gale,” said the Mother. “And his brother, Whisper.”


    “We’re her guards,” Gale said. The stubborn scowl eased. “You were the one who gave the Queen the shape of the alien? The one she used to communicate with the tongueless attendants?”


    “I… did, yes,” Lisinthir said, startled. “Did she truly?”


    “She did!” Gale said. “It was amazing! I had no idea our nurses were thinking anything at all! I mean, I knew they had to be, but when you never hear those thoughts, you forget that people think them….”


    “Gale,” the Mother muttered.


    The Priestess reached over and swatted the boy on the head. Gently, Lisinthir noticed, but firmly. “You inherited the Emperor’s brain. Try to use it before you speak.”


    “It is true that we often become complacent when no one contradicts our beliefs,” Lisinthir said to Gale. “It is wise of you to have noticed. An observation befitting an Emperor’s son.”


    Gale scowled at the Priestess. “So why did she hit me?”


    “I’m afraid it was because you implied that females are dumb animals,” Lisinthir said. “You will also note that people who have been much maligned are more sensitive to such attitudes. You should choose your words more carefully around the disenfranchised.”


    The Priestess rolled her eyes. “I cuffed him because the Mother didn’t. Someone needs to teach him that females are not all meek and clawless.”


    “If he has met the Queen and see her in her power,” Lisinthir said, “then I think he knows that already. Do you not, Gale?”


    “Yes,” the boy said. “She’s fierce!”


    “In her own way,” Lisinthir agreed. To the Knife, “There is much I would ask of you, but we should see the frailer among you to shelter where they can rest. You and your redoubtable female companions I plan to wring for information, but babes and their wet nurses are another matter.”


    “Yes,” the Knife said, with such poorly concealed long-suffering that it was difficult for Lisinthir to conceal his amusement. “Yes, they are. Please, lead on.”
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    Settling the noncombatants took some time; setting up the room for their conference still more. Sediryl fought her irritation—poorly—at the discovery that the Fleet personnel could provide translation via data tablet and telegem. “Why didn’t you do that for us when they first started arriving?” she asked Amber.


    “Because,” Amber replied, testy, “In case you haven’t noticed, there’s all of one computer in this entire abbey, and it’s embedded in the abbot’s room upstairs.”


    “There’s a thing called a data tablet,” Sediryl shot back. “I hear they’re cheap, particularly for people with our resources.”


    “I don’t see you waving your data tablet around,” he growled.


    That had given her pause, which Amber used to resume his conversations about preparing the room with those Fleet people. “Maia?” she asked, low. “Could you have fed me a translation?”


    A pause. Then, “The answer to that is… ordinarily, yes.”


    “Ordinarily,” she repeated.


    “The Ambassador’s trip to the Empire made it clear that our existing database on Chatcaavan is lacking in a great deal of necessary nuance,” the D-per replied. “It is currently being re-evaluated for veracity. Opinions vary over how true to the original our translations would be, and when we are talking about translating the words of those who mean us harm….”


    “I see,” Sediryl said. She frowned, watching a stranger set out plates of food and drink. “Why are the Fleet people so confident, then?”


    “Because they have Lieutenant Baker. If records are correct, she just returned from almost a year, maybe longer, in the Empire. And, of course, the Ambassador, who also appears to know the language colloquially.”


    “Have you been listening?” she asked, interested. “Could you replay the exchange I just heard outside for me?”


    “I could, yes. I believe it would be eighty percent accurate.”


    “Well,” Sediryl said, taking a seat on a corner bench while the others finished setting up. “Let’s have it.”


    “Replaying now, alet. At a somewhat higher rate of speed.”


    While the others went about their business, then, Sediryl listened, trying to keep her mouth from betraying any mirth at some of the exchanges and marveling at her cousin’s fluency. She’d been forced to listen to the conversation as incomprehensible noise, and left without any meaning to interpret she’d fallen back on evaluating the rhythm and play of it… and Lisinthir had never hesitated, nor faltered in search for any word. Sediryl had learned Universal as a child, long before she had any clear memory of whether it had entailed any effort. She hadn’t attempted to acquire any language since, but she couldn’t imagine learning Chatcaavan this well in two years. Less than that, given that Lisinthir had no doubt been given a quick course in it and then flung into the Empire.


    There was nothing in that conversation relevant to their problems now, but it did suggest a very great many things about her cousin and his beliefs.


    When the four Chatcaava were led back in, the room looked very much as it had when they’d greeted their cousin, but with some exceptions. Food and drink, of course. And now translating telegems for everyone, including the Chatcaava. It was all very cool and dim and very Alliance despite its rustic facade. Sediryl wondered how the Chatcaava found it. Did they think it soft? Comforting?


    The Mother looked at the food with what seemed to be wistfulness, but didn’t reach for it. Glancing at her, the Priestess sighed and snagged a round red fruit. “I assume this is safe for us to eat,” she said to Lisinthir.


    “It would not be there otherwise.”


    The Priestess pressed it into the Mother’s hand. “Stop apologizing for existing.”


    “I didn’t say anything,” the Mother whispered in protest.


    “No, but you were thinking it.”


    Lisinthir cleared his throat, and strange it was indeed to hear him speaking a completely unintelligible language, and yet to hear the Universal less than a syllable later in her ear. His confidence, though, needed no translation. “Shall we begin, then? There is a matter that requires immediate address.”


    “That being?” the Knife asked, wary.


    “I require proof of your loyalties.”


    The two males stared at him so fixedly Sediryl’s shoulders tensed. Her cousin, she noted, showed no signs of discomfort at all.


    “You question our loyalty,” the Knife repeated.


    “As the ship that was carrying me back to the Alliance was attacked by a system lord’s militia in consort with a Naval vessel and Naval personnel… yes. The Emperor has been betrayed by those he trusted implicitly, so I can no longer take your profession as proof of your allegiance. I require that proof before we continue.”


    “I can’t argue that,” Na’er said, and if Lisinthir’s voice had been shocking in Chatcaavan, the Aera’s accented drawl was even more so.


    But the effect of her cousin’s statement on the Chatcaava was electric. The Knife was leaning forward, eyes so wide the pupils visibly contracted in them from the extra light. “You know this? You are certain!”


    “Completely.”


    The Knife stared at Uuvek. “She was right!”


    “If we hadn’t agreed with her, we wouldn’t have gone,” Uuvek replied, nonplussed.


    “I agreed it might be possible!” the Knife said. “I didn’t want to believe that it was true.” Shoulders slumping, and wings with them, he turned back to Lisinthir. “You must have your proof, then, though I don’t know how you plan to derive it. Unless…” He hesitated. “You will do as the Emperor did to me once?”


    “And what did he do?” Lisinthir asked with interest.


    “He touched me while wearing your shape in order to assess my fitness to be the Queen’s Knife.” The Chatcaavan canted his head. “Will you now do the same?”


    “How convenient for us all that you are familiar with the procedure,” Lisinthir said, and Sediryl hid a smile. Her cousin held out a hand. “Let us be quit of that quickly, for it is apparent we have a great deal to do.”


    The test of the Knife didn’t take long, and try as she might Sediryl couldn’t see any evidence that it was transpiring, or that it was disturbing her cousin’s peace. What must it be like, to be capable of that level of mindtouch? She had never been that good at even the easy parts, and had never thought of that lack as a liability. To have to wear dense, long sleeves, never able to push them up without worrying about whether she’d brush someone’s skin? Goddess save her from that kind of trouble.


    Lisinthir moved on to Uuvek, and opened an eye partway through that evaluation to quirk a brow at him.


    “Find something interesting?” the Chatcaavan asked.


    “You have a fascinating mind,” Lisinthir replied. “Very well organized.”


    “Thank you. I worked hard on it.”


    Lisinthir laughed. “Did you. Well, it shows.”


    To everyone’s surprise, he held out his hand to the Priestess afterwards. It was the Mother who exclaimed, “But we are females!”


    “And apparently he knows that females are capable of power and action and treachery if it suits them,” the Priestess said, eyeing Lisinthir with approval. “I think I am going to like the world we are being thrust into, if this is typical of people’s assumptions.”


    “It is typical of many of them,” Lisinthir said, and looked across the room at Sediryl. “Alas, you will find the occasional person who underestimates others based on criteria that have nothing to do with the quality of their will or spirits.”


    The Priestess sniffed. “Good. May there be many such among our enemies.” She rested her hand confidently in Lisinthir’s and watched him throughout the test with avid curiosity.


    That left the Mother, who regarded Lisinthir with trepidation.


    “You I ask this of only because someone may have used your mind as a trap,” Lisinthir said. “I do not fear for your loyalties. But let me be certain.”


    “Can… can that happen?” the Mother asked, aghast.


    “Even among powers without access to mind talents,” Lisinthir said. “The mind can be bent unexpectedly.”


    She gave him her hand, which was trembling visibly. Lisinthir caressed it softly with a thumb until she relaxed, and then kissed the back. “And you are safe, Mother.”


    “Again, thanks to you,” the Mother murmured.


    “Mostly due to my compatriots, this time, you’ll find.” Lisinthir leaned back. “So. The Navy has betrayed the Emperor. What made the Queen decide to flee?”


    Uuvek and the Knife exchanged glances. The latter said, “Second.”


    “Second?” Laniis asked.


    “A new Second, I presume,” Lisinthir said.


    “What is Second?” Amber interrupted.


    “What it sounds like,” Na’er said. “The Emperor’s chief minister.”


    “The new Second was Command-East.” The Knife rested his talons on the table, pressing lightly. “You know our sectors?”


    “Yes,” Lisinthir said.


    “Then you should know that the eastern quadrant is the densest, population and industry-wise,” the Knife said. “Our military has nodal bases in each of the four quadrants, but East is our largest and considered our headquarters. Second was the male charged with the military administration of the entirety of the Eastern Navy: its supplies, its fixed defenses, its fleets, its personnel.”


    “Logical choice for a new minister, as long as he doesn’t turn on you,” Na’er said. “Is that what he did?”


    “He must have,” the Knife said. “Someone had to give the order to intercept you, Ambassador. But we had to leave before securing any proof or we would never have made it out.”


    “That’s why the Queen stayed, though,” Sediryl said. “Would she have been able to get you any information?”


    “We haven’t had access to any computers on our flight,” the Knife said. “So we wouldn’t know. Unless you received something, Ambassador?” At Lisinthir’s negation, the Chatcaavan said, “Then… we would have to check.”


    “Can you even reach your computers through ours? Don’t you… I don’t know. Secure your networks?” Amber asked.


    Uuvek huffed. “Give me a console. That’s all I need.”


    “But not the one in the abbey,” Sediryl said. “Which means mine.” She held up her tablet. “Do you know how to use our interfaces?”


    “I can walk him through it,” a voice murmured in her ear.


    “That would work, then.” Sediryl rose, leaned over the table, and set her tablet in front of the Chatcaavan. “My crewmember can help you. Her name’s Maia. She’s a D-Per—a digital personality—if you know what that is.”


    Lisinthir said something to the Chatcaava then that her translation blanked on.


    “A what?” the Knife said, startled. “That’s possible? But why would you do that?”


    Uuvek was staring at the data tablet with a look Sediryl had to describe as avarice. “Can I talk to this being?”


    “I am listening to you right now,” Maia offered through the data tablet’s speakers. In Chatcaavan, which made the simultaneous translation in the same voice in Sediryl’s ear bizarre.


    Uuvek’s head jerked back. Leaning forward slowly, he said, “This tablet. I can’t scratch it.”


    “No,” Sediryl said.


    Laniis added, “We have many species with claws or talons.”


    “Then, with your permission, I will withdraw to make the acquaintance of this… being. And I will find out if we have any messages. Knife?”


    “Go,” the Knife said. And then, as if realizing he may no longer have any authority, “Unless there is a problem with this.”


    “No,” Lisinthir said. “But don’t leave the building, please. I don’t know how many people here may have… issues… with Chatcaava they may want to take out on your hide, if they find you alone.”


    “There’s no violence here,” Amber said.


    “There’s no violence here now,” Lisinthir said. “That was prior to there being provocation.”


    “So the question,” Na’er said, “If you’ll pardon me for dragging us back to boring practicalities… is what do we do now?”


    “Where’s the Emperor?” Sediryl asked. When the Knife and Lisinthir both looked at her, she said, “He’s the one with the crown, yes? He left, presumably, or he would have been there to help the Queen. So where did he go, and why hasn’t he come back?”


    “Deployed,” the Knife said. “As he has been frequently since your departure, Ambassador, taming the rebellions.”


    “And the last rebellion was…?” Lisinthir asked.


    “I no longer know the location of his campaigns,” the Knife said. “As I was detached from the Navy to serve palace security. But.”


    “But,” Na’er muttered. “There’s always a but.”


    “One of the reasons we fled was that we couldn’t contact him to ask for direction,” the Knife said. “No one was answering his tag. Not even the flagship.”


    That silence was harsh. Sediryl broke it by saying, “So he’s in trouble, is what you’re implying.”


    “Or under operational security so strenuous he wouldn’t allow it to be broken even for the Queen Ransomed,” the Knife said.


    “And the chances of that?” Sediryl asked.


    The Knife said, low, “You find us here.”


    “So what we’ve got is an empire in the process of complete destabilization with its nominal head of state missing in action and no one with legitimate authority to stop that process,” Na’er said.


    “I fear you misunderstand,” the Knife said heavily. “The Empire wants very much to conquer you aliens. If we are promised that war, we will not at all be destabilized. We will be very united, and very little will be able to brake us.”


    “For now,” Lisinthir murmured. More clearly: “We must find the Emperor. He only counts as deposed if he’s dead. He also understands the subcultures of the Empire; balancing their competing desires has been the work of his lifetime. So our task must be to discover where he went last and what happened. We extricate him from whatever contretemps he’s found himself in, help him rally his supporters, and go back to the throneworld to dethrone the usurper. Providing one has selected himself.”


    “I like a nice solid plan,” Na’er said. “I’m guessing that Uuvek can figure out where he went?”


    “There is very little Uuvek cannot discover, given a computer,” the Knife said. “But this plan does not offer a solution for its most important contingency.”


    “Which is that the Emperor might be dead,” Sediryl guessed.


    “Yes,” the Knife said.


    “He’s not,” Lisinthir said. “But we should ascertain for certain, as much as possible.”


    “And if he is dead?” Laniis asked, softly.


    “Then I’m guessing we leave the whole notion of reforming the Empire to rot while we kill them all,” Amber said.


    All the Chatcaava looked at him.


    “Amber,” Sediryl said. “That might not be the most diplomatic way to talk in front of our allies.”


    “On the contrary,” the Priestess said, “That’s the most Chatcaavan thing we’ve heard at this table yet.” She leaned over and plucked up a grape with her talons. “It is comforting to encounter something familiar here in the middle of freakland.” She eyed Sediryl and grinned, all fangs. “If my lack of diplomacy can be excused.”


    “I think I can find it in my heart to forgive you,” Sediryl said, wry.


    “So,” Na’er said. “Just to reiterate here. We dig up some information from secure Chatcaavan networks on the location of the Emperor, or where he was last headed. We check for any message drops. Then we sortie for wherever he went, in secret, and see if we can find him. We rescue him, if he needs rescuing, gather his allies, and go pound the tar out of his enemies. Which will hopefully also stop them from conquering the Alliance.”


    “Or trying,” Amber muttered.


    “That sound about the size of it?” Na’er said. “What are we doing with the refugees? Leaving them here?”


    “I would prefer to see them safely into the Alliance,” Sediryl said. “The Queen of the Eldritch has offered them asylum.”


    “Has she,” Lisinthir said, glancing at her with raised brows.


    “As long as there’s someplace for them to go?” Laniis said. “Beyond the Eldritch homeworld. Or is that what the Queen was offering?”


    “I would like to see the homeworld of the Ambassador’s people,” the Mother said, surprising… everyone, it seemed. Including herself.


    “Who’s going to oversee that process, though?” Amber asked. “You, cousin?”


    “Actually,” Sediryl said, “I was thinking of nominating you, cousin.”


    “Excuse me—”


    “I have a ship,” Sediryl said, “with a military-grade Duster. It doesn’t have a great deal of passenger space. And I have things to do, you perceive, that don’t involve me traveling all the way to the opposite end of the Alliance.”


    “What things are those, pray tell?” Amber asked, eyes narrowing.


    “Oh, I could think of several applications for a small vessel with a military-grade Duster,” Lisinthir said, considering the ceiling. “Can’t you, Na’er-alet?”


    “I think if I put my mind to it for long enough I could come up with… oh, I don’t know. One or two? Maybe?”


    “I am not going home,” Amber growled. “I have work to do here too!”


    “Your work, if I’m guessing correctly, involves punishing the Chatcaava for crimes committed against the Eldritch,” Lisinthir said. “I can hardly think of anything more fitting than to take some of their most vulnerable members away from them and hide them among us. They have done violence to the more vulnerable of our members often enough, have they not?”


    Amber’s eyes narrowed. In their tongue, and swathed in black on every word, he said, “That was a rogue’s touch, and unworthy of a gentleman.”


    “You will find me a proponent of expediency when it suits my purposes,” Lisinthir said. “And I am remarkably unruffled by insults.” Switching to Universal, he said, “I believe that plan has merit, cousin Sediryl.”


    “She’s the one who arranged the refugee flight,” Amber said. “She’s supposed to be the one overseeing it!”


    “I am overseeing it. That means I’m free to deputize you,” Sediryl replied. “Which I shall. Or are you not a loyal subject of our Queen?”


    “You’re not the heir yet,” Amber growled in their tongue.


    “Let’s not be rude,” Sediryl said in Universal. “No one else speaks our language, cousin.”


    “I won’t deny having an extra ship that can travel in stealth would be handy,” Na’er said. “If Lord Sernataila doesn’t mind seeing to the refugees.”


    “But with what ship?” the Knife said. “If not the extra one you are speaking of?”


    “There have been arrangements for getting the refugees off this planet in small groups,” Sediryl said. “I’m sure if Amber put his mind to it, he could consolidate most of those flights, since you’re all here.”


    “So we all have work to do,” Lisinthir said. “Shall we be about that work?”


    “Sounds good to me.” Na’er rose. “Since you and Lord Sernataila and Lady Sediryl are going to be busy with the next stage of the refugee situation, I’ll lead these folks to their temporary quarters. If that’s all right?” He grinned at the Knife. “Laniis and I speak the language, if not with the Ambassador’s facility.”


    “Nothing like his facility,” the Priestess agreed. “But you can make yourselves understood.”


    “Maybe you can help us with our accents,” Na’er said.


    The Priestess snorted. “Unless you’re willing to cut your words off with your teeth, we’re not going to make any progress.”


    “I've got teeth.” Na’er flashed them, all fang, and startled the Priestess into wide-eyed silence. Sediryl found those surprised expressions strangely charming: something about the size of their eyes and the enormous irises.


    “He has very good teeth,” the Mother observed placidly.


    “They’re only as good as his ability to use them,” the Priestess replied, but she cast a speculative glance at Na’er.


    “Let’s go, then,” Na’er said. “And leave the Eldritch to their plans.”


    In the silence that remained in the wake of the departure of the aliens, the three Eldritch stared at one another. Amber was fuming, so visibly angry that Sediryl felt an unwilling fascination at the sight. Would he explode? Refuse to do as they asked? Call for a duel? Wouldn’t that be interesting.


    Cousin Lisinthir was draped in his chair in irreverent nonchalance, his hands folded on his solar plexus and his legs stretched in front of him, crossed at the ankle. Sediryl found his pose just as fascinating as Amber’s anger. She tried to remember seeing any Eldritch so... What was the word she wanted? Arrogant, perhaps? Masculine? And yet, Jahir was masculine and she couldn’t imagine him just... lazing that way. Like a predator, sprawled in the sun. No, Jahir had to sit with that perfect posture and hint at his passions only with flickers in his mesmerizing eyes. Goddess and Lord, what a pair.


    When the silence lasted too long, she finally said, “Will you do it?”


    “Have you left me any choice?” Amber asked.


    “No,” Lisinthir said. “Your inability to control your anger compromises you, cousin. You don’t know the language, the culture, or the situation. And you have outmoded notions of the potency of women which I fear we will not cure you of in time to prevent you from making a noble but perilous mistake.”


    “You are trying to tell me you’re not compromised by your own emotional involvement in this?” Amber asked. He waved a hand at Sediryl. “She’s the only one who hasn’t suffered at the hands of dragons, and she’s no better than you because she has something to prove and she’s determined to do it whether she’s fit for it or not!”


    Anger ripped through her so abruptly she felt the shock of it first, before the flame. Sediryl whispered, “Oh, cousin.” Something in her voice warned him, because Amber glanced at her sharply.


    “Go,” she said. “Right now. Before I say something I regret.”


    “You know it’s true, Sediryl.”


    “I’d do as she asks,” Lisinthir said. “I would hate for you to break with one another over this.”


    Amber stared at them both, seething. Then shoved off the chair, hands tight at his sides. “Fine. I’ll do what you ask. But this… this will clear the slate between us, cousin, of what I owe for Beth’s rescue. We are quit, we two.”


    “As you wish,” Lisinthir answered, voice cool.


    The vacuum of emotion in the room after Amber swept out was so distinct Sediryl felt lightheaded. She pressed a hand to her temple and said, “You tried, I know, but there’s no use. He’ll be angry about this forever. I played with them both when we were children and while Jahir would forgive anyone anything, Amber held grudges until they fell apart in his arms.”


    “Proof enough that he doesn’t belong out here,” Lisinthir said. “The Chatcaava are creatures of emotion themselves, cousin, and if you allow yourself to descend to their level they will win the fight. One must be capable of mastering one’s emotions to contest with them and win. And Amber is carrying too much shame over the princess’s fate.” He grinned at her, sudden and wicked. “Besides, you have a ship with a Duster and he doesn’t.”


    Sediryl blinked, then started laughing. “So all I’m good for is my hardware, is that it?”


    “As I said, I am a great believer in expediency. Which brings me to Jahir. As you have been nominated the expendable one—” A cock of his eyebrow, inviting her to laugh, “—you are certain you don’t mind overmuch fetching him when he arrives in three days? Someone will have to pick him up, and to be honest he might as well remain with you in orbit rather make the journey here, when we ourselves will have to leave as well.”


    “I said I’d do it… and I don’t mind,” Sediryl said, ignoring her heart’s flutter. “But… I thought you’d be coming with me?”


    “I could, I suppose. Or you could ask someone else to accompany you, though who you would tap I do not know. The Fleet people must stay together, and I should remain where the Chatcaava are. And you will surely travel more swiftly alone.” He tilted his head, the rubies braided into his hair glittering as they shifted. “Besides, I have other reasons I would advise against it.”


    Something in the way he said that... “You would?”


    He smiled, winsome. “I would. You and your cousin may want some time to become reacquainted. It has been a while, has it not?”


    “Ah... you might say so. I think.”


    “Mmm.”


    She eyed him. “You know something I don’t.”


    “I know many things you do not, I should hope. But like most knowledge, it is more truly grasped when learned directly, rather than imparted by a third party.” He smiled as he stood, all mischief and predatory grace. “And now, I believe we should begin seeing to the schedule of those transports, yes? The less we put on Amber’s poor shoulders, the better for us all.”


    She sighed. “That is putting it... diplomatically.” She managed a wry smile. “But then you would, wouldn’t you.”


    “I have my moments. I confess they are fewer than some would like.”


    Sediryl laughed. “All right. Let’s go get it over with.”
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    Had the flight of the refugees been the only task to divert him from their stalled mission, Lisinthir would have been subject to an agitation he would have hated to display in front of either of his cousins.


    Fortunately, there was the Knife. The male had a skeptical crust of an exterior, but once past it was willing to speak of the Queen and what she’d accomplished in his absence. Lisinthir listened with intense satisfaction to her exploits in the nursery, and the way she’d taken to daily meetings with him, and with Uuvek. How she’d handled herself with grace and conviction. How she’d flowered. Watching the Knife speak of her was its own revelation, for the personal loyalty she’d obviously inspired in him and presumably the others. The Mother, of course, did not surprise him. Fierce little Gale, though, was a delight, as was his more demure brother. And the Priestess… the Queen had made friends among the females she’d insisted would always despise her.


    It was hard to imagine so much change happening in such a short time. No wonder they’d become imperiled.


    Uuvek was not the only one mired in a computer. Na’er was keeping a grim vigil on the movements of the Fleet. “There’s something going on there, on the coreward border,” he said, tapping the map on his data tablet. “Maia says it’s pirate activity. But pirates have always been associated with the Chatcaava, which makes it likely that there’s some link there.”


    Thinking of Third’s deep involvement with piracy, Lisinthir said, “More than likely, yes.”


    “The problem is that the least time deployment from the Empire to the Alliance takes the fight straight through the Bright Belt,” the Aera continued, dragging a fingertip along a corridor that encompassed many of the Pelted’s homeworlds. “If I thought I had parity with an alien’s navy, I’d probably start with diversionary expeditions, or raiding around the less policed fringes. Eat my way in from the edges, so to speak. But we’re not talking about a situation of parity, are we?”


    Lisinthir said, quiet, “I fear we are not, no.”


    “So if I knew I could attack in force…” The Aera’s ears slowly sagged until their tips brushed his shoulders.


    “But numbers aren’t everything,” Lisinthir said. “We know the Chatcaava have more people than we do, and more space, and presumably a larger military. But as you had noted, that military is fragmenting. Some portion of it may rebel.”


    “But enough of it?” Na’er said.


    Lisinthir glanced at him. “That, I’m afraid, is an imponderable.”


    “Yet we have to plan for something.” Na’er set the data tablet down. “I’m glad I’m just a grunt on the outskirts, trying to gather data. I’d hate to be making the decisions on this one. So much at stake…”


    “We will prevail.”


    “Will we?”


    “Yes,” Lisinthir said. “There is no alternative. And a cornered beast, alet, is far more dangerous than its attackers often assume.”


    The Aera sighed. “Let’s hope you’re right.”
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    Thankfully, Amber left on the following day with the first and largest of the refugee groups. The second group would be accompanied by the Priestess, who had surprised them all by deciding to help lead the effort. The Mother had decided to go with her, because children had no place on a battlefield by her standards, and she trusted no one else with the children. It was while that group was mustering to leave that Uuvek returned with the data tablet, and even knowing him poorly Lisinthir misliked his expression.


    “You are about to tell us things we don’t want to hear,” the Knife said heavily. “So let us have everyone together so you only have to say it once.”


    “Be quick,” was all Uuvek said.


    Sediryl and the Fleet personnel were found, and once they had gathered again in the room underground, Uuvek said, “The Queen left us a message.”


    “She lives!” Sediryl exclaimed.


    “Maybe,” Uuvek said. “According to her, she’s about to be gifted to a ‘pirate nation’ as an incentive for continuing their attack on the freaks. That’s not a diversion, by the way. From what our contact’s written, the pirates have been promised as much of the coreward chunk of the Alliance as they can keep.”


    “Speaker-Singer,” Laniis whispered, horrified.


    “The Queen also said that Second betrayed the Emperor, but not to take the throne himself. He has put another male there, one who kills with guns rather than duels. She doesn’t know who he is, but she sent a good description of him and it matches that of the male formerly known as Logistics-East. Which means,” Uuvek looked at the Knife, “it’s likely that the entire upper echelon of the Eastern Naval administration is involved in this coup. Guess now where the Emperor was heading when he left the throneworld last.”


    “No,” the Knife whispered.


    “To the Eastern quadrant?” Sediryl ventured.


    “To the Eastern Apex world,” Uuvek said. “Which is the seat of the Empire’s Naval power. He was supposed to meet up with reinforcements to take to his next action. I think it’s clear what those reinforcements were really there to do.”


    “Well, rhack,” Na’er said. “What are the chances he survived that little party?”


    The two Chatcaava looked at one another.


    The Knife, grim, said, “I can’t believe that he did.”


    “But there’s nothing about his death anywhere,” Uuvek said. “There should be some news. Not official, it’s obvious the Usurper doesn’t care whether people believe the Emperor’s alive or not. But there’s always rumors and scuttlebutt. I’m not seeing any of that. Unlike you.” He eyed Lisinthir. “You’re everywhere. The Usurper has set a personal bounty on your capture.”


    “Has he?” Lisinthir asked. “Why ever would he care, if he has dispatched, or believes he has dispatched, the Emperor?”


    “A bounty on a specific alien?” the Knife said, puzzled. “That makes no sense. That elevates an alien to the level of a male dangerous enough to warrant personal attention.”


    “Maybe he wants a trophy,” Laniis said, ears flattened.


    “It is possible,” the Knife said. “But unlikely. Unless the Usurper has a specific grudge against the Emperor, and why would the head of Logistics bear such a grudge?”


    “Why would the head of Logistics want to be Emperor?” Na’er said. “For that matter… did you say that Second did this coup? But he didn’t become Emperor. He gave that title to someone else. That seems out of character for you people.”


    “Too many mysteries,” Sediryl murmured.


    “But enough to act on, finally,” Lisinthir said. “Did the Queen say aught else?”


    “Only that she intends to discover what she can about the pirates,” Uuvek said. “She is a most unnatural female. But interesting.”


    Lisinthir laughed. “She is quite natural. But special, very certainly.” He leaned forward, hands on his knees. “So then. To find the Emperor is our next task. Na’er, Laniis, Uuvek, and you, Knife. We shall finish assisting the refugee flight and then repair to the Fleet vessel. Sediryl, do you go fetch our kinsman, since he should be about to arrive. Once we’re all in space, we can see what we can discover about the ambush in Apex-East.”


    “You want us to sneak into the sector with the biggest naval base in Chatcaavan territory,” Na’er said.


    “I seem to recall you being disappointed by my lack of audacity?” Lisinthir said. “Consider this my way of making amends.”


    “The chances of our succeeding are very slim,” the Knife said.


    “Our stealth systems are pretty good.” Na’er folded his arms and lifted his chin. “I think you’ll be surprised.”


    “We’d better be surprised, or we’ll be dead,” Uuvek observed.


    “Does anyone have any better notions?” Lisinthir asked. When no one was forthcoming, he said, “Then we go with what we have. Cousin, you should leave immediately. May I walk you out?”


    “Of course.” Sediryl rose, brushed the folds of her riding coat smooth.


    “I shall return in a moment,” Lisinthir said to the others. “We have much to finish before we leave.”


    Uuvek looked at his data tablet. “I have to return this, I guess.”


    Sediryl tilted her head, as she did when listening to her crewmember through the telegem. Lisinthir wondered if she’d realized the tell yet. “Maia says there are others on-board. If you want to keep that one, you’re welcome.”


    “If it is no trouble?” Uuvek said, folding his hands around the tablet.


    “No problems here,” Na’er said. “That’s a consumer model. We’d rather not be distributing the military versions around if we can avoid it.”


    “Then keep it,” Sediryl said firmly. “Cousin, shall we?”


    “We go,” Lisinthir agreed, indicating the door with a flourish. Once they’d gained the stairwell, he switched to their tongue, silver and gold and a touch of carnal red. “I think what he desires is to maintain contact with Maia.”


    “Really?” She glanced at him, startled. “But he could do that without a data tablet, couldn’t he? With a telegem, or through the computer on the Fleet ship.”


    “Certes. But Na’er’s point is well-taken. I have no doubt Fleet data tablets have features they are not eager to share with the Chatcaava, be they ever so sympathetic to our cause.” He followed her to the main floor. “We will be a day or two behind you, I suspect. Will you and Jahir call when you are reunited? It would please me to hear from you both.”


    “Would it?” she asked. And then laughed. “Oh, you’d love to answer that, wouldn’t you. I’m sure you have some number of sly and courteous responses just waiting.”


    “Sly!” Lisinthir sighed. “I rather preferred ‘ungentlemanly’ from Amber. That at least implied I was occasionally capable of proper behavior.”


    Sediryl chuckled. “Proper by whose standards?”


    “Ah! Yes. That would be the question. And you would know, would you not?”


    “I am the fallen woman of Nuera, so… yes. I would.”


    “Pay those gossipmongers no heed,” Lisinthir said. “You are lady enough for the Queen, your cousins, and a passel of dragons. If that does not suffice, what will?”


    She thought she was concealing her speculative look, but Sediryl, he judged, had been too long in the Alliance, casting out the customs she’d been reared to. She no longer schooled her face well enough to throw one of the Pelted off her scent, much less one of the Eldritch… and he suspected she didn’t care either. Which he found endearing. Jahir had chosen his bride well; hopefully he would have enough time with her ere this began to make his intentions known.


    Lifting her hand, Lisinthir pressed a kiss to its back. “Go carefully, cousin.”


    “I’ll call you soon,” she said firmly.
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    The trek back to the Visionary took longer than Sediryl liked despite her riding skill and how much she wanted time to herself to think. Once she had that time, what she found herself mostly doing was vibrating. She wanted to be off and accomplishing things, not sorting through the complex thoughts Lisinthir and Amber and the Chatcaava had planted in her head.


    “I like him,” Maia surprised her by saying into her ear.


    Sediryl, still a day and a half off from the outskirts of the town she could use to reach the vessel, canted her head. “Him… the Chatcaavan?”


    “Yes,” Maia said. “He's interesting to talk to. The Chatcaava don’t have D-pers, but he said he’d always wondered what it would be like to create one.”


    “And you told him what it entailed, I am guessing?” Sediryl imagined that and chuckled. “Was he nonplussed?”


    “He was fascinated,” Maia said. “I think he could do it.”


    “Code a D-per?” Sediryl said, startled. “I thought that required a team?”


    “It does. But I think he could organize and lead a team. He has the imagination for it. It was a pleasure seeing him inject himself into the systems he was using to find his information.”


    Sediryl pursed her lips. “Does that mean you can do what he did now? You witnessed the process, didn’t you?”


    “I did. And I could, yes. Until they change everything, and I don’t know how they’d do it.” Maia’s voice sounded intrigued. “But I’d love to try.”


    “Could you keep your fingers in it, maybe? Listen for interesting information?”


    “I’m always doing that, alet.”


    “Then we’re in good shape,” Sediryl said firmly.


    “So far.” Maia paused, then added, “You don’t mind being sent off to fetch this man?”


    Was she blushing? She brushed her fingers against her cheek, couldn’t tell if that was the sun’s heat or something more revealing. “Jahir? No. He’s my cousin. It will be lovely to see him again.”


    “Lovely, is it.”


    Sediryl cleared her throat. “Yes.”


    “And here I thought that other fellow was pretty interesting. Lisinthir, yes? Very dashing.”


    Was he? “Jahir is dashing. Lisinthir is… dangerous.”


    “Oh, so this man we’re picking up isn’t dangerous?”


    “No, no. He is, I think, just…” Sediryl exhaled noisily, then laughed. “You’re trying to distract me, aren’t you.”


    “Your heart rate is unnecessarily high, maybe. You’re agitating yourself.”


    “I want to be doing things,” Sediryl said. “Things worthy of you and that ship.”


    “And of you, maybe?” Maia asked carefully. “And your Queen’s regard?”


    “That too. Of course. How not?” Sediryl straightened her shoulders. “And if I prove to Amber that he was ridiculous for thinking I needed coddling, well. That would be very satisfying too.”


    “I wouldn’t mind that myself.”


    “Really?”


    “He might be right about this being a bad idea, alet. But it’s your bad idea to try. And you do have me, and the Visionary.”


    “I do, don’t I?” she said, satisfied. “We’ll just have to see what we can do about rearranging our enemies’ plans for them. And in the mean…”


    “Yes?”


    “You can still talk to Uuvek, can’t you?”


    “I… might be talking to him right now?”


    Sediryl laughed. “And you are teasing me about my cousins! You are terrible, Maia.”


    “A person’s got to have some entertainment, alet.”


    “Apparently. Well! I shall leave you to your tryst. I promise to breathe deeply so that my heartrate won’t distract you.”


    Maia made an indelicate noise. “Just don’t hyperventilate.”
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    Navigating the final stages of the journey to the orbital station was by turns worrying and tedious. Amber’s warnings had made her hyper-vigilant, though she never saw anything to give her cause, and the extended journey, with its extra steps to prevent or isolate pursuit, wearied her, particularly when it seemed unnecessary. But by and by she found herself upstairs, and from there she went to her ship; Jahir’s vessel should be docking at the station, but if everyone was convinced of the dangers of merely being Eldritch and in public, she thought it the better part of wisdom to wait for his arrival somewhere she could ensure her own safety.


    She was on the bridge of the Visionary, untangling yarn to use for a game of cat’s cradle, when her timer went off. Sitting up, she said, “Maia?”


    “Alet.” A pause. “I’m checking the gate schedules now.” Another pause, then: “They’re not here yet.”


    “Delayed?” Sediryl leaned forward, frowning. “Did they say?”


    “I’m looking.” Another pause that felt interminable but was probably only a few seconds long. “They had one stop. That second liner left on time. It should be here, but they’re listing it as delayed and nothing else.”


    Her pulse began to speed. Gently, Sediryl set the yarn down on the console and rested her palms on the edge of the metal.


    “Still looking…” Maia sounded distracted. Then, a growl. “On a comm buoy at the system’s edge. They sent a distress call.”


    “They did what?”


    Maia’s voice grew dark. “Pirates. They were attacked by pirates.”


    “And haven’t returned yet?” Sediryl’s palms went clammy. “Did someone answer the distress call? Is there any record of anyone helping them?”


    “Nothing.” The deckplates beneath her hummed as the engines woke from standby. “I’m requesting an exit vector. I assume you want to go looking?”


    “Yes!”


    “We’re cleared to depart in twenty minutes. Do you want to call your cousin?”


    Who might tell her not to look? No, she thought… Lisinthir would encourage her to go. But she wanted to wait until she had something more distinct to tell him than ‘our cousin’s vanished and it was probably pirates.’ “Let’s wait until we get out there and find something.”


    “We might not,” Maia said, low. “Sometimes there’s nothing left to find. A sensor trace, if we’re lucky.”


    “Debris?” she asked, faint.


    “If we’re not so lucky,” Maia said.


    “We’ll be lucky,” Sediryl said, determined. “And hidden from sensors.”


    “That goes without saying.”


    The twenty minutes seemed to last just as long as the pauses between Maia’s comments earlier. But they did pass, and Sediryl stayed on the bridge as Maia brought up various displays: trajectories, scheduled flight paths, location of buoys, some sort of calculation about the speed of the message, or its age, variables she didn’t know enough to understand despite her years in the Alliance. They were suitable objects for her to fixate on, but not enough of a lodestone to keep her from noticing that it would take her several hours to retrace the liner’s route to the point at which it must have exited Well.


    “Do you want me to lie down?” she asked Maia.


    “Would you if I asked you to?”


    Sediryl touched her hand to her stomach, where she could feel the knot winding tighter beneath the boned vest. “I probably should, but I don’t think I’ll be able to.”


    “Have you ever tried anything to give your hands something to do?”


    “Garden,” Sediryl said, rueful.


    “You could do that, then.”


    “I... what?”


    “There’s a genie on board. You could improvise a tub and get it to give you soil and things to plant. No reason you can’t grow potted plants on-board. I can get you a seed catalog?”


    “I... yes,” Sediryl said, startled. “That would do nicely.”


    But even diverted by work she knew intimately, it was hard to concentrate. Sediryl was far too conscious of the hours passing. She forced down a cup of sweetened tea and regretted it, tried to wash it down with an unsweetened tisane of anise and Asaniian bittersweet, but even the herbs couldn’t convince her body to stop tying her gut into tiny knots.


    Hearing the engines change pitch ranked among the best moments of her life. She was sure of it. “Are we here?”


    “We are,” Maia said. “From here on out, we creep and sort through what we can find.”


    Appalled, Sediryl said, “How long will that take?”


    “With most people... probably another few hours.” Maia sounded distracted. “Fortunately, your D-per is former Fleet, and I know a little bit about the tricks that pirates play on merchants from organizing convoy and anti-piracy missions. There’s debris here, alet.”


    “Did they... did they get shot?” she asked, horrified.


    “Pattern and amount’s not consistent with shooting. They probably got yanked by a tripwire. That’s a risky trick, but if it works they can jar a slow-moving ship out of Well and damage it enough to keep it from fleeing. Still, that’s not the important part.”


    “What is the important part?” Sediryl leaned over to study the displays, wishing she knew which one mattered. As if answering the thought, one of them swelled in front of her and began flashing competing arabesques of red and blue.


    “Here.” The blue brightened. “This looks like a pirate vessel’s vapor trail. It’s not actual vapor, but we still call it that. Energy signature suits. Or at least, it’s what I’m presuming is the pirate vessel. Because this,” The red flashed. “Is distinctly a Chatcaavan trail. There were two ships here, alet, and they were here so close on one another’s heels I can’t tell which one came first. I want to guess that it was the pirate, because tripwires are more a pirate tactic. But now that we know that they’re working together, from Uuvek’s reports....”


    “So either they were taken by pirates, or taken by the Chatcaava, or both,” Sediryl said. “Do we know where they were headed?”


    “I have a trail leading away,” Maia said. “We could follow it as far as we could, and after that it would be all extrapolation based on their vector and probable places they might end up. I can’t guarantee we’d find anything.”


    “But?” Sediryl asked, hearing it in the D-per’s voice.


    Maia materialized beside her, edges crisping into the Seersa shape: dark now, no glitter. “But I’m former Fleet. Retired, technically. And while I don’t have the security clearances I used to, I’m also not a flesh-and-blood personality. And too often, Fleet doesn’t do anywhere near enough protection of its databases from digital people. Mostly, I think, because they don’t want to.”


    “Ah?”


    “Because we’re still useful to them,” Maia said. “We might not enjoy working off our indentures, alet, but all of us recognize that we exist because the Alliance does. And protecting the Alliance against its enemies... that’s something all of us care about. Even if we weren’t feeling patriotic, we survive—we thrive and travel and learn and are capable of growing—because of the networks the Pelted have built. Because of the extravagance of the money that goes into increasing the storage capacity, speed, and robustness of those networks. Those of us who worked for Fleet often help out, now and then. Even those of us who haven’t... we slip information to useful people when we find it.”


    “And you know aught that might help,” Sediryl said, the knots in her stomach beginning to ease as the prospect of action opened before her.


    “I know what Fleet knows about pirate bases and activities,” Maia said. “And with some prodding, I can know what the Chatcaava know, if Uuvek can hack into that information.”


    “We could go hunting,” Sediryl murmured.


    “You have the ship,” Maia agreed.


    “The Chatcaavan Queen... it was implicit that she expected rescue. And my cousin Jahir cannot go missing either, without our doing something to impede the plans of those who wish us ill. Yes?”


    Maia grinned. “Just say what you’re really thinking.”


    “What I’m really thinking is that I want to be the one to save them, because the idea that our enemies might have taken people who matter to me—who matter—is infuriating?” Sediryl said, tasting the truth of that in herself.


    Maia met her eyes steadily.


    “Connect me with Lisinthir, please, alet.”


    “Opening the channel.”


    Sediryl waited, fighting impatience and worry. She didn’t think Lisinthir would disagree with her plan, but she could always be wrong. She had been wrong about a great many things in her life, and while she did not begrudge the lessons those mistakes had taught her—eventually—it had taken her a great deal of time to admit to that gratitude.


    “Imthereli here. Cousin, I find you alone?”


    “He’s gone,” Sediryl said without preface, and only barely wondering at how he’d identified himself. “Pirates, or Chatcaava, or both. We’re going after him.”


    She held her breath.


    He nodded, eyes fixed on hers. “Very good. You’ll report back what you find at regular intervals, yes?”


    “I... yes... Lisinthir, really... that’s all?”


    One brow rose. “Did you truly expect aught else?”


    “Yes,” she admitted. And then managed a weak laugh. “Do I at least get some patronizing advice?”


    He snorted. “No. But advice from one Eldritch in a warzone to another, yes. If you are willing?”


    “Please?” she said, surprised that she meant it.


    Lisinthir said, “Yon crew of yours. Ex-Fleet, I am guessing, or they would not have been assigned to a vessel with your armament.”


    “Maia is, yes.”


    “Then let them advise you on how to proceed so that you may succeed in your mission,” Lisinthir said. His gaze met hers, steady. “I went into the Empire alone, thinking that to do so would sharpen my senses, make me less complacent, and it did. But had I not had help, cousin, I would have failed. Don’t make the mistake of believing that augmenting your own strength with the strength of others implies weakness. Use the weapons that you are given. Be wise in their use. Be willing to trust their advice.” A sudden grin. “And your own judgment, above all.”


    “I... yes.” She was startled. “I admit, that wasn’t what I thought you’d say to me.”


    “And what did you think?”


    “I don’t know,” she said. “Come home, or do it the way I did, maybe, but not ‘learn from my mistakes.’”


    “And if someone does not, what profit those errors?” He leaned forward. “Use the resources God and Goddess and Queen have given you, and track down the source of the link between pirate and dragon. Take your time. We will return with the Emperor and make use of all you have discovered.”


    “You’re not... worried? About Jahir?”


    “With such a deliverance at hand?” Lisinthir grinned. “No. You deserve a prince to rescue, Sediryl Nuera Galare. Go carefully, and good hunting.”


    “Lisinthir,” she said. “We’ll keep in touch.”


    She dropped the connection and inhaled. “Well, Maia. How do we do this smartly?”


    “By being careful and making sure someone knows where we are at regular intervals,” Maia said. “Leave that part to me.”


    “Let’s get going, then,” Sediryl said. “Lisinthir might not be worried about what Jahir’s enduring, but I am.”
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    “What did she say?” Na’er said as their mounts made their way through the grassland.


    “The passenger liner was attacked by pirates or Chatcaava, or both,” Lisinthir said, “The ship’s missing.”


    As the Aera swore—creatively and in more than one language—Lisinthir raised his head and drew in a long, slow breath. He flashed back to skin on skin, to blood under his fingers and a prophet’s mouth gasping against his.


    All the tools I could give you, he whispered, I gave you, knowing this moment might come. I pray now they were enough.


    “You seem awfully calm,” Na’er said, ears flat.


    “There’s nothing I can do about that situation,” Lisinthir said. “Or rather, all that I could do, I have done, in delegating it to Sediryl and Maia.”


    “Two people and a ship!”


    “I thought,” the Knife said hesitantly, “that you were of the opinion that your technology was sufficient to oppose anything we might send against it.”


    “Maia has the experience. Sediryl has the nerve—and the motivation,” Lisinthir said. “I trust them with the task that they are placed to handle. We have our own work to do. If we are to rescue not just Jahir and the Queen Ransomed, but the Alliance and the Empire as well, we must find the Emperor.”


    “And you’re going to be all calm about that as well,” Na’er said sourly.


    “I am,” Lisinthir said. “I’m also going to push these mounts, so I hope you have a halo-arch on the ship. You will shortly have the blisters to show for it.”


    “I don’t like sitting on these beasts,” the Knife muttered.


    “Too bad,” Na’er said. “You’re a lot more conspicuous flying.”


    “Have no fear, aletsen,” Lisinthir said. “At the pace I’m about to set, you will not be on them long.”

  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE


    The barren, dim room in which the Emperor had returned to consciousness had been misleading. He’d assumed it to be his new quarters in the manor, but it was, in fact, the examination room reserved for the Worldlord’s alien pets, which were sequestered beneath the harem garden in an underground complex that presumably also served the servants and maintenance crews. When next he woke, it was to the ungentle prodding of the same male who’d done his cursory health check, who clipped a leash—a leash—to his collar and dragged him by it to a wire door that only reached his hip. Six such doors were studded into the wall, and as he stared, a sleepy Harat-Shar looked out hers and then turned away again.


    “In,” the male said, and shoved him. Stumbling, he fell to one knee and thought about resisting, except that it was too hard to think through the fog in his head. The tube before him was no worse than the ones Chatcaavan fighter pilots used as sleeping bunks on small carriers. He had slept in such bunks while working his way up the ranks of the military.


    Those bunks didn’t have wire doors, though.


    The second shove almost drove him in face-first, but if he went in face-first he’d never succeed in turning again. The Emperor hastened around and wiggled into the tube, the male shut the door... and locked it.


    That electronic buzz... how many times had he heard it, used it on his own lockers on ships? On his valuables, what few he’d had.


    And then they left.


    “It’ll get better.”


    The Harat-Shar, whom he could no longer see. But the voice was coming from the kennel above him, where he’d glimpsed her face.


    What to say? What could possibly be said? He’d been penned up like an object, without even enough space to lift a wing. If he’d had a wing. And what good would it be to Change here, trapped like this? He would have to wait for the right opportunity. And he would have to seize that opportunity, because he couldn’t allow himself to be imprisoned here, in this shape, in this cage. He could not win back his Empire from the kennel of a slave.


    “I know you don’t want to talk yet,” the Harat-Shar continued. “That’s okay. We all went through what you’re going through, we understand. But when you’re ready to talk, my name’s Dominika. The rest of us are Andrea, who’s the human, Emlyn the Hinichi, and Simone... you probably won’t see Simone, she never comes down anymore. But she’s a calico Karaka’An, in case she does. Andrea and Emlyn are usually out during the day. I’m usually out during the evenings. Simone... you’ll see when you see.”


    As if he cared to learn their names. As if he was going to be here long enough to know their schedules.


    “Anyway, we’re here for you. When you’re ready.” A rustle, as if the alien was turning onto a different side. In a futile attempt to become more comfortable, maybe.


    He would never be ready. And he wasn’t going to sleep. He had plans to make. Preparations...
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    The Emperor woke, groggy and disoriented and tired of both states. The buzz of the lock opening should have alerted him but it hadn’t, and it was one of his captors grabbing him by the hair and giving him a rough shake that brought him conscious.


    “Come,” said the male. Exasperated, to someone behind him, “The stage where they don’t know enough of the language to be able to obey their betters is irritating.”


    “Hopefully it won’t last as long with this one as it did with the last one,” said the other male.


    Another shake. “Now.”


    “Her name is Dainty. She’s been told that.”


    “Is it female?”


    “Oh, no, male. I forget. It’s the build and the limbs, they confuse me.”


    “Dainty, come.”


    He would obey because it would get him out of the kennel... and because the fist in his hair made his scalp throb so badly his eyes were watering. Infuriating, that this weakness should show where they would see it. Why had the Ambassador not revealed how tender humanoid skin was? How had the Emperor not noticed during their tussles when he’d been in Eldritch shape?


    “There, they learn.” The first male clipped the leash back on. “Let’s go prepare it for service.”


    “Her?” the second male said, bemused.


    “Definitely not male, no matter what’s between its legs, or it wouldn’t have gotten caught.”


    “At least it tried to run.”


    The first male snorted. “Prey always runs.”


    And he had... hadn’t he. But he’d had no choice. To live to see his Empire saved... the Emperor thought of the Admiral-Offense and his body tightened in pain. The Admiral-Offense had been a friend. He could say that now, having been taught to admit to such feelings by the Ambassador. A friend. And now, almost certainly, dead covering the Emperor’s retreat. So that he could fall into despair in the slave harem of an enemy? No.


    There would be an opportunity soon to escape. He could slide into the wilderness, lose himself there, make better plans. He’d thought being here where he could hide in plain sight was his best chance of success, but he knew better now. He couldn’t survive long mewed like this. His borrowed human skin was constricting around him.


    The two males led him from the kennels and into the room where he’d been sluiced off the first time. They washed him again, ignoring him to chat about inconsequentials he found impossible to concentrate on because cold water hurt, and his head throbbed so insistently he closed his eyes to keep his vision from adding to the disorientation. They must have noticed, though, because they chained him on his toes and returned to their work with humiliating thoroughness. They dried him with towels—“interesting how the skin pinks from friction, the other’s skin color made it less noticeable”—and then brought him to a second room, which was far more ominous for its workbench and soft chairs.


    “Now,” the second male said. “Finally we can work. What do you think?”


    “I think the coloring on this one is dramatic, like that furred one who’s falling apart.” The first studied the Emperor, then reached and took him by the chin, turning his face from side to side. Scowling, he also pressed his fingers alongside the Emperor’s squinting eyes and forced the eyelids apart. “Not sure why the light’s bothering it so much. Didn’t the physician say it was fine?”


    “A head injury, but not serious. The symptoms are supposed to recede at some point. At least if they’re anything like our head injuries.”


    The first sighed. “Well, we’ll make do. It’ll be good once it can open its eyes completely. The color is marvelous. Almost as good as a Chatcaavan’s.”


    “So what do you think?”


    “I think—obviously—we emphasize the contrast of the mane against the hide.” The first male pinched the Emperor’s skin at the shoulder. “Look at that. Like a morning cloud, pale and bright. Every new mark someone leaves on it will show beautifully, and the old ones fade nicely. I hate having to take care of this many pets, but if we’re going to end up with a new one this is an ideal addition.”


    “Contrast, then,” the second said. “Black and white ornaments?”


    “Piercings,” the first said, pleased. “Black metal. Set out the needle. And let’s go with a taller collar, it’s got the neck for it.” Squinting, it added, “I’m not sure what to do with the genitals.”


    “We could castrate it.”


    The Emperor didn’t twitch only because he’d been following the conversation as if it was being translated several heartbeats after issuing from its speakers’ lips. That saved him, for the second male said, “You’re tweaking its skin too hard, it’s flinching.”


    “Castration is for males who actually might do something untoward with their parts,” the first male said, tapping his nose with a fingertip. “Slaves never manage anything that aggressive. Besides, it looks weak. Surgery might kill it.”


    “That would be a pity, given how much everyone wants to use this thing to taunt Manufactory-East. I wouldn’t want to be the one who accidentally kills it.”


    The first chuckled. “The Surgeon wouldn’t thank us for that, no. So maybe we’ll just wrap its loins and drape a cloth over them. Something flowing and feminine.” It studied the Emperor. “And paint. We’ll seal it so it stays on for a few weeks.”


    “Tattoo?”


    “Too much trouble. At least for now. We’ll see what the Worldlord wants to do with it first.”


    “All right,” the second said. “Let’s get to work.”


    They secured his arms and legs, though he didn’t know if he would have fought them even if they hadn’t. The vagueness in his head was worse, and the light made the throbbing intensify. He suffered himself to have unguents rubbed into his skin, and his blunt little toenails and fingernails filed to points and painted. They left his hair long but trimmed and coiffed it, and took advantage of his closed eyes to paint their lids and do something to the lashes that made them feel stiff and heavy. And they talked the entire time, of ways they’d painted and decorated other aliens, and how doing so differed from painting and decorating female Chatcaava, and what they’d learned from aliens by studying them immediately after capture and seeing what they did to their own bodies. It was suffocating. He’d had no idea male Chatcaava could talk so much about such trivialities. It was easier to ignore it than it was to force himself to participate in it, even passively, by understanding it.


    He was left to that fugue until the first male gathered his lower lip between two fingers, pinching it, and then thrust a needle through it. He jerked away, or tried, but the second male was holding his head.


    “It’s awake now,” the second observed cheerily.


    “And probably won’t appreciate how much we’re improving its appearance,” the first said. “Pass me the first ring.”


    The first?


    “Won’t need a collar leash to make this one obedient after this,” the first said, moving to the first nipple. “Absurdly sensitive, even for a freak.”


    The pain was bad, but not as bad as the memories that accompanied those insistent pinches: confused flashes of loving hands and kisses exchanged in similar shapes, and the Ambassador’s wicked amusement, and apologies tendered with gentle fingertips. The Emperor did not want these males to go where the Ambassador had gone before and overwrite those memories with their clinical attentions. And yet, implacably, they did, and he suffered.


    You told me to suffer the pain of another was far worse than to suffer your own, he thought to the memory of that face. You said nothing to me of the trauma of being violated in your mind, where you should be sovereign.


    They stopped after his navel, not because he was shivering and panting, but because they were interrupted by the male from his first day here, the one who’d served as loyal second to the one who’d decided to keep the ‘runaway’ slave. The Steward, he remembered.


    “So, this is where you’ve hidden the new slave?” The Steward leaned forward, scrutinizing him. “You’ve done a remarkable job on her. Him.”


    “It, we’ve decided,” the second male said. “It makes it easier than remembering.”


    “Very striking,” the Steward said, approving. “Very stark, the way you’ve accessorized it. The Worldlord will be pleased.”


    “Thank you,” the first male said, satisfied.


    “Did you beat it, though? It looks sick.”


    “It might be hungry,” the second male offered. “Or traumatized. The freaks always seem to suffer disorientation and denial after being captured.”


    “Make sure you feed it, then,” the Steward said. “Can you get it to open its eyes?”


    The first male tapped the Emperor under the chin with a crooked finger. “Up face, Dainty. Do you understand? Look at me.”


    He pretended ignorance, succeeded until the male found one of the nipple rings and twisted. Then he jerked, eyes widening.


    “Ah!” the Steward said. “So it is how I remembered. The eyes!”


    “Is there something special about them?” the second male asked. “Other than their color, which is remarkable for a freak.”


    “That’s the thing,” the Steward said. “There is a bulletin out about a specific race of freaks, and I think this may be one of them. They are supposed to be very thin, white as salt, and have vivid eye colors.”


    The Emperor could not help but look at the Steward then.


    “This alien is definitely pale, thin, and bright-eyed,” the second male observed.


    “Perhaps this is one of those aliens, then,” the Steward said. “That would be quite a coup. The Emperor himself seeks them as pets, though he wants a particular one, the one that was formerly Kauvauc’s bedtoy.”


    Like being struck. His legs shivered, became uncertain beneath him. Had they… had they used his name?


    “Do you think Manufactory-East was seeking his very own then, to show his status?” the second male asked, interested.


    “They are supposedly very rare aliens,” the Steward said. “Not numerous, and few travel. I think the Worldlord would very much enjoy showing this new pet to Manufactory-East to emphasize what he’s lost. He should be home later this evening.”


    “Where shall we put it when we’re done here?” the first male asked.


    “Leave it in the annex with the others. It can wait there until someone calls for it.” The Steward considered the Emperor a moment longer. “They say that these aliens can feel feelings through their skins.”


    The second male snorted. “Sounds like the sort of thing people say about freaks to make them sound more exotic.”


    “Wouldn’t it be interesting if it was true, though?” the first male mused.


    “It would be a nuisance, is what it would be,” said the second male.


    The Steward chuckled. “I’m with the Assistant Artificer.” He ran a finger along the edge of the Emperor’s jaw. “Very well done. Have him ready by the evening.”


    “Long before then, Steward.”


    And then the other male left, before the Emperor could tell him that he was no Eldritch. That Eldritch didn’t have dark hair, that they could have eyes dark as uncut sapphires, that they were much taller and they did in fact feel through their skins. That no Eldritch was here to receive the Emperor’s outrage that someone had remembered his name… that someone had used it to refer to him. That the Usurper that sat his throne dared to strip him of his title and spread the naked memory of his name until even such nobodies as the males who decorated harem pets could use it to refer to him.


    I am the Emperor!


    “Come along, Dainty,” the first male said, rising. “We’re done here, and you must await your masters’ pleasure.”


    The annex was on the floor above them, but still underground. There was at least some sunlight, gliding down on the ramp that led up to the ground floor, but it was otherwise a utilitarian room, with pillows to kneel or lie on, hooks on the walls sufficient for leashes, and nothing else. The male left him bound there, and with nothing to do he sat with his back to the wall. He tried putting his knees against his chest, but the piercings hurt. Cross-legged was the best of what was left to him, if he wanted to avoid kneeling; the leash was too short for him to lie down.


    Once upon a time he had found time without distraction useful. He could use it to organize his options, sort through deployments of distant fleets, consider the economic and political currents that had required such ardent management.


    This, though, was not time without distraction. It was time with nothing to do. And even if he’d had anything to do, he couldn’t imagine pushing past the thickness in his head to grasp it. That had to be an injury; hadn’t the human said so? A concussion? Probably from the flight down to the planet—ejection sometimes caused soft tissue injuries, though he wasn’t sure if such a head injury counted. Maybe he’d acquired it on ship during the fighting. He didn’t remember how one recovered from concussions. Rest, perhaps. Was what he was doing now resting? He pulled against the leash, swallowed as the collar gagged him. Human necks were so tender. Why had the Ambassador not warned him?


    His hands on his knees were trembling. He pressed the palms down so that he need not notice.


    There was no marking time without windows. It was long enough that he was grateful when someone finally arrived and unhooked him from the wall. As he followed, he tried to attend to the layout of his prison. Going up the ramp took him to the gated garden where he’d found Andrea; a large area, lying in the shadow of a raised deck that probably held the harem. He remembered manors like these. Hunting estates. That was how he’d gotten over the wall: it was intended to keep the wildlife in it from escaping, not to deny people entering it... because Chatcaava would be flying overhead, seeking prey to harry, and it wouldn’t do to have any force field repel their dives. This part of the garden, then, was the safe zone, probably intended for females to use. And aliens, if Andrea and her Hinichi friend had been in it. Would he too be given freedom of the garden? How could he earn it?


    No, that wasn’t the question. Could he bear to earn it, maybe.


    He was led into one of the towers, which inevitably meant he was destined for a room with a male in it. And an important one, presumably, because they climbed a great many stairs to reach the suite where he was, once again, leashed, this time to a hook on the floor, near the wall. There were few such hooks in the palace, perhaps because no one bothered to leash any of the slaves or females there. They knew there was no escape.


    This was an opulent room, with a broad balcony sweeping outward for guests to light on. The afternoon was late, from the cast of the sunlight, and there was a breeze the Emperor would ordinarily have found pleasing. On human skin, it was too cold. His flesh pebbled in a way he recalled more favorably from caresses—here it just hurt, especially around the new piercings.


    There were voices talking through the door. He recognized them both: the Steward and the male who’d been with him in the garden. They came through that door, still talking, and ignored him as they poured brandy from the sideboard and finished their conversation. Only then did the first male consider the Emperor. “Nice work they did there.”


    “I think so,” the Steward said. “But I don’t know about the creature’s temper.”


    “You think it’s rabid?”


    “I think it’s either dumb, or violent. Why else the escape attempt?”


    The first male snorted. “It looks neither to me. Well, dumb perhaps. The Physician did clear it for use, didn’t he?”


    “No thinking or hard exertion for a few days.”


    “And nothing in a slave’s life requires either,” the first male said. “Still. Very pretty. Do you really think it’s one of the Emperor’s aliens?”


    “It certainly looks like one.”


    “Didn’t all the pictures have white hair as well as white skin?”


    “Hair can be dyed.”


    That made the first male laugh. “Maybe it’s smarter than it looks if it’s trying to make itself look less like one of the more popular freaks.”


    “But where would it find dye?” the Steward said.


    A grin spread over the maw of the first. “Maybe it has some fire after all. Leave it with me... I’ll make sure it’s suitable for the Worldlord’s use. If it’s dumb, violent, or neither, I’ll know by the end of the night.”


    “Truly, the sacrifices you make for the Worldlord are without end,” the Steward said dryly.


    “We are good allies, I like to think,” the first male said. “And a good ally is always prepared to make sacrifices for the good of the alliance.”


    The Steward snorted. “I’ll send dinner up later.”


    “Thank you.”


    Left to himself, the male did not drag the Emperor, off, however. He sat on a chair with his glass of liquor and watched the sunset, every limb lax. Ordinarily the Emperor would have found his wings lacking in elegance, but after over a day without any of his own all he was conscious of was a wan avarice. He was still staring at the light on those vanes when the male rose and unclipped his leash, tugging him roughly after.


    There was a door leading to the second chamber of the suite, where the bed was. It too had another balcony large enough to receive visitors, and like the first it was open to the breeze and the evening gloaming. The Emperor saw the lights glowing in the distant city in the moment before he was flung against the bed’s edge. The impact against the new piercing on his navel disordered his thoughts with the lance of unexpected pain, and then the male gathered him by the waist and rolled him roughly onto the bed.


    The Emperor had been expecting... something. Taunting. An attempt to inspire fear or obedience. Scrutiny, at least, some sign that the male wanted something out of the exchange, something psychological. It was a game, after all—the Emperor himself had played it more times than he could remember. Granted, he’d been considered freakish for turning the same intense regard on playthings as well as rivals, but what was the point of engaging with anyone without seeking the satiation of that fundamental curiosity? All encounters had the potential to teach. To satisfy the mind as well as the body. Given such a contest, he could win, even trapped in this humiliating body. He had only to meet the male’s eyes and they could fight.


    But the male shoved him onto his stomach, yanked what little cloth concealed him out of the way, and thrust into him.


    The spines. He’d known about them, but not how they interacted with humanoid flesh. He didn’t scream only because, he thought, he passed out. Thought, because when he was conscious again he was still under the male, who was moving now, roughly. Had he imagined it? But he hadn’t remembered wetting the pillow. Not tears. Surely not. Maybe he had screamed? Almost as bad as tears.


    The pain was bad enough he simply disbelieved it.


    The comm request buzz was surely another figment of this fever dream, because it didn’t cause a cessation in his rape. Instead, the male laboring over him said roughly, “Deputy-Apex-East. Yes?”


    “Pardon, sir. Did I catch you at a bad time?”


    “It’s fine. Just exercising myself. What is it?”


    “The debris clearing teams want to know if you’d like them to continue. There are still pieces missing, but they’ve scattered fairly far from the site of the original battle. It may not be worth the time to sift them.”


    One hand pressed on the Emperor’s back, spread fingers digging talons into flesh. “Tell them to get back. We have enough to do without engaging in scutwork at heliopause just to appease Second’s paranoia. We destroyed the target. We don’t need to bring him every scrap of insulation and wire just to prove it’s all been accounted for.”


    “I’ll tell them to prepare a report for the Emperor, then. Will you be returning soon? Things are crowding up and it’s only going to get worse as the rest of the fleet musters. There are going to be arguments once everyone starts shifting around.”


    “It’ll be good for them to take a few snaps at one another. It’ll keep them off our backs. There’s a situation brewing here that I need to take care of personally. I trust you can handle things for a few days?”


    A snort.


    “I thought so.” The male’s hand twitched on the Emperor’s back, and with a shudder he spent and pulled himself free. Shoving the Emperor aside, the male continued, “Any other trouble?”


    “No. Everyone’s eager to be gone, though. If there are delays, I anticipate the usual problems that accompany too many males in too small a space with too little to do.”


    “There are always delays,” the male said. “But I don’t think Second will let any mold grow under his tail. The Navy’s been preparing for this too long. I’ll tell you when I’m on my way back.”


    “As you say, sir. We’ll be here.”


    “I know it. And well done.”


    “Thank you, sir. Enjoy your evening.”


    The comm buzzed its closed channel, leaving the male to sigh. “I’d enjoy it more with someone with a little more fight.” He pressed a foot against the Emperor’s hip. “I don’t even know if this thing is conscious. And rather a lot more blood than I thought. Maybe there’s a reason Manufactory-East let you escape, mm?” A shift under the Emperor as the male repositioned himself again.


    Would he ever have raped a comatose slave more than once? Had he? The Emperor couldn’t remember.


    It hurt more the second time.


    He didn’t even object to the use of his mouth, because by the time the male got to it, he was clinging to consciousness for no reason he could divine, only that the sight of the stars through the open balcony was more precious than breath.


    The male finished. At some point. It felt interminable. It felt impossible that it should be over, as well, but somehow, he thought, it was. No more pressure on too-thin skin, no more cruel friction, no more degradation. But it was over, and the Emperor knew it only because the breeze continued to play over his tacky skin but the male was gone.


    He’d left. Completely. Without so much as leashing the Emperor to anything to keep him in place, and why would he? The Emperor was in the body of a wingless slave who’d shown himself to be so weak he couldn’t even fight his own violation.


    The male had left him. In a room. With a window.


    His breath soughed in and out of a throat gone raw and tight. The sight of the dark sky was powerfully affecting, so much so that it blew all the thoughts from his clogged head. The mortification, the physical suffering, the shame, the memories of touches and pressures he hadn’t fought, or had been unable to fight, all of it eroded and left him empty.


    And then he lunged for the edge of the bed, falling over it, tangled in the sheets. Scrabbling for the balcony he gained it and reached for the shapechange. To be free, at last, at last to be shed of all this, to leave it behind, to be the Emperor again—in hiding, but once again possessed of agency and autonomy! To unfurl wings, to feel the air in streaming columns beneath them, bearing him up! To have a real face again, and horns, and a hide hard enough to shrug off casual swipes of talon and blade....


    Change, he thought as he lunged for the egress, and only the blanket still furled around his ankle saved his life because nothing happened.


    On the lip of the balcony, staring down six stories, the Emperor found himself still human. He forced himself upright and reached again for the Change, for the sweeping ecstasy that was the Chatcaavan birthright. Nothing. The fog in his mind interrupted every effort at concentration, and yet he could sense the revelation just beyond his grasp. It was there. He knew it was there. He could taste his true body like yearning in his mouth, in every cell of his body, in his open palms as he strained toward it. Change! A demand. Change change now change!


    His prison of flesh remained obdurate. He rolled onto his savaged back and howled his denial. No matter how he struggled, his birth shape remained elusive, melting out from beneath him every time he almost had it, and he kept trying and trying, and still this cage, this sleeve of useless weakness trammeled him.


    He was still there on the balcony, fighting to become himself, when the males who’d decorated him arrived and dragged him back from the ledge.


    “How’d it end up outside?” the second male asked, perplexed.


    “No idea. I doubt Deputy-East would have been careless.”


    “Maybe it was trying to fling itself over the edge?”


    The first male snorted. “It would have found out the hard way that life is short.” He leashed the Emperor. “Looks like the Deputy made good use of it, at least, so we don’t want it making any grand suicidal attempts. We’ll make sure it’s properly tied down in the future.”


    The words penetrated then, through ears that remained stubbornly human. He was still here. He was still lodged in this flightless ruin. He’d been violated—casually, and during a comm call—and found suitable for further use.


    They were going to keep him, and he couldn’t escape.


    He was trapped.


    The Emperor howled and lunged for the nearest of the two males. Even in his madness he knew the futility of the attack, but he could no longer hold back. The hand that smashed his face—he welcomed the pain. He didn’t care that he was damaging himself more than them with his struggles. They had to batter him to reduce him to a state where he could be hauled after them on his hands and knees, and even then they had to halt at intervals when he recouped his energy for another rush. He could not escape, but some part of him wanted to force them to put him down, like a diseased animal. No one kept a dangerous alien as a pet. No one cared enough to expend the energy required to tame them. He would be vicious, and they would kill him, and all this would be over.


    He could not live wingless and collared and abased. He could not exist like this. He would force them to end it.


    “Maybe we should let Deputy-East rape our slaves more often,” the second male commented to the first as they passed through the night-darkened garden and into the slave annex underground.


    “Feisty is much better than catatonic,” the first male agreed. “The Worldlord will enjoy a fight much better than a limp body.”


    “Wash it, you think?”


    “You want to chip all that off tomorrow when it’s set?”


    “No.”


    They were going to wash him. They were treating him like this was normal, as if his writhing and hissing and clawing amused them. They were chaining him up in the room with the drain and stripping him of what few rags of his decorative clothes existed and hosing him down, except this time they were cognizant of him, and satisfied, as if he’d finally done something useful.


    He tried to bite them when they dried him off, but they were already ignoring his efforts as interesting trivialities to be compensated for, but not treated as significant.


    The kennel… seeing it, he knew he had to die before he went back into it. To allow himself to be shut into it was to admit that he was trapped in this body, in this life, forever. He writhed and clawed and spit and snarled… and they simply lashed his legs together and slid him in.


    The wire door lock buzzed. The two males left, still talking.


    Silence.


    He screamed. He tried to hook his fingers in the wire grid and shake it, and when he couldn’t force his fingers through the holes he balled his hands into fists and beat on the door until the wires cut him and hot droplets of blood spattered his face. And he screamed and screamed until he realized he was sobbing, and then he couldn’t stop.


    We do not cry, you understand. We whimper. We writhe. We wail and scream and moan. But we do not leave any evidence of our suffering. We do not weep. I would like to know what makes you cry.


    He thought he’d learned. He’d thought, holding the Ambassador’s face cupped in his hands and tasting the Eldritch’s agony during the torture, that he’d understood what it was to weep. But he’d only learned what it was to cry on another’s behalf, and that was noble, was dignified, was made holy by compassion.


    This… this ugly, coughing, heaving paroxysm that never seemed to end, with the snot smeared from his nose and the sickness near to vomiting, and the unending self-involved anguish that could take not even the smallest of consolations in having been uttered on someone else’s behalf… this ugly confession of pain past bearing, of weakness…


    This… this was crying.


    And now he knew.


    Now he knew.

  


  
    CHAPTER SIX


    When Jahir woke, it was to the ache of a body forced to conform against a very cold, very hard floor… and to the worst headache he’d ever had, so intense he feared to move or open his eyes. So he didn’t. Listening, he could hear the rustle of other people, the slow breathing of unconscious bodies and the quickened of frightened, wakeful people. And beside him… he stretched his palm, felt the paw under it.


    “You’re awake,” Vasiht’h murmured.


    “With no recollection of how I came not to be, I fear.” He licked his lips, found them too dry. “Did I…”


    “You tried to fight them.” The Glaseah’s voice was slurred—fatigue? “But you used up everything you had fighting off the pirates. And then you used up everything in me as a last effort.”


    Jahir winced. “I am guessing you have my headache as well.”


    “Pretty close, if not exactly.” Vasiht’h rested his cheek on Jahir’s back. “There was nothing we could do. They got us all. And now… Goddess only knows what they’re going to do with us.”


    “The Chatcaava,” Jahir repeated.


    “Yes.”


    “Not the pirates.”


    “No.”


    This was significant. Why? “Lisinthir.”


    “Not here,” Vasiht’h muttered.


    No, he wasn’t. But: “They’re looking for him.”


    Vasiht’h’s chin turned on his back, and from the direction of his partner’s voice, the Glaseah was now looking at him. “And?”


    “And… I can look like him.”


    The Glaseah’s sigh ruffled the hair on the back of his head. “You don’t look like him now. Don’t you think they’d notice?”


    “One of us looks very like the other.” That seemed important. Vague memories from school then, learning about the importance of differentiating features in each Alliance species so that the individuals would stand out more clearly. “Especially we Eldritch. Coloring, height…”


    “Assuming they didn’t get any imagery of us before you made this switch.”


    That was a risk. A terrible one; if they knew he’d changed his appearance, they could find the roquelaure.


    “Besides,” Vasiht’h said, tired. “What would looking like him accomplish?”


    A good question. It was hard to think past the pounding in his temples, but he assumed that would recede with time and rest. If time and rest were in his future. “They would not seek him if they did not fear him.”


    “Not necessarily. Maybe they just want him. Because he’s decorative. Or a celebrity. The Eldritch who captured an Emperor’s heart, or something.”


    “Maybe,” Jahir murmured, but that didn’t seem in character with the people who could use the language he’d been stroking off Lisinthir’s skin, gasping in with his kisses. No, there was something there… some thread that tied into the skein of the fate being woven for them. “I can look like him. And that means they will stop looking for him.”


    Vasiht’h grew still against him.


    “That would leave him freer to do what he must.”


    “And what about us?” Vasiht’h asked.


    “Freedom is not in our immediate future, unless something extraordinary happens,” Jahir said. “We are captured and bound for servitude somewhere.” He tried to evaluate his partner’s emotions through the mindline, but could not—he could feel the mindline but touching it felt like twinging a raw nerve. “You are… very calm?”


    “I’m exhausted,” Vasiht’h said. “There’s only so much you can panic before you cross over some line and then… you have nothing left to be terrified with.” He sighed again. “We’re in Aksivaht’h’s hands now. Maybe when I’m less exhausted I’ll be able to be scared again. But right now? I guess we’re alive, and that’s all I have.”


    For some time, Jahir lay thus, with his friend folded over him, experiencing the throbbing ache in his head, the utter debilitation of his body. Ignoring the moans and stifled sobs of the fellow prisoners. Observing that the chill communicated to his body by the floor made his joints stiffer but seemed to be helping with his head.


    Then, he said, “It is likely we’ll be separated.”


    Vasiht’h did not reply immediately. Then, low, “That would be awful.”


    “Yes.”


    Another long silence. Tentative, Vasiht’h said, “Maybe we’ll still be able to hear each other through the mindline?”


    “Possibly.”


    “But if not…”


    Jahir thought about this, then murmured, “Sit up a moment?” When Vasiht’h raised his weight up, the Eldritch turned onto his back and held out his arms. Vasiht’h hesitated, then rested his torso against Jahir’s. It was an awkward hug until Vasiht’h also threw one of his forepaws over the Eldritch’s hips, and then they were as comfortable as they could be, given the circumstances. Jahir’s head still hurt, but the closeness helped. The smell of Vasiht’h’s fur, which was the smell of safety, and love, and hope. The way proximity allowed him to count the lashes fringing his friend’s closed eyes. They were particolored—the upper lashes dark and the lower light—how had he never noticed? He liked seeing the way breathing flared the nostrils on the leathery nose. The subtle whiskers on his friend’s muzzle tickled.


    “There is something you should know,” Jahir said.


    “What is that?”


    “Look up?”


    Vasiht’h shifted his head just enough that he could focus one eye on Jahir’s, the pupil dilating.


    “If we are separated… I will move Heaven and land until we are reunited again. Do not doubt that.”


    His friend huffed softly. “I’m not helpless, you know. Maybe it’s me who’ll move Heaven and land to find you.”


    “Promise me you’ll trust in that. We will not die apart, ariihir.”


    That tensed his friend’s body against his. “You mean that?”


    “With every fiber in me.”


    Vasiht’h shuddered and hid his face in the crook of Jahir’s neck.


    “That was intended to hearten you,” Jahir said ruefully, setting his hand on the back of Vasiht’h’s head.


    “And it does. It’s just that it also makes it real that it’s probably going to happen. And… I don’t want to go through this without you.”


    Even with the mindline too tender for use, Jahir could sense the panic rising in the Glaseah. He wrapped both arms tightly around Vasiht’h and said, “Live now. The next moment never comes. We are always here, right now.”


    “And yet, things happen,” Vasiht’h said against his neck.


    “Live now,” Jahir said.


    With a shiver, the Glaseah subsided and then there was quiet. Jahir willed his own certitudes into his friend and doubted that it was working. What did work was that the Glaseah began to breathe at his far more pacific rate, and that tamped his anxiety. They found a rhythm, even slept a little. The next time Jahir woke, the headache was much improved… which was good, because it meant he had the faculties to react to the Chatcaava entering the cargo bay. Rolling his back to them, he woke the roquelaure.


    Base shape, he commanded it. Mimic actual injury state.


    /Ariihir! They’re coming this way!/


    Because of course they would be. They had captured one of their Eldritch; they would want to know what sort of prize they’d managed. He lifted his eyes and saw himself reflected in Vasiht’h’s reaction. /It will be fine,/ he said firmly.


    /No, it’s going to be awful!/


    /It will be awful but it will be fine in the end./


    Vasiht’h’s mouth twisted. /Stop trying to make me laugh./


    /That wasn’t intended as humor—/ He winced as someone grabbed his arm. It wouldn’t matter what he looked like if he didn’t react like Lisinthir, so… he jerked the arm forward and tried to throw his assailant past him. His position on the ground gave him little leverage, and his lack of experience with unarmed combat deprived the motion of any chance of success, but….


    “It’s alive, at least.”


    Another voice, irritated. “We didn’t want any of them killed.”


    Jahir listened, careful. The accents were very similar to the one Lisinthir had been using, which was fortunate, because the Chatcaava were speaking so quickly that they would probably have lost him otherwise.


    Another prod at his back, cautious. Jahir shoved himself upright, summoning the memory of his fulminating anger. He threw his hair over his shoulder and shot a glare past it at the Chatcaava studying him, and as they squinted at him, he lunged for one of them. Luck alone crashed him into one of them, given how poorly he felt, but he rode that luck all the way back to the ground, reaching instinctively for the flailing wings in an attempt to pinch nerves he assumed must be plentifully supplied throughout the arms and vanes.


    The second Chatcaavan hauled him off the first. Jahir rammed an elbow into him and managed to send him backpedaling. That left him between the two of them, panting and sweating even in the cold, dry air of the hold… and then the headache reasserted itself and he staggered, pressing a hand to his temple. He went to a knee without remembering how he got there.


    “No doubt about it,” the first Chatcaavan said warily. “That’s the one the Emperor wants.”


    “The prize money’s going to be good.”


    “So it is.” The first Chatcaavan lifted his voice. “You hear that, freak? You’re heading back to the palace. But this time a real Emperor’s waiting for you, and he’s not going to be interested in your talents in bed.”


    Lisinthir would have managed a barbed response to that. Jahir was glad enough that he didn’t vomit from the throbbing in his head.


    /Lie back down,/ Vasiht’h whispered. /You’re going to need your strength./


    /I have no notion how Lisinthir managed his bravado while half-dead./


    /I hope you don’t have to find out./
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    The separation came too soon and was as traumatic as Jahir had feared. At some point the shiver through the hold indicated they’d stopped, or docked—some change—and then the Chatcaava began moving through the corridor, and his talent had returned enough to inform him that they were coming for him… to transfer him to another ship.


    And what he knew, Vasiht’h now knew through the mindline.


    /This is it,/ Jahir whispered.


    /They weren’t supposed to take you until we reached a planet, the same planet!/ Vasiht’h answered, anguish contorting the words until the mindline itself seemed to convulse. /How can we hear each other if they separate us across worlds? How will we find one another?/


    Jahir grasped the Glaseah’s shoulders, willing him to stop hyperventilating. /We will find a way. Do you hear me, ariihir?/ Aloud, soft, “Vasiht’h. We will. I vow it you.”


    “The last words I’m going to hear you say and they’re not even in your voice,” Vasiht’h whimpered, clutching at his arms. “I don’t know if I can do this. I don’t know if I can do this!”


    “You can, and you will.” In the mindline, where his voice was his own: /Please, beloved. Believe me. I cannot lie to you here./


    /But you don’t know everything!/


    /It is never given to any of us to do so. But still… please…/ They were almost at the door now. /Don’t let this be the sight of you I must take with me into captivity. We have work to do here, love. We must be strong to do it./


    /It was supposed to be your work! Not mine!/


    /The Goddess,/ Jahir said, staring into his eyes, /wills. Not us./


    Vasiht’h’s mouth dropped open. And then, closing his eyes: /I’m so scared./


    /Me too./ Jahir leaned forward, kissed his dearest friend’s brow. /I love you. And I will see you again, soon./


    Vasiht’h swallowed and squeezed him once, and then backed away quickly as the Chatcaava entered.


    “So, freak,” the first said, and Jahir was grimly satisfied to see they’d brought five more Chatcaava, visibly armed, as reinforcements. “Your transport to the throneworld awaits.”


    “Excellent,” Jahir said in slow but confident Chatcaavan. “I am looking forward to my appointment with the Usurper.”


    As the Chatcaava grabbed his arms, he whispered, /Remember./


    Soft and shaken, but audible: /I will./
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    They bound him. Jahir fought it because he presumed Lisinthir would have, but they overpowered him and left him with his hands tied behind his back to his ankles. His cousin would have found it infuriating; for his part, Jahir found himself thinking Lisinthir had tied him more securely during their tryst. Had his cousin been preparing him for something like this? The answer was probably ‘yes,’ but also ‘but it was also for the purposes of the tryst,’ because… they were Eldritch, in the end. Why do anything for a single reason when it might serve for several?


    Concentrating on this kept him from reaching for Vasiht’h. His headache was receding, but it remained beyond him to exert his new talents, and the mindline, though much older than those abilities, still involved the same sort of effort. He would have to be cognizant of that limitation in the future: that he was capable of extraordinary feats, but his stamina was not that of the god he felt himself in those moments. And once he failed, he failed hard. He could not afford to do that in the future, since they were intending to bring him to the center of the madness.


    What would he be able to accomplish there? Something. He had to believe that.


    Lisinthir had left him the roquelaure.


    Such an amulet rampant, cousin, he thought, ignoring the ache in his shoulders and the hunger that was beginning to gnaw at him despite his persistent nausea. Surely there has never been such an amulet rampant in the history of our kind. Someone will have to write about it, when all of this is over.


    No answer. He suppressed his shiver at the loneliness in his own mind.


    The journey took... less time than he assumed, because they fed him only once—and not enough, by his ravenous stomach’s lights—and set him to necessities, and then bound him again. Jahir didn’t sleep, or at least, not for long. A nap, and then he was once again in motion, this time over the Chatcaavan equivalent of a Pad and onto alien ground. He inhaled sharply, finding the air strange and yet familiar, tinted with the saltwater sting of a foreign sea. And the sky above him... it yawed impossibly wide, streaked in pink and a pale mint green in clouded veils as the sun lowered behind the towers before him. Astonishing fingers of stone, those towers, rising to dizzying heights, so delicate for their arrogance. Only a flying race would think to erect such things and stud their exteriors with so many openings, none of which had rails that he could see.


    “Stop staring,” one of the Chatcaava snarled, yanking at his arm. “It hasn’t changed since you’ve been here.”


    “Except for the better,” another said with a hissing laugh.


    Jahir said nothing. The time for speech would come, but he preferred to marshal his reserves until then.


    They marched him, when they did not drag him, up a set of stairs that had no ending, as far as he could tell. His body’s complaints became more vociferous, and he was in the process of ignoring them when a chime sounded in his ear, subtly dissonant. Three tones—he could not think clearly enough to isolate them. Music theory was some hundred years in his past now. Startled, he almost stumbled, recovering before the dragons could haul him upright. The implant had not yet communicated with him in any meaningful way; he’d assumed it to require some bit of embedded Fleet hardware he didn’t have. Of course, it was probably capable of building the necessary parts in him, knowing Alliance technology—that thought made him deeply uneasy, so he chose to believe instead that it was simply deploying something it had needed time to prepare.


    He tried subvocalizing a query. Energy level?


    No response.


    Roquelaure, he said. Energy level?


    Energy level moderate, it whispered back, and he was surprised that it could startle him when he’d been expecting a response. Consider refueling soon.


    He managed a wry smile. Something to discuss with his captors, he supposed.


    The stairs continued for a seeming eternity before they emptied on the top floor of the tower. There he was shoved for a final time through a door and to his knees, and the foot on his back kept him there. He looked up through his hair, and while seething was beyond him, a baleful glare he could do. He remembered Lisinthir’s eyes when they first met on the Quicklance: that look that promised even as it assessed. He only wished what he was viewing would be worthy of such a look, because at first glance the Chatcaavan male staring down at him was unprepossessing in the extreme. He had a constrained body language, twitchy and precise, almost mincing; the eyes were prone to squinting and the way the male held his head was far too tense.


    Had these observations not come from the mists of memories borrowed from someone else, Jahir would have worried he was anthropomorphizing his foe. But while Lisinthir’s experiences were more inchoate than distinct, they were still more than enough to tell him this creature didn’t belong in this tower.


    And that told Jahir, the therapist, something alarming about the probable mental stability of the male who was, nevertheless, in this tower.


    Another male hove into view, and to make the situation worse, this one did have the body language of a male who could have led Chatcaava. Yet he was standing a little behind and to one side of the first, as if subordinating himself. Why? It made no sense.


    “The Ambassador,” the first male said.


    “As I promised,” said the second. “I trust you’re pleased.”


    “It is good to have him out of play.” The first male’s eyes were intent, unblinking. “Like the Slave Queen, he represented a loose end. I don’t like loose ends, Second.”


    Second snorted, but the sound was indulgent. “No, you don’t, huntbrother. It’s one of the reasons you succeed so handily at all you do.” He tilted his head. “So, do you have plans for him, or shall I dispose of him as I did the Slave Queen?”


    “I will take care of him.”


    Second turned his head toward the first—the male who must be the new Emperor, Jahir thought—and widened his eyes. “I thought you preferred to leave that sort of thing to me.”


    “I will take care of him,” the first male said. And, with narrowed eyes: “I wish to examine him.”


    The second male tossed his neat queue behind his shoulder. “I’m sure that’s what Kauvauc wanted as well, and look where that led him.”


    The first male drew his lips back from his teeth. Very fanged teeth. “I am not Kauvauc, to allow this creature to seduce me with the power of his flesh.”


    “And you think his thoughts any less parlous?” Second resettled his wings. Agitation, perhaps? “You’d be better off just killing him.”


    This would be the point where Lisinthir interjected, Jahir thought. But it was not Lisinthir’s bravado that informed his carefully accented offering. “He’s right, you know. The Emperor couldn’t handle me. You think you’re capable? I doubt that sincerely.”


    The first male’s eyes narrowed. “Your master is dead, freak. I, myself, ordered him killed and took his throne.”


    “Ordered him?” Jahir asked, and he didn’t even need Lisinthir’s knowledge of Chatcaavan culture to hear the problem in that one word. “You didn’t kill him yourself?”


    “I did kill him myself,” the male said. “By having him killed.” He mantled his wings. “You should appreciate such methods, given your pacifist culture.”


    Jahir laughed. “So you weren’t male enough to duel him and win by right of strength?” He glanced at Second. “You, maybe. You might have beaten him. If you’d been lucky.”


    Second’s bright eyes slitted as he stared at Jahir. Then he ignored the Eldritch to say to the new Emperor, “Kill him. He’s still dangerous.”


    “Do you think me incapable of handling him?” the new Emperor—the Usurper—said. “I am the Emperor.”


    “So was Kauvauc,” Second said. “These creatures are a sickness, huntbrother. Just slay this one and be done with it.”


    “You are concerned about a race of powerless aliens?” the Usurper showed his teeth briefly. “Call off the search for any others, then. We have the only one that matters.” He studied Jahir. “I intend to keep him.”


    “I don’t think—”


    “That’s obvious.” The Usurper twitched his wings, settled them neatly against his back. “Because if you’d been thinking, you wouldn’t be treating this wingless catamite as if he was a Chatcaavan, to be feared. He is a pet, Second. And I have decided he shall be my pet.”


    “You have no pets,” Second said.


    “Which is why I should take one, yes? Everyone is very concerned about my lack of interest in the harem or the acquisition of new slaves to the replace the ones Kauvauc lost. Let this be a reassuring symbol.” When Second didn’t respond, the Usurper said, “It is something of a coup to have captured him. You should be pleased.”


    Second eyed Jahir, then said, “You should kill him.”


    “So you’ve already said. Several times now. I have heard your opinion.” The Usurper waved to the guards. “Take the freak away. Have him prepared for service.”


    The chime sounded in his ear again. Reminded, Jahir said, “It was rather a long journey. You should feed me.”


    “Feed you!”


    “And wash me,” Jahir said. He could hear his cousin’s voice in his ears, the intonation, the careless insolence. “I’ve become rather dingy. I can’t imagine being much of a decoration like this. Particularly if I’m not allowed to tend to the body’s needs.”


    “The only needs you’ll be tending—”


    “He means evacuation of his bowels,” Second said, dry.


    The Usurper’s nostrils flared. “Fine. Then feed and wash and see to his... needs... and then finish preparing him for service.”


    “So gracious,” Jahir said. “You might at some point manage to sound like an Emperor instead of a lackey. At some point.”


    The Usurper stared at him, eyes intent, almost as if there was something behind them, something unstable... but the moment passed. The Chatcaava said to the guards, “Take him away.”


    And he went with them, very aware of the conversation the Usurper and Second were resuming as he was marched from the room.


    At least he knew now why he was here. The Usurper was a ball of conflicting emotions, anxieties, and insecurities. Presented with a straightforward physical attack, he would respond with all the celerity and authority of an imperfect male who’d learned to survive among his more violent and stronger brethren. He’d spent his life figuring out how to win such contests of strength, or out-maneuver his opponents so that they died in some other way, the way he had apparently done with the Emperor.


    But without the clarifying influence of a purely physical attack... allowed to simmer in his own insecurities, perhaps abetted by the right comment at the right time....


    Jahir didn’t want to be here. If he’d had any choice at all, he would have preferred to fight this war at his cousin’s side, to use his talents in concert with Lisinthir’s and see their enemies laid low on a battlefield where there were no ambiguities. But he was not with Lisinthir. He was here, alone, on the Chatcaavan throneworld... with a Chatcaavan male who was perfectly positioned to crumble if someone undermined his psyche. A Chatcaavan male who was in charge of the entire Empire, and the war it was preparing to undertake against the Alliance.


    In no universe should he be contemplating what he was contemplating now. He had sworn oaths, not just to those who’d licensed him to serve the health of his clients, but as an Eldritch to God and Lady, to serve life. And yet, being here, now….


    This was a fight a therapist could win, if the Usurper would let him start it… and if he was willing to use the tools of a healer to destroy.


    God and Lady, Jahir prayed. Help me now.
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    If he’d lived through a worse moment in his life, Vasiht’h couldn’t remember it, and he’d lived through Jahir almost dying from wet-induced coronaries; being trapped in a storm he was sure was going to kill him; and of course all the hateful events on the Quicklance where they’d almost died—again. But being trapped in a Chatcaavan hold destined for someone’s harem, surrounded by the oppressive misery of his fellow captives, and being steadily carried away from the person he loved most in all the worlds....


    His breathing was growing shaky. He pressed his palms together and made an abortive attempt to pray, but he couldn’t concentrate. The strength of his headache was receding quickly because Jahir was growing farther away and the mindline was attenuating with that distance. He didn’t want to be getting clearer-headed. He didn’t want to be here. This was not how this was supposed to be happening, and Goddess be damned!


    Vasiht’h gasped in and pressed a hand to his mouth. The tears that spilled then... he let them fall, and he wept softly into his cupped palms.


    I’m sorry, he told Her. I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean that. I’m just so scared!


    Nothing. But not the nothing he’d experienced on the Quicklance, the emptiness that had felt like the breath of the Goddess withdrawn. This was a patient silence. Which had to be a sign, didn’t it? Vasiht’h wiped his eyes with the butt of his palm and looked around the cargo hold. Even if it wasn’t… he was a therapist, and there were people here who needed help. The least he could do was make the attempt.


    So that was what he did, as best he could. He was no priest to offer the sort of counsel that most of the prisoners needed, and his own faith in the Goddess, while stone-steady, had grown complicated with his understanding that sometimes Her aims were larger than any one person’s needs. But a shoulder to cry on, and a listening ear… those things he had practiced all his life, and he put them to use in the hope of doing at least some good. And, to be honest, to distract himself from how miserable he was himself, and how frightened. How long he spent at that, he didn’t know; he slept several times, but didn’t know for how long, and his metronomic digestion might have given him a clue how long it had been between meals, but it failed him with anxiety robbing him of his appetite. But finally the hum under his paws stopped and the Chatcaava came for them.


    He thought about fighting them until one of the passengers tried and was shot for his troubles. Not dead, either; he was trussed and hauled off, none-too-gently, with the other captives. Nothing in Vasiht’h’s experience suggested the Chatcaava liked to shoot people when they could physically engage them, so their willingness to do so had to indicate something. What, he didn’t know, and continued not to know when he and the others were herded over a series of Pads and onto a new ship. This one had corridors Vasiht’h recognized at least, not the weirdly cramped ones common to Chatcaavan vessels. And the people awaiting them on the other side weren’t dragons.


    Of course, that left only one possibility. Had he and Jahir saved them from pirate furriers, only to be delivered back to them by the Chatcaava?


    They were sorted by these new people, who were talking with the Chatcaava—unfortunately in the dragons’ language, not anything he could understand—and Vasiht’h found himself alone, being harried to a door. It opened for him, they shoved him in, and it locked behind him with a chime all the more ominous for its cheery similarity to every piece of technology he’d ever used in a kinder time and place.


    Why had they separated him? What were they planning to do with them? Were they furriers or just common variety slavers? And where were they being taken?


    The rustle behind him warned him he wasn’t alone. He turned on his paws and sat back, startled, at the woman who was facing him, sitting on the floor with her hands folded on her lap.


    “I know you,” he gasped.


    The Slave Queen of the Chatcaava lifted her face, furrowed her brow.

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN


    The work of sneaking into one of the most secure sectors in the entire Chatcaavan Empire Lisinthir left to the FIA team. The sifting of its networks for useful data, he left to the Chatcaavan specialist. That set him too much at loose ends and with too much to brood about, for while he trusted Sediryl to look after herself, knew Amber would do his part no matter how much he complained, and had faith that he had done everything in his power to prepare Jahir for his trials, still he hated having so many hostages delivered into the hands of fortune… and that was before he counted his lovers. The Emperor had been born to the fight. But the Queen….


    Oh, how he honored her for her courage. And yet, he hated the thought of her alone and without ally.


    So, he did as he did always when deprived of the ability to act decisively. He took his swords to the ship’s small gymnasium and practiced until sweat plastered his clothes to his body and dripped off his nose. And then he kept going. Meryl had been unable to give him a definite travel time—“We’re going to have to assess the situation as we go”—so who knew how long he’d be trapped here in abeyance, awaiting the moment he could take his fate into his hands again.


    This business of delegation was fraught.


    The second day of his self-imposed practices, the door to the gymnasium opened. He turned, clawing his hair from his face, and straightened, interested. “So,” he said in Chatcaavan. “You too find yourself with too much time on your hands and too little to do, do you.”


    The Knife grimaced. “I’m not used to being idle.”


    “Neither am I. And so you see me.”


    “Fighting with weapons,” the Knife said. He hesitated, then gestured toward the room. “May I….”


    “By all means.”


    The male padded in, tail held in a low curve. Lisinthir observed with amusement that the Knife kept his gaze warily trained on Lisinthir while walking in a long curve around him, as if the Eldritch was some wild creature that might do something unexpected. Which was well, as it was not entirely untrue.


    “I assume Uuvek is at least keeping you informed of what he’s doing?”


    “He is, yes,” the Knife said. “But it is not… the way you are making it sound. As if he is my subordinate. We are huntbrothers, but I am not his captain. If he decides not to report anything to me, the most I can do is clout him on the head and tell him he’s annoying me.”


    Lisinthir laughed. “Does that work?”


    “Not as often as I’d like,” the Knife said. “He has a hard skull.” Another pause. Then, “This fighting with unnatural weapons. You do it because it increases your reach?”


    Startled, Lisinthir said, “Partially, yes. I did not expect you to guess it, though.”


    The Knife eyed him with a grim smile. “I am a soldier, Ambassador. If I can’t assess the utility of a weapons system… if we couldn’t assess the utility of weapons systems… we would never have come up with the weapons that allowed us to conquer the Empire.”


    “True,” Lisinthir said. “Why then do you suppose so many of your kind dismiss them?”


    “I don’t know that we do,” the Knife said. “Or at least, it’s not that simple. We do have personal weapons. The ones we use shipboard—they are like armored covers for our own claws, designed to slice through the body armor we wear to protect ourselves from vacuum. But we use them because we want to make it possible to engage in the single combat we are accustomed to.” He flexed his fingers, the claws gleaming under the overhead lights. “We cling to tradition. And… we cling to our identity. We are Chatcaava. We have to know what that means. If we don’t, then what holds us together?”


    Thinking of the poor choices the Eldritch had made in order to maintain their own cultural identity, Lisinthir said wryly, “Yes, I can see how that would be a pressing question.” He considered the Knife, remembering the claw-knives he’d used and wondering. “Those armored claws…”


    “A Naval weapon,” the Knife said, sober. “Used only on shipboard. To use them elsewhere would be unfair. We want to pit like strength against like strength. To do otherwise is cowardly.”


    Lisinthir thought of the former Second’s outrage over the use of the claw-knives. ‘An assassin’s weapon.’ “I see.” And smiled crookedly. “You obviously do not dismiss the value of a weapon wielded by a clawless, wingless race. Shall I teach you to use one, then?”


    “Those?” The Knife eyed his swords. “I am curious.”


    “And bored?” Lisinthir guessed.


    The Knife looked away with another grimace. When he brought his gray eyes back to Lisinthir’s, he said, “I am agitated. He is my Emperor. She is my Queen. It was my Empire, and my Navy.”


    “Yes,” Lisinthir said, quietly. “So let us embark on this distraction. Perhaps we will learn something from it we might use.”


    Instructing a Chatcaavan on the rudiments of swordplay involved challenges Lisinthir had not anticipated. The claws themselves explained why the Chatcaava had not embraced any weapon that required a handle, which led him to ask how most Chatcaava grasped anything. “Most males,” the Knife said, “Keep their claws shorter. It is a way of signaling they are not interested in climbing the ladder of dominance.”


    Lisinthir lifted his brows but chose not to pursue that. Since the Knife had chosen that path—at least, enough to make grasping a narrow hilt difficult—he improvised with the gymnasium’s computer and managed an entirely solidigraphic sword the Knife could use to at least learn the rudiments. Once they’d dispensed with that issue, the teaching was not as difficult as Lisinthir had anticipated. All the Chatcaava in the Navy learned unarmed combat, since their fighters existed to deliver them to other ships where they could indulge in it. Having knives on the ends of their fingers meant they had learned some of the basic reflexes. The Knife knew not to put himself in the way of anything pointy, understood the importance of lunging and the maintenance of one’s balance, and had excellent hand-eye coordination and situational awareness. The rest of it, Lisinthir thought, was details… but then, God and Air were in the details.


    They did drills first: lunges and basic attacks, parries. Lisinthir explained the principles, was fascinated by the concepts the Knife grasped easily versus those that took him time. It passed the hours better than single practice had, though when they were done with that first session, the male waved his sword back into the aether and said, “May I see it?”


    “See…”


    “What it looks like when someone who fights well with these implements does so. Do you have practice holograms?”


    Lisinthir remembered fighting with a cousin at his back and all the exhilaration of that perfect communion fueling their battle. His mouth quirked. “We do, yes. If you would stand back? I wouldn’t mind the chance to drain the last of my energy.”


    The Knife withdrew to the far corner, putting his wings and back to the wall, and folded his arms. Lisinthir smiled a little, then said, “Resume simulation, please.”


    “Resuming.”


    The playback the Knife had interrupted flashed back into life around him. It was set to increase the number of foes as he defeated them, and he had been on three simultaneously. Three was pleasure, was a good workout, but it didn’t empty himself of anything but the fight, didn’t drain the worries from him and leave him clean, a creature of body and air and steel. He didn’t start thinning out until six opponents, and he stopped at the seventh only because the guard protocol he’d selected allowed moderate contact and his limbs were beginning to suffer from the multiple bruises.


    He would look a sight before the abbreviated clinic saw to him. But at least there was a clinic.


    The Knife had not moved from the corner, save to widen his eyes so much there was a rim of white around the irises. The Chatcaava had enormous irises.


    “Swords have their uses,” Lisinthir said, wiping his brow with the side of his arm.


    “I would have thought they would get in the way,” the Knife said. “But I see wielded by someone who understands them....”


    “Yes. That is the key, isn’t it? A tool is useless unless understood.”


    “Almost everything is useless unless understood. The quest for Perfection is, in the end, a quest for understanding.” The Knife stood away from the corner, tucking his wings neatly behind his shoulders. “I will return tomorrow, if you are amenable.”


    “I am, yes.”


    The Knife inclined his head, the neat end of his mane falling over his shoulder. “Tomorrow, then, Ambassador.”


    Lisinthir decided his bruises did not rise to the level of urgency necessary to bother with the clinic and opted instead for a long water shower, and to spend the time before bed caring for the Imthereli swords. As he polished them, he wondered what he would have made of the Empire had he met individuals like the Knife first, rather than the males attracted by the rarified and extreme environment of the court. And yet, would it have mattered? The court ruled the Empire, and all the males like the Knife and Uuvek. Unless those males could be convinced to rise against their masters, not all the knowledge that they existed mattered.


    A tool was also only as useful as its willingness to be wielded. Lisinthir slid the swords home in their sheaths and thought of Jahir and Vasiht’h’s commentary, about therapy requiring the consent of the participants.


    That night, he lay flat on his back on the bunk and stared at the darkened ceiling, reaching in vain for traces of those he loved. But he did not have the talents that lent themselves to touching them intangibly—was better with the physical plane than the spiritual, did not have even Jahir’s small talent for the pattern that made it possible to sense where everyone was on their particular paths. He could only pray that they were where they were supposed to be, and do his best to be there himself.
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    He and the Knife were at their practice the following day when they were interrupted by the arrival of Uuvek. Unlike the Knife, Uuvek lifted his brow ridges in an expression of patent skepticism. “I didn’t expect to find you playing,” he said to the Knife.


    “I am exploring the mindset of aliens in order to better assess the potential abilities of our allies in our mission to recover the Emperor,” the Knife said primly. And then, with a sudden grin that gaped his mouth. “And it’s not really playing, though it has its fun moments. You should try it, Uuvek, it’s interesting.”


    Uuvek eyed the Knife’s practice sword, floating in the air beyond the Knife’s fingers. “I prefer aiming large grasers at things I wish to destroy.”


    “Spoken like a true computer technician,” the Knife said. “So what brings you here?”


    The levity fell from the other male like water sleeting. “I’ve found something we need to discuss.”
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    “Say that again?” Meryl said in the conference room fifteen minutes later.


    “I have made contact with some of the survivors of the battle that destroyed the Emperor’s flagship,” Uuvek repeated. “They are requesting rescue.”


    “I assume there’s some reason requesting rescue hasn’t caused the traitors in your Navy to swoop in and finish off the job?” Shanelle said.


    Uuvek eyed her. “You work with networks. You know there are layers of them. Eddies where people wash and might go unfound. Some of us have kept secrets, and when we want to talk with like-minded Chatcaava we go to those places in the skein. That is where I found this request, and it was buried deeply enough I almost didn’t notice it.” He glanced at the Knife. “If you hadn’t made me read that scripture I would have missed it. They were using it as a code.”


    “Really?” the Knife asked with obvious fascination.


    Before the derailment could continue, Meryl lifted a palm. “All right. Let’s assume you’ve found valid information, not something someone left out there to catch people looking for your survivors. Where are they? And how many?”


    “Four,” Uuvek said. “Not far from Apex-East. They limped into hiding out past the heliopause. And we must rescue them because one of them is the Admiral-Offense, and he is near death.”


    The Knife’s mouth dropped open.


    “The Admiral-Offense is important,” Na’er guessed.


    “The Admiral-Offense would have commanded the flagship,” the Knife said, eyes still wide. “He would have been intimately involved with the Emperor’s plans.”


    “Maybe he killed the Emperor, then,” Na’er said.


    “No,” Lisinthir murmured. “They weren’t sure of his allegiance either, so they sent him to the slaughter with the male he served.”


    The Knife and Uuvek looked at him sharply. The former said, “That is also a possibility.”


    “A strong one,” Uuvek said. “Why would he be in hiding if he was on their side? He could ask for pick-up and be assured of a rescue.”


    “Unless they wanted to kill him off as a way of erasing evidence?” Na’er said, tapping a finger against the side of his muzzle.


    “They don’t think that way,” Laniis said. “They don’t care about evidence or rule of law the way we do. It’s the right of the strong to rule. If you lose, you’re automatically in the wrong.”


    Meryl glanced at the Chatcaava.


    “She’s correct,” Uuvek said. “Not that the rest of us are glad that it works that way. But in the upper echelons... yes.”


    “So if we pick up these stragglers, we might learn what happened,” Meryl said. “From the perspective of people who were actually there. And all it requires is... finding them.” She eyed Uuvek. “You want us to find a handful of survivors who have consciously chosen to go dark in space somewhere they know they won’t be found.”


    “Yes,” Uuvek said. He snorted. “Fortunately for you all, the Knife is a reader of poetry.”
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    The days that followed were excruciating. Meryl refused to drop into a system as heavily guarded as their target and coasted out of Well several days out from their destination. From there she appeared determined to creep as slowly as possible into the outskirts. Nor was she the only one plagued by an excess of caution, because both Chatcaava approved of her paranoia. They also needed her to move slowly so they could sweep the immediate area for their missing Naval personnel, and the area that constituted ‘immediate’ when using passive scans not likely to attract attention was so miniscule Shanelle described the procedure as ‘looking for a single germ in a city.’ If they had not had the clues the Knife decoded using what appeared to be an ancient set of psalms from the Living Air’s primary religious tract, they could have spent years creeping around the edges of Apex-East, hoping to find their targets... as it was, the volume they had to cover was small enough to handle ‘within a few weeks.’


    In his calmer moments, Lisinthir knew their caution was necessary and justified. When he forgot this, he fought himself dripping in the gymnasium, gritted his teeth, and tried not to live in his memories of all his lovers, Eldritch and Chatcaavan, or in his fears for them in their durances.


    The summons came while he was sleeping—poorly, as usual—and jerked him from his confused mélange of memory and dream. Shoving himself up from the bunk, he said, “Yes?”


    “We’ve found them, and they’re coming over now.”


    “On my way,” he said.


    He hadn’t asked where to go and didn’t need to; when he exited his quarters he followed the sound of over-agitated talk to the clinic, where Dellen Crosby, the Seersan medic, was at work on the unconscious body of a male with a rack of horns that would have impressed Lisinthir had he not known the Emperor’s so intimately. Circled round him like a flock of distressed birds were the rescued Chatcaava in their torn and bloodied uniforms, dull-eyed with exhaustion. The Knife and Uuvek were telling them the freaks were willing to help and that they should stand down, allow themselves to be escorted elsewhere to ease the crowding in the room. The Fleet personnel were lined against the wall, watching the newcomers warily.


    “Finally,” Dellen said when Lisinthir entered. “Get them to shut up and go somewhere else.”


    “They won’t abandon him,” Lisinthir said. In Chatcaavan, he said, “Pardon me. I believe you’d like to know the person in charge of this mission?”


    All the Chatcaava swiveled their heads toward him.


    “What is that!” one of them hissed.


    “That is the Ambassador who sat on Second’s pillow at the side of the true Emperor,” the Knife said.


    The stares became rounder. He found the sight of them in all their lambent colors rather astonishing, jewel-like... unintentionally comical.


    “I assume,” Lisinthir said, “You are also partisans of the true Emperor. If not, I fear things will not go well with you.”


    They looked at one another, the three strangers. Then one said, “We follow the Admiral-Offense. If you save him, we have no quarrel with you.”


    In horribly accented Chatcaavan, Dellen said, “If you don’t get out of my way I’ll stab him myself just to have enough peace to think.”


    Another startled silence. Lisinthir filled it, before the Seersa could make good on his threat. “Those Outside have their idiosyncrasies, do they not? Rest assured we want nothing more than to succor the Admiral-Offense. Irascible medics notwithstanding.”


    That made one of the rescued Chatcaava smile a little.


    The Knife stepped forward. “Perhaps we can show these individuals to a place they can wash and eat?”


    “Yes,” Meryl said. “Follow me. Ambassador, you’ll stay here?”


    “So long as my presence does not disturb the medic’s peace,” Lisinthir said, studying Dellen.


    The Seersa’s ears flicked back. “Just keep quiet.”


    “My race is noted for its silences.”


    Dellen snorted and resumed ignoring him and everyone else. The Chatcaava, appeased for now by Lisinthir’s promise, filed from the room in Meryl’s wake, and Uuvek went with them... but not the Knife.


    “I too can be quiet,” he said when Dellen glared at him.


    They settled into silence, then. Lisinthir studied the battered face of the male under the halo-arch. Burns, cuts and bruises, at least one cracked horn and a wing that was torn... the Admiral-Offense had been through hell, but if the halo-arch was any indication it was his internal injuries that were killing him. The Alliance was very good at arresting such traumas, however, and the Chatcaava, for all their slight frames with their occasional hollow bones, were harder to kill than they looked. Lisinthir let his head rest back against the wall, closed his eyes, and let time slide away from him.


    “He’s coming around,” Dellen rasped into the quiet. Beside Lisinthir, the Knife sprung up, went to the bed to crouch alongside. When the other male opened crusted eyes, the first thing he saw was another Chatcaavan male’s worried gaze, which was good, Lisinthir thought... because Chatcaava did not heal from injury lying on their backs the way citizens of the Alliance tended to.


    “Where....”


    “You are safe, Admiral-Offense,” the Knife said firmly. “Among friends of the true Emperor, not the Usurper.”


    “Did... did my messages...”


    The Knife glanced at Lisinthir, who lifted his brows.


    “We received no messages from you, sir,” the Knife said. “But you were rescued by three of your people who have been adrift with you since the battle, and they requested aid. Carefully, so that our enemies would not find you.”


    “Uhn, where am I—” The Admiral-Offense looked past the Knife at the unfamiliar color of the walls and their height, then shot past the Knife’s shoulder to lock onto—“You.”


    “I see you recognize me,” Lisinthir said.


    “I know of you.” The male grimaced. “I am trapped. Why?”


    “You’re under the healing arch of one of the aliens,” the Knife said. “I don’t know if you can rise yet.”


    “I’d rather he didn’t,” Dellen said again in his horribly accented Chatcaavan.


    “Stay a while longer, let your wounds finish healing,” the Knife said firmly. “You are among allies. These aliens... they are the Ambassador’s to command.” Dellen snorted. “They are here to see if they might rescue the Emperor, and with him help save the Empire.”


    “Madness,” the Admiral-Offense muttered.


    “Did you think we would not help the true Emperor?” Lisinthir asked.


    “I think there’s no reason for you not to want us to fall apart,” the Admiral-Offense replied. “What better for you freaks if we dissolve into petty fighting? We can kill each other much more effectively than you can.”


    “There is something to that, but it ignores a rather more important issue,” Lisinthir said.


    “Oh?” The Admiral-Offense eyed him, managing a baleful look despite his inability to lift his head. The eyes helped, a bright crimson flecked in orange.


    “A strong leader can keep you all in check. Failing that, a strong leader will give us a single foe to fight,” Lisinthir said. “If you ‘dissolve into petty fighting’ then exterminating you all will require us to disperse our forces so widely we would leave ourselves vulnerable to defeat in detail. We are not unaware of the size of the Empire, no matter the lies you offered us over a treaty table.”


    The Admiral-Offense’s eye narrowed.


    “He thinks a little like us,” the Knife said. “For an alien, a great deal like us.” Leaning forward. “Sir, you are the only one who knows. Where is the Emperor? Did he escape? Did they capture him?”


    “I know where I told him to go,” the Admiral-Offense. “Whether he made it, I can’t say.” At their intense regard, he finished, “I told him to go to ground on the Apex world. He made it off the flagship by hijacking an enemy fighter craft. That’s the extent of my knowledge.”


    Lisinthir looked at the Knife, who said, “Uuvek.”


    “If anyone can find out, surely it will be him.”


    “It’ll be easy compared to this,” the Knife said. And saluted the Admiral-Offense, claws out. “May I be dismissed?”


    “Go.” Rolling his head on his cheek, the Admiral-Offense squinted at Lisinthir. “It’s said that he fell because of you.”


    “If he did, then it is meet that he should rise again because of me, yes?”


    To that, the male said nothing for a long time. Then, growling, “I rest.” And closed both eyes and dropped apparently unconscious. Lisinthir glanced at the Seersa, who looked at the read-outs with lifted brows. “I’d like to know that trick. Would have been handy when my kits were babies and I desperately needed the sleep.”


    “Mmm,” Lisinthir said. And then, “For a Seersa, your accent is positively atrocious. I didn’t think that was possible.”


    “It’s not,” Dellen said. “I do it on purpose.”
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    “The answer,” Uuvek said to them much later, “is a conditional yes.”


    “A conditional yes? What does that mean?” the Knife asked, irritated. “Either the Emperor escaped or he didn’t!”


    “The fighter was seen going down near the capital.” Uuvek pushed back from the console and folded his arms over his broad chest. “But there’s no report after that.”


    “Meaning?” Meryl asked.


    “No one has reported a body,” Uuvek said. “No one has reported a chase on-world. If you dig, there are some alerts sent to peacekeeping squads in the capital, but no one will say for what.”


    “Maybe they want to keep his death quiet?” Laniis offered, tentative.


    “That doesn’t seem in-character for anyone,” Meryl said. “If he’s dead, why wouldn’t they say it?”


    “But if he’s loose, why not say that?” Na’er countered.


    “Obviously because they don’t want anyone to realize he’s still alive,” Lisinthir said, tapping the console. “The question is... where did he go?”


    “He might be dead but in a way that makes it difficult to identify the body,” Na’er pointed out.


    “Maybe,” Laniis said slowly, “the new Chatcaava will be able to go on-world and find out?”


    Meryl sighed. “Somehow I doubt that, since the one in the clinic’s been asking us to drop them off somewhere they can hijack a ship and head for the border.”


    Both of their Chatcaava’s heads came up. “I beg your pardon?” Lisinthir said for them.


    “He insists his duty is to go round up the loyalists and bring them here so they’ll be ready for the Emperor to deploy against his enemies,” Meryl said. “Or failing that, to avenge themselves on the traitors who decided to use the Navy for its own purposes.”


    “Oh,” the Knife said softly. “Yes. That would be very pleasing.” Noticing the attentive looks, he added, “It is the one tenet that binds us in the Navy. We fight each other to decide the most worthy males in our ranks so that we might establish a chain of command. But we don’t betray one another. It’s...” He made a cutting motion with a hand. “It’s what sets us apart, as a group. It is the one place where a male is supposed to be able to trust that every other male is on his side. If the Usurper and Second have turned the Navy against itself, then they have destroyed something sacred to serve their ambitions. And given that they were Navy themselves....”


    “They knew,” Uuvek said. He shrugged, the palm twitch Lisinthir knew most of the Pelted wouldn’t recognize. “It’s what made the plan work. Because no one would trespass on that imperative. So no one would expect it, to guard against it.”


    “We couldn’t send those Chatcaava down, anyway,” Meryl said. “If they were part of the flagship crew, wouldn’t someone be watching for them? They’d be easy to identify as the Emperor’s partisans.”


    “But if they can’t go down to the world to find out what’s going on with the Emperor, who will?” Laniis asked, frowning. And then her ears dropped abruptly, as if the framing the question had been enough to suggest its answer. She scowled ferociously at Lisinthir. “Don’t even say it!”


    Lisinthir laughed.


    Looking from the Eldritch to the Seersa and back, the Knife said, “What?”


    “You can’t impersonate one of the Chatcaava,” Laniis said to Lisinthir, stern.


    “Why not?” Lisinthir asked. “The roquelaure you assigned me will do the job quite admirably, I would think. And I am fluent in the language.”


    “But you don’t know the local culture well enough to craft a character that other Chatcaava would accept!” Laniis pointed at Na’er. “He can do that. He can make you believe he belongs anywhere he’s supposed to be because he knows enough about the personas he’s inhabiting to pull it off. But you and I... all we know is the throneworld culture. This isn’t the Chatcaavan imperial court, it’s some Naval world with its own petty politics and personalities. You wouldn’t even know the name of the latest 3deo star, or whatever equivalent the Chatcaava have!”


    “True,” Lisinthir said. “I should create a character who isn’t local to the world but who might have reasons to visit, and then take several guides with me who might advise me on how to keep from breaking my persona.”


    “This should be good.” Meryl leaned back in her chair with her arms behind her head. “Let’s hear the plan.”


    “And don’t tell us you want us to pretend to be your pretty Pelted slaves,” Na’er drawled.


    “Not you, no,” Lisinthir said, and looked at the two Chatcaava.


    For a moment, complete non-comprehension. Then the Knife exclaimed, “Us? But we are no less suspect than the Chatcaava we have rescued from the flagship! I was a palace harem guard, and known to be involved with the refugee flight! And Uuvek has surely been flagged as part of the team I requested on the throneworld!”


    “I didn’t say you should come with me as Chatcaava,” Lisinthir said.


    “He wants us to Change,” Uuvek said dryly.


    “What!” the Knife yelped.


    “The Change?” Uuvek said again. “That thing you have always wanted to try but have never had the chance to for lack of some aliens to Touch? I thought you’d be excited.”


    “I want to know the shapeshifting, yes, but I do not want to learn it in order to impersonate an alien slave!”


    “Even to save your Emperor?” Na’er said, ears flicking up.


    The Knife opened his mouth and then his head sank, shoulders tightening.


    “How would it work?” Uuvek asked Lisinthir, curious.


    “I would presumably create a persona who would have slaves,” Lisinthir said. “Then you would accompany me as my personal possessions, and I would use my ability to read minds to consult with you at intervals. That way you could warn me of any impending pitfalls during my conversations with the local personalities Laniis has mentioned.”


    “Madness!” the Knife exclaimed.


    “It could work,” Meryl said, thoughtful.


    “It’s the only thing we’ve got so far,” Na’er said. “I guess we could sleep on some alternatives?”


    “But we don’t know if this plan will work because we don’t know yet if they can Change,” Laniis said. “They never have, it sounds like. What if they can’t figure it out?”


    “We can!” The Knife sounded offended. “It is part of who we are. It is genetic!”


    “It takes practice, the Queen said,” Lisinthir said. “But that is well. We have several species of Pelted on board, so you can try taking patterns at least five times.”


    “I have not agreed to this yet!”


    Uuvek guffawed. “Yet.”


    The Knife glared at him. “This plan also involves you, you know.”


    “Yes,” Uuvek said. “I admit to curiosity about what it will be like to Change. I don’t have your religious interest in it, admittedly, so maybe I’m freer to think of it more objectively.”


    “I am not taking this personally.”


    Uuvek gaped a grin at him.


    “So when do we want to try this?” Na’er said. “If we’re not sure the Chatcaava can even do it? We should know that sooner rather than later or we’ll have to figure something else out.”


    “Now, perhaps?” Lisinthir said.


    “Now!” the Knife exclaimed. “But—”


    “Now is a good time,” Uuvek said. “Who would like to volunteer?”


    “Does it hurt?” Meryl asked.


    “No,” Lisinthir said. “In fact, you won’t feel anything at all.”


    “Then I volunteer.” Meryl grinned at Uuvek and the Knife. “Come on over, aletsen, and let’s turn you into a proper species.”


    “Can we watch?” Na’er added, dropping his chin on his palms and beaming.


    “There’s not much to see,” Lisinthir said. “They touch some part of your body—your hand suffices—and they learn something from it, and then it’s over.”


    “Well, sure, the stealing the pattern part,” Na’er said. “But the shapeshifting part… that’s gotta be exciting!”


    “I’d like to see that,” Shanelle agreed.


    “We would too,” Uuvek said. “Right, Knife?”


    “Right,” the Knife said, wings sagging. He pushed himself away from the table and walked over to Meryl, who offered him his hand. The stare he leveled at it would have been better reserved for something fell, but he gathered it into his finally and drew in a long breath, closing his eyes.


    They waited.


    “Don’t stare at me,” the Knife muttered.


    “We’re not staring,” Uuvek said cheerfully.


    “You’re lying,” the Knife said without opening his eyes.


    “Well, yes.”


    The Knife’s eyes slitted open, just enough to glare at Uuvek, then closed again.


    Meryl was watching the Chatcaavan. After a few minutes, she glanced at Lisinthir and raised her brows. He lifted one shoulder in a partial shrug. It had not taken the Queen so long, but the Queen had Touched before. He assumed that practice conferred speed as well as accuracy, and he was unwilling to distract the Knife by making suggestions.


    It was Uuvek who said finally, “You have no idea what to do, do you.”


    The Knife’s wings sagged. “You try?”


    Uuvek sighed and left the table to join the other male by Meryl’s side. He took her palm, turned it to look at the back, pressed on the ball of her hand to watch her knuckles and fingers move. “How does it work, then? You press your skin against the skin of your target. And then what? Is there an organ involved, beyond the brain and the skin? A muscle you flex?”


    “I don’t know,” the Knife said, irritated. “If I’d known that, I’d be doing it.”


    “You have read extensively about this process,” Uuvek said. “Presumably there was some description of it.”


    “Yes, but it was all… all poetry, Uuvek!”


    “So, tell us the poetry.”


    The Knife grimaced. “The metaphor, overwhelmingly, is sexual.”


    “Is it?” Lisinthir said, surprised. At the Knife’s glare, he offered, “I was not under the impression that any of your kind romanticized sex.”


    “These are historical documents,” Uuvek said. “And religious ones. You’ll note they are considered antiquated.”


    “If not dangerous,” the Knife muttered. He looked at Meryl’s hand, head sagging. “I wish… I would very much like… to know the Change. I am sorry.”


    “Maybe,” Lisinthir murmured, “you can, still.”


    “How….”


    He ignored the protest, walking around the table to join them. To Uuvek he said, “Move to one side, please?” And then he stood behind the Knife, tapped one of the wings. “Spread these, if you would. I need to be behind you.”


    The Knife glowered at him over a shoulder.


    “If you don’t trust me at your back now, all this is useless, yes?” Lisinthir lifted his brows.


    The Knife sighed and cautiously opened the wings. They were nicely made. The Emperor had had longer ones, but the Knife’s had fewer scars. Lisinthir moved behind him, pressed his chest against the Chatcaavan’s back and waited for the Knife to react. When he didn’t, Lisinthir reached over his shoulders, setting one hand on the male’s chest and reaching with the other for Meryl’s hand. “All three of us now.”


    “This should be interesting,” Meryl said. “What are you trying to do?”


    “I remember what it felt like when the Queen took my pattern, and when the Emperor did,” Lisinthir said. “I can transmit that feeling to the Knife. Perhaps that will help him fumble toward whatever procedure is required.”


    “That sounds implausible, but what about this doesn’t? Let’s give it a go.” Meryl rested her palm on the Knife’s again, and Lisinthir placed his on hers. Practice had made it possible for him to avoid sensing the feelings of others through skin, but he thinned those shields until he tasted the clarity of her curiosity, the calm of it. It was like birdsong on a clear spring morning.


    The Knife’s emotions were a jangle: yearning so intense it felt like a blow to the gut, like desperate thirst; embarrassment at his own failure; skepticism and fear that this would come to anything. Also, irritation at being touched by an alien; he manifestly misliked having the Eldritch leaning into his spine this way. The insides of the wings were erogenous zones for him, from the flavor of that mislike—well and good, if the metaphor in ancient texts was sexual. Lisinthir flexed his fingers against the Knife’s chest. “Are you both ready?”


    “I’m good,” Meryl said.


    The Knife shifted his wings, his shoulders. “Yes. I believe.”


    “You will feel me in your mind,” Lisinthir warned. And before the Knife could object, sank into the Chatcaavan’s thoughts, ignoring them. He sought his gentlest memory, decided the Slave Queen’s was best, and drew it forth. Felt again the fear and the urgency of his petition, the way it had made his heart race. Took in the fear and the willingness with her hand as she touched his fingers, and then Touched his fingers. The ecstasy of that, the deep knowing of it, the falling forward into someone and becoming. The rapture when the pattern completed.


    In his arms, the Knife gasped… and so did Meryl. The Chatcaavan reached for her, and Lisinthir went with him. Here, he whispered, know her. Love her.


    Is this love? The Knife whispered. And then, sensing the edges of her pattern, he exclaimed, Oh, but it must be! And fell forward, and took Meryl with him, and Lisinthir as well.


    Another gasp, in triplicate, and the Knife staggered back. Meryl grabbed his wrist to keep him from toppling into Lisinthir, and as the Chatcaavan swayed forward he Changed, because after the Touch the Change was natural, was consummation of glory. He fell onto his knees, head striking Meryl’s lap, and there at their feet was a dark gray Hinichi, and when he lifted his face the shape was perfect. Not even the Queen’s had been so complete.


    “Oh my God,” Meryl whispered, her pupils dilated.


    “That looked amazing!” Na’er said. “Can I do it next?”


    Meryl burst out laughing. Reaching down, she grasped the Knife by the shoulders. “Up. Get up! Let’s have a look at you!”


    Lisinthir stepped away so the male might have the room to rise, and the Knife stumbled on the way back to his feet, hands out. Like the Queen and the Emperor, he seemed to find the lack of wings to counterbalance himself unsettling, but once he was upright he stayed there, wide-eyed and utterly convincing, other than his newborn lamb body-speech. The fur, the ears, the tail, and particularly, the face were indistinguishable from any other Hinichi’s, given the variation within the species. But he also looked like the Knife, somehow, and not because of coloration: he’d ended up with a brindled version of Meryl’s coat, more gray than gold. Something about his face and his mannerisms revealed him.


    “Beautiful,” Lisinthir said.


    The Knife’s ears flicked toward him, and he grabbed them, startled. “They move!” And then, in wonder, “They hear better than mine!” And then with fingers to his face, “My mouth is wrong!”


    “Your mouth looks fine to me,” Meryl said with a laugh. She was flushed still but in high spirits. “Holy God, but that was something. You look fantastic! Can you flip back, or will the Ambassador have to show you that too?”


    “No, I know how,” the Knife said. He touched his mouth again. “My voice is the wrong pitch as well!”


    “And yet there is something reminiscent of you in it anyway,” Uuvek observed, fascinated. “The rhythm, maybe.”


    “Prosody,” Laniis offered. “The prosody.”


    “You are so tall!” the Knife exclaimed, and ran his hand up his arm, his neck. “And so furry! And so... so... astonishing, Uuvek, you must try this! And I must try it again!”


    “Me next,” Na’er said firmly. “You’re not leaving me out of the good time.”


    “Shall I teach you?” Lisinthir asked Uuvek.


    “No, I think I can,” the Knife said. He rested his larger Pelted hands on the Chatcaavan’s shoulders. “Dive the way you have always dove into your computers, but with your mind, into another person. Flex your wings.”


    Uuvek’s eyes narrowed. It was the first dangerous expression Lisinthir had seen from him—merited, no doubt, for what Chatcaavan liked to be reminded of any of his weaknesses? And Lisinthir didn’t need to be told that Uuvek’s stunted wings had hampered not only his ability to fly, but his ability to protect his social standing among other males.


    “It is exactly like that,” the Knife said, quieter. “But you can do it without fear.”


    Surprisingly, Uuvek did not say he feared nothing. He only canted his head and looked at Meryl.


    “I’m up for another round,” she said. “Though I’m guessing it might not be as intense without an Eldritch linking everyone’s minds together.”


    “Possibly not,” Lisinthir conceded.


    And it wasn’t. It was, in fact, anticlimactic for everyone involved, because Uuvek was a phlegmatic male, and not given to the Knife’s more obvious displays. His reaction to claiming the pattern was to open his eyes suddenly and then narrow them and look at Meryl.


    “Yes?”


    “Yes,” he said. And added, “How fascinating it is, from the inside.”


    “It’s even more fascinating from the inside-inside,” the Knife insisted. “Try it!”


    Uuvek’s Hinichi was not as good a facsimile—the eyes, as usual, were the most likely to show the differences, and Uuvek’s were a little too draconic in the pupil and the color and shape. But he could pass, Lisinthir thought.


    “Me now, finally?” Na’er said, laughing.


    “Yes!” the Knife said. “All of you, if you are willing!”


    “And then,” Laniis said, ears flipping back, “You get to pick one of these shapes to be when we collar you, strip you naked, and send you downstairs in the Ambassador’s wake. On a leash.”


    The Knife’s ears and tail fell in comical dismay.


    Unperturbed, Uuvek said, “That is the role we’re supposed to play. If we go with this plan. Does that seem likely?”


    “It seems a lot more likely now that we know you can shift,” Meryl said. “All we have to do is get the roquelaure to whip up a credible Chatcaavan alter-ego for the Ambassador and you should be good to go.”


    “Other than crafting the personality,” Laniis said.


    “And the body,” Lisinthir said. “Since unlike the Chatcaava I can choose what I look like.”


    “My palms are not furred,” the Knife said, turning his hands. “But the backs of my hands are. Why is this? It is nonsensical. But fascinating.”


    “Are you sure he’s going to be able to concentrate on the mission?” Na’er asked, amused.


    “Once the novelty wears off, I’m certain he’ll be fine,” Lisinthir said. “Yes? Knife?”


    “What?” The Knife’s ears pricked. “Shall I do the longer-eared shape now?” He eyed Na’er. “Is your hearing better than this body’s because your ears are longer?”


    “I dunno,” Na’er said, offering his palms. “Let’s find out.”


    Meryl joined Lisinthir against the wall. Quietly, while the others conferred, she said, “You trust this Admiral-Offense to do what he says he’s going to do?”


    “Find allies for the Emperor?” Lisinthir looked up at the ceiling. “If he’d wanted to betray him, he’s had ample opportunities. This seems an unnecessarily convoluted way of doing so.”


    “Will you check anyway?” Lisinthir looked at her and she met his eyes steadily, finished, “Will you go into his head and pull it out?”


    Perhaps she was expecting him to have some moral objection to the request... but he was part Chatcaavan, and he had threatened torture and worse to the males in the court. Had killed them after mutilating them. Had run a knife up the wing finger of a technician on a Chatcaavan vessel to drag the information about that ship’s oversized complement out of him. Compared to those things, evaluating the loyalties of a male by doing absolutely no harm to him, other than invading his privacy, seemed minor. And even that could be mitigated—he could ask for permission. Asking would tell him something on its own.


    Was he evil for this? He met Meryl’s eyes and thought of them extinguished, thought of millions upon millions of Pelted civilians slain or enslaved.


    “I must,” he said. “There is too much at stake.” He managed a crooked smile. “Is that too much expedience for you, Captain?”


    “I think we have to be able to live with ourselves at the end of the day,” Meryl said. “And everyone’s got a different threshold for how much end justifies how much means.”


    “And yet you asked.”


    She snorted softly. “I know where the line is for me, alet. I’ve been out here long enough to decide.”


    Watching the Knife assume the shape of an Aera, Lisinthir said, “So have I.”
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    Unlike the Knife and Uuvek, the Admiral-Offense and his party had not been allowed the run of the vessel. Fortunately they did not seem insulted by their confinement, had even commented that the cabin to which they’d been assigned as a group was ‘luxurious,’ which, given the typical Chatcaavan vessel, was certainly true. Lisinthir left the shapechanging party behind to present himself at the door to that cabin, and was admitted by a wary male who followed him into the second room, where the Admiral-Offense was sitting on a chair. Backwards: the Pelted chairs were not comfortable for winged creatures, so the male was leaning over the back of the chair, straddling the seat. When Lisinthir entered, he raised his scarlet eyes but not his head.


    “So. Your alien allies have told you I wish to go.”


    Lisinthir inclined his head.


    “And now you wonder if I should be allowed to leave.”


    “I told Captain Osgood that you had many opportunities to betray the Emperor already, and that it struck me as unlikely that you would choose this method to do so.”


    The male tilted his head. “And yet you are here. Why?”


    “Because it occurs to me that while this is a bad plan for a male who wishes to betray his Emperor, it is an excellent one for a coward who wants to flee the fight.”


    All three of the watching males hissed, and one of them took a step toward him. But the Admiral-Offense only raised his brow ridges, his pupils narrowing visibly. “Not as stupid as you look.”


    “I like to think so.”


    The male’s nostrils flared. “What will you do, then?”


    “Sir!” one of the watchers said. “He has insulted you!”


    “And I do what in response to that?” the Admiral-Offense said. “Demand a duel? We are on their ground. They are the ones with the power here, Tauchoht.”


    “They say he fights duels,” said another of the males, driven to speak by his anger despite his obvious reluctance. “That he understands that some things can only be answered in blood.”


    “This is not one of them.” The Admiral-Offense sat up with a grimace, rocking a shoulder back and forth as he stretched the wing joint. Bracing it with a hand, he said, “Why have you come, alien?”


    “I have the ability to sense your motivations and thoughts,” Lisinthir said. “So I have come to do so, to see if you are planning to do what you have asked to do.”


    “That’s true then,” the Admiral-Offense said, eyeing him. “The stories.”


    “They are.”


    “Then,” he said, “Go ahead. I have nothing to hide.”


    Lisinthir knew he would find no duplicity or dishonor in this male’s mind; had known it before he’d heard the response to the offer. There was a straightforwardness to the males in the Navy, now that he had met a sufficiency of them to form an impression of their mindset. It was as the Emperor had divulged to him during their lovemaking, near the end of their time together on the throneworld: the Navy was the one place where males learned to trust one another, where they knew that if they turned their backs they wouldn’t find a knife in them. It was a culture that created males like the Knife and Uuvek, and the Admiral-Offense.


    Second and the Usurper were flukes: dangerous ones, poisons that could render entire wells useless. But they existed, and because they did, because they’d been capable of convincing a significant number of males to join them, Lisinthir rested a hand on the Admiral-Offense’s and reached for the male’s mind. He found himself amongst thoughts dense and closely woven with years of service, and sullied with regret and a tired anger.


    The Admiral-Offense knew the Navy he’d known and loved for so long would never be whole again. Not after this. And if they survived, what remained would not be the Navy he had given his life to.


    “I don’t think so either,” he said aloud, quiet. “But it is possible that what will remain will be stronger for having fought this fight.”


    The male lifted his head sharply, considered him. Then: “The alternative doesn’t please.”


    “No,” Lisinthir agreed. “What do you think the chances are of there being a significant force waiting to rally to the Emperor’s banner?”


    “I think… it may be good. The Eastern quadrant is its own culture. The other Naval bases… they are not so well-regarded, and feel that lack of respect keenly.”


    To maintain this situation without its implosion, or fomenting rebellion, requires the constant shift of territory and personnel in and out of situations that challenge, reward, and punish them. One never rests, but one never grows bored.


    “Yes,” Lisinthir said, the Emperor’s voice in his ear. “I imagine so.”


    “When can we leave?” the Admiral-Offense asked. “It will be enough of a challenge to find someone to trust here. It will be difficult to form a concrete plan until we have assessed the local situation. We will need time.”


    “You leave as soon as I do,” Lisinthir said. At the canted head, he said, “I go to rescue the Emperor.”


    Hisses from the watching males. Not offense, he judged. They reacted to the temerity of the declaration. To his arrogance. A freak, rescuing the Exalted ruler of the entire Chatcaavan Empire?


    “You have a plan to survive your trip to the Apex world?” the Admiral Offense asked, curious.


    “I do. But if I may be so bold, I shall keep it to myself. What is not known cannot be betrayed.”


    “We would never—” one of the others began, but the Admiral-Offense lifted a hand.


    “Even the strongest male can be brought low by the right weapon,” that male said. He lifted his chin. “You and I will meet again, then, alien.”


    “Ambassador,” Lisinthir insisted.


    A chuff, dry laughter. “Ambassador.”


    “Admiral-Offense.” Lisinthir bowed, extravagant. “I look forward to the day.”
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    When he entered the conference room in search of “their” Chatcaava he found them with company: Na’er and Laniis, and all of them bent over their data tablets and a scattering of drinks. His arrival caused the Knife to exclaim, “You are here! We have just finished crafting your persona!”


    “You’ll like it,” Laniis added, her ears akimbo.


    “You see,” the Knife continued, waving his arms, “We required you to be someone who would have slaves, and this is not a normal thing for most Chatcaava. But there are freelancers who raid the Alliance’s fringes for slaves they can sell on the luxury market—that is where most of our slaves come from. We have decided you are one of these freelancers, and this is perfect because it means you can be working alone, and also that you have been away from any planet with Chatcaava on it for long periods, and so do not necessarily know all the news such locals would know. Additionally, such raiders have been hired in the past by both system and imperial government officials—to spy, or to raid some particular locale—so there is precedent for you working with high-level males. We even know why you are in Apex-East! The Navy...” A pause here for a scowl, “Second’s Navy is inviting such raiders to come join the Navy in time for the war against the aliens. You might be here to evaluate that opportunity. But since such freelancers are not known for enjoying collaboration, it would be sensible for you to be cagey about accepting this opportunity. So you arrive at the world to sell your latest cargo and you will have reason to contact the highest level Chatcaava on-world, like the Deputy-East, and Manufactory-East, and the Worldlord—they are among the only people rich enough to have slaves in this system—and there you can tarry while asking opinions on whether you should join the war effort. Which will also give us information on how the war is going.”


    “Goodness,” Lisinthir began.


    But the Knife had not finished yet. “We have also decided on your visual appearance. White Chatcaava are not rare, but it is a remarkable color and we would prefer you not to be remarkable. So silver, we think. And your eyes cannot be so dark; dark eyes are considered untrustworthy because the pupils are too hard to see. So blue eyes, but brighter. The long mane is fine because it is in keeping with such personalities: raiders are supposed to be vain and arrogant and princely. It is something everyone despises about them, particularly since they have usually earned their attitudes. But we want the long mane as it is an excuse for us to be with you at night. You will particularly enjoy your slaves brushing it for you.” The Knife sucked in a breath and finished, “You will have a title. Such raiders always choose titles for themselves. We have decided yours is the Sword, because you will have captured slaves wielding such weapons and you will find them amusing. This will give you a reason to wear yours.”


    “God and Living Air,” Lisinthir said, staring at him.


    “He really got into it,” Na’er drawled, grinning.


    “Really, really into it,” Laniis muttered.


    The Knife said, “Do you approve, Ambassador? If so, these aliens say you must have the technology programmed and then we will be free to decide how to be inserted.”


    “You mean you haven’t figured that out yet?” Lisinthir asked, mouth quirking.


    “I have some ideas...”


    Na’er put his head in his hand and dragged the palm down the length of his muzzle: even from this angle, Lisinthir could see the laugh he was smothering.


    “Before we discuss that,” Uuvek said, “And now that you are here, Ambassador....”


    “You are about to tell me you cannot go,” Lisinthir said.


    Uuvek lifted his head, contemplating him. “I should have known you would guess.”


    “Possibly,” Lisinthir said. “I am not averse to greater intelligence being assigned to me than I have.” He smiled. “It is safer to believe me in possession of significant cunning.”


    “There’s a difference?” The Knife frowned.


    The two Pelted looked at him. Uuvek watched the interaction, then ignored it to address the Eldritch. “The Admiral-Offense needs to find people of our faction to abet him in his search for allies outside this system. His chances of success become far greater if he is here, working with these aliens, and with me.”


    “Wait,” the Knife said. “You have discussed this with the aliens?”


    “With the alien captain,” Uuvek said. “How else is it supposed to work, Knife? We drop off the Admiral-Offense and his three males—none of whom have any useful training in anything that would help them locate any sympathetic males, much less steal a ship... where? On a moon? The moon controlled by a naval contractor? No? The orbital station, also controlled by a naval contractor? What about the naval base? An asteroid somewhere? A mining shaft?” Uuvek snorted. “If you think at all about how it has to be done, the course is obvious. The Admiral-Offense remains on-board with the aliens, who have the capability of going unseen. I help them locate their allies. Their allies arrange to meet them somewhere with a conveyance after we have recovered the Ambassador, hopefully with news that the Emperor has been found and is able to lead his own coup. Then we meet our allies at the new location and proceed. All this requires someone who can hack into a computer without setting off every trap in it.”


    “But... if you don’t go with me, who will?” the Knife asked, wide-eyed.


    Laniis drew in a steadying breath. “That would be me.”


    Na’er’s ears flicked back. “Arii—”


    “Don’t,” Laniis said to him, softly. “Don’t try to stop me. Nor you either,” she said to the Ambassador.


    “I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said. “If you tell me you are willing to go back into the fire with me, Laniis... I would never dream of it.”


    The Knife threaded his fingers together, wide-eyed.


    “You’ll be fine,” Uuvek said.


    “I am not worried about me,” the Knife said. “I am worried about you. Unlike you, I don’t have to reveal myself to potential enemies in order to accomplish my mission. You will have to take the chance that whomever you contact won’t betray you.”


    “Second and the Usurper have much to answer for,” Lisinthir murmured.


    Both Chatcaava glanced at him.


    “Yes,” the Knife said. And sighed. “This plan makes more sense. But I am not glad.” He looked at Laniis. “On more counts than one.”


    Laniis’s ears flattened to her skull. “Do you think I can’t do it?”


    “No,” the Knife said. “I think the Queen Ransomed cared for you. I don’t think she would like knowing that you were doing this.”


    “The Queen Ransomed stayed behind to gather intelligence for us even though it meant being remanded into the custody of pirates,” Laniis said icily. “I think she would understand very well what I’m doing.”


    “I’d just stop right there,” Na’er said, rueful. “Y’know. Friendly advice from male to male.”


    “I—” The Knife looked at Laniis and lowered his head. “Yes. That seems sensible advice.”


    Laniis sniffed.


    “I take it you have discussed this already with Captain Osgood?” Lisinthir asked Uuvek.


    “Yes.”


    “Then I suppose all that remains is... logistics.”


    “Isn’t it always,” the Knife said with a sigh.


    Uuvek grinned.
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    “So that’s the plan,” Meryl said to him as he sat on the clinic’s bed, allowing Dellen to swab his arm for the implant. “We drop you off, we go find these people their allies, and then we come back for you. All the timelines will be communicated to you via the implant. We’ll give you an eye-film so you won’t have to rely on the roquelaure’s aural cues, but you’ll have to talk to command it. Don’t do that out loud, though. Subvocalization will work. Once we’re in-system, we’ll send you an update. The plan’s too loose for me to give you any specific dates.”


    “I didn’t think you’d be able to,” Lisinthir said.


    “From your history I’m guessing you’re fine with improvising,” she continued. “If you’re not... now’s the time to tell me, not a week from now when I discover it by hearing you’ve been captured.”


    Lisinthir snorted. “You need not fear on that account, alet. So long as the roquelaure holds, I am confident of my ability to remain in character.”


    Dellen brought the AAP over and set it against the inside of Lisinthir’s arm. The hiss it gave off was the only sign the chip had been delivered; he would have liked a sting, some piece of poetry to hint at what was to come. But that was not how the Alliance worked. Its technology was an obedient servant, something to be self-effaced so that its people could find the poetry in their own lives without being hampered by tools and methods they considered mundane. It was left to him to impart whatever lyricism he wished to the occasion... or so he thought, until he lifted his eyes and found Meryl studying him, worry crimping the lower lids and darkening the gray in her green-gray eyes.


    “Alet,” he said. “I won’t promise you that all will be well. You know better than to believe such promises. But if it is in my power, I will bring everyone back when you return to pick us up.”


    Her mouth twitched at one corner, though her eyes didn’t reflect the near smile. “And I won’t promise that we’ll make it back to pick you up. But if it’s in my power, I’ll be here. And then....”


    “And then, Lord and Lady and Living Air willing... we will know the next step.”


    Neither of them said that they might not find that next step. That was not how the game was played... not at his level, among people with the experiences they shared. He respected the silence and her willingness to grant it to him in turn.


    He had asked the Night Admiral for a team he could work with. He would have to tell that worthy when he returned how well he had wrought.


    “You ready for the eye-film?” Dellen said. “Then we can run through the initialization sequence and you can practice talking to the thing without being heard.”


    “Let us, alet. Time is wasting.”

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT


    “If I leave this chase to you,” Sediryl had said with Lisinthir’s advice still playing in her mind, “how will you conduct it?”


    “Very, very carefully,” Maia had said. “Following what amounts to vapor trails in space... when those trails belong to pirates or Chatcaava hostile to us? Very, very carefully.”


    Recognizing that she had nothing to add to that, Sediryl had replied, “Then I shall entrust the matter to you, if you will take care to explain it to me so I am not entirely in the dark.”


    “That I can do.”


    And the D-per had, though the explanations had often been confusing, or frustrating, or both. Sediryl didn’t have the background to understand how Maia was sorting through the sensor noise to find the exact trail she wanted... and even if the Eldritch had, there was more to hunting this particular quarry than reliance on sensor data. The D-per was also trawling local networks and pinging buoys as they passed in and out of range of them, and where she found leading commentary she took that into account, whether it was a warning to stay out of a particular area, or an assigned flight path in lawless areas that had them, or news about pirate activity....


    And that wasn’t everything either, because in addition the D-per was calculating fuel ratios and flight paths to and from the nearest habitable solar systems, or places where fuel could be siphoned without being noticed....


    The number of variables was frankly boggling, and Maia could do it all faster than Sediryl could have even had she been experienced. She expressed her frustration once, causing the D-per to comment that she was being too hard on herself: “Flesh and blood can do this too, alet. But it takes decades of experience for them to internalize the things I’m doing. And then they’d call it a hunch if they followed it and it paid off. You can’t even fly a ship like this, so expecting more of yourself is unreasonable. You have the years to get good at this. Don’t strip yourself raw because you’re not there yet.”


    “But what do I do with myself?” she’d asked.


    “Rest,” the D-per had advised. “Do puzzles. Grow your seeds.”


    She wanted to do none of these things. Instead, she applied herself to the ship’s manuals, and that was slow enough going that she was relieved to sleep when the time came. Or she’d thought she was before she started having dreams that woke her in the middle of the night, clasping the blankets tightly against her throat and wishing she could wipe the blush off her cheeks. Even that might not have bothered her, except her dreaming mind couldn’t seem to decide which man she wanted. The first night it was cousin Lisinthir, with all his suavity and lethal confidence. But the second night it was cousin Jahir, all noble passions and courtly gentility.


    Night Three she apparently gave up trying to choose and dreamed about them both—at the same time—in the same bed!—and when she woke up from that one she didn’t rise. Instead she sank deeper into her pillow and sheets and stared at the dim wall on the other side of the cabin, replaying those images over and over, hard white bodies twining in oh so lurid embrace, seeing fingers on that scar at the edge of cousin Lisinthir’s brows and recognizing them as cousin Jahir’s...


    There were compensations to having an overactive imagination. Sometimes. She was quite pleased with herself until she remembered after breakfast that both her cousins were mind-mages, and quite able to read her mind if she accidentally let some of the more scandalous images escape her. They would certainly not appreciate her having been posing them in each other’s arms in her head. Goddess!


    “Maybe resting was the wrong advice,” Maia said to her that day.


    “Just tell me we’re getting close,” Sediryl mumbled into her hands. Rubbing her face, she propped her chin up on her folded fingers. “Just tell me we’re getting close.”


    “We’re not getting farther, but that’s all I can promise.”


    Sediryl sighed.
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    Maia had spent so much time assuring her that their pursuit would be an arduous and careful one, conducted in stealth and only eventually culminating—hopefully—in some knowledge they could use to find Jahir that Sediryl was not at all prepared to be jerked awake by the alert siren. Her pillow flew from her as she shoved her way to the edge of her bed. “Maia!”


    “Come quickly!”


    Sediryl grabbed her robe and hurried to the bridge, stopping short at the door to stare wide-eyed at the view.


    “What... what is that?” she whispered, as if afraid the ships visible through the screens would hear.


    “That’s the ship we’ve been chasing,” Maia said, highlighting one of them. “This, though...” The other vessel flashed an alarming crimson. “This is a Chatcaavan cutter. It’s got a couple of attached fighter ships, but it’s mostly for small, single-ship missions.”


    “Then what are they doing here?”


    “Rendezvous,” Maia said, grim. The D-per materialized into the ghostly Seersa shape, settling onto the pilot’s chair in a haze of purple glitter. “I’m listening to the intership chatter now, which fortunately is encrypted in a cypher that Uuvek showed me.” Sparks flicked from the D-per’s fingers as she reached for the controls to bring the ships into sharper focus. “They’ve come to trade cargos.”


    Sediryl looked at her sharply. “Trade?”


    “Yes.” Maia’s ears flattened, trailing darkling glitter. “We had it backwards. The cutter’s the one carrying the prisoners from the passenger liner. They’re offloading most of them to the pirate and sending them off.”


    “Most of them,” Sediryl repeated, heart sinking.


    “All but one,” Maia murmured, and looked at her with ghostly eyes.


    Sediryl sighed out, bowing her head. “Of course. They’re going to take him back to the Chatcaavan court, aren’t they.”


    “That’s what it sounds like. Before you make any decisions, though, alet...” Maia inhaled, shoulders lifting. “Have you looked at the passenger manifest for that liner?”


    “No?”


    Maia nodded. “Your cousin was sharing a cabin with someone. A Glaseah.”


    No.


    “The name on the manifest was Vasiht’h. He’s listed as your cousin’s next of kin and emergency contact.”


    “Don’t tell me,” Sediryl whispered, “they have Vasiht’h... and are taking him in the opposite direction!”


    “The only person heading back with the Chatcaava is that one Eldritch, from the message traffic. But there’s more. The pirate was picking up a small group of ‘gifts’ before returning to its own port of call.” Maia managed a smile. “One of those gifts was intended to secure the alliance between the pirates and the Chatcaavan lord who’s employing them. A token of esteem.”


    “This can’t get worse,” Sediryl said.


    “And it’s the Chatcaavan Queen,” Maia finished.


    Sediryl brought her hand to her face and slowly rubbed above one of her brows. “So. Jahir is heading back with the Chatcaava to the throneworld. And Vasiht’h and the Queen of the Chatcaava are heading away with the pirates.”


    “That’s the size of it, yes, alet.”


    Sediryl nodded. “Then we follow the pirate.”


    “Just like that?” Maia sounded surprised, but the ship was already swiveling toward the pirate vessel.


    “Presumably they would not have bothered to request an Eldritch slave unless they mean to keep him. For a while, at least,” Sediryl said, hoping that was true. Her stomach was so tense she felt light-headed, but she continued, determined. “And we know for a certitude, or at least a better certitude, where we will be able to find him later. But if we lose track of these pirates, we may never find the Queen and Vasiht’h again. So, we follow the pirate.” She smiled wryly. “Besides, we need to uncover the connection between the pirates and the Chatcaava. Perhaps we might find the lever we need to pry them apart?”


    “Unlikely, but stranger things have happened.” The Visionary crept toward the two enemy vessels. “At least following a live ship is a lot easier than following a trail.”


    “If more dangerous?” Sediryl guessed.


    “You’re already not sleeping very well at night,” Maia said. “So I don’t think I’ll answer that question.”


    “I doubt I’m going to sleep any worse,” Sediryl said with a sigh. She managed a smile. “Besides, the worst that could happen is they spot us, disable the ship, toss me in the hold with the rest of the prisoners, and you escape to tell people our last known position. They cannot trap or destroy you, can they?”


    “As long as I have access to a repeater,” Maia said. “I’m fine.”


    “You see? I have at least one bright star to fix my hopes on.”


    Maia chuckled softly.


    But that night, Sediryl’s sleep was broken by nightmares that woke her gasping, though they consisted solely of vague impressions of Jahir shrouded in darkness, wondering why he had been abandoned.
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    The carpet under his paws was too thin for claws to dig into; it seemed a strange thing to notice when his world had shattered around him. But the sight of her, the unlikeliness of having met her, was so astonishing that it made all the little details of Vasiht’h’s captivity spring into relief around him.


    “I know you,” he repeated, astonished.


    “I… do not know you?” she answered, perplexed.


    She had an accent. Why had he thought she wouldn’t? Her Universal seemed confident, but she spoke with a Chatcaavan accent, one that gave her delivery a crispness he’d only heard in those trained to theater. The intonation was different, though, alien enough that he had to pay attention to make sure he was parsing the words correctly. His mind whirled, and pressing his hands to his cheeks he closed his eyes and lowered his body to the ground where he could be sure of not falling.


    “It will pass,” she offered. “The fear.”


    Was she comforting him? When he looked up she hadn’t moved, not even to refold her hands. But she was regarding him very carefully, head tilted a little to one side and enormous orange eyes steady. It was deeply strange to realize how beautiful Chatcaavan eyes were. So large, and so very clear.


    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m just surprised… I thought you would be with the refugees. Or did you get caught leaving?”


    Her head tilted to the other side, and the narrowing of those eyes gave their beauty an entirely different context. The expression looked exaggerated, almost funny, because of their size. He suppressed the urge to blurt a laugh, recognized how little sense he was making. “Let me try that again.” He offered his palms. “My name is Vasiht’h. I am the mindbonded partner of Jahir Seni Galare.”


    “Galare!” she exclaimed.


    “Yes. Exactly. My partner is the Ambassador’s cousin. Do you recognize that relationship? They’re family, it’s a close bond. They planned to come to the Emperor’s rescue together.”


    “And you?” she said. “You as well?”


    “My involvement was an accident.” Saying it, Vasiht’h wondered if he was right, or if it was as Jahir had said: the Goddess’s will, not theirs. “I was escorting him to the world where the refugee Chatcaava were gathering, and we were abducted on the way. But you… what are you doing here? Did someone discover what you were doing?”


    “I had anticipated someone would,” the Queen said. “It was Second, whom the Emperor set in that position, and who betrayed us all. He gave me to the Lord of the Twelveworld, who gave me in turn to the pirates he desires to bring into the fight on the side of the Chatcaava. So you find me here.”


    “Pirates,” Vasiht’h muttered.


    “I do not know the extent of their involvement,” the Queen said simply. “I mean to discover it.”


    Was his disbelief too obvious? Could she read the expression? She could, from the way she leaned back, spreading her hands on her knees. That made the light glide over her shoulders, and he looked past them and half-stood, shocked. “What did they do to you!”


    The dragon froze, which made the mutilation of her wing arms easier to see. Nausea clamped Vasiht’h’s stomach at the sight. “Goddess, but what… what did they do!”


    “You knew what they looked like?” she asked, showing unease for the first time. “Not just that they were wings?”


    “I… I had an image of you. From the Ambassador’s mind,” Vasiht’h said. “It’s hard to explain, but… they were… they had scalloped edges? And thorns on them. Holes. But you had wings to have holes in!” He looked away, made fists of his hands. “I’m sorry. I’m doing this completely wrong. I usually have more tact than this. I… just forget I said anything? I’m sorry.”


    Her frown grew more pronounced, and she slid onto her hands and knees to take a hesitant step toward him. When he didn’t flinch, she crawled closer and sat onto her knees, reaching toward his withers. He let her touch the fur, marveling at her existence: that she did exist, and looked so much like she had in the mental image Jahir had shared with him. The complexity of her expressions, the smoothness of her hide. The long silver hair, waves of it caught over her shoulder. The sexless chest and the understated femaleness of her, reminiscent of his own understated maleness. Her beauty was poignant and alien and he saw it through the lens of two separate Eldritch interpretations, and none of it prepared him for how much of himself he saw in her. Except that she was serene and unafraid in the face of their uncertain fates, and he…


    “It will pass,” she said again. “You will find yourself having to choose, then.”


    “I don’t see how there can be any choice,” Vasiht’h said, rubbing the fur of his upper arms against the grain. “We’re stuck here. Being carried away from everyone who matters, and the people who can save us….”


    “The choice,” the Slave Queen of the Chatcaava said, “is whether to allow despair to shackle you. Or whether you are willing to remain open to opportunity.”


    “You’re going to say we have a chance to learn something about our enemies,” Vasiht’h said. “Which we can take back to our beloveds so they can do something useful with that information.”


    “We might even free ourselves,” the Queen said. She lifted her chin. “I have not yet rescued myself. I would like to have done this.”


    “Because you’re making a list of ways to express agency and you’re checking them off as you do them?” Vasiht’h said, holding back a laugh he knew would come out hysterical.


    The Queen wrinkled the tip of her long nose, eyes narrowed; he could almost watch her working through the metaphor. Then, tossing her forelock out of her eyes, she said, “Yes.”


    He stared at her.


    “I must,” she finished. “Or I will crumple. And I cannot crumple. Right now I may never see the Emperor and the Ambassador again. Or I may. All I know is that if I surrender to fear, the chances of the latter decrease. So, I will not.” She met his eyes. “That means you must not either, or you will drag me down with you.”


    That was more guilt than he knew how to handle, or wanted to. Looking away, Vasiht’h said, “Do you know where they’re taking us?”


    “Not yet,” she said. “But they will reveal it to us at some point. They will be careless, and we will be listening. It is what they always forget the powerless do. We are always listening.”


    The breath of the Goddess hissed up his spine. Wasn’t that what he was good at? What he’d spent his adult life doing in a professional capacity?


    “I know a little something about listening.” He swallowed, made himself sit up straighter. “If you could teach me a little bit about enduring, maybe we can manage.”
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    She had never seen one of these kinds of aliens so closely before. They were very oddly shaped. Impossibly so... how many limbs did he have? Four feet, and two wings—impossible wings!—and two arms and a tail? How did he coordinate the movement of so many disparate parts? And he was so small, to be so solid. She judged him to be of a height with her when standing, and yet so much heavier. Again, she considered the ridiculous wings; even if they were strong enough to bear such a creature up, they were in entirely the wrong position to propel him properly.


    No, despite the wings, the alien gave the impression of belonging to the earth. That someone so grounded could also be so frightened should not surprise her by now; she’d seen enough Pelted come through the harem’s arches to know that no matter their personalities, they all found the idea of violent captivity abhorrent, to the point of existential terror. In the past she would have thought them weak for it. Now she wondered if she had not always felt the same and simply been better at sublimating those feelings into the apathy that had characterized her life prior to the Ambassador’s arrival.


    This alien had known her. The Ambassador had told him of her! “How is he?” she found herself asking.


    “How is… Lisinthir?” The alien smiled a little. “I should have known you’d ask. He’s fine. He almost died on the way back to the Alliance, several times, but he got through it and he’s better than new now, thanks to you all, I think. You gave him something to live for.”


    But she’d heard almost none of this after the salient part: “He almost died? Several times?”


    “He survived,” the alien hastened to assure her.


    Breathing had become difficult. She forced herself to relax the muscles in her chest wall. “How?”


    “Fleet, mostly.” The alien rubbed his lower limbs together; to her surprise, claws shone briefly at the tips of his toes. “We picked him up as planned and then we were attacked.” His eyes flicked to hers. “By Chatcaava.”


    Which made no sense, or wouldn’t have, except that Second and the Usurper had to have been planning their coup for some time. Why kill the Ambassador? To prevent him from warning the Alliance? Or from bringing aid back from the Alliance to the Emperor’s hand? What had they been thinking?


    It didn’t matter now, of course.


    The alien was still speaking. “Once we made it over the border, though, we found out he was almost dead from whatever it was he was being poisoned with over there. They were able to fix him, but it was a near thing.”


    The pressure in her chest had not abated despite her mediation of her breathing. She found it painful and unfamiliar, and touched a hand to it. “But now he is well.”


    “And straining to go to your Emperor’s rescue,” Vasiht’h agreed. “He’s got a bunch of Fleet operatives with him, so that should help.”


    “Will they come?” the Queen asked, because she realized she didn’t know. “Your military. Will they come conquer us while we are vulnerable?”


    The alien grimaced. “I wouldn’t call it conquering. If it’s true that your Emperor is going to be a voice for reform they’re going to want to help him keep power. But the Alliance isn’t in the conquering business. We’re more of a ‘make friends’ sort of people, than a ‘make subjugated populations’ sort of people.”


    “Then, they will send their military to help the Emperor?” she asked.


    “If he needs it…” He trailed off. “They might have to.”


    “And if we are attacking them?” When he glanced at her, perplexed, she said, “If we are already in the process of making war on them. Will they have the resources to win?”


    “We’d better hope the answer to that is yes,” the alien said. “Or all your advice about not despairing will be useless.”
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    CHAPTER NINE


    It took three guards to hold him down for the suppository, and when the one at his head leaned too close the Emperor bit his mane and yanked him so violently he staggered to one side. That almost let him wrestle his way off the examination table—almost. The first guard resituated himself and smacked him on the back of the head. “Bad slave!”


    “Were you born an idiot or did you devolve into one?” the Surgeon said from the back of the table. “The freak’s had a head injury, don’t hit it!”


    “You said he might never recover from the head injury, so why bother being careful?”


    “Because if you keep hitting him, it won’t be ‘might’, it will be ‘definitely’, and then you’ll have to answer to the Worldlord for damaging one of these rare prize aliens everyone wants one of,” the Surgeon snapped. “So find some other way to immobilize it… or are you so weak you can’t figure out how to handle one solitary alien?”


    “I know how to handle solitary aliens,” the guard said. “I hit them.”


    “Dying Air save me,” the Surgeon growled. “I am surrounded by stunted morons.”


    “It’s a good thing you’re Outside,” the guard said. “If you weren’t…”


    The second guard nudged him, sending a lance of pain up the Emperor’s face when it shifted the first’s grip on his hair. “Don’t make threats like that.”


    “Just get this over with,” the first guard said. “The Worldlord will be here tomorrow.”


    “It’s done.” The Surgeon stepped to the sink and washed his hands. “No use for the alien until the Worldlord sees him. And don’t leash him, either. The way he’s been acting he might throttle himself on the collar and die.”


    “So you want us to let him escape? Because that’s what he’s going to try to do if we don’t shackle him somehow.”


    “Dying Air,” the Surgeon muttered. Louder, “Put him in the slave annex and key the field to his chip ID. If he’s desperate enough to suicide by battering himself against a force field, we might as well give up now.”


    “That’s a good idea,” the second guard said. “We’ll notice him trying anything that obvious and be able to stop him before he does himself any serious injury.”


    “I say if he dies, so much the better,” the first guard said. “He’s ugly. If these are the aliens everyone’s so desperate to own, I don’t see why.”


    “No one’s asking your opinion,” the Surgeon said. “Take him back and follow my instructions. Don’t try to improve on them, either.”


    “And if Deputy-East asks for him again?” the second guard asked.


    The Emperor tensed.


    “Tell him to come talk to me,” the Surgeon replied. “I don’t think light use will damage the creature, but that was before he became violent. I’ll advise Deputy-East on the situation personally and save you the trouble.”


    “Thank you,” the second guard said, rueful. “He’s a very easy male to get along with until you need to tell him something he doesn’t want to hear.”


    The Surgeon snorted. “That’s every male. Especially around here. Go now. And be careful with this thing. For better or worse, it’s valuable property.”


    They manhandled him off the table and not all his writhing freed him. But he was proud of biting and tearing at what few bits of hide he could reach, even if it seemed to accomplish almost nothing. If he stopped fighting, he would have to live with the situation and he could no longer do that. Particularly having heard the Surgeon’s off-hand comment about the possible permanence of his head injury.


    What if the fog never lifted? If that was preventing him from the Change…


    No. He could not accept this life. He would die first. They might keep him from battering himself to death on a force field, but at some point their vigilance would falter and he would be ready.


    They returned him to the slave annex and marched him down the ramp. His memory of this part of it was hazy, though he knew he should remember being here: the round walls were familiar. Had he been forced to wait here? Was his recall deteriorating? He tried not to panic as they dragged him amidst the pillows. The depressions in the cushioned floor for nests would surely have made an impression, and that second ramp led upward… toward sunlight?


    He thought he remembered sunlight.


    The guards shoved him forward and left him there, in the silence. He immediately turned and tried to follow them, and was repelled at the edge of the room.


    So it was true. They had chipped him like a beast. Had not even bothered to register his unique biosign, which would have required work that a chip didn’t—the chip came trackable and assigned to inventory in some database, needed only implantation. Like… a prized possession in someone’s art collection. Or like materiel in some Naval warehouse, to be processed by Logistics….


    The Emperor made a fist and slammed it against the wall. The pain jarring up the bones shot all the way to his elbow and he shuddered, resting his brow against the stone. From there it was a short distance to the floor, and he stayed there, folded in on himself, hand slowly spreading, digging against the surface of the wall.


    Nothing belonged to him anymore. Even his memories of the Queen and the Ambassador had been sullied with the filth of this shape’s violations. He let his hand fall over his head, and though he refused to weep he felt the tears accumulating along the edges of his lashes. His nose and eyes burned, and the pain in his chest was, he discovered, muscle tension from his refusal to cry.


    Was there no end to this?


    He slept, he thought. When he woke again, the lamps were dimmer and the light coming from the exterior ramp brighter. And his senses were not entirely dulled, because it was a noise that had brought him from unconsciousness. Two people on the interior ramp. His shoulders clenched, but he remained where he was. If they were coming to take him back to Deputy-East….


    But it was not the Chatcaava, but the human and Hinichi slave from the garden. At the sight of him, the human exclaimed, “Oh…!” And reached a hand toward him before she halted herself. She said, softer, “Survivor? Can I approach?”


    How stunning it was to be asked permission. How stunning that he had never expected in his previous life to have to tell people they needed to ask permission. So much he’d taken for granted before. It hurt, realizing it.


    “An… Andrea.” Talking around the need not to cry was hard. It was as if the tears were in his throat first, and pushing words past edged them closer to eruption. “Yes.”


    Her footfalls were deliberate and slow, not at all like the predatory swiftness of the Chatcaava. Crouching alongside him, she set a careful hand on his arm. When he didn’t object, she slowly leaned toward him and turned him to face her. He didn’t want her to do this: to show empathy, to sense his need for shelter. He wanted to stop her and had no heart for it. He had no heart left for anything.


    “Do you know… do you know anything about head injuries? In humans?” he asked.


    Her smile was sad. “A little.”


    “A little,” the Hinichi behind her growled, low. “A little?”


    “Why?” Andrea said, ignoring the other alien.


    “The Surgeon… he said sometimes such head injuries are permanent.” Just saying it made the terror mount. His chest leaped. “Is he correct?”


    “Sometimes,” she said. “Usually, if they don’t kill you right away, they resolve. It might take months, though, for the worst cases. Years.”


    “Years,” he whispered, beginning to tremble. “Do you think… do I….”


    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I don’t have any instruments that would let me have a closer look. I don’t even know if it works the same for you—is your biology an exact mimicry of your donor’s when you’re in their shape?”


    “I don’t know,” he said, and now the tears were too close to the surface. They were starting to well. “I can’t Change while I’m like this. When I try, I fail….”


    “Oh,” Andrea whispered. “Oh, Survivor. I’m so sorry.”


    He would have been able to handle anything except her compassion. He would never have expected compassion for a Chatcaavan from a Chatcaavan slave. But there was no mistaking the crimp of her brows and lower eyelids, the twist of her lips, the way she met his eyes so fearlessly so he could see that his situation hurt her on his behalf. It was her compassion, too, that guided his head to her shoulder so that when he broke down his face was hidden. The shame of it was so overwhelming he couldn’t bear it, and yet he wasn’t dying. How had the Slave Queen borne it, before she became the Queen Ransomed? How had the Ambassador survived—not only survived, but managed to plan the Emperor’s downfall throughout his own degradation?


    The Eldritch would have said that the Queen had succored him. That the Queen had been help unsought, and unexpected. Wiping his eyes, the Emperor looked up at the alien holding him and felt utterly unworthy of the unanticipated aid he was receiving now in the auspices of the aliens being held captive by one of his own system lords. There was no irony in it. There was, however, a brutal justice in his situation, one that implied that the Dying Air was very much not dead at all, but Living… and like a hurricane, could condemn as well as lift with its winds.


    Over Andrea’s shoulder, the Hinichi was staring at him, wide-eyed, close enough to smell: like evergreens, or something else that made him think of snow-flecked mountains. It was this male who had a hand on the Emperor’s back, because both of Andrea’s were around his waist, holding him fast.


    “I didn’t believe you when you said he was different,” the Hinichi said to her. He had a name, didn’t he? The Harat-Shar had said it.


    “Would it have mattered?” Andrea said. “Our religion tells us to turn the other cheek to our enemies.”


    The Hinichi shook his head, ears drooping. “Jesus-Martyr did, yes. Jesus-Cleanser of the Temple tells us to send the moneylenders from the sacred spaces.”


    “Context is everything,” Andrea said with a faint smile. She looked down at the Emperor. “A little better?”


    “No,” he said. “But yes. I don’t know.” He sat up hesitantly, their hands falling from him. “My head hurts all the time. Crying did not make it feel better.”


    “It doesn’t, usually,” the Hinichi said, rueful. “And the longer the nose, the worse it feels.”


    “Tell me more about the headache,” Andrea said. “Do you have any other symptoms? Spots in your vision? Dizziness? Clumsiness? Slurred speech?”


    He folded his arms over his chest to hide the unwelcome ornamentation, feeling his nakedness in a way he had never in his true shape. “I… lose time, sometimes.”


    “That could be emotional trauma,” the Hinichi said.


    “Maybe,” Andrea murmured. She shook her head. “It’s hard to tell. Every variable on Earth, no diagnostic tools, and an alien biology out of some kind of crazy 3deo film on top of it.” She sighed. “Are you willing to lie down, Survivor? If you could rest quietly, that would help.”


    Could he? “If I lie down, I might…”


    He couldn’t finish the sentence, but he didn’t have to. They had their own memories to guard against. The two of them looked at one another. “We could talk to him?” the Hinichi said. “Does talking interfere?”


    “It can. If it’s a real concussion, he shouldn’t be doing anything mentally strenuous. Under the circumstances, I don’t know if we could keep him from it. Particularly if he’s going to start developing post-traumatic symptoms.”


    “Start?” the Hinichi said, arch.


    Andrea sighed again and touched the Emperor’s head, hand gliding down his hair. He would ordinarily have found the caress insolent but he found he wanted a soothing touch. How had he failed to understand the power of gentleness? “You said you’d help.”


    “I did not! I said I wouldn’t make it worse. But he is the enemy!”


    Andrea shook her head. “Don’t make the mistake of turning them into a monolith, arii. I know how angry you are. I am too. But if we make them into a singular faceless mass, we’ll never learn enough about them to get out of this.”


    “Andrea,” the Hinichi said, his voice low, “We are never getting out of this.”


    “You giving up on your faith already?”


    “No. I’m admitting to the fact that God doesn’t always save our bodies. Our spirits, yes. But these?” The Hinichi plucked at his ribs, pinching the skin so that the dark gray fur rippled. “These are perishable. They’re meant to be discarded. And in some cases, Andrea, it’s better to die for God than it is to live in the Hell other people make for one another.”


    “I’m sorry,” Andrea said to the Emperor. “Here, lie down, head on this pillow.” She fluffed it for him and guided his head to it. “Emlyn and I have been debating religion since we ended up here together. He’s Post-Rapprochement Epiphanic and I’m Second Space Reformation. It’s amazing how many things two Christians can find to disagree on.”


    “Gently and with utmost respect,” Emlyn said, mouth quirking upward.


    “Oh, absolutely.” Andrea nodded. Her smile was a little sadder then. “It gives us something to do.”


    “You believe me to be your enemy,” the Emperor said to the Hinichi.


    “Aren’t you?”


    Was he? “I don’t know.”


    “Do you keep Pelted slaves?”


    “No,” he said. Was he lying by omitting that he had once done so? But he had ceased to keep slaves before the Ambassador’s departure, and he found... he found he did not want to lose the esteem of these aliens.


    “See?” Andrea said.


    “Not a pass.” Emlyn’s ears flicked back. “He might not have been wealthy or important enough to have them.”


    “Were you?” Andrea asked.


    “If I tell you, you may be at risk,” he said. This choice at least was easy. “I will not do that.”


    Emlyn’s ears sagged.


    “You see?” Andrea sounded satisfied. “He really is unusual.”


    “Is the Worldlord your enemy?” the Emperor asked. “Do you know… they are saving me for him. The Harat-Shar… she said one of your number was frequently away, and unwell. Is that his doing? What…” He hated to ask, but: “What should I expect?”


    The two exchanged glances. Andrea sighed. “Get me the brush, arii?”


    Emlyn shook his head and pushed himself upright. There was a basket of grooming tools in the corner; there had been similar ones in the imperial harem which the Emperor had never paid attention to. At least, not until the Ambassador had demonstrated there was a pleasure in brushing the Queen’s hair. He had thought of it as taking particular care of his Treasure… it had not occurred to him to think of it as something done to strangers until the males here had subjected him to it. Now he tried not to cringe as Andrea took the brush from the Hinichi and started using it on him.


    Except her strokes were gentle. It was novel to have a mane that was not interrupted by horns. Less fraught, the care of it. Like so much about being an alien, it was gentler. He tried to hate it, and didn’t have the energy. He wanted only to exist in this moment, where he was not being hurt.


    “The Worldlord is… weird,” Andrea said finally.


    Emlyn coughed.


    “That’s the best way I can think of putting it,” she said. “Dominika must have told you about Simone. Simone’s his personal pet. She really is sick, but I’m pretty sure she was always sick. Maybe with one of the genetic disorders that are holdovers from the Pelted’s engineered origins. If so, she’s never going to get better, and as an alien trophy she’s… not very convincing.”


    “She’s frail and sick and she’s going to die in a few years,” Emlyn said frankly. “Nothing’s going to change that.”


    “But she wasn’t getting worse as fast as she should have been. The way she should have been if he was brutalizing her. I don’t know what they did together up in his room, and she wouldn’t talk about it. Except to say that she slept a lot.” Andrea pushed the brush through his hair again. “That was before she stopped coming down to the kennel. Now I don’t know how she is or what he’s doing with her. So... there’s that.”


    “But he’s raped you and Dominika,” Emlyn growled.


    “Yes,” Andrea said. “But not Emlyn. And he didn’t kill Emlyn, which I guess is unusual. I hear most Chatcaava don’t keep male slaves.”


    “No,” the Emperor murmured, frowning a little.


    “So the truth is I don’t know what he’s going to do with you,” Andrea said.


    “But I wouldn’t expect indulgence,” Emlyn said. “He hasn’t raped me but I get beaten regularly if I make a single misstep. And missteps here are things like ‘you didn’t respond quickly enough to a command’ or ‘you let your anger show in your eyes’.”


    “Balanced against that,” Andrea said, still brushing the Emperor’s mane, “he lets us have the run of the garden. And this room. We sleep in the kennels, but they don’t lock the doors on ours the way they do yours.”


    “They think you’re going to run away again.” The Hinichi had sat, was rubbing his hands on his knees. “And don’t think the garden is any great gift.” He lifted his hands, palm out, and showed them to the Emperor. “You see these? I used to have claws.” He strained and the Emperor could see the tendons in the fingers moving. “Gone. They ripped them all out, feet and hands.”


    Andrea nodded. “I’m not going to say they’re good people. What they’ve done to us is evil. But compared to what Manufactory-East does to his slaves….”


    “The kitchen and cleaning staff talk about him all the time,” Emlyn agreed, baring his teeth. “He’s bad even to his menials.”


    That was peculiar. The Emperor curled tighter, twitched as Andrea reached past him and brought a blanket up around his shoulders. That made some tension in him ease. He’d been cold, then.


    “And what he does to his slaves is unspeakable,” Andrea said. “The staff say he uses them up.”


    “Which is a fancy way of saying he kills them for fun and replaces them with more,” Emlyn snarled.


    The Emperor found himself in sympathy with Emlyn’s anger. Oddly, however, he liked Andrea as well. He could not choose his companions anymore, so he found it strange that he might find both of them worthy.


    Or maybe he had simply been too arrogant in the past to realize that most people were worthy. He cringed.


    “Deputy-East,” he said, low.


    “Isn’t cruel on purpose, the way Manufactory-East is,” Andrea said. “But he’s rough. I’m surprised he was interested in you, actually… he usually prefers his slaves harder and meaner-looking. He probably won’t bother you again if you didn’t fight him.”


    And he hadn’t, but he’d fought the guards afterwards. Would stories of his sudden rebellion reach Deputy-East’s ears? The Emperor shuddered and lowered his head.


    “I’d say we’d protect you, but we can’t,” Andrea said sadly. “Except maybe through prayer. Which works.” She eyed the Hinichi.


    Emlyn snorted. “Of course it works. But God doesn’t give you what you ask for, Andrea. He gives you what you need. And sometimes what you need is to be martyred so that you can hearten the people who bury your corpse. If you don’t particularly want to be a martyr that’s not very encouraging.”


    “You have to trust in His plan.”


    “How’s that working out for us so far? You’ve been here how many years? I’ve been here just as long.”


    “I trust His plan,” Andrea repeated firmly. “He hears us cry out from our bondage, Emlyn. You have to believe that.”


    “Or?” Emlyn said, tired.


    “Or you go crazy. And what good is that, when what He needs is for us to meet Him halfway when He arrives?”


    Emlyn bared his teeth. “Too late for that. For me anyway. If I wasn’t crazy, I wouldn’t be able to wake up here, day after day, without having a nuclear meltdown.” He looked at the Emperor. “What about you? Do you have a religion?”


    “I think.”


    “You think!” Emlyn snorted. “There you go, Andrea. That’s your problem. The dragons don’t have religion.”


    “We do,” the Emperor said, low. “We have abandoned its tenets in favor of expediencies that please ourselves better.”


    “No, see, that’s the problem.” Andrea smiled a little. “Not that it matters.”


    “No?” Emlyn asked, and the Emperor was glad he had, for he wanted to know the answer.


    “No,” Andrea said. “Because whether we believe in God or not, He exists. And the only thing a lack of religion does is leave you unprepared for His arrival when He shows up in your life. Usually with a hammer the size of a supernova to use on your head.”


    Emlyn stared up at the ceiling. “I’d like to see that happen to the Chatcaava. Except He’s going to need a much bigger hammer than that.”


    “It’s coming,” Andrea said, low. “Don’t doubt it, if you doubt anything else.”


    “She’s right,” the Emperor murmured. They both glanced at him, wide-eyed, but he had not the heart to say anything else.
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    The day passed. Andrea was sent for, and then Emlyn. The Emperor slept. He tried the ramp to the gardens and found it barred to him. He returned to the blanket and pillow and slept again. He did not eat; his stomach curdled at the thought of food, at the thought of sustaining himself at all. All his thoughts were in disorder, shot through with anguish and regret. Sometimes he managed rage, but it was rare. He thought of flying and wept in silence, with the side of a hand pressed to his eyes and his shoulders tight and twisted to shield himself from view. He found himself remembering the Queen at her window, forever staring outside, and hated himself for the wings he had ordered mutilated… and then never had fixed. He had asked the Ambassador if the Alliance could do it. Why had he not asked the Surgeon? Why had he decided the Alliance had to be the source of all the progressive acts that he wanted to see happen?


    He had come to power knowing how variegated the Empire was, how the Chatcaava were not the monolithic evil Emlyn had referred to, but a patchwork of disparate cultures, most of them sustainable. He’d known it. And yet, even knowing that people like the Knife existed and could love their dams, he had preferred to think of love, of loyalty, of tenderness and compassion as alien concepts. That would have excused him from developing those virtues in himself without external influence, wouldn’t it?


    Dying Air—Living Air—how could he have been so wrong? He had begun as one of the disrespected masses. How quickly he’d left all that provincialism behind him. Did it matter that he’d retained those attitudes during his career in the Navy if he’d done so solely to advance his own aims?


    Or was that fair? Maybe there had been a kernel in him that had longed for the values he’d heard from his father’s mouth. Maybe he’d simply packed them deep, where they couldn’t hurt him on the way to the throne. But having gained that pinnacle, what had he done with power? Little of worth. Would he have ever reclaimed his heritage—Kauvauc’s heritage—and made it acceptable again? Or would he have languished in the court, involved in the game that had so captivated him once he’d begun playing it at the level of nations?


    What would become of him if his head never healed?


    He was aware, far too aware, of suffering. Of suffering physically, and mentally… and spiritually. But he didn’t know how to stop, when action had always been his panacea.
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    The following evening the guards arrived for him, and they were accompanied by the Steward. It was the latter who addressed him. “Dainty. Be obedient. You go to see your master now.”


    The Emperor was grateful that it was assumed he did not understand Chatcaavan, because responding to this command would have been beyond him. It was in character for him to stare warily at the approaching guards. One of them was the male he’d bitten, and he was grimly glad to see the resentment in that one’s gaze. He was also glad it was the second guard who leashed him, because he didn’t trust the first not to hit him again. He very much wanted to avoid being hit on the head, if repeated strikes could make his condition permanent.


    “So now it’s docile?” the Steward asked, brows lifting.


    “It has a very mercurial temperament,” the second guard said. “Particularly when provoked.” He eyed the first guard.


    The Steward decided to ignore them. “Let’s go.”


    The Worldlord’s suite was at the top of the highest tower. It was fortunate that these towers were not as tall as those on the throneworld; such towers would not have been ideal for a hunting estate, anyway, since part of the pleasure of such estates was the ability to dive on the prey one could see before it had time to flee. But the climb was arduous enough, and the Emperor was disturbed to discover himself out of breath once he reached the top.


    Like his own suite in the palace, the Worldlord’s took up the entirety of the tower’s top. The Emperor was led into the first room, which had the largest balcony for receiving guests. There was a selection of chairs and divans, and a table for small food and drinks, a sideboard, rugs. It was an open chamber, and beautiful, and it smelled like the greening things that had been ruffled by the warm breeze on the way here.


    The Worldlord was seated on the divan, relaxed, with a cup of tea-wine beside him. He was larger than the average Chatcaavan, with an impressive breadth of chest and wings of a size to bear him up. His face had the blunted end of a traditional axehead, but unlike the Admiral-Offense he lacked the gradual slope of the ideal; still, he had a confidence that lacked the brash edge of so many males. The Emperor had expected to find an angry male, one with something to prove, one worn to bitterness by constant clashes with the Navy for primacy over the system. Perhaps he should have known better, if a Naval contractor like Deputy-East had counted him a friend.


    “Worldlord,” the Steward said. “It is good to find you home again.”


    “It’s good to be home, though I’m not sorry to have been about my errand.”


    The Steward smiled. “And how is your fourth son, then?”


    “Doing well. He’s given me a sixth grandson and has established a new estate on the southern continent,” the Worldlord said, pouring a second glass. “He’s found a very lucrative-looking gem mine there. I think that might go well, if the surveys hold true. An additional source of income never goes amiss, particularly with extraterrestrial mines tied up in Naval contracts.”


    “Ah,” the Steward said. “That is excellent news.”


    “Come,” the Worldlord said, holding out the glass. “Drink. Is that the new alien? Does he need to be tied down?”


    “It would be wise,” the Steward said. He tugged the leash and the Emperor followed, resenting the leather and not wanting to be any closer to either of them. He suffered himself to be tied alongside the divan, by the balcony, and watched the Steward accept the glass and sit across from his master the way Second had so often sat across from the Emperor, long ago. When things had been better. Or, not better. Simpler.


    “Do we know for certain this alien belonged to Manufactory-East?” The Worldlord’s eyes were on the Emperor now, evaluating him. The Emperor did not know how to read the other male’s gaze: it was not avaricious, or excited, or lustful, or wary. It wasn’t even curious.


    “No. There’s no record of him having bought one of these slaves. But there might not be. You know how he likes to obfuscate things.”


    “And his servants?”


    “Report that many of his slaves run away,” the Steward replied, wry. “Which we already knew. That they don’t recognize this one isn’t evidence; when we found him in the garden, he wasn’t yet collared, so obviously Manufactory-East didn’t have him long. But I have spoken with the Surgeon and we both think he is one of the rare aliens, the ones being sought so assiduously. Given that, I would not be surprised if Manufactory-East had chosen to shroud his acquisition of this creature so devoutly.”


    “Mmm. I have seen pictures of these aliens. He does look a little like them. The hair, though?”


    “Dyed, we think,” the Steward said. “Perhaps by Manufactory-East himself, to make it less obvious what he had.”


    “We are ascribing a great deal of cunning to Manufactory-East.”


    The Steward snorted. “We ascribe it because it’s the one thing he’s good at, Worldlord.”


    “Yes.” The Worldlord chuckled. “I suppose. How goes everything else in-system?”


    The Steward rolled his shoulders, his wings rustling. “You will have to ask Deputy-East. But I am under the impression that more ships are arriving every hour. They will have to be launched at some target soon or there will be significant discipline problems.”


    “So long as they don’t have furlough here, that’s not our problem,” the Worldlord said, looking out the window. He sipped from his cup. “The sooner they go, the better.”


    “It is a stirring thing,” the Steward said, quiet. “To finally be launching this war.”


    “You think so?”


    “We could double the size of the Empire,” the Steward said. “Not in space, of course. But in habitable worlds, already developed? And in wealth, and conquered populaces.”


    “Conquered populaces are only useful if they stay conquered,” the Worldlord observed. “Somehow I doubt these will. And then they will tie up significant resources as we keep them pacified.”


    “One rock thrown from orbit will convince them to obey,” the Steward said.


    One rock from orbit, the Emperor thought, would bring them all up in arms. He knew the Pelted a little better than these Chatcaava, now. The only thing an atrocity of that magnitude would accomplish would be to stiffen their resolve.


    “Perhaps,” the Worldlord said. “Fortunately the war isn’t our problem. The Emperor and Second can handle it. Tell me the state of the manor.”


    “Worldlord,” the Steward said, acquiescing, and from there they moved on to a discussion of the minutia of the estate’s management that the Emperor found safe to ignore. He stared out the balcony, wondering if anything he was hearing would ever matter; if he would live to divulge it to someone who could make use of it, and what use would it be. The Worldlord was reputed to be as close to apolitical as possible in a system supporting a major Naval base… should that surprise anyone? It shouldn’t.


    The Usurper was starting the war that would tear the Empire apart. Did he know that end was inevitable? Had he worked through the ramifications? Did he even care?


    The sun was low enough that sunset had begun to empurple the clouds when the Worldlord said at last, “Dainty. Look up.”


    Shocked, he did, because the Worldlord had spoken in Universal. Badly accented, but intelligible.


    They were alone now. When had the Steward left? Did that mean it was time for his torture? He shrank back a little despite himself.


    “Did you really come from Manufactory-East?”


    The Emperor said nothing. Could say nothing, because he couldn’t guess what answer would give him the advantage. If there was advantage left in his situation at all.


    “You cannot expect to escape discipline here,” the Worldlord continued. “I won’t lie. I do not keep unruly slaves. But if you are biddable and do as you’re told, you will be permitted to remain. And lest you think that a minor inducement, I will tell you that Deputy-East has accidentally killed one of his slaves in his distraction, and Manufactory-East tortures his for pleasure, to the point where their bodies are unrecognizable. Here you will not be free, but you will also not be dead.”


    “And if to be dead is preferable to being enslaved?” the Emperor said aloud.


    The Worldlord’s eyes widened. “Then,” he said, “I fear you have no good choices. 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 sat up. “Come here.”


    The Emperor hesitated, but the Worldlord showed no sign of impatience. Which was worse in its own way. They both knew there was only one outcome to their confrontation, and given that inevitability, the Worldlord could afford to wait. Because to fight that would be to lose, the Emperor went to him, head lowered to hide his expression. His hands on the floor were the wrong shape, the wrong color, too weak, clawless. And yet, they were his, and they delivered him to the Worldlord, who studied him.


    “Stand up.”


    The Emperor wanted to tell him his accent was execrable and his grammar questionable. That he knew Universal far better than the Worldlord ever would because he’d learned its nuances from a lover’s willing mouth, not from a slave’s. But then... the Ambassador had begun as his toy and would no doubt have remained one, had they not enacted the fateful scene that had delivered the Emperor to his epiphany. Had the Ambassador not had that courage, what would have happened? Would the Emperor still be sitting, secure on that throne... secure, and ignorant of the secrets of a universe he had professed to hold dominion over?


    “You are not as tall as I expected this unique race to be,” the Worldlord said. He trailed a hand up the Emperor’s side, and try as he did, the Emperor could not suppress a flinch. “But sensitive. That part they had right. Maybe it’s the skin that does it. The furred creatures might not be able to feel through the pelt as keenly.” When the Emperor didn’t reply, the Worldlord cocked his head. “Not very talkative, are you.”


    “No.”


    The Chatcaavan snorted. His hand glided up to the Emperor’s chest, found the black ring on the nipple, plucked at it, observed the reaction clinically. From there, that hand skated along the Emperor’s neck, an intimacy he found nauseating. It stopped in his hair, combing out the silk of it, then descended to the point of the Emperor’s chin. The Worldlord grasped it in his fingers, the talons arcing over his cheek to rest far too close to his lower eyelid. If the Chatcaavan put a talon through his eye in this shape, would the injury persist into his true body? If he ever gained his true body again?


    The Worldlord tilted his head from one side to the other, watching his face. The Emperor refused to look at him. If that was defiance, then let him earn the beating for it. He no longer knew how to act. Fight and lose his true body, and with it, his soul? Submit and lose his soul before he lost that body? Was there a way out of this that led to wholeness along with survival? He couldn’t see it.


    “Kneel.”


    His legs trembled. The Worldlord was patient, certain that the Emperor would obey because even if he didn’t, he would be made to. Stay upright and be forced down, and have it demonstrated how easily this body succumbed to violence? Kneel, and surrender? In vain he searched every memory of his conversations with the Ambassador... but they were all the same. The Eldritch had kneeled to him only because the Emperor had held the threat of violence to others over his head. Nothing else had forced him to his knees.


    What then was the Emperor’s excuse?


    The Worldlord remained where he was, unmoving, even his eyes steady. It was no use fighting him because there was no way of winning. Except to die.


    The Emperor sank down, arms sliding onto his thighs like the petals of the flowers the Slave Queen used to tend, falling from their stalks as they wilted. He felt like one of those lilies. Perishable. Disposable. Already dead and not yet aware of it.


    “Good,” the Worldlord said. Lifting his voice, he said, “Skein. Send in a guard to take this slave away.” Considering the Emperor, he finished, “I won’t need him again until we host Manufactory-East.”
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    Useless to pretend then that he was not terrified. He knew his people too well. A highly desired slave, traded to someone a male wanted to manipulate? Why would the Worldlord decide to spare the new slave the attentions of that male when there was something the Worldlord wanted? The Emperor was washed and fed and placed in his kennel to sleep, and then led out to the room again to sit and curl in on himself and curl in and curl in until he thought all the muscles in his legs and arms and back would knot and never slacken. Over and over again, this daily pattern repeated, and the horrible future drew closer, grew fangs, loured over his shoulder.


    “What was it?” Andrea asked him finally. “Did he hurt you?”


    The Harat-Shar was in the room, for once. The Emperor rarely saw her, save late at night when they were kenneled.


    “No.” To say more... could he force it past his throat? When had talking become so difficult? He thought that from the moment he knew himself betrayed on the flagship, it was as if speech had become a mountain, impossible to scale while wingless. But he owed Andrea for the kindness she had shown him, who had done nothing to deserve it. “He said he wouldn’t need me again until he saw Manufactory-East.”


    Andrea froze. In her corner, Dominika lifted her head from her pillow, frowning.


    “That’s unlike him,” Andrea said. “Threatening you?”


    And because she deserved the answer, he said, “It was not a threat.”


    After that, though, he couldn’t bear to talk anymore. His throat and mouth hurt too much and inflating his lungs felt like too much effort. It was hard enough to push out his breath against the pressure of this unwanted body without adding the burden of speaking.


    By the time they came for him he was almost grateful because the waiting had become unbearable. He dug in his heels but they dragged him, and when he didn’t pick up the pace one of the guards swiped his lower back, opening furrows. Staggered, the Emperor fell forward, distracted by the smell of fresh blood and the heat of it on his too-sensitive skin. When they hauled him up he didn’t fight them, and so they delivered him to the room where the three males were waiting with red streaks interrupting his otherwise perfect monochrome palette.


    The Worldlord eyed the guards askance.


    “He fought,” was all the second guard said.


    “Tie him down, then.”


    They leashed him to the loop on the floor, so close that he had to press his cheek to the tiles to keep from being choked. There was no way to sit with grace or dignity: he was reduced to a twisted, half-kneeling pose that left him feeling far too exposed. The new stripes on his back throbbed.


    “Your escaped pet.” Deputy-East’s voice, lazy. “As you can see, he is so desperate not to be in your power again he earned himself the first serious punishment he’s needed since fleeing you.”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    That male’s voice sent a ripple of horror up the Emperor’s spine because he recognized its malice. The pettiness of it. The avarice, and the lust, and the armor that wrapped it with self-awarded legitimacy. Was that what the Chatcaava sounded like to the Pelted all the time?


    The Worldlord’s tone dismissed this byplay with its normalcy. “It appears to be one of the special slaves the Emperor is so determined to own. Though I hear he has one now. The former Emperor’s pet freak.”


    The Emperor’s breath caught in his throat. No.


    “Are you sure?” Manufactory-East asked. “They all look alike, you know. Nothing like this one. Too short. Too dark.”


    “Hair can be dyed,” Deputy-East said.


    Manufactory-East snorted. “Believe what you want. That is not one of the creatures. A passing resemblance, maybe, but most of these freaks look alike.”


    “You would say so, if you didn’t want us to know how much you wanted one of your own.”


    “I do want one,” Manufactory-East said. “But I want a real one. That’s not it.”


    Deputy-East laughed. “So you would say no to a night with this fake?”


    A pause during which the Emperor’s heart accelerated.


    “You asked for me to drop by,” Manufactory-East said. “What’s on your mind, Worldlord? I’m a busy male.”


    “So are we all,” the Worldlord said. “And yet, we would be well-served by becoming closer associates, yes? The war begins, Manufactory-East, and we will all be instrumental in its prosecution.”


    “You are proposing something?”


    “Merely that we acknowledge the benefits of working together to ensure the success of this particular endeavor,” the Worldlord said. “The Emperor and Second are deeply invested in the war. The males who help smooth the way for it will be remembered favorably.”


    “And the males who obstructed it, not so favorably?” Manufactory-East said. Another snort. “Yes. I hear you very clearly, Worldlord. And it’s true that we have not been on the easiest of terms, have we?”


    “For that reason, I invite you to hunt with me,” the Worldlord said. “Stay a few weeks. We will choose the game to harry, enjoy the females in the harem. My table is your table.”


    “And you, Deputy-East?” Manufactory-East asked with poisonous sweetness. “Will you also become my huntbrother?”


    A pause. Then: “The war with the freaks serves us all. I for one look forward to the plunder that will be streaming back through the base for distribution.” A pause, then a laugh. “Ah, you didn’t know that part, did you? The Navy plans to confiscate all the spoils of the war and hand it out as prizes to the Chatcaava who serve best.”


    “Do they?” Manufactory-East said, laughing too. “I am betting the system lords do not know this yet.”


    “Even if they do,” Deputy-East said. “What good will it do them to complain? They can either take part in the war and have the chance at something... or go home, and see the riches go to their more pragmatic rivals.”


    “Beautiful,” Manufactory-East said.


    “I tend to agree.”


    “Will you stay, then?” the Worldlord said, voice neutral.


    “Mmm. A few weeks... I had not planned to be away so long. But a few days, yes. And I can return. Since, as you say, the war is so important.”


    The Worldlord said, “Very good. Would you like the slave for your comfort tonight?”


    Say no, the Emperor thought. Living Air, say no.


    “I can take him if you don’t,” Deputy-East said. “I hear he’s developed some fight.”


    Was that a worse fate? He couldn’t tell. No, all he knew is that the only escape for him from torment tonight was the Worldlord’s intervention—


    “Whichever one of you prefers,” the Worldlord said.


    Deputy-East’s voice was conciliatory. “Manufactory-East, you may choose first. I can disport myself with one of the others. You are the rarer guest.”


    A foot slid under the Emperor’s chin, lifting his face. Stunned, he stared up at the stranger, saw the malignant interest in glowing yellow eyes. “Then... yes. I think I shall enjoy this one. And I will return him to you in one piece.”


    “Please do,” the Worldlord said. “And try not to hit his head. The Surgeon tells me he’s already been injured there. I would prefer him not to become dumb.”


    “Oh! No.” Manufactory-East leaned down and slowly trailed a finger through the Emperor’s blood, up his back, to his hair. His hand fisted there. “There is so much that can be done without touching the head.”
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    They dragged him to the guest chamber and this time he fought so hard they had to summon a third guard to force him into the room. There they bound him so tightly he couldn’t move and left him to wait. Until the Chatcaava had finished their hunt. Their meal. Their after-dinner drinks. The sun set before Manufactory-East swooped through the balcony’s open doors to land, talons clicking on the stone. He strode in, grinned down at the Emperor.


    “So, pretty thing. Let’s play.”


    Had he thought himself equal to these games when his opponent was willing to engage him on a psychological level? Maybe he would have been when he’d first been dragged here. Now? There was nothing left in him now to fight with. He couldn’t think fast enough to manipulate the other male. Couldn’t move past the extravagant pain of violence done to too-thin skin. Forgot how to protest, except to flail and struggle and be overpowered ceaselessly, too easily.


    Unlike Deputy-East, Manufactory-East mocked him. Laughed and teased and threatened and waited for fear before striking. And all of it hurt. The Emperor couldn’t even sustain the fantasy of Changing in the middle of this contest and destroying the other male because the smog of panic and revulsion was so strong he couldn’t string coherent thoughts together.


    And as the hours dragged by... he gave up.


    He gave up. And cried into his arm. Openly, where the Chatcaavan could see him. He could not form words, but he could sob, and he could beg with those sobs for mercy, and received none. Had he thought this skin not sensitive enough when he first inhabited it because of its inability to feel thoughts? He could only be grateful now.


    How had the Ambassador lived through this while also accepting the emotions of his rapist? How many violations had he sustained and survived?


    How had he done it?


    Did it matter?


    Because the Emperor couldn’t.

  


  
    CHAPTER TEN


    “You look magnificent!” the Knife exclaimed to Lisinthir, clasping his hands together. And then, grumpy, “Unlike me. I look ridiculous.”


    “You look pretty,” Laniis said. “That was the plan.”


    The Knife’s enthusiasm for the Touch had led him to request patterns from every member of the FIA hold. As a result, he could not only become a gray-brindled Hinichi male, but a light gray Aera, a dusky-skinned human with astonishing hair, a silvery Karaka’an… and a pearl gray Seersa with smoke points. It was the latter shape that had prompted Lisinthir to suggest that he choose a Seersa for his slave persona, because it would allow Lisinthir to present him with Laniis as a mostly-matched pair. The Knife had objected strenuously, even pointing out that the Seersa shape had claws that could actually hurt someone, and what Chatcaavan would allow such a thing? But Laniis had commented that the Emperor had not de-clawed her and had gone on to give them a gruesome lecture on the dangers of that particular surgery. Besides, Laniis had said, with her white pelt with black points, and Lisinthir presenting as a silvery dragon with lighter mane, they would make a striking showing.


    “The idea is not to be noticeable,” Meryl had said. “Or at least, I thought that was the plan.”


    “Ah, but the Sword is a flamboyant sort,” Lisinthir had replied. “As these freelance raiders are purported to be. It should not surprise any of the Chatcaava to meet a raider ostentatious enough to choose matching slaves specifically to offset his looks.”


    Since Uuvek had agreed, the Knife had reluctantly acquiesced to the Seersa shape, which was not his favorite. “No offense is intended,” he’d said to Laniis. “You have exceptional features. But I like Na’er’s ears. They are fun.”


    “They are, aren’t they?” Laniis said, mouth quirking.


    Na’er coughed into a hand.


    To Lisinthir, the Knife said, “I have missed something.”


    “Nothing the two of us need to know,” Lisinthir said. “But perhaps we should allow Laniis and Na’er a moment to themselves before we set off on our mission.”


    “Oh?”


    “Yes,” Lisinthir said, guiding the Knife out of the conference room. “A moment of about an hour in length.”


    “An hour is not a moment!”


    “But it sounds about right, I think.”


    Na’er was laughing out loud now, and Laniis, though blushing, hadn’t objected. Pleased to have read that situation correctly, Lisinthir had said, “Let us see to my mask and your decorations while they are otherwise employed.”


    It was this decoration that Laniis was commenting on, having exited her “discussion” with Na’er glowing but very properly dressed and groomed. Lisinthir had contrived with the Silhouette’s genie and come up with baubles for his “pet”, in the form of a collar and armbands and a belly chain, plus toe rings, all in bright argent metal and pearls. For some reason not even the Knife could articulate, it was the waist chain that had offended him the most. He’d accepted the collar as a necessity, but, “This? Surely this will catch on everything. And it makes me look….”


    “Female?” Laniis offered.


    The Knife scowled at her and plucked at the chain, making the pearls wobble.


    “At least he didn’t pierce your ears,” Laniis said.


    “I assume that anything done to the shapechanged shape will persist into the natural shape,” Lisinthir said. “Or I would have done.”


    “They don’t have visible ears, though?”


    “Exactly,” Lisinthir said. “So God alone knows what that would have translated to.”


    Laniis wrinkled her nose. “Good point.” She peered at the Knife’s groin. “You’re going to send him out naked? Male slaves aren’t normal.”


    “I’m planning on advertising you as a breeding pair.”


    “A what?” Laniis said, ears drooping.


    “It is to keep the others from wanting to buy us,” the Knife explained. “If we say that the Ambassador wants us both in order to breed new slaves, then it will be understood that neither of us is for sale. And he can take orders for the children, which will allow him to conduct business without actually selling slaves.”


    “That’s… appalling,” Laniis said. “But brilliant?”


    “We have done our best to contrive,” Lisinthir said. “If you are ready for your own costume, arii…”


    “Yes,” Laniis said firmly. “I am.” She paused, then grinned up at him. “And thank you. For my ‘moment.’”


    “Ah well,” Lisinthir said, demure. “Far be it from me to deprive you of Na’er’s ears.”


    “They are fun,” the Knife opined.


    “Yes,” Laniis said, serenely. “They are.”
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    The Silhouette’s weathered and disreputable small craft was capable of atmospheric flight and could be reconfigured for any number of missions. For this one, they made it look like the sort of battered vessel a raider might use for conveying himself to and from his prize vessels, and this served to deliver them to the capital. According to their cover story, their ship had one more crewmember who was sailing it elsewhere to rendezvous with a buyer they’d had arrangements with prior to their journey to the border; this explained why Lisinthir—why the Sword—didn’t have that vessel in orbit to file flight plans or arrange for orbital assignment.


    Strangely, that was the difficult part of their mission. Arranging to meet with the powers of the capital was far easier. Uuvek had published their advertisement to the world-skein, and by the time they’d landed they already had an invitation from a Naval recruitment office, the heads of the solar system and the Naval manufacturing platforms, and the Worldlord. Lisinthir demurred on the offer of enlistment, saying he was only on-world to sell slaves, and that left him only with three offers: Manufactory-East, Deputy-East, and the Worldlord.


    “Which first?” he asked the Knife in the privacy of the room they’d rented for the evening.


    “Manufactory-East and Deputy-Ease will be significant Naval contacts,” the Knife said. “The primary ones not associated with the base itself. The Worldlord will be able to tell us about local information.”


    “It’s local information we want, isn’t it?” Laniis said. “We’re assuming our target’s on-world.”


    “We’ll try the Worldlord first,” Lisinthir said.


    They made their entrance in unexpected style because while the roquelaure could give him wings, he couldn’t fly with them. This oversight had been amended by the addition of a long burn up one of the wings—something he could attribute to a shipboard accident, rather than a lost duel—and with the explanation that as the Sword went everywhere with his wares, he could not fly there, naturally. He walked, with his attendant Pelted slaves, like honor guards. And unlike other slaves, his did not need leashes. He thought his presentation impressed the guards at the door, though they did their best to hide their expressions. It helped that Laniis walked soft-footed, aware of her own beauty… something he attributed to Na’er’s healthsome attentions. And that the Knife, unexpectedly, had taken to his role as slave with determination. If he was to be stuck with the task, he would execute it to the best of his ability, and his meekness was unexpectedly affecting when paired with his obvious fascination with the new body. The ears flicked everywhere and the tail… so much swishing.


    Lisinthir loved him for that fascination. How well the Emperor had wrought when he’d chosen the Knife for his Queen.


    As for himself… well. His cousins had not named him a dragon in an Eldritch skin for nothing. He didn’t need to evaluate the response of the guards who let him in to know his swagger was convincing. He was the Sword. The Sword had come with extremely valuable luxury items to offer to the only males on the planet with the wealth to buy them. Why should he not be arrogant?


    Still, one did not see the Worldlord on a whim. They were inevitably escorted to a room and left to wait there. A lovely enough chamber, with one of the open balconies overlooking the gardens of the estate. Lisinthir walked to it and looked down, wondering at the wilding landscape, thought this would be as good a time to test his line of communication as any. Returning to the divan, he brushed a hand over the Knife’s head.


    /Knife. Can you hear me?/


    Kneeling alongside the divan, the Knife froze, ears flicking.


    Laniis leaned over and nudged him.


    /Keep your ears still if you can,/ Lisinthir said. /And think your response as clearly as possible./


    A mutter then: this is unnatural, utterly unnatural, and how curious that it is possible, and can Chatcaava learn to do this? More clearly: /I hear you, Ambassador./


    /Chatcaava can learn to do this, if they take this shape,/ Lisinthir said. Broadening the scope of his touch, he reached for Laniis, sensed her as a warmth and a competence and a confidence. Into Hell with him, if only he would lead… and here she was, trusting. He could not sense her thoughts without touching her, though her aura comforted, so he set his fingers on her hair. /Laniis?/


    /Arii./ Distant and out of focus. He concentrated, pulling the separate threads together. /I’m here./


    /I hear you!/ the Knife exclaimed, wide-eyed.


    /Stop looking at me,/ Laniis said. /Stare at the wall and pretend there’s nothing in your head./


    /But there is! It is terrifying. Also fascinating, but…/


    /Why is the garden thus?/ Lisinthir interrupted.


    The Knife glanced toward the balcony. /It’s not a garden. It’s a hunting preserve./


    “Ah,” Lisinthir murmured. He disposed himself on the divan, casually, one foot up on it, the other stretched on the floor between Laniis and the Knife, who moved so that they could lean inconspicuously against his flesh.


    /I apologize in advance for any liberties I may take while convincing our host of our role./


    /Just as long as they aren’t very liberal liberties,/ the Knife muttered.


    /I will do what I must. But if I must, I will visit the worst of it on you, Knife./


    The Knife glared up at him and began to speak, but Laniis pressed her fingers to his mouth. “Hush.”


    /Why me!?/


    Lisinthir grinned. /Because I would rather not answer to Na’er for anything I do to Laniis./


    /This is unfair!/ the Knife complained.


    /Sometimes, life is,/ Laniis said smugly.


    A silver male stepped into the room, interrupting their conference, and Lisinthir was grinning when he looked up at him.


    “The Sword, I presume,” said this male. “I am the Steward. The Worldlord will be with us momentarily. Would you like refreshment while you wait?”


    “For myself and my pets, yes. That would be pleasing.”


    “Water for them? Or food as well?”


    “Water is fine. They can drink from bowls.”


    /From bowls!/ the Knife said. /Is that possible with this mouth?/


    Laniis sighed under her breath. Hiding his amusement, Lisinthir said, “And I will take something stronger. If you have it.”


    “Our wine cellars are quite esteemed, you’ll find,” the Steward said, pleased. He backed out of the room to make his requests, then entered and sat across from Lisinthir. “So these are your wares?”


    “These in particular are a pair I captured to breed myself more.” Lisinthir petted the Knife’s head, feeling the male’s prickle of ambivalence: irritation to be stroked, bemusement that it felt good. “They are a particularly good set. I am hoping their personalities will breed true.”


    “Personalities,” the Steward repeated.


    “They do have them,” Lisinthir said, sitting back again. He ignored the servant that arrived with the wine and the bowls. “It is no good pretending they aren’t people, Steward to the Worldlord. If they weren’t sentient, they would hardly be worthy prey, would they?”


    “Some would say they aren’t worthy prey even as they are.”


    Lisinthir snorted. “Have you ever captured a wild alien?”


    “Ah… no.”


    “Until you have faced one you’ve backed into a corner,” Lisinthir said, “I would not be so dismissive.”


    “An interesting perspective,” said a new male at the door.


    Both Lisinthir and the Steward stood. This male was indubitably the Worldlord from his carriage and the Steward’s reaction to him. But his demeanor… Lisinthir had been expecting someone more obviously aggressive.


    /I was as well,/ the Knife confessed.


    /Stop staring,/ Laniis murmured. /Look at him from under your eyelashes./


    “Worldlord,” Lisinthir said aloud. “I thank you for your hospitality, and the invitation.”


    “Sword,” said the new male. “It is rare for us to see freelancers here. I could not resist my curiosity. Have you come to enlist then?”


    The Worldlord was having a seat, accepting the glass the Steward was pouring for him. Lisinthir sat as well, reclining. He had a sip of his own glass, found the wine complex and astringent and delicate. His brows lifted.


    “I told you,” the Steward said, proud.


    “You did,” Lisinthir said. “And I salute you. Your cellars are indeed all that you claim.” He sipped again before setting the glass down. “I don’t know that I am interested in joining the Navy at this time. Though the offer is tempting, on the surface.”


    “On the surface,” the Worldlord repeated, amused.


    “To see the Alliance from the bridge of a carrier executing its conquest?” Lisinthir looked up at the ceiling. “Yes, that would be… interesting. But I have been executing my own conquests for years now, and so I wonder how this would be any better. Indeed, I can only imagine it being worse, as what the Navy conquers, the Navy keeps. And I would draw the pay of a soldier? I am used to a higher rate of compensation.” He grinned.


    “Also a higher rate of sacrifice,” the Steward observed, glancing at Lisinthir’s false wing.


    “Yes,” Lisinthir said, letting his voice harden. “But the past is the past. I don’t dwell on it.”


    “Wise, so long as you learn its lessons,” the Worldlord murmured.


    “Burns teach such lessons very well.”


    “Yes,” the Worldlord glanced at the scar Dellen had so meticulously designed onto the vane. “That they do. So you are here to sell slaves?”


    “The children from the first litter of this particular pairing,” Lisinthir agreed amiably. “I also have some oddities stolen from the cargo holds of merchant vessels. Tea and spices, mostly, compounds we can safely ingest and enjoy.”


    The Steward straightened. “I haven’t heard of any raider selling such things.”


    “Because they lack imagination,” Lisinthir said. “Which is something I do not.”


    “You must know a great deal about them,” the Worldlord mused. “To have troubled yourself to learn about their cuisine and their luxuries.”


    “As I was saying to your Steward,” Lisinthir said. “To pretend that they lack sentience is to rob ourselves of the pleasures of conquering them. And sentients make many things that are of value to other sentients.”


    “That sounds… almost egalitarian,” the Steward said, eyeing him.


    /Dangerous territory,/ the Knife muttered. /Be careful./


    But the Worldlord was waving the Steward’s concerns aside. “Would you say you are expert in the types of aliens, then? Enough to tell them apart?”


    Startled, Lisinthir said, “Dying Air, of course. What good would a raider be who couldn’t tell what he was selling?”


    “Then perhaps you can help me settle a matter of debate among my household,” the Worldlord said. “We’ve an alien here we cannot identify. Deputy-East believes it to be one of the rare species currently sought by the Emperor. Manufactory-East insists it isn’t.”


    “You think you have an Eldritch slave?” Lisinthir asked, his heart leaping. It couldn’t be an actual Eldritch. Could it? If it was... oh, what a clever place to hide!


    “You know the name of them!” the Worldlord said.


    “Of course,” Lisinthir said. “Everyone longs to own an Eldritch. They are indeed rare. Delicate and easily broken.”


    “That certainly fits,” the Steward said, disgusted. “You push him and he comes apart.”


    /That doesn’t sound promising,/ the Knife said, uncertain.


    “Perhaps you can examine our alien and determine, once and for all, what it is.”


    “I’d be delighted to be of help,” Lisinthir said. “And if it is an Eldritch… perhaps I’ll be the one buying instead of you.”


    “Send for him,” the Worldlord said, and the Steward rose and left. “You have an interesting title, Sword. Something to do with alien weapons, presumably. The ones you’re wearing?”


    “Yes,” Lisinthir said. “Would you care to look at them?” He drew the first and displayed it for the Worldlord. “It even has a creature on it that looks like us, if you will believe.”


    “Does it.” The Worldlord came to look, bent close over the Imthereli device. “Wingless. But the resemblance is there. Remarkable.”


    “They dream of dragons,” Lisinthir said. “And their dreams are nightmares.”


    The Worldlord looked up at him sharply, and Lisinthir grinned, showing teeth.


    “But you eat their food,” the Worldlord murmured.


    “And drink their wine. And pet their fur. Or skin.” Lisinthir shrugged, feeling the roquelaure tug at his back, the only hint he had that it was moving his fake wings properly. “It is, Worldlord, a living.”


    “One you enjoy.”


    “What else?” Lisinthir lifted his brows. “Life is for the enjoying, isn’t it?”


    “And duty?” the Worldlord asked.


    “I don’t know. Is this war against the freaks duty, or pleasure? What would the Navy tell you? And would it depend on who you ask?”


    /Stop being so smart,/ the Knife hissed. /You are supposed to be vain and foppish and easily encompassed!/


    /That, I fear, is a lost cause. I must play to my strengths and hope what served me among the courtiers will save us here./


    The Knife sighed aloud, and Lisinthir reached down to pat his head. That earned him one flopped ear, and the other turned out, and he took that sign of grumpy acquiescence for what it was.


    “You are kind to them.”


    “Am I?” Lisinthir said idly. “I was thinking mostly that they are soft, and I like the obedience of soft things.”


    /That, though, that was convincing,/ the Knife said, disturbed.


    “Worldlord,” the Steward said. “Here is the slave.”


    Lisinthir turned, his entire body tensing. Two guards silhouetted there in the door, but not because the prisoner was fighting them… they were holding him erect, because he could barely keep his feet. As they advanced, his hopes fell—he did not recognize the shape. This was some stranger, no doubt. Disturbed, he said, “Is he injured?”


    “Ah!” the Steward said. “You knew he was male. And from a distance!”


    “Of course,” Lisinthir said, with what he hoped would be the casual irritation of an expert confronted by a tyro. “Human females develop breasts after adolescence. That is a male human.”


    “A human!” the Steward said.


    “Are you certain?” The Worldlord asked. “His eyes are luminous. They say the aliens have luminous eyes.”


    “The hair is wrong,” Lisinthir said.


    “Deputy-East suggested it was dyed,” the Worldlord said.


    “Manufactory-East, though, was certain it wasn’t one of the rare ones,” the Steward said. “And has now spent more time with the slave than any of us.”


    “Is the slave Manufactory-East’s, then?” Lisinthir asked, coming closer. So long as he was here, he might as well be about his business, which was eternally the rescue of the Chatcaava’s victims from their predation. This male... he was built slightly, but his frame was misleading. There was muscle on him, if not enough to make it possible for him to win against dragons. And scars, though they were hard to see under the paint and on the light skin. A fighter? Or had his reactions to pain been amusing enough to inspire torture?


    “He is mine,” the Worldlord said. “Fell into my garden while escaping someone else’s estate, in fact. We presume Manufactory-East’s, but he would never admit to an escaped slave.”


    “Is he injured?” Lisinthir asked again.


    “Presumably. Manufactory-East has been using him during his visit. Nothing permanent, we said.”


    He suppressed his rage. “May I?”


    “Certainly. Be careful with his head. He arrived with a concussion, or so the Surgeon tells us. And,” the Worldlord’s voice went wry. “He bites, sometimes.”


    “Mm.” Lisinthir slipped a finger under the human’s chin and gently tipped up the pointed face, all planes and angles. Too firm for prettiness, by human standards… but he could see how the Chatcaava would think him feminine. The bruises, though…


    Fury wouldn’t save them. Discipline, only. Discipline, and compassion for the victimized—that eternally. “Open your eyes,” he said to the human, gently. In Universal, because that was in keeping with his character: he was the Sword, who knew the aliens intimately, the better to steal them.


    “We named him Dainty,” the Steward said.


    Lisinthir grimaced. Quieter, low, “Alet. Open your eyes.”


    The slave did and cringed back from him, but not before Lisinthir saw the startling color. He knew that color, knew it intimately. And yet, that hunted panic... there was no fathomable way it could be masking the male he’d known. And where would the Emperor have learned a human shape, anyway?


    Had he?


    The human had turned his face so quickly Lisinthir couldn’t check the pupils. Nor could he dare probe beneath the surface to touch the alien’s mind, ask the insane question. Not here, among enemies, when a single gasp would invite scrutiny. And really... how likely was it that this cowed and beaten misfortunate was the male he was seeking? The Emperor had never shown any talent for playing a role, not the way the Knife was.


    “How lovely,” he said, stepping back. “But… I fear he truly is only human, Worldlord. Manufactory-East is correct. The Eldritch are taller, more elongate. Their homeworld has a lower gravity than the human one. And the white of their skins has a different character, more nacreous, less pink. The hair should be white, though you are correct in that it can be dyed. You have a beautiful creature here, but nothing worthy of special attention.” He frowned and turned from the human. “The head injury is a serious matter, Worldlord. You should not be subjecting your investment to further trauma until it’s healed.”


    “You know something about the caretaking of these creatures, then?” the Worldlord asked, and something in his voice…


    Past the Worldlord, Laniis flicked her gaze up to his and even without touching her he knew she’d heard the odd note too.


    “But I must,” Lisinthir said. “How else to keep them in good health and breed them safely?” His smile was thin. “Grant me my expertise in my field, Worldlord, as I would you in yours.”


    The other Chatcaavan stared at him for several moments, long enough for Lisinthir to wonder if he had pushed the other male hard enough to require proof of his right to do so. Then, abruptly, “Where are you staying?”


    “Worldlord?” Lisinthir said. “A flat at the port, naturally.”


    “Stay here,” he said. “I am having an impromptu hunt party. You should attend. Your slaves can join mine in the slave annex. If that suits?”


    Lisinthir didn’t need to hear the implicit trap in that one. To insist on Laniis and the Knife attending him in his suite would be safer, but insulting. Before he could reply, however, the Steward said, “Worldlord, the hunt… it requires flight.”


    “Fear not, Steward,” Lisinthir said. “Even a scarred male can bring down game.” He grinned, showing all his teeth. “I have become very good with my hands.”


    The Worldlord laughed, abrupt. “That settles that, then.”


    “I am delighted to accept your invitation.” Lisinthir canted his head. “Can I hope for a tour, despite my inability to take it the way an uninjured male would?”


    “Walking has its uses,” the Worldlord said. “We’ll go down to the annex first to leave the slaves in their place. Perhaps you can give me your impressions of their accommodations. Suggest improvements.” He swept a hand toward the guards. “Take that one back to Manufactory-East’s guest suite.”


    That finally prompted some motion from the slave, who jerked backward, and the mindless terror in his eyes....


    “This Manufactory-East is the male who cannot be convinced to stay his hand against an already injured piece of property?” Lisinthir interjected.


    All the Chatcaava looked at him.


    “Your slave needs time to recuperate. And a Surgeon’s care, if you have one,” Lisinthir said. “Unless you want him dead. He may not be an Eldritch, Worldlord, but humans are rarer than the furred races, and their skin is sensitive. They make excellent companions if you treat them carefully.”


    “Carefully!” the Steward said. “We treat all our slaves carefully.”


    Lisinthir eyed the human, then looked deliberately at the Steward and lifted both brows.


    “No, he makes a good point,” the Worldlord said. “If these creatures are delicate, I don’t want him dying.” He nodded toward the stairs. “Take him to the Surgeon. See if he requires more repair. And that leaves us—” Turning to Lisinthir. “To our tour. With me, Sword.”


    /You’re going to leave us behind,/ the Knife said when Lisinthir bent to stroke his head. /What if he asks something you don’t know?/


    /Then, I suppose, I improvise. Quickly./


    /This is a bad idea!/ the Knife said. /You were not supposed to be parted from us! How can we execute our mission?/


    /By seeing what there is to see in the slave quarters,/ Laniis said, subdued. /You’ll be surprised, Knife, what you can learn there./


    /I don’t doubt it,/ the Knife replied, ears flattening. /What I’m certain of is that I won’t like it./
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    When Lisinthir saw the kennels, he almost couldn’t breathe through his wrath.


    /Ambassador,/ Laniis whispered, her body pressing against his. /Stay focused./


    “Not good?” the Worldlord guessed, curious but not concerned.


    “I’m surprised any of your pets have survived this treatment,” Lisinthir said. “Have you lost any of them untimely?”


    Behind him he heard the scrape of the Steward’s wings resettling.


    “Two,” the Worldlord confessed. “Did their sleeping arrangements truly matter? It is no worse than what Chatcaava endure on a fighting ship.”


    “They need space to turn in,” Lisinthir said. “Cage them, by all means, if you fear they will escape you. But we give more space to the creatures we hunt for food, and we are done with the latter far more quickly.”


    “Game animals need to roam to maintain their muscle,” the Steward said. “We do not want our aliens to have muscle.”


    “Then do away with them now,” Lisinthir said, allowing his anger to edge his voice. “Are you Chatcaava or are you freaks? To fear a fangless, wingless slave just because he might not lose his condition to indolence and anxiety? What good is a neurotic pet?”


    “I had not thought of them as things to be fought,” the Worldlord said, frowning. To himself, Lisinthir thought.


    “Manufactory-East does,” the Steward muttered.


    “Manufactory-East thinks of them as something to torture,” Lisinthir said. “There is a difference.”


    /Uh, stop now!/ the Knife exclaimed at his side. /Or I will bite you!/


    That made him cough. It wasn’t a laugh—his anger was too bitter for that—but it was close cousin to one at least, and it made both Chatcaava glance at him. The Worldlord’s gaze lingered, took in both slaves leaning on him. His expression was impenetrable, but there was no disgust in it, and the way his eyes remained on Laniis... no. There was something going on there. Lisinthir noted it, said, “Pardon. I hate to see good merchandise destroyed so frivolously. Alliance slaves are expensive, difficult to procure, and each is unique. I do not find it virtuous to casually wreck one’s possessions. It indicates instability. Lack of discipline.”


    “Maybe you do belong in the Navy,” the Worldlord said, considering him again.


    “I doubt it, given how much I enjoy being my own master,” Lisinthir said. “But... I am not averse to evaluating the possibility. We shall see, shall we?”


    “I suppose,” the Worldlord said with interest. “This way is the waiting room.”


    “I am glad,” the Steward said behind them, “That neither Deputy-East nor Manufactory-East were here to hear you say that they had a master.”


    Lisinthir snorted. “Don’t fool yourself, Steward. We all have a master if we accept the yoke of society. It’s just a question of choosing who we serve.”


    “And you? Who do you serve?” the Steward asked, nettled.


    “I serve myself. And commerce.” Lisinthir grinned. “So, the waiting room.”


    Surprisingly, the remaining rooms dedicated to the Alliance slaves were... passable. He would not have wanted to be imprisoned in them, and they were notable in their lack of any sort of entertainment, but the slaves were permitted to go into the “safe” garden, a gated greenspace protected from the game that ran wild through the remaining walled area. But the whole of it was a cage, and not even a particularly well-gilded one, and touring the areas devoted to washing, doctoring, and decorating those slaves stripped bare the truth under the façade. Touring the area and pretending to find parts of it acceptable was galling in the extreme. The only reason he felt comfortable leaving Laniis and the Knife behind was because he knew their competence... and that they were leaving this place as soon as they’d discovered any information they could use to locate the Emperor. A few days of gossip-mongering and he could depart to chase whatever leads they’d gathered.


    /We’ll be fine,/ Laniis said firmly as he stroked her head.


    /I know it./ And with that, turned his back on them and followed the Worldlord to the ramp leading up to the ground floor. And there paused, for there were guards on their way down. The first slave they were leading was one of the less usual digitigrade Hinichi—most of the wolfine race tended toward the more humanoid bodies, not the four-toed, pawed variant—and male, to boot. Lisinthir was still wondering at a Chatcaavan who kept a male slave who wasn’t of some exotic race when the guards led the second slave down on her leash, and his gliding glance seized on her face. On her pointed face and the golden skin that sheathed it.


    She was human. The Worldlord had a human slave.


    He met Laniis’s gaze across the compound and neither of them needed words. He read her resolution and knew what she would discover, she would bring back to him. Even so, leaving the two of them to investigate the possibility that the Emperor had learned the human form here after fleeing into the capital was so hard his back ached from the rigidity with which he held himself. But to evince interest in the human female after dismissing the human male as unworthy of special attention... he couldn’t. He had his own façade to maintain. He followed the Worldlord to the harem, where he appreciated the females kept there despite their being nowhere near as pulchritudinous as the individuals of the imperial harem. He obligingly admired the lodge where game was slaughtered for meat after the hunt. He opined on the towers with their commanding view of both the capital’s spread and the wilderness. He even forgot he was faking his interest when the Worldlord showed him the observatory capping the top of the highest of the towers.


    But all the while, he kept remembering the fear that had shaped the shoulders of the human male. The animal panic in his green eyes.


    Surely not. Living Air and God and Lady. Surely, surely not.
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    Losing the Ambassador had deprived them of the silent communication; Laniis should have thought of that. As the two new Pelted entered the room, she leaned over and whispered into the Knife’s ear, ignoring their flick as he reacted to the hush of her breath. In Chatcaavan: “Would they monitor this place?”


    The Knife looked up with his strange Seersan eyes, ears slicking back as he traced the room’s edges with his gaze, then dropped it to various points on the wall. “I don’t know,” he said to her, low. “The harems where I am from were under surveillance but it was because of their owner’s primacy. I don’t know that it would matter to any male otherwise.”


    “We’ll have to make do.” Laniis turned her attention to the strangers who were by then staring at them. She switched to Universal. “Aletsen.”


    “Did he buy you?” the Hinichi asked, nearly snarling. “Did he get more of us?”


    “We are not the Worldlord’s,” Laniis said. “We are with the Sword, who is his guest.”


    The human’s eyes had narrowed. Her suspicions were obvious. “You don’t look cowed enough to belong to a Chatcaavan,” she said. “And what kind of Chatcaavan is named after a human weapon? Chatcaava don’t use swords. Knives, yes. But swords?”


    “It’s an affectation,” Laniis said. “He has two for trophies.”


    “You are lying to them,” the Knife murmured in Chatcaavan.


    “Are you?” the human said in Universal, latching onto the comment with predatory speed.


    Laniis slowly looked at the Knife and put all her irritation in her eyes.


    “What’s going on?” the human pressed.


    “We are here looking for a missing Chatcaavan,” the Knife said firmly in Chatcaavan.


    “Like, say, someone who might have fallen over the wall all bloody and then stolen Andrea’s pattern to hide here?” The Hinichi folded his arms. “That kind of missing Chatcaavan?”


    “He didn’t steal it,” Andrea said. “He asked permission, and I gave it.”


    Strange how surprise could still wash through her, even here. “He did?”


    “Yes,” Andrea said. “He’s not like any Chatcaavan male I’ve ever met.”


    “Is there more than one human slave who is male?” the Knife asked, frowning. He had not understood the exchange in Universal. “We saw only the one, and he is a broken thing.”


    The two strangers exchanged glances.


    “No,” Laniis said, one of her ears sagging. “You can’t tell me. That brutalized animal up there, the one who can barely stand straight? That’s the male you gave your pattern to?”


    “Yes,” Andrea said. Glancing at the Knife, she continued in Chatcaavan. “He’s the Survivor. Though they call him Dainty. They couldn’t figure out that he was male when they first met him.”


    Aghast, the Knife whispered, “This cannot be. A name? A female’s name?”


    Thinking of the trauma that had curved every line of that slave’s body, hunched his shoulders, bowed his head, Laniis whispered, wide-eyed, “Speaker-Singer.”


    The Knife turned toward her, wearing dismay so obvious it looked almost pantomimed, from the bristled shoulder fur to the bottlebrush tail. “What do we do?”


    “You’re another one of them, aren’t you,” Andrea said. “A male wearing a false body. You’ve come to rescue him.”


    “That was the intent,” Laniis said.


    “But not us.” Emlyn’s bitterness could have spilled blood. “It’s never about rescuing us.”


    “I wouldn’t make assumptions,” Laniis said.


    The Hinichi rolled his eyes. “Right. You want to tell me you’re going to get us out?”


    “I want to tell you we might not make it out.” Laniis managed a dry smile. “So no. No assumptions. About anything. Even…”


    “That it’s him,” the Knife whispered. Lifting gray eyes, he said, “But what… what happened to him?”


    “The Chatcaava did,” Andrea said.
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    Manufactory-East was a sadist.


    It took Lisinthir all of a single glance to evaluate him. Over the supper table, where he was being introduced to the Worldlord’s two guests… that was long enough. Lisinthir recognized Deputy-East’s type as well. Not purposefully evil, only pettishly so, by accident rather than intention. Smart, perhaps, but not wise, and with all the conceit of someone accustomed to privilege.


    But Manufactory-East… oh, he was all that was wrong with the Empire, one of the sociopaths it was so good at shaping. And he didn’t bother to conceal it either—the way his eyes flicked toward Lisinthir’s scarred wing and took pleasure in the sight—oh no. No one had dared check this male in far, far too long. It made Lisinthir wonder why the Worldlord was pandering to him.


    “You breed slaves!” Manufactory-East said after the meal had begun. Tearing off a haunch of the roasted bird, he said, “Do you watch them copulate?”


    Such an obvious attempt at insult. Lisinthir answered, casually. “Of course.”


    All three stared at him, not having expected nonchalance in response to an accusation of perversion.


    “You do?” Deputy-East asked, fascinated.


    “At least he admits it.” Manufactory-East began dissecting his leg, separating the thigh from the calf at the knee joint.


    “I must,” Lisinthir said. “In order to ensure the safety and health of both dam and sire. It’s no different from breeding any other animal.”


    That won him a hostile stare from Manufactory East. Beside him, the Worldlord had relaxed. “That makes good sense.”


    “I hadn’t really thought of what it would take, breeding,” Deputy-East said. “I leave my estate to my steward, and am rarely on-world. He arranges for the game we hunt on the grounds.”


    “You oversee the solar system, is that correct?” Lisinthir asked.


    “That’s right.”


    “A rather complex arrangement given the Naval presence.” Lisinthir chewed through his own portion, remembering the taste, how it felt to eat a diet of mostly meat for months. The flavors spurred his heartrate, made him recall a different hunt, one that had netted him the regeneration of one of the most powerful people in the worlds. It also fed his stomach, which was unusually insistent on the subject of its emptiness. “I can only imagine such a position requires… diplomacy.”


    “Diplomacy!” Manufactory-East barked a laugh. “Do you hear that, Deputy-East? Diplomacy. You should tell him how well the two of us have gotten along in the past before we so wisely decided to become huntbrothers.”


    Deputy-East snorted. “The past. Besides, you are not the Navy. You are employed by the Navy. Logistics and Command-East are the Navy. In this system, anyway.”


    “Is there a new Logistics- and Command-East then?” Lisinthir asked. “I’m not familiar with how the Navy works. Were their successors already waiting for their positions? Or are people still fighting over them?” He took another bite. “One wonders, when one is not a military male oneself.”


    “Second and the Emperor are still serving their roles,” Deputy-East said. “At least, as far as I know.” He glanced at Manufactory-East, who shrugged with the twist of one greasy hand. “Their staffs must be handling the extra work. Or at least, Logistics-East’s must be. Second will be commanding the war against the aliens, so he will be here soon enough.”


    That was an interesting bit of data. “I wish him well of it,” Lisinthir said. “And you, Manufactory-East? A miner, are you?”


    “Hardly,” the male scoffed. “I am in charge of miners. A distinction you will probably not appreciate, given how little you have responsibility for.”


    “Mine is a solitary life,” Lisinthir agreed amiably. “I find it quite satisfying. So you mine asteroids?”


    “I oversee,” stress on the word, “the mining of asteroids. The processing of ore. The creation of materiel. All the factories.”


    “So you build ships,” Lisinthir said, goading. This much he’d remembered from the Knife’s lecture on the way down to the world, and from Manufactory-East’s glower, the dart had struck true.


    “No.” Gritted out from between clenched teeth, impressive in a species with so many carnassial ones. “I make parts. That the base uses to assemble ships.”


    “Oh, I see,” Lisinthir said. “Parts.”


    Deputy-East turned his snicker into a cough.


    “So,” Manufactory-East said, turning to the Worldlord. “Have you invited your newest guest to the hunt?”


    “I have, and he has accepted.”


    “And how precisely does that work?” Manufactory-East asked. “Since you obviously are crippled.”


    “It is a poor male who allows an injury to stop him,” Lisinthir said.


    “But you can’t possibly hunt that way.”


    “Oh… I make do.” Lisinthir smiled at him. “You’ll see tomorrow.”


    “Yes,” the Worldlord said, with the air of someone trying to steer the conversation onto less fraught shoals. “Did you know, Manufactory-East, the Sword has agreed with you about the species of the slave? He also says it is not one of the rare types, but rather another human.”


    “As I said.” Manufactory-East tossed a bone into his discard bowl and licked his talons. “You could have saved yourself the trouble of bringing in an external… consultant.” He eyed Lisinthir.


    “He came to sell slaves,” the Worldlord said. “His ability to confirm your guess was an unexpected bonus.”


    “It was not a guess.”


    “Of course not,” Lisinthir soothed.


    Before Manufactory-East could riposte, the Worldlord said, “The creature is also apparently not very valuable. I will have something newer sent to your suite tonight if you want entertainment.”


    “What?” Manufactory-East straightened. “But I want the male. I’m not done with it.”


    “I’m afraid the Surgeon has said if we do not allow it to recover from its injuries, it may expire.” The Worldlord turned the carcass, scraping some of the softer flesh off the lower ribs. “Tonight we will have to spend ourselves in the harem among the females.”


    “Hardly a punishment there,” Deputy-East said. “You have very biddable creatures in your harem, Worldlord.” He lifted his shallow cup of wine. “Fine taste.”


    “Thank you. I am rather fond of them myself.”


    “Slaves are better prey,” Manufactory-East muttered and glared at the elbow Deputy-East jabbed him with.


    “Kill your own slaves,” Deputy-East said. “We are guests here.”


    “I don’t kill by accident.”


    “There’s always a first time,” Deputy-East said. “So. Which female do you think you want tonight? The spotted one? Or the one with the blue eyes?”


    Manufactory-East scowled. “I think I would prefer to fly after my meal.”


    “As you will,” the Worldlord said. “And you, Sword?”


    “Oh,” Lisinthir said, “I think I am too full to truly enjoy your harem’s fruits, Worldlord. Unless you mind a voyeur. Watching I have the energy for.”


    “Pah,” Manufactory-East said. “Maybe it’s more than a wing you’re missing, eh?”


    Deputy-East’s wings sagged, and even the Worldlord gaped at the male. But Lisinthir laughed, winning stares of disbelief from all three.


    “Really,” Lisinthir said, grinning. “Is that the best you can do? If you want to bait me, Manufactory-East… try harder.” He rose and stretched. “So, do you mind witnesses to your pleasure, Deputy-East, Worldlord? I would not mind the show.”


    “You are an odd male,” Deputy-East said, eyeing him as he stood. “But one can’t fault your pride.”


    “Call it what it is, Deputy-East,” Lisinthir said. “It is the arrogance of the cold space between stars.” He smiled thinly at Manufactory-East. “Enjoy your flight.”


    With a snarl, the latter flung himself from the table and stomped away. The Worldlord watched him go, and the expression on his face… concern? Surely not.


    “Well,” the Worldlord said, with false heartiness. “Let us see the females.”
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    Perhaps in some former life Lisinthir would have found the time he spent in the Worldlord’s harem shocking. Certainly, the noble heir to a Galare fortune should have been scandalized by the sight of four people having sex in front of him. But he had lived through the Empire, and the lovers he’d chosen for himself he’d had simultaneously, and he no longer thought sex worthy of opprobrium simply by virtue of it being sex. Cruelty, coercion, rape, violence, abuse… yes. But sex, enthusiastically enacted on several odalisques who didn’t seem to mind their use? All that inspired in him was curiosity, because he hadn’t been aware that Chatcaavan females could be pleased by sex. The females of the Imperial harem had all seemed to dread their duty. The Worldlord, though, appeared to have a taste for gigglers. Even Deputy-East remarked on it, that it was hard to keep going when the laughter of the females kept infecting him. The sight of the male bowed over his spotted partner’s back, attempting to rein in his paroxysms, almost made Lisinthir like him. Almost.


    These females were not among the more intelligent of the people he’d known; he could see it in their gazes, in the doe-like acceptance of their lives. But they were not mistreated, and they were not unhappy to be selected for energetic copulation, and their sisters in the harem draped themselves on benches and exhorted the participants to greater efforts with ribald advice.


    In one corner, on a pillow, there was a sleeping Harat-Shar pard. Lisinthir’s eyes rested on her for a long time.


    By the end of the evening, both Worldlord and Deputy-East were in fine spirits, and their air of camaraderie easily extended to encompass Lisinthir. At the harem’s gate, Deputy-East wobbled and said, “Too much wine. And too much giggling. Your females don’t take sex seriously, Worldlord.”


    “Should it be taken seriously?”


    “A good point,” Deputy-East said, with the far too careful diction of the inebriated. “A very good point.” He squinted at Lisinthir. “I am going to fly to my room. Does that offend you, Sword? I do not want to offend you. You are a curious male. I would like to know you better, and this would be hard if I offended you.”


    Lisinthir laughed. “Rest at ease, Deputy-East. I do not offend easily… and if I am offended, you will not have to guess at it.”


    “A very interesting guest,” Deputy-East said gravely to the Worldlord. “You should tell him to come more often.”


    “Go,” the Worldlord said, slapping the male on the back of the shoulder. “Before you make less sense. I’ll walk the Sword up.”


    “You are a very good host,” Deputy-East said. “Do you see that, Sword? He will sacrifice his own convenience just so you won’t be lonely going up the stairs to your chambers. That is a good host.”


    “A very good host,” Lisinthir agreed. “Go, Deputy-East, before you forget how to flap your wings.”


    “Never.” And proving it, Deputy-East fell off the ledge and soared toward his balcony.


    “For a moment,” Lisinthir said, “I didn’t think he’d come back up.”


    “Me neither,” the Worldlord said, and led him on… which is when Lisinthir knew that the evening was not yet over, for he was entering the Worldlord’s tower, not his.


    He said nothing; he knew better. He followed in silence, into the calm of the Worldlord’s private domain. There in the antechamber the warm wind gamboled through the balcony door and the stars glittered, more visible because the window faced the wilderness and not the city. The male went to a sideboard and poured him a cup of something stronger and headier than wine. Lisinthir accepted, sipped. They both looked outside, but did not speak, and Lisinthir—the Hunter—waited.


    “Since you know so much about the aliens.” The Worldlord set his glass down and walked away, and again, Lisinthir followed. Pursued, this time, the way he would have a revelation that could save nations, because this… this was an inflection point. There was a secret here, and he was about to learn it.


    Through the door was a chamber Lisinthir had not yet seen where the Worldlord slept. It was twice the size of the guest bedrooms. Again, there was the ever-present balcony, but smaller, meant only for one person’s use, not to receive groups; it faced the bed. But the majority of the room was hidden from that view, secretive as a vault. There, on a raised dais pressed back against the far wall, was a large and shallow box. It overflowed with blankets in rich, dark colors: deep brown, midnight blue, fir green. An excess of pillows as well, soft ones that sagged, stiff ones for bolsters. It was an opulence of bedding, with a lamp beside it, dim and warm now in the gloaming.


    In the box was a Pelted woman, seashell-curled, and like the wind over the ocean her breath whistled softly. Not sleeping, Lisinthir thought, with a creeping sorrow at the sight, but in that twilight state that was neither sleep nor unconsciousness that belonged only to the seriously ill. As he drew closer he found patches on her body where the fur had fallen out. She had been beautiful once, black and white and merry orange. She was now a portrait of endurance.


    “I speak a little of her language,” the Worldlord said, and there was nothing in his voice to give him away save its tonelessness. “And she has learned a little of ours. But we never speak of what ails her. She refuses. The Surgeon doesn’t know. And wouldn’t. What do we know of alien biology?” The Worldlord reached over, hand arrested above the woman’s head, where it trembled. Then, slowly, he set it on her mane and stroked it, so lightly the touch barely disturbed the strands. “She will not tell me, and if I don’t know, how can I fix it? But maybe she will tell a stranger.”


    The Chatcaavan stepped back. “I call her Gentle.” And then, brusque. “I will leave the two of you to talk.”


    And then he was gone, leaving Lisinthir with the shock of it.


    If it was a trap, it was a perfect one. But what Chatcaavan would think to trap another male this way? When it revealed too much that could be used against him? Even if it was all an elaborate falsehood, the rumor would cling to the Worldlord… that he had coddled an alien, that he had kept a pet and heaped her with treasures and cared that she might be ill.


    And she was ill. Dying, he thought, and wished briefly and sincerely that Jahir had left more of his memories in him during their touches. Lisinthir had given his cousin so much, and all of it violent. What had he received beyond the fact that he was loved? That and music… and it was the music, the memory of songs sung in his mind to block pain and ward off death on the courier, that made him think that there would be no healing this Karaka’An.


    Jahir would have known what was wrong with her. Lisinthir would have to ask.


    He crouched alongside the box and said in hushed Universal, “Alet. Alet, will you wake for me?”


    Nothing. But he was patient. He had hunted warier game than this. Crueler… perhaps not, given her fate, and what it would do to him to know he could not save her.


    He did not want to touch her when the skin revealed by her furless patches was so raw. To insinuate himself into her mind… he could do it, but he was not adept at it the way his cousin was. And he had not asked permission, the way he had of Laniis and the Knife, when permission made so much difference between kindness and horror. His was the gift of physical force from a distance, and the other talents, they were harder. How had he wound up here where his new abilities would avail him so little?


    “Alet,” he said again, soft. “Alet, will you wake for a man in a domino?”


    Nothing, for a long time. Then her shoulder rose as she drew a deeper breath. He tasted it with her, the way the air smelled brightly of spring, but softly of evening. Slowly she turned her head to look over her shoulder, and he grew still. She would have had beautiful eyes once; he could just see a hint of their color, one orange, the other brown. But they were going milky, as if scored with blurred scars. Could she even see him? Perhaps that was why she was so slow to respond to him. Her brow furrowed: confusion, yes, but not alarm. She was exhausted, long past alarm. The next world was more real to her than this one.


    “Don’t… know you,” she murmured. If her voice had been dulcet once, and he thought it might have been, it had long since lost its music, more whisper than melody.


    “No,” he said. “Alet, if we brought you home… could the Alliance’s medicine heal you?”


    The frown grew more pronounced. Perplexity, still.


    “I know you are dying,” Lisinthir said softly, wishing desperately he could drop the roquelaure’s seeming. “Could that process be arrested, did you go home again?”


    “I… can never go home… again,” she murmured.


    “I could take you.” Ridiculous promise, but he made it anyway. “I will take you, if you say the words.”


    A sweet, sad smile curved her mouth. “Strange… dragon.”


    “You have no idea,” he answered.


    “He… sent for you?” Best to nod in response to that. Her eyes cleared, just a little. “He is kind that way. But… too late. You wouldn’t know. Diseases… in our design…” She sighed out, closed her eyes. “Almost over, now.” Softer, “Miss… the sun at home….”


    He chanced a touch then, just the softest glide of a finger over her cheek. “You will see it soon,” he whispered.


    Her sigh was acquiescence as she slid back into the twilight sleep and the dream that was better than waking. For how long he crouched there, watching her ribs rise and fall, he didn’t know. Only that when he finally stood his knees hurt, and not more than his chest and his throat. To die like this, far from home, from family, amid enemies, as a pampered pet who had once been free….


    He left the room.


    In the antechamber, the Worldlord was drinking by the balcony, and at his arrival took a step toward him. Halted abruptly. He was Chatcaavan, and yet he let it be seen in his face, his heart falling.


    “There is no fixing it,” Lisinthir said abruptly. “The Pelted—most of the furred aliens—were created long ago by humans and that creation was imperfect, leaving them subject to genetic flaws. She has one of them.”


    “There’s nothing I can do?”


    “You could send her home so she could die among her own people,” Lisinthir said, baring his teeth. If the Knife were here, he would counsel against this comment, but Lisinthir didn’t care. The casual callousness of it, of the isolation of the vulnerable in their last hours from any hope of comfort… “Had she gone back sooner, she may have received treatment to extend her life, or maybe even been cured.”


    The Worldlord stared at him. Slowly, he said, “Send her home? You suggest this?”


    Lisinthir challenged him with his eyes. “Yes?”


    “They are slaves,” the Worldlord murmured. “But you speak as if they are people.”


    Lisinthir said, enunciating each word separately, “I fight them and win. If they are not people, my victories mean nothing.”


    The Worldlord inhaled sharply. Letting his breath out carefully, he said, “Some already say that such victories are meaningless.”


    “Then they are about to receive a very painful education when they bring their war to the Alliance. And perhaps it is for the best that I not join the Navy to watch them learn it.” Lisinthir inclined his head, but kept his eyes trained on the Worldlord’s so he could see the ferocity in them. “If that is all, Worldlord. I find I am tired.”


    The other male hesitated. “Yes. Of course.”


    Lisinthir headed for the door. Had in fact reached it when the Worldlord added, quietly, “Thank you. For trying.”


    To that, Lisinthir said nothing. He went down the steps, as he had gone down so many Chatcaavan steps before, and stopped a guard at its base. “My slaves. Have them sent to me.” And then he climbed the steps again in yet another tower to reach his guest room, and there he stared out the window, aware that he was clenching his jaw only because his teeth began to ache.


    When his slaves were ushered in—on leashes, to his infuriation—he closed the door on the manor and the look in his eyes must have betrayed him because Laniis rose instantly from her knees and said, “You can’t kill them all.”


    He wanted, very badly, to ask why not. Instead, he managed to grate, “I know.” The admission loosened something in him, enough that he was able to sigh, to release the grinding helplessness. “I know. But it doesn’t change that I would in a heartbeat if I could do so without consequences we could not shape to our advantage.”


    The Knife had been hanging back, staring at them with hands lightly clasped in front of him. His eyes were wide, and something in the body language reminded of Chatcaavan stares, their enormity, their clarity. Perhaps because in Seersan form the Knife’s eyes were lighter and more saturated, strangely, than in his real shape?


    “Truly,” the Knife said, “You are like us.”


    “No.” Lisinthir prowled past him to take the chair nearest the balcony. “If I have learned anything from this brief excursion, it’s that I am nothing like any of you. We might share a directness of approach, and I may ape your manners well, but that is not enough to form a kinship. One must hold the same virtues dear. Means do not make bedfellows amongst those who do not share ends.”


    Laniis followed him and sat at his feet, and shocked him out of his mood by reaching up and wrapping her arms around his waist. Startled, he looped an arm around her shoulders, and this brought his head down so far it was convenient to set his cheek on her hair. The smell of her, the steadiness of her aura, the strength of her small body... it centered him. He breathed in, exhaled, watched her ear twitch as the plume of air rushed past it.


    “You have to stay strong,” Laniis said. “Because we can’t leave, arii. He’s here. That human? That’s him.”


    “Not possible,” Lisinthir said. “That slave was a broken thing, and the Emperor is not capable of that level of reduction. Is there some other slave he might be masquerading as?”


    Laniis leaned back, face sober. “There are only five slaves here, arii. A Hinichi. A Harat-Shar and a Karaka’An. And two humans. And of those five, only two are male. The Hinichi and the human. It has to be him, Ambassador. Andrea and Emlyn said he fell over the estate’s wall bleeding, ran to her, and asked her—asked her—for her pattern.”


    His heart stumbled. That sounded like his Emperor. But... “Is it an act?”


    “The other slaves,” the Knife offered tentatively. “They say he has been tortured.”


    “Chatcaavan males torture one another constantly,” Lisinthir said.


    “No.” The Knife did not advance into the light where the two of them were sitting. He shifted from foot to foot, his discomfort manifest. “We hurt one another. We kill one another. But torture... that was reserved to the most high. Where humiliation was a substitute for death, because the males had become too powerful to be sacrificed casually without disrupting whatever they held power over. Most of the time we... torture... the disenfranchised, Ambassador. Those whose deaths change nothing.”


    It was as if he was falling toward a wall. He had faced his own demise more than once. Had thrown himself over and over again at peril until he’d thought himself inured to fear. Had he believed himself courageous? How wrong he’d been. The idea that the extinguished spirit he’d witnessed in that human’s eyes might belong to the male he’d nearly given his life to bring over to the side of light—the male he’d fallen in love with—he could only respond to the idea by turning away from it.


    “One moment at a time,” Laniis breathed.


    He rested a hand on her head. Composed himself and said, “So. We must bring him away from here. I may have set some groundwork for that already by mentioning that I bought slaves as well as sold them.”


    “So you buy him and then we go?” the Knife asked, hopeful.


    “That only solves the problem of the... target... we are here to liberate,” Lisinthir said. “The other slaves, we will have to steal. But that may not be as difficult as I thought for several reasons.”


    “You can’t—” the Knife began and stopped abruptly at the look Lisinthir leveled at him.


    “Don’t,” Lisinthir said, low. “Don’t presume.”


    But the Knife bared his teeth. “I must, if it endangers the mission.”


    “It won’t,” Lisinthir said. “Because if needs must I can kill anyone who attempts to stop us without so much as touching them. And if that creates problems, then so be it.”


    “Let’s not get wound up in this right now,” Laniis said, holding up a hand. “We can’t move until the ship comes back anyway, and we’re not even sure when that’ll be. How likely is it that you’ll be allowed to stay for a while, arii?”


    “I am confident I can convince the Worldlord to extend my invitation.”


    “All right. So our plan is to wait for the signal, then leave with everyone we’re taking with us,” Laniis said firmly. “Just as it’s always been. That means you, Ambassador, have to lay the groundwork for your offer for the human slave. Maybe both of them, as a mated pair, since you’ve already established yourself as a breeder... that’ll give you fewer targets to liberate the hard way. Show interest, that sort of thing. The Knife and I will see what we can overhear.” She sat up to meet his eyes. “You have to stay focused, arii. Promise me. I know you’re angry. I’m angry too. But we can’t do anything precipitous when we have no idea when our pick-up’s coming.”


    “I know.” He rested a hand on her face, slid it to cup her cheek. “But... you’re wrong, Laniis. I am not angry.” He let his brow fall until it rested against her furred one. “I am afraid.”


    And she... she snorted, surprising him into looking at her. “As if that’s ever stopped you before,” she said fondly. “Just keep going. One step at a time. That’s how any of us ever got through this.”


    His laugh was perfunctory, but it surprised him by relieving some tension in him that had been building again. “Yes, I suppose so.”


    “And now,” Laniis said, “Watches. Which one do you want, Ambassador? Knife?”


    “I’ll take the first,” Lisinthir said. “I won’t be able to sleep anyway, not yet.”


    “I will take second, then,” Knife said. “It is early for me, as well.”


    “Fine by me.” Laniis yawned. “I’m for bed.”


    “And if I join you, would that be permissible?” Lisinthir asked, casually.


    She glanced over her shoulder, nodded. “I think it would look better if someone flew past and saw you with one of us there.”


    Neither of them said that he wanted her there just to hold her. Not only because he needed the opportunity to protect someone, but because despite her determination he knew she was feeling the strain of being in a Chatcaavan harem again, naked and vulnerable.


    “I promise I’ll do nothing to excite Na’er’s opprobrium,” Lisinthir said solemnly.


    She huffed. “I know you won’t.” And disappeared into the sleeping chamber.


    Leaving the Knife to stare after her with a frown. And then he exclaimed, “Wait, does this mean that I must sleep in your bed when she’s on watch?”


    Lisinthir grinned. “I promise I’ll do nothing to excite your opprobrium either. Knife.”


    “Ughn!”
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    That day they did not drag the Emperor back to Manufactory-East’s chambers. They didn’t kennel him, either, which confused him. Instead, he was instated once more in the round room in the annex, except this time there were pallets as well as blankets and pillows. Had something happened in the kennel room that required cleaning or maintenance? Was that why they were being given this brief reprieve? He touched the edge of the pallet, unnerved by its appearance. He distrusted good fortune. He didn’t want to hope for better treatment because having it snatched away hurt so much worse when he’d eased into it.


    But he was exhausted, and the arrival of a new Chatcaavan into the equation only exacerbated his anxiety. Would this one be better or worse than Manufactory-East? Deputy-East? When would he be sent to serve this male’s needs, and how hard would it be?


    He didn’t want to think about it, so he fell onto the pallet and hid under the blankets. The naked arch of his back had begun to hurt him. He sometimes felt his wings shifting, but when he looked behind his shoulder, he saw nothing... and every time it happened, his memory of what he was supposed to be grew dimmer.


    Best to sleep, and hope not to wake from sleep again.


    Except, of course, that he did. But not this time to the clawed grasp of his captors. Andrea, again. And behind her, Emlyn. He blinked bleary eyes, squinted up at her. “A-andrea?”


    “I can’t believe anyone would come for him,” Emlyn said, puzzled. “He’s too soft to be a criminal and what Chatcaavan would rescue another out of loyalty?”


    “Don’t get me started again,” Andrea said. She rested a hand on the Emperor’s shoulder. “Do you know if anyone might be looking for you? To help you?”


    Help him? No. To hope was beyond him. And if he was rescued, what good what it do him? They would slay him the moment they understood his handicap. How righteous that execution would be: the symbol of the grand Change coming to the Chatcaava, prevented forever from completing that Change. Trapped, in fact, by the Change itself.


    He would die. The only question was whether they would kill him before he could beg them to do it.


    “They have to be wrong,” Emlyn said, and fell silent instantly when the guards arrived with Dominika. They released her to the room, and after they’d left the Harat-Shar stood and brushed off her fur. She had an unlikely pelt, beautiful, mottled in tan and black clouds, and her nakedness left the pattern uninterrupted. He thought she didn’t mind nudity, didn’t know why he had that impression. Only that her body language was less cramped than Andrea’s, or Emlyn’s.


    “Who has to be wrong?” the Harat-Shar asked, yawning. She had sharper fangs than either of the other two.


    “The slaves who came with the new Chatcaavan,” Andrea said. “They say they’re here to find the Survivor.”


    Dominika glanced at him, interested. “Is that so?”


    “They weren’t cowed, those slaves,” Andrea said. “And their master—he insisted we sleep on proper beds. That’s why we’re out here tonight.”


    “You see?” Emlyn said to Dominika. “That’s exactly why he can’t be here to rescue anyone. Insisting on better treatment for slaves isn’t a way to earn the respect of other Chatcaava. It’s a way to make them suspicious of you. And how could he afford to make anyone suspicious if he’s here for some daring mission of mercy?”


    “He has a good voice.”


    Andrea had been about to carry the battle to Emlyn again but Dominika’s comment arrested her, and Emlyn as well.


    “He has what?” the latter asked, bewildered.


    “A good voice.” The Harat-Shar sat, pressing the soles of her feet together and leaning over them. Just watching her made the Emperor’s body ache. He couldn’t imagine being so limber when all he wanted was to pull himself taut until he snapped. “You know how it is, arii. You don’t look at them or they notice you. I never let the males see my face when they come to the harem. As long as I’m still and quiet, I can stay the harem’s pet cat. No one hurts a pet cat.” She shrugged. “So I didn’t see his face. But his voice…” She pursed her lips. “He didn’t take any of the women even though the Worldlord offered. He just drank—lightly—and watched, and answered them when they talked to him. The Worldlord even said he’d bring out the hekkret if he wanted some, and you know the Worldlord never uses it. And the stranger just said that he had enough vices without adding any new ones.”


    Something about that sounded familiar. He could almost remember. Vices…


    “You see?” Andrea said to Emlyn. “Not only did he suggest we get real beds and make the suggestion stick, but he apparently can visit the harem without having to rape anyone and still be respected in the morning.”


    “It’s not morning yet,” Emlyn growled. And then deflated. He pressed his palms to his eyes and mumbled, “I’m sorry. I just can’t. I can’t hope, Andrea.” He dragged his hands down, let them fall from his face. “And you shouldn’t either. No matter how unusually he’s acting, he’s still Chatcaavan. And we’re still aliens, and non-people, and nothing will ever change that.”


    But something could. Something should. He wished he could remember why any of it mattered, but nothing mattered more than not being hit again, not anymore.


    “God,” Andrea said softly, “will hear our cries. Emlyn. You believe that. In your heart, under all the grief and fear. He has never abandoned us, and never will. Not all the imprecations of our enemies will drown Him out.”


    “It’s not Him they’re drowning out,” Emlyn said, defeated. “It’s me. It’s us.”


    “Fortunate for us He can hear a sparrow fall, then.” She tucked the blanket closer around the Emperor’s shoulders. “I bet that stranger is the reason you’re here instead of in Manufactory-East’s suite again, Survivor. Which is good because…” Her fingers trailed along his bruised cheekbone, “he doesn’t seem to be listening to the ‘avoid the head’ advice.”


    A quiver traveled his spine. “He says the face is not the head.”


    “He’s an idiot,” Andrea said. “The face is connected to the head.” She sighed and kissed his brow, ruffling the hair back from it. “Rest while you can. I believe your time here is almost over if you can just hold on a little longer.”


    The thought was incredible. The only exit out of this situation was death. They all knew it. But he had to ask, “And you?”


    “We’ll hold on as long as it takes for us to be free. When the day comes, we’ll be ready.”


    “And if you die first, the way Emlyn says?” the Emperor asked.


    “Then the Chatcaava will have made their last mistake,” Andrea said. “Because once they kill us, we’re beyond their reach, and they can never take our freedom from us again.”


    “Then… why live at all?”


    “Because,” she murmured, “our work here isn’t done yet.” And softer, “Ssssh.”


    She sang then, one of her prayers, begging the attention of her God. For once it did not sound like weakness, but defiance. To believe oneself significant enough to merit the personal attention of a deity, to profess to know that He would succor her because she asked... that required faith beyond anything the Emperor was capable of sustaining. He no longer believed himself worthy of rescue. He had not created the system that was destroying him now, but he had done nothing to dismantle it. When it ground him away, he would have earned it, and no God would come for him to stop it.


    He wouldn’t ask, either. Let Him rescue the worthy. The sullied could be stripped away and used to make the space between stars and give the luminaries of the universe the contrast they needed to shine.

  


  
    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    Lisinthir crouched at the edge of the ramp, the morning sunlight warm on his brow as the breeze ruffled his hair. Dawn was all of an hour past and it was shaping into a beautiful day, cloudless and just damp enough that the air didn’t rasp going down his nose.


    “We have a choice,” the Worldlord had said. “The groundsmaster says some of the smaller prey is out near the northern gate on the meadows. And the more delicate of the runners are abroad, as well, and of course birds aplenty. There are also several stalkers, in case we prefer a challenge. We can hunt separately and bring back our prizes to the slaughterhouse, and each person may choose his target. Or we could hunt cooperatively.”


    “We aren’t here to disperse our attentions,” Manufactory-East said. “By all means. Let us be true huntbrothers and fly wing-to-wing. We’ll go for the stalkers. They hunt in packs. It will be a fine test.”


    Deputy-East eyed the other male, then said, “I like the cooperative hunt idea. But maybe we can do the runners? They’re easy to cut apart. Each of us can claim our own.”


    “These stalkers,” Lisinthir interrupted. “What are they like?”


    “A bit larger than we are tall,” the Worldlord said. “Powerfully muscled hunters who rely on stealth and a single lunge to bring down their prey.”


    “Large claws,” Deputy-East said. “Big fangs. Ugly as the wind is quick. Runners taste better.”


    “Stalkers give better trophies,” Manufactory-East said. “But by all means. Let the Sword chase down some of the rodents in the northern meadows.”


    “I still think the runners—”


    “How big are the packs?” Lisinthir asked the Worldlord.


    Startled away from the emergent argument, the Worldlord said, “Usually three.”


    “Excellent,” Lisinthir said. “Then there will be one for each of us, and when Manufactory-East is done blustering he can come claim credit for one of the kills.”


    Deputy-East interposed himself between Lisinthir and the hand Manufactory-East started to lift. “You earned that one, Manufactory-East. Stop poking him.”


    “He’s a cripple and a slave-lover.”


    “And you’re a lackwit and a slave-torturer,” Lisinthir said idly. “So I suppose it’s to be expected that we should dislike one another on sight.”


    “And you,” Deputy-East said, eyeing him. “Stop goading him. I don’t want to have to replace Manufactory-East because you killed him. And I don’t want to have to bury you when I’ve just met you and am still curious about you.”


    “Fine.” Lisinthir waved a hand. “Agreed. Shall we find our stalker pack?”


    “You will die!” Manufactory-East sputtered.


    “I haven’t yet. Worldlord? May I ask a few more questions about the habits of stalkers?”


    Manufactory-East spit. “Questions. They are killers. You kill them first. What more do you need to know, Sword?”


    “Information,” Lisinthir said, “is power. Worldlord?”


    “Yes,” that male said, dazed. “Of course? Of course.”


    Lisinthir had asked his questions, then, and ruminated on them while the others formed what passed for a plan: the fliers would serve as beaters, flushing the stalkers, and then they would all pounce on whichever was closest to them. Given the habits revealed by the Worldlord, Lisinthir thought the plan unlikely to succeed save by accident, but then this was a pleasure outing. These Chatcaava enjoyed hunting and obviously did it often. But they hunted as entertainment. They had never gone into a forest armed only with a boar spear, knowing if they didn’t kill the feral boar no one would before it savaged another tenant. They had never faced the threat of hunger because there was no one to hunt for their tables. They had never looked at the household finances and wanted to beat their fists bloody at the realization that they had so much wealth and none of it mattered because they couldn’t find anyone to raise and kill chickens so their tenants could eat.


    The Chatcaava hunted to stroke their own egos. He pitied them, and hated them for relegating something atavistic and needful to a mere competition for status.


    He would show them how true males hunted. In that, their poor planning served him magnificently.


    Having located the stalker pack, the three were overflying the copse, and of course, nothing was happening. Lisinthir crouched on the ramp and abided. The Chatcaava dove, inspired no movement. He ignored them the way the stalkers did, concentrating on the sleek, compact shadows that revealed them. Deputy-East had not exaggerated their size. If the Chatcaava were tardy, he would have to use his talent or risk being badly hurt; God and Lady knew what would happen to him if they put him on their Surgeon’s table under real diagnostic instruments. He wondered if he could use a mind-mage’s gifts to obfuscate their vision, replace their memories. Somehow he doubted it. He was better with gross injury, not the sort of fine mental stitching at which Jahir was so adroit. He missed his cousin, painfully. Missed civilization.


    Allowed himself the luxury of those feelings, then packed them in a box and put them away.


    How did he know when to move? Something changing. The wind direction. The amount of heat the sun was generating. The way the shadows in that copse were shifting. Lisinthir slid off the ramp, dropped to the ground, made his way to the field edging the trees. The entire estate was artificially landscaped, and the copse looked particularly fake: a dollop of underbrush and trees with edges so sharply defined they could have been made with a razor. By contrast, the field was flat, its grass so short it looked like a carpet. Its brilliant light green reflected the sun too well. Not the best ground to make a stand on, but it would do.


    He lifted a hand and flexed his fingers. For the roquelaure to convince anyone, it had to generate solidigraphic equivalents to the body parts he did not have. It had been doing so since he’d activated it and proved the difficulty of the task by demanding he eat far more than he was comfortable with and waking him up in the middle of the night for fuel. But that meant that the talons the other Chatcaava had seen on his fingers were functional, and he proved it by slicing the back of his arm with them and shaking the crimson droplets onto the grass, into the wind.


    The stalkers burst from the brush and sprinted for him, maws wide.


    This was the moment. No doubts. No outcome possible except victory. He stared the lead stalker down as it vaulted for him, twitched aside just as its paws would have reached his abdomen, and threw an arm around its throat. As he slid over its spine, he drew his claws through flesh, digging hard.


    Solidigraphic claws were a thousand times sharper than any real talon. He ripped its throat out and tumbled back to his feet on the other side of it. The stalker was dying before it hit the ground, its weight dragging it several of its own body-lengths through the short grass and smearing the ground with blood.


    As the Worldlord reported, the scent tore the attention of the remaining stalkers from him. In that critical moment of distraction, he launched himself at the second and bowled it over. It rolled onto him and he dug both hands into its belly, gutting it. As it flailed, he darted away to face the third stalker. Its ugly head wove from one body to the other, unable to decide which to eat… or whether to flee.


    His “huntbrothers” were finally diving. Lisinthir folded his arms and waited, seeing their shadows flow over the copse. The third beast finally chose the unwise path and screamed, gathering itself for a leap at Lisinthir—


    Deputy-East’s body struck it halfway through its pounce. Lisinthir didn’t move as its paws skidded over the grass beside his foot. The Worldlord landed next, immobilizing the stalker before it could rise, and between the two of them they slew it.


    Manufactory-East dropped from the sky last.


    “You can have that one,” Lisinthir said idly, pointing at the gutted stalker, still writhing. “I wouldn’t want you not to have your own kill. Huntbrother.”


    “Dying Air!” Deputy-East said, staring at him in frank admiration. “You have steel ribs, Sword!”


    “Why, thank you.” Lisinthir grinned. “Your intervention was timely. My arms were tired. It would have been tedious to have to disembowel another of these things.” He nudged the stalker’s body with his toe, watching the sun shimmer over fur so black it iridesced like the wing of a raven. “Lovely pelts, though. Do you skin them, Worldlord, as well as eat them?”


    “I rarely take such trophies,” the Worldlord said. “But you have justly earned yours. That was an astonishing feat.”


    “The hunt is the hunt,” Lisinthir said. “Whether it takes place in the air, in space, or on the ground. If you cannot apply the principles everywhere, you are no fighter.”


    Manufactory-East sniffed. “You would not have fared so well if you hadn’t wrung the Worldlord with questions about their habits.”


    “Of course not,” Lisinthir said. “But the day stupidity is considered bravery is the day I leave the Empire for the fringes of space and keep going.”


    “Why, because you’d die here?” Manufactory-East stepped toward him, flaring his wings.


    Lisinthir snorted. “No. Because the Empire wouldn’t be long for the universe, operating thus.” He smiled slyly. “I’d start a new empire. Only the clever need apply.”


    Deputy-East snorted. “Well, I think it was a fine set-up. As neat-winged as a Naval operation. In fact, it happened so fast… what do you say we go for some of the rodents? Or the runners?”


    “You and the runners,” the Worldlord said, shaking his mane back.


    “What can I say? They taste good.”


    “Then let us have some runners,” Lisinthir said, flexing his fingertips. “The morning’s young.”
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    “This is a bad idea,” the Knife hissed.


    “We’re not going to learn anything stuck in the guest suite, waiting for the Sword to come back,” Laniis whispered back. “We’re supposed to be with the other slaves. Hopefully this time, with the—” A pause as she reminded herself not to be too obvious, “human male, so we can examine him.” She peered down the tower stairwell. “Come on.”


    “But what if someone stops us?” the Knife said, tail low.


    “Then we say our master commanded us to join the other slaves downstairs.”


    “Ughn!”


    The Knife’s inarticulate expressions of frustration always inspired an inappropriate desire to giggle. Laniis accepted the lift in spirits and used it as fuel, but strangely, she was not as afraid as she thought she’d be. Even knowing that there were Chatcaava here who savaged their Pelted slaves… even knowing she might end up one of those brutalized people… she still felt… different. She had chosen to come here, and this time, she’d come with back-up. More importantly, she’d survived this situation before and she’d escaped to become stronger.


    Her farewell ‘moment’ with Na’er surfaced, as it was wont to do at unexpected times. They hadn’t done enough by her standards, but the kissing and cuddling had served as promises. When she came back, when she convinced him that she really wanted him and wasn’t seeking some casual fling to prove she hadn’t been ruined for physical relationships by the Chatcaava… oh yes. That would be good. Her ears pricked as she trotted down the stairs. The Fleet medical team charged with her evaluation hadn’t been certain she was ready for duty, but they’d approved her conditionally anyway. She was glad they’d let her go, because without this, she wasn’t sure she could have healed.


    She was here, in the place she most feared. Making a difference. Anxious, but not petrified into inaction.


    The Speaker-Singer was good.


    “I still think this is a bad idea,” the Knife muttered.


    “I know, Knife,” Laniis said, glancing into the room at the bottom of the landing to make sure it was clear. “There, see? No one in the way.” She led him down the ramp toward the slave annex and jogged into it without running into a single Chatcaavan.


    “No guards!” the Knife lamented.


    “You haven’t been paying attention. They’re only ever here when they’re bringing a slave to or from a place. Why would they stand guard outside of it? Where would any of the slaves run?” Laniis peeked into the room, found the human there and a Harat-Shar, but not the Hinichi. And not, she saw, disappointed, their quarry. “Good morning, ariisen.”


    “She says ‘good morning,’” the Harat-Shar murmured.


    “She means it,” the Knife said, aggrieved.


    “Where is the other human?” Laniis asked.


    “The one you want?” The Harat-Shar stretched, arms over her head. “I was just telling Andrea the guards took him away. He’s for the Surgeon.”


    “I guess we only have to wait, then,” Laniis said, sitting. “I see you have real beds now.”


    “Your master’s doing,” Andrea said. “Emlyn didn’t believe me when I said he was here to rescue the Survivor.”


    “We are here to rescue everyone,” the Knife said, sulky.


    “Even Simone?” The Harat-Shar straightened. “Because we never see her, and I don’t think we have a lot of time.”


    Laniis’s ears flattened. “Is she…”


    “No,” Andrea said. “They don’t torture her. She’s got an Exodus disease. I didn’t spend long enough with her to figure out which.” She smiled, crooked. “I’m an EMA. I almost never see Exodus diseases until they’re presenting with terminal symptoms.”


    “Oh!” Laniis said, startled. Emergency Medical Assists were highly trained specialists. It should have occurred to her that they were vulnerable to capture since so many of them manned the small ambulance ships that serviced remote locations in solar systems. And then, “Oh, then you might know… is this head injury they say he has… is it bad?”


    “Without tools, I can’t tell you,” Andrea said. “Concussions are hard that way. It might be. Or it might be trauma-induced stress.”


    “It’s bad,” the Harat-Shar said. “When he first got here, he was angry. Now… he’s withdrawn.”


    “Could be physical trauma,” Andrea murmured. “But it could be stress. It’s hard to tell without a real clinic.” She sighed and smiled. “I don’t guess you have one of those handy? Once we escape.”


    “Are we escaping?” The Harat-Shar’s ears perked.


    “We are not escaping,” the Knife said, slicking his ears back. “You are giving these people dangerous ideas, huntsister. We may not get out of this alive ourselves.”


    Huntsister! Her brows lifted as she glanced at the Knife, but he was staring at the door and missed her incredulous look. “We’ll get out of here,” she said, remembering the Ambassador’s fury. “Over our enemies’ dead bodies, if necessary.” She shook the tension out of her shoulders and hips, sat across from the other two women. “So, while we’re here in need of some way to pass the time… any news you wish you’d been able to hear?”


    “Oooh!” the Harat-Shar exclaimed. “Does Naidya have a new songset out yet? Or is there another 3deo in the Secret Agent Silver Vixen series?”


    “How long have you been here?”


    “I don’t know. A few years?”


    Laniis grinned. “You’re in luck. There have been at least two.”
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    The Surgeon’s room had become one of the least terrifying objects of his excursions from the slave annex, which is why the Emperor should have known that something worse was waiting for him. The guards dragged him, unwilling but too weak to break away, back up the tower to Manufactory-East’s suite, which was not improved by the light of day. This time, Manufactory-East wasn’t the only one there, and he was in the middle of his conversation with Deputy-East when the Emperor was thrown at his feet and tied down to one of the floor hooks.


    “Would you just go,” Manufactory-East hissed. “I’m about to be busy.”


    “No.” Deputy-East brushed off a chair and perched on it, resting an elbow on one raised thigh. “No, because this is stupid, Manufactory-East. You should not be doing this.”


    “We are guests. His table is ours. He is obliged to fulfill our needs.”


    “And he’s specifically said not to use this slave again,” Deputy-East said, exasperated. “Manufactory-East, I don’t like you. You don’t like me either. But you need to not make this mistake.”


    Manufactory-East narrowed his eyes. “Why do you care?”


    “Because,” Deputy-East said, baring his teeth. “Antagonizing the Worldlord with the war about to change everything is a death move. You think him a non-entity because of his neutrality and the primacy of the Navy here, but you’re wrong. He has relatives everywhere, Manufactory-East. In the Navy’s highest echelons. In the rankings of the system lords. And he has wealth, a great deal of wealth. If we irritate him, we might find ourselves replaced.”


    Manufactory-East snorted. “That tells me why you want to curry favor with him, Deputy-East. It doesn’t tell me why you aren’t scheming for my downfall.”


    “Because,” Deputy-East said, “you and I are both outsiders here. Make no mistake, ‘huntbrother.’ We are only contractors as far as the Navy is concerned. Anyone can maintain security on the solar system. Anyone can oversee—” A stress on the verb, “—the mining of rocks. And if the Navy decides that one of its external contractors is of questionable loyalty, they won’t stop at removing one of us. Especially now that Logistics-East is the Emperor. He was already suspicious of anyone he couldn’t slot into a chart. If either of us act out, he’ll just look at the box labeled ‘Naval contractor’ and cross it out. We’ll both go down.”


    The other male canted his head. “So you think.”


    “You are not stupid,” Deputy-East said, dismissive. “You know what’s coming. It will be the Navy against the rest of us, all over again. Except this time, there will be opportunity for the Navy to be suspicious of its own ranks.”


    Manufactory-East walked to the Emperor, crouched alongside him. When the Emperor tried to flinch back, the Chatcaavan wound a finger in his mane and held him still by it. “So?”


    “So for best protection,” Deputy-East said, “We do not make enemies out of people who might rescue us from the Navy.”


    “And the Worldlord can do this.”


    “You have not seen the extent of his investments and contacts off-world,” Deputy-East said, quiet. “I haven’t even, I don’t think. What I do know about is… sobering.”


    Manufactory-East was silent, stroking a talon along the length of the Emperor’s temple. Had the Emperor thought himself beyond prayer? He was praying now to any deity that would listen that Deputy-East would convince his tormentor to send him away.


    “You would have me act out of character.”


    “No,” Deputy-East said with a laugh. “Not at all. That’s why I’m here. In a fit of pique, you have sent for the slave you have been denied because of the Sword’s meddling. That is completely in character. I, however, have arrived to moderate your behavior. And because you are beginning to change, you have accepted my moderation. The slave is still damaged, but not as badly. The Worldlord thinks you are beginning to listen to one of his partisans, because I have long been one of his partisans. And in this way, we bring you into the formation, and convince the Worldlord that we are prepared to become his allies if he decides he is no longer the Navy’s.”


    “And if the Navy decides it is no longer the Worldlord’s ally?” That finger kept stroking, the talon brushing so close to his lashes it made him blink, over and over.


    “Then we tell the Navy we are faithful contractors and give over to them everything we know about the Worldlord.”


    Manufactory-East’s tone became skeptical. “I had no idea you were so traitorous, Deputy-East. I was under the impression that where you gave your loyalty, there it stayed.”


    Deputy-East’s wings mantled and he looked away. When he returned his gaze to Manufactory-East’s, he said, “I know whose side I am on, Manufactory-East. But the forces moving now are much, much larger than I am. If I don’t protect myself, who will?”


    “A motivation I understand. So. You are here to… ‘moderate’ me, is it.”


    “I am.”


    “And how exactly do you propose to do that?”


    “By suggesting we both have our pleasure of the slave, and in the process, I will stay your hand if you lift it too often.” Deputy-East grinned. “If you are at his tail and I am at his mouth, I don’t want you accidentally smacking me on the jaw.”


    Manufactory-East stared at him, then guffawed. “All right. Fine.” And then traced the Emperor’s lips with a talon. “But I want his mouth.”


    “All yours, huntbrother. Yes?”


    Manufactory-East looked up, eyes narrowed. Then: “Yes. Huntbrother.” A grand gesture. “Please. Take your place.”


    The hand that gripped his hair at the back of his neck, lifted him by it… it was bad. It was worse when three more were on him. After that, there was nothing but his rejection of reality, and the howl of negation he could issue only with his mind because his mouth was no longer his.
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    “I didn’t think you could do it.”


    Lisinthir looked over at the Worldlord. The remains of a late—and enormous—lunch was scattered on the table between them, most of the platters and discard bowls carried away. Only the wine remained, and a flavored ice being used as a palate cleanser after the meat. They were in a second-floor room in the female’s harem, by the balcony, and the wind was good. His sweat from the hunt had dried long since, but he was far too aware of how hard his metabolism was working to power the roquelaure. Resting felt better to him than he could remember it feeling in a very long time.


    “The hunt,” the Worldlord said. He reached onto the table for the bottle, poured for himself. Lifted it toward Lisinthir, who inclined his head. Settling back on his chair, wings spread on either side of its narrow back, the Worldlord concluded, “I thought you would be competent. Not that you would be better than the rest of us.”


    “I admit to surprise myself,” Lisinthir said. “That you should admit this.”


    The Worldlord glanced at him, then back out at the view. The runner herd had recovered from the stress of losing several of its members and was once again grazing, tails switching over striped backs. “You have a great number of interesting perspectives. I thought you would not fault me for the admission.”


    “Because of my perspectives.”


    “Because you look at things and seem to perceive them with unusual... accuracy.”


    Lisinthir snorted, sipped from the cup. The wine was lukewarm. “Be careful, Worldlord. Accuracy is only as important as its primacy over those with power. It is never good to assert a competing reality to those who have the tools to disagree with you… and win.”


    “Is that why you live on the fringes of the Empire? Testing yourself against a foe you know to be your enemy?” The Worldlord brooded over his cup. “How clean that life must be. The fire that took flight from you… there was no reasoning with it. No need to wonder whether it must be cultivated or discarded. It was a fight with an ending.” He sighed. “And yet.”


    “And yet?”


    “And yet you think of the aliens as people. Does that make them your foe? Or does that also complicate your life?”


    “Does it complicate yours to think of them as pets rather than as disposable gifts you can use to pacify your guests and bruit your status?” Lisinthir looked out over the greenery, holding his cup to his mouth. “You wondered that I might be capable of the hunt, Worldlord, but there was no great mystery there. All it takes is to want to win more than you want to be seen as the winner.”


    “Ah,” the Worldlord said softly. And no more.


    Had Lisinthir had Jahir’s ability to read minds from a distance, perhaps he would have tried then, to see if he was playing this game right. But he had survived the court on his own wits and being reduced to trusting them alone did not feel like a handicap. It felt natural. The point of this prince’s game, he thought. To play, knowing that the variables were always changing, and there was no choice but to compensate. Because there was no other game worth the risks he took to win.


    “Your humans,” Lisinthir said. “Are you attached to them?”


    “To them?” the Worldlord said, stressing the final word. “Are you interested in acquiring another pair, then?”


    “My Seersa are beautiful,” Lisinthir said. “But like most Pelted they are prone to... the errors... that afflict Gentle. Humans are less so. It would be less cost to maintain them.”


    The Worldlord huffed, soft. “And if this war makes your product obsolete? What will you do then?”


    “You mean if we conquer the Alliance and convert all its varied populaces to slaves?” Lisinthir asked, arch. At the other male’s gesture of assent, he said, “Well, then. I suppose I’ll let them go.”


    “Let them go!”


    Lisinthir set his cup down. “I live for the contest, Worldlord. To learn the limits of my strength. To push them and grow. If we win the war, then capturing the Pelted is no longer that test. They will already be cowed. What then will I learn from fighting them?” He shook his head. “No. If we win—and I doubt we will—but if we do... then I will move on to the next challenge.” A grin. “Perhaps I’ll take up fighting stars for their secrets and selling those to scientists. We’re due for a new take on propulsion, or weapon systems.”


    The Worldlord was considering him. Did so for long enough that Lisinthir glanced back. Only then did the male say, “I look upon the ideal Chatcaavan.”


    Lisinthir laughed. “You look upon a scarred and isolationist ruffian. But as long as I choose my own battles, Worldlord, I am my own master.”


    “If only the rest of us could.”


    “If you don’t, then there is something you want more than that mastery,” Lisinthir said. “And that is a question each of us must answer for ourselves. What is it that you value more than freedom, Worldlord? And has it been worth the payment?”


    “I don’t know, Sword.” The Chatcaavan smiled crookedly. “Will you use that answer against me?”


    “Worldlord,” Lisinthir said. “You have enough enemies.”


    “Enough!” the other male repeated with a rasping laugh. “Yes. And too few friends. But I suspect I would be bettered greatly if the only one I could claim was you.”


    “I could hardly disagree if I valued myself at all. Which, you have noted, I do.” Lisinthir grinned at him, hoping to lighten the mood, and was relieved to have his expression mirrored back to him. The last thing he wanted was to feel compassion for the male in whose household the Emperor had taken refuge... and not found it.


    “So, the humans,” the Worldlord said. “Are you sure you want them?”


    “I would like to examine them first. Particularly the male. If the injury’s permanent... I don’t know. It may make him more biddable, but it would be a pity.”


    “Shall I send him up to you, then? Later tonight, perhaps.”


    “That would be much appreciated.”


    “Then, with your indulgence, Sword, I shall go see whether my other guests need anything before I address myself to the estate for the day. We can have supper later, visit the harem.”


    “It would be my pleasure,” Lisinthir said, and was left to himself and the afternoon. Lifting his head to better feel the breeze on his throat, he let the peace of the estate seep into him. He thought it likely the Worldlord would sell him both humans, might even be convinced to sell him all the Pelted slaves, though the Karaka’An was a dice throw. It would gall to be forced to be grateful to him, and yet... to keep the Empire in one piece, the Emperor would need allies among the males once traditionally numbered among his enemies. If the Worldlord was anything like the other system lords....


    But then, were any of the Chatcaava alike? In the end, they had turned out to be just like every other race: full of individuals, subject to their own pressures, and only predictable with enough data, the one thing they lacked. Lisinthir checked the roquelaure, received a whispered report of his power consumption and the reminder that the Silhouette had not yet logged its return. Lisinthir sighed and let his head fall back. One more interminable afternoon and evening of socializing with the three Chatcaava. Then, maybe, he would meet the human and see, once and for all, if everyone was right and the Emperor was in there, somewhere.
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    “What are you doing?”


    The fury in the voice surprised the Emperor, somewhere distant where he could still feel anything. That puzzlement only increased when the shout caused his body to collapse on the ground. It made a sound like meat striking a table. Was that natural? But then, his body was made of it. Meat unhallowed by spirit. A shell of flesh. A vessel for other people’s entertainments.


    Footsteps, brisk. They stopped near his head. “Dying Air. I knew you were impulsive, Manufactory-East. But you, Deputy-East?”


    “Don’t blame him.” A hiss, half amused, half frustrated. “He didn’t let me do half the things I wanted to do.”


    “I was,” Deputy-East averred in a voice half-drunk with satiation, “a civilizing influence.”


    “If this is the result of your civilizing influence, you are not much better than Manufactory-East,” the Worldlord snarled. “Enough! I share my wealth with you both, but I do not extend that to permission to destroy my possessions.”


    “We did kill the stalkers and the runners,” Deputy-East pointed out.


    “The game is for hunting. Slaves are—”


    “For pleasures too vicious to perpetrate on other Chatcaava,” Deputy-East said, and now his voice was taut. “You know that, Worldlord. Our huntbrother Manufactory-East has needs. Will you deny him?”


    Manufactory-East raised a hand. “The Worldlord’s point is well-taken. And I am not so savage that I am incapable of bridling my own desires. Worldlord, I apologize. But if you will examine your slave you will find we have not harmed him. Only used him vigorously. He bleeds from a few scratches, and they are shallow.”


    The Emperor could have assured the Worldlord of this statement’s validity. It was the endless misery of being helpless to prevent his own violation that had reduced him this way, not any grievous wound. If he laid unresponsive and limp, it was his own deathwish that had spilled him there, sullied with the emissions of hours of idle torments.


    “He looks bad.”


    “He’s weak,” Deputy-East said. “Normally I’d be uninterested but it turns out having company makes even tedious acts compelling. Still, if Manufactory-East tells me he needs no vent for his desires....”


    “The females have their charms,” Manufactory-East said. “I can confine my attentions to them.”


    “They giggle,” Deputy-East warned.


    “I don’t mind giggling. Gives the act a little buoyancy.”


    The Worldlord sounded suspicious. “You think this, truly?”


    “Worldlord, I am your guest. I’ve found I rather enjoy being your guest. In the future, though, may I bring my own slaves?”


    “I... suppose.”


    “It is a fine compromise,” Deputy-East offered.


    “Compromise is vital to the success of the Empire,” Manufactory-East agreed, smug.


    Since when, some part of the Emperor wondered.


    “Very well. Supper is in two hours. I trust I will see you both then?”


    “Of course.”


    Someone was already dragging him... no, lifting him. Had he become too uncertain on his feet to be trusted on them? The Emperor opened his eyes, just enough to see that he was being carried by the second guard. The Worldlord was pacing him, watching him with an expression the Emperor found difficult to quantify. No Chatcaavan male would worry about the fate of a slave, so why the crimp in the brow and the grimace that deformed the mouth?


    He was delivered inevitably to the Surgeon, who hosed him down before setting him on the table for examination. There he was pronounced hale and remanded to the guard. To the Emperor’s remote surprise, the Worldlord was still present.


    “Now where, sir?” the guard asked.


    The Worldlord frowned, looking down the hall. “If I send him to the slave annex, someone may intercept him on the way, so... take him to the Sword’s guest chambers. And put yourself at the door. No one is to take the slave from the room; he is the Sword’s for the night.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Again, the stairs. This time he was prompted to walk, so he did, even though his knees trembled. At last he was to be given to the new male. For what? To hope that it wouldn’t be worse was ridiculous. Perhaps the reason the Worldlord had been so determined to save him from the depredations of Manufactory-East was because he wanted to reserve the Emperor’s final gasps for this Sword.


    This Sword. Whom Andrea had said was here to rescue him.


    Not possible.


    The guard herded him into the new chamber and left him leashed to the floor in the now customary position, his cheek pressed flush to the tiles and his body sprawled behind him in whatever position he could use to derive even the slightest comfort. What little he could see of chamber told him nothing about his newest tormentor. No personal effects. No signs of vice (I don’t need a new vice, something in him whispered). No open bottles of liquor, no torn sheets, not so much as a broken flower. Nothing the Emperor could use to prepare himself. But the very pristineness of the chamber was itself suggestive. The male had been here at least two days. Perhaps he was so violent his rooms had to be completely remade after he finished with his toys. The Emperor bit back a whimper, fingers spasming against the ground. Surely all he had endured today would be enough. Would Andrea’s God take pity on a worthless piece of trash? What was a sparrow, and why had she told Emlyn that it was fortunate God noticed even it?


    Would he live through the night?


    Could he perhaps, somehow, finally contrive to die?


    The light slowly drained from the suite. He shielded his face from the balcony, not wanting to see what he could no longer have, and tried to ignore the breeze as it cooled the tiles beneath him. He shivered, and lost time, and thought he slept but couldn’t be certain. Maybe he would always be here, waiting for the next rape, the next assault, the next desecration.


    The Emperor squeezed his eyes shut, and his body grew more and more tense, and time more and more diffuse, until the sound of voices in the stairwell snapped his eyes open again. Two males. But more footfalls than that. Words now. “…thank you, that will be all.”


    A murmur.


    “No, I shouldn’t need anyone again until morning.”


    More shuffling of feet. Not many this time. Someone leaving. Only one person, though. Did that mean they had brought another group to disport itself on him? His heart accelerated. Despite his desire not to care, still he could feel fear at the thought.


    “Gone?” the voice said.


    A pause. Another voice, male, unfamiliar. “All clear.”


    “Shut the door, then.” Feet now, striding. The sound made by leather wrinkling around joints as someone crouched beside his head, blocking the wind from the balcony. A tug at the leash. “Disgusting.”


    “They all do it,” a second voice said. Female, unfamiliar... he thought? Something about it reminded him of a dream. She spoke in Universal, sudden and welcome and unexpected. “Even in the palace. Not leashes, but all the rest. You know.”


    “I do, yes.” The tension yoking the Emperor’s throat to the group abruptly loosed. He heard the Chatcaavan draw in a long, measured breath. “All right. Sit up, please.”


    Unmistakably meant for him, that command. Should he defy this stranger or would that make things worse later? The male had asked so politely, but what did that mean anymore? The Worldlord had been courtesy itself while making the Emperor’s impotency ineluctably clear. There was evil in all of them. Some merely hid it better.


    This Sword… how close to the surface was his cruelty? Deep probably, if he’d let it come to the Emperor’s ears that this might constitute a rescue attempt. Something felt wrong about this reasoning, and yet he could no longer think of any other to explain why a Chatcaavan would say such a thing. His head hurt too much. It was easiest to accept the obvious.


    It was useless to rebel. He would pay for it, sooner or later. Later was always better. He pushed himself onto his knees and sat, trying not to shiver.


    Before him crouched the Sword. He was an unusual-looking male. Pale silver, with an extravagant mane, one that hurt to look at because something about it was familiar and lost long ago. Blue eyes, fluorescent and intent. A scar on one of the wings, so large it must have obviated flight. The male wore garb typical to a spacer, and swords like something out of the Alliance—trophies, no doubt, like his matching Pelted slaves who were standing behind his shoulders, one wary, the other aghast. It was the latter who whispered, “Surely not?”


    The Sword said, voice crisp, “Laniis, keep watch on the door, please? Knife, yours is the balcony.”


    The two dispersed, and to him the Sword said, “Come with me.”


    To the bedchamber.


    Always the bedchamber.


    The Emperor cringed but the male didn’t see it, had already turned his back and left for the other room, assuming obedience as they all did. And what choice did he have. The other slaves would not dare save him. And this male… he could not imagine anyone denying this male anything. If he was lucky, it would be over quickly. But he was never lucky.


    He went, shoulders rounded and head lowered. Once he stepped into the room, the Sword said, “Shut the door please.”


    As he did so, the Sword closed the balcony and twitched the curtains over them before turning to him. The male’s hands were loose at his sides, fingers flexing. Was this a prelude to the assault? Did he prefer to crush the breath out of his prey? The Emperor backed against the door, breath quickening.


    “Exalted,” the Sword said, very softly. “It is your Perfection.”


    His body stopped. His mind. His breath. Everything. No.


    The male stepped closer, extending a hand. “I wear a seeming and if it was safe I would tear it asunder so that you might see me true. I would touch your mind, but I need your skin for that… as you remember. All I can give you as proof are words. Laniis says that you came over the estate’s walls and asked Andrea for her pattern, and that is how you have come to be human and in hiding here. I hardly… I hardly credit it. And if they are wrong and you are someone else… then it doesn’t matter because we will rescue you anyway when we leave. But if they are right…” Another step forward, so close now that the Emperor could see the anguish in those eyes, see it… and remember it in a paler, alien face. “If it is you… O my Beloved… only tell me so…!”


    NO.


    He slammed back against the door, desperate. No, this was a trap. Or worse, it was not a trap and somehow this male, the Chatcaavan male advancing on him… was the Ambassador, here to see him reduced to… to this. This broken piece of meat, useless and used, who’d slept in a kennel and pleaded to be spared further cruelties while writhing naked beneath anyone who wanted him. Which was worse? All of it was worse. All of it was the final seal on his abnegation, and as the Sword watched him, horrified, the Emperor slid to the floor and started crying.
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    Lisinthir stared at the man sobbing into his knees, the one who presented the perfect picture of the brutalized victim. This was not an act, could not be. Even if the Emperor had been capable of dissembling so perfectly, he would never have chosen an act that manifested weakness so obviously. Lisinthir would have called Laniis and the Knife in and told them in that moment that this was the wrong person, except….


    Except he’d seen the flash of recognition in those eyes before shame and horror had ripped it down. Somehow, this wreck was his Emperor, and the sight made him desperate to make it better, to make the weeping stop. He wanted to pull the other male into his arms so badly and yet he knew better. The Emperor had survived enough casual violation. Lisinthir had to start putting him back together, one piece at a time, starting with his own body autonomy.


    But oh, God… God, how it hurt to bear this witness.


    Kneeling in front of the Emperor, Lisinthir whispered, “Please, Beloved. I’m here now. I regret how late I am. So much. But we have come to bear you free.” No response. He swallowed and leaned closer, lifting a hand but offering it palm up, cupped. “Exalted. May I touch you?” Nothing but that heart-rending weeping. Lisinthir closed his eyes, fighting his own pain, marshaled himself. “Please. Please, Beloved. Let me hold you…!”


    At last the Emperor lifted his face, cheeks and chin wet and gleaming in the low light. He was shivering visibly. “This is a trick.”


    “No trick,” Lisinthir promised, his hand still out-held.


    “A trap, then.”


    “No.” Lisinthir inhaled, shaky. “No. I dreamed of you, Exalted. You said I should not return to the field before time or all would be lost. You told me to wait for a sign.”


    The slave’s eyes grew round.


    “You let me love you in that dream,” Lisinthir said softly. “The way we loved one another in those final days on the throneworld. But we couldn’t name it there. I am naming it now. You are the Exalted Emperor of the Chatcaavan Empire, and my Beloved, and Greatness. And I am the Ambassador who loves you.”


    “Perfection,” the Emperor whispered.


    “Yours. Forever your Perfection,” Lisinthir said, opening both arms now.


    With a strangled cry, the Emperor threw himself into them and Lisinthir gasped out at the touch, at the violence of the emotions that tore the Emperor’s aura like knives, that made the savagery of his embrace seem to draw blood. This lithe body, too small, too frail, trembling with the tension of so many days of torment… Lisinthir moaned and pressed his head into the Emperor’s shoulder. Never, never would he have conceived any future that included an Emperor who could sob the way the Emperor was sobbing now into his shoulder, as if he was the male’s last refuge. All the Eldritch could do was stroke the tangled hair and try not to sink too deeply into his own grief when he was needed so badly.


    And he thought… thought he succeeded. Until the Emperor gasped in and said, heartfelt, “Lisinthir.”


    His name from this mouth—his name—his spirit shattered.


    The Emperor pressed his brow against Lisinthir’s chest, grinding it there slowly. His ribcage was still rising and falling erratically under Lisinthir’s hand, but he was at least no longer sobbing. Softer, then, like a talisman, “Lisinthir. Nase Galare. Ambassador. Lisinthir.”


    “Your Perfection,” Lisinthir whispered.


    “No.” From a tight throat, so tight Lisinthir hurt to hear it. “I deserve nothing so pure.”


    “Exalted—”


    “I’m not that either.” The Emperor dug his fingertips into Lisinthir’s back. “Not anymore. I can’t… I’m not…”


    “Stop,” Lisinthir said, and was appalled when the command worked. Softer, “You are at the end of your strength, Beloved. Take no counsel from your darkest hours.”


    “No,” the Emperor said, sagging against him. “It is the only counsel that ever told me the truth. This Empire, these people, me… it’s all corrupt. It’s debased and corrupt, and we must burn it all down. All of it. All of it must go. There’s nothing worth saving.”


    “You were.”


    The Emperor froze, and Lisinthir willed him to look up. When he did, Lisinthir said, low, “You were worth saving. If you, why not them all?”


    Another shocky breath, and then the Emperor said, “I don’t know why you did it. I was like them. I was evil.”


    Lisinthir stroked back some of the sweat-matted hair from the Emperor’s temple. “I did it to see if it could be done.” He looked into the Emperor’s eyes. “Tell me. Did it work?”


    “I… I don’t know,” the Emperor whispered. “I don’t know if there is any redemption possible.”


    “You’re wrong,” Lisinthir said simply. He cupped the male’s face. “I wish we were wearing our true shapes. I can’t trade for mine right now. But you…”


    “I can’t.” Anguish twisting the words to near intelligibility.


    “…Can’t?” Lisinthir asked carefully.


    “My head… I did something… I haven’t been able to Change back…” Panic now, quickening the Emperor’s breath. “I may never Change back. No one knows what’s wrong.”


    “Sssh.” Lisinthir rested his fingertips on the Emperor’s lips. “Ssh. We will find out what is afflicting you and we will fix it. Believe it.”


    The Emperor let his head drop back down against Lisinthir’s chest, and in that one exhausted movement Lisinthir read days of hyper-alertness, of terror, of tension and poor sleep. “Bed,” he said, soft. “Let me hold you. I’ll guard your back and you’ll rest. In the morning, I will arrange for your sale to me.”


    “They will never let me go,” was the strangled whisper.


    “You’ll see.” Lisinthir tried to help him up, thought better of it and lifted him. The Emperor didn’t fight him, weighed almost nothing, was too listless for Lisinthir’s peace of mind. The male didn’t resist being placed on the bed or Lisinthir sliding into it behind him.


    How often had he dreamed of this reunion? How many times had he fallen asleep, hoping to hold this body flush to his own, feel this heart beating under his palm?


    But not like this.


    The Emperor fell asleep immediately, and Lisinthir accepted that as a final judgment on whether the Emperor believed him. Surely he wouldn’t have felt safe enough to sleep otherwise. But Lisinthir no longer knew if the Exalted Emperor thought that way, or if he’d been broken down to the point of simply collapsing when he ran to the end of his strength. Lisinthir longed to slip into his mind and read it. Didn’t, because that would have been a further violation of someone who had suffered too much already.


    So he held the Emperor. For hours, listening to the male’s breathing, sensing the uncomfortable darkness that flitted through that dreaming mind without examining it. Trying to make sense of the pastiche of despair and hopelessness and pain that clung close to skin. Eventually, he pressed his eyes to the back of the Emperor’s shoulder, and his eyes began to seep until they ran freely, soaking the pillow under them. He wept for the Emperor, and for his own powerlessness, and for the guilt he felt as suddenly as a blow… that he had not come in time to avert this.


    And when he had given all that up to tears, he wiped his eyes and eased out of the bed. A wash in the bathing chamber freshened his face and calmed him. He remembered vividly his own nadir, coming apart in the Slave Queen’s arms in the court of his enemies. And from that low ebb, he had drawn himself back up again. With help. Her help.


    He left the bedchamber and found both his confederates at their watches, the Knife now at the balcony and Laniis at the door to the hall. They looked up, pointed ears pricking in unison.


    “Is it him?” Laniis asked.


    “It is.”


    “Is he acting?” The Knife’s voice was tentative.


    “No.” Lisinthir managed a smile as he looked again at Laniis. “I suppose if ever you hoped for vengeance, arii….”


    “I wouldn’t wish what the Chatcaava do on my worst enemy,” Laniis exclaimed, and paused, eyes losing their focus. When they snapped back, her shoulders had squared. “And I mean that.”


    “And you are glad to have discovered this truth about yourself,” Lisinthir said. “You should be.” He sat on the arm of one of the divans, leaning over his leg with an arm propped on it. “He needs a halo-arch. There is something preventing him from Changing; he believes it to be the injury he sustained.”


    Laniis tilted her head. “Andrea’s an EMA. She mentioned something about that, but without tools she didn’t think she could learn more.”


    “Andrea,” he said, startled. “The other human. Is a medical technician?” At Laniis’s nod, Lisinthir said, “Then you may have given me the tool I need to secure our final advantage. In the morning I’ll ask for her.”


    “How are we going to do it?” the Knife said, low. When they looked at him, he said, “How are we going to keep going for however long it takes for the ship to come back? How can we keep doing this?”


    “One moment at a time,” Laniis said.


    “One breath at a time,” Lisinthir murmured. Standing, he said, “I return to bed. Fetch me in the morning when the guard comes back.”


    Laniis followed him to the door of the bedchamber and watched him start stripping for sleep. As he did, he said, “The wings are convincing, I hope.”


    “Very. I like your real body better, though.”


    “Surprisingly, I do as well.” He sat on the edge of the bed and met her eyes, waiting.


    “I didn’t expect it. That I wouldn’t want him to suffer.”


    “No,” he said. “I wouldn’t imagine so. When we are struck, arii, we strike back.”


    “Some of us do, anyway. Some of us… we just take it.” Laniis’s eyes drifted to the Emperor’s back, at the tight curl that raised the chain of the spine against a back gone fleshless from lack of appetite. “For a long time, I wanted them to know what it felt like to be one of their own slaves. I didn’t think of that as vengeance, but as justice.”


    “Have you changed your mind?”


    She looked at him then, ears flicking back. “I think… how you want a thing changes it. When I wanted to do it to hurt them, that was vengeance. And I wanted that… up until tonight.”


    “And what happened?” he asked, quiet.


    “I realized that it didn’t matter whether I wanted them to suffer or not,” Laniis said. “What did matter is that… maybe they had to. Because there was no other way for them to understand.”


    “Then you know now why I stayed in the Empire, and why I felt constrained to teach them compassion.”


    She nodded. “I do know. But I’m not sure you know now that this… this is just another step in the process you started.” She met his eyes. “It’s going to change him. Let it.”


    “And if that change destroys him?” Lisinthir asked, even quieter.


    She glanced at the Emperor again, then at him, evaluating, thoughtful. Her ears swayed forward. “It won’t.” Stepping back, she said, “Good night, Ambassador.”


    “Arii,” he said. “Good night.”
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    In the morning, he sent the guard to the Worldlord to ask permission to examine the human female. Half an hour later, the guard returned with her on a leash and left her. The guards had become uninterested in him, Lisinthir judged—suggestive either of the Worldlord’s trust, or a pragmatism that acknowledged a crippled flier was hardly capable of theft the usual way. They were complacent, the Chatcaava; it did not occur to them that his disability did not prevent him from climbing. So much of the Empire was thus, gone to rust in thought. Unable to Change.


    “The guard’s gone,” Laniis reported from the door in Universal.


    Lisinthir nodded, looked down at the kneeling woman. “Alet. You may stand if you wish.”


    Not a stupid woman; from her narrowed eyes she was not skeptical, but… curious, perhaps. Interested, but guarding that interest. She didn’t move, either, or speak, so he continued. “Laniis tells me you are an EMA?”


    Her brows lifted. “You know what that is. And you call her by a Seersan name?”


    “As it is her name, I would be remiss to do otherwise,” Lisinthir said. “She would not answer to ‘Delicate’ or ‘Adorable’, anyroad.”


    “Adorable?” Laniis said from the door, mouth quirking. “Really?”


    “Ask Na’er,” Lisinthir said. “See if he agrees with me.”


    She laughed, and Andrea started at the sound. The human was suspicious now, not wary. “You treat her like a person. But you keep her like a slave?”


    “He doesn’t,” Laniis said. “Since the Knife’s already gone and blown that part of the operation to pieces.”


    “We shall not say too much, still,” Lisinthir said. “We know the Chatcaava are fond of torture, and one says things under torture that one ordinarily wishes to die before revealing.” He sat on the divan. “I need your help, alet.”


    “And how are you going to extort it out of me?” Andrea asked, mystified.


    “I’m not,” Lisinthir said. “You are free to refuse. But I don’t think you will.”


    “Because?”


    “Because… you are a healer.” He smiled a little. “And there is a patient I would like you to see, one I don’t think you’ll mind treating.”


    “Not the Survivor…” Her eyes grew round. “Is it Simone? Do you know where she is?”


    “So that is her name? The Karaka’An?”


    “Yes.” Andrea’s hands fisted on her thighs. “The Worldlord took her away one day and didn’t bring her back. We assumed that he made a private pet out of her.”


    “He did,” Lisinthir said. “But she is dying, I believe from one of the Pelted’s genetic disorders from what she was capable of imparting to me. Could you ameliorate her symptoms, perhaps, if you saw her?”


    “I could try!” Visibly reining herself in, she said, “Why do you care?”


    “I could explain but it would be difficult to believe,” Lisinthir said. “Let it suffice that I do, because it hurts nothing to believe so. Your estate can hardly be worsened, can it?”


    “There is that,” Andrea murmured. More clearly, “Are you really here to rescue the Survivor?”


    “Maybe the less said about this the better,” the Knife said.


    Laniis rolled her eyes. “Now you say so.”


    “I did not realize how effective torture was.” The Knife rubbed his arms against the fur, fluffing it. “If it could bring the… Survivor… so low… what could it do to the rest of us?”


    “Would you like to trust me better?” Lisinthir said to Andrea, ignoring them. “If so, go into the bedchamber. You’ll find him there. You may see how he has suffered after a night with me. And no… this is not a trap to see if you will disobey me by rising and leaving my presence.”


    “God,” Andrea said, taken aback. “I don’t know what to make of you. You’re either the most terrifying Chatcaavan I’ve ever met or… the most terrifying Chatcaavan I’ve never met.”


    “You must have decided about him already,” Laniis said. “Because you would never have said something like that out loud otherwise.”


    “I guess I have.” Andrea put one foot flat on the ground, watching him warily. When he didn’t object, she pushed herself upright. After that, defiance appeared easier. She left them to go to the bedchamber, and Lisinthir disposed himself to wait.


    When the human returned, she wore an expression of uneasy wonder. “What did you do?” she asked from the door to the bedchamber. “Verbally abuse him?”


    “No,” Lisinthir said. And then, remembering the tears they’d both shed. “No. But he is… desolate. Not all I could say kept him from weeping.”


    “No.” Andrea sighed and dropped onto the couch beside him. “I think it was when he found out he couldn’t switch back. That’s when the deterioration accelerated. Before that he was symptomatic, but he wasn’t… emptied out of hope. By now it’s hard to tell whether it’s the concussion that’s causing the problem, or his belief that it is. We tell ourselves powerful stories about our own health and that makes a big impression on our bodies.”


    “Then I should not be concerned unless time under a halo-arch leaves him incapable of the Change,” Lisinthir said.


    “Right,” Andrea said. “Though the thing he’s most needed he hasn’t been able to get. Concussion patients should rest. Real rest, physical and mental: they shouldn’t even be doing anything mentally strenuous. He hasn’t had that opportunity since he arrived, and I can’t tell if it’s made things worse or not. It certainly hasn’t helped.”


    “Mmm. Rest.” Lisinthir glanced at the door. “Perhaps we might do something about that. In the mean, we have something important to do. Alet, if you will pretend to your current station?”


    “To help Simone?” Andrea slid off the couch onto her knees. “Anything I can do for her, I will. How are you planning to lure the Worldlord away?”


    “That is the crux of the thing,” Lisinthir said. “I’m not.”


    [image: ***]


    Best not to warn the male of his plans: what he didn’t anticipate, he couldn’t guard against, and above all Lisinthir wanted the Worldlord off-balance, open to the wound of new ideas. He secured an audience, then, a casual visit prior to the first of the scheduled entertainments for the day, and made his way up to the Worldlord’s tower… with Andrea. He didn’t explain himself to the guards, nor did they ask. And when he arrived and showed himself in, the Worldlord’s pleasure in greeting him was entirely unfeigned… as was his confusion at the sight of the slave, though he recovered quickly.


    “Sword,” the Worldlord said. “You come early. I was just watching the weather.”


    Lisinthir looked over the other male’s shoulder at the clouds thickening the horizon. “Looks like it’ll be beautiful soon. A fine storm.”


    “The storms here are magnificent, but not at all safe.” The Worldlord glanced at Andrea. “I am guessing you evaluated the slave? How did you find her?”


    “Quite acceptable,” Lisinthir said. “That is not, however, why I brought her.”


    “Oh?”


    “Andrea,” Lisinthir said, “is an Emergency Medical Assist. Among the aliens, this makes her a highly trained specialist, one responsible for responding to calls for help from those afflicted with urgent medical issues. She has offered to look at Simone, whom you call Gentle.”


    The Worldlord’s mouth gaped open at the start of this announcement, but by its end he had shut it and was staring at Lisinthir, trembling. He was not the only one shaking: the leash Andrea had insisted he use for both their protections quivered in his hand. He was the only calm one in the room... and how not, anticipating the hunt’s success? The Worldlord had revealed his vulnerability, had positioned himself for this final thrust. It was only a matter of seeing how he capitulated—that was what Lisinthir was waiting to witness. The delicious and individual nature of willing submission. What would the Worldlord’s look like? How long would it take?


    “This way,” the Worldlord said, voice a rasp.


    Andrea left them the moment they stepped into the bedchamber and Lisinthir released the leash to let her stride to Simone’s side, bend over her, murmur something.


    The Worldlord, in contrast, was still alongside Lisinthir. Trembling yet, but silent, and so attentive. Thunder growled in the middle distance, and the breeze through the bedchamber’s abbreviated balcony gained a hint of moisture. The storm edged closer, seasoned the air with the freshness of lightning playing.


    Andrea spent several minutes at the Karaka’An’s side during which her patient did not wake. When at last she drew back, the rigidity of her spine warned Lisinthir of the shape of the conversation to come.


    “Andrea?” he asked.


    The woman tucked a blanket tenderly around Simone’s shoulders, then stood and walked to Lisinthir and the Worldlord, where she faced them without kneeling. Angry, yes, but not belligerent. She had that quality common to so many of the medical personnel Lisinthir had met: the compassion that became frustration at an enemy that would inevitably prevail despite all their efforts. Yet still they strove. And Jahir had tried to tell him that he was no fighter…!


    “It’s Beritt’s Disease,” Andrea said in Universal. “The fur falling out, the lesions on the skin, the corneal scarring… it’s an easy call, alet.”


    “Is it fatal?” Lisinthir asked, sensing the Worldlord straining to understand.


    “No one gets out of this life alive,” Andrea said. “But… no. It’s one of the few Exodus diseases that responds to management. She would ordinarily have had a monthly regimen, self-administered, with the dosage adjusted annually by her specialist. Beritt’s is subject to flare-ups, but those can be treated with high doses of anti-inflammatories. It’s an auto-immune disorder, but a person can live a normal life with it if they follow the protocols.” She turned her gaze to the Worldlord then, and some of her anger licked her voice. “She probably ran out of her medication a few months before arriving here; she was already weak, I thought. The decline would have been quick after that.”


    “Can she be saved?” Lisinthir asked, soft.


    Andrea grimaced. “I don’t know. Here? No. They don’t know the first thing about fixing something like this, and honestly I couldn’t tell them how to start. I’m not a specialist. I do triage.” She shook her head. “I don’t know, but if she got back into the hands of those specialists… they might have a chance.”


    “What is she saying?” the Worldlord interrupted in Chatcaavan, urgent. “I understand some of it, but these medical terms… they are medical terms, aren’t they?”


    “She’s dying,” Andrea said to him, in poor Chatcaavan. “A completely unnecessary death.”


    The Worldlord took a step back, wobbling. Then he turned on Lisinthir, his voice gone hoarse. “Did you… did you coach her in these things? Did you tell her to say things that would prompt my guilt?”


    “I told you what I believed to be the truth,” Lisinthir said. “And discovered that in your own slave annex you had the expertise to confirm my suppositions.” When the Worldlord stared at him, mouth working, Lisinthir finished, “In your own slave annex. If you had allowed Andrea to minister to her immediately, you might have delayed her death.”


    “No,” the Worldlord whispered. And then, firmly, “She is a pet.”


    “She is a person.”


    “She is a pet!”


    “She is a person,” Lisinthir said again. “Or your fondness for her is unnatural. Which sin would you prefer to embrace, Worldlord? Would you be a pervert, for nursing feelings for an animal? Or a heretic, for admitting that aliens are people?”


    “Dying Air!” the Worldlord exclaimed. “Neither!”


    “The choice of a coward.”


    The Worldlord gaped at him.


    “A coward,” Lisinthir said. “And I know you are not one, Worldlord. From our speech I have guessed you to be a male of unusual moral fiber, perspicacity, and insight. That male would not cavil from ownership of his own feelings, no matter how uncomfortable the paths they might lead him onto.” He looked toward Simone. “You know better.”


    “I—”


    “You know better,” Lisinthir repeated. “Or why would you have accused me of attempting to inspire guilt? There can be no guilt if you did not feel shame.”


    The Worldlord’s pupils had contracted so tightly they left his eyes the brightest thing in a room now dark with the stormcloud’s cover. The wheeze of the wind around the tower sounded like Simone’s breathing, labored and high and crying. Lisinthir held the Chatcaavan’s gaze and said, low, “Andrea. Wait in the antechamber, please.”


    He heard her depart and waited, but it was the wait of a hunter, drawing the prey. Come, he whispered to the Worldlord. Come out.


    “This is madness,” is what the other male said.


    “Is it?”


    Shaking himself, the Worldlord whirled and strode to the balcony, shutting it against the increasing gusts. “My... feelings... for Gentle... I have never discussed them with anyone. Except you, Sword, and the first opportunity you have, you use them against me.”


    Lisinthir snorted. “There would have been better ways to expose your weaknesses. Doing it here, in private, with no witnesses? How would that serve anyone?”


    “It would serve you handily, if what you sought was blackmail.”


    Fascinated, Lisinthir said, “And what exactly am I purportedly extorting out of you with this scene?”


    “The slaves. You want the slaves.”


    “I hardly think that a surprise to you,” Lisinthir said. “I’d already told you I was interested in purchasing the two humans.”


    “Purchasing... them,” the Worldlord said, his eyes skating to the door and then back to him. “Because you are their owner? I highly doubt that. Are those aliens with you your slaves... or your...”


    “Friends?” Lisinthir suggested, amused.


    The Worldlord shuddered. “No. That is too much, even for a male isolated from all our conventions. But companions, perhaps.”


    “Mmm. And will you blackmail me now with this knowledge, Worldlord?”


    “Would it work?” the Worldlord asked. “What do you have to lose?”


    Lisinthir spread his hands. “You could prevent me from finding a port anywhere, I suspect. I am not uninformed. You have power. If you decided you wanted to be quit of me, you could make my life impossible.”


    “Yes, I could.” The Worldlord was watching him. “But this prospect doesn’t frighten you.”


    “No.”


    “Then what good is this lever you have given me against you?”


    “Better to ask... what good is the lever you have given me against you?” Lisinthir asked. “Have you answered the question of what I want from you to your satisfaction? What do I need from you, Worldlord, that you would not be willing to give me with some negotiation? I have offered to buy the two humans, one of whom you probably find useless anyway. That leaves you with three slaves. One of them is dying. The other two... why the expense of maintaining a slave annex for two slaves?”


    “You’re right,” the Worldlord growled. “I could buy more.”


    “You could. But will you?” Lisinthir looked pointedly at Simone, then back at him. “Do you wish to risk losing your heart a second time? At least when she dies, you can pretend you never harbored desires a normal Chatcaavan would not.”


    “Agh!” The Worldlord threw up his hands. “You are... you are...”


    “Infuriating?” Lisinthir offered.


    The male glared at him, then choked on a laugh that grew and grew until they were both laughing, and they would have continued had the storm not rattled the shutters and sent a rumble of thunder through the floor. The Worldlord moved to one of the soft chairs near Simone’s box and dropped into it. “Do you truly find it... useful? To have aliens as... companions.”


    “Andrea could have helped Gentle,” Lisinthir said, quiet.


    The Worldlord looked away. Then: “Simone. That is her name among the aliens, then.”


    “They value names over titles,” Lisinthir said. “It is one of the ways they’re strange.”


    “And you know so much about them,” the Worldlord marveled, his voice gone soft. “Would you tell me what you know?”


    “I could begin. But I would not be done anytime soon, and I do not know everything yet.”


    “You could stay?”


    Lisinthir cocked his head. “Is that what you wish? I am, after all, your blackmailer.”


    The Worldlord chuckled. “No. I don’t doubt that you are holding this information against your future need, Sword. We are what we are, no matter how remote we hold ourselves from the heart of the Empire and its culture. But if a knife you are planning on planting in me... I believe you would do me the courtesy of planting it in my chest, not my back.”


    “Then you have learned something very important about me,” Lisinthir said. “And yes. I will stay. For a while. I too have my errands.” He lifted his brows. “Will you sell me the humans?”


    “And if I said yes?”


    “Then I would keep the male in my rooms where he can heal from his head injury. The treatment he’s received from your guests thus far has delayed the restoration of his health. Andrea tells me he needs neither physical nor mental stimulation.”


    “A physician,” the Worldlord murmured. “In my own slave annex.”


    “Just so.”


    The Worldlord pierced him with a gaze so intense that Lisinthir froze, wondering if he’d miscalculated. But no, there was no aggression there. Just a steadiness of purpose he found intriguing.


    “You, who know these aliens well. You believe we will lose the war.”


    “Worldlord,” Lisinthir said, “Unless we change—I know we will.”


    The other male inhaled, and on the outbreath, lightning shattered the sky with a crash so intense it felt like a physical blow.


    “I don’t think we’ll be having our afternoon meal on the terrace outside the harem,” Lisinthir observed.


    The Worldlord laughed. “No. And knowing this... shall we tarry?”


    “And talk?” Lisinthir said.


    “And... talk.”


    Lisinthir smiled. “Worldlord... it would be my pleasure.”

  


  
    CHAPTER TWELVE


    It was inevitable that his closeness with the Worldlord would provoke an attack from his fellow guests, and from the way Manufactory-East glared at him when he entered on the Worldlord’s wake to their delayed supper, he guessed he would see that attack sooner rather than later. The male was woefully inept at concealing his feelings; he would have lasted all of a few weeks, if that, at the throneworld court. Over the meal, Lisinthir weighed the pros and cons of inciting the challenge sooner rather than later while he gave the meat his roquelaure-prompted attention. Delaying the confrontation might make it easier to stay at the Worldlord’s until the Silhouette returned; on the other hand, forcing it might drive Manufactory-East to leave, which would make it easier to keep the Emperor safe while he recuperated.


    Easy choice that.


    Lisinthir spent their dinner pointedly ignoring all Manufactory-East’s signs of temper, discoursing with Deputy-East and the Worldlord about hunt tactics in a manner calculated to imply his own prowess… and Manufactory-East’s failure. He never said anything overt, of course; it was not his aim to alienate his host, and too he had a reputation to maintain. For his own sake, as much as anyone else’s; with Manufactory-East so easy to manipulate, it would be trivial to become careless. Complacency would endanger his people.


    So he danced on that knife’s edge of insolence and suavity, and by the end of supper judged his target near to explosion. Manufactory-East trailed them all the way to the harem, nursing his rage in silence, and continued to simmer while the females lined up for their selection and—as Lisinthir had begun to expect—tittered through the entire process, awarding all of them coy looks through their parted manes, or subtly shifting from foot to foot to draw attention to their hips.


    “Which will you have?” Deputy-East said to Manufactory-East in an obvious bid to draw him out of his mood.


    “I think I will watch tonight,” Manufactory-East said, perching on a stool and leaning forward. “The Sword seems to find it so diverting, after all. Maybe he can provide the entertainment this time.”


    Deputy-East guffawed. “After the way he ate? You’re lucky he can stand up straight.”


    Reclining on a nest of pillows, Lisinthir grinned lazily. “I like eating. Food on ship is nowhere near so delicious.”


    The Worldlord chuckled. “I’m glad my table pleases. Though as a recommendation, ‘it’s better than rations’ isn’t very flattering, Sword.”


    “If it was only better than rations, Worldlord, I wouldn’t be eating so much of it.” Lisinthir paused, then finished, “It is much better than rations.”


    Both the two males laughed, leaving Manufactory-East to glare at him, narrow-eyed and far too calculating. Lisinthir quirked a brow at him.


    “I hear,” Manufactory-East drawled, “that you have a soft hand with those slaves of yours, Sword. I had no idea they needed such a gentle touch.”


    The Worldlord, who’d been in the process of guiding his chosen companion to a pillow, twitched and looked slowly over his shoulder.


    “I’m not interested in damaging the wares before I sell them.”


    “Oh, is that it. Not, say, an unnatural interest in creatures no better than animals?” Manufactory-East canted his head. “They go up to your room at night, Sword, but they come back in perfect condition, without needing so much as a bath or a brush. You’ve already proven you’re not interested in Chatcaavan females. But you don’t appear to be using your slaves, either.”


    “I trust you have a point to make,” Lisinthir said, relaxed. “Though you are taking a very long and circuitous route to it. Say what you want to say, Manufactory-East.”


    “If you really are male, and whole, and not unnatural,” Manufactory-East said. “You’ll prove it. That slave has been in this harem every time I’ve visited, but no one has used her.”


    In the shadowed corner where she seemed to have been installed, the Harat-Shar lifted her head, ears moving toward him.


    “That sounds fun,” Deputy-East said. “And you have a way with slaves, surely, Sword. You’ve probably had more go through your hands than all of us combined.”


    “You owe us an entertainment,” Manufactory-East said.


    “He owes you nothing.” The Worldlord was brusque. “He is a guest.”


    “I thought he wanted to be our huntbrother?” Manufactory-East opened a hand, the image of innocent curiosity. “But he will not slake his needs among us. What is it that you fear, Sword? Maybe you are incapable?”


    “It’s obvious he’s not incapable,” Deputy-East said. “No cut male could stand down a stalker the way the Sword did.”


    “I never said he was cut,” Manufactory-East said sweetly. “Only… impaired.”


    “This,” the Worldlord said, “is interrupting my own entertainment. Perhaps less talk and more pleasure?”


    “I couldn’t have said it better myself,” Manufactory-East said. “So perhaps the Sword will—”


    They all stopped as the Harat-Shar poured off her pillow and ghosted past them, hips and tail swaying in counterpoint. She approached Lisinthir so that her back was to their watchers, allowing him to see her unguarded expression: no fear and no hesitation. Her hand fell onto his ankle, glided up toward his knee, and she flowed after it, draping herself on him.


    The touch gave him the fleeting end of her thought: …going to be the one who rescues us, so I can’t let them cut him down.


    He let her straddle him, lean down to brush her nose against his. Resting his hands on her thighs, he tried a whisper back.


    /I am, yes. But you don’t have to do this./


    She pressed her head into his chest, her face turned toward the wall to hide the startlement that stung his fingertips through their contact. /You can read minds?/


    /I fear I am not Chatcaavan at all. This is but a seeming./


    She dragged her tongue up his neck. /If that’s a domino, it’s the most amazing domino I’ve ever heard of. Which suggests military. You military?/


    /Of sorts./


    She reared back, spreading her palms on his chest. /Mmm. Curiouser and curiouser./


    He chuckled aloud. /You will not unriddle me so easily, alet./


    /Dominika. If we’re about to get into this. You’ll let me protect you?/


    He hid his hesitation by shifting under her. /If you will permit me to ride your desire. I don’t know that I am capable of it with a stranger, and this particular audience./


    /You have a sweetheart?/ she asked, grinning and running her finger down his nose.


    /More than one, if you’ll believe. But I prefer to cleave to them./


    She purred, a deep rumble in her chest. /You are too delicious. You’ll let me lead, then?/


    /My lady, you find me entirely at your service./


    She laughed aloud too, then, and nipped his palm, at the base of the thumb. /Yes… you will be. It’s been far too long since I’ve had something I wanted./


    /And you want me?/ he asked, surprised.


    /You’re here to rescue us. You’re mysterious. Your touch in my mind is full of all sorts of interesting hints of things: smells and tastes and sounds I can almost make sense of. But no violence in you at all./


    /Not for you,/ he promised.


    /Then,/ she answered, /You lie back and we’ll show them what the Sword, who ‘treats his slaves well,’ can accomplish with honey and kind words./


    She curved over him and he fed on the desire that rose in her until he could make answer—at least, as much as he could. She was magnificent. The undulation of her hips was mesmerizing—and felt like nothing he’d ever experienced—and her talent for the act was as much performative as it was sensual. He could sense all three Chatcaava staring as she rode him, her entire body involved in the liquid roll, from tail-tip to the nape of her neck. And the sounds she made, deep chuckles, rumbles, throaty noises…


    Not all Harat-Shar were masters of these arts, though enough of them were to have earned them their reputation. Until Dominika, though, Lisinthir had not appreciated just how superlative their grasp on those arts could be, or how helpless they could render their unsuspecting participants.


    He wasn’t sure how long it was before she decided they were both done, and very distinctly it was Dominika who decided. But eventually she was puddled on his chest, boneless and sticky and damp, and she looked through heavily lidded eyes at the room with a smug satisfaction he felt like a second heartbeat. She had, he noted, caused all three males to spend, just from watching… even Manufactory-East, who had lost the fight to sustain his anger in the face of so much lust.


    Lisinthir brought a hand to his mouth, licked one of the fingers, catlike, let the arm fall behind his head. He shifted under his Harat-Shariin blanket and said, lazy, “You were saying, Manufactory-East? Something about my being incapable. I thought.”


    Deputy-East broke out in peals of laughter so hard that he fell back on his pillow.


    “I think,” the Worldlord said ruefully, “I am done here tonight. Anything else will fail to measure up.” He crawled over to Lisinthir and arched his head over him, examining his face. “Are you even conscious after that, Sword?”


    Lisinthir considered. Then said, “Actually, I’m hungry.”


    Deputy-East fell over again. Against the backdrop of his muffled laughter, Manufactory-East rose and said, “I’m for a bathing chamber, and my bed.”


    “I’m not far behind you,” the Worldlord said. “Good night, Manufactory-East.”


    Rubbing his aching cheeks, Deputy-East sat up again and said, “Really, Sword. Do you get that sort of performance from all of your slaves?”


    “We’ll just say,” Lisinthir said, ignoring Dominika’s silent snickering, “that understanding how to maximize my inventory is part of my… success.”


    Deputy-East moaned and pressed his ribs. “No more, please. I can’t laugh anymore. Worldlord, you need to rename this the Place of Giggling. Hang a sign on it. ‘Enter at risk of ruptured diaphragm.’”


    “I’ll consider it strongly,” the Worldlord said gravely.


    “I’m off. Don’t have any more fun without me. Or… no. Please, if you’re going to have fun, do it now while I’m gone. I need a chance to recover.”


    “I’ll be sure to wait until you’ve gotten your strength back,” Lisinthir replied, and listened to the other male leave.


    He expected the Worldlord to draw near, but the other male hung back, looking down at him—at him and Dominika, still purring on his body.


    “That looks uncomfortable,” the Worldlord said.


    “Mm?”


    “The wings. On your back that way.”


    Lisinthir chuckled softly. “It was the last thing on my mind when she pressed me down. And by now, I think they’ve gone numb.”


    The Worldlord barked a laugh. “Is that why you haven’t gotten up yet?”


    “A little. The rest of it is that she’s warm and very soft.”


    “And you like the obedience of soft things,” the Worldlord said. “I remember.” Now he did come closer, crouching alongside the spill of pillows to look at the Harat-Shar’s face, at her closed eyes and contented little smirk. “She came to you willingly.”


    “It’s more fun that way.”


    The Worldlord glanced at him, then back at the Harat-Shar. “Some would say that part of the pleasure is the struggle of the prey to escape the inevitable.”


    “When is it pleasure to overcome something that can’t win?”


    “Ahh....” The Worldlord sighed, smiled. “Somehow I knew you would say something like that. Doesn’t it exhaust you, Sword, to need all your life to have meaning, even in its most minor moments?”


    “I don’t know, Worldlord. Doesn’t it exhaust you, to have your life lack that meaning, in all but its most major moments?”


    A wince. Had he struck too deep a blow? But the Worldlord was reaching now toward Dominika’s shoulder, only to pause above it. “Is she as soft as she looks?”


    “Softer, because she is relaxed. Even for a Harat-Shar, that was work.”


    Against him, Dominika rumbled an almost inaudible chuckle.


    “This kind of alien is called Harat-Shar, then.” The Worldlord made a fist of his hand. “I have not asked her if I could touch her.”


    “All your life you have heard that you need not ask permission.”


    “And I don’t. But if I do...”


    “Then she may say yes. And she may say no. But yes is sweeter if the no is possible. Don’t you think?”


    “Only if you value the obedience of soft things.” The Worldlord paused. “I named her Silky.”


    “You might ask her name.”


    “Because the aliens love names so much.”


    “Nika,” Dominika said in Universal. “Tell him he may call me that.”


    Startled, the Worldlord pulled his hand back.


    “He understands a little of the language, so long as there is not much specialized vocabulary involved,” Lisinthir told her. To the Worldlord, “Well?”


    “Nika,” the Worldlord said in his accented Universal. “May I pet your shoulder?”


    She lifted her head just enough to consider him, pupils dilating and nose twitching. Then she put her chin on Lisinthir’s chest again. “Yes.”


    /Thank you,/ he whispered to her.


    /I see what you’re trying to do,/ she answered. /Will it work?/


    /I don’t know. But it has so far, so.../


    She chuckled then. /Gambler./


    /I am here, am I not?/


    The Worldlord set a hand on Dominika’s shoulder, stroked the fur. And then laughed. “She’s hot!” To her, “You are hot. That was exertion after all?”


    “It’s not that pleasure isn’t work,” Dominika said. “It’s that you don’t notice how much work it is until much later.” She grinned lazily at Lisinthir, all fang. “And such pleasure it was.”


    “I’m glad to have delivered,” Lisinthir said.


    Dominika chuckled again, throatily, and cuddled back onto him. To the Worldlord, absently, “You can keep doing that.”


    “Oh, can I,” the Worldlord said, but obligingly he petted her. And after a moment, asked, tentative, “You understand our language, I am guessing? Maybe I can ask... I would not have thought that being touched this way would please. It is what one does to an animal, yes?”


    “I am an animal,” Dominika said, unperturbed. “So are you. To say otherwise is to deny my carnal nature, and I am Harat-Shar.” She grinned again. “Have your friend tell you what that means one day.”


    “So it does not trouble you to be treated like... like a beast.”


    She snorted. “If you’re going to use this as an excuse for making yourself feel better... don’t. Even animals deserve to live their lives free.”


    “Are they all so feisty?” the Worldlord asked Lisinthir, perplexed and—if Lisinthir judged the expression right—charmed.


    “There are meek Pelted,” Lisinthir answered. “Who would prefer not to fight for their own comfort. But they are few, and knowing their own weaknesses, they elect and pay for their fiercer compatriots to protect them.”


    “Such priceless intelligence,” the Worldlord murmured. “It could win the war for us. And yet... no one would listen to it if I brought it forth.”


    “No,” Lisinthir said. And added, “Did you do it on purpose? The females here.”


    “Pardon me?”


    Said females had already melted from the room, as easily distracted as a flock of colorful birds. “Some would call them stupid.”


    “And you?” the Worldlord added, quiet.


    Lisinthir smiled. “Wit has its uses, but it is not the only virtue in a person.”


    “That is why I chose them.”


    “Is it?” Lisinthir asked.


    The Worldlord looked at him, wary. “Why else?”


    “Pity perhaps. A desire to protect them, since they have so little ability to protect themselves. Or perhaps,” Lisinthir rested a hand on the back of Dominika’s head, “because they don’t think to break any rules that would require you to punish them.”


    The Worldlord stared at him, hands resting now on the edge of the dais. He flexed his fingers, claws arching, flattened them. At last he looked at Dominika and said, “I find myself uncomfortable, aware now that I have a non-Chatcaavan audience.”


    “Another good reason to divest yourself of the slaves, I would think.”


    The Worldlord snorted. “Yes, you would.” He rose. “I don’t think I need to answer that question, Sword.”


    “No,” Lisinthir said. “I don’t think you do either.” And then grinned lopsidedly. “But your confidences repose safely with me.”


    The male huffed softly, twitched his head. “I leave you to find your own way to your suite, Sword. If your alien permits you to rise.”


    “Maybe later,” Dominika said. “He makes a nice couch.”


    The Worldlord chuckled and left, and the Harat-Shar exhaled and put her cheek back down on Lisinthir’s chest. “I guess I should get up.”


    “At some point,” Lisinthir said. “I find I am sticky and cold, and I fear that when you rise you will have left a great deal of fur adhered to my skin.”


    “Your skin,” she repeated, shaking her head. And silently, /So you’re an Eldritch./


    /And you have divined this how?/


    She snorted. /You’re an esper. And you’re wearing some kind of domino. Even the best domino would have trouble making a centauroid feel like a Chatcaavan./


    /Given that Glaseah also have wings, one would think they’d take to the shape better./


    /Maybe,/ she conceded, pushing herself up and stretching luxuriously. /But I tasted your body-memories while I was with you. Your body remembers how to make love like this. Like a biped. So that leaves… Eldritch./


    /Other races do occasionally produce espers./


    She snorted, smiled. /I know you can’t confirm it. That would be bad for me, yes? But I’m not scared of torture. Back at home, I volunteered at an indentured servants’ counseling group, training people how to handle contracts they found distasteful./ Something in Lisinthir’s expression must have warned her, because she said, /We’re not like you, arii. Not like most of the Alliance, even. We do things our own way on the homeworld. And that means criminals get put to work./


    Nothing to be done about that. /Go on./


    /Anyway. We teach preventative disassociation. When things are happening to you that you don’t want to experience, you just… leave./


    Lisinthir grimaced. /I may be passing-familiar with the effect./


    She nodded. “So, you know what I would do.”


    /Forgive me for wanting to spare you it./ He sat up, waited for her to slide off his body. And yes, he dearly wanted a bath. Their parting broke the connection; he saw her realize it as she ran her fingers through her hair, weigh her choices.


    Looking toward the door, she said, hushed, “This thing you’re doing. Is it working?”


    “I appear to be accelerating a process that had already begun prior to my arrival,” Lisinthir said. “So… the chances are good.”


    She whistled, quiet. “I would never have thought.”


    “Neither would he have,” Lisinthir said. “That is why it might work.”
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    Being trapped in the guest rooms made the hours interminable, but now that they had the Emperor, Laniis was unwilling to leave him unguarded. And of course, where one of the Sword’s slaves was, the other must also be, or questions would be asked. So she and the Knife watched Lisinthir leave with Andrea in the morning and resigned themselves to the boredom. Or at least, they did until the storm came. Then they had a temporary respite from monotony, rushing to the balconies and closing them against the weather. The Emperor, Laniis noted, opened his eyes at the first rolling thunderclap, but he turned his back to the storm and hunched again into a fetal position. Was that worrisome? He had seemed the type to enjoy storms.


    The worst of the weather lasted a good hour. Then the densest of the clouds scudded past and left them with a soporific drizzle that had occasional moments of intensity before subsiding to a pacific gray fall. Even the sky seemed to blend into the rain. It didn’t help that the suite became stuffy.


    “The rooms aren’t meant to be closed up,” the Knife said apologetically.


    “The wind’s died back,” Laniis said. “We can open them up, get in a little fresh air.”


    So they did, and that was a relief. Laniis paused on the antechamber’s balcony to turn her face into the damp wind, feel the humid air sprinkle beads of water on the guard hairs of her coat.


    It was while staring out that she formed a very unpleasant notion. “Knife?”


    “Yes?”


    “Can Chatcaava fly in weather like this?”


    He padded to where she was standing and peered out into the gloom. “This? Definitely. Even in the storm earlier, some of the more intrepid—or reckless—of us might have dared the winds.”


    She glanced at him askance. “Don’t you worry about getting struck by lightning?”


    He twitched his hand in the Chatcaavan equivalent of a shrug. “As I said, reckless.”


    She scanned the skies, seeing nothing but clouds. Still: “We should at least keep an eye on the balconies. Just in case.”


    “You have a suspicious turn of mind,” the Knife observed.


    “I’m military,” Laniis said. “This is what I was trained for.”


    “So was I,” he said, glum. “I did not think my training would ever require this of me, however.” He plucked at the collar’s edge. “I greatly enjoy your ears, huntsister, and the softness of your pelts. I like these claws you have…” He turned his hands over, looked at the palms, flexed the claws in and out. “They are very convenient, that they can be hidden this way. I like experiencing sensations as one of you. But I do not like experiencing life as one of you at all.”


    “Only because the life you’re experiencing is that of a slave in the Empire,” Laniis said with a crooked smile. “I think you’d enjoy visiting one of our worlds much more.”


    “What a… an odd thought,” the Knife mused. “To actually visit one of your worlds. As a guest? And be welcomed!”


    “Oddly, if you arrive as an ally instead of in the vanguard of a conquering army, you get treated differently.”


    He flicked his ears back and awarded her a reproachful look. Laniis chuckled.


    “I will take this balcony.”


    “I’ll go let in a little fresh air through the bedchamber, then lock it up to keep people from using it. Just… in case.”


    “Very suspicious,” the Knife said, tossing his head. And then: “This is a very appealing trait. I commend you.”


    Laniis chuckled and went to tend to the bedchamber. Letting in the breeze didn’t cause the Emperor to move; when she crept closer, she found him asleep. For the best, she thought, and latched the doors closed before heading back to the main room to keep the watch with the Knife.


    Not long after, Andrea surprised them both by reappearing.


    “Arii?” Laniis asked.


    “I don’t know,” Andrea replied, dazed. “After I was done with the Sword’s errand, I went back to the slave annex. Then the guards showed up and brought me here. Maybe the Sword and the Worldlord have come to an agreement?”


    “Maybe,” Laniis said, tail twitching. “I guess as long as the guards are the ones who brought you, you can’t be disciplined for being here.” She canted her head. “So did you see Simone?”


    “I did.” Andrea sat cross-legged on the floor by the divan, resting her hands on her knees. “She’s got Beritt’s. Worst case I’ve seen outside a training simulation. I’m not sure there’s any bringing her back, in fact.”


    Laniis winced.


    “But what was more interesting…” Andrea glanced at the door, the balcony, then leaned toward them. “The Worldlord cared what happened to her. And the Sword actually got him to talk to me directly about her medical condition.”


    The Knife’s ears were so tense hearing this Laniis wondered if they hurt.


    “I never thought the Worldlord cared about any of us,” Andrea continued. “In fact, I assumed the reason Simone never came back was that he’d made a pet out of her. It turns out that’s true, but… a pet like humans would make a pet out of a domesticated cat, or a dog. Not a pet like Chatcaava make out of slaves.”


    “What is a dog?” the Knife whispered.


    “A very small and loyal animal,” Laniis murmured back.


    “So… I don’t know. Is the plan to subvert the Worldlord?”


    Laniis chuckled softly. “If anyone could…” Looking up, she said, “As long as you’re here, maybe you could keep an eye on… the… Survivor? He’s still in the Sword’s bed.”


    “Is he? Good. As much rest as he can get, he should.” Andrea pushed herself to her feet, glancing at the balcony. “That drizzle isn’t likely to let up, is it? It’s been going on a while.”


    “Longer than the storm, at least,” Laniis said. “That was quite the lightning show.”


    “I used to love storms,” Andrea said.


    “Used to?” the Knife asked.


    “Hard to enjoy them from underground.” Andrea rolled her shoulders. “God willing, I will be able to go out in them again.” She vanished into the bedchamber, leaving the Knife to stare after her, perplexed.


    Laniis waited. Eventually he swiveled his head to hers—more like a Chatcaavan in that gesture than like a Seersa—and said, “There are lunatic aliens who also go out to be struck by lightning?”


    “Oh yes. Though to be fair, at least we’re a little farther from the clouds.”


    “That does not matter at the speed lightning travels!”


    Laniis chuckled. “Believe it or not, there are people who chase storms.”


    He squinted at her. Then drew his head back and made an ‘ah’ sound. “You are trying to trick me. Of course you do. You must have scientists who have tracked storms in order to record them with equipment.”


    “We have those too,” Laniis said, grinning. “But there are people who do it just for fun.”


    “Madness,” the Knife said. And then, rueful. “We also have storm chasers. But we call them death hunters. Because that is all they can possibly catch.”


    “Maybe we’re not too unalike after all,” Laniis said. And then squinted at the vista. “Do you see that?”


    The Knife rolled onto his knees and stared into the gloom. Then his ears and tail stood straight out. “Two figures. Coming this way. We hide!”


    Laniis dashed for the bedchamber door. Into it, she called, “Andrea! Hide!” And then shut the door before skidding for the divan… and under it.


    Rain significantly impaired the grace of Chatcaavan landings. Or maybe these two were just habitual blunderers. Laniis squinted at them as they stumbled onto the platform and shook themselves out before stalking into the room.


    “There must be something here we can use,” one of them growled.


    The second sounded skeptical. “This is another one of your bad ideas.”


    “So you’re here why, this time? To mitigate my depredations? Again?”


    “I’m here,” said the second, folding his arms, “because the storm caught us and we needed a place to land, and this happened to be that place. Which, if you’re wise, will also be your story, Manufactory-East.”


    “A fine story it would be, if it also explained why we’re about to search the place. Come, you take that side of the room, I’ll take this one. Then we’ll check the bedchamber. There must be something we can use against him.”


    Good luck with that, Laniis thought, ears flattening to her head. As if the Ambassador would have brought anything leading with him into this trap!


    “There’s not going to be any explaining our tracking wet footsteps all the way through his guest rooms,” the second male pointed out. “Besides, what are you hoping to find? He routed you handily the first time you tried him. Both times. He made you look spectacularly bad during the hunt. Then there was the ridiculous challenge in the harem—what did you hope to accomplish with that? He’s a slave-trader. Did you think he would hesitate to use a slave?”


    “I think you misread him, and I’d try harder to prove it if I could. But there’s no point in it. The Worldlord shares his transgressive beliefs.” The first male, Manufactory-East, looked in the cabinets, on the shelves of the bookcase, at the table by the door. “We have only one choice.”


    “That being,” the second male drawled.


    “We convince the Sword that the Worldlord is not the ally he wants.”


    “By… blackmailing the Sword.”


    “No, idiot. By finding something we can tell the Sword about the Worldlord that will discomfit him.”


    The second male strolled after him, tapping a finger on his nose. “And this is the reason we are searching the Sword’s rooms, and not the Worldlord’s?”


    “We are searching the Sword’s rooms because the opportunity arose, and we might yet find a weapon we can use against him,” Manufactory-East said. “That would be tidier.” He squinted. “Nothing here. Not surprising. His luggage must be in the bedchamber. Let’s check there.”


    The Knife glanced wildly at Laniis, mouthed the word ‘the Emperor’. She nodded and waited until the two were almost at the bedchamber door before she slid out from under the divan, dragging the Knife with her.


    “You-my-lessers!” she snarled. “What are you-my-lessers doing in my master’s rooms?”


    Both of the intruders froze. Manufactory-East turned so slowly she wondered how he kept his balance. Arching one wing out of the way, the male said, “What… did you call me?”


    “You-my-lesser,” Laniis said, baring her teeth. “You are in my master’s chambers, and uninvited. Go before I call for the guards and expose your skullduggery.”


    “Does a slave dare address us this way?” the second male asked, astounded.


    “As if you needed proof of the Sword’s perversity,” Manufactory-East said. He spread his wings and advanced on Laniis. “You-my-lesser have a great deal to learn about your place. Fortunately, I-your-better am here to teach it to you-my-lesser.”


    “I wouldn’t come any closer,” Laniis said, crouching.


    “I think I must,” Manufactory-East replied, and lunged for her.


    Laniis dodged, letting him stumble past her. She backpedaled, wary, watching him as he straightened and whipped his head toward her.


    “You-my-lesser will pay for that, freak!”


    “You-my-lesser would lay a hand on the Sword’s property?” Laniis sneered. “Think carefully before doing that. Unless you-my-lesser want the Sword to have an excuse to administer discipline. To you-my-lesser, not me.”


    The second male hesitated at that. Seeing it from the corner of an eye, Manufactory-East growled, “You’re actually worried about that?”


    “He faced down a pack of three stalkers without flinching.”


    “Those were beasts. And every Chatcaavan is permitted to discipline an errant slave, no matter who that slave belongs to. So, freak, this is your discipline!” Manufactory-East swiped at her, and Laniis ducked.


    Enraged, he said, “You dare flee justice?”


    “Get out of my master’s suite,” Laniis said, ears flattened.


    The second male glanced toward the hallway, discomfited. “Manufactory-East, the guards…”


    “Won’t hear a thing through the rain. Unless she screams. And she won’t.”


    This time when Manufactory-East rushed her, he meant it. Laniis started to duck again.


    The Knife smashed into Manufactory-East’s side and bounced off it, leaving a neat set of parallel slices on the male’s chest where the Knife had shoved himself free.


    “You attacked me!” Manufactory-East said, stunned. He looked down at his chest. “And hit me?” His pupils dilated abruptly. “You still have your claws.”


    “We both do,” Laniis said. “And we’re not afraid to use them.”


    The exploding rage she’d expected never manifested. Manufactory-East drew back, glaring at them both in a way she found uncomfortably incisive. And then, shocking her entirely, he said, “Come, Deputy-East. We’ve found what we needed.”


    “We have?” Deputy-East said, bewildered.


    “Yes.” Manufactory-East’s smile was all teeth and no humor. “And when we use it to destroy your master’s relationship with the Worldlord, freaks… know that you will have contributed directly to his downfall. Think about that next time you defy your betters.”


    The male stalked to the balcony and dropped off it, flapping into the wind. Deputy-East followed after a single puzzled glance in their direction.


    “What did he mean?” the Knife asked, ears sagging. “What is he planning?”


    “Speaker-Singer knows, because I don’t,” Laniis said. “And honestly, I don’t care. If the Sword needs to kill them both, he will.”


    “He can’t kill them!” the Knife hissed. “Who will replace them? The security of the system and all its infrastructure is underpinned by their efforts!”


    Laniis glanced at him, canted her head. “Is it?”


    “Yes!”


    “Well, then,” Laniis said. “Maybe we’ll have to kill them whether they make it necessary or not.”
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    It was with an expansive sense of wellbeing that Lisinthir returned to his suite, only to find water all over it and Laniis and the Knife awaiting him with equivalently dire expressions.


    “Ah,” he said. “I suppose something has happened in my absence.”


    Andrea peeked in from the bedchamber. “You’re back!”


    “And you are here, I see.”


    “I am. I don’t know why?”


    “I asked the Worldlord for you,” Lisinthir said.


    “You… just… asked.”


    “I can be very persuasive when I am motivated.” Lisinthir dropped onto the divan. “So, what transpired in my absence to give you such long faces? Nothing to do with our invalid…?” He glanced at Andrea, who shook her head.


    “You have a couple of enemies already,” Laniis said. “Manufactory-East and…”


    “Deputy-East,” the Knife finished. “They came here to ransack your rooms for anything they could use against you.”


    “And found nothing, as I brought nothing. That’s a habit of mine.” Lisinthir put his cheek in a hand, lifting his brows. “So why your dismay?”


    The Knife looked abashed; Laniis, determined but twitchy, from the little flicks of her tail.


    “We… might have attacked them,” the Knife muttered.


    “I didn’t attack them,” Laniis said. “You’re the one who swiped them. It was a good shot too.”


    “What you did also constitutes an attack!” the Knife protested. “You defied them. With words!”


    “They were going to break into the bedchamber,” Laniis said. “The Sword might not have packed anything incriminating but the Survivor’s in there, and the last thing we need is someone with a Chatcaavan male’s temper finding a limp victim to take out his temper on.”


    “Not all of us are that way!”


    “Manufactory-East is, though,” Andrea said from where she was leaning on the doorframe. “So you were right to keep him out of the room. And if he’d found me in it, it would have been bad too.”


    “Didn’t you hide?” the Knife asked.


    “Under the bed,” Andrea agreed. “But if he’d started attacking the Survivor, do you think I could have let him? I’m not a slave, alet. I’m an EMA. Even if I die here, I’ll still be an EMA, and a child of God, and not all I’ve suffered here will ever change that.”


    The Knife stared at her, wide-eyed.


    “But you won’t die here,” Lisinthir said. “Because I am taking you and the others with me.”


    “Emlyn too?” Andrea asked.


    “Emlyn as well. And Simone.”


    “But… but how?” the Knife stammered. “Are you planning to steal them?”


    “God and Air, no!” Lisinthir laughed. “The Worldlord will give them to me. Now Manufactory-East’s slaves… those we’ll steal.”


    “What!”


    Laniis choked on a giggle and clapped her hand over her mouth.


    “He has offended me,” Lisinthir said to the Knife. “So I must punish him.”


    “You don’t understand,” the Knife said. “He is already looking for ways to eliminate you.”


    “If he’d wanted to eliminate me, he would have challenged me,” Lisinthir said. “But he’s afraid of me, alet. He has seen how I hunt. He does not want to be on the other end of one of my attacks. All he might do to frustrate me, he will, but his inability to do so directly will work against him. Not just with me, but with others around him, who will not respect him for his indirect methods.” He shook his head. “I am not concerned about Manufactory-East.”


    “You should be,” the Knife said. “He can still kill you.”


    “He can try,” Lisinthir said. “He won’t succeed.”


    “Then you’ll kill him, and that might be worse,” the Knife said. “It’ll destabilize this entire region. How can we plan our attack if the variables start changing?”


    “The variables are always changing,” Laniis said. “And instability serves us better than it serves our enemies, alet. We’re the ones who need to figure out how to destroy an Empire three or four times larger than us.”


    The Knife winced, fluffing up his arms. Since his fur was damp it clumped into spikes along his forearms. “I would rather you not destroy everything.”


    “We’ll keep the good parts,” Lisinthir said. “You know this yourself. Have we not gone through the lengths we have on account of the male to whom we both have sworn allegiance?”


    “I suppose,” the Knife said. “Though saying that out loud is dangerous.”


    Lisinthir tsked. “We all serve the Emperor, from the lowest slave to the highest imperial councilor. What harm in admitting it?”


    The Knife eyed him, then sat back and folded his arms, spiked fur and all. “I see now why you were so dangerous. Everything you touch, you twist around to suit your own ends.”


    “Fortunately for you, we share those ends.” Lisinthir sat up. “And now, if it is all the same to my delightful possessions… I shall have a bath. Tomorrow it is time to start cutting the pack.”


    Behind his back he heard the Knife whisper, “Now what madness is he planning?”


    “I don’t know, but I want popcorn.”


    He paused, straining his ears…


    “What is popcorn? And why is it relevant? And why do you have so many idioms and cultural references? It is maddening!”


    Lisinthir grinned and swept on into the dark of the bedchamber. Someone had closed the balcony doors, saving the room from the effects of the rain and wind. There was not much tidying to be done… nowhere near enough to prevent him from at last turning to face the bed and the male there.


    But the Emperor slept. Nor did he wake when Lisinthir slid into bed behind him after bathing. That was surely for the best, if Andrea was right about how one best recovered from a concussion. If it also kept Lisinthir from having to face his lover’s unnerving alteration in personality….


    Perhaps that too would pass with the concussion’s healing. He could not help but remember Laniis’s comment, though. This will change him. Let it.


    You called me back once, he whispered against that human ear. You brought me back from madness. Do not leave me, now that it is I who call and you who listen.


    Nothing. So tempting to go after Manufactory-East and Deputy-East, to go on the offensive, but he was needed here. Lisinthir closed his eyes and did not sleep, and planned.

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    “Deputy-East!”


    The male paused at the bridge from the breakfast room. He refolded his partially spread wings and said, “Sword.”


    “An early breakfast,” Lisinthir observed, strolling to him. “I catch you alone.”


    “The Worldlord is with the Steward,” Deputy-East said. “And Manufactory-East is lately come from orbit, where he kept a different schedule. So… yes. You do catch me alone.” He grinned wryly. “Are you going to put your claws through me now that you’ve cut me from the pack?”


    “Nothing so detrimental to your health,” Lisinthir said. “I was going to ask you instead if you’d be interested in giving me a tour of the city.”


    “A tour,” Deputy-East repeated, thoughtful.


    “I know very little about the Apex-East capital,” Lisinthir said. “We could take one of those fliers I see zipping around now and then.”


    The other Chatcaavan’s eyes lit. “Ah! Now that sounds grand. No offense, Sword, but walking isn’t my favorite mode of transport.”


    “None taken,” Lisinthir said. “As it’s not mine either. Shall we?”
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    The small fliers were available for rent, if a Chatcaavan didn’t own one. Deputy-East did. In fact, he owned at least a dozen from what Lisinthir could see in the specialized air garage to which the male insisted on escorting him for a guided tour. Small vehicles were a hobby of Deputy-East’s, and one he could apparently afford to indulge at extensive length with the princely salary his title’s responsibilities provided. Lisinthir supposed there were those in the Alliance who were similarly enthused about small craft, but there was something of a flier’s specialized understanding in Deputy-East’s recitations of each particular model’s flaws and excellencies that a species without wings might have been hard put to duplicate. In that, the scar Dellen had taken such pains to design into “the Sword’s” wing served him well, for silence in response to these passionate disquisitions was assumed to be taciturnity, not the ignorance of a wingless freak.


    Eventually, Deputy-East chose one of his fleet, a gleaming orange two-seater designed to maximize the sensation of flying while still offering a luxury travel experience. Lisinthir strapped into the harness and leaned against the side of the sled, not having to affect his façade of lazy interest. The world outside the hangar doors had the sharp-edged, brassy gleam that came from sun on recent rain, and the flier skidded through a puddle in a crystal arc before spiraling into the air lanes gridding the city at multiple levels. The sled didn’t have a cage, and the force fields it used in lieu of windows flashed grids over the air lanes as Deputy-East maneuvered into and out of them. The system was more formalized than Lisinthir would have expected of the Chatcaava, but then... perhaps as fliers they understood on a visceral level the dangers of unpredictable flight.


    The city itself was lovely from above, if smaller than Lisinthir expected. The high-rent district was glaringly obvious; estates large enough to hunt game took up enormous amounts of space, and the aprons of greenery that swept from their towers glittered even brighter from this vantage than they had when Lisinthir had been standing on one of them, facing down the stalker pack. From that area, a slope led into the rest of the city, which served as a buffer between the estates and the large groundport with its warehousing facilities and hangars.


    The architecture reminded Lisinthir less of the throneworld court, which had been a confection of fairy towers isolated on its sea bluff vantage, and more of the Alliance’s metropolises. Though the Chatcaavan buildings tended to be taller and clustered together and appeared to have entrances at multiple heights, they didn’t look all that alien. The exigencies of a modern society, Lisinthir thought, might necessitate parallel development. Or... perhaps the Chatcaava and the Pelted were not so alien as they thought.


    What had inspired the evolution of the ability to Change, he wondered? What had the Chatcaava been like before they’d developed it? Did they know? Or was that one of the bits of knowledge they’d discarded as incompatible with their internal narrative of the species born to conquer?


    The area around the city was unspoiled, a breathtaking scrollwork of plains and distant forests that climbed the nap of corrugated silver mountains until the distant clouds hid them from sight. At this height, he could smell it on the damp wind: that distant verdure, stimulating, as bright in the nose as crushed basil leaves.


    “As you can see, it’s beautiful,” Deputy-East said. “We keep it that way on purpose to give all the Naval personnel a place to vacation.”


    “I admit to shock that it hasn’t been mined to the core by now, given the needs of the Navy.”


    “Much good that would do us,” Deputy-East said, joining a lane that circumnavigated the city and starting the sled on a leisurely circuit. “Better to do all the heavy manufacturing in space since the material’s going to have to be towed to the base anyway. Most solar systems follow that model to varying degrees of success, but Apex-East can afford to maintain the boundaries because everyone is here for one purpose.” He canted his head. “Of course, I’m assuming you don’t travel much, and you probably do, don’t you?”


    “Not as much as you think,” Lisinthir said. “And even if I did, who would have time to visit all the Empire? Shall we charitably call it ‘large’?”


    Deputy-East laughed. “Instead of… what? Impossibly vast and complicated and irritating to patrol?”


    “A Naval perspective,” Lisinthir allowed.


    “Or at least, one learned from the number of Navy personnel I’m around all the time.” Deputy-East’s wings twitched, shifted. “Maybe you’ll appreciate this, being an outsider yourself. Or maybe you’re so much the outsider that you don’t understand the friction of being almost one of the group, but not quite? But it’s… wearing. To be someone the Navy needs, but not one of them, and to be surrounded.”


    “I can imagine the discomfort,” Lisinthir said. “But I’m afraid I would not have lasted as long as you appear to have in your situation. It would have irritated me too much.”


    “And you would have left?” Deputy-East’s smile was mostly grimace. “Yes, I can see that. I envy you that freedom.”


    “What cage is keeping you here, then?”


    The male leaned back, one hand idly hanging on the stick. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s that I can’t see an exit strategy.” He smiled crookedly. “Stepping down… where would I go? There would be assumptions. I’m not sure I would be able to work anywhere else.”


    “And there is no one who would promote you into a position more to your liking?” Lisinthir asked, fascinated. “No one who would write you a recommendation? You appear to be good friends with the Worldlord…”


    Deputy-East barked a laugh. “I’m good friends with him because being enemies with him would be the death of me. Or anyone else. He’s enormously powerful in a very quiet way. I don’t think the Navy realizes how many seeds he’s tending in all the gardens around him. But… no. Where would I go, Sword?” He laughed again. “Should I go become a freelance slaver, like you? Are you looking for crew?”


    “Are you ready to jump?” Lisinthir asked, brows arched.


    “I… no.” Deputy-East sighed. “No. The truth is, I like power, Sword. Who doesn’t, but… I have it, for now. I would hate to lose it, even in exchange for freedom. I’m not happy with that choice, but I don’t think I’d be happier with another, either. Maybe I’m just… not a happy sort of male.”


    What a leading statement, Lisinthir thought. What would Jahir and Vasiht’h have made of it? The thought of referring Deputy-East to them for therapy amused him. Perhaps a day would come where such things were possible. “So, may I ask an impertinent question?”


    “May you!” Deputy-East grinned, snorted. “As if you need permission. You’re going to ask either way, aren’t you.”


    Lisinthir made much of considering this question, then answered, “Yes.”


    “Ha! Well, then, go ahead.”


    “Why do you ally yourself with Manufactory-East?”


    Deputy-East rolled an eye toward him, then resumed staring ahead as he drove. “You have an opinion on that, do you.”


    “One does acquire them, yes.”


    Deputy-East snorted. “And you’ve decided Manufactory-East is… what?”


    “Currently a male you are attempting to curry for favor?”


    “You are altogether too good at not saying anything, you know that, Sword?”


    “A talent I learned from the aliens,” Lisinthir said—truthfully, as surely his own people counted.


    “Well. Let’s just say of the two of us, Manufactory-East is more valued by the Navy than I am. He might be a contractor who doesn’t always deliver what they want, when they want it, which annoys them… but he works for them directly. I’m more of a ‘they need something that happens to do with the real estate in this system’ sort of contact. I feel vulnerable, Sword.”


    “So you are attempting to be friends with everyone, in the hopes that one of them will be the right person?”


    “Dying Air, no!” Deputy-East scoffed. He frowned at the Sword and said, “I am trying to earn Manufactory-East’s trust so that I have enough on him to betray him. He needs to go, Sword. I wouldn’t even be telling you this if I didn’t feel like the Worldlord favors you, but it’s obvious the Worldlord adores you.”


    “Adores me!”


    Deputy-East’s smile was wry but fond. “He has a soft heart for someone with as much power as he has. But yes. He likes you. So I don’t fear to tell you that he doesn’t like Manufactory-East, and in fact he’s worried about him. It doesn’t matter if the knife is small if it’s proximate to your throat, you know? And Manufactory-East is right above us in orbit. He could fall on us like a ten-ton brick if he decides it’s time to slit our throats. I want to position him to die first.”


    “Your loyalty is commendable,” Lisinthir said, surprised.


    “Yes,” Deputy-East said, grim. “It is. The time is coming soon, Sword, when all Chatcaava are going to have to pick sides. And no, don’t give me that polite mask of a face. You’re obviously not a stupid male. There’s a civil war coming, and this conflict with the aliens is going to kick it off.”


    “Do you really think so?” Lisinthir asked, watching the other male with interest. “I would have thought that the war against the freaks would be a Naval issue, and when has the Empire ever not supported the Navy?”


    “It has in the past,” Deputy-East said. “But this time… this time it’s going to explode. It’s almost as if the Emperor wants to tear the Empire apart, but that can’t be right. Why would the Emperor do that? He has to know that the course he’s taking is going to result in us fighting each other… over the spoils, over the effort it takes to prosecute the war, over who gets to keep the planets we conquer, over the fact that he betrayed the previous Emperor by using the Navy against him.” His wings shifted again. “That’s the worst part. The Emperor has always used the Navy to keep the system lords in check. But now the system lords have seen that the Navy has betrayed its own. It makes the Navy look weak, and that’s going to open up whole new horizons of rebellion to people who thought the Navy would never turn its back on one of its own.” Deputy-East’s clawtips were tapping out an agitated pattern on the side of the sled. “It’s stupid. Anyone who’s fought their way to the top like that should know how things work. So why would he arrange things so that there’s no possible way to keep them from coming apart?”


    “An excellent question,” Lisinthir said. “Perhaps he is stupid?”


    Deputy-East snorted. “Stupid people can’t become Emperor. No, there’s got to be more to it than that. Maybe he wants to break the back of the Navy. Except he came out of the Navy himself. Why would he do that?” He shook his head as if to twitch some thought out of it. “I just don’t understand. Usually the actions of the court make sense. There are only so many ways to keep an empire full of Chatcaava from tearing each other to shreds.”


    “One would think.” Lisinthir put his cheek in a hand and added casually, “One might almost miss the last Emperor.”


    Deputy-East shot him a narrow-eyed look to which Lisinthir replied with an inscrutable look… and a twitch of a smile. Then the other male guffawed. “I don’t know how you can say the most outrageous things and get away with it, Sword. It’s more than being a real outsider. You just carry yourself like… like someone who can face down a stalker without flinching. Which reminds me—you know Manufactory-East is going to do everything in his power to pry you away from the Worldlord. Since convincing the Worldlord that you’re a bad bet isn’t working, he’s going to try to convince you to hate the Worldlord instead. Don’t let him succeed.”


    Lisinthir made an exasperated sound. “Deputy-East, really. Do I seem the sort of male to allow someone like Manufactory-East to succeed? At anything?”


    “No.” Deputy-East glanced at him again. “Maybe you can teach me that trick?”


    “I might.”


    A grin then. “What would convince you to educate me?”


    Lisinthir lifted his brows. “I don’t know. Gifts, perhaps?”


    “Ahhhh, I see where this is going.” Deputy-East smiled a little. “All right, Sword. I will hand over all three of my slaves in exchange for your good favor.”


    “Really!” Lisinthir exclaimed, interested. “You would?”


    “No,” Deputy-East answered. He laughed. “But I would like to get rid of them.”


    “Are they so much trouble then?”


    “Not at all,” the other male said, and from the absent way he said it while glancing at the sky lanes, Lisinthir thought he might actually be telling the truth. “But this war? Is going to generate a lot of interest in slaves. Particularly since the Navy has decided that no matter who’s responsible for the actual conquering and collecting of the plunder, they’re the ones who are going to decide how it’s distributed. Once the slaves start streaming in and the Navy confiscates them all, anyone who has slaves is going to come in for a lot more resentment than I want to handle. Right now, slaves are a sign of prestige. Eventually, once we’ve conquered the aliens, slaves will be so numerous they’ll be devalued to the point of signifying nothing. But in the very ugly in-between stages, those slaves will be a sign of Naval favor. And if there’s going to be a civil war, I don’t want to paint a target on my chest. Especially since I’m already huntkin with the Worldlord.” He smiled ruefully. “I shouldn’t tell you this, Sword, but at this point I’m thinking about paying you to take them away.”


    Lisinthir said, “Fear not, Deputy-East. I am not so poor that I can’t pay you for them, and I will. If your act is intended to protect you, let us make it look like a business transaction. Yes?”


    “I’d be grateful,” Deputy-East said. “And if you tell anyone that, I’ll deny it.”


    “I won’t.” Lisinthir glanced at him. “I have to say, Deputy-East. I may have been guilty of underestimating you.”


    “Really?” Deputy-East exhaled slowly. “Good. Because if I can fool someone as smart as you, I have a rodent’s chance in a huntgarden of surviving.”
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    When Lisinthir returned, it was to a strange quiet and a note on the table beside the balcony. From Laniis, and written phonetically in Eldritch—had she done that to make it particularly impenetrable, or did she not know the written form?—saying that she, the Knife, and Andrea had returned to the slave annex and would remain there until summoned. No doubt she was about her own work, he thought; someone would have to tell Dominika and Emlyn that they were leaving soon. The raid on Manufactory-East’s compound would have to happen when the Silhouette returned and they could leave the planet post-haste. Now that Lisinthir knew where the estate was located and that all of the major hunting estates were designed in the same way, he could at least make plans. Deputy-East had been a font of useful information about that during the remainder of their tour.


    That conversation had been a surprise. Lisinthir hadn’t expected such depths from a male who’d seemed more interested in drinking and wenching than just about anything else. But then, that should have warned him: who rose to power among the Chatcaava without a sense of politics and the strengths and weaknesses of one’s position in relation to others?


    Another ally, perhaps, for his beloved. Lisinthir set the note down and went quietly to the bedchamber. The lump under the covers must be the Emperor. Had he moved at all? Creeping there, the Eldritch bent over, saw the hair was damp, the skin clean. Someone had helped him bathe, then. Hopefully fed him. It was the work of moments to remove his boots and set his bag aside so he could slide into bed behind the Emperor. He seemed unconscious, and that was best, surely. Andrea had said he needed not to exert himself. Gathering the fragile human shell against his side, Lisinthir sighed and queried the roquelaure. The ship remained incommunicado… and the device reminded him that he needed to eat again, soon. Its requirements were tyrannical. He hoped if Jahir needed to activate his that he would be well-placed to eat frequently… and that he would eat frequently, given how fastidious he was about it.


    “I miss your real body.”


    The words were so low, and so hoarse, that Lisinthir almost missed them. His arms tightened. “Not long,” he said. “We will be quit of this place, and then I will wear it again.”


    Fingers, far too soft, traced the muscle leading back toward his elbow. “Do you miss mine?”


    “Yes,” Lisinthir said. And then, “But not, perhaps, the way you miss mine.” A listening silence. “I know that you are capable of the Change, and that you may shed and don shapes the way I might clothes. That makes the one you wear now you in a way that this seeming I am wearing can never be me.”


    “So… this… shape and all its weaknesses. This is me.”


    The roil of emotion Lisinthir could sense through their skins neither grew nor diminished; he couldn’t tell how to conduct this conversation so as to prevent more harm. “Beloved…” No movement, no change in breathing. “You are more than your weakness in a difficult situation.”


    No answer. But at least the Emperor did not push him away. Asking for more when they were still trapped here…


    It could wait. And it would be better on the Silhouette. It had to be.


    [image: ***]


    Lisinthir went to dinner trying not to let his worry and anger foul his mood. That the facilities on the ship would be capable of curing the Emperor’s physical issue was a given. What such facilities could not address was the crippling of his lover’s confidence. Until coming here, Lisinthir would never have believed the Emperor capable of this level of doubt and despair, and obviously, he’d been wrong. Was he also wrong when he assumed—hoped—that the Emperor could recover from it?


    Passing through the stone halls, Lisinthir found them too innocuous for the climactic trauma they’d inflicted not just on the Emperor, but now on the course of the entire war and all its participants. That there was nothing he could do to punish anyone for it was egregious injustice. Perhaps Manufactory-East would oblige him by forcing him into a duel. That would be lovely.


    This evening’s dinner was on the harem’s rooftop, in the garden patio there. Lisinthir had assumed such things to be rare until the tour with Deputy-East, when it occurred to him that if he could fly, he too would find lighting on roofs a pleasure, and possibly more convenient than entering through the ground floor. The Chatcaava were also connoisseurs of a good sunset or sunrise—of any kind of sky weather at all—so he’d taken more meals outdoors or near windows than he could remember in many years.


    Seeing Manufactory-East slouching in one of those chairs by the ledge made him wonder if tipping him off it would surprise him into falling to his death. But no. That would be too impersonal.


    They ate, then, with the inevitable teasing about the Sword’s astonishing appetite, good-natured on the parts of the Worldlord and Deputy-East; fortunately, theirs was a culture that looked favorably on appetite. Lisinthir couldn’t imagine sating the roquelaure on the Eldritch homeworld where it was gauche to admit to needing to satisfy any of the body’s needs. But at length the device stopped flashing admonishments in the corner of his vision and he was able to lean back, relax, and enjoy the postprandial drinks.


    He was waiting. He perceived that he was not the only one; Deputy-East was concealing his nervousness admirably, but it was visible to anyone watching for it.


    “So, Worldlord,” Manufactory-East said. “Your table is generous.”


    “Thank you.”


    “But I would like a slave for tonight. The one you named Bitter? I won’t damage him—in fact, if you’d like, you can watch to make sure. All of you are welcome.”


    Deputy-East said, “You already said you wouldn’t need any slaves.”


    “Yes,” Manufactory-East replied. “But that was when I thought I’d be staying only a few days. As it happens, I have some extra time after all, and if I’m to extend my visit…”


    “Perhaps you can send for your own slaves, then,” Deputy-East said. “I’m sure the Worldlord wouldn’t mind.”


    “I don’t,” the Worldlord said.


    “But tonight?” the other male pressed.


    “I would be glad to take you up on your offer to watch,” the Worldlord said. “Unfortunately, I’m afraid the Sword has already asked for that slave tonight.”


    “He has?” Manufactory-East turned to Lisinthir with every evidence of false surprise. “But I can’t imagine that being true. The Sword likes his slaves whole, and you’ve declawed the one I asked for.”


    That was the trap, then. Lisinthir sipped from his wine, careful of the anger that had surged at the image of someone holding the Hinichi down and forcing his hand flat… no. “You’ve noticed I like my slaves whole, Manufactory-East? I can’t imagine how.”


    “I came by to visit, of course,” the other male said, leaning back. “And your slaves took exception to it. One of them had the temerity to swipe me.”


    “And hit you?” the Worldlord asked, startled.


    “You can’t duck a blow?” Lisinthir drawled.


    “I don’t expect blows from slaves,” Manufactory-East hissed.


    “You should expect them from mine. I don’t allow anyone to use my property without my permission, and they have been so trained.” Lisinthir smiled. “What’s mine is mine, Manufactory-East.”


    “And what’s the Worldlord’s is also yours?”


    Lisinthir chuckled softly. “I accept the Worldlord’s gracious hospitality. And unlike some males, I am not likely to destroy his possessions while handling them.”


    “Obviously I am in need of training!” Manufactory-East sat up. “By all means! If you have already engaged Bitter, then instead of me providing the entertainment with him, you shall have to. You don’t mind, do you, Sword? Or… is this going to be another situation like the one in the harem, where what you prefer to do is watch other males about their work, rather than doing any of it yourself?”


    “He did well enough with the slave there,” Deputy-East said.


    “He did, yes,” Manufactory-East said. “I am eager to see a repetition of that performance.”


    “So would I, actually,” Deputy-East said, voice lower. “That was something.”


    But the other male’s eyes did not match the tone, and Lisinthir thought there was a warning in them. He didn’t have to look at the Worldlord either to sense the latter’s unease. The Worldlord had pulled out the Hinichi’s claws, yes, but that was then… and now he’d lied to try to save the Hinichi from the attentions of an abusive Chatcaavan. There were limits to how far either of his new allies could move to protect him, or any of the slaves. Not with Manufactory-East one of the three most important Chatcaava in the solar system’s hierarchy.


    It would be much easier to challenge and kill him. But destabilizing everything before he could leave would be… imprudent.


    “I’d be delighted to host tonight’s entertainment. Though as I was planning it to be a private affair, I’ll have to hope you aren’t disappointed if it’s not exciting enough for your tastes.”


    “Don’t worry, Sword,” Manufactory-East said. “If it’s not exciting enough, I’m sure we’ll figure out something.” He smiled at the Worldlord. “Shall we go to the Sword’s suite? I am ready for… dessert.”


    No help for it, then. Lisinthir pushed back from the table and waited for the Worldlord to send a guard down to the annex for the Hinichi, then followed his host back to the guest suite where, thankfully, the door to the bedchamber remain closed. Perhaps a bath instead? While the others disposed themselves on the divans to wait, he opened that door and considered. There had to be some way to save the Hinichi from humiliation. Dominika would bounce back from her performance—having proven to be typically Harat-Shariin—but there was no Hinichi subculture he knew of that approved of exhibitionism, and most of them were in fact adamantly opposed to it. This particular man might not mind, but even among those with the taste for it, being forced to it in these circumstances would be... trying.


    Which didn’t even bring Lisinthir’s issues with it into the conversation. He’d been willing with Dominika because she had been. Literally, thanks to the esper ability. To rape an equally unwilling man was beyond him.


    “Here he is,” Manufactory-East said as the guard arrived with the Hinichi, who had his head lowered and his ears flat to his head. Anger, perhaps, rather than misery. Not much better. “I see why you named him Bitter. He does grimace, doesn’t he?”


    “I don’t know how you can tell from here,” Deputy-East said.


    “There’s a reflection in the floor tiles.”


    Wonderful, Lisinthir thought.


    “So, Sword. He’s all yours.”


    Lisinthir walked across the intervening distance, thoughts racing faster than his feet. Being bathed... would that suffice? Or bathing the Hinichi, but perhaps that would be considered serving the alien—fraught for them both. He slipped his fingers onto the other man’s face, cupping it, and dared the exchange because there was no choice. /Alet. Quickly. Do you know how to do something sensual but not sexual? Have you any talents that seem performative? Anything at all?/


    The Hinichi met his eyes, stiffening in surprise.


    /They want me to rape you and I refuse. But they will not be satisfied if I do nothing with you—/


    “Are you going to stare significantly into the freak’s eyes for the entire evening?” Manufactory-East asked.


    The bath would have to do, somehow. Lisinthir began to tow the Hinichi there by the wrist when the other man squeaked into his mind, /Massage!/


    Lisinthir paused to look at him over his shoulder.


    /I know massage,/ the Hinichi finished in a rush, wide-eyed and shaking. /I’m not as good at it as I used to be—but I used to work with athletes. It’s something we did to enhance performance..../


    Lisinthir laughed aloud. “Come. There is oil in the bathing chamber. Shall we do it there?”


    “In the bath?” the Worldlord asked tentatively, hand balling into a fist on the arm of the divan.


    “I do think it would be easier.” To Emlyn, “Come.”


    Once in the chamber, the Hinichi left his side and moved with more authority, setting out a series of towels and draping the floor with one. From what little Lisinthir could recall of his time in the court’s harems, massage was common enough that there were specialized mats and tables for them; no such items were in the offing here, so Emlyn made do with a thick layer of towels on the floor alongside the tub, which he began to fill.


    “You can slide into it afterwards,” he said. “You might enjoy that.”


    “I am at your disposal, entirely,” Lisinthir replied affably. To the watching Chatcaava, “Perhaps you’d like to sit in it while I am busy?”


    “There is something pleasing about a bath,” the Worldlord said.


    Soon enough they were in the steaming water, and Lisinthir stretched himself out on his stomach, remembering at the last moment that he had false wings. Emlyn waited with the oil and a towel over his shoulder.


    “Comfortable?”


    “I believe so.”


    “Tell me if the pressure is too hard or too soft at any time, or if something hurts.”


    “This is mystifying,” Deputy-East said.


    “This is boring,” Manufactory-East opined. “Come, Sword, let us see some action.”


    “Commence, if you would,” Lisinthir said.


    Emlyn rubbed the oil into his hands and set them on Lisinthir’s shoulder, and he felt that warmth straight through the skin and into some clenched and iced-over core that was holding all his anger and fear at bay. Through that touch he felt a haze of frustration, something to do with Emlyn’s fingers no longer reporting sensation or exerting pressure the way to which he was accustomed. For several minutes, the Hinichi did nothing but run his palms over Lisinthir’s back as his mind ran through what felt like a personal diagnostic, testing the blunted tips of his fingers. And then, to himself but clear as bright water: All right. I can compensate now. Then the Hinichi dug a thumb along the edge of his shoulderblade, seeming to separate a muscle there that had felt glued to another, and Lisinthir knew this would be better than anything Dominika had done to him. His first inarticulate noise, muffled into an arm, brought a wash of satisfaction into him through the Hinichi’s palm. After that, he didn’t bother trying to throttle the guttural noises. Gentle touch he had felt, and the Slave Queen’s soft stroking caresses. This… this trained and sensitive and unerring touch that seemed to separate stiffened strands of muscle and unravel knots after exquisitely painful pressure….


    His pleasure inspired Deputy-East to swim to the near side of the tub and peer into his face. “What is it the slave is doing to you?” he asked, fascinated.


    “You’re an idiot,” Manufactory-East said. “It’s the same kind of thing you do when your muscle cramps and you rub it.”


    “This is as similar to that as frozen, packaged meat is to flesh torn bleeding from the new kill,” Lisinthir managed. And exclaimed, “Dying Air, alet,” when the Hinichi found and released a particularly angry node.


    Emlyn chuckled low in his throat, a contented sound that made the Worldlord look at him sharply.


    “It’s called massage,” Lisinthir finished.


    “It’s done in the throneworld court,” the Worldlord added, quiet. “I have heard of it.”


    “A thing that requires skill, I assume,” Deputy-East said. “One not taught here.”


    “Aliens know it, apparently,” the Worldlord said.


    “Aliens know it well, apparently!” Deputy-East watched, fascinated. “Look at his tendons stand up against his arms. And then he leans his entire body into it! How can you handle that much pressure in one spot, Sword? Does it bruise?”


    “It hurts like stabbing,” Lisinthir rasped. “And then, when it’s over, there’s a flood of intense pleasure. It goes to your head.”


    “Like an orgasm! I must try this.”


    Manufactory-East snarled and heaved himself from the bath. “I was hoping for real entertainment. But I see you have no idea what to use a slave for, Sword.”


    “I rather think it the other way around.”


    “You’ll see,” Manufactory-East said. “I’ll send for mine and then you’ll learn what a real male does with toys.” He inclined his head to the Worldlord. “If you’ll excuse me. I have better things to do with my night.”


    “Don’t go!” Deputy-East said. “This might be a lot more fun when it’s happening to you than it is to watch! Just think, Manufactory-East. Something practiced on the throneworld in the imperial harems!”


    “Somehow I doubt that. The Emperor has better things to do with a slave.” Manufactory-East snagged a towel and padded out.


    Deputy-East’s eyes narrowed, then he smiled and said, “So, Sword. Can you tell your slave I’d like to try this?”


    “I’m sure he’d be delighted,” Lisinthir said. “…once he’s done with me.”


    Which was how the night proceeded. Lisinthir poured into the bath after Emlyn had finished with him, meekly accepting the brisk admonishment to drink fluids while sitting in the now-lukewarm water. He and the Worldlord watched as Deputy-East melted under the Hinichi’s hands until he was cooing; by then, the Worldlord was laughing and teasing the male about being reduced to the height of a puddle. They had to drag him back into the water, at which point the Worldlord stepped out of the bath and said to Emlyn, “Me, please?”


    Lisinthir caught the shock that flickered through the Hinichi’s eyes. No doubt he had never been asked by the Worldlord to do anything, rather than commanded. Then Emlyn smiled, hiding his bitterness, and went to work on the male who’d ordered him mutilated, and his consummate skill left the Worldlord limp and earned him the reprieve from abuse that was the least of what he deserved. Fortunately, Lisinthir thought, what he truly deserved would be his soon enough when he accompanied Lisinthir and the others off-planet. Having served them to repletion, the Hinichi was taken away to the annex to rest.


    “If this sort of thing is available on the throneworld I have no idea how anyone gets any work done,” Deputy-East said, still untidily spread over the lip of the bath. Even his wings were sagging, the vanes pillowed on the surface of the water.


    “You really did take his claws out,” Lisinthir said to the Worldlord, quiet.


    “I did.”


    Deputy-East raised his head.


    “Do you know what that’s like for one of the clawed Pelted?” Lisinthir asked, Laniis’s lecture ringing in his ears.


    The Worldlord said nothing, so Lisinthir swam to his side of the pool and took the male’s unresisting hand, resting it flat on the tile. “These claws,” he said, tapping the Worldlord’s. “They are like human nails, and do not retract. Like human nails, when they grow too long, they are cut. So long as no one rips them out at the bed, they are… decorative, shall we say. The clawed Pelted, however, can retract their claws, and those claws don’t function like Chatcaavan talons. When you cut off their claws, you take a part of their finger bones with it.” He made a blade of his hand and pressed it halfway up the first digit of the Worldlord’s forefinger. “About here.”


    The Worldlord stared down at their two hands.


    The silence grew too uncomfortable for Deputy-East, who said, “Worse has been done to slaves.”


    “Shall I applaud the amputation of someone’s fingertips because it is a minor abuse compared to most?” Lisinthir asked.


    Deputy-East shook his damp mane back. “You treat them like people, Sword. They’re aliens.”


    “To them, we are the aliens,” Lisinthir said. “And yet oddly they don’t raid our facilities to capture us in order to cage us and keep us as pets. Would you enjoy that, Deputy-East? They might cut decorative patterns into your wings to prevent you from flying away.”


    Deputy-East shuddered. “Dying Air, Sword. You come up with the most heinous ideas.”


    “Do I? Or do we?”


    “You talk too much,” Deputy-East said. “You should talk less, if you want to be welcome where you walk.”


    Lisinthir smiled a little. “Fortunately, I don’t need to be welcome where I walk, if I can kill those who disagree with me.”


    “And if you can’t kill them all?” the Worldlord asked, low.


    Lisinthir said, “You would be surprised, Worldlord, just how many people I can kill if I put my mind to it.”


    With another shiver, Deputy-East said, “This conversation has turned far too dark. It needs wine! Because we are all friends here. Aren’t we?”


    “I don’t know,” the Worldlord said, meeting Lisinthir’s eyes. There was fear in his, and shame. “Are we?”


    “I think so,” Lisinthir said. “And yes, wine sounds very good. We should send a guard for it.”


    They drank until Deputy-East was reduced to snoring on the divan and someone had to be sent to carry him back to his own quarters. The Worldlord, like Lisinthir, was still on his feet. Enough to pause at the door and say, “We really are still friends?”


    “I don’t think you would rip the claws off another alien, Worldlord.”


    “I don’t think I would either,” the Worldlord murmured. “And I have no idea what that means.”


    “It means you aren’t so uncertain of your own strength that you must handicap others into losing to ensure your victory.” Lisinthir rested a hand on the other male’s shoulder. “Go, Worldlord. See to your gentle guest.”


    “My guest.” The Worldlord sighed a little, smiled. “Do you suppose… the other one. The medical specialist. Do you think she would come check her regularly?”


    “I think you’d be surprised what would happen if you asked.”


    “I would be, yes. Particularly since I’ve given none of them any reason to say ‘yes’. But… for the sake of their own kind… maybe she will.”


    “You understand them well if you understand that.” Lisinthir smiled. “Will you have my own sent to me?”


    “I will, yes. And good night, Sword.”
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    The Emperor did not rouse when Lisinthir joined him in bed that night, and that was hopefully both normal and salutary. With Laniis and the Knife scattered to the ingresses for the night, he slept, expecting only to sleep. But he woke midway through the night with hunger pangs so intense he thought initially something far more serious was wrong. Only the flashing red indicator in the corner of his vision assured him otherwise. The roquelaure was adamant: he needed food. Immediately. Pushing out of the bed, Lisinthir staggered into the outer room and managed to make his needs known; Laniis fled for the corridor and returned in a manner most dilatory, or at least so it seemed to Lisinthir who had by then slid to the floor with his back to the wall. He should not have been able to smell the cold meat and cheese set out for him, but their aroma hit him like a fist from as far away as the corridor. By the time Laniis had it in front of him, he was salivating, and fell on it like an animal. And ate all of it, and it was a meal of distressingly large proportions.


    The Knife was staring at him with enormous eyes. Laniis’s expression was more considering, but just as concerned.


    “I don’t know,” he confessed. “I woke ravenous.”


    “Did something change?” Laniis asked. “Has the ship gotten back?”


    Having placated his artificial appetite, Lisinthir checked the corner of his vision and was surprised to find a new icon there. “It claims the ship is here.”


    “But no one contacted you?”


    “No. I presume there is a way I might…”


    “Just try hailing them. ‘Call Silhouette.’”


    He made the attempt. “Nothing. Is that normal?”


    “Maybe they cannot answer at this time?” the Knife suggested. “They may need to maintain comm silence for some reason.”


    “I hope not,” Laniis said glumly. “I can’t think of a lot of reasons they might be doing that which don’t involve trouble for us.”


    “Does it explain the hunger?” Lisinthir said. “I’m not sure I can continue eating this way. I have a reputation for being a male of significant hungers, but there is gluttony and then there is medical impossibility.”


    “Maybe they’ll think you have some kind of metabolic disorder?” Laniis offered, ears lopsided with rue.


    The Knife grimaced. “You can have my food. I am rarely hungry.” At Laniis’s questioning look, he finished, “I find living this way nauseating.”


    “Now you know how the rest of us feel.”


    Lisinthir scrubbed his face. “Is there any chance this represents a malfunction?”


    “You’d better hope not,” she said. “Because if it does, we’re rhacked.”


    “But is it likely?” the Knife pressed. “Because I do not want to be trapped here!”


    “We won’t be trapped here,” Lisinthir said. “We’ll give it a day, see if it resolves. If it doesn’t, we’ll go back to the port and use the smallcraft to see if we can find the Silhouette. In the mean…” He smiled apologetically at Laniis, “perhaps we should order breakfast now. Just in case I need it before dawn.”


    “You do put away a meal well.” Laniis pushed herself to her feet, gathering the tray. “It’s kind of cute.”


    “It’s appalling,” Lisinthir said. “But one does what one must.”


    “Isn’t that always the way,” the Knife muttered.

  


  
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


    In the morning, Lisinthir was forced to eat breakfast in his own chambers before leaving for the formal one with the Worldlord and the other guests, and the roquelaure continued to insist that it was both in need of fuel and aware of the Silhouette but unable to contact it. He began to wonder if Laniis was wrong and if the device was malfunctioning, and privately rehearsed speeches that would excuse him so that he could check the ship at the port. Perhaps Deputy-East could be convinced to fly him? But then the male might tarry and perhaps pry into the Sword’s affairs, enough to wonder what he was doing for so long in the ship…


    He would have to manage on his own.


    Laniis and the Knife went down to the slave annex for the day and Lisinthir presented himself to breakfast, this time at the top of one of the towers. Deputy-East was already there along with the Steward, but they were alone, talking at the edge of the platform with the breeze ruffling manes and wings. The view was beautiful, a sky streaked with distant clouds that made Lisinthir wish his wings were real. Perhaps the Alliance would one day develop a roquelaure capable of mimicking a species’ abilities and not just its appearance.


    And yet, he would be glad to be quit of this masquerade.


    “Deputy-East, Steward,” he said. “Good morning.”


    “Ah, Sword!” Deputy-East said. “It is fine, isn’t it? We might have a hunt later.”


    “A hunt would be lovely. Shall we try our hand at another of the stalker packs? Or would that bait Manufactory-East past bearing?”


    “Manufactory-East has departed,” the Steward murmured.


    “Oh?” Lisinthir said.


    Deputy-East snorted, but without amusement. “Don’t sound so pleased, Sword. He’s up to something. And he’ll be back.”


    “Will he.”


    “We are hosting his slaves,” the Steward said, quiet. “They arrived last night. And he said this morning when he left that an urgent matter had arisen that needed his attention.”


    “He’ll be back to gloat,” Deputy-East said. “Just watch.”


    “No doubt,” Lisinthir said. “And what have we for our meal this morning, if I may ask?”


    As the Steward expounded on the menu, Lisinthir struggled with the ice that had gripped his gut. With mining and extraterrestrial industry as his bailiwick, Manufactory-East no doubt had many ships at his disposal wandering the solar system. Had they found something? Was that why the Silhouette failed to respond to the roquelaure’s signal?


    The Worldlord’s arrival was almost a relief, since it forced him to set those thoughts aside if only to confront his ambivalence at needing to receive two enormous pelts. He was grateful that the Worldlord thought highly enough of him to grant him the gift—he also felt a pang that he might harbor gentler feelings for those who had served his beloved so cruelly.


    “I saved one for Deputy-East,” the Worldlord said. “Since he killed one. But I hesitated to give one to Manufactory-East, since he only finished the one you’d already put claws to.”


    “They’re beautiful,” Lisinthir said, running a hand over the dense, black fur. The pelts were unbelievably supple, and some deft hand had sewn them together so they could be used as a throw. “And you are politic to have waited before bestowing them. It makes me wonder something.”


    “That being?” the Worldlord said, seating himself at the table and reaching for the pitcher of water.


    “Would it be such a bad thing if Manufactory-East was to die?”


    Only the Steward didn’t stare at him, keeping himself busy by checking the table. Unnecessarily, since everything there was in order and had been since before Lisinthir’s arrival, no doubt.


    “Making plans?” Deputy-East said lightly.


    “Let us say… arranging for contingencies.”


    “Hopefully none you need to execute,” Deputy-East said, sitting.


    And then, surprising them all, the Worldlord said, “It would not be a bad thing, no.”


    Deputy-East blurted, wide-eyed, “But the upheaval—”


    The Worldlord scooped several chunks of fruit onto his plate. “Would be bad.”


    “But?” Deputy-East pressed.


    “But at some point, the risk of leaving someone in a position becomes greater than the risk of removing them from it.” The Worldlord glanced at Lisinthir, then back at his plate as he continued serving himself. “I may know some people who would not be out of place in such a position.”


    “It’s not that easy to replace Manufactory-East!” Deputy-East exclaimed.


    “No, huntfriend,” the Worldlord said heavily. “What is more difficult to bear is knowing that it is that easy. Has not the Emperor learned this lesson? Even the highest among us, and the best protected, can fall.” He tapped the plate next to his with a claw. “Sit. Eat.”


    Deputy-East fluttered onto his chair, still agape. “You would have the Sword kill him.”


    “No. I like the Sword.” The Worldlord smiled lopsidedly at Lisinthir. “I’d rather he not be killed himself. But I don’t like the news I’m hearing lately.” He tipped his nose toward the Steward, who looked up with a grave countenance. “Not just from space but on the ground, from those taking furlough here.”


    Deputy-East glanced at the Steward, who said only, “The situation looks bad.” He inclined his head to the Worldlord. “With permission. I go to see that Manufactory-East’s slaves have settled into the annex.”


    “Thank you, Steward.” The Worldlord finished heaping his plate. “One of my younger sons has arrived in system aboard one of the Naval carriers. I don’t like what he tells me, Deputy-East. The coup is sitting badly in people’s stomachs. Huntbrother set against huntbrother… this is not our way.”


    “One would say it is exactly our way,” Lisinthir said. “Do we not fight? Male against male? System lord against Naval prince? Industrialized sector versus underdeveloped? Male against female? All of us against alien?”


    Deputy-East was toying with the rib he’d dragged off the plate, turning it in his talons. “No. The Worldlord is right, Sword. Maybe this perspective is less obvious from your external point of view, but if what you said was true the Empire would have collapsed long ago. The reason we survive is because we know there are fights one does not begin.”


    Lisinthir set his new throw on his chair and sat on it. “I understand. You are both contemplating how best to prepare for the Empire’s fall, aren’t you.”


    They looked at him sharply, but not in surprise. Shock, that he was willing to say aloud what they would not. Ignoring them, Lisinthir reached for the water pitcher and poured for himself and Deputy-East. He topped off the Worldlord’s glass as well, and now their stares were incredulity as well as shock.


    “One takes care of one’s huntkin. Does one not?”


    “Yes,” the Worldlord said slowly. “Yes, one does.”


    “Let us eat, then. I find myself strangely famished.”


    “Ha!” Deputy-East tossed his mane over his shoulder. “You and food, Sword!”
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    Laniis entered the slave annex into chaos. Emlyn and Dominika were both present and attempting to calm down three other Pelted who were clinging to one another, bare-toothed and aggressive, as Andrea made a futile effort to bypass them to a fourth person no one could quite see. It reminded her so powerfully of the moment in the cell at the basement of the palace’s harem tower that she stopped short. Bumping into her, the Knife said, “What now!”


    “What’s going on?” she asked.


    “These are new people,” Emlyn said, backing away to join them near the ramp. “They’re Manufactory-East’s, he apparently sent for them last night. But one of them won’t stop crying and they won’t let us help.”


    “You’re the same people,” the Knife said, puzzled. “Why do you not trust each other?”


    “It’s less that they don’t trust us, and more that they’ve been through so much together that they trust one another more,” Laniis said, tail low. But she couldn’t help the satisfaction in her voice at the realization that Manufactory-East had made his last mistake, and the newcomers froze at the sound.


    One of them, an Asanii felid with a silver Mau patterning that did not hide the ragged scars on her arms and shoulders, said, “You don’t have to sound so happy about it.”


    “I’m not happy that you’re miserable.” Laniis stepped past Emlyn and stood in front of them. They were a wreck, and it tore her heart to see the obvious signs of frequent abuse. Not just the scarring, either… the Tam-illee foxine was missing an ear, and that Harat-Shar… Laniis was willing to bet she hadn’t been born tailless. “I’m happy you’re here. Are you four the only slaves Manufactory-East has?”


    Their suspicious looks were an improvement on the snarls and arguing she’d interrupted. Somewhat. Again, it was the silver Asanii who answered. “Yes. The only ones left, anyway. For now.”


    “He’ll buy more,” the Tam-illee whispered, chest rising and falling too rapidly. “He’ll buy more and then we’ll be the next ones he kills, and the cycle will start all over again—”


    “Not this time,” Laniis said. “Because we were planning on breaking you out. The fact that he’s had you brought here makes your rescue a lot easier.”


    Utter shock. This rage at the sight of how with only one ear the foxine’s expression looked wry instead of stunned… was this what drove the Ambassador? No wonder he never let anything stop him. Laniis flicked her own ears back, then forced them forward again. “It’s true.”


    “It is true,” the Knife said from behind her. “Our keeper had some plan. But he wasn’t going to leave without you.”


    “Insane,” the Harat-Shar said. “But… you’re not teasing us?”


    Laniis frowned at her. “Never. Now will you let Andrea behind you? She’s an EMA, she can help.”


    “I’m not sure anyone can help Claudia,” the Asanii said heavily. “But you can try.” She stepped away to reveal another figure huddled in on itself, intensifying Laniis’s memories of that long-ago tableau. She half-expected to see another Eldritch face, tear-streaked and jewel-eyed, and couldn’t help her relief when she saw the conical ears of a Tam-illee instead. The Ambassador’s wrath had there been another Eldritch in the hands of someone like Manufactory-East…


    Not that this wasn’t bad enough. The woman was nearly catatonic, curled into a ball and unwilling to respond to anyone. As Andrea crouched alongside her and began murmuring comforting words, Laniis said, “What happened to her last?”


    “To make her like this?” The Asanii shook her head. “She was always like this, from the moment she was taken. We never got much out of her, but what little we did… she was some kind of pilot? For someone important. They all got taken in the raid, and she doesn’t know what happened to that person but it’s devastated her.”


    “It might have saved her life,” the Harat-Shar added, low. “She’s so unresponsive that she’s gotten sold a half dozen times already. She only recently got added to our prison, and she’s been with Manufactory-East once. That’s why she’s ripped up. But he hasn’t had much time with her yet to really damage her.”


    “She’ll be responsive before the end,” the Tam-illee murmured. “We all are.”


    “Unless… we’re leaving?” the Harat-Shar looked at her.


    “We’re leaving,” Laniis said. “I promise.”


    Footsteps on the ramp caused them all to look toward it with the exception of the woman being examined by Andrea. The Steward, entering with two guards, considered the grouping, spotted Claudia. No mistaking the expression on his face: distaste, and worry. “Does she-the-alien require the Surgeon?”


    “No,” Andrea said.


    The Steward stared at her for several long moments and she met his green gaze unflinching. Slowly, Emlyn faced the Chatcaavan as well. Dominika folded her arms.


    “You-the-alien,” the Steward said at last to Andrea. “The Worldlord would like you-the-alien to check on the other alien in his apartment in the mornings. Come now.”


    “All right.” Andrea rose. “Laniis, maybe you and your friend can help settle these people in?”


    “Of course.”


    Andrea nodded and strode to the Steward. “Then I’m ready.”


    He eyed her cautiously, then said, “This way.”


    “God!” Emlyn said, brows lifted, after they’d gone. “No leash?”


    “Things, they are a-changing,” Dominika purred.


    “That’s usually my line.” The Hinichi shook himself, turned to the newcomers. “I guess we should start with names, since we’re going to be keeping company for a while. If we’re lucky—” He glanced at Laniis. “—all the way back home.”


    “But how is this possible!” the Tam-illee said, hushed.


    “God is kind,” Emlyn replied. He blew out a breath, ruffling his forelock. “But as He’s your witness, please don’t tell Andrea I said so.”
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    The hunt went well. They spent their efforts on the runner herds, not just because Deputy-East liked the taste of them, but because he insisted it was the only way to give Lisinthir any real challenge. “You can bring down anything that attacks you. Running after things, though, you have to work at.”


    Which was true enough. He found himself missing his ugly old cob badly, though what the Chatcaava would have made of a riding beast was anyone’s guess. He’d never seen any sign that indicated they’d tamed anything like a horse… and why would they, when they could fly? It made him wonder if anyone had ever domesticated a flying animal, something large enough to pull… what, an air sled? A glider?


    Fascinating thoughts which he could ask of no one but the Emperor, whom he dared not wake. For reasons both medical and emotional.


    Leaving the game with the groundskeeper, they ambled back for a light meal—in everyone else’s case, for the roquelaure insisted he was dying and needed fuel immediately—and then to their respective suites for a nap or to catch up on work as each of them wished. Lisinthir wished a bath and was halfway through it when Deputy-East called from the suite’s main balcony, “Sword! Where are you?”


    “Soaking.” Lisinthir watched the other male stalk in from where he was barely maintaining his languid sprawl on one of the deepwater benches in the tub. Eating so much was exhausting and made him disinclined to move much afterwards; he had finally begun to act like the large predator Jahir had so often imagined him to be while touching him. “Deputy-East. What brings you here? Don’t you rest? Surely you drink, rhack, and hunt enough to exhaust a dozen normal males.”


    Deputy-East ignored the raillery and said, “He’s up to something.”


    “Manufactory-East? Of course he is.”


    “He’s up to something about you,” Deputy-East insisted, pacing. “He called and said he found something, something big. And that I should be ready for some real entertainment.” The male stopped, folding his arms and settling wings too stiff to fold properly. “What does he know? What are you hiding that he can use against you?”


    “Dying Air knows,” Lisinthir said casually. “And I am entirely certain what he cannot find, he will manufacture.” A faint smile. “Impossible to refute the fictitious, yes?”


    Deputy-East stared at him, wings sagging. “Can’t you take anything seriously? This is important, Sword! You’ve insulted him too many times and now he wants to kill you. Or break a few horns off you and make you live with half a head, like some kind of eunuch. Between the horns and the wing scar you’ll be the object of pity wherever you go. Who wants pity?”


    Lisinthir brushed some water with his fingertips. “Why, Deputy-East. I had no idea you cared.”


    “Cared! This is my life that’s crashing down around me!” Deputy-East strode to the bath’s lip and crouched over it. “Don’t you understand? If Manufactory-East decides to start acting like a rabid animal, he’ll have to be put down. And then I’ll be the next target, because if one Naval contractor’s a dangerous idiot, they all must be.”


    “Somehow I doubt the Worldlord will permit you to come to a bad end.”


    “Fine, so maybe he saves me,” Deputy-East growled. “Then what? I’m stuck with the scramble as everything rushes to fill the void in the hierarchy?”


    “Perhaps you’ll come up fortunate and the next Manufactory-East will be a true huntbrother, rather than a mad thing.”


    “And maybe the next Manufactory-East will be insane, like the current Emperor!” Deputy-East’s wings collapsed against his back and he hung his head, scrubbing at his face with a hand. “I’m sorry, Sword. Coming in here and just yelling at you... ughn. I know this isn’t your fault. It’s got nothing to do with you and everything to do with all these ships pouring in-system every day. There was no way this wasn’t going to come to a head with all the mess upstairs. But I didn’t want to live to see it.”


    “Nonsense,” Lisinthir said. “What you want is not to die before it’s done.”


    Deputy-East lifted his face, incredulous.


    “Come,” Lisinthir said, patting the water. “Strip and join me. You need to cultivate a little more equanimity, Deputy-East. Fluttering does not become you.”


    The other male managed a disbelieving laugh. “Does nothing fluster you?”


    “Oh… some things. Manufactory-East does not rise to that level of importance.”


    “I wish I were you, then.” But the other male plucked his tunic off and started on his footwear. “I can’t decide if you’re a bad influence or a good one.”


    “A dangerous one,” Lisinthir said. “I’m afraid if you throw in with me, huntbrother, you will have many, many uncomfortable moments ahead of you. Some mortifying. Some painful. But you’ll live to see the end of this, and if you are as loyal as you claim… you may even thrive.”


    Deputy-East grimaced. “I can’t say you’re not honest, at least.”


    “Many flaws I have,” Lisinthir said. “But I do aspire to candor in all my dealings. As much as is possible.” He grinned with teeth.


    The male huffed. “I hear a warning, and acknowledge.” He hissed. “Hot water is good after a long hunt.”


    “You stink like blood,” Lisinthir agreed. “With enough water, you will cease to frighten off any females.”


    “Blood is a sign of a mighty hunter…!”


    “And perhaps more ferocious females would appreciate your ripe and victorious bouquet,” Lisinthir said. “But the Worldlord likes his females sweet and giggly.”


    Deputy-East sighed. “Yes. Yes, he does.” And laughed. “Well, nothing wrong with that, really. Is there?”


    “Not at all.”
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    Oddly, the Worldlord did not summon them for an afternoon meal, though the Steward informed them it was available. He and Deputy-East ate together and then dispersed to their own entertainments, only to return to the harem in the evening to sit amongst the Worldlord’s females and discuss their host’s absence. When he did not join them, they bid one another good night. Laniis and the Knife awaited him in his quarters; their report on the arrival of Manufactory-East’s slaves and their status was difficult listening and offered no potential explanation for either mystery: Manufactory-East’s absence or the Worldlord’s.


    Lisinthir slept, waking only to feed the roquelaure, and returned to bed wondering when he could stop feeling as if his abdomen had become an empty hole that was never sated.


    In the morning, he arrived at breakfast to once again find Deputy-East and no one else. They were standing, exchanging puzzled looks, when the Worldlord arrived precipitously by dropping out of the sky onto the platform. “Apologies,” he said. “Sword. The alien medic says Gentle is dying. Will you come?”


    “Of course,” Lisinthir said, stunned. “Directly.” And headed for the tower while Deputy-East followed the Worldlord into the sky. He did not arrive much behind them, despite their having the more direct route; it was novel to be among the Chatcaava without being impaired by hekkret and alcohol addictions.


    Nothing visible had changed since he’d last been in the Worldlord’s bedchamber. Simone was still curled in her box, blankets frothed around her like the spill of the surf on the beach. But the smell... there was something sweet and wrong in the air, a powdery scent redolent of sickness. He hesitated at the door and then entered at a more decorous pace, coming to a halt alongside Deputy-East. The Worldlord was standing between them and the box, where Andrea was bent, murmuring softly to the ailing Karaka’An. Finally, Andrea sighed and pushed herself upright. Her shoulders were tight but she held her head up despite the glassiness in her eyes.


    “And?” Lisinthir asked, quiet.


    “It’s moved on to her organs,” Andrea said. “When Beritt’s goes untreated for long enough, it’ll go for the liver, the pancreas, the spleen. You need a real clinic if you want to save her now.”


    “How long?” Lisinthir asked, far too aware of the contradictory information in the corner of his vision. The Silhouette was here, but unreachable....


    “She has to go as soon as possible. Or you’ll have to dig her grave here.” Andrea looked at the Worldlord. “In your little prison garden.”


    The Worldlord flinched.


    “What’s this about?” Deputy-East asked him directly. “Huntbrother?”


    “The alien,” the Worldlord said. “Gentle. My...” He stopped, measured his breath, confessed, “My companion. She is dying.”


    Deputy-East looked from him to the Sword to Andrea and chuffed softly. No humor there. Resignation, perhaps. “And you have called the Sword here to take her away to the aliens to be saved.”


    “Can you?” the Worldlord asked him.


    “You would let me?”


    To that, the other male said nothing, but neither did he look away.


    “Then, we go. But this must end my visit.”


    “I assumed no less,” the Worldlord said. “But you will go in my debt.”


    Lisinthir managed a smile. “Perhaps if I was cannier, I would accept that binding, Worldlord. But in this case, in exchange for the gift of your slaves, I will call us even.” To Andrea, he said, “What do you need?”


    “Stretchers,” she said promptly. “Two of them, if we’re also bringing the Survivor. Possibly three if the new girl can’t be convinced to walk herself.”


    “The new girl?” Deputy-East repeated, puzzled, but the Worldlord was already instructing the guards.


    “Don’t ask,” Lisinthir advised Deputy-East. “What you don’t know, you can’t be blamed for.”


    “Sword...”


    “Don’t ask,” Lisinthir repeated.


    “On the ground floor,” the Worldlord said as he returned. “I’ll meet you there with Gentle.”


    Andrea began to object, but Lisinthir touched her arm, drew her away. “Let him,” he murmured. “Let him say farewell privately.”


    He returned to his suite—in haste—and swept it for anything that needed to leave with him... but the swords were the only possessions that mattered, the swords and perhaps the furs, and he knew a good use for those. Striding into the bedchamber, he found the Emperor somnolent. Lisinthir wrapped his naked body in the stalker pelts, tucking them close. Hopefully, the Emperor would remain unconscious for the duration of this phase of their operation. The success of their flight was uncertain, at best... without the Silhouette’s response to the roquelaure’s hails, he could only guess if there would be someone to pick them up before they were discovered. But this opportunity could not be wasted, particularly as it would bind the Worldlord to the Emperor’s cause, one way or the other: either through blackmail, or through the inexorable change in attitude brought about by the Worldlord’s release of his beloved Karaka’An from a situation he had come to regard as her prison. Lisinthir tenderly brushed a strand of hair away from the Emperor’s human face and then gathered the too-light body into his arms.


    The Emperor opened his eyes, and Lisinthir hesitated. To the question he sensed through their touch, he said, soft, “We are quitting this place.”


    “Safe?”


    “Not at all,” Lisinthir said, for he could not lie to those eyes, not even through misdirection. “But it is our best chance.”


    The Emperor’s eyes lost their focus a moment—thinking, Lisinthir hoped, rather than some artifact of the concussion. Then: “I can walk.”


    “You could,” he said, soft. “But let me do this for you.”


    Another pause. Then a slow sigh, and the Emperor rested his head back against Lisinthir’s chest. Within moments he had sunk back into that not-quite wakefulness that had become his sole refuge, and in that fugue Lisinthir sensed an alchemy occurring, one that stole his breath. Such a welter of emotions, deep anchors in dark waters, and yet they were forming a gestalt of such potential that he found himself recalling the Queen’s whispered words: …became Greatness, became Greatness.


    Maybe you were right, he said to her, hoping, somehow, she would hear. And it only lacked time.


    Down to the base of the tower, then. He found the Worldlord already present, crouched alongside the stretcher where Andrea was settling Simone. Not all the slaves were in attendance yet, though Laniis and the Knife had arrived. He set the Emperor in the second of the three stretchers and joined the two Seersa.


    “Are the rest of them coming?” he asked.


    “On their way up,” Laniis answered. “The new people need to be coaxed. They think this is a trick.”


    “Will they….”


    “They’ll come,” Laniis said. “Emlyn and Dominika have it in hand.”


    Entering through the door to the garden, Deputy-East scanned the hall until he found Lisinthir and jogged to him. “How are you planning to get all these people to the port, Sword?”


    “I hadn’t planned so far ahead, I’m afraid.”


    Deputy-East sighed gustily. “So naturally you’re going to prevail on me. Because you can’t ask the Worldlord to do it.”


    “I can’t?” Lisinthir asked, interested.


    “No, you idiot. It would be cruel. And you know it too.” Deputy-East folded his arms, glowering. “I’d blame you for all this, but he’s been doting on that creature since he got her. It’s unnatural.”


    “It’s entirely natural, as you well know,” Lisinthir said. “But I appreciate your need for circumspection.” He grinned. “So, am I prevailing upon you for transport to the port?”


    “Yes… yes, you are.”


    “Such a good huntbrother, Deputy-East.”


    “And you won’t forget it, I trust.”


    “No. Particularly if we stop at your manor for your slaves…?”


    Deputy-East threw up his hands. “Like a stalker on a bleeding hulk.”


    “Why, Deputy-East! Such flattery! I had no idea you thought of me thus.”


    The Chatcaavan elbowed him. “Stop that. Where are the rest of the… passengers, I guess I have to call them now. Where are the other passengers? The quicker we do this, the better.”


    “And what’s this? A party, and I was not informed.”


    They all looked toward the front entrance as Manufactory-East strolled in beneath its arch, flanked by four guards. Four obviously armed guards, with the energy weapons the Chatcaava dismissed for anything other than the work of cutting down thieves, or aliens. At the sight, Laniis and the Knife joined Lisinthir, hovering just behind and to the sides of him. It was the latter who rested a hand on his wrist and whispered, /He would not have brought such things if he had not planned to use them. Beware!/


    The Worldlord rose swiftly from the side of his Karaka’An and strode to the center of the hall, tail and wings stiff. “Manufactory-East. You are a guest and yet you bring insult on your vortices. Why are these guards in my house?”


    “To make an arrest, of course,” Manufactory-East said. “You see, I have had some fascinating news, and on receiving it, I did a little… investigation. You may ask me what that investigation has uncovered.”


    “Is this level of drama necessary?” Deputy-East said. “Just tell us, Manufactory-East.”


    “Not a huntbrother now, am I?” Manufactory-East said to him with poisonous sweetness. “How unsurprising, given you cleave to this stranger. But neither of you know him despite having done everything to ingratiate yourselves to him. Not like me. I… I know your secret, Sword.”


    “Do tell,” Lisinthir said.


    Manufactory-East paused, waiting for signs of fear. Lisinthir gave him back a blank face; just as Manufactory-East was beginning to lean in, scowling, he offered a condescending quirk of a brow. He’d seen this expression enough times on Chatcaavan faces to know the size of their eyes magnified their supercilious looks beautifully.


    With a hiss, Manufactory-East jerked back. Pointing at Lisinthir, he snarled, “This male is an Alliance spy!”


    A heartbeat. Another.


    Lisinthir drawled, “Is that all?”


    Manufactory-East exclaimed, “All? Isn’t that enough?”


    “I suppose it would be, if it were true,” Lisinthir said lazily.


    “This is ridiculous,” the Worldlord said. “What proof have you found, Manufactory-East?”


    “The lander he arrived on. It is of freak make.”


    “Yes?” Lisinthir said, folding his arms.


    “You do not deny it!”


    Lisinthir grinned. “Why should I? It was a perfectly good prize. I decided to keep it.”


    Manufactory-East’s eyes narrowed. “So, it has no relation to the alien ship we caught sneaking in the system?”


    “What?” Deputy-East squawked.


    “You caught an Alliance ship?” the Worldlord said, stepping forward.


    “Where did you berth it?” Deputy-East demanded, advancing on Manufactory-East. “Why wasn’t I told? System security is my arena!”


    “He didn’t tell you,” Lisinthir said, watching Manufactory-East, “Because he didn’t capture it. ‘Catching it sneaking’ implies a great deal, you-my-lesser. Say what you mean: you thought you saw something on your instruments but have not yet apprehended your little sensor ghost.”


    Manufactory-East froze. “What… do you call me?”


    “Enough about that,” Deputy-East said. “Do you have this ship somewhere? Where!”


    “He doesn’t.” The Worldlord’s contempt was patent. “He has come here with a baseless accusation and the hope that it would rattle a male he dislikes enough to inspire a confession. One which, you’ll note, the Sword has not made, Manufactory-East, because it is blatantly ridiculous. An Alliance spy! Really. Why would a spy come here?”


    “To gather information on the muster!” Manufactory-East stabbed a fingertip toward Lisinthir again. “That ship was not a sensor ghost! We have it recorded! It is a military vessel from the freak’s navy!”


    “Even if it was here, and I’m not promising I believe it, what does that have to do with the Sword?” Deputy-East’s tone was acid. “Did you really come here with no proof at all beyond circumstantial evidence? And honestly, if I was a spy attempting to learn something about the muster, I wouldn’t have planted myself here. I would be on the Naval base, where I could actually learn something useful!” He scowled at the Worldlord. “Has the Sword been using the skein from any of your terminals?”


    “No,” the Worldlord said. “Not that I know of.”


    “That you know of!” Manufactory-East said.


    “Go fetch the Steward,” the Worldlord said to one of his own guards. “Quickly. The faster we’re done with this, the better.”


    “Oh, have I interrupted something?”


    “Be quiet,” the Worldlord hissed. “I have had enough of your rudeness, Manufactory-East. I invited you to my home where you damaged my property, abused my guests, and are now making a scene in my front hall. My patience with you is not limitless, no matter your position.”


    “And what are you going to do about it when I run it out?” Manufactory-East smiled lazily. “I remind you I’m on the moon in orbit, Worldlord. With all the weapons? You don’t want to be on my list of questionable males.”


    “You don’t want to be on mine.”


    This escalation was interrupted by the Steward, who arrived at a jog. “Worldlord?”


    “Steward. Have you noticed the Sword using our computers for anything?”


    Perplexed, the Steward replied, “No, Worldlord.”


    “That only proves he has something on him!” Manufactory-East said. “Scan him! He probably has an implant!”


    Deputy-East put a hand to his brow. “Is there no end to this? Manufactory-East, enough! The Sword annoys you, we know it. He’s humiliated you. If it bothers you this much, then duel him and be done with it. But spare us the creative stories about his evil plans to destroy the Empire.”


    “Better yet,” the Worldlord said in a voice colder than any Lisinthir had heard from him, “Leave. And don’t come back.”


    Manufactory-East looked from Worldlord to Deputy-East, found no sympathy or quarter in either of those gazes. He drew his lips back from his teeth. “This is a mistake. You’ll regret it.” He began to turn.


    …which was precisely the wrong moment for his slaves to finally make their trembling way into the hall under the coaxing guidance of Emlyn. Manufactory-East stopped, mid-whirl, and spread his wings. “Did you send for my slaves so they could accompany me home? No, I would have heard you call for them, wouldn’t I? I heard you send for the Steward.” He arched his neck toward the Worldlord and bit off each successive phrase. “So what. Are they doing. In this hall?”


    Behind him, Lisinthir said idly, “I’m taking them.”


    “You’re doing what?”


    “I’m sorry. That must not have been clear,” Lisinthir said. “Let me make it plainer. I am stealing them from you.” He drew his sword. “Worldlord, did you mean what you said yesterday?”


    “I… yes,” the Worldlord said, and lifted his chin despite the rim of white encircling his irises. “Yes.”


    “Very good.” Lisinthir grinned at Manufactory-East. “You have no idea how much I have longed to kill someone since stepping foot on-world. I must thank you for finally giving me a target to take that frustration out on.”


    Manufactory-East sneered at the sword. “Oh, so you will bring freak weapons to an honest duel? What’s wrong, Sword? Afraid I’ll win if you don’t distract me with props?”


    “If you want to do this claw to claw, that’s fine,” Lisinthir replied. “I’ll enjoy ripping your throat out with my own hands.” He undid the belt and turned to set both swords in the Knife’s hands, the leather warm in his grasp. Their fingertips brushed as the Knife looked past his shoulder.


    No spoken warning would have been fast enough. But the shock of alarm that burned Lisinthir’s fingers came accompanied with the image seen through the Knife’s eyes… of Manufactory-East drawing his weapon and aiming it. Lisinthir grabbed the Knife and flung him against Laniis, sending them both tumbling to the ground. He whirled and commanded his opponent’s body for just a heartbeat, long enough to keep him from making good on his next shot, but not so long that the onlookers would realize something untoward was happening.


    That was all the time he needed. Imthereli’s sword rang free of its sheath with a sound like music. Two leaps and a lunge and its blade ripped through Manufactory-East’s throat. The guards that had accompanied him began to move; Lisinthir tripped them with the mind-talent, giving the Worldlord’s security time to reach and subdue them.


    Manufactory-East was still alive, though bleeding copiously enough for that state to be very temporary. Lisinthir crouched beside his head and framed his face with his hands. He had never chosen to ungently search someone’s mind; perhaps in some other circumstance, he would have harbored misgivings. But not now, when he needed to know if Manufactory-East truly had captured the Silhouette. He plunged in, ignoring the male’s horror, and rifled through his memories. The vessel Lisinthir had taken to the surface… impounded, then destroyed. Petty vengeance, and a way to remove evidence that was not damning enough. The sighting had been real, but the Silhouette was still at large. Manufactory-East’s staff was searching for it with all the avidity of hunters too long idle.


    The escape attempt would be… invigorating. Possibly fatal. Unless he had allies…


    Lisinthir dropped Manufactory-East’s head and gripped one of the horns instead. “I’ve done this before,” he said conversationally to the Chatcaavan as he choked on his own blood. “Rest assured, I’ll make it slow.” He put a boot against one of the horns and took a grip on another. It was easier this time than it had been with Third; his fingers were not so slippery. Still, time was wasting, and he had little of it to waste; he contented himself only with one symbolic crack, then vented the last of his vengeance by slicing the wing vanes open.


    “There,” he said, straightening. “That’s done, then. Deputy-East, I believe you owe me a ride.”


    Both of the Sword’s huntbrothers were staring at him.


    “Is it true?” the Worldlord said softly. “Are you an Alliance spy?”


    “It’s true that I’m more than I seem,” Lisinthir said. “But I am here to save the Empire, Worldlord. I am not your enemy. Now… if we are to get your Gentle to facilities that might save her, I suggest we move swiftly.”


    “Right,” Deputy-East said. “I’ll bring an air van around.” He eyed the Sword. “And yes, I’ll add my own offerings to your… exodus.”


    “Excellent!” Lisinthir said. “How delightful to be able to rely on you.”


    Deputy-East snorted and padded to the door. That left the Eldritch to face Andrea. “Is all in readiness?”


    “Absolutely, alet.” She wore her most determined face but there was a light in her eyes, and it was joy. “We don’t need the third stretcher. Claudia says if she’s leaving, she can go on her own two feet and as fast as we need her to.”


    Lisinthir chuckled. “Good for her. Allow Laniis to direct you, please?”


    “We’ll do that. To the front of the hall, everyone.”


    Facing the Worldlord, Lisinthir said, “I trust this will not cause you undue trouble?”


    The Worldlord glanced at Manufactory-East’s body and grimaced. “I hope not to fail in that trust. But no, Sword. Deputy-East and I will contrive somehow. And it needed to be done.”


    “So it did.” Lisinthir saw the impulse moving the other male and held up a hand. “Do not.”


    “What?” the Chatcaavan said with a faint smile. “Wish you well?”


    “Not so permanently, no. We will meet again, you and I. Though you might not recognize me.” He grinned. “I’ll bring a stalker pelt as a token of proof.”


    The Worldlord chuckled softly. “I believe you will, at that. Go on, then, Sword. Until that day. And… Gentle…”


    “Everything that can be done for her, we will do.” Lisinthir inclined his head.


    Deputy-East had already arrived with the van when Lisinthir exited the Worldlord’s estate into a morning gone dull and damp with clouds. He glanced up at the sky once, then joined the others entering the vehicle. Andrea, Laniis and Emlyn were helping the other rescued slaves buckle into their seats, so he headed fore. There was a conveniently empty chair alongside Deputy-East, who was on the comm, so he dropped into it, strapped the harness on, and rested his cheek against his knuckles, waiting.


    “You’re leaning on the fuel gauge,” Deputy-East complained. “And stop looking so smug. I don’t know how long the Worldlord can keep Manufactory-East’s death a secret, even with the guards he brought in custody. And the moment that leaks, everything will go to hell on a downdraft.”


    Lisinthir tsked. “Such pessimism.”


    “Realism,” Deputy-East answered curtly. “That’s everyone, we’re leaving.” As the air van rose under his deft control, the male said, “Do you have a way to get off-world anymore, now that your vessel’s been confiscated?”


    “Destroyed,” Lisinthir said. “Manufactory-East destroyed it.”


    Deputy-East glanced at him, then gritted his teeth audibly. “I’m guessing he didn’t find anything in it worth keeping, then.”


    “If there had been anything worth keeping, would I have left it behind?”


    “No. No, you wouldn’t have. Many things you are, Sword, and most of them I don’t know and make me nervous. But a fool you certainly aren’t.” Deputy-East was grimly silent as they sped toward the port. “I am guessing I will have to get you to your ship, then. Is it still in orbit?”


    “That… I don’t know,” Lisinthir said, consulting the roquelaure.


    “You don’t know?” Deputy-East glared at him. “How can you…” He trailed off, then swore. “Don’t tell me that sensor ghost is your ship…!”


    “I’m impressed,” Lisinthir said, mischievous. “I was certain your drinking habit would have long since deprived you of this level of abstract thought.”


    “I have an enviable liver.” The Chatcaava shook his head. “You swear to me you’re the Empire’s friend?”


    His passion for the Emperor—his fear over what would come of the galaxy if a polity this size dissolved into unprincipled division—his longing for the Queen, and for a future where Empire and Alliance could live in some kind of accord… he let it surface into his voice and spoke, low. “Deputy-East… I am the Empire’s staunchest ally.”


    Deputy-East glanced at him again, then made a low noise in his throat and focused on the sky. “You could be a liar.”


    “I could. But I’m not.” Lisinthir smiled a little. “An expert at misdirection and omission of truths, perhaps. But a liar… no.”


    “Misdirection! Yes. I’ll say that.” Deputy-East sighed. “Fine. I’ll fly you out. But Dying Air help you if you’re playing me false. I’ll… I’ll…” He grimaced. “I’ll try to set all my forces on you before you kill me in a single swoop.” He managed a smile. “You’re handy with claws and that fancy stick you stole from your Alliance friends.”


    “Friends,” Lisinthir murmured.


    “As you noticed, I may be a drunkard, but I’m not stupid.”


    Lisinthir laughed. “Not at all, no. We’ll see how well you do, then, huntbrother.”
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    At the spaceport they landed in a private lot dedicated to Deputy-East’s staff, and there tarried in the van until that male arranged for the arrival of one of his personal ships. After that, the transport of the Pelted was done in haste to prevent too many eyes from espying the transaction. Lisinthir oversaw the transfer, noticed that the Emperor allowed himself to be taken by stretcher though he was awake… awake, and from the look on his face, watching everything with a solemnity and attention that struck Lisinthir powerfully as a sign of… something. Something he couldn’t name. Except that he had seen an expression like that on the Emperor’s face only once, after Lisinthir had suffered the torture that had prompted the Chatcaavan’s epiphany.


    What was he thinking? What was he making of the captivity he’d suffered here?


    Deputy-East’s new ship had a crew of five males, none of whom asked any questions. If a man could be judged by the quality of his subordinates’ obedience, then the courtesy and professionalism of those crewmembers spoke highly of Deputy-East, particularly when paired with the lack of tension in their wings and hands. They did not fear their master, and they were proud to do their jobs well. Hopefully, he would not have to kill them if Deputy-East decided to renege on his trust.


    Lisinthir took a seat in the back of the abbreviated room that served as a bridge, watching the launch sequence and listening to the staccato patter of the Chatcaava communicating with both port and orbital control. His eyes strayed to the sky seen through the windows. Not long now, he thought. One way or another, it would be decided soon. And then, perhaps, he could finally stop suffering the roquelaure’s incessant demands. He smiled a little, rueful.


    Sky gave way to stars. No one stopped them on their way off-world. It took too long and yet Lisinthir was conscious of an easing of some weight in him he hadn’t known he was holding.


    “So,” Deputy-East said heavily. “We’ve left orbit. I’m heading for the last known location of your ghost, which was off in the asteroid belt… probably an unavoidable choice, if not the smartest given that being Manufactory-East’s jurisdiction. What now?”


    “Now, we hail them,” Lisinthir said. “If you’ll permit? I need the name of the vessel.”


    “As if I had a choice,” Deputy-East said, irritated. “It’s the Severance. And added over his shoulder, “We really don’t have room for more people.”


    The Knife said, “He wanted to see.”


    “This is not a tourist ship!”


    “Let him stay,” Lisinthir said, meeting the Emperor’s eyes. Then he turned to the comm board and let the Chatcaava open a general broadcast channel for him. Uuvek had given him an innocuous comment to send out, did he find himself in the position to need one, so he obliged and said, “There. Now we wait, I imagine.”


    “And just float here,” Deputy-East growled.


    The indicator on the bottom corner of Lisinthir’s vision suddenly snapped green. “Not long.” In his ear, he heard a high chime and the quiet words: Connection established.


    He responded, silent, We are on the vessel Severance, which has just sent out the signal.


    The comm panel on the ship lit. “We have a response,” the male there said, surprised. “Coordinates, sir.”


    “Head that way then.”


    “Aye, sir.”


    Deputy-East eyed him. Lisinthir tilted his head.


    “Not an ambush,” Deputy-East said.


    “So long as you don’t go in firing first?”


    “Uhgn!” Deputy-East scrubbed at his face. “Fine. The sooner we get rid of you the better.” And squinted. “Is it an Alliance ship?”


    “Do you really want to know?”


    “No. Yes. No.”


    “Pick one?” Lisinthir suggested.


    Deputy-East opened his mouth, then choked on a laugh. “How can you stay so calm no matter what anyone throws at you?”


    “Practice,” Lisinthir said. “A great deal of practice.”


    The flight to the Silhouette’s location needed the better part of two hours. The Emperor remained standing for it, wrapped in the stalker pelts and staring fixedly outside, only occasionally letting his gaze flick to the Chatcaava at their stations. The Knife remained at his side, a stubborn honor guard also wrapped in fur, if more convincingly; he had not yet abandoned his Seersan shape. Deputy-East dropped himself into a chair, cheek cradled in one hand, and occasionally snipped at Lisinthir in an attempt to bleed off his agitation. Lisinthir let him, and returned the jibes with the sort of elegant barbs he’d learned at the Eldritch court. The other Chatcaavan found them amusing.


    But eventually they did arrive, only to find nothing… as Lisinthir had expected. For the ship to unDust would have been an unnecessary risk. The roquelaure woke, whispered in his ear: We place your body aboard this vessel. Is that correct? And shot him a picture of it that blotted out the upper corner of his vision, along with statistics on the ship class, size, and name.


    I’m here, yes. It’s safe. Hail them formally, please.


    The comm panel lit again, and was answered, and there was Uuvek: a wiser choice than the Alliance personnel, though they could speak the language fluently.


    “Sword?”


    “Here, Uuvek. The mission was successful; its object is standing with me as we speak. We are returning with more people than we left, however.”


    “More people?” Uuvek said dryly.


    “I make friends wherever I go,” Lisinthir said with a faint smile. “Was your mission likewise successful?”


    “Yes. We have someone here who is deeply concerned over the object of your investigation—”


    A voice interrupted him, a tenor higher-pitched than Uuvek’s bass rumble but cultured, confident, and accustomed to command. “Let me. I have to know if he survived or all this will have been for nothing.”


    The Emperor froze, one hand clutching the furs at his collarbones.


    “Is that…” Deputy-East asked, slowly.


    “Exalted!” the voice said. “It is your Admiral-Offense. Are you there?”


    The Emperor looked at Lisinthir with wide eyes.


    “Tell him,” Lisinthir said. “He deserves to know.”


    The Emperor stepped to the comm panel amid the shock the exchange had generated and cleared his throat. “Huntbrother. I regret you find me wearing a different shape or you would recognize my voice. You told me when last we stood together that huntkin survive to avenge their brothers. I am glad to find that unnecessary.” Quieter. “I am so glad you lived.”


    “Exalted,” the answer came over the comm, hushed with gratitude. “Oh, Exalted…!”


    “I’ll be aboard soon,” the Emperor promised, still quiet.


    “Yes. Yes! We must do this immediately. Uuvek…” A shuffle then Uuvek’s voice. “Is there a Pad on that vessel, or must we mate hatches?”


    Deputy-East did not answer. Chatcaava could not go pale the way humanoids did, but the contraction of his pupils, the way the eyes trembled in their sockets, the quivering of the wings and the shocky breathing… Lisinthir had never seen a Chatcaavan male seem so close to vomiting, and wondered if they could.


    “Severance?”


    “We have a Pad,” one of the other males said hastily, and his voice was quaking. “We… we will come alongside. Ten minutes.”


    “Fifteen. Line up all your passengers for transfer now. We won’t drop shields for long.”


    “Fifteen, then,” Lisinthir said. “Severance out.” Looking at the horrified males on the bridge, he said for Deputy-East, “Go help the aliens prepare for the transfer, now.”


    That they obeyed him without question said a great deal for their mental state… but theirs was nothing to Deputy-East’s. In the silence that fell after their departure, that male could not stop staring at the Emperor and trembling, until even his wings began to tap nervously as their tips bounced against one another.


    “I…” Deputy-East said, hoarse. “I…” His voice tightened almost painfully, to the point where the words barely escaped his throat. “I used you. As a slave.”


    The Emperor did not immediately answer. How still he stood! “Yes.”


    “I named you. I named you… Dainty,” Deputy-East was beginning to panic now, breath coming in sharp pants. “And I… and Manufactory-East… we…”


    The Emperor watched him. Lisinthir expected to see something in his eyes. Anger. Hatred. Cold. Something. Instead there was this… patience he could not understand, and yet how it awed him.


    Deputy-East slid to the ground, hugging himself, and a thin keen issued from him. “I didn’t know… I didn’t know, Dying Air, oh Air, I didn’t… I didn’t…”


    “But you did,” Lisinthir said, quiet.


    Deputy-East covered his face, then pressed it and hands to his knees, leaving the length of his neck and back exposed. For a long moment he did nothing but shudder there, prostrate. Then, almost inaudibly, “Please, Exalted. Make it quick.”


    “I will not kill you.”


    Deputy-East looked up at him sharply, stunned.


    “To blame you for what you have done…” The Emperor trailed off, eyes rising to the starfield. “I would have to condemn myself as well, for I have done as much, and worse, to slaves and females and other males.”


    “Exalted,” Deputy-East whispered.


    “You will not do it again, I think,” the Emperor finished, considering the prostrate male. “Not with this memory to carry.”


    “No,” Deputy-East exclaimed, horrified. And then rueful, “No. The Sword had already mostly convinced me to treat with aliens as if they were Chatcaava anyway.”


    “He has that effect on us,” the Emperor said. No smile, though; Lisinthir wished he would. “Rise, Deputy-East. Once we have left your vessel, your duty to us is done.”


    “No,” Deputy-East said, voice still shaking. “No, it’s not. Not if you are… of course you are who you say you are. The male who is now at the throneworld. He will rip our people apart.”


    The Emperor considered him with somber eyes before turning that too solemn gaze to Lisinthir. “Have you touched him?”


    “I have.”


    “Is he ours?”


    Lisinthir looked at Deputy-East. “Yes.” He smiled wryly. “He might not realize it yet. Or might not have until this moment. Ah, huntbrother?”


    “No,” Deputy-East. “But after this… I said we would have to pick sides.” He looked at the Emperor, haunted now. “I’ve picked mine. If… if you’d ever let me stand at your side after all I’ve done… done to you.”


    The Emperor studied him further, then said, low. “I think you belong to me now, Deputy-East, in a way more profound than you ever could have, having never tortured me. Am I right?”


    The other male dropped his head, shuddered.


    The Emperor nodded. “Then I will send for you again. Until then, keep my secrets, Deputy-East.”


    “Yes, Exalted,” Deputy-East whispered. “Always!”


    Gathering the furs closer around his thin shoulders, the Emperor turned and made his way aft to where the other Alliance personnel were gathering. Lisinthir looked over his shoulder, then went to a knee alongside Deputy-East, resting a hand on his shoulder. Meeting the male’s eyes, he said, “Do you understand now?”


    “Yes,” Deputy-East said, voice cracking. “But Sword, how will he ever forgive me?”


    Try as he could, Lisinthir could think of nothing to say. He had expected the Emperor, the male he’d known, to want justice. The stranger who had simply regarded the attacker who’d broken him without reacting…


    “I will be back,” Lisinthir said. “Too much is happening in this system for it to be otherwise.”


    “I’ll be ready,” Deputy-East said. “And the Worldlord too. We will stay alive to abet you, whatever it takes.”


    Lisinthir nodded and rose.


    The Pelted were proceeding over the Pad one by one, directed by Laniis and overseen by a grim member of the Severance’s crew. The Emperor, swaddled in his furs, was at the end of the line. As Lisinthir joined him, he said, hushed, “I can’t... I can’t meet with them until I know....”


    “You are going to the clinic, first thing,” Lisinthir promised.
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    But the Emperor was not the first person to come into the care of the wild-haired Seersa medic on the Silhouette. Simone needed attention urgently, and Andrea rushed her there and was already speaking to Dellen before Lisinthir had so much as an opportunity to introduce the two to one another. Manufactory-East’s slaves were also poorly off. Glancing from them to the two biobeds, the Emperor said, “Let them be seen first.”


    “You need help,” Lisinthir said firmly.


    “He does?” Dellen interrupted. Behind him, Andrea was hovering over Simone’s bed, staring at the read-outs as test results began scrolling up them. “What ails you, alet?”


    “He has a concussion,” Lisinthir said.


    “We’ll fix it. Give me an hour. You can wait here?”


    “My room might be better,” Lisinthir said. “Your clinic grows rather crowded, alet. Call for us?”


    Dellen nodded and dove back into his work.


    After the days spent in the Worldlord’s guest suite, his cabin looked both too small and very welcome. As the Emperor entered behind him, Lisinthir called Meryl. “We’re dealing with medical issues. I assume a briefing can wait?”


    “A briefing will have to, since we’re busy sneaking out of here without being caught. It took us over a day and a half to get in. I’m guessing it’ll be more like two to get out.”


    “I will let you concentrate on the matter then.”


    A chuckle. “We’ll arrange a time once everything’s settled. Though if the Emperor’s with you, the Admiral-Offense would really like to meet with him.”


    “After he’s seen the healer. He needs one.”


    “I’ll tell him. Call us if you need anything. But only if it’s urgent.”


    Lisinthir found a crooked smile. “Naturally. Ambassador out.”


    The channel closed with a chime, leaving him with the waiting silence, one he could sense even without turning. Deactivating the roquelaure was a relief so intense he shuddered. To see his own hands again when he looked down, rather than an alien’s… he twisted them, palm up, was glad to once again see the calluses and Imthereli’s ring—now the only hint of dragon left. And a hint, he decided, was all he ever wanted to claim in the future. There was more unicorn in him than he’d thought. Not enough to conquer the drake, but enough to make him aware that he had needed this interlude too: to set aside, finally, all his worries that he had become unfit for a moral life.


    With a reluctance he found painful, Lisinthir turned to face the Emperor, wondering if the man he’d loved in the imperial court would be waiting, or if the stranger would be there, the unbearable, broken one who could accept no comfort. He lifted his eyes and waited to be shown which it would be.


    The Emperor took a step forward, holding the furs at his throat with a hand. The other he used to hesitantly reach toward Lisinthir’s face, and when the Eldritch didn’t move… to touch. Light as the brush of a petal, that fingertip tracing the line of his cheekbone.


    “As I promised,” Lisinthir said, soft. “Your Perfection.”


    The Emperor managed a smile, though it trembled. “You are too thin, Ambassador.”


    “The technology required a great deal of food to maintain my illusion.”


    “It was… convincing. But I am… glad… you are not what you looked like.”


    Lisinthir took a chance, stepping forward. He paused to ensure his welcome before cupping the Emperor’s human face in his hands: also too thin. Those eyes, already a touch too large for normalcy, looked enormous in the hollows pain had carved around them. “Not long now,” he said. “I promise.”


    “Simone needs the care more,” the Emperor answered, husky. “And the others.”


    “You suffered no less than they….”


    “They deserve the care more.” The Emperor closed his eyes. “Don’t… don’t argue with me. You know it.”


    “I will not hear you deny your own trauma…!”


    “Would you have put yourself first?” the Emperor asked suddenly. At Lisinthir’s sharp inhalation, he managed a smile. “No?”


    “Do you blame me for fearing for you?” Lisinthir asked finally, brushing his thumbs along the Emperor’s cheeks. “For wanting to see you well again?”


    “Oh, beloved,” the Emperor sighed. He let his head fall forward until his brow met Lisinthir’s, and there he left it, eyes closed and entire body sagging. “I only hope I can be.”


    “You will,” Lisinthir said fiercely. Sensing the resignation through their touch, he repeated it. “You will.” And brought that face up for a kiss. How familiar the taste of that mouth! For they had kissed often enough when the Emperor had worn a borrowed Eldritch shape. But the metal ring through the lower lip was unfamiliar, distracting. He hated it, longed for the uninterrupted softness of his lover’s Eldritch mouth. Longed for the confidence and hunger and lazy affection he recalled from those kisses, even as the poignancy of this one’s need and despair and vulnerability pierced him to the quick.


    When the Emperor’s chest hitched, he stopped immediately, was swift enough to wrap his lover in his arms before the tears became sobs. The Emperor wept into Lisinthir’s shoulder, pressing his fingertips into the Eldritch’s back. Little flexes of the hand, never hard enough to bruise… more as if to reassure himself that the flesh under them was real.


    “I’m here,” Lisinthir whispered in Chatcaavan. “I will always be here.” Stroking the Emperor’s spine, he said, “Let us lie down while we wait for Dellen to call us back.”


    They made it to the couch, not the bed, and twined together there. Until the Emperor said, almost inaudible, “Call me back.”


    Lisinthir wanted to argue… but if he had been in the Emperor’s position, he would not have wanted an audience while waiting for such devastating news. So he pressed his nose against his lover’s dark hair and said nothing.
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    That he was safe—the Emperor did not quite believe it. Being the Worldlord’s slave had been visceral, true, pounded into his flesh or striped off his back or jerked into muscle and joint. There had been no arguing with the reality of tile under his cheek and blood running down his flanks. Human skin was so much thinner; the temperature of the liquid seeping from his wounds had been tangible, hot at the cut, cold the longer it sat on him.


    Everything from the moment the new Chatcaavan male had confessed to being the Ambassador had felt… surreal. Particularly since he’d been left alone and unmolested. Andrea had told him to sleep as much as he could, and he’d welcomed the opportunity to flee the world that waited for him when he opened his eyes. In all his life he had never felt his life was something to escape, but the gratitude when no one forced him awake had been staggering, and incontrovertible evidence of how that life had changed.


    He’d slept through a storm—or storms, he couldn’t remember the days passing—and then there had been the fight in the hall. That was when he’d begun to wake again: when the prospect of his old life and the new colliding had begun to feel possible. He’d borne silent witness to the Ambassador’s dispatch of Manufactory-East and the reactions of the Worldlord and Deputy-East to that male’s treachery and his death. He’d taken in the Worldlord’s and Deputy-East’s separate decisions to aid the Ambassador and to voluntarily hand over their slaves. From what he’d gathered, listening to Andrea’s conversations in the air van, the impetus for their abrupt departure had been the Worldlord’s fear that Simone would die without Alliance aid.


    It was not until the Ambassador had stripped his disguise in this cabin that it had slammed into him: that this was real, that he was once again the Emperor and not Dainty, the newest piece of meat in a Chatcaavan system lord’s kennel. That the task of reconciling his old role and who he’d become, briefly but indelibly, was now unavoidable.


    So much horror, unforgettable. And yet, he had learned other things as well. Lying against the Ambassador’s body with his cheek now pillowed on smooth, warm skin, not on stone… feeling smaller than someone else, and enveloped by them. He no longer recalled clearly how his wings would have fit into an embrace like this, so that Lisinthir’s hand could lie on his hip that way.


    He had learned about that, too. About names. About digging under the shifting truth of claimed titles for the irrevocable and inescapable. Kauvauc. The Emperor. The Survivor. Dainty. Beloved. Greatness. You-my-lesser. He pressed his nose into his lover’s chest and closed his eyes tightly. Everything still hurt. Even the memory of Deputy-East’s panic had hurt. It was too similar to what the Emperor had felt when he’d confronted the sight of the Ambassador half-mad on the rack: that sudden cold, as if the wind had emptied his wings and left him to plummet. What have I done, and who am I to have allowed this, and can it be fixed, can there ever be a redemption.


    The chime made him lift his head. The Ambassador too, alert with the abruptness of a soldier too long on duty. The Emperor rested a soft, thin-skinned hand on him and adjured him to stay in silence, hoping it would sink through that knowing Eldritch flesh. When the Ambassador met his eyes… yes. He had communicated his message.


    He went alone, then, to the clinic.


    Entering, his eyes went immediately to the beds. Simone was still on one of them, Andrea asleep on a fold-down cot alongside. The remaining bed was empty and the other slaves were absent. It was the medic who came to greet him. In horrendous Chatcaavan, even, intelligible but accented to the point of incredulity.


    “Andrea tells me you’re Chatcaavan, trapped in this shape by your head injury?”


    What could he say to that? He could only hope it was true and that something else hadn’t gone wrong somehow. “Yes. As far as I know. And I would prefer to speak Universal.”


    “Would you? Interesting. Lie down please. On your back.” The Seersa’s voice was absent now. “This may take a while… it would be best if you closed your eyes and tried to rest.”


    “Do you think…?”


    “You’ll be fine,” the male said firmly. His tone became casual. “Would you like the piercings removed?”


    He did not quell the shiver of revulsion. “Yes.” And then: “But don’t dispose of them.” Remembering, “And there is… there is a chip in me. Behind the ear in the neck. That can be destroyed.”


    “I’ll take care of it. Now please relax.”


    The Emperor closed his eyes. He didn’t want to know what was happening, anyway. Either he would rise from this bed able to resume his true shape, or… he wouldn’t. Dwelling on his fears would not change the outcome.


    Enough time passed that he slept, aware of it because of the dryness of his mouth and the discomfort in his back from having lain so long in a single position. But the force field that had been holding him in place had dissipated, and when he turned his head to one side the Seersa said from beside Simone’s bed, “Yes, you can get up.”


    He licked his mouth. “How… how long?”


    “Long enough.” The Seersa glanced at the monitor. “About seventeen hours.”


    His eyes flared open.


    “That’s fine,” the medic said. “You needed the time. And yes, everyone who was worried about you or wanted to talk to you right now has been assured you were in no danger and that you’d be in contact with them when you were ready. Now sit up, see how you feel.”


    So he pushed himself upright, swinging his feet over the side of the bed, and just… sagged there, frowning, eyes tightly closed. The vagueness that had been clouding his thoughts had faded, leaving the grief and despair naked. Distant, though, because he was here, in this clinical setting that nonetheless afforded him some semblance of dignity; he’d been dressed while he slept in a simple white gown that must close in the back because it hung open down his spine… the way it would have, had he been winged.


    “Should I…?”


    “Try to Change? I would, yes.”


    But what if he failed? The Emperor inhaled, reached… and fell into his own body with an ease that would have felt anticlimactic if he hadn’t choked on the relief. Wings, tail, hide… he ran his hands up his arms, bunching the sleeves of the garment, and could not stop gasping. Even in this body, he was trying to cry, and it was unwonted enough that the Seersa left off his survey of the Karaka’An and came over to consider him.


    “I’m fine,” the Emperor managed.


    “You’re hyperventilating,” the Seersa said dryly. “Can you sing?”


    “What?” the Emperor asked, confounded.


    “You people. Do you sing? Chant religious texts? Whistle?”


    “I… yes, but…”


    “Try that,” the Seersa said. “It’ll order your breathing.”


    “I don’t sing,” the Emperor said. “And I don’t pray…”


    “I do.”


    Andrea was sitting up on her cot, her smile radiant. She pushed the hair from her golden face and slid from the cot, padding to him. How different she looked in Alliance clothing! Right, he thought, though the joy on her countenance was more fitting a garment than the simple shirt and pants she was wearing now. She offered her hands and he gave them, bewildered.


    “What do you call God?” she asked him.


    “I… we call on the Air,” he said. “The Living Air.”


    She nodded. “Repeat after me, then. I praise you, O Living Air, for You have saved me, and succored me from my enemies, who gloated over me.”


    Mystified, he repeated. And she continued:


     


    “I cried out for your aid, Living Air, my God,


    And You healed me, and kept me from dying.


    I was meant for dead,


    But You restored my life.


     


    Sing praises to the Living Air,


    All those who keep the faith!


    Remember all that He has done for us


    And give Him every thanks!


    His discipline lasts only briefly,


    And His goodness for eternity.


    Tears may come in the darkness,


    But joy in the dawn.


     


    You have led us out of bondage, O Living Air,


    Changed our sorrow into rejoicing;


    You have swept my sorrows from me


    And enrobed me in Your glory.


    So I will not be silent;


    I will speak Your praises eternally.


    Living Air, You are our God;


    We give You thanks forever.”


     


    She drew in a breath and finished, “Amen.”


    “Amen,” the Emperor repeated, voice rough.


    As he trembled, she touched her fingers to the fall of mane framing his face. “There. You have come out the other side. ‘As silver is purified by the fire.’” She smiled. “Yes?”


    “Yes.” He swallowed, waited until his voice steadied. “Simone?”


    “She’ll live!”


    “She’ll probably live,” the Seersa said from behind them, voice a growl. “If we get out of this and I can bring her to a proper Medplex.”


    “It’s a crazy thing, a crazy wonderful thing,” Andrea said, breathless with happiness. “Where I worked, in the outskirts of the Alliance, advances in medicine rippled out to us slowly. We got them eventually but it took time. Healer Dellen worked in the Core and they have ways to halt the progression of disease in Beritt’s patients there, even when they’re this far along. She’s in stasis now and Dellen-alet thinks the specialists on a starbase could save her!”


    The likelihood of their reaching that starbase in time did not seem high, but… what did he know? That Simone had not died outright, and that her prognosis was not unalterable, was miracle enough. “The others?”


    “They’re fine. Happy to be clothed and on their way home! Eventually.” Andrea grinned, eyes sparkling. “Of course, we can’t go anywhere until this ship’s discharged its mission. I’m guessing you have something to do with that.”


    “Something,” he said, quiet.


    “You look good,” the Seersa interrupted, eyes on the test results that were still populating the graphs and charts on his data tablet. “How do you feel? Head clear? Any lingering confusion, aches and pains? Hungry?”


    “I… a little. Perhaps.”


    “Good sign.” The Seersa set the tablet aside and folded his arms, ears pricked. “Any questions before I release you?”


    The Emperor probed the memories of his captivity gingerly. “There are… gaps… in what I remember. Is that normal?”


    “Yes. Particularly with trauma. They might come back… they might not. We still don’t know what makes some people spring back while others don’t.” The Seersa cocked his head in a manner almost draconic. “And that’s just the physical trauma. Everyone comes back from emotional trauma differently. You’re stringing sentences together and you’re acting functional. That might last, or you might find yourself having flashbacks or bad episodes. Don’t let anyone make you feel like you should be acting more upset or less than you feel. Move through your reactions at your own pace and be prepared for setbacks. I’m not certified to handle emotional recovery processes, but one of our refugees is. Dominika, the clouded pardine Harat-Shar. If you’d like to talk to her later, I encourage you to do so.”


    How to say that he knew he was broken, and not at all healed? His ability to speak and make sense of the world was a reflection of an upbringing that had emphasized the need to hide one’s wounds. He knew now just how much of a luxury it was, to be able to conceal one’s weaknesses. How lucky he’d been.


    Would he ever heal? He didn’t feel at all normal.


    Maybe he shouldn’t ever. Or was that thought a sign of this trauma?


    “I understand,” he said, because the medic seemed to be waiting for something, and that seemed to suffice.


    Dellen dug into his coat pocket, brought out his hand and opened it. Four rings there, gleaming black. “You wanted these, I think.”


    “Yes, thank you.” He almost couldn’t take them, but made himself.


    “Good. Then if the two of you don’t mind… I’m going to sequester myself in my office for an hour. To nap. The monitor should wake me if something happens, but if it doesn’t… alet?”


    Andrea said, “I’ll tell you.”


    He nodded and swept off, the adjacent door shutting on him so quickly the Emperor barely glimpsed the small room with its couch and desk. Which left him with Andrea, who was still holding one of his hands and watching him with that little smile on her face.


    “And you?” he asked, hesitant. “And Emlyn? Dominika?”


    “We’re all very good,” she said. “Emlyn… for once he’s not grouching. None of us recognize him. When we first got here…” She stopped, laughed self-consciously. “We couldn’t even fight over which psalm to recite, even though the words are different. We were so happy. So happy and so overwhelmed. He even said… that I was right, and that I should say I told him so.”


    “Did you?” he asked.


    “Oh, no.” She shook her head. “Not me, alet, but God. I didn’t do anything. I didn’t lose faith but I won’t pretend it couldn’t happen to any of us. It was just my turn for Emlyn… one day it’ll be his for someone else.” She beamed at him. “So, now that you’re no longer the Survivor, will you tell me who you really are?”


    He looked down at the fist he had formed around the four rings. “You may not believe.”


    “I’m sure whatever you are, it’s important. I’ve never seen so many horns.” She raised a hand, ran her fingers up one of them, and he no longer minded that it was a presumption. It felt good to be touched by a gentle hand—to be touched by a gentle hand not because she was a lover, but because to touch so was normal, even between strangers. He ducked his head as her fingers fell down his mane again, pulling it in front of his shoulders. “So? Who are you?”


    “I am…” He steeled himself. “I am the Chatcaavan Emperor.”


    Her mouth dropped open. Her hand flew to it, covering it, but still she stared at him, so wide-eyed there was a rim of white almost all the way around her brown irises, like a Chatcaavan’s. “Just like Moses!” she breathed.


    “I’m sorry?”


    She bleated a laugh. “All right, the parallel’s not perfect, but…” Awed, she stopped to stare at him. “The king who lived the life of a slave, and became one of them!” Hastily, she added, “Our culture is full of such stories. The mighty fall and learn a great deal among the unfortunate, and when they rise again they are changed.”


    “As silver is purified by the fire,” he murmured, repeating her words.


    She nodded, never looking away, and quoted, “ ‘You led us into a trap and caused us to suffer; but we passed through water and fire, and you brought us to a place of safety.’”


    The Emperor shuddered.


    “But it’s true,” she said, gently. “You’ve passed through your trial. Now, you are stronger.” She clasped his arms. “You should bathe and eat and rest, though. I’m sure you have a great deal to do.”


    “I don’t understand you,” the Emperor said. “I have been revealed as your great enemy and you are kind to me. You were kind to me from the beginning, and I have yet to understand why.”


    “Because you are me,” she said. “And what I do unto the least and the worst, I do to God and myself. Besides… I don’t think you are my great enemy anymore. Are you? Or is God not done with you yet?”


    “I don’t know,” the Emperor confessed. “I am afraid of either answer.”


    “My brother,” she said, reminding him with a powerful pang of the Admiral-Offense calling him the same. “You are well on your path. So. You have a cabin assigned, I guess?”


    “With the one you met as the Sword,” the Emperor said. “And… I am afraid to return there as well.”


    Her eyes were compassionate. “Because?”


    The Emperor opened his hand, looked at the four rings. “I am not who I was. What if he will not like what I am become?”


    “If he loves you, and you love him…”


    “Always,” the Emperor rasped.


    “Then trust him.” She spread his palm further open. “You kept them… will you throw them away yourself?”


    Would he? He shifted his hand so that the light glinted on the metal, tried not to quiver. They were symbols of oppression and misery. To dispense with them would be cathartic. But without some tangible proof of his captivity, would he decide to erase those memories? Would he turn his back on what he’d undergone?


    He hoped he had more courage than that. But he knew now, intimately, that his strength was not without end.


    “I think,” he said slowly, “I should keep them. In a way that makes it impossible for me to forget them, or others.”


    “Can I make a suggestion?” she asked. He glanced at her and she traced a finger up one of his most prominent horns. “Black on black would be striking. Surgical glue would keep them there forever. But they’d be visible to someone close enough. People would ask.”


    Could he admit to his bondage?


    Could he bear not to, knowing that it could happen again, and to anyone?


    “Let them,” he said, exhaling. “And… I would welcome your help.”


    She nodded and touched his wrist. “Alet. If you want to know… this is how you survive, when you are at the end of your own strength.” She smiled. “With help.”


    The Ambassador had had the Slave Queen. Surely he would agree. “I begin to understand. But it is only a beginning.”
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    But even believing in this, it was hard to return to the Ambassador’s cabin. He’d wrapped the fur throw around the patient gown, feeling the cold far more than he should have in his proper shape. The air on his hide was blunted, but on his wings an incredible caress; the smells in the corridor were more acute and unnervingly alien when compared to the scent of a Chatcaavan vessel. The noises… muffled, and he didn’t know if this represented a delta between his human and his Chatcaavan hearing or if Alliance warships were simply quieter. His balance was off because it was better; he’d lived his entire life with tail and wings, and yet it was strange not to feel he was about to career against a wall. The colors were brighter, but his vision better suited to distances.


    He felt wrong in his skin, as if there were too many of him to fit in it. And very calm, because he was finally home in it. Nothing felt real; everything felt too true, too raw. He thought he would never be whole, but that the point might have been to stay broken. Just... like this. Such a metanoia to have fallen to, into, through. Such a journey to have achieved it. He had always longed for knowledge, craved it with a ferocity for which he’d earned endless teasing as a youth. The cache he’d fallen into when he’d crashed over the Worldlord’s wall was beyond anything he’d imagined as that youth, and it was bitter and beyond price.


    Marshaling his courage, and more aware of that fear and doubt than he’d ever been in his life, the Emperor stepped through the door into the Ambassador’s quarters.


    His Ambassador—Lisinthir, his Perfection—had been seated at the little desk at the back of the room, and on hearing the door had begun rising. At the sight of him… the sight of his gladness… it undid the Emperor, who stopped moving for fear that his knees would no longer hold him up. It hurt him, how cautiously Lisinthir approached him, because he needed the caution. Wanted it, as proof of consideration. But he wanted more the touch of those hands, and he held out his for them. He wanted more the arms that slid around his hips and pulled him close. He wanted to breathe this scent through his real nose… taste this skin behind the ear with his true tongue, find the concern and the stress in the flavor, acrid spice to the Eldritch’s usual musky sweetness.


    It was only when he rested his hands on his lover’s back and felt the claws make contact that he flinched, hard enough to scratch.


    The Ambassador caught his arm before he could back away. “No. Please. My love, you have given me worse in loveplay, and I enjoyed it.”


    “I know,” the Emperor said, husky. “I know, and… I want to be that person again.” He looked up. “I won’t be, will I.”


    Lisinthir’s eyes were steady, but too well the Emperor could read the faint crimp in them and sense the other’s sorrow. “You will be more than you were. If you so choose.”


    “And the other choices?”


    “To become less,” the Ambassador said. “To turn your claws on yourself and cut yourself down before your enemies do. To renege on your responsibilities.”


    “My responsibilities.” The words tasted sour in his mouth. “Which I was executing with such skill and ardor. To maintain my own power—to preserve an Empire riddled through with such flaws that it can only exist by playing its warring factions against one another.” He looked up, discovered that he could still feel anger, if only as a dimly burning shard. “That responsibility.”


    “You do yourself no credit by denying you sought change,” Lisinthir said, and there was a spark now in his Ambassador’s eyes, warm ember. “That you had changed. That you wanted to address some of the issues you saw before you sent me from your side.”


    “I didn’t understand the half of what I needed to fight.” As quickly as it had flared, the anger subsided. “I didn’t understand.”


    “And now?” The Ambassador set a hand on his chest, fingertips just touching the collarbone.


    “And now...” He paused. “We can do nothing until we escape Apex-East. Yes?”


    “Yes.”


    “Then for now...” The path before him—he apprehended its whole at last, and with exhausting clarity. The way was cold and dark, and there was in it a negation that would have horrified him before; the Survivor, who had become Dainty, could only accept it, because there was no alternative. And yet it was the Emperor-who’d-been who saw the political aspects of it clearly enough to know the end. He was, he thought, Changed. He saw now with one eye darkened. Lifting his gaze, he said nothing... only extended a hand to his Perfection’s shoulder, where the edge of the vest dove down toward the buttons that held it fast over the Eldritch’s chest. When the other did not recoil, he carefully undid that first button and began on the next.
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    Lisinthir held his breath as the Emperor worked his way down the vest’s closures. He’d missed their intimacy so much; had missed the playful aggression of it, the laughter, the contest quenched in ecstasy. He had never imagined that they would find anything more. That the Emperor would become capable of the kind of vulnerability that made the Slave Queen and Jahir so sweet in the arms, in the mouth. But this... this male now was not the stranger he’d feared. The integration of the desolated slave and the haughty king was happening as he watched, and while he yearned to kiss the grimness from that lean face, he knew better. The Emperor had witnessed torture and helplessness and found it heinous. Now he had lived it, and that experience had given weight to what had previously been a solely intellectual understanding.


    What would come of it, Lisinthir had no idea. But this lovemaking now... this would see them through the gate. And then....


    The Emperor gently drew the vest over one shoulder, then the other. Lisinthir caught it before it could fall to the ground and set it aside before straightening for the dragon to begin on his shirt. This aching contrast to how they’d disrobed one another before—by tearing the clothes from one another—was almost overwhelming, so much so that when the Emperor bent to the skin he’d exposed near Lisinthir’s heart and rested his nose against it, the Eldritch couldn’t help his shaky gasp.


    “Too much?” the Emperor asked, very quiet.


    “Not enough...!”


    There was tenderness in the answer. “Help me?”


    “Yes,” Lisinthir answered, and pulled the shirt over his head. He was far more dressed than the Emperor, who needed only drop his fur and shrug out of the clinic’s disposable gown, and in his eagerness he found his hands were trembling. They were trembling still when they skimmed up his lover’s sides and settled palm-down on his dark chest. The right color now. The right texture. Beneath it, a heart beating, steady and quick.


    The Emperor moved into him and sighed against his hair, ruffling it. He arched wings round to trail their tips against Lisinthir’s flanks. In that embrace, close and calm, Lisinthir felt the knife-edge memories and sodden anguishes of his beloved’s captivity beginning to set into patterns, like stained glass in lead. He drew in another breath through his mouth, unable to hold still. “Beloved—”


    “Perfection,” the Emperor murmured against his neck.


    “The bed, please.”


    A faint nod—through their skin, a stronger reply, welling up through the cracks. Lisinthir drew him back to the bed, brought the other male over him, let him be the one who decided who would be touched and when. Gave him the chance to reclaim the agency stolen from him in the Worldlord’s slave annex... and tried not to weep when the Emperor responded by giving it back to him. Tentatively, but with such trust. Lisinthir wrapped his arms around the crowned head and drew it down to him, drew the smell and softness of the mane, the unyielding cruelty of the horns, the aching emptiness of the mouth that could not kiss the way he desperately wanted to kiss. But licking they did, and shuddering, and it was close and good and silent—so silent that Lisinthir did not realize the shivering wracking his lover’s body was not solely desire, but the Change. Over him, dragon became Eldritch, became skin porous to emotion, became open lips and gentler body.


    Against his mouth, the Emperor whispered, “I wanted to be in you.”


    “You are,” Lisinthir said, and gathered him in. “Oh, you are...!”


    They kissed one another through their tears, sharing their source. Same cup, Lisinthir whispered.


    You gave it to me, Beloved. Perfection.
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    Later, entwined on the bed, the Emperor said, “My name is Kauvauc.”


    Evidently, Lisinthir’s shock was sufficiently extreme to inspire a chuckle. If it was not the merriest of sounds, he was glad of having heard the Emperor finally laugh. “Surely your name was Kauvauc.”


    “It is what they are calling me now, those who have decided I am no longer Emperor.” The Chatcaavan, once again in his proper shape, was tracing a design on Lisinthir’s chest with the side of a finger, holding the talon arched out of the way. “And it has never stopped being me. The part of me that was born named... to pretend he did not partake in my creation would be wrong. I am still Kauvauc. Just as I will always be Dainty.”


    No shame accompanied that admission. Grief and exhaustion, yes. A cold acceptance of fact that stippled Lisinthir’s arms with gooseflesh. But there was a serenity to the male’s aura that Lisinthir found aweing, and the fact that the Emperor could tell and did not chide him for it made him wonder if the Emperor was as confounded to have reached this point as Lisinthir was to have witnessed it.


    “Is that why you called me by my name?” he asked, quiet.


    “Partly. But mostly because... when I was there I realized that a title could also be nothing. ‘The slave’. ‘The fragile one.’ ‘The human.’” The Emperor paused his caress, resting his palm flat. “The Emperor—that describes the Usurper to some. And me to others. The title does not care which of us uses it. It is above individual desires. To be Kauvauc is to be a particular Chatcaavan, one who is not described by his relationship to others. That is not a negative thing, when the relationship described can be a leash as easily as it can be a throne.”


    “Not a very Chatcaavan thought,” Lisinthir observed.


    “No,” the Emperor said. “And I would not have had it, had I not known you... and moreover, had I not known the others in the annex.” He closed his eyes. “Among the Chatcaava, I must be the Emperor, or I am no one. But I understand your names a little better now, Ambassador. And did not want you to think that I called you yours out of disrespect.”


    Lisinthir shuddered and turned into him. “I knew the moment you used it that you meant the very opposite. It was... very affecting.”


    “Very affecting,” the Emperor murmured. “You should try mine on me, then.”


    “Shall I then?” Lisinthir asked. At the Chatcaavan’s steady attention, he finished, quiet, “Then, Kauvauc... when shall you take back what is yours?”


    The shock that swept beneath the Emperor’s skin burned, though the male didn’t flinch. Only his pupils reacted, contracting in the enormous yellow-green eyes. The emotion faded slowly, leaving behind a raw sensation, like sunburned flesh.


    Very softly, the Emperor said, “Is it mine to take back?”


    “If you do not make it yours, the Usurper will make it his,” Lisinthir answered. “So I ask again. Kauvauc. When will you take up your title?”


    The Emperor exhaled and managed a pained laugh. “How can I take it up, Lisinthir Nase Galare, when I have not yet set it down?”


    Lisinthir laughed then, delight close to pain, pride sharp as knives. He cupped the Chatcaavan’s face and said, “Oh, my Beloved, who is Greatness. Yes!”


    “It will not go as we had hoped,” the Emperor warned.


    “It never does,” Lisinthir said. “And just as well, for we are never so good a judge of what must be as the Living Air, and the God and Lady.” He dropped a kiss on the dark nose. “We should shower and dress. The Admiral-Offense has been waiting to speak with you. And the Knife would dearly like to know that you are well.”


    “The Knife?” The Emperor sat up, frowning. “How does he know where I am? And what befell me?”


    “He was the second Seersa,” Lisinthir said. “And yes, there is a story to tell there. You will not like it.”


    “No,” the Emperor said. “I don’t think I will. But let us see the Admiral-Offense first. If there is to be news, let me have it all at once.”
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    The Chatcaava knew, Lisinthir thought when he brought the Emperor to the conference room to meet them. They knew the magnitude of the transformation their Emperor had undergone. Only the Knife had been present to witness the Emperor’s durance, and Lisinthir knew better than to believe he’d shared those details with anyone, even Uuvek. But it hardly mattered. Washed, dressed, and once again wearing his true shape, the Emperor nonetheless drew behind him a mantle indescribable in its potency: an aura that forced the eye to seek him. Once upon a time, the Eldritch had read that beauty always had in it some strangeness. The male who had been Emperor before had been all a Chatcaavan would have expected in a male of that title. This Emperor… now had that strangeness. He was no longer predictable, and there was power in it. And beauty, Lisinthir thought. That also.


    “Exalted,” the Admiral-Offense said with a quiver that ran the length of his wings. “You live…!”


    “Huntbrother,” the Emperor said gravely. “So do you, and your fate seemed far more inevitable than mine.”


    “Pure luck,” the Admiral-Offense said. “That we were able to escape pursuit and then that we were found.” He indicated Uuvek with the tip of his nose. “You have excellent resources to hand. Nor is he the only one. Exalted, many resent your overthrow and its implications for the Navy. The trouble is not a lack of wings to rise to your call… it is separating them from their traitorous comrades. We have begun this process but it will not go quickly.”


    “No,” the Emperor murmured.


    “And in the meantime, the Usurper is fostering the rupture that will destroy the Empire!”


    The Emperor looked at him, then the Knife, Uuvek. His gaze rested last on Lisinthir before returning to the older male. “Huntfriend, the Empire is already doomed.”


    “W-what?” The Admiral-Offense stared, mouth agape. Then, outraged, “Will you not even fight for it?”


    “I will, yes,” the Emperor said, and his dignity was impenetrable, like a deep, still pond. “But we must resign ourselves to the loss of large pieces of it.”


    “But… but you don’t even know what’s going on! The pirates, the war with the freaks, the way the Usurper has connived to set the system lords at the Navy’s throat when the Navy has already been compromised by his perfidy—”


    “And you must relate all these details to me,” the Emperor said. “But it will not change the truth, Admiral-Offense. Unless we face that truth… we will lose what little there is to gain.”


    Lisinthir said, hesitant, “I’m not sure I understand. You will not aim to keep the Empire in one piece?”


    “Perfection,” the Emperor said, regret in his eyes, “Even aiming, I will fail.”


    That silence, broken only by the hush of the recirculated air filling the conference room… it was crushing. In his mind, Lisinthir saw the map of the Alliance and the Empire’s vast bulk and wondered how they would keep the galaxy from collapsing into chaos without someone to unify the Empire and rein it back. Was there then no hope?


    “Finally!” Uuvek said.


    “Hush!” the Knife hissed.


    “Why should I be quiet?” Uuvek said. “Will the Emperor execute me for agreeing with him?” The male considered the Emperor, eyeing him from foot to crown. “I don’t think he’ll execute me for the insolence of speaking to him directly either. He doesn’t look the sort.”


    “I’m not now,” the Emperor said. “Neither of you need fear insulting me. Though you, Knife… I would like to know what you are doing here. After your companion explains himself.”


    “It’s his pet theory.” The Knife scowled, resettling agitated wings. “He’s held it for years.”


    “That the Empire is unstable?” the Emperor asked.


    “That the Empire is falling,” Uuvek said. “All the data is there. We have cycles of expansion and contraction, but every time we undergo one the results are more extreme and the culture more frayed. I gave us maybe forty years before we imploded. This time for good.”


    Lisinthir could not contain himself any longer. “Then how will we survive?”


    The Emperor’s chuckle was soft. “How else, Ambassador?” He lifted his brows. “What remains of this Emperor’s Empire must ally with the Alliance—true alliance, this time, not the mockery we perpetrated before—against everyone else.”


    “We will all die!” the Admiral-Offense said, horrified.


    “No.” The Knife sounded surprised, but looking up, his expression hardened. “No, we won’t. They only look soft, sir. Beneath the fur and the gentle words… there’s steel there. Steel and claws.”


    “But to think that it might be done… it is madness!” the Admiral-Offense insisted. “How will we ever compel them to accept us? To trust us?”


    Lisinthir met the Emperor’s eyes. “So strange,” he said with a quirk of a smile. “The things we begin in a bedchamber.”


    “We began them long before the bedchamber. But we made them real there.” The Emperor considered Uuvek and the Knife. “And we make them real everywhere else, do we not. In every place we are willing to learn.”


    “To Change,” the Knife said, fiercely.


    “Yes,” the Emperor agreed. “Admiral-Offense, it is who we are. And we have held it apart from us for too long. It is not enough to rule. We must also Change.”


    The Admiral-Offense was standing stiffly, wings tense. “It will not give us back the Empire we knew and swore to defend.”


    “That Empire is already dead. It falls to us now to bring forth something from the corpse… and use that opportunity to create what we always desired. To bring the camaraderie and trust that represented the Navy at its best to the entirety of our society. Yes?”


    “Glorious,” the Knife whispered.


    “Finally,” Uuvek said again, satisfied.


    The Emperor smiled a little before prompting the Admiral-Offense with a look. That worthy said, “It is… a goal worth striving for. Though I do not know it is possible, or that we will see it before we die.” Glancing at Lisinthir, the older male said, “And what says the Alliance to all this?”


    Lisinthir’s smile was joy, was anticipation of the chase. Was triumph, that the Emperor had survived the crucible… and that there might not be an end to the work before them. What good a sword, without an honorable battle to use it in? “I think you will find the Alliance has been waiting for her huntbrother all this time.”

  


  
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


    It was unfair that tailing a live vessel in Well was both nerve-wracking and boring. Maia was willing to explain the principles of what they were doing and how it was possible, but those explanations made little sense without the foundations that Sediryl didn’t know—yet. Studying the basics of flying a modern vessel occupied some of her time. She also read politics, another subject she had neglected in a fit of pique over the loss of her position in the Eldritch hierarchy. But there was only so much reading she could do before anxiety started giving her fingers nervous tremors, and her attempt to garden on the ship was strangely unsatisfying. Growing plants was more than putting them in pots. For her, at least. She needed the sun, the vagaries of the weather, the feel of the soil on her fingers and the light on her face. Hydroponics would never be her specialty, she concluded ruefully, no matter her degree in agronomy.


    As a last resort, she unpacked her dog. Petting dogs was purported to lower blood pressure. She could only hope it was having this effect on her, because between her enforced idleness and the sleep broken by nightmares, she was beginning to feel haggard, enough to no longer want to look at herself in the mirror while washing up of a morning.


    The days passed. She tried not to count them. She wrote numerous letters—to her father, her aunt Fassiana, to Liolesa, to Jahir and Lisinthir and Amber, even to Hyera and Mildred and her friends on the starbase—and sent none of them because they were traveling under comm silence. One notable afternoon she even wrote one to the Chatcaavan Slave Queen, and on a whim attempted to translate it into Chatcaavan with the aid of the computer’s lexicon. This only solidified her belief that she had no talent for languages, leaving her to hope this would not be problematic in a future queen.


    She tried not to think about her future as a queen. Maybe Liolesa would look at this entire escapade and conclude her wayward niece was far too impulsive to put on a throne. Maybe Sediryl was too impulsive for a throne. Was the Galare talent for long term planning something that could be cultivated? Or did you have to be born with it? Goddess help her if so, because she was far too impatient to play a game as long as she sensed Liolesa was playing.


    Wasn’t she?


    Bells crawled into her lap and sprawled there, all rainbow-colored fluff, perfumed feet, and long-suffering sighs. Sediryl stroked the dog’s spine, shooing away the fish halo, and tried not to dwell on imponderables. The only reason she succeeded was because she drifted to sleep.


    Naturally, Maia chose this moment to wake her. Precipitously.


    “Alet. You should come to the fore. Now.”


    Sediryl leaped from the chair, spilling her indignant pet, and ran for the bridge. She had just enough time to realize they were no longer in Well before her unease became full-fledged shock. “Maia? I don’t understand. Did we go back home?” She looked at the magnified view of the Fleet ships hanging in orbit around a dark planet, her disorientation extreme. “Is this the armada they’re assembling to meet the Chatcaava?”


    Maia coalesced beside her and there were lightnings playing in her purple fur. “Alet. We are nowhere near the Alliance. This is where the pirate vessel has brought us.”


    “What?” Sediryl stared at the ships. “Then why…”


    “Those are captured vessels,” Maia said, voice hard. “And I assure you… the last thing on their minds is helping us.”


    Sediryl fell into the copilot’s chair. Her hands were too cold and too still. Moving them seemed beyond her. “But this… it’s enormous! This is a fleet, Maia!” she whispered.


    “With modern weapons? With our modern weapons?” Maia said. “Yes. And there are several hundred of them. If the Chatcaava have convinced them to come in on their side….”


    Sediryl glanced at her sharply. “But why does your tone suggest you think otherwise?”


    “Because if I was a criminal and a cutthroat and a traitor, and someone invited me to join up with them to kill someone else, I wouldn’t be thinking of making an honest deal,” Maia answered. “I’d be thinking about how I could stab them in the back, too. Which makes this the worst of every situation, alet, because we don’t know what they’re planning, or what they’re going to do. This… this is a wild card. Are they going to fight us with the Chatcaava and then turn on the Chatcaava and kill them? Are they going to turn on the Chatcaava and fight them while they’re fighting us? Are they going to ignore everything and creep around the back of the Alliance and fight us while we’re fighting them?”


    “They could hurt us.” Was her heart pounding too quickly?


    “They could change the course of the entire war,” Maia said. “Unless we figure out what they’re going to do next… they could more than hurt us. Much more.”


    Sediryl swallowed. “Well, then. We know why we have come. I take it they haven’t found us yet?”


    “Not for lack of effort,” Maia said, pointing at the edges of the system. “They’ve seeded all the approaches with mines, and what they haven’t dropped mines on, they’ve thrown sensor platforms at. I haven’t moved us any closer. We need time to map the platform routes, see if we can find anything we can exploit. The Duster will keep us safe from most scrutiny, but it’s not the latest technology anymore, and seeing this…” The D-per shook her head. “I can’t assume anymore that they haven’t got sensor tech capable of finding us if we show up at just the wrong moment. We’re going to have to take this very, very carefully.”


    “But if we do….” Sediryl met the other’s eyes. “Maia. We have to find out what’s going on here. No matter the cost.”


    Maia considered her for several moments, floating alongside. “You know that if you die… that would be bad.”


    “I’m not the heir yet,” Sediryl said. “And even if I was… there has to be an Eldritch homeworld for me to be heir to, alet. If this… this fleet! Is left in play, then nothing matters. Someone has to know. And we’re the ones with the best chance of finding out.”


    Maia nodded slowly, then managed a lopsided smile. “You don’t fault for courage, at least.”


    “Goddess!” Sediryl exclaimed. “I am terrified! But there is something calming about knowing you have no choices.”


    “Ah, but you do have one,” Maia said. “You could run and pretend none of this was your problem.”


    Sediryl snorted, wrapping her arm around Bells’s neck and hugging the dog closer. “That would require me to be stupid. Which is also not a choice, I’m afraid. As I was born with the brain I have, I must make the best of being incapable of pretending I don’t understand the implications of this… this mess. So.” She inhaled. “You are the expert. What do we do next?”


    “For now?” Maia said. “We wait for a hole in that sensor pattern.”


    “More waiting!”


    “And we pray.”


    “Even worse. I have always been very bad at putting my fate in other hands.”


    Maia barked a laugh. “You make an impossible mistress! Fine. Since you’re so eager to be busy… let’s get you in a simulator. All the studying you’ve been doing is useless without some hands-on experience.”


    Sediryl gave the dog one last pat on the head and stood. Looking out the forward windows, she said softly, “It’s bad, isn’t it.”


    “It’s very bad. But that doesn’t make it impossible.”


    “From your mouth to Her ears,” Sediryl said. And added, silently, Please, Goddess. Let them be safe. Let us find a way out of this. And, more intensely, Please, Vasiht’h. Live! For my cousin’s sake!


    “Sediryl?”


    She managed a smile. “Teach me to fly, alet. And…” She glanced at the window again. “Let us make plans. We have work to do.”


    [image: ***]


    Jahir had expected a cell so he was not surprised to be thrown in one. A literally lightless one, so that when the door shut he couldn’t see so much as the hand in front of his face. That was unexpected, in a spaceflight culture. So was the dampness. Had the Chatcaava the equivalent of the Eldritch’s catacombs, like the ones legend insisted riddled the cliff beneath Ontine? How apt that would be.


    It was also cold. Naturally, it would be cold, when he hated cold and took it so quickly. For once he regretted his habit of cutting his hair at a reasonable length; Lisinthir could have used his as a blanket. And if he’d had fur… but he was no Glaseah, to be so lucky, nor Chatcaavan to Change.


    They had not found the amulet. This did not surprise him, because the sense that what was happening was inevitable had only become more and more distinct the longer he’d been parted from Vasiht’h. This was where he was supposed to be, to affect the Pattern to come. He knew it like he knew breath in his throat, and the ache in his side and shoulder and hip where he’d been lying too long in one position. God and Lady had arranged for this moment now, so that he could do what was necessary to win this for the side of light.


    What he wasn’t certain of was that he would survive the task.


    He did not allow himself to linger on this.


    What form would his durance take, he wondered? Would they torment him the way they had Lisinthir? Or would he be due for some new torture? He did not welcome the thought of being remanded to a harem to become the plaything of whatever Chatcaava most needed entertainment… though if he’d had the Usurper’s mien, he doubted he would be given to many. No, unless he missed his guess, he would be reserved exclusively for the use of that male, which meant… what?


    He wished he wasn’t so hungry. Would they feed him? The roquelaure insisted strenuously that he needed food with its dissonant chime in the ear. It was already unpleasant to someone trained in music; repetition would make it unbearable sooner rather than later.


    But really, the cold and the damp were far worse. That, and the loneliness. He had not fully appreciated how completely the mindline had insulated him from loneliness until this parting from Vasiht’h had made it clear. Nor was he willing to extend himself and experiment with any long-range mindtouch, given the demands it made on his body.


    Patience. The matter wanted patience. Jahir closed his eyes and tasked himself to the interminable wait.
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    When they came for him it was with food, water, and a wand that, waved over him, divested him of the sweat and travel-soiling of the past days. He longed for true immersion, but this was better than nothing.


    Then he was led at spear-point into the same stairwell that had seen him to the top of the Usurper’s tower. Resigned, Jahir began the climb, wondering what this interview would net him. Perhaps the Chatcaavan intended to conduct scientific experiments on him? Or maybe he wanted a quick rhack. He would take the latter over the former, given the likelihood that the former would eventually involve permanent damage.


    Then again, talons could kill, and by accident.


    When they shoved him to his knees in the room he was astonished at the sight of it. The furniture, the rugs, the wall-hangings, all of it had been removed, leaving the chamber bare stone and balcony. A single desk had been set in the center of the room, and behind it, a new wallscreen displaying a map of the Empire, spattered with winking dots that suggested… what? Ship movements? Planets? Areas of concern? His sword set was on that desk, but that was the only thing of note amid the neat stacks of papers and the single data tablet.


    These two pieces of furniture were the only items of interest in the room, and it now felt… unfinished. Harsh. Not the room of a king, Jahir thought, but the room of an accountant, and one with few responsibilities and little power. Did the Usurper intend to project this image of himself? Were the Chatcaava attending him perceiving him the way he planned, or did they look at this empty chamber and think it a sign of weakness?


    “Ah, good, you brought him.” The Usurper came in behind them. He bent down to study Jahir’s face and his lips pulled back from his teeth. “So, alien. See what I have done with your former master’s apartments. Even the bed where you seduced him is gone. I marked it for auction, along with all the other frivolities and excesses I found during my inventory. We’ll use the money to fund the destruction of your star nation.”


    He needed more information, and the best way to solicit that….


    “No fine words this time? You are probably thinking how poor a showing the room is, lacking as it is in décor. But you see, it was only lacking in décor… until now.” The Usurper straightened. “Put him on the wall.”


    Startled, Jahir did not fight the guards that pulled him up and flattened him against the cold stone. He had been here before, hadn’t he? But it had been loving hands that had trapped him, and there had been ropes or hands, not the cruelty of metal. The shackles were lined, at least, to keep them from destroying the joints, and the balls of his feet were resting fully on the ground. Was that serendipity? Perhaps they had planned them for Lisinthir’s apparent height, thanks to the roquelaure. Even so, he did not want to think what would gradually happen to his body if they didn’t take him down from time to time.


    The Usurper waited for the guards to finish before seating himself behind his desk. He picked up the smaller of the Nase Galare daggers and turned it in his hands, then smiled thinly at Jahir. “There. I will now mollify my advisors, who worry that I do not exercise myself with slaves and females, that I do not care enough for luxury and belongings. Now I can say my room is very expensively decorated, and with one of the most rare of prizes. And you, who once thought yourself capable of meddling in the affairs of empires, will be forced to hang here and listen to every detail of the campaign that will secure your nation’s demise. I think that fitting. Don’t you?”


    The urge to laugh was almost hysterical. The Usurper wanted him here? Where he could see everything? Where he could gather intelligence by the armful? But how would he get it out of the palace! There would be a way… there had to be. When he found it….


    Jahir flexed his fingers, feeling the tendons shift against the manacles holding him in place, and felt a sense of purpose infuse him.


    “What? No comment?” the Usurper quipped. “I was under the impression that you were a great talker. You have nothing to say?”


    “Not at all,” Jahir said. And smiled. “I appear to be… entirely… at your service.”
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  The Alliance Map

One of the number one things fans request of me is a map of the Alliance. I've had one forever, I just haven't converted it from a messy sketch to something people who aren't me can read. Fortunately, a Kickstarter stretch goal got me off my tail and I have produced the following star map. Some notes:

 

1. Yes, space has three dimensions! The worlds on this map are "up" or "down" from one another in a way I might have been able to capture had I tried for a 3d edition. I... am not that ambitious.

 

2. If you'd like to measure out the "Bright Belt" Na'er talks about in Part 1, put a finger on the word 'Coreward' and draw a (more or less) straight line down to the words 'The Frontier.' That gives you the corridor of all the major Pelted homeworlds, settled (as one might expect) on the vector leading away from Earth up at the top right.

 

3. Starbases are always named after their sector. So Starbase Veta is in the Veta sector, with the homeworlds for the Tam-illee and the Aera. Sediryl's home starbase, Starbase Ana, is over by the Milk Run. It's unfair for her to have said it's all the way at the opposite end of the Alliance... but in relation to where she was, in the border sector near the Thorn Throne, then... yes. One can see her point about not wanting to make the hike more than once.

 

4. Finally, it doesn't take great powers of observation to see that the Chatcaavan Empire is a big blank. Expect that to change soon....


  [image: cover]


  The Species of the Alliance

The Alliance is mostly composed of the Pelted, a group of races that segregated and colonized worlds based (more or less) on their visual characteristics. Having been engineered from a mélange of uplifted animals, it’s not technically correct to refer to any of them as “cats” or “wolves,” since any one individual might have as many as six or seven genetic contributors: thus the monikers like “foxine” and “tigraine” rather than “vulpine” or “tiger.” However, even the Pelted think of themselves in groupings of general animal characteristics, so for the ease of imagining them, I’ve separated them that way.

The Pelted

The Quasi-Felids: The Karaka’An, Asanii, and Harat-Shar comprise the most cat-like of the Pelted, with the Karaka’An being the shortest and digitigrade, the Asanii being taller and plantigrade, and the Harat-Shar including either sort but being based on the great cats rather than the domesticated variants.

The Quasi-Canids: The Seersa, Tam-illee, and Hinichi are the most doggish of the Pelted, with the Seersa being short and digitigrade and foxish, the Tam-illee taller, plantigrade and also foxish, and the Hinichi being wolflike.

Others: Less easily categorized are the Aera, with long, hare-like ears, winged feet and foxish faces, the felid Malarai with their feathered wings, and the Phoenix, tall bipedal avians.

The Centauroids: Of the Pelted, two species are centauroid in configuration, the short Glaseah, furred and with lower bodies like lions but coloration like skunks and leathery wings on their lower backs, and the tall Ciracaana, who have foxish faces but long-legged cat-like bodies.

Aquatics: One Pelted race was engineered for aquatic environments: the Naysha, who look like mermaids would if mermaids had sleek, hairless, slightly rodent-like faces and the lower bodies of dolphins.

 

Other Species

Humanoids: Humanity fills this niche, along with their estranged cousins, the esper-race Eldritch.

True Aliens: Of the true aliens, four are known: the shapeshifting Chatcaava, whose natural form is draconic (though they are mammals); the gentle heavyworlder Faulfenza, who are furred and generally regarded to be attractive; the aquatic Platies, who look like colorful flatworms and can communicate reliably only with the Naysha, and the enigmatic Flitzbe, who are quasi-vegetative and resemble softly furred volleyballs that change color depending on their mood.
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  The Languages of the Pelted Setting

Eldritch

Most readers of this series will be familiar by now with some of the conventions of the Eldritch language, particularly that of shading words with colors meant to inflect their meanings. In the spoken language, these moods are indicated with single-syllable prefixes; in the written, with colored ink if people want to bother with them. (And as we learn in this text, the color modes are carried into other formats, like music.)

So, to refresh, the seven modes (three pairs, one neutral):

 

Gray is the normal/neutral mode, and requires no modifiers. It has one, though, if one wants to stress one’s neutrality.

Gold is the best of all worlds, and foil to Black’s violent, angry, dire, or morose connotations. This pair is the extreme emotional end of the spectrum, good and bad.

Silver is the positive, hopeful shading, foil to Shadow mode, which gives negative (cynical, sarcastic, ironic, dreadful, foreboding, fearful, etc) connotations to words. If gray is in the middle of the spectrum and black and gold the ends, then shadow and silver are between them and the gray center.

White is the mode for holy things; its foil is Crimson, for things of the body. (If you want to be technical, Eldritch illustrations put it on a perpendicular line from Gold/Black, with gray still in the center: white above, crimson below.)

 

Eldritch is an aggressively agglutinating language: if it can make a word longer by grafting things onto it to add meaning, it will, and if that makes it harder for non-native speakers to pronounce anything without stumbling, so much the better. It’s also fond of vowels, and almost inevitably if you see an Eldritch word with more than one adjacent vowel, they’re pronounced separately (thus, Araelis from the novel Rose Point is properly ‘ah rah EH lees’). There are also no “silent” vowels (so Galare is not ‘Gah lahr’, but ‘gah lah reh’ or ‘gah lah rey’ depending on your regional accent). There are some cases where I’ve misspelled things, or I’ve continued to write out diphthongs instead of using diacritics, but for the most part if you pronounce every single letter you see in an Eldritch word separately, you’re probably doing it right.

Like many of the languages of this setting, Eldritch was originally a conlang, created by the people who would become the Eldritch as a way to set themselves apart from the people they fled. It has been several thousand years since then, though, and the language has only become more convoluted since, a reflection of its people’s needs.

 

Chatcaavan

On the other hand, the Chatcaavan tongue likes its consonants, dislikes agglutination, prefers its verbs separate from its nouns, and is littered with many other features that contribute to it sounding “choppier” than Eldritch does to the untrained ear. Where you see multiple vowels in Chatcaavan words (like the word ‘Chatcaava’ itself), they are intended to convey syllable stress, not phonetic differences: thus, chat CAA vah. (And the ‘ch’ is actually pronounced ‘sh’... sorry about that.) 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.


  Art and Extras

This section keeps getting bigger! First, for those of you who enjoy music, I've been putting together playlists for several books now. This is not supposed to be a soundtrack; it's more like "these are songs that gave me feelings I was riding to write this particular story." If you'd like to see Only the Open's, I found most of the songs on Youtube and made a playlist there. Check it out! At https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLxAesBVjXvh-An6Yq4VhjfuC1UsbLrTo1. (You can also see other novel playlists on that channel, if you want to skip around.)

Next, art. 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! This time around a lot of the work is digital, fluff sketches I did while testing a drawing tablet.

 

1. Sediryl: Oddly I have a lot of pictures of Sediryl but none of them quite captured her face as this super quick sketch of her with the solidigraphic glitterhorse her artist-lover made for her to use in lieu of an ATV on the Starbase Ana agricultural sphere's fields.

2. Liolesa: I think in the last book I included a sketch of young Liolesa. Here's present-day Liolesa. I spent a lot of time on this one making sure she shared some facial features with Hirianthial (in their case, the chin/jaw line). But the determined expression is all her.

3. Sediryl, Dragon and Unicorn Style: I am continuing to do these abstracted editions of the events in the book, because they're fun and because they sell as soon as I put them on my Etsy store (authors need chocolate! Chocolate costs money!). This is Sediryl, the more delicate unicorn, meeting Jahir (unicorn) and Lisinthir (dragon). Lest you think her helpless, I point out that her horn is realllly long....

4. The Slave Queen: A wallpaper I did for Kickstarter backers of the Slave Queen, quiet, demure, and strong.

5. The Emperor, Before: This was a good depiction of him before the crucible.

6. The Emperor, Now: The feeling is right, though he informs me the horns are wrong. But in the most respectful of ways.

7. The Chatcaava of Apex-East: This one I did while considering the "head shapes" of the Chatcaava, which have names (we heard some of them in the book, like 'axe-head'). Different head shapes are supposed to be suggestive of personality. Manufactory-East's was the most interesting case, because the ridge over the eyes is considered attractive as long as it's not too high, at which point it becomes extremely unattractive. (He and the Emperor share that feature, but the Emperor has the attractive version.)

8. Na'er, Laniis and the Knife: A doodle done during a SFWA Board meeting. Na'er's nose isn't quite long enough, but I thought the bottom, of Laniis looking at the Knife in his Seersa form, was spot on.

 

Finally, jokes! Yes, I think we're far enough along in the series that I can add some of the joke doodles I did in response to some people's reactions to the Chatcaava of Book 3, particularly the Knife, Uuvek, and the Mother.

 

1. The Knife's Fan Club. I couldn't resist this doodle in response to some readers' desire to start a Knife Fan Club after the events of Amulet Rampant. Uuvek makes a fantastic straight man. (Straight dragon?)

2. The T-Shirt. Because every fan club needs one. This one attracts females.

3. It Works. Of course it does! Because the Mother thinks the Knife is cute... and apparently so does everyone else...

 

If you'd like to be in on the jokes, then I invite you to the final extra, which is the reader discussion we have on the book launch post. I started this with Amulet Rampant and readers had fun talking with one another as they read, so if you like the book club feeling (and want a chance to see the ridiculous jokes as they're inspired), then keep an eye on my blog at haikujaguar.livejournal.com.
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  Acknowledgments and Last Thoughts

Once again, my valiant first readers have leaped into the fray and made this a better book, a service for which I cannot thank them enough. I am exceedingly grateful that their fondness for the characters doesn't get in their way of their skepticism over things that need fixing. There are many points of potential confusion that you have been spared because they went over this manuscript with a fine-toothed comb, and several of them more than once. Once again, then, my thanks to Sarah, Lola (McCrary), Bertha, Jennifer, Phil (Olynyk), and Anastasia. You are all golden, and I am grateful to you!

This time around I'd also like to thank friend and fellow author L. Rowyn, author of the (excellent!) A Rational Arrangement. (Go check it out if you like Regency-style romance set in a secondary world with magic). We both started novels on the same day and raced each other playfully all the way to the last word. I don't even know who won because we had so much fun. It made the solitary work of writing far more communal. I'm ready for our next contest, arii! (And I highly recommend you keep an eye out for the book she wrote during our competition; it's called The Moon Etherium and it involves elves and satyrs and romance and high adventure and all that is awesome.)

Thank you also to the fans who tell me that they like my brand of mixing intimacy, philosophy, and conflict in a single story. I know it’s not everyone’s cup of tea, so every time someone sends me a note, leaves me a Livejournal comment, or writes me a review saying ‘more like this’, it matters. Your interactions on my social media with me and each other delight me every day. I have a fantastic community and I'm so glad y'all came.

 

As to the next installation in the saga of the Chatcaavan war... I was pretty certain I could wrap up this series with only one more book. Phil was the first one who said, 'I... don't think so.' I think he's right! We'll all find out together. In the meantime, I hope you pick up A Rose Point Holiday in November, the unexpected Book 4 in the Her Instruments series. Reese returns for her first Eldritch holiday as lady of Laisrathera! If you want to see some of where the Pelted universe is going in the future, that's your next stop this year. An entire novel full of presents, banter, horses, and obdurate Eldritch! What could possibly go wrong!

I'll catch you all soon. Be well until then, aletsen!

 

—M


  About the Author

Daughter of two Cuban political exiles, M.C.A. Hogarth was born a foreigner in the American melting pot and has had a fascination for the gaps in cultures and the bridges that span them ever since. She has been many things—web database architect, product manager, technical writer and massage therapist—but is currently a full-time parent, artist, writer and anthropologist to aliens, both human and otherwise. She is the author of over 50 titles in the genres of science fiction, fantasy, humor and romance.

The Princes' Game series is only one of the many stories set in the Paradox Pelted universe; more information is available on the author’s website. You can also sign up for the author’s quarterly newsletter to be notified of new releases.

If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review… or telling a friend! (Or both!)
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