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Author's Note

Some Things Transcend begins within hours of the end of the novel Even the Wingless and concerns characters from the novel Mindtouch. It is recommended those books be read first.


  
     


     


    Sin from thy lips? O trespass sweetly urged!

    Give me my sin again.


    —Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet, Act 1, Scene 5


     


    If the dream is won

    Though everything is lost

    We will pay the price

    But we will not count the cost


    —Rush's "Bravado," Roll the Bones.


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
    CHAPTER 1


    If Jahir's residency had taught the two of them anything, it was that it was best to be prepared for emergencies...which is why they had a patient priority alert despite it being less of a necessity in their line of work than in other medical professions. Now that Jahir volunteered now and then at the starbase's civilian hospital, they heard it more often... and if Vasiht'h never enjoyed being jerked awake by it, he was at least a little less shocked to hear it.


    The alarm that ripped through their suite was not the patient priority alert.


    "What in Her name is that?" Vasiht'h asked, falling off his mound of pillows.


    A scrabbling from the bed, a muffled, exasperated noise—Jahir slept under a lot of blankets, and tossed enough in his sleep to wake up tangled. "That's a comm request."


    "Comm requests don't wake us up in the middle of the night!"


    "No," Jahir said, and his tension sang in the mindline like electricity, "they don't." And then he was off the bed and out of the room.


    Vasiht'h shoved the pillows away from his splayed feet and lunged out of his nest, hopping a few times to wake up a nerveless foot before hurrying after his partner.


    Jahir was sitting in their common room in front of the wallscreen, nearly invisible in his pajamas: loose long-sleeved shirt and pants in midnight blue, a lot like the scrubs he wore in the hospital. His braid fell against that dark fabric like white silk, and it was the brightest thing in the room until the screen lit.


    "Incoming transmission, well-streamed, Riggins-encrypted, destination code unlisted. Accept?"


    "Yes."


    Vasiht'h's ears flipped back. Real-time encrypted transmissions from unknown sources, going to an Eldritch, probably involved....


    "Jahir Seni Galare."


    I am not seeing the Queen of the Eldritch in my apartment at mark four in the morning, with sleep-rumpled fur.


    /You are, and I believe I am a fair sight more inappropriately dressed than you./


    Vasiht'h winced, not having intended that thought to travel. He padded up behind his partner so he was visible at Jahir's shoulder, and together they met the eyes of the Eldritch Queen, a woman he'd seen only once, at the wedding that had resulted in his induction into Jahir's family. Even transmitted across half the Alliance, she looked inimitable. Something about her eyes... like she was seeing more than surfaces, or the right-nows of a thing.


    Jahir was talking. "My Lady. I apologize for how you find us—"


    "I am aware of the time there and expected no differently. If my errand could have waited, I would have delayed, but it cannot. A vessel is waiting for you at the Veta military dock. If you are willing, it will bring you to a ship which will make rendezvous at the border with a vessel carrying the former Alliance Ambassador ad'Chatcaavan Empire, whom I believe you know. Your expertise there will be crucial."


    Vasiht'h had known his friend for over a decade now, and he had yet to experience a flat-footedness quite as complete as the one the mindline now conveyed to him. They had had some communication with the Ambassador, it was true: the Alliance had requested their help—or more accurately, Jahir's help—speaking the Eldritch language in secure transmissions directly to the Ambassador. But they'd arrived one day to be turned away with the information that they were no longer needed. Both of them had assumed it was because the Ambassador had returned. But that was nearly a year ago...! Vasiht'h could sense how desperately Jahir was scrabbling to respond appropriately in the face of their entirely reshaped understanding of the situation. "...crucial, my Lady? In what fashion?"


    "Because the tensions at the border are becoming critical, and the Alliance at last has an ambassador who may have enough information to help them understand how to win the inevitable confrontation."


    Vasiht'h said uncertainly, "And he needs therapy," when what he really wanted to say was 'And he doesn't need a medical team.'


    Liolesa glanced at him, spared him a distracted smile and even his name, impeccably pronounced in her flawless Universal. "Vasiht'h. Yes." Her smile became less symmetrical. "He has been in the Empire for almost a year, and out of contact with sympathetic voices for so long. We believe the face of a countryman will be salubrious."


    "You're telling us," Jahir said slowly, "that the man we were in contact with—briefly—has been there all this time, my Lady. An Eldritch. Alone among dragons and slavers. A man whose last communication with us was a refusal to return in the face of possible capture and punishment."


    Liolesa looked at Jahir now, and that expression... the two of them had counseled Fleet personnel before, and now and then Vasiht'h had wondered what it must be like to send people into war, knowing they might die. That look told him, somehow. Vasiht'h's stomach wrenched, and that was nothing to Jahir's shock at the confirmation, so abrupt it felt like smashing into a wall.


    "I send you to your House-cousin, Lisinthir Nase Galare. If you leave tonight, you will be in time to meet him at the border. Otherwise, you will have to wait for him at the nearest starbase." Something in her eyes, then: was she... unhappy? No. Pain, he thought, stunned. She was not a woman he thought of as being easy prey to grief. "The transition may be difficult. It would help, perhaps, for you to be there sooner. Particularly you, since yours was the last friendly voice he heard. I would consider it a favor. To me."


    "Of course," Jahir managed. "At once, my Lady."


    She nodded. "Thank you. They're expecting you at the base. And cousin—I will remember your faithfulness."


    Jahir managed a twitch of his head, a negation so instinctive he defaulted to the minimalist body language the Alliance had polished out of him years ago. "My Lady. I do my duty."


    "Nevertheless." She smiled. "Goddess and Lord with you on your errand."


    "As you say, my Lady."


    And then the transmission ended.


    What Vasiht'h could come up with, what he could pull out of the shocked and tangled thoughts in his head, in their head, was, "They left him in the Empire? After engineering the return of all those slaves? And they knew he'd done it?" He paused and added, astonished, "And he survived."


    Jahir's nerves were so jangled, his muscles so tense, that Vasiht'h's shoulders ached. His partner stood. "We have to pack."


    "Right," Vasiht'h said, and hastened after him despite his misgivings, a flood of emotions so overwhelming he almost hit Jahir when the Eldritch stopped abruptly and turned to him. Back-pedaling, Vasiht'h looked up at him.


    "I know," Jahir said softly, and rested a rare hand on the Glaseah's shoulder, warm and gentle. "I know, ariihir. But we have to go."


    Vasiht'h covered the long white fingers with his shorter, furred ones. He managed a lopsided smile. "Well. A case involving an Eldritch and a species of pathological sociopaths, dropped in our laps by a Queen with all our expenses paid by the military. How bad could it be?"


    Jahir managed a smile, squeezed, and vanished into their bedroom. Which made Vasiht'h suddenly think it could be that bad, and worse, because when had he ever made a joke like that without Jahir laughing... on the inside, at least, if not on the outside?


    "Goddess," he muttered. "Walk with us."
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    Jahir had been aware, vaguely, that they lived nearer the border with the Empire than most Alliance citizens. The Alliance Core was comprised of nineteen sectors, nearly all of them spinward of Sector Veta where he and Vasiht'h had made their home for over a decade. The outlying colonies and frontier areas added another twenty-one sectors to the Alliance's total, and these areas were even more distant. Only Sector Alpha, home to the first worlds colonized by the Pelted fleeing Earth, was closer to the border zone that the treaty had established as buffer between the Chatcaava and the Alliance's multiple species.


    He was also aware, again vaguely, that commercial transports did not run their ships at the maximum speeds Wellspace permitted. Engines began to wear precipitously when they were pushed in that folded nowhere-space, and most civilian ships never took their ships higher than Well 2 or 3, called the Lip of the Well. The occasional commercial courier service might go as high as Well 4, but anything past that tended toward diminishing returns when repairs and maintenance were counted against profit and safety.


    The Fleet courier that came for them ran the Well's Deep, the maximum speed that could be coaxed from modern materials and propulsive technologies. Jahir sensed the strain in the superstructure as it shivered around him... like a horse, he thought, running full-out, sweating beneath the hand.


    In his life, Jahir had been privileged to have access to wealth and technology far beyond the means of most of the Pelted, thanks to his connections to the Eldritch Queen and the Galare fortune. But even he was stunned by the sheer speed of their flight. It took them a little under a day to reach the station in the border territory where the Fleet vessel assigned for the actual pick-up was awaiting them. Nor was their journey the only part subjected to this efficiency. They had barely disembarked when their luggage was taken across the hangar deck to a new airlock. Before they could ask after the next step of their itinerary they were intercepted by a human in Fleet uniform, who paused, as so many people had when confronting two such unlike species, and where the taller and quicker of the two was also the one who couldn't be casually touched. Vasiht'h solved his conundrum by extending his hand, palm up, and had it covered in greeting.


    "You must be the xenotherapists," the man said. "I wish I could offer you the hospitality of the base, but the Quicklance is waiting on you to cast off." He raked his eyes up Jahir's body and nodded. "Well done of them to send you, though. You'll be needed. Come with me."


    "You have some knowledge we don't?" Jahir asked as they hurried after the human.


    "I met the man before he left. The Ambassador. Good man. Would have been a hell of a poker player. I had him pegged for a success." The man stopped alongside the airlock. "That would have made him the first success. The rest of our ambassadors having failed, or come back dead, or crazy. And you know, he did good. Did more than any of the others. If they kicked him back..."


    Vasiht'h's nervousness made the back of Jahir's teeth ache. He spoke despite it. "You think they sent him away for being too effective."


    "The dragons," the man said, meeting his eyes directly, "don't 'send people away,' sir. That's not their style."


    "What do they do?" Vasiht'h asked.


    The man glanced at him. "They kill them. Or torture them." He nodded to the airlock. "Captain Raynor's got your briefing materials. With any luck, you'll be back here and on firmer footing within two days' time, three if the dragons are late."


    "We'll see you then...?"


    "Levy. Admiral Alon Levy."


    Jahir inclined his head. "Admiral. We'll see you then."


    The Seersa waiting for them on the other side of the airlock barely allowed the door to finish closing behind them before saying, "Aletsen, if you'll come with me? Your quarters are this way." The ship shivered beneath them and a strip of lights lining the corridor's ceiling flashed yellow once. "As soon as we've cleared the station, the captain will be available for questions. My name's Healer-assist Borden; I'm the senior medical officer on board." She grinned. "Also, the only medical officer on board. That's normal for this crew complement, though. We only carry twenty people. Here's your cabin." She touched the pad and the door slid open. "You'll find two data tablets waiting for you with pertinent information."


    "Thank you," Jahir said for them both, and then she was gone.


    "Very serious, this business," Vasiht'h muttered, padding into the room and glancing around before ducking his head beneath the strap of his messenger bag. "I wonder if I should keep my bags on as quickly as these people move."


    "Half a day is a long time with saddlebags buckled to your barrel." Jahir sat on the short couch near the door, tried to breathe through the tension of the past day and a half... for his partner's sake as much as his own, for the mindline was quivering with their combined anxieties. "And yes. I imagine a very serious business it is."


    "What did you think of Levy?"


    "His commentary?" Jahir grimaced. "I wish we'd had longer to speak to him, since he met the Ambassador prior to his assignment."


    Vasiht'h joined him, sitting on the floor and folding his forelegs. Tentatively, he said, "Did you know him? This particular Eldritch? I mean, before we were asked to translate." At Jahir's glance, the Glaseah said, "You've been so worried. I assumed... maybe he was an acquaintance from before you left the world? But I'm guessing not."


    "No," Jahir said. "The Nase are a reclusive branch of the Galare, with properties that were much further north, close to the land that used to be held by House Imthereli before those lands were ceded to Galare and Asaniefa. There's bad business there, but what I know of it is mostly hearsay, and though the family issues were complex, I never heard aught of the son save that he was serviceable for the sole scion of the family, and heir to their lands. I never met him personally. The concern you sense..." Jahir trailed off, feeling Vasiht'h's attention like the wan sunlight of a winter day. Neither of them was feeling very comfortable. "I had thought this finished business. When we last spoke to the Ambassador, I assumed...."


    "That he got out not long after?" Vasiht'h nodded. "Me too. I'd think rescuing the Eldritch heir and all the slaves in the harem would have been enough for one man."


    "But he stayed," Jahir whispered. "Why?" In the mindline, the unspoken words shivered, chilled with more than cold. And how did he survive?


    Vasiht'h brushed the fur down on his arms. "Why don't you get started on the data tablet, and I'll see if what passes for a genie in this cabin can make us some tea."


    "That would be much appreciated, arii."


    This at least was familiar, and calming: how often had they enacted this ritual? From their very first meetings, they had made each other food and drink and studied together. When Vasiht'h returned to his side with two steaming cups, it completed a circuit that relaxed them both, and they settled into the work.


    ...and such work. Lisinthir Nase Galare had patently not been punished for his audacity in freeing the slaves. He had, in fact, lived to free another, larger group of them several months later... and that in addition to all the treaty amendments he'd negotiated. The Ambassadorial Service had been thrilled with his accomplishments and asked repeatedly how he'd secured those victories, only to receive silence, or answers so bland Jahir could feel the secrets hiding under them like cankers. He strove to rein in those fears and failed, and through the mindline felt Vasiht'h's sudden attention like the swiveling of a laser.


    Vasiht'h spoke first. "He did amazing things."


    Said Jahir, "Everything has a cost."


    Appended to the end of the debriefing was a very curt statement from one of those escaped slaves, a Fleet intelligence agent who'd been trapped in the court harem. On Lisinthir, the only subject discussed though Jahir had the sense the interview had been much longer, she'd said only that he had befriended the Chatcaavan Slave Queen and through her learned a great deal of how politics was conducted among the aliens. But that it was not typical for any 'wingless freak' to be capable of the sort of maneuvering necessary to succeed among the Chatcaava. "He may manage," the Seersa had said, staring straight into the recorder with orange eyes that betrayed a spirit that had survived brutalization and emerged scathed by it. Both of them were familiar with the look. "But if he does, he won't come home the same man. You'll have to prepare for that."


    "There's a lot they're not telling us," Vasiht'h said at last, setting the data tablet aside to sip the now tepid tea.


    "We probably lack the appropriate security clearances."


    Vasiht'h snorted. "They don't understand how we do our work if they think that's going to matter once we lay a hand on your cousin."


    No, Jahir thought. It certainly wouldn't.
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    The day passed too quickly with the ship barreling through Wellspace. Vasiht'h spent the night uneasy, sharing his far more sensitive friend's nightmares: nothing intense enough to wake either of them, but vague dreams of distorted fears, glimpsed at a distance where they could not be confronted and dispelled. The following day they continued doing what research they could; Vasiht'h chose to piece together any information he could find in the u-banks on Chatcaavan culture while his partner re-read the correspondence they'd originally shared with the Ambassador while he'd been in the Empire. He could feel Jahir's discontent with it, like burrs chafing his paws.


    "What is it?" he asked finally, looking up from his tablet.


    "So little," Jahir said, slowly rubbing a thumb and forefinger along his temple. "Our talking. We said very little to one another."


    There was a static clinging to the mindline that hissed angrily and stung Vasiht'h when he reached through it. He grimaced, flattening his ears. "I take it you were hoping it would be more illuminating."


    "It is, somewhat. But I was hoping to have more of a sense of his personality from it."


    "And you got... nothing?" Vasiht'h sat next to him.


    "I read over and over that he planned to stay his course." Jahir smiled, one of those lopsided smiles that Vasiht'h had come to love so well. "But as you know, and as I know, that could be the result of any number of traits: stubbornness, fear of failure, aggression, confidence, ignorance."


    "Well, yes." Vasiht'h flexed his toes, careful of the Fleet carpet and the pin-prick tips of his claws as they surfaced. "You can obfuscate a great deal in text." He shifted his shoulders, wondering at his own restlessness until he felt its genesis through the mindline. "But you think there's a hint somewhere. Yes?"


    "Maybe," Jahir said, cautious. He glanced at the data tablet and quoted, "'The Chatcaava are nothing but passion, barely suppressed, barely withheld. Creatures of instinct and aggression and wild feeling. And you would put a Glaseah in their midst? It would be laughable.'"


    Vasiht'h's ears perked. "I had no idea you'd mentioned Glaseah."


    "Only in response to his question about where the Alliance might find a different esper to send to the Empire."


    "And he didn't think much of the idea." Vasiht'h snorted. "I can't say I blame him. I certainly wouldn't relish the thought of going amid the dragons."


    That tensing of muscle was entirely different from anything Vasiht'h had felt in Jahir before. Not the freezing of shoulders and ribs he associated with anxiety... but the arousal of muscles preparatory to striking in defense, to keep blood warm in the veins and not spilling cold from open skin. Vasiht'h's fur fluffed up in instinctive response, as if expecting that he would need the protection.


    When the muscles relaxed, they went one by one, as if consciously stood down. Jahir drew in a slow breath and said, "No. I would not want you among the dragons either."


    Vasiht'h set his tablet down on the small table in front of the couch, careful of it, feeling its texture, hearing the soft sound as it rested on the surface. Then he folded his hands and turned toward his partner. "Jahir? Why are you so afraid?"


    His partner did them both the honor of not denying it, though the years had taught Vasiht'h that of all the emotions Jahir was prey to, fear was one of the few it cost him dearly to admit to harboring. The Eldritch could share grief, confess to ignorance and confusion, ask for help with fewer inhibitions than most anyone Vasiht'h knew... but fear and anger, those he preferred to grapple with privately, even after a decade of being yoked mind to mind to someone else in an intimacy close to unparalleled in even the broad and astonishing Alliance, with its manifold experiences. So when Jahir didn't answer immediately, Vasiht'h waited. It was rare that his friend did not reward patience.


    So he was surprised to feel the light lifting through the mindline, like dawn working its way through too many obscuring clouds. Jahir said, slowly, "I am afraid, aren't I."


    "I think so, yes."


    "You had misgivings when we left."


    Because it was said with such consideration, because the mindline seemed abraded with puzzlement, Vasiht'h said, "Yes, I do. I can't really imagine what state the Ambassador's in. That's part of what worries me. He could be fine; he could be better than fine. He could come back triumphant and smug with satisfaction at everything he's accomplished. Or he could be so utterly traumatized by the situation that we're going to have to put all our work on hold indefinitely just to keep him together. They've barely given us anything to go on, and since they really, really want him alive I have to conclude that's because they don't have anything to give us, and that makes me nervous. All of that is reasonable, and I know you share those concerns. But there's something else you've got. What is it?"


    "He's an Eldritch," Jahir said, soft.


    Just that.


    Vasiht'h sorted through what little he knew of the culture, but the truth was that "little" described the entirety of his understanding. He knew more than almost any alien, but he didn't fool himself into thinking that gave him the culture. So he asked, "And what does that mean, right now, in this context?"


    Jahir set his tablet aside and stared at his hands. Then pushed himself off the couch and sat alongside Vasiht'h on the ground, surprising the Glaseah. "Imthereli," he said, tasting the words as he said them, and in the mindline they were bitter. "Imthereli was a dying House, and its last head married into the Nase Galare, which settled the final land disputes. Asaniefa received part of Imthereli's lands; the rest were brought as a groom gift to Galare." He glanced at Vasiht'h, then back at his hands. "That bad business I mentioned. Lisinthir carries the Nase Galare name. He's the heir to the family, to both Nase Galare and all of what remains of Imthereli, the only child of that line. It constitutes a very substantial fortune. But he has it as a Galare, not as Imthereli. Because beneath the terms of the ruling, his father's lands are forfeit unless he inherits them through Nase, which owns them. The half that was awarded through the marriage."


    "And this...this is a problem," Vasiht'h said, trying to follow. "Because I'm guessing Lisinthir's father wasn't happy about it."


    "Yes. There is rumor he would have liked to reclaim those lands in Imthereli's name alone." Jahir crossed his arms, and Vasiht'h felt the cold he was trying to fend off, the raised hairs on the arms. "There was some... infamy there. Imthereli is not well-regarded; they lost their lands. Not an auspicious background for a scion to rise from."


    "Rise above, you mean," Vasiht'h guessed.


    Jahir nodded, the curt movement from when they first met, not the softer gesture of recent years. "So a man with something to prove, perhaps. Or some strike against him, that he might feel resentment for. I don't know. I haven't met him, as I mentioned... though that in itself is strange. We should have met at the courts; he's one of the few in our society who shares a rank with me. No matter how notorious his background, we should have met. And we don't keep records the way the Alliance does, that I might go and see what the histories say about Lisinthir's parents, and Lisinthir himself." He looked up, close enough now that Vasiht'h could see the striations in his honey-yellow irises. "And he is an Eldritch, Vasiht'h. A touch-telepath among violent people. How can that not have poisoned him?"


    That came on the spear-point of Jahir's fear, so sudden Vasiht'h touched his stomach in reflex, expecting a wound. He chose his next words carefully. "You know environment doesn't create destiny. You don't have to be poisoned by things that happen to you."


    "You say this as one of the Glaseah," Jahir said. "And I can feel you working through your acculturation, and I honor you for it." He reached over and took Vasiht'h's hand, turning it in his, flattened his longer palm against it and threaded their fingers together. This was forthcoming on a level that Jahir indulged in... maybe never. It stole Vasiht'h's breath completely. "But Vasiht'h," so vehement that he had to look up at his friend's face and see the intensity of that gaze. "Eldritch are not like Glaseah. Our skins are permeable things, and what passes into them becomes us. We... feel... with an urgency that comes to you more rarely."


    Thinking of Lisinthir's description of the Chatcaava, Vasiht'h inhaled. "Creatures of passion, barely suppressed, barely withheld. You think that was more than observation."


    "The Alliance sent an esper to the Empire. Why would they, if they expected him not to use that power on their behalf?"


    Vasiht'h slumped against the couch and blew out that breath. "All right. I can see that being worrying." He looked over at Jahir. "But you've made a career out of touching the minds of disturbed people. Some of them violently disturbed. And you're fine."


    "And as you've proven to me—as you took such risk to prove to me—I couldn't do it alone. I have you. I have always had you, ariihir. Who does my cousin have? He went to the Empire without entourage."


    Vasiht'h sighed and brought their joined hands to his chest. He thought it was terribly wrong of him to be grateful for this conversation because it gave him the chance to hold Jahir's hand. He tried very hard to respect his partner's physical reticence, knowing it was habit and culture and some part personal preference. Most of the time he didn't mind it because their mental intimacy was so acute it made their bodies feel like afterthoughts. But Vasiht'h had grown up sleeping in piles of relatives and grooming them and hugging them, casually and with more feeling, and sometimes he felt that lack. It was very much the wrong time to be enjoying this touch, and yet wasn't that always the way? The Goddess reminded you to move through grief and fear and worry with those little grace notes.


    "So you're expecting significant psychic trauma," he said at last.


    "I think it inevitable."


    Vasiht'h nodded. "We've dealt with significant psychic trauma before, though. We can handle this."


    Some whisper of disquiet persisted in the mindline, but Jahir said nothing. But he didn't get up either, and this time the taste in their mouth was sour, like shame. He narrowed his eyes. /What is that for? What are you hiding?/


    "Hiding is a strong word," Jahir said, shifting on the ground, shoulders moving. But he didn't look up.


    "But there's something." Vasiht'h waited, then gently set his friend's hand back down on his knee. That won him a sharp glance, and he shook his head. /Not a rejection,/ he said. /But I'm not going to force you to say anything. You need space, you take it./


    Jahir looked away, sighed. "There is a talent that runs in the Galare blood."


    "Along with the touch-esper abilities."


    "Along with, yes. It is rare… I know of one person with it, and that only through observation and… through the talent itself, which recognizes itself in others."


    Vasiht'h ignored the flutter of unease that made his stomach queasy. He unfolded his wings just enough to re-settle them on his second back. "And this talent is?"


    Jahir drew in a long breath. "Pattern sensing."


    The mindline flooded with the richness of it then, the intuitive leaps that shot like stars across gleaming skies, connected into endless constellations, turning, rewriting themselves, testing, searching. It was a night sky talent: not deep and not strong. But the implications of it were staggering. Vasiht'h leaned back, eyes wide. "You… this… this is why you're so good at what we do, isn't it. This is where all your ability to put things together so unexpectedly comes from?"


    "I believe so, yes," Jahir said. "It is… a form of advanced intuition, perhaps. My ability with it is minor, minor enough that I did not realize what it was until very recently."


    Precognition, Vasiht'h thought. And then, with a sharpness of shock. "Your Queen."


    "Our Queen," Jahir said. "And yes."


    Vasiht'h looked away, staggered. And then he laughed. "That is entirely appropriate, I guess. That a queen might end up with a talent that serves a Goddess. My mother always told me that Aksivaht'h gave special gifts to women."


    "And hers is a special gift," Jahir agreed. "Mine, only the faintest shadow of it. But one sees how she is moved to actions that might not seem needful."


    "But you're bringing this up now," Vasiht'h said, frowning. "Why? You're not telling me you feel a pattern about this, are you?"


    "I might, yes," Jahir replied, quiet, looking away again. "I may perhaps have been having the sense of it from the first moment you involved us in a case on behalf of Fleet when we were new to Veta."


    "That long ago?"


    Jahir nodded.


    "That it might lead… eventually… to this moment," Vasiht'h repeated, just to get his arms around it, and not really having any luck.


    The mindline sagged beneath the burden of a grim, gray sky, flecked with brief lightnings, hissing with static electricity and the promise of storms.


    "Is… that… what you think is coming?"


    "That's how it feels in my head," Jahir answered. Softer. "And my heart. I fear for my cousin, yes, ariihir. I fear for where we're all going more."


    Vasiht'h glanced at him. "And your Queen feels this too. Presumably."


    "I think..." Jahir threaded his fingers together. "That she offered one of our own for ambassador." At the Glaseah's look, he said, "We are not members of the Alliance, arii, but an allied power. Technically our interests are not the same, no matter how closely they might align. And yet... she offered. I think... perhaps... in her sight, this was her best opportunity to effect a possible positive outcome in the conflict to come."


    That storm had become heavy with violence, large enough to shroud the entire Alliance. It made Vasiht'h's skin crawl, his fur lift like velvet stroked against the nap. "And she would sacrifice the Ambassador to that? You?"


    Jahir met his eyes. "She wouldn't have to."


    Vasiht'h was silent.


    The Eldritch flexed his fingers in unconscious mimicry of one of Vasiht'h's nervous gestures, betraying a depth of nervousness he probably would never have admitted to out loud. It struck Vasiht'h powerfully: an act meant to spread toes and show claws looked alien on humanoid fingers. "I know my duty. It is yours now, also, ariihir."


    That struck him to the quick, because Jahir was right. He had made his own vows. He sighed and scooted close enough that he could rest his shoulders against his partner's. "I guess if a Goddess is going to share her mind with a mortal woman, the least I can do is trust her."


    "It is all we have," Jahir said.
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    Captain Raynor was human, like Levy, a man with the build of a boxer and a gaze that revealed little. He wore the stark Fleet uniform like a shield, and his impassivity was so distinct the two of them could feel it from a distance. It wasn't atypical of humans in the Pelted military, given the extreme differences in culture between the organizations, but Vasiht'h could have wished for someone a little more forthcoming given the assignment they were due to tackle.


    This was the first chance they'd had to talk to him since the ship had departed.


    "You know as much as I do," he admitted in response to their query. "Maybe more. But if you have questions?"


    "Do we know anything about how politics works over there?" Vasiht'h asked for his partner, who had remained withdrawn since their talk earlier in the day.


    "A little." The man crossed his leg, ankle on knee, and rested his hands on it. "They're a race of fighters. They kill to advance themselves within the system, or torture each other. The Emperor is supreme over them, and he maintains that supremacy by being a bigger, badder son of a whore than all the rest."


    "And the past ambassadors...? We didn't get any data on them."


    "I don't know much myself," Raynor said. "This is a new post for me. They've been mustering more humans to the border since things started getting unstable. From what I understand, though, the former ambassadors were of a broad range of species. Even one of your sort." He nodded at Vasiht'h. "But in general, they didn't have the stomach for the violence."


    "Do we know anything about the circumstances leading to our mission?" Jahir asked, subdued. "Did the Ambassador make the request? Admiral Levy said they 'kicked him back.' Did they give any reasons?"


    "No. I have to guess he got too good at what he was doing, though, given his record."


    /But how?/


    Vasiht'h suspected from the crushed pressure surrounding the words that Jahir hadn't meant for the mindline to pass them on. But the question had occurred to him as well. If one advanced one's cause through violence in a Chatcaavan court, just how much violence had this Eldritch committed—or survived—to manage all that he'd done?


    An alarm sang through the cabin, jerking the captain to his feet. He strode to the wall-panel and woke it. "Captain to the bridge. Report."


    "We're in range of our escort, sir, and it's under attack."


    "On my way." As the door opened for him, Raynor said, "Better strap in, aletsen. Looks like the political situation just got thornier."

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    What Lisinthir most wanted in all the worlds—after the one thing he couldn't have—was to be left alone to mourn his exile. That solitude would have dovetailed nicely with his need to recuperate from the physical challenge of surviving the past season and a half while addicted to alcohol, poisoned by hekkret, and unable to eat enough to keep himself healthy... in a climate where at least half an alien court had wanted him dead, and been willing to use methods both covert and obvious to secure that demise. The withdrawal in particular was finding him rather unequal to its demands despite his rationing out the hekkret he'd packed and the alcohol he'd demanded (and received). Perhaps had he been healthier he might have managed to weather its crawling onset with more grace? As it was, he was wondering if Chatcaavan vessels even carried physicians, much less any with experience in analyzing the metabolic catastrophes of wingless freaks, when the deck dropped from beneath his feet.


    This was, he thought at first, some new manifestation of his ailment. In the stretches between doses, he'd had palpitations, faints, nervousness, vomiting, and fits of trembling... and now, perhaps, hallucinations? But the shudder that ran through the wall beneath his sweating palm was distinct. His wracked neurons were trying for a very complete experience: he was imagining the ship bearing him from the only life worth living was under attack. Very convenient.


    Perhaps too convenient. He forced himself from what passed for a Chatcaavan head and groped for his sword belt. Claw knives—yes? No? Yes, he thought; they could lie dormant unless needed.


    Out of the cabin he'd been assigned he found the corridors empty but the alert lights embedded at waist-height flaring sickly yellow-green. His body still felt vague, but the rush of adrenaline, so familiar, steadied his nerves. On reaching the bridge compartment, he ducked to fit through the hatch and his eyes were drawn to the rush and swoop of the vessels on the screen—no, vessels. More than one. Intelligence whispered into his ear while grappling in bed flooded him on a rising crest of excitation: not just the adrenaline now, but the memories of violence and sex, twined through the information like rivulets of blood on fevered skin. Chatcaavan fighter craft had to ride through Wellspace on carriers, and the smallest of those carried eight. He couldn't spy the carrier to assess its size. How many enemies did they face? This vessel was not meant to fight off dedicated attack. He grabbed one of the handles set into the bulkhead as the deck shook again.


    "We have lost integrity along the port flank," one of the Chatcaava reported.


    "Find out if they shoot to destroy or breach," hissed the male on the center dais. As he turned, he caught sight of Lisinthir and arched a wing out of the way as he whirled, glaring at the Eldritch with enormous and very angry cobalt eyes. "You should be below."


    Ignoring him, Lisinthir nodded at the attacking ships. "My fault, I assume."


    "They will be happy to kill you, yes."


    "Why?"


    The ship shivered around them. The sirens began ululating. "Why? Is it not obvious?"


    "No," Lisinthir said. "If they kill me, what will it accomplish? What is their aim?"


    "Perhaps they wish to start a war with the wingless freaks."


    "They've killed Alliance ambassadors before without prompting retaliation." Lisinthir frowned. His instincts snarled warnings, spurred by the adrenal stimulus and the nerve-stretched jangle of withdrawal. "They should know better."


    "Maybe they wish to deliver the Emperor's catamite back to him in pieces."


    "Maybe. Second would have done it to force the Emperor to return to the business of governance. Third would have done it to spite him. But Second and Third are both dead, so who would bother? Who would make an enemy of the Emperor after the Emperor slew his own Second to demonstrate his ruthlessness?"


    The analysis erased the dismissive sneer from the vessel-master's long face, and the male's brow ridges lowered.


    "They are attempting to breach," came a staccato report.


    "So they come not to kill me? Or do they want my body?" Lisinthir tried to rein in his sudden hungers, but the words came out more purr than statement. "Perhaps we should find someone to question."


    The change in tone did not go unnoticed. The male eyed him, brooding. Then said, "You are welcome to try," and turned his back on the Eldritch.


    Which was honestly more latitude than he'd expected to receive. Lisinthir departed without taking anyone's leave, and as he strode his balance returned, his nausea receded, and the withdrawal headache's pounding seemed less like pain and more like the beat of a wardrum. He drew one of Imtherili's swords and went in search of an enemy on which to vent his rage, and more importantly, his hurt. His lovers' enemies had forced the Emperor to send him away... and now they thought to come and take him? Perhaps they wanted to sell him as ironic underscore to the events of the past year. Or to bring him back to the capital in pieces to break the heart of the Slave Queen and the spine of the male upon whose whim they lived.


    Let them try. O God and Lady. Let them try, so he could cut the vanes from their backs and slice off their horns, so he could humiliate them utterly before destroying them. He wanted to rip the titles from their mouths and leave them dying named, nobodies before their own kind. He wanted to annihilate. He wanted.
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    "Is the ship supposed to shake that way?" Vasiht'h asked, his fear like caltrops in the mindline. Jahir avoided them, eyes closing a moment to center himself.


    "I have not the first notion," he said. "We will have to trust these people. This is their work."


    "Ours didn't involve being driven into a war zone!"


    Jahir couldn't help a look of fondness and resignation, and meeting it his friend managed a weak smile, one feathered ear up and the other sagging.


    "At least we've learned something," Jahir said, noticing another of the faint changes in air pressure that hinted at strains to the environmental systems.


    "That being?"


    "The Ambassador is still in play, as far as the Chatcaava are concerned." He felt the Glaseah drink the metaphor through the mindline with skills honed by over a decade of practice, then the rush of agreement and fear.


    "That means they might come after us?"


    The ship fell from beneath them, just enough to knot Jahir's stomach. Then the comm panel sang. "Bridge to xeno team."


    Jahir touched the accept. "Here."


    "We've been informed if we want our man we need to go over and get him, since our friends are too busy fighting off boarders to fish him out themselves. You're a licensed healer-assist?"


    "I am—"


    "Get to the Pad room and go with the team. The corridors will light the way. Bridge out."


    The panic that stabbed him through the mindline was enough to stop him in the act of lunging for their luggage to find his medical kit. /I have to go—/


    /—the hell you do!/ Vasiht'h leaped to his feet, the pounding of his heart slamming in the line between them so powerfully it was accelerating Jahir's. /If you're going to throw yourself into it, I'm going with you!/


    He wanted to argue that his friend had no training in any martial arena, and didn't. Jahir was no better suited to violence for all the tutoring he'd had in his own youth, nor the defense classes Vasiht'h had insisted he attend afterwards. But the implication that they might have to abandon his House-cousin if they didn't fetch him out—that in fact, he was so deeply embroiled in the fighting already that he would require extraction—was galvanizing, enough to push him past his own fear. /Then come,/ he said, as he grabbed the kit and pulled the strap over his head. /We have always done better together anyway./


    A flush of gratification, beading on the terror like gold plating on lead. Jahir forced himself to ignore it and ran.


    The Pad room was a scramble of personnel assembling. One of them asked as they entered, "Either of you use weapons?"


    "He uses a staff," Vasiht'h said before Jahir could speak, and the woman was already conveying that through the telegem. Ignoring her, Vasiht'h said, "Give me the medical kit."


    /Are you mad?/ Jahir asked, fighting his mounting anxiety. /I am not qualified to fight an actual battle!/


    /If not that, what have you been training for?/ The tartness of Vasiht'h's reply stung his palate. /The whole point of you going into self-defense classes was because it was real, not a sport, not a game. This is not a game, right? Now's the time, ariihir./


    No matter how he felt about it, someone was handing him a staff, some gratuitously alien model that was mostly energy and color and could be flicked off with a slider. He took it, half-fearing his numb fingers would drop it, and then the Fleet personnel were running over the Pad. What could he do but follow?


    His first impression of a Chatcaavan ship was of the improbability of its low ceilings and cramped corridors. This was the craft of a flying species? And then there was the clamor of battle: cursing, the wet sounds of wounds, the hiss of flesh burnt by modern weapons. The stench of it, of gore and something acrid that filled his mouth. The flashing lights were a sickly yellow-green, strobing uncanny shadows across the too-close bulkheads. Vasiht'h was so fast to his side they brushed, and that kept him focused. Their escorts were already in motion. He followed, wishing he had the kit and loathing the weapon in his hand.


    /This is nonsensical,/ he said. /Why do they not send him across?/


    /He must not want to come,/ Vasiht'h replied, the words wire-tight, enough to cut.


    "Down!" the woman in front of him yelled, and they ducked the streak of light, and then there was little time for talk. In the back of the group, they did little more than keep out of the way, but the Fleet personnel took their share of wounds—true wounds, because their attackers preferred talons to energy weapons. They fought their way through the clump and then were running aft, dodging the groups more concerned with one another than with them.


    The corridor spilled them into the cargo hold where the battle was fiercest, and there inevitably they found him, a smear of white and bloody red and silver weeping gore. Beset on all sides, Lisinthir Nase Galare was reaping his enemies, and Jahir had never seen the like in all his years, not among the Eldritch, nor in the Alliance. There was no distance in it, no dispassion: it was savagery made manifest, its elegance subsumed to a purpose so vicious and so vital the witness of it flushed his skin, the blood beneath it throbbing.


    "God and Lady," Jahir whispered.


    "Come on!" Vasiht'h said, grabbing him by the wrist. /And for Goddess's sake keep your head DOWN!/


    Their escorts were carving a path to the Ambassador, and his staff raised itself, bleeding purple sparks, hissing irritated songs. Vasiht'h loped alongside, tail and wings low, the kit bouncing on his withers. There would be no taking Lisinthir out of here without dispensing with this group, so he committed himself to it.


    He thought to protect his House-cousin and knew it to be useless impulse. The only reason Lisinthir's enemies were alive was because he wanted them to be, because he was snarling words at them in Chatcaavan that they forbade to answer, and for their pains they took great sweeping wounds that separated their wings from their backs or their hands from their wrists, and there was no remorse for the cruelty, only a calculated ferocity that could not be judged, could only barely be grasped.


    The Fleet personnel were clearing a broadening circle, and left Jahir an opening. He crossed it to Lisinthir and called, "Ambassador!"


    A wild look, flung over one shoulder. And then that predatory gaze narrowed and Lisinthir grabbed him by the shirt and said something, curt syllables, swift and ardent. Jahir began to ask and stopped, shocked, when Lisinthir cupped his face with hard fingers, wet with blood, and leaned toward him. His body shook with the force of his racing heart.


    Lisinthir stopped short of his lips, eyes focusing, losing their bloodlust, becoming calculating. They narrowed suddenly. He murmured something, then grimaced, twitched, said in an accent that had become all angles and thrusts. "Who are you?"


    "Your far-cousin," Jahir managed, breathing hard through shock. "Come to get you."


    Vasiht'h pressed in. "We can't talk! There's another wave coming. It's this way, Ambassador, follow the uniforms!"


    "I can't go!" Lisinthir said, lips drawing back from his teeth. "I need to know who sent them—"


    "There's no time," Vasiht'h said. "We have to go now, before they decide the ship we came on is a more interesting target than this one!"
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    An Eldritch—Lisinthir couldn't make sense of it. Far-cousin... was this the man who'd sent him the jackal chest? Here? Why? And why were they trying to drag him off? He wasn't done killing yet. Hadn't found someone he could choke the words out of. Had to know who his enemy was, because his enemy was his beloved's, and he couldn't bear to leave without knowing what new peril they faced. And he very much wanted nothing to do with this Eldritch, who for a moment had fooled him, had made his heart leap with hope that the Emperor had returned for him... because what other Eldritch had he known for months, save the one who'd taken the skin to feel him with it? This Eldritch looked nothing like his Emperor, except, a little, the yellow eyes... but warm, not with that hint of nocturnal eyeflash green. And there was no male impulse reflected in them, not widened with that much fear and horror and shock. He'd become too good at reading the signs of fear on humanoid bodies. He could smell it off the stranger's skin.


    But the Glaseah jerked him from his fugue. The Pelted, the humans, they were to be protected, not endangered. Lisinthir glanced past the furred shoulder at the 'uniforms,' saw the Fleet, had flashbacks to Laniis. If they stayed, someone would drag those people off, drag them all off and make slaves of them, and then who would rescue them? The Emperor would not keep slaves again, but who would stop the millions of Chatcaava in the Empire from buying Alliance freaks from those willing to sell now that he had been forbidden return?


    He ached to stay and exhaust his rage. But duty pulsed in him, unwelcome but stronger than blood or steel.


    "Fine," he said, and the words in Universal tasted strange still. He wanted to lick his teeth free of their candy. He'd extoled it as a language of equality and love to the Queen, and yet they had found better words of their own in Chatcaavan, hadn't they? Treasure. Beauty. Perfection.


    "Fine," he said again, forcing it from unwilling lips. "Let's go."


    He brought up the rear, not trusting it to either of them... but noted as he harried them from the hold to the narrow corridors that they moved as if yoked. They swerved together, flowed around dead bodies as if they knew each other's path without confirming. What did that mean, he wondered from a distance, his eyes sweeping the blood-spattered hall behind them. Did it matter? It couldn't, not while his mind was so busy. The fighters had worn down the ship's defenses, making it possible to Pad over. There had been far more people in the cargo hold than he'd anticipated from a single eight-fighter carrier. Were there more carriers? Or was there one, and larger than he'd thought? The corridor filled with slim shapes, leaping for him, and he killed them—efficiently, not maiming them for their temerity. If there were more ships... how big was the Alliance vessel that had come for them?


    They were in danger.


    The Eldritch and Glaseah were hanging back to cover him. He ignored the former and said to the latter, "Stop giving me multiple things to protect."


    The Glaseah frowned, then grabbed the other Eldritch's elbow and lunged down the corridor.


    Lisinthir sighed relief, hated the relief, hated any interruption of his rage. The headache was getting worse. He dispatched the last three, ignoring the bleeding swipes on his arms and sides. He'd had worse in the Emperor's bed. As he joined the Fleet personnel in the cabin that housed the Chatcaavan Pad, his limbs seized. Once he crossed over, he would be giving up the life he'd been clinging to, the one that had given him reason to rise from bed (or not to, some part of him whispered with sensual memory). Once he crossed over, he would be good and exiled.


    If they survived.


    There was one Chatcaavan there, heaving his luggage over the Pad. "Go," the male hissed. "Finally. We are quit of you, freak."


    "Don't make me crack a horn off you," Lisinthir said, feinting toward him.


    The male leaped back, baring his teeth. "Tell your friends to run or die."


    He wanted to ask how many enemies they were fleeing, but someone was pushing him toward the Pad, and past the wrath and resentment and the killing hungers he felt someone's panic and need. He had innocents to protect. That was part of his duty. He let them shove him over and onto the Fleet vessel, where the corridors felt vast and clean and impersonal and wrong.


    "Take me to the bridge," he said, discovered he was speaking the wrong language. He switched to Universal, said it again. Someone said something about him needing a halo-arch and he gritted his teeth and repeated himself. He was no longer used to being questioned, much less by people who wanted to smother him with their concern. As if he was something to be coddled and cossetted—Living Air! "Take me. To the bridge. Now."


    One of the Fleet personnel met his eyes and started jogging, so he followed her. When they arrived, he said, "Who do we fight?"


    Everyone on the bridge turned to look toward him.


    "We're not fighting anyone yet," said a man who had an air of authority. "Ambassador Nase Galare, I presume?"


    "How many fighters do you count?"


    A hesitation he found infuriating. His blood was pounding beneath his skin and the air was too cold on the sweat soaking his clothes. But the Captain nodded and someone reported, "I'm counting twelve. Wreckage sufficient for another two, maybe. There's a ship keeping out of range of the transport."


    "Can you show me?" Lisinthir said. The other Eldritch had followed him, and the Glaseah. He ignored them as the ensign brought up a schematic. He flicked over the length measurements, converted them, made a mistake, reconverted them while his body was trying to list to one side and something he thought was blood drained down his side.


    "Looks like one of their standard—"


    "Flee now," Lisinthir interrupted the Captain, who stared at him. "That vessel—" He wiped his brow impatiently with the side of his forearm. "That vessel is too small for the number of fighters harrying the transport. There must be another hiding. Run—"


    Their ship shook so hard his knees buckled. Lisinthir grabbed the bulkhead to keep from pitching to the ground.


    "We're under attack!"


    "Respond!" the Captain barked. Over his shoulder, he said, "Get that man to a halo-arch and secure for action."


    The ship fell from under his feet, made the warm gout that rushed down his leg more noticeable, made consciousness more tenuous. A Seersa was grabbing for him, so he must be falling. "They're going to shoot you," he said, because it was of paramount importance that they be prepared.


    "They already are," she replied, soothing.


    It made him insane with frustration because they weren't listening to him and it was going to get them killed. "No," he said, struggling for the words. "When they come, they won't be using claws—" And then he lost his fight to stay on his feet. Lisinthir's last memory before losing consciousness was anger that if he had to die, it was here, on alien soil.
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    /Aksivaht'h's Breath, he doesn't need a halo-arch, he needs a Medplex with a surgical team!/


    Jahir ignored the coronal flares of panic sparking off the mindline and helped the Seersa healer-assist push the Ambassador onto an antigav pallet. He followed her once she set off, stopping only to lean against the bulkhead when the ship leapt to one side like a shying horse trying to unseat him. How bad was the fight that the ship was actually shaking? Not the shivers of effort they'd felt before, but true teeth-jarring wrenches?


    At his side Vasiht'h was a steadying presence despite the horror sopping into the mindline like cold fog.


    In the bright clear light of an Alliance ship, no longer animated by consciousness and the animal vitality that had carried him through the fight, Lisinthir Nase Galare was a revelation. He was past lean and bordering emaciated, skin stretched tight over muscles that had gone wiry and hard where they hadn't been streaked with the deep hollows of cannibalization. His skin was no longer the pearl-pale glow of a healthy Eldritch, but a dingy grey that was almost translucent in places. Jahir was shocked he still had hair, given the brittle finish on his nails; as it was, the growth near the scalp the same dull color as his skin before becoming abruptly lustrous in visual testament to the recent degradation of his House cousin's health.


    /What happened to him?/ Vasiht'h asked, his voice sharp as needles.


    /The Empire did./ Jahir shook himself, pushed off of the wall and joined the Seersa in the small ship's clinic. He helped her load the Ambassador onto one of the two available beds and together they watched the halo-arch activate and the readings begin to spring onto the displays. In the back of his mind he sensed Vasiht'h borrowing his knowledge to interpret them.


    "Speaker-Singer," the Seersa said at last. Borden, he remembered.


    "What did you specialize in?" Jahir asked as the blood tests began rolling up the display. He was aware of his body growing tenser.


    "First response nursing," she said. "And I can treat a head-cold or food poisoning. This...."


    This was beyond her. Well and again, it was almost certainly past him in some arenas. In others....


    /He's been drugged?/


    /No,/Jahir said, fingers trailing over the readings. /This is not a drugging, ariihir. This is drugs, in plural./


    Flash of screaming halo-arches, failing bodies, minds melting. Vasiht'h shuddered at his side. "But not that, because he's still alive."


    "Barely," Jahir conceded, and the Seersa was looking at them now, ears splayed.


    "Something I missed?" she ventured.


    "Why's his digestion such a mess?" Vasiht'h asked. "You think it was ingested?"


    "Maybe," Jahir said, flipping through the medical tests as the halo-arch ran them. Liver didn't bear speech—God and Lady knew how Lisinthir had survived with it in such a state. Neural response was strange... he didn't recognize the pattern. Enteric was excited, parasympathetic depressed. There were signs of adrenal exhaustion, but it hadn't killed the man yet. Where was the oxygenation number? Results for lung function? "It could also be that whatever it was had a secondary effect on it, however." To the Seersa, he said, "Has the bed started him on fluids?"


    "Yes—"


    Jahir glanced at the readings. "Is it running the nutritive solution via parenteral?"


    She shook her head. "It defaults to enteral, gastric via halo-push."


    "The results should be interesting," he murmured. "Can you run a separate test for foreign substances?"


    "Like toxins?" She nodded. "It's already on the plate."


    "Not just toxins. For anything that might be suggestive of their having been present at some point. Some sign of chronic inflammatory response, or humoral immune response."


    "Coming up."


    "He's also bleeding," Vasiht'h observed.


    He was, and that needed tending. And yet Jahir couldn't bring himself to strip another Eldritch to see to it. "Can you expose the wounds?"


    The mindline brought him a careful consideration that felt like a storm pending. He bowed his head and murmured, /We will discuss it, I so vow./


    Vasiht'h nodded and went to work.


    The wounds were not inconsequential. How had Lisinthir ignored them? Borden helped Vasiht'h seal them while Jahir ran through the test results as they came, trying to make sense of them. Alcohol abuse, that was obvious. But that didn't explain most of the results. What had the Ambassador been exposed to? Something inhaled, if the lung damage was any indication, but nothing in the Alliance u-banks matched the results. They had tried to poison him... with something he had to inhale? How did that make sense? Except that there was evidence of something amiss in the digestion. Perhaps it had been ingested, then? Had that caused the malnutrition, or had the malnutrition accelerated the effects of the drug? Had it even been one? Perhaps it had been two, one ingested, one inhaled… Jahir rubbed his brow, braced himself against the bed as the ship lurched again.


    Vasiht'h finally said, "Is it supposed to shake that way?"


    Borden's ears flattened. "No."


    "That makes me feel a lot better."


    Her chuckle had the gallows humor hint characteristic of the profession. "You did ask." Smiling, she added, "A little shaking isn't bad. It means we're diverting power to more important things than the internal stabilization."


    The lights flickered, swelled back to full.


    "And that?" Vasiht'h asked, the fur along his shoulders bristling. "More diverting power?"


    She was looking up at the ceiling, tail low and fingers clenched on the edge of the bed. "No, that was bad—"


    And then the lights failed entirely. When they came back up, it was to a red dimness that made the lights on the halo-arch display smolder like dying coals.


    "Can you handle things here?" Borden asked. "I need to go fore."


    "We'll be fine," Jahir said, and she was gone before he could finish speaking.


    Vasiht'h backed away from the bed until he was standing near a wall. "Maybe we should sit for the duration of this fight."


    "The Ambassador—"


    "Will be immobilized by the bio-bed," Vasiht'h said. "You and I don't have that kind of guarantee, and we won't be much use if this ship bashes our heads against it during one of Healer-assist Borden's diversions of power." He sat, tucking his paws close and wings tight. "Jahir? Please?"


    Jahir joined him on the floor beside the bench bolted to the wall.


    "Can you conclude anything from all that?"


    As distractions from the low red lighting and the constant shivering of the deck beneath them, it wasn't much. Jahir rubbed his arm, bunching the sleeve. "I'm no healer, arii."


    "No, but you've been in hospitals now for six or seven years, and training in chemistry for a decade."


    Jahir sighed. "I haven't seen anything like it. I have to hope he can make some report on it when he wakes. He was poisoned, perhaps, or drugged. And abusing alcohol."


    Vasiht'h slowly looked up at him, the mindline dense with dread.


    "I know."


    "Maybe alcohol was the only thing that made the situation tolerable," the Glaseah said, careful of the words.


    "Maybe," Jahir agreed. He flinched as the ship shivered. "We are being chased, it seems."


    "I don't guess your pattern sense has anything to say on whether we'll live through this."


    Jahir managed a smile. "I fear my own desire to live makes it rather hard for me to attend to its rather subtle whispers."


    "Figures. Lift your knees?" When Jahir had, Vasiht'h slid his forepaws beneath them. "Is it okay if I say this seems like the sort of situation where a hug is called for?"


    "No, I think a hug is very much called for." Jahir allowed the Glaseah to arrange himself, then curled his arms around Vasiht'h's shoulders and let his partner rest the length of a furred upper body against his side. The touch strengthened his perception of the breath-starved sense of panic Vasiht'h was fighting, but not enough for true discomfort.


    "You have blood on your face, you know."


    Jahir touched his cheek, felt the flake of it against fingertips gone far too sensitive, remembered the grasp that had streaked his skin. He frowned, sorting through impressions. A wild joy... and desire, hot as blood from a wound. Why had those things been foremost in Lisinthir's mind at the sight of him—no, not him. The sight of another Eldritch? Were there others in the Empire? The Heir, yes, but the Heir was sped, and female besides. Was it some memory from before he'd gone to the Chatcaava? He knew so little about Lisinthir's life prior to his assignment.


    His sigh ruffled Vasiht'h's forelock.


    "I wish they'd tell me what's going on."


    "I do too."

  


  
    CHAPTER 3


    "So you flew one of these fighters." Lisinthir watched the talon idly tracing a line down the inside curve of his hip. He kept his hand hooked idly on one of the Emperor's horns, not because he feared the talons, but because he enjoyed the trust it implied. Chatcaavan males did not allow other males to touch their horns. "I'm shocked you survived the experience."


    "Such skepticism," the Emperor said with a chuckle. "I would think by now you had some grasp of my prowess."


    Lisinthir snorted. "In some things. In this, I admit, not at all."


    "Then you will have to accept that we fly well, and flying a fighter is just another form of flight." The talon skated up, made a circle around his navel. "It was a good time. I learned a great deal."


    "About war?"


    "About trust." At Lisinthir's look, the Emperor grinned lazily. "It does exist among us, yes. The fighters in a wing work toward one goal, and each has his role to play."


    "Forgive me if I say I find that difficult to believe."


    "That we might work together?"


    "You find this a surprise? I have been here for almost a year now, Exalted. I've seen how Chatcaava work together."


    "You've seen how the court operates." The talon traced the edge of his navel, and Lisinthir flicked it off the inner curve. "Ah, do I tickle?" The Emperor grinned, then continued. "The court is not the Empire. The Navy is not the system defense forces. Commoners are not lords. Females are not males."


    "And wingless freaks are nothing."


    "Less than nothing in this equation," the Emperor said. "You must understand, Ambassador... the Empire exists in a precarious balance between the winners of the last battle and the losers preparing for the next match. You and I have fought this dominance to a standstill, but now... we have a peace." He paused, as if savoring the taste of the word and finding it alien before resuming. "There is no such outcome among Chatcaava. This is a nation of predators, and to keep it as stable as it is, one must set the predators at one another's throats in ways that distract them from accomplishing anything more destructive."


    Lisinthir turned onto his side and propped his head up on a palm. "And this is what you learned in the Navy."


    "What I learned in the Navy is that it is possible to create solidarity against a mutually chosen target."


    "Us—"


    The Emperor snorted. "Hardly. No, I set the Navy against the system defenses and their petty lords. And that won me the throne." He reached out and trailed a talon down Lisinthir's nose. "We have never turned our attention to your Alliance. We had enough to occupy ourselves here."


    "Should I fear that you will use us to unify your Empire?" Lisinthir asked, softer.


    "Ah, my Perfection." The male's eyes dimmed. "No. The unity I could buy with a war against the Alliance would be a falsehood. Nor would it last long. The dispensation of plunder would prick all the seething factionalism awake and leave us prey to an Alliance victory. And much as I have grown fond of you—and even agree that you have ideas worth keeping—I would not be your slave, any more than you would be mine."


    "The Alliance would not enslave you."


    "But it could not afford to keep us as uneasy friend, either." The Emperor smiled, just a hint of teeth at the edge of a dark maw. "No, as always, things are more complex than we would wish."


    When the dragon reached for him, Lisinthir let himself be rolled onto his back. "All this had its genesis in a sortie against another vessel. I can hardly imagine it. It seems too bloodless."


    The Emperor rumbled a laugh against his cheek. "Oh, the fighters don't exist to destroy ships, Perfection... but to deliver us to them so we can board them. And then there is blood enough for everyone."
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    Waking in the care of a physician had become a hazy form of safety, a sign that he was among people Outside, that he could afford to be—briefly—weak. But Lisinthir preferred the relative autonomy of a Chatcaavan gel tank to waking up immobilized on his back. His first instinct, mercilessly suppressed, was to fight the force field; his second, to be perfectly still. There was someone in the room with him....


    ...ah, the Seersa. Pale, as Laniis had been, but without the soot points. He watched her move, saw the limp and the arm she held around her midriff, the wince as she shifted to the good limb. The digitigrade stance of some of the Pelted races made leg injuries difficult; they depended too much on muscle for balance and stability, and lacked a plantigrade biped's ability to rely on the joints to minimize movement.


    He didn't need to know how she'd gotten her injuries. The room remained lit only by emergency lights, and he couldn't sense the low tremor of the Well drive. They'd taken significant damage, then, but survived it.


    Turning toward the halo-arch, she checked the readings projected over his head and only then glanced down at him—and started, one hand flying to her chest. The motion disturbed her careful nursing of the leg and she hissed and touched a hand to the edge of the bed to steady herself. "You're awake," she managed. "I didn't notice."


    It seemed impolite to agree. "How bad was it?"


    "Ambassador?"


    Did they all think so slowly, or was he too used to the adrenalized speed required by a court of violent sociopaths? "How many got on board?"


    She stared at him, ears sagging. "You knew."


    "I told you," he said. "Or at least, I was trying to as I fell."


    Her pause then was longer, and then her pupils dilated. "You were right. About them using energy weapons on us."


    "How many?" he asked, more gently.


    "Four," the Seersa said, shoulders sagging. "They killed four of us."


    He'd been asking after the boarders. Four of the Fleet personnel, however, entirely dead... interesting. He'd assumed the Chatcaava would want prisoners, but killing meant they were after something else entirely. Him, yes. But to advance some political aim. And since they couldn't drag him back on their single-person craft, they'd probably been hoping to reduce the number of personnel who could work on repairs. Lisinthir was cautiously optimistic—it could mean their enemy's reinforcements weren't as numerous as he'd feared. "I assume the ship is adrift."


    That surprised look... he could grow tired of it. "Yes," she said after a moment. "Three of them came aboard. We killed two of them and the third... the third detonated his ship." She looked away. "It was clinging to the hull at the time."


    The Chatcaavan had probably assumed he could make it off the Fleet vessel in one of the other fighters. They didn't incline to suicide no matter the naval commitment to a shared goal. There were limits. "Did the third die?"


    "Yes."


    He considered. Adrift by design. "I hope we ran in some direction they weren't anticipating."


    She was studying him now with a frown. When he began to speak, she lifted a hand. "You... you are a very sick man, Ambassador. When you woke I was expecting questions about your own health, your prognosis, what your treatment plan should be. Or to ask when we'd be back. Instead I get... this? You're not well. You need rest."


    Rest was for the dead—literally, because to allow oneself the luxury was inviting poison, or talons to the throat. He judged that somewhat too harsh for her, however, and said instead, "I can't rest unless I am certain of the safety of myself and my charges."


    Her brows lifted. "Well, we're as safe as we can be, for now."


    It was evident she wasn't going to divulge anything else, so he let her be. "Very well. I trust my health is in competent hands?"


    "I like to think so."


    "That would be you...." He glanced at her uniform, found the name badge. "Healer Borden?"


    "Healer-assist, actually. And I'm not in charge of your case."


    "Oh?"


    She nodded. "That would be Healer-assist Jahir, and his partner, Vasiht'h. They were the ones summoned for you."


    So they had names...first names at least. Not enough for him to know anything more about the Eldritch, certainly. Who had summoned them on his behalf? Fleet? Or the Queen? What were they doing in the Alliance? What were they doing partnered, come to that? He flashed to the corridor, to the sight of them moving in tandem as if anticipating each other's footsteps. Very closely partnered, it would seem. "Not a healer either. Neither of them?"


    "No," she said. "They're xenotherapists."


    That made his skin go taut with alarm. Psychiatrists. They had sent psychiatrists to him... had put him in the care of people who would be responsible for assessing his mental health? Why? So they could declare him insane the way so many other ambassadors leaving the Empire had been? What did the Alliance do with the insane? Would they fetter him? Would they try to fix him?


    He didn't need fixing. He didn't want fixing. And he certainly didn't want to be subject to the meddling of two civilians who had no right to his confidences, much less to pass judgment on his mental state. They had not made his sacrifices, could not understand them. And an Eldritch! Living Air, to be condemned back to that life, one even more a prison than the Alliance? To the pampered suffocation of the role of an Eldritch heir, and one without power?


    They wanted him to make answer for his deeds... to an Eldritch.


    It was risible. He wouldn't do it.


    This was all assuming that they survived the next few days. Lisinthir thought that not at all a given.


    "So," he said at last. "Do tell me about my health, my prognosis, and the health care plan."
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    "I won't lie," Raynor said. "It's serious."


    Vasiht'h and Jahir were sitting in their quarters, having finally retired there after the harrowing few hours they'd just survived—and they had. Others hadn't.


    "So, if I have this right," Vasiht'h said, because Jahir didn't seem inclined to talk, "the engines aren't working, the chief engineer is one of the people who died repelling the boarders, and we're floating in the space between stars hoping no one will notice us while we make repairs?"


    "Essentially."


    "How far toward Alliance space did we manage?" Jahir said. "What is the likelihood of our being rescued?"


    "We didn't run toward Alliance space," Raynor said. "We ran deeper into the border, because when those ships come sweeping for us, they're going to look along the path straight back to the Alliance. That's the bad news. The good news is that Fleet sends Dusted ships through these sectors fairly frequently, and we have a good chance of being spotted by one."


    "If they can spot us, can't the Chatcaava too?" Vasiht'h asked, trying not to rub his forepaws together.


    "A calculated risk," Raynor said with a crooked grin. He let it fade. "Look, the two of you have work to do and Borden will need your help doing it. You do your job, we'll do ours, and we'll all get back home in one piece. Sound like a plan?"


    "I guess it's all we got," Vasiht'h muttered.


    "Exactly. And I'll start by suggesting you get a couple of hours' sleep. It's been a long day and you'll need to relieve Borden."


    "Right."


    Jahir added, "Thank you, Captain."


    "You have any questions, aletsen, you ask."


    After he'd left, Vasiht'h looked up at his friend. /What do you think?/


    /I think there is little we can do about events outside our expertise./ Jahir rubbed his face and pushed himself upright. /He's right. We have our work, arii, and we can't do it exhausted./


    Vasiht'h followed him to the narrow bunk, trying not to sink his claws into the carpet. They kept flexing out of his toes. /Do you really think you can sleep after... all that?/ The mindline shivered: blood, screams, the stench of burnt flesh, the memory of the clinic door locking on its own as they huddled in it, torn between racing out of it to help the wounded and staying out of a fight they had no training to survive... and barred from making the choice because the clinic door had resolutely ignored any of their requests for exit.


    "I think right now we have to try," Jahir said. "But I would very much like it if you would stay close."


    "That I can do," Vasiht'h replied, subdued.


    Surprisingly, they both managed to sleep—Jahir on his side on the bunk, legs tucked in to keep them from hanging over the end, and Vasiht'h with his lower body stretched on the floor and his upper propped against the bed's edge so he could rest his head on his arms on the mattress, beside his friend's face. He'd spent many an uncomfortable night sleeping this way. By now he figured he had a permanent kink in his upper torso.


    Their dreams were uncomfortable, thorned with guilt and dim with breathless fear. But they never rose to the level of nightmares, and that was good enough for Vasiht'h. That they only lasted about an hour also suited him fine, though his headache seemed magnified by the short nap when Jahir finally nudged him.


    "We should spell our colleague."


    "Right," Vasiht'h murmured, and forced himself to straighten. He rubbed his back as Jahir stepped over him and made his way to the bathroom. The water the Eldritch used on his face braced Vasiht'h as well, though what he really wanted was a proper wash. /I don't guess the bathroom is big enough for me?/


    "It is," Jahir said, leaving it. "But I'm not sure what the guidelines are on using it when we should be conserving power. We should ask."


    "Great," Vasiht'h muttered.


    Jahir smiled, and that emotion softened the spikes in the mindline. "I packed your long-handled brush."


    Vasiht'h straightened. "Really?" And then shook his head. He smiled. "Of course you did, knowing I would forget. I am nervy."


    "You have chafe marks on the insides of your wrists."


    Chagrined, the Glaseah looked at his forepaws. /Not a habit I'm glad to have resurrected./


    Wry agreement now, sour as a lemon but fleeting. /You will put it aside again when we are not in mortal danger./


    Vasiht'h snorted. "Let's go see the patient."
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    The patient wasn't in the clinic.


    "What... where..." Vasiht'h stopped, digging his toes into the carpet and flexing his legs. Borden was asleep on the second bed, and from the vital signs above her it was a normal sleep, one she'd obviously needed. He couldn't tell how long the first bed had been vacated, though Jahir was at the console, querying it.


    "Two hours, about," Jahir said in response to the unspoken question.


    "Should we wake her?"


    "I think we must."


    In response to Vasiht'h's gentle prodding, Borden rolled over and blinked bleary eyes at them. "What? Oh, aletsen. Are you early?"


    "Maybe," Vasiht'h said. "The Ambassador is missing."


    "He's not missing. I released him."


    "Did his medical condition change enough to make that a wise course?" Jahir asked from behind him.


    Borden glanced up at him. "He'd had all the fluids he could possibly retain. The tests said he wasn't likely to drop dead soon. He wanted to sleep in a real bed that he could turn in, so I let him. The ship's tagged him with a medical alert, it'll say something if he collapses."


    "You could have retracted the halo-arch," Jahir said. "If being able to turn in bed was his primary concern."


    "I think he just wanted privacy," Borden said. "And it's not like he can go far." She rubbed her eyes. "Sometimes you need to give people a little autonomy, or they fight you on more important decisions."


    /I don't believe this,/ Vasiht'h said privately, his frown carried on the words like a low drone. /I mean, she's not wrong, but this is a little more serious a matter than 'if we push too hard, the patient might not be willing to talk about his trauma.' Why would she do it? It makes no sense. She's a professional./


    /It doesn't, no. So the only answer that does make sense is that he talked her into it./


    /The Ambassador. Talked a healer-assist into letting him leave a clinic while obviously still in need of observation./


    Jahir looked at him, and if it wasn't precisely a chiding look, there was something in it to inspire chagrin. Vasiht'h flicked his ears back. /Right. The Ambassador just survived about a year with the Chatcaava, probably living by his wits./ He sighed and said to Borden, "Why don't you go back to sleep? It looks like you're still healing up your own ills. We'll go check on the Ambassador."


    "Thank you, aletsen. He'll be in the other guest room."
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    Jahir wasn't sure what he was expecting of his House cousin. Intransigence, surely, because nothing less would have protected Lisinthir in the Empire. Anger he'd observed when shepherding the Ambassador off of the Chatcaavan vessel, though time should have put paid to that particular ailment. What was there left to be angry about? At some point, relief must set in: that Lisinthir was safe, that he need no longer fear the depredations of dragons. He'd undertaken a difficult assignment and had, by all accounts, performed magnificently. He had earned—deserved—reward, time away from duty.


    That, at least, was the profile Jahir would have guessed at from what little he'd understood of the situation.


    So the scene that confronted them when the door slid open on the Ambassador's quarters left him decidedly off-balance. Lisinthir was not resting, as one would have expected from his condition... or at least, not sleeping. He was lounging in a chair with his feet up on the coffee table, his hands laced over his chest and his head back on the rest. The dim lighting kindly hid the matte finish of his skin—it also obscured his expression.


    The room smelled faintly of something acrid, a little sweet. And there was a tumbler on the end table at his elbow.


    /Drinking,/ Vasiht'h guessed.


    But Jahir thought of the lung damage and narrowed his eyes. /No. Smoking./


    /And drinking./


    /And drinking./


    "My psychiatrists arrive. Please, come in. Have a seat if it pleases you."


    /I can see how this is going to go,/ Vasiht'h said with a sigh. /How do you want to handle it?/


    Jahir's first instinct was so powerful that the words it inspired almost escaped him. He stopped short at the door alongside his partner, surprised. Lisinthir was one of the few Eldritch who shared Jahir's membership in the royal House, and he was also heir to Imthereli's failing concern. But neither of those things gave Jahir the right to dress him down in this context, where he came not as an Eldritch noble to another behaving out of turn, but as a therapist, intending to heal. He ignored the unease clouding the mindline until he finished composing himself, then took the seat opposite Lisinthir, leaving Vasiht'h to settle alongside the chair. "Thank you."


    "So," Lisinthir continued, eyes closing. "Jahir... what? We have somehow failed to have been introduced properly. Fancy that."


    Of course, if Lisinthir insisted on dragging that context into the discussion... Jahir tasked himself to calm. Perhaps they could find some common ground in their shared experiences, and the duties and responsibilities that had shaped them both. "Seni Galare."


    Lisinthir opened an eye. "Jahir Seni Galare. The northwestern estate. You have a brother."


    "Yes," Jahir replied.


    Lisinthir nodded, closed his eyes again. "I was sent to the capital to attempt to seduce your mother."


    The sound in the mindline felt a lot like Vasiht'h groaning.


    "I assume," Jahir said, picking the words carefully past the furor in his head, "this had something to do with Imthereli's fiscal and familial troubles."


    "It did, yes. Something you never had any trouble with, well-bred and well-received as you were. One of the court's most eligible bachelors, and so much fuss that you'd left the world. No one corralled you with a list of eligible widows and insisted you chase them."


    /How did this become about me?/ Jahir asked, half in irritation, half in fascination. This had to be how Lisinthir had secured his release from the clinic so easily. Jahir could understand somehow how Borden had given in.


    /I don't know,/ Vasiht'h said. /But it's kind of interesting to listen to./


    Jahir eyed him before returning to the discussion. "You should be in the clinic, Ambassador."


    "Ambassador, am I. Not seluthiae? Far cousin? A request, then, from one professional to another."


    "Just so."


    Lisinthir reached for the glass. "And if I don't want to go?"


    Jahir rose, stepped across the short distance and plucked the glass up before Lisinthir could take it. "This is not a matter of liking or misliking. This is a matter of a toxic body failing on you if you don't take the appropriate steps. Which include abstaining."


    The look Lisinthir awarded him then was so brief Jahir almost missed it—


    —but he hadn't. And the assessment, the interest, and the cold in them stiffened every muscle in his body.


    But the other Eldritch didn't show any of that metal in his voice: he'd hidden it so completely that Jahir stopped short, wondering if he'd imagined it, and if not, how Lisinthir had concealed it so completely.


    Lisinthir re-threaded his fingers on his chest and said, "So. How exactly is this going to go?"


    "What 'this' do you mean?" Vasiht'h ventured when Jahir didn't answer.


    "You were sent to attend to me," Lisinthir said. "Presumably you have some goal in mind to accomplish. As you are not physicians, it must be something else. What is it?"


    "We're here to see to your mental health." Vasiht'h was using his most professional voice, which was also one of the friendliest. It had soothed many skeptical patients before. Jahir wasn't sure it would work this time. "Try to see it from our perspective, Ambassador... you just returned from the Empire and... well, your physical state isn't typical of people who've been treated well."


    "Is it."


    "You are addicted to two drugs that we know of, there's evidence of at least one session in a regenerative tank, you've been scarred on the chest, flank, back, torso and arms—and not by blades—and you're starved. Literally, as in you've been so long without healthful food that your body has wicked itself to the marrow." Jahir set the drink on the coffee table between them. "And those are the injuries the halo-arch could see." He folded his arms. "When we spoke via comm, Ambassador, you requested food because you couldn't trust the food that was prepared for you not to be poisoned. The ambassadors who came before you spoke of the violence of the Chatcaavan court, but none of them had been literally scarred by it. Traumatized, certainly. Or mysteriously dead by circumstances deemed natural by autopsy. None of them, however, marked.


    "You have been marked."


    Lisinthir was watching him with a gaze more akin to a raptor's than a person's: a predatory hyper-focus that made Jahir long for his staff or even a sword at his side. "We are all," the Ambassador said at last, "marked by our experiences."


    "That's why we're here," Vasiht'h interjected.


    "I don't want your help."


    "You don't want the halo-arch, either, but you will need to return to it," Jahir said, giving up his fight against culture and habit. Did his cousin want to fight using their shared background? Then he would meet him on the field. When Lisinthir glanced at him, he finished, "And don't think you can maneuver your way out of it the way you did with Hea Borden. I know what you're doing, and it won't work on me."


    /It won't?/


    "And what exactly am I doing?" Lisinthir asked. He'd begun stroking his thumb up the side of his hand, an idle gesture that was, for no reason Jahir could fathom, appallingly sensual.


    Jahir switched to their native tongue, shading the words black for stark violence. "Who attacks, controls the fight."


    Lisinthir chuckled. "Very good, son of the Seni. I am impressed." He rested his head back again. "A compromise then. I'll let you bring your equipment here. This is a courier... most of its equipment will be portable since they don't have a full-sized Medplex."


    "You know Fleet ship classes?" Vasiht'h asked, bemused.


    Lisinthir opened one eye. "I was the ambassador to a political state with which we are almost at war."


    /At least he used the right tense,/ Vasiht'h muttered.


    Jahir sent wordless agreement before continuing. "And you'll submit to treatment?"


    The reaction was instantaneous, and yet so subtle neither of them could tell exactly how they'd formed the impression... but within a heartbeat, their client had gone from relaxed to the cusp of violence.


    "For your physical state," Vasiht'h hastened to add, and the anger seeped from Lisinthir's frame.


    "Yes." Brusque.


    "No more drinking either," Jahir said.


    "Fine. But now I believe it's time for me to... 'rest.'" Said with a sneer that could be amusement or mockery or challenge, and was probably all of those things. As a response to a therapist it was appalling… but as a response to a dragon, Jahir suddenly understood its utility. That Lisinthir was using it on them didn't necessarily mean anything more than he was no longer used to dealing with civilized people.


    Or it might mean that he'd decided they were his newest enemies.


    Jahir rose, taking the glass with him. "Sleep well, Ambassador."


    Lisinthir said, "You really will take the brandy with you."


    "I will, yes."


    The other man said, lazily, "You don't trust me?"


    "I trust you to act in accordance with your priorities," Jahir said. "When you demonstrate that your own health is one of them, I won't feel the need."


    Lisinthir laughed. "Fine. Good. Well said. Get out."


    Outside the cabin, Vasiht'h said, "Goddess Unmaking, ariihir."


    "I know," Jahir said, struggling to hide his unsettlement. He hadn't realized until that battle how much he'd expected Lisinthir to act like every other noble heir of the Eldritch—and every other Galare, at that. They were one of a very select elite, with shared experiences no one outside their cloistered world's miniscule crop of nobles could even imagine. He'd gone into the room expecting that background to work for him... not for it to be turned into a weapon, one tailored to his weaknesses.


    "You realize he can just order a new brandy from the genie in the room?" Vasiht'h said, interrupting his thoughts.


    "Not if we ask the ship's personnel to disable the unit."


    Vasiht'h paused, looked up at him. "Entirely?"


    Jahir walked past him, exhausted as if he'd just come from a long staff practice. "It's evident there's an issue there with his relationship with food, himself, his own body, and the alcohol. Until we've unraveled it, it would be best if he had to get his meals from us, or Hea Borden."


    "And if he just chooses not to eat?"


    "Then we'll bring the 'portable equipment' and do it the difficult way."


    Vasiht'h sighed and jogged up alongside him, matching his shorter strides to Jahir's longer ones. "I guess we shouldn't be surprised that he might resent the implication that he's broken in some way. After all he's done, it's not unreasonable for him to expect a hero's welcome, not delivery to psychiatric care."


    "He needs it," Jahir said, knowing the tone was too curt.


    "Yes. Yes, he does."

  


  
    CHAPTER 4


    The man had carried off his tumbler.


    Lisinthir had not moved after the therapists had taken their leave; he was comfortable, for once, with the hekkret a familiar burn down his throat and a softness in his limbs. The headache seemed distant, and his heartrate and breathing more measured. It allowed him the leisure to contemplate the unlikeliness of his visitors.


    The last Eldritch he'd had congress with—true Eldritch, not his draconic lovers in their stolen guises—had been the heir to the throne, the Princess Bethsaida. He'd not met her prior to her incarceration among dragons, so perhaps she'd once been more like the typical women produced by their culture: assertive and very poor at delegation of authority. With power passing through the matrilineal line and men of their class mostly relegated to the duty of dying for honor or to protect their estates, it was an inevitability. He could even be somewhat proud of it, he supposed, that his race bred strong women, for who would want to lie with a weak one? It is what he'd loved about the Slave Queen: the purity of the strength distilled into that gentle spirit, so close and quiet and deep.


    But Bethsaida had been broken by her captivity. He didn't blame her for it; the Seersa operative had been very close to broken herself, and God knew he had only survived because he'd manipulated the Emperor into an epiphany that had spared them both the inevitable outcome of their constant clashes. It did mean, however, that his last good memory of any Eldritch was one of weeping and cringing, and how frustrated and frightened he'd been that he had to find a way to protect someone who could not be counted on to help in any way.


    Lisinthir, not fond of lying to himself, even about his addictions and his mounting depression, was forced to admit that experience had colored his expectation of his own kind, one he'd already been predisposed toward given his parents and the court his father had flung him to, where he'd earned his name on the dueling fields because he refused to back down from the insults thrown at him for being the scion of a failing House. The male scion of a failing House, because one assumed that a man took after his father.


    But this Eldritch... Lisinthir half-lidded his eyes. This Eldritch had a proper spine and fire in his spirit. Fear in response to blood and swordwork, yes: that was inevitable amid the pacific Alliance, which saw conflict only at its troubled borders, and even among his own people where combat was relegated to the formalities of the dueling ground, or to the atavism of the hunt. But this Eldritch had actually carried off the tumbler.


    And there was a sense-impression... again, Lisinthir rubbed his thumb along the side of his palm, bringing the memory of touching the other man's face back to the surface. He hadn't noted it at the time, too focused on his disappointment that this Eldritch was not his Chatcaavan lover. But now that he'd found some distance from it, he could... just... feel a hint of a deep burn, a yearning, one sublimated so completely Lisinthir almost wondered if he'd imagined it. But no, he'd lived by the evidence of his senses, and he thought this one truth. Somewhere, locked down so tightly he doubted his dear therapist knew it himself, was a hint of desire.


    It made him curious. The scion of the Seni Galare was quite a prize: respectable, wealthy, couth in manner and birth... very little like Lisinthir, whose parents' squabbles made even his enormous wealth and similar lineage a matter of ridicule. They seemed to be of an age, so Jahir must have put his formal presentation decades behind him. Did his far cousin not have a wife? Was that why he was gallivanting in the Alliance? Or did he have urges their culture frowned upon, and was that why he'd fled? Probably not, for the desire to be so tightly bound. The Alliance would not have judged him for untoward urges, so why flee there and then suppress them?


    And then there was the matter of the Glaseah. They were permanently yoked; that much was obvious from the way they'd handled the conversation, and from the tendency of their bodies to mimic each other when at rest. The Glaseah himself seemed steadfast enough; Lisinthir had known a handful of the species and found them likeable, and his far cousin's Glaseah appeared to be no exception. It made him think, suddenly, that Jahir had suggested that the Alliance send a Glaseah to the Empire. Was this relationship the source of that suggestion? How had they met? And what would have possessed an Eldritch to accept one so completely into his life, much less his mind? Especially this Eldritch, who would have had every advantage and privilege had he remained at home?


    The mystery intrigued him, made him interested in living a little bit longer. He was pondering smoking the other half of his hekkret roll while contemplating it when the door chimed.


    "Come in," he said.


    And here was the Captain of their ship. Lisinthir slid his feet off the table and sat up, resting his elbows on his knees and lifting his brows.


    "May I?" the human said, indicating the chair Jahir had just vacated.


    "Of course."


    The man sat facing him, leaning forward but relaxed: not intimidated by him, Lisinthir suspected. He wasn't sure whether that was indicative of the Captain's confidence in himself or his underestimation of Eldritch. It was hard to tell with humans, given how the Pelted treated them and how that affected their relationship with other species.


    "I'm Captain Raynor," the man said. "I haven't had a chance to welcome you aboard, Ambassador."


    "Thank you."


    "Now," Raynor said. "You knew they would try to board us. I assume it's because they want you."


    "That would be the assumption I am also working under."


    "Can you tell me why, given that they just sent you away? I'd think they'd be more interested in shooting you dead than dragging you back."


    "The faction that sent me away," Lisinthir said, and hoped that the Emperor's partisans were numerous enough to be called a faction, "does not want me dead or dragged back. But they have enemies who appear to have some use for me."


    "So they'll be back."


    "They boarded this ship specifically so they could disable it and buy themselves the time to come in search of it." Lisinthir sat back. "Healer-assist Borden told me you had fatalities. This is a courier... does she carry the full complement?"


    "We were down by five before this started."


    And a courier usually carried only twenty-five people. "Repairs are going to take time, then."


    "Which is why I'm here," Raynor said. "Everything you can tell me about what to expect from these people, I need to know. It sounds like they're not likely to blow us away if they find us...."


    "They won't destroy the ship, no," Lisinthir agreed. "But they will kill the crew, or sell you all."


    "Not a palatable thought. We fled back toward the border. What's the likelihood of them realizing we ran toward them instead of away?"


    Lisinthir began to answer, then paused. "That... might actually surprise them. They would not expect that much arrogance from the Alliance's navy." He tilted his head. "It won't matter if the boarders got any signal out before they were dispatched. Did they?"


    "We don't think so," Raynor said. "But we've been limping away from the point where they intercepted us ever since we killed them. We have some minimal ability to correct our drift right now, so we've been using it. Do you think the ship that brought you had any luck fighting them off?"


    That vessel against two carriers? Lisinthir grimaced. "Not unless it was reinforced."


    "So you think the two ships that were harrying it are now looking for us."


    "It would surprise me if it were otherwise."


    Raynor nodded. "I won't pretend I'm glad to hear it, but I'd rather know than not. If you don't mind educating me on the capabilities of the ships we just left behind, I'd be grateful."


    "Since the education will help you preserve all our lives, Captain, I would find myself very hard pressed to mind the work."


    Raynor chuckled. "Hit me, then."


    Lisinthir gathered his thoughts, picking data out of the sex-soaked memories that had revealed it, and began to talk.
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    "You want to do what?" Borden asked, frowning. The Seersa was rooting in one of the lockers in the clinic.


    "Disable the genie in the Ambassador's quarters," Jahir said as Vasiht'h sat beside him and listened—as much to his partner as to the woman they were addressing. "We'd like him to come to us for nutrition."


    "He'll have to anyway," Borden said. She was still favoring a leg, but it was hard to tell watching her haul a box out of the locker with a grunt. "The ship's going dark, so no one's genies will be working. No water for anything but drinking, either... we don't want to run the recyclers. Everyone can have one Pad bath a day."


    Vasiht'h felt Jahir's distaste through the mindline, enough to make him lick his teeth. His partner vastly preferred using water for his ablutions, which Vasiht'h could understand: if he had been born bipedal and covered in skin instead of fur, he'd have preferred it too. Given that he was neither of those things, he found Pad bathing more effective than anything short of full-body immersion.


    Borden opened the box and checked the packing list. "Rations," she said. "We should be good for a month. Are you hungry?"


    "Not anymore," Vasiht'h said, eyeing the wrapped bar she held up.


    The Seersa chuckled and pulled herself onto one of the biobeds, peeling the wrapper back. "How is your patient?"


    "Our patient?" Vasiht'h repeated.


    "I'm not kidding myself that he's mine," the Seersa answered, ears flipping back. "His problems are way above my pay grade."


    "How do you figure?"


    She shook her head. "All you have to do is talk to him to see it. You've seen post-traumatic reactions, I'm guessing? You wouldn't be here if Fleet didn't have you on its list of approved contractors, no matter what head of state requested your presence, not on the border with the Empire. Anyway, he's got it bad. I've seen more obvious expressions of it... he's at least functional, or appears to be. But I suspect he's functional because he hasn't really internalized that it's post-traumatic at this point. He's still operating like he's in a high-threat theater. And I don't want to be there when he realizes he's not."


    /Trenchant,/ Jahir murmured, the sending edged with knives.


    "Anyway, I'd be happy to help you with the purely physical stuff," Borden continued. "I'll run tests, help you drag the body here when he collapses of whatever it is that's finally going to put him down. But the mental stuff? Is all yours."


    "Thanks," Vasiht'h said ruefully.


    "Just keep in mind... the Captain's going to want reports."


    /That wasn't in our briefing,/ Vasiht'h said, ears flattening.


    "Reports?" Jahir asked.


    "The Ambassador knows things about how things work over there that no one knows," Borden said. "That much is obvious. Fleet's going to want to know everything he can tell them in case something happens to him."


    "Like... his withdrawal symptoms put him in acute care," Vasiht'h said slowly.


    "Or we all die here," Borden said. She was swinging a leg off the side of the bed while eating. "The Captain can get a high-speed buoy off before we're captured if we can't get the Well engines back online to push a message to the nearest Fleet repeaters."


    The picture she made, so nonchalantly discussing the possibility of their demise without any effect at all on her appetite, reminded Vasiht'h that for all he'd been the one to push for their involvement in Fleet affairs, he never really wanted to be this much a part of their world. The Goddess's sense of humor at work, no doubt.


    Jahir said, "We understand. Alet, we are given to understand you have portable medical equipment? I assume you have a stabilizer along with diagnostic tools?"


    "Of course," she said. "Standard issue for all our ships. They're packed under the beds. There should be a green tab—get your fingers under it and pull and it'll unlock the drawer they're in."


    Jahir applied himself to the equipment, and some background noise in the mindline diminished to a low hiss. The crackle had started not long after the fight on the Chatcaavan vessel and hadn't gone away, and that much noise meant Jahir was working on thoughts he wasn't sharing.


    Most of the things Jahir had kept hidden from Vasiht'h hadn't been personal secrets, but ones involving his race as a whole, things he revealed to no one outside the Eldritch save by permission from the Queen, or through extraordinary circumstance. The few times Jahir had kept something hidden from Vasiht'h in particular hadn't been personal either: they'd involved things his partner was denying to himself. Some of those secrets had been harmless, save where they'd detracted from the joy of a normal life... like Jahir's ability to play music as well as enjoy listening to it. But at least one of those secrets had involved the woman he loved and was barred by his people's laws from wedding: his cousin, Sediryl.


    Until Vasiht'h had met Sediryl he hadn't realized that his partner had any sexual or romantic inclination at all; he'd assumed that a long life also conferred some distance from passion, the way it did with most elders of a shorter-lived race, with the hormone loads falling off with increasing age. He supposed it had been a reasonable assumption; by Pelted standards, Jahir had long since passed the age where passion should have been a driving motivation for most individuals. Except paradoxically while Eldritch children aged at close to the same rate as Pelted ones, the Eldritch adulthood was stretched almost languorously long. Vasiht'h had since seen older Eldritch, enough to realize that they did get older, just far, far more slowly than their shorter-lived Pelted companions... and all that meant that Jahir was still, by his body's standards, a young man.


    Not all young people had the same needs, of course, and Jahir had always seemed more cerebral than sensual. But Vasiht'h had been present for the revelation that his partner wasn't actually asexual like most Glaseah... just... complicated. Unavailable as far as he was concerned, because he loved Sediryl. But prevented from ever actually acting on that belief. Ridiculously, because the strictly biological concerns that had prompted the Eldritch fanaticism about marrying relatives could be fixed with a simple outpatient procedure in the Alliance, and Jahir knew it. But they'd both been xenotherapists long enough to realize that rising above one's acculturation, even when living in a vibrantly multicultural setting, wasn't necessarily possible.


    Vasiht'h, despite being asexual himself, was not completely clueless about other people's needs. Before he'd met Jahir, he'd been a careful observer of relationships, compelled to understand them by the curiosity that had driven him into clinical practice. His instinct for it had gotten better since he'd linked with Jahir, and it had taken him years to realize it was because Jahir's nature was informing his impressions through the mindline.


    So he knew, without a doubt, that the animal magnetism Lisinthir exuded was both unheard of in an Eldritch... and extremely compelling, because Jahir was cognizant of it on a level somewhere below his conscious grasp.


    And that was what he was worried about. Because if desiring your opposite-sex cousin was bad among the Eldritch, desiring your same-sex cousin was explosively so.


    Jahir was running the portable equipment through its diagnostics, checking the battery and fluid levels. His concentration emptied the mindline of everything but the fluid-stream sound of data rising to the level of consciousness, being applied to physical reality, and evaluated before continuing. "Everything looks in order."


    "It should be," Borden said. "Checking it before every mission is one of my duties, which means it was looked at less than a week ago." Her smile faded to a more professional detachment. "It goes without saying that it needs to be used sparingly. The clinic gets priority on power when we're low on it, but if we get too low those are our only recourse."


    "Understood," Jahir said. "As much as possible I'll try to minimize their use, but I'm expecting a significant crash whenever his body finishes metabolizing whatever remains of what he was taking."


    "When will that be?"


    He shook his head. "Without knowing the half-life of the drug or where and how the body stores it? It could be a year from now... or an hour. If I can get him to tell us what it was, that would help."


    /Or the fact that he has some of it with him?/ Vasiht'h said, remembering the smell.


    /Or that, yes./


    "Good luck with that," Borden said. "I get the feeling he holds everything close to his chest."


    Jahir chuckled, quiet. "We have some experience with similar situations."


    She grinned. "You would at that." She pushed herself off the bed. "Let me just run you through the computer, log that you took the equipment and when. Standard procedure. Then you all can get going."


    Which they did, a few moments later, with Jahir pulling the equipment behind them on its wheeled base and Vasiht'h with a sack of protein bars. The silence in the mindline had become positively oppressive, particularly since Vasiht'h could sense the unspoken thoughts behind it like the clog in a drain trying to fill with water.


    Patience, he thought, and followed his partner into their quarters. He set the food on the table and wrinkled his nose at it. Technically it didn't contain any objectionable ingredients, but there was something soulless about it that made him long for tea and a kitchen to make soup in, and cookies.


    "I'd like that too," Jahir said, sitting on the sofa. More quietly. "I would, in fact, very much like to be a long way from here."


    "That makes two of us." Vasiht'h sat, sighed. He pushed a bar over to the Eldritch and took one for himself, resigned.


    "I think maybe you misunderstand." These words came more slowly, and there was a sound in the mindline accompanying them: like the wailing of distant hounds, a mournful sound that put all the fur up Vasiht'h's back. "I think we might be the wrong people for this case. And by we... I mean myself, particularly."


    Surprised, Vasiht'h looked up at him, met his partner's weary smile.


    "You thought I wouldn't notice it?"


    "I... wasn't sure," Vasiht'h said. "When you do see problems in yourself, you admit them readily, but you have to see them first. And some things are... well... tender topics."


    "Tender topics. Yes." That made a frisson of mirth travel the mindline, but it was not streaked with colors or smells Vasiht'h associated with happiness or humor. It tasted bitter under his tongue, like medicine. Jahir turned the bar on the table, eyes resting on it. "We are too close in rank and family, arii. It is hard for me to look at Lisinthir and not see the House cousin I am obliged to dress down for misbehavior. And it is unreasonable for him to look at me and see a therapist who can approach him dispassionately, without judging him against the standards of the culture and class we share. When we return to Alliance space, I think it would behoove us to remand his case to someone else."


    Vasiht'h appreciated the optimistic outcome implied by the 'when.' "The Queen did suggest it would help him to connect with the person who'd been talking him through his first few weeks there."


    "The Queen—" Jahir stopped and schooled himself, drew in a careful breath with head tilted as if nursing a pulled muscle in his neck. "The Queen," he continued, quieter, "made an educated guess on what was needed and deployed the resources available to her, which is her duty. Perhaps she knows Lisinthir well enough to believe it would have helped him to have me here. But she does not know me, arii. And she doesn't know how serving in this particular capacity might be impossible because of my own issues."


    So he knew something was going on. Maybe not what, if the taste in the mindline was any indication... there was something there about heartbreak, about his dichotomous feelings about his homeworld and upbringing, about his divergent beliefs on what proper behavior was and had to become for their people to survive. That... was probably problem enough without the issue Vasiht'h suspected was lurking under it. He considered, chose his words carefully. "Sometimes healing others heals us."


    Jahir murmured, eyes lowered, "And sometimes it breaks us."


    Vasiht'h did sigh then. "Oh, arii." He padded around the table and wrapped his arms around his taller friend's midriff, pressed his head against Jahir's chest.


    "I am sorry," Jahir murmured, the rueful amusement in the mindline feeling healthier. "It seems it is always about my issues, isn't it."


    "Not always," Vasiht'h said. "I've had my rocky spots."


    "Never quite so extreme as mine."


    Vasiht'h thought, mostly to himself, that his own issue was in his arms, and it was as extreme as any issue in all the worlds. Embracing love, knowing that it would lead to loss—not his own, but that of someone he loved… he sighed against his Eldritch's chest—his Eldritch's—and felt the wash of compassion flow back through the mindline.


    "You know better," he said finally. "Sometimes people's issues don't become relevant until their situations change. We might be on the cusp of discovering I have severe ones of my own!"


    "Oh happy day?" Jahir offered with a lopsided smile, but now there were motes of golden amusement sparkling between them.


    Vasiht'h chuckled and leaned back. "We can hand this case off when we get back. But right now, we're the ones here who can deal with it." He looked up. "Do you want me to do that alone? I can, if you're uncomfortable."


    Jahir sighed. "No. I wouldn't ask that of you. Particularly not on a case so intricately bound up with drugs."


    "I'm sure Hea Borden can assist if things get too technical for me."


    "She could, but it would be ridiculous not to make use of my training when the situation so clearly calls for it." Jahir shook his head. "No. I will do my best until we arrive back home. We should be equal to the task of keeping him stable until then."


    "If you're sure…."


    "I am."


    Vasiht'h squinted up at him, gauging his resolve. The mindline felt firm enough, but… he picked up one of the bars and handed it over. "Here. Eat."


    Jahir made a face. A very subtle one, more a little flinch of a lower eyelid and a twitch of his nose, but to Vasiht'h those signs were as loud as any siren. "And if I am not hungry?"


    "If you're serious about soldiering on," Vasiht'h said, "you will dutifully eat all of that. Then I'll know you're dedicated to the cause."


    Jahir eyed the bar with more visible distaste, then began to peel the wrapper. "We have done harsher things."


    Vasiht'h snorted and went back to his own half-finished meal.

  


  
    CHAPTER 5


    "This is not the homeworld."


    Lisinthir was lying on his back with his arms folded behind his head, staring at the stars. They'd made a sort of nest on the balcony, and he wondered what it said of him that it no longer disturbed him to be within a foot of a drop so high he would have had ample time for terrified contemplation of his end had he fallen. It was also cold—or had been, before their exertions. Now the Slave Queen's head was pillowed on his hip and the Emperor was lying alongside—between him and the fall, he noticed, and knew it was intentional.


    "There," the Emperor said. "That star. Can you see it, or are your eyes not far-sighted enough?"


    "I think I do. So, you traveled here? Why?"


    The Emperor snorted, amused. "Why else? To conquer."


    "Why else, he says," Lisinthir murmured. "Some of us leave our worlds for other reasons."


    "Or leave them not at all?" the Emperor retorted. "Be serious, Ambassador. The impetus to leave a world must be a driving one, a passion that can justify the expenditure of the resources needed to establish spaceborne industry. No one ever colonized other worlds 'just to see them.' They had needs."


    "And yours, of course, revolved around the need to subjugate others."


    "What else?"


    They studied one another for a moment, challenge, acceptance, a brief duel in their gazes, then amusement. They were still sated from their play earlier... these times after, they had become precious too.


    Into the silence that followed their mock contest of wills, the Slave Queen said, soft, "There are other stories."


    Lisinthir glanced down at her, traced the line of her brow ridge and felt the reflection of her pleasure through their skins. "What stories, then?"


    "Among females, it is said that we left seeking Air to breathe that would let us grow into what we were meant to become."


    "Religion?" Lisinthir guessed, surprised.


    "We had it, once, yes." The Emperor sat up, one arm on his raised knee, and glanced up at the sky; his eyes narrowed into the wind that teased his mane back. "The Living Air that held us aloft."


    "So do the others swear by the Dying Air because that is all you have left of your beliefs?" Lisinthir asked.


    They both regarded him at that.


    "We worship ourselves now," the Emperor said, reaching past him for the cup they'd been sharing. "And the Air did nothing to stop it, or so they say. So yes, that is all that's left of the beliefs that once sustained us. That, and the legacy of our expansionism, if we are to believe it as a cause for our doing so."


    Lisinthir studied the vault above them and tried to grasp that everything he could see the Chatcaava had claimed. "How do you keep it all unified? So much distance, so many worlds, so much ambition, so much want. How does it not implode?"


    "It has," the Emperor said, sipping from the cup. Lisinthir's sharp look made him widen his eyes in amusement, so that they seemed to smolder in the dark. "Did you think we didn't have our periods of squabbling, collapse, conflict?"


    "I didn't know what to think," Lisinthir admitted. "I assumed that the Emperor held everything together with the threat of the Navy."


    "This Emperor does," the Emperor said with a grin, flashing white teeth. "But not all Emperors have been that strong." He offered the cup to the Queen, who lifted her head just enough to slip her tongue into it, lap. "There are some who say it is an inevitability that we should dissolve into separate political entities."


    "And do you think it is?"


    "Maybe," the Emperor said. "Maybe. If the pressures outside the Empire and the pressures inside remain favorably aligned, I can hold it all. If something changes significantly...."


    "A significant change might cause you all to pull more closely together," Lisinthir offered.


    "If we were like you, perhaps." The Emperor shook his head in a mannerism stolen from his Eldritch shape. "But we aren't. But fear not, Perfection—" A lick across his brow, affection from a dragon. "For now I don't see any of this changing."


    "But you were wrong," Lisinthir whispered, and knew himself awake. Awake, and in trouble, curled around cramping sharp as knives in his gut.  It would pass. It had passed before. But damned if this time didn't somehow hurt more than the others. Why was that, he wondered, now that he was away from those who were poisoning his food and drink regularly? He closed his eyes and breathed through it, refusing to suffer. In the moments when he was lucid, he wondered when his keepers would descend on him. Fleet vessels monitored the vitals of their crew as a matter of course, if he remembered correctly. Would that function still be online with the decreased power budget? He supposed he would find out.


    He had his answer much later, if the cooled sweat on his skin was any indication, when he woke at the sound of the door opening. The Seersa paused, backlit by the corridor's slightly brighter lights, then dove for him with a dismayed sound. "I'm fine," he told her, licked his lips so they wouldn't stick and smiled crookedly as she ignored him. "But by all means, check for yourself."


    She scowled at him, ears flat. "I should have kept you in the clinic, Ambassador."


    "This is far more entertaining, I assure you."


    "What, collapsing in your quarters with no one to realize you might be dying?"


    "I presume it's not so dire or you would never have released me in the first place."


    She paused at that, a puzzled look on her face. Then she eyed him. "No. Not normally. I didn't think it was this serious."


    "Neither did I," he offered, and watched a reluctant smile pull at the corners of her mouth.


    The Seersa was studying the results of her diagnostics on the data tablet now. Her frown grew more pronounced as he watched, curious, until at last she said, "I'm going to call your specialists."


    "You don't mind if I use the facilities?"


    "Can you stand?"


    "I'm fine," he reiterated, and proved it by rising. The headache was truly monumental, but he'd had worse. He could read the uncertainty in her squared shoulders and the bottlebrush bristle along her tail, but she didn't object, so he left her to summon his psychiatrists. While he regretted the lack of water—nothing quite compared to a proper shower—the Pad bath was admirably swift. By the time Borden had finished her call, he was back in the room, sitting with his feet up and his hands folded, impeccably clean and no apparent worse the wear for the episode.


    Did she know what he was doing? Her skeptical look was both charming and amusing. When Lisinthir lifted a brow at her, she shook her head and said, "I'm very glad you're not my patient."


    So he was laughing when his therapists entered, and that was even better for his purposes.


    "Alet?" the Glaseah said—Vasiht'h, that one. "Was there a problem?"


    The Seersa was eyeing him, still trying to hold back that flickering smile. "I found him collapsed. I'm not sure how long he was out, but he was unconscious for a while."


    "Collapsed," Vasiht'h repeated, brows lifting.


    The Seersa rested her hand to her breast. "Speaker-Singer bind me, it's Her own truth."


    He'd done well to have her laughter tickling at the edges of her oath like that. Lisinthir lifted his gaze to the Glaseah's and quirked his brows, saw the Seersa's reluctant smile pass to his face. "And you, of course, don't know anything about this, or any other collapses you might have had in the past."


    "Why ever would you have formed that impression, I wonder," Lisinthir said, to see if that bought him more amusement or more frustration. What it did earn him was the movement of his cousin at last. Jahir entered the room, passing his partner, and accepted the data tablet and the diagnostic wand from the Seersa. He remained silent, reading the results and paging through them, but it wasn't hard for Lisinthir to see the control he was exerting over himself. His face was a mask, but his finger where it was stretched across the back of the tablet was stiff. Very subtle, that tell—either he'd done well with the training all Eldritch had, or he really wasn't as concerned as Lisinthir had assumed he would be from their first extended conversation.


    He suspected the former. The Seni were small but rich and well-favored by the Queen, and their heir would have been subject to a great deal of attention. If that attention had been more positive than that awarded Lisinthir, it still fueled more than enough gossip to disturb a private person.


    "If you don't mind?" the Seersa said, rising. "I'll leave the two of you to it."


    "Thanks," Vasiht'h said.


    "You," she said to Lisinthir. "Stay out of trouble."


    "I shall so endeavor, Hea…." He paused, waiting for her name.


    "Triona," she said with another of those irrepressible smiles. Her fur had smoothed down, too.


    "Triona. And thank you."


    "My job, sir. Aletsen, if you need me further, I'll be in the clinic."


    "We'll call," Vasiht'h said, and watched her go before turning his gaze on Lisinthir. It had gone contemplative. "You really are good at that."


    "Good at what?" Lisinthir asked, permitting the gambit because he was curious where it would lead, and if it would eventually draw his House cousin from his silence.


    "Diverting attention from things you don't want to discuss. I'm guessing this is something that kept you alive among the Chatcaava?"


    How much was he willing to share with them? The easy answer to that was 'nothing,' because they had not earned it. "You live with an Eldritch, alet. I don't think I need to tell you where I learned the skill."


    Vasiht'h glanced at Jahir, then sat and folded his arms across his chest. "You're doing it again."


    "Nothing I've said is untrue."


    The Glaseah tapped a paw on the carpeted floor. "We can't help you unless you let us."


    That presumed he wanted help, which he didn't. Saying so outright probably wouldn't win him the outcome he wanted, however. Before he could decide what to say next, Vasiht'h continued, "And we know we're probably not your first choice. Once we get back, you'll be free to talk to any counselor you prefer."


    "And if I want none?"


    "That's your prerogative," Vasiht'h said. "We might be required to give a deposition on whether we believe you to be a danger to others, but no one's signed you to us for mandatory psychiatric care. You do need medical attention, but that can be handled separately if you're adamant."


    This turn of events surprised him. "You… would let me go."


    The two of them exchanged glances before Vasiht'h said, carefully, "The fact that you think of it as something that you need to be allowed an escape from is… suggestive."


    "Therapy requires the consent of its participants," Jahir murmured from beside him.


    It was difficult not to react to the words, given all that he'd done. What would his psychiatrists think of the "therapy" he'd forced on the Emperor, he wondered? Would the ends have justified the means, given just how little consent had been involved… on either side? Except, he supposed, the consent of the violent to the threat of injury and loss.


    "Having said that, though," Vasiht'h continued, and he wondered if the two of them had designated him the spokesperson based on his reaction to Jahir—no doubt. "You have some serious physical challenges that need attention."


    Denying that seemed pointless. "It has been a trying year."


    Jahir held up a long vial. "Fluids and vitamins. May I administer them?"


    "Go ahead."


    As Jahir loaded the AAP, Vasiht'h said, "I don't suppose you could tell us if you have a history of these collapses, or what you felt prior to passing out."


    "I am not a physician, to know whether my symptoms were medical or something else." Lisinthir ignored the soft hiss of the pump injecting, and the vague coolth that raced under his skin from the site on his upper arm. Jahir had wielded the thing so precisely there'd been no accidental touch.


    The Glaseah was considering him without speaking. Then, finally, he said, "How do you feel?"


    Lisinthir ignored his headache. "Well enough. I could use a water shower, however."


    "Hungry at all?"


    "Not at the moment."


    Vasiht'h nodded. "The ration bars are enough to put anyone off their feed."


    Lisinthir chuckled. "I've been living on them so long I no longer notice the taste."


    Jahir was packing the kit.


    "Are you sure there's nothing you can share with us that might help us alleviate your physical symptoms?" Vasiht'h asked. "Even a little bit of information would go a long way toward our being able to figure out how to help you. Your condition is both poor and mysterious, and we could probably make it less poor much faster if it was also less mysterious."


    Lisinthir spread his hands. "I am sure with rest and proper nutrition, I will make a full recovery. Provided we have enough time to do so."


    "Will they find us, you think?" Jahir asked, quiet.


    A serious question about the political situation... that was something he could answer without divulging things he didn't want to share. "Captain Raynor's plan to be as unobtrusive as possible has merit. Space is vast; we find things in it by being creatures of habit, with predictable behaviors." He rolled a shoulder, fighting both the aches that never seemed to leave his muscles and the increasingly distracting skin-loneliness. "Our chances are good as long as they can make the repairs in a timely fashion. The longer we drift, the worse our odds."


    "We'll pray for a swift repair, then," Vasiht'h said. "We'll be back to check on you in a few hours, if that's all right."


    "Certainly."


    The Glaseah nodded and left, taking his partner with him... and leaving Lisinthir perplexed. Had they truly conceded? It seemed far too easy a win; he was suspicious. And his House cousin had been much too quiet. He doubted the matter was settled, but found himself grateful they'd taken themselves away. The strain of making polite, if guarded, conversation was becoming vexing.


    He rubbed a finger along his temple, slowly, noticing the tremor. Then he pushed himself up and went for his luggage.
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    "So now what?" Vasiht'h asked him as they exited the room. "Because I assume there's something or you wouldn't have been feeding me half those lines in there."


    "There is something, yes," Jahir said, trying to let the tension bleed out of his shoulders. "And I'm afraid the ethics of it might be questionable."


    Vasiht'h eyed him and then stopped when he did. Jahir chose a likely looking wall and sat against it, feeling the cold of the metal leach into his body through his clothes.


    The mindline hung between them, dense with confusion and wariness. Then it cleared, just a little, and Vasiht'h joined him on the ground. "And... what is it we're planning to do?"


    "In about fifteen minutes, we are going to go back into that room, without asking permission to enter first." Jahir ran a hand idly up his wrist, pushing the sleeve from his skin. He couldn't tell if he was hot or cold. "The scan was absolutely clear on his current condition. He has God's own headache and his nervous system is raw with agitation. We know he has some of whatever it is he was using. If there's any left, he's going to use it now."


    "And you want it."


    "Of course I do," Jahir said. "With a sample I can do analysis, find out what we're fighting. We're treating symptoms now. We'll get much farther if we can address the root cause."


    "And this is worth damaging our tenuous relationship with our client," Vasiht'h said, but the mindline tasted like cookies and kerinne... as if his partner was thinking while eating.


    "Our client has already confessed to not wishing to continue the therapist/client relationship with us, but has submitted to medical treatment."


    Vasiht'h held up a hand. "He didn't outright say he didn't want us. Just accepted that we were offering to remove ourselves from the equation. He may change his mind by the time we get back."


    Jahir tried not to look at the pale glow being emitted by the emergency lighting above them. "I doubt it."


    A sigh, then. "Me too. You were saying...."


    "That damaging his tenuous trust in us may be less important than discovering what's destroying his alimentary canal."


    "Destroying?" Vasiht'h's ears fanned back. "As in 'still in the process of doing'?"


    Jahir said, quiet, "Something is preventing him from absorbing the fluidics, ariihir. The halo-arch gave him a solution—you recall?" At his friend's nod, he continued, "It begins by dropping the solution into the gastrointestinal tract, usually in the stomach, rather than defaulting to intravenous because of the occasional complications that attend the latter. I know what the halo-arch reported putting into his system. I know what we should see in response, after this many hours. I know that there's a difference between that value and what it read just now in that room."


    "How... big a difference?"


    "Forty-five percent. Perhaps more."


    The yawing vertigo in the mindline made him rest his palms on his knees and focus on them to  keep the hall from lurching.


    "Nearly half of the food you put in him isn't getting used?" Vasiht'h asked, dismayed.


    "It looks that way, yes."


    "So you're saying… unless you feed him intravenously, he might starve. Or have some complication based on lack of some vital nutrient or something."


    "Yes." As Vasiht'h stared at him, he added, "I suspect this is part of what's fueling the alcohol abuse."


    "He's self-medicating with sugar, because he's starving for energy."


    Jahir nodded once, slowly.


    Vasiht'h stared at the wall until the knife-sharp horror receded back into his own mind. He shook himself. "Goddess. Yes, then, we absolutely do have to go back in there. Before he can be some other therapist's problem he has to be alive."


    Jahir let some of his tension out with his next breath. "I had hoped you would agree."


    "Ten minutes?"


    "Should be long enough, I think."


    Vasiht'h nodded and rested his shoulder against the wall, and then his head. Jahir was relieved; he hadn't feared his partner's censure for how he'd wanted the conversation in the room managed, nor for his suggested course of action... but he'd expected to have to make more explanation for himself, and wasn't sure why. They'd already discussed his concerns, so why did it feel like he had apologies yet to make? The easy silence between them, and the warmth in the mindline, were a balm, and he accepted it humbly.


    "It is eerie, isn't it?" Vasiht'h said after a moment.


    "The lights? Or the silence?"


    The Glaseah grimaced and rubbed one forepaw over the other. "I hadn't even noticed the silence until you mentioned it. It is quiet, isn't it?"


    "The floor doesn't hum," Jahir agreed. "It's like the difference between a sleeping body and an unconscious one."


    Vasiht'h shivered.


    "A few more minutes," Jahir said. And added, "It is easier, with you."


    That won him a smile. "I feel the same way." And then another grimace. "Still... I want cookies."


    "I doubt there are enough cookies in the world for this," Jahir answered. It was an old joke, and a good one, and through it they shared the implied years of camaraderie. It brought him back to the pledge he'd made over a decade ago now, when he'd decided to embrace the Alliance and the Glaseah's offer of friendship: to dwell in each moment as completely as possible, rather than looking ahead to an inevitable future where his shorter-lived friend was no longer at his side. He could inhabit this moment now and be happy, because the future where neither of them might survive didn't exist... and never would, unless and until it happened.


    "It is good, isn't it," Vasiht'h said softly.


    "Always," Jahir said. "Even when it's not." He smiled, then pushed himself upright. "It's time."


    The Glaseah nodded and joined him as they walked back to Lisinthir's door. "Any thoughts on how to tackle it?"


    Jahir considered. "As quickly as possible?"


    Vasiht'h laughed.


    /Ready?/


    /Go ahead./


    Jahir faced the door, inhaled, and keyed the medical override. Before the door had half-opened he was through it, aware first of the smell, more distinct than any sight in the artificial twilight. But Lisinthir he found easily by the pale length of his hair, moving as his House cousin turned to face them, faster than any striking drake... and then Jahir was within arm's length, his eyes locked on the thin brown cigarette.


    "I've come for that," Jahir said.


    "Funny. I didn't take you for a smoker."


    Jahir met his eyes. "Should I try courtesy? Ambassador, may I have the drug for analysis? It may help me find—"


    "A cure?" Lisinthir said, with what Jahir thought was amusement.


    "A reason for your deteriorating health." Jahir tried not to stare at the ember smoldering at the end of the rolled leaves. He could just see their texture against the other Eldritch's pale fingers: varicose veins against the satin finish of the plant, ominously swollen.


    "This isn't the reason for my deteriorating health," Lisinthir said. "Fortunately."


    "Just like the alcohol isn't a problem."


    Lisinthir lifted a brow. "Have you come to admonish me for my vices, cousin? If you have, I'm not interested."


    /Ariihir./ His partner's voice was a distant stream, relaxing but so hard to hear. /He's trying to bait you./


    /I know,/ Jahir said, forcing himself to relax.


    Lisinthir took a drag from the roll and met his eyes while letting the plumes seep from just parted lips, and the challenge in it....


    All the training he'd ever received, as a youth to win the inevitable duels that defended the Seni's honor, and as an adult in his defense classes, all of it informed the speed that allowed him to snatch the burning cigarette from Lisinthir's fingers. And none of it saved him from his cousin's answer, honed by a violence that branded itself on his body when Lisinthir grabbed him, and he was still reeling from the borrowed taste of blood in his mouth when the wall smashed in his cheek and every joint from his shoulder to his palm shrieked. Lisinthir was pressed against him, holding that arm twisted behind his back; the other was pinned to the wall under his cousin's. It had happened so quickly. He hadn't even had time to drop the cigarette.


    There was a scream in the mindline, but he said, /NO./ A shocky pause and he said, trying to fight his tremors, /No. He won't hurt me./


    /He's got you trapped against the wall!/


    He did, but Jahir could feel the ragged breath against his neck, the utter control in the body against his... and the calm through their touching hands. Calm and other things, some fascinating, some appalling. That predatory interest again....


    /No,/ Jahir repeated, ignoring the flutter of his heart. /I'm fine. This is important./


    Lisinthir's nose brushed against his neck, just beneath the ear. "Do you always provoke everyone so, cousin?"


    Jahir closed his eyes, trying not to react to the word and finding it hard. When had he ever had a body fitting so fast to his? He flexed his fingers, trying to keep hold of the roll. "Don't do this, Lisinthir."


    "What exactly is it that I'm doing?"


    He managed a smile. "Upsetting my partner."


    Lisinthir snorted, but Jahir felt the flexure of unwanted responsibility through their skin. "Is that it."


    "What else?"


    His cousin leaned in. His voice was quiet and appallingly intimate, and that was nothing to the words. "Should I tell you?"


    All the skin up his spine seemed to flush cold and then hot. The sensation was so distracting he didn't stop Lisinthir from plucking the roll from between his fingers.


    "If I let you up, will you behave?" Lisinthir asked, and that... that was not mockery, if his skin told truth. Amusement, yes. But gentle.


    "Somehow I doubt if I wanted to be otherwise that it would accomplish much."


    "Probably not." The heel of Lisinthir's palm was still pressed against his wrist. He eased the pressure on the wrenched arm and added, "I am sorry. The response was out of proportion to the insult. It... is a bit of a conditioned reply. You did not merit it."


    Their joined hands were just visible at the topmost edge of his vision. The trail of smoke was falling down his hand, gray smudge against white sleeve. "I'd like the drug back, please."


    A very long pause. He tried to soak into the emotions washing into him through their touch and found himself unable to do anything but experience the pressure along his back and the pain of his wracked arm. The pain was particularly distracting, because of how alive every nerve ending felt, crawling from wrist to shoulder.


    "You can have it when I'm done with it," Lisinthir said at last.


    The smoke kept falling over his wrist. He thought of the wreckage left behind by addiction... the broken promises made by addicts. The cases he and Vasiht'h had suffered through, trying to help families destroyed by those broken promises, trying to save souls that refused salvation in favor of self-destruction. Thought of the pain he'd fought, over and over, bearing witness to those shredded lives.


    Stared at the smoke and felt something break in him.


    /ARII, NO!/


    Jahir hooked his foot around Lisinthir's ankle and yanked with all his anger, sublimated so long on behalf of those victims, with all the resentment that he hadn't been able to fix it, fix anything for any of them, with all the pain of the years of witness. Here, now, finally, he could act, and he put everything he had into it, succeeded in knocking Lisinthir off balance. The other man fell—


    —and took him with him—


    The act that had seen him slammed against the wall had seemed so fast, but it was nothing to this. He was on his stomach on the floor—he lost a moment, couldn't breathe—


    There were knives.


    Jahir swallowed carefully, watching his jaw tremble in the reflection of the blades arced over the hand that had a grip on his throat. The only thing keeping skin from grazing the metal edges were the fingers Lisinthir had knotted in his hair. He couldn't move because there was a weight on his back, a knee pinning his forearm to the floor. Where was his other arm? Trapped beneath his body.


    He was completely helpless. He had never felt so peaceful in all his life.


    It terrified him.


    Vasiht'h dove for them, pulled up short, his desperation and fear pounding in the mindline like a migraine at the temples. "Ambassador, no!"


    Lisinthir was shivering. Slowly he released Jahir's throat and flattened his palm against the ground, the knives arching like a cat's claws.


    The blood racing so impossibly fast beneath his skin—was that his? What about the fear? The fear was too complex, clouding his thoughts.


    Lisinthir said something—Chatcaavan—but Jahir heard it through their touching skin: No. And then in Universal, "No." And then, with an effort Jahir could feel like his own, in their own tongue and shadowed, "No. Your fear is different from mine." He carefully rolled away, leaving Jahir free... and bereft. Addressing Vasiht'h now, in Universal again, "I am sorry, alet, I am very, very sorry."


    "You're wearing claw-knives!" Vasiht'h said, aghast. "Claw-knives? In the Alliance?"


    "I have only been in the Alliance a few days," Lisinthir said. He began removing the weapon with deliberate movements, pushing up his cuff so he could peel each sheath and its accompanying sleeve off his fingers. "And in the Empire, rather more than that."


    "Besides," Jahir managed, wondering how he'd regained his voice and why he found it so hoarse. "I was the one who sent them him."


    /Your accent is showing,/ Vasiht'h whispered, fretful. /You feel vague. Did he cut you? Are you bleeding!/


    "No," he said aloud, losing the difference between the mindline and reality for a moment. "But I am rather bruised." And added in response to the mounting indignation beating on his skin like heat on a sunburn, "He pulled the blow. And I should have known better."


    "I almost didn't pull the blow," Lisinthir muttered. He was standing now, and far enough that it would take more than a lunge to bring him within distance of either of them.


    "Don't..." Jahir tried to push himself upright and discovered the right wrist wouldn't hold his weight. He tried the other and managed. "Don't..." He trailed off when he couldn't find the words for what he wanted Lisinthir to forgive himself for, or stop doing. That unnerved him but not quite as much as the sense that he was floating. Had he hit his head on the way to the floor? "You've been conditioned to violence, Ambassador, and I attacked you. Willfully. I have some responsibility to shoulder for... this."


    "This," Vasiht'h repeated, shifting from foot to foot in agitation. "You're sure you're not hurt?"


    Was he? He must not be, because otherwise Vasiht'h would have been at his side, checking. He could think of no reason his friend might be staring at him like this, as if he had become a stranger. Instead, it was Lisinthir who came closer, cautious, as if approaching a wounded creature. The other Eldritch crouched and began to reach for him, then stopped, fingers curling in, as if remembering that their kind didn't touch.


    Vasiht'h stared at the Ambassador, astonished. Jahir would have also, but couldn't find the focus... and whatever it was Lisinthir saw in his face made him complete the arrested action, touch the bottoms of his fingers beneath Jahir's chin, and lift his face just enough for the dim lighting to filter through his lashes. Checking his pupils for symmetry? It's what he would be doing... but no. His cousin was looking past his eyes and at him.


    "What do you see?" he thought to ask.


    Lisinthir let his fingers glide up turning until their backs were resting against Jahir's jaw. In their tongue, he murmured, "A man who doesn't know himself... and wants to."


    "What do you know that I don't?" Jahir answered, shading the question silver, for hope of an answer... but there was none, only his cousin's appraisal, and the density of experience he could sense but not touch through their skins.


    Vasiht'h crept closer, body low and wings partially spread. "Arii. I think you should stop by the clinic."


    "Probably wise," he murmured.


    "And you too," Vasiht'h said to Lisinthir. "Because your Goddess-cursed stomach isn't working and you need a halo-arch to feed you. Understood?"


    Lisinthir let his fingers fall off Jahir's face and rose. "The halo-arches may not be functional given the ship's power constraints."


    "We're going to go find out."


    Jahir expected another argument, but instead Lisinthir bent and retrieved the smoldering cigarette. He presented it to Vasiht'h, who took it, surprised. Answering the expression, the Ambassador said, "He risked a great deal for it, and fought well."


    Well enough that he'd lost both times, but Jahir decided saying so would be counter-productive.


    [image: ***]


    Lisinthir watched the Glaseah help his partner up, wondering if the former knew just how guarded his body language had become... and why. Would Vasiht'h recognize Jahir's condition the way he did? Because he knew that languor, knew it intimately. The Slave Queen's body had softened with it beneath his touch: trust and want and that river-running passion, so deep. But she had become yielding in response to tenderness and strength.


    Jahir had in answer to violence and pain.


    Not in response to the contest, the way the Emperor had. The way Lisinthir did. Arousal as a byproduct of fighting a worthy opponent was something he'd come to accept. That it reflected on him he also understood, but the Queen had been his helpmeet, leading him out of self-loathing and into a place where he could receive her attraction to him, not because he was cruel, but because he was capable of cruelty and withheld it; because he was strong, and she responded to his strength. But to want pain....


    He knew there were those who needed it. But he couldn't imagine that road being walked by an Eldritch, and an Eldritch lord besides. Not carrying the weight of their culture on his shoulders. And definitely not Jahir, whom he barely knew but could see had bound himself to a beloved who could not help him, who might not even be capable of admitting his partner's needs. One had only to look at the crabbed footfalls and tightly-constrained movements to see the wall Vasiht'h sensed around the other Eldritch, and could not pierce.


    God and Lady and Living Air, but what a mess, and he had stumbled into the middle of it... with only a few draws from the hekkret to ward off the headache that was now re-entrenching.


    In the clinic, Lisinthir allowed himself to be directed to the second bed while the Glaseah chivvied his Eldritch into the first. They were talking: he couldn't hear the dialogue, but he could see it shaping their bodies, until they lost their stiffness around one another and Jahir sighed and put his head down.


    "There will be nothing wrong."


    "I just want to make sure you didn't hit your head. Or break anything vital." Vasiht'h threw a glance over his shoulder at Lisinthir. "And you. Lie down."


    "I would rather not," he said, because between the headache and the mounting nausea he didn't want to shift position. Sitting on the edge of the bed was enough work. "But I promise I shan't move, if that will please you."


    "It'll do."


    "Which is it?" Jahir asked. His voice was losing its vagueness, but it retained a soft quality that made Lisinthir miss his lovers painfully. "The gut or the head?"


    Had they earned that answer? Did it matter? The halo-arch, if they used it, would tell them. "Is 'both' allowed as a response?"


    "Yes, though I don't envy you it."


    Lisinthir snorted. "It will pass. It always does."


    "It has before? There has been a before?"


    Vasiht'h growled. "Let the cursed halo-arch finish with the tests before you start rolling off of it to go poke in his innards."


    "He needs fluids—"


    "You need your head examined. Literally."


    "My head is fine—" Jahir paused as the test results appeared above and behind his head. His eyes flicked as if reading, though he couldn't see the projection; fascinated, Lisinthir glanced at Vasiht'h and found the Glaseah's eyes on the display. "See, it so says. You can let me up. The only thing wrong with me is a little bruising."


    Vasiht'h backed away so Jahir could sit up and swing his legs over the side of the bed. They were close, almost close enough to brush against one another, and the look they exchanged made it clear they were talking again, and that what they were saying was affectionate. Vasiht'h was chiding, perhaps, from the flattening of his ears, but there was relief in his easy shoulders. Jahir was smiling with a tenderness that made the revelation of his other needs all the more incongruous. When the two of them looked at him, Lisinthir was wearing the mask he'd perfected in the Empire, where spontaneous revelation could destroy more than your honor, but he wondered what they were saying in response to it. Something, he knew. He could sense it in the way they were staring at him, and yet both so perfectly still.


    "So," Jahir said. "What Vasiht'h said about your gastrointestinal tract was true. The damage is significant, to the point of doing a poor job absorbing nutrition of any kind on your behalf."


    "Interesting."


    "Is that all?" Vasiht'h said. "It's just 'interesting'?"


    "I'm not dead yet," Lisinthir replied. "Anything that doesn't immediately kill me can afford to be relegated to mere notability." He flicked his eyes to the overhead lights. "Granting that we must set aside the possibility that we might not survive, of course."


    Jahir ignored that and pushed off the bed. He took the hekkret handed to him by the Glaseah and turned it in his fingers. "So this is what?"


    So many secrets. So many memories. Must he now drag them into the ugly light of the Alliance with its judgmental normalcies? He didn't want to discuss it, but he could still feel the silk of Jahir's hair in his fist. "That is the hekkret. That preparation in particular is... therapeutic."


    He could see the questions, the fascination, and the mind suddenly at work on the puzzle. Jahir narrowed his amber eyes. "And which preparation was poisoning you? The internal one, I'm guessing."


    Lisinthir inclined his head.


    "Then why were you smoking it?" Vasiht'h asked, ears sagging.


    "Immunity?" Jahir guessed, lifting his brows.


    "A very limited one, but yes."


    Jahir came closer, still examining the hekkret. "I am guessing, then, that the examination of this formulation won't tell me much about the mechanism of action for the ingested variant."


    "I wouldn't know," Lisinthir admitted, resting his sweating hands on the bed's edge. Talking was beginning to get difficult. Moving his jaw made his head worse, and his tongue felt swollen. "But I doubt it."


    "It's a place to start?" Vasiht'h offered.


    "It is," Jahir agreed. He plucked an AAP from one of the banks alongside the bed, loaded an ampoule in it. "And thank you for giving it to us, Ambassador."


    "Is this more nutrition?" Lisinthir asked.


    "Tilt your head." When he looked warily at Jahir, the other Eldritch met his gaze and said, quiet, "Tilt your head. That way, away from me. It will work faster from the neck."


    He turned his face away, though exposing his throat made all his instincts snarl. They relented when the pump hissed and a cold wave washed up the side of his scalp and sank into his head, behind his eyes, between his temples. Despite himself, Lisinthir shuddered.


    "Good?" Jahir asked.


    Because the question sounded clinical, Lisinthir answered, curt, "Yes."


    The other nodded. "There are better painkillers, but they exacerbate nausea. The alternatives have a higher toxicity at high doses, so I'd like to limit their use if at all possible. Your liver won't handle much strain, and if it fails this clinic will not save you."


    "They might have a stasis field," Vasiht'h muttered. "We should ask Hea Borden."


    Jahir frowned, thoughtful. "That might be the only thing, yes. But a stasis field requires a great deal of power." He glanced up at the emergency lighting. "I'm not sure we'd have much time with one unless the Fleet personnel restore the engines."


    "So then," Lisinthir said dryly, touching the skin at his temple. "The less medication the better."


    "If you can manage your pain in any other way...?"


    His first thought involved the Queen and the Emperor and wasn't suited for externalization. But then he wondered what his healer-with-unexamined-needs would say in response to the idea. "Not unless I can find a lover willing to provide me with an endorphin or two."


    Vasiht'h folded his arms and eyed him. But Jahir, pulling the empty ampoule out and replacing it with a longer one, only said, "I fear you'll have to make do with your own company there."


    "Pity," Lisinthir answered, submitting to the second, longer injection. "It's far more enjoyable with other people."


    "Should I be checking you for sexually-transmitted diseases, then?" Jahir said, sounding distracted.


    Lisinthir glanced at him, saw the golden eyes fixed on the slowly draining tube. He chose a truth that would obfuscate and lead, and wondered a little that he was willing to do the latter at all. "I would be surprised to have one, for sooth."


    "So would I, given what it would imply." Jahir squinted, then pulled the AAP away. "That should be your meal for the next five hours. Would you lie down? I'd like to get a new baseline for you."


    The conscientious healer, his cousin. And yet his behavior had his Glaseah worried, for Lisinthir caught the look Vasiht'h shot his oblivious partner. They both knew what had happened in his cabin had been as significant as any concussion. But he lay down anyway, and let Jahir consider his readings, and wondered what he would do—wondered in fact that he was thinking of doing anything. Part of it was a desire not to face just how irrevocably his world had changed. He had been divorced not just from his lovers, but from a life where he felt vital, necessary, productive... and ejected into a world where he would have to guard himself from overreacting to the unintentional provocations of an over-civilized populace... alone, and surrounded by people who would assume that he didn't want to be so much as casually brushed, much less anything more intimate. If he looked too closely at the days louring before him, he would truly need the mandatory therapy Vasiht'h had mentioned.


    But that, he knew, was only part of it. The other was fascination, because his cousin had proven himself aggressive enough to fight... and then turned around and given in to him with all the trust of a lover. He was an Eldritch, but also apparently a xenophile. A healer, but who had been given martial training outside their own world, or how would he have ever learned stavework? A man who loved a Glaseah, one of the most steadfastly platonic of all the Alliance's species... but whose arousal had been very plain through their skins when they touched.


    A man who could have been him, or that he could have been, had his father been less angry; had he been more Galare than Imthereli.


    So many contradictions. It was perhaps inevitable that they should draw his attention when he'd spent over a year seeking the fault lines in others in order to exploit them to guarantee his safety, and the Alliance's. What Lisinthir hadn't expected, given that he no longer had to, was how much he wanted to dig under that surface and pry out everything hiding there. It would be a form of violence to do so... but then, there was every possibility that Jahir would enjoy it if so.


    Perhaps so would he.


    Another form of battle, perhaps. And the prize? What was his goal? That was the part he wasn't certain of.


    Yet.

  


  
    CHAPTER 6


    It was a piece of the Goddess's own luck that Jahir was too busy with his own thoughts to be as attentive to Vasiht'h's as he would normally be... because Vasiht'h didn't particularly want to share. His head was a tumult, breathless and full of noise, one precipitated by the sudden feeling that his closest friend in all the worlds—closer than that, a brother in everything but blood—was about to pass into a dangerous arena that Vasiht'h was barred from entering.


    Vasiht'h was many things, and a fool was—he hoped—not one of them. Not often, anyway. And he recognized the complex and bloody knotwork that Lisinthir had yanked up from Jahir's subconscious: not just for what it was, but for the many potential traumas its secrets and denials promised when exposed. He and Jahir had seen similar complexities in other patients, and inevitably referred those clients to one of the handful of trusted practitioners they knew who specialized in sexual dysfunction.


    The irony of it was that dysfunction in the Alliance was usually a product of an internal narrative at war with external responsibilities or mores. There were so many ways to be normal... and none of them, not a single one of them, would matter to Jahir. Jahir had to be normal by his own standards, and nothing about the mess Vasiht'h had glimpsed in that room would ever be even close. Had they been home, Vasiht'h would have gotten his partner to one of their colleagues himself, because this was one subject on which he could give no advice; not just because he was Glaseah, but because he loved Jahir, and there was no untangling his own fears and needs from his friend's.


    But they were not home. They were here, in the middle of nowhere, without access to so much as a communication channel they could have used to talk through the problem with a trained and licensed professional. And they were as good as yoked to the client who had fomented the crisis, a man to whom they had a duty as the only people who could see to his care. A man who had done more for the Alliance than just about anyone Vasiht'h could name, and who deserved their best efforts.


    The Glaseah taught that the breath of the Goddess was Her divine inspiration, Her call to make, to think, to create the world. They also taught that there were moments where She held Her breath, and until now Vasiht'h had never experienced Her withdrawal, the way he felt it in this moment as an absence of something vital and omnipresent.


    Vasiht'h had never felt quite so alone in his life.


    "What now?" he asked in the corridor, as they left the clinic.


    "Now, he rests, or returns to his room. And we... we do the same, I imagine. I can start the analysis on the sample when we wake." Jahir shook his head minutely, more a flinch than a gesture. "I lose the time here, without the light changing the way it does at home. But it feels late. I don't want to do anything intellectually rigorous while feeling so depleted."


    "I wouldn't mind resting." Vasiht'h resisted the urge to rub his arms, knowing it was his partner's impulse and not his. "I wouldn't mind not being here right now, actually."


    Jahir's look was rueful, but sympathetic. That the Eldritch shared the feeling made Vasiht'h feel better. Their interactions were oscillating between closeness and uncomfortable distance; the only thing that made the latter bearable was knowing that it was the result not of Jahir pushing the Glaseah away, but of Jahir pushing himself away... from everything. There was a bewilderment in him that felt like a shock victim's, as if he still wasn't sure what was going on.


    They had not reached their quarters when they were intercepted.


    "Oh, aletsen," Borden said, her ears flagging. "I'm so glad I found you. Can you spare a moment?"


    Jahir said nothing, so Vasiht'h offered, "Sure? Should we go somewhere? Our room is... right behind you."


    "That'll be fine," she said, and backed up so they could enter first.


    Once they'd all settled, Vasiht'h continued, "What can we do for you?"


    "This is a piece of luck," the Seersa said. "That you're here and you're xenotherapists. This kind of situation, with the ship... it's really hard on a small crew, especially since we've lost some people. Normally I'd be the one doing the counseling, but I think... since you all are experts... is there any way you could be spared from your work with the Ambassador for a little while?" She pressed her hand to her mouth, dragged it down her chin and shook her head. "The strain is bad. It's getting to us."


    "Of course," Jahir said, sounding more like himself. Even the mindline cleared enough for Vasiht'h to sense his friend's disorientation directly. "We'll do what we can. If you could give us any background?"


    "Like how bad the situation is," Vasiht'h said. "And who had the closest ties to the people who passed away."


    "Right," Borden said with a deep breath. "I'll start with the situation. Which isn't the worse we've been through together, but... it's pretty rough."


    Vasiht'h listened, felt his partner's attention socket into the mindline, soothing out the jagged edges where they no longer perfectly matched. For that alone he would have been grateful to Borden. That she also gave them something to do afterwards, something that engaged talents they'd spent years perfecting together, something that could remind them how to reconnect....


    Of course, in payment for that blessing, he had to receive the knowledge of just how badly off the ship was, and how much difficulty the crew was having getting the engines back online without the chief engineer's help. All of the crew had some cross-training, but none of them had had the chief's way with the machinery, and they were working off of technical manuals that required a great deal of concentration to understand even with the necessary background. And they were all suffering from the burdens of their grief and fear.


    "We can do something about that, at least," Vasiht'h said. "And we can start now."


    "Really?" Borden asked, hopeful.


    Jahir smiled for her and said, "Show us to someone who's sleeping. We do our best work then."


    The glance she threw them was perplexed and curious, but she seemed willing. As they followed her, Jahir said privately, /This is also of debatable morality, as we have not gained consent for treatment./


    /No,/ Vasiht'h said. /But this counts as emergency medicine. Doesn't it?/


    The mindline broadened, brought him the familiar and welcome sense of his friend's mind at work, thoughts like silver gleaming glimpsed through the current between them. /I don't know. I do know that if the personnel at work on the ship cannot do their jobs effectively, we are going to die. And they have joined a military organization. They may not have the same right to refuse treatment. You were the one who booked our first Fleet clients. They were sent by their chief medical officer, were they not?/


    Vasiht'h frowned. /Yes. I hadn't thought of that./


    "What exactly are you going to do?" Borden asked at the door to one of the cabins.


    "We'll pass through their dreams," Jahir said. "And soothe the anxieties there. You may stay, if you wish."


    "I should." She nodded. "Not that I don't trust you, but I'm their shipmate. We look out for one another."


    Vasiht'h said, "That brings up something we were discussing, actually. Are we allowed to do this? Usually we need to be formally engaged to work on someone. Particularly without their knowledge."


    /Rather what the Queen did with the Ambassador,/ Jahir observed, and something about the words felt like gathered shadows.


    /We already decided we're not treating him for his psychological issues,/ Vasiht'h pointed out. /Besides, don't you all owe a liege-duty to your Queen? I thought that meant she could tell you what to do./


    The welter of thoughts and ideas that inspired... like fireworks and wounds, streaking through his nervous system like lightnings. Vasiht'h shivered and rubbed his arms.


    "That is a good point," Borden was saying. "It's never been an issue before, of course, because Fleet has its own medical professionals. You aren't within the system though...." She frowned. "Well, easy way to solve it." She tapped one of the walls awake. "Borden to Captain Raynor."


    A pause. Then: "Raynor here."


    "Sir, the civilian therapists have offered their services, but they work on the dreams of sleeping patients. Some sort of esper thing, I take it." She glanced at them, received Vasiht'h's nod, and continued. "In my judgment, we can't afford to wait on letting everyone wake up and say 'yes.' If we can start solving some of our mental health issues, we have to."


    Another, longer pause. "You think it's that severe a detriment to crew efficiency."


    "I think even the smallest thing that gets in the way of us succeeding right now, sir, is a severe detriment. We have to pull out all the stops. I wouldn't have consulted with them if I hadn't believed it."


    "All right, Borden. I'll authorize it. Keep an eye on it, report on the results."


    "Aye, sir. Thank you. Borden out." She nodded to them. "All right, let's go. Your first patient is Evgeniya Sarya. She was the engineer's second, and the pressure on her is intense."


    "I imagine," Jahir said, quiet.


    The Seersa stepped into the cabin and they followed. Their client was in the small room adjacent to the one that led into the corridor, on a bunk with her back turned to them. Vasiht'h held out his hand, felt Jahir's fingers slide through his. The warmth of that touch and the trust it signified released the tension in his heart.


    /With you, arii./


    Jahir answered, soft, /Always./


    They turned toward their patient together and sank into her dreams.


    For the next few hours, they worked through the sorrows and agitations and fears of three more members of the ship's crew, with Borden their faithful attendant. And the work was healing, because it remained the best of who they were and all they could offer, an affirmation of the vow they had taken together, to help those in need.


    "That's everyone down this shift," Borden said. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to keep you so long, it's just...."


    "It's fine," Jahir said, gentle. "It is our work."


    "Anything we can do to help you is all we can do to help us all get out of this," Vasiht'h added. "So thank you for asking us."


    "When you put it that way...." She smiled, lopsided. "I'll tell you if I see any changes. If it works, I'll be back."


    Inside their cabin, they prepared for bed; it no longer mattered that neither of them remembered what time it was or how long it had been since they'd slept, they were definitely both tired. Vasiht'h was content. The mindline felt close again, and deep, and his sense of Jahir's presence had returned to normal. He fluffed up the cushions he'd brought from the couch in the main room and arranged them beside the bunk, then nestled into them. Jahir turned the lights off and walked past him to the bed... and then went to one knee alongside it rather than climbing into it.


    Surprised, Vasiht'h sat up from the pillows. "Arii?"


    In answer, cold hands slipped over his shoulders and over his back, drew him into one of Jahir's rare embraces. The mindline bruised beneath the weight of his partner's emotions, compacted so tightly Vasiht'h couldn't read anything in them but their smothering pressure.


    /What is it?/ he asked, his heart racing.


    Jahir's head came to rest on his shoulder, and the mindline let some of that weight leak: so much fear. Am I really who I think I am, and How can I be thus with any honor, and It can't be so, and over and over: I'm afraid, I'm afraid, I'm afraid.


    With a great calm that litany resounded, and yet with a trembling that shivered out from the spirit and into the flesh that Vasiht'h held against his. Jahir said nothing and didn't need to. That he sought comfort, that he knew that he needed it... that was more than enough. Even after Jahir parted from him and sought the bunk, Vasiht'h could hear the echoes in the mindline, regular as a metronome in his musician-partner's mind: I'm afraid—I'm in danger—I'm afraid.


    Long after his partner slept, Vasiht'h remained wakeful. His entire body ached, as if Jahir's distress was straining at his skin for egress. His joints hurt, his head. His heart. He looked over at the Eldritch, saw the familiar line of his shoulders, suggested only by the rope of white hair falling past dark fabric. So many years, glancing at him, to know that body so intimately, to expect the sight of it and have the expectation match reality. So much experience, to be so helpless now. He loved Jahir, and could not help him.


    But there was someone who might.


    Vasiht'h rose on silent paws and slipped out.


    [image: ***]


    The hands that glided up Lisinthir's chest made it far harder for him to slow his breathing. Laughing about it didn't help either. "Ex... Exalted... you will murder me."


    "I? With this touch?" The Emperor snickered, his nose brushing Lisinthir's cheekbone. "I think not. No, it is our Treasure who has slain you. Look, she knows it."


    He did look, because the looking was its own reward: the Slave Queen sitting astride him, her spine a supple line up through her proudly arched neck. Her satisfaction suffused him through the thighs that were clasping his hips and the tail that was twined around his calf.


    To have her above him thus was not unusual. To have her above him while the Emperor was beneath him... that was. The Chatcaava were shorter and less heavily built, and from what little Lisinthir had garnered from their discussions had at least some hollow bones. Even the Emperor, who was taller than average, did not like to hold up Lisinthir's weight for long.


    But having him there was also a pleasure. To be between them was always that.


    "So then," Lisinthir said to the Queen. "Look at your spoils! Two males, flattened."


    She touched the back of her hand to her mouth, hiding her mirth. "You give me too much power, my lord."


    "Does he!" the Emperor said with a laugh. "What do you think, Perfection?"


    "I think she is the Perfection here, not me." Lisinthir ran his hands up her thighs to her hips, exploring the pebbled edge where the more hide-liked skin on her sides faded to the tenderer flesh over her belly.


    "My lord and my master are both kind." She leaned forward to lick first one mouth, than the other. "But they choose to be slain. I am the beneficiary of their largesse."


    Lisinthir tsked, capturing the end of her bill and gently holding her in place. "Now, now. We can't have this. You are more than a vessel to receive us, ah? Is that not so?"


    Her pause surprised him—through his fingertips, he felt her pleasure at his words... but they were like sunlight on water, and the water was regret. It made him sit up, just a little. "My lady?"


    "It is nothing, nothing," she said, lowering her head. "I did not mean to grieve you."


    "But?"


    She looked away, then said, soft, "It is just... hard, sometimes, to hear such words when all my life they have been denied me."


    Something in the taste of her sorrow, stinging his fingertips like cuts... "Literally denied you. Literally?"


    "Ah, this is a discussion for our sides, as I fear it will take a while and inspire a great agitation," the Emperor said. "Roll, my Treasure. Then tell him."


    Lisinthir let them move, though he regretted the parting of their bodies from his. The Emperor slid an arm over his side, resting that hand over Lisinthir's heart; the Slave Queen faced him, her hands tucked together under her face. He touched her, trailed a finger up the length of her mouth from the tip of her bill to just under her eye. "Tell me what?"


    "Females do not give males pleasure," she said. "Males take it. There... are... there are no words for females to even explain the possibility."


    "None?" he said, startled.


    "There is no word even for the parts of their bodies that permit it," the Emperor said. "Not that they are allowed to use. They cannot name the parts of ours that we use, either."


    "And males can," Lisinthir said, and the only thing that throttled his outrage was his incredulity.


    "Yes. Though they don't speak of the pleasure they find in a female body either, not the way you might. What we are doing..." The Emperor trailed off. "There is no language to describe it. Not to explain it, nor to request it. There is no requesting of such things. There is conquest, and submission. There is violence. That is all."


    "And yet," Lisinthir said, meeting her eyes, "here we are. And we are welcome... aren't we?"


    "Oh!" She sat up then, rested her palm on his cheek. "Oh yes! Don't doubt that. I want this! But it is the way... the way I learned, my lord." The Universal sobriquet dropped into the Chatcaavan felt suddenly too alien. "You know. You heard it, when first you came. When first you-my-better came. We are subjugated in our own thoughts, until we cannot ask for better treatment than we are awarded. But you have taught us otherwise."


    "I have taught you words of equality," Lisinthir said. "But I see I have left a great deal untaught. You cannot continue to have no words for what we do, and for your own body...! How can you tell your lover what you like if you can't describe your own body?"


    The Queen's expression had become contemplative, arresting in one with such large orange eyes. He rather liked the hint of carnal interest he could sense developing under her skin... and the mischief, that too. And the wonder, that most of all. "People ask for what they like?"


    "Of course," Lisinthir said. "Or they should."


    "Presumably they also discuss what they don't like," the Emperor murmured from behind him.


    Lisinthir snorted. "That part I think we have already divined. You and I, at least."


    The male laughed against his shoulder, one finger skating up to circle a claw around a pale nipple.


    "Tease," Lisinthir said, snagging the finger in his. "We are having a serious discussion here."


    "Somewhat—"


    Lisinthir nipped the finger to silence him and said, "Continue, my lady."


    "So if people ask for what they want... they must have words. Which means you have these words...?" The Queen glanced at him.


    He grinned. "And so many words. We could spend several profitable hours discussing them. Shall we? So you can ask—properly—for what you like, and educate your ardent admirers on what you do not?"


    "I think this would be a very interesting exercise," the Queen replied. "If... it pleases our master?"


    "No one is my master," Lisinthir said, amused, still holding the finger trapped in his.


    "This again," the Emperor muttered, but he was laughing under the skin.


    "This always," Lisinthir growled, loveplay and warning both.


    The Emperor rumbled his amusement, rubbing his cheek against the back of Lisinthir's shoulder. "I think it would be a fine use of a few hours... but if we are to begin an exercise intended to teach you to express your desires, my Treasure, I think it is yours to choose. Yes?"


    She flared the wing that was free, the lacquered edges clacking. "Well! Then yes. I choose." She grinned at Lisinthir. "Please, my lord. Teach me the names of your parts."


    "And yours," he said.


    "And mine. But yours first, because I would like to tell you what I like you to do with them."


    Lisinthir grinned and rolled over her. "Well, then... Universal alone has any number of words for all my parts."


    The hours that followed were a pastiche of laughter and wonder and mischief and God and Lady, such sex. He had not been alone in the pleasure of seeing her claim that power, either... the Emperor had encouraged her, fascinated by the revelation of her preferences, wanting to know what about each thing pleased her or didn't, and insisting that Lisinthir give them more words so she could tell them exactly what she was feeling. He entertained them by looking up the terms he didn't know on his much ignored data tablet, and when he wasn't sure if her anatomy matched the anatomy he'd learned, she obliged all their curiosities by shifting to her borrowed Eldritch shape. The memory of that investigation... of having his fingers in her while she concentrated and reported whether the sensation was the same or different as it had been for her Chatcaavan body... somehow the intimacy of that remained powerfully affecting, as much as the sex in an entirely different way.


    When they had exhausted all the Universal terminology Lisinthir had learned in formal lessons, picked up in rough conversations, or pulled off a data tablet, they had also exhausted their bodies. Curled together on the Emperor's broad bed, they shared a cup of wine and Lisinthir passed the hekkret to the Emperor, and they drifted, warm and close and still, until at last the Queen said, "My lord?"


    "Mm?"


    "You taught us all the Universal terms you know. But what are the words your people use for these things?"


    He began to reply... and stopped. What words did the Eldritch use for carnal matters? Metaphors only: swords and throats and flowers and lances. The only way to make one's meaning clear was to use the crimson mode of speech, coloring the words with carnal intent, and the crimson mode was always considered vulgar. Insulting. Low and in poor taste.


    "We don't have any," he said, surprised.


    The Queen lifted her head just enough to meet his eyes. Behind him, the Emperor murmured, "It seems we all shared this thing in common, then. We learned the language of pleasing one another—" Said in deliberate Universal, "—together."


    [image: ***]


    Lisinthir woke alone, painfully aware of that loneliness, with every inch of his skin complaining of its isolation. He had fallen asleep on the chair in the front room, facing the door with his feet up; it seemed a preferable alternative to returning to an empty bed. Unusually, he felt stronger after sleeping, so perhaps the intravenous nutrition was working. His nausea abided, and his temples were tender, but he felt positively hale compared to his usual.


    And for once, his reaction to the memory was not all loss. He knew why his dreams had dredged up that particular incident. He could even feel the beginnings of empathy for his therapist, remembering how keenly the realization had struck him then... and he had been enfolded in loving arms at the time, able to consider it with remove as a pitfall he had successfully avoided. What hope then for his far cousin?


    Somehow he was not surprised to hear the door chime. What did surprise him was that it opened on the Glaseah alone, backlit by the corridor's low lighting, and that he didn't immediately step inside. He lingered there, as if entertaining second thoughts. But at last, he said,"You're awake. May I come in?"


    "Yes?" Lisinthir watched him enter, wondering if Jahir was outside... but no, the door closed behind Vasiht'h, who made no attempt to come closer. Even in the poor lighting Lisinthir could tell he was struggling. He gentled his voice and said, "What has you troubled, alet?"


    "I think I need your help," Vasiht'h said. "But I don't know if I trust you."


    After a pause, Lisinthir said, "An interesting beginning. Perhaps you would feel comfortable elaborating?"


    "Do I need to?"


    So much in that one question. Lisinthir could feel the misery and fear and wariness in it, as tangible as the rising plume from the end of the hekkret roll he very much wanted to fetch out of his luggage. He sighed and took his feet off the table. "You make me want a drink."


    "No, I don't," Vasiht'h said, holding himself. "The situation makes you want a drink, and you're trying to foist the responsibility for that desire onto someone else so you can live with the discomfort of indulging in a behavior you know to be self-destructive." And then he froze and said, "Oh, Goddess, I didn't mean to say that—"


    Lisinthir laughed. "No... you did, and that's fine. I can accept my striping and thank you for the lash. But it makes me believe, alet, that you're the one who needs the drink."


    "I wouldn't mind one." Vasiht'h rubbed the fur on his arm against the grain. "I'm not wrong, though. You know why I'm here and what the problem is."


    "I was not aware that in your parlance such things were called 'problems,'" Lisinthir said. "And under normal circumstances, I don't think there would be one."


    "But this isn't a normal circumstance, and it is a problem, and I'm not here as a therapist, I'm here as Jahir's partner." Vasiht'h looked up at him, the light glinting off his dark eyes, and there was challenge there—challenge, in the eyes of a Glaseah. "Do you see it? Because if you do, you won't deny it. You're the one who caused it."


    "I beg your pardon," Lisinthir said, though without indignation. "I caused nothing. Your partner's problem, if problem he chooses to conceive it as, was in him long before I came along."


    "Then you know what it is."


    "I know what I think the problem might be," he answered, cautious of the words and intrigued by this verbal fencing from a species known for its passivity. "But I am no psychiatrist."


    "So tell me your impression and I'll tell you if you're right."


    Lisinthir paused again. He didn't want this fight, nor to contribute to the discomfort of the Glaseah. But Vasiht'h had asked. "Your friend... he's a virgin, isn't he."


    The sigh that escaped Vasiht'h deflated his entire upper body, left him sagging with one arm around his torso as if to keep him from folding over completely. "You saw it."


    "I didn't need to see it, I'm afraid. I felt it readily through the touch." He really did want that drink now. He rubbed his brow. "Your beloved isn't a priest, to swear to celibacy, so it would have come up at some point. That it took this long might actually be promising; it's obviously not one of his priorities. Once you get home, your problem might evanesce."


    Vasiht'h eyed him, ears flattened. "It doesn't work that way."


    "Doesn't it? Sometimes?"


    "It won't this time."


    "Because...?"


    "Because I honestly think he didn't realize it," Vasiht'h said. "He had a conception of himself—a false one, or an incomplete one maybe—but one that allowed him to be functional. And then you broke it. Now he's got nothing, and something has to be put in its place to give him back the ability to function."


    "I thought you came as a friend, not a therapist."


    Vasiht'h growled and backed away, all his fur on end. "I can't turn that part of myself off. But I can't use it on him about this either. And you are deflecting again."


    Quietly, Lisinthir said, "I thought it the gentlest defense against the accusation that I alone am responsible for the emotional destruction of a stranger and an innocent."


    Vasiht'h froze, then covered his face in his hands. "Oh, Goddess. I did, didn't I. Accuse you."


    Lisinthir sighed and rose. In his luggage there was a flask, which he brought back. "Sit," he said to the Glaseah, and before Vasiht'h could speak, finished, "It's not for me. Though Dying Air, I'd take it myself if I could."


    "You probably will after I'm gone," Vasiht'h muttered, and accepted the flask.


    "That depends entirely on how the remainder of this conversation goes."


    "I'm sorry—"


    "Stop apologizing and drink." Lisinthir waited until the Glaseah had taken a sip, coughed his way through it, and tried another. "Now. You came here expecting something of me. Perhaps you'll be so kind as to elucidate what without haranguing me for not being a celibate, and a coward."


    "Jahir is not—"


    "A coward?" Lisinthir lifted his brows. "That remains to be seen, doesn't it?"


    "You don't know him," Vasiht'h said, shoulders trying to tense. "He's one of the bravest people I know. Dutiful. Strong. Hard-working, selfless...."


    "A paragon of mortal existence, yes, I know. You love him, alet. You don't have to extol his virtues to me. But he apparently has a fatal flaw. What do you want me to do about it?"


    "I don't know!" Vasiht'h exclaimed. "I don't have the first training on sexual dysfunction—"


    "And I do?"


    "What he needs," Vasiht'h finished, ignoring him, "is someone to talk to who won't judge him. Who isn't me. Because my lack of judgment will feel like an indictment to him, because he'll bring all his shame at not sharing it with me earlier, before it could become a crisis point, into the discussion."


    God and Lady, what a pain it must be to maintain a relationship with a psychiatrist. And two of them! Lisinthir could scarcely imagine it. "So you'd like me to talk to him. About sex."


    Vasiht'h nodded. "Yes."


    He'd thought his original situation risible: to be forced to make answer for his behavior in the Empire to an Eldritch. This one, though... this one easily topped it. "He may not be interested in having that discussion with me. Particularly since I am apparently the one at fault for it being an issue at all."


    Vasiht'h winced. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to—"


    "Foist the responsibility for the situation onto someone else so you can feel comfortable indulging in your own sense of helplessness and fear?" Lisinthir said, a little more gently than he'd planned.


    The Glaseah covered his face with a hand. He was shaking, and seeing it all of Lisinthir's instincts woke and demanded answer. With a sigh he reached for Vasiht'h and pulled him gently into his arms. He ignored the shock, reaching for the flask. Offering it to the Glaseah, he said, quiet, "Drink."


    "You're holding me," Vasiht'h said, wide-eyed.


    "You're a therapist. You tell me the value of touch."


    "But... you're Eldritch."


    "I am," he said. "I'm also Lisinthir Nase Galare, who prefers to be touched, and to touch. Relax, alet. Deep breath, yes? You're safe."


    After a moment, Vasiht'h took the flask and sipped from it, then tentatively leaned against him. Lisinthir let him and closed his eyes, his own mind ranging afield from the situation, to the slaves he'd freed... to Laniis, at his knees, exerting her calm on him. To the memory of violence undergone on behalf of those who could not bear it. He sighed, and relaxed. This too was him. To touch, yes, and be touched. To defend and to harbor. And all of it he would lose if he succeeded in surviving the ship's contretemps. His last protective act had been to leave the world he'd made for himself to keep safe those who had a chance at spreading it to the rest of the Empire. To save themselves, and to save the Chatcaava, and to save the Alliance at the last.


    He would have to hold to the strength of his convictions, or everything he'd worked to accomplish would come unraveled. But to give up love and the life that had given him meaning to ensure that success...! It was bitter beyond bearing. He rested his cheek on the Glaseah's head and felt he was embracing the personification of everything he'd sacrificed to save.


    "That's you, isn't it," Vasiht'h said against his chest, so low he almost missed it.


    "What is?" Lisinthir asked, weary.


    Vasith'h rested a spread hand on Lisinthir's chest. "This. All of this that rises when you say that I'm safe. What is it that makes you so sad? I expected a lot of things from you, but not... not that."


    Lisinthir managed a smile. "I am a man of many surprises. I have been so told on many occasions."


    "And you won't explain it to me," Vasiht'h said. He sat back, looking up at Lisinthir. "You won't talk to anyone about it."


    "Trust must be earned, alet." Lisinthir reached past him for the flask. "Not one of you has earned it yet. My courtesy, yes. And my aid in our mutual efforts to protect the Alliance from those who would plunder it. But don't ask for more."


    Vasiht'h rested a hand on his wrist before he could drink. "Please don't. I know it hurts, but the hurt can be repaired. It might not feel that way now, but it really can be."


    Spoken like an individual without the first notion of the stakes he'd been playing for until now. How relaxing it must be for one's relationships not to be of political significance to two separate empires—three, if one counted his own, and how could he not with the Chatcaava so pleased by Eldritch slaves? Ah yes, his depression could be repaired. By what? An intergalactic peace treaty?


    What was he doing here? How could he bear it?


    Lisinthir put the flask back down. "Send your partner, if you think it will help. I have my doubts, but I'll make an effort."


    Vasiht'h nodded. "All right. And thank you. This... this means a lot to me."


    After the Glaseah left, Lisinthir stared at the bottle. He stared at it for a long time before finally rising and going for the hekkret.

  


  
    CHAPTER 7


    Jahir woke in advance of the alarm he'd set, wondering what had pricked him from his restless dreams. Vasiht'h was sleeping alongside him, and heavily from the mindline's quiet: like the sea becalmed, deep and full but with a stillness that made one's gaze skitter over the surface. Some small blessing, that. Jahir sat up, careful of his feet with all the pillows so close to the bunk's edge. The last time they'd slept so close they'd been on Selnor in the tiny apartment he'd been assigned as Mercy Hospital's newest student-resident, and even there they'd had more room to move in the bedroom.


    No surprise that Mercy came to mind. The breathlessness, the narrowing of his choices, the urgency of his patients' needs... the drugs... he pressed his thumb to the underside of his brow and wondered if he'd slept enough, to still be so tired. To lie back down did not appeal, though, so he rose and stepped over his partner's body. There was time before he was due to feed his House cousin. He could make a start on the analysis of the hekkret. It would be good to do something productive, something he'd been trained to do, and very definitely something he could do alone.


    His interactions with Vasiht'h had always been easy—that ease had been what had intrigued him over a decade ago, when they'd met. Most of their clients they tended to in dreams, but even when he and Vasiht'h engaged them while conscious, it was with the understanding that all the parties involved were seeking the same resolution. It had been a long time since Jahir had come to a conversation with the expectation of a cross purpose. It reminded him unfavorably of all that he'd left behind on the homeworld. A half hour of solitude bent over a console, studying test results, sounded like just what he needed before submitting himself to Lisinthir's untender mercies. One of his strides faltered at the thought, but he ignored it, shook it off. Let himself into the clinic and settled with an exhalation, as in preparation before a vigil. Then he took up a data tablet and began with a visual examination.


    When the alarm chirped, it broke him from a fugue that had re-established some semblance of equilibrium.  Jahir did not allow himself to question it, but took up the medical kit and went to see to his patient. He would collect his data, receive the patient's self-reported health status, and return here to resume his investigation. That was all that was required, all, in fact, that had been asked of them, given that Lisinthir had not wanted to continue the therapeutic relationship. Nor, he told himself, was it his responsibility to recall his cousin to proper behavior. That was for Lisinthir's father to do, as the last head of Imthereli... or his mother, or the Queen, as the authorities on the Galare side.


    The scope of his duties here were comfortably limited. He stepped into the room when the door opened for him, and stopped.


    "I thought it would be pointless to hide it from you, so I'm not," Lisinthir said from the couch where he was smoking. He was reclining on it, and taking the entirety of it—more than the entirety, for as Jahir had noticed himself the couches in these rooms were too short for someone of an Eldritch's average height. His cousin had his ankles crossed on one of the arms. He was the very picture of indolence—no, decadence. The only thing missing was—


    "Are you also hiding the alcohol?"


    "Believe it or not, I'm not drinking." Lisinthir shifted, eyes closed and smoke curling from his nose as from a dragon's. "And that despite having every provocation."


    "Have you," Jahir said, and sat on the coffee table. He woke the wand and the tablet. This was why he was here, and that was all.


    "You sound unconvinced, cousin."


    Jahir's skin prickled at the name. "I apologize for my distraction, alet." He brought the wand over Lisinthir's torso and watched the readings spill onto the tablet, filling the graphs and bars. His fingers skated over the results as they appeared, hoping for better answers and finding only confirmation of his worst projections. There were anomalous readings, however, things he didn't understand about the reaction of the nervous system... until he realized he was collecting data from a man currently under the influence of the drug. That was serendipity; he requested a new barrage of tests, most of which would take some time to complete. They would be faster and more accurate under a halo-arch, of course....


    His cousin was watching him.


    "Yes?" he said, when he could speak, because he wasn't sure he liked the way Lisinthir looked at him: far too incisively, as if he was privy to secrets Jahir was not.


    "Find something interesting?"


    "Can you place this wand near your head, please?"


    Lisinthir took it from him. Their fingers never touched, but Jahir noted his cousin was far less careful of the separation than another Eldritch would have been. After wedging it amid the cushions, Lisinthir put his free hand behind his head and drew from the hekkret. "Sufficient for your purposes, I trust?"


    "It will do, yes. It would be better done in the clinic, but I have noted that the halo-arches are now off standby. I suspect Hea Borden would prefer me not to wake them unless absolutely necessary."


    "So my health is no longer an emergent crisis."


    "So long as we can keep you on solutions, no." Jahir paused, then said, "As far as I'm aware." He watched the smoke rising from the cigarette, trying not to react to it. An addiction, yes, but a more complicated situation than the ones he was accustomed to treating. How could he dismantle the belief that Lisinthir's addiction was a survival mechanism when it had literally prevented his murder by foreign nationals?


    "You develop a very interesting look in your eye when you're thinking through a problem."


    The comment broke him from reverie. His cousin studying him again. "I beg your pardon."


    "This is your work, then. Your passion. Medicine."


    Surprised by the observation, Jahir said, "To heal is to serve life."


    Lisinthir smiled and leaned past him to tap the hekkret roll on the back of a data tablet. Jahir watched the ash crumple from its tip with a fascination that bordered revulsion. "Straight from the catechism."


    "There was truth in the catechism," Jahir said. "Shall I ignore it because it was Eldritch?"


    Lisinthir glanced at him, then relaxed back onto the couch. "And yet you would back away from a healing."


    "If you're speaking of your own, you will note that I am here."


    "Certainly. Tending to my body, but not my spirit." Lisinthir held up a hand. "You will protest that I don't want your help, so it is not lawful for you to give it. I won't argue it. But the healing I'm speaking of isn't mine."


    "Then I have not the first notion of what you mean."


    Lisinthir sighed smoke, shook his head. "This was never going to work, and I should have said so."


    Jahir frowned. "Said so... to whom? And about what?"


    "It's of no moment. Is your wand finished? It has chirped. What is it with the Alliance and its singing machines? Everything chimes or warbles or hums."


    Jahir plucked up the wand and said, "Lisinthir—what was never going to work?"


    Lisinthir eyed him, then looked at the ceiling again. The hand with the cigarette was resting against his brow, the fingers casually curled. "My talking to you about carnal matters."


    Appalled, Jahir said, "Whatever gave you the idea that you should?"


    "Say 'whoever' and ask again."


    The earth dropped from beneath his thoughts, scattering them. Jahir fumbled for some semblance of composure and said, "Not..."


    "Your beloved? You know better."


    "Vasiht'h. Asked you to help me."


    Lisinthir nodded without looking at him, and Jahir sat back, his dismay encompassing. Had he driven his partner to that length by attempting to fight Lisinthir for the hekkret? Surely not? He'd been motivated by old frustrations about their work, yes, but Vasiht'h had seen his passions, knew he harbored them. Why on all the worlds would the Glaseah speak to Lisinthir about anything involving their relationship? Lisinthir, who was practically a stranger to them?


    The touch on his face shocked him from his thoughts. Lisinthir had sat up and was facing him now with the backs of two fingers against his cheek, and through that touch conveyed concern like a sheath over something hard and lethal as steel. "Stop," Lisinthir said—commanded—and as quiet as the word was, it was explicitly command. "He was worried that he was unequal to helping you. That was the only motivation driving him, and drive him it did with the cruelest of spurs to come to my door to make the request of me."


    "But to you?" Jahir managed.


    "He perceived I had experience in the matter that he didn't, is all. If he'd known anyone else who could have helped, I have no doubt they would have found him on their doorstep."


    "But he chose you."


    "Yes."


    Jahir tried to fathom what expertise it was that his dearest friend felt himself unequal to wielding and couldn't begin to guess. He'd divulged his fears to Vasiht'h and been comforted. What more was his partner expecting of himself? And why?


    There were fingers on his cheek, and they were moving. "You are touching me."


    "I like touching you." Lisinthir smiled, lopsided. "I like touching. I have had rather too little of it lately."


    It had become a caress: just a little stroke of those two fingers, soothing. "You are touching me. Without permission."


    "You needed comfort," Lisinthir said. "You still need comfort. Besides, you don't want me to ask."


    It took a moment to think through his confusion at the caress. "As that would be presumptuous in the extreme, no, I don't."


    Lisinthir sighed, lifted those fingers and touched them gently to Jahir's lower lip. "No, cousin. It has nothing to do with presumption. You don't want me to ask for permission because you want me to take it."


    Everything in him stilled. Even his heart seemed to pause, floating between strokes.


    "You are, in fact, waiting for me to do what I please to you." Lisinthir shook his head, the smallest twitch of his chin. "But I don't rape the innocent."


    His throat hurt, smoke and stopped up words. But he whispered, "Do you rape the guilty?"


    "And if I said I have?" Lisinthir's finger traced his lip, very light, almost imperceptible. "Will you tell me then that you are guilty?"


    Jahir pulled away. "The test should be done. May I have the wand?"


    Lisinthir smothered the cigarette and rose. "Get it yourself."


    So he did, and took himself out of the room before he could try his client's patience. That was the reason he was leaving, and not at all because of how unnerved he was, though he was also unnerved….


    When was the last time his feelings had been quite this tangled about anything? Jahir sighed and returned to the clinic. Vasiht'h would wake soon enough and bring with him that enviable equanimity, and maybe then he could relax. And ask, perhaps, what fear had motivated his partner into Lisinthir's rooms, and to what end? Because Jahir could not imagine what any discussion with his cousin would have accomplished, particularly about something so oblique in its relation to their current problems. Carnal matters? Was Vasiht'h so concerned with his reaction to Lisinthir being free with touch? No, that didn't feel right.


    Jahir pressed on the spot beneath his brow that usually relieved his headaches, noted that it didn't work, and sat to resume his work on the tests. He had new data. It would keep him occupied.
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    The situation remained entirely ridiculous, and Lisinthir no longer had any desire to wait in his quarters for his psychiatrists to corner him, the one with his unwanted worries, the other with his unbearable desires. Let them comfort one another, which is what they needed. He had other concerns, and they took him to the engine room. Navigating the ship by memorized blueprint proved diverting; even a small Fleet ship was more complex than its exterior suggested, and the technology revealed everywhere, even inset in the floor near the wall, drew him out of his head, which is where he preferred to exist.


    He was greeted at the hatch by an exhausted-looking Hinichi, who said, "Ambassador? May I help you?"


    "Your captain," Lisinthir said. "Is he available?"


    "Yes, sir. He's over at the port nacelle feed tube." The wolfine pointed. "There."


    "I see him. Thank you."


    Well engines were not small. Walking alongside the housing for one made Lisinthir wonder how anyone had ever invented something so complex. The Alliance had its potency, all the more astonishing for the brevity of the lives that powered it. The Chatcaava consumed themselves and others with their savagery, and the Eldritch dwindled into elegant irrelevance... and ignored by them both, save when it suited them, the Pelted labored on, creating these minor miracles out of spare parts and sheer ingenuity. What had the Emperor said once? The creed of your Alliance: we are born weak, therefore let us make strength from bits of metal and philosophy.


    Seeing the sleek metal, Lisinthir thought that it was not "his" Alliance. Perhaps he had always had more in common with dragons than with anything more civilized.


    The Captain was himself at work, and excused himself to join Lisinthir. "Ambassador. So far we seem to be lucky. Not a thing's so much as ghosted through passive sensor range."


    "Let us hope it will remain so. Tell me, Captain. Is there any other way I might be of service? I'm not used to being idle."


    The human wiped his head. "Hell, yes, and I haven't had enough time to come back and talk to you about it, either. If you could, I'd appreciate you getting everything that's trapped in your head about the political and military situation over there into some form I can send out as soon as we're either safe or about to be captured. The intelligence you've got is the most valuable asset you could have bought with your time there. We would prefer you to be attached to it to explain it, but if something happens to us…."


    "I understand," Lisinthir said. "And yes, I can do that."


    "Good. The faster the better. Use the main computer, tag the results to my attention. I'll get Cory to wrap it in a protocol and encrypt it as you add to it. That should give us the ability to dump it on short notice."


    "I'll begin immediately."


    The man smiled. "We'll get you out of this, Ambassador. But insurance is always prudent."


    Lisinthir inclined his head, ignoring the nascent ache. Would he ever be quit of the damnable symptoms? It would almost be worth it to return to the Alliance proper, if only to put paid to his body's complaints. "No argument here. Good luck on the repairs."


    "Thank you."


    So then, a useful task. An interesting one, also; what did the Alliance know of the Chatcaava? Very little still, despite their attempts before his assignment. Lisinthir remembered the briefings prepared for him in advance of his departure and snorted. No, they knew almost nothing, and half of that wrong. Even their information on the military ship classes left a great deal to be desired, unsurprisingly since most of the depredations visited on the Alliance at the border or in neutral territories was perpetrated by pirates, not directly by the Chatcaava themselves. They did make forays of their own, but they were rare in compare.


    It would be bittersweet to pick through the memories that had granted him that knowledge, but at least he could live in them a little longer that way. He returned to his cabin, woke the data tablet and considered where to begin. The flask was tempting, but he had made a promise. He drummed his fingers lightly on the table, then decided broad political analysis first. Perhaps by the time he reached the details, the nausea would have abated enough for him to contemplate a meal.
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    Jahir was deep in analysis of chemical receptors when a protein bar appeared beside his elbow. Starting, he looked up and found his partner sitting across from him, arms folded. The mindline brought him whispers of amusement, resignation, affection like a warm blanket, which made him realize he was cold. Was it him or had it grown colder?


    "It's not you," Vasiht'h said. "I stopped to talk to Hea Borden on the way here, see how our clients made out. Apparently the climate control on ships like this works on keeping things warm, not cold, so having it at a lower ebb makes the ambient temperature colder."


    "I will need a coat before long," Jahir said. "How are our clients?"


    "Doing much better, so Borden's asked us to do another set later this afternoon, if we can...?"


    "Yes?" Jahir said, mystified at the uncertainty. "Of course. Why wouldn't we?"


    "Arii, you've been up most of the night, if I'm not mistaken."


    "I've only been here...." He trailed off, noticing the time on the data tablet display. "Ah. Yes, I see why you would worry. I should be fine, so long as I sleep not long after."


    Vasiht'h snorted. "Or you could take a nap first. Do you remember—"


    "Yes," Jahir said. "Yes, I do recall the time the client's dreams put me to sleep while we were affecting, and I see you will never let me forget it." His mouth twitched. "A nap beforehand sounds pleasant."


    "Good. Then you should eat, because you skipped breakfast."


    "I'm surprised you did not interrupt me sooner."


    Vasiht'h shook his head. "Your head was so thick with numbers I didn't want to disturb you. I figured I'd just take care of the clients and let you get closer to finished. Are you?"


    "I wish that I was... but I fear this is a task for a healer-chemist." Jahir sighed and began peeling back the wrapper on the bar: one of Borden's rooderberry variants. "The Ambassador's current health would probably fuel quite a few academic papers. Will probably, once we return."


    "'The Ambassador,' is it."


    Jahir glanced at him, touched the mindline and found it empty of anything but his partner's warmth. A touch of caution also, maybe, that expressed itself as the ache of a bitten tongue. It made him put the bar down. "Yes. Should I ask now, why..." He stopped, trying to find words that wouldn't scrape the mindline raw. "...why you felt I needed any other aid than yours? You are all the comfort I need."


    The mindline colored with Vasiht'h's regret. "Arii..." He sighed, and it felt like defeat in a battle Jahir hadn't known was being fought. "All right. Later, though."


    "Because now you will tell me to eat," Jahir said, hoping to restore some normalcy to their interaction.


    "Among other things," Vasiht'h agreed, rueful.


    Jahir lifted the bar—and stopped. He had gone to Lisinthir's room to run the tests, yes, but also to administer the solution, and he'd left without doing so. And now it was... how many hours since? Providing his cousin hadn't been drinking. That was all he needed: another barbiturate depressing his nervous system, on top of the smoking....


    ....and the ingestion of poison—regularly? A poison that also depressed the nervous system, but that he was no longer ingesting.


    The bar struck the table. Vasiht'h's alarm flooded the mindline, amplified his. "Arii?"


    How long had it been since Borden had summoned them because she'd found Lisinthir unconscious? A day? Jahir grabbed the medical kit. "We must go. Now."


    Would he be right? But he didn't question it. Everything crystallized so perfectly that when they entered Lisinthir's room, the sight of the Ambassador slumped on the table felt anticlimactic for the whole heart-beat it took for him to realize that he'd guessed correctly. Then the medical kit hit the table, spilling its contents. God and Lady, what could he give that wouldn't react to what was already in the Ambassador's body? Two separate drugs—three preparations—two of which he still didn't know enough about to guess at their interactions—


    "What's wrong with him?" Vasiht'h asked, ears flattened.


    "I made a mistake," Jahir said. "There's no time—" He took Vasiht'h's hand and reached for Lisinthir with the other… dove into the maelstrom.


    The storm was cataclysmic.


    /This is just like Mercy!/


    /No,/ Jahir said. /But similar. Hold me fast, ariihir./


    And then he dove for the center of the chaos and found it resisted him with more agency than any wet victim. The memories that gave edges to the steel were enough to make him blanch and almost back out, but he had precipitated this crisis in his arrogance, and he would force it right. Through the emotional miasma he pushed, doing his best to ignore all that he was seeing and learning; he continued when it bled him, and when everything in him recoiled and howled for him to flee.


    But he did not.


    Jahir leaned on the frenetic activity in Lisinthir's body and soaked it in calm, spread it with serenity, dripped drop after drop, steady as a drum, until the activity grew ordered, slowed like cold honey, sweet and glassy under his tongue.


    And then he was awake.


    So was Lisinthir.


    Jahir expected the lassitude of someone who'd just had a seizure. Disorientation, maybe even short-term amnesia. But his House cousin blinked once, gleam of low light off pale lashes… and then pushed himself upright and away, frowning. He began to speak, paused when the words came out Chatcaavan, then said in very crisp Universal, "What are you doing here?"


    "You had a seizure," Vasiht'h said, his agitation bright as the flashes preceding a migraine. He glanced at Jahir. "Another seizure. Right?"


    "Yes. Do you have more of the hekkret?"


    "So you can take it away?"


    "So you can use it."


    Lisinthir eyed him. "You expect me to believe that you now wish me to continue with my addictions."


    "What I need," Jahir said, "is to have you continue self-medicating until we can hand you to a treatment center for a controlled withdrawal."


    Whatever Lisinthir saw in his face must have been convincing, for the Ambassador said, "In my bag in the other room. The sealed front pocket."


    "I'll get it," Vasiht'h said, and vanished into the dark.


    "So the hekkret really does keep me alive," Lisinthir said. Not quite a drawl, but close enough.


    "This is my fault, I fear," Jahir said. "I didn't realize that you were consistently taking three doses of drugs that have a sedating effect: they have habituated your body to that state. We have already removed one source now that you're not longer being poisoned. I asked you to stop the alcohol, and you appear to have done so and that removed the second source."


    "And this is enough to give me seizures."


    "This may be enough to kill you, if we're unlucky," Jahir said, quieter. "Is that a side effect of this drug in the Empire?"


    Lisinthir snorted. "It is the intended effect. The ingested variety is supposed to kill."


    They used a nervous system depressant to kill aliens? Did the ingested preparation have other properties, or was it simply so concentrated that it stopped the breathing? Jahir frowned. "Without a sample… well, it's neither here nor there." He paused as Vasiht'h arrived, handed a roll to Lisinthir. "What does matter is that keeping you on the alcohol may be less dangerous than having you off it precipitously."


    "So you want me to drink also," Lisinthir said, mouth quirking.


    "It sounds like our choice is between seizures and liver failure," Vasiht'h said, the mindline carrying his nausea. "Both of which might kill him."


    "Who would have thought ceasing to be poisoned could be so dangerous." Lisinthir brought a flame from his coat pocket and lit the roll. "So, then, Healer. Which shall it be? The alcohol or… what would you recommend as the treatment course if we were to go the 'surviving seizure' route?"


    Jahir shared a sigh with Vasiht'h. /This will go well./ "Supervision."


    Lisinthir lifted his brows. "Somehow I doubt you'd enjoy that."


    "It isn't about enjoyment, but your safety."


    "And how would your supervision permit you to ensure my safety? Watching me pass out doesn't seem very productive. Unless you administered some medicine to me I was unaware of?" Lisinthir glanced at the medical kit.


    "We have a technique that works on certain kind of seizures," Vasiht'h offered.


    "A... technique."


    Perhaps Jahir was more attuned to the nuances of Eldritch dialogue, or maybe there was some other reason he read that pause as menace. But Vasiht'h was continuing, oblivious to anything more sinister than skepticism. "We developed it while working with drug withdrawal-induced seizures, in fact. We use a variant of the same mental touch that we developed to work on patients' dreams to bring them out."


    Lisinthir tapped the ash off the end of the roll onto the table. "You were in my mind." Vasiht'h nodded, and the ambassador lifted his eyes. Just his eyes. And froze them both in place with them. "Without my permission."


    "We... c-couldn't let you die," Vasiht'h managed.


    Lisinthir looked at Jahir now, and held him as fast as surely as with chains. "What did you see?"


    Jahir flushed and couldn't answer. He couldn't even look away.


    Conversationally, Lisinthir said, "I would never. Never have permitted either of you into my confidences, much less my thoughts." He set the cigarette down, his eyes resting on it. "Get out."


    "I... I'm sorry?" Vasiht'h asked.


    The Ambassador's face whipped up, and his eyes then were inhuman and his lips peeled back from his teeth, and the words were cold and lethal. "Get out now."


    Vasiht'h's alarm leaped the mindline to him, preparing him for the hand that grabbed his wrist and jerked him from the table. And then they were fleeing, and flight it was, and Jahir had no idea whose adrenaline was fueling it but they didn't stop until they reached their own rooms. Vasiht'h staggered to the couch and dropped his upper body onto it, shaking. "I... I'm pretty sure he wasn't going to kill us, but... 'pretty sure' wasn't enough certainty for me. I'm sorry I took your hand like that—"


    Jahir sat beside him and said, his voice trembling, "Ariihir. Oh, ariihir, I am in trouble."


    The cold that smashed through the mindline made him shudder. Vasiht'h looked up at him, wide-eyed. "Jahir?"


    He rubbed his hands up his arms, wanting warmth, or less warmth. Wanting to be anywhere but here and anywhere but in this body and anywhere but in this room, where he couldn't escape the evidence of his own senses. And the evidence was under his skin and in it, in his racing heart, in the pulse so loud he could hear it in his own ears. "I am... reacting... to violence."


    Vasiht'h was silent, from heart to mindline. At last, he said, "A lot of people react to violence by wanting to affirm life afterwards. A celebration of survival."


    "Yes," Jahir said. "Perfectly sensible. And would apply if in fact I was reacting to our reprieve. But my interest began before then." The threat in the voice, in the eyes. Especially the eyes, brooking no defiance and promising much, and none of it kind. He looked at Vasiht'h, still trembling, and couldn't help but let some of it leak through the mindline. When had his tendency toward self-sacrifice become a yearning for self-abnegation? Because that was all he could conceive of receiving at the other end of a threat like Lisinthir's.


    Vasiht'h hung his head, then covered his face with his hands.


    "This... this is why you went to him, then," Jahir said. "You thought this might be underlying my reactions."


    Without looking up, the Glaseah nodded his head.


    Jahir sighed and slid off the couch so he could embrace his partner. "Sssh, arii. Be not afraid."


    "How can I not be?" Vasiht'h said. "This is... this is serious."


    "This is of no moment," Jahir said. "I don't need to act on it."


    Vasiht'h drew back enough to glare at him, ears flattened. "Don't give me that. Don't you give me that, who should know better. You want to sit on your sex drive? You know yourself what sitting on any need does to someone. How many clients have we had—"


    Jahir rested a finger against his partner's nose, willing his gentleness through the mindline until Vasiht'h's agitation began to subside. "Self-discipline is not repression."


    "You like to take it that far," Vasiht'h said against his finger.


    That made him smile, and then laugh, until at last his partner's mouth curved too. Vasiht'h didn't laugh, but the mindline relaxed, tender as a bruise but no longer throbbing.


    "One day," Jahir said, quieter, "I will marry a woman who will bear my children, and if at that time any of this becomes a problem, then it will be something that needs fixing. Until then, my sexual... proclivities... are of no relevance."


    Vasiht'h considered that, his eyes resting on Jahir's. Then said, "You don't need to be fixed."


    Jahir didn't answer that, and betrayed himself with his silence. But he was not willing to go there—not willing to examine it any further. He did not want to be this person, and perhaps if he ignored what he'd learned, it would fade and take with it all the work he would have to do to learn to live with himself.


    He prayed Vasiht'h would let it lie... and the Glaseah did, resting his head tentatively on Jahir's shoulder. The calm of his partner's aura was a balm; for once, touch was a needful thing, swept away unsavory thoughts and desires and replaced them with a Glaseah's tranquility. Jahir drew him closer and they abided.


    "So now what?" Vasiht'h said after a moment. "About Lisinthir, I mean. We still have the problem with him having seizures, I'm guessing. How are we going to solve that?"


    "We will have to involve Hea Borden if he will not accept our observation. Or take the alcohol, on a schedule..." Jahir trailed off and sighed. "I'm afraid I am not up to even guessing at the right dose of that. He may just die before we get him home."


    "And we're so close...."


    "'Close' is relative." Jahir closed his eyes, sorted through all the shames he felt to find the one closest to the surface, the healer's horror. "I should also apologize."


    Vasiht'h lifted his head.


    "What we did was an invasion to which he had not consented."


    The Glaseah huffed. "My question still stands. What did he expect us to do? Let him die?"


    "There were other methods we could have tried…." Jahir thought of his near paralysis at the prospect of finding some drug that might have stayed the seizure that would not have also had some other catastrophic effect. "We might have taken him to the clinic, put him on the halo-arch—"


    "In time?" Vasiht'h scowled. "The things aren't even on standby anymore. By the time we got him there and woke them up, we might have been too late. We knew the intervention would work. So I still want to know if he would have preferred us to let him die."


    "Maybe."


    That won him a considering expression. "You think he's suicidal?"


    "I think…" Jahir tentatively touched the impressions he'd gathered, felt his fingers bloodied by them. "I think it is less to do with suicide and more to do with… what one feels one can honorably bear before dying."


    "This is… some soldier thing," Vasiht'h guessed. "You don't allow the enemy to torture you for information."


    "Or you don't allow someone to slight your honor without defending it, and if that defense kills you…."


    There was between them a memory Jahir had shared, of a man he had accidentally killed in just such a duel. It had led, indirectly, to his taking up the staff at Vasiht'h's insistence.


    "Yes. I can see that, maybe. You think he's treating you like that?"


    "I think it is inevitable that he must." Jahir sighed. "We are what we are, ariihir."


    "Not always. Or you wouldn't be here with me."


    Jahir smiled. "Sooth. And now I should nap, I believe, if we are to see to the crew. Will you also?"


    "No, I think I'll take a walk." Vasiht'h grimaced and smoothed his palms down his forelegs. "I'm jittery from the adrenaline. If I try to lie down I'll just twitch for two hours."


    "Go on then," Jahir said. The mindline stung him, like friction from static electricity, and he petted it down. "I'll be here. And yes, I'll be fine."


    "If you're sure—"


    "Very much."


    Vasiht'h disentangled himself from Jahir's arms and stood, wearing a rueful smile. "We really do get into some of the strangest scrapes."


    "A hazard of our work, and I would not trade it for anything."


    Would it be enough? Would Vasiht'h be complicit in his need to put this aside? When his partner smiled, Jahir knew he would. The Glaseah let himself out and the mindline attenuated to a vague hum as his thoughts turned elsewhere, until his presence receded to a sense of safety and camaraderie, present but no longer near.


    Which is when Jahir finally allowed himself to turn into the couch and press his brow into his folded arms. The memories that tended to cling to him from his excursions into the minds of wet victims were inchoate: fleeting impressions, flickering scenes, single words. Sometimes it could be a very vivid impression, but he rarely brought back enough for those memories to linger.


    Lisinthir, though—


    Blood running down his sides. Tongues licking it up, tongues cooler than his skin. The taste of it in his mouth while kissing past the spars of carnassial fangs, and the hands that smeared it against his skin and the weight on his back—


    —at his side—


    —on him—


    And over and over, the taste of poison, the exhaustion of starvation, of constant exertion, constant peril, and O, God and Lady, but so much love, love unexpected, love violent and terrible and crucifying and exalting, love that transfigured and condemned. There were hands in his hair and hands on his spine and everywhere, there was need.


    "God and Lady," he whispered into his arm, too aware of the drag of fabric against his lips as they moved, too sensitive to every touch, "What happened to you, cousin? And what have you done to me?"
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    Lisinthir didn't follow them out of the room, and he counted this a victory, one he observed with incredulity, for as little as a few days ago he would have broken the horns off of anyone who'd even attempted such liberties with his body, much less his mind. He would never have attacked Vasiht'h, of course—he'd spent so long in the Empire that his first instinct was to treat the Pelted as noncombatants (and perhaps, in all honesty, as non-people, at least in the Chatcaavan sense of being capable of giving insult).


    But his House cousin? For not only violating his privacy, but for transgressing against the laws he should have been observing? It was as bad as the Emperor's first rape—no, worse, because the Emperor had been acting according to the culture that had raised him, and had known no other way to act. Jahir knew better.


    Lisinthir wanted, very badly, to hurt something… and there was nothing here he could hurt but himself. And what did that matter, when the chances were that he might already be dying? The irony of it appealed to him. To have survived all the Empire's attempts to kill him, only to die for the lack of poisoning… the Emperor would laugh.


    Well. No. Perhaps he wouldn't.


    Lisinthir went to his luggage and pulled out the clothes he'd worn in the Empire, when he'd worn any at all. He discarded the Eldritch garb he'd donned to make the trip away—the last remaining outfit he had, the rest having been shredded long ago by enthusiastic talons—and he no longer wanted to feel the touch of a culture he no longer respected. Then he dropped himself on the bunk, with the hekkret and the flask, and rested his head back on the pillow, one hand on his stomach, the other at his brow where the smoke could drift down. His skin stippled with gooseflesh at the cold in the room, but he left it for the memory of violence. That time with the talon that had skidded in his own blood and gone too deep…he'd been in a poor position to answer, trapped under the Emperor, but he'd reached behind himself and grabbed the male by the horn at his jaw and yanked it down until he could claw at it. Felt his ragged nails catch, break against pebbled skin and then something slick just before the Emperor had jerked his head away, pinned Lisinthir down and snarled an imprecation.


    That orgasm had been blinding. After that, though—


    Lisinthir pushed the Emperor's head away. "Off. Did I get anything serious?"


    The Emperor snorted. "You would like to think so." But his eye was shut on one side, and Lisinthir reached up to turn the face, frown. "It's nothing, Ambassador. Maybe a scratch on the—"


    That word he didn't recognize. "The what?"


    The Emperor repeated it for him. "The shield over the eye? The thin clear layer."


    "You mean not the lid…?" When the dragon nodded, Lisinthir dragged a word from a distant memory of too many physicals administered to an ambassador-in-preparation: "The… cornea."


    "I suppose." The Emperor shoved him down, more friendly suggestion than invitation to tussle. "It will heal."


    "I scratched your cornea. That sounds serious."


    "It isn't. Your nails are sharper than they look."


    "My nails are a ragged mess, you mean, and I keep them that way so they do more damage. Otherwise I'd not make a dent in your hides." Lisinthir stared at the ceiling, and a laugh surprised its way out of him. "I know the Chatcaavan word for cornea. I don't even know the Eldritch word for cornea."


    From the door, the Slave Queen asked, "Is there one, my lord?"


    "I have not the first notion," Lisinthir said. "But I doubt it. Or it probably has a name like 'shield of the eye.'" He shook his head, winced and touched his side. "Ah, you are a bastard. That one hurt."


    The Emperor craned his neck around to look at the wound, spread it with his fingers. Hot blood seeped over cold skin, and a cool tongue scraped it up. "Looks worse than it is."


    "How would you know, O One-Eyed Exalted?"


    "Did something happen? Should I fetch the Surgeon?" the Queen asked, her voice taut with concern.


    "We'll be fine. But a bath, my Treasure. That would be welcome."


    Lisinthir sat up after she'd left and touched his fingers to the Emperor's nose, turning his face more gently so that the injury faced the light. The lids were closed, and seeping clear fluid—it looked too thick for tears, and he wondered at it. Some adaptation for flight, perhaps. "You're certain? I didn't mean to catch your eye."


    "I didn't mean you to catch any part of me, save the one I was using on you." The drake grinned, bright ribbon of teeth against dark flesh. "I mean it, Perfection. I have suffered worse. I will check with the Surgeon tomorrow if it isn't resolving itself." He leaned down and trailed his nose up the claw wounds. "And he can see to these then. If you need it."


    "I'll be fine," Lisinthir said, then laughed. "We are cut from the same cloth, we two. Unwilling to admit to pain."


    "There is living and there is death," the Emperor said. "Pain is irrelevant unless it leads to the latter." He traced an arabesque of blood up Lisinthir's side to his chest until it petered out. Glanced over his shoulder toward the sound of running water before saying, "But I had a question. Speaking of Surgeons, and pain suffered in silence."


    Lisinthir studied his face, wondering at the closed expression in that good eye. Even through their skin, he couldn't tell what the Emperor was thinking, feeling. "Go on."


    "Your Alliance surgeons. Could they heal an old wound?"


    "Perhaps? It would depend on the wound, I suppose."


    "The Queen cannot fly, nor have children. Both those things were taken from her." He canted his head so the light gleamed on that one fluorescent yellow eye, fingers splayed on Lisinthir's ribs. "Could they restore them?"


    He lost a breath, sucked in a new one, ignored the lancing pain of the puncture. "You would ask?"


    "Should I not? The womb was her sire's doing, on realizing he would lose to me. The wings I did myself. Either way I am responsible for her mutilation. It is mine to fix. If it can be fixed. So tell me, Perfection—Ambassador—can it?"


    "I... I am no surgeon, Exalted. But it would surprise me if it could not be addressed."


    The Emperor looked again toward the bathroom. When he spoke, his voice was low. "There are obstacles, which is why I don't ask in front of her. The Empire would have to be in a place where I could send my own Slave Queen into it without causing… issues. In the court and in the Alliance. Unless it could be done here?"


    "I doubt it. You would need a true hospital. The closest the Alliance has to a mobile one would arrive on the largest of their warship classes."


    The Emperor snorted. "That would be a very interesting day." He resumed petting Lisinthir's side, and with the touch came his resignation. "It would not be soon, then. But if it could be done… of course." His smile was very close to a grimace. "Someone once told me that even the wingless need the sky. I didn't understand him then. Perhaps I do now."


    Lisinthir cupped the Emperor's jaw, leaned forward and lapped along the edge of the long maw. In that kiss he put all his pride, all his approval, all his wonder… and the Emperor licked him, languorous, accepting.


    ...and then his fingers skidded on the leaking fluid from the eye and he laughed against the Emperor's mouth. "A fine mess you are, Exalted."


    The drake huffed, amused. "It will pass." And added, with all his characteristic curiosity, that could catch on a concept and not forget it until understood, "What is a bastard?" And when Lisinthir explained, "What a strange and useless concept. Tell me, how do your people accomplish anything, Ambassador, if you cannot even claim your own seed properly?"


    "Poorly, when at all, I admit."


    "My lord," the Queen called from the door. "My master. The bath is ready—oh, Master, your eye!"


    Lisinthir felt the sigh through his fingertips and hid his amusement.


    The memory clung to him—not just that moment, but the ones that followed in the bath, an almost dreamlike tenderness that brought the flush up his skin and revived him enough to see to his own needs. But it was the Emperor's promise that resounded long after he'd stepped through the Pad to clean himself. In some universe the Emperor could conceive, it was possible that the Slave Queen could journey to the Alliance to regain the gifts that had been stolen from her. And for that universe to be manifested, someone must work toward it on the Empire's side...


    ...and someone else on the Alliance's.


    Lisinthir looked at himself in the bathroom mirror. Beyond how it had made him feel, he'd been indifferent to his condition. For months now, he had been surrounded by dragons who could fly, and their bodies were narrow as swords, poured like metal into a shape meant to cleave the air. It had been difficult for him to maintain an image of what he should look like when all the people he saw daily were so unlike. But Jahir's unwanted invasion had given him Eldritch eyes again, enough to look at himself and see just how badly off he was. He could understand now why all three of the healers on the ship were adamant about his frailty. He was nothing but the muscle needed to kill wrapped around a skeleton and stretched over with enough skin to impede a blow.


    But he had to survive. If he wanted to help his beloveds at all—if he wanted to see them again—he had work to do on this side of the political equation. And since the alcohol was more likely to kill him off, he would have to accept his House cousin's offer, and accede to the damnable treatment.


    He didn't have to like it. But if the alternative was dying alone among the wingless, then he would do it.


    Lisinthir sighed, lifting his hands and observing their tremor. That was nothing to the nausea, though he was no longer sure now if that was related to the poison or to the fact that his House cousin had twice forgotten to feed him... had in fact left so precipitously he'd forgotten the medical kit on his table. Lisinthir thought about administering it himself, but decided it was better saved for the inevitable discussion, where the sight of it would keep his would-be Eldritch healer off-balance.


    No, he would finish smoking the hekkret and dictating more of his observations of the Empire. Hopefully by the time he finished he would be capable of the trip to the psychiatrists' den, and the request he would have to make there.


    [image: ***]


    The ship was making him claustrophobic.


    Vasiht'h knew he had an anxious disposition. One didn't expect it of his race, given its members' phlegmatic natures, and he had inherited the Glaseahn placidity in full. But it didn't stop him from bouts of nervousness, and when stressed that nervousness always found a way out. He'd learned to channel that energy into productive activities, like cooking, baking, cleaning, rather than the fidgeting and chafing he'd been prone to as a youth, but the room they'd been assigned had no kitchen, which suggested none of the rooms did. Somewhere, on this ship, there was a place to make food. Unless they all ate genie-made food, and he couldn't imagine doing something so energy-inefficient as a matter of course.


    Looking for the equivalent of a cafeteria kept him moving when he was already feeling restless, too confined by a world that had become far too finite. For someone accustomed to the freedom of a world, and who had moved from a planet to a starbase so large it had an artificial sky of its own, complete with stars, even a large Fleet vessel would have felt frighteningly small. The courier, built to accommodate a maximum of forty people, was positively tiny.


    It would have been bearable if Vasiht'h hadn't felt like everything else was falling in on him.


    Jahir wasn't lying to him. But Vasiht'h couldn't imagine things being as easy as 'I'm not interested, so it's not relevant.' And while Vasiht'h never got any of the emotional data from the patients Jahir brought back from seizure or coma, he did receive Jahir's reaction to that data... and the revulsion and shock had been instantaneous.


    So had the fascination.


    To hear that Lisinthir might die despite their best efforts, and after all that the Ambassador's arrival had triggered in their heads and their relationship, was... just...


    It was more than he could handle without moving. Without doing something productive and useful. And if he couldn't cook, then he could at least heal.


    The computer directed him to the cafeteria, which it called the mess. There he found Borden, thankfully, along with two others in the crew. He knew the moment he saw them that he'd been right to come; their dejection was palpable.


    "Ah, I hope I'm not interrupting?"


    "Of course not, alet," Borden said, tired. "What can we help you with?"


    "I was wishing for company," Vasiht'h said. "If not a kitchen I could use to cook them food."


    That made the other two smile despite their weariness. The Asanii female offered, "Unfortunately the galley's offline so we can conserve power. But you're welcome to sit and share our..." She squinted at the wrapper on her protein bar. "Kalven nut and chenfruit bars."


    "Exotic," Vasiht'h said, sitting at the end of the table.


    The Tam-illee foxine sitting alongside the other stranger chuckled. "You sound so skeptical."


    "It says it has real fruit and nuts in it, and I'm sure they are real," Vasith'h said, accepting Borden's offering and eyeing it. "But it tastes like the inside of the wrapper."


    "Mmm, mmm, plastic," the Asanii said. She managed a laugh, touched her fingers to the bridge of her nose. "I am tired, because I can laugh and not care about it."


    "Might as well," the foxine said with a shrug. "It's laugh or cry, right?"


    "Is it so bad, then?" Vasiht'h ventured.


    They glanced at him. The strangers looked at Borden, who flicked her ears back. The healer-assist broke her bar in half and then into quarters, her movements deliberate and not at all masking her agitation. "I'm afraid things don't look very promising, alet. We don't see a way to restore the ability to Well to the ship."


    "Not... at all?" Vasiht'h asked, voice small.


    "It's well and truly rhacked," the Asanii said, the expletive making her companion flinch. "We're not getting out of here on our own power. Not quickly, anyway. We can use what's left of the in-systems to limp somewhere, but I'm not laying odds we can do it before the dragons catch us again. And then..." She drew a line over her throat, evoking a collar. "We're for slaves."


    "Don't scare him, Reya," the foxine said, irritated. To Vasiht'h, "Fleet sends Dusted patrols into this zone all the time. There's a Fleet-secure channel we can use to summon them—"


    "—which will bring all the dragons barreling in on our location—"


    "There's a good chance they'll get to us first," the foxine finished, voice firm. "We're going to try steering our way into one of their known patrol patterns, which isn't too far from here. If that doesn't work, we'll send the call."


    "How long will all this take?" Vasiht'h asked.


    "Probably another three or four days, to get to where we might be seen. I don't know how long the Captain will leave us there."


    "Could be weeks," the Asanii—Reya—said.


    "Doubt it," Borden said. She sighed and shook herself. More clearly, "We don't have the power to wait here for weeks. Once we get there, if we're not found quickly, he'll send the signal." She managed a smile at Vasiht'h. "You can see why I'm hoping for your help. We could use all the morale-boosting we can get."


    "Oh, yes!" The Tam-illee's ears pricked up. "I heard about the dream therapy. Kordreigh told me he feels so much better now. I don't suppose I could get it too?"


    "You'll all get it," Vasiht'h promised. "The moment you sleep. Hea Borden will take us to everyone in turn."


    "Does that mean we'll be able to dream without having nightmares?" For the first time since she started talking, Reya sounded tentative. "Because the things I've heard about what happens to people who get taken by the Chatcaava...."


    "At least the women survive," the foxine muttered. "Men they kill outright."


    Borden made a sharp motion with a hand, as if to say 'enough.' "The last slaves taken by the Empire came back, remember?"


    "Yeah, because the Ambassador got them sent back. But he's not there anymore, is he."


    Vasiht'h cleared his throat and put all the reassurance he could muster into the words. "There won't be any nightmares on our watch, alet. I promise you." He smiled. "Think of us as the Fleet patrol for your subconscious."


    That made them laugh, and there was hope in that laugh. Not about the situation, but at least about something, and that he had contributed to even the smallest lift in their spirits buoyed Vasiht'h's up considerably. If the kitchen had been operational, he would have baked celebratory cookies and brought some home to Jahir....


    Except that they were far, far from home. And it was looking very much like they might not make it back.


    They might not make it back.


    "Hea Borden," he said. "I should finish preparing for our next few sessions. If you'll excuse me?"


    "Of course. Take the bar, though. You'll need the energy. I'll come for you in half an hour."


    He nodded his thanks and then excused himself. Halfway down the corridor he was running, the news of their danger driving his feet until he burst into their room. He didn't know if it was his abrupt arrival or the fear in the mindline that jerked his partner's head from his arms... but Jahir's sleep fog dispelled the moment he saw Vasiht'h's face.


    "What's wrong?"


    "They can't fix it." Vasiht'h dropped down across from him. "They're going to try to put us in the way of some secret patrol, but that patrol might never cross our route… at which point they're going to have to send a distress call."


    He'd been expecting alarm, and there was some, enough to make the fur along his sides bristle. But it was subordinated to the mindline growing heavier and more opaque, as it did when his partner was thinking through a puzzle. Some of Jahir's thoughts echoed in Vasiht'h's mind, dream-like and distant, but not enough for him to pick up more than the sense that the Eldritch somehow didn't find the situation as hopeless as he did.


    "Arii?"


    Jahir's eyes focused on him again. "I don't believe that we will die here."


    "You can't be sure of that." But Vasiht'h wondered. Was this a pattern-sense thing? Maybe? He could hope?


    "It's not," Jahir answered. "At least, I don't think. But I still believe." He passed a hand over his eyes. "Did I sleep? Is it time?"


    "Almost. And you must have, because our mouths taste like cotton."


    Jahir managed a chuckle. "I will see to that, then."


    This time, Vasiht'h allowed Jahir to lead the sessions Borden had arranged… and it wasn't until they'd dispelled the nightmares of the second that he began to get his feet under him again. But by the fourth and final, Jahir had soothed his nervousness away, better than any walk, better than any kitchen. Vasiht'h followed the Eldritch back to their rooms, tired but feeling whole again. They would live through this, somehow.


    "I am very ready for bed," he said once they'd gotten back. "Will you sleep or go back to work on the drug analysis?"


    "I think I will stay up," Jahir said. "The nap gave me some energy. But I will be back before you wake."


    Vasiht'h grinned. "You mean you won't forget to lie down or eat this time?"


    "I will set an alarm," Jahir promised.


    "Good. Then I'll see you then."


    [image: ***]


    Jahir sat at the table and read while Vasiht'h arranged his nest of pillows so the Glaseah would have the familiar psychic background noise of his partner's presence while he fell asleep. There was enough to read, with all that he didn't yet understand about the mechanisms of action of the hekkret, so he spent a profitable half hour refreshing himself on the possible chemical causes for the symptoms Lisinthir was displaying. Once he was certain Vasiht'h was asleep, however, he set the tablet down and rested his hands together on the table. He could do what he planned. Moreover, he had to, for the apology was rightfully owed. That there was a hint of some hope for their situation in his borrowed blood-streaked memories only made his errand the more important.


    Steeling himself, Jahir went in search of the Ambassador. And this time he requested entrance, and wondered if he would be allowed it.


    But Lisinthir let him in. The other Eldritch was sitting at the table, leaning back in the chair. Did he ever sit straight? Jahir wondered now if the habitual slouch had helped inspire his need to take Lisinthir to task. The man's posture, his gestures, his expressions were all completely wrong for an Eldritch peer, and the mask of his face had been the only thing allowing Jahir to fool himself into thinking Lisinthir still held to the mannerisms they both would have learned as youths. Apparently, he thought, dragons also wore masks.


    It did not escape Jahir that his cousin appeared to be half-nude. That he must have chosen to change out of the clothing one would have expected of an Eldritch and an ambassador. What he wore now was some sort of dark robe, open on a bare chest. Even in the dim light Jahir could see the evidence of claw marks, gray seams against pale flesh.


    "So." Lisinthir was staring at him, and had not ceased to since Jahir stepped inside. The only thing moving in the room was the curl of smoke tumbling from the end of the cigarette. "Have you come to feed me, cousin?"


    He had chosen this course, knowing it would begin with a battle. Jahir steadied himself with a long breath and said, "That also."


    "That... also?" Lisinthir cocked a brow.


    "And first," Jahir said. "If you will permit."


    "By all means." Lisinthir indicated the free chair and the medical kit that was still lying on the table before it. "Finish what you've started, Healer."


    Dare he trust these elegant courtesies? Had Lisinthir abandoned his rage? He seemed almost cordial, did not move as Jahir drew nigh to take up the discarded AAP and the ampoule he'd failed to load the first time. And yet, something in the tension revealed by the fingers holding the hekkret... the calm was not a façade, but Jahir didn't understand what it might be instead. He sat on the edge of the chair, one foot out for balance and the other tucked beneath, and kept his voice neutral. "Have you drunk?"


    "Other than water? Not yet." A thin smile. "You have not yet advanced me a schedule."


    "I will," Jahir said, quiet. He set the AAP to Lisinthir's arm, at the brachial artery, and watched the solution begin to glide from the long tube. This was as many seconds as he had to gather his resolve. It did not last long enough.


    "Now then. What shall I do with you, cousin?"


    "I hope," Jahir replied, "you will accept my profound apology."


    Lisinthir canted his head. "This should be interesting. Pray, continue."


    Even expecting the sarcasm, it stung. Jahir ignored it and said, "I forced myself on you. That my intentions were honorable, that my aim was only your wellbeing, does not elide the harm I did you. And to you, in particular, when our culture makes it twice a wrongness." He lifted his eyes and willed the other man to see his sincerity. "I brought back from my attempt memories that you did not give me. So, yes. I have come to make apology."


    Lisinthir extinguished the hekkret with a twist of his fingers. "I do not accept your apology."


    He'd already been feeling the relief of having unburdened himself and the anticipation of his absolution. For a heartbeat he heard the words as he'd imagined them said, not as Lisinthir had actually spoken them. And then he froze. "I... am sorry? I did not hear that right?"


    "You heard me perfectly well, cousin." Lisinthir watched him. "Your apology is very pretty and I'm sure humbling yourself to offer it made you feel very good. But an apology is empty without acts that prove its speaker's sincerity. Are you really sorry for what you've done? Then you will offer me restitution. Not words."


    "Res... restitution," Jahir repeated.


    Lisinthir smiled without humor. "Shall I make it more plain?" He switched to their tongue and said it again: "Restitution."


    But in their tongue, the word carried with it the burdens of obligation and sacrifice, and Lisinthir shaded it black for violence and endings.


    When Jahir could speak again, he said, "And what... would this restitution entail?"


    "Well. As I see it, you have exposed my vulnerabilities and now hold them in your hands, to use against me at your leisure." Lisinthir smiled. "You will protest that as a healer you would never do such a thing, but you are only a healer now. You have been an Eldritch noble for much longer, and you know as well as I do that everything that falls into our hands is a thing to be shaped into safety for ourselves and our Houses. So. I want you to grant me a vulnerability in turn."


    Jahir offered his hand instantly. This he could give. Did give, every day, not just to Vasiht'h but to every client they saw. His spirit, his thoughts, his heart... all that was good in him. "Take it."


    Lisinthir's eyes narrowed. "Do you really know yourself so little, Jahir Seni Galare? Or are you insulting me?"


    "I'm doing nothing of the kind—" Jahir halted abruptly, because Lisinthir had touched a finger to his lips.


    "Stop talking."


    He stopped, wondering why every nerve in his body was now raw, so much that even the shift of his clothes against his frame as he breathed was too much friction.


    "You think your thoughts are your weakness?" Lisinthir sighed. "Dying Air, but you'd survive all of a breathpause in the Empire with so little understanding of yourself." He grasped Jahir by the jaw and shook him. "This is your weakness, Healer. Your flesh."


    "I won't..."


    "What?" Lisinthir asked. His smile was... complicated. Sad, somehow. But his eyes were pitiless. "Won't let me rape you? Have you sorted out what you drew from my memories that much?" He leaned forward and said, low, "Tell me what I told you before."


    "You don't rape the innocent."


    Lisinthir leaned back, took his hand with him. Folded them on his stomach and watched him with hooded eyes.


    "Then what do you want?" Jahir asked, fighting irritation. The touch had been presumptuous and shocking. Its absence left him feeling cold and isolated. It annoyed him that he couldn't tell which state he preferred. "My willingness?"


    The smile quirked up, became whimsical. "He can learn."


    "You have to know I would never...."


    "Consent to anything I might ask of you? And if what I ask is a kiss?"


    Jahir eyed him. "That's it."


    "I haven't been kissed in far too long."


    "You have only been gone from the Empire for a handful of days."


    "As I said." The smile went wry. "Consult your stolen memories. Perhaps you'll learn how much kissing I'm now accustomed to."


    "It... doesn't work that way," Jahir said, stumbling through the words as the impressions crowded back in on him. Bloodwarm tears. Feverish mouths. "I don't... have memories as such. Not enough to piece together what happened to you. Except to know that it was violent, and painful and...."


    "And?" Lisinthir asked, arch.


    He almost couldn't answer. "And that you found love there, and passion, such love entwined with passion, and there was no shame." He looked up at the other Eldritch, more alien now than any shapechanger, and whispered, "How? How did you find a love without shame?"


    Jahir had expected mockery or withdrawal, not this silence that lasted too long, achingly too long… and ended within seconds. Then Lisinthir gathered his face in one long hand, his thumb resting on Jahir's lips, and said, "Oh, cousin." And sighed before pulling Jahir to him and kissing his brow.


    There it was, when they were so close, skin to skin. Deep under the maelstrom of Lisinthir's passions, his open wounds, his rage and grief and restlessness... a core of adamant, the strength that was tenderness, that love had made. And somehow, he'd formed it out of a love that could be carnal as well as platonic, and Jahir could not understand, could not, for the life of him, how it was possible. But he saw it, and he envied it so deeply that every joint in his body ached, every fiber in every muscle, his heart as it stroked, endlessly and without mercy. God and Lady, to be in love and have it not be wrong.


    He couldn't even weep. One wept for things that might be, that were real, and for him this would never, could never be so.
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    It had been Lisinthir's intention to keep his cousin on the defensive, to control the conversation so that when he asked for the seizure intervention treatment, it would be from a position of strength. He couldn't conceive of permitting more psychic intrusion without first claiming that advantage. And he'd been doing well—had in fact found it too easy—when Jahir crumpled. The moment he did, Lisinthir's guardian instincts erupted, pricked forth his gentleness. That his cousin accepted the kiss and the shoulder Lisinthir guided him to with such grace....


    Lisinthir rested his cheek on his cousin's hair and suppressed his sigh. Here was a battle he had lost, and his opponent probably hadn't the first clue how he'd secured his victory. But in the face of such naked anguish, Lisinthir couldn't press the attack. He kept the other man close until his sense of Jahir's tumult waned. Then said, very quiet, "Tell me about this would-be lover."


    Jahir's shoulders stiffened. As he pushed himself upright, he said, "Sediryl. My cousin."


    "Not a far cousin, I'm guessing. So you cannot marry her." Lisinthir considered Jahir's downcast eyes. Vasiht'h had confirmed the man was a virgin...what else, from a noble of their station? "She was the first person you ever wanted. Loved-and-wanted."


    "And still the only woman I love and want."


    "So. Your first experience of passion arose in response to someone you've been told it would be perverse to love," Lisinthir said. "Someone who invoked the gruesome stories about serial miscarriages and genetic sports we've been warned about since we were old enough to hear. And yet, despite knowing these consequences, you still cherished and longed for your cousin... and so you concluded that your body was traitorous, that it could not even be trusted to fulfill its reproductive function successfully if it could choose to desire that which would result in a fruitless, tragic marriage. You set all thoughts of passion aside and there they have been festering, in the dark, for decades... centuries. And now here you are. A man who can be incited by being called 'cousin' by someone to whom his body responds. And who answers violence with desire because he longs to punish himself for his needs... and who wishes to be forced, so he can finally sate those needs without being to blame."


    Jahir was staring at him in horror.


    "Did I guess rightly?" Lisinthir offered him a thin smile. "I have no license, I fear. But my ability to grasp psychologies was the only thing that kept me alive for over a year amid sociopaths. The situation was very... incenting."


    "How... no. Oh, God." Jahir covered his face with one hand.


    "I also have the unfair advantage of having recently walked a similar road."


    That won him a shocky look. He didn't like how gray his cousin had gone beneath the pearl-pale skin and rested his fingers on that jaw again, just to steady it. Did the touch help? He thought it only distracted Jahir from his vertigo, but that was something.


    "Ask me about my time in the Empire," Lisinthir said, gentle. "I'll answer now."


    Jahir's voice was faint. "Will I still need to pay you with a kiss?"


    "Do you want one?"


    That answer he read through their skins, a need close to pain. Not for him, but for acceptance. How could he not reply? Lisinthir leaned forward, his thumb tracing his cousin's lower lip and then pressing it down, just a little. He took what he wanted, and gave what was needed, and it was a melting sweetness because Jahir yielded to him: his trust, his mouth, his inexperience, and, moments into it, the saltwater taste of the tear that ran over his lip.


    When he parted it was only just, still close enough to feel the heat of Jahir's skin against his lips. He let Jahir rein in his breath, then murmured, "Again?" and stole it back. He smiled at the sharp inhale, felt the answer under his fingertips... and waited this time.


    Then, strangled, "...yes."


    On the second kiss, then, Lisinthir stroked his thumb to the joint near Jahir's ear and began to press on it. He knew the moment the pain broke past the pleasure for the lightning that shot through his cousin's skin, bringing desire behind it like sheets of fire. Jahir made a sound....


    Oh, he had heard sounds like that in his own throat. Lisinthir sighed and drew back, pulling at his cousin's lower lip just a little on the way, prolonging the contact. But it was enough, for now, and certainly for this trembling virgin.


    His cousin was watching him. Shoulders rising and falling too swiftly, lips swollen, and pupils vast in those honey-colored eyes. But that expression was not desire, and a moment later, Jahir smiled whimsically. "I see. I've gone from adversary to potential victim, and now you want to protect me."


    Lisinthir rubbed his thumb in a circle around the hinge of Jahir's jaw, eliciting a shiver. "I think this vulnerability is well and again enough to pay for mine, given that yours is far more dangerous."


    Jahir winced. "It is just... lust."


    Lisinthir touched a finger to his lips, stilling him. "No. It is the language you use to express your needs. And the needs you express are..." He paused, shook his head minutely. "Very enticing not just to people who would honor them, but to people who would prey on them."


    "But I am not your prey."


    "No," Lisinthir said. "I am not at all moved by cruelty and sadism. Conquest, yes. The contest. Dominance, when I am fighting against an opponent worth the fight. And I'm moved by sweetness, and yielding, and love. But being tortured doesn't incite me, and neither does torturing. I learned all these things the hard way."


    "What then must you think of me?" Jahir asked, quiet.


    "Mostly that I want to put my sword between you and anyone who would abuse you." Lisinthir smiled wryly. "The torment of Eldritch is something I feel should be reserved to other Eldritch. Not to outsiders."


    Jahir managed a laugh. A hoarse one, but real.


    "Better," Lisinthir said, gentle. He tipped his cousin's face up with a crooked finger beneath the chin. "Yes?"


    "Maybe," Jahir answered, but Lisinthir liked the way his cousin met his eyes, despite his obvious awareness of his vulnerability. And when Lisinthir cupped his face in a hand, Jahir leaned into it. "I don't want these things from Sediryl."


    "Of course you don't. She's the girl you love with the purity of your heart and body. You still want her with a youth's innocent love. And if you decide to approach her—" He ignored Jahir's flinch and the reflexive revulsion that stained their contact, "—then you'll find in her bed everything you thought lovemaking would be. Unless, of course, she's been twisted by our culture as well."


    "She's already had two human lovers," Jahir said. "One male, one female."


    Lisinthir laughed, surprised. "Has she! I like her already. By all means, you must court her. She'll be good for you."


    "Lisinthir—"


    "Don't say it. Don't make vows you'll use to bind yourself. If it's pain you want, I'll give it to you. Then you can blame me for it rather than use it to make new whips to lash yourself with."


    Jahir stopped breathing, then gasped in and said, "That... you mean that."


    "Yes?" Lisinthir lit the hekkret again, wishing for the alcohol. "Given that what I'm now accustomed to is far rougher than you'd probably be comfortable receiving. I could force you to find pleasure in my bed. It would be safer than anything you could do to yourself, even; I have much more experience with how far you can push flesh before you court serious injury." He sucked in the smoke and let it trail out between his teeth. "If it would ease the fretwork binding in your head, I'll do it."


    "But why?" Jahir folded his arms, spine rigid and head lowered, as if he wanted to guard himself but couldn't find the aggression to challenge with his eyes as well as his posture. "You have given me nothing but condescension and attack since we met. I know very well what you think of Eldritch from the difference between how you treat the Pelted and how you treat me."


    "You took my tumbler."


    Jahir frowned, looked up at him in puzzlement. "I beg your pardon?"


    "Our first real meeting," Lisinthir said, flexing his fingers against the hekkret. "Not counting a fire-fight in a Chatcaavan vessel. You took my tumbler. You fought me."


    "That was not...."


    Lisinthir lifted his brows, and Jahir made an exasperated sound and looked away. "I couldn't leave it with you."


    "Cousin. You knew I could have risen the moment you left and gotten a second from the genie. You didn't take the tumbler to prevent me from poisoning myself. You took it to send me a message about how far you were willing to let me push you."


    Jahir began to speak, then subsided. And said, "Yes."


    "And in every conversation since, you've refused to back down, save when you thought yourself in error." Lisinthir considered, then said, "Well, and the one time I told you to leave. And you were right to go. I was... not in control of my anger."


    "So not only am I a potential victim in need of protection, I'm also an adversary worth honoring?" Jahir asked, but he was testing the concept in his own mind. Lisinthir could almost see him tasting the words and thought his cousin had a sensual streak, no matter how ruthlessly it had been suppressed. "Yes, I can see that. But you mean to tell me that on that basis, you'll sleep with me?"


    "No," Lisinthir admitted. "I'll sleep with you because of how you yield to me, and because I miss holding someone in my arms. And perhaps, a little, because I could see myself becoming fond of you."


    Jahir eyed him, and that look was so skeptical Lisinthir started laughing. When he had his breath back, he said, "Think of it this way. If you pay for the story of my time in the Empire solely in kisses, you will chafe your lips to bleeding long before we're done. Letting me tumble you will win you the whole thing with far less pain. Unless, of course, you'd rather the pain."


    Jahir flushed but didn't look away. "I think you'll tell me the story now, with or without kisses."


    "Perhaps. It won't change that the story is a long one." Lisinthir drew on the hekkret, looked at what remained of it. "Should I begin? If so, I want another roll. And where is your beloved?"


    "Sleeping," Jahir said. "We have been helping the crew with their concerns. It wears on us." He looked at Lisinthir. "This reminds me of a question I must ask."


    "Go on, then."


    "From the impressions I brought back with me...." Jahir hesitated, cheeks coloring, but he continued as if unaffected, "I have the sense that you would be missed if something were to happen to you."


    Would he be? When he'd been sent away to keep from undermining his lover's authority? An authority that was holding in check the Alliance's greatest enemy? "I would like to think so, yes."


    "Then would you be rescued if you asked for aid from the Chatcaava? From these others who would kill us."


    Immediately he straightened. "What's happened?"


    Jahir paused, surprised. Then he marshaled himself and said, "They don't think they can fix the damage. They have a plan to use their remaining power to drift into the patrol zone of some of the Fleet sorties into the border—you'll recall them? We sent one to meet your shipment of slaves that once."


    "I recall, yes. Continue."


    "Once they reach one of those zones, they plan to drift there until they can wait no longer, then send a distress call and hope that Fleet arrives before the Chatcaava do. So I was hoping... perhaps you would have another option."


    "Living Air, but do they all think like prey?" Lisinthir said, irritated. And then shook himself, as if the contempt could be flung from him like water, and it couldn't. He was still too much Chatcaavan and, he thought, would always be. "To answer your question... the likelihood of one of my allies in the Empire arriving to succor us are slim indeed. But I may have a suggestion for your Captain to consider."


    "My Captain," Jahir repeated. "Because you cannot possibly be associated with such craven species as humans and Pelted and certainly Eldritch peers?"


    Lisinthir stared at him, then laughed again. He caught his cousin by the hair and held him in place for that third kiss, and smiled at how quickly startlement became yearning and softness and offering. Touching Jahir on the lips with a finger, he said, "You see? You can't resist asserting yourself against me. And then you wonder why you keep drawing my attention."


    Jahir growled, but there was no real menace in it.


    "Let's go find Raynor," Lisinthir said. "After that, you and I will talk of the Empire."


    [image: ***]


    The Captain was on the bridge. Exhaustion had marked him physically, leaving greasy smudges beneath his eyes and slowing his movements, but there was no sign of it in his gaze, in his squared shoulders or in his bearing. It made Lisinthir trust him: here was a man who knew better than to show weakness, particularly when he had subordinates to lead.


    "Ambassador, Hea. What can I do for you?"


    "If you have a moment?" Lisinthir asked. "There's a matter I would put forth to you."


    Raynor studied him, eyes narrowed, then nodded.


    In a compartment off the bridge, the human had a seat and gestured for them to sit facing him. Lisinthir grasped the back of the chair rather than use it, too agitated to settle anywhere. Was this warning of an on-coming seizure? He could collapse here, in the middle of his exhortation to the Captain not to lie down and offer his throat to the Chatcaava. Wouldn't that be diverting. At least his cousin would be there to resuscitate him.


    "I'm told you have reached a point of decision, Captain."


    "We have some time before it becomes an issue, Ambassador. But yes, our options have become more limited."


    "May I make a suggestion, then?"


    Raynor leaned back in his chair, hands folded in his lap. "Go ahead."


    Had the man written the words across his forehead, he couldn't have made his thoughts more clear. 'The civilian wants to give advice. This should be good.' Lisinthir didn't blame him for his skepticism, but only because he knew the difference between being a predator and a soldier. Tactics for the one couldn't be used for the other.


    That was the problem. Fleet was composed of soldiers. The Chatcaavan Navy wasn't.


    "I think you know that the moment you send a call of any kind, you'll be found by our enemies." Lisinthir couldn't call them Chatcaava. Not all Chatcaava were his enemies. Or even the Alliance's.


    "We're hoping that sending on the Fleet encrypted channel will minimize our risk," Raynor said. "It's a very specific band, and they won't be able to read it. With any luck they'll think we're rejoining a squadron after reconnaissance and steer clear."


    They really had no idea, none at all, how the Chatcaava operated. "They'll think nothing of the sort, I'm afraid. Our attackers know we've been wounded and that we can't be far from where we were lamed. They'll be looking for us. If they hear any transmission, particularly one wrapped in Fleet ciphers, they'll come. Immediately."


    "Maybe," Raynor said. "But I don't see how we can avoid taking that risk."


    "Given that the risk can't be avoided, why lie here and wait for them to find us?" Lisinthir asked. "Send an enticing enough distress call, Captain, one that makes us sound like a defenseless prize, and they'll come to us."


    "And then what?" Raynor asked. "We can't power any of our weapons systems."


    "And then," Lisinthir said, struggling for patience despite the headache that was beginning to gnaw at his temples. "You cross over and take their ship, Captain. And use it to tow our derelict home with us to the Alliance."


    "You want us to ambush them?"


    These were his Emperor's enemies, whom he'd thought sped from his reach. A second chance at them might give him a prisoner he could interrogate... and a crew he could punish for daring to lift their talons against the Exalted, and the Alliance. The growl that was struggling to win free of his throat rasped at the edges of the words. "I want you to entrap them, destroy them, and sail home with an Alliance flag at their mast."


    Lisinthir could feel his cousin's incredulity without turning to look at him. Raynor, though… he only frowned, tapping his fingers on the table. "How would that work? We only have twenty people, none of them trained for that kind of mission."


    Lisinthir smiled. "You find a handful of volunteers among your female crew and put them on the bridge to record a distress call emphasizing their defenselessness and need for help. You give out false information about how many people remain conscious and able to work. You report that your sensors are malfunctioning and your engines are useless—they'll know what that implies about your weaponry—and then you transmit those lies out as loud and as long as possible, followed by updates wherein the crew reports more and more dire circumstance."


    "And then, presumably, they come in assuming we're as wounded as we say we are...." Raynor trailed off, then smirked. "That would work? You're serious? Are they that credulous?"


    "We really are that wounded, Captain," Lisinthir said. "Or we wouldn't be drifting. We are defenseless, save for our people. They know they hurt us. They'll be able to see that we are powerless and damaged. Why would they assume we were lying? Only a wounded predator would set a trap like this for another predator. They do not think of us as predators."


    "I assume they'll board us again," Raynor said. He was drumming his fingers on the table now. "That would give us a chance to split them up, winnow their numbers. Especially if they see what they expect to see?" He glanced at Lisinthir.


    "Helpless females?" Lisinthir offered. "They'll move to capture first, not kill. If, in fact, they are not distracted by the need to locate me."


    "So we take care of the boarding party. And then?"


    "They'll bring their own Pads," Lisinthir said. "Since the ship is already crippled, they won't bother launching fighters against it. So long as our halo and skin shields are down, they'll cross over the normal way."


    "So we use their own Pads to get back to their ship." Raynor shook his head. "This is where the plan gets less tenable."


    Not untenable, Lisinthir noted. Just less tenable. He liked the way the human was leaning forward in his chair now, liked the interest in his voice. There was fire here. He could work with fire. "I think you'll be surprised how minimal the average warship crew is among the Chatcaava. They automate a great deal of their processes precisely to keep crews small. It makes for less tension onboard. And we will have the element of surprise—very much surprise—along with someone who knows the ship layout."


    Raynor considered him, glanced at his hands on the chair. Lisinthir wondered if he could tell they were shaking. "I thought you were unwell. You want to lead a raid?"


    "I don't need to lead," Lisinthir said. "But I do need to come with you." He smiled. "Give me a fight, Captain, and I'll stay upright for it."


    "If we lose you—"


    "They won't kill me," Lisinthir said. "If you lose me, it will be because I've been captured. And I will find a way to free myself. They can't hold me, alet."


    Raynor stared at him. "You know, I believe it." He grinned, a lopsided expression. "It's an interesting suggestion, Ambassador. I'll consider it. I presume if I decide to act on it, you'll help with the planning?"


    "In any capacity you require."


    Raynor nodded. "Good. I'll let you know either way."


    In the corridor leading from the bridge, Jahir said, low, "You are mad."


    "Am I?" Lisinthir asked, feeling cheered despite the clamminess of his skin. "Is this your professional evaluation?"


    Jahir made a noise. "Stop."


    Lisinthir paused, faced him. His healer swept his complexion with his gaze, dropped to the trembling hands. Jahir took his wrist, felt for the pulse. "How bad is the headache?"


    "I've had worse."


    Jahir shot him an irritated look. "Stop dismissing your symptoms and give me a useful report of them."


    "Have I mentioned how attractive you are when you're acting the physician?" Lisinthir asked, and received an absolutely fulminating look. He maintained his air of innocence until Jahir relented and sighed, shaking his head. Only then did he say, "The headache is making it difficult to concentrate, but I don't remember it preceding any of my other... episodes. The gut cramps seem more predictive."


    "And do you have any of these?"


    "No. Nausea, perhaps."


    "What time is it? No, it's been at least twenty-four hours. I can give you another painkiller?"


    "That would be welcome."


    Jahir nodded. "I'll go to the clinic for it, check on Vasiht'h, and then come by with it." He paused, then said, "Do you think the Captain will enact your idea?"


    "He will," Lisinthir said. "He has no choice."


    [image: ***]


    What to leave in the note? Jahir leaned against the doorframe, watching Vasiht'h sleep. Over the years he had left many notes for his partner, a habit he'd begun by accident, because when new to the Alliance he'd been more comfortable with pen and paper. He'd kept to it because his handwriting delighted Vasiht'h, and because... it was who they were. Vasiht'h had made a place in their lives for his anachronisms, made them feel less like the burdens of his deficient culture and more a delightful indication of their identity.


    He wanted very much to put into this particular note some of his inner tumult. An apology also, for not having understood himself well enough to head off this particular mess. A thank you, for Vasiht'h's attempt to fix it by asking Lisinthir's help. A plea for more help, because he had no idea what he was falling into and entirely sure he wasn't going to be able to stop it. He touched his lips, found them tender to the touch, remembered desire close to pain and knew it was his, not his cousin's. He rested his brow against the frame, closing his eyes.


    At least he'd succeeded in obtaining Lisinthir's consent for therapy? Surely unburdening himself of his time there would have some therapeutic effect. Jahir couldn't help the twitch of a smile. If winter was to claim the milch stock, one could at least make a feast of the carcasses.


    He went to his pack and brought out the pad of paper and pen. So much he could say.


     


    All is well. Am with my cousin. Call for me when you wake.


         —J


     


    After a moment, he added across the bottom: You were right.


    Then he took up the analgesic and went to find his cousin. No retreating, he thought as the door opened for him. If potential victim he had become to Lisinthir, then he was in no danger.


    "Cousin?"


    "In bed."


    "I hope that was not an invitation," Jahir said, hesitant. He paused at the hatch into the narrow bedroom and found Lisinthir sitting cross-legged on the bunk, hands on his knees and head hung. A trail of smoke curled up from the new hekkret roll poised between two of his fingers.


    "I fear not, unless your tastes run to lovers irritated by their failing bodies."


    "Your body's not failing," Jahir said. He loaded the painkiller and crossed the short distance to crouch in front of the bunk. This time Lisinthir turned his face for it willingly, and sighed when the pump hissed against his neck.


    "It is entirely ridiculous for me to have achieved a position of relative safety and now be dying."


    "This is safety?" Jahir asked, incredulous.


    Lisinthir snorted. "Consult your stolen impressions and tell me what safety I have had for the past year." He shook his hair back. "Or I can save you the trouble. My only surety was in the bed of the Emperor, and I paid for that with injuries and near constant poisoning by his rivals at court."


    "Now you will tell me how you wound up in the bed of a head of state?" Jahir asked, low.


    Lisinthir mmmed. "No revulsion? I am pleasantly surprised."


    "I am too confused to be revolted," Jahir replied. He sat on the floor facing his cousin. "I know you found love in the Empire. I know you have come back... changed. I know what you accomplished. But I know very little else, save...."


    "Save?" Lisinthir asked when he didn't fill in the pause.


    Jahir looked down at his folded hands, trying to ignore the taste of blood in his mouth and the raking pain of phantom talons up his very real back. "The rest of it is sensual detail. Not... very informative."


    Lisinthir smiled faintly. "I imagine it's very informative. Just not in ways you want." He waved his free hand. "No, don't protest. I didn't mean to prick you, it's just hard for me to stop positioning myself to attack. You probably see me doing it, yes?"


    "Yes. I assume this behavior was rewarded in the Empire."


    "Rewarded!" Lisinthir laughed. "It was the only thing that kept me alive. I do mean that exactly. The Emperor's enemies tried to kill me continuously." He rolled his shoulders. "So, then. The Chatcaava... females are chattel. Slaves also. This is not a society that feels for the plight of the Other, the unlike, the not-self. You gathered this?"


    "I had some notion," Jahir said, watching his cousin. The tremor had faded and taken with it the clammy gleam of Lisinthir's skin, and there was measurably less tension in the jaw muscles, something easy to gauge because of his cousin's fleshlessness. Unfettered by pain, Lisinthir's movements had a dangerous precision, like a duelist's.


    "The males advance in court by fighting one another," Lisinthir said. "Since duels end in death and death is a waste, they choose to humiliate one another into submission in order to make their ascent in power."


    Flash of a pillow crushed against his cheek and the shock of sweat brought forth by pain, cold and sour. Jahir shuddered and touched his arm, smoothing down the gooseflesh. "They abuse one another." He looked up at Lisinthir and stopped. "You... they..."


    "No less than the Exalted Emperor himself." Lisinthir pulled from the roll and exhaled in a long sigh. "It suited my purposes. I was there to serve the Alliance's need. When the Emperor showed an interest...." He smiled faintly. "Many a woman has allowed her own use for political expedience. It seemed craven to do any less."


    "You let a Chatcaavan rape you," Jahir said.


    Lisinthir huffed, smiled, eyes hooded. "They have barbs." When Jahir stared at him, shocked, he finished, "Their healers use suppositories. It's a common injury."


    "So you... slept with—"


    "Was raped by," Lisinthir corrected. "And lest you think me a sympathetic victim, I gave him the same when I could best him."


    "You raped a head of state," Jahir said, unsure whether to be aghast or fascinated. A grotesque fascination, but still. "The Alliance's ambassador to the Empire... raped its Emperor."


    Lisinthir started laughing. "Oh, your expression, cousin. I could kiss it off you. But this is important. The answer to that question is 'yes.' The source of your memories of blood and sex... is the Emperor. Most of them, anyway. There was some violence without sex—I killed Third, whom you could call a minister of state—and some sex without violence, because of the Slave Queen. But where you remember heated kisses that taste like blood and seed... that was him."


    "So then," Jahir said carefully. "The love... that was this Slave Queen?"


    "In part." Lisinthir paused and closed his eyes, and his expression then: regret and yearning. He turned his cheek aside, a flinch like moving from a blow, then sighed again and opened his eyes. "The other part would be the Emperor." And he smiled. "Now. Be dismayed."


    Jahir stared up at him, and when he could think again, evaluated the smile, the look in Lisinthir's eyes. "No—there is more left, some explanation you are holding back because you enjoy pushing me off-balance."


    "It's not personal—"


    "I know. You push everyone to see if they'll tip," Jahir said, impatient now. "You need to know you can trust the people around you, so that if you can't, you won't lean on them and find them crumpling when you most need their support. Consider me pushed and tell me the rest—" And stopped because his cousin had leaned over and kissed him into silence.


    These kisses. God and Lady, he had no idea what to do with them, against them. They cracked him open and left him helpless, and when Lisinthir caught his jaw and held him fast all his thoughts shattered. Jahir had been kissed before. Never willingly. And he would have thought himself unwilling here, except that he was. Wasn't. Both. No, he was willing, and clotted through with denial and with exhaustion with denial.


    The latent violence he felt in those fingertips petted fire from under his skin, but he could have resisted it, somehow, had he not also felt the gentleness moving through them like the descant over a hymn.


    "You are irresistible," Lisinthir said, laughing, and kissed the tip of his nose. His nose! Jahir stared at him in incredulity. "Oh, come now. What's that expression for?"


    The words spilled out before he knew they were forming. "You don't seem broken to me."


    "Did you think I would be?" Lisinthir canted his head, and his smile saddened. "Yes, I think you would have to believe it, wouldn't you. Well, let me illuminate the subject, and you can tell me then what your professional assessment suggests about my psychological well-being."


    Jahir struggled to settle himself and waited.


    "Tell me how likely it is that a person rises above their society's teachings."


    "I beg your pardon?" Jahir said, surprised. He'd been expecting more exposition. "It's very difficult. Impossible in many people, particularly without external stimulus...." He stopped, his skin going cold, then flushing hot. "Oh," he whispered, and looked up sharply at Lisinthir. "You. You changed him. But how? How did you do it?"


    Lisinthir's brows lifted. "Well done. And yes, I did. They shift shape, as you know. I gave them mine. And we...."


    "Feel emotions through our skins," Jahir said, astonished and delighted by the sheer brilliance of it. "Oh, cousin! You taught them empathy! Was it really that easy?"


    "No," Lisinthir admitted, and something in that word... all of Jahir's elation drained away. "No, it wasn't. Because for most of my tenure in the Emperor's bed, I suffered. I bested him when I could, and that was maybe a third of the time. But he discovered he could use the threat of hurt against others to compel me...." He stopped, ribs flexing against skin as he inhaled. "That would be how I learned I don't enjoy torture, or submitting to others."


    What to say to that? Nothing, because Lisinthir no longer communicated largely through words. Jahir rested a tentative hand on his cousin's knee, distracting him from thoughts that seeped through their touch, dark and clinging and heavy.


    Lisinthir smiled a little and threaded his fingers through Jahir's. "I did what needed doing to save the foreigners the Chatcaava had enslaved, to secure concessions from their government, to gain the ear of their Emperor. Some of it I enjoyed. Some of it... threatened my sanity. To fully instruct the Emperor in compassion for others, I allowed my own torture so he could experience it through our touch. That was the moment he was transformed." Lisinthir looked away, eyes and thoughts distant. "It was a gamble, at that. If he had not already been curious about aliens, if he had not already had a nature that valued knowledge for its own sake as well as for how it could be used against others... then I might have died on the rack in that attempt."


    "But you didn't," Jahir breathed. "And you transfigured him." Stunned. "You effected a change of that magnitude in the Emperor of the Chatcaavan Empire?" And then, as the consequences raced out from that change, branching like lightning, "God and Lady, they are chasing you. Because they know you've changed him. And now he will attempt to remake the Empire in a new image, and every dragon in it will be against him? But he sent you away! Why?"


    Lisinthir was staring at him now, his shock lapping through their twined fingers. "I admit," he said after a moment, "I am rarely caught so flat-footed, but I don't know that I've ever seen anyone's mind work so quickly."


    Jahir tugged on their joined hands. "Why? Why did he send you away?"


    "I was his weakness."


    "Love is not—"


    "Weakness?" Lisinthir halfsmiled and reached with their joined hands, brushing a thumb against Jahir's cheekbone. "Were you not just in this room confessing how love has broken you?"


    "That's...." He paused. How could he say it was different?


    "Love must have a context," Lisinthir said. "It is society's work to give it one. Where there is no context, there is violence, because love will force its way in where there is no place to receive it. There is no place for me there, yet. There never will be, if he cannot change the Empire. And to do that, he needs the time to consolidate his power... the time, and to put aside everything that might drive his allies from him."


    "Oh," Jahir whispered, beginning to shake as the realization smashed into him. "The war is coming."


    Lisinthir brought their joined hands to his lips and kissed the back of Jahir's hand. "Cousin. The war has already begun." He smiled against skin, wry. "And you and your beloved are in the middle of one of its opening skirmishes. Congratulations."


    The magnitude of what they were now involved in was overwhelming, particularly since they'd come into it entirely by accident. No, there were no accidents. The Queen had the Sight, the weirdling talent he had only in vague outline. She must have known that sending Lisinthir might provide the catalyst the Empire needed for reform, to maneuver it into a position where it could become a friend to the Alliance, and to their own people, if the stars aligned just so. And he and Vasiht'h must have been part of that, for him to be here. But why? What possible role could he and the Glaseah play? They were not duelists, not warriors. He could not imagine surviving what Lisinthir had endured and coming out of it whole—


    And he had believed it. Believed every word of it, despite how implausible the tale. That Lisinthir had transformed his rapist into his lover, and in the act, arranged for the Alliance's salvation? Was it not more likely that this was a story Lisinthir had created to help him live with the sacrifices he'd made? Jahir looked up, found his cousin watching him with unreadable eyes. Through their touch he felt Lisinthir's wry amusement, the weariness.


    "You have finally stumbled onto the notion that perhaps you have been too credulous," Lisinthir said.


    "It is my duty to evaluate you as dispassionately as possible," Jahir said, feeling it an apology.


    "And how little I have to convince you otherwise." Lisinthir smiled, lopsided. "Save the one thing that you and I know cannot lie."


    "I have been in your mind already." But the words lacked conviction. He had never been able to hold more than pieces of his client's memories when they were patients, and dying. It was a different matter entirely for someone conscious to share them. He had done it with Vasiht'h; had given of himself and the truth of his experiences, had received them. It would constitute what was real, both to Lisinthir's body—which had its own memory of events—and his mind, and if there was disconnect between the two, it would surface as something ill-focused, subtly off. Lisinthir wouldn't be able to sense the mismatch, but Jahir, as an outsider, would feel it.


    If Lisinthir gave him a memory of his time in the Empire… that would be the closest they would ever come to knowing if he was telling the truth. And if the Emperor acted in a way consistent with that story in the future… if he really did push for changes in the Empire….


    "So," Lisinthir said, quiet. "Would you like to have the test of it? Knowing that what you see may not agree with you."


    "It is whether or not it agrees with me that I must know," Jahir said.


    "I meant—" Lisinthir paused, then shook his head, just enough for a ripple to travel through his hair. "Later for that. If you come to me in this, you will trust me for that also. So. Will you?"


    Jahir flexed his fingers between Lisinthir's, switched to their tongue, shaded it white for purity and soul's witness. "I attend you."


    "God help you." Lisinthir smiled and tugged him forward, and he fell through air into history.
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    "You do not fear the drop," the Emperor observed. They were standing together on the balcony, the sun staining its stone tiles orange and carmine. The wind was tense and changeable, now insistent, then absent; it suited his mood, restless and hungry and too full of uncertainties. This could not continue. There was blood in his mouth again, and he never felt rested enough, never whole enough to gather all of the fleeting days before their inevitable ending.


    The Emperor wore his Eldritch shape, too-sharp chin and lambent predator eyes. They were close enough that their shoulders brushed, and through the contact Lisinthir felt his lover's satiation and his curiosity, never far from the surface.


    "No," he said at last, glancing at the balcony, which like so many Chatcaavan balconies had no rail. "If I fall, then I fall." He smiled faintly. "And you? In this shape you would be as helpless."


    "I trust that somewhere before the ground I'd find the wherewithal to Change." The Emperor looked out at the open sky, pupils contracting visibly. "If I couldn't, then I would deserve the death."


    From behind them, the Queen said, hushed, "Well, I would die in either shape, so I would prefer you both to come in…!"


    He looked over his shoulder, found her wearing her own Eldritch shape, such a sweetness; she had some of the Heir's perfectly curved face and brows and a mouth that reminded Lisinthir of his mother's: legacy, no doubt, of her having taken the pattern from both Bethsaida and himself. But the character she invested in her face and her movements… that was all her own, and he adored it.


    "Come," the Emperor said. "Let us oblige our Queen."


    Once inside, she said to the Emperor, "You should not say it that way, Master. The Ambassador has his own Queen."


    "Does he still?" The Emperor cocked his humanoid head, brows lifting, and touched his fingers to Lisinthir's mouth. "Tell me, Perfection. Do you still worship at that altar?"


    Did he? Still feel allegiance to Liolesa? To his world? To the society that had done its best to negate him, that had humiliated his father to the point of destruction? A society that had created the immensely dysfunctional relationship between his parents, that had forced him to become a fighter or face the same humiliation that had unmade his father's sanity? Could he truly go back to that world, believe himself part of it?


    And yet it had been Liolesa who had seen how much he needed to leave, to have some purpose worthy of a sword, of his intellect, of his aggression and ambitions. She hadn't warned him, but… if she had, would he have gone?


    "Can one stop being what one is?" Lisinthir asked, finally.


    The Emperor laughed then, leaned up and kissed him. "You would ask that of me? Of me. Now."


    He grinned and rested his brow against the Emperor's. "Ridiculous, yes. I beg apologies, O Exalted." He caressed the more mobile mouth and pressed the lower lip down to win himself another kiss before sighing and reaching for the Queen. She fitted into them as if carved, her head dipped, and she brought to their skins the sense of her quiet happiness, and yes, her curiosity.


    "I am what you have made me," Lisinthir said. "No less a transformation than I have effected upon you."


    "Is it transformation?" the Queen asked, shy. "You said yourself once that you belonged to a dragon's house."


    "Ah, the ring," the Emperor said. "Not the Eldritch Queen's mark, though you are of her bloodline. I had observed it." He reached for Lisinthir's hand and turned it to expose the Imthereli sigil. "This then. Your people's conception of a dragon?"


    "Just so. It is my father's House." Their bent heads over it were suddenly too pale, too much like his kindred's. He longed for them to look up so he could see the evidence of their true natures in their eyes, the pupils just a little off from round. "I never quite suited my mother's. That would be why I am here."


    "Because you have the violence in your blood?" There was no amusement beneath the Emperor's fingers. Interest, far too burningly focused.


    "Before I came," Lisinthir said, quieter, "I was a duelist."


    "What does that mean?" the Queen asked, hesitant. "You killed, the way we do?"


    "No," the Emperor said, studying his face. "You told me yourself, in those first days. You had never killed a male before you came here."


    He stroked the Slave Queen's hair to keep one hand from trembling. The other he rested on the Emperor's hip, once the drake released it. "Among us, we also answer insult with violence, but we cannot afford to kill. There are not so many Eldritch that any one can be spared, no matter how feckless or irritating. We don't have your gel tanks, Exalted, nor the Alliance's fine medicine. To step onto the dueling ground is to risk your death, and so few do."


    "But you did," the Emperor said, studying him. "And often."


    "My father's House was tarnished, and my father's honor much abused." He felt the silk of the Queen's Eldritch hair passing beneath his fingertips. "I was sent to court to find a way to renew his House's honor. My father had planned that I would do so by wedding some vulnerable woman and getting children on her. I chose a different path."


    "You avenged the slights done your blood with blood," the Emperor said, satisfied.


    "It wasn't my intention," Lisinthir said, slowly. "But the first insult I heard…." He found he could no longer remember the words, only the face of the man who'd spit them at him. "I called him out. And the next. And the next. Until no one dared speak ill of Imthereli."


    "But you killed none of them," the Emperor observed.


    "No." Lisinthir stilled the shudder, knew they felt his revulsion through their touches anyway. "No." He managed a rueful smile. "Part of the skill, Exalted, is to shame without killing, so that those who suffer might live to bear testament to your prowess. Yes? You do the same. You did it to me."


    "So I did." The Emperor chuckled. "How little I knew what I would be inviting."


    "Do you regret, then?"


    They both awaited his answer, felt it as a quicksilver sweetness beneath his touch first, like a sigh cooling sweat-slicked skin. "No." The Emperor kissed the Slave Queen's brow, then Lisinthir's mouth. "That I do not."


    "Then show me," Lisinthir said. "Show us."


    "Again?"


    "And again," he said, laughing, pulling them both back to the bed. "And far from the balcony this time, for the Queen's comfort."


    They used the bed, and saw to the Queen first. Their Queen, Lisinthir thought while worshipping her, eating her pleasure off her belly, the insides of her arms, the curve of her collarbone beneath the rim of her metal collar... as if he could lap the emotion up through skin, this frail Eldritch skin that was so porous it barely sheathed the spirit. They loved her and tired her, spilled her languid and soft on the pillows, left here there, glistening, borrowed white lashes heavy over the orange eyes of a dragon.


    And then they reached for one another with fingers curled and stiffened, blunt and brutal. The Emperor had used the Eldritch shape long enough to know something of fighting in it, but he lost more often than he won that way... too distracted by the sensitivity of fingertips, the flicker of an emotion caught off slick skin, the lack of talons, of true rending teeth, of wings, always the wings, that Lisinthir had never thought of as weapons until he'd caught one in the face.


    The test as Eldritch was as much will as strength: who could ignore the tantalizing emotions gathered with every blow, every choke-hold, every love-bite.


    Lisinthir won. And lost. And won again. Traded his laughter and exhilaration to his opponent, accepted affection and ferocity and amusement in turn. There was blood, inevitably, with thin humanoid skin, but the act was kinder, no chafing, no barbs, nothing but heat and friction and weight. And no lies, not skin to skin, not between Eldritch. They would not—could not—speak the name of what moved them, but it stole through them like the Chatcaava's Living Air.


    There were hands on Jahir's arms, holding him steady, and that was well because he was still living in Lisinthir's shell in that memory of fever, felt the sheets crumpled under his back as if he was naked, flinched from teeth closing on his shoulder. He was trying to fall forward again, and fingers dug into his flesh, pushing him back into his body but doing nothing to dispel the haze. Would they bruise him? He glanced at one arm, swaying, saw the moment the fingertip bit deep enough to draw a single bead of blood.


    Everything in him cried out for something he could not name—hadn't that been so in the memory? Things without names, begging for revelation—and in that moment he turned toward his cousin and his entreaty clouded his mind, his mouth, swelled to fill the world. He was gasping for breath when he looked at Lisinthir's face, saw that his cousin was staring at the blood. And then Lisinthir bent and swiped it up with his tongue before gripping the back of Jahir's neck and kissing him—


    —with the taste of blood in his mouth—


    Jahir's world shattered... dissolved and took him with it. And it was glory, finally, to give in.


    His next awareness was of his own lips sticking together, and he wondered how they'd become so dry. Wondered too at his own lassitude, and of the bliss that pooled in him, heavy as still waters. He thought his head was resting against Lisinthir's ribs. Was he still on the floor? Yes, and Lisinthir still in front of him on the bed. Somehow he was leaning on his cousin, and that was well because his knees would not have held him up unaided. He tried to speak, had to wet his mouth with his tongue, even then found it difficult to form words. "Cousin."


    Through the touch, a hint of trepidation, smoke against the sunrise softness of the emotions he'd been resting in, on. "Yes."


    Jahir said, tongue still slow, "Shouldn't... you shouldn't... body fluids. Blood. You shouldn't ingest them. Not advisable, could... transmit diseases—" And stopped when the ribs beneath his cheek flexed. Lisinthir was laughing, and then cupped his face in both hands, tipping it up.


    "You are really lecturing me about hygiene as your first thought back?" Mirth lightened the midnight blue of Lisinthir's eyes. "So concerned for my welfare then?" A gentle kiss on the bridge of his nose, between his eyes, and sighed out the words, quiet. "Oh, cousin. Beautiful cousin."


    That had a resonance between their skins, a hissed whisper that suggested meaning other than the one he knew. Beauty, beautiful, perfection. Jahir accepted it with the wonder that felt like sunlight. "Why?" he asked, still disoriented. "Why... that feeling? What have I done to deserve it?"


    "Because you are everything your beloved Glaseah says of you," Lisinthir said. "And in addition, a very many astonishing things he cannot appreciate." His cousin rested a thumb on Jahir's lower lip. "I feel I should apologize, however. This was not my intention."


    "This..." Jahir trailed off, and caught his cousin's implication through their skins. And was speechless. His cousin had done nothing more than kiss him, and this... this had brought him, completely unplanned. Should he be embarrassed?


    "Never," Lisinthir said, stilling him with a finger to the mouth, and that tone brooked no contradiction. Startled, Jahir looked up at him, and Lisinthir finished, "Never be ashamed of a sensitive spirit or body."


    "I had been given to understand it was... something of a... a liability." He couldn't decide how he felt. Embarrassment seemed appropriate but he couldn't sustain it while enveloped in his cousin's hands, and through them, his cousin's affection. A very gentle and protective warmth, as if Lisinthir had found something to be guarded from any harm, any at all.


    "A liability!" Lisinthir huffed softly, shook his head. "Only for someone without imagination. No, cousin, you are... ah, you are treasure." His eyes darkened as he smiled, a very slow smile. "Have no fears on that account. If I could, I'd keep you for a week to find the limits of this... extraordinary... sensitivity. And I assure you, I do not lack imagination."


    Jahir shuddered, skin prickling.


    "But to return to the apology," Lisinthir said, and kissed his brow. "I didn't intend to tease you, nor to bring you this way. This wants and deserves a better setting. And when we get back to the Alliance, if you still want it—the full experience—then come to me and I will give it to you. But not here, like this, coercive."


    "You didn't...."


    "I didn't force you," Lisinthir said. "But the situation is coercive. You don't know whether you will live to see your home again... how can you make good decisions that way?" He shook his head. "No. If you want this, then I want you to make the choice without compulsion. I want you to have no regrets."


    This talk was beginning to make him nervous, except that Lisinthir's certitude affected him, shaped him.


    "There's drinking water in the bathroom," Lisinthir said gently. "Go wet your mouth, clean up. Then we will pack and you can bring me to your cabin."


    Jahir looked up at him sharply.


    "I need to live through this." Lisinthir ran a hand down Jahir's arm, turned it to expose the scratch. "To be of service to my beloveds. No alcohol. You and your beloved will have to manage. I'll consent to the interventions."


    Jahir exhaled. "Thank you."


    "No," Lisinthir said, and kissed the corner of his mouth. "Thank you, for trusting me."


    Had he? He supposed he had. He managed the bathroom, though cleaning was easier said than done—better to change once they reached his cabin, since the dry bath should not be casually used. But he sat for a moment alone on the floor without intending to do so, and wondered at his own state. Nothing had changed about what he wanted, and yet, somehow, it no longer felt shameful. The halo of intimacy, perhaps, had lent it a glow that might fade once he was more aware.


    Or perhaps he would wake to the understanding that someone had been inside his mind and not shied from what he'd seen there. Maybe that would work on the knot of mortification and revulsion that had fettered him for so long.


    Maybe when they got home, he should make the visit. What would it be like, he wondered, to be relieved of his own ambivalence?


    A little warm shock. If he could be freed...


    He thought of Sediryl and flushed. Ah, God and Lady. To go to her as a man!


    ...and then to perhaps be rejected! The thought made him smile. Such a normal thing, to pay court to a woman without knowing if he was welcome. Jahir had never felt able to ask. But to be able to ask...!


    He pushed himself up on feet that still seemed uncertain, finished his abbreviated ablutions, drank a handful of the water just to feel it on his still warm skin.


    When he exited the bathroom, Lisinthir was waiting. His cousin considered him.


    "I hope I pass muster," Jahir said with a lopsided smile.


    "Seni's impeccable heir," Lisinthir answered, but there was affection in it.


    "Seni's impeccable heir needs clean nightclothes, and as much sleep as we may steal from the events that are about to follow," Jahir said. "And so does Imthereli's scion."


    "For once, sleep sounds pleasant."


    Jahir glanced at him. "Have you nightmares?"


    "No." Lisinthir bent, shouldered the bag. "But I am no longer accustomed to an empty bed. Would it surprise you if I confessed to loneliness?"


    Jahir paused, then tried his hand at his cousin's easy touch, reaching over to set the backs of his fingers against Lisinthir's cheek. "No. Not at all."


    Surprised, Lisinthir caught his fingers and kissed them. "Go on, then, Healer. I follow."


    Vasiht'h was still sleeping when they returned, as well he should be... Jahir thought he would miss the full night's sleep himself, but could not find it in himself to regret how he'd spent the time. He put Lisinthir to sleep in the bunk; for his part, he wedged himself between Vasiht'h and the bed's side, stealing some of the cushions for himself. When at last they settled, Lisinthir left one hand over the side, grazing his shoulder, and through it Jahir extended himself to monitor for any possibility of seizure. He didn't expect to sleep well, but the moment he closed his eyes, he did.

  


  
    CHAPTER 8


    The only reason Vasiht'h woke was because one of his siblings had crimped the pillow he was using to keep his shoulders elevated, and it was making him slide forward off his mound of cushions. He tried to plump it back into position and was prevented by an arm. A furless arm. Confused, he opened his eyes... and the world reset. He was not on Anseahla, amid his multiple brothers and sisters, still young, still unformed, still wondering if he'd always be home. He was on a Fleet courier drifting toward eventual disaster, with far too much on his mind and—


    —his partner was on the floor alongside him, not on the bed.


    As if he could sense Vasiht'h's regard, Jahir's eyes opened. He looked exhausted, but the mindline welled with slow peace, like the tide easing out over a beach. The Eldritch smiled, that lopsided smile that laughed a little at itself, and Vasiht'h's heart squeezed.


    /Ariihir./


    /You're... you're on the floor,/ Vasiht'h said, and then noticed the extra hand brushing at Jahir's shoulder, light skin against dark blue fabric. /Is the Ambassador in your bed?/


    /He said yes to the observation. It seemed easier to put him on the bunk./ The words rode the tranquility, like foam on the water... they struck the strand and frothed with an affectionate amusement. /Probably for the best. He tosses./


    Vasiht'h lifted his head, just a little, blinked his eyes to clear them, to make sure he could see evidence of the mindline's ease in his friend's face... and it was there, if masked by weariness.


    Jahir moved his arm just enough to set a hand on the pillow beside Vasiht'h's. /You were right./


    /About..../ Vasiht'h trailed off, flicked his ears back.


    /It really will be fine. And we have a great deal to discuss. But if we don't have to be up yet..../


    /No,/ Vasiht'h hastened to assure him. /You can keep sleeping. I'm up anyway, I'll go see what Hea Borden needs us for next./


    /All right. If he has a crisis while you're out, I'll call for you before going in./


    /You'd better!/ Vasiht'h hesitated, then rested his palm on the hand near his and tested the serenity he sensed beneath the surface. There was puzzlement there, if he pushed hard enough, but no denial, no darkness, no fear or fever or breathless agitation.


    /You see?/ Jahir met his eyes.


    /I do./ Vasiht'h pressed, gently, then took his hand back. /Go back to sleep, ariihir./


    Lisinthir was indeed in the bed, on his stomach with his head in one curled arm and the other arm off the side. He slept with the arrogance that permeated his body language while awake: indolently spilled, mostly nude, and just a touch twitchy; Vasiht'h could see an occasional flinch of skin at the shoulder. He could also see the faint gray scars over shoulder-blade and across spine, rent in patterns that suggested the hands that had made them. But better here, he thought, then alone in a room where no one could oversee his health. How had Jahir talked him into it? And what had transpired to give him that mandorla of ease?


    He was not naïve... which is why he knew that sex wasn't the obvious answer to the question. If nothing else, the work he and Jahir did was ample evidence that sex was as variable in utility and meaning as eating. It could be healthy, harmful, isolating, connecting. It could humiliate as well as uplift. It could be done alone, or in company, used as a weapon or given as a gift or shared as a sacrament or done with absolutely no thought at all.


    Something had happened. He hoped Jahir would tell him what, and wondered at his own wanting to know. Where were his sisters and mother now, when he most needed someone to talk relationships with? He smiled a little and went to his Pad bath, his unappetizing breakfast, and then to find Hea Triona.


    [image: ***]


    Borden was in the mess. He found her alone, going through a box of rations, looking far more tired than he'd anticipated.


    "Alet," she said. "The computer said you asked for me?"


    "I just wanted to know when our next clients were scheduled," Vasiht'h said. "I'm beginning to think you should be one of them. You are on the list?"


    She paused, ears and tail sagging. "You know... I don't think I even thought of it." Her laugh was hesitant. "Isn't that always the way with us?"


    Vasiht'h snorted. "With all healers, yes." He joined her at the boxes and started helping her. She didn't question the aid, and that with the dullness of her gaze made him say, "We can't help you if you're not sleeping, of course."


    "I am sleeping," the Seersa said. "Just not well."


    "Nightmares like your colleague's?"


    She straightened, setting a stack of bars on the counter, neatening them. "I guess. Yes. More or less." She cleared her throat, not looking at him. "This is the first time something like this has happened during one of my deployments. I haven't been this close to the border in a few years, and when I was it was always humanitarian work." She paused. "Funny that word, isn't it? Humanitarian?"


    Vasiht'h smiled. "A lot of things come back to humanity."


    "Well, this doesn't." She resumed unpacking the box. "Anyway. The people who died... they were my friends. I wasn't close to them, but you don't have to be close to someone to feel their absence when you've been working alongside them for weeks. And like Reya said, there are worse things to fear out here than death."


    "Like a life in chains."


    "Like a life arrested." She finally looked at him, her fingers still on the box flap. "I went through healer-assist training and practiced for several years before I enlisted. Fleet wasn't a childhood dream, a driving passion for me the way it was for some people. I didn't know I wanted to be in it until I was. Now that I am...." She looked down, smoothed her palm against the flap. "I believe in the work. I believe in the defense of our nations. More than that, I believe there's a place for healers in this fight." She met his eyes, shoulders squared. "If I die in the line of duty, I'll die having given everything for the Alliance. But if the Chatcaava take me and keep me... and I'm trapped, unable to use my skills on our behalf... that...." She twitched. "That would make me insane, alet."


    "I don't guess Fleet forces its people to... you know."


    She glanced at him, then gave a halting laugh. "Kill ourselves rather than end up in the hands of our enemies? No. Or at least, not at my level of importance. And I wouldn't accept any position that required me to consider it. It's a crime against the gods who made us... and no, I don't mean humans." She smiled a little. "Like I said. Not everything comes back to them."


    "No," Vasiht'h agreed. "But I still think you need sleep, and someone to ward your dreams."


    She sighed. "You're probably right. No, certainly right. I'm no good to anyone half dead on my feet, particularly if we go through with that crazy scheme your Ambassador threw at the captain."


    His Ambassador, was he. "What scheme is this?"


    A flash of a grin, almost merry. "He wants to lure in a Chatcaavan vessel and capture it so we can sail home in it."


    Vasiht'h almost dropped the bars he was gathering. "He wants to what?"


    "I know." She chuckled. "The Captain's been discussing it with the rest of us, working out the kinks."


    "Is he seriously going to try it?" Vasiht'h asked, surprised.


    "I think so." She paused, then laughed. "Oh, don't look that way, alet. Of all the choices we have, and we don't have many, it might actually be the best one. Or would you rather creep around in the shadows hoping not to be found?"


    Saying that creeping around in the shadows hoping not to be found was exactly what he wanted to be doing didn't seem necessary. She could probably read it in his face. Sheepishly, he said, "I'll leave the military matters to the experts, and stick to what I know best. Healers might have a place in war, but I don't think I'm one of them."


    She smiled. "Don't worry about it, alet. The Speaker-Singer gives us all the natures He intends."


    "Given that... can I count on you to be among the next set of patients?"


    The Seersa wrinkled her nose. "I guess I should take my own medicine, shouldn't I."


    "It would be wise...."


    She laughed. "All right. I was going to ask if you had time in a couple of hours. I'll put myself at the end of the group. How's that?"


    "That sounds fine. What are we doing with these bars? And are we almost done?"


    "Well, if you really want to be put to work…."


    Vasiht'h smiled. "I'm betting if you don't get this done before time, you won't want to sleep."


    She glanced at the ceiling, pursed her lips. "True. All right, then, help me get these separated out. They're not supposed to have any allergen-inducing ingredients, but Pulinette has a weird problem with fruits in the terrien family. We need to isolate everything that has ingredients sourced from Karaka'Ana or Seersana."


    "Got it."


    Almost an hour later, Vasiht'h returned to the room they'd been assigned, nursing his troubled thoughts. He'd been glad to be able to help someone accomplish something useful when he'd spent much of this voyage feeling so impotent. And he was relieved—nearly ecstatic—that Jahir might be better… truly better, not hiding away things he'd rather not deal with. But the pall of the situation continued to oppress him, and it was hard to keep his spirits up in the face of certain peril. Was the captain of their ship really planning an attack? Where would he and Jahir hide in the middle of something like that?


    Stepping into the room, Vasiht'h paused.


    "He's still asleep," Lisinthir said from the couch. He was recumbent, as usual, on his back this time; Vasiht'h didn't think he knew how to maintain the rigid posture and stiff limbs of most Eldritch he'd seen. The smoke off the end of his cigarette was falling toward the floor in curling waves. "I thought he'd earned it and left him there."


    "And if you'd had a seizure?" Vasiht'h padded all the way into the room, cautious.


    "Then he would probably have berated me when he woke and found me, and a fine tirade that would have been, born of a healer's sensibilities and informed by an Eldritch peer's knowledge of all my flaws. Fortunately I would miss the lecture, being unconscious." Lisinthir quirked a brow. "I'm fine, alet."


    "You're not fine," Vasiht'h said, exasperated. "You've got lines around your eyes as if you're trying not to squeeze them shut. How much pain are you in?"


    The Eldritch was staring at him now, bemused. "Are you always so attentive to small details?"


    "I've been living with one of you for over a decade now. If I didn't pay attention to small details, I'd never know what was going on with him." Vasiht'h paused. "Well, other than what the mindline reports. But we didn't always have the mindline."


    "Yes, that is a story I want to hear. How did a Glaseah end up yoked to an Eldritch lord?"


    Vasiht'h scowled. "You're doing it again and I'm not going to enable the behavior. You tell me how you're feeling first and then you can hear about how I met Jahir."


    Lisinthir managed a laugh. "Were you always so fierce or did it bleed into you from him?"


    Vasiht'h folded his arms.


    "Fine," the Eldritch said, reaching over to tap the ash off the end of the roll... onto a used wrapper for one of the ration bars. The bar itself was uneaten, sitting alone on the end of the table. He rested a hand on his stomach. "I have persistent nausea. Some days it's worse than others."


    "Today?" Vasiht'h sat by the couch, folding his tail over his paws.


    "Today is a more trying day than others have been."


    "Mm. Any other symptoms?"


    "The headache is bearable. It's been worse." Lisinthir looked at the ceiling. "I feel uneasy in my skin. I was not so aware of it before your cousin decided to invite himself into my mind."


    Vasiht'h mantled his wings, looked away. "We are sorry about that. He said he was going to apologize...?"


    "He did. Rather prettily."


    He couldn't imagine what 'rather pretty' looked like from Jahir. At least, not by Lisinthir's standards. Vasiht'h continued, "But I haven't apologized either. I'm sorry about that. But I trust Jahir's judgment on these things, and if he said you needed intervention...."


    Lisinthir smiled. "I was never angry at you."


    "Just at him," Vasiht'h said. "Because he was Eldritch, and a lord like you, and there's history there, even if you never met one another."


    "You must know, ah?" Lisinthir glanced at the medallion on his chest. "No foreigner would be wearing Liolesa's unicorn otherwise."


    The medallion felt so much a part of him now that he rarely thought about it. He even bathed with it, after Jahir had assured him it wouldn't be harmed by water. Most days it was the only clothing he wore. Vasiht'h lifted it, turned it in his hands, remembered the circumstances that had won him the right to wear it. "I know more than most foreigners. But I don't kid myself into thinking I know everything, or even enough, for what's ahead of us."


    "That being?"


    Vasiht'h glanced at him. "You should know, Ambassador. Or should I say Lord Nase Galare? Your people are falling apart. You're going to need us to keep from going extinct."


    "And you... you intend to help."


    "Of course." Vasiht'h sighed. "He's my brother. Everything I can give him is his."


    Lisinthir considered him for several moments, then said, "So... do I get the story?" When Vasiht'h hesitated, he said, "If you would prefer to wait for your beloved to wake, I can wait. I thought it would be a fine way to pass the time, but if you fear for his privacy, it will keep."


    It was hard to read Lisinthir, who was emotionally guarded even when using plain speech. That ability to say devastating things as if they didn't matter at all seemed bred into the species's genes. But something about the way the Eldritch had said the words, the look in his eye... was that solicitude? "Should I be worried about that?" he asked. "Or have the two of you come to an agreement?"


    "You could ask me," Jahir said from the door. Vasiht'h half-rose, but his partner waved him down. "Stay, I'll come that way. Cousin, move your feet."


    Lisinthir pulled them up, leaving Jahir a space on the couch, and while Jahir sat more neatly than his cousin his body language was far looser than Vasiht'h was used to seeing outside of their own private space. It wasn't anywhere near an exact mimicry of the Ambassador's slouch, but it was the closest Vasiht'h though his friend capable of coming to the same bodyspeech. His brows lifted. /Arii?/


    /Well, I promise. Only wishing very much to be done with what lies before us./


    /You mean the Ambassador's 'plan'?/ Despite his best intentions, Vasiht'h couldn't help investing the word with his fears and skepticism.


    /I do, yes. You heard?/


    /From Hea Borden./


    Jahir nodded. "Then you know."


    Vasiht'h sighed.


    "It really is fascinating, you know, watching the two of you talk. And..." Lisinthir eyed Jahir, "I can now hear that you're doing it."


    On the other hand, it was amazing how quickly the old body language asserted itself when Jahir snapped back into therapist mode. He sat up, spine straight. "I beg your pardon?"


    "Not the words, mind you," Lisinthir said. "More as if there are murmurs a few rooms away. You hear the noise but not the meaning."


    Vasiht'h glanced at his partner. /Did you go back into his head?/


    /I had to. He offered a true memory as corroboration of his story of what befell him in the Empire..../ Jahir paused, then shook his head. /Not befell. What he enacted, by his own strength of will. And it was unbelievable enough that I needed the proof./


    /And what exactly was it that he told you that needed it?/ Vasiht'h asked, feeling as if he was falling forward and unable to get his feet on firm ground.


    /That he had been the victim of serial rape, and then fallen in love with his abuser. And coerced his rapist into falling in love with him, and through that love forced him to see the errors in his culture./ A lopsided smile that bit in the mindline like ginger. /And that abuser was no less than the Chatcaavan Emperor./


    Vasiht'h stared at him, then glared at Lisinthir. "Is that true?"


    Lisinthir held up his hands, the one coiling smoke around his fingers. "I throw myself at your mercy for whatever crime you are discussing. Alas, that is all I can offer unless you explain what exactly you're asking."


    "Are you always this unflappable?" Vasiht'h asked, exasperated.


    Lisinthir reached past him to tap the cigarette, said quietly, "I spent a good month in the Empire falling apart into the lap of the Slave Queen while struggling to keep from succumbing to despair and terror and horror. So, no. Not always." A wry smile. "But it takes rather more than an irate Glaseah to turn the trick."


    "Arii," Jahir said, dragging his attention back. "I believe him."


    The whole idea was so insane it couldn't possibly be true. And yet if it was... if Lisinthir had made it possible for the Empire to become a friend....


    "Really?" he said to the Ambassador now, ears sagging. "Because if you're lying—"


    "I'm not." Lisinthir met his eyes. "I will give you the memories myself if it will convince you."


    That gave him pause. "You would?"


    "Your opinion matters to your beloved," Lisinthir said. "So, yes. If that's what it takes." He sat up, rested an arm on the back of the couch, eyes closed. Nauseated, Vasiht'h thought. "I don't think you will enjoy it, but that's meet. I didn't enjoy it either, in the beginning."


    No, maybe that was his own nausea. He didn't want to live through someone else's torture. Brushing through it in dreams wasn't the same; neither was talking about it in therapy. Sharing it mentally would force him to experience it, to feel it as if it was happening to him, and he didn't want any of that in him. Vasiht'h looked at Jahir. /You're satisfied. Truly satisfied? If he's lying, the consequences for the Alliance if they try to act on his fantasies of what actually happened..../


    The shadows of vultures flew over the mindline, dappling it with Jahir's dread. /I know, arii./


    /So then?/


    /So then.../ Jahir glanced at Lisinthir, then said, /Corroborate it in your own way. We are trapped here, and he with us. Evaluate him. You are an excellent judge of character. Tell me if you think he shows signs of delusion./


    /You mean other than him trying to break your arm over a cigarette?/


    Jahir took his hand, startling him. /We are both making an error that we should know better than to make. We are evaluating him by the standards of our own cultural context. I try to fit him into an Eldritch mold, you a Pelted one. He's no longer either of those things entirely. He's also.../


    /Chatcaavan?/ Vasiht'h said, incredulous. And then he ducked his head and said, "Goddess bless it."


    Lisinthir lifted a brow.


    "You're right." Vasiht'h sighed. He eyed Lisinthir. "What you need is an evaluation from a Harat-Shariin therapist."


    "Sounds fun. Is there one available?"


    Jahir touched his hand to his brow, then pressed his knuckles to his mouth... but his lips were twitching. Vasiht'h could feel it through the mindline, the champagne bubbles of mirth.


    "The baiting is annoying," Vasiht'h said.


    Lisinthir leaned forward, set the hekkret on the discarded wrapper. He planted both feet on the ground and hung his joined hands between his knees, meeting the Glaseah's eyes, and the shift from insouciance to gravity was so sudden it caught Vasiht'h off balance. He leaned back, fur bristling.


    But the Eldritch waited until his hackles smoothed away, until his spine stopped aching from the unnatural tightness in it... until he relaxed and could meet those eyes without bridling. Then Lisinthir offered his hands, and when Vasiht'h glanced at them, said, "You are beloved of my House cousin, who is another Galare heir, like me. We are family of sorts. Eldritch family do touch."


    "I've seen," Vasiht'h said, remembering Jahir and his mother. He rested his palms on Lisinthir's, let the other man cradle his shorter fingers. Through the touch, he felt a sense of purpose, one that had snapped all the uncertain edges into focus. Surprised, he said, "What... what happened? The last time we talked, you weren't this together."


    "This is how I am when I have the bit between my teeth," Lisinthir said with a touch of a smile. "How I am when I'm well."


    "What changed?" Vasiht'h asked.


    "I realized...." Lisinthir flexed his fingers around Vasiht'h's, eyes going distant a moment. He shook himself and said, "I have work to do here, if I want to support the Emperor in his aims. I have changed him, alet, as surely as he has changed me. And my change will make me uncomfortable here where there is peace and everything is genteel, but it won't get me killed... not the way his change will him and the Queen, and there is every chance that his enemies will do just that before he can finish evolving the Empire into something we can embrace. So my duty is not done."


    "And this is comforting."


    Lisinthir sighed out. "Cousin. Tell your partner what it is like for one of us to be useless."


    The surge in melancholy that flooded the mindline was edged with blades and unexpected blood. Shocked, Vasiht'h looked toward Jahir, who said, "That would be one of the fundamental contradictions of our society, wouldn't it. We are committed to our duties to our families, our tenants, our Houses, our Queen... and we are barred from helping them when they die to waste, to hunger, to diseases that could easily be cured if we were less proud."


    "And we, the noble heirs to great families," Lisinthir continued, "we are even more impotent, particularly if our families have titles without wealth and without people to ward." He leaned toward Vasiht'h, and all his intensity came through their touching hands, making the skin tingle. "I was born to a dying House, alet. All my life, my father tried to use me to rekindle it. He threw me at a court that was quite aware of my laughable estate and he left me to fend for myself there. But defending the honor of Imthereli will not bring it back. What was I to do, then? With my anger, and my ambition, and my need to be useful?"


    "Oh," Vasiht'h said softly.


    Jahir huffed a soft laugh. "I left the homeworld and went to school. You left the homeworld... and upended an empire."


    How casually Lisinthir moved, for his motions to also be so quick. He freed one of his hands from Vasiht'h's and curled it around the back of Jahir's neck, pulling him close enough to kiss on the brow. "Don't belittle your accomplishments, cousin. You have your role, and the play has not yet ended."


    And this... this Jahir accepted, and through the mindline Vasiht'h felt his partner's indulgence, warm as sunlight on his shoulders. There was affection there, entirely unfeigned, and it was so true and so sweet he could taste it like honey in tea. It made him feel like home and family, and he glanced at Lisinthir, seeing him, briefly and very clearly. Their client—their cousin—wasn't falling apart. He was coming together, finally, after the long and ugly trauma of a young adulthood spent in rebellion against a culture that had no use for his vitality and aggression. The Queen had seen it; Providence had given her a use for that tool before the Eldritch society broke it past mending. She'd sent a man to provoke a war, and he wasn't done yet.


    No wonder Lisinthir had been so angry when they'd rescued him on the Chatcaavan vessel. They were bearing him away from the life that had given him purpose, a life suited to his talents. And if that wasn't enough, the mission he'd been in the midst of had been sanctioned by three different governments, all of whom needed him in play.


    "What a mess," was what escaped him, and that won him Lisinthir's laugh and Jahir's rueful agreement in the mindline. Through that, the Glaseah added, /He's touching you./


    /It's fine. He needs it. And maybe I do too, at times./


    Vasiht'h's brows lifted. "Maybe a useful mess, though."


    "Useful," Lisinthir said, amused. "There you are, alet. All that anyone ever needs to be."


    "I don't know," Vasiht'h said. "I think everyone needs to be loved too. And I think 'alet' by now is a little over-formal."


    "Arii, then. It wouldn't do to confuse titles."


    "So is this what you did with Triona?" Vasiht'h asked, taking his hands back and folding his arms. "Charmed your way into her confidences?"


    "Not intentional, I assure you." Lisinthir leaned back, rested the back of one hand against his brow. "But I like my wards."


    "And all the Alliance is your ward," Jahir said, the mindline coloring with his fond resignation.


    "For now."


    "And when it's not?" Vasiht'h asked, suddenly curious. "When you and the Emperor manage this revolution? Then what?"


    "Then—" Lisinthir looked at the ceiling, and his smile then was poignant. "I will live among dragons for two centuries, which is what they have left." He glanced at Jahir, lifted his brows. "Perhaps you will have advice for me by then."


    Sorrow, gentle but familiar, came tinged with an ache Vasiht'h hadn't felt from his partner before… empathy, for someone following him on the road he'd chosen.


    "Perhaps," Jahir said. "For now, though, I think you need another feeding. And an analgesic?"


    "I wouldn't say no," Lisinthir murmured, eyes closed.


    "And we have work of our own to do, and it'll be time soon," Vasiht'h said. "What are we going to do with him while we're gone?"


    "Leave someone with him, I imagine," Jahir said. "It's either that or put him under the halo-arch for the duration, and I suspect Hea Borden will tell us that we shouldn't waste the power unless we're absolutely certain we need it."


    "He could come with us?"


    "I'm fine staying on this short but otherwise acceptable couch," Lisinthir said.


    They glanced at him, then Jahir said, /He's worse off than he is willing to admit./


    Vasiht'h grimaced. /I'd ask what it was about Eldritch and admitting to weakness, but we both know how you all pick up that habit./


    /Imagine then, being both Eldritch and Chatcaavan and admitting to weakness./


    /Ugnhn, no wonder he's so impossible./ Vasiht'h shook his head. /You can't help respecting him, though. He survived torture in the Empire and came out like this?/


    /You and I both know, arii, that it hardly matters how dire one's estate. We all feel pain, but we create our reasons for suffering, or for transcending it./


    /'Saving the known galaxy from the predations of dragons' does seem like a narrative that would redeem anything./ Vasiht'h sighed. /How do we get involved in these things?/


    Merriment then, tripping like fingers off a piano keyboard, a visceral memory spangled in sunlight and the perfume of wood polish and rosin. /We volunteer./


    Vasiht'h chuckled, and if there was rue in it at least he was laughing. /Okay. I can't argue that./


    "I'll get the fluids," Jahir said, rising. "You tell Hea Borden we're coming, and that we need a volunteer to oversee our patient."

  


  
    CHAPTER 9


    The work then was good. Better than that, for after the brief but interminable period when he and Vasiht'h were having trouble feeling connected, this return to normalcy felt bright, vivid, like spring's first breeze after too raw a winter. And he went to that work knowing that they people they were aiding would be helping the Ambassador and the ship's Captain carry out their plan, and their plan was so brazen and so preposterous that it had to have every chance of success. The nightmares, the anxieties, the griefs and fears they found slipping through the minds of their clients seemed to melt away beneath the sunlight of his relief… and he was not so involved with the feeling to fail to find it curious. Was this all his trust in Lisinthir's ability? Was it that he had found some hope for his own future, perhaps even with Sediryl? Was it some part of his own pattern sense, whispering that there was more to their destinies than this?


    No, that was wishing, he thought as he followed Vasiht'h to the third client of the night. Perhaps it was as simple as a physical release after too long in denial that he might benefit from it. His mind drifted toward his cousin's offer, wondering if on the other side of it there might be freedom.


    Oh, it would be good, to be free. If he could find the courage to make the attempt.


    First, though, they had to win themselves clear of this. And then they could all move forward, into whatever roles they needed to play to help secure the future of the Empire… because Jahir didn't need the Queen's ability to know that the fate of the Eldritch was woven into that future, sure as warp and weft.


    "Everyone so far's seemed a little better," Vasiht'h was saying to Hea Borden.


    The Seersa nodded. "I think knowing that we're going to make a decision soon one way or the other helps. And the Ambassador gave us the hope that we could do something active about our problems, rather than wait for rescue." She grinned, one ear sagging. "We're not very good at passivity around here."


    "I imagine not," Vasiht'h said. "Do you know when?"


    "Another day. Two at the latest. If we move soon, we might be able to use some of the ship's remaining power for assaulting the enemy, if we do some creative re-routing of the secondary generator's protocols." Her tone became almost smug. "Will probably suck up all the reserves at once, but if the plan works we won't need them."


    His partner, in contrast with the Seersa's satisfaction, was littering the mindline with agitated caltrops. "You really think we can figure out how to make a Chatcaavan vessel go?"


    "It's a ship," the Seersa said. "Two of us can speak Chatcaavan—three if you count the Ambassador—plus we have one specialist with experience in their tech systems… no, don't ask, I can't tell you how. And if that doesn’t work, we could probably take a prisoner and ask for his cooperation."


    "And you really think a Chatcaavan would cooperate?" Vasiht'h asked, ears flattening.


    "They can't all be sociopathic lunatics."


    They could if their cultural rewarded them for that orientation, Jahir thought. But even if it did, he had no doubt that Lisinthir could pry the information out of any prisoner they detained; he wondered if he should be worried that this thought didn't disturb him as much as it should, given what that persuasion would probably require.


    "What would happen to us?" Vasiht'h asked. "While you were taking over the other ship. Where would we be?"


    "That's a good question." Borden glanced over her shoulder and up at him. "Your friend seems able to keep himself in one piece in a fight. You didn't do too badly either."


    "You're not suggesting we go over there with you!"


    "It might be safer than staying behind." The Seersa shrugged. "Anyway, not my decision. The Captain will talk to you about it when it's closer to time." She stopped in front of a door. "Patient Number Three. Then it's my turn. You ready?"


    /I am./


    "Yes," Vasiht'h said. /You're so calm./


    /Let tomorrow take care of itself, arii. Right now is all we can move through./


    The Glaseah sighed, smiled. /You're right. Let's do this./


    Borden was their last client; they tucked her in and Jahir let Vasiht'h blow the breath of the Goddess through her sleeping mind, wind chimes in a night wind, the low whisper of it through leaves, the smell of them, spicy with sap, ripe, a call to the living. It raised the hair on the back of his neck, warmed his blood until he flushed, but it was a strangely peaceful feeling, less like need and more as if he was finally open to the world.


    Outside her room, Vasiht'h studied him for several long moments.


    "Do you find it uncomfortable?" Jahir asked, hesitant.


    "I was about to ask you the same thing!"


    "Then... no." He drew in a breath, sighed it out, felt the warmth race along his skin. "Though I hope it passes. I wouldn't want to spend my life this... attuned... to sensual reality."


    "Sensual reality," Vasiht'h repeated, mouth twitching. "Funny... my life is a sensual reality."


    "Oh?" Jahir paused, then sorted through the density of experiences they'd lived through alongside one another. "Yes. Food in the mouth. The richness of scent. Siblings sleeping at your side."


    "Paws losing feeling from siblings sleeping on my side...." Vasiht'h chuckled. "I think I've always been more in touch with those things than you."


    "You have made me appreciate them more." Jahir folded his arms behind his back and followed as Vasiht'h began walking down the corridor. "Strange to think that most of my life I have been surrounded by an excess of luxury, but I never appreciated texture or flavor or color until I left for the Alliance."


    "You might have been surrounded by excessive luxury," Vasiht'h said. "But it was the same luxury, year after year. It's not like home, where you can get a different cuisine every night of the week for months. The differences remind you to pay attention." He grimaced. "It keeps coming back to food for me. I am so tired of rations."


    "Soon, arii."


    "I hope you're right." Vasiht'h padded through their door into their rooms... which were empty, save for a note written on the back of the paper Jahir had left for his partner earlier.


     


    Restless—am in salle. Do come by.


         –L


     


    Squinting at it, Vasiht'h said, "Half the time he talks like a dragon, and then he suddenly defaults to Eldritch courtliness."


    Jahir smiled at that. "Let's go fetch him from his exertions."


    "Before he gives himself an aneurysm," Vasiht'h muttered.


    Sadly, not an entirely humorous comment given Lisinthir's state. Jahir said nothing to it and queried the computer as to the location of the Ambassador.


    The courier had a gymnasium. Jahir thought it a misnomer, too general for what was essentially a physical training room. There were weapons lined against one wall, and a padded mat used up most of the floor. The wall facing the door was composed of floor-to-ceiling mirrors: electronic ones, for they were dimmed almost to opacity by the power shortage.


    In the center of the room, Lisinthir was sparring with a slim Asanii feline, her fur gingery with the suggestion of darker stripes. They were working hand-to-hand, no gloves, no weapons, and no armor. She gave him no contest, unsurprisingly, but she tried him willingly enough. This was exercise for Lisinthir, nothing more: an opponent who attacked him without obvious menace and who couldn't win past his most casual defenses would never activate the instincts Jahir had seen in play on the Chatcaavan vessel. For the woman, though... she was breathing hard when she begged off, holding up her hands. "I'm... good, I'm... good. Look! Your keepers are here... to save me!" She laughed, holding herself up with her hands on her knees. "Just... just in time, too. Haven't... worked this hard... since the Academe chewed me up."


    Lisinthir said, "And I thank you for indulging me, Lieutenant."


    She blew her forelock off her damp forehead. "My pleasure. Aletsen, can I hand him over to you? I have to be on duty in fifteen and I need to change."


    "Yes, thank you. You observed no issues?"


    "Other than my being terribly out of shape?" She grinned, then shook her head. "No symptoms, no lapses, nothing."


    "That's what we were hoping to hear," Vasiht'h said. "Thanks, alet."


    "Anytime." She tossed off a mock salute to Lisinthir. "And you, Ambassador... I mean that. My lap's all yours whenever you want it."


    Lisinthir grinned. "I may take you up on that."


    "You do that. Cheers, aletsen."


    The moment the door closed, Vasiht'h said to Lisinthir, "Your lap?"


    "While we were in the cabin," Lisinthir said, plucking a towel off a rack and scraping it across the back of his neck. "We talked a while. The couch is rather too small, as you've no doubt observed, and it seemed impolite to have her sit on the floor or the table, so...."


    "You asked her to sit and then put your head in her lap?" Vasiht'h asked, ears sagging. And then, unable to help an amusement that tickled the mindline. "And she agreed?"


    "Why not?" Lisinthir lifted his brows. If he could have managed coy surprise, he would have tried, Jahir thought... but there was nothing in Lisinthir that could be coy. "I asked politely."


    "And I thought you were going to be bad for the ladies," Vasiht'h said to Jahir. "That's nothing to him. And the men have to worry about him too...!"


    Lisinthir chuckled, pacing to the end of the gym. "No fear, alet. I miss sex, but not enough to sleep my way through the Alliance's riches."


    "Oh really?"


    "No." Lisinthir's face was a mask. "Reminds me rather too much of what the Chatcaava did to Alliance slaves." He pulled a staff off the wall rack and turned, tossing it. "Catch, House cousin."


    Surprised, Jahir stepped into it, managed not to drop it. "And this is?"


    "For you to use against me. What else?" Lisinthir considered the available weapons, rolled his shoulders, turned from the wall and returned to the center of the mat. "Lieutenant Selvein was polite to indulge me, but she's hardly tired me at all. And you have work to do."


    Jahir didn't advance onto the mat. Meeting Lisinthir there wasn't the last thing he wanted to do, but it came fairly close... and he wasn't sure if it was because he knew he was no match for his cousin, or because he feared that he wanted to be shown just how completely he was no match for his cousin. "Do I."


    "You do. Do you know why?"


    "I assume you will have some reason with which I can't argue."


    Lisinthir's smile then didn't reach his eyes. "Because odds are high that you will soon be in a situation where you will be mistaken... for me."


    Jahir tightened his grip on the staff, shifted his fingers, which were already sweating. "In no universe will you sparring with me for an hour enable me to falsify your fighting skill to an audience of warriors."


    "You're absolutely correct. But it will put in the forefront of your mind the truth that in a few weeks, a few days, perhaps even a few hours, you will be fighting for your life... and the life of your beloved." Lisinthir glanced at Vasiht'h. "So putting in some practice would behoove you. Wouldn't it?" When Jahir didn't immediately answer, Lisinthir said, "Besides, this is therapy for me. I'm used to spending most of my time fighting or having sex."


    "Or doing drugs," Vasiht'h muttered.


    Lisinthir rested a hand on his heart and inclined his head as regally as a prince acknowledging a point. "Or doing drugs. As I'm not indulging myself in alcohol, nor losing myself in the arms of a lover, I need some other outlet for my physical tension."


    Sex might be easier than either of the alternatives. "I don't like fighting."


    "You love fighting," Lisinthir said, exasperated. "You fight me all the time."


    "With words—"


    "What does the weapon matter, Healer?" Lisinthir shook his head, long hair swaying. "Don't fool yourself, scion of the Seni. You and I and all our noble kin, we were bred to fight. We might not enjoy it, but it's in our blood. We defend the helpless from death and our own from dishonor. Don't you hear the song in the marrow of your bones?"


    The joints in Jahir's fingers were beginning to hurt from clenching. "I left our world to be done with that."


    "And leaped headfirst into a profession where you would have to set yourself at odds with others." Lisinthir held up his hand. "Oh, you will tell me that you heal them. But first you must fight them for their own souls."


    "I don't fight them for their souls because they don't come to me unwilling," Jahir said, knowing that it wasn't precisely true but pressing on anyway. "Unlike you."


    /Ariihir, he's.../


    /Baiting me, I know,/ Jahir said, struggling to pack his agitation beneath the surface again.


    "Turn that staff on," Lisinthir growled, and it was less anger and more invitation. The aggression in it sang under the words, lit a fire under Jahir's skin. "And show me that you haven't forgotten what's left when words no longer suffice."


    Jahir straightened, ignoring the crackle of energy that was stroking the length of his spine... the same one that made him feel alive, vital, present. How good it would be to give in! But all his life he had seen the waste created by the Eldritch system, which had elevated violence to genteel exercise, and then used it to accidentally kill its sons in the name of honor. He tossed the staff aside and said, "When words no longer suffice, violence is still not the only answer. There is always a better way, Ambassador, if only you seek it."


    The space between them seemed infinite, vast, and the time eternal. They regarded one another, and Jahir was proud of his own calm, of his commitment to principles, of his refusal to back down while refusing combat. He thought he would exist forever in that interior space, in the stillness between breaths.


    And then the gym spun and his knees skidded across the mat, and he found himself kneeling with his cousin's arm locked around his throat and his arms trapped behind him. He met Vasiht'h's eyes across the room and found a matching shock in them, but whatever the mindline wanted to give him was drowned out by Lisinthir's grief and frustration, writ large by proximity.


    "That presumes the luxury to seek alternatives," his cousin said. "God and Living Air, but will you tell me that you should answer torture with meekness?"


    Jahir sagged back against him, relaxed... melted until he could feel the rigidity of his cousin's chest against his. He gave in completely, baring his throat, and then opened his eyes and met his cousin's in challenge. Lisinthir stared down at him, frozen.


    In their tongue, Jahir said, quiet, in the purest mode, "There is power in yielding."


    "Those that submit often die."


    "Those that fight die also."


    Lisinthir closed his eyes, let his head drop until it was resting against Jahir's. "God, cousin. I care about you so I could give no answer to your submission but shelter. But the dragons will take you and then where will you be?"


    "Among dragons, where perhaps I will find some other way to win free. But fighting is not always productive."


    Lisinthir met his eyes, and Jahir suffered their regard. More than that... enjoyed it, both for the ease he seemed always to feel in his cousin's hands... and for the rare moment of having triumphed over a worthy opponent. It was the latter emotion that made him think perhaps his argument was flawed, but not enough to renege on making it.


    Lisinthir spoke and destroyed his victory completely. "And while you are kneeling to your foes, what of your beloved? Will you sit back and let them take him? You would go willingly to torment, perhaps, for the opportunity to find some better way. Will you condemn Vasiht'h to rape and slavery?"


    The mindline went cold so instantly Jahir's skin stippled with gooseflesh. His answer was reflexive. "No. Never."


    "So as usual," Lisinthir traced his cheekbone, his resignation sinking into Jahir's skin, "it's just you that you're willing to sacrifice."


    Was he doing it again? God and Lady—


    The scrape of plastic distracted him. Vasiht'h had bent and picked up the discarded staff, and the tableau was so powerful his breathing hitched: the slump of the Glaseah's shoulders and wings, the expressionless face, the weapon in the hand of a peace-loving race. Vasiht'h padded to him and offered it. Unable to find words, even for the mindline, Jahir accepted it.


    Vasiht'h squared his shoulders and looked at Lisinthir. "Make him practice."


    Lisinthir inclined his head.


    /And you,/ Vasiht'h said, the words roiling with anger and fear. /You start being more willing to take care of yourself. You have the time to consider escape from some Chatcaavan harem in six hundred years, but I don't./ The Glaseah's eyes shimmered, but didn't spill... not in the world. They washed the mindline with the smell of salt and the stench of sorrow. /Goddess damn it, Jahir. Don't you dare do this to me./


    The curse left him nearly speechless, and that was nothing to the pain he felt under them, the one he couldn't run from in his partner's eyes. "Vasiht'h—"


    The Glaseah turned away, released him, left him slumped and shaking against Lisinthir's chest. He was so troubled he almost didn't hear the words Lisinthir spoke above his head.


    "Don't blame him for his essential nature."


    "Is that what I'm doing?"


    Lisinthir's lopsided smile was in his voice. "I'm guessing."


    "You just got done taking him down for being too passive and you want to stop me from doing the same?"


    "I'm his cousin," Lisinthir said gently. "And an Eldritch of his station, and I address him as such. Our relationship is... not precisely antagonistic, but there is testing in it. You, though, are his beloved. He needs you for other things."


    "He's not a coward."


    "Yielding is not always a coward's way. One of the strongest people I know yields. Your beloved errs too much on that side, perhaps. But I err too far on the side of aggression." Lisinthir took Jahir's hand. "Up."


    Almost he didn't make it to his feet. He was still shaking.


    "Now," Lisinthir said to Vasiht'h, "tell him he still has a home."


    "What? Of course he—"


    "He doesn't know it right now." Jahir felt a nudge at his back. "Go, hug your beloved."


    We don't hug that often, he wanted to say, but Vasiht'h was wrapping his arms around him and it flew from him.


    /You are home with me,/ Vasiht'h said. /You always will. But Aksivaht'h, Jahir...! Don't frighten me like this!/


    /I may not be the person you thought I was./


    /I know exactly who you are./ The Glaseah's arms tightened around him. /You're my brother. You're family. And I love you. And I don't care if you kneel for Lisinthir, but Goddess, don't kneel for dragons!/


    But if dragons could be disarmed by kneeling...? Jahir wondered. There was a truth there that he could feel the shape of, but not name. So he said, because it was a truth he could name, /I love you as well. And I would die to keep them from taking you./


    Vasiht'h shuddered and pressed his head against Jahir's midriff, hiding his face. /Good. Because I don't want to become any dragon's slave. And I need to know that you'll work as hard to defend yourself as you would me... because without you..../


    The bleakness that swept through the mindline was so encompassing Jahir swayed, feeling it like the cold wind off a field of graves. He rested his hand on the back of Vasiht'h's head and said, softly, "I vow I will."


    Vasiht'h swallowed and nodded without lifting his head. /You keep your promises. So I believe you. But please, practice./


    "I will," Jahir said again, sighing. He stepped out of the embrace and looked at the staff, then at Lisinthir. "This will be a mockery, you know."


    "You mean to tell me you can't find a little anger in your heart to spare for our fight?"


    The other Eldritch was still waiting, hands loose at his sides and stance tense with the restless power that made him so swift on the attack. But he was also, Jahir thought, completely alone; that tension expected assault from any corner, and it was there in his shoulders, his hips, the tilt of his head, the readiness. What must it be like to live like that for months on end? And to have survived it only to end up completely isolate?


    "No," Jahir said. "But I'm sure you will do your best to prick some from me anyway." He turned on the weirdling Alliance staff with its coruscating colors. "I am at your disposal, cousin. Teach me."


    Vasiht'h whispered, /Thank you./


    /Stay?/


    /Always./


    Gripping the staff, Jahir met his cousin's eyes across the mat, braced himself, and made the attack.
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    The practice session fascinated Lisinthir... dismayed him, that also. There was little aggression in Jahir and what there was couldn't be sustained for long. He obviously didn't enjoy the exercise despite having trained sufficiently with the staff to be deft; it was as if fighting was a foreign language. But it was one Lisinthir felt he had been born speaking. Even unarmed, he could best his cousin, and did, over and over, attacking him and then drilling him on how to guard against that attack until Jahir could defend himself. Lisinthir gave up any pretense at verbal fencing; the sort of repartee he and the Emperor had traded as a matter of course was reserved to people at ease with violence, who could float above it to make threats and jests. This... this was too grim for any sort of badinage, no matter how good-humored.


    But for all his ineptitude at dealing out violence, Jahir could take it. He rose again from every kind of blow, humiliating or physically taxing. He endured. Seeing him push himself to his feet one more time, Lisinthir revised his original assumptions about how long his cousin would have lasted in the Empire... and some small part of him whispered that Jahir would have lived through the tortures that had nearly broken Lisinthir's mind.


    There was power in the yielding spirit. Lisinthir had the grace to admit to himself that he'd attacked Jahir for saying so for fear that he would lose his cousin to the Chatcaava, have to watch the partnership sundered and see what that did to Vasiht'h.


    "Enough," he said finally, when they were both drenched in sweat and Jahir was visibly trembling from fatigue. He reached over to take the staff from his cousin's hands, had to twist it out of clenched fingers. "Go with your beloved," he said. "Clean off and rest. I'll be along in a moment."


    That Jahir didn't object on the grounds that this would leave Lisinthir unmonitored spoke eloquently of his cousin's state. He merely turned and stumbled toward Vasiht'h, who lunged for his side and put his shoulder under his taller partner's and helped him from the gym.


    Lisinthir watched them go, then replaced the staff on its socket on the wall. If he was right, there would be facilities for washing—and he found them behind a second door. Stepping through the shower cube didn't relax him the way setting it to a water cleanse and staying there until the steam beaded the deck would have, but it was better than remaining sticky. Sitting on the ledge alongside the folded towels, Lisinthir reflected that the Alliance was often thus: efficient, brilliant, shining and wondrous... and too frequently empty of the inconveniences and challenges that allowed one to hone one's edges. Would he have been soft himself had he been born Pelted? Perhaps he should be grateful to his homeworld for being so backwards, if its many unnecessary dangers had given him the opportunity to become who he was.


    But then, the unnecessary dangers of his homeworld had created Jahir, as well. One place, and it had been responsible for someone ready to reshape the universe to suit his ends... and someone who was ready to die rather than force himself on anyone.


    There was a revelation trying to push through the edges of his ignorance, one struggling from the soil of their culture and the rarified echelons from which they both hailed, but though he tried he couldn't chase down his quarry. Frowning, Lisinthir queried the wall; it had been enough time for them to be alone together, find some equilibrium.


    When he arrived, Jahir had already fallen asleep on the floor and Vasiht'h was beside him, facing him, his entire lower body curled as if in reflexive attempt to shield the Eldritch from anyone walking through the door. Two pacifists forced to the battle: it was enough to exhaust him with unwanted pity. Lisinthir prepared for bed and then stepped past them and onto the bunk. He didn't expect to be able to sleep given his agitation... but the moment he closed his eyes, he fell forward into a darkness that resolved into arms, hide, a chest breathing against his, calm after exertion. There was a glowing, irregular sphere hanging alongside them, projected from some computer Lisinthir didn't care enough to locate.


    "So you were saying before we interrupted your lecture," Lisinthir said, eyes half-lidded.


    "Yes." Good humor. Satiation. Indulgence. "See here. The Empire."


    Lisinthir raised his head, reached for the wire frame and the colored cloud hanging in it like the gas of a nebula. Would it expand if he tugged it the way Alliance interfaces would? It responded to a flicked motion with curved fingers, as if he had dug claws into it and ripped it open. Seeing the glittering dust scattered through the colors, Lisinthir said, "Those are worlds."


    "They are." The Emperor stretched a single talon forth, tapped one of the grid lines. It lit a glowing patch along one edge. "Here is the border."


    That, at least, Lisinthir recognized, and the space immediately behind it, for he'd traveled through it to reach the Throneworld, which was, he saw, very close to the border compared to the rest of the Empire.


    The rest of the Empire, which was... staggeringly large. Far larger than it had been on any of the Alliance maps. Lisinthir sank his fingers into one of the sectors and jerked, magnifying it. So many worlds...! And none of them known to the Pelted and their allies. The initial treaty the Alliance and Empire had signed had required both signatories to offer maps delineating their respective political boundaries, but this map looked nothing like those. "Did you lie? Or have you simply been very busy expanding?"


    "Lying would have required us to believe you worthy of the truth." The Emperor rolled onto his stomach to free his wings, stretching them and then folding them against his spine. "But the answer is 'both.'"


    No use arguing about it. From their perspective, the decision made perfect sense... it was the Alliance's trust that their enemies would honor their promises that struck the Eldritch as dangerously naïve. Nothing in the Alliance's arsenal had ever convinced the Chatcaava that they could make good on their threats, so why would the Chatcaava take them seriously? Lisinthir considered the map. "The Throneworld is nowhere near the center of the Empire. That seems nonsensical. In a polity so large, would you not want the capital to be equidistant from its edges? As much as possible."


    "As much as possible is in fact impossible when the Empire is continually expanding." The Emperor tapped the map, a sequence with his fingers that reminded Lisinthir of the talon-activated comm interfaces. The variegated colors converged, became four distinct hues that divided the sphere into irregular quadrants. "For a long time, we ruled from our birthworld, here." A point very far from the border, nearly in the 'back' of the projection, granting that the Alliance-facing edge was the front. "But as you can see, we expanded coreward." The Emperor smiled. "You will like this, Ambassador. Some scientists posit that we can sense the galaxy's spin and are programmed to move away from that motion, toward relative stability."


    "Do you think it's true?" Lisinthir asked, fascinated.


    The Emperor rumbled his amusement. "Who could prove it? But it flatters our pride." He tapped the map. "So we moved coreward and ran into your Alliance and a fight, the only fight we'd had so far. That was the point where it was decided that the Empire needed to be ruled from closer to the front, and that is why you find the Throneworld so far forward. We are killers. Our leader must be a killer. Where else would a killer live, but close to the battle?"


    A perfectly reasonable explanation. "So where you born here?"


    "Me?" The Emperor laughed then, eyes narrowed. Through their skins Lisinthir felt memory moving, bitter and quick and cruel. "No... I am from near the homeworld. There, near the back of the Empire, where battles are few and worlds are poor. My sire died an unremarkable death as one of the lowest ranks in all the Navy—he had no title, even, only the name he was born with. He had all my angers, Perfection, but none of my ambition... nor, I fear, my intelligence."


    "A father without ambition," Lisinthir observed. "How remarkable that must have been. My own was nothing but ambition, stitched together with resentment and fury." He turned the map idly, noting the size of two of the quadrants, far out of proportion to the others. "You made your start as your sire did, I imagine."


    "I did. But I earned a title within weeks, and I let nothing stop me on the way to the throne." The Emperor was contemplating less the map and more Lisinthir's hand on it. As always, juxtapositions fascinated him. "The Emperor then was venal and incompetent and incurious, and I find all those qualities contemptible. To unseat him was a pleasing side effect to slaking my ambitions."


    "You and your pleasing side effects, Exalted."


    "Always." The dragon smiled, lazy.


    "So these colorations... they split the Empire into four sections? These two are not equal in size, I suppose, because they expanded faster."


    "They did. Those areas were richer: in worlds, in metals, in people, because in some places reproduction rates accelerated more than others." The Emperor stroked the largest of the quadrants. "Each of these quarters is overseen by a bureaucracy... and an arm of my Navy. My predecessor sourced his naval commands with people from the quadrants they were supposed to be policing, a policy I did away with for reasons you will probably intuit."


    "I am only shocked your predecessor didn't."


    "Yes, well. He is my predecessor for a reason." The Emperor grinned. "But it also amused me to see the impoverished worlds of my birth quadrant exercising their wills on their richer neighbors, and to consign the inevitable elitists of the wealthier worlds to dragging themselves through quiet backwaters without so much as an entertainment to distract themselves with."


    Lisinthir glanced at him. "I have to imagine that breeds resentment."


    "Oh, it does. 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. The rich are bored on their cruises, but take some mean pleasure in exerting themselves on the system defense fleets of the poorer worlds who think themselves their betters. When their officers begin to cavil, I send them to some other task, some other sector. I give them a system rebellion to quash, a new region to explore and claim." The Chatcaavan's eyes had become distant; Lisinthir could feel the spirit flowing outward, opening, a dark flower blooming toward the light of a monumental task. He rested his face against the Emperor's shoulder, mindful of the wing-arm, and brushed his lips against it.


    "It sounds a complexity."


    "It was. And rewarding. One never rests, but one never grows bored."


    "A little diversion now and then is a needful thing," Lisinthir said, kissing now. Come back to me.


    "Now and then." The Emperor arched that wing around, its clawed tip trailing Lisinthir's flank.


    Lisinthir narrowed his eyes until the political map became a vague glint seen through dense lashes... and then bit the shoulder until he tasted blood, and smiled as his lover lunged for him. Come back to me.


    Stay with me.


    Don't send me away—


    He jerked up, the blankets falling from him and the air on his skin was too cold and too empty. His heart raced until his head felt the most tenuous leash on the pain pounding in it. He was sweating and desperate—


    A hand gripped his, injecting a coolth as shocking as the analgesic. Jahir was up, stretching himself over the edge of the bed. "Here, cousin."


    "Not enough," Lisinthir said, roughly. "It's not enough. Be what I need."


    Wariness, sudden as pain springing up along the length of a laceration. Other things: fear, desire, professional concern. Too much. Lisinthir pulled his cousin onto the bed alongside him, ignored the fear and the wariness, stripped Jahir of his shirt and then dragged him close. He put his spine to the wall—safety, his mind whispered—and then tucked his cousin between his legs, Jahir's back to his chest. Folded his arms around him, rested his nose against the slope of the neck, bared by the braid. The skin against his slowed his heart... but it wasn't until his cousin's anxiety evanesced, left only trust and contentment, that Lisinthir felt his desperation fade. He breathed out loneliness, breathed in the smell of someone else's skin.


    Jahir's voice was sleep-roughened, lower than usual. "You remain a surprising man."


    Lisinthir smiled. "You thought my needs were as simple as someone to rhack?"


    A flinch of skin, an interesting one. He didn't think Jahir would react to the Universal profanity. "I think if I have learned anything in the past days, it's that your needs are... complex."


    Lisinthir wondered at his cousin's complexities. The epiphany he'd been hunting in the gym's locker room ghosted through his mind like the hint of an ice deer's hide amid the silhouettes of trees. "Have you divined the one I am feeding now?" he asked, curious.


    Jahir looked down at the hand spread over his sternum, shifted his shoulders. Lisinthir half-closed his eyes at the sensation of shoulder-blades pressing against his chest. So strange, the lack of wings. Convenient, also.


    "You have someone to protect." Through their skin, Lisinthir felt Jahir's wonder and drank it like tea-wine. He smiled against his cousin's neck. "That's what it is."


    And because he couldn't resist, Lisinthir said, "It's also that I miss having someone to rhack."


    "And was all your love-making violent then?"


    "No, of course not. And not violent the way our sparring was."


    Jahir grew very still.


    "You didn't enjoy it." Lisinthir traced one of the collarbones until Jahir's breathing deepened again. "And I owe you an apology."


    "No. You and Vasiht'h are right. I... give in too often. For fear of going too far."


    Was that it? Lisinthir thought not, or at least not entirely. He nipped Jahir's neck to distract him and said, "I like this braid of yours. Very nonconformist. Was it an Alliance habit you picked up?"


    "Ah, no. I always slept with it that way." A smile Lisinthir could hear in the words. "I scandalized my servant entirely."


    "And your father, I imagine."


    "I might have, had he lived to see me wear it. But I was barely out of gowns and my brother still in leading strings when he died." Lisinthir waited, expressing his attention through their skins. "A hunting accident. My mother mourned for...." Jahir trailed off, shook his head. "She still mourns, I think. They loved one another, and us."


    The deer in the woods stopped, met his eyes across a moon-lit meadow. Lisinthir said, "You were presented at court at the usual time?"


    "Yes." Faint curiosity, but his cousin seemed to believe this was in the vein of a distraction from Lisinthir's loneliness. "I attended the courts for a few years."


    "And you left not long after you stopped."


    Jahir nodded. "I did not perceive myself to be accomplishing much for the Seni."


    The gleam of light off an arrow-head, the creak of the string as he drew. "So your father died and left you the man of the house."


    "He did, yes." Jahir rested his head back on Lisinthir's shoulder, eyes closed. Lisinthir could just see them in the dim lighting, pale fringe of lashes against the slope of a cheek. "He took his duties very seriously and was greatly admired for his devotion to the family and those who owed us allegiance."


    "And for how long have you thought yourself a disappointment to your mother, and a failure for not fulfilling your father's legacy?" Jahir's body tensed as if against a blow; so he was right. He gave chase to revelation, winding through the forests of their shared obligations. "The eldest son, the only one, who would be expected to marry to meet his family's need, went to court and was shown to all the eligible ladies of your station. None of them took the place of the cousin he could not wed. Duty required you to forsake your heart, but you could not bring yourself to embrace it. Best that you had not been born at all, then to bring to your family and House the shame the fulfillment of your desires would entail." Lisinthir gently kissed the nape of his cousin's neck and murmured, "How long have you been punishing yourself for not being your father?"
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    How still the world was, Jahir thought. How cold and quiet. The only real thing in it was the feel of Lisinthir's chest moving behind his, the hand resting on his heart, the distant sound of his own breathing.


    "I..." He began, and could not continue. No denial came to his lips because none was possible. He remembered his father, distant, serene, gentle and stern... perfect in every way.


    Lisinthir turned him gently until Jahir's shoulder was against his chest. Feeling the hand cupping his head and the other around his waist, Jahir said, "You are nothing like an Eldritch."


    Lisinthir snorted, but it was a quiet sound. "I am everything like an Eldritch. I am merely not willing to be constrained by the stupidities that are strangling our culture. In particular our culture, the one that constrains us, noble heirs, male, expendable." The fingers were stroking along Jahir's cheek now, from bone to jaw, soothing.


    "Not everything about our culture is stupid."


    A pause then. Lisinthir sighed, kissed his brow. "And you would say so. Your parents adored you—I feel it in your skin, in your heart, and it wouldn't matter so much to you what they thought of you if they hadn't cared so much. You were wealthy. You had the Queen's favor. You even had a brother, and what family is rich in siblings? In every way, you were born beneath a favorable sun."


    "And you, not," Jahir said, wondering why he was so calm. "So it troubles you less to cast it off if it doesn't suit you."


    "There's my healer, emerging again." A smile in that voice. "But yes. I suspect so."


    "I don't want to cast off my culture," Jahir said, soft. "I want to go back one day. Bring home all that I've learned. Help us to thrive. Do..." He stopped at the sudden knot in his chest. "Do honor to my family, and my House."


    "And you will." How could such tenderness exist in someone so violent? What had he missed? A finger on his lip distracted him from his thoughts. "Not only will you, but you can do all that with your near-cousin at your side."


    "Lisinthir...."


    A smile, shadows accreting at the corner of a mobile mouth. "Will you argue with me? Mmm? Shall I teach you to believe me?"


    Jahir ignored the ripple of gooseflesh that pricked up his shoulders. "Let us say I accept your hypothesis about the source of my self-destructive tendencies—"


    "Is it hypothesis?"


    His cheeks colored. "I think it a promising hypothesis. But let us say we accept it." He drew in a breath. "It won't change that these are patterns that were set in me very early, many of which are congruent with my personality. It won't change that my first instinct is not confrontation."


    "No," Lisinthir agreed. "But as I told your beloved, yielding is sometimes strength. Adapting to changing circumstances requires willingness to accept and submit to their inevitability. The ability to compromise, which leads to detente and the fostering of diversity, comes with yielding. And trust..." Lisinthir met his eyes in the dark. "Trust is the ultimate strength."


    "Unless you trust the wrong person."


    "Nevertheless." Lisinthir wound a finger in his braid, crooking his finger to pull it taut. An idle gesture, Jahir thought, but it made him achingly aware of the constraint on his mobility. "You have a task now, Healer."


    "And that is?"


    "You have seen the source of your grief and how it has shaped you. You've seen the weaknesses it made in you, and perhaps admitted to some of the strengths. Now it is your duty—" A sudden tug on the braid, "—to cultivate those strengths."


    "Those being," Jahir managed, voice gone rough and soft.


    "Your thoughts. Your mind. Your intelligence. Your ease with change; your openness to the new and unknown. Your emotional resilience. Your willingness to take on responsibilities beyond the needful." Lisinthir nudged his face to one side and the feel of warm breath on his neck scattered his thoughts, left him more open to the ones his cousin suggested were true. And wasn't the only reason he was fighting them was his belief that he couldn't possibly be the perfect son his parents had deserved?


    God and Lady, but could all of this come down to a pale and frightened child standing at his father's open grave, watching the soil fall over the slope of a coffin?


    "You don't think less of me," was what he fumbled to. "For not being better at the fight."


    That won him Lisinthir's fingers digging through his hair to cup his skull, and a little shake. "How can someone so loved look so constantly for reasons to be unworthy of it? Cousin—you are a psychiatrist. Who among your clients has been so perfect? Why then do you hold yourself to that standard?"


    "I've had longer to work on myself...."


    "You've had longer to twist yourself into strange shapes, also."  Lisinthir sighed, exasperated. "Not everyone will have my love for the fight, cousin, and there's nothing wrong with that."


    "Why do you?" Jahir asked. "Love the fight."


    Lisinthir let his fingers slacken, trail down to the back of Jahir's neck. There was a smile on his mouth, but beneath the skin the energy that crackled knew no mirth. It was life striving against all obstacles, refusing to be bested. It was glory and power and the fierce elation of survival. It came wound through with lust because it celebrated its own vitality. "There is a moment," Lisinthir said at last, voice low, "When you are in motion, and it is the move that will grant you victory over a foe against whom you might have lost. A moment where their life is yours. Where their death is yours. That moment, that power... that is what draws me." A kiss, grazed against his brow. "I fight to defend the innocent. But I love it for that moment."


    "And it doesn't frighten you. To arrogate to yourself a power reserved to the God and Lady?"


    "Had the God and Lady not wanted us to exercise it, they would not have made us capable of killing." Lisinthir traced a curve under his eye. "Besides, to guard a life is as heady as to spend it."


    "I know," Jahir murmured.


    Interest, incredulity, quick as alcohol to the bloodstream. "Oh?"


    Jahir nodded. "I have drawn people back from death before."


    "I'd thought you hadn't trained to be a physician?"


    "No," Jahir thought, and some part of him whispered, Not yet. He said, "No, but our abilities... I have used them to rescue the victims of klaidopin use." At his cousin's curiosity, he clarified, "Wet."


    "Ah. The street drug, if I remember right?"


    "You do," Jahir said. "It kills within a dose. Two or three at most. Their minds...." He faltered at the memories. "They fall apart. And sometimes, if I was lucky, I could bring them back."


    Lisinthir was very still. "Show me."


    Jahir looked toward him. "They are not comfortable memories—"


    "But you want to share them."


    Did he? Yes, he did. Some part of him needed to demonstrate that in some arenas he too had his puissance. That he could choose his own battlefield and prevail on it if need be. He reached for his cousin's face and rested his hand on Lisinthir's cheek, settling the fingers there, and whispered, Come.


    And fell back into Heliocentrus's weight, the killing grip of its gravity dragging at his limbs, straining his breath, the constant starvation for air and energy that slowed his limbs and dizzied him at every turn. Saw again the rows of beds with their unresponsive victims, the gray palls that clung to them like the cerements of their funerary biers. Felt the desperation of their certain deaths, the terror of Vasiht'h's conviction that he would die helping them, had almost died twice, his heart stopping while he fought for their minds. His world narrowed to the freneticism of their disordered minds as the halo-arch shrieked its clarion warning—no chimes or music here—and the ripping effort of holding them fast, holding them to life: live, breathe, just a little longer—


    The soaring triumph of success, only to wake crumpled on the floor with his partner wound around him, knowing all that he'd given had bought only a few hours for families to arrive and make their farewells.... the desolation and the hollow ache of it, and the knowing that he would do it—did do it—all again—


    The grip on his hair brought him back, into a kiss that dashed the memories away with fever and the shock of Lisinthir's ferocious and possessive admiration. Stunned, he could only accept the claim and then answer it, sliding his arm around his cousin's shoulders.


    Lisinthir let him breathe only when he was gasping for it, chafing their mouths together. In the bloodwarm silence, Jahir felt the other's respect settle in him, convince him in a way that words never could. It was why the resignation perplexed him. He looked up, hoping he was not sensing the beginnings of regret, or worse, a retraction—


    "No," Lisinthir said, sighing. "Never that." Another little chafe, a stroke of thumb against jawline. "Just... observing how quickly you made yourself dear to me."


    His heart contracted. "You would confess to feeling so quickly...."


    "Did you not love Vasiht'h when you saw him?"


    Jahir paused, remembered the shape tangled up in a child's jump rope, the gentleness in the voice, the laughter in alien eyes, and the kindness. "It's not the same."


    "It's never the same," Lisinthir murmured. "Every person comes to you differently, because every person is something different to you. I have been what you needed. And you... what I needed." He paused, then chuckled and lifted his finger, enough to wave it admonishingly. "You are thinking now of fancy jargon and dangerous therapeutic precedents. From one lover now he fastens his attention on the next, to give his lonely heart ease."


    Since he had in fact been thinking of codependency and transference, Jahir flushed and answered, "Would you blame me?"


    Lisinthir smiled. "Ask me if I would keep to your side, could I return to my lovers."


    He couldn't, because between their skins he could feel the truth.


    "Ask now if I would keep to your side, did I need to do my duty."


    Again, the uncompromising answer.


    "Ask me if I would try to pry you from your beloved, or keep you from the woman I believe you must certainly wed, no matter what you think."


    He wasn't sure whether to laugh or to lose his breath to the steel core that he sensed beneath the passions at the skin-level. And yet, the tenderness remained, and mystified, and he found himself speaking without consulting himself beforehand. "Am I so little then? The opposite of codependence... a convenience, to be used until you stand on your feet and then discarded."


    Gently, "Do you think me capable of such?"


    A long pause, because Jahir couldn't fill it. He knew the answer to that too, and found himself wondering suddenly how those who couldn't sense lies and truth through something as simple as a touch could function. To navigate the complexities of a relationship without proof loomed large as an act of bravery he could barely conceive... and yet, did not Eldritch do this, by denying themselves skin?


    Was that all his cousin had wanted when he'd pulled Jahir's shirt off?


    "No," Lisinthir said, his amusement rippling with wickedness. "Yes."


    He couldn't help it... he laughed.


    "Better."


    The word came with an affectionate nuzzle, and Jahir leaned into it, admitting that perhaps his cousin had become dear to him too. It was not the breathless love he had for Sediryl, but it was close and needful all the same. He sighed, unsure whether to be exasperated, fond, or dismayed. "Lisinthir. You are incorrigible."


    "So I am." Lisinthir rested his brow against Jahir's and added, contemplative, "I suppose you could make a milk name of it and use it. No one ever called me by such, so I have no idea what it would be."


    "No one? Ever called you by a love-name?" Jahir leaned back to look at him, startled.


    "Are you so surprised?" Lisinthir snorted. "Who would ever have felt affection for me to give me one?"


    "Your mother... singing to you at the bassinet?" At his expression, Jahir fumbled, "A wet nurse." No. "A nurse? A cousin? Nothing?"


    Lisinthir smiled a little.


    "God and Lady," Jahir whispered. It was impossible to conceive. His own parents had given him a cradle name for his sacramental name because, as his mother had told him often while seeing him to bed, 'You are so dear that all will love you, so we have saved them the trouble of needing to learn the name they should use to call for you.'


    Lisinthir kissed him at the edge of his brow, breath warm against his temple. "No regrets, cousin. I have lived to find love, and it knows my name. I like it better that it is a name known only to aliens."


    "And you no longer signal intimacy by Eldritch means," Jahir said, feeling it in his cousin's fingertips, the regret and the peace with it both. "You call me cousin and healer and heir...."


    "Among the dragons, names are contempt made manifest. One strives for a title because a title defines your relationships to others in a way a name never can." Lisinthir rested his hand on Jahir's neck. "So for you, 'Heir' when you are being intransigent and too constrained by our more ridiculous customs. 'Healer' in your strength, because it is your strength. 'Cousin'..." Trailing off, smug, amused, affectionate. "Because it titillates you."


    "Augh," Jahir said and laughed, despite himself. "So, what do I call you?"


    "You will have to choose."


    "'Scion' when you are intransigent, then, and too forgetful of the good that forged us," Jahir said, challenging him and seeing the pleasure at the challenge. "'Ambassador' in your duty, because you have made that title yours and given it power beyond the office." Jahir smiled and lifted his brows. "And 'cousin,' because I accept your right to titillate me."


    "Do you?"


    "And if I said 'yes'?"


    "Then I would be honored." That won him a kiss on the closed eye. "Perhaps later, we will find a few more titles for one another."


    Jahir laughed. "Lover of dragons and wayward Eldritch peers."


    "Beautiful servant," Lisinthir countered in their tongue, shading it white and holy, bringing with it echoes of the catechism, chapel bells singing silver through the mist shrouding dawn. So long as there is breath in me, I will serve life—serve life—serve life.


    Stunned, Jahir froze.


    "And beautiful servant," Lisinthir finished, shading it red for blood and fever, tinting it with willingness and yielding and the strength of carnal trust. He smiled at Jahir's shudder, finger tracing his lower lip. "Just so."


    "Tease," Jahir muttered, and wondered why the words made the skin under his hand stipple when so little else seemed to affect his far more experienced cousin.


    "Only a little." Lisinthir nipped his nose. "We should sleep. It won't be long now, before the decision."


    "Yes."


    "Off the bunk. And put your shirt back on. You're cold."


    Jahir shook his head. "Are you always so autocratic?"


    Lisinthir reached over, grabbed him by the braid, and kissed him silent. When they parted, he said, "Do you always talk so much?"


    Jahir huffed past his racing heart. "Go to sleep, Ambassador."

  


  
    CHAPTER 10


    When Vasiht'h woke and found the pillows alongside his empty, his first thoughts were rotten through with panic. He'd pushed his partner into the practice with Lisinthir, had all but demanded that Jahir do something he found uncomfortable while also fighting far too many other pressures. When it had been over, the mindline had been so dense with aching exhaustion there'd been no room in it for additional information, and the Glaseah had been forced to watch his partner fall asleep instantly, as if dropping unconscious. It had been difficult for him to lie down himself, without the chance to apologize, to explain, to tell Jahir he loved him and it was just the stress of their situation that was making him like this—


    But the mindline was not blank, and it was not thick with discomfort or cold with fear and distance. There were numbers in it, and frustration, and the suggestion of mercury flashing: the Eldritch at work on something, thoughts quick-flowing. Vasiht'h rolled onto his paws and checked the bunk—the Ambassador was still asleep—and then he headed through the door into the other room.


    Already dressed, Jahir was sitting in front of the table with a hand to his temple, a pen hanging lax from his fingers in a way somehow reminiscent of Lisinthir and his cigarettes. Spread before him were several sheets of paper, a data tablet, and the leather case where the Glaseah had found the hekkret, now missing several rolls.


    "Arii?" Vasiht'h said, hesitant.


    Jahir looked up, smiled—true warmth, though marred by frustration and concern. "You're awake. How did you sleep?"


    "As well as I could, I guess." Vasiht'h padded closer, encouraged by the normalcy in the mindline. Not just normalcy… but intimacy and warmth, an openness that reminded him of their best days. He sank into it the way he would have a sun-warmed nest of pillows. "What are you doing?"


    "Trying to divine whether we have a problem." Jahir rolled the pen between his fingers, and the mindline communicated its texture to Vasiht'h: cool and smooth and somehow rewarding, as if sensation had become something new and worthy of analysis. "In this case… how long this supply of the drug will last."


    Vasiht'h's ears flicked back and his fur bristled. "I hadn't thought of that."


    "I hadn't either until I woke." Jahir sighed and leaned back, resting his booted foot against the table's edge. While it wasn't rare for his friend to have such looseness of posture, it was unusual when they were 'out.' Somehow, this cabin had become a place Jahir felt safe. "But it appears he's going through two of these a day, and unless he has another package of them secreted in his luggage…."


    "You could maybe synthesize more?" Vasiht'h offered, sitting with his tail folded over his paws.


    "Not likely. The genie eats power. It was the first thing they shut off, do you recall?" Jahir rubbed his brow. "And that is without the analysis that would have to be done first, which would also require the clinic's machinery to be available."


    "Maybe we could risk a few seizures? We managed to bring back the wet victims…."


    "It's not the seizures that concern me… or at least, not only." Jahir shook his head. "There are too many unknowns, arii. I still don't know what the hekkret does to him, so how can I plan for how his body will react in its absence? I am guessing at the effect on the nervous system, and perhaps that has been corroborated by the seizures we've seen him undergo. But there are inevitably other symptoms, and I am no healer to predict them. He may live quite ably for a month… or the taper may kill him without warning."


    "And you don't want him to die," Vasiht'h said, quiet.


    "No." Jahir glanced at him, puzzled at the question, and it tasted like cardamom on kerinne: unexpected but not unpleasant. "Of course not?" And then, as if seeing the expression Vasiht'h was keeping hidden, "Oh, no. Do you think me angry at you? Or angry at him?" Jahir reached and rested a hand on Vasiht'h's shoulder, surprising him. "No. How could I be?"


    "I don't know," Vasiht'h said, rounding his shoulders and ducking his head. "Forcing you into fighting with him wasn't very nice of me."


    "But it was a needful thing. You were both right. Shall I hate you for it?"


    His partner's certitude was better than any cookie. More like soup, the kind of soup you craved when you were sick and needed something unctuous and easy to complete all the hollow places in you that demanded nourishment. Vasiht'h shivered, then chuckled. "No, but I expected resentment. It would have been natural."


    "It would have been, but not productive. And not fair either."


    "And… Lisinthir?" Vasiht'h asked, hesitant. "You've forgiven him?"


    "Have I needed to?" Jahir sounded surprised, but more at himself than at the question. "He is acting according to his nature. And he is fond of me, and I am of him."


    Fond of him! Vasiht'h tried to curtail his surprise at what felt like understatement and received for his pains the faint bubbles of his partner's mirth, tickling at his paws as if to make him dance on them. His grin was reluctant but he couldn't help it.


    "It is fondness," Jahir said. "Though there is… a dimension to it that I am unaccustomed to feeling."


    "And… that doesn't make you uncomfortable?" Vasiht'h asked carefully.


    Jahir's smile had a whimsical quality. "How can it, when he treats me as he does?"


    Vasiht'h couldn't help his confusion. "You mean the baiting and the fighting."


    "I mean," Jahir said, quieter, "the tenderness, and the absolute certainty that I am precious and in need of protection." His smile grew lopsided. "It's rather difficult to maintain shame in the face of such aggressive admiration."


    "He really treats you that way?" Vasiht'h asked, softer.


    In reply, Jahir slid that hand down Vasiht'h's arm to the hand and cupped it between both of his. Through that touch he offered a memory: nothing too distinct or sexual, for which the Glaseah was grateful, and that in itself was a surprise, that there was any memory of something non-sexual. A kiss at the corner of the brow, the rue and sweetness in it mingled like nettle tea swirled with honey: bracing, medicinal, stinging him to life and assuring him of its value.


    "Oh!" Vasiht'h whispered. "Is he like that with you?"


    "With me?" Jahir repeated, emphasizing the last word with interest. And gave a soft 'ah' in response to the memory Vasiht'h shared, of the embrace when he went alone to the Ambassador's room and the safety he felt there. "Yes. I see. And it is entirely typical of him, now that I understand him well enough to see it."


    "That he needs someone to protect," Vasiht'h guessed.


    "He is what our culture strives to shape a man of our station into. A sword set in defiance against all that would cut down the family and the House." Jahir glanced at the paper and Vasiht'h followed his gaze. He knew enough to recognize titration schedules, but not much more than that; as usual, what distracted him was the refinement of his partner's penmanship. It remained a revelation to see something as modern as chemistry and as spontaneous as jotted notes rendered in calligraphy that elegant.


    "You're thinking," Vasiht'h said suddenly into the silence, "that your culture failed to make you that way."


    "No," Jahir admitted, the mindline seeping more numbers. "I am fretting at the biology."


    "It could turn out fine," Vasiht'h said. "He didn't have a seizure yesterday, after all?"


    "We think he didn't. By his own report, he spent some time here with his head in the lieutenant's lap—" That observation accompanied by a rising curl of mirth that somehow evoked the hekkret smoke, "—long enough probably to use one of those in its entirety. But there are seizures that don't produce grossly observable symptoms. She might have believed he was lost in thought when in fact he was in the throes of one." Jahir pressed his thumb under his brow-bone. "We will have to set Hea Borden to any further watches. She'll have the training to recognize any partial seizures."


    "Should be do-able," Vasiht'h said. "So long as we're not treating her. Why are you frowning like that?"


    "Because I think we should have a discussion with Captain Raynor," Jahir said. "So perhaps we should summon her now to that vigil."


    [image: ***]


    Raynor was in the mess, having what Jahir presumed was his breakfast, and the ubiquitous and universally unloved ration bar fell from his attention immediately when he saw what the man was pouring into his cup. That aroma, ambrosial—"Is that...?"


    "Coffee, yes," Raynor said, amused. "Please, be my guest, both of you."


    How amazing it was to cup a warm mug, taste something more complex than water, accept in that first sip a reminder of civilization and comfort. Was it their peril and the long days of a diet of minimal variation that made him so sensitive to the flavor? Or had Lisinthir woken in him some long ignored awareness of how intense sensation could be?


    "I take it the two of you haven't come by to have something to eat," Raynor said once they'd joined him at the table. "What can I do for you?"


    /This is your show,/ Vasiht'h murmured, subdued.


    So it was. "It concerns the Ambassador's health."


    "Go on."


    How to say it? Perhaps plainly was best. "I don't believe it prudent to wait before attempting our own rescue."


    Raynor had a long pull at his mug before setting it down and tapping his fingers lightly on its lip. "You're telling me he needs a Medplex that badly?"


    Jahir considered his uncertainties and measured them one final time against the dangers he could guess at. "Yes. I can't say what ails him, Captain. That's part of the problem. What I can say, and I believe Hea Borden will agree, is that he is of too great a value to the Alliance alive to leave him at risk."


    "You think it's a grave enough danger to risk bringing the Chatcaava down on our heads."


    Did he? "Yes."


    The man had another piece of the bar, chewed. Jahir watched him, feeling Vasiht'h's matching attention in the mindline like an outstretched limb, trembling with effort.


    "Will you consider his plan?" Jahir finally said.


    Raynor finished the bar, chuckled. "Aletsen. I've already decided to implement it. Why do you think there's hot coffee? All the crew's had a ration. Our way of saying we're in for a pound now, so the power's either going to matter or not really soon now."


    Vasiht'h blew out a breath. "We thought we had to convince you."


    "Nah. We were going to have to call for help at some point anyway," Raynor said. "Given that, it's in our best interests that any Chatcaava we accidentally attract will be primed to underestimate us. Best case scenario, they never come at all and our rescuers arrive in force, expecting a fight, and are pleasantly surprised. Worst case scenario, our enemies find us... at which point we've positioned them as best we can for an ambush. There's really no other choice. Given that, there's no reason to wait. The faster we call, the faster we have a resolution." The man lifted his cup. "One way or the other."


    Vasiht'h's shudder felt like waking in winter with the fire gone cold. Jahir said, "When, then...?"


    Raynor stood. "As soon as the Ambassador's available to coach us through the scripts... so when he wakes up, will you tell him? Borden tells me he's under observation now for seizures?"


    "That's correct, and we will." As the man drank off the last of his cup, Jahir said, "Thank you for your time, Captain. Will we be seeing you for next session? I believe you're among the only members of the crew Hea Borden hasn't taken us to aid."


    Raynor chuckled. "I am, and I'm looking forward to it tonight. But between now and then there's a lot to be done, eh? Enjoy your coffee. That's the first and last pot we'll be brewing before we get out of this."


    "We will," Vasiht'h said, emphatic.


    At the door, Raynor added, "And aletsen? You might want to consider your own roles in this since there's no way I can guarantee you'll remain uninvolved if we're attacked. If you have any skills you can use...."


    Vasiht'h's shudder this time was visible at the edge of Jahir's vision. "We'll discuss it with the Ambassador."


    "Good plan. He seems to know what he's about."


    Alone in the mess, Vasiht'h said, "It's nice to drink something that's not water, at least. Though I miss tea."


    "If the Captain is correct, we will have our tea again sooner rather than later." Jahir thought about making the cup last, but the warmth of it was too welcome. The chill in the air had become pronounced, though it helped that Vasiht'h didn't feel it; some of that came through the mindline, made his own skin a little less sensitive to it.


    "But between us and that…."


    "We will deal with what's between us and that as it comes to us." Watching his partner take a sip from his coffee, flavoring it with his resignation, Jahir said, "Perhaps you should take self-defense classes also when we get home."


    "Me!"


    The indignation and distress was almost—almost—humorous… and only because it had been his reaction to Vasiht'h's suggestion that he do the same years ago. Some hint of that feeling must have bled through their link because the Glaseah sighed. "Right. It is ridiculous for me to be objecting, isn’t it."


    Because the distress hadn't faded, because it had in fact begun to solidify into obstinacy, Jahir said, "It does strike me as… peculiar… that you would recommend to me a course of action you're unwilling to embark on yourself when the need for it is being proven to us as we speak."


    "We're not exactly going to find ourselves in a war zone again!"


    "Are we?" Jahir asked, quieter. At the Glaseah's sharp glance, he finished, "We are the Queen's to command. Or I am, at least. And you have made your own pledge that you must honor however you see fit."


    "I go where you go," Vasiht'h said after a moment, but all the mindline was taut with quivering fear.


    Jahir let that lie until the Glaseah was no longer so flustered. The question surprised him on the way out, but he found he needed to know the answer. "Is it that you have some sense that I am better suited to combat? Is there some violence in me that I am unaware of but that you can see?"


    "No!" Vasiht'h bared his teeth, shook his head. "No, it's nothing like that. The opposite, even! Half the time I feel like I'm the one who should be protecting you… no, more than half the time. But… you… there's a belief in you that I don't have, that things inevitably come to violence. Or can. I don't have that in my heart. To me, violence is an aberration, an accident… something people might go their whole lives without seeing. It's not like that with you. You love peace because you've seen war."


    "Not war," Jahir murmured, thinking of what was to come. The scale of it staggered him; that Lisinthir could encompass it astonished him, much less that he could take strength from it. "But violence, yes." He finished his coffee. 


    "I'm sorry," Vasiht'h said, looking away. "I can't believe I've done this to you. Pushed you to take on the responsibility for the fights that might actually result in injury or death or blood just so I could maintain my own innocence. My… purity."


    "You are being too unkind with yourself," Jahir said, gently. "You have rushed to defend life yourself."


    "It's different in a hospital," Vasiht'h said. "That's not malice."


    "It is when the injury is the result of violence."


    "And you didn't see me volunteer for the medical track, did you? I don't like hospitals. Disease and old age and accidents I can fathom, though I wouldn't want to deal with them day after day. But violence?"


    "And how is emotional violence any different?"


    Vasiht'h looked down at his cup. "You can live through emotional violence."


    "Arii…" Jahir gently pried the mug out from between Vasiht'h's fingers and turned the other to look at him; perhaps physical touch had its uses. It certainly left the Glaseah open to him in a way he wouldn't have been had Jahir tried to do this with his voice alone. "You are creating a distinction that doesn't exist. All violence is cruel and ugly. All of it can kill. You and I have seen words kill people. And we cannot afford to be ignorant of the physical. Neither of us. Not anymore."


    Vasiht'h looked up at him from beneath his forelock and Jahir could feel his heartbeat shuddering in the mindline, too quick. "You say that as if this isn't going to be over when we get back."


    "I'm praying that it will," Jahir said. "But if it's not, would you rather end up in that situation unprepared?"


    Vasiht'h bit his lip, dropped his head. His 'no' was a shivery thing, a bare echo hanging between them, but with all his heart Jahir empathized with his partner's rejection. With his wish to remain an innocent.


    /Me too,/ he whispered, putting all his regret into the words like the smell of dust and stale air. /Would that we could both remain pure./


    /It's not about purity,/ Vasiht'h roused himself to say. He reached over and hugged Jahir. /We're not going to be less pure because we learn how to take care of ourselves./


    /Exactly./ Jahir rested his head on Vasiht'h's.


    /I still wish we lived in a world with no Chatcaava./


    Jahir thought of his cousin's passions, of how the Chatcaava had given him purpose and completed him. What would the hunters and the aggressors of the world do without something against which to strive? Would they all end up in a xenotherapist's office, being talked down from their restlessness and their need to protect a world that needed no protection? Jahir had been lucky: he had found a place that valued his talents and allowed him to be and feel productive. Not everyone was.


    What would have happened to Lisinthir had the Queen not sent him on?


    "My coffee's getting cold," Vasiht'h observed ruefully.


    "Finish it and let's go back," Jahir said. "Borden will be wanting relief."


    "We could take her a cup?"


    "We could, and she would probably be grateful."


    [image: ***]


    When they arrived, Borden was sitting on the table beside the couch staring at his cousin, who was lying with one hand on his chest and the other on his brow, as pretty a picture of nonchalance as one could contrive. As Vasiht'h set down the coffee, Jahir said, "Things went well?"


    "For some values of 'well,'" the Seersa replied. Her tail was stretched behind her on the table and the tip was flicking, as clear a sign of agitation as any vocal or facial cue. "He had pain that culminated in a bout of vomiting."


    "Vomiting!" Jahir exclaimed. "But what? We have been feeding him intravenously!"


    "No idea," Borden said. "He didn't tell me until after he'd done it. And a fine job he did of pretending everything was normal while he was in there until he was done."


    On the couch, Lisinthir opened one eye, and despite the lines cradling it there was an unmistakable satisfaction in that look.


    "Did you give him the vial?"


    "When he woke up," Borden said. "But I don't see how that could have triggered it. We're bypassing his digestion entirely. There's something else going on, and we're not going to figure out what it is short of putting him under a halo-arch... and if we're going to do that I need to get authorization from the Captain."


    "Somehow I doubt the Captain's going to want the clinic using up the stores when he's about to throw us at the dragons," Vasiht'h muttered.


    "He is?" Borden's ears perked. "He made the decision?"


    "He did, yes," Jahir said. "And this cup is for you. It is part of the ritual, it seems."


    She chuckled and took the mug, inhaling deeply. Her fur fluffed at the throat, just visible above the collar of her uniform. "Oh, yes. Something to fortify us for the work."


    "No seizures then," Jahir continued.


    "No. And I haven't given him anything for pain."


    "And you are in pain," Jahir said to Lisinthir in their own tongue, shadowing the words.


    Lisinthir clucked before answering in kind. "So stern, my healer. And so demanding."


    That was teasing, particularly with the flash of the carnal mode on the last word... but Lisinthir's voice was rasped, and it hurt to hear the loss of the round fullness of his usual timbre. "You could at least have told her what it was that came out of you. It's important." When Lisinthir didn't reply, Jahir stripped the moods from the words so that they came out in an impersonal staccato, the closest he could come to a physician's brisk neutrality in their language. "And if I kiss you, will I taste blood in your mouth?"


    "Would you kiss me to find out?" Lisinthir asked, interested.


    Jahir's eyes narrowed.


    "Yes," Lisinthir drawled, the words baroque with shadows, "that was a dare. And no, I don't think you'll take me up on it."


    In Universal, Jahir said, "Will the two of you give us a moment?"


    "Sure," Borden said, rising with the mug. "Maybe you can tell me a bit about how this therapy of yours works, Vasiht'h-alet?"


    Vasiht'h sent him a wary surge, and Jahir soothed it away, saying, /He needs disciplining./


    /Does he!/


    /A thing between Eldritch, yes?/


    Vasiht'h eyed him as he walked past with Borden. /If you're sure..../


    Jahir put his determination into the sending. /I am. Or we'll have no end of fights with him over his healthcare. He needs to test limits too much./


    /I guess I'm not surprised. All right, we'll be in the corridor. You'll tell him Raynor wants him?/


    /When I'm done./


    The door slid shut on the Pelted, leaving him staring down at his cousin, arms folded over his chest.


    Lisinthir chuckled. "So now what? You will harangue me about making your work more difficult—" He paused. Jahir did also. He didn't remember leaning down and grabbing the front of Lisinthir's shirt; both of them looked down at his fist in surprise.


    "This is my last proper shirt," Lisinthir observed.


    "Then I advise you not to struggle," Jahir said, and took the kiss, and with it the taste of bile, sour and sick. He pressed his cousin back into the cushion, concentrating on it as data first... and then as demonstration. I am your physician, and you will not cross me in this.


    Lisinthir let him, supremely contented if their skins told truth, and in him the act was languor, curiosity, a willingness to let him lead. That part Jahir hadn't expected. The affection, the indulgence in those eyes, half-hidden by their lashes... that part he had.


    "Have I made my point?" Jahir asked, breathless and ignoring it.


    "You have, and beautifully."


    "So did you vomit up blood? Or anything unusual?"


    "You didn't have the taste of it from my mouth?"


    Jahir glared at him. Lisinthir chuckled softly and brushed the backs of his fingers against Jahir's cheek, and it felt like a brand: so soft, to be so intense a sensation. "No. No blood. Nothing but clear spit, though it burned. And you are a dedicated man, cousin, to chase your evidence into my mouth that way. You should have let me chew a mint leaf first to welcome you properly."


    Jahir sighed, let his head drop. "You could let me do this without so much fighting."


    "But I love to see you fight me," Lisinthir said. "And on medical matters, you oblige me with such grace. It's the only place you will fight me with grace, Healer, because you are graceless with other weapons."


    Jahir looked up at him, startled.


    "Do you blame me for loving the sight of you in your power? Or do you think me incapable of loving the strength of others?" Lisinthir lifted his brows. "Tell me you don't think that poorly of me."


    "No, I don't." Jahir traced the lines framing one of those eyes. "You're still in a great deal of pain, and hiding it effortlessly."


    "I assure you, there is rather a great deal of effort involved. I merely have... the benefit of practice."


    "I could give you another analgesic—"


    "But you don't want to."


    Jahir started. "Did you read that off me so easily?"


    "It's in your voice." Lisinthir smiled faintly. "You are concerned. And I can't afford to start hemorrhaging from my liver if I'm due to help these people plan our ambush."


    "It wouldn't be hemorrhaging," Jahir began, unable to help the correction. He stopped and shook himself minutely. "You also can't help them plan this ambush if you're in enough pain that your body has taken up vomiting out of the desperate belief that it will relieve you."


    "I can manage."


    "You can... but maybe you don't have to." Jahir reached for Vasiht'h, murmured, /Come back, arii./


    The two returned. To Borden, Jahir said, "Hea, could you return to the Captain and tell him the Ambassador will be ready shortly?"


    "I'll do that, sure. I need to return the mug to the mess anyway. Do you need me for anything else today?"


    "Not until it's time for us to work on the rest of the crew," Jahir replied.


    "All right. I'll see you then."


    That left him with his partner, who approached. /So?/


    /I have an experiment I would like to try./


    /All right?/ Vasiht'h sat alongside him.


    /I am thinking... we might be able to improvise a nerve block./


    Vasiht'h pursed his lips. /You think we could?/


    /I think it's worth the attempt./


    Vasiht'h nodded. "All right."


    "All right what?" Lisinthir asked mildly. "Or am I not to know?"


    "Your work at this moment is to endure," Jahir said. "I'm sure you'll find that a familiar task."


    Lisinthir snorted. "While the two of you…."


    "Do our work, to which you have consented." Jahir lifted a hand, just enough to catch his cousin's eye. "Or do we need to have another fight?"


    That won him a grin. "Will I get another kiss to begin it?"


    "Incorrigible," Jahir said, reaching for his partner's hand. "Rest you there and try not to be distracting."


    "Do you hear this, arii?" Lisinthir said to Vasiht'h as he settled with his hands folded on his chest. "I am 'distracting.'"


    "Could be worse," Vasiht'h said, amusement suffusing the mindline. "You could be annoying."


    "Oh no. I am never annoying. I skip directly from distracting to infuriating. Saves time."


    Vasiht'h chuckled. /He really is something./


    /Yes,/ Jahir said, smiling. /Come./


    How to begin it? Touch, of course. There was no entering anyone this deeply without it. Jahir made sure of his grip on the Glaseah's hand, then set his palm on his cousin's chest, above and to the right of the folded hands. The gleam of Imthereli's drake drew his eye: the signet ring, of course, but not the Galare unicorn as he'd assumed. What must it be like to be part of a failing House? He had never known want in his life, and that want in particular... what had it been like, to grow up with their responsibilities, but without the power to fulfill them? Pain, he thought, and a pain he would have been hard pressed to explain to any of the Pelted. Perhaps that is why it had been inevitable that they would become allies, of a sort. Who in the Alliance could understand them?


    Jahir closed his eyes and sank past his cousin's aura, to the level of thoughts and then past them without pausing to read them. What he was seeking was closer to what he wanted when working with wet victims, a subconscious fretwork of impulse and light.


    It stung him when he touched it. He snatched his ephemeral hand back.


    /Arii?/


    /Not harmed. I continue./


    A sense of uncertainty, but Vasiht'h strengthened his hold on the outer world, keeping them both anchored in this darkness, one they perceived only on the insides of their own eyelids. So easy for it to slip away… but Jahir dove and found pain, whispered songs to it: calm. Numbness. A lack of alarm. Soothing, where there was irritation. Building walls where he found stubborn defiance. How long would any of this last? Would it even work?


    When he pulled back he was exhausted. There was a hand over his, and it was warm on cool fingers.


    /Did it work?/ he asked, forgetting to ask aloud.


    "It worked," Lisinthir said, quiet. He lifted Jahir's cold hand to his and kissed the fingers, reverent. In their tongue, "Beautiful healer," spangled in gold and white.


    Jahir flushed. "I don't know how long it will last."


    "I am grateful for even a short respite." Lisinthir sat up. He pulled Vasiht'h over and hugged him too, kissed the top of his head. "I thank you also, arii."


    Flustered, Vasiht'h said, "You're welcome."


    Lisinthir chuckled. "Did you think I touched only in extremis? It's far more gratifying for pleasure."


    "I can't argue that," Vasiht'h said. The effervescence in the mindline had hints of bemusement and shy pleasure and confusion and Jahir enjoyed it all. Over Lisinthir's arm, the Glaseah eyed him and said, /You are having too much fun./


    /I think we are owed a little fun for living with this situation./ He switched to speech. "If you are feeling well enough, the Captain has asked for your aid."


    "That I can do, and be grateful for a task. I am ill-suited to idleness." Lisinthir pushed himself upright, and from there to his feet. He paused to roll one shoulder, fingers gliding along the upper edge of the joint. "I suppose I should be glad you haven't ripped my only remaining shirt."


    Jahir caught Vasiht'h's sharp glance out of the corner of an eye and managed to ignore it. "You could borrow one of mine if necessary."


    Lisinthir snorted. "You are taller than I am, and broader through the shoulder, so unless this vessel has a tailor I think I'll make do."


    "And you will wear our attire?" Jahir asked, careful of the words. In their tongue, "Will you call yourself one of us again, then?"


    Lisinthir sighed and let a hand drift over the edge of Jahir's face, along the temple, near the hairline, stopping to push a few strands behind the ear. What a strange intimacy, to also be so familial. To be neatened like a child, or like a sibling. "I never stopped being one of you." He smiled a little. "Besides, it's wise to dress as you want people to treat you. The Captain expects an Eldritch ambassador. I'm not sure he will respect someone in the relative dishabille of a dragon."


    "I don't know," Vasiht'h said. "Lots of Pelted races wear less."


    /You are not fooling anyone with your nonchalance, arii./


    Vasiht'h's smug amusement burbled like a creek at the ankle. /Clothing's for special occasions./


    "Many Pelted races do wear less," Lisinthir agreed, tapping Vasiht'h on the top of the muzzle twice, and the Glaseah's startlement made Jahir hide a laugh. "But Fleet requires a uniform, and to others in Fleet, proper dress is a signal of trustworthiness. In my own quarters, I'll go as nearly nude as I like. Among others, I will dress to ensure the proper response."


    "And when we fight the Chatcaava?" Jahir asked.


    "Then I will wear the Eldritch garb." Lisinthir smiled. "And you will ask me why, and I will tell you one answer to distress: because you don't have Chatcaavan garb, and if I can use our similarity to fool them into a mistake, I will do it. And I will tell you another to comfort: I have spent months fighting someone whose only aim was my humiliation and submission, not my death. Being naked then meant I was scraped and bruised and bled, but not destroyed. But if I am to go among people who will not be so careful of such distinctions, then a few layers of clothing between their talons and my skin will be welcome. And if they snag their hands in the velvet and are thrown off balance for a moment... a moment is all I need."


    "Practical," Vasiht'h said.


    "Survival makes everyone practical," Lisinthir observed. "I go to change. And cousin—you I expect after my session with the Captain and his crew. We have a practice to observe."


    "Of course," Jahir murmured.


    Vasiht'h watched him go, then muttered, /Unstoppable./


    /He would not have accomplished all that he has if he were otherwise./

  


  
    CHAPTER 11


    Watching Lisinthir coach the Fleet officers for their performance didn't make Vasiht'h trust him any less... but it was still appalling. "No," he said to Cory. "You're breathing too evenly. Spend a few moments jogging in place if you must, but you have to be fighting to keep from gasping in. If you can manage the faintest of shudders on the exhale, so much the better." And to Triona, "Can you pinch your ears? If their exposed skin is flushed, it will make you look frightened."


    /Are the Chatcaava going to notice these things?/ Vasiht'h asked, struggling to pack his distress down where the mindline wouldn't find it.


    /Since the beginning of time, predators have been reading prey for signs of fear and injury,/ came the subdued response. /Never doubt that they will know. Perhaps not consciously, but they'll know./ A flare of anger, low and wreathed with pain. /They have hunted us for prey long enough./


    They were sitting at the back of the bridge, silent guardians over the health of the ambassador whose knowledge was worth more to the Alliance than any of their lives. That was as it should be, Vasiht'h knew, though it was an unfamiliar and uncomfortable thought. He recognized it because he'd picked it from the mind of every Fleet officer they'd ever helped in their practice: that they would die for the safety of the Alliance and its peoples. The Glaseah honored that conviction, and knew he should be feeling in his bones....


    ....but he didn't.


    The worst of it was that he could sense that selfless core in Jahir. His partner might protest that he fled his homeworld to get away from that waste, from violence and pettiness and unnecessary death. But since their very first meeting, Vasiht'h had tasted the depth of the conviction in Jahir's soul. His partner could understand dying so that others might live, could see himself doing it. His partner had in fact come a little too close to doing that within a few years of their acquaintanceship. Jahir might not have a fighter's instincts, and his revulsion for violence was unquestionable to someone who shared his thoughts in a communion more intimate than anything short of the Goddess's omniscience. But there were things Jahir valued above his own life—abstract ideals, not just people.


    Vasiht'h didn't think he'd realized until now just how different that made them. Oh, he could imagine doing anything to protect the people he loved. His family. Jahir. Even his patients. But to throw himself into a war between political entities because a queen had said they should?


    He had promised himself to his partner's side, in life... and in death too, because he knew he would die long before Jahir did. But he'd imagined his service entailing something a little less dangerous. To build, rather than defend. To return to the Eldritch homeworld, maybe, have children, teach them how to look out for Eldritch of their own. That was work for a Glaseah, and this Glaseah in particular. Flitting around the border looking for trouble... Goddess, he hoped that wasn't what the Queen was expecting of him. Surely it wasn't; she'd seemed far too knowledgeable about the Alliance's races to think that a fitting use of his talents.


    No, the problem was what use she thought would suit Jahir's talents. And where Jahir went, Vasiht'h had to go. For his own sanity.


    It didn't help that his revulsion at Lisinthir's matter-of-fact manipulation was no obstacle to Vasiht'h's awareness of his magnificence. Jahir's cousin was a splendid predator, the wolf that defended his adopted bipeds from the bears in the woods. There was no mistaking Lisinthir for anything tame, and it was a relief to have a killer like that on your side. As Triona had observed days ago, the Ambassador had not yet stood down from the hyper-vigilance that had kept him alive in the Empire, and he was using those skills now to direct a play of staggering mendacity. How carefully he placed everyone in relation to each other, speaking authoritative words about how sitting closer together would make them seem more in need of comfort. His command of this particular psychology was easily the equal to anything Vasiht'h and Jahir had ever learned, and all of it was intuitive, taught in the most dangerous of classrooms, where mistakes had earned him wounds so egregious even modern healing couldn't erase the evidence of their creation. When at last Lisinthir stepped back and indicated they should begin recording, the results were shocking. Even Vasiht'h, poorly educated as he was in the predator's lexicon, could read the defeat and fear and nervousness engineered into the three women's performance.


    "Well done!" Lisinthir said when they'd concluded. "But I think it could use adjustment."


    So it went, and the two of them had to suffer through all the revisions. Bad enough when Lisinthir alone was doing the work. When the officers became intrigued and started adding their own suggestions, it became nightmare fuel. Vasiht'h resisted the urge to back away and instead did his best not to listen. This was what the Chatcaava wanted out of their prisoners. This is what they would be—really be, not acting, but feeling!—if they were themselves captured! How could they be so blasé about it?


    /They're not./ Jahir's tone was gentle but there was no yielding in it. /But they've been trained to face this fear all their careers./


    /It's horrible./


    Jahir's face was impassive as he watched one of the women adjust the collar of Cory's uniform so it showed a little more of her throat. Even the link between them remained too quiet for Vasiht'h to sense anything. /Yes./


    ...but that's life, is how Vasiht'h imagined that sentence ending. Some other life the Glaseah had never been exposed to, but that was fundamental to other people, people who lived on the borders, people who lived in cultures like Jahir's. People who still knew privation and civil unrest and crime, who feared the sky above them because it contained pirates and slavers and dragons. Vasiht'h rubbed his arms, trying to smooth down the fur.


    He wanted to ask Jahir if the Eldritch thought less of him for being unwilling to give his life up for any of this, but he was afraid of the answer. And had he been impatient with Jahir for being unwilling to admit to his own needs? The Goddess, Vasiht'h thought, pained, was a mistress of teaching through example.


    Eventually, Jahir would find out. Little things, ephemeral things, those could be hidden from the depth of their link. So could old things, matters put to rest so long ago they no longer surfaced where the conscious, active mind could reveal them. But a problem this frightening and new....


    Vasiht'h knew that Jahir would still love him. The possibility he couldn't bear was that Jahir would no longer respect him. As they waited for Lisinthir to finish with his task, Vasiht'h crossed his paws at the wrists to keep from chafing them together.


    [image: ***]


    There was in these Fleet women a latent aggression that was deeply pleasing. Triona in particular, once he'd pricked it to the surface... her suggestions, fueled by her knowledge of trauma care, were quite inspired. The matter needed almost three hours, but at the end of it they had a good edit of a transmission that would lull any Chatcaava. Lisinthir would bet his life on it, and in fact was, and all the lives in his care.


    He hoped they'd have time to send out at least one more; it would give them time to develop the story of the damaged courier, its plight growing more desperate and its crew more vulnerable. Perhaps some new flaw in the Engineering department could necessitate another cry for help on the heels of the first? He would have to discuss it with the Captain later. For now, he had an appointment. Stopping before his therapists, he said, "Now would be a good time, yes? You don't have your own duties for another few hours."


    Jahir rose with commendable alacrity. Vasiht'h followed, but a heart-beat later, an asynchronicity that caught his attention. Usually they moved in tandem, their bodies reflecting the psychic link. In the past days when there had been pauses, they had been the result of Jahir's reticence... now it seemed the other way around. What new stress had arisen to disturb the Glaseah? Lisinthir hoped he hadn't catalyzed this one as well. He no longer liked the idea of causing his cousins—for so he must call them both, given Vasiht'h's adoption—distress.


    "We're free for now, yes," Jahir said. "You orchestrated that well."


    "I had good material to work with," Lisinthir answered, flashing a grin over his shoulder at the women, who laughed. They were flushed with their own success and fierce with pride and a hunter's eagerness. He found it delicious.


    "I hope Fleet finds us first," Vasiht'h muttered.


    "So do we all. But we must plan for the worst contingency as well as the best."


    "Is it time for his feeding?" Vasiht'h asked.


    "It is. I should fetch it—"


    "I'll go."


    Lisinthir watched the Glaseah jog away, then glanced at his cousin and lifted his brows.


    "Yes?"


    They were leaving the bridge, but Lisinthir switched to their tongue anyway, for the guarantee of privacy. "Usually that sort of conversation takes place without words. Is there aught amiss between you and your beloved?"


    The skin near Jahir's eye tightened, a flinch Lisinthir glimpsed in his peripheral vision. In shadowed mode, his cousin answered, "This situation places new strains on us as people, as one must expect."


    There was pain there he found he didn't want to disturb... and that, at last, told him how much he'd come to care for Jahir Seni Galare and his Vasiht'h. Lisinthir suppressed his sigh and found some humor in the situation. He was nothing if not a consummate survivor. To be purposeless was to court suicide, so he had not only resurrected the one he'd thought lost to him, he'd found people to cherish while he went about it in exile. Was it the Imthereli in him that made him so resistant to his own destruction? Or was it the Chatcaavan self he'd embraced that resulted in this indomitable will?


    Perhaps there had never been much difference between the Eldritch and the Chatcaava at that. They were both savages in a world pacified by the Alliance. Their relationship had been inevitable, given that: they understood one another in a way the tame and rich Pelted never would.


    In the gym, Lisinthir doffed the coat and stripped off the shirt before bringing Jahir the staff. Grasping it, his cousin said, "Do you really not feel the cold?"


    Lisinthir kept his own grip on the staff just for the pleasure of holding his cousin near. "Once I start moving I'll be fine."


    "You should eat first."


    "As soon as your beloved arrives with the vial," Lisinthir promised. "Until then, you could nourish me with a kiss?"


    Jahir's sigh held too much humor for true frustration. "Are you always so flirtatious?"


    Lisinthir glanced at the ceiling, maintaining his nonchalance. "I was expecting psychoanalysis on my use of salacious commentary as a way to deflect attention or dispel stress... is it forthcoming?"


    His cousin shook his hand loose from the staff. "You can't help yourself. Always with the positioning."


    "Footwork is very important," Lisinthir agreed. "One must control the ground if one wishes to prevail over one's enemies."


    "And those of us who are not your enemies?"


    "Sometimes still wish to be prevailed over." He grinned and kissed his cousin on the cheek, very proper and very cool, as if they were rare friends of long acquaintance. Through the touch he could taste Jahir's frustration with the chastity of it.


    "Tease," Jahir murmured, shading it carmine and carnal and putting a touch of a husk in it.


    Lisinthir paused to enjoy the rush of want that elicited and chuckled, cupping his cousin's jaw. "How quickly you learn." Such a pleasure, feeling the warmth of skin beneath fingers. How had he lived before the Chatcaava had forced him to use all his talents to their fullest? "But first, we have this small matter to attend to." He tapped the staff. "Let us do so, then."


    "Your meal—"


    "We can stop once your beloved arrives with it."


    They worked a good ten minutes before Vasiht'h padded into the room, and while Lisinthir didn't hear the apology he made to Jahir he could read it in their bodies. That it didn't dissolve the tension between them mystified him; he maintained a surreptitious watch on the Glaseah as Jahir loaded the pump and used it, and there was no mistaking Vasiht'h's discomfort. Why? When it had been the Glaseah who had pushed him into undertaking Jahir's continuing education?


    He had his answer soon enough. Jahir put the tools away and took up the staff again, but instead of moving back onto the mat, he said, "I would make a request."


    "Go on?"


    "I would like you also to teach Vasiht'h."


    The Glaseah froze in place like something nocturnal pinned by a spotlight. There must have been some frenzied communication there, but Jahir ignored it, saying, "If you are willing, cousin."


    Lisinthir considered Vasiht'h's stricken expression. Obviously this request had not been made with the Glaseah's consent, which made it debatable whether it could be successful. He could not teach the unwilling. Remembering one of their first conversations, he said in deliberate Universal, "Teaching requires the consent of the taught."


    Vasiht'h flinched, looked away and hugged himself. "I'm willing," he said with obvious reluctance.


    Lisinthir glanced at Jahir and lifted a brow, received a slight head-shake. Would their language be transparent to the Glaseah through the mindline he shared with an Eldritch? The possibility must exist, or Jahir would have said something. He let the pause lengthen instead, and when he saw no change in their body language, said, "I will have water. If you will excuse me."
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    The moment his cousin left, Vasiht'h hissed, /I didn't mean now when I said I would do it!/


    Jahir folded his arms, head bowed. When he was sure of his tone, he said, "If not now, then when?"


    "Later. When we're home. Where we're—"


    "Safe?" Jahir looked at him then. "Now is when we need it, arii. Not on Veta in a month when you have the luxury of confronting your distress at the necessity."


    "It's not necessity!"


    "It is now." Jahir flexed his fingers on his arms.  "Now, Vasiht'h, in this moment. When we might need the practice, the mindset, the recent muscle memory of the actions. Later you and I can both take on the training in a safe environment at our leisure. But the time between ourselves and our freedom is limited and growing more so, and between ourselves and that outcome there is the possibility of combat... and if we are not engaged in it, then we need to be able to avoid it. When, then, if not now?"


    Through their link, the words squeezed as if past all his partner's desperate attempts to prevent them: But I don't want to!


    Jahir shook his head and said, quiet, "Arii. We do what we must. Or we may not make it home."


    "That sort of thinking might work for a Lisinthir," Vasiht'h said. "I don't know that it will work for me. I'm not like you. Either of you!"


    "You would have me believe you are incapable of sacrifice?" Jahir said, tasting the frenzied fears behind the words. "This from the person who nearly bled out while trying to hide a dagger that would start a war?"


    "That was a dream!"


    "It was real to you," Jahir said, amazed that his partner could suddenly seem so alien to him. Had this been what Vasiht'h was feeling on seeing him evince his unnatural desires? And yet he could not love the Glaseah any less, and he let that soak the mindline, fill it with something warm and clean, sparkling with moonlight.


    "It's not the same." Vasiht'h stepped back, toes splayed. Jahir could see a hint of claw at their tips. "That was for you. To save you and your family, because it means that much to you."


    "Then I say to you what you said to me," Jahir answered, quiet. "If you love me so, then do this for me. I already contemplate a future without you. Don't make me live through that grief before time."


    That rendered Vasiht'h speechless, wrung the mindline with anguish as if Jahir had stabbed him. It hurt so to feel it that Jahir was grateful when his cousin returned, wearing his Chatcaavan—Eldritch—mask of an expression, his emotions kept too close to reach even his eyes.


    He was even more grateful that Lisinthir's first words disordered both their thoughts.


    "Can you dance?"


    "I'm... sorry?" Vasiht'h said, the mindline flecked with the sparks of his confusion as he tried to back away from their previous conversation and make sense of the new one.


    "Dance," Lisinthir repeated, unruffled. "Can you?"


    "I... yes?"


    "May I see?"


    Bewildered, Vasiht'h said, "Just... like that?"


    "I'm sure we can order music from the ceiling or walls," Lisinthir replied. "The Alliance being magical as it is. Tell me a favored piece."


    Jahir wanted to ask very badly what on the world his cousin was thinking, but held his peace. Better to see his partner jarred from his distress and rejection than to chance breaking whatever spell it was Lisinthir was weaving.


    His cousin was at the wall, waking the interface with a splayed hand and looking back at Vasiht'h with one of those subtly challenging expressions, all lifted brow and canted head and ever-so-slight smile. "So? Music?"


    "Ah... I... guess... there's a pronk channel out of Alpha that's fun—"


    Jahir said, "I like that one."


    "He dances too," Vasiht'h said, straightening his shoulders.


    "Of course he does," Lisinthir said, paging through the interface now. "He was taught to dance the moment he left the nursery. So, pronk out of Starbase Alpha. We won't be able to reach Alpha without a Well drive to pull down distant streams, but there should be something stored locally in the ship...." His fingers played the display, though Jahir noted that at speed Lisinthir defaulted to something less like a quick stroke and more like the flex of claws. "Something like this?"


    The drums came first, low and quick, more a vibration felt in the soft core of the body than heard. Everything else spilled onto it in swift succession, layers of rhythm and melody. Pronk was named for the springing of gazelles: happy music designed for bouncing and written to be looped with melody lines that evolved like DNA across generations. Jahir enjoyed it, but there was little music he didn't. If healing was what occupied his mind, it was music that whispered to him of the passions he kept constrained, carefully channeled.


    Perhaps Lisinthir was destined to cut through all the channels they'd made and free everything in them to find a new equilibrium. He and Vasiht'h together formed a stable core, settling into peace and calm. A little disruption now and then... that was the story of life, wasn't it? The unexpected, the breathless, the unplanned-for, the unwanted. The challenge.


    "Effervescent," Lisinthir observed of the music, head tilted.


    "I like happy songs," Vasiht'h said, and then backpedaled when Lisinthir joined him and held out a hand.


    "So teach me."


    "Teach you?" Vasiht'h managed, ears flattening.


    "To dance to this, if you would. I assume it requires bouncing."


    "Ah... it's easier if you have paws—"


    "I am sure my cousin makes do?"


    "He does," Jahir said for himself, amused, arms folded.


    "Well then, I shall as well." Lisinthir bowed. "If you would."


    How tentatively his partner put his hand in the Eldritch's! But there was power in music, and an inevitability somehow to its working on them. Jahir backed off the mat and put his spine to the wall and watched, and thought that he would live many years and never forget the sight of a Glaseah stotting alongside an Eldritch heir. Vasiht'h's dancing was all the innocent happiness of a body in motion... Lisinthir's, informed by far more dangerous and sensual understandings. The mindline cleared of grief and fear and revulsion and sang purer melodies, and Jahir closed his eyes and drew it close.


    "So... ah... I think you have it."


    Lisinthir waved the volume down. "I do, yes. And I know too what I wondered."


    "Whether Glaseah can dance?" Vasiht'h asked, finding a flutter of amusement.


    "Whether you were aware of your lower body with the same precision you are the upper," Lisinthir said, strolling behind Vasiht'h. An abrupt motion, boot to the heel of Vasiht'h's back leg, and the Glaseah twitched away. "Excellent."


    "You wanted to watch me dance to see if I could move my own body?" Vasiht'h asked, too puzzled to be offended.


    "Not move it, but be aware of it even when it's out of sight." Lisinthir finished circling him, coming to a halt behind and to one side. "More than half of you is over your shoulder. If I stand here, you can't see me, but I can attack you—can, in fact, disable or kill you. Without situational awareness, you have a grave vulnerability. But I think you might, and in fact—" The Eldritch feinted toward Vasiht'h's tail and again the Glaseah recoiled. "In fact, you may be using your abilities to sense it in advance of the actual touch. That would make all our lives easier."


    Appalled, Vasiht'h said, "You used dancing to see how good I would be at fighting?"


    "Both begin with motion," Lisinthir said, unperturbed. He came around to the front, beckoned to Jahir. "Now we shall test a new assertion."


    Obedient and curious, Jahir joined them on the mat, woke the staff in response to his cousin's nod. Perfectly at ease, Lisinthir waited, hands folded behind his back, the yoke of his shoulders without tension.


    "Now," his cousin said in a tone conversational enough to lull them both, "Vasiht'h, defend!" And lunged for Jahir with one of those poured-water swiftnesses that Jahir found so disarming. Before he could react, Vasiht'h had slammed him out of the way—rather too forcefully—and ducked, then leaped back in alarm at Lisinthir's advance. Jahir went for his cousin then, tasting ferocity like bile, like some hint of hidden angers.


    How long did they do this? He lost track. Lisinthir did not relent, not to allow them their wind or evaluate their performance or explain how to better it; he worked them until the mindline stretched taut and empty of words, filled only with a bone-deep cognizance of where Vasiht'h was in space, where he was in relation to that, what hurt on the Glaseah's body, what hurt on his own.


    "Stop," Lisinthir said abruptly.


    They did, panting.


    "Drink something," their tutor said, voice a rasp. He wiped his hair back from his brow and chuckled. "Now that was proper exercise."


    "You're... in... sane..." Vasiht'h said, the mindline finally filling with a trickle of something: anger, confusion, exhaustion. Jahir ignored it and went to get them both water, passing the cup to the Glaseah once he'd had a few tentative sips. Vasiht'h took it, drank, then asked, arch, "What was the point of that? Do you just like to beat people up?"


    Lisinthir remained unmoved. "I was doing as your beloved asked."


    "How was that training me to fight!"


    "By giving you something worth fighting for, so you would no longer make protest," Lisinthir replied, unperturbed. "And to demonstrate that you cannot be trained alone. Neither of you can. Your greatest asset is your link to one another: what others need to communicate in words, or spend months training in order to simulate, the two of you can do effortlessly. You work together when attacked." He smiled thinly. "If you truly cared to, you could become frighteningly formidable."


    "No, thank you!" Vasiht'h muttered, but his anger had transmuted into puzzlement, and just a little, into interest.


    "I apologize for the unorthodox methods," Lisinthir said. "But I think by now it should come as no surprise to either of you that you must embark on most everything as a team. It is the path you've chosen."


    /And I do not regret it,/ Jahir added, soft.


    Vasiht'h glanced at him and flushed, wishing he felt worthy of it.


    Lisinthir interrupted the moment, casual. "Cousin? I believe I am about to faint."


    So successful had he been in sounding unperturbed that Jahir almost didn't catch him when he staggered. Almost. Wrapping his arms around the body, sliding to one knee, he called, /Arii!/


    /Here!/


    Jahir put an arm around Vasiht'h's shoulders, pulling him close, and tipped into Lisinthir's mind, and the disorder there, and it was... oh, it was extreme and vicious, chaos armed with fang and tooth, a savagery that promised an utter undoing. He was stunned by the magnitude of the work before him to calm it—


    /No,/ Vasiht'h said behind him, bracing him. /We won't let the dark have him./


    Jahir breathed out his acquiescence and gathered the screaming unsense into himself, peeling it forcefully from Lisinthir's mind, imposing himself on it over and over with his partner a silent bulwark behind. It became a battle—he felt the sword in his hand and didn't question the overlay his own consciousness had put on the fight—and in the blood-shrouded dark he cut away the demons until there was stillness and a cool wind blew over the field, carrying away the miasma of death.


    When he found himself in his body at last he was trembling. Vasiht'h was behind him with his arms threaded around his waist, and that was well, it was keeping him upright. Lisinthir was in his arms, breathing... God and Lady, breathing. Had it been close? It had felt close.


    /It was,/ Vasiht'h said, subdued. When Jahir wondered at the low tone, the Glaseah said, /I've been so angry at him for exposing something about myself that scared me. But in no universe do I want him dead./


    Jahir sighed, his breath ruffling Lisinthir's hair.


    Muzzy now: "...cousin?"


    "Here," Jahir murmured.


    "…feel rather vague."


    "You had a seizure," Jahir said. "But you're safe now."


    There was a faint smile in this answer, though Jahir couldn't see his cousin's face to be sure. "Brave healer."


    "Say it in our tongue," Jahir said, using that language. "So that I'm sure of you."


    "Brave healer," Lisinthir answered, voice low with fatigue. He had shaded it gold and white. "I saw you on the field. You had Seni's sword."


    Jahir quelled his tremor. "You saw it?"


    "I have the memory of it. Was it not real?"


    Jahir kissed the pale head, tasted sweat. "Real enough," he said in Universal. "You should rest a while. We'll ask Triona to watch you while Vasiht'h and I see to the rest of the crew."


    "And then?" Lisinthir asked, keeping to their tongue, all quicksilver changes of mode: pure white, bright gold, the hope of silver, the suggestion of red flesh. "Will you be what I need?"


    He couldn't help himself in response to that complex a question so effortlessly couched... because of course, what could Lisinthir do anymore without twining the spiritual and the moral and the physical together? He laughed, soft, and it was delight in finding something new and unexpected in a people from whom he had come to expect stagnation. "Oh cousin," he said. "As if you could be denied."


    Lisinthir pushed himself free of the embrace and smoothed his hair over his shoulder, each motion careful until he'd proven he could make them without falling. Then he smiled, and while the merriment didn't quite lighten his eyes, it did his voice. "You know I prefer my companions willing."


    "Or bloody beneath you."


    "But not you." Lisinthir touched Jahir's cheek once, then smiled and said to Vasiht'h over Jahir's shoulder, "And not you. So come more willingly to these practices, as many as we have left."


    "All right," Vasiht'h said, meek. And to Jahir, resigned and rueful, /You were right./


    /Then we are even, yes?/ Jahir replied, and touched the hands clasped at his waist. /Let's get our patient to a bed. We have work to do./


    /Yes./

  


  
    CHAPTER 12


    They left Lisinthir not only with Triona, but with Cory and Sharil, whom he'd been coaching on the bridge earlier in the morning... because they'd all asked if they could come along, and an all-too-amused Lisinthir had waved one of those gaunt hands of his and said 'why not.' When the door slid shut on them he already had his head in the Tam-illee's lap and Goddess alone knew what was going to happen once they'd been gone long enough. Vasiht'h didn't put it past the Eldritch to decide what they all needed was a nude cuddle. Or more. He had a terrifying magnetism even now, looking like a wasted wraith. Once a proper clinic took care of the rest of his health problems, he could probably have a different person in his bed every night for all ten centuries he had left.


    And, Vasiht'h thought with a sigh, he wouldn't want any of them. Because he was in love with his dragons... and with Jahir, too, if Vasiht'h was any judge. And by now he thought he was fairly good at figuring those things out.


    The idea should bother him more. He wanted it to bother him more. A world where he could be jealous of Lisinthir was a world where all three of them lived somewhere safe and Vasiht'h would have time to worry about fighting for his share of Jahir's hours. It would have meant Lisinthir wasn't the center of some empire-breaking romance that required a war for consummation, and Jahir wasn't acting as if he had to plan for his own involvement in that conflict.


    Goddess, give him a lover's quarrel about relationship primacy any day over that kind of drama!


    The scene in the gym hadn't helped at all. He'd backed down from a promise he'd made Jahir and would probably have broken it completely had Lisinthir not forced him into keeping it. And instead of coming out of that lesson feeling more confident about his ability to follow through on his vow, he felt less so. Worst of all, he still wasn't sure Jahir would be able to forgive him for his most secret thoughts... thoughts Vasiht'h knew would inevitably be revealed at some point. Knowing how things tended to go, probably at the worst possible time.


    The most heart-rending, ridiculous, painful part of all this was that he couldn't regret their coming. Not after seeing Jahir start to... to unfurl, like some night-blooming flower. The pieces weren't all in place yet, but there was a vitality to him that had been locked away somewhere, and it was in him now, a quickening. Vasiht'h could feel its echo in his own body, a spring to the step, an awareness of the taste and texture and smell of things, a breathless wonder, not at the miracles of the Alliance that Jahir had once found so astonishing, but at the shock of living in a body. It was painfully affecting to know that his partner was capable of revivifying that awe when Vasiht'h had thought its loss an inevitability as the Eldritch became accustomed to his new home. And yet here his partner was, pacing him down the corridor with his face tilted up for all the worlds as if he could feel the sun on his face... and the tint in his cheeks was a flush of pleasure and interest, not some borrowed glow from the emergency lighting.


    More than anything, Vasiht'h wanted his partner to see that transformation to its end and claim that long-denied sensuality. Especially if it meant he'd be able to see Jahir's children before he died.


    That he could want the fruits of this entire horrible episode while still hating what it was doing to him....


    He guessed that was love. The shadow side, anyway, that he had rarely faced.


    As before, he let Jahir lead in the sessions that awaited them; his partner had the energy and the focus that he didn't. By now, Borden gave them names and trusted them to find their way to the right cabins. The doors opened for them as registered medical personnel, and they went to their patients, slipped into their dreaming minds, and smoothed their anxieties. Tonight there were fewer though: what awaited them instead was the nervousness of anticipation, the sort of agitation that made it difficult to sleep productively. They saw to three people before they found themselves at the last door.


    "The Captain," Jahir said. "Are you ready?"


    What could he say? That the thought of exposing his own cowardice to the man charged with fighting this ship was petrifying? He gave the only answer that remained true in every situation. "I'm with you."


    Jahir smiled and went in, and Vasiht'h followed.


    Raynor surprised them by waking in response to their entrance; seeing them, though, he waved vaguely in their direction, turned over, and went back to sleep with the seasoned practice of a veteran soldier. Jahir's amusement tickled the mindline: /At least he has no concerns./


    /About us, anyway,/ Vasiht'h muttered. Perhaps he would learn something from Raynor; maybe the dreams of a ship's captain, charged with the safety and wellbeing of all its crew, and distantly the Alliance, would teach him how to care about abstractions deeply enough to understand Jahir's passions. Vasiht'h had to imagine Raynor's burdens were manifold: that being a human among the Pelted must be alienating, that he might have some insight about the anxieties of a man on the cusp of battle. Vasiht'h followed Jahir into the Captain's mind, nurturing the hope that he might be comforted himself in the act of reassuring another.


    But Raynor's mind was not poisoned by doubt or fear. Raynor trembled like—visceral feeling now, and one alien to Vasiht'h's memories—an arrow nocked on a string pulled impossibly taut, awaiting launch. He was eager for the release of action because he was a man of action, and the partial peace and unreliable détentes engineered by the Pelted drove him to distraction. Rather than repositories for angst or fear, Raynor's dreams were fantasies of agency: of being free at last to respond to the threats and provocations that troubled the borders and terrorized its denizens. He had transferred into the Alliance Fleet from the Terran Navy specifically to be one of those voices for action over appeasement, only to be held back time and time again.


    Appeasement solves nothing, the dreams hissed as they ran with the blood of histories older than the engineering of the first fox child who would become the blueprint for a civilization among the stars. Appeasement gives license to rapists and thieves and murderers.


    We are the gun that answers them.


    They backed out of Raynor's dreams not long after they'd entered them because Raynor didn't need them.


    They paused outside the room to shake off the last scraps of those vivid impressions, of wounds and claxons wailing in corridors choked with the hiss of broken vents. For once it was Vasiht'h who felt colder than the thin-skinned Eldritch who'd companioned him for over a decade. He kept his feelings locked away from the mindline, crushing them into his stomach, his heart, anywhere he could hide them from Jahir. He had gone into Raynor's mind hoping for wisdom and left it feeling completely alone. Was he the only sane person on this ship? Oh, Goddess, but he didn't belong here! He could understand the need for people like Raynor and Lisinthir. He could even make peace with a seed of that aggression existing in Jahir. In his more honest moments, he could admit that there was some link between that aggression and the sensual awareness that was animating his partner, the one Vasiht'h himself wanted so much to see bloom.


    But he could never be like that. And he was afraid that his reflexive rejection of that aggression would find a mirror in his partner... in reaction to Vasiht'h's shying from it.


    Hadn't Lisinthir called it cowardice? Was he a coward? Was it craven to wish other people would do the fighting so he could stay home, be safe?


    He honestly couldn't answer the question... and for once, he was afraid to ask. The one person he usually turned to for answers was the one person he dare not ask.


    Jahir glanced at him more than once on their way back to their room, but Vasiht'h shook his head and said, "I'm just anxious." And let some truth leak into the mindline, hating himself for manipulating the conversation: /I'm afraid./


    /So am I,/ Jahir answered, the words soft as an embrace. /But it will be over one way or the other soon./


    That was exactly what he was afraid of.


    The women were still in their rooms, though by now they kept a quieter vigil: Triona leaning against the door looking in on the sleeping Ambassador, her data tablet in hand, and the other two playing cards at the coffee table. Their entrance caused all three to glance toward them: three sets of earnest eyes, affable, competent. The best the Alliance had to offer, Vasiht'h thought. Why wasn't it enough? No, that wasn't the right question. If they were the best the Alliance had to offer, what did that make him?


    "Any trouble?" Jahir was asking the Seersa.


    "None. He smoked one of those drugs of his, played cards with us, and then went to sleep about an hour ago."


    "So late?" Jahir murmured.


    "He says he's used to being up all night," Triona said. A smile was working on the edges of her mouth. "The impression he gave us was of wild parties. I had no idea the Eldritch had them."


    "I am entirely sure that the parties the Ambassador's been invited to are of a caliber far beyond anything to which we might aspire," Jahir said, which was as fine a piece of truth wrapped in misdirection as anything Lisinthir could have said himself. It bothered Vasiht'h, and that distressed him: he'd lived with Jahir long enough to know that those subtle misdirections were the way he dealt with questions he couldn't answer, whether because of the Veil or, in this case, because of the confidentiality expected by clients.


    "All right, ladies," Triona said. "Looks like we're for the sack."


    Cory yawned. "Sounds good to me. Good night, aletsen."


    "Good night," Jahir said for them both. So cheerful the three women... had they really spent the time playing cards? Had Lisinthir charmed them as effortlessly as he did everyone else—when he wasn't terrifying them with the hint of that violence that passed beneath the surface, like Leviathan?


    Once they were alone, Jahir studied the room, the door, the pack of cards now tidied and left on the corner of the table. Then he said, low, "You are out of sorts, arii."


    "Extremely," Vasiht'h said. "I probably need to sleep." Saying it, he wanted it desperately: not just because he was tired, though he was, and not just because the ration bars weren't really enough to energize him, which they weren't... but because if he slept, he could close his eyes on this whole situation and be free for a little while. In his dreams he could make tea and soup and cookies. He wouldn't be afraid there that the person he was praying Jahir would evolve into wouldn't respect him anymore.


    Jahir was still regarding him with those too observant eyes of his. Tensing, Vasiht'h said, "All right. I'm miserable. I hate being here. I'm trying to hold it together, but... I'm not doing a great job."


    "I think you're doing a fine job." A very soft touch on his shoulder, and brief... the sorts of touches that had been typical of their life before Lisinthir's influence, and for some reason that comforted Vasiht'h more than a far more demonstrative embrace would have. There was still some of his Jahir left in there, somewhere. And if that remained, maybe the love would too, a love that wouldn't be poisoned by contempt or condescension.


    "Thanks," he managed to reply. "I'm trying."


    "So are we all. But we'd tell our own clients that there's no shame in breaking down."


    "We would, wouldn't we." Vasiht'h managed a smile. "Why is it so easy to advise and so hard to believe?"


    "Because we advise from the comfort of our confidence and safety," Jahir said. "And we are asked to believe in our moments of doubt and anguish. But that... that is a pattern, too. An oscillation of the psyche. We move from strength to weakness and come around again to strength, and that movement is a sign of life. Were we always strong, were we always weak, did we never trade roles, we would be souls impervious to the world around us. And then how would we change? How would we grow?"


    "It doesn't feel very good," Vasiht'h observed.


    "It never does." Jahir smiled, and some of his exhaustion leaked through their link. "We should both rest. But you can have the bathroom first."


    Vasiht'h nodded, and managed a smile. "Thank you."


    "Always." Heartfelt. "Anytime."


    Why did it break Vasiht'h's heart to think that Jahir meant it?


    [image: ***]


    This was a kind memory, because the Slave Queen's mane was soft in his hands, and the trust that had led her to permit him to untangle it... that was sweeter than wine, and headier. It had become their ritual to tend to one another when the Emperor took his flights, for neither of them could follow him. In truth, Lisinthir was grateful for the respite. Their lover made everything too intense, nearly unbearable: time smeared in his presence, lost cohesion, until most days Lisinthir couldn't remember more than flashes of what had passed before, glints like stars shrouded by clouds. With the Queen he could slow down. Breathe the scent of her beneath the base of one horn... twine fingers with hers and marvel at her dainty, alien hand: such thin, short fingers to have such talons.


    He was brushing through her mane with fingers made supple by the cream he'd just smoothed into her hide, a process he drew out for fascination with the texture, so stiff at their spines to grow so thin over their bellies, their throats. Was it a Chatcaavan thing to wonder if nature had intended to make their necks easy to rip open? Why had the Living Air left them so vulnerable? And yet he was not sorry for it, for the ability to make her gasp and shiver when he breathed on the tender skin just beneath her jaw.


    How she distracted him. He lost himself in the feel of her hair, coarser than his but so much more interesting in hue: silvers that seemed to glimmer like metal amid gray strands that concealed them like a veil over treasure. That was what she was: the Emperor's Treasure.


    "You do not ornament it," he said suddenly. He felt her attention in the tension of her neck, saw her glancing at him over that narrow shoulder. "Your hair. Do I remember right that you had beads in it when I was first presented at court? My memory is not what it was."


    "We decorate our horns," the Queen said. "Our fingers, our arms, our ankles. The wings...." A shiver of distaste, and he kissed her shoulder in apology for having made her feel it. "But no. We do not put things in our hair. You used to, didn't you?"


    "It is customary," Lisinthir said, remembering the comb on his lap. He used it to smooth her hair now that he had freed it of the tangles their love-making had put in it. "A sign of wealth and power, to wear long chains of gemstones thus. For males and females both, though the females of our species bind their hair in braids."


    "Strange to think that the symbols of wealth and power are worn by both males and females." She sounded perplexed. "Among us, a male decorates his females to demonstrate his power and wealth, but he does not decorate himself."


    "Of course he does," Lisinthir replied. At her glance, he reached up and tugged gently at her horn. "These are the male equivalent."


    "It's not the same," she said.


    "Isn't it? The only difference is that males grow their own jewelry. Everything else is the same: if you have few, then you are weak. If you have many, than you are strong. And if you allow others to take them from you, then you are craven, unfit for your titles."


    She remained silent for several strokes of the comb. "I had not thought of it that way."


    How he loved this about her: her willingness to broach alien shores, to consider her own culture from a remove. Her Emperor had it too, but she had given herself to that communion first, and that... that was an act of indescribable courage. "I see why you do not adorn yourself, though. Jewelry is a symbol of someone else's power over you. I wouldn't wear it either, given that. Save that you have these...." He ran a gentle finger up her wing arm to the thumb-claw with its jeweled sheath. "Symbolic again, I am guessing."


    "They came with the wings," she whispered.


    He set aside the comb to turn her and pull her into his arms. Against her brow, he said, "Oh, Beauty. I did not mean to remind you."


    She flinched, a Chatcaavan negation muffled against his body. "I know."


    But the pain remained in her, sharp as a fresh cut: was it because now she had to watch another Chatcaavan fly so often? In her tower it was customary for visitors to walk up the stairs; to approach through the windows was the height of impropriety, and could be construed as a challenge to the male who owned the harem. For years—revolutions, they called them—she had been protected from the sight. Now she stood with Lisinthir, watching their lover spring from the balcony... silent, always silent.


    She, who had never admitted to longing for freedom, still yearned for the sky. And he, who would never fly, who had never expected to be able to, could not imagine her need, and found it unbearable. To distract, he said, gentle, "Do you know how I admire you?"


    "W-what?" Confusion, the words slow, as if he dragged her from some internal dream. Always, she found these conversations unbelievable when he broached them. It is why he did so repeatedly, to shore up that confidence, word by word. "Admire me? Why?"


    "For your strength." He kissed her between the eyes, smiled to see her try to focus on him as he did so and fail: such enormous orange eyes, such small pupils. How he loved their gemlike clarity.


    "I? I am not strong!"


    "On the contrary." Lisinthir replied, brushing her hair back over her shoulders and then clasping them. "I think you may be the strongest Chatcaavan I have ever met. Male or female."


    She drew her head back on her long neck, eyes narrowing, and he endured her skeptical scrutiny. "Now I know you jest, Ambassador."


    "Why?" he asked. "Do you think I would name the Emperor? He was born with a weapon perfectly suited to his needs, Beauty. Armed with ambition, he cut his way to power. But he never suffered the durances you have, and survived them. Imprisonment is a test I don't think he would have weathered with your grace."


    "Imprisonment," she murmured, tasting the word.


    "Shall we call it aught else? It would be a lie."


    She glanced up at him, her head perfectly still. "You would call my apathy strength. Because..." She drew in a breath, inflating her narrow ribcage: how delicate she was! "Because that's what it was, Ambassador. It was apathy. They defiled me and demeaned me and debased me... and they won. I gave up."


    "Did you?"


    "What else?" she asked, pained. "You saw me. You knew."


    "I saw someone who reached to me when she could have pushed me away. Who pledged herself to the aid of strangers and aliens. Who saw the similarities in them past the unimportant externals." He cupped her face in long hands. "I saw you, yes. But someone weak, someone completely defeated, could not have helped me free the Heir, Laniis, the slaves. They called you passive, my lady, but they mistook endurance for passivity. Even you did. But your apathy was only the exhaustion of a soul that had been persevering so long it forgot the name of its own toil."


    "How can you say these things!" she exclaimed, wide-eyed. "You call my choicelessness a choice?"


    "I don't, because you did have a choice," he said. "You could have thrown yourself from the window." He traced the pierced and useless wings, grieving at the shiver that made their lacquered edges rattle. "But you didn't, did you."


    "It was cowardice," she whispered.


    "Not to end it?" Lisinthir said. "When ending would have brought surcease from suffering, and living would have condemned you to a life with no hope of freedom or change or happiness? What then the harder course?"


    She laughed, covered the tip of her mouth with her fingers, ducking her head. "Oh, my lord," she said at last. "You always bring such crazed thoughts, unthinkable thoughts. You make of my life the deed of a male... but it is not so glorious."


    "Courage often goes unrecognized in those who show no obvious fear. But I say, lady, and listen closely now: it is an act of bravery not to die in the circumstances in which you have been living. Your very patience was the face of resistance! And what you resisted was the desire of those around you to negate you! Well, you have not been negated. From almost nothing, you have nevertheless derived the strength to go on... and that strength has seen you here, to a place where you have been fulfilled. Where you have known happiness." He hesitated. "At least, I think I perceive happiness in you. Tell me I'm right?"


    Her laugh then was easier, and she slid her arms around him, cuddling. "Oh my lord. You would worry about such things." A licking kiss along his chest, near the collarbone. "Yes. Yes, I am happy."


    He exhaled, gathered her close, careful of the wings. "I am glad to hear you say so."


    "And maybe," she added, thoughtful, "I am interested in this story of a Slave Queen who could have courage."


    "Not a story." He nipped her at the edge of her brow where it shadowed one of those great orange eyes. "Truth."


    "Maybe," she said, but he could tell the idea was working on her.


    Smiling, he said, "And how will you write the ending of this Slave Queen's story?"


    Her shudder caught him off guard, as did the talons she dug into his back. "Oh, my lord," she whispered, "I will not write one because I don't want it to end...!"


    He kissed her, let her ride him down until he was on his back, and he forgot the bloody scratches as she bowed over him and begged him with body and hands and mouth to make it last. And for a few moments, it lasted forever.
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    Lisinthir woke to find his cousin stepping over Vasiht'h's body on the way to his narrow nest of pillows on the floor, and something in Jahir's movements woke instincts in him that refused to be silenced. The corner of the wall showed the time—very late—far too late for his cousin to be up. He waited until the other had come near enough and said, "Cousin?"


    Jahir paused. "You're awake," he whispered.


    "Headache," Lisinthir said, opting for truth. "And dreams. And the noise you made, coming in. You have been up all this time."


    "Your latest test results perplex me."


    "You mean 'concern me.'"


    Jahir paused, then sighed and sat on the edge of the bed, resting his elbows on his knees. He had changed, but no hair had fallen out of the braid yet... so he had probably just made ready for bed. And this subtle posture made his dejection far too obvious. "Yes. I suppose I do. But I can't tell what any of it means. This is work for healer-specialists. I am just a therapist with a degree in pharmacology."


    "Just that," Lisinthir said, amused. Then, more gently, "Now tell me the real reason you have been unable to sleep."


    Jahir didn't try to deny it. "I worry about Vasiht'h."


    "He'll do well enough when the fight starts. It's having too much time to think about it that cripples him."


    His cousin made a brief throwing-away motion, a little twitch of wrist and fingers. "Not that. We will do what we must. It's what comes after that troubles him."


    "What comes after," Lisinthir repeated, watching his cousin.


    "Because I doubt this is over. You said yourself the war is only beginning. And if I have some part to play in it... where does that leave Vasiht'h, who doesn't want anything to do with it?" Jahir rubbed his temple. "It's not fair to him. But I go where the Queen sends me. She sent me here, to you, and that was surely for a purpose. When we make it home, then what? Will she send me out again? You will remain in play... that may mean I will too. I don't know what purpose I could possibly serve in the conflict, but I may be one of the only Eldritch positioned to do so. How many of our kind even understand the world outside the homeworld? Much less the immensity of the conflict poised to affect us? I live in the Alliance, Lisinthir. Even if she does not send me to battle, the battle will come to me all the same. I have a responsibility to guard our interests. I may be one of the few people to even see how they are being threatened in time to ensure their defense." Jahir drew in a shuddering breath, head bowed. "I hate fighting. But to protect us, I'll go as I am directed. But my partner... he pledged himself to me, and my world, and my family. But he didn't anticipate a war. And he doesn't want to die for us." Scrubbing his face: "I don't want him to either. But I go where I'm sent!"


    Lisinthir waited to see if all the words had spilled or if more were forthcoming. When the silence lengthened, he studied his cousin, saw the wire-taut tension through his shoulders, down his spine. He sat up, pushed himself off the bed. "Come."


    "I... beg your pardon?" Confusion, grief, worry. Far too easy to read.


    "I said 'come,'" Lisinthir said, pulling on the robe at the foot of the bed. "You are too agitated to sleep. If you lie down you will twitch and flinch and hunch your body more and more tightly until you pull a muscle. So come with me."


    Jahir rose. "Where are we going?"


    "To bleed some of that energy from your flesh and see if it drains some of the energy from your worries." Lisinthir grinned. "Isn't that how it works, Healer?"


    "Sometimes," Jahir replied, wary now. Lisinthir was glad to hear it; he preferred it to the desolation and fear.


    "Come," Lisinthir said a third time, and his cousin followed.
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    The gym was deserted, unsurprisingly. The crew slept in shifts, but they still observed a "day," and even under emergency power constraints they dimmed and re-colored the lighting based on that schedule. The dim red glow and darkened walls reminded Lisinthir of blood-colored moons, which was not an inappropriate image for his frame of mind. He thought of the smell of the Slave Queen's skin near the horn, the way her gasps had felt warm and damp against his ear when she bent to him. So much truth and poetry in flesh, and all of it denied his people.


    "I hope you haven't asked me here to resume our weapons practice," Jahir said, subdued.


    "You didn't dance."


    Curiosity now, despite the fatigue. A little asperity, as well. It whetted Lisinthir's appetite, that spark of rebellion. "You didn't seriously bring me here to dance. In the middle of the night!"


    "You need to lose some nervous energy," Lisinthir said, calculating the tone: a little casual, a little mischievous. It won him a smile and a frown in quick succession, and he tried not to laugh. "You said yourself that you do."


    "All of us dance."


    "Some are better at it than others," Lisinthir said. "And I think you are one of them."


    Jahir folded his arms, unimpressed. "And you have derived that knowledge how?"


    "You were tapping your heel when your partner was dancing. And your fingers, too, but it was syncopated. Very nicely done, that rhythm." Ah, he had Jahir's attention now. He began circling him, as he had done with Vasiht'h earlier.


    "I had music lessons in childhood."


    "Of course you did. So did I. But those lessons didn't take in me the way they did in you," Lisinthir said. He paused behind Jahir and leaned toward him, voice softening, "You sing when you heal, in the mind."


    Jahir paused, surprise tightening his arms and neck. "I... do. I do?"


    That was a good place to leave him, Lisinthir judged. Let him work through his own memories and wonder at them, be loosened by them. It was the truth: Lisinthir had heard it while Jahir had been building the nerve block, the hint of Eldritch lullabies, sung not just in a single voice but embroidered with harmonies that the originals didn't have. While his cousin considered it, Lisinthir padded to the wall, woke it, asked it to put together an evolution. For its genesis, something baroque and mannered... for its endpoint, something wilder and more sensuous. He let the computer build the journey from one end to the other: marvelous toys these Alliance algorithms. Then he rejoined Jahir and bowed with a flourish. "Shall we?"


    "Dance," Jahir repeated, bemused. And hearing the music softly rising, "As if we were at the summer court."


    "We both learned the forms, yes?"


    "One dances them with the opposite sex!"


    Lisinthir laughed. He would never have thought these bloodless battles would be so exhilarating, but it was fun—fun—to draw Jahir out of himself. He loved the unpredictability of an Eldritch prince's upbringing reinvented through the lens of an Alliance citizenship, an Alliance beloved. "The steps are not so difficult. I'll even take the women's part if it will make things easier for you." He mimed a curtsey with invisible skirts, the Chatcaavan robe luffing at his knees. "May I have this dance, Seni's Heir?"


    "You are incorrigible," Jahir said, exasperated, but he bowed, reached forward... stopped.


    There. That was the moment Lisinthir had been waiting for. Because the Eldritch dance required props, tools to stand in for the touch they denied themselves. A man should have touched a dagger's hilt to a woman's fan or wand, and instinctively Jahir had raised his hand before realizing he had neither.


    Lisinthir met his cousin's hand with his instead, slid his fingers in the curve of Jahir's, let the fingertips trail along the insides of Jahir's fingers to the palm. That shudder, that was delicious. "This is what we have refused ourselves," he said, the caress light, learning. His cousin's palms were wider, but not by much. "Doesn't it strike you as ridiculous?"


    "Yes—no—no, not when your touching me like that clouds my reason." Jahir laughed at himself, rueful.


    Lisinthir clasped the hand fully, taking his cousin's uncertainties and pleasures and wants and fears into himself. He breathed in, settling them, and said, "And now... I step to the right, and you to the left—" He began, and Jahir fell into the form, constrained as everything Eldritch was, leeched of any connection to the senses. Lisinthir obeyed the forms but only for how they stressed the contrast of skin on skin. He felt the heat of Jahir's palm against his, knew the moment his cousin decided to curl his fingers closer by the graze of their tips against his knuckles, over Imthereli's ring.


    "You think to demonstrate something."


    "Do I?" Lisinthir watched Jahir's face, enjoying the sight of the other man making connections, racing from one thought to the next.


    "You must, because you feel to me as if you're positioning yourself for another battle."


    "And if what I want is to distract your mind from its fretting?"


    "You are doing an admirable job, but only by puzzling me." Jahir let his fingers go to bow and back away, then turn to keep Lisinthir in view: it was for the woman to parade around the man, so Lisinthir did so... though he couldn't help subverting the form by prowling rather than promenading. The flush it brought to his cousin's cheeks was pleasing.


    They resumed touching and stepping. Lisinthir let his cousin pace him and said, quiet, "Our error was in too much distance. Do you know why?"


    "Why?"


    "Because the moment of danger is always here... where we are now. In the moments before intimacy." The music was accelerating, showing signs of infection with something wilder. Lisinthir let it carry him closer, so that each step took him nearer, near enough to sense his cousin's body heat in the chill of the room. "Our kin were wrong, cousin. They thought that intimacy was the moment of greatest peril, but it is in fact when we are vulnerable together that we are safest."


    Jahir had stopped moving. Lisinthir kept his hand and kissed its knuckles, tasted the sweat in the hollows between them, pulled his cousin closer by it. "We have sex," he said. "And just before we push into another's body... that is danger. We eat, and the moment when the food is rising to our mouths... that is danger. We may be rejected. The meal may be dashed away. Anything can happen between that moment and the moment of consummation." Another kiss, this time at Jahir's shoulder. "But then we push in. Then we bite, we swallow. We are one. The communion exists, and we are safe." A last kiss, at his cousin's ear, and the shiver there was something he could feed on. "And then we pull out, then we are empty again, and in danger. When we hold ourselves apart to keep from being hurt, we accomplish nothing but the denial of nourishment. And when we draw into the midfield, wanting to hold that distance but acknowledging a need, we do nothing but destroy ourselves. This—" Cupping Jahir's face. "This is safety." That kiss he drew out, long and slow and knowing. When he paused, his cousin was shaking.


    "When you are so close," Jahir said at last, their faces near enough that Lisinthir could feel the shivery breaths they rode, "you are also close enough to be hurt."


    "Hurting requires you to draw back enough to separate yourself." Lisinthir brushed his lips against Jahir's. "When you are deep in one another, there is no separation."


    "Cousin," Jahir said, his pain acute. "I love him, and I'm afraid that we'll be torn apart."


    "He knows the only truth that saves." Lisinthir touched a finger to Jahir's mouth. "If he is with you, truly with you, in you, the way he is... then that is safety. No matter where you are or what happens. Now... dance. In and out of range, in and out of danger. Like battle, like sex, like everything vital." Lisinthir gave him a gentle push, caught his hand.


    How sweet it was that Jahir obliged him... and his cousin danced like a poem, the grace of wind in trees, a thing of Air and a musician's perfect attunement. It salved something in Lisinthir to watch the changing pattern of the music loosen some of the chains that fettered his cousin so tightly. And this worked until Jahir seemed to notice the song. He started laughing, stopped, holding his midriff. "Did you ask the computer to pastiche NeoBaroque with Slink? The computer?"


    "I thought maybe it would encourage you to make acquaintance with your hips," Lisinthir said, amused.


    Jahir pressed a hand to his brow, mouth twitching.


    "And now you will say not all dancing moves from the hips, and I will observe that in you music works its way in through your extremities and ripples inward…." Lisinthir set a hand on his cousin's chest and walked him in a circle as if in pas de deux. "And it is lovely. But you won't move me that way."


    "No," Jahir agreed, catching his hand. "You are all predation, cousin. And I am drained and so are you."


    "Are we?"


    "We are—" Jahir paused. "You are about to kiss me."


    Lisinthir grinned. Even the end of the fight was still pleasure. "Ah, then I shall not. It wouldn't do to be predictable."


    [image: ***]


    In some time before the endlessness of this voyage, Jahir might have laughed and withdrawn to sit at the edge of the room and catch his breath. But now he wanted to know his own power, and if he had it. Too many new concepts, or old ones given new breath. If he was right… if he stilled himself here before the hunter and let his hope well into his eyes… if he let his shoulders loosen and his attention narrow….


    Lisinthir stopped abruptly, touched fingertips to Jahir's lips, which is how Jahir found they were parted. Just a little. Just enough for Lisinthir to brush at the division. Jahir kissed them and had just enough time to smile at the frustrated noise he evoked before he received the kiss he'd decided he wanted after all. He even leaned into it on purpose this time, experimented with the sensation of not being passive, but of being willing.


    "Yes," Lisinthir answered against his mouth. "Invite the stranger into the temple. And the world—" Another chafing kiss, soft and dry and electric, "—is the stranger."


    So Jahir cupped his cousin's face and asked for more, tacit, and received, and took a different instruction in how to be pleasing that way. Who was the Jahir who could speak with the body as well as the word? What did he want? Was it worthy of shame?


    "Enough," Lisinthir murmured, touching a finger to his mouth. "Or I will forget my fine vows and have you on this mat." His laugh was husky. "You learn quickly, cousin."


    "I have an exemplary teacher," Jahir answered, and kissed the finger.


    "Ah!" Lisinthir snatched it back and laughed again. "No! None of that. If you want to rest, sit. We'll both sit."


    Strange how desire could be urgent and restful. How did that work? Jahir retreated to the wall and sat with his back to it, and his cousin joined him, shoulder to shoulder.


    "Shame," Jahir said. "It is contextual."


    Lisinthir's attention grew focused. "Go on."


    "Cultural. A tool shaped to encourage social and biological necessities." Jahir touched his own lips, now hypersensitive. Would they always be that way, or would he get used to kissing? Or would that take as much kissing as Lisinthir had become accustomed to? Not likely to happen to him, certes. "And our particular culture's notions of shame are bound up in the limitations of our technology, limitations we are aware of, because we did not always have them."


    "That was long ago. Dare I say it."


    "Even Eldritch have a long ago," Jahir said. Such a curious sensation, this calm. How could it feel so companionable to sit alongside someone so? Someone who made his blood sing? He thought lust would make him desperate; instead, it seemed to gentle him. Maybe it was the relief of not having to fight it? Would it ever make sense to him?


    "You are trying to work this out with logic," Lisinthir observed. "It is not a thing of logic. There is only one useful question."


    "That being?"


    "Would you love and cherish Sediryl, and would she you, and would your children be healthy were they born?"


    Jahir ignored the dart of yearning that stung him, spreading fire through his body. "That is three questions."


    "They are branches from the same root. The root is whether the two of you together would work within the context of the society in which you plan to live. So then. Would you?"


    "I… I don't know," Jahir said. "I don't know where we would live. Or when. She has a lover, I have a partner. Short-lived both. I wouldn't draw her away from the life she has now… and I am not ready to go home…."


    "Who says you must go home? Now, or even in three hundred years? You will live a good fifteen hundred, cousin, perhaps longer. Barring misfortune, you have the time. Stay in the Alliance. Go back to the homeworld. Maintain two residences! Marry your woman, and let her spend fifty years on some project and then come back to her. What is your rush? She will pace you through the years."


    Jahir considered that for long moments. Then, quiet, "If I ask her. If she says 'yes.'"


    "If you ask her, cousin," Lisinthir said, brushing the back of a curled finger against Jahir's cheek. "She will say yes, because you are absolutely irresistible."


    Jahir accepted that because Lisinthir's belief in it was in his fingertips, in that caress. "And you? Will you go home one day? Revitalize Imthereli? The Queen will give you anything, you know."


    "Will she?"


    "If the Alliance is saved from the Chatcaava it will be because of you." Jahir paused, then said, "Because of the safety you and the Emperor made in one another. You left yourself in him, and he in you."


    "And both of us in the Slave Queen… and she in us. Yes. You understand." Lisinthir sighed a little. "I don't know, cousin. To go home. And do what? Have children with some Eldritch woman?" His laugh was curt. "Can you imagine if I had wed as my father had required? I might even now be your stepfather."


    Jahir covered his eyes with a hand.


    Lisinthir slid an arm around his shoulders and tugged him closer. "Yes. Rather too incestuous even for me, and I like our little cousin-play." He kissed Jahir's brow, breath warm. "It is hard for me to think that far ahead. I want—need—to see my lovers again and know that they're safe. I need to live with them, to have that life with them, however long that life might be. I can't think past that to the time when they've dissipated into the Living Air."


    "I understand," Jahir said softly.


    "I know." And then a smile in his cousin's voice, wry. "Though if the Queen cares to endow me with my family's lands again, perhaps that wouldn't be so bad. Given how many fights my parents had over Imthereli's losses to both Galare and Asaniefa, and my mother accusing my father of contemplating divorcing her to hitch his fortunes to the latter and maybe win back that land."


    "You could be Lisinthir Imthereli," Jahir murmured.


    "Keldi Imthereli," Lisinthir agreed. "It would feel strange. But I carry my father's swords, not my mother's. And I am more the drake than the unicorn, though there is a little unicorn in me also."


    "And you do not hate her," Jahir said, feeling through the nest of conflicting regrets he sensed through their touch.


    "Hate… the Queen?" Surprise colored Lisinthir's voice. "Should I?"


    "She sent you into the Empire, unprepared—"


    Scoffing. "Nothing could have prepared me for the Empire. Nothing ever prepared anyone for it, leastaways in the Alliance." A tender kiss brushed against Jahir's brow, almost absent, as if his cousin needed touch to clarify his thoughts. "I dreamed of her while I was in the Empire. She was my warning that I was changing, that I was straying too far from true." A faint smile. "She was my symbol of all things Eldritch. But she herself is very little like most of the Eldritch she rules. Maybe that should have been a sign to me. She sent me to evolve into an Eldritch who could survive a world outside our cloistered home. Just as she sent you. Yes?"


    Had she? Jahir thought of the letters, the money, his mother's comments, now and then, about Liolesa's having observed his progress through the Alliance. Thought of his few appearances at court, and how the Queen had not drawn him into any of its divertissements though as the head of their House she could have insisted. "Yes," he said, surprised at how long it had taken him to realize it. "Yes, she must have."


    "And you thought it was your idea," Lisinthir said, his smile gentle. "We were too young then to outthink a Queen."


    "Are we that much older now?"


    "Oh, I think we are. Being off the homeworld ages us. We have experiences our brethren cannot imagine." Lisinthir tipped his chin up and kissed him, and Jahir sank into it, letting it bleed the world gold at the corners, crumbling inward like flakes of metal leaf. He felt, very distant, the touch of Lisinthir's fingers moving up from chin to the jaw... made a noise when they paused there, hoping for what—for pain to sharpen the pleasure? To give it edges fine enough to cut him to the quick? Please, he thought, dimly astonished that he was willing to ask, and was he saying it aloud, and in what language: Please.


    Lisinthir caressed the joint and then dug his thumb into it, and it shattered his senses, lightning branching from the nerve, erasing everything until his cousin brought him back with the dim, wet heat of his lips.


    Lisinthir was speaking.  "...sin, cousin." Another kiss, pulling at his lip, until he couldn't tell where sensation started and the world ended: was he in this body or in Lisinthir's mouth or diffused out of everything, spreading, soft....


    More clearly now, husky: "Cousin."


    Jahir managed to focus because that had been command. His face was cradled between both of Lisinthir's hands—when had that happened? He felt entirely safe there.


    "Promise me," Lisinthir said, low. "Promise me you'll come to me when this is over." A very gentle kiss on his sore mouth. "Let me make you whole as I was made whole. Let me do that for you."


    "What if..." He had to find words, but he was having trouble. Were they Universal? What had Lisinthir spoken to him in? Their native tongue. He fumbled for it, aware of his cousin's patient regard. "What if I do. And I find that... this is all I am?" He answered the uncertainty he felt through the palms on his jaw. "What if I am ruined for what I long for?"


    To recreate the happiness his parents had. To love children—God and Lady, how he had never admitted until now how much he craved them. And not just any children, but hers, the doomed ones all his society had told him would be impossible. In his heart he'd been unable to believe they would die in the womb. He wanted that life, the sweet domesticity of it... was that ridiculous? Pedestrian?


    "Beautiful," Lisinthir corrected, gentle. "And nourishing. Why would you not want it?"


    "What if... I can't?" He thought back to his cavalier comment to Vasiht'h. "What if the time comes and... it can't be fixed?"


    "What you mean to say," Lisinthir said softly, "Is 'what if I can't be fixed.'"


    The frisson that traveled him was cold, made his skin draw taut, nauseated him. "What if I'm broken?" Jahir whispered. The horror made completely manifest: "What if I broke myself?"


    Lisinthir considered him, thumbs stroking lightly beneath Jahir's eyes. Then, quiet, "Do you trust me with an invasion as intimate as the one you inflicted on me when you found me folded over that table?"


    "I—I must," Jahir stammered, surprised. "But what is this about—" And gasped in when Lisinthir took him down with him, out of the gym, away from the cold and the low red light and the plangent silence... deep into memories, and from them Lisinthir plucked the image of Sediryl, gave her life and breath, and Jahir saw again the flash of her eyes, the proud lift of her chin, the arch of her brows.


    Forgive me, Lisinthir whispered, and then stripped her and put her in his arms in a fantasy more lurid than anything Jahir could have imagined... because it was informed by his cousin's intimate knowledge of another woman's Eldritch body. Jahir found fingers on flesh, lips on his, felt breasts pressed against his ribs as she stretched up to kiss him....


    With all his heart he rushed for her open mouth, poured himself into her, gathered her up and crushed her to him, and no part of him was cold to it.


    When Lisinthir broke him from that, he was panting, cheeks so flushed that his cousin's fingers against them felt cold.


    Gently, so gently, his cousin smiled and kissed the tip of his nose. "No worries on that count."


    "God...!"


    "And very much Lady," Lisinthir agreed with a touch of mischief, and at last Jahir managed a laugh.


    "But if that, then... what is this?" he asked. "Between us?"


    "Complicated?" Another amused look. "You're the therapist, cousin. Tell me what you'd say."


    "I'd say 'please enjoy a cup of warm tea while I write this referral to one of our sex therapists.'" He faltered and said, "But I could never have done any of this, or admitted to any of it, or even explained it to such a person. Save that he was also Eldritch. And not just Eldritch, but a Galare, and a peer."


    "No, I imagine not. And in truth, I'm not sure how much I could have admitted to someone, save that he was not also Eldritch, and a man, and another heir." Lisinthir half-smiled. "The Queen had her wisdom at the last." A gentle caress, the backs of his fingers to Jahir's cheek. "So will you come to me?"


    Would he? Not to learn who this Jahir was who had such needs, because he was beginning to understand that for himself, finally. But to allow his cousin to convince him that he could be cherished not just despite what it suggested about him, but because of it? And to take into him that soul-deep conviction that his needs were neither ugly nor perverse to someone of his own upbringing, but merely a facet of the same need to trust and be safe and be loved that everyone possessed?


    In wonder, he said, "I must... mustn't I?"


    "You don't have to," Lisinthir said. "But it would be a great healing if you did. And you would do me great honor allowing me to administer it."


    "I'll come," Jahir said. "Only tell me when."


    "A few weeks." Lisinthir kissed his brow, lingering, lips against skin. Then sighed, warm. "A few weeks. Enough time for the physicians to finish with me, and for me to find some affable Harat-Shar willing to undertake my education."


    "Your education!" Jahir laughed. "Now there is an image! You would have the great cats teach you how to make love after all the practice you've had?"


    Lisinthir smiled and tucked an errant hair back behind one of Jahir's ears. "No... I would have the great cats teach me how to hurt you safely and in a way you'll enjoy."


    He heard the words before he understood them. When he did, the shudder that gripped him closed his throat around his reply.


    "Yes," Lisinthir whispered, dragging the word out, tasting it. Another kiss, on swollen lips this time. "And then you will heal something in me."


    That gave him enough focus to swim back into his body, gather the broken pieces of his concentration. "Oh?"


    His cousin nodded. "To use on you the things that nearly destroyed my sanity, and reclaim them from cruel memories... to know they can bring someone to some more sublime place... I think that would grant me peace."


    Could they do that? Heal one another? Such a beautiful thought. Jahir rested his brow against Lisinthir's. "I'll come," he said, soft.


    "Good," Lisinthir said, and nipped his lip. "And maybe we'll go dancing, yes? The Pelted have dance clubs. You can be less appalled by the music when it's being improvised live rather than extrapolated poorly by an algorithm."


    That shocked a laugh out of Jahir. "You want to go dancing? The two of us! In a crowd?"


    "It sounds a properly sensual experience," Lisinthir said with a grin. "Yes. I want it. So take a few lessons in modern dance while I'm having my internal organs replaced under a halo-arch."


    "Crazy. Incorrigible. Impossible." Jahir laughed, low. "You are insane, cousin."


    "Such an imprecise diagnosis. My healer must finally be tired to be so indistinct, so it is time for him to sleep."


    "And you also." Jahir let Lisinthir help him up. "How are you not as exhausted as I am?"


    "I am. I've more practice at ignoring it, is all."


    Stepping outside the gym, Jahir paused and looked up at the corridor, at the narrow strips of light running the ceiling's edges, felt anew the chill in the air and the strange silence of the deck beneath his feet. Quietly, he said, "We are walking alongside our deaths, aren't we."


    "Death always walks alongside us, no matter how we might blind ourselves to him," Lisinthir said. "It's only when he is obviously stalking us that we can no longer deny it." He narrowed his eyes, lips peeling back from his teeth. Brief, so brief that expression, to be so lethal. "He is stalking us now. But I am a hunter myself, and he will find no easy quarry here."


    How many times had Lisinthir fought that fight in the past year? All those battles were written in his body, and his eyes. Jahir considered him, then touched his cousin's arm, bringing him back from that place. Not yet, he thought, letting it seep through their skins. Not yet, but soon.


    Lisinthir nodded once, and led the way to their quarters. Beside him, and one pace behind, Jahir followed, hands clasped behind his back, and thought it was a very comfortable place to walk.

  


  
    CHAPTER 13


    Dread fogged Vasiht'h's slide out of sleep, and opening his eyes didn't dispel it. The low lighting, the acrid scent of the Chatcaavan drug, the gnawing pangs of hunger... reality was almost more nightmarish than his nightmares. He rubbed his face slowly against the pillow, a halfhearted attempt at denial that didn't work, and then rested his cheek on it.


    Lying near his eye was the Galare unicorn. Sometime in the night the knot he'd tied in the chain had loosened enough for it to rest apart from him, and staring at it he wondered how much he'd been tossing for it to wind up near his face where it could rear, its hooves pointed at him as if in accusation. You didn't mean it, when you vowed. You're willing to give everything, as long as it's on your terms.


    Vasiht'h pushed himself up, fur bristling at the chill. Someone had thrown a blanket over him. Where was Jahir? He pulled on the mindline, and that brought his partner to the door into the sleeping chamber as if he'd tugged on a physical rope. The link welled with a gentle greeting, warm as any embrace, and startled, the Glaseah looked up.


    His partner was exhausted. He was also... glowing. Like the ember at the tip of a stick of temple incense, promising a long, slow sweetness, perfumed like amber. And he brought that warmth and light to Vasiht'h with his approach, and when he went to one knee beside the mound of pillows. That was close enough that Vasiht'h could see the lines around his eyes, the fatigue that reddened the edge of their lower lids. And yet, that peace...!


    "Ariihir," Jahir said, and from his voice he'd been up too late, a touch of gravel in that low tenor. What would he say next? Vasiht'h thought his heart would break open, waiting....


    A smile, a hint of fondness. "You're hungry. You should eat."


    The turnabout was so unexpected that Vasiht'h couldn't help a laugh. He covered his mouth.


    "Better," Jahir said, and something about the way he said it made Vasiht'h think of Lisinthir. "Come with me? You really should break your fast. And then I fear we have work to do."


    "More clients?" Vasiht'h asked, confused. "Did Hea Borden schedule us to cover the morning shift right after we did the evening?"


    Regret, sounding like distant rain in the mindline. "Nothing so easy, I'm afraid. We are now at the point of planning for any... undesirable... outcomes to the transmission. And you and I must be part of it, because we will have to know where to go if there is trouble."


    Every muscle squeezed in protest, as if to harden themselves into armor against the words. "Can't they just decide and tell us what to do?"


    "They could, yes. And they will. But we need to be there. I fear it won't be as simple as 'hide in a storage closet.'" Gentle teasing now, like a breath blowing his fur against the grain. "We would not fit in one anyway. I am too tall and you are too long."


    How could the Eldritch make jokes? Where did he find the strength? And this radiance... oh, how Vasiht'h wanted to bask in it. If he was certain of his welcome....


    Goddess, what had they become that he was no longer certain of something so fundamental? How could he distrust—no, disbelieve—the evidence of the mindline? The love in it was as palpable as the light of the sun, and yet he couldn't bring himself to reach toward it.


    And Jahir saw it. He knew. A shadow dimmed the mindline, and Vasiht'h looked away.


    "How many ways must I say it, my love, before you will accept that it matters not a whit to me that you want no part of this fight?"


    The 'my love' shocked Vasiht'h out of his guilt and shame. They knew their feelings for one another, but rarely did Jahir refer to them so baldly.


    "You don't understand," he managed.


    "Then explain it to me." A smile. "As we would say with our most inexperienced clients: we need to begin with communication. Yes?"


    Vasiht'h slicked his feathered ears back. "Sometimes communication makes things worse."


    "Before it makes them better."


    The anguish in him threatened to break loose, flood the link between them. "Sometimes it breaks things, Jahir."


    Those golden eyes met his, steady, but Vasiht'h could feel the compassion behind them, taste it in his mouth like honey. "It will not break us."


    "I don't want to fight this war for your Queen."


    "Neither do I—"


    "You don't understand," Vasiht'h said, before he could lose the courage. "Jahir... you don't want to fight this war, but you will because you feel it's your duty. But I don't believe it's mine."


    Like a sword laid between them, the violence implicit. The potential for a wound... worse, for severing. Even in Vasiht'h's heart, something changed. Saying it aloud had made it real. It's not mine.


    "Then," Jahir said, hesitant, "what will you do?"


    "I don't know!" Vasiht'h cried, and he could hold it back no longer: the agony of it, of being torn between his need to be true to the beloved, the Goddess-blessed union, the partnership they'd built together... and his absolute rejection of where that could take him. Was he crying? He at least knew he was shaking because his wings were scraping his back. "Oh, Goddess, Jahir... I don't know! Tell me, please, I'll listen to anyone who'll tell me what I should do!"


    Jahir gathered him into his arms, and the answering pain from him was almost unbearable, and Vasiht'h shocked himself by wishing he couldn't feel it. Not that he could fix it, but that he couldn't sense it. Oh, Goddess, he was going to throw up—


    /Sssh./


    Somewhere in him, barriers were being woven between himself and his terror and grief. He knew Jahir was erecting them, that Jahir hadn't asked permission to separate him from his emotions, and he didn't care. He didn't even care that they would have told their own patients that pushing pain away only deferred the task of dealing with it. Maybe his partner knew that he couldn't work through it now when they might die today, or tomorrow. Everything was too close, too real, too much.


    "If need be," Jahir said against his forelock, "then I will go to the fight and come back to you when it's over." Leaning back, the Eldritch said, "It will be no different than any other bonded couple who loses a love for a time to the warfront, only to regain him when the deployment is done."


    "You might die without me," Vasiht'h said.


    "I fight better with you at my side, I think," Jahir said. "But I learned to fight before I knew you, and I can fight that way again."


    How to express his panic at the thought that Jahir could get on without him? Worse, that he might push Jahir into it with his own refusal to help? "I... I don't know how it would feel, to stretch the mindline across that much distance. We've done it once or twice and it feels—" Awful, is how it felt, and he caught Jahir's reflexive anxiety at the notion before the Eldritch suppressed it. And now, Vasiht'h thought, they were hiding things from one another. Because of him!


    "Maybe the Queen will not send me," was what Jahir chose to say finally.


    And if she didn't... would it matter, now that Lisinthir had involved them? Now that Jahir cared about what happened in the Empire? Now that Jahir cared about Lisinthir?


    There was no way out of this. None. Vasiht'h choked back a moan. Maybe he should go with Jahir anyway. Surely going and being terrified but with Jahir was better than any of the alternatives—


    "I would rather," Jahir said, the words slow to leave him, "that you remain at home, and safe... than to be consumed with worry and guilt at having dragged you into something you could not bear." His partner lifted a hand as if to touch Vasiht'h's cheek... then let his fingers graze the fur there under the eye. The caress of his concern, the aching love underlying it, was more real than the physical touch. "I would not have your sanity broken for the sake of a vow."


    "But if I break my vows, how can I be worthy of you? Or anyone?"


    Jahir shook his head, the minute little twitch of chin he'd mostly abandoned for more legible mannerisms adapted from the Pelted norm. "One broken promise does not make you unworthy of love, Vasiht'h."


    "It is if it's this promise." Vasiht'h closed his eyes. The emotional blocks were working on him: what he felt now was numb. Numb and hopeless.


    "Oh, my brother," Jahir said. "Please... please don't go from me. Not like this."


    "I'm trying," Vasiht'h whispered. "But I'm afraid."


    "We'll get through it." Jahir gathered both of Vasiht'h's hands and cupped them in his, pulled them to rest against his chest. "Vasiht'h... arii. We will."


    What could he say? Save that he didn't believe it? So he didn't say anything at all, and he grieved. Beneath their joined hands he could feel Jahir's heart racing, and the mindline brought him the Eldritch's vivid worries, streaked red like blood from gashes. They'd been through so much, and yet it had always felt external, pressures that pushed them together. This was the first time Vasiht'h felt as if those pressures were pushing them apart.


    "We will get through this," Jahir said again, quieter: as if speaking prophecy now, with that same calm assurance. "But to do that... we need to survive the next few days. We must attend these sessions, ariihir. Please."


    Vasiht'h said, "Maybe... maybe you should go alone. You can tell me what they say later."


    "No." Implacable. And then, pained, "I won't leave you alone. I don't think I should." An apologetic kiss on their hands, then. "Please come."


    What could he do? How could he say no?


    Would that be how it ended up working? Jahir would go, and he would follow because he couldn't deny him, deny the mindline, deny the gifts the Goddess had given him? Would it hurt less with repetition?


    Vasiht'h said, "Let me... let me just clean up."


    He endured Jahir's hovering while he ate, though the last thing he wanted was to put anything in his roiling stomach. And after that, he obediently followed his partner through the ship to the conference room where the Captain was already talking with Lisinthir and one of the women from the charade: Cory, the one who'd offered the Ambassador her lap. They were joined by several others from the ship, including Triona, and then the meeting convened.


    What they said, Vasiht'h didn't know, though he had some sense of Jahir arguing for them both, as he had during the planning for the rite that had made the Glaseah family. He knew he should be participating, that it was important that he pay attention, but he couldn't; he felt hollowed, as if his skin was supposed to be wrapped around a great turmoil and wasn't, and yet nothing had filled the space. The sensation left him feeling strange and not entirely present, and that the meeting seemed to go on forever only made him all the more lost. By the time it concluded he was so disoriented he couldn't even react to his partner's quiet reminder that they were supposed to practice.


    Vasiht'h would go. What else could he do?


    In some kinder universe, he would have been oblivious to Jahir's fear for him, and his mounting grief. But the mindline that he himself had welcomed left him no illusions.


    [image: ***]


    "You're off to the gym, I hear?" Triona said, stopping him as the crew began to seep from the room.


    Lisinthir glanced at her. "To practice, yes."


    "Cory's told me a bit about what you consider practice." The Seersa flicked her ears sideways, diffident. "Mind if some of us join you? We could use the exercise ourselves. We won't interrupt your private lessons."


    "More than welcome, and it is I who should be thanking you for the use of the facility."


    Triona shook her head. "It's nothing. I'm glad you're being diligent about it. How are your pupils coming along? Your countryman seemed engaged in the discussion in the areas that applied to him."


    "He has no more desire to be caught unprepared as the rest of us," Lisinthir said, wondering why she was keeping him—because she was very obviously keeping him. "He is no soldier, of course. But he should be able to keep himself in one piece, and his partner with him."


    "You sure about that?"


    There, that was the crux of it. Lisinthir rested his hands on the back of his chair and looked at her.


    "You know the sort of work we do on the border," the Seersa said, tail twitching. "And you know what I do, given my specialty."


    "I have some notion, yes."


    She nodded. "Then I hope my judgment will carry some weight with you when I say something's gone very wrong with the Glaseah, and if someone doesn't shake him out of it he'll be a liability—or a corpse."


    Brutally presented, but he couldn't disagree. He'd known the moment his cousin and Vasiht'h had entered the room that the problems that had been fretting Jahir into insomnia had not been dispelled by the night's sleep. Worse, unlike Triona, he knew that if Vasiht'h couldn't be brought round, Jahir would be crippled too... and it would be not one corpse left behind, but two.


    More than anything, Lisinthir wanted this transmission to bring the Chatcaava before it summoned their rescue. He needed the information he could derive from a visit to their attacker's vessel, and if he could secure a prisoner, so much the better for them all—him, the Emperor and the Alliance too. But wanting that increasingly meant putting his House cousin and partner in a danger they might not survive, and that disturbed him.


    It wouldn't stop him—it couldn't, not with two lives pitted against the fate of nations—but it disturbed him.


    "I'll see what I can do," he said. "But for now, there is other work to be done."


    She nodded. "I'll join you in a bit, then, since you don't mind."


    "Not at all." He let her precede him out the door, then left for the gym. The nerve block seemed to be holding, but he was subtly aware that things were not well with him. It remained absurd that he was not regaining his condition now that he was being regularly nourished and protected from the depredations of the Chatcaavan court... but he wasn't, and that he could no longer tell how badly off he was concerned him. Perhaps he should ask his cousin to remove the barriers between himself and the pain? Except he would be of lesser use to everyone if he was incapacitated by it.


    Raynor stopped him in the hall, drawing him from his thoughts. "Ambassador, a moment if you can spare it."


    "Of course, Captain?"


    "I'll need you tomorrow if you're up to it," Raynor said. "We're going to be running drills for the traps Cory's setting up with the partitions and since you've volunteered to be bait, we need you to be part of them."


    "I'll be up to it," Lisinthir said. The lieutenant's suggestion that they use the emergency bulkheads to separate and trap large parties, if large parties they found themselves facing, had intrigued him. "I wouldn't miss it."


    "Good. Bring the civilians if they're willing. They need the practice."


    He had become his cousins' keeper? Interesting. Lisinthir also noted he was not, apparently, a civilian. "They may have prior engagements with Hea Borden."


    Raynor made a cutting gesture with a hand. "This has to take priority. We're already working on borrowed time. I'm assuming worst case scenarios here: we send the message, we get maybe a day's warning if we're lucky before we have to deal with the Chatcaava."


    "When will you send out the first?"


    "Tomorrow evening at the latest."


    "At the latest?" Lisinthir said, surprised. "Why so soon if you are concerned about the crew's preparedness? You could give yourself a few days to run your drills first."


    Raynor shook his head. "I don't think we can afford to wait. Your healer tells me you're going to need a hospital soon, Ambassador... and our own reserves are dwindling. If we don't move now, the power we've got left coming from that second generator wouldn't be enough to charge the weapons for a single shot. No, it's got to be done as soon as possible." Raynor smiled without humor. "I'd send it now if I could, but we're not done siphoning the energy over to the main array. If we can light that panel up, I'll kick our last surveillance drone out and send the message tonight."


    "It would be good for this to be over," Lisinthir murmured, flexing his fingers, remembering nails tearing flesh.


    "The sooner the better." Raynor grinned. "Let's hope your dragons are prompt."


    Lisinthir returned the smile, recognizing the hungers that motivated it. Raynor might not be pared to bone and nerve-edge battle instincts the way the Eldritch was, but he also wasn't the innocent to violence that some of his officers were. "I'll pray they are."


    Less than a day before the transmission was released, he thought as he entered the gym. If the Chatcaava had been searching for them since... it depended on which direction they'd begun their search, of course. They could arrive within an hour of broadcast, or it could be days.


    His students, barely willing and completely unwilling, were awaiting him. Two of the Pelted were also present, though they were already sparring against one another: close-quarters fighting, he saw, and approved. Chatcaavan ships did not have the long and roomy corridors their Alliance counterparts did, which greatly reduced the utility of the palmers the Pelted preferred.


    That left him to his cousins, and what he saw did not fill him with confidence. Jahir was wearing a mask that would have rebuffed an entire court, one that encompassed his eyes; had Lisinthir not known him well enough now to guess how rare that complete non-expression was, he would have been hard pressed to know his cousin's state at all. But that much self-control had to be hiding too much pain. And Vasiht'h... Vasiht'h wasn't angry. At least yesterday he'd resented having been dragooned into these little self-defense courses. Today he didn't seem to care, and Lisinthir distrusted apathy far more than he did anger. Anger he could work with. Apathy....


    Nevertheless, they had work to do. "We begin," Lisinthir said. "Different task this time. Stay away from me."


    What followed was not a disaster, but only because the word implied emotional distress that his students simply didn't have the energy to invest. Vasiht'h was sluggish, distracted or clumsy, and did not seem to hear direction half the time; worse, he didn't seem to hear his partner's either. As if in overcompensation, Jahir was skittish and divided his attention between the Glaseah and Lisinthir with the inevitable results. Halfway through the session, Lisinthir stopped them and sent Vasiht'h away to fetch water for them both. The moment the Glaseah had crossed the mat, Lisinthir stepped close to Jahir and said in their tongue, black as earth over a grave, "Tell me now."


    "He thinks himself unfit because he does not want to follow me to this conflict," Jahir said, shadows flying over the words, and his distress was so palpable Lisinthir wanted to pull him into his arms.


    "And... he thinks that you will go to it, and so he must follow."


    "Worse, he believes he will be forsworn for not going. Not just to me, but to himself and his Goddess."


    Vasiht'h was on his way back, but Jahir had given him enough to mull. Triona was right: if the situation couldn't be healed, couldn't at least be stitched up in anticipation of a real healing, then they would both be prey for the first fight that found them. It was an irony that they had become like him, he thought: holding their wounds together but very much in need of enough peace and help to become healthy again.


    What to do? He gave them the order to defend and resumed their training, and let the problem simmer while he worked the agitation from his own muscles and the fear from theirs. Exhaustion would help blunt some of their desperation, and that would make any discussion with them less fraught. Because the discussion was inevitable. He had only to see the rigidity of Jahir's spine to infer the panic his cousin was concealing.


    When he judged they'd had enough, he sent them on, staying to talk briefly with Triona and the others who'd been working alongside them. The Pelted had questions about the preferred fighting style of shipboard Chatcaava, and he was glad of the chance to arm them with the knowledge he'd paid so dearly to learn. They returned to their own practice when he begged off, working out how they'd fight in corridors that narrow. They were soft for the work to which Lisinthir had become accustomed... but they had the benefit of their training and their confidence and their will to the fight. He'd become fond of them. Perhaps it shouldn't have surprised him, given how he'd liked Laniis. But being here among the Pelted while they struggled through this crisis had helped him make some peace with having to live in the Alliance while seeing to his half of the work. He might begrudge the time he spent apart from his beloveds, who after all would not live even a third his span, but he did not plan to be away long if he could help it. And if he was to be here at all, it was a balm to find the people worthy of his protection.


    He knew how to live in a world where the Pelted were wingless freaks, and that had kept him alive in the Empire. He could now slide back into a world where the Pelted were people... and this would keep him alive in the Alliance. A fair trade, he thought, and saluted them before he left. Cory tossed off a quick reply, fingers to brow, and Lisinthir smiled.


    But now, to a different duty.


    He found his two cousins in their cabin, dressed for bed but not in it and also patently not talking to one another. Jahir was sitting on the couch, his body language as tightly constrained as an Eldritch courtier's. Vasiht'h sat near him by the table, front paws together with one wrist cocked, as if he'd been scratching himself. There were uneaten ration bars in front of them, and untouched water, and the pall in the air was so distinct it seemed to depress the lighting.


    He did not try to dispel it with humor or sarcasm. Sitting on the table between them, he threaded his fingers together, hanging them between his knees, and addressed himself to Vasiht'h. "One act changed the heart of the Chatcaavan Emperor. A single act."


    The Glaseah looked up, which was more than Lisinthir had expected.


    "I had given him the Eldritch shape, and with it the power to sense the feelings of others," Lisinthir continued, ignoring his cousin to concentrate on Vasiht'h. "And we had been spending... I don't know. Weeks. Months. Playing with that ability. This culminated in an evening where the Emperor insisted that he was the stronger of us both and I countered with the assertion that he was wrong, and that what proved this was my ability to bear the suffering of others."


    How vivid that night remained in his mind, though others had smeared, their details lost.


    All that you can bear, I can bear twice.


    Prove it.


    Lisinthir drew in a breath. "The act that convinced him involved my torture." He looked at Vasiht'h. "This he chose because he had forced me to undergo it before in order to prevent the death or torment of others. It was one of the few ways he had to keep me in check, because while serial rape I could live with—poorly, but I could, because it involved my fighting it—complete powerlessness undid me."


    Vasiht'h drew in a breath but didn't speak. Lisinthir could feel Jahir's regard and thought, Later for you, cousin.


    He continued. "Because I wanted him to know what I'd been willing to undergo to save others, I permitted the torture. He was to stay with a hand on my face, to listen through the skin. And this he did, and it lasted..." He trailed off. How long had it lasted? "I don't know. Several hours, I think they mentioned later. In the past, the Emperor himself had administered the torture, but in order to be free to witness, he summoned the Surgeon to act in his stead. As you can imagine—" His eyes flicked to Jahir, then back at the Glaseah. "—a physician who has no compelling reason to abhor torture is very good at prolonging it without killing."


    Vasiht'h shuddered.


    "And now you wonder why I am telling you this," Lisinthir said. "You have some sense, I think, that I love the Emperor, and you were willing to accept that on your beloved's word though no doubt you think it unbelievable. But I also love the Slave Queen. You would have more compassion for her, knowing that she was a lonely prisoner for all the years of her life, friendless and abused, her very wings mutilated to deny her the sky. She was kind to me from the beginning, who had no reason to be; though her culture did not teach her any context by which to empathize with aliens, she nevertheless saw the similarities between them and herself. She was my first ally in the Empire. She taught me, she gave me safe haven when I was exhausted and beset on all sides, she helped me free the slaves. In all ways, not only an exemplary person... but the Chatcaavan who showed the Emperor the path to what he should become."


    Hesitant, Vasiht'h said, "She... she sounds amazing."


    "She is," Lisinthir said. "And while I grew to love the Emperor once he changed, the Slave Queen I loved from the start, because she never needed any change to be worthy of it." He smiled. "The Emperor knows it also. He calls her his Treasure, which for Chatcaava is..." He trailed off, trying to decide how to explain it. "It is to call her an ideal of everything good and worthy."


    "I can see that," Vasiht'h said softly.


    "She was the one who suggested we have the Surgeon perform the torture on me for that final experiment," Lisinthir said. "She said he would be able to prevent injury, and that he would be properly dispassionate about it. The Emperor thanked her for the suggestion and offered to grant her any request. Do you know what she asked?"


    Vasiht'h shook his head, a little twitch.


    "She asked to leave so she wouldn't have to watch."


    He heard Jahir's sharp inhalation, but didn't break his gaze from Vasiht'h's. The Glaseah was quivering. Very gently but with distinct emphasis on each word, he finished, "I don't respect her any less for that."


    "She abandoned you," Vasiht'h whispered.


    "She knew her limits," Lisinthir said. "And chose not to punish herself by staying... a gesture which I would not have thanked her for, knowing how it would hurt her."


    The Glaseah was visibly shaking now. "She should have supported you. You needed her."


    "What I needed was her whole," Lisinthir said. "Because when it was over, I could not have put her back together. I was in no shape to be of aid to anyone, and knowing that I had failed her in her need when I myself was near my own destruction... how would that have helped me?"


    Vasiht'h's ears flattened.


    "She chose the wise course."


    "She was weak!"


    There, at last, the hidden pain. "She was strong in ways I cannot approach, arii. But that did not make her invulnerable. No person is so strong as to have no weaknesses at all. But one flaw does not make you weak, and one flaw does not make you unlovable."


    The Glaseah looked down, and Lisinthir reached over, slipped two fingers beneath his chin and tipped it up. Startled, Vasiht'h met his eyes.


    "Had the Slave Queen not helped me in those first days, arii... I would have failed. The task would have been too much for me. And everything that happened after: the changes in the treaty, the freed slaves, the Eldritch heir returned, the Emperor's rebirth and with that rebirth a hope for a new Empire... all those things would never have happened without her choosing to help an alien ambassador in defiance of all acculturation, and the danger to herself. She had no stomach for torture and no taste for battle... but look at all she accomplished...!"


    "If... if you're trying to make me feel better—"


    "I am trying," Lisinthir said with a touch of a growl, "—to make you stop wasting the gifts of your Goddess, who did not give you the personality She did because it was flawed clay."


    Vasiht'h's trembling stopped abruptly. His shock was palpable.


    "You are unhappy at the choices in front of you? I cannot blame you. But you will not loathe yourself for not forcing yourself to become a meek duplicate of your partner. To do so disrespects your Goddess and your lover. You are supposed to be different, to complement one another. That makes the work before you harder, but it does not make it impossible."


    "I don't know how to begin," Vasiht'h whispered.


    "Nor will you," Lisinthir said, "until you are thrown into the thick of it. Then I think many things will become clear to you. Until then, you owe yourself and your beloved more than to let this develop into true self-hatred. Would you destroy what you have, when what you have is so rare?"


    "No...!"


    Lisinthir said, "Then I think your course is clear. The immediate one, at least." At the Glaseah's wild look, he said, gently, "Talk with your beloved." He smiled a lopsided smile. "I would say 'cuddle' but no doubt one of you will tell me that you don't."


    "We do, sometimes," Jahir said, quiet.


    "I leave you to it." Lisinthir rose. "I need my bed, given the ramshackle state of my temple."


    As he was stepping through the door to the sleeping chamber, Vasiht'h called, "Lisinthir?"


    He paused.


    "You really cared about her."


    He closed his eyes, saw again her face, the sweetness and the melancholy in her gaze, remembered the devastating and unexpected clarity of her insights, and oh, Dying Air, but the yielding of her body to his hands, his mouth. The kisses of dragons, and that dragon in particular. He drew in a careful breath, then said, very clearly, "I love her still, and will always."


    He left the two of them to their rapprochement.


    [image: ***]


    Everything in Vasiht'h's body was ringing, as if the space that numbness had hollowed into a Glaseah-shaped shell had been struck from without with a hammer. Just outside that shivering tintinnabulation he could sense Jahir waiting, vibrating in sympathy, wanting passionately to reach for him and no longer sure of himself, if his comfort would be welcome, if his words would not somehow make things worse.


    So wrong. Lisinthir had been right about that much: they were no good for one another when held apart. Vasiht'h groped blindly for Jahir's knee, found it and tightened his fingers on it. A moment later, the Eldritch's palm covered his, brought with it a relief that felt like rain after drought, an image that also managed to evoke tears. Was Jahir crying? Vasiht'h looked up hastily.


    "No," Jahir said, voice husky. "Not on the outside, anyaways."


    "Oh, arii," Vasiht'h whispered. "What have I done to us."


    Jahir didn't answer that, save with a warmth through the mindline that could not be denied.


    "You think... he meant all that?" Vasiht'h said when he was sure of his voice, and to find some way of approaching the wreckage in his heart. "That it was true."


    "I have absolutely no doubt."


    Vasiht'h glanced up at his partner. "You're that certain."


    "Aren't you?"


    Was he? Lisinthir was convincing, but politicians had to be, and what was an ambassador if not a politician? It would be so easy to believe him when he'd been saying things Vasiht'h needed to hear... and yet, nothing in his training suggested that Lisinthir had been deceiving him. So hard to trust, when so much was riding on the results! "Did he tell you about her?"


    A tremor beneath his hand. "He made her known to me, yes."


    "What did she look like? The mutilated wings... that was real?" At Jahir's glance, Vasiht'h flushed, but didn't look away. It had become very important that the Slave Queen exist in his own mind, that she have a reality separate and tangible to him. For an interminable moment, he thought Jahir would pull away, find his request disrespectful or frivolous. But then:


    "Here," Jahir said gently, and made him an image, gifted it through the mindline. A slim shape, not much taller than Vasiht'h himself, muted in hue like sleigh-bells in winter. Female, but shockingly androgynous: he'd been expecting breasts, but she was flat-chested, and her hips were not broad enough to read like a Pelted's body. It made him feel kin to her: did she feel not quite female amid the oversexed males of her species the way he felt not quite male amid the Alliance's many sexually active races?


    The wings weren't just mutilated, but pierced in a decorative pattern, scalloped along the leading edges and pricked throughout their vanes in diamond shapes, and here and there with cut-out thorns. Winged, but unable to fly—again, like him.


    She had orange eyes, and a mane that shadowed them. But in the image she was smiling.


    /Smiling?/ he asked, tentative.


    /In many of his memories, they are in one another's arms, and they are happy there./


    The Slave Queen of the Chatcaava, Vasiht'h thought. A woman whose thoughts had helped shape an empire. There was something of the Goddess in that. How could there not be?


    And this was the person Lisinthir had likened him to in response to his desire to run away from conflict?


    "I don't know what to think," he said at last, because it was true and he could at least begin once more with that, between them.


    Jahir's voice was very soft. "Do you trust me to make a suggestion?"


    "Of course!"


    "The ship has a chapel."


    Vasiht'h paused, surprised.


    "You have always found some peace when you have turned to Aksivaht'h," Jahir said, quiet. More hesitant, "I would make you a paper effigy to take with you, but I don't remember how."


    The Glaseah's heart skipped several beats, and his chest clenched. "That's... that's all right. The effigy's not necessary. It's just... a focus. That's all." He looked up. "You found out about the chapel for me?"


    Jahir's cheeks tinted; he looked down. "I saw it in the Hinichi's dreams. Kordreigh, on the first night. He uses it."


    That prompted memory, brought with it a hazy sense for the safety of the place, and the intimacy of it.


    "Will you go?"


    And if he did? If he prayed and She didn't answer? Vasiht'h shuddered. Yet not to go was to turn his face from Her, and he couldn't do that. He wouldn't. "I think I will, yes." He stood, his limbs uncertain beneath him. Exhaustion? Emotion? He couldn't tell. "Arii...."


    "Vasiht'h." Jahir met his eyes. "I'll be here."


    Vasiht'h swallowed and nodded. Before he could lose his nerve, he left. Only after he'd reached the safety of the corridor did he allow himself the luxury of covering his face with his hands. He wanted so much to believe Lisinthir, but even if he did, what would that change? He would still have to decide whether to follow Jahir into a warzone or leave him to go alone. Assuming that Jahir would return to all this, and somehow Vasiht'h knew he would. How could he not? If the war was coming… and the war was coming. He had gathered that from Lisinthir just from watching him, because Lisinthir no longer moved like someone lost and angry, but like someone making preparations, purposeful, alert, focused.


    No, there would be no evading it with a last-minute peace treaty. So what did that mean for him?


    The computer guided Vasiht'h to the chapel, a room that surprised him with its size; from the Hinichi's dreams he'd assumed it would be barely large enough for him to sit in. Instead it had been designed for at least half the crew to use at a time. It had no pews, no doubt because there'd been no anticipating what species would need it. There was a single altar, unmarked, with a narrow altar cloth hanging over it. The back wall was bare but the cord stretched across the wall was probably used to hang banners for different festivals and religions, depending on who was officiating. Vasiht'h had no idea how such things worked on Fleet vessels; he'd had some sense that it did, but not that so much attention was paid to it, and that made him feel a little better: there were people here who understood the importance of the Divine. There was even a dim glowing sphere of light projected just above the altar, a meditation focus that replaced the candles that no doubt wouldn't be prudent on a ship, and even under their emergency power restrictions it burned.


    Vasiht'h sat in front of the altar and looked at the light, barely large enough to cup with his hands.


    I'm here, he whispered, finally. I'm not asking for answers.


    That surprised him. He'd been expecting to say something else. He kept going.


    All I'm asking is for the strength not to fail the people I love in what's to come.


    Such quiet. Even the ship was silent beneath his belly, his paws. He waited, hoping for something, for some sign that he was doing the right thing. The light seemed to pulse, so faintly he almost missed it... but other than that... nothing. But something about the waiting... was it that he was putting himself in Her hands? Was it that he knew there was no guarantee of an answer? Maybe what was needful was the courage to live with that uncertainty, and understand that every child of the Goddess was one with him there.


    Vasiht'h did not feel very courageous. But the chapel felt good to him, like a world insulated from the harsh realities waiting for him out the door. The peace of it was seeping into him, working at his fears. So he settled himself, wings folded and head bowed, and let it in.
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    Jahir wasn't sure how long he spent on the couch after Vasiht'h left. He was not conscious of making a decision to wait there, particularly since his instincts suggested that the Glaseah might be gone for some time, long enough that he should sleep long ere his partner's return.


    It was just that he couldn't move.


    As much as he wanted to believe that Lisinthir had reprieved them, he couldn't. Everything in him knew, knew with a certainty that felt like his deficient pattern sense at work, that this was important, and that it had not been put to bed yet. But what more could he do to reassure Vasiht'h that he did not have to become something he wasn't in order to be worthy of the life they'd made together?


    The worst of it was... Vasiht'h was so certain that he was the one at fault for his desire not to engage with the war. But what if that was a lie he was telling them both in order to save them pain? What if Vasiht'h felt that his way was the only sane way, and Jahir's desire to embrace a duty that necessitated violence was the uncivilized path? What if he was right?


    What if Vasiht'h repudiated him?


    It was the cold that drove him to his feet finally, for his nightclothes were not thick enough for the chill that had become common on the ship. He stumbled upright and to the door, pausing there to let his eyes adjust to the dark. Then he headed for the pillows... and almost tripped over his own feet when Lisinthir said in their tongue, void of any mood inflection, "You're alone. I hadn't expected you to be."


    "Cousin," Jahir managed, and no more.


    Lisinthir sighed and caught his arm, pulled him to the bed and into it. Jahir had nothing in him to resist, though he was mutely glad his cousin didn't try to strip him, given his gooseflesh. But Lisinthir did nothing more wrap an arm around his waist and tuck him close, back to chest. With the covers over them both, their combined body heat stilled the tremors Jahir hadn't even been aware of suffering.


    "Where is your beloved?" Lisinthir said after a time, his breath warm against Jahir's neck.


    "I sent him to the chapel."


    "That was well-done.  Though he has been gone a while."


    "I did not expect him back soon." Jahir closed his eyes, fighting a disorientation made more acute by the darkness and the warmth.


    Lisinthir's hand brought him very abruptly back into his body, though all his cousin had done was slip it up his shirt to rest it on his heart. Jahir could feel the smooth metal of the Imthereli ring against his skin, the callus the ring had worn into the flesh at its edge.


    "Stay with me, cousin," Lisinthir murmured. "One half of you needs to be present, or there is no hope for you both."


    "Cousin—"


    "Yes," Lisinthir said. "Exactly that." He kissed the back of Jahir's shoulder, gentle. "So I am allowed to fret for you."


    The notion of someone who'd very lately been concerning himself for the fate of nations spending some of that anxiety on him was endearing. It made him smile despite himself.


    "Better." Lisinthir smiled against his shoulder, then said, "You have forgotten that I said something that disarmed you, but I have not."


    Jahir glanced over his shoulder, saw only the edge of Lisinthir's jaw. "I don't recall."


    "You are preoccupied." The hand on his heart caressed him, soothing rather than arousing. "But I spoke of preferring the fight to powerlessness, and you had a moment's unease. Perhaps I was implying something about the relative merits of being one way or the other."


    The conversation seemed very long ago, but Jahir remembered that moment. "I thought it, yes. But... it didn't last. I didn't think you would think less of me for being what I am."


    The hand on his chest paused. "You mean that."


    Did he? "Yes." Saying it made him certain, brought with it visceral memory of all the times he'd felt Lisinthir's response to his... what should he call it? Ease with powerlessness? Eagerness for it?  "You love the Slave Queen, who has this yielding in her. You would not call her craven for it." He looked over his shoulder again. "Am I right?"


    "You are." Lisinthir met his eyes. "You and she both must have a courage particular to your personalities, and so long as you exercise that courage, then you cannot be craven."


    "And this courage," Jahir murmured. "Is exercised on what battlefield?"


    A smile, wintry: it colored Lisinthir's voice as he said, "In choosing who to yield to, and in waiting until you are safe in the choosing. And then in the trusting, once you have given your allegiance... and again in the withdrawal, if it becomes clear there is no longer safety or honor in it."


    Jahir tasted those concepts slowly, as if they were water and he too long deprived, not wanting to glut himself. At last, he said, "Those are significant difficulties."


    "Thus, the courage," Lisinthir said. "I think I have the easier path, to be honest. But I would, as it is the path natural to me." The smile in his voice now was more genuine, warmed the words.


    "A great deal of risk," Jahir mused. "To make such evaluations."


    "Fortunate it is that you are a trained psychologist, mm?"


    That amused him despite himself. He looked over his shoulder again, found the expected mischief. He also saw the faint etching of lines around his cousin's eyes. "Pain?" he asked. "Is the nerve block wearing thin?"


    "It holds admirably. You merely see the evidence of my... concerns."


    Jahir sighed. "We were the ones who were supposed to be worried about you."


    "And perhaps you will be again when we return to an arena where you are comfortable," Lisinthir said. "But we have moved into an arena where my talents are necessary and yours must wait. We trade roles... that is the dance." A kiss on Jahir's shoulder, familial. "But fear less, cousin. There will be an ending soon."


    The quiver that ran his length nauseated him, but he could not articulate his anxieties. Saying that he feared the ending he was approaching was that of the innocence of his relationship with Vasiht'h... he didn't want to make it that real.


    Through his skin he felt Lisinthir's wordless reassurance, and he allowed that to lull him, that and the warmth they had made beneath the blankets. And after a time he said, because it was owed and true, "I have chosen you."


    He felt Lisinthir raise his head, just a little, the pillow crinkling.


    "To trust with my yielding," Jahir continued. "And I have faith in my own evaluation of your worth, and the quality of your heart." He paused, frowning. "Strange how that implies my own. It does, doesn't it?"


    "That," Lisinthir said, his approval a warm hush in his voice, "is exactly what it implies. And is why you must value your soul as the God and Lady made it. There is no other way to give yourself safely, save that you respect the gift."


    How simple that seemed, suddenly. Where had he read that the true solutions to problems revealed themselves because they were beautiful? "Remarkable."


    "O my cousin." Lisinthir sighed, his relief tangible against Jahir's skin. "I think you will be fine. Just fine."


    "Maybe," Jahir allowed.


    "You will show him the way. Did I not say earlier? You have chosen to walk a path together and that is how you must learn. You have undertaken this lesson. He will come with you."


    "You're so certain," Jahir whispered.


    "Watch and see, cousin." Lisinthir kissed the nape of his neck, and that made him flush, made him aware of his body again… stung him to life. Such a small intimacy, to wake him so completely to the world. How he wanted Lisinthir to be right!


    "Did you not say you trust me with your yielding?" his cousin said. "Then right now, in this moment, trust me my prediction, knowing that for months I risked the welfare of three nations on the strength of similar ones." The fingers on his chest spread, as if to cup his beating heart. "The two of you will come out of this, and it will make you stronger. Your love will permit you to do no less for one another."


    That sounded so plausible he could not help but smile.


    "Now," Lisinthir murmured, "Stay here, under my arm, and rest. We have a great deal to do tomorrow and I fear you will find none of it pleasant."


    "More practice—"


    "In the corridors, fleeing imagined dragons."


    Jahir flinched. "Yes. I see."


    "But not until tomorrow." A little nip, tugging at the skin just behind his ear; Lisinthir held it between his teeth and didn't let go, and all Jahir's thoughts fragmented over a haze of sensation until his cousin released him. "Yes?"


    All Jahir could think of to say in reply was, "...what?"


    Lisinthir laughed breathily against his shoulder. "God and Lady and Living Air, but I am going to ride you hard and put you away wet, when we are free."


    Had he become so accustomed to blushing around Lisinthir that it no longer jangled his nerves?  But the teasing had dragged him from the melancholic drift of his thoughts; behavior that is rewarded, he thought ruefully, is apt to be repeated. "The riding I will not gainsay. But I insist on being dried and curried properly before you shut me up in my stall for the night."


    "Like the most priceless stud in the stable," Lisinthir promised, his amusement palpable. The kiss that lit on Jahir's neck then was gentler, and no less than the first disordered his thoughts, if in an entirely different way. "Sleep, cousin."


    The warmth they'd created beneath the blanket, the persistent sense of safety he felt near Lisinthir, and his own exhaustion conspired against him. He slept.


    Vasiht'h's arrival woke him much later, an arrival heralded by the widening of the mindline and the muffled noises of the Glaseah's paws on the carpet. Instantly he was clear-headed, in that way that came only in emergencies... and was it not what they were going through a crisis? And he still didn't know if they would survive it, his cousin's reassurances notwithstanding.


    His partner settled alongside the bed and met his eyes in the dark.


    /Arii?/ Jahir whispered, hoping for something.


    /I'm here,/ Vasiht'h answered. Softer, with the calm that comes after long prayer and longer nights, /I'll always be here for you./


    In the link between them was all of the Glaseah's conviction: he had found the one truth from which all others proceeded, and it was enough: for him and for Jahir both. From that foundation they could stand upright, find some way through everything else, and Jahir could feel Vasiht'h's belief in that. Jahir found his hand in the dark and held it while the Glaseah arranged the pillows so he could fall asleep with his head on the bed alongside Jahir's and his torso draped over the edge. And that was how they slept: close and quiet, their heads near one another's on the pillow.


    The shiver that ran through the deck and the bulkheads woke all three of them. Jahir's eyes flew open: it was still dark, and the utter silence of the room made the pounding of his heart feel as if it would expand to fill every empty corner. Vasiht'h's hand tightened in his, bringing him the pressure of his partner's fear through their joined fingers.


    Lisinthir lifted his head, alert but calm; Jahir felt when the muscle tension drained from his cousin's body moments before Lisinthir put his head back down on the pillow. In the quiet, his low words carried to them both. "They've deployed their reconnaissance platform." Settling back in, Lisinthir murmured, "Sleep, ariisen. We won't have much opportunity soon."


    Jahir brought Vasiht'h's hand to his lips, brushed the knuckles. /I'm here also./


    /I know,/ Vasiht'h whispered. Ruefully, /I'm glad, because I'm terrified./


    Jahir allowed a curl of tired amusement to color the mindline. /I am also./


    Vasiht'h smiled and put his head back down on his arm. Somehow they managed to fall back asleep.

  


  
    CHAPTER 14


    Did he wake up again with a sense of dread? Was that fair after a night spent prostrate in front of the ship's altar? Vasiht'h lifted his head, groggy, and frowned. No, this wasn't about him and Jahir; he glanced at his partner, still sleeping alongside him, and his heart tightened in his chest. No, things there would be all right, somehow. That he didn't know how yet was immaterial. He would have to trust that the Goddess had a purpose in Her ineffable mind for their link and it didn't involve teaching Vasiht'h to cope with the trauma of a broken one. He chanced a touch, the way Lisinthir did so often, and ran a finger up Jahir's cheekbone: no response, just the same easy fullness in the mindline that whispered of dreams and rest. His partner was fine, if tired.


    But Lisinthir was gone.


    Cautious of a midriff gone sore from the odd position he'd slept in, Vasiht'h pushed himself to his feet and went into the front room. Nothing there, though there was a partially smoked cigarette, no longer lit, lying on some sort of small kit. The room still smelled of the drug, though, which meant he'd been using it recently….


    That noise from the bathroom Vasiht'h knew intimately. He'd grown up with too many younger siblings not to recognize it; children inevitably picked up every possible virus they could find and some of his sisters and brothers had been 'vomiters,' as his elders so charmingly put it. He trotted to the door and waited for any other noise, then called, quiet, "Need help?"


    The door didn't open for so long Vasiht'h almost tried the override, but Lisinthir finally stepped out just far enough to lean on the frame, arms folded and head bowed. Nothing on him smelled like blood or sickness—or at least, no more than it had when they'd first received him from the Chatcaavan vessel. In fact, he'd filled out a little: his skin was not quite so hollow under the ribs, though Vasiht'h could still count them.


    "I'm fine," Lisinthir said, and sighed. "I may in fact be better than I was, excepting the seizures."


    "But you're still throwing up."


    "Yes. But not blood anymore." A faint smile. "That I did more than once in the Empire, toward the end, and I am relieved to be quit of it."


    "How often?" Vasiht'h asked, frowning. "It can't be too often, or Jahir would have noticed." And fretted. "You're hiding it from him?"


    "What can he do about it?"


    Good question. Vasiht'h worried his lower lip, then shook his head. "Okay, good point. At least sit. I'll get you…" He stopped and flattened his ears. "Goddess, I'm so sick of not having a pot I can make tea in."


    "Water would be welcome," Lisinthir said, and took himself to the couch. He sat and drew in a breath, then picked up one of two swords that had been lying on the cushions. Vasiht'h had missed them, probably because the scabbards were near the same black as the fabric. He watched as Lisinthir unsheathed the first and set it on a cloth covering his lap, then leaned over it to open the kit.


    "Will it be soon, then?" Vasiht'h asked.


    "Best to be prepared no matter what comes."


    Sensible. Vasiht'h could grant that without too much distress after the night in the chapel. He went to the bathroom to fill two tumblers, one for each of them, and returned to the sight of the Eldritch doing something to the sword's edge with a rod. He sat to watch: the man as much as the process. What had Jahir said to him seemingly so long ago? Evaluate the client using his own senses, his instincts? Not easy, given how close Lisinthir kept his emotions. Was that in the way of a bandage holding in a bleeding wound, or was it honest-to-Goddess health? Could someone be healthy after what Lisinthir had been through?


    "Thank you," Vasiht'h said, without planning it.


    "For?" the Eldritch asked, absent.


    "For what you've been doing for Jahir."


    Lisinthir did look up then, one brow lifted. Something in Vasiht'h's expression must have spoken, though, because his eyes softened. "It was a needful thing. There will be no Seni heirs to follow him elsewise."


    Vasiht'h nodded. "I could never talk to him about it. Not really. The one time I tried…." He thought of the moment on the Eldritch homeworld, and his partner's desperate rejection. His flanks twitched. "He couldn't bear to contemplate it."


    "No, I imagine not." Lisinthir turned the blade, considering it, then set it back down on the cloth before resuming his work. "And what about you, then? Will there be Glaseahn kits to tumble over my cousin's boots?"


    The domesticity of the image struck Vasiht'h so powerfully he couldn't speak; it spilled yearning into every crack that had been sucked dry by his emotional crisis, flooding him. Lisinthir let him gather his thoughts, filling the silence only with the scrape of steel against steel. "I'd always planned to," Vasiht'h said. "I think… maybe I've put it off long enough. Except the war's coming, and it would be cruel to leave the kits behind."


    "So you will go with Jahir, if Jahir goes."


    Vasiht'h said, quiet, "I have to."


    Lisinthir nodded. "He is heart-lamed without you. I'm glad that you accept that." He glanced at Vasiht'h over the sword. "You will have to put more of your heart into what you do from now on, if you are to ensure both your safeties."


    "I know." If he looked he could see a hazed reflection of Lisinthir's neck and jaw on the surface of the steel. "But if the Slave Queen can survive enslavement in the Chatcaavan Empire, I can survive fighting it." He drew in a shuddery breath. "I hope."


    "You will," Lisinthir said. "You have your beloved to bolster you, just as she does hers."


    "And you?" Vasiht'h wondered. "Who will hold you up?"


    Lisinthir said nothing, setting the rod aside and taking up a cloth. He polished the blade and when he finally spoke his voice was husky, though there was nothing broken in it, nothing in it but resolve. "I live for the day I see my lovers again. As you would, were you parted from Jahir."


    "Is it really like that, how you feel?" Vasiht'h asked, ears sagging back. "For two aliens, one of whom abused you?"


    "If you could have felt his remorse…." Lisinthir paused in the polishing, then resumed. "And seen how he behaved after…" He shook his head a little. "He became Greatness."


    Something about the word suggested a density of experience and meaning Vasiht'h couldn't begin to guess at.


    "Besides," Lisinthir said, grinning. "Do you not have this passion for an alien yourself? Strange Glaseah."


    Vasiht'h snorted. "You can't know Jahir and not love him."


    "On that we are agreed." Lisinthir sheathed the sword. "And on that note, I dress." As he rose, the wall near them chirped.


    "Bridge to Ambassador."


    Vasiht'h glanced at him sharply. Lisinthir said, wary, "Ambassador here."


    "We need you up here now. Looks like our visitor's arrived."


    "On my way." Lisinthir was already stepping through the door to the bedchamber, catching up the clothes lying on one of his packs. "Wake your beloved. It begins at last."


    [image: ***]


    The last set of clothes Lisinthir had were Imthereli's, and the reason they'd remained whole was because he'd hated to wear them. Partially because the colors were unkind—whatever ancestor had decided black on a white field would be fine colors for the House had been blind—and partially because they were his father's colors. But they were all the armor he had left, and he dressed hurriedly in preparation for the battle... because he didn't think there would be time later. The swords went at his hips, and the claw-knives he worked on, finger by finger, on his way to the bridge. The weapon was illegal in the Alliance, but he was not technically in the Alliance yet, and never would be if they didn't win this fight.


    No one gave him a second glance on the way, which was significant not just for the blind eye they turned to his contraband, but for the fact that there were people in the corridors, and they were busy, working with the concentration of people doing very finicky work, but very quickly, affixing something to the walls near the deck. He was not the only one expecting to see the fight soon.


    "Ah, Ambassador," Raynor said when he reached the bridge... and instantly Lisinthir knew something had gone very wrong. The man hid his tension well, but the very flawlessness of his control revealed him. "Your dragons have arrived."


    "Prompt, as you hoped."


    Raynor grinned, all teeth and no humor. "Maybe you can have a look at the sensor data for us. I have an idea of what's out there, but your intelligence is more recent." He waved toward the station where Cory was sitting... and there, hanging in the air, was a ship, hazily glowing in yellow.


    "Well," Lisinthir said after a heartbeat. "This should be interesting." He stepped closer. "The measurements seem to be fluctuating?"


    "Those are best estimates," Cory confirmed. "We're reading this off passive sensors: mostly the drone's right now, since they're too far away for us to use ours as effectively. I'm refining the picture as much as possible but it's not going to be as good as what we could get going active."


    "Which we can't," a Tam-illee foxine said from the station alongside hers. "Because it'll warn them we're not the derelict we advertised ourselves to be."


    "What do you think, Ambassador?" Raynor asked.


    "I think," Lisinthir answered, "that I like a challenge."


    That startled a laugh out of several of the people on the bridge, and while it hadn't been his intention, he did ease some of the tension that had been thickening the air.


    "But yes," Lisinthir finished. "You are thinking it is larger than the last vessel, and you're right. That vessel carries sixty people, and unless it's been significantly damaged I don't think we can expect those numbers to be much reduced. Is it very far away?"


    "No more than an hour out now," Cory said.


    "Alas," Lisinthir said to the Captain, "You will have no opportunity for your drills, I fear."


    Raynor was staring at the projection with narrowed eyes, one hand clasping the back of the chair he was standing alongside: his own, Lisinthir thought, from its central position. "Tell me... how likely is it that they'll really, really want prisoners?"


    Lisinthir canted his head. "What are you asking? If they will try to take us, rather than destroying the ship outright? If they'd wanted to destroy us, they could have made their shots already, yes?"


    "True." Raynor drummed his fingers on the chair. "What I really want to know is how many of them do you think we can lure over here? Because if we can get enough of them...."


    "Then?" Lisinthir asked.


    "Then we'll all cross over and I'll blow the ship myself."


    Perfect, Lisinthir thought. The Chatcaava would never expect it: they knew the Pelted to be capable of self-sacrifice, but since they did not hold such acts to be virtuous they rarely remembered to plan for them in their enemies. He hadn't expected Raynor to be so decisive, and he wasn't the only one; there wasn't a set of Pelted ears that hadn't flattened at the Captain's declaration.


    Cory said, careful, "You want to scuttle the ship, sir?"


    "If I can get at least half that ship's complement over here, chasing us? Hell yes. That'll near even the odds. And honestly at this point, Lieutenant, we're all in now. It's be bold or die."


    "He's right," Lisinthir said. "And there's a good chance we can lure enough of them over to make the ship's sacrifice worthwhile. Even if we don't, there won't be any escaping on it. Our only choices are to take them or pray to be rescued after they've taken us prisoner. I would prefer to die fighting."


    Raynor nodded. "If we barricade ourselves somewhere and attrit them while they work on getting inside, will they keep throwing people at us?"


    "Or will they just wire a bomb big enough to blow the bulkhead?" the foxine said, frowning.


    "It's more likely they'd just try to Pad in." Cory's brow furrowed. "There's no good way to lock them out unless we can use a portable shield generator or a sensor scrambler. At that point, it's going to have to be a very small room. We won't have a lot of power to run one for long."


    Lisinthir studied the glowing effigy. "If they're thinking the matter through, they won't waste people against a hardened target. They'll try to find some other solution. Which means it is to our advantage to ensure they are incapable of clear thought."


    Raynor lifted a brow. "I recognize that look. All right, then, Ambassador. Let's hear your thoughts on how best to enrage a ship full of Chatcaava when we're outnumbered three to one." After Lisinthir explained, the human leaned back, considering him. The crew was studiously silent, though he could tell some of them were uneasy. Finally, Raynor said, "You think you can pull it off?"


    "Captain," Lisinthir said, "I used the same strategy when I was in the court of the Thorn Throne... and I was outnumbered several million to one."


    A tense silence... and then Raynor guffawed. "Yes, I see where you've come by your arrogance, sir. And I like it. All right, let's knock our heads together, see if we can't put together a route. If you want to play matador to a ship full of bulls, we'll make it possible and stay out of your way."


    "Until it's time to cross over," Cory added, ears flat. They both glanced at her, found her teeth bared. "This is our fight too."


    "Yes...," Lisinthir said, surprised by her fervor. He believed her, and that made some part of him whole that he hadn't noticed was lamed. To find these people worthy enough to fight for, yes, he needed that. To fight alongside them, to believe them capable of it.... "Yes. It is most certainly your fight, alet. And you're all welcome at my side, any time."


    "Good," Cory said, her ears relaxing. "Then maybe we can start with the safe room. We'll need one large enough to fit everyone, but not large enough to tax the scrambler...."


    Lisinthir found a chair close enough to the floating projection to see it in his peripheral vision, a necessary reminder of what was coming. His heart sped for joy, and hunger.
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    His partner's urgency broke him from sleep with an abruptness that felt like a blow. Jahir opened his eyes to Vasiht'h's hands on his shoulders. "...up, wake up—"


    "I'm awake," he managed, and then shoved the blanket off at the crushing pressure in the mindline. "It's come."


    "They're here," Vasiht'h said, ears flattening. "You need to get dressed, get ready... Lisinthir's gone to the bridge to have a look at what we've caught."


    Jahir started shedding his nightclothes on the way to the bathroom. The mindline was pushing adrenaline to him in pulses, timed no doubt to the beat of Vasiht'h's doubled hearts, but that was far better than the misery he'd been expecting. Perhaps his cousin had been right: having too much time to dither over the situation was far worse for them than actually living through it.


    At least, Jahir hoped so. The alternatives did not appeal.


    He hastened through his preparations, found that he was reaching for a sword belt that wasn't there, and that startled him. He had hated the sword; had been disturbed buckling it on for the wedding at home, disliking its weight and the reminder of what he'd done with it. That he could now long for it felt surreal—


    "Jahir?"


    "Coming," he said, and left the bathroom.


    "What should we do?"


    "Arm ourselves for what comes," Jahir said.


    "But what do I take?" Vasiht'h asked, anxious.


    "We'll find something," Jahir said, and led him out.


    There were crew in the corridors as they passed; two jogged by with rolled Pads on their shoulders, and another three were working on something that seemed electronic, affixing small beads to the floors or ceilings and then camouflaging them. Jahir led the way back toward the clinic, ignoring the suffusion of surprise in the mindline.


    "Arii?"


    "You said yourself that we are not fighters born," Jahir said, crouching beside one of the bio-beds and reaching under it for the expanded kit. "We are healers, and there will be a need."


    Vasiht'h's uncertainty was at least leavened with a willingness to be convinced, something that reminded Jahir of... cookies. Inevitably, given how many times the Glaseah had baked his way through their difficult times. "Triona's far more qualified than we are."


    "We know first aid. I have had experience with triage." He pulled the kit free and checked the straps. As he suspected, it could be modified to be buckled on, and Vasiht'h held still for him as he began the process. "Even if we cannot administer the aid, having extra supplies is always wise."


    Vasiht'h glanced back over his shoulder, and Jahir found his breathing easing as the Glaseah's anxiety subsided. Not completely, but to a level they could both manage. "A little tighter. Goddess knows how much running I'm going to be doing."


    "Very good," Jahir murmured, and tightened the belt. "There are weapons in the gym. We shall go there next."


    The Glaseah breathed in, let the air out slowly through his nose. He managed a weak smile. "Right. Lead the way."
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    They were not the only ones heading for the gym; the two had to pause to allow a Hinichi to trot past them, carrying an armful of weapons.


    /Kordreigh,/ Vasiht'h noted, the mindline tense with unease.


    /Looking very grave,/ Jahir agreed.


    /I wonder what the situation is?/


    /We will find out soon enough./


    Inside the gym they found Triona, dragging another Pad into the back corner.


    "Alet?" Jahir said. "We came for a weapon and directions, if you know them."


    "Directions... expect those soon," she said, terse. "For now go back to your quarters and stay out of the way. We've got half an hour to prep for boarding."


    /Half an hour!/ Vasiht'h exclaimed, panicked.


    /The sooner we begin, the sooner we end it,/ Jahir reminded him. He took his staff down from the wall. "Could you recommend a weapon for one of the uninitiated?"


    She glanced at Vasiht'h instantly, then stopped the Hinichi. From his load she plucked out a palmer and tossed it to the Glaseah, who nearly fumbled the catch.


    "The great equalizer," Triona said. "Point it, press the button."


    "I thought they would be a poor choice on the Chatcaavan vessel?" Jahir asked.


    "It will be, but we have to get there first. If you don't mind, aletsen?"


    "Not at all. And thank you," Jahir said for them both, because his partner was speechless. Once outside the gym, he set a pace that would stretch Vasiht'h's legs—the Glaseah thought better when he wasn't idle, and if there was no kitchen for cooking in, exercise would do.


    /This is really happening, it's really happening to us. There's a Chatcaavan ship and it's coming for us. Jahir—/


    /Ariihir,/ Jahir said, putting all the firmness of his conviction into the words, /We survived the Ambassador's extrication from the first vessel. We will survive this as well./


    Vasiht'h shivered. "All right," he said. "All right. You're right." He squared his shoulders. "Even if I'm useless with a gun, I can still watch your back."


    "Yes," Jahir said, seeding the mindline with his approval. His partner's acceptance of it was rueful, the gratitude of a soaked person accepting an umbrella against a storm.


    But as another of the ship's crew loped past them, Vasiht'h said, quiet, "It's amazing, watching them work. They seemed so normal, and now it's like they've become different people."


    "The benefit of training," Jahir said. And then, sifting through the impressions he'd derived from all their Fleet clients over the years, "Training that some of them never need, but that they all take against the possibility of occasions just like this one. But it's the training that gives them the confidence."


    Vasiht'h eyed him, and it was such a familiar look, such a normal one, that Jahir didn't begrudge the Glaseah one iota of his skepticism. "I think the lesson's clear enough without you pounding my head with the book."


    Jahir grinned at him and received an amused huff, and if he could feel the slight hysteria edging it, it was only an edge.


    They had barely entered their room again when Lisinthir glided through the door. That was the only word for it; he'd always moved with a duelist's precise grace, but now... now even if Jahir had not known the battle was upon them, he would have read it in his cousin's economy of motion. Jahir's self-defense instructor had often spoken of the fighter whose nerves were already aroused and reacting faster than the conscious mind could direct: as if every possible action and reaction was trembling in a net of light throughout every muscle. He'd never approached that state. Now, at least, he knew what it looked like.


    "Cousins," Lisinthir said. "You'll be wanted in the gym presently. It appears the Chatcaava would also like to dance."


    "Is it bad?" Vasiht'h asked. "How many people are we going to have to subdue?"


    "We are guessing about sixty."


    "Sixty!"


    Jahir sent a calming wave through the mindline, and Vasiht'h's response was a single incredulous thought, like an exclamation point. To Lisinthir, Jahir said, "There is a plan, presumably. A new one."


    "Yes. Most of you will be hiding in the gym, where good Cory can keep the enemy from penetrating for roughly three hours with her magical machinery. The rest of us will be encouraging our visitors to spend their strength against us. Our goal is to pull as many of them here as possible, then flee over the Pads onto their vessel and destroy this one."


    "With them on board?" Vasiht'h said, eyes wide.


    "As many as possible, yes," Lisinthir replied. "After that we will have to wrest control of the ship from them so we can use it to cross the border."


    Jahir studied Lisinthir's face. "And by 'rest of us'," he said, quiet, "you mean 'you,' don't you. You will be the one taunting them."


    "No one better," Lisinthir said. "Though I will have help. Very cunning help... these people are professionals, cousin. Don't fear overmuch for me."


    "You should know better than to ask it," Jahir said, trying for exasperation and mostly feeling fear.


    "Are you sure about this?" Vasiht'h said. "Lisinthir... you're good at what you do, I'm sure, but you said it yourself. These people are professionals. Shouldn't you be leaving it to them?"


    "I would, arii," Lisinthir said. "But I can't. They are professionals, yes, and trained to it. But the Chatcaava are not soldiers: not without significant molding, and they are a people who resist molding. They are hunters, and so am I. And in the beginning this will be a hunter's game." He smiled whimsically. "Besides, I'm one of the few who knows the language and the only one who understands the culture. Much of our success hinges on the reduction of their numbers in this first phase. The fewer we have to fight on their ground, the better." He looked down at Vasiht'h. "Does this explanation satisfy you?"


    "I can't say I like it," Vasiht'h answered reluctantly. "But I can see the sense in it, yes."


    Lisinthir nodded. "Good. Because I have a request to make." He met Jahir's eyes. "I need you to remove the nerve block."


    Silence. Even in the mindline: Vasiht'h was speechless, from mouth to heart.


    Jahir said, "Tell me why."


    "I am grateful for the comfort you've given me," Lisinthir said, careful of the words now. "Deeply so. But the block makes it difficult for me to tell when I'm hurting. And I am going to need to know that soon."


    "The block's what's keeping your nausea managed," Vasiht'h said. "Your headaches. The gut cramps. For all we know it's helping with the seizures...."


    "I know," Lisinthir said. "I know, arii. But I can fight through pain. I have before. And if you keep me insulated from my body, you'll impair my responses. Worse, I might take an injury I can't feel until my body fails me at the wrong moment."


    "But if you leave it in place, you might get farther because you won't be crippled by your weaknesses," Vasiht'h said, fur bristling down his back. "Isn't that worth the risk?"


    Jahir had been watching his cousin's face, his movements, the flicker of emotion in dark eyes. Vasiht'h was an expert judge of bodyspeech, and even did well with Jahir himself, who'd been trained to protect himself from the most careful scrutiny. But the Glaseah had not grown up among Eldritch, and Jahir doubted his partner could see what he did now.


    In their tongue, he said, "You're hiding something." Black on every word, cutting them sharp, uncompromising.


    Lisinthir met his eyes.


    "You will tell me," Jahir said, low, and that was command. "You will tell me."


    "And if I don't want you to know?"


    "You'll tell me anyway," Jahir said, never looking from his eyes. "Because I am the one who will willingly go to your cruel hand and kiss it for gratitude, and you will deny me nothing."


    That stilled his cousin's breathing, just for a moment. Yes, this was power: he had it, after all, even in his yielding. He was the healer and the servant both, or maybe there had never been any separating them. Gentler now, "Tell me."


    Lisinthir said, low, "I want to kill them." A pause, then with a shudder that looked like desire, eyes closing, "I enjoy killing them. And if I can feel the pain of the injuries they deal me, then I might rise into rapture and I will no longer need your nerve block, because my own body will flood me with ecstasy." His cousin looked at him then, pupils swollen and lips wet. "Do you see? This beautiful state you come to by trusting another with your safety... I reach by opening throats and feeling the blood surge over my hands, hotter than fire."


    So much in that admission, so much that he wanted to sink into; the therapist in him cried out for time, for the treasure of it, the trust. Here was the shadow side of Lisinthir's confidence, the fear that he had become unfit for any normal life, the vestiges of their acculturation trying to disease him. This was the whisper of their childhoods, bearing tales of cruel mages and tyrants, sociopaths without any tether in a civilized society.


    This was his cousin's own cry: look at what I've become and how can it be right.


    And of course, it came when they had no time to address it. But then, when had Lisinthir ever responded to words as easily as acts?


    Jahir reached for Vasiht'h. /Hold me fast, arii./


    Vasiht'h's misgivings tasted bitter under his tongue, like a too-steeped tisane, but the Glaseah joined hands with him and answered, /Here./


    His long breath in brought serenity, and from that center he moved outward, cupped his cousin's jaw and breathed out into him, flowing through, flowing in, past the mind and all its thoughts and memories down into the underneath where snatches of song guided him to his own handiwork. One by one, he unraveled the knots that were holding the pain in check, hearing the music as they fell open, and this time he thought of singing as he worked, purposeful. Into Lisinthir and out of him again, tasting the acrid awareness of pain and nausea as they poured back into his cousin's body... and as he left, he felt Lisinthir steeling himself against them, the surge in confidence and the heightened alarm like the cry of a siren: danger – danger – ware –


    Lisinthir bowed his head and Jahir left his hand on his face, an indulgence that nevertheless brought him the evidence of his cousin's gratitude. When Lisinthir looked at him, Jahir said in their tongue, polishing it in silver, "One does not admonish the wolf when it hungers to be slaying monsters."


    "And when there are no more monsters?" Lisinthir asked, subdued.


    "May we live to see the day," Jahir said. Something in him twinged, whispered of patterns too large to be grasped save in the briefest of glimpses. "But we will not."


    Lisinthir sighed and turned his face just enough to kiss Jahir's palm, and the warmth of his breath on skin brought him back admirably from that uncanny place. "Thank you, Healer."


    "Ambassador—" Jahir paused, then thought better of it. He met Lisinthir's eyes and said, "Imthereli. We have our duties. Let us go to them."


    Startled, Lisinthir stared at him. Then with a flex of his mouth that was almost, but not quite, a smile, said, "Far be it from me to gainsay you, Galare." Switching to Universal, he said, "We are wanted in the gym."


    "We're with you," Vasiht'h said, the mindline stiff with his resolve.


    Lisinthir nodded and led them out.


    /What was that all about?/ Vasiht'h asked once they were moving. /I caught impressions, but not enough to be sure of what I heard./


    /A great deal happened to him, and he did a great deal in response,/ Jahir said. /Some part of him still fears that he's wrong and that he really is broken./


    Vasiht'h was silent for so long Jahir thought he wouldn't reply. But he did. /Broken by whose standards?/


    It seemed an inappropriate time to be laughing, but he did anyway, and hid it in the mindline where it wouldn't distress anyone else.
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    Cory handed him the telegem, and with it the brief caress of her mind, focused so intently on the fight that he drank it like wine. Lisinthir almost closed his eyes along with his fingers, feeling the points of the gem digging into the flesh of his palm. The pain was good, familiar; mingled with nausea and hunger, it brought him back to the peak of awareness that had been his world for months before he'd been ejected from the Empire. He was ready for this, was trembling with eagerness for it. The Chatcaava could not come fast enough.


    "Ambassador?"


    "I beg your pardon." He touched reality again, smiled at her. "You were saying?"


    "Hook it on your ear," Cory said. "I'll be able to direct you from there if anything changes."


    "Right." He seated it, careful.


    "They've come alongside," someone said from behind her.


    "Looks like it's about show time," Raynor said. "Triona, Reya, you good to go?"


    "Ready, sir."


    "To the Ambassador, then." Looking at Lisinthir, "If you need to deviate, tell us."


    "This first wave should be quick," Lisinthir said. "It's the ones that come after that will be telling."


    "Get on out," Cory said. "I need to seal the compartment so the scrambler can do its business."


    "Right." Lisinthir glanced at Jahir, crouching with his back against the wall. The Glaseah was sitting beside him with claws showing at the tips of his toes. He flashed them a grin and then said to the women, "Let us greet our guests, aletsen."


    Triona's growl was perfection. He liked these two, liked the healer's ferocity and the Asanii's edged sarcasm. They'd both volunteered to help him lay bait for their prey, and they looked handy enough with their chosen weapons; here in the roomy corridors and cabins of the Alliance vessel their palmers would be useful. There would be time enough for close-in fighting when they crossed over. The door shut on the gym and sealed; looking back at it, Reya said, "And that's that."


    Triona said, "We'll be back there soon enough."


    "Time is wasting," Lisinthir murmured, and led them through the darkened halls. As they swept toward their first staging area, the telegem in his ear whispered a muted tone.


    "We've got five in the engine room."


    He tapped it to acknowledge, flashed three fingers to the women to tell them which of their traps he wanted sprung, felt them peel from his side to attend to it.


    Lisinthir drew one of his swords and went hunting. He had not spent long on the ship, but the days he had been here had been enough to acquaint him with the sound of footfalls on padded carpets, the sense of the lights and the shadows they cast, the way noises echoed when the corridors were empty and when they were busy with bodies. He was not Fleet. He had never been trained in the kind of combat soldiers could expect to see. The lessons in fighting he'd learned to defend the honor of his family had acquainted him with the use of a sword, but in a formal field and against single foes. He'd learned to improvise in order to assure his own victory, but that had been instinctive, not trained.


    But before any of that--before the Empire, before Ontine palace and the dueling fields there—Lisinthir had spent decades maintaining and using the hunting lodge at the edge of his mother's family lands. He'd supplied the meat for more than one table in Nase Galare, tracking and killing everything from elusive ice deer to aggressive thicket swine. Those were the skills that woke in him now as he prowled from corridor to corridor, straining his senses for the Chatcaava... and it didn't take long to find them.


    Five Chatcaava, hissing laughter to one another, for all the worlds as if they already owned the ship and everyone on it. He longed to kill them all himself... but his Pelted comrades were owed their own blood.


    He stepped in front of them, smiling lazily.


    For a moment, stillness.


    Then Lisinthir lunged and put Imthereli's steel through the first one's neck, a fan of blood sheeting from the cut. On the backswing he caught a second through the wrist and then lunged back. "Pathetic freaks," he mocked, their language quick and hard off his tongue. "Come for a piece of the Emperor's catamite? You're not even good enough to soil my steel."


    That worked. They vaulted toward him and he fled. As he expected, they gave chase. They would never gun him down when they could catch him and keep him. They hurled abuse at him as they sprinted after him, but as swift as they were they could not outrun him, and they didn't know the terrain. Lisinthir darted into the mess hall and jacked to the right.


    The Chatcaava poured into the room, straight into Triona and Reya's fire.


    "Well, that was anticlimactic," Reya said, nudging one of the bodies with a boot.


    "There will be plenty of time for excitement," Triona said. "What do you want to do with these, Ambassador?"


    "Your palmers can cut, can they not?"


    "Yes?"


    Lisinthir nodded. "I want you to cut all the horns off them. The claws as well. Reya-alet, if you will come with me? There is another body, we should disfigure that one also. We can leave them where they are once we're done."


    "You want us to mutilate the bodies," Triona said.


    Lisinthir leaned down, pulled one of the wings up and opened the vane with his sword. "I want you to desecrate them." He glanced at her. "If you'd like to sully them in additional ways, you're welcome to do so."


    She eyed him, then the bodies. "Is what you're suggesting sufficient?"


    "It will enrage them."


    She nodded and bent over the first.


    "And you?" he asked Reya once they were out in the corridor. "Will it trouble you to deface the enemy?"


    Her ears were pinned back and she was breathing quickly, but her shoulders were set and her gaze steady. "Hells no."


    "Good. We will have to collect the horns as well, but the number on this lot should easily fit in our arms."


    "Is it really that important to them?" Reya wondered.


    "You have no idea."


    Back in the mess hall, Triona presented him with the horns and talons of the remaining dead. He noted that she'd also seen to the wings with rather more precision than he had: she'd skinned the wing arms. His Alliance self approved; his Chatcaavan self was horrified at how naked the corpses looked.


    "Excellent. Now it is time to record our provocation."


    Triona nodded. "Whenever you're ready, you can use the wall. I've reported already to the Captain. So far, everything's under control."


    Lisinthir stripped one of the bodies and used its pants as a sack for the horns, then went to the wall and tapped it awake. He closed his eyes, breathing through his desires and his angers, and when he opened them again, the dragon spoke, haughty and dismissive. What he needed to say he did with a few words... and then he lifted the fabric and let it fall open so that the horns spilled free. Catching one he showed it to his enemies and told them what he thought he'd use it for, and then, grinning, told them that an Emperor's bedtoy was worth more than all of them combined. He ended the message there and turned from the wall to find Triona staring at him with her mouth agape and her ears sagging.


    "Understood that, did you," he said pleasantly.


    "Well, I didn't!" Reya exclaimed. "What did you say?" When Lisinthir didn't immediately answer, she elbowed Triona. "Tri. What did he say?"


    The Seersa stammered, "I... don't even know if what he said is anatomically possible without killing someone."


    "It is," Lisinthir said, low. "I would know." He lifted his brows. "Send the message, would you, aletsen? And warn the captain our next wave of guests should be here shortly."
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    "So far, so good," Cory reported. "The scrambler's holding."


    "Good," Raynor said. "Ma'et? How's the game going out there?"


    "They're down to six," the Aera said, long ears flipping back. "Triona says they've taken a few hits, but nothing serious yet."


    How long would that last, Vasiht'h wondered, tucked in the corner alongside Jahir. It seemed incredible that Lisinthir had lured fifteen of the Chatcaava over already, and that he and the two women had killed nine of them. How long before the dragons decided enough was enough and showed up in force? Before someone took more than a glancing wound from a talon? He was trying not to imagine Triona with a torn-open throat, or Reya taken captive, Reya whose nightmares had been thick with her terror of slavery. They couldn't continue like this indefinitely. Someone was going to get seriously hurt. Someone was going to die.


    /This is work he can do, arii,/ Jahir said, voice vague with unease and distant like fog. The Eldritch was distracted with his own worries; Vasiht'h could taste them. His partner had his hand tight on the staff; Vasiht'h had been given a palmer, snapped onto the strap of the first aid kit he wore over his barrel.


    /Maybe,/ Vasiht'h said, trying for optimism, /he'll lure them all over here, and we won't have to go over there to fight?/


    /Maybe./


    'But not likely' was how that ended. Vasiht'h had been with Jahir long enough to be able to finish some of his sentences.


    "Fifteen out of sixty," Raynor muttered, fingers drumming on the wall.


    "Maybe they'll all come over," Cory said, echoing Vasiht'h's thoughts.


    Raynor shook his head. "At some point they'll come to their senses and decide to tow us somewhere they can crack the ship open and attack en masse. Probably the only reason they haven't yet is a desire to be able to claim the prize all to themselves. If they can avoid sharing with some other group of Chatcaava...."


    "And we can't have them running away for help either, or we'll never get home," Kordreigh said from the other side of the room among the crew guarding the Pads.


    "We can wait out one more wave," Raynor said. "After that, we're going to have to go over."


    Cory started to speak and stopped, listening to her telegem. "They've taken care of the last six. The Ambassador asks if we're good to transmit the next message."


    "Give him the go-ahead. And tell him to be ready to pull back during this set."


    "Will do." Cory murmured the message to herself, condensing it to the bare minimum words, then tapped the telegem and got it out, shut down the link. They had done something Vasiht'h didn't understand, involving the sensors the crew had been hiding in the corridors... it allowed them to leave the ship's computers offline so that the illusion of their defenselessness held, and still be able to sense the internal volume of the ship and communicate at short range within it. The two of them had been given telegems, too, though neither of them had judged it necessary to wear them yet. Like Jahir, Vasiht'h didn't particularly want to know more about what was happening than necessary. "Message away."


    /Not long now,/ Jahir said in what Vasiht'h was sure was an attempt to be reassuring.


    /That's what I'm afraid of./


    "Next wave," Ma'et reported. "Looks like they're using Engineering again. Five... ten... " She hesitated, ears stiff as she concentrated. "Fifteen... they're still coming. Eighteen--"


    "Tell the Ambassador's party to get here immediately, Cory, and put the block up the moment they cross over."


    Cory was frowning. "They say if they come here, the enemy will head straight for our location, sir. If we put the block up we won't be able to use our Pads to get out of here."


    "We can use the damned corridors, same as they are—"


    "Thirty... thirty-five, sir! And they're spreading out!"


    Cory was already repeating the information. She paused, ears back. "The Ambassador says they'll make their way to the engine room to meet us, but that we'd better get going now."


    "Mouthy bastard," Raynor said, but his mouth twitched once. It was more grimace than smile, Vasiht'h thought, but the fact that the Captain could find any humor in the situation at all was astonishing. "All right, ariisen. Ma'et, have you seen any more crossovers?"


    "I think that's the lot, sir."


    "Let's get moving. Kordreigh, you and your team first. Healer-assist, you and your partner follow. Then the rest of us."


    The Hinichi and four others were already moving, passing over the Pads they'd been so lately guarding. Jahir rose, pulling Vasiht'h up by the arm, and before he could object the Eldritch had guided him over the Pad and into the engine room. Thankfully there were no Chatcaava left in it... the only evidence that there had been were five flat black mats that must serve the aliens for their Pad equivalent. The room was eerie, drowned in extreme, crisp shadows and striped in the grim red emergency lights. Vasiht'h didn't think he would have seen a Chatcaavan coming for him... weren't they gray and black too? He shuddered.


    /Just stay close,/ Jahir whispered, and the nervousness Vasiht'h sensed under the words made him feel better somehow. If his partner had been sanguine about all this, it would have been more than he could bear.


    All of the personnel that had been waiting in the gym appeared out of the Pad-nothingness; Raynor did a headcount and was just finishing when the doors opened. Eighteen palmers whipped in that direction, but Triona called, "It's us!" and the weapons sagged. Their bait party jogged into the light and Vasiht'h flipped his ears back. Fleet uniforms were too dark to show blood, but the fabric reflected the overheads with a wet glitter. Both of them were injured: Reya had bled onto her eye from a gash over her brow and was limping, and Triona had lost a sleeve to the same wound that had opened her arm, a bad one if the way she was guarding it was any indication.


    Behind them, Lisinthir was a ghoulish sight. He'd been wearing a white coat. It wasn't white anymore.


    "I left them some provocations," Lisinthir said without preamble. "But we'd better be gone before they find us. I would not want to be the target of their rage."


    /Do I want to know..../ Vasiht'h thought.


    /No,/ Jahir answered, the reply tense even in the mindline.


    "I've got the ship scanned," Cory was saying to Raynor and Lisinthir, who were gathered around her to peer at her data tablet. "Here's the internal schematic, as far as we can see—"


    "They'll expect us to go straight for the engine room or the bridge," Raynor said. "We need someplace less expected but big enough for us all."


    "Here," Lisinthir said. "This is a mess hall."


    "Do it."


    "On it, sir."


    Kordreigh and his team were already lining up at the Pads as Cory did the programming. Vasiht'h tried not to flinch, knowing that as soon as the Hinichi went over, they'd have to, and then... then it would be real. He'd be on an enemy ship, surrounded by enemies—


    "I'll take care of you," Lisinthir said from behind him, and Vasiht'h almost jumped forward a few steps. He glanced over his shoulder, wide-eyed, and found the Eldritch behind him. His drawn sword was no longer clean enough to reflect anything, and Vasiht'h didn't want to think about what was stuck to it. "Both of you."


    "We'll watch your back also, cousin," Jahir said.


    Lisinthir smiled grimly. "I know you will."


    "Go!" Cory said, and Kordreigh's team disappeared. Lisinthir flashed past them, drew them after him as if he'd caught them in his wake. It was easier to let himself be carried than to think about it and his own mounting terror. He had to do this. He couldn't abandon Jahir. The Goddess had set him on this path: She would not forsake him, or them.


    Gasping in, Vasiht'h ran over a Chatcaavan Pad, skidding to a halt on the other side and almost crashing into the person in front of him... and then Jahir had caught his arm and yanked him out of the way of the person on his heels. The room around him felt too small and too crowded, and the lighting was different and the ceilings too high and the vibration of the deck under his paws....


    "Clear!" Kordreigh called. "The room's clear."


    "Where's the Captain?" That was Reya.


    Cory said, "He was behind me with Danne's team—"


    "Headcount!"


    "We're missing five."


    Cory hissed and touched her telegem. "Selvein to Raynor! Come in—" She stopped talking, paled so suddenly at the ears that Vasiht'h thought she would faint.


    [image: ***]


    Raynor's voice on the telegem was admirably calm. "Their shields are up. Cory—you've got the helm. Get the Ambassador home."


    "Captain—!"


    ...and then the ship bucked beneath their feet. A few moments later, the telegem chimed in his ear and murmured, "Switching to local channel. Power reserves: four hours."


    Someone whispered, "Oh, Iley, he did it, he really did it...."


    It was too small a silence to contain the destruction of the courier and the remaining crew on it—too small and too vast. The shock of it was overwhelming.


    Triona shook herself. "Cory, we need to know how many of them are left. Can you hack your way in?" When the Asanii didn't answer, Triona's voice sharpened, "Cory! You're the only one who can do your job. Do we need to move you somewhere else? Some other terminal?"


    "I... I can do it from here. There should be... should be access..." The woman swallowed and said, more firmly, "On it."


    "All right," Triona said as Cory slipped on the finger-sheaths that mimicked a Chatcaavan's claws. "We've got fifteen of us, plus the Ambassador and the therapists. We killed fifteen of them, and the Captain just took out another thirty-five. This is our ride home, ariisen. We can do this. More than that, we have to."


    It was a good speech; though it didn't put the fire in their eyes, it at least loosened their rigid spines. Lisinthir was glad it had worked, and only wished it had worked on him... not because he needed heartening, but because all he could feel was rage and he needed some rein to put on it before it raced off with him. God and Dying Air... they had killed the people under his protection. Not just the helpless, but the men and women who had pledged to fight at his side using a plan he had helped them develop.


    These Chatcaava had killed his people. He was going to kill them all.


    "I've got a number," Cory said abruptly. "And it's twenty-five."


    The words interrupted his rage. "I beg your pardon? Say again?"


    "Twenty-five." Cory glanced at him, ears flattened. "That's fifteen more than we'd planned."


    "It's fifteen more than this ship can carry without compromising something," Lisinthir said sharply. "Are you certain?"


    "Dead certain." Her pupils dilated as she realized what she'd said. She bit her lip, distracting him with the sight of her vulnerability, until for a moment all he saw was the gleam on her lower lip as it creased. "Five on the bridge. The rest are spread out."


    He shook off the fugue. "Spread out where?" Lisinthir strode to her side, looked over her shoulder. She still had her hand with its artificial talons socketed into the interface and had frozen the interface on a wireframe of the ship's layout.


    "I assume the plan's still to take the bridge," Triona added.


    "We'll have to," Cory said. "That's the only place we can't be locked out of the ship's functions. And they know we're here, so we can't stay long."


    He'd seen everything he needed to see. "Go now. I have an errand to run."


    Cory bared her teeth at him. "There was nothing in the plan about you going off alone! You of all people? You're not allowed to die, or all this will be for nothing!"


    "He won't die," a voice said from behind them. "And he won't go alone." The Pelted glanced over his shoulder, but Lisinthir didn't bother. He'd known Jahir would volunteer himself—later he would decide whether he was glad of the company or hated being slowed down. He just needed to be gone.


    "Great, so you want to take a civilian," Triona said. "Are you crazy?"


    "By many standards. I won't be long, and we need what I'm going to get."


    "Which is?"


    "Intelligence," Lisinthir said.


    "In case you've forgotten," Triona said, her voice acid, "You are the intelligence asset here, Ambassador. You're the one we have to keep alive."


    "They won't reveal what they know to any of you."


    "If we take some prisoners—"


    "You can't," Lisinthir said. His anger was so vast he was having trouble talking around it, around the impatience, around the knowledge that as worthy as these people were to fight alongside him, they would never do to a living Chatcaavan what would have to be done to pry the knowledge out of them. "They won't talk to you."


    "And they'll talk to you?" Triona challenged. "I understand the bleeding language, alet. I heard what you called yourself when you were taunting them!"


    Cory had fallen silent and was now staring at him.


    "We're wasting time," Kordreigh said.


    "You speak the language," Lisinthir said to Triona, and to Cory, "And you can take control of the ship. Go, I won't be long."


    She was still staring at him. The dilated pupils, the clammy color of her ears....


    She knew what he intended.


    Cory pulled her claws free, flexed them: the overhead lighting poured down their metal surfaces, feeding his hungers. "Go," the Asanii said to Kordreigh, and as the Hinichi led his team to the hatch and out of it in quick, practiced motions, added to Lisinthir, "You. Don't be long." And then she was jogging with Triona falling in behind. The Seersa shot him a thunderous scowl, but he could read her puzzlement in it. She didn't know what had changed Cory's mind. Which suited him. She could find out later, or not.


    "Come," he said to his cousins. "They're no less able to read internal schematics as we are. We must be swift."


    "What exactly is it that we're being swift at?" Vasith'h asked, ears flat.


    Lisinthir ignored him, trusting Jahir to make some acceptable answer for him, and silently. He slipped into the corridor, inhaling the alien and familiar smell of the ship, re-acquainting himself with the lighter gravity. There were fifteen extra people on this ship. Why? Why take the risk? Who were they?


    No one was in the corridor, and his glimpse of the diagram indicated that there were a handful of Chatcaava heading for the stern but away from the power chamber, probably for damage control stations. He flexed his fingers under the knives hidden on their backs and went stalking, sensing his cousins falling into place behind him. The ship had been damaged by the close-on destruction of the courier—he could sense it in the lighting, in the stutter he could feel beneath his boots, a cough in the grids that fed the ship's energy needs on every deck. The air circulating had an actinic cling, a taste like storms. He remembered the sight of the Emperor slicing through one, framed by a lancet window, and suppressed his tremor.


    We hunt, Exalted, he whispered. We were born to the hunt.


    Lisinthir led his faithful shadows down a level, through a narrow shunt that Vasiht'h was almost too bulky to squeeze through, and there he found what he wanted. At one of the damage control stations, a Chatcaavan perched on an open drawer shining with ducts. Before the male could do more than whip his head toward them, Lisinthir tore him down and manhandled him to the deck, onto his stomach. The fight was brief and violent, the way he liked them… but not as difficult as it should have been. A runt, he thought, contemptuous, pinning the male's wing back at an angle that was too painful to evoke more struggle.


    "I greet you," he hissed into the male's ear, his free hand pressing the narrow head into the grid flooring with a tight hold on the horn. "And I believe there is something you can tell me. For this information, I will let you keep your wings before I kill you."


    This got him no answer save eyes wide enough to show the whites.


    "Whose ship is this?" Lisinthir asked. "Whose?"


    "I tell you nothing, freak!"


    The claw-knives flicked free of their sheaths. Lisinthir ran one of them down a trembling wing vane, the light gleaming off the metal edge. "I think it's time... for negotiation."


    The struggle began then, and though he'd promised his Fleet people he'd be along quickly he became unaware of time passing, and cared nothing for it. His victim fought him, and he was glad, so glad, when the dragon didn't give in immediately. It left Lisinthir the luxury of sinking into the threats, the relief of action after holding back too long, so long, and oh, God, how he missed his lovers.


    The information came at last, and he hadn't had to do more than part the wing vane halfway up the finger. And it was everything he needed, and yet he could barely grasp it around his desire to utterly destroy the enemy under him. It was an almost orgasmic need, one that pressed him close over the Chatcaavan. Dying Air, how good it would be to humiliate him....


    He swiped the claw knives through the male's throat and shoved the body away, rising so quickly he nearly stumbled. He drew in a shuddering breath and back-pedaled, turned and found the Glaseah keeping an agitated watch at the corridor, hunched low with wings tight to his back.


    His cousin was facing him, face grave—had been watching the entire time, no doubt. Before Lisinthir could react, Jahir held out an arm, and with a muffled noise he went into that embrace, bringing his nausea and horror with him, and oh, God, oh, Air around him, his arousal and his rapture as well. He pressed his nose into Jahir's jaw and shook, just for a moment.
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    Jahir clasped him close, pressing his free hand to Lisinthir's shoulder and holding the staff to one side. Conflicting needs and desires surged through him, flushing his skin with exhilaration and leaving it clammy with Lisinthir's revulsion... but none of it was strange to him, or unexpected, and he breathed through the flood, spoke. "Do not doubt yourself, Ambassador," he murmured into Lisinthir's ear in their tongue, painting the words in shadows and gold. "For your cousin still loves you."


    "Even now?"


    "Think you I didn't know this about you already?" Jahir kissed his temple. "Straight now, Imthereli. Have we what we needed?"


    Lisinthir drew in a breath to answer, and then the dragons dropped onto them from above, and the first Jahir knew of it was Lisinthir's shove, so tremendous he smacked into Vasiht'h's side and almost toppled over it into the corridor. He grabbed the edge of the hatch and used it to push off, back onto his feet. The fight was a blur of steel and wings blocking his view—God and Lady, but the Chatcaava were so small but so fast! Like vipers, complete with mazing reflections off their gleaming hides. He tripped one of them with the staff point and got a wing in his face, a blow so hard it staggered and briefly blinded him, sending a flood of hot liquid down his lip.


    ...and then the newcomers were dead, all three, and Lisinthir was panting, his sword drooling crimson and the claw-knives slick.


    "Jahir!" Vasiht'h cried.


    Jahir held out a hand. "A nosebleed, nothing worse. Messy but not deadly. Cousin—"


    Lisinthir shook his head, turning from them with a hand held out. "It's nothing."


    Jahir reached past his arm, grabbed his face and tilted it down. Someone had taken a swipe at it, bisecting the brow near the eye, and there was blood down the temple—had the temple been compromised? No, just scratches, but deep ones. "That's going to scar. Your eye is fine, though. What did you do, offer him your face?"


    "It was that or my throat. I chose to duck."


    Vasiht'h was dancing on his paws in agitation. "We need to get out of here!"


    "Are there more in the corridor?" Jahir asked, infected by the Glaseah's urgency.


    "No, but those three came from the ceiling... how did they know? They can't be the only ones up there. Maybe there are reinforcements—"


    "Doubtful, but possible," Lisinthir said, wiping his brow.


    "But we should go," Jahir said, resisting the urge to do the same with his nose. But as he turned, his cousin didn't move in his peripheral vision. He stopped. "Cousin?" Lisinthir had gone gray and Jahir dove for him. "You're hurt? Where!"


    "No—" Lisinthir managed. "But I am... Dying Air... not now—" And crumpled, his body falling into Jahir's, the mind losing cohesion.


    "Vasiht'h!" Jahir cried.


    "Not here!" Vasiht'h exclaimed. "Goddess, where we could be beset, and I'll be the only one conscious—"


    "Then you'll have to make do!" Jahir said, and fell to his knees, and into the disorder shattering his cousin's mind. This was it: the disastrous seizure, the monster in the dark, the killing event that all the others had been working toward. He felt Vasiht'h catch him, trusted the golden tether to hold him fast, and dove, heedless of the danger, and the stench of blood and the alien lighting and the despair and adrenaline followed him in. Had Lisinthir said he sang while he worked? He called up anthems and strung them like banners to snap behind him as he plunged to the very center of the chaos. How many blood-streaked memories had Lisinthir given him by now? And yet most of them had been bled in love. They were all that made meaning out of violence. Jahir held up his arms, drew in a breath, and called those memories to heel. Come now, he cried into that unsense. Come and become my cousin. Come and make him anew. Come, Dragon King! Come Queen of Martyrs! Come, Death and Suffering, Conquered! Come Sweetness and Exile, Grief and Beauty!


    Come now!


    Thoughts and words, languages and memories, they all flew to him as if summoned, grew dense and twirled around him, storms of color and light and burgeoning elation. His cry then was triumph—


    Someone grabbed him, yanked him back with a pain that pierced him so deeply he let out a shocked yell as his assailant flung him around, blood arcing from the lacerations along his ribs. He found himself face to face with a Chatcaavan, saw over his shoulder Vasiht'h struggling toward him, beset on all sides: two, three, four....


    No—no, this was not how it ended. It was not! Instead of pulling back he lunged into the male—there is no safety in distance—and smashed a fist into that narrow face, connecting with an eye. He ducked the dragon's swipe, feeling it graze the side of his head, and almost fell backward—


    A hand grasped his shoulder, shoved him down. Lisinthir lunged past him, took the head off his assailant, and redoubled into the group circling Vasiht'h. God, but how the Chatcaava moved, and how his cousin did to best them! Three he slew, so fast, in a dance of steel and blood-drenched coat; the next two crowded him and the claw-knives flickered, wet sounds, ugly. Lisinthir erupted from between them and grabbed the last drake by the wing before he could reach Vasiht'h. Another too-quick flicker, a lace of blood sprayed against air and the velvet flank of the coat as Lisinthir rocked back.


    The bodies hit the floor with ugly wet noises, and then there was nothing but the sound of their ragged gasps.


    /Arii!/ Jahir cried as Vasiht'h turned to him with fear and concern.  /You're bleeding!/


    /Lots of scrapes,/ Vasiht'h said, his voice trembling in the mindline. /But I'm all right. Lisinthir--/


    "Cousin," Jahir said, and stopped. Lisinthir was leaning against the wall with an arm around his midriff, and he was shaking on every outbreath. Jahir jumped for him. "Kit, bring the kit!"


    The kit's scanner showed more wounds than Jahir had realized his cousin had been taking, so many he felt faint at the report... and the one Lisinthir was protecting was deep. Not deep enough to involve the organs, but so much blood...! Worse, to seal that slice he'd have to get Lisinthir prone for a good ten minutes.


    "No time," Lisinthir said, as if reading his mind. "Telegem... find out if they took the bridge."


    /I've got it, arii./


    With Vasiht'h talking to the Pelted, Jahir fumbled the AAP from the kit and found a clotting agent, loading it with fingers gone slippery with sweat and blood. "You need a halo-arch."


    "Then I'm in trouble, as we're several days away from the nearest." The ghost of dry humor made Jahir look up, see the unexpected smile, the gravity in dark eyes. "You brought me back, Healer."


    "And I will do it again," Jahir said. "Your physical state is nowhere near so difficult a thing to hold together as your complicated heart."


    "Don't worry," Lisinthir said, voice gone low with pain and fatigue. "I'm not planning on leaving this life until I've seen my lovers."


    "And made me one of them," Jahir said, moving Lisinthir's arm aside to get at the wound. He tried not to flinch at the sight of it, so raw and dark a mouth.


    "And made you one of them," Lisinthir murmured, wincing as the AAP hissed against his exposed skin. "But only to deflower you properly so you won't disappoint that woman of yours."


    Jahir said, "Live to embarrass me, Imthereli. Promise me."


    Lisinthir managed a chuckle. "Will take more than this to kill me, Galare, I pledge you."


    Vasiht'h said, "They've got the bridge! But another three people died...." A surge of nausea through the mindline that Jahir forced himself to ignore as the Glaseah glanced at the bodies. "I told them we took care of eight. We've got to get up there, though… there are still too many of them running around. Only fourteen of the twenty-five are accounted for. Can you move?"


    "I can move. I can even run—" Lisinthir paused, then smiled faintly. "With some assistance."


    Jahir put his arm under his cousin's shoulder. "Let's go."


    As they staggered into the corridor, Vasiht'h said, /You were right...!/


    /About what?/


    /About everything...!/


    Too much, too confusing, and he was too exhausted and afraid. He would have to ask later. He would have to pray there would be a later. /Did they say where the stragglers are?/


    /Heading aft,/ Vasiht'h said. /Hopefully already past where we are./


    /Hopefully./


    Which left him abruptly aware that he had no idea where they were going. "Cousin? Where now?"


    Lisinthir chuckled, a faint sound in his throat. "You would manufacture a reason for me to stay conscious and focused."


    "It is very much not manufactured," Jahir said. He didn't like how heavily Lisinthir was leaning on him. "Point the way."


    /Arii?/


    /I'm worried. His coat is sticking to me--/ Jahir tried not to tremble. /It's hot. Something's bleeding freely./


    /We could stop?/


    /We can't. We need Triona, and a place we can set him down and not let him up./ Jahir paused so Vasiht'h could check the next cross-section for Chatcaava. Thank God and Lady his partner was handling his self-appointed role so well.


    /On the bright side--/


    /There is one?/ Jahir asked, trying not to sound incredulous.


    /The ship is humming under my paws. Can you feel it? The engines have changed pitch./


    Jahir started. /They have!/


    /Maybe Cory's gotten this thing moving in the right direction..../


    /Oh, arii... Goddess and God hear you./


    A smile through the mindline, strained but grateful.


    They hobbled through an interminable series of halls, all too cramped despite their high ceilings. The color of the light oppressed him, too yellow, too red, too something. And in his nostrils, blotting out everything else, the reek of blood. He was aware, distantly, that moving too quickly dizzied him, and that it hurt to breathe... the crust from his nosebleed had dried so stiff his face felt like a mask.


    "Almost there," Lisinthir murmured. "Breathe, cousin."


    "You are giving me the exhortations?" Jahir shifted his burden, torn between distress that Lisinthir seemed to be weakening and gratitude that his cousin's stay in the Empire had stripped him to bare flesh, sparing him any added weight.


    "You need them. Look, last stretch."


    Vasiht'h had stopped, shoulders falling. "You didn't say it would involve climbing!"


    "You didn't ask," Lisinthir said.


    Vasiht'h sighed and reached for the ladder. Jahir was so numb by then that he came to a halt, watching his partner's black and white fingers as they opened...


    ...saw the talons inch into view on one of the rungs.


    /VASIHT'H!/


    Vasiht'h backpedaled as the dragon fell out of the lift tube and lunged for them. Those claws filled Jahir's vision, clouded it with a phantasmagorical pastiche: his partner's throat torn out, Lisinthir with entrails dragged over the deck. His staff—he'd dropped it—but he'd been bruised by the scabbard trapped between him and his cousin. Imthereli had two swords, one of which had slept while Lisinthir used the claw-knives. Jahir grabbed the hilt and drew it, his wrist howling protest at the angle.


    He knew... knew... that Vasiht'h would break to the right. He dodged to the left, and when the Glaseah twisted and rammed the Chatcaavan from behind, Jahir had the sword raised. The drake impaled himself on it, gliding up the steel as if being cut by a holoblade. The sight of it stunned him: Galare's swords were not so sharp. He backed away before the enemy could reach his face with a dying blow and the body collapsed to the deck.


    "Nicely done," Lisinthir said from the wall he was leaning against.


    Jahir was staring at the sword. His hand was trembling... was it fatigue? Shock? Horror?


    "Arii," Vasiht'h said, grabbing him by the free wrist. "Come on, we've got to go!"


    "He's right," Lisinthir said, and pushed himself up. Staggering past, he managed a ghoulish grin. "Keep the sword. You'll be faster with it than I am right now." With that he started up the lift tube.


    Vasiht'h glanced after him, then said, "He won't be able to manage long without help. We're almost there, we have to keep moving."


    "I know," Jahir whispered. He shook himself and said, "Go, I'll bring up the rear."


    On the next floor up, Lisinthir said, "There. Keep going down this corridor. We'll get to the entrance at its end."


    "How far?" Vasiht'h asked, ears flat as he scanned the length of it.


    "A third the ship's length, I think."


    "A third the—!"


    Lisinthir smiled, eyes closing. "I think I can trust you to manage from here, cousin. Straight line. Can hardly miss it."


    "Stay awake!" Jahir growled.


    "Mm."


    /We're running out of time,/ Jahir said. He started down the corridor with Vasiht'h at his side, and with every pulse of his heart he expected another attacker… but none came. The relief of it made the sudden lurch of the deck beneath them all the more frightening.


    /Are we under attack?/ Vasiht'h asked, the words bright with panic. /By whom?/


    Another shiver, smaller this time. Jahir shook his head and redoubled his pace. They reached the bridge just as the ship threw them to one side.


    "It's us!" Vasiht'h was calling through the telegem, and the door opened for them. Two gore-streaked Pelted ushered them in and sealed the hatch behind them, and no sooner had they stumbled to a halt than Triona was on them.


    "He took too many wounds," Jahir said as she pried Lisinthir from him and set the Ambassador down on the floor, well away from the fore of the bridge and the frenzied activity there.


    "Help me get this coat off him." Triona pushed a spare scalpel on him. "It's wet, it's making him too cold."


    Had he once balked at the notion of stripping another Eldritch? How things had changed! Jahir fell to his knees alongside his cousin and began cutting it off as the Seersa made hissing noises under her breath, flipping her larger kit open and going to work as the ship shuddered beneath them. Panel by panel the wet Imthereli coat came off: no longer white now, but scarlet and gory black, the embroidery clotted with it. Perhaps Lisinthir should petition to have the color of his arms changed from white and black to crimson. Jahir could imagine him laughing over the idea, held fast to that image as he peeled the sleeve off and parted the last of the sodden garment from his cousin's body. Triona had already destroyed the blouse to get to Lisinthir's skin, and the sight of it, purpling with contusions and laced with the fretwork of deep gouges, so many claw marks....  


    He was too tired to watch, and found even if he hadn't been he didn't want to know how bad it was. Normally he would have wanted to help, but now—


    "Dammit, he needs a blanket and the dragons don't seem to believe in them," Triona said. "He's going to go into shock if we can't get him warm—"


    "Maybe I will do," Jahir said as he found himself slumping to the floor. To faint now seemed ill-advised but everything in him was crying out for him to do it now—for he would have no opportunity later? He wished he could question the source of the feeling, but fighting the exhaustion proved too difficult. He had the presence of mind to make sure he was against his cousin's side and then he let go of consciousness.


    [image: ***]


    Vasiht'h lunged toward Jahir and dug his paws in before he could smash into Triona. His cry started in his throat and welled into the mindline, mingling emotional and physical realities in a way that made him realize that it was Jahir who'd made them whole in him. To lose that now! "Jahir!"


    "He's fine," Triona said tersely. Amending, "Well, no, he's pretty banged up, but he'll be fine."


    It was impossible to disbelieve such frank confidence. Trauma care was Triona's specialty and it shaped her voice, informed the quick precision of her movements. Vasiht'h crept closer, ignoring the constant quivers of the deck beneath his paws. "And the Ambassador?"


    "Won't survive if he bleeds out. Put your hand here, push, don't stop until I tell you."


    Startled, Vasiht'h did as commanded. "What am I pressing on?"


    "An artery I want to stop gushing at me." The Seersa continued her labors with a sealer, bent close to the largest wound; her white-furred face was spattered in blood and smeared pink all the way down her neck, and the only reason her hands didn't look worse was that she'd gloved them. "Steady on there, alet," she murmured. "Stay strong. Give me these few minutes."


    "He will," Vasiht'h said, then glanced over Lisinthir's shoulder at Jahir. His partner had fallen at Lisinthir's side, but he was breathing normally, and there was nothing in the mindline to suggest serious injury. Weakness, though…. "Are you sure about him?"


    "The Ambassador? No."


    "I meant Jahir—"


    "He's got some bad-looking lacerations but they'll keep. Hold still. You, I mean, Vasiht'h. Stop moving, you're letting it leak."


    He gritted his teeth and did as she asked, closing his eyes against the shivering lurches of the ship. He couldn't close his ears to the too-quick talking happening at the consoles in the front of the room, but he could at least ignore them. If it left him prey to the sickening squelches and the low hiss of the sealer on flesh, at least he could pretend that putting Lisinthir back together represented the worst of their problems.


    "There, let up." Triona sat back on her heels and wiped her brow with her forearm. "Speaker-Singer. And no, don't ask me if he's going to make it. What he needs is a gods-damned transfusion and I'm not going to get one here. This ship doesn't even have a rhacking sickbay. What do the damned shapechangers do? Toss their injured out an airlock?"


    Vasiht'h flipped his ears back, but the Seersa was already rolling Jahir onto his back and tearing open the blouse from the seam under his arm. "Nice big holes your partner got put in him here. Did he hold still for it?"


    "No!" Vasiht'h said, horrified.


    Something in his voice made her glance at him, just the most fleeting of looks while grabbing the scanner. She sighed. "Sorry, arii, sorry. Just… we've lost so many people, and if we lose the Ambassador too, after all this…."


    "We won't," Vasiht'h whispered. More clearly, "We won't. He'll pull through."


    "Even if he does, we have to make it home," Triona said, running the wand over the deep, ugly slices. Was that… one of Jahir's ribs gleaming through the cut? No, he was imagining things, because if he wasn't, he was going to vomit. "And the damned dragons have jumped into the fighter craft and are trying to lame us. Presumably so their calls for help can arrive and finish the job."


    He started shaking. "Oh, Goddess…."


    "Prayer sounds helpful about now, yes." Triona shook her head at the wounds. "These are going to hurt him like hell and probably scar too, since we don't have the facilities to heal them prettily. But he's going to be fine. What did he do to his face?"


    "I think it was a wing to the nose."


    "Should have broken it. Lucky man, your partner. Let's have a look at you next, ah?"


    Vasiht'h suffered himself to be examined, but of the three of them he'd taken the fewest hurts. He'd bruise badly, but the few scrapes and cuts he had were pronounced 'cosmetic' and left untended—the medical kit only had so much power, and there was no easy way to connect it to the Chatcaavan vessel's power grids to recharge. "If someone can be spared from damage control later, I'll see if they can jury-rig some kind of outlet for me to use," Triona told him after she'd finished putting Lisinthir's feet up on the mounded remains of his coat. "Otherwise we're going to have to save it for the Ambassador, because if he doesn't get home all this is for hell."


    "What happened?" he asked, tentative. He couldn't fathom how she was ignoring the constant quakes and jerks of the deck with such equanimity, but she was... sitting next to him with her back to the wall, seemingly unfazed.


    "Nothing unexpected, I guess. They're vicious fighters—you've seen how fast they are?" She wiped her bloody forehead again, tired. "Right. Palmers work, but in corridors this narrow we could only shoot a couple of them at a time, and they were always right into us before we could get off more than a shot or two. We're lucky that they could only get to one or two of us at a time, too…." She trailed off, drew in a careful breath and finished, "Well. We fought our way to the bridge and took it. Cory got us moving and then started redoing the beacon, which is how we found out they'd sent a message out. We got our own out too, informing people that we've taken possession of the vessel and are under attack. We're going to have company at some point, and unless we're lucky some of it's going to be bad." She rubbed an eye with the heel of her hand, and for the first time her voice quavered. "We had to leave the Quicklance behind."


    "If we get rescued, maybe we can send someone back for it?" Vasiht'h offered.


    She shook her head. "If anyone managed to get to an escape pod...." She trailed off, then closed her eyes, and he knew then that there had been no chance, none at all, that anyone had survived. He opened his mouth to speak words of comfort... and stopped.


    "Arii?" she said, catching his expression.


    "The courier... it's gone," Vasiht'h whispered. He met her eyes. "The courier had the drug on it. The one the Ambassador needs. Or he'll have seizures."


    This time, even he didn't notice the battle going on around them.


    "Speaker-Singer," Triona breathed. "You mean to tell me that on top of being barely stabilized from a million wounds, I might have to contend with a crash withdrawal from a drug that's not even in the Alliance catalog?" At the sight of his stunned expression, she swore viciously.


    "It's not long to the border, right?" Vasiht'h asked in a small voice.


    "It doesn't matter that we're only a day and a half from the border at normal speed," Triona said. "If those fighters succeed in crippling us, we might never get there." She rubbed her forehead. "Hellfire, alet. I can manage his injuries—barely. But I don't have a cold stone's chance of doing anything about seizures. And if they're bad, they could trigger a real physical crisis. I'm tempted to slowsleep him, but I'm not sure what that'll do to him. It's contraindicated for some types of seizures, and I don't know what's causing his. Unless you two do?"


    Vasiht'h shook his head. "Neither of us trained in it. Jahir knows chemistry, but he doesn't have enough of a healer's training to guess at how it'll affect him based on his injuries."


    "So I could give him a dose and it might be fine," Triona growled. "Or I could give him a dose and it could kill him. Or I could give him one and it might put him so far under he might not come up again. And all of this is optimistic, because he still might die from internal bleeding or some other problem I can't even guess at because he's been taking a chemical cocktail that none of us have the first clue how to treat...! What the hell was he thinking?"


    He'd been thinking that it was the only way to stay alive long enough to service the Alliance, Vasiht'h thought... long enough to be useful. And maybe not much more beyond that, because what chance had there been that there would ever be a future for him?


    Except now there was. And what a future: full of conflict, war, joy, family, heartbreak and passion, all the things that Vasiht'h well knew moved every Eldritch, no matter how self-contained his presentation—or hers, for that matter. He'd met the Queen, Sediryl, and Jahir's mother. They all had that poetry in their blood. They'd all been made for great deeds.


    And that was all right, suddenly. Because there were great deeds to be done, and someone had to do them.


    Vasiht'h pressed his forepaws into the floor, firmed his resolve. "We can keep him from having seizures. Jahir and I. It's what we were doing with him before."


    "I thought you were keeping him dosed on some sort of schedule?" Triona asked, ears flipping back. "I saw the notes...."


    "It wasn't enough. He's had several," Vasiht'h said. "And we can treat them." He thought of the nerve blocks. "We might even be able to help in other ways."


    "I'll take all the help I can get." She sighed. "I don't suppose you heard whatever intelligence it was he went crusading after?"


    "The conversations were all in Chatcaavan," Vasiht'h admitted, ears sagging.


    "Of course they were." Seeing him deflate, she said, "Oh, don't. Don't be crestfallen. If you can do this with the seizures, you'll be more than earning your keep. They'll probably give you a citation, even."


    How ridiculous would that be! A medal to add to his unicorn necklace? How many parts was he made out of, anyway? Vasiht'h grimaced. He could accept a world full of great deeds, but he'd rather be the one helping others accomplish them. "I hope they don't." He rubbed his arms. "Jahir's got to be awake for it to work, though. I can't do it alone."


    Triona was silent then, considering the two Eldritch lying side by side. "Stay here," she said finally, and pushed herself up. Vasiht'h watched her head for the front of the bridge, there to listen to the conversations and ask questions. She was a little too far for him to easily hear distinct words without straining, so he didn't. He allowed himself to drift instead.


    Had he really just come through a fight? He hadn't fallen apart, either. He'd loathed the whole experience—that Lisinthir could find it exciting was beyond belief—but he hadn't frozen up, either. He'd been too terrified that his hesitation might get Jahir killed... and yes, Lisinthir too. Lisinthir, who was irresistible in his own way. Vasiht'h leaned down, slowly brushed the hair matted to the Ambassador's temple back until the blood released it. To that slack face, he murmured, "I guess every family needs its wild and dangerous uncle."


    The moment he said it, he liked it. Of course Jahir's children should have an uncle. Who else? And his own kits? Vasiht'h tried to imagine some stubbornly pragmatic Glaseahn girl tagging along after Lisinthir and almost laughed.


    "For that," he finished. "You have to live. So you'll have to."


    Triona returned, dropped down beside him. "The next few hours are going to be hard. You should rest if you can."


    "What happens then?" Vasiht'h asked. "Will we be all right?"


    "We won't be all right until we're docked at the station," Triona said. "But if we can finish off the fighters before they finish us off...."


    He glanced at her, incredulous. "And you think I'll be able to rest?"


    "I could sedate you?" She sat, resting her head back against the wall, eyes closed.


    He narrowed his eyes. "Will you sleep?"


    "Someone's got to keep watch on the Ambassador."


    "Then I'll keep the vigil with you."


    "Fine." Rousing herself to courtesy, she said, "I'd like that. And I'm sorry if I've been short with you."


    "Don't apologize," Vasiht'h said. "I understand."


    She smiled a little. "You know... I think you really do?" She managed a chuckle. "I guess that's how you get people to tell you their problems, huh."


    "I like to think I'm good at my job," Vasiht'h said. "But I'm better at it with him."


    The Seersa nodded, ignoring the fresh shudder beneath them. "We usually do better in company, don't we." She smiled a little. "Fleet motto, or should be."


    "Then we're going to be fine," Vasiht'h said. "Because no matter what, we're here together."


    "From your mouth to the Speaker-Singer's ears."


    [image: ***]


    Jahir woke abruptly, sodden with confusion, entwined with two separate minds and one of them in distress, the other clamoring equally for his intention.


    /What?/ he said, and couldn't tell if he said it aloud. /What—/


    /Seizure. Now—/


    Now? Adrenaline cleared his mind, sharpened his awareness. Yes, he could see it, the actinic sparkles in his cousin's mind. He dove for them, brought a cloak of coolth behind him, soothing, whispering lullabies, forcing the energy to disperse. It listened readily to him: either this was a minor event, or his had become a trusted intrusion, and his cousin's body acclimated to accepting instruction from him. How Lisinthir would laugh at that! Absolutely Jahir must tell him later, how the healer became the conqueror. But first, he needed to know their disposition. Rising from the dreamworld that had clouded his vision, Jahir opened his eyes and found Lisinthir lying on his side, exactly where he'd been left. Vasiht'h was sitting alongside their heads, bent close; Triona was on the other side holding a diagnostic wand and a tablet. Beneath him the deck was vibrating, slowly enough that he could perceive each discrete tremor. He frowned.


    "What goes on?"


    "Well, hell," Triona breathed. "I had to see it with my own eyes. How do you do that?"


    "Everything is connected," Jahir offered, and sat up, and only then became aware of how much he hurt. He listed and allowed Vasiht'h to catch him by the arm... awkwardly, because the Glaseah had grabbed for the one farthest from him. Why? Oh, there were pressure strips over his ribs. He touched them gingerly, winced. "We have survived, it looks."


    "Barely," Vasiht'h muttered, the mindline heavy as a plumb-line with his exhaustion.


    "Don't listen," Triona said. "We acquitted ourselves well. No way we should have survived against that many fighters when we don't have any strategy for dealing with them."


    "We're limping for the border," Vasiht'h told him. "But it's going to take us five days."


    "Five... days?" Jahir whispered.


    "Five days," Triona confirmed. "And there are messages out there telling both sides where we are and what's happened, so our chances of making it without attracting someone's attention are basically nil. Meanwhile, our Ambassador here is doing his best to die on me, and he's apparently going to be having withdrawal seizures. Vasiht'h tells me you can prevent those... so if you can, I'm afraid you're not going to be getting much sleep for the next week."


    Vasiht'h added, quiet, "We let you rest for a few hours."


    Appalled, Jahir looked down at Lisinthir's drawn face.


    "Silver lining-wise," Triona offered, "there's not much any of us can do for the next few days. So keeping watch is the limit of our responsibilities."


    "That and the other thing," came another voice, and there was Cory... Cory whose body looked much the worse for wear. Her uniform was shredded across an entire shoulder, showing off four strips of pressure bandaging, and where it wasn't torn it was stained and had dried in strange folds. She'd washed her face and pulled her hair back, but her exhaustion was palpable in the set of her ears and the weight of her tail. And yet... there was something good in her, Jahir thought: a calm. She had been tested and not found wanting.


    And then he paid attention to the words. "What other thing is this?"


    Cory nodded to Lisinthir. "He's got information we need. Recent information, intelligence he thought was important enough to go haring off alone in pursuit of it. And we need that information in case he dies."


    "She wants us to go after it," Vasiht'h murmured.


    In an unconscious mind? Jahir supposed it was possible. A terrible breach of privacy, but Fleet was within its rights to ask. These were people who had accepted two strangers into their minds in order to improve their performance, and done so without giving individual consent; they would think nothing of requiring it of Lisinthir, who while not technically Fleet had become vital to their success, particularly about information this important.


    Lisinthir would consent if asked, though; Jahir knew him that well. It was the implication that his cousin might die before they reached the border that troubled him... because he didn't think Triona would have brought it up to Cory, or allowed Cory to make the suggestion, had there not been a real danger of it.


    "Of course," was all he said. "We'll do our best."


    "Good," Cory said. "Is there anything we can do, meanwhile, to make your job easier?"


    Was there? Jahir glanced at his cousin, touched his shoulder and found it cooler than was its wont. His fingers were bright against the blouse, gone a pale rose at the seam where it had soaked blood-tinted sweat. Seeing them there, Jahir said, "Yes, actually. If you can spare someone to help us with the watch? I think having his head in some friendly laps might please him."


    /And give them something to do that makes them feel useful?/ Vasiht'h observed.


    /Yes,/ Jahir said, his sending muted. /But he'll know they're there. And their worries will draw his attention./


    /You think?/


    /I know./ Jahir looked up at Cory. "If, of course, you can find people to oblige him."


    Cory managed a rough chuckle. "Oh, I think we could. Even if none of us are very pretty to look at anymore, it would be fun to pretend like we are."


    "There you are, then."


    "I'll go fetch a volunteer," Cory said. "I've got the watch this shift, but I'll come when I'm off. Thank you, aletsen."


    "Do you need anything?" Triona asked Jahir. "I don't want you working yourself into a crisis yourself."


    Jahir smiled a little. "I'll be fine." He glanced at Vasiht'h and let some of his fondness saturate the mindline. "I have someone to remind me to sleep and eat already."


    Vasiht'h answered with the sort of quiet satisfaction that had been so common to them before this trip, and armed with that Jahir slid back down and into his cousin's psyche. He rested a hand on Lisinthir's arm, and spread out—out—over—until he felt thin as a film over all the shivering sparkles of that agitated nervous system. He hushed them, sank deeper, like water into soil, looking for damage and seeing it everywhere. Oh, God and Lady, cousin—


    A whisper from above him: /Triona suggested wishing she could dose him with slowsleep./


    That was a good idea. He also knew why the Seersa hadn't—he couldn't imagine calculating the right dosage for someone as habituated to sedatives as Lisinthir. The most credible scenario involved his cousin failing to react to ever-increasing doses until one of them finally threw him into metabolic crisis. /You think we can duplicate the effect./


    /We did the nerve block..../


    They had. But this would involve a great deal more effort. Maybe more than he was capable of. A frisson of fear shivered through him, fluttering the blanket he was holding over Lisinthir's responses, and he felt the response like barbs against his skin. That it felt good bothered him, but he set it aside. /I don't know if it can be done./


    /I can help you with the energy. You just concentrate, I'll feed you./


    /And who will keep you anchored?/


    A pause, measured in the too-swift heartbeats of his patient. Jahir tried not to count them, but they filled his ears, suggested a frenetic music.


    /Triona can pull me back./ At the flexure of his skepticism, Vasiht'h said, /I'm not like you. I'm more connected to reality./ Memories of tastes, sugar that burned the tongue, the pressure of a brush on pelt, the feel of wet pavement beneath pawpads. /It won't shock me to have someone else pull me back, the way it would you./


    /You are stronger than I am, ariihir./


    /No./ Firm as the deck of their starbase home, and exhilarating for what the epiphany it suggested. /I am stronger in a different way./ Gentler: /Try it, ariihir. Do your job. I'll do mine. And we'll all get home—I swear it to the Goddess./


    /All right,/ he whispered. /I trust you./


    He turned his attention to his cousin and pulled from memory one of the oldest lullabies he knew and began weaving it into their joined minds. His nurse had inevitably sung him songs of duty, when she wasn't singing the nonsense and sweetness commonly cooed to children. It was from his mother had he'd heard the rare songs of melancholy and mystery, and they had lingered long after those simpler songs had receded.


     


    Maiden goes down to the silken shore


    to answer the sea's sweet distant roar


    leaves her prints on the glistening scree


    as she pirouettes there for the hissing sea.


     


    ...there, the heartrate. Slow, slow to the rhythm.


     


    The mist-gray air of the clouded sky


    breathes wind through her hair as she draws nigh


    and the foam makes shoes for her bare white feet


    as she walks where land and ocean meet.


     


    ...now the breathing. Gentle, gently now. Jahir sang, and something listened.


     


    In the in-between spaces the spirit can travel,


    the soul finds its ease and dreams can unravel


    And a Maiden might know what it is to be free


    in the silvery dusk between strand and the sea.


     


    Truth, something whispered back to him, and calmed.


     


    Maiden goes down to the damp, soft shore


    to answer the sea's sweet distant roar


    leaves no prints on the glistening scree,


    nothing but laughter by the hissing sea.


     


    Jahir rested over Lisinthir, covered his cousin, sank with him into the tranquil dark.
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    First there was anger. Always, he started with anger. It had formed his life, for as long as he could remember: anger at his parents for quarreling. Anger at his father for giving in, and then for trying to shape him into a weapon to be used against his mother, and then for wanting to use him to redeem his father's balked ambitions. Anger at the court, for its uselessness. Anger at Imthereli, for failing its duties so often it had opened the way for other Houses to take its territory. Anger at other Eldritch, for their mockery, for their easy lives. And then, a brief respite in the Alliance before anger again became the fuel that drove him: anger on behalf of the slaves, anger on the behalf of the Slave Queen. Anger at Second, at Third, at the Emperor. Anger at an entirely different court, again for its uselessness. Anger at being drawn from his duty; anger at being separated from his lovers; anger at his unwanted therapists.


    But then, love drifted in, sweet as the perfume of blossoms in late spring. Love, the redeemer, with her attendants, Compassion and Empathy, and her lover and tutor and guard, Duty.


    That was him, Lisinthir thought. He was Duty, blessed to be warden and lover of Love.


    He breathed in, tried to breathe in, found he couldn't. What was happening? All around him, he caught the fragments of thoughts.


    ...come so far, please, don't let it end like this.


    Can't remember last time I was this tired. Need a bath....


    ...his hair feels nice, where it's not matted. Never thought I'd ever touch an Eldritch!


    If we don't get there... if he doesn't tell them what he knows... if he can't....


    If he couldn't—what?—report? He would, absolutely. He couldn't conceive of not living to do so. Was there so much fear that he might die? Why? He strove for more data, heard the whispered chimes of one of the diagnostic wands, caught hints about bleeding: too many wounds, too much internal damage from the hekkret and the alcohol, too much everything. He was not yet dying, but he stood on a precipice. Knowing it, he could feel it everywhere, the creeping dark stealing up his limbs, toward his heart.


    Lisinthir refused it entrance, but it wanted to fight him and he had no strength. It backed him into a corner. He felt it against his spine: nowhere to turn, nowhere to run. This now, or nothing else again. No more touch. No more love. Never to see his lovers again—


    He howled defiance and leaped for the fight—


    —and it fell away, so abruptly he felt staggered.


    He stood on a featureless plain of gray earth, extending as far as the eye could see. The sky was a similar blank, a darker gray. Strangely, he could hear the sea at some distance, but it was all suggestion. He himself wore Imthereli's white: not the torn and sullied coat he remembered last, but immaculate, unmarred save for the brief black embroidery at the breast that pricked the striking dragon from the fabric. There was lace at his throat, even, and a cravat pin with Imthereli's drake. He wore the swords and black pearls in long chains in his hair. In every way, he looked a prince—the prince you are, something whispered—and because of that, he looked for and found his counterpart. The Emperor stood some distance from him, watching him, dressed in black to match his white, dark wings spread and cupping the air like hands open to receive.


    How long did they look at one another? Lisinthir didn't know. How fast did time go here? He thought the distant roar of the surf coincided with the beat of his heart, but perhaps that was romance and poetry speaking.


    "And why not?" the Emperor asked, indulgent. "Are we not that?"


    "A grand romance?" Lisinthir laughed. "By some standard. The trouble is that I'm not sure which."


    The Chatcaavan snorted, a puff of breath through long nostrils. "We make our own standards, Perfection. Out of your sense of honor and mine, we make them."


    Lisinthir paused. "I suppose we have, at that." And added, "It is good to see you. I am dreaming, am I? I must be, and yet you seem so real to me."


    "And here I thought I was dreaming you." The Emperor stepped closer, and again, until he could raise a hand and caress Lisinthir's cheek with the back of one curved talon. "It is a welcome dream. You have been missed, Perfection, by us both."


    Lisinthir touched that hand with his, looked past his lover for the Queen, saw her not. "Is she—"


    "She's well, yes. But she will come to us later, after we two are done." The Emperor touched a finger to his lips. "Listen now, Ambassador, and carry this with you when you wake—for you will wake, because you must. Don't come for me until I send for you. You will want to. But if you return to the board before time, we may lose the game entirely."


    Lisinthir's breath caught, and his heart raced. "Exalted—"


    "Emperor, yes," the dragon said, gentle but implacable. "Promise me, Perfection. It won't be long, but you'll have to wait."


    "You will leave me out of the fight!"


    "No. You will have enough to do with your pretty Alliance people to stay busy," the Emperor said. "And when the time comes, you will wield your swords... for me this time, not for your Queen." The passion in him when he said it, the relish... Lisinthir shuddered with longing. "But you must promise me, or you may die, and I may die, and she may die, and all of it will be for nothing. Do you?"


    "I must," Lisinthir whispered. "But oh, Exalted...."


    The drake drew closer, until Lisinthir could feel their chests brushing. "Call me by title. Call me by your title, now."


    So he breathed it, as he hadn't dared before leaving. "Beloved."


    The Emperor sighed, closed glowing eyes, rested a hand on the side of Lisinthir's neck. "Again."


    "Beloved...." Lisinthir framed that narrow head in his hands and kissed the edge of the mouth where it curved near the eye. "Oh, my Beloved."


    "We have a little time," the Emperor said, and then the Queen was there too, behind him, sliding the coat off him. "Stay a little longer."


    "Yes," Lisinthir answered. "Yes, always yes."


    Kisses, the embrace, hotter than fever, rousing him from the torpor that had been trying to claim him. Whispered confidences in his ears, making his heart leap, confusing and tugging him into grappling with mystery, with life. And ecstasy, oh, such ecstasy, and such love. Love without shame, love with promises of a future.


    "But how will I know?" he asked, beneath the Emperor. "How will I know?"


    "You'll know. I'll send a message you'll understand." A caress that brought him upright to seek more, more of the touch, of kisses, of their embrace. "Not long, Perfection. It will feel like forever, but not long."


    "Every moment from your sides has already lasted forever," he said, sliding his hand beneath the Queen's mane. "Every moment I breathe without you never ends."


    "Ahhhh...." The Emperor sighed, face hidden against Lisinthir's neck. "No, Perfection. This is only a pause. Only a pause for us all." He swiped the sweat off the curve of pale shoulder, cool tongue, so slick.


    "Live here now," the Queen whispered, pulling him down, and he consented, and when he rose again, he was renewed, all strength beneath his wings.
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    Jahir had expected his work to be effort, and it was—he was dimly aware of the physicality of it, of mounting hunger and exhaustion, of muscles grown stiff from tension, as if he was fighting with a sword rather than his mind. But having sunk down into his role, what he felt instead was a looseness, as if he might continue spreading out, past his cousin's boundaries, into the world, every world. It cost him to dig deep and abide, but he did, and soaked in memories and impressions, fragments of words and their meanings, shocking moments of clarity: the Slave Queen's hand on his when she took his pattern, the fruity scent of the liquor poured for him by the Emperor, the shocking pleasure of denuding Third's head of horns. He caught snatches of conversations happening over his head, of Triona's concern and Vasiht'h's steadfast vigilance, of a rotating set of minds accompanying the laps that ended up under Lisinthir's head. So many minds, all so tired and so focused.


    And over, and over, he felt the surge of a jangled nervous system, striving for disorder, and the frenetic complaints of a body trying to fall apart. He denied them, covered them, forced them to obedience. Over and over, he refused entropy.


    He sang songs: every song he could remember in their tongue, and all the ones he could recall in Universal. The music enforced the stable pattern, kept him present.


    He abided, and slowly lost his sense of time, lost even the rhythm of the music, lost the notes, lost language, lost everything. He felt it all slipping from him as fatigue loosened his grip, and he panicked and lurched for it, and missed—


    —and exploded outward, this time unable to stop himself, skating as if on the leading edge of the expanding universe. The stars glittered as if seen through tears: so many, so many colors, seen now, yesterday, tomorrow. The tranquility of it staggered him; he couldn't fight it.


    Here was the Pattern, and it was Divine. Here was the Pattern, and so long as he dwelt in it, he needed no food, no sleep. All he needed to be nourished was in him, around him, through him. Jahir tucked himself close against his cousin and feared no longer, and the net of stars cradled them with innumerable points of light.


    [image: ***]


    "…siht'h, Vasiht'h, wake up—you with me?"


    Where was he? He was spinning out on the Goddess's outbreath—no, he was on a Chatcaavan vessel, and Triona had his arm in one hand. She looked somewhat worse for the wear. Had something happened? "Yes? What's wrong? Did something…."


    "No, no. It's good. Actually it's all good. I need you to help me get the Ambassador transferred to the Starsight."


    Vasiht'h rubbed his eyes and glanced at the two Eldritch. He knew Jahir was fine, but Lisinthir—


    "He's fine," Triona said. "All right, well, fine might be overstating the matter. But he turned a corner a day ago—"


    "A day ago!"


    Triona held up her hands. "Let me finish. Or start, better yet. We've been crawling home for three days, during which I've been keeping you all alive on intravenous solutions. Half a day ago, the Starsight—that's a scout class vessel, and about twice a courier's size—showed up at the same time as another Chatcaavan ship. They had it out. We won. Now we need to send you and your partner and the Ambassador over there, where there's an actual Medplex, a healer, and two assists waiting for you, plus a ride all the way to Sector Alpha."


    Startled, Vasiht'h said, "We slept through a fight?"


    "Not much of one," Triona said. "We were bystanders for the most part. Took a few shots, but really it was the Starsight's show." She managed a smile. "Pretty impressive show. Maybe a little bit too much suspense in it for the rest of us."


    It was just sinking in: the ease of the woman's shoulders, the quieter, slower conversations on the alien bridge. They were safe. They were going home. "It's over?" he asked, daring to hope.


    "It's over," Triona agreed. "But you've got to wake up your partner for me. I need both of you conscious and ambulatory, if possible. You'll need to explain what's going on to the C-Med over there."


    "You're not coming with us?"


    Triona shook her head. "The Starsight's towing us over the border. Once they set us loose, they'll be free to go deepest Well to Fleet Central; they'll get there much faster than they would pulling us behind them. Once we make the border station we should be fine… we can debrief while they take apart this ship." She met his eyes. "We paid for it, alet. We paid with blood. We want to see it to the end."


    "I understand," Vasiht'h said. And strangely, he did. Something lingered in him that felt like a knowledge of the connections between things, their proper beginnings and endings, and their never-endings. He shook himself then reached for Jahir's shoulder. /Ariihir./ No response, but it didn't concern him. He knew how deep into himself—or out of himself—his partner had gone this time. Patiently, he repeated himself until he received a faint query, no more than a hint of something: salt on the tongue, sparking flavor. /Ariihir,/ he said. /It's time to come back./


    Wistfulness, regret. Must he? Had Vasiht'h seen what he had seen?


    /Yes,/ Vasiht'h said, sharing the regret. He'd only brushed the edges of Jahir's communion with the thoughts of the Goddess, and that alone had made him long to remain. /But our escort home's arrived. We need to get Lisinthir somewhere safe, where they can take care of him./


    Very distantly: /Yes./ And then, closer, more distinctly, /So soon?/


    /It's been three days./


    /Three days!/ A jangle of color, spilling through the mindline as it narrowed once again into the link Vasiht'h recognized. Jahir sighed out, ribcage lifting, and then opened his eyes.


    "Welcome back," Triona said.


    Jahir began to sit up and almost fell; Vasiht'h caught him under the arm, took the swell of concern and disorientation with it. The whispered thoughts brushed against him, fur and spirit: why do I feel so weak?


    /You've been working very hard for three days on nothing but nutrient solution,/ Vasiht'h answered. /We both have. But you in particular./


    /It doesn't feel like much!/


    "It was," Vasiht'h said firmly, out loud. "Can you coordinate your limbs?"


    "I think," Jahir said. "My tongue seems clumsy, though." He touched his mouth, hesitant. "Am I slurring?"


    "No," Triona said. "But you're exhausted, and the sooner we get you under a halo-arch the happier we'll all be." She pointed at Vasiht'h. "You too. You've got hollows under your eyes. It's like you've both been running marathons uphill nonstop."


    /So it feels./


    Vasiht'h chuckled a little in the privacy of the mindline. /We'll feel better when we cross over to the new ship. Just think: a genie means…./


    /Oh, a real meal!/ Jahir steadied himself on Vasiht'h's shoulder. "For a real meal and a cup of coffee—or tea—or chocolate—I will go anywhere."


    "Ice cream," Vasiht'h suggested.


    The mindline exploded with confetti. "Ice cream!"


    "I think we've earned it several times over," Vasiht'h said.


    "You like ice cream?" Triona asked, one ear sagging.


    "He loves ice cream," Vasiht'h said, and surprised himself by laughing. A little, and not much. But it was something. And the Seersa… she smiled too.


    Jahir paused, touched Lisinthir's shoulder. "Does he look better, or is it my imagining?"


    "No, he's better," Triona said. "I wouldn't go so far to say that he's well, but at some point he just… sprang back. No idea why or how. It happens that way sometimes, though."


    "Triona?" Kordreigh called from the fore. "The healers-assist have Padded over. They're bringing the stretcher."


    "That's your cue, aletsen," Triona said. "Can I say, from all of us… thank you. You were dropped in a bad situation and you came through for us."


    "We didn't fight—"


    "The hell you didn't," Cory said from behind them. "Maybe you didn't rack up the Ambassador's kill count, but you put yourselves in harm's way. You did the jobs you could. And you kept him alive at the end, and I have no idea how but I couldn't have done it. That part…" She shook her head. "That part was magic, as far as I'm concerned. Don't demean your accomplishments."


    "We'll put in a good word for you," Triona added. "I'd be surprised if you didn't end up with medals, but even if you don't Fleet is generous with its civilian volunteers."


    /To say we would have done our best without expectation of reward will not be kind, even if it's true,/ Jahir offered, still leaning on him. /It is a compliment./


    /So we say…/ "Thank you," Vasiht'h finished aloud. "We're glad we could help."


    Jahir's smile felt like sunlight in the mindline.

  


  
    CHAPTER 15


    The urgency with which they were ushered into the new ship's Medplex was almost humorous, given the languor of the past few days. Even now it clung to Jahir, a mantle that made everything seem diffuse, as if the world's edges were laced with webs leading into some infinite net he could no longer grasp. And yet it was still there, and he could dimly sense it, and wondered if it was reflected in his eyes. Was there something fey about him? The crew of the Starsight kept glancing his way.


    /You look a little more stereotypically Eldritch than usual,/ Vasiht'h offered. When Jahir looked down at him, the Glaseah's amusement trickled into the mindline. /The way people expect you to be. Sort of fairy-prince-ish./


    Jahir considered as he watched the healer direct his assistants in Lisinthir's disposition beneath a halo-arch. /I think I may have a trifle too many aches and pains to pass for an elf out of legend./


    Vasiht'h snorted, but he was amused, and fond, and it was so much like how they'd been before that it almost made Jahir miss that things were not the same. Not bad, either. Just different. His partner had seen the Pattern too, and played his own part in it, and perhaps now they both had questions to answer about themselves.


    /Integration,/ Vasiht'h said, a little more subdued. /We have answers to questions, they just haven't settled yet. And we won't know the questions those will inspire until after that./


    /We have learned a great deal about ourselves and one another./


    /And how we relate to one another./ Vasiht'h smiled a little. /And I didn't think there was anything left to learn./


    That made him smile. /I'm rather glad there is./


    /Me too./


    "Lord Seni Galare?" That was one of the healers-assist, a Tam-illee youth with a very serious demeanor and chocolate points that extended into a partial mask over green eyes. His delicate build was belied by corded arms and large, dexterous hands. "If you'll lie down on this bed for us?"


    It was a relief to give himself over into their care after having suffered through field medicine on the deck of a Chatcaavan vessel. The foxine was careful not to touch him, but he went to work with reassuring competence once the halo-arch slid over him. Jahir closed his eyes and drifted while it murmured its harmonies, until he felt a shadow cross his face.


    The senior healer of the Starsight—C-med, Triona had called him, the Chief of Medical—reminded Jahir strongly of his mentor Healer KindlesFlame. He had the same air of easy authority, though unlike KindlesFlame he was human, and built as solidly as a destrier. "Lord Seni Galare. Your injuries are minor, you'll be happy to learn."


    "I had suspected as much. Thank you, alet."


    "I'm Ale Morales," the human continued. "I've been told you and your partner were handling the Ambassador's case in concert with Healer-Assist Borden of the Quicklance? And that you have some chemistry background?"


    Of the Quicklance, Jahir noted, not "on it." Alas, for the lost vessel, and the courageous personnel who'd borne witness to her death in battle. "That's correct."


    "Can you summarize what you know about the case for me? The Ambassador's stable, but I admit I find his state… interesting."


    Jahir couldn't help a laugh at that, and if it was hesitant and fatigued, and if it was also more demonstrative than his typical, he could surely indulge. They were safe. They were heading home. "Yes, I imagine you must. This is what I know, then."


    Morales listened attentively to his recitation, waiting until he'd finished to ask questions. Finally, the human sighed. "Of course, the only samples of the drug are atomized somewhere spinward of here."


    "Will it be a problem?" Jahir asked.


    The healer shook his head. "No. I'm confident that we'll get him to the hospital at Fleet Central, and they'll be able to handle anything short of an act of God snatching him personally from their hands. It's more a matter of lost opportunities. We could have analyzed it, maybe found an antitoxin."


    "Perhaps there will be other opportunities."


    "Maybe." Morales considered him. "And now, in the interests of clarification… I've received notice that you are the Ambassador's next of kin, and as such empowered to make medical decisions on his behalf. Is that correct?"


    "I—yes," Jahir said, surprised. Technically he and Lisinthir were only distantly related by blood. Politically, however: "Yes, that's correct."


    Morales nodded. "As you've probably been told, we're on our way to Sector Alpha to deliver the Ambassador to the proper authorities. Until he's competent to make his own decisions, you'll be asked to remain there. I wasn't sure if you'd realized that, so I thought I'd pass it on."


    "I hadn't, and thank you." Jahir paused. "If I may, from whom did you receive notice?"


    "The Captain tells me the head of your household?" Morales smiled, a vague crinkle of cheek on one side of his face. "She refused to divulge more."


    Given the Veil… yes, he imagined. But he was also grateful that the Queen had not bruited about his relation to her. That was information he would rather not have more generally known. Bad enough to be called 'Lord Seni Galare,' no matter how correct. "Ah, yes. Thank you."


    Morales nodded. "Rest, then, Lord Seni Galare. You might not be mortally injured, but you've dented yourself up enough to need it."


    "Vasiht'h—"


    "With Hea Taniltan right now," the human said. "Having his own check." He smiled more naturally. "Everything's under control… and we'll be docking within two days. Less than that, given how the Captain's putting on the steam."


    To think they'd be back that soon...! And if not home, then in the Alliance and not far from Starbase Veta. Even traveling at more conventional speeds, he and Vasiht'h would not be long away once Fleet released them. Jahir thanked the healer and composed himself for rest, and it was easier than he'd expected; he really was tired. He turned his head on the pillow and glanced across the way to where Lisinthir was lying in similar estate. His cousin looked grim, but already the halo-arch was at work on his injuries. On its own, the halo-arch was incapable of solving grievous injury... but what it could not fix it could hold stable.


    Reassured, Jahir let himself fall asleep. Either he would wake up when they docked, or he would wake up and have access to a water shower and a hot cup of tea or coffee, and either situation accorded with him.
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    Lisinthir was unconscious but stable. Jahir was asleep. Having been released from the Medplex as injury-free after a short session with Healer-assist Taniltan's sealer, Vasiht'h made straight for the rooms assigned him and into the bathroom.


    The shower was a tight fit, but he couldn't remember the last time one had felt so good. He tried very hard not to notice that some of the water running off him was pink or a grimy brown. That could be anything, after all. Stepping through the drier fluffed his fur so badly he wished for a brush, but all his toiletries had vanished with the Quicklance and the complimentary ones left by the Fleet personnel weren't going to make a lick of difference. That was fine too. He relished having so little to worry about.


    After that, he asked the genie for a cup of tea and a serving of fresh fruit—random—and took them to the table and that... that meal was so satisfying that he lingered over it, savoring the flavors, the wet tartness of the juice, the soft texture of the melons, the astringent bite of the tea and the way the warmth of it made his tongue tingle after eating berries off the cool metal spoon. Wrapping his hands around the mug, he let his head sink forward and his eyes close.


    Strange to have such silence. Though he and Jahir didn't spend every waking moment with one another, the enforced intimacy of the past few days made his present solitude feel incongruous, as if he'd had a limb amputated. It was an uncomfortable feeling, but he explored it carefully, the way he would have probed at a splinter in his finger.


    Things would change. He knew that now. Maybe not in the next few months, but... he'd confronted his own mortality and discovered how much he'd left undone. He'd not had children yet, and while he didn't feel ready yet, he thought he was long past due to work out the practicalities. Having children would involve him asking some of his extended family to move to the starbase...or moving to where they were. And Jahir... if he married, he could hardly sleep in the same room with Vasiht'h anymore. His wife would probably find that distressing. And Vasiht'h couldn't imagine them raising an Eldritch child in the Alliance, at least, not full-time. Assuming Sediryl married him. Assuming he asked. But what if he asked and she said 'no'? What would happen to his partner then?


    It was all very scary, but on the whole, Vasiht'h thought it could be positive. If everything worked out, anyway. So many uncertainties... he'd never liked uncertainties.


    The vessel had a Well drive, and they were no longer in enemy space. Vasiht'h woke the wall-screen in the room and checked Anseahla's local time, then placed his call. He did not, however, reach his mother or father. It was his eldest brother who answered, and Bret'hesk took one look at him and put up his brows. "Little brother! What happened to you? You look like you've been through the thoughtless hells."


    Did he? "You're just saying that because I haven't brushed my fur down."


    Bret'hesk folded his arms. "Are you in trouble?"


    It would be Bret who answered… Bret who'd always thought him feckless, a dreamer. In the past, Vasiht'h had always backed down from his challenges and meekly accepted his corrections, because his eldest brother had been right: as a youth, Vasiht'h hadn't had a focus. Eternal student, his mother had said, but with amusement because she'd been confident he'd find his way eventually. Bret'hesk had never seemed to believe it, and as self-appointed disciplinarian of the children, he'd felt it his duty to educate the wayward sibling.


    Suddenly, Vasiht'h was tired of it. And offended. Had his brother just been attacked by Chatcaava, possibly earned a personal thanks from Fleet? Had his brother just washed someone else's arterial blood off his fur? Had his brother just kept a man vital to the security of the Alliance from dying by anchoring an Eldritch mindhealer to reality?


    The answer to all of that was 'no.'


    "I'm not in any trouble," Vasiht'h said. "And I don't see why you have any cause to talk to me this way."


    The perplexity—was it because he'd defended himself? Or was it because… he almost chuckled. He was talking like Jahir, wasn't he. Ridiculous. An Eldritch Glaseah. A Chatcaavan Eldritch. What a mess. But a glorious mess, maybe. He felt the warmth of his medallion against the puffed-up fur on his chest.


    At last, Bret'hesk said—more cautiously—"Mother and Father aren't in."


    "Then tell them I called," Vasiht'h said. "I'd like to talk to them, once they're free. Dami particularly."


    "Can I tell her what it's about?"


    Vasiht'h thought of Lisinthir's bare-teeth snarl: 'You haven't earned that right.' He understood, suddenly. "No."


    Taken aback, Bret'hesk said, "You… really aren't in any trouble, right? I know I've been hard on you, arii, but it's for your own good, and I'd never turn you away. You know if there's something going on, you can count on your family to help you."


    "It's good to hear you say that," Vasiht'h said. "Tell her I called, all right? And give my nephew a hug for me. Be well, Bret'hesk." He leaned over and terminated the call before his brother could answer and felt a moment's small pleasure in it. His education suggested multiple reasons for Bret's behavior, most of them sympathetic. Had Vasiht'h taken him on as a client he would have had plenty to work with: his brother's need for perfection and order, his worries about the family, his sense that someone had to take care of everyone when Dami and Tapa had been so busy with their careers. Managing a Glaseahn family tended to involve an extended network of relatives, and all of the older children were expected to help. As the firstborn, Bret'hesk would have had to take on those responsibilities without role models to suggest how to do it gracefully.


    But knowing all those things didn't make Bret any less irritating. That Vasiht'h no longer felt he deserved his brother's opprobrium, not just because it was unfair, but because he really wasn't that uncertain boy anymore… that was novel. He'd never stood up for himself before to his family.


    Some changes were good changes.


    Vasiht'h refreshed his tea and settled to catch up with his mail. He steeped himself in normalcy until it flavored his spirit, and fed that down the mindline to the sleeping Eldritch who'd brought so many wonderful things into his life… including his crazy cousin. Sometimes you needed the crazy cousin in your life, and Goddess bless the chaos that ensued. That was family for you, and he should know.
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    It was the smell that escorted Lisinthir out of unconsciousness at last, a mélange both modern and familiar. He opened his eyes on a colored ceiling, but it was not the pale green he'd expected… a light blue, rather, in a stylized cloud pattern. Strange; from the scent he'd expected the hospital at Fleet Central where he'd undergone his acclimation regimen, physicals, and inoculations. He was definitely in some sort of facility, and under a halo-arch, a rather substantial one. That was also strange, because he felt very much as if he didn't need one. He couldn't remember the last time he felt more rested. And hale: he could take a deep breath without fighting, and the core of his body didn't feel uncertain to him anymore.


    The door whispered open; he glanced toward it to find a Tam-illee foxine approaching him with the determined gait of a doctor. Probably an important one, from the speed and the brusque finish to her movements. She stopped at his bed, swept the readings with tawny eyes, then considered him. "Ambassador. How do you feel?"


    "Remarkable," he said. "I assume I've been here for some time?"


    "A few days," she said. "A few very exciting days, might I add. I'm Healer-Surgeon TrustBody, and I'm in charge of your case. Do you feel well enough to sit up for me?"


    "I'd prefer to stop lying down, to be honest."


    She nodded and waved the halo-arch down. "Give it a try."


    Lisinthir got his hands beneath him and pushed himself up, and though he felt a tremor in his arms they served. A brief moment of lightheadedness and he was upright, the blanket puddling over his lap. "A much better vantage."


    "Dizzy at all?"


    "No." He paused. "Perhaps a touch. I think I might be hungry, which would be a novelty."


    "Yes, I bet it would be." She considered him. "You look good. Your vitals have been good for almost twenty-five hours now. If you're willing, we're going to try to get you out of here as soon as possible. There are people waiting to debrief you."


    He glanced at her. "Is there some reason I cannot receive them here?"


    "Yes," TrustBody said firmly. "You weren't well enough before. And now that you are, I'm not letting you strain yourself into a relapse until you're ready to go."


    "Is a relapse probable, then?" he asked, startled. He felt vitally alive, as if he'd been striving through a nightmare for weeks, a physical one that dragged at every limb. He found he didn't miss having to fight so hard to move well.


    "I don't think so," TrustBody said. "Like I said, you've been showing good results for most of a day now. Another couple of days like this and we can let you go." She lifted a finger. "You'll have to rest, eat, etcetera. You're probably aware of the drill... you've been in this hospital before, haven't you? This is FCH."


    She must have heard it from gossip; Lisinthir knew the censors would have scoured the records database once he'd left for the border. And quite a job they must have had, given how long he'd stayed initially. "I have, yes. Though the ceiling is a different color."


    "We vary them from section to section. Could have left ours blank, though; most patients don't remember the acute care ceiling." She smiled. "Do you feel up to guests? You've got family in the visitors' lounge."


    "Certainly."


    She nodded and departed without further comment, and he was not sorry to see her go; while not offensive, he found her clipped speech exhausting.


    And here, at the door, was his cousin, dressed as he had been when Lisinthir had first espied him, in tunic, blouse, trousers, boots, all warm brown and without ostentation; the cut could be mistaken for something modern, had indubitably been chosen from some library of offerings in an Alliance catalog. Thus did his cousin pass for as close to unremarkable in the Alliance as possible. It suited him, but Lisinthir found he wanted to see Jahir garbed as a Galare heir, and wondered what that said about his own reconciliation with Eldritch culture. It made him smile, ever so slightly.


    His cousin had arrived without his beloved... but with a silk bag, and Lisinthir knew immediately what it must contain. Jahir did not greet him, either, but came to his bedside and loosened the drawstring, his movements freighted with a ritual weight that should have seemed an anachronism given the setting, and did not, because they were what they were, they two.


    Was he holding his breath?


    From the bag, Jahir drew one of Imthereli's swords, then the other, setting them on a stool. He presented the first formally on his open palms with lowered head.


    Lisinthir ran his hand over the matte surface of the scabbard, observing that it had been cleaned and wondering how long his cousin had spent at it. His last memory of the sword involved grabbing the hilt and finding it slimed with blood, probably from his own wounds. And yet here it was, with every evidence of Jahir's care, exercised on the weapons his cousin had watched him wield in cruelty and violence. Lisinthir let his fingers trail over the hardened leather until they skated over the base of Jahir's palm, and with that touch he drank in his cousin's conviction, his peace—


    look at what I've become


    how can it be right


    am I now a monster


    —Lisinthir's last, unspoken fears bleached away, like shadows before the morning sun. If he could not trust himself in this, could not trust himself to recognize when he had become unfit for civilization, he could trust Jahir. And his cousin had reached a decision, and was offering it on open palms.


    To that trust there could only be one reply. Lisinthir lifted the first sword off Jahir's hands, and for once bowed his head willingly, accepting not absolution, for that was no one's to give but the Divine, but something far more precious from a mortal man, and from this one in particular: I am the one who will willingly go to your cruel hand and kiss it for gratitude.


    The soft chirps of the retracted halo-arch, the hush of the recirculated air, all of it drew back, leaving them in a cocoon of silence. Something welled into it, replenished the dry places in his spirit, and the breath he took broke the quiet, wicked him alive, left him eager for the fight to come. The second sword he accepted with one hand, leaving the other free to clasp his cousin's wrist. Jahir waited at that touch, and his obedience was pleasing because Lisinthir knew how intransigent the man could be when he chose. That he had not yet recognized just how intransigent made it all the more appealing, this acquiescence. Letting go of Jahir's wrist, Lisinthir cupped his cousin's jaw and brought him close for a kiss.


    He was healthy—alive, free, and more hale than he'd felt in months—and he had steel beneath one palm and skin beneath the other, and the kiss was fire and softness and yielding, tasted of mint and honey. Lisinthir drank from that cup until he felt Jahir's pulse racing and then let him go... but not far. One finger on his cousin's chin kept him nigh.


    Lisinthir shone his words white, for sacred acts, for the acceptance that the swords represented, for the kiss that had been benison and welcome and homecoming. "Thank you. For keeping them. And cleaning them."


    His cousin met his eyes, gaze grave despite the flushed cheeks. "I wasn't comfortable releasing them into a locker, nor did I think you would want them there."


    "No," Lisinthir said, feeling better with their weight to anchor him. Not that he expected trouble on Fleet's home station, but after months of living in perpetual danger he would have felt unfinished not knowing where the blades were, as if someone had cut off his claws. "That was a kindness. Thank you." He traced his cousin's lips, savoring the dry satin of the skin. "For all of it."


    Jahir cleared his throat and smiled, but it was a faint smile and Lisinthir wondered at the shadows in it, the ones that floated free of the trust and love he sensed through their skins. His cousin looked more careworn than one would have expected given their safety, and his words when he spoke were studiously neutral, tinged with gray. "The least I could do. I'm afraid the swords are all that's left of your time in the Empire. Not even your coat survived. The original one, anyway. I had to cut it off you when we arrived on the bridge of the Chatcaavan vessel. I had a new one made to your measure, so that you'll have aught to wear... but I'm afraid as mementos go a bag of clothes is rather paltry."


    Vague memory then, not of the coat's destruction, but of the sound of voices, and then nothing. And a dream…. "Tell me what passed. And where your beloved is?" He glanced at the door.


    "Gone to stretch the kinks from his legs, or so he says," Jahir answered. "He is giving us time alone, I suspect, in case you had some mad desire to kiss me."


    "He is prescient, your beloved," Lisinthir said, amused. "And I will probably find myself in need of several more kisses. But I want to know what's transpired first."


    "Duty before pleasure?"


    Lisinthir smiled at him, fond. "And you are surprised."


    That won him a curve of lips in return. "Not at all."


    His cousin took the stool beside the bed, then. His summary was more complete than Lisinthir had expected; it had no doubt required the interview of at least some of the scout's officers for information on the battle that had seen them rescued. Jahir had even contrived to hear word of the Chatcaavan vessel's successful return to Alliance space. That last pleased Lisinthir, particularly given what he now knew about its mysteriously oversized complement.


    It was the events that followed their arrival to the base that startled him most, however. "I beg your pardon. I did what?"


    "Almost died?" Jahir smiled another of those faint smiles, and at last Lisinthir knew what was inspiring them. "I assume you weren't told. Surgeons tend to grow more taciturn with increasing talent and responsibility, and you necessitated the Head of Surgery's intervention. But yes, your liver failed completely during their attempts to address all the issues afflicting you, and the blood they cloned from a sample drawn from you and then filtered caused such violent rejection that for a moment…." He trailed off, shook his head minutely. "Whatever the case, they pulled you back from the brink and put me to work donating blood for you. That, you accepted."


    "I almost died?" Lisinthir asked, bemused. "And yet, I feel perfectly fine now. Other than a little hungry."


    "You feel perfectly fine because they replaced most of your digestive tract, your liver, and your blood volume," his cousin replied, and what would have been a joke had his tone been wry was like a wind over a grave when delivered in that husk of a voice. When Lisinthir met his eyes, Jahir said, "You didn't see... God and Lady, what it was doing to you, the hekkret. The way it was just... blistering your alimentary canal. You were starving to death in front of all of us."


    And I couldn't do anything about it, was the whisper that went unspoken, the shadow that haunted his cousin's eyes. Lisinthir reached for Jahir's hand, and when their fingers entwined, the astringency of that leftover terror remained, like a metallic tang in the mouth. "But I didn't," Lisinthir said, gently. "No doubt in some part because of how quickly you noticed the issue on the ship."


    "Perhaps." Jahir looked away, exhaled, managed a lopsided smile. "The way you attract trouble, cousin... I feel I should commission you another secret rampant. Or perhaps a dozen."


    Lisinthir chuckled and tugged him close enough to kiss, just a chaste chafe of skin that still colored his cousin's cheeks. "I don't need it. You are my amulet rampant."


    "Nevertheless," Jahir said after composing himself. "You gave us all a scare. Do not that again, if you would."


    "I'll do my best to oblige."


    "What did happen to the amulet I sent you?" Jahir glanced at him. "I did not mean to foist a sentimentality on you. I know it's a rarely indulged custom these days."


    "Ah, no. I appreciated the impulse. And I did use it." He remembered the hiss of fabric parting around knives. "I went to a terrible fight wearing it, and woke up in a Chatcaavan gel tank naked. I suppose it might have gotten cut off, but I like to think it evanesced after keeping me alive."


    Jahir grimaced. "Perhaps I really should send you a new one, given that in all probability you will go straight back into the fray. You will, won't you?"


    Had he dreamt? Oh, but he had. It was real to him. I'll send for you. Lisinthir shook off the clinging memories, of hide and teeth and fevered promises. "I have some notion of what I'd like to accomplish while I'm here. And I will be here for a while, I think."


    "By our standards? Or by the Pelted's?"


    Lisinthir touched his own chest beneath the thin hospital shift, trying to trace the place that ached. "By the body's." He smiled, lopsided. "Don't fear, cousin. I won't go haring off without cause. I need to train these people first in what I know. After that... I have my own intelligence to gather, and that will have to be done discreetly. I suspect they'll want to help me do it, so rest assured that whatever mad scheme I devise will be supported properly by some number of pragmatic Pelted co-conspirators."


    "I suppose I can ask for no more than that."


    "Wise you are to see it." Lisinthir glanced at the door. "Will you call your beloved? I would like to thank him. I trust you are well together again?"


    Jahir nodded once. "You were correct in that the anticipation of battle was worse than the actual fight... though I suspect Vasiht'h would disagree with me." A smile, less brittle this time, though still small. "We can laugh about the disagreement, though."


    "Good."


    Vasiht'h peeked in through the door. "I hear someone is awake?"


    "I am indeed," Lisinthir said. "And apparently near ready to be released."


    "You look it." Vasiht'h padded closer, but even before he joined his partner at the bedside, Lisinthir could see that he was no longer strained. Changed, perhaps—the Chatcaava always brought change, for was that not their nature?—but no longer limping beneath the burden of neurotic thoughts. Jahir also looked better for the Glaseah's arrival. They were once again an unbroken whole, which was what Lisinthir had wanted... no, had needed... to see before leaving.


    The Glaseah said, "Jahir tells me you're feeling better."


    "Much, and I have you to thank for it, among others."


    Startled, Vasiht'h said, "Me?"


    "You and your beloved got me to the bridge, I hear," Lisinthir said. "And this after a harrowing fight in an enemy vessel. I should think that merits at least a 'thank you.'"


    "I... I don't know why you'd thank me for that," Vasiht'h exclaimed. "It's not like I had a choice...! It was that or die!"


    "And there you have elucidated a choice, have you not?" Lisinthir felt a swell of affection for the Glaseah. So like the Slave Queen had been... trapped in their own thinking, assuming the worst of themselves because they measured themselves against the only people of agency and power in their worlds and found themselves lacking.


    "It doesn't seem like much of one," Vasiht'h said. "Given that death is the ending of all choices. There's no more potential for change or growth or action at that point."


    "And yet people make that choice," Lisinthir said. "I imagine as therapists you've seen it."


    Vasiht'h flipped his feathered ears back, looked away. "All right. I can see that." He sighed. "I admit I walked in here expecting a 'hi, how are you, glad to see you on your feet' sort of conversation, and here you are, challenging and baiting. Not even an hour from your deathbed!"


    "A bit of an exaggeration," Jahir murmured.


    Vasiht'h folded his arms. "All right, a little." He eyed Lisinthir, chuckled. "I guess that's just who you are."


    "Eternally, I'm afraid."


    "The only reason he's being challenging is because you are refusing to accept his compliment," Jahir offered.


    Vasiht'h began to speak, then stopped. Could Glaseah blush? Lisinthir couldn't see anything beneath the pelage, but he somehow suspected the skin there had tinted.


    "I understand," Lisinthir said. "It's difficult to accept compliments for the parts of yourself you are uncomfortable with. We want to be appreciated for what we think are our strengths, do we not?"


    "Goddess!" Vasiht'h said, rueful. "You are terrifying, you know that? Can you stop doing these devastating observations before you give me a coronary?"


    "If you are to have one, it's not a bad place," Lisinthir said. He set a hand on the Glaseah's arm, startling him. "I apologize for your discomfort. Will you forgive me? I can hardly be the wild uncle to your children otherwise."


    "You heard that?" Vasiht'h asked, surprised. And then laughed. "Of course you did." He shook his head. "I'm not upset at you. Just... it's been a long couple of weeks."


    "Then I won't keep you. May I have a familial kiss?"


    That won him a wary look. "I've never seen Eldritch family do much kissing."


    "Obviously a custom that needs changing." Lisinthir framed the Glaseah's face in both palms and kissed him on the brow. "There. Take care of my cousin for me."


    "I will. And... thank you. For thanking me." The Glaseah's ears sagged. "I didn't take the compliment gracefully, but I appreciate it. I didn't take any of it gracefully, really. I should have done better—"


    Lisinthir held up two fingers, stopping him, and said, "You're welcome."


    The Glaseah laughed. "Right. Feel better, arii. And we'll see you again, I'm sure."


    Once Vasiht'h had gone, Lisinthir said, "That went better than I feared."


    Jahir's voice was cautious. "Did you think he would hate you?"


    "You're the psychologist, cousin. Tell me what we tend to think of people we associate with uncomfortable experiences, whether the situation's of their making or not."


    "I like to think we are somewhat more self-aware than that," Jahir said. And finished, chagrined. "Somewhat."


    Lisinthir let that lie. "So... will they keep you for fear of my health degrading?"


    "No... no, they'd like me to remain available for a few days, but that's caution speaking. They aren't anticipating your needing me. Since I have an errand on Selnor, I probably will stay a few days longer, but I doubt they'll call me." Jahir considered him, smiled a little. "You have your feet under you again, Ambassador. I'm with the Head of Surgery, who no longer has fears on your behalf. She tells me your health right now is better than mine." His smile had a frangible quality. "I did not argue the point. It has been a rather fatiguing several days."


    Lisinthir brought his cousin's hand to his lips and kissed the fingers, gentle. In their tongue, shaded gold, "Your aid was appreciated, Galare."


    "Imthereli," Jahir answered in the white. "It was a joy to serve."


    Lisinthir let that moment linger so he could savor it, the ease of being in the presence of another Eldritch, and one he trusted, one who understood him. But there was work to be done, and reluctantly he brushed the backs of his fingers against Jahir's cheek. "Go rest, Healer. They will want me to do the same. And if I don't see you before you go, go safely."


    "I don't have to leave—"


    Lisinthir shook his head. "You are exhausted, and Vasiht'h as well. Go home and rest." He lifted his brows. "Recoup your energies so you can bring them to me when I call for you."


    "If you're certain...."


    "Even if I wasn't, you should be," Lisinthir said. "You've been through enough, cousin. We'll talk again, among other things, when we see each other next."


    Jahir hesitated, then leaned over, pausing. Lisinthir let him work through his hesitation and then answered the kiss, sliding his hand up the back of Jahir's neck and through his loose hair. He missed the braid... he'd have to insist on it when they met again next.


    "Stay well," Jahir murmured against his mouth. "Until I see you again."


    "And after, I pledge you," Lisinthir promised, smiling. He nudged his cousin. "You to your duties, cousin, and I to mine."


    "As always."


    "As always."


    After Jahir had departed, Lisinthir leaned back against the wall with both palms on the swords. He had purpose again, and his health. He had promises to keep, and to expect. He even had people worth fighting for, fighting with, and loving. And there was a war coming, and he still had a role to play. He'd won a Chatcaavan Emperor to the side of light and compassion... had led a slave to the love of freedom, and the embrace of her own personhood. He'd won his cousins to him despite their unease with combat. All that was left was to convince the Alliance to support his Emperor's cause.


    Not enough of a challenge, that. Fortunately, there would be others to follow it.


    [image: ***]


    Vasiht'h's entrance interrupted his concentration, which suited Jahir. He was not having an easy time of this letter, had in fact been laboring over it for an hour after putting it off for most of a day. But they were expected in Heliocentrus by afternoon, local-time, and he would rather not go with the task hanging over him.


    "Still writing?" Vasiht'h asked, curious.


    "A letter to the Queen," Jahir agreed. "And I cannot seem to decide how to impart the events of the past two weeks to her."


    "Wouldn't it be easier just to call her?"


    "Maybe," Jahir allowed. "But interrupting her is not something to be done lightly. I'm not guaranteed to speak with her even if I do call. And..." He trailed off, remembering too much: kisses, given to him, and given to Lisinthir through memories he'd borrowed; blood raked by talons true and phantom; endearments and harassments in Chatcaavan, understood intimately or not at all. "I'm not sure I could tell her without...."


    /Embarrassing yourself?/ Vasiht'h asked more quietly, the mindline soft with compassion.


    /It is too close yet,/ Jahir admitted. /The letter permits me some distance from it./


    Vasiht'h switched to speech, respecting the confidence. "So what has you stuck on it?"


    Jahir looked at the data tablet. He'd been scribing the letter with a stylus and missing real paper and pen, but all the supplies he'd packed had vanished with the courier and it seemed wasteful to request it of their hosts just so he could digitize the results and Well-boost them across the Alliance. It was strange to look at the words on a data tablet, but that hadn't been the problem. What had stopped him? "I feel as if... nothing I write puts forth the magnitude of what the Queen has wrought with Lisinthir."


    "Which is?" The mindline acquired a sharp tang, something tasted, something that woke the palate.


    What could he say? "Change."


    The silence that followed that word seemed shaped by it, had power. They could both feel it.


    Vasiht'h said, quiet, "I think she knows."


    Did she? Of course she did. Vasiht'h was right. She was the Queen, and she knew the Pattern, more intimately than ever he would. His stylus sagged in fingers gone suddenly slack... then he took it up and chased that inspiration. Vasiht'h withdrew, his satisfaction a distant hum in the mindline.


     


    To My Lady, Greetings and Devotion:


     


    As requested, we have met our cousin Lisinthir Nase Galare and escorted him back to the Alliance successfully despite the attempts of the Chatcaava to prevent it. You will no doubt hear the details from Fleet, and I am not in possession of all that information, so I will leave that to more capable people to report.


    On the matter of our cousin, I believe you have little to fear. You sent the striking drake's scion to an empire of dragons, and a wingéd lord returned from that crucible. You knew what you wrought—I hope you do not think it an impertinence for me to say so—and you have succeeded.


    The war comes, my Lady. Lisinthir himself tells me so. I pray you give him the freedom to pursue his instincts on your behalf, and every support as he does so... and that the Alliance does as well. Neither of you will regret giving him his head; not as much as you will trying to direct him. That is a beast that will bear the touch of neither rein nor spur, anymore... but if respected, will serve until his heart gives.


    If you—or he—have need of me again, I am ever—


     


         At your service,


         Jahir Seni Galare


     


    He hoped the Queen would forgive his insolence, suspected she would. She had willingly set out to create what Lisinthir had become, and was herself something of a firebrand. Such a woman would not punish a forthright tongue when married to a dutiful spirit. Perhaps it was always the way with such men and women, he thought: they needed the quiet and the willing to abet them. The world needed earth and water and air as well as fire.


    "All done?" Vasiht'h asked.


    Jahir sent the message on its way. "All done, and ready for our visit to Heliocentrus."


    "Good, because we have just enough time to Pad down. We're meeting everyone at the hospital's front entrance."


    "It will be good to see them again," Jahir said.


    Vasiht'h grinned up at him. "Even if Paige brings you hot buttered coffee?"


    Jahir touched his brow with his fingers. "God and Lady... not the buttered coffee."


    "How much do you want to bet she'll show up with a bottle?"


    "I won't take that bet."


    Vasiht'h grinned. "Because I'd win."


    Jahir sighed, smiled, and let the Glaseah lead him out. As the door slid shut on their temporary quarters, he wondered how long it would be before he was in something like them again. He was going to see old friends on an outing that he and Vasiht'h would enjoy, but he felt the shadow of the war like a coolth on his skin, and it prickled as if Lisinthir was kissing it.

  


  
    CHAPTER 16


    The base had a chapel. Lisinthir had not visited it during his first stay with the Pelted, but he knew about it, and when TrustBody released him from the hospital section it was his first errand. Entering it, he was surprised at how much it reminded him of the Eldritch ones he'd grown up with; for all its sleek metal alloys, the quiet, the closeness, even the smell of candle wax and incense, all of it seemed of one piece with the churches he'd known. And like those, there was a bank of candles, some lit, some nearly extinguished... some waiting. He found a wooden taper in a tray of sand and lit its tip from one of the strongest flames, then set it to the first candle. Raynor, he thought, whose decision had made their success possible. Danne, next... a Hinichi, that one, short and a wintry gray. He'd died with Raynor. Sarya, the engineer second, who had followed her chief into death: no doubt he was waiting to receive her with a hero's welcome. One by one, Lisinthir lit the candles, naming the Quicklance's dead. Then he began on the wounded, and since none of them had escaped without wounds, he needed the remaining pillars to do the work.


    He touched one of the candles briefly, ignoring the sting of the hot wax. So bravely they'd fought, his Pelted comrades. He loved his Emperor and Queen, and thought there was value in some of the Chatcaavan beliefs. But that the Pelted were meek and unworthy... that one was completely wrong, and he was glad. Whatever gods those dead had served had surely gathered their souls to their breasts by now. Which left him.


    Lisinthir faced the abbreviated altar, undressed save for a simple white cloth and the glowing sphere of light projected over it: small enough to be cupped with a single hand, and yet mesmerizing. He went to one knee, careful of his coat skirts.


    What did he serve, anymore? And who would gather his soul when the time came? He recalled his whispered words to the Emperor, the morning after that fateful experiment that had changed the heart of a tyrant, and with it the course of history. I serve life, life, life.


    "God and Lady, Living Air and Dying," he said, soft. "Be my company into battle, and my solace after."


    There was no answer, but he was content with that. It was in silence that he found the freedom to move... for if the gods did not speak, it was so their children could find their own voices. And he... he was circumscribed, embraced on every side: Eldritch gods, and Chatcaavan, old and new.


    Satisfied, he bowed his head once and went to the conference to which he had been summoned. The first act, he thought, was concluding. It was time to open the second.


    [image: ***]


    The conference room was awash in Fleet's luminaries and the human Navy's, and no less than the head of Fleet, the White Admiral, had joined them—a human, Thomas Newell—as well the head of covert operations, the Night Admiral, a Hinichi who neither gave Lisinthir his name nor accepted his offer of a palm-touch. Lisinthir was more amused than offended; let the man keep his secrets. Lisinthir suspected they would become better acquainted soon enough.


    The last of the group arrived, was introduced, sat down, and he found their attentions fixed on him. Some of them were better at hiding their curiosity than others; Lisinthir tried to imagine what they were seeing. One of the rare and reclusive Eldritch, and the only Ambassador ad'Chatcaavan Empire to ever accomplish anything productive for the Alliance. A man in a white coat edged in black, wearing black pearls in too-long hair, whose sartorial finery was as distant from Fleet's austere uniforms as could be managed without absurdity, who looked ready for a ball rather than a meeting this serious, saved only from that impression by the swords.


    A man, Lisinthir thought, who knew things they didn't, and needed to. He recalled the reluctant words dragged from the dying technician on the Chatcaavan vessel... the dying Navy technician. The dragon hadn't intended to reveal anything, but he'd slipped too often, referring to them-the-inferiors when talking about other Chatcaava. That was all Lisinthir had needed to hear to put everything else together.


    He remembered a map, and the light in the Emperor's eyes when discussing the size of the challenge involved in juggling all his many internal factions. One never rests, but one never grows bored. Thought of other conversations, confidences passed in lovers' embraces. The unity I could buy with a war against the Alliance would be a falsehood. Nor would it last long.


    O my love, he thought, fighting anger... always anger, stronger than fear, hotter than blood. You have been betrayed, betrayed by the Navy you lifted to prominence. And now your enemies court a collapse of your Empire with their greed. I fear you were right: a war against us will destroy everything in the end. I pray you can bring the traitors to heel, that you will have the time to gather your power again. But if you can't....


    But they were introducing him. "...just returned from the Empire with intelligence that may be pertinent to our operations. Ambassador?"


    He stood and rested his palms on the table, considering them. Such faces, he thought. Good faces, for the most part. They would serve their people's need, and in that service, see to his own, see to his Emperor's, see to his Queen's. Would they be ready? Would their efforts be enough?


    They were what he had to work with. Gods be with them all.


    "Aletsen," he said without preamble. "There are signs that the Empire is poised to fragment, and therein lies our greatest peril... and our greatest opportunity."
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    Return to the Alliance
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    Amulet Rampant


    Princes' Game Book 3


     


     


    In an effort to stop a war and hold the Thorn Throne, the Chatcaavan Emperor has embarked on the bloody subjugation of the rebels who are tearing the Empire apart to serve their ambitions. He has left the palace in the hands of the newly christened Queen Ransomed and encircled her with his allies.


    One of them is a traitor.


    All the lessons the Queen has learned—in personhood, in agency, in courage—may not be enough to equip her for the challenges before her. Nor is she the only one facing a revelation that could shatter worlds: Lisinthir Nase Galare, newly returned to the Alliance, has invited his cousin to their promised assignation, and discovered by accident a weapon that could turn the tide.


    Book Three of the Princes’ Game begins with a tryst and ends with a clarion call to battle. How many will answer the call? And will they see the end of the conflict unchanged?


     


    Now Available.
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  The Species of the Alliance

The Alliance is mostly composed of the Pelted, a group of races that segregated and colonized worlds based (more or less) on their visual characteristics. Having been engineered from a mélange of uplifted animals, it’s not technically correct to refer to any of them as “cats” or “wolves,” since any one individual might have as many as six or seven genetic contributors: thus the monikers like “foxine” and “tigraine” rather than “vulpine” or “tiger.” However, even the Pelted think of themselves in groupings of general animal characteristics, so for the ease of imagining them, I’ve separated them that way.

The Pelted

The Quasi-Felids: The Karaka’An, Asanii, and Harat-Shar comprise the most cat-like of the Pelted, with the Karaka’An being the shortest and digitigrade, the Asanii being taller and plantigrade, and the Harat-Shar including either sort but being based on the great cats rather than the domesticated variants.

The Quasi-Canids: The Seersa, Tam-illee, and Hinichi are the most doggish of the Pelted, with the Seersa being short and digitigrade and foxish, the Tam-illee taller, plantigrade and also foxish, and the Hinichi being wolflike.

Others: Less easily categorized are the Aera, with long, hare-like ears, winged feet and foxish faces, the felid Malarai with their feathered wings, and the Phoenix, tall bipedal avians.

The Centauroids: Of the Pelted, two species are centauroid in configuration, the short Glaseah, furred and with lower bodies like lions but coloration like skunks and leathery wings on their lower backs, and the tall Ciracaana, who have foxish faces but long-legged cat-like bodies.

Aquatics: One Pelted race was engineered for aquatic environments: the Naysha, who look like mermaids would if mermaids had sleek, hairless, slightly rodent-like faces and the lower bodies of dolphins.

 

Other Species

Humanoids: Humanity fills this niche, along with their estranged cousins, the esper-race Eldritch.

True Aliens: Of the true aliens, 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.


  The Seven Modes of Eldritch Grammar

One of the unique features of the Eldritch language is the ability to modify the meaning of a word with emotional “colors.” In the spoken language, these are indicated by the use of prefixes, which can be used as aggressively or as infrequently as the speaker desires; a single prefix can color an entire paragraph, or the speaker can use them to inflect every word. Uninflected language is considered emotionally neutral. These modifiers are not often used in the written language, but when they are, they take the form of colored inks.

There are three pairs of moods, with the gray mode not necessitating an opposite. Each mood in a pair is said to be the ‘foil’ of the other.

 

Gray (normal) – No modifiers are required to denote the neutral mood, however there is a prefix associated with it, and using it can be interpreted as a way of calling attention to one’s lack of mood.

Silver (hopeful) – Silver Mode is the foil of the Shadow mood, giving a positive flavor to words. This is the color of hope.

Shadowed (cynical) – When Shadowed, most words bear a negative connotation, usually cynical, sarcastic, or ironic. It can also be used for dread/foreboding or fear.

Gold (joyful) – The best is always assumed of everything in the Gold mood, and all words take on that flavor.

Black (dark) – Black, the foil of Gold, tends to violent, angry, or morose connotations of words. Whole groups of words radically change definition when referred to in the Black.

White (ephemeral/holy) – Whitened words refer to the spirit, to the holy and pure. You often find this mood used for weddings and in the priesthood, and in the schools that teach the handling of esper abilities.

Crimson (sensual) – The carnal mood gives words a sensual implication, and inflect speech to refer to things of passions and things of the body.


  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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