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        The mediocre teacher tells. The good teacher explains. The superior teacher demonstrates. The great teacher inspires.

        William Arthur Ward
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      No one had yet restricted Amber’s movements, but he knew better than to believe that the Empress’s pet D-per wasn’t tracking him. Normally, the fact that he might be spied on by the establishment would have concerned him, but not when his mission involved driving someone to shelter under its wings. His foremost worry was how to convince the Nase maid to flee the shrine she thought would protect her… and couldn’t. He was also less worried about the Empress knowing where he was than about Beth knowing he was gone. She spent less and less time with him now that she was with Iralin, but he had not yet been away overnight. What if she missed him?

      What would happen to her without his guiding influence?

      At the outdoor Ontine Pad, Amber gave the convent of Saint Mylisafel as his destination. He led his horse across the Pad into the cool mountain air, and mounted, inhaling deeply to steady himself. The tack jingled as he turned his steed and headed up the path. Arriving on the maid’s doorstep would frighten her. Better to pen her a note, asking her to come to the convent. Setting a drone to watch for her arrival would allow him to arrange for a taxi to take her somewhere she could be safe. The process would take longer: a day for the sisters of the convent to bring the note to the shrine, and a day for the maid to travel back. But Amber himself would be back at Ontine by nightfall, if he used the livestock taxi made famous by Sediryl’s trips to the tenant villages, and the maid would be less likely to make the wrong choice if he absented himself from the proceedings.

      As to where he would recommend she go… there was only one place he could guarantee her safety, without doing so personally. One place where she would be brought immediately to the Empress by trustworthy sources.

      The one place that he was trying not to miss like an amputated limb.

      Amber gritted his teeth. He would do the right thing. This one, unequivocally right thing. Perhaps it would give him the stomach to bear the uglier things he would have to do to support Beth.

      It wasn’t supposed to be this way.
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      I have got to stop waking up like this, Sediryl thought when opening her eyes revealed a hospital ceiling. The assorted chirps of the monitoring equipment told her nothing about her condition, but she was lying on her back, which she assumed wouldn’t have been allowed if there had been serious problems.

      So, she’d escaped this latest affair intact. She let her breath plume out slowly, the way Auniira would have counseled. There was so much to do, but she was so tired that lying here felt like the better part of valor. Like, in fact, the only thing she might be capable of.

      “Arii,” Maia whispered in her ear. “Your husband’s on his way.”

      How could she be both impatient and nervous? Fortunately Jahir was at the door and then her side before she could fret at the paradox, and when he looked into her eyes, her fears didn’t matter anymore. Relief won over every other emotion. Well, except exhaustion. Her body’s lack of reaction to the kiss he feathered over her fingers was appalling proof of how worn out she was. Sediryl curled her fingers around his and sighed when he rested his brow against her shoulder. “I was afraid you’d be angry at me,” she murmured.

      “No,” he said. “Angry for you. Not at you.”

      “The children?”

      “Fine,” he said. “There is a trauma shield that triggers if the mother is in severe distress. It generates a series of vitals based on prior readings and broadcasts it until the sound reports a return to normalcy.”

      “Should have known they’d think of it,” she said, fighting the insistent tug of sleep. “Am I all right?”

      “Fine, my love. But you lost a great deal of blood. Promise me you’ll rest.”

      There was so much to do… but her body appeared to think all of it could wait. “I promise.”

      “Good,” he murmured, and kissed her hand again. “Rest.”

      And she did.
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      She opened her eyes a heartbeat later, but the lighting in her room had dimmed, leaving the hall outside starkly lit in contrast. Frowning at the ceiling, Sediryl said, “Maia?”

      “Here,” came the whisper in her ear.

      “This is another ‘I feel like it’s only been a few minutes but it’s been weeks’ thing, isn’t it.”

      “Nowhere near that bad. It’s the same day you got to the hospital, a couple of hours after dinner. The evening entertainments at Ontine haven’t even started up.”

      “Ungh!” She struggled to sit up. “Then I still might be on time!”

      “On time for what? Sediryl, what are you doing? You are not all right to get up… aaaaand you’re not going to listen to me, are you. Fine. You promised your husband you would rest. Also, if you don’t stop flailing, every HEA in the building is going to converge on you.”

      With a frustrated noise, Sediryl collapsed back into her suffocating cocoon of sheets. “I’m not kidding, Maia, I need to get out of here.”

      “And… do what??”

      “Talk to my mother.” It popped out of her mouth, unbidden, but saying it made her resolute. “Now.”

      “I doubt your mother’s going to have a change of heart at the sight of you in the hospital, and she’s certainly not going to be the most restful person for an invalid—”

      “I am not an invalid and I need to talk to her, immediately. Maia—”

      “Fine, why not call her?”

      “Because she’ll see me in the hospital looking weak!”

      “Is this the part where I point out she saw you being whipped in public?”

      “Yes, but I chose that. I didn’t choose to wind up in the hospital again.”

      The silence was so disapproving Sediryl didn’t need to see Maia to imagine the D-per’s face. Before she could catch a fresh lecture, though, a Tam-illee in hospital scrubs peeked in. “You’re awake! How are you feeling? Like maybe you could sleep again?”

      “Was that a command?” Sediryl asked, dry.

      “Let’s just call it… a strongly but obliquely worded suggestion.” The woman grinned, ears perked. “I learned the technique from you natives.”

      Sediryl couldn’t help her laugh. “I promise I’m going to lie here until I fall asleep again, which will probably be sooner than I want.”

      “Good. Can I get you anything else?”

      “I’m guessing if you bring me a real meal I’ll fall asleep in the middle of eating it.”

      “I can get you some nice ice chips if you want to pretend you’re eating!”

      Sediryl sighed, couldn’t help her chuckle. “No, thanks.”

      The Tam-illee nodded. “Maia? Keep an eye on her.”

      “I am.”

      “Milady,” the Tam-illee said. “Just say something if you want us. Or hit the button there by your hand.”

      “I will, thanks.” After the HEA left, Sediryl said, “Keeping an eye on me, are you.”

      Maia used the eyefilm to project herself sitting at the chair alongside the bed. She was, in fact, wearing that disapproving look Sediryl had been imagining. “And you’re glad I am, because it means your husband will sleep instead of hovering over you every second. You don’t want that, do you?”

      “Where is he now?”

      “At the Seni manor, with Vasiht’h.”

      “Oh good,” she said. Sighed. “Fine, I won’t go anywhere. But I am going to sit up so you can connect me to my mother.”

      “Better yet, why don’t you lie down and I’ll project an image of you looking perky and normal?”

      “Because if I lie down, my voice will sound like I’m lying down. But you have permission to make me look like I’m less exhausted than I am.”

      Maia’s chuckle was reluctant. “Sounding more and more like your aunt every day.”

      “Good.” She found the control that raised the back of the bed. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Her mother, perverse to the last, didn’t answer her initial call. Sediryl didn’t know she’d fallen asleep again until Maia prodded her awake. “I’ve got her for you, if you’re ready.”

      Wiping her eyes, Sediryl mumbled, “Same day?” At the D-per’s affirmative, she said, “All right, give me a moment.” Once she was sitting up and tolerably composed: “Go ahead.”

      Maia projected the call with the eyefilm. Her mother, immaculate as an unmelted glacier, was dressed to attend the evening soirees, though Goddess alone knew what kind of parties were being held tonight at Ontine following the whipping. Sediryl envied Thesali her sangfroid, which never seemed to desert her… which was good, because Sediryl was counting on that sangfroid to salvage the fallout from her choice. The remaining fallout, anyway, because as Vasiht’h would have told her she’d made the best of a bunch of bad decisions.

      This, though, might turn the matter into a complete victory, and for that she was willing to involve her mother. Cheerful about it, even, which informed her voice when she said, “Lady Thesali. Thank you for taking my call.”

      Her mother didn’t quite curl her lip but her disdain colored her voice. “I see you are awake after that vulgar display earlier. What is it that you want? You do want something, don’t you.”

      “I do! And in fact, you do too. Or am I wrong? You don’t object to the thought of more power, do you?”

      “Don’t be tiresome.”

      “I thought you’d be interested,” Sediryl said. “What I need you to do is take Beth’s supporters from her.”

      One of her mother’s brows rose, just a hair. “Am I to understand you know a way by which they should accept such an attempt? After learning that I was responsible for the spy?”

      “That’s exactly why it will work,” Sediryl said. “You tell them that you were tricked by me—evil, manipulative chit that I am—but that you intend to turn my strategy against me. I was trying once again to woo the tenants to my side, in contravention to their natural place and the duties they owe their superiors. You say that I didn’t think that through. Because now, if we take immediate steps to ban cruel and unusual punishments, then those tenants will love us, rather than the princess.”

      Thesali’s pause was considering, and Sediryl was grateful for its length because her energy levels were dropping precipitously.

      “Interesting,” was what Thesali said finally.

      “I know,” Sediryl said. “I’m counting on you, Lady Thesali, to use this to your advantage. And mine.”

      “And how does it avail you to have the tenants not hating your enemies, dare I ask?”

      Sediryl sighed. “If you think my goal is to destroy the noble class, you don’t know me very well. I’m every Eldritch’s princess. Not just the tenants’. Enjoy the evening entertainments, Lady.”

      Maia cut the connection for her, and Sediryl slumped. “Ugh, I hate being this tired.”

      “It’s been less than half a day since your surgery,” Maia said. “It’s normal to be tired.”

      “I don’t have time to be tired….”

      “Evidently,” the D-per said. When she spoke next, she sounded thoughtful, “That was brilliant.”

      “You think so?”

      “That girl who came with your cousin—Jusinel? She’s already gotten Liolesa’s allies talking about how grotesque whipping is, and feeling ashamed of it. Which is great. But if your mother really does spearhead an initiative to ban whipping, and Beth’s faction runs with it… then your allies will rush to imitate them. You’ll get whipping banned; you’ll start separating some people from Beth because following Thesali’s advice got them points with their tenants and made their positions more secure; and your allies will be irritated that the other side did the right thing first, and will want to one-up them somehow. They’ll take the next opportunity the moment they can just to catch up. And the tenants won’t forget you were the catalyst, so you’ll keep the goodwill.”

      Sediryl yawned and sank back under the blankets. “It’s almost as if I’ve been paying attention to all the lessons I’ve been getting on politics.”

      “God in the Stream, yes. Lady Lili is going to love this.”

      “And you are going to love telling her,” Sediryl mumbled into her pillow. “So I give you permission to bring her up to date. Enjoy.”

      The sound of Maia’s smile followed her into sleep. “I will, arii.”
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      “I don’t know how today has been any worse than a usual day here,” Velederien said, guiding his horse past the treeline. “Scandal is hardly new, you know.”

      “There’s ‘scandal’ and then there’s ‘a royal has been beaten like a peasant in our own throne room,’” Orin objected, throwing shadows all over the words. “You can’t tell me that’s not another level beyond what we should expect or tolerate.”

      “I don’t see that we were, or will ever be, asked whether we wished to tolerate a whipping in Ontine,” Darineth said drolly. “Indeed, I would have been shocked to be consulted, given that the players in this production are, as usual, women.”

      “And men the victims,” Velederien said. “So, as I said… nothing unusual.”

      “And the princess was no victim?” Orin demanded. “Do you want to attempt her act and see if you feel differently?”

      “God and Lady, no,” Darineth said. “But those who grasp at great power take great risks.”

      “My point,” Orin said, “is that ‘great risk’ shouldn’t involve corporal punishment for minor crimes.”

      “The minor crime of using a shapeshifter spy?” Darineth asked archly.

      “Women of our set spy on one another all the time! How is it materially different from bribing a lady’s maid or a house servant? Not at all, I would argue.”

      Tolden listened, resigned. He hadn’t wanted to go on this expedition, but with Lord Lauvet returned from the hospital, and now personally overseeing the Queen Ransomed and her children, the need for the vigilance of five very agitated Eldritch lordlings had been reduced… if, in fact, the need had existed in the first place, given the Chatcaava prowling the chalet. Velederien, always seeking an excuse to ride, had chivvied them into it, saying that their health would be improved by exercise, and Tolden hadn’t had a reason at hand to object.

      He wanted, mostly, to be alone with his thoughts. More and more, he preferred it to talking out his ideas with his friends… and this topic, in particular, he wanted no part of. Which was naturally why they asked him about it.

      “You’re quiet, Tolden,” Darineth said.

      “So is Fergol,” Tolden said, summoning a teasing smile. “And you haven’t picked on him.”

      “I’m not quiet, I am picking my moment,” Fergol said.

      “Oh?” Orin said. “And has that moment arrived?”

      “I think we’re talking to keep from looking too closely at what discomfits us, which is that we were forced to witness an obscenity perpetrated on the backs—literally—of women and castrates,” Fergol said. “Which is why you should be watching our fearless leader closely, because his silence indicates he is not engaged in this spate of palliating denial. Given that, his next actions will probably be extreme.”

      “God and Lady,” Tolden said, torn between laughing and dismay. “Really? Can you be any more dramatical?”

      “And what would he do, anyway?” Darineth said. “Ride into the throne room and demand justice?”

      “What justice, though,” Velederien said. “I keep telling you, it’s the same sort of scandal every Eldritch is used to.”

      “Only bloodier?” Orin said, askance.

      “There have been duels aplenty at Ontine prior to this,” Velederien said with a shrug. “And there will be again. Blood is spilled every year—”

      “Oh, now that’s coming it too strong,” Orin said. “You make it sound as if men line up around the palace for their chance to stab their opponents, when it has been rare precisely because it is so dangerous to spill blood!”

      “The threat was always there,” Velederien insisted, stubbornly. “That is what gives gossip any power!”

      “That,” Fergol said, “is sooth. No one will say it aloud, but Vel is correct. Our swords are the gold backing those loans.”

      “The people who died fighting Asaniefa’s coup were all men,” Darineth said. “No one was surprised by it, either. Perhaps we should introduce the Pelted methods to our world, and start insisting that women fight their own wars.”

      “So long as children are rare and pregnancy dangerous, we won’t win that battle,” Fergol said. “But the aliens are making inroads on that situation, so… who knows?”

      “I don’t know that I want to live in a world remade to alien standards,” Orin said.

      “Certainly our women won’t, most of them,” Darineth said. “Can you imagine the day we ask them to take up the sword if they’re so intent on making trouble?”

      “We shall all be poor that day, and thrown out of our houses,” Velederien muttered. “I cannot like it.”

      “You don’t like this conversation,” Fergol said to Tolden.

      “I don’t like anything about recent events,” Tolden said. “I neither feel it excusable because of precedent, nor laudable for serving as comeuppance against our women. I’m astonished that we’re discussing it in such terms at all.”

      “And what terms would you discuss it on?” Darineth asked.

      Tolden said, curtly, “None,” and spurred his horse past them into the sunlit field.
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      The discussion lingered, though, long after he’d parted ways with his friends. They’d decided to sally forth to Ontine to see what they might hear, and had invited him on the reconnaissance: “Surely you cannot object to it when purposed thus,” Velederien said. “We owe it to our dragon companions to bring back word.” But returning to the capital to listen to the rumormongering… Tolden could think of nothing he’d like less to do. Even hunting a chimera pack alone would have been preferable. At least the pain would be more honest.

      So he’d tarried, and taken his agitated energy on a walk around the chalet. The afternoon remained fine, breezy and bright, cool under the trees and warm in the open. Everywhere he looked, sunlight was streaming through the translucence of the new leaves, tinting the light in the forest green. He would ordinarily have felt blessed to be alive on such a day, and instead he felt hunted, and the sour taste in his mouth persisted.

      The outdoor chapel seemed the best place to work through his feelings; naturally, it was occupied when he arrived. The farthest bench, where he paused, was not far enough to prevent the woman sitting on the one closest to the altar from hearing his approach. Lady Solanth twisted just enough to see him and said, “Oh… Lord Tolden.”

      She sounded so despondent he forgot his cares and joined her on the bench on the opposite side of the makeshift aisle. “Lady Solanth? Would you like my handkerchief?”

      “I…” She gave a watery laugh. “I would protest but I fear I’m in need of one. Thank you.” She dabbed at her eyes with the square he handed over. “I apologize, my lord, I did not mean to trouble you.”

      “You cannot trouble me more than I trouble myself,” he admitted, and when she looked up, surprised, he said, “I mislike… well. Everything right now.”

      “I would not go so far, myself,” the woman said with a sigh. “But I am a trifle overcome by how shallow our veneer of civilization is. Firemint…” She paused, shook her head. “Firemint and the Mother and the others are not at all discomposed. Naturally! They expect that people should have violence visited upon them, and that this violence should be witnessed and enjoyed by an audience. Indeed, Firemint told me an incredible story about how this used to be a common court entertainment. I have come to care a great deal about the Queen Ransomed and the females of the harem, but their reaction has made me feel the alien amongst them. Only I do not want to consider myself an Eldritch either… not if being an Eldritch now means countenancing such awful displays. So… what shall I do? And who shall I be?” Her smile was wan. “Do I sound histrionic?”

      “I’m afraid I cannot answer, since your thoughts have crossed my mind.” He looked at the stained glass window. “My compatriots… they are horrified, and doing their best to pretend otherwise. Which is the sort of behavior that lands us in these messes, isn’t it? We look away from ugliness, and the ugliness grows, unchecked.”

      The lady didn’t rush to correct or comfort him, which did more for his mood than any amount of reassurance might have. When he glanced at her, she was staring at the stained glass window, her profile in sharp relief against the green and the glass casting shards of pink and blue light on her face. Nor was she self-conscious when glancing at him made it clear he had been staring at her. “Perhaps that is the comfort we must take from this, my lord. Because the princess’s actions were not those of someone denying the ugliness. She and the Empress worked to bring that ugliness into the light, so that it could be judged. And it will be judged. I have no doubt of that.”

      “People don’t like to be shown their errors,” Tolden said.

      She shivered. “Yes. That is the part that concerns me, I am afraid. We are dreadfully cruel to one another, aren’t we?”

      What did he know of her, really? That she was someone’s poor relation. He couldn’t recall seeing her at court. Perhaps she’d been told that no man would marry her. Most wouldn’t have, to be sure, but… wouldn’t it have been interesting, to face the challenge of an impoverished property and work to make it flourish? Or would that have required resources no Eldritch lord without money of his own could have marshaled? “I would say, rather,” he said, “that the world is cruel, and we have not greatly improved upon it.”

      She turned a small smile on him. “Which implies we will do better? I do like that.”

      He smiled back, and was surprised at how restful her company was. That they could sit thus, in a chapel glade, and not feel constrained to say or do anything in particular. Time offworld had changed the rhythm of conversation for him and he hadn’t noted it until now. Perhaps because silence wasn’t always a weapon, or a warning, among other species. Or, to be fair, other classes of Eldritch. What did he know of them, after all? Wasn’t that the princess’s point?

      “I love Firemint dearly,” the lady said. “I did not think it possible… that we could love people so unlike us. But I wonder now if we can ever truly know one another without having grown up with the same mores and beliefs. Do you think it so?”

      “Lord Lauvet has managed.”

      “Lord Lauvet, I am beginning to think, was never one of us,” she said. “Maybe it is so with all the Galare. The ones eager to go abroad, anyway. That they are a different breed, with different values. That may be why all this…” She waved a graceful hand. “Why this is afflicting us so painfully. They have never been fully a part of our culture… but rather, living in some alternate version where they are known to the galaxy, and travel it fearlessly, and have accepted a place in a larger arena. The rest of us still define ourselves by who we are here.”

      “Yes,” Tolden said. “Yes, and it doesn’t work very well for some of us, does it?” When she glanced at him quizzically, he said, “Those of us trapped between what we were and what they are.”

      “Alas!” She looked rueful, but there was a softness to her countenance that he found compelling. “And I am a Galare! But I never thought to leave the world, and only went because Jusinel needed me. Now that I have gone though…”

      “Yes,” he murmured. “That would be the rub, wouldn’t it.”

      “So what do we do? The Attendant… he seems to wish to become a subject of our Empress, and by our actions we have accepted that as a possibility. And Lord Lauvet is obviously a citizen of a different nation, and here as well. Is that the path we are destined for?”

      “Perhaps,” Tolden said. “On the other hand, the Pelted have dozens of worlds of many different kinds, with different aliens on them, and they are all part of the Alliance but they do not insist they are the same peoples. A better model, mayhap?”

      “Would you?” she asked. “Become a Chatcaavan citizen? Or a Pelted one?”

      “I… I don’t know,” Tolden said. “I am wrestling with that question now, as I must, for Lord Lauvet will not tarry once his business here is complete.”

      “But he is Imthereli, is he not? What will happen to this land? Who will oversee it?”

      “Maybe the Attendant would, if asked,” Tolden said, smiling.

      The lady laughed. “Oh, my. That would be unanswerable, wouldn’t it. The scolds who seek advantage in any weakness cannot possibly attack him. Not after what he has done.”

      “And yet, he did spy on one of them.”

      “And paid for it.” She shook her head, slightly. “No, they would not dare. They will seek a new target now, and what it will be, I cannot begin to guess. How can our enemies advance their aims now? It is almost as if they have made a great deal of fuss about something they can afford to lose, so that we might turn our face from their real plans.”

      “God and Lady!” Tolden exclaimed. “What a terrifying notion!”

      “But not absurd… do you think?” Her hands were folded on her lap, but she could not conceal her anxiety. “Do you suppose Lord Lauvet and the Princess and the Empress know it? They must have already guessed there might be plans within plans. Why would an intelligent foe walk into a failure this catastrophic?”

      “Do you think? That it is catastrophic?”

      “Oh,” she said. “Yes. The only question is how catastrophic.” She sighed and dabbed at her cheek again. “I fear I have mussed your handkerchief. You will permit me to wash it and return it to you at a later time?”

      “I’d be glad of it,” Tolden said. And added, “You asked what I planned to do, and I don’t know. Do you know? What you plan to do?”

      She looked up at the sky, her eyes narrowing at the brightness. Then she folded his handkerchief carefully, saying, “There are those who decide on their goals and move toward them, regardless of the obstacles. And… there are some who are better suited to seeing where unexpected opportunities might take them. For a long time, I accepted those who called me passive, but I am done with that. I hadn’t planned to leave Escutcheon, my lord, but when Jusinel needed a chaperone I decided to see what would happen next. Had I hewed to a fixed goal—perhaps power and wealth and a husband who would have me—I might have been too busy seeking what I knew, to learn what I didn’t. So… I… don’t have any plans, no. I am waiting. I trust I am equal to whatever will come.” She paused, laughed. “Or at least, I was until I heard the prince-consort’s saga! I must now admit to a little nervousness.”

      “So must we all, if we are holding ourselves to that standard,” Tolden said. “But it is an amazing thing that we might. Isn’t it?”

      “Mayhap,” she said. “Nevertheless, I pray we are never put to a test that dire.” She rose. “You have been very kind, my lord.”

      He stood, out of courtesy. “It was no act of charity, believe me. I was troubled, and you have eased my mind considerably.”

      She smiled. “Have I? I am glad to hear it.”

      “Dare I say that if you ever need a listening ear…?”

      “I shall consider myself invited,” she said. “So long as you do the same. We are so few, we Eldritch who have left the planet of our birth. It should be no surprise that we find comfort in one another’s society.”

      After she’d gone, Tolden lingered on the bench, listening to the rustle of the branches overhead, watching the flicker of shadows moving over the altar. What an extraordinary conversation! Certainly one he could never have conducted with Evelis. For that matter, he had failed to conduct it with his friends, who had been offworld, and he wasn’t sure why. Perhaps it was as much his unwillingness as their denial. It was hard to throw off a lifetime spent learning one was never to speak of anything important. Not aloud.

      Was the Twelveworld Lord his friend? Odd that he’d never considered the question. He had fought at the Chatcaavan’s side in these very forests, and that created a bond separate from those enabled by similar personalities, beliefs. And yet he would not have said that he loved the dragon, not as easily as Lady Solanth had said of her dragoness.

      Such interesting questions. They felt manageable again, interesting rather than disturbing. If the lady could trust that she was equal to tomorrow’s challenges, surely he could find the courage.
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      The last thing Kirthander expected the evening of the whipping was to discover the halls of Ontine crowded. Or maybe he should have known better, since Juzie herself had told him their best chance for meeting was the dead time between supper and the start of the evening entertainments. As it was, he was the first to arrive to the Astronomer’s Chamber, and that after circumnavigating the palace to avoid being seen by people who would be eager to interrogate him for any morsel of information they could use against his lord. He chose a seat that allowed him a view into the corridor most likely to be used by anyone arriving and allowed himself to exhale.

      He sensed Madoc peering through his eyes, a sensation that should have been more disorienting than it was. /You have good instincts./

      /I have a good teacher,/ Kirthander corrected. /He has taught me most of what I know./ He hesitated, then said, /Are you comfortable?/

      /Oh, very. You forget I have been living on these grounds for several months. The guards are used to me./

      /I am sorry I have not introduced you…/

      /This was a mutual decision,/ the wolf reminded him. /I wasn’t eager to be thrust on all the people important to you while they were dealing with emergencies. That was before I understood that emergencies are part of your everyday life./

      Hard to argue with that, given what the wolf had experienced at his side lately. The emergencies hadn’t passed, yet, or at least Kirthander didn’t think they could hope so. But there was no denying Lord Lauvet and the people on his side had withdrawn, and they would only have done so had it been necessary, or safe. So he told himself.

      Juzie’s footsteps were audible before she appeared, and her eyes lit at the sight of him. “Oh thank goodness. Waiting for you is so hard! Especially since I daren’t fidget because then I’d make too much noise and attract attention. Granted, I don’t know how I could attract more attention by fidgeting than we would by talking…” She swooped to the bench beside him, and her hands, when they found his, communicated her agitation so powerfully that he had to clamp down on his sympathetic reaction. “Is the princess still abed?”

      “She is, yes, but no one seems concerned,” Kirthander said. “And the Attendant will be released tomorrow. Many people have been in to see him… he is much lauded among the tenants, or so I hear.”

      “Oh, most excellent! I hope the Chatcaava are not very angry with us.”

      “I don’t think they are,” Kirthander said. “And if you can’t tell, usually it’s because they’re not. They aren’t the kind of people who hold back.”

      She sighed. “So true. Do you know what they plan? Lord Lauvet and the Queen, I mean. I have been out and about since the incident, doing my part. There is talk now about whether Lord Lauvet will want to present his heirs a second time, just to make it clear that they were acceptable.”

      “I haven’t heard anything,” Kirthander said. “But I doubt he would. The Empress already accepted his children as his heirs, and showing up again as if he needed confirmation in the face of opposition… that would undermine the Empress’s authority, wouldn’t it?”

      “Unless it was seen as Imthereli forcing everyone to acknowledge their heirs in light of their decision to treat a separate Chatcaavan as an Eldritch subject… does it seem like something he would do?”

      “Not unless it gained him something in proportion to the risk to his family,” Kirthander said.

      “As it should be,” Juzie said, plucking at her lower lip. Then, cheering, “You should see the stir I’ve caused! I am now hearing, here and there, that it is insupportable that aliens should consider us uncivilized. I believe we are well on our way to seeing the custom of flogging banned. Would that not be a victory!”

      “And you will have figured largely in it,” Kirthander said. “You are the best fiancée, do you know?”

      She laughed. “I am not averse to hearing it. It is rather fun to be a leader of fashion. I know I am one because when I enter a room a number of whispers halt and a great number of new ones begin. No one is very comfortable having a near-child lecture them on propriety! I feel I have gotten a little of my own back after so much discomfort over the years, being told what to do. Still, I am ready to be gone. If you think it unlikely Lord Lauvet will insist on a second presentation, do you think it will be long before we leave?”

      “I can’t imagine so,” Kirthander said. “There isn’t much left for Lord Lauvet to do. I would think.”

      “He’s waiting on the birth of the imperial children, or so the rumor goes.”

      Kirthander mused. “That sounds plausible. Then perhaps when the princess is released from the hospital. And then we can go… and surely you will go with me.”

      “I can’t imagine my mother wants me to remain after this!” Juzie agreed. “Especially after this. It was bad enough when I was making her seem the provincial, but now that my opinions are shaping some of our allies’ beliefs about a custom she gave not the least bit of thought to, she is incensed. It should have been her, and it wasn’t! I shall apply to Aunt Solanth when the delegation is ready to go, and unless my mother stops me I shall be on that ship. With you!”

      “Which brings me to another matter,” Kirthander said slowly. “There is… someone I’d like you to meet.”

      “Oh?”

      The click of Madoc’s claws sounded on the marble in the hall, and Juzie peered past Kirthander’s shoulder with a slight wrinkle between her brows. When the Guardkin stopped in the door, she exclaimed, “OH! You have a wardog out of legend! Like the Empress’s! Is it true?”

      “It is,” Kirthander said, shy. “His name is Madoc.”

      “What a handsome fellow he is!”

      /She has good taste,/ Madoc said, grinning and letting his tail wave as he jogged forward.

      /She is the best./

      Madoc thrust his head under the hand Juzie held out to him and beamed at the scratching. Kirthander had never seen anything like a wolf in the flesh until he’d seen the Empress’s Guardkin, but nothing in the literature he’d read prepared him for that expression: both eyes closed into perfect semicircles of delight.

      “You,” Juzie told the wolf, “have made an excellent choice in my fiancé. He is the best of men. I have known it since we were old enough to climb trees together.”

      /She climbs trees?/

      “She is up to anything, including tree climbing,” Kirthander said aloud.

      “I like to run and ride horses and shoot dragons with sponge artillery as well.”

      Madoc’s ears swiveled toward her. /A worthy mate. I approve./

      Kirthander laughed. “It’s his favorite thing to say, that he approves of this or that. And he approves of you.”

      “Good, as I approve of him.” She leaned back to study the Guardkin. “Rather large, isn’t he? But sleeker than the Empress’s. He suits you.” Madoc struck what was unmistakably a pose, complete with regal expression, and Juzie giggled and threw her arms around his neck. “And he’s large enough to hug!”

      /She’s… quite strong, this mate of yours,/ Madoc wheezed, but he wagged his tail again.

      “What did Lord Lauvet think of him?” Juzie asked, releasing the Guardkin.

      “I haven’t told him yet,” Kirthander said. “It hasn’t been the best time. We thought we’d wait for things to be calmer.”

      “Like you did with me, I warrant,” she said, and nodded. “Well, he is perfect in every way, save that he doesn’t have a sister or a fiancée of his own to bond with me. But I’m sure he’ll see to that in time. The fiancée part. I gather it’s too late for the sister part.”

      Madoc grinned again. /Tell her I will pick us only the best./

      Kirthander chuckled. “He says he will keep both your needs in mind.” He stroked the wolf’s head.

      “At least one good thing has come out of all of this, then,” Juzie said.

      “I think we might hope that many good things will come of it. You have done well with shaping opinion,” Kirthander said. “So well that you will be eligible to leave with us. And Lord Lauvet’s children were born on Eldritch soil, as is proper, and they are healthy, and the Empress accepted them. They might even abolish cruel punishments for tenants.”

      “When you put it that way, it does sound rather good, doesn’t it?” Juzie sighed. “If only we could leave now! Maybe when you go back you can ask Lord Lauvet when we can excuse ourselves? I feel like every day that passes asks for trouble.”

      “Maybe it does,” Kirthander said. “But it would be craven of us to leave before the princess’s children are born. Lord Lauvet is not likely to run. And I think, on the whole, we can be pleased with what we’ve accomplished.” He blushed. “I even made a friend. Over and above this four-footed one.”

      “He’ll be more than a friend,” Juzie prophesied, and Madoc nudged her with his nose until she resumed petting him. “But what other friend did you make?”

      “A tenant our age,” Kirthander said. “He has a Guardkin. Two, actually! And he is training to serve as a bodyguard for Laisrathera’s heirs. I had his history out of him when we were waiting to see who the guard had apprehended, attacking the statue.”

      “A good friend to have,” Juzie said. “And one likely to know how to correspond with us when we’re offworld.”

      “I’ll be a little sad when we go,” Kirthander admitted. At her worried look, he said, “Not enough to stay. How could I? I have so much to learn yet. But I will come into some parcel because of my adoption, and… I rather like the idea. Having land here of my own.”

      “Maybe you should take a ride with Lord Lauvet to see it?”

      “Maybe,” Kirthander said. “If he has the time.”

      “What has he left to do?” Juzie asked. “If we’re waiting on the birth of the imperial heirs?”

      “Why… nothing. How nice it would be if we were to have some quiet.”

      She leaned into his side. “Oh yes. But I wouldn’t count on it.”
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      The Attendant woke to a perfume as delicate as a field of wildflowers in the sun, and as pervasive, so that when he parted his lashes he was surprised to discover himself lying on his back on one of the alien’s hospital beds. The light fell through a window, glowing on so many bouquets they’d spilled from his bedside table to line the walls. Ivory lilies, pink blooms, lavender and white tinted with green, cheerful yellows and spikes of tiny blue blossoms… he had never seen so many flowers in one place, and they were beautiful. And their smell… he inhaled deeply, glad of his Eldritch nose, and Eldritch skin, and the Eldritch eyes that could seep tears.

      “Awake?” An alien medical assistant appeared on the other side of his bed, and when he turned his head he found her framed in more flowers. “Ah, good. How are you feeling?”

      “Happy,” the Attendant replied, and it was true. He had no idea why, but he was in a sunny room surrounded in flowers, and he was happy.

      “That’s excellent, we aim to please,” the alien said with a laugh. “Here, try sitting up. You should be all right for it.”

      Sitting up did not make him dizzy, as he expected, and his back… he twisted his head to look over his shoulder, but he could see nothing but the flaps of his hospital gown. How strange, to be a patient and not nude in a tank. “Am I…”

      “Fine, thank Iley,” the alien said. “We weren’t sure if operating on a shapeshifted Chatcaavan would work. Is that why you have the gel tanks? Is it easier?”

      “I don’t know,” the Attendant admitted. He was feeling more himself with every passing moment, and… still happy. Except for one detail—“Has… anyone been in to see me?”

      “Who hasn’t! It feels like half the world’s been tramping through here, once we moved you out of the surgical ward.” The alien shook her head, fluffed his pillow. “And the ones who couldn’t bring you flowers, sent them…”

      “The… ones who brought me flowers?”

      “Your friends,” the alien said. “The tenants?”

      He had friends among the tenants?

      “They wrote notes,” the alien added. “If you’d like to read them while I do the paperwork for your release.”

      “Yes, please!” the Attendant said. “Am I ready for release?”

      “You are! You might be more easily tired than you expect for a few days, but if you are, rest. And eat. You’ll be your old self in no time.” The alien patted his ankle as she moved around the room, collecting cards from the bouquets. Dropping them on his lap, she said, “I’ll be right back.”

      The Attendant picked up the first: ‘Dragon friend, please be well!’

      The next: ‘Lord and Lady’s blessings on you, friend!’

      And the next: ‘Goddess bless you, dragon, for standing the test.’

      His eyes watered, and he let them run over. Who were these from? None of them were signed. The medical assistant had said they were from tenants? Some of whom had visited him! He felt as if he had stepped out of his life and into the world drawn by the digests he used to read on the Throneworld. He had been a voyeur for so long into the Eldritch life. Had he finally changed that?

      “Here I am, back, and with someone who wants to see you—”

      The Attendant looked up as the Twelveworld Lord rushed into the room. “You are awake!”

      With a glad cry, the Attendant held out his arms and was engulfed and oh, but the familiar smell, the strength, the sense of safety. Since he was still in his Eldritch form, the embrace washed him with his lover’s worry, elation, impatience, and made him clean. “And you are here!”

      “I have been here since they brought you!” His master switched from Chatcaavan to Universal to address the beaming alien standing out of their way. “I am sorry, should I have been more careful?”

      “No, it’s fine! I’ve processed his release, so you’re welcome to take him. All he needs now is rest, food, and sun.” She patted the Attendant’s shoulder and added, “But if you feel bad, alet, don’t hesitate to come back.”

      “Can you walk?” the Twelveworld Lord asked, anxious.

      “I can, I think.” The Attendant pushed himself off the bed. Standing made him lightheaded, but the dizziness would pass. He’d survived a great deal of abuse with far less medical treatment. “I am a little stiff. Walking slowly would help.”

      “Anything you wish, my own.”

      “You’re still in an alien shape,” the medical assistant said. “Are you able to shift?”

      That he could answer. “I can, yes. But I do not have clothes for wings. And… it would tire me.”

      “As long as there was no damage sustained that prevents you from that,” the assistant said. “We want to be sure that you’re fine. But if you are.…”

      “I am,” the Attendant said.

      “We can find you proper clothes elsewhere,” the Twelveworld Lord said. “And you are beautiful in every shape.”

      The alien smiled. “I’d suggest going through the hospital grounds to reach the Forecourt gates. The gardens are beautiful this time of year, and it might be… quieter.”

      It sounded as if she had been about to choose a different word, but quiet sounded about what the Attendant could handle. “Thank you,” he said. “I would like to return and thank everyone who took care of me as well, if I can.”

      “That would be great,” the alien said. She picked up the stack of cards and set them next to one of the floral arrangements. “You can take the flowers home with you then, or we can have them sent… let us know which works for you.”

      The Attendant looked at the profusion of bouquets. “All of these are mine? I was sure… some of them might be for the princess?”

      “The princess has her own,” the assistant said with a laugh. “These are yours. Like I said, we can have them sent, or you can pick them up. Whichever works.” She made flapping motions with her hands. “Now shoo, and get some fresh air!”

      From the part of the hospital where he’d been staying, there was a back exit into the gardens the alien had spoken of. The Attendant walked alongside the Twelveworld Lord, overwhelmed by the sun on his skin and the evidence of generosity. And the alien had been right: the gardens were beautiful. He couldn’t help saying, “What a world this is!”

      “It is only good with you in it,” the Twelveworld Lord replied.

      The Attendant looked up at his master, pitied the fervor he saw in the other Chatcaavan’s eyes. It was a strange emotion, to feel sorrow for someone so exalted… and yet it persisted. He held out his hand to his beloved, had it seized, said, “Once they decided not to execute me I was never in danger.”

      “They whipped you to unconsciousness!”

      “Such acts were not rare in the harems of the Lord of the Coreward Slide,” the Attendant said, “You have many planets, sir. Do you know what goes on in all the palaces of your various lords? In your own slave quarters?”

      As he expected, the Twelveworld Lord did not recoil from what many lesser males would have considered an accusation. His head was lowered and his eyes focused on the ground, but he did not break the rhythm of their slow walk, nor snap a justification. “I do not like to think of it,” he said finally. “Not just to you. What happened to the Breath of the Living Air also weighs on me. But the scope of the problem makes it unlikely we will see change in our lifetimes, my Attendant.”

      “I know. It is enough to begin it.”

      “The way they have here?” His master grinned at the Attendant’s start. “Do you forget so quickly that your favorite aliens were themselves guilty of these evils?”

      “I don’t think the sight of an alien suffering the lash will change things,” the Attendant said, feeling his way through the idea. “But… their princess? That will shock many.” He glanced at his lord. “I did not dream that part, did I? She intervened.”

      “She did, yes. There is this theme that runs through our lives lately, my own, that I find alarming, of the powerful being cast down and made to suffer the depravities visited on their lessers. Your princess, the Emperor, the Queen Ransomed…”

      “And Third,” the Attendant said. “Third began it.”

      “One wonders where it will end.”

      “Perhaps,” the Attendant said, “it never ends. In the same way that life never ceases to hone us to serve as weapons, because life is strife. Perhaps life is also… changes in station and circumstance.”

      “Radical ones?”

      “Maybe,” the Attendant said, shy. “But few are those with so much power that reversal of their fortunes can plunge them into such extremes.”

      “You will forgive me if I think the extreme you suffered enough.”

      The Attendant flushed. “Of course. I would forgive you—”

      The Twelveworld Lord held up a hand. “Don’t say ‘anything’. We can none of us know the future. And now I fear that I will not be equal to your goodness, or your love.”

      “Then it is fortunate that the Chatcaava are masters of change,” the Attendant said. “Because it means you might never despair of earning what you fear you do not deserve.”

      The hospital gardens were beautiful, and amply supplied with benches for tired patients. The Twelveworld Lord guided him to them more often than the Attendant strictly needed, but the day was so beautiful that there was no profit in arguing. To sit with the male he adored, reprieved of his suffering, in a beautiful place and with no schedule to follow… what could be better? “You aren’t needed, are you?” he thought to ask. “Elsewhere?”

      “No,” his master said. “The native court is in disorder, and the princess is still in the hospital… fear not, she is in no danger. Only more fragile than you.” That made the Chatcaavan huff a halfhearted laugh. “It is a strange thing to be proud of and yet I am, on your behalf. Does it upset you?”

      “No,” the Attendant said. “And I am glad the princess is well, and resting. What of the Queen and her children?”

      “Guarded by Third, who released me to sit at your side. He and the Queen are in Third’s lands.”

      The Attendant watched the sparkle of light off a distant fountain. “So… a stasis, while the princess recovers. It can’t last.”

      “I imagine not. But I don’t know what comes next. The purpose of our visit was the instating of Third’s heirs, and I don’t know if that was successful, or if something about your actions made it uncertain.” The Twelveworld Lord hesitated. “You are now one of Third’s vassals.”

      “You are one of Third’s vassals, also,” the Attendant said gently. “He is Third. Only two Chatcaava—three, if you are to count the Breath—are greater. I do not see any cause for concern over my allegiances.”

      “I suppose not. I’m not used to thinking of some other male as my master.”

      Since until very lately, the Twelveworld Lord had been planning on wresting the Thorn Throne from the Usurper—to keep—the Attendant understood his chagrin. “Third is not cruel. Using us against one another would not serve his purposes.”

      “So long as we don’t set ourselves against his?” The Twelveworld Lord chuckled. “Well. I can hardly blame him for that.”

      They resumed their slow progress toward the castle gates. The hospital complex occupied the lower southeastern corner of Forecourt, and its gardens ran all the way to the walls. No doubt some of the space would one day be repurposed for expansions, but for now it was beautiful, and the Attendant was grateful for the peace and the flower-scented breeze and the sunlight. He’d spent so much of his life indoors, and later, on ships, that his recent activities had been a revelation: first, the Throneworld court visit, among its open air terraces and balconies and fields, and now this…! Who would choose otherwise, who could choose at all? Particularly a lord who might situate his home on the prettiest parts of a planet?

      The guards at the gate were Pelted, and nodded to the two of them with little interest. The Attendant hadn’t expected anything else, which was why the Eldritch on the other side of the gate surprised him when she stepped in front of him. She was not young, from the lines around her eyes, which made her very, very old by any other standard, and she wore a simple dress, cinched with an apron. In her arms she bore a sheaf of lilies, very like the ones in his hospital room.

      “You’re on your feet at last!” she said in white and silver words. She held out the flowers. “Glad we are to know it!”

      He accepted the gift, because to reject them would have been rude.

      “All the world is blooming,” the woman continued. “And ‘tis the season of the lily. Go on, friend!”

      “T-thank you,” the Attendant stammered as the woman left.

      The Twelveworld Lord touched one of the flower petals with the pad of a thumb, holding the claw aloft to keep from scraping it. “I wonder who ‘we’ is?” the Twelveworld Lord said. “These people who are glad you are well. There are apparently a great deal of them, if the flowers in your room were any indication.”

      “I am sure I don’t know,” the Attendant said. “I thought… but they weren’t also for the princess, but for me.”

      Farther down the path there was a group: two female, one male. One of the females had a bouquet, and the other a basket. The Twelveworld Lord accepted the latter for the Attendant, because his arms were full of flowers. This group also commended him on his return to health, and wished him well. “Go with Their blessings, friend,” said the male as they continued on.

      The last Eldritch was waiting in eyeshot of the Pad, and she was one of the rare Eldritch children, old enough to be unattended but younger-looking than the girl who’d accompanied Third to the Throneworld recently. The sun was bright on her white braids and the flowers woven into them, and when the Attendant stopped, she blushed and offered him a bag. “I made you a doll,” she said. And then blurted, “Thank you, friend!” and dashed away, skirts flashing around her ankles.

      Looking into the bag, the Attendant discovered her words had been exact. He brought out the cloth figure of a Chatcaavan, wings flopping against his fingers, and began to tremble. “What… what is going on?”

      “I don’t know,” the Twelveworld Lord said. “But I am very interested in consulting the worldskein to see if we might find out.”
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      Marevhe sent one of the dozen Glaseahn younglings to warn Jeasa that Petaq had returned from orbit: “She said,” the boy confided while licking his fingers clean of sugar glaze, “that he had to come home too, because he didn’t trust the princess’s father not to walk into a door, he’s so upset.” Finishing the bun Jeasa had given him, he added, “That was good, can I take one with me?”

      Smiling, Jeasa handed over the douceur and sent him on his way. For a short time she remained in the kitchen, reassured by the familiar activity there, and the indulgence her staff had long since taken to awarding her for her eccentricities. For Haladir to arrive the morning after the disaster in the throne room, he must have pulled out of the exercises the two fleets were engaged in immediately. Even then, she judged, he wouldn’t feel he’d gotten here soon enough… and she doubted a visit to his daughter, still only occasionally awake, would suffice to return him to duty. How long would he wait before the hospital gently shooed him out? She had, she thought, some time, and took herself upstairs to see to her toilette.

      She was, therefore, in her best looks—she felt—when the servant informed her that Sir Haladir had arrived and had been escorted, as per her prior orders, to the music room. When she entered he was standing, facing the harp, as she guessed he would be. How handsome he was in the new Navy uniform, which gave a man a very different silhouette from the typical Eldritch attire: the slacks under the jacket, particularly. Was it unseemly for her to notice? Alas, if it was, for she did!

      Jeasa moved into the room, skirts rustling around her slippers. “Sir Haladir, how glad I am to see you! I take it you have been to see your daughter and know her to be out of danger.”

      He turned and bowed. “Lady Jeasa. I did, yes.”

      “Was she awake? Do sit, I am having refreshments brought. I want all the news!”

      “Though you were there earlier today?” He smiled as he sat on the edge of a chair. “I have heard from the employees that you are a regular visitor.”

      “I do not know that ‘regular’ is fair, granting that she was brought to the hospital yesterday afternoon,” Jeasa demurred.

      “I appreciate it, all the same, as I know she does. She holds you in highest esteem.” He folded his hands on his knee. “She was indeed awake, if drowsy, and I am told that is to be expected. But they plan to release her soon. And then—will you credit it!—she said something about having the children decanted! An exaggeration, surely?”

      “I can’t say that I know,” Jeasa said. “But it would not surprise me. They are due, and our children will want them born before their cousin departs. Ah, thank you, Taran, please set it nigh.” The servant arranged the folding table between herself and Haladir and poured the first cup for them both before bowing himself out. She watched from beneath lowered lash as the man served himself several of the pastries, and hid her amusement when he discovered they were filled with savories, not sweets. As if she would feed a man accustomed to productive activity something fit solely for a layabout! “How go the exercises?”

      “Quite well, by which I mean we have a great deal to learn and the dragons do not stint on demonstrating it.” His smile was wry, but she liked the sparkle in his eyes. “Our Pelted loans are only so helpful, and that is as it should be. If this is to be our navy, we must be the ones making mistakes and profiting from their correction.” He looked away—toward the harp. “I am not glad to have been called away, and for this reason.”

      “What do they think of the incident?” she asked. “Or have they been speaking of it at all?”

      “The dragons? Care little about our politics… the ones we are exercising against, anyroad. Our crews, however…” He shook his head. “Most of them are Pelted, and are appalled.”

      “Understandably.”

      “It is an ugly thing. And useless to protest that it is rarely done when they turn around and say that it should not be done at all. And they are right.”

      “A very good thing it is that your daughter and our Empress have taken the necessary steps to amend that fault, then,” Jeasa said. “I hope you told her you were proud of her.”

      “Of course!”

      She smiled. “And that you’ll stay until she can walk out of the hospital?”

      “I could be nowhere else,” he said. “Even knowing it is my duty to make best use of the Chatcaava while we can. I couldn’t…” He paused. “I couldn’t concentrate. It was not to my credit.”

      “On the contrary, I find it greatly to your credit, since I believe that did the situation require it, you would find the wherewithal. It is too bad the Chatcaava cannot stay, the way the Pelted are! But at very least, they are not leaving yet, and they can spare you and Petaq for a few days. I wager the Pelted have not ceased their practices in your absence.”

      “They haven’t, no. But it isn’t the same. And I need the experience. It won’t be long before it is Sediryl I’m escorting over the system limit, and I will not forgive myself if any harm comes to her that I might have averted had I been more diligent.”

      “It does more harm to us than good, thinking so,” Jeasa said. “We make guilt our inevitable bride if we give her the wedding cloth.”

      That took him aback, and he chuckled. “I haven’t heard that one since…”

      “Since you were a young buck, carousing with Kolvin?” She grinned. “Well I know it. But since the new fashion is to soak ourselves in the old fashions, I thought I would produce the occasional hoary chestnut to prove that I was alive when the new mode was the regular mode.”

      “It is rather a bemusing thing, isn’t it? That there should be so strong a push for the antique when we are rushing headlong for the stars? Your son’s doing, I take it.”

      “One’s preferences are unavoidably much discussed when one is the prince-consort,” Jeasa said. “But he is not alone in them. And I daresay it pleases some of us who remember those days.”

      “As if you are so old!”

      “Oh, I’m not!” She beamed at him. “Nor are you, if I may! But we are blessed to have older individuals with us still.”

      “And some much younger than them, gone…” Again his eyes strayed toward the harp. “It is his, isn’t it?”

      “I can say that he brought it with him when we married,” Jeasa said. “But he would have argued had anyone characterized it as his. He was always shy of playing.”

      “Strange that you would speak of generational differences,” Haladir said. “For those our Empress’s age, and the Lord of War’s, it was unexceptionable that a man should play the harp, but by our generation, it was considered more of an accomplishment for women.”

      “And then, for our children’s generation, it is again something taught to everyone, regardless of sex. It is strange. Why the skip, do you suppose?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “It may correspond to the shift from fighting monsters to fighting duels, though. And there were men who didn’t fear to practice gentler arts. It was only that Kolvin…”

      “Wasn’t one of them, I know. And I… I was indifferent to my musical studies!” She laughed. “The piano came with me as inheritance, and the various stringed instruments, but they were always more décor to me. I can sing well enough for lullabies, but instruments… I never felt much connection to them.”

      “But you kept Kolvin’s harp.”

      “Jahir plays it. Better than he did, but then the son was never self-conscious the way his father was.”

      Haladir was silent, his cup in one hand hovering over the saucer. Then he smiled. “It was an affecting picture, to see Kolvin playing. He would have been a talent had he committed himself.” Setting the cup down, he said, “Do you miss him?”

      Jeasa strongly suspected Haladir missed her late husband more than she did… but he would. He hadn’t lived daily with Kolvin’s depressions and frustrations. “It has been a long time, Sir Haladir… and life carries on, wearing down our passions, good and bad. It is up to us to kindle new joys, and brave new sorrows, to remember what it is like… to feel so strongly.” She set her cup down too. “May I have a room made up for you? Sediryl will not want you distant.”

      A logical man would point out that Padding from orbit was as swift as Padding from a province on the planet. But a man with a daughter in the hospital was not likely to be thinking rationally, and receiving him in a room guaranteed to remind him of the past hadn’t helped. She was not above using such tactics, suspecting that if he stayed in orbit he would either return to work—and do that work poorly, expecting at any point to be called away—or he would fail to work, and blame himself for the failure.

      Sediryl needed her father, without distraction. The Navy deserved the same. But they could not have both simultaneously, so someone would have to pick a course. And if ensuring that Haladir was at his best for her daughter-in-law also meant she’d have better access to him for personal reasons… was it not the Eldritch way to have many reasons?

      “I shouldn’t impose,” Haladir began. He stopped, laughed. “But I fear if I don’t stay here, Petaq will make me stay with him.”

      “The Glaseah are such interested folk. In one’s business.”

      That brought a peal from him that delighted her. “Yes. They’re worse than a village gossip, aren’t they. Very well, Lady. Sediryl won’t be glad if I vanish back to orbit, and I won’t disappoint her. It won’t be long before she’s up and about, anyroad, and I can go back to work.”

      “Just so,” Jeasa said. “And it’s such a pleasant walk to Ingleside. In case you wish to confer with your particular meddlesome Glaseah, and then escape the rest.”
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      When Sediryl opened her eyes on the person sitting by her bed, she smiled… because she remembered being on the other side of this vigil on a distant Chatcaavan planet, and it felt right that the Queen Ransomed should be waiting on her convalescence. “Oh, you’re here.”

      The Queen must have felt that rightness too, because she answered with a matching smile, the lower lids of her eyes bowing upward. “I am, yes. They said you could have visitors, and I wanted to see you.”

      “Let me guess, it’s been a week since I woke up last.” The blankets didn’t weigh as much as they had the last time she’d tried sitting up. As the Queen began to speak, Maia brought up the chronolog on her eyefilm, corroborating the Chatcaavan’s next words.

      “Not that long, sister. It is the afternoon after you were brought here, and they tell me you should be able to leave tomorrow.”

      “Oh, good, because I’m tired of being here. What do they expect me to do other than sleep? There’s nothing else to do.” She glanced toward the door where the Knife stood, vigilant. “Where are your newborns?”

      “Here, in the hospital,” the Queen said. “The staff was eager to see them. They are in the central area where we once had drinks? Do you remember?” At Sediryl’s nod, she continued, “Once I am done here, I will take them to meet the Laisrathera children for their afternoon play outside.”

      Sediryl thought of the sunlight, the laughing puppies, the flowers… and the multiple overseers. “Oh, perfect. You won’t have any worries, there’ll be guards everywhere.”

      The Queen laughed. “Yes. A condition of my consort’s for leaving us on our own, and away from his lands.”

      “He’s not here, then? I should talk to him at some point. I think he’s forgiven me but I’d like to hear it from his mouth.” She grimaced. “He’s not pleasant to cross.”

      “No,” the Queen said with unmistakable satisfaction. “Not even slightly.”

      “The Attendant…”

      “Is abroad with my mate and the Twelveworld Lord. And you will ask after your consort—he is with your high priest. And your father is with your consort’s mother. I believe that is everyone, and Vasiht’h told me I should be prepared to make the recitation.”

      Sediryl laughed. “I’m glad to have it over with, then.” She held out her hand and the Queen slid her smooth gray one into it. “You’ll stay for my babies? The moment I’m on my feet I’m going to tell Sehvi we’re ready.”

      “You are certain?”

      “Oh yes. If the next time I appear in court, it’s to present my heirs to my aunt, then it will throw some doubt onto why I was away. They’ll question whether I was hurt badly, and I have to believe that’s a good thing for my enemies. My having a reputation for toughness will make them think twice about physical attacks in the future.”

      “And your allies?”

      “The tenants will know better,” Sediryl said. “And my allies among the nobles… well. I hope they never understand. But even if it wasn’t about weakness, I want to move us past this point and… I want you and Lisinthir here for the birth, and I know you can’t stay forever.”

      “Not forever. But this long, yes.”

      The Chatcaavan’s fingers were curled securely around hers, and the fact that the Queen hadn’t pulled away soothed a hurt she didn’t like looking at. So of course, she had to look at it, immediately. “You must think us monstrous.” When the other female cocked her head quizzically, Sediryl said, “Lisinthir… Lisinthir went to the empire talking of all the ways we were better. That we treated women better, and the helpless. And now this.”

      The Queen didn’t squeeze her hand, the way one of the Pelted might have to express sympathy. Instead, she passed a thumb gently over Sediryl’s fingers, as if savoring the difference in texture and temperature. “But it is better.” Before Sediryl could protest, the Queen held up her free hand. “Every world has conflict and injustice, because there is no escaping those things in life. But on this world, the suffering of females and servants matters. It is capable of changing opinions, processes, the entire way things are done. When I was in the imperial harem, the death of a servant, the abuse of a female, none of those things weighed at all. Here… one castrate is whipped, and one female, not even to death… and it is considered so powerful and so moving a sight that nothing will be the same again.”
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