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CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      “And…orbit.”

      “Hi, pretty!” Irine added from her brother’s lap.

      Hirianthial paused as he stepped off the lift, eyes drawn by the world magnified on the Earthrise’s old and cranky viewscreen: a tawny ball streaked in aquamarine and cobalt blue and swaddled in sullen gray clouds. He said, finally, “Promising.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” Sascha said, and snorted. “Of course you are.” He leaned back, resting a hand on Irine’s head. “That is Kerayle.”

      “And Kerayle…,” Hirianthial began, trailing off.

      “Is the world Reese asked us to come to,” Kis’eh’t offered from her station. The Earthrise’s crowded bridge did not allow for many crew, and Kis’eh’t’s centauroid body took up more than one person’s share; she kept her paws tucked close and eschewed the chair someone else might have used at the sensor station. “It’s a colony. She thinks they might have useful things to trade since no other ship comes out here regularly yet.”

      “They don’t even have a Well repeater in system,” Sascha said. “Weather satellites, sure, but no station and no repeater. This is honest-to-angels middle of nowhere.”

      “It’s the brave frontier,” Kis’eh’t said.

      “It’s something,” Sascha said. “I just hope it’s not ‘too poor to be able to afford shipments.’”

      Irine bumped her head against his hand. “Scratch behind my ears!”

      Sascha obliged her. As Harat-Shariin activities went, it was one of the less outrageous the twins engaged in; initially Hirianthial had thought Reese’s agitation in that regard exaggerated, but he had in fact happened on the twins at least twice while engaged in activities that would have made their captain’s blood pressure spike. Hirianthial himself had no opinion on the matter. The Pelted had their own history with genetic engineering and reproductive challenges, and what the twins chose to do together was not his business. Unless they asked him to participate, which they did. As they always cheerfully accepted his rejections he did not allow the invitations to perturb him.

      “So where is the captain?” he asked.

      Sascha and Kis’eh’t exchanged looks. Then the latter said, “She’s in her cabin, doing accounting for the quarter.”

      Hirianthial said, “Ah.” He glanced at the last chair. “I suppose I might use that?”

      Sascha chuckled. “Because you’re not volunteering to interrupt her? Be our guest.”
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        * * *

      

      Theresa “Reese” Eddings, captain of the registered Terran Merchant Ship Earthrise, was sitting in her room at its battered old desk in front of her display. Scowling at numbers was one of her least favorite activities, and yet she always seemed to be doing it. It didn’t matter whether she was in the black or the red, she always found a reason. Reese had been frowning at these for so long that her cheeks hurt; she stretched her mouth and rubbed her jaw, wincing as it popped.

      An image formed in her head: drooping willows, their melancholic fronds dragged in a leaden gray stream. She looked down at the fuzzy round alien in her lap and said, “All right, all right, it’s not that bad.”

      The sun tried to gild the leaves of the tree in her head. “Don’t get too optimistic, though,” she said. “Fleet gave us a hell of a lot of money, but the upgrades were expensive. And I don’t want to dip into our savings.” She paused to savor the word. She’d never had savings before. Squaring her shoulders, she said, “I want to protect our reserve, you know?”

      The alien’s neural fur turned a bright, cheery yellow. She smiled and petted him—it, technically, but she’d never been able to think of Allacazam as an it—and said, “We’re going up, slowly. But I don’t want to blow it. It would be easy to end up poor again.”

      The Flitzbe set fire to the tree in her head, added people running around it, screaming, and then threw in a rain of frogs for good measure. Who would have thought something more plant than animal and shaped like a furry ball could have a sense of humor? She hugged him with a grin. “Okay, maybe I’m being a little paranoid. But better that than spendthrift.” Lifting her head, she frowned. “Come to think of it… the engine noise’s changed, hasn’t it?” She leaned over and hit the intercom. “Hey, bridge!”

      Sascha’s voice: “Hey, Boss!”

      “Did we make it?” Reese asked.

      “We did. Kerayle awaits.”

      “Great,” Reese said. “There should only be one town. Set us down in walking distance. And I mean ‘close enough not to give me panic attacks about being able to see the horizon clearly.’”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Reese squinted. “Something wrong?”

      “The view’s a bit underwhelming,” Sascha said. “It doesn’t look like they get much traffic out here.”

      “That’s fine,” Reese said. “It means they’ll be happy to see us.”
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        * * *

      

      “This is a pretty strange idea of ‘happy to see us,’” Sascha opined as he followed her down the deserted lane in the middle of town. The tigraine had his shoulders hunched and his hands in his pockets, and his tail was low and twitchy.

      Reese couldn’t blame him. They’d been to a few too many worlds with too-quiet towns—well, two, but even one was too many when they’d both turned out to be pirate hang-outs. She said, “We surprised them, I guess.”

      “Oh, sure,” Sascha said. “A merchant ship shooting through the atmosphere and touching down a mile away. Doesn’t give them much time to prepare a welcome party.”

      Reese eyed him and he subsided, or at more probably, he pretended to.

      Hirianthial, at least, was quiet. He was always quiet, though; it made her nervous, not knowing what he was thinking when she knew he could read their minds. Ever since she’d asked him to stay he’d been keeping out of her way. Maybe he knew she hadn’t decided yet if she’d forgiven him for reaching into her head and pulling out her carefully unexamined fears.

      Or worse, maybe there was no “maybe” about it. Maybe he’d read her mind about that too.

      For most of her life, Reese had wondered about the mysterious Eldritch, had read about them, had occasionally dreamed of meeting one. They were tall and beautiful and tragic and courtly and their esper abilities were portrayed in all her romance novels as magical. She’d had no idea, once she’d been saddled with one, just how infuriating the species could be. Tall and beautiful did nothing but make her feel ungainly and inadequate. Tragic and courtly turned out to be a pain in the tail rather than romantic and pitiable. And the magical esper abilities, while fascinating in fiction, were frighteningly invasive in real life; the fact that Hirianthial had never intentionally read her mind only made it more frightening, because if he couldn’t control it that was much worse than if he could and chose not to... wasn’t it?

      But for no reason she could really understand, she’d asked him to stay and he had, and the worst part was that he could probably tell her why she’d made that decision.

      Blood in the soil, it was enough to make anyone crazy.

      Still, she didn’t object to him tagging along. If she could handle a pair of Harat-Shariin twins, she could handle one Eldritch, no matter how frustrating.

      Besides, he was occasionally useful.

      “There,” he said now. “At the end of the lane.”

      Reese was about to ask if he’d sensed something but, no, there was someone stepping out of the house there: a Hinichi wolfine in a long shift, the fabric thin enough to show a silhouette of his lanky body. He was padding toward them now, so Reese stopped to let him approach. He was smiling, at least, and his ears were perked.

      “Welcome,” he said when he was close enough. “We weren’t expecting traders.” He inclined his head. “I’m Saul, assistant to the Kesh of Kerayle. Won’t you come out of the sun, tell us what you’ve brought to sell?”

      “We’d be glad to,” Reese said. She glanced at the buildings. “It seems... quiet?”

      “It’s the heat of the day,” Saul said. “Most people are napping.”

      “Oh!” Reese said, relieved. “Right. It is hot, isn’t it.” She offered her palm. “Reese Eddings, captain of the TMS Earthrise.”

      “Pleased,” he said, covering her hand. “Let me show you to our place of business.”
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        * * *

      

      The wind in Kerayle did not cool, Hirianthial thought; it blew the heat onto one’s cheeks and throat, with stinging spatters of dust as an encore. He found it pleasing after months of the dry cold on the Earthrise, but he could only imagine how Sascha was finding it with his dense pelt, and Reese had been born to controlled climates and was already sweating.

      There would be water, he thought; no culture that lived in such heat would fail to offer. Nor was he disappointed; it was the first thing Saul presented to them in ritual courtesy, pouring from a sweating pitcher into a bowl by the door and handing it to Reese. He was glad the Hinichi had offered to her first; he suspected she would have balked at drinking from anything he’d sullied with his mouth. It had been several months since she’d asked him to stay, and he couldn’t read her—couldn’t tell her if her ambivalence was terror, dislike, or something more positive but still nascent. And though she refused to believe it, he would never pull it from her mind without her permission. Since she wouldn’t talk to him, he remained as confused on the matter as she was, and so he did his best to avoid provoking her.

      There were days he wondered why he’d stayed...but he had gone through too much alongside the crew of the Earthrise to easily turn his back on them now.

      Reese handed the bowl back to Saul, who gave it to Sascha. The Harat-Shar drank without reservations, wiping his mouth with the back of one hand, then passed the bowl to Hirianthial. It was shockingly cold to his fingers: when he drank, the water was so frigid it numbed his lips and throat. Even here, he thought, at the most remote corner of the Alliance, there was technology to shame his own species. Cold water from a pitcher left out in the heat...

      The inside of the building was airy, with large windows and gauzy curtains lining the arches in and out of rooms in lieu of doors. The walls had been plastered and then painted a pale, cool blue and lined near the floor with brown and white tiles. It was beautiful, he thought, and far too comfortable to be natural. Some sort of climate control, most probably. The three of them considered the room while Saul went to see if his lord was awake.

      “Quiet town,” Sascha said to Reese.

      “He said himself they’re all sleeping,” Reese said. “If I lived in this heat, I would too.”

      “Harat-Sharii’s this hot and we don’t all nap during the afternoon,” Sascha said. “Most of us, maybe, but not all of us. There are at least a few people on the streets.”

      “Your hometown’s a lot bigger than this one,” Reese said.

      “Maybe.”

      Reese eyed him, grew an aura to Hirianthial’s sight of irritated sparks in copper and orange. “You might as well get it out before he gets back.”

      “This looks fishy, boss,” Sascha said. “The last time we ended up in a town this sleepy we got harassed. A lot.”

      “I remember,” Reese said, growing more agitated. Before her mood could develop, Hirianthial cleared his throat, drawing both their gazes: Sascha’s dark amber, and Reese’s startling blue.

      “The odds of us earning such harassment three planets in a row are surely astronomical. And a new colony is bound to be smaller and quieter than one of the Alliance’s Core worlds.”

      “There, see?” Reese said. “Even the resident mind-reader thinks things are fine.”

      The Hinichi interrupted them, peeking into the room from the hall. “Won’t you come with me? The Kesh is awake and eager to meet you.”

      The Kesh was a human man—not what Hirianthial had expected from a Pelted subordinate. A relatively young one, also, to be charged with the administration of a colony world. Hirianthial was not familiar with the procedure Alliance citizens were required to follow to earn the right to colonize a world, but he couldn’t imagine it being a simple matter. Still, the man reclining on the pillows in the room the Hinichi led them to... he had an air of confidence entirely suited to someone accustomed to command. And the way he looked at Reese—Hirianthial didn’t need to read the sleek red stealing through his aura to know just what he thought of her. The Kesh rose with alacrity, came to her with a long stride that set his robes swaying, and captured her hand to kiss it. Only her astonishment prevented her from jerking it away, he thought, and Sascha apparently agreed; the Harat-Shar was trying not to laugh.

      “Captain Eddings of the Earthrise,” the human said. “How wonderful to see a new face!”

      “You know my name,” she said, flustered, and glanced at Saul. “Ah... your assistant told you?”

      “He’s very able that way,” the Kesh said with a grin. “Please, sit, sit. Saul! Have wine brought, the special vintage, for our guests! And fruit, fine cheeses! Let us entertain our guests!”

      “That’s...” Reese stopped, then said, “Ah... fine. Thanks.”

      Hirianthial found a pillow and had a seat. His last assignment had involved protecting Reese from slavers, a task he’d taken on his own recognizance. She hadn’t requested his aid, nor even known he was qualified to give it... and had not, he thought, entirely appreciated it; she’d known little of violence before meeting him, and when they’d been acquainted he’d been made known to her as a doctor.

      He was a doctor. But it was a profession he’d only lately learned. The bulk of his centuries had been spent with his hands on a sword.

      So, while she’d signed him on as supercargo and not as a healer and certainly not as a bodyguard, he still felt responsible for her safety. And the Kesh, from the haze of his aura and the poem it wrote with his body language, was no killer or slaver or pirate. The only thing Reese had to fear from him was his advances... God and Lady save them both.
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        * * *

      

      Finding a human in the Alliance struck Reese as strange despite knowing—obviously—that humans did venture out of Terra’s solar system. But there were a lot more Pelted than humans. A lot more Pelted worlds than human. More Pelted were well-off enough to travel offworld, or work there; more Pelted worlds had economies sufficient to fielding space-born industry and commerce. It was why she’d left Sol to run cargo in Alliance space: far more lucrative, if you could make it work.

      She’d been expecting to find seeing a fellow human more pleasant. Instead, it made her wary. She’d suffered a lot more cruelty and treachery from humans than she ever had from the Pelted. And if she wasn’t mistaken, this man... liked her.

      Liked her.

      He didn’t even know her yet! She snorted. His interest wouldn’t live through that process, she was sure. “So, Kesh—”

      “Shamil, please. Do call me that.”

      “Uh, right. Shamil. I take it we’re the first merchant crew to come by?”

      “Absolutely,” he said. “We’ve only been established five years! This is a true delight. And we’re so far out... we were sure it would be at least a decade. Ah, Saul, thank you for bringing the tray. Join us. Captain, do introduce me?”

      “My pilot, Sascha... and my supercargo, Hirianthial Sarel Jisiensire.”

      “Charmed,” the Kesh said. He glanced at Hirianthial. “An albino?”

      Reese’s brows lifted. There were people who hadn’t heard of the Eldritch? She glanced at Hirianthial, then said, “All of his people are like that.”

      “Very exotic,” the Kesh said. His own skin was olivine, tanned dark but still several shades lighter than Reese’s coffee-brown. He took a glass handed him by Saul and offered it to Reese. “Wine, captain?”

      “Thanks,” she said, wondering if it was what she was looking for. She sipped it and found it very sweet, almost syrupy—she was no connoisseur but she couldn’t imagine this was so special a few Fleet officers several sectors away would bother talking about it. “Nice. So, Kesh—”

      “Shamil.”

      “Shamil,” she said, trying not to grimace. Did he have to look at her like that? It reminded her uncomfortably of the sort of looks Sascha and Irine exchanged as preludes to activities she didn’t want anything to do with. “Maybe you could tell us what sorts of things your colony needs?”

      “Straight to business,” the Kesh lamented.

      “I hate wasting a client’s time.”

      “This is not wasted time!” he exclaimed. And laughed. “But you must forgive me, captain. We get so few visitors. But very well, on to business.” He leaned forward. “Do you have access to leather?”

      The choked sound from her right was Sascha trying not to laugh. Reese thought her cheeks were burning and was glad her skin was dark enough to make that difficult to see. “Leather?”

      “It sounds ridiculous,” Saul said from beside the Kesh, “but we haven’t found a native animal yet with a hide we can reliably skin.”

      “And what do you need leather for?” Reese asked, not really wanting to know the answer.

      “Saddles,” the Kesh said. “And bridles.”

      “Okay,” Reese said, starting to rise. “Not my department—”

      “For horses,” Saul said. Both he and the Kesh stared at her as she paused. The Hinichi frowned, puzzled, and said, “What did you think?”

      “It certainly wasn’t horses,” Sascha said for her. “Who in the worlds keeps horses these days?”

      “We do,” the Kesh said, fervent.

      “You have horses?”

      Reese glanced to her left. Hirianthial was always composed; he moved so little that she sometimes wondered if he’d spent his childhood pretending to be a statue. And he wasn’t moving now. But something in the way he was sitting felt like avid interest: the slight lean, maybe? She could only tell he’d shifted because his hair was moving slightly against his throat. For Hirianthial, that was positively broadcasting enthusiasm. But...horses?

      “We have the best horses in all the known worlds,” the Kesh said with relish. “You won’t find their equal anywhere else, because we have made ourselves the stewards of all of Earth’s most ancient breeds.”

      “And this you have done how?” Hirianthial asked.

      Saul said, “There were gene repositories on Terra.” He smiled. “The same sort of technologies that worked on us Pelted when we were trying to expand our gene pool during the Exodus work on animals.”

      Reese tried not to flinch.

      “We started work before we left for Kerayle,” the Kesh said. “And decanted on arrival. Our current herd is single breed only, but we intend to turn this world into the Alliance’s equine preserve. Every breed we can rescue, we will eventually have here.”

      “But why?” Sascha asked, ears sagging. “Seriously? Horses? Who would buy them?”

      “Do they have to be bought to be worth something?” Saul replied.

      Reese cleared her throat. “So, leather. What else are you interested in? Maybe maintenance for your equipment? You must have some machinery that needs parts, if you’re doing genetics work. I have general purpose electronics with me, along with perishables and trade goods. And maybe you have some… ah… horse preserve souvenirs? I could sell those.”

      “Where are these horses?” Hirianthial asked.

      They all looked at him: Reese and Sascha because Hirianthial wasn’t known for interrupting people or putting himself forward, and the colonists because they could answer the question.

      “Are you interested in buying?” the Kesh asked.

      “Are you interested in selling?” Hirianthial smiled. Just a faint smile, framed by that long fall of pale hair. He had a strand of gems on one side, Reese noticed, one in front where it could be seen. Rubies, she wondered? Did the Kesh notice? His next words sounded cautiously intrigued.

      “That depends on the buyer.”

      “Then perhaps I should see the stock,” Hirianthial said.

      “I am not shipping horses anywhere,” Reese interrupted, irritated.

      Hirianthial said to her, “Never fear, lady. I am only looking.” He glanced at the Kesh. “Yes?”

      “Yes,” the Kesh said, grinning. “And I am talking to the… lady.”

      Great, he’d passed the term on to this man, and if she hated ‘lady’ from Hirianthial that didn’t cover how she felt about it from strangers.

      “I can show him to the pasture,” Saul said, rising. “If you will excuse us, Kesh.”

      “By all means.”

      “Maybe I should go with you,” Sascha said. “I’m kind of curious about this now. You know. Animals being preserved with technology that rescued the rest of us.”

      “I’d be pleased by your company.” Hirianthial stood. “By your leave, lady.”

      “Yes, fine, go,” Reese said. “Don’t hit your head on a rock somewhere.”

      “I shall endeavor to avoid it.”

      The Kesh watched them go, then lifted his brows. “More wine, lady?”

      Reese sighed. “Sure. But don’t get any ideas.”

      He laughed. “I promise I shall guard your honor. Particularly since I don’t want to answer to your confederates for slighting it.”

      “They aren’t my chaperones,” Reese growled.

      The Kesh grinned. “Tell them that.”
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      “So really,” Sascha said to Saul. “Horses?”

      They were in front of Hirianthial, walking down a dusty lane away from the buildings, toward the sere and rugged landscape that met the horizon in a rumple of low red mountains.

      “Sure,” the Hinichi said with a grin Hirianthial could hear in his voice. “Why not?”

      “Don’t they hate the smell of you?” Sascha asked, skeptical. “You’re part wolf.”

      “And part human,” Saul said. “They came out of a vat, alet, and the only thing they associate with my smell is food and a curry comb. They trust me. What I really want to know...” He looked over his shoulder at Hirianthial, “is why you’ve got an Eldritch with you.”

      Sascha snorted. “What, not confused about the albino?”

      “The Kesh isn’t fond of the Alliance’s company,” Saul said, tail swishing a little. Agitation, Hirianthial judged, given the sudden cold fog seeping through the wolfine’s aura. “He and the others try to stay insulated from it. It’s why they decided to leave for such a remote location.”

      “They could have stayed on Earth,” Sascha said. “That’s remote.”

      Saul snorted. “Earth. Earth is the focus of too much Pelted attention to be remote, no matter where it’s located.” He sighed. “And now you’re about to ask what I’m doing here. And the answer is... maybe some of us are tired of the Alliance culture too.” He looked out over the landscape. “Starting somewhere fresh, somewhere a little less... connected... to everything else... it’s nice to deal with local issues. Not to have to worry about intergalactic politics when making decisions that you’d think would only affect yourself. It’s nice to just be yourself, and not some group.” He laughed. “Do you know, these people know as little about the Hinichi as they do about Eldritch?”

      “That takes some doing, given that Hinichi are everywhere and Eldritch are just about nowhere,” Sascha said, dry.

      “Believe it or not,” Saul said. “All they cared about was whether I cared about horses, and if I could do something useful.” He grinned. “For once, I’m not the token Christian, the token Pelted, the token loyal, honorable and stoic wolfine. I’m just Saul. Who assists the Kesh and helps with the herd.”

      Sascha eyed him.

      “Granted, I’m still all those other things too,” Saul said. “But they don’t define me here.” He glanced over his shoulder at Hirianthial. “You understand, don’t you. I’m sure you’re tired of being the token mystery, the token esper, the token exotic alien.”

      Hirianthial cleared his throat. “There have been moments.”

      Sascha shook his head. “For Hirianthial? Moments, yeah. Probably all of them.” He sighed. “Running from your labels doesn’t work, though.”

      “It did here,” Saul said. “Come. The path’s this way.”

      The wolfine led them off the road and through the brush, up hills scumbled with dry yellow brush and low, spindly shrubs. Sascha fell back to pace Hirianthial, leaving the Hinichi in the lead, his body silhouetted by the bright sun.

      “You believing any of this?” Sascha said after they’d scrambled up part of the trail.

      “About why they’re here?” Hirianthial answered. He considered. “Why wouldn’t I?”

      Sascha made a face, tail twitching. “Running doesn’t solve anything.”

      “That depends on which direction you run,” Hirianthial said, and waited for the inevitable laugh, which he was pleased to receive.

      “You... you set me up for that one, didn’t you.” Sascha held up his hands, grinning. “No, wait. You’re about to say ‘you set yourself up. I just helped show you the way.’”

      “Something like that,” Hirianthial allowed, amused. Against his neck, through the hair dangle the crew had made him, he could feel the laughter of Sascha’s twin, and beneath it Sascha’s own memories of fixing the Earthrise’s Well drive, impressions woven into the knotted strand by a very normal magic. For as much as he’d allowed them to know him... they knew him very well indeed.

      “You really feel like our token exotic alien?” Sascha asked after a moment, his voice low.

      Hirianthial glanced at him, at the spotted fur on the mostly humanoid face, and the eyes that could be merry and serious by turns. “Do you really feel like our token Harat-Shariin hedonist?”

      Sascha was silent, toiling alongside him in the heat. Then he smiled. “Can’t help that. I am a Harat-Shariin hedonist.”

      “Sometimes,” Hirianthial said.

      “Sometimes,” Sascha said.

      As they approached the top of the hill, Hirianthial added, “Thank you.”

      “For...?”

      “For not assuming I pulled any of that out of your mind.”

      Sascha snorted. “Is she getting to you, still?”

      He considered his words. “She asked me to stay, but she’s avoided me ever since. I must imagine the incident still distresses her.”

      “Maybe,” Sascha said. “She doesn’t know how to let a thing go, good or bad. That’s one of her endearing qualities.” He grinned. “But no. Unlike Reese, I don’t care if you go rooting through my thoughts. But if you don’t like what you see there, that’s your problem, not mine.” He stopped alongside Saul, “So how far—oh.”

      Over the hill was a pasture, and in the pasture were horses.

      Hirianthial had grown up with horses. For centuries, in fact, he had overseen the breeding of horses, had fretted over the crossing of lines, had made expensive and delicate arrangements for stud duties with other Houses who were also jealous of the health and bloodlines of their dwindling herds. On his world, one could walk or ride, either astride or in a horse-drawn carriage: there was no other form of transportation.

      But it had not been planned so. They’d brought horses with them from Earth for pleasure, not for need; there had only been a few, not the numbers necessary for a healthy gene pool. Not all the most careful husbandry in the worlds had been able to save their animals from the inevitable byproducts of inbreeding. The resulting beasts were all very similar, of delicate health, and had muddy and disappointing conformation. And most of them were some shade of brown.

      In all his life, and he had lived almost seven hundred years of it, Hirianthial had never seen creatures as magnificent as the ones grazing on the incongruously lush grass in the field beneath them: dappled gray and sleek black, gorgeous bays with their dark socks, chestnuts so bright a red they shone like fire beneath Kerayle’s brassy sun. They were all, to the last individual, beautiful.

      Sascha and Saul were both staring at him. The latter was grinning. “Ah… a man who understands a horse.”

      Sascha, more uncertain, asked, “Are you all right?”

      “Very much so,” Hirianthial said. “Can we come closer?”

      Saul grinned. “Even better… would you like to ride? If you’re interested. I could take you to see our prize.”

      “Something finer than this?” Hirianthial said, brows lifting.

      “Oh yes.”

      “Count me out!” Sascha exclaimed. “I’m not getting on one of those things. They look smart enough to pitch me off.”

      The Hinichi laughed. “If you recognize that, you have all the instincts of a budding horseman—”

      “—no,” Sascha said firmly. “I will stand at the fence and watch.”

      “They might come over and nibble you,” Saul said, grinning.

      “As long as they don’t bite—wait, how big are their mouths?” Sascha flicked his ears back. “Are you serious about the nibbling? You’re teasing, aren’t you.”

      “A little,” Saul said, slapping him on the shoulder. “Come on. I’ll introduce you to the Lead Mare.”

      “They have titles,” Sascha muttered.

      “They have names too,” the wolfine said. “Like people.”

      Hirianthial hid his grin and followed.
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        * * *

      

      “You have a laboratory,” Reese said, staring down into the facility from the metal catwalk.

      Behind her the Kesh laughed. “Did you think we used magic to make the horses, captain?”

      Reese folded her arms over her ribbed vest and tried not to scowl. At least he’d addressed her correctly. “No, of course not. It’s just that... you have all of a dozen buildings—”

      “More like thirty,” he said mildly.

      “It’s not much of a town,” Reese continued, ignoring him. “So finding a state of the art genetics facility in the middle of it is a bit of a surprise.”

      “It’s what we do,” the Kesh said, stepping up beside her. Beneath them a handful of people were working. They were mostly human, but she could see at least one Pelted: an Aera, from the length of the ears. Reese frowned. The Aera were nomads by inclination and finding one in a town was strange. Maybe the Aera had chosen the colony life because it was a little like wandering, to be so far from everything. “We are bringing something back to life here, Captain Eddings. Something that was left for dead—” He paused, shook his head. “No. Something that was neglected. Discarded until it came to ruin, but it was only sleeping until we returned for it. And we shall be proper stewards to it now. Do you see?” He rested his hands on the rail. “Some things are left in the past, and should be. Others are left behind, and should be retrieved.”

      “And... you’ve decided that horses needed retrieval,” Reese said, wondering why the conversation was making her uneasy. She had come to distrust passion, maybe. “I guess horses are harmless enough.” When he glanced at her, she said, “It’s not like you’re... I don’t know. Cloning ancient megalomaniacal human warlords or something.”

      He snorted. “You have an active imagination, captain.”

      “Or a paranoid disposition,” Reese muttered. She watched the activity below them. “You don’t seem to have many people.”

      “Many of them are with the horses.”

      Something in the way he said that... she glanced at him. “You’ve got so many already?”

      “We do,” he said. “Come, let us continue the tour.”

      Definitely something going on there, she thought, and followed him. “So, these horses... I’m guessing you ride them, since you talked about saddles and bridles.”

      “Of course.”

      “Is that where your missing people are?” she asked.

      He turned. “They’re not missing.”

      Holding up her hands, Reese said, “I wasn’t implying anything! Just... this doesn’t seem a big staff for an operation this size. You know. Repopulating the universe’s horse… ah…population.”

      “You seem skeptical,” he said. “Not much of an animal-lover, captain?”

      “I live on a ship,” Reese answered. “Fur clogs ducts. I have enough trouble with the crew shedding without adding things that aren’t smart enough to help me do maintenance.”

      “Ah,” he said. “Well, you’ll have noticed the heat? Most of us sleep through it. We run on reduced numbers during the afternoon.”

      “Right,” Reese said. “So, you were saying about textiles?”

      “Ah! Yes.”

      Reese followed him down the stairs, but she glanced one more time at the lab as they left it. Far be it from her to criticize any person’s lifelong dream—God knew her own family had—but she was trying to imagine a planetary preserve for a single species. Strange motivation. “I guess you like to ride,” she said, more to herself than to him.

      “Captain Eddings,” the Kesh said. “There is no freedom like the freedom on the back of a horse.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, alet,” Saul said. “Does it feel good to be back?”

      Hirianthial glanced at the wolfine, smiling a little. “Is it so obvious?”

      “To me? Absolutely.” Saul chuckled. “You don’t ride like an amateur. And as little as I know about Eldritch, I still know something. You’re probably older than my great-grandparents. For all I know, you’ve been riding horses longer than I’ve been alive.”

      Hirianthial looked up at a sky brittle with glare and broad over the rumpled hills. He’d left his homeworld, gone through the Alliance’s medical schools, practiced as a healer, left off that practice to become his Queen’s spy and was now tagging along with a merchant captain, and though all of that had been barely a fraction of his life it was still longer than Saul had been alive. He said, “It would perhaps be more accurate to say it’s been that long since I’ve ridden.”

      Saul’s ears flicked back. His chuckle this time was a touch huskier, and his aura fluttered with shadows: rue, perhaps, like a murder of crows passing overhead. “Well. Then you’re long past due.”

      Hirianthial looked between the mare’s ears, drew in the familiar smell of leather and horse sweat, the unfamiliar perfume of alien flowers dried on the stem by the pitiless heat. “On that count, you are entirely correct, alet. May I say though—”

      “Yes?” Saul looked over at him.

      “I have never ridden an animal of this quality,” Hirianthial said. “And I am honored to do so.” He glanced at the Hinichi. “You will not sell?”

      Saul said nothing, riding alongside with his face lifted to the sun and his eyes narrowed nearly to slits. After a moment, he said, “Right now, we’re not selling. As far as any askers are concerned. But the right buyer...” He glanced at Hirianthial. “You don’t want a riding animal. For pleasure.”

      Had his avarice been that blatant? But then, he had never imagined that Earth would have retained such genetic treasure. “I have perhaps bred horses myself in the past.”

      “Stud fees—”

      “I fear your studs would be wasted on our mares,” Hirianthial said.

      “Ah.” Saul nodded. “I should have known... no one who lives as long as an Eldritch can afford to think in the short term, ah?”

      Hirianthial said, “Alet—I do not think that anyone can afford to think in the short term. No matter their lifespan.”

      “Truth.” Saul chuckled. “The Kesh might be open to negotiation. I’ll talk to him about it.”

      “Thank you,” Hirianthial said, inclining his head.

      “And now... come! Our greatest jewel likes the high ground!” With a cluck, Saul urged his mare up a trail, and Hirianthial followed. His neat-footed mare needed little direction; she read his intentions in a way none of the less intelligent animals he’d worked with at home could have duplicated. It was a unity close to pain, to feel so attuned to another creature: he could even sense her aura, something he’d never noticed at home. Was it that these horses were not so burdened by their genetic faults, and so their minds shone clearer?

      “There!” Saul exclaimed with an exultant laugh. He rose in the saddle and whistled, his mount side-stepping under him.

      Hirianthial drew alongside him, looking out over a small field, and there at its edge was a streak of white, running for the sheer joy of it, like the wind made manifest, poured into flesh.

      “Kumiss!” Saul said. “Here he comes... in his own sweet time, of course. Just to make sure we know he’s coming because he wants to, not at our beck.”

      And he was, slowing as he approached, calling to the mares, who whuffed their lack of interest.

      “Oh, alet,” Hirianthial whispered. “A king among stallions, surely.”

      “We think so,” Saul said, grinning.

      “Is he gentled?”

      The Hinich made a so-so gesture. “He came out of a vat like the rest of them, so he’s used to being handled. But he’s got a personality of his own. He doesn’t tolerate much.”

      Hirianthial slid off his mare, handing the reins absently to Saul, and cautiously approached the jewel in the grass. Such a proud, clean head, with small ears. And the eyes: dark, pellucid and very definitely regarding him. His aura trailed off him like an extension of his bright mane: wild and smelling of high fields and sunlight.

      The Eldritch was never sure at what point he began touching that sun-warmed skin, but he found his brow resting against the muscled neck and felt the nudge of a curious muzzle.

      “Well, look at that,” Saul said, hushed. “He likes you.”

      “And I am honored,” Hirianthial murmured, meaning it. And addressed himself to that aura, asking permission and receiving it he knew not how, but he pulled himself on the stallion’s back and whispered: Run!

      Could a horse laugh? Kumiss bolted and took him along, took him on purpose. Hirianthial bent close to his neck, white mane wrapped in white hands, and the wind stung water from his eyes and whipped his hair back from his temples. And for an endless breath, there was nothing for him but the feel of the barrel rising and falling between his legs, the drum of hoofbeats impossibly swift, and the banner of the aura that streamed into his and carried all his careworn memories away.

      The stallion slowed to a trot and then a walk, strolling back to Saul with head high. He stopped to allow Hirianthial to dismount and nuzzled the Eldritch, lipping the edge of his tunic.

      “I... have never seen anything, anything like that,” Saul breathed.

      “He is a peerless individual,” Hirianthial agreed, setting his hand on the stallion’s withers and then letting it fall away. “Ah, Saul. What a gift—”

      But the Hinichi wasn’t looking at him. Was in fact looking past him, and was still doing so when an arrow bit his thigh and his mare shied. The horse Hirianthial had been riding bolted down the trail, and Saul fought to keep his from following. Another arrow smacked the ground in front of his mare’s hooves and she reared; this time not all his frantic commands kept her from racing after her herdmate.

      Hirianthial reached for a sword and discovered he didn’t have one anymore, felt a moment’s intense disorientation. A world where people were attacked with arrows was one where he had a sword and a duty to use it. He flung himself around as a group of riders pounded toward them. Eight... ten... twelve of them, armed. How could a colony this young have criminals already? He could have handled five or six of them on his own, but not double that number. If Saul could bring help....

      He asked forgiveness for the insult and leaped onto Kumiss. The stallion spun and then fled... in the opposite direction.

      Follow me, he commanded the bandits, his outrage and worry blowing into the words, spreading them open like an explosion. He had no idea how badly wounded Saul had been, nor whether he had the training or weaponry to take on twelve opponents. He had to distract them until the Hinichi was out of reach. Follow me!

      Some of them were trying to separate from the group. Looking over his shoulder, furiously shaking the hair out of his face, he willed them to return. Look at me, he urged them. Look at the stallion I’m on. This is what you want. His hand curled into a fist as Kumiss raced away. Come and get us!

      For a heartbeat he thought he’d failed….

      And then they drew together and gave chase.

      “Now,” he whispered to Kumiss, letting the wind tear away the words—he knew the stallion could hear them in their commingled auras, feel it as a reckless bravado, as a challenge to their pursuit—“now, we shall be canny and swift. Show them your heels!”

      The one thing he feared did not come to pass: no arrows sang past them. He frowned as he bent close over Kumiss’s neck. They had shot at Saul, not at the mare, though crippling the mare would have afforded a better chance at preventing the Hinichi from summoning help. And... they had used arrows. Who in the Alliance used arrows—other than the Eldritch, with their impoverished technological base? Who were these people?

      Their weapons might be poor, but their mounts were not. Hirianthial let Kumiss choose their course; they couldn’t outrun the raiders, so their only hope of escape involved the stallion knowing the terrain better than they did. As the horse fled up remote trails over the hills, Hirianthial allowed himself to believe they might have a chance, and this he did until he felt the auras billowing into his consciousness from ahead of them.

      “Back!” he cried. “Back—”

      But it was too late. More riders poured from the trail above them, and Kumiss caviled, turned... and was confronted by their pursuers. Mostly human, but a scattering of Pelted faces—he couldn’t tell species with their heads wrapped against the sun. Now that they’d slowed, several of them had raised their short bows again.

      Hirianthial slid off Kumiss’s back, heard the saw of arrow against bowstring. No one loosed, though.

      “Look at this,” someone said with a laugh. “We came for one stud and found two.”

      Laughter. He did not like the way it felt in his mind: like knives, and the minds intent on his too focused by far. Now that they were close he could tell that they wanted Kumiss... and he didn’t think they’d be inclined to leave him alive to warn the Kesh where his prize stallion had gone.

      His hand ached for a sword, and there was no sword.

      There was, however, a knife.

      Fifteen riders, and just one of him.

      “Not a human?” one of them said.

      “No,” said the first, coming closer. “So he’s not one of us, for all he rides like one.” He grinned. “A foreigner. The Rekesh will like that.”

      A second man laughed. “The Rekesh will like him for more than his foreignness.”

      They spoke Universal. They spoke of ‘us.’ With instincts honed by centuries of heartbreak and betrayal, Hirianthial knew he had somehow stumbled onto a family quarrel. And there was no quarrel as vicious as the one between family.

      His knife was in his boot. He flexed his fingers.

      “We’ll have to take him with us,” the second man said. “A matched pair for the Rekesh. White stallion, white man.”

      “White stallion, white mare, you mean,” the first said, and grinned at Hirianthial. “Come along quietly, prize. You don’t make trouble for us, we won’t bruise up your pretty hide.”

      Reese had freed him, God and Lady bless her...had taken him on as supercargo when she’d learned that hiring him as a healer would have entailed swearing the ethical oaths that barred him from harming others. She hadn’t liked his admission that he would treat his enemies as well as his friends, given the quality and quantity of the enemies she’d observed him to have thus far.

      The raiders came closer, closer... one more step. Hirianthial drew the knife and gave himself to the fight, to instincts older than any of the people who sought him. He did not hold back.
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      “Fine, aren’t they?” the Kesh said as Reese studied the blankets in the small outdoor market that had started coming together after the worst of the afternoon heat had passed.

      “They are pretty,” she said, fingering the tassels. “A little small, though. Are they for babies?”

      “For the backs of horses, actually,” the Kesh said, much to Reese’s lack of surprise. She tried not to be peevish at how horse-crazy these people were. “We weave and dye them ourselves, though. We could do larger ones, if you think them marketable.”

      Reese frowned at the blanket. It had the inevitable horses running in stylized rows along the edges. “Did you really come out here with no plan?”

      “Captain?”

      “A plan,” she continued. “Most colonies have an idea of what they’re hoping to export, and get that up and running as soon as possible on landing so that when merchant traffic starts coming through, they’ll have something to sell to finance the expansion of their colony. As far as I can tell, you don’t have anything you’ve thought of selling. You came here to make horses and... what? Close off contact entirely with the Alliance?”

      “Not precisely.” The Kesh leaned forward to stroke the tassel she’d just released. He was a little too close to her for comfort, close enough for his shoulder to brush hers... but he didn’t seem to notice her at all. “But to minimize contact with it, certainly. We just didn’t realize...”

      “Realize what?” Reese asked, trying for a calmer tone.

      He smiled, a slight smile on long lips. “It is hard to pull free from one’s family. Have you noticed, captain?”

      “Maybe,” she muttered.

      “The Pelted know that lesson,” the Kesh continued, his eyes distant. They were hazel, she thought: greenish in the light. “They learned it from us, didn’t they? We should know better, you and I, captain. Humanity could write volumes on the difficulties of isolation, and the dangers of turning one’s back on society.”

      This sounded a lot more serious than a lack of an import/export plan. It sounded, in fact, like nothing she wanted to be involved in. Perhaps she should just ask him about the liquor directly and leave—

      “REESE!”

      Her shoulders tensed and her head flew up, the beads at the end of her braids smacking her jaw. Sascha was running down the street, leading... a horse? A horse with a body on it?

      “Saul!” the Kesh cried, and rushed toward the Harat-Shar. Reese followed, heart racing. Had they managed to find trouble here, in the middle of nowhere?

      “Sascha!” she said. “Pirates??”

      “Not unless pirates use arrows,” he said, panting. He stumbled to a halt as the Kesh went to the horse, put his arms around Saul’s slumped body and slowly drew it off. The Hinichi was barely conscious, and his leg was drenched in blood, grown sticky and dusty.

      “Sascha,” Reese said, her stomach falling. “Where’s Hirianthial?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. He looked at the Kesh. “They went riding and he never came back. It was at least two hours ago that they left...”

      “Kumiss,” the Hinichi whispered.

      The Kesh froze. “No.”

      “Kumiss—”

      “Raiders!” the Kesh cried. He hauled his man up into his arms and said to Reese, “I need to take him to a healer. Then we can talk.”

      “Raiders?” Sascha asked, bewildered. “Here? Where’d they come from?”

      “We’re following you,” Reese said. “You can tell us what the bleeding soil this is about on the way. And you can start with where my crewman is.”

      “If we’re lucky, the raiders took him with Kumiss,” the Kesh said. “If we’re not...” He glanced at her. “Then he’s dead on the slopes somewhere.”

      “If he’s dead,” Reese said. “I’ll kill you myself.”

      “Boss,” Sascha began.

      “Captain—”

      “No,” Reese growled. “No excuses. This is your damned colony. It’s your responsibility not to have raiders. Raiders with... with arrows, for soil’s sake! Arrows? Arrows! Who the hell uses arrows anymore?”

      The Kesh was striding down the street with Saul over his shoulders. “It’s a long story—”

      “So start talking!”

      “Half the colony defected,” he said bluntly.

      Reese missed a step, then scurried to catch up with him. “What?”

      “We came here to be nomads, to follow the herds,” the Kesh said. “The deal was that we’d have one town and we’d take turns living in it, doing the work. But when we got here, there was an... argument. About the division of labor.”

      “So half of you took off for the hills and... what? Started killing the other half?” Reese demanded, aghast.

      “Not killing. Stealing.” The Kesh sighed. “They steal the horses as we make them. Get that door, please, captain.”

      Reese waved the door open for him and he disappeared inside. She stopped at the threshold, heart beating wildly. When Sascha joined her, she said, “We did not spring Hirianthial from jail, flee all over the Alliance with pirates on our tail, save him from that crystal mind-sickness and then risk him arresting a drug lord just so he could die on a backwater colony world because the natives are having a fight about who gets to play with the horses and who has to work like normal people.”

      Sascha rested a hand on her shoulder, and after a moment she set hers on his. She was shaking; she hadn’t realized it until he touched her.

      “We’ll find him, boss,” he said. “He’s too tough to die easy.”

      “You sure of that?” she asked. “He seems pretty frail to me.”

      He snorted. “Then you haven’t been paying attention.”
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        * * *

      

      Hirianthial woke when his body hit the ground. It had been centuries since he’d fallen off a horse, so he thought he could be forgiven his disorientation. Unlike his more youthful self, however, he was bound... and gagged. The knots were unforgiving, and had been tied so zealously they seemed more an attempt at bondage than detainment.

      If he wasn’t mistaken, he also had a cracked rib. Maybe two? They had beaten him severely when they’d finally taken him down. That they hadn’t slain him outright was a minor miracle, since he’d had no such compunctions. He’d left at least four dead bodies that he was sure of, and with no remorse that he could discern. The fine mores he’d learned in ethics courses in civilized universities had no place among barbarians, and he did not miss them.

      His captors were talking now, and not in Universal. Ordinarily he would never have considered reading their minds, but his options were limited and he needed information.

      /”...should just leave him here. If we take him with us, we have to feed him and keep him from killing anyone else.”/

      /”Are you crazy? If we leave him here, he’ll find some way to return to them—”/

      /”So kill him and be done with it.”/

      /”Then they’ll find the damn body. Unless you want to ride back to the herd and leave it there? They’re probably already on their way.”/

      /”Well I don’t want to carry him. What if he wakes up and finds some way to kill me? You keep carrying him.”/

      /”My horse is tired.”/

      Hirianthial tried not to find the situation humorous; while they argued he dared to open his eyes, just enough to look. The bandits were grouped around him, and all the horses were there if he was counting correctly—not something he was entirely sure of, given the distraction of his injuries—and some of them were being led, not ridden. There were bodies slumped in those saddles and, he saw, tied there, if less creatively than he’d been.

      Kumiss was also present, with a rope around his neck. His aura blazed like the corona of a sun: bright flares of impatience and indignation, more powerful than any of the humanoids. If there was a way for him to reach the stallion, they could probably make another attempt at escape….

      But one of his captors was hauling him up onto his horse. He thought about pitching himself over the other side, but didn’t think his ribs would appreciate the impact.

      “/This is for hell,/” the one gripping Hirianthial’s wrists said, and with that hold forced far too much of his mind onto the Eldritch’s: anger, disgust, a sweat-streaked miasma of violence and fear. “/We should just push the body over the nearest cliff.”/

      /”He’s for the Rekesh,”/ said the one Hirianthial decided was the leader of this particular party. /”He can make the judgment, and the kill.”/

      As his newest captor shifted in the saddle, something pressed against Hirianthial’s ribcage. He made no noise, but the man holding him down felt the change in tension anyway. /”He’s awake!”/

      /”Is he?”/ The leader urged his horse closer and balled his fist in Hirianthial’s hair, forcing his face up. “So, the butcher awakes. Well, you will lie quiet, mare, or the beating we gave you will be nothing compared to the beating we will. Understood?”

      Hirianthial met his eyes and said nothing. When the raider shook his head by the hair, he closed his eyes and suffered it, but held his silence.

      “I will assume that’s a ‘yes’,” the raider said. “Because you don’t want to know what ‘no’ will feel like.” He glanced at Hirianthial’s captor and said, /”Any wrong move, you say so.”/

      /”Any wrong move and I might already be dead!”/

      The raider was still; then with a movement so abrupt Hirianthial had no chance to defend against it, punched the Eldritch in the ribs. The world swam with black smears that grew despite his urgent attempts to evade them. As he lost consciousness, he felt more than heard the greasy satisfaction of the bandit leader: /”There. Solved your problem. Let’s go, before they catch up.”/
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        * * *

      

      “You’re telling me they’ve stolen a horse,” Reese said over the table.

      “Not just ‘a horse,’ captain,” the Kesh said, agitated. “Our prime stud.”

      “A horse,” Reese repeated. “They shot your assistant and stole my crewman over a horse?” At his expression, she held out her hands. “Look, never mind why. If the animal’s so important, tell me you can find it.”

      “We do have him chipped,” the Kesh said. “And we can follow him. We’re assembling a party now.”

      “All right, good,” Reese said. “I’m going with you.”

      “Boss, are you sure—”

      “I’m going with them,” she said to Sascha. “I’ve been rescuing him for most of a year, dammit, I’m not going to stop now.”

      “Of course you can come, captain,” the Kesh said. “The party’s assembling outside.”

      Reese jogged after him, expecting dangerous-looking men and women with sparrows and palmers. She’d never seen Alliance riot-gear, but she had seen Fleet in the middle of a fight, so she was familiar with at least some of the high-tech toys. To find the search party throwing saddles onto the backs of horses—“You have got to be joking. You’re going to ride after them? Don’t you people have something that can fly?”

      “Not over the kind of terrain the raiders are heading for,” the Kesh said. “Do you, captain?”

      “If you could give us the signal we’re supposed to look for—” Reese began.

      “…and then what?” Sascha said behind her. “We hover over it and drop out of the cargo hold in our Fleet-issued parachutes?” When she whipped around to look at him, he said, “Boss, we can’t park in those hills. The Earthrise might be small by cargo-running standards, but she’s still big enough to need a proper landing field. And if we follow you, they’re going to know we’re chasing them. They might run into some cave somewhere. Do you really want to chase Hirianthial into a cave system? With our luck?”

      Reese grimaced. “No. But I don’t know how to ride a horse—”

      “Don’t worry, captain,” the Kesh said. “We’ll teach you on the way. But there’s no time to lose.”

      “Right,” she said, pained. “Fine. Take me to the horse.”
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        * * *

      

      The horse in question was brown with black legs and a white nose, and Reese thought it might be as tall as a cargo bin but she could have been underestimating the distance between the ground and the saddle.

      “Take hold of the horn,” the Aera said—the same one from the lab, Reese thought. “That’s the thing at the front of the saddle that’s sticking up.”

      “Right,” Reese said, and reached up for it.

      “I’m going to grab your waist, all right? Hang on—”

      Reese started to agree and then the saddle lunged for her face. She smacked her cheek into the horse’s neck, made an inarticulate noise, and felt the Aera manhandling her foot into something, then walking around the front of the horse to do it again with the other leg. “There. Now sit up? Good.” The Aera came to her and handed her two leather straps. “These are the reins. They tell the horse which direction to go. Leave them loose and she’ll go straight. Pull on the right, she’ll go that way. Pull on the left, she’ll go that way. Haul them back and she’ll stop. Smack her sides with your heels to get her started. That’s all you need to get going, the rest is just details. Don’t worry about her, she’s placid. She’ll follow the rest of us as long as you don’t do anything strange. And her name is Believer.”

      “Believer,” Reese repeated, trying not to be nervous. The ground was a very long way away, and the thing between her and it was moving, was breathing, was unpredictable and alive.

      “That’s right,” the Aera said with a smile. “You’ll get used to it. You might even like it.” She touched the back of a knuckle to her brow. “Good luck. Howl if you need anything.”

      “Right,” Reese said, clutching the reins. As the rest of the hunting party finished their last-minute preparations, Sascha joined her, standing at her leg.

      “Here,” he said, handing a telegem up to her. “I took it with me in case we needed it. I’ve set it to local mode, so you should have enough power for several days. Call the ship regularly, okay? They’ll be able to track you with it. Maybe if you end up someplace with a big enough field we can come get you. Cut off all this running around after all.”

      Reese stared at the telegem. “I had that in a locked panel on the bridge.”

      Sascha chuckled. “Boss, more things work on the ship than used to, but most of it is still broken. Including the locks.”

      She eyed him, then sighed and took it, careful not to disturb the animal under her. Fortunately it didn’t seem inclined to move much. “Thanks, arii. I’m glad you thought of it. You sure about staying? You could come with us.”

      “I’ll stay,” he said, his golden eyes serious. “I’m going to sit down with Saul and get a better read on this situation, then head back to the ship and tell them what’s going on.”

      “Right,” Reese said.

      “Good luck, Boss,” he said, resting a hand on her leg. “And don’t worry. He’ll be okay.”

      “He’d better be,” Reese said. “Or I’ll kill him right after I kill the Kesh.”

      “Move out!” a voice called from in front of her, and the horse lifted its head.

      “Guess that’s my cue,” Reese said. Sascha backed away to a safe distance, and Reese took a deep breath, then pressed her heels into the horse’s side.

      Nothing happened.

      She checked. The reins were loose in her hands, so that wasn’t it. She’d used her heels… what was she doing wrong? She tried again… nothing. Exasperated, she said to the ears in front of her, “Go, already!”

      The Aera rode past, reached over and slapped the horse on the side. With a start it jerked forward and Reese grabbed the horn to keep from falling off.

      “You need to be more assertive,” the Aera called. “She’s much bigger than you, captain. A little tap isn’t going to impress her.”

      Clutching the saddle horn, Reese called back, “I’ll keep that in mind.” As the horse bounced her on its back, she glanced up at the intimidating sky. The sun was already heading toward the horizon. How long would they have before it got too dark to search?
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        * * *

      

      “Don’t get down,” the Aera said sometime later, before Reese even realized she was contemplating the attempt. When she looked up, the other woman finished, “We’re not stopping for a break, we’re stopping so they can find the trail again.”

      “Oh,” Reese said weakly.

      “Not doing too well, are you,” the Aera observed. “Why don’t I ride alongside you for a while?”

      “Sure. You can catch me when I topple off this thing.” She was fairly sure that was a joke. At least, she was hoping it was. “I’m Reese Eddings. I’d shake your hand or cover your palm, but—”

      “You’d fall off,” the other said, smiling. “I’m Ra’aila. Clan Flait, originally, now Clan Kerayle.”

      “There are enough of you here for a new clan?” Reese asked.

      “About twenty,” the Aera said. She shook her hood down to free her long ears and ran a hand along them. “We’re thinking in a few years we should be a respectable size.”

      Reese tried not to shift her weight on the horse. She was pretty sure if she moved at all, either the horse would keep going, which would be punishing, or her legs and hips would fall off, which… might be a relief. She’d had no idea riding was so much work, but just staying on the animal as it clambered after the others, hour after hour—when it wasn’t running after them, bouncing her on its back—was a strain. “Flait. I’ve heard of Clan Flait.”

      “Everyone’s heard of Clan Flait,” Ra’aila said with a chuckle. “They’re one of the most successful clans on Aren. Flait can’t lift a finger without making money or hoarding power. But some of us aren’t interested in being a junior member of a successful clan.” She drew in a breath through her long nose. “To be senior member of something new… now that’s interesting.”

      “Even if you might fail?” Reese asked.

      Ra’aila laughed. “Especially if you might fail. What else? Risk is interesting.” She glanced at Reese. “You should know, yes? Independent merchant captain? Lot of risk in that.”

      “Tell me about it,” Reese muttered.

      Ra’aila looked up. “Ah, they have the trail again.” She tapped her horse on the sides. “Try to relax into the saddle, alet. You are riding your mare as if she was some sort of machine. She’s not. Lean into her, move with her as she moves. Look at the trail ahead and anticipate her next act.”

      “That advice assumes I know what a horse is going to do when faced with a change in the trail…!”

      “You’ll learn,” the Aera said. She grinned, flashing all her sharp teeth. “Be one with the animal.”

      Reese grumbled as the horse lurched forward, jerking her against the saddle horn. “Be one with the horse. Right. Do I look like I eat hay?” She glanced at the pricked ears in front of her. “You do eat hay, don’t you? All the stories say so.”

      The horse, naturally, didn’t answer.

      They continued climbing into the hills. Reese was grateful for the unpredictability of the terrain since it kept her from looking up and being unnerved by the size of the sky. But the further they went, the more she fretted over Hirianthial…and herself. If she fell off this animal and broke her neck, what would happen to her? And that was just the most extreme of the things that might happen. Fixating on scenarios kept her from noticing how much she hurt, and how badly she wanted off this thing’s back.

      “You’re doing better,” Ra’aila said from behind her.

      Startled, Reese looked over her shoulder. “What?”

      “Riding. You look distracted, maybe it’s what’s letting you ride more naturally.” The Aera looked curious. “What’s got you so flat-eared?”

      “How much farther will we have to go?” Reese asked. “I mean, how could they possibly be so far away?”

      “They had at least an hour on us,” the Aera said, drawing abreast of her now that the path permitted it. “Possibly two. And unlike us, they know where they’re going. We’re having to track them to find them.”

      “I thought you knew where the horse was, the one they stole.”

      Ra’aila snorted. “Sure we do. That way.” She pointed. “But maybe you haven’t noticed, but we can’t exactly go in a straight line around here.”

      “If you had a Pad,” Reese began.

      “But we don’t.” At Reese’s mutinous look, the Aera said, “Do you?”

      “Well, no,” Reese said. “Pads are expensive.”

      “Ahhh,” Ra’aila said with a sage nod. “Of course. Not one of your priorities.”

      Reese eyed her.

      “You should mime your ears,” Ra’aila said, amused. “You make them so obvious. Here, that swept-back ear look.” The Aera demonstrated by putting her hands at her temples and then swiveling them with the fingers pointing back, and mock-scowled at Reese.

      Surprised into a chuckle, Reese said, “Fine, yes. I got the message. You people came here to do what you wanted, and you didn’t have the money to do everything. Right?”

      “Right,” Ra’aila said.

      “I can’t help but think, though, that you really didn’t have a plan for anything,” Reese went on. “The Kesh has nothing to trade yet, despite you people evidently having operating expenses you haven’t compensated for. And you planned this division of labor thing so well that half of you gave up on it within five years.” She glanced at Ra’aila. “Don’t you think maybe you could use a little more thinking ahead, maybe?”

      “You can do a lot of thinking ahead, captain, and still be unprepared when the thing you haven’t predicted side-swipes you,” Ra’aila said. “Or do you honestly think we were expecting our own friends and family to sudden turn on us?”

      Reese fingered the straps—reins—in her hand. “No. I don’t think anyone expects that.”

      The Aera nodded. And added, “I don’t mean to be harsh. It’s just… been very bad here. I’m not making a joke when I say that no one expected this to happen. Had we all been working together as planned, we would have had something worth trading by now. We would have had more of the horses done. We would…” She trailed off, shrugged her shoulders. “We would have been different. Things would have been different. But they’re not.”

      “So this happens often,” Reese said. “These people stealing from you, shooting you.”

      “Not often, but… enough.”

      Reese glanced at her. “And you let them? I mean, fine, you didn’t expect it. But now you know that it’s happening. And you’re going to let it keep happening?”

      “They’re family,” Ra’aila repeated. “What would you have us do? Shoot them?”

      “They started it…!”

      “And we should finish it, is that it?” the Aera said.

      “If the choice is between ‘let my sister shoot me,’ or ‘stop her,’ I would think the answer’s pretty clear,” Reese said.

      “And do you have a sister, captain?” Ra’aila asked.

      Reese looked away. “No.”

      “Well, then. Don’t be so quick to judge, ah?” When Reese didn’t reply, the Aera rode close enough to bump their horses together. Startled, Reese looked at her and found her with her hands at her temples again, flattened back.

      She laughed, reluctantly. “All right, fine. Point conceded.” She shifted a little in the saddle, wincing. “But please tell me this gets easier.”

      “I’m afraid it’ll get harder first.”
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