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        The richest love is that which submits to the arbitration of time.

        Lawrence Durrell
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      This novel takes place after the events of Healer’s Wedding and Farmer’s Crown. That duology covers Jahir’s wedding to Sediryl and Sediryl’s investiture as the imperial Eldritch heir, and it’s recommended that readers pick those up before Heartskein. That duology does require knowledge of the events of the Princes’ Game series, however; readers willing to embark on the war story can start with Even the Wingless, and readers who’d rather skip it can pick up the Princes’ Game Summaries for plot synopses and move on directly to Healer’s Wedding.

      A full reading order is available on the author’s website at mcahogarth.org/wiki/the-pelted/
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      Vasiht’h dropped the basket on the table. There was no sign of his sister in the front room, so he called down the hall. “Lunch has arrived!”

      “Oh good! I’m famished! Be right out.”

      Vasiht’h unfolded the napkin and started setting out the plates. His sister had appropriated an abandoned cottage in the Seni village for her satellite clinic, and her remodeling had turned it into something out of a postcard. In spring delicate flowers climbed its stone walls and its open windows were ‘all that was inviting,’ as their hosts might have said. But now, in autumn… Vasiht’h looked through one of the windows at the vibrant orange and yellow of the foliage, set against a palette of warm ochers and sepias. Even the cool air smelled good, crisp with hints of woodsmoke. Inside, the fire Sehvi had built in the fireplace was burning the pellets commonly sold to Alliance hikers for campsites, but she’d layered some twigs and small logs amid them to simulate the ambiance her guests would expect. There were afghans draped on the chairs facing the hearth, and a bouquet of twigs and autumn leaves on the table, and nothing could have been cozier.

      “Who did the decorating this time?” Vasiht’h asked. “Was it Melis?”

      “It was, yes.” Sehvi dropped onto the cushioned risers designed for Glaseah using Eldritch-height tables. “She takes very good care of the place while I’m out. I keep telling her she should sleep here but she insists it’s not proper. Oooh, are those pecan squash soups?”

      “From Jahir’s favorite café in Acorn.”

      “Oh, the place facing the town field? Yum! Pass that over. So, how are things going? Lost your mind yet?”

      Vasiht’h blew his forelock up with his sigh. “You know, when Jahir got engaged to Sediryl everyone kept telling me ‘oh no, now he’s going to be too busy to spend time with you!’ What’s actually happened is that I’m now so busy I barely have time to spend with him…!”

      “Good thing he’s got an empire to keep him occupied,” Sehvi said, eyes sparkling. “Otherwise he might, you know, repine or something.”

      “Ugh.” Vasiht’h set out the crusty dense bread along with the duck fat that was often used instead of butter. He dragged one of the risers over and perched on it. “I should have known that finishing up with the investiture wouldn’t make things any less hectic.”

      “You need a vacation,” she said, chuckling. “Still, even knowing how busy you are, I can’t bring myself to want to make your life any easier.”

      “I don’t mind the work I do with you. I want to do the work I do with you! The problem is that I’m also doing work at Laisrathera that I never planned to do, and work with the settlement which I’d hoped would be more self-sufficient by now—”

      “Did you really think that?”

      He snorted. “Yes. I know. Laugh at me if you want. But I had this idea that the family would build their places to live and then… do all the things they usually did.”

      “Even knowing that we weren’t going to a world where they could wake up and say ‘well, let’s go to work at this university or company that’s been around for years already’?” His sister’s eyes were merry. “Really?”

      “Let’s just say I didn’t think it through. Or I assumed that there would be enough to do at Laisrathera that they’d just… figure it out. What I didn’t think—” Vasiht’h paused to break some of the bread and spread the steaming piece with duck fat. “—was that they would decide to make themselves into a destination.”

      Sehvi smothered her giggle poorly. Vasiht’h glowered at her, unconvincingly, because she gave up her attempt and laughed. “You should have known the moment they decided the first building they should make was a community center.”

      “They did not decide to make a community center first,” Vasiht’h said firmly. “I remember, I was there. It was ‘let’s make a big communal space we can all sleep in while we build the residences people have requested. It was only after enough people had vacated that central building that someone said ‘let’s do something with this space.’”

      “Mmm-hmmm.”

      “You were there too, you should remember!”

      She snickered. “I do remember. Unlike you, I could see the inevitability of the community center coming.” She patted his wrist. “Don’t worry, ariihir. I’ll be around a long time to give you the benefit of my wisdom and superior intellect.”

      “I should pack this lunch up and take it to your husband…”

      She encircled her meal with her arms, laughing. “Don’t you dare! He has a nice fancy office in the middle of the only modern town on this planet! He can walk to a good restaurant. While I’m doing office hours here, I have to settle for what people bring me, or I cook myself. And I don’t like to cook things people here aren’t used to, just in case it smells or looks weird to them. I want them to be comfortable.”

      And Sehvi had done excellent work here. Her decision to station herself in the middle of an Eldritch village had gone a long way toward making the Seni Eldritch willing to approach her about their fertility problems. Between her efforts and Sediryl’s visits to the tenant villages, the average Eldritch villager was far more tolerant of the resident aliens than their noble liegeladies and lords. Sehvi’s efforts in this particular village had turned more than a handful of families into impromptu ambassadors; Una was not the first Eldritch to talk a friend into seeing the alien midwife, and several were now using the taxi system to visit. Having a location in a familiar environment convinced many of them to come who would have balked at having to enter a modern clinic in a town as cosmopolitan as what was now becoming known as the Forecourt… because ‘Laisrathera Castle Town’ was, inevitably, too long a name, and they needed some way to distinguish between that location and the Firilith castle village, which was down the road from the castle, and now named Acorn.

      “You do good work, you know,” he said.

      “I know,” Sehvi said. “So do you. You’re a lot better at it than I think you know, in fact, which is probably why everyone keeps coming to you for everything. Is it too overwhelming?”

      Vasiht’h dipped some of his bread in the creamy orange soup. “No. I just need to learn to delegate. Maybe. There’s a lot of work to be done and every time I blink it seems to multiply. The only reason you haven’t yelled at me for working late is that…”

      “I work late too.” She snorted. “What a pair we are. So what are you going to do?”

      “Try to separate all my responsibilities into spheres and see who I can offload some of it onto, I guess.” Vasiht’h sighed. “In my oodles of spare time.”

      “Need help?” She rested her spoon on the side of her bowl, tilting it back and forth. “You could maybe put someone to work who needs it.”

      Vasiht’h eyed her. “That wasn’t a significant statement or anything.”

      “I’m worried about Tapa, ariihir.”

      “Don’t be.”

      Her skeptical look was so marked he couldn’t help laughing. “I didn’t mean that like ‘there’s nothing wrong.’ I meant that like ‘he needs space.’”

      “How much more space does he need? It’s been a year and a half since we got here and he’s still at loose ends!”

      “That’s all right, though,” Vasiht’h said. “We’re all keeping an eye on him. Have you noticed Dami? When she thinks no one’s looking?”

      “You think letting her worry for months like this is good?”

      “I do when pushing would be bad.” Vasiht’h shook his head. “I know he’s working on something. But unlike you I don’t spend most of my time in the hospital circuit, so I’ve been able to watch him. He’s trying things, ariishir. Not sticking with any of them, and not with much enthusiasm, but I think… he may be trying to decide who he is now that he’s here. Interfering with that process might do more harm than good.”

      “Letting it drag on might be worse.”

      Vasiht’h thought about his father, whom he’d last seen at the community center, walking through the gardens with an abstracted air. When he imagined all the ways he might interfere with his father’s despondency, none of them felt right to him. “My instincts say anything we do to fix it won’t help.”

      “Well, you’re the therapist,” Sehvi said, gloomily. “But I don’t like it. I want him to be happy. Dami’s taken to the place like a Harat-Shar to a party. It hurts to see Tapa drifting.” She perked up. “Maybe you could delegate some of your work to him?”

      “No,” Vasiht’h said, firmly. “Not a chance. Everything I’m doing needs a hundred percent effort. I want volunteers, not draftees.”

      “But…”

      “No.” Vasiht’h pulled off another piece of bread and handed it to her. “Trust me on this one, ariishir.”

      She took it. “If we don’t do something, who will, though?”

      “We’re not the only people on the world with talents and gifts,” Vasiht’h replied. “The Goddess brought us here. She has Her reasons.”

      “You really believe that.”

      “It took me years to figure out that ‘you need to do something with your gifts’ is not the same thing as ‘you’re the only one with the gifts to do something.’ We’re all called to make a difference, but that doesn’t mean we take responsibility for all the things that aren’t fixed. That’s a quick road to burnout.”

      “Which… is where you’re heading?” Sehvi said, wryly.

      “Not yet,” Vasiht’h said. “But you’re right that I need to delegate more.” He twitched his wings on his back, resettling them. “Now why don’t you bring that cider down here and tell me about your day?”

      “Are you asking if anyone needs your services as counselor?”

      Vasiht’h laughed. “No. I really just want to know. I’ll be happy as pie if you tell me that you have everything handled.”

      “Fortunately for you, I not only have everything handled right now, I have marzipan fancies to go with the cider.”

      “Life,” Vasiht’h said emphatically, “is good.”
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      He thought about that later, walking home. That life really was good, no matter how busy. He really hadn’t anticipated being so… well-utilized… when he’d agreed to settle on Escutcheon with Jahir. He’d made that decision assuming he’d be some kind of friendly appendage, tagging along with his partner to whatever Jahir was doing. When his family announced they’d be coming with him, he figured he’d help them settle in, and then—at most—serving on some kind of council. One that met infrequently, mostly as an excuse to eat food.

      As usual, nothing had fallen out as he’d planned.

      First, he’d discovered just how many people at Laisrathera needed a therapist. He’d never planned to start a practice without Jahir, and to be fair he hadn’t hung out a shingle. He didn’t advertise his services, or offer dreamhealing, or even charge for his services. Mostly he just listened to people who were struggling with the upheaval of their lives and the tragedies that had attended the ending of the war. They gave him gifts though he didn’t ask for them, and he made the time because he couldn’t not help them, not because he wanted to continue with xenotherapy.

      Helping Sehvi with her efforts had felt natural, and while he didn’t spend most of his day sitting in on her family planning sessions with Eldritch clients, he wanted to be available to her because revitalizing the Eldritch world was so important.

      But the real time sink had been his extended family’s plans for world conquest, or at least, that’s how he characterized it in his more helpless moments… because his family hadn’t seen any reason why they should remain isolated when they enjoyed company, liked neighbors, and wanted to be helpful. The glade that Jeasa Seni Galare had set aside for them had been earmarked for housing, but they’d offered a piece of it to Sediryl for her gardens and a separate piece of it to the old herbalist that Sehvi’s son had found at the tenant village, and then started building a road. When they discovered how few roads there were on Escutcheon, they began cutting new ones. They turned part of their community center into a hostelry for visitors, and put up a stable for the inevitable horses and put down a landing pad for the equally inevitable aircars. The only thing stopping them from erecting a landing perch for Lisinthir’s forthcoming heirs had been the disappointing revelation that those heirs hadn’t been born yet.

      Vasiht’h had been worried that his family would be distressed at the inability to ply their professions on their new homeworld. If only he could go back in time and tell his past self that what he really should have been worried about was whether Escutcheon was ready for forty-plus Glaseah intent on hospitality. And that was before he helped Jahir or Sediryl with anything they asked for. Or for that matter, Reese, or Val, or any of the other people he’d come to respect and like.

      It was all deeply satisfying work, and the world itself… Vasiht’h looked up at the limbs swaying above him, listened to the hushed breath of the wind through the brush. A few more leaves swirled playfully to the ground in front of him, and he scuffed them with his paws so that they floated up and twirled before settling again. Nights on Escutcheon were gorgeous, with skies so dark you could see the swirl of the galaxy in it—with typical romanticism, the Eldritch called it the Caul. The air was fresh and clean, no matter the season, and having stayed long enough to see all of them, Vasiht’h could attest that they were all unfairly beautiful.

      Since this path saw frequent use, it had been lined with warm-toned pin lights. Someone had cut the walk between the Glaseahn community and the Seni manor before the discovery that the native monsters still existed, so in addition to those lights it had developed discreet posts that emitted a field that drove away predators—or at least, they did on other worlds. No one knew if they would work here, but then, no one was sure yet what to do about the native monsters. That was—Vasiht’h thought ruefully—a different new committee.

      He trotted off the path onto the field behind the Seni manor, and up to the back door where he let himself into the warmth of the kitchen. Someone had left a platter of biscuits on the table, and he snagged one on the way to the stairwell. A quick brush over the mindline made him double back for a plate and a second biscuit and then he was padding up the stairs, the carpet a familiar caress under his pawpads.

      Jahir was not in his rooms, but in the Seni study, a place that merited the word ‘chamber’ because the word ‘room’ felt too pedestrian. It was large enough for a wall of windows with dainty wooden casements, and had the kind of lofty, mural-decked ceiling that belonged in a palace. The delicacy of the furniture reflected the airy space; everything was slim limbs rising in graceful arcs with curled finials. During the day it was filled with light; now, at night, it was a suggestion of space lit by a low golden lamp. Jahir was in court garb, with sapphire velvet coat and the slim ferronnière that he’d accepted, with some resignation, as part of the necessary costume. His sword was resting upright against one of the facing chairs, like a visitor. Seated at the desk, writing with a dip pen, he looked like something out of a historical painting… one Vasiht’h cheerfully ruined by plunking the plate with the biscuits on the corner of the desk.

      Jahir started, the mindline losing its diffuse quality as he returned from whatever abstract topic he’d been at work on. “Ah, God and Lady!” A pause as he focused on the plate. “That… actually is perfect. Except there is nothing to drink, save whatever might be found on the sideboard.”

      Vasiht’h padded over there to check, sniffed at the crystal decanter’s mouth. “Sherry. But any port in a storm, I guess.” He splashed enough into two cups and brought them back. The texture of his partner’s feelings through the mindline… tired, but agitated, like bristled fur. “Having a day?”

      Jahir set his pen down and capped the inkwell. “You may say. Among other things, we have embarked on our formal attempt at deconstructing our biology.”

      By which he meant their artificial nanotech enhancements. “So you finally found some people to do the work?”

      “Remotely, yes, though as you might expect both the Empress and the lady of Laisrathera are courting them.” Jahir pushed a thumb under the arch of one brow, closing his eyes. “And they are finding it as challenging as we should have expected, given how difficult it was for us to identify the foreign bodies in the first place.”

      There was no sitting across from Jahir at a desk this wide, so Vasiht’h settled next to him instead, handing up the glass. That Jahir took it without protest was enough demonstration that this topic was upsetting… and how not? ‘We were artificially created’ had been hard enough for the Pelted, who’d known it from the beginning. ‘We were artificially created and didn’t realize it’ was an existential assault Vasiht’h wasn’t sure how to begin to handle; certainly none of the Eldritch appeared to either. The only one Vasiht’h had met who’d been sanguine about it was Lisinthir, who seemed to compartmentalize every threat into ‘something that can be dealt with’ and ‘something that can be ignored.’

      “It’s probably to be expected,” Vasiht’h said. “Technology that complex and that old? If you could figure it out in a few days with a handful of people, it would feel… well. Anticlimactic.”

      “I suppose,” Jahir said. “I do not love not-knowing.”

      “I can imagine. Was all your day that stressful?”

      “The rounds were fine.” The mindline brightened then, a warm suffusive glow tinted with the astringent scent of hospital disinfectants. “I was able to spend a little time on the elixir your nephew gave me, also… it appears to have a slight sedating effect, but as with all botanicals its mechanism of action is complex.”

      A puzzle his partner could enjoy: using that chemistry degree on something that wasn’t a horrible drug. “So is that what you’re taking notes on now?” Vasiht’h asked, though he knew it wasn’t. He just wanted to keep the words flowing, because he could sense the tension easing from Jahir as he talked.

      “No… after my lesson with Valthial I requested a copy of the annals he keeps referring to. The ones that do not mention talents like mine.”

      “And you’re making notes on things that might be similar or related?” Vasiht’h peeked over the top of the table, intrigued. “I wonder if any of it sounds like things Glaseahn dva’htiht do.”

      Jahir glanced down at him, then pushed the chair back and sat on the floor beside him, bringing the book. Was it strange that after all these years, these small ways Jahir enacted his affection still made him blush? Vasiht’h looked at his partner, who met his eyes with that easy fondness that had become so much more obvious since their return to Escutcheon. Jahir the wanderer had already been enough to trip Vasiht’h head over heels. Jahir the prince-consort was enough to stagger a far more sensible person than Vasiht’h had become after over a decade mindbonded to a romantic. He sighed, smiled, and stretched up just enough to reach the plate.

      “So, then, the annals.” Jahir offered him the book, which was, predictably, bound in leather with gilded pages, and handwritten. Vasiht’h received it gingerly and checked his fingertips for biscuit grease or sherry before thumbing through it.

      “I… should have known it wouldn’t be neatly organized.”

      Jahir chuckled, somehow managing to sit cross-legged in his panoply. He reached for one of the biscuits and a linen napkin to catch the crumbs. “Yes. You should have.”

      Vasiht’h paused on one of the pages. “So… they basically wrote down whatever they observed, when they saw it? As a series of journal entries?”

      “Yes.”

      Too much in that ‘yes’. The mindline rendered it as the mournful sound of a bird at night. Vasiht’h glanced at his Eldritch, who was eating… which, by now, had become a clever way to avoid talking, because Jahir knew Vasiht’h would never interrupt one of his meals. So Vasiht’h returned to looking through the pages, and as he did, his fingertips began… throbbing. The way they would have had he been freshly burned. He squinted at them, tapped them together. Exploring the sensation led him back to his partner. “You didn’t tell me you were getting psychometric.”

      “I’m not sure that I am, entirely,” Jahir replied, tentatively. “But now and then… objects, or places… they have a presence of their own.”

      Which meant this book was upsetting in some way. Vasiht’h thought of the abbreviated histories of the Eldritch world he’d heard from various people—Val in particular—and said, “Let me guess. Some of these were ‘this person confessed to this horrible ability before we executed him.’”

      “It is… very likely, yes.”

      Vasiht’h looked over at him, surprised to discover that Jahir had paused only briefly before resuming his impromptu dinner. “I would have expected that to upset you more.”

      Jahir brushed his fingers against the napkin, gaze lowered. “It is nothing less than an atrocity. But… as you well know… the situation is more complicated than ‘my religious leaders, in collusion with my government, were ordering the murders of subjects who’d done no wrong.’”

      “It’s hard to imagine any complication excusing that.”

      “None does,” Jahir said. “But they were afraid, and they did not know how to train the talents, and some number of them knew those talents to be the result of rogue experiments involving the injection of animal traits into people, and some number of them believed that inexplicable errors in our own genetics caused madness and then paired it with incredible abilities they could not guard against. It steals my breath that those in power on this world might have committed such heinous acts for so long, ariihir. But I can understand, a little, what might have driven them to it, and what they might have told themselves to excuse it. As you can understand, because you no less than I…”

      “Studied psychology, I know.” Vasiht’h flexed his toes against the numbness across their tops. “But if you’d been born earlier, that would have been you being killed. I find it hard to think past that. And what it did to your genepool…!”

      “Well,” Jahir said, “we have you now to rescue us, and you are making extraordinary progress in that regard.”

      The mindline made it clear there was more to that statement, so Vasiht’h said, “While you… aren’t making any at all?”

      Jahir’s chagrin tasted like sherry and smelled like ink and felt like the drag of exhausted limbs. The Eldritch looked at him over his glass and sipped, as if to forestall the reminder to drink.

      “Let me see,” Vasiht’h said. “Beth still being irritating.”

      “Yes.”

      “Sediryl’s grand plan to get the nobles to speak for their serfs is an uphill battle. Probably because those nobles treat them like serfs and Sediryl doesn’t, so the tenants like her better.”

      Jahir hid a chuckle behind his cuff. “Ah… mmm. Yes. For someone who eschewed politics for most of his life, you have remarkable insight into the ramifications.”

      Vasiht’h snorted. “Once I realized how much of politics was actually about personalities, it all fell into place whether I wanted it to or not.” He let his voice gentle, just a little. “You worry about your brother.”

      The mindline convulsed, just a little twitch like a heart palpitation. “Unavoidably.”

      “You still can’t find all the monsters. Even with Maia crafting some algorithmic search to look for them.”

      “One cannot impose the sort of full-planet search on a world possible elsewhere on a world without Alliance infrastructure. Or so I’m told.”

      “And that leaves… what, people like you looking?”

      Jahir’s hesitation was slight, but noticeable to Vasiht’h. “I did not expect to do so singlehandedly, admittedly, but—”

      “But everyone’s worried.” Vasiht’h nodded. “Don’t blame them either, because those things scare the guts out of me and I’ve never even seen one. So, what else. You worry about being a good father?”

      “Who wouldn’t?”

      “Good point. At least you have a few more months before that becomes a thing. That leaves… let’s see. Concerns about what will happen when Lisinthir reappears with his Chatcaavan heirs, because it was one thing for the Eldritch to see Chatcaava around and another to realize that dragons are going to inherit property.”

      “Yes.”

      “And… is that everything?”

      Jahir laughed, let his shining head sag. “God and Lady, my love. Is that not enough!”

      “Oh, I don’t know. You like to take on a lot more, usually. This workload is pretty light for you!” He looked over at his partner, allowing his amusement to soften the words… which didn’t need the softening, really. Jahir knew it for teasing, knew he’d earned it over years of living together. “Honestly I shouldn’t laugh. Sehvi says I need a vacation.”

      Jahir glanced at him, brows lifted.

      “I know,” Vasiht’h said. He set the book carefully aside so he could pay attention to the biscuit. The Seni household biscuits were worth the attention, made to their lady’s specification, heavy with buttermilk richness and perfect for just about any spread from butter and duck fat to jam and chocolate hazelnut paste. “It would be nice if everything resolved itself perfectly on a timetable we were comfortable with, wouldn’t it?”

      His partner had scooted until his back was against the window so he could rest his head against the pane; now he rolled his head just enough to look in Vasiht’h’s direction, and his gaze was tenderly amused at them both. “Ah, but think of the many lessons we would miss if we rushed.”

      “And the hammers the Goddess would use on us for skipping?” Vasiht’h shuddered, and it was only a little bit theatrics. “Good point.”

      “We will take the challenges as they come, and surmount them as we can…”

      “And get better at juggling them when they all start coming apart at the same time?”

      “Mmm.”

      Vasiht’h liked that ‘mmm.’ It reminded him of Lisinthir, and he liked the evidence of the changes his partner’s lovers had enacted on him. Mostly because he loved this Jahir now, who was so content in his own skin. Even concerned about the future, and frustrated with the present, and intent on overworking—as usual—still, there was something more… whole… about him. The Jahir Vasiht’h had met on Seersana would have eschewed his desk for the floor for the Glaseah’s sake, but he would certainly not have worked the small, square-toed heels off first one foot, then the other, using the tips of his feet. And then wiggled the stockinged toes. Vasiht’h laughed. “Better?”

      “It was something of a relief to realize that other cultures’ formal wear is often just as uncomfortable as ours,” Jahir said. “In my own house, though, I think I may be forgiven the occasional eccentricity.”

      “Given that your mother wanders around in her bare feet…”

      The mindline tinted with the smell of wildflowers and affection, delicate and inexorable as spring. “She may be more than forgiven them, given her age and title.”

      “And the fact that she’s wonderful.” Vasiht’h sighed, cupping his glass of sherry. “Sediryl coming home tonight?”

      “If so, then very late. Will you stay with me?”

      Sediryl’s kindling as a firemage had not granted her the telepathy Jahir and Vasiht’h took for granted. On their own, they would have never needed to negotiate sleeping schedules, because their abilities made it obvious when they had company and didn’t want more. But because Sediryl couldn’t read their minds or sense their presences, they’d borrowed Glaseahn door customs: if a door was open, visitors were welcome; if closed but visibly ajar, visitors should knock and wait for permission to enter. Fully closed was private time. Vasiht’h supposed someone from a smaller family would have made a lot more of the situation, but he had grown up negotiating spaces that were constantly shifting ownership and degrees of ‘publicness’. Giving his partner time with his wife felt as natural as falling asleep next to them later, and neither of them begrudged him his time with Sehvi and her family.

      “Gladly,” Vasiht’h said. “I could use a night off from Joreht’s kicking. Are you going to stay up with the book or come to bed at a reasonable hour?”

      “You mean ‘close to now’?” Jahir asked, lightly, because the window behind them was dark.

      “It would probably be good for both of us not to be up long, given the kind of days we have.” Vasiht’h pressed lightly on the mindline, felt the faint lag in it that suggested the sherry had gone straight to his partner’s head. “You haven’t eaten anything for dinner, have you.”

      “I have, but perhaps not as much as I should. Will you put together a meal you think appropriate while I bathe?”

      “Oh see, now you’re just trying to get me excited.”

      “Is it working?” Jahir asked, laughing.

      “Yes.” Vasiht’h bounced to his feet. “Taking care of you is far easier than taking care of half the world, which is sometimes what it feels like we’re doing.”

      “We aren’t though. We have help of so many kinds, ariihir.”

      Vasiht’h let his shoulders drop, smiled. “You’re right, and it’s bad of me to ignore that. I am officially sorry. Now… I’ll go to the kitchen, and you’ll go to the bath?”

      Jahir slowly pushed himself to his feet, his shoes hanging from his crooked fingers. “Yes, I think that wise. I can take a tray in my room, and if you’re hungry…?”

      “I’ll eat too. And call Sediryl. If she’s coming home, she’ll want us to leave her something.”

      That was how it went too, and it was relaxing in all the most profoundly satisfying ways. They ate pheasant soup with bread at a table in Jahir’s receiving room, and then Vasiht’h rinsed the dust of the day off and flopped onto the mound of pillows Jeasa Seni Galare had commissioned for him. They fell asleep alongside one another, just as they had for years… and sometime long after midnight, the door creaked open and Sediryl crept in, to give Vasiht’h a kiss on the brow and then tuck herself into bed alongside her husband.
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      Vasiht’h was dreaming—obviously, because he no longer had a patient alert set up on his tablet. The beeping he was hearing could not be coming from an actual device. He continued believing it until a hand lit on his shoulder, right before a braid fell on his back with a thump as heavy as a slap. “…siht’h, Vasiht’h, your tablet’s going off.”

      “What?”

      Sediryl, just visible through his cracked eyes. She was staring down into his face. “Your tablet is making a lot of noise.”

      “My ta… why?” Vasiht’h shoved himself upright and groped for it until it slid into his pile of pillows, where it got lost. He dug for it while it continued making alarming noises; beside him, Sediryl tossed pillows aside until they uncovered the tablet.

      The alert was going off for a message. Vasiht’h couldn’t remember setting any message to this particular priority until he spread it. Then he fell back onto the mound, which spilled away from under his haunches. Mired amid his bedding, he said, “It’s from the siv’t.”

      The mindline had been tense throughout the alarm’s sounding; now it was positively singing. Jahir sat up in bed. “Is it—”

      “My children are ready for pick-up!” Vasiht’h paused. “Oh Goddess, that sounds ridiculous. Like they’re some kind of take-out meal I ordered. I can’t… I knew it was coming but I kept thinking it would be tomorrow and now—”

      “Now it’s today! Excellent!” Sediryl grabbed for his hand and pulled him out of the pillows. “You must go immediately, of course. And Jahir with you, as he promised.” She pushed her bangs out of her eyes. “I’ll take care of the formalities with Liolesa and arrange for your ride.”

      “Formalities?” Vasiht’h asked, feeling the vague weight in the mindline as chagrin.

      Sediryl laughed, merry, and hugged him, smelling strongly of sun-ripened grain and wildflowers and sleep. “Oh, arii. He’s the prince-consort! He can’t just jaunt off-world without telling anyone. But I’ll handle it, and you all can be off soonest. You’ll talk with your sister about handing off your responsibilities while you’re gone?”

      Vasiht’h had never been a morning person. A mid-morning person, maybe, but given a choice he would have lingered in bed until his brain started working properly. Preferably after the first of a couple of breakfasts. Sediryl effortlessly scheduling his change of plans for him several minutes after an alarm had shocked him out of sleep was a little more than he could keep up with. “I… all right… of course, when…”

      “When you wake up completely, naturally.” Her orange eyes sparkled. “I’ll leave you to that. I was going to get up in ten minutes anyway.” She straightened and went to the bed to wrap her arms around Jahir and cuddle into him; the mindline reported that as joy and familiarity, the satiny finish of smooth skin. And then she was hurrying out, grabbing her fire-colored robe on the way and summoning Maia.

      Vasiht’h clutched his head. “She is a force of nature.”

      Jahir dropped back onto the bed and laughed, quiet but heartfelt.

      “I can’t believe this,” Vasiht’h muttered. “The day after my sister tells me I need a vacation, and we decide you need one too…”

      “They provide,” Jahir said, the mindline shading it white as dove wings.

      “And we go as She directs,” Vasiht’h agreed. He padded to the bedside and flopped against it, arms spread over the top of the mattress and chin resting between them. “But I admit I wasn’t planning such an abrupt departure.”

      “We can go when you decide, ariihir. Don’t let Sediryl’s enthusiasm force you into anything.”

      “No, no, she’s right. Stalling isn’t good either. I’ve…” He exhaled hard. “I’ve been waiting long enough for these kits. Sometimes it feels like I almost waited too long.”

      Jahir’s hand slipped over his wrist, squeezed, gentle.

      “So yes. I’m all right with going the moment we can.” He smiled over his arm at his partner, who had managed to shift himself under the covers again and had a blanket up to his jaw. He looked adorable that way, all peeping amber eyes and mischievous smile. “It’ll be nice, now that I think about it. For the two of us to be doing something together, the way we used to.”

      “It would at that. I am looking forward to it, I find.”

      As easily as that, Vasiht’h was too. He grinned. “Just like old times.”

      “Then…” His partner rolled onto his side, shaking his braid off his neck. “You to your tasks and I to mine, and then we shall be away.” He paused. “It would be good. To be abroad again.”

      “I agree,” Vasiht’h said firmly. “This is exactly what we need.”
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      The day was already not proceeding to plan, because most of the Glaseah he talked to were not sanguine about his leaving, and the first person who was…

      Vasiht’h stared at his mother, replaying her last words and trying to make sense of them. “I’m sorry. What?”

      “I said, two of your cousins and one of your aunts are ready to go with you,” Marevhe replied, unruffled by his stare. She peered into the pot she was overseeing, giving it a stir. “I talked to them a month ago and they agreed, so they’ve been on standby ever since. They can leave the moment you do.”

      “But… I’m not… why…”

      Marevhe snorted. “You’re about to say ‘Why are they coming’ and ‘I don’t need help’ and you’re absolutely wrong. You’ll be fine getting to Anseahla, my love, but when you arrive the priests are going to hand you three infants. Have you taken care of even one infant before by yourself? It’s a lot of work, and you don’t know the first thing about it. Your cousins and aunt have been handling babies for years now. They’re going along to help.”

      “But I thought I would… you know… figure it out myself?”

      “And that would last all of one hour. Be reasonable, my love. Why would you deprive yourself of your family’s help? Don’t you want to get a single night’s unbroken sleep? Because I guarantee you, if you try to take care of three newborns on your own, you won’t see a bed for anything other than a forty-five minute nap for months.”

      Vasiht’h folded his arms. “That sounds like hyperbole. We’ve had babies come through the family before and it never disrupted anything.”

      “Those new babies never disrupted anything because your father and I had your grandparents and aunts and your older brothers and sisters to help. What else? This is why we have large families. So adding someone new to them doesn’t make everything explode.” She shook her head, prodding at the mix in the pot again. “No, they’re going with you, and if you’re smart, you’ll be grateful.”

      Arguing with her when she took that tone would get him nowhere. It didn’t matter that he’d been an adult for years now; his only chance was to go oblique. So he let it go and asked, instead, “What on the earths are you doing?”

      “Oh! We’re making beer!” She beamed. “We were talking to Tassi’s husband, and the tenants like ale, so… we thought… we have this big hygienic kitchen here at the community center. Why not make Eldritch beer?”

      “Because we don’t drink beer?”

      “But they do. They’ve been helping us with the recipe, even. I can’t wait to see how it comes out. We’ll save you some for when you get back.”
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      Vasiht’h abandoned the enigma of beer-brewing Glaseah to head for Laisrathera the moment he was free of the half a dozen people who wanted to know why he was leaving now and when would he be back and if he had arrangements in place for his nursery because he had too many responsibilities to drop any of them. All of which would have made him much more anxious had he not been irritated that his mother had been busy making choices for him. When he finally cornered Sehvi, it was during one of her few breaks at the Laisrathera clinic. “Did you know Dami was planning to saddle me with three nursemaids?”

      Sehvi scrubbed her hands under the water, soaping past her elbows. “Yes?”

      Which did an excellent job of deflating him. “You’re serious.”

      “The real question is are you serious?” She lifted her brows, then rinsed her arms off and scrubbed them with a towel. “Were you seriously thinking of flying off to Anseahla and sailing home with three perfectly well-behaved, happy babies strapped to your sides?”

      Vasiht’h opened his mouth, closed it again.

      “Right.” She shook her head. “Goddess, ariihir. You wouldn’t last an hour.”

      “I should resent that remark.”

      “Except?”

      He sighed. “Except if both of you are saying it, and both of you have kits of your own, then I’m probably wrong. But I don’t want company. I was hoping to have some alone time with Jahir. And… well. To bond with those kits. They’re my children!”

      “And your cousins and aunt are your family.” She sprayed her arms down with a disinfectant and patted the palms together to make sure they were dry, then rested one of them on his shoulder. “Your children never belong only to you. The sooner you internalize that, the less stress you’ll have raising them. Because three at once takes a lot of raising. As for alone time with Jahir… just make sure they send you on one of those enormous warships they’ve got riding around in orbit. You’ll have plenty of room to hide from your side of the family. Which I give you about half a day before you do, once you realize what you’ve gotten into.”

      “If Bret can handle it, I can,” Vasiht’h muttered, ears flattening.

      “Oh, he was a mess when his first came through!” Sehvi exclaimed. “We tried not to find it funny… at least, not in front of him. But he got better with practice. You will too. But the first months with the first ones?” She chuckled. “Not a chance. You’ll see, big brother. Dami and I are looking out for you. You’ll be glad we were.”

      That conversation left him standing outside the clinic, flustered and struggling not to be grumpy. After a walk through the gardens, his irritation subsided into resignation. Fighting his family about their contributions to his trip wouldn’t accomplish anything. And if the ship Sediryl engaged for them was as large as Vasiht’h was guessing, he’d at least have the first half of the trip to hide with Jahir somewhere and pretend, for a while, that they were alone, like they used to be.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “I… I beg your pardon, my love?”

      Sediryl threw him a sympathetic look from behind her desk. Unlike Liolesa, who spent at least half her time writing with a pen, his wife’s materials were all modern, powered by the generator she’d had built into the cabinet in her Ontine study. “You heard me perfectly well.”

      “Yes, but…” Jahir halted, rested his gloved hands on the back of the chair he hadn’t had a chance to sit on before having this news sprung on him. He was grateful, briefly, that they were conducting this conversation in the informality of Universal, because he feared he might have sounded overwrought in their native language. “Are eight people truly necessary?”

      “Apparently so. Trust me, I asked if there was any way around it, but both our friends and our enemies are adamant. Our side wants to see you treated with proper honors, like someone important, which means the Eldritch prince-consort gets his own contingent of Swords when he leaves the planet. Our enemies want you hedged round with people because they suspect you’ll hate it; you’re too famous for being a private person, and it’s an easy way to needle you while looking like they care about your safety. To be honest, I’d be more worried that they’re going to make a case for that contingent going permanent.”

      “God and Lady, the last thing I need or want. I have work to do—”

      “They’ll stand outside the hospital.”

      “And… of all the people who might need a guard, my love, I am one of the last. Who sets guards around a mind-mage knight?”

      “The same people who saw him crowned as the husband of their imperial heir?” Sediryl looked up at him, rueful. “I’m sorry, Jahir. I knew you’d hate it. And if you tell me I should spend the political capital necessary to fight it, I’ll go to the circle for you. But it will cost me that capital, so you need to tell me if it means that much to you. Hirianthial let Val pick the people for you, since Val knows you better, and they both think the group will suit you. For all his quirks Val’s a good judge of character and he cares about you. He won’t have chosen a bunch of Swords who’ll rub you the wrong way. And the two Pelted guards Hirianthial’s selected from Laisrathera’s volunteer corps come equally recommended. They’re professionals, they won’t get in your way.”

      “Eight people will absolutely get in our way, unless you’re planning to send us out on one of the Empress’s as yet unrealized battlecruisers.”

      “Sadly impossible. On the bright side, claiming to care about your safety made it easy to detach one of the new scouts for your errand,” Sediryl said. “Which… brings me to the other sticky bit.”

      Jahir gave up standing and pulled the chair back, easing into it. He felt Sediryl’s understanding gaze like sunlight on his skin, and it coaxed his sense of the ridiculous out from beneath his dismay. He shared a lopsided smile with her. “All right. I’m ready now. What else?”

      “We’re due to take on some military contractors to help us set up our academy,” Sediryl said. “Sending you out on a big warship was a much easier sell when we could combine it with you picking those people up for us on the way home.”

      “That is nowhere near so great an imposition as the addition of eight guards to my retinue,” Jahir said. “Truly, our enemies are too cunning for my taste.”

      She toyed with her stylus. “To be honest… I’m not sorry they insisted. I know you and Vasiht’h can take care of yourselves, but I can’t help but want a little insurance.” She lifted her eyes to meet his. “And when you add three very vulnerable babies to that equation…”

      He reached over the desk, palm up, and curled his fingers around hers. “My Sediryl. A war couldn’t take me from you, or anyone I loved. I think it is safe, for a little while at least, to believe that the divine powers have plans for me that require me to continue on a little longer.”

      She squeezed his fingers. “Hopefully more than a little while.”

      How grateful he was, suddenly and intensely, for her inability to read his thoughts, or to sense the images that sometimes woke him from sleep. The storm. The lightning. The fire. He brushed his thumb against her fingertips. “Yes. I think it is safe to hope for that.”

      She exhaled, closing her eyes. “All right. Then… you and Vasiht’h are clear to leave tomorrow. After you inform the court of your going.”

      “I… must do what? Formally, before the Empress?”

      “I’m afraid so. You’re now the holder of the Sword of State,” Sediryl said. “So even though we have a permanent Lord of War, you’re the official defender of the planet. If you leave, you have to tell the court that you’re going, and why, and when you’ll be back. Liolesa will grant you permission and you’ll be free to go. Since Vasiht’h is your brother, and the proximate cause of your absence, it would be for the best for him to show up too.”
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      It was late afternoon by the time Vasiht’h reunited with Jahir at the Seni manse, and he should have known from the thick, gluey feeling in the mindline what to expect. Even if he hadn’t, the sight of Jahir on the windowseat curled around his lute would have been sufficient warning. Despite these signs, he still couldn’t believe his ears. “We have to ask the Empress for permission to go?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “Me too?”

      “You are,” Jahir said, rueful, “the adopted brother of the imperial heir’s consort. I am afraid to say this, ariihir, but… we are no longer private citizens, beholden to no one. We are people of note on this world, and that situation brings with it responsibilities.”

      Which felt wrong to Vasiht’h, and he couldn’t help but address it. “We were never just ‘private citizens,’ because you were always your Queen’s vassal, back when she was just a queen. So don’t feel bad about it.”

      The mindline softened with gratitude for his understanding, but Jahir shook his head minutely as he moved his fingers over the frets: not playing, just practicing learned movements. “Perhaps. But she has many vassals, and none are so singular as to need this much ceremony. We have become somewhat more than we were. And that entails both that we account for our absences and…”

      “And?” Vasiht’h asked, bracing himself.

      “I… am afraid we are come into eight guards.”

      Vasiht’h paused for a moment, letting that settle. “Well, I suppose that’s only slightly worse than my family assigning me three nurses.”
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