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1: My Sweetest Downfall
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Flower Fey always slept on their bellies with their wings folded behind them, at least as far as Ushi had ever seen. Bellatrix Belladonna was no different. She pillowed her head on her arms while the sheet draped across her hips and the round curve of her posterior. Underneath, she was still nude. Ushi considered waking her by running his hand down the slope of her lower back. He let her sleep. Maybe she would wake on her own.

She was kind, brutally kind, with energies sweet and light as champagne, and Ushi would enjoy having her once more before the sun rose. He liked her. He didn’t usually spend more than one night with anyone, but he’d stay with her for a while if she’d allow it. She would be going back to the Luminous Orchard soon. She couldn’t stay forever. 

Sometimes, he wished one of them might.

Ushi didn’t sleep often, especially when the Void was full, so he instead watched the rain slide down the windows. Thunder rumbled in the distance. Lightning would strike soon. He counted the seconds until the flash. One. Two. Three. The windows flared. That meant it was about four in the morning. 

A cloud of vague emotion, one a person who was not feeling anything strongly would carry, brushed against Ushi’s senses and he knew someone was coming toward his room. He rose–slowly, quietly, so as not to wake Bellatrix–to answer the door. He didn’t bother to dress. He was not the one responsible for the disturbance and he didn’t see why he should put himself out. 

Ushi opened the door while the man in blue still had his hand raised to knock. His eyes flicked over Ushi’s body–probably much by accident–before they focused pointedly on his chin. A little trill of someone else’s desire washed over him. Ushi didn’t bother to respond. His Void was full. 

The man cleared his throat. “Ah. Professor Yamoto. The Most High has sent a summons.” His throat bobbed as he swallowed but he kept his eyes on Ushi’s face. 

“An odd time for it,” Ushi observed. It was not yet daylight. Rain still pounded on the wet balcony floor outside the windowed doors. “If I were anything else, I would be asleep.”

The man bared his teeth, embarrassed. “Yes. I honestly don’t think he cares.”

Beri must have discovered something useful, finally. “All right. Find someone to bring up a pot of coffee and I’ll be right down.” Behind him, Bellatrix stirred. “I might need thirty minutes.”

“Ah, no, Professor.” The man smiled an apology, though he felt no remorse. “The High King wants you now. Right now.”

Ushi raised an eyebrow. Beri had certainly come into himself since the war. Or maybe after the almost kiss, which happened right before Beri moved back into the palace, the young king had decided to take his revenge. “All right. I’m coming. Send the coffee, please.”

The servant didn’t bow (Ushi still expected it, though it had been nearly two hundred years since he was in a position to demand it.) He closed the door. A wave of disappointment struck him from the hallway. The man probably hoped to be invited in. 

Ushi had not intended to stay in the palace this long, and he had only the clothes he’d worn with him. He gathered them off the floor where he’d discarded them. A hummed note joined to a small effort of will released the soil and other particles from the fibers. He shook out the mess onto the shining marble floor before he dressed. 

Bellatrix stirred and murmured. She lifted her head off her arms. “Oh. Are you leaving?”

Her disappointment was stronger and more genuine than the man’s. She would really be sorry to see him go. 

“My apologies, dearest, but I’ve been summoned.” Ushi stepped into his shoes. “It is, apparently, a dire royal emergency.”

She made a sad little noise as she sat up, revealing an expanse of smooth, pale skin and pert breasts. When she stretched she smelled of lemons and sex. “What can he possibly want at this hour?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know.”

Though he did take the time to refresh the kohl he wore to protect his eyes, Ushi wouldn’t wear a tie, nor would he bother to tuck in his shirt. If Beri wanted him ‘right now’ he’d have to tolerate what he got. It would have been nice to shower. It would have been nicer to sink into Bellatrix again. 

“I felt sorry for the High King the first time I met him.” She smirked fetchingly. “I’m over it.”

Ushi chuckled, but a faint sadness twisted through him. Perhaps he wouldn’t get to keep her all weekend after all. Most people would grow bored waiting and leave. He might find a note on the bedside table. Bellatrix was kind; she’d be the type to leave a note. “Come with me.”

Her eyes widened with surprise and her spine straightened. “What? Really?”

“Really.” Ushi smiled. “I’d like you to come.” I’m not ready for you to leave.

“And do what?” She tented her knees, then draped her arms over them. Her wings fluttered, stirring the stagnant air. “Watch you work?” 

“Yes.” Ushi tucked his hands into his pants pockets. It felt a little disingenuous to say so, but–“The Border Lord will be there.”

Joy flashed in her like sunlight caught on a magnifying glass. “Will he? Really?”

“He will.” Ushi nodded seriously. “I’ll introduce you.”

“You would do that?” She fairly leaped out of bed. The white spots on the black edges of her wings caught another lightning strike in silver blazes. Bellatrix stooped to collect her jeans.

“I would. I will.” How ridiculous to lure her this way. What was wrong with him? Was he really that desperate, to draw her close with promises of access to another man? But the way she’d scooped up his strawberry seeds, and then sat in the dirt beside him to listen...

His heart whispered, I’ve been so alone since he died. Yes. He would introduce her to Eagle if that kept her near.

The coffee arrived. Bellatrix held the cup between her hands and breathed the steam with her eyes closed, smiling. He felt her enjoyment, both of the coffee and of the way her body felt after the repeated climaxes he’d brought her to. She was a person of the senses, who found pleasure in the mundane. 

She brought the mug with her when they left. He liked her. He really liked her.

In the hallway outside the borrowed suite, Ushi offered Bellatrix his arm. She giggled and traded her coffee into her other hand before she accepted with a tiny mock curtsy. She was some centuries his junior and found his courtly mannerisms charming. She liked him, too.

He nodded to the knights guarding the door to the library (one was an attractive half-human with dark skin and golden eyes, but he was completely asexual) and they nodded back. The half-human opened the door to allow them inside.

Bellatrix gasped with amazement when she saw the library, and her mouth fell open. It was, if one were not accustomed to it, an impressive sight. All of the lights blazed as if it were daytime despite the late hour, and the marble gleamed under them. Stained glass lamps cast pools of colored illumination on polished wooden study tables. The librarian was asleep at the circulation desk with his mouth open. Ushi knocked on the wood beside him as he passed and the Leprechaun startled awake. 

Bellatrix whispered, “This is the most beautiful library I’ve ever seen.”

Ushi smiled. “Why are you whispering?”

Sheepishness tinged her emotions. “Well, it’s a library. Aren’t you supposed to be quiet?”

“I suppose you are.” Ushi led her up the stairs. 

He found Beri and Eagle, both dressed in ratty pajamas, sitting together at their usual table with an all new stack of books between them. Beri pinned the table with his elbow and his forehead rested in his hand. Eagle sat beside him, head tipped back, mouth open, snoring lightly. 

When Ushi appeared, Beri looked up with a familiar expression of annoyance. Then his eyes widened and he jumped out of his chair. “What is she doing here?”

Bellatrix stiffened with embarrassment. She looked up at Ushi pleadingly. 

Eagle jerked awake. “Hmm? No, resting my eyes.”

Ushi glared at Beri. “I invited her and she’s staying.”

“Why would you do that?” Beri thrust both hands into his mass of tangled hair, groaning. “She’ll have to sign another NDA! We’ll have to pay her to sign another NDA!” 

Bellatrix shrank against Ushi’s side. “I’m not trying to cause trouble. I can go. I should go.”

“Please,” Beri snapped, just as Ushi said, “Please don’t.” The two wizards glared at each other. 

Eagle’s mouth opened wide in a yawn. “Oh, hey. It’s Bellatrix, right?”

Bellatrix waved and smiled, filling to her fingertips with warm happiness at the sight of him. “Hello, my lord.” 

Eagle waved her words away with one hand. “Eagle. You can call me Eagle.” He stood, then drew out a chair and gestured her into it. “Why don’t you sit down and finish your coffee?”

Beri’s nostrils flared. “Might we see you alone for a moment, Professor?”

Bellatrix’s hand slid from Ushi’s elbow as she trailed toward Eagle, eyes fixed on his face. Ushi didn’t sigh. She’d forgotten about him completely, and he still had to have this fight about her with Beri. He followed the young king into the stacks where they wouldn’t be seen. 

Beri spun on him, hands slashing angrily downward. Ushi couldn’t read his emotions through his magical shielding, but he’d always made them abundantly clear anyway. “Why would you bring a woman here? Especially a Flower Fey? You’ve seen the mess outside!”

Ushi crossed his arms, drawing himself up straight. “I like her.”

“You don’t like her.” Beri scoffed. “You’re playing with me, aren’t you? Everything you’ve done this week is to amuse yourself at my expense.”

Was that really what he thought, that Ushi was some heartless creature who existed only to confound him? “There’s proof you’re the king if I ever needed it! The entire world revolves around you.”

Beri spluttered. “I–you–I’d tell you to get out if I thought I could do this without you.”

Ushi’s temper flared. “What do you want from me? For the Mother’s sake, I didn’t kiss you because you were seventeen! Will you finally stop being terrible if I kiss you now?”

Beri’s mouth opened, then closed, then opened again. “I don’t–I don’t want that.”

He couldn’t lie, so it could only be the truth. “Then what do you want?”

Flinging his hands up, Beri groaned. He paced several steps away, every movement stiff with anger, then turned back. “I–you–” he stopped. Sighed. “I want you to stop flirting with Eagle.”

Ushi blinked, surprised. “Ah.”

Beri stiffened again. “What does that mean?”

Ushi allowed his shoulders to relax, though he did not uncross his arms. “It means ‘I see.’ And it means that yes, of course I will stop flirting with Eagle if that’s what you want.”

Beri’s shoulders heaved with a deep sigh. “Yes. It’s what I want.”

“All you had to do was ask.” Ushi shrugged. “I can’t read your emotions through your wards. I had no idea he’s so important to you.” 

Beri’s expression was very lost and his face was very young. “Neither did I.”

They fell silent for a moment, each processing. After several breaths, Ushi said, “I do like Bellatrix. If I had left her alone, I’d never have seen her again.”

Beri nodded. “How did you let yourself get in that predicament with one of your meals?”

Sighing, Ushi offered up his palms. “I have no idea.”

“I suppose we’re both in an emotional mess.” Beri rubbed his face with both hands. “I need a summoning spell and the one I found is untranslatable from the Infernal. You read it, don’t you?”

Ushi suspected it wasn’t ‘untranslatable’ at all, but that Beri was simply very tired. “I do, yes. What are we summoning?”

“It’s called an Outsider.” Beri started back toward the table. Ushi followed him. “It might have information about the Matil.”

Ushi nodded. Beri was in love with Eagle, and yet he would continue driving himself mad with this fruitless search for a girl who was probably dead. Of course. And of course, Ushi would help him.

They sat down and got to work. 
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2: Party Rock Anthem
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A week after Cnut’s death, Katie still hadn’t come back to herself. Fox hadn’t known her long, in the grand scheme of things, and he didn’t know whether this was a mood that took her sometimes or if she was still caught in the attack. Either or both seemed possible.

The lounge at breakfast was the same as at dinner the night before and the same as the meal before that: white, austere, full of incongruous people who bore no relationship to each other but nonetheless tried to find community. She took fruit and nutty cheese, then pushed them around on her plate instead of eating. Fox watched her while he chewed, wondering what to say, and whether he should say anything at all. Finally, he had borne her silence long enough. He placed his long fingers on the back of her hand. She looked up, and he was surprised to find her quite near tears. 

“Why, sweetheart, what’s wrong?” he asked, alarmed. 

Katie shook her head and dashed the tears away with her forearm. “I don’t–I don’t know.”

Gently, he asked, “Are you quite sure you don’t?”

She coughed a little sob, so modest it broke his heart. “I hate it here. I just hate it so much.”

Fox wrapped his hand around her fingers. “Yes. Yes, so do I. What in particular do you hate today?”

“I hate my room.” Another jerk of her shoulders. Fat tears rolled down her cheeks. “I hate my clothes. I hate missing my family. I hate–I hate not feeling safe.” She made a pillow of her arms and placed her head in it. Quiet tears wracked her small frame, and Fox wished he could bring Cnut back from the dead just so he could kill him with his own hands this time. 

He moved around the table, from the chair across to the one beside her, then placed his hand on her back between her shoulder blades. He could not remember being comforted often in his life, but he knew, somehow, what to do. He rubbed gentle circles onto her back. The knobs of her spine felt small and oddly fragile. 

Fox had to think of something. He couldn’t just let her live like this. They hadn’t much choice about their rooms or their clothes, since the Matil drudges dressed them like dolls every day, but surely there must be something she could control that would make her feel like she had some power over her life. 

“Halloween is coming up.” Katie’s voice was muffled by her arms, and Fox had to lean in quite far to hear her. “And I can’t even get a Tootsie Roll around here.”

Fox almost smiled. “Those all seem to be words.”

Katie picked her head up. Her eyes still swam with tears. She sniffled inelegantly. “One is my favorite holiday and the other is my favorite candy. And I’m spending it here with all these strangers instead of with my friends.”

Her words stitched in his chest, but Fox spoke more gently than he wanted to: “Aren’t I your friend?”

She rolled her eyes. “Of course you are. I just meant–” she pulled a broad face. “Sorry. I was talking about my old friends.”

“Tell me what it’s about,” Fox suggested. “Tell me how you celebrate.”

Katie studied his face for a moment as if deciding whether he could be trusted with the information. Her tears had mostly dried up now, so he congratulated himself on a job well done.

“Wellll...” she drew the word out slowly. “People dress up in costumes.”

“What sort of costumes?” Fox asked. 

Katie shrugged. “Anything you want. It’s really just for fun.”

Fox nodded for her to go on. 

“After dark, little kids walk around the neighborhoods. They knock on the doors, and the people in the houses give them candy.” Her lips tipped up in a smile. “I took Beri out once. We had knights ten paces behind us the whole time but we had a blast. We ate most of our candy on the way home and got sick.” She grinned ruefully. “Then we crashed out on my bedroom floor. It was so fun.”

Fox raised a doubtful eyebrow. “Getting sick?”

“Yeah.” Katie scrubbed the last of the tears away with the heels of her hands. “That’s kind of the point. You eat way too much candy and hang out with your friends. You know? You’re outside, it’s dark, you’re running around acting like you’re feral. You usually have school in the morning but the only thing that exists for you is the moment because you’re ten years old and happy.”

Fox could not imagine. He didn’t know how old a human was at ten years, or even a Sidhe, but he was certain he’d been trapped in the tower by the time he was that age. Even school with other children would have been a joy to him then. He let himself imagine it for a moment, what it must be like to exist for one glorious night as a free child. It ached. 

Katie shook her head. “Anyway. Sorry. I guess I’m maudlin today.”

It was the first time he had seen her look really happy since they met. Fox decided to keep her talking. “What do adults do while the children are begging for candy?”

Katie smiled, wry. “It just depends. Most of them stay home and pass the candy out, I think. Sometimes they go to costume parties. Things like that.”

Fox had never been to a costume party, either. He did not recall ever wearing a costume. “And what do you do there? At a party?”

Katie raised her eyebrows. “Babe. Have you really never been to a party?”

He had certainly never been to a party Katie might enjoy, though he had hosted more than his share of orgies. He spread his hands and shook his head. 

“You just...you dance, and you drink, and you listen to music.” Her dark eyes shone. “You eat stuff with too much sugar and fat. It really depends on the kind of party, but that’s the gist.”

Katie picked up a piece of cheese from her plate and popped it into her mouth. She chewed it thoughtfully before she spoke again. “I wonder if Jatus would let us have a party.” She gasped, then turned back to Fox with her eyes wide. “Fox! We could have a costume party for Halloween! Everybody could come!” Her smile turned sly. “We could invite Silas.”

Fox sniffed. “I can’t imagine what you mean by saying so in that tone.”

Innocence wreathed Katie’s face. Cherubic as she looked, it was very effective on her. “Oh, am I wrong in pointing out that you lurve him?” she made kissing noises as she leaned toward Fox. “You want to kiss him right on the mouth.”

“Be quiet,” Fox hissed. He craned his head to look around. Silas was not yet in attendance; it was impossible to miss his wings over the heads of the crowd. “Can you imagine what he’d say if he heard you?” Fox certainly couldn’t. He couldn’t imagine the same mouth that had taken Greeley pressing against any honorable man’s face. His hands were stained so black they would mar Silas’s feathers. 

She scoffed. “Uh, yes I can. He would say ‘yes sir, please, sir.’ He’s stupid over you.”

The idea thrilled in Fox’s blood, but he crushed it under a dark heel. Longing was the quickest path to destruction. “And what about Eagle? Hmm? Perhaps I only want to kiss him.”

The joy drained out of Katie’s face, and he wished he hadn’t said it. She reached for his hand. 

“Babe.” Her tone was gentle, “It’s been weeks. Eagle’s gone, and he’s not coming back.”

Fox’s breath caught. “You’re wrong.” The denial was closer to a gasp than he’d hoped it would be. “Eagle will always come back for me. He always has and he always will.”

Katie blinked. “Okay,” she said, though Fox knew from her tone she didn’t believe it. “Okay. You don’t have to kiss Silas if you don’t want to. But let’s still have a party, okay?”

Fox had never been to a party. He found suddenly that he wanted to try. “Okay.”
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3: Integrity Blues
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Miflis was the only one at the party wearing purple, and she was the only one with that puff of carroty red hair. People looked at her surreptitiously from the corners of their eyes as they passed, but Jatus only pulled her closer. The satin was strapless and tailored to her curves, clinging to the extra minutes of her full hourglass body and flowing loose around her feet. Her hair, always too wild for sleek styles, coiled around a face freckled from too much basking time. Jatus’s heart sped when she looked at Miflis. She would take this woman home tonight, and when she did, she would make Miflis glad she’d chosen Evit Jatus. 

Jatus had dressed as she was expected to, in a slinky black gown with a tight updo, just like everyone else. She couldn’t regret it, but she hoped Miflis wasn’t bored. Jatus had always had a preference for wild partners. Moblay had the tattoo. Miflis was...well, she was Miflis. Jatus was just Jatus, and as she walked down the hallway toward the grand ballroom, she hoped she was enough. 

Every military member who was anybody was here, dressed in a glittering array of finery. Jatus was surprised to have been invited at all, but when she thought on it, she supposed she was second in charge of the Resort, which provided a good chunk of the worldship’s power. Frixm was here somewhere. Greeley would be here, too, but only because he’d be on Lieutenant Milus Maxim’s arm. For a low-ranking guard with no personality, he’d certainly married up.

The white floor of the conservatory had been polished to a reflective shine and the lush tangle of tropical greenery in the center had been induced to bloom fragrant, bright-throated flowers. Above that miniature jungle, a beautiful, rose shaped design had been built into the dome of the forcefields so it looked like the flower’s petals were velvet black and sparkling. Round tables covered with expensive linens glittered with glassware and shining silver. Jatus caught her breath. 

Miflis smiled, sly. “I knew you’d get me into the really good parties.”

Jatus winked at her. “Stick with me, kid.”

They made their way to their table. Commander Frixm pulled out his wife’s chair for her, then turned just in time to give Jatus a thin smile and his nictitating membranes. His threat meant behave yourself tonight. It meant, don’t embarrass me.

Jatus had no intention of misbehaving. She lowered her gaze, then pulled out Miflis’s chair beside Nareen’s. Miflis smiled and introduced herself to Frixm’s wife charmingly before she settled. 

The first course had been served–quail eggs floating in a crystal-clear cricket consommé–and Jatus was in the process of swallowing her first whole egg when Voob, dressed in an ill-fitting tuxedo, appeared at her elbow. She choked the egg down. 

“Ah, Sergeant Voob.” Frixm wiped his mouth with his napkin. “I was not under the impression you were invited tonight.”

Voob ducked his head. “Ah, yes sir–I came with my sister, sir.” He gestured toward a table full of Matil Resources reps, specifically a woman much thinner than average, with an unusually pinched face. “Ensign Jatus, I wondered if I might have a moment of your time.”

“Mine?” Jatus squeaked, surprised. Frixm turned another thin, threatening smile on her. She swallowed though there was nothing left in her mouth. 

“Yes, ma’am.” Voob bobbed his chin. “You’re the next in my chain of command, ma’am.” His eyes darted to Frixm, who visibly relaxed at the explanation. Going over Frixm’s head to Itef was exactly the reason she had gotten herself in so much trouble with her own commanding officer. Without looking at anyone she said, “If you’ll excuse me,” and pushed away from the table. 

Voob led her to the wide white hallway just outside the conservatory. Jatus’s tongue lashed and slashed as it tried in vain to escape her mouth. This was highly irregular. What could Voob possibly want in interrupting her here? He looked both ways, then drew her to the other side of the hall with a hand on her elbow. 

“Ma’am,” he said, “I’ve interrupted you tonight because I wanted to discuss one of the other guards while he isn’t around.”

A flash of prophecy burned across Jatus’s skin. Voob had not come here to give her any good news. She was going to end up with terrible baggage in her lap, baggage she had to find a way to dispose of herself. She looked both ways to ascertain they were alone, then crossed her arms in their opera-length gloves. “All right. I guess you’d better spit it out, then.”

Voob drew a very deep breath, puffing up like a bullfrog. “It’s Greeley, Ensign. I told him last time–I mean, I warned him that if he didn’t stop I was going to report him. I probably should have just spoken up. I knew he would do it again, but I–” he tried another deep breath. “He’s my partner. I hoped, you know? I hoped he’d do the right thing.”

I don’t want to know, something in her said. She blinked once and forced her tongue under control. “I’m listening, Sergeant.”

“I don’t know how to say this, so I’m just going to say it. Greeley–” he cut himself off to look away from her. “Sergeant Greeley has relations with the guests in the Resort.”

It took Jatus a moment to process his words. “Relations.”

Greenish color rushed to Voob’s cheeks. “Yeah. Relations.”

The repetition of the word didn’t help much. “I don’t understand what you mean.”

Greeley cleared his throat. “Uh. Yeah, you do.”

The pair of them blinked at each other for another moment. It took that long for horror to climb up Jatus’s throat. “Oh. Oh, ew.” But Fox’s perfect face snapped in behind her vision, and with it a self-disgusted kind of guilt. The guests weren’t animals. She’d learned that the hard way. Still, the taboo was thick in Matil culture.

Even if it wasn’t as disgusting as she’d always believed, it certainly wasn’t right. Greeley had complete power over these people, even Fox, despite the way the Rev Liedan swanned around like he owned the entire Resort. He was just as subject as the rest to any Matil’s vagaries of temperament. Greeley, or any of them, really, could force Fox to do anything they liked. Greeley could withhold any number of vital things, like food and bodily safety. He could provide special favors and withhold them from the others. 

No wonder the resort was so fractious. 

“‘Ew’ is right,” Voob said, nodding. “He doesn’t care that they’re zoo animals. Like I said, I told him to stop. He kept doing it anyway.”

Jatus lifted her hands to rub her forehead. Her tongue struggled to slip past her teeth, but she kept them tightly clamped until she spoke. “It was Bearach Rev Liedan, wasn’t it?”

Voob’s eyes widened. “How did you know that?”

“Lucky guess.” She sighed heavily. “Thank you for telling me, Sergeant Voob. You did the right thing in bringing this to my attention.”

Voob turned back into the ballroom. Jatus checked one more time to ascertain that she was still alone, then buried her face in her hands and allowed her tongue to thrash in and out between her lips. What was she supposed to do with this information? Tell Frixm, of course, but she sensed he wouldn’t care nearly as much as he should. He’d discarded any information she brought him lately just because it came from her.

Greeley needed to be reassigned. There was no question about it. Having an important husband would probably protect him from all the consequences he deserved, but that wasn’t Jatus’s problem. Her problem was the Resort and the guests in it. Seeing to their well-being was her job. 

Fox. Of course it was Fox. It was always Fox. 

She thought of Fox’s red-soled shoes, of the fact that he’d left that night with Captain Itef himself. When Frixm had confined Fox to his room, Itef had come to Fox’s aid in person. That particular resident seemed to know exactly what he brought to the table.

What ‘special favors’ could Greeley be granting?

Blaster fire. Point-blank range. 

Jatus’s skin went cold. 

No. It couldn’t be. Greeley wouldn’t–nobody would–

She thought of Princess Katherine, weeping in the infirmary. Please don’t let them scar. I can’t go home like this.

Fox was Princess Katherine’s closest friend. The Girl’s attacker had ended up dead by blaster fire, with his body shoved headfirst into a trash receptacle. Greeley had ‘relations’ with Fox.

It all added up, and it added up to a horrifying number.

Her pulse hadn’t steadied by the time she stepped back into the ballroom’s glittering hum.

“Is everything all right, Ensign?” Frixm asked. He was mild as buttered toast in front of his wife. Nareen smiled up at her. Miflis studied Jatus’s face as if she could draw all the information in the worldship from it. Jatus would have to tell Miflis about this when they got home or she would guess. She was clever that way. 

“It’s fine, Commander.” She reached into her clutch for paper and a pen, then scribbled a quick note. “It’s personal business. Kind of you to ask.”

As she and Miflis left for home that night, Jatus dropped a folded note onto a table beside Captain Itef’s open hand. He met her eyes, then his fingers closed over it. The note disappeared under the table. 
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4: Season of the Witch
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Finding things to do wasn’t Katie’s issue. She could find things to fill her days, even though if she didn’t have an iron bracelet on she’d be gone in ten seconds flat. At least some of the Matil in the shops were kind of nice. They’d tell her how beautiful she was and ask to do her skin, her hair, her nails. On her end, Katie tried to be pleasant—to a point, anyway—to all the service workers that seemed to crawl invisibly over every inch of the resort. It wasn’t their fault they were stuck in the system. 

The angry part of her said they were perpetuating it, so they got what they asked for. The reasonable part of her, the part that was like Fox, said, “I’ll show you better.” 

With the guards, she didn’t bother to listen, but neither did he. He always went straight and proud when Spak and Garssa came for him—but he was more than friendly to every staff member besides the guards.

Katie envied his control. She wanted to be more like him—the parts that were his charm, his wit, everything to do with Fox that had absolutely nothing to do with his disgusting father. Hadn’t she dragged poor Lorna to this spa day? 

They both needed to look good, Katie had said, for the party—while she thought to herself, Fox would. She’d had a convenient excuse ready at hand to get the border ranger out of her room: the Halloween party. Lorna had taken the idea and run with it. 

Now she and Lorna lay together on a level of relaxation Katie, at least, had never known, except maybe after Beri, tracing patterns on his flat stomach with the free hand and kissing, and kissing, and maybe after a while they’d get interested in going again—

She couldn’t let herself go there. Even in a vast, comfy, sinking white chair, with a cool towel over her eyes and someone doing her toes, she couldn’t let herself go.

Fox would never, over a thing like that. He was fighting a lot more than she was. She took a shuddering, steadying breath against the tears. Whatever else, Katie was learning not to cry. 

A long, tapered hand slid into hers, and she sighed out her weeping and squeezed. Not all of the calluses could be buffed away from Lorna’s hand. The hard fingers of an archer were unmissable. Their wrists twined—the iron bracelet on Katie’s left, the bracelet of thornless roses around Lorna’s right. Tiny blood-red buds nestled within the bracelet. It was beautiful, but Lorna had complained it made her arm feel strange and numb, so Katie hated it as much as she did.

Katie took the towel off her eyes to find Lorna looking at her. She squeezed harder. White made Lorna’s weathered skin seem to glow, and sad eyes like dark green gems stood out in her oval face. What would Fox have said? What would Katie like to say? Lorna must have a sad story.

She finally settled on, “Are you okay? You’ve seemed kind of out of it this morning.” It was true, too. Even the hot stone massage hadn’t seemed to get Lorna’s attention, and Katie had enjoyed the hell out of that massage. It definitely would have been Fox Approved. 

“I’ve been thinking about him,” Lorna said, in a rush so frantic her words seemed to fall over each other. The Matil briskly rubbing their feet with scented oils didn’t pause. “Tell someone, I have to tell someone. I can’t get him off my mind—but I never could.”

“The guy.” Katie knew immediately who she meant. Lorna had talked a little bit about a boyfriend. Not much. They’d kissed once in the rain, she said. He talked like a charmer.

“Have I mentioned him after all?” Lorna flopped back in her chair and flung one of her archer arms across her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’ve been forgetful. It’s been a long... however long it’s been. I doubt I’ll ever see my home again, so why am I worried what you’ll think of me? What does it matter?”

The rose bracelet brushed Katie’s skin like tiny bunches of silk as Lorna took her hand back and crossed her arm with the other. In a fluffy bathrobe, it was an effective shield. 

“He was so beautiful,” she said, muffled. “Moligne. And so wicked.”

“You haven’t said even that much before,” Katie reassured her, settling back in her own chair to try to seem relaxed. She’d seen Fox do it, and people blossomed. She’d done it plenty of times herself, without realizing it. 

Doing it on purpose seemed to work. “He was so beautiful. Like an ember in the night, burning low, just enough to know he was dangerous. In the beginning, I worried so much about him getting close to me, but there was never any man like Moligne.” Lorna swallowed so hard it clicked, but Katie didn’t say a word. 

“When they came for me,” she said, a rasp like a nutmeg grater in her low, textured voice, “they killed him.”

“Holy fuck,” Katie said, all she could say, staring at the white, curving ceiling while a Matil woman busily filed her toenails. Unbidden, pictures filled her head of Beri lying dead on the pavement in an alley—and she’d never know for sure. As far as the Matil were concerned, she’d never fucking know.

Instead of tears, they’d get defiance. Katie pulled her right hand into a fist.

“They shot him—” Lorna muscled herself up and stared at Katie from an enraged face. Her eyes shone too bright. “They shot him dozens of times with their green guns. Blew burnt holes in—in the love of my life, whether or not I wanted him to be.” She yanked her feet away from her own attendant, pulling herself into a tight ball in the chair. Her knees poked out of the bathrobe. “I watched him die.”

“I’m so sorry,” Katie told the ceiling, turning away. “I know he must have meant a lot to you. My boyfriend—” She leaned over the arm of the chair to whisper. There was no one around but the servants. “My boyfriend has a death touch. It works on immortals. At least a couple of these motherless sons of bitches bought the farm.”

Lorna’s oval face, like a medieval Madonna’s, curved in a placid smile. “I love that,” she said beatifically. “But you must not be expecting to stay here long?” 

Katie couldn’t begin to work out the questions in Lorna’s question. Any remaining relaxation got flushed away from Katie’s limbs. “I don’t know. Now that you mention it, he could be dead.” If so, it would have been easier to see it. If he hadn’t held on by the skin of his nails, the Erlking would have taken over his dead body.

Disaster had reared, full and dark and perilous, but one glowing boy-man had stared it in the face and said, “No.” It might’ve been easier if he’d failed, but she’d never know that, either.

“I’m not sure if he’d come if he was alive,” she said slowly. “He’s... it’s complicated.” Whatever else, she was sick to death of explaining. Both Matil women stared at her—snake-eyed and flat. They could’ve been thinking about how much they wished Katie would die. Or the spaceship. Or fast food baby mice.

“I see,” Lorna said, searching her face with those knife-sharp, deep green eyes.

“He’s not a bad guy.” Katie flailed for the words. “He’s just...”

“He is what he is.” Whatever Lorna was looking for on her face, Katie wondered if she found it. She reached out and laid her hard hand on Katie’s shoulder. “That doesn’t change who you are.”

Katie reached up to put her hand on top. Apart from the marks of fencing practice, which she kept fresh at least once every day, it was petal soft. Like Fox’s. “I really needed to hear that,” she said sincerely, and the two of them exchanged a look that understood. 

That was better than just about anything else in this white hell: when you could understand somebody and have them understand you, no matter how far apart you grew up. “I hope I can find somebody to help with the colors.”

“Anything is better than white.” The elf archer pulled a dour face. “You can’t blend here. Your head sticks out. You can only blend with other heads.”

“Or you could be tiny like me,” Katie suggested with an evil twinkle. 

“Or I could be tiny like you,” Lorna admitted, mysterious as one of those dark Madonnas. 

In a flash, Katie was up from her chair. One of the Matil women, in front of her, moved a shade slower than the other. Katie tossed the damp towel from her head into the woman’s lap, letting her wet hair shake down over her shoulders and beyond. Fox might not have done that, but Katie would again.

“So what do you think? They must have colorful stuff somewhere, right? They have the ribbons.” She touched the top of her right breast. 

“That’s true, they do.” Lorna leveled another mysterious look at the Matil woman in front of her. “If I had my true strength, I’d be wearing a charm bag fit to take your hand off at the wrist when you laid it on me. Too bad I can’t threaten you for answers.” She tucked her legs beneath her. Her eyes burned with a pleasure Katie felt in her soul. 

The Matil woman rose and bowed her lacquered head. So did her companion. One had hair a whisper darker than the other. Katie was starting to be able to tell them apart.

Why not learn? Fox knew everyone’s name. He knew which guards had kids at home, which ones had ailing mothers, and which ones still lived with their parents. He had slyly mentioned to Katie that Haptut had a daughter “about your age, darling.” What was Katie supposed to do with that?

Use it against him, she thought, not for the first time, with an uncomfortable squirm in her stomach. 

Lorna cleared her throat gently, drawing Katie’s eye. When she looked, Lorna made a swift, tiny nod behind: at Ensign Jatus marching briskly into the storefront. The Matil women, who had taken refuge behind the desk, smiled and relaxed to see her, and for a wonder, Jatus smiled back. Katie hadn’t been sure she could.

“Good morning, ladies. Borderer Lorna. Princess Katherine,” she added, like it tasted funny—not bad, just unexpected. 

“Good morning, Ensign,” everyone chorused back, even Katie. She hoped the hairy eyeball she gave was clear: I’m watching you.

Jatus grimaced slightly in the face of it, lifting a questioning brow. I know. Can we try again?

For a moment, while Jatus turned to the desk, Katie boggled. She’d understood that, understood it as easily as if Jatus had said it out loud. She’d understood an alien woman on an alien ship gods only knew where. 

“Was the trouble with the order resolved, Trigitha?” Jatus was asking now, like nothing had happened at all.

“Oh, yes, ma’am,” said the one with slightly lighter hair, nodding with relief. “I so appreciate you explaining to the requisitions manager for me. I don’t know what I would’ve done without the extra shampoo.”

“The Majestriz Arabella alone has enough hair to justify it,” Jatus said with a chuckle. “Six limbs and all that pink fuzz! Never mind it—that’s my job.” She knocked once on the desk, efficient. “Well, that’s all I came for. Have a good day, ladies, Borderer. Princess.” Again that funny-taste face from Jatus.

Katie crossed her arms. What would Fox have done? Something different from this, but what came flying out of her mouth was, “Do you want to come to the Halloween party?”

“Probably,” Jatus said, so honestly Katie blinked. “What’s a Halloween party?”

“It’s like the Festival of the Lost,” Lorna put in. Enthusiasm carried her forward a quiet step, then another as she spoke. “In my homeland, when autumn turns, we all bring our abundance to a great feast. We have decorations, like the ones Katie calls spooky, and everyone drinks themselves sick on last year’s cider.”

“Spooky?” Jatus smiled again, a little mysteriously, and cocked her shiny dark head. “My wife loves spooky stuff. All the, what are they, the spiders and the cobwebs and such.”

Katie jabbed out an accusing finger. “You never said you had a wife!”

“What difference does that make?”

“Well,” Katie sputtered, “well, I just didn’t know. What’s her name?”

The look on Jatus’s face was so far from ordinary, Katie almost liked her. “Miflis,” she said. 

“So will you come or not?”

“Please come,” Lorna added helpfully. 

Jatus’s lips lifted at one corner. “When is your party?”

“It’s tonight,” Katie and Lorna said together. They bumped knuckles without even looking at each other while Katie went on. “But we could really use some help with the decorations.”

“We could donate some of the Majestriz’s hair,” said the darker-haired salon woman, so deadpan everyone gave a shocked laugh—and then they were off.

Before long, Katie didn’t have what she really wanted—none of these aliens would give her that—but a terrifyingly, surprisingly close second. She wished it didn’t feel so good to laugh with an alien.
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5: How Great Thou Art
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Pialondre lived everywhere Silas turned his eyes. Even in this humiliating prison, if he sought, he would find. 

If Her Mantle was the sky, was it not more beautiful than he had ever dreamed? For didn’t this whole “Resort” fly through the sky? Fox had given him to understand they were above even that, and there was no air at all, only nothingness. 

“Above the sky” meant only this to Silas: an unfathomable distance from home. With a deep ache, he missed flying out in the bright morning into the perfect, untainted blue of the Mantle he’d always known. Even when he was hardly taller than a robin, he’d loved to soar.

Silas missed home like he missed his wings, but the Mantle—the nebula could only be Her Mantle—had been so beautiful he had watched it for hours, until the last glimpse of it winked away behind them. Fox had told Princess Katie much of the incandescent formation, a birthplace, he had said, for the stars. A cradle for beauty, like his arms had been after a while, and while she lay there listening to his warm voice, he had stroked her hair.

Silas wept into his pillows when he thought of the Matil putting Princess Katie into the machine. He sobbed when he thought of Fox being loaded inside. The something being stolen from Silas was being stolen from every one of the prisoners here, but even in this durance vile, far from everything he knew, Pialondre was his rock and his fortress. It didn’t seem the others had quite the same faith. He could almost pity them, except he was quite sure they didn’t want it.

If only he had been tested in a way that made sense, he could have handled it, but then how would it be a test? He got to all fours, then crawled backward on the bed until he could put his feet on the ground. Merely standing was more of a fight than he could have imagined. Blue spots ate his vision when he tried to straighten. 

Pialondre was here. She was in the great Liminus himself inviting Silas to endless card games with Garth. The boy seemed to have acquired some real facial hair scattered among his peach fuzz, and he was as kind-hearted as many other men Silas could name, and funnier than many besides Fox.

Not a single man in the place could hope to compare himself with Fox. Silas had seen beauty, and even more of it since he’d come here. It still seemed an inadequate word to describe Fox’s physical perfection. He was so lovely Silas wanted to cry from joy at his glory when he so much as lifted his hand. 

Pialondre was here in Katie’s form. He had thought long about what it could mean, but ever on the lips of his people was the refrain: Judge not, lest ye be judged. 

Silas had always had a problem with leaping to conclusions. An accusation, once it flew, could never un-fly. Hadn’t he learned that with poor Barnabas? He had loved a bookish man, and when it appeared the man was untrue, he had accused. 

Mistaken or no, Barnabas had washed his long, pretty hands of Silas, and they had fought, and he was gone. He’d quit his job at the Eyrie’s library, and no one had seen his white wings flying nearby since.

Silas missed him almost as much as flying, but he’d missed Barnabas the moment it happened. There was no marrying and no giving in marriage in the lands the Eyrie ruled, but it had been much like marriage between the two of them. Now there was nothing, and it was his own fault.

At last he stood full at the end of the bed, thinking of Fox: a bookish man, without a doubt, cultured, but Barnabas had certainly lacked a style and panache that was more than abundant in Fox. 

If Pialondre’s avatar loved Fox, who was Silas, then, to judge him? Too, Fox was good to Princess Katie, and not simply in his own way, which was all the Pristine Lady required; Silas had seen him ascertain her good even when it hurt him to do so. The embraces she wanted were difficult for Fox, but he embraced her anyway. If they were dead or alive, what did it matter? He was gentler than Silas could have dreamed the Rev Lieseassar’s heir would ever be.

Silas found himself heading for the door as if in a dream, but the right thing to do shone brightly in his heart for the first time since he’d been here. Fox was far gentler than Silas had ever been, even though—if rumor could be believed—the Revanar pierced their people’s genitals as a cultural practice. Such barbarism as that could surely never produce a man like Fox, so smooth and witty Silas’s most sparkling conversation seemed foolish. 

Maybe more the fool Silas because he craved it. He would seek out Fox. Of course, if Fox were angry still, the man could hardly be blamed, but Silas had much on his heart that Fox deserved to hear him say. The doors to his quarters hushed shut behind him, and the circulation of air brushed his wings with its confusing onslaught. For all that, Silas had to wait less and less time to find his center. 

Fussily, he straightened his sweater; the neck was so high the Matil had folded it over when they dressed him. He thought it made him look like a squat head on a pair of vast shoulders. If he must have a revelation about Fox, of course it would be today, when he was dressed in unflattering clothes. 

Since his face had been in his pillows, he should have spent at least a little time with his hair. Fox’s was always neat—but if he went back into his room, he knew he would make up another excuse not to speak. Thanks be to the Lady of Light, the Liminus strolled past, his head within inches of even so high a ceiling and gave him the strength to step away from his door.

“What ho, my hairiest friend?” he said, joining the Liminus (Silas Heartsblood! strolling next to the very Liminus in his own flesh!).

The black-gummed mouth split in a smile. “What indeed, my wingiest? How do you fare this day, which I would say is fine but is in fact the same as the others before it?”

“Nothing much has changed.” Talk about the lack of weather had become a common subject of conversation among the prisoners here. It seemed as if there were more prisoners all the time. “There is much on my heart this day,” he added, as they passed door after door. He could attach each one to a name.

“Oh? Would you like to speak with me about it?”

“Rather, I must speak with Fox. If you see him, great Liminus, will you tell him I’m looking?”

“Certainly I will, but I told him so yesterday.” The Liminus aimed an arrow of a glance at Silas. “Too much more and it will be harassment. One more time, Silas. The Rev Liedan chooses his own partners.”

Silas stopped in place, gathering himself, then went on. He wanted to shout, but—it would be loud as a clarion, and in such a small space as the ship, it could harm someone. Renn had sensitive ears. He’d learned that a week ago in the gym. If not judgement, then what?

Patience, an inner voice whispered, as they came out into the common room. It had grown this morning, spreading to clumps of chairs and tables, or couches and armchairs with low tables between them. Several of each were full of people he didn’t know. “Forgive me, Liminus. To do any harm to Fox is—is not my intent.”

The avatar herself sat near the middle of the room that had grown vast overnight. He felt like a bolt of lightning passed down his spine every time he saw her, but he had tried to get used to it for Katie’s sake.

And there he was.

“No apology to me is necessary, Sir Heartsblood, but one to Fox may be warranted,” the Liminus said. The sound came to Silas as if in a dream. Fox stood gracefully beside Princess Katie’s chair, holding himself with slender arms as if he’d fly apart; he wore the sweater, slacks, and loafers as if he’d been born in them. At the neck, wrists, ears, he glinted with gold, even from a little distance. 

Every time Silas saw him, he was more joy to behold. His mouth parted in a stunning smile. “I think I love him.”

“So I see, but such a feeling might be problematic for some. I’m sure you understand.”

Again, Silas had to check himself, but with Fox so near, he might not have done well at it. He nodded stiffly at the Liminus and strode to the table.

Klikitat’s vast, hairy bulk was on Silas’s left as he approached the avatar, who seemed busy with a poison-green writing implement. The spider girl spread a long, linked chain of white, nearly shapeless phantoms and clicked several times in quick succession, her version of laughter. More heaped around her two feet. Chains of bright paper surrounded them all in piles. Lorna’s tall back hid the avatar from his sight as he drew slowly closer. 

They were all so young. 

Fox didn’t seem young, even while he talked to Ensign Jatus. To Silas’s shock, she occupied the fourth seat at the table, like a black blot in a white ocean, and she was making what looked like a spider from that same colorful paper in shades of bright red and blue. 

“That looks really good, Jatus,” said the avatar, breaking in on the soft conversation between Jatus and Fox. She was attracted to him, too; Silas hadn’t made out what they said, but she’d been blushing brightly green, tucking a stray lock of straight dark hair behind her ear, and she looked so sweet his stomach tightened with jealousy. 
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