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        “It’s a question of discipline,” the little prince told me later on. “When you’ve finished washing and dressing each morning, you must tend your planet.”

        Antoine de Saint-Exupéry
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      “This is how I know you to be kin.”

      Lisinthir looked up from the sword he was examining for nicks and quirked a brow at the Emperor of the Chatcaava, who was leaning against the doorframe leading into their bedchamber. “Do tell, Exalted.”

      “Because you prepare for your journey home by sharpening your claws, rather than packing clothes.”

      His reflection smiled on the surface of the steel. “Ah, but what has my history taught me, but that clothing avails me nothing when I go abroad? Fabric rips.”

      “So it does.” The dragon moved out of the shadows and onto the balcony, bending down to cup Lisinthir’s jaw with a dark hand. The talons on it remained a heartbeat longer than it took for the mouth descending on his to turn pale and soft, and they kissed as Eldritch, and tasted one another’s want, a want grown familiar and slow and hot as sugar.

      “You do not,” the Emperor murmured against his mouth in a rasp, “compare me to candy.”

      Lisinthir smirked, pulled at his lover’s lower lip. “Have you ever had taffy, Exalted? No? I wouldn’t be so swift to dismiss it.”

      “Then bring me some when you return. Have you decided how long you’ll be away?”

      “One month, I am thinking, should be sufficient.”

      The Emperor stepped to the balcony’s edge, facing the sunset and staring up into the gold-and-pearl sky. “Only?”

      “It should not take long for the Queen to bear my heir on the proper soil and make good on the formalities. A month will be more than enough.”

      “As you say.”

      They had been together, as adversaries, lovers, and now politicians, for long enough that Lisinthir could read the thoughts behind that statement, and without needing an esper’s touch. “If I thought my errand would be served by a longer stay, I would tarry, Beloved, but I do not go to insinuate myself into the court. I go to fit myself into the Empress’s aims… and she would have me drop my bomb and leave her to take advantage of the shattered pieces.” Lisinthir’s smile was grim. “It is not an environment I would be best pleased to remain in, particularly with a consort and child to protect. The moment it is prudent, I will bring them home.”

      “I trust your judgment on the matter, then. Who have you selected to accompany you?”

      “Oh,” Lisinthir said, “the usual group that accompanies our Treasure wherever she goes. Naturally, as she deserves the entourage… and because the Twelveworld Lord and his compatriots would grieve to be barred from the hunting on my homeworld.”

      The Emperor snorted. “So I imagine. And do you take your crazed countrymen with you also?”

      “I must, or they may fall off a balcony without my quelling influence.” Lisinthir grinned. “Or incur your displeasure, which would be worse for them.”

      “They don’t displease me,” the Emperor said. “But they do get into everything.”

      “They do, don’t they,” Lisinthir replied, and his obvious satisfaction won a snort from his consort. “Don’t tell me it doesn’t amuse you.”

      “Amuse me? Yes. But I do wonder at the length of the leash you give them, Perfection.”

      “Don’t,” Lisinthir said. “They have a great deal to learn, as does your court, and if they can teach one another… so much the better for us, yes?”

      “And is that your only motive…”

      “I am what I am, and so I will never only have one motive.” Lisinthir finished his examination and gave the sword one final pass with the polishing cloth before sliding it home in its sheath. “Even granting the amount of time I am allotted, I should prefer not to waste it.” He set the sword alongside its mate on the cushioned ottoman and moved over—and as he hoped, the Emperor joined him, falling into his human form. Being an invitation Lisinthir was not loath to receive, they lost some of the sunset to one another.

      “In the robe,” the Emperor—Kauvauc, now—said. “A small gift.”

      Lisinthir dipped into the fabric puddled around his lover’s waist until he came up with a small case. His lifted brow won him only a low noise, so he opened it. And froze. “Exalted.”

      “Not hekkret.” The Emperor leaned over and plucked one of the narrow black cigarettes from the case. “But I know how you miss it, now and then, so I asked the Surgeon to find an acceptable alternative. This will not damage you.”

      There was a tension in his own fingers that Lisinthir did not like; it betrayed him. “What will it do instead?”

      “It is, for your species, a soporific. And a mild enough one that the Surgeon believes you will be disappointed.”

      That tension drained from him, and he laughed, low. “I suppose we’ll see, then. Does it function in the same way for you?”

      “In my true form, it is a euphoric. It can be blocked with a separate drug prior to use, but I would prefer to experience it as you will.” The Emperor’s mobile human mouth twisted into a wry smile. “I did not request the blocker, and I have no time for visions.”

      The motions that lit the cigarette, the position of his fingers holding it in place, the tip of it burning crimson against the darkening room… Lisinthir closed his eyes, left them closed even when he felt the hand sliding up his chest to rest over his heart, and the pressure of the head against his shoulder.

      “Yes?” the Emperor said, and for all his delicate human shape he was very certainly the Emperor in that moment, in that question, in the frailties it honored, and the history it restored with the gestures, the muscle memory. The smoke was lighter and more liquid in his mouth, and the smell less acrid, more loamy. But he leaned over and kissed the other man, and answered: “Yes.”

      They watched the sun lower until it could no longer be seen, and smoked, and finally Lisinthir said, “My children, my family, and all those who belong to me… I plan that they should inherit the galaxy. For that, they must be comfortable abroad. Not on a single estate, or a single planet, but in all the places I make my own, and I intend to make a great deal my own. You understand.”

      “I do, yes.” The Emperor huffed a laugh. “They are likely candidates, the ones you’ve chosen.”

      This last drag finished off the cigarette. Lisinthir blew the smoke off, watching it coil… pronounced the ultimate in Eldritch judgments. “They’ll do.”

      Kauvauc finished his smoke then, and pulled Lisinthir over him on the bench. They would be many weeks apart… but they were not, yet. Lisinthir bent close, claimed his lover’s mouth, set the cigarette case on the floor, dropped his shirt on it. Against the Emperor’s ear, he murmured, “Keep it for me.”

      “Because you don’t trust yourself?”

      “Because,” Lisinthir said, “some things belong only to us.” And bit him, and gave the evening away to him, piece by heated piece, until it spilled into the morning.
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        The town of Osin is happy to report the newest births: an infant daughter to Witheria and Paron, and an infant son to Vira and Telfen… along with six new puppies born of dam Far Eyes and sire Stubborn as the Day is Long.

        

      

      The fingers paused on this news, stroking the tablet as their owner smiled. Then continued on.

      
        
        Spare rooster available! Yes, we have hatched yet another. If anyone should be so willing as to take this third chick off our hands, we would be grateful. Send a live freight request by way of the livestock taxi service. And please, ask Lady and Goddess to stop sending us roosters. We need hens!

        

      

      An appended still image showed a ball of fluff with a scowling face and pointed beak. Perhaps all chickens were born with a variance between their ridiculous bodies and their angry little faces? Who would take the rooster? Someone would—by the time the digest updated again, the creature would be in transit and he’d be reading a thank-you note.

      This was his favorite publication from the alien world. He read the broadsheet as well, but its news was presented in stilted language, and its gossip seemed narrow in scope… when it wasn’t petty in intent. The digests from the tenant villages, on the other hand, were full of requests for advice on every topic, from romance to preserving fruit, interspersed with announcements of births and marriages and expansions and renovations, and the pictures included were especially enjoyable. Since the villages had limited access to modern devices, most of the stills were taken in front of the informational post. This was often heartwarming, as when families brought their new babies… or amusing, as with chickens thrust, squawking, at the camera.

      He heard the door opening, and set aside the tablet to turn toward his lover, opening his arms in hopes of the embrace that he received when he was scooped from the bed. He nestled happily into the Twelveworld Lord, pressing his flat face against the strong curve of the male’s neck where the smell of wood and machine oil was strongest. How glorious were the many compensations of alien senses!

      “I find you wearing this bit of gossamer flesh,” the Twelveworld Lord murmured, brushing his cheek against the Attendant’s… and in this shape, the roughness of scale against sensitive cheek made the thin skin along his arms prickle. “Do you love it so much more than ours?”

      “No,” the Attendant breathed. “Yes. I don’t know. Yes. Maybe?”

      The Twelveworld Lord laughed. “Fortunately you need not decide. I like you in every shape. And this one particularly.” He laced his draconic fingers through the Attendant’s slim Eldritch ones. “Do you prepare for our trip, then?”

      “Not specifically.” The Attendant blushed: the admiring looks the Twelveworld Lord awarded him while he was in this shape were… very affecting. “I was reading the news from Third’s homeworld, as I do every week, and I like to do so in the shape of the people who wrote them.”

      “Does this help you understand it better?”

      Such a question… his lover was always asking such questions, which was one of the reasons he deserved all that he had. The Attendant curled this delicate body against the Twelveworld Lord’s chest and nibbled an alien fingertip. It was not a gesture he used in his birth body; even a castrate had talons that needed filing, and biting them was awkward. He’d learned this tasting by accident, while exploring the texture of this shape’s small mouth and soft lips.

      Which, in the end, gave him the answer. “It does, yes. Because their experience is shaped in many ways by their bodies.” He thought. “Not all of it, but enough that it is useful to know what it is, to be like them.”

      “To be flightless must be strange.”

      “Not as much as it would be for you, I think, my lord.” The Attendant shifted until he was more comfortable, contented. “Servants are not permitted to fly, so I grew up unable to do so.” He remembered being free, finally, to fly, and shivered. “I still think of it as… privilege. Not something natural. I love flying, but if my wings were to be cut from me, I would not be driven mad, the way males with power would, who grew up assuming the skies belonged to them.”

      The Twelveworld Lord was silent, stroking the length of the Attendant’s back, and the fact that the other male’s emotions filtered through that touch was also extraordinary. The pensiveness like clouds diffusing the sunlight, the faint undercurrent of unease that tasted sour in the mouth. The Attendant licked his lips furtively and waited.

      “I find it hard to imagine,” the Twelveworld Lord said at last. “To think of flight as something one might desire and not be permitted, rather than something one does. Like the difference between wanting a specific, unavailable food, and eating at all.” He touched the tip of his nose to the Attendant’s hair. “You have borne so many unbearable things, my own, that would have unmade me. And I thought myself so strong.” He tightened his embrace, and the smell of him surrounded the Attendant, who pressed himself flat against the Twelveworld Lord’s chest.

      “You are not—”

      “Ah, ah. You are about to say ‘weak’. Don’t.” Something in his voice, and in the strangeness of the emotions the Attendant could faintly sense against their joined skins, even in the little places they touched: throat, the underside of an arm, commanded attention. “If we are to survive at all, to thrive, we must be honest about our unarmored places. We must assess them, and address them. And until you, my own, and until the Queen Ransomed, I had never considered that I might be deficient in a very important power: the ability to withstand spirit-breaking hardship. What if this is what is needful in the future? What if that is the Living Air’s purpose in my failure with the Queen?”

      “I don’t know,” the Attendant said after a long moment, when it became clear that—amazingly—the Twelveworld Lord was asking him, rather than thinking out loud. “If… you believe in the Living Air at all, and that the Air is… benevolent, rather than uncaring, or actively malevolent, then… but why do you believe the future must contain more strife? Surely we have undergone sufficient strife. We have had civil war—”

      “There is never a future without strife,” the Twelveworld Lord said. “Without strife, we cannot refine ourselves, and we never become strong. And the purpose of life is that refinement. To become an unblemished weapon. And you will ask me: why must we become weapons, rather than peaceful, loving spirits and I will tell you it is because… the future is strife, and we must meet it.”

      The Attendant pondered.

      “You will point out that we create this fate by becoming weapons who need to fight,” his lover began, but the Attendant shook his head, as this shape did.

      “No. Because that would make life all about one individual. If the world is designed to refine us to our purest selves, my lord, then it must be that crucible for everyone, and our being done with our refinement does not mean that others are. They must also face strife. I am thinking that it astonishes me that you could hold such a view, because it implies that all people are worthy of refinement, and that the world should not know peace simply because you are finished, and complete in yourself.”

      “Is that what I meant?” the Twelveworld Lord said, bemused.

      “It is what you didn’t know you meant. There are many things you believe, my lord, that you do not know you believe.”

      “How fortunate for me, then, to have someone so clear-eyed to see them for me.”

      “That you listen to me and believe me is another miracle,” the Attendant said, soft.

      “Listening,” the Twelveworld Lord said, “has made me strong. And that is why we go among the aliens in the retinue of the female I cast down. Because she is not finished with me.” He sighed. “I wish I were a little less humbled by these revelations, my Attendant.”

      “And yet you are not humbled enough to turn away from them.”

      The male laughed. “If I was, I would have to learn them again! Better to have the pain once, not twice.” He ran his hands up the Attendant’s wingless back. “Shall I leave you to finish your reading?”

      “I believe,” the Attendant said, “that I can finish my reading later, if you help me pack now. Starting with, maybe, what I’m wearing.”

      The reverence with which the Twelveworld Lord helped him with that task made the Attendant wonder about a future that distilled each creature to its purest form. What would Chatcaavan hearts look like, burned to that Perfection? And if the future wasn’t done with them, what would they look like when it was?

      Wasn’t that refinement a sort of Change?

      “What are you thinking?” his lover breathed against his neck.

      “That I love you,” the Attendant breathed back. “And that I am refined when you touch me. Don’t ever stop touching me.”
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      “It is magnificent,” the Knife said behind her. His astonishment was in his voice, as well it might be. The Queen moved toward it, around it, and it had a presence, almost as if it lived, and yet it was stone, and that stone grieved, though it was triumphant. She had never seen its like, for the art form of choice in the Throneworld Court was mosaic, and, if statues that court needed, it preferred living ones, bound and agonized slaves. No one would have thought to sculpt a Chatcaavan out of stone and place it anywhere. The males who fought for primacy thought only of themselves, and would have destroyed anything that did not glorify them. A rival’s monument would have been fortunate to last a day.

      A statue like this? Would never have been conceived at all.

      “It’s him,” she said softly, her voice echoing in the warehouse. “It looks just like him.”

      “I didn’t know it was of someone particular.” The Knife stepped up alongside her, and even with his chosen guards patrolling the warehouse, vigilance gave his body a vibratory tension. He was allowing her to distract him, but she knew he wished she wasn’t here, at the palace port, before they were scheduled to leave. He never prevented her from going anywhere she wished, but that didn’t make him comfortable with it.

      She’d had to see the statue, though, the moment she’d received word that it had arrived. The Knife had been unhappy, no doubt because if anyone wanted to destroy it, this would be their last best chance to do so. What a coup it would be, to kill the Queen Ransomed at the same time, as well as the freak child she was carrying for the much-resented alien Third!

      Paranoia on her behalf was her Knife’s prerogative. She knew that no enemy would dare kill her, though. To make an enemy of both Emperor and Third? Between the two of them, they would raze the planets of anyone with the temerity.

      And this, she had to see with her own eyes, in the context of a Chatcaavan world, because otherwise she might never believe in it… that it could have come from the hands of her people. That it could be so Beautiful and so Perfect. The artist had sculpted a castrate, rising from his knees with one hand lifted and wings partially spread, as if he had become aware that he could reach the sky with a spring, and that this spring was in him, and allowed. The solemn joy on his face as he stared upward made her throat close around the tears this shape could not shed. The castrate held a sheaf of lilies in the crook of one arm, like the ones he had arranged in her suite when she had been unaware of him. The ground beneath him was obviously modeled after the palace’s stone floors, but as they’d looked after the coup, scattered with debris. At the base of the statue, in a ring around it, was one inscription in the four languages of alliance: Chatcaavan, Eldren, Universal, and Faulfenzair. And it read: Born to Kneel, They Rose.

      The Knife’s comment had implied a question. She touched her fingers to her cheek, knowing that the Chatcaavan skin there would be dry but feeling the Eldritch tears anyway. “It is Oviin, the palace castrate who helped Third’s cousin defeat the Usurper. Without Oviin, we would have lost the war. All of us.”

      “And so the alien lords wanted to honor him,” the Knife said. “Because they thought he would be forgotten.”

      “Maybe,” the Queen said. “But… Oviin was beloved by Third’s cousin, the Gentle Guide. I think the Gentle Guide blames himself for Oviin’s death, though it was not his fault, but the Usurper’s, for not respecting Outside.”

      “It is strange,” the Knife mused. “That the aliens make a habit of blaming themselves for acts they do not commit.”

      “Not so strange, if you realize they believe that they have power, more power than those who resist them. If you are powerful and you allow your enemy to win, in any way…”

      “Ah,” the Knife said. And then snorted. “The aliens would not see it that way, would they, if I asked?”

      “Perhaps not the Gentle Guide.” The Queen thought of Sediryl, and her consort. “But Third, and the Eldritch Princess? You may be surprised.”

      “I doubt it,” the Knife said. “Third is clearly a shapechanged Chatcaavan.”

      The idea made her laugh.

      “It is… imposing,” the Knife said. “This is Third’s gift to his people?”

      “It is our gift to Third’s people,” the Queen said.

      “A gift we would never have thought to give,” the Knife said, frowning.

      The Queen thought of the Emperor and said, again, “You may be surprised.” She filled her eyes with it, just a little more—how good Oviin had been to her, in their few moments before her exile—and said, “We can go now. They will need time to load it on the ship, and we have our own schedule to meet if we are to leave tomorrow.”

      “It will be interesting to return to the alien world.”

      She glanced at him, smiling. “But you are not glad of it.”

      The Knife was already scanning the warehouse, walking a half-step in front of her. “It is not so simple, my Queen. I know your tasks are necessary and sometimes take you offworld. But that does not make them less dangerous.”

      “Third will not suffer anything to endanger me, particularly on his birthworld.”

      “That is his duty, as your consort,” the Knife said. “All the same: vengeance does not bring back the dead.”
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      Amber wasn’t certain when he began to suspect that Iralin Dova Ulurith had supplanted him in his beloved’s confidences. Bethsaida used to spill her thoughts as well as her feelings to him, asking for help, crying out at the injustice of the universe. Knowing how much she trusted him had made him feel like… her partner. Someone who could protect her. Someone who knew the outworld better—how not, when he had spent so much longer in it than she had? And there was no arguing with her aims, because trusting the dragons that had mortified the flesh of their heir as a capstone to a program of predation and slavery was so obviously wrong that he couldn’t understand how his people had fallen into the error.

      He and Bethsaida had embarked on their goals together, and it had realized him as a man, and as a power for good on their world. A necessary scourge, to scrape away the disease that was rotting their foreign policy, their court, their society.

      But after the investiture, everything had changed.

      Amber paced the perimeter of the Stranger’s Garden of the convent of Saint Mylisafel, trying not to chafe at the monotony of the view. They had repaired to this location months ago; a remote fastness built along the crags of Ulurith’s southern sea cliffs, Saint Mylisafel was accessible only by a narrow and treacherous path, and had very little by way of grounds in the teacup-sized valley it occupied. Amber had explored its last crevice only two weeks after their arrival, and their confinement had begun to feel punitive. Why was Beth not riding through the countryside, making herself known? Seen? She had to realize how many of the nobles were on her side, but they were only part of the equation. How could she convince the tenantry of the validity of her beliefs if she wasn’t among them? The tenants had never seen a dragon. Why would they know to fear them?

      And then there was Iralin.

      Iralin, who even now was in the convent with his beloved, while he remained outside. The Ulurith heir had become their sole contact with the world they’d left behind. Amber hadn’t minded the occasional tête-à-têtes, so long as they’d remained infrequent. But those infrequent contacts had become more and more usual, and Beth spoke less and less to him, and he couldn’t help feeling neglected. They had gone into this together—she had said she’d needed him. Why then did she repose all her thoughts and feelings in this stranger? It was driving him mad with jealousy, and with self-loathing, because what man worth his swords allowed a woman to make him jealous?

      It hardly helped that it was a time of year for doing. Amber hated winter, when the cold chased everyone inside, and the few outdoor activities were frustrated by bad weather and attracted few participants. By spring he was sitting on so much checked energy that he resented the need to go inside to sleep. He longed to be riding the countryside at Beth’s side, gathering their allies to her cause for whatever she planned next. She had told him, unhappily, that she feared they would have to play a very long game. But waiting was only bearable when he was with her. What would he do if she continued to hold him at arm’s length?

      The woman had been in there twice as long as usual. What was she saying to Beth?

      He forced himself to sit on the bench in the garden and not fidget. Beth did not like to see evidence of alien technology, so he’d left his tablet with his pack in the small, rude building assigned to the guards that inevitably escorted the convent’s visitors. He wished he had it now, so he could continue seeking something they could use against their enemies. He wished they were closer to the coast, where the breeze could at least distract him. The stifling closeness of the valley deprived the season of any of its innervating properties. He felt they were in stasis here. Or worse.

      Iralin’s departure was abrupt enough that she didn’t see him, or maybe she was ignoring him on purpose. He wished her rushing out had been accompanied by the hallmarks of anger or anxiety… but unfortunately, she was leaving like someone excited to begin something. No chance then that she wouldn’t come back.

      He was nursing that morose thought when Beth emerged, and all his frustrations fell from him at the sight of her shining face. It had been so long since hope and sweetness had mingled so in her eyes that he forgave Iralin everything or… well, perhaps not forgave. But he could forget, for now. She went to him with her gloved hands outstretched and he took them, gently: just enfolding the fingers, which was all she could bear, most days. To be touched reminded her of terrible things. That she sought him this way, after so long apart…!

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Oh, my knight! At last, I believe the path forward has been opened to us! May I sit with you and beg your aid?”

      His heart accelerated. “Please. I have yearned to hear these words from you lo these many days.”

      “And like me you have suffered in anxiety, and in this endless wait! How alike we are! How grateful I am to have someone with whom I can share these fears and trials!”

      Cruel to tell her he wasn’t afraid or anxious, not in the sense she meant. He settled for pressing her fingers, slightly, and she joined him on the bench… at its end, as was proper for unmarried maid and man. That she observed the formalities suffused him with relief, because it meant that—today, at least—she didn’t think herself a soiled thing, unworthy of their culture’s protection.

      “Tell me,” he said, once she’d settled.

      “There is a story that Iralin has told to me, that I need corroborated… for if it is true, then… we have a dagger to aim at the heart of the lord of Imthereli, who, as you know, is a traitor to our people.”

      The familiar swell of anger and resentment swamped his thoughts. “I do know.”

      “It pains me to ask you to use mortal means to uncover the truth,” Beth continued. “But we cannot afford to be wrong. Not if we are to use this to our advantage. For if we are wrong, then our enemies will use that to set back our cause… for at least a generation.”

      “I will do anything to spare you pain,” Amber promised… easily. He had no problems with alien technology, and Beth hating it gave him something he could do for her that she valued far more highly than he did. He hated using that on his own behalf, but if it would draw her back to him, and away from Iralin….

      “How good you are to me, my knight,” Beth whispered, her lashes quivering and wet.

      “So what would you have me investigate?”

      “There is,” Beth began, “a man, a woman, a maid, and a babe….”

      He bent a little closer as her voice dropped nearly to a whisper, and the story was sordid and expected and Iralin was right, damn her.

      “Do you think you can uncover the truth?” Beth finished. “Before the traitor arrives?”

      “Yes,” Amber said. “Nothing could be easier.”

      Afterwards, she lingered with him in that garden, and the stillness of the air became precious, stretched those moments into an endless, single Now where she smiled at him, and let him hold her fingers and occasionally caress one: just the smallest brush of his thumb over the fine leather of her gloves, and she allowed it, and blushed. This was the Beth who could have been, had she not been ruined by Liolesa; had she not been catapulted to the near highest of heights, where men eager for status could embitter her with their insincerity, and turn her cold to romance and gallantry. How could anything matter the way she did now, with the new flowers of spring framing her bright face?

      And all that she wanted, in return for the bliss of her presence, was for him to conduct a minor investigation? He would have ridden through the gates of Hell themselves for her sake. For his own, as well, to expiate his guilt. To do this? Something so simple? And so enjoyable?

      When at last she retired, he returned to the room he’d been granted and plucked the tablet free. The maid had been hidden not far from here, in a shrine adjacent to the nearest tenant village. A day’s ride, perhaps, and he was looking forward to the exercise, but it would be well to consult the map beforehand. This would be an unfortunate moment to waste time.

      There was a message on his tablet, one blocking him from using it, and he was baffled by its appearance.

      
        
        Convert pods to drones? [Y/N/More]

      

      

      Amber leaned to his saddlebags and extracted the small disks, examining them. He had no other ‘pods’ save these, which were capable of some number of basic tasks when linked to his tablet. There had been nothing in the literature when he’d purchased them to suggest they were capable of ‘conversion.’ He touched ‘more’ and was rewarded by a block of text.

      
        
        New update allows unlocking of drone capability in pods with conversion kits. Your models have been confirmed eligible for this conversion. Drones will be capable of flight (average duration, 192 hours, depending on environmental conditions), recording, minor field generation (privacy, power).

        A small fee will be assessed for this download.

        Convert pods to drones? [Y/N]

        

      

      Tempting to think it an impossibility but he’d been long enough abroad to know the dangers of underestimating the Alliance’s technology. And he’d bought these pods so long ago he could no longer remember any of the marketing surrounding the model. He thought he would have remembered their being upgradable, but then… why would he have cared? And the fee was—he smiled at it—small only by the standards of alien toys.

      What could he do with drones? To rival the ones owned by their enemies? Oh, perhaps not the hardened military versions no doubt deployed by the Empress’s never-to-be-sufficiently-damned D-per. But no one would be expecting anything like this in the hands of the isolationists. And at the speed these flew, he could position them in just the right place to capture a conversation or two, if he was lucky, that might help Beth prove Iralin’s intelligence. Even if it took days, he had time. The traitor wasn’t due for a week. He could afford to be patient.

      Beth needed him, and for something only he could give her. And… she’d smiled at him.

      Amber approved the transaction and brought up the manual. He would normally have begrudged even the shortest delay in his ride, but not when presented with the dividends such as this upgrade promised. If he could deploy these before he left, so much the better for them all: the Eldritch included.
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      “Tell me what you feel.”

      The doll he’d received was made of cloth: no porcelain heads here, but simple, stitched cotton, stuffed with something that had once been fragrant and now smelled of old fabric. Jahir turned it carefully, barely seeing the thread holding together the dress, or sensing the brush of yarn hair over the back of his ungloved hand.

      There were futures and pasts tied more powerfully to the doll than its embroidered apron, and every palpation of his fingertips made those hints of time pulse, dissolving down tangled webs until the sparks were lost to his sight. But he was not looking for those; the point of this exercise was to ignore them as distractions in favor of what psychometric data, if any, he could infer from the emotions and thoughts clinging to the toy.

      Val was patient, which was just as well, because those impressions were faint compared to the color and noise of the Galare Sight. Jahir waited for the ripples to settle before exploring, as carefully as a surgeon. “A young girl’s hands—no a toddler’s—no, both. A hand-me-down. Most recently in the hands of the toddler.”

      “Go on.” Jahir began to close his eyes, but Val snapped, “Keep them open.”

      “That makes the task harder.”

      “Of course it does. But when your talents decide to run away with you, you’re not going to have the luxury of blocking out your other senses. Look at it, and let the physicality of it ground you.”

      Jahir obeyed, tasted sweetness. “Jam, and weak tea. A frequent participant in tea parties.” He looked for and found the faded stains on the yarn braids where the doll had slumped into her cup, smiled. “But washed.”

      “What kind of jam?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Can you taste the flavor?”

      Jahir suppressed the need to lick his lips, chasing the phantom memory. “Peach.”

      “Excellent. Do you get anything else from it?”

      Jahir studied the doll, wondering if his children would play with a similar one, or if they would prefer other toys. “Only that it is old and well-loved.” He gave it back when Val stretched out a hand. “Where did you find it?”

      “In the lost items box, and now I know who to return it to. There’s only one middle-class family with two daughters that attends the weekly rite in the Cathedral.” Val’s eyes were dancing. “Thanks.”

      Jahir laughed. “I see. You have put me to work.”

      “On something useful?” The priest rose from his perch on the back of the pew. “You like nothing better. You’re welcome. And that’s enough for today. You’re doing well.”

      “Am I?” Jahir asked. At the priest’s askance look, he confessed, “For sooth, Val, I cannot tell. Some days it seems as natural as breathing to walk through every eventuality generated by existence. Other days, I barely avoid tripping, it clouds my mind so. You tell me that this is ‘well’? By whose standards?”

      “Everyone’s,” Val said. “As I told you when you decided to get this trained, the priesthood never sought to cultivate the Sight because it tends to drive people mad. That you’re this together not even a year after the divine gift?” He snorted. “Trust me. You’re doing amazingly.”

      “Did the Empress spend several months incapacitated after her vigil?”

      “You think she did it alone either?” Val smiled crookedly. “Ask her one day about the people who helped her. You’ll find that only part of her success in not dropping comatose was her personality. The other parts were Their will… and her support network. And yours is much better than hers so… yes. You’re doing great.”

      “I suppose that is some comfort to me,” Jahir murmured.

      “It should be, and if it isn’t, you can get your cousin to convince you otherwise. When’s he arriving? It must be soon, the court’s a disturbed pigeon roost. So much fluttering.”

      “A week, perhaps,” Jahir said. “Is it really so distressed?”

      “I’d say it’s going to be explosive, but you would know better than I…?” Val arched a pointed brow.

      “I don’t know,” Jahir said. “Perhaps it is too far out yet for me to see it clearly. Or perhaps I need a local anchor. The wherefores of my talent remain… mysterious.”

      “As they should. The talents we’re born with are one thing. The ones we’re loaned by the Powers, another thing entirely.” Val made a shooing motion. “Get on, now, before your wife or your partner comes after me. If the entourage is due to descend on us in a week, we’ll get one more lesson in before. Otherwise, I’ll see you at court.”

      “God and Lady, that sounds ominous.”

      “Let me know if I should be worried.” With a grin, Val abandoned him to find his own way out.

      It was the sort of spring evening that made one glad to be alive. Jahir paused on the steps of the Cathedral to stare into the caul of stars, gleaming against a pale lavender sky. An unusually cold winter had delivered them to a mild and beautiful spring, and even on the coast the weather was clear rather than moist, cool like fresh water. The air was perfumed with lilacs and the hints of incense drifting from the closing Cathedral doors. He continued down the stairs and accepted the reins of the mare Thorlon had been holding for him, thanking his armsman and nodding to the other five.

      “Back home,” he said to them. “For the weekly dinner.”

      “Of course, sire.”

      Formalizing the bonds between himself and the men who’d chosen to form his new guard had been one of his first tasks on returning from Anseahla, an act that had dismayed the enemies who’d thrust them on him. They had not anticipated him welcoming the imposition, much less  requesting a larger force to assign to his family. To be honest, he hadn’t anticipated welcoming the imposition, either, but his men’s devotion had enriched him in ways that made his path clearer… something he could see with the irrevocability of his new talent.

      For now, half of his men had been dispatched to one of the new stations in the asteroid belt, which was being kept at Alliance gravity norms, there to spend a year undergoing the acclimatization. The other half were here, overseeing his family’s safety, and his… from both exterior and interior threats. Which was well, because no matter what Val insisted, Jahir still sometimes had trouble separating present and future reality when the gift asserted itself too strongly.

      “All is well,” Jahir added, because he had learned to warn his keepers whether he was feeling particularly fey, as they called it.

      “Very good, sire,” Thorlon replied, and sent two men before them on the way to the palace’s Pad.

      It was a short ride to Ontine through the star-mottled gloaming, and then over the courtyard Pad to Seni where the hearthfires burned so brightly in his mind that Jahir allowed the palfrey to do the work of guiding herself. That had been another necessity: horses that were not distressed by changes in a rider’s attention. By the time he reached the threshold, he had wrestled the Sight back under control and could dismount without aid. He gave the mare into the charge of the stablehand, and advanced into the Seni manse, where the gathering was already in progress. /Goes it well?/

      A curl of amusement, fresh as a spritz of lime. /Eventually they’re going to have to say something to one another./

      Jahir hid his smile as he walked up the stairs. /Other than hail-how-art-thees?/

      /Sediryl’s father has no idea how much trouble he’s laying himself in for, waiting this long. Your mom is marking the days./

      He laughed as he let himself into his suite to change for dinner. Beneath him on the lower floor he could sense Vasiht’h and his family mingling with the tight, compact aura of his wife, and of course, his mother… and Haladir Delen. Sediryl’s father had finally accepted the standing invitation to break bread with them once a week, which gave all of them front row seating for the courtship. The extremely wary one.

      /She will bring him to heel when she’s ready,/ Jahir said.

      /What do you think she’s waiting for?/

      /Oh…/ Jahir let the thought trail off, then said, /The right time./

      /A very Eldritch answer. Come down here, if I have to watch him be all awkward at her for much longer I’m going to trap them in a closet together./

      Jahir laughed, finished changing, and went down to dinner.
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      It was fortunate that the Seni’s dining hall had been designed for a family large enough to fill the entirety of the manor, because they were well on their way to needing it. Jahir entered to the sight of his wife cooing to one of Vasiht’h’s sons; the other two Glaseahn babies were in the arms of their grandmother and godmother, respectively, with the nurses looking on nervously, awaiting their cue to whisk the infants away so the adults could eat in peace. Sehvi and Kovihs were investigating the punch, Sehvi’s father Petaq was casually talking politics with Haladir… of the group, only Vasiht’h was idle, sitting by the window and looking grateful to be occupying that lacuna amid the bustle.

      /Have you told them yet that you no longer love crowds?/

      Vasiht’h’s huff was more felt through the mindline than expressed in the flesh. /No, and I won’t if I know what’s good for me./ He grinned up at Jahir ruefully. “How’d the lesson go?”

      “The High Priest says I am making excellent progress.”

      “Good,” Vasiht’h said.

      /You needn’t worry,/ Jahir added, more gently. /I am not likely to ride my horse off a cliff in my distraction./

      /Only because you have so many people looking after you!/

      /That is the good thing about having chosen to surround myself with people who care for my welfare… yes?/

      “Yes,” Vasiht’h said aloud, and added, more loudly, “All right, people, I don’t know about you but I’m famished. Let’s eat!”
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      “This might be my last dinner for a while,” her father announced, and Sediryl hid a smile behind the napkin she was using to pat her lips clean. Not solely because her father now had a family to make announcements to, one that cared whether he was present or not, but because she knew if he’d made the announcement more privately he would have had to decide whether to tell Jahir’s mother or let her find out on her own… and that was a social minefield he wasn’t prepared to cross.

      It should have dismayed her, the realization that Lady Jeasa had decided to attach her father, given the inevitable chatter it would incite at court. What she mostly felt, though, was eagerness… because her father deserved a woman who loved him, preferably the best woman on the planet, and as far as Sediryl was concerned, he couldn’t do better than Jahir’s mother.

      “This being because of the Chatcaavan visit?” Vasiht’h’s sister Sehvi said.

      “How’s that going to work, anyway?” Marevhe said—to her husband, not Haladir, and it was Petaq who answered.

      “Unless Armin misses his guess, they’re not going to show with a single ship this time, which gives us the perfect opportunity to get some training in. Maybe wargames, too, if they’re up for it.”

      The Seersa in question was not present to defend his thinking, but Sediryl had met him enough times now to imagine his sardonic comment. “That sounds… exciting.”

      “If it’s not, we’ll be doing it wrong,” Petaq said.

      Haladir cleared his throat to cover what she was sure would have been a laugh. “Nor is that the sole practice this opportunity might grant us; greeting them and following them in will allow us to finesse our plans for escort duty, which will prove useful when we accompany you to Chalice, daughter.”

      “That’s going to be so fun!” Sehvi exclaimed.

      “I’m not sure what’s ‘fun’ about a state visit,” Sediryl said. “Particularly since I have so much to do here.”

      “Mayhap,” Jeasa said mildly. “But you are, for now, the regent of that world, and your visit will inspirit them.”

      “And send a message that we’re serious about empire-building,” Petaq agreed. “For weal or woe, as the natives would say.”

      “As you would say too, Tapa,” Sehvi said. “Don’t pretend you’re not shoulders-deep in the lingo.”

      “What can I say. It’s fun to be in the poem for a change.”

      Something about that comment struck her husband, and Sediryl couldn’t have said how she knew because he was very good at not showing his feelings. Constant attendance on the Empress might be training her to look past the obvious bodily cues somehow, because you had to work to figure out Liolesa’s mood and knowing was advantageous. Or maybe she was manifesting some new mind talent? Hopefully not, because slagging small planetary bodies was enough power—and trouble—for one woman. “We’ll miss you at the dinner table,” Sediryl said to her father. “Maybe not as much as you’ll miss us, though, when you realize you’re going to have to give tours of the new military offices to aliens who’ve had a working space navy for longer than we’ve been on a planet.”

      “Oh noooo,” Sehvi said, laughing. “I can imagine it. ‘So, you have six ships! How quaint!’”

      “Unfortunately, they’re likely to be a lot less polite about it,” Vasiht’h said.

      “I’d prefer ‘your navy couldn’t fight a rubber duck out of a bathtub’ to the kind of poisonous sweetness the worst of your kind can field,” Petaq said, unruffled. “We can handle the dragons.” He grinned and said something in Chatcaavan, which Maia translated for her as a written text at the bottom of her eyefilmed field of vision: “Besides, we’re working on some surprises for them.”

      “Goddess help us,” Marevhe said, shaking her head.

      “She surely will,” Jeasa said. “And your daughter is right to say it, Haladir… we shall miss you, and Petaq, at these gatherings. But the dragons will come and be gone, sooner than we think, and we will be able to resume as a whole. Perhaps with some wisdom and profit gained by their visit.”

      And wasn’t that a shot across the bow. Sediryl tried not to laugh at the fluster her father was doing his best not to show. “So, about dessert….”

      “Oooh, yes!” Lady Jeasa said. “Raspberry shortcake! Your favorite!”
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      The meal was nourishing in every way, physical and spiritual; even watching his mother at work on her uncertain beau was pleasure, because this proof that she was resuming her life after too long a languishing brought Jahir joy. They had enshrined these weekly dinners after Liolesa’s advice to Sediryl: “Set the boundaries now; you will need them, and not only for personal reasons.” And neither had regretted it, nor the commitment to retiring together at least one night a week to the same bed: not always a given, with both their schedules so full, and requiring them in such disparate places.

      As was customary after the weekly meal, Vasiht’h joined them upstairs, relaxing on a throne of pillows while Jahir and Sediryl prepared for bed. Family night was free time for his partner as well, with his aunt overseeing the children, and if their postprandial conversation was sometimes political… sometimes it wasn’t.

      It was tonight, inevitably.

      “How is this all going to go?” Vasiht’h asked, stretching out his forelegs. “I’m confused about how you handle inheritance here… I thought it was a ‘choose your own’ thing instead of a ‘your children inevitably get it’… is that why Lisinthir’s decision is going to make waves?”

      “That’s… a lot of why, yes. It’s our fertility problem again,” Sediryl said. “Property does pass through the children, but we so often don’t have any that it’s become something of a thing to settle the property on a niece, usually on the mother’s side of the family. Especially if you have a lot of choices, as the head of a House would.”

      “So… different from the presentation of my kits to the Empress.”

      “Very different, I’m afraid,” Sediryl said as she began unpinning her hair. When Jahir stepped behind her and slipped one of the pins free, she sighed and leaned back against him with a pleasure he could feel like an embrace. “You might be part of the Seni Galare, ariihir, but even if the court were to take you seriously as the current heir to the family—”

      “Which they don’t,” Vasiht’h murmured.

      “Which they don’t, unless it suits them to stir up alarm about it,” Sediryl said, flashing the Glaseah a smile in the mirror, “that’s still only a family. People are used to a family’s affairs staying within the family, and not having much effect on anything else. Lisinthir’s the head of a noble House, which sets him in very rarified company. There are only eight people in his weight class right now, and above those eight, only two people.”

      “Three, right? You, Jahir, and the Empress?”

      “Two,” Jahir said, easing the braids off his wife’s head and setting his handful of pins on the dresser. “Sediryl and the Empress. I am not, technically, in the succession.”

      “Right,” Sediryl said. “So Lisinthir’s decision about who gets to inherit his property and power is a much bigger deal than you can be. The ceremony will look the same, if with more bells and whistles… but it will mean a lot more to everyone.”

      “Will it fly?” Vasiht’h asked. When they met his eyes in the mirror, the Glaseah said, “Him having evil shapechangers for children.”

      “I don’t know,” Sediryl admitted. She looked up at Jahir. “Do you, love?”

      A long pause, which both of his beloveds respected as he allowed himself to ease into the impressions clustered around the future, as carefully as he had palpated the doll earlier. What he sensed led him to say, “I… don’t know. I can only say that there is no future in which events will be less than momentous.”

      “Oh, that’s not good,” Vasiht’h muttered. “‘Interesting times’ aren’t interesting, they’re painful.”

      “We’ll get through them,” Sediryl said, and the words were so decisive, and revealed such a will, that they appeared in Jahir’s mind as a certitude. He leaned down and kissed the crown of her head, grateful. Until he’d stood his vigil in the Cathedral, he hadn’t realized his wife’s most striking power: she manifested her will, and her will collapsed probabilities that might have otherwise remained uncertain. It made her one of the most restful people to be around, now that everyone’s actions and words were likely to spawn timelines like seeds scattered from a blown dandelion.

      /She’s so comforting, isn’t she?/ Vasiht’h said, admiring. /When she says things like that, I believe her./

      /Well you should, because she means them./

      Vasiht’h chuckled and rose, shaking out his wings before sliding them back into place along his spine. “On that note, I’m off to the family cuddle pile. I’ll talk to you both in the morning.”

      “Don’t eat all the ice cream if you stay up talking,” Sediryl said. “He’s got rounds tomorrow, he’ll come back hungry.”

      Vasiht’h grinned. “I’ll get Sehvi to make a new batch just in case.”

      The Glaseah’s departure shut not just a physical door, but a mental one as well: gently, like a parent tiptoeing outside a sleeping child’s bedroom. Jahir sent an embrace down the mindline before his partner left them for the night, then turned his attention to helping his wife undress… slowly, and with particular attention. By the time he carried her to bed, she was limp and nearly purring, and he smiled against her brow as he set her amid the pillows.

      “It’s going to be nice,” she said as he joined her. “Seeing them again. I’ve missed the Queen.”

      “Have you?” he asked.

      Sediryl rested her cheek on his chest, one hand splayed on his ribs. “Yes. This time I haven’t let the correspondence lapse, but it’s not the same. I wish we didn’t have the entire Alliance between us, sometimes.”

      “The travel time is not too great.…”

      “It’s great enough to be impractical for people with our responsibilities. You and I barely have time to see one another, and we’re on the same planet!” She sighed, breath warm against his skin. “I’m not usually this morose. Do you think it’s the treatment?”

      Vasiht’h’s sister, responding to Sediryl’s desire to nurse their children, had tested and allowed as ‘safe and probably effective’ a local preparation used by women desiring to offer themselves as wet nurses for the noble class. Other than Sediryl herself, Jahir was probably the most attuned to her body… but even he had found the changes slight, both physical and emotional. Attempting to use his talent on her the way he did on patients showed him nothing, either, though he wasn’t sure that it would. “It has not yet worked,” he said, stroking her wrist. “And I don’t perceive you to be moody, my heart. May I suggest you have other worries?”

      She sniffed. “That’s one way of putting it.” A sigh, and she pressed her face into him. Muffled: “Where is she?”

      How gratified Bethsaida would be to find herself in their bed, figuratively speaking. And yet, it worried him as well. “I imagine she is recovering from her last attempt on us.”

      “And biding her time. But before what?” Sediryl sat up, pushing her hair back. “I have to imagine it’s Lisinthir’s visit. What better time to disrupt everything? My investiture… people could handwave that as jealousy, because I took her position. But no one will claim she has anything personal to gain by pointing out that allowing aliens to inherit Eldritch property is alarming. And it is alarming.” She rubbed her face. “Even to me, and I’m in favor of it.”

      “Are you truly alarmed?”

      “Not enough to stop it,” Sediryl said. “But only because I think we’re going to start breeding more, and that’ll solve the problem of us feeling outnumbered on our own world. But until then… yes, I can see why they think this sets a terrifying precedent.” He did not allow himself to crane his head to look at her, but she didn’t need him to. “You’re about to say ‘goodness, when did you become so conservative’, aren’t you.”

      He laughed softly. “Not… in so many words, perhaps. I knew you would see their perspective. I simply didn’t know that you would enter into it yourself.”

      “I don’t… quite.” She sounded uncomfortable, and the way she was tracing his scar made her ambivalence clear. “But the closer we come to being parents, the more I think about who we are, and what I want to teach them about us, and… I don’t want them to grow up hating themselves for being Eldritch. I’m scared that I’m accidentally going to teach them that. I know that what frustrates me is the social and cultural norms that aren’t serving us, in terms of helping us survive… but it’s going to sound, a lot, like I hate the Eldritch. Especially to a new and unsophisticated mind. And I don’t hate us, Jahir. I don’t. And thinking about our children, I find… I want them to have the world. Our world. I don’t want them fighting with other species for their share of the air.” She grimaced. “Does any of this make sense?”

      “It does, yes.” He cupped her face and turned it upward. “And I think you do well to identify it now. You are right. It is a problem. And your feeling it, matters.”

      “Does it?”

      He could sense all the paths leading off this conversation, and all of them felt… not good. But necessary. “Yes.”

      She sighed heavily. “Thank the Powers. The last thing I can afford is to hamstring myself, and I worried that I was going to. With doubts.”

      “It is fine to doubt yourself a little, my heart. Good, even.” He steadied her as she slid up to straddle him. “You won’t let it paralyze you.”

      “I hope not.” She kissed him, kissed him again. “We have to keep moving, anyway.”

      “So we do.”

      The time for words passed from them… and afterwards they spoke gladly of the events they looked forward to, and their love for one another, and then they slept the restorative sleep that was more likely when they were together, and in this bed. How fortunate he was in her, and how fortunate they were to have carved out and guarded this time from the world that demanded so much of them—and her in particular. She needed so little rest, comparatively, that when she did, she slept deeply… and one of the most precious things in his life was his ability to be there for her when she did, and to lie alongside.

      He slept better beside her, too.
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      But he woke, this time. Rising on his elbow, he glanced out the window, expecting something: a wind presaging a storm? But there was only the clear dark sky, and the stars on it, and the quiet that heralded the deepest hours of the night. Sediryl’s head was resting on the pillow beside him, her expression smooth and untroubled, and the moonlight was silver on her hair and the line of her shoulder rising from beneath the blankets. He could discern no reason he might have broken from sleep.

      And then… all the veils of time and potential… stopped.

      His chest tightened and a rash of gooseflesh swept down his arms. The universe seemed poised on the cusp of some great change, and he held his breath.

      The moment passed, and the one that followed was flooded with a new set of potentials, and they glittered with a diamond hardness he’d never seen before: as if the possibilities were frozen, and increasingly converged on a single destination.

      Jahir had never realized that he interpreted the manifold realities suggested by the Galare Sight as manifestations of free will… as guarantees that their choices mattered, and that they could always make new ones. Not until this moment, when he felt that their choices were being drawn, as if by magnets, toward an ending they could not avoid. His heart hammered against his ribcage, and by that he understood that it had skipped several beats. Pressing his hand to his sternum, he composed himself. Or tried.

      When he failed, he slipped from his bed and dressed.

      It was so late that even his mother had retired, and all the household slept save the guards who fell into step behind him when he exited his suite. He felt he should speak to them and couldn’t; that he could look at them and see their fates skewing toward that inevitable destiny robbed him of words. Instead he walked, and they followed, and together they exited the Seni manor and used its Pad to cross over to the palace courtyard. Jahir paused there, staring up toward the window where he knew she would be awake, and there was a light there, dim but distinct.

      So he walked to her, and found her, as he knew he would, in her office. She had been sleeping, or preparing for bed, because she was in a nightrail and a dressing gown rich enough to pass for clothing in any other culture; she was pouring a tisane that smelled of wildflowers, and when he entered she held out a cup to him.

      Her eyes were the only sight that could have reassured him, because he saw reflected in them the knowledge that had spurred him to seek her, and unlike him she was not concerned.

      “You felt it,” Liolesa said. Added: “Sit.”

      He did, walking around the bulk of one of her Guardkin. He didn’t feel he could drink, yet, but the cup warmed his cold palms.

      “I was expecting one, but not this soon,” she continued. “The last time was before the coup. Hirianthial kept me company past the point.” She poured for herself, and the trickle was soothing beyond expectation, or it would have been save that it fell into a void so great he feared the silence. That she seemed unperturbed… how could he use that for comfort, when he knew a monarch could never show weakness? That even now, in her shocking lack of ceremony, in the simple braid that fell down her back and the unornamented brow and hands, she was still in control of herself and her demeanor?

      Liolesa joined him on the facing chair, sliding her feet free of her embroidered slippers and propping her bare toes on the back of the Guardkin. The wolf twitched an ear, but otherwise ignored her. “Drink the tea,” she advised. “It’ll make the world seem real.”

      He did, and wasn’t sure if it worked. But he felt somewhat more anchored, enough to speak. “What does it mean?”

      “That we are on a path, and that it is unlikely we will avoid it.”

      “Should… does… it does not distress you?”

      She sipped, calm. “No more than does anything in the world. There is something bracing in knowing that the only path left before you is to endure whatever comes. I would have thought this would recommend itself to you?”

      “Not when it applies to my family, my people, and all the worlds.”

      “Then it should comfort you that you are not responsible for the fate of your family, your people, or the worlds.” Her brow quirked. “Who gave us these gifts, Jahir?” When he didn’t answer, she continued, “Did you think our talent was without moral consequence?”

      “Of course not,” he said. “We are obligated to use it to secure the most beneficial outcome—”

      She waved a hand, cutting him off. “Not what I meant.”

      Something in him was uncurling at this dialogue; because, Lisinthir would have told him, it was engaging his intellect, and that was giving him the space he needed to compose himself emotionally. Even now, he thought, his loved ones were with him, in his head. “What, then?”

      “Do you believe,” Liolesa said, “that events in our future are devoid of moral implication?”

      He paused, struck. “You… are asking whether I believe in a divine plan?”

      “Do you?”

      The word came out of him, unbidden. “Yes.”

      “Then why do you think of the exercise of our talent as a morally neutral act?” She tilted her head, slightly. “I understand such a stance in an atheist, or an agnostic. It would be reasonable for them to think of the ability to see potential futures as without any particular meaning. One future is as good, and as possible, as the next. But you believe in Lord and Lady, brother. What purpose, then, this talent, save Theirs?”

      “A divine plan does not mesh well with the riotous diversity of futures we see daily, that seem proof of free will.”

      “Because there is room in every story for choice,” Liolesa said. “But sometimes, the divine writers say, ‘this event must occur, or the story will be nonsensical, and not have the ending that We desire. When those events draw near, it is not a sign that our choices are less important. It is a sign that our choices are among the most important we can make. That the event in question exists so that we can manifest our natures, and show whether we are in accord with the mores of the story… or demonstrate that we are at war with them.”

      He stared past the edge of his cup at her feet, half buried in the fur on her guardian’s back. Was it like her that she should give this lesson about the importance of personal choice when set against the backdrop of inevitable events while showing that she, too, had personal choices despite the greater responsibility of her public role? Or was he simply finding that metaphor because she was right? Or because it was the only way he could make sense of the sight of the sovereign ruler of two worlds, wiggling her toes like a small child?

      Jahir smiled, shaking his head. “You make it sound natural.”

      “It is natural.”

      “But it is also terrifying. Knowing that what is to come cannot be averted.”

      “I warned you there would be times.”

      “So you did. But I did not expect one so soon—” He hesitated, sighed. “More fool, I. It should have been obvious that what happens when the head of House Imthereli returns will change things.”

      “And that there is no avoiding what will happen after. Yes.” Her smile was good-natured. “But now that you are less alarmed, share with me this moment, and really feel it beneath your skin, and in your bones. I have wondered if this is what the universe felt like when They started time. That sense of newness, of all possibilities, briefly, aligned. How astonishing it is, is it not?”

      “A little,” he said. The tea was still warm, and he wondered if there was a stasis disc in the saucer. “Lia? What is our talent for? If not to prevent catastrophe.”

      “Is it for the best that we always do?”

      He started, looking up at her… and her smile was resigned but her eyes were alive with sympathy. Tentatively, he said, “If you will now say that velvet does not sharpen a sword—”

      “I don’t have to, because you already know. The perfect, perfected life awaits us as reward. We are not here to be safe, or protected from every calamity. We are here to experience, and to be enriched by those experiences, and to use those experiences to bring us closer to Their hearts. So the catechism says, and so I thank you.”

      “…do you!” Jahir exclaimed. “Why? Because I have encroached on your rest?”

      “Because I am, technically, the high priestess of our religion, and rarely do I have the opportunity to serve in the capacity.” She grinned. “Don robes and enact great ceremonies, certainly. But the simple work of ameliorating suffering and dispensing wisdom developed long before I was born? Rarely. So I am grateful. And you are also, because these are all things you know, and to be reminded of them soothes your spirit. Yes?”

      “Yes,” he admitted, because she was charming, and it made them both merely mortal. A woman warming her bare feet in the ruff of a dog, and a man only now realizing that he had failed to button his left cuff correctly because he had dressed in the dark, and in distraction. “They will have words with me tomorrow.”

      “Only,” Liolesa said solemnly, “if they find out.”

      He laughed. “If they ask me…”

      “You’ll tell them. But it’s not a guarantee. That they’ll ask. So don’t offer.” She smiled wryly. “Hearing what drove you out of bed won’t comfort them.”

      It was why he had traveled halfway across the kingdom in the middle of the night. Because there had been only one person he could share this with. “Sooth. Then I will finish, and leave you to what remains of the night.”

      “Do you feel better?”

      Jahir considered. Nothing had changed; he could still sense the path before them, and how little they could do to avoid it. But they had advanced, and were still advancing, into that future… and if there was anything he knew, it was how to surrender into the care of forces greater than himself. He didn’t underestimate the difficulty of deciding how to fulfill his responsibilities while acknowledging that he was not in control, but he would have argued in the past that total control was an illusion, and that believing otherwise was a recipe for sickness and grief. And he would have been right.

      “I think I can keep moving,” he said. “But this is new to me, and I will allow myself the luxury of finding my lack of experience unnerving.”

      “Fair enough,” she said, with a hint of impishness in her eyes. “Better, in fact, than my reaction to the first time I felt this.”

      “That being…”

      “To go into it fighting all the way. Ask me how much good that did.”

      “I am guessing not very.”

      “Let’s say simply that I am now more interested in conserving my energy and attention so that I can react to opportunities when they arise.”

      “A wise course of action, from a woman who has acted as a priestess tonight, and quite effectively.” He rose and bowed. “Liolesa.”

      “Jahir. Go cuddle my niece.”

      “Truly, you ask so much of your subjects.”

      She laughed and waved him off, and his last sight before the door shut was of her reaching down to scratch behind her Guardkin’s ears. Now that he was no longer so distressed, he could cherish the vulnerability she’d shared with him… not of her in her weakness, but her in her normalcy. It comforted him, that his empress should also be a woman with a dog, even knowing that she had to have been before he had evidence.

      Sediryl had not so much as moved when he returned to bed. He slid in behind her, touched the mindline long enough to hear Vasiht’h’s dreams, and let his eyes close.

      Whatever would come would find him here, among those he loved. As it should.
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