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        “I alone cannot change the world, but I can cast a stone across the waters to create many ripples.”

        Mother Teresa

      

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      I find it funny to be writing the introduction to another collection of Peltedverse shorts because I have never been a lover of short fiction, either as a reader or a writer. I enjoy sinking into a story, exploring its crevices and ferreting out all the secret implications and connections. Give me a saga, volumes-long, and I am happy to vanish into another universe for a protracted period.

      I suppose it took me this long to realize that there’s more than one kind of short story, and while I can dislike the short standalone, the short used to illuminate a minor character or moment in a larger context is delightful… like the difference between having a bonbon after a long and fulfilling meal rather than a bonbon as the sole dish at dinner.

      This volume, however, was not born out of whim. Looking ahead to future novels, I knew I had to understand some of the interstitials feeding into the larger plotlines. This is how I discovered—remembered—that sometimes small moments are the turning points upon which large events move. To understand the Peltedverse’s future, I needed to know some of what happened when Lisinthir returned with his Eldritch entourage from the events of Jubilee Summer… and I thought, so long as I am attending to the items I need to know, why not solicit suggestions to fill out a collection? I had a great deal of fun with Major Pieces, and revisiting that model was attractive: I thought, as well, that we could all use a little play this year.

      So, the Kickstarter, your votes, and now… this volume.

      The stories here represent a narrow time period: from Lisinthir leaving at the end of Farmer’s Crown, until his return about nine months later (with one exception). They alternate between events on Escutcheon and events on the Chatcaavan throneworld, and involve established, major characters requested by the Kickstarter voters, like Hirianthial and Sediryl, and introduce new characters I hope will become reader favorites, and that we will no doubt see again. All the stories are small in scale, describing personal epiphanies or minor adventures; some are humorous, some serious… all are hopeful. None of them downplay the difficulties of changes, whether those changes are personal or societal, but all of them return us to the reminder made by Mother Teresa in the epigraph. We none of us know the future, or what harvests we are sowing with our devotion to our ideals and our duties. We go together, then, and make of it the best we can.

      Aletsen, I welcome you to the second reader-guided Peltedverse collection. You have inspired it, in direct and indirect ways: these are the ripples your cast stones have created. I hope they bring you as much pleasure as writing them brought me.
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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      These stories are intended for existing readers of the Peltedverse and will almost certainly baffle newcomers. I encourage new readers to begin with either Mindtouch or Earthrise and consult the reading orders on the author website and/or wiki (found here: http://mcahogarth.org/wiki/the-pelted/).

      Readers familiar with the Peltedverse will want to have recently read the Jubilee Summer series and Heartskein. The following shorts are (roughly) in chronological order, with the exception of the final story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Honorless Wounds

          

          On Escutcheon, about two hours after the end of Farmer’s Crown

        

      

    

    
      One of the things Reese had learned in her short tenure as Eldritch noble landholder was that after finding good subordinates and putting them in charge of things, you praised them for work well done… and Laisrathera, she thought proudly, did amazing parties. This one for the investiture managed to outshine everything they’d done so far, and that included her wedding and their greeting to the Chatcaavan entourage. Now that the imperial heir had arrived with her family, the festival was swinging into high gear, and Reese stood at the edge of the great hall and felt that this was what Rose Point had been meant for: for celebrations, for colored lanterns and music and people’s laughter rippling across a dance floor. And it was a proper new-Eldritch-world party, at that, because every other dance set the musicians switched to a native ballroom song, and everyone, Pelted or Eldritch or human, lined up for those and danced them with as much enthusiasm as they did the freer form pieces hailing from the Alliance.

      She’d danced both herself, less because her people would follow where she led and more because she had to show she was willing to meet them where they were. That was one of those leadership things she hadn’t been told about, ever, but seemed far truer to her than some of the platitudes she’d found searching the u-banks for advice.

      It took a long time to work herself around to the back of the hall, where a row of cushioned chairs lined the wall for those who wanted to give their feet a break. Perched on one of those chairs, Irine was chewing on one of her fingertips and staring fixedly at the swirling mass of celebrants; her brother was leaning casually against the chair’s back, wrists loose and tail a demure curl around his booted feet. Their dishevelment might have been enthusiastic participation in the festivities or something else, and Reese had long since accepted that it was better not only to keep those questions to herself, but to assume the most prurient answers, because then you wouldn’t be surprised. “Irine—”

      “Ssssshhhh, I’m watching,” Irine said, waving at her.

      Reese looked up at her brother, brows lifting. “Should I ask?”

      “No need to,” Sascha said, amused. “Since there’s likely only one place anyone’s looking, if they’re looking instead of eating, drinking, talking, or frolicking.”

      “That’s a long list of more interesting things to do,” Reese said, but followed Irine’s gaze and said, “Ohhhh.”

      “I know,” Irine purred with a wistful sigh. “Ohhhhhhh.”

      As a freshly—more or less—newlywed woman herself, Reese sympathized with Sediryl’s desire to enjoy her husband. Dancing was an excellent way to enjoy a man, one Reese was looking forward to enjoying herself once Hirianthial got back from Ontine. Particularly since Hirianthial danced like a man who’d been practicing since he was old enough to have a dance instructor, and that was at least six centuries ago.

      But Sediryl danced with the abandon of a woman who’d found her heart in the Alliance, and the flared court coat she wore hugged her figure like something designed for a professional stage performance. Seeing her made Reese’s throat close up, because she remembered seeking the same freedom and finding it in the same place. Maybe not as successfully, but she and Sediryl shared that: they’d been driven from their homes by customs that were strangling them, determined to make their way without family support if necessary, and they’d gotten by. Without the Alliance, neither of them would have flourished, and Laisrathera would never have seen its rebirth, nor Escutcheon its headstrong, vibrant princess.

      As mesmerizing as Sediryl was, though, even to someone without Irine’s more salacious interests, her husband was the revelation. Especially her husband and his cousin. And the Queen Ransomed with the three of them—no, four, because Vasiht’h was in there too, pronking cheerfully, dancing with his sister, or Sediryl, or the prince-consort, or the Chatcaavan Queen….

      “It’s glorious,” Irine said with another deeply felt sigh. “I just want to eat it with my eyes.”

      Reese laughed. “Of course you do.” She grinned at Sascha. “And you too, ah?”

      “Oh, it’s worth watching,” Sascha said with a flare of teeth. But his eyes were a little too focused, so she wasn’t surprised when he continued, “But me, I’m more thinking about what happened earlier.”

      “That almost fight.”

      “That ‘would certainly have been a’ fight if Lord Lauvet hadn’t handled it. No almosts about it.”

      Reese watched the dancers. “You wondering if the accusations are true?”

      Sascha barked a laugh. “Angels, no! That’s the last thing I’m wondering. Look at them, boss, they’re practically making love to one another, all of them.”

      “You’re serious?”

      Irine said absently, “Well to be clear about it… Sediryl and her husband are so having amazing sex. Lord SexyLauvet is absolutely having so much sex with the prince. And his Chatcaavan mate, all the time. Separately. Vasiht’h, of course, not so much, but Vasiht’h and Sediryl and the Chatcaavan Queen have their own platonic but ‘totally I’d die for you’ thing going on, which is separate from Vasiht’h and the prince, or Vasiht’h and SexyLauvet. I’m just going to call him that forever. Though oh my angels, the hip action on the prince is absolutely pornographic. It’s so subtle, but once you see it, it is to drool for.”

      “You can tell that just by looking at them dancing? In public?” Reese asked, incredulous.

      Irine scoffed. “You could too, if you really looked.”

      Reese did look, then, and not at the hips… but at the eye contact, and the way all the parties touched when they did, and the way it looked so easy, and sometimes so possessive, and sometimes so tender. “Oh,” she said, her cheeks heating. “All right, so, yeah, some of that is pornographic.”

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      Clearing her throat, Reese said, “So why are you giving them that look, Sascha, and not the look Irine’s giving them?”

      “Because,” Sascha said, “that happened. The fight that didn’t get off the ground. And I’m wondering… why did that get set up? And what is it leading toward? Those are the things Hirianthial’s going to want to know, and the Empress.”

      “If she doesn’t already,” Reese muttered.

      “Right, she knows everything. That doesn’t mean the rest of us shouldn’t be keeping up with her, so part of my job now is wondering things like that.” He grinned at her crookedly. “Granted, I’m also enjoying the show.”

      But nothing around here was simple. Reese nodded. “I had the imperial suite aired out for them.”

      Sascha tilted his head. “Did they ask for it?”

      “Please say they asked for it,” Irine added, wide-eyed with hope.

      Reese laughed. “They didn’t, no, but when we figure out what fuel Sediryl burns to keep going, we’ll be able to retire rich. Richer. Whatever. She’s going to be here until the sun comes up, which means she and her family are going to need a place to repin their hair, or change clothes, or have a half hour nap before coming back down again.”

      “If they come back down again,” Irine said, purring. “I know I wouldn’t.”

      Sascha’s ears had flicked back. It was a casual motion, but Reese caught it anyway. “We should post some people in that stairwell, and the halls leading to them. Just in case.”

      In the past, Reese would have objected to that as paranoia. Tonight, she just said, “That’s a great idea. Can you handle it?”

      “On it, boss.” He flicked her a salute and bumped his sister’s chair. “When you get sick of looking and want some doing, come find me.”

      Irine grinned. “I’ll bring all the delicious stories with me.” She hugged a knee to her chest and purred. “Because oooh, I have never seen Eldritch dance like they’re in a night club, and no one told me just how good it would be.”

      Reese shook her head and left the tigraine to her carnal imaginings.

      Was it bad to feel like she should be working during her own party? Liolesa would probably tell her that parties were one of the places that politics got done, so of course one worked through parties. And Sascha’s concerns were staying with her, because she’d been harrowed by that—and wasn’t that an Eldritch word—but she hadn’t started analyzing it the way the Harat-Shar had. Now that he’d brought it up, she couldn’t help wondering. Why had it happened? Why had it happened in a language she could understand? Had anyone else discussed that angle? She hid her frown as she accepted a glass of sparkling juice from a cheerful Tam-illee with a tray, and wandered back to her preferred corner, which was already occupied. She stopped short, and then thought better of it. “Felith? Can I join you?”

      “My lady!” Felith exclaimed. “Of course. You are always welcome.”

      “Taking a break?” Reese asked. “I saw you dancing earlier.”

      “How could I not! To say that I danced at the investiture celebration of the imperial heir! Goddess and Lord, I would be remiss in my duties to my children not to fully partake. But fear not, my lady. I have made sure that the food is in good order, the trays are going out, and the musicians are remembering to drink and rest.”

      “I never doubted it.” Reese hesitated. It seemed an awkward time to start developing a sense for what topics where appropriate, and when… but Felith, at least, should be used to her ways. “Did you hear about the mess at the ceremony?”

      Felith’s sniff was the closest she would ever come to a less ladylike noise. “Who did not? A disgrace, truly, to have staged a confrontation so. It was uncouth.”

      “Is that what they’re saying?” Reese asked, surprised.

      “What else?” Felith asked.

      “I don’t know… that maybe the prince’s brother was right? And that maybe they should have fought? That… I don’t know. It sounds like that soup-thing you’re always talking about.”

      Felith stared at her, brows pulled inward in perplexity. Then she issued one of those delicate Eldritch laughs. “Oh! You mean scandalbroth, my lady? I suppose for some it might serve. Most of the gossip, such as it is, is more about the prince’s brother, and his fixation on the former heir. That relationship strikes most of us as…” She paused, looking for the right words. “In poor taste.”

      “In poor taste?” Reese repeated.

      “Yes,” Felith said, decisively. “To attach yourself to a female who holds your family in antipathy? It is something out of poorly written ballads. One expects a man to outgrow such fancies by the time he is old enough to wed, and the prince’s brother is long past that age. And that is under normal circumstances. To ally yourself to a female who is actively scheming against the imperial heir and the head of your family? Goddess and Lord!”

      “But… all the things he said about his brother and Lord Lauvet….”

      “Perhaps it would shock the nobility,” Felith said. “But they keep to separate rules of conduct, my lady. Those of us outside that rarified circle have our own opinions. Oh yes…” She tipped her head in an Eldritch nod at the sight of Reese’s raised brows. “I was but just this moment speaking to Mistress Othise, one of the princess’s tenants, about how many sordid events might have been prevented by nobles who did not use their secret affairs against one another. Too many of those scandals involved the tenants, who did not deserve to be so used. The nobility pretends to virtues they do not, for the most part, have—or value!—and then are surprised when their families produce…” Felith paused, then lifted a shoulder slightly. “Well. Events like today’s, between the prince’s brother and his lover.”

      “Did everyone know Lord Lauvet and the prince-consort were lovers but me?” Reese complained.

      “I am certain some did not divine it, but the princess is often at Laisrathera and her husband at our hospital. We see them more frequently, here. Which is as it should be, for they belong to our era, and your people.” Felith tipped her chin in what for Eldritch was a decisive nod. “The aliens… they have their own notions of what is rightful. They prefer honesty to polite fictions. We could do worse.”

      Which would make what those five were doing on the dance floor… politics. Did they know? Ridiculous to ask: three of them were Eldritch, and Reese had yet to meet an Eldritch who didn’t have at least four reasons for any single action. “Do you like them?” she asked, suddenly.

      “The princess and her family?” Felith asked, surprised. “How could I not? She cares about all of us, and wants us to thrive.” A faint pink flush tinted her cheekbones as she looked away. “I have cause to know that not all heirs think of every Eldritch.”

      These were the times Reese wished she could give the locals casual hugs… but there was never anything casual about hugging an Eldritch. The moment passed, as it usually did, because the Eldritch were very good at repairing emotional lapses. Reese was trying to learn that from them, which is why she made an effort to move the conversation on. “It looks like Sediryl’s coming out of that mess for air. Is the suite ready?”

      “Quite so, my lady.”

      “Great, I’ll go tell her. And thanks, Felith, for everything you do.”

      “It is my pleasure, my lady. Truly.”

      On the way to the dance floor, Reese plucked a drink for Sediryl off one of the trays with the white-ringed flutes being used for non-alcholic offerings. She intercepted the princess halfway to the drink tables. “Looks like you need this, arii.”

      “Reese! Oh, thank you, that’s just what’s needful.” Sediryl accepted the glass, drank off half of it at once, and laughed. “Probably not the most graceful way to handle it, but I was thirsty. Such a party you’ve thrown! I have said it already but I’ll say it again. All it needs is my aunt and you’ll have the whole of the front page of tomorrow’s broadsheet. They’ll call it the crush of the season.”

      “I doubt it,” Reese said dryly. “Given their audience.” She waved a hand. “It’s full of aliens and peasants… that’s not a party, that’s a rabble with pretensions.”

      “It is the best rabble, though, and I’m so glad to be here.”

      Sediryl’s distraction gave Reese the opportunity to study her profile and enjoy the signs of wicked amusement in her eyes, the electric energy of her. It made her glad—again—that unless something bizarre happened, Liolesa would always be Reese’s liegelady. Knowing that Liolesa would outlive her meant she never had to think of Sediryl as her personal, future ruler, and that freed her to make a friend of a woman she would otherwise have felt obliged to hold at a distance. And she liked Sediryl, a lot. “Speaking of being glad to be here, the suite’s open upstairs, if you or your family want to use it.”

      “Oh! Oh, perfect. Thank you, we shall.” Sediryl’s brows drew in, just a touch, but Reese was used to scrutinizing Eldritch faces for emotion, and compared to Hirianthial, the princess was an open book. “In fact, I think I should make a suggestion…”

      “Something I should be concerned about?”

      “What? Oh… no.” Sediryl twitched her head. “No. But I promised the Queen Ransomed I would spend some time with her before she left in the morning, and this is a good place to do that.”

      “Mmm. I’ll have someone send up trays?”

      “Yes,” Sediryl said. “But give it a few hours.”

      “I’ll make sure they knock.” At Sediryl’s arched brows, Reese chuckled. “I’ve lived with Harat-Shar for years. Even if you don’t think you should knock, you knock.”

      The princess let out a delighted peal of laughter. “Yes, I imagine you do. Thank you, Reese. This… this means a lot to me. All of this.”

      “Good,” Reese said. “Because you mean a lot to all of us.”
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      “There comes your wife,” Lisinthir said, shading it silver and here and there, scarlet. “Who I must observe wears the flush of exertion well. You should dance with her often while I’m gone.”

      It gratified him that Jahir could hear such a suggestion and smile, and that this private smile was suggestive of marital satisfactions shared solely with his new wife; Lisinthir had predicted the match’s success and savored the evidence of it like the bouquet of a complex brandy. That the intimacy of the dance floor had strengthened his bond to Jahir to the point where he could enjoy some of that happiness directly was a pleasing side effect, as the Emperor would have said.

      “It is one of the things that commends Eldritch politics to me,” Jahir replied, touching the words judiciously with silver, “that much of it is conducted at balls.”

      “Even if you do not love a party?”

      Jahir gave him a look that might have been withering in any other person, and on him merely looked long-suffering, and Lisinthir laughed.

      “Very well. You love some parties. Now, anyroad.” He switched to Universal, since Sediryl preferred it. “And here she is. Sediryl, dare I ask if I can drink from that glass in your hand?”

      She grinned at him. “Such a scandalous request!” She handed the sweating glass over. “And such an unnecessary one, because I’m sure you saw me refilling it.”

      “Ah, but it could have been for yourself.” He drank, glad of the shock of the cold down his throat. The summer heat and the number of people crowded into Rose Point’s great hall would have strained any system; that it was bearable at all was a testament to the quality of the retrofitted climate control. “That’s good, and I thank you. Here, cousin, wet your throat.” He handed the remainder to Jahir. “Do we go another set or does something demand your attention? I saw you with the lady of the house.”

      “It’s not a crisis, if that’s what you’re worried about. She was just telling me the upstairs suite is open tonight. We should use it; in fact, the two of you should go up and see if everything looks good. There’s no genie up there, so anything we want brought will have to be lugged up five flights of stairs.”

      “And better to do it now than later, I suppose, before those five flights feel like a trial.” Lisinthir smiled. “Will you not come with us?”

      “I’m not retiring for the night until I see my aunt,” Sediryl said. “But I get the feeling she’ll crash the party soon. There’s no reason the rest of you should wait up, though.”

      Which was as subtle as Sediryl got, which could be very subtle indeed when she wielded her wit on people expecting her more straightforward approach. “Very good. Do I know where this suite is?”

      “You’re probably the only one who doesn’t! The Queen Ransomed’s been up to see me in it, and Jahir and Vasiht’h know about it.”

      “That leaves me to show you the way.” Jahir glanced into the crowd, locating Vasiht’h with unerring precision, and finished, “Vasiht’h informs me that he will be up later as well. There are too many people here he and his relations wish to speak to—your tenants inclusive, my love.”

      “I hope people stop calling them ‘my’ tenants or it’s going to undermine my whole ‘I need you nobles to be my intermediaries between your power base and my authority’ narrative,” Sediryl said wryly. “But… yes, that doesn’t surprise me. I’ll be up when I’m up, and I’ll bring the other two with me. If they don’t have some bottles of this upstairs already, tell them I’d like some.” She received the glass back from Jahir, and her face softened as she looked at it, twisting the glass to watch the dregs shift. “They’re not pressing at Nuera yet, so someone must have laid in these bottles last year.”

      “I wonder who?” Lisinthir asked.

      “Hard to guess, actually: either my aunt or Reese. My aunt because she’s psychic. Reese, though, has the touch… it’s something her people would have thought of, and she would have been smart enough to ask them.” Sediryl sighed, beamed at them. “Go on, I have mingling to do.”

      “At your command,” Lisinthir said, not entirely teasing, though naturally she took it that way. But she would be, one day, an empress, and so long as he remained an Eldritch subject, he would make his bows to that throne; glad he was that someone he liked, and whose ability he respected, sat there now, and would in the future.

      “Come,” Jahir said. “We shall stop to speak to your consort on the way.”

      “Who will no doubt want to remain,” Lisinthir said. “As she must. She asserts herself as someone apart from me… and she is well-guarded. Though…” He laughed. “God and Living Air, but I had hoped the Twelveworld Lord would succeed in looking the brooding aggressor and instead he has the mien of a child confronted with a pony. A dozen ponies.”

      Jahir’s amusement rippled like water, and his agreement, later, when they met with the small knot of Chatcaava around the Queen, like sunlight bobbing on it. The Queen was sufficiently warded for Lisinthir’s taste, for even if the Twelveworld Lord’s vigilance was somewhat impaired by his fascination with the wingless freaks, the Knife was not so easily distracted, and Qora had attached himself to the Queen’s elbow. “Because,” Qora told him, “I am going with you back to the nest of the dangerous dragons, you know.”

      “I know now,” Lisinthir said, amused. “But whomever my consort chooses to make her guest is welcome, for it is hers to extend the invitation.”

      “And yours to acquiesce?” the Faulfenzair guffawed, an attractive chuffing noise. “We will see.”

      That left them to the stairwell, up which Jahir led him to the fourth floor… from there they had to walk into the tower and use a separate set of stairs to reach their destination. Following his cousin inside, Lisinthir could not help his reaction: it was an enormous round chamber, large enough to be partitioned into separate rooms, with an extensive balcony. Regardless of the décor, the architecture reminded him of home.

      “Like a dragon’s bower,” Jahir said, in Universal to drain the comment of any possible barb.

      “You remember? I was under the impression you were not allowed the run of it.”

      “I do remember, yes. Even though I didn’t see the whole of it until the end. It is smaller than your beloved’s tower, but it has the same sensibilities.”

      “Commanding height,” Lisinthir agreed. “And curves.” He investigated the suite, using it as an excuse to isolate his cousin. There was no way the enthusiasm and excitement of the revelers could have failed to affect Jahir’s mood, and Lisinthir knew that his cousin had allowed himself to be carried away on it because he knew Jahir—ah! How he knew him. Like breathing. And Sediryl did too, which was why she’d sent them up together alone, in advance of all other company. Because the wound needed cleaning, and his was the cruel hand, the hand that wielded the knife.

      Thankfully it was an apartment worth exploring in detail. Their world had few castles, and the tower reminded him more of cathedral architecture than the palaces he was accustomed to. He liked how the Lady of Laisrathera had left the bones of it bare; the roughness of the walls pleased his palm as he stalked the perimeter of the room into the section partitioned into a bedchamber. The bathing chamber could be entered by way of the bedchamber or the receiving room, and shared the balcony with both—gloriously outré, given that the lack of proper plumbing had made the location of the bathroom an intentional choice. Someone minded not at all the notion of undertaking their ablutions with the doors open to the sky. That made a very different statement on a world where one’s guests would be walking in through the building’s interior doors than it did on his second homeworld.

      The receiving room used half the volume of the chamber, and its vaulted ceiling followed the contours of the tower’s cap, complete with rafters. Part of it was furnished for use as a study, but most of it was intended for the Eldritch habit of entertaining company: witty conversation, idle banter, gossipmongering, the incessant study of one another’s faces, mannerisms, bodies for any hint of emotion that could be used, at some later date, in pursuit of one’s aims. Those machinations had been petty in the past; he could only imagine how the game would be played, now that the stakes included the galaxy.

      He strolled back into this central room and found his cousin, expectedly, at the door to the balcony. It had not taken long, after all, for the veils of pleasure to fall from him, and that exposed the wound. Lisinthir didn’t need the mind talents to sense it; traitorous enough were the too-perfect symmetry of those shoulders and the too-purposed set of the hand beside the balcony doors. Even the palm was perfectly aligned, parallel to the door frame. It was a pose, and Jahir at his best never did.

      “All Eldritch pose,” Jahir said, low.

      “A statement unworthy of you, Galare,” Lisinthir said, shadowing the words. “Seeking refuge in habits you never admired.”

      “I don’t excuse myself—”

      “You never do.”

      “—only explain. In the end, it is not so bad a thing. That we have been taught to command ourselves in our excesses.”

      “No,” Lisinthir said, permitting one hint of silver amid the shadows. “Not among strangers.”

      “Among loved ones,” Jahir said, still in that quiet voice, “we might do so because we seek to save them the sight of our pain when there is nothing they can do to assuage it.”

      “Say rather and honestly,” Lisinthir said, “that we cannot fix it. But a kind word and a gentle touch may do much to soothe us when we confront things we cannot change.” He held out a hand. “Come, cousin. You should know better than to deny yourself this. Your very wife sent you here to face it.”

      Jahir had not turned from the balcony. In neutrals as gray as stone weights, he said, “I should be happy.”

      “In no universe should you be happy. Your wife’s successful investiture is her triumph, not yours. You can celebrate her victory, but that is a matter entirely separate from the very personal events that afflicted you tonight. Jahir—I will not say this again. Come here. Now.”

      “But if I do,” the other man’s voice cracked. “I fear I will weep. I must not weep, Lin.”

      “The one place it will always be safe for you to weep is here,” Lisinthir said, and waited. And as he hoped, his cousin turned to him and let him gather him up. One shudder, and one only, though Lisinthir felt the damp heat against his throat. No other motion. No noise. His cousin cried like an Eldritch—or a dragon—with the instinct to never be seen in weakness.

      Lisinthir ran his hands up the line of that back until he could sink them into his cousin’s hair, pressed his nose against the curve of skull hidden by it. He could smell the tears over the subtle warmth of Jahir’s cologne, and he tamped down his fury. Uselessly, for he knew his cousin would sense it anyway, but he would also sense the effort, and know that Lisinthir expended it because it was not yet time to discuss his feelings on the matter that had moved his cousin to tears. This… this was the time for comfort: such comfort as only he could give, with the tension in his fingers, and the history they shared, not just during the war, but before it. They had fought their society’s duels, known their bloody aftermaths. That this day’s duel had been averted was meaningless, because the insult that had inspired it had not been put to rest. It was not finished. It would never be.

      So Jahir said what they both knew, but in his mouth the words were personal, and the grief, unbearable. “I have lost him.”

      And because Lisinthir loved him too much to lie to him, he said, in the black: “Yes.”

      But he also said, in softer shadows, “And I am sorry,” and his love for Jahir made the words true despite his rage at Amber, at Beth for manipulating him, at their society for feeding its sons, particularly its extra sons, to the abyss.

      Thus they existed, and Lisinthir did nothing more than grant his cousin the space to grieve, and that lasted… for as long as it needed to last, until at last Jahir spoke, and it was an attempt, no matter how fragile, at reclaiming normalcy.

      “Vasiht’h asks me what ails me.”

      Lisinthir lifted the other man’s face and brushed free some of the wet hair clinging to fair skin blotched peach over the nose and around the eyes. “You should discuss the matter with him. You will tell me otherwise, perhaps, but he has a large family, and unlike an Eldritch, he expects people to love their relations. You would be wise to entrust your sorrows to him as well as to me.”

      “I will have to, inevitably.” Jahir closed his eyes and allowed the caress that set him back in order. “But he has too many reasons to enjoy tonight for me to burden him with it.”

      “I would say ‘he would welcome that burden at any moment’ but you will have a pat reply… something along the lines of ‘but it is for me to only ask that effort of him if it is most supremely needful.’ And you would be correct, while also being able to take refuge behind an inarguable virtue that is, nonetheless, not the error you are more likely to commit.” Lisinthir smiled crookedly and set a finger on his cousin’s chin so he could tip it down. “It is not virtue for the naturally unselfish to aspire to unselfishness.”

      Jahir’s wince was even closer to normal now, and his eyes, when they opened, were still watery but their lids curved in a way that suggested the amusement Lisinthir felt echoed in their skins. Even the words were more silver than gloom. “The Imthereli swords are sharp and without mercy.”

      “I am full of tender mercies, when the situation warrants them. When the situation warrants aught else, there you will find me to administer the correct remedy.”

      That, finally, earned him a laugh. “God and Lady, cousin. Are you ever caught flat-footed…”

      “It would be well for me not to,” Lisinthir said. “Given what I am typically about.”

      Jahir lifted his eyes, scanning the room, looking far too weary for Lisinthir’s tastes. “I suppose the bit about evaluating the room for later use was mostly a ruse.”

      “Only mostly. But I believe we might make the suite comfortable with only a few amendments. If you will repose yourself on the sofa, I will handle them.”

      Jahir’s smile was wan. “You leave me to brood.”

      “You will know better.”

      “I suppose I will, at that.” His sigh was soft, and the words… shadowed and silver. “Thank you, Lin.”

      Lisinthir leaned in and kissed him, tasting champagne and bitter salt. “My Jahir. I am always at your service.”

      He shaded it white, and kissed the little turned-up corner of the mouth that won him, and went to see to the few amenities he thought Vasiht’h and his consort would enjoy… and Sediryl also, who wanted her juice pressings from Nuera. A piece of nostalgia? Her love for the land? Her desire to win against her mother, who had exiled her from her home? All three, perhaps. He chuckled. Truly she would be formidable. Was already.

      It took somewhat longer to run down a page than he anticipated, but he made his requests and ambled back to the room, and there halted in the door, struck. His cousin was not on the couch, but kneeling alongside it, with his head in his arms on one of the seat cushions, and it was both a reference to powerful memory… and so very difficult to witness, knowing the grief that motivated that resignation, hid that face. Silently Lisinthir sat in the place set aside for him, rested his hand on that silvered head, and accepted the transfer of pressure as Jahir resettled, face concealed against Lisinthir’s thigh.

      What good words? How could he imagine what to say? His family had not loved him, or one another; he had never had a sibling to adore or to test his sword against. But he could run his fingers through that hair, and give Jahir a place to kneel where he would be safe. And that was all, perhaps, that was needful. Was good for them both, because protecting someone from their pain gave Lisinthir a necessary frame for his anger, one he could use to contain it before it spilled into unproductive outlets. Jahir knew it; it was part of why effecting this pose helped. The healer healed, even in his need, and that reminded him of those virtues in him that were worthy of respect.

      Some time later, a tap on the door raised Lisinthir’s head.

      /They come,/ Jahir murmured, but Lisinthir could use their mingled talent to sense the auras moving nigh: Sediryl foremost, and the Queen with Vasiht’h just mounting the stairs. Truly the breadth of Jahir’s ability astonished. Lisinthir rejoiced: his allies should be strong, particularly here where they faced so much opposition.

      Sediryl peeked around the edge of the door. “Not interrupting?”

      “Not in the slightest,” Lisinthir said, and was glad that Jahir didn’t feel compelled to straighten. “Did the Empress arrive at last?”

      “She did, yes, with both her guard dogs. They wring my aunt with resignation at their antics. Did you know they can dance? It’s ridiculous.” Sediryl’s grin scintillated with mischief. “They take up a lot of space on a dance floor. Even the Pelted find them overwhelming.”

      “I find it difficult to blame them. Dancing wolves the size of ponies? Dismay seems the better part of good sense.”

      “And to think I narrowly avoided that fate…!” Sediryl shook her head, smiling still. “Anyway, Vasiht’h and the Queen should be right behind me. More or less.”

      “I shall go wash my face, then,” Jahir said, “and make myself fit for company.” He rose, kissed a very appreciative Sediryl—Lisinthir watched them with proprietary pleasure—and then vanished into the bathroom.

      Once he’d gone, Sediryl dropped onto the sofa beside him. “Did it work?”

      “As much as it could, yes. That was well done of you.”

      “I like to think I have some people instincts.” Sediryl made a squeezing motion with her thumb and forefinger. “Just a little tiny bit.”

      Lisinthir laughed. “I wager it’s more than a little. But give him time, cousin. That was an honorless wound they dealt him, and recovering from one is difficult.”

      “An honorless wound,” Sediryl murmured.

      “Among the Chatcaava who fight for primacy, honor wounds are earned in contests for power,” Lisinthir said. “One might be proud of them, and pride and respect make many hurts bearable.”

      Sediryl sighed. “Love will have to heal this one, because that’s all I have.”

      “It will,” Lisinthir said. “Be patient with him.”

      Her smile was wintry, but even so, she awarded it to him with an unbent back and a confidence he wondered if she realized she projected as a matter of course. “We’ll make it through. We’ve made it through too much already.”

      “So we have.”

      As Jahir left the bathroom, Sediryl said, “May I kiss our cousin, husband?”

      Jahir chuckled. “An he allows it.”

      “Excellent,” Sediryl said, and caught Lisinthir’s hand. She kissed the back and grinned. “To wish this hand luck in all the battles between you and your return, Lord Lauvet, head of House Imthereli and Foreign Minister of the Chatcaavan Empire.”

      “Well in that case,” Lisinthir said, offering the other. “Better do them both.”

      They laughed, and Vasiht’h entering with the Queen wanted to know what was so funny, and the true and quiet events of the evening began. Lisinthir watched Jahir for signs of fatigue, but the anguish had once again been put away. This time more securely, perhaps, and that was all one could hope for, with such a wound.

      One day, he thought. There would be a payment made, and he would be there to see it collected. Until then…

      “I was telling the Queen about our card games,” Sediryl said. “And since she was interested, I thought…”

      “Oh, yes!” Vasiht’h said, laughing. “I want to learn how to lose at Eldritch card games.”

      “The females of the harem played many games,” the Queen said. “I told my sister this. To bring back a new game… it would be like a gift.”

      Jahir said, “Then by all means… let us play.”

      Sediryl met Lisinthir’s eyes, and said much with them. He made his promises then: One day. And she nodded and said, “I’ll get the pack.”
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      “Pray telegraph that a little less dramatically, Tera,” his tormentor said. “Last I checked, you do not need your entire shoulder to beat a blade aside. Move your wrist, not your arm, or you will leave your entire side open.”

      “I am moving my wrist,” Tolden protested, retreating before Lisinthir could make good on the implied threat. “Just… with enthusiasm.”

      “Enthusiasm is for sportsmen,” Lisinthir said, the words clipped and black. “This is not a game.” His lunge carried him easily into Tolden’s space—farther, smashing a shoulder against Tolden’s chest in a move that would have been illegal in a formal duel. Tolden wormed away, opening the distance between them, for whatever good that did; he’d never seen lunges take anyone as far as Lord Lauvet’s did.

      Leaning against the wall, Orin began to say something, but Tolden cut him off. “Stay yourself, Orin. I asked for this.”

      “But—”

      Rubbing his chest, Tolden repeated, “I asked for it.”

      “Don’t do that,” Lisinthir interrupted, his baritone sharp. “You’re suggesting you’ve been damaged there. That is dangerous information to reveal to an opponent, Tera. Fighting sapients is not like fighting beasts. They will use their minds against you.”

      “Very good,” Tolden said, focusing. He’d never had a teacher more demanding than Lisinthir, and beneath his tutelage, Tolden had finally begun improving. Plus, the fact that his cousin and Darineth had agreed to attend these sessions meant that he had people to spar against who knew what he was about. But God and Lady, he was sore. Sore and—he was willing to admit—a little afraid. Exhilarated but afraid.

      Lisinthir was now prowling the perimeter of the ship’s salle, and a movement that would ordinarily have suffused Tolden with confidence did nothing of the kind now. An Eldritch moving at the edge of a dueling circle would have been trying to put distance between them, to recover his wind and evaluate his opponent. Tolden’s tutor, on the other hand, was almost certainly doing it to intimidate.

      It worked, and Tolden could laugh about it, and did.

      “He has achieved hysteria,” Darineth muttered to Orin.

      “He was always touched,” Orin said. “He simply has a broader stage for his talents now.”

      “Quiet,” Tolden growled. “Or I’ll insist he herd you into the middle of this circle too.”

      “If you’d like,” Lisinthir said, the silvers and neutrals so polite they suggested mockery. “It would not furnish much by way of a challenge, but it may motivate you to work more on your form.”

      “Two against one!” Darineth exclaimed. “That’s hardly—”

      “Don’t say ‘sporting’,” Tolden said.

      “Three against one wouldn’t be any better,” Lisinthir said, his amusement patent. “You would get in one another’s way quite spectacularly.”

      “He’s right about that,” Orin said.

      “Come, Tera,” his tutor said. “Put your point up and let us practice the beat again. Remember, wrist only. Wasted motion is wasted energy, and energy is more precious than treasure.”

      Obediently, Tolden raised his sword and returned to what felt like interminable drills, and he relished every moment of them. To finally feel that he was learning something useful was such a balm after decades of waste. He would have followed the head of Imthereli to the ends of the universe, if only to have some purpose in his life. He wondered if his friends felt the same; they’d decided to accompany him to the dragon world, but Tolden couldn’t tell if they’d wanted to, or if they’d made such a habit of embarking on every endeavor together that they didn’t know how to quit the group. The only person he was sure of was his cousin, Sorinir; Orin had chosen for the journey because the two of them had been attached at the hip since boyhood.

      Strange that he should know his friends so long, and yet have so carefully never asked about their deepest hungers. But that was how their world worked: everyone talked around the holes in their hearts, because otherwise they would be forced to see how little could be done to address them.

      They drilled long past the point Tolden would have quit, until sweat pasted the back of his collar to his neck and all his limbs felt they were trembling. His teacher stopped then, and walked a circle around Tolden with a briskly impersonal, but far too perspicacious eye. “Very good. Now, when you’re most exhausted, is when your flaws are most obvious. But you see, you progress. This is far better than before.” He paused, adjusted Tolden’s arm manually. “Thus. You let your fatigue permit you to drop your point.”

      Being touched was still new enough that Tolden couldn’t suppress his flinch, even though he never received so much as a hint of emotion through Lisinthir’s hands. His tutor ignored the solecism, for which he was profoundly grateful. “Thank you. Does it get easier, the weight of the ship?”

      “This is barely weight,” Lisinthir said absently, still studying Tolden’s form. “The Chatcaava keep their ships a few degrees above Alliance norms. I regret, in fact, that we have not the time to condition you properly on one of the Pelted starbases; even half a year operating in their gravity after undergoing their acclimatization regimen would give you an incredible advantage against opponents bred to more shallow gravity wells.”

      “Surely there is no reason we cannot at some point visit these other places, undergo this regimen.”

      “An eventuality to be discussed at another time. There. Good enough for today.”

      “Are you certain?” Tolden forced himself to stand straighter, hold the sword more firmly. “I could go on.”

      “You could, but I have another appointment and…” Lisinthir glanced toward the hatch, switched from their tongue to Universal. “Here he is.”

      The dragon that stepped into the space was familiar to Tolden in the way a courtier at Ontine might have been, recognized but not an intimate. A dark brown male with reddish-purple eyes, more solidly built than most of the other dragons, he had been the dragon queen’s most frequent attendant at court in Ontine and was frequently seen in the corridors of the ship. That mattered far less than the fact that they’d fought together in the battle against the chimera and basilisks. This dragon had led his contingent in that fight, and they had blooded blade and claw together. Had the language barrier not posed an obstacle, they might have furthered their acquaintance. But Tolden and his friends had been practicing their Universal, not their Chatcaavan, and the necessity of learning both languages had only impressed itself on them a few days after their decision to join Lord Lauvet on his trip home.

      “You spar against dragons?” Darineth exclaimed, forgetting in his surprise both to use the alien tongue and to shade the words.

      Lord Lauvet’s look was coolly amused, and Tolden was grateful that comprised the man’s sole response, because God and Lady, what had Darineth expected? That Lauvet had invited the dragon for tea?

      The newcomer advanced toward Lisinthir, saying something in the staccato curtness of his tongue that sounded inquisitive. Tolden considered him; he remembered the chimera fight and this male’s part in it, and the dragon was fast—fast like a serpent, and with weapons on the ends of every finger. Sparring against him seemed a very bad idea. Which is why he couldn’t fathom why he said, “I’d like to try it.”

      Everyone looked at him, even the dragon who surely couldn’t have understood. His friend and his cousin were appalled, and the dragon puzzled, but his tutor… was that a gleam of approval in Lisinthir’s eye? Interest, at very least. “Will you tell him?” Tolden pushed, before he could recant. “I know I probably won’t afford much of a challenge, but this is what you were talking about, wasn’t it?”

      “It’s not a game to them, no,” Lord Lauvet said. “You may be hurt.”

      “He won’t be trying to kill me, though?”

      “Lend!” That was something: Orin didn’t often use Tolden’s milk name among strangers. “For God and Lady’s sake, listen to yourself!”

      “He won’t be, no,” Lord Lauvet said. “But he can’t exactly use a practice blade. Accidents may happen.”

      “Tolden, this is madness!” Darineth cried.

      “I’d like to try it,” Tolden said. “If you think I’m ready.”

      Lisinthir’s smile was crooked. “If you need to ask me if you’re ready, Tera, you probably aren’t. But better you begin now than never.”

      Not exactly the most encouraging of comments, but Tolden couldn’t argue with its probable truth. “Is he willing?”

      Lisinthir spoke briefly to the dragon before returning to their tongue, briskly neutral. “He says yes. And that he is aware that you are untutored in his people’s ways, and asks that I make them known to you. So I will say—” His mentor’s eyes flicked toward the bystanders. “—that in some things, we are alike. This fight will be between the two of you, and for anyone to interrupt would be a slight on the honor of both parties. He will allow you your sword, though that is ordinarily not permissible, but he will not fight you like a swordsman. You can expect to be grappled, or fought hand to hand.”

      That would make his sword a liability if the dragon got in range. And the dragon would get in range. Tolden looked at his weapon, then shook his head and offered it to Orin. His cousin said, “You would never surrender it before you strike even one blow!”

      “For this, I think I am better served with something smaller.” His set dagger was back in his cabin, but Tolden had his boot knife, and he pulled that instead, to the dragon’s obvious delight.

      “Very good,” Lisinthir said, surprised. “I didn’t think you would make that leap quite so quickly.”

      “I’d prefer to begin making my mistakes a little farther down the course,” Tolden said wryly. “So… neither of us will try to kill one another, and no one else can interfere. When does it end?”

      “When one party yields,” Lisinthir said. “You say bak, which is ‘stop’, when you’re ready to do so.” To the Chatcaavan, he said something else that ended in a word Tolden did understand: saareth, ‘cease.’ “There.  Now you can both declare an ending. If you are ready?”

      Tolden tried not to flex his fingers on the grip of his knife. He was sweating, and he knew it was anxiety, and it should have shamed him but God and Lady, if you could not fear a dragon that had scythes on the ends of every finger, then what could you reasonably fear? “I am.”

      The dragon chuffed an amused answer, and Lisinthir drawled a response: so strange to hear the same sardonic tone, but in such a blunt language. Was time compressing? Or stretching? Was this what anxiety did to one’s faculties? His teacher was stepping back. An interminable pause. “GO!”

      Tolden lurched forward, knowing if he didn’t move he’d freeze in place. It didn’t help, because when the dragon jumped to meet him, his spread wings extended that lunge far enough to carry him into Tolden’s face. The Eldritch’s shriek saved him from the full force of the blow the dragon had been aiming at him because it startled the creature into staring. Was hysterical laughter the correct response? God and Lady damn it, why did his nervousness turn into screeches like a crazed child’s? Tolden squirmed out of the dragon’s grip, and his elbow smacked his opponent on the back. When the dragon stumbled, Tolden ran to open the range. Uselessly, he thought. Now he knew why Lisinthir had learned his insanely powerful lunges: self-defense mandated it if you were fighting people who could fly.

      Running made him look like a prey animal, and he had to cease it immediately. Tolden aimed himself at the wall as if he’d been meaning to and bounced himself off it in a different direction with enough force to knock out his own wind… but the tactic worked, because the dragon had been right behind him, and Tolden smashed into him so hard they both hit the floor. And there—yes!—there he had an advantage because his wingless back allowed him to roll, while the dragon got trapped in his own limbs. Tolden pounced and used the pommel of his dagger to strike his opponent on the nose… or at least, that was his intent. Instead, the dragon’s flailing head careened into his and they both staggered back.

      He thought his cousin and Darineth were yelling something, but couldn’t hear past the ringing in his ears. Gritting his teeth, he swung for the dragon and hit… something, but then he was flat on his back. His wingless back. He kept moving, and got a wing in his face for his efforts but the dragon’s fingers loosened enough that he could catapult himself away.

      Blood was dripping from one of his arms, but he was still on his feet. “Yield, Mighty Dragon!” he shouted. “For I am Tolden Tera Thavelfin, and I am dangerous!”

      The dragon vaulted upright and roared back, but it was so obviously in good humor that Tolden laughed. “Tell him to yield, Lord Lauvet, because he will never defeat me!”

      Lisinthir’s translation was obviously amused. The dragon barked a laugh before answering. “He says you are as slippery as a greased eel but that if you’ll only hold still he’ll teach you a lesson you won’t forget.”

      Tolden howled at that, torn between laughter, outrage, and the adrenaline high. He charged the dragon, who opened his arms and bellowed a welcome.

      “Oh God,” he barely heard Orin say. “He’s gone completely mad.”

      The fight ended shortly thereafter, despite his best efforts. He was very good at evading the dragon, but one could not win fights with evasion; even his first, terrible armsmaster had known that. Closing with the creature meant closing with the hands full of knives, and if he put his energy into dodging the talons, he had no opportunity to make attacks of his own. During one of those frenzied attempts, the dragon finally pinned him down and demanded, in a very believable accent, “Saareth!” When Tolden didn’t respond fast enough, he bent into the hand on Tolden’s neck and hissed. The magenta eyes should have looked absurd, but when their pupils were as engorged as a hunting cat’s, they exuded quite enough menace for Tolden.

      “Yes! I yield! Bak!”

      The dragon backed off and made a sound that was unmistakably some kind of chuckle. A very pleased one. He rattled off something to Lord Lauvet, who listened with grave attention before replying.

      “What did he say?” Tolden asked.

      “That you are a fun toy, I’m afraid.”

      Tolden glanced at the dragon, who grinned at him. “That’s an insult, I’m guessing.”

      “It is, yes. Kindly meant, though. The Twelveworld Lord is fond of exotic offworlders.”

      “You sound like you agree with him!” Orin said, outraged.

      “My lying would do you a disservice,” Lisinthir replied, all shadows and blacks. “I would rather you understand your disadvantages and how you are seen. Or would you prefer to be ignorant of your status, and act on that ignorance?”

      Tolden’s skin went cold. “No. No, Orin, don’t even suggest it.”

      “Would you like to go again?” Lisinthir asked politely. “He’ll indulge you if you wish. It would amuse him to consider himself a teacher of fangless aliens.”

      “I don’t think demonstrating my incompetence to him repeatedly is going to do my reputation any good,” Tolden said. “I will leave you the field. But… I do have a question.”

      His mentor was now stripping off his coat. “Yes?”

      “How did you do it?” Tolden asked. “How did you fight them and win?”

      “By not counting the cost to myself,” Lisinthir replied. “You may remain to observe, if you wish. You may learn something.”

      “Oh! Yes.” Tolden backed away to join his cousin and friend against the wall.

      “Do we really want to stay for this?” Orin murmured.

      “You can go if you want,” Tolden said, eyes following the two in the center of the room. “I’m staying.”

      Because he stayed, Orin and Darineth did as well, but he did not notice their reactions. The tableau absorbed him from the moment his teacher began stripping, which he did to his trousers, leaving his torso bared… and all its scars, visible as darkened lines against marmoreal skin, hard with muscle. Lisinthir said something to the dragon, and it sounded… casual, friendly, bantering, but with an undertow of hunger that stippled the skin up Tolden’s nape.

      And then they clashed.

      Three times, they sparred, and between their sessions replayed and dissected notable attacks in the clipped quickness of the dragon’s tongue. Tolden couldn’t follow the conversation but he recognized the gestures: he and Lauvet had had similar talks, mimed similar movements during their lessons. The collegial air of those discussions contrasted preposterously with the fights themselves, though, which were not duels, and not the playing that the dragon had done with him… but fights. Fights with blood, intentional blood, that both ignored. The shock of scarlet against Eldritch skin was nauseating, but Tolden couldn’t help staring at it, and the way sweat diluted it until it became a faint pink veil over Lisinthir’s arm and shoulder.

      He expected nonchalance of the dragons over injuries, given what was commonly said of them. It stunned him that Eldritch could also learn such nonchalance—stunned and intrigued him, in the same breathless way that the possibility of leaving Escutcheon had. The audacity of deciding to go offworld… even contemplating it had filled him with a reckless, heady sensation, and it had taken him days to understand that what he was feeling was freedom, and that he had been perishing all his life for its lack.

      “What are we doing here?” Orin breathed. “Cousin, this is madness. These people… look at them!”

      “Hush,” Tolden murmured. “We’re learning something.”

      “That we are doomed to irrelevance?”

      No one watching Lisinthir Lauvet Imthereli ram a dragon in the chest and then punch him with brutal force should ever be thinking that Eldritch were irrelevant. How could they possibly be, when Lauvet was one of them? Tolden wanted to be that puissant; fearing that he would be incapable was the last thing on his mind. And it was in him to snap at his cousin, but his better nature stopped him… that and the realization that his cousin was afraid. That his cousin, his friends lacked confidence. Ridiculously, because had they not fought with these very same dragons against the mythical beasts of their world… fought, and triumphed?
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