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Be careful
how you interpret the world: It is like that.


–Erich Heller


 


By the grace of God above / I'll shine the light 'cause I am loved 


–Adam Young, "My Everything"






  
    BRIEF GLOSSARY




    Alet (ah LEHT): “friend,” but formal, as one would address a stranger. Plural is aletsen.


     


    Arii (ah REE): “friend,” personal. An endearment. Used only for actual friends. Plural is ariisen. Additional forms include ariihir (“dear brother”) and ariishir (“dear sister”).


     


    Dami (DAH mee): “mom,” in Tam-leyan. Often used among other Pelted species.


     


    Fin (FEEN): a unit of Alliance currency. Singular is deprecated finca, rarely used.


     


    Hea (HEY ah): abbreviation for Healer-assist.


     


    Kara (kah RAH): “child”. Plural is karasen.


     


    Tapa (TAH pah): “dad,” in Tam-leyan. Often used among other Pelted species.

  


  





Chapter 1




“Say
again?” Jahir said, but the spring that bloomed in the mindline made it clear
he’d heard Vasiht’h clearly. It was that flush of happiness that inspired
Vasiht’h to repeat himself, for the pleasure it gave them both.


“Luci
would like to know if we’d be willing to attend her wedding.” Vasiht’h spread
the invitation. “She’s having it on Seersana, in the university’s religious
row, believe it or not.”


Jahir
set aside his own tablet, cupping his mug in long fingers. “Is she? I wonder
why. Did she say?”


“No,
so we’ll have to ask when we get there.” Vasiht’h glanced at him. “We are
going, aren’t we?”


“Oh,
we must.”


Vasiht’h
grinned down at the invitation. It was spare, completely in keeping with
Lucrezia’s personality… which had been atypical for homeworld Harat-Shariin,
but perfectly suitable for a colony-bred pard who’d had non-standard desires.
“We’ve got a month before we have to show. That gives us plenty of time to move
our schedule around.”


“And
find a gift?” The mindline carried a flavor, like that anise liqueur they’d
tried once and found so puzzling. “Is that customary?”


“I…
don’t know, actually.” Vasiht’h thumbed down, looking for details. “I think the
homeworld ceremony involves the family giving the guests gifts, but Luci might
be doing something differently. Let’s see… ah, here we go. ‘Gifts welcome but
not necessary,’ it says. And ‘Donations to genetic research foundations
suggested.’ Maybe that means she’s marrying a non-Harat-Shar?”


“Or
perhaps it is a cause her work brought her into contact with.”


“Or
that.” Vasiht’h laughed. “Goddess, I can’t wait to ask her.”


 “And to see the university again?”


“And
that.” Vasiht’h set the tablet down. “Do you want to, too?”


The
Eldritch considered, looking down at the steam rising off the mug. “It was a
good place for us both.”


Was
that humility? Reserve? Or something else? Vasiht’h could appreciate the
Eldritch’s pauses, but they were never simple. Nothing about an Eldritch was
simple. “It was.”


“Why
then would I not wish to?”


The
mindline wasn’t suggesting anything; it remained washed with Jahir’s sunlit gladness
at the news of Luci’s forthcoming nuptials. Probing was probably a bad idea,
but Vasiht’h couldn’t help trying, just a little. “I don’t know. Going
backwards maybe? It’s been five years. Longer than that, a little. We’ve moved
on.” He paused, trying not to wince as he really listened to that. Saying that
five years was long for a Glaseah would only compound the error. Or hastening
to say that time was relative, and five years could be a long time? Goddess,
there was no fixing this particular blunder…


Gently,
Jahir said, “We never leave behind those things that form us. And as I am grateful
for the events that shaped my life on Seersana, I would be pleased to return.”


Vasiht’h
sighed, smiled. “You always know just what to say.”


“Not
always,” the Eldritch said, “But sometimes. Sometimes.”
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Five
years was a long time, though. Vasiht’h reflected on it later as he
shopped for the wedding, jogging through the Commons of Starbase Veta. The two of them
had arrived on the starbase straight into a probationary period, during which
they’d been forced to prove their worth to the community… or rather, Vasiht’h
had, because the starbase’s administrators had been more than willing to extend
their hospitality to a member of the Alliance’s most mysterious allied species.
It was that Eldritch’s mundane partner they’d had problems with. They hadn’t
been the only ones either, because at least two of the therapists who oversaw
Veta’s populace had been skeptical of their methodologies. Six months hadn’t been
long enough to convince those two of the merits of esper dream therapy, but it
had been long enough to make the most strident of their detractors decide to
give them a chance.


And
that had been five years ago. Now Vasiht’h couldn’t imagine living anywhere
else. Their practice was so busy that they had to turn away patients, and their
ties to the medical community were robust enough that they had a network of
specialists and peers they could refer cases to when they couldn’t handle them.
They had friends, too—people they could have dinner with, meet for coffee, turn
to for help—though they didn’t need to socialize nearly as much as Vasiht’h had
assumed.


Having
a mindline was… better than any partnership Vasiht’h had ever dreamed. More
satisfying, in the same way his relationship with the Goddess was. To know
there was someone who’d always be there for him, who would always love him….


Vasiht’h
caught his expression in one of the windows and made a face. His sister would
have teased him endlessly about his syrupy eyes if she’d seen it. But he
couldn’t help it, for the same reason he now had a virtual bookshelf with
several handfuls of romances by an immensely effervescent author who’d driven him
crazy with her first book.


He
loved an Eldritch, who loved him back. It was the most wonderful thing in the
world.


Which
wasn’t to say they didn’t have their troubles, because all relationships did.
But that was all right. They would manage.


Vasiht’h
stopped outside a shop specializing in local produce and wrinkled his nose.
Maybe Luci would like wine from one of the starbase vineyards? Some of it was
good, though he could tell through the mindline, sampling it across his
partner’s palate, that it wasn’t superlative wine. Maybe unavoidably, given the
closed ecosystem. But Luci would probably cut fruit into it anyway, so did it
have to be perfect? He tried to remember if the pard liked chocolate, and if
so, what color, and kept walking.


Five
years. Did Jahir love their life as much as he did? Was uncertainty behind that
tiny pause? Regret? Or was he reading too much into it?


Thinking
of what he knew of the Eldritch, Vasiht’h sighed ruefully. No, more likely he
wasn’t reading enough.
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Jahir
found it entirely appropriate that the day brought correspondence from mother,
who was currently in the Seni Galare apartments in the capital for the Summer Court.
Like all her letters, it had been handwritten and then digitized for its journey
across the Alliance, because sending the physical object would have been
expensive and ill-advised, given the Eldritch dedication to the Veil. Jahir
himself couldn’t have navigated back, had he been pressed to: the Queen’s
dedicated courier service handled all the passengers going to and from the
Eldritch homeworld, none of whom were permitted onto the bridges of their
specialized ships. What few passengers there were. Jahir was probably the most
recent of those emigrants, and he could have named only two or three others
who’d gone before him in his lifetime, that he knew of.


The
Eldritch went to the summer court to negotiate alliances and ensure allegiances
between families, so his mother’s observations of those activities formed the
bulk of her letter.


 


 …your
brother, of course, is not interested in marrying. My refusal to betroth either
of you in the cradle remains a subject of gossip, but pay it no mind, my love.
I know you will choose wisely when you do, and your brother with you. In the
mean, it does no harm and a great deal of good to be here, even without
children to settle. The Queen is strengthened by every partisan who arrives to
the court. Her enemies remain committed to cutting off what little congress we
maintain with the Alliance… as if we have so much already! Any less contact and
we will be well and truly isolated, and what good will that do any of us, I ask
you?


 You
know yourself, my son, how much we have to learn from the other and the alien.
Your letters have been a delight to me. I am so pleased to hear that you are
spending your time away profitably, and look forward to the day I might make
the acquaintance of your offworld associates, particularly your partner. Do you
take good care of him, for such gems come infrequently into a life.


 


Jahir
smiled fondly at the words. Few, seeing his mother, would think her such an
iconoclast, but under the demure demeanor and perfect mask she was as fiercely
devoted to the stars as the sons she’d reared. How had she done it, he
wondered? How had she imparted that love? Or had it been solely that she had
refused to stand in the way of it?


The
events on his world concerned him, but they always had. Given the glacial speed
at which the Eldritch initiated change, he doubted anything would disturb the
status quo for the decades he planned to be away. He would return before
anything erupted, surely, and help his mother and the Queen who’d been so
generous in funding his visit to the Alliance.


He
set to his response to her letter, and unlike her wrote it on the data tablet
directly, though it recorded his handwriting faithfully. Sealing it and sending
it left him free to sort through the remainder of his mail, but none of it
required an immediate response. Strange to have so much of it; leaving a public
tag out had required a great deal of work, given how assiduously the censors
installed by the treaty erased all evidence of his existence online. He’d had
to prevail on a client for help, writing a tag he could access without
inspiring an alert that he’d touched it. Once she’d managed that feat, he’d
asked her to begin on more delicate tasks; her acquiescence was responsible for
what little ability he had to maintain records in the Alliance.


Now
that he thought of it, that former client had been one of their patients from
their practicum on Seersana.


Jahir
set the tablet down and went to the kitchen to start on a simple soup. Vasiht’h
was shopping—only partially out of agitation, he judged, but it would harm
nothing for his partner to return to a meal. He loved Vasiht’h, more than he
could adequately describe, with a quiet certitude that he would never have
imagined possible for a mortal relationship. Vasiht’h was family. But of the
two of them, the Glaseah was far more apt to find anxieties in everyday
circumstances. It was clear to Jahir that Vasiht’h was worried about whether
Jahir was… contented? With what they had? And that this had come to mind because
their return to Seersana would recall the circumstances that saw them graduate
there, and Jahir’s choice to go clinical rather than medical.


Jahir
suspected his partner still worried that the Eldritch regretted that choice.
But no amount of protestation on his part would convince Vasiht’h otherwise.
Perhaps because some part of him did regret it. Not actively, in a way that
would corrode his contentment with what he had. Regrets could be that way: something
that gave contrast to the present and its excellences. It was the regrets that
demanded action, that bled like wounds, that cut up one’s peace.


These
kinds of regret should have separate names, he thought as he set to slicing
mushrooms. It would make the situation easier to explain, because the mindline
would reveal those shadows, as certainly as breathing. That it would also
reveal Jahir’s acceptance of them wouldn’t matter, because Vasiht’h would have
opinions about those regrets, opinions that would be more real to him than
Jahir’s. No mindline, no matter how storied, changed that part of humanoid
nature. Jahir smiled, thinking of his early experiences with Vasiht’h, and his
naïve belief that being able to hear another’s thoughts, sense each other’s
feelings, would make communication easier. What it did was make it more
complex.


He
would have it no other way. Life complicated people, gave them a texture,
endowed their souls with a richness. That he could experience this directly
with his partner was, he believed, a blessing.


Clear
soup, he thought. It would inspire the Glaseah to make something to accompany
it… and a Glaseah in a kitchen was, he had learned, a calmer Glaseah.


The
mindline warned him of his partner’s approach long before Vasiht’h reached the
door. By the time the Glaseah peered inside their apartment, the soup was
simmering and Jahir was looking through their spice cabinet. Before Vasiht’h
could speak, the Eldritch said, “Why do we have nine varieties of peppercorn?”


“Instead
of sixteen or seventeen or forty?” Vasiht’h put his bags on the counter, the
mindline surging with a champagne-foam amusement. “Because I haven’t had the
chance to buy them all yet.”


“Which
of these embarrassment of riches do I want for this application?” Jahir asked.


Vasiht’h
padded into the kitchen behind him and leaned over the pot, sniffing. “Winter
soup? Mmm. Um. The gold ones, from Asanao.”


Jahir
brushed the vials aside until he found the correct one. It still amazed him,
the technology in even the most innocuous of the Alliance’s devices. These
vials that maintained an internal environment so that the spices in them never
lost their freshness… how had they been manufactured? He couldn’t even imagine
their price. No doubt here they cost almost nothing because of the economic
infrastructure that backed their creation. But it still felt like magic.
“Here.”


Vasiht’h
picked up the vial from the counter, absent. “This needs… bread? Rice? Hmm.
Something solid to chew.”


“There
is duck in the soup?”


The
Glaseah wrinkled his nose, sniffing. “So there is. Good choice. You haven’t
gotten too far with it… let’s thicken it up and pour it over rice. It’ll make a
nice base for a sauce.”


“Very
good. Shall I prepare anything else?”


“More
vegetables. There’s some in the grocery bag.”


Obediently
Jahir went into it. “Did you find something for Lucrezia?”


“Not
yet, but you know. We have time.”


“So
we do,” Jahir said, and ignored the suspicious tickle in the mindline. He
concentrated on his belief in it, willing the Glaseah to accept it.


Vasiht’h
chuckled a little. “All right. Message received.”


For
now, anyway. Jahir wondered how this particular anxiety would develop, if it
would. And he would not have wagered on it remaining quiescent. He suppressed
his sigh, tempered it with fondness, and ignored the glance the Glaseah threw
at him. “Shall we go early?”


“Hmm?”


“To
Seersana,” Jahir said. “We have many friends there. It would be pleasing to have
time to visit.”


Vasiht’h
tapped the ladle on the pot. “It would, yes. How long?”


“Is
a week too little?”


“It’s
longer than I was thinking!” The Glaseah chuckled. “But yes. I’d like that.”


“Then
we have work to do after dinner, with our client schedules.”


“And
I’ll have to shop faster,” Vasiht’h said.


“Woe,”
Jahir said, smiling. “Such hardship.”


“We
do have it good, don’t we.”


Chopping
the broccoli, Jahir said, “Do you not forget it, arii.”










Chapter 2




Vasiht’h
couldn’t describe how weird it was to walk through campus in the middle of
spring, watching the bustle of students, and not be part of it. He didn’t feel
old enough or different enough to be looking down on them from some rarified
height of experience, so it seemed unnatural not to be joining the stream of
people on their way to classes. But then… he’d spent almost ten years here,
between his undergraduate and graduate years. Maybe this disorientation was normal?


Consulting
Jahir would probably not be useful. For either of them. You didn’t ask the alien
friend with ten times your lifespan if it was strange to feel out of place in a
place you shouldn’t because you hadn’t marked the time passing.


And
yet: “I feel it also.”


Vasiht’h
glanced up at the Eldritch. The weather was cool enough that his friend was
wearing a high collar and a light scarf, but the sunlight invested Jahir’s face
with a warm glow that worked well with his honey-yellow eyes. He looked happy,
which in an Eldritch meant a slight curve of the mouth and a faint upward bow
of his lower eyelids. It was only under that, in the mindline, that Vasiht’h
sensed the faint bittersweet taste of nostalgia, like hibiscus tea. Not bad,
just… yes. Whatever that was.


“I
should have known you would,” Vasiht’h said, smiling. “So where first? We’re
early. No one’s expecting us for an hour. Gelato?”


Jahir
did smile then, more obviously, and a twinkling merriment scattered the
mindline with glitter. “Tea and Cinnamon. There will be time enough for
gelato.”


That’s
where they had lunch, then, and it was a good choice: Tea and Cinnamon was a
café in the middle of campus, next to the student center, and from their table
by the window they had a fine vantage. It was the middle of up-week a month
after midterms, and there were a gratifying number of people going about the
business of learning.


“Strange
that it looks less cosmopolitan now that we’ve been living on Veta so long,”
Vasiht’h observed. “Back when I first moved here, it felt really urban.”


“It
is urban,” Jahir answered over his cup of coffee. “There are more people in
this one university than in some cities on this planet, much less on other,
less populous ones. But we have been residing in a port city, which is another
level again more diverse than this.”


“I
love it,” Vasiht’h said. “Not that all these Seersa aren’t great, but… I like
the variety we see every day.” He listened to bits of conversation as they
passed, focused on exams, school, new romances, parent problems. “Also it’s a
little odd that they’re all so young.”


Jahir,
who’d been holding his mug near his lips, hid a smile at his wrist.


“No,
really!”


Kindly,
his Eldritch friend didn’t observe that Vasiht’h was only five years past his
own college career. “It is a university.”


“I
know,” Vasiht’h said. He laughed. “Can you imagine if we’d stayed here? We’d
have a practice like Minette’s.”


“I
would not want Minette’s practice,” Jahir murmured.


“Me
neither. Not that it doesn’t have its moments, I’m sure, but…”


“You
like a medley,” Jahir said.


“Don’t
we both?”


 His Eldritch partner looked out the window for a long moment,
his eyes focused here, there, watching the people go by. What was it like,
Vasiht’h wondered? To go from the homogeneity of the cloistered Eldritch
homeworld to the Alliance Core? Even Seersana, homeworld to the Seersa and so
leaning toward a higher number of them in any crowd, had diversity to surfeit
even the most jaded palates. Phoenixae with their shining feathers; centauroid
Ciracaana gliding past, their heads hovering far over their classmates’; every Pelted
race of the Alliance in all their varied coats and colors… 


“Yes,”
Jahir said. “This is sacred.”


Why
that made Vasiht’h blush, he couldn’t have explained. He didn’t try, just
resumed work on the hazelnut pastry. There were scones in Tea and Cinnamon’s
baked goods case, but he’d known better than to order one. They were probably
good, but it would have been hard not to compare them with the café’s on Veta,
where the recipes changed daily and were as creative as they were unexpected,
and delicious.


“I
remember,” Jahir said, surprising him, “when I first went to the student
clinic, Healer KindlesFlame thanked me for incrementing the clinic’s total
alien count by its penultimate statistic. They had only failed to see one alien
race, once they’d added Eldritch to their tally.”


Vasiht’h
canted his head, thinking. “Naysha? No, there’s a water tank here. Platies,
maybe? Or…Faulfenza?”


“Chatcaava,”
Jahir said.


“Oh!”
Vasiht’h grimaced. “Yes. Probably an empty day in the Goddess’s mind before one
of those pops up here. Unless someone pulls a full-blown peace treaty out of
nowhere, and that doesn’t seem likely to me.”


“What
a thing it would be, though.”


Vasiht’h
tried to imagine being better friends with the draconic shapeshifters on their
border. Nothing he’d ever heard suggested they’d be peaceful neighbors, much
less anything more positive. “Or maybe we’ll find more alien species? Faulfenza
were the last that I know of, and that was a while ago….”


“The
universe is infinite, and its glories beyond our experience.”


“Amen,”
Vasiht’h murmured. And smiled. “Our little universe is enough for me.”
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Armin
Palland’s office hadn’t changed in the time Vasiht’h had been away. At all. It
was still the lived-in office of an overworked but contented professor, with
precarious stacks of books and papers, and more books in bookshelves, and a
desk that had seen better days and floors that were scuffed by the footwear—or
claws, nails, talons—of thousands of students. Palland himself looked nearly
identical, too: still a graying Seersa with ruddy pelt and paler champagne
points, and bright, far too perspicacious eyes. On one hand, Vasiht’h was glad
his former major professor hadn’t aged precipitously—wasn’t that the cliché?
That when you spent time away from people older than you, when you finally saw
them again you were shocked at how much older they’d gotten? But on the other,
it was disturbing how little had changed. Five years was a long time. Or it
wasn’t. Which was it?


“Still
working on things, are you?” Palland said, amused. “Come in, Vasiht’h-arii.
It’s good to see you again.”


Vasiht’h
padded into the office and flopped on the cushions scattered in the seating
area in front of Palland’s desk. “It’s good to see you too, alet.” He glanced
at the office. “Not even a new poster?”


“I
like the ones I have.” Palland grinned. “You get used to things.”


You
get into ruts, is how that finished, Vasiht’h thought ruefully. Was that
it? What was the difference between contentment and a rut?


“Ground
control to Vasiht’h… come in, please.” When Vasiht’h looked up sharply, the
Seersa chuckled. “Really working on something, I see. Biscuit?”


“As
long as it’s a light one. I just came from lunch.”


“Out
of luck, it’s shortbread. But at least it’s good shortbread. Mantaiya brings it
back from the dairy bowl on the opposite side of the world, when she visits her
parents.” Palland set out a small plate and leaned back to fetch the pot beside
the window. That hadn’t changed either: that the least cluttered part of the
office was the surface where he kept his teapot and mugs, and that the mugs
didn’t match. “So, my former student, what brings you back? Are you angling for
a new degree?”


“Goddess,”
Vasiht’h exclaimed. “One was hard enough!”


Palland’s
eyes twinkled as he poured for them both. “Sure about that, are you?” 


“Yes,”
Vasiht’h said firmly. “A friend of ours is getting married at the shrine hills.
We decided to come early and visit everyone.”


The
Seersa chuckled. “Well, it’s great to see you in the flesh. I’ve heard good
things about your career. You’re enjoying yourself?”


“It’s
marvelous,” Vasiht’h said, eyeing him. “And are you serious? You’ve actually
heard things about my career? Have you been checking up on me?”


“Yes,
but that’s not the only reason I know. You do get write-ups in newsletters and
journals.”


“I…
we… do?” Vasiht’h stammered.


“Surprised?”
Palland was enjoying this. Far too much. “You pioneered a new treatment method
in therapy. You know how often that happens?”


“A
treatment method people still aren’t sure about,” Vasiht’h muttered, turning
his mug. He’d gotten the chipped Seersana U one, white with the university
emblem. “We were more notorious than famous for a while there.”


Palland
snorted. “Looking on the dim side of the cloud, I see.” 


“Do
I even want to see these write-ups?” Vasiht’h asked.


“Depends
on how thick your pelt is.” Palland grinned. “It’s the usual response to anything
new. Some people are fascinated, some are horrified. Everyone wants to poke it
with a stick.”


Vasiht’h
covered his face with his hand.


“Sure
I can’t interest you in another degree?” When Vasiht’h looked up, Palland said,
“What is clear is that everyone really wants more data on how your methods
work, and for that, you need more practitioners. You were interested in
teaching…”


Vasiht’h
suppressed a groan. “I do not want a research degree. I hated research.”


“So,
don’t get one? Pursue a doctorate in clinical or medical.” Palland spread his
hands. “There’s more than one path to a classroom.”


“How
did I come here to catch up with my major professor from college and end in a
conversation about going back to school?” Vasiht’h eyed him. “What are you trying
to talk me into?”


“That
depends on what you’re working on.” Palland put his cheek in a hand and lifted
his brows. “Most of my alumni waltz in here and tell me all about their
wonderful careers, their successes, and how much their lives are working for them.
You slink in here—”


“I
don’t slink!”


“—and
wonder why things haven’t changed. Which suggests to me that you feel like
something hasn’t. On the inside.”


“I
had to go into psychology,” Vasiht’h complained. “Which means I get
psychologists for mentors.”


Palland
grinned. “So what’s really on your mind, arii?”


“Goddess
alone knows.” Vasiht’h sighed, grumbled. “I don’t think I know how to be
happy.”


“Obviously
you need more shortbread.” Palland pushed the plate over with the tip of a
finger. “I disbelieve this assertion, however. It lacks nuance.”


“Our
practice is doing well,” Vasiht’h said. “We help a lot of people. We have a
great place to live, and peers who respect us—some of whom had to be brought
around, even—and everything is… well, it’s exactly what I wanted. And I love
it!”


“…but?”
Palland prompted.


“But…
am I supposed to? Am I stagnating? Shouldn’t I be learning something? Trying
new things? Growing as a person?”


“Worrying
about whether your partner is bored?” Palland suggested.


Vasiht’h
covered his face with a hand again. “Ughn. Is it so obvious? Because if it’s
obvious to you, it’s probably really obvious to him.”


“Probably,”
Palland agreed, affable. He nudged the mug. “Drink.”


The
tea was a strong, clear, black varietal, something more like what Jahir would
have drunk. But Vasiht’h was grateful for it after the heavy shortbread. Which…
he’d eaten one of without noticing. “Professor?”


“Armin.”


Vasiht’h
looked up, ears sagging.


“You’re
not my student anymore, but my colleague,” Palland pointed out, leaning back
with his mug. “If a junior one.”


“Armin-alet,”
Vasiht’h said, torn between flattery and alarm. He didn’t feel old enough to be
colleagues with a man who’d overseen his flailings as a fresh new student.
“Would you ever give up your job?”


“Teaching
and advising?” Palland smiled. “No, never. I love what I do.” He folded his
arms, pursed his lips. “I might move, maybe… I’m not married to Seersana, and
the wife’s been making noises about seeing other worlds at some point. But I’m
good at this, and I love it. And even if I never left Seersana, it would still
be a good life.” He grinned. “I’m planning to keel over in the traces.”


“You
want to be one of those doddering ancients that can’t be fired because of
tenure, but who no one can make heads or tails out of because he rambles all
the way through two hours of lecture?” Vasiht’h asked, amused.


“Sounds
like every Heaven,” Palland agreed, laughing.


“How…
how did you know?” Vasiht’h asked. “That this was where you belonged?”


“You
want me to say ‘oh, you’ll know?’” Palland smiled at some internal memory, eyes
lowered. He huffed, leaned forward, put down his mug. “You do know. But not
always immediately. Sometimes it takes years of doing something before you
think ‘oh wait. I like this.’” He cocked his head. “What I want to know is why
you don’t believe yourself, since you already know you like what you’re doing.
Is it your partner’s fault? Or is there something else going on? Maybe you feel
like you’re failing your family?”


“My
family would insist I’m not failing them,” Vasiht’h said, thinking of Sehvi and
his mother. And then remembering Bret, he wrinkled his nose. “Most of them.”


“So
that’s not it,” Palland said. “Or at least, not mostly it.” He lifted a brow.
“You fretting over your partner’s future for him?”


“I
don’t want him to get bored,” Vasiht’h muttered.


“Because…
he’s showing signs of boredom?”


Vasiht’h
played with the handle of the mug, turned it on the desk. “He almost graduated
off the medical track. I sometimes think he wants to go back to it. Or maybe
become a healer from the ground up.”


“Has
he said anything about wanting to do so?”


Vasiht’h
snorted. “Eldritch don’t tell you what they want. You’re supposed to guess.”


“Oh,
I see.” Palland nodded. “That’s why you’re a mess.”


The
Glaseah looked up.


“You’re
trying to anticipate his needs because you think he won’t express them to you,
or if he does, you might miss them. Or misinterpret them. And in the absence of
actual data—because I’m betting you haven’t asked him directly—you are coming
up with every single possible scenario and fixating on the awful ones.”


“It’s
unfair to assume I don’t ask him what he wants just because I can’t tell you!”
Vasiht’h exclaimed. “Because when you do ask him, he says something but it’s
not always an answer. Or it’s an answer, but not to the question you asked. Besides,
direct questions are like backing him into a corner.”


“Probably
popped out of a face-saving culture, then,” Palland said. “My poor beleaguered
student.”


“I
thought you said I wasn’t a student anymore.”


The
professor chuckled. “Not formally. But the nice thing about our profession, arii,
is that you never stop learning. Which is how it should be: none of us should, or we die before we’re in the ground.” He waved a hand.
“Seriously. Stop thinking about your partner and your quest for perfection as
his soulmate, and tell me about you. About Vasiht’h. What is Vasiht’h’s
dream?”


“Vasiht’h’s
dream is to have a happy life doing xenotherapy with his Eldritch partner,”
Vasiht’h said. When Palland eyed him, he blushed and rubbed his cheek, hoping
it would obscure the flushed skin near his eyes. “I mean that. I love what we
do. I want to do it until we’re old. Maybe have some kits at some point to
tumble around our feet. When I feel wise enough to raise them.”


“No
one’s ever wise enough to be a parent,” Palland said. “That’s why having kits
makes us so much wiser so fast. For some things, the only possible training is
on-the-job training.” He frowned. “I’m a little concerned, though, that you
can’t really see a life goal for yourself, apart from what you’re doing with
your Eldritch, arii.”


“I
thought that was the point of partnerships,” Vasiht’h said. “You go through
life together.”


“You
do, yes, but you don’t suddenly decide your own needs don’t exist.”


“I
know my needs haven’t stopped existing! That’s why I’m so worried about
trampling his!”


Palland’s
ears sagged and he shook his head. “Would you be offended if I suggested you
might want… oh, a therapist?”


Vasiht’h
chuckled, rueful. “Only if you won’t laugh if I tell you I already have one.”


“Good.
Then I’ll leave handling this to them and go back to selfishly enjoying your
company, without the psychoanalysis.” Palland refreshed his tea. “But I’d like
you to think about it, arii. What you would do, if you were alone. It’s
important for us to know who we are by ourselves, because otherwise we don’t
value what we have to give to others. And it sounds a lot to me like you don’t
understand just how much you bring to your relationship—right now, as it
exists, not in some future perfect world where you’ve seen to your Eldritch’s
every need.”


Vasiht’h
blushed again. “Do we ever know that, really? I mean… isn’t that why we need
other people so much?”


The
Seersa’s brows rose. Then he pointed at Vasiht’h. “There, now. That’s a glimmer
of wisdom right there.”


“So
I’m right,” Vasiht’h said, sighing in relief.


“I
said ‘a glimmer,’” Palland replied, plucking up a shortbread. “That’s not
enough to excuse you from doing the work. Because no matter how useful it is to
compare our perceptions to an external perspective, we still have to commit to
trying to sort it out on our own.”


Vasiht’h
thought that sounded lonely. And exhausting. And… probably useful. At least
partially. He tried to imagine a world without the mindline telling him, as it
was right now, that Jahir existed and was nearby, a mindline that implied he
wouldn’t ever be alone again, and clamped down on his flinch. “I guess that’s
the problem,” he said, thinking of the years of clients they’d helped. “Life is
too complicated for ‘it’s always this’ or ‘it’s always that.’ It’s usually
‘it’s this, unless it’s that, and sometimes it’s not even any of those things,
and by the way this part explodes.’”


Palland
laughed. “Yes. Keeps it interesting, I think.”


“You’d
think so!”


“I
would, yes. So, tell me about these skeptics with whom you were so notorious
for a time. That sounds like a good story.”


“Well,”
Vasiht’h began, “It involves a dog…”
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“I
admit,” Jahir said, “I never thought I would find you here, alet.”


KindlesFlame
rose from his chair, laughing, and waved to the opposite seat. “Sit, Jahir.
It’s a pleasure to see you, and even more of one to surprise you.”


“I’m
not sure why,” Jahir offered, “as when I first arrived, everything was new to
me, and you witnessed much of my struggle with it.” He crossed the airy room,
finding the cleanliness of its lines both lovely and unlikely. Such high
ceilings should have combined with the hardwood floors and the minimal
ornamentation to create echoes and problematic temperature control, and yet the
apartment was so comfortable he imagined most people wouldn’t even notice how
odd it was that it wasn’t. The magic of the Alliance could be subtle as well as
overt.


The
chairs were set on a balcony overlooking a wooded ravine, and beyond them:
mountains. The view was glorious; Jahir paused at the rail to stare at the
vista, inhale the coolth of the morning, still damp from the mist burned off by
the sun. The scent of pine was so strong it was almost as if he’d bruised the
needles in his hands. “Oh, but this is beautiful.”


“Isn’t
it?” KindlesFlame had moved back toward the kitchen, but his voice carried
clearly. “Can I get you anything? Coffee? Tea? Something stronger?”


“I
cannot know how you need the latter, with such surroundings.” Jahir looked for
the bird he heard whistling but couldn’t spot it. “Coffee would be good, thank
you. It’s cool out.”


“More
so here than in the middle of the capital,” KindlesFlame agreed. “One of the
things I like about it. I’m not much of a city boy.”


Jahir
looked over his shoulder. “I beg your pardon? Says the man who was dean of a major college?”


The
Tam-illee laughed. “Yes, I know. I love the bustle. But when the day’s done, I
want to put it to bed. Get some quiet in.”


“And
that is how I find you here. On sabbatical.”


“You
say that like it’s some rare disease.” KindlesFlame sounded amused. “Don’t tell
me, Healer… is it terminal?”


“Is
it?” Jahir asked, turning inward.


“Iley
Everlaughing!” The Tam-illee brought two mugs with him and set them on the
table before dropping again into his chair. “Dire, alet. Very dire. I’m not
dead yet, you’ll note.”


“But
you are not working either. I didn’t think you would be ready to retire.”


“I’m
technically not retired,” KindlesFlame said over the rim of his mug.


“Ah.”


“…just
considering it.”


Jahir
stared at him, then took up his own mug and had a seat across from his mentor.
“I feel this requires explanation, and yet I would not ask.”


“Which
is nearly as obvious as you ever get about personal questions, so you must be
concerned.” The todfox grinned. “It’s not serious, I promise. But I’ve been at
the university for three decades now. I’m allowed to want a change of pace.”


“I
see now,” Jahir said, warming his fingers. “As when you went from the dean of
the medical school to the head of its clinic.”


“Yes.
Chasing a new perspective on things. You calcify, staying in one place. We’re
not meant to be sessile.” Another smile. “You understand that better than most
of the people I know, I imagine.”


“Yes,”
Jahir agreed. “So does this sabbatical constitute a sufficient change of venue?
Or will you move on, do you suppose?”


“Depends
on if anything comes up,” KindlesFlame said. “I’ve got some offers to
investigate before I make any decisions. Until then, I’ll probably do some
lecture tours. I get enough invitations to talk at conferences to stay on the
road all year if I wanted, and in the past I’ve had to turn most of them down.
I enjoy being out, and it’ll be good for my curriculum vitae.”


“And…
your family?” Jahir asked, delicately. “You have never mentioned them.”


“And
this looks like a bachelor pad, is what you’re suggesting.” The Tam-illee
chuckled. “That would be because I’ve been single again for a good two decades.
Maybe I’ll meet someone while I’m out on the circuit. No, I have nothing to tie
me down, alet, and a great deal left to learn and experience. The clinic’s been
wonderful, but it’s time to hand it off to someone else for a while.”


Jahir
exhaled, settling himself. “Rather a large change.”


“It
is, isn’t it? But I’m excited. Which is as good a sign as any that it was time
to shake things up a bit. Which brings me to you, ah? What are you planning to
do with all those continuing education credits you’ve been accruing like some
kind of dragon on a hoard of gold?”


The
mental image was striking, and amusing. “I had no idea you were tracking my
progress. Or even that my progress was trackable.”


“It’s
hard not to keep your hand in,” KindlesFlame said. “I looked after you
mentioned one too many esoteric topics in our correspondence. And while it
wasn’t exactly easy to tie the data down, they have to keep it somewhere to
know whether you’ve requalified for your license.” He cocked a brow. “You are
going somewhere with all that extra education, aren’t you?”


“Is
it so obvious…”


The
Tam-illee laughed. “Yes? To you too, I assume. You’re doing it on purpose,
aren’t you?”


Was
he? When he and Vasiht’h had settled into their permanent location on Veta,
he’d begun taking extra classes for the pleasure of learning, and because their
licenses did require some amount of continuing education. At the time he’d
pulled up the course list for a generalist healer-assist degree as inspiration,
but he had long since ceased to notice, when consulting it for what he should
take next, that his actions would inevitably result in him having completed the
theory portion of the degree.


…which
he had. “It was not my intention. I was merely pursuing my interests.”


“And
your interests have landed you with all the credits necessary for another
degree,” KindlesFlame said, mouth curving. “So is it that you intend to work
your way through every degree in the known worlds, because you love learning?
Or is this a more specific obsession?”


Jahir
tried not to wince. “Calling it an obsession seems…”


“Accurate?”


“Prejudicial,”
Jahir chose, ignoring his mentor’s amusement and his own chagrin. “But it’s a
moot point, as without the practicum I cannot receive the license.”


“True.
But you can sit for the written exam and then arrange to do the practicum at
your local hospital.” KindlesFlame leaned over and set his mug on the table.
“They’ll log your time for the licensing board and as long as you get in the
requisite within five years, you’ll be fine.”


“I…
I beg your pardon?” Jahir asked, startled. “They would permit me to go about it
backwards?”


The
Tam-illee chuckled. “There are multiple routes into the license. You’ve been
working on the educational institution model, because that’s what you know, and
how most people do it. But there are apprenticeship programs as well, plus the
on-the-job training model, which is where they take people who’ve either had
experience and need the theory or vice versa and arrange for them to get what
they need. You’d be going in under that model, and for that you take the theory
exams to prove you’ve got the book learning down. Then you have five years to
get in the practicals.” KindlesFlame laced his fingers over his abdomen, slumped
in his chair. “Assuming you have to do much of that. They might apply your
Selnor experience toward it. It won’t get you all the way there—psychiatric
residency isn’t the same—but the fact that you worked a medical track in a critical
care unit will weigh in your favor.”


“God
and Lady,” Jahir said, startled. “You mean to tell me I might be credentialed
as a healer-assist within five years?”


“Two,
probably. It takes most people less than that but they work at it full-time.”
Studying him, KindlesFlame nodded. “You’re going to do it. Good for you.”


“I
have not said—”


The
other man snorted. “What’s stopping you? Having that in your back pocket’s a
good thing, and it’s not like the continuing education for both is going to
break your stride if you’ve managed to accrue one and a half times the credits
you need for the degree in your downtime. It would be a handy thing if one of
your clients starts having a seizure, or you discover one of them has a medical
issue that might be interfering with their ability to make the most of your
therapy.”


What
good he could do on his homeworld as a modern healer! Some part of him had been
cherishing that future, the one where he returned with the fruits of the
Alliance’s many excellencies. And how badly did the Eldritch need medicine. The
faltering birthrate, the appalling number of deaths in childbed, the avoidable
deaths from accident and the more mysterious ones from illnesses no one could
name or explain… his world needed researchers, doctors, specialists in
pharmacology, midwives, and hospitals….


But
he wasn’t planning to go home to stay, not for many many years. And he had no
idea what Vasiht’h would say if he discovered his partner had been secretly
pursuing an alternate degree. No amount of protestation on Jahir’s part that it
hadn’t been an entirely conscious decision would offset his partner’s anxiety
about the wherefores of the situation. Jahir sighed.


“Now
that’s a long face for what sounded to me like good news.” KindlesFlame’s brow
went up. “What’s inspiring it?”


“I
like the life I have now,” Jahir said slowly. “I do not relish the prospect of
disturbing it.”


“No
reason this should,” KindlesFlame said, unconcerned. “They offer the exams
quarterly in all the Core sectors. Find the closest, take it, leave. Then
volunteer at your local hospital—which you’ve already been doing—and eventually
you end up with a license. What needs to change?”


“That
sounds… minor enough.”


“The
exams take three days,” KindlesFlame said, folding his legs. “And inevitably the
licensing boards schedule them in the prettiest places they can find. They can
afford to, since most people get their licenses through school; the only people
left to go for it sideways are usually older and can afford the trip. It’s
ideal for vacationing.” He grinned. “I almost envy you.”


“Perhaps
you can become a proctor as one of your ‘changes of perspective’?”


The
other man laughed. “Not a bad idea. But speaking of which… I’ve noticed you
eyeing the view. Would you like to take a hike through the backyard?”


“Oh,
absolutely!”


As
Jahir rose, KindlesFlame said, “Seriously, my student. You’ve done the work,
and the credits are good… for now. But they’re going to expire if you don’t use
them for something, so decide soon whether you want the paper to go with the
knowledge, mmm?”


“I
promise to consider it,” Jahir said.










Chapter 3




That
the girls had grown should have come as no surprise, and yet the sight of them
surprised Jahir… for he and Vasiht’h had left them as children, and returned to
find poised young ladies, sitting at one of the high tables in the coffee shop
attached to the hospital’s garden. Or at least, mostly poised, because their
approach caused all four to jump from their chairs, eyes alight. Kuriel and
Meekie descended on Vasiht’h with glad squeals, and Jahir hung back to watch
his partner disappear beneath their enthusiastic embraces before he turned to
the human teenagers waiting behind them. Amaranth was gowned in the hospital
patient’s uniform, soft top and bottoms, and slippers, but she had her chin
lifted and her cropped auburn hair stubbornly styled with pins that cast a veil
of moving sparkles. Persy was standing beside her in street clothes, her arm hooked
through her friend’s. They now had adult faces, and if Amaranth’s bones were
more prominent than one expected in a girl of her age, she still looked
healthier than she had as a child.


Which
she wasn’t any longer, so he gathered Amaranth’s hands and bowed over them, as
he might have a family member’s, and then did the same with Persy’s. Through
their fingers he felt their effervescent delight at the gesture, savoring it.
Only when they’d made their best attempts at maintaining what they felt was a
properly adult dignity, did they give up and hug him, together. With that touch
he gathered their changes in: the grief, the strength, Amaranth’s continuing
fight… Persy’s dedication to her. Their love of the other girls. Their sense of
purpose. The latter was overwhelming, enough that when he parted from
them they could see his comprehension in his face, somehow. Here again were
people who knew him well enough to read him.


“You
feel it,” Amaranth said. She had a young woman’s voice now, the melody line a
touch lower than before. “Don’t you? You can tell.”


“I
can tell,” he answered. “And I hope you will explain everything to us. We can’t
wait to listen.”


Kuriel
and Meekie by then had come for their hugs, leaving the humans to Vasiht’h’s
embrace. The flush of health on the latter made it clear the treatment she’d
received on Selnor had allowed her to make a full recovery, and she looked
every inch the cheerful Tam-illee teenager, complete with painted swirls on the
insides of her ears to match her colorful glass jewelry. The former was no
longer in the hospital’s gown, but her fingers, tail-tip, and ear-tips were
still dyed bright purple, as they had been when she’d been seeking a way to
manage her symptoms, and her gaze... at some point, Kuriel had lost the tinge
of pessimism that had darkened her hazel eyes.


“Let’s
sit!” Kuriel said, tail swishing. “We can have coffee!”


“But
at a different table,” Meekie said, frowning. “This one’s too tall for
Manylegs.”


Vasiht’h
laughed. “Yes, absolutely. Let’s find a table I don’t have to climb onto.”


They
repaired to a cozier corner that suited them all, and Persy excused herself to
get drinks. She insisted on buying some for Jahir and Vasiht’h, too.


/Let
them,/ Jahir murmured before Vasiht’h could protest. /They are claiming their
autonomy./


/I
know. I just wanted to be the one to buy the snacks!/


Jahir
hid his smile at the amusement in the Glaseah’s voice. /Next time, perhaps./


“So
we find you outside the hospital,” Jahir said, when they were all together
again.


“Except
for me,” Amaranth said. “But… that’s all right. I’m getting better.”


“She
is,” Persy agreed. “She’s doing great on the same treatment they tried on me.”


“And
the rest of you?”


“We’re
done with the hospital!” Kuriel exclaimed. “Even me! Though I have to go back
every week for treatments.” She flexed her purple fingers. “They think this is
something I’m going to have to manage all my life. But that’s okay? Because it
means I have a rest of my life, you know?”


“You
weren’t the last one out after all,” Amaranth teased.


Kuriel’s
ears sagged, but she smiled sheepishly. “No.” More steadily, “But you’ll get
out too.”


“We’re
helping Amaranth with school,” Meekie told them. “So when she’s done, she can
jump right into classes with us.”


“We’re
all going to school for the same thing,” Persy agreed. “And we’re planning to
do college together.”


“Here!”
Meekie exclaimed.


“Stop,
stop!” Amaranth said, laughing. “You’re overwhelming them! Start from the
beginning.”


“Okay,
the beginning,” Meekie said, ears flipping outward. Then she rallied. “It
started with you leaving, Vasiht’h-alet.”


“What?”
Vasiht’h asked, bemused.


“When
you left to get Pri—” Kuriel stopped herself, the insides of her ears pinking.
“Um, to go get Jahir-alet. You remember we decided then that we were going to
stay and help other people like us. Kids like us.”


The
faint embarrassment easing through the mindline felt like an itch. Jahir
glanced at Vasiht’h with interest.


/I’ll
explain later?/ Aloud, Vasiht’h said, “Right. So… you meant it!”


Persy
snorted. “Of course we meant it! Anyway, Jill-alet told us there are lots of
jobs that we could do relating to kids who have to stay in the hospital. Most
of us are going with some form of therapy, but—”


“I
want to be a doctor,” Meekie said.


“Yeah.
So. We’ve set up a volunteer group.”


“A
what?” Vasiht’h asked, ears sagging.


“I
know,” Kuriel said, rueful. “We wanted to do nothing but leave, and once some
of us do, we turn right around and go back in!”


Meekie
took the conversational floor back. “We go see other kids and we tell them our
stories—”


“Not
just in the hospital,” Persy added. “Outside it too. We talk at other schools
and stuff.”


“And
we tell them not to give up,” Meekie finished.


“Or
why we need money,” Kuriel said. “So we can use it to buy things to give to
kids. Or to travel.”


“Travel!”
Vasiht’h exclaimed.


“Kayla’s
still on Selnor,” Meekie said. “Her dami found a good job there and didn’t want
to move. But her tapa’s really good at fundraising? So he’s been helping us set
up. Kayla’s got two other girls on Selnor with her, that’s our Selnor branch.
We have branches!”


“We
call ourselves Nieve’s Girls,” Amaranth said. “Because we are.”


That
struck so hard Jahir flinched, and immediately all of their attention fastened
on him and all of them reacted, wide-eyed, staring, reaching across the table
or the mindline. Vasiht’h most intimately: /Arii?/ But the girls too, in
various expressions of dismay.


“No,”
he said. “No, it’s well. It’s a perfect name.”


“Until
you get some boys in there. Then what?” Vasiht’h wanted to know, which made all
the girls erupt into giggles. ‘Nieve’s Kids’ was rejected immediately, but all
the other alternatives inspired a great deal of humor, from Nieve’s Posse to
Nieve’s Honor Guard.


“We’ll
figure it out when we need to,” Persy said finally.


“Yes,”
Vasiht’h said. “Yes, you will. So tell us all about school.”
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“Oh
yes,” Jill said to them when they walked upstairs to see her. “They are on fire
with this plan of theirs—oh, for me?” She accepted the bag, peeked in it and
laughed. “Coffee, of course. You remembered.”


“Of
course we did,” Vasiht’h said. /You more than me…./


/You
remembered too, arii./


/Thank
the Goddess she didn’t give up caffeine while we were gone!/


“Anyway,
they’re doing great in school,” the human said, sitting back down at her
station. “I have no doubts at all they’re going to accomplish what they say
they will. They don’t just talk to kids… they go to General, too, and sing
songs to the elderly, and comfort the non-natives, and bring donuts to the
staff.”


“They’ve
found a calling,” Vasiht’h guessed.


The
human smiled at him, eyes bright. “They certainly have.”


Quietly,
Jahir asked, “Alet? What is Amaranth’s prognosis?”


Jill
glanced at him with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. How remarkable smiles
were, that they could contain such nuance. One need not be an esper to
understand the emotions that had prompted the complexity of her expression.
“You picked up on that, did you.”


“Persy
said something about the treatment that worked on her working for Amaranth?”
Vasiht’h said, his unease thickening the mindline with a cold fog.


“Persy
wants the treatment that worked on her to work on Amaranth, but it
doesn’t seem to be,” Jill said. “But to be honest, aletsen, Amaranth’s still
alive after years of this thing chewing on her. Cancers as virulent as hers—and
Persy’s—usually kill people within a handful of years, and both of them made it
from childhood to a point where Amaranth is worried about make-up and dating.
I’m not happy that Persy made it into remission and Amaranth didn’t despite
their having the same diagnosis, but… I’m cautiously hopeful that if Amaranth
made it this far, she’ll make it to remission.”
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