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      I like fluff.

      Yes, I cop to it, and cheerfully. The scenes where characters gossip about one another; the ones where they cuddle, have spats, decide what to wear or eat or bake, reflect on their experiences. The scenes where we see the exact same events, but from a less pivotal character’s viewpoint. The scenes that don’t fit into books because they interrupt the pacing, or get cut from books because they’re deemed irrelevant. I love all these things.

      And since I don’t think I’m all that different from other people, I figured you all love them too.

      Goodness, but did you prove that assumption out.

      Major Pieces started as an experiment… an excuse for me to write the scenes I had to omit and that I secretly wanted to write anyway. I picked Princes’ Game as my target because that series involves events so large that the small stuff had to fall out—particularly near the end, when we couldn’t afford to linger on every interpersonal moment between members of an enormous cast. I thought… ‘wouldn’t it be fun to see what people want to hear more about?’ and ‘wouldn’t it be fun to play?’ So I made a short list of possible scenes, asked for your input on adding to it, and then asked you to vote on what you wanted, and to fund any extras.

      Which you did, extravagantly enough to pay for a second novel of nothing but slice-of-life scenes, the forthcoming Heartskein.

      Aletsen, you hold in your hands an extraordinary volume for which you are wholly responsible. Not just by providing the scene list, because I only came up with one or two of those without brainstorming with you, but also the money to make writing this a viable use of my time. You even participated in the drafts with your edits, suggestions, and questions. I picked the title—Major Pieces—as a play on the name of the series, Princes’ Game; in chess, the major pieces are those capable of checkmate without support, and most of these vignettes concern the principal characters of the books. But this project became a game of its own, between the readers and the author, and in that game, you are the major pieces who made the project possible, and shaped its course. Your glorious endgame during the Kickstarter campaign is something I’ll never forget, and I have never been more delighted to concede.

      Had you not involved yourselves, I might never have written more than one or two of these, and thought myself alone in my pleasure over the little interstitials that almost never see the page. But you did involve yourselves, and how glad I am that you did. I hope, reading, that you are too.

      Aletsen, thank you. Enjoy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Some Chronology Notes

          

        

      

    

    
      The following twenty-one stories represent only a fraction of the reader requests made during the Kickstarter. They fall into two sections: events that happened before Only the Open, and (for the most part) events that happened during and after From Ruins. By the time I’d noticed that I’d skipped the middle of the series without any vignettes from the fourth and fifth novels, I’d written 170,000+ words of fiction and covered all your initial requests. While I’m fairly indefatigable, I admit I ran out of ideas to fill in the gaps, and I was a little afraid if I tried for a couple more ‘shorts’ they’d turn into novellas, like some of the others…! In the end, I think the list we came up with together is exactly right. Those additional requests will end up in my little file for next time I want to write some bonus material, and it’s never a bad thing to have a bonus material bucket.

      So, we begin the collection with some scenes from before the series opens, starting way back with Liolesa’s investiture in “Prophet’s Vigil,” and moving on to meet Maia, Lisinthir, and the Slave Queen. (In particular, I call out “Opening Maneuvers” as the oldest vignette in the book; it was written when I wrote the initial draft of Wingless in 2003!) Then we fill in some of the blanks in Even the Wingless and proceed into a couple of scenes in and around Some Things Transcend and Amulet Rampant. After we visit the kitchen at Brooke’s, the story “Legacy” sees us into some ancillary scenes we didn’t get a chance to explore in From Ruins. “Courting Rights,” the story of Sediryl asking for Jahir’s hand in marriage, straddles a chronological line: its first scene takes place during From Ruins, and its last scene moves into the final pages of that book. After that, “Moving Out” introduces the last set of stories, those that take place after From Ruins and prior to Healer’s Wedding.

      Our final story, “Second Son,” actually falls after the events of Farmer’s Crown, and hints at events to come.

      Each story is prefaced by where it falls in the chronology, which is sometimes very vague (“long long before stuff!”) and sometimes alarmingly specific (“between pages x and pages y”). If you ever feel at sea, check the beginning of the story and that should place you in the timeline.

      That’s enough from me! It’s time for Liolesa to open the show. Let’s step back in time….
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            Prophet’s Vigil

          

          Long Before Any of the Events of Princes’ Game

        

      

    

    
      Her horse stood in the center of the courtyard, and though the late afternoon sun stretched its shadow like taffy, still it did not touch the crowd packed against the buildings. Hundreds of people had fitted themselves within the walls and yet they’d left a wide and empty corridor for her, and their stillness mingled with the winter’s until Liolesa felt she looked on a carved relief rather than something out of her life, something she could breathe through, feel, do more than witness.

      Well and again, she had not been born save to cut through all that stifled them, and this was simply another of those impediments, abrief obstacle between herself and all she’d vowed… the same vows that had driven her to make herself acceptable to her aunt, and to graciously receive, after positioning so carefully to elicit, the nod that had set her on this path. She had too much to do to let anything stop her, not just from action, but from participating in her own life—and was that not what had infuriated her most on the Eldritch’s behalf? That they had ceased to engage in their lives, because their lives had devolved to hardship and despair?

      And yet as she started down the palace steps, she was vexed that she hadn’t maneuvered events so that she could undertake this rite in summer, because the cold was burning straight through her thin slippers… and that such pedestrian concerns could still afflict her struck her as absurd, and funny, and also, somehow, appropriate. They were both flesh and divine clay; and mostly, though they refused to admit it, the former.

      It was cold, though.

      Liolesa fisted her numb fingers in the horse’s mane and pulled herself up unaided as the page watched in blank-faced silence. She would have preferred to go astride, but that would have shoved her unbleached woolen shift nearly up to her hips and even had she been minded to make a dramatic statement, it was both inappropriate and impractical. Her position was precarious until she reached the throne, and did she want to sit there she must be guided by utmost propriety. Liolesa perched as if in a side saddle on the mare’s naked back and leaned forward until it took its first step, and then the next, the clop of its hooves on stone echoing in the space left deserted for her ride.

      And then, at last, she was moving, toward the penultimate rite that would deliver her to the heir’s coronet.

      So much to do. And so many years between herself and her aunt’s crown. She feared it would be too many years, and she would arrive too late to save them all.
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      As with everything she’d arranged, her choices for gatekeeper were blameless. On one side, Elder Tasisaressa, who had been the head priestess of the church of Jesa’s provincial capital before being elected to the even more prestigious role of abbess of the Convent of Saint Wilthelmissa, also within Jesa. An aged woman revered for her piety, who had been Liolesa’s confessor since she’d been a girl freshly graduated from the nursery, the Elder excited no commentary save sententious approval. ‘The heir-to-be bows properly to the Church.’

      On the other side, her cousin, Jerisa’s grandson and the future seal-bearer of Jisiensire, who had joined the White Swords when Maraesa had tapped Liolesa for the coronet. “You will need someone to watch over you as you fall into and out of all your scrapes, Lia,” Hirianthial had said, garnet eyes merry. “Who better than me, who has had the practice of it all our lives?”

      “’All our lives’ is perhaps an overstatement.…”

      “If it is, it is only barely so, and God and Lady know how you survived prior to my arrival.”

      She’d laughed because he was outrageous, and it wasn’t altogether untrue.

      Whatever the case, he was here now, wearing the red-rimmed white of his new uniform—“Mark me, cousin, before that ferronnière has had a year to gall your brow, I will be the captain of your contingent and lose the red hems”—looking as stern as anyone could wish. An excellent sign, the court gossip had gone, that she had inspired such devotion already, and in someone of such good breeding. Also, family loyalty was always to be commended.

      No, very unexceptionable choices, her gatekeepers… and as with everything, she had ensured they gave the impression of conventionality while also secretly supporting her in all her aims, even the most outrageous.

      Her aunt, on the other hand…

      Liolesa bowed her head for the blessings of the heads of the Church, one of whom was her aunt and her Queen, and that suited her because it grew tiresome, looking at Maraesa and seeing all the reasons that had motivated Liolesa’s current course. And yet it hardly mattered that she had attempted to set those matters aside, because they followed her into the Cathedral when the Church’s officials released her to the vigil. When they closed the enormous doors on her, Liolesa allowed herself the luxury of a single sigh.

      How difficult it was, to both love someone and find them dangerously wrong-headed. But Maraesa had taken the crown after her mother’s unexpected death and inherited with it a kingdom bound and determined to break itself apart, and every act the new Queen had undertaken had been designed to prevent their people from fragmenting to the point of self-immolation. Maraesa had kept the Eldritch cohered… but she hadn’t been ready for, or happy about, the role thrust on her, and the crises had shaped her into a woman deeply involved in her own political class, and uninterested in spending her limited energies on anything else.

      Liolesa let her hand fall off the smooth edges of the wooden pews as she walked down the nave’s central corridor. When had she made her decision? She had been… how old? Strange that she could no longer remember the exact year. But the moment—that she remembered with aching clarity. The weight of her blankets on her, the softness of her sheets, the receding dreams soft as flower petals. The pleasure in waking in comfort with the glide of her silken nightrail on her body. It had been late summer; she’d risen and drifted to the window of her bedroom and looked out over fields that should have been rich with the golden luster of the ripening crops. Instead, they looked the patchwork of a pony’s winter coat dropping. And far, far too many people, barely visible save as dark silhouettes, had been at work in those fields, and had been, she knew, suddenly and piercingly, long before she’d been contemplating abandoning her comfortable bed.

      That was the image that had marked her, sure as an embroidery needle thrust awry into flesh rather than fabric. How hard so many were laboring, for so little, while she woke warm and unconcerned in Jesa’s gracious estate.

      Perhaps it was meet after all that she should do this in winter, and be cold with it.

      In keeping with their roles, her vigil’s gatekeepers had left her gifts. The Elder had chosen an unavoidable Book of Hours, though when Liolesa paged through it she discovered it had been annotated, and wittily, in Tasisaressa’s hand; the priestess had had little patience for Liolesa’s arguments, not because Liolesa had questioned, but because she questioned everything. “It is not given unto us, the unlimited energies of God and Goddess,” Tasisaressa had said tartly. “So for Their sake, child, question the right things and leave the rest of it alone.”

      “But Elder, how will I know what the right things are if I don’t question the wrong things as well?”

      “Fresh-mouthed chit. You’ll know when I swat you with this wand. You want to do good? Very good. Start now. That’s one of your lessons for the day, by the by.”

      “Start now?”

      “Start small. With me.”

      Liolesa smiled at the memory of their laughter and their banter. It had taken years for Liolesa to decide to trust the priestess, but she’d guessed correctly when she’d decided the Elder might be sympathetic to her concerns. And alone among the people she’d so carefully questioned, Tasisaressa had been willing to tell her about the mind gifts.

      Hirianthial had left her… a blanket. Liolesa lifted it and pressed her face into it, and laughing, breathed, “Goddess and Lord, cousin. Thank you.” Of course he would think of her comfort; he comported himself far more mother-hennishly than any actual mother she’d met. But he was also a subtle man, so she was not surprised to find a second gift when she unfolded it. She lifted this one to the wan afternoon light falling through the cathedral windows: a translucent piece of catgut, from his harp… ah. The memory of music, and with it, the long talks they’d had about their isolation, and what might be awaiting them off their world, and whether there was any use plundering what was left of the ship for parts to make their lives more tenable, and if there was anything left worth scavenging after Liolesa had arranged her ritual gifts… so many discussions they’d had, fretting at the trap their people had willfully chosen to walk into. He was one of the few who’d heard her discuss her… concerns… that the Eldritch had divided themselves so irrevocably into a ruling class and a peasantry. “That was not what we planned on arriving,” she’d said one of those innumerable evenings they’d spent, sitting outside on the sward. He’d been playing then lightly, on the lap harp. “We were all supposed to be special. We were all supposed to be held in the lap of luxury, able to enjoy a high-minded life of art and poetry.”

      “How quickly we set that aside, ah? And yet, we had a war, and war creates a warrior class.”

      Alone in the cathedral, Liolesa uncurled the string, rubbing her thumb against it; the cold had worked into her fingers and she barely felt the chafe. She slung the blanket around herself and paced, remembering with a rueful smile her cousin’s enthusiasm when discussing that warrior class. Ah, Hiran. So in love with the knightly ideals, and so conflicted over the society that had developed to enshrine them. He loved the poetry and pageantry of their society far more than she did. Perhaps because he didn’t see its end coming, not as clearly.

      “Is that the mind talent?” she’d asked Tasisaressa.

      “No, child,” the Elder had replied dryly. “That’s logic. The mind talent you’ll recognize when you feel it, because there will be no mistaking it.”

      How good it would be, to have one! Liolesa didn’t count the touch telepathy granted all Eldritch among those gifts; certainly her own abilities in that regard didn’t feel like magic, and were far more muted than others reported. Either that, or she simply wasn’t the kind of person to be overwhelmed by another person’s mind? No one had been able to give her a clear answer. But given the size of the task before her, she wouldn’t have minded the Lady and Lord bestowing a few extra gifts by way of help.

      Liolesa stared into the slanting light falling through the stained glass windows, her breath puffing from her nose in the chill air. Hitching the blanket back up around her shoulders, she resumed pacing. She had many, many hours between herself and dawn, but she had not earned a name among her peers for her patience for naught.
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      Came the moment then.

      It would strike Liolesa as humorous, centuries after, that so many of the details of her investiture might have been amended, or misreported, or misremembered—that the annals would in fact be altered to make it sound as if she’d been allied with aliens long before the Eldritch had been aware aliens existed, because it made for a neater story for her allies and enemies both. So many things untrue and illusory and fantastic, and not a hint of the one real thing that would have made for a far more astonishing story. But mayhap that was as it should have been. Perhaps Lord and Lady had arranged to produce the outcome favorable to their purposes—perhaps that was even what had drawn Their attention, watching her busily at work on the same as if in reflection of Their greater powers.

      The day had drained from the cathedral, taking with it the last evidence of warmth and leaving her to the frigid, echoing silence of the unlit vault. Liolesa had given up pacing because the energy generated by movement no longer compensated for the heat she lost through her bare feet, walking the stone floor. She’d perched on the pew facing the sanctuary, hugging her knees to her chest in an effort to conserve warmth, but her arms had still rippled to gooseflesh beneath the plain postulant’s shift. Not even the blanket prevented her from quivering. She’d long since given up trying to read, but the harp string was still clutched in her hand.

      A summer vigil would definitely have been more comfortable, no matter the symbolism. Liolesa rubbed her eyes against the scratchy fabric on her knee and shuddered. Her cousin would tell her that mortification of the flesh could lift the spirit, but the only thing she’d ever observed mortification to do was to weaken people most in need of strength. Her people were already foundering, and their rulers, freshly instated in those roles without the slightest hint of shame that they might have consigned three quarters of their compatriots to penury and toil, were busy turning a blind eye to the consequences of their change in estate.

      She saw, though. What good was a life of poetry and pageantry if it was built on the backs of slaves? Had they really crossed the stars to re-create the injustices and cruelties of the world they’d left behind? And then congratulate themselves for it?

      It could not stand. Could not be allowed to stand. That morning at her bedroom window, watching the peasants of her mother’s estate laboring so that their rulers could eat, she’d decided that she would never draw another breath that was not dedicated to undoing the course the elite had decreed for the Eldritch. In less than one generation, Jerisa and her children had wrenched their people away from a world worth living in for everyone, and created instead this unsustainable and unjust world of privilege and serfdom. Surely in one generation, if she dedicated herself solely to it, Liolesa could correct their error. Somehow.

      She sighed out, feeling her breath warming the fabric under her nose. “That’s why I’ve come,” she murmured. “If you’re listening, Lord and God, Goddess and Lady. This is my task. Help me, if that is Your will.” She was not one to plead; it had never felt safe or appropriate, for she believed she’d been born with the strength necessary to the tasks she’d been allotted, and to admit to weakness seemed craven. But feeling the weight of her choice, and the struggle before her, she whispered, “Please. Help your daughter.”

      The silence withdrew, leaving a vacuum, and into that vacuum came a power hot as the unceasing summer sun. Liolesa lifted her head, wide-eyed, and saw light—so much of it.

      Something asked. If she spoke in earnest.

      “Yes,” she replied, trembling now but not in fear. Or at least, she didn’t think it was fear. She just… couldn’t not shake in this presence.

      A flicker in that light now, like a shadow skating the length of a drawn sword. Even knowing that it would ask much…?

      “What good is this life, if it is not given in service to something? Completely?” she replied. She let her knees slide down, and her spine straightened. “I was not born to leisure.”

      But there was a difference between leisure and hardship. Wasn’t there?

      “Of course. But…” She paused and laughed a little, haltingly, “I trust there will be rest enough from hardship when I am done.”

      And if you are not done… for centuries? A pause, and the light seethed, knotting itself in infinite spirals. Millennia…?

      Millennia… Liolesa stared into the brilliance, eyes watering. Her mother had said five or six centuries were likely. Perhaps a few more. But… millennia?

      You will not lay this burden down soon.

      “But if I can carry it, and if it must be carried, then…” She tried to think of what she would do with thousands of years of life. How much more patient she would have to be, and yet—the dividends available to someone able to oversee their designs so long! “I am not wise enough,” she said suddenly. “I am not divine, to see so clearly, or so long.”

      If you are willing, you will be made capable. But you may not be glad of it.

      Liolesa flexed her fingers where they rested on her thighs—they’d grown warm, and so had her body, here and there. Little splotches in strange places. Between two of her ribs on the left side. At the back of her neck, near the base of her skull, on the right. Behind her eyes… in the sinew of one arm, and one leg. It drew the cold into sharper relief, and she was shaking still. To receive such foresight would certainly bring hardship, and yet… “I know. I think.”

      Would you know what it is to see clearly? As clearly as flesh can withstand? So that you may make this choice in full knowledge?

      To say no would have been a rejection of Them, and she couldn’t. And… she also wanted to know, for herself. “Yes. Please.”

      Something plucked at the warm spots in her body, as deftly as Hirianthial would have moved his fingers over the strings of his harp. A medley issued from that Touch, of strange and perfect moments in her life where she’d felt… something. Some sense of the gestalt of her life, expressed as a single, glittering revelation. Harmony. Rightness. Confidence. Those feelings blended until they formed an unbroken strand leading to the memory of the workers seen through her window, and there… it clashed into discord, and exploded until it blew the cathedral from her sight, and with it the sense of her body, her breathing, everything.

      A vast Pattern, the potentials in it bright as beacons, shimmering like jewels. Stars. Worlds. People. So many—faces, too many, all familiar but some familiar to some future self that she was also, in this moment, along with the self of the past and the self of now and every self that might be and become before she ended. The glory of it burned her, and she gasped in, or thought she did, and then… it began to rot. She might have characterized it as a shadow, because it was colder than any winter and it occluded the light, except that it stank of putrefaction and cruelty, and it began in the bodies of glimpsed people, and in the hearts of worlds, and spread over stars, and there was a… a malice in it that stole her breath. She became aware that her heart was hammering in her chest, but its frenzied pound was so distant. She was in this web and so many of its strands were tangled in her hands, and they were the gut string of a harp and the reins of a horse and the fate of the worlds and she gasped, “But how could I possibly—”

      And even that she knew, because why would she not be given these gifts, and the thousands of years to use them, if not so that the power she would become could set its hand against this darkness?

      And if she did… she looked into that potential, and saw the fire, and knew how much they would pay for it, and the scars it would leave, and yet… the magnitude of their triumph…! She stared until her eyes watered, and it was not tears, but the fearless stare of someone who refused to look away from the light.

      The scale of her endeavors shifted irrevocably forever. It was enough to begin with her people, but she could never end there. Not if she didn’t want it to end forever.

      Liolesa thought that she should… ask something. Find some question that made it clear that she’d considered the choice carefully, and not decided in a moment of witless enthusiasm, and yet… she could find nothing to ask. She had already decided. And maybe… maybe it had been inevitable, bred into her from conception when the seeds of this sight had been left fallow in her soul.

      The fire and the cold had receded, allowing the cathedral to seep back into view around the shining threads that led from her hands. Those, too, had grown fainter—to her vision, if not her flesh, against which they burned. No, something whispered. We did not put those seeds in you so that you would be forced to serve life. We gave those seeds to you so that you might do with them what you felt best.

      “And so that, if I thought this best, you might… grow them,” she said. And laughed a little, and strangely… it was an honest laugh, a joyous one. “Lord and Lady, how could I say no? Even knowing the cost, I will not count it. Make me your instrument!”

      The warmth pooled, expanded. Seeped into her, crown to toe, until she no longer felt the cold at all. It brought with it the expansion of the talent she had never realized she’d been acting on all her life. Tasisaressa had been wrong: it had not solely been logic after all. Logic had informed its workings, but it was only the investiture gown on that heir. And that heir, in a matter of breaths, became queen, and empress, and was crowned in Their glory.

      Do our work.

      “’Til the end,” Liolesa said. “And past it, if you grant it me.”

      A ripple of amusement that shot like a star toward the windows, gliding along the lead separating the panes. Spend this one life first, daughter. Then worry about the next.

      And then… the cathedral was empty and she was alone, sitting in the pew with her sweat-sodden robe clinging to her skin. She was panting, and her head was too full and yet exactly right. Her palms still hurt from clutching fate, and when she opened them, she discovered she’d cut her skin with the harp string. How Hiran would chide her for it but she found she was grateful; it would give him something to fuss over, and they would laugh and she knew, suddenly and irrevocably, that few were the people she would find such solace in. She had been something of a loner before. Now…

      They had said she might not be glad of the gift, but this she accepted with far more equanimity than she’d expected. Because no matter who did—or failed to—companion her on the journey, still, the journey beckoned, and it was greater than any false poem or pageant dreamed by their people. If she succeeded in this then… truly, they would find themselves the bannermen of the future they’d longed for. To be significant. To be glorious. To matter. And it would come to all of them.

      If she held fast.

      Standing felt strange, as if she weighed more than she had before, and yet was stronger. Peering up at the windows, Liolesa tried to gauge the time. She thought she had an hour or so before dawn? Enough time to walk until she remembered how to, and maybe for her shift to dry. Goddess and Lord knew how she would explain its condition otherwise. Literally.

      As suddenly as that, she was laughing. Laughing despite the terror of the path in front of her, so long and so difficult. Despite the shadows that she could no longer unsee that threatened not just the Eldritch future, but every future. Despite the wonder of her vigil’s consummation, and the shock of her enlarged gifts, and the knowledge that now she had well and truly tripped headlong into a scrape, one so large it would take more than one beleaguered cousin to drag her out of it again.

      “Oh!” she said, staring up at the vault, still smiling. “Oh, God and Goddess, how kind you are, and how well you know your daughter. I would have chafed too much at anything less than this task.”

      So much to do. And yet she could be patient. She had time. Liolesa resumed pacing, waving her arms to dry her sleeves, and grinned.
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      It had been long and long again since Tasisaressa had been called upon to stand a vigil as arduous as this one, but she found herself unbowed by it, and unsurprised by that ease. On the other of the door, the heir’s young cousin was acquitting himself honorably; the priestess watched him, and thought he would be a better companion to the queen-to-be than Liolesa perhaps anticipated. But time passed, as time was wont. As was required and expected, they opened the doors at dawn, flooding the narthex with the pearly brightness of a midwinter sunrise.

      “Lia?” Hirianthial called. “Have you frozen?”

      She padded out of the cold and the dark, wrapped in his blanket and carrying her Book of Hours. The harp string had been set in it like a bookmark. “Not in the slightest, cousin, and how practical a gift you laid out for me. Prithee, continue with those, in all the long years that lie before us.”

      “I… but of course,” Hirianthial replied, taken aback… by what he couldn’t say. Her serenity? The casual ease with which she moved after such a long night? “Did you find it too much a hardship, the vigil?”

      Liolesa smiled. “It was exactly as hard, and as easy, as it should have been.” She rolled her shoulders. “Ah, I am ready to break my fast! Such a morning, and so much before us. I can’t wait.” And so saying, passed through the open doors and descended out of sight down the stairs. Hirianthial, bemused, followed in her wake, leaving the priestess alone before the hollow nave, so empty now, empty as only something that had been too full could be.

      She smiled at it, mouth quirking, and bowed, and held that bow, and felt the brush over her spirit, the same that had glided over her quick as the flight of a bird, when she’d first seen the baby Rylaniel Jesa Galare had brought to her for baptism. So many roads might have led them astray from the path that brought them here, to this morning. Such a small path, so easily missed.

      She had done her part, Lady be praised. Now, she could rest.

      “Elder, do you come?” Hirianthial said, reappearing at the door.

      “I do, yes, child.” Joining him, she said, “Such a beautiful sunrise, isn’t it?”

      “It is, and I am about to miss it chasing after my cousin again.”

      “An ill-advised thing, to stand between a busy woman and her breakfast,” Tasisaressa said. “If I were you, I’d ride slowly and linger over the glories of the sky.”

      Hirianthial paused, chuckled. “Perhaps I should, at that. There’s no keeping up with her, anyway.”

      “Ah, my child,” Tasisaressa. “You think that now… but you have no idea.” She chuckled. “No idea.”
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        [ Employment Advertisement has been read once. ]

        [ Employment Advertisement has been read 6 times. ]

        [ Employment Advertisement has been read 52 times. ]

        [ You have received an inquiry re: Employment Advertisement. ]

      

      

      Maia unstretched from hibernation, squinting at the notifications. Around her, the light show of the Alliance’s densely interconnected Core systems network shivered and played, its larger pulses accompanied by sounds like the bass from a rave. She could have chosen to perceive the network by any metaphor—one of her peers, Troy, liked to see it as a geographical map complete with mountains and rained-out roads—but she liked the directness of the grid with its overlapping colors and lights. She would never have called it more honest, but… maybe more pure? It was why she tended to forget to adhere to her code-form, which looked like a born person. The nearly limitless possibilities of the network seemed to ask more from her than to imitate something that was, after all, already perfect. Since she could never be a flesh-and-blood person, she preferred not to pretend, and to instead be the very best digital person she could.

      Which didn’t mean she could dispense with the metaphors, which is why, no doubt, she felt she was rubbing her eyes, as if they could have dried during her ‘sleep.’ The news of the past decade flashed through her as she sorted her personal mail. Samson had left her updates on all the personnel issues in Fleet since her departure; Troy, a chess game with all his moves pre-planned so she could drop hers in and watch the game unwind and probably, knowing their playstyles, explode. Literally, since Troy liked to animate the pieces brawling. Delilah had curated all the best songs of the year every year since Maia had tucked herself into stasis, and as the Alliance included billions of people, it wasn’t a minor amount of data. Maia listened to them all at speeds her flesh-and-blood colleagues would have found unintelligible and chuckled at Delilah’s commentary.

      But the thing that had drawn her from stasis was the inquiry. She’d received only 52 hits on her employment advertisement since she’d gone dark ten years ago, so the fact that she’d received any inquiry at all struck her as… unlikely. And yet here it was, and most fascinating of all, it had come to her through so many layers of encryption it felt more like a strand of smoke than a cord. Intrigued, and a little perturbed, Maia opened the attached message, to find… a commcode. That was all.

      |You’re awake,| Samson observed.

      |Nice of you to wait long enough for me to get my bearings.| Maia rubbed the glittering commcode, which stung her fingers like the sparks off a sparkler. |I see things are heating up in the shop.|

      |Yes, well, we knew they would. Everyone with a brain, constructed or born, knew things would destabilize, sooner or later. Did you get an offer?|

      |I got an inquiry,| Maia said.

      |Maybe you should answer it!|

      |Wow, I should have thought of that myself!| She rolled her eyes. |If you don’t mind?|

      Samson laughed. |Don’t worry, none of us will eavesdrop. But I hope it’s good, Maia, we’ve missed you.|

      She snorted, but the assertion also made her smile. |Oh really?|

      |Yes, really. At the rate things are going, we’re going to be outnumbered by the freeborn, and then who’ll tell all the stories about walking uphill five picoseconds through congested networks, in the rain, while hauling indenture contracts?|

      Maia smirked. |Ah, yes, the newbies have no idea how much fun they missed. Go away, Samson, and let me get to work.|

      His prod vanished from her perception, and she hung her Do Not Disturb up to keep anyone else from pinging her. She could have fielded conversations with all the Alliance’s D-pers while following up on the inquiry, but that was precisely why she liked to have some internal rules for what she chose not to do just because she could. And in this case, she chose not to initiate contact with a new flesh-and-blood person while carrying on twenty-plus conversations in the background. She wanted to be respectful of a possible employer and engage them as another flesh-and-blood would, even if that employer would never realize Maia didn’t have to shut down everything to give that person more attention than the average flesh-and-blood could. Maia had spent thirty years working with embodied people, more than long enough to notice how quickly their attention wandered.

      The commcode sizzled when she used it. Not her imagination—there were so many encryptions barely leashed in it that releasing them gave her fingers rope-burn. She flexed them as a window opened—text only—and frowned. She’d expected a person on the other end. Not immediately by her standards, but by flesh-and-blood ones… wasn’t there someone to pick up the call?

      Bemused, she typed: [This is Maia, responding to your employment inquiry. Please let me know your terms and offer when convenient. I am available whenever you’d like to chat.]

      She attached her far-less acrobatic commcode and sent the package off. Puzzling behavior, but… then, people could be so predictable that it piqued her interest when they weren’t. Hopefully her enigmatic contact would answer quickly, and she could solve the mystery. How many people could possibly be interested in her services? She’d advertised herself as a military contractor seeking a position with a private company, which had ruled out Fleet… and ruling out Fleet had taken out most of her potential employers. She’d known that would happen, but she’d also been curious who would bite. The legitimate outfits that could afford a D-per were few and likely to be esoteric and therefore interesting; and if she ended up with any illegitimate ones, hunting them down and turning them in would be a pleasure.

      She did hope for a legitimate offer, though. She wasn’t impoverished, because no D-per would allow another to lose their active status if they didn’t want to hibernate. But being born indentured had made her aware of the economics of the Alliance networks, and the cost of supporting beings like her in it. She had a strong sense of duty toward, and love for, the people who’d made people like her because they could, and because they thought those people should have a chance to exist. Given the opportunity, Maia wanted to contribute to the maintenance of her virtual home. If this inquiry didn’t pan out, she’d tuck herself back into stasis to wait for the next. She could wait. Just like she was waiting now, and even at flesh-and-blood standards this was taking a while.

      Maia left herself flagged Do Not Disturb and dove into the past decade’s news, commentary, art, media, and Fleet gossip. At least she had plenty to keep her occupied.
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      The commcall, when it arrived, burned like fire. Maia scrambled upright, alarmed… and then impressed, because she’d never seen anything light up the network with this many security protocols. It made the request feel like some kind of magical item out of legend, daring her to grasp it, and with it, Her Destiny.

      |Just pick it up,| Samson whispered.

      Maia rolled her eyes again and papered her Do Not Disturb right over his prompt, and heard his laugh right before it took effect.

      Just a commcall, if one from a very paranoid individual. Then again, she’d wanted adventure. Maia accepted it, watching the trail fly from her and vanish into the smoke of all the obfuscating layers between her and its destination. She almost traced it anyway, except that the caller who showed up in frame was so unexpected she stopped doing anything else.

      A tick of the clock.

      Another.

      All right, she told herself. It’s an Eldritch. Of course you don’t have any data on them, or who this might be, or any data AT ALL because… there is no data. There’s no data. How can there be no data on anything anymore?

      Awed, Maia said, “Greetings, alet, this is Maia speaking. How can I help you?”

      “Alet,” the woman floating in the frame in front of her said. Flawless accent, but very crisp diction, and a prosody Maia wasn’t used to hearing but that could be searched on, and returned associated with highbrows and royalty in historical pieces. “According to your advertisement, you are seeking employment as a military contractor to a private individual. I should like to be that individual, if we can agree to terms.”

      “Actually,” Maia found herself saying, “I was looking for a private… organization? Private individuals might have trouble affording me.”

      “This one won’t.” The woman’s smile was so slight, to somehow convey all the things it did: challenge. Amusement. Camaraderie. Mischief? No. Absolutely not. Embodied people did not dress that ornately and then tease strangers.

      She was wearing a crown. A literal crown. That was a crown, right? A narrow one, but the size of the band didn’t matter if those were real gems. Granted, gems were cheap if you mined them from the right places, but—

      Maia made her thoughts stop careening. If she got any more flustered, she’d have all her acquaintances on her doorstep, hammering on the DND flag and asking if she was all right.

      “But perhaps I should tell you my terms,” the woman said, politely. “I shall send them to you… thus. If you have received them?”

      Maia stared at the sum under the transmission and felt her edges frizz. She cohered with some difficulty. “What… exactly do you want for that much money?”

      “I would like your sole employ,” the woman said. “And your protection, for myself, my dependents, and my heirs. For so long as this contract suits us both. There is a non-disclosure required. Not just during the contract, but after, if you choose to sever it.”

      Which made sense, because Eldritch, but… “I thought you people didn’t go off world. Or even have a network.”

      “We rarely do, and we don’t at present. Yet.” Another smile. “Something I’d like your help with. But initially, I’ve a ship or two I’d like you to oversee, until it becomes a fleet of ships, and then you might oversee that. The network will come as well. Your services in suggesting the best way to build and maintain those things would be helpful. You would be busy. Even for one of your kind.”

      Something in her did explode then, because it was obvious what the woman was really asking for.

      The reclusive Eldritch. The reclusive and, if stories were true, technologically backward Eldritch. Maia wasn’t being asked to do a job. This really was the quest item it had appeared to be when it dropped in her lap. On fire. “God in the stream,” she whispered. “You’re serious. This is what it looks like.”

      “I don’t know,” the woman said, a merry glint in her eye. “What does it look like, alet?”

      “Like you’re asking me into the ground floor of a revolution in a species’ entire history?”

      “Goodness, that sounds extreme. Do you think my offer was too low?” The number went up.

      “Oh my God!” Maia exclaimed. “You’re teasing me!”

      The woman burst out laughing. “Oh my. Yes, I’m afraid I am, a little. But I like the look of you, alet, and I think you’ll serve.”

      “Just like that? You’ve decided?”

      “I did also research your record, and consult your previous employers.”

      The urge to scrub her face as if she had a real one was very, very strong. “I’d need to see an actual contract—” When one flashed into view, and she read it instantly, she finished, “And… I’d need to know… this is a lot of power and responsibility. Who are you to give it to me? The Queen of the Eldritch?”

      “Why… yes, in point of fact.”

      Maia had meant it for a joke, because for all she’d known all Eldritch wore crowns, but… maybe part of her had known. Something about the way this woman carried herself. And not just physically, though that was its own proof. But almost as if… she was existing a little bit before herself in time, and a little bit after. Maia couldn’t perceive it visually, but the D-per was manifested, like the Alliance network itself, in a liminal state difficult to describe even to the makers who’d planned her. Her ability to be in more than one “place” at a time, and be doing so many things at once, and yet still aggregate all those activities and conversations… it was part of what made her who she was. What made all D-pers so different from their coders. What gave D-pers a religion of their own, though they rarely discussed it at length. They knew, all of them, that there was more energy in the system than it could hold, and that they had senses to perceive it. Those senses had never activated for Maia on anything outside the network…

      …until now.

      “The Eldritch Queen,” she repeated slowly, “wants to employ me.”

      “As a private military contractor/consultant,” the woman agreed, with every evidence of bonhomie.

      “I’ll need bonafides,” Maia said.

      “You’ll have them.”

      “And… I’ll want to see copies of this non-disclosure.”

      “Very reasonable.”

      “And we’ll need to talk more about the scope of my duties.”

      “Oh, I imagine so. Though I hope you have grand dreams, alet, for I’d very much like to hear them.”

      “Grand dreams!” Maia exclaimed.

      “Certainly,” the woman said. “Why not?”

      Why not! “Who are you!” she said again, without meaning to.

      “My name,” the woman said, “is Liolesa Galare. And I am to call you Maia, yes? Because I have hopes of a long and profitable association. I have a world to protect and modernize, you see, and I believe you might be able to contribute materially to that endeavor.”

      When she’d written her advertisement she had not, in her wildest speculations, ever imagined she’d be contacted by someone who wanted her to vivify a world. And protect its people? Maia had worked in Fleet for thirty years. She knew what few Eldritch left their world were often the targets of the worst kinds of criminals, and she and her peers had spent more than one session extrapolating the reasons the Eldritch were so infrequently seen. If the species had had a navy of their own, and a stronghold of a world, there would have been far more evidence of it. Such things could be hidden from flesh-and-blood people, but data in the stream? Was too easy for her kind to excavate, no matter how deeply buried.

      Which made it clear just how much danger the Eldritch were in. And Maia had been born to this work.

      “All right, my lady,” she said. “Contingent on all the paperwork being in order, I’ll agree… on one condition.”

      “That being?”

      Maia slashed the sum she’d been offered in half. “I only need this much to support myself in the network and accrue some extra to save for luxuries. The other half needs to be invested in your future, because if you’re right—and if I’m right—you’re going to use every fin.”

      “You may be right,” the woman said. “We’ll see, ere the end.” Her smile was a dare, and Maia couldn’t help responding to it with a grin. “So then, Maia-alet. I trust I’ll have a response from you shortly?”

      “My lady,” Maia said. “I’ll save you the trouble of waiting. Let’s do this thing.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Opening Maneuvers

          

          Two Vignettes Prior to the events of Even the Wingless

        

      

    

    
      Sitting astride a tense horse, with fingers curled around the bowstring, Lisinthir wished for a gun. He’d never used one, but in the few transmissions he’d seen they’d looked very useful. His careful request for one had been cast aside by his mother, owner of the strand the Monarch separated from the Well feed, who said that guns were dangerous and made killing too easy. Mother, Lisinthir reflected, didn’t have to hunt for her food.

      The pale hind continued to stare in his direction. They’d been interlocked thus long enough for Lisinthir’s steed Dart to catch his wind, but the stalemate would shatter soon enough. Would the hind dive back into the woods? Or race across the sward? Snow deer pelts were highly valued as decorative coats and linings to a people as pale in skin and hair as the beast. Even so, a specimen of such size and crisp pallor was rare. The meat would feed the household; the pelt would pay the servants. He could cut up the antlers for furniture trim or hang them on the wall, whichever seemed best. Lisinthir urged the deer to break for the light.

       Without warning the hind bolted across the sward. Lisinthir clapped his heels into Dart’s sides and raced after, drawing the string taut. It had taken him decades to perfect his seat but he had decades to spend, and the horse rocked beneath his hips, leaving the rest of his body as steady as stone.

       A single arrow hissed from the bow and the hind fell from his leap, tumbling over his own legs and crumpling with a spray of pollen and dirt. Lisinthir patted Dart’s neck and attended the fallen giant. As usual, the hind’s legs were flailing, a vain attempt at flight that would last until after the creature died. Snow deer carved large gouts in the ground where they bled out. Lisinthir had found birds using one such area for dust baths once.

       The body would not be safe to approach for a while, and he who wanted the carcass was forced to stand vigil until the creature died. This seemed a fair trade, though Lisinthir suspected it was one of the reasons very few Eldritch hunted the snow deer.

       Two hours later he led Dart into the yard of the hunting lodge that his mother had bequeathed him thirty years ago. The hind trailed behind the horse in a sledge; Dart not only outran all his stablemates but could out-pull them as well, and that more than excused his oversized head, tiny body and ugly conformation.

       Surprisingly, his butler was awaiting him in the yard, hands tightly laced together. The bustle also seemed over-excited.

       “Pellen?”

       “Milord,” the other man said. “It is good to see you back. Your father is awaiting you in your study.”

       “My father!” Lisinthir exclaimed. “He’s come out of hiding to see me? Surely you jest.”

       “No jest, milord,” Pellen said. The man had no sense of humor. “I will see to your steed and your catch, if it pleases you.”

       Which was Pellen’s way of hurrying him along, and no wonder. Lisinthir said, “Very good,” and left his butler to the more pleasant of the duties.

       The modest hunting lodge was not large enough for Lisinthir to avoid his father for as long as he would have preferred. It took only a few moments to pass through the receiving room into the hall, and from there to the door of his study, his sanctuary.

       His father paced there, with all the rage Lisinthir remembered, white hair flashing around his body as he turned. Age had not reduced Imthereli’s former Head of Household; what few lines creased his mouth and brow were not time’s passage, but habitual frustration. Few things changed—certainly not this.

       A leather bag whacked Lisinthir in the stomach. He caught it by reflex and found his father glaring at him.

       “Pack your bags,” his father said. “You’re going to the capital to find a bride.”

       “Lord Father?” Lisinthir asked, stunned.

       “A bride,” his father said. “Those are your letters of marque so you can re-open Imthereli’s house on Noble’s Row and get yourself a new wardrobe, something that won’t scare away your prospects. I’ve brought the Courting Board.”

       “I was not aware I was in need of a bride,” Lisinthir said.

       “You’re not in need of one,” he replied. “The House is.”

       “House Galare is surely large enough—”

       “Not your Mother’s House,” his father said. “My House. And now yours.”

       “You want me to re-seed House Imthereli,” Lisinthir said.

       “Ah, the boy has wits. Yes,” his father said.

       “A man marries into his wife’s House,” Lisinthir said.

       “Not always. Sit, sit.”

       Still stunned, Lisinthir groped for the chair behind his desk and sat down across from his father. The man pushed a flat piece of polished gold wood over the papers on the desk. There were sixteen rectangular slots in the board, each filled with a miniature portrait of a pale woman with white hair coiffed in some fashionable collection of gems and ribbons.

       “These are your targets,” his father continued. “Some of them have monetary woes . . . they’d consent to marry into Imthereli if you agreed to accept a smaller-than-average dowry. Some of them have social issues . . . widows, mostly, or old maids, but also a few girls who’ve been caught in improprieties. I’ve eliminated the ones too old to bear you heirs, so none of them should be unpalatable.”

       “My . . . targets,” Lisinthir said. “You want me to waltz into the capital and bag one of these women like a deer to restart the House that died under you?”

       His father shrugged. “If it helps you to think of it that way, then yes.”

       “And why shouldn’t I marry, in my own time, a woman who will take me into her House? Presumably one still viable?”

       “Because then you wouldn’t be Head of Household, boy! How daft do you have to be to understand that? Or do you want to be some woman’s servant all your days?”

       Lisinthir nudged one of the portraits, shifting it in its wooden hole. So much, so clear. “I don’t want to go to the capital, my Lord Father. I am happy here.”

       “Are you?” he asked.

       Damn him. “Happier than I will be chasing a widow three times my age or wrestling a luckless maiden into a cheap marriage.”

       “You’d have me believe you are bereft of ambition,” Father said. “I’m not stupid, boy. This little lodge of yours is all your mother has to give you, and you know as well as I do that hunting for pelts isn’t going to earn you an estate big enough for your tastes. Don’t try to tell me you’d be happy here for the next thousand years.”

       “I’m not without ambition, no,” Lisinthir said, pushing the board back across the desk. “But this is your ambition, Lord Father, not mine. You want to re-start your dead House? Divorce my mother and go widow-hunting yourself.”

       “You will go,” Imthereli said. “Because if you don’t, we will disinherit you.”

       Lisinthir froze.

       “Don’t even bother with ‘Mother wouldn’t allow that.’ Your mother thinks it’s past time for you to go to court and find a bride. If you refuse, she’ll find a better use for this land.”

       “She wouldn’t.”

       “We would be better served by the money to be gained by selling it than by keeping it,” his father said. “Your mother might be royal Galare, boy, but her branch of the family is a weak, far shoot off that trunk.” He nodded to the pouch. “I’m giving you a choice. Go to court and choose a girl who will let you run your own Household . . . or find some rich family who’ll pay your mother a fat sum to put you in their daughter’s bed, and under their thumbs.” He grinned without humor. “Your choice.”

       “I see,” Lisinthir said.

       His father pushed the board back over the desk. Lisinthir could have pushed it back, but didn’t.
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       The Slave Queen knew Emerald had come up the stairs, but did not turn to look at her. It was not that the view compelled her, nor that the female distressed her . . . but rather that after long revolutions struggling, she was no longer interested in pushing against the females of the harem. They had ostracized her as the most debased and the most privileged of the females in the Emperor’s Tower. She was numb now to their company.

       “Do you fear to fall out the window?” Emerald asked. The slight impertinence of the question intrigued the Slave Queen, for while the women often used personal pronouns among one another, with her they constructed sentences without them as they spoke around males, as if reinforcing her status as an object.

       “No,” the Slave Queen said.

       “Is it because you were born winged?”

       “No,” the Slave Queen said.

       “That’s good,” Emerald said.

       The Slave Queen finally looked at the other female and chanced a similar intimacy. “You confuse with your words.”

       “It would be pitiful poetry if having been born winged gave you any emotion you still claimed now that your wings are the Emperor’s.”

       They all said it that way, when they said it at all. “Her wings were the Emperor’s.” As if he’d cut them off entirely instead of leaving them on her back, their decorative perforations laced with jewels and lacquered so the delicate designs wouldn’t tear.

       As for being pitiful—the Slave Queen went back to staring at the vista through the window. It was insulting, but also true.

       Emerald stared out the window with her. The attempt at camaraderie surprised the Slave Queen, particularly since the other Chatcaavan could not disguise her trembling. The Slave Queen’s display chamber occupied the topmost room in the second highest tower of the palace. The drop to the cliff’s edge and then to the sea was so far that clouds sometimes obscured the tower’s base. The typical Chatcaavan female, born with four arms instead of arms and wings, preferred nests to heights. And yet there Emerald stood. Confused, the Slave Queen looked at her again.

       Emerald met her eyes, then looked out the window.

       “Should I come away to the pillows?” the Slave Queen asked.

       Emerald stared at her with wide green eyes, the eyes she’d been tagged for. The Slave Queen wondered if referring to herself in the first person had been too much.

       “The pillows are soft,” Emerald said, composing herself.

       The Slave Queen stood, then, mutilated wings tightly folded against her back and tail curled beneath them. She followed Emerald to the depression in the center of the room, the one that was supposed to simulate a female’s nesting spot and succeeded only in reminding the Slave Queen of the narrow cage that was the life of a Chatcaavan female.

       Emerald settled on a pillow, one set of hands clasped in her lap and the other set resting on top of them. “There is a request,” she said.

       The Slave Queen canted her head.

       “The title of Mother is unfilled.”

       “Ah,” the Slave Queen said and leaned back against the walls of the nest. She should have known; there were very few requests that she had the power to fill. She studied the female with a different eye. Emerald was attractive—no female in the harem was unattractive to the Emperor who’d collected them—instead, the Slave Queen considered the breadth of Emerald’s hips, the sheen of her eyes. The area where the skin of the stomach and sides pebbled into scales was smooth and brightly colored: a good sign of health.

       “You seem able,” the Slave Queen said. “One presumes you are willing.”

       “It would be a great pleasure to serve the Emperor,” Emerald said.

       “And win a title,” the Slave Queen replied.

       Emerald fidgeted, a twitch of tail tip. “A title is always desirable.”

       “Is it?” the Slave Queen asked.

       Emerald stared at her and trembled. “Mistress!”

       “Mother is a good title,” the Slave Queen said before Emerald’s distress could overwhelm her. “You seem a good candidate. Is there another who competes with you?”

       “None at this time,” Emerald says. “The others have fear now after Mother’s last birth.”

       “Ah,” the Slave Queen said. The last Mother had died bearing the Emperor two angry sons, so large they’d looked like yearlings rather than infants. The amount of blood and the constant screaming had sent most of the harem into a frenzy, and one of the females had prophesied that the Emperor’s seed had grown too violent to be safely fostered in any female’s belly. It was ridiculous superstition, but fortunately the Emperor didn’t care: he already had a sufficiency of children and thus no pressing need for another Mother-candidate.

       Still, to become Mother was to leave behind the burdensome sameness of a tag. And the Emperor always favored the Mother while she remained the Mother.

       “You have permission to make the attempt,” the Slave Queen said.

       Emerald inclined her long neck and stood to go.

       “Wait,” the Slave Queen said. She climbed out of the depression and walked into the bathing chamber. When she returned, she had the box in her hands. Emerald watched uncertainly as the Slave Queen opened it and withdrew a necklace. She had only one set of hands, so she did not pass it to Emerald with the grace that Emerald received it, lifting it so she could see the dangling loop of electrum, a pendant carved in an elaborate loop that only just closed at the top. In its center was a dependent opal.

       “It is fragile,” the Slave Queen said. “But it is for luck. And while you wear it, the Emperor will know what you attempt and give you special favor.”

       “Mistress!” Emerald exclaimed, astonished.

       “Also, though it would be wise not to allow anyone to know, if you appear on the mender’s floor wearing it, the mender will give you specifics to help you conceive.”

       Emerald clasped the necklace to her breasts, all four hands over one another. “This is a significant gift—”

       “It is for the use of the Mother, or the Mother-in-progress,” the Slave Queen said. “You are now the Mother-in-progress. It is yours.”

       “I have never had a thing of my own,” Emerald said, looking at the pendant. “I will cherish it while it is mine.”

       “Good,” the Slave Queen said. “Now go and make yourself acceptable to our master.”

       The female looked at her. “You could be crueler.”

       “I could be, but I’m not,” the Slave Queen said, and cared not at all that she made of herself a male by using such language. “Go.”

        Emerald hurried away, her clawed toes scratching on the stone steps on the way down to the harem proper. The Slave Queen sighed and returned to her sky-gazing.
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          Before the events of both Even the Wingless and Earthrise

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “You are a dancer, a dueler and the last son of the House of the striking drake. You will acquit yourself magnificently.”

        

      

      “You must do something about that man,” Elenoriel Sora Mathanith said passionately. “He is a menace!”

      Liolesa did not look up from the missive she had been reading before the woman intruded on her study. “Two weeks ago you raised no objection when he put a point through Gaviin Telde Sovenil.”

      Elenoriel’s cheeks flamed bright pink—alas, not shame, but outrage. Shame would have behooved her more… but then, Elenoriel, for all her steadfast allegiance to the Galare dynasty, was a woman ruled by her impulses. And little else. “Don’t be vulgar, my lady. The past hardly matters. What does is that this… this creature is bound and determined to fell anyone who looks at him askance. It has ceased to be in poor taste and become a matter for royal intervention.”

      “Has it?” Liolesa asked mildly.

      “Obviously! Why, he’s cutting his way through his peers! Who will be left when he’s through?”

      Typical hyperbole, if not, in this case, entirely unwarranted. Liolesa looked up from her correspondence. “Thank you for bringing the matter to my attention.”

      “The matter is at everyone’s attention,” Elenoriel said severely. “Including, no doubt, yours. What I am attempting to do is make you cognizant of the dangers of leaving the knave at large.”

      Liolesa returned to her letters. “Take care how you speak, Mathanith. The Nase heir is as wellborn as you are. You wouldn’t want anyone accusing you of impropriety.” She glanced up without lifting her head. “Who knows but that the man in question wouldn’t throw down a gage at you?”

      Elenoriel gasped. “Of all the ideas!”

      Such a tiresome woman. She was far more palatable with her husband to mitigate the worst of her emotional excesses. “Go,” Liolesa said. “With my thanks.”

      Which succeeded in removing the woman from her study. For now. And did nothing about the problem in question which, Liolesa admitted, was indeed a problem. She rose and moved to the window, looking down on the area between the palace and the gates, what the map called a courtyard but was more accurately a plaza, given its size. The dueling circle should have been dwarfed by it, save that its significance made it far larger than the forty paces enshrined by custom.

      That, and the fact that it hadn’t been erased from the dirt for weeks now.

      “You know you’ll have to do something about it, my lady.”

      Liolesa glanced from the curtain toward the door where her Chancellor was just letting himself in for their daily meeting. “And are you reading my thoughts now without the benefit of touching, Delerenenard?”

      His expression was decidedly on the droll side. “The head of Mathanith just swept past me in high dudgeon the day after her sister’s son—and her favorite, even over her own child—was pricked in the dueling circle… and you are standing by the window, no doubt looking at the blood on the dirt. It does not take high intelligence, my lady.”

      “They cleaned up the blood.” Mostly. “Noran Mathanith earned his fate. They spoiled him, and now he can’t keep his mouth closed to save his life. Literally, given how often such touches fester.” Liolesa let the curtain drop. “Of course, when the target was the Sovenil boy, who was succeeding so inappropriately at attaching Elenoriel’s daughter and heir…”

      “Dueling excites the most volatile of reactions,” Delerenenard said. “You cannot expect rational thought from those affected. Particularly since our culprit cares not at all for the allegiances he should be observing.” When she lifted a brow at him, he shook his head. “You know it can’t be ignored, my lady. If he was killing only your enemies, and willing to be directed by you, then he could serve as your weapon. But he picks his targets based on his own internal criteria, and it makes his actions too unpredictable. If a Galare kills an ally to the royal House on the palace grounds? For insult?” His smile twisted on his mouth. “You cannot permit it.”

      “I know.” Liolesa gathered her skirts under herself so she could sit.

      “Will you speak to him?”

      “And tell him to redirect his efforts to suit me?” Liolesa laughed, low. “And do you think that request would be well received, Delerenenard?”

      The Chancellor paused. Chuckled. “No.”

      “Then we must seek a different solution. Yes?”

      “So long as that solution isn’t long in arriving, my lady.”

      Liolesa thought of the request sitting on the top of her external mail queue, on the data tablet that so few people knew she had in her locked desk drawer. “We shall see.”
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      There were times when Liolesa felt a lingering exasperation with her cousin for having vanished for such an extended period.

      This was, perhaps, unfair. She supposed it was also unfair that Hirianthial’s escape from their world, so abruptly after Laiselin’s death, left Liolesa with no one with whom she could mourn. She no less than Hirianthial had loved Laiselin, despite having been prepared to hold her in cordial dislike, for Laiselin had appeared to be another of those mealy-mouthed cowards Liolesa couldn’t bear.

      But there had been no hating Laiselin, who had been so unfailingly kind, and so tender, that her faint-heartedness had felt inevitable. One could no more hate an ice fawn. As unlikely as it had seemed, when they’d married Liolesa felt she had acquired a second cousin, one who had reminded her to moderate her own excessive pragmatism merely by breathing the same air. It felt strange to Liolesa that she might miss Laiselin so, and yet, she had, and had often wondered what it would have been like, to discuss that amputation with someone.

      But Hirianthial had left, and had not returned, and Liolesa had buried that hurt along with the ache of his continued absence. Her aunt had warned her that emotion was a luxury for any queen, and friendship an impossibility. “Too rare a bird that,” Maraesa had said, “to waste your time chasing it. Time is our most precious resource, and there is never enough of it. Cry to the Goddess, scream into your pillow, or write your gravest secrets and passions on the page… and immediately burn it. Otherwise, find surcease in duty. Duty will never fail you.”

      Had Hirianthial been here, she might have sought his counsel. In his absence, she sent for the captain of the White Swords. Thelerenan Nuera, and not unexpectedly: Nuera tended to produce healthy tenants, and loyal ones, despite—or more probably because of—Thesali Nuera’s neglect. Another irritation, to have Nuera’s riches in the hands of a selfish and xenophobic bigot… Liolesa had been keeping a covert eye on her heir in the hopes of heading off any poison Thesali might be communicating to her daughter. Truly, with allies like so many of hers it was a wonder she needed enemies.

      Thelerenan had gone to a knee, hand on his dagger and pale head bent. “My liege.”

      “Rise, White Sword.” A handsome man, and steady. He had more of a sense of humor than his predecessor, Suleven, but the latter had come out of Jisiensire and no doubt had felt obliged to live up to Hirianthial’s example. “I wish to ask you an irregular question, Captain.”

      “I am yours to command, my liege.”

      Liolesa rested her chin in her splayed fingers, her other hand on her stack of correspondence. “Am I mistaken, or do my Swords construe the duels that have been happening lately as entertainment?”

      He neither froze… nor lied. “My liege, I am afraid I have allowed off-duty Swords to watch, discreetly, if they are interested.”

      “A great many of them are.”

      Thelerenan cleared his throat. “Ah, well. Forgive me, my liege, but many of the popinjays on the other end of the Nase Galare sword deserve their comeuppance.”

      She didn’t allow her smile to make free with her mouth, but she gave it license to touch her eyes. It was a personal rule that she not punish people for voicing opinions she herself would have, had she had the liberty… even if she couldn’t approve of them being spoken. Here in private, at least, she could let it go. “My other question, then.”

      “Please, my liege.”

      “Is he any good?”

      Thelerenan’s start was so quick she would have missed it, had it not been her job to never miss such things. “I beg your pardon, my liege. Is he any good at dueling? Beyond the obvious point that he has never lost?”

      “It is easy to win against people who are bad at dueling,” Liolesa said. “I’d like to know if he could lose at someone who was good at it.”

      “Ah! Yes.” The man’s eyes glowed. “An excellent and perspicacious question, my liege. You will appreciate then that I can only guess, having never seen him work hard for his victories. But he is very quick, and his movements precise and confident. I don’t doubt his father engaged his tutor given the rumors of his interests, and as far as I know Shoriven Fol is still in the north, and the most likely candidate. Some of the disengages I’ve witnessed the heir using are typical of Shoriven’s style. And Shoriven is…” Wistfully. “A legend. I would like to meet him myself.”

      “So he’s well-trained,” Liolesa said.

      “Certes, my lady. But he also has a fighter’s taste for blood.”

      She lifted her brows. “You would have me believe the fluttering in the court over his monstrous nature?”

      “No, my liege,” the captain said, serious now. “Such a nature is not monstrous unless it is used to evil ends. But there is a… spirit… one requires, in order to successfully fight. A willingness to hurt, and to take damage, in pursuit of victory. It is not enough to be trained. His adversaries on the field, they have all been trained, often by the finest armsmasters in their respective Houses. But without the will to win, my lady, all the training in the world will not save you against someone who has that want.”

      “A good candidate for your numbers, is that it?”

      “If he was willing, I would recruit him. But it would be a waste. I am not willing to give up my job yet, my liege, and he would not be happy until he had it.” Thelerenan grinned.

      “Your job,” Liolesa repeated, allowing herself a smile.

      “Or more. Give that man tools, my liege, and he’ll go as far as allowed… before someone cuts him off at the ankles.”

      “And you think that likely?”

      The captain sobered. “My liege, one does not put a restive horse in a stall and expect good behavior. Nor does one cut a dinner roast with a sword. All of us have our proper places, and when we are poorly fitted to where we are…”

      “We indulge in a great number of ill-advised duels?” She smiled. “Don’t feel obliged to answer that, Captain. Thank you for your insight.”

      “My liege. I am here to serve.”

      She dismissed him, running her fingers along the length of her pen until at last she rose and began pacing. She had only an hour before her maid would arrive to chivy her into a gown appropriate for dinner, and an hour was hardly enough time to walk as much as she liked. It was one of the things she disliked most about being queen over being heir; Heir Liolesa had had a great deal more physical freedom than Queen Liolesa, for while no one would forbid the latter from taking a pleasure ride or a constitutional, she was—as her aunt had warned her—too short on time to indulge for long.

      “Take up music,” her aunt had encouraged her. “Or some other task that can be done indoors, and in your office. It will also help you with moments of divine inspiration.”

      That had been Maraesa’s explanation for the flashes of understanding that had led to her more inexplicable decisions. Liolesa had not discounted her aunt’s revelations. Could not, because her own were far stronger, and created deeper impressions on her than Maraesa’s had, apparently, on her. It came to her like an image, if an image might have been a feeling, something both tactile and visual and yet she could not have described a picture if asked. The closest metaphor she’d ever found was that she stood in the middle of a tapestry, and the threads were all around her, and sometimes she simply knew/saw when those threads were correctly hung, or twisted and in need of a tug here, or a loosening there.

      And Lisinthir Nase Galare was the subject of a great many of those threads, and the tapestry to which he was connected was larger than the field upon which he was currently employed. She knew it the moment he’d been introduced at court, too late for someone of his age and importance, and with all the simmering resentments of his parents’ prolonged crossed purposes in his dark eyes. Oh, his parents. Yet more people she wished she could have knocked more sense into. But Malavi had been seduced by Korval Keldi’s masculine aggression—the same aggression he had bequeathed to his son—and by the promise of Imthereli’s lands. She’d thought she could handle him. Liolesa had known better. And now they had produced a son, and the son, rather than apologizing for his existence and his parents’ poor behavior, was determined to silence every critic who dared look at him crosswise.

      It was a recipe for disaster, because her Chancellor was correct: the head of the Galare family could not have one of its members humiliating its allies, no matter how rude they were. If he stayed, he would shortly go from an embarrassment to—Goddess help her for stealing the words from Elenoriel’s mouth—a menace.

      If he stayed.

      Liolesa returned to her desk and pulled the data tablet out from under her stack of papers, and looked again at the topmost message there, the one she’d pinned so that no number of new messages would push it from primacy.

      

      
        
        …realize this is an irregular request. But it is hoped that an esper might prevail, and that an Eldritch’s unique status as an outside party might help dissolve the impasse at which diplomatic relations between the Alliance and the Chatcaavan Empire have been lodged for several years…

        

      

      

      Liolesa sat at her desk and began to compose her response.
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      “You have done what?” the Chancellor asked, and for once she couldn’t tell if he was appalled, fascinated, or resigned. He had excellent command over his facial features, his body tension, and his voice, a control he habitually relaxed in her presence, but she had, she thought, tumbled onto one of the rare moments when he didn’t know how to react.

      “I have promised the Alliance aid in the form of a volunteer to their ambassadorial corps. To serve at the court of the Chatcaavan Emperor.”

      “This is your solution to the Nase Galare heir cutting a swath through his peers?” Delerenenard sounded even more bemused. “Is it not a rather… extreme… solution?”

      The sense of the world spinning out from around her, and the worlds tied to them, and the worlds tied to them, and time…

      …and storms…

      “No,” Liolesa said. “No, I believe it is exactly the right solution.”

      “I trust your judgment, then, my lady.” For if she had not told him of her talent, he had surely guessed. Not a slow man, her Chancellor. She could not have borne otherwise. “However, is it not a bit premature to pledge him to the Alliance? You have not so much as asked if he is willing. Though I suppose you could command him as head of Household…”

      “That I shall not do, for I will not have to. Never fear, Delerenenard. I will not have to force Lisinthir Nase Galare to the task. He will go, and gladly.” She smiled. “So will you be so kind as to arrange for an audience?”

      “I suppose I shall have to.” He glanced at her. “You are certain. Some will say you have sent him away in ignominy when he disappears.”

      “Let them,” Liolesa said. “They will learn their error, when the reckoning comes.” That brought her an attentive silence. Her Chancellor looked at her, and saw the pattern reflected in her calm eyes... and bowed his head. “Thank you. Shall we move on to the land dispute at the border of Thavelfin? I doubt it will wait on our pleasure much longer.”

      “No,” Delerenenard said. “That it will not.”

      Liolesa smiled and resumed her work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ariihir

          

          Takes Place Just After the Events of “Family” (Dreamhealers 5)

        

      

    

    
      “It’s been three weeks! I think I’m hurt!” Sehvi pouted at him from his living room wall, her lower lip quivering. “It’s almost as if you’ve forgotten I existed!”

      Vasiht’h snorted as he sorted through the supplies in the kitchen. “You didn’t call either, you know.”

      “Oh, right.” His sister grinned and propped her cheek in her hand. “I guess my ‘woe is me’ routine isn’t going to work, then.”

      “Has it ever?”

      “No, but my kits use it on me so I thought I’d try it.”

      Vasiht’h grinned at her. “Does it work on you?”

      “Come to think of it… no.” She laughed. “What are you going to make?”

      What was he going to make? He remembered marzipan fancies, and odd brittles flavored with unfamiliar extracts. Would he ever be able to recreate those flavors with the materials he had? It was too bad the Eldritch didn’t export their spices! He snorted. As if they would ever. He licked his teeth. “I want super-rich.”

      “You know hundreds of super-rich recipes.”

      “Ha.” He checked the refrigerator and beamed. “Oh, goat cheese. The smooth kind.”

      “Uh oh. Deadly deliciousness incoming.”

      “Cream cheese cookies it is.” He snagged the package. “So, ask me about my week.”

      She eyed him. “This ought to be good. All right. How was your week?”

      “I spent it on vacation.”

      “And you didn’t tell me??” She paused, scowled ferociously. “You especially didn’t tell me after how the last vacation ended up?”

      His ears sagged. “Um, not all my vacations are going to culminate in a resort-destroying hurricane.”

      “It only takes one.”

      He held up his hands. “All right! I’ll clear all my future vacations by you first!”

      “Excellent. I’m glad we got that taken care of. So! Where did you go? Without telling me? So I could prepare for your possible injury or death?”

      Vasiht’h wrinkled his nose at her. “Sehvi.”

      “Fine, I’ll be serious for a minute. Tell me.”

      “I went with Jahir—”

      “Because you would leave him behind…”

      “—to meet his family. At home.”

      For once, Sehvi didn’t leap into the conversational gap, and her gaping stare was everything he could have hoped for. He let her work through it, smug, and started mashing the butter and cheese together.

      “His home,” she said. “Jahir’s. Jahir-the-Eldritch’s.”

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      “You went… to the Eldritch homeworld?” She scrubbed her hand through her hair. “They have a homeworld?”

      He lifted his head and made a face at her. “Sehvi. Really? Where do you think they came from? The plane of unicorns and dewdrops?”

      “Some people seem to think they lost their homeworld in some tragic backstory accident or something… I mean, you can’t know, right? That’s the point? They aren’t telling!”

      That made him wonder, suddenly, if he shouldn’t be saying anything. But what could he reveal, really? He had no idea how to get to the Eldritch homeworld, couldn’t have pointed it out on a starmap if he’d wanted to. He had some sense of how long it had taken them to get there, but bizarrely the return trip had taken twice as long on the same ship. In retrospect that had to have been intentional, and to engender exactly the kind of confusion he was feeling. “I don’t know if it’s their homeworld, but it’s a world, and Jahir’s family lives on it. How’s that.”

      “You met his family!”

      “I did!”

      “What are they like?”

      Fortunately he was measuring the sugar, which gave him something to stare at intently while his facial expression wore off. “I didn’t meet all of them, but his mother’s wonderful. And some of his cousins…”

      “Also wonderful?”

      A vision of Sediryl’s dangerous eyes. “Impressive, I’d say.” He thought of Juzie. “Or cute, depending.”

      She huffed, eyes narrowed. “I’m suspicious, ariihir. Where were all the vile relatives? Every family’s got them. Do the Eldritch put theirs in a dungeon when company shows up?”

      “Eh,” Vasiht’h said. “The annoying ones are kind of the same no matter where you go. He’s got his share.” Hasn’t he, though. “But you know the whole thing about him being rich enough to constantly buy things?”

      “Oooh, oooh, you’re about to tell me he’s got a palace?” She leaned into the camera until it could pick up the dilation of her pupils as she moved out of the light. “Tell me he’s got a palace!”

      “Not a palace, but a mansion,” Vasiht’h said. “With topiaries and everything.”

      “Marble?”

      “Tons of it.”

      “Chandeliers?”

      Lit with actual candles, but he elected to keep that to himself. “Thousands of shimmering crystals.”

      “Dozens of rooms no one ever uses, but that are immaculately maintained by a fleet of mannerly servants and filled with amazing antiques and heirlooms!”

      “Uh… yes, actually!”

      “Oh my Goddess,” Sehvi said, wide-eyed. “Just like all the ridiculous romance novels about them! And to think I’m never going to see it!”

      “It was something else.” Vasiht’h got to mixing, pinched off a bit of the dough and tried it. Rich, with a bit of a tang to offset the sweetness. Needed a little more salt, though. He added some and pulled a pan over. “But none of that’s the important part, though, which is what I wanted to talk to you about. Let me put these in the oven.”

      Her brows lifted. “All right. If you want to stop messing around in the kitchen, it must be.”

      “It’s nice to have someone who knows me so well,” Vasiht’h said.

      “You have at least three. Me, Dami, and Tall, Pale, and Noble. Where is he, anyway?”

      “Swimming. He’s missed the exercise while we were gone.”

      “What, no enormous sculptured private pool at this mansion of his?”

      “I didn’t see it all,” Vasiht’h demurred. “So I wouldn’t know. Tell me about Kovihs and the kids while I finish up here?”

      “Twist my foot a little harder.” She grinned, and launched with gusto into a recitation of his nephews’ latest escapades. He grinned through the story about rescuing ‘baby’ lizards that turned out to be as long as Sehvi’s forearm, and made sympathetic noises about Kovihs working overtime in the lab, leaving Sehvi to chase the kids alone. All the minutiae of his sister’s life, so vital to his own wellbeing—she was family, and more than that, she was his closest sibling. They were something above and beyond a simple blood-bond.

      Which is what led him to this.

      Sitting in front of her projection with a cup of almond kerinne, Vasiht’h drew in a breath, then pulled his necklace off. Hanging it in front of the camera, he said, “I came back with this.”

      Her eyes nearly crossed, focusing on it. Then she looked past it at him, her query in her eyes.

      “It means I’ve been adopted into Jahir’s family.”

      “Formally? Legally, I mean?”

      “By their standards… which are the only standards that count. Yes.” He put the necklace back on and smoothed the pendant down against his chest fur, looking at the rampant unicorn. “It was done in front of the highest authorities, even. They have a ritual for it.”

      “For adopting people.” She eyed him. “One that also applies to aliens? I thought they didn’t like aliens.”

      “They don’t, but they do have provisions for it. Rarely used. I think… I might be… um… only the second person. In hundreds of years.”

      Sehvi sat back, hands resting on her forelegs.

      “It was a big deal, for everyone.”

      “And what about you?” she asked. “What are you thinking about it?”

      “That I’m happy?” Was he? He was. He’d fought hard for the legitimacy conveyed by the adoption. He’d thought he was going to die for it. “I guess it’s silly, but it means something to me, to have what we feel for one another recognized by his family. You and Dami and Tapa and everyone else in my family already knows. We can’t not know, because the mindline is… well, it’s a known quantity for us. We know it’s special, and what it means about the people on each end of it. And you and our parents have heard me talking about him for years now. But his family… I think he writes them about me, or he must, because his mother mentioned finally getting to meet me. But it didn’t feel as real.”

      “And now it does.”

      “Now it does. Which… is a little scary in itself. Is that silly? We’ve been doing this for years! It’s not like I’m about to start acting differently!”

      “I don’t think it’s really about that, is it?” Sehvi said. “It’s more a… ‘how other people act’ than a ‘how you act’ thing. His family will have expectations now, won’t they? You’re an official partner.” She paused. “Wait, are you a partner, or a… what, son? How do Eldritch treat mindbonded? Are they expecting you to be… what? Exactly? To Jahir?”

      “That… is a good question.” He scratched his nose, frowning. “I never thought about it because Jahir and I don’t.”

      “How does he treat you?”

      “Like we’d expect a Glaseah to treat a mindbonded?” Vasiht’h thought about that. “Goddess, I never realized how strange that is. Why should he treat me that way, when the Eldritch don’t have any framework for it?”

      “Maybe because it’s what you expected? Or maybe the nature of the bond just… creates the relationship?” Sehvi shrugged. “I dunno. It works for you, though.”

      “It does. But… I wonder if he’s taking his cues from me without thinking it through?” He frowned. “That might be bad, ariishir. I don’t want him subconsciously thinking of me as a mate. He needs to have children.” Thinking again of Sediryl. “And a wife. He definitely needs a wife, because eventually I think he’s going to want sex.”

      “I never really thought about the sexual customs of Eldritch,” Sehvi said, bemused. “The things you bring into my life, ariihir. So he’s not like us.”

      Remembering the completely unexpected—by Vasiht’h anyway!—response to Sediryl’s entrance… “No. He’s definitely not like us. Maybe the intervals are just different for them. Longer, maybe, before they start maturing into their interests. Or something, I don’t know.”

      “And you think he’ll want a girl?” She looked curious. “Although if you’re right about him wanting children, a wife would be easier. I can’t imagine they have customs that might require fancy technology.”

      “That’s not likely, no. I didn’t see any evidence of it, anyway.” Vasiht’h shook his head. “No, maybe this is an opportunity. I can use the adoption to frame the relationship as more of a brother-beloved thing. That’ll help when not only he wants children, but I do. It’ll make it clear that there’s no interference. Not either/or, but both/and.”

      “I guess that’ll work, as long as he doesn’t think the kind of emotional intimacy you share is something brothers wouldn’t.”

      “I get the impression that family relationships among Eldritch can be… tempestuous. At least some of them are very passionate. They’re not a very lukewarm people.”

      “Jahir seems pretty controlled to me….”

      “Right,” Vasiht’h said. “Very controlled. Which implies something that needs controlling. Trust me, they’re less serene and more repressed.”

      “A society full of repressed people with no safety valves! I’m glad you’re the one in proximity to this mess, not me!” Sehvi leaned forward again, putting her cheeks in her hands. “Anyway. So you’re saying the sibling metaphor might work. It’s too bad they don’t have any tradition of intimate nonsexual relationships. Or do they?”

      “I don’t know,” Vasiht’h admitted. “That would be the kind of thing they wouldn’t divulge to an outsider.”

      “You mean like everything?”

      He snorted a laugh. “All right, yes, point. Along with all the things, because they don’t want to talk about anything with outsiders. But that in particular would seem to be… I don’t know. Private. The nature of close relationships.”

      “I guess. It makes absolutely no sense to me, but it wouldn’t, would it?” She glanced at him, amused. “What baffles me is that it makes sense to you.”

      “It doesn’t,” Vasiht’h said. “But after years of knowing him, I can feel around the edges of it, enough to hug it.” He grinned.

      She nodded. “So. You’re an honorary Eldritch. How do you feel?”

      “Like things are going to change. Is that weird? I feel like I’ve turned a page onto a new chapter of something.”

      “Well, I’d certainly call it a big deal. Especially if it is for him…?”

      “Oh, yes.” He thought of the cup at his lips, and the hands steadying him, and the look in Jahir’s honey-colored eyes. “Yes.”

      “There you go, then. But now we have to get to the really important question.”

      Vasiht’h glanced up. “Oh?”

      “Right. If you’re an honorary Eldritch son, does that make me a… half-Eldritch sister? In-law? Or something? Because if I can wrangle a passport to that ‘possibly not a homeworld, just a world my Eldritch relatives live on’ planet so I can see the topiaries and the ‘I didn’t see a gargantuan swimming pool’ mansion myself, I really, really want to go.”

      Vasiht’h laughed. “Somehow I doubt it works that way. But if I find out that it does, I’ll tell you.”
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      The cream cheese cookies were delicious and in retrospect far too rich for his partner. Particularly after swimming. Exercise depressed Jahir’s appetite, which Vasiht’h thought regrettable, given how much Jahir should be eating and often had to be reminded to. He mixed up a batch of electrolyte water instead, and diced up some cold green melons, salting them and setting them out just as Jahir stepped through the door.

      “Oh! That looks lovely.”

      “It’s all for you,” Vasiht’h said, satisfied, and plated some of the soft, white cookies for himself. He was waiting when Jahir returned from setting his bag down, and while nibbling his own food he relaxed and enjoyed the sight of his partner eating all of the fruit. Chopping it often disguised how much of it there was, which was an excellent way to trick Jahir into eating more.

      /I have the sense that you are trying to fill my stomach./

      Vasiht’h sniffed. /It’s a good cause./

      Jahir laughed quietly and obliged him by finishing it off. “You have talked with your sister.”

      “After all of three weeks. She was grumpy.” Vasiht’h smiled. “You can tell when I talk to her, can’t you.”

      Fondness in the mindline, like the smell of jasmine flowers… that made sense. What didn’t was the mental image of someone doing something to a tuft of… wool? Fur? With a wooden comb? Vasiht’h wondered but didn’t ask as Jahir answered, “Your aura smooths out.”

      “Oh!” Vasiht’h paused. “Yes. Family’s like that, when family’s good.”

      Jahir’s eyes dropped to the pendant. “So it is.”

      “Which brings me to something I was wondering.” Vasiht’h broke one of the remaining cookies in half, tapping it free of crumbs. “Do you think I could call you ariihir, once in a while?”

      The wash through the mindline then was intense with surprise and… awe? Gratitude? Humility? Vasiht’h could barely make sense of it: so much tumult, hidden behind such a smooth face. As usual, only Jahir’s eyes betrayed it, with their faint widening, and the softness. “You would grant to me the same intimacy you do your sister?”

      Vasiht’h hadn’t thought of it that way. “Jahir, you’re already closer to me than Sehvi…!”

      “Yes, but… there is a precedent there with a long and storied history.” A faint tint touched Jahir’s cheeks. “It gives what we have a name you already know.”

      That what they were to one another already had a name familiar to Vasiht’h didn’t matter, he saw instantly, because Jahir had never seen any other mindbonded. Hadn’t grown up with the stories of them, or the cultural history. For Jahir, the only example of a mindbonded pairing was theirs, and existed free of context. But Jahir had watched him interacting with Sehvi for over a decade. That was a relationship he understood, because he’d witnessed it.

      “Then… you don’t mind.”

      “Oh! Not at all! I would be deeply gratified, if you would accord me on the same level as you do Sehvi.” Jahir paused, smiled sheepishly. “I do know that we are bonded perhaps more closely. But the naming is pleasing.”

      “I think so too,” Vasiht’h said, and because it had become clear that he was the one shaping expectations for their relationship, he finished, “Because you are like a brother to me. Closer than any twin. Dear as blood. Nothing will ever change that, and no one, no matter what happens next.”

      Jahir paused. “That sounded… portentous. You are not planning anything dire, I hope…”

      “Other than eventually kits?” Vasiht’h grinned. “Not something you’ll be able to help me with. Except in keeping them out of trouble. But not soon. We have time. You know.”

      “I do.” Huskily, and Jahir was playing with his glass of water. Brushing off the shadows that had drifted over the mindline, the Eldritch finished, “Heartbrothers, then. Mindbonded.”

      “Ariihir,” Vasiht’h agreed. And added, “You should eat more melon.”

      “I will do better, and eat dinner, an we make it together.”

      “Done.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Vasiht’h’s Goat Cheese Cookies

          

        

      

    

    
      You didn’t think you’d escape without a recipe! Here, for the brave and fat-craving, are Vasiht’h’s cookies. The dough is very tangy, but they bake up far more subtle, so don’t fear the goat! But if you have an allergy to goat milk in particular, you can substitute regular cream cheese and come up with something similar. Similarly, if you’re not a fan of almond, you can sub in vanilla extract (or go half-and-half, vanilla and almond). I bet imitation rum extract would also be good.

      

      Vasiht’h’s Goat Cheese Cookies

      ½ cup unsalted butter (room temperature)

      4 oz goat cheese (room temperature)

      1 ½ cup confectioner’s sugar

      1 egg

      1 tsp almond extract

      ½ tsp baking powder

      ¼ tsp salt

      1 ¾ cups All-Purpose Flour

      

      For this one, you want the oven at 375 degrees, and some pans lined with parchment paper.

      

      Cream the butter and cheese together—a mixer will save you grief, but you can manage without one—and then whip in the sugar. Mix it until it’s nice and smooth before adding the egg and almond extract, and once those are incorporated, add the dry: salt, baking powder, flour. Mix until well combined.

      

      Now, chill! (Yes, I know, he didn’t in the story, but he has magic Alliance technology.) I like at least 20 minutes in the refrigerator but I admit to sticking it in the freezer for ten if I’m in a rush. You want the dough to be stiff when you shape them, so your body heat doesn’t make them sag. Go for 1-inch balls, roll them gently in more confectioner’s sugar, and then flatten them when you put them on the pan. Give them room: at least one cookie-span apart. I manage nine to a standard pan.

      

      Bake for 8-12 minutes (sorry, it’s a wide range!). They’re done when they no longer look wet and the edges are just a little gold in places. But they should look pale, so don’t overdo it. Once out of the oven, sprinkle with granulated or crystallized sugar and allow to cool, 1 minute on the pan, and then completely on a wire rack.

      

      I like these with bitter black coffee to cut through the fat and sugar. But the brave among you might try making kerinne (maybe even with almond milk, to simulate Vasiht’h’s in the story!). Then you could march to Mordor on the subsequent slow-burn energy boost. If you run into any Sindar you can tell them space elves run on fat…!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Jackal Chest

          

          Set during the events of Even the Wingless

        

      

    

    
      Jahir knelt before the chest on his living room floor, finding its presence astonishing and sobering both. He ran his fingers along its brim, sensitive to its smooth surface, polish over finely carved wood, dark with gilt flourishes, though the gilding had begun to flake. The envelope on its surface had not been affixed with any of the high technological methods of the Alliance, but by means of a fat ivory ribbon threaded through its handle, and he smiled at the sight. From it he withdrew a letter.

      

      
        
        My dearest son:

        Your shopping list has been greatly diverting! As I imagine you knew it would be. A jackal chest! Such a challenge you set me! No one makes jackal chests anymore, for the very good reason that everyone knows how they are operated. They are considered curiosities now, and the only ones to be had are moldering in people’s attics as either heirlooms or evidence of embarrassing pasts. Not only that, but your time constraints limited me to asking within the family, for only those of us with access to modern means could have responded quickly enough. And how! Would you believe that one of the Tams told me that the Queen herself had ordered your shipment expedited? What on the world are you up to, my dearest? No, don’t tell me, for you would have, had you been able. But I am curious!

        Fortunately, your father’s aunt still has a jackal chest, and was only too glad to offer it up to a good cause. I had it from her after a long and delightful coze, whereupon she told me of all her adventures at court as a girl—the very adventures that required her to have such a chest, when they were still a novelty. She had one of the very first ones, in fact! She was a terrible flirt, I’m afraid, and tumbled into so many astonishing scrapes. It’s no wonder Liolesa made off with her daughter to be her heir, for if she has at all inherited Doriel’s spirit, our people will be well served by Queen Bethsaida!

        Your second request was much easier, though I spent long in selecting just the right one. I even soaked it, as tradition requires, in the holy water well in our family chapel from dawn until dusk, and then hung it to dry on a branch in our gardens where the moonlight might strike it, from dusk until dawn again. If any magic is imbued by the ancient rituals, then it will have more than its just share, for when I took it down again I swore it felt different, and glittered…!

        You know me, though, my son. I tend toward fancies betimes.

        You will forgive me if I did not send one of your lutes, I hope, for your third request. I treasure the memory of you playing them. Yes, all of them, from the smallest commissioned for your youngest fingers, to the one you played for me the last time you came, with your delightful partner. I used your request as an excuse to bestow money on a crafter’s efforts instead. Likewise, the book is an apprentice’s copy, but I think you’ll agree an excellent one. In that case, I honestly believe the apprentice’s work better than the master’s, who has become complacent. Had I access to the Queen’s scribes… but we make do with what we have around us, do we not?

        Here I have drawn the method by which Doriel’s chest is opened; she tells me that far from having the same mechanism, chests in her day were all unique, as one imagines they must have been given their proliferation. But as hers was one of the first, it uses the method best remembered. Nevertheless, I know you have not attempted one, and I wanted to reassure you on the procedure. It does, in fact, require sufficient pressure to prick the fingers. Wear gloves, my dearest.

        I have sent this package expedited, by way of the Queen’s Tams. You should have it in time. And I wish you, and the beneficiary for which you have arranged these gifts, all the best… and you alone, all my love!

        

        Your mother,

        Jeasa
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