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As Ondry leaned against one of the roof supports, he watched Liam circle the table where the other human had set out his wares. Unlike Liam with his dark hair and relatively pale skin, the trader from the human base was brown all over. The single color looked more natural—closer to the normal deep plum color of Rownt skin. However, looking at the two standing so close together, Ondry found he preferred Liam’s striking contrasts.

His coloring was exotic. Normally one did not desire that trait in another, but Ondry had always ignored others when he formed his preferences, no matter what society might say. After all, he had been the one to recognize that Liam, a human, was palteia. The other Rownt did not see the humans as true equals. And only an equal could yield as a palteia could.

Humans had so many physical traits in common with Rownt. The general shape of the body and the size and configuration of the face were so Rownt-like that it was easy to assume they would act the same. But they didn’t. Their minds seemed circuitous and illogical. Earlier traders had refused to conduct business without calling back to base, an action no adult would take, and one did not trade with children. Yet they often brought high-value merchandise and demanded outrageous prices, which tended to be the actions of high-status traders. They bewildered most Rownt.

Furthermore, their angry appearance with lips that bulged out seemed to match their attitude. They would no more than finish a trade before they would dart back to their base and avoid all interaction.

Then Liam had come. He had smiled, and his eyes would slant into that particular expression that meant fondness, and Ondry had tried to remind himself that human expression did not match Rownt. However, Liam always seemed genuinely grateful to see him, as if Ondry mattered to him more than the trade. More and more, Ondry had dominated the human trades, and other Rownt were happy to allow him since they were not willing to invest the same time into Liam as Ondry had. Then Liam began to make trades that approached reasonable. Usually. Sometimes he would get so excited at the sight of some exotic metal that Ondry couldn’t resist taking advantage of the man. And yet Liam came back every time just as happy. And now Liam was Ondry’s. That thought gave Ondry a joy he had not anticipated.

Ondry huffed at his lack of attentiveness and refocused on the present.

Hitil paced a slow circle, the tip of his tail twitching just enough to suggest that he was either confused or frustrated with today’s offerings. An older trader from Pratoalta had come with circuits and brackets and a variety of tech glass. Hitil glanced at that table, but the human trader who had brought books was definitely the center of attention. Even the elder from Pratoalta studied the valuable human goods laid out on the table. Only the shuffling of feet interrupted the silence.

Liam walked near the post, and Ondry caught his wrist. When Ondry gave a tug, Liam blinked at him for a second. He tilted his head in a gesture that might mean confusion, or sometimes indicated a certain fondness. After a second tug, Liam came to him immediately, turning so his back was against Ondry’s stomach. Ondry wrapped his arms around Liam and soaked up the heat that always seemed to radiate from his human.

The other human trader watched with large eyes, swallowing over and over. Ondry did not understand why unease would cause an excess of swallowing, but he believed Liam’s previous description of the human gesture. Some days Ondry found it quite amazing that he had recognized Liam’s need for a partner who would gather him up and care for him, because after long conversations with Liam, Ondry had decided that many of his assumptions about the human race were wildly wrong. He would have felt shame in his misjudgments. However, other Rownt had misunderstood humans even more.

Hitil chose another roof support and leaned against it, his nose widening in interest. Yet his gaze remained on Liam rather than the books the human trader had brought.

Ondry failed to understand why Liam showed so little interest in the human offerings, and since he was trading for them, Ondry was loath to interfere. With a relatively new species like humans, information was among the most valuable of all trade goods, yet Liam’s disinterest appeared genuine rather than a show made to drive down the price. The other human became most desperate now.

“Do you think any of our customers would want tech?” Liam asked Ondry, breaking the silence. Formal trading happened in silence with tokens and trade goods moved around on the table according to customs that had been around since before humans had first reached space. One honored the central trading squares by not engaging in the mutual insults designed to earn one a better deal, so to offer insult now either showed a serious lack of etiquette on Liam’s part or suggested that the human goods were not worth seeking.

The human trader gave out an explosive sigh. “Come on, Munson. Your own notes said that books were a good trade,” he said in heavily accented Rownt.

Liam shrugged and leaned into Ondry. “Good books, yeah. Those are fiction books. Bad fiction books.”

“Which are great sources of psychology.” The last word came out in English—a jumble of slurred sounds it took Ondry a half second to mentally interpret. He wondered if Hitil knew the word. Ondry felt a flash of pride in potentially possessing more detailed information on a trading partner than Hitil, who was both older and more highly ranked.

“Craig,” Liam said wearily.

“You could sell them,” Craig protested as he gestured at the table.

“Perhaps,” Liam agreed. “But in a hundred years when the customers learned that the information is skewed and untruthful, where would that leave us?”

“We’ll be in the grave long before that happens,” Craig pointed out.

Ondry could see Hitil immediately pale, and he felt the same. The idea of an adult having less than a century of life seemed such a waste. How evolution could invest so much in creatures who lived such short lives was a problem better suited to the Grandmothers as they sat and discussed the great philosophical questions. However, Ondry was not ready to accept defeat. He tightened his arm around Liam’s stomach. Other species excelled at manipulating genetic material, and the Rownt abhorrence for altering themselves would not extend to altering a beloved palteia who had too few years allotted to him.

“Ondry will still be trading, and those customers will remember he provided inferior goods,” Liam said firmly as his fingers drew circles against Ondry’s skin. Ondry felt another flash of pride. Liam was announcing in front of high-status traders that his chilta would never accept short-term profits over the long-term benefit of a good reputation as a trader.

Ondry could almost feel Hitil study him more carefully, and the one who had brought tech goods would take tales of this back to Pratoalta, one of the largest of the Rownt communities with trading ties with the technologically powerful Imshee.

The human Craig now sat on the edge of his table and ran a hand through his hair. “What am I supposed to do with all these, then?”

“I’m sure a younger, less experienced trader will offer you a good profit,” Liam said with a casual shrug.

For a time, Craig looked at them, and then Liam gave a small push against Ondry’s arms. At first, Ondry tightened them even more. He remembered how Liam had needed to feel held when he first came. He’d been so unsure of his place that Ondry had needed to use the nictel to leash Liam at his side just to reassure him of his welcome. However, when Liam continued to fidget, Ondry released his hold. Surprisingly, Liam headed for the steps that led out of the central gazebo.

“Liam?” Craig called. He took a few steps toward Ondry’s palteia.

Ondry watched. He no longer feared that Liam held any loyalty for humans, but he found the interactions confusing. Liam had refused to deal with human traders for months now, and Ondry failed to understand any reason. At first he had feared that Liam held some loyalty, but that did not seem to match Liam’s actions.

“I’ve got to go,” Liam said in a conciliatory voice as he glanced past the human toward Ondry.

Craig had stopped several feet from Liam. “I was hoping we could talk. The new commander is in.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Again Liam looked toward Ondry.

Now Craig turned toward him as well, but Ondry was not going to have anyone question his faith in his palteia in front of two high-status traders.

“You may share a meal with whomever you wish,” Ondry said.

Oddly, Craig seemed pleased and Liam appeared distressed. A distressed Liam could make poor decisions and often needed extra care. Ondry moved quickly to his side, unwinding his tail from his leg and wrapping the appendage around Liam’s thigh. “I would enjoy hearing of the new commander.”

Liam began turning a shade of pink that normally suggested he had spent too much time in the full sun.

“We would appreciate the information,” Liam said to Craig in a poor imitation of a trader.

Ondry studied him, struggling to understand his shifting reactions. Ondry had found that Liam’s opinions regarding his own species were wildly unpredictable. Perhaps that was inevitable given how poorly his people had treated him. With this insufficient information, Ondry was not able to make any conclusions.

Hitil certainly seemed interested, and Ondry felt a fierce pride in knowing that the other trader watched as Ondry claimed valuable information about the human leadership simply by being himself. Craig would not require any trade goods in return, implying that Ondry’s good favor held enough value to make the trade attractive.

Craig smiled. “He asked about you. Apparently he’s really impressed by your reports, and the lieutenant made it really clear that Colonel Thackeray hung you out to dry. We even got a new linguistic expert, and she has been holed up with your journals for two weeks now.” Craig moved a little closer, and Ondry could feel Liam’s muscles stiffen as though readying for a fight. The previous colonel had erred greatly when he first insulted Liam in public and then questioned Ondry’s right to claim him, but Ondry had not seen that same ignorance or disrespect from the other humans.

He put his arm around Liam’s shoulders and pulled him closer as he attempted to understand the significance of putting items out to dry by means of hanging them on something. That actually seemed a rather logical action to take with something wet, but Ondry doubted the saying had anything to do with logic. Thackeray had abused Liam’s trust and proved himself unreliable to such an extent that the Grandmothers had contacted the human base and informed them that he was no longer allowed on the planet. And at the same time, they had given Ondry custody of Liam since his nature as a palteia prevented him from defending himself.

“Great,” Liam said weakly. “I finally have a local commander who doesn’t hate me on sight, and he only shows up when I’m not in the army anymore.”

“He asked me to say that your absence from base is officially being listed as a long-term leave, and that you still have honorable status anytime you want to come back.”

Ondry showed Craig his predator’s fangs. Craig paled, and with his darker skin, the change in color was far more noticeable than when Liam did the same.

“He doesn’t have to come back.” Craig stumbled backward away from them.

“That fact is so true it does not require stating,” Ondry said firmly.

Liam curled his fingers around Ondry’s arm and smiled as he looked up. “You don’t have to scare Craig. He’s just stuck carrying the message, and no matter what the new commander says, the humans would not want to see me walking onto base, even if you lost your mind and decided to send me back.”

“I would never send you back, even were I to lose all sanity,” Ondry said, “but were I to try, every elder in Janatjanay would come for you. They would not allow you to go undefended.”

Again, Liam tilted his head, and this time Ondry knew the gesture to be one of fondness. It warmed him to have such a strong partner who could show such open affection. Ondry leaned closer and let his fingers trail over the curve of Liam’s neck. Behind him, Hitil made a huffing noise.

Ondry rested his fingers along Liam’s spine and his hand on the side of Liam’s neck. Liam leaned his forehead on Ondry’s shoulder in a perfect show of trust. Ondry shifted his tail higher on Liam’s thigh, and without warning, Liam made a little squawk and stood.

“Trust me, I know how possessive you can be.” Liam stepped away so fast that Ondry’s tail got an uncomfortable yank. The irony of having Liam jerk his tail amused Ondry. While Ondry would welcome having some worthy woman pull his tail and choose him to father eggs, Liam’s biology was not compatible.

Perhaps Liam caught the humor, because the corner of his mouth twitched upward.

“I am not going to argue with the rather large alien,” Craig said softly in English before he continued in Rownt. “We don’t want you to feel shut out of the base, even if Thompson did a good job of trying to make you feel unwanted.”

Liam gave one of those single nods that Ondry interpreted as a dismissal rather than the affirmation a nod generally indicated. Liam gestured toward a table down the path a ways. It was far enough that their voices would not travel through the vine-heavy trellises and trees.

“Let’s go sit down and talk,” Liam suggested.

Craig cast a look back toward his books as though concerned about his goods, and Liam gave a small cringe that Ondry easily recognized. He understood the source as well. Craig had just insulted two elder traders by worrying that one might steal. He would not be trading today.

Ondry looked over, and Hitil had pale splotches on the sides of his mouth. That was a clear sign of distress.

Oblivious to the chaos he had just caused, Craig shrugged. “Sure.”

He started down the path first.

“Think about it,” Craig said, his voice warming with enthusiasm once he got a short distance away. “You could get a great contracting deal—keep the resignation in place, come in as a contractor, and sell the military what you know about the Rownt. Face it, that’s how the big power brokers do it.” Craig seemed excited by his own suggestion. He reached the table and dropped down onto the bench.

“No,” Liam said firmly. “I work for Ondry. Period.” Liam failed to sit, an insult Craig seemed to ignore.

“You have no imagination. However, if you won’t sell the information back to the military, I’m going to ask you straight up. Why are you being so pissy about the books? What do you want?”

Liam glanced over Ondry’s direction, but Ondry made no comment. He trusted Liam to better understand how much they could trust this human. Quite frankly, Ondry would trade significant amounts of metal for the spices his people craved. Horseradish and ginger both found customers before they could be stored. However, to tell a trading partner what one wanted required a trust for that partner. Ondry did not know this human well enough to invest any trust in him.

“The Rownt don’t really need anything,” Liam said, which was true enough even if it was artfully shaded to avoid the discussion of want. “They have a number of species they trade with, but good information on human customs and psychology would be the top of any list of preferred trade goods.”

“So, violate command orders to avoid sensitive topics?”

Liam looked around, seeming to study the trees for a short time. “I’ve already told Ondry a lot of stuff. Let the Rownt see how atypical my experience has been, assuming you want the metals,” Liam finished.

Craig sighed, and Ondry tried to parse the meaning—surrender or frustration. Sometimes it even meant a lack of sleep the night before or annoyance with meat that required too much chewing. “We need the metal,” Craig said softly, laying his vulnerability out on the air like a new-hatched eggling who did not yet have the good sense to protect his belly.

“We always did,” Liam said. He turned all his attention toward Craig.

The human rubbed his hand over his face. “Things aren’t going well, and Command needs this. Desperately. You know the rebellion won’t win, but the longer they fight, the uglier things get.”

“How ugly?” Liam asked sharply.

Craig flinched as though the question itself had caused him pain. “Landmark Three fell.” Both humans grew still, and Ondry could feel the heavy emotions hanging on the air. It took Craig some time to continue. “Refugees are running behind our lines, and food is running short. The number of injured is catastrophic, and no one will say how many ships went down trying to hold the line.”

Liam reached out as though he’d lost his balance, and Ondry pulled him close. Small tremors traveled through his body, and Ondry could only tighten his hold, wishing he had brought the nictel so he could tie Liam to him. The loss of this place had obviously touched Liam deeply, but Ondry did not understand human attachments to places where they did not live.

“Landfall Main?” Liam finally asked in English.

“It held. It didn’t come close to falling, but the solar system is in chaos,” Craig said, answering in English. “We need metals. We need to repair the damaged ships.”

Liam took an uneven breath, and Ondry felt an unreasonable rush of fury. He wanted to find this thing that had caused Liam such a bone-deep shock, and he wanted to rip it out of the world. However, since the object in question was a human civil war, Ondry doubted he had the power. Still, the need was a hard fire in his belly. Again, Liam looked up at him, and Ondry felt like a child with egg on its backside because he had no answers that could soothe his palteia’s distress.

After a second, Liam nodded and turned back to Craig. “Rownt are more space-going than we assumed. Just like they have villages on the ground, some Rownt live in ships that function like villages, with elders sharing the responsibility of captaining them. Right now, information on humans is valuable, but if Command waits too long, one of the Rownt ships is going to claim the profit by heading into human space and stealing some database. They’re predatory, and they don’t have a lot of respect for human levels of technology, so fear won’t stop them. But if Command lifts its restrictions, they can claim the profit in metals.”

Craig paled significantly, and his gaze moved up to Ondry. Ondry watched him, unsure what the human expected of him. “Is he right?” Craig finally asked. The audacity of this human questioning his Liam made Ondry’s nostrils snap shut. Liam caught Ondry’s tail and petted it soothingly. Ondry allowed the gentle touch to calm his more violent instincts.

“He would never speak a lie, and he knows enough that one can trust his information is as deep as his honesty,” Ondry said.

Craig did not seem to like that answer, but he did accept it. He pushed himself up, leaning heavily on the table for a moment. “I’ll tell the commander,” he said.

“Do,” Liam agreed.

Craig looked at him and straightened his back. “The offer—the open door—it’s not about needing metal or information. The officers really are sorry you got put in the middle of all this shit.”

“I’m not.”

“You’re not in the middle?”

“I’m not sorry,” Liam clarified.

Craig nodded and then managed a half-acceptable bow in Ondry’s direction before he headed for the path back to the trading square. Ondry watched him go, listening to his steps fade before he turned to Liam.

“Let’s go home,” Liam said softly even though they had not yet completed a trade or teased information out of Nav’s latest eggling. She was so young that Ondry could often get information for little more than the time it took to offer the young one a few compliments. However, Ondry found he didn’t care. Trading could wait.

“We should get some fresh da-rolls and tuthaha,” Ondry offered. Liam enjoyed the overly sweet fruit. Since Ondry would have invested significant funds in feeding Liam on a diet of horseradish if that was what his palteia desired, the irony of having him prefer such a common and low-valued food amused him.

Liam nodded without answering, and Ondry kept an arm around his shoulders as he guided his palteia toward the food markets. One quick stop, and they could head home and, for one day, forget the demands of the trade.
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Chapter Two
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Ondry watched while Liam sat and arranged trading tokens into piles that appeared to have no logic outside his own preference. He had already sent a message to the Grandmothers that the humans and their war had shifted toward increasing levels of violence. The Grandmothers would, no doubt, soon call for Ondry and his Liam to speak to them. Before that moment came, Ondry needed to know that his palteia was well.

He watched as Liam took down one set of token towers and began stacking a new pattern on the edge of the table.

With half his attention on Liam, Ondry went into the back room and gathered up the nictel. When he came back into the public room, Liam had abandoned his game and was watching.

“Why do you have that?”

“Because I believe my palteia needs to feel held close,” Ondry said. He drew nearer, and Liam’s eyes dilated. “Am I mistaken?”

“I’m not about to run back to the humans,” Liam said. While Ondry could not understand the intricacies of Liam’s emotions, he could see the unhappiness in every line of Liam’s body.

Ondry caught Liam by the neck and then ran his thumb over the soft skin. “I never doubted your loyalty, only your willingness to value yourself.”

For a time, Liam studied him as though trying to judge the veracity of Ondry’s statement. Ondry would never lie to his palteia, so he waited until Liam gave him a crooked smile. “You might be right about that.”

“I am always right, or at least I maintain that in the absence of proof,” Ondry said with some humor. Liam’s smile grew wider.

“Then you’d better make sure you hide the evidence that might contradict you,” Liam teased.

Ondry tightened his face in amusement. From another adult, such a statement would be a clever insult, but Liam was his companion, his palteia who could be trusted to only have Ondry’s profit in mind.

“You’re determined to leash me, aren’t you?” Liam asked. He attempted to make a sound of weariness, but he was too quick to slip off his pants and too passive with any complaints. Ondry knew well that Liam could speak out loudly enough for the gods to hear him when he was truly unhappy. So when Liam leaned back in the chair in order to lift his bare ankle, Ondry began to tighten the straps around the offered ankle before adding the cuff around Liam’s knee.

He expected that when he secured the strap around Liam’s thigh, Liam’s genitals would respond to the stimulation. Ondry had sought to explain human sexuality and the focus on pleasure to one of the other traders. Other than causing Liam to blush madly, Ondry had achieved nothing except convincing the trader that Ondry was constructing some elaborate prank. Sex for pleasure seemed odd when compared to Rownt biology.

However, while Liam’s sex organs normally responded to even innocent touches, this time they remained quiescent. As Ondry closed the magnetic locks on the straps, he took a moment to run his knuckle over the underside of Liam’s scrotum. Liam grabbed Ondry’s shoulder and focused his light brown eyes on Ondry, but he still didn’t harden.

“I’m a little too worried,” Liam said, and Ondry mentally filed that with other quirks of human sexuality. Stress reduced sexual compatibility. That appeared to be one more reason for leashing his palteia and comforting him until his mood improved.

“Up,” Ondry said kindly, and at the same time, he caught Liam’s hand and helped him to his feet. That allowed Ondry to finish by locking the belt around Liam’s waist.

“You must think I’m a basket case,” Liam said. The words made no sense at all, and maybe Liam could read Ondry’s expressions well enough to recognize that, because he provided a definition. “Someone who has a very limited ability to perceive reality.”

Ondry nodded as he understood that Liam was, again, insulting himself. “I believe that someone who has been tossed aside too many times may have trouble believing the person who offers to keep him forever.”

“You’re pretty good at this human-psychology thing,” Liam said.

“I am a quick learner.” Ondry bent down and grabbed Liam’s discarded pants, holding them up. Liam quickly slipped them on over the nictel, not commenting when Ondry wrapped the end of the leash around his own wrist. It meant Liam had very little room to move around, but then Ondry intended that. Liam needed to believe he would not be discarded again. When Liam attempted to sit down, Ondry pulled Liam close and then sat down with him so they ended up in a tangle of legs and leash in the one chair.

“I’m a little old for sitting in someone’s lap,” Liam pointed out.

“You are palteia. I may spoil you how I wish,” Ondry responded. As usual, that silenced the objections. Normally Liam would fill the silence with his questions and observations, which were a bizarre mixture of incredible insight and wildly improbable speculation. Now he was too willing to listen to the silence. Ondry found it disconcerting.

“Were you aligned with these places that Craig described?”

Liam opened his mouth but then closed it without giving an answer. Ondry waited. His superior patience gave him an advantage in such contests. Humans had to urinate entirely too often in the course of a day.

Eventually Liam sighed. “The way you define ‘align,’ no. I was ordered to go there and defend the position.”

Ondry still questioned the wisdom of ordering people to defend a place they felt no allegiance toward. “Is it the news of these places that upsets you?” he asked directly.

“Yeah.” Liam’s voice was whisper-soft. “But not for the reason you’d think.”

“I do not assume I understand any of this. Rownt do not war at all as you define that term. What do you feel about this news?”

Liam looked up at the ceiling. “I spent five years of my life scared and hungry and exhausted—all to save a few miles of a moon, and now... What did it all matter? All that suffering, all the people who died... It all added up to exactly nothing.” Liam took a deep breath as his emotions seemed to overwhelm him.

“So it is as if you had worked a most difficult trade only to have the goods destroyed by storm.” Ondry could feel distress in his own stomach. To have the universe turn against you and to find yourself helpless to prevent it would cause the highest-status trader or Grandmother great anguish.

“For you? Yeah. I don’t feel trading like that, but if losing a trade hurts so much that you feel like you’ve been punched, then it feels exactly like that. What did it matter? Caro who died from an infection after she got shot in the gut, and Will who starved to death when they sent us only corn rations and he was allergic to them—all that pain, what did it matter?” Liam started to clear his throat, and Ondry wrapped his arms around his palteia and pulled him close. He used his fingers to draw Rownt symbols of love on Liam’s neck. Liam sighed and put his head down on Ondry’s shoulder. For a time they sat in silence. Ondry curled his tail around one of Liam’s wrists and pulled on the leash until Liam had to tuck his leg up under him.

Had Ondry been given the opportunity, he would have cheerfully gutted each person who had left Liam so very hurt. Since he could not, he started to softly glurble.

Liam slipped his fingers under the edge of Ondry’s shirt so his fingertips rested against the skin. “You must think humans are insane.”

“Why would I think that?”

“War,” Liam answered.

War was a difficult concept. Ondry understood fighting. He understood two groups throwing themselves at each other in the quest for resources or to defend a claim. He even understood the devastation sometimes left in the wake of two towns driven to fight. But the Grandmothers insisted those concepts translated as battle, not war as other species defined it.

Until Liam, Ondry had given no thought to such alien concepts, but now he could not help but wonder what drive must send species into a spiral of aggression and destruction.

“It is a strange concept,” Ondry said. He would not disrespect his Liam by lying to him. “To recruit others into a battle or series of battles seems less than logical.”

“Crazy,” Liam corrected him.

Ondry nodded. “However, both the Anla and the Imshee engage in warfare as you define it, so I suspect that the Rownt are the ones who could be described as crazy for their inability to understand the reality the rest of you live by.”

“Funny. Your way makes more sense,” Liam said. Ondry agreed, and he suspected Liam had begun to change into a creature more Rownt than human in his thinking. They certainly had fewer instances of utter bewilderment than in the beginning.

“I concur. However, sanity is difficult to objectively measure.” Ondry started considering the human trader’s words. “How will human responses change now that the war has changed?”

Liam took some time before answering. “They want metals.”

“The others took as much from the conversation they no doubt overheard,” Ondry said softly. If Ondry and Liam were to profit, they needed information others wouldn’t have.

“Two options. If the general in charge of this area wants metals badly enough, he’ll approve the trade, and Craig and his psychology books will be at the trading square tomorrow. The general may then have to explain his willingness to cancel standing orders, but the trade will still be done.”

Ondry blinked in surprise. That one person would make a decision without any consultation with elders made him wonder whether humans would eventually prove as difficult to deal with as the unpredictable and violent Anla. For Rownt, a major shift in policy required all the ruling Grandmothers to come to the temple. They would debate, call high-ranked tradesmen and traders to consult, and call other temples and other Grandmother councils before making a decision. He had assumed humans did something similar, because any change in policy seemed to take months, if not years.

Liam continued with his second option. “Or the general will send the request back to Command. Then the commanders and the politicians and xenopsychologists will argue about whether or not Rownt should have access to sources that might make the entire human race look less than sane. In that case, they should make a decision about the time that Vilta’s newest eggling tries to earn his independence.”

“Do your people question their own sanity?”

“All the time,” Liam said, huffing in his amusement. “However, the wrong people do the questioning. A sane person worries, and those who truly believe themselves to be the center of the universe never seem to question that view of reality.”

Ondry started mentally counting his inventories. If he could convince Nitune from the mines to sell him more metal, he could make a good trade if the human returned the following day. Hitil and the trader who had brought tech goods would not believe humans could act so quickly. They would be off planning their strategy or quietly trying to find a buyer for intel on humans. One simply didn’t move on a trade that might not appear for years. If Ondry did move, and the human didn’t come back immediately, Ondry would be dangerously overinvested with metals.

“What are the odds that the human will return to trade tomorrow?”

“Pretty damn good,” Liam said. He looked Ondry right in the eye. “What Craig told us is definitely forbidden. Things are really bad, and if they’re bad enough for Craig to risk breaking the rules, I think the officers are feeling that same desperation.”

“Then we visit Nitune.”

“From the mines?” Liam asked. He glanced at the stack of markers that represented the ore Ondry already held. Because of his status as the main trader for the Tura Coalition, he already owned more metal than most. To obtain more would be a calculated risk.

“Either we will be wealthy enough to purchase our own defensive satellite, or we will be eating poorly until I can repair the damage I am about to do to our stores,” Ondry admitted. He watched for some sign of doubt or disapproval in Liam’s eyes.

“We could buy a satellite?” Liam asked. He used his hand on Ondry’s shoulder to push himself upright.

“Someone must contribute to the planetary community just as someone must buy art for the temple,” Ondry said. He had not planned to have such wealth until he was six or seven hundred, but to make a significant contribution at his age would prove his high status.

“But Nitune will wonder why you’re buying more, and then the price is going to go up.”

Ondry smiled at the evidence of Liam’s sharp trader’s mind. His palteia was not to be underestimated. “Then we lie and tell him we are going to Pratoalta in search of rumors that one of the clans is thinking of building a new ship. We would not pay more for a trade that is only whispered in a distant town. We could offer him the kaile we have stored.” Ondry hated trading away the spice because he’d grown spoiled by spiced food, but his comfort was not material to the issue if he could secure the sort of wealth required to begin contributing to the larger planetary defense.

Liam wrinkled his nose. “This is dangerous.”

“Very,” Ondry agreed. Poor trades could damage his still-fragile status. Too many elders were slow to recognize a Rownt of less than two hundred as ka rank. Errors now could see him slip backward.

“Okay, but we should convince Craig that I have a craving for horseradish.”

“That sounds like it would make for a reasonable profit,” Ondry said as he started to calculate his potential customers. The information would be better traded in a larger town, but horseradish had a fanatical following in this town. If not for fear of revealing their cravings to the humans, Rownt would have stormed the trading squares, demanding it. Liam’s familiarity with the food would make it logical for him to ask for some comfort from home.

Putting his hands on Liam’s hips, Ondry urged him to stand. “We will visit Nitune today.”

“This feels wrong. We’re going to make a profit off the fact that my people are idiots and they’re killing each other.”

“The profit will be made by someone. Our poverty would not change their poor decisions.” Ondry stood up.

“True,” Liam admitted. He sighed as he stretched out the leg leashed by the nictel. “Are you going to take this off now?”

“No.”

“I—” Liam gave a little squawk when Ondry started toward the door and the nictel tightened so fast that Liam was temporarily unbalanced. He caught Ondry’s arm and quickly moved to his side to give himself more slack in the chain. “I’m feeling better, honestly.”

“Then you shall feel even more relaxed after a day of being reminded of my commitment to you,” Ondry said. “Now let’s leave before bad luck has Nitune hearing that the customers for his metals may be close to home.” Ondry pulled the nictel so Liam was forced close to his side, and then he curled his tail around Liam’s knee.

“Subtle,” Liam complained, but he leaned his weight into Ondry.

Ondry recognized that form of lying. Liam called it “irony.” It was comforting to know that humans had various names for the art. Some species seemed to have very little respect for the power and skill required for a good lie, not that irony was a particularly effective form of lying. It did, however, tell Ondry that Liam was feeling better.
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Chapter Three
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Ondry woke slowly, his skin still tingling from Liam’s attention the night before. Every muscle felt loose, and his palteia’s warm body was wrapped in his arms. Early-morning light slanted through the window, and the faint traces of Liam’s musk filled the nest.

Perfect.

Elders sometimes spoke of the joy that came from a palteia, but Ondry had not understood the depth of that joy until now. He would have to learn to balance his desire to trade with his need to touch his beautiful Liam. He had obtained Nitune’s metals, but he had been sorely tempted to hurry the negotiations in order to return home with Liam and curl up together in the nest.

Right now the human in question was sound asleep with his mouth open and one chunk of dark brown hair sticking up at an odd angle. That would most likely cause Liam to verbalize odd noises later as he tried to use water to make it lie straight. He might even insist on bathing for the benefit of his hair.

Ondry fingered the silky strands. Rownt hair was nearly invisible. The tiny fibers covering the surface of the more sensitive patches of skin intensified sensations, but humans had thick clumps like a prey animal. It covered their heads, and sometimes when Liam did not scrape the hair from his face, it grew on his chin and cheeks, changing his coloring. The millimeters-long hair gave Liam’s body an unusual texture that Ondry quite enjoyed. However, Liam had recently scraped his face, leaving his pale skin smooth. Sometimes Ondry found himself surprised at how much he aesthetically enjoyed Liam’s face.
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