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  Chapter One


THE DRINK in front of Taji had three names that he knew of. The fact that fermented fruit, no matter how potent or delicious, could have at least three different names in one city was one of the reasons Taji was drinking in the first place.  
Simple translator devices wouldn’t work with ‘Asha. Not that translators were ever that effective for anything in any language beyond directions and yes and no and thank you. Even then, there were cultures that didn’t have the concept of a direct no or where trying to express gratitude for an act freely given was an insult so thanks did not exist. The black cuff curled around the shell of Taji’s ear could feed him correct words in a bland voice for the full length of Mirsa’s orbit around its dwarf star and he could still manage to offend someone because translator devices didn’t understand history or culture. 
‘Asha was the language used in the capital city and throughout most of the Sha empire. The vocabulary and some grammar had been fed into IPTC’s databanks and converted to an Anglisky alphabet, for all the good it did. Taji was still here, in the capital, trying to make sense of the world around him. 
The drink in front of him was midye according to his translator, and his files, and every person Taji had been permitted to speak with during his time on planet. But, according to overheard soldier’s gossip, ordering midye meant Taji would be charged more by any server outside the capital’s Garden District and then avoided. Requesting zhatren, which translated very roughly as ‘tree gift’—something Taji had only learned by accident—earned him surprised and suspicious stares but a lower price on his drinks. Asking for wine marked him as not just a human offworlder, which his appearance would have anyway, but a human offworlder who hadn’t bothered to learn a common word. None of that even took his accent into account, which as far as he could tell, was a mix of a lower class city accent and the distinct, especially soft tones of the uppermost classes. 
In Taji’s defense, his ignorance was due to the fact that he was rarely outside of the Garden District and that his useless fucking translator was not sensitive to class distinctions. One of the many faults of translation programs. One of the many reasons Taji had been dragged to this place. One of the many reasons he was boiling over with frustration. 
Taji’s translator offered him random words from the conversations around him whenever it picked them out from the hushed din and it was giving him a headache. The restaurant he’d chosen for his outing was packed; every low table had two or three Shavians around it, talking earnestly over small glasses of midye. 
Midye was a shortened version of midehye, the name of the fruit the drink came from. The act of shortening the name was symbolic of squeezing or pressing the fruit to make the wine, a verbal representation of the original written character for the drink itself. That happened from time to time in ‘Asha, usually with older words. Ancient characters decorated the estates in the Garden District and many of the buildings throughout the rest of the capital. 
This restaurant might have been built then as well, although it didn’t have the look of any of the walled estates where the old families had lived since their ancestors first arrived as conquerors. Taji had chosen this place because it was small. The food was all right, or at least Taji thought so, but no one around him seemed very interested in eating. Then again, pubs or bars were difficult to find in the nicer parts of the city. It was possible that this was the place respectable middle class Shavians went to drink without getting noticeably intoxicated, which was probably a test of the Shavian obsession with self-control. This was the second restaurant or pub Taji had stopped in where no one cared much about the food. 
He slumped down against the cushions beneath him, and shifted to make this position more comfortable. Despite their sheer mass, Shavians must be ridiculously flexible to sit cross-legged for as long as they did. Not that Taji had ever gotten a chance to personally discover how flexible they were. Or that he probably ever would, at this rate. 
His semi-stolen night out was now slightly pathetic as he was reminded that he was still alone at the table he’d chosen several hours ago, and all he had to show for it were the remains of his dinner and two empty glasses of midye. His third was before him, untouched. 
Taji considered the earthen cup and the sweet red liquid inside it. He had forgotten the most important rule he had learned in all his travels: any intoxicating beverage served in a tiny cup was to be regarded with caution. The ancient Sha families did not drink midye without first watering it down with unfermented juice or chips of ice. Even the workers and tradespeople around him sipped at theirs. 
Taji had thought the curious looks from the servers was due to being the only human in the place, but now suspected they had been waiting for him to pass out, or start dancing on the tables, or something similar. They probably expected him to, as an offworlder. As a human. 
“B’lyad,” he swore under his breath. Several Shavian ears twitched in his direction. Taji was making mistakes left and right. He pushed his cup away, then realized he had no other reason to linger at his table and pulled it back to him. A small sip left him thirsty and licking his lips but he forced himself to put the cup down. 
His table was low to the ground, although Taji was small enough in comparison to the average Shavian that he could lean forward and put his elbows on the surface with no problem. Next to his plate was his DD, the data device screen dark with disuse. He turned it on, saw messages waiting for him, and quickly turned it off again. 
“Nope,” he murmured, pleased with himself for the simple act of defiance. Those ears flicked in his direction once more, followed by a few looks. 
Taji straightened, but resisted the urge to tug self-consciously at his clothing. He was dressed appropriately for his location, in a loose, long-sleeved comfortable shirt and the same dark pants and boots he’d worn for work on the planet’s outer shepherd moon. He wouldn’t have had anything else, anyway. He might work and live in the Garden District, but the nicest item of clothing in his wardrobe was the belted soria that had belonged to his predecessor. Taji wore it to the formal events he was required to attend, but itched at being in a dead man’s clothes, no matter how soft the fabric. 
Before tonight, Taji thought he’d been doing pretty well with the language, considering he’d never planned on learning modern ‘Asha fluently. He almost drank to that and caught himself just in time. The room was, if not swaying, then definitely moving too much for his liking. The murals on the walls—a depiction of some event, as was usual for Sha artwork as far as Taji could tell—almost flickered to life like a vid. 
Taji blinked rapidly a few times to try to clear his vision, then eased back, hoping the darkness of his corner would help shield him from sharp Shavian eyes. The restaurant was dimly lit. Shavians could not see in full darkness, but their vision might be better than humans’, like their hearing. 
Taji darted a glance to the nearest table, occupied by three figures. The beings from Mirsa were large. On a planet as oxygen-rich as Mirsa, everything was large, from the people to the trees, but Shavians felt bigger than the other Mirsans Taji had met. Probably because he was surrounded by them. 
Adults were generally around or under two meters in height, with a few even taller than that. They were built on a large scale as well, broad-chested, with long arms and legs. But what struck humans upon meeting them—at least going by the historical records—were their ears. The inhabitants of Mirsa had as much variation as any species was capable of. There were islands where the people all had blue eyes, countries where small tails were the norm. Across an ocean, in a nation that had once also been part of the Sha Empire, there were people with six digits on each hand and not five. But all of them had the same large, mobile, vaguely triangular, fluffy ears. 
Like dogs, Taji had first thought, but then changed his mind to think of them as more like cats. Giant, intimidating cats, built like battleships, who had once controlled this entire planet and its moons before their empire had fallen apart. 
Nothing else about them was especially feline however, except for a tendency for some to move silently. Shavians had no tails or whiskers. They walked erect on two legs, with their spines straight, and only some of them seemed to have hair, or fur, that could crop up in unexpected places. 
Those ears faced forward most of the time. But they could move to track sounds, and the hairs at the tips helped catch noises imperceptible to human senses. That was probably why their language tended to be soft. It didn’t need to be loud. 
The three at the nearest table were speaking too quietly for Taji’s translator to pick up much, aside from human, which they said more than once. 
Taji sighed. If he wasn’t going to have any interesting conversations—or anything else—tonight, then he could have at least spent the time researching. But no one wanted to talk to the human offworlder. 
He hoped that was the reason, and not that everyone here found him repugnant. He wasn’t an engineered sex worker from one of those high-priced places, or as good-looking as a vid actor, but he was clean and he smelled nice and he was reasonably polite when he put in the effort. His skin was a dark hue that gleamed under Mirsa’s violet rings, his eyes were brown and warm—if a little too inquisitive, according to his dad. His curls were short, growing out from the easy-to-manage close cut he’d kept up while working on the moon. He had a full mouth, which someone had complimented once—a compliment that Taji clung to probably more than was healthy, but compliments about anything other than his work were rare. His defects, the bad leg and the discolored lines spreading up from his hip across his torso like pale roots, were not readily visible. 
He was under the impression that sex and gender did not matter much to Shavians when looking for potential partners—they did not have words for sexual preferences that he had found so far, although they did have gender categories no one had explained to the human who tried to define them. Taji had no idea how he presented to them, unless human trumped all of that as far as they were concerned. But he couldn’t help but feel that someone should have been interested. 
Instead, it was like any other day on any other planet, except now he was being actively ignored and there was no silent shadow to keep him from having another sip or two to drown his sorrows. The messages on his data device probably meant otherwise, but something about the midye and his first night of freedom in months kept Taji from checking. 
Two of the three at the nearest table appeared to have forgotten about him. The third glanced over, more obviously this time. His attention went from the cup to Taji’s face, almost curiously. 
Taji identified him as male-presenting mostly by size and the sheathed knife on display in the belt of his soria. Like humans, Shavians had more than two sexes. The Shavians had at least three, or possibly, one sex with degrees of variation distinct enough that some chose to claim a type and some did not, though it did not seem to affect their gender markers much one way or the other. That was what Taji had gleaned from I.P.T.C. files and gossipy messages from a few lusty traders, which meant Taji’s information could very well be wrong. Taji himself had yet to be lucky enough to see a Shavian naked. He likely wouldn’t ever be. 
He smiled anyway, and enjoyed the brief thrill of nervous excitement at the idea of flirting even if the Shavian’s ears dipped low and flicked back and forth, which Taji thought could be safely interpreted as “confusion.” 
Shavians did not reveal much emotion with their faces or their hands. They had mouths, with lips slightly darker or lighter than the rest of their skin. Two eyes, and what Taji called eyebrows, though some of them had none, which could have been a cosmetic choice or genetic. They had large hands with textured palms and fingertips. But most of the time, if Taji caught one expressing a bad mood or feeling playful, it was by watching their purple-tipped ears. 
That had taken him months to fully figure out, and even then, body language was generally specific to individuals and he was basing his guesses on a very small sample size—two Shavians. Well, one really. But he did confuse that one a lot, so he assumed he’d confused this one as well. 
Taji couldn’t see why his flirting was such a puzzle. Human and Shavian physiologies were compatible, as human traders had discovered decades ago, even if Taji had not personally verified that information, to his regret. Taji hadn’t been laid in almost a year, and that had been a brief, drunken encounter in a seedy pub on Mirsa’s moon, with a traveler on their way out of the system, and Taji couldn’t even remember the guy’s name. The Shavian now studying him with a bemused air was built, with the decent clothes and work boots of the middle class. Perhaps a craftsman—hopefully with a craftsman’s rough hands. 
He wasn’t the tallest in the room, or even at his table, but the dark black metal of his piercings said he was doing well or that he liked to show off a little. His coloration was pretty too. It didn’t fill Taji with jha, a particularly tricky ‘Asha word that his translator dryly insisted meant attraction when it clearly meant more, but it was nice. He had deep swirls of brown at his forearms and the hint of his upper arms visible beneath the shirt under his soria, more rich color at the back of his neck and at his cheeks. 
Millennia ago, according to family documents the nobles called histories, the beings of Mirsa had sported fur, although that trait was long gone for most of them except for the top of their heads and other small patches. Some still had a thin strip of fur running down the length of their spines. Some were hairier than others, which didn’t make them too different from humans and a couple of other species scattered across the universe. The patterns and colors on their skin might have indicated the colors their fur would have been. 
Cats, Taji thought again, although he knew at least one Shavian who could have worn a collar like the most unwaveringly patient dog in existence. He’d stand at attention for hours without even a single complaint until Taji would be forced to give in and do whatever it was he was pointedly not being asked to do—and then, just like that, the Shavians were like cats again. Which was probably offensive as shit. Not that they had cats here to understand the comparison. 
Taji had another sip to banish that thought, and the Shavian forgot himself enough to let his lips part. He seemed surprised. Taji hadn’t heard of any rules against direct flirting, so he wasn’t certain what the issue was. Possibly humans didn’t come to this part of town, or this restaurant, and this Shavian had never gotten a human’s attention before. 
Taji rested his chin in one hand and left the other curled lightly around his cup of midye. He glanced to his audience before taking a casual sip, then licked his lips as he returned the nearly empty cup to the table. His body was flushed with heat, almost sticky beneath his shirt, and he had a feeling he’d realize exactly how drunk he was the second he stood up. 
The Shavian in question hadn’t moved but hadn’t looked away either. That happened only after Taji’s DD pinged with another message. The other two at his table also turned at the sound. Their eyes went to the device, not Taji. 
Taji laid a hand over it without thinking. He wasn’t expecting to be robbed—if anything, thievery seemed beneath the dignity of every Shavian he’d seen—but he knew what they were thinking. That device was IPTC, which meant even though the model was not current, it was newer and faster than anything available to them. 
Shavians had survived the collapse of a civilization that had colonized and terraformed their moons, but spent centuries trying to restore or repair what tech had remained behind, not innovate anything new. When the Interplanetary Trade Coalition—lazily pronounced ‘Iptick’ by those who worked for them but the I.P.T.C. to everyone else—had first arrived here, it had been immediately apparent to them that though the cities had power and retained their original beauty, the people of Mirsa were no threat to their dominance of the local star systems. 
Once that was clear, there was nothing to stop them from sending settlers to open up trade. Not even the desires of the Shavians. 
Taji straightened, flirtatious mood gone. It was careless of him not to think of that. He had no idea how these people regarded IPTC. He knew what he thought of it, but no translator could convey to strangers the idea of having to choose the least unpleasant of two bad options because they were the only choices he had to make—or maybe it could. This wasn’t the Garden District, after all. 
Regardless, he wasn’t going to explain to anyone tonight. He grimaced and finished his wine in one swallow. Midye was a liquor that the literal giants around him only dared to sip, and Taji had thrown it back like a student at his first pub. His fingers twitched over his data device but he refused to call for help. The one thing Taji did not need was help. He’d lived among the miners on the shepherd moon, for fuck’s sake. He could handle this. 
He’d wait. Maybe order something innocent to quench his thirst and then take a walk to get some air. The streets were well-lit, pale green and amber orbs lighting the way as though the lavender haze from the planet’s rings wasn’t bright enough. He had made his way here, he could find a way back. Although, the twinge in his leg from sitting in this position for so long was sharp, even with all the wine. Walking here had already taken its toll. 
“Fuck,” Taji murmured, then sighed. He’d try walking. If he couldn’t, he’d contact someone. Nadir, maybe, or Rodian. Not Lin, and definitely not Trenne. 
He shook his head as if he had to emphasize this point to someone who wasn’t there, then stilled as he fell into shadow. 
Tipping his head back made the world tilt with him, but gave Taji a better view of the new Shavian staring at him. This Shavian was small, by their standards, and wearing the decorative knife that meant—as far as Taji knew—that this one identified as male. He also had on a bright soria, silver piercings in his nose, and very long, straight hair, and Taji was a little too intoxicated to recall what, if anything, that all meant. He had money though, this one in his golden slippers, so he was probably a business owner. His swirled coloring was pale cream and yellow like gold, and he’d emphasized that with shimmer at the curve of his eyelids. 
Taji felt plain and underdressed but smiled anyway. “I am searching for something,” he explained in ‘Asha. 
Technically, all he said was, “I search,” because ‘Asha didn’t have a present progressive tense…or past or future tenses, for that matter. Everything was assumed to be present unless something else in the sentence said otherwise. They also didn’t have a word like something as Taji had used it. By not saying what he was searching for, Taji was indicating that either he didn’t know, or wouldn’t say, and that was enough to indicate “a thing” and maybe even imply he was being secretive. He wasn’t sure. 
He was so distracted by the implications of a language having words or concepts that could be expressed by no words at all that he almost missed the quiet answer. “Anyone can see that, human.” 
Or really, as the stranger said it, “All can recognize, human,” with the that also silent. But Taji’s job involved a lot of him taking literal ‘Asha, grasping the meaning, and then trying to wrangle it into Anglisky, so Taji tended to automatically translate that way now. 
The tone was harder to interpret than the words. Taji continued to smile despite that. “Taji. Instead of human.” 
“This is not the place for searching, Taji.” The Shavian repeated his name in a way that, jha or no jha, made Taji shiver. 
Taji struggled to make sense of what he was being told. “For studying?” The constant murmur of overheard and translated words made Taji pull his translator from his ear. He stuffed it into a pocket and did his best to maintain the limited amount of eye contact that the Sha preferred. 
“You are not here to study,” the pale, shimmering Shavian repeated, and swept a look over Taji that got him heated. 
“Oh. Well, then,” Taji said, which he didn’t think was translatable. He got lost in thoughts of conversational pauses and discourse markers, realized again how drunk he was getting, then shook his head and repeated himself. “Oh?” he asked, putting some challenge in his voice to get the idea across. “I am pretty sure I can do both.” Although, in translation, “I am confident I can do both,” came off as more arrogant than flirtatious. He would have batted his eyelashes if it would have helped; it didn’t work with humans, but with other species anything was possible. 
The excited flick of the pale Shavian’s ears was far too interesting for Taji to stare at anything else. 
“Do all humans act this way?” Now he seemed younger than Taji had first thought. Like the child of a rich man slumming it in a slightly poorer part of town. Taji didn’t know if sex with a human was part of that experience, and if his pride should outweigh his horniness in how much he ought to care about that. 
“How am I acting?” Taji lowered his gaze to take in the Shavian’s body. The Shavian had on tight dark pants beneath his soria, which barely fell to his knees. Taji had been forced to listen to older, elite Shavians despair of this style, popular among the young. 
“Out of control.” His Shavian was nearly breathless and sounding younger by the second. 
“Out of control?” Taji echoed, his eyes narrowed as though his lips weren’t numb from all the midye and he wasn’t afraid to stand up lest he fall over. 
“I watched you,” the youth confessed shyly, making Taji sigh in despair for the sex he would definitely not be having. Their ages could not be—relatively—that far apart, but Taji suddenly felt too tired to deal with this. “You had three cups,” the kid added, making the words even softer. 
“Yes,” another voice interjected. Taji turned to find them under the scrutiny of the three from the nearest table. The one who had been watching Taji before stood up. His shoulders were back. The knife in his belt—the kind Taji had always assumed was purely ornamental, some sort of symbolic sign of respect to primitive weaponry—drew Taji’s sudden, fixed attention. 
“B’lyad,” Taji swore again. Those knives were probably not decorative. He’d gotten too used to seeing the heavily bejeweled hilts in the Garden District. Anxiety started to make his stomach churn. 
“The shehzha has been drinking and does not need your foolish offer.” The first Shavian, with the lovely swirled coloration and dark jewelry didn’t take his gaze from Taji, although he was speaking about him as though he wasn’t there. “You are not capable of giving what you are offering, ersrheh.” 
The noise from the other two at his table was a shocked sort of hiss. Taji’s skin prickled. He got that ersrheh was an insult, from the tone, but it made no sense to him. 
“I was already politely refus…” Taji’s language skills failed him so he patted his pockets looking for his translator. “What was that word? Sheh-zah? With a faint stop in the middle? Or sort of a breathless emphasis? I do not know that one.” When blind searching didn’t help, he reached for his data device. “Say that again, please.” 
“Say a word?” demanded the first Shavian, sounding bewildered. 
“You are shehzha?” The pale one was quietly shocked. 
“If that means I love cock, then yes, although I don’t understand the problem with that.” Taji hummed as he scrolled through different screens until he brought up several files on Sha sexuality. “I asked if that was an issue before they forced me down here.” He realized, belatedly, that he wasn’t speaking ‘Asha anymore, and looked up to find four Shavians watching him. They seemed confused. 
He tried to explain in ‘Asha. “That word is not listed.” He pointed helpfully to the screen while yet another message for him popped up. “Though I am guessing the spelling. But it says you guys do not mind people with cocks liking other people with cocks, or male-identified types getting penetrated, next to some biological information about your birth rate. Huh.” He shrugged—the hard sciences were not his area—then realized shrugging was a human gesture. He glanced between the one on his feet to the three still seated. 
Everyone’s ears were very upright. Any other time, Taji would have found it oddly hilarious and then been ashamed of himself. 
“What?” he asked, into the silence, and the first one sighed. 
“You are wild.” It did not sound like a complaint. If anything, Taji’s toes almost curled at the warmth of it. 
“Me?” Taji blinked several times, then frowned. “What? No. Perhaps I am different than what you are used to. But I am boring, not wild. I am hardly allowed out. My entire life is this.” He briefly held up the DD, then noticed the info screen still up. “This is the problem with translation—something is always lost. I am hearing the word ‘wild’ but is that what you actually mean? Because your voice got…different. How many words for wild do you have? I am going to guess more than one. Anglisky has more than one and each has its own buried meanings.” He slipped into Anglisky and slipped back out again once he realized it. “Translation devices do not give you the layered meanings. They just give you the simplest one.” 
He shut off the data device and slipped it into the bag behind him on the floor. 
“Many words,” the pale one exhaled. 
Taji popped a hand over his mouth to stop his intoxicated rambling before it sank in that the kid liked the rambling. Taji must be drunker than he thought he was, because he felt like he had missed something. 
“They must love words,” the first one observed, which was an odd thing to say, even if it was true. 
“I do not speak much at work. Or, the way I work does not require it—the way I used to work.” Taji didn’t know why he was explaining himself, except it felt necessary. And also he could still taste the midye on his tongue. “Not about this, anyway. Fuck. What…what language was I speaking just then?” 
“Other humans are not like this,” one of the seated ones commented. 
Taji gave a start, but bit back his argument that of course all humans weren’t the same. They were from different systems, planets, countries. Only their appearance was roughly similar. 
“You offended them,” the darker one remarked, without tearing his gaze from Taji. “And now I have as well,” he added, when Taji focused on him. His ears were up and his attention was fixed in a way that seemed friendly, if not happy. Like a smile. Taji didn’t think Shavians smiled unless they had been around humans for a while. 
“I am saving you from this one.” The darker Shavian gestured toward the paler, younger man lingering in front of Taji’s table. “He does not belong in this place any more than he knows what he is doing. You might be after fun, but this one will get attached. He will have dreams of approaching you. Not that I blame him, if this is how you are.” 
“Okaaay,” Taji said, a little helplessly, perfectly aware that ‘okay’ would not translate even if any of them had been wearing a device for that. “What is happening?” He could not let the others find out about this. He would never ever be allowed to live it down. 
The darker one, with his plain jewelry and lack of shimmer, stepped forward. “But I can give you what you need.” His meaning was clear even if Taji couldn’t fully believe it. 
The paler one made a sound of protest, or anger, and Taji put his hand to his bag. Obviously, midye was some sort of hallucinogen, because Taji was being fought over by two good-looking giants who seemed to find the rants of a half-assed linguist fascinating. 
That was not what he’d come here for. Pride be damned, he needed help. 
“You should watch your tone.” The younger Shavian raised his voice only slightly, but it sent a shockwave through the room. 
Taji went hot in embarrassment and clenched his jaw to keep down his hysterical laughter. He gripped the straps of his bag and distantly heard the rapid pings of several incoming messages. He had no idea how he was going to explain this. He didn’t even want to think about it. 
“You are a spoiled child. A shehzha is not a toy,” the older one argued, sharp and insistent, and Taji’s higher thinking switched back on for several startled moments, long enough for him to look at the knives in their belts and the status on display in their clothing and jewelry, and to realize that the proud, warrior culture the old families played at might still be somewhat serious to the lower classes. If that was what this was even about. “You do not keep and discard a shehzha like a bit of shiny hardstone. This is about their honor!” The older one took his gaze from Taji at last, to stare down his rival—or not rival—for Taji’s honor. 
Taji hadn’t realized his honor was in question. 
“Help,” he said faintly, in the version of Anglisky used by the I.P.T.C., not that he really expected an answer. His device was still buried in his bag and there was no one to hear him but the two dickheads fighting over him—or over their class issues with Taji as a stand-in, whatever. 
“The shehzha has no honor,” the pale one tossed back. He looked pointedly to Taji, but was now also talking about Taji as if Taji had no voice of his own. If Taji hadn’t been groping for his DD to try to call for help, he would have said something about that. “Look,” the pale one went on, with Taji directly in front of him. “The kahne must have already given to someone unworthy if they show themselves here like this but sit alone. I can do what I please with the wild one.” 
Honor being a nebulous concept, difficult to pin down even when Taji was fluent in a language, Taji didn’t have an immediate rebuttal. But he didn’t need one. A few people in the immediate area gasped and the two Shavians still seated in front of their table rose to their feet. 
One of them was covered in shimmer and had the curves that suggested someone who had borne children. But his knife was fully on display. 
The Shavian next to them put a hand on their arm, which stopped them. “Kahne? You do not insult them, rich boy,” she said, and everything went very quiet except for Taji’s racing heart. 
Kahne was another new word, something outside the vocabulary Taji needed to assist the ambassador. But context was everything, and judging from the silence, the context here was real fucking critical. 
Taji was going to rewrite the entire fucking translation program by the time he was through this cursed assignment. He’d vow it in the first temple he could find. His first night out on his own and he’d started a diplomatic incident because the words were wrong. 
“Fuck,” he whispered, and then, “Trenne,” although the whole point of this evening was Trenne and the rest of them not being here. 
“You insult me!” The pale Shavian really was just a kid. His voice cracked when he shouted. “You think I could not handle one thirsty human?” 
“You could not handle anything without the Guard or your family behind you,” the dark one bit out, making the kid tremble. “Nobles play at being warriors, but they do not recognize the world outside their garden walls.” 
The paler one widened his eyes before reaching for his knife. 
Taji scrambled to his feet. “Wait, wait, wait!” he exclaimed, waving his hands to stop them. 
Which was when the full force of the midye and the sudden return of feeling to his artificial leg sent him to the floor. He caught himself on his hands, although not without banging his side on the table, and thankfully didn’t bite his tongue at his sudden stop. The cushions around the table broke some of his fall, but his plate and empty cups clattered to the ground as everyone looked down at him in horror. 
Above him, several things seemed to happen at once. People pushed away from their tables and hurried from the room. The slow, metallic slide of a blade being drawn made Taji freeze. Someone yelled something about the Guard—probably a warning to the two about to fight over Taji’s honor—and Taji realized once again that people were fighting over his honor. What the actual fuck. 
He started to crawl backwards to hide behind his table and his palm skidded over a fragment of a broken cup. Several of those around them gasped in shock, like Ves priests witnessing a sacrilege. Taji’s small hiss of pain was nearly drowned out by the accusing voice of the Shavian with the dark jewelry. “Look at what you caused, child. You hurt them!” 
Taji swung his head up when the darker figure moved forward with sudden, furious grace, but then trembled and froze like the rest of them at the low, clear command from the edge of the room. 
“Do not move.” 
Taji could feel the stillness in the air, the new, alarmed tension from those around him. He closed his eyes while everyone slowly turned to see who had issued that order, only glimpsing the disbelief on their faces as they realized it was not a member of the Civil or Imperial Guard. 
The entrance to this establishment was large, built for Shavians. Trenne would fill it easily. He wouldn’t be in a soria; in fact, Taji had never seen him wear one. When Taji opened his eyes to look, Trenne would be in his black IPTC fatigues, pants tucked into boots, assorted weaponry holstered everywhere for no reason Taji could see except possibly to make ornamental knives look ridiculous. The night was temperate, verging on warm. Trenne might be in a black shirt, his arms on display, his strength highlighted by his body armor. IPTC had designed their armor that way. 
For all that there had been yelling and shouting a moment before, there was subdued silence now. The entire room probably needed a moment to adjust to the sight of a Shavian in an IPTC uniform. 
Trenne didn’t raise his voice, and by doing so somehow drew attention to how everyone else had been yelling. “The Civil Guard is on their way. Anyone who does not want to face them should leave.” 
He sounded calm, which, needless to say, was not how Taji would have been if he’d been forced to locate and then rescue a secretary-slash-translator on what should have been a relaxing, ordinary night. 
But that was Trenne. 
Heat curled through Taji’s stomach, sending a hungry, impatient shiver down his spine. He fisted one hand in his bag, hid his bleeding palm behind his back, and steadfastly did not look up. Jha, an inexplicable, overwhelming attraction, a pull from deep in the body toward someone else. And absolutely the worst thing for anyone in Taji’s position to feel. 
He swallowed, taking in the empty cups around him and the Shavians standing over him, and realized a few seconds too late that most of the people in the restaurant were streaming toward the door. Apparently no one wanted to face the Civil Guard. Trenne had probably known that. 
The two who had started this mess—which was completely not Taji’s fault—were not moving. They were looking up, which meant Trenne had come closer. 
“Did the humans hire you to protect this one?” Taji’s defender, such as he was, was the first to speak, although the question was slightly off. Trenne was wearing IPTC patches, with IPTC-quality weapons strapped to his body. Nobody could mistake him for a simple bodyguard. 
“Only humans would add insult to another insult,” the younger one joined in. Trenne’s arrival must have made them defensive if the two other Shavians were on the same side now. “You should not be near them, animal, no matter what clothes you wear.” 
“Hide behind,” the darker one corrected. 
Trenne was unfazed. “Do I hide?” he asked, quiet and at ease with two angry, armed maybe-drunks in front of him. 
“The situation was controlled,” the darker Shavian said stiffly, as if Trenne had demanded an explanation. “The human, confused, made a mistake this one was prepared to take advantage of. It was controlled,” he repeated, stressed it, actually. 
“They had three glasses of midye! They sat alone!” The younger one had yet to lower his voice. “Like this!” 
Taji glanced up in time to see the paler Shavian trying to slouch. 
“Do Shavians not get loose when they drink?” Taji demanded, regrettably, since it made everyone look at him. He quickly turned his head. There was some midye on a nearby table; he could really use it right about now. 
“No more zhatren,” Trenne said. Without looking at Trenne to check, Taji knew that soft order was directed at him. “Three is already too much. You will regret it in a few hours.” 
Taji sighed dejectedly and stayed where he was. 
The younger one made a startled noise that the darker one echoed. “But they were flirtatious! This has to be wrong.” 
The darker one, Taji’s would-be rescuer, recovered from this apparent shock while Taji was wallowing in a fair amount of humiliation. “Where were you?” 
Confused, Taji raised his head and realized they weren’t speaking to him. Apparently, he wasn’t worth speaking to despite everyone possibly wanting to fuck him. Instead, both of the strange Shavians were staring at Trenne, startling, obvious anger in their expressions, their ears flat against their skulls. 
Taji looked to Trenne as well and instantly wished he hadn’t. 
Trenne didn’t wear shimmer or jewelry. There was no soria in his possession, or knife that was anything other than practical. Most of Trenne was covered by his uniform. The parts of him that were bare—his forearms and hands, his throat, his face—were brown. His hair was black and long, fastened up and away from his eyes and his neck with a few bands. His ears were brown and black like the rest of him except for speckles of lighter brown and some white with a purple tinge at the tips from blood vessels showing through thinner skin. The same speckles dotted his cheekbones and trailed over his back and shoulders where they grew into larger patches. 
Taji knew about those speckles because he’d seen them by accident when he was new to this assignment and had stumbled into the part of the ambassador’s house that served as the barracks. Trenne had the same muscle as the rest of the soldiers—more, really, due to his size. His eyebrows were thick, but his eyes tipped up delicately at the corners. He didn’t need shimmer to stand out. Taji had never seen another Shavian quite like him. 
Taji realized he was staring, barely breathing, and forced himself to blink. 
Three glasses was too much. Taji was hot and his mouth was sticky. Trenne was entirely focused on the two in front of him. As if, despite his calm tone, he wasn’t relaxed, and would not relax until they were gone. 
He was larger than both of them, and they both seemed acutely aware of it, standing straighter than they had been. But the most interesting thing was that their knives were sheathed and their hands were at their sides—nonthreatening postures if Taji had ever seen them. 
They were scared of Trenne, although both would likely deny it. It could have been Trenne’s size, or the force behind the uniform he wore, but Taji didn’t think so. Not entirely, anyway. For one, Taji had seen hardened miners fall back when Trenne was around. For another, these two were speaking funny, choosing strange words. 
“I defended the wild one because of your failure, animal.” 
Taji had been feeling slightly forgiving toward his supposed protector. That was gone now. 
“Excuse me?” Taji demanded, although, with the language difference, some of the attitude was lost. “What failure? He is right here.” 
“They were left alone.” His protector continued to talk over him in a way that made Taji grit his teeth. 
“I am not surprised you would not know that, hurat,” the other one chimed in, and Taji paused. He had been automatically translating that word to ‘animal’ in his head, but he must have been mistaken in its use. Unless, of course, they were both consistently referring to Trenne as an animal. Not the neutral word, either. Taji could have translated it as ‘beast’ and it probably would have been more accurate. 
“Sergeant Major Trenne,” Taji pointed out, despite the certainty that they would ignore him some more. “That is his name. Not animal.” 
Trenne didn’t have a secondary name, or a family name, or anything like that even though Lin, the other Shavian on the ambassador’s IPTC security team, did. Trenne was just Trenne. Taji had never stopped to consider that before. But then, he’d never watched Trenne with other Shavians before. 
“It is no surprise the shehzha was in here.” If the younger one was trying to sound smug, it wasn’t working with the tremble in his voice. But he lifted his chin to an arrogant angle. “They were searching for better and they found it.” 
“Do not let this son of the Garden fool you,” the darker one spoke up, not exactly apologizing. “He could live in the emperor’s palace, surrounded by his outrages, and he still would not know what to do with a shehzha.” That word must have bothered Trenne as well, because he glanced to Taji, then away, although his ears stayed up and angled in Taji’s direction as the darker one went on. “Like his emperor, the rich boy has no concept of honor.” 
Honor again. Vatli’ie. A word not quite like other ‘Asha words, making Taji suspect it was much, much older than the majority of their vocabulary, or borrowed from another language. 
Quite a speech from someone who had done his share of talking over Taji just because he was human and liked cock and apparently drank too much. His one night of freedom! One night! Taji was allowed to overindulge. 
He met Trenne’s eyes and scowled to show his displeasure with this. 
Trenne swept a look over him, lingering over Taji’s hidden, injured hand, as if he knew. 
Taji shrugged about that, feeling stubborn. At least Trenne would understand a shrug. His ears flicked forward, to the other two, and then back toward Taji. 
“You speak so of our emperor?” The voice of the younger Shavian returned Taji to the moment, only to also make Taji realize the younger one was puffing up again at the insults the darker one kept flinging at him. Taji caught the tail end of another comment about the uselessness of the old families and their shiny, untested knives, and then something about how only a boy from the Gardens would try to prove himself against an animal who had sold himself to the humans. 
“I thought Shavians were all about control,” Taji remarked, a little sour and a lot annoyed, but mostly confused. “I am the drunk one, and they are getting in fights and insulting someone they really should not be insulting.” He recognized that there were tensions in the room—in the city—beyond him and his terrible attempt at getting laid, but this was ridiculous. 
“His name is Trenne,” he said it again slowly, with the changed pronunciation of the e at the end that made it Trennuh instead of Trenneh, the way that IPTC spelled it and Trenne himself pronounced it. “His name is Trenne, not ‘animal’ and you will speak to him with respect or not at all.” 
“This is—” The pale one didn’t finish his thought. His cheeks were flushed. He suddenly could not meet Taji’s eyes. 
“Embarrassing,” the other one finished it for him, frowning. He had no signs of embarrassment, despite his words. He frowned at Trenne. “Truly? Out of everyone, a hurat?” 
“That word again.” Taji had heard so many new things tonight. “I do not like the way you say that.” He raised his head and stared at them as though his stomach wasn’t flipping with nerves and too much wine. “You would be wise to stop using it.” 
He wasn’t threatening them with the force of the I.P.T.C. Of course not. That would be a terrible thing to do, and it wasn’t like Taji had that sort of power. He couldn’t tell Trenne what to do, much less the I.P.T.C. itself. Trenne’s job was to protect the ambassador and their staff, not fight Taji’s battles for him. 
But Taji couldn’t help it if other people might think he had that sort of power. Which, amazingly, these two did. 
They finally looked at him again and then at Trenne, who remained silent and watchful. Nice of him to pretend he was Taji’s to boss around. 
“This is not allowed!” the paler one was still protesting. 
“What actually happened?” Trenne turned to Taji just long enough for the pale one to start sputtering again. 
“You ask that kahne? They are not capable of—” He shut up at whatever he saw in Trenne’s expression. 
The darker one snorted. “I knew he had never been near a true shehzha before, or had someone willing to offer. You are within your rights to hurt him, animal.” 
Trenne stared at the darker one for a heavy moment, then ignored that remarkable statement to focus on Taji again. 
Taji shook his head innocently and waved his undamaged hand. He spoke in Anglisky. “I didn’t do anything! This is the fault of the translators. People were using words I didn’t know, and I tried to suss them out on my DD but I probably got the spelling wrong. Or maybe that was right, but the information IPTC used to make its database was incorrect.” 
He groaned dramatically and continued, “It’s always incorrect. Whoever created it either didn’t care enough to do the job properly, or was squeamish about the realities of life in this country, on this planet. The database is a fucking joke. I only know half the swear words I do because of my work on the moon, and a lot of that was a version of ‘Asha far different from this one. The translators aren’t giving me the right intel, and if I don’t get that, how can I do my job right? And I’m supposed to know what these two are talking about?” 
“He’s fine,” Trenne spoke into the comm at his ear. “He is ranting about the translator again.” 
Taji put a hand over his heart to indicate the wound he’d just received. Trenne almost quirked a smile, he’d swear it. Well, the Shavian equivalent. His ears did something fluttery. 
The pale Shavian seemed to be blushing even more furiously as his gaze darted between them. “This is obscene!” 
“The Civil Guard is here,” Trenne remarked in ‘Asha as if someone on the other end of his comm had just relayed that information. “If you want to explain yourself to them, stay.” 
Situation apparently diffused, he shifted to face Taji. 
“Animal?” the paler one asked one final time, sounding lost, then irritated when the darker one shoved him forward by his shoulder. 
“Leave them to their choice. Unless you want to talk with the Guard,” he said, in what might have been a sneer, and then left, perhaps to go find his friends. The other one followed a moment later, in what he probably thought was a dignified exit. 
The moment they were alone, Trenne kneeled down in front of Taji. “Are you hurt?” 
Taji considered this, and found himself studying the cushions on the ground as he answered. “‘M fine. Hot. Drunk, a little. It was an accident. Mostly I’m confused. What the—” He stopped himself and hoped he wasn’t shaking. “What the fuck was that?” he asked, in barely a whisper. 
“They were drunk, too,” Trenne explained. Taji had guessed that, even if the Shavians had hidden it better than he had. 
“Yes, but—” Again, Taji stopped, not willing to go into his mild attempts at flirtation or how quickly they had gone wrong. Not yet, and definitely not while under the influence. He looked up into Trenne’s dark eyes. “Did they really call you an animal?” 
“Yes.” Trenne didn’t flinch. “They didn’t say worse because you were here. Even the noble one would not have.” He exhaled. “Then you defended me. That did not help you.” 
“You’re welcome,” Taji snipped at him, although he still felt about six steps behind and dizzy. 
“You’re bleeding.” With two quiet words, Trenne knocked him even further off balance. He always did that. Taji had never had anyone use words against him like this. He wanted to whine in frustration and bury his face in Trenne’s shoulder. 
Flustered, and now distracted, Taji hesitated before answering. “It’s minor,” he said, because it was, and because any more concern was going to kill him. He pulled out his hand to show Trenne the lack of damage. “I can still work.” The cut was shallow, painful, but not debilitating. He didn’t like the flick of Trenne’s ears, didn’t know what it meant, so he moved the topic clumsily away from himself. “How bad is the Civil Guard that so many people ran from them when they hadn’t done anything wrong?” 
Trenne took his gaze off Taji’s bloodied hand. “It is not for us to question,” he recited, as if he’d said it many times before, possibly to the rest of the team. That was an answer in itself. A very diplomatic, IPTC answer. 
Taji gave him a faint smile. “But we’re all right because…?” 
“I.P.T.C. business,” Trenne answered smoothly, as if Taji’s night out was in any way official. 
“Damn. The Mouth is bleeding,” Nadir commented from the doorway. Taji jerked back at the interruption. Nadir hardly seemed to notice, still talking into his comm. “Nah, alive and well. Told you. Eye of the storm, always. Hey, Mouth, you drunk?” 
Taji gave him a rude, three-fingered salute he’d learned from the miners, then darted a look to Trenne. “I didn’t do anything. Not really. I might have thought about it, because it’s not as if I can just….” He trailed off. “Midye is strong. I’m…it’s very strong.” 
“And you did not eat today. Not that I saw.” Trenne nodded slowly, calmly, in a way that made Taji want to bristle because he wasn’t bristling. 
“What are you guys even doing here?” he demanded instead, shooting a glare to Nadir. Nadir was in his blacks too, gun at his hip and his hair spiked up with that stiffening oil he’d found in a market a month or so ago and decided he loved. His ears and big nose were pierced with small clay or enamel beads, the kind that wouldn’t glint in the light and weren’t immediately noticeable, which was the only reason they had slipped past IPTC regulations on “distracting” jewelry while in uniform. “How did you find me?” 
“We followed the signs of trouble,” Nadir tossed back while continuing to stand guard at the door. “Also, there’s a tracker in your DD.” 
Taji narrowed his eyes. 
“You did not answer your messages, which we agreed to when you made plans to go out.” Trenne should have been tearing Taji a new one, not practically sighing in what Taji’s drunken brain insisted was fond despair. “We knew you might need a ride. You do not like to walk.” 
Taji couldn’t tell if Trenne was implying laziness—true, or weakness—also true. “What were the messages about?” Taji asked, avoiding the issue completely. 
Trenne’s posture shifted, his ears more alert and tense. “Ambassador Tsomyal asked for you. They apologize for interrupting your evening.” 
Taji dropped his head back to moan quietly at the ceiling. Pointing out that he was drunk wouldn’t do him any good. The night had been a disaster from start to finish, so he shouldn’t have been surprised. But it would have been nice to get away, to not think, and to be admired—or at least desired—for a moment or two. 
Instead, it was this, forcing Trenne to come to his rescue, and returning to his room in the ambassador’s home for language lessons and research and another fucking night alone. 
“Taji,” Trenne called to him, soft enough to make Taji sigh. “Would you like to be off the floor?” 
Sometimes Taji thought Trenne’s gentleness was his way of apologizing for Taji’s life being what it was, as if it was Trenne’s fault. It was IPTC’s fault, mainly. It wasn’t as though Taji didn’t look at Trenne and the other soldiers and recognize people who’d made the same choices he had. 
“No,” he decided aloud, somewhat petulantly. “That would mean I have to sober up and go back to captivity.” And it would mean trying to stand on his bad leg, which may or may not happen. But he accepted Trenne’s hand when Trenne held it out, and braced himself for Trenne’s palm beneath his fingers, Trenne’s fingers closing around his wrist. 
Then Trenne pulled Taji to his feet with no effort. His hands went to Taji’s waist to steady him, long enough to leave Taji itching with awareness of how big those hands were, how many months it had been since anyone had touched him. Then Trenne stepped away. He scooped up Taji’s bag and slung it over his shoulder before pausing. 
A moment later, he appeared in front of Taji with a tiny cup in his hands. Taji blinked at it, and then at him. Trenne wasn’t smiling so Taji grinned for him, lunging at the drink and tossing it back. 
“You’re supposed to water that shit down, Mouth!” Nadir warned in his husky voice, as though Taji didn’t know that. Taji shrugged at him, then licked his lips before smiling up at Trenne. 
It was painful how much he wanted to pet Trenne’s ears. Those ears were, may all the deities help him, adorable and soft-looking. Taji had learned at a very young age not to pet alien wildlife, but somehow his brain didn’t quite recognize the threat of annoying a soldier and literal giant like Trenne. 
He was also drunk. 
He became aware of his staring, and shook his head a few times to clear it before starting to move. “Right. Ambassador. No night off for Taji,” he mumbled, and took a step. 
He bumped into Trenne, stumbled back, felt his bad leg give out, and nearly slipped on a cushion before he was caught by two large hands. He exhaled shakily in relief, only to scream in surprise as he was lifted into the air a second later. 
Distantly, he could hear Nadir’s crack of laughter and tried to level a glare at him, but things were spinning and his stomach took a moment to catch up to his vision. When the world was upright again, Taji was being held against Trenne’s chest as Trenne carried him out of the restaurant. One arm was under his knees, the other was around his chest, holding Taji securely. 
Taji almost hummed in satisfaction for the heat of a body pressed close and the midye-scented haze over everything but Trenne himself. Trenne’s hold was firm but gentle. Taji could find words for those things in over ten languages and none of them would have compared to how it actually felt. 
In the morning, remembering this was going to hurt. But for now, Taji was flushed and frozen except for the frantic beat of his heart. Drunk, it was so much harder to ignore both his feelings and how impossible they were. That was why he didn’t drink much, normally—well, that, and a lack of company. Drinking always seemed like a good idea at the time, a way to forget his life for a while, but now he was painfully aware of everything. He was warm and being held by Trenne. In the morning, this would definitely hurt, but at least Taji would be able to hide it away again and go on with his work. 
Without a spoken word from his sergeant major, Nadir took point to lead them outside. He scanned the area around them, then motioned them on, as though this was some sort of dramatic rescue and this absurd situation was actually rife with danger. 
Taji wanted to glance at Trenne but not even with too many cups of midye in him would he risk meeting Trenne’s eyes now. Tomorrow, he promised himself. Tomorrow, when he was calm and in control of himself once again. He had been denying himself for so long that it was routine, or should have been. But tonight there was wine, and Taji was very foolish. 
Outside, where there should have been a small but busy lane filled with traffic, he saw the crimson tunics of the Civil Guard, their vehicles in the distance. In the street directly outside the restaurant was the discreetly armored flier the ambassador used. Standing at each end were soldiers in IPTC black. 
Taji avoided their eyes for as long as he could, but that left him with a view of Trenne’s chest, and the patch at his upper arm with Cyrillic and Anglisky IPTC initials on a background of stars. Above that was the bared skin of Trenne’s throat, and his comm, designed to cuff to the outside of his ear almost like a translator since he couldn’t use a small earbud as humans could. 
With more going on outside, Trenne’s ears moved back and forth as if seeking out different sounds. Taji stared, eyes and face burning, then lowered his head as if that would block out the sight and the knowledge of where he was. 
Taji was a poor kid working for IPTC. He never got a lot of chances for anything. His research on the moon had been lonely but somewhat satisfying. Then he’d been brought down here and into that house, where he wasn’t a soldier and he wasn’t an ambassador. He wasn’t Shavian or a human trader. He wasn’t anything or anyone’s, and he’d wanted— 
This. Except this wasn’t his. 
Four cups of midye was too much. 
Taji inhaled and said, as clearly as he could, “I just wanted to finish my research. I wanted to get laid without an interplanetary incident. I didn’t want them, but I—I can walk, Trenne.” It felt like lying when he didn’t want to walk. “I know I limp, but I didn’t ask for the help.” 
Trenne stopped, a few feet from the ambassador’s armored flier. They had chosen the least discreet but fastest way to come get Taji. The flier took up most of the street, halting all traffic. Some members of the Civil Guard formed a perimeter, keeping people back. 
Taji studied various, distant Sha faces, how carefully blank they were until they saw him, or Trenne, or maybe how silly Taji must look in Trenne’s arms. Then shock broke through their public façades and they forgot themselves enough to stare. Taji must be quite the spectacle, too drunk to be trusted to walk. He looked away from them as Trenne lowered him to his feet and let go. 
“Apologies.” The apology from the ever-respectful Sergeant Major Trenne was not unexpected. “I should not have acted without your permission.” 
“It’s fine.” Taji nodded quickly to show Trenne he understood and they didn’t need to talk about it. Trenne put a hand on his shoulder, making Taji realize first that he was listing to the side, and then that dozens of Shavians were still watching. Trenne’s hand was gone before Taji had time to pretend he didn’t like it. 
He opened the door to the flier, and then Nadir was in front of Taji, guiding Taji inside with mocking little whistles. “I’m surprised you can even stand up right now, Mouth,” Nadir observed, practically chortling as he pulled Taji forward and let him fall onto the small cushioned bench. 
Off-duty, Nadir often wore perfume but there was no trace of it now. The flier interior smelled like stale sweat and something metallic. Nadir sat opposite Taji in one of the single seats and then stocky, bronze-haired Nev slipped in after him. They adjusted their weapons and didn’t waste time clipping themselves to the safety harnesses for the short trip across the city. 
Taji got himself upright and didn’t bother to glower. That only happened when he reached for his bag and remembered Trenne had it. Trenne, who didn’t climb into the passenger compartment with them. He shut and sealed the door behind him, then climbed into the front to sit next to Ledo, their pilot. 
Outside Taji’s window, the crowd was still there, staring at the I.P.T.C. flier with expressions he couldn’t interpret. The street was awash in the grayish violet of night, with spots of amber from the nearest orbs. The founders of the empire had built that lighting system and it had lasted even after their fall from real power, fed every day by the sun and the reflected light from the rings around the planet like nearly everything else. The Shavian capital did not have much crime, something Taji attributed to all that light and the clean streets of white stone. 
He watched a member of the Civil Guard shove someone back into the crowd and reminded himself forcefully of Trenne’s words, that it was not their place to question. He turned from the window as the flier’s engine began to purr. 
“Four fucking cups?” Nev demanded from her seat. Her seat, tonight and most nights, but occasionally his, although Nev would answer to either pronoun and had, for reasons Nev had never explained, put N/A on IPTC’s identification forms instead of any of the other options. “Nice, Mouth. If you hurl on me, you’ll pay.” 
With effort, Taji focused on her and the tiny medic patch on her sleeve that was at odds with her attitude. “I’m fine. Just tired.” 
He caught the look and quick Anglisky sign-gesture Nev shot Nadir and slouched down into his seat. The world was dizzying enough without dealing with takeoff and two soldiers who found him amusing. The flier was smooth as it left the ground, but there was something about on-planet flights that always left Taji a little uneasy. Even midye couldn’t fully shake the feeling. He shoved his hands under his thighs and waited until they had risen over the tops of the nearest buildings before he looked out the windows again. 
In the distance, he glimpsed a mass of lights of all different colors and a hint of curling smoke. Then the flier turned, and he was looking out onto the Shavian capital, bathed in the glow of the Mirsan rings. 
Shavian design—at least, in the capital, and in this middle class district—involved buildings of several stories, spread out like trees rising from the ground, with alternating balconies overflowing with plant life. Homes and businesses overlapped in stone versions of the tiny bonsai that seemed to be a universal hobby among IPTC ship captains. 
Taji had noticed that the very first time he’d been flown into the capital. The difference between the districts was striking from the air, although even the gray stone and decrepit buildings of the Riverside and the scattered buildings on the outskirts of the city had short trees and rows of makeshift gardens to bring them some color. The Fires, the section of the city filled with factories and the workshops of artisans, had a strip of kayo trees that ran through it, tiny splashes of yellow and red in front of every building. 
He’d thought it was beautiful even before he’d gotten a glimpse of the Garden District, where he had foolishly been expecting fields of flowers and manicured topiaries in green—humans always planted green things where they lived, as if they needed to see the color to be happy. 
But plants were not always green here, and garden, to Shavians, meant trees. Perhaps not everywhere. There were farmland and swamps and deserts on Mirsa. But here, the word itself seemed to signify trees or what Taji, who was no botanist, was calling trees. 
Trees taller than some of the buildings. Trees with branches so wide they had been incorporated into the architecture of the earliest homes. The noble families, the rich, lived in massive estates in the brown and gold shadows beneath those vast canopies. Their gardens were like orchards, small plants for vegetables as much a part of the scenery as the different trees above them. 
Leaves tipped with fuchsia and red, flowers that became fruit or medicine, spilling over high fences into the next estate until one of the gardeners trimmed it back or trained it to grow in another direction, the way their ancestors had probably done. It might all appear natural, but everything was cultivated to look that way. There was life in the Gardens, on a scale that had left Taji speechless after months on a terraformed moon. The sight and scent of life, the air perfumed year-round in the temperate weather of the capital. 
The feast for the senses did not fade over time, although tonight Taji didn’t look out the window as they approached the edge of the district, and the small estate given to the ambassador and their staff for the duration of their stay. 
Taji shut his eyes, his body tired but his mind racing with new words, and the memory of the plain white streets he had walked through to escape the Gardens, and the crowds impassively watching IPTC in action. 
“Okay, what’s wrong with the Mouth?” Nev asked Nadir, suspiciously loud. “Can’t handle his liquor?” 
Taji looked over. Nadir stared back at him, stroking his chin as if pondering his answer. Being on-duty meant Nadir was free of the paints and shimmers he sometimes wore. He liked to be pretty, Taji had heard him explain, and had guessed, considering some of Nadir’s word choices, that he was originally from a region dominated by the Deshta. The Deshta had gender identifiers that were often linked to profession. In that respect, they could be quite rigid. Getting away from societies with restrictive rules was one of the common reasons people joined IPTC—at least, in Taji’s limited observations. If Nadir had stayed on his homeworld, he might have had, or been forced to have, a different gender marker. But his answer on IPTC’s forms was the same as Taji’s, and that was really all IPTC was concerned with as long as he could do his job. 
Nadir’s dark eyes glinted, and Taji tensed before he heard the answer. “Our boy got cockblocked by the ambassador.” 
“Ouch.” Nev nudged Taji’s leg with her boot. “Too bad, Mouth. Maybe next time you’ll get a proper night off.” It was impossible to tell from her flat tone if she was sincere. Taji liked to think so. Nev was from a moon where spoken Anglisky was a second language. But this was also the first time she’d ever attempted to joke with him. She frowned. “He’s not responding. What happened in that bar?” 
“Restaurant,” Taji corrected her, then shrugged. “Or a kind of a pub. Where people slowly get drunk but pretend they aren’t. It’s probably something to do with the nobles and the value they place on self-control, and the middle classes are trying to emulate them.” 
“There he is.” Nadir stretched to kick Taji’s leg as well, lightly, although still hard enough to feel through the synthetic skin over the prosthetics. Taji was being touched more tonight than he had been in months. One begrudging bridal carry and two kicks to the shin. He was on a roll. 
“Do Shavians not touch?” he wondered while letting his head loll against the back of the seat. He idly considered the cut on his palm, which had stopped bleeding. “Or is that only behind closed doors? Is it hidden, like how they drink? Part of that public control thing they love so much? One must be Sha at all times when in the public eye, and possibly even out of it.” 
“Sha,” he repeated softly. “They’re obsessed with it, being perceived as what they already are, as if not being Sha is the greatest offense. Which is…I’m not here to judge the culture. But sometimes you want to see beyond it.” He sighed. “Or beneath it.” 
“Ah, the wine’s slowed his brain down. He’s still in there.” Nadir’s grin slashed across his face. 
Nev snorted. “Don’t think the ambassador’s going to get much work out of him tonight. Why didn’t he stop at three glasses?” 
Taji’s
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