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          491 BA

        

      

    

    
      “We give you ten scrapes,” Flight Deck said. “Then we release the wing. Are you prepared?”

      From the hatch to the engine compartment, Erynne growled. “We’re taking home all ten of those bottles of tea-wine.”

      Surela shifted against the control web and bared her teeth in a grin. “I tend to agree.” She twitched a finger to open the channel to the Chatcaavan vessel. “Ready.”

      “Doors opening. Strong winds, Viper.”

      Surela didn’t wait; she threw herself against the fields surrounding her in the modified cockpit and her ship shot toward the end of the boat bay. The deck doors hadn’t full parted when she punched past them, just clearing their metal edges. The Chatcaava said they’d give her ten scrapes—their equivalent of ten minutes—but in practice they’d release the fighter wing in six or seven. She wanted to be well into the asteroid field before they reached her; Erynne wasn’t the only one who wanted to win the exercise’s prize… and not solely because tea-wine had become an Earthrise favorite.

      Erynne’s voice again. “How’s the field feeling?”

      Surela leaned toward the curved window and the HUD projected on the inside of her windows increased the scroll speed to reflect their acceleration. The first of the asteroids flew past and then she was in the field, bending and dipping, hands outstretched. Her private vessel was the first to have the Chatcaavan technology that replaced their pilots’ neural harnesses with a more sensitive cylinder of force fields that translated her movements into the ship’s, but she’d trained on the harnesses and not having something snug around her body was… “Alarming. But more natural than the control harness. I dread the field collapsing.”

      “The field won’t collapse and even if it does, the web will stiffen up to catch you. The failsafes are excellent and it’s a cascading system.” The engineer’s voice grew more muffled. “Power consumption curves are good. Don’t hit any of those rocks where the dragons will see it.”

      “I have not been doing this for six years for naught!”

      The engineer’s grin was audible. “Yeah, but now it’s personal. For me. I helped on this install.”

      “Maybe,” Surela said, ducking into the shadow of one of the larger asteroids while scanning for a better hiding place. “But it’s my ship.”

      Footsteps on the deck now, then Erynne dropped into the seat behind and to the right, just visible in Surela’s peripheral vision. “What’s the plan?”

      “We test the new system,” Surela said. “Which is not just about motion.” She flexed her fingers and pushed her palms forward, inching the ship out of the shadow of the asteroid and sending it in a gentle glide toward a likely looking spot: a lacuna between four different rocks that were holding station-keeping with one another. She eased her ship into that empty space. “Now we test the rest. I hope you won’t be bored, arii.”

      “Me? Never.” Erynne grinned. “But I’ll hop into the engine compartment anyway. I don’t want to distract you.”

      “Very good.” As the engineer vanished, Surela exhaled. The Chatcaava had reported the capabilities of the field control system, but they’d been more interested in aerobatics than its more esoteric abilities, as one would expect given their mania for flying. But Surela had been fascinated by the field’s mimicking of the body state of the pilot. Chatcaava were unparalleled fliers and she hadn’t managed to impress them yet with either Pelted controls or Chatcaavan harness… but this system? Eldritch were trained in body discipline from the moment they left the nursery.

      Surela composed herself. The force fields cradled her body; if they failed, the web would keep her from falling and the backups would return navigational control to the traditional, Alliance-style board at the fore. She could relax. Relax, and become a hole in space. Slow her heart, and the emissions of her lovely little vessel; calm her breathing, and sense the lighting around her dim. When the ten minute timer chimed, it barely stirred her… and to her delight, her complete relaxation caused the field to enfold her, raising her from the deck until she was floating a few inches above it.

      Oh, she was going to love using this new thing.

      Once enveloped in her pool of tranquility, Surela cracked her eyelids. The specialty of the Chatcaavan pilot was dog-fighting in close enough proximity they could use their eyes, the way they would have when fighting one another in atmosphere, on their own wings. But to reach that proximity, they had to find their prey, and like every modern vessel, the fighters relied on sensors. Foiling those was Surela’s aim. She couldn’t outfly most Chatcaava, even with five years of training under their tutelage, but she had demonstrated she could trick them… and nearly five hundred years of living had made her very devious indeed. That was how she’d earned her title: being likened to a flightless version of a dragon, and a dangerous one, was their idea of a compliment.

      They were right, at that.

      First one, then another fighter appeared on her long range sensors. Then the whole wing made their passes, executing the scissor wing maneuver they searched with before breaking off for single pursuit. They overflew the ‘ceiling’ of her band of asteroids, no doubt directing their instruments in every direction. But Surela was another rock in this pond, and her ship had grown cold and still, using the patterns of the asteroids alongside to paint her hull with a similar sensor map. It was not the most up-to-date stealth technology, but her friendship with the Eldritch’s Chatcaavan allies had given her access to recent discards, and Erynne had seized on the chance to incorporate one into the swift little ship Surela had bought herself for pleasure jaunts.

      The fighters darted back over her, then accelerated onward to investigate the next cluster. They’d be back, though. Her goal was to remain hidden for half an hour, and they were barely five minutes in.

      Five minutes or forty, though, it wouldn’t matter. She was no flier born. But she could outwait a more aggressive, impatient species. The tea-wine was as good as hers.
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        * * *

      

      It had become something of a tradition to hold the after-action discussions over a meal: “A successful hunt,” the Twelveworld Lord had said, “requires consumption of the prey for culmination, and in company.” What she hadn’t realized was how literally the Chatcaava meant it, and that first meal, when she’d been offered the honor of killing the struggling beast, had been something of a shock. No doubt the Twelveworld Lord had intended it so, because if there was something the Chatcaava had in common with their Eldritch peers in power, it was the constant need to test the mettle of their opponents and allies. She’d managed that day, though it had been—Goddess save her—a ridiculous spectacle. She would live another half century and not forget the dragons cheering her wild attempts to corral the creature in the dining compartment.

      This time, when the tokhaav was dragged into the flagship’s private dining chamber, Surela pulled Laisrathera’s knife from her boot and dispatched the flightless bird with minimal mess. She’d learned her lesson about spurting arteries the third time she’d earned the right to kill their dinner.

      “Excellent,” Flagship Prime said. “We eat well today.”

      “We haven’t seen one of these in a while,” Surela agreed as the ratings took the carcass away for roasting. She accepted the wine offered her by a curious ensign and sipped as the Twelveworld Lord’s other guests disposed themselves around the table. “I assume another cargo vessel arrived while the Earthrise was abroad?”

      Wing Prime, the male charged with training and commanding all the fighters assigned to the Twelveworld Lord’s fleet, tipped his head in the slower nod of his kind. “News, and materiel, and familiar foods.”

      “And is the news good?” she asked.

      Wing Prime looked toward the Twelveworld Lord, whose twitched nod was obviously the assent of lord to vassal. “It is what we expect,” Wing Prime said. “The rebellion will not be won in a battle, the way the previous conflicts have been. Apex-North intends to give the Emperor a true war.”

      “And in that war,” Flagship Prime said, with the air of one reining in a dramatic adolescent, “the technology you have just tested for us will be an impressive advantage. The Emperor’s enemies will have no access to it, since we have siloed its creation, testing, and training to the Eldritch system.”

      “Yes!” Wing Alpha said for the first time. “My pilots are crazed with eagerness to be instructed in your techniques, Viper. How did you do it? That is what they want to know.”

      “And what they will learn when we’re done here,” the Twelveworld Lord said, his magenta eyes sparkling. “Providing our Viper is willing to divulge her secrets. But first, we feast.”

      The comparisons between her life prior to her exile and her current life had ceased to be inevitable, but now and then the contrasts struck Surela powerfully, as this one did: that the woman who had once thought aliens and mortals lower than beasts, and who had considered their technology pollution, and their colonization of space, gauche… was now the woman sharing a table with aliens, on one of their warships. That she would be the sole Eldritch surrounded by Chatcaava, eating with a knife and her fingers—delicately, certainly, but nonetheless—from a creature with a foreign name that had barely known the oven before being delivered, whole, to their table to be torn apart. The atavism struck her yet as not to her taste, but she could master herself and do as her hosts did, well enough to bring honor to her name… a new name that she was building herself, year by year, on the strength of her own deeds.

      It was perhaps to be expected that she should be caught flatfooted while scraping herself a portion of the breast, because when she raised her head to respond to one of the Twelveworld Lord’s jests, she was in time to watch the hatch open on another Eldritch. For several heartbeats, they stared at one another: Surela and the head of the Eldritch Navy, whom she had not interacted with since the fateful meeting over the pirate attack, eight years ago.

      “Ah!” the Twelveworld Lord said. “It is my counterpart. Come, Escutcheon Prime. Sit with us. Eat of the bounty.” Switching to Eldren and scattering gold and silver mood inflections all over the words like holiday tinsel, “We celebrate your countrywoman today, for she has outwitted an entire wing of Chatcaavan fighters, using our own technology!”

      Haladir Delen Galare hesitated, then inclined his head to her gravely. “Well done,” he said in their language, carefully neutral. “And I will join you, if you consent to my doing so. It is your feast.”

      “Of course,” Surela said just as carefully. In Chatcaavan, “The hunt was good. Eat with us, Escutcheon Prime.”

      Haladir sat at the Twelveworld Lord’s elbow, opposite Surela, and took his turn trimming himself several cuts. He ate as his hosts did, with knife and fingers, and with less fuss than Surela expected… though why she should expect it, she didn’t know, because she wasn’t making anything of it either. His addition should have been awkward, except that the Twelveworld Lord was a politician, his flagship captain a diplomat, and the other two knew no reason why the addition of another Eldritch should cause friction. The conversation resumed, ranging from matters military to discussion of personal vessels, a topic on which Surela could now opine with authority given her experience buying one. But the meal wound down, and the conversation moved to the adjacent compartment, where the postprandial spirits were shared. It was there that Haladir ambushed her, on one of the long padded benches where she had once long ago cornered her first beast. She envied it the expectation of squirming flight, because had she been allowed she would have escaped as unapologetically.

      “The Twelveworld Lord was kind enough to make this meeting possible by hosting it on his vessel… so that I might make a request of you.”

      Once upon a time, he would have ended that statement with ‘my lady,’ and he would not have ‘requested’ anything of her at all, because she would never have allowed a Galare to beg an audience of her. But Surela was now an Eddings tenant, and a request from a noble must needs be treated as a near command. Which made it necessary for her to say, “Have you cleared this with my lady?”

      “The lady of Laisrathera said you might call to discuss it with her if you wish. But it was for me to advance the question, for it is in my bailiwick that this request originates, dealing as it does with the defense of our people.”

      Surela could not help the lift of her brows, but she had a mouthful of the brandy before speaking. “Pray, continue.”

      “We have had report of a woman whom we wish home, as it is not safe for her to be abroad,” Haladir said. “But we believe she will need some convincing to come home. We would send you to that duty.”

      Stranger and stranger. “Do I go alone or in company?”

      “The lady of Laisrathera is prepared to detach the Earthrise,” Haladir said. “A freighter will make for an unremarkable transport compared with an imperial vessel.”

      Surela smiled, a little. “You make it sound as if our wayward will fly at the mere sight of another Eldritch.”

      “She might,” Haladir said. “Or she might not. But if she leaves, we will be hard pressed to find her again, as she has a habit of far wandering.”

      To be hard to find… “Beyond beacons?”

      “In fact,” Haladir said, “she is responsible for the placement of some of those beacons. She is an explorer, is the Lady Fasianyl.”

      Surela’s fingers clenched on her glass. Surely not. “You don’t mean Fasianyl of the Mina Jisiensires.”

      Haladir lowered his eyes to his drink.

      Surela leaned toward him and hissed, “You don’t mean Fasianyl. Of the Mina Jisiensires.”

      “I do, certes.”

      Surela set her glass down hard enough to draw the Twelveworld Lord to their sides. The dragon peered between them, eyes alive with interest, for all the worlds like a matron scenting scandalbroth. “Should I ask?” he said in politely neutral Eldren.

      “It appears the Courser Lord wishes to send me in search of a woman from a House I am responsible for destroying.”

      “How entertaining!” the Twelveworld Lord exclaimed. “Does she hate you?”

      Haladir’s baritone was firm. “She knows nothing of it. She has been away too long for news.”

      In her former guise as a noblewoman, Surela could have stormed away without fear of reprisal. But she was now a commoner; how good it was, that their culture gave tenants ways to express their displeasure without discourtesy. Surela stood and bowed to him, her motions polished despite her fury. “I beg pardon, my lord, but my time has been previously engaged.” To the Twelveworld Lord, she said, “I believe your pilots are awaiting me.”

      “I suppose they are,” the dragon said, thoughtful.

      “Surela,” Haladir said. “Consider it, please. Talk to Theresa.”

      And he dared call her by unadorned name! And her liegelady as well! Talk to ‘Theresa’! Indeed, she would. She couldn’t believe her liegelady had agreed to this ridiculous plan.
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        * * *

      

      “Yes, they asked me, and yes, I gave permission. And yes, I know it’s awkward. I told them so, and said they should send someone else.”

      Surela stared at Theresa Eddings’s dark face, projected in her cabin with the astonishing fidelity of the Alliance’s technology. She now took for granted that she could count the beads in the human’s braided hair, see the reflection of the Laisrathera office in the other woman’s dark blue eyes. Her comfort with it did not make the situation less insupportable. “Did they tell you who Fasianyl was?”

      “She was friends with the Harat-Shar girl who came here for some reason a couple of centuries ago, when Liolesa was new to the throne. And then she left and didn’t come back. That’s about all I know about the story.”

      To sit on her agitation was nearly beyond her. “She is your husband’s kinswoman.”

      Theresa’s sigh was eloquent. “I know. But Hirianthial didn’t know her well, and she left the planet pretty quickly, and no one’s heard a peep from her since except Sellelvi’s Harat-Shariin family, now and then.”

      “And, presumably, the Empress.”

      “And Liolesa, yes. But it’s not like they were pen pals.” Theresa shook her head, her braids crimping against her shoulders. “She’s been mapping space since she left. It’s why the Eldritch have a colony world at all, so easily… because Fasianyl contributed to the Alliance’s exploratory aims so comprehensively that she built up a lot of credit on the Eldritch’s behalf.”

      For two centuries? Surela’s indignation was shouldered aside by a hint of curiosity. “I didn’t know.”

      “Do you remember her?” Surela glanced up, found the human studying her with an expression Surela couldn’t quite name. Neither compassion nor discomfort, but something between them. “I can never get it through my head, how long some of you have been around. Are you older than her too?”

      “By some hundred years or so, I think,” Surela said. “That puts us roughly within the same generation. I saw her make her come-out with—” She paused. Had she been about to say ‘that creature’? At the time, that was all the pard had been to her: another of the never-to-be-sufficiently-disdained creatures attached to Maraesa’s partisans, and then Liolesa’s. Recalling the memory now inspired a disorienting double vision, for she could remember her disgust and ignorance—how not, when presented with so singular an occurrence in a long and uneventful life?—but she could also see those events through new eyes. Sellelvi, a Harat-Shar, from the felids’ homeworld, for the woman’s formal costume had involved the filmy silks of the zenanas for which Harat-Sharii was infamous, even in the loose-moraled Alliance. How extraordinary, for an Eldritch to find such a companion tolerable, when so many of the other Pelted races were less outrageous.

      Considering the matter afresh, Surela found herself increasingly curious. She had dismissed Fasianyl then as a mortal-lover. But having known, and grown fond of, a Harat-Shar herself, Surela wondered about the particulars of Fasianyl’s character. What had been the story there? And why had Fasianyl left and never returned?

      “How do we know where she’ll be?” she finally asked. “If she is so frequently beyond the range of repeater or navigational beacon?”

      “She sometimes informs someone when she’s coming back to resupply… Fleet, or Sellelvi’s family. That’s how this came up; she just dropped Fleet a line that she’s heading into Starbase Ro for resupply. We’d like you to be there.”

      “To tell her that the Empress wants her home.”

      “I’m sure Liolesa wants her to help Araelis with Chalice.” But Theresa had that tone in her voice, the one that suggested she was repeating information she found questionable or incomplete. Surela understood, more so now than she had in the past. Liolesa never pursued anything for a single purpose… and was more likely to keep the most important one flush to her breast. Goddess alone knew what secret reason was motivating this request.

      “She may hate me.”

      “She knows nothing about you,” Theresa said briskly. “The coup happened during one of her many excursions off in the wilderness, and the Jisiensire Harat-Shar have told us that they didn’t discuss it in any of their messages to her. Just said ‘we’ll be happy to see you, we have so much to tell you.’”

      Surela sighed. “And it must be me.”

      “I’d say ‘everyone else is busy’ but the truth is… you’re one of the few Eldritch abroad right now.”

      “The Navy⁠—”

      “Is recruiting like crazy and has been for nearly ten years, but they’re all here, learning how to operate warships and modern technology. Everyone who’s off planet is either tied up with some task or on Chalice… and no, Araelis didn’t want to go, nor send anyone. She and Lesandurel have their hands full with their own expansion. It would be the kind of job you send your heir off to, but Araelis’s is still too young, so….” Theresa’s smile invited her in on the jest. “You’re one of the few comfortable with the Alliance and free to go.”

      And trusted to do so? Was she, even now? The exiled traitress. She’d earned the détente that now obtained between herself and the powers of the Eldritch Empire, but by no means did any of them count her their friend. Nor, she thought, should they. She had not done enough to earn her return to grace, not by her own lights. Probably doubly so by theirs. “If I am truly the only one…”

      “You’re the best one, not the only one,” Theresa said. “And I hope you’ll do it. You do have a choice.”

      Did she! Surela reined in her sigh before it could escape. “I am happy to serve, my lady.”

      “And I’m grateful for it. I’ll make sure there’s bonuses for everyone involved when you get back.”

      When the connection closed, Surela leaned back in her chair and exhaled. Goddess, what a farce. And yet, her anger had worn away. The more lasting memory of the day was the calm in the force field. Floating in it had reminded her of her recuperation in the Chatcaavan gel tank: that peace, of being encapsulated in an arrested moment, measured only by her breathing.
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      The changes Surela’s money made possible for the Earthrise had been significant, for all that paying for them had barely dented the amount Fleet had seen fit to tuck into her pocket for her work uncovering the pirate ring. Since she’d had limited ideas on how to make the ship more pleasant, she’d collected suggestions from the crew and run them past Theresa, who had added a few of her own. Those suggestions, taken to a ship builder, had moved the crew quarters’ bulkhead aft into the number two and three bays. Without significantly altering the bays’ capacity, they’d been able to carve out another six compartments behind the mess hall and enlarge the existing ones. Every cabin had a personal head, now, not just the captain’s quarters, and slightly more room to turn around in. The decks no longer rattled, thanks to the improved mesh and carpeting; the lighting had been raised to Alliance standards and no longer flickered; there was even space for a formal clinic, which doubled as an exercise room because the spare compartment had been claimed for a chapel.

      The mess remained the crew’s meeting place of choice, which is how Surela ended up there the following day, nursing a mug of black tea and watching Ra’aila hold court.

      The transformation effected in their captain had been complete the moment she sailed the Earthrise in the wake of the pirates, but the years that had followed had made that transformation a more comfortable fit. Ra’aila no longer questioned her ability to command any group of people or any vessel in any situation, and her confidence radiated from her like a sun in spring.

      “We’ve got our marching orders,” Ra’aila was saying. “Before that, though, any news? The demo was yesterday… how did the new tech perform for you, Rel? Erynne?”

      “I think it’s safe to say we pinned their wings back, didn’t we?” Erynne grinned at Surela.

      Surela nodded. “They have promised to bring the shipment over later.”

      “Yes! Tea-wine for the next month!” Leo crowed.

      Ra’aila smiled. “Good, because I’d like to cast off today if we can. Anyone else?”

      “We’ve got requests from the surface,” Danica said. “More of the same, really. The schools and medical industries need a lot of everything, and the farming projects have put in a bid for more seeds from that last place we picked them up from at Ne. Are we going to Ne?”

      “Not initially,” Ra’aila said. “We’ve got an errand to run to Ro first.”

      “Ro!” Danica said. “That’s way over on the edge of nowhere. Why Ro?”

      “Because apparently we’re meeting an Eldritch there and escorting her home.” Ra’aila glanced at Surela. “They gave me almost no information about her. Do you know more?”

      “Not much, no,” Surela said, grateful that this was, strictly speaking, truth. “Her name is Lady Fasianyl Mina Jisiensire and she has been employed for some two hundred years exploring and mapping the sectors beyond Ro. The Empress would like her to return, presumably to become more involved in Jisiensire’s affairs with Chalice.”

      “Why now?” Prudence asked, puzzled. “The new colony was established almost a decade ago. Maybe more, I can’t remember.”

      “Maybe that’s why?” Danica said. “To avoid having more than one person stirring the pot. Presumably the head of Chalice has had time to solidify her hold on it, and anyone showing up will be less likely to jog her elbow.”

      They were looking at her, so Surela said, “It’s possible. It may also be that whatever task was keeping Lady Fasianyl away hadn’t reached a good stopping point until this moment.”

      “That shouldn’t take long, though, and then we can grab the seeds from Ne, if we can’t find something similar on Starbase Ro,” Ra’aila said. And held up a hand. “And yes, I know. I’m saying this not because I believe it, but because that’s what I’m hoping will happen.”

      “What do you think will actually happen?” Meri asked, ears perking. “We haven’t had a good adventure in a while!”

      “Knowing the Eldritch… anything?” Ra’aila glanced again at Surela. “We’re talking about a completely new Eldritch I had no idea was abroad. Wasn’t it rare for any of you to be offworld?”

      “It was, yes, and remains so.”

      “And yet here’s an Eldritch who somehow managed to miss everything in the last two hundred years!”

      “That’s making the assumption she doesn’t have access to a Wellfeed,” Danica said. “How likely is that? She has to know about the coup, and the war, and… well.. everything.”

      “You sure?” Saul murmured from his chair in the corner.

      “I doubt she’s been some kind of sleeping beauty,” Meri said. “But if she really has been exploring beyond the Alliance’s borders, then her access to Wellfeeds would be limited to whenever she pops back into civilization. You don’t get Well access without repeaters.”

      “What’s she like, I wonder?” Prudence said. “Have you met her, Rel?”

      “I knew her very briefly, and only in passing,” Surela said. “Most of what I recall…” What did she remember? Straining did not clarify Fasianyl’s features in her mind. All that lingered was an impression of buoyancy and passion and naivete that her previous self had considered vulgar. “…is that she was fond of her friend, the Harat-Shar pard Sellelvi.”

      “Wait, what?” Leo sat upright. “There was a Harat-Shar involved?”

      Surela had forgotten they would not know the story. “The first Harat-Shar to visit our world, when the Empress was newly queen, some two hundred years ago. She became boon companion to Lady Fasianyl, who made her court come-out with Sellelvi as one of her ladies-in-waiting.”

      “Oh my goodness,” Prudence said.

      “I bet that shocked everyone,” Danica said, bicolored ears akimbo.

      “You have no idea,” Surela said. “We had almost no experience of foreigners. The scandal was immense. Lady Fasianyl would never have lived it down had the Empress—Queen then—not been sympathetic.”

      “I get the feeling there’s a lot more to that story,” Meri said. “Do you think she’ll tell us over dinner some night? If she’s aboard? How’s that going to work anyway?” She turned to Ra’aila. “Are we detaching Rel to escort her back?”

      Ra’aila snorted. “There is no way I am detaching anyone for a mission involving an Eldritch. The reports Fleet’s been sending my way haven’t shown any decrease in pirate activity. Reese wants me to bring an Eldritch home, I’m bringing an Eldritch home, keeping an eye on her the entire time. We’ll convoy to Escutcheon before heading off to pick up the requests we can’t fulfill at Ro.”

      “Fair enough.” Danica rose, pushed in her chair. “If we want to leave today, I’ve got a few checklists to get through. Unless there’s anything else, cap?”

      “You’re good. Wrap up your errands, people, and let’s shoot for mark 21.” Ra’aila grinned. “Get your dinners on station while you can.”

      “Oooh, the fish place,” Leo said, standing.

      “You’ve eaten there every day since we made port,” Meri said. “Aren’t you sick of fish?”

      “Yes,” Leo said. “But I’m not sick of the cute cook at the fry station.”

      “And this new Eldritch was best friends with a Harat-Shar!” Meri shook her head. “I wonder how that played out.”

      “It worked for us,” Prudence said, with a smile at Surela that still stirred her heart, years after meeting the gentle healer.

      “Yes, but our Eldritch is special,” Leo replied. “Then again… all Harat-Shar are.” He gasped. “Wait, maybe we’re the magic!”

      “You’re definitely the magic,” Danica said, patting the leonine on the shoulder before scooping up her drink and heading out.

      As Surela expected, Ra’aila and Saul stayed behind after the meeting ended. The former made a twirling motion with her finger. “Any pitfalls you want to tell us about?”

      How odd it was to realize she could speak freely of her past here, and not be judged a villain. “Lady Fasianyl belongs to the House my vassal was responsible for destroying. I’m told she is not in possession of these facts.”

      “Which means we’ll be at ground zero for the detonation when she does learn, which she will because that’s how our luck runs. How do you think she’ll react?”

      Once again, Surela struggled to recall anything about Fasianyl beyond those initial impressions… and really, what would those have mattered? Goddess, only look how Surela herself had changed, and in less than a decade. “I can’t begin to know. She’s been gone two centuries, and has spent all those in voluntary exile, away from both her homeworld’s society and the Alliance’s.”

      “Good point. That takes a special kind of person,” Ra’aila said. “Or maybe one who wants a really long time to get over something. Did she have to? When she left your world?”

      “We were not intimates,” Surela said. “I can’t think of any tragedy more obvious than perhaps Sellelvi’s death.”

      “That might do it, but who knows.” Ra’aila shook her head. “Anything else?”

      “She is a noblewoman of the Eldritch,” Surela said slowly. “We will have to treat with her as such.”

      “And the rest of us commoners, including you? Is it going to be weird? That a commoner’s telling a noble what to do?”

      “I pray not.”

      Saul spoke up from the corner. “The Empress hasn’t sent along an official document?”

      “Ooh, good thought,” Ra’aila said. “I assume not?” When Surela twitched her head in a negation, the Aera nodded. “All right, I’ll hit up Reese for one, just in case. That might set our departure back a bit, but hopefully not by much. I wouldn’t be pushing but Docking Control wants us out of here. They need to expand the station at the rate traffic’s growing around here.”

      What a revelation that was, Surela thought—that her homeworld might become a nexus of commerce and industry. Liolesa hadn’t even opened Escutcheon to tourism, and still their system teemed with ships… over half of them military vessels from three separate navies. Once upon a time, recognizing how effectively Liolesa had fulfilled the protective duties of a liegelady would have shamed her, given Surela’s failures in her own brief tenure on the throne. Now she felt only satisfaction, that their world should be englobed by so many combatants that pirates and enemy nations might think twice before making an attempt on their stronghold.

      “Anything else?” Ra’aila asked. “I should get on that if I want it done before we cast off.”

      “Nothing I can think of,” Surela said. “I have some hours to inform you if I do.”

      “Good enough.” Ra’aila tapped the table a few times, eyes unfocused—no doubt scanning an imaginary checklist—then she nodded and left.

      “And now,” Surela said, turning to Saul, “my bodyguard will want to know the potential threats to my wellbeing?”

      Saul’s smile was small and contained in it all their experiences since her arrival. “And now, I drag you to training so you can continue learning to defend yourself against those threats. Unless you have anything else pressing?”

      “No,” Surela said. “I enjoy the exercise.” And strangely, she did. She would have wagered against the possibility of Surela Silin Asaniefa finding pleasure in anything more martial than riding with a hawking party. That woman would have been appalled to be confronted with a future version of herself who could shoot a modern weapon accurately, handle staves and swords, and knew enough unarmed combat now to give Leo pause. Saul, she could not yet overcome, but she lasted longer than a few exchanges these days.

      As they made their way to the exercise room, he said, “Were you satisfied with the new tech?”

      To him, she could be both candid and descriptive of detail. “It gives me a chance against them. But I don’t know how anyone can win against the Chatcaava in their own element. Guile is the only way to best them.”

      “Then I’m glad guile has been part of combat since time immemorial.” Saul gestured as the hatch opened. “After you.”
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      Shipboard routine had become so familiar that Surela could gauge where they were in the process of leaving without consulting anyone. She was snug in her cabin when the slight vibration that no amount of overhauling had mitigated switched from that of a ship at anchor to one underway. The novel she was reading sank onto her breast as she stared at the ceiling. It had been years since she’d been concerned about any of the Earthrise’s trips. The pirate venture had reset her thresholds for stress; after nearly dying on an enemy ship during a battle with the Eldritch and Chatcaavan navy, it was hard to fear more mundane situations. The first time she’d piloted the Earthrise out of dock; shopping for and purchasing her own Well-capable ship; navigating unfamiliar starbases and negotiating with a purse the size of a prince’s… none of it ruffled her composure.

      This, however. Surela was aware of a tightness in her chest she was no longer accustomed to.

      There was no reason Fasianyl should hate her. No reason, indeed, for Fasianyl to have any opinion about her. Surela could introduce herself credibly and honestly as a tenant of House Laisrathera, and none of her notoriety need come into the conversation at all. Perhaps that would be best for everyone involved.

      What would Fasianyl be like? An Eldritch who’d been abroad for two centuries, but who had somehow missed the convulsions of the recent war, not just on Escutcheon, but in space between Alliance and dragon? Like a relic from another age, bringing with her the attitudes of Liolesa’s court when Liolesa was new… or were all of them in error? Had Fasianyl caught up with current events and chosen not to inform anyone?

      The most likely occurrence, she told herself, was that this mission would be far more boring than she anticipated. The Earthrise would dock at Starbase Ro; Ra’aila would communicate with Fasianyl, hopefully with the promised papers; the lady would bring her ship into formation and make the journey back with them and be gone.

      But Surela couldn’t help wondering what it would be like… to be friends with another Eldritch. She could not be, not anymore, not as an exile and an infamous traitor. Perhaps in Fasianyl she might find one person she might talk to, now and then, as a fellow countrywoman. When they’d first known one another, Surela had dismissed Fasianyl as an incomprehensible mortal-lover. But she was a mortal-lover herself, now. They could find common ground. Perhaps.

      Somehow she couldn’t believe it, though.

      No, the scenario where they would barely interact with Fasianyl was far more likely, and in that scenario, Surela need neither fear Fasianyl’s acrimony nor hope for her friendship. There was a peace in accepting that.

      The novel was a piece of frivolity recommended by Leo. Surela resumed reading until her eyes grew heavy and her pillow beckoned.
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        * * *

      

      “Captain to Rel, wake up, Rel.”

      Surela’s eyes flew open and seized on the chronolog on the desk, which brightened when it detected her gaze. Mark 2? Goddess, what had gone wrong, and so immediately? “I’m awake, arii.”

      Ra’aila sounded tired and rueful. “I need you in Bay 2.”

      Her? Why? Surela threw her legs over the edge of the bed. “On my way.”

      Alliance clothing, even the modish attire Leo had talked her into adopting, took almost no time to don. Within moments, Surela had let herself out of her cabin and was striding the carpeted deck to the hatch that separated the crew quarters from the bays on the same level. The Earthrise ran light out of Escutcheon, since the Eldritch homeworld’s few trade goods tended to the small and unique rather than the bulk commodities of other planets and worlds; that meant Bay 2 echoed around Surela when she arrived, and its shadowed and distant walls gave her the impression of an empty audience hall. This impression was not relieved by the tableau at the back corner, where she could see the silhouette of Ra’aila, Saul, and Prudence, gathered around a lamp and what appeared to be an open shipping crate.

      Surela joined them, saying, “What goes, then?” And froze as a tiny head popped from the crate.

      “Mother!” exclaimed the tiny dragoness. “I found you, all by myself!” She held out her arms.

      Helpless, Surela reached back, found herself with a warm armful of child, so many limbs, tail and wings and arms wrapping around her neck, and her mind talents were so meager and it didn’t matter at all. Her body and heart knew this body and heart, and the incandescent happiness that flamed alight when they touched was inevitable.

      “How in Iley’s name did she stow away in a crate?” Prudence asked, waving a diagnostic wand over the girl’s back.

      “By not being in it very long,” Saul said. “We only took on cargo an hour before leaving. If she crawled in at the beginning of the day, she could have been pretty comfortable for a while longer than this.”

      “In no universe should someone have passed a crate through security without checking it for a living person—” Ra’aila began, irritated.

      “Oh,” piped the child, “I waited until after security! And Bippity helped, he hid me.”

      “I’m almost afraid to ask,” Ra’aila said. “Bippity?”

      When the girl waved toward the crate, Saul bent into it and brought forth a Flitzbe. It had been… Goddess. Perhaps a decade since Surela had seen one of the aliens; Reese had left her Flitzbe, Allacazam, with Surela while she’d been in the Fleet warship’s sickbay, directly after the coup. The creatures could not speak, had no facial features or, indeed, any heads, and resembled nothing more than furry, color-changing balls… but the sight of one, and the knowledge that her daughter had been in the care of one, relieved Surela.

      “A Flitzbe,” Ra’aila said, dubious. “Helped you hide from security and sneak into a crate bound for the Earthrise’s cargo bay.”

      “I did the crate part,” her child said modestly, and Surela began to laugh. The dragon turned a shining face on her, green eyes glowing. “I did well, didn’t I, Mother?”

      “You are a very clever child,” Surela said, resettling the girl against her waist. “But you should not be here. Your keepers will be very worried about you.”

      “I left them a note!”

      “That is a great courtesy on your part.”

      “Lady Reese says we should always be careful of other people’s feelings,” the girl said. She made a moue, one that somehow worked on her blunt draconic face. “The catechism says it too. Goddess and Lord want us to be considerish of others.”

      “Considerate, yes.”

      “She’s literally one of the most recognizable children on the planet!” Ra’aila exclaimed. “How did they not notice her?”

      “I did that part,” the girl said, and a moment later, the draconic child in Surela’s arms was furry with a Tam-illee’s tail and ears, looking so much the foxine girl that Prudence gasped. “I just said I was looking for my dami who told me to meet her on the station⁠—”

      “My God,” Saul said, ears sagging.

      “How many shapes do you know, dearest?” Surela asked.

      The girl leaned back and began to count on her furry little fingers. “Um. Oh, sorry, Mistress Felith tells me I shouldn’t say ‘um’, it’s not lady-like. I know… eight. I have eight shapes.” She beamed as scales darted over her body and restored her to the dragon shape. “I used three of them to get here!”

      “Oh my God,” Saul said again.

      “What do we do now?” Prudence said. “Go back?”

      “Nooooo,” the girl wailed, and clung harder to Surela. “I came to be with Mother! Lady Reese says she doesn’t do dangerous things, she promised. When I asked, she said, ‘you don’t need to worry about your dami because she’s on a nice ship and they just make shopping trips!’ So why can’t I go on shopping trips?”

      Ra’aila glanced over the girl’s head at Surela, lifted her brows. In that moment, Surela knew she had only to say the word and Ra’aila would take the girl back… or not. Hard not to feel a flush of affection for the Aera who had risen so ably to the challenges of her new role, and become a trusted companion to boot. Surela held out her hand for the Flitzbe, which Saul handed over. “I’ll contact Escutcheon and let them know she arrived safely, but I see no reason to disrupt our schedule. We can discuss her disposition when we return. Unless we don’t have the supplies…?”

      “We can feed her,” Prudence said. “We don’t have a lamp for the Flitzbe, though.”

      The girl peeked from beneath Surela’s chin. “I brought snacks for Bippity.”

      Saul, bending to rummage in the crate, came up with a portable power source to which a flat desk lamp had been clamped. He began to chuckle, pulled out a bag. “You thought of everything, did you.”

      “I read a book about a boy who crashed on an alien planet and had to not die! It was very emformative.”

      Prudence touched her fingers to her lips. “You’re going to have your hands full, Rel.”

      “I already do,” Surela said, surprised at how pleased she was with that. “But you should be in bed, young woman, and I need to call Lady Theresa.”

      “I’ll tote along the things,” Saul said.

      “You’re not angry?” the girl said to Ra’aila. “I am sorry I surprised you. But you can see everything’s worked out all right!”

      Ra’aila shook her head. “If the security alarm hadn’t gone off, kara, no one would ever have known you were stuck here. And then what would have happened?”

      The girl thought about it, then her eyes glowed with enthusiasm. “I would have STARVED and then DIED, and become a ghoulish corpse, and my ghost would have wandered the ship forever!”

      That stunned them all silent for all of a breath, and then Saul laughed, a laugh such as Surela had never heard from him, deep from the diaphragm. When he could breathe, he said, “And what story did you read that one from, child?”

      “It was in Twenty Tales of Mystery and Horror on the High Stars!”

      “Who let you have that book?”

      “No one,” the girl said cheerfully. “I found it in Lady Reese’s sitting room. Some of the words were really long, which was the best. I like big words, they are delectalicious, especially when I can look them up and write them in my notebook.”

      Prudence said, “She’s adorable, arii, and I hope you can keep up with her.”

      “She’s my mother, she will be able to do anything!” The girl hugged Surela tightly.

      “Well, what she’ll be able to do now is put you to bed,” Saul said. “Come on—what’s your name? We don’t know.”

      “I’m Lunet. Lunet Silin Eddings. And I belong to my mother Surela Silin Eddings.”

      “So you do. Arii? After you.”

      If Saul had any misgivings about this development—or any feelings at all—he kept them hidden behind a mask even an Eldritch servant would have admired all the way to Surela’s cabin. There he placed Lunet’s bag on the floor, attached the Flitzbe’s lamp to her desk, and bowed himself out.

      Setting her child on her bed was surprisingly difficult, because neither of them wanted to let go. Surela compromised by sitting first; even then, Lunet wriggled on her lap until she was facing Surela. “You’re not mad at me?”

      “No, darling,” Surela said. “But Saul and the others were correct: you might have been hurt had someone not discovered you. As appealing a young ghost as you might have made, all of us would prefer you alive.”

      “The priestess says that Goddess and Lord never allow things to happen that shouldn’t happen,” Lunet said. “So I knew if I went to find you, I would! Or else, I was destined to be a ghoulish corpse, and that might have been very interesting. I’ve never seen a ghoulish corpse, but the illustriousation was very scary!”

      The scariness of this ‘illustriousation’ seemed more productive of excitement in her intrepid child, rather than dismay, and Surela hugged her, overcome by both wonder and the need to erupt into laughter. “We’ll settle for being grateful that your plan worked, then.”

      “I will be sure to tell the Goddess and Lord all about it tonight when I pray.  I always tell them about my adventures, because I guess lots of people tell them boring or sad things, so they’re probably glad they get to hear some entertaining things from someone. Is this my bed? Or do you have a hammock for me, like Lady Reese has in her office?” Lunet prodded the bed with her toe. “It feels soft!”

      “It is soft,” Surela said. “And you should lie down in it. You have had a long day.”

      “But I spent most of it in a box!” The child surprised herself by yawning and pressed her hand to her mouth. “Oh no, I did that out loud!”

      Surela chuckled. “Yes, you did. Now, did you bring a nightrail in this clever bag of yours? May I look?” At the girl’s nod, she checked the bag and found not only the gown but a change of clothes and underthings, a loaf of bread and a bit of cheese wrapped in a cloth, a first aid kit, and… a whistle?

      “That was in case no one found me, so I could make a loud noise,” the girl said when Surela held it up quizzically. “Some of the nurses use them when we’re out on the field so that we know when to come back in.”

      “An excellent notion. You should wear it when you are out, so that you can call for aid. For now, however, here is your nightrail… go on to the retiring room there and change into it.”

      While the girl was busy, Surela initiated a realtime call back to Escutcheon. Her eyes flicked toward the chronolog: presently, the offset between Laisrathera and Alliance Mean Time was two hours. She could hope her liegelady had not yet sought her bed. Or, conversely, that she’d sought it and whatever joys she found in it early enough not to be interrupted⁠—

      “Surela? What’s wrong?”

      No visuals, but the human sounded brisk rather than sleep-sodden. Good enough. “I’m afraid we are underway, and Lunet is aboard.”

      This pause was long enough that Surela could just hear the metronomic breathing that suggested Theresa was walking somewhere. “Your daughter isn’t in the Laisrathera nursery, sleeping, right now.”

      “No. She hid herself among the cargo and had herself taken aboard, along with a Flitzbe.”

      Another long pause. “How… never mind. No, I can’t let that go. I have to know because those are security issues that need to be locked down. How did she manage to sneak away from everyone? Guardkin included?”

      “Apparently by pretending to be a lost child of another species.”

      “That shouldn’t be… all right, apparently it’s possible.” Theresa sighed. “I’ll get to the bottom of that when I wake up. Heads will roll—I promised the Queen Ransomed I’d take special care of Lunet. That makes it an intergalactic incident if I don’t.”

      “She is safe?” Surela offered.

      “That was divine intervention, then. When are you bringing her back?”

      It was Surela’s turn to hesitate. “Must I?”

      And happily, her liegelady’s response was prompt. “Not if you want to keep her. I was never happy with separating the two of you.”

      “Then… I shall,” Surela said. “Ra’aila has no issues with it, and I am planning no dangerous liaisons with pirates.”

      “One never does,” Theresa said ruefully. “And yet, they find you.” A sigh, then a smile Surela could hear in the other woman’s voice. “I’ll let everyone know who should know, that Lunet’s safe. Enjoy her—she’s a gem.”

      “Thank you,” Surela said.

      With the connection closed and Lunet still in the bathroom, Surela turned to unpacking. The Flitzbe went under the lamp; the girl’s spare clothes into one of Surela’s drawers. The cheese and bread… she smiled at them, then folded the napkin around them and set them on the desk.

      It was while going through the outer pockets of the bag that Surela found a worn stuffed duck. Alliance materials were sturdier than they looked, but remained no match for constant use. One side of the duck had been worn silvery by pressure; the other was mottled with the shadows of laundered stains. A battered green ribbon had been tied around the floppy neck.

      She had bought this toy for her daughter eight? Nine? Years ago? Long enough that she couldn’t remember the exact date. And it had been loved, and loved well, ever since. Had that been the fate of every gift she’d sent?

      “I’m ready, Mother!” Lunet warbled, skipping out of the head. She stopped to twirl, so that her gown fluttered around her calves. “These are my favoritest pajamas, they are super swirly. Oops, there’s not much room to spin in here, is there? But aren’t they pretty and fluffy and lacy and pretty and lacy and fluffy?” The child hopped onto the bunk and wiggled her toes. “They came with slippers but I don’t like covering my feet to sleep. Do you like shoes? I only like shoes if they have shiny buckles and bows. But when I sleep I like my toes to be freeeeee!” She paused, then beamed. “Oh, duckie!” And held out her arms.

      Helplessly charmed, Surela handed the toy to her daughter, who squeezed it to her breast. “I like sleeping with Bippity, but you can’t really squeeze Bippity the way you do a plushie. Or, well, you can squeeze Bippity, but he stays round and when you squeeze a thing you want it to be squished and maybe stay a little squished.” She paused. “Am I talking too much?”

      “I suspect when you rest your head on the pillow, you will discover how very tired you are.”

      “You’re probably right,” Lunet said, contemplative. “Does that mean if I don’t put my head down, I’ll be able to stay awake?”

      “It is possible,” Surela said, chivvying her into lying down and drawing the blanket over her. “But you may regret the attempt.”

      Lunet sighed heavily. “It’s just that I’ve dreamed forever of this moment. I don’t want to miss it. I finally meet my dear mother!”

      “And your dear mother,” Surela said, “is about to kiss you on your sweet brow as you cuddle into bed, knowing that you will not be parted from her again.”

      “Oh!” Lunet exhaled. “Is it true?”

      “It is,” Surela promised, and kissed the girl between her horns. “Dream sweetly, sweetling.”

      The girl sighed, tucking her duck under her chin, and closed her eyes. And there, Surela thought, would have ended a scene out of a storybook, so naturally half a minute later Lunet opened an eye and whispered, “But what if I can’t fall asleep?”

      Surela laughed and waved the lights dimmer. “Close your eyes, Lunet Silin. We have a great deal to do in the morning.”

      “We do?”

      “No child of mine shall remain uneducated solely because she has run away from home. We shall embark on that endeavor tomorrow.”

      “Oh, yay! I love reading! All right, I promise to sleep hard.”

      This time the pause lasted nearly ten minutes, before Lunet whispered, “Is it morning yet?”

      Grateful for the darkness that hid her mirth, Surela gave up her data tablet, crawled into bed, and gathered the girl against her. “Let us try lullabies.”

      “I like the one about the girl who goes dancing by the sea… and DIES there!”

      Surela said, “I… do not recall that particular lullaby ending in that fashion.”

      “Well, it doesn’t say so exactically, but you just know that she does because it sounds so TRAGICAL.”

      Goddess and Lord had apparently decided she did not have enough hilarity in her life. Clearing her throat, Surela said, “We’ll begin with the… tragical… one, then.”

      Somewhere around the third song, Lunet crumpled into a child’s dense sleep. Surela settled the girl and sat up, trying to remember what she’d been planning to do with her life, and realizing none of it mattered, because she had something far more wondrous and interesting to occupy herself in the future. And if the bed was somewhat narrow for herself and a child that had wings, well… she would find a solution to that at some later date.
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      Lunet effortlessly charmed every member of the Earthrise crew… even Ra’aila, who was as skeptical of children as she was of animals. But it was impossible not to love such an ebullient child. Lunet Silin Eddings was nothing like the polite and careful creatures Surela remembered from Eldritch society, and her courtesies were obviously garments she donned the way she would a pretty dress, hoping to be admired. But there was no evil in that heart, only boundless curiosity and happiness. That she’d sprung from a woman known for her cold calculation and a literal murderer-rapist was unfathomable to Surela. Had anyone asked her to imagine her daughter, when daughter she chose to bring forth, she would have pictured someone… like she’d been. Correct, quiet and wary, like so many noble children, raised to the expectation of power struggles. Not this piece of golden sunshine, broken off into mortal form.

      “She does make the days go by faster,” Ra’aila observed in the mess, watching Danica demonstrate to Lunet how to use the various instruments in the galley.

      “Now there’s faint praise!” Prudence set her dish of oatmeal down and drew out a seat. “Really, arii? ‘I guess she keeps us busy?’”

      Ra’aila laughed. “All right, that was a little grudging. She’s really cute. I didn’t expect that. I mean… she’s a dragon.”

      “We have dragon friends,” Prudence said.

      “You know what I mean,” Ra’aila said. “You don’t expect the species you’ve used as a bogeyman all your life to produce… well. Cute kits. I’m… just going to stop now before Rel stabs me. Don’t stab me, please, Rel, I love your daughter, I swear!”

      Surela chuckled. “Fear not. Prior to her acquaintance, I too would have sworn that I was not a maternal sort. I will hardly attack you for sentiments I might have nurtured myself, once upon a time.”

      “Mother, Mother!” Lunet exclaimed. “I learned to make coffee! Here!”

      Surela accepted the nearly spilling cup. “Thank you, dearling.”

      “Now I’m going to the engine room! Mistress Erynne is waiting for me, she says I’m really good at math but I’ll stop being good at math if I don’t practice and I don’t want to forget everything I’ve already learned.” Lunet leaned up to nuzzle Surela’s jaw, then bounced off.

      “That girl!” Danica shook her head as she dropped into a seat. “I’ve met a lot of kits, but she’s a rare one. Especially for her age.”

      “She’s not Pelted,” Prudence offered. “Maybe Chatcaava develop differently?”

      “That could be,” Danica said. “I didn’t think of that. Gestational periods are measured by that species’s standards, aren’t they? For all we know, ten on Escutcheon is twelve on whatever Chatcaavan homeworld she would have normally been born on. But even so, I’ll bet she’s precocious.”

      “What’s your plan for her, arii?” Prudence asked.

      “I… admit I know nothing of what is expected of a child in the Alliance,” Surela said, realizing this was true. “Would it be strange for me to rear her on a merchant vessel?”

      All of them grinned, and Ra’aila shook her head. “Your captain’s an Aera, arii. I’d be the last person to tell you it’s abnormal to raise kits on a ship.”

      “Many people do,” Danica added. “You don’t get dynastic ship families the way you do in those dramas about pre-Well space travel, but plenty of people spend most of their lives in space. There was that entire species that came through a while back—I don’t remember their names. They drifted through the Alliance and kept going! They never leave their ships, apparently.”

      “The Sirelanders,” Ra’aila said.

      “Yeah, them.”

      “But no, if what you’re asking is about how we do schooling, the answer is… there are as many options as there are people and planets. If you want to keep Lunet and teach her yourself⁠—”

      “Or get Erynne to teach her,” Danica interrupted, amused.

      “—then as long as I’m all right with it, that’s fine. And I’m all right with it. Even if she wasn’t a cute kit, raising family on the move is bred into Aeran bones. The real question is… will Reese let you do it? The girl ran away from home. And presumably you had a reason for wanting her
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