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            Prologue

          

          RAHAT AL-HULQUM: ASHAR

        

      

    

    
      The first time Asharan bir Chameli of the House of Jasmines in the Catsprowl met the prince whom he named after rose-sweets, he had quite a bit of careful talking to do.

      Ashar had recognized him immediately, of course, despite the wrapped scarf that concealed everything but the man’s lovely dark eyes. The very powerful often misunderstood what stood out to common folk. To him it must have been just another pin, but to Ashar, the ruby etched with the God-Emperor’s sigil set in the golden clasp that fastened his silken scarf was just as distinctive as the sigil-ring on his finger and the saffron dyeing his gorgeously embroidered silken jama.

      But Ashar couldn’t possibly let on that he’d recognized him, or the poor man might well have tried to leap out a window, and likely gotten stuck halfway.

      Ashar hadn’t seen him arrive; he’d been tending the jasmine plant in the western window, gathering a handful of blossoms to float in the baths, and the jingle of the bells strung in the entrance had caught his ear. He’d looked over, realized who was standing in his waiting room, and had nearly dropped the flowers. But that would be a terribly inhospitable welcome; and if there was anything Asharan bir Chameli had always prided himself upon, it was his hospitality. So he summoned up his brightest smile.

      “Welcome to the House of Jasmines,” he said, and fortunately, his voice didn’t break. “I take it that you must have traveled some distance to my door, for such lovely silks are an exquisite rarity around here.”

      “Oh, no,” the God-Emperor’s brother said, dismayed. “I mean, er, yes! Yes, of course, it’s been some distance, just— um.”

      “Then if you have traveled some distance, please come and take your leisure,” Ashar said, scattering his handful of blossoms in the nearest bowl. “Surely a leisurely soak and a massage would be a respite from the long and dusty road. And it would be my delight to serve your pleasure.”

      He hadn’t expected the third brother of the God-Emperor to be shy. But the prince twisted the cuffs of his sleeves between fretful fingers, and those glorious gazelle-soft eyes glanced away in what looked like shame.

      “Really?” the shahzada asked. “I’ve heard tales of the master of the House of Jasmines in the Catsprowl, and I’m just a plump old bureaucrat. I’m nothing to write home about.”

      Not a single part of that was true. The God-Emperor’s brother was middle aged at the utmost, near as round as the moon, and unquestionably the most powerful man in the city, though of course the three women who held the greatest powers found him a charming cat-toy. And if the rumors were to be believed, he was also one of the most powerful foreseers ever found outside the High Temple. That was absolutely someone to write home about, but what startled Ashar beyond careful discretion was⁠—

      “You’ve heard tales of me?” Ashar said, bemused; and at a nearly despairing glance of fear from those soft dark eyes, he said, “Well, now I must insist. I hadn’t thought my name would carry beyond the Catsprowl, let alone across the realm!” (He’d barely kept himself from saying to the God-Emperor’s palace there.) “Please, let me indulge you in any pleasure you wish, if you’ll indulge my curiosity in return. Here in the Catsprowl, many trades are made upon the strength of scratching curiosity-itches.”

      “I can’t,” the shahzada said miserably.

      “I won’t ask your name,” Ashar said, and didn’t mention that he didn’t need to. “But you are travel-weary and you sought me out in this place for a purpose, and it would be a stain upon my honor if a guest were to leave my hands un-comforted and distressed. Please?”

      The shahzada said in absolute despair, “I can’t. Everyone told me how kind you were, but no one told me how handsome you were!”

      After a moment’s startlement, Ashar burst out laughing. “And you expect I could possibly leave you unrewarded for a compliment like that? Come. I insist. On the house.”

      Curled up in the window by the lush pot of night-blooming jasmine, a small, velvet-sleek black cat gave Ashar one of the most disdainful looks he’d ever seen on a feline face. Somehow, Ashar thought ruefully, spirit-summoned familiars had even more concentrated sass per ounce than a natural-born cat.

      “Nehal, how do you have opinions on my business-sense?” Ashar said to the cat. “You don’t need coin. You don’t pay rent!”

      With a little huff, the cat leapt down from the window and padded over to sniff at the shahzada’s shoes.

      “Nehal!” Ashar protested, unsure whether it would be a greater breach of protocol to lunge across the room and grab his impertinent familiar, or to let Nehal continue to inspect this man like a fishmonger dubious about a questionably aged mackerel.

      But the God-Emperor’s third brother looked charmed rather than offended; he knelt on the floor to politely offer Nehal his fingertips for sniffing. Nehal decided such an offering was acceptable. He arched his head up into the shahzada’s hand, and the man brightened in delight, gently stroking Nehal’s fur.

      Purring like a tiny, impish thunderstorm, Nehal rubbed his entire side against the shahzada’s leg as he sauntered out the door… and left a vast cloud of black fluff dusted across the poor man’s formerly pristine white silk shalwar.

      “Well,” Ashar said, laughing a little helplessly because he wasn’t sure whether he ought to feel gratified or mortified. “That settles that. I certainly can’t allow a guest to leave my bath-house less well groomed than when he walked in! Have mercy upon my tarnished reputation!”

      “Your reputation doesn’t do you justice,” the shahzada said, fidgeting with the sigil-ring on his finger.

      “Then clearly I must redeem it,” Ashar told him. “Please.”

      Ashar leaned more heavily than he ought on the charm of his smile and the shine of his eyes. He almost never pressed true power into enticing a hesitant customer into his hands. But when the alternative was letting the third brother of the God-Emperor wander off into the night in the Catsprowl, entirely without guardians, distracted by distress on top of his visions, then it was a benefit to the entire realm to keep him out of temptation’s path among those who hunted the twilight in the market district.

      He scooped a pot of chai and a tray of rose-scented rahat al-hulqum off the sideboard, then turned the full force of every power hidden behind his smile on the poor defenseless shahzada.

      The third brother of the God-Emperor of the Sun followed him into a bath-chamber like a man sleepwalking.

      Once the door was safely closed, though, Ashar eased up on the pressure of the charm. He would never in a thousand nights have used that power to lure another into danger, or into intimacy against their desire. But when he weighed the safety of the most powerful man in the city against the array of predators who prowled by night, then yes, he would let his charms overpower a prince’s inexplicable embarrassment.

      Ashar set the tray on the low sitting table, folded himself onto one of the floor pillows, and patted the next one with an entirely human smile of invitation.

      The shahzada blinked those big soft eyes at him, and Ashar suspected he might still have bolted for the door if it hadn’t been for the lingering, languid warmth of the glamourie. Instead, he crumpled into a round little heap of silks and bemusement on the pillow, still blinking like a little bird.

      “So: I am sworn to Bastet as one of Her own, and like any cat, I am as much a creature of curiosity as of indolent pleasure,” Ashar told him. “Tell me, where on earth did you hear my name outside the Catsprowl?”

      The shahzada made a little squeak of distress, and Ashar realized everything a moment too late: he hadn’t heard Ashar’s name, not to begin with. He’d seen him, in a way that had everything to do with fate’s guidance and, apparently, not enough to do with detailed faces. And then he’d gone to make inquiries, in order to follow the thread of his exalted palace-vision into the side-alley shadows of the Catsprowl.

      Oh, let me think—some plausible, mundane excuse he can grasp⁠—

      “Don’t tell me it was Nimat,” Ashar said, pulling a name wildly out of the air. “Of all the people to carry tales far and wide. I shudder to think what you might have been told.”

      “I won’t tell you it was Nimat, then,” the God-Emperor’s brother said, proving his court instincts of word-wrangling were sound.

      “Bless you, my jewel: ever a sweet comfort. I believe I’ll call you Rahat,” Ashar decided, and offered him a piece of rahat al-hulqum on a delicate pink rose petal. “Is that to your taste?”

      “Oh, yes, very much,” Rahat said, clearly meaning both the rose-scented sweet and the safety of the alias. He took the offered sweet with a smile and bit into it, and made a sound like a contented dove. Then he blinked at the sugar-dusting on his fingers and looked up at Ashar, and his cheeks reddened again: that bewildering, unexpected shame.

      “…But it’s not as though I need any more sweets.”

      What?

      Oh.

      Oh, of all the petty things for someone at that court to have shamed him for…

      No one spoke against the tastes of the great ones who made sport of their servants, or those who made war for power’s sake, or those who took whatever they wished from those without the power to deny them. No, nothing was to be said against the tastes for power. Just the taste for sweetness, in someone who would feel the sting of shame.

      “How fortunate that our tastes overlap, then,” Ashar said, and took the shahzada’s hand and softly kissed the sugar-dusting from each fingertip. “Rahat is very much to my taste as well, you see.”

      Under the rich warm bronze of his skin, Rahat’s cheeks were almost as deep a red as the core of the rose-sweets. He seemed to have lost his voice, somewhere between disbelief and a furtive hope.

      He thinks me handsome? Well, good.

      “Would you allow me the privilege of sharing pleasure with you?” Ashar asked him.

      “Allow—? Master Asharan, why would someone like you want… well…”

      “You have no idea how delightful your blushes are, do you,” Ashar said, smiling. “You blush like rahat al-hulqum’s own rose-red heart, looking at me with a gazelle’s soft eyes and lips like petals, and you ask me that? I can never be one of the catfolk, but I am as much Bastet’s own as any man can be. Pleasure is its own reward. Indolence interrupted by bursts of play, bathing at any opportunity, charm and languor and indulgence? I am so one of Bastet’s own, in everything but the hunt; and even then, I hunt in my own way. Be grateful to the chai pot, or else I would pounce upon you and prove it.”

      Rahat’s glance flicked toward the pot. He bit his lip, which was unfair, because Ashar wanted to nibble his lip for him. And then he picked up the pot and set it carefully aside.

      Well, that was an invitation if he’d ever seen one. Ashar leapt over the table and knocked Rahat flat among the pillows, a leopard with its chosen gazelle. Rahat gave a startled yelp, then laughed in delight.

      Still, before he pushed any further, Ashar asked, “Is this to your taste as well? Letting another take control—” He stopped himself before he could say putting aside the weight of your responsibilities. Instead, he said, “Letting us indulge. Savoring Rahat’s every sweetness, and thanking you for the gift.”

      “The gift is mine, to thank you for,” Rahat said.

      “I would argue that, but it is entirely fitting that we make of ourselves gifts to each other,” Ashar nuzzled a kiss against the soft curve of his cheek and touched the fastening-ties at his collar. “May I unwrap my gift?”

      Rahat hunched his shoulders, ashamed and uncomfortable.

      And oh, by his name and his eyes and his faith, Asharan bir Chameli was not going to let that pass by unchallenged.

      “We are in a bath-house,” he said, “and as lovely as your silks are, they will not enjoy an oil-slicked massage and a warm, languid soaking the way I intend for you to enjoy them. At the very least, let me coax you into a bath-towel, before I ask the delight of unwrapping you again. Why else would you come here to me, if not to share such pleasures?”

      “I’ve been dreaming of your hands for half my life,” Rahat murmured. “But I don’t know why.”

      That gave Ashar a moment’s pause, because everyone in the Empire knew that the God-Emperor’s third brother was a true-seeing prophet — and that he foresaw trouble in the making.

      But this was Tel-Bastet, the city of the cats, where there was never any shortage of trouble in the making. And the man trembling beneath his touch was merely his sweet Rahat, at least for the span of this evening.

      “If you have dreamed of my hands,” Ashar said, “then trust my hands, and the pleasure you may find in them.”

      Still achingly self-conscious, Rahat touched the softly silver-streaked curls that had escaped his turban, and he would have tucked his silvering hair away if Ashar hadn’t put a hand over his.

      “If my hands have touched your dreams,” he murmured, “then may I touch this dream with you?”

      The lamp-flames glittered in Rahat’s soft eyes like starlight, and he breathed, “Yes. Please.”

      “Oh, I’m going to enjoy this,” Ashar said, smiling.

      He spun fine, deft threads of incense-smoke to loosen the ties and lift aside the layers of Rahat’s princely silks, wrapping him instead in the softest of the bath-towels, and tickling his cheek with the fringe. Rahat giggled at the tickle, and Ashar discovered the delightful dimples in his cheeks when he truly smiled.

      “What a hidden treasure you’ve brought me,” he murmured, brushing a fingertip over the curve of his smiling cheek, and chasing it with a kiss. “What else might we discover, I wonder?”

      “I — I don’t know?” Rahat gulped hard. “I’m so sorry, I don’t know… this. The ways of this.”

      “That, my sweet adventurer, is why we speak of discovery,” Ashar told him merrily. “You might touch me too.”

      “You wouldn’t mind…?”

      “Mind? I would be delighted; pleasure is always sweeter when shared.” Ashar settled into the curve of his side and coaxed Rahat’s arm around his waist. “You have had the advantage of your dreamings, but you bring me a dream I had never imagined, until this evening.”

      In a deep, voiceless wonder, Rahat touched trembling fingertips to Ashar’s cheek, as though he were some rare and priceless treasure that might shatter at a too-bold touch. Of course it was deeply flattering, but Ashar intended to coax him into far bolder and more playful pleasures, to hear his merry laughter again.

      With a bit of sweet almond oil in his hands and an adventuresome touch, Ashar discovered several delights: the way the tension in Rahat’s shoulders softened beneath attentive hands, the quickening of his heart at a gentle kiss, the breathless astonishment when Ashar dipped Rahat’s fingertips in sugar and then nibbled and kissed them clean. But he also discovered more discomforts; Rahat flinched from a kiss at his temple, where his dark hair was most lavishly brushed with silver, and from even an affectionate and admiring hand caressing his most generous curves.

      For all that these were heart-aches rather than body-aches, Ashar hoped that a caring touch might release some of those points of tension. In his work, he loved the moment when knotted muscles relaxed under his hands, and a bruised heart deserved the same relief.

      He would be careful with his touch in sensitive places, of course. But he had faith in his arts of body-work, both for comfort and for pleasure. He gently worked his way from Rahat’s fingertips up the length of his arm to the anxious huddle of his shoulder, and followed kittenish kneading with a gently indulgent snuggle. Ashar sprawled against him as indolently as any cat, stroking a fingertip along the ridge of his nose, along the dimple of his cheek, around the curve of his chin.

      “Never be ashamed to be yourself,” he said. “You are Rahat; you are comfort and rest and the sweetness of ease. A soft warm pillow for a lazy hunting-cat in the sunbeam, a cushion against the world’s sharp edges. Let me savor you exactly as you are.”

      Rahat’s great dark eyes shone too bright for a moment, until he could blink back the shimmer of almost-tears.

      “I’m deceiving you,” he murmured.

      “You’re really not,” Ashar said, amused.

      “But my name isn’t Rahat.”

      “It most certainly is. Here in this room, between us? You are li rahat, my sweet comfort. That’s all that matters.”

      “Then you are ya hasan, ya habibi, ya rafiq, ya majid⁠—”

      “If I can’t be your Ashar, then let me be your rafiq, your companion of choice this evening,” Ashar suggested. “I haven’t the skill in the court tongue to remember the rest.”

      “Ya majid, O thou glorious,” Rahat said instead, and gathered the courage to kiss his hand.
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        * * *

      

      They made a sticky, sweaty, sugar-dusted mess of each other. Rahat made the most delightful sounds when he was kissed or licked or petted or snuggled, and Ashar luxuriated in the soft, generous warmth of his body, sharing rich and tender comforts and the occasional tickle-giggles.

      When they were both well sated, Ashar floated a bowl of steaming water and a cloth into his hands. He made a sensual, playful indulgence of cat-washing before coaxing Rahat into the bath for a long, hot soak.

      Utterly limp, Rahat let his head tilt back far enough to nestle his head against Ashar’s shoulder. Delighted, Ashar snuggled close against him, wrapping both arms around him and stroking his skin idly, as though the most powerful man in the city were simply a sleepy kitten drowsing in his lap.

      “Chai?” Ashar asked.

      “Oh, it’ll have gone cold…”

      “That, li rahat, is what magic is for.”

      “Ya rahat,” he murmured. “Or… ya rahati, if he is your particular comfort.”

      “Are you?” Ashar asked, smiling. “Would you like to be?”

      “Yes.” Rahat swallowed hard, and said, “Yes, very much.”

      A bit of concentration drifted the tray over to the poolside, and Ashar cradled the pot in both hands, warming both his heart and his hands with memories of the blaze of leaping flames until steam wafted from the spout. Another thought floated a pair of cups across the water so he could pour for them both.

      “O most glorious of enchanters,” Rahat said, and sipped at his cup with downcast eyes.

      “What pleasure-spark might a humble body-servant illumine, to chase such shadows from your gaze…?”

      “What payment do you wish?”

      “Ah, no, no, I told you: on the house.” The shahzada’s lips pursed in distress, and Ashar couldn’t resist the urge to kiss the soft dimple of his cheek. “The pleasure of your company is gift enough.”

      Rahat gave a small, unhappy laugh. “Please don’t lie to me, ya majid. I am not so unworldly as to know that little of how these arrangements are made, between a man of some wealth and a man who serves as you serve.”

      “Well, yes. But that’s precisely why. Isn’t that the gift you would treasure most? Sharing simple pleasure with someone who requires nothing at all of you, and expects nothing? There is bliss in ignorance, my sweet one. I hold it dear as any other fragile gem.”

      “But what does it gain you?”

      “Relief,” Ashar said, rueful. “The relief that you find my hands worthy of your trust, without a hidden price to fear. And the relief of not knowing what cares crease your brow when you leave this place. This is respite’s place, a place to lay aside burdens, and I dare suppose that you carry enough of those to stagger me. Leave me a small shining gem of innocence, leave no name spoken between us but Rahat, and I will delight in your company for its own sake. And you will know that for truth freely given, unbought and unpaid.”

      Shuddering with a sigh, Rahat said, “Ya majid, ya akram, ya aziz. Ya hasan.”

      Ashar cupped warm water in his palm and tipped it over the curve of Rahat’s cheek, following it with a caress. “I haven’t the knowledge to speak poet-names in your court’s tongue, but my lips can sing of your sweetness in other ways,” he murmured. “Lie back, let yourself float; let my hands cradle you and my voice soothe your heart. You need only be, ya rahati. You need only drift, a blossom amid the rose-petals.”

      Rahat was so willing, so sweetly suggestible, that it gave Ashar a moment’s pause to think of what he might have been able to do with a word of suggestion spoken in the ear of one of the greatest powers in the city. But then, this was precisely why he’d brought him in: Ashar knew himself well enough to recognize which forms of temptation he found as irresistible as catnip, and which tempted him not in the least. He trusted his own hands more than most in the Catsprowl, to resist the temptation to seek power or influence from the brother of the God-Emperor.

      Honestly, the court was an unhealthy place for any who wished their cups unpoisoned and their backs unstabbed; if anything, the greatest temptation was to invite Rahat to stay longer than the one night, for his safety. But then, the House of Jasmines wouldn’t be able to preserve its own safety for long, not if it became known that the God-Emperor’s third brother patronized Ashar’s services. Still—the thought of offering shelter was much more tempting to Ashar than the thought of courtly power.

      He sank deeper into the water, nestled Rahat’s head against the crook of his shoulder, and let years of experience with the arts of massage guide his hands through seeking out lingering tensions to release as they floated in the pool.

      Ashar took it as one of the highest compliments of his life when he realized a prince of the realm had drifted off to sleep in his arms.
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        * * *

      

      One of Ashar’s favorite charms drew warmth from the neighborhood buildings’ sun-baked stone into the baths, to keep the water warm and comfortable as long as he wished. But when both their fingers were water-shriveled, Ashar shifted just enough to kiss Rahat’s cheek again, to coax him back to waking. Rahat’s instinct upon waking in an unfamiliar place was to freeze rather than struggle; it helped, even as it worried Ashar to wonder why he’d learned that instinct. Another soft kiss had Rahat blinking in sleepy pleasure, splashing a little as he found his footing again.

      Bundling up in soft towels and bathrobes, more chai to sip, and more rose-scented rahat al-hulqum to nibble helped revive him. Ashar snuggled against him blissfully, because Rahat’s soft, round, human warmth was an indulgence worth savoring, too.

      “Stay the night with me?” Ashar asked, with every human charm he could apply. He couldn’t let himself put the force of true power behind those words, but he could offer a brilliant smile and a teasing glance through lowered lashes, his silk robe slipping free of his shoulder as he held out an inviting hand.

      Rahat bit his lip and looked down, then looked away. “I would love to, but — your time is valuable, and have I not taken more than my share?”

      “My time is my own, to spend as I wish, and I have scarcely touched the surface of the treasures I find in you,” Ashar said. “Kindness is a treasure in this world. Tenderness. Comfort, and a need to share it.” Daring perhaps more than he ought, he added, “A vulnerability that I would protect in whatever way I may. This is the Catsprowl, after all, and cats are charming, but cats are predators with excellent night vision for hunting tender morsels. Stay here in the lamplight and the warmth, and seek your home upon the sunlit morrow, when the night-hunters have settled into their own rest.”

      “And are you not my wild leopard pouncing upon any tender morsel left unprotected by a chai pot?”

      Smiling, Ashar said, “Precisely. You are my tender morsel to devour, and I can be selfish with such treats. But distract me with tales of your distant travels, like the princess Shahrizad, and perhaps you may survive the night unmolested.”

      Rahat turned a deep shade of rose under the mahogany-bronze of his skin.

      Ashar chuckled. “Not further molested, then?”

      “No, I, um. I…” Rubbing his fingertips together, Rahat said in a tiny voice, “I don’t mind. At all. More the opposite.”

      “Well, then. Tell me your tales, O wandering talespinner, and if you tell them beautifully, perhaps I’ll molest you further.”
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        * * *

      

      Ashar had thought a wealthy prince might tell him tales spun from a rich man’s hobbies, or that a clever one would tell him Shahrizad’s tales to keep his own more hidden. Or even that Rahat might fill his ears with the inner workings of the Ministry of Finance—after all, a shahzada with a gift for true foresight was the best person in the realm to audit all the records in search of false accounts. Ashar had certainly spent enough evenings imitating an avid interest in camel racing or the jewel trade or whatever else a powerful man expected to impress an evening’s hired companion with.

      But Rahat was, it seemed, much too self-aware to bore him with paperwork, and too sincere in his desire to offer Ashar a gift of some worthy value. He spoke in poetic language of the inner workings of the haveli, and of the preparations made and the festivals and formalities planned for the gathering priests who would bring pomp and power to the Greater Convocation. Rahat had disguised the nobles and the priests well enough with false names, but it took little enough cleverness to recognize them by the roles they played and the gods and powers they served. As far as Ashar could tell, Rahat had told him as much as he could of the truth, and beautifully so.

      And so, in turn, Ashar told the prince tales that he’d never realized a prince wouldn’t know. Tales of why the God-Emperor’s distant throne was paid lip service in the Catsprowl, but the three uncrowned queens of the temple, the market, and the mage-tower held the reins of the local powers among them. Tales of a particular shahzada, even, because when else would a commoner have the ability to say such things to the man himself, without a dozen officials in the way?

      “In the great palaces and the haveli, of course, I am certain they tell it differently, because everyone there is much concerned with pride and with appearances,” Ashar said. “But here in the Catsprowl, we pray for the prince’s fabled visions to guide him as deftly as a cat’s eye at midnight, because the cats hear tales that suggest many of those who hold great power are not as pure of soul as his Highness. From all accounts, his Highness is kind, thoughtful, compassionate; he forewarns us all, rich or poor, whenever he may. Yet the highborn and the wealthy who hear his Highness’ prophecies of floods and flame do not hesitate to seize his power for themselves, waging a market-war of coin gambled upon forewarnings, buying up what would not be destroyed to enrich themselves. The God-Emperor is radiant and glorious and very far away, and the Greater Convocation is coming here. The mages feel the looming of danger in such a gathering of the gods. Especially the Archmage, who sharpens blades and claws with every insinuation; she is as proud of her power as the priests are of their gods, and none of us know what she may be planning. Or so the cats whisper among themselves, licking over a shoulder blade to glance around for predators.”

      Rahat shivered against his side, and Ashar snuggled closer, drawing a brightly woven blanket around them both.

      “The prince needs a clowder, I think.”

      “A what now?”

      “A clowder. Maybe a pounce? Certainly an intrigue. A group of cats of his own, vigilant and curious and chatty little gossips with noses everywhere in the city.”

      “I’ve seen how easily a cat can be bribed with a bit of food, ya majid.”

      “Any one cat, certainly. But there are hundreds in the Catsprowl, and herding them all onto the same path is legendarily impossible. With a hundred ears at his service, and a hundred tales to hear, the shape formed in the gossip-fog may come closer to the truth⁠—”

      Ashar stopped short, clutching at Rahat’s hands more tightly than he meant, because a tiny voice yowled its protest in the alleyway and then was silenced.

      Something had just ended Nehal’s latest incarnation.

      “We should move closer to the heart of the building,” Ashar said, still breathless with the pain-shock. The alleys were hardly safe. Nehal had lost his bodily form before, sometimes to stray dogs, and he often sulked about it before he would agree to Ashar’s invitation to take shape again.

      But for something to kill Ashar’s familiar while the God-Emperor’s brother took shelter under his roof⁠—

      “Ya majid, what’s wounded you?”

      “No time,” Ashar said, “not if it’s that close—please, sweet one, let’s join the others.”

      Another cat yowled imperiously outside the window, and Rahat looked up. “I know that voice,” he said, sounding amused of all things.

      “Please. Come away. There’s safety in numbers⁠—”

      “Yes, but I know that one,” Rahat said. He stood and wrapped the blanket around his shoulders and padded barefoot around the pool. Ashar followed him close as a shadow, but Rahat didn’t hesitate to open the window for a cat to slink its way in.

      The moment its tail flicked through, Ashar shut the window with a twist of magic, and latched the iron bars over the inside as well. He hadn’t even turned around, a word of caution still caught on his lips, when the cat loomed huge and claws like scythes flashed in the moonlight.

      Ashar threw himself in front of Rahat, because he might be a courtesan wearing nothing but a silk bathrobe, but he was at least a little better suited to fighting than the God-Emperor’s visionary brother.

      He shaped a wisp of incense smoke into a mesh of smoke-silver chains that he wrapped around the great tawny catfolk—bindings he’d learned the efficacy of in a far more intimate setting, but effectiveness was more important than decorum in a split second’s desperate casting.

      Teeth clenched around the need to hold his concentration, Ashar said, “Rahat, run.”

      The catfolk blinked golden eyes, grumbling deep in his throat. It was certainly a tomcat; Ashar knew exactly where he’d looped those mage-chains to be certain he could keep him still. On another day he might even have admired the deadly grace of the tall, lean, sleekly muscled creature that suddenly towered a head over him, even without the sharply upswept desert-lynx ears—but now was really not the moment to be distracted by the striking sand-golden pelt of a hired assassin.

      The tomcat flexed his claws against the incense-smoke chains, the grumbling deepening into a snarl that would have pulled desperate apologies from Ashar under nearly any other circumstances.

      “Rahat!” Ashar gasped, tightening three particular loops despite a furious yowl. “I can only hold him for a minute! Less than that now—go!”

      But Rahat put a gentle hand against Ashar’s trembling shoulder and said, “I told you, I know this one. Kamil, if you would please stop snarling… What? Oh.”

      Blinking at the excruciatingly precise placement of those smoke-wrought chains, Rahat put a hand over his lips, but a half-stifled giggle escaped regardless.

      “Yes, if you stop snarling, I’m sure I can persuade my companion to—well, no, I haven’t needed to stop snarling with chain-bindings right there, because I haven’t tried to provoke him! Ya majid, ya sahir, this is my bodyguard, Kamil al-Hafiz. Do please refrain from crippling him. Or endangering his yet-unsired sons.”

      “By Bastet’s eyes,” Ashar groaned, and dismissed the smoke-chains in a glimmering gray cloudburst. “I am so very sorry. But—it’s just—I felt my familiar cross the veil, and I thought⁠—”

      “Kamil! You killed my companion’s familiar?”

      “I followed your scent through a notorious brothel-district because you couldn’t be bothered to tell me where you were going,” Kamil growled. “I found you behind barred windows in a house of ill repute being warded by a mage-summons, and for all I knew you were under some enchanter’s mind-warping powers already⁠—”

      “Master Asharan would never!”

      “Which is exactly what you would say if he had,” Kamil pointed out, unimpressed. “You, whore, what do you have to say for yourself?”

      “Kamil!”

      “Sha—”

      “Don’t!” Ashar barked, hands over his ears. “Don’t tell me who he is. Just let him breathe. Just let him be my sweet rahati for the evening, and I his rafiq. Please. For his sake, not mine, please.”

      Kamil’s tail thumped irritably against the backs of his calves. “How clever are you, harlot? Clever enough to have suspected treachery when your familiar’s incarnation ended, clever enough to have warded that window, to have readied that spell. What else?”

      “Clever enough not to ask,” Ashar said. “Clever enough to treasure the blessing of ignorance, when I can. Clever enough to make of it a gift to you both, if you will only permit it.”

      Kamil narrowed golden eyes at him, and lashed out with a sharply pointed thought-arrow: You knew him from the first syllable, you fraud.

      Wincing, Ashar replied, I told him I would never ask his name. I haven’t lied to him, not once. I just… didn’t need to ask.

      Semantics and sophistry from a harlot, a professional seller of honeyed love-lies, Kamil retorted, unimpressed. I shouldn’t have expected anything better.

      Kamil. Look at him, Ashar pled, desperate. Have you ever seen him smile like this before, without the weight of his crown bearing down upon his brow? How long has it been? Please let me give him this. If I ever presume upon this hidden knowledge from which I shelter him—I will pay any price you ask of me, if you think I have asked of him anything above my station. In the meantime, let him escape the weight of those chains of lineage and intrigue and duty, even if only for a brief time.

      Swear to me that you’ll never influence his mind.

      Only if it’s needed for his safety.

      Harlot—

      Would you prefer I’d left him without the slightest touch of influence, and let him wander off into the night, stumbling lost and alone among the back alleys before you’d hunted him down?

      Kamil growled deep in his throat again.

      “Kamil, be kind,” Rahat said, almost despairing. Kamil ignored him.

      How am I ever to trust that his thoughts are his own, with you plying your influence “only when you consider it necessary?”

      O vigilant guardian, I swear to you on everything I hold holy, and may the lord of lightning strike me where I stand if this is not the unsullied truth: he is surrounded by so many greater powers than my own, caught in such intricate schemings, that I am the last person whose influence you should fear. Look first to those who seek profit from him, or power. I’ve sworn not to accept a single copper coin for this night’s exchange of gifts.

      …You are either a terrible harlot, entirely mad, or the best liar I have ever known. And you don’t smell of a lie.

      A terrible harlot, I’m afraid. Too deeply given to a healer’s comforting, and not enough to business-sense. My bookkeeper despairs of me upon a regular basis. Ashar sighed, running a hand through his still-bath-tangled curls. You know as well as I how difficult it is to lie this deeply, mind to mind. I don’t know what further assurance I can give you.

      (Honestly, it wasn’t a surprise that a catfolk bodyguard would have mastered the mind-touch, because all cats could make their opinions crystal-clear without a spoken word, and a guardian would have as much need of sudden silent warnings as a courtesan. He didn’t think Kamil would take it well if he pointed out the common ground in their shared need for discretion, though.)

      Kamil blinked those great golden eyes, and sneezed amusement. You’re sincere enough to have thrown yourself in front of my claws to protect him, even if I’d thought it a calculated ploy at first. But you had no idea who I am, did you?

      All I knew was that you’d ended my familiar’s incarnation, and I admit I didn’t take it well, Ashar said. I am sorry for the extremity of my response. But you realize that if you hadn’t been yourself…

      Extremity? If I hadn’t been myself, you should have incinerated me, not bound me. Don’t deny you could have done it. I can feel the fire in your heart.

      Ashar looked down and away, baring more of his throat, signaling submission to the tall catfolk studying him through skeptical eyes. I am given to healing, first and most of all. I try very hard not to do anything so irrevocable.

      But his distress broke the last of Rahat’s patience. The round little man strode over to his towering bodyguard and seized him by the elbow, planting himself soundly between them.

      “Kamil bir Takhma al-Hafiz, stop tormenting my companion! Master Asharan is not a mouse for your hunting, and he is not to be interrogated as a common criminal. If anything, you owe him apology and restitution for his poor familiar. What has possessed you?”

      “Oh, what has possessed me, asks the man who’s spent the evening in the hands of the enchanting harlot who has you calling him ya majid, ya habibi—ya sahir, even, with a cat’s charm and an alley tom’s sex drive⁠—”

      “Kamil, that is more than enough! You shame us both!”

      “Please,” Ashar said, a little wretchedly. “We began this dance on badly unbalanced footing. Please, let’s all sit down, have a cup of chai, smooth out the bristling?”

      Kamil ignored Ashar as thoroughly as he’d ignored Rahat earlier. He was very much of the catfolk. “I’ll admit his courage in facing down something like me for your sake, if you’ll admit what a ridiculously terrible idea it was to run off into the arms of a harlot in some perfumed brothel without so much as a word.”

      “You call ya majid a harlot one more time and⁠—”

      “Ya rahati, he’s not entirely wrong,” Ashar told him with a rueful smile. “I am a man of several trades. One of which is meant to be chai and soothing conversation. Emphasis very much on the soothing.”

      He knelt beside the chai pot to rewarm it with his heart’s fire, then poured two cups to offer with hopeful eyes. It was his own masala-chai blend, redolent of cardamom and ginger and scented with rosewater to complement the rahat al-hulqum, and Ashar often thought it nearly as effective at charming patrons as his own enchantments.

      Rahat accepted his cup with pointed grace, settling into the pillow-nest and sipping at his chai.

      Kamil enclosed Ashar’s entire hand in a massive claw-tipped grasp, prickling firmly enough to make it clear that he could have removed the hand any time he pleased, before taking the cup and lapping at it. He raised his brows at the cream-rich taste.

      “I am somewhat familiar with the tastes of catfolk,” Ashar admitted. He poured himself a cup taken from a mismatched set, but he wasn’t about to turn his back on the God-Emperor’s third brother in order to search for another set.

      Rahat gave Kamil a glare that might have been more effective if he hadn’t had the sweet soft eyes of a gazelle, and if Kamil hadn’t plainly learned immunity to his master’s looks long ago. Still, with the air of a great lion indulging a cub’s scampering whims, Kamil folded himself onto the next pillow and tucked his tail neatly around his feet, lapping at the cream-rich chai.

      “Apologize,” Rahat said.

      “You somehow fail to grasp that I am doing my job, ‘ya rahati.’”

      “You didn’t need to kill his familiar!”

      “I might have known that if you’d told me where you were going!”

      “It is not my fault you chose⁠—”

      “It is entirely your fault,” Kamil said sharply. “I am only here because you came here without telling me where you went. If you’d brought me at your side and introduced me like a civilized being, I would never have needed to hunt your scent through a filthy—your pardon, ya rafiq— through a fragrant maze of alleys, to a ‘bath-house’ with mage-wards on barred windows, where I thought you were imprisoned under duress.”

      Rahat buried his face in both hands, muttering a muffled prayer or curse behind their shelter, and then glanced anxiously at Ashar. “I’m so sorry. I never meant for you to suffer for your kindness to me.”

      “Nehal will sulk for a bit, but he’ll forgive me eventually,” Ashar said. “The sooner I can call him back, the less he’ll grumble.”

      “Then please, call him now,” Rahat said, touching Ashar’s hand.

      “We can just go, and leave the bath-whore to his business⁠—”

      “Kamil,” Rahat snapped. “You’ve wounded this man and the protections upon his home, and you slander him at every turn, even seeing the lengths to which he would go in my defense. No.”

      “‘Whore’ isn’t slander if it’s a statement of fact,” Kamil said, whiskers twitching.

      “You can speak of him with respect! Admit that you were taken off guard by a gentleman of the evening, and apologize.”

      With a mocking bow of the head, Kamil rumbled, “I apologize that my master considers your whoring an insult to call by its name, ya rafiq.”

      “Kamil!” Running both hands over his face, Rahat said, “And you wonder why I didn’t want to bring you in the first place! Ya majid, I am so deeply sorry.”

      “What do you want?” Ashar asked softly.

      “I want him to⁠—”

      Ashar touched a finger to Rahat’s lip, shaking his head. “Ya rahati, what do you want for yourself?”

      Rahat shut his eyes tight and said in a very small voice, “I don’t want the night to be over. Not just yet. You… you said I could stay, if I wished, and…”

      “Your courtesan is bright enough not to send you out into the alleys unsupervised,” Kamil said. “Fortunately, that’s my job. I’ll get him home safely, ya rafiq. You can sell the rest of your night.”

      “Ya rahati?” Ashar asked steadily, despite Kamil’s amusement shading into mockery.

      “I want to stay with you,” Rahat whispered, eyes shut, head bowed, still blocking out the world. “Just a little more. Please.”

      Kamil wasn’t the only one who could pointedly ignore someone. Ashar stroked light fingertips up Rahat’s arm to steady him, bending close slowly enough for the warmth of his breath to be felt a moment before he kissed him.

      “As you wish, ya rahati. This night or any other.”

      Kamil huffed again, conceding the point, and turned away to better watch the window.

      “Resummon your poor lost familiar, then?” Rahat suggested. “I owe you that.”

      “You owe me nothing,” Ashar said. “But it would be my privilege to earn a smile.”

      “O most glorious,” Rahat said wistfully, and pressed a kiss to Ashar’s palm. “Teach me how you call your cat-familiar? It seems a valuable thing to know, in the Catsprowl.”

      “Well. What form does magic take in your soul? Do you touch magic through the divine, or through diligent study, or through inspiration?”

      “…I hadn’t really thought about it?”

      Ashar chuckled, rueful. “Inspiration, then, which means for better and ill we are two of a kind. Those who find this art simplest to master are those given to study: magic as words and recipes, sages with their scrolls and spellbooks. I learned it from a ritual enchanter who kept intricate incantations. But then, herding cats is notoriously difficult, and I should imagine herding magical cats to be even more so.”

      “Truth, that,” Kamil admitted, wry.

      “Where the clever-minded studied it as rituals, I practiced it as a performance,” Ashar said. “I keep it in my hands and my heart, not in a spellbook. But in turn, this makes teaching it more a challenge. Still, perform it with me, and we’ll see who answers the call?”

      Rahat bent his head in agreement, despite Kamil’s little huff. So Ashar gathered the supplies he needed from the box of bath indulgences: a brazier and candles, incense and scented oils, a handful of tiny chiming bells, fragrant catnip.

      He rolled back the tapestry carpet to bare the tiles, then called up a bit of cantrip-magic to trace a warding circle with chalk. Then he held out both hands to Rahat. Rahat blinked at him, but stepped carefully over the circle.

      “Can you call fire or float a bit of chalk?”

      “Fire, yes,” Rahat said. “Chalk… not well enough to write inscriptions, I’m afraid.”

      “Then I’ll be the scribe, and you the giver of offerings.” Ashar tilted his head, considering. “In your court’s language—if I ask you the word, can you show me how it’s written?”

      Rahat blinked again, surprised. “Will it work in another language?”

      “I translated it into my mother’s tongue for myself,” Ashar admitted with a small shrug. “Isn’t the court’s language yours? How would you say cat?”

      “Qut.” Rahat sketched the swoops and curls across his palm, right to left.

      Ashar curved his hand over Rahat’s and laid a finger over his. “Do that again?” he asked. This time, when Rahat traced the word in his palm, the chalk carefully followed each movement.

      There were seven more words to fill the compass, all of them cat-actions: seek, hunt, slay, nap, indulge, play, and charm—“Sahar? You named me that, didn’t you?”

      “Among others,” Rahat agreed shyly. “It has layers. Charm as magic, but also beauty, fascination, glamour…”

      “Oh, cat-spirits will love that word,” Ashar said, and kissed Rahat’s cheek softly. “Thank you for that.”

      With the circle inscribed, Ashar called several pillows to his hands next, and placed them carefully, to not smudge the chalk. He sprawled as a cat might, and patted the pillow beside him. Rahat settled himself into place with far greater decorum.

      Kamil leapt into the circle with heedless grace, stalking around them before he settled in a long lean curve around them both—around them both, when his only duty was to Rahat, but Ashar wasn’t feeling quite brave enough to call him on it.

      “Everything from here is temptation,” Ashar explained. “Reminding their spirits of the joys of bodies, of play and petting and treats and the hunt, and the leisure after. Like so.”

      He tossed one of the jeweled bells into the air and batted it with a hand until it bounced toward the octant marked with seek, and another toward hunt.

      Slay, though…

      “The one who taught me killed a living creature with her hands and her teeth,” Ashar murmured, pricking his fingertip with a jeweled pin and offering several drops of his own blood in a shallow bowl. “I couldn’t bear it. Nehal accepted my invitation regardless. I hope he’ll come when I call, but then, he is a cat-spirit.”

      Chin propped on crossed arms and tail twitching, Kamil sneezed on a laugh that wasn’t entirely contemptuous, but wasn’t all that far off. “Blood spilled is blood spilled. If you’re fool enough to offer your own, what will he care? So long as you have good hands for petting and don’t take his meat from him…”

      “I don’t eat meat, I’d never take his from him,” Ashar said.

      “You’re fine, ya rafiq. More than that, you’re harmless.”

      “May I borrow that?” Rahat asked, looking at the pin.

      Ashar froze for a moment, thinking frantic things about royal blood spilled by his hand. “What poor host am I, to let you bleed in injury under my roof?”

      Kamil huffed and offered a handful of claws, and Rahat touched a fingertip to the sharpest point, then let a few drops spill into the bowl.

      The God-Emperor’s blood, spilled with mine, Ashar thought, staring at the bowl, a little staggered.

      Kamil thwacked him solidly with his tail and Ashar startled despite himself, collecting his wits enough to reach for the dried herbs before Rahat could ask any inconvenient questions about his astonishment.

      “Oh, we can’t forget—catnip too, of course!” Ashar took a pinch and rubbed it between his palms to set free the pungent lemon-mint scent. Kamil’s whiskers flicked forward sharply and his pupils flared wide, though he pretended indifference. Ashar sprinkled a bit at each of the octant-points, especially indulge, before laying a dried stem beside Nehal’s favorite soft blanket at the inscription for nap.

      With the offerings laid, Ashar floated a candle to each of the points, honey-fragrant beeswax blended with wood spices for the luxury of it. He murmured into Rahat’s ear, “Light them, if you would? Warmth and dancing light and enticing twists of smoke to be patted at; you see the appeal.”

      Rahat spoke a word of power and all eight candles burst into flame at once, leaping high before settling in as the wax began to soften and scent the air.

      “Now we wait?”

      “Now we wait, and indulge, and sing,” Ashar said. He sprawled across Rahat’s lap and reached up to stroke fingers through his hair, grooming and cosseting.

      “Sing,” Kamil said, ears flattened sideways. “Catfolk are not known for the sweetness of our voices, ya rafiq.”

      “The purrs are charming,” Ashar said. “And the songs you sing have much more to do with passion. As you noted, passion is a language that I have some fluency in.”

      Kamil’s ears went flat back, utterly nonplussed, and Rahat grinned at the chance to turn the teasing-tables for once. “Ah, Kamil, sing us the songs of your brethren, in the love-language you share with the master of the House of Jasmines!”

      Kamil’s tail slicked tighter around his ankles, and a spiky ridge of fur ruffled from the nape of his neck all the way down his spine.

      Ashar gathered his nerve and smoothed a gentle hand down Kamil’s back despite the startled sidelong glare it earned him. Kamil’s pelt was the same tawny gold as the wild lynxes in the desert, and just as thick and dense, but Ashar was delighted to discover it was much softer than it looked… not that Kamil would ever have admitted such a thing, of course. He likely would have admitted to the battle-scars Ashar felt under his fur, but not that his fur was as plush as velvet, or that he enjoyed being petted and groomed.

      After a moment, when Kamil didn’t take his hand off at the wrist for his presumption, Ashar scratched behind the tomcat’s lynx-pointed ears with the same touch he’d used to soothe Nehal that morning.

      Kamil rumbled deep in his throat, but held very still, and his muscles unknotted almost despite himself as the scent of the catnip drifted through the air and Ashar stroked his pelt and made purring sounds as well as a human could.

      One ear swiveling forward, Kamil grumbled, “I thought you said we had to sing passion.”

      “I said we shared the language,” Ashar clarified lightly. “We can sing of anything. But if you’d like a song of your kinfolk…” He rolled the purring into a smoky, smoldering wail, with an alley cat’s brash confidence in the hand that scratched under Kamil’s chin.

      Kamil’s claws dug into the floor as he gave a full-body shiver, purring an octave below Ashar.

      Rahat put both hands over his mouth to stifle his giggles, but his eyes crinkled at the edges.

      “Fine, he’s a skilled whorrrrrrrre,” Kamil grumbled, still with the purr thick under his voice.

      “You admit that I chose my companion well!” Rahat said, bright with glee. He reached over to scratch behind Kamil’s ears, and the fierce bodyguard melted into a puddle of deeply purring bliss, sprawled between them both and shoving his head vigorously into his master’s palm, lethal claws kneading into the pillow like a kitten.

      “Not fairrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr…”

      “You’re allowed to enjoy yourself,” Ashar said, finding the sweet spot between his shoulder blades. “You’re allowed off duty at times.”

      “Not at these times⁠—”

      “Yes, at these times,” Ashar told him, smiling. “When I as the master of this place’s warding can keep a broader watch even than your impressive skills, certainly you’re allowed off duty—or at the least, lowered duty. Should a swarm of assassins crash through the window, then I would certainly appreciate your aid, but in the meantime…”

      He dug both hands into Kamil’s pelt and scratched the good spot behind his ears, and Kamil yowled irritated pleasure, biting down hard on the pillow.

      Rahat’s smile was as much wistful as charmed as he stroked his bodyguard’s shoulder with a gentle hand. “O my valiant protector, take joy from our hands, with every pleasure well earned.”

      Kamil huffed his opinion of that, but his eyes were bliss-hazed golden slits and he was a limp puddle of purrs at Rahat’s side.

      Prickly paws landed on Ashar’s shoulder with a thump, and a familiar damp nose shoved into his ear and sneezed. Ashar was glad he didn’t have claws of his own, because his startled flinch could have scratched Kamil. Satisfied to have startled his master, Nehal leapt from Ashar’s shoulder to Kamil’s head and gnawed on the tall catfolk’s ears with enthusiasm.

      “Enough, kitten,” Kamil said, reaching up to grab Nehal by the scruff.

      “Kamil,” Rahat prompted, with folded arms and a surprisingly stern look from those soft eyes.

      “Fine, fine.” Kamil settled Nehal against his chest and stroked a fingertip over the irritable little cat’s black-velvet fur. “I apologize, small one. You had not earned my wrath.”

      Nehal glowered at him through half-lidded eyes, clearly not yet appeased. Another small mew startled them all, though, and a second cat put a paw on Rahat’s knee—this one smoky gray, and extremely round.

      “Oh!” Astonished and delighted, Rahat offered fingertips for the cat to sniff, then ventured a gentle stroke. “Hello, my beauty. Are you possibly here for me…?”

      “No,” Kamil said, amused. “You are here for her, obviously.”

      “You are here for each other,” Ashar said. “She found you to be a kindred spirit.”

      “And a kindred shape,” Kamil added, whiskers twitching in amusement. “Besides, I’m sure she wants silken pillows to birth those kittens upon.”

      “I hadn’t realized spirit-summoned familiars could have kittens!”

      “Why not? They’re real enough to pet, real enough to enjoy catnip and treats and the rest of the body-joys of incarnation. And you can afford to keep her in indulgences. And I can use more curious eyes and ears in—” Kamil glanced at Ashar, and visibly stopped himself before he said anything like the Imperial fortress or the haveli or the palace.

      The gray cat padded her imperious way over Rahat’s thigh and turned around in circles before snuggling into his lap.

      “What will you call her?” Ashar asked, as Nehal padded over to sniff the new cat.

      “I—I can name her, can’t I? Sahar, I think.” Still breathless with delight, Rahat ventured to smooth her velvet-soft fur over her kitten-roundness, and was rewarded by a quiet purr. “How can I possibly repay such a gift?”

      “You can’t,” Ashar said, smiling as he stroked Nehal’s ears. “I’ve told you already that I won’t accept payment for this night. And cats always make their own choices.”

      “But something changes, tonight. The thread-snarls came unknotted—” Rahat stopped himself short a breath too late, but Ashar waved it aside.

      “Perhaps you were not seized in an alley when I coaxed you into a lingering bath, or Nehal might carry a morsel of gossip to Kamil, or Sahar’s pounce of kittens might poke curious noses into exactly the right room.”

      “Still. You could ask me for anything short of the throne itself,” Rahat murmured, carefully not meeting Ashar’s eyes.

      “Then the only treasure I’d ask is one that only you can give me.”

      Kamil cast him an irritated look, his tail thwapping against the pillow. “You aren’t going to make me regret my forbearance, are you?”

      “Next week,” Ashar said, “or the week after, when your Sahar’s kittens have come, bring them here so that I can adore them? And perhaps we might name them together.”

      “Truly?”

      “By my heart.”

      “Thank you.” Rahat’s smile was a sweet, warm gift of its own, but then he leaned over and kissed Ashar, without even a shadow of his earlier hesitation and shame.

      “Oh,” Ashar breathed, wondering if the nameless vision Rahat had sought him for might also have been hidden from his foresight because it held a change he couldn’t see. Comfort in his body, assurance of his welcome, desire without fear of mockery… “Oh, do that again, please!”

      Of course then Rahat remembered his shyness, with an embarrassed glance at Kamil. But Kamil thwapped him with his tail, and lifted Sahar out of his lap despite her irritation.

      “Don’t let us stop you,” Kamil said, scooping Nehal onto his shoulder as well, even though he winced when Nehal began to gnaw on his ear again. “I’m your bodyguard, and I’m a tomcat. I’ve seen it all before.”

      “Um. That’s… not exactly helping.”

      Kamil thwapped Rahat with his tail again, then turned toward the window in a cat’s most ostentatious ignoring. “Go on.”

      Rahat looked at Ashar, shy and soft and blushing like the rose-sweets he’d named him for. But Ashar’s eager, hopeful anticipation clearly surprised him—surprised him, and pleased him, too. He took a steadying breath and reached up to cradle Ashar’s cheek.

      And then Rahat kissed him again. Tender, soft, still a little shy, but not ashamed of who he was, or how he was, or what he wanted.

      It wasn’t all that often that kisses changed the world, Ashar thought, and he ought to know, given his own expertise in the area. But just this once… just this once, maybe this one might.
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      His Imperial Highness Nur-ul-Shuruq Faraj al-Nadhir had never previously awakened at the first gleam of dawn with a cat walking across his face and meowing into his ear.

      “Wha — huh —? Ow⁠—”

      A cat’s paw could apply an astounding amount of pressure to a very small point, when it chose to lean all its weight into one paw on his forehead. It meowed again.

      “Why?” he managed, blinking his way through the morning’s tangle of foresight-visions to try to focus on the present world.

      “I think she’s hungry,” a warm velvet tenor said from directly beside his other ear, so close his breath tickled Faraj’s throat, and suddenly he remembered everything in a rush.

      His Imperial Highness Nur-ul-Shuruq Faraj al-Nadhir had absolutely never awakened beside a breathtakingly handsome companion who smiled down at him with shining jade-bright eyes and bed-rumpled sable-dark curls, amid a pile of disheveled pillows and blankets, in a jasmine-and-incense redolent bath-house in a questionable neighborhood of the Catsprowl. He was not at all sure what to do with himself.

      Fortunately, Master Asharan had a great deal more experience with mornings-after than Faraj – no, Rahat; Master Asharan had called him by the name of Rahat, his sweet comfort, who wore no Imperial titles and carried no Imperial duties.

      Rahat was someone he would very much prefer to be, while he still could.

      And, apparently, Master Asharan also had a great deal more experience with being awakened by familiars walking upon one’s face and volubly demanding their breakfasts. He scooped Sahar up with a confident affection; then he set her beside a teacup of water and a tea-saucer with a piece of fish, despite her grumbling. Master Asharan’s own familiar was a soot-black huddle of bleary glaring, hunched over a different cup and saucer as though expecting any of them to take his fish at any moment.

      In his own defense, Rahat had never had a familiar of his own, or even a housecat of his own, until the previous night. He had known Kamil for years, but Kamil was much more like the great hunters of the desert, and in the court Kamil always used his taller, more human-like form because of the Imperial prohibitions.

      The small cats were strictly forbidden in the haveli, and had been ever since the Empire laid claim to it. Humans could recognize a human-like catfolk in the taller form. But small four-legged cats might be ordinary cats, or they might be shapeshifted Basteti spies or infiltrators — or assassins, as Master Asharan had feared when Kamil leapt through that window in his small four-legged shape and then changed.

      That prohibition was a problem he couldn’t bear to think about yet; those looming shadows would be Faraj’s problem to face, not Rahat’s. In the meantime, Rahat suspected he still had a great deal to learn about the smaller, more demandingly domesticated cats’ whims.

      The tea-wares of the House of Jasmines were simple in comparison with the exquisite riches of his brother’s palace, of course, but some local artisan had made them with attentive pride: pale porcelain glazed with cobalt blues and delicately inset with a jasmine-blossom motif, so that the rich blue glaze puddled in different layers of translucence and the blossoms shone white amid the darker-blue inset vinework. Master Asharan’s bathrobe wasn’t quite the same shade of blue; cobalt glass and indigo dyes handled the light differently. But the same jasmine pattern twined around his collar and cuffs, until the fabric spilled off one golden-bronzed shoulder and Rahat’s mouth went entirely dry.

      “Good morning, ya rahati,” Master Asharan said, with a smile that did entirely unfair things to Rahat’s faltering self-control. “Break your fast with me?”

      “Um,” Rahat said, because he was almost ready to believe that was an invitation to share tastes which were not entirely food.

      From where he lay sprawled across the door frame so that no one could open the door in the middle of the night, Kamil cleared his throat to remind him of his presence, and his catfolk-keen eyes, and the lynx-pointed ears that didn’t miss a sound. Rahat buried his face in his hands, shame-scalded.

      “I dreamed — I don’t dare mention what I dreamed — and I don’t know whether to hope some of it was more than dreaming, or whether I have been entirely improper⁠—”

      “You have been my delight and my treasure,” Master Asharan said, which did not
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