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Yesterday I was clever, so I wanted to change the world. Today I am wise, so I am changing myself.


–Rumi








CHAPTER ONE




Her
father found her on the hill overlooking the beehives. She didn’t have to glance
over her shoulder to know it was him; she could tell by the tattoo of the
hooves on the grass, because no one else rode the uglier, heavier horses, the
ones her mother insisted it was a waste to gentle to saddle because no one
would ever want them for anything other than a plow.


...and
didn’t that describe life on her world with a neatness, Sediryl thought with a
sigh. The beautiful was considered useful by default, and everything else could
hang, even if it made sense, was necessary, was difficult, was different. What
mattered was precedent. And having just returned from the capital, Sediryl
could see the precedents already shaping the life ahead of her, by her will or
against it.


Her
father loosed his mare alongside Sediryl’s and limped to her side, lowering himself
carefully to the ground.


“So,”
he said in the baritone that had sung her lullabies, and there was humor and
compassion in it. “Barely home half a day and already fled. Was it so bad?”


“Oh
no,” Sediryl said. “It was lovely, just lovely. I didn’t trip or misspeak my
lines or embarrass Mother or do anything to harm my standing, and the
presentation was the talk of the court. The heir to Nuera Galare, finally
declared! I’ve come home with eight requests for my portrait for other people’s
courting boards.”


Her
father considered, one gloved hand resting on his lifted knee. Then: “Only
eight?”


“Father!”
she exclaimed, exasperated, and he laughed.


“I’m
sorry, my dear. I don’t mean to tease.”


“I
know.” She looked down into the sheltered copse where the greenhouses protected
the flowers and beehives. Nuera had acres of these greenhouses, maintained with
sedulous care by the tenants of the family land for all three generations since
they’d claimed it, hundreds of years ago. Her family was small but rich: rich
in land, rich in resources, and rich in its tenants, who had remained skilled
workers at their particular crafts despite the years that had eroded almost
every other kind of knowledge. “It’s just ridiculous, Father. What’s the point
of it all? I won’t be the head of the family for centuries—Goddess knows Mother
will never retire as long as being head of Nuera gives her the power and
prestige she enjoys—so why bother presenting me at all? And those poor boys...
none of their mothers asked them if they wanted to be thrown at me.” She
stopped before she could say anything that might hurt him and finished, “I didn’t
like any of them either.”


“You
get along well enough with your cousins,” he pointed out.


“My
cousins aren’t provincials with fluff for brains.” Sediryl picked at some of
the grass that had gotten stuck to the toe of her boot. “When I tell them that
I like running the apiary and managing the fields, they don’t think I’m crazy
for wanting the responsibility ‘too early.’“


“You
do it well,” he said. “You could handle more of it, I’m sure.”


“Try
telling that to Mother.” Sediryl put her brow on her knees, hugging them. Words
that would have seemed impossible in their native language spilled out
naturally in the private one they’d been using for as long as she could
remember. “I’m sorry, Father. I just... I’m not looking forward to having to
tromp to the royal palace twice a year for centuries while Mother gives me just
enough responsibility to care about things but not enough for me to get uppity
about exactly where I stand in the household. And then tells me I need to
develop a coterie of suitors that I must keep hanging on for several decades
until she decides one of them is suitable and lets me marry him. This isn’t the
life I want.”


The
wind tousled the strands of hair that had escaped from the crown braid on
Sediryl’s head, and some of the native crystalwings rode that scented breeze,
sun gleaming on their shimmering vanes. And her father, whom she loved more
than anyone in the world, was silent for long enough that she feared she’d
disappointed him.


But
he spoke at last, with that eternal gentleness that had been her first and
foremost refuge for as long as she could remember. “My dear, few of us have the
life we want.” He looked at her then, concerned. “The question you have to
answer is whether you can make a life you can live with.”


The
way you have? she wanted to ask. Or rather, the way you haven’t?
Because there hadn’t been a time when she hadn’t been aware of the sorrow
hiding in her father’s long silences. She didn’t have the strength of esper
talent most Eldritch did… in fact, she was sure she didn’t have any
talent in that regard… but she didn’t need to be a touch-esper to sense the
melancholy woven through the overwhelming evidence of his love for her.
Particularly when she’d been younger, and there’d been fewer social constraints
on how much time they could spend together, and in what company.


There
had been no other way, really. Nuera was a tame land. It didn’t need its men to
patrol its edges, to ensure the safety of its tenants. It was some of the most
fertile cropland in their notoriously infertile world, and it had been
domesticated centuries ago. Any man marrying into Nuera’s ruling class was
ornamental, a way to provide a woman with a female heir, and none of them could
avoid knowing it. Her father had embarked on a horse husbandry project before
she was born—an acceptable pastime for male Eldritch, and one Sediryl’s mother
had signed off on as a way to ‘keep him busy’—but who could live on make-work?


“I
don’t know if I can,” she stammered. “Make a life here.” Because how could she
when the only person she’d looked up to had failed? He had, hadn’t he?


“Think
it through,” he encouraged, gentle. “What about the life your mother intends
for you do you think could sustain you? Maybe even interest you?”


She
glanced again at the greenhouses. “I like the work. The managerial work, I
mean. I like... being out here, under the sun.”


“Perhaps
you can talk your mother into giving you more of that responsibility?”


Sediryl
shook her head. “No. I’ve tried... she’s convinced that it’s inappropriate for
me to be putting myself so far forward. That I need to learn to delegate the
way she does.”


“Not
all women manage their estates the way your mother chooses to.”


“I
know!” she exclaimed, balling her hand into a fist. “I know! That was the one
thing I figured out on my own while I was at Ontine. There are other families
who do things differently.” She made a face. “Even Seni Galare lets its heirs
have more a hand in management, and they’re not even girls.”


He
tilted his head, and the wind shifted the shining white hair against his
shoulder. He was entitled to gemstones and pearl fillets and any number of
other decorations, and Sediryl knew her mother would have preferred him to wear
them, but he never did. Just the hair, loose and long, the way men of their
class were required. “This is about the time that young women take up
correspondences and develop their friendships. Maybe that could occupy you?”


“There
are only so many letters you can write, parties you can host, and visits you
can make before you go crazy of boredom,” Sediryl muttered.


He
laughed. “You’re determined to be miserable, my dear.”


“I’m
determined to be… to be useful!” she exclaimed. “There’s more to life than
this, isn’t there?”


“Than
this?” He looked out over the hills, lifted his face and drew in a long, slow
breath. That smile… she couldn’t read it at all, but she wanted to keep looking
at it. “Sometimes I think this is life, little love. This, in front of us. The
trees and the hills and the sky, and water. The colors of sunrise. The taste of
food. The relief of sleep. The sound of a mare answering her foal.”


“Simple
things,” she said, tentative.


“Are
usually the truest, in my experience. Not here,” tapping his brow. “But here.”
Over his chest this time. “If you can find contentment in a spoon of honey that
you helped make, or in the contentment of crofters you helped prosper…” He
paused, then grinned lopsidedly. “Or even in the sheen of a new gown, the way
your mother would prefer… then you can find reason for living anywhere.”


“You
make it sound so easy,” Sediryl murmured.


“It’s
simple,” he corrected. “But the simplest things are also the hardest.” At her
sigh, he chuckled, just a little. “Give it time, Sedi. You’re new yet, as the
world thinks of things. There are trees younger than you.”


She
folded her arms. “That makes me feel so much better.”


He
laughed and plucked some of the grass, the native grass that was so thin and
tall and easily broken—she’d never figured out how he could weave little stars
of it without tearing the blades, but he’d been doing it since she was old
enough to walk. Now that they could no longer touch, the gift of one came with
the memory of when they could, and she opened her hand for it, wishing for
those times again. When everything was—


—simpler.
Almost she sighed. “You’re right about so many things, and I know it. So why
can’t I see how to apply any of it to my life?”


“You
just need to live a little more of it.” He rose. “Go see to your beehives, my
dear.”
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The
beehives were far more amicable company than almost any she’d kept at the
capital, and Sediryl tarried there a little longer than she should have,
talking with the keepers and tasting the late summer offering; with the season
so advanced, there was almost a burnt depth to the flavor, as if it had
caramelized. Several of Nuera’s tenants were preparing the beds for the flowers
that would bloom in late autumn; unless they had an unlucky snow, the 
flowers that had been cultivated and guarded since Settlement would weather the
first cool months easily and give them a late autumn crop with a spiced flavor
much sought for savories.


She
could have ridden back to the manor, but instead she chose to walk, leading her
docile mare by the reins. A vague guilt plagued her at the tardiness that would
save her from the ordeal over dinner, but it never crystallized into something
distinct enough to spur her home faster. Mother would want to discuss all the
particulars of the presentation with the family; Father would listen
attentively and be ignored, as usual, because what useful thing did men add to
matters involving politics and allegiances? And Sediryl would be forced to
smile and give account of all the youths she’d met and what she thought of them
as prospects and....


No,
she’d just had an entire month of that. She couldn’t sit through another hour
of it.


By
the time she arrived, the sun had fallen behind the trees, rimming their
silhouettes with copper edges, and a welcome coolth had descended in the
shadowed wells between hills. Sediryl led her horse to the stables and left her
to a groom before slipping into the manor through one of its side doors and
making her way furtively to her room.


No
one saw her, and she opened the door on her suite with a held breath. It would
be her luck to find her mother waiting for her—


—but
no, the only person there was Relusine, who was still distributing clothes from
Sediryl’s trunks to the wardrobes, chests, and mending basket.


“Oh,
Relusine,” Sediryl said, switching to her native tongue and shading the words
silver for relief. “I’m so glad it’s you. I was half-afraid to find Mother here
with a list of proper maidenly duties that I’ve been shirking.”


“Nothing
of the sort, Milady,” her maid said, her words studiously neutral in color. “Though
she did bring up paper and ink for you. Said something about you wanting to
start your letters soon, and how you should have new materials, the very
finest.”


Sediryl
drifted to her writing desk and fingered the ribbon holding the paper stack in
place. “You see how surprised I am, Relusine.”


“Shocked,
Milady. The very image of it.” The maid could manage the driest of tones; it
was something Sediryl loved about her. Relusine was only a few decades older
than her charge, but she managed her role as trusted servant without somehow
straying into overmuch intimacy, and how did that work? How did any of their
society work without collapsing? “Shall I draw you a bath? You’ve been out for
quite a while.”


“A
bath sounds very nice,” Sediryl said. “And maybe you might have a tray sent up
for me?” She thought of the apiaries. “Something with honey.”


“Of
course,” Relusine said. “Will you attempt the correspondence before dinner,
Milady? The bath would do for any ink stains, if you acquire them.”


“I
can’t think of anyone I would write to.” Sediryl turned the inkwell, listening
to its base scrape against the surface of the desk. “The one person at court I
did like, Mother didn’t approve of, though I can’t imagine why. Whatever
opprobrium she has for Father surely doesn’t matter when weighed against the
importance of the Delen Galares, with the Queen having chosen Lady Fassiana to
head the northern branch of the family. And I liked Liliarana.”


“Oh!”
Relusine shook her head, a minute twitch... and oddly, for her, said nothing
more.


Sediryl
eyed her. “What?”


“Milady?
I was woolgathering, is all. I’ll send for your bathwater—”


“I
know your face when you’re woolgathering.” Sediryl drifted closer and studied
her maid. “No, you know something and you’re not telling me. What is it?” She
paused, silvered the words. “I am the heir now, Relusine. Mother can’t send you
away without consulting me. At least, not without disturbing the rest of the
servants. And you know she hates a fuss.”


The
severe look Relusine awarded her then made her flush, but she didn’t back down.
At length, the other woman sighed. “Your House cousin was born unnaturally,
Milady. There are some what don’t hold with extraordinary measures, or think it
less prestigious to beget a child with aid.”


“Unna....”
Sediryl stopped. “What on the world does that mean? Did she make some bargain
with a fairy lord out of a story? Importune a legended mind-mage?”


Relusine
wrinkled her nose. “Nothing so ridiculous, Milady. Lady Fassiana had help of
the aliens.”


“The
aliens!” Sediryl backed to her desk until she felt the chair behind her, then
dropped into it. “Lady Fassiana has had truck with aliens?”


Her
maid was going through her wardrobe now, selecting clean nightclothes. “Of
course, Milady. The royal House has ties with the Alliance. The Queen made the
arrangements.”


Arrangements!
With aliens! But she was part of the royal House! “Why did I not know this?”


Relusine
cleared her throat and answered in studiously neutral gray, “Milady, your
mother does not approve of aliens. She would not have anyone speak to you of
them.”


And
her father? Why hadn’t he said anything? He was one of the Delen
Galares—related to the Lady Fassiana through marriage. He had to have known
about all this... hadn’t he? Or did they not tell men about matters relating to
childbirth? She rubbed her brow, wondering if her frown was wrinkling it
permanently the way she’d been so often admonished it would. “I see. And thank
you, Relusine. I won’t let anyone know that you were the one who divulged this
to me.”


“You
were bound to find out soon enough, Milady, now that you’re at court.” The maid
curtseyed. “I’ll see to your bath.”


Sediryl
barely noticed her exit, too busy stitching together the many whispers she’d
heard while at Ontine now that she had knowledge that made sense of them. She’d
sensed there were factions at court, but hadn’t understood the issues that had
caused them. Was it all as simple as whether to have more congress with aliens?


Aliens!
She knew almost nothing about them. She knew the Alliance existed, of course;
the treaty was common knowledge. But that was the limit of her education on the
matter. To learn that the head of the northern Galares had actually seen
them...! And been able to have a child because of one? Sediryl felt a sudden,
consuming envy of Liliarana. What did the other woman know that she didn’t?
What had she been taught? Gratitude for the offworlders, surely, for having
made her possible.


...and
that made her insatiably curious. If aliens had been—what, called? Consulted?
To help Lady Fassiana with her pregnancy, then some Eldritch had to have sought
their help. How? Did one send for them, and have them arrive? Or was there a
conveyance that permitted the transit somehow hidden here? And if so, where was
it? Sediryl felt the need to know like a lance of pain. Who knew these things?
Where did they go for information?


How did one get off this world?


The
very thought was shattering in its audacity. Leave the world! And yet...
someone had. Why? What had they seen? What was it like?


Sediryl
touched her heart... or tried, but her corset, gown, and riding habit barred
her from massaging the ache she felt. Like she’d been struck with a dart from
one of the ridiculous love poems the swains liked to recite to their paramours.
Somehow she’d been raised ignorant of something so vast and so important she
couldn’t even feel the size of the hole that it should have filled.


Relusine
returned to help her undress for the bath, with the same deft and impersonal
touch Sediryl had known since she was old enough to leave the nursery. She
suffered not the slightest brush of skin against skin, nor the sharing of
emotions that would have attended that accident. It made her feel her isolation
even more acutely. The worlds outside this world; the minds outside her mind.
Would she suffocate if left here long enough?


“Milady
is very quiet,” Relusine said, cautious.


“I’m
just tired,” Sediryl said. And if her maid knew the difference between her
charge’s fatigues and her charge’s woolgathering, she was too politic to say
so.


There
was a way off this world. She knew where to start.








CHAPTER TWO



Her
father’s breeding project encompassed twelve pastures, two barns, a stable, and
a training ground: a minor enterprise, she knew now, for at court she’d heard
of Houses that specialized in the breeding of horses and the acreages that
Nuera devoted to crops and forestry were devoted in those families to animals.
She found him in one of the barns just after dawn the following day, leaning on
a stall door and watching a pregnant mare.


“She’s
early,” Sediryl observed in their public tongue so she could shadow the words with her
puzzlement. “Is she dropping soon?”


“A
few more weeks, I wager.” He straightened. “It happens sometimes, that they don’t
synchronize with the seasons right.” Smiling at her, then: “She’s not the only
early one.”


“Father,”
she said in the most neutral of shades, “Why didn’t you tell me the Delen have
offworld contacts?”


Had
he been anyone else, she would have missed the hesitation, the stillness. But
he was her father, and she knew him better than any other person in the world. “Should
I ask how you heard?”


“No,”
she replied firmly. “You should tell me instead why I didn’t hear it from you.”


He
said, “Let’s go for a ride.”


She
had been expecting anything else, so his words left her grasping for a proper
response. And the only one was: “All right.”


The
stablehands were already awake, and having one of them tack up a palfrey and
one of her father’s uglies didn’t take long; he spent that time talking with
them. Not ignoring her, but warning her, she thought, that what they had to
discuss wasn’t something they should be doing in company. So she did as she had
for all her life and trusted him, accepting a groom’s help onto the back of the
mare and following her father out of the stable. She hadn’t dressed to ride,
but she hadn’t dressed formally either, and there was no one to see her muss
her skirts or indoor shoes.


Into
a world still lapped in dew they cantered, up a long shadowed hill into new
sunlight, gilding her shoulders and the edges of leaves: fairy gold, she
thought, evanescent, fickle as memories. The drumbeat of hooves on good earth
drew her from her troubled thoughts, and she remembered to breathe.


At
length her father pulled up and set his hand on the back of the saddle,
twisting to look behind them, to the sides, over the slopes of the hills that
sank into morning’s blue shade.


“Was
it necessary to seek privacy?” Sediryl asked finally, hesitant. “We could have
used this, our own tongue.”


“No,
we couldn’t have,” he said. “Because our private language is the alien’s common
tongue, Universal, and had we spoken it in company the servants would have
learned that I have been teaching it you against your mother’s express wishes.”
The horse shifted beneath him, restive. “I am sure of almost all the people who
work with me, but I won’t ask them to pit their loyalty to me against their
livelihoods. Your mother holds Nuera’s purse strings.”


Sediryl
stared at him, mouth agape. Recovering herself, she demanded, “My mother
forbade me? Does that mean I would ordinarily have been taught?”


“Of
course you would have,” he said, and for the first time she saw his anger, and
a hint of pride, bright as a sword. “You’re a Galare, Sediryl. All the Galares
learn the Alliance’s lingua franca... and have access to the royal Wellfeed as
well, and have computers they can use to communicate with the outworld. All
save your mother, who does not hold with such things. She denied it you. She
didn’t want you to have ideas.”


She’d
thought her world completely upended by the revelation of Liliarana’s
provenance, but this...! “Why... why didn’t you tell me?”


Now
at last he sighed. “Because she would have divorced me in a heart’s breath, my
love, and sent me away. And many things I could bear, but to be parted from you
was not one of them. Who would have shown you a gentle hand had I been set aside?”


The
shattering of her world completed. How could a morning be so normal, and hold
this much revolution in it? “F-for me?” she stammered, tasting the words in her
mouth as the alien things they were. “You stayed for me?” And then, “And
prepared me? For....”


“For
the day you reached your majority and could make your own decisions, yes.” His
eyes were on hers now.


“You
would have me renounce Nuera,” she whispered.


“Of
course not.” He sighed and reached over, taking the reins of her horse from
her. He clucked his into a slow walk and led her down the hill. “I have spent
too long encouraging you to learn your own mind, think your own thoughts, to
usurp that privilege.” He smiled at her, a quirk of his mouth. “And you aren’t
thinking now, Daughter. You’re reacting. Shake that brain of yours awake and
put it to work.”


The
familiar rocking of the mare beneath her steadied her thoughts. “I...
renouncing Nuera would be a little dramatic.”


“A
little,” he allowed.


“And
unnecessary.” Sediryl frowned. “Mother has no other heir, and I’m formally
declared before the Queen. She’d have to put forth reasons to repudiate me, and
‘she speaks an alien tongue and wants to learn about aliens’ is... not going to
seem reason enough for someone like Liolesa Galare.”


Her
father chuckled. “The woman who went offworld to find Fassiana’s answers? No.”


“She
went offworld?” Her breath quickened. “By herself?”


“No,
no. With entourage. Maraesa sent her when she was heir.”


“So...
what do I do?” Sediryl murmured, stunned. “What do I want to do?”


“Good
question. What’s the answer?”


“Learn,”
she replied. And then looked at him, surprised.


He
laughed. “Didn’t know, did you.”


“How
can I decide when I’m ignorant of my choices?” she asked. 


He
lifted a finger. “In much of life, you must do just that. Choose based on the
information you have, and that not enough.”


She
wrinkled her nose at him. “Father. This is not one of those times.”


“Why
not?”


“Because,”
she said, exasperated, “I could just ride over to Delen’s seat and ask them how
it’s done, what it’s like, to show me this technology, tell me how they get off
world....” She stopped.


“Ahhhh.”
Her father smiled, eyes lowered. “So then.”


“So,”
she said. “I’m going to see relatives.” Her heart fluttered. “I’m going to go
see for myself.”


“And
you will tell your mother....”


What
should she say? That she was going to visit her great-aunt? But her mother would
object to her riding anywhere without a baggage train the length of a river,
and would demand she send word well in advance, wait for the response...by the
time she’d finished making the proper arrangements, half the season would be
sped and her mother would be nagging her about preparing to attend the winter
court. “I tell her nothing,” she decided. “I just pack up and go.” She imagined
doing that, felt a rush of excitement. To be free!


But
her father had said nothing. Sediryl looked up, fretful, and found him studying
her, and his expression... was he sad? Proud?


“It’s
not a bad idea, is it?” she asked, tentative.


“For
some people, perhaps,” he said. “But you’ve been making journeys that long on
your own for decades now. If you stay on the road and take a spare horse, you
should be fine. The Queen’s roads will take you all the way there; you needn’t
leave them to reach Fassiana’s estate. You won’t get lost.”


Sediryl
drew in a shuddering breath. “So. I have a plan.”


“Sounds
it, I would say.”


She
glanced at him now; he still had her mount’s reins, and was riding nearly alongside,
close enough to see his profile with the sun’s kind light cut by his cheekbone,
the lavender shadows pooling beneath his eyes. If she did this, she would not
see him again soon... perhaps not for a very long while. She couldn’t remember
a time when he hadn’t been there for her; to learn that he had chosen that
course, had lived with the life of idleness and obsolescence to stay near
her....


As
if reading her mind, he glanced at her and then laughed softly. “Sedi, we live
a very long life, we Eldritch.” He handed the reins back over, looping them on
the saddle horn. “You have time. I have time.”


Of
course, if she left, it would be more than her freedom. It would be his too.


Sediryl
took up the reins, and daring, reached over and set her gloved hand on his arm.
Her abilities were not strong enough to feel his emotions, but she didn’t need
them. That look in his eyes when he regarded her… that was pride. He was proud
of her.


Very
gently, he set his hand over hers.


“This
is what we’ll do,” he said.














CHAPTER THREE




It
was surprisingly easy to run away. Relusine did not spend every moment in her
company, and Sediryl was long past the age when direct supervision was
considered couth. She packed for the journey as lightly as possible, dressed
for riding, and went to the stables to request her mare. By mid-morning she was
riding to the rendezvous she’d arranged with her father’s help.


Her
heart beat faster than the rhythm of her mare’s hooves on the damp ground. She
could taste it in her mouth, an anxious flutter: trepidation? Anticipation?
Both?


Not
far off the estate, in the copses dappled with shadows and dense with the wet
smell of morning flowers, she found her remount. She dismounted from her
primary horse to undo the buckles and look inside one of the remount’s panniers:
victuals, water, supplies. Just as he’d promised: he’d ridden here with the
animal, then walked back with his story of having lost it somewhere.
Obfuscation, but the timing of his arrival would be noted; no one would assume
he’d gone far enough to warrant investigation when it was discovered that
Sediryl hadn’t returned later tonight.


There
was no note. She didn’t need one; his love was in every strap and pocket.
Heartened, Sediryl extended the remount’s reins and tied them to the back of
her saddle, then pulled herself astride and tapped her heels into her mare’s barrel, heading
for the Queen’s road.


Sediryl
knew the borders of Nuera well, having ridden them often enough. Her mother
hadn’t liked her insistence on making the annual tours more than the symbolic
parade half a day down the road that their tenants had come to expect, but
Sediryl had been adamant. The moment she’d been old enough, she’d ridden to
every settlement in Nuera to personally take report of it, and then paced its
borders with a retinue of admittedly unnecessary guards, searching for
basilisks and chimera, and taking account of the state of the roads before returning
home. She remembered having this discussion with her cousins from the estate
bordering hers, about how important it was to actually serve the people she’d
been born to lead, rather than expecting them to support her lifestyle with as
little effort from her as possible. The first time she’d initialed a request to
have the road repaired because she’d seen the problem with her own eyes, she’d
felt… useful. Competent. Like she was actually fulfilling the duties that she’d
been born into.


As
a result of her willfulness, she knew their lands better than her mother… than
anyone, she thought. So she knew she was making good time. Three days, she
thought, would put paid to the journey, and start… whatever it was she was
about to start.


The
world around her owned a blistering beauty, inspired by her realization that
she might not see it again for some time. The sun on her shoulders, on the back
of her neck, seeping into the crevices of the thick braids that circled her
head…the smell of packed earth rising off the ground as her horses stamped it
with their hooves…the long rising cries of distant birds, familiar but unknown
to her. The tiny orange flowers she wreathed around her fingers, then tucked
into the buttonhole of her riding habit, left scandalously unfastened against
the midday heat.  The softness of those petals, contrasted against the abrasion
of the floss lining the buttonhole.


The
day she crossed the border into Delen, Sediryl glanced over her shoulder toward
Nuera and swallowed. Then she turned resolutely forward and headed on.
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To
say the Delen Galare servants were surprised to see her, dusty and unattended
save for two horses, would have been understatement, but they handled it gracefully.
They ushered her into a guest room, drew her a bath, and gave her a chance to
change before being admitted to Lady Fassiana’s presence. No gown suitable for
such an audience would have survived three days in a pack tossed over her
saddle, so she’d made do with something simple and hoped her great-aunt would
forgive her. Certainly being clean counted for a great deal. She knew it did
with her, because after days of road dust she was deeply relieved to smell like
something other than herself.


When
she was ushered into Lady Fassiana’s impeccable sitting room, where a table
with tea and small delicacies had been set out for her, she felt a moment’s apprehension.
That feeling lasted all of one of her footsteps, which was how long it took for
the woman to smile at her and say in the brightest of silvers, “Sediryl Nuera.
This is a delightful surprise. Join me, please.”


Sediryl
walked over the carpet—a very fine one, in pale green with ivory flowers edged
in goldenrod—and joined her great-aunt, the head of the Northern Galares, at
the table. The tea smelled of bergamot and honey, and it made her think of the
apiaries, and home. Drawing in a breath, she said, “Thank you for seeing me,
Lady Fassiana. I regret disturbing you—”


“Nonsense,”
Fassiana said, still silvered with touches of gold. “Entertaining family is
never a disturbance. And you must call me Great-aunt. We didn’t have much
chance to talk at summer court, and I regretted that… but it’s not unusual when
a woman is declared. Your mother kept you very busy.”


“Quite,”
Sediryl said in an aggressively neutral gray, and her great-aunt laughed. Was
it permissible then, to be critical of one’s mother? She let her own rueful
smile show, but decided against saying anything more.


Fassiana
used the tongs to serve herself one of the small pyramidal scones studded with
terranberries. “Lili said much the same when I had her declared. ‘Hectic and
unpleasant’ were the words she used, if I recall correctly. I pledge you, it
becomes somewhat more manageable in your second year.”


“I
am not certain I will be here next year to find out.” When Fassiana looked up
at her, brow lifted, Sediryl finished, “My father tells me you know how to
reach the outworld.”


Fassiana
leaned back and folded her hands together over her breast.


“I’m
sorry, Great-aunt.” Sediryl silvered the words, trying to make them convey her
sincerity. “I know it’s abrupt, but… I just discovered that my mother has been
keeping everything from me all of my life! When Father told me, I couldn’t stay
a moment longer. He said it’s a Galare birthright, to meet the alien, and I
never have.” She met Fassiana’s eyes. “I want to.”


“Do
you,” Fassiana said, the words stripped of any of the mood modifiers.


“Yes!”


“Why?”


“Because
I have to know!” Her hands were fluttering; she clasped them under the table to
still them. “Because I haven’t known. Because I have all the time in the world,
and no responsibilities to keep me here. Because I’m a Galare, and I’m not my
mother. Because I’m curious. Because I can. Because I should.”


Fassiana
tilted her head. “You should?”


“Because
you can’t live well, live properly, by ignoring other people, and we are
ignoring people we have a treaty with, important people, entire worlds full of
people with things to teach us, and things to show us….” Sediryl trailed off as
her great-aunt’s smile flickered over her mouth. Fassiana was stirring her tea
now, head bowed. “I… I’ve said too much,” she said, faltering.


“Your
father taught you well.”


“Taught
me—” She stopped, realizing belatedly that at some point Fassiana had spoken in
the alien’s tongue and she’d answered in it. Rather vehemently. In a fashion
completely unladylike, because ladies did not become passionate… she covered
her eyes with a hand.


Fassiana’s
chuckle was kind. “Don’t fret, Great-niece. You’ve said nothing untoward, and a
great many right things. In fact, I admit I’m rather envious.”


“Envious?”
Sediryl asked, hesitant.


“Oh
yes. I had hoped my daughter would be as interested in the Alliance as you are…
but while she doesn’t have your mother’s horror of aliens, she owns no
wanderlust. Nor is she very curious, I’m afraid. I would have liked her to be
more like you seem to be.”


Sediryl
blushed hard enough to embarrass herself; to hide it, she spooned some of the
clotted cream onto her delicate plate and attempted one of the scones. “Maybe
she will come into it later…?”


“Ah,
no. I doubt it. One is born with a questing mind, or a complacent one. Some
things truly are too deeply ingrained to be changed.” Fassiana sipped her tea
with the effortless grace of a lady, and Sediryl admired it. Her mother had
been forced to hammer deportment into her, and even now she doubted she would
ever approach Fassiana’s regal bearing and easy demeanor. “So, tell me exactly
what it is you want to do, Niece.”


What
did she want to do? She remembered her reply to her father. Learn.


“I
want to go see it myself,” she said. “I want to see the aliens.”


Fassiana
nodded. “Do you have any companions to accompany you?”


She
should have thought of that. Would Fassiana object to her quest because she’d
brought no entourage? But who among her family could she have convinced to
companion her? Her father? But it was too late to ask him. And… she didn’t want
company. She wanted to do this on her own. “No.”


“That
doesn’t distress you?” Fassiana spread her scone with cream, the silver knife
gleaming in the light slanting in through the tall windows. “You will be alone,
surrounded by aliens. By humans and their engineered children, neither of whom have
our strictures against touch. You will be exposed to a great deal of
discomfort. If you aren’t careful, you might get into trouble… and you will be
too far from any of us to beg our aid.”


“I
can do it,” Sediryl said again. Her heart had quickened. What would it be like,
to have no one to rely on but herself? “I will.”


Fassiana
considered her for a long moment… for so long, in fact, that Sediryl began to
fear rejection. And then her great-aunt reached across the table to tap her
tea-cup with the tip of the knife. “Eat. You will need your strength.”


“Then
I’m going?”


Fassiana
laughed, quiet. “Child, I don’t think you’d let me stop you.” Her eyes
brightened as she met Sediryl’s. “And I like that in a niece.”


Sediryl
exhaled. “Oh, thank you…!”


“No,
thank you,” Fassiana said. “At last, I have someone to give Liolesa in return
for her aid.”


“Her
aid… with your daughter?” Sediryl chanced. “But would she not have given that
without need of payment?”


“Of
course,” Fassiana replied, unperturbed. “But a Queen needs instruments, and we
are Galare.”


That
seemed both ominous and exciting, but Sediryl decided not to press. “So what do
I do? Will I have to go home? Pack? I didn’t bring much—”


“And
you won’t take much. What little you do need, I’ll provide. If you attempt to go
home, dear, you won’t come back without breaking with your mother, and we
should avoid that, ah?” Fassiana smiled. “Relax. Everything will be taken care
of. By this time tomorrow, you’ll be on your way.”


“Tomorrow!”


Fassiana
grinned, and the sight of such obvious mirth shocked Sediryl into silence. “You
will have to grow accustomed to such quicknesses, Sediryl Nuera. From now on
you will be moving at the speed of mortals.”
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That
night, Sediryl stayed in one of the Delen guest rooms. Her third-floor balcony
overlooked the gardens that stretched behind the estate: vegetables, flowering
plants, ornamental trees and fruiting ones intermixed. Very few of the
cultivars brought from Terra could thrive on their world without dedicated
work; Nuera’s tenants had specialized in it, unlike Delen’s, which made these
few plants unusual. Someone had put a great deal of work into the estate garden;
seeing it made her think of home.


Thinking
of home comforted her, but she didn’t miss it. Would she, in the days to come?
Or was she born devoid of sentiment? She loved her father, and she loved the
land. She cared about her mother’s tenants. Was she unnatural that the prospect
of abandoning them all for something completely unknown—unknowable—to her made
her feel nothing but excitement?


Because
she was excited. Sediryl sighed and let the gauze curtains drop back over the
pastoral scene. Maybe she was unnatural. But if she was, she was unnatural like
the Queen was, and she supposed there were worse fates.


It
was hard to sleep that night, but she managed.











CHAPTER FOUR




Sediryl’s
first look at an alien involved a person with fox ears.


“The
Queen sent us,” said the alien, speaking the language Sediryl had once thought
of as private with a facility that made it feel more natural to that mouth than
to Sediryl’s own. “She said you had a pick-up, Lady Fassiana?”


They
were in a glade half a day’s ride from the estate. After breakfast, Fassiana
had instructed her to pack all her things, then brought her to her mare,
already saddled with an extra bag across the rump. Sediryl had followed her
great-aunt, struggling with all her questions and trammeling them in her throat with
difficulty. It had rained, a sprinkle from clouds that had arrived in advance
of a darker front on the horizon; she’d pulled up her cloak and wondered why
they were continuing. What about their journey was so important that they
needed to press on despite the likelihood of storms? 


But
press on they had, and Sediryl had been bewildered on their arrival: why had
they gone through all this trouble to reach this nondescript clearing?


And
then the alien had appeared, the bona fide alien, wearing livery in dark blue
and silver piping. She had a smooth, flat face like an Eldritch’s, but covered
in silver down. The unbelievable ears poked through the ash-gray fall of hair
that had been coiffed into a bob framing a pointed chin. She even had a tail,
one Sediryl hadn’t seen until a chance movement had brought the tip of it into
sight, silver and white and gray and… damp, ridiculously, from the rain. The
hairs clung together in clumps, whorls that reflected the glitter of the sun.


“That
would be my great-niece, Sediryl Nuera Galare,” Fassiana said. “Sediryl, this
is Briana KeepsFaith. She will be conducting you to Ontine for your
orientation, and from there off-world.”


Briana
KeepsFaith—such an intriguing name!—looked her way. Seeing her eyes, Sediryl
felt every piece fall into place. They were aliens, these creatures, but their
eyes were just like any other person’s. She could see interest in them,
and friendliness, and sense.


“Lady
Sediryl,” Briana said. “Have you brought any bags? I can take those for you, if
so.”


“I…
yes, thank you. I can take one of them, but…” Sediryl trailed off, looking at
the extra bag. “Great-aunt?”


“Some
things you might want while you’re gone,” Fassiana said.


Sediryl
dismounted, unbuckling both bags before approaching Fassiana. Her aunt remained
on her horse, a regal figure limned in sunlight against the dark gray of the
approaching stormfront. She looked like an illumination, something painted into
a lady’s book of hours as exhortation toward everything good and holy in a
noble. And she was smiling with pleasure. “You’ll do well, Niece. Better than
that, you’ll do. Go with KeepsFaith. See what there is to see. Learn.”


“I
can’t begin to thank you—”


Fassiana
laughed. Her words were more than silver now: the gold of best circumstances,
of all the good. “The outworld has given me a family, and Liolesa braved that
world to bring it me. I have long hoped to give her something in return… what
better than an adventuring niece? You were born Nuera, Sediryl, but your father’s
blood is true in you, and Galare even more than that. Go on, then. Write me, if
you wish to thank me… or don’t. I’ll be glad just knowing you’re out there.”


“I’ll
make you proud,” Sediryl said, determined. She picked up one of her packs,
found that the alien had taken the other. “My horse—”


“I’ll
take care of her, never fear.”


That
was all that was left, then… all that was binding her here, save the love of
her father. And her departure would free him too; her mother would no longer be
able to hold Sediryl hostage against his behavior. Sediryl lifted her chin and
said to the alien, “I’m ready.”


“Very
good, Lady Sediryl. If you’ll follow me? It’s a short walk.” The alien glanced
at the hem of her riding habit. “You’ll get wet, I’m afraid.”


“I
don’t mind a little rain.”


The
alien grinned. “All right.” She nodded to Fassiana. “Lady. We’ll take good care
of her.”


“I
know it. Godspeed, Queen’s Tam.”


Briana
started toward the forest, then, and Sediryl hurried to follow. A few moments
later, she heard the doubled hoofbeats of the horses departing, and then she
was well and truly alone with her uncertain future. “What did it mean?” she
asked, tentative. “When she called you that. Queen’s Tam. Did she mean my
queen?”


“She
did, yes.” The alien strode among the trees with every evidence of
familiarity…did she wander forests frequently? Was it her animal nature that
made her comfortable among them, or did she go plucking up wayward Eldritch
runaways often enough to have become conversant with the need for subterfuge
among the forests? “My family’s served the Eldritch crown since before Queen
Liolesa; Lesandurel Meriaen is responsible for swearing us to the service of
the Eldritch during the reign of Queen Maraesa. Since then we’ve been couriers
and outworld contacts for you. And we—my family—we’re of the Pelted race known
as the Tam-illee… so, the Queen’s Tams.”


Sediryl
glanced at the tail bobbing in front of her. “Do all the… Tam-illee… look like
you?”


“More
or less.” Briana smiled over her shoulder at Sediryl. “Our faces are sometimes
a little different, but we all have the ears and the tail, and most of us have
the fur. You haven’t heard of the Pelted, or any of the aliens of the Alliance?”


“I’m
afraid not.” Sediryl scowled. “My mother decided I did not need an education in
things that would give me ideas.”


“Iley
Ever-laughing!” Briana exclaimed. “Well, you’re about to have a lot of those, I’m
afraid!”


“That’s
what I’m hoping.” Sediryl glanced through the shadows, which had grown
noticeably deeper. The air was clinging to her too, sticking her clothing to
her skin. “Forgive me for asking, but are we going far? I’m afraid very much
that it’s about to rain. We should take shelter….”


“Not
far, no. Another ten minutes, I’d say. And then we won’t need shelter, because
we’ll be leaving for Ontine.”


“The
palace?” Sediryl glanced at the back of Briana’s head, surprised.


Briana
nodded, a more distinct gesture than the one Eldritch used. “Yes… they’ll want
to brief you on the treaty and how you should keep the Veil before you go.”


Sediryl
couldn’t help the disappointment that dampened her spirits. To the palace,
again? That would take days, if not weeks of riding, depending on what
conveyance the alien intended to use. “I see.” She smiled. “I suppose I’ll have
plenty of time to make acquaintance of you, then, ah… what shall I call you?”


“Briana’s
fine.” The woman flashed another smile over her shoulder. “I’m not aristocracy
or anything. In the Alliance, most people won’t be. You call them ‘alet’ if you
don’t know them—that’s a word for friend, but formal—and ‘arii’ if you do, and
count them close.”


Her
father had taught her the words, but not their usage; a lesson he’d granted in
passing, before returning to the sobriquets he’d used for her since childhood. “Briana,
then,” she said, testing the name on her tongue. Not unlike an Eldritch name,
really. “Have you horses hidden somewhere, then?”


“Horses!”
Briana laughed. “Not likely. No, our ride is a little bit faster than that.
Here we are.”


Sediryl
stopped abruptly at the edge of the clearing. The sunlight had a febrile gleam
that came only in advance of the storm she could see clotting the sky past the
trees, and the metal of the conveyance that awaited them glittered in that
light, bright enough to make her eyes water.


“What…
what is it?” she asked.


“This
is a jay.” The Tam-illee forged toward it. “One of many vehicles suitable for
planetary travel. Aircraft like these, which are meant primarily for
atmospheric use, are usually named after birds.”


There
was no part of this utterance that was not incredible. Sediryl hurried after
the other woman, unable to decide which of the questions crowding her mouth
should tumble out first; because she couldn’t choose, none of them made it out
before Briana led her up the ramp and into the craft. It had enormous windows:
walls of them, which somehow she hadn’t noticed on the exterior. And very few
seats. The materials were foreign and fascinating under her fingers as she
brushed them on one of the chairs. Had someone woven these? Had they come from
the skin of an animal? Or had they been extruded by magic somehow? She wouldn’t
put it past the aliens. And yet, when she bent close, she could see the
evidence of stitches.


“If
you’ll have a seat and buckle in?” Briana said, opening an overhead bin and
pushing the bag into it before reaching for the one she was carrying. “Here,
let me take that. The safety harness isn’t unlike the kind of straps you use
for a saddle girth. We won’t be in the air long, but it’s always a good idea to
be safe.”


Examining
them, Sediryl thought that comment… generous. She had never used straps quite
so elegant, and so mysterious, and yet when she sat they proved simple to use.
“So how does this… work? This jay.”


“It
flies,” the alien said with a kind smile.


“It
flies,” Sediryl repeated, dubious.


“I
think you’ll find it flies too fast for your taste, even,” Briana said. “I
haven’t had a first-time passenger yet who didn’t think so.” With that, the
Tam-illee vanished behind a partial wall and settled into a chair there.
Bewildered, Sediryl looked out the wall of windows, the ones that shouldn’t
have been there. The storm had crept close enough to cast the clearing into
shadow, and droplets of water were pattering onto the surrounding foliage. She
could see the storm’s leading edge heading toward her, like a curtain of silver
water.


The
floor of the craft came alive. Startled, Sediryl looked at the carpet between
her feet—midnight blue, a color that must surely be a pain to keep clean and
yet looked immaculate—but she couldn’t have articulated what had changed to
inspire the observation. There was no vibration. No heat. And yet, she knew,
the same way she knew a horse beneath her was restless and ready to run. In the
corner of her eye, colors began to slide, and she glanced that way and froze.


They
were rising out of the clearing.


Sediryl
had had dreams of flight, and they were among her favorites. In them, she
experienced a sense of soaring, and motion, and knew that she was leaving the
ground. But her dreams painted no pictures. There was a map of the Nuera lands
in the library, a watercolor drawing that diagrammed the locations of all the
major landmarks and tenant villages, and now she knew what that overhead view
had been modeled on and yet, and yet! How paltry a rendition, compared to
reality! Even knowing it uncouth, Sediryl spread her hands on the glass and
looked down as the ground receded, and the sight of that was incredible enough…
and then all of it was obfuscated by soft gray wisps that became undifferentiated,
like a fog.


“Just
a moment,” the alien said from the front. “We’re going above the cloud layer.”


Above
the…!


They
tore through the gray, and Sediryl spotted lightning dancing across the tops
of the storm clouds, and her heart broke open. She hated crying but when her
nose grew hot and her eyes itchy, she begrudged it not at all. 


“Would
you like to know where we are?”


Above
Delen, surely, but if Briana had asked, there surely must be a reason? “All
right?”


“The
glass is filmed. Tap it three times to turn it on.”


Perplexed,
Sediryl tried that and snatched her hand back as a set of silver lines bloomed
from her fingertip’s location. It spread like water, pooling into circles with
notation in—well. Not in Eldritch. What she'd thought to be her private language, and must be the alien tongue, which she
could read thanks to her father.


“Can
you read Universal?” the alien asked. How could she converse so easily? Did
what she was doing not require concentration? How did one fly a jay anyway?
“Not everyone can. You can ask it to switch to Eldren?”


“No,
I can… I can read it. Thank you.” And she could and did, breathless. Even with
the clouds in the way, the glass knew where Delen was, and its settlements.
Sediryl was sitting on the wrong side of the cabin to see Nuera to the east,
but the glass informed her of the distant ocean’s edge. Hesitant, she tapped it
three times and the overlay vanished. “Remarkable,” she whispered.


“The
flight’s only an hour,” Briana said. “We’ll be there before you know it.”


An
hour, to go the distance she and her mother’s party had needed days to cover on
horseback. Sediryl looked down through the holes in the cloud cover at the
greenery, and began to wonder where this jay had come from, and why only
Fassiana seemed to know about it. Her great-aunt acted as if it was natural to
know about aliens, particularly for the Galare… but membership in the royal House
hadn’t prevented Sediryl’s mother from raising a daughter ignorant of their
existence.


The
moment Sediryl had heard about the alien Alliance, she’d wanted to know more.
She had also assumed that most of the Eldritch knew and felt the same. But what
if most of the Eldritch shared her mother’s aversion? What if most of the world
was either ignorant of the aliens, or hated them?


Sediryl
spread a hand on the glass. How could anyone want to remain ignorant of wonders
like this?








CHAPTER FIVE




It
was somehow in keeping with the paradoxes of her experiences thus far that
Sediryl found herself on a horse for Ontine after her incredible ride through
the skies. Descending carefully from the jay, she found herself on a flat
pad—paved, surely, but of what material she could not say. Nor could she have
described what the building alongside it was constructed of, save that it was
sleek and large and even shrouded by trees she recognized it manifestly did not
belong here. But at the edge of this alien courtyard was an entirely normal
stable, and as she watched an Eldritch youth led a palfrey out of it, already
saddled.


She
wasn’t sure what struck her as more bizarre, the alien building on her familiar
world, or the Eldritch horse clopping over its uncanny pavement.


“I
apologize for not being able to take you to the palace’s doorstep, Lady
Sediryl,” Briana said, joining her. “But we are not to be seen by orders of the
Queen.”


“Goddess,”
Sediryl exclaimed. “Is that how she keeps you secret?”


The
alien was carrying Sediryl’s panniers, and walked a few paces away to set them
down before returning. “That would not be for me to say, my lady,” the alien
said demurely. “You may ask at the palace. I imagine most do.”


Sediryl
glanced at her sharply, but Briana had not finished.


“This
horse has been readied for you. It’s only a few hours’ ride; you can leave
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