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        To see clearly is poetry, prophecy and religion – all in one.
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            CHILD OF QUFIIL
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        Across the ages do I speak to you. Across the years do I speak to you.

        Across the ageless universe, and the long years between stars, these

        words come to you.

      

        

      
        In the name of Faulza, I tell you this tale. In the voice of Faulza, I

        bring you these words. With the authority of Faulza, with His will etched

        indelibly into my mind with tongues of flame, do these words come to

        you.

      

        

      
        I am Faullaizaf, Painted FireBorn of the God. Since the day I was born

        with His Paint on my fur, I have served the will of Faulza. Through the Time

        of Ashes, as Quzen beneath our feet fell to the first Nothingness from

        which He created everything, I have been for the Faulfenza the Messiah of

        the God.

      

        

      
        Past the Time of Ashes have I commanded the Faulfenza in His name.

        Through the stars have I sent the Faulfenza in His name.

        To Qufiil, a new world filled with new life, I have brought the Faulfenza in His name.

      

        

      
        And my work is almost done.

      

        

      
        There were those who went their way. Those who went on Faulza’s

        errand, and continued on. Those who, shrouded in cloth and decorated with

        jewelry, gave grave farewell to their sisters and brothers, mothers and

        fathers, and moved on.

      

        

      
        I had words for them as well. They had a mission that was different from

        yours, Children of Qufiil.

      

        

      
        The Severed Ones, the Lost Kin, went in search of Others. Others who

        were made by Faulza, wearing a different face, giving a different name.

        Others to make with the Faulfenza, Lost Kin, and Children of Qufiil a partnership

        of such strength, such steel, such fire, that you will know an age like no

        other. A Golden Age of Fire.

      

        

      
        Beyond the stars. Beyond your doubled world. Beyond your sun that glows

        like Faulza Himself... there are those who would become unto you as

        sisters and brothers.

      

        

      
        With the mouth of Faulza, I bring these words to you. With His voice on

        my tongue, I speak to you. With His fire, and His will,

        I bring this news to you...

        I bring this prophecy to you...

        I bring this Promise to you.

      

        

      
        The Promise of Faulza, to His Children on Qufiil:

        In a day when you have reached what you believe to be

        the best age of your world, once again, you will find the Lost Kin.

        In a day when you have reached what you believe to

        be the most you can be, you will find the Others who will be unto you

        like brother and sister. And with one hand in the hand of your Lost Kin sister,

        and the other hand in the hand of the Other brother, the Faulfenza will

        go into a golden age that will never end, a time so perfect, and so true that

        only Faulza can know the words with which to describe it.

      

        

      
        This is Promised to you. Never forget. Never stop seeking. When

        least you expect Faulza’s oath to you to be fulfilled, it will be. And then

        you will see that what you have now will be as unto nothing before what

        shall be.

      

        

      
        So do I say to you, in His Name.

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      The tower room, with its high vaults, pale stone walls, and many lancet windows open to a soft blue sky and creamy clouds, looked just as the bower of a dragon should. The Queen Ransomed’s wings and slim body belonged here, in a way that made sense of her species; having met her abroad, in circumstances that had not suited her, Qora was satisfied by this revelation, and paced the perimeter while she indulged him with the alien serenity of dragons.

      When at last he lit on the pillow set out for him, she settled on the other, and the gossamers of her complex robes eased into a sheening ivory and white and orange pool around her. How similar her clothing was to the outfits designed for her on the pirate asteroid, where they’d first encountered one another… and how different, in how she wore them, and in the setting that framed her.

      It was good to see her where she belonged, Qora thought. He hadn’t planned on this visit to the dragon throneworld, but in retrospect it was one of his better ideas. He’d greatly enjoyed the ride to it, and he’d been intrigued by his brief glimpses of the Other palace when the functionary led him to the Queen Ransomed’s abode. Perhaps he should not have peeked into the bathing chamber, with its multiple pools, or the closet, hidden from view sensibly by a curtain and not a door. But curiosity never strayed far from his heels, and he’d wondered how dragons nested. The answer that this dragon in particular did so without clutter, so that the view was the true décor, gratified him.

      “In regards to your request for a meeting… I hope you have no pressing errands.”

      “A delay,” Qora guessed, unperturbed. “Don’t worry. I didn’t think I could stroll into the ruler of a galactic nation’s parlor on a whim.” At least, not the leader of alien galactic nations, but the fractious and fallen Others could not run their governments the way Faulfenza did. “I am prepared to wait.”

      “And I am pleased to host you,” the Queen said. “Are you certain you wish to stay?”

      He canted his head. “Is there a reason you want me to go?”

      “None,” she said. “I am pleased you are here. I have few friends. But the errand that takes my consorts away… I don’t know when they will be done with it.”

      “I can wait,” Qora said. “I am exactly where I am supposed to be.”
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        * * *

      

      Over three months later, Qora supposed that if one trucked with intergalactic conquerors, one must wait on their wars. Or the prelude to their wars; the Queen Ransomed had attempted to explain something about factional differences and turbulent neighbors, but it had been bad enough to learn Eldritch political intriguing without adding the draconic equivalent to his burdens. He could have left long ago—she had offered transport to wherever he wished—but somewhere around the end of the first month his innate stubbornness had activated, like a timed maintenance routine. He had promised his shape to the Chatcaavan Emperor; he wouldn’t leave without bestowing it.

      He saw no reason to limit the gift while he waited. After all, he’d already taught one shapeshifter, the retiring Attendant to the Twelveworld Lord. Why not hundreds?

      “Greetings! Would you like to learn an interesting shape? You can try mine!” Qora paused as the dragon backed away from him. “No? Another time, maybe.” He stepped in front of another of the few winged males at this level of the city. “You? You could be among the first to know the wonder of the Faulfenzair form!” He tilted his head away from the words spit at him, chuckled. “All right. Not you, either.” He stopped in the center of the street and spread his arms. “Anyone? I’ll teach all who long to learn!”

      As expected, the Chatcaava hurried around the strange alien shouting in its indecipherable tongue. Qora grinned and resumed his ramble. After exploring the entirety of the palace grounds, including the areas reserved to servants, he’d used the chaos created by the other visiting aliens to slip into the surrounding wilderness for hikes. Between the Eldritch males jumping off balconies and hunting one another through the city streets, and the Eldritch female agitating the entire imperial harem, Qora doubted his hosts had the cycles to notice a lone Faulfenzair climbing the sea cliffs or strolling through the fields. By the time his hosts realized he was running loose, they were so grateful for how little trouble he was that they gave him far more license than they would otherwise have. Which made it a wonderful time to finally begin exploring the capital city… not just because everyone assumed he’d be more interested in hiking than sightseeing, but also because the city-dwellers had been habituated by the visiting Eldritch to shrug off the visits of aliens.

      Had Qora mentioned his desire to see the capital to the Queen Ransomed, he would no doubt have been assigned a guide, possibly even a guard. Anyone would have told him he was crazy for strolling into a foreign city full of potentially hostile strangers without knowing the language. They would even have been right.

      He was so glad he hadn’t consulted anyone before leaving.

      The city was some distance from the palace, and a stranger-looking place Qora would have been hard-pressed to invent. The cramped facades at ground level were interrupted by entrances for low status individuals and deliveries from vehicles. Many failed to have solid doors, and while that would have been unexceptionable in a Faulfenzair city, the lack was peculiar among the Others, who valued their privacy and guarded their valuables. The impression below, where Qora could walk, was of a warren inhabited by vulnerable people whose lives were unnoticed and precarious.

      But above… craning his head back, Qora counted the dragons soaring overhead or dropping onto various balconies: at least twelve silhouetted in the narrow rectangle he could see past the overhangs and awnings, all males with their pointed wings so reminiscent of predatory sea birds. The few males that shared the street with him were outnumbered by the four-armed females… and the ones that weren’t visibly infirm or elderly had the hollow gazes of the undervalued and overlooked.

      How strange the universe was that the Promise had delivered them to. The God had told His people the Others would help them usher in the Golden Age… of course, the Faulfenza had assumed those Others would be worthy of creating one. And perhaps they were. Maybe the only thing the Faulfenza had gotten wrong was the belief that only perfect people could create beautiful things.

      Well, he was here, to meet more of those imperfect people… exactly where he was supposed to be. Exactly where he had been, for months.
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        * * *

      

      The Chatcaava called the throneworld city raug vararik, and its rulers had ensured their subjects were too far from the palace to interrupt its pleasures. In that they differed from the Eldritch, who had built their palace in the middle of their capital, the better to stress the differences in station between rulers and ruled. As far as Qora could see, it was one of the few differences between the species. Oh, the Chatcaava were reptilian-looking bipeds who could change shape, and the Eldritch were tall, flat-faced humanoids who could read minds, but those were variations on a common theme. Perhaps the similarity arose from their origins as evolved species, rather than engineered ones, like the Pelted? But humans, who had also evolved naturally, didn’t strike Qora the same way, or perhaps he hadn’t met enough of them.

      He liked this city, though. It had too few curves, with too many people in one place, and yet he was arrested by the dark and hidden pockets created by the overhanging balconies, and by the shock of upper stories revealed by the occasional openings to the sky. He liked the sense of history that the buildings breathed out like incense: many Others have lived here for generations, and many will for generations to come. He trusted—more or less—the sense of rightness he felt walking here, knowing he was where he should be. All his life, he’d followed that sensation, the one that assured him he was on the proper path, and though it had led him into grief and tumult, he couldn’t help craving the reminder, like an echo of a rung bell hung in his heart: you are in the right place at the right time, you are, you are.

      That sensation was riding him when he turned into a part of raug vararik even more shadowed—if that was possible—and joined the flow of Chatcaava on their unfathomable Other errands. It flooded him when he paused outside the dark mouth that led into a building. Leaning toward the chasm, he paused, nostrils flaring. Incense had a character that transcended species… why was that? The mélange of spices and musk was unfamiliar, but he knew it for what it was, anyway. The Faulfenza needed no temples, but he had learned to recognize Other holy places.

      What did he know of Chatcaavan gods? Only what the Queen had said of her Living Air, and what their males had sworn by its Dying breath.

      “So then,” he murmured. “Let us see, shall we?” And stepped into the gloom. His eyes adjusted until he perceived a glorious chamber: round, rather than the rectangle he’d been led to expect from the exterior, paneled entirely with dark wood, with every surface carved and polished to a glossy finish. The spice that mingled with the incense scent was strong enough to taste when he leaned close to one of the walls, and with his eyes so near he could pick out the hints of paint that detailed the figures in gold and crimson.

      He was not alone: on the opposite side of the chamber several Chatcaava were kneeling, their horned heads wreathed in trails of gray smoke. The incense cones burned from the cupped hands of a statue, also wood, nearly black… and this figure was so stylized Qora would not have recognized it for a dragon without the extra limbs. He wasn’t sure the extra limbs were wings, even.

      Someone approached, and he waited, curious, for this was surely the priest of the establishment. The dragon wore a stole similar in design to those that hung around the necks of the high status males of the palace, but meaner: the fabric less lustrous, the cut less extravagant. But Qora approved of the stern expression, even if the enormous, gem-like eyes made the creature look like a child not yet grown into its head.

      As expected, the male addressed him in Chatcaavan, and while Qora had learned a great deal of atomized vocabulary in his months on the Throneworld, that was the limit of his ability. “I apologize,” he said in Universal. “I don’t know your tongue.” And in his limited Chatcaavan, one of his few memorized sentences: “Bau zak.” No understand/speak.

      The male tilted his head, the low light glinting off his purple eyes. Then he stepped in front of the first of the reliefs and beckoned. Amused, Qora followed and let the priest’s words flow over him as he examined the relief. Did it matter that he didn’t speak the language? Not, apparently, to his host. Which seemed fitting, because if a Chatcaavan god existed, then surely he needed no words to be understood. Or was that how it worked with alien gods? Qora was still unwilling to wager on whether there were such things. What was more sensible… that Faulza was the single god over all thinking species, most of whom were unaware of Him? Or that Faulza was solely god of the Faulfenza, whom He had chosen as His most beloved children, and that all other gods were falsehoods?

      The first relief depicted creatures without wings, laboring in forests full of fanged shadows, a scene that could have sprung from one of the Faulfenza’s Wisdom Scrolls. Had they also not feared the iifaul and the other monsters of the dark? The priest led him to the next, where he spoke in impassioned tones over the carved dragons mourning their dead, many of whom were broken infants. In the next panel, several dragons stood at the top of a hill in the attitude of petitioners… had they had more than one Qudii, Qora wondered? The First-Mother of the Faulfenza had attracted the attention of the God with her cry for help… and Faulza, in reply to her prayer, had Painted her in flame and smoke and granted her the MindFire for the defense of her people. Perhaps then, the dragons’ Living Air had done something similar?

      But in the next panel, the dragons at the top of the hill had fallen to their knees, appearing to keen or writhe in pain. Above them hovered a set of angles that felt cruel in their perpendicularity. Qora would have drawn the wind as continuous lines, not this collection of spikes and congeries. The priest’s voice lowered, grew urgent and fearful, before leading him to the next panel, where the dragons sported fangs and talons, and then wings.

      From there, Qora expected the usual story of Chatcaavan dominion over creation he’d heard, and more significantly, seen implied in the arrogance and expectations of every dragon male’s body- and mouth-speech. They considered themselves the natural rulers of the universe, as fully as the Faulfenza considered themselves the chosen ones of all thinking species. But oddly, the story that unfolded across the other half of the temple seemed to tell of setbacks and warnings, briefly rising to a height where a gentler-looking wind touched the dragons’ lifted arms, and ended with the dragon figures stumbling down into shadowed forests full of monsters again. So the round room had a purpose, after all, for the story was not linear, but cyclical. How clever, and unexpected!

      “Thank you,” Qora said when the priest finished his recitation. “I am enlightened.”

      The male sniffed, but seemed satisfied, and returned to those praying in the back of the chamber. Was the statue their god after all, or one of the monsters? Qora wondered what he would have learned had he understood their language, or they his. But it didn’t matter. The sensation that licked his heart like the tongues of a fire continued to whisper that he had been in the right place, at the right moment. Now, however, it was time to resume poking the snoot where curiosity led him next.
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        * * *

      

      “But where have you been?” the Queen asked, concerned. Her hands on his arms were cooler than they should have been. Was that her pregnancy, or her worry, he wondered? “I sent someone to your chamber some hours after you left, but you had not yet returned. It is not usual for you to be out so long on your hikes.”

      “You have many fine and beautiful wild places surrounding your palace,” Qora said. “But I thought ‘why should the visiting Eldritch have all the fun in the city?’ Before you grow fearful, see for yourself. I am whole and in one piece.” He patted one of her hands. “No fears, yes?”

      She lowered her head, resigned. “It is useless to tell you to do what you will not, isn’t it. My sister has not learned that lesson yet, but I will not fight you.”

      “You are wiser, Queen Ransomed.” Qora’s nose wrinkled nearly to the bridge. “But the princess’s stubbornness has its uses.”

      “Yes,” the Queen said. “Did you enjoy your visit to the city?” At his expression, she sighed, smiled. “I see. It was not your first, was it.”

      “There, now… you already know everything you need to!”

      “Truly I don’t know how you slip away so. I have been distracted, but I didn’t think I was that distracted. This is, perhaps, a talent of Faulfenza. To efface themselves? Become invisible?”

      “We are good at being where we are,” Qora said, because acting mysterious was easier than explaining what he suspected… which was that most Others couldn’t see what was in front of their noses. Denial of oneself trained one to deny everything else.

      “You were so good at being elsewhere that you nearly missed your opportunity.”

      “But only nearly!”

      “But only nearly,” the Queen conceded. “You are fortunate; I believe the next time my consorts depart, they will not return for much longer than even you would be prepared to linger.” She gestured toward the stairs. “The Emperor awaits you in his tower.”

      “Excellent. Lead the way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      The interview with the Chatcaavan Emperor entailed a rather long climb, but Qora appreciated the chance to savor the coming encounter.  As far as he knew, the dragons had no prophecies, no promises that one day an alien species would walk alongside them into a Golden Age. But the Faulfenza did, and Qora had decided endowing the Chatcaavan ruler with the Faulfenzair shape would bond their races as they set forth on that path. The moment he’d decided, he’d felt the warmth that accompanied decisions the God approved.

      Nearly two centuries ago, when Qora had been born with the white coat of an Eye of the God, he’d been raised with the expectation that he would see things… dream, perhaps. Know pieces of the future, share them with others. His disappointment and alarm when he’d evinced no such talents had shaped his life, and at times he’d considered the knowledge that he was on the God’s path a poor replacement for the gifts he should have had with his Paint. Today, though, he could be grateful, knowing that he was where the God wanted him to be. If that interior knowledge was less dramatic than being able to prophesize or dream true dreams, at least it had saved him from the tedium of fame.

      He would not, he thought, have enjoyed being famous. It was far more fun to be enigmatic. Even if he had cultivated his air of mystery to deflect attention from his lack of Eye-like authority.

      The stairs wound around the central core of the tower, a narrow, windowless climb that would have oppressed had the ceilings not been so high. He hadn’t climbed this particular tower when he’d wandered this palace the first time, but he’d gone far enough up other shafts to guess he was nearly halfway up now.

      The Queen, shifting a wing to one side so she could see him over a shoulder, confirmed it. “We are half done. You do not find it tedious?”

      “Light exercise,” he said, meaning it. No alien world he’d set foot on had had heavier gravity than Qufiil, and some of them were so light that moving had a dreamlike quality. Steps proper to a shorter species with differently jointed legs were too shallow for someone of his height and stride, and the sense that he was never quite putting his foot right amused him. Yes… a dream of a journey to meet the Others. Appropriate for a Faulfenzair seeking the Golden Age.

      The final landing had a grand door guarded by two forbidding guards, and how inevitable they seemed now that Qora had witnessed the violence Others were willing to inflict on one another so casually. Would there still be a need for guards in the perfected world they’d been promised by the prophecies? Perhaps he would learn. Firsthand! Would that not be a wonder!

      “This way,” the Queen said, and led him into the private suite of her consorts. As one of the few parts of the palace Qora had not yet seen, they gratified, with opulence that a Faulfenzair could appreciate in the form of beautiful rugs and hangings, finely crafted furnishings, and mosaics as apt to portray pastoral or galactic themes as bloody battles. Each chamber led to the next without hallways, spiraling inward past a series of balconies toward a protected inner series of chambers. He imagined more intimate spaces were close to the center of the tower, and wondered if how far one was allowed to penetrate was considered a measure of the Emperor’s trust. This room, then, tucked just behind the last chamber to offer a balcony, was a sign of confidence—perhaps.

      Two males awaited them in this chamber in the attitudes of those released to leisure after a long day of work. One was the Eldritch princess’s cousin, the ambassador who’d helped win the Chatcaavan War, and who looked like the sort of man who could: there was an electric quality to his movements that made one wonder if he ever relaxed. Qora’s most lasting memory of him was from after the war, however: how he commanded the situation on the pirate base after Qora had rescued Sediryl from the conflagration. A most useful male to have at one’s side, Lisinthir Lauvet Imthereli. Like all Eldritch he had an Eye’s coloration, and as he was related to the princess, this was perhaps merited, because supposedly the Galare could see the future. Maybe if Qora asked, the man would have advice on how to court visions? Amusing thought.

      The other male, of course, was the Emperor of the Chatcaava, who ruled over hundreds of worlds.

      Qora knew neither of them well, and didn’t expect to know them better, but they were important to the princess, and the princess was important to him. And, of course, he was supposed to be here.

      The Eldritch spoke first. “Ah, Sediryl’s instructor. Shall I leave you to him, Exalted?”

      Qora had seen the Emperor now and then on the ship that had delivered them from dragon space to the battle in the Alliance. Being this close to him was revelatory in the best of ways. One did not like to bring gifts as significant as one’s shape to unimposing individuals, and the Emperor’s coloring was dramatic, his gaze magnetic, and his presence effortlessly commanding. He looked the pinnacle of his species.

      “I leave that decision to my guest,” the Emperor said, in Universal. “Alet, what would you prefer? Privacy? An intimate audience?”

      “A larger one?” the Eldritch added, insouciant. “We could arrange a spectacle on the field at dinner tonight.”

      Qora chuffed a laugh. “Like this is fine. Unless you prefer spectacle or privacy.”

      “Like this, then.” The dragon began disrobing, an act Qora watched with interest. Had the Other made a ritual of shape-gathering, then?

      Perhaps his expression was not as inscrutable as he’d assumed, for the Emperor said, “It is easier, when the shapes have different numbers of limbs, or are likely to be different in size.”

      “Ah! Very practical.”

      “But also,” the dragon said, “because it shows respect. One of the Harat-Shar told me all their rites are enacted naked, because naked they came from the womb, and naked their gods made them. Her words stayed with me.”

      “Faulfenza don’t wear clothes, do they?” the Queen Ransomed asked, drifting from behind Qora to stand alongside the Eldritch.

      “Not unless it is protective gear. The God made us as we are.”

      “And you are perfect thus, is that it?” the Eldritch said, eyes sparkling.

      “Of course!” Qora answered, mimicking the grin with pulled back lips. “What else?”

      The Emperor laughed. “Then I am honored to be taught this perfect form. Alet?” He offered his hands, his dark, furless hands with their long black talons.

      Qora wiggled his brows. “Are you sure you don’t want to be sitting?”

      “If I fall, I fall.”

      Despite the humorous shape of the exchange, there was something terrifying about those words, like a precipice, and Qora had had no idea he’d been near its vertiginous edge. But he grasped the Emperor’s hands and willed the dragon to learn, and relished the warmth of knowing he was supposed to be here.

      He was supposed to be doing this.

      He was watching as the dragon closed his luminous eyes, concentrating.

      He was here, now, feeling the flinch against his palm as the dragon’s hands contracted, claws parting Qora’s fur near the wrists.

      He was supposed to be here as the Emperor of the Chatcaava, the most populous Other species in the galaxy, torn by warring factions, shaped by strife and violence, poisoned by a turbulent history of cruelty and injustice, grasped his fingers, hard, and the fur flew over his body, and brought with it the shape of a Faulfenzair, and that Faulfenzair was black from toe to eartip, black unremitting, black like a void, like a hole, like the hole Qora was falling into at the sight, and the hole was the end of that precipice, the oubliette.

      The Emperor stepped back, twitching, folded inward on himself until his darker-than-black limbs could no longer be distinguished from the core of his body, then exploded outward, and it was Dancing, the sacred Dance, and the words burned themselves in Qora’s eyes.

      
        
        
        Comes the Golden Age at last

        When my FireBorn shall be the Firebringer

        When all the stars will blaze and the galaxy set aflame

        Prepare the way

        Prepare the way

        Prepare the way, for the FireBorn is at hand

        The Golden Age comes!

      

      

      

      With the last sentence throbbing in his heart, Qora watched the Emperor slide out of Faulfenzair shape and stagger, to be grabbed at the elbow first by the Eldritch, then the Queen.

      “How strange,” said the Emperor. “Did I take the shape? I reached for it and it fled.”

      “You wore it,” the Queen said, fear hastening her words. “You wore it and you moved in it. You danced. Yes? Qora?”

      Were words leaving his mouth? They were, somehow. “Yes.”

      “But when I reach for it now, I find it beyond my clawtips. Did I fail in the Touch?” The Emperor straightened, puzzled, turned his blameless dragon’s face to his female consort. “You know better, my Treasure. What does it mean?”

      “I don’t know. So little is understood about the Change.”

      Qora could have told them what the Dance meant. What the words had, at least. The rest of it…. “I must go. Immediately.” Realizing it as he spoke, “But I have no conveyance.”

      “Go? So quickly?” The Queen glanced at him, still hovering at her mate’s side. “We are not sure the Touch worked. If it is for this that you came….”

      “I have done all that I can,” Qora said. “Now it is imperative that I return home.”

      Of the three, only the Eldritch suspected something beyond the ordinary haste of a guest eager to be gone—that Qora could see in the evaluation of that dark-eyed gaze. Thankfully, as one expected of the Eldritch mania for discretion, the princess’s cousin made no reference to Qora’s agitation and took charge the way he had on the pirate base. “Then we shall supply you transport. Leave it to us.”

      The Queen Ransomed said, “I know who to call on your behalf. Only I wish you would remain, Qora. How pleased the princess would be if you were to return with us when the Ambassador presents his heir to the Eldritch court.”

      And how he hoped he would be able to see her again soon. But now everything was in doubt, and everything in play. He had seen an Other in the Paint of a Voice of the God, Dancing prophecy in the palace of an alien. About the advent of the Golden Age!

      There had only been three Voices, and all of them had been companioned by their FireBorn messiahs. Had lived contemporaneously with those messiahs. Which meant….

      “I need to go home,” Qora said.
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      What followed was agonizing, because it was no simple matter to depart the Throneworld of the Chatcaava. Qora could not pay for passage on a civilian liner because none of them offered service to the Alliance, and certainly not to Qufiil… which was, after all, the homeworld of aliens unaffiliated with the Chatcaava. The closest a civilian dragon ship could bring him was a border world, from which he would be obliged to find a vessel willing to take him into the Alliance. Only from there could he depart for Qufiil.

      “No,” the Queen said when the waiting grew unbearable and he brought the plan to her. “No, Qora, we cannot allow it. You are important to too many people to send on a journey without guarantees and guards. Even if you weren’t, we as a nation have too much to prove to the rest of the galaxy about how we’ve changed. Our new allies expect us to conveniently lose the species we used to keep as slaves in transit, because in the past we gave such as excuses for why aliens disappeared in our space. We must not allow it to happen again, especially with a sovereign alien race.”

      The sensation that he was where he should be lingered despite his agitation. The revelation of the impending messiah should have triggered some change in how his gifts worked. Shouldn’t it? How could it be right that he remained marooned here when it was urgent that he report to the WorldDancer and OverDancer? Which was another matter that consumed him. Would the leaders of Qufiil believe his news? How could they? An Other Voice? An Other Voice! Surely not!

      The days passed. He barely slept, and wished he could dare the Dance. He’d told Sediryl the truth when he’d offered to teach her as distraction from her fears and griefs; he’d neglected solely to tell her that it wasn’t only her fear and grief he’d been assuaging, for his anguish over the Willseeker’s crew had been an enormous ball in his chest. But with the revelation of the Emperor’s prophecy, the Dance had become a terrifying stranger, dangerous and wild, a tool of the God rather than a means of communication. One remembered the oldest scrolls, where the God adjured His children to be Dancers, like fire, the weapon their First-Mother had secured for their defense.

      No, Qora couldn’t Dance, not without fearing that the God would use it as a direct conduit to his spirit. He wasn’t ready to confront the God that incontrovertibly. Instead, he spent his agitation by walking the city, and this time he did not see the Others through a lens of comfortable detachment. He felt the intimacy of the shapechange in a way he hadn’t before. Were shifted Chatcaava actually Faulfenzair while wearing the shape? Did Faulza see them as His children?

      The only solace he found, strangely enough, was in the dark, cramped temple, where the priest dipped his head to him and left him in a silence that welcomed gods other than his own. There his darting thoughts slowed, and he traced the reliefs with his eyes until his breathing slowed and the incense no longer dizzied him.

      “A temple?” the Queen said when he asked what she thought of it. “Yes, I have been told there are shrines in the city. Smaller than the ones the priests wish to establish, now that the old ways are no longer suppressed.”

      “Suppressed?”

      “It did not please the powerful males of the court to allow a religion to curb their behavior.”

      “And yet,” Qora said, “they maintained as a treasure house a planet devoted to your old ways. Yes? While you were learning to be the Breath, I wandered the Vault of the Twelveworld’s temple. It was no minor establishment. And the Twelveworld was said to be important.”

      Her gaze was thoughtful. “You go many places where you are not seen.”

      He grinned, and tried with the expression to recapture some of the caprice for which he’d been known before an Other had Danced prophecy and shattered his composure. “It is the way of an Eye.”

      “I think it is the way of all your people. To self-efface without losing a sense of your own value. It is something I think we need to learn from you.”

      That startled him. “Do you believe it? That you have things to learn from us?”

      “Don’t you agree?”

      How swiftly he would have answered in the past. Of course the Others had much to learn from the Faulfenza, who did not war, did not fight, who lived in harmony with one another and their God. “I think,” he chose to say, “that it is a waste not to learn from anyone who can teach. Will you go to one of these shrines?”

      She stared past him, thinking. “Perhaps I should.” Looking at him, now. “Perhaps you should show me.”
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        * * *

      

      As a distraction from his inner tumult, Qora could have asked for little better than the descent of the female co-ruler of the Chatcaavan Empire into the meanest of streets in her capital city to visit a shrine forgotten by all but the most devalued of Others. She could not go as a lone Faulfenzair had, no matter how important she insisted he was… but rather escorted by guards and other priests and priestesses and overflown by military, in a procession that disrupted the city magnificently. Had she come to raug vararik before? He couldn’t tell from the reactions of those who parted to allow her column way on the narrow street. Perhaps she would always create shock, no matter how often she walked among them. How she’d changed, in even the short amount of time he’d known her! But then, he’d met her as the slave of a pirate and watched her transform into the agent of restoration of an intergalactic religion.

      “Here,” Qora said. “This is the place.”

      The Queen raised her head and studied the grimy portal with solemn eyes, then stepped inside, her silks fluttering around her body. Qora entered behind her and grinned at the sight of the priest, held fast in astonishment. Then the dragon was bowing to his queen, wings dipped to show their outer surfaces… an interesting display, because their patterns—one side angular, the other arabesques—seemed designed to be viewed from that perspective.

      The two spoke for several exchanges, and then the priest shepherded the Queen Ransomed on the same tour of the panels he’d shown an inquisitive alien. Qora ambled in their wake, wondering why the priest felt the need to repeat the litany in such detail. Did the Queen not know her own people’s beliefs? But a faint furrow creased the narrow brow of her head, and her attention was too fixed for someone appreciating artistry. No, something about these walls was a revelation to her.

      “Qora,” she said at last in Universal. “How did you find this place?”

      “By poking the snoot into places that interested me, of course.” He canted his head. “Does it puzzle you?”

      The Queen’s mien was contemplative now as she surveyed the entire cycle. “I assumed the Dying Air was a modern perversion created by those who no longer believed in the Living Air. But this priest tells me a story I have not heard about a dark force to counter the life-giving one.”

      “The spikes there, I assume.”

      She tipped her head in the Chatcaavan nod. “Yes.”

      “And this surprises you?”

      “Yes. Because in this story, it is the dark gods that gave us the gifts that allowed us to defend ourselves.”

      Qora’s brow ridges rose.

      “Yes,” she said. “I will speak more with this priest. If you grow restless, I will see you back at the palace.”
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        * * *

      

      It was not until sunset that he saw her again, when she came to the rooms allotted him. “I have arranged your transport,” she said without preamble. “It will arrive in another week⁠—”

      “Another week!”

      “Or so,” she finished. “It cannot be helped. Some negotiation was required between three separate nations.”

      “All I need is a seat on a vessel heading into the Alliance,” Qora protested.

      “You will have one.” She settled onto one of the cushioned footstools, her robes hissing against the stone floor. “Do your people have an evil god?”

      “What?” He pulled his thoughts away from his dismay. “An evil god? Why would we? There is only Faulza.” He stopped himself in time from blurting that all the evil the Faulfenza had need of was supplied by the Others. He forced himself to concentrate on her, because the feeling that he was where he should be persisted. “Do you believe in a dark god? Do you believe in any? You have not said.”

      “No, I haven’t, have I?” Her eyes wandered to the
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