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      After Uprising and before Alsea Rising, an event transpired which forever altered the relationships between Andira, Salomen, Ekatya, and Lhyn. Though it was referenced in Chapter 9 of Alsea Rising, the nature of that narrative did not allow for the full relating of this tale.

      Far Enough begins five days after Salomen’s march through Blacksun, in the period when she was absent from the State House and could only wait for the politicians to finish what she had started. What Uprising did not show was how Lhyn and Rahel were called to account for their choice to hide the Bondlancer. That interview set off a chain reaction which eventually made history.

      The history-making part of the story is told in Alsea Rising. These pages do not aspire to such lofty heights. Instead, they hold the small, quiet tale of a few days of peace, in which two hearts find new understanding.

      For those who said, “I wish we could have seen how it happened,” this is my gift to you.
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            The summons

          

        

      

    

    
      Lhyn Rivers settled her transport on the brick landing pad, powered off the engines, and closed her eyes as she listened to them spool down.

      “Right,” she said aloud. “Time to pay the bill.”

      As pep talks went, it was not one of her best. Several pipticks passed before she summoned the will to undo her harness and open the door, collapsing her cocoon of silence.

      Blacksun Base was a busy place. Warriors of all ages strode along the paths between buildings, ignoring the rain that seemed as if it would never stop falling. Transports came and went at a steady clip. In the distance, she heard someone calling out commands immediately repeated by a chorus of voices—a group training in hand-to-hand combat techniques, or what Rahel would call “the dance of combat.”

      Alseans did tend to have lyrical names for things.

      They had no lyrical name for the summons she had received, however, nor the expression on Andira’s face when she said Just tell her the truth.

      As if she had any choice, Lhyn thought as she put up her hood and set off toward the tallest building. Somewhere on its top floor was the office of Colonel Razine, high empath and head of the Alsean Investigative Force. There would be no hope of lying to her, even if she were inclined to try.

      They had met once before, the night the Alseans fought their first ground pounder. When the battle ended and Lhyn shook with horror and guilt at what she had wrought, Razine stood up and chatted with the rest of the war council as if it were an academic meet-and-greet. How could anyone be that cool after battling aliens they hadn’t even known existed a day earlier?

      Though bonded with a Fleet captain and well versed in the warrior way of thinking, Lhyn was still nervous around a woman like Razine.

      Ekatya knew, of course. Salomen and Andira sensed it. Each had offered to accompany her, but she refused them all, not wanting to be escorted to her interview like a child giving a deposition. She had left her home planet at seventeen and forged her own path since; she had withstood torture and seen to it that those involved were imprisoned. She certainly did not need her hand held now. Besides, what could they do other than walk her to the door and sit in the waiting area? They wouldn’t be allowed in the interview itself.

      Her bravado shrank a bit when she crossed the cavernous lobby of the admin building, gave her name to a hawk-nosed warrior behind the entry desk, and watched his expression fall from polite courtesy to what might be pity.

      “Yes, I have you on the schedule.” He beckoned over a younger warrior whose unadorned uniform marked him as a trainee. “This is Dr. Lhyn Rivers,” he said, pronouncing her Common-language title as if it were part of her name. “Take her to the top. Colonel Razine’s office.”

      The trainee saluted crisply, fist to chest and head lowered, then indicated the lift. “Please follow me.”

      Lhyn found herself incapable of making light conversation with the young man, and he was clearly disinclined to offer any of his own. The silent lift ride deposited them into an oppressively quiet corridor, where even their steps were muffled by the handwoven rug padding the wood floor.

      She followed her guide around several curves and past at least twenty doors, only two of which were open. One showed a desk strewn with books and other paraphernalia: an office whose occupant was visiting the toilet or shannel dispenser. The other was a conference room, its ornate wooden chairs sitting in empty anticipation around an oval table inlaid with a map of Blacksun Basin.

      Lhyn itched to walk inside and have a good look. She’d bet twenty cinteks the ceiling was carved as well.

      After a final turn, there were no more doors but for the double set at the end. The rug led straight to them, stopping just before the threshold.

      The trainee opened one door and poked his head through. “Dr. Lhyn Rivers to see Colonel Razine?”

      “Show her in.”

      He stepped back and gestured her through. Gathering her courage, she entered a spacious antechamber—and stopped in surprise at the sight of Rahel Sayana watching her from a chair by the wall.

      “Well met, Lhyn. Didn’t expect to see you here, but now that I think about it, I’m not surprised.”

      Lhyn nodded at the aide behind the ornate desk, crossed the room, and folded herself into the chair beside Rahel. “Why not? I thought we’d be interviewed separately.”

      “We would be, if this were a criminal investigation.” Rahel leaned over and lowered her voice. “But Razine already has the facts, doesn’t she? I think she’s more interested in the truth.”

      “Aren’t they the same thing?”

      She shook her head. “Truth involves emotions. We’ll have a harder time hiding those when we’re in there together.”

      “But what is there to—”

      “Colonel Razine is ready for you,” the aide interrupted. He did not move from his chair.

      When Lhyn made to rise, Rahel stopped her with a hand on her wrist.

      “For which one of us?” she inquired smoothly.

      His eyes narrowed. “Both of you.”

      “Very well.” She stood, pulling Lhyn up with her. “Then do your duty and announce us.”

      A flash of disgust crossed the aide’s face before he carefully blanked all expression and walked to the inner door. Without looking at either of them, he opened it, gave their names, and stepped aside.

      Rahel stopped in the open doorway and pitched her voice to carry. “I’m surprised Colonel Razine tolerates such discourtesy. Not only to a superior officer, but to a scholar guest.”

      Shock erased his neutral expression. He glanced into the office, then down as he mumbled, “My apologies, First Guard.”

      Rahel was not through. “Apology accepted, but I’m not the only one you offended.”

      At last he met Lhyn’s eyes, face set in quiet resentment. “My apologies, Dr. Rivers.”

      Lhyn studied him and reconsidered her stance on not wanting anyone to hold her hand. Had she been here alone, she would have let herself into the office and been none the wiser.

      “What did you hope to gain by that?” she asked. “Obviously you could insult me and I wouldn’t know, but why would you think you could insult First Guard Sayana?”

      A shadow blocked the light coming from the inner office. Colonel Razine stood in the doorway, watching them in silence.

      Now visibly nervous, the aide cleared his throat and did not answer.

      “I don’t have time for this,” Razine said. “Lead Guard, take a shannel break and reconsider the wisdom of bringing personal attitude to your professional duties.”

      “Yes, Colonel.” He saluted her and practically ran from the room.

      Lhyn marveled at his failed power play when Razine exuded power without even trying. She was shorter than both of them, yet stood as if she were the tallest person in the room. With brown hair clipped in a no-nonsense cut and a plain uniform doing no favors for her stout body, she looked drab compared to Rahel, whose dress uniform, braided auburn hair, and powerful physique were guaranteed to catch the eye. But even Rahel seemed intimidated by the woman now offering her palm.

      “First Guard Sayana, well met.” She held her hand stiffly upright, a formal palm touch with none of the softness of slightly curved fingers that characterized a friendlier, more casual touch.

      Rahel saluted before meeting it in kind, and when it was Lhyn’s turn, she made sure to keep her hand rigidly formal. Colonel Razine gave her a quick, sharp smile.

      Approval, perhaps? Surprise that a Gaian would know the subtle protocols?

      “Please, have a seat.” She walked back to her desk, a wave of her hand indicating the two high-backed chairs in front of it.

      The desk was made of at least three different types of wood, carved and inlaid with the artistry typical of Alsean furniture. Behind it, a wall of glass offered a grand view of the base and the forest beyond, stretching away as far as she could see. Somewhere in the distance was the skyline of Blacksun, now invisible in the rain.

      Razine sat in her own chair, ignoring the scenery behind her, and trained her gaze on them. “My aide’s behavior was inappropriate but understandable. You two have caused havoc in the warrior caste, tied up valuable resources in the AIF, and put Bondlancer Opah’s life in danger.”

      “With respect, Colonel—” Rahel began.

      “I did not invite you to speak.”

      Lhyn watched Rahel stiffen and could not keep silent. “Then why are we  here, if not to speak to you?” she asked. “Or are you just using a more overt power play than your aide?”

      “I don’t play, Dr. Rivers.” Colonel Razine picked up a reader card. “Eight days ago, you took Bondlancer Opah off her land and away from the protection of her Guards. For the three days that she was missing, I was forced to divert forty-two highly trained AIF warriors from their assignments. While searching for you, they suspended their work on twelve ongoing cases, including one murder and a missing child.”

      Lhyn felt the shock of that right down to her toes. “A missing child? Salomen told Andira she was with us! She was never in any danger. How could you leave a child—”

      “She didn’t,” Rahel said quietly. “The AIF wouldn’t abandon the search for a child.”

      “The AIF has never been called upon to find a missing Bondlancer,” Razine retorted. “Our priority was clear. And I find it interesting that you seem to have no concern about the murder that went unsolved in the meantime, or the grieving family waiting for answers. Is it only children who wake your sense of responsibility?”

      “My responsibility was and still is the safety of Bondlancer Opah.”

      The reader card clattered to the desk. Bracing her elbows on the armrests and her fingertips against each other, Razine examined them with the air of a disappointed instructor. “If I accept that, then I must question your motivation, Dr. Rivers. First Guard Sayana is qualified to protect our Bondlancer. You’re not. What was your purpose, then?”

      Her purpose? Lhyn had never thought of it in those terms. She had responded to the need of a dear friend; what other purpose was there?

      “I, um. Flew the transport,” she said, flustered. “Salomen needed a pilot.”

      “For what, forty ticks of flight time? She could have hired someone and paid them to keep quiet. You were with her for three days and three nights. What did you do all that time if you were only needed for forty ticks?”

      “I—” She stopped, remembering intimate conversations that she would never repeat here, nights in a shared bed that had transformed their relationship, and moments of joy that had no place in this office. “I was her friend.”

      “Her friend,” Razine repeated. “Interesting. Guard Demerah believes you were her lover.”

      “She was not her lover,” Rahel snapped. “I was there. I would have known. Since when does the AIF take the word of a murdering oathbreaker?”

      Lhyn, who had seen the footage of Demerah throwing two deadly blades at Salomen, could find no words. The accusation didn’t bother her, but its source made her skin crawl.

      “Even criminals can have useful information. Of course, we sift the data carefully to separate truth from fiction.” Colonel Razine inspected her with a gaze that drilled all the way through her head. “No, they didn’t join. I don’t believe they Shared, either. Ah, yes, that’s confirmed. But these are not the emotions of a mere friend.”

      “They’re family,” Rahel said stoutly.

      “They’re more than that.”

      “Is there a purpose to this?” Lhyn was hot with embarrassment and a growing tendril of fear, though of what, she didn’t know.

      “We’ve just completed the last top-priority clearance scan,” Razine said. “All of the Lancer’s and remaining Bondlancer’s Guards have been cleared to return to duty.”

      Baffled by the change of subject, Lhyn was silent.

      Rahel was not. “You didn’t scan me.”

      “Not for that, no. Your loyalty to Bondlancer Opah was never in question. What is in question is your ability to consent.” She leaned forward, crossing her arms atop the desk. “Let me tell you what I see. I see a warrior beholden to our Bondlancer for both freedom and honor. When she asked for your service, you had no ability to refuse. To do so would have jeopardized your probation.”

      “I would have agreed regardless.”

      “I believe you. But what is the true source of that loyalty? No one knows for certain what she did to you in Pollonius. As for you,” she continued, addressing Lhyn over Rahel’s outraged attempt to interrupt, “you wouldn’t know if she compelled you. How much of this loyalty is yours, and how much is the product of empathic force?”

      Rahel erupted from her chair, hands slamming onto the desk as she glared down at the seated colonel. “How dare you insult Salomen—”

      “She has never forced me and she would never consider it!”

      Their voices blended into a harmony of anger, but Razine simply smiled at them.

      “Surely you see that you’re not helping her with this behavior?” she asked smoothly. “If your loyalties were rewritten, this is exactly what you would do.”

      Stricken, Rahel dropped back down. “She didn’t.”

      “How would you know that when even Bondlancer Opah doesn’t?”

      They stared at her in shocked silence.

      “You may be aware that she holds an open warrant for defensive empathic force. To qualify, she underwent a full examination of her actions in Pollonius and her intents for future use of her powers.”

      “What does that mean, a full examination?” Salomen had never mentioned this.

      “She consented to a deep empathic scan while being interviewed. I conducted it myself. Bondlancer Opah believes that she did not compel your loyalty, First Guard. But that doesn’t mean she didn’t do it unknowingly. She admitted that her actions in Pollonius were pure instinct.” She turned back to Lhyn. “And I have an independently verified statement from Guard Demerah that you’ve engaged in four-way Sharings with both the Lancer and Bondlancer on numerous occasions. You’re a Gaian, with no protections. You don’t know what those Sharings have done to your free will.”

      “This isn’t about us inconveniencing the AIF,” Lhyn said in realization. “Or about putting Salomen’s life in danger, because we didn’t. This is about her powers. You didn’t really abandon the search for a child, did you?”

      Colonel Razine leaned back with a pleased expression. “Finding a missing child requires a different skill set than tracking an adult. No, we didn’t.”

      “You want to deep scan us,” Rahel said flatly. “To prove Salomen’s innocence.”

      “Innocence is not the correct word. There’s no doubt that she’s innocent of intent. But there isn’t an Alsean alive who could conduct a true empathic scan on her. Your choice to hide her gave me a means to confirm my initial conclusion.”

      “Does Andira know about this?” Lhyn demanded.

      “I suspect your real question is, why is she allowing it and why didn’t she tell you?”

      Lhyn looked away, unable to hold that knowing gaze. Razine really did see right through her.

      “The answer to the first is, she respects the law. She knows the difficulty Bondlancer Opah’s abilities pose to our existing processes. Our best efforts weren’t adequate to the task. This will prove, once and for all, whether we were right to approve that warrant. As for the second question, she couldn’t tell you because it would have tainted my results.”

      “You’ve been scanning us since we came in.” Rahel’s tone was resigned. “You have a warrant with our names on it and didn’t tell us.”

      Colonel Razine reached into a desk drawer, pulled out two forms, and slid them across the desk. “Circumstances required it.”

      Lhyn fingered the thick paper. It wasn’t often used in Alsean record keeping, but certain legal documents were considered too important to keep solely in digital form. She had been through many such documents in her research and always admired the various scripts, so different from the blocky text used in official Protectorate records.

      Never had she expected to see her name on a document like this.

      “Dr. Rivers, are you aware of what a deep scan involves?”

      “I’m familiar with every level of empathic activity and its respective acceptance or legality. This is the most invasive scan you’re capable of. You’ll compel me to tell the truth.” Holding up the form, she added, “Without this, it would be empathic rape.”

      “Lhyn,” Rahel murmured. “It’s not.”

      Remorse heated her face. In her indignation and nervousness, she had spoken without thinking. “Shek, Rahel, I didn’t mean it that way.”

      “I know. But believe me, it’s not the same thing.”

      “I’m aware of your history with high empaths, First Guard.” Razine appeared sympathetic. “I’m sorry that you’ve experienced what no Alsean should. Please accept my promise that this will be quick and painless.”

      “Scan me first.” Lhyn was determined to make up for her error. “Give her time to prepare for it. It’s not fair to spring this on her.”

      Rahel actually smiled at that. “Protecting the warrior, are you?”

      “I’m protecting my friend.” She pinned Colonel Razine with her best glare. “Do it.”

      If she were empathic, she might know whether that slight twitch of the lips was amusement or respect.

      “Very well. Tell me why you agreed to Bondlancer Opah’s request.”

      “Because she needed a pilot. And she’s my friend.” She strained to feel something, anything in her head, but Razine’s scan was undetectable.

      “Isn’t Lancer Tal your friend, too? Why would you side with one against the other?” Razine’s gaze never wavered, her hazel eyes demanding all of Lhyn’s attention.

      “It wasn’t a matter of taking sides. They were both right, and they were both trapped by their ethics and duties. Salomen and the four Primes had a way around that.”

      “They were both right, yet you didn’t breathe a word of this plan to Lancer Tal. You didn’t warn her that two-thirds of the High Council and her own bondmate were planning an uprising. You caused her emotional pain by helping to hide her bondmate for three days. She saved your life after the crash of the Caphenon. She gave you the first Alsean citizenship offered to a Gaian. Is this how you repay her?”

      “I didn’t—” She hesitated. Put like that, it sounded terrible. It felt terrible. “I never thought of it that way.”

      “Dr. Rivers, you’re a celebrated anthropologist. Your specialty is cultural impacts of traditions and behaviors. You truly never thought about how your actions would impact this culture and the woman who currently leads it?”

      “No.” She shook her head, squinting at the buzzing in her ears. “Yes. I did, but…it was such an easy decision that I didn’t really register the process of making it.”

      The hazel eyes seemed closer, taking up her whole field of view. “Why was it an easy decision?”

      “Salomen needed me.”

      “And that was more important than the stability of a planetary government?”

      “I don’t think that’s a fair question.”

      “Then let me ask this a different way. Is there a limit to what you would do for Bondlancer Opah?”

      She thought about it. No was clearly the wrong answer, giving the impression that she had no free will. And yet…

      “I can’t imagine Salomen asking me to do something wrong or harmful. She didn’t do that for herself, or for any personal gain, or to hurt Andira. She did it for her people. And it worked. I’m proud to have been part of that. No, I don’t think I’d ever say no to Salomen if it were in my power to do what she asked.”

      “What if it weren’t in your power?”

      What an odd question. “Then I wouldn’t do it, obviously. But I’d try to find a way to make it happen.”

      “Because she’s your friend?”

      “Yes.” Finally, an easy answer.

      “But she’s more than just a friend, isn’t she?”

      “No, she’s—” Her ears buzzed again, the pressure growing in her skull. “Yes. Fucking stars, I hate this.”

      “It’s all right.” Razine’s quiet voice was soothing. “How would you describe your feelings toward her?”

      A memory blossomed in her mind, the vision and words as clear as if she were living the moment again. “I called her my skrella-ni-corsa. It’s a phrase from my home world; it means sister of the heart. More than a friend. Chosen family.”

      “Is that accurate? Did you choose her?”

      “Yes. I don’t choose many people, Colonel. She didn’t compel me. She accepted me.”

      Her head suddenly seemed clearer. Colonel Razine’s eyes no longer took up her field of view, and she was fully aware of her surroundings, including Rahel at her side.

      “Thank you, Dr. Rivers. You made that very easy for both of us.”

      “That’s it?”

      “It is indeed. Bondlancer Opah hasn’t compelled your emotions. They’re all your own.”

      There was something underlying her words, but Lhyn couldn’t grasp it.

      “I’ll save you time, Colonel,” Rahel said. “She didn’t compel me either.”

      Now that intent gaze was fixed on Rahel, and Lhyn breathed easier.

      “How would you describe your feelings toward her, First Guard?”

      “Respect. Admiration. Gratitude. Pride. I love her as a friend and I’d do anything she asked of me, unless it broke the law. Which will never be an issue because she’d never ask that.”

      “You wouldn’t break the law for her? You did it for Shantu.”

      “I was sick then. So was he, I think. And even then, it didn’t feel right. Nothing I’ve done for Salomen has felt anything less than right and honorable.”

      Razine’s eyes narrowed. “What you did for Shantu didn’t feel right, yet you still did it?”

      “Yes. And I’ll regret that for the rest of my life.”

      “If Bondlancer Opah asked you to do something that didn’t feel right, what would you do?”

      “It’s a moot question. She wouldn’t.”

      “But if she did?”

      “Then I’d speak with Lancer Tal. She knows Salomen better than anyone. She’d know what I should do.”

      “What if the thing she asked for had to do with Lancer Tal? You wouldn’t betray a secret, would you?”

      “That would be harder, but I could go to Lead Templar Satran. She’s required to keep confidences under temple orders. I’d trust her to guide me.”

      Razine blinked and inhaled. “Thank you.” She seemed suddenly quieter, though her voice hadn’t changed. “I appreciate that both of you did this without hesitation. First Guard Sayana, you have a formidable choice of helpers should you ever need one. Lancer Tal, Lead Templar Satran—and me, if it ever came to that. I have seen many Alseans stand at the edge of a hole and jump in willingly. Very few ever climb back out again. You’ve journeyed a long way from Pollonius.”

      Lhyn looked at Rahel, who had turned to stone.

      “Um. Thank you, Colonel. I didn’t expect that.”

      “I wasn’t sure what to expect,” Razine mused. “But it’s been a profitable interview. Bondlancer Opah hasn’t compelled either of you unknowingly. She has simply earned two very deep friendships.”

      Friendships. The word lodged in Lhyn’s mind, refusing to dissipate even as she and Rahel made their farewells and left the office.

      The interview was over, Rahel was jubilant about completing a deep scan without fear, Salomen was cleared, Andira would be relieved—this had been a success in every possible way.

      Why couldn’t she let go and enjoy it?
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      Five days, Salomen thought, staring up at her bedroom ceiling. It had been five days since she almost died.

      Odd, that it should affect her this much. This wasn’t even her first brush with death. But the first time, when an attempt to kill Andira had nearly killed her instead, she had been too caught up in Andira’s injuries and their new tyree bond to consider it. Then had come Herot’s rescue and Shantu’s challenge to the death, followed by Corozen’s miraculous recovery from a coma, all while she was getting used to State House quarters, her own Guards, and her role as the future Bondlancer. There hadn’t been time to think, much less feel. By the time her life slowed to a semi-normal pace, the event was distant enough to have dulled in her psyche.

      This time, there was nothing to do but think. With the rains upon them, Hol-Opah was in its autumn break. She could not bury herself in hard physical labor or the demands of directing a harvest. Nor could she return to the State House, which would not be safe for her until the AIF had rescanned every person in it.

      But Andira was there twelve hanticks a day, coming to Hol-Opah only to sleep before rising early and returning to work.

      Salomen was at loose ends, bored out of her skull, and haunted by unwanted memories. To top it off, Andira wasn’t here tonight. Though she had delayed as long as she could, the uprising and its aftermath demanded her presence in the other major cities. She had left for Whitesun this afternoon, the first stop in a six-day tour of Pallea.

      For a person who took pride in her independence, Salomen was finding the bed very empty.

      A wave of lonely discomfort hit her senses, reminding her that she wasn’t the only one in a hole tonight. Lhyn was just down the hall.

      “I don’t want to go back to my suite,” she had said, calling from Blacksun Temple. “Ekatya and Rahel are on their way back to the Phoenix. I knew she had to go, but…”

      “Knowing doesn’t stop the feeling.” Salomen understood all too well. “Come to Hol-Opah, Lhyn.”

      She had waited on the back deck, listening to the rain drip off the eaves and anticipating the sound of engines. They had seen very little of each other since since the uprising, but when the distinctive black-and-silver transport appeared in the mists, it felt as if the sun had broken through.

      Lhyn wouldn’t talk about her morning interview with Colonel Razine. Instead she regaled the Opahs with humorous stories of cultural misinterpretations, asked questions that inspired them to tell their own stories, and managed to say nothing at all about the discomfort underlying her surface emotions.

      Now, with the nighttime hush upon the house, it seemed they both suffered from the same malady: a profound lack of distraction.

      The solution was obvious. She could join Lhyn in bed. They would bring each other comfort at a time when their bondmates were absent, just as they had on four previous occasions.

      But Lhyn hadn’t asked for her company, and those previous occasions were unusual circumstances.

      Would she ask?

      Salomen hadn’t considered it before, but in truth, she had practically dragged Lhyn into her bed the night of the summer windstorm. When Rahel had shown them their two-bed suite at the inn, she had summarily announced that they would share one while Rahel took the other. Lhyn had agreed but never initiated.

      Exhaling in frustration, she flipped onto her side and focused on the moons, visible through a rare break in the clouds as they neared conjunction. It was bad enough that even her family called her bossy. She didn’t need to prove them right.

      A quarter hantick later, with the moons concealed once more and Lhyn’s discomfort still buzzing against her senses, she gave up and turned on the bedside lamp. Might as well read a good story.

      But the book slipped from her grasp when an explosion of revelation slammed into her. It was followed by such sharp distress that she was on her feet before realizing it, pausing only to grab her shawl on the way out.

      A tap on Lhyn’s door stirred hot embarrassment weighted with resignation. That was a positive sign, Salomen thought. If she was embarrassed, then whatever was hurting her couldn’t be too bad.

      Footsteps crossed the wood floor, the handle turned, and a chagrined Lhyn looked out at her. “I’m thinking too loud, aren’t I?”

      “I’m not a telepath,” Salomen said. “I cannot hear what you’re thinking. But I’m missing my bondmate, too.”

      Lhyn stepped aside in silent invitation and closed the door behind them. “I’m sorry. I probably shouldn’t have come here. It was a given that I’d—oh,” she breathed as Salomen swept her into a warmron. She was strangely rigid, awkward in the embrace they had shared numerous times before. Salomen was about to release her when she abruptly melted, holding on as if afraid it might be the last time. “Oh, stars, thank you for this,” she mumbled. “I needed it.”

      “I know.”

      “I didn’t mean to keep you awake. I can’t turn off my brain, and it’s been going around in circles.”

      “Then you need to talk about it. Did you think I didn’t notice the avoidance techniques tonight?”

      A small chuckle sounded in her ear. “You’d think I’d learn after all this time. Ekatya knows me too well, and you and Andira see right through my head.”

      She stiffened, pulling away with a frown.

      “What is it?” Salomen watched her retreat to sit on the edge of the bed.

      “Seeing through my head.” Elbows on her knees and chin in her hands, she stared at the floor. “That’s what Colonel Razine did. Effortlessly. It’s been bothering me ever since.”

      Salomen sat down and rubbed her back, covered only by a thin sleep shirt. “What happened in that interview?”

      Lhyn leaned against her. “That feels nice.”

      It did to her, too. She kept it up, waiting until Lhyn’s shifting emotions arrived at the sharp edge of resolve.

      “She asked about our feelings toward you. Rahel didn’t even have to think about it. She rattled off her answers like she was reciting a memorized list. Respect. Admiration. Gratitude. Pride. I didn’t have a list like that.” Lhyn straightened, meeting her eyes, and Salomen let her hand drop away. “I couldn’t come up with the words to describe how I feel. Me, the linguist. All I could say was that I called you my skrella-ni-corsa.”

      “Sister of the heart? That’s as good as a list, I’d think. Razine didn’t accept it?”

      “No, she did, but she looked at me like I was a student who only got half the answer. I’ve been lying here trying to figure out the other half.”

      “Did you?”

      She nodded, her anxiety rising.

      “Just before I knocked?” Salomen asked softly.

      Another nod. “You felt it, didn’t you?”

      “I felt your distress. I hate to think I’m somehow causing it.”

      “No! Not you.” Lhyn scooted back, turning to face her with one bent leg on the mattress.

      Putting space between them, Salomen noted. She matched the position, increasing the distance, and watched Lhyn grow calmer.

      “There’s a related phrase.” Lhyn straightened a wrinkle in the blanket and did not look up. “Pella-na-corsa. It means ‘piece of my heart.’ It’s actually a code phrase. I mentioned that Allendohan has a polygamous culture, right?”

      “You did.” Salomen kept her voice low, trying to encourage her.

      “Right. So you know it’s all about women bearing children to increase the population. It’s math plus biology. Other than rare multiples, a woman can only have one child at a time. Then she has to nurse that child. It’s an enormous investment of time and energy. But Gaian men don’t do the birthing or nursing. They just provide the sperm. The only limitation on how many babies they can produce is the number of available women.” She smoothed her hand across the now nonexistent wrinkle and raised her head. “Romantic relationships between women are socially punished on my world.  The women become pariahs. They can lose jobs, homes, family, friends, even their children. Two women together ruins the math. It means a community loss of offspring.”

      Salomen inhaled, shocked by the implication. “What about between men?”

      She shrugged. “As long as they’re still spreading sperm around, it’s not an issue.”

      “Dear goddess, no wonder you left.”

      “The irony is, I didn’t even know I loved women until after I left. I just wanted to be more than livestock. I didn’t want to be like my mother, having eight children and not enough time for any of them, let alone for myself.”

      “But you’ve visited since then. Since you met Ekatya, even. Does that mean you’re a pariah?”

      Lhyn gave a dismissive huff. “I’ve been a pariah since I was sixteen and got my Academy admission letter for Dothanor Prime. The fact that I planned to leave meant nobody wanted to invest any more time in me. What was the point? In terms of community, I was a loss.”

      Though she had heard some of this before, Salomen had not fully realized how disconnected Lhyn was from her birthplace. Now it was becoming more clear.

      “Since you were sixteen, Great Mother. Lhyn, you were an outcaste.”

      “I’ve thought of that. There are similarities. There’s also an unexpected advantage. When I went back and told them about Ekatya, nobody batted an eyelash. They already knew I wouldn’t give them children, so me being with a woman was immaterial.”

      But they wouldn’t have supported her, either. She was one of two known Gaian tyrees, unique in the galaxy, and her family neither knew nor cared.

      “On the other hand,” Lhyn continued, “I did have some interesting conversations with women who suddenly wanted to talk to me. Punishing love doesn’t stop it. It just drives it underground.”

      “These were women who shunned you before? And now they wanted to know what it was like to be free,” Salomen guessed.

      “I was never sure if telling them was kindness or a curse. Is it better to see through the bars of your cage when you know you’ll never fly?” She cut her hand through the air, drawing a visual line under the conversation. “Skrella-ni-corsa, though, that kind of love is encouraged. Sisters of the heart support each other. They take care of each other’s children. Their relationship strengthens family and community bonds. If they happen to be in the same household, that’s even better. But sometimes…”

      “They love each other more than they’re supposed to.”

      Lhyn nodded. “When a sister of the heart becomes more, they call it pella-na-corsa. Can you hear how close it sounds?”

      “Skrella-ni-corsa. Pella-na-corsa,” Salomen said experimentally. “Yes. Very close.”

      “That’s intentional. Women needed a phrase that wouldn’t destroy them if they were overheard saying it. They could claim they were misheard.”

      “That is—” She stopped, not wanting to insult Lhyn’s home world. “Unjust.”

      Lhyn managed a smile. “I don’t think that’s what you were going to say.” Her emotional signature shifted, a bright leaf drifting down to a still pond.

      As it neared the water, silent tension filled the room. Salomen didn’t quite understand, yet felt as if she should.

      “Anywhere but on Alsea, I wouldn’t say this.” Lhyn’s voice was barely above a whisper. “But I won’t put you in the position of having to pretend you can’t sense it. I used the wrong phrase today. Colonel Razine knew.”

      The leaf touched down, soft as the wing of a fairy fly.

      One piptick ago, Salomen could see perfect reflections in Lhyn’s emotional signature. Now, with ripples spreading across its surface, everything altered shape.

      “Pella-na-corsa,” she murmured.

      “It doesn’t need to change anything. I don’t—I don’t really know what to do with it.” Lhyn twisted her hands in a helpless gesture. “You’re a piece of my heart and I would never harm that in any way. I love Andira almost as much; I couldn’t possibly—” She made an incredulous sound. “Fucking stars, she’s my skrella-ni-corsa. I’m such an idiot. I’ve mischaracterized my own relationships—”

      “Lhyn.”

      Her eyes snapped up, intently focused. “What?”

      “Stop talking.”

      She froze, fear skittering across the ruffled surface.

      “No, not—” Salomen sighed and rested a hand atop Lhyn’s knee. “Not like that. I need to think. You’re ahead of me on this path. Let me catch up with you.”

      “Are you on the same path?” Lhyn blurted, then drew back in alarm. “Sorry.”

      It was endearing and so typical of her. Lhyn’s emotions had collided with her intellect, leaving her unable to control herself even as she tried to reason it out.

      “I don’t know,” Salomen said truthfully. “But I do know that half a hantick ago, I was wishing I could walk in here and slide under the covers.”

      A sonsales could have felt the effort Lhyn made to not react. Her lips were pressed together tightly, holding back the words piling up behind them.

      Stopping her bordered on cruelty, like trapping a winden that desperately needed to run.

      “What are you thinking?” Salomen asked.

      “I would have said yes.” Lhyn took in a great gulp of air. “I would have been relieved, stars, I was fantasizing about it. But now we can’t, because it’s different, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. It is.”

      “I’ve been trying to pull apart the threads. Do I miss you this much just because I’m alone again? I’m used to sleeping alone. I’ve done it for most of my life. Even being bonded with Ekatya, I still sleep alone unless she’s here on leave or I go with her on patrol. But I had three nights with you, and then five with her, and now—I can’t be this shallow, can I?”

      Salomen had to laugh. “You’re about as shallow as Fahlinor Bay.”

      “Well, it’s not very deep at the edges…”

      “Scholars,” she scoffed, looking skyward. “Always so literal.”

      Lhyn put a hand to her chest in theatrical shock. “I’m the literal one?”

      They smiled at each other, their familiar rapport reducing the charged atmosphere.

      “You missed me?” Salomen wanted to know more about this.

      “I was with you nonstop for three days and three nights. Then I didn’t see you at all, except for an evenmeal that wasn’t long enough. Yes, I missed you. And when I saw the end of your march—”

      This time, the tight press of her lips was not for words.

      Salomen reached for her hand.

      “You almost died, Salomen.”

      “I know.”

      “Colonel Razine said I enabled that. Me and Rahel.”

      “No, you didn’t.” She curled their fingers together. “If it hadn’t been then, it would have been another time. Probably one where I wasn’t surrounded by protectors.”

      “I didn’t comprehend what I was seeing at the time. Then the news kept showing those slow-motion replays, and I saw more than I wanted to. My heart stopped every time. I can’t imagine what Andira felt. I can’t imagine what you felt.”

      “Anger, mostly. Now I’m trying not to think about it. Rahel says Demerah loved me, and I think she’s right. What I don’t understand is how that love could turn into hate and murder.”

      With a start, Salomen realized why she hadn’t been able to sleep without Andira. Tightening her grip on Lhyn’s hand, she said, “I know it’s not a good idea, but may I stay here tonight? I need to feel a love I can trust.”

      Somehow, that was exactly the right thing to say. Lhyn’s emotions stopped their frenetic dance and settled into a warm, protective resolve.

      “I have an idea,” she said, sliding off the bed and pulling Salomen with her. “Remember the night of the summer windstorm? When we imagined what would happen if Ekatya and Andira shared a bed?”

      As if she could forget. They had roared with laughter while picturing their bondmates lying stiffly atop the covers, fully clothed and with a barrier of pillows between them.

      Lhyn was straightening the bedclothes. “I don’t think we need a pillow wall, or the dress uniforms…”

      “I refuse to wear my cuirass to bed.” Salomen crossed to the closet and pulled out a spare blanket. They stretched out on the freshly made bed, spread the blanket over their bodies, and turned to face each other.

      “This is silly,” Salomen said with a laugh.

      “This is accepting the social and emotional implications of sharing a bed,” Lhyn corrected. “We’re not in bed. We’re on top of it.”

      “We’re still sharing a bed.”

      “There’s a difference and you know it.”

      She did. Lying atop the bedclothes was a constant, tactile reminder that she was not fully tucked in, enjoying the heavy warmth of the comforter on a rainy night. This was more like settling in for a nap.

      “I have a new understanding of Andira’s strength,” she said. “The way she feels about Ekatya—for cycles now!—yet she’s never done a thing to compromise our bond or yours.”

      Lhyn’s gaze was steady, her eyes glinting in the moonlight. “Do you feel compromised?”

      “No, but only because I know that if I called Andira right now and told her what was happening, she’d tell me to get under the covers and be done with it. In fact, I think she’d be relieved.”

      “Because if we pursue this, then…”

      “It’s permission.”

      “Do you want that?”

      Such a simple question, Salomen thought. Four short words to express a thunderous realigning of their worlds.

      “Do you?” she asked, shamelessly redirecting.

      Andira would never have let her get away with it. But Lhyn glanced down, her emotional signature quiet and thoughtful.

      “It’s not a startling concept for me,” she said.

      “Because it’s your culture?”

      A short laugh escaped. “Hardly. Multiple mates, sure, as long as they revolve around one man. Multiples with no man in sight? There would be a planetwide implosion of heads. No, I’ve studied other cultures that practice this kind of polygamy. It tends to be a matter of enhancing survival by pooling resources and skills. Children are raised by multiple parents, the men work together on these jobs, the women work together on those…” She moved her hand from one side to the other in illustration. “It’s a practical way of living that permeates their social attachments as well. They don’t think in terms of exclusivity. They think in terms of, um…favorites would probably be the closest word. Or inner circle.”

      Her gaze had gone distant and her lips moved slightly, a look Salomen recognized. Lhyn was going through different languages in her head, trying to find an Alsean word that corresponded to the concept.

      This woman had traipsed across the galaxy, studying cultures on planets Alsean technology hadn’t even detected. That she was here now, wanting her, was almost beyond belief.

      But she still hadn’t answered the question.

      “Are you saying that you have no trouble giving Ekatya permission to love Andira?”

      Lhyn smiled. “She doesn’t need my permission for that. She’s loved Andira since shortly after they met.”

      “Fahla, you’re as bad as my bondmate,” Salomen grumbled, rolling onto her back. “Using words to dance around the meaning.”

      “Well, I am a linguist…” Lhyn’s amusement fizzed off her skin before she sobered. “I don’t have any trouble, no. I never feared losing Ekatya to another woman. I feared losing her to her sense of duty.”

      Salomen could think of no answer to that. Lhyn’s fear had come to pass at one time, and though the wound had healed, it left a scar behind.

      In truth, she thought, the two of them shared the same rival. Andira’s love was not at risk, but Andira herself was. Duty and honor had nearly killed her not even a nineday after their first joining.

      It nearly killed you five days ago, she reminded herself. Andira has just as much to fear as you do.

      She had not thought of it that way before. How small and petty of her, to walk out on Andira believing Ekatya to be a threat when the true threat was so much larger—and looming over them both.

      “What about you?” Lhyn asked cautiously. “Could you give Andira permission? Do you want this?”

      Yes, she almost said. If Ekatya wasn’t the threat, why would she stand in the way? But Lhyn had asked two questions, and she didn’t know the answer to the second. Even as she grasped for it, exhaustion pressed her into the mattress with an unexpected weight. The sleep that had so stubbornly eluded her now beckoned, as if her body had held out only until it could relax with a loved one nearby.

      “I want you here,” she murmured, closing her eyes. “Is that good enough for now?”

      Lhyn found her hand beneath the blanket. “Yes. Go to sleep, pella-na-corsa.”

      She didn’t need the heavy bedclothes. The warmth of love spilling from their skin contact spread through her body, leaving her boneless. She felt safe, comfortable, and far removed from the baffling hate of a woman who had wanted her dead.

      As she slipped into sleep, Andira was suddenly there, slipping with her. Through their emotional link, they were both being lulled by the same comfort.

      Perhaps this wouldn’t be a thunderous realignment. Perhaps it would simply be the quiet sound of hearts moving into their right places.
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      Lhyn woke to an empty bed and the blanket tucked snugly around her body. Either Salomen had returned to her own room sometime during the night, or she had stayed but risen with the sun.

      Her brain seized on the two options and began weighing up probabilities. Lingering in bed was out of the question this morning; she would get no peace until she had an answer.

      She dressed swiftly, then sat in the chair beside the window to brush and braid her hair. The last time she had slept here, the autumn rains had not yet begun and her view to the Snowmount Range was unimpeded. On this gray and wet morning, not a mountain could be seen.

      Ready for the day, she strode the length of the hall and down the back stairs. Though the front stairs were closer to her room, she preferred this route because it led straight to the heart of the house. With its wall of windows looking northwest and a long wooden table bearing generations’ worth of nicks and gouges, the dining room was where the Opahs truly lived.

      But none were there now.

      Nikin, she knew, had spent the night at Hol-Remor with his lover. Jaros was enjoying his free days and wouldn’t be up for another hantick at least. Shikal might be sleeping or he might already be out for a walk; his routines were less predictable.

      Judging by the scents and sounds coming from the kitchen dome, Salomen was making mornmeal.

      Lhyn walked through the arched doorway and stopped, needing a moment to breathe.

      She had always known that Salomen was attractive. Objectively so, by Alsean standards: her narrow cheekbone ridges and the elegant fan of her forehead ridges stood out in any crowd, along with the dimple in her chin and the matching lines beside her mouth that showed when she smiled.

      Even by the standards of Allendohan—those Lhyn had internalized, despite her best efforts at eradication—Salomen’s height, physical fitness, and pleasing facial symmetry made her desirable.

      But knowing this intellectually and feeling it were two very different things.

      Salomen wasn’t even facing her. She was turned toward the counter, cutting fruit into a bowl while something bubbled on the stove. Her dark hair was swept into a careless tail, her sweater was made for warmth and not style, and her trousers and house shoes showed cycles of wear. Yet the grace of her movements and the power of her presence hit Lhyn like a posthead to the chest.

      Salomen set down the knife and turned, leaning back against the counter with her arms crossed and those lovely smile lines in full force. “Well, that’s something to feel first thing in the morning.”

      “I hope it’s all right, because I’ll never be able to hide it.” She advanced cautiously, unsure of herself in this new dynamic. “You’re the same person today that you were yesterday. But I’m seeing you with new eyes.”

      “I know.” Salomen watched her approach, then uncrossed her arms and braced her hands against the countertop.

      Those body cues signaled nervousness. Stopping an arm’s length away, Lhyn pushed her hands into her trouser pockets. “Did you go back to your bed?”

      She shook her head. “I slept like a rock until sunrise. Andira did, too.”

      “You can feel that?”

      “No, I talked to her. She was glad to know you’re here keeping me company. How was your night?”

      “Good. Short. I’m not even sure I dreamed.”

      They were awkward around each other, but she didn’t know how to fix it. Salomen apparently didn’t either, slipping away to pull a glass from the cupboard, then crossing to the cooling unit to fill it with juice. “I know you prefer this before shannel. Odd as that is.”

      “It’s not odd. It’s normal.” Grateful for the diversion, she accepted the proffered glass and sipped. “Mmm. See, this gives your stomach something to actually work on before you pour a bunch of stimulants into it.”

      “My stomach likes its stimulants straight in, thank you.” Salomen stirred the pot, then went back to her fruit. “I have a request.”

      “Name it.” Lhyn leaned against the counter next to her.

      “I’d like to keep this between you and me for the next five days. If you wish to speak with Ekatya, I have no objection, but please ask her to be discreet.”

      “I don’t think that’ll be an issue. She doesn’t often call Andira from the ship these days. Not with Admiral Greve sniffing after her.”

      Salomen did not look up, focused on her deft handling of the knife. “You’re feeling guilty about Andira, but we haven’t done anything to feel guilty about. I’m not ready to tell her when I don’t know what’s happening myself. I need time to understand it. To adapt.”

      “That’s fair. I did put a big load on you.”

      The knife stopped, and she met Lhyn’s eyes unflinchingly. “No, you didn’t. You told me the truth as soon as you knew it. You know I hate secrets and you knew I wouldn’t want to pretend that I couldn’t sense the change.” Her expression warmed. “You know me. That means a great deal.”

      She turned back to her cutting board and finished up while Lhyn puzzled over her words.

      “I know you, so it means more that I’m, um, changing my feelings toward you?” she asked.

      Salomen didn’t answer until she had washed the board and set it aside. Drying her hands on a towel, she said, “It’s not that it means more. It’s that I trust it. Your emotions aren’t based on a—” Her mouth quirked into a half smile as she tossed the towel on the counter. “A fantasy. Who turns into a fallen idol.”

      It didn’t take a genius to translate that.

      “No, I’m not Demerah. I don’t usually wish unpleasant things on people, but that woman—” Caused far too much damage, she didn’t say. Demerah hadn’t quite managed murder, but the emotional aftermath was greater than Salomen would admit.

      A wooden spoon was pressed into her hand. “Go stir the pot, please. Don’t let it stick.”

      Obeying with alacrity, Lhyn gave the pot a stir, then lifted the spoon and watched a disgusting brown goo slide off. “What is this?”

      “Tulla slime.”

      “That sounds as bad as it looks.”

      Salomen’s laugh filled the kitchen, a welcome sign that perhaps they could find normal again. “It’s good for you. And very filling. I wanted a mornmeal that would last.”

      “Because…?”

      “I’m going for a trail walk. I need to get out of here and move. Would you like to come with me?”

      “Yes,” Lhyn said, eyeing the tulla slime. “But does that mean I have to eat this?”

      Salomen appeared beside her and briskly crumbled a pinch of dried herb into the glop. “Stir, please.”

      Mixing in the herb turned the slime from brown to orange-brown. Visually, it was not an improvement. But the scent that rose up was startlingly pleasant.

      Without asking, Salomen plucked the spoon from her fingers, knocked it against the pot to remove most of the slime, then dipped out a small amount and blew over it, her eyes locked with Lhyn’s. “To answer your question, yes. If you want to come with me, you have to eat it.” She held out the spoon in invitation.

      They had done this a hundred times. Salomen was an accomplished cook and loved to demonstrate the effects of different spices and techniques. But Andira already knew most of them and Ekatya cared only for the result, not the process. Lhyn was the one who enjoyed these details.

      Yet Salomen had never before watched so closely when Lhyn closed her lips around the spoon. Never had this innocent act seemed so laden with potential.

      “Well,” Salomen murmured, staring at her mouth. “I certainly understood that.”

      Lhyn licked her lips as discreetly as she could. “I think I’d better take the spoon myself for the next few days.”

      “I agree.” Salomen busied herself turning off the heat and pouring the tulla slime into two bowls. “But first, admit it.”

      “Admit what?”

      “It’s delicious.”

      “Fine.” Lhyn picked up her glass, tucked the bowl of cut fruit into her elbow, and held out her other hand. “It’s delicious. I judged prematurely, and I should know better. Now give me something else to carry into the dining room so I can sit down and eat it.”

      With a satisfied smile, Salomen set one of the bowls atop two stacked plates and held them out. “I’ll bring the rest.”

      As they ate, Lhyn learned about the origins of tulla slime and how its light dry weight, ease of cooking, and high nutritional value had made it an army favorite when Alsea was a planet of warring kingdoms. Now it was a cool-weather staple for field workers, builders, and anyone who needed a meal that would hold them through a long morning.

      Shikal shuffled in just as they finished, so they stayed a few ticks longer to say good morning and share their plans. To Lhyn’s relief, he gave no sign of noticing anything different. Apparently, the normalcy of eating and learning fascinating history had the effect of masking her emotions.

      Or perhaps, she thought as she dressed for a hike, it was that her emotions really hadn’t changed much. What had changed was her understanding of them. It opened a window to sexual attraction, certainly, but that was only a small piece of the whole.

      They boarded the military transport along with six Guards wearing sidearms and carrying packs with disruptor rifles strapped on. Salomen’s Guards had always exuded alert professionalism, but they had a different air today. Lhyn might not have understood had Ekatya not explained several days earlier.

      “They’ve been just as betrayed as Salomen,” she had said. “She lost a trusted Guard, but they lost a teammate. A partner in arms. They’ll close ranks now, trusting each other more and everyone else less.”

      The warriors speaking quietly among themselves did seem like a tighter-knit unit, a group who no longer cared about how threatening they might seem to outsiders. To Lhyn’s knowledge, they had never carried disruptor rifles before. That they did so now, and without any sort of scabbard or minimal disguise, said everything about the current threat to Salomen and their readiness to respond.

      The transport flew north, passing over the peaks of the Snowmount Range and leaving the endless rain behind. Sunshine poured in the windows as they descended to a trailhead in the drier northern foothills, and when Lhyn walked down the ramp behind Salomen, she detected a tang in the air that hinted at much colder nighttime temperatures.

      “It’s a different world on this side,” she said, tightening the straps of her borrowed pack.

      “Isn’t it? I love the scents. So crisp and sharp.” Salomen waited while a pair of Guards jogged up the trail ahead of them. A few ticks later, Lead Guard Ronlin spoke quietly.

      “You’re clear to go, Bondlancer. Enjoy your hike.”

      “Thank you, Ronlin.” She led the way past the trailhead sign and a second, temporary sign that warned of a washout closing the trail.

      “Um. Are we supposed to be here?” Lhyn asked.

      “That’s for me. It’s a way of keeping people off the trail without advertising that I’m on it.” Salomen’s voice was clipped. “This is how I hike now. Two Guards ahead, two behind, and two more just past the trailhead to prevent anyone from trying to come up. Not to mention the team that came out here as soon as I told Ronlin I wanted to go. They swept the trail and put up that sign.”

      “And you hate it.”

      “I used to hate it. For a cycle, I didn’t hike anywhere other than around Blacksun Base, where I could go with just Andira and Fianna. But I’m a good deal happier with the idea of Guards these days.”

      Their boots crunched through a pocket of dry leaves that had gathered in a curve of the trail. Salomen hopped up a rocky outcrop that marked the start of the climb and waited.

      “I’m happy you have them, too.” Lhyn cleared the rocks and looked up the trail, which could be seen switchbacking its way to the summit. “And glad that you’ve adapted enough to enjoy hiking again. It’s so unfair that you had to give up things you loved as a price for loving.”

      Salomen turned away and set off again. “I didn’t have to give them up. I could have been doing this all along. But I couldn’t bear the idea of a whole trail being closed just for me. How many people will come to do this hike today and be turned away?”

      “What changed your mind?”

      “Multiple attackers with knives, one man planning to use shock bombs on Serenity Bridge, more rocks and fruit than I can count, and two attempts to murder me.”

      Lhyn stopped, shocked by the matter-of-fact tally. Of course she had seen the footage of Salomen’s march through Blacksun, along with unbearable slow-motion replays of each attack. But in her mind, each attempt was its own event. For some reason, she had never added them together.

      Possibly, she admitted, because that was a pattern she did not want to assemble.

      She jogged to catch up with Salomen, who hadn’t paused. “I’m not making the connection,” she said, slightly short of breath. “How did that change your mind about hiking?”

      “Do you remember what you told me that morning? When you and Rahel dressed me for the march?”

      She remembered several important things.

      “You said I truly was the Bondlancer.” Salomen saved her the trouble. “That I was the only one who didn’t know it. I accepted my title that day. I used it, to try to make things better. And in return, I was attacked and nearly killed. I still cannot go into the State House. Every one of my Guards and Andira’s had to be rescanned. If I have to live with that threat, then I’m no longer willing to deny myself the things I enjoy.”

      Lhyn wished she had a greater facility with compassionate language. Salomen’s mental balancing of the scales made sense, but she shouldn’t have to justify doing the things she loved. Mortal peril was not a reasonable prerequisite for using a trail.

      “Is this your first”—she flailed for the appropriate word, wincing at the only thing that came to mind—“normal hike? The kind you used to do?”

      “Yes.” Salomen held out her arms as she walked and let her head drop back. “And it feels marvelous! Fahla, I missed this trail.”

      “I’m honored that you asked me.”

      She turned, walking backward in complete disregard of her safety while offering a dazzling smile. “I’m honored that you came. Especially given how hard you’re already breathing.”

      “Hoi, not nice! I’m a scholar; I lift books for exercise!” Lhyn lunged forward.

      With a chortle of pure glee, Salomen spun and dashed out of reach. Their laughter rang through the trees as they ran, until Lhyn’s lungs gave out and she had to stop.

      “That’s it!” she gasped, bent over with her hands braced on her knees. “I’m starting a new exercise program right now, just so I can catch you next time.”

      Salomen trotted back down the trail, annoyingly unaffected by their chase. “Good idea. Hike with me for the next four days and you’ll be off to a great start.”

      “It’s a deal.” She looked up and nearly lost her breath a second time.

      With her face framed by sunlit strands of hair, cheeks flushed from exertion, and dark eyes sparkling with joy, Salomen made a compelling picture. The mischief in her smile was the final, irresistible brushstroke.

      Lhyn could think of twelve different cultures that painted idealized versions of women looking exactly like this, one of them her own. Of course, on Allendohan, such a painting depicted a sexually ready woman. Salomen was simply enjoying herself, taking pleasure in physical exercise outdoors.

      She was stunning.

      The smile shifted into something softer. “So are you.”

      “Did I say that out loud?” Lhyn wondered.

      “No, but you might as well have. Are you ready to keep going?”

      This was something she appreciated about Alseans, Lhyn thought as she trudged up the track. Their empathy was tied to an eminently practical attitude. They accepted emotions and moved on, rather than stalling out on interpretations, judgments, or what-if scenarios of circular reasoning. Whether or not Salomen ever returned her feelings, their friendship would remain.

      She found immense comfort in that.

      They hiked for a hantick and a half, with Salomen regularly pulling ahead before stopping to wait for Lhyn to catch up. After the third repetition, she stepped aside and motioned for her to lead. “You set the pace,” she said as Lhyn passed her. “I’ll stay with you.”

      The advantage of leading was that Lhyn could go at a more comfortable speed. The disadvantage was that she no longer had the exceedingly pleasant view of Salomen walking in front of her.

      Some time later, she turned to speak and caught Salomen’s gaze at a point midway down her body. Startled, she blurted, “Did you have an ulterior motive for putting me in front?”

      Salomen was unrepentant. “Why should you be the only one looking?”

      “I thought I was! Are you really—?” She didn’t know how to ask.

      “I said I needed time to understand. That’s what I’m giving myself.”

      “Can you just turn it on like that?”

      Chuckling, Salomen motioned for her to keep going. “No, of course not,” she said as they resumed their climb. “I didn’t view you this way until now because it wasn’t possible. It never crossed my mind. Now it’s possible. There’s a door open that wasn’t there before.”

      “So you’re looking through it and deciding whether you like the scenery?”

      “I’m looking through it and deciding whether I’ll walk through.”

      “Wow.” She laughed in sheer amazement. “I’ve studied your culture for almost three cycles now. I know how different you are when it comes to expressing and acting on emotions. Especially around romantic and sexual relationships. But this is one instance where intellectual knowledge doesn’t come close to experience.”

      “To be fair, I don’t know that you could consider me typical. I have a tyree who would fully support my walking through. I have nothing to hide. For that matter, I cannot hide anything from her. I asked for these five days because that’s all we’ll have before our next foursome Sharing makes everything transparent.”

      “What would you do if Andira didn’t support it?”

      “Then I’d love you as my skrella-ni-corsa,” she said simply.

      Just like that, Lhyn thought. Situation assessed and decided, emotions acknowledged and set aside.

      “Even if Andira and I didn’t share emotions,” Salomen added, “I couldn’t have an affair. I hate secrets. Telling my family about my high empathy was like coming out of prison. Nothing and no one could compel me to go back into it.”

      Lhyn stopped and turned. “Anyone worth your love would never ask it of you.”

      Judging by the startled expression, she had spoken more vehemently than she meant to. But it seemed important to say, though she couldn’t explain why.

      Salomen moved up to stand beside her. “Thank you,” she said quietly, and retook the lead without another word.

      They reached the summit twenty ticks later. Lhyn stood atop a wedge of rock and gazed in awe at the peaks and valleys laid out before them, marching up to the dazzling white tops of the Snowmounts.

      “Spectacular,” she declared.

      “Isn’t it?” Salomen dropped her pack with an air of unalloyed delight. “I’ve missed this view. It’s so different on this side. Wilder, in a way. Sharper.”

      “It’s because there are fewer trees. The mountains aren’t as fluffy.”

      The word choice earned her a laugh before Salomen turned in place, careful of her footing on the uneven surface. “And then there’s this view.”

      Lhyn followed suit and stood speechless at the scene. The slope spilled away beneath their feet, dipping into a valley before rising to the next, much lower ridge. Three more ridges lay beyond, each lower than the one before, until the last descended to a vast, sandy plain stretching north as far as she could see.

      “My stars. It’s like a different continent.”

      “You see why I love this trail?”

      “I do.”

      Salomen reached for her hand, letting their fingers intertwine for a few precious moments before letting go. “Thank you for sharing this with me. Come on, let’s eat and lighten these packs.”

      They spread their picnic on the boulder and ate midmeal facing each other, swiveling their heads back and forth as they gazed at each view in turn. Lhyn couldn’t decide which she liked best. Salomen wanted to know why she felt she had to choose, which led to a philosophical discussion on ranking and whether it enhanced or diminished one’s enjoyment. There was an undertone of another discussion beneath the words, understood by both but left unsaid: how their relationship would compare to those with their tyrees. They could never reach the same level of connectedness.

      But Salomen’s argument made her position clear. If she chose to walk through this door, she would enjoy the new view every bit as much as the existing one. It would not be lesser. It would merely be different.

      For Lhyn, who had spent her life being different in reaction to being thought lesser, this revelation was equal parts glorious and painful. It made last night’s manageable wish today’s unsafe need. It turned an intriguing spark into a full flame.

      She would always treasure their friendship, a precious thing by any standards. But having seen such wondrous possibility, how could she unsee it if Salomen turned away? She wasn’t Alsean. Once that emotion awoke, she didn’t know how to set it aside.

      She didn’t know how to avoid a broken heart.
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      Comfortably ensconced in the window seat, Salomen rested her back against the wall and propped the reader card on her bent knees. Andira had long ago installed a tiny program on this card that enabled single-tap calls. She tapped it now and waited, her heart beating at an unreasonable rate.

      Andira appeared on the screen, a delighted smile already on her face. “Tyrina! You’ve had a good day.”

      “I have.” She pressed a hand over her heart, hoping to slow it. “Dear goddess, it’s good to see you. I miss you.”

      The smile grew. “I’ll never complain about that. You feel like you want to crawl through that reader card to get here. Should I go away more often?”

      “Please don’t.”

      She tilted her head, regarding Salomen thoughtfully. “What’s happening? All day long, I was enjoying your higher spirits. You’ve felt better today than since the whole mess began. Now something’s wrong.”

      “Not wrong, just—I owe you an apology,” she said, rushing out the words. “I’ve not been fair to you. In my defense, I never really understood what it cost you, but—” She stopped, finally registering Andira’s rising confusion. “But you don’t know what I’m talking about.”

      “No. Tell me.”

      “Well, you know I think better when I’m active.”

      Andira nodded; it was something they had in common.

      “I took Lhyn hiking today. Up to Tumalo Peak.”

      “Salomen, that’s wonderful! You finally went for a real trail walk!” Her brows drew together, then rose as she laughed. “Hold on, you dragged our poor scholar up to Tumalo Peak? Is she still breathing?”

      Her laughter was contagious, bubbling through Salomen’s body as well as the reader card. “I did tease her about that, but do you know what she said? She told me that when she goes back to Allendohan, she’s stronger than almost anyone there. Remember how Allendohan is on the low end of the gravity range for Gaians?”

      This was one of the more fascinating aspects of meeting aliens: discovering that all planets seeded by Gaian life were in the same general range of gravity. A small difference in gravity made a big difference in physiology, and Allendohan had one of the lowest gravities in the Protectorate. Alsea would be considered slightly above the standard.

      “She left when she was barely seventeen,” Salomen continued. “Her body wasn’t finished growing yet. When she started school on Dothanor Prime, she thought she’d die of exhaustion. She was completely alone, on a new planet, and adapting to higher gravity, all while taking advanced classes.”

      Andira rested her chin on a fist, listening intently. “Why didn’t I know this?”

      “Because she’d rather watch and learn about other people than talk about herself.”

      “Words for Fahla. So she talked more about herself on the hike?”

      In truth, they both had.

      “She said that because her body finished maturing in higher gravity, she developed denser bones and stronger musculature. It would probably have reverted if she’d gone back home to live, but she never did. She’s just gotten stronger. When she visits now, she has the strength of a man twice her size. Better endurance, too.”

      “Goddess above. Our Lhyn with super strength. It’s difficult to imagine.”

      “That’s just it. I judged her strength by my standards, not hers. I thought about that all the way down the trail. And I realized—I’ve judged your love by my standards as well.”

      “Salomen,” Andira said softly. “It sounds as if you think you’ve wronged me. You feel that way, too. This isn’t about our fight the day of the windstorm, is it?”

      “In a way, perhaps.”

      “Then I don’t understand what there is to apologize for. We settled that two moons ago.”

      She had spent the day wondering how to explain. Now, with Andira’s concerned face on the screen and their love warming her chest, she was no closer to an answer.

      “I think I’ve been afraid,” she said, feeling her way through. “My mother was the most important person in my life. I never imagined I’d lose her, but I did. Now you’re the most important person in my life. Intellectually, I know you’ll never leave, but emotionally…there’s your first tyree.”

      “But you know—”

      She shook her head. “Knowing isn’t the issue. I’m not speaking of rational thought. I’m speaking of irrational fear.”

      A fierce, fiery sense of protection swept through their link, tied to the expression on Andira’s face. “Now I’m the one who wants to crawl through this reader card. I wish I were there, holding you.”

      She managed a smile. “I wish you were, too.”

      “Maybe I can rearrange—”

      “Don’t you dare. That’s not why I’m telling you this. What I’m trying to say is that I judged your heart by my own limitations. But you’re bigger than that. I was thinking in what Lhyn would call a subtractive sense, as if any love you gave Ekatya would be taken from what you give to me. Like running out of fertilizer.”

      “What?” Despite the serious topic, Andira began to laugh. “Love is like fertilizer?”

      “No, I thought it was like fertilizer.” Salomen was chuckling as well. “A finite resource. I pour it into the spreader and distribute it over a field, but once it’s gone, it’s gone. I have no more to spread, even if the next field still needs it.”

      Andira’s amusement died a quick death. “I didn’t know you felt that way.”

      “Neither did I.” But somewhere along the trail today, she had understood. Consciously contemplating a relationship with Lhyn hadn’t made her feel any less for Andira. Quite the opposite, in fact: she had rushed through her shower upon getting home, hardly able to wait for this call.

      “I don’t feel that way now,” she added. “It’s more like Silverrun Spring, isn’t it? Something that never stops flowing, no matter how many drink from it. You can love both Ekatya and me, at the same time and in different ways. I expected you to close the door on her and never gave a thought to what that must have cost you. A tyree, Andira. Fahla never gives that gift without reason.”

      “That bond was never meant for me,” Andira argued. “It was an accident.”

      “I’m not so certain. On either count. And I don’t want to keep making the same mistake. I don’t want to be the reason you deny a piece of your heart.”

      She snapped her mouth closed, startled at the words that had come so naturally.

      Pella-na-corsa. Piece of my heart.

      “Tyrina, what’s going on? Did something happen today?”

      “Yes, but I’m not ready to talk about it yet. Will you think about what I said?”

      “As if I could think of anything else now.” Andira pursed her lips, then spoke in a hesitant tone. “While you were marching through Blacksun, I had an interesting conversation with Lhyn about foursome Sharings and the changes they’re making in us. Everything has been so rushed since then that I forgot to tell you. I haven’t told Ekatya, either.” Resolve solidified their link. “I think we need to talk about this. All four of us.”

      “I agree. Before our Sharing, so anything the discussion might stir up can be immediately put to rest.”

      “Agreed.” Decision made and action plan established, her expression softened. “May I assume that whatever happened today was a good thing?”

      “It was a joyous thing,” Salomen assured her. “I’m all right. Don’t worry about me.”

      She waited through a long moment of silence and knew Andira was testing their link, looking for any cause for concern.

      “All right,” Andira said at last. “Despite this mysterious conversation, you feel good. In fact, now you feel sensational.”

      “I had a wonderful trail walk in excellent company, I have you in front of me now, and every time I think I cannot love you more, I do. That does feel rather sensational.”

      A brilliant smile blossomed. “These things sound related.”

      “They are. I learned a great deal about my heart today.” She was dropping too many clues, but did not want to stop. “Lhyn helps me see you in a different light. Even when we’re not talking about you. For that matter, she helps me see myself in a different light. Does Ekatya do that for you?”

      Startled, Andira nodded. “But that doesn’t mean—”

      “I know, tyrina. It’s an advantage, is it not? We bring more to our bond when we see through different eyes.”

      “What kind of hike was this?”

      She could not help laughing. “A remarkable one. But I think that’s enough about my day. How was yours? Not nearly as pleasing as mine, I’ll wager.”

      “Ha. That’s a sure bet. You wouldn’t believe what I had to wade through.”

      Salomen scrunched further down, settling in to listen and absorb the complex bouquet of emotions that filled their link. Andira’s voice wrapped around her like a favorite shawl on a cool night, a much-missed part of the whole she loved. The quick, bright smiles that warmed just for her, the light eyes filled with laughter or exasperation as the stories warranted, the intellect that sparkled through every word—these were the pieces she could not carry with her, the pieces she had breathlessly awaited and would miss as soon as the call ended.

      She would take in all she could, until she had Andira in her arms once more.
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      It was on their fifth hike that Lhyn realized she hadn’t really known Salomen. Not this Salomen. She knew the producer who ran an extensive business and supported over fifty families in the region, all while representing her holding at the caste house and her caste in government affairs. She knew the loving and ferociously protective head of her family. She knew Andira’s tyree, and Bondlancer Opah.

      But she had never met the Salomen who shed every burden and responsibility the moment she stepped onto a trail.

      “Andira doesn’t know what you’re like out here, does she?” Lhyn asked as they trotted along a trail spongy with decomposed leaf litter. Today Salomen had brought her to the western foothills of Blacksun Basin, promising that the rainy hike beneath gigantic, dripping trees would lead to a worthy reward.

      “She does now.” Salomen was in front, her expression out of sight, but the regret was audible. “She asked the same thing you’re about to. Why didn’t I tell her?”

      “And?”

      “There’s no single reason. In the beginning, I was adapting to my title and living in Blacksun. I had to learn the history, the politics and rules of the State House, all about the warrior caste…” She trailed off, her head craning back to watch a small bird with black and yellow markings flit from one tree to another. When it vanished into the branches, she faced forward and picked up speed. “Then there was Pollonius and everything that came from that. Not to mention speaking engagements, running the holding…”

      Lhyn waited. Their footsteps were silent on the cushioned trail, the only sound that of rain and the fat, collected drops that fell from the trees to splatter on the ground. When they hit her rain hat instead, the spat! sounded as if something much larger had impacted.

      “Right, you have the equivalent of two jobs,” she said at last. “I understand the time constraints. But you also have days off, so I don’t think it’s about that.”

      “Physical days off,” Salomen answered. The implication was clear.

      “But if Andira had known what this meant to you, she would have shifted stars and soil to make it happen.”

      “She would have closed trails so we could be on them. I told you on our Tumalo Peak hike that I didn’t want that. Not then.”

      Something about this did not add up. Andira was a master strategist; she would have found a way to fulfill Salomen’s need without making her feel guilty.

      “You didn’t give her the chance,” Lhyn said, thinking aloud. “You adapted to her life, but didn’t show her this part of yours.”

      “Ah, here we go!” Salomen abruptly veered off the trail onto a narrow path that Lhyn wouldn’t have seen. “Watch your step; it’s steep here.”

      She wasn’t exaggerating. Lhyn needed every bit of her concentration to negotiate the slippery track diving straight down the slope. An increasing roar of water indicated a river somewhere at the bottom, invisible in dense undergrowth.

      With its primeval feel and familiar scents of wet leaf litter, this forest reminded her of the rugged reaches of Allendohan where the terraforming hadn’t taken effect. When they were fifteen and old enough to be allowed “into the wilds” on their own, she and her friends had often hiked and camped, enjoying their temporary freedom from school and family expectations. They had played hard, ever aware of their limited time. Nearly all of them would be married within two or three years, and wives and mothers did not go into the wilds.

      Lhyn had made her freedom permanent. She sometimes wondered if the immediate ostracizing by those same friends had at least some roots in envy.

      The trail turned sharply right, now running above and parallel to the river that pounded through the ravine below. Though she still couldn’t see it, the sound was loud enough to make her stay away from the left edge of the trail.

      Level ground was a relief after the descent. Salomen picked up speed, calling an “Almost there!” over her shoulder.

      Lhyn followed her around an outcrop and was hit by a wall of noise.

      A magnificent waterfall tumbled down the slope, carving its way through multiple channels that divided, came together, and divided again. The effect was that of fifty smaller waterfalls moving in glorious chaos before seamlessly joining at the bottom and barreling down the ravine.

      They stood in a tiny viewing area midway up the falls, with at least a hundred strides of water falling above them and an equal distance below. The edge of the river came nearly to their feet, and their faces—kept dry until now by the rain hats—were instantly wet with blowing spray.

      “My stars,” was the best her brain could manage.

      “Isn’t it beautiful?” Salomen gazed joyfully upward. “It was one of Mother’s favorites. She and I came here at least once every cycle.”

      She had spoken more of her mother over the last five days than in the previous five moons. Hiking was something Nashta and Salomen had done together, and it seemed that renewing this pastime had stirred up a good number of memories.

      The two Guards who had preceded them stood on the far side of the viewpoint, allowing as much room as they could. Ronlin and a fourth Guard soon arrived, making the little space rather crowded with six bodies.

      Salomen’s posture tensed, though she gave no verbal indication as she gestured downslope. “The main trail goes to a viewing platform at the bottom. Every image I’ve ever seen of this waterfall is taken from there. Most people don’t even know this trail exists.”

      “Did Nashta show it to you?”

      She nodded. “Her mothers showed it to her. Opahs have been coming here for generations. Someday, I’ll bring my own children.”

      They watched the tumbling water in silence, each lost in her own thoughts, until Salomen dipped one shoulder, slid out of her pack, and dropped it to the ground. “I need a few ticks.”

      Before anyone could say a word, she had hopped onto a boulder surrounded by churning white water.

      “Bondlancer!” Lead Guard Ronlin rushed to the edge. “You can’t—”

      “Don’t tell me what I can and cannot do,” Salomen snapped. Pointing slightly upward and toward the center of the rushing streams, she added, “I’m only going there. It’s a tradition.”

      “The river is in autumn flood! This isn’t safe.”

      “It’s safer for me than walking down a public street these days, isn’t it?” She turned away, balanced herself, and jumped to the other side of the flow. Two steps took her to the edge of the next channel, which was narrower than the first but looked twice as dangerous, its water blasting through with more force than Lhyn wanted to think about.

      “Shek!” Ronlin began wriggling out of his own pack.

      “Don’t follow me, Ronlin,” Salomen called back. “That’s an order.” Ignoring his horrified expression, she jumped fearlessly to the next bare patch of rock.

      His partner moved up beside him. “With respect, Lead Guard, she didn’t order any of the rest of us not to follow.”

      He pursed his lips, eyes narrowed in thought.

      “If you do that,” Lhyn warned, “you’ll lose her trust forever.”

      “If I don’t, I might lose her.”

      “What do you plan to do? Tie a rope around her waist and hold her?” She glanced at Salomen, who was now past the third stream and climbing upward.

      “I don’t think you understand, Dr. Rivers. This river is in flood! It’s carrying branches, logs—something could come over the top and hit her and that would be the end of it.”

      Lhyn thought she understood more than he did. “I think she’s headed for that little alcove.” She indicated a spot halfway across, where a large outcrop divided the streams and an overhang kept the space beneath it relatively dry. “If anything comes over the top while she’s there, she’ll be protected.”

      “Excellent,” he growled. “Then I only have to watch her risk her life on the way out and back.”

      “I’m going after her.” Lhyn dropped her pack.

      “Dr. Rivers!”

      “You’re not responsible for me,” she pointed out. “I’m just a private citizen. And she needs the company.”

      “Shekking Mother!” He spun toward the two Guards who had preceded them. “Get down to the bottom in case she falls. If she survives, at least we’ll be able to pull her out.” With a tap to his earcuff, he barked out the name of their pilot and put her on alert for a possible emergency flight.

      Lhyn tuned him out as she faced the waterfall. Viewing it as a whole was intimidating, but if she focused on the individual streams, she could see a path across. It wasn’t even a difficult path, really. The issue was mainly psychological, knowing that one slip could have devastating consequences.

      With her long legs, making the hop to that first boulder was not a stretch. As she found her balance and looked down at the ferocious stream of water pouring past, an unexpected thrill shot through her.

      Ever since her torture, she had chafed at the extra care Ekatya, Andira, and even Salomen took with her. Yes, she was claustrophobic now, but that didn’t change who she was. It didn’t make her weak.

      And this waterfall was the opposite of an enclosed space.

      She hopped to the other side, landed easily, and laughed in sheer delight. Moving quickly across to the next stream, she calculated her best landing spot and leaped.

      Section by section, she made her way across and upward, unable to erase the grin that accompanied every successful landing. This was the most fun she’d had in a long time: the physical, bone-deep elation that came from turning off her brain and simply letting her body move.

      “Not there! Up a bit more.”

      She looked up at the shout and saw Salomen standing beneath the overhang, pointing at a spot slightly upstream. There was a dip in the rock on the other side, making for an easier landing. She walked up to it, jumped, and waved in thanks.

      Two more streams separated them. She crossed over and landed her second jump right next to Salomen, who had stepped back to give her room. With a gleeful whoop, she turned around to look down the falls. “Fucking stars, this is gorgeous! No wonder you love it!”

      If anything, it was even louder under here. In addition to the water boiling past on both sides, thin curtains fell from the edges of the overhang, effectively screening them in.

      Salomen was alight, her eyes sparkling and a proud tilt to her smile. “I cannot believe you followed me out here.”

      “Why wouldn’t I? I’ve followed you everywhere for the past five days. Wow, look at this, it’s like it was designed for sitting.” The bare rock at the back of the alcove was scooped out, making a natural bench. She promptly sat down, stretching out her legs and marveling at the view.

      Salomen settled next to her. “You’re buzzing,” she said with a laugh. “Your emotional signature feels like an open power conduit.”

      “It does to me, too.” Lhyn grinned at her. “Poor Ronlin is about to have a coronary.”

      “I know. I’ll have to apologize, but for now I’m simply enjoying being here.” Her expression shifted. “And I’m enjoying you being here.”

      Lhyn nodded, accepting the statement for what it was. She had been careful not to assume anything, even as it grew increasingly difficult.

      “Did Nashta show you this, too?” she asked, tapping her hand against the rock.

      “Yes. Not at first, though. She waited until I was twenty.”

      “An adult, then. It was a rite of passage,” Lhyn guessed.

      “I didn’t think of it that way at the time, but it probably was.” Salomen crossed her legs at the ankles and leaned back. “I remember feeling as if a whole new world had opened up. A world where we could be friends.”

      “You weren’t friends before?”

      “We were, but it was different. She was always my mother first and foremost. Then she became more of a friend. The mother part never went away, but it was less prominent.” She shook her head. “I’m not describing it well, but you know what I mean, yes?”

      “No. I was never friends with my mother.”

      “Oh, Lhyn, I’m sorry. I forgot. I didn’t—”

      “It’s all right. I like that you forget. You had such a beautiful relationship with your mother that you can’t imagine growing up any other way. That’s a joy to be around. You’re like Ekatya in that.”

      “I suppose,” Salomen said doubtfully. “You’re very gracious to say so. I hate that you had such a different childhood. You deserve all the love in the world.”

      Do I? Lhyn wanted to ask. Instead, she said, “Different doesn’t necessarily mean bad. I never felt neglected and I certainly wasn’t abused. My friends were all in the same growing environment. It was natural for us. We found support in each other and never expected it from our parents. At least, not the kind you had.”

      “That sounds perfectly reasonable until I remember that your friends withdrew their support.”

      “It wasn’t as difficult as you might think. I had school to look forward to. Preparations and travel plans to make. Then I was on Dothanor Prime and—” She shook her head, smiling at the memories. Though she had struggled, plunging into a new world both literally and figuratively had been the best thing for her. “I didn’t have a spare moment to miss my former friends. Or my family.”

      “Do you ever miss them?”

      “No.”

      Salomen raised her brows. “Truly?”

      A Gaian asking that question would have been expressing doubt. An Alsean asking it—especially this Alsean—meant her first answer had not been entirely in tune with her emotions.

      “I miss the idea of them,” she admitted. “But that’s a false construction. It wouldn’t survive a brush with reality. Can I ask you a question?”

      “Of course.”

      “Why did you stop touching me?”

      Salomen’s head went back, her dark eyes widening with surprise. “That’s not what I expected at all. Are you uncomfortable with the topic and changing it?”

      “I’m done with that topic and curious about a new one,” Lhyn corrected. “You’re more tactile than any other high empath I know, probably because you didn’t grow up being trained as a high empath. But you haven’t touched me since taking my hand on top of Tumalo Peak. I can only assume it has something to do with the potentiality of a different relationship between us, but Salomen—” She paused, looking for the right words. “If you’ve decided not to walk through that door, I hope you know I’ll understand. The last thing I ever wanted was for you to change how you behave around me. I, um.” She looked away, focusing on the water thundering down the slope in an effort to stop the water in her eyes. “I don’t miss my childhood friends or my family. But I’ll miss you if you put distance between us.”

      Salomen was so still that if Lhyn hadn’t known she was there, she could have imagined herself alone in this place.

      “Lhyn.”

      Reluctantly, she turned her head. Salomen looked stricken, another thing Lhyn hadn’t wanted. Fucking stars, she had done exactly what she’d sworn not to: put pressure on her. Now it was all about to fall apart.

      “I am so sorry,” Salomen began.

      She deflated. It didn’t take an anthropologist to see where this opening would lead.

      “Oh, for the love of Fahla. Stop that.” Salomen nudged Lhyn’s chin up, then rested her fingers along the curve of her jaw. “At least do me the courtesy of hearing me before deciding what it is I’m about to say.”

      The exasperation in her tone wasn’t what froze Lhyn in place. That gentle touch was enormously significant. She just didn’t know what it signified.

      “I’m listening,” she managed.

      With a small nod, Salomen dropped her hand. “What I meant was, I’m sorry that I didn’t explain earlier. I should have known you’d notice. I tried to be clear about needing these five days to explore this and decide.”

      “You were.”

      “But I wasn’t clear about what that entailed. Lhyn, your emotional signature—sometimes it’s like this waterfall. Beautiful and powerful and so strong that it could knock me off my feet if I’m not careful. Skin contact takes away any shielding I have against that force. I had to stop touching you, or I couldn’t be sure whether the love I feel is truly mine or a product of your influence.”

      “The love you feel,” Lhyn repeated slowly. “Present tense. Not conditional?”

      “There’s our linguist,” Salomen teased. “That took you at least three pipticks.”

      “You’ve decided?” She needed definitive confirmation.

      Salomen took her hand and interlaced their fingers. “I’ve decided.”

      “Oh.” She looked around, expecting something to be different. The waterfall should have stopped, every droplet suspended in midair as the world acknowledged the import of this moment. But it roared past, uncaring, while Ronlin and his remaining Guard stared up at them as if waiting for them to tumble.

      In that moment, Lhyn was certain that they would never fall. Not now, not at any time. The way she felt, she might just fly back down to that viewpoint.

      “Oh,” she repeated inanely, an enormous grin splitting her face. “Wow. I mean, I hoped, but…wow.”

      Salomen’s smile was just as broad. “I’m making a note of this. Your linguistic abilities fall off a cliff when your emotions get too strong.” She lifted their hands. “I wish you could sense what I feel right now. Someday soon, I’ll show you.”

      “A Sharing? We’ll be doing that tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow will be a four-way Sharing. You’ll sense some of this, but that’s not what I mean. A two-way Sharing between lovers isn’t the same. Before you ask how it differs,” she added, forestalling Lhyn’s intent to ask that very thing, “I cannot explain it in words. You’ll have to experience it.”

      Lhyn tightened her grip, instinctively seeking the only contact they could have here. “I won’t survive the wait.”

      “The most patient scholar I know? You will.”

      “I’m not feeling patient now.” In fact, she could not remember feeling this eager since the day she had walked into the wrong conference room and found a Fleet captain speaking on stage. “This is like meeting Ekatya for the first time. Except I know exactly who you are and why I’m feeling this way.”

      “You’ve told her, yes?”

      Salomen had not asked before now, and Lhyn thought she knew why. Any discussion of the topic was problematic for her until she had made her choice.

      “Yes, the day of our first hike,” she answered.

      “What did she say?”

      “She laughed.”

      “She laughed?”

      “Well, it really is funny if you think about our history. Back when she first tried to leave Alsea, she thought the reason I stayed behind was because I had fallen in love with Andira. And now—”

      “She’s in love with Andira and you fell for me instead.” Salomen’s mouth quirked. “Fahla does have a sense of humor.”

      “I’m almost ready to concede that one. At any rate, Ekatya thinks it makes all the sense in the galaxy. She was just worried about me if you didn’t feel the same.”

      “What would she have done if I hadn’t?”

      “Nothing. Why? Did you think she would behave differently toward you?”

      “No, what would she have done about her feelings for Andira?”

      “Ah.” Now she understood. “Nothing.”

      “That’s what I thought.” Salomen gazed out at the water, then turned back with an intent look. “Part of the reason I asked for this time was to be certain that what I feel is for me, not Andira. She wouldn’t pursue Ekatya even with my permission. What if I miscalculated my ability to share? It would devastate both of us. All of us,” she corrected, gesturing with her free hand. “But if I have a second partner as well—”

      “It changes the equation. I know, I’ve thought of that too.” Lhyn cocked her head. “Then you’re certain? This is for you?”

      “Do you know what these five days have meant to me?” Releasing her hand at last, Salomen raised both of hers with a delighted smile. “Look at where we are! Ekatya once told me that she feels bigger on Alsea, as if there’s something in our air that makes her more. I feel that way with Andira, and now I feel that way with you. I cannot see where this will take us, but I trust the journey. We’ll keep each other safe, all four of us.”

      Safe. The word settled into Lhyn’s brain, itching in a way that said she needed to puzzle out its significance. There was a connection somewhere, a pattern it fit into…

      “I know why you didn’t tell Andira what hiking meant to you,” she said.

      Salomen blinked at her. “Perhaps someday I’ll be able to follow the way you think.”

      “You said there was no single reason. But there is.” She gestured at the roaring water all around them. “This is a legacy from your mother. She showed you what she loved and you learned to love it, too. I know how much you’ve given up to be with Andira. The day of the windstorm, you told me that being the Bondlancer took your privacy and half your life. But you made sure it wouldn’t take this. You kept this part of your life safe by keeping it out of the equation.”

      Salomen’s brows drew together. She started to speak, shook her head, and turned away to stare out at the falls.

      When one and then two full ticks passed in silence, Lhyn slid off the rock bench and knelt at the edge of their little alcove. She only had to reach out a short distance to put her hand in the water.

      It was freezing cold, bubbling with oxygen, and flowed with such power that it took considerable effort to hold her arm straight. She glanced down at Ronlin, who had not once taken his eyes off them, and admitted that he had a reason for his fear. If either of them slipped on their way back, it would cause a global incident.

      But that was exactly what Salomen fought against. Her mother had shown her how to reach this secret place as a rite of passage. They had sat here together at least once per cycle since, until Nashta was too ill to manage the hike.

      And now, the first time Salomen had returned on her own, Ronlin tried to stop her? No wonder she had snapped at him.

      A hand appeared in her peripheral vision. Salomen braced herself and reached into the water.

      “I didn’t realize,” she said. “But I think you’re right.”

      Lhyn turned to look at her, but she was watching the water flow over her arm.

      “It’s not very rational, is it? To keep a part of my life so safe that even I cannot enjoy it.”

      “You only did that for a cycle,” Lhyn pointed out. “Not so long, considering all that’s happened.”

      “I wonder how long I would have waited if you hadn’t told me how you felt that night.” She withdrew her hand and sat back on her haunches.

      Lhyn followed suit, drying her cold hand on her trousers. It was so stiff that she could barely flex her fingers. “You were already bored and restless. And missing Andira. My guess is, not long. Besides, you made the arrangements for that first trail walk before you knew I’d agree to come.”

      Salomen’s sudden smile lit up the alcove. “Oh, I knew you’d come. What would you have done otherwise?” She planted her hands and pushed upright, leaving one wet print on the rock. “Shall we get back before Ronlin loses too many cycles off his life?”

      “Can we stay a few ticks longer?”

      “Dear goddess, I just heard my younger self. Do you know how many times I said that to Mother?”

      “I can guess.” Lhyn studied her, trying to memorize this expression and this moment. “There’s magic here for you. For me, too, by extension. This place will always be special to me now.”

      Salomen’s eyes softened. “I knew it was the right decision to bring you here. Thank you for following me.”

      “Why didn’t you just ask?”

      “Because,” she said, “it had to be your choice.”
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      The autumn rains had let up for a moment, allowing the late afternoon sun to ignite a glorious double rainbow in the east. Salomen stood in the wet grass, watching a familiar red-and-silver transport fly beneath the brilliant colors, and wished she had thought to record the image.

      Andira had sent her Guards ahead and flown to Hol-Opah by herself, saying that she needed a little alone time after the intense security of her Pallea tour. “I know you understand,” she had said in their last call. They were truer words than Salomen could have wished.

      Perhaps it was better this way, she thought. There was so much about Andira’s life that she hadn’t truly comprehended a cycle ago, yet they had found an excellent balance. Everything that had occurred since then only strengthened their connection.

      In the past five days, her understanding was substantially altered yet again. And just as before, their bond had found new depths.

      She had told Andira everything last night. With her decision made, there was no reason to hold back, not to mention that her choice could go nowhere without Andira’s input and approval. That call had been the most difficult yet. Not because of what she had to say, but because her physical need for Andira’s presence was exacerbated by knowing what she wanted.

      Judging by the precipitous descent of the transport, that need was affecting them both. The engines were still spooling down when Andira burst out of the door and ran across the grass.

      Salomen met her halfway, laughing as they careened into each other. “Oh, I missed you!” she cried. Andira felt wonderful in her arms, warm and vital and here.

      “I missed you too, tyrina.” The nose in her neck was another beloved sensation: Andira was tucking in her face, a position that made Salomen more protective than she thought possible.

      She squeezed tightly and rocked, resting her cheek atop Andira’s head. “I might not let you go until evenmeal.”

      Andira laughed. “That could make our plans a little difficult.”

      “I don’t care.”

      The slanted sunlight bathed them in radiance, setting Andira’s bright blonde hair aglow and making her eyes almost transparent when she leaned back.

      “You’re so beautiful,” she said fervently. “How could I forget that in less than a nineday?”

      “You didn’t. You just needed a reminder.”  Salomen pulled her in for a deep kiss, then rested their foreheads together. “I haven’t forgotten for a moment how gorgeous you are. Or how good you feel right here.”

      Andira hummed happily, her eyes closing in contentment.

      They might have stood there for another half hantick had the sun not abruptly vanished, leaving behind an unmistakable chill and the sigh of oncoming wind.

      Salomen lifted her head. “Uh oh. Time to go.”

      They raced for the back deck with the ominous sound of rain at their heels. It fell in a sudden rush, chasing them up the steps and under the shelter of the roof, where they stood at the railing to watch the drastically changed scene. The rainbow was a mere memory now, drowned in a downpour that seemed as if the clouds themselves were coming to roost on the ground.

      “Just in time,” Salomen observed.

      “In every way. I doubt I could have lasted another hantick without you.”

      She had felt the same. “Do you think it was the physical separation? Or the fact that I’m learning about my heart?”

      “Both.” Andira nuzzled her cheek. “Speaking of separation, is she here?”

      “Since half a hantick ago. They’ve had their coming home ritual, so she’s far more relaxed.”

      “Good. We want her relaxed for this conversation.”

      A gust of wind blew through, whirling droplets into their faces. Wiser women would go indoors, but Salomen simply wiped Andira’s cheeks dry and kissed her. She wasn’t ready to end these precious moments alone.

      “This feels familiar,” Andira murmured as they drew apart. “Kissing in the rain.”

      “We’re a good bit drier than last time.” Salomen smiled at her, remembering their very public kiss on the steps of the State House. “And no vidcams.”

      “Thank Fahla for that.”

      Their lips met again, precluding further speech and most coherent thought.

      For six nights, Salomen had found restful sleep only by sharing a bed with Lhyn—always atop the covers, and always with Andira’s warm, comforting presence filling her chest. To have that presence physically here kindled an overwhelming need, one which had few appropriate outlets here on the back deck.

      They made the best of the outlet at hand.

      She didn’t know how much time had passed when they finally separated, but the wind was no longer blowing and the downpour had shifted to a soft but steady rain.

      “Ekatya will agree, I’m sure of it,” she said, returning to their prior conversation. “You have nothing to worry about.”

      Despite the long interval, Andira needed no explanation. “I’m not worried. I’m just not making assumptions. There are a number of moving parts in this situation, and all of them must move the right way for it to work. Ekatya comes from a different culture. Different even than Lhyn’s. Tyrina…” The hesitant tone told her what to expect. “I wish you would reconsider.”

      “No,” she said firmly. “It’s all of us or none.”

      “That’s not fair to you or Lhyn—”

      “Andira, it hasn’t even been half a moon since you were jealous of Lhyn for being with me when you weren’t. And that was before she or I had any inkling of this. You cannot expect—”

      “That’s not why,” Andira interrupted. She turned, leaning her forearms on the railing and gazing out at the rain-soaked view. “I was jealous because both she and Ekatya were with you while you shut me out.”

      Startled by the insertion of Ekatya in that sentence, Salomen silently matched her position.

      “I need you to understand this.” Andira met her eyes. “These past five days should have been the same situation. Lhyn was with you and I couldn’t be, just as before. More than that, you were happy. Happy as I hadn’t felt you in two moons.”

      Salomen reached for her hand, needing the connection.

      “But I wasn’t jealous. I was thrilled for you. I spent every day of the trip sensing your growing joy, and every night wondering why my own was growing with it. I knew what was happening. You all but told me when you called the night of your Tumalo Peak hike. But I didn’t understand my own reaction until last night.”

      “When I confessed?”

      “Confessed,” she repeated with a smile. “Lhyn would have something to say about that word choice. No, when you said the only thing you hadn’t already. When you brought me in.”

      Her own word choices were instructive, Salomen thought. Andira was painting a clear picture.

      “You’re saying it’s not about you sharing me,” she said slowly, turning it over in her mind. “It’s about whether I fully share myself with you.”

      “Yes! And you are. Do you see why I want you to be happy even if Ekatya cannot change our part in it? It makes me happy, too.”

      She nodded. “Surely she will, though. She’s loved you since the day I met her. And for quite some time before.”

      “That doesn’t mean she’ll be able to change our relationship.”

      “True,” she conceded. “But if that’s what she says today, I won’t accept it as an answer. Not a final one.”

      “She’s doomed,” Andira said with a laugh. Her amusement quickly sank beneath a wave of startled awe. “You mean that. You’ll fight for me. For her.”

      “Yes, I will. So will Lhyn.” That much she knew for certain.

      “Great goddess above.” Andira stared at her, a tiny smile tilting her lips. Without another word, she leaned in for a passionate kiss that only ended when the door banged open.

      “Father said I should wait, but you’re never going to finish kissing. Well met!” Jaros dashed across the deck to wrap his arms around Andira’s waist.

      “Well met, Jaros.” Giving him a happy warmron, she added, “You’re right. We’ll be kissing until your Rite of Ascension and beyond.”

      “Ugh,” was the eloquent response.

      Salomen laughed and could not help mussing his hair, though he was reaching the age where that wasn’t always well received. “In truth, we’re practicing. It’s a skill like any other. We’ll need to practice all the time.”

      “Yuck. It’s not a skill I’ll ever want.”

      With a wink at her, Andira bent down to his level. “Now that you’re here, I can give you the gift I brought from Whitemoon. But there’s a problem.” She pointed at the transport. “My bag is still in there. If you fetch it for me, I can–”

      “I’ll get it!” He was running down the steps before Salomen could remind him to wear a rain cloak.

      “That was exploitative,” she teased. “Using a little boy to keep yourself dry.”

      “That was delegation. They taught me that skill when I became Lancer. Along with this one.” Andira kissed her, difficult though it was when they were smiling.

      It became impossible when Jaros returned and groaned, “Not again!”

      He dragged them indoors, where Andira was gladly received by Shikal and Nikin. She gave a bouncing Jaros his gift, then distributed the others along with tales of where and how she had found them. Lhyn and Ekatya came down in time to receive their own gifts: a ragged, stained book that Lhyn pounced on with a happy whoop, and a dusty bottle of grain spirits which Ekatya generously offered to share.

      Salomen finally extracted them by announcing that Andira needed to rest and change before evenmeal. The four of them traipsed upstairs, where Ekatya pulled Andira into a warmron as soon as the bedroom door closed behind them.

      “Palm touches aren’t enough,” she said. “It’s so good to see you.”

      “And you.” Andira closed her eyes, her happiness obvious even to a sonsales. “Have you killed Admiral Greve yet?”

      An inelegant snort escaped. “No, but if Fleet had access to my fantasies, I’d be court-martialed in two pipticks.”

      “Excuse me,” Lhyn interjected. “I thought I was the one starring in your fantasies? Or Andira,” she added with a wicked tilt to her smile.

      That startled everyone in the room.

      “Wading right into the deep water, are you?” Salomen asked.

      She shrugged. “Life is too short to tiptoe around subjects we all need to discuss.”

      “Agreed,” Andira said. “Shall we, then?” She led Salomen to the cushioned window seat, while Lhyn and Ekatya scooted the two chairs closer and made themselves at home. “Let’s be certain we’re all starting from the same place,” she began.

      Salomen watched her effortlessly take the lead, explaining what she knew and what she had guessed, then inviting the others to fill in the missing pieces. She set a tone of ease and comfort which, though not necessary for either Salomen or Lhyn, had a visibly calming effect on Ekatya.

      That is a politician’s answer, Salomen had often said when Andira danced too fluidly around a topic. But here was the other side of that skill: an ability to bring people together and make each one feel equally heard. Nor was Salomen immune to the effects, even knowing what she was doing. It was remarkable and, she decided, really quite attractive.

      Andira slipped their hands together, silently acknowledging that she had sensed the surge of emotion.

      “It’s well outside my comfort zone,” Ekatya was saying. “But I’ve been outside that zone since our first foursome Sharing.”

      “Why?” Lhyn asked.

      “Because I lost the option of privacy. Acknowledging this”—she waved a hand, unwilling to name it—“to Andira is one thing. Knowing that Salomen is feeling every detail, too? And you?” She shook her head. “If I’d had the choice, neither of you would ever have known. I would have protected you from it.”

      “In my experience,” Salomen said as gently as she could, “protecting others from the truth ends up hurting them.”

      “My experience is different.”

      “I understand that,” Andira said. “Protecting others is part of your job. You’re protecting your crew right now. They don’t know the conditions you had to accept in order to keep your command. Nor should they.”

      Ekatya nodded, her emotional signature radiating relief at this recognition.

      “But there is a difference between professional and personal,” Andira continued. “Lhyn deserves your truth. So do I.”

      That hit Ekatya like a posthead to the chest. “I—oh. I didn’t think of it that way. You always know my truth.”

      “I know your emotional truth. I don’t always know the source of it.”

      “Andira.” Her voice was almost plaintive. “Are you really offering this? And Salomen, can you honestly say you don’t mind? Because I remember your fight the day of the windstorm. Or rather, I remember talking Andira through the aftermath.”

      Andira squeezed her hand. This answer had to be hers.

      “That was not my finest moment,” Salomen admitted. “But it wasn’t truly about you. It was about Andira being the Lancer when I wanted her to be my bondmate. I was unfair to her and it—” She swallowed. “It cost the lives of thirteen producers.”

      Andira tried to stop her, but she held up a hand.

      “I was wrong about many things that day. I’ve tried to put right what I could. This is one of them.”

      Ekatya shook her head. “Guilt is the wrong reason—”

      “It’s not guilt,” Salomen interrupted. “It’s seeing clearly. It’s understanding that Andira has room in her heart to love us both, and loving you won’t change the fact that I’m her divine tyree. It’s learning that I have room in my heart to love her and Lhyn, too. From what I see and sense, Lhyn has always had that room. The only question remaining is, do you?”

      “Do I,” Ekatya repeated with a wry smile. “When didn’t I? You could probably answer that better than me. No, the only question remaining is, should I? Should we? There’s so much that could go wrong. We’d be asking so much more of each other. What happens if Andira and I get into a fight? For every other issue, I can count on Lhyn for advice or input. Or even just a sympathetic ear. Isn’t it a bit much to expect her to advise me on my love life with—?” She stopped, once again reluctant to put a name to it.

      “If you and Andira fight, Lhyn isn’t the one to advise you,” Salomen said. “I am.”

      Andira let out a laugh at her wide-eyed surprise. “She’s right. No one knows me better. Not even Lhyn, who sees through everyone.”

      “That’s not true. I can’t see through Salomen.”

      “You see more than you think,” Salomen assured her, and was rewarded with a bright smile.

      “It makes sense, though.” Lhyn turned to Ekatya. “You worry about adding burdens, but a social arrangement like this is about sharing burdens. Lifting them.”

      “Not just burdens,” Andira put in. “Love, as well.”

      A wave of recognition came from Ekatya as she looked between the two of them. “A love shared is doubled, but a burden shared is halved. That’s what Grams used to say. I forgot about that until now.”

      “Take your grandmother’s wisdom,” Lhyn said. “You’re treating this like a temptation, trying to find reasons why you shouldn’t let yourself do it. What are the reasons you should do it?”

      “You,” Ekatya said instantly. “It would make you happy.”

      Salomen smiled to herself. Ekatya and Andira really were two seeds in the same pod. They would deny themselves for duty, for responsibility, for honor…but when it came to their bondmates, they would give anything in their power.

      Lhyn rose from her chair, stepped behind Ekatya, and leaned over to wrap her arms around her chest. “Yes, it would,” she murmured. “But don’t do it for me. Do it for you. For once in your life, tyrina, do what you want instead of what you think you should.”

      With a pulse of yearning, Ekatya gripped Lhyn’s forearms and closed her eyes. “I do want it,” she said so quietly that Salomen had to strain to hear. “It’s obvious things are changing with us. All of us. These foursome Sharings, your brain healing—we’re forging new connections and strengthening old ones and fucking Hades, yes, I want it.” She opened her eyes to look straight at Andira. “But I don’t think I can handle this magnitude of change. Not when I’m dealing with so much on the Phoenix. I need stability here. To start a new physical relationship—”

      “Who said it had to be physical?” Andira asked.

      She frowned. “That usually goes along with this sort of thing.”

      “Eventually, yes. But we’re making our own rules, aren’t we?”

      “This is a big change for me, too,” Salomen agreed. “I’m happy to put off the physical aspect for now.”

      “I think it would make things easier for all of us,” Lhyn added. “Let us get accustomed to a smaller set of new parameters before introducing a larger set.”

      “You make it sound like a field study.” Ekatya leaned to the side, meeting her eyes. “You’re sure about this.”

      “I’m sure if you are.”

      “Before you ask me,” Andira said as Ekatya turned to her, “I’ve felt Salomen these past five days. She’s not doing this as penance. She speaks truth when she says it’s about seeing clearly.” Her voice softened. “And I would very much welcome the opportunity to spend the kind of time with you that she has with Lhyn. Time where we learn how to let go.”

      “That might take more time than your sun has left in its life cycle,” Ekatya muttered. But her eyes were bright, and she was coming to a decision. “Well, it looks like I’m outnumbered…”

      “Ekatya,” Lhyn said in an exasperated tone. “It’s not a majority vote.”

      “She’s hooking you,” Salomen informed her, raising an eyebrow at Ekatya’s sudden grin. “Don’t bite the hook.”

      “Too late. Besides, what kind of captain would I be if I weren’t willing to explore the unknown?”

      “Not the kind Andira could love, that’s certain.” She glanced at her bondmate, who seemed to have stopped breathing.

      “Is this really going to happen?” Despite her confident leadership of the discussion, Andira was stunned by the outcome.

      “Looks like it,” Ekatya said. “What do we do now?”

      Salomen slid out of the window seat and sank to a cross-legged position on the floor. “Now we do what you’ve wanted to since you arrived.”

      The others took their positions with alacrity, and soon they were deep into a Sharing that set both Ekatya’s and Andira’s minds at ease. It was clear to all that no decision had been made for the wrong reasons. They were in this for the sake of happiness.

      Yet in the midst of this joy, Salomen was pierced by an unexpected pang of loss. She missed her mother now more than ever. There was so much she wanted to tell her, so many lessons she had learned. She could picture them on a trail, sitting on a fallen log to eat midmeal and discuss this unexpected new path in her life.

      Nashta hadn’t deemed any lover good enough for her daughter. She had commiserated on Granelle’s small size and limited choices, advising greater involvement in caste politics.

      You must look further afield, she had said. The ones worthy of you aren’t in Granelle.

      Loss was leavened by amusement as Salomen imagined her response today.

      I followed your advice, Mother. Do you think the State House and an alien planet are far enough afield?

      Andira’s presence wrapped around her, brightening the momentary darkness she had brought to their Sharing. Lhyn was there as well, newly sure of her welcome. Soon Ekatya arrived, her love a different flavor but no less supportive.

      In the mental space their Sharing created, Salomen had always seen an ancient tree in a sunlit clearing, its health a visual indicator of their well-being. If any of them needed rebalancing, she viewed it as weakened branches in need of pruning.

      She was not in the clearing this time. Their new understanding had apparently shifted her perception, for beneath her feet was the wet rock she and Lhyn had sheltered under yesterday. She was standing in the center of the waterfall, which churned past her in a thundering symphony of life.

      Turning in place, she looked upslope and stared in awe. Her beloved waterfall was not tumbling over the edge of the slope as it did in the real world. Instead, it rushed from between two massive, twisted roots anchoring a tree so enormous that its branches reached to the stars. It was vibrantly healthy, gleaming with life, and swayed gently in a wind she could neither hear nor feel.

      Except, she realized, she did hear it. Not the wind itself, but the rustling of leaves, reaching her ears despite the water’s roar and speaking a language she somehow understood.

      Far enough, they said. Far enough.
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