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In the multicultural Alliance, aliens mingle with humans and the Pelted, gengineered offspring of human experiments, in a vast and mostly peaceful communion. The mindlinked xeno-therapists Jahir, one of the rare Eldritch, and Vasiht'h, a furred centauroid, work on a starbase teeming with members of multiple races and species, where they ply their special brand of dream-therapy on the over-stressed members of their community. These case studies are a series of vignettes about living and working among these diverse species.
The Phoenix entered their room, swept it with a single cursory glance, and said, "There is no place to sleep," and turned to go.
The mindline between his auditors spiked with their combined anxiety, for as therapists who worked primarily with dreams they couldn't work if their patients refused to sleep. "Wait!" Jahir said. "We'll have something tomorrow. Come at the same time."
The alien eyed them both with its uncanny gaze... and then left. In that silence, they deflated, the agitated colors in the mindline growing pale and finally collapsing into neutral gray. Vasiht'h reached for the data tablet on the table and said, "So now we have a day to... ah... let's see. Build a nest."
"What kind of nests do Phoenixae sleep in?" Jahir asked.
"Looks like... an adherent nest," Vasiht'h said, scrolling through the samples. Jahir didn't have to look over his shoulder; through their link he saw a hazy image: "Like a cup with a long back-rest. It's made of found objects... every nest has to be unique."
"So... to the park," Jahir said. As he opened the door for his shorter partner, he added, "Of all the things I expected we'd be doing as therapists, I admit this is one of the last."
"Tell me about it!"
Several hours later they were in their office again with a cart of supplies and bric-a-brac.
"How big do you think we should make it?" Jahir asked, lifting a branch with a faint frown.
"You're only a little shorter than a Phoenix," Vasiht'h said. "We'll just make it to your measure with a little extra."
"Right."
They fell asleep on the floor next to their attempt and spent all of the morning completing it, until at last Vasiht'h said wearily, "Well, give it a try."
Jahir glanced askance at it, then shrugged and stepped into the low pouch. The image Vasiht'h reflected back to him, of his face peeking out of it like a powder-pale baby bird, made him bark a sudden laugh. He twisted around. "Are you sure it's wide enough? Do they have broader shoulders or narrower?"
"Narrower, on average, if the data's right," Vasiht'h said. "Do you need a hand getting out?"
"No, I'm fine," Jahir said, clambering out of it. Together they surveyed their handiwork: a roughly woven thing of branches from the park, held together with twine and what seemed like a day's worth of sweat, mounted on a wooden tablet so it could be rolled away and stored when they were seeing patients who were fine with napping on a couch.
When the Phoenix returned, they watched with seeming nonchalance as he inspected their offering, but the mindline between them shimmered with worry like heat waves rising off crete. Their patient lifted his head, about to speak, when he halted. Frowned. Tilted his head and looked sideways at the nest with that bird-like quality that so many found unsettling.
"What is this?" he said, pointing at something with a golden talon.
They peered into the nest. "Oh," Jahir said, "I'm sorry that's some of my hair—"
"Ah! Very unsual!" The Phoenix hopped into the nest, all its feathers rustling. "I sleep in a nest full of Eldritch hair. Very unusual!" And closed its eyes.
Jahir and Vasiht'h exchanged looks, and in silence, the former endured a great deal of laughter.
Through the mindline came concern, faint as rain pattering. Vasiht'h twisted his upper body around and looked over his back to find Jahir approaching with a mug and a pitcher. His partner sat beside him amid the pillows and glanced at the vista: the balcony, the perfect blue sky through which the base's distant Spindle could be seen as a paler blue lattice.
"Refill?" Jahir asked. "It's kerinne."
"Please," Vasiht'h said, offering his cup for more of the thick cinnamon drink. They drank in companionable silence, the mindline hanging fallow between them.
At last, Jahir asked, "What are you thinking?"
"About language."
"It was rather astonishing," Jahir said.
The dreaming mind of the Seersa who'd been their last patient lingered, clear enough to Vasiht'h's recollection that he could almost think the way she had. He grappled with expression—something she would rarely have done, if his sense of her mind was true. "I was thinking about my people's language. How it became vestigial."
"We didn't discuss that much in school," Jahir said. "Other than to note that the Glaseah abandoned it in favor of direct communion."
Vasiht'h smiled, because the words were almost curt, but the mindline between them was suffused with the soft peach color of his partner's desire to be gentle. "It was never much more than a construct anyway. The Pelted gengineers who made us wanted to give us a language of our own, so they created one for us. We never took to it... mostly we spoke Universal until the discovery that so many of us were born espers there wasn't any need to maintain our own language. So we discarded it."
"And yet," Jahir murmured.
"And yet," Vasiht'h said, "that Seersan woman... she wasn't even a linguist and she knew at least half a dozen languages—"
"More, I think," Jahir said.
"More!" Vasiht'h shook her head. "And her thoughts... it was as if when she ran into a mental block, she just switched languages and found a way around it."
"Do you think in a language?"
"I don't know," Vasiht'h said. "Universal, I guess. But I wonder...is that what we gave up when we abandoned Glaseahn? The few words we retained... they do give a... a flavor to things. Would we have been different people if only we'd kept it?"
"Possibly," Jahir said. Then rousing himself with a distinct, iron-tang taste to the mindline, "Probably. Probably."
Vasiht'h glanced at him. "Do you think in Universal also?"
A twinge came over the mindline, sour like a stomachache. "Sometimes," Jahir said. "More often than not, now." The taint cleared from their link as he continued, "Universal has a much broader vocabulary, more technical terms. It's easier to be precise in it, particularly about technology and multicultural issues."
"And your own tongue?" Vasiht'h asked, careful. He knew Jahir better now, enough to more fully respect the Eldritch's reticence. When they'd first met in college, his curiosity had often been... a trifle blunt. He'd meant no harm, but had little notion of the depth of the waters he'd been treading. "What does the Eldritch language teach?"
"To be careful. Very very careful."
Vasiht'h let that stand. He sipped his now tepid kerinne. "Maybe we should learn more languages. To understand our patients better."
"God and Lady," Jahir said. "We have enough trouble just dipping into their minds while they sleep. If we spend more time in alien heads, we might never find our way back."
Vasiht'h glanced at him, then looked pointedly at the open-air balcony with the multiple races and species moving about on it, drinking, laughing, their conversation a textured white noise tapestry. He tweaked the mindline with a bright lemon amusement.
Jahir sighed and smiled.
"There's a battlecruiser laying over," Vasiht'h said as he entered the room.
"There usually is," Jahir said, without looking up from his data tablet, one long hand still on the mug of steaming kerinne.
"I sent them a note advertising our services," Vasiht'h continued.
"What?" Jahir put down the tablet. "Why? Fleet ships carry their own medical personnel. They wouldn't need to contract out for therapy."
"They don't need to, but they might want to," Vasiht'h said, padding into their small kitchenette to fix his own breakfast. "You never know. And we could use the business."
"We'd be better off advertising in the commons," Jahir said, returning to the news.
"You never know," Vasiht'h said again, unperturbed.
***
/Don't be smug,/ Jahir said through the mindline as their guest stepped into their office and came to a halt at something that looked like parade rest.
/I'm not smug,/ Vasiht'h said, but his sending was threaded through with ticklish little sparkles.
Jahir blew a mental sigh his way and said, "Ah... sir? What can we do for you?"
"My C-med tells me I need to see someone," the man said, looking harried. "I heard you work on people while they sleep."
"That's right," Vasiht'h said.
"Lead me to your bed, then—don't bother with a sedative, I won't need one. It'll be such a relief not to be bothered for a change."
Bemused, they took him in, watched him arrange himself on the couch and... within minutes, he had passed out.
"What do you make of it?" Jahir said at the door.
"Human. Probably in his mid-forties?" Vasiht'h guessed. "I can't read these tabs on his uniform."
"Let's look them up, we've got time," Jahir said. He smiled ruefully. "At least twenty minutes, since he didn't need any prep to go down like everyone else!"
"He didn't even give us his name," Vasiht'h said, bemused.
"At least it's on his breast tab," Jahir said, looking at it. "Amadeo, Paul."
"Right," Vasiht'h said, checking the data tablet. "Looks like he's the captain of that battlecruiser."
"Well," Jahir said, looking at the man's careworn face, now slack; he had rarely seen such a deep sleep in one of their patients. "I suppose we should find out what's ailing him."
"Worried?" Vasiht'h said, padding closer.
"A little," Jahir said. "I have no experience with the military mind."
"I suspect the military mind is a lot like any other. Just with different worries," Vasiht'h said.
"And worries are what we're about," Jahir observed. But he held out his hand, and his partner took it, and together they slipped down the mindline, out and into the sleeping mind of their patient.
When the captain awoke, he did abruptly, as if in response to some unheard alarm. He rubbed his temple. "Uhn. Are we done?"
The two therapists looked at one another. "For now," Jahir said. "We'd like you to come back—ah, how long are you staying?"
"Two weeks," he said. "Minor refits."
"Then we'd like to see you all two weeks, if possible."
"My chief medical officer is going to be thrilled with you two. She says I'm a cracked mess and if someone doesn't fix me, I'll explode." The captain grinned, weary. "I get the feeling she was hoping she wouldn't have to do it."
"We'll take care of it, sir," Vasiht'h said seriously. "See you tomorrow."
"Right," he said, and left at a good clip, like a ship under steam.
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