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    The sea does not reward those who are too anxious, too greedy, or too impatient. One should lie empty, open, choiceless as a beach—waiting for a gift from the sea. —Anne Morrow Lindbergh


     


     


    In some families, please is described as the magic word. In our house, however, it was sorry. —Margaret Laurence
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    AMET


     


    The second time the trumpets sounded, it was late morning, and even I could sense the anticipation that saturated the air like bubbles in sparkling wine. Benison was coming to the capital of the Twin Kingdoms, Where Magic Lives, and magic was already seeping everywhere in advance of the arriving flood. It made the world’s every edge too crisp for my eyes to endure, seized my heart with the dreamlike beauty of it. If this was how everything was before the wave crested, what would it be like when it finally came?


    “The tantara!” Dancer was grabbing my wrist. “Oh, Amet! We must go to the roof!”


    “The roof,” I repeated, but let en lead as Always Falling opened the balcony doors. If the air inside the palace was shivering, the air outside it… I stopped, inhaled, my fingers tightening in my lover’s.


    “You see?” Dancer said, lifting ens face toward the sky and closing ens viridian eyes. With a laugh of delight, en finished, “Who could be inside! Come, let us go meet it upstairs, where we can see it arrive!”


    I glanced at Always Falling, who wore a look of wry reserve, as usual. How many times had it performed this ritual with Dancer? And yet it seemed unperturbed that it was now forced to share the experience with me. I loved Dancer, and I was already fond of Always Falling, but I still felt the interloper acutely sometimes, and this… this could not help but be one of them. Couldn’t it? For it was the natural law that dictated that magic must drain to the lowest geographical point that had made the east the conquerors of the known world, and though I refused to regret my decision to stay here, still… this was it. This was witness of the event that had ended, inevitably, in the loss of my country’s autonomy.


    “Amet?” Dancer asked, perceiving me to have flagged. The concern in ens voice…


    “I’m coming,” I said, and followed.


    The stairs were tucked into the corner of the balcony, flush to the wall, and ascending their narrow wooden treads brought us to a vista out of a painting. All the roofs of the palace had flat surfaces sculpted with the gardens that magic made grow so exuberantly. From this vantage we could see not just Falling Waters spreading before us, with the waterfalls and ponds and terraced water features that had given the palace its name, but the entirety of the capital, gilt by morning sunlight, spread in an apron away from the hill where the palace perched. To the south the river glittered, almost too bright for the eyes, now silver, now gold.


    We were not the only ones who had taken advantage of the palace’s architecture. Everywhere I looked, I saw the dark heads of the eastern aristocracy, punctuated here and there with the colored heads of the third and fourth sexes... waiting, just as we were.


    Behind me, Always Falling’s footfalls sounded hollow on the wooden slats. I had joined Dancer at the rail, looking west.


    “I suppose it always comes from there,” I said, struggling with something. Resentment? Resignation? My desire not to let those things rule me?


    “No,” Always Falling said. The fourth joined us, standing a little apart. “From the south as well, and the north. Not as much from the east, and slower… the slope is gentler. But it begins in the west, because of the momentum it derives from the height of the mountains.”


    This scholarly disquisition comforted me more than I expected. I stood behind Dancer, slipping an arm around ens waist, and looked with them both to the west. “And the trumpets this time mean it’s near?”


    “Less than a quarter hour,” en said, resting a hand on mine. “Usually.”


    “Usually,” I repeated, bemused.


    “It’s a little different every year,” en said, and I perceived in en a tension I hadn’t expected. Or perhaps I should have—had I thought my sensitive eastern lover would fail to guess that as much as I wanted to witness Benison in the capital, it would also trouble me? “But the comet-runners are pacing the crest of the flood. They’re usually accurate.”


    “And then,” I murmured, “days of it?”


    “About a week,” Always Falling said. “Which is how long the festivities last.”


    “Such a celebration!” Dancer exclaimed. “You will love it, Amet. The music, the food, the parties in the streets…! You’ll see.”


    I let that be. Dancer was a more exuberant lover of such things than I was. And then, because I honestly didn’t know, “Can you tell the magic’s coming?” When en turned ens head a touch, just enough to look at me, I said, “Because you’re a third. Is there some faculty in you that warns you of its proximity?”


    En blushed and leaned back into me. “Maybe some can. I… there’s not enough in me for that.”


    Puzzled, I glanced at Always Falling. The fourth—neuter, as Dancer was a third, a hermaphrodite—was still standing at a slight remove: that its summer-blue hair was loose allowed me to observe that there was now a faint breeze tugging at it, where there had been none before. The fourth said, “All sexed human beings have the capacity to hold magic in varying degrees. Thirds usually have the most capacity, but individuals may have less or more.”


    “And fourths?” I asked, because I didn’t know.


    “I can’t hold magic,” it said, turning its face toward the west. “But I know it’s coming. And so do you. Look, Amet. Feel it.”


    Dancer’s hand squeezed mine. I looked west, then, toward home…. just as it came.


    How to describe the first sight of it, frothing on the horizon? In repose, magic is intangible, existing only as a sense of health and positivity. Only when it moves is it visible to the mortal eye, and then… it is a shimmering, breaking against objects in its path in a fountain of glistering gold and silver… like mead for the godhead, poured over the horizon, so overwhelming I was shaking and couldn’t tell if it was terror or elation or awe.


    And then the wall hit us, dragging its enormous river of power behind it, and aware of the joy of my companions, of the cheers of distant watchers from other roofs, even feeling the enormity of the rapture of it myself, I wept into Dancer’s hair. And because of those cheers, because even as I stood there I could hear the roar rising from the distant city like the sound of a storm straining against the peaks, I stifled my incredulous grief. Streamers of shining light were tearing against my body, filling it to repletion with joy and exuberance… and this was the wealth of the world, which the east had claimed, and which would never belong to the mountains, not for all the efforts of the comet-runners so nobly dispatched by our lowland masters to succor us. No mountain child would know this birthright. No highland couple would beget their heirs with the ease of their conquerors. No mountain farmer would ever see the yield of a magic-enhanced harvest.


    We were poor, and would never be anything else.


    “Isn’t it amazing!” Dancer whispered, drawing my arms closer around en. I said nothing, and didn’t have to, because en assumed my silence was awe. It was awe. It was everything, too much of everything. It was everything that was mine, because I had given up everything that had been mine, and it was unbearable.


    “Dancer,” Always Falling said, distracting us both. “Go use up some of this energy inside.”


    “Love?” Dancer said, startled, and then blushed, straightening against me. “I—if—I don’t want to take you away, Amet, if you want to stay—”


    “No,” I said, and if there was huskiness in my voice, I prayed en would think it desire. “No, I think making love to you to celebrate the opening of Benison in the capital would be magnificent.”


    “Oh,” en breathed. “I’m so glad you said yes....!” And took me by the hand again, eager, pulling me toward the stairs.


    But as I passed Always Falling, it met my eyes, and there was sobriety there beyond what I’d come to expect of it.
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    Making love while magic poured into the capital was an experience so transcendent that I knew I would forget it the moment Benison ended. There was no describing it: one could only exist in rapture, in the sense that the body no longer limited one’s expression of passion. We didn’t tire, for magic whisked exhaustion away. Magic fueled us better than food or water, so we neither needed nor wanted to stop for meals. We didn’t hurt, because magic healed, and with it pulsing through the air in such abundance there was no taking so much as a dire wound without it vanishing. Even baths were unnecessary, because magic left everything pristine. As the flow tumbled over the palace’s roof and tinted the world through the windows with glitter, it throbbed through our flesh and took everything that made us human from us, and left us gods.


    When I was a young boy, lacking the experience to make such dreams realistic, I’d imagined sex this way: without the awkwardness, the stickiness, the fatigue, the practicalities. Lovemaking during Benison was like those fevered dreams, but crowned in rapture. I lost myself in flesh-made-divine, in the music that swelled to accompany the experience as inevitably as the orgasms, in Dancer’s loving hands and wicked teeth and unlikely, beautiful body, born in the image of one forged long ago in this very crucible in the east. I lost myself, and left the grief behind until I could encapsulate it, hide it, and accept the blessing of just being here... now... in this moment.


    It was a very long time before we stopped, and we decided to do so simultaneously, without discussion... just rolled onto our backs, smiling at one another and at peace with the cessation of action. After seeming to deliberate on the merits of moving, Dancer reached for my face, tucked some of my dark hair back behind an ear, and let ens fingertip trace the cheekbone back under my eye. “You are glowing,” en observed, voice gone to velvet and nearly an octave lower than normal.


    “So are you,” I said with a gentle chuckle. “As if your skin is cloth of gold.”


    “Softer than that, I hope!”


    I laughed then and caught ens chin in my fingers to hold en still for a kiss. It felt surreal, this kiss traded after hours of lovemaking, but with lips fresh and unbruised as if we had just begun. “Much. Tell me it passes? This can’t possibly continue for a week...!”


    “No.” En smiled, leaned into my fingers to discourage me from releasing ens chin. “It’ll come in waves. We’ll have times where things seem... almost natural.”


    “Natural,” I repeated, torn between amusement and skepticism.


    “For this part of the year,” en allowed, brushing a warm mouth against the pad of my thumb. “You came to the capital at the nadir... that’s not how it is most of the time. Most of the time, the city is more energized. The air doesn’t stop emanating power for months. And then it will be the Well that takes over until the very last months of the year, when it’s... well, like it was when you arrived.”


    ...which was still more magical than the mountains were at the peak of the year. I pushed my resentment down again. The world was inherently unfair, and it was not Dancer’s fault that en had been born here. Was not, in fact, the east’s fault that it had what it had. The rulers of the eastern kingdom could have decided never to share that bounty, but they had, and if the methods that brought magic back up to the mountains were imperfect, still, they tried.


    “We should dress,” en said, tasting my fingertips. “There will be a celebration tonight. Fireworks, colored lanterns on the river, pastries they only make once a year... the wine, Amet! You won’t have anything like it again until the sky opens again. And the music!”


    “We must go for the music, at least,” I said, leaning forward to kiss en again.


    “Yes,” en said. And laughed. “We’ll never get out of bed if we continue...!”


    I smiled and nudged en with my nose. “Go first. I want to lie here a while and just feel it.”


    “All right.”


    Alone in ens bed, I thought that I might be able to enjoy a city-wide celebration. There was something soft enough in me to admit the possibility of light-heartedness. I could embrace it with the same fearlessness I had embraced the east, falling headlong into the arms of an eastern third...or I could cavil and retreat. And then where would I go? There was nothing left for me in the mountains, and everything here for me if I maintained my open heart, no matter how raw.


    I followed en, and helped en dress, and let en lead me as en had been leading me, ever since the first time I’d seen en in my music room, in Iglinta. There was nowhere Dancer could go that en would not draw me.
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    Always Falling joined us for our trip into the city. So, it seemed, did everyone else, for the crowd flowing out of the palace, downhill toward the streets of Where Magic Lives, was so large I wondered where it hid these people on a normal day. But Dancer was right: the night was breathtaking. Was not even night, for though it was late the sky was still a delicate lavender, as if dusk had only just fallen. Painted across the vault above us was a diaphanous electrum veil, as if the firmament had donned a scarf over the jewels of its stars for the celebration. Joy ran through the world like the sigh of breath through an instrument, an energizing joy that drew frequent laughter from the crowd we’d joined. Outside of a performance hall, I had never seen a throng so happy, as if we had all been invited to the best dance in the world: not just any dance, but our first dance, with all the possibilities of our lives before us.


    The Poursday lanterns Dancer had mentioned were marvels: their walls were thin glass panes filled with water, and people swung them in the air to catch the magic and seal it in. Since water barred the movement of magic, it remained trapped. Tiny candles in the base of these lanterns caused the magic to move so that it glowed through the colored panes. Every shop and home had one, some simple cylinders, others complex, faceted globes with stained glass faces. And the lamps hung on the streets, maintained by the city, were glorious, perfect spheres, large enough for the magic to be seen as a spiraling mist… and to illumine the crowds in painted veils of color, rubine, rose, amber and violet and silvered lavender.


    There was food, hot rolls covered in a sweet glaze, wine that seemed more air than liquid, all sweet effervescence on the tongue. There was music, yes: choral pieces calling down alleys, and impromptu dances at intersections. My memory of these things was visceral: Dancer’s back under my hand. The taste of sugar on my fingertips. The enigmatic smile of Always Falling, seen under the shadow of an awning. The smell of yeast and that something Other that suggested magic: like the under-tongue tingle of a nearby lightning strike, but new and vital. Grain ripening. The first rain in spring. Something I attempted to chase into words and lost in the crush with Dancer, wending our way among the people standing in line for dumplings stuffed with minced fruit.


    We had lost our fourth, I found. “Dancer? Where is Always Falling?”


    “Heading back to the palace,” en said. “It never stays long during the parties here.” En met my eyes, hopeful. “You will, though. Won’t you?”


    Useless to say I did not love parties as much as en did. Useless, in fact, to turn my back on this particular party, with its breathless beauty. Thrice useless to say no to that beloved face and the anticipation in them. “Of course.”


    En squealed. “Let’s go find a good place to see the fireworks!” And dragged me away, and I laughed and let en.
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    ALWAYS FALLING


     


    I don’t think either of them noticed the moment I let the crowd carry them from me, and that was as it should be. Dancer had never resigned enself to my discomfort with large social gatherings, and the compromise we’d evolved over the years of our partnership had sufficed, but not satisfied, either. For common functions like the concerts in Falling Waters, en didn’t mind my withdrawing early… but Poursday was ens favorite time of year and we had both grieved at our inability to make it work for us. Amet’s addition to our life meant en would have a companion for the entirety of the night’s festivities, and I…I could return to the quiet of an emptied palace, and make tea, and watch the magic cascade over the city.


    There is peace in movement. Perhaps it was easier for fourths to sense that truth because the viable sexes could hold magic: they were open cups, and during Poursday they filled and filled until they overflowed. That excess underwent the inevitable transformation into giddiness, dizziness, or agitation, and it exploded from them in song and laughter and revelry. It was part of what made the celebration so uncomfortable for me: I could sense the extremes. Laughter was too loud, too shrill. Dancing so boisterous it would have been clumsy had not magic saved it. Drink and food passed from hand to mouth almost spasmodically. It was passion skirting the border of drunken greed and I found it unsettling.


    Fourths do not hold magic. It passes through us, endless and inexorable, and we are only conduits for its grace. There is no overfilling us. I stood to one side to let others rush past me and felt nothing but a sublime quiet. Even my banner was a proclamation: magic paled the night sky during the holiday to lilac glitter, but my hair and eyes remained the dark blue of a nightfall free of clouds, because magic could not use me to lie.


    I have argued with Beautiful about whether the Well at Landing Fireflies was a sin. Whether, in trapping magic in one place, we were exposing ourselves to the perils of excess. Because Beautiful was my friend, it laughed and debated the matter with me, and we whiled many an afternoon away at the tea table, arguing the morality of precedence… whether it was better to waste magic by allowing it to dissipate naturally, or whether we’d made the best of an unjust world by trammeling it and portioning it out as best we could. Because Beautiful was my friend, it did not accuse me of treason or blasphemy. But the fourth could not be what it was—the Phoenix Sage, charged with the administration of that well of power—without acknowledging that what I said was truth. Magic was not meant to be hoarded. If it had been, it would not create such peace leaving us.


    Poursday for me was a religious observation. I much preferred to observe it in solitude on the hill. I was grateful to Amet for making that desire less of a burden to my beloved, and relieved that Dancer had managed to deflect his attention from his own griefs. They would no doubt return to him until he resolved them in his own heart… but grappling with them now would only distress Dancer and create friction between them. Their relationship was the foundation of the new life he was attempting to build here. They needed one another, and the revelry would make that clearer, so I left them to it.


    But I did not make it back to the palace.


    “Honored Fourth,” the messenger said, bowing as she offered a folded parchment. “For you, from the Little Pier.”


    “The pier?” I said, startled. I didn’t doubt the message had found the right recipient; I recognized the maiden as one of the servants charged with the palace mail, and she had detained me at its gates. “Are you certain?”


    “Yes, Honored Fourth.”


    As I unfolded it, I said, “Who gave it to you?”


    “A stranger, if you please. They asked for you by name.”


    I frowned at the parchment, tilting it so that the pencil scrawl would catch the light from the nearest globe. A confident hand, so someone familiar with their letters. But a pencil, and not a brush, which suggested someone who needed to erase. Few people wrote letters with lead; few people wrote with lead at all, for the eastern alphabet lent itself to brushwork. Numbers, though…


    An accountant or businessperson, then, most likely. Presence requested at Pier 32, it said. Urgent. Please come at once.


    “They asked for me by name?” I said idly.


    “’Always Falling,’” she repeated. “’The pearl merchant.’”


    I looked up at her abruptly, but there was nothing in her face to indicate she understood the unlikeliness of the address.


    “Thank you.” I pressed a square coin into her hand. “For your trouble. Finding someone in a Poursday throng is difficult.”


    “Honored Fourth,” she said with another bow, and then she was gone.


    So was I, for the stables. Only one group would think to ask for Always Falling the pearl merchant… and the situation must be very bad indeed, to make any of my relatives willing to speak with me again.
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    The Little Pier was a dim pool of purple shadows and cool glowing lights. Reserved for local fishermen who served the capital, it was a small collection of quays and boardwalks, far less developed than the adjacent harbor where even now the fireworks barges were pushing off, leaving the celebrants to shoulder their way to the best vantages for the show. As I guided the horse down the road, I glanced up, toward the lights and noise. Dancer would be on a balcony on the riverbank—our one year trying to force our way near the barges had convinced us both to try a different tactic.


    I was glad to be heading for the quiet. Even the road was empty; most of the fishing families would have concluded their work earlier in the day, not just to have the time for the celebration, but because the arrival of magic drove their quarry too deep into the water for their nets. It was an irony that the vitalizing force that made the fish in our country the best in the world also frightened them…but then, I had it on the best of authorities that fish were stupid, and I had no reason to doubt those who’d reported it.


    Unsurprisingly there were few people abroad. I wondered which of the strangers had taken my message as I dismounted and led the horse to Pier 32, which was, it turned out, the furthest east, in the shadow of the slope leading up toward the great harbor. I left the steed tied to a hitching post and stepped onto the wooden boards… and stopped.


    There was no boat at its end.


    Perhaps I was on the wrong pier? I stepped back, checked the signs: no, this was 32. But there was no vessel moored there. I would have expected my family to charter a small, private boat to reach the capital, or perhaps shake loose one of their own for the trip. Had they dropped someone off and left? Would I find my cousin, or my uncle, in one of the little offices clustered near the middle of the pier?


    I turned that way, frowning. And heard something breach the water as an embrace warm as mother’s breath wrapped around my thoughts, just beneath my brow-bone, crowning me in love.


    I strangled a noise. Impossible. It was frankly impossible, for too many reasons. But I was running anyway, and I remembered to pull up just as the familiar face rose from the water and leaned toward me, crest spreading in opalescent glory, catching every nuance of the shimmering light in its dripping fans.


    Loving Cousin, the sea serpent exclaimed. You came! Just as I knew you would.


    I could barely breathe. Now I was gasping, and, I thought, crying. This could not, absolutely could not be happening.


    Look at me! Am I not splendid!


    I found my tongue, finally, past horror and a joy so intense my body shook. “Strong Fourth Son! Water and air, what are you doing here? In the river! You shouldn’t be in river water!”


    It was hard, the serpent said, preening. But I am Strong Fourth Son, after all, and I have done it! Are you not proud of me?


    “Of course!” Oh, gods, I hadn’t seen one of them in so long! The sleek beauty of them, so carelessly powerful. The hides like opals, sheeted with veils of water. The whiskers and the crown of frills, the spiraling horns and the incongruous teeth like razors, cruel and powerful and all of one piece with their elegance. Strong Fourth Son had red bulbs tipping his facial fans; the same color ran in a streak of tiny beads down his sides, and he had eyes a blue the brightness of fire at the wick. And I remembered, with painful clarity, the feel of him beneath my fingers: the muscle so close to the frictionless skin, the heat it generated into the water, like a tangible halo.


    The need to touch him was so intense. I shoved my fingers into my armpits and trapped them there. “Of course I’m proud of you,” I said, husky. “But you shouldn’t be here. What drove you into the river waters? Why did you come?”


    The serpent lowered his head until it was on level with mine, close enough I could have stroked his nose had I stretched my arm out. Water dripped from the mustaches framing his flexible lips, closed now over the savage teeth. It is Grandmother Serpent, he said, gone somber in my head like the silence of an emptied concert hall. She is dying. She asked for you. But we have asked our family to send for you before, and they have promised they would, and every time we have asked we could tell they were lying.


    Water did not lie, either. It was one of the first things I’d loved about it. Strong Fourth Son had brought the scent of the sea with him, brine and the peppery nose-tingle smell of serpent hide. Brought with him too the piercing pain of knowing that the serpents had missed me, had asked for me back. “I’ll come,” I said. “Of course, I’ll come. Do I…”


    She’ll wait for you. We can wait, sometimes. But she is in pain, Loving Cousin. Don’t make her stay long. She is ready to go.


    “I’ll leave as soon as I can,” I said. “I’ll go pack now. I promise.” I balled my hands into fists against my armpits, knuckles digging into the tender flesh along the underside of my arms. “And you need to go now too. Before you sicken.”


    I am well! He reared back and grinned, whiskers arching and all those flakes of teeth gleaming in the dim purple light. Look, I am all health! They will sing songs about me one day! Strong Fourth Son, who braved the river waters… all the way to the capital! To fetch the best beloved landblooded, Loving Cousin, who is named Life is Autumn Leaves, Always Falling!


    “You are ridiculous,” I said, choking on my laugh, because I wasn’t sure if it wasn’t also tears. “Go now. I’ll see you again very soon.” When he dipped his head toward me, I snapped, “Stop!” And then softer, “Stop. I’m alone. I don’t want to hurt you.”


    You could never hurt us, Loving Cousin.


    “You should know better.” The serpent slicked his frills back, eyes narrowing. I stared back, lifted my chin. They could try such dominance games with my cousin, but they knew I would not support them; it was one of the reasons they could love me so much more. “You know, Strong Fourth Son.” And softer, “I miss you. I promise, I’ll come with someone who will swim with me, and then it will be safe. And we’ll dive together.”


    Make sure you bring someone, then. Promise. Grandmother Serpent deserves your embrace.


    “I know she does,” I whispered. “I promise.” And then, husky, but more clearly, “Go on. Tell them I’m coming.”


    He reared back, arching his fine neck, and spread his ruby-edged frills so that the gloaming light caught in their translucent fans. I go! I am the Strong Fourth Son and I am daring! The most daring!


    “You are!” I said, laughing for delight, and out of pain. “You are! Swim quickly, dearest!”


    With a fluting cry he leaped, the water sliding from his body like the sheath from a sword, and I stepped back because I was afraid I would dive after him, to join him in his exuberant joy. But the water took him back and left me bereft, and for several heartbeats I thought I had died—that the world was receding from me, that the distant sound of the revelry on the harbor was a sign that I was fading—and I couldn’t move. I didn’t, not until I was sure I wasn’t shaking anymore.


    Then I strode to the end of the harbor and walked until I found the inevitable stranger. A third, I thought, though it was harder to tell with provincial or professional costume. Something about the bones of ens face, though. I stopped across from en, and en bowed, sketching a knot over ens right shoulder. “Serpentkin. You honor me.”


    Old habits rose, constrained, tightened my throat, lifted my chin, narrowed my eyes… until I looked the local noble I had been, at home. “You followed him here, I assume.”


    “All the way from Trove, Coldblood. I saw the serpent moving toward the river and…” En paused, grimaced. “I worried he would die.”


    I sighed, just a little, and the other relaxed. “You did well,” I said. “I thank you for your consideration. You’re one of the trader families, I assume?”


    “Just so, Serpentkin.” En glanced toward the water. “Will he be all right?”


    I smiled. “He’ll be fine. But I… I need passage to Trove. You are heading back, I assume?”


    En nodded. “I took our fastest ship. It was the only vessel that could keep up with the serpent.”


    “I imagine. Would it be much trouble to go home with you?”


    “I would be honored to bear you back, Coldblood. At any time. We could even leave tonight, if you wish to pace the serpent home.”


    I glanced over my shoulder at the harbor. “The barges—”


    “We would need dispensation to travel,” the third said. “But given it, the passage would be easy. The barges are the only thing on the river right now. Little traffic.”


    I had been thinking of leaving in the morning, mostly because I wasn’t sure I’d be able to find Dancer, to have time to explain that I needed en to leave on the eve of ens favorite holiday to go home with me so I could see my grandmother before she died… “Dispensation could be arranged,” I said. “But I’m not sure my party will be ready to travel. I will send word in advance of my arrival. If not tonight, then early in the morning.”


    “I await your convenience, then, Serpentkin.”


    I tilted my head. “You have the look of the rightside river traders. The Ebrahims, maybe?”


    The flush that darkened ens cheeks looked gray in the dim light. “You have a good memory, Honored Coldblood. I am the current part-owner of the family trading enterprise, with my sister Who Tells the Time by Light. I am In the Night Sky Map.”


    An interesting choice of poem for a trader who made his living plying the unchanging freshwater route. The Ebrahims had made their living ferrying Trove’s exports up-river for generations… I could suddenly see why this third had taken off on ens own recognizance to follow a sea serpent on an unknown journey. Something in en must thirst for the adventure that the navigator in Crest of a Living Wave’s poem thrived on.


    “In the Night Sky Map,” I said. “You’ll have word from me soon. I am—”


    “Forgive me,” en interrupted. “You are Always Falling, who dove for pearls with the serpents of Trove like its ancestors for time out of memory, and who left to sell pearls to the Divine for ens consort’s wedding costume.” En bowed. “You have not been forgotten.”


    I flushed. “I will return.”
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    I rode back in a state of great calm, the false calm of the ocean’s surface. Beneath it my thoughts were busy with plans, and my heart with other things I refused to examine. I would not borrow grief, and to wonder whether Dancer would resent me for drawing en from ens celebration, or whether I would be able to find en at all with a companion to keep en busy until dawn… no. I would not rest my eyes on unproductive thoughts. I would do what was possible, and the rest I would take as it came.


    Still, some part of me hoped that I would find them both in our apartment in the palace. How convenient it would be if they’d decided to repair to their bed for more lovemaking! I walked through the quiet halls of Falling Waters, the palace for once animated only by its namesake, the distant burble and trickle of its fountains, streams, and water features. All its inhabitants had vanished, gone to the feast or the festival or to bed in anticipation of the preparation for the grand fetes.


    I pushed open the painted door into our sitting room, and it was occupied. But not by my beloved or ens lover.


    Beautiful rose from the pillow by the tea table. Before I could speak it advanced on me. “I came to share the evening with you,” it said. “And when I didn’t find you here, I worried that something had happened...” It paused before me, searching my face. “Something has, hasn’t it.”


    So few people could have seen the evidence through my habitual mask. I suffered the hand Beautiful rested on my arm because it was my dearest friend, but being touched made it hard, very hard, to maintain my composure. Perhaps the fourth sensed that, for it let me go immediately.


    “I have to go home,” I said to it. “The matriarch of the serpent clan is dying and has asked for me.”


    And Beautiful, my friend Beautiful, who could have asked any detail of me and fairly expected an answer, said only, “What do you need? What’s faster? Ship or steed? I can arrange either.”


    For a moment I couldn’t speak. When that moment stretched longer than could be excused, I turned my face from its. And it waited, patient.


    When I’d made my decision to stay in the capital, Dancer had been the most obvious of my reasons: I had fallen in love at last, and though it was difficult to admit to love, it was somehow easier than admitting to friendship. Love was known to be unreasonable, after all. Fighting it was a hopeless cause. I could bow to an inevitability acknowledged by sages for thousands of years without shame, for if humanity had not yet found an antidote for love, who was I to discover one?


    But the gentler flame of friendship had been harder to bear. What I felt for Beautiful—and later, for Clouds—still choked words in my chest. Friends should not be capable of bringing me to tears. That was too much exposure to bear, and yet, I bore it. I was Always Falling, who bore everything.


    “There is a trader who can take me back by ship,” I said at last.


    “And he’ll want a pass to cast off while the barges are in the channel,” Beautiful said. “I’ll have one readied. If you’re leaving tonight?”


    “I can’t go without Dancer.” At its pause, I said, past my teeth, “My family won’t let me in the water without someone sexed.”


    “Won’t let you,” it said, and I heard anger there, just a hint, like a spice.


    “The serpents live out to sea,” I said. “Very far, where the water nourishes them. They have to be summoned. If my family wishes to prevent me from seeing them, they will withhold the summons until I leave.” This would become easier with repetition. It had to, because I would have to make explanation to Dancer as well, and when I did I had to do so with the equanimity en expected of me. “Too long in the water with the unsexed mutes their fertility.”


    As I expected, this puzzle distracted the Phoenix Sage, who found all the natural sciences intriguing. “Does the ratio make a difference, then? One sexed individual offsets an unsexed?”


    “We think,” I said. “I’m the first fourthsex to be born to the family in two generations, though. We operate on the wisdom passed on to us from times before. Based on those stories, we allow children to swim with the serpents no matter their sex until puberty. At that point, fourth children are barred from the water.”


    “Completely?”


    I nodded. “There are rare instances of a fourth entering the water again in the histories. They always go with a companion to ‘fill the scent of the waters.’ Even then, there are warnings against casual touch.”


    Beautiful eyed me, and it was a very compelling stare tonight, on this night of all nights. Its banner reflected the magical level of the world around it, and on the first day of Poursday its eyes were like the clear light of sunrise, burning through air. Meeting them was difficult. I didn’t try.


    “Sit,” it said, and I obeyed because I was tired of fighting. When the fourth brought me a cup, I drank from it without so much as smelling it, which is how I swallowed fire.


    “Breathe,” it added.


    “What is this?” I squinted into the cup with watering eyes. “I don’t keep anything like this in the apartment.”


    “No, you don’t. I had it brought when I didn’t find you here, and could uncover no word of you elsewhere.” It sat across from me, set a tiny round-bellied flask on the table. “Now. Explain more clearly.” When I didn’t look up, Beautiful said, “Always Falling. You want to tell me, because you know telling Dancer will be harder if you don’t find the words first with someone else.”


    I grimaced. “You know me too well.”


    “Because you have allowed it,” it said. “And yet, I find I know you less than I wish.”


    I looked up, and I thought I was hurt—no, in pain. Seeing my face, it rested a callused hand on mine. “Not an indictment,” it said. “I know you give what you are capable of. But you need help now. Please. Let me help?”


    Like me, Beautiful did not invite or initiate touch often. That we did with one another was a sign of high esteem. I found it difficult to look at the sight of our hands together and forced myself to stare at my cup instead; even so, the heat of its hand, covering my knuckles and fingers, throbbed like a burn.


    “The serpents are not numerous,” I said at last, bowing to the inevitable. I refilled my cup with my free hand. “Over a thousand years ago there was a plague, one that winnowed their numbers. There were those that saw us in the water and chose to investigate. That is how they discovered that in the presence of sexed humans, their fertility is assured. They are healthier and stronger when they bond with us, and have more children, and more robust ones. That is how the pact came into being. Our sacred charge as divers is to husband the growth of the serpent population. In return, they make us wealthy, and give us the treasure of their companionship.” The second taste of the liquor was not quite so harsh. Or maybe it just seemed so compared to the words. “I would never hurt a serpent, Beautiful.”


    Beautiful leaned back, releasing my hand. Folding its arms, it looked up at the ceiling. “So, then. You swam with them until you reached puberty, and then were evicted from their company.”


    I stared at the base of the cup, wondering if I should find a mat to place under it.


    “What am I missing?” it asked. “Why are you disturbed?”


    I touched my brow where loving words had lately sprung. Their echoes had left a nascent headache. “My family does not want me to return. My cousin is now the lead diver, and this infuriated my mother, who believed I was better favored by the serpents, and later, that my sister deserved the title. There is acrimony.”


    “And this cousin is the only one who can serve as heir?” At my nod, Beautiful said, “Ah. So.” Curious, it asked, “Are you better favored with the serpents?”


    I thought of the name they’d chosen for me. “I think if my cousin had given himself more fully, he would have found a more enthusiastic welcome. I also think it doesn’t matter. I am a fourth, Beautiful. I don’t belong in the water.”


    One of its bright brows quirked upward, but it did not speak to contradict me, or to draw me out. Such things allowed me to love Beautiful, but even as I cherished my relief I began to wonder if I had more in common with my cousin than I’d preferred to believe.


    “Family is always difficult,” Beautiful said at last.


    “Family is everything,” I answered.


    This time I met its eyes, though my own spilled water at the effort of holding that incandescent gaze.


    The fourth rose, and its voice was gentle, and casual. “I’ll get you the permit.”


    “Thank you. I don’t know…” I waved a hand toward the window.


    “They’ll be back,” Beautiful said. “There’s a wave on its way. The runners have passed the news down already. The fireworks will be delayed.”


    “Of course,” I murmured. “Beautiful, thank you—”


    It smiled a little. “I’ll return.”


    Alone, I stared out the window and saw… nothing. I sipped from the cup and thought about continuing to sip from the cup. If Dancer declined to accompany me, was there any use in going? In the past, Strand of Sand Against the Sea had clung to the strictest interpretation of the customs, the ones that said to have a neuter in the water at all was dangerous without a sufficiency of the breeding sexes to offset its presence. But would he bar me from the water if I arrived alone?


    How could I not make the attempt, either way?


    I abandoned the cup and packed. I even began packing for Dancer before I realized what I was doing, and it was in that act that the two of them found me, and flustered me. I was so accustomed to handling the logistics of traveling that my hands had followed their own memories and left me prey to Dancer’s confusion at the sight of me with our cases open on ens bed.


    “Always Falling?” en said, dropping Amet’s hand to advance, tentatively, toward me. “We came back to use the roof to see the wave that’s coming—” Had they? Poor Amet. “—and I find you… preparing to leave? Have we offended? Please, tell me we haven’t!”


    How swiftly the thought of my displeasure crushed en! Helplessly, I stepped to en, touched ens shoulders. I did not like to touch, but this fear could be answered only in the language en understood best. “Oh, beloved. No. I’m not angry.”


    “But something’s wrong?” Dancer glanced again at the rolled jackets and shirts. “You’re leaving?”


    I steeled myself and said, “I… hope… we are leaving. Together.” En looked at me, startled, and I brushed one of ens fallen tendrils of hair from ens face. “My grandmother’s dying, Dancer. I have to go home, as soon as possible.”


    I could watch the emotions scroll over ens face like a painting falling open. Compassion, puzzlement, disappointment, and compassion again. “Of course. If you need me, of course I’ll go. When…”


    I drew in a breath. “Tonight. I have a ship waiting. Beautiful left to secure a permit for its passage.”


    “Tonight!” En glanced at Amet now, pained.


    “This will not be my only Benison in the capital,” he said to en with a smile too small to convince en. I knew it to be the product of his complicated feelings about magic, and his people’s subjugation… but I didn’t think Dancer knew. Dancer saw sadness and assumed it to be disappointment.


    “But it’s your first!” en said. “There will never be another first here. And you’ll be alone—”


    —and I won’t be there to see it, was how that ended, and the thought of it cramped my spirit to the point of nausea.


    Amet took Dancer’s hand, folded it in his and rested his palm on its back. “Danzen,” he said, gently. “Your own Virtues give shape to your duties. Filial piety must come before pleasure.”


    “But what will you do here by yourself?” Dancer asked, ens distress growing more distinct.


    “Oh, I trust I’ll find something to do with myself.” He smiled. “I’m not without recourse to other amusements, Danzen. My aunt, I’m sure, will be glad of a family member to escort her to functions… and Beautiful and Lord to Eagles are good company to me in the salle. Even the princess, I’m sure, will be interested in hearing about the western observances, if I find myself at a complete loss.”


    It was a masterful litany: he had a performer’s spirit, and a poet’s tongue, and he built with them a future that any reasonable person would have believed pleasing. But there was no selling painted glass to Dancer, who had a singer’s ear for nuance, and who lived by ens voice. “No,” en said. “No, it won’t be good for you.” En looked at me then. “We all should go.”


    “No,” I said, without thinking. At ens stare, I said, “He doesn’t know my family.”


    “I don’t know your family!”


    “That’s different,” I said. “You are my family now, Dancer—”


    “And he is mine, and you said you would give him a chance to be more a part of us.” At my hesitation, en said, “You said you liked him!”


    “I do like him,” I said, nettled at being forced to admit it so baldly, and in front of him.


    “Then what?” en asked. En leaned toward me. “Please, beloved. I’ll go home with you, of course I will! You know I would drop everything to be at your side for whatever you needed! But don’t make me leave him behind.”


    “Andushenka,” Amet murmured, the name a warning. At ens startled glance, he said, quiet, “Stop this.”


    “Amet—”


    He was not looking at me, this foreigner that Dancer had fallen in love with. Stark in black, straight-backed, and rigid with… what? I couldn’t tell. Dared not guess. “It’s only a holiday. It will pass, and it will come again, and we will still abide together. Yes?” He touched ens shoulder. “Finish packing with your fourth. Go swiftly, and come home again. You will find me here.” With a nod to me, he withdrew.


    I stared after him at the closed door, teeth clenched, because to be beholden to him for ending the argument in a way that saved face for all of us was so painful I was almost ready to ask him back in. And it was into that vibrating tension that Dancer said, “That was poorly done.”


    En was standing in an attitude of calm defiance, arms crossed over ens breasts. In ens eyes I saw no censure, only sorrow… but en spoke with ens body with great eloquence. Dancer’s exuberance sometimes misled me into thinking of the third as a youth... but we were nearly of an age, and in fact en was older than I was. I saw that now, the maturity I often overlooked, in the complexity of the expression en was turning on me.


    “I’m sorry,” I said. “But to expose my grief to him—he’s very nearly a stranger to me.”


    “A stranger who wept in your arms,” en said, low. “A stranger who allowed you to see his vulnerability, not once, but several times. You forced magic through his body, my love, and he bowed his head to it like a man before the Divine. He calls you ‘wiseman.’ He drinks your badly-made coffee to show you respect.”


    “Yes,” I said, tense. “Exactly. He respects me. Because he has not yet seen me weak.”


    “Do you really think he would have shown you his own weakness if he believed that weakness made one unworthy of respect?” Something in my eyes must have betrayed me, for en sighed and came to me, cupping my face in ens musician’s hands, so sensitive. Brushing a thumb against my temple, Dancer said, “My love, I know you are afraid and aggrieved, and this is not the best time. But I don’t want to leave him here to face the magic alone.”


    “You know,” I said, suddenly.


    “That he finds it bitter?” En looked away, pained. “I admit, it didn’t occur to me until you sent us away from the roof. But… yes. I noticed. Or why do you think I was so intent on involving him in the beautiful chaos of the city?” Squaring ens shoulders, Dancer said, softer, “You know that to leave him now would be to abandon him to those demons. And he does not deserve that of us.”


    I closed my eyes, felt the kiss Dancer pressed to the bone over my eye, disturbing the thin arch of my brow. Ens breath smelled of northern cinnamon, the spice that was more woodscent than sweetness. After that, the coolth of the air was stinging contrast, as en resumed the work en had interrupted, rolling our clothes for our cases.


    I drew in a breath and passed through the door.
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    AMET


     


    I was expecting Dancer: a farewell kiss before en left. That was the only reason I tarried, because I’d recognized the look in Always Falling’s eyes. The two of us were more alike than either of us was to Dancer. I know had I been called back for some difficult family situation, I would not have wanted witnesses. Grief was a heavy enough burden without the complication of strangers.


    But the door did not open on Dancer. I rose from the pillow by the tea table, and didn’t know what to do with the hands hanging at my sides, or my face. Perhaps the fourth didn’t either, because it didn’t speak, only stopped there by the closed door, wearing its discomfort subtly, like a garment too small for its frame.


    So I spoke first. “The liquor’s good. It kicks.”


    The fourth glanced at the table. “I thought it had the breath of a dragon.”


    “Do they breathe fire, then?” I asked, because I realized these easterners might have seen one.


    “Purportedly. I don’t know.” It crossed its arms. “You didn’t have to do as you did.”


    “Yes,” I said. “I did.”


    The fourth didn’t immediately reply. One cannot compose without learning the character of a silence. This one was necessary. There was fruitfulness in it: not the vibrancy of Dancer’s silences, so dense with ens riotous emotions, but the hard kernel of a seed pushing up against winter soil. I waited, and outwaited it, and sensed that I did only because it did not seriously want the contest. That alone was worth the silence to learn.


    “Come with us.” A hesitation, a twitch of eyelid, a downward flicker of the corner of its mouth. “Please come with us.”


    I studied its shuttered face. Nothing there revealed whether it had changed its mind because of Dancer or because I had given it the right to choose. Without knowing, I could only guess at how to respond… so I gambled, and chose based on how I would wish to be treated after a humiliating retraction. “I’d be honored.”
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    AMET


     


    That is how I came to see my first Benison fireworks display from the rail of a ship. Everything around us was dark, the deep purple of the waters, the black hulks of the barges, the sharp edges of the walls on the banks, as if we sped removed from light and celebration. Only the city was easily discerned with the overlapping colors from the lamps. And then, above us: the golden glitter that brightened the firmament to lilac, and as it fell in slow arcs, the fireworks darted up, streaking everything with ribbons of red and orange, gold and shocking blue.


    Dancer drew alongside me and together we stared up at the displays. The explosive booms and crackles echoed strangely over the surface of the river, bouncing back from the walls. Together with the trickle and plash of the water along the edges of our vessel, they suggested a quickening music. There was a lowland drum tradition that I’d never had the opportunity to explore... I wondered now whether I could prevail on my lover to find us a local troupe so I could discover whether I could evoke holiday fireworks with the varied timbre of their instruments.


    “Not what I hoped for our evening,” Dancer said, regretfully.


    I slipped an arm around ens shoulders, up under the hair that had fallen from the loose knot hours ago. The underside of the third’s mane was still warm from lying against ens back. “But can you say you’ve ever seen the Benison fireworks from amid the very barges setting off the display?”


    “No.” I heard the quirk of a smile in ens expressive voice. “And it’s certainly astonishing.” We paused to allow another explosion to echo across the river. “It almost makes me want to compose something with drums.”


    “I already am,” I said with a laugh. En laughed too and leaned on me, precious weight. I continued. “Always Falling?”


    “With the captain. Talking about how soon en can get us to Trove—that’s where Always is from—and other things, I guess. Compensation for the trip, maybe? I don’t know. I didn’t want to intrude.”


    “You mean you are avoiding your fourth because you’re afraid you’ve upset it by forcing it into allowing me to come.”


    Dancer watched another cluster of fireworks shatter into spirals of silver and gold. Their reflections on ens irises briefly sparked their color against the dimness of the nocturnal shadows: bright, bright green, like the enameled skin of a dragon. “Maybe a little.”


    “Maybe a great deal,” I said. “But it would not have asked if it hadn’t decided it should. I don’t think Always Falling is the type to be forced into compliance.”


    Dancer sighed then. “Always isn’t the type now. But dealing with family… it is almost as if you can’t help but become a child again, in your thinking. Maybe that’s why we have to leave them. Because otherwise we would never learn to leave those patterns behind.”


    “And you think Always Falling had difficult patterns.”


    “That’s the problem,” Dancer said. “I think, my love. I don’t know. Because Always Falling has never spoken much about its family, other than to say that it would be free to stay in the capital with me because of its not being needed to ensure the succession.”


    “That sounds…” I sought words, tasting them on my tongue, not finding any of them adequate.


    “That sounds like an unfinished symphony,” en said. “One with most of the score missing. I know it grieved over not being wanted. I know that it loved the serpents, and the sea, and the water.” En paused, chuckled. “It made me learn to swim. I don’t even think it knew why…it’s not as if I need the skill where we live. But it’s as if something in it said ‘I can’t be with someone who can’t swim’ and so it taught me.”


    “You didn’t know?” I asked, curious. “I thought only highlanders failed to learn that skill as a matter of course.”


    “Oh no. Most of us don’t know. Why would we? I was the child of servants in a palace, my love. Falling Waters might be full of ponds but almost none of them are deep enough to swim in.” Glancing up at me, en added, “So you can’t swim?”


    I looked at the rumpled surface of the water. “Not at all. I like a good bath, but water I can’t see through... I don’t like it.”


    Dancer straightened. “You don’t find this uncomfortable? We could go by horse—”


    I shook my head. “I’m not troubled by the boat, Danzen. Far from it: it’s between me and the river.” I grinned. “Just don’t ask me to swim to wherever we’re going and I’ll be fine.”


    “It would be a long swim,” en said, rueful. “Over a week downstream!”


    “So far away,” I murmured.


    “So far,” en agreed, and wrapped arms around my waist. Together we watched another set of rockets arc into the sky, detonating against the shallow color of the sky.
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    ALWAYS FALLING


     


    I was, indeed, with the captain of the vessel, but we were not speaking of compensation.


    “Have you caught sight of him?” I asked.


    “No, Coldblood,” en replied. “I had hoped we would be able to catch up....”


    With a sea serpent, swimming with the current, who had several hours on us? The only reason I was looking was that I feared Strong Fourth Son had fallen ill and was in need of our aid. That I couldn’t find him in the river’s waters comforted me. Slightly. It was hard to see in the dark. But I couldn’t hear his mind, either, so I hoped he had gone on before us, without incident. “I doubt we’ll see him,” I said, pushing away from the rail. “But have a watch kept in case.”


    “Yes, Honored One.”


    Telling en not to call me by such titles would be useless. Insulting, as well: there was a way of doing things in the towns that served diving families, and most residents were proud of how it set us apart. I had been one of them, until I wasn’t. Now I saw the culture through two sets of eyes: the one that found its insularity proper, and the one that contrasted it against the cosmopolitan breadth of the capital and found it stifling. I wondered what Beautiful would say, with its complex opinions on the interwoven cultures of the empire. I wondered if it even knew just how aloof the serpent clans held themselves.


    Possibly not. Clouds probably did, though. I put nothing beyond en.


    The captain had left me to my vigil. Without that distraction, I was free to linger on the poor start we’d made of this journey. That I had made, at Dancer’s insistence. Amet would have honored his promise to await us; I thought he would have found some comfort in the solitude, and the time it gave him to struggle with his ambivalence. He might also have been damaged by that solitude without Dancer to remind him why he’d chosen to embrace the east. With Trove a week away we would have been asking a great deal of him to suffer Poursday alone. That was part of why I’d capitulated.


    The other part was that Dancer had been correct. He had shown me his weakness. And even though I was not willing to show him mine, I could observe the forms. He could stay in the house while Dancer and I went into the waters. There was no reason he’d have to see me go to the serpents. It would be hard enough to show Dancer what they meant to me, and I had loved Dancer hopelessly for almost five years. To allow a near stranger to see the joys that cut as close as razor teeth to pain?


    No, I could not.


    And I had not even told Dancer that the expected grandmother was not human. I’d been planning it until en had disrupted the evening with ens request.


    I dragged a crooked finger along my brow, feeling the emptiness behind the bone like a wound. I had thought myself reconciled to the loss of the serpents. I feared, going home, that Grandmother Serpent dying would be less of a trauma to me than my parting from the pod again. There was loss… and then there was loss.


    With a sigh, I went in search of Dancer. I didn’t want to talk about any of this. Fortunately, I wouldn’t have to. If I presented myself to ens open arms, en would prefer my willingness to touch and embrace over any conversation. Usually, I was ambivalent; conversation was an easier intimacy, but Dancer was so delighted by even the most casual touch that I tried to find as many ways to serve that need as possible. It was how we had fallen into the habit of my caretaking: brushing ens hair, massage, acupuncture, bathing, all those acts were a form of love that I could exchange without extending myself. These acts en accepted in lieu of the cuddling en would have preferred with all a lover’s sweetness of spirit, because en understood that cuddling was difficult for me.


    I found I wanted the cuddling though, and not just because it would keep Dancer from attempting to draw me out verbally. And that surprised me.


    The owner of the vessel had set aside the best cabin for me, and I had given it to Dancer. I had been expecting to find Amet in it, but when I entered he was missing, and my beloved was a lump in the hammock, wrapped up in layers of thin blankets. My pause caused Dancer to say, “He’s belowdeck now that the fireworks are over.”


    “Belowdeck,” I repeated.


    Dancer’s mouth twitched upward at the corner. “The boat fascinates him. And he dislikes the river.”


    That made sense. Amet was naturally inquisitive; he would have wanted to understand the vessel, not just mechanically, but economically, culturally, how it fit into the context of the east. I glanced at the porthole, open to allow just a sliver of the fresh river breeze, moist and clean, into the room. It would be morning soon.


    “I am sorry,” Dancer added, very soft.


    I began undoing the frog closures on my jacket, but I let en speak. This much conversation was unavoidable, or en would eat enself from guilt.


    “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. Or to push. I know you must be worried and upset… you must love your grandmother very much to want to be with her at her deathbed. I should have been more sensitive. I—what are you doing?”


    I had finished shedding my clothes and was climbing into the hammock with en. Hastily, en lifted the swathes of blankets, and then stopped as if remembering that I usually didn’t want to be skin to skin with anyone. I wore pajamas to bed.


    When I fell into the hammock against en, Dancer whimpered and hid ens face against my shoulder. En whispered, “Always!”


    This would be the least of what I would give en by the time we were done. I considered it practice for the intimacies to come. “Dancer. Please?”


    “Of course!” en exclaimed, and furled the blankets around us, layers of shimmering silk. Summer in the capital was warm, but we were on the river and the breeze hissing into the room kept it brisk. And the feel of ens skin was… distracting. And pleasing. And as I anticipated, the novelty drove all other thoughts from Dancer’s head. The times I’d been willing to sleep nude with en, embracing, were so few we could count them on our hands.


    I wondered now, with my nose buried in Dancer’s shoulder, whether my unwillingness to do so had been rooted in my loss. I remembered touching the sides of a serpent. They’d been warm, as Dancer was warm against me. I shuddered once, caught off-guard by the revelation, and en rested a palm on my back, cautious, so cautious.


    As I hoped, en said nothing, and eventually we fell to the short, dream-dense sleep that magic brings if one seeks it. If Amet returned at some point, I didn’t hear him.
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    It was not my intention to avoid Amet, so the fact that I barely saw him the following day was significant. It wasn’t a large ship—something this small and maneuverable was certainly a personal pleasure vessel, not one of the family’s merchant fleet—and we should have had ample opportunities to meet, particularly with Dancer to link us. But Amet was avoiding me with all the discreet courtesy of a well-bred man. If he was not belowdeck, talking with the crew, he was making conversation with the captain; if Dancer and I were on deck, he found his way to the cabin to which we’d been assigned. When I retired with Dancer in the evening, he was once again missing.


    I should have said something. Such exaggerated solicitude almost demanded reciprocation in the form of my thanks, if not my insistence that it was unnecessary and that he should at least feel no need to sneak into our room like a thief. I know Dancer was distressed over the situation, for my erratic behavior made it abundantly clear (in ens opinion) that I was in need of cosseting. But en was concerned for ens new lover as well, though I didn’t think Amet the sort to sulk when ignored. From his behavior with his former fiancée, his response to abandonment was active, not melancholic. But Dancer, while impulsive, was no fool, and en was all too aware we’d dragged ens new western lover on a madcap trip during the most problematic holiday in the year. The tension as en tried to decide how to bestow ens attention was palpable.


    But if Dancer had planned to discuss the matter with me, en never found the words when I submitted to all ens caresses. I knew how long Dancer had yearned to hold me and cuddle me, pet my hair and kiss my fingers. That I was willing to linger in the hammock and allow this form of worship proved more than enough distraction to save me from embarrassing explanations.


    In my defense, I was suffering my own confusion, for I found ens attentions as soothing as en intended. I had never loved to be petted. Though it is not rare for fourths to dislike touch, I had always been notable for my reserve. Now and then Beautiful had suggested I let Dancer touch me more often, but the idea had been repellant: to be stroked like a cat? I was no animal.


    I wondered now, allowing Dancer to run ens hand down my hair, whether there was something about anxiety that made physical contact more bearable, and what that suggested about the world at large. And what that suggested about me, and what I did with anxiety.


    Introspection was tiresome. In the end, everything moved through you and must keep moving. Anything that prevented that flow must be removed. I let go of my own thoughts and concentrated only on the moments as they passed, each one bringing me closer to the sea and the family I’d lost.
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    AMET


     


    I spent the entirety of that first night on the bench in the back of the boat and never knew the time passed; the cues that might have informed me were notable in their absence, from the lack of fatigue to the way the sky’s color varied from brilliant to dim based on the arrival of the waves rather than the approach of the sun. I wasn’t sure what fascinated me more, the sight of it or the way I was leaving it, because the ship was a marvel. I had spent the entirety of the day investigating it with the indulgent aid of the sailors, who found my naiveté amusing… but there was no asking a question without inspiring a new one. Everything about the east was a jeweled box, and like the one from the folk tale opening it revealed another box, and another, and another. Western children were told that story to be warned that greed robbed one of the pleasures of a gift. I found the east’s jeweled box never ceased to give, but some part of me wondered if I would discover one day that the last box would open on an empty space, and in it I would find resentment and grief.


    Here, on the ship, with the strange winds in my hair and the sight of yet another crest rolling over the horizon, I could imagine that day. Were there words I could put in a song to describe this moment, where I felt pain and awe together? And how would I write it? And would there be drums in it?


    At last I laughed and went to learn more about how such ships plied the river so rapidly. This I had from the captain, who’d allowed me to run tame among the sailors. I thought he—she—en? found me attractive as well, from the looks I was receiving, now and then, sidelong.


    “The current,” en said, “flows toward the ocean. That’s how we’re traveling now, on the current. But we have the sails down because the winds flow inward. They follow the magic.”


    I glanced up at the brilliance: sparks fluttering like an enormous pennant against a firmament washed jade green by magic’s tide. It was almost noon and the sun overhead wore a halo of opal and gold. “So now, at Benison, the winds are at their strongest?”


    “Very good,” en said, approving. “They are in fact strong enough that we’re being pushed against the current. We’d normally be making much better time.”


    “But why does the wind travel toward the magic?” I asked. “I would think the magic would displace the wind, or create wind moving away from it by displacing the air.”


    “The gods alone know,” the captain said, leaning on the rail and squinting into the wind. “Magic isn’t water, though. It’s magic.”


    Which summarized a great deal of my puzzlement with the east. Some things had to be accepted on their own terms, and when had I ever been comfortable with that? When acceptance was a form of surrender, and all my life I’d been prepared for a fight?


    Enough about the ship was explicable to keep me busy, though, which was good. Though I hadn’t intended to spend the night outside the cabin we’d been assigned, I did want to give Always Falling the privacy it had been expecting on this trip, as much as possible. The novelty of our mode of travel also distracted me from grappling with what the sight of Benison in the capital was doing to me. I did not want to find it so difficult when loving Dancer had been so easy.


    On balance, I thought I was doing well. But I was grateful, nonetheless, when Dancer joined me on the afternoon of the second day. En rested ens hands on the aft rail and leaned out, inhaling the clean, brisk wind with its unfamiliar water smells, and the coppery light brought out the glitter that the ambient magic had glossed onto ens skin. I thought en looked irresistible, but en always did.


    “I understand now,” I said. “The songs about the Crowned Sun.”


    Dancer glanced up. “At sunset it’s even more distinct.”


    “I hope there will be no clouds, then.”


    “There are never clouds at Benison. The magic does something to the air… it stays clear.”


    I joined en at the rail, staring back toward the capital. “The entire week?”


    “And for weeks afterwards. Some call the weather proof of divine favor.” En looked at me then, uncertain.


    I rested my hand over ens. “We say magic is evidence of the Spirit’s love for us. Not so different.”


    En managed a smile. “At least you didn’t say anything about the Spirit loving some of her children more than others.”


    I drew in a careful breath and ignored that. “How is your beloved?”


    Dancer didn’t speak immediately. I wondered if asking was gauche… if I had the right to ask after the welfare of such a private individual. But Dancer’s hand twitched under my palm, as if en was fighting not to make a fist, and then en said, “I’m worried. I’ve never seen it so agitated. But you don’t have to not sleep in our room, Amet. That’s not right either.”


    “I didn’t mean to stay out all night,” I said. “I was on the bench, watching the sky. I never tired, so it never occurred to me to go in. And it was worth seeing.”


    En’s brows lifted. “You mean that. You’re not just saying it to make me feel better about me needing the time with Always Falling.”


    “I do think you need that time,” I said. “But no, I’m not lying. The sight is amazing. The way the waves come and just fall… so slowly. More like smoke tumbling than water.”


    “Yes,” en breathed, and rested ens head on my shoulder. With a sigh, en added, wistful, “We’d be at a concert right now.”


    “With the orchestra?”


    A nod that creased the fabric against my neck. “It was the practice for the Poursday concert that my arrival with your music interrupted. We always have one grand concert for the holiday, and a dance….”


    How en would have loved the dance. How I would have loved the concert! “We sing carols.”


    “We have carols too.” Dancer straightened. “Maybe the same ones? You said you knew about the Crowned Sun… which songs do you have with that? Do you know Glorious Was the Gift?”


    I canted my head. “Is that the one with ‘so does it shimmer through the night?’”


    “’And crests the hills at dawn!’” en exclaimed, and then sang the next line, and as always ens voice lanced me with an aching joy, one that bordered avarice, as if I couldn’t decide whether to worship or covet what I heard.


    I did neither. I joined en on the verse, using the traditional bass line, and by the time we’d reached the end we were already improvising, testing one another, loving one another, our voices and the hiss of the waters melding. But we weren’t done, so we reprised the song, and this time en fluted over the easy melody line and I left it empty so I could imply its presence with the bass line, and we circled one another like moon and world. I had never heard a contratenor as pure as Dancer’s, nor a range as broad. To perform with such a talent was already joy. To be intimate with its vessel…


    I was aware of every breath en took, of the lift of shoulders and expansion of ens ribs as en drew those breaths in. I remembered caressing the skin over those ribs. I remembered singing until our song became kisses and those breaths shared for other reasons.


    When we finished our improvisation, the silence was too active. Dancer and I glanced at one another; en looked sideways beneath those dense green lashes.


    “We are being watched,” en murmured.


    “We are being listened to,” I guessed. “And by everyone. So perhaps we should continue?”


    En grinned and curled ens fingers around mine on the rail. “How about ‘The World Breathes Out’? Do you know that one?”


    “I don’t know,” I said. “Sing it and we’ll see.”


    I didn’t know it, but that hardly mattered; there was no melody so complex that I could not reproduce it, and the holiday carols were not known for their difficulty anyway. Dancer was as quick a study, and we taught one another the songs we didn’t share and the variations on the ones we did.


    Magic made dancing effortless, and lovemaking. Magic also made singing free of physical cost. Having never sung for so long without tiring, without thirst, without a throat gone raw, I found the experience dreamlike. The crew stopped pretending not to listen and joined us as their duties permitted.


    Dancer was right about the sunset.


    When Always Falling joined us, I thought to end the duet. I would have been comforted by music, but I was a musician; Always Falling was not a performer, and I wasn’t sure I would have been pleased had I been, like it, unable to participate. But Dancer sang on, so I did too, and of course en knew its beloved better than I did. The fourth joined us at the rail, eyes closed and head dipped, listening. When we finished that carol, its breath left it in the faintest of sighs, and Dancer rested a hesitant hand on its shoulder.


    “Singing by the water is sacred,” it murmured.


    “Water is sacred,” I said, drawing both their gazes. “In the mountains,” I finished. “So we teach.”


    “Then we should sing by it, because singing is a form of worship,” Dancer said. “Beloved, do you need….”


    “I’m fine,” the fourth said. “Don’t stop for me. Everyone is enjoying listening.”


    “But if you aren’t—”


    “Even if I wasn’t,” Always Falling said, “I would not deprive others of their joys.” It rested its hand on Dancer’s. “Especially yours.”


    En colored. “You’re a better person than I am.”


    It shook its head but didn’t object, and in that exchange I read years of interaction. How long had it taken for Always Falling to realize there was no arguing with Dancer on the virtues of ens lovers? How many weeks had passed before Dancer had learned to accept that tacit reprimand? How long would it take my relationship to develop those grace notes… and would it have the opportunity? I looked away from them to leave them the privacy they needed, and the silence. The crowned sun’s glories at sunset were more than enough distraction, and when that paled I could watch the banners unfurl on the shore as we passed, dark streaks against a ruddy sky.


    “Amet?” Dancer asked. “What shall we sing next?”


    “I don’t know?” I tore my gaze from the banks of the river. “What have we left out? Something about the banners?”


    “What banners?” Dancer asked, but Always Falling’s face had frozen into a mask that made me realize how mobile its face usually was, even wearing the stern expressions it favored.


    “The flags.” I pointed past them at the shore. “Flying from the buildings?” They’d both turned to look now as I finished, “Did I miss them in the capital? Or do they come out later in the festival?”


    Dancer grabbed for Always Falling’s arm, ens entire body shaking. Then en sprang from us and ran howling. “Stop the ship! Stop it, stop the ship, we need to get off!”


    Shocked, I looked at the fourth. “Always Falling?”


    “The banners,” it said, voice terse. “A death in the royal family.”


    My heart seized. Clouds? The children?


    “The longest flag on the pole,” Always Falling finished. “It’s the second. It was Fairy Blossoms.”
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    ALWAYS FALLING


     


    By the time I caught up with Dancer the ship was already curving toward the shore. I could feel its shudders as it fought both current and wind; were we even close enough to a pier to dock? If we weren’t, would Dancer climb overboard and leap? I found en packing what few things we’d taken from our bags for comfort while we drowsed in the hammock. I wondered what I felt at the sight of en preparing to tear me from my reunion with Grandmother Serpent. What I thought I felt was nothing. It had been a long time since I’d felt nothing.


    “We have to go,” Dancer said before I could speak, the words impetuous, shivering because the throat shaping them was shaking. Ens hands could barely tie the strings closed on ens bag. “Fairy Blossoms…! Always, the children, their mother… Clouds… we have to go back, right now!”


    Strong Fourth Son’s head reared before my eyes. I heard again the laughter in his voice, the earnest tone that had pulsed against my browbone like a too-heavy crown. Don’t make her wait. “I know.”


    “The captain said we’ll be at Slow Currents in less than half an hour. We should be able to use the couriers there. You packed our seals? The seals will get us mounts. It’s Poursday week, they won’t tire. We won’t either.”


    Despite ens pallor and the tremor that afflicted en, Dancer remained remarkably focused. I was proud of en for being able to think clearly in crisis. That was usually my task, and I would have expected en to need me for it, given the closeness of this wound. Dancer had not loved Clouds’s wife the way en had loved Clouds, but they’d been fond of one another. And Dancer desperately adored the children and the third who’d just lost the love of ens life. How the kingdom had relished that story! The unexpected romance that had bloomed in the plot where everyone had expected only the seeds of duty.


    I was still standing. Somehow.


    “Half an hour,” Dancer repeated, dragging ens bag onto ens shoulder. “That’s not long.”


    Behind me, a baritone asked, “What’s not long?”


    “In half an hour,” I said, “We will be docking so we can return to the capital.”


    Amet slid past me so he could see us both. He looked from Dancer, pale and resolute, to me, where he saw… what, I didn’t know. “Am I taking you back, then, Dancer? So Always Falling can continue on to its family?”


    “What?” en asked, confused. “No, I thought we were all going back together. It’s Fairy Blossoms. She’s dead. Clouds needs me.”


    “Clouds needs you,” Amet agreed. “Clouds doesn’t need Always Falling. And Always Falling’s grandmother is dying.”


    Dancer looked at me, and in ens eyes I saw the same mute confusion possessing my heart. Dancer knew en had to go back, which meant, to en, I had to go back. And I knew I couldn’t go into the water without the third, so I might as well surrender.


    But Amet didn’t know, and confronted with his words, Dancer said, “I… I thought…”


    “I’ll escort you back,” Amet repeated. “You don’t have to make the journey alone. But to take Always Falling from its grandmother’s side at this time would be wrong. Filial Piety is one of the Virtues. Even we know that in the west.”


    “You… you’re right.” Ens voice firmed. Turning to me, en said, “He’s right. I’m sorry, beloved, I wasn’t thinking. I’m just…” En trailed off, eyes anguished. “The children. It’s shattering me. So I’m not thinking, and I apologize. Of course you must go home.”


    “I can’t.”


    Somehow I’d gotten the words out, and now I would have to force the rest of them past my tightened throat. Outside the cabin the banners were flying. The ship was quivering beneath my feet. The river smell was wrong, too fresh, too bland. I wanted salt in my mouth. I wanted not to say this. “They won’t let me see her without someone sexed. She’s a serpent. I can’t go in the water without you, Dancer.”


    This pause was longer. I had shocked them, I thought, when Dancer could handle no more shocks.


    Amet’s voice filled the silence, calm but decisive. “You’re going to have to go home alone, Danzen. You can do this, yes?”


    “I… me… by myself?” Dancer stared at him, wide-eyed. “But I haven’t—I’m not used to—”


    “I know,” Amet said. “I am telling you that you must, because only you can comfort Clouds and the princess and little prince. But Always Falling must go home, and that means I will have to accompany it so it can see its grandmother.”


    En stared at him a moment longer, then straightened. “Yes. It must be done, so I will. I have to. And you have to go with Always Falling.”


    “What?” I said. Dancer wasn’t the delicate flower ens talent suggested. I coddled the third because I loved en, and because left to ens own devices en lived too hard. I knew Dancer could ride. I knew Dancer had survived years of life before I’d arrived. But the thought of letting en make the trip back to the palace without my management took one too many things from me when I needed them most to hold onto. “No. We can’t… Dancer, I shouldn’t—”


    En shook ens head. “He’s right, beloved.” Clasping my shoulders, en said, “There will be couriers needing to reach the palace. I’ll ride with them. And you, you have to go home. Amet can help you.”


    No confusion. No questions about why a sexed human’s presence was necessary. No protests that a queen was more important than a grandmother, particularly a non-human one. No guilt. No choices, either. They had both decided. As I stood, pinned by those hands, I heard the captain calling for Dancer.


    “It hasn’t been half an hour,” Amet said. “I’ll see what en wants.”


    Naturally he was leaving us time to talk. Was there no end to his stifling courtesies? That I resented them was clear enough indication that I was impaired, and I resented that too. The moment he’d gone, I said, “I can’t do it.”


    “Can’t do what?” en asked, with far too much insight. “Can’t let me go alone? Or can’t go with Amet?”


    I strangled the noise I wanted to make. “There’s no point. I should go home with you.”


    “Always Falling,” en said, and now the musician was speaking, who knew no fear and no doubt. “If I can go home without you because Clouds needs me, you can go home with Amet because your grandmother needs you.”


    I whispered, “Home is with you.”


    The musician bled away and left my grieving beloved, who pulled me close, arms tight around my back. For once, this unsolicited embrace did not feel like a cage. I hid my face in ens hair, smelling the wildflower spice near ens scalp. When en pulled away, the cold rushed in where ens body heat had warmed me, over my throat, chest, abdomen. I felt bereft instead of free.


    “Then go do your duty,” Dancer said softly. “And come back quickly to me. Because I will need you badly, my love.”


    I closed my eyes. Useless to tell en I couldn’t do it. Craven to admit to weakness, and if rejecting Dancer’s gift to me was not weakness, I didn’t know what it was. I made one last attempt. “It’s a week just to get there.”


    “Do what you must,” Dancer said. Lower, “You never told me about them, Always. But I think they were the first time you ever loved, and were shattered by love. I… I wish I could have come with you. I would have liked to see them.”


    “They would have loved meeting you,” I whispered.


    “Then maybe on a better day, I could…” En trailed off at the look on my face. “I won’t ask. Maybe you’ll tell me when you get back. Or maybe you won’t. But you’ll be home and I’ll be waiting, and I’ll need you.”


    “Fairy Blossoms,” I said, quiet.


    “Tadla’s mother,” Dancer agreed, pained. “Oh, Always. I’ll have to write her dirge.”


    What could I say to that, or to the tears that streaked ens cheeks? But oh, ens voice was perfectly clear. How I used to marvel that en could sing the saddest laments without a closed throat; it had taken me years to understand how the musician in Dancer could compel en to terrible self-neglect while still being the font of ens strength. It was the musician that would reach the capital unescorted by anything but the songs building with every strike of the horse’s hooves on the road. And until I returned, the musician would rule en, with all that implied.


    I had to get back. I had to go home. I wanted to be left alone.


    “You should see what the captain needs.”


    En nodded and kissed my brow, and was gone. I knew we wouldn’t be alone again. I hadn’t even been able to say I loved en.
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    AMET


     


    Dancer departed with an alacrity that combined poorly with the washes of magically-induced wellbeing and my already pronounced ambivalence about Benison. The resulting pastiche was disturbing and beautiful, like a dream that left one unsettled on waking. I thought of that first course of lovemaking when Benison had begun, and how much healthier that fugue had felt now that I was living through the discomfort of the holiday’s euphoria and the country’s mourning. The ship pulled alongside a pier, and even though it tarried only long enough to let Dancer off, still the shock of the news bled through every interaction: the sailors on our vessel, the dockworkers, the people taking down holiday decorations to put up hatchments. It seemed far too quick, how en kissed me and hugged Always Falling, and then was gone. But en had left us to our own work, so we returned to the ship.


    I sensed none of my reassurances would work on Always Falling, who knew en better than I did… and the fourth had never welcomed any softening of the truth, so why would I offend it with lies? We both knew that Dancer was already suffering. En would reach the capital but nothing would be the same again.


    Once the ship had cast off, Always Falling retreated to the cabin. I doubted it wanted to discuss the cultural restrictions that necessitated a sexed person’s escort when visiting sea serpents, though my curiosity begged for satisfaction. I’d known Always Falling had been close enough to the creatures to have earned a set of their hairs for its acupuncture needles, but never would I have assumed I’d have the chance to see one. What would they be like? Only the vaguest of mentions of them ever reached the west.


    The captain had a name now: In the Night Sky Map. And a definite sex: en was a third. I had not yet guessed at ens banner, for what I could see of ens hair, knotted at ens neck, was a uniform dark blue. I had tried not to impose on ens time, figuring that the captain of a vessel must be a busy person, and en had left me to my devices, answering what questions I brought to en with an indulgent smile and that slight coyness that suggested ens attraction.


    I was surprised when en approached me once we were underway. I was standing at the prow of the vessel, staring toward the star-scattered horizon, when en joined me.


    “So, you are accompanying the Coldblood now instead of the third?”


    “Dancer on the Cusp of Twilight stands as trusted companion to the Divine and ens children and could not be spared. It makes more sense for me to escort the fourth home given the circumstances.”


    En nodded. “You will serve. Though I hope you don’t mind cold water.”


    I glanced at it sharply. En lifted ens brows.


    “You know nothing,” en surmised.


    “Less than nothing, probably.”


    En shook ens head. “And you will not ask the Coldblood.”


    I smiled a little. “I think if Always Falling wants to share something with me, it will tell me. My work is to wait.”


    Again, that look of interest, a little wry. “You are not completely ignorant, then.”


    I snorted. “Figuring that didn’t take much intelligence, Captain.”


    En laughed. “It’s a long journey if you’re not welcome in your own cabin. Do you play River Trade?”


    “I’ve never heard of it.”


    “You have plenty of time to learn.”
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    That was how I spent the majority of the journey to Trove: in Night Sky’s cabin over a table, drinking and playing. The game was completely foreign; I had left the mountains too young to learn the complexities of highlands trade, and Haizea had not welcomed me into her confidences managing Iglinta. I knew war, and music, and history. Economics was not my field, and unless I missed my guess River Trade had been designed, in part, to train young merchants in the arcana of their field. Imports, exports, supply and demand, the cost of sending cargo overland versus up the river, the origins of products… all this would have been mysterious enough to me had it been solely based on the products of the land. But the sea?


    “If you don’t know the sea, you know nothing,” Night Sky said.


    I studied my resources for this round. “I have heard songs that say there is never knowing the sea. That if even magic cannot pierce its depths, we have no hope of gleaning its mysteries.”


    “That is also true.” I looked at en over my tiles and en grinned. “That is why you can’t leave the coast. Otherwise, what chance would you have at wisdom?”


    I eyed the map we’d drawn for this session. “And that’s why you spend your life going up and down the river? Freshwater isn’t the ocean. Even I know that much.”


    “Ah…” Night Sky leaned back, sighed. “No, freshwater isn’t. And I tell you, Emendexte. I would love to go over the sea one day.”


    “And do what?” I asked. “Trade with the serpents? That’s all that’s out there, isn’t it?”


    “We don’t know!” en exclaimed. “There have been expeditions, but they all stopped after—”


    I looked up.


    “You know.” En sounded subdued, had resumed studying ens pieces though I knew by now that the decisions I would spend the entire round debating took en a heartbeat to make.


    “No,” I said. “I don’t. I’m not from the capital, Night Sky. Not even from the east.”


    En narrowed ens eyes.


    “Western man,” I said, tapping my chest with a finger while staring at my pieces. Finally I decided to send the sponges up the river. I couldn’t remember if sponges were a seasonal product or if they sold well all year, but I guessed I would find out soon enough.


    “Western!” Night Sky said, startled. “You have an accent, but I thought it rural.”


    I eyed en.


    “Offense not offered,” en said. “Are you really playing sponges?”


    I stopped, the tile still in my hand. “Is that a bad play?”


    “No, it’s a good one.” Night Sky grinned. “I’m shocked.” Smile fading, the third continued, “If you’re a foreigner, you might not have heard what happened to the former Divine and ens consort.”


    “Clouds’s parents?”


    En nodded. “They left to cross the sea. She had a vision, said there was a civilization there that would welcome us.”


    “Both of them went on the ship together?” I said, surprised. I hadn’t cared to keep up on the news about the royal succession. I’d heard about Clouds’s accession, of course, though I couldn’t recall when that had happened… ten years ago now? Surely not long.


    En nodded. “And never came back.”


    “They might still be out there,” I said. “The ocean is vast.”


    “They’ve been gone almost seventeen years.” Night Sky sighed. “No, I don’t think there will be much favor granted on any exploratory voyage now. Bad luck, people will say. No one funds a bad luck voyage. Speaking of which, let’s see how you did with the sponges.”


    “I’ll pray for good luck,” I said dryly, reaching for the dice. “Or I’ll be in debt next round.”
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    I thought about it later that evening. I knew little about the ascension rituals that created the eastern kings, save that they required the use of magic to sculpt the body and that the sculpting could take years. How old had Clouds been when ens parents had vanished and left the continent to en? If Clouds and Dancer had been childhood friends, Clouds couldn’t be much older than me.


    Did en still believe ens parents would come home one day? Or had they died to en, just as Fairy Blossoms now had? I felt a pang on the Divine’s behalf. Family was one of the few riches valued highly in both cultures, and Clouds was poor… too poor, I thought, to rule a world. I missed Dancer, but was glad en had gone back.
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    I was served less fish than I expected, and said so at one of the meals I took with the captain. We were eating boiled buns stuffed with quail and drinking a wine I found less meek than most of the eastern alcohols, and all of the food was exquisite.


    “It’s a short voyage,” Night Sky said. “I took on supplies Where Magic Lives when I docked there. I didn’t want to miss the festival foods.” En smiled. “Wishing for the chance to sample the native foods? You will have fish enough when you reach Trove, I promise. We eat fish at every meal!”


    “I have had fish,” I said, thinking of some of the foods I’d had in the capital.


    Night Sky sniffed. “You have not had fish until you’ve eaten it fresh from the sea. Butchered on the boat, ideally.”


    “Perhaps I’ll have the opportunity.” I hesitated, set my wine glass down. “Perhaps you could give me some sense of what awaits me at Trove?”


    “Your fourth has not come to you, then.”


    I smiled wryly. “It’s not my fourth.”


    “Ah!” En sighed. “No. The serpentkin never belong to anyone but one another.”


    “Serpentkin, Coldblood,” I said. “You use these words as if describing priests of a religion.”


    “Not exactly.” En rolled the stem of the glass between thumb and forefinger, thinking. “More like… how you would say ‘lord’ and ‘master’. For they are our lords and masters, the serpentkin. All of us who live in the pearl-diving towns… we look to them.”


    “Just because they dive for pearls with sea serpents?” I asked, puzzled.


    “Just because!” Night Sky shook ens head. “Without the serpents, there would be no pearl-diving towns. Not just because of the livelihoods, but because they warn us of storms and the great waves that destroy. They drive the fish to shore that we would otherwise never see, and those fish make us strong. Some say the ability to read the future comes from those fish.” En had a sip of the wine, rested ens lip on the edge and stared into space. “We exist, and are what we are, because of the kin to the serpent. They are our royalty.” A bright smile then. “Effusive, I know.”


    “But I know more now than I did before,” I said. “Your family has lived in Trove for a long time, I am guessing.”


    “Twenty-seven generations,” Night Sky said. “And ours is not the oldest river-trading family.”


    I imagined that: of hundreds of years of history entwined with an alien species, of a world within a world that worshipped its own aristocracy. Small wonder Beautiful had been capable of embracing a highland man and his obstreperous culture. The east had its own, and apparently twenty-seven generations had not been enough for the kingdom to assimilate them.


    And this was the culture that had produced Always Falling.


    “You are thoughtful,” Night Sky observed.


    “Do you know why I have to go into the water with it?” I asked.


    “The Coldblood has not told you?” When I looked up, en sighed and pushed the plate back. “I am not privy to the mysteries of the serpentkin. But even if I was, I wouldn’t tell you if the fourth has not chosen to share.”


    “Your lords and masters,” I said.


    En grinned. “They swim with monsters. Don’t forget it, Emendexte.”
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    AMET


     


    I did not sleep in the cabin assigned to us, even though it was the only cabin available for guests, because Benison made it unnecessary. I found this unbelievable: the fact that I could stay awake, day after day, without loss of faculties, continually refreshed by the waves of magic that pulsed through the sky. Most nights I spent on the stern bench or at the prow, staring at the horizon, or the waves, or the coast with its black banners. Or I played games with Night Sky. Always Falling rarely left the cabin and didn’t ask after me. I wondered if my observation of the fourth's privacy—and my decision not to invade it—constituted a lack of courage on my part. But I did not know the fourth, to intrude on its personal distresses, and the Divine Consort’s death complicated matters. The crew was not as affected by events as I expected, but they had not known her personally. Always Falling had.


    Too much I did not know. Rather than commit any solecism, I kept to myself, or to those who welcomed my company.


    But the journey was a long one to be trapped on a single ship, and as the days elapsed, the flow of magic subsided. Too, we were traveling away from the locus of the flow; the lands we were passing were contributing their magic to the capital rather than receiving it. The evening skies darkened, the veil in them dragging toward the west like a scarf being balled in a fist. I began to grow tired at night; I noticed my clothing staining with sweat and seawater, and staying that way.


    The sense of being a god was slipping away with the waves, leaving me to consider what it meant that I had existed as one. Was I less human for being impervious to fatigue, pain, even dirt? And if I wasn’t, how could I make sense of the existence I lived the rest of the year?


    There was no music for this feeling. For once I leaned against the railing and felt nothing but silence in my head, a great echoing vacuum that refused filling no matter how I grasped for anything to answer it.
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    I would probably have spent the entire journey to Trove avoiding Always Falling and ignorant of the highly complex situation I was about to enter had we not stopped briefly to resupply. Night Sky suggested I walk on the pier a while, have a respite from the monotony of being on the ship. While I didn’t anticipate much pleasure from the visit with the mourning swags hanging from every warehouse, balcony, and building, I thought it would be a relief to be quit of the water for a while.


    One of the crew told me idly to watch my step, disembarking. I heard him, put my foot on the pier, and completely misjudged the distance when the ship bobbed beneath me.


    Falling did not startle me. I’d fallen from horses, stairs, from wrong steps taken during weapons practices, during calisthenics. I twisted in an attempt to catch myself and save my ankle and didn’t quite make it, and resigned myself to the break; broken bones were also familiar, and the lance of it flaring from my foot drew a hiss from me.


    Benison was nearly over, but magic was still at its zenith at this time of year. I had been absorbing it over the past days without considering the consequences, with which I was abruptly familiarized when the magic my body had soaked flooded my foot. It healed instantly with a pleasure too close to pain, and that movement of humors left a nausea and dizziness that dropped me to the deck again.


    This time, I think, I passed out.


    When I woke I was in Always Falling’s lap. The fourth had its arm around my head and a hand on my ribcage, near my side, and beneath that hand I felt a warmth, as if it had very lately been at its acupuncture. My disorientation was extreme, but not so much that I didn’t find it perplexing to be so intimately entwined with it on the deck of the ship, which was no longer at the pier. The breeze flowing past me suggested we were moving, and above us the sky was that sultry blue that heralded impending sunset, with clouds edged in copper filigree. That same coppery edge tinged the ends of Always Falling’s hair, an unnatural sheen so intense my eyes watered.


    I knew the fourth was aware of my consciousness but neither of us spoke. It seemed unnecessary to do so. Its hand remained on me; its lap, beneath my head. I heard an oboe solo, suggesting tranquility, and was glad that I had found some musical cue to follow back to my spirit.


    At last, I said, “Did the crew have to load the supplies around me?”


    A huff, soft enough that I almost didn’t hear it over the waves. “There’s more than one way onto the ship. Even one this small.”


    “I feel… strange,” I confessed.


    This elicited a sigh, and hearing it I felt better. I had noticed Dancer’s companion to have a litany of such sighs, and if it was resorting to them then perhaps we had arrived at a place where we could communicate normally. “You are a trial, Emendexte-ilye.”


    “Not a promising beginning. Shall I sit up?”


    “Do you feel you could?”


    I considered. “No.”


    “Then stay where you are.” Its fingers stretched against my side, rested flat again. “You are a confusion of blocked channels. I allowed this to distract me from the fact that you have a substantial magical reservoir.”


    “Do I?”


    The fourth glanced at me, one brow lifting. “You sound skeptical.”


    “I am,” I said. “That such as I, hailing as I do from magic-impoverished lands, should be some paragon of magical storage? It’s patently ridiculous.”


    “It is,” it agreed, and chuckled tiredly at my expression. “You broke your ankle and your body used your magic to heal you. Usually the magic in you would redistribute through those channels to reach a new equilibrium. You… cannot create that equilibrium.”


    “And yet I felt no strangeness when Benison began?” I said.


    It flicked its free hand, dismissive. “The laws by which magic enters us are different than the laws by which our body moves that magic. When the magic is rich in the atmosphere, you absorb magic as a sponge does, ilye. Through every surface of your body. But once it is in you, it must travel specific roads when it moves. This is the province of fourths. Moving magic around a body. Moving it into a body, if the air does not supply it sufficiently, or if a person does not absorb it well.”


    “That happens?” I said, finding the idea ominous.


    “It is magic,” Always Falling replied. “Like everything involved in the body, there are diseases, handicaps… ways that some people are more exemplary than others.” It eyed me. “You are exemplary. You can hold a very great deal.”


    “And that means….”


    Another sigh, this one suffused with long-suffering. “You know nothing.”


    I couldn’t help my chuckle. “Not the first thing. There is nothing but scarcity in the mountains, kusa. Do you believe me now?”
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    ALWAYS FALLING


     


    “I believed you when I touched you for the first time,” I said. “And it doesn’t surprise me that you might be ignorant of what is, after all, an esoteric matter. One upon which sages disagree.” I looked down at him, fighting chagrin. Most people, injuring themselves at Poursday, heal without so much as a breathpause between injury and solution. Dancer’s lover, though, had to present a medical problem so bizarre that not only had I been necessary to fix it, I’d found myself lingering, torn between dismay, compassion, and fascination.


    To find beneath that mass of congestion a well of such depth had been ridiculous. The final irony.


    I had been treating him poorly. But I’d had no idea how to mend that until he’d conveniently given me a way to talk with him in a context I understood, one I could control. So little of my life right now felt under my control. Grandmother Serpent’s impending death had been difficult enough. Fairy Blossoms’s loss was paralyzing. Dancer’s absence from my side, bewildering. That I could continue moving through this much loss of order was unfathomable, and yet the ship continued to sail, and we would reach Trove at its end, where I was aristocracy and Amet…


    And Amet, I sighed, was even more of a foreigner. “I am going home.”


    “I had noted.”


    At least his humor was dry enough to amuse. I managed a twist of a smile. “My grandmother is a sea serpent. So is half my family.”


    “So I gathered.” He looked up at me. “Does your family rule Trove?”


    Surprised, I said, “Did someone tell you?”


    He snorted, closed his eyes. “Musicians are careful listeners. Everyone on this ship is very sorry that the Divine’s consort has died untimely, Always Falling, but they regard her as a distant figure. They respect her, but their fealty belongs elsewhere.”


    “And?” I said, wanting to know.


    “And?” He opened his eyes. Dark eyes, unchanging—how strange that was. “They defer to you. The serpentkin. The Coldblood.” When I did not deny it, he said, “Is it just your family, or are there competing ones?”


    “It is just mine, in Trove,” I said. “Each diving family bonds to a pod of serpents, and they stay in different territories.”


    “So,” he said. “Like me, you are a lord in your own home, and very little in the capital.”


    It would be the first thing he thought of… this thing that I had so often thought of myself in my first months Where Magic Lives. So instead, I said, “They sent me away.” No, precision. “My cousin wasn’t happy with my presence, particularly with my mother using me as an example of how to do everything properly.”


    “And he shapes opinion,” Amet guessed.


    “I… don’t know.” I tried not to notice the strained crawl of magic through his body. I had relieved some of the worst pressures, but he needed acupuncture, several sessions, to be fully cleared. “No one in my family has contacted me since I left.”


    Had he said he was a careful listener? “You left. Very different from being sent away. Which is it? Did your family make you leave, or did you decide to?”


    I looked away. “My uncle assigned me to lead our team of salespeople—they’re not family. They sell our pearls for us, and they’re overseen by one of us, but never by someone who dives. It’s a post for someone who no longer has the strength for the swim... or someone you want out of the way.”


    “And because the rest of your family didn’t object, you went,” Amet said.


    “When the Divine married Fairy Blossoms, the palace called for pearls for her wedding gown. I went as representative of Trove’s serpents and their sea-gifts.” I looked down at him. “I sold them the pearls and didn’t come back.”


    “Dancer,” Amet murmured.


    I closed my eyes. “Dancer.”


    “But also because there was nothing left for you, was there.” Amet forced himself upright partially, eyes half-closed. I watched, attentive, but when he didn’t waver I relaxed. “There’s something that keeps you from going in the water, something that has nothing to do with this cousin of yours or you’d be ignoring him.”


    Useless to argue with what was manifestly true. “The serpents do poorly in the water with unsexed individuals. It mutes their fertility. I can only go in the water with them if I’m accompanied by someone who can compensate for whatever it is they smell in the water that makes them less able to breed.” I lifted my chin. “Now you know why I needed Dancer.”


    “Now you have me,” Amet said. “And I will have to go in the water with you. For which I am sorry.”


    I canted my head. “Because?”


    “Because I am not Dancer,” Amet said. “And have not earned any glimpse into the secrets of your heart. And also—” He smiled, wryly. “Because I can’t swim.”


    I stared at him, then managed a strangled laugh. “Can you cling to a mane?”


    “If I’m about to drown, I think you’d be surprised how proficient I am at clinging to whatever l can reach.”


    I steadied him as he sat all the way up. “Breathe.”


    “I am.” He inhaled slowly, closed his eyes. “I am light-headed, but it passes.”


    “It will continue to,” I promised. And added, quieter, “And maybe you have earned that glimpse. Maybe.”


    “We will see,” he said. “I am very good at listening, but equally good at not hearing what isn’t meant for my ears. Is it safe to rise? I find I’d like to lie down somewhere that isn’t a floor.”


    “Deck,” I corrected idly, and put my shoulder under his arm as he tried his feet. “And yes, you should rest. Sleeping will help you—you should be able to now, we’re enough days and distance from the holiday for it.”


    “Good,” he murmured. “Thank you.”


    “My duty,” I said, because he’d understand, and helped him wobble to the guest cabin. I settled him in the hammock, which he found awkward but accepted because he remained somewhat disoriented. And then I left him there, wishing I could also leave the conviction that though I loved Dancer better, I might find Amet more comforting. Dancer would understand and magnify my emotional reactions; Amet would treat them as normal and look away. I found I preferred not to be made much of, particularly knowing that it would be difficult not to make more of what was happening than I could handle.


    My home. My family. The future I should have had. The serpents…


    “The highlander is not like to spill himself on my deck again?” Night Sky asked when I emerged.


    “No.” I smiled a little. “He is not accustomed to magic the way we have it in the east.”


    “Strange thought,” Night Sky murmured.


    “Yes,” I said. “Very strange.”
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    ALWAYS FALLING


     


    After that we spent more time together. I wasn’t fond of River Trade but Night Sky produced a pack of cards and I taught Amet Four Dragons. He also knew Summer Pass Again, though by an alternate ruleset. We played both ways so that he would have a chance to teach, and watching him at it I saw the conductor instructing an orchestra: a man accustomed to leading peers, patient without condescension. At night, we slept in separate hammocks in the same cabin, though we were careful never to enter at the same time. It was intimate enough sharing a sleeping space, listening to one another breathe. Making the decision to retire together was too lover-like for my tastes. I did it with Dancer, but among humans en alone inspired devotion in my heart.


    I found myself thinking of Dancer often. No one at our brief supply stop had heard that en had reached the capital. They had known only of Fairy Blossoms’s death and some news of how it had happened. Another earthquake, in the south where she’d been sent to minister to those suffering from earlier episodes. Truth or rumor? I wouldn’t be certain until we returned, weeks from now.


    Two days out from Trove I found Amet at the prow, staring toward the horizon with the setting sun gilding his back. The river had broadened and we were cleaving to the northern coast. Soon enough there would be the sea, and I would be forced to confront all my complex feelings at having abandoned it; I was not eager for that reunion, and yet I could not help but lift my head toward the east and yearn for the taste of it on the wind, the salt brine sting of it. But all I smelled was the bright burn of magic. The Poursday celebration, had it been observed to its end, would have been done for nearly half a week; Nature, as usual, observed only its own laws, and magic was still gliding slowly toward the west.


    “How long will it keep doing that?” he asked, the warm breeze ruffling his hair.


    “Every year it’s a little different.” I joined him, resting my hands on the rail. “Some years the pour is done within four days. Others, it takes two weeks. The festival itself ends a week after the pour begins.” I tracked the glimmer of electrum in the sky, brighter than stars. “It’s almost done. Maybe another day.” I glanced at his profile, found it inscrutable. Was that pleasing, because I found excesses of emotion tiresome? Or was it irritating, because I couldn’t read him? I thought suddenly of Beautiful, whose tranquility was nevertheless pierced by the vitality of its eyes. Beautiful could conceal its moods but didn’t from those it liked.


    “What are you thinking?” I asked to escape the discomfort inspired by that observation, and the moment I asked I regretted it. I did not want to be someone who deserved an answer from Dancer’s lover, whom I still thought of as a stranger. I was trying to think of some graceful way to back out of whatever discussion ensued when he spoke, and surprised me, and didn’t surprise me at all.


    “About the seating of the string section.”


    “I’m sorry?” I said, because it was better than staring.


    “The string section,” Amet continued, gazing out at the slowly evanescing line between sea and sky. “It sits together on the conductor’s left. In the new concerto we’re writing, the violins play divisi, and I am accustomed to having them sit together despite playing separate parts.”


    Mystified but intrigued, I said, “And... this no longer suits you?”


    “Oh, it works, but you see, I have been listening for days to how sound reflects off the water, and now that the banks are farther apart I am losing some of that sense of space.” He canted his head, eyes narrowing. “The formal orchestra was invented in the east, of course. The concept arrived in the highlands prior to our annexation, and we built halls specifically for them rather than make do with existing halls that had once housed smaller ensembles, the way the east did. We expanded the orchestra from your philharmonic of sixty to seventy members to the hundred-member fantasial orchestra, which gave us enormous string sections. Having the space, then, we divided them and placed them on either side of the conductor. Compositions in that period assumed that strings playing divisi would be literally divided—one section on the right hand of the conductor, the other on the left. The characteristic of the sound was different; the music took advantage of this.” He glanced at the near bank. “It wasn’t until the lowlands conquered us that we began adopting the smaller, philharmonic orchestras, because the eastern pieces we were playing didn’t require so many performers. And we began seating all the strings on one side, the way the lowlanders do. Dancer and I... we are composing a piece that is supposed to bring the highlands and the east together. It makes me wonder if perhaps we should separate the strings. Seat them apart, as was once done in the highlands, for the difference in texture.”


    “And all this you had from the sound on the water.” I studied him. I loved music, though I knew my love of it to be more judicious than Dancer’s. And yet, years of loving music and years of loving Dancer had only begun to teach me to predict the thoughts of a musician. “You had long training, I assume.”


    “A necessary part of an aristocrat’s education in the mountains. To be a poet-lord implies at least some facility with one instrument. More than that and you are a prodigy. They gave me extra lessons when I showed talent.”


    “Lute?” I guessed.


    He laughed. “Lyre, if you will. But yes. Lute, and violin, and piano. I loved piano best but I know enough to play most of the instruments I conduct.”


    “Dancer,” I said. “Dancer loves only the violin, among instruments.”


    “Dancer is an instrument,” Amet said, low. A touch of a smile. “Do you sing?”


    “Me?” Startled, I said. “I don’t have Dancer’s talent.”


    That bought me a laugh, a full one. “No one has Dancer’s talent, kusa. Ens talent is angelic. The rest of us, however, can aspire to carry a melody despite the lack of divine gift.”


    “I... don’t know,” I admitted. “Singing is not something I would have tried. I was trained in other disciplines.”


    “Swimming,” he guessed.


    “Diving. Diving...” I trailed off. “It uses up all your time, becoming proficient.”


    “What were you thinking?” he asked suddenly. “When you asked me earlier what I was thinking.”


    I remembered Beautiful’s eyes, blazing for Poursday, and the way it effortlessly let people in without interrupting the polished serenity of its façade. “Of Fairy Blossoms.”


    He picked his words carefully. “You do not seem to miss her.”


    “I don’t,” I said. “I am concerned what her absence might do to those I care about, but Fairy Blossoms was not a woman who allowed others to know her. She was respected by all who met her, and admired, but not loved by anyone, I think, but the Divine.”


    “Even Dancer?”


    “Dancer cared for her because she made Clouds happy.” I looked up at the firmament, wanting to swim, feeling bereft and agitated. “But even Dancer didn’t know her.”


    “A private person,” Amet murmured. More clearly, “What shall we do when we arrive? Will they be waiting?”


    “I doubt it,” I said. “They don’t know I have been summoned. It was Strong Fourth Son who came up-river to tell me, risking his life in the freshwater to do it. The serpents have been asking my family if they could see me, and my family said they would send to me. But they haven’t.”


    He glanced at me sharply. “No chance that the messages were lost en route?”


    “The serpents can tell,” I said, brusque. “When people lie. It’s in the water.”


    “So we arrive and then... we swim out to see the serpents?”


    If only it was so easy. “We can’t. They live in the deep waters. They have to be called and few people have learned to sing the call that brings them.” I flexed my hands on the rail. “We’ll have to apply to my cousin. Will you divide up the string section?”


    “I don’t know,” he said, accepting the change in topic. “But it will be a useful question to have at hand if I want to distract Dancer from ens sorrow.”


    If either of us saw en at all. An imperial funeral? With requiem and all the required observances and ceremonies? And Dancer attached to Clouds’s side, when en wasn’t at the children’s?


    I wouldn’t be surprised if Dancer was in Clouds’s bed. I wondered if this had occurred to Amet... and if it would bother him.


    “They hear a song from the coast?” Amet asked, studying the rippled light on waves.


    “Sound carries near water,” I said.


    This was the character of all our conversations: careful, subject to frequent shifts as we negotiated one another’s boundaries. Mine, I found, were far more stringent than Amet’s, but he had his own. Those talks resembled superficially the ones I had with Dancer, who was also prone to sudden tangents, but in ens case they were pursuits inspired by enthusiasm. Once Dancer began speaking, en often couldn’t help enself from chasing every thought that exploded from the ones preceding. I had practice following abrupt changes in idea from years of loving en.


    When Amet wasn’t doing it to respect my reticence, he was doing it to challenge my ability to keep up with him. I wasn’t sure whether to find this irritating or engaging. Dancer was smart, but the expression of that intelligence was effusive, emotional, often cryptic or unexpected. Amet was smart like a man of letters and wit. I liked that. Had not realized I liked it, though I should have, for I loved Beautiful’s company for the same reason.


    Beautiful, though, did not have that alluring empty cup, so vast, so in need of magic.


    Two days later, we were home.
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    I expected a village. I should have known better. Hamlets do not produce aristocracy with the attitude I occasionally spied glinting through Always Falling’s reserve. Trove was a city sculpted from the coast with the effortless beauty of eastern design. Its harbor did not merely border the water: it extended onto it, so that the major approach from the river involved passing beneath an enormous stone and wooden arch, one wide enough for ten ships like ours to pass abreast. The pylons of that arch were so broad in girth they supported what looked like fortifications: I could just see people moving inside them at several levels, and as the ship splashed past I looked over my shoulder and saw the stairs that wound around the pillars and the bridges to the piers that braced them.


    On either side of us, the harbor was built out onto bridges and pavilions, water slapping their piles. The city grew off those extensions back onto the coast, spreading onto the surrounding land.


    Everything was brightly colored. The roofs were red shingle or yellow or orange. Walls were crisp light blue or white or lilac. Striping and ornamentation was common, though unlike the capital the designs here were mostly geometric, not organic. There were awnings over doors, and flags flying pennants: coded, I thought, because of the regularity of the patterns. Had it not been for the black banners and the swags of black fabric everywhere, I would have thought it festive. As it was, the city gave the appearance of wearing a mask of false grief for the sake of appearances.


    “Welcome home, Coldblood,” Night Sky said formally to Always Falling, who accepted this as its due.


    “The city is beautiful,” I said to the captain, to make conversation. “And larger than I expected.”


    “It has been continuously inhabited for thousands of years,” Night Sky said. “And the serpentkin have made it rich. Trove is the wealthiest of the serpentclan cities, in fact. Only In Currents rivals it.”


    Because it was not enough that I be ejected into this alien situation, it must also be complicated by its own importance. I did my best not to smile. “I’ll go pack.”


     


    [image: ***]


     


    I did not break another ankle, stepping onto the pier in Trove. I did feel like I might if I walked too swiftly. Days of travel by boat had accustomed me to the sway of it on the waters, and my body remained convinced I was swaying yet.


    “It’ll pass,” Always Falling said, brusque, its eyes distant as it scanned the crowds wandering the bridges and alleys. The warm breeze off the sea never ceased, blowing its sky blue hair over its face. The vividness of that eye color, which had looked so out of place in the capital, seemed at home here with the heat on our shoulders and the light on the gaily-colored roofs.


    “And now we go to your home, I assume?”


    “I was thinking of finding a place to stay first.”


    I glanced at the fourth. “You were not sent from the family. You left.”


    “Yes.”


    “And they are not expecting you today.”


    “No.”


    “But you need them to summon the serpents,” I finished.


    By now it was growling a little, impatient. “Yes.”


    “Then we should go to your home,” I said. “This is not the time to show weakness, kusa. You know it as well as I do. They have something you need which they could reasonably deny you. The best way to guarantee they give it to you is to act like you are owed it.”


    It eyed me, a skeptical look from eyes so clear a blue. “Because people always respond to such playacting.”


    “It won’t be playacting,” I said. “And you know as well as I do that it’s necessary. Don’t put it off. Your grandmother needs you.”


    The fourth said nothing, staring fixedly into the crowd. Then, curt, “Stay here while I arrange compensation for Night Sky.”


    I abided as ordered. It was no hardship. The smells fascinated: fried food and brine, water-rot and sweet cardamom rice. The wind frolicked, now blowing one way, now the next, tickling my cheeks and lips. Everywhere I looked there was activity, sales at shops, porters carting loads to and from the slips, fishmongers and merchants, children chasing one another. Dozens of ships crowded the busy harbor, some large enough only for a single person and a net, others twice the size of Night Sky’s fleet vessel. And the ocean itself was a revelation. Like the mountains, it was unfathomable, drawing the eye. Unlike them, though, I found it alien. The river water had seemed different in character somehow from this infinite chalice.


    When Always Falling returned, the fourth was calmer. “All right,” it said. “Let’s go.”


    “Home,” I said.


    “Home,” it agreed. “Don’t blame me for our suffering.”


    So much bitterness in that. The music of Always Falling’s voice had always been subtle, an elegant conservation of pitch. To hear so much dynamic change was unnatural. Like the ocean, it put me on guard.
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    Had I considered the matter carefully I would have realized Always Falling’s family could not have its home near the harbor. The waters there were too busy for safe swimming. We left by crossing a broad stone bridge, and from there took a carriage through the landbound city, which maintained the character of the harbor by being organized into artificially terraced nodes connected by bridges and roads, winding past gardens of native grasses that should have seemed scrublike in comparison to the vegetation of the capital. Magic, however, was still common enough here to make the sea grasses luxuriant, their sand-colored blades reflecting the afternoon sunlight like the tongues of swords. Palm trees were frequent, tall with tufts of fronds at their peaks; beneath them grew trees I had no names for, but that I thought would ordinarily be pulled by the wind into strange shapes. People had shaped them instead so that they grew in intricate geometric patterns, often interleaved. The birds were also foreign, and wildly varied; I found brightly colored insect-eaters perching in those gardens alongside long-winged gulls with mournful voices.


    True to the habits of the wealthy, the serpentkin kept their dwelling outside the city, facing the sea rather than the river, and the approach to their abode involved more of the gardens. More spare than those in town, though; these often involved decorative strips of sand or gravel, designed so that they led inevitably to some view of the ocean where the wind could make free with those who dared face it. And they lived—naturally—in a manor of their own, low but large and like the harbor built over the water on piles. Seeing it as the carriage drew us toward its front door, I could sense how it had been designed for its alien kinfolk: the pavilions on the water, dwellings rather than businesses or warehouses, created little coves where humans could sit at the waterside and entertain visiting serpents.


    They too had an arch... far out on the water.


    “Is there anything I should know?” I asked when the carriage halted.


    “No,” Always Falling said. “You have an instinct for courtesy. And no one will expect a non-native to know better.”


    “I shall go with my strengths then,” I said, wryly enough that the fourth glanced at me as it was stepping down through the door.


    “I meant no offense.”


    “I know,” I said, and followed it.


    It was a peculiar manse, beginning with the crunch of the sand and gravel beneath my feet and continuing through the building. It had enormous windows, some almost as large as the walls, and through them I saw not only the rooms but the sea, for there were matching windows on the opposite sides. Everything seemed maximized less for privacy, as most nobles would have preferred, and more for the free movement of the ocean breeze. Did it grow cold in winter, I wondered? There were shutters but it seemed improbable that they would insulate such a building.


    We stepped up onto the porch and the doors there opened by sliding, which they did to reveal a pair of servants, startling in their raiment: tunics covering only one shoulder and arm and leaving the other bare to reveal skin tattooed elaborately in blue, white, and black. Stylized designs, but with a single serpent on each, vivid on skin gold and darker gold. They were both bald, and the tattoos extended even to the scalps; one was a woman, and also half-bared. I guessed at their sexes: they were both dark-eyed, but without the hair it was harder to tell if it was natural or their banner’s current expression. They wore short trousers and sandals, and their demeanors were as frigidly correct as any more regular aristocrat’s servants.


    “Tell Strand Always Falling is home,” it said. “And my mother. And there is luggage to be unloaded.”


    “Coldblood, it will be done,” one of them murmured. “This way, please.”


    Like every other lowland establishment, this one had been built with a floor that changed height from room to room, or within rooms. I smashed my toes twice, following Always Falling and the silent servant, and by the time we were deposited in a high sitting room I found myself out of charity with the world… until I saw the view. The room was dark brown wood, floor and ceiling, but there was little wall between them, only a perception of well-placed openings into other rooms, and the windows, so wide a dozen people could have stood at each. And vast: the wall stopped at my shins.


    The ocean was stunning. I saw a thousand thousand symphonies in its waves and found the promise terrifying. There was more than one way to fall into those waters and drown.


    Always Falling was watching me when at last I turned from the vista. “My home,” it said quietly, and I knew it was not speaking of the building. “Sit.”


    The inevitable pillow was set on the floor. There was, surprisingly, an empty space built beneath the table, though, so my legs had a place to stretch.


    “A lovely house,” I offered. “If not long on privacy.”


    Its mouth twitched. “One learns to seek privacy away from the house.”


    “With serpents?”


    A glance outside that lengthened. Then: “No. But it is a different sort of company.”


    Such a simple reply, to hold so much. I mused on it as a new servant brought a selection of finger foods and two cups, into which she poured the fermented tea that Always Falling had been training me to appreciate. I was glad of the training, as the drink here was even stronger in flavor than the one the fourth flavored for us in the capital. The foods were peculiar-looking, so I decided it was better not to ask. I chose one, popped it in my mouth, and chewed: piquant but meaty, with a vegetal high note. Looking across the table I found Always Falling staring, bright eyes wide.


    “Should I not have eaten it with my fingers?” I asked.


    It dipped its head, shaking it... but I could see its smile beneath the length of its nose. “I would have thought you more wary.”


    “You mentioned once that food was heartier in the country,” I said. “I like hearty food.”


    “Raw fish, though?”


    “Was it?” I picked another one. “In the highlands, we have a raw meat dish, though we pound it into flat rounds and then roll it around greens and cheese. It’s deer, though, not fish. Or at least, usually, if one wishes the traditional variant.”


    “There is a non-traditional one?” it asked, bemused.


    “Oh, certainly,” I said. “Pig. Or goat.”


    This inspired a discussion of highland and seafolk dishes, one which only continued to make it clear that there was a seafolk culture that was very, very different from the one in the eastern capital, and we were still engaged in that discussion when we were interrupted by a man. And then a man and a woman. And then several more people. It was a large room, so it didn’t seem crowded when six people came to a halt in it—but they were standing, and they were staring, and it struck me as the height of rudeness. To fill the room if they were eager to see their lost family-member, embrace the fourth, ask after all the news of its doings after so many years away, perhaps. But to come instead as if to stare at a curiosity, almost in accusation? The coldness in the room was palpable.


    But I was a guest, so I held my peace. It was for Always Falling to make me known before I could do or say anything.


    “Always Falling,” said one of them at last. A man, about my age, I thought. “We did not expect you home.”


    “Strand,” it said. “I heard Grandmother Serpent was dying. I have come only to attend the death rites.”


    Shock in these controlled strangers looked like stiffness.


    “Dying!” Strand said. “Infirm, yes. But not yet dying. There was no need for you to rush home—”


    “How did you hear?” An older woman, and by her face I thought her a relation. Mother, even. She sounded satisfied, and her eyes darted once at the man, almost as if gloating.


    Always stared at her, face a mask. “Strong Fourth Son came for me.”


    Gasps now, though hushed, from the others. “Through the river?” someone asked, stunned.


    A faint smile now from Always Falling. “He is Strong Fourth Son. Or so he reminded me.”


    “We had no news of Grandmother Serpent dying,” Strand insisted. “No serpent told us so. Only that she was ailing.”


    “What did you think that portended?” Always Falling folded its hands on the table. “Serpents don’t catch catarrh. They are not subject to ague. They are injured, but that is not sickness. Sick serpents are dying serpents, Strand.”


    A stillness then that I didn’t understand, save that there was great hostility in it, and suddenly. But I found Always Falling’s behavior leading, for it was acting like the conductor of this particular family ensemble, to the point of dressing down its cousin over a mistake. In public. Did the fourth realize that it was challenging its cousin for leadership? I would have thought Always too canny, or too disengaged, to do anything so destabilizing. But perhaps I had made a mistake in believing that being neuter made it passionless.


    “We’ll have the spare room made up for you,” Strand said, voice stiff. “And this is...?”


    “Amet Emendexte-ilye,” Always Falling said. “My beloved’s lover.”


    Did all these people live in their silences, I wondered? How difficult would it have been to just ask why I was here and not Dancer? Or ask Always Falling how it had come to acquire a beloved, since they were obviously curious? I wondered if there was more than one reason the people of Trove called them Coldbloods. I had thought Always Falling reserved, but it was positively effusive compared to this group.


    “I apologize,” Strand said to me. “We have no extra room for you. You will have to stay with Always Falling, or in the city.”


    “No extra room?” Always Falling said, arch. “There are seven spare bedrooms.”


    “And we have filled them since you left.” Punctilious in its courtesy, that response, but Strand didn’t like being interrupted and was done engaging, I judged. He considered me, and I considered him, and in his eyes I saw... worry, fatigue, irritation. Emotions that made him human, and made me wonder where the truth was hiding. Had the serpents spoken to him about their eldest’s condition? Had they told him the truth, and had he misinterpreted it? I had not heard the message delivered to Always Falling—was it misinterpreting that message?


    So many fascinating subtexts. The melody was chaos, but somewhere in it there was sense to be found. I thought this man a likely start because my introduction as someone else’s lover had eased something in his demeanor. Perhaps he didn’t think me Always Falling’s partisan.


    “May I see the room?” I asked. “It was an interesting journey but a long one. I wouldn’t mind withdrawing for a time.”


    Strand nodded. “Understandable. Poignant will show you to it.”


    One of the group separated, inclined ens head: some froth-edged gray, that hair, and I wondered what that banner portended. “This way, please.”


    I left Always Falling to sort out its relatives. The fourth had not indicated a desire to do so, but the need was there. Best it be done without exposing their quarrels to a stranger.
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    ALWAYS FALLING


     


    “So,” I said. “Shall we have a fight?”


    “No,” Strand said, waving the others out, and I was glad to see them go… it would be the ones who’d disliked me while I’d lived here who would come to see my arrival. But they submitted to his will despite their reluctance, all save my mother, whom no one could command. Once they’d gone, Strand said, “You are here. You’re not staying, I assume, so what is there to fight over?”


    “Exactly,” I said, but couldn’t resist adding, “Gods of water, Strand. Did you really not think through the implications of sickness? What kind of diver are you to ignore one of the most important wyrmsigns we receive?”


    “Dying of old age is not a matter for concern,” Strand said. “Grandmother Serpent is old. You’re the one overreacting.”


    “If I’m overreacting,” I said, “why did Strong Fourth Son have to summon me to Grandmother’s death? Where was the message from you, Strand? Or would you have let her die without telling me?”


    “You left.” Strand folded his arms. Was he affecting calm, or did he really not care? “Without so much as a letter of explanation. You dismissed our employees from the capital and not even they could tell us why you’d sent them home without you. What exactly was I supposed to conclude?”


    “That the process you all began was complete,” I said, caustic. “It was easier for everyone for me to be gone. So, obedient, I left.”


    “You? Obedient?” Strand huffed. “In what story, Always Falling?”


    My mother, I noticed, was scowling. To her, I said, “And you? Here to satisfy your curiosity on what I’ve been doing in my absence, without so much as an apology for forcing me into exile?”


    “You have a beloved?” she asked, resentful. “A landbound love? How could you do that?”


    Her anger didn’t surprise me. Her reasons for it did. “Excuse me?”


    “You can’t have ties somewhere else,” she said. “You belong here!”


    The bitterness was strong, but I mastered it. With difficulty. “You should have made that clear years ago. But that would have made your life too hard, wouldn’t it?”


    “If High Clear had stayed—”


    “High Clear did not,” Strand said, interrupting her. “And I am Lead Diver here, and have been, and will remain so.” Strand eyed me. “I’d ask you not to make trouble, but that’s a useless request. Tomorrow at dawn we’ll summon the family to begin the ceremony. Three days after, we’ll complete it in the open waters. After that you can go back to wherever it is you’ve come from.”


    “That suits me fine,” I said.


    He nodded and strode out. He had enough to do; the ceremony required the human family to prepare a feast large enough to make the death gifts we’d receive an equitable trade. This left me with my mother, though, whom I did not at all want to talk with, so I too rose.


    “You won’t stay and talk with your mother?” she asked. When she saw no change in my expression, her eyes narrowed. “I did what I thought best for the family. Our family, not your uncle's.”


    If I had at all thought that to be the truth, I might have found a way to forgive her. Loving Dancer had taught me how to be kinder... how to stretch around the scars in my heart. But I knew her actions had nothing to do with the family’s welfare and everything to do with her own ambitions. She wasn’t even using the family’s welfare as a lie she told herself to justify her actions, but as a lie she was trying to sell me, to manipulate me into doing something she wanted. I found it insulting that she was making the attempt—and perplexing that she had already decided she could use me in whatever new scheme she was plotting to wrest the succession back from my uncle’s line. She had resented me for being born a fourth, and resented the world for giving her only one more child afterward, and an obstreperous girl who refused any part in her designs at that. Why did she now court my sympathy?


    Dancer would have begged me to be gentle. But I served the truth, and justice was as cold as the blood Trove’s residents claimed ran in our veins. Mercy I could extend to those I loved.


    I did not love my mother.


    “No, you didn’t. You did what you thought best for yourself, and your ambitions.”


    “Unnatural child!” she hissed.


    “So you’ve said, many, many times.” I turned my back on her and left.
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    This was perhaps not the best mood for me to come to the room assigned us. It was not my room. Of course. That was painful enough. But it was not even a principal’s room, out on the water. I stopped at the sliding door, staring at the translucent paper in the frame, and felt all the more shunned. They had set me apart again. How close the ocean seemed, and yet it never mattered how close it was. I could never keep it.


    Amet looked up from the narrow bunk he’d been sitting on. “A beautiful view,” he said. “If a fractious path to it.”


    Had my family not made their antagonism so clear, I might have found his presumption of intimacy offensive. But he was my only link to Dancer and the life I’d made for myself as myself, and he wasn’t one of them. I slid the door shut. “Do you see why I wanted to stay in an inn?”


    “We would still have had to come here to see the serpents if only one person can call them.” Amet straightened, setting aside the small folio in his lap. “At least here, you are closer to them.”


    “Am I?” Too melancholic. I scrubbed my face. “I apologize for your having to bear witness to that scene.”


    “It was… interesting.”


    Of all the words he could have chosen… I peered at him, skeptical.


    “The dynamics.” He waved a hand. “I have conducted musicians for most of my adult life, Always Falling. The relationships between the players can make or break a performance. You become very good at assessing them or you remain at the whim of forces you can’t control or amend.”


    “Gods forfend the music be imperfect,” I muttered.


    He surprised me by chuckling. “As if you suffer imperfection in anything you do, kusa. I have seen you with the needles. The way you keep the apartment betrays you. So does how you handle Dancer. The first time you made coffee, you asked me how to do it properly.” He lifted one of those calligraphic brows of his. “Everything must be done right, or not at all.”


    I would have protested, except… why? I sat on one of the pillows beside the window, where the floor was raised. “My mother married a third, and I was their first child. Their heir, and completely useless. She miscarried of the second child, too early for anyone to know what it would have been. To have another fourth would have made her position as the head of the family untenable, so she set my sire aside and married a man, since the union of man and woman is more likely to result in a male or female child than the union of third and woman.”


    Amet canted his head. “What went wrong?”


    “She had a girl,” I said. At his puzzled look, I clarified. “Women are rarely divers. No one knows why. There is nothing that prevents it. The work is physically taxing, but less so than if they were to dive without the serpents.”


    “A tradition, perhaps, that women are loathe to break,” he suggested.


    “Or perhaps more of them prefer the work that needs to be done on land.” I shrugged. “Having had a daughter who refused the water, my mother gave up and passed the mantle to my uncle. En had already had Strand—we were yearmates—so the position of Lead Diver passed to him when we came of age and I could no longer go into the sea.”


    “So you have a sister,” he said, curious.


    “I do,” I said. “And I am fond of her. She works with our merchant team on land.”


    “As your family suspected she might, she did not become a diver.”


    “No,” I said, though I never knew why. High Clear would have made an excellent diver, had loved the serpents in her youth. I often wondered if she’d given the sea up because she hadn’t been willing to be made a gamepiece in the struggle for power between my mother and the rest of the family. Bad enough that there had been acrimony between my mother’s two spouses without my sister becoming involved. Further involved, anyway. I pressed a thumb against my temple.


    “You are the one who needs acupuncture now, I am guessing.”


    “Pity I’m the only one in the room who knows it,” I said, and I thought I was making a joke. When had I decided I wanted to put Amet at ease?


    But he answered. “I know nothing of acupuncture, true enough. But I do know a trick for headaches.”


    I squinted at him, wary.


    “I would have to touch you,” he added. Patted his shoulder. “Here.”


    “Possibly sound technique,” I allowed, though I remained skeptical. In my experience, few people really understood the body outside those who had made it their area of study.


    “I have many flaws,” Amet said gravely. “Being unsound is not one of them.”


    I bared my teeth, pained. “Punning is a low and terrible art.”


    He chuckled, and where Dancer would have wheedled, he said nothing, only waited. Because of that, and because I really didn’t want to let the headache develop further if I could prevent it, I said, “All right. Do your worst.”


    “Hardly encouraging,” he said, shaking his head. “You have a great deal to learn about how to manage your players, kusa.”


    “I manage the one I care about well enough.”


    “Only because you care about en,” Amet said. “But it’s not enough to look to the emotional welfare of your friends. One must also pay attention to—”


    “One’s enemies?” I guessed, sardonic.


    “One’s entire ensemble, I was going to say.” He flashed me a grin. “And in this case, I am a member of yours. Yes?”


    “You and your wit,” I muttered.


    “I know,” he said modestly. “You have chastised me for it before. Stand, please, and give me your back.”


    I had committed to this, I supposed. And touching Dancer on the ship had not been so bad. I missed Dancer. Amet wasn’t en, of course, but I hadn’t minded touching Amet when he’d broken his ankle, or when he’d needed acupuncture. That was me touching him, though, not the other way around—


    He set a hand on my shoulder, pressed a thumb against the back and probed along the top of my shoulderblade. His hand was warm, more than normally; the magic I’d moved through him was still there, and seemed happy to sense my proximity. I should have found it unnerving, but instead it was… breathtaking. I was still nursing my astonishment when Amet said, “Breathe in, as you have so often asked me.”


    I inhaled and he dug in his thumb, and the pain was so intense it was completely unsustainable. One moment, my vision receded and every nerve screamed outrage. And then next, a warm flood of relief that softened my joints. I wobbled and he caught my shoulders in both hands, holding me in place.


    “Headache gone?” he asked.


    “Water and wind,” I exclaimed. “Of course it is. When you get punched in the gut you forget a hangnail.”


    He laughed. “Exactly.” Turning me, he studied my face. “Now, more seriously? Beautiful named you a healer, so surely you can judge the technique from a remove.”


    “It worked,” I said, rueful. “It is the euphoria. If one can trigger it in the body, it is better than any drug for pain.” When he would have lifted his hands, though, I said, “Wait.”


    He paused.


    “Do you feel anything?” I asked. “Between your palm and my shoulder.”


    He closed his eyes, lifted his head. It had not occurred to me to see him as Dancer must, which in itself was strange; here there was no sense that the appreciation of human beauty must be sexual, as perhaps those in the highlands might assume with the rarity of the fourths there. I had never allowed myself to think of other people as beautiful, though. Not until Dancer had made it impossible not to. The length of Amet’s throat was… compelling. Visually, and magically, for even though I wasn’t touching it I could sense the thin channels that ran along its edges. It made me wonder suddenly if magic affected the voice.


    “Yes,” he said, breaking into my thoughts, for which I was grateful. “It’s a sense of comfort. If the comment might be forgiven, I don’t often feel comfort around you. Limp relief after acupuncture, perhaps, but not comfort.”


    I shook my head. “I can’t find the truth offensive.”


    “Can’t you?” he asked.


    I eyed him.


    “This seems the time to confront such things,” he said. “You dressed your cousin down like a tyro in front of your family. Was it your intention to humiliate him? To undercut his authority?”


    I sat abruptly and again he waited. He was good at that, and I wished he wasn’t. “I don’t know.”


    “What were you thinking when you said those things?”


    “That he’s an idiot,” I said. Which was unfair and inaccurate, even if I couldn’t understand how he had missed the signs of Grandmother’s demise when reading them had always been so easy for me. I dug deeper, finally found something true. “That I’m angry.”


    He nodded. “I hated Haizea—Songbird Singing, Flying. When she married I Am the Perfection at Dawn, I felt she had betrayed everything we’d promised to one another, and taken from me any opportunity to honorably ascend to the power to which I’d been born. But turning from her landed me in Dancer’s arms, and so I no longer hate her. She can keep Iglinta.”


    “But that’s different!” I said. “You have an orchestra along with love. I have love—” I stopped, looked away.


    “But no serpents,” he guessed.


    “No family,” I said. “They were my family.”


    He sighed and sat again opposite me, on the bunk. “No wonder you are so quiet always.”


    “No words of advice from the experienced heartbroken man?” I asked. Surprisingly, I wanted to know.


    “I miss the mountains,” he murmured. “But not enough to give up Dancer.” He smiled a little. “You gave up a family. I gave up my culture. I live now amid my conquerors, who rejoice to see the magic coming to them as their just deserts, and I am forced to smile and agree that it is worthy of celebration. Life is thus, kusa. We give and lose and receive. And we choose, that too.”


    “I don’t know if that’s worse or not.” I looked out the window. “To give up your culture or your family.”


    “Does it matter?” he said. “In the end, you feel amputated from that which shaped you. But at some point, the responsibility of shaping ourselves falls on our shoulders.” He rolled his. “We all decide.”


    “Or things are decided for us,” I said. And shook off my mood. “I’ll arrange our dinner. We need to wake tomorrow at dawn for the first ceremony. You should sleep on the bed tonight.”


    He glanced at it. “And you will… sleep on the floor?”


    “I’ll be fine,” I said, and rose. “We’ll be here three days. After that, we can be quit of it.”


    Something in his eyes made me think he was listening too carefully to everything I was refusing to discuss. We had done this abrupt topic-change dance too often; too much more and he’d know every subject that distressed me. But all he said was, “All right, kusa. I’ll be here.”
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    AMET


     


    Supper was made available to us not in the room where we slept or in the kitchen but in a small communal room at the end of the hall; or what I took to be a communal hall. We were served after the family, I thought, because no one was there to join us. Afterward I returned to our room and made notes about the positioning of the strings, about the journey, scribbled ideas for vaguely grasped melodies based on the sound of the wind and the gulls. I thought of Dancer often; from my window I could see no black banners, only the distant arch and the even more distant horizon.


    Always Falling did not return that evening. As far as I knew, it didn’t return at all. I slept alone on the bunk.


    The sky outside was still dark when the fourth woke me. “It’s time,” it said. “We go to the water. Strip, you must dress.”


    Dressing involved a short robe, belted and hooded, in a thin silk that made my skin stipple from cold or exposure, I wasn’t certain which. No other clothing was permitted beneath this costume. Always Falling was already in an identical robe; explaining that I might feel more naked this way than a fourth seemed a fruitless endeavor. Instead, I let it bind my hair back with several thongs, turning the length into a tail, and then followed it out of the house to one of the bridges leading to the pavilions on the water. The sun had not yet risen and the breeze off the ocean was chill and moist. We joined a line of anonymous figures which began to process out onto the boardwalk. Our column passed several branching paths that led to the floating pavilions, but made no detours. Our goal was obviously the distant arch.


    It was unearthly, this solemn march through the darkness with only the slough of the water against the piles and the distant rhythm of the tides for accompaniment, deep as a bass drum. No one spoke over the shuffling of bare feet on the planks. We moved in a numinous world, and from there into one of the mysteries. I felt as if I had been misplaced, as if no one had been informed that I belonged elsewhere. To mountain meadows and birdsong and high, bright skies.


    Always Falling had not wanted me here. Had Dancer come with us, en would have been the one making this journey, and no doubt delighted by it. I found danger too easily in the unknown, and knew somehow that there was no knowing the ocean, no matter how long one lived and how deeply one strove.


    The arch could not be reached by bridge. The boats being unmoored to take us there were small craft. Very small. I was reminded that I could not swim, and disliked them. When I had blithely asserted that I would accompany Always Falling into the water in Dancer’s absence, I had been envisioning the shore, or someplace close enough to it that I could have floundered toward safety on my own. I had imagined waters I could pierce with my eyes, a sea floor I could glimpse through the rolling tide. I had even thought I might enjoy the exercise.


    Loaded onto the boat and clinging to the side of it, I stared at the surface of waters that could not be illumined by the wan starlight that shone overhead and heard the panicked rush of my heart in my ears. Would Always Falling have comforted me if it had been allowed to speak? Would I even have heard the fourth over the din in my own ears?


    And yet there was a majesty in the vista that could not be denied.


    We rowed to the arch, visible only as a black shadow on the sky, and there, to my dismay, the inhabitants of my boat shed their robes and dropped over its edge into the waters. Ribbons of foam revealed their progress toward the arch, where they gained the column and appeared to perch on it. How could I protest? I sensed that speech would disturb the ritual. Always Falling had already shed its robe and stood, swaying easily with the motion of the craft. It lifted the cover on one of the seats and brought out what looked like a piece of driftwood. This float the fourth pushed this on me and I grabbed it, startled. Before I could object, it shoved me over the edge of the boat and I fell, backwards, into the water.


    The wood held me up. That was the first thought to penetrate the terror and the shock of the cold water, of the vastness of it, of the realization that if I let go I would fall forever and die. The second was that Always Falling had dropped into the water beside me and was towing me by the wooden float. Something in my breathing must have alerted it to my condition for the fourth paused, hanging in the water like the reflection of a star. Without speaking, it leaned over and touched my chin with its wet fingers. Startled, I met its eyes, and in that darkling gaze saw a promise as good as spoken: it would not let me drown.


    The fourth resumed swimming. Through the surprise still singing in my heart, I noticed that it swam well. Very well. My weight, such as it was in the water, did not trouble it at all, nor did the awkwardness of having only one arm free. Here, I thought. This was Always Falling’s home. I began to understand far too much about the troubles besetting it and the serpentclan of Trove.


    By the time we reached the arch the sky had grown a murky rim of greenish-blue in the east and I could see that the columns were elaborately carved with swimming sea serpents and humans, with treasure chests and ships, with clouds and lattices of lightning. These carvings spiraled up the height of each pylon, and along their rims were ledges that had obviously been designed for humans to sit or stand. Always Falling pulled me onto one of these and set my float on another, where it was cradled in the cunning depression sculpted into each of the perches. Then the fourth lifted itself onto the next higher seat and hung there with a leg dangling, one of its arms slung around the carved head of a sea serpent that rose from the relief. I glanced up at it and it touched its finger to its lips. Then pointed at the east, and then at the other pylon.


    I tasked myself to patience. That there was another petrifying swim between myself and land loomed in my heart but took nothing from the view, which was staggering in its immensity. When the sun finally gilded the horizon, separating the sea from the sky, my eyes watered, and some part of it was fear, and some of it rapture, that I might witness such glory and know my own frailty at the same time.


    And then the voice rose. A ululation unlike any singing I’d ever heard, leaping and dropping through a haunting melody. A lonely voice, crying out amid the emptiness, and despite its strangeness I knew I’d never forget any of it, not the least measure or quaver. The sound carried on the water, straight toward the rising sun, and made sense of our silent pilgrimage, and now our vigil. The call ended and was not repeated. The sun pulled itself from the waters, gilding them, and still we waited.


    The serpents came.


    No possible image could have prepared me for the sight of them. The dragons of water, poetry called them, and it was so: not the thin, small things I had imagined hearing the word ‘serpent’, but creatures with eyes the size of my fists, glowing lamplike beneath the water as they streamed toward us. Dozens of them, rearing out of the water, the sun glittering off iridescent skins and through veil-like fans that rose in lacy delicacy around their horned heads. Beards they had, and mustaches, and heavy manes down their backs. And teeth to shame beasts out of nightmare, which I saw for the first time when one of them fluted back a song as complex as the one that had summoned them.


    Like water pouring, the humans of Trove’s serpentclan fell off their perches into the water and swam to greet their kin. I was still staring at them bobbing in the waves when Always Falling pressed the float into my arms. This time I knew to expect the hand that pushed me into the ocean, but to my surprise the fourth didn’t pull me into the center of that gathering. Instead it stayed near the column and listened intently—or seemed to, for there were no words being exchanged that I could hear.
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    ALWAYS FALLING


     


    We come with news of a death in the water, Strand said, and the waves carried his powerful voice, breaking it against the bodies of our family. So many of them—why had so many come and abandoned Grandmother? But then… I didn’t recognize many of them. Were so many of them new, then?


    First and Eldest Daughter bent close, water dripping off her chin to break the patterns under it, forming new concentric ones that shattered with the currents. We have come as called, as to the call of a brother. Tell us of the death, Virile Nephew.


    I frowned. They had given him a name? I thought of the once-empty rooms, now filled, counted the new serpents in the water.


    Grandmother Serpent is called, Eldest Daughter. We will prepare the death gifts so that we might be worthy to attend her in her final hours.


    In three days, she said. We will return at your call and we will taste her death together. Curving her great neck in a bow, she finished, We are grateful to our family that walks on land for this mercy, and look forward to the feast.


    We grieve to call you, but are glad to swim at your sides.


    They didn’t touch, which didn’t surprise me. Strand had never been caressing, not with serpents or humans. But I hadn’t remembered him having such a strong voice in the waters, and the matter of a name… when had he earned it?


    As the serpents twirled and began to disperse, I heard a whisper in the water.


    Loving Cousin! Come to us at the shore, at sunset!


    Strong Fourth Son! I said. You made it home!


    Of course! The tip of his snout broke the water, and then one eye as he rolled his head to one side. Just enough to meet my gaze and flirt his prowess at me before submerging again in obedience to Eldest Daughter’s dignities. At the very end. You know the place.


    I do, I said. I’ll be there. And turned to begin swimming back to the boats, with Amet clinging to the float. He’d done well. I should have known better than to expect visible consternation from him, when his culture probably prized courage in men—they would have to, wouldn’t they? Training their lords to battles they could never win. But even a courageous man might falter in the face of dragons, and he had never. He had even taken the pushes well, as bravely as any child of a serpentclan being taught to embrace the waters. He was quiet and orderly all the way back too, though I thought he was shivering—was he shivering? Surely he wasn’t cold, with the summer sun warming the morning.


    I had other concerns. Strand was at the head of the line, and it was for him to give out the work assignments. Preparing the death gifts would take all three days and most of the family’s attention. It was tradition for those who worked most closely with the serpents to handle that, but as we gathered at the boardwalk by the house I realized… I was not one of those people anymore. And as one by one my family members were sent away with their assignments, I knew I would be left behind, and so it was. Strand made his last request, glanced at me and nodded once, and headed back to the house.


    Except that I was not alone.


    “So can I finally talk?” Amet asked.


    “Yes.”


    “Then, kusa… if you shove me into water one more time, you will regret having done so.”


    Surprised, I turned and looked up at him. His face was different with his wet hair drawn back from it: more severe, more pale. Had I frightened him? “Amet—” I stopped, then shook myself. “I’m sorry.”


    I surprised us both with the apology. I continued into his silence. “It is what we do with children who can’t swim. If we don’t push, many of them never jump.”


    “I am not a child,” he said, voice low.


    “No,” I said. And couldn’t help pointing out, “In some ways you are worse than a child because as an adult you understand the dangers better than any child, who fears only the unknown. But I won’t do it again. If you’ll willingly follow?”


    “Yes,” he said. “I assume the wood was tradition.”


    I began walking up the boardwalk toward where it ended on the shore. I wanted to feel the sand beneath my feet. “Everyone must come for larger ceremonies: the disabled, the elderly, the young. The floats are for people who find it hard to swim unassisted.”


    “The ceremony,” he repeated, rolling the word on his tongue. “And… was that a ceremony? I heard nothing.”


    “Not at all?” I asked, but I was unsurprised. He was a stranger.


    “Nothing. You did, then?”


    “They speak,” I said. “Into your body. Strand told them that Grandmother Serpent was to die and promised we would bring the gifts. We agreed to meet in three days for the conclusion of the rite.”


    He was not insensible to nuance. A man who had embraced two cultures could not fail to find the intricacies and conflicts in a third. “Told them? I would have thought it would be the other way around; that the serpents would come to announce their eldest’s sickness.”


    We had gained the sand. The sun had not yet warmed it, but I liked the silkiness of it under my feet and spread my toes as we walked. “The rite is old. As old as our first meeting with serpents. They had suffered a plague; relationships with us strengthened them, made them more vital. But in those first days, there were still serpents with the illness, and humans could spot the signs first. We were the ones who decided which serpents lived and which had to die to prevent the disease from spreading. It is the rite we still use, even if it is the serpents who know first now that serpents all die natural deaths. They just tell us about it so that we can call them.”


    Amet paused to wring out his robe. I had expected him to look uncomfortable with it clinging to his body; instead, he seemed resigned. Perhaps he wore less sparring with Lord to Eagles; I had heard that some Southern cultures fought nude. Or was it Northern? Wrestling, though, not swords. I studied his build and found it fascinating… he was a swordsman, but so was Beautiful, and Beautiful did not have his upper body.


    “What you said to Strand yesterday,” he said. “Must have been extremely insulting, then.”


    I paused, tried not to be angry because he was right and it hadn’t mattered to me at the time. “Yes.”


    “This feud between you and your family, Always Falling… it is not entirely of their making alone. You know it. Yes?”


    “What feud is entirely of one person’s making?” I said, irritated. “A fight requires two participants. But you know what happens when someone starts a fight and the other side doesn’t defend itself?”


    He smiled wryly. “Intimately.”


    I flushed. Perhaps my fight was more personal, but his had been more devastating. “Then you know why I can’t stand back from it.”


    “There is another way,” he murmured.


    I snorted. “Now you will say that Dancer would have us love our way to a solution.”


    “Not a bad suggestion.”


    “Loving,” I said, “also requires both participants to be interested.”


    That made him laugh. “Ah! Yes. So it does. So tell me, kusa… which of the two parties in this case is uninterested in loving? You? Or Strand?”


    “How about both?” I muttered, resuming my walk.


    “And what of the serpents?” he asked. “What do they want?”


    “They don’t have any part in this.”


    “Now that I doubt,” Amet said. He winced and paused, bending down to dig through the sand until he found the sharp rim of a shell. “Your beaches have unexpected edges.”


    “Probe with your toes before you put all your weight on your foot.” I kept walking. “We have a meeting later with them. If you’ll permit. It’ll be on the shore, so… no pushing.”


    He snorted. “Then I look forward to it. Though… do they really come so close to the land?”


    “They do. They like the beach.” I smiled a little, remembering. “We once buried Supple Third Niece entirely in sand. It took us the whole day. She was so happy.”


    He was staring at me? He was staring at me strangely. I paused and met his eyes. How curious he was. Dancer had seen me and loved me instantly. I doubted en had understood me then, nor cared to: en saw with an artist’s sight, one that trusted intuition, embraced it. Amet, though… Amet wanted to understand me the way he wanted to understand everything. I felt an unwilling kinship with him for that desire; perhaps that is why I truly looked at his body when I so infrequently cared to, enough to note the stippling along his shoulders. “You’re cold,” I said. “You should go back, rinse off, change into something dry.”


    “It would be welcome,” he admitted. “What will you do?”


    I looked out to sea. “I have been so long away. I will sit on the shore and watch the waves.”


    “Which you also did all night?” I glanced sharply at him, but he said only, “You might rest, now and then, kusa. I hear sleep heals many ills.”


    “Some ailments are not meant to be healed,” I said.


    He surprised me by saying, “No. Our wounds make us human. If we had no scars, then we would not have had the lessons that gave them to us, either.” He paused, grinned. “Lord to Eagles taught me that.”


    I snorted, but more gently. “Go clean up, highland man.”


    “Kusa. I leave you to your contemplations.”


    And he did, heading back for the house. But I admit, I watched him until I could no longer see him, and wondered why I was.


     


    [image: ***]


    AMET


     


    The most obvious door from the boardwalk to the house led into an enormous common room, one attached to the kitchen, and when I entered it was full of talking, laughing people. I identified many of them as the men and thirds that had attended the ritual, but there were women there as well, and more of the bald and tattooed servants, serving food this time.


    If this company was poorly managed, or harbored resentment or anger over their leadership, I could not see it. No doubt they had their petty squabbles, but the camaraderie I sensed in the room was real, and so, intriguing. The handful I’d seen initially had not acted so in front of me when we’d first met, which led me to believe that either it was Always Falling that disturbed their peace, or their need to deal with family traumas in front of a stranger. Which, though? And would I find out before we had to leave?


    One of the thirds noticed me and tossed back a pied forelock. “And here is the brave warmblood who allowed himself to be thrown in the water like a new child! Hail the courageous warmblood!”


    Half the table immediately lifted glasses to me and cheered.


    The man sitting next to the third pushed ens head down. “For gods’ sake, let the poor fellow sneak past us so he can dry off!”


    I laughed. “No, it’s fine. I don’t mind being feted.” I bowed. “It was my first swim. I trust my performance was at least comical.”


    “Your first swim!” A chorus of guffaws ran the table. “Straight into the deep, too!”


    A woman called, “Want to marry into a serpentclan, handsome man?”


    “Enough!” Strand said from the door and leaned on the frame, arms crossed. “He already has a lover. Don’t you, foreigner?”


    “I do,” I said, smiling. “The Divine’s court composer, Dancer on the Cusp of Twilight. We play together.”


    I did not miss the ripple of interest that brought me. Nor did Strand, for he said, “Metaphor? Or are you a minstrel?”


    “I am the former court composer for the city of Iglinta,” I said. “Mountains Wishing Fastness, you call it.”


    “A musician!” someone crowed.


    “He didn’t come here to play,” Strand began, wry.


    “But I can sing,” I said. “And if you can clap, then we might have a merry time.”


    “We have work to do,” Strand said, severely. And then, just as the others had resigned themselves to their meal, he said, “But one song, perhaps? Not merry, though, with Grandmother dying, and the Divine’s consort to be buried.”


    “Sing us a lament,” someone agreed.


    “Or a song of the virtues.”


    “After,” Strand said, “You’ve changed and eaten. If you don’t know, there’s a room at the end of your hall with a piped waterfall. Use that to rinse off, or the salt will crust on your skin and you’ll feel gritty.”


    I inclined my head. “Thank you. I’ll be back shortly.”


    After rinsing off, I dressed in fresh clothes and paused on the way out of the room. Dancer had not taken ens trunk, naturally, so it was sitting in the room alongside Always Falling’s. I was not moved so much by whim as by an exquisite knowledge of en, so intense I could almost sense en leaning over my shoulder, when I opened that trunk and found the inevitable violin case tucked into several layers of rolled clothes. I laughed as I withdrew it—of course en had brought one—and studied it. A willing enough instrument, though not the beautiful specimen Dancer had brought from the piano room’s cabinet. Something good enough to play, but not so precious its loss would hurt ens heart. Some artisan had painted a ship, a wagon, a horse, and a road in an ever-turning circle in gold on the lower body, across from the chin rest. A commission, no doubt, to assure people when they packed Dancer’s violin for traveling they were packing the right one.


    “Oh my beloved,” I murmured. “I hope you are safe and doing all that you can for your lord.”


    I sat on the cot and tuned it, thinking of Dancer all the while, and only when the instrument’s sigh made me think of ens across my hair after lovemaking was I satisfied.


    The sight of the instrument brought appreciative noises from my watchers when I arrived again to the kitchen. Someone brought me a chair. Strand protested that I needed breakfast, but I waved his well-meaning concerns aside. “This food first,” I said, and set the bow to the strings.


    Fairy Blossoms, whom I had not known personally, and whom I had forever resented for her role in the continued oppression of my country, was dead. Even feeling more kindly toward the lowlands I could not love her. But Tadla’s grief… that I could easily imagine. And Dancer’s, who loved Clouds… it was for them I played. But as I did, I drew breath from the warm breeze through the windows, the morning air that spoke of the mysteries of the sea, the spume breaking on the piles, on the dawn that had come in defiance of night. Their serpent elder was dying, but all things died and left us with the mystery of their passing, and its meaning in our lives, and with the solace of the return of the morning.


    When I set the bow down, there was a human silence, complete in its reverence. The sea’s distant hush was a fitting accolade.


    Then one of the serpentclan men stood, and the third sitting beside him joined him, and then they were all standing. They bowed to me. I rose and bowed back.


    “And now,” I said, “I could eat.”


    “And now you must!” the third with the pied hair said. “For swimming is hungry work.”


    “Even if you’re only clinging to a float…”


    Laughter then, quiet. But soon the normal rhythm of conversation resumed, until one by one the family-members left for their work, and the servants cleaned up the dishes, and the kitchen stood empty of everyone but me… and Strand.


    “A fine family,” I said, meaning it. “You rule it well.”


    He was pouring sparkling water from a glass bottle, and at the words looked at me without raising his head.


    “Not what you expected to hear,” I guessed.


    He pushed a cup to me, started on his own. “No.”


    A discreet reply. He could have indicted Always Falling for that assumption and hadn’t, which only made me more certain of my impression. I could appreciate a self-disciplined man.


    Strand sat back now, considering me. I smiled, wry, and drank. “I am also not what you expected, I assume.”


    “A musician? Who can’t swim?” Strand snorted. “A foreigner, too. Your accent is strange.”


    “And nameless,” I said.


    He waved a hand. “A matter of context. By the standards of the serpentkin, most people don’t have names.”


    I tilted my head. “Because?”


    “Because our serpents name us, if they care for us.” He sipped from his cup. “They have named me Virile Nephew.”


    “Did you fill those empty rooms personally, then?”


    That startled a chuckle out of him. “No! No, it’s not meant to reflect on the burgeoning of the human family, but of the serpent family.” He grinned. “I have enough trouble without adding concubines to the mix.”


    I laughed. “Don’t tell me you take them here.”


    “No! Which is exactly why—”


    “It would be too much trouble,” I said, amused. “But what a comic opera it would make!”


    “If you write one, leave my name out of it.” His mouth twitched. Putting his cup down, he said, “Always Falling is Loving Cousin.”


    An honest man as well as a careful one. So careful I couldn’t guess what he intended to accomplish with the admission. I resorted to light-hearted reply. “Hopefully they will not recall me as ‘Clumsy Stranger.’”


    Strand chuckled. “No worries there. They are not cruel.”


    “Aren’t they?” I wondered. “I would have thought… they are like dragons. Alien. Keep different customs. Living in the water… one would think it a life that discourages tenderness.”


    “Perhaps, if they feared anything,” Strand said. “But the serpents fear nothing but plague. And for that, they have us as wardens.” He shook his head. “They are direct, yes. Unnerving in their decisiveness, perhaps. But cruel?” He smiled a little. “Never by purpose.”


    “But unintentionally,” I murmured.


    “Well. One can hardly control unintentional consequences.” He rose, set his hands on the back of the chair. “You faced the water well. Amet? Or do I call you Emendexte?”


    “Amet is fine,” I said.


    “Did you enjoy it?”


    What a question, and my instinct would have been to consider the answer. But because he was meeting my eyes so fearlessly—so directly—I responded spontaneously. “Yes. And no.”


    His mouth tugged into a strange smile. “A candid answer.”


    “I hope,” I said, “not a disappointing one.”


    He looked out the window, eyes losing their focus. But, no… that was wrong. It was that his focus was far, far distant, on the horizon. “You find the ocean disturbing—you are hardly the first. I do also. But there is a great deal to learn at the point where you are sure you can handle nothing more.” Looking at me now, he finished, “I hear it in your music. A comfort with discomfort.”


    “Do you,” I said, fascinated.


    He inclined his head. “If it is not too bold to say it.”


    “No,” I said. “No, I imagine you get away with saying a great deal.”


    Strand laughed. “I can’t decide if this is an accolade or admonishment?”


    “The former.” I picked up the violin case, set it on my lap. “I find you quite personable. Your family is at ease in your presence, obedient to your commands. The serpents respect you. Even your confession of… disquiet… all of it makes sense to me.”


    “Except?” Strand’s voice was quiet.


    “Except,” I said, and stood. I inclined my head. “Maybe I will hear the story one day.”


    “It would not make a comic opera.” His eyes were solemn now.


    “True humor cuts to the bone,” I said. “We laugh instead of crying.” I lifted my brows. “So perhaps…?”


    “Perhaps,” he said, low. “But not this moment now.” He smiled a little. “There is work to be done.”


    “So there is, always.” I inclined my head to him and left.


    Upstairs in the room, I sat on the bunk and teased a melody from the violin, remembering the fascinating progressions in the call to serpents and stealing pieces of them. There should be drums, I thought, and horns, to evoke the sea. Or maybe harp? Was harp too brittle, played alone? And yet it had a quality that reminded me of light on water, especially water broken by currents. My eyes drifted over the ocean, seen through the window.


    I walked the bow down the neck, thinking of Strand. Not the personality I’d anticipated from Always Falling’s harshness. Or perhaps, it was exactly what I should have expected. The fourth had always had a sharp edge, one too honed to belong to the detachment it otherwise maintained. For that much emotion to be hiding under the mask…


    If Strand had been a petty despot, Always Falling would have been angry. But a cold anger, not this hot and sticky thing that suggested discomfort and uncertainty.


    Loving Cousin. What a name to earn from serpents. Did Always Falling love them better than people, and was that what had set the stage for the fourth’s family to send it away? Or had it loved everyone openly, and had the exile crushed its heart?


    I played, pulling the sound of the sea, hearing strings and imagining Dancer. What would you do, beloved, I whispered. If you were here? And smiled, because the inevitable response would never have worked for anyone but en. Dancer could have teased an answer to everyone’s trials from them with open arms and ens obvious compassion. Those of us with more defended hearts would have to sense our way through the dark, like new swimmers in the sea.
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    ALWAYS FALLING


     


    I walked.


    Every day, the ocean wore a different face. Growing up here, I had taken that variability for granted: of course, the waters were never the same twice. That quality was part of what delighted the spirit to live at the shore. What color would the peaks of each wave be this breath? How about the next? The sun on the sand. The moon on the sand. The taste of the water from hour to hour. The tactility of the froth. The gods had sunk every mood into the abyss and left the waves to play with them, bringing forth first one, then another.


    After years away I paced the fringe where land and water met and delighted in this mutability while accepting it as a rebuke.


    How glorious I had always found the ocean! How unknowable! Not all the changes in the surface had ever led me to believe I could plumb those depths entirely. So why, then, did I hide myself so avidly behind a mask?


    I thought of Beautiful’s eyes, so calm and yet so eloquent. Dancer’s were more speaking yet, but I could not aspire to that level of vulnerability. I had no music to bleed myself into, no way of remaking my grief into beauty and meaning. All I had… was the water.


    Shedding my robe, I waded into it, and swam.


    This, I remembered. There was no shame in it. In the effort. In the test. In the meaning I found in the currents. All the bodies of water in the capital were tame, and limited. To swim here, with the distant speech of serpents and whales caressing my flanks and the tide tugging at my chest, dragging at my limbs, and all the cross-currents sloshing over my back or arguing against my palms… this was life. I dove, the meager effort of an unassisted human but still precious, and tasted and smelled and embraced all the life around me. Rolling, I breached and sucked in the air, and the tension bled from me.


    I floated. The sun pooled on me and I rocked on the currents, at peace.


    Cutting my way to shore, I finally felt in my bones that I had come home… and would have to leave again. The wound that gouged in me would have staggered me had I not heard the song of a violin, carrying clear over the waves. My heart seized—Dancer’s violin!—but in the next moment, I knew that the instrument was being played by someone else. With consummate skill, but not the same style, nor the same… voice. Amet, then. Amet, playing?


    I wanted, suddenly and painfully, to see it. To have some link to the life I’d made for myself out of the ruins of the old.


    The song led me to the house. Up the corridor. It paused as I rinsed off and wrapped a dry robe around myself, then continued. Less music than meditation, I judged: the intellectual artist, relaxing. I hoped my presence would not stop him and hesitated at the door to our room. He was aware of my arrival in a way Dancer would never have been. It had never occurred to me to wonder how the personalities of artists affected their work. This warrior-poet could not help but maintain an awareness of his surroundings, when Dancer would have lost enself completely to the world. Nor did he play to me, having noticed me, as Dancer might have: as gift, as plea, as unintentional seduction. In music as in his conversation, he did not pursue, but permitted me to decide whether to engage, and how much.


    I still found this comfortable. What I found uncomfortable was how much I liked it. And how… proprietary my feelings about his body were. That empty vessel… the choked channels waiting for my needles, and my touch. That his was a handsome shell seemed appropriate, for nothing less was warranted as ornament to that fascinating interior.


    Beautiful had warned me—with that teasing gaiety of its—that one day I would discover I had a fourth’s needs. I didn’t know how to feel about their manifestation when it made the urge to touch so powerful. Did Dancer suffer so, wanting to touch me when all I wanted was to be left alone?


    Amet did not interrupt my contemplations, but played on, looking out the window. His was a more technical mastery than Dancer’s. He could make the violin sing, but he was making it. Dancer made love to ens instruments, the way en did to life, and the violin answered.


    Setting the bow down at last, Amet said, “I miss en too.”


    Quiet, I said, “And we will continue missing en until the mourning period has passed.”


    Amet’s full mouth twitched downward at the corner. “Is it selfish to say I wish we would not have to wait so long?”


    “Only if it is selfish for me to agree.” I hugged a knee to my chest.


    He loosened the gut in the bow before setting it in the case, and followed suit with the violin. “I find myself glad to be here. To be in the capital at the height of the tragedy….”


    “I know.”


    He nodded. “I knew you would understand.” He lifted a brow, his smile crooked. “You and I understand one another far better than we anticipated.”


    Thinking of his comments when first we met, I said, “Different dialects of the same language.”


    He sighed. “I miss Lord to Eagles also. Fighting the sea exhausts an entirely different set of muscles, and I feel I have learned nothing.”


    “You will not learn to swim in a day,” I said. And offered, careful, “If you wish, you could lie down and I might see to the strain.”


    The quiver that shook his shoulders—I noticed it only because the long tail to which I’d confined his hair twitched alongside his neck. I felt a fierce pleasure that I could move him to that physical confession.


    “It would be impolite to admit I find your hands irresistible,” he guessed.


    “Gauche,” I said. “It borders innuendo.”


    “Does it remain gauche if it’s true?” He smiled ruefully. “You have the touch of a saint. Or a god.”


    I snorted. “Poet-lord. Don’t aspire to bad verse.”


    “I am a truth-speaker first and a poet second!”


    “Strained metaphor, then.” I twirled a finger. “Turn, and lie down.”


    He did, asking, “And I remain dressed?”


    For massage exposure wasn’t necessary, might even impede my effort: the technique for muscle alone involved direct downward pressure, and hands could slip on skin. I was curious, though, about his body. We would never be lovers, but he could be mine in a way Dancer was not capable of being. My chalice to repair, to clean… to fill. The idea was unnerving. Beguiling.


    Amet interpreted my pause as agreement and drew his shirt off. Watching the muscles flex along his sides, over the lattice of his ribs, I said, “You are not built like Beautiful, though you do the same exercise.”


    Rolling his shoulders made the strands of muscle between their edges and his neck shift beneath the skin, and the shoulderblades glide. “I know very little about fourths.” Glancing at me as he started on the pants, he said, “Both of the fourths I know personally are lithe, so perhaps it is a constant among the sex. But if I were to guess otherwise… Beautiful trains with the weapons of the east. The weapons of the west are larger, and the style also involves the use of the edges more than the point.” He rested his length back on the bunk, stomach down, and put his head in his folded arms. “If you observe Lord to Eagles, you will find him even thicker than I am. The southerners like to wrestle. I learned wrestling, but we don’t idolize its practitioners in the mountains.”


    I perched on the bunk’s edge. “The eastern and western styles are faster, then.”


    “The eastern style is all speed,” he said. “A puzzlement to me, as the lowland warriors recover more quickly from wounds and have endless strength thanks to the use of comet-runners in war. I will have to ask when we return how the use of the point became more important. But you will find the western style… somewhere between the two. Speed matters. Power also.”


    I set a palm on his back, below the shoulderblade, and he twitched. So did I, at the heat that boiled up under my palm and foamed there, spreading outward. The sensation rendered us both speechless. When I put my other hand on his skin, again the heat rose, and this time pulled taut a line between my two hands beneath his skin.


    Amet slowly looked back at me without raising his head. “This,” he said, husky, “is new. What are you doing to me, kusa?”


    I stared at his skin, so exotic a white. “It is only partially what I am doing.”


    “Explain.”


    “Where there is an affinity,” I said. “There is the potential for… intimacy.”


    Amet’s sigh inflated his ribcage, raised my hands. The sizzle of the magic in him distracted me as it arced with the flex of the muscles. “Always Falling. On this matter I cannot change the topic for your comfort. Nor you for mine, if you are intending it. Give me the blow directly.”


    “You are a mess,” I said bluntly. “You have adapted admirably to the highlands, where there is almost no magic. Here, where it is common, your body is not equipped for the excesses. Poursday has greatly exacerbated that problem. My work has begun the process of acclimating you, which your body desires, because all bodies long to be whole.”


    “Like spirits that way,” he murmured.


    I spread my fingers on his back.


    “There is more to this,” he said. “Because you are tense, kusa. Is it that you want to be the one to heal me? Beautiful told me you could have been a physician with your talent. I would make a gratifying project, if the level of… disorder… you imply is true.”


    I let my head drop until it was resting on the nape of his neck. I could hear him breathing; in the thin air between my lips and his skin I could taste the choked magic that so desperately wanted ingress. Was I reaching for this because I could not have my family back? Because the pain of being so close to the serpents made it necessary for me to claim something I knew I could keep?


    I hoped not. Dancer’s lover deserved better. And yet, I could not deny the bitterness that still spilled from me, being here and still being alone.


    “Most fourths,” I said, low, “claim a third. Thirds need to be filled with magic to feel whole; fourths need to move it, because movement is living, is life. Dancer is my third, Amet, but Dancer has no cup to fill. Music fills en completely.”


    “But I am an enormous well,” he murmured. “And as we both love Dancer, it is reasonable for us to find some reason to enjoy one another. Is that it?”


    “Too callous,” I murmured. “Magic makes a bond between people, Amet, as any shared intimacy does. We shouldn’t claim it because it can be, or because we might as well if we’re to be in one another’s company anyway.”


    He turned onto his back, leaning on an elbow. “Then what?” he asked. “What criteria do we use, if not need?” He reached for my face, paused, then rested his fingertips along the edge of my jaw. Not holding, as he would have held Dancer. He gave me the option of freedom. I wanted it, and didn’t, and stayed still for the touch. “Need creates many works of beauty.”


    “And many hideous ones,” I said. “Amet, magic is still the force that laid your country low.”


    “Shall I hate it for its nature?”


    “Can you keep yourself from doing so? I would not have that association between us. For Dancer’s sake.”


    He sighed then, let his hand drop. “That association exists, whether you ply your talents on me or not, kusa.”


    “Give me a name,” I said impetuously. At his cocked head, I said, “One of your sets of names.”


    “Are you no longer a wisefourth?” He grinned, wry.


    “I accept the title,” I said. “But give me the others, anyway.” I hesitated. “If… you would.”


    He mmmed, low in the throat. “Always is not easy to work with. Falling, perhaps. Falya. Falrik. Linkasha.”


    “Linkasha!” I exclaimed, startled into a laugh. “Where does that come from?”


    “Fal-lin,” he said, in an accent more severe than the one I was accustomed to hearing like a distant echo in his voice. “‘Lin’. Linkasha. That is the love name. Falya is the… call name, the nickname, the fond name. Falrik is the chiding one.”


    “And you are,” I said, careful.


    “Ametzi for fondness. Ametziyi for endearment. Ametzen to dress me down.” He considered me. “Dancer does not call me these things, though.”


    “Dancer sings.” I thought of en, missing the sound of ens voice. “Dancer loves through ens hands. Words... those are... a third language. Not native.”


    “No,” he agreed. “And en loves to touch you.”


    I glanced at him sharply. “Is this chiding then?”


    “Is it?”


    I looked away until my mouth turned up on its own. I felt no happiness, though. “How do you know if I hold back or not when you have not known a fourth?”


    “I don’t,” he said. “But I guess a great deal.”


    “Too much,” I said, sighing. And tried, “Ametzen.”


    He pressed a hand to his heart. “Woe! The wound!”


    I shook my head. “Too much drama, highland man.” I studied him, found myself painfully drawn to him, to the sickness in him that needed healing and the greatness in him that could exist if freed. “You need my touch more.”


    “I don’t know that I agree, but... I am the one who’s here.” He smiled wryly. “So a touch would not be amiss. I have already made free with my own... reciprocation seems sensible.”


    I rested my fingers on my jaw, remembering the lightness of his caress. “My touch would be crueler.”


    “Let me be the judge of that.” He settled back down on his stomach. “Why do you not use the needles, out of curiosity? Are they unnecessary?”


    “They are no more or less necessary than any tool.” I studied the planes of his back, seeing where the magic glittered and where his skin faded to a matte white. I choose an area low on his side, over the kidney. “They allow precision, and are capable of opening deeply clotted channels. But they are not the right tool for every work.”


    “Like this one?”


    I closed my eyes, letting my thumb chafe his skin. Come, I whispered to the world, and felt it pouring through me in a long stream until it pooled in the pads of my fingers. As I caressed, I rubbed it in, feeling it as a fluid that became a gel under pressure, and then an abrupt heat as it passed between us. Slowly, implacably, I forced magic into the thinned vessels until they began to dilate. The hair on Amet’s arms rose abruptly; I smelled the change on him, the arousal and discomfort both. But he remained still under me despite the muscles beginning to twitch. How disciplined he was... and how helpless. I wanted to honor his courage, and to stroke his body into a shape that pleased me with its health and symmetry. Mine, something in me whispered.


    “Ah, Spirit of Heaven.” Past gritted teeth, into the flesh of his arm.


    “‘Falrik?” I said, offering him the chance to scold me.


    His baritone had a warm huskiness that would have inspired Dancer to throw off ens clothes. I found it moving in a more disconcerting way... to my spirit, which had fewer defenses. “Ametziyi.”


    And because he offered the tender name for my use, I used it, kissing the spot I’d glossed to shimmering brilliance. “Ametziyi.”


    He shuddered then, and managed a laugh. “And now if you would, I would not mind a moment alone.”


    That level of courtliness was probably concealing his need for release, but if he was striving for politeness, I would accept the evasion. That fourths did not always leave their beloveds to seek their release alone was a topic I was not ready to broach, not so soon after this intimacy had cracked me open. “I’ll find towels for you for after our swim with serpents. We go soon—sunset is only an hour away.” I hesitated, then added, “Amet.” Too formal. “Ametzi. Thank you.”


    “Kusa,” he said, still using that voice abraded to velvet softness. “Falya. Thank you.”


    I fled then, before he could call me Linkasha, or before I could admit I wanted to know what it would take to make him call me thus.
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    AMET


     


    In truth, Always Falling had only to leave the room for me to curl into myself and finish what the fourth had inadvertently begun. My release was powerful and painful both—as if I had become aware of fluids in me that could not move, no matter the spasms that afflicted me at climax.


    The lowland attitudes toward sex struck me as… practical. I supposed there was nothing for it, when one had two extra sexes complicating the matter. Perhaps that was why I didn’t feel this incident constituted a betrayal of my feelings for Dancer. I did not want to make Always Falling my lover, and its penchant toward arousing me entirely by accident felt more mechanical than romantic. And yet, while I didn’t want to make Always Falling my lover, I found I wanted to make it… something. More than a friend. Less than? A lover? But ‘less than’ didn’t feel right either. The exchange of magic dug too deep for that, opened us too much to one another. As the one being acted upon, I thought I alone would feel the exquisite vulnerability of it, but I had heard—or more accurately, failed to hear—Always Falling breathing while touching me. Whatever this was that we were doing mattered to the fourth.


    Trust the east to find some entirely new way of yoking people to one another. That I was resigned to the experience bemused me, but then… I was a composer, and music also united people in intimacies difficult to describe. Wiping myself clean, I dressed again and went in search of a quick meal before our constitutional by the shore. The kitchen was still open, and the staff there preparing for supper, but they spared me several bits of fish diced with greens, rolled into the center of compact balls of rice. Finger food; I ate them while eyeing the much larger fish loins they were preparing for the evening meal and wishing I could indulge in a chunk of it instead.


    “Ah,” Always Falling said, glancing in the kitchen. “Not a bad idea.”


    I glanced at the nearest servant, who shook his head and shoved a few more rice balls over with a linen napkin. Wrapping them, I said, “You can eat on the way, kusa.”


    The fourth snorted, but didn’t object.


    Sunset on the water staggered the eyes, leaving one sensitive to the smell and sound of it. A warm, damp breeze played at my neck, and breathing it brought a salt-brightness into my mouth that made all the other tastes more distinct. I ate another of the rice balls while walking, enjoying the sensation. Offering the napkin to Always Falling garnered me a frown, but the fourth took one of the balls.


    “You like this,” the fourth observed.


    “Being dry allows me to appreciate the ocean better.” I smiled. “I am not so busy trying not to drown.”


    It shook its head: a beautiful head, with the weather clotted with clouds and the sky that sultry shading orange. I had seen lowland robes dyed to mimic sunset on the water, and from the corner of my eye it was as if Always Falling was wearing a similar scarf. How did the magical banners work? Why the hair and eyes but not the skin? Were there lowland tracts on such recondite subjects? I smiled at the thought.


    Always Falling had judged the hour well. We had left the manor behind just as the sun touched the rim of the sea. The ripple on the surface of the water heralded our approaching guests and I stopped by the sand, waiting. The first serpent raised his head with a flair I could not help but read as flamboyance, as if he realized how dazzling his skin and fans would be against the golden light. He was too well-adapted to swimming to want to beach himself, I thought… for all of a few heartbeats, and then he was slithering onto the shore like an otter. I had not seen the arms of the beasts, and they were arms, with enormous and fascinating hands, each long finger joined to its neighbors with another of those translucent webs. There was an overarching talon, each one as long as my dagger, a blued ivory in color.


    The teeth, the claws, the size of the creature, all of it should have been distressing. But I could not see it wiggling in the sand with such obvious glee and fail to laugh aloud. And that was before his companion joined him, a perfect miniature in green and gold to his blue and red. She was the length of my body, delicate as filigree, and charmed every sense.


    “A child?” I said, startled, and then halted because Always Falling was standing at a tense distance from the taller wyrm, who was leaning toward the fourth until his nose was nearly touching its face. That tremor in Always’s body was as plain to read as if written. Why did the fourth not embrace the serpent as it so yearned to do?


    Loving Cousin is out of the water, a thought whispered in my mind, pressing at the bone between my eyes from inside my skull. And no one sexed is in the water. So Loving Cousin thinks touching will hurt my brother.


    I glanced at the little serpent, stunned. They spoke…! And yet that mystery would have to wait, because I could not witness so much need and not address it when it would take so little. I strode into the surf and started splashing my way into the sea. How far did I need to go, I wondered? Did I have to touch the larger serpent?


    No one knows. Again, that little voice, drifting like gossamer on a wind, beautiful and delicate and indisputably feminine. But Loving Cousin would probably feel better if you touched Strong Fourth Son. He knows you’re about to. Don’t be afraid.


    I waded to the middle of the serpent’s body and flung my arms around him before fear denied Always Falling its cousin’s caress. And it was shocking. I had expected cold scales, slimed with sea-wrack… but the serpent was hot as a sun-warmed puddle, frictionless, and muscled hard as any athlete. A line of hair ran the length of Strong Fourth Son’s spine and it was not a bristle, but soft, slopping over my hand like my own after a bath. I pressed my cheek against the serpent’s spine and huffed as a weight lunged onto my back. The smaller serpent leaned over and licked my cheek with a bristly tongue. Oh, you have a ferocious heart full of noble things! So brave.


    I squinted as she dragged her tongue too close to my eye. “Ah, enough please! You will sand my skin off.”


    She fluted a sound that the pressure inside my head assured me was a laugh, and its beauty stunned me, was all of one piece with the absurdity of the situation. Singing sea dragons with cat tongues and flint-flake teeth.


    I looked up to find Always Falling staring at me, mouth open. Strong Fourth Son turned his head to look back at me with indulgent amusement.


    This is a good one, he said. You picked a good companion, Loving Cousin. We can finally hear him now. He was too faint before.


    “What?” Always Falling managed to breathe.


    The serpent leaned to it, long mustaches brushing at Always Falling’s shoulder. When the fourth flinched, I said, “Kusa, I did not dunk myself in these waves for pleasure. Greet your kinfolk, please.”


    Always Falling turned its face to the serpent’s and I witnessed then the total collapse of its mask. The way the fourth closed its eyes and tilted its jaw just so, as if giving up every attempt at defense, the grief that drew at its brows and then eased at the first breath the serpent bestowed on its cheek… and then the strangled noise it made as it threw its arms around Strong Fourth Son’s head…


    I pressed my face against the serpent’s side to give them what privacy I could, but my heart was struck numb by the epiphany of Always Falling’s loneliness. I had heard so much about how little fourths invited touch that I had believed they didn’t need it. I had thought Dancer’s beloved to be complete in itself. Now, watching the flex of muscle beneath hide as Strong Fourth Son rubbed his nose against his cousin’s hair and cheek, I understood how deeply Always Falling had been estranged from all the things it needed to thrive.


    We worry too, the little serpent whispered. She wormed her way up under my arm. When I began to speak, she added, We can hear you without the words.


    She had her head on my shoulder and was rubbing it, an action I found fraught given her horns and fans and the mustaches I worried I was pinching. Are all of you so… I struggled for a dignified word and gave up with a laugh when she wiggled. So cuddly, for the sake of God!


    The vibration against my body was contentment. We like to touch. We taste things in each other’s skin and water, smell it. The closer we are, the easier it is to communicate. You were very hard to hear when you came earlier. Now you are easier to hear. I like the feel of you in the water. You make a good companion for Loving Cousin.


    What would they have thought of Dancer then, I wondered? I lifted my arm and said, Give me a moment to re-situate myself. When she moved, I twisted so that I was facing away from the shore, so Always Falling and Strong Fourth Son could discuss whatever they wanted to discuss without me staring at them. The serpent girl watched, crinkling her nose.


    You really are clumsy.


    I don’t know how to swim, I said.


    Oh! How sad!


    I chuckled. So I’ve been told. She draped herself on me again, so relaxed in my presence that I couldn’t help pressing the question I would have left fallow had I been more wary of them. You are worried?


    Loving Cousin needs us, she said. And we need Loving Cousin. But it is never here.


    Ah, I said.


    She drew her head back just a little to look at me with luminous eyes the color of a mountain primrose. Can you explain to Loving Cousin? Can you help us fix it?


    I wish I could, I told her. But I am a stranger.


    A stranger! She drew her lips back in what I sensed was skepticism rather than aggression. Her expression exposed all her rows of teeth, though, which were disquieting. You are no stranger! You belong to our Loving Cousin, and this makes you family.


    Do I? I asked. Belong to it?


    You taste of our cousin!


    So magic left a trace, I thought. The way lovers might leave their issue in one another, and evidence of their loving. No doubt this was the process that had permitted the serpents to ‘hear’ me… what had changed between now and this morning save that Always Falling had worked on me in the room? Did the fourth know that its ministrations had implications beyond those for my immediate health? I wondered if it would have been as eager to claim me if it had known it was marking me as kin in the eyes of its coldblood family.


    We must fix this, the serpent told me, earnest, the words rippling like currents in my head. We are incomplete.


    Yes. I could hear Always Falling’s breathing from here, too quick, as if straining against tears. Sound carried near water. I know.
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    ALWAYS FALLING


     


    Ssssh, Strong Fourth Son said, nipping my shoulder, the back of my neck, licking kisses up my jaw. This is supposed to be a happy moment! You are here! I am here! We are touching!


    How to explain. The human habit of looking forward—toward grief or pleasure both—remained alien to the sea serpents, who preferred to lapse into a pragmatic now. They lived very deeply in the moment, and while they were capable of considering the future and the past, it was a solely intellectual evaluation. Their hearts did not become involved. They could imagine their reactions but not feel them… not the way I was feeling my spirit shatter now, knowing that I could touch today but in three days I could never touch again. It is why I spoke aloud. To sink into the full communion of mind-to-mind speech—I had to hold something of myself apart.


    Never is a long time, the serpent chided. It licked my tears off my cheeks with a hunter’s precision, keeping its tongue from scraping the more tender skin under my eyes. You are here now. Your companion is here now. Delicate Littlest Sister is here now. We have a family gathering, and it is good.


    “Yes,” I breathed against his nose, and hid my face against his far cheek because I could no longer keep from weeping. Even guessing that Amet wouldn’t watch, I fought it, fought the sobs until they became aching cramps along my sides and stitching my ribcage. Dancer would have told me to let it free, but my sorrow didn’t become art when I released it. It became a nose stopped with mucus, blotchy eyes, and the sick exhaustion that no longer cares for dignity or propriety. I wiped one eye with the tips of my fingers, swallowed hard. “We’re here now.”


    It is a good beginning, Strong Fourth Son agreed, which made me draw back and study him with a frown. I am not allowed to think of the future?


    “Of course you are.” I stroked his whiskers back. “It’s not like you, though.”


    It is not like me to swim the hollow waters, either! But I did, and I learned from my sojourn up the river.


    That brought a weak smile to my lips. “Oh? And what did you learn, intrepid one?”


    That I can survive the river waters! That they are empty, and that this emptiness is a canyon into which one’s thoughts and feelings echo.


    Startled, I said, “Really?”


    Strong Fourth Son reached for my leg with a hand and used it to tug me closer. I consented to the request and sat on the sand so he could curl his neck around me. It is strange, to be so alone, and yet not be dead.


    “Yes,” I said, quieter.


    This, he said, is your problem, Loving Cousin. You live with your echoed feelings, which are magnified by the silence.


    I wanted to assure him that I was surrounded in noise. Too much noise, sometimes. That parties made my skin constrict. That groups made me long for the quiet of the Divine’s gardens. I wanted to tell him about Dancer’s music, and Dancer’s voice. About Beautiful and the royal children. I wanted to demonstrate that he was wrong, that he shouldn’t pity me. But serpents did not waste themselves on pity. To Strong Fourth Son’s mind, my problem was something that needed compensation or solution… and he had decided that I had a problem because he was right. There were no substitutes for the voices that had once filled my head.


    “One must surrender to the inevitabilities that shape one’s life.”


    Strong Fourth Son’s lip flared. The sea is inevitable. Death is inevitable. The falling of rain, the rising of sun and moon. Your absence can be changed. You only have to come.


    “If it was so easy…”


    Why is it hard?


    Why was it hard? I grimaced and hid my face in his mane, behind one of the spiral horns.


    Why, Loving Cousin?


    “I don’t know,” I whispered. “It just is.”


    I expected him to push for an answer since it was a rare serpent that accepted nebulosity. They were practical creatures. But he didn’t, and I slowly relaxed against his neck, eyes closing. The heat off his skin, the sough of his breath, the peppery scent of him that became more floral as he dried in the fading sunlight… I lived those heartbeats the way serpents did, without counting them.


    He is funny, Strong Fourth Son observed, complacent.


    I opened my eyes and found Amet attempting to keep Delicate Littlest Sister from hugging him into an injury. She was old enough to have learned how not to smack a human sibling with her growing horns or swamp him with the wave of her passing… but Amet didn’t know the first thing about conducting himself in the water, and he had no natural talent for it either. Their accidents were all his doing, and fortunately minor so I could smile at them. He was trying very hard.


    He does not like the water.


    No, I agreed privately, giving in to the intimacy of the speech. But he likes Delicate Littlest Sister. And that was certainly true. That same curiosity that had driven Amet into the arms of one of his foreign conquerors was working on him now; it hardly mattered that the ocean disquieted him. He found Delicate too fascinating to retreat. I could hear their conversation as if it was in another part of a room; if I concentrated, I could follow as he asked her about the texture of her mane, or why her horns were hollow, how old she was, whether she would change color as she aged.


    He was not the only one full of questions. She wanted to know how he had never learned to swim, and what mountains above-water were like, and why he had strange calluses on his fingers, and how came it that he was so unusually colored when all the human kin she knew were gold or brown.


    What is his name?


    Humans call him Amet Emendexte-ilye.


    What do you call him?


    I stroked Strong Fourth Son’s forelock idly, watching Amet untie his hair for an interested Delicate. He is my beloved’s lover.


    I could almost sense Strong Fourth Son working through that tangle. So. Your podmate, and your pod is three.


    Was it? Did not Beautiful deserve to be counted as part of the family that followed the same migration route? And the Divine…? And yet, Dancer was the only person I’d ever allowed close to me. My pod was two. Amet is new-come to it. My beloved chose him for enself. I waited to hear that three was too small for a pod, but Strong Fourth Son only rounded his nostrils, as if smelling something unusual.


    He is a good addition. Though someone will have to teach him to swim, if only to keep him from drowning.


    Yes, I said, subdued, because to state that there was no reason for Amet to learn would inspire an argument.


    Strong Fourth Son nudged me. Go hug your newest cousin, and then we must go before the currents grow too hard for her to navigate.


    Will you come back? I said.


    Again, tomorrow at sunset.


    I pressed my brow against his eyeridge. Loving Cousin loves its kin.


    He made a contented thrumming sound in his throat. Strong Fourth Son loves it too.


    I pushed myself up from sands gone cool and dim and trotted into the water to accept an armful of young serpent. I had never met Delicate Littlest Sister and she was a delight, as all the young serpents were: riant eyes and happy spirits and bodies such elegant miniatures of their elders. Amet watched ruefully as I managed her enthusiasm without earning any accidental pokes or gouges, and looking past her at him my heart tensed. He was soaked, his hair a tangled cloak over one shoulder and part of his chest, and his clothes clung to him in salted patches. And yet he was beautiful, and I thought it was the crooked smile and the lifted brows and the willingness to see the humor in it that made me think so.


    And he was in the water, which meant I could lose myself in the love of my family without fear for them.


    I like your brother! Delicate Littlest Sister exclaimed. Though he is too pale. Like a shark belly. Can you not set him in the sun until he darkens?


    I laughed. “I’m afraid setting him in the sun would make little difference.”


    “Save to burn me,” Amet agreed, rueful. He rested a hand on her arched neck. “Regretfully, you will have to take me as I am, small one.”


    “Shark belly skin and all,” I said.


    She wrinkled her nose, amused. At least you are not mottled with barnacles.


    “Somehow I don’t feel less ugly,” Amet opined to the sky.


    “Your compliments leave something to be desired,” I said to her, and hugged her head to my chest, savoring the contrasts of mane and horn and fan and skin. “I am so glad to meet you, Littlest Sister.”


    And I have met you at last, Loving Cousin! But not for the last time!


    We will come tomorrow, Strong Fourth Son said, sliding into the water, and though he’d said it casually the alacrity with which he’d explained her statement made me suspicious… and my suspicion, of course, carried into the water and earned me a bump on the back of the knee. Leave your concerns for another day.


    “So you would tell me,” I said.


    The serpent laughed and pushed his sister out in front of him. Say farewell now, Delicate Littlest Sister.


    Until tomorrow!


    Amet waved as I said, “Until tomorrow.”


    Folding his arms, he said, “Tomorrow, is it?”


    “If… you’re willing.”


    He chuckled. “As if I would say no. But I wouldn’t mind a towel.”


    “Falrik?” I asked, to see if that was a reprimand.


    “Falya,” he said, firmly. “I am cold and look ridiculous.”


    “You look fine,” I said, but I threw a towel over his shoulders anyway.


    As we trudged back toward the house, he said, “This time you should sleep in our room.”


    “And if I like sleeping under the stars?”


    He glanced up at them.


    “I’ll consider it,” I promised. “Amet.” And, more carefully, “Ametzi. Thank you, for that.”


    Gently: “You’re welcome.”
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    AMET


    Always Falling didn’t return to the room to sleep that night, which didn’t surprise me. What did was the tenor of my disappointment. Despite my early betrothal I’d had my share of flirtations as an adolescent. I’d allowed none of those games to progress past salacious looks and witty conversations with women old enough to know none of it was in earnest, but I’d considered it practice for holding the interest of my very attractive wife-to-be. Later, while Haizea had been busy, those flirtations had kept me entertained. In retrospect, I should have wondered why she’d been absent so frequently, but she had been, and I’d become familiar with the pleasures of the chase. Since I’d never treated any of those flirtations as serious engagements, I’d never felt anything but enthusiasm while I was winning… and curiosity when I wasn’t.


    I was curious now over why Always Falling hadn’t taken me up on my suggestion, and how I could convince it to do so.


    My kusa—when had I decided that? I dressed, wondering. Easy to decide it had been the sight of the fourth weeping against the face of its lost brother, and no doubt that had been part of the decision. Easier still to think it had been acknowledgment of the intimacy of the magical bond, but I doubted that, or why had I not claimed the fourth in my heart during that first encounter in the palace, while Dancer had been sleeping off our lovemaking?


    When did one decide to love another? Dancer had been easy—was it ens open heart that made falling for en so precipitous? Impossible to know. But I found the contradictions Always Falling inspired in me enthralling. That I wanted to protect it, while knowing it could protect itself; that I could want to hold it, and not want to make love to it; that it didn’t need me as a man, and yet, it needed me. As I, apparently, needed the fourth.


    How Dancer would have loved to discuss this with me! Had en been here, we would have made love in this bunk and then spoken at length about the development of my separate relationship with Always Falling. En would have had ens head pillowed on my chest, for all the moments en could bear to remain still when contemplating the excitement of watching ens beloveds feel their way slowly into their own love affair. Such as a fourth’s relationship with anyone could be called an affair. What did the lowlanders call such things, I wondered? Perhaps Beautiful would tell me when we returned.


    Or, I thought, subdued, the fourth might, when we could find a moment to speak of something that did not involve the death in the royal family.


    I went downstairs in search of breakfast, remembering Always Falling’s comment that meals in the country were more substantial affairs than those in the capital and looking forward to it. To find the kitchen busy and the meal already finished….


    The pied-locked third was in the kitchen, loitering over a cup of strong black tea. “The warmblood man awakes!”


    “Too late, apparently, to eat.”


    “Ah!” En lifted a hand. “No fear. Hold a moment.” En vanished into the bustle at the end of the room, around a corner, and returned with a small cauldron and a brown ceramic bowl. En set the latter before me and ladled not porridge into that bowl, but stew, fragrant and mysterious. I didn’t know what meat had been used to make it, nor did I recognize the vegetables. I didn’t care either, because the first taste of it was startling and the second taste, delicious.


    “You put away a meal well,” the third observed, leaning over the back of a chair, arms folded on it. “If Sugar Moon finds out she’ll be twice disappointed that you’re not staying.”


    I laughed. “Sugar Moon being the woman who proposed to me yesterday?”


    “Exactly.” En grinned. “I’m Streaks That Stripe the Sea-Washed Cliffs.”


    “Streaks That Stripe?” I guessed.


    “Streaks alone is fine.” En tossed the forelock away from ens eye. One of them was dark, the other pale. “And I beg you not to be too interesting, because I have a great deal to do before we give the gifts and I shouldn’t linger.” En grinned. “But I have enough time to make sure you don’t need anything else. Drink? Directions?”


    “Questions answered?” I offered.


    “Three questions,” en said with mock solemnity. “Choose them well.”


    I laughed. “All right. First, then. What is your banner?”


    En batted ens lashes. “Noticing my attractive looks? You have good taste.” A grin. “It’s the moon phase. At moondark, I have black hair and dark eyes like any man or woman. At full, I’m all white—or amber if the red moon is up. Waxing or waning, and you find me with this: half a head of dark, half a head of white, and shifting as the moon does. Not all moon phase banners express like mine; I happen to think it striking.”


    “It is,” I said, admiring.


    “All of us have banners that are useful to those near the sea,” en finished. “Second question now.”


    “The preparation for the end of the ceremony,” I said. “It is keeping you very busy, but I don’t know with what?”


    “Ah! A feast of cooked foods, since obviously the serpents do not have fire. My job involves hunting mollusks.” En nodded toward the stew. “The meat you’re eating now.”


    “It’s delicious,” I murmured.


    “It is.” Streaks grinned. “Last question.”


    “Always Falling’s sister,” I said. “Where is she?”


    En’s face lost some of its animation. “In the south, arranging for distribution of our pearls there. She won’t be here for the ceremony.”


    “Alas,” I murmured. “I would have liked to meet her.”


    “High Clear is worth meeting,” Streaks said. “She’s always missed when she is gone. But she chooses to be gone a great deal, and that is perhaps for the best.” En straightened, smiled heartily. “So, then. More stew in the cauldron. Hot tea is also around the corner. Try not to trouble the cooks otherwise, they are preparing a few days’ worth of meals in advance so the family can use the kitchens to cook for the serpents. Will we hear you play later?”


    “Do I earn another question with the answer to one?” I asked, grinning, and relented. “I’d be glad to. Perhaps at supper, if more people are here by then.”


    “Supper is best.” En paused, then added, “If Always Falling has not explained the ceremony to you, and the gifts… you should ask it to.” A winsome smile. “There, an extra answered question.”


    I laughed. “Thank you, Streaks. Luck to your hunt.”


    En tossed me an easy salute and strode out, leaving me to wonder. Always Falling would be outside and there was no use staying in with the household so obviously busy. And I was in a new place, with opportunities to learn. I had already discovered a great deal by traveling to the capital. The nap of the land here where it eased into the water, the winds I couldn’t predict, the smell of sun-baked grass… all of this, I could carry back with me if I paid attention. There was music in it, as there was in everything. So I set off, this time choosing a path leading away from the sea, and wandered the strange sere gardens formed with rocks and colored sands, with their bent trees shaped by human hands and ocean gale. I listened to the sad distant cries of gulls and the closer conversations of long-legged birds with beaks like needles. I strove not to step on any more sharp edges, and tried to ignore the weird tickle of my body fitfully healing the sun’s pinking of my skin.


    I did not find Always Falling to ask it after the ceremony. But the solitude pleased me. I had loved the high mountains more than I’d loved Iglinta, and while the palace gardens offered some opportunity for solitude it was nothing to standing on the crest of a hill and staring out toward a horizon unmarred by any other human soul. This, I thought, was food, and I had been missing it.


    It was while contemplating this need that I found Strand on my way back to the house. He was wrapping vines around the slats of a raft, muscles tensing under his skin as he held the wood in place with a foot to make the knots.


    “Do you need help?” I asked.


    Surprised, he looked up. “Ah. Amet. Do you know how to make rafts?”


    “Not the first idea. But I can hold a line if instructed.”


    Strand chuckled. “Who am I to turn away help so earnestly offered.” He handed me one of the vines. “Hold it taut and steady the raft under a heel.”


    I obeyed, and he circled to the other side to begin weaving the vines through the slats. “I didn’t think I’d find you outside.”


    “Why not?” I glanced up. “It’s a beautiful day and there’s little to do inside.”


    “Some would say there’s even less to do outside… I would have thought a man of the court would find our dominion a little too rusticated.”


    I laughed, hard. “You? Rusticated? As if you are not richer than a dozen satraps. You live in a fine manor, Coldblood lord, with every comfort.”


    Strand chuckled at that. “I grant that. But some would call our company lacking in geniality.”


    “You are preparing for a death in the family. What else?” I watched him work. “When you are not so occupied I’m guessing you have a lively life here with so many kin. And if serpents enjoy being buried in sand by children, then they too must enjoy your fellowship and play games and share confidences.”


    Strand looked up at me, tugging one of the knots tight. “It told you about that, did it.”


    “About the burying, yes. A charming anecdote.” I canted my head. “The third I met in the kitchen, Streaks, said I should ask about what the ceremony entails. May I?”


    “You must if you’re attending.” Strand was plaiting a new set of vines now, working faster with me to steady the raft against his tugs. “I won’t spare you, then. We will be eating Grandmother.”


    The memory of Delicate Littlest Sister trying to hug me with her serpentine body warred suddenly with flashes of her cruel teeth.


    Strand glanced up at me as he worked. After a moment, he finished, “You won’t be expected to partake. But the family does. It is considered a mark of respect to eat: the flesh isn’t wasted. It feeds the family, rather than lesser beings. It passes some of the power and wisdom of Grandmother’s spirit into those who feast. It yokes the family together.”


    I resettled my heel on the raft. “Will she be dead when the feeding begins?”


    He stopped.


    “I have watched animals hunting,” I said. “I have hunted them myself.”


    “Ah.” He tied off the next set of vines. “As I told you before, they are not animals. Grandmother dies first. But the moment we’re sure, we eat. Her remains also go to us as a gift from the serpent members of the family to those trapped on land. Her skin, her hair, her horns and fans. Her teeth. In return, we give food, as our pledge that we will grant the land’s bounty to the clan in return for the gifts we take when we eat of the flesh. And then we offer a piece of our own bodies, though that part isn’t required.”


    “A piece of your bodies,” I murmured.


    “Usually a slice,” Strand said. “They close their jaws around us, but don’t rend, and then drink the blood from the water. You’ll find the scars on some of our eldest, those willing to make the offering.”


    “Has no one else…”


    “This,” Strand said, low, “is the first death in the family since many of us have been born.”


    “Oh,” I said, and sighed a sigh even Always Falling would have been proud to utter. “So. Something you have been waiting for. A chance to prove your commitment.”


    “I am going into the water to make the offering,” Strand agreed. “As I must.” He leaned back on his knees. “Will you still come with us, knowing now what you will witness?”


    “Since I doubt Always Falling will go unless I do,” I said, “the answer to that is yes.”


    He tilted his head. “You care so much about the fourth, to throw yourself not just into deep water, but amid a pod of feeding predators with heads longer than you are tall.”


    Did I? “Even if I didn’t,” I said carefully, “I would do so because it is the right and honorable act. I could not stand back if doing so prevented someone from offering appropriate reverence to an elder on their deathbed.”


    “But you do care,” Strand murmured. “I admit to surprise.”


    “Because?” I asked, honestly curious.


    “Shall I tell you, so you can tell Always?” Strand shook his head and rose. “I have enough to manage without creating more waves.”


    “The serpents don’t love this conflict.”


    He stopped so short I thought he’d found some flaw in the raft. But no, he was staring at me.


    “So they told me,” I finished. “They don’t seem the type to allow something to lie if it can be addressed.”


    “They are very direct,” Strand murmured.


    “This conflict,” I said, choosing the words carefully. “Seems to have been rooted in issues older than either you or Always Falling.”


    “You mean with its mother?” Strand smiled, wry. “Tell me, Amet. Did you disappoint your parents? So much that they used your birth as the excuse to part from one another and disorder the family? I see from your face that Always has told you this story. Did the fourth also tell you that its mother drove it away?”


    “Not in so many words.”


    “That would be because there were none.” Strand sighed. “The fights between Always Falling’s mother and her consorts, and its mother and my side of the family… they were ugly. Constant and savage, all words and teeth. And then cold silences. No one told Always Falling that this strife was its fault, but no one had to. One draws conclusions.”


    “Particularly when they’re obvious.”


    “Yes.” He stood, folded his arms, giving up entirely on the raft. “Do you know the saying about the wounded serpent?”


    “Maybe?” I said.


    “That the wounded serpent hardly cares what hand dealt the blow, all it knows is pain?”


    “Ah,” I said, quieter.


    Strand nodded. “Always Falling was beloved by the serpents and loved by the landbound family. It was loved by me, too. But wounded, the fourth spread its poison to everyone and clouded the waters of the family too much for clarity or harmony.” He took the vine from my hand. “No one asked Always to leave, Amet. I think it left because it knew it was helping to destroy us. That was a sacrifice that no one asked the fourth to make, but that needed to be made by someone.”


    “And in return for this sacrifice, you have ostracized it?” I said, arch.


    Strand made a frustrated sound. “I have done nothing of the sort. But the family needed to heal, and they have done their best. I happen to think they have done excellently. What would you have us do, stranger?”


    “I don’t know,” I admitted. And then managed a low laugh. “Well, no, I do. I would advise you to exile the fourth’s mother and consorts. Could you not feed them to the serpents and call it a gift?”


    Strand snorted. “Dark humor, Amet.”


    “I am not happy to see my companion laid so low for reasons that were not its fault,” I said, quieter. “Always deserves better.”


    “I know.” Strand’s frustration was palpable. “I know. And if it was willing… but I don’t think it is.”


    “To…?”


    “To embrace me,” Strand said. “And forgive the sins of its parents. Or if not forgive, then at least set them aside as unimportant. They don’t have power in this family anymore. I do.”


    “And have you told Always this?” I canted my head. “You don’t seem a coward to me, Strand.”


    To my surprise this didn’t earn me an instant rebuttal. When I looked over at the other man, he was staring away—toward land this time, not the sea—and his brow was furrowed. When at last he met my eyes again, he said, “It’s unfair of me, I know. But while I was good at diving I wasn’t prepared to become Lead Diver. I never had the rapport with the serpentkin that Always Falling did. I knew how to lead men, Amet, but earning the respect of the serpents… they accepted me because I was family, but I didn’t know how to evoke more than that in them.” He shook his head, a twitch as if from a pain. “All these things Always Falling knew intuitively. And the fourth could have taught them to me, instead of fleeing and leaving me to flounder in the water on my own. All that I have earned in this family, I have earned on my own… but I would have been grateful to be taught by someone who knew better.” He looked at me. “Do you understand?”


    Did I. “I don’t suppose you have time for a drink?”


    That request startled him. But he chuckled under his breath, a pleasant, husky sound. “Do I need counseling then?”


    “No,” I said. “But I have a story I think you might want to hear.”


    “I won’t argue. A beer wouldn’t be bad around now. But not here. Come.”


    Strand’s notion of a good place to drink wasn’t in the house, as I’d been expecting. He led me onto the boardwalk and from there to one of the pavilions on the water. The architecture was fascinating; built on piles, it was a rectangular building that opened on every side to a balcony that lined it like a walkway. On the sea-facing side, a cut in the slats allowed a short set of stairs to lead into the water, where a platform I could just glimpse underwater allowed humans to sit, as if in a bath, no doubt to entertain aquatic guests.


    The pavilion itself was only one room, with the same enormous windows I’d noted in the house… though these had shutters on the outside. It was divided by the inevitable differences in height in the floor, but those graduations were not as extreme as the ones I’d become accustomed to in the capital. There were four beds, narrow and low, and a place to cook, but there was an odd lack of amenities, and little decoration. Shells, mostly, glued on the thin strips of wall that remained between windows, or richly embroidered blankets. The bath and watercloset were strangely arranged, half inside the house, half outside it, where a pipe allowed water to be dumped on the head while standing on the walk. It made sense for people who must be frequently covered in sea water.


    But Strand led me up a set of stairs, and on the flat roof I found the place the family must lounge for pleasure. As I stood at the balcony and looked out at the sea, Strand opened a chest and drew out some cushions, tossing them into a shallow pit. There was a counter with storage under it as well, and the poles at the four corners of the roof supported a rolling sunscreen, which Strand partially wound into place.


    The beer came from under the counter. He handed me a jar, pulled the plug on his, and drank. “A little privacy.”


    “The view is beautiful. But… when it storms?”


    “We close the shutters,” Strand said. “Unless it’s a very bad storm. Then we retreat to the house.” He dropped onto one of the pillows, stretching out his legs and crossing them at the ankles. “So then.”


    “So then.” The beer was sealed with a plug that could be pulled out by a string. Tugging it out, I had a swallow, then said, “Let me tell you the story of how one western man ended up in the arms of the imperial court composer.”


    Strand’s brows lifted. “This should be interesting.”


    “I can hope.” I sat next to him, staring out at the horizon, and started talking. I spoke candidly of my political allegiances, of my upbringing, of the highland resentment of our conquerors… of my position among my people as someone of authority and long and exalted lineage. And how none of that mattered when Haizea betrayed my trust by preferring to ally herself to an eastern third rather than to the man she’d been betrothed to in the cradle. I told him the story of the music I gave away, and the music Dancer discovered, and how it had brought us together. I spoke of love, and how love did not remove the pain of living among the people who’d annexed my country and rendered my culture quaint and rustic.


    Strand was a good listener, of a type I appreciated: his silence had an attentive quality, but he did not look at me, or do much more than make a noise now and then that indicated he’d heard a particular point. We looked at the sea and sky together, and I told a story, and it was my story but I could pretend that it didn’t wound me as much.


    When I finished, we reposed in that silence, watching the clouds develop over the ocean, smelling the moistness of the breeze. I wondered if Always Falling’s hair was splashed with gray streaks, if it was currently wearing rain gray eyes. At last Strand sighed. “A hard tale. I imagine I know why you have shared it.”


    “Do you?”


    He smirked at me then, though his eyes were tired. “The moral was a little obvious, yes.” He fell silent again for a time so that I could hear the plash of the water against the piles. “One of us will have to begin the reconciliation. So I will.” He smiled a little. “At least the history between us is less bitter than the history between you and the east.”


    “Is it?” I asked. “Personal hurts often cut deeper.”


    “Perhaps.” He set his jar down on the ground. “But at least Always and I share a context. This is our home, and we both love and understand it. You don’t have even that.”


    “No,” I said. “Though I do have love. Love and music. And that is a very great deal, in the end.” When he glanced at me, I said, “Not enough to make all the rest of it go away. But to make it bearable? Yes. So… your reconciliation. Tonight? We are meeting the serpents at dusk. You could address both sides of your family.”


    “You’re meeting the serpents, are you?” He eyed me, speculative, amused.


    “They want this fixed,” I said.


    “And this they told you,” he murmured. “You heard them?”


    “I did.” I smiled a little. “Something to do with Always Falling and its acupuncture.”


    “Uhgn! Always’s acupuncture. Now that I have missed with no reservations at all.” Strand sat up, chuckled. “All right. Tonight at dusk. Because you’re right, the serpents do want this fixed.”


    I glanced at him. “They’ve been talking to you?”


    “Of course.”


    I laughed. “I thought so. I told Always Falling they were meddling but it didn’t believe me.”


    “Land and current!” Strand exclaimed, chuckling. “They are inveterate meddlers. More gossipy than a circle of grandparents discussing their progeny.”


    Satisfied, I said, “I thought as much.” And added, “Thank you. This will mean a great deal to it.”


    “And it probably won’t be happy about that,” Strand said, rising. “Knowing Always Falling.”


    “No,” I agreed, rueful. “The fourth doesn’t like to be exposed.”


    “Who does?” Strand stretched. “This was a good break, but the work calls. I will see you at dusk.”


    “Should I come play for the family?” I wondered.


    “Not today,” Strand said. “Everyone’s still collecting food. Tomorrow, though, we’ll all be in the kitchen preparing. That would be a good day, if you’re amenable.”


    “I am,” I said. “I’ll see you soon.”
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    I did in fact return to the house for my composition book, the violin, and the violin case which could be hung by a strap from shoulder to waist. When I stopped by the kitchen there was an assortment of brightly-colored scarves tied into bundles; pausing there, I was noticed by one of the servants who said, “Quick lunches for workers. Take one.”


    So I did, using the ties to attach it to my strap. With the violin on my shoulder and the bow in my hand, I set off for the back door… and there I was arrested in my progress by Always Falling’s mother. There was a bench by the door, set beneath another of the ubiquitous windows, and she was perched on it with a lap full of cords she was knotting into a net.


    It was strange to see Always Falling’s austere features on the face of a woman. They made for a proud countenance, but a forbidding mouth, stretched taut as a bowstring. The fourth’s intelligence lurked in her brown eyes, and with her dark skin and darker hair I formed an impression of obduracy that Always Falling’s constantly changing banner ameliorated.


    A formidable woman, I thought, but I found her mannerisms distastefully reminiscent of Haizea’s, something I discovered when she addressed me.


    “Here is the stranger who has bewitched the family.”


    That she might be referring to me was astonishing. Dancer was bewitching. I, as both Dancer and Always insisted, brooded. “I beg your pardon?”


    “What’s your name?” she asked.


    “I believe Always Falling introduced us the day we arrived,” I said. “I am Amet Emendexte, kin to your fourthchild.”


    “Kin, is it,” she murmured.


    “I count the fourth as family,” I said, wondering when that had happened.


    “And yet you ingratiate yourself to its uncle’s kin,” she said. “Despite the insult they’ve dealt Always Falling.”


    The urge to stare at her was nearly overwhelming. Was that how she read the score that she herself had written? Or was it the song she was selling me? And why? What a statement to make to a stranger, at that, for who could respond to so blunt an accusation?


    “A misunderstanding, merely,” I said. “I hear there might be a rapprochement.”


    “Never,” she scoffed. “For my child to make up to the man who took its place and sent it into exile? Never.” She squinted at me. “If you love the fourth, stranger, you’ll help it preserve its pride.”


    “Lady,” I said to her. “I wish you a fair afternoon.” Before she could argue my departure, I passed through the door and into the sunlight and the salted breeze. Inhaling deeply, I stared up at the clouds, wondering what had compelled her to wait in ambush for me… or if that had been about me at all. Perhaps she was hoping for a different quarry and I had been the target of opportunity. Smiling wryly, I stepped off the boardwalk and onto the sand. To wish her a poor hunt seemed in bad taste, and yet I had learned my lesson about high-handed women.


    “You taught me well,” I murmured to Haizea’s memory as I set Dancer’s violin on my shoulder. “And I hope I took the right lessons from the teaching.”


    I walked alongside the shore, then, and played. Sometimes an idle melody, chasing ideas for future compositions. Sometimes a game, trying to weave song into the sound of the surf, or to imitate the ocean’s murmurs or the high cries of birds. I even tried my hand at a possible lament for Fairy Blossoms… I doubted a single composition would be enough for a queen’s funerary rites, and if I could give Dancer an extra song to work with, perhaps en wouldn’t be so consumed by the tasks set before en. Now and then I stopped to jot down notes when I developed some particularly interesting fragment I wanted to remember; I also stopped several times to retune the violin as the outside air worked on its strings. But mostly I walked, and played, and did not notice the passing time. As the sun fell toward the water I faced the east and played to its reflection on the water, and that was a wild and lonely song I made to the west and its faltering culture and failing prominence, performed on an eastern instrument belonging to my eastern lover. Perhaps that was how I failed to notice I was no longer alone until I had finished.


    I wanted to spare Always Falling the difficulty of finding some way to open a conversation after witnessing my grief. Or perhaps I simply wanted to ensure the fourth could not comment on it. I spoke first. “I’m surprised the serpents haven’t come. I’ve been playing by the water all afternoon.”
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    ALWAYS FALLING


     


    “I heard,” I said, subdued. Since he so plainly did not want to discuss his pain, I continued, “They like music when we’ve played it for them. But they don’t answer to it the way they do the human voice. That is an old, old magic.”


    He smiled wryly at me. “Of a less arcane sort than the one that just passed us on the way to the capital’s Well.”


    “Yes.” I spotted one of Cook’s bundles at his hip and untied it, ignoring his surprise. “You haven’t eaten.” Spreading the scarf, I offered him one of the cold dumplings. “And I thought you would be less trouble than Dancer. Here.”


    He took it from my fingers with another of those little half-bows he’d been awarding me since we met. “I apologize, kusa. I am not usually so absent of mind.”


    “The sea frees many things we would otherwise keep lodged deep in us,” I observed, quiet, and ignored his sharp glance. “You play beautifully.”


    “It’s a willing instrument with a sweet voice. I would have expected no less of something Dancer had chosen.” He opened the case and loosened the strings with deft fingers, then put the violin away with the bow. Snapping the lid closed, he accepted the second dumpling and ate it more comfortably, licking his fingertips. “It’s almost dusk, I see.”


    “The serpents soon,” I agreed.


    “I’m told,” he said, “that we are called to eat Grandmother Serpent during her funeral.”


    My muscles seized. Forcing them to relax, I said, “Someone told you.”


    “Presumably you would have at some point prior to our entering the water.”


    That was almost a reprimand, and I had earned it. The worst part was that I didn’t know if I would have. Maybe I’d been hoping he would float somewhere far from the group where he wouldn’t have to witness even what little of the rite occurred on the surface. Where I wouldn’t have to explain, and in explaining, face the tiresome censure of people who would accuse us of cannibalism.


    But Amet, when I didn’t immediately reply, said, “In the highlands there are several hero tales where the quest involves eating rarified flesh. A wild stormbird, once, the eternal wise ones that call down winds and snow. Another, a talking stag who represented the power of the alpine forest. Those heroes ate with humility, and were awarded great gifts: wisdom, strength, magic.”


    He was trying to make me feel better. The worst part was that it was working. I looked away, willing him not to see the flush on my cheeks.


    “I am not an eastern aristocrat, Always Falling,” Amet said. “I am a highland warrior-poet. Did you think I would condemn you out of hand?”


    “I don’t know,” I said. And added, low, “I think Dancer might have.”


    He considered that, watching the tide flowing up the sand. No doubt he was imagining Dancer’s reaction. I had already considered my beloved’s probable response to the rite, which would almost certainly have been revulsion...and that before I divulged that I was planning to let a serpent bite me hard enough to scar.


    At last, Amet said, “Dancer is a gentler soul than either of us, kusa. You were raised by wyrms. And I was raised by mountain clansmen.”


    “You say that as if I had no human family,” I murmured.


    He snorted. “I have met your mother.” Squinting into the water, he added, “And there are your kin now. Where I have set the violin case... the water won’t reach it?”


    I glanced at it. “No. It’ll be fine.”


    “Good.” He pulled off his boots and rolled up his trousers. “Then I am off to make the rendezvous safe for you. Hail, Strong Fourth Son! Delicate Littlest Sister! Today I have more questions for you.”


    Strong Fourth Son raised his head. To me, privately, he said, Your brother becomes bold!


    It is not in his nature to be timid. I smiled, saying it, because it was true: Amet was no less awkward in the water, but that self-assurance that had so delighted Dancer had reasserted itself despite the foreign environment. He slapped Strong Fourth Son on the side in greeting as he would have a fellow warrior, and then hugged Littlest Sister. He didn’t even flinch at her tickling tongue-tip caress on his cheek.


    “Come in, kusa. The water should be fine. Yes, Strong Fourth Son?”


    Yes, the serpent said, bumping Amet on the back with his nose.


    As I waded in, Amet said, “I hear that Grandmother Serpent’s death involves feeding the clan.”


    Strong Fourth Son drew back his head so he could look at Amet, fans dripping water. That is correct.


    “This is an old custom?” Amet continued. “Forgive me for asking. I hope only to hear that your human kin did not force this on you in order to steal your powers.”


    Strong Fourth Son’s pupils dilated, swelling like ink blots in his brilliant eyes. Then he threw back his head and barked a laugh, and I had not seen him so amused in many, many years. I grinned to see it, hastened to tell Amet, “He’s laughing, not about to eat you.”


    Eyeing the teeth, Amet said, “I’m glad to hear it.”


    No, kin to my kin, Strong Fourth Son said when he was done. It was a ritual we forced on them, more like. To bind them closer to us.


    “It worked,” I said, complacent.


    It worked, Strong Fourth Son agreed. That was many, many, many generations ago, when divers and serpents were still two separate families. Consuming our flesh made them one with us and allowed us to share powers. It was the beginning of our co-existence, which has brought prosperity to us both. He touched the tip of his nose to my neck. Loving Cousin has not yet taken of the flesh, nor given it. This will be a good moment. It will bring us closer together as family.


    I shivered and turned my face into his cheek. No use explaining that binding me to them would only make my inevitable departure more painful for all of us. They were determined... and if I was to be candid with myself, I wanted it too. Wanted more than anything to be whole, if only for an hour.


    “Long overdue,” Amet said. “Though I grieve that it takes a death to make it possible.” He was leaning against Littlest Sister who was once again snuffling through his hair. “What will you do with me during this ritual, if I may ask?”


    You can stay with me! Littlest Sister exclaimed. I will keep you safe apart from the feeding.


    His expression was so fleeting I caught it only because I happened to be looking at him. “It is not the feeding that’s dangerous, Amet. They’re not dumb animals, to savage whatever’s in the water with them once they’ve tasted blood. It’s that the ritual takes place in the deep water, and you can’t swim or dive.”


    “You say that as if diving is something different.”


    Another voice, a new voice, and an entirely unwelcome one. “It is.”


    I stiffened against Strong Fourth Son’s neck. Looking under the serpent’s chin, I found Strand standing on the beach beside the violin case. What is he doing here? I hissed, and received the last reply I expected.


    We invited him.


    Amet was saying, “And how is it different, then?”


    “The serpents blow their breath into our mouths,” Strand said, ambling toward us. “It enters our lungs, replaces the air in them. Holding that breath in our bodies, we can dive to depths humans can’t, unassisted. We don’t feel the cold. We don’t starve for air. This is what makes us divers.” He raised his eyes to mine. “As Always Falling knows, for of all of us, it was the best at accepting the breath.”


    Receiving praise from Strand flustered me. I didn’t want him to give me anything due to me. I didn’t want him to be capable of admitting that I’d been better at him at anything. And yet hearing it gratified me, particularly in front of Amet. My fingers dug into Strong Fourth Son’s cheek where the skin was thick enough to keep him from feeling it.


    “Strand,” Amet said. “It’s good to see you.”


    “Foreigner,” Strand said, but there was a grin in his voice. A small one, but he’d always been reserved. It was a quality we’d shared, one our family had made necessary for survival. One did not show emotion to adults who were determined to use you as the game pieces they arranged in order to achieve power. “I see you’ve been dunked.”


    “Delicate Littlest Sister is very forgiving of my clumsiness,” Amet said. “If you see me drenched, it’s because the sea and I have not yet reached an understanding.”


    Their badinage was too natural. I didn’t realize I’d come to know Amet well enough to guess when he wasn’t surprised, but I had. “You knew he was coming.”


    “I did,” he said. “The serpents think it long past time that the two of you mended your quarrel.”


    He’s right, Strong Fourth Son said, subdued. He lipped my ear, tugged at my hair. Don’t be angry. There is no reason for the blood in this water anymore.


    “And I will start it.” Strand was standing in the surf where it could rush past his ankles. He came no closer, respecting my need for distance and my prior claim to the visiting serpents. It was a masterwork of diplomacy; I wondered how I had failed to notice that he had this talent. “Always Falling, I regret all that I have done and said. I was complicit in your exile because I envied you your natural rapport with the serpents, and I resented you for not teaching me what you knew when the Lead Diver title was dropped on my shoulders. No words can give back the years you’ve lost, so I won’t try to use them. Instead, I’ll ask you: please, become part of the family again. Come visit, if you will not live with us. Visit often. You’ll always have someone here willing to go with you into the water. I know I will offer.” He lifted his chin, and the twitch at the corner of his mouth was a self-deprecating smile that was somehow a joke shared between us. “We do better with you than without.”


    The breadth of this apology was staggering. I could only stare at him, wide-eyed, aware of the shuddering of my breath in and out of my body.


    Amet, bending close, murmured, “He said he would start it, kusa. Honor his beginning.”


    I stared at him, startled, but a suggestion that would have rankled before felt like encouragement when surrounded by the serpentkin… and yes, by Amet, who had become family. So I swallowed past my dry mouth until I was sure I could speak clearly. “And I have let this drag on for longer than it should have, out of pride, and pique, and hurt. I wanted to hurt you for having what I could never have. I wanted to punish everyone for things that couldn’t be changed. Even…” I blinked, trying to ignore the sting of tears freeing the sea salt on my lashes. “Even you, my dearest.” I touched Strong Fourth Son’s nose and whispered, “I’m so sorry.”


    He nuzzled my neck. There is no need to be sorry as long as you are willing to commit to us again. Are you?


    Wise serpent, to know that sometimes words were not enough. I looked at Strand, who was still holding his distance. “I don’t know how not to be prickly.”


    Had he said something grave or compassionate, I would have bridled. But he snorted instead and folded his arms. “I grew up with you, kelphead. You were born prickly. You think I’m not used to it?”


    The laugh swelled my chest like serpent-breath, until it had to be expelled. “Strand…!”


    “Kelphead?” Amet muttered.


    It means vegetable-brained, Littlest Sister said helpfully. And added, in case he didn’t realize, Vegetables can’t think.


    “I had the idea,” Amet replied, dry.


    “We can’t fix what’s behind us,” Strand said. “Let’s just stop making the same mistake going forward. How’s that?”


    “I should put kelp on your head,” I said.


    I’ll help? Strong Fourth Song offered.


    I shoved at his shoulder. “You are just as bad, sticking your claws into the affairs of your landkin.”


    It had to be done!


    “Did it?” I asked, quiet.


    “Yes,” Strand said firmly. “Yes, it did. Now can I come in the water?”


    “There’s nothing stopping you,” I replied.


    “No. But it was your water first.”


    I flushed. “Maybe. But not by much.” I smiled a little. “Virile Cousin. How many new serpents are you responsible for?”


    Seven! Strong Fourth Son said.


    “Seven!” I stared at Strand. “Gods of water and land! Should I even ask how that’s possible?”


    Strand... blushed. And laughed. “I’d rather you didn’t.” He waded in, waist-deep, and threw an arm over Strong Fourth Son’s back. “All I know is that they tell me I have a strong male presence.”


    I sniffed. “Do they.”


    “And I apologize for that too.” He looked past the serpent’s neck at me. “The histories say that adult fourths need accompaniment, not that they can’t swim with the serpents at all. There was never any danger with you being in the water when there were so many of us who were sexed swimming at the same time.”


    “Maybe not,” I said, slowly. “But you couldn’t have known that until the first babies came. And that was long after I’d gone.”


    “Look at them, so serious,” Amet whispered to Littlest Sister. “We should fix that.”


    Yes!


    Before either of us could protest, the smaller serpent threw herself toward us, body angled to create a wave that smacked us in the shoulders. Amet tried splashing us with the flat of his hand; pleased with the results, he set to with a determination that made me appreciate the strength in his shoulders and arms. Strand came up spluttering and instead of telling them to settle down, sloshed them back... and then the air was full of sparkling water, Littlest Sister’s delighted squeals, and the laughter of both men. And I... I hid beneath Strong Fourth Son’s shoulder until he used his tail to bowl me over. I came up laughing and spitting up saltwater.


    Never would I have thought this visit home would end with me shoving Strand underwater and then lobbing an armful of water at Amet before diving under to avoid the serpents’ retribution on behalf of the rest of my family.


    The rest of my family.


    My family.


    They called us Coldblood and Serpentkin and thought us heartless as the predators we’d taken into our hearts. I wondered what all those strangers would think if they knew how Strong Fourth Son positioned himself so that I could wipe my eyes, or hide them when they streamed from more than the spray. How he knew to move away when I was again composed and ready to rejoin the impromptu celebration.


    “We have exhausted the landbound man,” Strand observed later after Amet had dragged himself from the water and fallen onto the sand.


    “No one told me swimming was this much work.”


    “That wasn’t swimming!” Strand laughed. “That was floundering in the water.”


    “But it does take more energy,” I said.


    “I see now how you made your muscle.” Amet flopped onto his back. “I am going to feel this tomorrow, aren’t I.”


    Is he dying? Littlest Sister said, arching her head out of the water to look at him. Her chin dripped water onto him, and Amet waved a hand to push away her whiskers.


    “He’s not dead,” I said, wry. “He probably just wishes he was.”


    “Let’s take pity on him,” Strand said. “I’ll go get firewood if you find something for us to eat. He doesn’t know he’s hungry yet, but he will once he’s been out a while.”


    We will build a wallow, Strong Fourth Son said. It will be very comfortable!


    “I’m going to be buried in sand, aren’t I,” Amet said.


    “Not unless you request it.” I grinned at him. “Be of good cheer, highland man. Think of how grateful you’ll be when we return home and Lord to Eagles finds you haven’t lost any condition during your stay away from the capital.”


    “Do you have any kelp?” Amet asked Littlest Sister. “I’d like to throw some at your cousin now.”


    Sibling, Strong Fourth Son corrected.


    Strand and I both froze.


    Now that this is mended, Strong Fourth Son said, we can move ahead with what we have always wished. Which is to call you both sibling.


    Littlest Sister bobbed her head. Yes, oh yes! Virile Brother! And Loving Sibling!


    If our play in the water had made our rapprochement easier for us both, this... this shock completed our union. All the serpentkin were called family by the sea serpents. Few were given specific names... and even fewer were entered into a kinship any closer than cousinhood. The last of our family to be so named had been three generations ago, and en had been the only one in ens generation. For both of us to be elevated... to be honored...!


    “You can’t mean it,” Strand whispered.


    We have been waiting, Strong Fourth Son said, somber. Do you deny the gift?


    “Never!” he breathed.


    When the serpent looked at me, I managed a watery smile and reached for his face. He pressed his cheek against my palm, thrumming pleasure. “I would never reject you. Never.”


    Good. Strong Fourth Son shook his long body and then waddled out of the water, evoking a stare of incredulity out of Amet. The serpents were gorgeous in the water, supple and impossibly graceful. On land, they were... comical is perhaps a strong word, because even wiggling like overgrown snakes in search of traction, they still had heads longer than ours and full of perturbing teeth. Now I will make the wallow, and you will make the fire, and we will eat. He shook out his mane, showering us with water. I have invited some of the others.


    “Of course you did,” I said, laughing. “Because you want to overwhelm Amet entirely.”


    “Don’t let my presence interrupt your pleasure!” Amet said. “So long as you don’t expect me to move. I don’t think I want to move for a while.”


    I glanced at Strand, arched a brow.


    “Right, the wood.” He hesitated, then offered, tentative, “Loving Sib.”


    “Virile Brother,” I answered. And huffed a low laugh. “Gods what a name they saddled you with.”


    “I’m grateful no one outside the family’s heard it,” Strand agreed, rueful. “I get enough teasing inside it.”


    That is how I came to have the first bonfire with family in years. Two more serpents arrived, both younger than Strong Fourth Son and new to me; between the four they made a comfortable wallow and we watched the fire, shared food. Amet stayed to eat for courtesy’s sake, then excused himself. “The sea has taken a great deal out of me, and I would not want to intrude on a family reunion.”


    There was no arguing with him so we let him go. I thought sitting with Strand would be awkward without Amet’s mediating influence, but instead it was… comfortable. Like it had been when we’d been children, before puberty had made our fates inevitable. We talked of the business, and the family; the serpents told me about all their new siblings, born since Strand’s tenure began, and Strand told me about all the new babies born to my human kin, and the changes in our family since. It was during that recitation that I learned why my sister was so frequently abroad.


    “My mother wants her to have a child so she can wrest the leadership of the family from you?” I stared at him, incredulous. “Is she mad?”


    “She is ambitious,” Strand said, nursing his cup of rice spirits. “And it is the only avenue open to her, unless she wants to set aside a second spouse.”


    Divorce was not unacceptable in the east, but it was not something to be undertaken for frivolous reasons. My sire and the man my mother had married afterwards had done nothing to earn one. “I take it High Clear would have nothing of it.”


    “Which is why you find her away.” He reached over, wedged the cup into the sand, and leaned back against Strong Fourth Son’s side. “That she’s good at the business helps, of course. If she’d had no head for it, your mother would have insisted she stay. But she’s expanded our enterprise considerably. You won’t find a coldblood family anymore to rival ours for wealth.” He managed a smile. “I asked her if she was interested in marrying me.”


    “You did?” I glanced at him, startled.


    “She’s…” He trailed off, shrugged, and surprised me with a sheepish smile. “Remarkable. As you know. Some part of me always hoped she would say yes.”


    “Did she say no because Mother would have wanted it?”


    “She said no because she didn’t love me.” Putting his hands behind his head, he added, “And your mother was furious when she heard that I’d offered. She didn’t want your sister merging blood with me. It would have given me legitimacy.”


    “Water and land,” I muttered. “What put this mania in her? She wasn’t so desperate when I was here.”


    “She was younger then, with hopes for more children. But neither your sire nor her male husband have given her another child…and I suspect on purpose, given how infrequently they make their appearances here at the house.” Strand dug his heel into the sand, making himself a little cup to set his foot in. “With both her children driven away, they probably think the life of a new child would be a misery.”


    I rested my head back against Strong Fourth Son’s side and stared up at the stars. “Maybe. But is a miserable life better than no life at all?”


    Strand made a contemplative noise. “Something that can only be decided, person by person.”


    “I think I would prefer to be born,” I said. “So long as you live, there is opportunity for change.” I smiled a little, thinking of what Dancer would say to this statement issuing from my lips. “And if you’re miserable, chances are that change will improve your circumstance.”


    “I’m glad the serpents fetched you down,” Strand said, quiet.


    “So am I.”
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    It was some hours more before I returned to the house, rinsing myself clean and padding down the silent hall to the room we’d been assigned. When I pushed the door into its pocket I found Amet sleeping, and the sight of him tightened my chest. Strong Fourth Son had begun this by braving the river waters to find me… but I had no doubt that Amet had played his own role in the healing of my family’s broken heart. Because it would have been the right thing to do, and because, I thought, he had come to care for me—me in particular, not just me as Dancer’s other partner. It was because of Amet that I’d been able to go into the water, touch my serpentkin again… and it was his prodding that had made me willing to brave forgiveness of Strand.


    He had given me a great deal already, and that was before he’d trusted his body’s addled magic to me.


    Sliding my robe from my shoulders, I set it on the windowsill to dry in the scant hours we had before dawn. Then I cautiously perched on the edge of the bed, and then stretched out against his back. The smell at the nape of his neck was different from Dancer’s: more assertive, and suggestive of running deer and thin, cold air with pine-scented winds. There was magic under it, too, rising to meet me, bubbling like the air at Poursday. His ribcage was broader under my arm than Dancer’s when I tentatively curled it around him. He was taller than I was used to.


    He still felt like home. Had become part of home. I pressed my nose against the back of his shoulder and sighed.


    “You tickle me, kusa,” he murmured.


    “You should be sleeping. We have a busy day tomorrow.”


    “Do we?” He flexed one shoulder, idle, resettled without dislodging my arm.


    “Now that I am no longer an exile, they’ll expect me to work on the feast….”


    “Ah yes.” He yawned. “The kitchens, I heard. Strand asked me to play.”


    “Would you?” I found the idea charming.


    “It is who I am.” His fingers slid over mine, rested there, warm and callused. “And is this now part of who I am as well?”


    “I… don’t know,” I said. “Would you like it to be?”


    “I am marveling that you are touching me in a way that doesn’t involve my body buckling for ecstasy and pain,” he said, dry. “I could grow accustomed to it.”


    I chuckled, the sound muffled against his skin. “It is more comfortable, isn’t it?”


    “Strangely so, yes.” At my attentive silence, he said, “I don’t want you, Always Falling, though my body inevitably has an opinion when someone is in bed with me, naked, and flattened against my spine. Is there some eastern advice about that?”


    “Dancer ignores it,” I said. “Or, if it troubles en too much, en takes care of it enself.”


    “Behind a screen?”


    I wondered if he was leading me toward a different answer in the hopes of receiving it, but… no. He honestly didn’t know. “Sometimes. Sometimes, en stays in bed and I hold en. That, though, is… an intimacy.”


    He nodded. “It would be.” He began to sit up. “I assume the watercloset is the closest to privacy we can manage here?”


    “Yes,” I said, and, “Don’t go.” Which surprised us both. I stared up at him, wide-eyed, until he began to laugh.


    Cupping my jaw, he said, “You’ve had an emotional evening, kusa. You may be making offers now that you will find uncomfortable after waking.”


    I snorted. “Don’t patronize me, highland man. I know my own heart.”


    “Do you? You looked surprised enough to make the offer.”


    “Stay,” I said, firmly. Resting my fingers on the hand he had on my face, I continued, “You have to imagine what touch meant to me for most of my life.”


    His eyes lost their focus, and for a few moments he said nothing. Then: “You were taught that your touch would hurt those you loved.”


    I should have known he would see it. “But that’s not true, is it.”


    “No. Still, Beautiful told me that fourths don’t invite touch.”


    “Did it also tell you that among fourths, I was known for my aloofness?” At his expression, I managed a smile. “Just so. And I won’t say that I have been magically healed of my reticence, but… all my childhood, Amet—Ametzi—I associated the pleasures of touch with the sea serpents. You’ve felt them now. Isn’t it… isn’t it magic?”


    He had settled now with his back to the wall, facing me. “They are beyond anything in my experience.”


    “Exactly.” I drew in a breath. “And then I lost them. To have nothing but human touch… and to have that touch remind me of what I’d lost….” I shook my head. “It may be years before I am healed of that grief now that it no longer applies. I still don’t like the thought of touching strangers. But you are not a stranger, Amet. You are not even Dancer’s partner. You are...” I halted, smiled a little at the memory. “You are part of my pod.”


    He laughed. “You love me because I am like a serpent.”


    “Yes,” I said, and let that lie between us, and saw it affect him: saw the stillness of him, the intensity of his gaze.


    “Fortunately,” Amet said, voice husky, “I love you for being like a serpent as well.” He grinned a lopsided grin. “You are kin to dragons, and I am kin to swords. We are both made for harsher things than the third we love.”


    “Which is why we love en,” I agreed. “And why, perhaps, it is inevitable that we might also find one another agreeable.”


    “Agreeable!” He shook his head. “Really, Falya.”


    I grinned. Then, more gently, “Stay, if you wish. I won’t send you from bed to relieve yourself.”


    “Fortunately for us both, then, I don’t need it any longer.” And to my surprise, settled again amid the blankets, leaving me to wonder if I was... disappointed? I had become so accustomed to my presence being a gift to those who are sexed—it is the way in the lowlands, where the fourths are most common in the world. That he might not be ready to be seen by me in that moment was... a revelation. It made me aware that my witness could give me power over those I held in my arms during their climaxes.


    Which also made me aware that I wanted that trust from him. As I sank back down beside him, I couldn’t help a chuckle.


    “And now, kusa?” he asked, drowsy.


    “How Dancer would laugh were en to be here, watching us struggle through this,” I said, and it meant something that I could say it so baldly to him... and that he could find it amusing too. I heard it in his voice when he answered.


    “Delighted and exasperated both, I imagine.”


    “Yes.” I slid an arm over his ribs, hesitated with my hand spread at his solar plexus. “This is welcome? I presume?”


    “Do you hope it is?”


    There was no answer to that but to bite him on the shoulder, a nip and hold one of the serpents would have used to warn its kin, and this earned me a low, husky laugh.


    “Your arms are pleasing,” Amet said. “And your aggression. Though I’m grateful you don’t have your siblings’ teeth.”


    “Hmph.” I pressed my nose against the back of his shoulder. But I was smiling. And as we drifted off, I stroked his skin with the edge of my thumb, and it was not the magic beneath it that I was most intent on petting.
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    AMET


     


    It was not strange to wake with Always Falling, because unlike Dancer, the fourth was not a slugabed. We both roused early, impatient for the day and done with sleeping. I liked these continued consonances between us, as if we were different instruments sharing a melody line. Dancer was our descant, but there was value in a strong melody for the descant to play off of. We both shed blankets, and only when Always was up and reaching for a robe did it pause and turn to me. I stopped at the edge of the bed to see what it would do. In some ways the expressions of intimacy between fourthsex and everyone else were alien to me; in others, they were completely normal, reminding me of familial closeness. This particular touch, when Always rested its fingertips on my chin and then reached down and bumped its brow against mine, was more the latter, and delightful.


    I had never had a sibling. The ways that love between fourth and man resembled that relationship delighted me. But there was more to it, as its offer to hold me while I touched myself suggested. We might behave as brother and sib but we had not grown up together, and that made our use of those intimacies feel... not romantic. But freighted with the mystery of romance, when one is still learning one’s beloved and everything is new and breathlessly strange.


    I liked our headbump for that familial connotation. But having met the serpents, I saw their bodyspeech in Always Falling’s. To have learned the key to this language—to have seen it with my own eyes—I felt honored, and exhilarated, as I did whenever I understood something new to me.


    “A busy day,” Always said.


    “For us all,” I agreed, and went for the violin.
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    Downstairs the kitchen had filled to capacity with the family. The only reason there was room for them all was that the servants had been sent away. This meal had to be prepared with the hands of kinfolk. I asked if I could help with something that didn’t involve handling the food itself—cleaning the tables, perhaps, or removing the waste—but even those acts were reserved to the serpentkin. “If you want to be part of this,” Strand told me. “You can play. We would like that.”


    So I did. Muted elegies for a dying serpent and a dead queen. Long, contemplative pieces to calm over-hasty hands. Songs derived from my rambles by the ocean, staring at the so-distant horizon—quicker melodies still evolving from my play alongside Delicate Littlest Sister. At some point I paused to eat the breakfast set beside me, and while doing so I watched the motion in the kitchen: like one of the sea’s waves, full of eddies and currents, constantly moving, everyone at work. And amid them, as if the fourth had never left, Always Falling. Strand was the orchestrator of that, I saw easily; he would address the fourth, or touch its shoulder casually, and all the family noted and reacted according to their natures. Some, I thought, were glad of the change. Others were puzzled. One or two were disgruntled, as was to be expected in any large family. Not a perfect reunion, but a good beginning.


    I smiled and set Dancer’s violin back on my shoulder, and played. For myself, more than for the audience, but I knew they would hear the ocean in it and understand.
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    When next I was conscious of the room, the sunlight had grown brittle and Always Falling was sitting beside me, cross-legged on a chair that should have been too narrow for that pose but balanced perfectly all the same. The fourth was holding a bowl of soup and watching my face—the moment it saw my eyes clear, it gently prised the bow from my fingers and pressed the soup into them instead. I relinquished Dancer’s violin to its hands, noticing the familiarity with which it negotiated that exchange... how many times had the fourth coaxed the instruments from Dancer’s nerveless fingers after far too long playing, to have such facility?


    “Drink,” it said. “Ametzi.”


    I sipped, glanced past its shoulder to assess the activity level in the kitchen. There were fewer people in it now, and lined on the table were two rows of urns and wrapped boxes. As I watched, a servant entered to light the lamps at the windows, where the shadows were clustering as the sun lowered itself below the house. I sipped of the bowl, found it unctuous and foreign. More seafood, no doubt. There was something deep green twined through it, surfacing like the back of a serpent, and it went down as easily as the broth, slick as Strong Fourth Son’s hide.


    “I hadn’t thought I would ever hear anyone to rival Dancer,” it said, its eyes on me luminous like the gloaming sky. “And you don’t play like en. You play like yourself, and I have not heard its like.”


    “It is the mountains,” I murmured, but it shook its head.


    “No,” the fourth said. “You play like the world. You came to the capital with songs like the mountains. Once you arrived, you learned to compose songs like the city, a bowl in a harbor full of complexities and magic. Now that you are here, you play the sea into music. I would call you an observer, Amet, but you do not observe. You embrace, and what you embrace, you channel.”


    Startled by this encomium, I said, “Perhaps it is because the magic in me has been blocked and there is no other way for the world to flow through me.”


    That made it smile. “No. No, I don’t think so, though the idea reflects an intuitive grasp of magical theory I wouldn’t have sought in someone who grew up impoverished for magic. I think... it’s just you. Who you are. You throw open the doors to your soul.”


    I flushed and hid it by drinking the rest of the soup. Setting the cup on the table, I said, “You are thinking of Dancer.”


    Its eyes narrowed. “Dancer leaps into everything with abandon, but I think that may be because en doesn’t feel apart from any of it. En is...” It sighed, smiled fondly. “En is the world. There is no separation. Dancer can be joyous and open because there is no seam between en and everything and everyone around en. You can tell because the moments when en realizes that en is not one with the world, en is shocked. The realization hurts.” Always cocked its head. “But you are a man apart from the world. Who lets it in.”


    “And you,” I observed, “are broken open by music, kusa, or you would not have fallen to such private and affectionate observations.”


    It winced, chuckled. “Your music has a sharper edge than Dancer’s.”


    “The better to cut through our scars.” I looked past the fourth’s shoulder. “And here is your serpentbrother.”


    Strand lifted the pot. “Only with a refill. Always, did you eat?”


    It wrinkled its nose. “Enough.”


    “Meaning not at all, I am guessing.” Strand set out a second bowl and ladled the stew into it. “Eat. Gale’s Song is flagging, we don’t need anyone else falling ill.”


    “Gale?” Always sat up, tension stiffening its back. “Not serious?”


    “I hope not, or your mother will have to sing the call and she’ll be insufferable about it. She’s already stomping around like an injured badger.” Strand managed a faint smile, tapped the edge of the bowl with the ladle. “So humor me.”


    “Is she angry then?” I asked, curious.


    “Oh, certainly.” Strand shook his head. “The break with Always was one of the few things she could point to as proof of my incompetence. Healing this breech? Yes. She is certainly angry. But hopefully it won’t matter. Stars on Water is dosing Gale right now with one of her potions. En should be fine tomorrow.”


    “Your words to the wind,” Always muttered, and drank.


    “And you,” Strand said to me, smiling. “Master of wildsong. We go to the waters tomorrow at noon, and you will have more fodder for that strange brain of yours.”


    “Strange brain, is it,” I said, amused.


    “To put the sea into a string?” He glanced at the violin. “Yes.” With a wry salute he left us to our dinner.


    “You have made him happy,” I observed, drawing a sharp look from Always. “It’s the truth. Since you gave up your quarrel he has been looser. Less grim. He allows himself to be seen as uncertain. Human.”


    “Human,” it murmured. “Ironic choice.”


    “You may be kin to serpents,” I said. “But you are not one.”


    “No.” The fourth sighed, smiled. “When I was young, that disappointed me.”


    I canted my head. “But no longer?”


    “If I was a serpent,” Always said, “I would be strong, fleet. I would glide like a dancer through waters that are endless in their mysteries and gifts. I would live long, very long… I would fear nothing.” Its eyes lost their focus, and I watched as the color drained from them with the darkening of the sky outside. When the fourth’s attention once again found my face, its irises had become a deep cobalt edged in silver. “But if I was a serpent, I would not know the wonder of knowing serpents. I would not be honored to have been chosen by them for a sibling. I would not understand in my heart, because I have seen with my eyes and touched with my hands, that there are wonders in the world beyond us.”


    It was a strange faith that needed proof to believe. But that Always Falling did believe in the numinous and ineffable—indisputable. How then should I judge how the fourth had come to that place? “It is,” I said at length, “an amazing world, full of terror and beauty.”


    “And tomorrow, you will know more of it,” it said. “And so will I.”


    We ate together, the silence a comfortable extension of the world’s. The warm lights of the kitchen smoldered as the evening shrouded the long room in shadows, and we finished our sup alongside the gifts for the dead. The fourth took our bowls back to the wash basin; I packed Dancer’s violin. Together we went to rinse off, to change, and to sleep.
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    ALWAYS FALLING


     


    I woke the way Dancer did on Poursday, breath held, anticipating the hours to come before I recollected fully why they mattered. Then I remembered: today we would bring the gifts. Today we would embrace Grandmother Serpent. I would eat of her flesh and the serpents would draw blood from me, and forever I would carry the coldblood mark of favor. Best of all, it would be no false offering, because Strand had welcomed me back into the family. I could return. I could be proud of the scars, explain them without shame or loss. My heart accelerated and I trembled, listening to the surf’s hush through the open window.


    “Is this it, then?”


    His voice was low and precise. Like me, he woke clear-headed with dawn. I glanced at him, found him watching me, like a warrior awaiting a battle, or the sign to stand down.


    “This is it,” I said. “At noon, we leave. And there is work to be done first.”


    He nodded. “To the day, then. And kusa—” When I looked up, he met my eyes. “You will come out of this day changed, and we will all rejoice with you.”


    My eyes stung as if the sea had swiped them. I looked away until I was sure I could control myself... but I knew he’d seen it, and I didn’t mind. I touched his shoulder, then rolled out of the bed we’d shared.


    The morning passed swiftly after we showered and broke our fast. The most perishable of the gifts couldn’t be prepared until just before we left, and then we had to lash them onto the rafts and make the rafts fast between the boats. Supplies to treat those of us who were partaking of the shared flesh also had to be loaded onto the rafts... as careful as the serpents were, they sometimes made mistakes, and the wounds could be grievous. People had even died, accepting the bite of their kin.


    I was not afraid. I was torn between elation and sorrow, between yearning for that final consummation and denial of the death of the gentle spirit that would make it possible.


    By noon we were all lined up at the end of the pier except for Strand. Amet stood beside me, stripped to a loincloth and wearing a thin robe to keep his pale skin from suffering. I was already nude, like most of my family. The sun’s heat was welcome, for the coming contrast when we met the cold ocean beyond the arch. The breeze feathering my hair off my shoulders brought the taste of brine to me, and it reminded me of blood and salt. I licked my lips.


    Strand came jogging up the pier then. “To the boats,” he said. Stopping alongside me, he added, unhappy, “Gale is feverish.”


    ...to miss this event! I shared Strand’s dismay. “At least my mother can sing the call. Will en be all right?”


    “The servants are tending en. They are concerned, but I trust them.” Strand sighed, and seeing it I realized how many mannerisms we shared. Had I learned some of my sighs from him? “En will be desolated when en wakes.”


    “We will bring en stories,” Amet said, surprising us both. “To be part of it would have been better, but a well-told story can salve a soul.”


    “Or a piece of music?” Strand said, smiling a little.


    “Or that,” Amet said, inclining his head.


    Strand chuckled softly. “Well. There is a death to oversee. Let us go.”


    This time after I stepped into the boat I grasped the pier’s edge and made it as still as possible for Amet. He sat carefully in the center and threw me a smile, crooked but grateful. I smiled back—brave landsman—and we set off.


    Our trip to the arch was slower this time, dragging the gifts. It gave ample time for contemplation of what was to come. My heart refused to slow and my eyes watered at the sheen of the sun on the waves, so bright they seemed to spark stars where the currents crossed. Grandmother would go home on a beautiful summer day, as she deserved. Her pain would end, and we would miss her... I would miss her, already missed the years I might have learned from her that I had lost because of pride and hurt. I would not make the same mistake again.


    At the arches we untied the rafts and handed them off to the designated keepers until the serpents could arrive and take them in tow. The rest of us made the boats fast and then swam for the pylons. I guided my boat as close to the arch as I could to spare Amet the swim, but he took the wooden float and leaped in with a determined mask of a face. I had wondered if he still feared the water, and knew from that expression that he must. What was that like? To look at the ocean and see, not a refuge, but an endless, drowning well?


    “Not long now,” I murmured to him once we’d found our way onto the arch.


    He nodded, threw his sopping tail behind his shoulder, and waited.


    So did I. And yet, nothing happened.


    “What is it?” he asked at last.


    “The song,” I said. “The one that summons the serpents.”


    “Which Gale can no longer sing?” he guessed.


    “But my mother can.” I shaded my eyes and squinted in the direction of the other pillar until I found Strand. He’d climbed halfway up the arch and was clinging to the perch where the cantor sat. My mother was there. She had her face turned away.


    Amet had followed my gaze. “Your mother can, but isn’t.”


    Strand was arguing with her now. I couldn’t hear the words precisely, but I heard their rhythm, the anger in them. What was going through my mother’s mind? Was she holding the call hostage for something? For Strand to step down? For me to resume my exile? My heart was beating too quickly now, but I felt nauseated, not uplifted.


    And then she turned her back on him and began climbing down the pillar. He yelled something after her which she ignored. I could see him the anger on him like clothing, the way he clenched his fists, the rigidity of his neck. We had grown up together; I had not forgotten his bodyspeech. I knew that he would turn and dive into the water moments before he did, and I stood as he clove through the waves toward me.


    “What is it?” I called, anxious. “What did she say?”


    “She won’t do it,” Strand growled. “She won’t do it! She said she would rather the family fail than exist beneath my management. She says that you should never have made up to me.”


    “I’ll... I’ll talk to her.” The words came from my mouth, but slowly, choked with horror. The food was sitting on the rafts already, beneath the sun... soon it would spoil. Would she even listen to me? What would she demand?


    “Why do you have to beg her pardon?” Amet asked, interrupting us. We looked at him, startled at this injection of a foreigner into a private coldblood conversation.


    “She... she knows the call,” I said. “She has to call the serpents, Amet. Gale is sick. No one else can do it.”


    He looked surprised. “Is that all?”


    “That... that is everything!”


    Amet smiled a little, shook his head. Pointed up our pylon. “From that perch?”


    “High, yes,” I said. “Amet...”


    “Linkasha,” he said, gently, and kissed my brow. And then he began to climb.
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    AMET


     


    I made it up two rungs of the pylon before Strand and Always both began shouting, and the latter started up in my wake. I let the fourth follow, unconcerned. The breeze pulled at the wet rope of my hair without dislodging it; the air felt good on my cheeks, cool after the prickling heat of the sun. I climbed until I found a distinct seat carved into the top of the arch, one incised with reliefs of singers with open mouths. The view was without parallel. The ocean I found disarming and strange to my spirit. But heights? Heights I found very agreeable indeed.


    “Amet!” Always hissed from below me, fingers digging into the sloped seat just beneath my perch. “Amet, what are you doing?”


    “Helping you. Is there anything I should do before I sing?”


    “Amet, you can’t just sing anything!” Always halted below me, staring up at my face with clear blue eyes. “It has to be the calling song. It has to be the exact song. Nothing else will work!”


    “So I assumed.” I squinted out to sea. “I am guessing toward the horizon, away from the land.”


    “Amet!”


    “Falya,” I said patiently. “What am I?”


    “Insane?” it growled. When I continued looking at the fourth, it sighed gustily. “You are Amet Emedexte-ilye. Poet-lord—”


    “And?”


    “And composer,” it finished.


    “And I also sing. Though not as beautifully as Dancer.” I smiled and looked out at the shimmering horizon, quilted with gold. “We will have to bring en back with us one year so en can learn the songs of the serpent kindred. If that would not break with tradition... having an outsider learn the songs.”


    “They’re hard to learn,” Always said. “Amet... they’re supposed to be impossible to learn without practice!”


    I leaned down and touched the tip of my finger to its mouth. “To the horizon?” I asked again.


    Always nodded. As I removed my finger, the fourth finished, pained, “Amet... you’ve only heard it once!”


    “Once was enough,” I said.


    My tutor in Iglinta had told me that the easterners had a plethora of religions, but that they tended toward ancestor worship and the cultivation of nature spirits. If they had a faith like the one I’d been raised in, I did not know of it... and in this moment, I grieved for that loss, because they would never know an epiphany like the one I gladly suffered on that pillar: that I had been brought here for a purpose, this purpose now. That one soul might find its way home again, and be not punished for daring to hope for forgiveness and a returning. The sun on the sea was so bright I could barely force my eyes open, and I smiled, accepting blindness and joy both. I thanked the Spirit of Heaven for the gifts given me, commended myself to Divine hands, and parted my lips, opened my mouth wide, inhaled.


    There was no forgetting the call that had summoned kin to dragons. I had been given it, and gave it back again.
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    ALWAYS FALLING


     


    When I’d been a child, the cantor had been a woman, my elder cousin Soothing, who had learned it from my mother before I was born. After Soothing died to an accident in the deep waters, Gale had learned the call. In all my life, I had never heard it sung by a man. Was that what struck me so powerfully about Amet’s voice? Or was it the absolute confidence with which he sang—perfectly—a song he had only heard once? His baritone expanded, rode outward as on a tidal wave, shaped itself a silence and filled that silence to every corner. My ears throbbed with it, and that was nothing to my racing heart, trapped in a ribcage that trembled with every fluctuation of pitch. He even replicated the vibrato flutters, the ones that were not ornament, but necessity.


    Tears darted over my cheeks and wet my lips and they fell for the glory of it.


    Beneath me, Strand had also frozen against the pylon, staring incredulously up at the man we’d both underestimated. As the last note faded over the currents, Strand looked toward the horizon and I followed his gaze. So still, the surface of the water, save for the everchanging shift and shimmer of the light. So empty. We were all holding our breath.


    The serpents breached the surface, leaping from it, water flying from their sides in gilded sprays that glittered like flecks of gold as they splashed back into the ocean. From the arch a roar rose from my family, a great greeting culminating in the sound of dozens of people diving into the water to swim out to their kin. As I stared at the sight, weeping openly now, Amet leaned down, set a foot against my back, and shoved. I fell with a startled squawk and he laughed, a generous, happy laugh, and a mischievous one. Strand sliced into the water alongside me, coming up paddling and his face... oh, victorious! I threw my arms around him, laughing for joy.


    “No compromises!” he growled.


    “No,” I said. “Not today.”


    Amet had been climbing down to a height he decided safe to leap from. We waved him down, and he took a step off the pylon and fell, came up sputtering. Before he could remember the abandoned float, Strand and I surrounded him and I embraced him, and yes, I kissed him, cupping his face in streaming saltwater hands. On the brow, on both cheeks, on the mouth—chaste but fierce with my gratitude and exhilaration.


    “You did it!” I cried. “Oh, Ametzi!”


    “Ametziyi,” he suggested, smiling and resting his brow on mine.


    “Ametziyi,” I said. “Though how you did it I have no idea, not the first idea.”


    “He is a musician, he told me,” Strand said from behind him. He gripped Amet’s hand, squeezed. “I cannot thank you enough. It will have to wait for later, though. We must begin.”


    “Go,” Amet said. “It is why I sang.”


    As Strand swam toward the rafts and the serpents gathering at them, Amet looked at me and added, “But only part of why.”


    “I know,” I said. “You sang because it was the right thing to do.”


    He chuckled. “That too. But also because of you.”


    I flushed. It was too much. The joy of it would expand until my body could no longer hold it. “Any other reason you’ve forgotten?”


    Amet laughed. “And because the song has been filling my dreams since I heard it, and I have wanted to hear it again ever since.”


    “Musician!”


    “Always,” he said. “Always that, Always Falling. Now, where is my serpent ride to this funeral? I seem to have misplaced my float.”


    Here! trilled an excited voice as Delicate Littlest Sister surfaced alongside us. I am here, Cantor! She slid her head under his arm. How well you sing! We have never heard so strong a song!


    Amet laughed. “You have many family, small one. Not so many of them are musicians.”


    I would like to hear more about musicians!


    “Later,” I said firmly. Eldest Daughter was taking the rope to the last raft. “It is time to go.”


    And I am here to swim with you, Strong Fourth Son said, rising out of the water on our other side. Grandmother is deep, very deep. Her pain is too strong for her to surface.


    “Then we go to her,” I said, grasping his mane. “Amet, you are ready?”


    “As ready as I can be,” he said.


    All the rafts had begun to move, pulled by serpents. My human family went with them, towed by our waterkin: some of the serpents bore one person, and some bore several, depending on their size. Strand went at Eldest Daughter’s neck, as was proper. My mother, I saw, was on Quick Second Niece, and her eyes when she met mine were cold with fury. I wondered what Strand would do to her when we returned to land; as far as I knew, no one had ever refused to call the serpents when asked, much less for such petty reasons. There would have to be a reckoning.


    All of that could wait. We were heading into the sea, and it had been so long since I’d gone to its heart, to the place where only serpentkin belonged, that I could barely restrain myself. To dive again! To know the freedom that only we could know! Not even the folk of legend who’d befriended flying dragons knew the secrets we did… nor was their freedom as complete as ours. For they had to ride their friends to reach the skies. Once I took the breath, I needed nothing.


    The journey was exhilarating enough. To stop at last, knowing what was to come….


    “Why here?” Amet asked, and to anyone else he would have sounded interested. I heard the faint unease, though, and tried to see the situation as he did: a pod of serpents and humans and rafts, all floating on the water, with nothing to mar the horizon in any direction. We had left land far behind.


    “There will be a trench below us,” I said. “A deep one, where Grandmother is resting.”


    As we get older, we find the deep water easier to live in, Strong Fourth Son offered. Now we must listen, however.


    Eldest Daughter was speaking. Grandmother is too weak to surface to eat the gifts. We will bring them down to her.


    I felt a pang of regret that Amet would not meet Grandmother, who was magnificence embodied. But it was enough that he was here, I thought. For him, as well as me, for I knew that there would be music born of this day. That thought satisfied like food: that in addition to the traditional ways we would honor Grandmother’s death, her passing would also be immortalized in the passage of a symphony, unremarked by any, perhaps, save those who’d known the inspiration for a particular movement that recalled the power of the ocean and its mysteries. But those of us who would know, would know.


    “You will be well up here?” I asked Delicate Littlest Sister. “You will not be able to partake of the feast.”


    I am fine! she piped, eyes bright. To stay with the cantor is a great privilege! They tell me I am too young to eat, anyway. My spirit is not formed enough.


    I smiled and trailed a hand down her jaw, tugging on her whisker. “You will do excellently for the cantor. This I know.”


    She licked my wrist with her bristly tongue and I laughed. To Amet, I said, “Fear nothing. We won’t allow you to come to harm.”


    “I know,” he said. “I anticipate a long and pleasant conversation with Delicate Littlest Sister while you honor your elder.”


    It is time, Strong Fourth Son said. We go down. Are you ready for the breath?


    “Yes,” I said, reining in my longing—trying—and failing. It had been too many years. “Yes.” I thought in time to tell Amet, “This, too, is normal.” And then I reached for Strong Fourth Son.


    How to describe the taking of serpent air? It is like a kiss that never touches skin: two open mouths, facing one another. It is gentle as a breeze on the brow. It is a sweetness, an opening outward…


    …and then a dying.


    As always, I forgot how poignant it was to drown. The magic chased all the air from my body and forced its replacement, and every fiber in me cried out for me to fight, but I didn’t—I didn’t. Of all my kin, I took the breath easiest and it was because I wanted it so badly that I embraced it. I passed through death like a door and came out the other side, and dove.


    The sea streamed with colors, more colors than my human eyes could perceive. The currents were coiled through with fluorescent trails of blue and turquoise and beaded yellow, scattering bubbles. The tails of my serpent kin cut through them as they waited for their human family to take the air. And I was first beneath as I had always been, twirling downward in exultation. I was infinitely strong and the waters a warm embrace. I could breathe them. Diving was my first memory of an effortless existence. It was all that was perfect: nothing could be added to it to make it any better.


    Ducking his head below, Strong Fourth Son said, Your landbrother is distressed.


    Poor Amet. I took breath quickly, but most of the family needed time, and they spent it choking and flailing. I sailed upward until I found his ankle, tugged on it, surfaced beside him.


    “Falya!”


    Ametzi, I said, and watched him start. I can’t talk the way we do on land until after I give up the breath. It’s normal.


    “It looks anything but,” he said.


    I followed his gaze, watching dispassionately as my family floundered and wheezed. Magic always exacts a price from us. This is something the serpentkin know that the rest of the lowlands has forgotten. We receive all the world’s magic, Amet, and think of it as our due. But all great gifts bring with them duties… and costs.


    “And is this gift great enough to deserve the cost?” he asked, arm tight around Littlest Sister’s neck as he watched one of my cousins sink beneath the water.


    There is nothing like it in the world. He glanced at me sharply and I smiled, touched his shoulder. We will be up soon.


    “Go, then, kusa. I await you.”


    I dove and this time I did not rise again. Following Strong Fourth Son and the other serpents, I dropped through the layers of water, going colder, using their magic to weight my body to make it fall. The sea floor here was still high, close enough to land that we could have hunted it for treasures… but there was a crack in it, embroidered in corals that lived on the magic left behind by generations of divers, a crevice deep and narrow, and we flowed into it and left behind the dark for waters glowing in every gemlike hue.


    Grandmother Serpent overran the floor of this hollow with her enormous coils. She was so close to death that her entire body phosphoresced, her flesh thinning to a frail sheath over the magic she held in her core. We greeted her, a chorus of calls, human and serpent both, and clustered around her great length.


    We have brought you the gifts of our human kindred, Eldest Daughter said, clasping one of the urns in her hands. So that you need not lift yourself from your rest.


    Many gifts, agreed Agile First Son. The land is generous and overflows with gifts to celebrate your passage.


    I waited, floating alongside Strong Fourth Son, my lip between my teeth.


    Her voice filled the water, broke onto every current, caressed with a thousand muted notes. Her voice had been powerful when I’d known her before… now it was beyond description, and I hung in the water and would have wept had I not been made part of the ocean. Children. You come at last.


    We grieve for the delay, Strand said. It was not our intention to tarry.


    The coils beneath us began to shift, glide. They gathered speed until at last they unraveled and Grandmother Serpent lifted her gentle face. Age had scraped all the nonessentials from it, left it frictionless as a child’s… and yet her eyes were ancient. She smiled in the human fashion, exposing all her teeth. No, Virile Brother. We knew it was not you who delayed.


    I gasped in. For her to refer to the quarrel between my mother in the family… at her death rite! The shame of it was unbearable. Would she call my mother to account here, when we were about more sacred acts? I reached blindly for Strong Fourth Son, felt him slide under my arm.


    The gifts, Eldest Daughter insisted, holding one out. We brought them to you, Grandmother. Let us feast, and celebrate.


    Grandmother’s assent was a warmth in the water, like an embrace. One by one, the sealed gifts were opened and shared among the serpentkin. Grandmother ate as well, a few bites to symbolize acceptance. But as the last of the food was distributed, she spoke again. I have never heard the voice that called over the water today. Where is this cantor?


    Strand looked toward me. I hesitated, then said, Grandmother. It was my landbrother.


    Loving Sibling. We are so glad you are present.


    Grandmother, I whispered. I am grateful to be here.


    This landbrother, Grandmother said. Where is he?


    Strand and I exchanged glances. I said, slowly, Up at the surface, with Delicate Littlest Sister. He cannot take the breath, Grandmother. He is not one of us.


    And yet he brought you home, I am told. And he sang the call. Grandmother eased herself out of her hollow. I would like to see him.


    Grandmother! Eldest Daughter said, alarmed. You should not bestir yourself—


    Eldest Daughter, Grandmother said, amusement frothing at the edges of her voice. I am old, and allowed my eccentricities… and it is my rite, not yours. Swiveling her head to face me, she continued. I have wished to go for weeks now. Each heartbeat I’ve waited has been a heartbeat longer than I wanted. If this stranger opened the rite, I wish to thank him.


    He would be honored, I said, wide-eyed.


    It would be good, also, to feel the sun one last time, Grandmother said. She sighed out… and began to issue from the crevice, like an eel. We followed—what else could we do? And I prayed as I did that Amet’s courage was sufficient to the task before him.


    Don’t worry. Grandmother’s eye turned toward me, merry, and her voice echoed only in my head. I am too old to take offense easily.


    I paused, then laughed. Just don’t try to frighten him! You are mighty, Grandmother, on a scale that the landfolk do not often witness.


    She laughed, a great open-mouthed bubbling chuff. Grasp my whisker, Loving Sibling. I have a final service to perform for this family, and I am looking forward to it.
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    AMET


     


    The surface of the ocean was disconcertingly lonely once Littlest Sister and I had been abandoned with the emptied rafts. She would not allow me to climb on them, saying they were only for food, and I was not food… but she curled her body under mine so I could sit on her back in the water, and together we floated amidst the remains to wait. She kept me distracted, which was good, because otherwise I would have clung to the memory of watching so many people appear to drown in front of me… including Always Falling, which had made my heart speed for terror.


    But there was something healing in the fourth’s words about the breath. I was glad I was not the only person who disliked the capital’s complacency at the receipt of what should have been regarded as a sacred gift for which some sacrifice was expected. Perhaps it was only barbarians who knew that you had to weep over the flesh of the beloved as you consumed it, because all power must be paid for. If so, I did not want to be civilized.


    Serpents, it turned out, loved music. I was singing Littlest Sister yet another highland song when the waters around us began to shiver.


    Oh! she exclaimed. Hooray! Grandmother is coming to see us!


    “I beg your pardon?” I said. “I thought she was too sick to surface?”


    She wants to meet you! Littlest Sister said, dismaying me. And here she comes! Hold on!


    I grabbed for her slender body just in time for the wave that swamped us as Grandmother’s head erupted from the ocean on the stalk of a neck that kept rising and rising, unbelievably tall. I had thought Eldest Daughter impressive… but Grandmother Serpent was as wide around as five serpents of Eldest Daughter’s size. I could barely fathom her immensity. Her pale yellow eyes were each the length of my body, and once she’d risen from the water she bent one of them on me, twisting her nose out of the way so she could consider me more closely. I stared back, petrified, and might never have broken from that frozen terror had Littlest Sister not piped, Grandmother! Look! Isn’t he interesting? And such a strange color!


    I couldn’t help it. I began laughing.


    Littlest Sister, came Always Falling’s voice. He is not a pet shark. The fourth appeared, pulling itself up by the length of hair curling from Grandmother’s muzzle. It grinned at me, rueful. She wanted to see you.


    I did, and here you are. The landbred cantor! This is your kin on land, Loving Sibling?


    That voice, I thought. So deep and pervasive it made my bones feel they were shivering in my flesh. Spirit in Heaven. If this was what dragons sounded like, what then must God’s voice be like? No wonder He spoke only in whispers.


    Yes, Grandmother, Always said. I have two landkin, this man, and a third who could not come.


    You sing well, Grandmother said to me. A pause, and she added, Do you also speak?


    I said, “Rarely, when I am overwhelmed. You are amazing, Grandmother. I have never seen your like in all my life.”


    I am rather handsome, I think.


    Grandmother! Always exclaimed.


    I laughed. “You are glorious. Handsome is not sufficient to convey your beauty.”


    The serpent thrummed in her throat, a sound so vast it broke fresh waves around her girth. I could tell somehow that she was laughing. Yes, I like this new cantor, Loving Sibling. You must bring him often, and your thirdkin too, after I have gone. Virile Brother?


    Here, Strand called, surfacing alongside Eldest Daughter.


    Virile Brother, make sure they come. Grandmother curled her lips back from her very large, very numerous teeth. Loving Sibling cannot make new children, but if it has kin who can, well. They belong to us, don’t they?


    Grandmother, Always said hurriedly. There might not be children, and if there were—


    “If there were,” I said, “and they wanted to join their serpentkin, I would be glad to see them among you.”


    Always Falling gasped in, staring at me.


    “I mean that,” I said, surprised to find it true… and not surprised at all. This world was alien to me and would always be, but I could see its allure. If Dancer and I did have children, why limit their choices to an existence in the capital when they might have the chance at this? True magic, paid for with a life. It seemed wholesome to me.


    Excellent! Grandmother Serpent said. And calmer, Excellent. Now, I think I shall rest. Let us go down, children. She turned her face just enough to brush the edge of her nose against my body, and even that gentle motion sent me drifting away until Littlest Sister could wrap me in her coils and stay me. As I righted myself in the water, I heard that enormous voice lap against my body, and knew somehow this utterance had been meant only for me. Thank you, Cantor, for bringing our Loving Sibling home.


    Again the wave as Grandmother Serpent fell back into the sea, and all the kin darted after her. I held tightly to Littlest Sister’s neck until the waters calmed and then smiled a little. “Well.”


    Such an honor! Littlest Sister exclaimed.


    “Yes,” I said. In more ways than one. “Yes.”
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    ALWAYS FALLING


     


    I didn’t think I could go down again after that, with my chest so tight the air seemed trapped in it, too large to squeeze down into my body. Amet... Amet had offered children of his body to my family, whom I had never hoped to enrich in any way. Despite his finding the ocean unsettling and our lives foreign, he was willing to give them the choice. Dancer I knew would have made the gift in a heartbeat, for ens nature was giving and en loved me. But Amet had barely known me, and yet...!


    It was Strand who gently pried my hands from my face. Meeting my eyes just beneath the surface, he murmured, Breathe.


    I can’t, I said, barely. They intervened for me. And Amet...


    They’ll speak of this rite for generations to come, Strand agreed, solemn. But for that story to have its right ending, Always, we need to go down and finish it. Properly, with the marking. Come with me now. We’re needed.


    Strand, I said, and the water freed the words in a way air would never have. I didn’t mean to leave you the way I did.


    I know you didn’t. He smiled a little. I know it now, and better now than not in our lifetimes. There hasn’t been a Second Lead in generations, and I know you can’t stay here. But if you had been able to, I would have asked.


    My heart would crumble. Maybe he saw it, because he said, Later for all of this. We have time now.


    Yes, I managed, and let him pull me down.


    We followed Grandmother into the crevice again, where the serpents dragged their treasures out for us: heaps of pearls and mounds of coral and shards of nacre. This was the one time they collected such things without our company, for they cared little for things. For centuries we had swum with serpents to find the valuable and beautiful and bring it to the surface, and this was purportedly what we gained from our relationship with the serpents, just as what they gained was protection from the plague. Neither of us cared for these trappings anymore. The relationships had become the treasure and everything else a symbol.


    But the symbols were important, so we accepted the gifts from the serpents as they dove and brought them forth. Even Amet was remembered, for Strong Fourth Son showed me a clamshell of pearls and said, For the cantor, who sang so well.


    I’ll make sure it reaches him, I promised.


    The gifts went into the urns, and we converged on Grandmother, who had put her head down on her coils and closed her lambent eyes. I hovered near her face with Strand, and we petted her cheek, the streams of hair that flowed from her brow bones, the line of her nose. We floated in the ambient warmth of her affection and her gratitude to be slipping her skin at last, and the magic in her glowed brighter as her skin thinned until finally, with no warning, her inner light was extinguished.


    The living serpents drifted to the corpse and opened it, and shared the bounty. The family ate as one, the humans using the serpent’s breath, swallowing sea and meat and blood. I received my portion with humility, and as I ate I remembered Grandmother’s voice, for while she’d already been too large to approach land when I’d been young, she’d been a constant presence when we’d swum deeper. I thought of her sacrifice at the end of her life to ensure the rapprochement Strand and I had forged would last. I wished her to the gates of Heaven, to dive forever with the kin who had preceded her to their reward.


    I ate and rejoiced and wept, and the sea drank my tears.


    When it was done, those of us who wished to reciprocate swam apart from the rest of our kin, and we were few: myself, Strand, two other of my cousins. We were approached by four serpents, the four eldest: two female, two male.


    You are certain? Agile First Son asked me. You know this is not without cost.


    I know, I said. I glanced at Strand, who smiled back at me. I am ready.


    The serpent did not give me time to fear. Blades sharper than glass dug into my torso on either side of my waist. He pulled back, shaking his head gently so the scars would form a pattern like waves. With a burst of blood, the teeth came free, bringing furrows of my flesh with them, and the serpents drank from the dark cloud that bloomed around my side.


    The salt in the wounds was nearly unbearable, but there was no screaming around the serpent-breath. As more of our serpentkin drew close, I shuddered and drifted, watching them inhale the scent... mine, and Strand’s, and our cousins’.


    In the end, Strand managed to me weakly, we came together in the most incontrovertible way.


    And we will stay together while we suffer our convalescence, I answered, and accepted Strong Fourth Son’s head under my arm.


    We drink! he said, exultant. We know you now, Loving Sibling. We will never be parted. But now you must go up.


    Yes, Eldest Daughter said. You have done well. Tomorrow we will bring the pieces of Grandmother that are your due.


    She rejoices now, Agile First Son agreed. She is free.


    Kindred, Strand said, We are grateful, and blessed. Take us up, please.


    We were aided to the surface by the serpents, but once we arrived it was our human kin who pulled us onto the rafts. I opened my eyes long enough to see Amet’s worried face and smiled for him. It’ll pass, I murmured. The sun baked my weeping skin. I closed my eyes again, and slept.
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    AMET


     


    I lunged for Always Falling, or tried, accomplishing instead a great deal of thrashing. The sky, the sea, the water full of people and serpents, all of that was peripheral and insignificant compared to the sight of blood running down golden skin. What would Dancer do if Always Falling died here? What would we all do? The wounds… I had never seen so many in a row. Most animal bites created a pattern: four teeth, maybe, or six. Not thirty. Had the serpent bit the fourth with the side of its maw to create so many gouges?


    Cantor! Delicate Littlest Sister was squealing. Cantor, wait! But I didn’t, not until I reached the raft where they had laid Always Falling and had tried to pull myself alongside and almost capsized it. Then something seized me by the hair and yanked me back.


    Don’t, Strong Fourth Son said. Loving Sibling is fine, Cantor. More harm will come to it if you dump it from its resting place.


    “What did you do?” I exclaimed.


    I did nothing. Agile First Son claimed the honor. He knew what he was doing.


    “It doesn’t look it!”


    Delicate Little Sister wrapped her body around my waist. It will be all right! she cried. Look, look, our kin are already tending to them.


    I stopped struggling only because Strong Fourth Son also put a hand on my shoulder. And yes, there were people tending the wounded now, salving the gouges and applying dressings. I wanted to ask if it had been necessary to bite so hard, or so much… but I knew better. One suffered in ritual. Always Falling had chosen this course.


    “Do they die, sometimes?” I asked instead.


    “They do,” came a reply from near me. Streaks had surfaced, the pied hair now falling like ens namesake, white and black and white and black over ens face. “But not this time.” At my inquiring glance, en grinned a ferocious grin, more like a serpent than a person. “Not after a ritual like this. They will speak of Grandmother’s funeral forever as a triumph.”


    “Will they,” I murmured.


    Grandmother passed judgment, Strong Fourth Son agreed, voice softer in my head. And found it good that Virile Brother and Loving Sibling have let their quarrel rest. Anyone who stands between them and the serpents now will find no favor in the family.


    I glanced up at him. There was water dripping from his chin and down the long whiskers; he wasn’t looking at me, but off at an angle, toward, inevitably, Always Falling’s mother. She was ignoring everyone studiously, saving what face remained to her. I could only imagine the humiliation she’d been dealt. Would she prefer revenge to the power she had remaining? Why did these patterns repeat in my life? Or was it useless to ask? We were human, and we made the same mistakes, over and over. “And now we go home?”


    “Now we go home,” Streaks said. “And in a day, the serpents will bring their gifts to us.”


    I glanced at en. “I thought the flesh was the gift?”


    “The flesh is a symbol that we are one,” Streaks said, and now ens eyes were on Strand. “The rest of it is a lagniappe.” A sudden grin. “But the lagniappes buy us food and clothes and pretty houses, so we don’t say no.”


    I chuckled. “Expediency.”


    “The world must turn, and people must live on it,” Streaks said, hand on the raft. Pushing, en said, “We go, Cantor.”


    “Is that my name now forever?” I asked, amused.


    It is, Strong Fourth Son said. Few can be cantors, and all are remembered.


    Sailing past, Eldest Daughter said, You will never be forgotten now. Cantor for Pearls.


    I was not to understand this sobriquet until much later, after we had reached the house and the wounded had been sent to their rooms to rest. One of the family I had not put a name to came to me with a clamshell full of pearls and gave it over to my hand. “From the serpents,” she said. “For your song.”


    “But this is too rich for me!” I said, stunned at their size, their nacreous perfection, their number.


    “It is the least of the treasures we bring forth from the sea,” she said, folding my fingers over the shell’s crusted surface. “Take them, and know you are always welcome here.”
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    AMET


     


    Four were marked and four returned from the sea. Two I did not know, and their wounds, while many, were not deep or grave. Only Strand and Always Falling had been bitten by elder serpents, with their larger teeth and stronger jaws. I waited for them to grow fevered but neither one of them sickened: the saltwater? The salve? Some magic derived from serpent-breath and serpent-love? I didn’t know. What I did know is that we had spent too long parted from Dancer and the funerary rites of the Divine’s consort, and that now that Grandmother Serpent had died I was restless. We were both needed at the capital and yet we could not yet leave. So I washed and ate and walked the shoreline, and played at the bedsides of the wounded. I packed so that we could leave when Always Falling was ready, knowing it would be days before the fourth was able to move. And I waited, trying not to anticipate catastrophe. Wound fever did not always erupt immediately. Sometimes people seemed to convalesce until abruptly they fell virulently ill and died. I had seen it happen.


    Did that happen here, in the lowlands? Or did magic prevent every senseless cruelty Nature could inflict?


    I was playing at Strand’s bedside when Streaks peeked in the room. “Cantor! You are free? There is something you should see.”


    I let the bow slide down, tilted my head. “Urgently?”


    Streaks looked up at the ceiling, grinned. “Come.”


    So I set the violin down and followed, all the way to the front room. A table had been set out and on it....


    “What is it?” I asked, stunned.


    “That is Grandmother’s skin,” Streaks said. “And her horns, her fans, her hair. Her teeth and claws as well.”


    I started to move closer, stopped and looked over my shoulder for permission.


    “Go ahead.” Streaks smiled. “This is the property of the family now. It’s all sacred, but it’s sacred in a daily way. Does that make sense? It’s no use having something blessed if you never use it.”


    I thought of music and said, “I understand.” I touched, carefully, a claw the length of my forearm, dense ivory with striations so deep I could fit a fingertip into. The teeth were as long as my hand and sharp enough that I knew better than to test them. The skin... what to say of the skin? It had to be magic, for it was thin as silk... but when I lifted the corner, it had a weight to it. I could see through it as well, a translucence that iridesced in blue and green and here and there a shocking salmon pink. “This is fit only for royalty.”


    “And it is used only by royalty,” Streaks agreed. “The royalty of the ocean. The skins don’t leave the family, not for any price.”


    The fans that had framed Grandmother Serpent’s head had become the opposite of her skin: they had stiffened as if lacquered. Someone must have carefully shaped them as they’d dried, for they were beautiful, extravagant arabesques that looked almost like they were floating in the air.


    “We will make several crowns of those,” Streaks said.


    I tilted one of the fans carefully, watching the light glimmer on its surface. It was transparent at the base, the color growing denser toward the ends until it seemed to bead there, brilliant hues that glided up and down the edges like liquid. “For Strand?” I guessed.


    “It’s usually the matriarch, the lead diver, and the lead’s family,” Streaks said. “So yes. For Strand.”


    “The matriarch being Always Falling’s mother.”


    “Formerly.” Streaks’s mouth pressed into a thin line. “She’s leaving. We had a talk with her and we’ve all decided that’s for the best.”


    I glanced at him, for I didn’t think Strand had woken. “’We’?”


    “The rest of the family,” Streaks said. “We had a meeting in the kitchen about her, about how she always set her wishes above the good of the entire family. So this was for us to do, not Strand. And now was the time, after Grandmother made her wishes known.” En folded ens arms. “It’s why we wanted Strand from the beginning. Because he’s always put the family above himself. Except in one thing.”


    “And that thing has been fixed,” I said.


    En nodded. “Yes.” The third hesitated. “Not to say that won’t take time, too, but... even those of us who were glad to see Always Falling gone didn’t like the way it broke the family apart. And all of us knew the serpents were unhappy. They asked for us to bring it home more than once.”


    “They did,” I said.


    Streaks’s smile was wry. “They took it into their own hands when we refused. That shame will be with us forever. But we can learn from it, and do better in the future.”


    Satisfied, I set the fan down and looked at the other remains. The hair I at least knew could be turned into acupuncture needles, though there was enough of it to outfit a hundred acupuncturists at least. The last items of note were her horns... and unlike Delicate Little Sister’s, I could fit an arm into the hollow cores of Grandmother Serpent’s with room to spare. They were so long that each had been cut into eight pieces; I didn’t dare lift one of them, since they were two-thirds the length of my body and I feared to break one.


    “So much,” I murmured.


    “And yet so little,” Streaks said. “To be left of her. She will be missed.” En rested a hand on my shoulder. “And now you have looked, which means when one of the two asks you can tell them you saw with your own eyes that everything is as it should be.”


    I laughed. “Ah, so is that what this is?”


    Streaks snorted. “Of course. You’re sitting by their sides more often than anyone but those changing their bandages. Chances are good you’re the one who’ll be plied with questions when they rise from slumber cranky and thirsty.”


    “Wonderful,” I said.
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    ALWAYS FALLING


     


    I woke, and waking hurt, and this was a blessing, a very particular coldblood blessing. Despite the fire lacing my ribs I stretched an arm up behind my head, forcing the frayed skin to reassure me that it had truly happened: I had earned my scars and they were being treated so that I would keep them forever. Elated, I opened my eyes… and there I found Amet, who had been about to sit with violin in hand. My motion had arrested his, and our eyes met.


    Then he set the violin aside hastily and pressed the bandage over my side. “You shouldn’t be stretching the wound, you’ve made yourself bleed again.”


    “That’s fine,” I said. “There should be a pot by the bed. Is there?”


    “Yes. The noxious stuff they’ve been rubbing into your side every few hours.”


    “Good. Spread that on, please.” I paused, realizing what I was asking. “Or you can ask for someone to come—”


    “It’s fine.” He sounded distracted, unscrewing the jar one-handed while applying pressure to the dressing with the other. “I’ve done similar at home, before I came east. It surprises me that you even make unguents given the ubiquity of magic in the lowlands. I would have thought you used magic to heal all your ailments.”


    “It’s not a healing salve,” I said. “It burns the wounds to force them to scar.”


    His fingers stopped moving. He looked slowly down at me.


    “Otherwise,” I said, “the toothmarks would be gone by now. Are you surprised? Open the jar, please, Amet. I didn’t let Agile First Son carve furrows out of my flesh just so they could vanish overnight.”


    He resumed, though with less alacrity. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that this too is backwards from everything I know. We are desperate to be whole. You work to be undone.”


    I set a hand on his wrist, disliking the watery weakness of my limbs but appreciating what it implied. “You could look at us with pity, because we have to work so hard to find situations where we are truly tested. Where we are marked. Where we can become stronger, because we have met a challenge beyond our powers.”


    That hesitation I liked better, and the consideration in his eyes. He finished opening the jar and set it on the bed in front of me, then peeled back the bandage. I held myself still and it was too easy to hold myself still. The wounds had to hurt more or the scars wouldn’t take. “Don’t skimp on the paste.”


    He was studying the patterns. “I take it that it should contact every place you are abraded?”


    “It should, yes.”


    He dug his fingers into the jar. “Then it has not been done properly.” And then he spread my skin between thumb and forefinger and began applying the salve—no, not applying. Working it into every crevice with the meticulousness of Dancer finishing the composition of a particularly complex piece of music. I set my shoulders against the pain and rejoiced, doubting that anyone else would have been as meticulous. But Amet… knowing I wanted scars, Amet would be sure I carried them away. His ministrations hurt like the worst burn I could remember. Worse. That was probably why I didn’t hear his voice the first time. “Some would find it callous of you to suggest that we are well-served by our injuries, our pain, our early deaths.”


    Eyes watering, I said in a rasp, “But not you. Because you understand, don’t you?”


    Silence, then, as he worked the paste pitilessly into Agile First Son’s marks. Then: “Yes. To never strive… to never fail, even. You never become a man.” Pause. “An adult.”


    “I understood what you meant.” I fisted my hand in the blankets near the pillow. “And I agree. Not everyone feels thus.”


    “But the serpentkin do,” Amet said. “Perhaps that’s why it didn’t trouble me to think of a child of mine choosing to come here.”


    Which reminded me of his incredible offer, and that I didn’t know what to say in response to it. Only that I had to say something. At last, what came out was, “Thank you for that.”


    He snorted softly, working his way over my ribcage toward my spine. “I should be the one thanking you. I lived well, Always Falling, because I was born a western lord in the high mountains. But now I am a composer without a court in the capital of the Twin Kingdoms. What rank do I have now as Dancer’s lover? What hope then for my children, if I have them? What status could they possibly have?” He glanced at me. “Tell me I’m wrong about their futures.”


    I didn’t hesitate because he deserved the blunt truth. “You’re not.”


    Amet nodded. “This life might not be for me. But if I do have children and they find they love it, they could be royalty here. That is more than I could guarantee before. Do you find that callous?”


    I managed a crooked smile. “They call us coldblood, Amet. Do you think it’s because the serpents are kin to lizards? They’re not.”


    “Lean a little forward, if you can.”


    I obliged, gritting my teeth. Then, raspy, “I also know it was not all cold calculation that led you to make that offer.” When he paused, I finished, “Ametziyi. You made it for me.”


    His fingers paused. He stretched the skin near my spine and worked the salve in. “Yes. Because something of you should come back to your family, and Dancer wouldn’t hesitate.”


    “You are not Dancer, to make Dancer’s choices.”


    A smile in his voice, though he sounded tired. “No. I make my own. If you seek to drag a confession from me, kusa—”


    “I’ll need to try harder?”


    “You need not try at all. I love you. Because of what we are… which is very little like Dancer. I love you as the man who will make you weep for pain because we are going to do this routine again… you are already soaking up the paste. Is there nothing stronger?”


    My eyes were leaking, and I could pretend it was all physical discomfort and not that my heart had been pierced by the thought that it mattered to me, that Amet might love me as I should be loved. How strange it was that it meant more to me because he did not know fourths, had never met one before coming to Where Magic Lives. That he might understand so well with so little context to begin from… that made his declaration more momentous somehow. “I’m afraid not.”


    “Would that you could borrow my tangled up magical veins and clot yourself before your body could use it to heal you,” he said. “Is that possible?”


    I chuckled a little. “Alas, no. Fourths can’t keep magic. It passes through us. It is passing through me now, and taking the evidence of physical insult with it.”


    “Then we’ll have to apply this more often,” Amet said, suiting acts to words. “How long do the scars take to set?”


    “The stories say we should be done in a few days,” I said. “Supposedly two or three is normal.”


    “A long two or three days,” he murmured. “And Dancer alone.”


    I winced. “I know. But there is nothing for it.”


    “No,” he agreed. “This was necessary and important. As much as it galls me to be away from our third right now… you needed to be here.” He scraped the salve up, worked it into the frayed skin over my side. “You needed this healing, and this injuring.”


    “Yes,” I said, satisfied. When my tone intrigued him, I said, “You understand. You understand so much.”


    He chuckled. “Well, Falya. We are what we are, yes? We should be the best thing we are that we can be.”


    I put my head back on my arm with a hidden smile, even while my eyes watered. “First the headache cure. Now this. Your love is ruthless, Ametzi.”


    “Nothing less would draw you from your shell,” he said. “When one strives to attract a fourth who swims with monsters, one must dare much and flinch never. Yes?”


    “Monsters,” I murmured.


    His smile was in his voice when he answered, “Take no offense. It was a compliment.”


    Satisfied, I replied, “I know.”
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    AMET


     


    The fourth slept after that second application of the salve, and I watched the wounds for quite some time before I pressed a fresh bandage back over them. The situation puzzled me, and I went in search of more information by checking on Strand... who was awake and sitting up, having soup. Surprised, I said, “You don’t look to be in pain.”


    “Only a little discomfort.” He canted his head at the stool by the bed. “Stars on Water was just in to see the marks. I’m nearly done, she thinks.”


    “How then is Always Falling still in bed?”


    Strand grimaced. “Always is a fourth, Amet. They’re made to channel magic.” He lifted his bowl. “This is the cup in me that can heal my flesh. Once it’s poured out, it must refill again. And the spout is only so large. Imagine instead... a river, with neither beginning nor end, and we are not long off of Poursday.”


    “A river,” I repeated.


    “A river,” Strand repeated. “Compared to a stew bowl’s poured trickle.”


    Startled, I said, “So much difference?”


    He smiled. “They are fourths. It’s what they were made for. And Always Falling, more than most.”


    “Because,” I said, thinking of Beautiful’s oblique comments, “it is particularly puissant.”


    “It was another reason for my envy.” Strand set his bowl of soup on the table beside his bunk. “Because it was not only better at taking the breath and being kin to the serpents, but it was also a magical prodigy.” He shook his head. “We lost treasure when we let Always leave.”


    It made me feel better, knowing that even a normal man might be so much less than Always Falling in the ways of magic. My bound-up body with its blocked channels no longer seemed so shameful. “And now you need worry no longer.”


    “No,” Strand said. “That treasure has come home to the serpents, as it should.” He smiled. “Go see to your fourth’s wounds, Amet. I’m fine. It will be too, in a few days.”


    I bowed and returned to my fourth’s bed. While it slept, I reapplied the salve, changed the bandage, and then resumed making notes in my folio. So much to tell my lover when we returned, if en could bear to hear of something not related to the consort’s death… so much music I’d derived from the sea’s symphony of sounds. I flipped backward, added a note that we should sit the strings divisi, and then jotted down the melodies and snatches of composition I’d developed. I also put down in its entirety the song that summoned serpents. Did that constitute a betrayal? I looked over the folio’s edge at Always Falling’s sleeping face. Did I have to ask? I knew better. This was a family secret. But Dancer and I were now kin to a coldblood. We could keep it amongst ourselves.


    I set aside the folio and slid into bed behind the fourth, to drowse and wake every few hours and see to its fevers and its scarring flesh. I never sensed, holding the fourth, that it was in any mortal danger… just pain. That, I could sympathize with.


    It was perhaps the loneliness of that vigil that prompted me to wake in the quiet hour following midnight with an urgency of desire that clouded my eyes and irritated my skin so that any touch felt inflammatory. The evidence of that need was pressed against Always Falling’s blameless back, and I rolled away, only to feel a hand light on my side.


    “Stay,” it murmured.


    The fourth had made that offer before and I had found it… uncomfortable. I had brought my own climax to delight a lover, but it had been a form of foreplay, or a continuation of a sexual interaction that had been based in reciprocity. To find that pleasure alone in the company of someone incapable of sharing it put too much of the burden of exposure on me, and gave me none of the security of an equally exposed partner. Always Falling wasn’t capable of enjoying my release sexually, and that had felt like imbalance to me.


    But now I hesitated. Because I had spent three days in the fourth’s company, suffering intimacies as strong as any mutual orgasm. To witness Always Falling weeping in the shadow of a serpent’s cheek—to twitch beneath the crawl of magic, thick between us—to watch the fourth drown and then to hear its voice inside my skull, where only my thoughts had lived before…


    I did not think of sex lightly. The congress between man and woman—and man and third, now that I’d come east—had always felt sacred to me. But comparing it with what we’d been through, it felt less important.


    In this relationship, we spoke a different language to say ‘I love you.’


    Always Falling gently tugged me into the hollow I’d made against its back, pulling my arm close over the wounded side. That warm breath over my knuckles… that was the very lightest of kisses, and through it I felt the shimmer of magic passing, setting all my senses alight. Its mouth stayed against my skin so that I could feel its lips moving as it whispered, “Stay, please.”


    I rested my nose against the back of its neck. It would be so easy… a few twitches of my hips against its back and I would be done. All I had to do was cease to be concerned that it might be holding itself aloof from my vulnerability. And yet, was not its request an exposure of its own? That mouth resting against my knuckles... the fourth’s lips were parted. It could have pushed the magic into me, overwhelmed me, but it wasn’t. It was waiting to be accepted, or rejected, and in that tension I felt the reciprocation I had been waiting for. I kissed it gently on the nape of the neck, keeping the brush of my lips as chaste as I knew how. “The magic feels good to me.”


    “Me too.”


    “A little more?” I asked.


    The heat feathered into my hand, as if the fourth was blowing the magic of the world over the top of my skin. I shuddered and pressed my head against its back. My arm brushed the dressing over its side, felt the stickiness under it. We were due for a change of linens. I hesitated.


    “The scars can wait for the salve,” it said, husky.


    “Or I can lean into them to keep them from closing,” I answered, and when it shivered, I said, “Yes?”


    “You are... very considerate,” it said, and was that... a laugh? I smiled against its neck and pushed up against the bandage until I felt the wounds resisting the pressure. The fourth’s skin stippled and it hissed against the pillow.


    I hesitated. “All right?”


    “Ametziyi,” it growled, its entire back stiff. I had not yet heard that quality in its voice, fierce, pushed toward a limit it wanted. “Very, very considerate...”


    “Linkasha,” I answered, torn between laughing and groaning. Who swims with monsters... “Ah, Linkasha.” One thrust, my hand tight around myself to keep from any unwanted pressure against its back. Another. On the fifth, I gritted my teeth and shuddered, and lifted my arm from the fourth’s side. Its ragged gasp was all I could have hoped for… the triumph in it, and the pleasure.


    For several moments we breathed hard, our hearts slowing. Then I reached past the fourth’s shoulder for the salve and sat up to see what damage I’d done. The wounds, when I exposed them, were beginning to darken and pebble at their edges. “Ah,” I said softly. “Your scars are coming in.”


    The fourth craned its head to look toward its side. “I can’t see.…”


    I smiled. “They’ll be brown. Very striking. When I accrue them, mine are an unappealing watery pink. Perhaps Delicate Littlest Sister is right about my skin color.”


    Always Falling managed a calmer laugh and rested its head back on the pillow. Meeting my eyes, it asked, “So good. If it was good by you. Was it?”


    “You easterners,” I said, stretching the marks to check them. “Do you all communicate about relationships so much?”


    A definite smirk then, flavoring its voice. “We have four-way marriages. What do you think?”


    “I shudder to think of the time wasted in endless negotiation.” I dabbed a few oozing edges, ignoring the flinches, and began the application anew. “It was good, Linkasha. And we are good. We will be, won’t we? A fourth needs someone to fill. And I have an empty cup that loves your touch.”


    It rested its hand on my wrist. “You’re more than an empty cup, Amet.”


    That deserved gallantry because it was truth so nobly offered. I put the pot down and turned its hand palm-up so I could kiss it, gently. As I did, the fingertips brushed against my cheekbones. Resuming my labors, I said, “I know. You have shown me.”


    “Then,” it murmured. “I am content.” And sighed. “Or will be, once we’ve put this interminable convalescence behind me. I hate being bedbound.”
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    ALWAYS FALLING


     


     


    He chuckled. “Really, we are too much alike. But you must suffer for these scars, kusa, or how else will you win the worship of all your admirers?”


    “Now you sound too much like Dancer. I have no admirers, western man.”


    “Not many, no,” he said. “But you could, if you were to let yourself be seen a little more.”


    I thought of Fairy Blossoms, dead with almost no one to mourn the person inside the shell of the queen. Shivering, I said nothing, and Amet didn’t press. Instead he finished with the pot and then rose. “I will clean off, and bring a cloth to wipe you down. And then…”


    “More rest,” I said, disgusted.


    “I was about to say ‘more waking up every few hours to coat your side in this noxious paste,” Amet replied. “But I have learned you have strange notions of rest. I blame your kinfolk.”


    I threatened him with a pillow—weakly—and he laughed and let himself out.


    Alone I lingered in the discomfort of my own skin: the tight, fevery feel of it, the dull ache along my side that became sheets of lightning when I shifted too much in any direction. The weakness, particularly, as the salve leached at my strength, trying to depress the magical healing. I wasn’t well enough to be restless, but I knew it wouldn’t be long. And then we would go home—by ship, probably, for Strand would insist on it. Where we would be this new thing to one another. Fourth and magic-holder. Warrior and coldblood hunter. More than siblings, one step sideways from lovers. The epitome of a neuter’s relationship with one of the sexed: love with passion, but without the sexual drive. And perhaps I could help in other ways. Amet’s ambivalence about the east and the politics and natural laws that created our ascendance… those were cruelties I was better able to address than Dancer, because en would be hurt by ens lover’s pain too much. We could be a true triad, as was too sadly rare, even in the capital where so many thirds and fourths clustered. And perhaps one day, a stable four-way marriage? With children? Children who might return here, to become kin to Delicate Little Sister…!


    I found my eyes seeping, and not from discomfort. How Beautiful would smile to see this blossom flowering! And tease, just a little. But it would have earned every word, because the Phoenix Sage had been right. I had had needs, long suppressed.


    “Such a grave face,” Amet observed from the door.


    I smiled at him. “Grave but not unhappy.”


    “I understand,” he said.


    “I know. It’s why I love you.”


    He rested a hand on my shoulder. “Linkasha. As I do you.” A smile. “Now, roll forward so I can clean you off, ah?”


    “Bodies are messy,” I murmured.


    “Says the fourth who has blood trickling down its ribcage. You had to go and offer yourself up to be bitten by a sea serpent.”


    “At least you had some pleasure of your mess!”


    Amet snorted. “You aren’t fooling me, Falrik. You enjoyed every moment of your encounter with Agile First Son.”


    I smiled against my folded arm. Oh yes. How well he understood. And I did love him for it. I truly did.
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    ALWAYS FALLING


     


    Amet was not in my bed when my mother arrived the following morning, and I couldn’t decide whether that disappointed or relieved me. I had made my choices and felt no shame at them, and some small, angry part of me wanted to force her to confront them. But if he was not lying behind me with an arm over my chest, he was at least in the room, folding our clothes in preparation for our departure, and that was enough to earn her revulsion. He ignored it, having better manners, and asked me a question with a glance and raised brow.


    “It’s all right,” I said. “You can leave me with her.”


    He nodded and departed without addressing her, which suited them both. In the resulting silence, I waited.


    “Let me see them,” my mother said.


    I asked, arch, “You think you deserve to, when you did all in your power to prevent me from having them?”


    “But you do have them, and they matter.”


    “I’m shocked you think so.”


    She sighed and brought a stool over to my bedside. I didn’t want her to stay long enough to make a stool necessary, but the lines in her face were sagging in a way that disarmed me. My mother had never been soft. Not with me, or my sister, or either of her spouses. And this expression was not soft, precisely. Just… less obdurate. Tired, I thought. Because of that, I didn’t object to her tarrying, and watched as she crossed her leg, ankle on knee, and smoothed her short robe over the pant leg.


    Folding her hands in her lap, she said, “What is the first duty of a serpent family?”


    The rote question prompted a rote answer, as reflexive as a cough. “Fertility.”


    She nodded. “Now. Undo the riddle.”


    “What riddle?” I was trapped on my side, achy and irritable and unable to escape this interview, and I didn’t want to think about why my mother had been cruel to any of us, why she’d almost sabotaged Grandmother’s funeral.


    “You’re not stupid, Always Falling,” she snapped. “You’re smarter than anyone here. Figure it out.”


    “There is no figuring it out,” I said. “There’s no possible excuse for your behavior. You have been poisoning everyone with your bitterness since I was born and you haven’t stopped. You…” I inhaled, trying not to bare my teeth. “You refused to sing. You would have failed to honor Grandmother Serpent at her death. And she punished you, as you deserved.”


    My mother was silent, studying me with those dark eyes I found so inscrutable. Why were hers walls when Amet’s, the same color, were so permeable? “Whose child is Strand?”


    “My uncle’s,” I said.


    “Your uncle… on whose side?”


    I paused, frowned. “My sire’s.”


    “Yes,” she said, hands still folded in her lap, loosely, as if she’d ceased to care. As if she’d nursed and polished this anger so long it no longer had the power to abrade her demeanor. “Have you worked it out yet?”


    “No!”


    “Your sire,” she said. “A good family. Serpentkin, though later come. We were the first, Always Falling. You know that, don’t you? When the serpentkin settled Trove, it was our blood that did it. We accepted new people into the family because that’s what you do when you need fresh blood. But we were the first. And I… I was the latest of that line when I married your sire and begot you. And you could not continue our work.”


    The sick feeling under my breast was not horror. It was not understanding. “So you set en aside and chose another husband and begot—”


    “High Clear, who also does not want to continue the work,” she finished. “And if she does not marry and bring back her kin to swim in the waters, then the blood of the divers who first welcomed serpents to Trove will leave this world, and it will be my fault.”


    “That’s—” I wanted to say ‘ridiculous’ but couldn’t. Not so soon after talking with Amet about the fate of his children.


    “Try to imagine what it was like,” my mother said. “To have the responsibility for that legacy, one your own parents set on your shoulders, told you to guard and grow. Try to imagine what it was like to know that the duty of the serpentkin is fertility, and yet to have your own body fail in that duty. Then imagine what it was like to look at the burgeoning family of your in-laws, who have no trouble breeding enough people to fill the waters. Imagine cursing your own womb for its barren field, and envying those new mothers their many babies.”


    I met her eyes.


    “I was cold to you and your sister,” she said. “I know it. I can acknowledge that cruelty while being incapable of keeping myself from lashing out at you; I can even despise my need to blame you both for not being what I needed. It is a terrible thing to hate your own family, Always Falling.”


    I said, low, “It is a terrible thing to be hated by your mother.”


    “Yes.” She smiled crookedly. “Mine died telling me how much I disappointed her. It was important enough for her to spend her deathbed speech on it… was, in fact, the last thing she said.” She rose. “I am leaving. The family has no interests in the north. I’ll investigate the markets there, see who might buy pearls. I probably won’t come home again. Maybe then High Clear will feel she can return and give our family the children it needs.”


    “Family is not all blood,” I said. “Family is also choice.”


    “The luxury of that view is available to you because you are incapable of breeding. And maybe blood doesn’t matter to some people. But to others, it’s everything.” She eyed me. “If you take anything away from this conversation, let it be this: just because something doesn’t matter to you, doesn’t mean it isn’t the world to someone else.”


    When she reached the door, I said, “Was it more important to you than the love of the children you did have?”


    Stopping there with her hand on the wooden edge of the panel, my mother said, “When something isn’t enough, Always Falling… it’s not enough.”


    The feeling that had begun building under my chest did not pass through me, the way magic did, the way I thought life and passion should. It clung, the way I could finally admit that I sometimes allowed things to cling to me... the way I had allowed my resentment and hurt at my exile to cling to me and taint everything else that used me as a vessel. I was all too eager to blame my mother for sins I was guilty of myself. If my particular expression of it seemed less brutal, I would think so, wouldn’t I? It had been cruel enough to the serpents, who’d felt the division in the family deeply enough.


    My unhappiness was still lodged in my breast when Amet returned with a tray of clear soup and rice balls. The sight of my expression stopped him at the door, and I couldn’t even be glad that he knew me well enough to perceive my emotional state despite the smoothness of my face.


    “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked, turning from me and setting the tray on the table.


    I watched him move the jar and folded linen dressings to make space for it. Such a domestic task, and so unnecessary. He was doing it to give me what privacy his turned back could afford. Because of what we were—and because I now knew how those feelings could fester, even in me, if I buried them—I didn’t immediately protest that there was nothing to say. He would know by that how much I suffered, but I didn’t fear his knowing. It was strange to feel comfortable being undone in someone’s presence. I thought it felt good, but it was hard to tell.


    “There are…” I fought for words. “There are toxins in the sea. Things secreted by urchins or deepwater fishes, things that coat teeth sometimes, or are embedded in flesh if you are unwise enough to eat it. And if you do, those substances poison not only you, but your offspring as well. The serpents have always steered us away from those creatures with warnings. Not to ingest what will unmake us throughout generations.”


    He sat beside me, not on the stool, but on the bunk, and regarded me with grave eyes. I could read these eyes, though. I saw in them the patience of a musician who knows the silences between notes give shape to a composition, knew he was waiting to see what the shape of this one would be.


    “Strand’s side of the family has many children,” I said. I started counting in my head, lost track. “At least two dozen. And my mother’s side… it’s just us. High Clear. And me. And we were an old family. The first in Trove.”


    He rested a hand on my side, below the scarring wounds. A very deliberate gesture, that, and his eyes followed the track of his fingers as they came to rest on the blanket over my skin. “There was no justice in how she treated you.”


    But I heard the unfinished sentence. “And yet?”


    “And yet,” he said. “I think I too would be greatly aggrieved without some sense of continuity.”


    “Family is choice,” I said to him, because I needed to advance this argument to someone willing to discuss it, who also… perhaps… felt the same needs.


    “Family is choice,” he agreed. “In part. I chose Dancer, Falya. I chose you. But the choosing isn’t enough, for me, if there is not a melding.” He smiled a little. “One does not achieve the melding without looking outside the family, and thus the choice. But… I can see where her sickness began.”


    “And yours is an old family,” I murmured.


    His sigh could have come from my own list of them. Rue, and fondness, and a little fatigue. Closing his hand over my hipbone in a friendly clasp, the sort he might have used to shake my shoulder, Amet said, “Falya, I am not your mother.”


    “And you will not hate me for not being what you need?”


    Startled, he said, “Spirit of Heaven, Linkasha. You are exactly what I need. From you! This poison your mother has eaten—from her mother, presumably—you need not eat it as well. Dancer wants children and so do I, and my aunt tells me such things are easily arranged in the lowlands if not the way I expect them. And we’re young yet. Stop worrying.”


    “All right,” I said, because he would not have lied to me about it. And because it was important, “I don’t worry.”


    “You worry all the time,” he said, lifting the dressing to check it. “You just call it planning.”


    I snorted, relented as he reached for the jar. “Perhaps a little, then.”


    “All the time,” Amet said. “And we love you for it, because your worry is an expression of your devotion to those you care about. You will understand, then, the tray I have brought, and honor it by eating so that we can leave sooner rather than later. Dancer needs us.”


    “Yes,” I said, and accepted the napkin he handed me.


    “And Always,” he said, quieter, meeting my eyes. “I know that this has put a fear in you that blithely spoken words will not relieve. You believe this poison has been passed to you… perhaps it has. Its dissipation will take time. But it will dissipate, because I am not your mother, nor will I make her choices. And Dancer, for all ens passions, will not either. You will see. We’ll prove it with the passing days, and slowly it will become less important until it finally fades.”


    “Like your grief over the magic,” I murmured.


    “Less like it,” Amet said, “I hope. Because the magic will always go east, but a family can be arranged.”


    That made me feel better for myself but pained on his behalf, and I probably didn’t hide the change fast enough because he grimaced at me. “Stop that,” he said. “Eat. We have work to do, kusa.”


    “Yes, Ametzi.”


    He smiled and started on the salve.
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    The day after Amet declared me done with treatment, Strand and I bared our torsos for the interested gazes of Strong Fourth Son and Delicate Littlest Sister. We were the last of the four to show our scars; Pole Star and In the Gloaming had both recovered before us and gone down to the water days ago. Eldest Daughter was also in attendance, and bent close to examine the patterns. Both very good, she declared. The smell is right for something that will not fade.


    Amet, standing a little apart from us, said, “Do you put magic in them when you bite, then?”


    Eldest Daughter lifted her head to gaze past us at him. There is magic in everything we do, Cantor.


    He inclined his head.


    Littlest Sister exclaimed, I can’t decide which ones I like best! Virile Brother’s look like a spatter of stars. But Loving Sibling’s look like waves!


    I thought her observation excessively poetic; Strand looked as if he’d had been crushed by the jaws of a shark, with many deep punctures in the shape of Eldest Daughter’s jaws. And the runnels that Agile First Son had created by shaking me…


    Well, I could admit those were aesthetic. I’m not sure I would have seen waves in them, though. What I thought, looking at them, was that their delicate trails would surely have faded had Amet not been so conscientious in his application of the salve.


    You will come again soon? Strong Fourth Son said, nuzzling my cheek.


    I wound my arms around his neck and smiled. “When I can get away. I want to bring Dancer. You will love en. Don’t you think, Amet?”


    Amet came alongside and rested a hand on Strong Fourth Son’s nose. “Oh, I think Dancer will throw enself into the sea with all the exuberance en does everything. Yes, you will love en. And en will adore you all. Especially… you!” He opened his arms for Delicate Littlest Sister, who lunged into them, almost knocking him over. “Thank you for floating me during the rite.”


    I had very much fun! You are so interesting. Even if you are shark-colored.


    “But only like the belly,” he said.


    At least you are colored like the belly of something dangerous!


    He laughed. “Yes! I would hardly like to be kelp-colored.”


    She nodded sagely, her whiskers dripping, and the human gesture performed with such a long neck was, as always, whimsical. I knew he appreciated it too, from the way his mouth was twitching.


    Do return, Eldest Daughter said to me. Sooner rather than later, Loving Sibling.


    “I will,” I promised. And to Strand, who was giving me an arch look, “I mean it. But the funeral will be… taxing.”


    “Yes,” Strand said. “And I don’t expect you to make the journey often, but….”


    “Surely at least once a season,” Amet said. “I would like to see the ocean in winter.”


    “It’s cold.” Strand grinned. “Be glad we didn’t dunk you in a winter sea.”


    Bonfires on the beach! Strong Fourth Son said. Those are nice.


    “Yes,” Strand said.


    “I’ll come back,” I promised them all. “But I have to go now. Dancer needs us both.”


    We understand, Strong Fourth Son said.


    I hugged them all, then, but Strong Fourth Son longest. Privately, I whispered, Thank you. For braving the river waters to find me. Most daring, dearest brother.


    He rumbled, pressing his head against mine. We are family.


    Yes, I said, and that was all that needed saying.


    Trudging back to the house, Strand said, “I’ve arranged you a ship back. It’s close enough to Poursday that river travel is still fast upstream, if you have sails.”


    “Thank you,” I said. “We’ll pack and get going. Strand, a state funeral like this….”


    “I know. At least a season long. A year of mourning, too. Will your lover observe it as a member of the royal family would?”


    “No,” I said. “But… there are close ties there. I don’t know.”


    Behind us, Amet said, “Dancer will need time away or en will sicken enself with grief. Before the end of the year, we should certainly remove en from the capital for ens own health.”


    I nodded. “Yes.”


    “Then I will look for you before winter ends.” Strand stopped at the door to the kitchen. “I don’t like partings, Always. So I’m not considering this one.” He stepped into me, and before I could object caught my shoulders in his arm. Against my head, he said, “Just a farewell until we meet again, soon.”


    The revelation of Strand’s embrace was stunning. I would normally never have welcomed the display, been offended that he’d taken the liberty. The Strand I’d grown up with had respected the physical distance fourths preferred, but I’d also been the only fourth in the family, and inevitably he’d slipped and given me the occasional hug or touch. And… I hadn’t minded it then.


    I didn’t mind it now. I was using my body like I might have used language to tell him that I truly had put our quarrel behind us, and briefly, very briefly, I understood what it must be like for Dancer, who used ens body like this all the time in a neverending flood of communication between en and everyone else. How magnificent, I thought, and how strange! To speak that bodyspeech with such facility.


    It would never be my first tongue. But it no longer distressed me to use it. I found myself smiling, and I clasped him back, liking the hard feel of muscle under my fingers. It reminded me of Strong Fourth Son. “Kelphead. See if you can shake me loose now.”


    Strand laughed and slapped my back. “Minnowbrain.”


    “Crabcake.”


    “Eelguts.”


    “If this is affection,” Amet observed, “I am glad you’re leaving me out of it.”


    I smirked at him and said to Strand, “I’ll send word.”


    “Do that,” Strand said, and went into the house.


    “So,” Amet said. “That’s that.”


    I nodded. “Let’s go home.”
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    The ship taking us back was piloted by none other than In the Night Sky Map, who placed enself at our service again with a flourish. “Though you’ll find, highlander,” en said to me with a grin, “that our trip up the river will be very different from our trip down it.”


    Looking up at the sails and the confusion of ropes draped across the ship, I said, “I can only imagine.”


    Night Sky’s eyes danced. “Just try not to plague my poor crew too much with your questions.”


    I laughed. “Admit it, Night Sky. All of you have enjoyed educating me.”


    “Well… maybe we are proud of what we do.”


    “You should be.” The sails rippled as I watched in fascination. “And I don’t doubt that I will have enough to learn to keep me busy the whole of the journey.”


    There was room enough on this new vessel for more than one guest, but Night Sky had assigned us to one cabin, assuming perhaps that this was our preference from our first trip. I wasn’t sure if it was, but when we entered the room, Always Falling said, “This will do. And I see Strand has sent our luggage ahead for us.”


    “But what is this?” I asked, drawn by a chest on the bunk, and a long velvet bag. “Maybe Night Sky didn’t clear out the cabin.”


    “No.” Always Falling’s voice was low. “The mark on the lid. That is my family’s.”


    I drew closer, close enough to trail my fingertips over the nacre inlay: two serpents coiled, facing one another, and between them a pearl. That allowed me to see the note alongside on the bunk, scrawled and signed in bold marks. I liked Strand’s handwriting, which made of the eastern script something more decisive than the arabesques preferred by most calligraphers. “This chest is yours, it says. The bag is mine?”


    The fourth drifted past me to look down at the chest. It inhaled, then slid the catch back and lifted the lid. There, on a bed of serpent skin, was a delicate fillet of gold to which two of Grandmother’s smaller fans had been affixed. They gleamed rosy in the light as Always lifted the crown and rotated it, and there was a quiver in its voice when it said, “Two of her jaw fans. He shouldn’t have… the fans are for the principals of the family.”


    “You hadn’t perhaps noticed, Falya,” I said gently, “but you are a principal of the family.”


    Always Falling met my eyes and I waited for it to assess my sincerity. When it had, it shuddered and set the crown down so it could gather the skin in its arms, iridescence spilling in folds as stunning as magic’s veil across a Benison sky. There was enough of it there to make a coat, if the fourth so desired. Seeing the expression on its face, of joy close to pain….


    I would have looked away before. But I was not a stranger any longer, was I? I was the Cantor for Pearls, who had summoned serpents, swum with them, and somehow made my way into the prickly heart of a very worthy fourth. I stood behind it and wrapped an arm around its shoulders, resting a hand on its heart. For a moment, it held itself tense… then carefully, it relaxed.


    “I never believed,” it said, husky, “that I would ever go home again.”


    I kissed the shining hair. “You of all people should know better than to set yourself against the will of ocean dragons.”


    Always laughed a little. “Yes. I should have, and yet I didn’t.” Folding the skin and setting it back in the chest, the fourth said, “I don’t know what to do with it. Wearing it seems….”


    “Presumptuous?” I guessed. Then laughed. “No. Too much of a privilege for those outside a serpentclan to see.”


    It snorted. “You know me too well.”


    “Pride is something we have in common. To our occasional detriment.”


    “Thank the small gods for Dancer,” the fourth murmured.


    “And love,” I said. “Love makes us gentle. Dare I open the bag?”


    “You must,” Always said and handed it to me with amusement in its eyes.


    “You already know what it is,” I said, taking it.


    “You would too, if you were thinking clearly.”


    But I wasn’t, so when I pulled the bag down I stared in shock at the tip of Grandmother Serpent’s horn. I kept pushing until the velvet had crushed into a wad halfway down the bone, unable to believe my eyes. They’d really done it, given me a sea serpent horn. “Spirit of Heaven!” I exclaimed. “But what do I do with it?”


    “You could hang it on the wall,” Always suggested.


    “But?” I said, hearing the laughter—and the challenge—in its voice.


    “But the horns, once they leave the ocean and the head of a living serpent, become unbreakable. That’s why they cut them into pieces in the water.” It ran a small hand down the spiral, stopped at the point. “Serpentclans use the tipped pieces as weapons.”


    “And did you have something to do with this gift?” I asked it.


    “We produce few warriors,” Always Falling said, and its gaze had gone grave. “Though all of us are hunters. Strand thought it was appropriate for a member of the family parted from everything he knew.”


    A thank-you for the story I’d told him… I had never anticipated anything so rich. But I knew Always Falling well enough to say, “And so did you?”


    “And so did I,” it agreed, and rested its fingers on my chin so that I was still for the chaste kiss it dropped on my lips. So satisfying, that slight, cool pressure. I knew, for a moment, what it must be like to earn the regard of serpents. And since the fourth had shown no hesitation embracing them, I slipped my arms around it—lightly, because that was how you held something proud and precious—and touched my brow to its.


    “Linkasha.” And then, smiling. “You are impossible. How on earth am I to wield this thing?”


    It laughed and broke from me. “You’ll find a way.”
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