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Part 1

 

Pathen Ures-emodo

[image: part1-bloom-72dpi]

 

On the strength of a kiss—and all it implied about who I’d become—I turned fugitive on a dark blue summer night in the back of a wagon outside House Laisira. As one of the Stone Moon empire's Claws it had been my job to investigate Laisira for possible crimes, and in the course of those duties I'd discovered House Laisira was smuggling its members to the dissident Jokka on the plains.

By that time, I'd already been struggling with my conscience. I'd spent two months working Laisira's fields, loading its wagons and following its principals nose-to-tail, and those two months had changed me. By the time I'd discovered their crimes I was already one of them... but I didn't know it, and they certainly didn't. To protect themselves from discovery they'd attacked me, and there I would certainly have died had Hesa not intervened: Hesa, one half of the pair I'd been sent to investigate, the neuter half, the eperu we'd been sure was indulging in perversities with its Head of Household, Darsi Laisira-emodo. I'd never found evidence of their unlawful relationship because Hesa was not in Darsi's bed. Hesa was doing something altogether worse: it was running House Laisira. Since eperu could not by law run Households, its sin was... extreme.

But none of that, none of it mattered at all as it rested its brow against mine in the dark of the wagon. Against the canvas walls, backlit Jokku silhouettes rushed hither and yon, finishing preparations for their escape. And instead of finding some way of reporting them to the Stone Moon empire I was lying on the wagon floor, reeling from the terrible implication of my decision—that among my many other sins, I had fallen in love, unnaturally, perversely and very, very completely with Hesa.

The kiss was inevitable.

It was also magnificent.

Hesa could kiss—how Hesa could kiss! It slipped its curled tongue between my fangs and unrolled it against the roof of my mouth, caressing, and I shook under the hand resting so softly on my shoulder. When it withdrew every part of me felt alive, and this... this was what had drawn me to Hesa from the very beginning, the ferocity of its passions, the way it made me feel them too. I curled my hand into its bright red curls and made a fist among them, and the noise the eperu made....

I lunged up to kiss it again and hissed as the sudden movement broke open the thin clots over the rips my attackers had made in my chest. Hesa caught me by the shoulders, alarmed.

"Pathen—gods, don't move. Stay." It touched my mouth with its fingers. "I'll fetch something to bind them."

It left then, its stride swift, disturbing the expensive silk of its gown. From there it stepped off the back of the wagon from which it had thrown my uniform tunic with such prejudice, the wood creaking beneath the shifting weight. I lay back down with my eyes closed and rested one hand over the rents. They were clotting again but the slices were long and in a bad place, at the bottom of my chest and over my abdomen, where any movement would open them again. We bleed a great deal, though our wounds will clot quickly if allowed. I concentrated on allowing them, then. I found I very much didn't want to die despite the uncertainty of the life before me.

Fleeing the Stone Moon? I didn't think it possible. But if anyone could bring off such a thing, Hesa could. Hesa had a hand for business, for organization—and apparently, for secrecy—that made everything seem possible.

The wagon creaked again and then I heard the gown hissing against the floorboards. Hesa crouched alongside me and slid its arm around my back, helping me up far enough to get a bandage around my ribcage. One length only; the eperu pressed wads of folded padding to the slices, tying the bandage to hold them in place.

"There," it said, soft, resting a hand on my collarbones. "That should hold you. Pathen... Pathen, we have a great deal to talk about, and none of it can be done until these wagons are moving—"

"Go," I said, and drew in a breath to steady my voice. "Go to the work, Laisira."

It smiled and lapped at my mouth once, stealing that breath. "I'll be back."

I lost some time then, I think. I remember watching the hurried silhouettes against the canvas wall, black against flickering pale red, orange. Heard the sound of crates being shoved over the ground, the groan of wagons settling beneath weight, the whispers and murmurs of Jokka as they worked. I could have wished to smell something other than my own blood, but the summer night was still, without even a breeze to disturb the hollow space beneath the wagon's fabric roof.

And then my wagon shuddered and began to roll forth. I lifted my head as Hesa jumped onto the back of it and ducked inside.

"That took longer than I wanted," it said, settling alongside me with a sigh. "Even without having to be quite so covert. You were the only one we were concerned about catching us."

"Longer than you wanted?" I said. "It's barely been a quarter of an hour, maybe?"

"Two," it said, catching my hand up in its.  "It's been a little over two hours, Pathen." It touched my cheek with the backs of its fingers, then my chest and arm. "You're not warm, so I don't think you took too ill from your knife."

"Just weak," I said. "Thirsty."

"That I can remedy," it said.

"And not... with honey," I said, thinking of how I'd uncovered Laisira's plans.

It laughed, that low rich laugh I'd found so compelling when I'd first heard it. "Not honey, I promise."

I put my head back down. When it returned with the cup it offered me, I said, "I'm not sure wine is... an improvement."

"I'm not sure either," Hesa admitted. "But the water is in the other wagons."

"Help me—?"

It looked behind it, then rose and dragged one of the crates over until it was flush against the wagon wall, closer to me. Then the eperu sat with its back to it and propped me up against its side. I drank from the cup... drank and drank until there was nothing left but a peach-colored gleam on the bottom, and then rested my spinning head against its. The eperu wrapped its arms around my shoulders and held me as the wagon rolled on: smooth, so smooth that I knew we were moving only by the sound of the rikka claws, scraping at a quick trot.

"We're going north?" I said, puzzled.

"As scheduled," Hesa said. "Down the road to het Noidla, by way of het Nekelmi. Sometime tomorrow night we'll trade off drivers with Jokka awaiting us in hiding near the road. They'll take over and keep the caravan on schedule all the way to het Noidla while we continue on foot. Westward, toward the plains."

"Clever," I murmured. "And these strangers?"

"Fellow dissidents," Hesa said after a hesitation. "From het Nekelmi. We have... an agreement."

"An agreement to help each other fool the empire?" I said, astonished.

"Yes," it said. "They are not the only ones. There are discontented Jokka in hets Narel and Serean, too. Though our contacts south are limited."

I looked at it, ears splayed. "And you need this truedark kingdom, why? If half the empire's already plotting behind the emperor's back?"

Hesa grimaced. "You make it sound as if there are so many of us, Pathen... but there aren't. Even if all the malcontents I know of banded together we couldn't take on the Claws of the empire. It's too dangerous for most Jokka to turn unease into revolution. It was almost too dangerous for us."

"But you did it anyway," I said softly.

"Yes," it said. "I knew from the moment ke Jurenel died that I wanted to win us free of the Stone Moon. I wasn't sure if I could, though. And... only half the House has gone ahead of us. We're not safe yet."

I studied its face in the dim light: we were far, far away from the firebowls of the House and now only the small lamps on the driver's seats illumined us at all, a wan glow by the time it reached the back of the wagon. "Why?" When it began to speak, I lifted a hand. "Not the reasons you gave before. I know those are true. But... what was it? That made you make the decision. There was something."

"Of course there was," it said. "And you know what it is. Shall I tell you, or will you admit it?"

I fell silent. I didn't have to be told.

Gently, Hesa touched my chin, bringing my attention back. "You know."

"Yes," I said, low. "Of course I do. Roika does not forgive unnatural eperu."

"No," Hesa said. "And he tortured two innocents merely for caring for one another. To death. Were you there, Pathen? Did you see it?"

"No," I said. "I wasn't a Claw then and I never attended the public punishments."

"I went," Hesa said. "I saw."

I frowned. "How? You were eperu. You would have had to have a permit to be freed from your duties for the day. You would have been noticed...."

"Yes," it said, bitterly. "Eperu are not supposed to have free time under the Stone Moon. I know, Pathen. But Jurenel sent an emodo with me, someone to explain that my witness was intended as education for House Laisira's pefna-eperu, so that I could tell the other eperu I commanded on the House's behalf why they should never, ever fornicate with their betters."

"We're not—"

"—our betters," Hesa said. "And yet, the emodo are the only of the three sexes to earn any money, make legal agreements, have leisure, have freedom... such as is left beneath the yoke of the Stone Moon. What shall I call them, then? They were our masters." It sighed. "I couldn't live like that, Pathen. And gods, I could not leave the House beneath the empire after seeing what those two endured on the dais."

I remembered the scandal that had seen those two Jokka tortured for fornication, an emodo and an eperu caught having an affair. Love is not supposed to cross sexes and what had been a cultural taboo before the Stone Moon had become law once Roika took command, for he had some prejudice against eperu, or so it seemed to me. Perhaps I was not the best judge of such matters, however, since I apparently had been nursing the seeds of perversity myself.

Nevertheless, those lovers, when caught, had been subjected to months of public mortifications. It had been the worst such punishment het Kabbanil had ever seen and talk of it had never quite died in the years that followed. Indeed, that incident had ushered me into the ranks of the Stone Moon's Claws, for afterward the Head of the Claws, ke Jushet, had decided the Houses needed more individual oversight and hired enough emodo to undertake that endeavor. Now that I thought of it, I, no less than Hesa, had made a decision based on the destruction of those lovers: that if we were all to be prey before the empire, I would prefer to be one of the hunters.

"You, too," Hesa guessed when my silence drew on too long.

"Yes," I said slowly. "Yes. For all of us, I think. Perhaps even the emperor."

"Certainly for his empire," Hesa said. "He drew blood that day. Before, it was easy to ignore his fangs." It sighed and rested its head against mine and I felt the fatigue it would never admit to aloud. I chanced a touch along its arm, feeling muscle beneath smooth skin. When I paused, it murmured against my cheek, "More...? Please?"

"Hesa," I began.

"If you worry about the driver," it said, eyes still closed—I could feel the lashes against my cheek—"don't. He can't hear us. We're too far back. And..." A smile then. "He's very good at not listening anyway."

"Someone you know well?" I chanced asking with... jealousy? A hint of it, at least. Gods help me.

"You could say," it said, amused, tired. "You do too."

"I—" I stopped then growled, "Don't tell me Darsi is driving this wagon?"

"He's quite good with the rikka," it said, and did a poor job of hiding its amusement.

"Good with the rikka and nothing else!"

"Now, Pathen," it said, and it was no longer bothering to hide the laugh. "Don't be harsh. He did as well as he could with what Jurenel gave us."

"He did so well I knew the moment I saw him that something was wrong!" I exclaimed.

"Only because you have a nose for trouble," Hesa replied, a touch more seriously. "We didn't count on you being quite so... incisive."

"Incisive!" I said. "It did not take great insight to see Darsi couldn't run a House if you twinned him and dumped Jurenel's departed spirit into the extra body!"

Now it started laughing in earnest against my hair, shoulders shaking.

"You think I'm making a joke," I said, disgruntled.

"No," it said, straightening enough to pull its hair back from its face and rub its eyes. "No, I know you're not. And you're right. He's no good for running a House, but he was the only one willing to volunteer to distract you."

"And what made you think he would make a good distraction?" I said.

"Because," Hesa said, glancing at me. "Of all Laisira's emodo, he's considered the most attractive."

I stared at it, agape. And then, finding my tongue, "You chose Darsi because you thought I'd want him?"

"Yes," Hesa said. "Laisira is a House full of artists, Pathen. Artists and craftsmen. Most of them are withdrawn, not exactly the social sorts, and none of them are actors. Darsi's not much of one either, at that. We didn't exactly have many choices, so we went with what we had and hoped that you would find Darsi enticing enough to want to show him kindness in return for—"

I pressed my fingers to its mouth to silence it, aghast. When it stopped, I whispered, "You thought I would take a bribe? In the form of sexual favors?"

It met my eyes and said against my skin, "Other Claws have." When I didn't answer, it added, soft, "And in a way, our strategy worked. It's just that it wasn't Darsi you wanted."

I reared back, ignoring the fresh pain at the rents, and the fury in my eyes made Hesa flatten its ears... but it, it did not move away. And in the end, that was why I'd found it so enticing, wasn't it? It didn't let fear cow it. Not fear of me, not fear of the empire.

"If you'd been in Darsi's bed," I began.

"...you would have turned us in?" Hesa asked. "To be tortured for months on the dais?"

I grimaced. "No. No! But I didn't do it to get you into my bed!"

"No?" Hesa asked, holding itself very still.

"No!" I said. "Never! To compel you? To rape you? In return for my silence? What do you take me for? A—" I stopped.

"...Claw of the empire?" Hesa finished.

I stared at it, horror-stricken.

Hesa gathered one of my hands in its and said, "Pathen. We didn't know you then. We do now.  All Laisira knows that you would never have used Darsi for your own purposes. You are an honorable Jokkad, as much as is—was—possible to you within the empire. But it was the only plan we had at the time. We had no choice."

"Jurenel should have found someone to train as a successor," I said bitterly. "I would never have been forced to shadow you if he'd only done his duty."

"Pathen... he did." I looked at the eperu and it said, "Me. He trained me as his successor."

"Jurenel?" I whispered. "Jurenel, the devout? Trained an eperu to take over as Head of Household? He wasn't that stupid. He knew you would never be allowed. That it was against the law. Against nature! What was he thinking!"

"That I could do the work better than anyone else in the House," Hesa said. "So why would he hire someone else to do so? He didn't care what happened after he died. As far as he was concerned, he'd left the House in the most competent hands he could find. That we would have to figure out some form of subterfuge to make it work didn't matter to him." It sighed. "I wish we'd thought of it sooner. But even I didn't realize what he was doing until he told me on his deathbed that he had been teaching me all the workings of the business for a reason, for this reason. I assumed it was so that I could pass the knowledge on if something happened to the Head of Household."

These revelations left me reeling; on top of the blood loss and the wine, I thought I would faint, if I wasn't careful, and wouldn't that be ridiculous. It occurred to me then to ask: "All that we did together... were you..."

"Lying to you?" it said, looking up at me sharply. "To distract you?"

"Yes," I whispered.

It touched my lips with two fingers, slid that hand over to cup my cheek. "Pathen. Gods. No. Even if I'd thought to suspect a Claw of that sort of perversion... to draw your eye to me on purpose? When I was what Laisira was trying to hide?"

I began to relax. "Would have been ill-advised."

"Yes," it said. "And... I was afraid. I put you to work in the hopes that if I was strong, if I faced you and showed no fear, you would back down."

I splayed an ear. "It worked."

"It worked," it agreed. "And the more time we spent together..." It trailed off and took its hand back, to cover its face, rub it slowly, showing its exhaustion. "I should have stopped it. I thought about stopping it often enough. I was born emodo; I remembered what it was like to fall in love. I knew I had no business doing it again now that I was eperu." Its expression when it raised its face again... eyes like wounds, more vulnerable than I'd ever seen it. "No, Pathen. Nothing I feel for you is a lie."

"Why?" I asked, softer, and touched it beneath one eye. "Why this look?"

"Did you see?" it whispered. "No, of course, you didn't. You weren't there. The eperu on the dais. That eperu wished with all its spirit that it had never revealed its love and doomed its beloved. Toward the end that was my only thought every time I saw you. That I would be responsible for your torture if I didn't put an end to it, and yet I couldn't do it."

For a moment I couldn't speak. Then I drew it into my arms, one hand on the back of its head, the other over its spine at the waist. "We're no longer beneath the Stone Moon, Hesa."

"No," it said. "But Ke Bakil is not free of it yet. And they are not the only ones with opinions about what we feel."

I frowned, drew back to look at it, saw only the slope of its brow and one errant red curl. But it felt my movement and said against my shoulder, "Eperu do not hold with love, Pathen. Nor with passion of any kind. They have their own laws. Their own society, even, that they do not discuss with breeders. Many of them don't even know that we are... capable... of physical reciprocation."

So many questions came to mind then, enough that I couldn't order them to speak them. But Hesa flattened its ears and leaned back. "Not now. You won't have long to sleep before we need to start hiking... you need rest."

All I ended up saying, then, was, "Stay with me?"

"Yes," it said. And smiled a little. "So long as you hold me. I have missed touch."

"Don't eperu touch?" I asked, soft.

"Not the way you touch me," it answered.

I gathered it close enough to smell the honey-sunlight scent of its hair, to feel the cool smooth silk of its gown... cool, until my body warmed it. We lay together on the floor of the wagon and while it was not among the most comfortable beds we were to know together, Hesa and I, it remains bright in my memory, and special, because it was the first.

 

I did sleep, and if my dreams echoed with the click of rikka claws and the low hum of wheels on Roika's stone roads, they never developed beyond that. I needed the healing too badly, and the wine kept me under. What woke me finally was the realization that I was colder than I had been, and when I opened my eyes I found Hesa had gone. Sitting up, I looked to the front of the wagon and saw the eperu leaning through the opening to the driver's bench; it had changed out of the festival gown and into the trousers and vest I was more accustomed to seeing it wear. From the dark gold tone of the canvas walls, it was late afternoon, so I had slept through the night and most of the day as well. I tried flexing my torso—the cuts ached badly but they didn't break. Someone, I saw, had changed the padding over them. I had slept through that too? I grimaced and stood, careful of my footing.

Hesa glanced at me as I joined it, sitting on one of the crates stacked against the front wall of the caravan.

"How soon?" I asked.

"Tomorrow night," Hesa said.

"Is that Pathen?" came a voice from the bench. And gods help me, it was in fact Darsi, whom I'd scourged in my thoughts so frequently for his fecklessness.

"It is," Hesa said, and studied me. "How do you feel?"

"I could hike," I said. "Especially if it meant the difference between living and dying." I smiled faintly. "I am hungry though. And thirsty. And in need of clothes. Did you really leave my tunic on the ground outside Laisira?"

"No," Hesa said. "I had one of the eperu drop it in one of the fields. I thought that would explain your absence to your superiors without leading them back to Laisira before the fetes ended... since I'm sure they would have sought you out before then."

I had not thought what my superior Suker would do when I didn't report for work tomorrow. Technically the Claws were supposed to have the holidays off but I was still being punished for failing to uncover Rapuñal's transgressions and Suker had been expecting me to put in extra time to demonstrate my zeal to the empire.

Suker—he had not been a friend. We were all very careful about becoming too attached to other Claws, given the sort of work we did and the amount of oversight we had. But he had watched my back, and at times we'd found solace in mordant humor that would have been taken amiss by our superiors. I'd thought of him as kin and felt a pang imagining his reaction on receiving my bloodied uniform tunic.

"That's probably for the best," I said at last.

"Come," Hesa said, taking me by the elbow. "We'll find you something to wear. And then you should marshal your strength while you can."

"Someone should spell Darsi," I said.

"I did," it said. "While you were unconscious. He's fine."

So I let it lead me back into the wagon while it opened a new crate and began sorting through its contents.

"You brought clothes on your flight?" I said, puzzled.

"We are not going to a het," Hesa said, distracted... considering the shirt it held up to judge perhaps whether it would fit me. I was broader through the shoulders than it or Darsi. "There is little established industry on the plains. Certainly no weavers. I brought enough to see us through a season. Hopefully by then things will have changed."

"No industry," I said.

"No," Hesa said. "They are proud of the community they've made while admitting it's only barely self-sustaining. Not unexpected when one considers it is a group made of refugees." It offered me a vest. "Try this. Your pants, I fear, you should keep, though I hate the thought of you dressed in anything the empire made."

"Without the tunic they're inoffensive enough," I said. "If they bother you, have one of your emodo paint them with something. Flowers. Rays of sunlight."

It glanced at me, amused. "Pretty lithreked wings?"

I made a face. "Anything within reason."

It laughed. "Gods willing, things will change and the weavers will have a proper place to work again."

I tried the vest and handed it back when it proved too narrow through the back. "Hesa. You've met someone from this truedark kingdom?"

"Both of us have," it said. "Darsi and I. Several people, while arranging for our escape." It offered me a new vest and then sat across from me while I pulled it on. "Their leader was an eperu, a former jarana to an anadi with whom it fell in love."

I looked up at it sharply.

"They tell me other things," Hesa said. "That this anadi had dreams of freedom, that she founded a House in het Narel that she used to save other anadi from the harness, that she and Roika were at odds... and all that, no doubt, is true. But to me, the deepest seed of this schism lies in that relationship." It sighed, resting its hands on its knees. "That is the crux of our struggle. How can we live together when nature drives us apart? Roika would have us resign ourselves to those differences and build a society that makes it easier for us to deal with the cruelties of our bodies. Thenet would have us turn our lives into a constant fight against our natures, exposing ourselves to pain and grief that we might acknowledge each other as people no matter the cost."

I hesitated, fingers loose on the buttons. "You sound as if you approve of neither."

"I don't," it said. "I don't think either will work. And I think both Roika and Thenet know it. But what is the middle way, Pathen?"

I paused, studying it and disliking the resignation I saw in its body, though the eperu remained composed enough. "If you don't believe in either," I said at last, "why are we choosing Thenet?"

"Because," Hesa said with a crooked smile, "Thenet at least will leave us alone to work on the answers. Roika can't afford to let anyone disagree with him when he has all of Ke Bakil to run."

"You make it sound like some problem of House management," I said, wry.

"It is, in a way," Hesa said. It stood and took over buttoning the vest from me, close enough that I could smell its hair. "A small House can listen to all its members and make changes based on their suggestions far more easily than a large one. Our problem—" It smoothed the fabric from the seams once it had finished fastening it. "—is that for the first time we are undertaking the management of our society as a whole and discovering that very little of it works and we are heading toward ruin." It frowned at my shoulders and tugged at the hem there. "This is too small for you also. If I'd known I would be dressing you—"

I caught its hand and kissed the palm. "It's summer. I don't need a shirt."

Hesa's ears flipped back at the touch and it shivered. I rested a hand on its back and said into one of those ears, "You have barely fled the Stone Moon, pefna Hesa, and you are already trying to manage Ke Bakil."

It huffed a soft laugh against my chest. "I can't help myself. It's what I do."

"And you are amazing at it," I said. "Perhaps we should tumble Roika from his seat and put you in his place. You'd have everything solved within a week."

It snorted then. "Management alone does not run a House, Pathen, or the pefna would be the Head of Household. A House needs vision as well as support. Give me a vision and I can make it work. But I cannot see the path ahead of us. For that we will need imagination."

"Or a miracle," I said, thinking of the problems that beset us, and from its sigh it agreed. It even allowed itself to lean against me, and that was both more precious than metal and more foreboding than knives.

"Rest," it said.

"Yes, pefna," I murmured, because I knew it would smile. And in truth when I settled back down again I was glad to, and slept again.

 

I woke to Darsi stubbing his foot on a crate and hissing a curse beneath his breath. Sitting up, I squinted at him: night had fully fallen, and I wasn't sure what time it was. At the sight of me watching, he said, "Get out while you can and use the bushes. We're pausing for truedark. The rikka won't run through it."

"Thanks," I said and rose. As I did, he added, "Pathen. You owe me an apology."

"Pardon?" I said.

"For putting me through hell," he said.

I turned to him, wondering if he was serious, and from what little I could see of his expression he was. "You want me to apologize... for doing the work for which I was hired? Would you have preferred I not do the work and be punished for it?"

"No!" he said. And then hissed again, sitting to rub his toes. "Yes. I don't know. At very least you didn't have to be so damned intimidating about it!"

"This from the emodo who'd been chosen to seduce me?" I said.

"Also not the easiest thing to manage with you looming over me all the time."

"I couldn't help myself," I said. "You kept cringing."

"Of course I did!" he hissed. "I was supposed to be seducing you!"

All my amusement drained away... and so did my anger. For I had been angry at him, for his poor management of House Laisira, for being so meek, for failing to stand up to me and making himself prey before the empire. Staring at him now I truly understood in my bones that he'd been given the task of inviting attentions he hadn't welcomed to save his House, and he'd done his best. Not only done his best, but done exactly what he should have, for had I been the sort of emodo to enjoy compelling sexual favors from the powerless his fear would have been an aphrodisiac.

"Did you think I would do it?" I asked him, quiet.

"I didn't know," Darsi said with reluctance. I could see the gleam of light on one eye past his forelock as he peered up at me in the gloom of the wagon. "You were always hard for me to read. I kept trying, though."

At last, I thought I had found something I could respect Darsi for. I wasn't sure I could have put myself forth as bait for the amorous attentions of a Jokkad who could have destroyed my House on a whim. That took a level of sacrifice I couldn't help admiring. I turned from him and headed for the back of the wagon.

And then, as usual, he had to ruin it. "Pathen. This thing with Hesa... you know it's not a good idea."

I looked over my shoulder at him and perhaps there was enough light on my face for him to know he'd made a mistake.

"I hold Hesa in high esteem and always have," he hurried on. "You won't find a more exemplary Jokkad on Ke Bakil. But you and I both know that you're inviting heartbreak and censure."

"If there's censure to be found, Darsi," I said, voice low, "it had better not be yours." And then I hopped off the back of the wagon. It wasn't until I reached the side of the road that I realized I'd threatened him; that I was perhaps too used to issuing threats. I was no longer the claw on the end of an empire's hand... what authority existed here was solely Laisira's, for I had run away with them. And yet I couldn't go back into that wagon and take it back. If Darsi wanted to make an issue of what I felt for Hesa, he had better not do it where I could reach him. The empire might no longer stand behind my threats but it had taught me how to fight.

The thought of punching Darsi was compelling. Regrettably. I put it aside and went to take care of needful things.

When I returned, the Jokka of House Laisira were already climbing back into their wagons. I leapt onto the back of mine but chose to sit on the edge instead of taking shelter inside it. As I waited, truedark fell. I had never contemplated what caravans did during truedark; I'd assumed they'd pulled to the side of the roads to wait it out, just as we were doing. Jokka do not travel during truedark. We love sight too much to risk ourselves in the uncanny hour where the darkness is too complete for our vision to work well.

In one of the wagons near me, a lamp kindled, showing silhouettes against the canvas walls. I stared in that direction, startled.

"Do you wonder that we might use a light?" Hesa said from the ground.

"No," I said honestly. "I wonder that I never thought that we might."

"Superstitions don't die quick deaths," Hesa said, pulling itself up alongside me. More silhouettes crowded into the lit wagon. "There's no reason not to use lamps during truedark except that we don't do anything during truedark and never have. So why would we need a lamp?"

"Do all caravans do this, then?" I asked.

"I don't know," Hesa said. "A few, certainly. Not all of us drive through the night, of course, but among those of us who do I've heard of a few who celebrate truedark, if they choose to stay awake for it."

"Celebrate it," I murmured.

"The darkness that veils the moon," Hesa said and moved on. "You had a fight with Darsi."

I glanced at it but couldn't see its face. "You heard?"

"I heard Darsi muttering to himself," Hesa said. "Much as he used to when you'd been frightening him over something or other. So I'm right?"

"He saw fit to warn me over you," I said, flattening my ears.

In that utter dark, its sigh was a visceral thing. I could almost feel the warmth of its throat in the air it released. "Yes, I imagine so."

"As if it's any business of his," I growled.

"Ah, but it is," Hesa said. "And no doubt he will only be the first to say something to us. If... in fact... we do anything."

I began to speak and it said—as if it could see me—"Let me finish, please. It's truedark now and the time of confidences, and we're very likely the only people not in that wagon. So let me tell you of the eperu."

I subsided and it sensed my quiet, for it exhaled.

"You know I was born emodo," Hesa said. "I Turned eperu... it was either a late first Turning or an early second, no one was ever sure. But I was old enough to have had a few relationships. Very passionate... you know how adolescents are."

"I remember," I murmured.

"You do, I'm sure," it said and groped for my hand until it found it on my knee. "I'm guessing you're my age. Early third decade?"

"Yes," I said, wishing I could see it and fascinated at how not being able to made its voice and its body-heat so intense.

"When it was certain, my being eperu," Hesa continued. "I went to stay with them in the House. You're never really taught anything formally but you absorb a great deal from being among other eperu when you're one of them. That we live to serve the breeders. That their welfare is worth our lives. And there's pride there, that we're willing to make those sacrifices. That we're capable. And pride too that we're not part of their passions. That we stand outside the cycle of making children, of love, of things eperu name breeders' fancies. And that part is definitely clear: we don't love. We don't love one another, not that way; we call one another 'cousin' as if we are family, and we are kin but we say those things to hold ourselves apart from the possibility of passion."

It was silent, though its thumb slowly stroked my fingers. As I waited for it to compose its thoughts I tried to hold in my mind the revelation that the eperu considered themselves so truly separate from the rest of us.

"The eperu born eperu are the most obdurate, of course," Hesa continued at length. "And the least cognizant of what it is to be a breeder and to harbor feelings for other Jokka. It's not that they're incapable, it's just that they've been conditioned to detachment for so long that they don't even know how to try. Those of us born other sexes or who had brief stints as them between birth and Turning, we have a sense of it. And I think the kudelith-eperu distrust us a little for that." It lifted my hand and rested its nose against my knuckles, sighing. "The truth, Pathen, is that we can love. Of course we can. We can even feel passion and the body's answer to it. The sensation's not as strong for me as it was when I was emodo, but my body works much the way it used to. And my heart, definitely. But this is against what eperu teach one another."

"But why?" I asked.

"For the same reason Roika separates the sexes," Hesa said against my fingers. "Because the eperu are too used to watching the breeders fail, Pathen. The minds of the anadi, the bodies of the emodo... if we loved you, the wisdom goes, we would go mad from grief."

I cleared my throat and said, quiet, "I'm not planning to die anytime soon."

I felt its smile against my fingers, but its voice was hesitant. "Was that an invitation?"

"A promise," I said and turned my hand in its so I could cup its chin and draw it close enough to kiss. This time when we parted it was the one breathless and there was a taste in my mouth... bitter and bright. "Don't weep," I said, gathering it to me.

"Are you sure?" it asked me, its hands on my arms trembling. "Are you sure about doing this? I can only ask so many times before you wear me down."

"Hesa," I said. And laughed, quiet. "I'm sure. Never more so." I brushed my nose against its. "If you're willing."

"Yes...!" it whispered.

"Then show me how to please you," I said, and drew it down with me.

While the Jokka of House Laisira whiled away the truedark hour in their one lit wagon, I let Hesa teach me how to make love to an eperu. In truth it was not so different from loving anyone else in any way except one: that it was Hesa, peerless, fierce and wonderful Hesa. Simply being itself was enough magic without it also having talent... which it did. I had had lovers before but I couldn't remember any of them being able to do with their bodies what Hesa could do with its fingers. Or mouth. And the sound it made beneath me when it at last found its pleasure...

...so quiet and so heartfelt...

I had been waiting all my life to hear that sound, and never knew it.

Afterward we cleaned each other and dressed again, and then it would have walked away had I not caught its wrist.

"They'll be returning any time now," it said, low. "We should—"

"—hide?" I said. "No, I don't think so." That I could see the look on its face meant that truedark had truly sped, but I was glad because I knew to continue. "Hesa. I won't touch you and then set you aside like a guilty secret. If I do this, and I plan to, I'll face the consequences of it."

It searched my face, then said, "Face them... but not accept them?"

I paused. And laughed. "You have been reading too many contracts, pefna-eperu." I didn't let it go, though it remained standing, uncertainty limned in the tremor of its body. "You heard right. I'll face the consequences of it but I won't accept them. I won't accept censure for loving you. I won't accept cruelty. And they will have to kill me before I allow them to drag either of us away to be tortured. I won't close my eyes to the difficulties but I won't lie down for injustice. And Hesa... I am in love with you. I'm afraid I was falling in love with you from the moment I saw you at ke Jurenel's funeral."

It shuddered and said, "There are worse consequences than the censure of other Jokka, Pathen. Nature itself may punish us."

"If it does, it does," I said. "That too I'll face when it comes. If... you're willing to face it with me."

It looked at our joined hands. And then reached behind itself, pulling a knife from its sash: my knife, the one that had been wrested from me by the members of House Laisira when they'd subdued me.

It offered its trust with the empire's knife, offered it with the naked metal that made plain all that we risked. I put my hand on its so that our hands were joined on the haft and tugged gently until it knelt next to me. From there I pulled it all the way into my arms, setting the knife to one side, and that kiss was better than the first and all the ones shared in truedark.

"I've missed this," it whispered.

"Then you need not miss it anymore," I said, and looped an arm around its waist.

Darsi said nothing when he found us that way, walking past us to reach the driver's bench. I was gratified to see he had some common sense after all.

 

I spent the following day watching het Kabbanil recede, a view made possible by Hesa's positioning its wagon last in the train. The Stone Moon had not ruled Ke Bakil all my life. I'd been born in het Kabbanil in a free society, had grown old enough to enjoy the privileges and responsibilities of an adult, owing work to House Ures. It had not been an idyllic existence, certainly, for Hesa was right: our society was collapsing and even het Kabbanil, the largest city left on the back of the World, had not been immune to the effects of crop failures and falling birth rates and the increasing burden of the mind-wounded. But I had been free. Free... and ignorant, and content in that ignorance.

When Roika arrived in het Kabbanil, he had shone the light of his Stone Moon on the problems that were destroying us as a species. After that we had neither freedom nor contentment except under his law, and beneath it we'd begun to prosper. But we prospered the way rikka did in the harness, obedient to the hand on our reins, unable to break away, forced to travel the path our master decreed and bear the load he had chosen.

The Pathen who'd been born free to House Ures would have gladly died in het Kabbanil after a long life. The Pathen who'd lived to see the empire engulf the entirety of Ke Bakil... was leaving it behind. With pain, yes. But while Roika ruled, het Kabbanil was no longer my home.

From the back of a moving wagon heading north, the city was a silhouette beneath a sky like a pottery bowl, half of it leafed in copper and the other half the glazed violet of swelling night. I think it was that sight that made me promise myself that I would return. Even knowing how unlikely the prospect... still, I promised myself. One day I would set foot in het Kabbanil again, a het Kabbanil that would no longer erect public platforms for the torture of innocents. A het Kabbanil that did not hire its own emodo to police the behavior of its citizens, did not extend them like claws ready to rend. A free het Kabbanil, capital this time of a free Ke Bakil. Surely among these truedark dissidents there was a leader who could show us the path to that future. I would find that Jokkad and bring them back from the wilderness.

And then I could go home.

I stared for a long time at that silhouette and at the shape of my promise. Until night fell for true and the wagon stopped, and Hesa came to find me.

"Come," it said. "It's time."

I watched the hand-off from the side of the road. As with everything Hesa arranged, it happened with minimal fuss. There had been Jokka waiting in the shadowed dark of the shrubs alongside the road—poor work of the empire to leave them there—and the Jokka of House Laisira slid from their drivers' benches or out of their wagons, shouldering packs; some of them were the padded wooden cylinders that sheltered new hives for nascent bee colonies, the source of Laisira's silk. Many of them carried what I thought were staves until an emodo passed me close enough to see it was one of the long-handled wooden whisks used to stir the dye vats. The strangers traded places with them, tapped the rikkas' backs with the reins, and the wagons rolled on.

We watched them go, all of us. I think we all felt the irrevocability of our actions. Until this moment, we had only been contemplating treason. Now... now we were committed.

Hesa drew in a breath, then turned to its House and said, "You know your routes and your groups. Go now. We'll see each other again at the rendezvous."

Immediately the Jokka splintered into handfuls and forged into the dark, leaving me with Hesa, Darsi, and three other Jokka I knew for weavers, having seen them at work often enough during my visits.

"We're missing a whisk," I observed.

"Our party won't need one," Hesa said. "We're the only ones mounted."

I glanced at the dark and saw what the shadows had obscured until then: tacked beasts grazing.

"The Jokka now driving our caravans used them to ride here, to wait for us," Hesa said as Darsi and the others moved toward them. "There's payment for them in the wagons. We need to get to the rendezvous point first if at all possible, so we'll ride."

"And the whisks," I said. "For obscuring tracks, I'm guessing."

"And as weapons, if necessary," Hesa said. "Though gods help us if we are forced to resort to stirring spoons for weapons. We have stone knives but not a great many. Buying enough for us all would have looked suspicious."

"Yes," I said, because I'd been a Claw and it would have caught my attention. "You thought of everything."

"I tried," Hesa said. "But I live in fear of what I may have overlooked." It looked up as Darsi rode close, pulling the last two rikka by the reins. "Ah, thank you, Darsi."

"You haven't forgotten anything," Darsi said. "You never do."

"That is always the last thing anyone says of someone who finally fails," Hesa said, pulling itself into the saddle.

I followed suit, eyeing Darsi. He didn't meet my gaze.

"How far are we expected to go tonight?" I asked as Hesa guided us into the shrouded wilderness lapping the road.

"Until truedark," it said, voice tense. "The farther we are from the road and everyone else, the safer we'll be."

For hours, then, we pressed on beneath the gathering night. The rikka didn't like it; they preferred traveling by day when they could see better. The terrain was a hindrance as well. The rikka were plainsbeasts, and the land near het Nekelmi was folded into deep hills that would become the Birthwell's mountains in the north near het Noidla. It was hard work pushing the beasts in those conditions, so we concentrated on doing so. My wounds began to ache not long into the ride but I made no complaint. Better to bleed than to die.

We didn't stop until nearly truedark and even then Hesa reined its beast in and paused to look at the sky as if trying to decide whether to continue.

"The rikka won't go any further," Darsi said.

"We have yew sap," it said.

Darsi sighed. "If you think it best."

It considered for a very long moment, then looked over its shoulder at the rest of us in what light remained. Then said, "We camp."

Someone behind me blew out a breath in relief and then everyone began to slide off the rikka and strip them. As I started on mine, I said, "Yew sap?"

"For attracting firebrights," Darsi said.

"Like in stories," I said.

"It works," he said, and I could hear his flattened ears in his tone of voice.

"It does," Hesa said, interrupting us. "But we'll save it for an emergency. We'll be up before dawn, though, so get what rest you can."

I checked the saddlebags after seeing to the rikka. There was food in one of them, of course. Nuts, seeds and dried fruit pressed into flattened honey cakes. We ate a cold meal, for there was no question of lighting a fire, and sat in a circle with the rikka on the outside so their vigilance could serve us. One by one, the Jokka with us finished their food and pulled the saddle blankets over themselves and dropped to sleep. I caught Hesa's hand. In the fading light, I saw a hint of surprise and as swiftly, gratitude.

I could see that convincing it of my sincerity would not be the work of an evening. I prayed I would be granted enough of them to succeed. Hesa slept in my arms that night, but no one learned of it, for the eperu was up and tacking our beasts before we'd risen. In this as in everything, it served the breeders' safety.

 

For the next few days we rode at a pace that would have punished the most practiced of riders. There was almost no talk on the journey; we saved ourselves for the task at hand and when we had an easy stretch we kept silence out of habit, and from a sense that we were hunted. We stopped only briefly to stretch and for necessities, which did not include eating—we ate in the saddle. And we rode long past nightfall.

It would have seemed paranoid to anyone else, I supposed. But I had been a Claw and I knew what we were fleeing. The empire was at least as obsessed with finding the source of the truedark kingdom and punishing the seditious Jokka who thought of breaking contract as Hesa was with our escape, and unlike Hesa the emperor had unlimited money and entire companies of Claws to throw at the problem. He'd become fixated on the rumors of the truedark kingdom following the sentencing of Ajul, the errant Head of Rapuñal, and from what Suker had told me the searches were only getting broader and better financed. So I approved of Hesa's measures, even as the journey grew more grueling. I wondered where the eperu was leading us, though, and what we would find there.

I asked, four days into our flight, as we were falling asleep. It was lying with its back to my chest. The fit was comfortable; I was taller, its shoulders narrower.

"Not long now," it said, tired. "Two days, maybe. We'll be met."

I wrapped an arm around its chest and murmured, "All right."

 

But Hesa was wrong... wrong in the worst possible way. The following afternoon we heard the swift staccato of running rikka approaching us, but from the west, the direction we were heading, not the east. Before we could evade, two Jokka rode up out of a furrow and the one in the lead called out, "Gods, gods, go back, go back! They've found us, they've destroyed everything!"

"Barit?" Darsi whispered, startled. And then louder, spurring his rikka on. "Barit!"

Hesa hissed a curse and rode after him and I, I followed.

The strangers were two emodo, both spattered in pale blood and sweat and dirt. Their rikka were in similar condition and exhausted as well, panting the moment the two slowed. The male Darsi had hailed was reddish-brown beneath his dust, and there was more than desperation in his face. There was grief, too, a crazed grief. And this close to him I could smell something else: soot.

"No," the stranger cried. "No, don't stop, not for anything! There's no time!"

"Barit!" Darsi said. "What happened?"

"They found us," Barit said. "And left death behind."

Hesa reined up alongside and said sharply, "Are they following you?"

"We don't know," the second emodo said. "We think we lost them—"

I heard the pursuit first, the beating of feet on the ground. I pulled my knife from my sash. "Go, I'll catch up."

"Pathen!" Hesa exclaimed.

"Will you leave him to betray us?" Darsi cried.

"Go," I said to Hesa, ignoring him.

Hesa met my eyes so that I could see the fear in them... not of me, but for me. And then it grabbed Darsi's reins and dragged the other around, and they pelted away. Where, I didn't know; I should have thought of that. But I didn't. I waited on the back of my stolen rikka for the inevitable.

I didn't know the two Claws who rode over the fold by name, but we recognized one another. Enough for them to pull up short, surprised.

"Hold!" I said. "You're looking for the dissidents?"

"Yes?" one of them said, studying me. "You're out of uniform."

"I know," I said. "It was the only way to convince them to take me in."

That put their ears back. Then the first said, startled, "You've infiltrated their organization?"

"It was ke Suker's idea," I said. "You'd heard about House Laisira's audit?"

Now I had their attention, for my audit of House Laisira was infamous not just among het Kabbanil's citizens, but in the Claws as well. Everyone knew that one of Suker's Claws had been dogging the principals of House Laisira; most of them thought it was because they'd been suspected of the same sort of transgressions that had seen the Head of House Rapuñal enslaved. No one but Suker and my subordinate Ukeñe had known that what I'd suspected them of had been something far worse. Which was fine; their ignorance served me.

"Don't tell me he was planning this that far back!" the second emodo exclaimed.

"Why else?" I said. "I was supposed to gain their trust by telling them I'd been sent to investigate them but chose to protect them instead. And it worked. Did the rest of the operation go as planned?"

"Perfectly," the first emodo said, satisfied. "We found their settlement and razed it. Most of the rebels are in custody but a handful of them used the confusion to flee, including their leaders. We chased one of them up this way but we appear to have lost him. Unless..."

"The Jokka I'm with know the location of their final hiding place," I said. "My task is to follow them there and wait until the last of the stragglers arrive. Then I'll steal down to ke Suker and tell him where they are." They wanted to believe me, I knew, so I lifted the knife, the sickle-knife that only Claws carried. "I don't suppose either of you have a fresh binding cloth for this. Riding around without a shirt is making the handle chafe my skin."

That won them to my side. As the second handed me a spare linen, I said, "I am Pathen Ures-emodo. Tell me your names so I can give them to ke Suker... he'll want to know who met up with me to share information on the operation."

The two Claws who left me on the hill were satisfied, very well satisfied that I was who I'd said I was. I watched them go, feeling cold beneath the summer sunlight. It had been far too easy to be that person again.

 

Hesa was awaiting me an hour's ride back the way we'd come with the second of the strangers. When I rode over the crest of the hill I saw its shoulders ease from a distance; I spurred the rikka to a canter and joined the two of them.

"I've convinced them not to follow," I said. "But there may be other parties searching. We should make haste."

The stranger glanced at me, uncertain, but Hesa said, "Let's go," and that was enough for him. So many conflicting webs of trust: the dissidents trusted Hesa, so they trusted me. I trusted Hesa, so I trusted them. And... the empire trusted me. And that meant... what, precisely? I turned the knot of it in my head as I fell in behind the others and kept a look-out for ambush, for betrayal, for signs that we were followed. We weren't, of course. I was Suker's spy, who had dogged House Laisira to notorious effect, who had been the one to uncover Ajul Rapuñal-eperu's perfidy and see him to justice. Among the Claws my deeds were irreproachable.

The journey to the truedark hiding place took two days, two hard days climbing north into mountainous territory. On the second day we met up with Darsi and the others as well as some of the remainder of House Laisira. The further we went, the more people we found on the track, until at last we led our rikka up a narrow trail and into a tunnel, one that opened into a series of caves. There we found a handful of Jokka awaiting us, but not as many as I would have expected given the size of the settlement Hesa had said we'd be joining. The Jokka of Laisira were easy to tell apart from these strangers, for they were not dirty, bloody or streaked with ash.

At my side, Hesa was stiff until its seeking gaze found someone. "Ilushet?"

"Ke Hesa?"

From among the refugees rose a neuter, and a more distinct example of an eperu I had never seen, lean and hard and sexless in a way I suddenly realized Hesa was not. Ilushet was beautiful the way the World was beautiful, like a beast, like a mountain, like something unchangeable. That made the tear-streaks on its chin seem like desecration.

"Ilushet," Hesa said. "What happened?"

"They found us," Ilushet said softly.

 

We sat in a circle, six of us, in the back of the cavern: Hesa and Darsi and I and three of the truedark Jokka: Ilushet the neuter and Barit, the male who'd warned us, and his companion who'd been awaiting me with Hesa when I returned from warning off the Claws. They'd left someone in charge of directing the few remaining Jokka into the tunnels so we would be free to talk without distraction.

"First, this male... we don't know him?" Ilushet said, glancing at me.

"Pathen," Hesa said. "An ally."

"He has one of their knives," the second Jokkad observed, frowning.

"Because I was authorized to carry one," I said. "I was a Claw... but I have defected."

Silence then as the three of them stared at me.

Ilushet said to Hesa, "You trust him."

"I trust him," Hesa said.

Ilushet looked at me again. I said nothing, letting it. And then it sighed, ears flipping back. "I don't know how they found us, but they came in overwhelming force. There's nothing left of the settlement... nothing at all. They burned it all. And... Hesa..." It closed its eyes and could not continue.

"We're done," Barit said. "What you see in this cavern is it. All that's left of us. A double handful, maybe, if we're lucky. And that includes the Jokka of your House that you sent ahead. The rest of us have been taken for slaves or slain; all our supplies are destroyed or confiscated. It's over."

The silence then was complete. Hesa's trembling next to me... that was surely horror for the people it had lost from Laisira; when we'd left during the fetes, we'd thought we were the ones in danger, not the Jokka who'd already made it to the settlement. Darsi... who knew what Darsi was thinking.

I... I was not surprised. And while I could feel sympathy for their plight, I did not know these truedark Jokka. That left my mind unclouded of shock and despair, unlike the people sitting in the circle, and the only thing that mattered to me was that they were wrong. "You two. You are the leaders of this endeavor? Hesa said one of those leaders was a neuter."

"Ah," Ilushet said, fighting to come back to the conversation from its despair. "No. I am not that Jokkad. That was Thenet; Barit and I were its helpmeets but we were not the architects of this... revolution."

"And Thenet. Did they take Thenet?" I asked.

They glanced at one another and the second male spoke. "No. Thenet is on its way east with Kaduin and Seper and the avatars of the gods."

This was news to me, that there were such things. Avatars of the gods! And then I remembered a rumor of such an avatar, one that had lived in het Kabbanil, and frowned. Surely not. But how many avatars of the gods could there be? "You mean a priest?"

"No," the male said. "True avatars. The Brightness's voice, Bilil, and the Void's—"

So I was right, and stunned. "Not the Fire in the Void?" I said. "Our Fire in the Void?"

"Yes," he said, meeting my eyes. "You know him, of course. Roika's personal advisor, Keshul."

"You sent your leader away in the company of Roika's lover?" I said, disbelief making my voice rise.

"Keshul was not his lover willingly," the male said. "I know. I know Keshul. I knew him from when we both lived in het Narel. He is on our side, Claw of the empire. But he's taking Thenet to the east to meet Roika at the sea, to go with him on the ship he's been building. Because what evidence we've uncovered indicates that if there are answers for our problems, they lie somewhere north of us. Where the Jokka were born."

I stared at him, then forced myself to dismiss most of that as irrelevant to our immediate survival. "So Thenet is as good as lost. But Roika is leaving too, is that it?"

"Yes," Barit said, coming into the conversation with a curious frown.

"Then it's not over," I said. "We've had a set-back, but we can rebuild. If anything we have been given a priceless opportunity: with the emperor gone, we have a better chance of evading his Claws, depending on which minister's in charge. When I left there was unrest throughout the empire, and without Roika there the ministry might decide they need the Claws in the hets to enforce the law and maintain the peace until he returns."

"Are you serious?" Darsi asked, ears slicked to his mane. "Pathen, have you not been listening? We're as good as dead! Ten Claws or ten hundred, it hardly matters when there are so few of us! Unless we hide somewhere, and where do you propose we hide from the empire?"

"It's a good question," Ilushet said quietly. "This place of safety... we can't afford to trust it. They took most of us as prisoners. They preferred it to killing. Anyone may crumble beneath torture."

Hesa's quiver was so minute I would have missed it had I not been sitting alongside the eperu. I thought of the lovers on the public dais. "Do you have any other hiding places planned?"

Barit traded glances with Ilushet before saying, "We have scouted a few that only four of us know. But they are harder to reach than this one and not meant for long occupancy. Surviving in them... they're in the high mountains, ke emodo. There is little to eat there and few sources of water."

"Then where can we go for a more permanent solution?" Hesa asked.

"We could flee," Darsi said. "Go so far from the empire they won't bother following us."

"And how far would that be?" the second emodo said, ears flipping back. "They're stronger than we are. They're larger. They have more money. They have resources we don't. Is there any place on the continent they won't eventually spread to? And then we will have this fight all over again."

"Then we can cross the sea," Darsi said stubbornly.

"In what ship?" Hesa murmured.

"The one ship in all Ke Bakil we know can make that voyage is at the end of the eastern road," Ilushet added.

"And the emperor is on it," Barit said with a grimace.

"We can hide in the mountains, then," Darsi said.

"And die of starvation or exposure?" I said. They all looked at me. "It's a good question," I said. "Where to hide. And there's only one answer that will work, the only answer that always works: in the one place they won't look."

Hesa's ears flipped back immediately.

"We'll have to go back," I said to it, since it alone had understood me without explanation.

"Are you mad?" Darsi exclaimed. "Go back to het Kabbanil? So they can drag us away and kill us in the square outside Transactions?"

"No," I said, thinking. "Not het Kabbanil. It's too soon, we might be recognized. Het Narel. It's in the middle of the empire. It's the second largest of its cities. We'd have a chance there, not just to survive but to accomplish all our aims."

"Large enough to get lost in and central enough to work from," Hesa murmured.

"I know het Narel," the second male said, excited. "I know people in it, people who would have common cause with us. I could help."

Darsi held up his hands. "I can't believe I'm listening to this."

"Why?" the second male asked. "Because it might work?"

"Because it can't!" Darsi said. "How on the World are we going to jog into het Narel without raising suspicion? The empire has a census! The ministers know how many people are supposed to be in het Narel. They know by now that House Laisira is gone! If a House's worth of Jokka show up a few days' ride south, the couriers are going to race the wind carrying the news to the Stone Moon seat. We won't be half a week settled into our fine new property before the Claws show up to wrest us out of it again!"

"That is a valid point," Ilushet said to me. "How do you mean to explain your arrival? You were a Claw of the empire, you say. Do Jokka simply found Houses in these days anymore?"

"No," I said, quiet. "But a Jokkad might be rewarded for meritorious acts with a House, if he requested it. And if the act were important enough."

I didn't enjoy bearing the brunt of their looks, and the silence was caustic enough to raise the hair on the back of my neck.

"You're going to march back to het Kabbanil and take responsibility for the razing of Thenet's kingdom," Darsi said.

"No," I said. "I'm going to march back to het Kabbanil and convince ke Suker to let me take responsibility for the razing of Thenet's kingdom."

"This... this is madness," Darsi said, standing, every moment jerky. "Beyond it." He pointed at me. "Only a Claw of the empire would see fit to propose such a scheme. It disrespects the dead. It endangers the living. And it aggrandizes its author!"

"Do you have a better suggestion?" I asked.

"Maybe we should kill you before you betray us," Darsi said. "What's to keep you from going back to this Suker and giving us away in return for amnesty?"

"The fact that the moment I leave, you will all make for one of these other hiding places," I said. "So that if I don't return, you won't have lost anything. You can try eking out a living in the mountains until this Thenet returns, and maybe it will have a better plan."

Darsi looked at the others.

Hesa said to him, "He saved us before."

"No," Darsi said. "You saved us before, Hesa. By keeping Laisira solvent while arranging for our escape and distracting this male—this very male—from turning us in to the minister of justice. Don't let his pretty face lure you into believing his easy words."

Hesa flattened its ears but its tone remained even. "And you, Darsi. Don't let your fears blind you to hope when it comes."

"This... this isn't hope," Darsi said. "This is folly." He glanced at me, then turned his back on the others and vanished into the darkness of the cave.

"Forgive him," Hesa murmured, though it sounded tired. "He has been gravely stressed by the events leading to our escape. And this news... it's enough to disorder anyone's mind."

"It must be," I said wryly. "I can't imagine any other way Darsi would call me pretty."

Hesa snorted and set a hand on my knee.

Ilushet looked at me. "You would do this then, Claw of the empire? Go to our enemies and attempt to buy us hope?"

"I'll try," I said. "But even if I fail, I'll have given you some time to find a better place to wait out the ship's return."

Ilushet pushed itself to its feet. "Then I will ready everyone for the move."

"And I go as well," Barit said. "Abadil?"

The second emodo stood but not before saying to me, "It can work. I think it's our best chance."

"I know," I said. "And if it does, I would welcome your help."

"You'll have it," the emodo said, tapping his hand to his brow before following the other two truedark Jokka away. He alone of the others still walked with determination and squared shoulders. The others... the events of the past few days had sapped them of their will. I could hardly blame them, but I was concerned for those they led.

"Darsi's right," Hesa said softly, interrupting my thoughts. "This plan is madness." As I took its hand it sighed. "Which is why it has any chance of working. And if it does, and you manage to find us a way we could work in plain sight...."

"I have to try," I said.

"What I don't understand is... why?" Hesa asked. "Why do you have to try? This wasn't your fight until you discovered us on the first night of the fetes, and that by accident."

"However I stumbled into it, it's my fight now," I said. "And the attack has left everyone here too demoralized to act. Their leader's gone, Hesa, and the people left behind don't know what to do. My plan might be mad, but at least it's a plan."

"And if you don't come back?" it whispered.

"I'm more worried that you'll be found," I said.

It pulled me closer and we rested our heads together.

"Don't get put on the dais," it whispered.

"Don't get enslaved," I answered, as soft.

It smiled. "A fair deal, Stone Moon."

"Then see that you keep it, Laisira."

 

In truth, I was far less sanguine about my chances of success than I put forth. But what was left? Hiding in the mountains... it might work for a few months. But eventually the empire would chase down the stragglers or push them so far into the heights that they'd starve to death or die when winter came. If they tried hiding elsewhere, the Claws would flush them out, or harry them into irrelevance. It's hard to stage a revolution when you can't gather enough people in one place to make plans without being scattered.

But the empire wouldn't look for us in its own heart. Arrogance was a privilege it arrogated to itself. The sheer bravado it would take to plot the downfall of the Stone Moon from beneath the cover of a legitimacy it itself had granted... that was the sort of thing that saw one elevated into the ministry and ushered into the ranks of Roika's most prized advisors. It was said he admired daring plans and staunch defiance. I had thought those stories false until Abadil had said the Fire in the Void had not wanted to be the emperor's lover; that married too well with other rumors I'd heard about the sort of company the emperor preferred. Complicated relationships for a complicated man: I wondered if complexity was the inevitable result of being the sort of Jokkad who could rule the world.

The following morning I left the bedraggled remains of the truedark kingdom to lick its wounds and pack its bags. I saddled one of Laisira's borrowed rikka under a gray sky not yet warmed by the sun and pulled myself up onto its back. Ilushet was waiting to see me off with Hesa waiting in silence behind it. The truedark eperu looked up at me and said, "There is a set of ruins in the eastward quarter of het Kabbanil, the furthest east. It has a frieze with children and midena on it, half-buried at its northern edge. If you succeed, leave a token there."

"A frieze," I said. "I'll remember."

"Good luck to you then, Claw of the empire," it said, and left.

Hesa stepped to the rikka and began buckling on several soft leather bags to the saddle's rings. "Food and water," it said. "And a few other things. It should last you a week if you're spendthrift, considerably longer if you're cautious."

"Thank you," I said as it finished. And then quieter, "Take care of them while I'm gone."

"It's what I do best," it answered, its fingers lightly resting on the saddle ring near the horn. "Pathen—"

"Give me a few weeks," I said. "Then look for my token. And come with me to het Narel."

It smiled. "Of course." And then the smile faltered. "Pathen, if you fail..."

I gently unhooked its hand from the ring. "I won't fail."

It sighed and tightened its fingers around mine—callused fingers, used to work. We had been tempered all our lives, had borne the empire long enough to escape it. I had to believe we would survive.

"Het Narel," Hesa said. "We'll build anew."

I smiled and pressed its fingers to my lips. And then let go and turned the rikka down the mountain before we could make the inevitable any harder.

When I looked over my shoulder some time later, I could still see its hair: bright carmine against a gray sky, a gray world, before the rising of the sun.

 

I didn't ride directly to het Kabbanil. I could have; certainly I should have. If the truedark Jokka were right we didn't have time to waste. But from their hole I rode west, not south. Part of that was a paranoia so deeply trained into me it had become reflex: I knew the group was planning on moving, but I didn't know how soon, how fast, or how well they'd obscure their trail. I didn't want to risk leaving one of my own, straight back to their location.

But that explained my circuitous route, not my destination.

A little over two days later, I stood on a hill and looked down into ruin.

The Claws truly had burnt the rebel community to the ground. Had planned to; I saw places where they'd dug channels to keep the fire contained, which meant some number of them had been detailed to prevent the fire from spreading to the rest of the plains with its summer-dry grasses. Someone must have stayed to supervise the razing of the buildings also, for it to be this complete.

I rode down into it, close enough to smell the oil they'd used to keep the fires burning. It was a professional job, I thought. Someone had had this plan prepared for quite a while. I'd known Suker and his peers were hunting the rebels, but not that they'd had plans this well-realized for what to do once they'd been found.

I slid off the rikka and left it tied at the edge of what remained of the town, then went walking through it. This... this was the empire. The destruction hadn't been personal. I doubted any of the Jokka the Claws had fought had been tortured once they'd been captured. The anadi would be remanded to the residences for breeding, the eperu and emodo put to work maintaining the roads and aqueducts. They would all serve the Jokka's fight against extinction until they lived out their natural spans. What had happened here had been another day's work for the Claws, nothing more. Most of them had been as invested in the Stone Moon as I had—which is to say, only enough to care to keep it from hunting us—and that... that was what I was about to gamble my life on, and the lives of those hiding in the mountains now. That Suker was just as uninterested in the empire's success as I was. That he'd be willing to guard my back again. That the sarcasm we'd traded in moments of stress and fatigue had been clues, clues that hinted at shared sentiments.

I crouched down and dragged my fingers through the detritus. The soot clung to my fingers, and the scent of the oil too. I rubbed them together: gritty. Smelled them. Closed my eyes for a long time. Thinking... what? I couldn't tell. My mind filled with the stench of ash and burnt bone.

I'd had to come here and I didn't know why. But I had, and now I could leave.

I pulled myself back into the saddle and left the ruin of someone else's dream behind.

 

I rode out of the wilderness and onto the road near a wayhouse, and rather than wait for someone to stop me I dismounted and led my mount into its yard. We looked like what we were: two very tired, grimy, hard-used creatures... which was why the keeper's response to me when his shadow darkened the door was, "Gods, what happened to you!"

"Dissidents," I said. "I was detailed to chasing the stragglers from the operation recently completed on the plains." I wiped my brow, making sure my knife was in full view at my waist. "They gave a good fight."

"Not good enough," the emodo said, staring at me with wide eyes. "You look done in, ke emodo. Come in, please. I'll get you a bath and something to eat."

"I don't suppose you could also get me a uniform tunic," I said wryly. "I'd rather not present myself to ke Suker half-nude."

"Your pants have seen better days too," the keeper agreed, glancing at them, which made me feel how many days I'd been living in them. "Shall I send for a full replacement?"

"Do that and trim my mane and I'll feel like a new Jokkad," I said, laughing.

The keeper grinned too. "Come in, ke emodo. Our courier's due through in an hour. I'll have the request ready by then. Will you want to send a message ahead?"

To warn him, or to surprise him? Surprises never went well. "I'd be grateful."

That evening I sat in the wayhouse's small common room, fed, bathed and wearing some of the keeper's spare clothes. I stared out the window at the road, watching the sun flood the horizon with light clear as water, clear and crimson red. Were the others safe? I thought of Hesa, eating nothing—probably saving it for the breeders, who couldn't bear the hardships the eperu could—sitting in a dark, uncomfortable cave somewhere. Or perhaps hiking, long past the hour they could be resting and wouldn't be if Ilushet was smart.

I spent only three days in the wayhouse but I begrudged them in a way I hadn't my detour to the burn site. But the uniform arrived and the keeper fitted it to me; his hands lingered on my sides as he took the measurements but I ignored the invitation. I had lost my taste for casual relationships on joining the Claws and nothing since had changed my mind. I found the worship other Jokka directed at the authorities of the empire repugnant and the perfunctory transactions arranged between Claws unworthy of the effort.

And then there was Hesa.

I must have sighed, for the keeper looked up at me from where he was adjusting the hem of the pants. "Missing someone, ke emodo?"

I smiled. "Was it so obvious?"

"Maybe to someone who's paying attention," he said, smiling too.

He made no more overtures and showed no regret when I mounted my rikka that afternoon. I thanked him for his help and then I was away... once again dressed in the uniform of tyranny and oppression and heading back to the city I swore I wouldn't enter again until I could do so without lies. Fate's humor has a mocking touch.

 

Het Kabbanil had not changed in the few weeks of my absence, and yet it felt different to me. I couldn't have described the difference: the city felt both too small to hold me and too large to encompass; it was home and yet not safe; it was a part of me and I wanted no part of it. I arrived near midday and rode to the barracks, where I dismounted and went inside. I paused at the door to my office—steeling myself?—but when I looked inside everything was as I'd left it. I frowned and turned to leave, only to walk into a body slamming me back against the wall. Suker shoved the door closed with a foot and pressed into me, teeth bared. There was a knife at my collarbones. A naked one.

"Give me one reason I shouldn't kill you," he hissed.

"That perhaps I should know the reason I'm dying before you cut my throat?" I answered, ears flattened.

"As if you need me to tell you," Suker said. His anger was cold... too cold. I could see him doing it, leaning into the blade until he opened my neck. "My most dedicated worker, who spent two months investigating a House that vanished overnight and took him with them! Whose bed were you warming, Pathen? Darsi's? Or did it go back further? Have you been involved with Laisira since Jurenel?"

I made a face and said, "If you're going to impugn my honor, ke Suker, at least have the grace to pair me with someone worthy of the attention."

He hesitated, his frown growing more pronounced.

"You know better," I said. "You know me, ke emodo." I smiled crookedly. "I have better taste."

"That doesn't change facts," Suker said, studying my face.

"You don't have the facts yet," I said. "You have circumstantial evidence."

"Fairly damning circumstantial evidence," he said. "We've arrested people for less."

"Yes," I said. "We have. Haven't we."

He leaned back from my expression. Slowly, very slowly.

"Let me go, ke Suker," I said. "And let's go to your office. And talk."

"I want answers," Suker said.

"You'll have them."

He searched my eyes and I let him, and as he did I studied him in turn. The fatigue lines beneath his eyes told a harsh story when combined with his leaner-than-usual body and the naked knife, a knife that should have been wrapped while in town. He'd been investigating the truedark kingdom for weeks before I'd gone with Laisira, and I'd guessed correctly that he'd been involved with the operation. But seeing him this way made me think he'd only just gotten home himself.

He withdrew the knife as abruptly as he'd threatened me with it, tucking it into his sash. "All right," he said. "But I am not happy with you, Pathen."

"I know," I said. "Please, lead the way."

As the senior overseer charged with managing the teams of Claws that policed the southwestern corner of het Kabbanil, Suker had a larger-than-average office in the center of the barracks. He had never cared to decorate it, so it remained furnished with the basic amenities of any such office: a desk and several chairs, an expensive map drawn onto vellum and tacked to the wall, and a small shelving unit. Suker used it for storing slates and otherwise left it bare. It was one of the first things I'd noticed about him, that he had failed to personalize his office. He didn't personalize his uniform either, though as a senior he had earned the right not only to use his own sashes but also to add trim.

I remained convinced that he'd never done so because, like me, he didn't really want to be here. Watching him stalk into his office, I hoped I was right while wondering if his anger meant I was wrong.

Suker opened one of the drawers of his desk and took out a bottle and two cups. Pointing at me with a finger extended past one of them, he said, "Sit."

So I sat and watched him pour the liquor. For himself first, then me. He started drinking before he finished sitting. I took a sip myself and it ripped my tongue off.

"Not exactly a pot of keddif," I observed.

"This is not a pot of keddif conversation," Suker growled.

"Not exactly fifty-coin either," I said.

"And if I could afford fify-coin I wouldn't be wasting it on this conversation," Suker said. "This is wreck, fresh from the barracks' still."

"There's a still in the barracks?" I said, amused despite the situation. "I never heard anything about it."

"That's because it's only for senior overseers who are forced to resort to it in order to live through the disgraces of their subordinates," Suker said.

"My," I said, touching my chest. "I believe I'm bleeding."

"You should be," Suker said. He set the cup down and said, each word curt, "Do you have any idea, Pathen, what it looked like to have the entirety of House Laisira vanish after we'd put it under a special investigation?"

"I suppose it must have been... awkward," I said, studying my cup.

"Awkward!" Suker said, so angrily I flinched. I had never seen Suker angry. It wasn't pleasant. He leaned forward and said, "You could have gotten me killed, Pathen. Killed. To have a failure that extreme happen on the heels of that mess with Rapuñal? And under the same Claw!" He scrubbed his face with his hands and I noticed then that they were trembling. "Void enfold it, Pathen. I would have been executed."

"But you weren't," I said. "Why?"

"Because I lied my mouth bloody," he said. "I told them you were investigating Laisira because you suspected they were about to defect. That I'd ordered you to go with them so we could follow you."

Small wonder the Claws who'd met me on the hill had been so willing to let me ride off in "pursuit" of the stragglers. I'd told them the story they'd already heard.

And then it occurred to me that it might not have been a story. "Was it true?" I said, fighting dismay. "Did I lead you to them?"

Suker waved a tired hand, refilled his cup. I hadn't even noticed him finishing off the first serving. "No. Well, not directly. I found out where they'd be by following Ajul, not your waywards from Laisira."

"Ajul!" I exclaimed. "But he was made a slave! What could he possibly have..." And then I trailed off. Suker watched me a look both grim and satisfied as I finished, "Of course. There were others in Rapuñal. Others involved with the dissidents."

"Right," Suker said. "And once Ajul was marched north to the end of the Birthwell road they started making arrangements to free him. After that it was a matter of finding out who and asking the right questions."

"So you really were the one responsible for finding the rebels," I said, staring at him. "You helped burn the settlement down."

"Of course I did," Suker said, and drank. I watched him this time. How fast he did it. The twitch of his lower eyelid. The tremor in his wrist. When he put his cup down, he said, "What else was I supposed to do? Let them go free? The empire's enemies? My job is to take them down. I'm one of Roika's Claws."

"A job you don't want to do," I said, quiet.

"Pathen," he said, warning.

"Did you just get back?" I asked. "Have they decorated you yet? When's your public ceremony planned?"

Suker covered his face.

"Are you ready to accept the rewards and thanks of a grateful empire on the public dais they use to torture people?" I said. "A thanks you earned for enslaving and killing several hundred innocent Jokka?"

"They were the empire's enemies," Suker said, but he had not lifted his face and his voice was muffled.

"You had no choice," I said. Suker looked up then, angry. I held up my hand. "I didn't say it to start an argument. I'm saying it because it's true. Isn't it? If your choice is between your own death and someone else's, is it your fault for choosing yourself? Or the empire's, for making you choose?"

Suker sucked in a breath and let it out slowly. "You. You're one of them now."

"Suker, we were always one of them. Both of us," I said, quiet.

He looked away. Then said, "Well, it hardly matters anymore, does it? There's no 'them' left to be part of."

I said nothing as he looked inside his empty cup, shifting it to watch the dregs. When I didn't answer, he looked up at me and frowned. "There's not. Is there?"

"I need your help," I said.

He stared at me. And then shook himself and said, "No. No. I just finished telling you how much I don't want to die, Pathen. And whatever you're about to ask for is going to get me killed."

"It's less likely to get you killed than it will me," I said, and tried another sip from my cup. How Suker had put down two servings of this in a single swallow I couldn't imagine.

"It will get me killed if they trace it back to me," he said, acerbic.

"Then let us get you out," I said.

"Because Rapuñal did such a fine job of that with Ajul," Suker said.

"Because House Laisira did such a fine job of it none of us realized they were half-gone by the time they kidnapped me during the fetes," I said. "And had you not already known the location of the settlement thanks to Rapuñal's mishandling of the situation, you would never, ever have found them, Suker. Because nothing House Laisira decides to hide is going to be found."

Suker said, incredulous, "Half the House? The entire House?"

I had forgotten he didn't know that story. "Gone," I said. "Out from beneath all our noses. And they would have gotten away completely during the fete had I not accidentally opened one of their crates while loading the wagon and discovered a Jokkad hiding in it."

"But you were investigating them," Suker said. "If you saw that something might be wrong, why wouldn't someone else?"

"I only saw something worth investigating because I thought Darsi was an idiot and I couldn't imagine Jurenel choosing him for a successor," I said. "And the only reason I knew that, Suker, was because Jurenel was..." I trailed off and said, "He was a friend."

And that was true, amazingly enough. All this time and I had never realized it, since our antagonistic roles as the empire's enforcer and a Head of Household had masked the evidence. But I had liked Jurenel and enjoyed his company. And I think he had enjoyed mine.

"He was a friend," I said again, more confidently. "And I knew him well enough to realize that he would never have left Laisira to someone like Darsi. If I hadn't had that insight, Suker, I would never have known something was wrong. And at the end of the summer fetes we would have discovered House Laisira empty and never known when or where they'd gone." I met his eyes. "If you want to leave, Suker... I can get you out."

Suker sighed, rubbing one eye with the heel of his hand. "And where would I go, Pathen? And what would happen to the Claws under me? I'm their protection from the ministry. If I go, who'll make sure we don't end up doing the really heinous work?"

"Maybe we shouldn't have to do heinous work," I suggested.

"And how exactly is that going to happen?" he snapped. "I just finished burning the little "truedark kingdom" to ashes, Pathen, and what's left of it won't win a war against the Stone Moon. Is that what you want? A war?"

"No," I said. I didn't even have to think about the answer. "Too many Jokka would die and the Stone Moon would still be standing at the end of it. We can't afford an open confrontation. We couldn't, even when the settlement still stood... they must have known, or they would have tried it."

"Maybe they were planning to," Suker muttered.

"No," I said. "No, I think they knew better."

"You think?" Suker said.

"I didn't meet their leader. Thenet," I said. "That was its name." At Suker's expression, I said, "You didn't kill it. It's gone east to meet the emperor."

"What?" Suker said, stunned. "Why?"

"I don't know," I said. "Apparently there's something in the north that both of them want, and for some reason this Thenet believes the Stone Moon emperor, who's set himself against it at every turn, is going to let it go with him."

Suker frowned, but it wasn't worry. Speculation, I thought. "Interesting," he murmured. "I had heard... but you never know with rumors." He met my eyes. "So if you don't want a war, Pathen, what exactly are you planning?"

"Are you sure you want to know?" I asked.

He looked away, exasperated. "I'm drunk."

"Your fault," I offered, allowing myself the luxury of humor for the first time since our conversation began.

"Yes," he said. He pointed. "Drink. Then tell me your foolhardy plan."

I managed the entire cup under Suker's amused eye and then set it aside. "I need you to give me credit for finding the dissidents."

"Mmm-hmm," Suker said. "Why? You want the reward?"

I grinned. "You see? Not so foolhardy a plan. Go on."

"And then you will use the money to fund a rebellion?" Suker said, dividing the remainder of the bottle between our cups.

"Close," I said. "I'll take the remaining dissidents with me to establish a House in het Narel. And then we'll do what House Rapuñal did such a bad job of, except we'll do a good job of it."

"So you will bring down the empire from within," Suker said, turning his cup. His fingers were remarkably steady for the amount of liquor he'd consumed.

"Or transform it quietly," I said. "It depends on what happens with the emperor. If he never comes back..."

Suker stared at his cup. Then said, "I think this is a truedark dream you're chasing, you know. Winning against the Stone Moon." He flipped his ears back and sighed again, and I began to speak to convince him otherwise when he finished. "But I knew it was a matter of time before you made the attempt."

"What?" I said, shocked.

He chuckled. "Finally surprised you, didn't I," he said. "Please, Pathen. You never fit your uniform. I was waiting for the day you gave up trying. Most of us just wanted to go unnoticed by the Stone Moon... you never stopped resenting it for being unjust."

"Like you?" I said. The wreck improved when warm. Or at least, it was more drinkable that way.

"Not me," Suker said, tired. "I gave up a long time ago. I just wanted to work myself into a position where I could protect someone. Anyone. Myself included." He tilted his head. "Tell me something. Those rumors about you and Laisira."

"Which rumors about me and Laisira?" I said, dry.

He looked up at me. "Those rumors about you and Hesa Laisira-emodo."

I lifted a brow. "Yes?"

"Should I ask?" he said.

"Depends on how you'd feel about the answer," I said.

He leaned back and looked at me more fully, and he seemed far too sober. So I made my final gamble and said, "It wasn't in Darsi's bed. And it wasn't in mine then. It is now."

Suker dragged in a long breath and closed his eyes.

"So, ke Suker," I said, quiet. "Will you betray me to the empire's torture? Or will you help me?" I set my empty cup down and pushed it across the desk to him. "Your choice."

"My choice," he rasped.

"Your choice," I said. "Unlike the Stone Moon, I'll give you one."

He started laughing. "Void, Pathen."

I grinned and offered him my hand across the desk. He glowered at it, then clasped me, palm to palm. "Hope you like public appearances."

"Let them hang their accolades on me," I said. "I'll use them to make safety for those who need it. Us included."

 

That night I rode around the city's border, my rikka loping alongside the rumpled cropfields with their tall stalks of shuñe and ufi grains, only a few weeks from threshing. I could smell their malty fragrance on the early autumn wind, a scent liberally mingled with that of water and turned soil. Het Kabbanil remained the richest of Ke Bakil's settlements... in food particularly, for it had been the first het to benefit from the Stone Moon's agricultural innovations. The cones of the granaries sunk into the ground were black silhouettes among crops silvered by starlight.

No, nothing would be gained by a war. I couldn't imagine this Thenet wanting one or Ilushet and Barit would surely have mentioned it. The eperu must have hoped for a peaceful resolution of Ke Bakil's warring philosophies to have willingly ridden off to meet with its worst enemy. With Hesa's help and a good situation in het Narel, we could put together a network the eperu could use when it returned to overturn the empire without having to destroy it. And then we could keep the good the Stone Moon had done without having to spill blood for it. There were so few of us already... we couldn't afford to kill one another off. Even Roika had known that. Almost all crimes in the Stone Moon were punishable by fine or forced labor. Death was reserved for treason, and the very rare crimes of perversity.

At the furthest eastern point of the city I found the ruins with the frieze. I set my token on it: a sash of Laisira's own silk, white as blood with translucent yellow flower petals hand-painted down the last third of its length. There would be no more Laisira cloth entering the markets, but the silk they'd already sold earlier in the season was still available. Hesa would laugh at being given its House's own work, I thought... and later it could tie its hair back with the scarf. The colors would work with scarlet curls.

I pulled myself back into the saddle and looked east. Somewhere down that road the ruler of all Ke Bakil was advancing toward a meeting with its one true enemy, a meeting apparently engineered by the avatars of the gods. I didn't know that I believed in gods, but these Jokka had surely had good reason to think something useful would be accomplished by the meeting. Certainly the emperor had been dedicated to funding the voyage north. I hadn't heard a great deal about it, only enough to know it was happening. But somewhere east of us, the ultimate fate of our struggle was being decided. All that was left was for those of us left behind to put together the framework the winner would use to implement that decision... or fight it.

I clapped my heels to the rikka and rode back to the barracks. I had meetings to prepare for.

 

In the morning, Suker conducted me to the Stone Moon seat. I knew where it was but had never been in it; the seat was reserved for the highest level administration of the empire and the only Claws that regularly went there were attached to the ministers of government or the Head of the Claws himself.

"Let me do most of the talking," Suker said to me as we walked through the stone halls. "But don't be worried. Ke Jushet is a fair emodo. Tell him the truth you know."

The truth I knew that Suker had carefully coached me in. I said, "As much as I can."

"Good," Suker said, and stopped at an arch. "Suker Jabbin-emodo and his Claw Pathen Ures-emodo. We're expected."

"Come in."

I followed Suker into the sunlit room. There was an emodo there, a male my age wearing a Claw's uniform but with an embroidered edge twice the width of the one to which Suker was entitled. When we entered, he rose from a round table with three chairs. "Suker. I hear good things."

"Sir," Suker said. "The rebellion has been quelled. My Claw found the evidence and based on it we followed the dissidents to their settlement and razed it. We left the dead and brought the remainder back as prisoners."

Jushet, for this must be him, closed his eyes. "So at last, it's over."

"Yes, sir," Suker said, deferent in a way I'd never seen him.

"And this... this is the male responsible?" Jushet said, looking now at me with an appraising gaze.

I tapped my hand to my brow, inclining my head to go with the gesture of respect. "Ke Jushet."

"This is him," Suker agreed. "He was the one who discovered Rapuñal's connection to the dissidents. He uncovered House Laisira's plans to flee for the plains and won their trust so he could accompany them."

Jushet studied me and said, "We owe you a very great deal, Pathen Ures-emodo."

"Sir," I said, low. "I was only doing my duty."

"What you did was beyond your duty," Jushet said. "Not only that, but you have accomplished what dozens of Claws have failed to do... and in a very clever way." He glanced at Suker. "Was it your idea to have him infiltrate the rebels?"

"No," Suker said. "I approved his plans, but they were all his."

"Ke Suker implemented the raid," I said, striving to seem like the modest and loyal member of the Claws I had never been.

Jushet sat then, gesturing for us to join him. "I had had reports of Suker's involvement already," he said. "The Claws reporting to me have been fulsome in their praise of your dedication, Suker. They said you stayed long past necessity to make sure you'd chased down all the stragglers."

Suker inclined his head. "I didn't want to leave the job half-done, sir."

"Someone had mentioned the Claw who'd followed the dissidents to their hiding place," Jushet continued. "But not the depth of his involvement."

"We didn't want anyone to know," Suker said. "Lest they let the plan leak to Laisira."

Jushet said, "Brilliant." And laughed. He sounded... gods help me. He sounded like Suker had. Tired. And not happy... relieved, yes, but a relief without joy. I hadn't known what to expect of the head of all the Claws in the empire, but I'd been imagining someone a little more in love with power and cruelty. Not a Jokkad who seemed to like his work as little as we did.

I didn't make the mistake of thinking him an ally. Anyone with the amount of power he had, whether he enjoyed wielding it or not, would not be disposed toward unmaking the hierarchy in which he'd finally achieved a position of safety. But it did make me wonder if most of the Claws of the empire had become Claws for the same reason I had, and if the sort Hesa and Darsi had planned for were the exceptions.

The possibilities, if so....

Suker and Jushet were discussing the implications of the destruction of the truedark settlement. I listened without interrupting, the picture of respectful attention, until Jushet said, "So, you will allow the empire to show its gratitude, I hope. Suker? Have you any request? You know the size of the reward we set aside as incentive for accomplishing this goal. It would be reasonable to share it with your Claw if you wish... you could both retire very rich Jokka."

"I'd like to keep working, if it's well with you, ke Jushet," Suker said. "I don't know what I'd do with myself in retirement."

Jushet laughed. "I know just how that is. Work too long and you forget how to stop."

"Just so," Suker said. "I'll keep a fraction of the purse if it pleases you, sir. But my subordinate here has crazy dreams of his own, or so I hear."

"Oh?" Jushet said, turning to me with an indulgent smile. "It's not often I get to do something fun like, say, bestowing enormous gifts on dreamers. What's your pleasure, Pathen?"

"I wouldn't call it a crazy dream," I said, eyeing Suker as if we were revisiting an old joke. "But I would like to start a House, sir."

"A House!" Jushet said, leaning back with a quirk of his mouth. "Now Suker. What's so crazy about that?"

"What's crazy is that he wants to leave het Kabbanil," Suker said dryly.

"Leave the center of civilization!" Jushet said with a laugh. "All right, I'll give you that if it's true. Is he right, Pathen?"

"Het Kabbanil is the center of civilization," I said. "I'd like to try somewhere a little smaller."

"And where is this somewhere smaller you'd like to go?" Jushet asked, amused.

"Het Narel," I said.

"Het Narel!" he said, laughing again. "From the largest city on Ke Bakil to the second largest? I thought you wanted to get away from the center of civilization?"

"Well, yes," I said. "But not so far away I'm keeping neighbors with herds of rikka." I waited for Jushet to finish laughing and said, "What I really want is a fresh start, ke Jushet. If I stay in het Kabbanil every Jokkad I grew up with will have an opinion on how I should run things."

"Now that I can sympathize with," Jushet said, chuckling. "So, you want to go paint a House stone in het Narel? I think I can arrange that with Minister Thesenet. He'd be pleased to have a hero of the empire choosing his town for a home, and giving you a House would be appropriately grand in the eyes of the Jokka. We'll send you off properly with money, your choice of people—I assume you have some in mind to go with you?—and maybe even a few trophy anadi if you'd like, to establish you as one of the Stone Moon's favored."

"That would be more honor than I would ever have expected to earn," I said.

"That would be less than you deserve for what you've done," he said. "Go on, then, and start making your plans... you'll have plenty to do if you want to start combing through Transactions for a hundred-plus Jokka willing to leave with you! We'll have a ceremony to celebrate your and ke Suker's accomplishments and then you'll be on your way."

"Thank you, sir," I said, rising at the dismissal. I tapped my brow to them both and backed out of the room until I'd left it.

 

Suker joined me in my office later, turning the chair and straddling it. "The ceremony'll be in a week."

"Plenty of time," I said.

"Jushet was impressed with you," he continued. "But he also asked me to plant a spy in your Household." He lifted a brow. "Said if you'd been a good enough actor to fool House Laisira into taking you to their breast, you could be a good enough actor to be planning something."

"I didn't expect any less," I said. "I'm surprised he told you, actually."

"So am I," he said. "So expect two spies. Mine and Jushet's." He rose. "Make your plans, Pathen. And stay out of trouble until the ceremony."

"Trouble is the furthest thing from my mind," I said.

 

That night I walked to the ruins, not wanting to chance anyone spotting the rikka from a distance. I sat in the lee of the frieze and closed my eyes to wait, straining the wind for the sound of footsteps. They were quiet; that I heard them long in advance of their intention was only because I knew to seek them. I sat up and twisted to look over the edge of the tumbled stone pediment: three silhouettes, shrouded in hooded cloaks, barely visible by starlight.

"So you have succeeded," Ilushet said.

"We leave in a week," I answered, rising to my feet and dusting off my pants. "I'll need credible identities for the Jokka who'll be forming my Household."

"I can take care of that," Hesa said from behind Ilushet.

"Not all of us are going," Ilushet continued. "Some of us will stay in the wilds. We will need people who can contact Thenet when it returns and others to create new safeholds in case you fail."

"Good idea," I said.

"So it's to be het Narel?" the third Jokkad said, and that was Abadil. He stepped forth and I saw the light in his eyes even from beneath the deep shadows of the hood.

"Yes," I said. "And anything you can do to begin to ease our way there would be appreciated. You'll be in my official Household, I hope?"

"Yes," Abadil said. "I was never reported as a rebel... they assumed I drank myself to death on the plains one night. There are people who will be relieved to discover that untrue. They'll help."

"Good," I said. "Then we all have work to do. Plan for spies; there will be at least two I know of, maybe more."

"When aren't there spies," Abadil said, blowing his forelock back with the force of his sigh.

I grinned at him. "What were you in het Narel? The town pessimist?"

"The town clay-keeper," Abadil said. "So, same thing."

I laughed. "Yes, I am planning to work you hard, ke Abadil."

"Good," he said. "I'm long past ready."

Ilushet said, "Ke emodo... we go to prepare. We will meet you one more time to share the details with you before you set off. Expect us in three days."

"Very good," I said. "We have wasted enough time."

It rested the side of its hand on its chest, the neuter's respect to a male, and withdrew. Abadil's salute was far more energetic, delivered with a grin. And both of them, I saw, left me with Hesa. I wondered if Ilushet knew about us and was staring after it when Hesa said, "It doesn't, no. But I wouldn't be surprised if it suspects. Thenet loved an anadi, after all."

I looked at it and said, "No torture. I wasn't able to arrange to avoid the public dais, though."

"You broke with our deal," it said, resting its palm on my chest.

"You can punish me appropriately later," I said, amused.

"Now that there will be a later," it agreed. And added with a smile, "You bought me one of our own scarves."

"Did it please you?" I said, smiling.

"It made me laugh when little else has been able to these past weeks," Hesa said. Softer, "My House, Pathen. My House."

I drew it to me and rested my head against the rough cloth of its hood.

"Over six hundred of us," it whispered against my throat. "Six hundred, Pathen. And four hundred of them died or were enslaved. I sent them to that. I thought they would be safe. They went because I told them it would be safe."

I grasped it by the arms, ducking my head so I could look at its face. Once I had its reluctant attention, I said, "They went because they couldn't bear the Stone Moon and they were willing to take their fates into their hands. Don't rob them of their courage by taking the responsibility for their choice on your own shoulders."

"I am... I was... their pefna," Hesa said. "Their pefna and their Head of Household in everything but name. They trusted me."

"You did everything you could to ensure their safety," I said. "And you would have succeeded except for a fluke. Rapuñal gave you away."

"W-what?" Hesa said, startled. "Rapuñal? But... oh no. They tried to rescue Ajul, didn't they."

I smiled a little. "And revealed themselves to the Stone Moon, yes."

Hesa let its head fall until it bumped against my chest. And then whispered, "Over four hundred people, Pathen."

"Yes," I said. "And nothing can bring back the dead. All we can do is make their sacrifice mean something and work to save the living... and most of them are living, Hesa. Living, and imprisoned by the empire. You and I can do something for them. And we must."

It sighed, warming my skin through the vest. "Yes. Three days."

"Make sure you're on the rolls," I said.

"Don't worry," it said, smiling a little. "I'll put together a perfect fiction for your new House. I already have some ideas. And I'll enlist Abadil's help, he's a story-teller."

"Good," I said, and kissed its brow. "Go carefully."

"You also," it whispered. "Setasha."

And then it left me before I could object to the endearment... or more importantly, return it. Setasha... beloved.

I made my way back to the city, and made sure no one followed.

 

I had told Hesa the truth when I'd said I didn't witness the torture of the errant lovers on the punishment dais in the center of het Kabbanil. But I was familiar with that dais, for it had been less than a year since I'd served as the minister of justice's hand in the sentencing of Ajul Rapuñal-eperu. There had been other Claws in attendance to represent the omnipresence and power of the empire, but as the lucky Claw who'd caught Ajul in the act of leeching money from the Stone Moon's coffers, I'd been selected to bleed him into the jar that symbolized the life payment he now owed the Jokka for his crimes.

That day... that day remained stark in my memory. The smell of the summer storm in the sky, wet and electric; the rasp of Ajul's harsh breathing; the feel of his mane in my fist, smooth and thin and warmed from his skin. I remembered using the knife on him, and how often I'd been forced to in order to fill the jar, the hateful jar. I remembered the interminability of the ceremony and how much I'd wanted to be anywhere else.

I hadn't looked forward to mounting the platform again—the memories were gritty in my mind, like the ashes of the settlement had been to my fingers—but of the two halves of this enterprise I thought I had the easier task. How Hesa and the others planned to slip two hundred Jokka into my employ and have it look legitimate I couldn't imagine. Better to climb the dais and let Jushet and Minister Iren congratulate Suker and his subordinate before all the het than to put my hand on that part of the operation, and certainly fail.

And yet the moment I was on the dais I was plagued with a sense of vertigo. It was early autumn, not summer, and there was no blood being spilled, no prisoner, no menace beyond that implicit in everything involving the empire. But I felt as if I was there again. I was surrounded by the mask-like faces of all the Jokka who could crowd into het Kabbanil's central square, and that was many, too many to count, and all the ones nearest me... their eyes were shuttered.

I remembered coming to the public square of het Kabbanil for better reasons before the Stone Moon was established. I remembered seeing faces there, faces with visible emotion. I remembered seeing eperu and anadi among the emodo in near equal numbers. I remembered seeing children—when was the last time I'd seen a child outside the anadi residences where the Stone Moon now raised them apart from any other influence?

I remembered a city that knew itself, and people who knew one another. I remembered being proud to live there.

Looking out at the crowd, I didn't think any of the people watching did.

Minister Iren was praising us now, speaking with great eloquence of the rewards we had earned. I believe I made the proper replies. I must have, for there was no pause in the ceremony. But when my eyes were not required to be on the minister or Jushet, they rested on the Jokka witnessing the spectacle not because it was their pleasure, for they had ceased to know pleasure long ago, and not because it was their duty, for without pleasure how can one know duty? They came and they watched out of an animal sense that they needed to know their masters' moods.

I left the square wearing my own mask, one of an honored soldier of the empire. But beneath it I was reeling in a way I hadn't even after bleeding Ajul. So many people with living bodies and dead eyes. The empire had saved us from the inevitability of the mind-death with its laws... and consigned us to blighted spirits.

 

What I wanted most following the ceremony was to retreat to my office and shut the door on the World. Naturally I spent the next few hours besieged by visitors. A stream of Claws of every rank from the newest hire to emodo of Suker's more rarified position came by to wish me well and give me gifts.

Gifts.

I found the process appalling. It wasn't until near the end of the flow that I began to look past my revulsion and truly see their expressions. They weren't there to congratulate me for defeating the empire's enemies, but for leaving het Kabbanil to begin my own House. None of them wanted to talk about what I'd done to earn my reward, but that I'd chosen it and was escaping....

By the time I shut the door on my office to make my hours-long circuitous route to my rendezvous at the ruins, I felt the Void's own cold in the hollows of my teeth, in my bones. I'd thought the blank gazes of the witnesses at the ceremony had been horror enough without adding the scars of my fellow Claws to it.



"Your contact in Transactions is Tanden Cheriet-emodo," Hesa said. We were sitting on one of the fallen columns, bent close beneath the shadow of a partial wall; even with two of the truedark Jokka patrolling the perimeter of the ruins, we kept our voices low. "He's in Contracts. We don't have any people in Holdings or Grievances anymore so you want to stay clear of those parts of the office. The people you'll be hiring will be coming out of House Molan. There are one hundred and forty of us. The rest Abadil is going to bring to us in het Narel; he knows the emodo who used to head Transactions there and they still have people they can trust in the office. It'll be easier for us in Narel since it's less likely any of us will be recognized. Normally Transactions wouldn't know any of us either, not with the size of het Kabbanil, but because Laisira was recently "lost" the matter will be on their mind."

I glanced at the shadowed length of its nose, just visible under the hood. "And Transactions isn't going to be suspicious of House Molan losing one hundred and forty people?"

Hesa looked at me. "You didn't know their names."

"What?" I said. "Whose?"

It said, quiet, "The lovers who lost their lives on the dais."

The wind hissed over the ground, between the broken stone teeth of the ruins, as I received the weight of the words and their implications.

"So," Hesa said at last. "Of the two Houses, Molan is the one that survived... barely. It has problems keeping employees. The House shed nearly a third of its members when the majority of het Kabbanil's Great Houses refused to do business with them. Its recovery since then has been a long struggle punctuated by frequent set-backs during which it tends to lose large numbers of Jokka. And since the empire has sympathy for those who don't want to be associated with perversion, Transactions looks the other way when a group out of Molan decides they want to leave, assuming that there has been some accusation within the House that no one wants to talk about outside it."

"I'm... surprised... that no one has investigated Molan, given how badly they must want revenge for what was done to them by the Stone Moon," I murmured. "You're sure no one is going to make assumptions?"

"That Molan is in league with the dissidents?" Hesa said. It grimaced. "You have not been to House Molan, Pathen. The entire House has the air of beaten animals. Even the stones in the buildings seem to weep. Anyone who walks out of there does so convinced that the House's only wish is to once again be accepted by the people of het Kabbanil. To cease having to struggle against the prejudices created by the scandal. They do a very good job of maintaining that impression because it's true." It shook its head. "They'll help us. But I think the only reason they will is because the emperor is gone, so they believe if they're discovered they won't be as sorely punished."

I glanced at it.

"I know," Hesa said. "I know, Pathen. But this gives us our best, absolute best chance, particularly since Molan has always kept a small complement of eperu separate from the empire's labor. No one is going to question a raft of desertions from Molan."

I studied its profile, then said, "Because Molan will truly be missing one hundred and forty Jokka, won't it."

The eperu smiled a little. "If you guarantee the escape, the beaten animal will flee."

"That's well-done," I said softly, thinking of the dead lovers. "A small injustice mitigated, and we'll have played a part in it."

"Yes," Hesa said, satisfied.

"What about the rest of our people?" I asked. "One hundred and forty... how many are left?"

"The remaining Jokka of Thenet's kingdom, with Laisira now added to their number, total two hundred and thirty," Hesa said. "Of that total, two hundred will eventually come with us. And we have a plan for what we'll do as a House as well, something that will give us an excuse to run trade caravans and keep our own rikka."

"Oh?" I said.

It smiled. "It was Abadil's idea and he's very excited about it, so I'll let him explain it to you when we're on the road. He'll be one of the original draft."

"All right," I said. "It sounds like you have your end sewn up tidily. I'll take care of my end."

"You did the hard part already, convincing ke Suker to give you the House," Hesa said. "The rest of it has been logistics. Not difficult."

"Not difficult," I said, "for you."

"You see?" it said, and tapped its chest. "Pefna." It rested the flat of that hand on my chest. "And you—"

"Head of Household, apparently," I said. "I'll have to come up with a name for our little enterprise before we reach het Narel."

The eperu laughed, soft. "You'll think of something. Pathen... a few other things. So you won't be surprised."

I glanced at it and it smiled, a little lopsided smile that turned my heart. And then it drew down its hood.

"Your mane," I said, shocked.

"I don't look anything like Hesa Laisira-emodo, do I?" it said, and it didn't. The Hesa of House Laisira had had waist-length scarlet curls that, when they'd consented to be bound at all, had been messily pulled back with a single scarf, or badly imprisoned in an even messier braid. But someone had cut its mane off at the shoulder and dyed it some dark color I couldn't discern in the moonlight—brown perhaps—and the curls had relaxed into long waves.

"The others have done similar things," it said. "They're minor changes, but most people won't be examining us closely enough for more to be necessary."

"It's a good idea," I said huskily and pushed back a much tidier fall of hair from over its eye. It lifted its brows at my expression. "You had this curl," I said. "When I first met you. It kept falling over your eye and I could never stop looking at it."

Hesa closed its eyes, enjoying the caress. "I'll grow it back the right color when it's safe." And then it opened its eyes, looking up at me through its lashes. The expression would have been coy had its amusement not been so palpable. "Really? One curl?"

"Two," I admitted. "The other was near the side of your neck."

It hid its smile by ducking its head, and the movement of the mane against its face was a stranger's. It was a typical cut for an emodo and I couldn't see the Hesa I'd known in it. If I squinted, I could imagine the Hesa who'd been born male, though. I wondered how I felt about being able to see it as a male when I'd fallen in love with it as eperu: glad that I could fool myself into thinking our relationship something more normal? Unnerved that I'd lost "my" Hesa? Or confused that it mattered what body it was inhabiting?

"The other thing," it said. "We've decided for safety's sake that you should arrive in het Narel with a lover."

"A lover!" I said, my thoughts scattering. "Why?"

"Because of the rumors of impropriety that attached to you here after our investigation," it said, and lifted a hand to still my protest. "Yes, they were only rumors. That's the trouble. Rumors are impossible to disprove to people who enjoy trading them. And an emodo with a lover looks more settled to other Jokka, which can only work in our favor when we arrive."

"I can see that," I said reluctantly. "But I don't like the idea."

"You'll like it even less when I'm done with the tale," Hesa said. "We've chosen your lover for you—"

The look on its face...

"And we think the best Jokkad for the role is Darsi," Hesa finished.

I might have cramped my ears, they flattened so quickly. "You're not serious!"

"I'm afraid I am," it said.

"Gods!" I said. "There has to be some better choice! What about Abadil?"

"He's a terrible actor," Hesa said. "He only survived the Stone Moon's arrival by being known as—and actually being—a drunk, and then he stumbled out of town and fell into the truedark Jokka's arms. While drunk. He won't be able to hold with the story—unless you're willing to make it true...?"

"No," I said immediately. "Barit?"

"Barit is staying behind with Ilushet to manage the Jokka waiting in the wild," Hesa said.

"Laisira is full of emodo," I said. "All those weavers... surely one of them...?"

It lifted its brows. "None of them volunteered, Pathen. For the very good reason that they're still terrified of you."

"Terrified!" I exclaimed.

"Haven't you ever looked at your own reflection?" Hesa said. "Pathen... you move like someone trained to violence. Like someone accustomed to backing his own threats. You're already not a small Jokkad and you carry yourself like an eightclaws hunting. It's beautiful to watch but no one still right-minded is comfortable drawing too close."

I looked away and the eperu allowed me that. I didn't like thinking of myself as someone who could frighten other Jokka. In fact, I hated it.

"Someone in het Narel, then," I said, when I found my voice again.

"...and who will we be able to trust the way we trust the people we know were already committed to this path?" Hesa said. "Abadil might vouch for them but it's an unnecessary risk. Darsi's going to have to be involved with the management of the House anyway. He and I are used to working as a team. If he plays at your lover, you'll have a reason to take him with you to anything important and then I'll have two sources of information: if one of you is busy I can consult with the other. Because I will very certainly not be able to go to your meetings. Not if we want to avoid attracting attention."

"If I didn't know any better, I'd think you'd engineered this course of action to force a rapprochement between us," I said, sour.

"A rapprochement would require there have been some sort of amity in the beginning," Hesa said. "Which there never has been. Darsi can do this, Pathen. More importantly, he needs to. He feels the destruction of Laisira as much as I do. It was our plan that saw them out of het Kabbanil and from there to ruin. He needs a chance to make amends. Let him do this."

"I'll have to touch him," I said, flattening my ears.

"Only in public, and as much as is proper in public," Hesa said. It rested gentle fingers on my chin. "Pathen."

I said, "I'll consider it."

It studied my face, then said, "Consider it seriously."

"I promise," I said.

"Mmm," it said. "Keep that promise better than the one you did about the public dais."

I thought I'd suppressed my flinch but Hesa felt it through its fingertips anyway. It looked up at me. "Pathen?"

"You were there at Ajul's sentencing," I said, low. "You remember."

It hesitated. "Yes. I do."

I strove for words when I didn't have names for the feelings at conflict in me. "I never wanted to be there. The Claws on the dais with me. They didn't want to be there. The Jokka watching didn't want to be there. All of us, Hesa. All of us wished we were somewhere else. In some other life. All of us still do." I met its eyes and my voice fell to a rasp. "It's so wrong. The anger I feel. The grief. It's ruinous. I don't know what to do with it."

Hesa met my eyes without cringing, without looking away... with nothing but the metal-hardness of its convictions and its will, the very things I'd found so irresistible. It had called me a predator but I saw nothing of prey in the eperu.

"What you do," Hesa said at last, "is go with us to het Narel and begin the work that will see it changed."

That made me laugh, a rusty cough of a sound. "Pefna."

"Head of Household," it answered. And leaned up to kiss me, and it was a slow kiss and a good one, and I even forgot that it looked like a stranger with a bobbed mane that smelled like dye instead of honey.

"Three days," I said when we parted.

"Three days," it said and slipped off the column.

"Hesa," I said as it was walking away. When it stopped and looked over its shoulder at me, I said, "You weren't really afraid of me. Were you?"

"Of course I was," it said. "But fear is part of living. One heeds its counsel and then does what needs to be done anyway. Or one does nothing." It smiled. "Besides. There are things worth having on the other side of fear."

"Setasha," I said, softer. "Stay out of chains."

"And you," it said. "Stay out of trouble." It grinned. "That one I think you can manage."

The eperu left me with a chest tight with too many things: anger and grief and laughter and grief again. I like to think I heeded their counsel, but I fear I skipped that step and continued directly to doing what needed to be done.

 

I brought my requests to Jushet the following morning and stood before him in his office as he reviewed the slate. He'd done me the honor of asking me to deliver them personally without Suker's escort, and by that I thought that I had somehow impressed him in the short time he'd known me. I supposed if I'd really been the Claw who'd orchestrated the downfall of the rebels and had been at work on it since Ajul's trial I would have been worthy of that interest; as it was, I wasn't entirely glad of the invitation.

Jushet read the slate in silence, paused at its end, glanced up at me. Then he leaned back, slate still in his hands, to study me more carefully.

"House Molan," he said at last.

"Yes, ke Jushet," I said.

"And you're taking the entire draft," he said.

"Yes, sir," I said.

"Why?" he asked, and though his tone was more curious than interrogative I decided to err on the side of caution.

"They're good workers and they want to prove themselves," I said. "They'll never have that chance here. Not a fair one."

"It's a kindness for you to offer them that opportunity," Jushet said. When I didn't say anything, he lifted his brows. "No comment?"

"Sir," I said. "I needed a House. They needed a home. It seemed a good beginning."

"Yes," Jushet said, studying me. "Yes, it is. But a hundred and forty Jokka is small for a great House in a major city. You're sure it's enough?"

"If I need more I will speak with Minister Thesenet," I said. "Perhaps we can work out an arrangement if he and Transactions agree that there are Jokka who need a new master."

"Reasonable," Jushet said. "I'll write you a permit for an annual allotment from the pool of available children. If you can keep the House running for a year without foundering you'll be able to count on that to grow your workforce."

"Ke Jushet," I said, surprised. "You don't even know if my House will be worth sponsoring!"

"Its Head of Household is," Jushet said. "Pathen, your requests are modest and the decision to take Molan's refugees is... I won't say 'compassionate,' because we both know that kindness is not an imperial virtue. Kindness builds no roads, after all... isn't that how the proverb goes?" He smiled, showing fangs as I stared at him. "I'll say 'thoughtful' instead. Or 'efficient,' that's even better, isn't it? The empire loves efficiency."

"Efficiency does build roads," I said, still staring at him.

Jushet chuckled. "I'll send word ahead to Thesenet about the children. And there will be a deposit in het Narel's Holdings office comprising the balance of the reward which you have not spent, not with this slate. So use it in good health once you arrive."

I said, "I will, sir." And then, on instinct, "You should visit. One day when you need time to yourself."

"I might at that," Jushet said and stood, offering me his wrist. I clasped it. "I won't see you again before you leave, so go well, Pathen. You have done great things for the empire. You've earned your new life."

"I hope so," I said. "And thank you."

 

Over the next few days, House Molan's Jokka slipped out of het Kabbanil in the quietest hours near truedark and House Laisira's Jokka replaced them. They arrived only to be sold to me and sent off in groups down the southern road to het Narel, there to scout out a property appropriate to whatever use Abadil had concocted and prepare it for my arrival. In this way they continued until only ten of them were left to accompany me on my journey.

On that last morning, Suker was waiting for me in my office with a pot of keddif.

"Tell me the name of my spy," he said without preamble.

I pulled my chair around to the front of the desk so I could sit facing him, which I did, legs crossed at the knee and hands in a relaxed clasp on it. "Thulin Shural-emodo. You tend to like the quiet ones."

"Mmm. And Jushet's?" Suker asked.

"Two so far," I said. "One emodo, Kaliser Kaduye-emodo—very clever, choosing someone from a House I'd formerly been charged with overseeing, but maybe too clever—and an eperu, Shavi Ithera-emodo. I suppose only a head of the Claws would think to trust an eperu with spying on another Claw... but it was born emodo, so maybe there's some history there I'm not aware of." I reached over and poured for us both before offering him the cup. "I presume there will be several more when we start hiring in het Narel, but I won't know until I get there."

"Well, spit," Suker said, frowning. "To know all of them immediately you must have had a list of the Jokka you were planning to hire..." He trailed off and looked at me. And then chuckled. "House Molan—oh, very nice. I won't ask how you did it but that was a canny bit of work."

"The offer stands," I said. "If you want out, Suker."

Suker flicked his ears out, his smile rueful. "And now I believe you could manage it." He leaned back in his chair. "But no. I'll stay and do what I can here."

"If you're sure," I said. And frowned a little. "Ke Jushet seems... a fair Jokkad."

"For someone in his position?" Suker said. "I think he is. But I wouldn't gamble on it. Especially with the stakes you're playing for."

I snorted. "I've moved out of this office and you're still acting like my manager."

"Old habits leave deep grooves," Suker said. "But here's my last bit of advice. Be careful in het Narel, Pathen. If they try to take you down it'll be with an accusation of perversion. It's the only thing likely to create a big enough scandal to put paid to a hero of the empire."

And that made altogether too much sense. Enough that I thought with disgust that I'd have to take up with Darsi after all. "I have something in mind."

"Good," Suker said. "Is everything else in order?"

"I'm just waiting for the last of the hires to arrive from Transactions," I said. "Then we'll be off. But I appreciate the drink before I go."

"Keddif's not too popular in het Narel," Suker said. "I remembered you having a taste for it." He grinned. "Maybe you can arrange to import it through this House of yours."

"Maybe," I said. "I'll have to ask my keepers though. They've apparently decided what the House business is... and not told me yet."

Suker laughed. "I suppose they don't want you involved in the details."

"The details," I agreed, dryly. "Like how we'll make the money to stay solvent. Yes, indeed, a very small detail that."

"Are they all so obstreperous?" Suker asked, amused.

"Most of them," I said. "The clay-keeper in charge of this little idea more than most, though." I smiled. "I like him, though. I like them all. They'll serve."

"That's all you can ask most days," Suker said. "Jokka like you were rare." He refilled my cup as I glanced at him, startled. "You were always a pleasure to work with, Pathen. I'll miss your sarcasm, your competence, your way of doing your work without overstating the empire's power. I would have loved to have a dozen of you... the best I could do was put you in charge as fast as I could so you could maybe train your hires to your level of excellence."

"My level of excellence," I repeated, barely able to believe what I was hearing.

"Just apply yourself to what you're doing now," Suker said, "and I think you have a good chance of putting me out of work."

Recovering myself, I said, "Never fear, Suker. I'll come hire you myself before you're forced to retire yourself to a life of idleness and pleasure."

He smirked. "See that you do." He stood and offered me his hand, as Jushet had done. "Pathen. You'll be missed."

"I'll be back," I said, clasping his wrist.

He left the pot of keddif and stopped at the door, resting a hand on it. "One question."

"Yes?" I said.

"What's it like?" he asked. "Loving an eperu."

How to answer such a question? What could I say? Imagine covering a lover. A strong and smart and fierce lover who smelled of sunlight and honey. And then imagine they haven't known a sensual, loving touch for decades. Imagine being the one to give them that, and to receive it from their willing hands.

How could I put any of it in words?

"It's not the right question," I said finally.

"What is the right question, then?" Suker asked.

"What is it like," I said, "loving a Jokkad."

He met my eyes. And then said, "I look forward to my new contract with you, ke Pathen. Don't wait too long, I'm not going to be this spry forever."

I chuckled softly and drank the rest of the keddif alone before tidying my office. When I left it, I didn't look back.

 

My companions for the trip to het Narel were mostly familiar: Hesa, Darsi and Abadil; two of Laisira's eperu whom I'd met while packing caravans; and five of Laisira's weavers, all of them master talents. Hesa had introduced them to me months ago when I'd been investigating the House. Looking at them now as I approached, I saw the truth of the eperu's comments... they sat on their rikka with all the seeming ease of people without fear, but I could see the nervousness in their hands on the reins, in the twitch of their ears. I ignored it to pull myself onto the back of the beast they'd brought for me.

Abadil remained unchanged, his glossy dark hair tied back in a neat braid to expose the length of his face and the sheen of his skin. Hesa remained remarkably strange to me; not only because of the bob, but because it had altered its body language somehow. It seemed meek almost to the point of self-effacement.

Tawny Darsi had bleached his brown mane with streaks of gold and dark amber and trimmed it in a blatantly attractive style with a long forelock that fell coyly over his eyes and trailed up the length of his cheekbones like a lover's fingers. He was also dressed like someone who wanted to be looked at, like candy. It made me realize he'd tried to downplay his prettiness in the past. I wasn't sure whether to feel pity for him or to be suspicious that he'd been willing to play this part twice.

"Are we ready?" I asked Abadil, who was positioned with Darsi at the point of the company.

"We are, ke emodo," he said, satisfied.

"And you, my prize?" I asked Darsi.

He showed no surprise, I'll give him that. His mount sidestepped beneath him, no doubt from an abrupt change in the tension of his seat, but his face remained smooth.

"I'm looking forward to our new life," Darsi said.

"Then by all means," I said. "Let's go to it."

I led them down the street, and thankfully there was no one to see us off or stop us. Within an hour we were among the fields, following the outbound traffic on the western side of the road south. This close to het Kabbanil we were surrounded by other Jokka; not just the couriers and traders who used the road to reach other towns, but the Jokka at work in the fields and on the roads and aqueducts. It wasn't until we left the farms behind that we had stretches of road to ourselves.

"So," I said when at last we were alone. "Abadil."

"Ke emodo," Abadil said cheerfully.

"My pefna has been entirely too mysterious on the matter of my House's source of income," I said. "It has referred me to you. And now, here we are."

"So we are," Abadil said. He drew his mount up alongside mine, leaving Darsi and Hesa riding behind us and the others bringing up the rear... and there he leaned toward me, eyes burning. "What do you know about the records kept by the ancients?"

"The... what?" I said, startled by the change in subject. "I trust this is relevant?"

"Of course!" Abadil said.

"I know that we have records," I said. "But not much more than that, I fear."

"Then you don't know that many of them... are on paper," Abadil said.

"Paper!" I said, ears flicking back.

"Yes," Abadil said, satisfied with my reaction. "On paper. If we are to believe the evidence, there were far more trees in the Age of Mysteries. And their paper lasts in a way ours doesn't."

"If you're telling me we're going to make paper," I said dryly, "I hope you also have news of magical forests."

"No," Abadil said. "We don't have the trees to waste. But what we do have is grass."

"Grass," I said. "I thought grass had been tried."

"Yes," Abadil said, once again eager. "Yes, it has. And it had no longevity! But I have been talking with the weavers of Laisira about some rather enigmatic commentary in the records. The ancients regularly added the pulp of some flower to their paper, a flower that no longer grows as far as we know. But the weavers are of the opinion that it was added to keep the paper from becoming frail and yellowing, and knowing that we can use the same sorts of techniques the weavers do on fabric." He straightened. "We are going to make paper, ke emodo! Cheap paper!"

"You've tried this process?" I asked.

"Not yet," Abadil said. "But I'm confident it will work."

"So you hope we will be making cheap paper," I said dryly.

"It should work," Darsi said from behind me, surprising me. He sounded sullen. "We've discussed it amongst ourselves, and the theory's sound."

I glanced behind me at Hesa, who said, "If it does work we'll be wealthy. And we'll have a reason to ship an exclusive product to every het in the empire. We'll be able to write messages, Pathen. Cheaply. Messages that will be easy to dispose of."

"Paper burns," Abadil agreed. "Very nicely, in fact."

The possibilities were suggestive. I considered them at length while my councilors rode alongside, watching me. When I noticed their stares I said, "Are you waiting for something?"

"Your approval, obviously," Abadil said. "We can't very well go off and do something you don't support, ke emodo. You're Head of Household."

I glanced at him, surprised. "Well, there's nothing to be lost in trying. We have the money to risk. If it fails we'll still have enough to do something more conventional."

"Excellent!" Abadil crowed, and fell back to share the news with the weavers. I listened to the cadence of their conversation and heard the excitement as it passed among the other emodo: this had obviously been a decision they'd been awaiting for some time.

"You're going to have to act like it, you know," Darsi said, interrupting my thoughts.

I looked at him, but he was staring ahead. "Act like—?"

"Head of Household," Darsi said. "So get used to making decisions and giving orders, because you're going to have to look like someone who does when we get to het Narel or all this will fall apart." And with that, he reined back to join Abadil, leaving a void where his anger had been.

The silence alongside me was conspicuous. I sighed and said, "You're no doubt trying to find some diplomatic way of telling me his advice is sound, so I'll save you the trouble. I know he's right. I just wasn't expecting everyone else to take the role seriously inside the House."

"Of course they will," Hesa said. "Otherwise they won't be able to keep the play going outside it. Besides, this was your plan. Who else did you expect to be in charge?"

I watched the road crawl toward us, my eyes on the horizon. "We're making something for Thenet to use when it returns."

"And for that to happen," Hesa said. "Someone must do the making... and it will not be me. Not alone." At my look it lifted a hand and rested it on its heart. "Remember. Pefna, support... "

"Head of Household, vision," I said, chuckling. "All right. But only because you're at my side, ke eperu."

"Ke emodo," Hesa said, serene, "I wouldn't be anywhere else."

 

That evening we stopped at one of the wayhouses that studded the route to het Narel. I was still in uniform, so the keeper didn't ask for my token; I showed it to him anyway and asked for lodging for myself and my companions. This close to het Kabbanil the facility was already crowded, so the eperu slept outside with the rikka, much to my disquiet. The weavers and Abadil were given space on the common room floor.

I had the single room left in the wayhouse, and when I retired to it I found it already occupied.

"Pathen," Darsi said warily, sitting on one of the cots. "I hope you're not upset but we talked about it when were planning all this and Hesa and I agreed, and Abadil too, that we should make every effort—"

"Darsi," I said, because he was rambling. "Darsi. I agree. In fact, you should push the cots together."

"What?" he said, going gray at the cheek.

"The cots," I said, unbuttoning my tunic enough to loosen it. "You should push them together. It's a small building and there's no guarantee someone won't look in the room while we're sleeping. And anything seen here will get carried to the four corners of the empire with all the travelers passing through."

I turned away from him to pull the tunic over my head... and give him time to compose himself, since he obviously needed it. I was starting on my shirt when he said, his voice cracking, "What are you doing?"

"Undressing?" I said. "Keep your voice down, please. Do you sleep in the clothes you spent all day riding in? I don't."

"Pathen," Darsi began.

"Darsi," I said, tired. "I am not going to touch you any more than is necessary to convince someone looking in on us that we're together. So move the cots together and get undressed and stop worrying about me pushing up your tail."

That made him blanch and slick his ears back, so I thought the anger might succeed in whelming the fear. I ignored him to finish stripping down to my hip-wrap, and eventually he rose and pushed the cots together and I heard the rustle of his clothing as it left his body. I tried not to clench my teeth at the sound; the last thing I wanted to do was get in bed with Darsi. But to protect Hesa from the pedestal and to keep our new venture virtuously clean of scandal, I would do far worse things. When I judged from the noises behind me that Darsi had climbed into our makeshift bed I quenched the lamp and joined him.

"Do you have to be behind me?" he hissed.

"I'm taller than you," I said. "It will make it more obvious we're embracing."

"And do we really have to be doing that?" he asked. "There's a blanket on us."

"If I don't put this arm over you," I said, "one of us will fall off. It's not a very comfortable bed, you'll note."

"Pathen—"

"Darsi," I hissed through my teeth, ruffling his mane. He stiffened in my arms and I could feel, suddenly and painfully, just how anxious he was. I gentled my voice as much as I could and said, "Darsi. It's just for the road. Once we reach het Narel we'll keep separate beds. Which you'll observe we both obviously desire."

"Right," he murmured, but his shoulders were still tight.

I stared at them, trying not to feel the tremor in his body against mine, and failed completely. "And you really expected to lie with me when I first came to Laisira? Were you planning to mask your revulsion?"

"No," he said, subdued. "I was expecting you to find it enjoyable."

"And how long did you plan on lifting your tail for me despite that revulsion?" I asked. "How long before you flew apart from the misery?"

"As long as it took," Darsi mumbled. "I thought... if it got harder for me, maybe that would excite you more. I know someone who was broken by a Claw that way... the more their trysting hurt, the more desperate it made him, the more it seemed to... distract... his abuser."

I said nothing for so long that Darsi eventually looked over his shoulder at me. I could just see the gleam of his eye in the dark. "You're not like that, though."

"No," I said, finding my voice. And then, fighting my outrage, "Did you really have to wait until you could feel the lack of my reaction against your body before you believed me?"

"Yes," Darsi said. "You're a predator, Pathen. Predators like to overpower their prey. They like fear. They like the hunt."

"I," I said from between clenched teeth, "am not an animal."

"You did a good job of fooling everyone," Darsi said.

If he'd only known... a real predator would have shoved him into the cot and choked him until he'd taken the words back, maybe raped him in the bargain. I shook from the effort of not repaying his cruelty with violence, but I mastered the urge. That was the difference between us, perhaps. He used his weapons carelessly, thinking them only words. He wounded with them with impunity and expected to go unpunished for it. But I... I knew the myriad ways I could destroy someone and had trained myself not to do so without cause, without knowledge, without an understanding that there would be consequences.

Like the prey he'd called himself, he had stilled himself alongside me, the utter stillness of a creature hoping its hunter would miss it. I gave him that much credit: he'd known he was in danger.

"I would suggest," I said when I'd fought my anger down at last, "that you cease to bait me, Darsi Laisira-emodo."

"Or what?" he asked.

"Or I will make you ride pillion with me," I said. "And insist you wrap your arms lovingly around my waist all the way to het Narel. And sing me love songs. And feed me cakes. I believe I am a good enough rider to eat cake off your fingers without guiding the rikka off the road."

For a heartbeat he remained stiff in front of me. And then he blurted out a shocked laugh. I gave him just enough breath for that and then set my fingers on his ribs and tickled; that I didn't let up on until he was gasping. When he was making inarticulate begging noises I stopped and drew the blanket back over him.

"Wh-why," he panted.

"Because you were being an idiot," I said. "And it was irritating me. We have a job to do here, Darsi. I don't care if you like me but the work has to be done and for some gods-pissed-upon reason the lot of you have decided that we're the ones who have to do it. And I can't do my part with you sulking at me—"

"—I wasn't sulking," Darsi objected.

"—or having petty tantrums," I finished. "Damn it, Darsi! At very least admit what you're doing."

"Fine," he said. "I still resent you for what you put us through when Jurenel died. I'm not done with that yet. I don't know if I'll ever be done with it."

"All right," I said. "I can work with that." And settled down with my arm over his waist, on top of the blankets where it could be seen.

"All right?" Darsi asked, incredulous. "That's it?"

"That's it," I said. "Except for sleeping. Which I suggest you do as well."

He sighed and settled down and I thought I had silenced him—thank the gods—but he had to give vent to one last act of rebellion. "Pathen... 'my prize'? Really?"

"Yes," I said against his hair. "Do your best to live up to it."

 

Darsi never did quite conquer his fear of me. I slept with my nose behind his ear where the proof of it was unavoidable; I could smell it off his skin. It made the nights very uncomfortable—how could anyone relax knowing they were terrifying the person next to them? But other than that, the ride to het Narel was almost... enjoyable. Abadil told us about the town on the way there, as much of it as he remembered from after the arrival of the Stone Moon. He discussed the time before it also, but he refused any questions about the process that saw het Narel engulfed. When I pressed him, he said only, "I would tell you if I could, ke emodo... but it's not mine to tell. There's a lot of pain there too intimately bound up in it all."

"I thought you were a historian," I said, for by then I felt I could tease him without him taking it amiss.

"I am," Abadil said. "But part of being a historian is knowing what stories are ready to be told."

I liked Abadil. He liked me too, and his ease in my company did a great deal to soothe me after spending the nights trying not to notice Darsi's discomfort. I even got used to my "new" pefna, for Hesa kept to the false reserve so different from its real personality. We were never alone, which chafed, but at least the eperu was near. The time I'd spent parted from it after the razing of the settlement had felt interminable.

On the last morning of our journey, we set off at a pace slow enough to conserve the rikka for we did not plan to stop before we'd reached het Narel. The weather was cool in the shadows, warm in the welling sunlight, and we were all—dare I say it—in good spirits.

I had left the most difficult of my questions for this day. "Abadil."

"Ke emodo," Abadil said, affable.

"Tell me now about Thesenet."

"Ahhhh," Abadil said, and trailed off. I'd gotten used to these unexpected silences of Abadil's. His thoughts distracted him, as so often happened with Jokka who'd spent more time among the quiet of letters than among other people. "Thesenet. I think... you might like him."

"Pardon me?" I said.

"Our first minister," Abadil continued, more to himself than to us. "Our first minister was a tyrant. Petty, cruel... you could have plucked him out of a bad clay drama. Nelet, that was. Nelet would have given you problems, Pathen. But Thesenet... Thesenet only wants to do right by the het, if his actions are any indication. A practical sort, and very focused on the well-being of the Jokka in his care. There's some value to being both a large city and not the host to the Stone Moon seat. There's no direct oversight from the emperor and all his ministers, but the het is also too large for its minister to become too personally involved in anything." He pursed his lips, then smiled crookedly. "Yes, though it seems ridiculous, I'd have to say... if you take care with him, you might make an ally of Thesenet. He'll already be flattered that you chose het Narel to settle in."

"I see," I murmured.

"What happened to Nelet?" Hesa asked.

"Oh, Nelet... Nelet was executed," Abadil said. "By the emperor, at his lover's request."

Hesa glanced at him. So did I.

"Part of the story," he said, flushing at the attention. "The one that's not mine to tell. Suffice to say Nelet made mistakes." He grinned. "One of the reasons Thesenet's been so dedicated to not making them."

"This coyness of yours, Abadil," I said, and this time I wasn't teasing. "If the information you're withholding endangers us in any way—"

"No," Abadil said, very sober. "I vow it, ke Pathen. I'll tell you before I let anything happen to us." He drew in a breath. "But het Narel has a lot of history with the Stone Moon. Thenet lived there for a while. So did Roika. And Keshul—the Fire in the Void—him too. When I tell you it's not my story to tell, it's as much because I don't know it all as for any other cause. I'm afraid I'll get some crucial detail wrong."

"All three of them?" I said, startled.

"And ke Dlane too," Abadil said softly. "Though you have never met Dlane, and few people will speak of her anymore."

"Thenet's beloved, the anadi who died," Hesa said.

"Yes," Abadil said.

Darsi sounded reluctant as he asked, "Why do they not speak of her?"

"Because," Abadil said. "Thenet won't."



We stopped at noon to stretch our legs on the side of the road. Abadil and the weavers took the opportunity to eat; Hesa remained at the road's edge, staring into the distance.

And I... I grasped my "prize" by the arm and led him off beneath the shade of a stunted black yew tree, out of easy hearing of the others.

"Pathen?" he hissed.

"Darsi," I said, low. "We need to enter het Narel as lovers—"

"—I know that!"

"Not," I finished, "as a Claw and his cowed pet. I know you're no actor, but I need you, need you to do this. No meekness. No flinching. You can be demure if you want, but not anxious."

"Why does it matter what kind of partners we look like?" Darsi asked. But I was glad he asked, no matter how suspiciously. It proved he was thinking instead of reacting.

"Because if Abadil is right, if the minister of het Narel can be cultivated, then our freedom to act will be significantly increased," I said. "So I mean to read his reaction to our relationship. He is expecting a triumphant Claw of the empire, one who finagled his way into the hearts of others and then used their trust to destroy them. By all rights you should be my cowed pet. If you don't act that way we might surprise him into revealing how he feels about any of it."

"And if he's pleased to see you're not cold," Darsi said, reluctant, "then we'll know that at very least he isn't attracted to cruelty."

"Right," I said. "So. Can you do this?"

"Pathen," he said, ears splaying.

"I can tickle you again if it will help."

That made him laugh. "Pathen!"

"Darsi." I took a chance and rested my hands lightly on his arms. "Darsi, I've often thought you were useless at running a House, I won't hide that from you. But we're not Darsi Laisira-emodo, false Head of Household, and Claw Pathen of the Stone Moon. We're two rebels now, united by a common cause. I know you volunteered for this. But if you feel that you can't play this part, I won't let Hesa force you. What we're doing is too important."

"But where will we get our safety from scandal if I back down?" Darsi said, but he hadn't shaken my hands off yet.

"I may try to romance the minister instead," I said, and meant it.

His pupils dilated. "Are you mad?"

"No," I said, amused. "Determined, perhaps. Mad, not as much. At least, I hope not."

"Arrogant, though!" Darsi said with a scowl. "Worse than a Stone Moon emperor. Or a god."

"I hope not," I said again. And shook him lightly. Just a little. "So. Yes? No?"

He looked away, grimacing. "Much as I'd like to see you try to seduce someone and maybe have your tail handed to you... I still think our plan's the safest plan." He sighed. "So. No cowed pet. I can do that."

"Tickling required?" I asked.

He wrinkled his nose. "Stop trying to make me laugh."

"Is it working?" I asked with a grin.

And it did. I let him return to the others and watched him go, smiling to see the fear gone from his gait... for now, at least.

Hesa stepped up beside me and murmured, "How did you do that?" When I glanced at the eperu, it said, "While I wouldn't say he hates you, precisely, his feelings about you are... rather strong. And not in your favor."

Abadil was waving to us from the back of the rikka; the rest of our party was already mounted. As we moved to join them, I said, "I don't know how I did it, beloved. I just knew it had to be done." And as I pulled myself into the saddle, I finished, dry, "And don't worry. I don't think it's permanent."

Hesa laughed under its breath. "There's always a season or two between planting and reaping," it said.

"So!" Abadil said as we urged our mounts back onto the road. "Our last few hours before our adventure in het Narel! How shall we spend them?"

"I don't know," I said. "Can you sing, Abadil?"

"Of course!" he said, beatifically. "Though you may regret my efforts."

"How bad could you be?" Darsi asked, fascinated.

"Since you asked..."

When Abadil had finished scouring our ears we all took Darsi to task for inspiring the episode and he mournfully agreed he had earned every moment of our opprobrium. Abadil cackled at our expressions, and that handily demonstrated the humor in it to the rest of us: we ended up laughing too. Nevertheless, we decided it the better part of wisdom to move on to rhyming games to pass the remaining time.

That is how we came to enter het Narel in the early autumn afternoon, with the coppery light on our shoulders and laughter in our mouths. That was Minister Thesenet's first impression of us, and to this day I look back on that moment and give thanks for everything it helped shaped afterward.
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I was not surprised that Thesenet was waiting for us at the perimeter of the city. Jushet had been in contact with the minister in response to my request to move to het Narel, and no doubt the arrangements had required a great deal of coordination. I hadn't been watching for a courier but I was certain one had been dispatched the day we'd set out to carry news of my impending arrival. If nothing else, the empire was efficient.

"Is that a welcome?" Abadil asked, squinting at the figure sitting on a rikka in the middle of the road, bracketed by two emodo in uniform.

I laughed. "Didn't you know, dear clay-keeper? We are infamous among Jokka."

"As if I needed more to be infamous about," Abadil said with a truly dramatic sigh.

"I've run out of words that rhyme with the sound in 'about'," Darsi said, exasperated. "Be sorry for yourself with words that rhyme with something else."

"Pity?" Hesa suggested.

"Hyperbole," I offered.

"I feel quite put upon!" Abadil complained.

"'Put upon'," Darsi said. "That I can do. Wait, let me think...."

I reined up before Thesenet with my people laughing behind me, and that was how it should be. And for a moment in the stranger's eyes, I saw surprise... surprise, and hope?

"Ke Pathen?" he said. "Do I have the honor...?"

"Minister Thesenet," I said, and that wasn't a guess; he was wearing the robes of state issued only to the Jokka of the Stone Moon authorities and I recognized the city's mark on his breast. "It's you who do us honor by opening het Narel to us."

"Who would not wish to host a hero of the empire?" he said, studying me now with open curiosity. He was a decade my senior perhaps, with thoughtful eyes the color of stone. "Would you like a tour or are you tired from your ride?"

I looked over my shoulder, reading the expressions of my party. "I believe some of us may wish to ride ahead to the residence, if that's well with you? The principals of my House and I would be delighted to accept your invitation, though."

"That sounds perfect," Thesenet said, glancing at the three alongside me. "I'll be glad to meet them."

Laisira's weavers and their eperu escorts rode on past us with congenial farewells, leaving the four of us behind. To Thesenet, I said, "If I may present my people? My clay-keeper Abadil—"

"Abadil!" Thesenet exclaimed. "Not our Abadil, surely? The lost historian? Ke Eduñil told me a great deal about him, he was desperate at the loss."

And affable Abadil, who'd seemed so irrepressible in humor, became still and his smile was full of old pain. "Ah, gods. Poor Eduñil. He's well, I hope? I'd like to find him and tell him what became of me. I owe him that."

"He's a man of substance still," Thesenet said with a smile. "I'll tell him you're looking for him."

"Please," Abadil said.

Thesenet drew in a breath and shook his head. "Well, ke Pathen. What other surprises do you have for me?"

"None so great as a lost Jokkad returned, I fear," I said, chuckling. "My pefna-eperu, Hesa."

"Ke emodo," Hesa said with that reserve I found so alien.

"And this is my prize," I said, offering Darsi my most innocent look. "My lover Darsi, who puts up with me I know not why."

Darsi said to Thesenet, "It's because he makes me laugh."

That surprised a laugh out of me because it was true, and Darsi grinned at me with thinned eyes as if to say 'you see, I can do this.'

I cleared my throat, amused, and said to Thesenet, "My best and trusted, ke emodo."

"And a good beginning it looks to me," Thesenet said, impressed. "Very solid, ke Pathen. Have you chosen your House name yet?"

"I have," I said, and felt the attention of all my companions. "Asara, if you please."

"A good name," Thesenet said without any hesitation, which told me I'd done a good job disguising the source of my choice. I could feel Hesa's quivering answer as if it was standing beside me, though. It had taken some delicacy to uncover the name of the eperu who'd died on the pedestal, but I'd had a good excuse to be going through Molan's records in het Kabbanil thanks to the fiction that had brought me my people. That unfortunate had actually been named Saraa but I had given it the rhythm of the word "Laisira" to obfuscate my intent.

"I like it," Abadil said.

"Because he needed your approval, is that it?" Darsi asked.

"Of course!" Abadil said. "I'm a historian! If you make decisions without consulting a historian you will indubitably regret them. We know everything, you see."

Thesenet grinned and said to me, "You are certain you can drive this team, ke Pathen?"

"Ke Thesenet, I must," I said dryly, "or they will surely drive me."

He laughed. "Well said! Come along then and let me give you a tour of the next capital of the Stone Moon. If you'll pardon the ambition..."

"Pardon it?" I said, amused. "I hardly am one to take issue with ambition, Minister. By all means. Let us have a look at your project."

"This way, then," Thesenet said.

The tour held very little by way of surprises. Het Kabbanil had been the first city claimed by the empire and the second had been het Serean further to the south, the settlement established by the first Jokka to give up their nomadic ways... but het Narel had been the third, and it had a sizeable population, more than enough people to put to work implementing the empire's many initiatives. The Stone Moon's amenities had long since been established here, and the fields were lush with crops nearing their harvest, bronzed by the cold snaps that were becoming more frequent as autumn advanced. The expected irrigation systems had been built out into the farmlands, fed by wells and cisterns; I saw the cones of the sunken granaries in the distance. The horizon was new, at least; het Kabbanil had been built on a flat stretch but was clasped by hills, and the nearby mountains dominated the views. Het Narel was bordered by grasslands and near-deserts and only in the north were there gentle furrows that would become the hills that rumpled the land around het Kabbanil. Everywhere I looked I could see all the way to the horizon, and the long distances distracted my eye.

The town itself was a little over half the size of het Kabbanil; being smaller it was easier to navigate, and it hadn't had the chance to sprawl the way the empire's capital had. And it looked more contemporary, probably because it lacked Kabbanil's ubiquitous ruins. I found that lack somehow freeing. No matter what the past had given us, our only way now was forward. We would have to make our own answers.

Thesenet was a charming host. Not effusive, which I would have distrusted, but Abadil was right: he cared about het Narel and the people he'd been tasked with administrating. I wondered if he would have allowed a public torture to stretch on for two months in his town square and couldn't imagine it; it would have been too disruptive for someone with Thesenet's sensibilities.

The ride lasted two hours and surprised me by not seeming interminable. Nevertheless it was late afternoon by the time Thesenet was done and I was ready to be off the back of a rikka and out of my travel-stained clothes.

"And here is your home, ke emodo," he said. "House Asara. I hope it pleases. We've been preparing it for you for several days now."

Houses among the Jokka could be small enough for a handful of people and their employees... or as large as the Great Houses of het Kabbanil with upward of a thousand people. In practice only the capital could support Houses of that size, but het Narel came very close. Because of the size of our draft, I'd been expecting something smaller than the estate Thesenet had brought me to, but an estate it was, a luxurious property with a metal gate and even an expensive fountain in its courtyard. I could have administrated five hundred people from a House of its size—it would easily fit the two hundred we'd planned.

It was situated not far from the north-south trade road and opened out onto a set of fields so expansive I judged the House had once been employed in agriculture. In keeping with Stone Moon protocol, those fields had been cultivated and were near ready for harvest; the ministry would have put work details on food production even with the House unclaimed, particularly given the size of the House's plot. The ornamental plants, which used to be a sign of wealth before the Stone Moon made water plentiful, were old enough to have been trained all the way up the three-story facade in green arabesques, so the estate certainly dated back to before the Stone Moon's arrival... which meant Thesenet had awarded me an important deed.

I would be lying if I said I didn't feel a sense of satisfaction at the sight. I hadn't earned this place yet, but I was going to.

"It's a fine House," I said. "Very fine."

"I'll leave you to it, then," Thesenet said, pleased. "Will you have time for a meeting this week, ke Pathen?"

"If you have time tomorrow, I'd like to tell you my plans," I said. "I can stop by in the morning after I finish the formalities at Transactions."

"I look forward to it," Thesenet said. "Welcome to het Narel, ke emodo."

"Thank you," I said, and then he was off.

"Good start," Abadil observed when he was out of earshot. "He likes you."

"Let's hope that continues," I said. As we rode into the courtyard with its splashing fountain, I said, "So... these fields are where you are planning to... raise grass?"

"Eventually," Abadil said. "For now we're going to have to ride out to gather it from the plains. I've got the weavers building frames... to make the paper, you know. You need molds and frames to dry it on and—"

I held up a hand. "I'll leave it in your capable hands. For now I want to be off a rikka. Preferably for at least a day."

We were greeted by familiar faces, Jokka from House Laisira whom I recognized from my time investigating the House. Some number of them led the rikka away and the others showed us inside, and the inside of the estate was as fine as the outside, with finished walls hung with tapestries or tiled with mosaics in abstract designs that reminded me of the spirals of the vines climbing the facade. As with most Houses, all three sexes had separate quarters; as Head of Household, however, I had my own chambers on the second floor. There was a receiving room; from it, doors opened on an office, a bedroom and a renovated bathing chamber. They'd been furnished enough to be useful, but not decorated... and for that I was grateful. There was such a thing as too much efficiency. A person wants to have a hand in at least some decisions involving where he puts his head down to sleep.

Thinking that made me realize... I wanted to make my room my own. I hadn't had such desires since the empire consumed het Kabbanil, and took the world I'd been born into with it. So I was sitting on the bed, moving through that realization, when Hesa found me. It leaned on the door frame, arms crossed over its vest.

"You've moved up in the world, ke emodo," it teased, though the tone was gentle.

"I had no idea the Heads of Households lived so extravagantly," I said. "If I had, I would have become one sooner."

Hesa laughed. "This sort of arrangement is only typical of Great Houses. In the smaller ones the Head of Household has an office to himself and maybe a private room in the emodo's quarters, but nothing like this. This place is so big even I have a room to myself, which is... truly opulent."

"My room has a bed," I said. "After riding all day, that's all I need. But do you know what I observe, pefna-eperu?"

"What is that, Head of Household?" Hesa asked.

"That there are two doors between this room and anyone blundering into it."

Hesa looked over its shoulder and said, "Why, you're right."

I held out a hand and it stepped to me, just far enough to rest its palm on mine. By that clasp I pulled it gently down until we could kiss, and that we did, and gods what a relief that was after days of being close enough to touch it, but unable to.

"Nevertheless," Hesa said after I bent away. "We should be discreet. If people find me in here with you with the door closed too often, they'll talk."

"The pefna-eperu and the Head of Household often have business," I said.

"Which they discuss in brief meetings during the day in the Head of Household's office," Hesa said, mouth quirking. "Not all night in the Head of Household's bedroom."

"What if you're a terrible pefna-eperu?" I asked. "One so delinquent I have to dress it down frequently?"

"In your bedroom!" Hesa said, laughing finally. "Now that gossip I truly wouldn't want to be part of."

I drew it into my arms, and it glanced at the door before permitting itself the indulgence. I didn't blame the eperu for its resistance to the intimacy... if we were caught, it would suffer far worse than I would. But I was glad it chose to step into the embrace anyway, and we rested against one another, grateful to have reached a place of relative safety at last. Against its stained hair I said, "We can't live without this."

"No," Hesa agreed after a long moment. It sighed. "No." I heard the smile in its voice. "Let me... let me think about how to do it safely. Give me some time."

"Not too long," I said.

"No," it agreed. "Kiss me and let's go down to eat."

This time I threaded my fingers through the hair at its cheek and held it in place for my mouth, and whether that was more torment for it or for me I couldn't say. But when I let it free, Hesa sighed out a warm breath and said ruefully, "We definitely can't live without this."

I laughed against its hair and let it go before me, down to the communal meal.

 

I slept alone that night and didn't particularly enjoy it, but I'd slept alone most of my life and thought a few more months of it wouldn't hurt me. Certainly it was preferable to sleeping alongside Darsi. That thought was enough to give me a carefree night and I woke refreshed and ready for the work. After washing I went down the ramp to the first floor's common room, and there found Darsi and Hesa already awake and finishing their meals.

"Good morning," Darsi said. "Do you need me today, Pathen? There's so much to be done here..."

"No," I said, checking the hearth to see what was available. "I'd like to talk to Thesenet privately before we settle into town. What will the two of you be doing?"

"What won't we be doing," Darsi said with a sigh.

"The empire is working our fields," Hesa said. "We're in the middle of negotiating their handing that task to us for management. We don't have enough eperu to work the entire grant so we'll have to borrow some of their labor, but at very least I want our people supervising the work. The fewer Claws we have on our property the easier we'll sleep."

"And there are schedules to assign," Darsi said. "Hesa's in charge of the eperu, of course, but I was the one who scheduled the emodo when we were in het Kabbanil. That's not even touching all the things that still need to be bought for this house, food, furniture, basic supplies..."

"Caravans, rikka, materials for the emodo to use to make something we can actually sell," Hesa continued.

"That seems like a lot," I said. "You're sure you don't need help?"

"We do, yes," Hesa said. "We need you to finish the legal work that establishes the House and to convince Thesenet that we are good citizens of the Stone Moon empire so we can work in peace."

"That's right," Darsi said. "We'll do the parts that will result in soiling we can actually wash off in a bath. You can do the parts that no bath will make you feel clean after doing."

I flicked my ears back at him and said, "Such kindness, Darsi. I almost have the sense that you don't like me."

"Don't be ridiculous, Head of Household," Darsi said, ducking his head until he had to look up through his forelock to simper at me. "You're the star in my night sky."

I snorted. "Don't overdo it."

"Anything you say, beautiful hunter," Darsi said, and refilled his cup of tea from the pot by the hearth before walking out. Hesa watched him go, ears flat against its faked mane. In the silence that followed I ladled my breakfast into a bowl and filled a cup with the tea, sat down.

"Pathen, he—"

"Don't finish that sentence," I said. And then laughed. "Let him cavil, Hesa. Neither of us likes the situation. The least I can do is ignore his complaints."

"Easily said for you," Hesa said. "I'm the one who's going to have to work with him all day...!"

I grinned and it rose, and though it didn't kiss me I felt its hand trail over the back of my shoulder as it passed me on the way out.

 

I spent a profitable morning in Transactions seeing to the House's administrative needs. Most of the documents had been prepared in advance of my arrival but all of them needed my mark, and that included all hundred-odd contracts for the Jokka I'd employed. Their records had been sent ahead but the agreements were not legal in het Narel until they'd been witnessed and filed in the local branch of Transactions. As I made my way through each contract I thought of Abadil, for the documents I was signing now were expensive wooden rounds and had no doubt been copied from wax tablets sent from het Kabbanil's Transactions office. These wooden rounds were painfully expensive, and had only begun to see wider use after the Stone Moon made better record-keeping a necessity. Up until very recently the contracts kept in a Transactions office were on either wax tablets or stone, depending on the length of the contract, with some older records copied onto rare bits of vellum or fabric. Paper would revolutionize this process in a way I could barely imagine, but I wagered that Abadil could imagine it and already had.

My errand in Transactions took several hours, but when I'd finished it the emodo assigned to House Asara's filing handed me a stone to paint. This custom was as old as the first settlement when the nomad who'd decided to found het Serean set down the first rock in the foundation of the clan's dwelling. Ever since we have announced our intention to settle with a rock, and eventually those stones came to be displayed in the town Transactions office so that visitors could see at a glance how many Houses called that town home. Het Narel had several hundred, if I was any judge: the Great Houses were represented by rocks the size of my joined fists and there were perhaps twenty-five or thirty of them, and the remaining Houses ranged from the size of pebbles to stones the size of my palm.

The stone the emodo handed me was the size of a Great House's, which told me a great deal about Thesenet. More, in fact, than the large estate. A rich House might decide to buy a large estate even if it had few people to fill it, after all. But for Thesenet to have told Transactions to set aside a stone this size for me when I'd only brought a tenth of the people needed to qualify for one....

I countered with my own bit of arrogance, and drew for Asara's symbol a circle above three vertical lines on a horizontal: a sun and three Jokka, male, female, neuter. We would be the day that washed the Stone Moon out against the brightness of the sky.

I had just finished this when a messenger appeared, seeking me.

"Ke emodo," he said. "The minister's compliments, and would you join him at the cheldzan shervel in the Green for lunch."

"Tell him I'll be along shortly," I said. "I'm just about done here."

"Very well, ke emodo."

I finished the administrative work and received for my trouble a silk strip with the House's sigil on it and the Stone Moon's permit information for display at the door, along with promises of official House tokens. I thanked the employees for their time and attention and went to meet the minister.

I'd been shown the Green during our tour; unlike het Kabbanil, het Narel had only one district for the wealthy and powerful and their storefronts were all concentrated there, along the edges of a roughly octagonal courtyard and park. The latter had given the area its name and must have represented a great show of luxury when water had been harder to come by; a garden without utilitarian purpose would have been unsupportable anywhere else. The Green was even separated from the rest of town by a delicate metal gate: another ostentatious display given the dearth of metal. I let myself in and passed the Jokka idling on benches or strolling past in search of this expensive perfume or that bit of jewelry and presented myself to the cheldzan shervel. Like the rest of the Green, this particular meeting-place was exclusive and rich; in this case, it had furnished its interior in more wood than I'd seen since policing the Great Houses of het Kabbanil. The people inside were lavishly dressed in finery even Laisira's emodo would have been hard-pressed to find fault with... but Thesenet was not among them. I found out why when one of the employees conducted me up a narrow circular ramp: he was on the roof.

And such a roof! It had been converted into a garden with herbs, fruits and vegetables in decorative clay pots along the edges; when the breeze whispered through those fronds, they brought the scent of spices and a piquant, fresh, green smell that made breathing seem easier.

There were three tables and only one of them was occupied. I joined Thesenet and admired the view; we were three stories up and from our vantage we could see the entire park, the octagonal path circumscribing it, and a good number of the roads leading to the grand Houses. The glow conferred by the pale, clear autumn sunlight made the scene look bejeweled.

"Beautiful, isn't it?" Thesenet said. "We encouraged everyone to convert their roofs into garden spaces where they could. That was when I first arrived and we were fighting a potential famine. Every bit counted."

"Beautiful and useful," I said, and poured myself a cup of tea from the pot between us. "One of the most salutary combinations."

"I'm gratified that so many have kept on with the habit, even now that the danger's past," Thesenet said. "It means I've finally broken the people here of their assumption that water is precious and rare."

I glanced at him, but he was looking out over the Green. The satisfaction on his face, though... that was unmistakable, and leading.

"The climate here would seem better suited to growing, so long as the wells work," I said.

"Oh yes," Thesenet said. "And we're experimenting now with keñalad."

"Say again?" I said.

He grinned then. "Don't recognize it, do you."

I frowned and scoured my memory. Then said, "A group of bearing trees? A field of them."

"Yes!" he said. "We've had some seeds from Neked Pamari, of trees with edible nuts and fruits, and we're going to try cultivating them the way they did in the Mystery Age."

And that's how old the concept was; no one had collected enough seeds to make an orchard since then, and who would have the water to feed that many trees outside Neked Pamari's confluence of rivers anyway? And even that great forest's rivers were drying.

"You really are ambitious," I said.

"You have no idea, ke Pathen," Thesenet said. "And I have a hope that you might play a part in my plans."

I lifted my brows. "Go on."

Thesenet paused for a Jokkad to bring us our first course, a plate of steamed dumplings, and once he had gone said, "How much do you know about the Stone Moon's entrance into het Narel?"

Thinking of Abadil's cageyness, I said, "Very little."

"My predecessor mishandled it," Thesenet said, refreshing his cup of tea and sticking one of the dumplings with a skewer. "So badly the emperor had him executed on the orders of his advisor. When I arrived, the town was still smarting from the outrages dealt it by Nelet. The provisional minister appointed to hold the town until my arrival did his best to smooth over those outrages, but the truth is... the people of het Narel were justified in their angers, ke emodo. Nelet made a mess of things. He made the Stone Moon the enemy, not just in seeming, but in reality." Thesenet looked out over the town again, his eyes narrowed and a breeze tugging a strand of light hair around his throat. "His work here was complicated by the role of the Void's avatar, but even so there was no excuse for his ineptitude."

I heard in Thesenet a twin to the anger I'd held for Darsi when he'd inherited the management of House Laisira and felt an uncomfortable empathy for the minister... uncomfortable because I knew the reason I'd been so angry was because I didn't want to have to punish Laisira for Darsi's failure. I didn't want to think that Thesenet, too, wanted to protect het Narel from the harshness of the punishments exacted on the Jokka by the empire. Hoping that would blind me to the much greater possibility that Thesenet was more likely my enemy than my ally.

"Het Narel has so much potential," Thesenet said. "We are situated in the middle of the empire. We have good access to water now that the wells are down. Our climate is good for growing. We sit on a major crossroads to the rest of Ke Bakil's existing hets. And we aren't bound by hills or mountains or forests we can't cut down. We can grow in a way het Kabbanil and het Serean can't, not easily. We should be the trading nexus of the Stone Moon. And all that was set back years by Nelet's mismanagement. If he hadn't died, I'd have killed him myself for how hard he's made my job."

"You seem to have it in hand now," I said, watching him.

"Yes," Thesenet said. "But it's taken me years, and we're not where I'd hoped we'd be by now. Which is where you enter in, ke Pathen. Have you decided what you'd like to do with your House yet?"

"We have a... research project," I said at last. "My people believe it will work, but they're only now trying it."

Thesenet glanced at me, head canted.

"Paper," I said. "They want to make cheap, long-lasting paper from grass. They believe they know what to add to the fibers to make it work."

Thesenet's ears splayed. "You're serious?"

"They certainly are," I said, amused. "So I must be too."

"If they can manage that..." Thesenet said, and I could see him working through the possibilities, the little twitches of ear and eye as if hunting prey in a forest dense with it. Shaking himself, he said, "That's a worthy goal. Do you have anything in mind for what to do in case it takes longer to develop than planned?"

"No," I said. "I assume you have a proposition."

"I do," Thesenet said, and leaned toward me. "Warehouses."

"Warehouses," I repeated, but now I suspected I was wearing a duplicate of his expression at my mention of paper. Most Great Houses kept their own goods in storerooms on their grounds and shipped them to other parts of the empire on their own caravans, or made temporary deals with other Houses to put their wares on those wagons. It was one of the major differentiators between Great Houses and small: smaller Houses could only afford to sell their wares in town now that the eperu-led caravans of earlier days had been driven out of business by the Stone Moon's licensing fees.

"Warehouses," Thesenet said, satisfied. "Het Narel is the perfect place to pioneer a system of subsidized caravans. Houses would sell the empire their goods and we would send them on our wagons to the rest of the empire on caravans staffed by our own hires. We would keep those goods in our warehouse. And since we'll have paid for them ourselves, if there came a time when we needed those things—say, foodstuffs to stave off another famine—we would already have purchased them. We have the space for warehouses. We have access to roads and we're in the middle of the empire. Small Houses could grow rich if they could afford to send their wares to the rest of the empire. We could make that happen."

"You want small Houses to become rich?" I asked, curious.

"Of course!" Thesenet said. "The more wealth we produce, the safer we'll be. More wealth means more money we can set aside to grow food, to research innovations that will help preserve it. More money means we can afford to look for more sources of water. More wealth means we can support more people—"

"Who will have to be born," I pointed out.

"But we can have more children if we can afford it," Thesenet said.

I leaned back in my chair, frowning.

"If the smaller Houses grow richer," Thesenet said. "They can employ more people. They can feed more people. So long as we have the food and water and sanitation to support them. And we're working on that."

"So these warehouses," I said. "Where does House Asara come in?"

"Thanks to Nelet's mismanagement," Thesenet said, "there are precedents in het Narel for the empire contracting tasks to the Great Houses. I would award House Asara the contract to manage the warehouse initiative. That would entail overseeing the building of the first few, and then staffing them and the first caravans." He sipped from his cup. "You could give yourself a discounted rate for shipping your paper."

...and that would relieve us of the burden of having to build, staff and run our own caravans. It would also relieve the House of possible suspicion, as the wagons wouldn't be ours but the empire's, and Asara’s goods just another part of the whole being transported. And if we staffed the entire operation with the Jokka waiting in the wilds to finish their induction into House Asara....

"I'll have to discuss it with my advisors," I said. "But I can confidently say you have intrigued me, Thesenet."

"Then I can hold off on discussing the idea with anyone else?" Thesenet said, satisfied.

"I think so," I said. "I'll have an answer for you in a week. We're still evaluating the work we've taken on with the crops behind the estate, plus we've been discussing hiring a few more people to fill out our rosters."

"A week is fine," Thesenet said. "I hope between now and then you'll be willing to stop by House Rabeil's evening party? It would be a delight to introduce you and your lover to the other Great Houses of het Narel."

"Count on us," I said. "I would like nothing better."

We spent the remainder of our lunch discussing the minutia of interest to administrators... which were also of interest to me, given what we were planning for het Narel and the Stone Moon at large. So I listened attentively to discussions of the recent harvests, the management of the town's population growth, the investigation into whether the river could be renewed. As a discreet server took away the remains of our dessert, Thesenet said, "One more thing, ke Pathen. I have a permit here for House Asara directly from the Stone Moon seat, saying that you are to be made eligible for both an annual allotment of children and a permanent set of anadi for your House. In either case, you will need to visit the anadi residence... the once for your emodo to do their duties by the anadi, and again to select your females, if you want them. Perhaps we can schedule those visits soon? The breeding in particular should be done before autumn advances much further, as winter is the most salubrious time for pregnancies. The anadi take fewer mind-wounds in the cooler months."

"Of course," I said. "Give us a few weeks to settle in. If we miss the deadline for the first child allotment, we can apply for our measure next year."

"A considerate approach," Thesenet said, rising. "I thank you for it. Three days, then, ke Pathen. I'll see you at House Rabeil."

"So you shall," I said. "Thank you for lunch."

"The pleasure was mine," Thesenet said, and left me to contemplate the view. Which I did for longer than I planned. The warehouse contract represented an opportunity I wouldn't have dared hope for, so good in fact that I couldn't help a certain wariness: it would be a perfect way to entrap us if we were already suspected of treason.  Even so I greatly anticipated bringing that news home.

Against that pleasure I savored the brief bitterness of the allotment Jushet had arranged. The empire had removed the anadi from the general population to manage the failing birthrate, and as a consequence all of our children were born behind the walls of the anadi residences and then spirited away to facilities where they were raised by the empire's hand-picked guardians. If a House demonstrated its profitability and respectability it was awarded a number of children each year to expand its House... but of course, those children were already several years old before release and had been indoctrinated thoroughly into the empire's mores by their keepers. There were no children in the streets of our cities anymore; they were too jealously guarded, first by the empire and then by the Houses that worked so hard to earn them. The average Jokkad in these days would rarely see one unless he belonged to a Great House.

Jushet's gift meant that we would be among those favored few to receive them in return for our "duty," which meant I would have to pick out at least ten emodo to come with me to the residence and beget those children on unwilling anadi. But while I could beg off receiving the honor of a few token anadi to decorate my Household, I could not reject the much greater compliment of receiving an allotment of children, not when Asara would not have been eligible for such an allotment for years.

I watched the Jokka walking through the bright pale autumnal light below until my thoughts settled. And then I rose and left. Before I need borrow that trouble, I had a gift to bring home to my beloved.

 

Hesa stared at me, pupils dilated in plum-red eyes. "They want us to what?"

Bringing this news to my councilors had thus far been everything I'd hoped. I'd caught Darsi and Hesa both in the common room, sent someone to fetch Abadil and then put forth Thesenet's proposal. The look on Hesa's face... I leaned back, hands folded on my stomach, and tried not to laugh.

"You can't be serious!" Hesa managed, its voice fluttering on the first word.

"Sorry I'm late, what did I mi—what's wrong with Hesa?" Abadil said at the door.

Darsi said wryly, "Pathen's figured out how to give an eperu an orgasm."

I flattened my ears and began to speak but Abadil interrupted me, dropping into a chair across from Darsi and saying, "This sounds promising... go on!"

I gave Darsi my best 'we'll talk later' glare and said to Abadil, "The minister would like us to undertake the creation of an imperial trade system based out of warehouses in het Narel. If we accept his proposal, we'll be tasked with building the first warehouses, buying and staffing caravans, and scheduling and running them to all the towns on Ke Bakil."

"He... w-wants us to... w-what?" Abadil said, his snicker burbling out from around the words until by the end of it he was smacking his palm on the edge of the table, laughing too hard to talk.

I said mildly, "I told him we would seriously consider his offer."

Abadil collapsed into another paroxysm.

"Well," Darsi said with a sigh. "I see I'm the only one left with the faculty of speech. I believe I speak for all of us, ke Pathen, when I say we will need to sit down and work out the dangers, advantages and logistical challenges involved, including the very real possibility this is a trap contrived by our spies—"

"We'll do it!" Hesa exclaimed, finding its tongue. "Gods! Go back and tell him right now we'll sign!"

Darsi's ears slicked back. "Hesa! The size of this undertaking, it can't be underestimated, we've never run anything this complicated, and that's without mentioning that it won't exactly help us stay unnoticed!"

"We'll do it," Hesa said to me directly, ignoring him. "Just give it to me, Pathen, I swear you won't regret it. I can do this."

"I know you can," I said. "I just wanted to give you the chance to tell me no."

It laughed, eyes glittering with that fire I'd fallen so utterly in love with in het Kabbanil. "But you knew I wouldn't."

"I knew you wouldn't," I agreed, satisfied.

"I think it's a splendid idea!" Abadil said. "It'll accomplish everything we'd hoped to, and give us a reason to do it immediately and on a grand scale! Oh, don't fret, Darsi. It's just our same plan to hide in plain sight, only magnified."

"Magnified to the point of us not being able to clamp down on every part of it for secrecy's sake!" Darsi said, irritated. "Am I the only one who thinks we should be more cautious? There are spies in our House and Claws crawling all over our fields!"

Abadil reached over and patted his hand. "I think the only mistake you're making, ke emodo, is thinking you're the only one who sees the dangers. But all of us are quite cognizant of the peril we're in, every day, just being here and holding our opinions. Aren't we?"

Neither Hesa nor I said anything. Did we have to?

Darsi covered his face. "Gods, it's like being bound to a wagon that's being driven at a full run along a cliff by a suicidal driver. You people have no sense of self-preservation!"

"I assure you," I said dryly, "we're quite intent on our survival."

"Fine words from someone in an eperu's bed!" Darsi exclaimed.

Abrupt silence.

And then I grabbed the front of his vest and slammed his back into the wall, and no one stopped me... not even Darsi himself, who seemed to have realized he'd gone too far. His breathing was erratic, too quick; he was looking down and away and his ears were flushed with shame.

"Now who's trying to get someone killed?" I said, lips pulled back from my teeth. When he didn't answer I shook him once by the vest. "Look at me." When he didn't, I snarled, "Look at me!"

"Ke Pathen—"

"Do you know who you are?" I interrupted.

"I—"

"Let me tell you who you are," I growled. "You're Darsi Asara-emodo, a member of my House. My House, Darsi. And if you ever... ever blurt that out again, I will visit the justice of a Head of Household on a member-turned-criminal. I'm sure you know the penalty for real crime under the Stone Moon. Don't you."

"Pathen, I'm sorry!" he said.

"I don't care if you're sorry," I said. "If you do it again, I'll have your tongue ripped out. And you'll have deserved it."

"I'm sorry," he said again, trembling. "It just slipped out—"

I let him go and stepped away, disgusted. "Get out. I don't want to see you again until you've put aside whatever it is that's driving this quarrel between us. And Darsi—" He paused, already at the door. "Make it quick."

"Yes, ke Pathen," he whispered, and fled.

Hesa's face was the color of chalk though it was otherwise composed, its hand resting lightly on the table. Across from it, Abadil cocked a brow and said, "I hope he takes your warning seriously. I'd hate to lose him."

"What?" I said, drawn from my rage by the unexpected sentiment. "Darsi?"

"Yes," Abadil said. "Until your arrival, he was quite indispensable. No particular talents except for hard work and willingness to do what other people ask him to. For some reason, though, he seems incapable of sense around you."

"He'd better learn quickly," I said. "Or I'll have him sent to Ilushet where he can't endanger the rest of us."

"Yes," Abadil said with a sigh. "That would be a pity." He glanced at Hesa, then smiled at it crookedly. "Oh, don't fret, ke eperu. I'm not about to spill your secret."

"You," I observed, ears flat, "are not acting surprised enough, Abadil."

"No," Abadil said. "I suppose I'm not. But I knew someone who loved an eperu before, though he didn't see the signs in himself until much, much later. Not that the two of you are acting like lovers... quite the opposite, I'd say. But the idea doesn't surprise me, no. Now that I consider it, the two of you are well-matched. I'd harness you in tandem if given the choice."

I stared at him, fighting an unwilling amusement through the haze of my anger at Darsi. "You... just compared us to a team of rikka."

"As a metaphor I admit it was a bit contrived, but it was the first thing that came to mind," Abadil said. He stood and walked to the door. "So... this proposition of Thesenet's. Did he give you any more details?"

"A few," I said, struggling back toward the topic. The sound of the door closing penetrated my anger and I looked up.

"Now," Abadil said. "Touch, you two, before you fly apart. You're not the first to see the answer and you won't be the last."

"The answer?" I said.

"The answer to Ke Bakil's problem," Abadil said. "Which is that we make rules about whether we should care for people and their fates based on their sex and our perception of the viability of their futures." He snorted. "Even with nature giving us proof of the absurdity of that by making us capable of switching sex twice in our lives! We still insist we know better. But the truth is that we're all the same flesh, ke Pathen, male, female and neuter. And we all have the same chance to die before our time, and to lose our faculties from terrible accident, and to love. Until we admit that to each other and to ourselves, we'll keep suffering apart, and our societies will be rife with cruelty and injustice."

Now we were both staring at him.

"As if you're surprised by all this," he said, folding his arms. "You know it in your hearts where it counts. So please a cynic and a drunk and don't hide the truth from me."

Hesa said, slowly, "Ke Abadil... love does not answer all questions, nor solve all problems."

"Of course not," he said, unruffled.

"Love, in fact, makes some things nearly impossible," Hesa said, the words still coming with such difficulty that my own teeth ached. "Love can destroy. Love hurts."

"Yes, yes," he said. "Absolutely."

It narrowed its eyes at him. One could see the red in its lashes in the right light.

"What do you expect of power?" Abadil said as I regarded Hesa in profile. "Fire will kill you too, ke eperu. But would you live without the heat of the sun and the warmth of it in winter?" He leaned forward. "The Stone Moon sees the destructive power of love and outlaws it. But that curtails its generative power also, doesn't it? And what are we failing for lack of? Children? Mercy? Community? What do you think makes those things possible?" He flicked his ears back and said, "No, Hesa. Our choices are love... or fear. The empire's made its choice. And so, you perceive, have the two of you."

I looked at the eperu.

"Come sit," Hesa said to me a heartbeat later.

So I drew out a chair beside it and the eperu took my hand, and that was all. But that was enough for both of us... and for Abadil too, for in his eyes we saw the sort of honest pleasure I think we all hope those around us will feel for us in our happiness. We went back to discussing the logistics of fulfilling Thesenet's request and it was a good meeting. I couldn't help but wonder what Darsi would have brought to it had we not had such strife between us, though.

After Abadil left, Hesa said, "Darsi's right, you know. It might be a trap."

"I know," I said.

"And love doesn't solve all problems," it continued, but more to itself than to me.

I said, "Of course not, pefna. Love is a vision. It needs logistical support."

Startled from its reverie, Hesa laughed. "Ah, what? Well, is my Head of Household commanding it, then?"

"Love as our vision of the future?" I said. I huffed softly. "As long as the society founded on it is brave enough to understand and face the cruelties of nature, I can think of worse things, ke eperu. I just can't see how it could be done."

The eperu glanced up at me, thoughtful. "We'll see, ke emodo. We'll see."

 

I spent the next days immersing myself in the business of the House. While I didn't think I'd be involved with it directly, I wanted a basic understanding of what everyone would be doing. Abadil was pleased to give me a tour through the part of the House he'd set aside for his paper-making endeavor, which was currently a clutter of half-constructed frames and vats. The emodo he'd drafted into the project seemed excited, though, so I left him to the management of it. Hesa then introduced me to the liaison for the empire's eperu workforce who was teaching our team their duties. When they hadn't been packing goods and loading caravans, Laisira's eperu had tended bees, not crops, and none of them were familiar with the process. They took to it with all the energy and focus we expected of the eperu without question... most of us, anyway. I watched them at their labors and remembered Hesa's revelation about the secret culture of neuters and the attendant beliefs. Did they need that apartness, I wondered? Did they feel called to that sacrifice to give their lives meaning?

I also watched my three imperial spies, but they had their heads down in their work. The two emodo had been dragged into Abadil's venture—perhaps involvement with something so potentially revolutionary would win their loyalty, for it was hard not to fall in love with success. The eperu Jushet had cannily assigned together with the emodo was in the field, one of the few who knew the well and irrigation duties without being taught. Perhaps it noticed the ignorance of its fellows? I didn't know what Molan's eperu had been tasked with, but then, perhaps the spy didn't either.

There was little I could do about the spies, though, so I let them be. At least they were pulling their weight in the traces with the rest of us. In the meantime, I had a party to concern myself with, one for which I realized I had nothing sufficient in my clothes-chest to wear. I sent for Laisira's former master-weaver and took him with me to the shops of the Green. I daresay he felt some affront at being forced to buy clothes he felt he could have done better making himself, but that was a little of why I'd brought him; once he'd resigned himself to the experience, he was flattered that I'd asked his advice, and he stopped thinking of me as Pathen Ures-emodo, former Claw of the empire and scourge of Laisira's unnatural Head of Household, and began thinking of me as an interesting fashion problem to solve.

We returned with multiple packages, some of which the weaver wouldn't let me touch until he'd put some of his embroiderers and painters on them, and I let him go feeling I'd accomplished something far more important than outfitting myself for my false role as het Narel's hero-Claw Head of Household. It was hard to fear someone you'd been haranguing for having shoulders too broad for their waist.

"I heard you bought clothing?" Hesa asked me later, perplexed. We were in the communal room again; two pots were left on the hearth as a matter of course, one for stew or porridge and another for something steeped. The drink in it today was some kind of delicate floral tea, a scent that evoked the wind on the back of het Narel's grasslands.

"There's a party tomorrow night at House Rabeil," I said. "Thesenet intends to use it as my formal introduction to society."

"Have you told Darsi?" it asked, brows rising.

"I haven't even seen Darsi for almost two days," I said.

It sighed. "You're not making this easier, Pathen."

I laughed. "If it was easy, ke eperu, you'd be bored."

It scowled at me. Or tried. I could see the smile trying to win its mouth.

 

The following afternoon I retired to my chambers to dress, expecting to do so alone and naturally finding Abadil waiting for me at the door.

"You know that I can dress myself...?" I said.

"How fortunate for you that I'm not here to help you with that, then!" he said. When I paused too long, he added, "Never fear, ke emodo. I have no designs on you. The last male with whom I considered a relationship cured me of the habit of flirting with Jokka of world-affecting significance."

I lifted my brows. "This sounds like quite a story."

"I'm sure it does," Abadil said. "But I'm here to tell you different stories. About the personalities of het Narel's powerful Houses, so that you don't walk into that gathering completely unarmed."

"Ah," I said, and gestured. "By all means, then."

So Abadil sat on my bed and regaled me with names and histories while I set out my clothes and began the process of putting on my newest mask. The uniform of a Claw had been the first... this would be my second. I hoped it would fit more easily.

"This information," I said, pulling on the pants. "How old is it? You haven't been in het Narel for some time, Abadil."

"Fortunately I have a friend who's been here since before the empire," Abadil said. "And I went to see him the day after we arrived. Eduñil Rabeil-emodo, that is. He used to head Transactions then, he'll probably be one of your hosts tonight. He's one of the principals of the House still."

"A good friend?" I said.

"Since childhood," Abadil said. Quieter, he said, "It was good to see him again. We've been through a great deal together."

"Sounds like a much better candidate for a flirtation than some world-affecting emodo you've barely met," I said, pulling my shirt on.

For once, Abadil didn't have an immediate answer. I thought of looking at him but judged doing so would distract him from whatever he was thinking. Still, I smiled as I tucked in the shirt. I had been assured that the current fashion was for longer coats and vests, modeled after the Stone Moon's uniforms. I'd gone for a knee-length black vest over black pants with the purpose of reminding those around me of my former occupation. Laisira's artisans had embroidered the black fabric with black and gray floss so that the fabric looked rich without being gaudy. The shirt was white, the warm white of spilled blood, and loose; custom dictated that I should bind it below the elbow, so I'd chosen broad ribbons the pale yellow of honey, or tears.

My House tokens had arrived in time for use, so I wrapped a long black cord around my waist and hung one beneath the pale sash I'd bought for Hesa in het Kabbanil as symbol that our enterprise had been successfully arranged. I considered taking the sickle-knife I'd stored in the chest on our arrival to het Narel, but decided it would be too blatant a reminder of my former occupation, and closed the lid on it. By then, Abadil had found his tongue again.

"So you've decided to aim for 'intimidating', have you."

"My target was more 'former imperial enforcer turned civilian,'" I said. "But 'intimidating' is close enough."

"It works," Abadil said. "You carry it well." He rose. "I've told you all I know...."

"And I thank you for it," I said. "I'll remember. I'm accustomed to operating in treacherous environments."

"It should serve you well," Abadil said. "We are still in the empire... and if het Narel is smaller, that makes its politics all the more vicious. People remember more when there are fewer faces."

"Yes, I imagine," I said. We left my bedroom together.

And found Darsi waiting in the antechamber.

He really did look like the sort of male one would use to distract the easily distracted, and he'd been dressed in a showy dark green edged in blood-white and amber, with a white shirt bound below the elbow with amber cords. The colors were gem-like and made him seem to glow.

"I went ahead and told ke Darsi all that I've told you," Abadil said, with far too casual an air. "That was earlier today."

"How convenient," I said. "Abadil, why don't you return to my bedroom and fetch me a House token for ke Darsi."

"I'd be delighted," he said, and excused himself.

"I promise I'll be a help to you, ke emodo," Darsi said, voice and ears low.

I studied him and said, "See that you are."

Abadil returned. I handed Darsi his token and we went down the ramp together. Abadil did not follow us and Darsi wisely did not speak, letting me consider in silence the wisdom of bringing him. I had planned to claim he'd taken ill and that plan still had merit, particularly if he was going to be indiscreet in some moment of passion. Again. One wrong comment and we would be exposed and destroyed.

But Darsi had managed to keep me at bay for months while masquerading as the Head of House Laisira. I had to believe he had some aptitude for working in dangerous circumstances. And I owed it to Hesa not to dismiss him, particularly if he still suffered from the guilt of facilitating the loss of over half his Household.

So I said nothing and Darsi and I passed out of the Household, where two eperu were waiting with our rikka in the wells of light formed by the lamps. One was our spy, I saw. The other was Hesa. Its eyes caught on me and then Darsi, but it revealed nothing in either its mannerisms or countenance. If only it had been able to play the part we had been forced to find an emodo for! But we made shift with what we had.

"Your rikka, ke emodo," Hesa murmured, eyes cast down.

"Thank you, pefna," I said.

"Enjoy your evening," it said, and how I longed to hear more, to be able to speak more. But the eperu was doing such an admirable job of acting as if it didn't know me well. The other eperu didn't even flick an ear toward us, helping Darsi up into the saddle.

"Thank you," I said again, and as I reined the beast around, showed the eperu the feeling in my eyes. Mostly disgust, I'm afraid. Its gaze glittered with amusement.

"Shall we go, lover mine?" Darsi asked.

"Lead the way, my prize," I said.

Our grand estate being located in the same quarter of town as the Green—and no, I was not immune to the irony of my still separating towns into quadrants of responsibility as if I remained a Claw—we were not far from our destination. Rabeil was truly one of het Narel's Great Houses, though, from the size of its property and the care put into its decor. That there were lamps depending from the eaves of the house—on each story—and at the gates, rather than the more habitual firebowls, that alone was an indicator of what would have been incalculable wealth before the Stone Moon. After the Stone Moon, of course, it was an indicator of either favor or remarkable political canniness. Or both, more likely. I felt my shoulders tighten as we passed through the gates as they were opened for us. Our rikka were led away after we dismounted, and then we were escorted behind the House to another extravagance: an outdoor garden. There, amid the softly glowing lamps and the pungent greenscent of what plants remained blooming in late autumn, there were Jokka mingling.

Here was the power in het Narel. I felt Darsi's presence behind me and was glad of him, for once.

"Ke Pathen!" Thesenet said, espying me from a group clustered at a nearby bench. "How delightful. Please, let me make you known to Rozen Rabeil-emodo, Head of House Rabeil."

So I stepped into the garden and the battle I had chosen and went to meet the Head of House Rabeil, of House Dzeri and House Kerfa and all the others that Abadil had thoughtfully prepared me to recognize. And yet, it was not as large an affair as I'd expected, perhaps over twenty people if I counted correctly in the garden's dim lighting. Even assuming a single guest from each House, rather than pairs or groups, not all of het Narel's Great Houses were in evidence... or had been invited. I said as much to Darsi when we had a moment alone together on a stone bench.

"Rivalries, maybe," he said. "I know Kathara's not here, for instance... Kathara and Rabeil were the breeding Houses of het Narel before the mess Abadil told me about."

"The mess," I repeated, voice low.

He trailed a finger over the edge of my hand, as if we were whispering lovers' nonsense. I would have been more impressed with the performance had I not suspected he'd originally learned it to seduce me. "Kathara had the original contract to manage the anadi residence here but there was some scandal that forced the Stone Moon to retract it. Since then, Rabeil's been in charge of the breeding."

I remembered Thesenet's comment about precedents in het Narel and frowned, then looked up as a change in the lighting alerted me to the arrival of another Jokkad.

"I hope I'm not interrupting," the Head of Rabeil said.

"Not at all," I said. "We were just taking a little time to enjoy the charming environs."

Rozen laughed. "It's hard to resist with a lover at your side, isn't it. Before the Stone Moon we kept these gardens for the anadi. When it was pleasant out they enjoyed it, especially at night. Since then, it's been relegated to this sort of garden party... and of course, the inevitable trysts conducted by the emodo of the House when they think the rest of us aren't looking." He sat on the bench across from us.

"I don't blame them," Darsi offered. "It's beautiful, and I haven't seen some of the plants you have here. Maybe flora that only grows further south?"

"Ah?" Rozen said. "You noticed? Why yes... I happen to think we have lovelier flowers here." He grinned, all coarse fangs and large teeth. He'd never been any other sex, if that mouth was any indication. "It must be quite a change, coming here from het Kabbanil."

"Oh, we like it here," Darsi said, threading his fingers through mine where they rested on my thigh. "We welcomed the chance to come start something new together."

Rozen smiled at us both. "Ah, now that's good to see. It's so refreshing, people who really care about one another. The House's work means I see a lot of... forced... interactions. So your feeling for one another is like waking from a dull dream."

Darsi rested his cheek on my shoulder, the very picture, I imagined, of the devoted prize. So I did my part and brought our joined hands to my mouth, kissing the back of his before putting our hands back on my knee. I used the time to wonder why Rozen was being so appallingly open with us. "You're kind, ke Rozen," I said at last. "And Darsi and I are fortunate—" and then I paused at the sight of a shape, striped in shadows cast by an ornamental plant. "Is that...?"

"Ah, you've seen one of our anadi," Rozen said.

"I had no idea they'd be out," I said. "One of your tokens?"

"Not so much so," Rozen said. "We allow the anadi of the residence a few weeks here before sending them back."

"All of them?" Darsi asked, surprised. But he didn't lift his head from my shoulder, and I congratulated him in silence for maintaining his casual demeanor.

"Yes," Rozen said. "If they're able, if it's safe for them. In that way, all the anadi have a chance to be the token female of a Stone Moon Household. It does no harm that we've seen." He canted his head. "I hear you will be coming to us soon for stud duty, ke Pathen, and to select your own tokens...? Quite an honor in such a new Household. You have high favor in the empire."

"My patrons have been very generous," I said, quite truthfully.

"It's good to have generous patrons," he said. He grinned at Darsi good-naturedly. "Will you be bringing your lover to the duty? I hear it's the fashion now, to go together to serve the anadi and then have one another for comfort afterward."

I said, "I wouldn't want to deprive my beloved of the honor."

"I like the sound of this fashion," Darsi added, and lifted his head enough to brush his cheek against mine. "We'll have to follow suit."

"Excellent," Rozen said. "I'm looking forward to seeing the two of you there." And then, amiably, he wandered off to see to his other guests, leaving me looking after him with ears that trembled with the effort to keep them from flattening.

"She's looking at you," Darsi whispered against my jaw.

"What?" I said, and looked away from Rozen's retreating back... and saw that Darsi was right. In the shadowed arch leading back into the house was a shape limned only by the bronze light of an oblique lamp, hip, point of shoulder, a shimmer in a length of hair... and a gleam in a gaze, meeting mine. I did flatten my ears then, but she didn't look away. What was in her gaze? A certain calm? A resignation. And... a curiosity.

"Just what we need," Darsi muttered. "More trouble."

"You fear too much, Darsi," I answered, low. "You can only die once."

"You're wrong," he said, "You can die a hundred deaths if your loved ones die first." And then he stood, tugging me after him and laughing, saying, "Not here, ke emodo. Come, let us find something to drink."

Surprised by him, I let him lead me away. We returned to the flow of people, attaching to the knots that clustered beneath a tree in a planter here, or beside a small fountain there. Abadil's information proved very helpful, for I found him to be right: for whatever reason, the politicking among the high and influential of het Narel struck me as more personal than anything I'd been a part of before. Indeed, my observation that not every Great House was represented made me wonder if I'd inadvertently cast my lot in with some faction without fully understanding the one I'd spurned.

I did not spend much worry on the possibility. If a faction I had to join, the one Thesenet himself recommended had to be my choice. But I counted bodies and names so that when I returned home I could see who'd been excluded, and been made my potential enemy.

There was one emodo here that I wanted to see, very purposefully, and by name rather than title. Thesenet had introduced him but I had not had a chance to speak to him alone yet. With Darsi engaged in charming a group of Jokka that included the minister, I went seeking my quarry and found him in a secluded corner much like the one I'd been using with Darsi. He was not alone; there was an anadi with him, sitting at his feet with her head against his knee. They were bent together so that they seemed to flow into one another, and the sight of it stopped me entirely: my feet, my heart, even my thoughts. Fear, I thought, when I could think again at all. And wonder. Those things, like the two sitting together, were often found entwined.

An emodo and an anadi, entwined. I began to wonder about House Rabeil.

"Ke emodo," the other said, cupping the anadi's cheek and lifting his head to look at me. "I admit I'd been expecting you."

"Was this pose planned, then?" I asked, wary.

"To entrap you?" Eduñil asked. He smiled, tired. "No... this anadi is the Stone Moon's official gift to House Rabeil, and you will often find us together. She was my request and I was fortunate enough to be obliged."

"And no one wonders," I said, voice low.

"At my consideration of her?" he asked. And huffed softly. "Ke Pathen, anadi are not to be loved. One might grow fond of them, as one might a favored rikka or a servile ñedsu pup. But everyone knows deeper feelings never grow for Jokka who are taken from us so quickly."

The curve of his hand on her face was tender and the look on his face mask-like. I joined him, sitting on the bench opposite his, and said, "Abadil tells me a great deal about you."

"Does he?" Eduñil asked, ears splaying.

"As much by his silences as by his words," I finished, and lifted a brow.

"Ah, well," Eduñil said, glancing away. "He and I have been through a great deal."

"So he said," I agreed, crossing my legs and resting my hands on my knee.

Eduñil looked at me, then laughed. "You don't wear innocence well, ke emodo. But I have received your message, and I'll grant it full consideration."

"Good," I said, satisfied. I liked Abadil; it bothered me that he hadn't noticed the relationship he'd apparently spent a lifetime fostering. I looked down at the anadi, who hadn't moved save to flick an ear now and then. In her contentment I saw promise for Abadil... an emodo who could tend so gently to an anadi would surely be good for my clay-keeper. "I'm told you have been involved in this history since its inception."

"Some part of it," Eduñil allowed, his voice quiet.

"And my clay-keeper will not tell me the tale in full for fear of misrepresenting some portion of it," I continued.

"That would be his way," Eduñil said with a smile. "He is a historian, toe to ear. He'll tell you he's a clay-keeper but in every important way he's really a lore-knower, like in the old stories."

"I don't suppose you might tell me the parts you know," I said.

"I could," Eduñil said. "But not here. We could take a meal together, if you want to talk at length."

"I'd like that," I said. "Are you still in Transactions these days?"

"Not for now," he said. "It's not my year for it." He grinned suddenly. "We pass the title around still, and the Stone Moon does not seem to mind so long as none of us have been errant lately."

"So business in het Narel remains much as it was before," I surmised.

"The minister is generous," Eduñil said, and surprisingly I could hear no irony in his voice. "He lets us manage a great deal of our own affairs. But then, het Narel is smaller than het Kabbanil, from which you came. We can afford such luxuries."

"Yes," I said, glancing again at the anadi. She opened her eyes, sleepy; in them I saw an animal softness without fear or grief. Her consideration of me was unhurried and whatever she saw neither alarmed nor interested her, for she shut them again and resumed her submission to Eduñil's caress. "Het Narel is certainly not het Kabbanil."

"Just so," Eduñil answered. "Send me a message when you're free, ke emodo."

"I shall," I said, and left him to his prize... and I wondered at the House that let him display his affection so freely. It was true that we tended to overlook any feelings a Jokkad might have for an anadi but there were limits to everything.

The rest of the evening was uneventful, save for its length. We stayed until near truedark and by the time we'd mounted our rikka to go home I was well and again exhausted with holding up the mask to these strangers. We'd acquitted ourselves well; Darsi in particular had surprised me, for he'd not put a foot wrong the entire evening and had I not known just how little regard he had for me even I would have begun to wonder if he secretly adored me.

And as much as he irritated me, he deserved to know it. So as we reached our gates, I said, quiet, "You did an excellent job. I'm glad I brought you."

Surprised, Darsi said, "Thank you, ke emodo."

I left it at that; to be more effusive would have sounded insincere and I wanted him to believe in my sincerity. We rode through the gate, let the eperu awaiting us take the rikka away, and parted ways up the ramp, he to his bed, me to mine. And for once I didn't think of its emptiness, only that in it I need not dissemble. I folded all my fine clothes and set them on the clothes-chest, and then slept.

 

The following day I sent a formal acceptance of Thesenet's proposed contract to the ministry, oversaw the transfer of management from the Stone Moon's Claws to our eperu in the fields and arranged my lunch with Eduñil. That was also the first day I sat in the Head of Household's office to receive an itemized list of purchases—from Abadil, whose experiment was proceeding apace. Hesa had already scrawled a note alongside. I turned the tablet sideways: "GOOD BUT MAKE NOISE OTHERWISE."

I started laughing, which made Abadil slick his ears back. "Ah, ke emodo? I hope my requests aren't outrageous...?"

"No," I said, smudging the note out of the wax. "But watch your expenses, Abadil. You don't have a working prototype yet, so don't build out an entire industry until you do."

"Of course, ke emodo," he said, bemused, and took the tablet back.

That afternoon I also had my first invitation to a regular meet in the cheldzan shervel where I'd had my rooftop meal with Thesenet. It was from House Dzeri; I sent back a message that I'd be delighted to join my peers there. Darsi reminded me that we were supposed to hire on the rest of our House now that we were settled in het Narel, and I promised to begin showing at Transactions to read the records there in preparation for the ones that would conveniently be available soon.

And I had the visit to the anadi residence to schedule...

That, I put off. Partly because I didn't want to do it yet, and partly because Hesa had dived headfirst into the warehouse project and the initial organization required near-constant consultation with the Head of Household. Even if most of what I did was approve the eperu's suggestions, there were a great deal of them and all of them affected us. It was not unusual for me to end up in three of those meetings a day, some of them impromptu affairs in the halls or outside, others in my office. There was good light in my office, brought in by a skylight; I used it to admire the intensity of Hesa's interest, and how that fire shone in its eyes.

"You," it said after a moment, "are not listening to me, ke emodo."

"You're telling me it will take less time than expected to build the warehouses because the Stone Moon's codes for buildings not intended for continuous occupation are less stringent than those meant for residences," I said, "and that you are nevertheless concerned about under-building the warehouse because if it collapses the economic repercussions for the het will be painful."

It eyed me, mouth twitching.

"You need to re-dye your roots," I added. "Your hair is coming in copper at the brow."

"Pathen," Hesa said.

"Hesa," I answered, wondering at its tone.

It set its tablet down on my desk and folded its hands on its knees. "Your door is closed and your window is on the ceiling."

I glanced up at the window, and said, "I suppose someone might climb the building."

"I doubt it," the eperu said, and reached over the desk to slowly curl its fingers through the seam down the front of my tunic. I drew in a breath, enough of one to be ready for the kiss, which it took from me over the wax tablets of all the accounts and contracts I was still reading.

"We should move those," I said against its mouth when it released me, or I released it.

"You'll be careful," it said, grinning, and licked me.

So we did not share a bed the way I wanted to, and no doubt it did as well. But now and then, when we were sure we would not be disturbed in my office, we found ways.

 

Only four days passed between the party at Rabeil and my meeting with Eduñil and yet it seemed far longer. I was glad to get out, and quite a walk it was; the cheldzan he'd chosen was not in the Green, but in the market district in town. I hadn't realized how difficult it was for me to hold up the mask of an emodo of greater means—and aims—until I found myself among the sort of Jokka I'd grown up with. It was a pleasant surprise and it intrigued me that Eduñil had selected such an unpretentious location.

The cheldzan was a two-story building. There had been a building beside it, I thought, or one planned and never erected, for there was a space between it and the next. That space it had used to its advantage as a courtyard, and tables spilled from it out onto the lawn in front of the street. Eduñil was sitting at one of these tables, furthest back in the courtyard where a red awning threw a warm shadow over the seats.

"Nice place," I said, joining him.

He smiled at me. "Ke Keshul introduced it to me. They have good soup here, among other things."

I hesitated, then said, "So, you knew the Fire in the Void."

"The emperor's priest," Eduñil said.

"And some say other things," I said.

"I've heard," Eduñil said with a trace of sorrow. He smiled a little. "I don't know much of his life once he left het Narel. But of his life here, when the Stone Moon came... that I can tell you. And I think you should know."

"And why is that?" I asked.

"Because," Eduñil said. "He is the Void's avatar. And what he does not approve of, he destroys."

"And this applies to me... how?" I asked, disturbed.

"You live in het Narel now, ke emodo," Eduñil said. "And you came as one of the empire's heroes. Het Narel is of particular interest to the Fire in the Void as well as to the Stone Moon. You must walk carefully here, for all eyes are upon us. Particularly if you can look upon my friend without distaste."

"There are those who do?" I asked, surprised.

Eduñil studied me. And his ears splayed. His smile was without any humor at all.

"Let us order our food," he said. "Then we can talk."

 

Over soup served in bowls with handles shaped like a bundle of shuñe stalks, Eduñil spoke in a low voice, and I listened. He told of how the Stone Moon's first emissaries first came to het Narel to build their wells, and how he was the one to welcome them in based on advice he'd received in an uncanny reading from Keshul Akkadin-emodo, the Void's diviner.

"I was not entirely sure of him when I went," Eduñil said, fingers resting on the handle of the bowl. "But I didn't know where else to go and to be honest, ke emodo, I wasn't sure of these strangers. So I thought... what could I lose by asking?"

"And you asked, and the Void answered," I said.

"Yes," Eduñil said, his eyes losing their focus. And I believed him... at very least, I believed that what he'd seen had been compelling.

He continued, explaining how the Stone Moon had begun the pacification of het Narel. I was familiar with the process though I'd never drawn the duty myself. The empire came with money and gifts and began solving problems with its customary efficiency and brilliance, and at some point the town's principals realized they had a master but no longer minded because their lives were so much easier that the price they paid for it felt fair. Only when people became accustomed to those luxuries did they begin to feel the bite of the empire's restrictions. Or at least, that was how it almost always worked. Unlike every other het I'd ever heard tell of, het Narel had fought this encroachment from its onset through the person of the Fire in the Void, whose machinations on the town's behalf were scarcely believable. To me, anyway, as a former Claw of the empire he had set himself against. I knew what he'd been fighting. And amazingly, he'd almost succeeded.

"I saw it," Eduñil said. "With my own eyes. He'd never killed so much as an animal before that afternoon, ke emodo. But he put a knife through the two emissaries we'd captured without a hesitation."

"But one of them had gone back to het Kabbanil," I guessed, because it's what I would have done had I encountered the problems these Claws had.

"And brought back reinforcements," Eduñil said. "They dragged Keshul away, and I don't know what they did with him that night but he was expected to die from it."

"Expected?" I repeated, surprised. "They didn't kill him outright?"

"No," Eduñil said. "They kept him all night, then dragged him to the plains to die. But he didn't. Two weeks later he came back."

"Two weeks," I said. "In summer. On the plains alone, and presumably beaten close enough to death for the Claws to believe his fate inescapable."

Eduñil said, "Yes." He pushed his bowl away and said, "The Void came to him, ke emodo. And there was proof. He left us dark brown with a brown mane and came back white as a star at night."

I had never seen the male the emperor was rumored to have taken to his bed. I'd heard conflicting stories about his appearance. Some said he was beautiful. Some said he looked half-starved, uncanny. But all the stories said something about the white hair and hide. Hair could be bleached. But skin? I frowned.

"Yes," Eduñil said. "That was our response also. He walked in from the summer sands and presented himself to the remaining emissary of the Stone Moon, saying he wanted escort to the capital. And even hating him, Nelet couldn't argue, and sent him north. After that..." He trailed off. Shook himself. "After that, we saw very little of him. I know he was responsible for the execution of the remaining Stone Moon emissary and the Head of Household who'd betrayed him to Nelet. I know he interceded on het Narel's behalf several times. And I know he arranged for House Rabeil to receive its anadi tokens."

"He knew you had a friend," I said.

"Yes," Eduñil said.

"How did Rabeil not come to have an anadi presence in the House, if it had the contract for breeding the anadi?" I said.

"Ah, but we didn't have that contract initially," Eduñil said. "After the Stone Moon was forced to give up Kathara, the House Keshul agitated into unsuitability for the task, they managed the residence directly because we were on the verge of famine and had no food to feed new children anyway. In fact, they scattered some of our anadi to other hets in those first few months. Rabeil didn't receive the contract until years later. Until then we'd been in control of Transactions through my instatement there, and the empire didn't want to pool too much power in one place."

"Wise," I murmured.

Eduñil watched me. I let him. Knowing the difficult history of het Narel's entrance into the empire made sense of a great deal. Of the tension at the party, of Thesenet's attitude, of comments heard here and there. It was almost as if the town had scar tissue I'd been able to feel but not gauge the extent of.

Now I knew how that wound had been made, and why it had healed so poorly.

"I have always thought," Eduñil said, voice low, "that het Narel would be important in the history of the empire. And that it had not finished telling its story yet."

"It is evident to me that there are many stories here that no one has heard in full," I said at last. "Maybe when we hear them all, we will be able to..."

When I didn't finish, Eduñil said, "...to?"

But I didn't know. I smiled a little and said, "We'll have to find out together." Folding my hands together I said, "Tell me, Eduñil... did you know anything of House Reña?"

He finished his tea and said, "No, ke emodo... and if you are wise, you will not ask." I watched him stand. "A most pleasant meal, Asara. I hope we'll do it again?"

"I'd like that," I said.

"And when should I tell my Head of Household that House Asara will call on the residence?" he said.

I flicked my ears back, but said, "Next week, ke Eduñil. It would be irresponsible to take chances with the health of the anadi."

"You have the heart of a steward," Eduñil said. "I'll tell Rozen to expect your party. Good day."

I remained in that chair beneath the striped awning for quite some time, lingering with Eduñil's parting words. The heart of a steward. Who had heard of such a thing, outside of stories of times so long past het Kabbanil's ruins had been new when they'd been common? And how many more such words would I hear in het Narel? I'd have Abadil digging up musty old records too old for fidelious transmission. But then, perhaps that was how fact became truth, sifted through the minds of generations as they pass it, each rubbing the detail from it until all that was left was the core. Shod, a word so old it barely sounded like part of the language at all. Steward.

 

"The first handful of us are ready to return," Hesa told me later that night. "You'll want to go to Transactions as soon as you have the moment to spare because gods know we need the extra labor."

The four of us were sitting together over our meal: Abadil and Darsi on one side of the table, and Hesa sitting alongside me on the other. We'd taken to having our dinner several hours after the rest of the House had dined, and while it meant we made do with leftovers it suited us because we were more likely to be left alone in common room. The Jokka of the House felt that if we were in our offices we were working and could be bothered, but eating meant we were done with duty. We kept our conversations quiet but the room was large and the table we habitually chose far from the door.

Hesa and I both sat facing the door, anyway. We'd learned our paranoia for different reasons but it remained with us all the same.

"And where are they coming from?" I asked.

Hesa glanced at Abadil, who twitched an ear with a rueful expression. I narrowed my eyes. Returning its attention to me, Hesa said, "They're going to be out-of-work eperu caravan leaders."

I leaned back. "Isn't that a little too much truth?"

"It actually is truth," Abadil said. "These are some of Ilushet's people. But the story's believable, Pathen, because the eperu caravans have been disbanded. The licensing fees drove them out of business, and Void knows that's a crime... some of those caravans have been operating since they evolved out of the nomad clans." He tapped the table with a finger. "But the important thing is that the Stone Moon knows those eperu are out of work... and they know we're trying to hire people who are good at driving caravans. Where else would we look?"

"It makes you look like someone who knows how to make use of resources in the empire's interests that would otherwise be lying idle," Hesa said.

"It makes us look like we're allying with dissidents," Darsi said, ears flat. "The reason the empire pushed those eperu out of the market was because they were suspected of bringing supplies and weapons to the truedark kingdom."

I glanced at him, then said, "He's right."

"He's not," Hesa said. "At least, not entirely." At my raised brows, it said, "The eperu caravans were too hard to control, Pathen. The Stone Moon wanted the Houses to accrue the wealth associated with trade because it had better access to them to tax them. You were a Claw. Which would you have preferred to police? A House in het Kabbanil you could visit daily to harangue for late payment... or a band of eperu without permanent homes who could be anywhere on the back of the World when you needed them?"

"That's also true," I said. "But that doesn't invalidate Darsi's point."

"We've established you as a risk-taker who gives the persecuted and downtrodden an opportunity to return to society as productive members with the fiction about House Molan," Abadil said. "This is just more of the same."

"This is riskier," Darsi muttered, but he seemed less sullen... perhaps he was too busy being surprised at the feeling of being on my side for a change.

"It is," I said. "So we should be very good about proving ourselves loyal citizens of the empire, bound to our duty." I glanced at Darsi. "Next week we are going to the anadi residence."

Darsi's ears flicked back; he looked away with a grimace.

"Don't look at me," Abadil said. "You're not dragging me in there."

"We'll need another thirteen volunteers," I said to Darsi, ignoring him. "But you and I will have to go, for the sake of appearances."

"That will help," Hesa murmured. "No one likes breeding duty. If House Asara fulfills theirs so quickly after having been given the privilege, it will look very good."

"And why do you think you're getting out of it?" Darsi asked Abadil.

"Because if you take me there I will vomit all over my potential mate," Abadil said dryly. "I can't take the koli, it makes me sick."

"Can't you—"

Abadil held up his hands. "Don't. Don't ask me if I can manage without it. Not until you've tried it. Or have you been to a residence already?"

"Not yet," Darsi admitted, ears splayed.

"Then come back to me after you have," Abadil said. "And ask me. If you're capable without aid."

"Let's not fight about it," I said. "It's going to be unpleasant enough without making it worse amongst ourselves." To Hesa I said, "If I go tomorrow to Transactions, will everything be ready then?"

"Yes," it said.

"And I can leave the finding of the volunteers to you?" I asked Darsi, because as onerous as the duty was I knew being entrusted with the responsibility would please him.

"I'll find them," Darsi said. "Even if I have to bribe them." He paused. "I can bribe them, yes?"

"You can offer a monetary incentive," I said. "But don't overdo it. I don't want to encourage people who won't be careful of the anadi."

"All right," Darsi said. "Yes, I see what you mean. I'll find you the people."

"Good," I said.

Abadil said, "And I'll have a sample for you soon, ke Pathen. Within a week."

"So soon?" I said.

Abadil snorted. "I didn't say it would be a good sample."

I laughed. "Don't waste the effort unless it's right."

"Or the money," Hesa said.

"You two," Abadil said with a sigh. "Gods help anyone who tries to get anything past you. And don't you laugh at me, Hesa Asara-emodo. I've seen the notes you scrawl on my requests when you think I won't read them. You should be ashamed of yourself."

"And yet somehow I'm not," Hesa said, fighting a smile unsuccessfully.

"I have seen enough," Abadil said with a new long-suffering look. He seemed to have an entire arsenal of them. "I go! Ke Pathen?"

"We're done here tonight," I said.

"Very good," he said. "Come, Darsi!"

"Why?" Darsi asked, mystified but rising anyway.

"Void," Abadil said with a fresh sigh. "But you are daft sometimes, and I suspect on purpose. Are you?"

"No," Darsi said, lashing his tail once, but he sounded like he was trying not to laugh past his sour expression.

"We're leaving," Abadil told us, and took Darsi off by the wrist, protesting but, I noted, not too strenuously.

"You don't suppose..." Hesa said, trailing off.

"The two of them?" I said. And smiled. "No... no. Abadil has already given his heart away, he just hasn't realized it yet. And who knows what Darsi wants, but a man almost a decade his senior probably isn't it."

"As long as it's not you," Hesa said with a laugh.

"It had better not be me!" I said. "But I admit, one becomes accustomed to having him around."

"Yes," Hesa agreed. "One does." And added, "Pathen... that trip to the residence..."

"Must be done," I said. When it began to speak I held up my fingers. How I longed to touch them to its lips to quiet it, the way I might have in private... but even here in the relative safety of House Asara's common room, I would take no chances with its safety. "I know, pefna."

"That's what I'm trying to tell you," it said, softer. "You don't. And you won't until you go to the task."

"And what do you suggest?" I asked. "How should I prepare?"

"I don't know," it said, eyes pained. "Only that it's better to know that there is no preparing than to go to it with false confidence."

Darsi's voice at the door interrupted our talk, carrying clearly in the silence... something about there still being tea on the hearth, but a touch oversteeped by now so to add water. Both of us looked toward the door as Jushet's emodo spy padded through. For a spy he looked disarmingly normal: weary, distracted, with some of his tail having fallen out of the mussed braid. Before he could look toward us, I said, "Ah, one of Abadil's faithful workers. How goes the paper?"

The emodo looked up, startled, and then recognizing me sketched a hasty gesture at his brow. "Head of Household. It... is... going. I suppose."

I chuckled. "And doesn't that description fill me with confidence." When the emodo began hastily to speak I said, "No, don't worry. I know how it goes with experiments. Kaliser, isn't it?"

"You know my name," he said, ears splaying.

"We're a small House yet," I said. "Don't let me interrupt you. You were coming for a late supper?"

"Just tea," he said, edging toward the hearth. His eyes flicked toward Hesa, then back to me. "It was a long day."

"For all of us," I said. "But perhaps this was a fortuitous meeting. You're one of my few emodo from a House other than Molan... Kaduye, wasn't it?"

"Yes?" he said, hesitant.

"Perhaps you can help calm my pefna's fears, then. It seems to think that I should schedule nothing in the afternoon following House Asara's visit to the anadi residence. Have you done breeding duty? Should I be giving the emodo the remainder of the day to compose themselves?"

"The emodo and yourself," Hesa said in that unfamiliar voice, so distant, as if nothing could affect it. I realized now where it had learned that intonation: Ilushet used it, this voice like mountains and the earth.

"Molan," I said, as if I was ignoring the eperu, "did not do that duty. So none of them had advice to give me."

"Of course," Kaliser said, flattening his ears, for as a native of het Kabbanil he knew as well as I did that a House in disgrace would never be granted leave to breed. He cleared his throat, and I observed that his cheeks had gone gray beneath skin an otherwise appealing clay-rose color. He seemed to be struggling over some internal decision, but he made it by speaking. "I have had the opportunity, ke emodo. And no, I would not plan to do anything the remainder of the day. Perhaps even several days."

"Would that we had several days to be idle," I said. "But the afternoon I can do. Thank you for the warning, Kaliser."

"Ke emodo," he said, quieter. "It is my duty."

He drew the tea for himself, watered it and left without looking at us again. When I could no longer hear his footfalls in the hall, Darsi peeked inside, then padded to us, looking over his shoulder at the door. "Did I give enough warning?" he asked.

"Yes," I said. "And thank you."

"That was luck," he said. "I was coming back myself because Abadil wanted to finish the cup he'd left. Did he, I mean did the emodo..."

"See anything?" I said. "No. We were just talking. But I don't think it matters. He won't betray us now."

They both looked at me, but it was Darsi who asked, "How can you be sure?"

For once he didn't sound belligerent. Cautious, certainly, but caution I could approve of. "Because he told me he'd bred the anadi. I saw his record at Transactions when I hired him; according to what was written there, he was superfluous in House Kaduye, sufficiently so for them to let him go. They would never have let someone important leave the House."

"So he should never have had a chance at the anadi," Hesa murmured.

"And yet he chose to tell me he had," I said.

Darsi frowned. "What if he was lying? To make you think he was revealing the truth about his background? So you would assume he was on your side and start trusting him?"

Hesa and I both stared at him. I started laughing. "I'm glad you're on our side, Darsi."

"Well, he could have!" Darsi said.

"Yes," I said. "He could have. But I don't think he did. All the same, I won't be bringing him into our council, ah? So no fear there."

"Maybe," Darsi said. "But don't let your guard falter, ke Pathen. There are enemies all around us." He inclined his head to me and left.

"Enemies all around us," Hesa murmured. "And allies as well. And the trick of it is separating them from one another without making a mistake."

"It's no different from how it was in het Kabbanil," I said.

"No," Hesa agreed and sighed. Then looked at me, head canted. "You really think Kaliser has thrown in with us?"

"He chose the well-being of the emodo of House Asara over concealing the lies on his record," I said. "What do you think?"

"I think," Hesa said slowly, "that you should take his warning seriously." And left with a brush of its fingers on my wrist.

 

"Former eperu caravan members," Thesenet said to me two days later. "Are you certain about this?"

So far I had attended five of these evening gatherings at the cheldzan shervel, where my work consisted of drinking a great deal of wine, tea or spiced broth and listening to other Heads of Household indulge in what amounted to gossip. I found it tiresome and wished they would talk about more useful topics. Like the weather. Or taxes. I would even have listened to dissertations on religion before putting up with trivia like who was seen last with whom. I suspect it even bored Darsi. It made Thesenet's occasional visits feel like water after drought... even when he asked uncomfortable questions.

"Who else, Minister?" I asked.

He frowned, just a touch of a crease between his brows.

"Let me frame the question differently," I said. "Right now, het Narel has eperu working in labor camps whose talents involve running caravans. What does het Narel need to begin its trade initiative?"

"But are they trustworthy?" Thesenet asked bluntly.

I arched my brows at him over my cup of broth. "If they aren't, why haven't they been executed?"

"Execution without evidence—" He halted at my expression.

We were standing in the back of the cheldzan near the shadowed stairwell, out of the press of the room in front of us. So I said quietly, "Ke emodo... I was a Claw."

He looked away, then said, "That's not how we do things here."

"No?" I asked. "No disappearances? You know as well as I do that the empire needs to maintain discipline to function and how that discipline is expressed when there is insufficient evidence for a public punishment."

"Yes," Thesenet said, meeting my eyes with something fierce in them, and angry. "But that's not how things are done here." And then, his shoulders losing their tension, he finished bitterly, "When it can be helped."

I looked at him, thoughtful. And offered, "Dead Jokka do no work for the empire."

"No," he said. "Your decision might be construed as... reckless, though, Pathen."

"By those eager to find fault," I said. "But you and I know that gainfully employed Jokka content with their jobs do not agitate for rebellion. The empire deprived a great number of eperu of the work they'd spent their lives perfecting. Now it will give them back that work to earn coin for the Houses of het Narel. How does that not serve the Stone Moon?"

"It serves the Stone Moon so long as the eperu don't hold a grudge against the empire for their disgrace," Thesenet said.

"The eperu live to work," I said. "Is that not what we are taught? By the eperu themselves?"

"Yes," Thesenet said. And then surprised me by sighing. "Perhaps I have been habituated to seeing threats where there are none."

"You do what you must," I said. "But Minister... you gave me this contract. Let me build your trade network."

"Ah well," Thesenet said with a huff of a laugh. "If I can't trust a hero of the empire, who can I trust?" He smiled and grasped my arm. "If you say it will work, Pathen."

"It will," I said.

He clapped that arm and left me in the shadows by the stairwell. I watched him merge back into the crowd, just long enough to find a path through it to the exit, and caught a few curious glances cast my way; no doubt it was noted that Thesenet had arrived, spoken with me and left without participating in anything more strenuous than a few desultory greetings. Joining me with a little cheek-rub that I permitted with resignation, Darsi said, "They think we're important to Thesenet."

"They're right," I replied.

 

The day of our visit to the anadi residence dawned gray and dim... appropriate to the errand, I thought, if a touch dramatic on the part of the World. I dressed and met Darsi and the other volunteers in the courtyard, where the eperu were readying the rikka. The anadi were kept in a separate facility on the far side of het Narel, far enough to require a quarter hour's walk merely to reach the city's edge; had it not been so far, I would have walked. I didn't think any of us would want to handle beasts later after seeing similar tack on a Jokkad.

The only noise in the courtyard that morning was the trickle of the fountain and the creak of leather as we mounted. It made me realize that House Asara was never quiet. In the fields where the eperu worked, in the House where the narrow corridors carried the sound from larger rooms, overwhelmingly what I heard was laughter, talk, the sounds of camaraderie. I might catch Hesa in rare moments of silence, where I could almost feel the grief it no longer spoke of... but the remainder of House Laisira had settled very well into our new estate and for some reason did not live in the fear that they rightly should. They had lost their comrades, but the World went on and there was work to be done, and they were willing to do it given a safe place to put their heads down at night.

I liked their laughter better than this quiet, but for what we were about to do gravity was more appropriate. I led the group away without looking back and heard the gates close behind us.

The sun had risen high enough to gild the edges of buildings, if not high enough to disrupt the autumnal chill, when we presented ourselves to the Claws guarding the residence. From there we were escorted to the building and refreshments were distributed to my people while the administrator of the residence took me aside to discuss arrangements.

"We might be asked to come again?" I said, dismayed and hiding it.

"The custom elsewhere is to ask the emodo to stay for a week in order to ensure that the anadi will have conceived," the administrator explained. "In het Narel it has produced better results to allow the emodo to leave after their session and ask them to return only if necessary. But we do require that two-thirds of the anadi conceive for the House to be eligible in spring for their children."

"I understand," I said.

"There will be an attendant assigned to each of you," he continued. "To guide you through the process. You may ask for a different witness at any time, but you cannot be permitted in the chambers without one. This is for their safety as well as your comfort. The koli is administered to all the emodo serving, unless they request otherwise."

"Of course," I said.

"Finally, you understand that the draft is for ten percent of the House's populace," he finished. "And as House Asara is listed at one hundred and fifty members, we have provided fifteen anadi for your stay. If you do not have fifteen emodo with you, someone will be asked to serve twice. That is the contract."

"We have the requisite number," I said.

"Very good," the administrator said. "Then if you will leave your House mark here—thank you—we may begin."

I returned to the others and said, quiet, "This is our duty. Let us do it with dignity and compassion."

They murmured their assent and were led away by the waiting attendants. Darsi paused long enough to say, "It's just a few hours. It'll be over before lunch."

I didn't know which of us he was trying to comfort, and I think he knew that he wouldn't succeed. Nevertheless, I answered, "Yes."

My reply provided no more comfort to us than his observation. We both knew that it only takes seconds to make a wound that leaves a scar.

And then he was gone, led through the corridors, and so was I.

"Will you take the koli, ke emodo?" my attendant asked.

"Yes," I said. I knew better than to think I'd be capable of the duty without it. As I had told Darsi, the fear of other Jokka didn't move me... and pity didn't either. So in a narrow room I sat on a bench and drank the preparation, wondering what to expect from it and trying not to think about the hours between me and freedom. And yet... I would walk free of this. The anadi never would. I held the cup in my hands and strove with that truth. The empire thought the plight of the anadi regrettable but believed there was no saving them from the cruelties of biology. Worse, the empire had seen that we had increasingly shirked from our responsibility to beget children to the point of winnowing our own species. In the end, I was to blame for the anadi residences, as were we all. Had we been more diligent about making children when we'd lived free, the cruel calculation of the empire's breeding plans wouldn't have been necessary.

We had a great deal to answer for. And much to fix, when at last we shook off the empire's hand. Gods knew how we could do it, but there had to be an answer that did not involve imprisoning a third of us underground.

The drug worked. I would have found it distasteful before; after the experience of having a lover in my bed that I wanted, that I cared about, it was almost unbearable. The falseness of it was a taste under my tongue, and the fever it inspired artless and without discrimination. The emodo who'd given me the cup crouched in front of me and considered my face before saying, "Are you ready, ke emodo?"

"It will do," I said.

He said, "This way, then." As he stopped before a room, he said, "We do not recommend walking to the front of the chair. It can be distressing to both participants." He opened the door for me. "If at any time you require aid, you may ask it of me. I will be sitting in the alcove." He pointed, and I looked but didn't really see. Whatever I said must have satisfied him, though, for he retired to his shadowed niche and left me to the heartbreak of what we'd fallen to. I rested my hand on the edge of the stone slope. My fingers twitched near the buckle of the harness, but didn't touch it. And though it had not been recommended, I did walk around to where the anadi had her cheek resting on the sculpted headrest. Her eyes were just open, lashes gleaming in the low light. She did not seem to notice me, nor did her pupils shift as I moved my hand between her face and the light above us. I glanced at her ribcage and measured the intervals between its rising and then cupped her face and rested my brow against hers. Her skin was cool... of course, for they'd sedated her.

I don't know how long I remained there. Somewhere past the heart-racing, mind-clouding effects of the koli I could taste the tears in my mouth. I let them gather until they stung my gums, my tongue... then I swallowed and waited for them to accumulate again.

My attendant did not interrupt me. I wondered how many emodo he had watched suffer through this cold, impersonal transaction. I was grateful for the time, and I took what I needed to compose myself and to grieve before I judged it unwise to prolong the wait. I didn't want the koli to wear off before it served its purpose.

Gods alone knew how I managed, even with its help. I have done many bitter things in my life, most of them during my short tenure as a Claw. I have killed in the emperor's name and drawn blood in useless sacrifice on his dais, and yet the hour and a half I spent in that room harrowed me in a way none of those acts had... perhaps because my duties as a Claw had been ordered by another Jokkad and I could tell myself that one day there would be no more such orders. But this... this was not an injustice dreamt up by a Jokkad. This was nature itself. And if we did not find some other way to serve nature, we would die.

"You did well," the attendant said, handing me a robe. "If you wish to wash and dress, you may return to the antechamber."

"Yes," I said, hoarse. "Thank you." And excused myself. Once I gained the privacy of the room with the bench I sat and covered my face and did not move until the drug began to wear off. Only then did I clean myself with the towels and water left there. I didn't look at myself while doing so, and I dressed without grace.

When I left I was escorted to the foyer to await the rest of my emodo, and when I was offered wine I didn't decline it. To become drunk would be disrespectful. But enough to distance myself from the memory... that I could do, and did.

One by one the others joined me. All of them were subdued; several looked sick, and I didn't know whether they had reacted poorly to the koli or to the encounter, and didn't ask. When the last of my volunteers returned, the administrator conferred with his attendants and then beckoned me back. Weary, I joined him.

"Your House has done well," the administrator said. "My congratulations, ke emodo. Only one of your number was unable to perform. Would one of you like to volunteer to complete the draft today, or do you wish to return at a later date?"

"What?" I said, stunned. And then gathering my scattered wits, "I believe you only required two-thirds..."

"To conceive," the administrator said, not unkindly. "Which we will not know for several weeks. If two-thirds of them conceive, then you will be given the children in spring. But the duty is for ten percent of House Asara's number: fifteen anadi. You have serviced fourteen. One remains." He met my eyes and said, "It must be thus, ke emodo. If we do not require the pairings, then inevitably they will not be enacted. The conception rate cannot be controlled. The matings can be."

I stared at him, trembling. Then slowly turned and looked at the emodo waiting to leave. Read the dejection in their posture, in the cant of their ears and the slump of shoulders. They were exhausted; the day was barely five hours old and they were done with it.

"All right," I said to the administrator. "Give me a moment."

I pulled Darsi aside and said, "Take them home. I'll be back in the afternoon. Early evening at the worst."

"Back by—but why?" Darsi asked, ears flattening. "You're staying? Why?"

"Someone didn't manage," I said. "And all of it will be for nothing if we don't finish. The children conceived today won't come to us; they'll be put in the orphan pool to be doled out to other Houses. And we won't be in the record as having completed the duty. It has to be done."

"Does it have to be you?" Darsi asked, surprising me.

"Look at them," I said, quieter. "And tell me who I should pick. Who I could pick in good conscience."

"If you're doing this to prove something..."

"Of course I am," I said. "I'm doing it to prove that House Asara is a dutiful member of the Stone Moon empire."

He looked at me, pained. And then surprised me by resting a hand on my shoulder, not with the cloying falseness of his lover's mask, but with actual feeling. Then he turned from me and said to the others, "Ke Pathen has business to conclude with the residence, but we need not wait through it. Let's go home."

Several of them looked at me, including one I thought with more shame than was necessary. So I said, "You've all done well. Thank you."

Once they'd left, I exhaled and turned back to the attendant. "Take me back."

 

I did not return home after the residence released me in the late afternoon. Instead, I went riding.

For a long time.

I had no destination in mind, other than "away from other people." I skirted the city, riding along the cropfields watered by the empire's cisterns and aqueducts, past a riverbed reduced to a trickle over barely moistened soil. I wanted no part of civilization—wanted nothing to remind me of the cost of that civilization—and continued on until I put the road to het Kabbanil behind me. Het Narel's lack of ruins made the eastern view an uninterrupted canvas for the falling sun, and I picked a place well away from town to dismount and walk a ways, leading the rikka. It helped to move. My entire body felt stiff. Not from exertion, but from a negation of all that it had performed in the previous hours.

I was exhausted and empty, and eventually I let the rikka graze and walked on until I could sit in the short grasses and watch the color drain from the sky. The wind off the plains was cold enough to cut through my thin shirt and I let it. I looped my arms around my knees and rested my brow against them and... I lost some time there, unable to put thoughts together, unable to make sense of anything.

Duty drove me to my feet, though by then I was cold enough to be clumsy. I pulled myself onto the rikka's back and rode home.

The two eperu opened the gate with alacrity and flattened ears; the fire licking their faces showed me their worried expressions, which I ignored since I had no desire to discuss my tardiness. I gave them the beast to lead away and looked up at the House, steeling myself against what I would face on entry. And then I walked inside... to quiet. I had misjudged the hour: supper must have concluded some time ago and most of the Jokka would have scattered to their beds, or to late-night talks with companions. I stopped in the entry hall, ears straining in the warm silence, and had to conclude it was better to be here than out on the plains alone. These were my people and... gods help me, their problems were my problems. I would not find their solutions alone. And if I couldn't bear their company tonight, well, that would pass. I went up the ramp to my rooms and opened the door, wanting only my bed.

I almost tripped over Darsi, who was sitting with his back to the bedchamber door.

He was lucky, at that. Had I been more myself I would have put a fist in his stomach and shoved him face-first into the ground before he could speak. As it was, I was lucky not to fall.

"What are you doing here?" I asked, too tired to be angry. Surprised, perhaps, but not angry.

Scrabbling to his feet, Darsi faced me. I could just see the gleam of his eye in the dark; it reminded me of that night in the wagon when we'd first spoken after our escape from het Kabbanil.

He drew in a breath and said, quiet, "Ke emodo. I had a thought, that we are supposed to be lovers so there is a reason for me to be out of my bed."

Strangely, given this incredible beginning, I felt no desire to interrupt him. There was something in his voice, something... broken but resolved.

"And Hesa has a bed," he continued. "So perhaps I might go and sleep in its bed. And if people come to find me, and I'm not there, well. I am in bed with you, aren't I? And if they come seeking Hesa, they will find someone sleeping there, as they expect."

For a long moment neither of us said anything as I stared at him. I was now very much awake. Every numbed nerve in my body was achingly, utterly awake.

"Darsi," I said. "You're not suggesting—"

"No," he said, firm. "I'm offering. Shall I do this thing?"

I said, "Not until I understand why."

"Because," Darsi said, and faltered. Then he gathered himself and said, "Because... some things... if.... People should touch because they want to, because they care about one another. You can lie with someone who cares about you tonight, Pathen. That's why. Because someone should."

For once, Darsi had struck me speechless. I expected that to please him, but he remained somber.

"Shall I?" he asked at last.

"Darsi," I said, and then cleared my throat. Quieter, I finished, "Thank you."

A sad smile touched his mouth and he left. I watched him go, still stunned, and then walked into my bedchamber and began slowly to undress, all my joints aching. I heard the outer door ease open and closed again, and then a silhouette separated from the arch leading into the antechamber.

"Pathen?" Hesa whispered.

"Here," I said, and had to clear my throat again. The eperu stepped closer, then kneeled in front of me, resting its hands on my knees. I wanted very much to gather it in and take the willing love that Darsi had risked so much to give me, but I couldn't move. At last, I said, "Hesa.... the anadi..." And then grief closed my throat around the words and the eperu sat up, wrapping its arms around me. Crushed against its dyed mane and hard shoulder, I finished, "I left them there."

And then I wept, hands digging into its back, and it did not flinch beneath my weight, not of my body, not of my grief and guilt.

"Pathen," Hesa said when my crying eased. Its voice was gods-breath soft against my ear. "You left them there... for now."

I grew still.

"For now," the eperu finished. "But you'll find a way to free them."

I sat back to look at it, at the calm in its eyes, and the certitude.

"What if I can't think of a way?" I asked, hoarse.

It rested a hand on my chest below my throat, one finger hooked on the collarbone. "You will," it said. "And then we'll help you to do it."

I set my trembling hand on its.

"Do you doubt?" Hesa asked.

I thought of the anadi, saw the glimmer of light on metal buckles, saw the sluggish blink of their eyes. All my skin grew taut with revulsion. With rejection. "No," I said, because while I lived I could not let such a thing stand. Hesa was right. I had left... but I would be back. And I would take them with me.

"Start with the anadi prizes," Hesa said. "Claim ours. From that beginning, then, grow. If you will it, Pathen... it will happen."

I let my head drop until I could rest my brow against its, and it set its free hand on the side of my neck.

"They didn't even tell me their names," I whispered.

"Of course not," it said. And sighed out, a breath I felt warm against my throat and chest. "It makes it easier not to know."

"They do it to you, too," I said, and from the tension that leaped up its shoulders it hadn't expected me to see that truth. "It's not as noticeable as with the anadi. But slowly and surely we are setting the eperu at a remove. They abet it because they already think of themselves as something apart... but we didn't... the emodo. But now that we agree, there is nothing to stop us from sundering all the relationships that make us what we are. That let us thrive. No more a single species, but three that see one another, now and then, for vulgar necessities."

Slowly, Hesa sat back on its heels and looked up at me, hands sliding onto my knees again. I gathered them into mine and held them, chafing my thumb over its knuckles. "Tell me I'm wrong."

"You're not," it said after a long pause.

"And yet we came to where we are for a reason. We fell here," I said.

"Perhaps we need wings," Hesa said with a tired smile.

I brought its hands to my mouth and kissed them, feeling all the weariness of the day I'd passed through and all the weariness of the days before me, and all that needed to be done in them.

"You need rest," Hesa said, turning one hand in mine to cup my chin.

"Stay with me," I said. "I need... I need one night with someone who made a choice. Who could make a choice."

"Of course," it said, voice softening.

I moved back and it shed its clothes, sinuous in the dim light. I held the blanket up for it as it slid into bed alongside me and then filled all the hollow spaces against my side. Setting a hand on my chest, it said, "Pathen."

"Hesa," I said.

"I was able to make the choice," it said, "because you made it safe for me to do so."

That made my breath catch, and I didn't know why it was fear and not affection or gratitude. When I could speak again, I said, "And having made the choice, will you touch a male who has sullied himself with this day's injustice?"

It pulled itself over me and lapped at my jaw. Whispered, "Given the choice, I will choose the same again. And I always will."

"Hesa," I said, drawing it close, needing it.

"Setasha," it whispered, and kissed the ugliness away.

 

An hour before dawn, the door to my chambers scraped open and both Hesa and I woke, abrupt and tense, listening. And then we heard Darsi's whisper.

"Hesa? Pathen?"

Hesa was already rolling out of bed, reaching for its clothes.

"We're awake," I said for it, keeping my voice low.

Darsi remained in the antechamber; I could hear him fidgeting, the flex of his toes on the floor, the hiss of his tail on the ground as he shifted from foot to foot. Hesa took my attention back with a kiss, quick but deep; I met its eyes and we smiled at one another, and then it was gone, fleet and silent. Darsi opened the door for the eperu and waited there, looking down the hall with such quivering intensity that he didn't hear me rise and pull my pants on, nor walk into the room behind him. When I spoke he strangled a yelp and jumped a step back.

"Don't worry. If someone happens on it in the hall now it'll have a ready answer for why."

"Yes," Darsi said, relaxing. "Hesa's quick that way. I can go now—"

"It'll have an easier time with that ready answer if someone doesn't find both of you in the halls," I said. "Give it a few moments to return to its room."

"Right," Darsi said and touched a quivering hand to his brow. "Gods, you startled me out of my skin."

"I didn't mean to," I said, studying him with fresh eyes. Without the lens of the worries that had afflicted me when we'd first met and without the cynicism with which I'd regarded his attempts to look distracting afterward, I saw... another emodo. Not lean but thin, as if a nervous disposition made him prone to forgetting his meals. With the hollows of sleepless nights and worries in his throat and cheeks, and with sensitive fingers that never stopped fluttering. I wondered suddenly what it would be like to live in the empire without knowing how to fight it, or feeling incapable of the battle.

He looked up at me and flushed white. I gentled my expression and let him look at me until he started to relax. Then I said, "Thank you."

He glanced at the ground and said, "You're welcome."

I considered what I'd seen of him, what I knew of him. And said, "Let me guess. The dark-haired truedark male. Barit, wasn't it?"

The blush grew positively fevered. "Ah... no," Darsi said, and then he finished sheepishly, "At least, not yet."

I thought of their relief on seeing one another on the hill when the strangers had been fleeing the ruins of Thenet's settlement. They'd been awkward around one another in safety, but in that moment of meeting after long parting.... "I don't think it'll be long."

Darsi's eyes brightened. "Do you really—" And then he shook himself. "Well, it hardly matters right now."

"I can send you back," I said.

"No," Darsi said, though I saw the wistfulness he entertained briefly and then set aside. "I'm needed here. Hesa and I have always worked well together, and this... we need to do this."

"It's not your fault," I said, quieter. "House Laisira."

"No," Darsi said after a moment. "No, I know. I'm not like Hesa, I... what I feel is grief, not guilt. I know the Stone Moon killed them, not me. But it still... I still have to do something about it. I have to fix it. Do you understand?"

"Yes," I said. "Yes, I do." And then, to see him smile, "Barit? Really?"

"He makes me laugh," Darsi said without thinking. And then realizing what he'd said, added, "I... I don't have those kind of feelings for you—"

"I know," I said, chuckling. "I only make you laugh because you have sensitive ribs."

He snorted and opened the door. "I'll see you at breakfast."

"All right," I said, and when he started to turn I looped an arm around him and drew him to me. He made a single noise of protest and then consented to the embrace. After a moment he even pressed his face against my neck. I rested my fingers in his mane and let him take the shelter he wanted and couldn't have, and was honored that he felt safe enough to do so. A few weeks ago I would have assumed it was because he now had a secret he felt he could hold against me. I knew better now. I had misjudged Darsi. He was contrary and petulant and anxious and fearful... and loyal and hard-working and tender-hearted under the crust.

And his trust made him mine, and my trust made me his.

I let him go and he drew in another breath, but a calmer one. And then I held the door open for him and shut it behind him, and closed the door forever on our quarrel.

 

I woke several hours later alone... but there was a dimple in the mattress on the side by the wall, for Hesa had slept where I could shield it from view with my body. The sheets still smelled faintly of the eperu: hair dye and sweat and honey. So did my hands. I rested them on my mouth with the tips just touching my nose so I could inhale the scent, slow breaths, easing a tension in my body I hadn't realized was there. None of the dangers, the injustices, the cruelties of our situation had changed in the past hours; if anything I was more exquisitely aware of them, as if my skin had grown more sensitive, my hands, my eyes. But I felt more capable of motion. Not because I had spent a night in willing company, though I had needed it and been fulfilled by it, but because of all that night implied: that I loved an eperu in society's despite. That an eperu loved me, though its own fellowship would have it hold itself apart. That we trusted one another with the secret of our feelings. That we had inspired another's loyalty. That we knew we could trust that emodo.

We were building something stronger than fear. Our only task now was to spread it through Ke Bakil.

I pushed myself from my bed and went to the day.



The early morning I spent in Transactions, finalizing the burdensome contracts that separated twelve eperu from the Stone Moon's labor pool and sent them to House Asara to report for their new duties. This was time-consuming work but I didn't feel the hours passing until I exited the building and found it near lunch. I bought my meal from a food stall, finger food that I regretted not being able to share. Afterward I had a cup of tea at a place too small to have become a cheldzan, but I did not particularly want company then. I was steeling myself for my next errand.

It took me to House Rabeil, where I was admitted to the garden where Thesenet had introduced us to het Narel's society. I sat on a bench to wait, enjoying the briskness in the occasional breeze that ruffled the drying vines trained up the wall behind me. Autumn was still new but many of the more tender plants had already died during some of the chillier nights.

"Ke emodo," said the Head of House Rabeil as he approached with a kettle. A servant followed him with a tray, setting it on the facing bench and then departing. "You honor my House with your visit."

I looked up at him. "Rather strongly worded, perhaps, ke Rozen."

"Not from the reports I have had," Rozen said. He sat across from me, pouring a steaming tisane into the cups before handing me one. When he noticed my gaze, he said, "You did not think I would not be given report of House Asara's first visit to the residence?"

Put that way—no, of course not. "I didn't think it was such a notable event," I said instead. "We came and served the anadi and left."

"Indeed. You came when you said you would, brought enough people to do the duty, and made no trouble over your reception. With the anadi you were all gentle. There were no... incidents, other than the one emodo who could not perform but apologized with every courtesy not just to us but to the anadi. And when House Asara left, it had discharged its duty in every particular, something most Houses don't manage."

"We were only fifteen," I murmured.

"Perhaps," Rozen said. "But I am grateful all the same. Tell me then the reason for your visit, that I might in some way show that gratitude."

I searched his expression. His words seemed too effusive to me, particularly when contrasted against the calm of his body, the deliberation of his movements and the mask of his face. It was only his eyes that convinced me to fear no hidden trap: there was too much resignation there, sorrows much older than House Asara. His focus was more there in the past than it was here with me.

"I came about the anadi prizes the empire has permitted House Asara," I said. "I wanted to arrange for a time to select them."

"Ah!" Rozen said. "Eduñil is in the House now. Let me find him and we can have that discussion now. He will have the schedule, as it is his duty to arrange the disposition of the anadi prizes."

"Thank you," I said, and he left me with the tea and the tray and the whisper of the autumn breeze. Rozen had not been gone long before I felt the pressure of someone's gaze. Without lifting my head, I said, "You can come out."

The anadi—for I knew her from the suggestion of the light from the edge of my vision—didn't move. But a moment later, she spoke, and her voice was a purity that stippled my skin from the base of my tail to the nape of my neck.

"The Stone Moon hero comes to House Rabeil for anadi to warm his bed."

"The Head of House Asara comes to House Rabeil to request an anadi to join his Household," I said.

I had given her pause. I waited, hoping Rozen would be delayed.

"Anadi have not joined Households since before the Stone Moon," she said at last.

"Anadi have not warmed beds for the pleasure of their lovers since before the Stone Moon either," I said. "But you were quick enough to accuse me of that."

"Accuse you," she said, slowly. "Because to take pleasure with an anadi, mutual pleasure, is perverse."

"Accuse me," I said, "because to take an anadi as lover rather than as breeding partner is against Roika's law and would see us both executed. I have too much to do to die."

"And what exactly is it that the Head of House Asara needs to do so badly?" she wondered, and I savored her voice. I had expected an anadi of sound enough mind to have this conversation to be bitter, to have rotted through with the resentment and injustice of her plight. But this anadi sounded only... curious. As if I was a puzzle, and no one had given her anything to occupy her for so long she couldn't remember what it was like to be interested in anything again.

"Come closer," I said, instead of answering her question.

"And if I do?" she wondered.

"Then I will give you tea," I said. And grinned. "Rozen's tea."

Another long pause. Then she said, "He won't mind." And stepped from beneath a branch into the alcove.

Was she beautiful? Did it matter? She was the color of the sky at twilight, a lambent gray-blue that was also lilac, luminous, a mystery. As was customary for the anadi since the empire her mane and tail had never been cut... but I was used to that in anadi who were at rest or immobilized, not someone in motion. Seeing it spill over her shoulders, down past her hips, long ivory waves: it was ornament designed for a stuffed doll, not for a living person, and it ripped open all the empire's inadequacies with fresh claws.

Perhaps she saw it in my face, for she froze. I forced the anger to drain from my eyes and said, "Forgive me. Tea? Or... whatever this is. I haven't actually tasted it yet."

She took Rozen's cup from me. "It's made from a flower. They call it riverbright now since it grows on the dry walls of the riverbed. But they used to call it lorekeep, when they thought it helped clarify the mind." She sat on his bench, tail spilling over the side near her legs, over the edge furthest from them, onto the stone floor and past it, pale on beige stone. "It's something that used to be given to anadi when they still merited jarana and personal attention."

"Rabeil has not lost the habit," I noted.

"No," she said, considering me, her hands cupping the warm ceramic. "You really are here for your anadi prizes, aren't you?"

"Yes," I said and the words continued without consulting the rest of me. "Will you be one of them?"

Her ears splayed, and then flattened and she looked away. "You find me attractive."

"Yes," I said. "But not because of what you look like."

That brought her attention back, her frown, her puzzled look and the surprise that she could still be puzzled.

"I don't need a prize," I said. "And I don't need a lover. But I need an anadi who is not afraid of speaking."

"Who is not afraid of you," she corrected absently.

I flicked my own ears back. "I am not cruel to the anadi," I said, voice taut.

"No," she said, tilting her head a little. "No, I know that. And... I am not afraid of speaking to you."

"Good," I said.

Perhaps I let too much of my upset into that word, because she set her cup down and sat beside me, all that tail spreading over the remainder of the bench. She didn't take my hand or set her own on me or look at me. Just... sat there, and leaned, just a little, against me.

Rozen found us there and paused at the sight. And then he smiled. "I take it you've made your first choice."

"Is she available?" I asked.

Behind him, Eduñil said, "She is... and she needs a good home."

"Then House Asara would be glad to have her," I said. "And the other two we are due..."

"At the end of the week?" Eduñil said. "We can arrange a tour for you."

"The end of the week is fine," I said. "If I can take this one with me now."

Rozen grinned, but it was a private grin, not directed at us. "I'll go make the arrangements now if it pleases you to wait, ke Pathen."

"It does," I said, and he left, tail flicking in what seemed to me to be great pleasure. I frowned, watching him go.

"It's because you've chosen the House eccentric," Eduñil said, drawing me back from my thoughts.

"The House... eccentric?" I said delicately, very aware of the slight weight of the anadi sitting next to me.

"Not a troublemaker," Eduñil said, looking at her now with a smile. "But an eccentric."

"I am hard to please," the anadi murmured.

To me, Eduñil said, "She needs more than the Stone Moon gives anadi anymore. But I think you will give her that, ke emodo." He touched the back of one curled finger to his brow. "If you will permit, I will see that the prize chest is delivered to House Asara that she might be properly cared for tonight."

"I... yes. Thank you," I said, and he left also.

I glanced at her. "The House eccentric."

"I'm..." She trailed off and then said, "I'm anadi, ke emodo. Isn't that enough?"

It was, in this world.

"You're Pathen," she said, trying my name on her tongue as if it had a taste she could sample.

"Asara-emodo," I said. "And you?"

"Kuli Rabeil-anadi," she answered, and I too considered her name. It tasted like irony, for her name meant "moon."

"You have never thought to change your name?" I asked after a moment.

"I was here before the Stone Moon, ke emodo," she said. "And they have already taken enough from me."

 

House Rabeil lent us a rikka so I could bring Kuli home. She rode at my back but did not lean on me, and her body betrayed a trembling interest in all her surroundings.

So, I took a circuitous route. Anadi were no longer seen in public save at rare moments like this when they were being transported to an important House, so I didn't dismount and bring her into any of the shops. But we rode through most of the Green's byways, and she spent the entire time looking this way, that way, her weight shifting against me as her head turned.

"What is it that you look at?" I asked in a low voice as we passed the Green's garden park.

"The light," she breathed, and in her mouth the words were a poem: two words and yet my heart skipped.

I looked as she did, saw the afternoon sun, low and slanted, casting lavender shadows. It glimmered in the skin of the Jokka passing, leafed the plants in copper. For a fleeting moment I saw the world as light, as without form or substance without the sun to make it real.

"House Asara has no garden," I said suddenly. "We should make one."

"What?" she said.

"We have fields," I said. "And a courtyard with a fountain. But no garden the way Rabeil has. We should make one." I glanced over my shoulder at her. "Would you like to design it?"

"W-what?" she said, wide-eyed. My glimpse caught her eyes and nothing more; they were beige and clear, like the tisane we'd been drinking. And then, regaining herself, said, "Before the Stone Moon. It was common for Houses to have gardens, for extra food and for pleasure. Does Asara still have the space?"

"It must," I said. "We'll look for it when we get home."

"All right," she said, and now her silence was a consuming one, internal; she no longer looked around her. I had given her a new puzzle. Smiling, I took the shortest route home.

Kuli's trunk and the instructions for her care had arrived before us. When I approached the gate there were Jokka already awaiting us, Darsi foremost among them. I was surprised to see so many emodo with him, and to recognize most of the Jokka we'd taken with us to the residence. Once we'd gained the courtyard I dismounted and helped Kuli down.

"The rikka belongs to House Rabeil," I said to one of the eperu—Jushet's spy, in fact—"see that it's returned to them, please." As it led the beast away I turned to Darsi and said, "Kuli Asara-anadi."

"Ke anadi," Darsi said, touching his fingers to his brow and then to his navel. "Welcome to House Asara."

"Thank you," she said, startled.

"This is Darsi, my second," I said.

"Your lover," she said, surprising us both.

"You've... ah... heard of us?" Darsi asked.

"She was the anadi at the party," I said. "The one you saw watching us."

"Oh," Darsi said, shoulders relaxing. And then he laughed. "I knew something would come of that. I told you."

He had, though what he'd said would come of it was trouble. We both knew it but he didn't salt the wound the way he would have before.

"Would you like a tour of the House?" Darsi asked. "Everyone's eager to meet you."

I glanced at the emodo waiting, at their expressions. Ah, Darsi. Was it your idea, I wondered? And if so, a great kindness. The emodo who'd gone to the residence wanted so badly to have a normal relationship with an anadi, to prove to themselves that they weren't doomed to the sort of miserable congress we'd been forced into.

"I'd... like that," Kuli said, glancing at the others uncertainly.

"Ke anadi," one of them said, saluting her as Darsi had. "May I?"

"Please," she said, ducking her head a little so that one of her long locks fell over the length of her nose. She followed him and the other emodo closed in around her, murmuring their names to her, asking after her ride, telling her about the House.

I watched them go, Darsi standing at my side.

"You're not following?" he said at last.

"No," I said. "Let them have their time. She's not my anadi, Darsi. She's a part of the House. Let her find her own confidants, friends, her own preferred company."

He smiled, just a twitch of his mouth. Then said, "Where should we put her? The House has caverns but they haven't been used in years."

"Under no circumstance are we immuring her underground," I said. "Give her a room somewhere. One with a window. Maybe near the back exits; I've given her permission to make a garden, she should have ready access to it."

"You want to put House Asara's anadi prize in a normal Jokkad's room and let her wander around outside?" Darsi said, cautious. "You know how that will make us look."

"Yes," I said. I glanced at him now. "Do you really want to put her underground?"

He flattened his ears and sighed. "No."

"We will take precautions," I said. "But let's not let the empire infect us with its sickness. As much as possible, Darsi, we have to live as we would wish to if we were free."

"All right," Darsi said. "You don't need me to tell you how risky it is."

"No," I said. "Me most of all."

"I'll go prepare her a room," he said. "I think I know which one will work."

I smiled and followed him in.

 

I didn't track Kuli's progress through the House, though I caught sight of the procession a few times. Each time I did, she had a different set of keepers, but though she remained bewildered by the attention she had relaxed. The emodo and eperu of the House were enchanted by her. I smiled and took my dinner alone in my office where I could make sure the new eperu had been settled. Hesa's notes on the process were concise and in places piquant, and I laughed at some of them. The bureaucracy of the empire made the transfer of contracts tedious, the eperu ones particularly, and on that matter Hesa was not afraid to make its opinions known.

After I'd finished the work I went to see what was on the hearth and found a spiced juice, something warm and fragrant and unfamiliar to me. I was sipping it when Hesa padded in and dropped into a chair.

"Hungry?" I said.

"Very," it answered. "I have been out all day trying to make sense of too many things. The crops will be going in soon, which will leave us fields for Abadil's endeavor, but we still owe food to the empire because of the size of our arable plots." It rubbed its brow with the back of a hand. "There's a math there to work out since our duty is not for fields-planted, but for crops-delivered; if we plant something that fails to yield for whatever reason, we'll owe the Stone Moon taxes."

"Could we default on the crop requirement entirely and just pay the fine?" I asked.

"If we had the money, which we don't," Hesa said. "Our fields are too large, Pathen. Opting not to work at least some of them for the het would be ruinous. But even if we could forego the duty, it wouldn't look right. As much as I hate the empire I can't argue with the crop requirement. It's our responsibility to one another to fill the granaries. To renege on that is not a blow to the Stone Moon. It's a blow against the Jokka."

"Are we still so close to famine?" I asked, bringing it a bowl of stew.

It looked at the bowl. "It's been a while since I looked at the food projections. We weren't in that business at home, not formally, but we paid into the common store with surplus honey as a way to mitigate our tax burden. But even het Kabbanil was sensitive to the yearly crop yields, and it was the best managed of the hets in the empire." It sighed. "At least the eperu have arrived. That will give me a chance to sit down and really understand what we're undertaking with Thesenet's proposal."

"But Laisira ran caravans from het Kabbanil," I said.

"Laisira ran a single House's caravans, and never further than one stop away down the road," it said, licking the spoon to clean it before tapping it on the table to demonstrate. "From here to here—point of initiation to destination. What Thesenet's talking about involves multiple stops. It brings up many more challenges: where do we store the goods between stops? Who holds the money? Who are we selling to?"

Recovering from the sight of its tongue on the spoon, I said, "Can you still do it?"

"Yes," it said, meeting my eyes. "But I'd really like a chance to talk to Thesenet myself."

I paused. "Eperu don't talk to Stone Moon ministers about business matters," I said finally.

"I know," it said. "And if you really think I shouldn't, I will educate you on the questions and you can ask them yourself. But it would save a lot of time if I didn't have to do that."

I thought of the empire's growing problems. "We don't have much time."

"No," it said.

I looked at the eperu and lowered my voice. "You are asking me to trust your safety with the highest official of the empire in het Narel, Hesa."

"I know," it said, grimacing. "I know, Pathen. And I don't know him well so you're going to have to tell me if it's safe. If he'll find the notion of an eperu running the business of the House criminal."

I blew out a breath. "Give me some time to think about it." At its expression I said, "I won't delay. But it's not a decision I want to make without consideration."

"All right," it said. "But I think your first instinct, whatever it is, is the right one." The eperu returned to eating and I let it. I didn't want to tell it that my first instinct had been smothered by my terror over what might happen if Thesenet decided that eperu like Hesa were against nature and should be executed before they could make trouble. I'm sure there had been a reaction, but gods knew I couldn't remember what it was.

Darsi joined us next, pouring himself a cup of the spiced juice before sitting across from Hesa with a sigh. "Well that's done. I think, anyway. She might still be wandering."

Hesa glanced at me, brows lifted.

"We now have one of our anadi prizes," I said. "She came home with me from Rabeil."

It laughed. "Like a lost ñedsu pup, is that it?"

"You have no idea," Darsi muttered.

"Where is she now?" I asked.

"I don't know," Darsi said. "I showed her the room, but I'd barely done that before someone showed up to ask her if she wanted to play jenadha with them, and she was off again."

That made me laugh. "Good for her, then."

"Pathen," Darsi said, quellingly. "She's anadi. She should be resting!"

"She's smart enough," I said. "I trust her to know the limits of her own body. When she needs rest, she'll sleep."

"She sounds interesting," Hesa murmured, listening to us with a cheek in one palm.

"She is," Darsi said. "But... a little bit crazy." He smiled, lopsided. "I guess she'll fit right in."

"So she will," I said. "Where's Abadil, speaking of crazy?"

"I haven't seen him," Darsi said. "He's been out a lot."

"With Eduñil?" I wondered.

"I don't know," Darsi said. "He doesn't tell me his errands. Has he told you, Hesa?"

"No," Hesa said. "But I've been out most of the day."

"It can wait," I said. "Tell me where we've put the new eperu."

So Hesa apprised me of the rest of its news, and Darsi added his, and they were interrupting one another on the matter of scavenging grass for the paper project since they'd both had a hand in organizing the expedition when Darsi stopped abruptly.

I looked over my shoulder and found Kuli in the door. She stepped in, her footfalls cautious and all that tail dragging behind her. "I was told I could find something to drink here," she said.

"By the hearth," I said. "Please, join us."

She served herself and we all stared. I don't think any of us could recall the last time we'd seen an anadi do something for herself, especially something as mundane as pouring herself a drink. She looked unsuited for such tasks and yet she executed them with an ease that made them seem perfectly normal. Then she approached us, and we rose. She stopped.

"You know Darsi," I said. "Kuli, this is Hesa Asara-emodo. Hesa, Kuli Asara-anadi."

"You... you're the pefna," Kuli said, looking up at Hesa. "I've heard about you from the others."

Hesa stammered, "Nothing bad, I hope."

She laughed. "The eperu say you do the work of ten eperu, which is good because they are each only capable of the work of five. The emodo think you are a great terror and are fiercely proud that they get to claim you as theirs."

"All this you got from a few hours in the House?" Darsi asked, startled.

"I'm good at listening," Kuli said. And faltered, "It's... not usual for people to bother to talk to me. So I like to listen when they do."

Hesa drew a chair out for her, being nearest, and she sat with her cup.

"I'm surprised you're up," I said.

"Anadi tend to stay up late," she said. "It's easier on us than being up early. But it's been a long day so I will probably sleep after this." She smiled at me. "Everyone's been so kind. I've been able to play board games. And they showed me the abandoned garden plot. Ke Darsi's room is... I... I have never had a room to myself, much less one aboveground."

"You're not overwhelmed, I hope," I said.

"No," she said. "Not in a bad way, at least. I like it here... I hope I can stay."

Darsi glanced at me. I ignored him and said, "You think you'll be taken from us if people discover we're giving you too much freedom?"

She looked at me, head tilted. "Of course, ke emodo."

"You," Hesa said, low. "You don't belong anywhere else. And if they try to take you, we will stop them."

All three of us looked at Hesa, who was the picture of calm save for the fierceness in its eyes.

"It's right," I said at last to Kuli. "I know it's useless to say don't fear, so I won't. But we won't let anyone take you from us. Which brings me to another matter, perhaps one you could advise me on."

"Ke emodo?" she said, eyes widening.

"House Asara has room for two more prizes," I said. "How should we choose?"

Darsi said, "And can we have one of the anadi we served at the residence?"

Now I looked at him and he flushed. "We've been discussing it, those of us who went. We... we'd like to save some of them. If we can. Except we don't know their names—"

Hesa made a pained noise in its throat and I was frozen. It was Kuli who said gently, "That is a great kindness on the part of the emodo, ke Darsi. But anadi who are or might be pregnant can't be removed from the residence. It will have to be someone who isn't currently in use."

"Someone," I murmured. "Or someones? Could we do as House Rabeil does and have someone different every month?"

Kuli glanced at me, ears flattening despite the hope in her eyes. She looked away and said, "That would be dangerous, ke emodo. The prizes usually aren't sent back because it can breed resentment among those who aren't chosen."

"Rabeil does it," Darsi said.

"Rabeil can do it without being noticed," Kuli said, low. "They're in charge of all the anadi for het Narel, ke emodo, so whatever they do, it's assumed to be done with the empire's permission and for its good. But to have another House take up the practice? There would be anadi processing through the het at least once a month. Everyone would wonder why House Asara had this privilege and no one else..."

"If any House, why not ours?" Hesa said. "We are the home of the Stone Moon hero. Perhaps they might think him eccentric."

"Or perverse," Darsi said, shoulders tense.

"Would it truly be a kindness?" I asked her. "Or would it be too difficult? I would want freedom, if only for a month. But I know not everyone would."

"Not everyone would," Kuli said. "But enough of us do. You could..." She hesitated, then went on. "I know the other anadi in the residence. I know who'd like the chance and who would rather be passed over. If you let me decide...?"

"I was supposed to see Eduñil later this week anyway," I said. "Perhaps I will invite him over first and see what he thinks of the idea."

"Is that a risk?" Darsi asked. "Talking to the emodo charged with assigning the anadi prizes about something potentially... troublesome?"

I thought of Eduñil's friend, of our talk in the cheldzan. "No. And he'll be able to tell us if it's safe to do so."

"All right," Darsi said with a sigh. "But I think I'm going to bed before the gods can come up with anything else to worry me with."

I chuckled. "Good night, Darsi."

He touched my shoulder—a real gesture, I wondered, or playing for Kuli? I could no longer tell. And then he left.

Kuli was studying Hesa. "You were never a jarana."

"No," Hesa said. "To guard the anadi was never my duty."

She said, "But you want to guard me."

"Gods help me," Hesa said. "Yes."

Kuli said, "Would it help if I said I'll try not to need the guarding?"

Hesa barked a laugh. "No. Not in House Asara. And not if it means forcing you to be something you aren't."

Kuli considered, pursed her lips. Then said, "At very least I will try to be circumspect. I want to stay here. And I don't want to get anyone hurt." She stood and said, "I'll retire too. I want to try my new bed."

"Good night, ke anadi," I said, smiling.

"Good night, ke emodo, ke eperu," she said and followed in Darsi's wake.

Once she had gone, Hesa said, "Gods. You know how to pick them, Pathen."

"Magnificent, isn't she?" I said, rueful.

"A kaña if ever I met one," Hesa said. "Maybe you should buy her a ring."

"That is inviting too much trouble when we have enough," I said. "I'll think about your request, Hesa."

"All right," it said. And made a great show of checking the door before it licked its spoon again. I wrinkled my nose at it and was gratified by the laugh.

"You should lie down, pefna," I said. "An eperu who does the work of ten should at least get the rest of one."

"I go as you command," it said, mouth quirking.

 

In the morning I prepared a message for Eduñil, extending him an invitation to eat at House Asara. I thought of delivering it myself but Rabeil was in the opposite direction from Transactions, where I was planning to resume my perusal of open contracts so that my hiring another set of Jokka would make sense. I sent for an eperu to act as my messenger and noticed that this particular individual had volunteered for that duty more than once.

"You like running messages?" I asked. "Or is it chance that sees you chosen for it?"

"I do like it, ke emodo," it replied. "I enjoy seeing the city."

As well it might; Laisira's eperu had had more freedom than their peers in the Stone Moon work parties but they weren't permitted abroad in the city without escort or errand. Jurenel had jealously guarded what few eperu Laisira had been permitted to retain from public view, knowing that the empire was likely to covet anything it saw too frequently, and that had kept them safe. But it did not surprise me that they had longed for more. Like me, the eperu of House Laisira were old enough to remember a time when they could walk the streets of het Kabbanil with no more plan than to entertain themselves and spend what shell they'd earned on the luxuries that often only they could afford.

Which reminded me. I was on my way out of the House after this, so I had dressed for it and from one of my pockets I drew a few coins. I offered them to the eperu. "If you're to be my messenger, you should be paid for it."

It looked at the coins then up at me, ears splayed. "But what would I do with money, ke emodo? Where could I spend it? Where would it be safe?"

"Buy something in town on the way back, if you wish," I said. "And say it is for someone else in the House."

It considered. "I could buy food without drawing attention, so long as I didn't stay." It smiled. "I haven't bought food from a stall in so long... I can't even remember the last time, ke emodo."

"Go on, then," I said, but after it left I frowned.

Hesa was in conference with the new eperu when I arrived at the quarters assigned to them. At the sight of me the discussion stopped and Hesa twisted around on its stool to look toward the door. "Ke emodo?"

"Do you have a moment?" I said. "I have a question."

"Of course," it said, and excused itself. I withdrew into the hall, bringing it with me.

"Do we pay our eperu?" I said.

"What?" Hesa said, startled. "No one pays eperu, Pathen. That's the law."

"Is it codified or just habit?" I said.

"It's codified," Hesa said, its entire body stiff. "Eperu aren't allowed to have money of their own. Their needs are provided by the empire either directly or through a House, which is required by law to offer them shelter, clothing and food." It lifted its hands at my expression. "And the amount of clothing and the type are also set down. You should know this, Pathen. You audited accounts for two handfuls of Houses."

"I went over their sales and expenses," I said. "There was a column for stipends for the members of the House. I assumed it included eperu...!"

"It doesn't," Hesa said. "And it never has and... Pathen, no. We can't. Do you truly want the wrath of the Stone Moon to descend on us? If you give the eperu money, you give them power. Why do you think the empire made it illegal?"

"We can't not pay half our Household," I said.

Whatever Hesa saw in my face convinced it of my intransigence on the subject. It said slowly, "If you want this, you will have to find some way to convince Thesenet of it. I won't do it unless I know it won't bring the empire down on us. It's better to do without money than to be hauled to a platform for punishment."

"No," I murmured. "I won't let that happen."

I now knew Hesa well enough to see the fear it refused to be animated by. So I said, "Ke eperu, I won't."

It sighed. "All right, Pathen." And managed a faint smile. "It would be pleasant to be able to buy things, now and then."

I let it return to its meeting and departed for Transactions, but I worried that I'd inadvertently sent my eperu messenger into a trap. The matter occupied me throughout my stay in the Contracts office, twining through with the question of whether to trust Thesenet with the revelation of Hesa's competence. The empire had always feared eperu and done everything within its power to limit their agency. They did not work, they were worked; they earned no money. They could no longer negotiate their own contracts, could not leave their duties, had no leisure time. The last thing I should do was advance the notion of eperu independence to the minister of the second largest het on Ke Bakil.

When I returned in the late afternoon, I found a message from Eduñil on my desk, agreeing to come by the following day. I went hunting my messenger and saw it in the fields, moving among the other eperu; it had come to no harm, then. Relieved, I returned to the House, detouring long enough to find Kuli in the paper hall, watching the emodo at their work and asking questions. Seeing her there distracted me, but not enough to fail to note Abadil's absence. I had not seen him for almost two days now.

"I haven't either," Hesa said when we gathered after supper. "Have you...?"

"Nothing," Darsi said.

"Has he slept in his bed?" I asked, now alarmed. "Has anyone checked?"

We met each other's eyes and then stood almost as one. I was the first to turn toward the door... so I was the first to see him.

"Abadil!" Darsi said behind me. "You've scared the breath out of us! Where have you been?"

"I had an important errand," Abadil said, looking at me. "And now I must request that you come with me, ke Pathen. I've been asked to arrange a meeting and it's waiting for you."

I couldn't read his body or his face. He was tense, almost quivering with it, but his gaze was steady and far more serious than was his wont. Whatever this meeting involved, it was important to him. But: "Now? It's late."

"I know," Abadil said. "But this is the only time that was safe. Please, ke emodo. You don't have to come alone... bring ke Hesa."

"Have you turned on us?" Darsi asked, voice sharp as knives.

"No!" Abadil said, shocked.

"Then why all this secrecy?" Darsi said. "A late night meeting you didn't tell anyone you were arranging and aren't telling anyone about now? With the two most important people in the House? Are you going to lead them to the empire's authorities?"

"No," Abadil said, ears flat and eyes wide. "Gods no! The secrecy is to protect the people coming." He looked at me. "When you see them you'll understand."

"Let's go," I said, before I fully realized the words were leaving me. Once they had, though, I didn't retract them. I didn't understand Abadil's tension but his gravity affected me. I needed to know what had caused it, not just for myself but for the safety of all the House. "Hesa?"

"With you, ke emodo," it said, but I heard the wariness in its voice.

"Darsi," I said. "Stay. We'll be back."

Darsi's ears flicked back. "Pathen—"

"I trusted you," I said. "And that trust has not been betrayed. This is Abadil's test. Would you have me retract it?"

He grimaced. "No. But if you're not back by truedark I'll send someone after you."

"Good," I said. To Abadil, "Shall we?"

"Yes," he said. "We'll need rikka."

 

Abadil would not be drawn out so I stopped trying; his anxiety when we lifted our voices made me wonder what had him so nervous. He didn't ride out through the front gate either, which would have taken us onto het Narel's streets, but instead led us through the moonlit fields and out into the low grasslands surrounding the eastern edge of town. Once he'd won us free of the het he headed north toward where the earth furrowed and began to swell into hills. What was he looking for? For he was searching for something, glancing at the sky, the horizon, the hills, the tension in his body agitating the rikka.

At last he stopped and slid off the beast. The locale was unremarkable save that there was a firepit dug, and in it a bowl.

"How did you find this again?" Hesa asked, perplexed.

Abadil jerked a chin at the sky. "I followed a map."

While he filled the bowl and lit it, we dismounted and found rocks to tether the rikka. Then we joined Abadil. He was standing, a fire-licked silhouette against the violet sky. The flames were brilliant, pale yellow and flickering red, and I looked away from them until my sight acclimated to the dark. I thought I'd failed in that when I saw the glow over the hill, that I was looking at an after-image of Abadil's dark shape.

But I was wrong.

"Thank the gods," Abadil said, exhaling. "They made it."

Three Jokka approached us and I saw them first only as luminescence against the blue: one colder than moonlight, that one first and strongest. After that, a shimmer of honey-gold, faint but pure... and last, a dark figure between them, walking. They became three people, two on rikka, one on foot. Behind me, Hesa drew in a sharp breath.

The foremost Jokkad had hair to rival an anadi's, hair that moved in a faint breeze that none of us felt. Despite the autumn chill, he wore only a pair of light pants and gave no sign that he noticed the cold.

They stopped before us. Then the emodo dismounted, tail sliding like a cable over the beast's rump until it could spill on the ground. He approached, bringing with him an uncanny chill I felt not on my skin but in my joints and the hollows of my teeth. I understood now the conflicting reports of this male's appearance. He was beautiful and disturbing, and of course I knew who he was.

He came to me first; we looked at one another for a long time. There was an intellect in his eyes sharp as glass but what arrested me most was the sense of... contentment he radiated. Contentment.

"You brought him, then," said the avatar of the Void on the World.

"As you see," Abadil replied.

Keshul considered me, pursed his lips. "You're taller than I thought you’d be."

It was not what I'd expected to hear from an oracle. "Should I be short?"

The emodo said wryly, "It would be easier on my neck."

Behind him, the Jokkad standing beside the rikka sighed and the one on the beast muffled a giggle.

"They despair of me because I keep fumbling these moments of world-shattering significance," Keshul confided, voice dry.

"No," I said. "You're doing fine." Because it was true; no matter how approachable his demeanor made him, the unworldly appearance, the chill, and most of all the improbable calm set him very, very much apart. "I presume I have the honor of speaking to the Fire in the Void."

"If honor it is," Keshul said. "Yes."

"And have you asked to meet me because you'd like to decide whether to destroy me on het Narel's behalf?" I said.

Silence then. Slowly, Keshul's brows lifted. "And who told you that I stood guardian to het Narel?"

"There are people who remember you," I said. "And how you fought the Stone Moon on the het's behalf. They seem to think you still have a personal interest in Narel. Are they right?"

"Maybe," Keshul said. "And maybe I have come to make a decision about you—" He stopped abruptly, looking past my shoulder. I twisted and found Hesa had taken a step toward Abadil, one hand curled into a fist. The menace in its eyes was enough to make Abadil back away hastily.

"You promised," Hesa snarled. "You said there would be no danger!"

"He's not going to decide against ke Pathen!" Ababil replied, testy.

"And who is this?" said a voice behind Keshul. The Jokkad on foot stepped into the firelight, the rikka it led following... and here was a neuter, long and lean, sculpted by more journeys on the World's back than I could easily imagine. Its eyes were alive with interest. "Did you bring an eperu?"

I hesitated, then said, "I have not made introductions. I'm Pathen Asara-emodo. This is my pefna, Hesa Asara-emodo. And Abadil you evidently know." I eyed my clay-keeper.

Keshul said, "Pleased to meet you, ke eperu. Behind me you see Dekashin on foot, and the anadi on the rikka is the Brightness's seer, Bilil. Both of whom bear with my nonsense why, I know not."

"Because we love you," Bilil said with the air of one advancing a very old, well-worn argument.

"Because they love me," Keshul repeated to us with that wry voice, but there was no mockery in his face: only tenderness and certainties that I had never thought I would see in another Jokkad.

"I hear treason from the mouth of the emperor's lover," Hesa said behind me, voice tight.

"You hear common sense from the mouth of the Void's own avatar," Keshul said. "Don't tell me I speak treason, ke eperu, when I see what you feel for your Head of Household in every line of your body."

Hesa backed away several paces, shaken. I stepped between it and Keshul, who watched impassively.

"You see what we are driven to," the anadi said from her perch on the rikka’s back. "We all know very well that we love across sexes as well as within them, and yet it is a thing that requires secrets and defense."

"The defense," Keshul finished, "of a former Claw of the empire." When I stiffened, he said, "I too have my sources. And they're not all Abadil." He threw an amused glance at my clay-keeper, who had the grace to look embarrassed. Continuing, Keshul said, "You are in no danger from me, ke emodo. This I vow to calm the fears of your eperu. Nor will I reveal your secrets. I know you are involved with the rebels from the truedark kingdom. I know that you have gone to het Narel in an attempt to create change. I only want to hear what you plan."

"And how do I know you will not take what I plan back to the emperor?" I said.

"You don't," Keshul said. "But I wouldn't; I have never betrayed the truedark kingdom to him, despite having known many dissidents in het Kabbanil including..." He looked at Hesa, "a dark-haired male in the silks of House Laisira wearing House Laisira's token. A male who took my message to Thenet about Roika's departure for the harbor at the end of the eastern road."

Hesa whispered, "That was you?"

"That was me," Keshul said. "But if you won't believe that, ke Pathen, believe this: I put the emperor on that ship. By the time it returns, anything you might have revealed to me will be old enough news to be useless." He smiled. "That is, if you're at all planning to succeed at whatever you're going to wreak. So. Can we talk?"

I hesitated, then gave him back a taste of his own humor. "Since you've spent such effort to come all this way, I suppose I should."

Keshul laughed and sat alongside the fire. Cautiously I joined him and looked up at Hesa.

"If it would not be an imposition," Dekashin said. "It would be a great pleasure to speak with another eperu."

Hesa flexed its fingers at its side. From where I sat I had a view up the hard edge of its thigh and hip to the yellow swath of light against its jaw, held clenched. I said, quiet, "Hesa. I think we are among friends."

"Ke emodo," Hesa said.

I set a hand on its wrist, startling it. "Remember what I promised."

And it did—me between it and anyone coming to take it... take us. It breathed out and smiled at me, then glanced uncertainly toward Dekashin and picked its way around the fire to the other eperu's side.

Keshul watched it go and said, "You found a fine partner there."

"Do you think?" I asked, ears flicking back.

He glanced at me then laughed. "You still aren't sure what to think of someone asking you questions like that, do you. Am I mocking you? Am I insinuating something about your perverse tastes? Am I making notes to use against you?" He huffed softly. "I know, ke Pathen. You're not the only one who loves inappropriately."

I studied him in the firelight. It gleamed on his skin, but the yellows and reds seemed to fade against the glowing white. The shadows it made, though, pooled in a deep gouge near his heart and another at his shoulder. There was a pearl tied at his throat, one I almost didn’t notice against his skin.

"Not what you expected?" he guessed.

"Not of the emperor's lover," I said. "If you were, if that wasn't rumor."

Keshul sighed, resting his wrists on his knees. "And if I told you I was?"

I considered his profile. "Then I'd say it probably wasn't a... healthy... relationship."

Keshul snorted. "Wasn't healthy. How accurate." He cocked his head, looking up at me. "You're not what I expected either of a former Claw turned rebel."

"And what did you expect?" I asked.

"Someone harsh and without charm," Keshul said. "Someone brutalized by the violence of the empire to the point of no longer having any sensitivity to... anything. But I don't see that in you. I don't even see offense at my attitude, which most Claws would have shown. The lover of the emperor shouldn't be... "

"Sarcastic?" I offered.

"Insouciant," he said, amused. "But it doesn't offend you. Do you like insolence, then?"

"I hate fear," I answered without thinking.

"Ah!" Keshul said. And then quieter, "Ah." He smiled to himself more than to me and said, "So, ke emodo. What's your plan?"

"The goal is to create a web of support for this Thenet to use when it returns to overthrow the Stone Moon," I said. "As to the particulars... I seem to be feeling my way through them."

"Take it as it comes, is that it?" Keshul said.

"Something like that," I murmured. I looked over at him. "Am I passing your test?"

"So far I have decided not to call the wrath of the Void down to turn you into an ice statue," Keshul said with a grin.

"A rather fanciful threat," I said.

Keshul touched the gouge on his chest. "Gods, I hope so." He shook himself. "Tell me, then, what you've done since you've defected."

And... I did. It was easy to talk to him; I would have thought that the avatar of a god would be a distressing confidant, particularly one who really was as uncanny as Keshul's rumors had reported. But he was a good listener and I sensed that he had sympathy for my plight. And perhaps he did. I had only known the Fire in the Void as Roika's lover and councilor, and yet I was facing someone who'd admitted to a perverse love not just for an eperu but an anadi as well, someone who'd fought the empire to the last blow before leaving for het Kabbanil. His experiences and mine might be very different in the details, but our ambivalence about our roles in the Stone Moon and our need to escape them—in that we were kin.

When I had finished, Keshul considered my words in silence. We watched the fire snap against the sky like a flag in the wind.

"Do you really think you can do this?" Keshul said. "Foster a bloodless revolution? Keep all the good of the empire while paring away the bad?"

I said, quiet, "Someone must, ke emodo... if not me, then who?"

Keshul started, then laughed, and there was something in it I couldn't define. It was very much an oracle's laugh and I found it unsettling, wondering what it was he saw. "I have heard such words before. They have the power to change the World, ke Pathen."

"I so hope," I said. "You won't come back to us to het Narel...? You are still the emperor's minister..."

"I am, and I'm sure I would be welcomed," Keshul said. "But I won't live without Dekashin and Bilil. The empire tore them from me once and that... that was already one time too many." He flexed his fingers on his knees and said, "No, I won't come back until what we are is no longer a crime. And I have a duty to await Roika at the harbor: the god wants that of me, to see what I began to its end."

"Does... He really speak to you?" I asked.

"Not often, for which I am deeply grateful," Keshul said. "But when He does, it can't be mistaken."

"Then," I said, "I'll see you again. When this is over, and it will be, must be over soon. When that ship returns..."

"Then we will see," Keshul agreed. "But I have hopes now." He stood, brushing off his pants. I noted that the soil clung to them but not to his tail or feet. "I am glad we met, ke Pathen."

"Just... Pathen," I said, standing, and offered a hand.

Keshul took it with nimble fingers, but cold. "Then… Pathen. I'm just Keshul. And you're right. We will meet again when Ke Bakil has its resolution."

"Gods willing," I said.

"That's what I'm here for," he said with a grin. Turning, he called, "I've decided not to blast him with lightnings!"

"Good," Dekashin called back, "because I'm not in the mood to clean up the pieces."

"Are you keeping him, master?" Bilil asked in her sweet voice, one that held a touch of mischief.

"He'll do," Keshul said, joining them and climbing back into the saddle. To Abadil, he said, "You hear that? I see and approve." And grinned, all coarse fangs.

"I'm glad," Abadil said. "Go with care, ke emodo."

"Have a drink for me," Keshul said.

"Fifty-coin, if I can find it," Abadil answered, smiling now too.

Dekashin, taking up the reins of Bilil's mount, said to Hesa, "Remember what I've said."

"I will," it answered, sober.

"Until we meet at the end of the road," Keshul said. "All luck to you, Pathen. Oh, and Pathen... catch."

It was a pouch he threw me, a light one. As I caught it, Keshul said with a grin, "In case you ever need proof of my affection."

"The affection of an avatar of the Void," I said. "Gods help me."

"Exactly," he said with a laugh. As he turned his rikka to the north, he called over his shoulder, "My friends, you have a little over a year. Use it well."

And then they were off. The three of us stood beside the firebowl, watching them recede: the two on the beasts, the eperu between them... their ease with one another, the distant murmur of their conversation, Bilil's laughter, Keshul's. An oracle, a seer and their guardian. That such a thing could exist on Ke Bakil...

"I hope you're not too angry with me, "Abadil said at last.

"No," I answered. "But let's get home before Darsi worries."

At home, walking back from the stable, Hesa said, "You haven't asked."

I folded my hands behind my back, pacing it through the fire-lit courtyard. "About your conversation with the avatar's guardian?"

"Yes," it said, stopping at the threshold of the House.

I opened the door for it and said, "If you'd wanted to tell me, you would have."

The eperu paused, meeting my eyes. And then thanked me with its smile before passing inside.

 

The following morning I received Eduñil on a patio that had been made agreeable for entertaining rather hastily. It extended from the back of the House and faced what I assumed would have been the gardens, but was now barren earth. I noted Kuli's interest, however, by the fact that the soil had been turned; she had no doubt recruited some eperu to prepare the plot for whatever she planned.

"I hope," Eduñil said once we had a pot of hot broth and a plate of dumplings to pick at, "that I am not here because our eccentric hasn't worked well for your House."

"Kuli?" I said. "Oh, no. She's fine." I chuckled. "More than fine. I'd be surprised if there was a single person in the House who doesn't like her. So much so that it seems remarkable to me she hasn't had that effect on House Rabeil's people."

"She does," Eduñil said. "But she goes back to the residence every few months so that someone else can have a turn outside it."

"Does she," I murmured.

"An extraordinary individual," Eduñil said. "I would hate for her to waste her life, unseen."

I glanced at him. "Are you allowed to speak such thoughts, ke Eduñil?"

"I don't know," Eduñil said. "I am in House Asara. Am I?"

I rested my skewer on the side of my plate. "Perhaps you might have some insight for me, ke emodo. Given that you seem so aware of the... nuances of such permissions."

"Go on?"

"Would House Rabeil be willing to extend to House Asara the same arrangement that allows the anadi to visit for a period before returning to the residence?" I said.

Eduñil speared himself another dumpling. "Does House Asara not want a specific individual, then?" he said after a moment.

"House Asara's emodo wanted to choose one of the anadi they served last week," I said. "But did not know their names."

He looked up at my sharply. "They asked you?"

"Yes," I said. "They knew we were only due three but they wanted the ones they'd met before."

Eduñil set his skewer down then, facing the opposite direction mine was. He folded his hands together at his brow and rested his head against them.

"Does this trouble you?" I said. "Or really even surprise you?"

"The purpose of the anadi residence is to prevent the emodo from forming attachments to the anadi," Eduñil said without raising his head.

"And to the extent that it does so, it serves its builders' purpose," I said.

"The Jokka's purpose," Eduñil said.

"Its builders' purpose," I repeated. "Not the Jokka's. Unless you wish to live in a society where all three sexes live apart and think of each other as lesser beings. Do you?"

"Of course not," Eduñil said. "But I don't see how encouraging fraternization can lead to anything but suffering."

"Is that why you keep an anadi friend of your own?" I asked. "And why you permit the rotation of anadi into House Rabeil out of the residence?"

He grimaced, looking away.

"Ke Eduñil... don't you want to live among emodo who treat other Jokka with compassion and respect?" I said.

"Of course," he said. "But we live beneath the Stone Moon, ke Pathen—"

"—and the emperor is gone, and will be for some time," I said. "Thesenet seems less interested in the letter of the law and more in the prosperity and contentment of the het."

"You are suggesting we push because we might not be reprimanded?" Eduñil said. "But what if we are?"

"Then we make the appropriate noises, pay the fines and do as we're told," I said.

"And if the fine is your life?" Eduñil said. "If the fine is your punishment on the platform?"

"I'll take that chance to give the anadi an opportunity to breathe the air above their caverns and see the sun on autumn leaves. Wouldn't you?" When he didn't answer, I said, quieter, "Of course you would. You already made that choice when House Rabeil began its practice."

"It's safer for Rabeil," Eduñil muttered. "Everyone assumes we have cause."

"If you fear what Thesenet will say," I said, "ask him first. But if you do, you will be ceding to him the power the empire gave to House Rabeil to manage the anadi in het Narel. Are you truly the ones entrusted with that power? Or are your decisions to be subject forever to the minister's whims?"

"You say that as if we ever had that power," Eduñil said.

"You may not have in the past," I said. "But if there is a time to assert yourself, now would be that time. Then you get two things you want, ke emodo: more power for your House... and more of a life for the anadi for whom you stand guardian."

That affected him, from the suddenness of his look.

"Consider it," I said.

Eduñil sighed. "You make compelling arguments, ke emodo. And I really want to believe there is room for change in the empire."

"There are a lot more citizens in het Narel than there are Claws," I said, spearing myself a fresh dumpling.

 

After he'd left, Kuli found me still sitting at the table, and from how quickly she did it she'd been waiting.

"You were listening?" I said.

"Maybe a little," she admitted, flushing white at the ears. "You don't mind?"

"Not when the talk is about your proposal," I said.

She perched on the chair Eduñil had vacated. Someone had braided her hair into multiple plaits with long leather cords and brown vines. Perhaps in spring they would use flowers? I looked forward to it. "Do you think he'll do it?"

"He will," I said. "But he'll need some time to convince himself of it."

"We can wait," Kuli murmured. "We're good at waiting."

I watched her face, her eyes glowing from beneath her lowered lashes as she ran her finger over the honey on Eduñil's discarded dessert plate. "Who turned the garden soil for you? And what are you planning?"

She brightened and began to explain, and I listened with pleasure to her animation, her enthusiasm. Gods, what a sin we committed by acting as if the anadi were lost to us before the mind-death took them. We thought to avoid heartache by hiding them from sight but all we did was transfer the pain from ourselves to them. Very convenient for us.

The matter of childbearing remained, but there had to be some way to manage it. That I could not imagine it now, observing Kuli's excitement and how it lit her eyes, did not mean it didn't exist.

 


  When Darsi and I arrived the following evening at the cheldzan the conversation in the room drifted to a halt. As we paused in the center of the room, the Head of House Dzeri stepped forth and said, "Ke Pathen. We would be pleased to invite House Asara to the Leaf Gathering at the end of autumn."

I had heard a little of this fete from Abadil; that it was important, that only the noteworthy Houses of the het attended... and that new Houses had to be invited by those already chosen, or they would be turned away at the door.

"House Asara would be honored to attend," I said.

"Then we offer the leaf," the Head said, and held it up for everyone in the cheldzan to see, and it was indeed a leaf... falcate and traced with the suggestion of veins, but made of metal, bright silver metal like the knives of the empire. It had been threaded with white ribbon at the base and the year had been stamped on it. As I reached to take it, the Head said, "For display, ke emodo. In your storefront, when you have one."

"I suppose I'll have to rent one then," I said.

The Head of Dzeri—whose House managed property throughout the het—grinned. "Yes, do. Come to me, will you?"

I laughed. "I will." And took the leaf from him to the satisfaction of all those watching. My acceptance signaled the end of the excitement; they returned to their conversations, leaving me to find a drink with Darsi, to whom I gave the leaf. I was surprised to find Thesenet seated in the back, hands cupped around a hot cup of broth.

"You know you'll have no end to trouble now," he said when I paused by his table.

"Why's that?" I said, sitting across from him.

"The Leaf Gathering predates the empire's arrival," Thesenet said. "We've let it continue because of our policy on local celebrations." He paused to see if I understood and I dipped my head. It wasn't Roika's way to take such things from the populace. Thesenet continued. "So I've observed the custom for the years I've been here, and I've never seen the leaf go to such a new House, especially one without a storefront. It's the het's way of indicating prestige, not power." He sipped his broth and then finished, "There will be people who dislike you receiving it."

"The upstart House that hasn't yet made a single coin, is that it?" I said.

"Just so," Thesenet said. He glanced at me. "You don't seem worried."

"You are asking me to fear crime under the Stone Moon," I said.

"To be punished, criminals have to be caught," Thesenet murmured.

I leaned toward him. "Are you admitting something to me, Minister?"

"No more than you already knew," Thesenet said. "You were a Claw, ke Pathen. How many criminals do you suspect went unpunished?"

I said, "Very few, ke emodo. Very few."

"It only takes one," Thesenet said.

I stared at him.

"Just a warning, ke emodo," Thesenet murmured.

"Thank you for it," I said. "I'll keep watch." I stood, then added, "Minister?"

"Ke emodo?"

"If someone were to be caught in the act on my property," I said, "and perhaps an over-zealous guard made them incapable of standing formal trial..."

"A pity," Thesenet said. "Dead Jokka not being capable of answering questions."

I smiled. "I believe I understand you, Minister."

"I knew you would, ke Pathen," Thesenet said.

I left him at his table in the back and went to join Darsi, who'd found himself a cup of fragrant mulled wine. He offered it to me and in keeping with our story I accepted it and drank.

"So what was that about?" he said in my ear as I put an arm around his waist.

"Not here," I answered and gave him back his cup. A little louder, "Let's celebrate our leaf."

"All right, my Claw."

How Darsi turned that into an endearment, I couldn't fathom... and yet somehow, he managed. Together we wandered back toward the largest knot of people to resume mingling.

 

When we returned with our news Abadil took the leaf from me and grimaced. "I think Thesenet is right. But that might work in our favor."

"How so?" Hesa asked, holding out its hand so Abadil could pass it the token. "You think it would be better to flush our enemies into the light?"

"Sounds like unnecessary risk to me," Darsi said, but he sounded so resigned that we all looked at him. He dropped into a chair and said, "I've accepted I'm on the caravan being driven by the crazed Jokka along the edge of the terrifying cliff. I feel obliged to say these things, though."

I chuckled. "If you didn't we'd wonder if you'd taken some disease."

"So where shall we put it, since we have no storefront?" Abadil said. "That's where the leaf usually goes. Every year Houses that receive them add the latest to the previous ones, so that you can see at a glance how long they've been important in het Narel."

"Ah, so that's what that means," Darsi said. "I'd seen the displays in the shops but dismissed them."

"The Head of Dzeri suggested we hang it outside the House until we have a storefront," I said.

"Or until we have the warehouse up," Hesa said, giving the leaf back to me. "The source of our power in the het."

Abadil huffed. "You wait until I perfect my paper, ke eperu. Then we'll see what makes our money in Ke Bakil."

Hesa laughed softly. "Money is not power, ke emodo."

"Maybe not," Abadil said. "But it helps."

 

This conversation was perhaps too clear in my mind when the minister paid House Asara an unexpected visit several days later, accompanied by two Claws in the stark uniforms I used to wear. I received him in the antechamber to my office, which was large enough for the two of us to sit together at the small round table and keep the Claws nearby without looming. They took up station at the door and watched the emodo who brought us heated wine and spiced nuts and white cheese. Thesenet offered no pleasantries while we waited; I didn't try to break his silence. Once the emodo had withdrawn, I said, "Not a social call, Minister. What can House Asara do for you?"

"House Asara can tell me what one of its eperu was doing with money," Thesenet said.

I leaned back in my chair. His face, his voice... all very neutral. But the question... "Perhaps you'll allow me to ask you for more detail."

"There is not much more to say," Thesenet said. "Someone reported that one of your eperu was seen buying food at a stall. We discovered this was true when we stopped it for questioning."

That made my vision bleed white with rage. "You have it detained?" I asked.

Something in my tone must have warned him to speak carefully. "We haven't harmed it. I said we asked it questions and that's what we did. No torture, no punishment. It's not even in a cell; they're holding it at the barracks in one of the spare bunkrooms. It was very forthcoming when we asked about the rumor. It said you gave it a coin, and that it had been saving it until that day, and then it bought something on the way back to the House."

Bought 'something,' I thought. Because actually saying 'a fried cake' or 'a skewer of grilled vegetables' would make it plain just how absurd the complaint was.

Thesenet waited for my response in seeming repose, but I caught the hint of a flinch when I set my hand flat on the table between us. "I hope you are correct, Minister."

"I'm not lying," he said. "So perhaps now you might explain why you gave money to an eperu."

"Because," I said. "That eperu works for House Asara. Don't you pay your employees, Minister?"

"I pay my male employees," Thesenet said, stiff. "It's against the law to pay any of the others."

"Tell me, ke emodo," I said, and leaned forward to pour him some of the wine. "Do you still care for the prosperity of het Narel?"

"Of course," Thesenet said warily.

"So," I said, pouring into my cup now. "You have money, which you give to an emodo. The emodo goes out to spend it. He buys a few fripperies, perhaps. Spends an hour in the cheldzan. Goes home, then, because the hours between work and sleep are few. He spends perhaps a quarter of what he earns." I glanced up to see if he was listening, and he was, frowning. I set the jar down. "Now, you halve that original salary. Give half to the emodo, who goes off and spends what he did before. Give the other half to the eperu who... also goes off and spends some of it. More of the money is now exchanging hands, isn't it?"

"If you're trying to convince me to give the eperu salaries because it will make the het richer—"

"Won't it?" I asked.

Thesenet said nothing, but he did take the cup, turning it on the table. "Pathen. I can't pay the eperu. It's against the law."

"Failing to pay the eperu salaries is the way it's done in het Kabbanil," I said. "This is het Narel."

"Which is part of the same empire!" Thesenet said, exasperated.

"And the empire doesn't allow the ministers to make decisions to promote local welfare?" I said, sipping from my cup.

Thesenet scowled at me. "If I instated such a "local" law, ke emodo, the next time Roika rode into town I'd be dead on a platform."

"And what if Roika doesn't?" I said. "He's off on some trip across the ocean. What if he never comes back?"

"What if he does?" Thesenet said. And leaned back, folding his arms. "This is treasonous talk."

"This is practical talk," I corrected. "We are discussing how to introduce more money into het Narel's economy."

"If we give the eperu money," Thesenet said, bending toward me, “we give them power."

"Why are you afraid of that?" I asked.

Stunned, he sat back in his chair.

"What do you think they'll do with power?" I asked. "Buy seed cakes and spiced wine? Have fur-lined gloves commissioned so their hands don't chafe in the cold while they're working the fields? Wait, they might buy themselves nice clothes and go spend their money drinking in the cheldzan. Where they might meet people who might wish to employ them? Except it's illegal for them to break their contracts now. Do you think they'll take up arms against us, ke emodo? Do you think we've given them cause?"

Thesenet had grown gray beneath his skin.

"I'll answer that for you," I said. "The eperu will never take up arms against us, Thesenet... because they feel they were born to serve the Jokka, and serve us they will until they die of it. So is it fear that keeps you from paying them? Or guilt?"

Thesenet stared at me for several heartbeats, eyes wide. Then, deliberately, he reached for his cup and drank. "Well," he said. "Never let it be said that you do anything without thinking it through, Pathen." I pushed the plate of nuts at him and he took one with a sigh. "Nevertheless I can't overturn one of the empire's fastest laws on a whim. No matter how I feel about it."

"You would rather waste the money," I said.

"Than waste people's lives?" Thesenet said. "Because they'd die the moment Roika heard what was going on here. Yes, ke emodo. I err on the side of safety. Better poor than dead. Better unappreciated than tortured."

It was so close to what Hesa had said in response to my petition... I considered the minister while he crunched through one of the nut candies. And then I went with my instincts. "While you're here, there is a matter that needs your attention. If you'll excuse me a moment?"

"Of course," Thesenet said.

I stepped outside long enough to find someone and ask them to bring Hesa, then I returned to the room and refilled our cups. Thesenet had downed half that one as well when Hesa arrived. I wondered what he saw when he looked at the eperu: if he felt the energy that animated it, the fierce vitality, the quick intellect... and the absolute devotion to the health and safety and prosperity of the rest of us.

"Hesa Asara-emodo," I said.

"Ah, yes, the pefna," Thesenet said. He sounded puzzled. "I remember from our ride."

"Ke Hesa," I said. "The minister has agreed to listen to your concerns." To Thesenet, I said, "I've charged the pefna with the execution of the warehouse contract based on its business acumen. It offered to educate me on the issues sufficiently to ask its questions, but I don't have the experience to know what questions to ask in response to your answers. I thought we'd save some time if the two of you spoke directly."

"All right?" Thesenet said. And addressed himself to Hesa. "Go on, pefna."

Hesa glanced at me once, a hesitation I assuaged with a small dip of my head. It drew in a breath then and sat at the table. "Minister, thank you for your time. Can I send someone for a map while we discuss the preliminaries?"

 

It was not a brief meeting. I sent for a real meal an hour into it, and we were still talking two hours later. I'd been guessing when I said I wouldn't have the experience to anticipate the ramifications of Thesenet's answers, but I'd been right. I learned as much as I suspect Thesenet did from Hesa's questions. The warehouse project implied issues neither of us had imagined: where would we store the city's goods when we arrived at a destination? What if those goods were continuing on to another stop? What if they were perishable? Where would the caravans park? Who would build the warehouses in these distant cities? Who would administrate them? Who would buy wares to fill those warehouses? How would the accounting be kept? Who had the authority to hire people in those cities? And on and on it went, with Hesa pressing Thesenet either for answers or for the power to make the decisions on his behalf. It was an astonishing afternoon, and by the time Hesa rolled up its maps and saluted us both with the neuter's respect to males, hand to breast, I felt as if I'd been run over by one of our as yet unrealized caravans. Thesenet was little better from his expression.

After it left, he slumped. "Void and Brightness! You've employed a minor god of commerce, Pathen. Where on the World did you find it?"

"In het Kabbanil," I said. "Making money." I laughed. "Quite a lot of it."

"I can't imagine otherwise," Thesenet said, shaking himself. "At least I'm absolutely sure now that the project's in good hands."

"Hesa is competent," I said, pouring him the last of the wine.

"Competent!" Thesenet exclaimed. "More like brilliant!"

"And I don't have to pay it a coin," I said, sipping from my cup.

Thesenet stopped in the act of reaching for his.

"What a bargain!" I said. "Imagine if I'd had to pay it. I probably couldn't afford competence like that. Of course, it turned eperu before the empire came, so at least it hadn't grown accustomed to an emodo's salary." I set my cup down. "How fortunate for us!"

Thesenet grimaced. "All right. All right, you've made your point. But you're right about not being able to afford to hire someone like your pefna easily."

"No," I said. "But if I gave Hesa a salary can you imagine what it would do with it?"

I had seen Thesenet's face when he was imagining great and wonderful potentials before. There was a touch of avarice there for that exceptional future.

"I suppose I could just give it my money and let it invest it for me," I said.

Thesenet growled. "You are horrible, Pathen. Just horrible." He wrinkled his nose. "Also, you should do that."

I chuckled. "Maybe I will." As he rose, I said, "They're meant to be our partners, Minister. What have we lost by relegating them to the role of slaves?"

He winced and sighed. "Later, please. Batter me with your painful ideas later. The pefna's already filled my head to bursting."

"All right," I said and stood. "When will I see my eperu? The one you're holding for the dreadful crime of buying a spice cake."

"I'll send him as soon as I get back," Thesenet said. "And it was a bowl of boiled beans."

"Compounding its terrible sin by eating something healthy," I said.

"Ugh!" Thesenet said, but he was trying not to laugh. If it was a tired laugh, well... at least it was honest. "We're done, Pathen!"

"Minister," I said, bowing. "Stop by any time."



After he'd left I summoned Darsi, Abadil and Hesa to the common room, where supper had already sped though several Jokka lingered over their empty bowls and cups. We took our usual table in the back and I disclosed what had brought Thesenet to the House, keeping my voice low.

"Someone caught one of our eperu buying something... with a single coin? The only coin it had?" Abadil said, ears flat. "What are the chances? It's hardly believable."

"Unless someone's been watching us," Darsi said.

"That eperu," Hesa said. "The one you gave the coin... one of the ones you favor for message running, isn't it?"

"Yes," I said. "Maybe someone's watching our runners to see who we trade messages with most often."

"But who's responsible?" Abadil mused. "It's too soon for this to be about the leaf."

"Is it?" Darsi asked. "Gossip travels fast. Besides, it doesn't have to be about the leaf. It can be because the minister likes us, or because we're rich, or because we're new and have this enormous estate... I could start counting the reasons people would resent us, but I'd run out of fingers. And toes."

"Hyperbole," I murmured.

"Maybe," Darsi said. "But one of us needs to be paranoid and I have the most practice." He grinned and we laughed.

"We'll be more careful," I said.

"And no more money for eperu," Hesa said to me. "We have work to do here, Pathen. Let's not draw Thesenet's eye toward us too often."

"All right," I said, and then a hush spread into the room. We looked toward the door... and there was my messenger.

I was across the room before I realized I'd pushed back the chair, had clasped it on the shoulders. I searched it for bruises, cuts, for any sign at all that it had been abused... and it touched my arm. "No," it whispered. "No, ke emodo. I have not been harmed. They... they didn't even tie me."

"Not a scratch?" I said, willing it to tell me the truth.

"Not a hair out of place," it said, though I could feel it trembling beneath my hands. "I'm fine. I... I really am fine."

"All right," I said quietly.

"Ke emodo," the eperu said, and its trembling became more marked. "They didn't punish me."

"No," I said. "Because I won't ever allow it. Never, ke eperu. There will be no fear in my House."

It closed its eyes, shoulders sagging.

"Go," I said. "Go have something to eat and drink. Get some rest."

"All right," it said. And added bravely, "though it's going to be a long time before I feel like eating!"

I laughed and said, "I'm sure there are some honeyed nuts left in the kitchen. See if those renew your appetite."

"I think I'll try," it said. And drew back from me so it could bow. Not the salute that connotes respect... but a true bow, one leg stretched before it, the other bent, and its arms crossed over its chest. I watched with a hammering heart until it rose and departed... and realized then that the silence in the room was absolute. Everyone had been watching, and while there hadn't been many to see there were enough.

I sighed. That story would be all over the House before dawn.

 

I retired early but couldn't sleep and gave up the attempt in favor of reading over the House's accounts in my office. When at last those ceased to hold my attention I returned to the antechamber where I'd spent most of the day with Thesenet and sagged into one of the chairs, putting my foot up on another. Someone had left me a jar of warmed wine... who? And why? I had never expected to be waited on. I hadn't been born to power... far from it. This role was the first time I'd had it in any honest measure. I eyed the jar, then sighed and poured myself a cup.

I was still sipping it when Darsi peered into the room. "Ah, you're awake."

"Yes?" I said, rousing myself. "Do you need something?"

"No," he said. "But Hesa does, so be expecting it."

"What?" I said, straightening, but Darsi was already gone.

Then there truly was no hope of sleep. I left one dim lamp on the table so it could find its way and went to my bed, sitting on its edge. There I waited in agitation until I heard the whisper of the eperu's passage through the front room, the pause near the table. Then the light came with it to the bedroom.

"Hesa," I said. "Are you well?"

"Yes," it said, setting the lamp on my clothes-chest, then turning to consider me. I wondered what I'd done to earn such an enigmatic look but knew better than to press. And at last, it sighed and looked down. "Pathen. Do you know what the law says is the punishment for an eperu caught with money?"

"No," I said quietly.

"Death, Pathen," Hesa said. "Eperu caught earning money are killed, and their employers are whipped." It crouched in front of me to meet my eyes more directly... to show me its own. "One of my eperu was caught with money today and it wasn't executed."

"Things are changing," I said.

"No," it said, voice tense. "Things are not changing. You are changing them, Pathen. You are responsible for saving the life of my eperu—"

"A life I recklessly endangered," I said, rueful.

It lifted a hand and said, "I won't deny that. But by cultivating the minister, you protected it from your mistake. You..." Its voice cracked and it looked away to compose itself, then finished, "You stayed the hand of the empire, Pathen."

"I couldn't let them hurt it," I answered.

"I love you," it whispered, and slid into my arms. "Gods, Pathen, how I love you."

"I love you too," I answered, mystified by what moved it but willing anyway. I touched its cheek, just below the eye where once a red-gold curl had hung. "Why are you surprised? Did you think I would let the Minister hurt one of our own?"

"No," Hesa said, kissing me and pulling me down to it. "No, I know you wouldn't."

"Then why...."

Hesa rested its fingers on my mouth and repeated my words. "No fear in your House."

"No," I said, voice stiff. "I hate fear."

"And that is why people will love you, and already do," it said, and wrapped one lean arm around my neck to guide me down. I tasted tears in its mouth when we kissed, but it did not allow me to break away to tell it that I also hated grief. I resorted to other ways to make that known. They were more effective anyway.

 

As before, Darsi came to us before dawn. He remained at the door, ears trained toward the hall, but he watched Hesa this time as it dressed and stole a final kiss before leaving. I stretched and sat on the edge of my bed, savoring the memory before rising and joining Darsi in the antechamber.

"It looks so... happy," Darsi said, still staring out into the hall.

"Does it?" I wondered. The jar of wine was still on my table. It was no longer warm but I took a sniff of it and found the aroma good.

"Yes," Darsi said. "Maybe we should do this more often."

I looked up at him.

Darsi rubbed the back of his neck. "I know it's risky, but... it's our House, isn't it? Other than the handful of spies, it's all our people. In here, anyway, and the Jokka we’re borrowing to help work the fields… well, they’re eperu. That minimizes the danger."

"But doesn't remove it," I pointed out.

"No," he said. "But... you could also fall down and crack your head open on the corner of your desk."

I studied him, then sat in one of the chairs. "This sounds like you talking yourself into something, Darsi. To be honest."

Darsi made a face, then sat down too. "It's just that... well. You forget, I've known Hesa all my life. My adult life, anyway. And we've worked together for a long time. And I've... gotten to know it, well enough to see its moods...."

"This is a very roundabout way of saying that Hesa is a good friend of yours," I said.

Darsi said, exasperated, "We're not supposed to be friends with neuters, Pathen. You know that. The empire finds that to be in poor taste."

"I know," I said, more gently.

"What I'm trying to say is that I've never seen Hesa... happy. Like this," Darsi said. "Committed to duty, sure. Pleased or satisfied with things, absolutely. But... this?" He looked at me. "You've given it a home, a purpose, and someone to love. And it deserves all those things."

His certitude gave me pause. And then I chuckled and said, "At last, something we agree on completely."

Darsi said, "You'll let me arrange this more often?"

"Do you think I want to say no?" I said, amused.

"Good," he said. And padded into my bedroom. He returned wearing one of my robes and then tossed his clothes on the ground, pants here, shirt there, sash and wraps... when it was strewn to his satisfaction, he said, "I'll be back with a pot of tea." And left quite boldly wrapped in my clothes, no doubt to reinforce the story of our relationship. I used his absence to wash my face and build the fire. By the time he returned with a tray I had donned a battered old shirt and was seated again.

"Do you mind that I'm staying?" Darsi said, setting the pot and a plate of fruit between us. "I thought it would be useful to make sure that if the truth is uncovered there will be at least some conflicting rumors."

"I don't mind," I said. And I didn't. We had the tea and fruit and spoke quietly of business. Hesa had left the work of managing the House's day-to-day affairs to Darsi while it took on the financial contracts. He cared about that work and did it well, everything from assigning quarters to scheduling people to do laundry to listening to grievances. I very much enjoyed the chance to hear him talk about it.

An hour and a half later, he dressed in his now-wrinkled clothes. There were people in the halls now, enough to see him saunter back to his room, yawning and rumpled. I leaned on my doorframe and watched him go, arms folded and a smile on my face.

 

The next day was very quiet. Darsi and I made an appearance at the cheldzan where Thesenet greeted us and shared a drink over a high table. I was gratified that he wasn't holding our discussion against me... if anything, he seemed easier in my company.

I was not the only one who noted it, either. The following morning I had a missive from Rabeil, one that prompted me to summon Kuli to my office. Such a funny thing: no one ever knew where to look for Kuli and yet they knew they had only to ask enough people to find her among some group, talking, watching them at their labors, helping in her own way. House Asara adored her... and her contentment came with her through my door. She settled on the edge of a chair in front of me, one leg folded under her; today she was in someone's tunic, a little too large for her but in a harmonious soft gold edged in brown.

"Ke Pathen?" she said. "I hope there's not something wrong?"

"Rather the contrary," I said. "Rabeil has approved our request."

Her eyes brightened. "Then..."

"If you have two names I can give them for our first candidates," I said, "they'll send them along."

"Oh, ke emodo!" she exclaimed. "How did you convince them?"

I thought of wine in cups on a shared table. "They reached the decision for their own reasons, I'm sure."

She sat back, which for Kuli meant sitting upright rather than leaning forward in interest. Folded her hands in her lap and cocked her head. "And you were one of those reasons. It really is true, isn't it."

"What is?" I asked.

"You said that we're safe here,” she answered. “That you have made it safe here."

I hesitated. "That's my goal, yes."

She smiled and rose. "Start with Ineret and Selfa. I'll be glad to have their company again and neither of them has seen the sun in a long time."

"I'll tell Rabeil," I said.

"Thank you," she said, touching the heel of her hand to her womb and then to her brow. And then she left, taking her enigmatic expression with her.

 

The week that followed was a good one. Freed by Thesenet to use its best judgment, Hesa began work on the warehouse contract in earnest, and it was rarely happier than when it was executing a difficult and engaging project. I knew this because the trysts that Darsi safeguarded saw it into my arms several times, and I drank its satisfaction like a heady liquor. We received our anadi as well and their gratitude at being free, if only for a few weeks, was heart-wrenching. Kuli brought them outside to help her with the gardens, and while they were shyer of House Asara than Kuli, the emodo and eperu could not help but care about them. It was a rare day I didn't glance outside an east-facing window and see the three of them in a patch of shade by the gardens, being aided by whatever member of the House could be spared. Someone always had a little time to spare.

But only a little. At the end of the week, Abadil called me into the great room he and the others had converted into a paper-making facility. There on a table was a single page, a square as wide as my open arms. It was a smooth, dark cream color, faintly textured, and seeing it I wanted immediately to feel it and stopped. "May I?"

"Go ahead," Abadil said, satisfied.

I lifted the edge and felt the gratifying lightness of it—a lifetime of handling waxed rounds and slates had trained my wrists to expect something with more heft. For what it was, though, the paper felt sturdy and the texture was as pleasing to touch as it had been to look at. "This will last?"

"This will last," Abadil said, arms folded. Then added, one ear quirked, "We're fairly sure, anyway. The only way to know is to use it and see if it falls apart in five years or fifty."

One of the emodo behind him spoke... our spy, I saw, Kaliser, who by his glowing eyes had well and truly become a believer. In paper, at least. "We've tested it in every other way. Tearing, rolling, folding, dropping water on it, dropping it in water, staining, pressing..."

"Even chewing," someone said in the crowd, prompting laughter in my watchers.

"As far as it's possible to compare, it's like the paper we have remaining from the archives," Kaliser finished.

Abadil bent and retrieved a small wooden tray from beneath the table. There was a pot of ink on it and a brush, like the ones Transactions kept for painting House stones. "If you would, ke emodo? We've been saving it for you."

"Are you sure?" I asked.

"Please," he said.

I took the tray and set it carefully on the edge of the desk before uncapping the pot and dipping the brush in it. My fingers chafed the barrel as I considered what to write and how to write it... a brush doesn't handle like a stylus or a piece of chalk. And who had ever had such a vast field to write on? It would be more like using a stick to draw on the ground than the cramped motions we used for writing anything official.

Tasking myself to treat it more like the breadth of the World than like a tiny stone made me suddenly feel it that way. How cheap paper would open minds. What a wonder to sit in front of a stack like this and know you could write large, write your thoughts no matter how long...!

I smelled the acrid fragrance of the ink as I set brush to paper. I wrote the date, each letter as tall as my palm, and then under it: "House Asara recreates the art of paper-making."

I stepped back, wiping the brush on a towel, and Abadil moved into my place. He read the words aloud and his team erupted into cheers. As they congratulated themselves, Abadil grinned and said, "We'll hang this page on the wall once the ink dries and get to work making you some money, ke emodo."

"By revolutionizing Ke Bakil," I said, amused.

"Of course!" Abadil said. "I'll be one of the rarest of things: a historian who makes history." He bent toward me, smiling. "Do you doubt it?"

I thought of the sense of freedom that had suffused me, feeling the brush in my hand and all that space before me, waiting to be filled. "No. Not at all."

 

"If it weren't for Darsi, I'd never see you," I said between ravenous kisses and Hesa laughed against my mouth.

"I know it must seem that way," it said, and made its way along my jaw, nipping. "But we are very busy. We want to send the first caravan out by the end of autumn."

I rested my hands on its arms, pulling away just enough to be able to concentrate. "That's barely two months from now."

"The sooner they go, the sooner we can tend to our own needs as well as het Narel's," Hesa said.

"If you're sure it can be done," I said, thumbs chafing its arms, slowly. "I don't want our people collapsing of exhaustion."

"We'll be fine," it said, reaching for the buttons at my chest. "I'm finally able to run an operation with more than a double handful of eperu! What I would have given in het Kabbanil to have that luxury, but we lost most of our eperu to the empire when it first took power." It smiled up at me, eyes bright. "No fears, Pathen. The work is good."

"If my pefna says it is so," I said, tangling my fingers in its mane, "then it must be so. But I must say, you're terribly ambitious."

It laughed. "You hardly know the depth of it, setasha."

Sometime later we slept... that too was a gift Darsi made us, since the frequency of our nights together meant we spent less of them sating urgent needs and more of them just... touching, or talking. Or even sleeping together. Eperu do not sleep the deep sleep of breeders, but I grew accustomed to the rhythm of its breathing as it moved through its lighter dreams. I could judge the strain of the day by how deeply Hesa slept. Now and then it even approached a breeder's slumber.

There was no excuse for both of us failing to hear our trespasser but we didn't until a scrape of a paw against stone jerked us both awake. The noise was in the bedroom, not the antechamber. I sat up, claws out, about to demand a name.

"Ke emodo?"

I frowned. "Kuli...?"

"Ah, I'm sorry. I should have said something earlier but I didn't want to wake you—"

"Earlier?" I hissed. "How long have you been here?"

"Not long," she said, sounding distressed. "I just... I've been pacing outside, a little. There is a question I have wanted to ask you."

In the middle of the night? I thought, torn between irritation and concern. "All right, Kuli. Could you... just wait outside the bedroom while I dress?"

"Yes," she said. "Yes, and... I'm sorry for interrupting your sleep, and ke Hesa's."

"W-what?" I said.

"It's here, isn't it?" she asked, her voice earnest. "I can't see it, but I can hear it breathing, and smell it."

Behind me, Hesa had frozen. And then, low, it said, "Pathen, get a light."

I reached to the side-table and fumbled for the lamp until I could start it. The flame revealed Kuli by the door, hugging herself and looking confused.

"Did I say something wrong?" she said. "I'm sorry. I haven't said anything to anyone—"

"How did you find out?" I asked, tense.

"I wander at night," she said. "Most anadi do, we're used to being more wakeful at night when it's cooler. The other two don't have the habit so much because they've been underground, but I was with House Rabeil before I came here and I got used to being up at night. I saw ke Hesa coming here earlier."

"Kuli," I began.

"I know," she said. "I won't ever say anything. Don't you think I know better?" She flattened her ears. "I would never betray you or anyone in Asara to the empire. That's... that's why I'm here, actually. Seeing ke Hesa come here, it was the last thing I needed."

Hesa drew itself up behind me, resting a hand on my back and looking over my shoulder at Kuli. "Needed for what?" it asked.

"To make my decision," Kuli said. She drew in a breath and met my eyes. "Ke emodo. I want to give House Asara a baby."

I was glad I was already sitting. "Kuli... I'm… not sure I heard that correctly."

"I think you did and you just can't believe it," she answered. "But I mean it. I want to give the House a child. Maybe several."

All three of us were silent then. Hesa's hand on my back trembled, but that was all.

"I've borne two already," she said. "If you're worried about my health. I know I can do it."

"Two pregnancies without the mind-tax is rare enough," I said. "Kuli, the risk..."

"It's worth it," she said. "I want to do this. Ke Pathen..." She trailed off, then shook herself and said more firmly, "Ke Pathen. I don't want to give children to anonymous emodo. I don't want to risk myself for strangers. But House Asara has become my family. I care about the people here. And more importantly, it's safe here. To live and love and thrive." She glanced at Hesa, then back at me. "I want my children to be born here. I want them to grow up here."

"But you don't have to—"

"Have children?" she finished. "But if I don't, who will?"

"Is that a good enough reason?" I asked, ears flattening.

"Maybe not," Kuli said. "But... it's not my only reason." She padded into the room and stood in front of me, looking down at the two of us on the bed. She licked her teeth, then said, "I've marked the lights in the sky twenty-four times, ke emodo. I was born anadi and I stayed anadi through all my Turnings, and I've spent my life afraid or in a listless despair. The empire's arrival didn't really change anything for us. In some ways it was a relief because the Stone Moon didn't tell lies about the lot of the anadi. But things in Asara are different. This is the first place I've been happy. I have friends. People talk with me, have real conversations... I have a daily jenadha game! And I have a garden full of plans and a reason to look forward to seeing those plans bear fruit. I wake up looking forward to being awake...!" She smiled and all of that, all of it was in her smile. "I find I love the world at last, ke emodo. And that makes me want to give that world to someone new."

Hesa hid its head against the back of my shoulder, though I could feel it shaking. I reached for Kuli's hand and curled my fingers around hers. "Is that truly how you feel?"

"Yes," she said.

"Then why all the pacing outside?" I asked gently.

She flushed and looked away. "I thought you would think less of me."

"Less of you!" I exclaimed.

"For wanting to have children," she said. "Anadi don't want children. I don't even think emodo want children, except in abstract. I wasn't sure what you'd think of me bearing them, and then having to raise them when Houses don't have jarana anymore to help with the child-rearing, and that's without what it would cost you to fight to keep the children here—"

I touched her hand to stop her. "Kuli. Kuli! No, I don't think less of you. Quite the opposite."

Hesa cleared its throat and said, "We can work out the logistics."

"We can," I said. "Though the most important question is... who will you have as the sire?"

"Oh!" Kuli said. She smiled a little, uncertain. "I thought... well, I thought I'd ask all the emodo who went to the residence. If they'd like. We wouldn't know which of them had sired the child, but... after their experiences there, I wanted to give them a happier memory. That includes you, ke Pathen, if you want." She smiled over my shoulder at Hesa and said, "Though I know ke Hesa is good to you."

"You do?" I said, bewildered.

"Yes," Kuli said. "You're both happy. Everyone can tell." She lifted her hands at my expression. "Not that you make each other happy, but that you're a good Head of Household, Pathen. Like in the days before the empire. When there was a good Head of Household, everyone was happy. That's what they say."

"I see," I said, dizzied.

"So... will you allow it?" she asked, clasping her hands in front of her breast.

"If you're certain," I said. "Yes."

"Oh!" she said, sighing. "Thank you. Thank you, ke emodo." She gave us the Trinity's full gesture which I hadn't seen in so long... I couldn't remember. When had the sexes intermingled enough to make it necessary outside of the temple, and who bowed to the gods with the Stone Moon's foot on their necks? But Kuli set her open hand at her womb—anadi—then touched her heart with the side of her hand—eperu—and rested the base of her palm at her brow—emodo.

The proper response from me was an open hand at my brow, so I gave it to her... felt Hesa behind me mimick me, but with open hand at its heart.

"You honor us, ke anadi," I said. "And House Asara."

"Thank you, ke emodo, ke eperu," she answered, somber. But her eyes welled with her happiness. "I'll leave you to your rest."

After she'd left I slumped onto my side, heart racing. Hesa lowered itself beside me and threaded its arm over my ribcage, hand spread on my breastbone. I felt its cheek against the back of my shoulder.

"What just happened?" I whispered.

"An anadi chose the welfare of the species over her own life," Hesa said softly, "because of what you have created here."

"No," I murmured. "It's not that simple."

"Yes, it is," Hesa said. "And... no, it's not."

I looked over my shoulder at it, disgruntled, and it chuckled softly at my expression. "This won't solve the Jokka's problems," it said. "Kuli is an exceptional anadi, and I don't think every anadi will make her choice if they are made to feel loved and respected. But I think there are anadi who would. That's assuming, of course, that every House will choose to treat their anadi as people. Many of them will only remember the heartbreak of watching their female members dwindle and shy from opening their arms to them."

"So why haven't we?" I asked, voice low. "What makes Asara different?"

"You do," Hesa said. "You treat the eperu like the emodo. You treat the anadi like the emodo. You care about all of us, Pathen. And a House acts like its Head. You're brave, just and kind... so we follow."

I grimaced. "Gods, Hesa. You make me sound like some paragon."

Its fingers tickled my heart lightly and I squirmed. "You have your weaknesses. Red-headed eperu among them."

"One red-headed eperu, anyway," I said. "Whose red hair I still miss."

Hesa nipped the back of my neck and I could hear the grin in its voice. "The day will come."

I turned, rolling it onto its back and holding myself over it. "You say everyone follows my steps, ke eperu... but I say to you the House takes its models from the principals of its House, not just the Head."

"And what House has had principals since the Stone Moon?" Hesa asked, gaze serious. "The empire came and made the pefna, the jarana, the kaña all irrelevant. Emodo had power. Everyone else was a convenient tool."

I leaned down and licked its lips until it let me kiss it. When it was shivering under me, I murmured in its ear, "I'll accept responsibility for the House's generosity of spirit only if you share it with me, ke eperu."

"Done," it answered, and pulled me down to it.

 

The news of Kuli's choice spread like fire in a dry field. When I returned home from my errands in the het—Transactions again, in preparation for the last group of eperu waiting to join the House—I could taste the excitement in the halls. Where there were people working, I heard them talking about it: that Kuli wanted a baby. A baby! I paused in the door to Abadil's shop and heard the emodo teasing the prospective fathers about their luck. That alone... that the emodo she'd decided to lie with were considered fortunate... what a change Kuli had managed in a single day.

From there I strolled outside. The eperu left behind from the warehouse project to tend the fields were filled with the same enthusiasm, but of a different sort: they were talking amongst themselves about which of them had the most experience with anadi, with pregnancies, with children. Where there were eperu borrowed from the empire, they were asking whether the visitors had wisdom to share on the matter. They were, I realized, trying to elect a jarana for the House. I wondered when Hesa would show up in my office with the eperu they'd decided was best suited to the task and guessed it would only be a few days, if that.

Kuli was in her garden-to-be with the other two anadi. They were deep in some conference that I did not want to interrupt, but I could hear the whispers, fervent and excited. Her two companions seemed uncertain, but her happiness was infectious. They couldn't help but react to it, relax into it. Would they give her advice, I wondered? Would they help when her time came? These two wouldn't be here to see the end of her pregnancy, and I wondered how the anadi who would take their place would react.

I prayed Kuli would have an easy time of it. For all our sakes. I didn't want to think what would happen to House Asara if the first anadi they embraced lost herself in labor.

When I returned to the House I went to the common room for tea. There I found Darsi bent over a floorplan of the estate, talking with an emodo and an eperu about choosing a good room for a nursery because, above all, there would be no using the caverns for anything but storing food.

I poured my cup and took it outside, and in the hall I stopped and closed my eyes. I don't know how long I stood there, but I at some point drew in a breath and went to my office to do my own work.

 

Perhaps it was our joy that distracted us. Two days later I was having my predawn tea with Darsi when an eperu skidded into the hall and ran to my door. "Ke emodo! The fields have been destroyed!"

Darsi and I both stood. "What?" I said.

"Come, quickly, please!" it said, and the two of us hurried after it.

That is how I came to stand outside our property at the foot of our fields in the chill dark before dawn, looking at the utter ruin of the crops. Nearly all of them had been... shorn? Trampled? Destroyed, certainly, for they'd been crushed and scattered. They'd only been a month from harvest.

"Void," Darsi whispered, pulling my robe more closely around himself. "What happened?"

I swept the fields with a glance, found a knot of eperu bent over several fallen. I went there immediately and crouched alongside the first. Not dead, I saw—thank the Void, for it tamped my wrath to something manageable—but shivering from exposure and rubbing chafed wrists. When it saw me, it cringed and said in a hoarse rasp, "Ke emodo, we tried—"

"Of course you did," I said, setting a hand on its arm. "Tell me what happened."

"There were too many of them," the eperu said. "At least twenty, more. We never saw their faces. They blew out the firebowls first and then overwhelmed us... and then... this. They did this."

We left only a handful of eperu to watch the fields at night, to chase away pests and keep an eye out for fire. Few people employed formal guards anymore, save for prestige; the empire's Claws enforced the law and prevented crime. But those Claws patrolled the streets, not the fields held in common for the het. One did not target crops when the Jokka were still recovering from past famines.

"I'm sorry, ke emodo," the eperu said. "We have failed you, the House, the het."

There was raw skin around its mouth where it had been gagged. I wonder how long it had screamed to have frayed the flesh so badly, to have such a ruin of a voice left over.

"You have not failed us," I said. "Blame for this will fall entirely on those who committed the crime... as it should. And we will find them and punish them."

It drooped in its fellow's arms. To it, I said, "Take them inside, have them tended, get something warm in them."

"Yes, ke emodo."

I found Hesa surveying the destruction, crouched beside one of the crushed stalks.

"Is any of it salvageable?" I asked.

It dusted its hands free of soil and rose. "We might be able to get something out of the northeastern edge, if we're careful. They did their work well."

I had forgotten what Hesa's anger sounded like. It sang dangerous harmony with my own.

Behind us, Darsi said, "But who would do this? What's the point of it? I don't understand. All they've done is cut into the het's food store. Who'd want to do that?"

"We need to find out if anyone else's fields were targeted," Hesa said to me.

Hearing something in its voice, I said, "But...?"

"But I don't think they were," Hesa said. "I think you'll find the only House that has suffered this crime is Asara." It looked at me, eyes flashing in the brittle light just staining the horizon. "This was a message, Pathen. They left our eperu alive instead of killing them so we'd know that someone came in force expressly to destroy our harvest."

"But why?" Darsi repeated.

"To trouble our relationship with the Minister?" I murmured, frowning.

"Or to use up our money," Hesa said. "We'll have to pay the difference now in taxes."

"Then someone who thought we could be ruined by running us out of money might have made the attempt," I said.

"Pathen," Hesa said, voice sharp, "they're right. Unless you're hiding funds I don't know about... we won't have enough to cover the cost."

Darsi paled. "You're not serious."

"Even with the warehouse contract?" I said to Hesa.

"We're spending money to fulfill that contract right now," Hesa said. "It won't start earning us money until the first caravans come back."

"Abadil will be ready to sell in a few weeks," Darsi said. "He wants to build up inventory before we take it to the marketplace..." He stopped short and said, "Do they know about the paper?"

The thought of someone forcing their way into the House and destroying all Abadil's infrastructure was enough to blind me with rage. Before I could answer, Hesa said, "We'll put guards on it. But we'll have to take eperu away from the warehouse project to do it, which will delay the completion of the contract."

"We need the last of our people," I said.

"But what will you hire them with?" Hesa said. "Shell?"

"I'll have to go to Thesenet," I said. "When would the empire normally be collecting the tax on unused fields?"

"At harvest," Hesa said. "That's a month from now."

"Two weeks before the Leaf Gathering," Darsi murmured. "I wonder if someone was hoping that we'd go bankrupt, lose our status, and no longer be able to attend."

"They will be hoping that until the day the Void culls their souls," I said. "We're not falling if  I have to beg Thesenet for an extension. And I won't have to." Hesa's expression prompted me to take its arm in a hand. I bent toward it and said, "Hesa, trust me."

"Pathen..."

"Didn't you say money wasn't power?" I said. "You were right. Trust me."

"It's not power but it can ruin you," it said.

"Hesa," Darsi said, surprising me by touching its other shoulder. It looked at him, startled. He said, "He's right. We'll find a way."

Hesa closed its eyes and let its head droop. "All right," it said heavily. "All right." It looked up at me, eyes glowing. "But promise me, Pathen. Promise me we'll find these people."

"Oh, we will," I said. I looked at the ruin of the field. "For assaulting our people... and for stealing food from the mouths of others just to hurt us... we will. In fact..." I frowned. "Do we have guards on the warehouse site?"

Hesa looked up at me, ears slicked to its mane. "No. There are no goods being kept there right now. There's nothing to guard but the unfinished building and the three wagons we've bought toward the initial caravan."

"But if they destroy those, and the building..." Darsi trailed off.

Hesa drew in a breath, shaking.

I lifted a hand. "Set a watch on it but make sure the watchers are concealed. Our enemy may have a spy to tell them we are launching the paper project, but even if they do their more likely target is the least defensible, and the one that will put us in bigger trouble with the empire. They'll move for the warehouse next."

"We're going to be very short on eperu," Hesa said, low.

"We can put emodo to work guarding the paper," Darsi said. "Maybe they can take turns sleeping in the project room."

"Emodo sleep too deeply," Hesa said.

"Then they can take turns keeping a watch," I said. "The entire empire is overseen by emodo enforcers."

"Who failed to catch our assailants before they could bankrupt us!" Hesa exclaimed.

"Yes," I murmured. "I'll have to discuss that with Thesenet also."

Darsi said, "It can be done. And they'll be eager to do it. It's their project, Hesa. They care about it." He smiled a little. "Or if you're still not convinced, we can have the anadi check on them to make sure they're still awake. They wander at night. I'm sure Kuli and the others would be proud to be asked to contribute."

"That's not a bad idea," I said.

"You want to put anadi to work helping emodo to guard the House?" Hesa said, struggling for composure.

"It's their House too," I said gently.

"And we are shorthanded," Darsi said. "We'll all pull together. Once the wagon's free of the mud you can go back to coddling the breeders."

Hesa covered its face with its hands. To Darsi, I said, "Will you contact Thesenet for me, please? We'll have to begin a formal investigation."

"Yes, Pathen," he said, and took his leave.

I stood facing my pefna, whose arms I very much wanted to clasp in my own. But even that minor gesture would have been too demonstrative for the parts we played in public, and we were in the middle of an open field with the empire either about to be summoned or already on its way.  So I lowered my voice and let it hear my conviction in it. "Hesa. Setasha. We will make this right."

It let its hands fall from its face and drew in a long breath. Then squared its shoulders. "You're right," it said. "I'll go arrange for the warehouse's spies. I'll send the eperu who were attacked... it will comfort them to have something constructive to do."

"Good," I said. "I'll be here with the minister if you need me."

It glanced once at the field, then said, "All right, Pathen." And went to its duties, leaving me to survey the wreckage of House Asara's contribution to the food stores of het Narel. I crouched and ran my fingers through the rumpled soil, feeling the fibrous stalks of the grain where they'd been trampled into the earth. Here and there I found scattered seeds. It felt gritty, like the oily ash of the truedark settlement's remains. I tasted that ash in my mouth and knew it as an anger so deep I couldn't separate it from the rest of me. Had Suker said I resented the empire for its injustice? He'd been right. But he had not gone far enough. I hated all injustice. I hated waste. I hated fear and grief. All the things that made the Jokka their prey... those things I swore to hunt to ground.

I would catch the people responsible for this crime. It was only a matter of time.

 

By mid-morning Thesenet's Claws were searching my fields for evidence as I stood with the minister at the border.

"This is monstrous," he said. "Absolutely monstrous."

"Yes," I said. "I presume we're the only ones who suffered the attack."

"We've heard of no others," Thesenet said, tail twitching in sharp, angry flicks. "They came at night when the Claws were sure to be gone. Did they know that they're only here to oversee the eperu still aiding House Asara with the harvest?"

"I don't know," I said.

"I should have left some here to watch," Thesenet growled.

"You didn't know someone would do this," I said. And added, "Though if you wished to lend me a few of those Claws I would put them to good use."

Thesenet glanced at me, brows rising. "Oh?"

"Guarding the warehouse and the paper operation," I said. "It seems clear someone wants to see House Asara fail. Which it will, Minister, if you do not offer us an extension on our taxes at harvest's end. We don't have the money to compensate the Stone Moon for the entirety of our crop offering."

Thesenet's ears flattened. "Was that their game then?"

"That's our guess," I said.

"Someone put their jealousy at your House's success over the welfare of the Jokka of het Narel," Thesenet said, lips peeling back from his teeth.

"Over the Jokka of Ke Bakil," I said. "Since famine anywhere in the empire is mitigated by the common store."

Thesenet was silent, standing alongside me. The cold morning wind pulled at our clothes, whispered unfettered over the now naked fields where the silhouettes of emodo in the empire's uniforms picked through the detritus, backlit by the rising eastern sun. We savored our shared anger and it made us kin.

"You'll have your Claws," Thesenet said.

"They'll say you are showing favor to us," I said.

"Let them," Thesenet said. "They wish to come between House Asara and the Stone Moon ministry in het Narel? Let us show them how their efforts have brought us closer instead."

What a poor, poor decision our enemy had made to target us. I said after a moment, "The emodo you send. Ask for volunteers."

"Yes," Thesenet said. "That would be best."

 

As I expected, the Claws found nothing despite spending the afternoon seeking evidence. There had been little consistency in the destruction: the stalks had been scythed, or knifed, or trampled or crushed; the breaks were at different heights; and the ground was too firm in most places to hold a print, or where it could the prints were confused by what looked like wrappings. Thesenet left as angry as any member of House Asara, promising tax extensions and volunteer Claws to guard us. We agreed that publicly House Asara was to have suffered a terrible natural disaster... let our enemies be confused as to whether the empire was helping us or if we were lying to it.

Given the magnitude of the disaster, we had come out of it well. Thesenet hadn't needed to be guided toward any of the decisions we'd needed him to make in order to preserve the House's future, and by late afternoon we'd received aid in the form of eight Claws. I kept four of them to safeguard the estate and sent the others to Hesa at the warehouse site. That the Jokka of the House seemed to feel no dread in response to the sight of these additions didn't occur to me as odd until much later, when I found myself in my antechamber after an exhausting day, eating supper four hours late. Our House, full of dissidents, rebels and perverts, had gladly embraced the empire's enforcers. And one had only to look into the eyes of the Claws to see their zeal on our behalf.

Truly, the webs of trust we were weaving had grown convoluted.

Hesa dragged itself in the door and to a chair, and as I watched poured itself a cup of warmed wine from my jar. "For once," it said, voice ragged with weariness, "no one will be looking askance at me for being here. They all think I have been too late working, and thus very late with my report to you. Which... is actually true." It drank, and finished, "Darsi is busy with Kuli."

"Darsi is what?" I said.

"Kuli wants her baby," Hesa said. "Kuli has not changed her mind despite this proof that the House is not safe. 'Of course it's not safe, ke eperu,'"—a credible imitation of Kuli's intonation, if not the soft soprano of her voice—" 'Life isn't safe. But I believe in House Asara.' "

"So she and Darsi..."

"Are copulating in her room," Hesa said. And slumped onto the table, shoulders shaking.

Concerned, I touched one of them. "Tell me."

"How many times can you save us from destruction, Pathen? Before the gods decide you have cheated them once too often?"

I thought of Keshul and said, "Maybe the gods are on our side this time."

"Oh no," Hesa said, and lifted its head, weary. "No... the gods have never been on our side. Or where were they when the Stone Moon came?"

"Then take Kuli's words to heart and believe in me," I said. When I had its attention, I said, "Whether I like to remember it or not, setasha, I was a Claw once. And some part of me will always remain one. The empire and I... we know one another. We were family once. When we're in the same room together some part of us still thinks of each other that way. Does that make sense?"

"Maybe," Hesa said, hesitant.

"The goal is not to destroy," I said. "The goal is to reform. To evolve."

It sighed. And said, "I've set the watch on the warehouse. The extra emodo were welcome... but I don't like them being in the House."

"The empire put spies in our midst," I said. "But at least one of them is no longer certain of his loyalties. Let the Claws patrol our property, Hesa. The more they know of us, the more like family we'll become."

"I hope you're right," it murmured. And pushed itself to its feet. "I should go. There are strangers in the House."

"Yes," I said. I trusted the Claws to do their job and I knew if they stayed long enough I could win them to us. But it was unreasonable to expect them not to report capital crimes to the Minister... like perversion. But I let myself catch its hand and stroke the underside of its callused fingers, the length of its palm. This it permitted with a shiver. "Go rest, pefna." I smiled. "House Asara is making a baby. Not everything is going wrong in the World."

"No," it murmured. "I suppose not." It curled its fingers around mine, then released them. "Good night, Pathen."

I wanted the protection of my emodo paper-makers more than I begrudged the emptiness of my bed... but I very much regretted not being able to comfort my beloved that night.

 

The following days were difficult and hectic ones. I spent them nose-deep in accounts either in my office or in the Holdings branch of Transactions, where the Ministry stored financial records. Thesenet and I had several lively discussions about how long an extension I needed and why, by the way, did I want to hire now when my assets were technically frozen. But I was determined to have the last of my eperu support brought in from the truedark kingdom and fought for it, and at last Thesenet obliged me after I pointed out that nothing would convince the het of our continued good relationship like House Asara being able to hire labor despite a destroyed crop offering. “It will convince our enemies to try something new to sabotage the relationship,” I said, and because Thesenet agreed I was given leave to hire... but not to pay anyone in the House, nor make any purchases or withdrawals that did not directly relate to the warehouse project until we'd paid back the loan. The Minister was willing to go very far to accommodate us, but he could not waive the obligation.

I didn't expect him to. I was also glad Abadil had already spent the capital to finance the first year of the paper project. He was very much aware that his cheerful competition with Hesa over which of them would earn the House the most money had become a far more desperate responsibility; when I saw him in the halls he looked grim and tired.

But the last of our eperu came home to us, and their arrival allowed us to replace the Claws patrolling the House with our own people. We sent the Claws to the warehouse site. Though we'd found our borrowed enforcers agreeable we were still glad to have our privacy. I certainly was, and Hesa too, though when we finally met in the late evening we stripped one another and went to bed without doing more than touching each other here, there, a hand on a shoulder, on the chest, on the back above the base of the tail... as if reassuring one another that we were alive and whole.

And there we would have slept had we not been interrupted. At least this time we both recognized her footfalls.

"Kuli?" I said, tired. "Is something wrong?"

"If this is a bad time," she said and paused.

"No," I said, sitting up slowly. "Come in, tell us what brings you here."

She stopped at the door, one hand on the frame. "Ke emodo... you're the last."

It took me a moment to realize what she meant.

"You... you've already been with all the others?" I said, feeling as the world was shifting beneath my feet. I very much didn't want her answer to be 'yes,' but—

"You're the last." She smiled a little. "I've had time for more than once, in some cases. They've found it... comforting. That I was still planning to have the baby."

And she was proud of that, from her voice. That she'd been able to give them hope at a time when all of us felt very uncertain about our future.

"Thank you for that confidence," I said. "It makes a difference."

"I know that now," she said, voice soft. And added, "Darsi asked if the three of us—the three of us anadi, that is—were willing to check in on the paper room during the night, to make sure the guards were still awake. We've been doing that too." A smile I could hear in her voice, then. "We haven't caught anyone sleeping yet, but we did get a few board games out of it."

I had not yet answered her tacit request. I knew it, and she knew it, and Hesa knew it. The lover I'd chosen for myself was silent at my side, did not even touch me; the lover I should be welcoming into my bed remained at the door. The two of us began to speak at the same time and she lifted her hand to still me. I let her talk first.

"Ke emodo," she said. "You don't have to do this. The offer is intended to help heal. If you don't want or need that, there's no need to do it."

And I very much wanted to tell her that was so and to send her away. I almost did it. But I remembered the anadi in the harness, the sluggishness of their drugged breathing. I remembered the nightmare of laboring over them to bring forth their pleasure, for neither sex can breed without it.

We had created the anadi residences by doing exactly what I was contemplating now: turning our back on the anadi because we had reasons we'd rather not mate with them. If I sent her away, I would have to shoulder the responsibility for the residences in full understanding, both of what they entailed for the anadi imprisoned in them, and of what I had been incapable of to spare them.

So I said, "I would be honored by your trust, Kuli."

I could hear her smile in her voice. It was a gentle one. "May I bring a light?"

"I'll get it," Hesa said.

"No," Kuli said. "No, please, ke Hesa. I'd like you to stay. If you're willing. And... if it doesn't distress you, ke Pathen. It wouldn't be strange to me. There were always observers in the residences." Her tail hissed as it dragged back against the stone. "I'll get the light."

"Pathen?" Hesa asked when she had withdrawn. "I'll stay if you wish."

"Do you wish, though?" I asked.

It looked toward the door, then said, "Kuli asked."

I set a hand on its arm. "If you don't want to have to see me..."

It rested its head against mine, smiled, and the love in its voice was as palpable as any caress. "Pathen. I will never doubt what you feel for me."

"You would share me with a breeder," I said.

It nudged me, nose to cheek. "I would, and I must. You're male, setasha, with a breeder's duties. To keep you from them would be a wound."

I drew in a breath. Then cupped its cheek and sighed. "All right."

When Kuli returned with the light, I was sitting on the edge of the bed to receive her. I watched as she set the lantern down on my clothes-chest, trying to see her as someone I would want in my arms. I was fond of her, but fondness is not the same as attraction. My desire to honor her didn't move my body. But I thought that instinct would finish what I began. So I brought her close and helped her remove the borrowed shirt. I kissed her neck and found her ticklishness endearing. I touched her gently, as I had the anadi in the residence, to bring forth her desire. I set her down on her back and...

...stopped.

And there I remained, unable to move, overcome by the memories and my rejection of everything in them. I tasted the wind off the plains where I'd sat for hours, trying to gain back my sense of who I was, separate from the person who'd forced himself on two Jokka who'd been so afraid of the experience they'd been sedated just to bear it.

Kuli was not afraid. Kuli was not unwilling. But I couldn't touch her, and the shame of my failure was bitter in my mouth. I wanted to speak, to apologize, and couldn't do that either.

Kuli struggled upright and reached, not for me, but for Hesa. "Ke eperu. Please, help us now. Help me."

Before I could protest, Hesa bit my shoulder and worked its way up my neck until I twitched, hissed. It kissed me, and Kuli licked down the opposite shoulder, and they pulled me down to the bed. It became a confusion then of mouths and hands and fever, and the only thing that mattered was that the smell in my nose was familiar, honey and hair dye and sunlight. Kuli bent over me, her mane falling on my chest in a heavy rope, and Hesa's voice in my ear, hot and damp, whispering the same pleas I heard when it was beneath me instead—

—when Kuli at last collapsed onto me, I curled an arm around her and closed my eyes until my panting subsided. When it did I looked down at her and found her relaxed, and on her face a look of radiant contentment. Like the sun it melted all the cold from my gut, my joints. The memories of the residence remained, but they no longer imprisoned me.

Having ensured her wellbeing, I looked reluctantly toward my lover... who was wearing an expression so complex and yet so full of awe that I longed to ask it what it was thinking. But it shook its head and mouthed, 'Later.'

I gently rolled us onto our sides facing Hesa and made sure Kuli was comfortable, since she did not seem likely to move. And there she fell asleep nestled between us. I set my head alongside Hesa's and allowed myself to follow.

 

Several hours later, Hesa's touch on my arm brought me from slumber. When I stiffened, it whispered, "No danger. But it's near time for me to leave. It will be dawn soon."

Kuli hadn't moved in her sleep; her head was resting on my chest beside her curled hand, and the rest of her body was cradled in the curve of Hesa's.

"They sleep deeply, don't they?" Hesa murmured, touching the anadi's shoulder with gentle fingers. "It astonishes me. I thought emodo dreamed hard."

"It's strange," I admitted. "I've grown accustomed to sleeping with someone who moves far more."

It laughed, quiet. "A kind way of saying I'm restless."

"You're eperu," I said. And looked at its face, so close to mine I could only focus on one of its eyes. "Hesa... you're well?"

"With this?" it said. It smiled, looking down so that the light gleamed on its lashes. They were still copper. "For as long as there have been eperu, Pathen, it was their duty to help the breeders, not just in the fields, but in the caverns as well. We have always been intimately involved in the care of the anadi, in their pregnancies. We raised their children with them. It was understood that this was one of our duties... one of our roles. We facilitate."

I smiled a little and nudged it. "Pefna, support."

It laughed breathily. "Yes. I've always been involved in labor. Since I was good at it, I never had the chance to take part in the other duties eperu perform." It looked up at me. "Now I have. And I feel..." It inhaled and then sighed, smiling. "I feel complete." It leaned forward and kissed me, very soft, and said, amused, "You should see your face, Pathen."

I could only imagine my expression was a mirror of its own the night before: complex, and tinged with wonder.

"Besides," it said, "it needed to be done. You needed it."

"Yes," I said. "I had to know..."

"That you were not that person, or at least not only that person," Hesa finished. "And you're not. We all know it. Now, perhaps, you know too." It cupped my cheek. "I should go... I need time to wash. And I can dye my roots before the House wakes."

"All right," I said. "Tell Darsi so he doesn't worry about coming to warn us." As it slid over me, I added, "Setasha... thank you."

It kissed me and answered, "The gift was mutual." And touched Kuli's cheek once, and my shoulder and left.

I looked at the anadi in my arms and saw the future of House Asara. I held her until after dawn and then I tucked my blanket around her and left her to sleep while I went to the day.

 

Two days later I was in the common room having a late night tea with Abadil and Darsi when an eperu skidded in, so quickly it grabbed the doorframe to stop itself. "Ke emodo!" it cried. "The warehouse was attacked and that attack has been repelled!"

I shoved my chair back. "Tell me we took one of them."

"We did," it said, flushed with its anger and satisfaction. "And they're bringing him here."

"Was anyone hurt?" Abadil asked from behind me.

"Not badly," the eperu said.

"Come," Darsi said. "Sit for a moment. Have something to drink." He ushered the eperu to the hearth and made sure it was recovering from the run before returning to me. "What do you want to do, Pathen?"

"With the prisoner?" I said, fighting not to bare my teeth. "Ask questions."

Abadil said, quiet, "We're not Claws to take prisoners, ke emodo, or to dispense with them as we see fit. That's the empire's job."

"And if it becomes a matter for the empire to resolve," I said, "I'll ensure he's remanded to Thesenet." To Darsi, I said, "Have them bring this person to my room when they arrive."

"Yes, ke emodo," Darsi said.



Upstairs, I went to my chest and dug into it until I found my knife. It was still wrapped in the cloth the Claws had given me in the wilderness near the razed settlement. I unwound the fabric until the blade was naked and then hooked the grip through my sash and went to my antechamber to wait.

I didn't have to wait long. I heard the commotion before the party arrived: Hesa, four of our eperu, four of the Claws... and one stranger, hands tied at the base of his tail, somewhat scuffed but nowhere near as bruised as I had expected.

"Tell me," I said.

I expected one of the Claws to answer but they deferred to Hesa, whose ears were slicked to its mane. "They waited until after we'd left for the evening to come. There were ten of them in hoods and cloaks. We came on them while they were destroying the building materials. This one wasn't as quick as his friends."

The emodo in question didn't look sinister enough for the crimes he'd committed. There was nothing remarkable about him: he was a vague grayish brown with dark hair and a narrow face. His feet were wrapped in strips of cloth and his hands were trapped behind him so I couldn't guess if he'd been born male, which might have given me some clue as to his motivation. I considered him. My rage wanted to kill him; the rest of me wanted answers, and then to kill him. It would be safer for the prisoner for there to be witnesses to our discussion... but he might talk more if we were alone.

"Leave him with me," I said.

One of the Claws said, "Ke emodo? He's a dangerous male. It may be safer to have at least one person to deter him from violence."

I took the knife from my sash and showed it to him. The weapons issued to Claws in het Narel, I'd noticed, didn't have the bone inlay meant to evoke the Stone Moon; those were limited to the first Claws of the empire, those who'd donned the uniform in het Kabbanil. My display caused widened eyes among the cohort sent by Thesenet; there was new respect in the speaker's voice when he said, "I see you can handle yourself, ke emodo."

"Nevertheless," I said. "Stay outside the door, please."

"Of course," he said, and they withdrew.

Hesa folded its arms over its chest, teeth bared. It didn't have to speak for me to know its mind: it wanted this male for itself. It wanted to ask the questions. It wanted justice. Preferably immediate justice.

"I'll take care of this," I told it.

"Then we, too, will stand outside the door," Hesa said.

"Please," I said.

Reluctantly, it left, taking the rest of Asara's eperu with it.

The moment the door closed I grabbed the emodo by the shirt and had him up against the wall.

"Now," I growled. "You will tell me who sent you."

"Or what?" the emodo said. "You'll kill m—rk!"

I pushed the blade against his neck, just enough for him to feel it. "Don't yell," I said. "I wouldn't want you to cut yourself on this by moving too much."

"I should have known you would resort to violence," he hissed. "Once a Claw of the empire, forever a Claw." He lifted his chin. "Go ahead, Stone Moon. Do it. It's what your masters want."

I pulled the blade from him as abruptly as I'd threatened him with it. Stunned, he slid to the ground and I let him, stalking to the door and pulling it open. To the Claw waiting there, I said, low, "Take him to the Minister. See if someone can find out who he is and what House he's from."

"At once, ke emodo," the Claw said, startled but recovering well.

As his subordinates fetched the prisoner, Hesa said, "Have someone check his hands for calluses or some other sign of the work he might have normally done."

"A good notion, ke eperu," the Claw said, and I liked the casual way he accepted the suggestion.

"What's your name?" I asked him.

"Ganeth, ke emodo," he said.

"Ke Ganeth, then," I said. "Thank you for your help, and well-done. Please have the Minister contact me when he knows anything."

"I shall," he said, and the Claws left, taking their bewildered criminal with them.

"You let him go," Hesa said.

"Yes," I said. "Everything I was going to get out of him, he told me in one exchange." When it glanced at me, I said, "He thinks we're in league with the Stone Moon."

Hesa stared at me. "You mean to tell me we've been attacked by people who would ordinarily be working with us."

"Yes," I said. "So perhaps you might talk with Abadil and see if he knows if there are any rebel nests in het Narel... because I very much fear we may be about to hand the Jokka who should have been our allies to the Jokka we are working to undermine."

Hesa touched its fingers to its brow. "Knowing our allies from our enemies..."

"So you said before. Go and find Abadil."

"And you?" Hesa asked. "What will you do?"

"Wrap my knife," I said, and hoped that doing so would also put away my worry and rage with the steel.

 

Abadil could not tell us where to look for our assailants; he knew of people but none of them had dared to band together in numbers large enough to destroy fields or construction projects. It was Thesenet who discovered the identity of my prisoner several days later and divulged it to me in his office in the seat of the Stone Moon in het Narel.

"You are not serious," I said in response to his revelation.

"I am, very much so," he answered.

"You are telling me that Akkadin, the House that produced the emperor's closest advisor and lover, is responsible for this travesty?" I said, my voice rising.

"I know," Thesenet said, dropping into his seat across from me and sighing. He looked exhausted. "I'm surprised the Fire in the Void hasn't arrived to scatter them to the sands."

I wasn't. That Akkadin had become a locus for dissent and resentment made perfect sense to me given what a Stone Moon minister had done to one of their members. It didn't matter that Keshul had become a part of the empire after his torture. The only thing relevant to the House was that they'd had first seats at the clay drama that had seen one of their most valued members dragged away in disgrace. And certainly Keshul wouldn't argue with them fighting the empire, though Thesenet did not seem to know enough about him to realize that. So I said, "Did Akkadin have some quarrel with the empire?"

"The emperor did have its Head of Household executed," Thesenet said, rueful. "That was before I arrived."

"I see," I said. "And you're absolutely sure."

"We are," Thesenet said. "Six people identified him as someone they'd known from Akkadin."

"Gods," I said. "What a waste."

"Yes," Thesenet said. He glanced at me, tired. "You don't seem quite so eager to exact justice from these people now that we have their identity."

The words left me without thought. "I'm a Claw of the empire, ke emodo. The Fire in the Void was the emperor's minister. Of course I don't relish the thought of punishing his House-mates."

That satisfied Thesenet. He didn't give me time to grapple with the fact that I'd called myself a Claw, though. "We'll have to break their House stone."

"What?" I said, looking up.

"Destruction of imperial property is a capital crime," Thesenet said. "You know that as well as I do, Pathen. And on this scale?" He twitched his shoulders. "Anything less would set a terrible precedent... and be dangerous besides."

"But Akkadin is one of the fixtures of het Narel," I said, ears swept back. "Despite being a minor House everyone knows its name because of ke Keshul. Breaking the House that gave rise to the foremost aide to the emperor!"

"I know, I know," Thesenet said, irritated. "But what else can I do!"

"Let me talk to them," I said. "Let me secure their loyalty to the empire. I can do it."

He sat back slowly, frowning. "Now you're the one saying unbelievable things, ke emodo. What could you possibly do to make it safe for me to allow a House inhabited by vandals and criminals to continue to operate in my city?"

"Their quarrel is with me and mine," I said. "Their attacks were designed to bankrupt House Asara and make the Stone Moon its enemy. I know now why they have that quarrel... and I know how to settle it. After that there will be no more attacks. You won't have to break the stone of one of the most famous Houses in het Narel... and you won't lose all of its talent to the empire's slavery. Anyone can do labor, ke Thesenet. Will you sentence all the emodo of House Akkadin to the work of eperu and see them die early for it?"

He looked away, mouth tight.

"Please," I said. "Let me try. If I fail you've lost nothing."

"Except you!" Thesenet said. "And if you think that losing the Stone Moon hero responsible for the victory over the truedark kingdom isn't significant..."

"They won't hurt me," I said. "I was trained to violence, Minister. You and I know it."

Thesenet sighed. "Fine. But take the Claws with you."

"I will," I said, to mollify him. "And I'll salvage this situation. Let the rest of the het continue to think House Asara suffered from its natural disaster. That way when House Akkadin returns peaceably to the empire's arms no one will question why they were permitted to commit a crime against the city and not suffer the penalties."

"If you succeed," Thesenet said.

"I will," I replied.

 

"This is madness," Hesa hissed from the back of its rikka.

"Darsi's not here, so you are are speaking for him, is that it?" I said.

"They'll want to kill you the moment you step into the House," Hesa said. "And yet you refuse to take any of us with you!"

"If I do take you with me, they really will kill me the moment I step into the House," I said.

Behind us, my borrowed Claw captain said, diffident, "Pardon me for saying so, ke emodo, but your pefna is speaking sense."

I glanced behind me; Thesenet's assigned contingent had remained with House Asara under Ganeth, and three of his subordinates were riding with him on our way to the other side of town where House Akkadin stood. I was keeping my promise to Thesenet to bring them, but I wasn't going to let them follow me into a meeting with Jokka working against the empire. And I certainly wasn't going to give the members of Akkadin an opportunity take a hostage against me... particularly one like Hesa, whose peril would not only keep me in check but reveal my own crimes to those seeking weapons against me. I could no more tell the eperu to stay behind than I could leave the Claws, but it could wait outside with them while I solved Thesenet’s—and the rebellion's—little problem in het Narel.

"Be that as it may," I said. "I think it will be a sufficient statement to ride into House Akkadin's yard with all of you. Entering the House alone should convince them that I'm there to talk."

"I don't like it," Hesa growled.

"I agree, ke emodo," my Claw said.

"You can dismount and wait at the door," I said. "But no further."

Ganeth sighed. Hesa just looked at me and I regretted the fury I saw in its eyes, knowing that it hid the fear it refused to show anyone.

I'm not sure what I'd expected of House Akkadin. It looked very much like any other minor House, and yet knowing that the Fire in the Void had lived there made me wary of its mundane appearance. If one such prodigy could spring forth from such a common-looking place, gods knew what else might be born there... other than het Narel's branch of the truedark resistance. We rode into their yard beneath the stares of the few emodo standing outside the House. There Ganeth, Hesa and I dismounted while the other Claws remained on their animals.

One of the emodo approached me, ears flat. "What does the empire want today?"

"House Asara wants a word with Akkadin's Head of Household," I said. "I'm fairly sure he'll know why."

The emodo's eyes widened and he took a step back. He glanced at the Claws and then at me.

"Now, please," I said mildly.

That emodo fled. I followed. Behind me, I heard Ganeth say to Hesa, "All right, maybe there's not as much to be worried about as I thought."

Hesa's reply: "Desperate people are always dangerous, ke emodo."

Indeed they were.

The flustered emodo led me straight to the Head of Household's office. I kept just out of sight of him; once he'd entered the room for his hasty conference, I stepped inside and closed the door for him.

Both of the emodo in the room stared at me. The Head of House Akkadin was far younger than I'd anticipated... barely past the age of his second Turning, I thought. But he was quick enough with a knife, for he had one in his hand before I'd finished entering the room.

"Don't throw it," I advised. "If you miss me, you'll be without a weapon if I lunge for you."

"I've got a knife too," the other emodo said, teeth bared.

"Which you shouldn't have informed me of," I said. And sighed. "Gods, are you all so witless? Are you trying to draw the Stone Moon down on you? Because you have... and I'm the only thing standing between you and a broken House stone."

"W-what?" the first emodo said.

The Head of Household frowned at me. "I know who you are."

"You think you know who I am," I said. "But you don't." I untied my pouch from my sash and threw it onto his desk. "A gift from a friend of mine. Have a look."

The Head of Household's eyes narrowed, but he slowly reached for the pouch. I waited for him to pick it up and open it. I'd looked myself after coming home from my meeting with Keshul but hadn't known why he would have given me such a peculiar memento.

This emodo, though, recognized it on sight. His pupils dilated and then he looked up at me. "Where did you get this!"

"From Keshul Akkadin-emodo," I said. "He said it would serve as proof of his affection."

"Is that Rashal's tail?" the first emodo asked, aghast.

The Head of Household glanced at him, then said grimly, "And part of the bone attachment, yes." He fingered the metal ring at the end of the braid. "He was fond of these ornaments."

"Your former Head of Household, I presume," I said, understanding finally.

"Yes," the youth behind the desk said. "He gave Keshul to the Stone Moon to be tortured... and for that, Keshul arranged to have him killed. Though I didn't know he'd taken the tail as a trophy." He looked up at me. "I'm Shekonet Akkadin-emodo. I'm not the Head of House Akkadin."

"But you're the head of its resistance," I said. "So you're the one responsible for stealing the food from the mouths of your fellow Jokka."

"An emodo moves into het Narel, one responsible for the destruction of the hope of the Jokka's freedom from tyranny," he said. "A male who somehow learned the most secret names of all our leaders and where they were hiding... and destroyed them. And you think I wouldn't raze a field to ruin him?" His eyes burned. "The empire burned a great deal more when it destroyed the truedark kingdom."

"Yes," I said. "But your actions have put me in the awkward position of having to save a House that the empire should be punishing at a time when I'm trying to convince the empire I'm on its side." I leaned forward and said, "Shekonet. I appreciate your ardor and I understand what you're trying to accomplish. But the only thing standing between you and destruction right now... is me."

"And what is it that you want?" he asked, ears flat.

"I want you to follow me," I said.

"Follow a Stone Moon Claw!" the other emodo said, incensed. "We would never—"

Shekonet held up a hand to still him, and incredibly the other obeyed. There was something in him, then: the others deferred to him despite his youth. I could see it, too… there was something in his eyes. What had he seen, I wondered, to give him such steadiness of purpose? "Why should we?"

"You'd prefer to haul paving stones east down the road to the sea?" I asked. "Because those are your choices." I gentled my voice. "Ke emodo. I need help building an alternative to the empire. I know Keshul would be pleased to hear that House Akkadin had a hand in that endeavor. But it's building that we're doing... not destroying. I can't help you if you continue to commit acts of vandalism against the Stone Moon. I had to talk the Minister into allowing me to make this attempt as it is."

Shekonet studied me. Then smiled ruefully. "You remind me a little of the seer."

"I don't see how," the other emodo muttered. "Keshul was tough and brave and smart. This emodo is—"

"—a guest of House Akkadin," Shekonet interrupted. "Why don't you get us some tea, Mekun." After he'd left, Shekonet said, "Forgive him. He was close to Bilil... have you met him?"

"I've met her," I said.

"Yes," Shekonet said. "You see some of the problem." He smiled a little. "He was of an age with us when he lived here as ke Keshul's apprentice, and he Turned late... very late. The Stone Moon took him—her—away to the anadi residence." He sat and gestured to the chair across from his. "There is too much history here. We drown in it."

"So I see," I said.

"Is it true?" he asked, hesitant. "Does the empire know we committed the crimes?"

"They identified one of the males in the raiding warehouse party as belonging to Akkadin," I said. "Based on that the Minister would rather break you all than take the chance the House is harboring dissidents."

Shekonet blanched and closed his eyes. He steadied himself with a breath and then said, "Tell me what we have to do to save Akkadin."

 

"You jest," Thesenet said to me over our table on the roof of the cheldzan shervel. "They wanted the warehouse contract?"

"They want to be a Great House," I said, toying with my tea-cup. "Or more accurately, they feel they deserve to be a Great House, having given the empire one of its most notable ministers. It has never ceased to rankle that they haven't risen in status along with their former House-member."

"You're telling me this really was jealousy," Thesenet said, appalled.

"They want to serve the empire," I said.

"They want power!" Thesenet exclaimed. "That's different!"

"Beneath the Stone Moon, one acquires power by serving the empire," I said. "Minister, they are a tool waiting to be used. You can destroy them or you can put their zeal to work on the behalf of the het and the empire. Think of this as... an opportunity."

"You're mad," Thesenet said to me. "Pathen, they're criminals!"

"Love makes us all do mad things," I said.

"You... you're laughing?" Thesenet said with a scowl. "You find this funny?"

"It does strike me as ridiculous, yes," I said. "Doesn't it strike you that way?"

Exasperated, Thesenet refilled his tea. As he did, I said, "They want to be important, ke Thesenet. Give them something to do and they'll stop growling at the heels of every other House with an important contract. Isn't ke Keshul's House worth that much consideration?"

"I suppose," Thesenet grumbled. "But I don't know what I'm going to do with them."

"Put them to work copying records," I said. He looked up at me so I continued, "Our first stack of paper will be ready soon. Someone's going to have to shift all the records in Transactions and Holdings to paper. And there's everything in the historical archives as well. Het Narel is known for its archive... we could make copies of everything in it now and send them to other parts of the empire cheaply."

"Cheap copies!" Thesenet said. "Strange thought." But he had that look in his eyes, the 'seeing all possibilities' look.

"There's too much work there for the emodo employed at Transactions to handle," I said. "And you don't want them wasting their time on it when they need to be serving the current needs of the het. Why not let Akkadin do it, then? It will keep them inside. It will keep them busy. It will give them the prestige they crave, to be the first House entrusted with the transfer of records. And it would save them for the empire, which prevents the waste of their talents."

"Fine," Thesenet said. "But I want to talk to these people. If they don't show the proper remorse, if they aren't respectful—"

"They will be," I promised, for I had coached Shekonet in his new role as imperial devotee.

Thesenet sighed. "Pathen. There is not enough liquor in the empire for this job."

"At least let me help you make a start on it, then," I said, and called one of the servers over.

 

I heard no news about House Akkadin in the days that followed. My frequent errands to Transactions showed their House stone still on display so I gathered Shekonet had played his part well. I was glad to have averted that catastrophe and gladder yet that we'd neutralized the enemy responsible for our losses. But the resulting shortfall catapulted the House into a frenzy of activity. With the House's financial needs falling on them both, Abadil and Hesa worked far too long, and both took to falling asleep at their respective project sites. I let it go with Hesa because the eperu could afford to spend themselves without proper rest... but when I saw Abadil sleeping on the floor in the paper room one too many times I drew him into the common room and forced him to eat. As he stumbled through the meal, I said, "You need to take better care of yourself."

"We'll be able to sell next week," he said, ignoring the comment.

"What?" I said, startled.

"Next week," he said, groping for his cup. "We'll be ready. We'll have enough for the empire's first shipment, plus extra to sell at the storefront. When we have a storefront. You should get us one."

"How is that possible?" I asked. "Where are you finding the time?"

Abadil smiled wearily. "The eperu you set to guarding us at night? I trained them on the process. So two of them guard and the rest of them—"

"—make paper," I said. "Without a permit for cross-sex work."

"I assumed you wouldn't report me to the Stone Moon for inappropriate use of eperu labor," Abadil said, too tired to put much vim into the words.

The image of eperu doing fine-work, the sort of work reserved to emodo, was striking. I shook myself and said, "Even adding a second shift I don't see how it's possible. The expeditions to gather material take a day each."

"Not anymore," Abadil said. At my glance, he said, "We're using the crops. They're right outside the door and there's nothing else to do with them. It was let them rot or put them in the molds." He met my eyes. "Next week, ke emodo. House Asara will be solvent again."

"You're that certain," I said.

"I am," Abadil said. "Now stop fretting about me and worry about the warehouse project. That's the one we need to succeed, and quickly."

"Despite it spending all the money you'll be making," I said.

"Money isn't power," Abadil said with a sudden grin. "It just helps."

I laughed. "All right. Next week, then. But at least have a proper cot brought in if you're going to fall asleep in the work-room."

"I promise," Abadil said, resting his hand over his heart.

 

Four days later, Abadil was walking beside me down the streets of het Narel, leading a rikka-drawn cart loaded with the first stack of paper. When we arrived at Transactions I was not surprised to find the minister awaiting us, the cool morning sunlight gilding his face and shoulders.

"I heard the new paper was arriving today," he said. "May I?"

"Please," I said. "Ke Abadil?"

Abadil led the minister to the back of the cart. The eperu of House Asara had built special crates to the paper’s measure, using strips of precious wood joined with exquisite craftsmanship and branded on the top with Asara’s House sigil. Abadil lifted the lid on one of them so Thesenet could reach inside and touch the smooth surface of the topmost sheet. I saw the shiver that ran the length of his spine and smiled.

"You have a cost per sheet?" Thesenet said mildly once he joined me.

"Why don't we go inside," I said, "and discuss it."

 

News of House Asara's innovation spread so quickly that by the time Darsi and I arrived to the evening meeting in the cheldzan we were crowded by the worthies of the city with questions. When the Head of House Dzeri signaled me with a significant look I left Darsi to handle the barrage and allowed Dzeri to draw me aside. Managing property took a great deal of administration. I could only imagine how many waxed rounds, stone tablets and hoarded bits of vellum and silk Dzeri was maintaining just to track its many rentals.

"So, ke emodo," he said. "Perhaps we might discuss your storefront on the Green. Maybe we could adjust your rates in return for a monthly delivery of paper..."

A ripple of gasps ran through the crowd as Darsi brought forth a palm-sized sheet, cut by Abadil for demonstrations.

"I think we can come to an agreement," I said easily.

 

Abadil put Kaliser in charge of managing the storefront on the Green; the empire's former spy brought three more emodo with him for staff and proved that he needed them all the first day we opened. Demand was going to readily outstrip supply for a while, and we hadn’t even started shipping to other parts of the empire. But before we could do that, we needed a finished warehouse, and to that end Hesa had drafted not just the House's spare eperu—now freed from their duties in the destroyed fields—but also the imperial eperu labor that would have been helping us with the harvest, and the Claws detailed to guarding the construction site. It no longer slept in the House nor came home, so I was reduced to receiving reports of the project's status from runners.

One such runner came to me one evening with yet another brief account, numbers, percentages complete, amount of materials used... and I tossed it aside and said to the eperu, "I'm going back with you."

Startled, it said, "Of course, ke emodo."

The road to het Kabbanil curved around the western edge of the city on its way north. The warehouse had been sited alongside it where the road straightened, and there I found... a building. A nearly complete building, with Jokka at furious work on it by the light of more firebowls than I could easily count. We rode to it, passing stacks of brick, wood, rope, passing caravans lying idle beneath large canvas tarps, passing labeled and color-coded crates.

"They're cargo," Hesa said as I came nigh. "Since we have guards here now at all hours, we've started procurement."

"So soon?" I said, not liking the fatigue I heard in its voice or the sag of its shoulders.

"We'll be shipping by the Leaf Gathering," Hesa answered, taking the reins of my rikka. "Come, Pathen. Come see."

And it led me into the warehouse... me and my rikka, for there was a channel carved straight through the building. The floors were raised almost to the level of the beast's shoulder, and for a moment I wondered why Hesa had chosen such a peculiar design... and then I saw.

"Gods!" I said. "What I wouldn't have given to have something like this in Laisira!"

Hesa chuckled, leaning against the rikka's shoulder. "That's why it's built that way. See, it's marked out on the floor."

I looked and recognized the sections painted off by size, for had I not spent a summer loading wagons for House Laisira? When a caravan drove into the warehouse, four of its wagons would fit under the roof and their beds would be level with the building's floor, so eperu could push the cargo straight onto the wagons without having to lift or lower them. Then the caravan would drive the next set of four inside. There was enough room on the other side for the eperu to unload the incoming cargo too... once the warehouse was operational I could see how quickly it would go, with the caravaneers pushing their imports off as the warehouse eperu pushed the exports on.

"This is marvelous," I said as around us the work continued.

Hesa led the rikka out through the channel, doubling around the edge of the building until I found myself staring into an unusually large window. From where I was sitting on the back of the beast, I was at just the right height to look inside. "My office," it said. "Designed so couriers can drop off reports of what's selling in which het. So we have some notion of where best to send what we have in stock before we run the caravans, which travel more slowly."

I looked down at its head. "And let me guess. Those couriers are already running."

"Of course," Hesa said. "And we have matching warehouses going up now in het Kabbanil and het Serean. They won't be ready for another two months, but they'll be able to receive cargo at the sites, since I've made it mandatory to have guards during construction."

"Hesa," I said. "This is... tremendous. But surely rushing a project of this size—"

"Pathen," it interrupted, looking up at me. "Pathen, you heard the Fire in the Void. We have less than a year now to accomplish our goals. Even more importantly, we won't be secure in het Narel until we've fulfilled the contract the Stone Moon's awarded us. Once these caravans are moving we'll be essential to the het's prosperity. This is my contribution to our safety."

"I agree those things are important," I said gently. "But your eyes are milky with fatigue and every time the rikka stops you lean on it. Even eperu have to rest, Hesa."

The head of my borrowed Claws choose that moment to approach. "Ke emodo!" he called.

"Ganeth," I said.

"You've come to take your pefna home?" he said, resting a hand on the side of my rikka before glancing at Hesa. "I assume, anyway. I think it's been sleeping on the ground for over a week now."

"I'm fine," Hesa said.

"You're near collapse," Ganeth said, ears flattening. Looking up at me, he said, "No one works harder than it. That's the problem."

"I'm fine!" Hesa repeated.

"Take it back to a proper bed, please, ke emodo," Ganeth said. "We won't suffer for a night without it. There are plenty of people here to oversee the work and guard the site."

"I think that's a fine idea," I said.

"I think it's ridiculous," Hesa muttered.

"Get on the rikka, ke eperu," Ganeth said. "Or I'll pick you up and put you there."

Hesa said, "Let me leave instructions—"

"We don't need instructions," Ganeth said. "Everyone has plenty to do, enough that it won't be done before you get back. You can give us new instructions then but for the sake of the gods, go lie down now before you give yourself a fit. And then where would we be!"

"He's right," I said. "Come up, pefna."

I thought its pause was defiance until I saw its closed eyes and realized it was so tired it was drifting off against the rikka. "Help me," I said to Ganeth, and between the two of us we got Hesa up in the saddle behind me. Its warm weight on my back would have been comforting had I not known that it was asleep.

Ganeth said to me, "I've never seen anyone work like your pefna works, ke emodo. It sets a good example until it sets a bad one, if you take my meaning."

"I do, yes," I said. "I'll put it to bed."

"Good," he said, relieved. "We're all fond of ke Hesa, even those of us who've only just met it. I'll tell everyone where it's gone." He backed away and saluted, hand to brow. "Good evening, ke emodo."

"Ganeth," I said, dipping my head, and then I guided the beast away from the site, one hand around the arms the Claw had tucked around my body to keep the eperu balanced against me. Did he suspect? This could be an attempt to entrap me if they suspected. And yet the respect in his voice had been real, and the relief when I'd agreed.

Perhaps I had not won the Claws after all... it might have taken a brilliant eperu who'd worked itself to a breeder's fatigue for that.

When we reached the House, Hesa woke just enough to dismount and lean on me as I guided it inside and to the pefna's modest room in the eperu quarters, a bald room without ornament and with little furniture. Its bed was a brief cot with a single blanket folded at its foot. I sat the eperu on the bed and gently undressed it over its mumbled protestations before settling it on its side.

"Too much to do," it murmured.

"Tomorrow," I said, unfolding the blanket.

"Claws everywhere," it said. "Can't afford... have to be careful..."

"And you are," I said, tucking the blanket up to its shoulder.

It surprised me by grasping my wrist. I paused, watching as it forced itself to lucidity long enough to meet my eyes. "Pathen. When the day comes... deny me."

Chilled, I stared at it. Then folded its arm beneath the blanket. "Sleep, Hesa."

"Promise... promise me," it murmured, but its eyes were already closed.

Working too long in proximity to our enemies must have made its fears—our fears—more immediate. But I was glad it had fallen asleep before it could force me to make a vow I would break. I had meant every word I'd told it when we'd first been together on the back of a wagon fleeing het Kabbanil. To repudiate it was not in me.

I backed out of the room, pausing until its shoulders rose and convinced me it was still breathing. I knew eperu taxed to their limits would sleep a breeder's sleep but it was disturbing to watch someone I knew to shift and move regularly at night lying there so still, almost as if unconscious.

"Sleep yourself out, ke eperu," I murmured, and left, past the rows of cheap bunks that served the eperu in the Houses allowed by the empire to keep them. Asara's eperu had decorated the walls and their mean beds, at least; it gave their quarters a happier air. I wondered why Hesa had decided not to do the same and in my preoccupation bumped against someone in the hall.

"Ke emodo?" An unfamiliar voice. "I'm sorry, I didn't even see you... I should have been more careful."

I helped steady her, for anadi she was. "I don't know you... you must be new?"

"Yes, ke emodo," she said, lowering her face. "The two of us arrived yesterday. Ke Darsi helped us settle in. And Kuli, of course."

"And like her you're a night-wanderer," I said and chuckled. "Well, no harm done. Though if you're looking for someone to keep you company this late, I'd recommend the other anadi. The emodo tend to be asleep by now and the eperu are all engaged."

"Oh!" she said. "Yes. I was hoping for something to drink more than company..."

"Then you want the common room," I said. "Keeping going down the hall, you'll find it to the right."

"Thank you, ke emodo," she said, smiling.

"It's nothing," I said, and saw her on her way before returning to my room. Had it really a month since we took on the first anadi from the residence? Gods, I was losing the weeks. I thought of the year Keshul had promised us—one could treat a suggestion from an avatar as a promise, surely—and frowned.

 

I hadn't understood just how much time I'd been losing until I came home late the following evening and found Darsi in my antechamber, sprawled on a chair in front of a cup and a jar of wine... a quite large jar of wine.

"Did you know," he said conversationally as I entered, "that they keep the expensive liquor up here in the second floor storage rooms, instead of in the kitchen? Because they've reserved it for your use?"

"No," I said, pulling my coat off and folding it over the back of a chair. "I rarely drink."

"Me neither," Darsi said, "so I don't know why they buy it at all..." He squinted at me. "You smell cold. Where were you?"

"At the warehouse site," I said. "Hesa's been overworking. I thought it would be a good idea to show my face there more often, keep it from giving itself the mind-death." I lifted a brow at him. "What about you? From the scent off your skin you've been at that bottle for a while."

"Oh?" he looked at it, perplexed. "This might be the second bottle. Maybe."

I sat across from him and took the other cup. That was encouraging; he hadn't come here to be left alone with the liquor, he'd come hoping to drink with me. "So. What's wrong, Darsi?"

"Kuli's pregnant," he said.

I sat up. "Already? She knows?"

"She knows," he said. "She hasn't said anything to anyone else, though, in case it doesn't take. Sometimes they lose the children in the first few weeks."

"Sensible," I said, my heart slowing again. "Normally I'd say this was cause for a celebratory jar of wine, but you don't seem in a very celebratory mood."

Darsi looked up at me, pained, and said, "I love her, Pathen."

"And," I said after a moment, "you're afraid for her now that she's with child."

"That I'll lose her," he said, trembling. "Yes."

I sighed and poured for myself.

"That's it?" Darsi said. "Just... acceptance? I'm... I've admitted to loving an anadi, Pathen!"

"You expect that to disturb me?" I said, flicking an ear back.

"Well, no," he admitted. "But... loving an anadi's worse, somehow. I mean, really loving them. They die!"

"They suffer," I said. "And they are more prone to the mind-death. But we all die, Darsi. I just assigned myself a nightly tour of the warehouse site because House Asara's pefna-eperu—an eperu—is doing its best to kill itself. The mind-death hunts us all."

"But... an anadi!" Darsi whispered, covering his face.

I said, "A Jokkad, Darsi. A generous, brave and thoughtful Jokkad. Why wouldn't you love her?"

"But I have to give her up!" he said.

"Why?" I said. As he looked up, wide-eyed, I said, "She's given two children already to the residence. If she brings this one to term, that will be three. I don't see why that shouldn't be enough. Though if she wants to give you a child of your own..."

His face had blanched. "Pathen..."

"Darsi," I said, briskly. "You love her. Does she love you?"

"Yes!"

"Do you enjoy each other's company?" I said.

"Yes," he said, ears flattening.

"Then what's the problem?" I said.

He looked at his cup, shoulders sagging. "I didn’t plan this, Pathen. To love an anadi. I don't know what I'd do if I lost her. And I don't know... if I can bear her doing her duty, knowing the risk to her."

"Darsi," I said gently. "It's not your choice to make. It's hers."

He looked away, fingers clenched on the table. I respected his silence and sipped from the cup. It really was very good wine.

"How do you do it?" he said softly. "How do you live with your heart beating outside your body?"

I smiled a little. "Honestly? Very badly."

Darsi barked a startled laugh. He ran a hand over his brow. "Gods, Pathen. What have we come to."

"And where are we going," I murmured. I ignored his glance and tapped my cup against his. "To House Asara's first child, born of an anadi's true choice."

Darsi looked down at his cup, then lifted it. "To Kuli."

 

My decision to oversee the warehouse project to moderate Hesa's zeal worked only because the project was so close to completion... but it did work. I was satisfied that no one was laboring to the point of collapse and the eperu at the site were pleased to have me there to watch their plans manifest. It was worth watching. I thought Thesenet had bought his het's prosperity at a bargain price.

Abadil's paper project brought sufficient income to induce Holdings to allow withdrawals again, and I returned to paying the House's petty expenses. Transactions still sent the weekly accounting on wax tablets, but I did my record-keeping on our own paper and found it an unexpected pleasure... the smell of ink and the feel of a brush rolling in my fingers. It made the House administration less tedious.

I was in my office copying the weekly accounting when Abadil arrived with Kaliser at his heels. "Ke Pathen?"

I tapped out the excess ink and set the brush aside. "Abadil? What can I help you with?"

"It's not me this time, if you please," he said. "Kaliser here has a troubling observation to share with you."

"Is that so," I said. "Please, have a seat, both of you."

Kaliser, former imperial spy, was nervous... but he sat before me and fixed me with an earnest gaze. "Ke emodo. I fear that… I fear that my fellow emodo are paying the eperu."

"What?" I said.

"That eperu that you gave money to," he said, folding his hands together to keep them still. "The one that got in trouble... the story about that... no one's ever forgotten that you thought it unfair that the Stone Moon doesn't allow eperu to be paid. So the emodo have gotten together and split their salaries, and are keeping half in a separate common store for the eperu."

"Do the eperu take the money?" I asked, frowning.

"No!" Kaliser said. "No, they don't. The emodo... they go to the market in groups and divide up the shops between them. Then each one goes to the shops he's been assigned and comes back to report what's for sale. One emodo writes the information down and runs it back to the House...."

"And the eperu gather around this list and order from it?" I asked, struggling with my expression.

"Then the runner goes back and distributes their requests so the rest of the emodo can buy them," Kaliser finishes, shoulders falling.

"All at once?" I said.

"Oh no," Kaliser said. "Only if it's a small number of purchases. If it's a large number they wait several days between purchases."

"Is it the same emodo each time?" I asked, though I already knew the answer.

"No," Kaliser said. "No, it's a different group each time."

"So no one will realize that House Asara's emodo are buying more than they should be," I said.

"No," Kaliser said. "But anyone who came here would know, ke emodo... the eperu aren't supposed to own property and they do. And that's... that's what worries me." He looked up at me. "We have Claws now coming here more often. What if one of them sees...?"

"A reasonable fear," I said. "Thank you for bringing it to my attention."

Kaliser stood and added, anxious, "You won't punish them? Any of them, I mean? Not the eperu or the emodo?"

"No," I said. "I won't."

Relieved, he touched his palm to his brow and dismissed himself, leaving me with Abadil, who closed the door behind him.

And then we both started laughing. When we finally stopped, Abadil said, "We have a clever and indomitable House, ke emodo."

"So we do," I said. "And I see Kaliser is well and truly part of it."

"I didn't doubt," Abadil said with a grin. "Everyone who comes within your aegis falls in love with House Asara. Even that Claw of yours is fond of Hesa, and who ever heard of a Claw of the empire becoming fond of an eperu?"

"Oh, I don't know," I said. "It's happened before."

 

"What!" Hesa said when I pulled it aside at the warehouse to tell it.

"Surely you wondered why there were so many things in the eperu quarters?" I said. "They've been decorating."

"They... I..." Hesa came to a halt, pressing the heel of its hand to its brow. "Pathen," it said. "Eperu can't have property! It's against the law!"

"They don't have property," I said. "House Asara's emodo have given them gifts. Since eperu can't own anything, those gifts are the property of the House. They're merely being used by the eperu. If anyone asks we'll tell them, quite properly, that the gifts will remain with the House when the eperu leave."

"The eperu aren't ever going to leave, Pathen," Hesa said, exasperated.

"A small detail we don't have to share with the Stone Moon's accountants," I said.

"Pathen—"

"Hesa," I said, interrupting. "I won't stop them. You convinced me of the dangers of giving the eperu money directly and I won't put any of our people in danger that way again. But I won't reprimand our emodo for generosity. It mattered to them that their comrades be compensated and they found a way that endangers no one. What message would it send for me to tell them to stop? To the emodo and the eperu of the House?"

It fell silent, watching our people at work, the firelight limning their shimmering skins against the deep blue of the late evening sky. Then it sighed and said, "You're right. You can't do that. But the eperu can't be seen with property outside the House."

"Have they been?" I said. "Give our people credit for their intelligence, Hesa. That neither of us knew about this is entirely due to their discretion. Let them wear their nice clothes and enjoy their small pleasures in the House. They've earned them."

"All right," it said. And glanced at me. "They really went through all that trouble. The emodo."

"According to Darsi they're all involved," I said. "It is a House custom now, giving gifts to eperu."

Hesa laughed. "Giving gifts, my tail! They're running a procurement system!"

"Apparently they've learned something of business affairs," I said. "I wonder how."

It threw a smile at me, a casual expression of a pleasure I hadn't seen in far too long. I thought of its bare room; of course, no one had dared approach it to ask it if there was something it wanted from the market, for fear that it would shut the whole operation down.

Which was fine, because that left me the honor.

 

The next day I took Darsi by the arm and dragged him out of his office, ignoring his protestations about the work I was interrupting. He relented when he saw I was serious and said, "At least tell me where we're going."

"You know that the emodo are buying gifts for the eperu," I said.

"Of course—"

"No one has bought anything for Hesa," I said.

That gave Darsi pause. Then he said, "Let's saddle some rikka then. Though... to be honest, I think we could spend all our money in the Green and not have spent enough. If we were all paid in proportion to the amount we earn and the hours we work..."

I laughed. "If we were all paid thus, no one on Ke Bakil could afford Hesa's services." We left the House for the stables, where we saddled our own rikka; the eperu who normally would have done so were at the construction site. "While we're out you can also buy gifts for Kuli."

"You think..." His thoughts drifted. He drew the bridle onto his beast and threw the reins over its neck. "Is that wise?"

"The anadi have always been the recipients of gifts from their House-mates," I said. "And if anyone is buying for Kuli, it should be you. Besides, she's having a baby. We should find things for the child too."

"This might be fun," Darsi said, sounding bemused.

"It wouldn't be a bad thing to have fun once in a while," I said, and pulled myself into the saddle.

We stopped first at Holdings to withdraw some of our salary, and from there we spent a rare afternoon at leisure. Even that was a form of work, to let the het see the Head of House Asara abroad with his lover, obviously still in possession of his wealth and spending it without visible concern. Darsi bought Hesa softer blankets, woven with a beautiful grain pattern in orange and cream... "For me more than it," he said to me later with a laugh, "since I'm the one using the bed." We both bought clothes, for Hesa and Kuli both, and scarves—"Not as good as Laisira silk, but it'll do,"—and a waist chain for Kuli like the ones anadi used to wear when they could be valued members of a House, true metal with tawny opals. We even picked up a doll for the baby. But I didn't find what I wanted until we rode to the temple district so Darsi could buy incense and a small burner for it, to pray for Kuli's safety.

There, tucked amid the other shops selling religious trinkets and talismans, I found rings.

For generations, the Houses of Ke Bakil had recognized their most valued members by awarding them rings: the largest for the emodo, threaded through the gap where the tail lifted from the back; for anadi, a medium-sized ring pierced through the navel slit; and for eperu, the smallest of the three, hung from a single ear. Beneath the Stone Moon the piercing of valued emodo had become mandatory, a way to call out the individuals suitable for breeding duties, but eperu and anadi no longer earned rings. I hadn't seen them for sale since the empire's arrival... but then, I hadn't been looking.

"Is that wise?" Darsi asked when I bought one.

"It's proper," I said, and wrapped the ring in one of the scarves. I expected a comment so when he didn't reply I looked over and found him somber. "Yes?" I said.

"Of course," he said quietly.

We rode home where we applied ourselves to arranging our signs of appreciation in Hesa's room and by the time we were done its room no longer looked so barren. The ring I folded into the scarf, and left in the center of its bed.

 

I worked later than I planned that night. Asara's paper store had generated a great deal more work in tracking expenses, income... and influence. I now had Houses petitioning me directly for supplies of their own. With those petitions had come even more invitations to gatherings, and while I turned down most of them I knew Darsi and I had to appear at a few. I was studying several of these invitations when a shadow fell over my desk. I looked up and found my pefna at the door. The scarf trailed down from its hand like a wash of fire, bright yellow and orange silk, and the gossamer was unfolded over its palm to reveal the gleam of gold.

"Pathen," it said, voice low. "I don't know what to say."

"What is there to say?" I answered. "You have earned it several times over. Not just here, but at Laisira as well."

"I... I can't wear this," it said. "It's not done anymore."

"I know," I said. "I won't ask you to, setasha. But whether you wear it or not, you needed to have it."

It looked down at the ring and trailed light fingers over its curve before folding the ring back into the scarf and setting it on my chair. And then it quietly closed the door on the world, and for someone who'd not known what to say I found it very eloquent indeed.

 

Kuli thought to make her announcement without fanfare, but the rest of us would have none of it. Abadil and Hesa arranged an afternoon off for the whole House and Darsi bought holiday food, enough to need a cart to bring it back. We appropriated the common room for the party, laying out a feast before bringing everyone in for the announcement, which was greeted with thunderous cheers. The prospective fathers of the child built Kuli a mound of pillows and blankets and then enthroned her on it while she laughed in between wholly ineffective protests. There she presided over the festivities, accepting this tidbit or that cup, beaming or blushing as the occasion warranted. In her lap she had the doll we'd bought for House Asara's first child, and she wore Darsi's waist-chain around her hips—"While it fits," she'd said to me with a smile so winsome and amused that I saw how Darsi had fallen in love with her. Our anadi guests looked bewildered but glad to be there, and the emodo and eperu of the House... well. They had not just a welcome break from their work, but a real reason to celebrate. The plight of the anadi remained criminal, but in House Asara we had righted that wrong for one anadi. If not one, why not more? The hope in the room was headier than the wine.

Ganeth's entry caused a hesitation in the laughter and talk near him. Before the silence could develop fully, I said, "Captain? Over here."

The Claw advanced to my side, looking uncertain. "Ke emodo."

"What can I do for you, Ganeth?" I said, nursing my tea.

"There was no one at the construction site," he said. "I was concerned..."

"Oh!" Hesa said, coming closer. "I apologize, ke emodo. I should have left word that we were taking the afternoon off."

"Ah... no harm done," he said, uncomfortable. "I left half the Claws there to guard the site and the rest of us rode here to make sure nothing had happened."

"Something has," Abadil said with a grin as he reached behind me to pluck up a pastry. "A party!"

"Yes," I said. "We're celebrating the conception of ke Kuli's child. Would you like to join us? You and the Claws you've brought can spend an hour here, then rotate out to give the rest of your squad a chance to join us."

All this seemed a great deal for Ganeth to assimilate. "That... that's very kind of you, ke emodo. Conception?"

"You're familiar with our anadi prizes?" I said.

"Yes," he said. "Ah, ke Darsi... he sent us to escort the two of them that were due back, and to bring back the two new ones."

I said, "Kuli is our permanent resident and she chose to have a child by our emodo. We're celebrating the success of her efforts... and her choice to do so."

Ganeth watched one of the eperu bring Kuli a fresh cup of tea, their teasing interaction, the softness of its expression. He glanced at me and said, "Her choice."

"Truly worth celebrating, yes?" I said.

He touched his hand to his brow and inclined his head. "Ke emodo. We would be honored."

"Bring in your own, then," I said, "and share Asara's joy."

As Ganeth vanished into the hall to summon the other Claws, Abadil said over his half-eaten pastry, "You never stop working, do you, ke Pathen."

"Strangely, there never seems to be a lack of work to be done," I said.

"At last!" Hesa exclaimed. "You know how I feel!"

We all laughed. The party survived the inclusion of the Claws... prospered, even. Perhaps the members of Asara had taken to my example, for they plied the empire's enforcers with wine and festival breads and introduced them formally to Kuli and the other anadi until their shyness faded. I noted Ganeth talking with one of the anadi, even, and while I'd already liked the emodo for his concern over Hesa's wellbeing, his blushes at her attention endeared him to me.

I spent several hours in the party, but the work of the House truly hadn’t stopped accumulating. After evening fell, I kissed the back of Kuli's hand and asked her pardon for departing her gathering. She laughed and said, "Ke emodo. Yes! You may go. So long as you leave me someone to oversee the thing to its end."

"I trust ke Darsi will suit you?" I said, amused.

"I think he will," she said, lowering her lashes, but her voice trembled with the laugh she was withholding.

"You've done a great good for the House, and the Jokka," I said to her, quieter. "Thank you, Kuli."

"Pathen," she said, grave, "Thank you for giving me the chance."



Hesa raced its self-appointed deadline into the last month of autumn... raced it, and won. Two days before the Leaf Gathering I was sitting on the back of a rikka beneath a pale morning sky, very aware of the silence of the minister. I thought perhaps he'd been expecting to tour an empty building... an impressive one, certainly, but an expression of potential power, waiting in echoing quiet for the blood of the empire to course through it. But we had arrived to the sight of the first of three caravans being loaded in the warehouse as eperu queried the employees of the second and third as to their destinations, double-checking them against lists… lists written on paper, meant to be kept as permanent records. The huff of rikka in the chill, scratching the ground and leaning into their traces, the creak of wheels and the thump of crates and jars passing from hand to wagon, the quick and constant conversation... this was no mute facility waiting for purpose.

"Ke emodo! You're early."

And here was Hesa... fierce, beautiful Hesa, looking weary but holding its head with a proud, high tilt. It was dressed in utilitarian clothes but had pulled its short mane back with one of the sashes Darsi and I had given it, bright as sunrise, a flare of orange behind its shoulders.

"Pefna," I said, grave. "The Minister has arrived to approve the warehouse."

"Then let me show him what the Stone Moon has bought from House Asara," Hesa replied and looked up at Thesenet. "Minister."

"Ke eperu," he said, and dismounted.

We followed Hesa into the bustle, threading our way past the rikka and the great shadowed shapes of the wagons, up the ramp and into the warehouse. There Thesenet found his voice to ask Hesa questions which it answered in detail, pausing only when interrupted by someone who needed its approval on some task, or to report some status change. Darsi had not exaggerated the complexity of the undertaking when he'd put forth his objections to the project initially... but Hesa had put it all together in a little over two months, from a vague plan advanced to me over tea on a rooftop cheldzan to loaded caravans leaving for three separate hets, filled with cargo the eperu already knew would sell there. By the time it had brought Thesenet to the map painted on the wall beside its office and explained the chalked notations on it, I knew we'd won him completely. Abadil had made our fortunes and perhaps our place in history... but Hesa had given us our surety in the empire and with it, the door to all our aims.

I stood beside it next to its office. The minister was standing on the unloading platform—empty for now, since we had not yet received an incoming caravan—and this gave him a fine vantage to watch the activities of the eperu across from him, stacking the wagon beds using diagrams designed to maximize the use of the space in each. I could almost see him trembling with excitement. After that we let him wander. He'd arrived with two Claws, but as he investigated the warehouse two of Ganeth's emodo joined him and started answering his questions. By the time he made his way back to us, his eyes were shining.

"Truly," he said. "You have exceeded my every hope. This is brilliant." He turned to Hesa. "Ke eperu... such work deserves a bonus. Is there aught I can give you?"

Hesa's ears splayed. "Ah... ke emodo. You are generous, but I have few needs."

"Surely there's something," he said.

Hesa looked away, watching its eperu at their labors. "Perhaps—"

"Yes?" he said.

"Not for me," Hesa said. "But for those who've worked on the project..."

"A noble thought," Thesenet said, encouraging it. "What shall I give them?"

"A day off," Hesa said. "True leisure, from when they rise from their bunks to when they go back to them."

Thesenet leaned back and smiled, and a very fond and bemused smile it was. "You won't take a gift from me, but you'll ask for relief for the people beneath you."

"Minister," Hesa said. "A gift would be kind, but wasted on an eperu. The day off, though... that will have meaning."

"I notice," Thesenet said, mouth quirking, "that you asked for this day off for 'them.' Did you forget to include yourself in this request?"

Hesa paused, startled, then answered sheepishly, "I didn't even think of it, ke emodo."

"We're not sure ke Hesa knows how not to work," I said, amused.

"Well then it must surely practice," Thesenet said. Sternly, "Ke eperu, your people can have their day off. But so must you. A leader must lead by example."

"Of course," it said, rueful.

"Then I am well-pleased to make the gift," Thesenet said, grinning.

Hesa inclined its head, then added, "Minister... your Claws have labored just as hard as we have on this project. Will you extend that offer to them as well?"

Surprised, Thesenet said, "Of course. And thank you for thinking of them."

Hesa smiled a little. "Ke emodo. I am the pefna-eperu of House Asara. We caretake the breeders."

Arrested by its gravitas, Thesenet paused. Then touched his hand to his brow and then his chest. "Ke eperu."

"Ke emodo," Hesa answered. "If you will both excuse me? We'd like to get the outbound wagons on their way before afternoon."

"Go ahead, pefna," I said. "And well done."

It smiled at me and then strode back into the thick of things, where it belonged.

"That eperu," Thesenet declared, "needs a ring."

I eyed him. "I hope that's not a prelude to you announcing that you'll be claiming House Asara's pefna for the empire."

"What?" Thesenet said and shook himself. "Gods, no!" He chuckled. "I'd be a fool to do that. You have a treasure there, Pathen, and you've employed its talents well, far better than I ever would. I'll leave it in your capable hands, it and all the eperu it needs to grow this enterprise... yes, and any other enterprise it dreams up as well!" His ears splayed. "No, I wouldn't take it. It belongs here."

"I'm glad we agree," I said. As he stared after it, I added quietly, "I tried to give it a ring."

Thesenet glanced at me.

"It refused," I said, meeting his eyes.

I did not have to explain why. He knew Hesa well enough by now to understand that it would never endanger the House or the eperu it managed by accepting. And I knew him well enough by now to point that out to him... so that we could both look at it and acknowledge how the empire failed itself in denying the worth of the eperu. I didn't know if he would change anything based on that acknowledgement, but I no longer feared that he would hold my suggestions against me.

The minister looked after Hesa, then swept the rest of the eperu in the warehouse with his gaze before saying, "You've done well, Pathen."

"Thank you," I said, and followed him out, respecting the silence of his busy thoughts.

 

All three caravans went out by afternoon. When the dust of their passage settled, there was a great pause, as if the warehouse was holding its breath.

And then there was a celebration. What else? I sent runners for food and drink, for the emodo of the House and yes, the anadi as well if they wanted to come. By sunset a platform made of spare crates had been erected and there were eperu on it playing music, and on the cold hard earth in front of the warehouse, the eperu danced. The firebowls were lit, the food was laid out, and House Asara celebrated again... and if this party was more raucous than the last one, well... it was an eperu's party. Kuli's gathering had been an intimate one, a celebration of private joys and hope for a new Ke Bakil. Hesa's was giddy with relief and spilling over with the pride of work well-done.

It was strange to realize that before the empire, such joys would have been kept to each sex. Darsi, Abadil, Ganeth... none of us would have seen either mystery. I much preferred Asara's way... and from the laughter and pleasure around me, so did everyone else. I found emodo sharing cups with eperu, and the anadi, few but precious, mingling among the throng around the musicians. And  we all danced, emodo, eperu, even the visiting anadi, and while Kuli abstained from the exertion she clapped along to the music from her perch on a crate by Darsi and laughed to see the flashing bodies by firelight. I even saw Ganeth take a set with one of the anadi... and the rest of his Claws joining the eperu.

The music written for all the sexes to dance together hadn't been played since the Stone Moon but all of us were old enough to remember it. The gentle songs meant for the anadi and emodo together, the long chained dances meant for all three sexes, twining together, passing one another from hand to hand in an expression of trust older than the Stone Moon, older than civilization. The musicians reminded us of our duties to one another and the joys of sharing them, and we all partook and in that partaking re-stated our commitment to those truths.

And then there were the songs meant for emodo and eperu, the ones that approached acrobatics, designed to showcase the strength of the emodo and the stamina and grace of the eperu. I danced those sets with Hesa, and never forgot the heat of its palm against mine and the laugh in its eyes as I swept it up and threw it. Its orange scarf fluttered like fire against the cobalt-dark sky.

The messenger found me while I was quenching my thirst on some sort of warmed wine with Darsi and Kuli. Puzzled, I accepted the box from the eperu, who said, "An imperial runner brought it, ke emodo."

I opened it and hissed at the sight of what was in it.

"Ke emodo?" Kuli asked, alarmed, but Darsi stayed her, watching my face.

"Ke eperu," I said, putting my arm around the messenger's shoulder, "I need you to go back to the House and find something for me..."

When the eperu returned, I let the musicians finish their song and then hopped onto the crates alongside them, raising my arms for the attention of my House. Almost everyone was here, save for a few who'd volunteered to watch the estate in shifts, for no doubt the eperu would carry this celebration on until long after the emodo were ready to sleep.

"As you can see," I said, sweeping my arm toward the building, "the warehouse is done."

Laughter and cheers, and then silence.

"The empire has come and found it good," I said. "Very good. You have exceeded the minister's every expectation. In het Narel, there is no reputation like the reputation of the members of House Asara... even the eperu."

One of the emodo called, "Especially the eperu!"

I saluted him and the crowd cheered while the eperu no doubt squirmed and blushed. They were none of them good at accepting gratitude... but then, we'd rarely given them cause to practice.

"We're not the only ones who think so," I said. "The minister has sent House Asara gifts. The day off you know about—" Plenty of enthusiasm there, "—but he has also sent another." I held up the box. Most of the Jokka in the crowd were too far to see what it was, but I heard gasps closer to me. For those in the back, then, I opened the box and coaxed what it held from its gods-breath fabric nest before holding it up... and the firelight shone like a star falling down the length of the piercing needle.

"Hesa Asara-emodo," I called. "Will you step up on this platform and become the first sheña named in a Jokku House since the coming of the Stone Moon?"

The crowd backed away from Hesa, who had been standing in their midst. I was aware of them but in that moment the only eyes I saw were my beloved's as it lifted its chin. How I loved those eyes… had loved them from the moment I saw them in a temple in het Kabbanil. Its clear alto rose through the waiting silence.

"I would be honored."

The cheers then didn't stop until Hesa had joined me on the platform and I opened my other hand to reveal the pale scarf touched with flame yellow... and in it, the golden ring. The musicians pulled a second crate over for Hesa to sit on and left me to my task.

The Jokka watching fell silent, so completely I could hear the snap of the fire in the breeze and Hesa's quickened breathing. "Have you done this before?" it murmured.

"No," I said. "But I know something about it." And I did, because I'd troubled myself to ask the emodo who'd sold me the ring how to award it. So I dipped the needle in the small bottle included in the box Thesenet had sent and gently spread the base of Hesa's ear until I found the hard cartilage near its skull.  "Ready?"

"Yes," it answered, closing its eyes.

It flinched when I pushed the needle through, but then we were done. I dipped the earring's post in the same bottle and then screwed it in place, lustrous yellow against dark hair. Then I stepped back and pulled the eperu up from the crate, offering it to the House for approval... and their approval was loud. Looking down among them I was suddenly back on the dais in het Kabbanil, feeling the cold rejection of a life none of us wanted to live and a ceremony none of us wanted to attend. The jubilation of the Jokka of my House washed that chill away. If we could create this here, surely we could create it elsewhere. Everywhere.

I smiled at Hesa. It smiled back and mouthed, "Vision."

I murmured, "Support."

Its mouth quirked, and then it let me hand it down to its enthusiastic subordinates. The musicians took up their instruments. If there was a rapture like the sight of joy in the people for whom you've taken responsibility, I have yet to know it.

 

After the event at the warehouse, the Leaf Gathering was anti-climactic. In the dark of one of the last evenings of autumn we joined the powers of the het to mingle and talk while the musicians played rather more restrained offerings than we'd danced to, two nights past. It was tradition in het Narel for all the principals of the House to attend, so I brought Darsi, Abadil, Hesa and Kuli; we were not the only ones to bring one of our anadi prizes, I saw, but Hesa was, of course, the only eperu wearing a ring. I saw that detail catch eyes as we moved among the Jokka in the great stone hall. What to think of it? An eperu with a sheña's ring!

And that was nothing to Kuli's revelation, which Abadil shared with Eduñil and Rozen. Both of them immediately came to find me.

"Is it true?" Eduñil said to me—demanded really—"have you gotten a child on your prize?"

"No one has gotten a child on anyone in House Asara," I said. "House Asara's kaña chose to have a child and requested the services of the House's emodo."

Both of them stared at me, Rozen with mouth agape. Over their shoulders I could see Abadil’s merriment clearly despite his straining to hide it. He was, as Hesa had mentioned long ago, a very bad actor.

"Would you like to ask her yourselves?" I said. "She's over there, with Darsi...."

Rozen took me by the elbow and guided me away from where we might be easily overheard. "You are telling me that on her own an anadi decided to have a baby. Not just any anadi, but one of our most recalcitrant."

"Yes," I said.

"Gods," Eduñil whispered behind him. "What have you done?"

"Apparently what all of us should have been doing," I said.

"And what's that?" Thesenet said, joining us. "Is there something amiss? You look troubled, Rozen."

Which was kindly said. Rozen could more accurately have been described as looking struck by a crazed rikka. So I said to Thesenet, "Ke Rozen is surprised that House Asara's kaña has chosen to have a child."

"She has?" Thesenet said.

"We're keeping that child," I told Thesenet.

He snorted. "You people begot her, ke emodo. I have no issue with House Asara taking on the responsibility of the infant's care and sparing the empire that expense."

"You don't?" Eduñil asked, startled.

"I have learned by now that House Asara does things in its own way," Thesenet said, sipping from his cup before finishing with a suspicious gleam in his eyes, "But they get results, so I let them."

"While you're all here," I said, "it would be a good time perhaps to discuss our allotment of children?"

Their expressions were amusing: shades of wariness, mostly.

"Go on?" Rozen said.

"We'd like our children. In particular," I said.

"The babies, you mean?" Rozen said, perplexed. "It's more usual to give Houses children old enough to take care of themselves. Otherwise it's burdensome."

"We know," I said. "But we'd rather the burden."

Thesenet was trying not to laugh at Rozen's bewildered expression. When the Head of Rabeil looked at him, the minister said, "Are you worried they'll put you out of work, Rabeil?"

"Gods no," Rozen said. "I pray for that day, Minister." And the words were so heartfelt that all of us were taken aback.

Then Thesenet touched his hand to his brow and inclined his head to him, and he flushed. "We need more Jokka like you, ke Rozen," he said. "And like House Asara’s." He smiled and wandered off.

Rozen shuddered. "That is more attention than I want from the Stone Moon. How do you handle it day after day, ke Pathen?"

"Like anything else," I said. "Practice."

 

We found our stride after that. Those were good times. Abadil's paper made us famous; Hesa's trade made us wealthy. We brought the luxuries of the north all the way down to het Serean... and the wood and food of the warm south all the way to het Noidla at the foot of the Birthwell mountains. And het Narel in the center prospered.  Hesa began adding caravans to our schedule and warehouses in distant cities to serve as endpoints; the truedark eperu drove the wagons and we spared some of Laisira's own to spearhead the projects in distant cities. Where we didn't have the people, we hired members of the dissidents... we couldn't risk selling them weapons, so we did the next best thing: we made them rich. Money wasn't everything, but it certainly helped. So long as Thenet wasn’t planning an armed rebellion when it returned, it would have all the assistance it needed.

In late spring Kuli was sequestered in her room with House Asara’s new jarana and its assistants. I spent that night with Darsi, who needed the distraction, but in the end his worry was unnecessary. In the hour before dawn, Hesa arrived with the jarana who'd delivered the infant: an anadi, and both she and her mother healthy and happy, and would Darsi please come see her now? After they'd gone, I said to Hesa, "That was Jushet's other spy, wasn't it? Shavi?"

"Apparently before it was a spy and a fieldhand, it was an anadi-guardian," Hesa said. "A jarana of a Great House who was assigned to the first anadi residence."

"Strange choice for a spy," I said.

"Or brilliant," Hesa said. "The anadi will do anything to escape the residence. I can't imagine it being any different for anyone else." It looked down the hall where the others had gone. "Whatever the case, it's ours now. We have given it back to the work it loved first." Then it grinned. "I hope you like babies, Pathen. Sixteen of them might not seem like a lot, but you'll never guess who'll be taking on the burden of caring for them."

"I haven't had a chance to look at the schedule," I said. "Wasn't Darsi drawing one up?"

"Of Jokka in the House with work not apt to be disrupted by an infant," Hesa said.

"Oh," I said and chuckled. "Somehow I see where this is going."

It patted my arm and said, "I'll buy you a sling."

“Eperu can’t have money,” I said.

It grinned and amended, “I’ll have you buy you a sling with my salary.”

“Fine,” I said with a laugh. “As long as I pick myself something nice.”

 

Ganeth served as escort for the babies arriving in the arms of Rabeil's eperu, and very bewildered he was at the noise and the commotion. So were we all, but it was a satisfied sort of confusion. We needed a few weeks to settle into the routine but none of us found it a burden. House Asara's babies went everywhere their caretakers went, wrapped onto our backs or chests: through the halls of the House, into Kuli's garden, to the shop in the Green where the emodo built them a little pen full of toys... into the het on errands and on gentler missions through the fields, peering over the shoulders of eperu as they sowed our fields. I even took my own turn, reading accounts over a sleeping baby, savoring the new smell of her and aware that the future of Ke Bakil was breathing against my heart... so quick, those tiny breaths, and so precious.

 

"What do you suppose the end will look like?" Hesa asked me one night, head resting on my chest.

"The end?" I said.

"The Fire in the Void's deadline," it said. "A little over a year, it said. What will happen, do you think?"

"Gods know," I said, and then paused. It chuckled unwillingly and I smiled. "I didn't mean that so exactly, but in this case it's probably true." I tucked one of its errant locks back from its eye and said, "I don't know. I presume Roika and Thenet will return from their journey."

"I wonder what they're seeing," Hesa murmured.

"I wonder," I agreed.

"Do you ever want to try it? A trip across the sea?" it asked.

I laughed. "In what time, pefna?"

It smiled up at me, all mischief. "I guess we have enough to do here, don't we."

"Enough for a lifetime," I said, leaning in to kiss it, and in doing so I caught a fleeting expression on its face, one I couldn't identify. I paused, wanting to ask... but it pulled me down and took the kiss I'd been about to offer.

When we parted, it touched my mouth and smiled. "It can wait, Pathen."

And it did. But after we'd become warm and somnolent again, I couldn't sleep, and this was strange enough that Hesa lifted its head.

"What are you thinking about?" it asked, voice soft.

"Abadil," I said. "And choosing love over fear."

It canted its head, but I could not articulate those thoughts, only that this feeling, of its body against mine, of the smell of it in my sheets, of our willingness to be here together... this was only the smallest part of what Abadil had meant, and yet like the tip of a spear it could not be separated from the rest.

 

The year waxed, and with it our fields. We'd planted half of them to support the paper industry and the other half to pay into the common food store. I found myself working through the very laws I'd once shepherded het Kabbanil's Heads of Household through, applying for subsidies to offset the tax we'd pay on the half of the food we wouldn't be contributing this year. It was strange to be on the other side of the table. Not bad, but strange.

Darsi came to me with a bottle in midsummer and plunked it onto my antechamber table before pointing at it.

"Why yes," I said from my office door. "You absolutely aren't interrupting anything."

"Pathen," he growled.

I walked over then, opened the bottle for him. "What, then?"

"Kuli wants my child now," Darsi said.

"Yours in particular," I said.

"Yes," he said. "And Void take it, Pathen... how many times can I watch her do this? I don't know how I can live through another one of her pregnancies. Three times she's done it and come out unscathed. Isn't doing it again inviting disaster? How long can she stay this lucky?"

I poured for him as he paced, agitated. When he'd run out of words, I handed him the cup and said, "Sit."

"Now you're going to tell me it's her choice and I need to support her—" he began.

"No," I said. "Now I'm going to tell you it's her choice and yours and you need to discuss it together. This is different from Kuli asking the House to stand stud duty for her. This is an anadi who loves an emodo wanting to raise a child with him."

"Is that what it is?" he said, trembling.

"Isn't it?" I said, sitting across from him.

"Gods, that's even more terrifying.” He drank off his cup as I watched. "Pathen! What do I do?"

"I don't know," I said. "That's what you and Kuli have to decide."

He glanced at me. "You could tell me, you know. You could say 'it is the duty of the anadi to bear children, and if she's willing to do so because you'll sire them, then it is your obligation to serve.'"

"I could," I said. "But I won't. Darsi... you should know better by now."

"I do," he said, sighing. "But maybe I was hoping you'd take the choice away from me. From us."

I said nothing. He poured a cup for me. "But you were never like that. We should have seen that from the start."

"Maybe you did," I said. "And thought it prudent not to trust without evidence."

He looked up at me sharply as I took a sip. We nurtured the silence and savored the forgiveness in it.

As his friend, I asked, "What do you think you'll do?"

He toyed with the cup. "I don't know, Pathen." And then, resigned. "Babies really are wonderful, aren't they."

"When they're not coughing up milk on your tunic," I said, amused.

"It's funny when they cough up milk on your tunic," Darsi said.

I snorted and finished off my cup. "I'll remember that when your child throws up on you."

 

I found Hesa in my antechamber a few weeks later, far earlier than I expected and on the wrong night. I paused at the sight of it and said, "Darsi's with Kuli, isn't he?"

"He is," Hesa said. "But I'm only here for one kiss."

"One kiss," I repeated. "What's the occasion?"

"It's the end of summer," it said. And as suddenly as that I was back in one of House Laisira's wagons, warm blood racing down my chest and all of my life changing in a moment. I could smell the burning oil from the firebowls, the scent of my own sweat... and the perfume of an eperu's copper hair as it shrouded me, honey and sunlight.

"One kiss," I said, and leaned over the table to share it with the Jokkad who had given me back a life worth living. It left its brow pressed against mine and shared breath with me, shared a great calm.

"I'm glad you came with us," it said.

"I'm glad you asked."

 

I don't know what I'd expected the end of Keshul's year to look like; the return of the emperor to het Kabbanil? The arrival of a stern eperu ready to make war on the empire? Most likely nothing at all as House Asara went about its business?

What I did not expect was the Stone Moon sweeping into the House and cornering us in the common room. I had been sitting there having tea with the principals of the House in a rare morning meeting when Ganeth entered, followed by two more squads of Claws. The captain's face was set but his eyes looked everywhere but at me, and so I rose as I looked toward the door.

Jushet entered next, hands folded behind his back. The Head of all the Claws in the empire looked much as he had a little over a year ago when he'd congratulated me in his office, save that now he was wearing no expression I could read. Behind him came Suker, who met my gaze very briefly before looking away, and I wondered how great a disaster that signified. Finally, at their heels, a Jokkad in a cloak and the minister of het Narel. Thesenet looked agitated; they hadn't told him why they were here, then.

"Have the entrances blocked," Jushet said to Ganeth. "Everyone we need is here and I don't want any interruptions."

"Yes sir," Ganeth said, shoulders rigid, and backed away to give hushed orders to the Claws who had been our defenders and now were... what? Our jailors?

"So, ke Pathen," Jushet said.

"Ke Jushet," I said. "I did extend an invitation to visit."

"I wish I was here for pleasure," he said. "But I'm afraid there's more important business to take care of first. May I?" He indicated a chair at one of the tables on the other side of the aisle.

"By all means," I said.

When he sat, Suker did also. The Claws remained at both doors, with Ganeth and two of his emodo inside the room, looking so unhappy I pitied them while wishing they were better at hiding their discomfort. My own council had remained frozen behind me, Abadil and Darsi on one side of the table and Hesa on the other. I could feel their fear and I hated the empire for it, for bringing fear into my House.

"So," Jushet said. "I have reports of your House, ke Pathen."

"Oh?" I asked.

"Very interesting reports," he said. "I hear, for instance, that your eperu have property."

"House Asara has property," I said. "Which the eperu use while they live here."

"Mmm," Jushet said. "I also hear that rather than settling on a single anadi prize you insist on having dozens."

"House Asara has a single anadi prize," I said, "and hosts two of the anadi from the residence each month as a courtesy to them, with permission from House Rabeil and the minister of het Narel."

Jushet eyed me. "Why do you do that?"

I frowned at his tone. "Ke Jushet," I said. "The House is up for breeding duty again in two weeks. We have had forty volunteers, all requesting the anadi they've met through the visits."

"Forty?" he said, brows lifting.

"A little less than I anticipated," I said. "I expect next year there will be more."

He cleared his throat. "Yes, and on the matter of children. I hear you've been making extras and not remanding them to the residences to be raised."

"We are sparing the empire the expense," I said, "while adding to the population."

"You're keeping babies," Jushet said.

"The emodo of House Asara feel responsible for the children they've sired," I said. "And thought it their duty to help care for them."

Jushet leaned back, threading his fingers together. "Perhaps you have a glib answer to why House Asara has taken in members of a House declared treasonous in het Kabbanil."

"And what House is that?" I asked.

"Laisira," Jushet said. "The House you were tasked with investigating. You did a very, very good job of hiding it, ke emodo. We would never have found it without information from inside Asara."

Who had talked? Not any of the imperial spies, I would swear to that. Who had betrayed us? And how could I get the others out safely? How could I warn the House?

"No denial?" Jushet asked.

"No," I said. "They needed a place to go. Who would have hired them? So I did." I smiled without humor. "I had cause to know they were good workers."

"So you are contending that you hired members of House Laisira because... they needed work?" Jushet asked carefully.

"It seemed a shame to waste their productivity," I said.

Suker coughed but the silence was otherwise complete. Jushet studied me. I permitted it. I almost thought I'd persuaded him.

"Perhaps you can also come up with a good reason for your carnal relationship with an eperu," Jushet said. He glanced behind me and said, "Hesa Laisira-emodo, isn't it? The dye is quite convincing."

I took one step forward, all my claws out. Jushet didn't move.

"House Asara's other... irregularities... could be ignored," Jushet went on. "But perversion is a capital crime. Still, my information comes from a very great distance, and second-hand at that. Maybe I'm wrong. Tell me, ke Pathen. Are you in bed with your pefna?"

I could hear Hesa's chair scrape back as it rose, so slowly. I could hear its whisper echoing in my head, in my heart.

When the day comes, deny me.

I stared at my adversary and could not see past my rage and my fears to judge him. Had I taken his measure correctly in those first meetings in het Kabbanil? Or was he truly what his uniform said him to be?

In the end, did it matter?

"Yes," I said. "And you'll have to kill me—and everyone else in the House—to take it from us."

"Pathen, no!" Hesa cried.

The anguish in its voice stilled the entire room and for a moment no one moved. Then Jushet began to stand. I raised my hands—

—but Ganeth and three of his Claws moved first, positioning themselves between us and their superior with great deliberation. Startled, Jushet said, "What's this?"

"Forgive us, sir," Ganeth said. "But we can't allow any harm to come to the Head of Asara."

"Is that so?" Jushet asked, brows up. "How did he get to you?"

Ganeth's ears flicked back. "This is a good House, ke emodo. Everything the empire says it wants can be found here. The people are happy, productive and fruitful. They look out for one another. They care about one another. There are babies..." He trailed off, then lifted his chin. "One of their anadi guests asked me to sire her child for her. Asked me." He glanced over at us and said, "In the het they call it Kuli's Choice, now. When an anadi decides to ask an emodo to sire her children."

"Kuli's Choice," I said, liking the name. I couldn't help it... I smiled. "She'll laugh."

"Or blush," Darsi muttered.

"Probably both," Abadil said, and though his voice shook he managed a touch of his usual liveliness.

"So I should be adding 'suborning Claws' to the list of House Asara's sins," Jushet said. And sighed, startling us all. He looked over at the hooded Jokkad and said, "What do you think?"

"I think he'll do," said the Jokkad and joined him at the table. He shook back his hood, revealing a face lined with the years his eyes revealed had been long. He had a calm confidence and an ease with command, though, and not all the experiences of the year that had passed could erase the memory of my one encounter with him. "You may remember me from the ceremony that gave you this House, Pathen Asara-emodo. I am Minister Iren."

Minister Iren... Roika's most trusted hand, the one who had helped him manage the empire from its inception in het Kabbanil, who was running it now in his absence. And he was here?

"Minister," I said warily. "You have come a long way to oversee the arrest of an errant Head of Household."

"I am not here to arrest an errant Head of Household," Iren said. "I am here to find an heir to the Stone Moon seat. And we have chosen you."

My heart tripped. "W-what?"

"The emperor has been gone over a year," Iren said. "When he left on this voyage he was a very sick man. He may have already died on the trip. If he hasn't, he won't live for very long after his return. Roika named no heir and left no instructions for selecting one. So we have been seeking one on our own recognizance."

"When Suker brought you to my attention I thought you a likely candidate," Jushet said. "So I sent some people to gather information on you once you arrived… and you turned them all!" He chuckled. "And quickly too. I had to resort to other means to get what I needed, and even that only won me information for a while." At my narrowed gaze, he said, "You made one accidental enemy here by becoming such friends with Rabeil, ke emodo."

Behind me, Abadil breathed, "Kathara."

Jushet inclined his head. "Just so. They held the breeding contract for het Narel originally and have never forgiven Rabeil for taking it. Several of the jarana in the anadi residence used to be Kathara employees, so through them I tapped the anadi to be my spies." He lifted a brow. "In that, your guest program was very helpful, until it stopped working. My offers of amnesty to the anadi were no longer so enticing once they grew accustomed to how well you were treating them."

Iren said, "All of which is not relevant to the discussion at hand." He considered me. "Ke Pathen. From Thesenet's reports we know that you can manage a Household, run a trade network, innovate, manage relationships and balance political considerations against personal ones. You obviously feel a duty to your fellow Jokka and you bring out the best in them. Your anadi are happy and want to breed despite no longer being in the residence. And you have a way of finding talent and putting it to good use. The Stone Moon needs these qualities in its ruler. You have already served the empire as a Claw. The empire needs you again."

"Being emperor is not comparable to being a Claw!" I exclaimed.

"Of course not," Suker said. "But you were wasted as a Claw."

I scowled at him. "You had a hand in this."

"Of course," Suker said. "It's entirely your fault. You didn't send for me soon enough. I got bored."

Jushet coughed.

Thesenet stammered, "You are truly going to lift up one of my Heads of Household to the empire's throne?"

"If he acquiesces," Iren said. "Which he has not yet."

"Say you will, Pathen," Suker said. "You're the one for the job."

"It would be a pity to waste your talents," Jushet said.

"All the irregularities of House Asara," I said. "I regret none of them. And I would do my best to recreate them."

"They seem to have worked," Jushet said.

"I am not Roika," I said.

"We're not seeking another Roika," Iren said. "No one can replace the first Stone Moon emperor. But we are hoping for someone to... refine his intent."

"Refine his intent," I said. "Ke Iren, forgive me for being blunt. But I have committed several capital crimes, and I renounce none of them."

Iren glanced at Hesa, then said to me, "The emperor makes the law."

That time I let the silence bloom while my heart pounded so hard I felt it shaking my chest. My enemies had surely not come to me to offer me the empire. After all the years I'd spent resenting my work as a Claw, after turning fugitive and then rebel, after all I'd done to subvert and resist the Stone Moon, they wanted to give it... to me?

"This is... not a decision I can make without consideration," I said.

Iren looked satisfied. "I'm glad you are taking it so seriously, ke emodo." He drew his hood back up. "I will be staying with Minister Thesenet at het Narel's seat when you're ready to share your decision." He lifted a brow. "Don't take too long, though, ke emodo. There is a great deal to be done."

"A great deal for you to do," Jushet said. "If you're willing."

"I'll have my decision to you tomorrow," I said.

"Very good," Iren said. "Tomorrow, then." And left, taking Thesenet with him. As the Claws followed, Jushet paused beside me.

"I had to work hard to get someone to tell tales about you, ke Pathen," he said. "You inspire loyalty. That's a fine quality in an emperor." My expression made him smile and... damn him, there was a lightness in his eyes, in his gait, that I didn't remember from the weary, resigned emodo who'd been so glad of the chance to do something pleasant for someone for once.

Suker, though, I stopped myself. "Did you give them this idea?"

"Me?" Suker said with a chuckle. "Not at all. Jushet came up with it. I didn't know until he and Iren descended on me to demand an accounting of your career as a Claw."

"And you told them I'd make a fine emperor," I said, exasperated.

"I told them the truth and let them draw their own conclusions," he said, amused. He lifted his brows. "I packed some keddif on my rikka. That is, if you have a guest room here for an old friend."

I sighed and shook my head. "Darsi... will you see ke Suker to a room?"

"At once," Darsi said. The speculative look he awarded me as he passed made me growl, "I haven't made any decisions yet."

"Of course not," he said, grinning, and escorted Suker out.

"Well!" Abadil said, standing. "If you'll excuse me, ke Pathen?" He squared his shoulders, eyes bright. "I have some writing to do."

"Writing," I repeated.

"I'm a historian," he said. "And I want this all down on paper before I forget the particulars." He clasped his hands together gleefully. "Ke Keshul exhorted me once to be a true historian for the Jokka. I must not disappoint him."

"I haven't—"

"Of course you haven't," Abadil said. "And don't decide without me. That's definitely a moment I want on paper. Our paper!" And, greatly pleased with himself, he left.

The room had emptied of everyone but Hesa and Ganeth's squad. The guilt in their bodies... the apologies in their eyes... I didn't wait for Ganeth to begin. I held up a hand to still him.

"Whatever you might feel about failing to warn us, about being ordered here to corner me... it doesn't matter. You stood between us and the head of the Claws. Had they really been here to arrest me, you would have died to defend two perverts."

"I would have died to defend two Jokka," Ganeth said, firm. "Whom I have come to respect very highly."

I studied him and liked the directness of his manner, just as I'd liked his courage in defying Jushet and the gentleness of manner that had inspired an anadi to ask for him. "Perhaps you and your emodo should consider formal employment in Asara," I said.

"To Asara or to the seat of empire," Ganeth said. "We'll follow you, ke emodo." He touched his palm to his brow and made a formal obeisance, and the rest of his Claws followed suit.

And then the room was empty, save for the eperu I could hear breathing behind me, still too fast and too ragged. I closed my eyes, composing myself, then turned. "Don't ask me to apologize. I told you there was nothing in me that could repudiate you. I meant it."

It was standing in front of the fire, the flicker of the light on its side making it difficult to see its body trembling. "Pathen," it whispered.

"Setasha," I said. "Hesa. I won't live in a world without you."

"And now you don't have to," it said, low.

I grimaced.

"You'll take it," Hesa said. "You know you will." When I paused, it said, "Pathen... pefna, support—"

"This is a little more vision than being Head of Household!" I said dryly.

"Is it?" it replied, challenging. "What have we been doing in Asara if not remaking the empire? Building the world we want to live in? You wanted a bloodless revolution, Pathen. This is our chance!"

"This is Thenet's chance," I said. "We came here to create a network it could use! We've been making the dissidents rich in preparation for its return... you expect them to back a new Stone Moon emperor instead?"

"Yes," Hesa said. "Because they're not waiting for orders from Thenet."

I looked up at it sharply. "You didn't—"

"I told them you were the leader of the truedark rebellion," Hesa said, chin lifted. "They're all waiting for word from you."

"You did what?" I breathed. "Hesa! Why?"

"Because it's true," it said. "It's been true since the settlement was razed. You weren't even one of us yet, Pathen. But when you found us in disorder, you took responsibility for a situation not of your making and for people you didn't even know. Without real leadership, the rebellion would have ended that day. But you carried it forward."

"You built the trade network," I said.

"And it worked because of who you are and what you'd done with Asara," Hesa said. It took a step forward. "All the things Minister Iren said about you are true, Pathen. If you take the seat, all the empire will follow you... and all the rebels too. And you will make a better Ke Bakil for all of us."

I cleared my throat and said, "Not alone."

It paused, ears splaying. "No... I... imagine not."

And then finally it began to seem funny, like something normal again. "Not ready for that much responsibility, ke eperu? To be pefna for a world?"

It glanced at me, then grinned. "I'm up for anything, ke emodo, as long as you're with me."

I caught its hands. One of them was fire-warm, the other cool. I kissed its fingers. "We'll have to have an anadi to complete the trinity. Not Kuli... I wouldn't want to pull her away from Darsi."

"We'll find someone," Hesa said. "So... you'll say yes?"

"Tomorrow," I said. "I want one last night as the Head of House Asara. We'll probably have to leave it."

"For het Kabbanil," Hesa agreed. And exhaled.

I pushed some of its hair away from its face and smiled. "Tension eased?"

"Yes," it said, fervent. "Yes. Not just mine, but... I feel the World sighing out. To be free. To be whole." It shuddered. "We have been waiting too long."

I pulled it into my arms, gentle, and rested my chin against its hair. It was the first time I'd ever risked such a thing in public... not because I'd cared what other people thought, but because I'd feared for Hesa's safety did they take issue with what they saw. And I... I had created this. Had made my world into a world where I could hold an eperu without fear of reprisal.

I had made a home without fear. Surely we could find a way to make a civilization without one also.

"Come," I said. "Let's talk to the rest of the House."

 

The following morning I sat in my office, my small quiet office. I studied the stacks of accounts yet to be approved, the contracts, the invitations. I looked at the desk where I'd stolen time with my beloved, the chairs where I'd entertained people who'd become friends. There was a discarded cloth doll on one of them, missing an ear.

I took up a piece of Asara's paper and smoothed it on my desk. Then I opened the ink pot and wrote two words.

 

I accept.



I closed the office door gently and rested a palm on it. The slim note in my hand felt as heavy as a stone tablet and as fragile as a breath, and on it was a new life... for all of us. And yet, I had loved and grown so much here.

I turned my back on my office and walked away. I didn't look back, but this time, I wanted to.

Walking down the ramp to the first floor I almost ran into the messenger, who was confused  at the paper I offered it, too distracted by the news it had apparently been bringing me. "Ke Pathen! There are people here to see you! They're in the common room!"

And who, I wondered, could possibly incite such agitation after we'd received the highest level officials in the empire? "That is for Minister Iren at the seat," I said. "Take it to him, please."

"Yes, ke emodo," it replied.

I left it then and threaded my way through the crowd of nervous Jokka in the halls to the common room. I stopped in the door.

"Pathen," Keshul said. "It's been a little over a year, I think?"

"Your timing is impeccable," I said.

The avatar of the Void had seemed uncanny outside beneath the stars; inside a room, he looked positively unnatural. His hair still moved of its own accord, though only out of the corner of the eye. And he... glowed. Not brightly, but enough for the tea in the cup beside him to gather a dim white reflection. Bilil was tucked under one of his arms, leaning on him easily... and Dekashin was sitting across from them, warming its hands on the cup.

Abadil joined me with Hesa just behind. "They've come!"

"We've come," Keshul said. "We heard het Narel was a safer place for us to walk these days."

"You knew," I said. "Even then. You were deciding about me. Did you put the idea in Jushet's head?"

"Me?" Keshul said and chuckled. "No. I might have nudged Iren, though, once I heard about Jushet's interest."

I glanced at Dekashin and my eyes snagged on it, remembering the intense conversation it had been having with Hesa, the one it had thanked me for not asking about. "And you... you told Hesa."

Dekashin held up its hands. "Ah, no, ke emodo. I warned ke Hesa that the emperor was dying. The rest it decided for itself." It smiled. "Though I admit, I was hoping it would come to the conclusions it did."

"And you?" I said to Bilil. "What part have you played in this?"

Her smile held all the enigma of the anadi. "My part is almost done, and yet to come."

Keshul said, "I take it Jushet and Iren offered you the position and you said yes?"

"Yes," I said.

"Good," Keshul said, standing. "Then there's only one thing left to do." He smiled. "Abadil, I hope you're ready to serve the Jokka."

"I'll bring my paper!" Abadil exclaimed, and pushed past the Jokka peeking in the room to vanish into the hall.

"What is this thing, then, Fire in the Void?" I said, for his demeanor had changed. He stood poised, the long ropes of his mane hanging in front of his scarred chest and an aura of chill power easing from him, dimming the fire.

"We are riding east," Keshul said. "There to meet the ship that will be arriving shortly." He drew in a long breath and said, "It's time."

"I'm ready," I said, and it was true.

"Then go and prepare for the journey," Keshul said. "And at the end of it, we will crown a new emperor."

"Steward," I said. Keshul paused and I said, more firmly, "The new steward of Ke Bakil. One of three."

Keshul glanced at Hesa and a smile grew on his mouth. "Yes... of course." He gestured toward the door. "Ke Jokka. We should leave before dark."

 

"Don't get too comfortable up there in het Kabbanil," Darsi said, throwing the packs over the back of my rikka. "The moment Kuli and I can travel we'll be following you."

"Then who will care for House Asara?" I asked.

He snorted. "Abadil, of course. He's a native and he doesn't want to leave Eduñil. But expect him to visit frequently... he's got an itchy brush and he won't want to miss everything."

"Of course not," I said.

"There," Darsi said, giving a sharp tug to the cinch to make sure it was holding. "That should do." He turned to me. "Pathen—"

"Darsi," I said, and embraced him. "Don't be too long."

"Look for us in spring," he said. "With the babies, gods willing."

"Gods willing," I said and let him go.

The courtyard was a confusion of people and beasts: Iren, Jushet, Suker and the Claws were already there and mounted. Some of them would be accompanying us to the shore to await Roika's ship, sighted by the distant look-outs posted on the eastern cliffs. The rest of them would be continuing on to het Kabbanil to prepare for our arrival. Most of House Asara had turned out to see us go, and while it crowded the courtyard I didn't mind. I pulled myself into the saddle and settled in to wait for the rest of our party. Before us, the avatars of the gods were finishing their own preparations. As we watched, Keshul mounted and helped Bilil up behind him. Dekashin went up on the second beast, saying something to them that made the anadi laugh. Keshul just shook his head and offered his hand.... and Dekashin nudged its mount over until it could clasp it. They shared a pause filled with words unsaid, that needed no saying.

I turned my gaze up to the early autumn sky. It seemed so long ago that I'd watched het Kabbanil recede from the back of a caravan and promised myself I'd return. It had been sunset then, a violescent sky shading to dark blue. This sky was pale and perfect as an opal, unblemished save for a single mark.

Hesa nudged its mount up alongside mine and followed my gaze. "The stone moon," it said.

"Just the moon now," I said. The rikka shifted beneath me and I calmed it with a gentle hand on the reins. I glanced toward the avatars of the gods, at Keshul's hand clasped in his beloved's. "I understand Abadil at last, you know."

Knowing me as well as it did, the eperu divined my meaning immediately. "Then at last you understand how a society based on love could function?"

"Yes," I said and glanced at it. "On trust. Because one does not love without trust. And a society can either be driven by a master with a sickle-knife, and produce people who obey the law and do what is necessary out of fear of reprisal... or a society can be based on trust. Trust that we will all work together. That we'll keep our promises to one another. That we'll choose to live together rather than die apart. We loved one another, Hesa, and through their trust in you, the truedark Jokka will follow me... and through their trust in me, the empire's Jokka will follow you. We have been making this web of trust since the moment we fled het Kabbanil. Since before it, when we met on Laisira’s fields." I looked up again at the moon and thought of the day I'd painted House Asara's stone. "There it is. The moon in daylight, sharing the sky with the sun."

Hesa lifted its head, considering the sight for a long moment. The pale autumn light shimmered on its copper roots.

Then it glanced toward me with a quirk of its mouth. "Emodo. Vision."

I smiled.  "Eperu. Support."

Before us, Keshul let Dekashin's hand drop and looked over his shoulder at us. I inclined my head and he guided his rikka out of the courtyard.

I looked back at Hesa. "Ke eperu."

"Ke emodo," it said, eyes flashing, head high.

"With me?" I said.

It smiled. "Always."

Together we rode out of House Asara, and on to our future.


   

Part 3

 

Thenet
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I had not moved from the tent since Benih had arrived with the news, news it had ridden three rikka nearly to death to bring me. I'd gone outside at the sound of the swift tattoo on the earth and there listened to its hurried recitation, holding its arms in my hands. I remembered that better than the words: the feel of its dry skin against my palms, the tremor in the hard muscle. I remember the smell of its sweat mingled with the rikka's, the scent of leather tack and over it, as over everything, the brine breeze off the nearby ocean.

I could not recall the look on its face. I saw myself in its dilated pupils, fat as ink drops: my stone-still body, my impassive expression.

Then I'd retreated to the tent, and there I had remained. My heart continued to beat, faster than the surf I could hear through the thin fabric walls. I still breathed. This seemed nonsensical when I knew, absolutely, that there was a hole in my chest, a new one to augment the one that had never healed after Dlane's amputation from my life. I could not still be living.

Surely this was mourning. Or shock. I had known that what I'd built had been fragile, but I'd expected dissipation.

Not destruction.

Not murder.

I was still sitting in the tent when the Brightness's seer peeked into it, one long creamy tress spilling over her shoulder. "Ke anadi?"

"Seer," I answered, and discovered I still knew how to speak.

"Ke anadi, we've spotted them. They'll be here shortly."

"Thank you," I said.

The tent flap fell shut behind her, leaving a trace of her spiced perfume behind. She still wore the scents she'd used most of her life, a life she'd spent as an emodo. Like me she'd had a late Turning. Unlike me, she'd known it was coming. So it was, with seers. Perhaps it was that late Turning we had in common that led her to address me properly. Most of my friends and associates forgot.

My friends. My people. My dead.

Again, I heard the heavy footfalls of rikka outside... many of them this time. I stood on legs that seemed foreign to me and pushed open the flap. A group now: eight Claws of the empire in their charcoal gray uniforms, sashes swiped to one side by the sea-breeze. Before them the Void's oracle was dismounting, white mane dragging over the back of the rikka, sun glinting off his unearthly pallor. And in front of him, handing off the reins of his beast to one of the eperu... was Roika.

I had thought myself numb, resigned, stunned useless with shock until I saw him, and then my world paled to blood-white rage. The World held its breath and the Moment came and I moved through it, locked my hands around his neck, palm to throat, claws digging into the heavy muscle in the back.

"YOU!" I howled. "DESTROYER!"

He grabbed my arms as his Claws rushed for me. I savored the wheeze of his breath as I pressed. "KILLER!" I yelled. "YOU KILLED DLANE AND YOU KILLED REÑA AND NOW YOU'VE KILLED US ALL!"

"Ke Thenet!" the oracle said, and his voice pierced my grief and rage like a spear. His one lifted hand held the agitated Claws at bay, and with his presence alone he drew all our eyes, even mine. "You won't be on that ship if you kill its master."

"What good is it to go now?" I hissed.

"Now more than ever you must," he said, and in his black eyes I saw the fires of my destroyed hopes... and his sorrow over them. "Let him go," he said gently.

The tendons stood on the backs of my hands. I felt blood seeping past my claws to warm my fingertips, make them slippery.

Then I thrust Roika away from me. He stumbled back, coughing, one hand on his throat. I watched him, every muscle in my body tense, my heart racing so hard I could feel my pulse in my ears.

And then he spoke, and the rumbled bass that had troubled my sleep for years... it was different. Thicker, weary. "Ke Thenet. I... would have thought... when we met that it was for me to strangle you... given what you did to Edze the night you fled it."

"You dare?" I said. "You razed my settlement!"

"I did?" he said, ears flicking sideways.

This sign of puzzlement only infuriated me. "Don't be coy, det emodo. You've been hunting us since I left het Narel. You finally succeeded and you want me to believe you aren't pleased?"

Roika glanced at the oracle, who flicked his ears back. Receiving no more from him Roika looked again at me. "You have news I apparently don't."

"No one's met us on the road," Keshul added to me.

"You expect me to believe no imperial courier's raced up the eastern road to share news of the emperor's latest triumph with him?" I asked.

"We don't have regular courier runs down this road yet," Roika said. "And there's just the one wayhouse. The only thing down this way so far is the harbor, ke eperu—" I tried not to bristle, "—and since the success of the ship-building initiative was in question we didn't put the money into it." He took one step toward me. "I didn't expect to see you here."

I slicked my ears back but stood my ground. Behind Roika, Keshul said, "I told you someone would be waiting for you."

"Someone, yes," Roika said sharply. "But not this someone."

"It was past time," Keshul said. "For this, and for everything else."

Roika glanced at me, ears flat, then forced himself to relax. "So. Ke eperu. Are you going to tell me what I've done?"

Behind me a baritone belled forth, clear and strong. "You destroyed my home, father."

Kaduin stepped up beside me. The eldest of Roika's children I'd stolen from Edze's nursery, he had grown into a thoughtful, passionate young male, a scholar who'd dedicated himself to studying the ruins of our ancestors. It was he who'd made the discoveries that had led us to this harbor, to the knowledge that we needed to go north.

I had not taught him to hate Roika. He'd learned that on his own.

"Surely not," Roika whispered. "Kaduin?"

Kaduin lifted his chin. When he spoke I could smell the tears on his breath. "Your Claws found our settlement, emodo... found it and destroyed it, and killed or enslaved everyone in it. Including your other children from House Edze."

Roika stared at us, breath harsh in his throat, so thick I could hear it from here. Then he looked away.

"What is it, det emodo?" I said. "You're not going to tell us 'it had to be done?'"

"If you expect to go with me on that ship," Roika growled, voice low, "you'll speak with more respect to me, Thenet."

"Don't use my name," I said. "You lost that right when you destroyed my family in het Narel."

"And what will you pay me for their deaths?" he asked. "They were alive and healthy before you came, eperu. It was your knife that opened their throats. We both have blood soaking our ruffs, don't we?"

Keshul stepped between us. "Enough," he said. He pointed at Roika. "You want to see where our ancestors came from." Looking at me, he said, "And you believe there is a secret there that we need. Yes?"

Reluctantly, we agreed.

"Then you will both go," Keshul said, and raised his hands when I began to protest. "You both must go. The solution you bring back must be acceptable to everyone on Ke Bakil—"

"—if its people are dead, that's hardly material," Roika said and raised his chin when I lifted my hand, claws out.

"Don't be an idiot," Keshul said to Roika, surprising me. "You know as well as I do that half the people in your empire would stick a knife in your back if they could. If you're to have any hope of a united Ke Bakil, then you will go together. Or were all your pretty speeches to me just that?"

I had only met the oracle recently, but nothing in that meeting had led me to believe he could speak to the emperor of the Stone Moon this way. I was savoring it when the oracle turned to me. "And you... I know you're in shock right now, ke Thenet. But now more than ever you have work to do. The dead are fewer than you think, and beyond aid. You must be strong now for the living."

I said, "Ke emodo—"

"No," he said. "No excuses. Are you eperu or not?"

It was a cruel question. I sealed my ears to my skull as he met my eyes, challenging. When I could no longer hold them, I looked away.

"Right," he said. "Then I suggest you prepare for the journey. You have to leave with the tide, yes? It goes out at sunset."

 

"He has no right to speak to you that way!" Kaduin hissed. "He killed everyone!"

I packed my bag and Seper's with motions made wooden by too many things: grief, shock, rage... fear. But at least I was moving. Without some spur I coasted to a halt, weighed down by the desolation of loss. For years, Dlane's vision had saved me from contemplation of Dlane's absence. Now that I had lost that as well, my only hope was to keep moving, to keep chasing her dream to the north and the possibility of the answers there.

"Benih said only some of them died," I said finally when Kaduin's stare became intolerable. "Most of them are probably in the empire's labor camps right now... which means they'll still be alive when we get back. We have to see if you're right about finding better ruins in the north. If there are records there we could use to save our people, we have to go. And for that we need Roika. I doubt the Jokka aboard will sail us north without him."

"They might not if we leave him behind," Kaduin said. "But if we kill him outright, they might give in to the inevitable. And then the others would be safe. We could solve all our problems."

I stopped, straightened. Looked at him, ears flat.

"Well?" Kaduin demanded. "Am I wrong? One hit with one of your throwing claws, ke eperu, and the Stone Moon would fall!"

"No," I said. "No, it wouldn't, Kaduin. Haven't you been listening to the stories our refugees bring? The Stone Moon ministry is large. If we kill Roika, we'll merely put a new Stone Moon emperor on his seat... one convinced that his enemies are willing to assassinate him. Do you want to rid Ke Bakil of a tyrant only to replace him with another whose paranoia is justified by actual facts?"

Kaduin looked away, braided tail twitching angrily.

"Kaduin," I said, my fatigue welling to the surface. "Kaduin, I don't like it either. But there's something I want more than his death, and so should you."

He glared at me, then slung his pack over his shoulder. I hadn't noticed until then that there were tears streaking his chin. "I'll be outside," he said and left.

I let my head fall until it rested on the bags, and that's where I was when Keshul said behind me, "Ke anadi. I grieve for your loss."

"Honored Oracle," I said without lifting my head. "Did you know?"

"That he would find your settlement?" he said. "You know as well as I do that it was a matter of time."

"I don't know if I can do this," I said.

I felt the chill of him advancing before I felt his hand on my shoulder. "Thenet. I'm not in the habit of doing this, but... will a promise give you strength for the task?"

I looked up. He was crouching beside me and in the umber gloom of the tent he glowed, a faint, milky light thrown off his impossible moon-shell skin. On his chest, shoulder and ribs there were gouges that gathered shadows, but not the brown ones that riddled everything else in the tent... his were lavender, as if he stood beneath a permanent star-strewn night. In all the weeks I'd known Keshul I'd not heard him tell a fortune, speak a portent, bruit his otherworldly knowledge. He'd acted with a supreme confidence in all he did, but then, so did Roika. Keshul did very little at all to stress his right to speak in the name of a god, and I who had believed in the gods all my life had been prepared to be skeptical.

But it had never seemed to matter to him whether I believed he was the Void's avatar. That more than anything had convinced me.

"A promise," I repeated, wary.

"I know," he said with a faint smile. "It's a risky thing to request of a diviner. Shall I go on anyway?"

"All right," I said, the words slow off my tongue.

His eyes remained close and considering, but my reflection drained from their surfaces. I saw stars in them instead. "Go on that ship, Thenet. When you come back, Ke Bakil will be free."

I choked on a gasp, my body trembling under his cold hand. To add hope to the conflict in my heart... it was almost more than I could bear.

Keshul released me. The stars in his eyes became more mundane, the reflections of the rare metal buckles on our packs, the glint of light thrown into the tent through a flap that shivered in the wind.

"Is it true?" I whispered.

Keshul rested his open palm against his brow, touched it to his groin and then his heart. "By the gods, I vow." He smiled with a hint of tooth. "And I don't do that often."

I drew in a shaky breath. "All right, honored Oracle. I'll do my duty." I squared my shoulders and finished, "And thank you. For not telling him."

Keshul said, quiet, "It's for you to tell him... if you want to. I wouldn't blame you for deciding against it." He lifted the tent flap and said to my back, "We'll be waiting for you when you return." And then the flap swung shut, its breeze cooling my spine.

I resumed packing, trying not to think. Not about the settlement destroyed and scattered. Not about the hope that all these deaths, all the suffering might mean something in the end. And very definitely not about the male with whom I was about to embark on a voyage I couldn't make without him, and the anadi who remained between us even in her absence. Particularly in her absence.

As I turned toward the tent flap I came face to face with Seper, who was entering. I stopped, then forced myself to keep moving, to shrug the eperu's pack off my shoulder and hand it over. Seper received it and then embraced me... and I allowed myself the luxury of leaning against it. Neither of us was good at this. I had never been comfortable with my weaknesses, but Dlane had seen them so effortlessly I had lost the habit of hiding them from her. Once she was gone... and then there had been so many people to be strong for.

After the revelation of the true legacy of Roika's violence became incontrovertible, Ilushet, strong, serene Ilushet, had been inconsolable. Had blamed itself for not rescuing me, despite knowing the impossibility of it. And its grief had been nothing to Barit's, who compounded it with an awkwardness around me that left us both uncomfortable in one another's presence. Of my intimates left from het Narel, only Seper had accepted the consequences of that night, perhaps because it too had lived through House Edze's attentions: it had its own guilt to carry and had no shoulders left to bear any on my behalf. It was Seper who'd brought me cloths to wrap my chest; Seper who'd helped me with the bleeding as my body changed; Seper who'd asked me how I wanted to be addressed rather than stumbling through any number of embarrassing alternatives.

I had told it, truthfully, that it should call me "friend."

"Thenet," it said against my braided mane. "Oh, Thenet. The settlement."

I closed my eyes and inhaled the scent of it, like the spice of grasses off the plains. "That's the second time Edze has taken something from us," I said, exhausted.

"When will he be called to account for his crimes?" Seper asked, stepping back from me.

I thought of the blood I'd spilled in het Narel and said, "What we do will come back to us in the end."

"Let it be so," Seper said. "Are you ready? Kaduin's already aboard, the avatar escorted him up. The ship will be leaving within the hour."

"Let's go," I said. I did not say I was ready because I didn't think I ever would be.

 

I had loved the ocean once, its vastness, the unfathomable world beneath its heaving surface, the gloss of its waves with their salty lace edges. But when it became complicit in the destruction of my beloved and my life, all its magic dissipated. I had spent several days waiting for Roika and the susurrus had chafed at my ears, reminding me constantly of the Birthwell and the beginning of the end of my life. Waking every day to the taste of it in the air and the sound of it in my ears had been profoundly alienating, and Roika's Jokka had aggravated my feelings with the creation they'd set afloat on the ocean's back: a ship, they called it, not a boat, a thing large enough for a hundred people, surmounted by unlikely canvas sails that reminded me of the ones that had shaded Ilushet's caravan wagons. This vessel was so large the eperu built a pier to reach it, for it could not easily come to shore, and I often stared down that narrow walkway that led to an abrupt end, like an unfinished sentence I had forgotten how to speak.

This vessel, Keshul told me, had been put together based on the stories in ancient records and refined by the bitter experience of several years. But they'd succeeded in recreating the ocean-going vessels of our forebears, and in their last journey they'd sighted land before turning back and heading home to tell the emperor. Three months, they'd reported. Three months we would spend on the emperor's ship, avoiding his company. Once we reached land we could go our separate ways, he to whatever had moved him to the north, and I and mine to seek the ruins that could illumine the story Kaduin had found on a rare intact wall in the grasslands... one that had told of an affliction that had felled the breeders for lack of... what? We knew not.

We prayed we would find out.

It was late summer but the wind off the waves was cool and whipped my cloak and tail around my legs. I drew the fabric closer at my breast, squinting up at the height of the vessel moored at its end of the pier. There was a ramp leading to the deck and Seper ascended that precarious bridge without incident or challenge.

I took a step and rested my foot there, flexing my toes. If Keshul was right, this act would lead to the end of my journey. Since Dlane's death I had done nothing but work toward her dream of a Ke Bakil that treated justly with all its people, no matter their sex. The sanctuary I'd built—and lost—had not been self-sustaining, despite the struggles we'd undergone to create it. And I... I was weary, weary of laboring on without her, weary of turning to her and discovering her missing, of staying up because some part of me was waiting for her return. Many days I woke without faith that I would see her aims achieved before I died, and those days were better than the ones where I woke feeling broken because she wasn't lying beside me.

I closed my eyes and walked up the ramp to the ship. The only way left was forward.

 

The ship had a name: Fedre, "Endurance." This, one of the eperu ship-handlers told me, was because it was the fourth such ship they'd built in their efforts to recreate the art, and it was the only one to have survived. The emodo who'd designed all the ships had christened it themselves, and everyone referred to the ship as one might a neuter, as a sacred it.

The crew was comprised of almost a hundred Jokka, twenty emodo and the remainder eperu, for the work of hauling in the great sails or positioning them to catch the wind was taxing. And if there was no wind there were oars stowed below, and no one could work them for the durations needed but the eperu. I was given a tour by the same eperu who'd explained the name to me; there were narrow caverns beneath the floor of the ship where people slept and stored the great kegs of water and food and supplies that long journeys required. The water of the sea could be drunk for short periods of time and was even healthful, but over longer periods freshwater was a necessity. There were fishing nets and hunting spears for the eperu who'd become adept at diving for water prey, tethered by the waist to the ship so the currents wouldn't bear them away. I found the whole matter as mysterious as the sea that had inspired it and could well imagine why it had taken years for these determined Jokka to pioneer the innovations needed to make it possible. I could even feel a memory of wonder that they had accomplished so much.

Kaduin was standing at the ship's rail looking out over the waves as the crew made ready to depart. When he heard my footsteps, he glanced behind him, wary; seeing me, his ears flicked forward and his shoulders eased. "Ke Thenet."

"Kaduin," I said. "Were you expecting your father?"

"Yes," he said, wrinkling his nose. He glanced at me. "Do you think I should talk to him?"

"Do you want to?" I asked, joining him at the rail.

"No," he said. "We have nothing to discuss, he and I. We've made our choices."

I thought of Dlane, who'd dismissed Roika's dream of uniting the Jokka and bettering their situation as an emodo's fancies. I thought of my settlement burning. Who had died? Who had lived? The eperu and the emodo who'd been enslaved... they would manage. But our anadi, accustomed to sunlight and freedom and the right to choose their course... they would not do so well in the underground prisons of the empire. Would they make House Reña's choice? And if so, would there be anyone to help them enact it?

"I suppose we have," I said.

He rested a hand over mine on the rail and there we watched the waves shift, slapping against the high wall of the vessel.

Seper joined us later. "We have been assigned quarters and I have put our bags in them. The emperor is aboard... they are casting off. We'll go out with the tide."

"I guess we're committed now," Kaduin murmured.

"Three months," I said.

"Three months on the ship," Seper said. "Who knows how long once we reach land? We may walk weeks before finding what we need."

Kaduin's ears flattened. "Gods protect us from that. We can't wait much longer. The Jokka can't."

"We'll find what we need," I said, and not because Keshul had promised it to me... but because I couldn't bear the possibility that we wouldn't. After everything we'd gone through, to fail would be too cruel for the gods to countenance.

"Would you like to see where they've put us?" Seper asked.

"I'll go," Kaduin said. "The pattern in the waves is hypnotizing me." He smiled with a quirk he'd had as a child and never lost. "Too much longer and I might walk over the edge."

"By all means, then," I said, "Go."

I stayed, though; watched the crew go about their inexplicable errands and attempted to puzzle out the reasons for their actions. And then the great ship shivered and without warning we were adrift... adrift and then gliding, the breeze combing my mane back from my face, chilling the gold earring. I tasted the sea spray, the salt in the wind, and shuddered.

"Quite a thing they've done, isn't it," Roika said behind me.

My shoulders tightened and I looked down. He outraged me, I hated him, I feared him... and he was a part of me. He was necessary. He had wanted me at his side. Emodo—the Void—without which the Trinity is incomplete... yes, and the Trifold as well. I touched the pendant at my neck.

And then I realized what he'd said. "That they've done?" I repeated, turning to look at him.

He snorted, a thick sound in his nose, and took Kaduin's place at the rail. "You expect me to take credit for their work? Don't be ridiculous, Thenet. I have done many bad things in my life, but I am not solely composed of flaws." He lifted his face to the wind, closing his eyes. Behind us I heard the bark of commands from the Jokka at work on the deck, but they seemed distant. What was very close was the sight of his face... of the hollows under his cheekbones, the too-sharp angle of his jaw, the fatigue I saw in the lines leading from his eyes. When he opened them, the metal-dark gray I remembered was clouded with pale blood. From what, I wondered... too many worries? Too little sleep? "Keshul said you were seeking a secret in the north. What is it?"

"And I should tell you?" I asked. "Why? So you can sabotage my attempt?"

He sighed. "I suppose I deserve your mistrust."

"Yes?" I said, amazed. "Did you think otherwise?"

"I'd hoped otherwise, I admit," he said. "But tell me, Thenet. Have you not approved of some of what I've accomplished?"

I looked away.

"I promised to build roads," he said. "I built them. I promised food, and there is no more famine... indeed, there is surplus in our warehouses. I promised fresh water, and cities as far south as het Serean have enough for gardens. The forests are receding, but imperial ministers are replanting them in better locations. There are couriers for mail and messages. Trade is flourishing. We have irrigation now, and granaries, aqueducts and ships. We have money that everyone trusts. There are even children again. Would you complain of my results?"

"No," I said, because it was not in me to deny them. I had once wanted what Roika promised. Still wanted. But: "Your methods are appalling."

"I know," he said, surprising me. "But they work."

"They work now," I said. "But they're unsustainable."

"I know that too," he said. "Why else do you think I'm going north?"

My eyes narrowed. "You're going north to find a better way?"

"Yes," he said. "I have no idea what it is, but our ancestors lived there, Thenet. Maybe it's better there."

"And if it's not?" I asked.

"Then I'll hope that your mission is more successful than mine," he said. "And if it is..." He smiled without humor. "Then yes, I will help you implement whatever solution you find."

"In your own way," I guessed.

"In the way that works," he corrected. And sighed. "Thenet, I'm not the Jokkad you fled in het Narel... seven? Nine? Years ago? I don't remember anymore. I had visions of empire but I had no idea what those visions would entail. I do now... and... I'm tired." He smiled faintly. "It has not been the glorious road I had imagined."

I did not want to feel pity for the male who'd destroyed House Reña and my second attempt at a home on the plains. "You still chose to walk it."

"Yes," he said. "I did. I won't deny that. You chose a road yourself, Thenet. Can you tell me it's made you happy? More importantly, can you tell me what it's done for the Jokka? Can you say you've done as much for them as I have?"

I flattened my ears against my skull... but I said nothing.

He smiled but there was no happiness in it. "In some things you haven't changed at all, ke eperu. You're still honest about your ambivalence, honest in a way I could have used when I was building the empire. We could have made something very good together. Maybe it would have been better than the Stone Moon. But we'll never know now." He glanced at the earring I still wore. "You don't want to tell me why you're going north... all right. I won't ask. And I'll avoid you for the voyage. We can go our separate ways once we land."

He left me there, stunned. At the concession, at the graciousness of it... and of his admiration for my candor. He had changed in the years since we'd joined battle in het Narel.

And so had I.

Ke eperu, he'd called me. But I was anadi now... because of him.

 

The area below the deck was divided into chambers, most of which were accessed from the deck by trap doors and ladders. Our quarters were among those chambers. I watched the horizon long past sunset; when my cheeks had grown chafed from the constant wind, I left the rail and asked one of the crew to lead me to our room. When I carefully climbed down the stairs I found Kaduin and Seper already inside, sitting on cots that had been fastened to hooks on the walls.

"It's to keep them from moving when the waves are high or fast," Kaduin said when he caught me glancing at them.

"I see," I said. "Did they bring something to eat?"

"Dried fruit and meat," Seper said. "There's water as well. We saved some for you."

I ate while Kaduin worked on the slates he'd brought with him. For as long as I'd known him he'd been writing on something; even as the boy I'd taken from House Edze, he'd scribbled in dirt with sticks. When he'd discovered the pictograms in the ruins, he found his passion. I did all I could to encourage him. Kaduin had been born of my worst enemy and an anadi I'd despised, but he'd been like a son to me.

"What are you writing?" I asked.

"Notes on the voyage," he said. "What it's like, this ship, being on it. And I'm marking the days that pass too." He drew in a deep breath, ears sagging. "It helps me to not think about..."

"I understand," I said.

He glanced at me, rolling the stylus in thin fingers. "Will you carve? Ke Seper brought the tools."

"Not tonight," I said. "I want rest."

Among the Jokka I'd left behind that comment would have elicited an uncomfortable silence. But these two had kept me company too long for such things, Seper at my side and Kaduin often against my side; as a youth he'd sought me when his sleep had been disturbed, as if sensing that I too needed solace from dreams of loneliness and fear. So Kaduin merely made an affirmative noise and returned to his slate and Seper offered to help me undress. I let it because unwinding the cloth was cumbersome and the eperu had a way with it.

I made a very unconvincing anadi. Jokka who Turn female grow heavy and rounded, with smoother skin and glossier hair. Their voices change. Their hips broaden. They even smell different: fecund, a smell that reminded me of new, wet soil.

I was still hard and thin, with the toes, fingers and frame I'd been born with. My breasts were so small they could be covered completely with the palms of my hands; I bound them to maintain the silhouette I'd had since birth, because the attention my "condition" received if I didn't was often intolerable. My voice pitch hadn't altered. And if my smell had changed, it was such a minimal alteration that Seper had to press its nose behind my ear and breathe there for quite a while before it could detect anything.

One of the settlement's few healers had examined me and been puzzled by my condition. I was now anadi, it said, but the result almost looked like an incomplete Turning. Such were rare enough that I'd never heard of one, but the healer had been trained by an eperu who'd seen the phenomenon once. The eperu had told me I was probably infertile. I never chose to investigate the possibility that it was wrong.

But I did need more rest than I had before, so I curled up on one of the two cots. Seper sat on the floor beside me, its arm and head on the edge.

"Three months," Kaduin muttered. "Trapped on a ship with a madman."

"Don't worry about Roika," I said. "He won't trouble us."

 

To be at sea... to be surrounded by it... it was beyond anything I'd known, and I had walked Ke Bakil from the southern forest all the way to the Birthwell. The land sank in the horizon with each passing day until at last there was nothing but water for as far as I could see: endless waves, gilt by the sun as it passed overhead, stained by it when the sun set, and then frosted by the moon that illumined the ship's ropes and deck but only the very crests of the waves. Beneath them was a bottomless mystery, one my eyes could not pierce no matter how long I stared over the rail.

We had good wind those first weeks, and the ship was never idle. Its passengers were: we were superfluous among the Jokka who had learned this forgotten discipline. I had had reports of the empire, and knew that the camaraderie I saw among the emodo overseers and the eperu who fulfilled their commands was unusual. The master of the vessel was an emodo but his immediate subordinate was an eperu, and theirs was a close trust. They conferred on almost every decision, and when they didn't it was because the one had done what the other would have.

I was not the only one who wondered at them. The one time I saw Roika on the deck in the weeks that followed, it was on the opposite side of the ship and like me he was watching them. I felt a frisson of fear for the two: was he gathering evidence in order to condemn them? Fugitives to the settlement had brought back stories of the penalties for daring to show too great a trust for someone not one's sex. And yet, what I could see of his posture was not hostile.

Did he look at them and see what we might have been, had he not destroyed my House? Had he not taken Dlane?

True to his promise, Roika had avoided all three of us since our departure. Since we were often on deck, I could only guess that he kept to himself in the chamber he'd been assigned. He'd brought no others... but then, he didn't need them. The crew of the ship was his and they were nearly a hundred strong. I sometimes wondered when I lay down on the cot if his was lashed to the same wall; if we slept close enough to touch, save for one thin panel of wood. Sometimes I thought I could hear him breathing. I strained to hear it to keep from sinking into the despair in my heart at all we had lost. At all I had lost.

"You have magic, ke Thenet," Kaduin said to me. "You have kept him at bay for weeks."

Would that I had stayed in the settlement and protected them instead.

 

My sleep was no longer the twilight-dreaming of an eperu, but I did not seem capable of an anadi's full slumber, either. It often left me restless and our situation made it worse, in an unfamiliar room surrounded in foreign noises, left in the dark to contemplate the hole in my heart. On a night when my sleep patterns had been particularly erratic, I gave up trying to rest and slipped from my cot to dress for a walk. Seper was awake; it always woke when I did and had since we'd returned from het Narel with the children. I had never asked it to be my guardian and most of the time it did not act as one, for what eperu would have wanted a jarana? But Seper was a friend, and somehow I never found myself resenting its assignment to my side. I glanced toward it in the dark and whispered, "I'll be back."

It dipped its head and curled back up on the floor beside my cot. Kaduin, dreaming through his dense breeder's sleep, did not even flick an ear as I vanished up the ladder, my tail whispering over the rungs.

I found myself beneath a bright scythe moon, so sharp a white it made my eyes water as I looked up at it. How intense the stars were alongside it, like beads of blood scattered from its edge! A cold blood, for a cold light, like the skin of the avatar the Void had chosen. I chafed my arms and drifted toward the eperu who served the emodo master of the ship; for once it was idle, a silhouette leaning against the mast that supported the great sails.

"Ke eperu," I said.

It straightened and touched a hand to its chest, barely visible; it had black skin and black hair and the moon barely pricked it from the darkness of the sky. "Good evening. Is there something I can help you with?"

"I am just curious as to our progress," I said. "And perhaps I wanted a walk."

"It is a fine night for one," it said, smiling and lifting its sharp nose to the cool wind. "For now it's bright and clear... soon enough it will be too cold to be comfortable."

"It will?" I asked, startled.

"Summer was ending when we left, ke eperu," the other said. "Autumn on the sea is less forgiving than it is on land. We’ll be meeting the season’s strength soon enough though we’re making very good time." It smiled. "Perhaps the gods are with us at last."

"You can say that without fear of drawing their attention?" I asked.

It chuckled. "Oh, we have been through so much already, ke eperu. We have capsized, been overturned, foundered on underwater rocks, gotten lost, found ourselves becalmed, nearly starved or died more times than I can describe. I think the gods owe us this victory."

"You're a braver Jokkad than I to say so," I murmured.

It rested a hand on my shoulder. "Did not the avatars of the gods send us on this voyage? Have no fear, ke eperu. We will reach the shore."

I smiled, flicking my ears back. "Then I'll take my walk while I can."

"Enjoy it, ke eperu."

I had once had such certainties. I no longer remembered what it was like, to be free of doubt and guilt. The cutting moon above me and its attendant blood-drop stars felt like an indictment of an endeavor I'd started in violence. Even before the incident in House Edze... long before, I'd taken the first step on this path by standing attendance at the bodily death of an unborn child and the mind-death of its mother. Did I try, I could still feel the sticky film of the birth scarf fluids on my arm. Perhaps it was no surprise that the second birth I'd tried to oversee had also miscarried. Even before Roika had razed the settlement, I'd been struggling to sustain it against the overwhelming weight of the empire's existence. To travel far enough to be free of the Stone Moon would have denied the Jokka fleeing it a refuge with us. But to be near enough to save them required us to stay small and mobile, and one cannot build a civilization from the back of a caravan. In all the years I'd labored at Dlane's work, I had not found a solution, and had feared that there was none. Worse, I'd feared that I was wrong: that we could not live separate lives. That we would fail because I had held myself and Dlane apart from the final third of the Trinity.

These thoughts... they were too familiar. And yet for a while the cold off the ocean, the scent of the clear salt in it, the weight of the water in the wind, all of that washed my mind clean and left me empty of grief.

In that state of mind I began my return to our room…and was interrupted. The door to the chamber alongside opened and then fell shut again on the sound of a great crash. Startled, I reached for the door, wondering where the crew was, why no one had come to investigate. And then one hand lit on my shoulder and I looked over it at the eperu who'd wished me a good walk.

"We are under orders not to disturb the emperor," it said.

From the narrow crack between the door and the deck I heard the muffled sound of coughing. I flattened my ears to my mane. "There's something wrong—"

"We are under orders," the eperu said again, "not to disturb the emperor."

"And do you always take orders from the emperor?" I asked.

"He is my master," the eperu said.

"He's not mine." I reached for the handle again and this time it didn't stop me. When I looked up again, the eperu had gone.

So I opened the door and peered inside, and saw little but heard much. More of that thick, ugly coughing, and between attacks, wheezing. Was this Roika's room, then? Surely there was someone in there with him. Had they fought?

I crept down the ladder and paused halfway down, straining for the sound of another person's breath, their movements. But I heard nothing but that stridor, growing increasingly desperate, and the coughing that interrupted it. I slipped all the way down, bracing a foot on the ground, and groped for the cord that led to the shade. All these chambers had little windows; at night one could tie a fabric cover over them. The one in this room was barely attached, so it came free easily and the edged light of that sickle moon fell onto the face of the emperor of all Ke Bakil, crumpled on the floor near the ladder. As I stared at him, he was wracked with another coughing fit, ugly barks that brought up dark, sticky masses that showed in stark contrast to the lighter wood of the floor.

There have been moments in my life where everything seemed to stop, where even the World ceased to breathe—allowed me to live in the forever between its breaths—and the moment when I realized Roika was dying... what did I feel? Joy? Horror? Shock? Anger? All these things blocked my throat and the words I might have spoken. I thought to go straight back up the ladder and leave him to his suffering.

But the cough kept on and on, and an animal need to make it stop moved me to his side. I put my arm under him and his torso was too light for the emodo I remembered dancing with at the Leaf Gathering. It should have been an effort for me to haul his dead weight upright against the wall, particularly after my change, but it wasn't. When he continued coughing, I held him in place and found myself praying for the paroxysm to end. I hated Roika, but to watch anyone asphyxiate was beyond me.

I inhabited another one of those pauses between the World's breaths and could not count the time, and yet as interminable as it seemed to me it must have been far worse for him. But at last he began to draw uninterrupted breaths, even if they were labored. Beneath my arms I could feel his heart slowing from its crazed sprint. I lifted my hands from his shoulders just enough to see if he would list, and when he didn't I went through his chamber, looking for something I could use as a rag. I was somehow unsurprised to find several on the table beside the cot. I offered him one and after a long moment, he took it. I used a second to wipe up the floor, an act that kept my back to him. I didn't want to look at him. I didn't want to face this evidence of his frailty, his impending demise. A healthy Roika, alive and opposing me, I could encompass. A dying Roika robbed me of one of the motivating forces of my life.

I didn't leave after I'd finished cleaning. I didn't know why, either. I just sat on the nearest cot and regarded him, the cloth crumpled in my fingers. One good look at its contents had told me everything I needed to know. I was no healer, but a jarana is intimately familiar with the diseases that show themselves in early infancy. It was that knowledge that prompted me to say, "How long have you known?"

His eyes were just visible beneath the lids, wet glints in the moonlight. "A few... years. After I started... building the Stone Moon." He sucked in a breath, fighting for it. "In het Kabbanil."

I frowned. "There was no sign of it in your childhood?"

"None," he answered. "Healer... in het Kabbanil..." He stopped to breathe. "Said he'd never seen it... show up so late."

"But it is what it looks like," I said. "The black-spit killer."

He let his head dip toward his chest, then pressed it back againt the wall, mouth hanging ajar. His difficulties were easing but now that I'd witnessed them I saw their tracks everywhere else. From the moment I'd attacked him on the shore, the signs had been there in the slight thickness of his voice, in the pattern of his breath, not swift enough to be noticed but still too quick for a healthy adult.

I'm not sure what I expected him to say then. The choices we make in our lives shape them forever after, even the small ones. What he decided to say next and the fear that shaped the words changed him in my eyes, no matter how much I wished otherwise.

"Kaduin... he hasn't... tell me... he hasn't...?"

My ears flattened. "No!" And then, worried, "But if you're right he's younger than you were when it rose in you."

"Gods... spare him..." Roika said, and sagged. He stank of blood and panic-sweat, sharp and acrid, and his exhaustion was palpable, so I helped him to one of the cots. He did not protest and in his weary acceptance I read years of him facing that humiliation and learning to live with it, and was moved despite myself to pity.

"Can you sleep now?" I asked.

"Maybe," he rasped. He opened eyes gone cloudy with fatigue. "So... now you know my... terrible secret. Are you glad?"

"No," I said, and was unwilling to expand on that. "Are you sure you'll be fine here alone?"

"Nothing... anyone can do." He closed his eyes. "Either will make it... to the north and back... or not."

In his place I would have resented sympathy and felt smothered by fussing, and we two... we were not as un-alike as I could have wished. So I left him to recuperate, climbing up the ladder and shutting the door. When I straightened I felt as if I had been in that room for hours; every joint felt outraged and all my thoughts ran white with blood and horror. The cloth was still balled in my fist.

The eperu was waiting for me.

"That's why he's never on deck," I said to it. "He's hiding in his room to keep everyone from discovering he's dying."

It shook its head slowly. "No. He's staying in his room because he's conserving what little strength he has. We already know."

I glanced up at it. "The empire knows its emperor is dying?"

"We know," the eperu said, "because the Fire in the Void asked us to guard his health. What the empire knows, I cannot tell you. But surely what the emperor's favored aide knows is known by the ministers of the Stone Moon."

I rubbed my arms. I had thought Turning anadi would have made me better friends with the cold but in this, as with many things, I seemed to have remained more neuter than female. "And you," I said at last, "You agreed to this. To guarding his health."

It glanced at me. "I know this may be difficult for you to hear, but not all of us oppose the Stone Moon, especially among the eperu. We live to serve the Jokka, to protect the breeders so that they might perpetuate the species. Much that the emperor has done has been difficult, but beneath him the anadi bear more young and all the sexes have seen their mindspans extended... even the anadi. There are more of us now than there were before, and the population is not only growing, it is well-fed, it is prosperous, it lives longer."

"The empire is not just," I whispered.

"The empire is imperfect," the eperu corrected. "As all things that exist on the World are. But one must begin somewhere."

I glanced at it. Then said, "What is your name?"

"Marilin," it said. "I am of het Kabbanil's labor."

"Ke Marilin," I said. "Thank you. You have taught me something tonight."

"You honor me," it said.

I returned to my assigned room and slipped beneath the blankets on my cot. Seper opened its eyes long enough to ascertain that I was well and returned to its doze. And I did my best to take my troubled thoughts to sleep and succeeded far too well.

 

The master of the vessel was Denret, an emodo with skin the pale yellow of cream and a wild mane of black hair that the ocean wind was always teasing free of the braid he effected. When I started spending more time outside our assigned room Seper and Kaduin followed me, and the latter was often at the side of Denret, asking questions about everything. That was Kaduin: forever curious, forever seeking. Even when he spoke, it was always an eager tumble, words spilling out as if they were racing to catch up to his thoughts. I stood at the rail and listened to the two of them and learned, every day a different topic, a different tangent.

"What is the north like?" Kaduin asked several weeks later. "Did you land there?"

Denret was standing with Marilin at his side, looking toward the horizon. "No... we just came close enough to be sure it was there and that it was large and then we turned for home." He glanced at Kaduin. "And as for what it's like..." He inhaled and smiled, eyes reflecting the glitter off the sea. "It's green."

 

But our first sight of the northern coast was not the green of new leaves and peridots and summers in Neked Pamari. It was instead an entire palette, awesome in its breadth. Green grass shading brown and dappled yellow. Black conifers rising above trees with stunning crowns of ruby leaves and yellow, oranges bright as rust. The coast itself was a long strand of rocks in every shade of gray. And there were distant mountains... brown shading to lavender and darker purple. I was riveted to the rail as the ship dipped in the choppy waves, skating closer. Seper, joining me, breathed in and said, "It is like a jewel box."

Kaduin, wrapped in a cloak and shivering, was last to approach. "By the Maker," he said, hushed.

"It must snow there," Seper murmured. "A lot more water, and a lot more cold than we get."

"Can you imagine having so much water that you can't see the land for the trees on it?" Kaduin asked, enrapt.

Seper's silence was one I'd long since learned to heed. I glanced at it.

"So many trees," it said. "Have you tried to navigate when you couldn't see the horizon? And the hiking will be hard."

I looked at the coast. "I have found my way through Neked Pamari but I knew the forest. This one I don't know. And it looks larger."

Seper's tail twitched once in agitation.

"It's beautiful," Kaduin said softly.

We let him admire it. It was for the eperu to see to the safety of breeders, and if I no longer belonged to the former group I was still eperu enough to see to my own welfare.

"I'll go pack," Seper said to me. "Tell me when we'll make landfall, when you know."



It took five days for the Endurance to find a safe place to anchor, a decision complicated by the need not to run afoul of any underwater hazards. Each morning some number of the eperu crew would pole the ship's raft down one of the possible approaches, testing it for rocks or precipitous rises in the sea floor. Denret finally chose one and informed us that it was safe to cross.

"What will you do?" I asked him as Seper went for our bags.

"We'll stay here," he said. "The crew will alternate on and off the ship. We'll search for fresh water and game and wait for you to return."

"Is it just us, then?" I said, glancing behind us.

"Just you," Denret said. "And—"

"Me," Roika said, shutting his door behind him. We had not seen him for weeks and the sight of him on his feet felt strange to me, knowing what I did now about his health. He had once called me a dead thing upright, but he suited the moniker better than I had. I had never heard of someone with the black-spit disease surviving to adulthood, but even so I knew he could not survive that cough long.

"You trust yourself with three Jokka who are dedicated to Dlane's cause?" I said. "Without even a guard?"

"Will you kill me?" Roika asked as the ship's master watched, unsettled.

My ears flattened. "No."

"Well, then, I have nothing to worry about, do I." He wrapped his cloak more tightly around himself and cleared his throat.

Denret touched a hand to his brow and said to Roika, "The raft is ready, ke emodo."

"Thank you," Roika said. "You did well, Denret. Tell your crew they are to be commended for their work."

"I will pass it on, sir."

Roika dipped his head and stepped over the side of the ship, onto the ladder leading down to the raft. Two of the ship's eperu followed; they would row the craft and bring it back to the ship when we were safely ashore.

Seper brought me my bag, Kaduin following it to my side. He said, "Do we have to use the same raft?"

"Be patient," Seper said. "We won't be in his company long."

The two of them climbed over the side. I waited for Seper to step onto the raft before starting down the ladder, nursing my misgivings. If Roika went off into the forest alone he might very well die there. I thought Denret and Marilin would bring us home without him, but would they blame us for letting him die? When they'd been charged with his safety and Marilin knew I'd been informed of that charge? And worse, how would I feel if a male I'd been fighting for years met his end unremarked in some nameless forest on an alien coast? We had been building toward a clash of empires since Dlane had died in my arms. If it ended like this, would it ever feel finished at all? Or would it make a new emptiness in me to add to the one Dlane's death had created?

The raft was cold and leaky and barely large enough for all of us and our packs. Kaduin sat at the far corner, keeping as far from Roika as possible, his toes curled up tightly to avoid the water that slopped over the raft's floor. Seper and I sat in front of him, facing the eperu at the oars. By the time the pebbles scraped at the bottom of our little craft, we were all wet; the water was cold enough to numb my toes.

And then we were on the shore of an entirely different place, a shore three months away by way of a ship that was, for now, unique. I sat in the raft and stared up at the towering trees and the quiver that ran the length of my spine was not the chill but incredulity.

Roika stepped out of the raft first, pulling his pack after him. "Thank you." And then he turned his back on us and made his way to the trees.

I said, "Quickly, or we’ll lose him."

"Lose him!" Kaduin hissed. "Why are we following him at all?"

"Because he'll probably die in that forest without aid," I said.

"Then let him die!" Kaduin said. "It's what he would do in our place!"

Seper glanced at him, ears flattening.

I grabbed my bag and hopped out of the raft, wet tail slopping on the pebbled beach. I touched my hand to my chest in salute to the eperu who'd brought us and said, "Thank you," and then said to Seper and Kaduin, "Come on." And then I jogged after Roika.

At my approach, he growled, "Is there something you need?"

"We need to stay together," I said.

"I can do this myself," he said. "And I can't imagine why you'd want to do it with me anyway."

"Like it or not," I said, "you are the one responsible for making this possible. We already have done it with you, Roika."

He paused and turned, eyes narrowed. "This is about your pity for me."

"And if it is?" I said.

"Then I don't want it," he began, baring his teeth.

Behind us, Kaduin cried, "Stop! Look!"

Standing with a hand on one of the trees, almost invisible in their reddish shadows, was an anadi.

I remember the first time I saw Dlane on a dais at a Transactions fair being auctioned to the highest bidding House. Her beauty had stunned me: the slim shoulders, the rounded hips and belly, the shimmering gray skin and golden hair. She had seemed to me like the Brightness made manifest, a light too powerful to be contained within a single body. I had never seen anything like her.

...but this anadi made Dlane's beauty seem febrile. She was radiant, vital in a way I'd never seen in my life. Her skin was glossy, a rose-amber that was all the colors of pink and peach and pale cream and yellow that I could perceive. Her hair had been braided into a complex pattern but even pulled back from her face one could see its health and thickness. Her posture was effortlessly erect, and she was sleek where her clothing revealed her. She might have the heavy breasts and broad hips of an anadi, but there was little soft about her.

The sight of us had stopped her fast. Her pupils had swollen in eyes a clear aquamarine blue, and she raked each of us with a glance that seemed to be seeking something, something we were lacking. And then she spoke in an urgent mezzosoprano, the words an unmistakable interrogation... one none of us could answer, for none of us understood her.

"I'm sorry," I said. "Could you repeat that?"

The anadi took a step forward, ears flattened, and the unintelligible words came again, a swift staccato.

Kaduin said, "Maybe... maybe she speaks the language of the ancients?"

"And we don't?" I said.

"We don't understand their writing," Kaduin said. "Why would we understand their speech?"

The anadi had been listening to our exchange, ears straining and brow furrowed. At last she made an exasperated noise and flipped her tail against the grass. Waving a hand to draw our attention back to her, she made an unmistakable 'come' sign and walked deeper into the forest.

The eperu from the raft had joined us further up the beach at the sight of the stranger. Roika said to them, "Take word to ke Denret. We'll be back when we have news." As they jogged back to the raft, he flicked his tail and said, "I suppose we'll be walking together for a while after all," and followed the anadi.

What could we do? We went too.

 

Acquaintance did not make the anadi less astonishing. She wore clothing heavier than I was accustomed to seeing: thick leather pants and vest over a thinner shirt with sleeves that ended just above her braided forearm ruffs. She carried a small bag slung from shoulder to hip and at her belt a sheathed knife. The ornaments holding her braids in place were carved wooden sticks with animals chasing each other up their lengths, or evoking twirling vines with flat flowers at their ends. Of course they had wood and to spare, if this forest was any indication; what was extravagance beyond measure at home would be normal here. But all of it only served to underscore her alien nature. Even her height was strange: she was taller than anadi were wont to be, nearly my own height. And she set a brisk pace, traveling paths that her confidence implied were familiar to her. Now and then she stopped to cut a leaf from a vine growing up a trunk or pluck something from a plant near the ground; these she carefully stowed in the pouches or pack she carried.

"An herbalist, surely," Kaduin said, excited. "Would that ke Abadil had come with us! All those plants he read about in the records, the ones that no longer seem to grow back home, maybe she would recognize them?"

"Maybe," I said. "If not her, I cannot imagine who would."

As we traveled the anadi stopped and pointed at things, speaking a single word as a question. When we didn't respond she sighed and continued. Eventually, Kaduin began offering her one of our words in exchange: 'tree,' 'leaf,' 'dirt.' That seemed to satisfy her, though she continued to frown as she walked, and often glanced at us.

We'd been hiking at least an hour when Roika began hiding a cough behind a hand, falling back so that the noise wouldn't draw attention. But soon enough he was lagging for lack of breath. The anadi frowned over her shoulder at us and stopped until he caught up, then resumed walking. When he fell behind again she waited with flattened ears and a scowl. This time when she turned away, he coughed—and she froze and spun back around. Before he could retreat she was in front of him, leaning into him and staring up at his mouth. She sniffed his neck, took his hand and flipped it, checking it. She trailed a finger over the palm, rubbing it against her thumb. As Roika stared at her, wide-eyed and flat-eared, she rested her fingers on his wrist and closed her eyes. She said something to him, swift and incredulous. When he didn't answer, she looked at the rest of us, exasperated, and said something else.

"He has been sick a while," I offered. I faked a cough and a wheezing breath for her.

Roika growled. "I can talk for myself."

She ignored him and duplicated my wheeze and cough, arching her brows. Then she glanced around the path and grabbed some of the dark, fragrant soil. She pretended to cough into her hand and opened it to show me the black dirt and again asked her question.

"Yes," I said, ears flicking forward. "Just like that."

"Yes," she said, her accent... very strange. But she duplicated the noise well. She eyed Roika. "Yes?"

He glared at her, then snarled. "Yes."

That loosed a tirade none of us understood, but she resumed walking at a reduced pace.

"Thank you," Roika said to me, seething. "For sharing my secret for me."

"Your illness was no secret on the ship," Seper said behind us, surprising us both. "The crew spoke of it when it was needful."

Before he could recover from his surprise, I said, "And the anadi heard you herself. She's obviously well-versed in sicknesses. She didn't need to be told. And you know she would have found out."

Roika said nothing, marching with stiff shoulders. I let him pass on and resumed trudging alongside Seper. Glancing at it earned me a flip of its tail. I was not surprised it had discovered the emperor's condition, but Kaduin? When I looked over at him, I found him grim, back straight and brows lowered. He had not known, then. It was not how I would have chosen to tell him.

 

It was not a short journey the anadi led us on. Nor an easy one. Few of us were habituated to hiking with the forests so few. That I'd had so many experiences with them was rare among Jokka... or at least, among the Jokka I'd known. Here things must be different, among these behemoths that reached so high above the shorter trees. The air was moist and smelled of astringent sap, so different from Neked Pamari's drier, sweeter smells, but some things remained the same. The muffled sound of our feet on the path. The way sunlight shivered when the branches above us moved. The distant call of animals. The memories were powerful, so much so that I kept looking over my shoulder for the anadi who wasn't following me anymore.

Instead, I wound up with an arm slung under Roika's shoulders, for it was not long before he could no longer walk without aid and Kaduin wouldn't touch him. Seper did not offer either, though it awarded me a significant look. I judged that to be a warning against overworking myself on behalf of our enemy.

It was strange to touch him, strange and familiar. I remembered his arms around me at the Leaf Gathering and the comfort I’d derived from his strength. Beneath these alien trees we were neither of us what we were. We'd come to this: a dying emodo and a failed anadi stumbling through a world that smelled like a welcome we were too late to accept.

Our guide looked over her shoulder at us once, saw that I was handling the problem, and said something to us I thought was reassurance before continuing.

“I hope that meant ‘we’re not far,’” Kaduin muttered.

I said nothing and labored on, listening to Roika wheeze.

I knew the break in the trees as a sudden brightness on my shoulders and brow, as the shock of moving air after the close stillness of the trees and their heavy silences. Before us was a small valley and in it nestled dozens of small wooden houses. Wooden houses! There were pens with small herdbeasts grazing in them and people, beautiful people, shimmering under the light—

—and then Roika collapsed and took me with him. After that things became a confusion of hands helping us and talk, so much talk, collapsed from language into music by its impenetrability. And the Jokka... oh, the northern Jokka. They blinded me with their health and beauty and quickness. Had someone not led me after Roika I might have remained there, stunned insensate. But they did lead me away as our anadi chivvied them, toward one of the wooden houses on the outskirts of the settlement. It was nothing like the homes I was accustomed to, places meant for an entire House. This one seemed sized to fit our guide, who stood outside and gave orders to the eperu and emodo helping her. She nudged us all in after, including Kaduin, whose expression I recognized: the only reason he wasn't asking questions was because no one here would be able to understand them.

The Jokka carrying Roika vanished into an adjacent room at the anadi's request, leaving the three of us in a small area in front of a wall. There were no chairs, only a high table set flush to the wall with incense burners and a lamp. Above it on the wall was a giant piece of painted stone: a circle with three colors swirled together, sienna brown, lapis blue and pearlescent white. Beside each color was a word, and even I as poorly literate as I was understood them. It seemed so normal to see them, in fact, that I don't think any of us realized until several heartbeats had passed that... the words were written with letters we recognized.

When the anadi returned with another anadi and an eperu, Kaduin rounded on her, pointing at the wall. "Anadi!" he said. "Eperu! Emodo! Yes?"

Startled, she looked up at the wall. Then she tapped on one of the words and spoke, and I thought... I thought perhaps I heard the word this time, our word. But pronounced so strangely I had to strain to hear it.

"Anadi," Kaduin said. He pointed at our guide. "Like you. Anadi. Yes?" He pointed at eperu and then at Seper and the eperu behind our guide. "And eperu? And emodo!"

The guide pursed her lips and said something to the other two before motioning to Kaduin. When he stepped closer, she pulled him toward them and then pointed to the room across from us, a place with soft cushions and a low table beside a fireplace. Eagerly he went with them.

I waited until I saw them settle down before saying to the anadi, "Where is he? The emodo?" And pointed to the word.

She motioned for me to follow, so I did.

They'd settled Roika onto a couch in a room stocked from floor to ceiling with shelves of small ceramic and glass jars, each labeled in script I recognized, though I didn't know all the words. There was a table with a mortar and pestle, a knife, and other tools that looked typical to an herbalist. The anadi pointed to a stool next to the couch, so I sat and watched her go through her shelves, muttering to herself. Seper positioned itself at the door where it could see both me and Kaduin, and I let its presence serve as an anchor. Even the scent of this place was unknown: the wooden walls smelled of the same fragrant sap as the forest.

The anadi sniffed at Roika's throat and eyes, peered into his slack mouth and then sniffed there too. She showed me her knife and then set it against the top of a knuckle, pricking there and showing me the results as if to demonstrate she meant no harm. When I didn't react, she nicked Roika's hand and lapped up the bead of blood that welled there. And then she shuddered and stared at me. She said something incredulous and then demanded my hand, pointing to it and holding hers out. So I rested my palm on hers and let her cut me too, using the opposite side of the blade. Her tongue was hot and swift, and her expression appalled when she lifted her head.

Shaking herself, she took a brief inventory of her shelves and then started pulling down jars, talking to me all the while. I didn't need to know what she was saying; from her tone she was distressed and trying to ignore it by focusing on practical issues. I knew it by the firm set of her shoulders and the flattened ears. When she'd satisfied herself as to her list of ingredients she mixed something in a bowl, sniffed it and sighed out. She would have offered it to me as well but she didn't have to: the paste she'd made was so strong it was clearing my nose from the other side of the room. This she rubbed on Roika's chest and throat, around his nostrils. Then she covered him with a blanket and left him propped up on the couch before taking me by the arm and pulling me out of the room, calling.

Her summons brought the other two and Kaduin, whose eyes were shining. "Thenet!" he said while they talked. "Thenet, they have paper! They have so much paper they use it for scraps! Look!" He brandished a few sheets, full of scribbled notes in several hands. "I think they might be speaking the same language after all, just... so differently we can't hear it right. And some of the words aren't the same. But they are when written. Except when they're not—"

I held up my hands. "Slow down, please."

"They use our way of writing," Kaduin said. "But they also use the glyphs we've seen in the ruins. Just like they seem to speak our language, if very, very differently... along with words we don't know. But I can write and they understand. You see?" He pointed at where he'd written 'we are from the south' and received an answer in response. I couldn't read it all, but I knew the word for ocean.

The anadi had dispatched the other two and was frowning at us. Seeing the paper, she pulled it out of Kaduin's hand, and the writing stick as well. When she finished writing on the paper, using the wall as a flat surface, she handed it to me and tapped it urgently.

"Kaduin?" I said.

He looked over my shoulder. "It says 'why are you all so sick?'"

I frowned. "Did you read that correctly? 'you all'?"

"That's what it says," Kaduin said, frowning. He jotted a reply, speaking the words as he wrote them. "We are not sick. The emodo is sick."

She looked at it, flattened her ears and hissed. Taking the stick back she wrote again, then showed him the paper and pointed at it.

Seper read it this time. "'You are all sick. Like animals that have not seen proper feed for years.'"

We all looked at one another, then at the anadi.

Seper whispered, "All the others outside... they look like her."

"And we don't!" Kaduin said, eyes wide.

The anadi underscored the word 'sick' with the stick and thrust it at us. Kaduin glanced at me, then took it from her and wrote slowly in response. "Where we are from, we are not sick. Everyone is like this."

When the anadi read the words, she grew very still. She looked up at us, eyes rimmed in white.

"It's true," Kaduin told her.

She took the paper back and wrote, "You will come eat now. We will begin repairs."

"What about Roika?" I asked. "Ask her about him."

Kaduin scrawled the question and showed it to her, and she frowned and scrawled, "I made him comfortable."

Comfortable, I thought. So even here, among these amazingly vital people, there was no hope for him.

The anadi said something and beckoned, so we followed her.

 

Before I ate my first meal in that northern house, I had not tasted food. I had eaten all my life but never felt nourished, not the way this food nourished. The aroma had me salivating before it reached the low table where we were waiting and the actual act of eating was… indescribable. As if the inside of my mouth had been numb until this meal had stung it to life. As if my stomach had been sleeping until I filled it with this food. It did not look much different from anything I’d eaten at home: some kind of red meat shredded with hints of green leaves, of spices and nuts. But the flavor...! It was soaked in a vibrant sauce that tasted gloriously of fat and seasonings I couldn’t identify and our hosts used soft, flat bread as scoops to gather as much of it as they could, so we did the same. And we ate... how we ate. I was not the only one stunned by the food. I had never seen an expression of sensual bliss on Seper's face until that afternoon, savoring that first bite and then the second.

“What could possibly be different about it?” Kaduin said as we ate. “It’s the same sort of things, isn’t it? Animal flesh and plants that grow out of the ground. Why does it taste so real?”

“Maybe the soil is richer here,” Seper said. “At home, the farming Houses found that the soil faded after years of use, even when fertilized."

“So you’re suggesting that our soil is deficient despite our efforts,” Kaduin said.

“Maybe they grow different plants here,” I said.

“Or they could be better cooks,” Seper said.

“Whatever the cause of it, I want more of it,” Kaduin said, and served himself again.

As we ate, our anadi guide watched us. From her expression she was unsurprised by our reaction.

Partway through the meal we were served cups of a drink made from cream: spicy and salty and sweet and fatty, the taste mild against the bolder flavors of the meat. And when all that had been cleared away, another cup, this time of a clear tisane, some stimulant with a touch of mint and other herbs I couldn’t identify.

“I want that again,” Kaduin said, nose drooping over the cup so that the steam parted around his nose. “I want to eat like that all the time.”

“Maybe this was an unusual meal,” Seper murmured.

The anadi said something to the eperu seated beside her, causing it to rise and fetch a fresh stack of paper and the charcoal stick. It sharpened the point, then glanced over at her. They were siblings, I thought: it had the same hair and eyes and skin very nearly the same rose-amber, but darker. Strange to see two siblings seated together.

But it was writing. Kaduin scooted over beside it, still cradling his cup, and read past its wrist. “It wants to know why we’re here.”

Such a question. How could I possibly answer? That we were here because our world was falling apart? That our society was destroying itself in an argument over the just treatment of all of its members? That we had come because the Stone Moon and the truedark rebellion were seeking some way to avoid a war? I looked away, my eyes focusing on the brim of my cup and a highlight there, cast by a nearby lamp. “Tell them that we came seeking the knowledge of the ancients. Tell them about the ruins.”

Kaduin frowned in thought, then began to write. The others leaned close, murmuring to each other as the words appeared. When he’d finished, he offered them the sheet but our guide flattened her ears and pointed at the first word. She glanced at him until he said, “There.” Then pointed to the next. So he spoke the whole thing aloud for her.

“There are ruins where we come from, ruins that tell stories we don’t know, ruins whose stories have no endings. Our own world is in desperate need of answers. How can we live so that the breeders don’t fall to the mind-death? How can we have children without risk to the anadi? Did we come from the north, and if so, what happened? Were we born in the Birthwell? We came here hoping for answers. We did not expect living Jokka.”

The three looked at one another. Then the eperu shook its head and took the stick back from Kaduin, murmuring a question to its sibling. She said something swiftly and it wrote. When Kaduin took back the sheet, he read it first, ears dipping. Then said, “They… write… that they didn’t think there were any people left on the birth continent after the great disaster. That a great flame in the sky struck the earth and destroyed everything. Their ancestors fled on a ship and came here.”

“A flame?” I asked, startled. “Where? It couldn’t have been near het Kabbanil where so much of the city still stands. Was it north or south of there?”

But the anadi touched my arm. “Kabbanil?” she repeated, and despite her way of mangling the vowels I understood her. “Kabbanil?”

“Yes,” I said. “One of our cities.” Kaduin hastily wrote for me and pushed the paper on the eperu, who read it to the others. The two anadi shared looks, then considered us. Then she said something slowly to the eperu, who wrote it down and showed it to all three of us.

“They say we are their ancestors,” Kaduin whispered.

 

After that there was no separating Kaduin from the northern Jokka and their paper. I left him to pursue the implications of their revelation and went instead to check on Roika, who was sleeping on the couch in surprising peace. When I trained an ear toward his face I could catch the faint wheeze in his breathing but he was a different Jokkad from the one I'd helped lumber through the forest. Seper trailed in after me and glanced at him. "He seems better."

"He does," I said. "I wonder how long it will last."

"And what was in the unguent," Seper said.

The anadi entered, brushing past us to sniff at Roika's breath and check his wrist again. She seemed satisfied with the results though not happy, unsurprisingly. I had yet to meet a healer who did not feel personally affronted by the diseases it couldn't cure.

Sitting behind her desk, she found a sheet of paper and a pen this time, dipping it in a pot of ink. She began to write. When she had finished she twirled the paper to face us and tapped it. Seper leaned closer, frownining.

"She asks if we eat things from the sea and things from the land."

I glanced at the anadi, who was staring at me as if willing the answer from my lips. "A fine thing to ask of people who only recently re-discovered the sea."

"I will tell her that we eat plants," Seper said, writing carefully. The eperu did not have Kaduin's facility with language, but then no one did. I drew better than Seper, but it was more literate than I was. When it was done, it showed the anadi the sheet. She scowled at the words and shook her head, ears flattening. Tapping it she said something, forgetting that we didn't understand, and when we didn't respond she made an exasperated noise and wrote in a hasty hand and shoved the results under Seper's nose.

"I... I'm not sure I understand this correctly," Seper said. "But she says... that our blood is... flat? That we are starved. We must eat a great deal and properly while we are here."

"No hardship that," I murmured.

Seper's brows lowered. "...but she says that this will not fix you, because you were starved during your Turning and it was... something here I don't understand." It glanced up at the anadi and pointed at the word. She said something, then scratched it out and wrote something new. Seper said, "Not finished, now, it says."

I touched my chest. "Not finished."

Seper wrote for me and the anadi answered, and I saw on her face concern and that anger particular to healers when confronted with health problems that could have been avoided. "She writes that Turning Jokka must always be fed properly and rested, particularly when going from neuter to breeder. Otherwise, the change might not complete. It will cause problems."

"Yes," I murmured. "I imagine so."

The anadi was writing again. I didn't have to look up to tell; the furious scribbling, so confident, was very different from Seper's slower, more erratic response. I closed my eyes and waited.

"She says she must look up exactly the... I don't know what this word is. Look up something in something in order to decide how to treat us, to make us better. Our problem is so rare she has never seen it in a person. Only occasionally in animals who have been trapped in the mountains." Seper's voice grew sardonic. "Like animals in the mountains."

The anadi answered its tone and though we didn't know the words we understood her well enough. None of us liked the situation. "Tell her thank you," I said. "For her hospitality, for her healing, and for taking care of Roika."

"Are we truly grateful for the latter?" Seper asked, but it took up the pen.

"Whether or not we are," I said, "she didn't have to see to him and she did. Her effort deserves thanks."

It snorted and wrote, and this note the anadi stared at for a long time before sighing. She stood and touched Seper on the shoulder on her way to the door, and there she stopped and caught my eyes before touching her fingertips to her womb and then to her heart. She left before I could stop her, but then... what could I say? That I was shocked that she knew the sign of an anadi's respect to an eperu? It was, wasn't it? But I was no longer eperu and this she apparently knew.

"We have a great deal to learn here," Seper said.

"Go with her?" I suggested. "If she is going to look for information on what's wrong with us... I'd like to know what form it takes. Perhaps they have records. If they're written in the same way..."

"Then I could understand them," Seper said, and dipped its head. "I will go, and check on Kaduin."

"Thank you," I said.

Once it had gone, I closed my eyes and let my head drop, drawing in deep breaths until I'd found some strength to rise. As I did so, Roika said, "Is it true?"

I halted and slowly looked over at him. He was lying just as he had been, hands folded on his midriff, but his eyes were open.

"Yes," I said at last. "Your doing."

"My doing!" he said, brows lifting.

"We had a refugee from het Serelni. There used to be a chenji there, an anadi witch, who could Turn other sexes anadi by mating them to emodo. It does not always work."

"But it did on you," Roika said. "How is that possible? When you came back to me to kill your House-mates, you were still eperu and it had been months since the incident in the breeding chamber."

"I was... ill," I said, looking away. "Too sick to recover well. And when I finally regained some strength I spent it all preparing to kill you. It wasn't until I began eating normally and resting more that I began to show signs."

The words were reluctant to leave him judging by the pauses between them. "I would never have chosen that for you, Thenet."

"Is that an apology?" I said, voice harsh.

"Yes," Roika said. "Yes, it is. I regret hurting you, Thenet. I regretted it even as I was doing it."

"You didn't stop," I said.

"No," he said. "I was past stopping. I—" He bared his teeth and looked away. "I wanted, very badly, for you to join me. Your refusal drove me past reason."

"You had some fantasy," I said. "You, me, Dlane. All together, all helping you build your dream of empire."

"Would it have been so wrong?" he said. "You wanted it."

"But she didn't," I said. "And I loved her, Roika. I love her still."

"Don't let your love for her blind you to truth," Roika said, quieter. "My way may not have been the kindest way. But it has been the only way."

I growled but he didn't flinch from my glare and then... then I heard the words and frowned. "'Has been'?"

"Has been," he said. "Maybe now there will be a new way. Help me, Thenet. These people know things we've forgotten. They have things we need. For better or worse I speak for Ke Bakil. Decisions I make here will be carried out by the empire when we return." He touched his throat, his chest. "I feel better now, but it won't last. The good periods no longer outnumber the bad ones. When I begin to fail, promise me you will speak in my name. In the empire's name. And if I die here, bring those decisions back for me."

My heart had begun to pound halfway through his entreaty and by the end of it I was shaking, my incredulity was so powerful. "You trust me with this?"

"Yes," he said.

"But why?" I asked, stunned. "You've just learned that your rape Turned me anadi. I've told you that I love the anadi who counted you her worst enemy. I lied to you, stole your children and raised them as my own, killed half the anadi you took from me. And you would trust me?"

"Yes," he said again. "Because you still want the best for Ke Bakil. And you are too honest to turn your back on what the Stone Moon has accomplished once I am no longer a threat to you."

"You're mad!" I exclaimed.

"No," he said, quiet. "I'm dying. And if I don't live to see our home again, Thenet, I must arrange for its safe transition into another's hands."

"I don't want power," I whispered.

"Then don't take it," he said. "Give it to someone worthy. But help me bring home the secrets of the north, Thenet. If these people can heal us of whatever sickness they claim we have..." He closed his eyes. Then managed a smile. "Then I'll die without resentment."

"And without regrets?" I said.

He looked at me then, gray eyes unreadable. "Show me a life without regrets, Thenet, and it won't be either of ours. Will it?"

I could not argue that and he knew it. I left him to rest.

 

Our hosts improvised sleeping arrangements for us in the room beside the entry hall... this after Kaduin's hasty explanation caused them to dismantle the nest they'd built for us to share. "They form triads," he said after they'd withdrawn and left us to the dim warmth of the banked fire. "That's how they do things. One each of each sex, and they become a family group. The eperu here is the herbalist's sibling, and it and the other anadi have made an initial agreement. Until they find a third they're staying here with the herbalist."

"Triads," I repeated.

"Yes," Kaduin said. His voice was tight. "Here it's normal for Jokka to love one across sexes."

"And our host?" Seper asked. "The healer?"

"I don't know," Kaduin said. "They haven't said anything about her having mates." He fluffed his blanket and then slid under it. "Tomorrow they are bringing some people to talk with us. They're very excited, ke eperu. They never expected anyone to survive when they left. They said the skies were dark with ash and the seas had drowned half the land and taken the cities there with them... it was a terrible catastrophe. Plants died, the waters were poisoned by the ash and the flooding. The animals lasted a while and then they started dying too."

"How long ago?" I asked.

"They don't know," Kaduin said. He was lying down now; I could just see the tip of his nose and the gleam of his eyes in the shadows of the blanket he'd pulled up to his chin. "Hundreds of years ago. Maybe thousands?" He yawned.

"Rest," Seper said. "There is much to be done."

"Yes," he said and closed his eyes.

The two of us sat by the fire while he drowsed off. At last I said to my companion, "What do you think?"

"I think there is much to be done," Seper said again.

The warmth off the fire only made my limbs feel colder by contrast. "I'm tired, Seper."

"Then sleep," it said gently.

 

In the morning I found a narrow plate awaiting me by the fire, and on it three rich small cuts of meat wrapped in bright green leaves. There was a similar plate next to Kaduin, but not beside Seper. I brought my plate with me when I went in search of the anadi. She was tending to Roika, who was awake and sitting up. I pointed to the plate and she narrowed her eyes and mimed eating it.

"Do you feel well enough to write?" I asked him.

"Yes?" he said.

I brought him the paper and said, "Ask her why Kaduin and I have these plates but not Seper. Doesn't it need breakfast?"

The anadi looked over Roika's shoulder as he wrote and snorted when he finished. She plucked the pen up, dipped it in the inkwell and scrawled a quick note beneath his.

"She says that breeders need more and different food from eperu and don't we know anything." He glanced at me. "It seems not."

The anadi tapped him on the shoulder and said a word slowly, then motioned for us to follow her. So we did... to breakfast, where Roika had his first experience of northern cooking and the rest of us learned that our first meal was no anomaly. The first meal of the day was served with small flat cakes made of something shredded and sweet, hot from a pan and glossy with fragrant oil. With this, some combination of vegetables I didn't recognize and strips of pale meat marinated in a tangy yellow sauce. Everyone ate from the same bowls and plates, but I noticed the two northern anadi had narrow plates like the ones Kaduin and I had found by our fire.

Afterward, several more Jokka came to call, one of them with a stack of paper. The meeting that followed was a laborious one, involving not only writing back and forth, but reading aloud, something the herbalist insisted on. But from these people we learned that the northern Jokka were astonished at our arrival and wanted very much to know about us and the remains of the civilization they'd fled. Roika, who'd been propped up against a wall with several pillows, said to me, "Don't make any promises."

"Don't we want what they have?" I said to him, ears flicking back.

"I did not build the Stone Moon so foreigners could take it from us," Roika said. "Ask them how many of them there are, about other towns."

Kaduin scowled but I said, "Please." So he asked, and one question led to the next. The answers were surprising: there were only two other towns and a scattering of single-family homesteads in between. This town had some nine hundred people in it, and while it was the smallest of the three the others weren't much larger: apparently they considered having grown their population to this size a great accomplishment, for very few of them had made it to this continent at all. This town traded the products of the forest and sea to the other two, which sent back cloth and metal. There was almost no infrastructure, certainly no empire.

"But then," Kaduin said as he read one of their responses, "why would they need it? They live among riches. They don't need one another to survive the way we do." He glanced at me. "Can I tell them now about the ship and our plans?"

"Go ahead," I said.

This explication brought on exclamations of surprise and then speculative looks amid the general excitement. The newcomers consulted with our hosts, and the anadi growled something to them that set their ears back. She pointed at us and spoke at length, gesturing with her hands.  Then one of them handed her the pen.

"She wants us to bring the ship to... someplace. I'm not sure what that means. And she wants to see all the Jokka on it. The more of us she can see, the more likely she'll understand what's wrong with us."

I glanced at Roika who said, "We may as well. We won't be leaving here for months anyway."

"Months!" I exclaimed.

"The seas are rough in winter," Roika said. "It's safer to wait until spring before making the return trip."

"Months would give us time to see if their aid really does help," Seper offered.

I sighed. "Let it be done, then. And Kaduin..." When he looked up, I said, "You'll be in charge of arranging all this."

"Ke eperu?" he said, startled.

"You're the most facile with writing," I said. "Until we can speak with them, it's the only way."

As he dove back into the one-sided conversation with the northerners, Seper murmured, "You give him the task he wants very much to do."

"Do you want me to assign you to him as well?"

Seper grimaced, ears flicking back. "Someone should go with him."

"And someone should stay here."

It glanced at Roika before saying, "Is that necessary?"

I held its gaze until it relented. With a sigh, it said, "As you will."



"You could have gone with them," Roika said later, lying on the healer's couch while she thumbed through stacks of records at her table. "They could have used the help."

"Kaduin needs to do something for himself," I said. "He's ready. He deserves the chance to prove he can accomplish great deeds on his own."

Roika smiled, eyes closed. "You've raised him well."

I sought any possible sign of sarcasm and heard none. So I said, "And I gave him the task because I'm tired."

"Not too much longer now, ke eperu," Roika said. "And then it will be over."

"I'm not an eperu anymore," I said.

"Do you think of yourself as anadi, then?" he asked, parting his lashes just enough to study me. At my expression, he said, "I didn't think so."

"To deny what I am now would be to deny what you did to me," I said.

"So why do you do it?"

I looked at my knees and squeezed my eyes shut. "There's only one anadi in my life, Roika. I'm not her."

"And now you know why I call you ke eperu," he said, quiet, but when I looked up in surprise he refused to say more.

 

That evening after another astonishing meal, Seper, Kaduin and I repaired to our blankets in the front room. Outside the windows a deep blue twilight had fallen and through it I could see the lamps hanging from the eaves of other wooden houses, casting warm reddish lights in the autumn dark. Seper rebuilt the fire from the coals with wood that smelled like incense when it burned, sweet and fragrant and rare.

“Their cove is about an hour’s walk away,” Kaduin said to us as we settled in. “Nobody seems to ride around here, I gather the trees are too thick? Have you seen any riding beasts, ke Thenet?”

“None,” I said. “But I haven’t left the house.”

“Well, it’s not important,” he said, more to himself than to us. “The cove is where they fish, there are several boats tied down there. Nothing the size of ours, but the place is large enough for us to bring the Endurance. The northerners say it will be safer from storms there. So we walked back to the beach and ke Denret says they’ll sail the ship there tomorrow. He was amenable to having some of the Jokka up here at the settlement, so once they anchor at the cove we should be seeing them.” He watched Seper feed the fire. In profile, I saw the resemblance to his father more strongly, particularly with the new confidence that squared his shoulders and raised his chin. There was a little of his mother Magun in him too, in the strength of his nose and the ember-red of his eyes.

But then he smiled at me, that same bright eager smile he’d given me since childhood, and all resemblance to his parents vanished. “I think I’m beginning to understand them a little, too. They often use the same words we do, it’s just that they pronounce them differently. This place for instance. They call it a het and it’s spelled ‘het,’ just like at home. Except they don’t say ‘het,’ they say ‘aith.’”

“That doesn’t sound at all like het,” Seper said, sitting next to me.

“No, no of course it doesn’t,” Kaduin said. “But if you start listening, you notice that a lot of the words with ‘eh’ sounds now have ‘ai’ sounds. And a lot of the ‘t’ sounds have become 'th.' They have a different rhythm when they speak, so it’s hard to pull those changes out, but if you pay attention when they’re reading aloud from what they’ve written you can hear it. Plus, they seem to have different versions of a word when it speaks of one single object or several—“

Our looks must have been instructive, for he trailed to a halt and flushed at the ears. Laughing, he said, “I know it sounds crazy. But once you start listening for the changes, they really do start making sense.” He looked past us and added, “Yes?”

“Yes,” said the healer, who was standing at the door with a tray of steaming mugs. And though I could hear a hint of the accent Kaduin had been explaining, I understood her quite well.

“They’re learning how we speak too,” Kaduin added. “Pretty quickly now that they’ve heard the shipboard Jokka too.”

The healer brought our tray and set it down, and amid the mugs there was a slip of paper. Kaduin peered at it and read, “These are for warming the stomach before sleeping. Because it’s cold out.” He looked up at her. “Thank you.”

She inclined her head. Then tapped her chest. “Loë.”

“Loë?” I said. “Some new word we don’t know?”

“Loë,” the healer repeated, pointing to herself. She pointed at me and arched her brows.

“Ah, names,” Kaduin said. He pointed at me. “Thenet.” And at Seper and himself, repeating the exercise.

Satisfied, the anadi said, “Kaduin. Thenet. Seper.” And added something that was perhaps ‘good night,’ for she left us then.

“Sae-dwyn,” Kaduin repeated, bemused. “I almost like it better that way.”

Seper glanced at me. It was not the only one who saw Kaduin’s enthusiasm. I said only, “You’ve done well, Kaduin. Keep going.”

“Yes, ke eperu,” he said, beaming.



The following day Kaduin, Seper and the eperu and anadi who were—what could I say? Joined? Mated? Left early to go to the cove and wait for the ship. Loë stood with me at the door, breath curling white from her mouth; when they’d vanished amid the general bustle of the het, she drew me back to her workroom where Roika had resumed his seat after eating with us. He was reading through a handful of sheets left from the conversations that had happened since we’d arrived, and as I entered, he said, “They use a lot of words I’m not familiar with.”

“Kaduin said some of the vocabulary is particular to them.” I stopped as the anadi waved me over, so I joined her at the table as she unwrapped a leather package and brought forth from it a great stack of papers bound together with a cover. I had not seen so much paper in one place ever and when she opened it to reveal a page covered in tight, neat writing and accompanied by painted illustrations I drew in a sharp breath.

“What is it?” Roika asked.

“Come see."

He joined us then, moving without grace but not needing help. For some time he said nothing, staring at it. Then at last he whispered, “Gods of the Trinity.”

“What does it say?” I asked, glancing at him.

He touched a finger lightly to the picture, a pale flower tipped in lilac with a scattering of amber pollen on one petal. “I don’t understand a great deal of it. But it’s something about the medicinal uses of this flower. Where it’s found, when. How to prepare it.”

My ears flattened. “How many flowers and plants are in this book?”

Roika glanced at the anadi, hand hovering over the bottom edge of the page. When she gestured assent, he flipped to several pages at random. The catalog was extensive and the flora described unfamiliar to me.

Loë offered some comment, then pointed to another of these compendiums. That one had anatomical illustrations. “Disease,” Roika said, and not all the thickness in his voice could dilute the awe in it. “And how to treat it.”

The anadi opened to a page that had been marked with a thin strip of leather and tapped one entry. Roika leaned over it and I saw him go gray at the ears.

“Roika?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “The terminology is… I can’t read most of it. But they seem to know an adult form of black-spit.”

“Is there any information about curing it?” I asked.

“There is treatment information,” he said. “There is nothing here about curing. Unless one of these foreign words involves that.”

“Ask her,” I said. “Ask her if she can make you well.”

I expected him to find the paper and pen, but all he did was raise his head and meet her eyes. The regret that softened her gaze was more eloquent than words. She touched his shoulder, then groped for the pen and a scrap of paper, jotting something down on it and offering it to him. She pointed to the words as she spoke them out loud.

“She says she’ll do what she can,” he said.

“How long?” I asked, soft.

Roika looked at the paper and shuddered, and in that moment I felt a terrible, unwilling tenderness at the revelation of his fear. “Thenet… Thenet, I don’t want to know.”

I drew in a breath and nodded. “Well. We should find some way to occupy ourselves then.”

“You could join the others,” he said.

“Kaduin has that matter well in hand,” I said. I glanced at Loë. “Maybe we should learn to understand her better instead. It would give us something to do.”

He glanced at the anadi, who was listening to us with pricked ears and a considering expression.

“So it would,” he said, and pulled the paper back over.

 

That evening Kaduin returned with Marilin and two of the emodo from the vessel. Loë was watching when they bowed deeply to Roika, and she was very attentive to how he spoke to them and the respect in their responses. I wondered what she made of it, given how little we'd said to her of our relative importance at home. After a time, she withdrew to have a low, intent conversation with her housemates and I joined Kaduin and Seper to hear how their day had gone. Denret was still with the ship for now, it seemed, but a good twenty Jokka had come with Marilin and were now being settled in houses near the healer's. They would be along during the day to speak with Roika, Kaduin reported with a stiff face but an even voice. If this situation was giving him the opportunity to work on his comportment among those with whom he disagreed, I judged the practice would serve him. I doubted the world we returned to would be very much like the one we'd left.

In the morning Loë allowed Roika another two such meetings and then sent the Jokka away. She showed him a piece of paper: "Now your health." He acquiesced. I followed them because she seemed to expect it, and this involved my first trip out of the house and into the het at large. The clearing it occupied was surrounded by trees so enormous that some of the houses had been built into them or against them. I found it curious that such a perfect open space existed in the forest and soon discovered why when we passed a series of homes built into part of a fallen log. Roika caught me glancing at it and said, "The danger must have been immense."

"If they cleared it themselves," I said. "Maybe it was like this when they came."

Loë brought us to what looked like another small house, but we entered into a narrow room bordered in four doors. She stopped us and pointed Roika at one of them, saying something authoritative. A swell of dry heat engulfed us when he opened the door, startling after the chill outside. The anadi went into the room and patted the bench in it, making a show of taking deep, slow breaths.

"All right," he said to her. "I understand." He vanished into the room and the anadi tugged on my arm. I followed her obediently out the large door in the back of the house onto a deck with a beautiful view. Decoratively arranged rocks boxed in a spring that extended well out toward the encroaching forest. The steam rising off the water smelled tangy, like salt and metal, enough to make my mouth water.

The anadi smiled crookedly at my confusion and started undressing. Leaving her clothing neatly folded on a bench she slid into the waters and beckoned to me with an expression that drew an unwilling laugh from me: she looked so much like a handler trying to entice a recalcitrant rikka. I wanted to tell her how tired this rikka was of the harness and the work of pulling its burdens, but lacking the words I settled for shedding my clothes and following her. I didn't miss her studying the evidence of my stunted Turning, but her regard was so clinical I couldn't find offense in it. And the water... the water made the exposure worthwhile. It was so hot it hurt before my limbs acclimated, and it felt so heavy that the pressure on my body made it hard for me to breathe. And yet I felt so light and the waters so soft. I shivered and let my head hang, sucking in the steam, tasting the metal sting on my tongue, inside my nostrils.

When next I opened my eyes there was a cup of cold water sitting on the rim of the spring alongside me. I drank and then drifted back into the warmth until the creak of the door drew me from my reverie. Roika was carefully shedding his pants to go with the shirt he'd left on the bench beside Loë's.

From his throat swung a golden ring on a black cord. My eyes seized on it. When he straightened and saw my face, he smiled a little. "You kept hers. I kept yours. It seemed fair." He looked down at it, touched it with a finger. "Though I don't wear it when I think it might be seen, and disrespected." When I didn't say anything, he stepped into the water and said, "Besides, it goes with the chunk of flesh you took out of my shoulder."

I hadn't noticed it, but with him naked in the water the dimple in his shoulder where I'd bitten him in the forest was distinct.

"We've marked each other, then," I said.

"Did you doubt it?" he said. And sighed, blowing the steam from before him. "She knows what she's about, this healer."

"You feel better?" I watched his chest rising and falling, listened to his voice. It sounded somewhat clearer, but there was a rasp in it that never seemed to leave.

"As much so as I'm capable," Roika said. "When I breathe..." He trailed off, then twitched his ears back and finished, calm, "...it seems to stop partway through the breath. As if I can no longer hold as much air in my chest as I used to. But other than that, I'm more comfortable than I thought I'd be."

"A few months," I said, quiet.

"Maybe."

After that we were quiet. We did not sit together in the spring, but we were close enough to touch if we stretched our arms. That served us well when others came to use the waters. Almost always in threes, the northern Jokka: one anadi, one eperu, one emodo. Loë exchanged greetings with them amiably when they arrived but after the introductions all the visitors observed the silence, relaxing in the heat. I tried not to stare at the anadi cuddled into the eperu, the emodo with his arm slung around the neuter's shoulders. I tried not to hurt at the sight of the Trinity made flesh. The spring soothed my aching body but I flinched from the evidence that the way we'd arranged things at home was not the way it had to be.

 

That night I found Kaduin, Seper, Denret and Marilin awaiting me in our borrowed room, and their faces stopped me at the door. "What? What is it?"

"Thenet, they..." Kaduin stopped, fighting for equilibrium. Straightening his back, he said, "They don't have the mind-death here."

My knees quivered. I think I began to fall because my hand groped for the door frame and I felt the drag of the wood against my claws. "What?"

"From what we've been able to gather, the northerners don't have the mind-death," Seper said, quiet. "They recognize it when we speak of it, but they seem puzzled that we're so afraid of it."

I stared at them, then turned and headed for the clinic, hearing them follow. Roika was already there, curled on the couch with his eyes closed; Loë was mixing some new poultice, her compendium of remedies held open with a painted rock for a weight. She looked up when I entered and then pushed a piece of paper at me in response to my expression. I nudged Roika. "Wake up. I need your hand."

"Not sleeping," he rumbled, and took up the pen. He wiped his hair out of his face blearily and said, "What?"

"Ask her what she knows about the mind-death," I said.

His glance was sharp then, but he wrote the question quickly and offered it to her. The anadi read it and looked up at us without lifting her head, brows low over her brilliant eyes. Then she started writing.

Roika read the results to himself first, his ears paling. Finally he spoke. "She says what we speak of is a thing out of histories. Healthy people need not fear the mind-death."

"And everyone is healthy here," I whispered.

The anadi leaned over and added a few more sentences, tapping them.

"When she was trained," Roika said, "she was taught to recognize the symptoms of many problems. We are very sick with something... I don't know the word."

"How is it fixed?" I said.

He didn't even have to write that; the tone of my voice and my agitation made it clear what I was asking. She mimed eating and drinking and then wrote.

"We are not eating the right things," he said. "Or we have been poisoned by something that we must stop touching or eating."

I sat—fell—on the end of Roika's couch, feeling the world spin away from me. At the door, I heard Kaduin say, "That makes sense. We have records describing plants that no longer can be found at home, Abadil told me about them. If what they say is true and these Jokka fled the south because all the plants and animals were dying..."

"Then we have been subsisting on foods that don't nourish us," Roika said beside me.

"No wonder the meals here are so extraordinary," Denret said.

"No mind-death," Seper whispered.

I covered my mouth, hiding my tears behind my hand.

"What can be done, though?" Marilin said. "Short of moving everyone here?"

"That's a lot of people," Denret said, and from his voice he was frowning. "And a lot of wood to build ships. We don't have a lot of wood."

"And that's assuming everyone wants to leave," Seper said.

"Why wouldn't they?" Kaduin said. "It's wonderful here!"

"We haven't seen their winter yet," Roika said, the rust of his voice startling against their much clearer ones. "And we're assuming they'd want to absorb us. From what they've said there aren't that many northerners... we'd overwhelm them with our numbers."

"It also begs the question why there are so few of them," Denret offered. "If life is so easy here, why are they not more numerous?"

Loë had been listening to this with growing frustration; finally she grabbed the paper and scrawled on it, shoving the result at Roika. He started answering. "She wants to know what we're talking about."

When she read our answer, Loë frowned. Her question in return stunned us all.

"Why do you have to come here? We could go there, and bring plants."

"But would they grow?" Marilin asked.

Loë's answer: "Soil can be without nourishment, like people. It can be healed, also."

"So that's it," Denret said softly. "We bring back plants and people who know how to farm the northern way?"

"Trade," Marilin said with a little laugh. "In the end it's always trade."

Roika wrote a note and handed it to Loë, who smiled at it and said, very clearly, "Yes." The emperor of Ke Bakil handed the paper to Denret. "Help them build a ship. We'll need to bring back more than one can carry."

"Yes, ke emodo," Denret said, and withdrew with Marilin.

Seper crouched alongside me, setting an inquiring hand on my knee. "No," I said. "There's nothing to be done for me. I'll be along in a moment."

"All right," it murmured, and took Kaduin with it.

Loë respected the silence I used to compose myself. So did Roika, until at last he couldn't anymore. "Would she have been willing?" he asked me. "Would she have borne children had she not feared the mind-death?"

I heard the memory of Dlane's words about children existing as parasites that sucked the intelligence from their mothers through their birth-veils. I heard the terror that had lurked beneath her every diatribe on the subject. I thought of the society we'd created, the one that coddled the anadi in their cloistered worlds—and later, the Stone Moon's prisons—to protect them from the possibility of the mind-death while also denying them the choice to abstain from breeding. I thought of the emodo who'd gone to that duty, hating it for its implications, and what that had done to the relationships between sexes.

I thought of generations of misery and anger and injustice and fear and the fact that we could no longer blame it on unchangeable biology... but on a problem that could have been solved had we known it existed.

The sob surprised me, so abrupt my chest hurt. And then another followed it, closing my throat. I bent over myself as if I was about to vomit, and I was, I was... vomiting a lifetime of unnecessary suffering and the one death from which I had never recovered.

Roika rested a hand on my shoulder as I wept. When I didn't resist, he held me. I forgot my anger. He was dying, Dlane was dead, and all our strife had been predicated on a false premise. What did any of it matter anymore?






The northern Jokka greeted the new plan with enthusiasm; to trade with the ancestors! To cross the sea and investigate the land from which they'd come! And to bring with them the means by which to succor their distant cousins! How could they have resisted such a mission? The crew of the Endurance began teaching their hosts how to build an ocean-going vessel and every day Kaduin and Seper went to the cove with them to contribute to their efforts.

I remained in the healer's home. Each afternoon she went into the het to see to the Jokka who had called for her services, so I kept watch on Roika and studied the strange compendiums Loë left on her table for our edification. They remained opaque to me but most of them were illustrated and the pictures were distracting. As the days wore on, Loë practiced the southern tongue and set me to work on making the salves she used to ease Roika's breathing. My health improved: when brushing my mane I could feel the change in texture in the new hair growing from my scalp, and my skin shone under the wan winter light. My claws, which I had never thought of as brittle, strengthened demonstratably and so did my body. I slept lighter and better, without the near unconsciousness of an anadi's slumber. If the diet in the north did not complete my botched Turning, it did at least restore some of my wind. I found it remarkable how little my weakness had to do with becoming anadi and how much it had to do with whether I was eating properly. Nor was I the only one to bloom: Kaduin, Seper and all the Jokka of the ship changed with me.

Roika did not. He often turned away food and when I tried to insist that he eat Loë held up a quelling hand with somber eyes.

"Will he make it home?" I asked her at last. "How long before it's over?"

But she would not answer and it was just as well, for I feared that the question I'd asked was less about Roika and more about me. I often found myself sitting in the front room beside one of the windows, watching the beautiful, vibrant northerners walk past in their triads. I felt insubstantial, a ghost without anchor to a living world. I did not belong here, but there was nothing left for me at home, either. My only link to the life I'd lived, the one that had had meaning, was slowly dying in the adjacent room. Once he was gone, what would be left to make sense of any of it?

 

The weeks passed. I heard reports of the progress of the new ship, of the discoveries about the languages, of what gifts the northerners were planning to pack and when they thought would be the best time to go. I listened to these reports because they were delivered by Kaduin and other Jokka glowing with the realization that they would be bringing home Ke Bakil's salvation. But I did not remember the details of any of it. The days flowed through me. I spent them sleeping, helping Loë or standing vigil over Roika's bed. As the weather grew colder his bouts of coughing grew more frequent, and I added cutting wood and feeding the fire to my duties.

I often found myself holding him as he fought his body. He would allow no one else's touch in those moments. The rush of his blood beneath his skin was so frantic I could feel it speeding under my hands as I steadied him. We spent many wordless nights that way, and afterward I would use one of the soft sea sponges the anadi gave me to wipe down his skin in front of the fire.

"Ask her," he said to me after one particularly harsh session. "When she comes home. If there's some way to tell if Kaduin will contract this."

He collapsed before I could tell him that I couldn't write. But it didn't matter in the end, for when Loë returned from her errands she studied him and said, slowly but intelligibly, "The final phase is coming soon."

I looked up at her, ears slicked back. She sat on the stool by the couch and checked his wrist again, touched his face, smelled her fingers. "A few months now," she said. "Certainly within a year. Please accept my condolences for the forthcoming loss of your mate."

"My—he's not..." I trailed off.

"Not your mate?" she asked, careful of the words. "You have metal rings, both of you? That does not mean the same? I assumed it did, from how the two of you act to one another."

"It's complicated," I said. I swallowed. "He has a son. This disease..."

"The young male?" she guessed. "Do not fear. The adult disease is not passed from parent to child. It develops on its own, spontaneously. Unlike the disease that afflicts infants, it may linger for years before killing, but we have entered the last phase. It won't be long now."

I focused on his slack face, seeing the drawn skin and the unhealthy color of it. "You speak well."

"Do I?" she said. "Good. I have been taking lessons from my sibling and its mate. They are more often at the cove among the others and have more opportunities to practice. Once one learns the changes in sounds between the languages, it is not hard to guess at how unfamiliar words should be said. Tell me if I say something poorly, though. I wish to be prepared for the journey."

I glanced up at her. "You're going?"

"In summer, with the trade vessel," she said. "Yes. I am already making a list of things I want to bring." She looked at Roika. "Your people need healers. This het has several herbalists; they can handle the work while I am gone. I am the most knowledgeable of the healers here. I am needed in the south."

"Why have you not spoken before?" I asked.

"I have, among the others," she said. "But my duty as a healer requires a higher standard. I did not wish to speak to you of your mate's illness before I could speak well and be understood." She glanced at me, curious. "Why do you not write?"

"I didn't learn," I said. "I know enough to read and write simple things, but... we have no paper in the south. There are almost no trees. We write on stone or bark, and it's expensive."

"No trees!" she exclaimed, ears flattening. Then she frowned. "We will have to bring seeds. And saplings. Someone will have to devise a way to keep them upright on the ship. I will tell the others."

"Do you really think it will work?" I asked her.

"If there are plants and animals and water in the south, then there is potential," Loë said. "And if we cannot realize the potential, then we will find some other way. But your disease will end. We will not stand by when our cousins need our aid. We are a family long parted, but we are family all the same. We will make our reunion cause for rejoicing."

I could not tell her why my throat contracted because I didn't know myself, save that this was what Dlane could have been had we been born more fortunately.

 

"I never told you about how my House came to be Broken."

He rarely spoke anymore, and when he did I remembered the beautiful deep bass that had made my bones shiver in my flesh... for memory was all I had left of it. His voice had become a hoarse ruin that he mitigated by speaking softly. I finished rebuilding the fire and then joined him, sitting on the edge of the couch. "Your House. You mean the one before Edze."

"The one I fled in the south." He met my gaze with eyes made cloudy by too many nights spent coughing instead of sleeping, coughing until the tiny blood vessels in them broke.

"From the het past Serelni," I said, recalling the day in Neked Pamari when he'd told us of it, chasing Dlane and I in our flight from het Serean. "I didn't think there were any hets past Serelni."

"Because the one I'd lived in died," he whispered. He cleared his throat and continued. "It had been dwindling for years by the time I was born to one of its two farming Houses. My sire wanted me to be the next Head of Household. Every day he told me how he expected me to behave so that I might develop into the kind of emodo who could lead a House and rule a het, for without the two farming Houses the het would have foundered and everyone knew it."

"Your father wanted you to be chosen?" I said. "Was he important, then?"

"Enough that I had a chance," Roika said. "But I didn't want to be Head of Household. That was his ambition, not mine."

"You wanted to be an artist," I guessed, ear flicking out. "Or a lore-knower."

He laughed, a thin, breathy sound. "No, nothing so dramatic. The truth is that I didn't know what I wanted to do with myself, Thenet. My sire never allowed me the leisure to consider any other path. He set me against the Head of Household's favored choice and began politicking, currying favors with the members of the House who did not favor me, prejudicing them against each other and the Head's selection. And when he was not conspiring within the House, he was helping the House destroy our rival within the het." He rested his head on the back of the couch, eyes closed. "I wanted nothing to do with any of it. The quarrel was affecting our food supply. When I could steal away from my sire I was in the fields, trying to help the others save us from famine."

"You failed," I said, quiet.

"I failed," he said. "My father didn't and I became Head of Household, but by then the settlement had lost so many people there was no reason to stay. The het disbanded entirely and all the refugees fled for other towns. That is how I came to be in het Serean looking for anadi for House Edze. I had chosen to break from my House and begin a new one."

My hands rested loosely in my lap as I watched the fire and felt the story seep into me, make sense of everything, from Roika's inability to love without control to his obsession with saving the Jokka. His sire had been so fanatical about shaping an emodo to rule a House that he'd shaped an emodo to rule a world. "He'd be proud of you."

"Yes," Roika said. "I'm afraid so." At my glance, he said, "He sacrificed everyone else in order to fulfill himself. I often wonder if I have done the same."

"Your father," I said, "wanted a son with power to reflect that power back onto him by association. You wanted power to prevent Ke Bakil from going the way of the het where you were born."

"I did it for myself too, Thenet," Roika whispered. "And I sacrificed a great many people to satiate my own need for order and control."

"But you still saved a world," I answered.

He opened his eyes, the fire reflecting off them. Though he said no more, he slept easier that night.

 

It was the last extended conversation I had with Roika. Loë's assessment of the disease had been correct, and as the winter days crawled past I spent them tending to him with her help. Kaduin no longer reported the progress of the ship-building initiative to me, for he hated to come into the clinic where his father was dying. Seper brought me the news instead, whispering it into my ear as I rested from my long nights of caretaking, one arm holding Roika against my side and my cheek pillowed on his gray hair.

And yet, he held on.

"One sees this, sometimes," Loë told me. "That the afflicted wait for something before releasing their hold on their mortal flesh. Your mate may be waiting." She looked at me. "You know what it is that he waits for?"

I did, but I shook my head.

Winter gave way to a damp and chilly spring, and with it the trials of the new ship. Denret and the others were training the fishers to crew the much larger vessel and they made several voyages to and from nearby locations. They went well—the northerners were already familiar with boats and were eager to make the longer trip now that they knew something would be waiting for them at the end of it. The packing commenced, as did the endless debates about what to bring and how much and whom. Seper spared me the minutia, reporting only on what had been accomplished when I was awake to receive the news. The passengers would be the last to board the ships, it told me, and Roika and I the final Jokka to embark at Loë's insistence. She wanted to limit Roika's exposure to the wet, chill breezes.

Nevertheless the day came, and with it the Jokka of the Endurance who lovingly wrapped their master in the healer's warmest blankets under her watchful eyes. As they prepared him, Kaduin stepped up beside me.

"Thenet," he said, soft. He drew in a breath. "I won't be going with you."

"I know," I said.

Startled, he faced me. "You know?"

I met his eyes and found a smile for the boy who used to find surcease from loneliness nestled against my side. "You love it here, Kaduin. It's in every word you speak and every motion of your hands, your body."

He flushed, looking away. "We'll need someone here. If we're going to start trading with these people regularly they'll need several of us to be liaisons. They'll need to understand us, our concerns. I can continue teaching our language to them. I... I'm in love with Ewair and Shaeva." At my glance he said, "Loë's sibling and its mate. They've been seeking an emodo to complete their triad and..."

I smiled, tired. "You'll do a good job here, Kaduin."

"I'll miss you," he said, ears sagging.

"I know," I answered, even though I knew he wouldn't.  I embraced him. This life was calling him and it would fill him until there was no room for the sorrows and fears of his life before. It was for the best. Against his ear, I murmured, "The healer says you need not fear the black-spit. The adult version does not run in families."

He shuddered against me and whispered, "Thank you."

"Be well, Kaduin," I said, and rested my hand on his chest. And then I left him behind.

 

The northern vessel had been christened the Aeva, "Hope" in the northern vernacular. Both it and the Endurance were filled with the treasures of the north in the form of seeds and saplings, dried foodstuffs and herbs, long boxes of rich, fragrant soil and compendiums of information, bound papers dense with the information the northerners wanted to share with us. Once Roika had been carried aboard, we were ready for departure, and on the next favorable tide both ships set out for the south.

"Three months," I said to Loë, who asked.

"All this time," she said. "You were so close and we never knew." She sighed, drawing her cloak closer around herself. "On such things do lives turn, betimes. At least we are coming now."

"Yes," I said.

 

The days that followed blurred into a single extended nightmare. The sea that had been so placid and forthcoming on our initial voyage turned turbulent and sullen. It was a rare day that did not rain for hours on end, and when it did not rain it was damp and chilly despite the season. The doors into the cabins leaked and it seemed impossible to stay dry or warm. And despite our every effort Roika deteriorated precipitously. I began the voyage in a room with Seper, but I could not remember sleeping in that room. My guilt at abandoning the eperu to tend to our enemy was a shroud over my thoughts, and yet I couldn't stop myself. To see him die... I was standing vigil over my own soul, not his.

Seper found me on my cot on some rain-slashed day. It had just descended from the deck and rivulets of water had plastered its mane to its face and shoulders, sealed its clothes to its lean frame. Crouching across from me, it spoke as if resuming a conversation I didn't remember starting. "There is much talk about building more ships and making this passage more common. Trading with the north. And perhaps expeditions to explore other regions if they can be found. After the emperor dies, I plan to join one of these crews. Marilin assures me there is work for me to do, even with one of my hands weaker than the other."

I looked up at the eperu, who continued. "It will be good work. I'm told it does not appeal to everyone, but I think I will find comfort in this. To be doing useful work that is nothing like the work I have ever done. There will be no reminders in it to paralyze me. No unexpected griefs. There is a freedom in the emptiness of the sea. I will help the Jokka fill it." It stood. "When we return I will stay on land long enough to ensure that our remaining people have been freed and our dead tended to... and then I will come back here to this new life. Have no worries for me. I will be fine."

And then it went back up the ladder and vanished into the wet night. I let my head hang and swallowed the tears that seeped from my teeth, letting them burn the back of my throat. I wanted to thank it for the gift it had made me and knew better. Instead I did as it wanted me to—as it had freed me to with its reassurance—and packed my meager belongings. That night I moved into Roika's room with Loë and gave myself entirely to the struggle to keep him alive. I did not think in terms of days, but in hours, in heart-beats. The weather was destroying him. He could barely breathe for the coughing and he was never warm. I curled up behind him in his cot, holding him, but he drew the heat from my body and left me clammy more often than I made him comfortable.

And then, one night, he stopped coughing and became listless, his breath coming in short, slow pants. I stroked his chest and he did not respond. "Loë? Loë!"

She started from her shallow sleep and came to us, bent close over him. She did not check his wrist, his face, smell his breath. And the look on her face... "What is it?"

"This disease," she said. "The sacs of air in the chest, they are filled with little sponges like the sea-sponge I gave you to wash with. When this disease strikes, those sponges begin to rot. They swell and then burst and fill the sacs with fluid and pus. So the body coughs, to empty the sacs of the detritus. As the disease advances, the sponges rot faster, until at last there is too much matter in the sacs. They become too heavy for the spasms of a cough to move them. So the coughing stops."

"You're saying... that he's drowning," I whispered, horrified.

"That he is still alive is extraordinary," Loë said, quiet. She stroked his damp forelock from his face. "But it is almost over now."

"How long?" I asked, trembling.

"Days," Loë said. "Weeks, perhaps. Less than a month certainly."

"He could linger ilke this for a month?" I said. "Asphyxiating?"

"Yes."

"We can't let him suffer like this," I whispered. "Wouldn't it be kinder to end it?"

"I would not kill a Jokkad without their consent, and maybe not even then," Loë said. "And he has not given it me. Could you kill him to spare him?"

A hand touched mine, weak fingers fluttering. "No."

His voice... it hurt so much to hear the thin wheeze that remained of his full bass. But he continued despite the effort. "No. Thenet. You were forced. To kill... Dlane. I won't. Make you go through... that again."

"Roika," I said. "Please—"

"No," he said again, eyes closing. Almost inaudibly, to himself, "Not... much longer. Have to... know... that it will pass... into safe... safe..."

When his mumble faded into silence, Loë looked at me. "Most would have died by now. He lives so that he might die on his own soil. Let him make that choice."

"All right," I whispered, to him as much as to her. But I wept against his back and with my ear pressed to his skin I could hear the ugly, thick sound of his breathing and the thready race of his heart. I did not want him to die and take with him the Void to the Brightness that had already fled my life. How could the World live without the warmth of the sun and the comfort of the dark? Who would keep my secrets when I lost the evidence of the gods? Who would I love and who would I hate?

What would be left?

 

The ship glided to the pier on a bright afternoon, copper light on calm waves. In our absence several more piers had been constructed and permanent buildings to support them, and waiting for us at the end of the pier were eperu of the Stone Moon to tie us down... and the Fire in the Void, the breeze combing his uncanny mane in a milky stream over the wooden planks. He did not seem at all surprised at the sight of the Aeva, but he did not go to it either. Denret and Marilin disembarked first to make arrangements. I waited alongside Roika, who rarely woke anymore. The sound of his uneven breathing was louder in my ears than the susurrus of the waves.

When they came for him I followed his bearers into the sun, squinting against its brilliance. The air smelled of brine but the heat of it was familiar. Late summer in the south was a taste on my tongue and a caress of warmth on my skin, a vast and cloudless vault above. I longed to rise into it and dissipate but I could not. Not yet.

I trudged after the Jokka carrying Roika and stopped short at the end of the pier. A tent had been erected there and arranged around it was a crowd. I did not recognize most of the people waiting though an alarming number of them wore the Stone Moon's uniforms. But Keshul touched my arm, directed me into the tent and followed me inside. There was a pallet waiting, one built up with cushions so that Roika could lie on it upright. They knew, then. Of course.

The bearers left after settling their master. I sat next to him and rested my hand on his at his side. As the oracle crouched down beside him, Roika shocked me by whispering, "Keshul."

"Roika," Keshul said, low. "I'm here."

Roika smiled, eyes still closed. "Feel... you. Damned... cold."

"And no fifty-coin to be found at this new settlement of yours," Keshul said. "I'm going to have to have a talk with your ministers."

Roika's laugh was all breath and no tone and too weak by far, but he opened his eyes and rolled his head toward the seer. "You... do that."

Keshul smiled. Then sobered and said, "Iren, Jushet and I have chosen your successor. He's a former Claw of the empire who went on to build a very successful enterprise in het Narel. In fact, he's now sitting on most of the trade for all of Ke Bakil. He's a good man. We've brought him here."

"Send him... in."

Keshul rose, tail hissing behind him on the sand. He ducked his head out of the tent and called, then opened the flap. A moment later, an emodo stepped through it, a male in clothes cut like a Claw's uniform but black rather than gray, the black of truedark. He moved with a grace, with an assurance... as if he knew who he was and where he belonged. And when he looked up, he had golden eyes... beautiful, bright eyes, eyes like treasure, like Dlane's.

He took Keshul's place at Roika's side. He did not speak and Roika didn't either. They considered one another in silence, the emperor that was and the male who had come, I realized, to ask his blessing. I did not see the moment Roika gave it, but the stranger did. He closed his eyes and then touched his hand to his brow, dipping his head low. This Roika accepted with more lucidity in his gaze than I'd seen in weeks, and he stared after the stranger long after the tent flap had fallen behind him.

Keshul rejoined us after some time and kneeled alongside Roika. "He'll do well. The empire you made will flourish."

Roika exhaled, a reedy sound. I could barely hear him when he said, "Keshul..."

"I'll tell them," Keshul said. "About you. The good and the bad. All of it will be remembered, Roika." He touched the male on the chest. "I vow it."

Roika's breath was already slowing. I swallowed and looked up at the oracle, who was setting Roika's hand back on his chest. To me, Keshul said, "I'll leave you alone now. Come out when you're ready."

"Thank you," I whispered.

We were alone then. The walls of the tent rippled in the summer breeze. I slipped my hand into his and rested my head on the pillow beside his shoulder. We did not speak. We couldn't. I closed my eyes and tasted my tears with every slow swallow. We listened to the sea, to the distant cry of birds, to each other's breathing.

And then the Void passed out of my life.






I left the tent to stand in the sunlight, feeling it fall through me. There were people outside but I did not see them, did not properly understand them until Keshul's voice drew me back to a tenuous connection with flesh and breath.

"There," he said. "Look there. That is the new emperor of the Stone Moon and his lover."

Obediently I looked and saw the male in his black coat alongside an eperu. They stood close, easy with one another, and they were talking to Loë. I did not have to be an oracle to see the strands of those three lives entwining. It was good, I thought. Proper. Ke Bakil would pass from the hands of a male divested of balance, of his neuter and female counterparts, and on to the Trinity made manifest.

"You see," Keshul said, low. "It's safe now, ke Thenet. Ke Bakil is free. The three of you made it possible."

I watched the eperu asking avid questions of Loë, saw the anadi answering with enthusiasm as the emodo leaned close to listen. I turned to Keshul and said quietly, "Thank you."

He met my eyes, then stepped away, turning his back on me with a deliberation that made it clear he knew and respected my intent. But I watched him for long enough to see him return to his beloveds: again the Trinity made flesh, male, female, neuter.

It had not been for us. But in seeking it, in striving against it, in shattering, we had sown the earth. Now others would bring home the harvest.

I left them, the sounds of conversation and life distant in my ears. On the horizon the sun was shimmering like the gold of her eyes. I followed it home.
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