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My name is Keshul Akkadin-emodo and I am a diviner, so naturally I didn't foresee the ruin of my life before it consumed me, my town and all of Ke Bakil. This was particularly irritating because the Void, the god charged with destruction, was also the god who'd bestowed my damned powers on my unwilling head. You'd think He would have given me a little more warning of His plans.

But the Trinity doesn't work that way. Thus, the theme of my life: unwanted gods, unwanted change and my very much unwanted role in all of it.

It began on a very normal night, with me coming home after I'd sent my last postulant away, contented with his fortune.

"Why the dour face?" I asked as I stepped into my courtyard.

Dekashin, childhood friend, neuter, and usually sprawled, was less lazy grace tonight and more disgruntled flop. It was nursing a cup of tea—well, trying to scrape it raw with its fingertips—beside my fire. "If you'd been here...," it began.

"If I'd been here, I wouldn't have been at work," I said, tossing the pouch to it, and this time it almost missed the catch. Surprised, I said, "Dekashin? What's wrong?"

"What isn't," Dekashin said, scrubbing its long nose. "The last few caravans the Head of Household's run south have been... less than productive."

"Less than productive," I repeated, sitting across from it and reaching for the teapot.

"We're now in debt," Dekashin said bluntly, and I almost burned myself dropping the pot.

"What!" I said.

"Yes," it said, and gently separated my hand from the handle so it could swab the slopped-over tea off my hand. I let it, stunned.

"How can that be?" I said. "In debt! Void take that, Dekashin... the House can't run in debt for long. What is he planning? How is he going to fix it?"

"I don't know," Dekashin said, sitting back. "I only found out by accident. The pefna-eperu's been surly lately. I thought it was all the late nights we've been putting in, so I was trying to be helpful... you know, staying up for the late arrivals and helping with the rikka. I was leading a brace away when I overhead it arguing with the Head of Household about finances." It took a deep breath. "I'm afraid you are now House Akkadin's most profitable enterprise, Keshul."

...and I did make a lot of money. But not enough to finance an entire Household, month after month!

"Dekashin," I said, then stopped myself. "When was ke Rashal planning on telling us?"

"I don't think he is," Dekashin said. "Maybe he hopes he can turn things around before Akkadin has to be dissolved."

Akkadin dissolved. The idea was beyond imagination. I stared at the night-blooming flowers drooping into the courtyard, the scattered petals on the stones. I was one of the few emodo, one of the few males to have a courtyard of my own, to have an apprentice to brush my hair and make my supper. Rashal, the Head of Household, had repeatedly offered me a spinal ring, the one given to the most valuable emodo in the House, but I had always turned him down. Before it was because no matter how much I earned, I still believed I was making all my fortunes up and I didn't want to accept a ring to celebrate being a fraud. After... after, it was because I didn't want to attract the Void's attention, and receiving accolades for speaking His words seemed just the sort of thing a god of emptiness and destruction would take issue with.

"Maybe things will turn around," Dekashin said, finally.

"Maybe," I said. But I doubted it.

From the door leading into the house, Bilil appeared with a clay pot. "I have supper, master."

"I love you," I said, obedient to ritual.

He smiled and set the pot down in the fire, carefully, holding it by the handle. His golden braid slid over his narrow shoulder as he twisted toward me. "Hand me your bowl, master, and let me serve you. You must be hungry."

"Yes," I said. "Thank you." And glanced at him as he spooned the stew into my bowl. So serene, my apprentice. I'd had him for two years now, and even on that first day it had felt unnecessary. Bilil was a true believer in the Trinity, and he seemed to possess some magical knowledge I didn't. When we first met, in fact, he was the one who insisted I was a Void-touched diviner and not just a fake, and I scoffed and ate the food he made me and let him lull me to somnolence with his long-handled brush... and never realized that he was right until a particularly ugly affair made it clear that sometimes the stories in my head weren't the result of common sense and a good imagination, but rather something more sinister.

Bilil had seen me clearly before I'd seen myself. If anyone had asked, I would have told them he'd make a far better diviner than me. But he never asked permission to leave and establish his own practice, even after I insisted he knew more than I did. So he remained, and so did I.

I wondered now if I would be able to afford him, and where he would go if Akkadin foundered.

"Why so troubled, master?" Bilil asked, sitting equidistant from us both, as if he was completing the Trinity's triangle... though for that we'd need an anadi. Emodo, eperu, anadi—male, neuter, female—that's how all our religions are built. Around the sexes we can Turn, and the way they order our lives and thoughts.

Shaking my head, I said, "What, you can't tell?"

"Another difficult client?" he guessed.

"All clients are difficult," I muttered.

"His mane is knotted," Dekashin said. "That's his problem. One day you should just braid it flat to his spine, Bilil. Or cut it off."

"Don't even joke about that," I growled.

Bilil just laughed. "If Keshul didn't have long hair, he'd have no reason to ask people to brush it, and then he'd be absent one of the pure pleasures of his day."

"See?" I said to Dekashin. "He understands."

It snorted. "I understand that it's a lot of trouble." It reached over to tweak the dark lock hanging over my nose. "Face it, Keshul. You're vain."

"You would be too, if you had my mane," I said.

It sounded a great deal like the badinage that usually happened over my fire, and for that I was grateful. But meeting my eyes across the fire, Dekashin's gaze made a lie of it, and I knew mine did the same.
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The following day was very much like all my days. I woke in the late morning when Bilil brought me something to break my fast. I nibbled on it while he set out my clothes. I washed in the communal pool set aside for the males and neuters of the house, the females having their own below-ground, and then returned to my room to allow Bilil to brush my hair and help me dress.

By then the day had lost its noon-sun brashness, sufficiently for me to feel comfortable being out in it. So I went out into het Narel. To walk, mostly. To get the scent of the warmth of the afternoon. I clove to the shade of awnings from houses and then shops as I drew closer to the center of town; it was harder for an emodo to be stricken by the mind-sickness that mostly frequently afflicted the breeders, but I preferred not to tempt fate.

I was House Akkadin's diviner, but during the day no one recognized me. That suited me fine. I liked to take my second meal of the day in a cheldzan, undisturbed. It's not that I disliked people. It's just that my work involved dealing with them from sundown until nearly truedark, and inevitably they brought me all the intimacies and pedantries of their lives, from the most trivial worries to the most devastating confessions. They came to me because they thought I channeled the voice of the god of night, and sometimes... sometimes I might have. But most of the time what I actually channeled was my own common sense, dressed up in portentous words and be-ribboned dances. Being sympathetic took enough out of me that I didn't really want to engage people during the day, Dekashin and Bilil being the exceptions. The first, because I'd known it for as long as I had memory, and the latter because... well. What would I do without Bilil? And if his unsettling beliefs were the price I had to pay for his company, I would pay it, and had for years now.

So on this day, like every other, I sat at a table beneath an awning and watched the Jokka walk past, on their way to errands in the center of town, or on their way home from those errands or day-time work if they had it—usually farm-work or construction, all done before the heat of the day. I sipped broth from a bowl. And perhaps I noticed more acutely how few of us there were.

I had once told Dekasin when I was in an acid mood that civilization was dying, just too slowly for us to notice. I began to wonder if I'd been right.

Near sun-down I paid the cheldzan's owner a handful of small clam shells for the food and stopped home to pick up my supplies before heading for the temple of the Trinity. I was not affiliated with the temple, but I found it best for business to set up near enough to it that my postulants assumed the connection, but far enough to avoid inciting the irritation of the priests. My work benefited from a sense of mystery and danger, anyway, which being at the edge of town magnified, near the unbroken horizon and its uneasy vastness. We don't fare well alone beneath the sun. Even an eperu can die if left too long without shelter or water.

So I went to my habitual spot, marked only by the lack of rocks—I had long since picked them all out of the sand to spare my feet—and dug my staff into the ground so that the ribbons fluttered with the occasional wind. I poured oil into the firebowls and lit them, then set out the bowl for my clients' offerings. And then I sat with my hands on my knees, and I waited.

I always wondered what the evenings would bring me. I usually got a spread of topics: a few postulants—emodo, inevitably—asking about love, a few about business ventures. At least one person who wanted to know if they'll Turn, and to what sex. Once in a while, I got something unusual, but it was rare. Most people came to me for reassurance, strangely enough. One would think comfort would be the last thing a Jokkad would seek from the Void.

Each of my clients got a drawing: I traced a box in the sand and then filled it in with a pattern, usually one I'd created long since for the kind of question they asked me. And then I danced, letting the ribbons from the staff add their element of chance, and when I was done, they cast stones from a pouch I offered them, and I made up a story based on the characters on their painted faces and where they fell on the drawing.

It was a good living for a storyteller. Better than I could have made as a clay-keeper, spelling out histories and fictions on the sand, stone by stone. People will pay more for stories they think are about themselves. My only regret was that my choice of profession seemed to have attracted what appeared to be divine attention, though so far that had happened only once, and I was grateful.

This evening was much like any other. I did not want for clients, and I worked them quickly. My offering bowl filled with shell as the evening waned and the heat drained from the sand beneath my feet. Watching my earnings accrue usually pleased me. Tonight I only looked at the mound and wondered how long the House could run on a cowry the length of my thumb.

And then the night brought me something new... and unwelcome. For as I crouched beside the bowl, studying its contents, the wind that ruffled my mane over my sloped nose was not warm, but cold: cold like life departing the body, too cold for the warm spring night. I shuddered and looked up, and found an emodo standing at my square. I thought I recognized him from my afternoons at the cheldzan, people-watching; his profile seemed familiar, as did the short silvered curls of his ear-tufts. His clothing proclaimed him someone of rank and wealth, though the House token depending from his sash had turned so its face was hidden against his thigh.

"Fire in the Void," he said, his voice betraying his uncertainty. "I have heard you speak truth with His voice."

I straightened and faced him. "You have come with a question," I said, because he hadn't asked one yet and I wasn't about to admit to otherworldly wisdom... especially not now, when it might actually descend.

"I have," he said.

"Tell me your name," I said, and held up a hand before he could speak. "A name."

Not a dumb male, for he understood me immediately. "I am the Sentinel."

I frowned. An unusual choice, taken straight from truedark tales where there were still cities on the back of Ke Bakil, rather than the ruins and dilapidated towns that now strove for survival. "And what have you come to ask the Void, Sentinel?"

He hesitated but didn't shift from foot to foot. A more composed client than my usual, then. Older too, now that he had drawn closer and I could mark the lines at the corners of his eyes. There was a single spiral mark beneath one of them. "There is change coming, Fire in the Void. Change, and I am not sure whether to oppose it or smooth its passage."

Typically I told people not to resist change—how stupid was that to even try? Change is life. And I was already planning how to communicate that to this rich old male when the staff in my hands began drawing its own pictures.

I don't want this, I hissed, but that whisper in my mind was swept away by the cold wind that blew my hair back from my eye. And so I drew, cutting the divining square in half along a diagonal and darkening one side while leaving the other untouched. I didn't dance; the ribbons didn't cut into the field. I left no foot or claw marks. I just stepped past it to hand the pouch of stones to my now very much unwanted client and said, "Throw."

He glanced at me and whatever he saw in my eyes made him look away. The stones in the pouch shifted as he reached inside, and then he threw. Five stones only, of the fifty I'd painted, but he threw them far and they fell in a perfect spread, two on the darkness, two on the pristine sand, and one on the exact border.

We both stared at it for a heartbeat, knowing it was too perfect a cast for any mortal hand.

"What does it mean?" he asked, voice hoarse. He cleared his throat and asked again, more normally, "Star of Night?"

I bent over the field and turned the stones over, reading their faces. This time I didn't bother to protest—or dare, maybe. The cold on my back was so severe I could feel it through the thin cloth of my vest, and I had the sense that if I was unwise enough to resist the reading the Void would visit me with less debatable signs of His presence.

"On the side of light," I said, and did not bother to choose tactful words or poetic ones, "where nothing has been changed, I find grief and sickness. On the uncertain dark field of change, I find cruelty, and hope."

"How can cruelty and hope live together side by side?" the emodo asked, distressed now.

I ignored him and finished, "In the center, I find death. There is no walking a line between these choices, Sentinel. You must be bold and speak for one or the other." I looked up at him, trying not to resent him for the words that were using my throat to reach him. "Now choose your final stone, the one that represents yourself."

Reluctantly, he reached into the pouch and withdrew a stone, tossing it lightly onto the field. It rolled to a stop on the dark side, and I looked at it. So did he.

"I suppose I've made my choice already, haven't I," he said as we studied it.

"So it seems," I said, and bent to retrieve it. And it was, "—change."

He stared at it for several moments, then deliberately set a shell on top of the night's offerings, one as large as my fisted hand. "Thank you for the Void's counsel, Star of Night. I know now what I must do."

As I watched him walk away, I trembled, wondering what on all the world had happened, and what the Void had used me to do.

I did no more divining that night. If any more postulants came seeking the Fire in the Void, they found nothing beneath the firmament but silence and an enigmatic drawing on the sand, left as warning of what was to come.
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As usual, both friend and apprentice were awaiting me when I arrived, and both knew instantly that I had had a long night.

Bilil said, "I'll get tea," and vanished before I could protest that I loved him. That left me to Dekashin, who said, "Something uncomfortable."

"Is it so obvious?" I asked.

It just shook its head and said, "Keshul, Keshul. How long have we known you now?"

"Long enough," I admitted, and sat across from it after pulling off my pants and vest. The long-cloth I left on, but after wearing the rest of it all day I got tired of the drag at my hair, which sprouted all the way down my spine to my tail. I scrubbed my face with cold hands, wondering if the Void would ever leave them so I could be warm again. "I don't suppose you've heard anything in the het."

"Heard anything?" Dekashin asked. "That's remarkably vague."

"Anything about... changes," I said. "Big changes."

It clicked its tongue against its teeth. "Nothing like that, no. But I haven't been out in town for a few days, with the pefna working us all so much. Why?"

"I had a client..." I said, and trailed off as Bilil joined us. This time I finished the ritual: "I love you."

"I know," he said, smiling, and poured us all tea.

"An emodo came to me," I continued after my apprentice had settled, bright tail folded over his feet. "Asking about whether he should fight some change. And the... Void... was interested in it. I think."

"You think?" Dekashin asked carefully. Neither of us were true believers... or at least, Dekashin wasn't and I didn't want to be. But the incident last year with Running Rikka and the Unnamed had given me a bad turn on the subject. Since then, I'd had occasional inexplicable knowledge that I tried not to examine too closely.

"I think," I agreed, trying not to sound as miserable as I was. "I told him—or something told him—that there would be no fighting this change. It seemed more significant than just some internal matter or personal decision."

"Who was it, did you know him?" Dekashin asked.

"I couldn't even read his house token," I said. "But he was rich. Very rich. And not young." I thought. "I've seen him in the center of town, maybe. Short ear tufts, curled. Pale in the starlight. And a ridged profile, not sloped."

"Ke Eduñil," Bilil said promptly.

We both stared at him.

"Ke Eduñil," Bilil repeated. "Who heads the House of Transactions. His mane was short, cut at the shoulders? And dark eyes, with one spiral under the left."

"Yes," I said, startled. "How..."

"I met him when Akkadin was arranging for my apprenticeship," he said. "He'd come to oversee the transaction. It was only a few moments, but that was long enough to make an impression." He sipped his tea. "The profile and the short tufts, and the rich part... that sounds like him."

"Ah...so the emodo in charge of Transactions is worried about a big change?" Dekashin asked me, ears flattening against its head. "And the Void was interested in it?"

"The Void thought there was nothing but grief waiting for us without it, but cruelty with it," I said with a try at a smile that came out decidedly lopsided. "Which does sound like the counsel of the god of night."

Dekashin stared at nothing for a moment, then said with an equally wry expression, "Did this rich emodo at least pay you?"

Bilil snorted, but I said nothing and handed over the fist-sized shell. Dekashin turned the conch in its clever fingers and said, "For some reason, the Jokka the Void takes an interest in always seem to have deep pockets."

"Then we should soon expect shell to be worthless," I said, chafing my cold fingers together. At the look the two gave me, I said, irritated, "It's the Void. All that He touches comes undone."

"Sometimes," Bilil said, "something must come undone before it can be repaired."

"And how much more undone can we possibly become?" I asked him now, ears flat. "Have you noticed we're practically extinct as it is? Soon there will be nothing left of us. We'll go the way of the eightclaws."

"Some say there are still eightclaws on the plains," Dekashin murmured.

"Some say that love solves all problems and things always turn out for the best," I said. "They're wrong too."

Bilil set his tea down and said, "Well, if we're already nearly undone, master, then surely the repair is coming soon."

"The repair?" I asked. "Or the final blow?"

"Either way," Dekashin said. "That would be change."

I clawed my hair over my face and squeezed my eyes shut. My muscles did not release until Bilil brought me soup and Dekashin draped a blanket over me.

"Be at peace," Dekashin said more gently. "Sometimes a fortune is just a story, Keshul. You should know that better than any of us."

"And sometimes," I said. "It's not."
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For several merciful days, my clients were of the normal sort, nothing the Void wanted any part in. I danced in the sand and cut my pictures into the ground, counseled my postulants on their business ventures and love affairs, their private woes and minor concerns. Other than worrying that Akkadin's House stone would be broken over its financial ruin and that the Head of Transactions would be making a het-affecting decision based on my god-prompted advice, I had no concerns of my own...

Yes, I was a poor liar. To myself, anyway.

But the string of easy nights did help, and by the third I was sleeping a little more peacefully. When the Head of Akkadin sent for me, then, I was surprised but not worried. I found ke Rashal in his office, a room in the cool core of the house, far from windows. We did not have much congress, the two of us—he kept busy running the anadi caverns and trade caravans that were Akkadin's main sources of income, or had been—but we'd met often enough that I had a sense of him. He seemed in a good humor as he rose from his desk... not at all the demeanor I'd associate with someone whose House was in imminent danger of bankruptcy.

As I entered, he said, "Keshul. I don't suppose you'll let me put the ring on you?"

So much of my life was ritualized, this exchange no less than mine with Bilil every night. I wondered suddenly at how ordered I had made everything for myself even as I answered, inclining my head. "Ke emodo. I thank you for your confidence in me, but not today."

He chuckled. "You know I have to try."

"I know that you do," I said. "But not why."

He made a chiding noise, settling back down. "Now, now. Not the sort of thing a god-touched diviner is supposed to admit to, uncertainty."

"Some matters are too petty for a god's attention," I demurred.

He laughed. "All right, that I would believe. Sit, Keshul. I do have a legitimate question for you, though not, I presume, one important enough to merit the Void's attention."

I sat across from him and folded my hands on my knees, waiting.

"I don't suppose you know the Head of Transactions," he said after we'd studied one another for several heartbeats.

"Ke Rashal?" I said, surprised. I slicked my ears back. "Not personally."

"Professionally?" he said.

"I don't normally discuss my clients' identities," I said. "I don't even know who they are, most of the time."

"Most of the time?" Rashal said dryly. "So you did know Eduñil."

"Not immediately," I said, relenting. "At least, not while he was before me. My apprentice guessed at his identity later from a description, but I have no way of knowing if he was right."

"Mmm," Rashal said. "Well. You might not have been certain of him, but he was of you, and you impressed him. For that I have cause to thank you, as I had a matter advanced to Transactions that was of... some urgency, shall we say." He canted his head. "He would take it amiss, perhaps, if I didn't put the ring on you."

A second time offering was not ritual, and therefore very serious. A frisson of unease traveled my spine. "If he asks, ke emodo, you can tell him that I could not accept a ring for doing the work of the Void."

Rashal snorted. "Yes... yes, I could. And it might even work. But you've done me a very good turn, Keshul, and Akkadin as well, at a difficult time. Give me some way to thank you?"

"I will think of something," I said.

"Good," he said, satisfied. "Go on, then. Your work is appreciated in Akkadin and I won't keep you from it."

I stood and inclined my head again, and then left his office... and once I reached my room I dropped onto the bed.

Many flaws I have, but stupidity is not one of them. So my advice had pleased ke Eduñil? And that, apparently, had been sufficient cause for... most probably, an approval of a line of credit, to tide Akkadin over until it could pay its debts? Such matters were the province of Holdings, which was part of the Transactions office. By custom the Head of Transactions was elected, but in practice the two or three most powerful Houses in the het traded the office between them and expected favors whenever its particular emodo was in power. Akkadin had always been neutral with the great Houses, so ke Rashal's attempt to save Akkadin may or may not have succeeded, depending on the whim of the day.

"Well, well, well," I murmured, squinting up at the ceiling uncertainly. "So You have done me a good turn? And why, I wonder?"

I expected no answer, and got none. But my fingers felt a little stiff to me, and I wondered if their tips were cold.
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"You did not," Dekashin protested. It had been given a rare day off and we were abroad together in the het, heading for the cheldzan where I liked the soup. I had whispered my suppositions to the eperu on the way, and now it was laughing, a bright, merry laugh with its head thrown back as we walked the sun-striped street. "You did? No, you couldn't have!"

"I did," I said, scowling, but in truth, not with much conviction. It was fun to see the eperu laughing. "What, you don't believe it possible?"

Dekashin laughed. "Ke Keshul the savior? The Void's voice!" It wiped its mouth and shook its head, grinning. "Not only that, but winning yourself a favor in the doing! It is too rich. The World and Brightness, if they exist, will be disgruntled."

"If they do, let's hope they're someone else's problem," I muttered.

It poked my side. "So what will you ask for?"

"I don't know?" I said, folding my hands behind my back. "What favor is worth what I delivered? Should I ask for a caravan of my own?"

"Filled with hairbrushes," Dekashin teased. "And handsome emodo to wield them."

I snorted. "What would I do with a caravan full of emodo? Bilil is enough trouble."

"Bilil is not your lover," Dekashin pointed out as we entered the cheldzan, weaving around the other Jokka on the way to a likely looking table.

"I barely have time for an apprentice!" I said. "Where would I find time for a lover?"

It waved a hand, dismissive. "One always finds time for the important things in life."

"Spoken like an eperu, who doesn't need to sleep," I said.

"Now you're just being petulant," Dekashin said. "And pretending to twice your age. You need a little more passion in your life, Keshul." It drew a chair from one of the shaded tables in the courtyard and sat, facing me.

"And now," I said to no one in particular, "an eperu is lecturing me on the virtues of passion."

It smiled at me, all sweet innocence, threading its fingers together and resting its chin on them.

I laughed and shook my head. "No, I don't want a caravan of my own. Or a double handful of emodo. Or a lover! All too much noise and need. I like it quiet. I like things simple. Help me think of some other treasure."

"A pool of your own?" it said, more seriously.

"Now, this," I said sagely, "this is a far more useful tack. And try the melon soup. It's good here."

So we had tea and soup and little fried dumplings filled with midena meat chopped with piquant herbs and buttery seeds, and Dekashin talked me into dessert though I rarely had one, and we sucked on fried dough soaked in honey. We both licked our fingers clean of that dish.

It was while we were working on our third bowl of tea that Dekashin said, "Really, Keshul. Why haven't you taken Bilil as a lover?"

I made a face. "He's too young."

"He is not," Dekashin said, putting its feet up on one of the spare chairs at our table. No matter where we were, it always found some way to sprawl, hunter-graceful. I always thought the sole reason Dekashin had failed to earn a ring of its own was that it forever defaulted to indolence. The eperu would work hard when work came to it, but Void knew it understood the value of a good laze. "He's only a few years your junior, Keshul. I'm not the only one who wonders, you know."

"So my love life is the talk of the eperu of Akkadin?" I said, dry.

"The lack of it, more like," Dekashin said. "And not just the eperu, but some of the emodo as well."

"Gossip," I said, disgusted.

"Good-natured, at least," Dekashin said. "They just want to see you... settled."

I eyed it. "And is that your excuse?"

It chuckled a little, scraping a little leftover honey off the dessert plate. "No, Keshul. I know better. I just have hopes that one day you'll relent and—"

"—fornicate?" I said, watching it.

"—relax a little," it said, and licked its finger.

"I could take lessons from you," I said dryly.

"You could," it said. "But in two decades of my company, you've yet to learn anything, so either I'm a poor teacher or you're a poor student."

I laughed, despite myself. Then sighed. "The truth is, it doesn't matter how young or old he is, Dekashin. He came to me to be taught. Making him my lover... I would never know if he was doing it to please me because he's my student, or if he really wanted it."

"Bilil?" Dekashin said, arch. "Bilil lives to please you. I think pleasing you pleases him. So I'm not sure how taking him to your bed would be against his nature."

"I know," I said. "I just..." I shook my head. "I don't know. But the rest of your gossip-mongers are right. I'm not settled. I don't know if I ever will be."

Dekashin was silent, and so was I, and we sipped our tea. At last it said, unexpectedly, "Well, if you ever do, take me with you."

"If you want to go," I said, startled by the request.

Dekashin chuckled. "I've gotten used to your fire, your tea, and your company, onu."

 I sighed. "You calling me your first among friends is just a ploy to get me to pay for lunch, isn't it."

"Of course," it said, blue eyes merry.

I knew it had meant it, though, and had no idea why I was both moved... and terrified, as if some great shadow had crossed my back. The last time I'd felt such a strong foreboding, Unnamed had spilled grief and death onto my divining field. I didn't like to think the Void could reach me here in the sunlit day, far from the lonely sands where I told my stories and called them fate.

"Come on," Dekashin said, reaching over to tweak my forelock. "Let's go browse. I like to look at things too expensive for my pouch."

I said, "If you were a little less good at relaxing..."

It laughed. "Not for a brass ring in this earring, Keshul, would I give up my naps."

"I know," I said, and paid for us both.
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We did in fact go browsing through the het's center where the Houses kept their storefronts. And if Dekashin teased me a little too much about the perfumed oils and hair rinses I refused to buy, I had my chance to give back a little when we got to the jewelry, for there I discovered it had a weakness for gemstones. I wouldn't have thought it, never having seen the eperu wearing jewelry, but the avarice in its eyes! After we left, I said, "So why don't you?"

"Decorate myself?" it said.

"You can afford it, you know," I said. "Maybe not the fancy things you had in hand, but certainly more modest waist chains."

It smiled and said, "If you can't have the best, why bother?"

I snorted. “Is that why you’re so lazy? You only plan to apply your best effort to the most worthy cause?”

“Trust me, Keshul,” the eperu said, “very few things in life are worth your best effort.”

“And nothing has been so far,” I noted, amused.

“Not for me, and not for you,” it said. “But I’m sure something will come up.”

“And if it never does?”

Dekashin grinned at me over its shoulder. “Then we should give thanks for having an uneventful life.”
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That night I offered sage advice to Jokka nervous about their finances and friendships and health, ushering them into and out of my square as quickly as possible. That doing so meant I'd earned more money when I scuffed the sands over my final drawing was incidental, since what I really wanted was to be home, as far from this itchy-skin feeling as I could get.

"You love me," came the voice from the door into the courtyard when I drew near. Bilil was leaning against the frame, waiting for me.

I drew myself up and looked at him, wondering how I had never noticed his maturity. Had I made the mistake of assuming a submissive disposition indicated a certain childishness? It was an easy error, given how many Jokka are delivered partially to the mind-death. The anadi often have child-like demeanors, but they are not the only ones... only the most frequent examples of what Nature does to us with appalling frequency.

My apprentice was no child, though, and not mind-wounded. I realized how little I understood him, seeing him leaning on the door jamb with such self-assurance. I handed him my staff and bag of stones. "We should talk."

"Of course," he said. "We do every night."

I stalked to the fire and started pacing there. "Has Dekashin been here yet?"

"No, master," Bilil said. "It had to work late for the pefna. One of the caravans is getting back tonight."

I sat then, to try to still my mind by stilling my body. That rarely worked but it was worth a try. I heard my apprentice vanishing into the house to put my things away and slowed my breathing as best I could. Which... was not very well.

When Bilil returned, he did not join me at the fire, or with food or a cup of tea. Instead he sat behind me with a fine comb and began teasing the tangles from the hair at my neck. I bowed my head and let him, and that was distracting enough that I could at least live with the tension.

"Would you like me to thread beads into it?" he asked after a time.

"No," I said after a moment. "Thank you." And then thinking better of it, "Well, do what you like with it."

"All right," he said.

And then there was quiet for a very long time, and I forgot my troubles. At some point Bilil guided me to the ground and I rested there on my side, facing the fire, letting it wick the moisture from my skin until it felt taut and dry. On the cool, shadowed side of my body, Bilil combed and braided, adding rings and spiral ornaments and beads where it pleased him. All three sexes wore hair ornaments, though the more physical labor a Jokkad did the more likely it was that they wore their hair in some utilitarian arrangement. Eperu almost always plaited their manes and tails. Emodo, sometimes, though most of our work was cerebral, not manual. Stress might not destroy us with the alacrity it does the anadi, but we still fall prey to it far more often than the neuters do.

I have showy hair, even for a Jokkad. Not just for its length, but for its color. We have sensitive eyes and are delighted by variegation, with more names for colors than we have for tastes or smells. Our skins are scintillant and layered with hues like glazes on a pot, but most of us have rather simple hair, in a single color.

Mine isn't. It's every shade of brown from the deepest umber up at my forelock to cinnamon and copper near my ribs. There are even blond strands down at my waist, though it darkens again at my tail, which sprouts almost black at the base but lightens at the end. And Dekashin is right: I am vain about it.

But I let no one see it outside this courtyard.

Every night, Bilil untangles it. And every day, I rinse it and then hide it under my clothes. It's uncomfortable to put a shirt and vest and pants over it, but I do. And I never let Bilil decorate it, the way I had just now permitted.

And I didn't know why I had. But the heat of the fire was enervating, and I surrendered to the soft tugs and caressing stroke of the comb. Such good hands Bilil had. Small palms maybe, but thin, nimble fingers. Such a sensual touch. How had I never noticed?

He arranged the last tiny braid over my neck, and I turned my face just enough to look up at him.

And his smile crushed all those nascent thoughts, particularly the ones I hadn't allowed myself to fully grasp. That smile... Void. He was sad.

"Bilil? Have I..."

He touched a finger to my mouth. "No, ke Keshul. Sssh."

Surprised, I quieted.

"It's nothing you have done," he said. "Just..." Another of those heart-wrenching smiles. "You said it yourself, didn't you? The Void proclaimed that change is coming."

"Ke Eduñil said he thought change was coming," I corrected, tasting the skin of his finger as I spoke. Not on purpose. He hadn't lifted it from my lips, that was all.

"And the Void answered," Bilil said. As if he could hear the words in my throat, he tapped my mouth with his finger and said, soft, "And even if the Void hadn't... everything changes, doesn't it, master."

"Bilil," I said, but he was already rising.

"Rest, master," he said. "There will be time yet, for some things."

As he walked away, I said, "And for others?"

He paused, and almost I thought he wouldn't answer. And then he looked over his shoulder with that sad expression, but now without even the smile to soften it. "For other things, there is never a time."

He left me there in the courtyard. Feeling as if I had missed something. Worse... that I had lost something, the possibility of something, before I'd even had a chance at it.

I drew my arm over my eyes and did not rise. I found I didn't want to go into the house and face an empty bed I no longer knew how I felt about.
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The following morning I would have thought I'd dreamed the whole thing, except that I woke up on the ground. On the ground! Dekashin would have laughed at the sight and teased me about pretending at an eperu's sturdiness. I sighed and pushed myself upright and rubbed my face. I should have been glad, I thought, that the sun was still rising and the het hadn't been swept away by a strong wind while I slept. The Void had used me to speak change, but for all I knew I'd be dead before it came along.

Yes, I know. Silly me.

But Bilil brought me breakfast and later my clothes as if it was just another day, so I decided to treat it like one, and surprisingly, it was. So was the day after. My life, in fact, settled back into a very comfortable routine. I even started taking it for granted again, that every night I'd have tea with apprentice and best friend, and every afternoon have soup at the cheldzan, and every evening do my work, un-molested by god or destiny.

Perhaps that was my problem: I expected change to look world-shattering. I should have known better. I made my living telling fortunes to people who wanted to know trivial things: if their lover was straying, if their cracked claws indicated they had some bone disease, why they'd been born eperu or emodo or anadi and not some other sex. Fate often looks pedestrian from a single person's point of view.

In fact, I was in town the day the Void's change arrived. In the one of the most expensive jewelry shops in town, in fact, in the Green. Dekashin's interest in gems had made me wonder about decorating it—and Bilil too—so I'd left my lunch early to go looking for gifts. Bilil would be easy, I thought... he was all gold and ivory and honey colors, something we'd teased him about when he presented himself as a potential apprentice to a diviner of the god of night. Dekashin, though, in all those shades of blue-touched gray with brown hair and yet those luminous noon-sky blue eyes... I frowned over a chain made of silver, wondering over that or brass. Or gold? I was still pouring the links through my hands when I caught a flash of gray out the window and looked up, wondering if Dekashin itself would surprise me at my attempt to surprise it.

But no, what had caught my eye wasn't someone's skin, but someone's clothes. Three Jokka, all wearing dark gray, cut identically. I had never seen anyone try to dress exactly alike before and found it curious. They were being escorted through the Green by someone wearing House Kulinet's token. Visitors from outside the het, perhaps, carried in on some trade caravan. I wondered at their errand, but at the time it was nothing more than that... mild curiosity.

The people who were to transform my life—destroy it—entered het Narel that day, and I dismissed them, too busy considering my presents.
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"There are strangers on the edge of the shuñe fields," Dekashin said several nights later.

"Oh?" I said, tossing it my take for the night.

It caught the pouch, rolling off its back to do so; I admired the way it let the bag swing around its fingers once before smacking its palm. "And very strange strangers they are. From het Kabbanil, they say."

"And they're on the edge of our shuñe fields?" I said, puzzled. "Why?"

"Digging what they say is a well," Dekashin said, watching me as I wriggled out of my vest. "A well for us. Without pay. Or I should say, paying us to dig ourselves a well."

I eyed it, half-tangled in my clothes. "Pardon?"

"They're paying Rashal to release some of us to help them dig a well to their plan," it said. "A well for us."

"So you're saying... these strangers are giving us money and a new well?" I asked, ears flicking back.

"That sounds wonderful," Bilil said behind us.

"It sounds suspicious," I corrected. "Have you learned anything more of them?"

"Not much more than that," it said with a shrug. "Three emodo. Dressed alike, in gray. Or at least, it began as three. Once they were permitted to hire some of us on, two of them left. Supposedly they're doing the same for all the Houses that have any sort of crops, even Houses like ours that don't sell the results."

"Digging wells," I repeated, frowning. "But the het already has wells."

"Not like theirs, they say," Dekashin said. "And not enough. The work's been going most of a day and it's not done. It's also the strangest-looking well I've ever seen. There's supposed to be wood involved, Keshul."

And wood was very expensive this far from het Serean and the only forest of any size. "A new way to dig wells?" I said, my suspicion growing more acute. "A way they're just giving to all of us for free. A way they are in fact showing us how to build on our own by employing our own eperu to do it."

"Apparently," Dekashin said.

"Truly, these are generous Jokka," Bilil said.

"Or treacherous ones," I said.

"You are too—"

"Pessimistic?" I interrupted my apprentice and then looked at Dekashin. "I don't suppose I could see this well?"

Dekashin's brows rose. "Right now?"

"Why not?" I said.

"It's almost truedark!" Bilil said.

"And we'll be back before then, or if not, we'll just sit and wait it out," I said. "But... I want to look. I have to look."

Both of them glanced at me at that, but I was already rising, brushing off my pants. "Well?"

"All right," Dekashin said. "Why not?"

Bilil shook his head. "I'll stay here and mind the tea."

So Dekashin led me out of House Akkadin alone. My courtyard was the only one on the east-facing wall, connecting as it did to the House's struggling garden. It was easy enough to leave and circle around the side of the House until we gained the fields where we grew the grain we fed our caravans' rikka, and then Dekashin was forging into the waist-high grasses, their tassels hissing against its hips as it passed. They were a velvety purple in the dark, and I trailed my hands over them—cool to the touch, too, more than I expected. The smell of them rose when the wind brushed their silvered fringes: spicy, a little. Wild. My nostrils flared.

"This way," Dekashin said, when I paused too long.

I hurried after the eperu. "Sorry. I'm not used to... well, growing things."

It raked the grain with a look, then shrugged, a flip of its braided tail. "We're lucky they're growing at all. Several of the other Houses have had trouble getting any yield... the water under the soil seems to be receding further every year."

Surprised, I touched one of the stalks. "They look fine?"

"They should be almost shoulder-height by now," Dekashin said. "But they'll feed the rikka we've got, barely. As long as no blight comes along."

I jogged up to it and walked abreast so I could glance at its face. "So there's a reason Rashal's letting some unknowns from some other het dig him a well."

"Oh, certainly," Dekashin said. "Though I'm sure he doesn't think it will come to anything. Nothing else has."

"And you?" I wonder. "Do you think it will come to anything?"

"I think something had better," Dekashin said. "Or soon the Fire in the Void will be proven right in his doom-saying."

On the westernmost edge of our field, where the land we claimed bled into the plains, there was... a construction project. For certainly, a simple well it was not, not with a diameter that large. Three people could have lain end to end across its breadth. I stopped at the edge and peered inside at the stepped blocks. "Is it a well or a bath they're making?"

"It is peculiar, isn't it?" Dekashin said, crouching on the edge near me. It used a broken stalk of the shuñe to point at three shadowed holes. "Those are supposed to be where the water comes from."

"If it comes," I said, but I was too perplexed to be skeptical. "What's that hole in the middle, then?"

"No idea," it said. "Something to do with the wood, perhaps."

"A rumor of wood," I muttered.

"Somehow I doubt they'd lie," Dekashin said. At my expression, it said, "Not because I particularly trust them, Keshul. But those strange clothes of theirs, they’re very expensive. And their jewelry is too. And they're strong and healthy, and look well-fed. They're used to plenty. They have shell. If they say that wood's coming to finish this... experiment... then the wood will arrive."

I flicked my ears back, still frowning. "I don't understand. Why do they care if our shuñe fields fail?"

"Why do they care if het Narel fails, even?" Dekashin said. "Since they appear to be offering the same service to all of us? I don't know, Keshul. But it is intriguing. The mystery of it." It had started chewing on the end of the stalk, its eyes distant. "The eperu working for them say they're fair masters. Smart and reasonable."

I arched a brow. "And they're paying well?"

"If they are, ke Rashal isn't telling us how much," Dekashin said. And huffed. "You don't think I would volunteer, did you?"

After a pause, I laughed a little, but it was a nervous laugh. "No. Of course not."

It squinted at me past the maw in the earth. "You don't like the idea."

"It seems unwise," I said after another moment. "To let these strangers get too close a look at any of us. They might remember our names."

It lifted its brows just enough for the starlight to glint in its eyes. "Keshul?"

The night breeze blew past the well, ruffled my hair and cooled my cheeks. I rolled my shoulders, uncomfortable. "It's probably nothing. Let's go back."

Bilil was waiting for us with cups of fresh tea. "So was the well the change the Void predicted?" he said.

Dekashin surprised me by saying, "The well, and just the well? Let's hope so."
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After that, I kept my ears pricked for news of the strangers and their projects. They visited every house that farmed and made their offer; no one turned them down. Who would? But I wondered at the number of wells these emodo were planning, and if they had wood for all of them... and if they did, how rich were they?

Drinking soup in the cheldzan alone, I saw them walking among the Jokka of het Narel. Their clothes set them apart. Dekashin was right; they were rich. Creative, also. Most of us wear shirts and vests, pants and long-cloths. Inevitably we decorate them with twirling vines, painted flowers, geometric designs. The visitors wore... tunics? No, coats, like something out of a truedark tale. Tailored things in dark gray that ended at the knee, over matching pants. There was something pinned at the throats of the square necklines, a round disc, mottled. Made of stone, maybe? The only difference in their costume was the sash; each of them wore an individual color, yellow as tears, white as blood, red as an open mouth.

I knew from Dekashin's report that only one emodo remained to oversee the work at each of these wells, but when I saw them abroad in the het, they always traveled as a group. Not just together, but they maintained a pattern when they walked. One always in front, the other two a little behind and on either side. They switched positions, but the formation never broke.

For some reason, seeing them made my skin run cold. Maybe a lifetime of being a charlatan has made me cynical, but I didn't trust gifts from strangers.

"How was business?" Dekashin asked me a week later as I entered the courtyard.

I tossed it my pouch. "Average. How's the well?"

"How's the well," Dekashin said. "Now there's a question."

I frowned at it. "So answer."

"They dug their hole," Dekashin said. "And now... they've stopped. There's no water in the thing yet. They say they're waiting for the wood."

"Ah," I said. "So they've released our eperu, then."

"No," Dekashin said. "That's the odd part. They've put them to work making bricks."

"Bricks!" I said. "Bricks? Why?"

"For a cistern," Dekashin said. It met my eyes. "They have big plans, these emodo."

"Which they've described?" I said, sitting across from it.

"Not entirely," Dekashin said. "But I can see the shape of it from their clothes."

"Their clothes again.” I considered my oldest friend, the distraction in its eyes. “And how did their clothes lead you to an understanding of their plans?”

It spread its hands. "They come from abundance, these Jokka. So I have been watching them and thinking: what if they are assuming plenty, in water? What would they do with it? They would store it, surely. And find some way to distribute it where it was needed. So first, they create abundant water. And then all the rest of it becomes necessary."

I stared at it, mouth open.

"Yes, I know," Dekashin said, smile crooked. "It is insane, isn't it."

"There is no such thing as abundant water," I said. "You said yourself... the water is receding from the soil, more every year."

"Maybe I'm wrong," Dekashin said. "Or maybe I'm right, and these emodo are misguided." It glanced at me. "Have you been getting any strange clients lately? Or strange questions?"

"Not so much," I said. "And I have been watching for..." I trailed off, realizing how ridiculous it sounded from me, the diviner only reluctantly resigned to the possibility of gods. "For signs. But if anyone is worried or interested in what these strangers are doing, it's not intruding into their lives."

"If it hasn't yet," Dekashin murmured, "It will soon."

I glanced at it. "I have communicated my misgivings to you."

"No," it said. "No, I watch these people every day, Keshul. My misgivings are my own." It took a deep breath. "I am thinking of putting myself forth for one of their work details."

"What?" I exclaimed. "No! Why?"

"So I can learn a little more of what they're thinking," Dekashin said. It met my eyes. "These people, Keshul... they're here to stay."

"Have they set down a House stone in Transactions?" I asked, uneasy.

"I don't know," Dekashin said.

We stared at one another.

"Don't let them learn your face, your name," I said.

"We need more information," Dekashin answered.

"But why!" I said.

"I don't know, Star in the Smothering Firmament," Dekashin said, unflinching. "You tell me."

I sat back, discomfited. Agreeing with it would have meant admitting to my own disquiet and yet I was disquieted. I was. I lifted my head to return its gaze, my ears low. "I'll go looking tomorrow. You... don't do anything you shouldn't."

It lolled back against its pillows, chest up and hips twisted in a way that looked positively painful. I sometimes wondered if Dekashin was made of liquid. "All right. For now."

"What's all right for now?" Bilil asked behind us, with supper.

"I love you," I said, to observe the ritual. And then, "We're going out tomorrow. To visit Transactions."

Bilil froze. "You're not selling my contract, are you, master?"

I started, then said, "Void, no! Why would I do that?"

Bilil sighed out, shoulders slumping. Then smiled weakly. "Well, you know. Maybe the tea was tepid yesterday."

I snorted. "And the World ended. No, Bilil. I am hunting information, that's all. And I suppose I've been remiss in your education if I haven't taught you to hunt."

"Eperu hunt," Bilil said, serenity restored. "Emodo work."

"Emodo play," Dekashin disagreed. "Eperu work."

"Some eperu work," I said.

It grinned. "And some of us laze."

"And you will do that," I said. "Tomorrow."

"Yes, Keshul," it said with some of Bilil's serenity. But I distrusted that easy manner. As much as I wanted to know what was going on with the strangers, I had the feeling that letting them get too close to us was perilous.
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When I woke the following morning, Bilil was waiting at the door to my room, cheerful and perfectly groomed... as always. Given how early he woke, I suspected he napped through the afternoons in order to be alert when I returned home from work. I sat up in bed and let him brush my hair as I roused. Afterwards he sat on the stool, watching me as I pulled on my pants and clipped the long-cloth over it, one panel in front, two split around the tail in back. I was the only one who used the room, an indulgence allowed me by the Head of Household because I brought in more shell than any other single individual in the house outside the kaña, the anadi we bred out on contract as the most valuable, biddable and healthy of the females we kept. And while of all the sexes emodo were the most likely to sleep alone, most of us tended to group sleeping arrangements, three or more to a bed. Most Jokka found it more comfortable that way.

But I hated company. My own included, sometimes. So I slept alone, and no one commented. Or they did, apparently, but only about my lack of lover to enliven my waking hours.

Bilil had dressed impeccably, as usual, in slate blue, bronze and cream; it made the warm light gold of his skin and hair seem to glow. He'd even ornamented himself with glass, lapis and brass beads, threaded into braids here and there in mane and tail. I thought he looked far more respectable than I did, but I hated drawing attention to myself and didn't bother with any of the things Bilil thought appropriate to emodo of our station.

"Are you sure you want me to go with you?" he asked.

"Yes," I said. "You don't get out enough."

"I go out to buy your tea," he protested, ears flicking back.

I sighed. "Bilil, if you're ever going to become a diviner yourself, you're going to need to be more comfortable..."

"Being seen?" he asked, his expression bland.

I scowled at him, but he looked so well-meaning that I gave up and laughed. "All right, fine. I'm no good at it either, but a teacher hopes his students will be improvements on himself."

"There will be no improving on you, ke emodo," Bilil said, in far, far too much earnest. "Never again in our history."

I stared at him, but he met my eyes without looking away... in fact, he lifted his chin a little, as if daring me to disagree with him. I cleared my throat and said, "Ah, well. I suppose that'll be for history to decide."

He smiled and slipped off the stool, and I led him away, wondering. But I didn't ask. The last thing I wanted to know was whether he'd had some prophetic dream about me becoming some great augur of change. Or doom, knowing the Jokka.

Together we went out into the het, joining the people about on their errands. Bilil stayed close as I walked toward the center of town, but I didn't take the route to the cheldzan; instead, I headed deeper into the market district until we'd reached the ring of buildings used by Town Services. There we found the two-story building devoted to the Place of People Transactions.

I hadn't been here since I affirmed my adult contract with Akkadin; I had been born to the House, not from the womb of one of its anadi, but a contract child bought from House Rabeil, one of the two Houses in the het which specialized in the breeding of anadi as its primary source of shell. When I'd come out of the womb emodo Akkadin had accepted me, as per that contract; when I reached adulthood without Turning again I was declared kudelith, a Jokkad who'd remained the same sex all their lives, and that too was duly recorded here. Akkadin told me they would keep me on if I found some useful work, which is when I decided to become a diviner... and that contract was the last one logged about me, here in this building.

That was years ago now.

"Ke emodo?" Bilil asked as we looked up at the spiral shell on the sign outside the door.

"Hunting," I said, and entered.

The front room had not changed in the years since I'd been inside: the wall behind the desk had been shaped to hold stones, all the House stones of het Narel on display behind the head of the emodo who was tending the desk. My eyes snagged there on that roster, imagining the Jokka represented by it, the power. There, painted on stones, was het Narel in its entirety, and I wondered at how it could suddenly feel so small.

"Ke emodo?" the male behind the desk asked. "How can I help you?"

"A small matter," I said. "If there had been any new Houses founded in the past few weeks."

"New Houses?" the male answered, perplexed. "No, ke emodo. Nothing like that. Were you thinking of founding...?"

"No," I said. "Just curious."

And that was the extent of my errand to Transactions. Stepping back outside, I let my relieved sigh find voice. So Dekashin was wrong... the strangers were only visiting. They would build their wells and go. Maybe they were some new kind of trader, interested in buying and re-selling grain? Having fields that could support more crops would serve those interests handily.

"Did we learn anything?" Bilil asked.

"Yes," I said. And, grateful for the release of tension, said, "Let's go have lunch."

Bilil stumbled, his eyes wide. I stopped so he could catch up, canting my head at his expression.

"Are you sure?" he said. He remained there, standing, his hands loose at his sides as if he couldn't figure out what to do with them.

"Why wouldn't I be?" I answered.

"We haven't had lunch together," Bilil said, ears flushing white. "Out."

"Because you don't go out," I reminded him.

"Because you don't invite me!" he said.

I began to wonder a little if Bilil was all the trouble of a lover without any of the physical pleasures. Instead of growling an answer, I said, "Well, now I am."

"All... all right," Bilil said, glancing up at me. And then he laughed a little, hesitant. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to be petulant."

"You're well and again old enough to be out on your own, Bilil," I said. "We should consider altering our relationship to take that into account."

"I have not finished learning from you yet, ke emodo," Bilil said.

"What under the skies have you got left to learn from me?" I said, eyeing him, and there was my scowl, growing despite my best intentions.

He just laughed and grasped my arm. "Come, ke emodo. I smell roasted genarabi."
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It was a fine outing. Strange—I was used to Dekashin's company when I went out with someone—but fine anyway. Out of the House, Bilil relaxed a little, became a little less the eager apprentice and a little more just another emodo. It made me realize that he really wasn't that much younger than me, and that I knew very little of his life before Akkadin.

I could see a time when he would be out on his own and found I wanted to know him before he left. I would have to coax him from his self-imposed duties more often. It was on that topic that I was musing later in the evening when a client approached into the light of my firebowl... a client I knew and hadn't expected to see again so quickly. I was disturbed enough by his return that I almost called him by his real name, like the most clueless of my own clients, whom I'd scolded in my own thoughts for the same mistake. Flicking my ears back, I said instead, "Sentinel. How fare your gates?"

"Star of Night," he said, "Very well. Indeed, I have not come for your counsel tonight."

"No?" I said.

He reached across my divining square and caught my hand, turning it palm up. And there he put a cowry large enough to cover my hand completely. Against my skin the shell was smooth and glossy, and I had never seen the sea but I could suddenly imagine it, a great and constant force, wearing away all the edges until one is polished smooth. I thought of the Birthwell, the mythical place at the ocean where (it was said) we'd learned to think and quelled my shudder.

"Your guidance has been good," ke Eduñil said. "I came to thank you."

"I speak with the Void's voice," I said. "Light a bead of incense for Him if you would thank Him."

"I will," Eduñil said. "But it is well to feed the throat that speaks His words as well." He smiled. "You have helped me to do het Narel a great good, Fire in the Void. Take the shell and spend it in good health. Buy jewels so that everyone will know His favored."

Startled, I said, "I hardly think—"

"Something dark," Eduñil suggested. "Or clear as stars." He stepped back. "Good night, diviner."

I watched him walk away, disturbed. I knew I was a fraud... or at least, I was mostly certain I was, save for those unpleasant occasions when I felt the touch of something on me, something unwanted. But most of the people who came to my square asking my advice didn't even look at me, not really. They didn't see a Jokkad, but an the embodiment of the Void, and their eyes and mind were busy with the square and the stones and the insides of their own heads. They certainly didn't stare at me carefully enough to see that I wore no jewelry, or that I might need shell to buy luxuries.

Not that I needed shell to buy luxuries, I just wasn't interested in them, beyond Bilil, who surely counted...

I had told Dekashin not to let these strange emodo learn its name and face. I began to wonder if I was breaking with my own advice.
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I was not the only one failing to heed my own counsel. Dekashin, it turned out, hadn't either. "What do you mean, this is the last night you'll be here for a while?" I said, staring down at it. "I thought I said—"

"—not to volunteer?" Dekashin said. It was lying on its back by my fire, as usual, but its eyes were closed and its pose was more defeated slump than slouch. "Keshul, I didn't. But when the pefna-eperu tells you that the Head of Household has decided it's your turn to make bricks, you make bricks." It opened its summer-sky eyes. "For the sake of the gods, stop looming over me."

I sat, then, unhappy, still clutching my pouch. "Will I see you? How much work are they putting you to?"

"I'm not sure yet," Dekashin said. "I start tomorrow." It dragged itself upright and sat cross-legged, facing me. "Undress, Keshul. Before Bilil arrives and becomes alarm—gods! What is that?"

I looked down at my hands and found the cowry in one of them. "A gift. From ke Eduñil. Gratitude for my counsel."

"For your counsel?" Dekashin repeated, seeing the distinction immediately.

"For mine," I agreed. "He wants me to buy gems with it." I handed the shell over and started to unbutton my vest. My fingers felt cold.

"So, the head of Transactions has taken a personal interest in you," Dekashin said. "For your advice... in what? Accepting these strangers, surely? Or allowing the wells?"

"Certainly not for giving Akkadin a line of credit," I said. I scrubbed my brown mane. "Maybe we're just being over-critical. Seeing shadows in the womb."

"Maybe," Dekashin said, rubbing the glossy curve of the shell with a thumb. "I suppose I'll know more soon."

I watched it, trying to keep my ears from flicking back.

"Keshul," Dekashin said, "It won't be forever. I'll be here stealing your pillows again before you remember to count the days." It tossed me the shell, and when I'd caught it, added, "You don't have the life of a normal Jokkad, you know. In that, maybe, ke Eduñil is right to take your counsel."

"Pardon?" I said, startled.

"You keep strange hours, and little company," Dekashin said. "And when you do keep company, it's with someone—not your sex—whom you've known all your life. You hear the intimate details of many, many people's lives, and are involved intimately in almost no one's. The House permits you a great deal of freedom, and you have few peers and little competition. You are... if not unique, then rare. You must see things in a very different way from the rest of us."

"Because you are so normal," I said, wry.

It laughed. "If I'm not, it's only through association with the Void's sole diviner."

I watched it laugh. "Dekashin. Come here if you need anything. Even if it's just to talk. Wake me up if you must."

"I'll be fine," it said, and at my expression finished, "but I'll come, if I have need."
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Dekashin vanished from my fire, then. To keep from dwelling on its absence, I worked later, which is how I began to notice how many of the emodo coming to my fire were doing so to ask about new business ventures. I drew my square in the sand for them and told stories about whether sending caravans north was wiser than sending them south, whether investments in bees to weave silk were good ideas, about opening new storefronts on the Green, about taking on more contracts for workers. The breadth of the ideas being considered by the emodo coming to me was astonishing. And puzzling... until walking home one day I thought of Rashal being paid for Dekashin's labor. The strangers, of course. They were pouring shell into the hands of the Heads of Household in het Narel, and those worthies were now using it to pursue opportunities they'd never had the chance to chase before.

Did that make their appearance here a good thing, I wondered with unease. How could it be anything else? Het Narel was dying. Yes, it sounded like hyperbole. But het Narel was the second largest town left on the back of Ke Bakil. Only two other towns were our size or larger: Serean to the south, rich because of the forest, and Kabbanil to the north, built on the ruins of the ancient city there.

And yet, as large as het Narel was, and as rich as it had been, rich enough to import marble from the mountains for its temple and gathering hall and some of its wealthier Houses, it was failing. I had not known about the water and the crops before Dekashin had told me, but I had watched Jokka go past all my life, sitting in that cheldzan undisturbed.

Every year there were fewer of us.

Every year there were fewer businesses.

Every year, we lost one of the smaller Houses. Sometimes several. Once, several years back, we lost a House rich enough to have a storefront on the Green: Reña, which had vanished one day in its entirety not long after the annual Leaf Gathering where it had made its debut. And half a year after that, another of the great Houses, a newcomer here but very promising, had decamped... gone to het Kabbanil, I heard, but I never knew for certain, and who knew if they'd arrived? No one had come back with word of House Edze.

There were no more quarries to bring stone for rich Houses to build with. The roads leading north and south were rotted through, enough so that only one or two of the large eperu caravans could traverse them every year. The Houses sent their own caravans, but they were small things in compare, and rarely traveled further than a single town away... not like the eperu-led wagons that had gone the length of the continent, from het Serean all the way to het Noidla.

We have always struggled to survive. But we were losing.

Anything that re-invigorated us as a species had to be a good thing. And yet, I resented my empty courtyard. I took to skirting the edges of different Houses, catching glimpses of the work. So many eperu, building. Such a strange sight, to see new construction. I was not the only one who stopped to watch.
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Several weeks later, the work abruptly stopped.

"You're here!" I said to Dekashin, stunned. And then before it could object, hugged it tightly. It smelled of clay and ripe grain and sunlight, and I buried my nose in its mane to drag the scent of it in.

I expected it to gently push me away. Instead it rested a hand on my back and leaned into the embrace. Bilil found us thus and exclaimed, "You're home, finally! I'll get celebratory food!"

"What?" I said, then said, "Wait!" and gave up with a laugh. I framed Dekashin's face in my hands and shook its head lightly. "I hope you're hungry."

"Not in the slightest," it said. "But I will make an effort for Bilil."

"Stay here," I said, touching its nose. "Promise."

"I promise," it said, solemn. "I am not moving all night."

I went into the house and returned with Bilil's long-handled brush. Dekashin did not object when I started unbraiding its mane, and from the slump of its spine I could read its fatigue. "So did they release you?"

"They released everyone," Dekashin said. "The work is complete, for now. They say they will do no more until the wood arrives."

"When will that be?" I wondered, beginning to pull the brush through Dekashin's hair.

"A few weeks, they say," Dekashin said. "But we have a cistern, it seems."

I paused, brush slack in my hand.

"A shared cistern," Dekashin continued. "With House Weffa. It's on the border of our fields, to be shared by both of us."

"A cistern," I muttered. "And what will it feed?"

"Apparently, it will go into little channels we are to lay in the fields," Dekashin said. "And these channels will be pierced with holes, and then the water will flow out into the soil and enrich the crops."

I squinted, trying to imagine that. "But if you put water into a channel pierced along its entire length, what's to stop the water from pouring out the first hole and never getting to the last?"

Dekashin's laugh was tired. "I don't know, Keshul. I am not the crazed emodo who came up with the system."

Bilil arrived with a tray. No tea tonight, but one of the slender jars we used for wine, with three cups; there was a bowl too with pastries, little clusters of nuts held together with honey and stallow extract, soft and sticky and dark and sweet. "Here," he said, setting the tray down. "We should feast."

"Any more ceremony and I'll wonder if you had thought me dead," Dekashin said. "Though I admit, I could grow accustomed to being pampered this way." It looked over its shoulder. "Maybe this hair-brushing has its charms."

I grinned. "Hush and have the wine."

Bilil poured for us all, and we drank the wine and ate all of the nut pastries, scraping the sticky residue off our fingers with our fangs and tongues. We also drank. Did I mention the drinking? I hadn't thought Dekashin's slouch could get any more boneless until I'd seen it drunk. It looked like someone had smeared it onto my pillows. And Bilil, sitting against the wall of the courtyard with his legs extended in front of him, looked even sweeter than usual, and maybe a little confused at his own inebriation.

Having brushed Dekashin's mane and tail both until they shone, I was sprawled with the brush on my chest, staring at the sky.

"This is a good night," Dekashin said at last.

"I don't think I can get up," Bilil said.

"Then I guess we'll have to stay here," I said.

There was a long silence. Then Bilil said, "It'll be truedark soon."

"A good time to sleep," Dekashin opined.

"I thought eperu didn't sleep," I said, fairly certain I was teasing.

"When we're this drunk, we do," it said.

"We're going to be cold when we wake up," Bilil said. "And damp."

"The sun will warm us up," Dekashin said, yawning wide enough I thought I heard its jaw pop.

"I could get blankets," Bilil murmured, sounding as if this idea had surprised him.

"You could," I said.

"But then you'd have to get up," Dekashin said, folding its hands on its stomach and closing its eyes.

"But then I'd have to get up," Bilil agreed, and slumped to one side.

"Maybe I'll stay up," I said to neither of them, for they were already asleep. "I've always wanted to see truedark."

Dekashin proved me wrong then by opening one eye and using it to stare at me blearily. "You don't see truedark, Keshul. You feel it."

"I think I'll find out," I murmured, but when its eye closed mine did too, and we all slept.
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Such a falsehood, that sense of safety. Dekashin had not been with us four days before it was recalled. This time the eperu did not know why. Void knew what Bilil was feeling when we watched it go; for my part, I was frustrated with my powerlessness. This drove me to unusual acts, which is how I ended up in the company of the pefna-eperu—luckily, for in these days it was a hard Jokkad to find, and rarely in the house at all. Larin Akkadin-emodo had been born male and still had the long-fingered feet to prove it; it remained a handsome specimen, more broadly built than the eperu born eperu or anadi, and was a dusty tan with dark gray hair.

"Ke emodo?" it said when I appeared at the door to its little-used office. It had been rising, probably to leave. "Keshul, yes? Is there something you need?"

"A little itch scratched, maybe," I said. "This diviner admits to curiosity on what Akkadin's been doing with its eperu."

"Ah, you mean Rashal's special project," Larin said, sounding irritated to my ears.

"It does seem irregular," I said, trying for sympathy, and that worked just as well on Larin as it did on my clients.

"Irregular!" it said. "He expects us to do three times the work in only two times the time..." It trailed off and grimaced, touching a hand to its brow. "I don't know if that made sense. Though it makes more sense than what they've put my people to work doing."

"I thought they were building a well?" I said.

"A well at least could be understood," Larin said. "But sorting rocks?"

"Sorting rocks," I repeated, perplexed.

"Yes," it said, lips pulling back from its teeth. Good coarse fangs, it had; we tend to keep our birth sex's set of teeth. "Sorting rocks. Into piles. Fist-sized in that pile, pebbles in the other, everything else in a third pile... it sounds like make-work to me, and I wish Rashal had had more sense than to take money to do it. Shell is not everything."

"No," I agreed, thinking of the cowry shell sitting on the table beside my bed.
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"Sorting stones?" Bilil said when I confided in him the following afternoon. "But... why?"

"I don't know," I said. "But I plan to find out. And you're going to help me."

"Ke emodo?" he asked, startled.

"We're going out," I said, buttoning on a short vest. "In opposite directions. You take the east end of the het, I'll take the west. Look around, see if you can find these stone-sorting details."

"All right," Bilil said, hesitant. Then, more firmly. "All right."

"Good emodo," I said, clasping his upper arm. "Now go."

He went, and after I dressed, so did I.

I did not have to go very far to find evidence of eperu at work. On the way toward the center of town I found a group of them digging up a path between buildings. They were being overseen by an eperu... not one of the strangers, then. I approached, cautious.

"Ke eperu?"

It glanced at me and from the resignation on its face I was not the first bystander it had made explanation to. It didn't even wait for me to speak before clarifing the situation. "We are preparing the road, ke emodo."

"Preparing it for what?" I said. "A river?"

"For the rocks," it said. "We are supposed to fill it with rocks."

"And... then we will have to walk on sharp stones instead of flat earth," I said, ears flicking back.

It spread its hands. "Don't ask me how it is supposed to work, ke emodo. We were told this is how one paves roads, as the ancients did in het Serean and Kabbanil."

"And so you are just destroying a stretch of road in the het? On someone's word?" I asked, incredulous.

"Our Houses were paid," it said. It jerked a chin toward the buildings on either side of its work party. "And all the people being inconvenienced by our efforts have also been paid. What would you have us do, then, ke emodo?"

"I suppose if everyone's in favor... you dig up the path," I said.

It inclined its head. "Just so."

I left it to its labors and continued my investigation. The first work party was not the last I saw. Everywhere in the het there were eperu at work on the roads, digging them up and piling the sandy soil to one side, finding rocks and sorting them into wagons. I looked for Dekashin among them, but with little hope of finding it. There were too many people involved in this labor, sufficient people, in fact, that I wondered who was doing the work of the Houses.

I did not see Bilil again until after I came home from work that night, but he greeted me at the courtyard door, taking my staff and bag from me and saying, "I found Dekashin. It really was sorting rocks that had come in wagons."

"From the het," I said. "They are digging them out of the paths while preparing them for paving."

"Paving!" Bilil said. "Really? Like something out of a truedark tale, you mean? Do these strangers intend to remake het Narel in the image of an ancient ruin?"

"An ancient city, more like," I said. "Cisterns, roads... what next?"

"Madness," Bilil murmured. "But a glorious one."

I glanced sharply at him.
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I slept poorly that night, thinking of Dekashin's fingers rubbed raw on stones. Near dawn I gave up and lay on my stomach, head pillowed on one arm as I stared at the opposite wall. The wall still bore notches where the extra cot had rested; they'd taken it away at my request. I thought I'd prefer it back if I could dump my friend in it and save it from these enigmatic strangers.

I also thought about how completely it had failed to go unnoticed by them. That occupied me until the dark lifted from my room.

Then, for the first time in so long I couldn't remember, I bathed and dressed myself without Bilil's company and went out into the het in the morning. And I didn't wander, either. I went straight to the Green where the goods were luxurious and the prices outrageous, and I went with years' worth of unspent shell. I left unburdened of a great deal of it. My packages were sent by courier—gods forfend anyone rich enough to shop in the center of town should be seen carting bags around—when they were sent at all, for a few of my orders required custom work. And then I returned home, brooding, and napped before resuming my afternoon routine. Bilil said nothing; perhaps he hadn't noticed my absence, though I doubted it.

Several days passed, then. I watched the eperu at work in the afternoon when I went to the cheldzan. They were industrious... of course. It was what they were good at, what every one of our belief systems and religions proclaimed, from the most god-clotted to the most mundane. When even the Trifold, which served only to glorify us, denying all gods altogether, said that eperu were made to work, then you know there's nothing for it. The breeders bred. The neuters labored, to save the delicate health of the people actually propagating the species.

I knew this. We all did. But the eperu traditionally worked in and around their Houses... and among the rest of us. They mingled with the emodo while discussing farming or trading. It was typical to see them moving crates that their emodo counterparts were checking off lists, for instance. They served as caretakers to the anadi and oversaw their breeding contracts and the actual breeding duties. When one saw anadi out, they were invariably escorted by their jarana, the eperu guardians.

The sexes might sleep apart, but we spent our waking hours in one another's company. Even the cheldzan where I preferred to have my lunch was populated by an even mix of Jokka, for the anadi were here as well; the late afternoons were kinder times for them to be out, when the heat was waning.

But those work crews were eperu only. And seeing dozens of them together toiling over the ground, backs bent, streaked in dust and sweat... something about it struck me as ominous.

I said nothing. But I watched.

Then one night I came home to find all my packages from the Green had arrived. Bilil was puzzled.

"What are these, then, master?"

"You'll know tomorrow," I said. Tomorrow would be soon enough.
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In the morning, then, Bilil opened all my packages while I sat on a stool, staring at myself in the small polished bronze propped on my table.

"Ke emodo!" Bilil said, hushed. I heard the rustle of fabric behind my back.

"Yes," I said, resigned. "I know. Tell me I chose well?"

He was silent as he set everything out on my bed; I heard him rearranging things, or spreading them out. The tinkle-clink of metal links and glass beads. After a very long silence, he said, "Yes. At last, you will look like what you are."

"Then help me," I said. "I have an errand to do, and I must look... like what you think I am."

"Like what you are," Bilil said firmly, resting his hands on my shoulders. I saw his steady green gaze in the mirror. "The Void's own."

I stilled the shudder before it could rise up from my tail. "Even if I was, Bilil... I would not invite His attention by saying so."

For once, Bilil considered that and said, "Perhaps you're right, ke emodo."

We shared the stillness then. Appropriately, perhaps, for the diviner and apprentice diviner of the god of silence and the darkness between stars. Then I drew in a breath and said, "Well, let's get it done."

"Yes," Bilil said, with a zest that made me realize how long he'd been waiting for me to be willing to gaud myself up like this. If it hadn't been for the strangers, I wouldn't have. But if my work has taught me anything, it's that appearances matter. My common sense dispensed to a Jokkad directly was worthless. My common sense dressed up in ribbons at night by the light of a firebowl while I crouched over stones thrown by a postulant... that was worth everything. It was the same advice. Only the delivery changed.

So I was patient, and let Bilil have his way, and when he was done I rose and let him study me. I didn't like what I saw in his eyes, which meant that I'd done well.

"I'll be back after work," I said.

"Yes, master," he answered, his voice subdued but a light in his eyes.

Once I'd stepped out of the House, I paused, one hand on the doorframe. I chafed the brick with my fingers, then glared up at the sky, daring any god to take issue with the costume. When none of them struck me down, the Fire in the Void went into het Narel.

I noticed the difference instantly. People gave me more room on the streets, and looked at me several times... or looked once and then away quickly. All this because of a change of clothes... it was ridiculous. I ignored them and walked into Transactions, where the emodo behind the desk—the same emodo who'd answered my questions before—stood at the sight of me, ears flattened.

"Ke emodo," he said with rather more deference. "How may I help you?"

"I am looking for Eduñil," I said, as if I knew him personally.

"Of course," he said. "Who should I say is asking for him?"

"The Fire in the Void," I answered, and cowed the male entirely. His reaction made me angry. Angry at him, for being afraid, when I was still the same charlatan who'd started divining in the sands on the edge of town years ago. How dare he fear me now just because I'd put on a rich male's clothes?

Whatever the case, he went off, up the ramp, leaving me to stare at the House stones of het Narel and wonder how many of them were capitalizing on their new wealth. What ventures were they financing on the backs of their borrowed eperu labor?

"He'll see you upstairs," the emodo said from the ramp, interrupting my thoughts. I looked up at him and he put his ears back at my expression. My habitual scowl must have been more imposing when framed in the Green's goods.

I followed him up to the second floor where I was shown to another room. There behind a desk was Eduñil; he was not alone, either. There was a male in a chair facing him, holding a cup of tea in a way that suggested he'd been nursing it... and on a soft nest of pillows, an anadi drowsed.

Unlike his employee, Eduñil looked at me and approved. He would, of course. By his thinking I'd shown wisdom in finally joining the ranks of the males of import in het Narel. I wondered how long he'd hold that opinion when he saw what I would do with power. "Fire in the Void," he said. "I'm honored by your visit."

"Eduñil," I said without the honorific "ke," because why would the god's own voice bow to any other male? "I trust the day has found you well."

"It has," he said. "You don't know ke Abadil? The clay-keeper?"

I inclined my head to him. "I have heard of him, but not met him, no."

Abadil was a thin emodo whose under-nourished frame was saved from ugliness by his skin, which was a shining peachy-orange with undertones of brown and purple. His hair was an almost edible blue-black. He was of an age with Eduñil but wore the years more heavily... in his eyes, if not in his body. His eyes were sad. "Diviner," he said, touching his brow in a male's greeting to another.

"Clay-keeper," I said. I glanced at the anadi, then.

"Someone whose company I cherish," Eduñil answered. "When she feels up to it, I take her to work with me."

In repose the anadi had a sweetness of expression that reminded me of something precious, though I couldn't pin down what. Some quality of spirit I had seen before, and could imagine treasuring... "She's lovely," I said.

"In spirit as well as body," Eduñil agreed, then folded his hands on his desk. "So, Diviner. What can I help you with? And shall I send Abadil away?"

I judged that a true god-voice would hardly care who heard his business, so I said, "These strangers from het Kabbail. I would meet them."

"Ahhh," Eduñil said. "So you have guessed the source of the changes in the het."

I lifted a brow. "I don't guess anything."

At last I won a hesitation from Eduñil. In that moment I saw into him and knew that he feared me. Unlike the others, however, he hid it well. "No," he said after a pause. "I don't suppose you do. I can arrange a meeting at your convenience and theirs."

"In the evening, then," I said.

Eduñil said, "Consider it done." And added, "I hope the Void does not take issue with the changes being worked in the het?"

"Gods help us if He does," Abadil muttered. "We have to do something or we are done for. The World will take the last of us and leave our bones to bleach on the sand."

Surprised to hear my own thoughts in someone else's mouth, I glanced at him, and he flicked his ears back. "Don't look so astonished, Diviner. You know it as well as I do, don't you? You must, if you are what you say you are."

"What you're saying doesn't surprise me," I said. "That you're saying it, though..."

Abadil huffed, closing his eyes and sinking deeper into his seat. "Ask any clay-keeper. We'll all tell you the same, those of us with access to the oldest records. We did not used to die so quickly. The World didn't blot out our minds so fast. Pregnancy wasn't a sentence to the mind-death for the anadi... in some of the older stories, they might last five or six pregnancies before falling to it." He opened his eyes and met mine, and my impression of grief renewed. "It's as if we grow weaker with every generation. Like records, imperfectly copied over and over, and each Jokkad at the work forced to guess at more of the disintegrating text until hundreds of years later gods only know if it's the same work at all."

Eduñil followed this incredible speech by glancing at his friend, for friends they obviously were from their ease in each other's presence, by saying, "You'll have to forgive ke Abadil. He's been building up to that outburst for most of an hour now."

Abadil's cheeks flushed white. "Apologies, Diviner. It was not my intention to bruise your ears with my woes."

"They are not your woes," I said, using the voice I use on my clients. "They are the Jokka's. If you are insightful enough to see them, then you have earned the right to the sorrows I see in your face."

Abadil's pupils dilated so abruptly I lost their color. His fear was palpable, but I couldn't imagine what I'd done to earn it. Did he think I'd pulled all that out of the Void? The only thing I'd done was really listen to him, look at him. Any Jokkad with even the faintest skill in observation could have drawn the same conclusions.

...but it served my purposes now, to be feared. If I was to protect myself... and my own... then I'd have to have power. Keshul of House Akkadin, just another emodo with work to do at night... he had no say over his fate.

The Fire in the Void, Star of Night, voice of the God of the Smothering Firmament... if I played that role well, he... he could do anything.

"I will speak to the emodo of het Kabbanil," Eduñil said, low. "You will have your meeting, Diviner."

"Thank you," I said, and left without asking to be excused. The Void's voice wouldn't, I thought, so I didn't either.
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I wore the new clothes to my divining square, and even though the firebowl made shadow and mystery out of me I noticed that my clients paid me more. Returning home, I deeply resented Dekashin's absence. Who would make jokes now about the Jokka who feared the Void fearing it more when His voice dressed well?
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Two days later I was contemplating the emptiness of a rest day without someone to share it when Bilil surprised me by appearing in the arch to the courtyard. "Ke emodo? Do you have something to do today?"

"No," I said, curious. "Why?"

"I have found something I think you might want to see," he said. "But it will take us half the day to reach it."

I lifted my brows. "Have you been wandering, then? You, O home-loving one?"

Bilil met my eyes, then looked down and said, "I worry, too. About Dekashin. Now that you've pointed out how things are changing."

"I see," I said, studying the top of his head and feeling a moment's unease. It doesn't matter if the Fire in the Void isn't actually the Void's prophet if people take what he says seriously. "Of course. Lead the way."

He lifted his head, meeting my gaze with unexpected gravity, and then led me away. Half an hour later we were on the backs of rikka, heading out of town. It was a dry day and hot enough that in the distance the heat distorted the folds of the hills that mounded to the north. I licked my dry teeth and wondered if the World was as parched as I was, or worse, more.

"You have brought me a mystery, apprentice," I said, when the creak of the rikkas' harnesses and the scuff of their clawed feet on the packed earth road grew too disturbing; I was not used to animals.

"You have not yet seen the mystery," Bilil said, but I lifted a hand.

"Not what you're bringing me to see," I said. "But that you apparently... went off riding? To investigate the strangers? I didn't even know you could ride a rikka."

"Oh!" he said, embarrassing whitening his cheeks. "Well, the House offered me the opportunity to try several of its open positions before I decided I wanted to leave to work for you, ke emodo."

"And one of them was rikka wrangler?" I said, bemusement splaying my ears. "I thought that was more eperu work. You didn't have a stint as an eperu between your birth sex and now?"

"Ah, no," Bilil said, shaking back his forelock. "I've been emodo since I was born. But it wasn't wrangling, I tried... they sent me around to collect rents on properties and I didn't like it much. Riding made it go faster."

"That does sound boring," I said.

"You can't imagine, master," Bilil said, grimacing.

"What else have you tried?" I asked, curious.

"A little of this, a little of that," Bilil said. "My birth House, Dzeri, was mostly concerned with accounting. But I hated numbers... had no head for it. They were not sad to see me go." He grinned. "I'm better suited to brushing hair and making food, to be truthful."

"You don't have to excuse yourself to me on that account," I said. "I'd not have anyone else."

Bilil surprised me a second time, then. "And when I'm gone, master?"

"Are you leaving, then?" I asked. "You've decided?"

"No," he said, voice low. He looked unhappy, studying the reins in his hands. "But nothing lasts forever."

I watched him for several of the rikka's strides, scuff-scuff, scuff-scuff, scuff-scuff. He never looked up. I refocused on the vista as seen between the ovate ears of my beast. "When you're gone, Bilil, I'll make do on my own."

I don't know if that answer pleased or upset him, but we didn't speak again. The sun climbed steadily overhead until our shadows pooled beneath us, dark purple on the corrugated earth. The poorly-maintained road ran out, leaving us on a suggestion of a path, one that led over the hills that grew steadily more distinct, growing toward the mountains in the north.

"There, master," Bilil said, breaking our silence. He reined in his mount and pointed. "Look there and tell me what you see."

I drew up alongside him and squinted into the heat-creased distance. The smudges I saw... surely not. I sat up in the saddle and shaded my eyes. "Is that..."

Bilil said nothing, leaving me to the unbelievable sight of... more Jokka. But not making their way steadily toward het Narel, as if on an errand. They were clustered there, on the path on the horizon, with wagons and rikka and carts. Milling around, bent over it. Hauling, digging...

Smothering Void...!

"Don't tell me," I said, stunned, "that someone is paving the road here from het Kabbanil."

"That is what it looks like to me, ke emodo," Bilil said, quiet.

"Gods all around us!" I swore, with what I couldn't tell. Awe? Anger?

Fear?

"Is it the same people?" I asked, still looking. "It must be. Void! Is there no end to their ambitions?" Settling back in the saddle, I rested my hands on the rikka's mane, the reins still wrapped in my fingers. Against the brilliance of the yellow afternoon, the distant figures were silhouettes, black as the Void revealed at truedark. To be in view, within riding distance of het Narel... how long had they been at work on their project? A chill ran the length of my spine, stiffened my tail. "No," I said slowly. "There isn't, is there. The scope of their thinking is much broader than het Narel."

"So it would seem, master," Bilil said.

I watched the Jokka laboring on the ancient road... for how long, I didn't know. They did not draw any closer in all that time, of course. It would be weeks before they arrived in het Narel. But they would arrive on a new road, and what else, I wondered, would they bring with them?

"You did well," I said, voice low. I reined the rikka about. "Let's go home."
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Three nights later, Eduñil came to me at the divining square. I had taken to wearing a variant of my new costume, delighting Bilil by bringing home a few jars of cosmetics. The paint glowed pale in the dark, and I let him limn the spirals on my dark skin with it and line my eyes. I must have looked a touch wild, for it made my clients nervous to see me and (naturally) this made them pay me more. I found the whole thing farcical and it embittered my moods without Dekashin to tease me out of them.

"Star in the Firmament," Eduñil said after a hesitation at the sight of me.

"Eduñil," I said. "You come with news."

"Yes," he said. "The guests will see you tomorrow, if you are amenable. Have you a suggestion for a venue?"

"Have them come here, at night's end," I said. "I will see them two hours before truedark."

Eduñil touched a hand to his brow. "I will tell them."

As he turned to go, I said, "Their names?"

"Sevun," Eduñil said. "Nelet and Theren."

I lifted my brows. "Are they Houseless, then?"

"They belong," Eduñil said, "to the Stone Moon."

This bit of theatrics, calling back to tales from times mysterious, would normally have inspired me to think something sarcastic about the airs of the foreign emodo. I found it altogether irritating to have the wind pick up and sting my skin instead, until I had to fight to keep from trembling.

"I see," I said, with what I thought was an admirable impassiveness.

Eduñil tapped his brow again and backed away this time before turning and leaving me there, the wind still pulling at the long hairs of my dark tail.

My unease now had a name.

The Stone Moon.
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Three emodo came to me the following night, two hours before truedark. My firebowl lit their features as they stepped within its sphere: three males, dressed identically not just in their matching clothes, but in their matching wealth, confidence, expressions.

I saw them and cursed the Void for his damnable sense of humor, for in their eyes I saw kin: just like me, they did not believe in gods.

The words the first one spoke confirmed it, for they were respectful but not deferent. "Ke emodo. We were told that you wished to make our acquaintance, and that you are well thought of within the het."

"Indeed," said the one to the right of him—the one in the scarf the color of sunrise—"we were told that you made the way clear for us. Ke Eduñil was adamant on that point."

I considered them. They would not believe in the seer of House Akkadin, that was plain. I decided to see what they would make of Keshul the skeptic, the plain-spoken instead, gambling on my sense of their personalities. "And you wonder how I came to give him that counsel, not actually being on speaking terms with a god."

Only the briefest of hesitations. Then the first laughed a little, sheepish. "Ah, rrr. Well. You... seem to have caught us out, ke emodo. We did not mean to disrespect the followers of the Trinity...."

"But you are certainly not among them," I said.

"No," the first finished, ears flicking back. His expression remained rueful, but there was something in his eyes... he did not believe in me. But there was a doubt in his mind about the gods. What had put it there? And was it important to me, and het Narel?

"None of us are," the third said, speaking now for the first time. "Though of course, we recognize the place of religion in any society."

The hair on my spine tried to lift. Did they consider themselves such complete outsiders to the society that already existed, then, that they could speak of ours as an abstraction?

"Please," I said, "sit." When we'd all settled on the sands, I said, "So. The Stone Moon."

"You've heard of it," the first said.

"Some small amount," I said. "Enough to wonder at a House rich enough to rebuild the ancients' road from het Kabbanil to Narel."

From their flicked back ears, I was surprising them with the extent of my knowledge—that was good. Without their belief in me as a gods-touched diviner I would have to find some other way of winning their respect, and this appeared to be working.

"It is not a House so much as a... group," the first said, and I knew instantly that had not been the word he'd been about to say. "And yes. We are rebuilding the roads. We want to make trade easier."

"And how many towns are you making the trade easier for?" I asked. "Are you already building out to het Serean or do you plan to finish Narel first?"

Now they exchanged looks, and in those looks I saw a great many questions and just as quickly, answers. When the first looked at me again, they'd made a decision. He offered his hand to me. "I am Sevun Shavat-emodo, of the Stone Moon of het Kabbanil. My lord is Roika. We are here at his behest to help rebuild het Narel. And yes... the Stone Moon plans to rebuild as many of the towns as possible, as we can afford."

"That you can even do one is astonishing," I said. "Where are you finding the shell for these... initiatives?"

"Suffice to say that there is shell enough for what our lord plans," Sevun said. "In all honesty, ke emodo, money is less a problem than time... time and labor. We are already dying, and it may be too late to save us."

"And that, then, is your Roika's intention," I said. "To save the Jokka."

"You have to know that we need it," the third emodo said. When I glanced at him, he tapped his brow in greeting and said, "Nelet."

"Nelet," I said, returning the gesture. "And yes. We are in trouble. Only the willfully blind don't see that. But what makes your master the right person to save us?"

"That's simple," Sevun said. "He's the only one who's trying."

I leaned back, ears flattening.

"Ke emodo," Sevun continued after a moment. "You are well-regarded in het Narel. Few we asked did not know you, and all that knew you trusted your counsel. Most of them, from what we can tell, truly believe you to be the voice of a god." He cocked a brow at me, but when I didn't speak he went on. "Your help opened het Narel to us, through ke Eduñil. We could do a great deal more, and faster, if you were to continue helping us."

"Our aims," the second—Theren—said, "are noble ones. And necessary ones. If we do not find some way to revive the land and rebuild trade between the towns, ke emodo, we will wither away on the back of this World and be gone."

"No one else is doing anything about it," Nelet said.

"...so we hope you'll help us," Sevun said. "Or at very least, not obstruct us."

"And if I did?" I asked.

Sevun met my eyes, and somehow his earnest concern made the words sharper than knives. "Ke emodo... you do not want to do that. Please."

"Wells," I said. "And roads. Out of the goodness of your master's heart."

"Ha!" Sevun said with a laugh. "The goodness of his heart! No, not at all. He expects to become rich on these roads he's paving, ke emodo. No, have no fear. There is no grand altruistic motive to be suspicious of. Our lord is a male with money, and he'd like to die asleep on a mound of it while around him his countless children slumber."

"Who wouldn't," I murmured, though I didn't.

"Just so," Sevun said. "So, what say you, ke emodo?"

I looked up at him. "The eperu. They need rest."

Something in their eyes then... I saw it, and was warned. Sevun said, "The eperu need to be useful. It is what they crave, ke emodo. They need it more than rest... and we need them more than they need a day off."

"They are no different from the rikka we hitch to wagons," I said, testing my theory. "You can expect them to haul heavy loads over long distances, but if you don't strip the harness from them and let them eat and drink and sleep they founder. They're worse than rikka, in that they can tell you they're not tired and then work themselves to death. You need to husband their strength or they will waste themselves on their first efforts."

The looks on their faces... I felt nauseated. Did they actually believe I'd been in earnest comparing people to beasts?

They had. Sevun pursed his lips and frowned. "What you say has merit, ke emodo. The eperu of het Narel have seemed tireless in their aid, but..." He glanced at Nelet, who nodded. "We have seen them stumble, once or twice."

"And there has been blood on their fingers," Theren agreed, concerned.

The thought of Dekashin tearing itself apart on the orders of these emodo... Void, I didn't care that they wanted to save us. They could spare their work crews a day!

"I see that the Jokka of het Narel were not wrong about your insight," Sevun said, studying me with renewed interest. "We would greatly value your perspective on our efforts, ke emodo. If you would throw in your lot with us."

"I am het Narel's," I said. "What serves the het serves me. If you ever want to ask anything on the town's behalf, I'll be here."

They were not dumb Jokka... they knew very well I'd sidestepped their offer. But by this point in our interview I knew they thought of me as someone worth courting. More intriguing than threatening. They thought all I needed was to be seduced to their cause, so for now I was a potential ally. We all stood.

"Ke emodo," Sevun said. "We're glad we came."

"So am I," I said, and meant it. "And consider my advice."

"We will," Sevun said, and the three of them departed.
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When I came home, I sat beside my courtyard fire and told Bilil of the meeting as he brushed out my mane. I occupied myself wiping the paint from my face as he ruminated over the whole of it.

"You do not like them," he said at last.

"I don't trust them," I corrected, making a face as I rubbed at the sensitive skin under my eyes. I glanced at the cloth to see if I'd gotten all the cosmetics off, then did the other eye. "Not at all."

"You say this of emodo who say they've come to save us?" Bilil said, startled.

"Don't stop brushing," I groused.

The brush resumed its long, smooth strokes. Bilil said, "Even if they're not doing it for the right reasons... or the best reasons... they are doing it, master. Surely that's the important thing?"

"Not if they're doing it the wrong way," I said, baring my teeth.

"How are we to know which is the right way, and which the wrong?" Bilil asked.

I twisted my head to look over my shoulder at him. "How can you even ask that? You just do, Bilil."

"No, master," Bilil said, quiet. "You just do. The rest of us do not have your divine wisdom."

"My divine wisdom!" I exploded. "Bilil, for the sake of whatever gods may or may not even exist, I am NOT a prophet! I am a gods-be-damned storyteller! Nothing more! And I know right from wrong because I have some compassion and common sense, not because I plucked it from the Void one starless night! I am not special! And do you know why?"

"W-w-why?" Bilil stammered, unable to look away.

"Because," I growled, "if I'm special, then you have absolved every Jokkad walking this World of the responsibility of judging between what is good and right... and what isn't. And then we might as well all be struck with the mind-death, because we'll be no better than animals."

Bilil was silent then, though the brush continued to pull at my spine as he worked down below my shoulder-blades. I had ample time to regret my outburst.

"Maybe you're right," he said at last, subdued. "But... master... they may still save the Jokka."

I thought of Eduñil's fortune and flicked my ears back. "No," I said. "They are the change that destroys, Bilil. It's just come in a different shape than we expected. That's all."
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The following afternoon, before I left for my lunch in the cheldzan, I stopped at the Head of Household's office. There I surprised Rashal... twice, once for being there, and a second time at the sight of me in my stark costume, all glass and dark metal and black and white fabric. He stared at me, wide-eyed, and then said, "Keshul!"

"Ke Rashal," I said. "May I...?"

"Of course," he said, indicating a chair.

I sat, resting my hands on my folded knee. "I trust the extra shell I've been bringing has been of use?"

"Very much so," Rashal said, eyes still running the length of me.

I smiled, just a little, exposing one coarse tooth. "I'm not the only busy one. How's our well?"

"Awaiting a wood shipment," Rashal said, shaking himself and leaning back with his hands folded over his chest. "I'll be interested to see what exactly it amounts to."

"So will I," I said. "The foreigners are full of strange ideas, aren't they."

Rashal's brows lifted. "You've met them?"

"I have," I said.

"And what did you think of them?" he asked, leaning forward a little.

"Ambitious," I said. "They bear watching. They also appear to be running our eperu into the ground. I know the money's good, ke Rashal, but do we really want to ruin our labor on their experiments?"

Rashal's frown developed slowly. He rested an arm on his desk and began to tap it a little, lightly, claws just showing at the tips of his fingers. "I know it must seem... irregular, Keshul—"

"Short-sighted," I said, winning myself a sharp look. But not a glare. And he had not objected when I said 'we' of the House finances, as if I was one of its principals.

"It's not a matter of whether I think it's wise or not, Keshul," Rashal said. "The money is good—" he lifted a hand to forestall my next comment, "It's good, Keshul, and we need it. We need it to repay the loan that Holdings gave us." His fingers click-click-clicked out their nervous tattoo on the table. "You did well to impress Eduñil, Keshul. It gives us some time to get our feet back under us. But we need to repay them, and the sooner the better... or we will be in harness to Transactions forever. They waived the interest... for now. When they reinstate it, the rate will be—" He hesitated, lips pulling back from his teeth.

"Ruinous," I guessed.

"Punishing," he said, and as corrections went it wasn't all that heartening. "Believe me, Keshul. I wouldn't if I could avoid it, in any way. But all the other Houses in the het are using their newfound wealth to fund new ventures... ventures that are going to leave us unable to compete with them if we don't catch up soon. I don't have any choice."

"How much longer...?" I asked.

"A few months," Rashal said. "A few months of this and we'll be done with the loan payments."

"In a few months we might not have eperu labor left," I said. "They'll either break contract or die in the traces."

"Then they'll die," Rashal said, low. "Because breaking contract is no longer allowed."

"...what?" I said, startled.

He looked up. "Check with Transactions. You'll see."
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I did, on the way to work that evening. The emodo behind the desk, who remembered me quite well after my last visit, was not too cowed to explain to me the new law. Breaking contract no longer incurred a fine as it had in the past.

Now you could be whipped for it, and dragged back to your House to resume work.

"And if you refuse?" I asked the emodo.

"Then you will be driven from the het," he answered. "So Transactions has decreed after consultation with the major Houses."

...and to be driven from the het in summer was a death sentence, if you were not provisioned for a journey long enough to bring you to some other town.

That night my clients fled me, cowed, for even if I felt no chill wind on my skin and no cold light on my brow, I was the hollow voice of the Void, and my warnings were dire enough to quail even the stoutest hearts that dared my divining square. I returned home in a foul mood, threw off my clothes and slept on my bed, heedless of the paint. I dreamed of cruelty and bleeding wounds and fingers rubbed raw on rocks.

I spent the next two days frightening my postulants, and that brought me more clients, who paid me more, and the whole thing infuriated me. That they should fear me, and that this fear should inspire them to worship me... it was hateful. It was a reflection of the ugly thing growing in het Narel, the thing these strangers had brought. I stomped home, digging my fingers into my staff hard enough to gouge it with my claws, and threw my shell onto the ground before crouching at my fire. And there, I am embarrassed to say, I started crying. I swallowed the acrid tears before they could leak from my mouth, but I couldn't hide my shaking shoulders except by hunching over, gripping my arms.

When at last I had wept myself out I straightened my aching back and swallowed past the burn in my throat. I licked my fangs and wrinkled my nose at the taste. Wiped my chin and lips.

Bilil brought me tea without comment. I was working on my second cup when a shadow darkened my hands and I looked up...

...and stumbled to my feet and had Dekashin in my arms before I had even fully looked at it. I dug my fingers into its back and hid my face in its mane, and it... it sagged against me, exhausted. The flesh beneath my fingers was taut, the surface dry and flaky, and the body against mine was not fit, as it had been before, but skin over ropy muscle, much, much too thin. The eperu no longer smelled of sunlight and grain, but of dust and the sweat that comes when one runs low on water, too harsh, stinging my nostrils.

I pulled back just enough to look at it, and the hollows in its face panicked me. "Dekashin...!"

"Keshul," it said, tired, and managed a smile. "I hear some emodo convinced the foreigners of the wisdom of letting us rest before we collapsed."

"Keshul, do I hear—oh, gods!" Bilil said, stopping at the door in shock. "Oh, gods! You need... oh gods!"

"A bath?" Dekashin said with a weak smile. "A meal? One I can eat while sitting down instead of crouched over my work. Or... ah... a week's sleep?"

"A bath!" Bilil said.

"No, no," Dekashin said, still leaning against my chest. "Half the House's eperu are in the baths now. I don't want... I... I'm too tired. I don't want to fight with them for the soap and enough space to rest."

"Then I will bring a bath here," Bilil said firmly, and swept back into the house.

I gently pulled Dekashin down to the ground. It didn't resist my efforts, but sagged until I guided its head into my lap. It curled around me, and I fought fresh distress. The Dekashin I knew had never wanted to be this close to me. The occasional hug, tussle, slap on the arm... but we didn't touch, not the way Bilil and I did, and Bilil and I weren't even lovers to touch often. But Dekashin was holding my leg, face pressed into it as if the eperu didn't want to risk seeing the world at all.

I stroked its hair and asked it no questions, and struggled with my anxiety.

Bilil brought back a pail of water first, then a tray of towels and lotions and Void knew what other magical grooming things. What Dekashin needed and deserved was a long soak in warm water, but it was right... if all the House's eperu were seeking the baths the room wouldn't be free for hours, and there would be no soaking, just a cursory wash before stepping out to let someone else use the water. So I gestured for Bilil to bring the pail closer and dipped one of the towels in the warm water, starting on the side of Dekashin's face. My eyes had not deceived me: I could feel the depression there beneath the cheekbone, far too deep, and another beneath its eye.

Bilil started on its feet and immediately gave up on the towel. When I frowned at him, I found his head bent over Dekashin's toes, spreading them to work free clods of dried clay and dirt with his nimble fingertips.

I think it was then, seeing that they had treated Dekashin worse than the cheapest rikka, that my fear was swallowed by my rage. I had to rest a hand on its shoulder until the first wash of it passed, burning everything behind my eyes to white heat. Then I resumed its towel-bath, lifting its arm to reach beneath it, where the skin was so thin I could count the narrow slopes of its ribs. I drew the towel over its back, where its passage removed streaks of sweat-caked dust. I continued all the way down its body, stripping it of its grimy pants to finish the work. While I cleaned, Bilil freed the tangled, messy plaits in its tail and mane and began brushing them both out, along with the ruffs at its feet and forearms.

By the end of it, Dekashin was watching us, but too tired to object.

"Food now," I said to Bilil, who nodded and rushed away. I wrung a stream of brown water from the towel a final time and left it on the edge of the pail before sitting alongside my friend.

Answering the question I didn't even know I'd wanted to ask, Dekashin said, "I have tonight, and part of tomorrow. In the afternoon, I go back."

"Half a day," I growled.

"A night," it corrected. "A night to sleep through, which is what we're commanded to do. They sent a tisane for us to drink to ensure it."

"They what!" I demanded.

"A tisane," Dekashin said. "That will make us sleep as heavily as the breeders do. Presumably so we can regain our strength in half the time. They said it was optional, but we know better. If we don't sleep, Keshul, we'll get hurt. Even eperu can be hurt, working this hard. Several already have been."

"No," I whispered, feeling the cold flood through me. If the hot rage had been bad, this cold... it was worse. Far worse.

It rested a hand on my knee. "I can do it," it said. "I'll be fine, Keshul. I'll even take the tisane... best to be safe."

"You'll sleep in my room," I growled.

It managed a laugh. "You only have one bed."

"Then you'll sleep in my bed," I said. "And anyone trying to take you from it before time will have to get past me."

It looked at me. Then, very soft, squeezed my knee.

I rested my hand on its.

Bilil brought food and the two of us hovered over Dekashin until it had eaten all of it and drunk an entire pot of tea and part of a pitcher of water. Then, though I wanted to throw the thing in the fire, Dekashin brought forth the packaged tisane from its pouch and handed it to Bilil, who disappeared into the house to brew it.

"I should sleep with the other eperu," it murmured. Before I could object, it finished with a sigh, "But I won't." And then it leaned against me, eyes already closing, and there it remained until Bilil returned. It drank the tisane without opening its eyes and let the two of us guide its clumsy limbs to my bed, where it fell onto my sheets and dropped to sleep... a true sleep, the sleep of a breeder, not the doze-dreams of an eperu. The two of us stared at it.

Bilil whispered, aghast, "Oh, master. I think I understand."

"You think?" I hissed.

"Some would say," Bilil said, ears sagging, "some would say that saving the race is worth any price, master."

"Some had better not say in my presence," I said, baring my teeth. "Or I will teach them the Void's wisdom."

Bilil said nothing to that. He touched my arm. "Shall I come for you at the usual time tomorrow?"

I looked at him. "Yes. Thank you."

He nodded and withdrew, leaving me to contemplate the sleeping eperu.

Then I shut my door. A few moments later I was in bed behind it with my back to the wall and my arm over its waist... and under that hand, my staff. I stared over its shoulder at the door and showed fang.

The strangers did not know it yet, but they had made an enemy of me. All that remained was for me to decide when I would balk them. I fell asleep with my nose against Dekashin's shoulder.
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In the morning I woke from strange dreams, sticky and long and heavy, where the constellations of the night's sky drifted down to the World and settled on them, connecting everything in a web that pulsed in time to the thump of a rikka's walking feet. I frowned even before my eyes opened, but the image dispersed when I felt anew the gauntness of the body under my arm. Before my rage could renew itself, though, Dekashin spoke.

"We must not do this again."

"What?" I said, distracted from the words I'd been about to speak.

"Be so close," Dekashin said. It rested a hand on my arm near the wrist. "It won't look well."

I wanted to object, but in my ears the words Sevun had spoken in the interview echoed. I flattened them but the memory remained.

"I will find a way out of this for us," I said instead.

The eperu sighed. "How, Keshul? Just three emodo, and look what they have done to the entire het. There is some dark magic at work there."

"There's no such thing as magic," I said.

"Not of the literal kind," Dekashin said. "But these males cast spells with words, and the emodo of the het obey them. All of the emodo, Keshul. And if that's not magic..." It trailed off and I felt the half-hearted twitch of its tail, a shrug it had no energy to complete.

"I have been practicing that magic all my adult life, Dekashin," I said. "They have crossed the wrong emodo."

"Perhaps," Dekashin said, subdued. It glanced over its shoulder, and not even a breeder's slumber had erased the hollows beneath its eyes. "Perhaps if you truly were the Fire in the Void, Keshul. But we both know that you aren't. And there are three of them... for now."

"I know het Narel better than they do," I said. "They dare me on my own territory... I won't stand for it."

"And what will you do?" Dekashin said. Now it turned onto its back, looking at me, and the fear in its eyes, and the resignation...

I knew then I could kill the foreigners. For putting that look in its eyes? Oh yes. They would die. Maybe not today or tomorrow... but the Void would come for them.

"No, Keshul," Dekashin said, touching my shoulder. "Don't. These people are bigger than we are."

"No one is bigger than a god," I said. "And while I don't believe in the Void... everyone else will by the time I'm done."

It closed its eyes and dipped its head, and I hated that submission too. I gripped its shoulders, pulled it close enough to rest my chin on its sloped brow.

"Trust me," I said.

"All right," it said, voice low. "All right. But I fear for you, Keshul."

I held it, and it allowed it, and that alone confirmed all my worst fears.

We were fortunate that it was Bilil who knocked and glanced in the room. I would not have called our position compromising, precisely—we were not engaged in any perversity—but even before the arrival of the strangers a relationship between sexes would have been enough cause for discipline... or even exile, depending on how flagrant the offense. Love belonged within the sex, and love-making most definitely so. Given Sevun's opinion on the proper place of neuters, I could only imagine what he and his lackeys would have thought of my daring to hug my best friend.

"Master," Bilil said, subdued.

"Food," I said. "A lot of it."

"Yes, ke emodo," he said and vanished. And did nothing so obvious as warn me to let go, but he didn't need to. The look in his eyes was sufficient. I rose from the bed and propped the staff against the door.

"Eat all of it, when it comes," I said.

"I don't know if I'll be able," Dekashin said, sitting up slowly. "I'm not used to it anymore."

"Do they not even feed you?" I said, bristling, but it held up its hands.

"It's not that," it said. "I get about as much as I used to, I'm just working longer."

I eyed its ribs, counted them, slicked my ears back. "Much longer. Are they stupid, then, that they can't even figure out that you need more food if you're going to work harder? Even the most idiotic of rikka-handlers know that the more you work a beast, the more it needs to eat."

"They know, Keshul," it said with a sigh as it rose. "But there's no food to be had."

I thought of the cheldzan where just yesterday I'd eaten, where I'd been surrounded by Jokka laughing over tea and stew and fried pastries. "Don't be ridiculous!"

"I'm not," it said, rubbing its face. "The farming Houses aren't talking about it, but... there will be a shortage unless something happens. It's not just our fields that are stunted by the lack of water. We're eating through the winter's stores. All of us, right now."

"Hunting," I said.

"—will not feed an entire het," Dekashin said. "There are too many of us and not enough beasts in this area. The sight of people has driven them away. And the fish... don't count on that either. If we all start relying on fish for our food we'll be done with that trickle we call a river within weeks."

"We could trade for food," I said. "We've done it before."

"And if they are heading toward famine as well?" Dekashin asked.

"Then maybe we should work the eperu a little less hard," I said. "Until there is food to fuel their labors."

"And what if they can't afford to wait?" it said, softer. When I stared at it, it said, "You see, Keshul. Their logic cannot be assailed. If they're right—if we're that close to death—then working the eperu this hard is unavoidable."

"They'll work you straight into your graves!" I exclaimed.

"And then there will be fewer mouths to feed," it said, shoulders sagging. "And the youths growing now into their adult strength will take our places, because the breeders will have survived to make more of us."

When I didn't—couldn't—speak, it looked up at me. I met its eyes and let it see my horror.

"Dekashin," I said, slowly, finding the words one by one. "You. Are not. Replaceable."

"And that is the weakness they will exploit," it said.

"I can't not feel that way!" I answered.

"Then for both our sakes," it said, grasping my arms in gentle hands. "Never, ever let them know it."

I felt the roughness of its palms on my skin. Finally rested on hand on its wrist, arm crossed over my chest. I let my silence answer its fear for me. Then said, acerbic, "I wasn't planning on it. I haven't made my living as a charlatan seer for this long by being clumsy, onu."

It grinned, the first such expression I'd seen since it staggered into my courtyard.

"Come," I said. "Let Bilil stuff you before you go. He won't forgive you if you won't."

"I'll do my best to honor his table," Dekashin said, and let me guide it to the sun-streaked courtyard and the meal waiting there.
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After it left I stared for a long time at the door through which it had vanished. Saw on it the constellation of stars, woven through now with the echo of words... touched with the chill of truedark. Without looking up, I said to Bilil, "Buy me more clothes, will you please? Less 'Divine Seer' and more 'Rich Emodo.'"

"Gladly, master," Bilil said, surprised.

I knew he wanted to ask but I wasn't ready to discuss my plans yet. Instead, I said, "Dekashin tells me the farming houses fear for our food supply."

I expected surprise, or disagreement. When neither was immediately forthcoming, I looked at him... and disliked the expression on his face. "This isn't news to you."

"It is," Bilil said. "And it isn't." He spread his hands, tail twitching nervously. "I didn't know about the other Houses, but Akkadin supplements the food we purchase from a kitchen garden... and that garden's been doing poorly. I've had to argue for some of the things I feed you."

I stared at him, not sure what was more astonishing, that Bilil insisted on giving me special food... or that he fought for my right to have it, and won.

"So... yes," Bilil said slowly. "I believe that. And if it's true for the het at large..." He glanced at me, gone gray beneath his richly sunny skin. "That... that would be very bad, ke emodo."

"Yes," I said. "I know."

He shuddered and I touched his arm. "The clothes, please."

"Yes, master," he murmured.
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I left the cheldzan early that afternoon, and detoured through the outskirts of the het where the Houses that made their shell selling grain and produce to the rest of us were situated. I found their eperu in the fields at work; perhaps the Stone Moon had not conscripted them yet, or perhaps it had and simply put them to work for twice as long on duties they would already have done. But for quite some time I watched them from beneath the shade of a lif-leaf. Of farming I knew absolutely nothing, and their fields were not shuñe like ours for me to make comparison.

No, I had no idea how healthy the crops were. But people... people I knew. And the Jokka in those fields were worried. I could see it in their faces, in the speed and gracelessness of their bodies as they moved among the long stalks.

So, then. The strangers were right. And they were willing to sacrifice the eperu, if necessary, to their aims. Perhaps they thought our plight of sufficient urgency... thinking of their faces, lit by my firebowl, I thought that more likely than that they simply wanted to exert their power over others. No matter their other faults and prejudices, the three emodo were true believers. They thought their cause just.

As I had good reason to know, true believers were the most dangerous kind of people.

That night, I began to pay attention to the House tokens of the Jokka asking for fortunes. Not all Jokka wore a House token, of course... but the wealthier a person was, and the more powerful, the more likely they were to carry a House symbol on them somewhere. One out of every five people I moved through my square that evening had a House token. From my vague recollection, that wasn't unusual. I was glad. I had work to do.

On the way home, I stopped and stared up again at the sky, past the smothering Void to the stars shimmering faintly in the firmament. Constellations on the back of the World...

...roads linking the hets.

That night I dreamed of blood and woke up grieving, with a taste in my mouth so cruel and acrid I gagged.
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"Diviner!" Abadil said when I entered the archive the following day. "I was not expecting you. Please, come in. Sit. Can I bring you anything?"

I sat in one of the proffered chairs, saying, "Wine, if you have it."

He splayed his ears and said, "I'll bring it."

While he was gone I studied the room. I had never been in the archive; the antechamber was pleasant enough, with one corner dedicated to a few chairs around a square table, one with a surface with a grid of faint depressions so that one could lay out a small clay if one wished. The tiny stones one used for that purpose were kept in a specialized cabinet hung on the wall, scores of little drawers labeled with a single letter, and the pebbles painted with those letters waiting within. Across from me was a formal writing desk in front of a set of shelves with waxed tablets, wooden ones, slate, even little disks of cheap bark, along with ink, chalk and styluses. I stretched out my feet, spreading my toes on the knobby rug laid over the cool stone floor. And after a while and completely on impulse, turned and started going through the little cabinet.

By the time Abadil returned I had spelled out one word on the clay table. The clay-keeper glanced at it and grew gray... though all I had written there was "fate."

It was one of the tricks of my trade, to let portentous words work for me. The notion of fate was meaningless to a skeptic like me... and to a superstitious Jokkad, could mean anything.

To his credit, Abadil said nothing of the word. He just set the cups down and poured for us. He'd already been working on this bottle; I'd smelled it on his breath when he greeted me on entry. That's another trick I've learned in my work, there. To pay attention to people, to the little details that might reveal them.

"Thank you," I said, taking the cup. "So, is this the extent of the archive?"

"This?"Abadil said, relaxing a little. "Oh, no, not at all. This room has a window, so it's where I work on impermanent things and receive guests. In the back is my living space. Underground is where the records are, where the sun won't waste the parchment. Parchment is fragile, Diviner, and it fades when exposed to the sun."

"Like us," I murmured.

"Like us," he agreed.

"Do you have many old records, then?" I asked.

"We have some of the oldest," he said, satisfied. "Only Serean has more, though Kabbanil can nearly rival us."

"Strange," I said. "I would have thought het Kabbanil, with all those ruins, would have had better access to such things."

"It's because of the ruins that they don't," Abadil said, leaning forward as he warmed to the topic. "Whatever destroyed the city, ke emodo, also scoured the records. Very little survived in het Kabbanil... indeed, a lot of what they do have they got from us or het Serean! Or copied from our stores. No," he straightened his shoulders, "we have a great deal to be proud of here. Some of our records are so old they predate the nomad clans."

"Mystery tales," I guessed.

"Just so," he said.

"Mmm," I said, setting my cup down. "How... fortuitous." At his wary glance, I said, "I have come to ask you about truedark tales, from ages long ago."

"Oh?" he said, curious now.

"Tell me, Clay-keeper," I said. "Was there ever a time when a single Jokkad made decisions for an entire het?"

"Certainly!" Abadil said. "Absolutely. It was quite common, actually. We have few records from the age before the nomads, ke emodo, and all of them are copies of copies of copies... well. More copies than we have ancestors." He grimaced, the continued, "But what little we've preserved suggests that was how it was done all the time back then. All the time, and everywhere. One Jokkad ruled a town, and then another ruled all those rulers."

There. That cold in my chest, and the fierce anticipation like a hunter catching the rustle of prey in the brush. That sensation was why I had come. "So in the past, there was a single Jokkad who made the law for all Jokka."

"An emperor, that was called," Abadil agreed. "And the collection of towns who bowed to him, that was his, her, its empire."

"Empire," I repeated, tasting the word. I'd never heard it—ñen, an old word, curt as a knife.

Abadil, it turned out, was watching me. "I know why you ask, Diviner."

"Do you?" I said, brought from my reverie.

"Yes," he said. "And yes. I think you're right."

I stood then. "Thank you, Clay-keeper."

"You're welcome," he said. "I'm here any time you have need."

I tapped my fingers to my brow, courteous, and turned to go, and had reached the door when he said, "Diviner. What will you do?"

I looked over my shoulder at him. "I am the Void's, Clay-keeper. What do you think?"

I left him to drink.
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"It is a strange thing, master," Bilil said to me the following evening. He had finished with my hair and was sitting across from me, sharing the tea.

"What's that?" I said, drawn from my brooding.

"When I was out ordering your clothes," he said, "I thought I'd drop by my old House, have lunch with my year-mates. Catch up with everyone, see how the House is getting along. You recall our work?"

I said, "Property management."

He said, "Yes. And there's only one other major House that manages property in het Narel, and we happened to end up at a cheldzan together for food and chatter and... well, I asked about the strangers. I thought they might be renting a place on the Green... you know there are some small rooms available there for transients."

I didn't, but I waved for him to continue.

"Well, anyway, they're not staying there," Bilil said, refreshing his cup. He looked puzzled. "They're staying with the great Houses. Every handful of days they accept the hospitality of someone new."

"Canny," I muttered. Too canny. I didn't like them moving like that; worse, I didn't like the insinuating themselves into the lives and confidences of the most important Jokka of the het.

"But that's not the strange thing," Bilil said. "The strange thing is... they are renting a property in het Narel. They're just not living in it. And it's one of the oldest, least valuable properties in the het, or at least, the least valuable one the size of a full House. It's on the edge of town, far enough that just walking into the het proper takes a quarter hour. It's near what remains of the north-south trade road, the one the eperu caravans use when they come."

I shared his frown now, but didn't speak.

"So we were all wondering," Bilil finished, "why they'd rent a property they weren't using. It's big enough for an entire House to use, but the people living in it would have quite a jog just to get to town."

"I don't know," I said, slowly chafing my finger on the wall of my cup. "But it seems like the perfect place to keep something hidden."
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The following day I began my campaign by dressing like the rich emodo I apparently was, given the quality of clothes Bilil had ordered for me. While he helped me I groused at him: about being over-dressed, about whether so many beads and rings were necessary for my hair, to remember to keep most of it braided and out of sight, were the cosmetics really necessary or wasn't that overdoing the matter.... but in the end I trusted Bilil's sense of what was appropriate more than my own.

His taste must have been good, for I was received at House Sharzari without incident, even when I asked for the Head of Household. I suppose that didn't surprise me, because such things mattered to Bilil and he had a good eye.

No, what did surprise me was that the Jokka of the House recognized me... their Head no less than the rest of them. When he entered the room where I'd been left waiting, I saw deference... more, in fact, than I'd ever seen directed at a priest of the Void in the Trinity's temple. And then the deference became a very distinct appreciation, which reminded me that I was male and not yet dead, as well as wealthy and well-dressed, and that some might find me attractive—gods help them.

"Oracle," the male said, sitting across from me as another Jokkad brought us tea and fruit—an emodo, I noticed. No doubt all the eperu had been put to work, and none left to help in the house. "You honor Sharzari with your visit."

"Thank you," I said. "Sharzari prospers from the news your people have brought to the Void's divining square. Congratulations are in order."

He smiled then. "Thank you, Seer. We are also pleased. It's hard to complain when the shell is available for investment."

"A venture in pottery, I heard," I said.

"Yes!" he exclaimed, pouring for us both and offering me the cup. "The luxury pottery market has never made a return from the vacancy left by House Reña's disappearance. We're hoping to fill that hole."

"A bold endeavor," I said. "Made possible no doubt by the Stone Moon."

He hesitated then. "You know of them... of course. I should have realized. Have you met them, then, Oracle?"

"I have," I said, and took his cup. "Generous in seeming."

"In... seeming," the emodo repeated.

I sipped my tea while he re-considered his easy acceptance of the strangers.

"You do not like them, Seer?" he asked carefully at last.

I smiled and put the tea down. "Oh no, ke emodo. The Void approves of them. Whole-heartedly."

That put the whites around his eyes, no matter how composed his demeanor. I was pleased; my message had been received.

"Tell me, ke emodo," I said. "Where are your eperu today?"

"I... don't know," he said. "They went before dawn with the work parties, as usual."

"Surely your pefna-eperu knows," I said.

He offered me a smile with a great deal less grace than he'd offered the tea cup. "Ah, I haven't seen the pefna for some time either."

I lifted my brows. "So you don't know where a third of your House is, or what they're doing? Are you paying them?"

"Yessss," the male said, drawing the word out. "From the shell we are receiving from the Stone Moon emodo."

I smiled, polite. "So... it is more that the Stone Moon is paying them."

"Through us," he demurred.

I made a show of considering this. "So... in essence... a third of your House isn't really yours at all, but the Stone Moon's?"

Now the male was frowning.

I continued, "Do they even consult you on what the eperu are doing? To see if you thought it was a reasonable use of their time?"

"The wells," he began.

"Are awaiting the shipment of wood," I said. "Which I have not yet seen. And now that the wells stand unfinished, the eperu are abroad in the het... doing what for House Sharzari?"

I let him think in peace, then... whatever peace was possible now that I'd put in his head the notion that someone was taking power from him. I sipped the tea, my expression placid. When at last he looked up at me, I smiled, and let some tooth show, and some of the cold of the Void.

"Yes," I said to his unhappy expression. "Exactly, ke emodo."

He rose to bow to me, one foot outstretched and hand on his knee, and his voice was admirably hard. "Thank you for your counsel, Star of Night. I will consider your words."

"The gods be with you," I said, and took my leave.

I did not expect House Sharzari to stop the Stone Moon... but the members of the House I'd met over my painted stones had tended to pride in themselves and their accomplishments. I could see them creating friction, asking questions and wanting more control... and if they started agitating for such things, then the other Houses would follow suit to maintain the balance of power in the het. A few more such meetings, here and there, and I would have all the great Houses squabbling with the strangers. Perhaps that would keep them busy.

That night after work, while Bilil was preparing my late meal, I stole through the house to the eperu quarters; having asked the question of House Sharzari's head I found myself wondering if ke Rashal knew where our pefna-eperu was. Not in its office, certainly, so with its fellows, I thought. But when I arrived at the room where the eperu slept, I found... nothing. Not just emptiness, but folded sheets, everything in its proper place... no sign of recent habitation. I was still staring at this with a frown when Bilil found me.

"Master, I was looking—gods." Softly. "Where are they?"

"With the Stone Moon," I said, ears flattened against my head. "Who now owns them, no matter what their records in Transactions report."

"But where are they sleeping?" he asked, subdued.

"I don't know," I said. "But I intend to find out."

Bilil looked past me at the silent room, then rested a hand on my arm. Surprised, I looked at him.

"Not long now," he said sadly, and left before I could ask after his cryptic remark.
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In the week that followed I paid similar visits to two more of the great Houses. At Linzel, a farming House, I suggested that perhaps the strangers were fomenting an artificial famine with the work conditions in the hopes of forcing the het into buying their imported food—that particular meeting was an absolute joy, for the Head of Linzel was so paranoid I barely had to speak before he was fabricating the most horrific stories... I actually had to rein him in like a careering rikka. From his fear, I thought the failure of the harvest truly was inevitable... nothing else would have made him so swift to panic. I regretted the problem and gave thanks that it created such a hospitable environment for my insinuations.

My second visit was to Veshet, a House that had made most of its shell on trade when the big caravans still rolled more frequently. That was a more delicate matter, for they obviously wanted the improved roads. I suggested that letting strangers control the process might also give them primacy when that trade re-opened, and wouldn't it be more fair for someone from het Narel to control the trade between Narel and other hets? What right had strangers to intervene?

That left Veshet nervous. I thought them less likely to block the strangers and more likely to irritate them by vacillating between one course of action and the next, which suited me fine.

Between these three visits, I judged my efforts well begun and left off to keep from making it too obvious that someone was instigating the friction. So when Eduñil surprised me by taking a seat across from me at my usual table at the cheldzan, I feared I'd been discovered.

But no, he had not come to accuse me. His eyes revealed worry, not suspicion. "Seer, I could use your counsel."

"The seer is not accustomed to impromptu fortune-telling over lunch," I said dryly.

"I'll pay for your food," he said. "And more for your trouble."

I waved a hand, magnanimous. "Tell me your concerns, Eduñil. If it is so urgent."

He sat and ran a hand through his mane, sighing. I admired how his chest filled his vest before he blew out that breath. What was it about emotion that made people intriguing? And to think I had put this worry in him... I was sure of it. I waited to see if I was right.

"There must be something in the air," Eduñil said. "Because it feels like half the Houses in the het are suddenly squabbling over who has the right to do what, and it's trying the patience of the foreigners." He looked up at me, ears flat. "I've tried explaining that if we upset the strangers too much they might leave and take their money with them, but it's like the Heads of Household have clay plugs in their ears."

"Change is difficult," I said noncommittally, selecting another skewer of roasted midena.

"Oracle," Eduñil said, "you yourself told me this was the change the Void heralded. How can I help usher it in successfully? I fear the petty squabbling will ruin our chances."

I suppressed my snort. The Stone Moon leave? Not likely. They had come to conquer, not to help us. If we resisted, they would force us. Our only chance to be rid of them would be to drive them away before they brought reinforcements.

"You brought the Stone Moon to het Narel, Eduñil," I said instead. "That was your task. But now they must be tested, for no creature deserves to be an instrument of the gods—particularly the Void—without proving themselves. This is their test. If they fail, then they were never fit for the Void's purposes and we are well quit of them."

"And if they succeed," he breathed.

"If they succeed," I said, emphasizing the first word, "If they succeed, then they will have proved themselves." I bit into the fragrant meat and swallowed before finishing, "Really, they have an easy task. How hard can it be to talk a group of emodo into accepting money? If the Stone Moon emodo can't even manage that, they're barely fit to run a House, much less bring the Void's change into the het."

Eduñil was looking at me with what I could only call awe, annoyingly enough, but I supposed it was better than him realizing I'd set up a story that would let us exile the strangers if they "failed" us. Now all I had to do was create the conditions where I was accepted as the judge... so I could find them lacking.

"Spread the word, Eduñil," I said. "Let the Stone Moon prove themselves to us. If they are worthy of het Narel and the Void, we will welcome them. But only if they're worthy."

"Yes," Eduñil breathed. "Of course, ke emodo. How could I not have seen?" He glanced at me, then said, "I thought when I first saw you, Diviner, that you were... not what you claimed. But I see I was deceived by your modest clothing and humble demeanor. You are not just another emodo with money and a position to protect. Your throat truly does know His voice."

He left me staring after him for some time. The shell he left on my table... I didn't even notice.

[image: ***]

On the way home I took note of the more obvious eperu work parties: many of them were still at work on the roads in the het, but I didn't count enough of them. The wells were awaiting their shipments, so where had they sent the eperu next? I shared my observations with Bilil while he streaked me with the Fire in the Void's eye and skin paints, then went to work still worrying at the lack. By the time I sent my last client away, I had to know... so I returned home long enough to drop off my things and then went abroad in the dark. With truedark only two hours away there were few people on the streets, but I avoided them anyway, skirting the edges of the het.

Eventually I did find the missing eperu... on the northernmost edge of town beneath the lip of a hill. I set a foot on the edge of the road, broad enough across for two caravans abreast, with a channel in the center for... what? Rain water? I stared into the smothering dark before the truedark hour, to the north; the road was only a few rikka-lengths right now, but I knew where it was going. Of course. To join the road being built out even now by the Jokka from het Kabannil... so the Stone Moon could complete its assimilation of het Narel into its empire.

I drew in a breath and turned my back on the coming storm.

The eperu were sheltering in a small group of tents alongside the road. When I say a small group, I mean there were not enough for all of them. Most of them were sleeping outside. As I picked my way toward the few tents in the center of the group, I saw eperu from several different Houses, all intermingled... and all of them too gaunt.

By the time I reached the largest tent, several people were waiting for me. I did not recognize any of them save Larin. When it spotted me, it turned to the others and said, "He's mine. And send Dekashin."

I joined the pefna-eperu of House Akkadin, watching the other eperu vanish into the dark. "Let me guess," I said. "The pefna-eperu of the other Houses here."

It nodded, tired. "You shouldn't be here, ke Keshul."

"Yes, I know," I said. "But I am."

It sighed and parted the tent flap for me. "Go on, then. The sooner you're out of sight, the better. At least you had the sense to come near truedark, when fewer people will have noticed you."

I entered the tent and sat on one of the two low stools there, resting my hands on my knees. "If you doubt the wisdom of my coming, why send for Dekashin?"

"I try to be prudent, ke emodo," Larin said, tired. "Not cruel."

"Isn't it cruel to wake it?" I asked, voice low. "When it could be sleeping? I know how little sleep you get, ke eperu."

"If it ever discovered you'd been here without it knowing," Larin said, "I would get no more work out of it again. No whip can extract work from someone who has lost their spirit."

I didn't say anything to that. To object was useless; Larin and I both knew better. In kinder times, it wouldn't have mattered that an emodo and eperu were close friends, and its knowledge of our relationship dated from that strange and distant time. The season hadn't even turned, and yet it seemed... a very long time ago.

So I did not speak. Neither did Larin, and the way it rested on the stool, head low and shoulders sagging, arms held loose against its thighs... as if it was conserving strength...

Gods, the anger. It made my spit acrid.

Dekashin looked in the tent, then, and the sight of it made my heart seize. But I held out a hand to it, felt its cold fingers in mine.

"Sit," I said to it before it could speak. "Better yet, lie down next to me. You can rest while I talk with ke Larin."

Dekashin did not argue, but watched me rise from the stool and set it aside. When I had resettled, it carefully lowered itself to the ground beside me, every movement cautious with pain and weariness. I grieved at the memory of the eperu who'd poured itself onto my pillows with boneless ease and set my hand possessively on its shoulder.

Larin watched all of this, and when I had finished the gesture and raised my head met my eyes with nothing but sorrow.

"I cannot fathom," I said, "that they force you to sleep apart from your Houses."

"They must," Larin said. "It's the only way for them to begin the process of separating us from the breeders. If we are out of sight, then we are forgotten."

"Not by all of us," I said.

"No," Larin agreed. "And I'm grateful, ke emodo. But these strangers... they have done this before. It's as if they are walking a well-worn path."

"Not walking," Dekashin murmured, voice thick with fatigue. "They are driving us in harness, like rikka, to our ends."

I stared at it.

But Larin was nodding. "Yes. It is hard to escape the feeling."

"If you know this, why don't you do something?" I said.

"What are we to do, ke Keshul?" Larin asked. "Appeal to our Heads of Household? They are being paid well for our labors. Not only that, but with us no longer living beneath their roofs, they aren't even paying our upkeep. It is a tidy arrangement, and easier to look away than to see and realize what's happening." It paused. "Although a few Houses... they've withdrawn their labor."

I lifted my brows. "Oh?"

"Just this last week," Larin said. "Four of the great Houses... one day their emodo came and took them away." It shook its head. "I don't know how long that will last, but... perhaps the rest of the het will come to its senses also."

Heartened to hear that my agitation had had some effect, I said, "That's good news."

"For them," Dekashin murmured. "Not for us. It will never be good news for us."

"What?" I said, startled.

"It's right," Larin said. "Akkadin will be the last House to withdraw. Our labors are paying off the debt, and until that debt is repaid ke Rashal will use us to the last Jokkad."

I flicked my ears back. "I'll have a talk with him..."

"You can try," Larin said. "And we appreciate your efforts, ke emodo. Truly. But mark me—they will come to nothing. Not while the debt hangs over Akkadin's roof." It pushed itself to its feet, one of its knees cracking. "What I do now I will not repeat again, for your safety, ke Keshul... and for Dekashin's. But truedark is nearly upon us, and no one will see me go. See that no one sees you go either."

"Larin," I said, looking up at it. "Dekashin and I are not lovers."

"I know that," it said, tired. "So does everyone else. And no one, ke emodo, will care. You look like lovers, and that is all they need to make an example of you." It pushed open the tent flap. "Be done before the hour lifts. I'll be waiting to guide you out of the camp."

"We won't be long," I said.

"Ke Larin is right," Dekashin said when the tent flap fell back in place. "You can't return, Keshul."

"I will win you free of this all the same," I said. "And the others with you. These people, Dekashin... they haven't just come to stay... but to rule us."

"Yes," it said. "And the eperu know it."

"If you know," I said, surprised, "why don't you rebel?"

It barked a laugh, an ugly choked sound. "Keshul! Really? Rebel? We are eperu. We are our people's strong backs. We live so that you might survive. Rebel!" It shook its head and slowly pushed itself upright. "Void, Keshul. No. We would never. And it hardly matters anyway... it's too late. We know the strangers are in charge already. They pay for our labor. They dictate our actions. The Heads of Household are heads in name only, now."

"I know," I said. "I've been telling them so."

It looked up at me sharply.

I smiled with a hint of teeth. "I told you I would do something."

"Keshul!" Dekashin said. "You can't take these people on alone! You're one Jokkad!"

"And they are only three," I said. "That's more than fair, since I know het Narel better than they ever will."

"They are three for now," Dekashin hissed. "But they won't be long. When the rest of them come down that road, Keshul—"

"I know," I said, and touched its nose with my fingertips. "Dekashin. I know. I'm not an idiot."

"Then you know one Jokkad won't be able to stand against them!"

"Why not?" I said. "One Jokkad started this empire, Dekashin. So one Jokkad can stop them. Especially," I drew in a breath, letting my resolve and my rage glimmer in my gaze. "Especially if that one Jokkad is the voice of the Void in the World."

It looked at me, ears flattening.

"One emodo, onu," I said. "One emodo started all this. Roika, of the Stone Moon."

It said, low, "I won't change your mind."

"No," I said.

It sighed and lowered its head onto my leg, deflating. I set a hand back on its shoulder, feeling the stiff fibers of the muscle beneath the skin.

"You sure we can't find someplace to settle? Far away?" it said at last. "I hear the plains are nice this time of year."

"In this sun?" I said, huffing a laugh I didn't really feel.

"Even the sun," Dekashin murmured, "is kinder than this."

I squeezed its shoulder. "You almost make me think you're serious."

"I think I might be," it said. "If you decide to run away, I would go with you."

"We'd die without any supplies," I said, wry.

"Then at least we'd die free," it whispered.

I quelled my shiver. "I couldn't do it. I can't leave het Narel behind to be enslaved." When it lifted its head to meet my eyes, I said, "That's what it is, isn't it? Let's be honest enough to name it. What this empire plans for us is slavery. It may be slavery that saves our bodies, but it will kill our hearts. And that is why it must be opposed."

It searched my face for several long, long heartbeats. Then put its head back down. I swallowed past a mouth I hadn't even realized had grown dry and began nervously stroking its hair, picking at the tangles.

"We don't believe in love, you know," Dekashin said.

I looked down at it.

"The eperu particularly. We don't speak of it," it continued. "The only reason I know that breeders still concern themselves with it is that I listen to you talk about your work every night, about emodo who care about their lovers. So much concern about romance. Who is in whose bed. Who is touching whom. Setasha, you call each other. Beloved. So much passion." It breathed out, resigned. "Love was an older, larger thing before. When the eperu still... participated."

I frowned. "I... don't understand."

"In the old stories," it said. "In the old stories, Keshul, eperu loved. And it wasn't a love of the body, though they may have touched others for pleasure. The pleasure-giving, that was enjoyable but unimportant. Love used to be about who you trusted with your heart, not your body. And about for whom you would give your life. And you... you are telling me those times are returning, Keshul. Just in time for us to rediscover sacrifice."

I bent over it, pressing my face into its neck. "Don't say such things."

"Even if they're true?" Dekashin asked, looking at me without lifting its head. "You are the Fire in the Void and this is the path you are walking. Don't go down it with closed eyes, Keshul."

"If there is sacrifice in this," I said, baring my teeth, "it won't be mine. And it won't be yours, or Bilil's."

"Take care, onu," it whispered. "Take care. These strangers have done this before. They will know the face of resistance. They will know how to crush it."

"Let them try," I snarled.

It covered one of my hands with its and we didn't move. For how long, I don't know. But I knew the hour was passing.

"This won't be forever," I promised as I straightened.

"No," it said. "One way or the other." It stood, carefully. "Be careful, Keshul."

"Yes," I said. "I will. You too. Don't die on me before I win us free of this."

"I'll do my best," it said. And smiled. "You always were a bad follower, you know."

I snorted, standing. "Thank the gods, presuming they're listening. It will be het Narel's salvation."

It turned to the flap. Thoughtfully, it said, "Roika, did you say? Of the Stone Moon?"

"Yes?" I said.

"Strange," it said. "Wasn't there a Roika in het Narel? House Edze, wasn't it?"

I stopped short, frowning. "I... don't know."

It smiled, tired, but its eyes were distant and its expression puzzled. "Maybe you could find out." When it saw me looking at it, it finished, "Maybe I care more about this than I think. To want to help."

I said, "You were never a good follower either, Dekashin."

"Maybe not," it said softly. Then it touched my shoulder. "Keshul. Thank you."

I covered its hand and then those fingers slipped out from beneath mine and it was gone.

Was it right, I wondered? Was I sentencing it to death by not fleeing with it into the wild? But I couldn't leave Narel. Not knowing what the Stone Moon planned. I sighed and ducked out of the tent...

...into truedark's embrace.

All of us know of truedark. To avoid it. No one understands why it grows so dark at roughly the same hour every night, but it does, and it steals our sight from us. Since we see so clearly with our eyes, to be deprived of that faculty disorders our minds. So very few of us have seen truedark.

As Dekashin told me that night we were drunk, truedark isn't something to be seen. One feels it. A dark so intense your skin prickles. I stared up into the sky and saw... nothing.

...and then a bright fleck of light sped past me. And another. Streaks burned my vision, so that when I closed my eyes they remained, trails of light like stars falling to earth. When I opened my eyes, Larin was there with a rock, and over the rock a knot of firebrights was twining, glowing busily in the dark as they hovered over something that glistened.

"Sap," it said. "Black yew sap attracts them. Come on, Keshul. You haven't much time."

I followed it away from the tent and then began picking my way past the eperu huddled on the ground. It was unnerving to see that several of them were asleep: truly asleep, as deeply as breeders, rather than the light partial slumber their sex was famed for. I stopped at the edge of camp to look over the spread of bodies, what few fell within the sphere of light cast by the firebrights. With so little movement, they looked almost dead.

Larin paused to let me look. When I turned back to it, I said, low, "I will end this. One way or another."

It said nothing, but I saw briefly on its face gratitude, and shame.

Larin led me far enough away that I could navigate home on my own, then handed me the rock. "Go, Keshul," it said. "Don't come back, if you know what's good for you."

"Husband their strength, pefna. Akkadin will want you back soon," I answered, and left with the firebrights burning their streamers of light in my wake.

I walked all the way home in truedark. Stopping near the gardens, I stared up again at the fathomless sky and said to it, "Well? Stop me if you disapprove!"

Nothing answered... not even with a wind or a shivery chill. I smiled thinly and then threw the rock as hard as I could, watching the firebrights sail after it, like stars returning to the firmament. By the time I turned my back on the dark, the night had lost its smothering veil and I could feel the light of the stars on my shoulders.
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The following evening, after I had sent my last client away, the head of House Weffa surprised me by appearing on the edge of my diving square. I stopped in the middle of dousing the firebowl and straightened. "Ke emodo. You are late if you seek the counsel of the Fire in the Void."

"I know," the male said, nervous. "But I heard a rumor, honored Oracle, and I thought... well... they say you know the answers to such questions."

"And what question has driven you here?" I asked, puzzled.

It leaned forward, eyes wide enough that the whites were visible in the starlight. "I have heard, ke emodo, that the wells... were a ruse."

My brows lifted. "Pardon, ke emodo?"

"The wells," the head of House Weffa said again. "The ones the strangers offered to build for us. I've heard that the reason there's no wood for them is because there will never be wood for them. They were just the foreigners' way of gaining our trust so they could steal our labor!"

"Who says this?" I asked, concealing my glee.

"I heard it at the cheldzan shervel," he said, naming the gathering place in the Green where many of the most esteemed members of the great houses mingled over cool drinks. "It was on several tongues there. I thought... I should seek confirmation of such an infamous rumor, however. Diviner, you see much that many cannot. Have the strangers deceived us?"

I believed—no, I knew—the Stone Moon emodo would finish the wells; I knew it because they were planning to take het Narel for their own. The construction they were overseeing served their needs, or would when they moved in as our rulers. But one learns, as a fortune-teller, to choose which truth to say out loud, and which would only distract the postulant.

"The strangers seek power," I said. "And there is only so much power in het Narel, ke emodo. If they take it, it will have to come from someone. Won't it?"

The male leaned back, ears flattening. "Then... they act to further their own designs, not ours."

"Of course they do," I said. "Who doesn't?"

He bowed to me. "Thank you, honored Oracle. You have shone a light on this darkness."

"Go, ke emodo," I said. "And serve the interests of your House... and your het."

I leaned on my staff and watched him recede in the dark... and smiled, far too satisfied with myself. I finished packing and strolled home, enjoying the breeze after the heat of the day; summer was advancing.

Over tea—the only thing he would share with me, pleading an unsettled stomach—I said to Bilil, "Do you remember a House Edze?"

"Oh yes," he said, "Yes, of course. How not? They built one of the biggest properties in the northern quarter, and quickly. Very pretty place, but almost impossible to rent out after they left."

"So they had money," I said, frowning. "They were the ones who left for het Kabbanil, weren't they?"

"There was a scandal," Bilil agreed, sipping from his cup.

"A scandal!" I said.

"Yes," he said. "When they sold, there was blood in one of the rooms... a lot of blood. And later, someone observed that half the anadi as had lived in that House did not go with them when they left. So they said, anyway. The rumor was that they all died."

"Sickness?" I said, puzzled.

"Or something else," Bilil said. "Murder, some say."

"Murder!" I exclaimed.

"Oh yes," Bilil said. "Though no one could ever find out who did it, if murder it was."

I frowned, tracing the rim of my cup. "They were here only a season, weren't they. And then... gone again. With half their anadi dead?"

"That's how the story goes," Bilil said. "That tale used to go around the table a lot after a few jars of wine. People wondering, making up more and more sordid explanations for what had happened. No one knows, but among the property-managers Edze is notorious. Why do you ask, master?"

"Because these strangers' call the former head of House Edze their master," I said. Bilil frowned at me and I said, "Yes. Exactly."

"Not an auspicious sort of lord," Bilil said at last.

"No," I said. "But the story gives me some heart." At his glance, I said, "Because if it's true, then the Stone Moon already has an enemy." I grinned. "The more of us, the better."

"And yet, where is that enemy now?" Bilil said.

"I don't know," I said. "Gone from the het, perhaps."

"Or dead," Bilil muttered. "Have a care, master."

I pushed my bowl of stew toward him. "I will if you will. You should eat, apprentice."

He eyed the bowl, ears sagging. "I have no appetite, thinking of the eperu of the House starving under the sun."

"It nauseates me too," I said. "But if we don't maintain our strength, we won't be able to help them." I offered him the spoon.

He sighed and took it.

All my equilibrium shattered the next morning when a great fuss in the house roused me from my bleary slumber. Looking out into the corridor I found a confusion of Jokka here, there, everywhere... and almost all of them anadi. They were being led somewhere; the mind-taxed herded by harried eperu and emodo and the competent ones being frightened with explanations, if I read their body language right. I pulled on a pair of pants and went out into the corridor to find out what was happening.

"We're being taken away," one of the anadi said when she saw me looking for someone to question.

"What?" I said.

"Sold, I think," she said. "Or given away, one of the two. Some people I don't know, they came to the House and said they would take us away, and ke Rashal said that was well. So we are leaving."

  "Leaving forever?" I said, stunned.

"We won't be back," she said with the resignation of the anadi, who have nothing to look forward to, and know it.

So I went looking for Rashal, and found him standing at the door to his office.

"What have you done?" I asked without preamble.

"The strangers offered to take the anadi," Rashal said. "And I said 'yes'." He went back into his office and sat down behind the desk. "And now you will demand to know why and I will tell you, quite honestly, that keeping anadi is a hassle, Keshul. To remain healthy they need special food, rooms a certain temperature, dedicated caretakers. Breeding them is risky without a talented jarana to oversee the work and to nurse them through their pregnancies. Once they grow mind-taxed, keeping them happy and safe becomes full-time work. Only Houses that have dedicated themselves to fulfilling breeding contracts can afford to keep any sizable number of them, and we've been holding on to ours for too long. They cost us money, Keshul... and the strangers paid me for them, and released me from that burden."

"That burden!" I exploded. "Rashal, they're our FEMALES! How do you propose to beget new members of the House without them?"

"The same way Jokka have always done so," he said. "We'll contract out for children."

"And if these strangers take ALL the anadi in the het?" I said. "My gods, Rashal! What have you done! Have you given them the power to decide which of us will have children?!"

"They have promised we'll have our turn at them," Rashal said, but he was beginning to look disturbed.

"They have, have they?" I said, unable to believe his stupidity. "They have? How GENEROUS of them. They will allow us to have a turn at our own anadi? Why, we should be grateful!" I slammed my hands down on his desk, baring my teeth. "And will they charge us for that privilege? No, wait, let me guess. We are not to ASK them for our turn. They will contact us when they judge our anadi are fertile and prepared for us. Did they tell you that? Did they sell you that lie?"

"They said they'd make sure it was the best time—"

"It will NEVER be the best time!" I cried. "Don't you see what they're doing? What they've done! We will never see the anadi again, except when they summon us to do our duty! And those children will not come back to US, Rashal! They will go to the House of the Stone Moon... to grow into our oppressors!"

"Keshul, you're being a little alarmist, don't you think?" Rashal said.

"You're the one who's blind!" I said.

"So are you going to stay home and minister to the anadi?" he asked.

I stopped short.

"No?" Rashal said, smiling crookedly. "Don't want to become House Akkadin's jarana, ah? Watch over the mind-taxed? Make sure they get their cool drinks, soak in their chilled baths? Don't want to buckle them into the harnesses for mating? Don't want to fret over their pregnancies?"

"I wouldn't have to," I said, snide, "if someone hadn't sold our eperu to the foreigners."

Rashal smashed his fist on the desk. "The money has to come from somewhere! You want to tell me how to run House Akkadin, Keshul? Fine! Give me enough shell to pay off Holdings, and then you'll have earned the right to complain! But until then, no more spit from you! Understood?"

"It won't matter if we save ourselves from the debt," I said to him. "You will destroy Akkadin anyway, by giving it to the Stone Moon."

"I guess we'll see, won't we," he said.

I turned my back on him, too angry to politely beg my leave. So it was to my back that he said, "Go into the het, Keshul... and see how many Heads of Household agree with me. You'll see. I'm not the only one grateful to give over the management of the anadi to someone with the time and money to do it."

Of course. Of course they were doing the same to every other House in the het. I went straight to my room and hunted through my chest for my old clothes, the ones I hoped Bilil had kept... and he had, thank whatever gods there were. I was pulling them on when he entered.

"Ke emodo," he said. "The anadi are gone!"

"Yes," I said. "And we don't have much time." I finished with the pants and said, "Go to the middle of town, Bilil, and see if you see anything unusual. Particularly groups of anadi. Or the lack of them. I think the Stone Moon is taking them all away."

"A-a-all of them?" Bilil said, eyes growing round. "All of them? Can they do that?"

"They can if they wave enough shell at the Heads of Household and make it sound as if they were doing us a great favor," I said. I found a little-used cloak at the bottom of the chest and pulled it on. "And I strongly suspect they have, and that we are too late to stop it."

"Gods!" Bilil whispered. And shook himself. "Yes. Yes, I'll go at once. Where will you be, master?"

"I am going to follow a guess," I said. "I'll meet you here in a few hours."

"All right," he said, and I left him to his errand. And I went to mine, saddling one of the rikka and then riding out toward the edge of town. I kept the cloak close around me, and made sure to stay near enough the het to seem like I had an errand in it. But I was not looking toward het Narel. And within half an hour I saw the first evidence of what I'd feared.

There were wagons heading around the outside of the het... wagons of anadi.

I rode past as if I was going toward the northern edge of town, where the great Houses congregate around the Green. On the way there I passed another two of those wagons. The last one was close enough that I could hear someone weeping, just a whisper of sound on the summer breeze.

Bilil was waiting for me when I dismounted in House Akkadin's courtyard. He led the rikka away while I used the small water basin outside the house to splash my face clean. Then together we went inside and I asked him, "Did you see anything?"

"I saw a great deal of nothing," Bilil said. "There were no anadi abroad. Not in the cheldzan, not with keepers on walks... nothing."

We gained my room, where I stripped out of my old clothing and used a damp towel to finish with the sweat and dust on my body. Then with his help I began dressing in my new, rich clothes. "They have taken them," I said. "And unless I miss my guess, they've taken all of them, or will."

"Then we are too late," Bilil said, shoulders sagging.

"We are too late to stop them from doing it," I said, handing him a pot of face paint. "We aren't too late to shake some sense into the Heads of Household. And then maybe they will ask for their anadi back."

"Do you really think they will?" Bilil said, sitting on a stool across from me.

"If they don't," I said, "it's because they've gone deaf. Because I won't let the Stone Moon do this, Bilil. If we give them control of the anadi, we give them the future of the het." I tapped the pot's lip. "Paint. I need to go make trouble."

Shaking himself, Bilil dipped the brush and then steadied his hand on my cheek. "Master... if you make too much more trouble, they will find you out."

"By the time they find me out," I said, "it will be too late."
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I went out into the het then, leaving my cheldzan visit for later—I didn't know how much time my rabble-rousing would take, and besides... some part of me didn't want to see the place absent all the females. The anadi were never numerous out of their Houses, since they did so poorly in the heat... but that didn't mean there were no anadi ever on the streets and in the shops. They were inevitably escorted, but they were there. And that was how it should be.

I presented myself to House Kathara not long after, and was escorted with reverence and great excitement to a lovely garden set around a small fountain. I sat on a bench and accepted the cold spiced tea an admiring emodo brought me and waited for the Head of the most respected name in breeders in the het to attend me, and eventually he came: a lissome male who from his paw-like feet and needle-thin fangs had been born anadi. Some said this was the reason for Kathara's almost preternatural success at breeding the anadi: that the Head of Household retained some unfathomable knowledge of female mysteries.

"The Void comes to call on the House of the Brightness!" the male said, with an abbreviated bow. "Be welcome, Light in the Firmament. You honor us."

I looked at his dipped head, then said, "Rise, ke emodo. And sit with me."

"Thank you," he said, as if I was the priest I was playing at being. "I did not think you would know of the day's events, since you are the Void's voice and not the Brightness's. But I should have known better, yes? What concerns the sacred Female must perforce affect the sacred Male."

"You see clearly," I said. "And yes, I had heard that the anadi of het Narel have been removed from their Houses by the foreigners from het Kabbanil."

"It is exactly so," the male said. "By the week's end, they say all of the contracts will be arranged."

"And this does not concern you?" I asked over my cup. "That strangers might be threatening your business, ke emodo?"

"Oh!" he exclaimed, touching his chest. "Oh, yes, it would, it would! But I see you did not hear Kathara's news!"

I set the cup down and threaded my fingers together on my knee, attentive.

The male bent close. "The foreigners have given Kathara the exclusive contract to manage the breeding of the anadi... for the entire het! On their behalf!"

"No," I said, affecting surprise and fearing I was revealing too much of my strangled horror instead.

"Yes!" the male said, glad. "Yes! By next week, Kathara will have all the anadi of het Narel in its harnesses. We will manage everything. Every child will be born beneath our care... we will fulfill every breeding contract. At last, it will be done right. For the entire het. No more mistakes made by clumsy Houses with less experience. The quality of our children will improve immediately."

"House Kathara," I said. "Has been hired by the Stone Moon. For this work."

"Yes," he said proudly. "They recognized our expertise, Fire in the Void. In that, I see the hand of the gods. They care about our progeny, Seer. They care about us." He leaned forward. "I will do my best for all of us, Seer... but for you in particular? When your time comes, we will make sure that only the best of our anadi will be harnessed for you."

With a fascination that felt grotesque, I said, "When my time comes...?"

"Of course," the male said. "You will be sent for, as will all the other important emodo of the het. The worthy ones. We will start with the pierced ones, of course, as they will have been judged by their Houses as the most valuable of their assets... if you do not have a ring yet, great Seer, I know it is because you have not yet asked for it, and your Head of Household has not dared make the request of you." He smiled, eyes bright. "But he will make the offer soon. All worthy males will have the ring now... the Stone Moon will be providing them to the Houses, so that none will feel obliged to withhold one for financial reasons."

"Rings are expensive," I said, my horror now complete. Keeping my voice conversational was one of the hardest things I'd done.

"Very," the emodo said. "But nothing is beyond the reach of the Stone Moon emodo."

I said, "I congratulate you, ke emodo. And House Kathara. No one else has captured the attention of the strangers so completely."

"Oh, I don't know," the Head said with a laugh. "They know of you, Star in the Firmament... as well they should."
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I went from Kathara to my cheldzan of choice, and damn getting to work early enough to set up properly. My postulants could wait. There I had a cup of soup, which I didn't drink, and a cup of tea, which I nursed while considering how to make anything of this charred mess. I had been planning to agitate Kathara into resisting the Stone Moon's attempt to steal their business from them... but their brilliant offer had dashed any possibility of that. Oh, Kathara would never be anything more than a servant to the Stone Moon; they would administrate the center where the anadi were kept, but they wouldn't be allowed to make any decisions no matter what smooth illusion the foreigners would craft to maintain their complacency. But Kathara would believe that illusion; would believe they now held the power they'd wanted all along. They would not be my allies against the Stone Moon.

I was still working on the same cup of tea when Eduñil's shadow darkened my table.

"Oracle," he said, voice heavy. "May I?"

I said, "Sit."

He did so, and I studied his face, wondering what troubled him. Surely he did not see the catastrophe looming, for if he had he would be more agitated. Instead he seemed depressed—

—as if he'd lost something—

"They took your gentle friend," I said, voice quiet.

"I offered to pay to keep her," Eduñil said in kind, but his quiet held an anguish I raged to hear. "But they did not permit it. They said all the anadi were to be sold, that they would be better served living together where they could be waited on day and night." He looked up at me, pained. "But, Oracle... I do not believe them."

And just like that, I knew what to do, and almost wished to kiss Eduñil for it.

"Of course you don't," I said, brisk. "You sense this for what it is."

Frowning, Eduñil said, "What... do you  mean?"

"This has nothing to do with what's best for the anadi," I said. "As well you know. No, ke emodo... having stayed with all the great Houses of the het, the Stone Moon has at last chosen one of them to receive its favor: Kathara. Thus, they are arranging matters to give Kathara power. Taking away all the anadi and then hiring Kathara to oversee their contracts?" I snorted. "If you're the only person who sees that the Stone Moon has privileged Kathara over all the other het's Houses, it's only because your eyes have cleared more quickly."

"Kathara... Kathara has been given oversight over all the anadi?" Eduñil gasped.

"Oh," I said, swirling the tea in my cup, "you didn't know that part, did you."

"They will be in charge of breeding them?" Eduñil said, eyes dilated in shock.

"They will be in charge of deciding even if they are to be bred," I said. "And to whom." I looked up at the cheldzan's ceiling. "I hear that only the more worthy emodo will be... selected... for that duty. If you do not have a spinal ring, you will be lucky to be called."

"This... this is outrageous!" Eduñil cried.

"I quite agree," I said. "And if you did not know this detail, Eduñil... then perhaps...?"

"No one else does either," he breathed. "Oh, Seer!"

"Go," I said. "Bring it to the principals of the great Houses. Tell them all. They will reward you well for the warning."

"You don't want to tell them yourself?" he said, hesitating.

I thought better of him for wanting me to earn the gratitude of the het's most powerful Jokka. I let that show in my gaze. "No, ke emodo." Gentler, "Go and win your friend back to your side. It is good... to have friends."

"Yes," he said. And touched my wrist. "You are a good Jokkad, ke emodo."

"Go on," I said, and he went... and I watched, satisfied. Let the Stone Moon think they'd blocked me. They'd know otherwise when all the great Houses of het Narel descended on them, demanding to know why Kathara had been chosen, and not them.
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I returned home to allow Bilil to paint me for my night's work, and as he did I told him all that I'd discovered... and done. And if my satisfaction showed in the hint of the growl in my voice, well... I thought that was the least of what the Stone Moon deserved.

"It seems strange that they would do something so likely to cause strife," Bilil said with a faint frown. "Giving Kathara precedence over the other Houses?"

"It does," I said, closing my eyes as he traced the spiral over the bridge of my nose with his brush. "And they don't make mistakes. So either they didn't expect anyone to find out before they were ready to reveal the news... or this represents a new stage in their entrenchment in society. If so, then Kathara would only be the first of the Houses they'll be calling on to do work for them."

"Which do you think it is?" Bilil wondered.

"I don't know," I admitted. "But my bet is on a little of both. They are settling in, but they didn't expect the news to come out until they'd favored several Houses, not just Kathara. Had the het heard that three or four Houses had been so elevated, they would have believed that their House might also have a chance to be chosen. With only one House so favored? People will be more apt to believe that there's room only for one at the top, and that spot was taken before they even knew it was there to be vied for."

"This game grows more dangerous, master," Bilil said. "Surely they know now that someone is behind their frustrations."

"Maybe," I said. "Maybe not. For all they know het Narel is merely full of proud and fractious Jokka."

"Maybe," he said, but he sounded fretful... and when I looked at him I saw hollows beneath his eyes that I didn't like at all. I touched his cheek, prompting him to look up at me quizzically.

"Are you getting enough rest?" I asked, quiet.

"I have been going to bed at the same hour every night," Bilil said. "But... I don't wake up rested anymore." He smiled, wan. "Maybe the strife in the het is poisoning my dreams."

I cupped his face and said, "And what has happened to my apprentice, the believer in the gods? Don't you believe they'll take care of us?"

"I do, master," Bilil said, meeting my eyes. "I believe they will take care of the Jokka. But one or two of us individually? They will gladly sacrifice to preserve us all. Only the World cares that we walk its back, master. The Brightness and the Void are killers as well as progenitors."

"A dark view," I said.

"It is not a world of light alone, ke emodo," Bilil said, leaning his cheek into my palm and closing those too-clear eyes. "There are shadows also."

"And truedark," I murmured.

"And truedark, most of all," he agreed. And then sighed. "Let me finish your paints, master. And then I promise I will try to rest more."

"And eat more," I said, gently tracing the ridge of his cheekbone with one fingertip.

"And eat more," he said, and resumed his work.

"Bilil?" I said as he traced the spiraling curve beneath my eye and added decorative dots ringing it. "You would tell me if there was something wrong, wouldn't you?"

"Of course, master," he said.

I would have to be content with that.
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That night I had my first of the many surprises that were to come to me because of the Stone Moon's involvement in my life. In this case, it was about my work... or what I had perceived as my work. That I was being paid more and more I had attributed to my improved costume, and perhaps the uncertain clime in the het. It took an emodo touching my wrist to stay me from moving to truly demonstrate to me how wrong I was.

"Please, Star of Night," he said, his voice earnest as he leaned toward me. "No dancing. No drawn squares. No thrown stones. I know better now. I believe. The trappings are no longer necessary."

As I stared at him, he leaned back and drew in a long breath, then expelled it with closed eyes. "Speak for me, Oracle. Your words, your counsel, are all that matter."

I'd once told Dekashin that I'd taken to fortune-telling because it was easier to make money when you told people stories they thought were about themselves. I also told it that I drew squiggles in the sand and let people throw my painted stones because it made them more likely to pay for what I otherwise thought was commonsense advice. And that had always been true... until now.

"Ke emodo," I said.

He said, "Please, Star of Night. I vow I will take your counsel seriously. The veils have fallen from my eyes."

What could I do? "Tell me what brings you to the Fire in the Void."

He asked his question. I answered, keeping my voice low and portentous. He listened, ears straining for every word, and when I was done he bowed to me—bowed!—and thanked me. And paid me... handsomely.

He was the first to show me, truly, that people believed I was what I told them. He was not the last.

That emodo was still on my mind at the end of the night when I was packing my supplies and preparing to leave. And perhaps it was not coincidence that I knew, somehow, that I was not alone. I paused and looked up, wondering who my latest late-night visitor would be.

...and was surprised entirely by the cowled and cloaked figure awaiting me, the night wind lipping at the fabric's edges where it draped on the sand.

A priest... of the Trinity? It came closer and I stiffened at the sight of the gold and clay-colored tassels fringing the hood. I didn't know much about the priests, since I avoided them, but I knew enough to recognize the signs.

"And what brings the high priest of the Trinity to my divining square?" I said into the quiet between breezes.

Priests did not identify themselves, not by name, not by sex; their cloaks hid their bodies and their hoods their faces, and even their teeth were blackened so it would be harder to read their fangs for clues. This one's voice was androgynous and beautiful, but not so much that its answer didn't shake me. "Keshul, is it not?"

"The high priest has troubled itself to learn my name," I said.

"We had cause," it answered. "For we know what you are."

My skin tightened in dread. "You do."

I couldn't see its mouth but I heard the smile. "The charlatan seer of House Akkadin, or so you say. Is that not so?"

I didn't answer. What could I say to that? To agree would be to expose myself when I most needed the het to believe in me. To disagree would be to lie.

It continued after a moment, as if my silence had answered its question—damn it all. They weren't all-knowing but they all acted as if they were. "You know something of the Stone Moon, we have heard."

"Something," I agreed, ears flicking back.

"And what do you think of the strangers?" the priest said.

I hesitated. "Why does the high priest ask?"

"Perhaps," it answered mildly, "because the high priest would like to know what the Void thinks of them."

"That would require you to believe me something other than the charlatan seer of House Akkadin."

"That it would, wouldn't it?" the high priest said.

This time my silence was fear, not self-protection.

"Perhaps it would soothe you to feel we had some opinion on the matter of the foreigners," the high priest said. "One that aligns with yours."

"And what would you know of my opinion?" I asked, my ears still slicked back. "Since when have the priests of the Trinity cared for my little enterprise?"

"Since you began speaking truth a year ago, in the matter of the emodo who fled het Narel," the high priest said, shocking me. It spoke of something I never spoke of myself... the first time I had heard the voice of the Void, had struggled with the sense that I was His puppet. Since then I had denied the gods all the more vociferously to myself, because the alternative... I could not handle the alternative.

But I had never spoken of that episode to anyone but Bilil and Dekashin, neither of whom were talkative sorts. So how had the priest known? That of the hundreds of fortunes I told, there had been one that had been real?

"I... have no idea what you're talking about," I said.

It ignored the lie and stepped closer, the heavy cloak dragging on the sand. "You have been encouraging the emodo of the het to speak against the Stone Moon emodo, Keshul."

"And if I have?" I said past my dry mouth.

"Then we would like to know," it said. It lifted a long-fingered hand to stop me from speaking, and I was distracted by this evidence of some sex, any sex, enough to allow it. "Keshul," the priest said, sounding tired. "This may surprise you. But I am not here to stop you."

"You're not?" I said, looking from its hand to the shadows of its hood.

So my eyes were in the right place to witness something I was fairly certain no other Jokkad had seen: a priest of the Trinity draw back its hood to reveal its face.

To reveal her face.

"As you can see," she said, her voice gentle, "I have my own reasons to be wary of the Stone Moon."

For a long moment I didn't hear the words, too shaken by both her knowledge of my secret and the revelation of her face. And then they made it into my ears. "They would not dare," I whispered. "To take a priest—the high priest!—of the Trinity to their breeding center?" I chuffed a humorless laugh. "Your contract is not for sale, ke anadi."

"And they would not buy me," she said. "If they knew me. I would simply... disappear one day."

I met her eyes. "You know them for what they are."

She inclined her head, eyes closed. She had long lashes, glitter-pale in the starlight. "Of course I do," she said. "That is why I'm here."

"Because you want me to fight them?" I asked, frowning.

"Because I want to know if the Void feels compelled to fight them," she said. "Whether you accept it or not, Keshul... you are His chosen vessel. And if the time has not come yet, it will soon... that you are taken by Him entire. You will not hear whispers, speak the occasional unpleasant truth. He will make you His, and there will be no escaping Him."

I shuddered. "Ke anadi, do not say such things."

She ignored me. "So. You fight them. Is that right? Does the Void want them destroyed?"

"I don't know if the Void wants them destroyed," I said, perhaps a little more curtly than I intended but she had frightened me. "But I do."

"Because?" she prompted.

"Because one does not save a species by enslaving it," I said.

"Ahhh," she said softly. She drew the hood back up. "Thank you, Keshul. You have told me what I have come to learn."

"And now?" I asked.

"And now," she said. "We will watch. As we always do. And offer comfort... when it is requested."

"So you won't help me," I said.

"The Trinity is neutral, Keshul," she said. "It cares very little for what we do on the World. You know that, or you would not hate the gods so."

"I don't hate the gods," I said. "I don't believe in them. That's different."

"Is it?" she asked. She smiled, and once again I had to hear it in her voice, for her painted teeth didn't gleam. "Good night, Keshul. And carry on with His work."

"My work," I muttered.

"It is the same," she said, and turned from me.

Staring at her back, I said on impulse, "High Priest... I am sorry. For not giving the temple a tithe."

She glanced over her shoulder and I saw nothing but the fabric of the cowl and one tassel, the burning Brightness's golden one. "We never cared that you did not tithe to us, Keshul."

"But," I said, "I thought... that was the rule. A rule older than us, as old as the Mystery Age. Fortune-tellers that claim the gods' favor tithe to the priests."

Her laugh was low enough that one could forget she was anadi. The flash of her hand I'd caught, those long fingers... perhaps she had been every sex; it would make sense of her androgyny. "The rule is old, yes. And we did not instate it, the fortune-tellers and amulet-sellers and all the others who wished to beg the gods' attention did."

"But you accepted it," I said, with just a touch of sarcasm.

"Of course," she said. "To do otherwise would be to make mock of their sincerity. Surely you understand."

My ears flicked back to hide their flush, though in the dark it would have been impossible to see. "Maybe."

I heard her smile. "Money is useless to us, save as a reflection of belief. You do not believe, Keshul. When you do... you will give us something more valuable than money."

I snorted to disguise my unease. "And this is the part where you say 'your life' or 'your heart' or 'everything you believe in,' yes?"

She laughed and said, "You see? You already know." And then she was gone.
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When I returned home with my distress it was to a cold firepit in the courtyard. I dumped my supplies on the flagstones and went into the house, feeling a moment's tense fear—had something happened to Bilil? But I found him asleep in his own cot in the quarters for the younger emodo. He had finally taken my advice and decided to rest. I touched the backs of my fingers to his cheek and wondered if his skin was too hot... or if my hand was too cold. He looked drawn, but the extra sleep would do him good. I left him a note telling him to go back to bed in the morning, that I would dress myself, and left him to rest.

That night I ate from the communal hearth, bringing a bowl of stew back to my courtyard to eat beneath the firmament... alone. I looked at the pillows stacked against the wall the courtyard shared with the house and wondered when my friends would sit on them again.

Yet another reason to accelerate my campaign against the Stone Moon. I ate in grim solitude and went to bed early.
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The following afternoon, Eduñil was waiting for me at my table in the cheldzan. He'd bought a pot of tea, a selection of skewered meats and vegetables, soup and some honey combs oozing gold onto their plates.

"Oracle," he said as I settled across from him.

"Did it go well?" I asked, reaching for a cup and pouring myself some of the tea as if people bought my food every day.

"The Heads of Household were incensed," Eduñil said with satisfaction. "Today they are going to the Stone Moon to demand an explanation."

"And if they are not satisfied?" I said.

"I don't know," Eduñil replied, slicing off a bit of the honey comb and spreading it on one of the seared meats. "Perhaps they will send the Stone Moon away."

"Somehow I doubt it," I said, feeling out the shape of that outcome in my head. "No, they are not ready yet to judge whether the test has been passed or failed. But they may demand their anadi back, Eduñil, and then you may retrieve your friend and have her company again."

"Yes," Eduñil said, fierce. He picked his meat off the stick and said, "I wish I knew where the Stone Moon was keeping them."

"Oh," I said. "They're on the edge of town, in one of the old properties there by the streambed."

"What?" he said, the skewer dipping.

I chuckled. "Eduñil. You are the head of Transactions! Didn't you check to see if the newcomers had rented any property?"

"No?" he said, eyes wide. "I assumed because they were staying with the great Houses..." He trailed off.

I chose my own skewer and pulled the topmost pepper off with my claw tips. "Just as they wished you to believe."

"Gods," Eduñil whispered. "Is there no end to their cleverness?"

"If they were not clever," I said, "they would be no fit vessel for the Void, would they?" And popped the pepper in my mouth. I contrived my most nonchalant expression while Eduñil stared at me, thoughtful.

"And if they fail?" Eduñil said at last.

"Then we send them away," I answered.

"And then what?" the male mused.

...and then what indeed. I frowned, not liking the feel of that possibility. "Then," I said, "having been deprived of his chosen vessels, the Void will come in another way." When the other male looked at me, I finished, "War."

"War!" Eduñil exclaimed.

"Yes," I said. "Make no mistake, ke emodo. If the Stone Moon cannot have het Narel with its consent, they will try to take it by force. It and all the other towns on Ke Bakil. To be free we will have to defend ourselves."

"But war..." Eduñil grimaced. "What do we know of war, Oracle? Who among the Jokka has ever had the resources to waste on a war?"

"What we do not know," I said grimly, "we will surely learn. Quickly."

The other Jokkad—a friend now? At very least an ally, and what a strange thought that was—looked down at his food, then slowly resumed eating. "Well," he said. "At least today we will have some resolution on the matter of the anadi."

"I am anticipating the outcome," I said, and like him applied myself to the food. Which was delicious, and would have been more delicious yet if I hadn't been wondering what they were forcing Dekashin to subsist on right this moment, and whether the granaries were emptying in great chunks to provide it.
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That evening when I returned home for my supplies, Bilil was waiting for me. He looked less wan, though I could tell he was not yet his usual self.

"Come, master," he said. "I will put your paint on."

"Thank you," I said, following him into my room. He'd tidied the mess I'd left in the wake of dressing myself—I had been a touch too distracted to notice the chaos when I left. I sat obediently and waited as he loosened the paint in the jar with a little water, then dipped my face for him when he tapped my nose.

"The anadi have not come home yet, I see," Bilil said.

"It's only been a day," I said, amused. "I'm not a miracle-worker."

"Sometimes I wonder," Bilil said. The brush tickled my skin as it trailed over the bridge of my nose. "What will you do next, master?"

"Wait," I said with a huff that blew back one of his hanging golden locks. "To see how much of a problem my latest attempt creates."

"It must be difficult," he said, and there was some note in his voice I couldn't quite understand. "To wait."

I said, "Some days I think it might be easier to just kill them and be done with it."

"So why don't you?" Bilil asked, leaning back to dab the brush in the jar again.

I stared at him, wondering how he'd managed to say such an outrageous thing with so little change in expression. But then... Bilil had always been able to say outrageous things in complete earnest. I still remember him telling me that the Void saturated me like honey in tea, if you can imagine that. Honey in tea.

He looked up at me, eyes innocent of any sign that he'd said something crazy. "Master?"

...and strangely, that made me think through the notion, rather than discard it offhand. "Because," I said. "If we kill them outright, we'll be declaring our intentions against a power we know almost nothing about, save that it's richer than we are." I tapped my finger against my knee, smoothing my expression as Bilil resumed the painting, this time working on the spiral over my shoulder and collarbone.

"Wouldn't that presume the Stone Moon would find out somehow?" Bilil asked.

I frowned. "They'd find out when they brought the wood."

"But the wood hasn't come yet."

"It hasn't come yet," I said. "But it will." But something about the situation bothered me. "No, Bilil. I think... I think it would be a mistake to assume it would take that long. How did the strangers arrive? On foot? I doubt that. Where are their rikka? Are they all accounted for? Or have they been hiring someone to run messages to and from het Kabbanil?"

Bilil paused and drew back to look at me.

"It's what I would do," I told him. "If I were the vanguard of a conquering force."

"Yes," he said slowly. "If that's what they are."

"I know that's what they are," I said. "No. We can't afford to kill them outright, not until we're sure of ourselves, and of them. We need to know more about them. Where did they find so much money? Are they all as well-fed as their emissaries? If so, where did the food come from?" I wrinkled my nose. "We might be better served imprisoning them and running falsified messages if we can, until we know more."

"Perhaps we can send scouts," Bilil said.

"Perhaps we should," I murmured.

"What are you thinking, master?" Bilil asked.

"That I wouldn't put it past the Stone Moon to kill anyone we send to spy on them," I said.

Bilil met my eyes, then resumed painting on my cosmetics.

"What?" I said. "No distressed commentary?"

"No," Bilil said, serene. "You are on our side, master. Your violence and paranoia serve the het."

Bemused, I said, "I'm glad someone thinks so."

"Don't fool yourself, master," Bilil answered, head bent over my torso. "Everyone knows it."
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That night, after several very busy hours spent ministering to a stream of emodo seeking the advice of the Void, I scuffed my divining square out of the sand, doused my firebowls and packed my things before pausing. When no one interrupted me, I chuffed a laugh and started for home...

...which is when I tripped over a rock.

I sweep my workspace for rocks, because stumbling over them while attempting to convince someone that you are a divine mouthpiece makes your work much, much harder. There had been no rocks in this area. I'd picked it over myself.

Someone had left it, then. Carefully I lifted it from the sand and was not surprised by the note beneath it. The surface layers of sand had been brushed away, revealing the dirt beneath, and there someone had painstakingly etched a message.

 

Thank you for remembering us.

 

The symbol beneath the words was the one that represented the eperu in the sacred Trifold. I closed my eyes and curled my fingers around the rock. Who had slipped away from the others to leave me this message? And not even a request for help... but an expression of gratitude. Gods.

They believed they were lost already. But I was not done fighting yet. I gently smudged the words and set the rock back down on them.
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It was a night for messages. When I returned home, Bilil said, "A runner came by from Kathara."

"Oh?" I said, dropping my pack.

"Yes," he said. "The Head of Household has cordially requested your presence tomorrow, if you are free. Any time, he said."

"Any time!" I said, brows lifting.

"The messenger sounded quite resolute," Bilil agreed, taking my staff for me.

"Kathara, hmm?" I said, frowning. "I wonder..."
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I didn't have to wonder long.

"Oracle," the Head said, ushering me to the courtyard himself. "Oracle, I am relieved that you have come."

I allowed him to seat me and serve me: wine this time, not tea. I took it as if I expected such attention and had a sip while he watched, his whole body trembling with something... unease? Nervousness? Some agitation, certainly. I lifted my eyes and said with my best and most self-important tone, "You sent a message. I have chosen to respond. Speak."

"Star in the Firmament," Kathara said, his voice tense. "Light in the Darkness..." He dropped to one knee before me and cried, "The Stone Moon has betrayed us!"

I made my voice colder. It wasn't hard. "Go on."

"They chose us," he said. "They chose us because we were worthier than the other Great Houses. They favored us with their only contract. They had named us as their hand in het Narel! And now... now they have given work to four other Houses in the het as well!"

Of course they had. They'd had no choice the moment Eduñil had brought his news to the rest of the Jokka of the Green. To appease them, the foreigners had needed to spread the perception of their favor to others and that, no doubt, had pacified the chosen few and reduced the other Houses to scheming against each other rather than the Stone Moon.

Very canny. But it had made them an enemy I could use.

"Of course they have," I said, sipping my wine and striving for Bilil's level of tranquility.

It must have worked, for the head of Kathara stared at me in frank desperation. "What... what do you mean?"

"You are not special to the Stone Moon," I said. "No one is. They seek those they can use to their purposes, that is all."

"W-what?" the male said, his pupils dilating.

I bent a little closer and said, each word clipped, "Ke emodo. You are a tool to be used. That is all you are to the Stone Moon. All you ever were. And all you will ever be... you and every other Jokkad in het Narel." I leaned back, the picture of calm, and sipped again. The wine really was superb. "Anything else is a lie they coat in honey to make it easier for you to swallow."

"They dare to insult us," the emodo whispered.

I watched him.

"Oracle," the Head said, turning mad eyes to mine. "What do we do?"

"You seek the counsel of the Void?" I asked, expression arch.

"Yes," he hissed.

"And what, precisely, is the Void the god of?" I asked.

"Destruction," he whispered.

I smiled and rose, setting the cup aside. "Good day, ke emodo."

I smiled all the way home, too. I was still smiling, in fact, when Rashal caught my arm in the hall leading to my room. Maybe I'd been spending too much time in my persona as god-touched seer, because I stared at his hand in disbelief. That he had touched me—that he had dared to just... grab me, like some common employee... when I looked up, that outrage must have been reflected in my gaze because Rashal put his ears back and showed me his teeth. "You," he said. "What are you doing, Keshul?"

"Pardon me?" I said.

"In the het," he said. "I hear things now. There is discontent, and not long after, someone mentions the Void." He searched my face. "It's you, isn't it? You're making trouble for Akkadin—"

"I," I said, curt, "am making trouble... for the Stone Moon."

"Trouble for the Stone Moon is trouble for Akkadin!" Rashal said. "If the foreigners with their shell chests leave, who will pay us for our eperu's labor? Worse, if they leave the rest of the het will resume the games of position that the Stone Moon interrupted, and will find it once again useful to snub House Akkadin, the impoverished."

I tugged my arm out from his hand. "Perhaps if you had made the right friends, Rashal, you would not have to fear the games of the Great Houses."

"Oh!" Rashal said. "This is a fine speech from a male who was a friendless shut-in until very recently!"

"That male was also not the Head of Household, who should have been concerned with such things—and better at them," I said. "When I exerted myself, I have done well enough. Perhaps you should try harder."

"You have done well enough because you have everyone fearing you as the voice of the god of night!" Rashal exclaimed.

"Which I'm not," I said. "So tell me, Rashal... how exactly did I get them to believe that? By being stupid and lazy? Which is what you are accusing me of."

He drew back, claws flexing at the tips of his fingers.

Ignoring them, I said, "Don't worry, Rashal. I'll have a chat with Eduñil on House Akkadin's behalf, since you do not appear to have your own personal relationship with anyone in Transactions."

"If you have designs on my position...," Rashal began.

"I have nothing of the sort," I answered, disgusted. "I have work of my own to do, Rashal. Run the gods-damned House. Do a better job of it than you have been. I'll take care of the Stone Moon, and buy Akkadin its debt forgiveness as an encore." And then I turned my back on him.

"Beware, Keshul," Rashal said behind me, his voice a soft growl. "If you continue this way, I may have to put you in your place."

"Good luck," I muttered, and left him behind.
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I didn't tarry the following day, but presented myself before the morning had ended at the archive, where Abadil opened the door for me with wide eyes. From his breath he was not yet drunk. I wondered if he would be by the time I left.

"Diviner," he said. "Please, come in."

"Clay-keeper," I answered. "I have come to trouble you."

"I am surprised," he said, and when I glanced at him saw the wry smile. I shared it with him. "No, ke emodo, please. Continue. How can I help you this time. More about empire?"

"Tell me about war," I said, sitting.

The smile vanished. He looked down at me and did not speak, and I let him look and I waited. I waited until he said, "It is too early in the day for this."

"I have had similar sentiments these past few days," I said.

"War," Abadil said at last. "War belonged to the times of empire. That is why you ask, yes? Of course." He sighed and sat—fell almost, unsteady—into the chair across from mine. "But we are not the Jokka of the Mystery Age, Diviner. We do not have legions to waste in battle."

"Battle," I murmured.

"Jokkad slaying Jokkad," Abadil said. "But rather than a single fight, imagine hundreds of people side by side, struggling, killing, dying."

I tried to draw a picture of it in my mind and failed. "Hundreds of people."

"If the records are correct, thousands on some occasions," Abadil said. "There are stories of battles from the Mystery Age that involved more Jokka fighting one another than there may be left alive now."

"That seems...."

"Preposterous?" Abadil said. "Perhaps so. But we were more numerous then." He threaded his fingers together and rested them on one knee. "Is that what it will come to, Diviner? Because if so, we will put on a poor showing compared to what our ancestors contrived in those terrible days. To fight that way alongside other Jokka... it requires training."

"Like hunting," I said suddenly.

Abadil frowned and said, "Yes... now that you say it. It is a little like a group hunt."

And we knew how to hunt. So it could be learned again, how to fight. Might not even need much change from what we already knew—

—except it was the eperu who hunted. Emodo did not expose themselves to the dangers of exertion and wild animals anymore. The eperu alone had the skills and the stamina to fight the Stone Moon, and of course, the Stone Moon was doing its best to kill them off in the labor parties. Or at least, keep them too busy to practice at being soldiers.

"I see," I whispered. And flicked my ears back. Louder. "Yes, I see."

Abadil nodded as I rose. "I am glad to have served, Oracle."

"Next time," I said, "I'll bring you wine."

"I don't require payment," Abadil said, but there was amusement mingled there, with resignation.

"I know," I said. "Consider it a gift from the gods."
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"The Stone Moon comes to the Void," I said that night, completely unsurprised. I stood with my arms folded, the summer breeze pulling at my heavily-braided tail.

Sevun stood facing me. Gauging me with his gaze, like an opponent. They knew, then. At last? Or had they known for a while, and were only now choosing to reveal themselves?

"The Stone Moon comes to Keshul Akkadin-emodo," Sevun said, and while his words were quelling, his tone was less certain. He still wanted to make an ally of me, but he knew I had been agitating against them. Now I had to decide whether to give him hope or declare my intentions.

"In het Narel," I said, deciding to issue a warning, "they are the same."

"Oh are they," Sevun said, and sighed. "Keshul—I may call you that, may I not? You are making things... difficult for us."

"And you came to this conclusion how?" I asked.

He eyed me. "We're not stupid, ke emodo. If people start telling us the gods are behind them and we hear whispers of the Void when people think our backs are turned, it does not take a great intellect to know the source of their concerns."

"And have you answered their concerns?" I asked.

"We will, in time," Sevun said, more fervently. "It won't be long now."

"Is that so?" I said, taking care to sound honestly interested, using every trick of inflection I'd learned from years of treating with clients... and Void damn it, but it almost worked. Almost. I could see him leaning toward me, his eyes opening wider. When his lips parted, I thought I had tricked him into revealing just when the wood would arrive—the wood, and his reinforcements.

But his ears flicked back suddenly and he frowned. "I see now," he said, voice low. "How you have done it. You have made us your enemy, ke emodo."

"Are you sure of that?" I asked. "Or is the Void merely testing you?"

He snorted. "I would believe that if I thought you had drunk of your own wine, Keshul. If you really thought you were the Void god's voice. But you don't." He stepped back. "This is your sole warning, ke emodo. If you don't get out of our way, you will regret it."

I smiled. "You say that as if I am trying, Sevun. I planted the seed only. You are the ones watering it."

Sevun paused, frowning. Behind him, the second emodo—Theren, I remembered, the one who'd seemed more passion and soft-heartedness—stopped abruptly too. They both looked at one another.

But the third stared at me, narrow-eyed, and said, "Even now he puts doubt in your minds. He's good, very good, isn't he."

Addressing this one directly, I said, "Nelet. Like recognizes like, eh?"

"No," Nelet said. "I am nothing like you. But I know people like you, ke emodo. Reactionary, willfully blind emodo who cling to power and use the superstitions of others to control them. The Jokka here may be fractious, but they are only foaming at the bit. You're the one hauling on the reins." He leaned forward, showing coarse teeth. "Go on, then, Keshul. Pretend at innocence. But we know who you are. We know everything about you. And if you pit yourself against the Stone Moon, we will use everything you love to destroy you—and everyone else."

They left then. It would have been a lie to say they hadn't frightened me. But lately fear in me seemed to undergo a near instantaneous transformation into rage. So they wanted to threaten me, did they? Well, we were in a race to see how fast one of us would win. And they had made a mistake warning me so blatantly, especially when they'd already taken Dekashin away.

I was still staring after them when the warm night wind turned cold and dragged at my clothes, my beaded hip chains. I had become sufficiently accustomed to this indication of the Void to be inured to it... which is why, I'm sure, something—Something—contrived to ensure that my jewelry made no noise when it shifted and moved. The folds of fabric didn't hiss as they brushed against one another, or ruffled the sand. Even my hair moved in complete silence.

"Damn it," I whispered. "Either be useful or stop bothering me."

Nothing responded, of course. But the cold wind did eventually ease away, lost to the summer dark, and I trudged home beneath the Void's high sky, bent beneath the weight of my anger.

My night didn't end there, either, for when I came home I found no one waiting for me. The fire in my courtyard was dark; Bilil didn't appear from the arch leading into the house with tea or soup or his long-handled brush. The chill I had scoffed at by my divining square pierced me and I went seeking my apprentice.

I found him in his bed in the emodo chambers, and he was not well. I crouched alongside him and touched the backs of my fingers to his cheek. This time I knew it was not my fingers that were too cold.

"He's been feverish for most of the evening," someone said behind me. I looked over my shoulder and saw an emodo with a bowl of water and a cloth. I didn't recognize him, save as someone who'd passed me in the hall now and then. "I've been watching over him."

"Has anyone called for an herbalist?" I asked.

"One has been by," the youth said. "And could find nothing wrong. He said to keep Bilil cool and hope for the best."

"Some good he is," I snarled beneath my breath and took the bowl from the boy. "I'll watch him. You rest."

The emodo studied me a moment, then said, "All right. But you will have to sleep soon, ke Keshul." At my glance, he said, "Of course I know who you are. We all do in Akkadin. And we know you work at night and that your work feeds us. If you do not rest, ke emodo, you will fall ill too, perhaps from the same thing Bilil has since you are together so much."

"He's my apprentice," I said. "I'll take care of him."

"You are doing more important work," the emodo said, and when I bridled finished, "I will take a nap. But when I wake, you will sleep. It is what Bilil would want."

"We shall see," I said, and dipped the cloth in the cool water so I could wipe Bilil's brow with it.

For the next few hours I kept an agonizing vigil at that bedside, with little to do but to watch Bilil's labored breath and fret. My gaze swept the small space in which he lived: that little chest, was that where all his clothes were? The fine ones that framed his honey colors so well? The tiny desk... what did he do there? And what was the long bandage that had fallen against the back of the chair? I picked it up and chafed my fingers against it. It was clean, so it hadn't been used for any wound. But it was broad and thick, made of rough fabric, not dyed... obviously not meant to be seen. The chill returned when I looked at it, and I couldn't understand the reason for my misgivings. But they were powerful. I rolled the bandage up and put it back.

Bilil did not grow worse while I tended him, wiping him down, trying to get water into him. He didn't get better either. When the young emodo showed up at my elbow to take the bowl for me, I was grateful to escape my fears and the labored sound of my apprentice's breathing, and hated myself a little for it. But a sickbed attendant I apparently would never be.

I went to my own room and slowly toweled the cosmetics off my face and body, and then undressed for bed. I tried not to imagine a world without Bilil in it. I went to bed and could not sleep until I banished those terrors with my hatred for the Stone Moon. That burned like Bilil's fever, and that kinship, no matter how slight, let me sleep.
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My first thought on waking was for Bilil. I went to the emodo quarters before I'd eaten or washed and found the same youth from the day before sitting on the ground next to his cot, leaning on it with closed eyes. Not sleeping: when he heard my footsteps scuffing the ground he looked up immediately.

"How is he?" I asked.

"Better, I think," he answered, subdued.

His mood perplexed me, given the answer. I bent over Bilil and touched my fingers to his brow and found him still warm. But not as warm? I couldn't tell anymore, not with the god messing with my sense of touch... if god indeed it was, and not just that I was getting old before my time. "He seems it to me. Maybe? I am no fit judge of these things."

"The herbalist will be back in the afternoon," the youth said.

I brushed the sweat-damp hair off Bilil's neck, wondering at the chill I felt. What now? If he was mending, why the warning?

Yes, I know. I was willing to accept a warning on Bilil's behalf that I would have scoffed at for any other reason.

"Let's move him to my room," I said abruptly. "You bring his things. I'll carry him."

"Ke emodo?" the youth said, scrambling to his feet. "If you're sure?"

"I am," I said, and gathered Bilil out of his blankets. "And... I don't know your name, I'm sorry—"

"Shekonet," the male said.

"Shekonet," I said. "Are you available to watch him for the day? I can pay you if necessary—"

"You don't have to pay me," he said, gathering the scattered towels and bowl. "Bilil was always kind to me—to everyone really—and any of us would be willing to take care of him. There's not much for us to do right now anyway, with all the caravans idle and the eperu working on other projects."

Of course. With our labor building roads for Roika, half the work of the house went undone, and the emodo were forced to idleness. What a waste!

"Come," I said, and carried Bilil away. After I'd settled him and Shekonet in my room, I said, "I'll be back in the afternoon. Don't let the herbalist leave without talking to me."

"No, ke emodo," the male said... and again, I wondered at his long face. Wondered, and began to dread.
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Eduñil was waiting for me at the entrance to the cheldzan, hands clasped behind his back. When I arrived, he fell in behind me as if we'd had a planned engagement, and perhaps we had, because I knew he'd be there. I preferred to think of that as my knowledge of Jokku nature and not so much divine wisdom. There was nothing divine or wise about me, and these past few weeks had only convinced me of it. Gods knew if I'd had any such gift I would have used it by now, to make Bilil well and to bring Dekashin and the neuters home.

...then again, that was what I was doing, wasn't it. I was. What good were gods then?

We sat together as if it was perfectly normal for the Head of Transactions to take lunch with the Void's Oracle, and I was fine with that as it served my purposes. But it puzzled me a little that the utility of being seen with Eduñil was now secondary to actually seeing him. As we poured ourselves tea, I said, "Have you succeeded in fetching back your friend yet?"

"I fear not," Eduñil said. "And that is the least of my concerns today."

I looked up at him.

"Kathara is in Trial," Eduñil said. "And has been since last night, when the Stone Moon was seen leaving their house."

"In Trial!" I said, frowning. "Who are they trying—" I stopped abruptly, eyes narrowing. "What did the Head of Household do to convince the Stone Moon he needed to be removed?"

Eduñil glanced at me, ears flattening. "You are quick, Oracle. And yes, it was the Head. He went to where they were keeping the anadi to demand that the Stone Moon answer for their faithlessness. Apparently this agitated the anadi... or so they are saying, and that is why Kathara is now sitting in Trial on its own Head."

"To judge his suitability for that position," I said. "And find it wanting, of course. The Head of a breeding House can't be someone thoughtless enough to distress a house full of females."

"You think they will break him from his duties?" Eduñil asked softly, as if afraid of distracting me from my thoughts.

"I know they will," I said, chafing my thumb slowly on the rim of the tea cup. "They can't allow anything else... the Stone Moon or Kathara. The former because they must deal harshly with disobedience, and the latter because they'll feel they can't afford to offend the Stone Moon."

"What should we do?" Eduñil said, hushed.

"I don't know," I said with a grimace. "We'll have to see what happens to Kathara after it renders its decision."

"What happens to the Head of Household," Eduñil murmured.

"Yes," I said. "Eduñil?" When he looked up, I said, "What do you remember of House Edze?"

"Edze!"

"You knew them, then," I said, curious.

"As much as anyone could, I suppose," Eduñil answered. At my look, he said, "Oh, they did all the right things, ke emodo. They were rich, they were amiable, easy to open negotiations with... hard bargainers, but fair enough. But rich, yes, and strangers. You knew they were there for their own reasons, but what Jokkad isn't? At least they were honest about it—"

I watched the look on his face as he stopped and smiled when shock became realization. Over my tea, I said, "You're quick enough yourself, it appears, Transactions."

"Edze! Edze is the Stone Moon?" Eduñil said, staring at me, open-mouthed.

"Or at least, its Head is the Head of the empire, yes."

Another silence. I sipped my tea and did not see Eduñil's expression until I looked up. Dryly, I said, "So, what's that look for? The fact that het Narel's own Roika is in charge of the people who are now striving to rule us... or that I have named it?"

"Empire," Eduñil whispered. "You're sure?"

"You're not?" I said mildly.

"Roika," Eduñil murmured. "Roika was a formidable Jokkad."

"And still is," I said, "if he has taken a House and turned it into the makings of an empire in the short time since he's departed het Narel." I set my cup down and folded my hands around it. "Did you meet him?"

"Yes," Eduñil answered, uneasy. "And now you want to know my impressions of him?" At my little gesture of assent, he said, "He was... a very hard male to say no to, Oracle. Very convincing. A powerful personality. Very much the essential emodo: intelligent, aggressive and ambitious, but gentle with the weak and powerless, and very protective."

He drifted to a halt and I lifted my brows at his expression. "Were you in love with him?"

Eduñil... Eduñil shuddered. "Gods!" he said. "Gods, no. I had more sense than that. Loving Roika Edze-emodo... you'd be destroyed. It would take a stronger personality than mine not to be engulfed by him. You'd become him: become his desires, want what he wanted, be what he wanted you to be." Slowly, Eduñil nodded. "Yes, I could see such a male forming an empire. I could see him believing he could shape Ke Bakil—and making everyone else believe it too." He tapped his fingers once on the table and said, "We might be lost before we begin, Oracle, except..."

"Except?" I said.

"Except we have you," he said, meeting my eyes... and gods help me, he was in utter earnest. "You could stand up to Roika. You have the force of will."

I finished off my tea and said, "Well. Let's hope so."
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I returned early from that meal to prepare myself for my work; it took me longer without Bilil's help. I also didn't want to miss the herbalist. So I went to my room and found Shekonet in it; the latter said Bilil continued to mend, mostly, and my apprentice did seem more comfortable. So I began my toilette.

I loved Bilil. But I hated having people in my room with me. When the herbalist arrived I wasn't sure whether to be relieved to have some answers at last on Bilil's condition or irritated that yet another person was going to be crowded into my room.

The herbalist was another male, young I thought for his station. Nearly as lean as I was, he made me wonder if he'd been eperu first. He was handsome, I thought; Shekonet did too, if his flushed ears were any indication. Dark reddish skin frosted with pale gray spirals and matching hair in shades of pale warm grays. He wore it braided through with clear glass beads, red wood rings and the occasional bit of bone... and his pants were cut under the tail to display the bright silver ring pierced beneath the spine.

"You were here before?" I asked before he could speak.

"Juneth Waset-eperu," he said, confirming my guess on his birth gender. "And yes. You are the diviner, aren't you? Ke Keshul?"

"That's right," I said. "This is my apprentice you're treating."

"Ah," Juneth said. "Well, I'm glad you're here, then. You'll be helping to see to his needs, I assume? You and Shekonet?" He rolled his shoulder, letting the bag slide off it into the crook of his elbow, where he began rooting through it. "This is one of the more unnerving transitions, so I've brought a sedative along with a good abrasive soap. It'll help with the shed."

"The... shed?" I said, staring at him.

"Of course," Juneth said. "He'll be losing most of the flesh at his groin..." He trailed off at the look at my face. "Ke emodo. You know your apprentice is Turning, don't you?"

My knees weakened. How I didn't fall when the room wavered in my sight, I don't know. At least now I knew what the chill in my fingertips had been and why young Shekonet had looked so unhappy. The bandage on the chair... probably to wind around Bilil's hips while his flesh sloughed off. I'd never Turned, so I didn't know exactly how it worked. I didn't want to know how it worked. I'm sure Bilil didn't either.

"He's a little old to Turn," I said. "Are you sure?"

"Absolutely," the herbalist said. "I've done the examination; the slit to the womb is opening already."

Not just Turning... but Turning anadi. Anadi. When the Stone Moon was taking all the females away.

"You have not told the Head of Household?" I asked the herbalist in the curt voice I used to command my postulants.

"Ah... no, ke emodo?" Juneth said. "I leave that to the Jokkad who's Turning. It's their business, not mine."

I looked at Shekonet, who flattened his ears. "No, ke emodo," he said. "I have not said anything."

"Who knows?" I asked.

"Two others, I think," Shekonet said. "They shared the vigil with me—"

"Don't think," I growled. "Go find out. Now." At the youth's stunned gaze, I said, "If anyone takes this news to Rashal, they'll sell Bilil to the Stone Moon and we'll never see him again. So Rashal must not find out."

Shekonet's skin went gray with distress. "At once, ke emodo," he said and fled for the door.

The herbalist was now leaning on the wall, arms folded. When we were alone, he said, "You won't be able to hide the evidence forever, Oracle. For now, perhaps. Your apprentice can bind his breasts until they grow too large. But his voice will change timbre. And he'll smell differently."

"I know," I said. "By then, however, the anadi will be living in their houses again."

The herbalist flicked his ears forward. "Oh?"

I just smiled, but without humor or pleasure. "So says the Fire in the Void."

Was the herbalist a believer? Did it matter? His speculative look held unease and hope in equal proportions. I distracted him by asking him how to use the things he was leaving for Bilil, hesitating over the sedative.

"Make it for him," Juneth said. "Having chunks of your body that have been attached all your life fall off is distressing for even the most phlegmatic of Jokka. It'll go easier if he drinks the tea until it's done."

"He's so old," I said softly, looking at the satchel. "We all thought—"

"Yes, well," the herbalist said, packing his bags. "One is never entirely sure if the Turnings are done unless a Jokkad Turns both times. And even then there are stories of third Turnings."

I flattened my ears. "You jest."

"Not at all," he said, straightening and looping the bag back over his shoulder. "It's rare, but it happens now and then. In the oldest stories, there were chenji who could make it happen, it's said."

"Chenji," I said, unfamiliar with the word.

"Anadi with magical powers," Juneth said. "One of which was, apparently, to force a Turning, out-of-season. But they were known then, in the Mystery Age, for being wise. Seers, even. In that day, you might have been female, Oracle."

"Gods forfend," I said. "My life is rotted enough without adding more trouble to it."

The herbalist said, "Call me if something goes wrong. For now, though, the worst of it should be over. The transition from one kind of breeder to another is easier than from breeder to neuter... no vomiting, which is good. The fevers should be done, too. All you have to do is clean up the waste flesh and keep the area clean until it heals."

"All right," I said quietly, sitting on the stool Shekonet had vacated.

Juneth nodded. Then said, "Good luck to you both." And was gone.

I was still there when Shekonet returned, and I didn't look up when I heard him at the door. "Did you find them?"

"And swore them to silence," Shekonet answered. "They know what's at stake, ke emodo. They don't want to lose a friend to Rashal's parsimoniousness. It's not our fault the House is in financial trouble. We're willing to help, but we want to be consulted on how, not used the way Rashal has used the eperu."

I looked up at him. "This is a common opinion?"

He said, "We used to work with the eperu closely, ke Keshul. They were our friends."

I studied him, and he allowed it, and maybe the ferocity of his beliefs comforted me. A little. "Go, rest. I'll be leaving in an hour... be back by then."

"Yes, ke emodo," Shekonet said.

I resumed preparing for the night's work in a silence broken only by Bilil's much easier breathing. He was out of danger, from the fever, anyway. From now on, I would have to fight to protect him from far worse perils. If Rashal heard... but he wouldn't. The Stone Moon had stolen Dekashin from me before I knew they'd had designs on anyone I cared about. They wouldn't take Bilil now that I was on my guard.

I was finishing the cosmetics around my eye when I heard his voice behind me, shaky. "Master. I... didn't mean to... worry you."

I set the brush down with my eye half-painted and went to his side, taking one of his hands. "Bilil. Do you know..."

"That I am anadi, or will be?" Bilil answered, closing his eyes. "Yes. I heard."

Something in his face...

Void.

Damn.

It.

"You knew," I whispered, feeling betrayed. "You knew this would happen to you? You did! You knew!"

"Don't be angry at me," Bilil answered, voice thin. "Please, master. I wasn't sure, but I have had dreams. Since I was young, I've dreamed. Flashes of things to come."

I stared at him. His fingers were warmer than mine, and it was my hand that was shaking. "You... you're the seer."

"I'm a seer," Bilil said, opening his eyes to look up at me. "That's why I chose to apprentice to you, master—"

"Keshul," I said.

"—master," Bilil said, more firmly. "I chose you because you are not just a seer, Keshul. You are the Void's voice in the World. I may see things... but you will change them."

"And so you saw, in these dreams. That you would be anadi," I said.

"I hoped I was wrong," Bilil said. "Especially when I saw what the Stone Moon was doing to het Narel." He sighed, and my heart contracted at the sight of him so weak. He looked too vulnerable for the danger he was in.

"You didn't tell me," I said... accused, if I were being honest. "I asked you if there was something wrong. I asked you if you would tell me if something was wrong—"

"And there is nothing wrong, master," Bilil said. "This is what has to be." He smiled, sad. "I was never the Void's. You knew that from the beginning."

"I did?" I asked, and then remembered teasing him. Remembered flipping his hair out of his face, sharing the joke with him and Dekashin. "Oh, no, Bilil. Not the Brightness."

"What else?" he asked with a whimsical smile. "With the honey and gold coloring?"

"Coloring is meaningless," I said tartly, "or I'd be black as truedark. Dark brown isn't close enough."

"Master," Bilil said, his voice gentle. "Keshul. We'll be fine. I promise."

"And you've seen this too?" I said.

"Yes," he said, startling me. And then, after I'd had a chance to consider that, finished, "But we will go through a great deal to get there."

"Of course we will," I said, bitter. "There being no dawn without night, and all the other Void-spit I tell my clients to sound wiser than I am."

"There's a reason it works," Bilil said, smiling a little.

I thought of the night I'd considered making him my lover... considered and been rejected before I'd even formed the idea fully. Of course he'd rejected me. He'd known he would end up female, and males and females did not have love affairs. Love stayed within the sex. Looking back now, I began to see a pattern of behavior, of comments I'd dismissed at the time as strange or inexplicable....

My brow sank until it rested on our joined hands. I felt Bilil stroke back my forelock. Against our fingers, I said, muffled, "You'll help me keep you hidden from Rashal?"

"Yes," Bilil murmured. "I have no desire to belong to the Stone Moon."

"Good," I said. "Be very careful. Rashal will do whatever he has to. He perceives he is saving Akkadin."

"Is he?" Bilil wondered.

"No," I said. "Or at least, there is no saving Akkadin if het Narel falls to Roika's ambitions." I drew in a breath and forced myself to straighten. "I will be the one who saves Akkadin in the end."

Bilil was looking at me. And smiling, and this smile... such a terrible tenderness. It made me want to look away, or get angry, anything to not have to... to just sit here and accept it.

"I do love you, you know," he said, soft.

"Bilil," I hissed.

"And Dekashin does too," Bilil said. "And the time is coming when we will be able to say such things aloud."

I had put my hand to my eyes by the last word. "But it's not that time yet," I said, trying not to strangle myself on the words.

"No," Bilil agreed. "But we will be together in the end." He reached up and brushed the hair from my face. "Master. Your eye looks very silly like that, half-finished. Don't forget to put the rest of the paint on before you go."

"I won't," I said. Touched his hand. "You rest."

"I will," he said. "But brew me that tea the herbalist left."

"All right," I said.
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That night I was paid very well indeed. My postulants always paid me well when I made them feel especially fearful. That I did this for the most part without their requiring me to draw them patterns in the sand or throwing stones only made it more unbearable.

Not just a seer. Is that what they called it now when Jokka actually tried to shape their own fates instead of meekly allowing destiny and nature to destroy them? Void take that. I'd lie down to be raped by fate after I was dead, and maybe not even then. While I had breath in my mouth they'd have to fight me fang and claw to drag me to an unwanted life.

I slept that night on the floor alongside Bilil. I wanted to sleep in the same bed, but I feared to make him uncomfortable. Like Dekashin, he slept too hard to notice. Like Dekashin, he'd been drugged.

I say I slept. But I may have spent most of the night staring at the ceiling.
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Kathara's Trial ended the following morning. I did not have to find Eduñil to ask the news, for it was all over the het when I went abroad into it: Kathara had finished its deliberations. Kathara's Head had been broken from the House. Kathara's Head had been "taken care of" and no one knew the details. No one mentioned the Stone Moon. I walked the streets, listening. The eperu were still abroad, at work on the roads... but not all of them. I wondered what had happened to the rest. Had the Houses that had withdrawn them kept them? Or had they been talked into giving their eperu back to the Stone Moon?

I headed for the archive, pausing only to pay a youth to run a message for me. When I entered the dim antechamber, I realized how bright it had grown out. The summer had advanced at some point, I thought. When was the harvest? When would we know about the impending famine? So much to keep in mind. I sat on one of the chairs, threading my fingers together and waiting.

Abadil happened onto me some moments later and stopped, surprised. "Ke Keshul?" And then started again as Eduñil opened the door. "Eduñil!"

"I was sent for?" Eduñil said, then spotted me and paled. "Ah, gods, Oracle! Did you hear?"

"Here and there, in the form of gossip on the street," I said. "But I thought you might have the full story."

Abadil said, "I'll fetch..."

"Tea," I suggested at the same time Eduñil said, "Spirits."

We glanced at one another, then I said, "Bring spirits, then."

"So," I said, when Abadil had returned, drawn his chair up to join ours, and poured for us all. "Talk."

"Kathara's Head," Eduñil said. "The Stone Moon offered to take care of him for Kathara."

"And this means?" I said.

"No one knows," Eduñil said. "But he's gone, ke Keshul. Completely. His belongings, his furnishings, even his contracts in Transactions. All of it gone."

I narrowed my eyes.

"I know," Eduñil said.

"You can't take records out of Transactions," Abadil said, appalled. "How can you keep order in the het if you remove its history? Even if they decided to exile Kathara's Head, they should have left the record of his prior contracts. What if someone has to consult them over a matter of precedence or legal detail?"

"So of course they've removed them," I said. "They are setting a new precedent." At Abadil's sharp gaze, I said to him, "That they are remaking het Narel into their het Narel. Before the Stone Moon, there will have been no het. There is only the Stone Moon."

Offended, Abadil said to Eduñil, "Did you see them do it?"

"No," Eduñil said. "I didn't. I wasn't there when my assistant gave Kathara's new Head the records."

"So," I murmured. "The Stone Moon has begun to show us the whip at last, now that the shell hasn't been enough to bribe us into obedience. When did news of this break?"

"The results of the Trial were announced earlier today," Eduñil said. "A few hours ago."

"Long enough for the other Heads of Household to have opinions?" I asked.

"To have reactions, certainly," Eduñil said. "But to consult with one another over it? I don't know. I doubt it. By this afternoon, certainly."

"At the cheldzan shervel?" I guessed.

"Yes," Eduñil said, surprised. "You've been there?"

"No," I said, remembering the news brought to me by the head of House Weffa. "But I have heard of it. Will you assess the tenor of the other Heads of Household?"

"Of course," Eduñil said. "I would be honored to help you in any way I can."

I smiled at him. "Good."

Abadil, who'd been listening carefully over his cup, said, "And what use will you put me to, Seer?"

"What use do you think I'll put you to?" I asked, folding my arms and leaning back.

"Getting drunk not being one of the choices, I assume," Abadil said. "You want... some legal precedent for throwing the Stone Moon out? No, they are remaking the law, aren't they. You want... something out of history?"

"No," I said, watching him. "Unless you know of things I should know."

Abadil frowned. "Then what?"

"I want you to write," I said, voice low. "As fast as the Stone Moon unmakes our history. I want you to remake it and hide it here."

"That could be very dangerous," Eduñil murmured. We both glanced at him; he continued, "If indeed we believe the Stone Moon is bent on empire—and we believe that, don't we?—then they will not permit dissent. A history they don't control and can't edit... that would be a threat to them."

"Yes," I said. I looked at Abadil. "So will you do it? Serve history, no matter the cost? Serve the truth?"

Abadil stared at me, then flattened his ears and pointed. "You... you should not know how to talk to me—"

"—to make you want to do what I want you to?" I said, dry. I lifted my brows. "Should I continue? If I did, I would say: 'what would you rather serve, Clay-keeper... the Jokka, or the bottle?' "

"That is low cruelty," Abadil said with a scowl.

"And yet true," Eduñil said. Abadil bared his teeth at his friend, who flipped his tail in a shrug and said, "You know it is, Abadil. You drown your grief in drink, but we know that your despair is born of feeling powerless. The Oracle is offering you power in this fight. You know it's true."

"Yes," Abadil said, disgruntled. "And I'll do it, as you both well know I will. But I can still resent being manipulated."

"Why resent it when you can find it humorous?" I suggested.

"And how, pray you tell, is being manipulated ever funny?" Abadil said.

"When it's being done so obviously by someone who is giving you something you wanted anyway?" I offered.

"And by an attractive emodo at that," Eduñil said, amused.

Abadil eyed me speculatively.

"You do not want me for a lover," I said. "I am the Void's, remember? In the end, everything I touch will die."

And I meant that for a joke, but all of us felt the cold in the room. All three of us. Damn it.

Abadil swallowed and said, "Ah... right. So I will be your rogue historian, Oracle. Count on it."

"Good," I said. "Eduñil. Tell me later today what you learn. I have a great deal to plan."

"This means the Stone Moon has been found wanting," Eduñil said, looking at me.

I paused in the act of rising, ears flicking back. "Pardon?"

"You said a while back," Eduñil said. "That we would test the Stone Moon and see if they were worthy vessels of the Void. Have you decided yet, then?"

Had I decided. I had expected my plan to eventually work, but if Eduñil accepted my judgment as the Void's already....

So I let the truth slip out, despite myself. "I decide when the Destroyer comes for het Narel, ke emodo. They made the mistake of trying to usurp that authority. But no one will take het Narel without my permission, and I will kill them for trying."

Utter silence.

And then both of them stood off their chairs so that they could crouch with a leg outstretched, showing me obeisance and their bare, bowed necks. For once, the sight of it didn't enrage me. I didn't want their worship, but if that was how they chose to promise themselves to the Stone Moon's destruction, I would take it.

"Go to your work," I said. "I go to mine."
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I went walking that afternoon. I couldn't think of going to the cheldzan for soup and tea. Too many carefree afternoons there, thinking of nothing more than putting in a night's work and coming home to companionship and the small pleasures of home. Too distinct a memory of being there with Dekashin and Bilil. Too little desire to listen to the Jokka of the het tearing Kathara's decision apart, feeling... what? Fear? Anger? An unseemly interest?

Where was Kathara's Head of Household now, I wondered? Had the Stone Moon exiled him? Had they trussed him like a recalcitrant rikka and shipped him to some prison in het Kabbanil?

Or had they simply dragged him to the dusty plains beyond my divining square and killed him?

Clever, I thought. Very clever. The days were coming that they would be able to publicly try and convict a disobedient Jokkad before the entire het... but they couldn't do that until their reinforcements arrived. Until then their best weapons were stealth, rumor and threats that they could disavow with affected innocence. I could even imagine the wounded look on Sevun's face—what, they? They wanted only what was best for het Narel and all the Jokka!

No, I couldn't bear the het. And I didn't want to return to Bilil either. I didn't want to face his change, didn't want to chance witnessing it either. That was surely cowardice on my part, but a nursemaid I would never be, and the notion of helping Bilil deal with the sloughing flesh that would condemn him to the hopeless life of an anadi...

So I went walking. And perhaps inevitably, my walk took me toward the edge of town where I knew the Stone Moon had segregated the anadi. I wasn't sure of its exact location; from Bilil I knew it was on the old trade road and a quarter of an hour from town, though, and that was enough to begin the search. And I needed the walk, so I didn't begrudge the time. I walked, and I walked, and at some point I stood on the road and saw the old House... now no longer empty and forgotten, but the locus of a great deal of activity. Not only were there Jokka entering and exiting the existing structure, but I'd found some of the missing eperu; they were adding to the House, digging out new basements and setting aside bricks to be baked into walls for the story above it.

I did not come closer; I didn't want to be approached. It was enough to be near enough to see the people moving around the property and to know that somewhere in there the Stone Moon had imprisoned the het's future... with its consent, Void damn them. There they held Eduñil's gentle friend, whose name I had never even learned... and it was there they would consign all the females to come, including the high priest of the Trinity and, if they discovered him, Bilil.

I thought it a poor thing that Bilil was only a seer and not an avatar of the Brightness. The sun could destroy just as quickly as the cold Void, and surely She would object to Her own being held in chains. Or did She? Gods knew the anadi spent their lives in harness. Perhaps Bilil was right and the gods did not care for us as individuals, only as a species. Were They spectacularly stupid, then, in Their management for us to go so far down the road to extinction? Or, worse thought, had They already started on the steps to rein us back from that precipice? And was the name of that salvation Roika's empire?

The idea was infuriating. It was perhaps not a good time for someone behind me to speak. No, it was certainly the worst time for someone behind me to speak, and for it to be Theren, one of the Stone Moon's pawns, made it even more disastrous.

"Ke emodo," said that male, voice low.

"Theren," I said, dispensing with the honorifics. These interlopers were no 'honored male's to me, and had never been. "What do you want?"

He drew abreast of me, then walked around in front, blocking my view of the breeding compound. I had never been this close to him in daylight; the uniform he shared with the other two seemed to fade into unimportance, leaving me to notice the clean cuts of his cheekbones and brow, the dent over the bridge of his nose. He was a handsome male, and while he shared the hidden fire of the true believer with the other two, there was something all his own in his gaze... a sort of desperate compassion, a need to reach out to others. Sevun spoke, I thought, and Nelet bore the knife. Theren must be their well-meaning heart. What a farce.

His was the scarf the color of sunrise, red as heat on the inside of the eyelids. Had they planned it, I wondered? For Nelet to wear the scarf the color of tears, and Sevun, who led them, the scarf the color of blood?

"Ke Keshul," the male said, holding his hands out in entreaty. "It doesn't have to be this way."

"Oh?" I said, arch, drawing the word out. "I was under the impression that this was exactly the way it was supposed to be. Or are you not following Roika's plan for the subjugation of het Narel?"

He winced. "I didn't mean that part. I mean your part, ke emodo. I meant you struggling against us... and winning in that struggle only a meaningless death."

"Ohhhh," I said, sarcastic. "I see. You being the kindest of the three, or at least, the one most opposed to bloodshed and domination, they have sent you to me to make one last bid at winning my acquiescence. If threats haven't worked, Sevun and Nelet will try honey, is that it?"

"No!" he said. "No, they don't know I'm here. And I didn't know that you would be here! It's luck, ke emodo. Luck... or fate."

"So you will tell the oracle you don't believe in that you do believe in fate," I said.

"But I do," he said, soft. "I do believe, ke emodo. And I believe that you truly are what they say you are. I know Sevun and Nelet aren't followers of the Trinity and gods know I'm not either, not a good one either. But..." He met my eyes, his own wide. "I have met the face of the Destroyer, ke emodo," he finished in a whisper. "And I see Him in you."

"You're wasting my time," I said, turning from him, but he grabbed my wrist.

"Please!" he cried. "Don't! Don't fight them, ke emodo. Don't you see? You belong with us. You are one of us. And our lord needs you."

He was close now, close with that offensive hand on my wrist. Close enough that I could see his dilated pupils, thick ovals in eyes the pale blue of lif-leaf flowers. Close enough that I could smell him and my nostrils flared and my lips peeled back in rage. "You want me? You DARE to want me?"

And he flushed, flicking his ears down to hide it. Flushed like some emodo virgin to love. I could see the pulse racing in his neck, smell the heat off his skin. I shoved him from me, and he let me.

"You dare," I whispered. "You come to me and tell me to lay down my weapons and submit to the Stone Moon. You insult me by telling me that we share a cause. You tell me I belong to your master. And then you touch me as if you have the right, and you have the gall to find me attractive?"

"Forgive me," he said, flushing brightly enough now that it showed on his cheeks, white against pale gray. "But... you are the Destroyer's, ke emodo."

"And you want Destruction?" I said. "Is that it?"

"Power is compelling," the male said, hanging his head.

"Oh is it," I growled, and lunged. My hand fisted in his mane near his cheek and I threw him down by it. And he let me. "Is this what you want, then?" I said, putting a foot on his shoulder and spreading my long, long toes until the claws inched out. He shuddered. "You would save me from your companions. And keep me for yourself?"

"No," he said, low. "Though I would serve you in a heart-beat if you asked it, ke emodo."

"If not for yourself, then who?" I asked, wanting to hear him say it, just so I could believe his unmitigated arrogance.

"For my lord," Theren whispered. "I would bring you to him, so the Destroyer's hand could know the Destroyer's voice."

I pressed my claws into him, piercing fabric, grazing flesh, and leaned down until he could see my mad eyes. "Let this be your only lesson, Theren," I said, lips curling back from my fangs. "In all this benighted World there is only one Jokkad anointed by the Void. And it is not your master."

"No, ke emodo!" Theren cried, but it was not fear that moved him, but ecstasy.

I kicked him away from me and said, "You've made your effort to turn me, det emodo. Be glad it didn't offend me more."

He shuddered but didn't rise. I knew somehow that had I permitted it, he would have torn my trousers down and lost himself pleasing me, and burnt me with a mouth that tasted of acrid tears. The whole thing nauseated me.

[image: ***]

"You don't have to tell me your news," I said to Eduñil as he joined me late that night. I was collecting my money and nothing else, having given up bringing my staff and pouch of painted stones with me anymore. The only thing I bothered with these days was a firebowl, and I set the offering bowl in it to make it easier to take them both home.

"You know then," Eduñil said, resigned. "You had it from someone else?"

"No," I said. "I had it from my night's work, where the only emodo who dared to come were employees of minor Houses. The Stone Moon has succeeded in terrifying the het, hasn't it."

"Yes," Eduñil said. He joined me as I began the walk home. "I went to the cheldzan in the Green to listen to what was being said and to a male they were all 'concerned.' Or worse. No one wants to disappear as completely as Kathara's Head did. No one knows where he went, ke emodo."

"Of course they don't," I said. "He's dead. They buried him in the plains somewhere, no doubt, and completely enough that even the carrion moths won't give his grave away."

Eduñil stopped short to stare at me. "You know this, Oracle?"

"Don't be ridiculous, Eduñil," I said. "It's common sense. Leaving the emodo alive would have been stupid. Killing him somewhere everyone could see when there are only three of them would be a death sentence. Keeping it secret and not admitting to it? That's all that's left. What else could they do?"

"Then I could tell them," Eduñil murmured. "I could explain what they're trying to do."

"You could," I said. "But it wouldn't change that the Stone Moon forced Kathara to approve their decision. All the het knows it. So now everyone wants to know... why? What did they offer Kathara? What did they threaten them with? What could be so terrible or so enticing to move a House to give up its most prominent member, one that had, to that point, been nothing but an exemplar of what a good Head of Household is?" I shook my head. "No, ke emodo. Telling them that there's a body out there won't convince them unless you produce it." I sighed. "Spit. They have done a good job of putting everyone under their foot, and now I will have to find some way to spur the het out from under it. And soon... if I'm any judge, the Stone Moon caravans will be arriving any time now."

"So soon?" Eduñil murmured.

"So soon!" I said. "Summer is near-sped already. We're lucky we had this much time." I rubbed my brow. "I wish I knew how many of the other hets had been suborned already. That would give me some feel for how fast Roika is moving."

"Would it matter?" Eduñil said, grim. "All it changes is how much shell and how many Jokka he'll be able to throw at the problem of pacifying us. And to be honest, ke emodo, one hundred Jokka or one thousand, it doesn't really matter. We're not prepared to repel a determined assault, not with all our eperu scattered and the emodo terrorized." He looked at me. "The more I live with this knowledge, Oracle, the less optimistic I am that it will matter at all in the end. The only person who can stop the Stone Moon is you, and I don't know how you'll do it without divine intervention."

I halted abruptly. Eduñil trudged on another few paces before stopping and turning to look at me. The het's defeat was stamped on his body... and who could blame him?

And I couldn't help feeling that he was right.  Both about who would stop Roika, and whether the het could help me do it.

I thought of Theren's abject worship and waited. The cold wind I'd been expecting played over my shoulders, flowed over Eduñil. He looked at me, then up at the sky, nervous.

"What will you do?" Eduñil asked, quiet.

"I don't know. Yet."

We parted near the het, he to head toward Transactions... me to go home. And we separated, he said, "I will see you for lunch tomorrow, ke emodo."

"Invite Abadil," I said.
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The fire in my courtyard was lit that night. I was so startled I stood at the door staring at it, long enough for Bilil to appear in the arch leading into the house. He didn't look different to me, except perhaps to seem tired still. But he was on his feet and apparently making me food again, for he said, "The stew is almost ready, master."

"I love you," I said, the words of the ritual escaping me before I realized they had become perversion. He saw me freeze and smiled, a faint smile, too sad. Shaking myself, I said, "You shouldn't be out of bed, my apprentice. You still have that fever to recover from."

"The worst of it is over now," Bilil said. "While you were gone, I took care of it."

So, he had lost the last of the trappings of his maleness. What had that been like, I wondered? To lose it to become neuter was bad enough. But to become anadi? And yet for how long had Bilil been preparing for this, for his visions of the future to visit him at last?

I had not been there to help him. But he might not have wanted my witness. I know I wouldn't have wanted his.

"Sit by the fire, master," Bilil said. "I'll bring your tea and food."

"Bilil—"

"Sit," he said firmly, and so I sat. I knew why he was doing this, and the worst part was he was wise to do it. Resuming our routine made the fever seem like a passing illness, one he'd shrugged off without consequence. No one would glance at him twice if he not only looked much the same as he had, but was also doing everything he used to do. Beneath his clothes, I knew he was probably using that long strip of cloth to bind his chest. He wouldn't have breasts yet; maybe not even for quite a while, if the food shortage truly did happen—could we delay it, even, with the judicious use of drugs? I wondered if Abadil would know—but starting the binding now would standardize his silhouette to the House.

He was quite clever, my apprentice. But then he'd had years to plan this.

"Join me?" I said when he returned.

So we sat and shared our food. In a low voice I told him what had transpired while he'd been recuperating... everything except my encounter with Theren, which I couldn't force past my lips.

"How will you do it?" Bilil asked when I had finished. "How will you turn the het against them now?"

"I'm not sure," I said. "Tomorrow I'll go abroad. Listen, look. Learn something, maybe. Today..." I trailed off, then sighed, rubbing my face. "I'm tired, Bilil."

He rested a hand on my knee. "Let me brush your hair, master." When I looked up at him, he said, "Please. It will calm us both."

And because I thought he was right, and because I needed it, I said yes. And let him untangle my mane and care for it and my tail the way he always did. The way I'd assumed he'd always would, until I lost him to something less dire than Turning anadi in a world dominated by emodo bent on wrenching the sexes apart. Maybe my fangs itched a little, but if I cried I swallowed the tears too quickly to tell.

When he'd finished I caught his fingers lightly. "Come to my bed tonight."

"Master," Bilil said. "You know the reason why we could never be lovers. That reason hasn't changed."

"I didn't say come make love to me tonight," I said. "I said come to my bed." I turned his palm until it was resting on mine and I could curl my fingers around the bottom of his wrist. "Sleep next to me."

"Even that is untoward," Bilil said, low.

"Not for two emodo," I said. "And that is all we are. Isn't it?"

He met my eyes and said, very clearly, "Not anymore."

I touched my finger to his mouth and said, "We know that. But no one else will."

"And if they come upon us in bed?" Bilil asked. "What then?"

"So sleep clothed," I said. "But sleep beside me." When he began to object, I said, "Bilil. Please. I don't think I'll be able to rest without knowing you're still here. If I wake up and can't see you, I'll assume the worst." I sighed. "And probably find Rashal and beat him until he confesses. Not the way I want to start the morning."

"By inheriting the leadership of Akkadin?" Bilil asked, finding a sliver of humor in it. His eyes were brighter, and I was glad to see it.

"Just what I always wanted," I said, wry. "To be Head of a Household in debt to Holdings, bereft of anadi and children and absent all its eperu labor."

"I'm surprised Rashal hasn't given you the position to punish you," Bilil said, playing with the brush with studied innocence.

"Don't give him ideas," I said, plucking the brush out of my apprentice's hands. "So. Bed?"

He smiled at me. "All right, master. You have convinced me."

"Good," I said and offered my hand. "Let's go."

In my absence, my sheets had been changed and the blankets laundered; the room now smelled of essence of riverbright, a good, clean perfume, like the wind off the back of the plains in spring. I wondered how badly the room had smelled in the wake of Bilil's Turning to make him scrub it so thoroughly.        I didn't ask. I just stripped off my clothes and climbed into bed first, then waited to see what he would do. I didn't think he knew either; he paused for a long time next to my clothes chest.

In the end, he kept all his clothes. But he did lie down next to me. And unlike Dekashin, he turned toward me and put his head on my chest as if we really had been lovers. I wondered if we would have been, if he had stayed male and eventually left to start his own work divining for some other House.

He still felt male. Smelled male. I could almost believe he was male, and that what we were doing was normal, if not for us, then for other males.

But he was female now. In a few weeks, we would feel it, how wrong it was to lie together this way without mating and going our separate ways.

Would I still want him in my bed then, because he was Bilil and I loved him? Or would it matter that his shape had changed?

I slept that night. But not well.
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The following morning the eperu were out in force. I noted them on the way to the cheldzan, for I couldn't avoid noting them... there were either more of them detailed to the road-work or they'd been taken from the work at the anadi compound. I stopped to watch for a while; several of the roads had progressed past the point of stone-sorting and were being painstakingly filled, first with large rocks, then with smaller rocks, then with sand. What would go on top, I wondered? Something had to. It would come on the caravans from het Kabbanil, of that I had no doubt.

The air in the cheldzan felt poisoned with the unease of the emodo using it; I paused at the threshold while my nostrils flared at the taste-smell of it in the air, the fear. Then I sighed and made my way inside. Abadil and Eduñil were already waiting for me at a table with a pot of tea. As I turned my chair and sat I said, "So which is it? Have the eperu all been put to work in town, or have the Houses that were withholding their labor given in?"

"The latter," Eduñil said, pouring for me. "You are not surprised."

"When am I ever surprised," I muttered.

"What will you do?" Abadil asked.

"I don't know yet," I said. "I'm deciding." I took the tea and said to Abadil, "I don't suppose you have much record of plants that might be used for unspeakable purposes."

His brows lifted. "Ah... I am not sure I should be answering that question in public. Ke emodo."

I snorted. "Is that a yes?"

He shrugged. "It was not all that long ago that there were plants for everything, or so the texts would have us believe. But I'm not sure it will be all that helpful to you, Oracle. Many of the plants they describe... they're just gone."

"Gone?" I said.

"Gone," Abadil said, pausing to allow a Jokkad to set a bowl in the center of our table. Steamed dumplings, I thought; they smelled like fish and green herbs. It was a heavier breakfast than I was used to, but I found I was hungry. I used one of the wooden skewers set into the notches along the lip to spear one while listening. "There is some brief description of that, that some decoctions could no longer be created because the ingredients are no longer available. But I don't know much about plants, ke emodo."

Was this even a useful alley to be in, I wondered? But if a plant could help Bilil look more like the emodo he was in spirit... I had left him sleeping in the morning. That he could sleep through my leaving concerned me. Was he still taking the sedative? Or had the languor of an anadi already begun to afflict him?

"I see," I said.

"The het is well and truly cowed," Eduñil murmured. "I have no idea how you will rally them now, ke emodo."

"Perhaps he can poison the Stone Moon emodo," Abadil said, reaching for another dumpling. When we both stared at him, he said, "You were asking about unspeakable plants."

"And here I thought you didn't want to discuss unseemly things in public," I said, wry.

"I suppose I don't find murder unseemly, then," Abadil said.

"Hush," Eduñil hissed.

"Don't worry for me," Abadil said, tired. "The time when such words can't be spoken without retribution hasn't arrived. Yet."

That silence was quite uncomfortable, during which the three of us contemplated the truth of the Clay-keeper's words.

"What we need," I murmured afterwards, "is some catalyst."

"Now would be a good time for the gods to intervene," Abadil agreed.

I waited—naturally, nothing happened. Some use the gods are. I said, "The gods are waiting for us to do our own work."

"And that work is... waiting?" Eduñil guessed.

"But not for long," Abadil finished.

"No," I said.

We ate, and took the tenor of the cheldzan, which was not at all good—how I missed the sight of eperu and anadi among the emodo! We belonged together. The food was good, the company good, and yet when we rose, leaving the shell on the table as payment, I felt as if we'd been eating rocks. What could I do to balk the Stone Moon now, with the entire het trembling beneath its foot? There had to be something, and yet for the first time I couldn't see a clear path.

I stepped outside with Eduñil and Abadil behind me—

—and found Larin waiting, streaked with dust, gaunt and listing to one side despite the wide stance it had taken.

"Larin?" I said, hushed. "What—"

"We've had our first deaths," it said, and stumbled toward me. I caught it in my arms and said to Abadil, "Your place. It's closer."
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That we got to the archive without incident bothered me nearly as much as Larin's unexpected appearance. After weeks of seeing the eperu only in work parties, to have one stagger through the streets alone, and to have no one help it? And then for no one to take note of us leaving with a very conscious ignorance? We were impossible to miss, heading toward the clay-keeper's... but everyone who saw us looked away quickly, and asked no questions.

"I'll get something for it to drink," Abadil said as we entered. "Bring it past the front room, make it comfortable."

We helped Larin into the next room, a large chamber the width of the building, large enough for two long desks and shelves of materials from floor to ceiling. There was nowhere there to lie down, so I guided the pefna past it to what must be a sleeping or retiring chamber; here there was a table, several chairs, one divan... and no windows. Larin collapsed onto the divan, covering its face. I sat next to it and put an arm around its shoulders and it didn't shake me off. I thought that just as ominous as I would have in Dekashin, who had hated to be comforted.

Larin had said there had been deaths. If it was here alone—

If You take Dekashin away from me, I thought, I will kill myself just so I can make You answer for it.

Abadil appeared with a tray and set it on the table. I smelled the spirits as it opened the bottle.

"Tell us," I said, when I had something to press into its hand.

Larin took the cup but didn't drink. It looked dull-eyed with fatigue, and there were sticky streaks on its chin where its tears had dried. Even separated from the sun, I could feel the heat radiating off its skin. Summer was fraught with dangers, even for the hardiest of us all. Were they overworking the eperu even in this weather?

"Three eperu," it said. "One of ours—" It glanced at me, tired, and said, "You didn't know it, Keshul—and one each from Houses Ketti and Rabeil. Dead of overwork, exposure. They just... collapsed in the traces, like rikka."

The three of us were silent. It was overwhelming to finally confront the evidence that the Stone Moon truly did put its aims above the lives of those it used to meet them. Kathara's Head of Household I knew to be dead, yes... but that was done in secret, and obfuscated so as not to bring down the anger of the het. But this blatant abuse of the eperu? To the point of killing them? And in the open!

What was worse was that apparently the Stone Moon believed that the het would never stand for the execution of an emodo, a respected male with power, but that the deaths of three eperu would be excused as an unfortunate consequence of their lawful work. And the worst of that was that they were right. Three dead eperu were a tragedy, not an outrage, and even sitting here, staring at Larin's gaunt face, I couldn't find a way to turn it into ammunition against our foe.

"And yet," Larin said at last, "and yet I could live with that, ke emodo. Better the eperu to die than the breeders who are the future of the Jokka. Except..."

"Except?" I said, with the sudden predatory thrill that I'd felt once before here in Abadil's archive, hearing of empire and knowing I'd grasped something important.

"Except the Stone Moon took the bodies away," Larin said. "And later... later I heard that the Houses had been paid for their deaths."

"What?" Eduñil said. The Head of Transactions said.

"Paid," Larin said. "And paid well, for the losses."

"That's not done," Abadil said, startled, ears flicking outward. "It's disrespectful."

"No," Eduñil said, growing angry now. "It's not disrespectful. It's wrong! Who are they to pay us for the lives of the eperu they are hiring from us? As if the eperu could be replaced with a fistful of shell?"

Oh, Eduñil. Even more than before I wanted to kiss him for showing the way. Maybe I'd give him all the ridiculous trappings I'd bought to make myself look more the seer. "More as if they could set a price on a Jokku life. And then dispense with us at their leisure in return for money."

Eduñil stared at me. Abadil did too. Larin... Larin just hung its head, already too far gone in hopelessness to care.

To Eduñil I said, "They have already slain an emodo. Now they are killing the eperu. Who knows what they'll do with the anadi—or our children—because, conveniently, we've allowed the Stone Moon to take them from us."

"Take them and hide them from our sight," Abadil said. "Like they did the eperu."

"Like they did the Head of Kathara before they killed him," Eduñil breathed.

"They are very good at this," I said, pouring myself a cup of the spirits. "They know to separate us is to make us powerless before them."

The silence seethed with the rage of the two emodo facing me, and I relished it. Perhaps the Void had sent me my weapon after all. I wasn't about to complain if so, because a very, very sharp weapon it was. I let them fulminate a little longer, then said, "Eduñil. Do you suppose the Heads of Household are at the cheldzan shervel now?"

"If they're not, they can be in an hour," Eduñil growled.

"Go make that happen," I said. "Tell them the Fire in the Void has words for the emodo of het Narel."

"Yes, Oracle," Eduñil said, and left.

"And I?" Abadil said.

"You should come with me," I said. "It is well for a historian to be present to witness history, yes?"

"Yes, ke emodo," Abadil said with a fanged grin.

"Then go prepare for that however you like," I said. "But leave me with Larin for the moment."

Abadil tapped the side of his hand to his brow, one male's respect to another, and left us.

I moved then, from sitting alongside the eperu to sitting on the table facing it, our knees close enough to touch.

"Dekashin," it said, drawing in a long breath. "Dekashin was spared. Today."

"I know," I said, soft. "I know it's a matter of time. But this... this is it, Larin. This is the turning point. This is the moment past which there is no return. The Stone Moon will fall because of this. I know it in all three seats of the spirit."

"But they don't care, Keshul!" Larin said. "The Heads of the het do not care what passes with the eperu. Our deaths won't mean anything to them!"

"Not alone, they won't," I said. "But the pattern will. They will see the corpses of the eperu in their minds, and hear the prices associated with them, and the fate of Kathara's Head will make sense of it. That the Stone Moon feels itself above us all. That they consider themselves the arbiters of our lives or deaths. And that... that they will never support, Larin. The fear of letting them become our masters when they feel at liberty to slay us will overcome any other consideration. Not all the shell in the world will be worth living under a death mark. We will drive them out of het Narel. Preferably bleeding."

It met my eyes and said, slowly, "You almost convince me. Perhaps if you can do that..."

I smiled, faint. "I have not spent years making my living with rhetoric for nothing, Larin." I caught its hands in mine. "Trust me."

"There is not much left in me to trust," it said. "But what little there is..." It smiled, lopsided, without any emotion in its eyes. "I will put in your feelings for one of us."

I flicked my ears back and said, "Just so long as no one has spoken of them."

"Do you fear the Stone Moon will take your companion away?" Larin asked.

"I fear that if they do I will have to kill them myself, rather than find a less strenuous way to be rid of them," I said.

It searched my gaze, then said, "Yes... I believe you. I believe in you, Keshul."

"Will you come with us?" I said. "If you tell the tale in your own words—"

"I am not so able with words as you are," it said.

"No," I said. "And that's what will make it powerful. Bring yourself, Larin. Bring your undernourished flesh and your sweat- and grime-streaked skin. Bring your exhaustion, your apathy, your certainty that the lives of those you work with are meaningless. Bring your stumbled words, spoken haltingly and without emotion. I will take it all and make power out of it, and we will use that power to destroy our oppressors."

It stared at me now, the whites of its eyes bright against the gloom in the windowless room.

"Yes," Larin said slowly. "I believe you will."
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It was just after lunch when we left the archive, and I found the youth of the day disorienting. Surely time itself must bow before the weight of the sort of revelations we'd been having since morning? But maybe it was for the best. It was early enough that we could leave directly from the cheldzan to hunt our quarry. We could be quit of the Stone Moon by nightfall—gods hear that plan.

The cheldzan shervel was not just in the Green, it was on the central octagon, facing the little park and the breezeway where Jokka of wealth and power strolled to see what upscale storefronts were offering. I expected no less, and while I'd never stepped into such a rarified place my anger made my entrance for me. Everyone stopped at the sight of me with Abadil at one side and battered Larin at the other.

"The Fire in the Void," someone whispered.

Eduñil stood. "Seer. We have been waiting."

And so they were. The cheldzan was a single room; from the door it rose in levels until the Jokka in the back of the room were sitting on pillows at hip-height to me at the entrance. It had been built with those platforms cut in circles, which put me conveniently in the center of their attention, where all of them could see me clearly. And I could see them in their serried ranks. All the power of het Narel was in this room, or near enough as made no difference. I recognized the Green's wealthy Heads of Household, even the new Head of Kathara, whom I knew only because I couldn't place his face but did know his House token, worn at his breast.

"I am the Star of Night," I said. Quiet, but it carried, because in this moment... in this moment, I believed, too. I would be the Stone Moon's destruction. "I am the Light in the Smothering Firmament, the embodiment of the Paradox... the Fire in the Void. I speak with His voice. Do you know what the Stone Moon has done today?"

I didn't gesture. I didn't lean toward them. I held them transfixed with my conviction alone, and they didn't dare interrupt, even to answer my question. "I will tell you what they have done. They have shown us, irrevocably, what a Jokku life is worth to them, what a Jokku life will be measured in when they have finished buying our submission."

I looked then at Larin. "Tell them."

It said, "Five hundred shell."

Let it not be said that Larin did not have a sense of drama. I could not have asked for better had I coached it beforehand.

"Five hundred shell!" someone in the back exclaimed.

"Five hundred shell," Larin said. "For all three eperu who died. In total."

"In total!" someone shouted.

I held up a hand to calm their outrage, and into that quiet, Larin continued, "Paid to Houses Weffa and Rabeil. But not to Akkadin. Because, they said, we were in debt. They applied it toward our balance for us."

This part I had not heard, and the weight of Larin's delivery... I would have feted it, could I have, for doing the work so well.

"It's true," Rabeil's Head of Household said, low. "Two-hundred and fifty shell for an eperu who'd given me nothing but good service for seven years."

"And you accepted it?" the male at the table with him hissed as we looked at him.

"What else could he do?" I said. I drew them back to me then. "What else? And yet... we cannot permit this, can we. They buried the Head of Kathara when he dared defy them. They buried these eperu and paid us to stop our objections. Who will they bury next? And what will they decide his body will be worth in shell?"

I gave them the time to think that one through. I waited. And eventually one of them spoke, as I'd hoped he would.

"But what can we do, Oracle?"

"What we will do," I said, "is find the interlopers... and kill them."

Their shock felt cold to my skin, like the touch of the Void. I smiled thinly.

"Kill them?" someone said.

"Kill them," I said. "For having the audacity to think they could rule het Narel. Or do you want to bow your heads to the Stone Moon, which will kill you when you no longer serve its purposes? When you ask too many questions? When you tell them not to steal your labor? When you beg them to let you breed your own anadi, and take home your own children?"

Their anger... their anger was like wine I could roll in my mouth. I spoke on, quietly, but each word was hard as a knife. "Will you give away your freedom for their unfinished roads? For their incomplete wells? For their yoke on your shoulders and their harnesses on your body? Will you pull an emperor's load like good rikka, broken to the whip and the traces?" Now at last I leaned forward and met their eyes. "Will you kneel to Roika Edze-emodo?"

Several of them leaped to their feet and all of them were talking now, demanding to know more. I almost laughed.

"Yes," I said to their outraged faces. "Your new master is none other than the male who left het Narel in disgrace, selling his fine house months after building it and leaving it soaked in blood. This is the emodo who has created the Stone Moon that would engulf the World. If you let him. Will you let him?"

They shouted their negation.

"Will you call him master?" I asked.

Again.

"Will you be the instrument of the gods?" I asked. "And destroy them?"

I closed my eyes at their answer, smiling. And when I opened them, I said, "Go and find the foreigners. Bring them to me at the divining square. We will show them the mercy of the Void."

The power of het Narel poured past me into town and I felt it go like a rush of cold. It felt... ah, gods. It felt good, too good, so good.

When I opened my eyes only Eduñil, Abadil and Larin remained.

"Go with them," I said to the emodo. "I'll be there soon."

"And you, Oracle?" Eduñil said. "Where will you go?"

"To the eperu, to send them home," I said. "And then to the divining square to finish this."

"Very good, Oracle," Eduñil said, and took Abadil by the arm, hurrying away.

Larin looked at me.

"Lead me there," I said.

"It's a long walk," Larin said.

"Then we'd best start soon," I said. "But I am disbanding those work parties, Larin. No more eperu will die because of the Stone Moon."

It rested a hand on my shoulder, very gently, as if it could not quite believe it was touching me and that I was real to be touched. Meeting my eyes, it said, "You didn't forget us."

"Never," I said.
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Larin took me to the site facing the approach to het Kabbanil, where I saw they'd built out the roadbed quite some distance. It was missing its final pieces, I thought, but they'd dug out and leveled the bed, added the large, medium and pebbled rocks and then packed the sand in over it. The sections that were nearly complete had been covered with tacked-down cloths to keep the wind from undoing the work.

The tents were now some distance from town and had developed more of the trappings I associated with the party approaching us from het Kabbanil: large wagons and smaller ones, rikka to pull them, large piles of stones and pebbles, troughs of sand and stacks of folded cloths. I fell in behind Larin as it walked toward the center of the activity, and as I glanced at the covered roadbed I wondered where the eperu had perished. Here, beside the road? In a tent, after too long a day? Had they been hauling stones like that eperu there, bringing a bucket of them to the latest section?

"Go and fetch the pefna-eperu of the Houses represented here, please," I said to Larin. "I'll wait."

It tapped its fingers to its breast, the respect of a neuter given to an emodo, and departed, leaving me to watch the eperu at work around me. To a Jokkad they were dirty, lean and overused. Few of them even looked at me, so far gone were they in the inevitability of their plight. When the first did, I saw nothing but dull fatigue... and only after it had begun to look away did its shoulders stiffen in surprise.

Larin returned with seven other grim eperu.

"It is as you said," one of them told it, surprised. "I didn't believe, but you were right."

"It's time to go home," I said to it, stopping them mid-step.

Then, as warily as wild creatures unsure of a kindness, they gathered in a loose circle around me. I stepped back so I could face them all, and what I saw made me look forward to killing Sevun and his friends.

"What... what is this?" a second eperu said. "You say... we are to go home? Have our Houses released us?"

"Yes," I said. "On my word, and my authority. We will have no more of the Stone Moon. Today we will cast them out. Find your eperu and take them home... where they have always belonged."

They looked at Larin. "Is this true?"

Larin inclined its head. And said, "They found out about the payment over our deaths. It frightened them into thinking the Stone Moon may not just be hunters of eperu, but also of emodo and anadi."

"I would not have thought it possible," the first eperu said. Looking at me, it finished, "Is this your doing, then, Fire in the Void?"

"It is," Larin said before I could answer. "He sees clearly, and what he sees, they believe."

"You spoke for us," the second pefna said.

The third said, "I remember you. You came to the camp, didn't you."

"And one of you left me a message at my divining square," I said. "I read it, and it was true. I did not forget you."

"It was his first thought," Larin said. "After sending the emodo to kill the Stone Moon males."

A breathless silence. I saw strength returning to their shoulders, straightening their spines. I saw fire in their eyes again, just a flicker here, a spark there. It filled me with a fierce joy to be witness to this.

"Go home," I said. "Find the other eperu on your way to town and tell them the news, and all of you, go home and rest. We will take care of the interlopers."

They dispersed then, all save one who paused. It said, "Ke emodo? I was a jarana before I was pefna-eperu. The anadi—"

"—will be returned home too," I said, "and yes, we will need the eperu to lead them back. But separating them and making sure all of them get to the proper House will take longer than we have today. Once we have dispensed with the foreigners we will bring the anadi home."

It smiled and tapped its breast, backing away a few steps before turning and leaving.

I watched it go. That was the closest to obeisance I'd ever seen from an eperu, and it disarmed me.

"Come," Larin said, drawing me from my uncomfortable thoughts. "Let's find our own people, Oracle."
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Oh, the eperu of Akkadin. I didn't need to be told who they were. Of all the eperu now up and folding tents or gathering their few belongings, ours were the most wasted, the most exhausted. I walked into their midst with Larin, and the few nearest us ceased their movements. Then they began to notice me, and soon all of them were standing silent, still, meeting my eyes.

In the back, braided tail matted with dust and body streaked with sweat and clay, Dekashin rested an open hand on its heart. I could see the bandages on its fingers.

"This nightmare is over," I said. "Let's go home."

"Ke Keshul," came a whisper from amid the ranks. And then they were all saying it, and I sensed they would have bent a knee to me had I not held up my hands.

"No," I said. "I don't deserve it. I should have come for you sooner." I drew in a breath. "Let's go."

It was clear they didn't agree with me. I knew Larin didn't, for I could feel its disagreement radiating from it where it stood at my shoulder. But no one argued with me and they finished packing. Someone brought me a rikka, and I objected to it until it became clear that the eperu would be hurt if I didn't accept it. So I pulled myself onto the abbreviated saddle and only then did they consent to move. They formed around me in a rough halo, more behind than before, and the rikka walked with its head low, as exhausted as its keepers. I wondered if it had come from our stables, and where the other rikka had come from, and where they'd end up... and found I didn't care. Once we evicted Roika's males from the het we could see about redistributing the assets he'd usurped. There would be work enough to do with the crop failures... we would have to pull together, or we would die apart.

But if we could find our pride and our feeling for one another as fellow members of the het, enough to cast the Stone Moon away, then surely we could survive a famine, and everything else that would come. We could find our own solutions to the problems that had given rise to Roika's empire. There had to be a way... and we would find it.

It was late afternoon when we finally reached the point where I would go on alone. I dismounted and gave the reins to Larin.

"Luck to you, Fire in the Void," Larin said.

"Thank you," I said. "But we're done with luck. All we need now is a sharp knife."

It met my eyes, then held up a hand to stay me. Puzzled, I remained where I was as it wormed its way around two eperu and vanished into the group. I saw it talking with another Jokkad, glimpsed a gleam of watered brilliance. By the time Larin returned, I knew what it had brought me. Before it even offered, I said, "You honor me."

It set the dagger in my open palm and folded my fingers over it, gentle. "Strike our blows, Oracle."

I dipped my head and it backed away, taking the rikka by the breast collar and leading it away, leaving me with the gift... the very great gift, for metal is expensive. Most of our knives are made of stone. To be made entirely of metal, this one had probably belonged to the sheña, the highest-valued eperu in House Akkadin, the sole eperu with a pierced ear. But as the other eperu followed Larin away, I sought the gleam of metal in an ear and didn't see it. The eperu I'd seen Larin with met my seeking gaze as they filed away and shook its head, regretful.

So, the eperu we'd lost had been our best. I firmed my jaw and watched the strong backs of Akkadin's labor retreat, and thought of just how much wrong we'd done them.

The Jokkad who paused at my side... I did not have to touch it, or turn to look at it; I knew the shape of its presence by how it displaced the air.

"Keshul," Dekashin said, like a sigh.

"It's over, onu," I said gently. "And we need you. Bilil and I." It glanced at me and I finished, "Bilil... Bilil is anadi now."

It hissed out, shocked. "But he was so old!"

"Not old enough, apparently," I said, resigned. "When I get home and all this is settled, the three of us should talk."

"About?" it prompted.

"About us," I said. "And about paying Akkadin to maintain Bilil as my apprentice, and not to breed her."

"Is that what she wants?" Dekashin asked after a hesitation.

"I don't know," I said. "That's why we should discuss it."

It sighed softly. "Oh, Keshul. I am sorry."

"Yes, well... this isn't over yet," I said.

"That's what I fear," it said, and at my sharp glance said, "I'm sorry, I don't mean to sound the pessimist." It smiled weakly. "I know that's usually your duty. But these people... Keshul... I won't believe they're gone until they're dead."

My hand flexed on the scabbard of the knife. "Then I will return to you with their blood on my hands."

It met my eyes. Then lifted its chin. I held its gaze as I tapped my brow in salute and then walked away. I was the Void's voice on the World. Nothing would stop me.
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My divining square was a very different place at the height of afternoon, with the sun glowing on the sand and pulling purple shadows from the crowd gathered there. Everything seemed to shimmer: the light off their expensive glass and metal ornaments, the sun on their bright clothes, the gleam of exposed skin. As I approached the Jokka parted for me, forming a corridor to the figures kneeling bound in their midst. At last, at last—

—I stopped abruptly. "Where is the third? Where is Nelet?"

Sevun... smiled. I whirled back to the emodo of het Narel. "Where is he?"

"We don't know," the Head of Dzeri said, ears flicking back. "We looked, but we only found these two."

"How hard did you look?" I hissed. "And how long?"

I was unnerving them now; their looks of triumph were becoming expressions of unease. Eduñil stepped between me and the throng and said, "We searched for an hour, Oracle, but found only these two."

Behind me, Sevun laughed. Fortunately, because it told me exactly where he was kneeling. When I turned, it was to kick him and I hit him solidly on the side of the head. He fell over and grinned up at me, licking pale blood from his mouth. "You won't find him," he said. "It's too late, Keshul. For you and het Narel. You made it too clear, your discontent... and now it's over."

I had never used a metal dagger, and didn't know I was using it when I lunged for Sevun.

I had never killed a Jokkad either.

It shouldn't have been so easy.

Sevun slumped at my feet, spilling hot white blood. The crowd edged away, some of the emodo gasping. One of them was Theren, who stared at the body of his companion, aghast. His eyes when he lifted them to mine were round with horror and grief... but not fear. Not enough fear. I caught him by the vest and yanked him closer.

"Now," I hissed. "You will tell me where Nelet is and how long he's been gone."

"Days, ke emodo," Theren whispered. "Sevun was right. You are too late."

I set the knife to his throat and watched him swallow against it. "You're unhappy but you're not afraid. Why aren't you afraid to die?"

"My death will serve my master," Theren said. "It will bring you to him in the end... where you belong."

"The sooner I meet him," I said, "the sooner I can kill him." And opened his neck. This time I watched the light in his eyes fade as his blood gushed over my wrist and onto my leg. When they grew vacant I dropped his corpse and turned to the emodo of het Narel. "We must prepare now."

"Prepare...?" someone asked.

"Because they're coming for us," I began and stopped as I saw a silhouette past the shoulder of the furthest male in the crowd.

"Rashal," I whispered, realizing too late I hadn't seen him among the emodo in the cheldzan shervel.

...and behind his silhouette, another. And another. Dozens of Jokka, black against the scarlet sky. As they welled up in my sight I heard the ululations of the ñedsu, the pack beasts trained to hunt at our sides.

"There," Rashal called. "He's there, ke emodo!"

The crowd fanned away, leaving me standing in front of the corpses of the two Stone Moon messengers. I gripped the knife and bared my teeth as Nelet faced me across the distance: Nelet and countless others who shared his uniform. Unlike him, they wore weapons in their sashes, bright metal sickle-knives inlaid with stone.

Nelet studied me. And smiled. Then looked at the others and said, "The wood for your wells has arrived, het Narel. Tomorrow your eperu will be wanted to complete the work on them. We will fill your cisterns and teach you irrigation, and perhaps we will save this summer's crop. There will not be an abundance of food through the winter, perhaps, but there will be enough, and the yields next year will remove your doubts. We have also brought the paving stones to complete the work on your roads."

Utter silence.

"Go home," Nelet said to them. "The Claws of the empire will be by in the morning to help you."

Behind him, a score of emodo in their sleek uniforms shifted outward to form a semi-circle behind Nelet, as if emphasizing their numbers. I could feel the fear radiating off the Jokka of the het behind me... and when the first edged away from the gathering and began trudging home, it was as if the wall of a well had broken. The rest abandoned me as well.

"So," Nelet said. "You tested us, Keshul. And you lost."

I said nothing, fingers working on the knife. Wondering how they would kill me. Wanting so badly to take Nelet with me when they attacked.

Rashal asked, "What will you do with him?"

"The most valuable emodo of your House, is he not?" Nelet asked.

"Yes," Rashal said.

"Though he wears no ring," Nelet observed.

"He has always refused it," Rashal said.

"Well," Nelet said. "We shall have to change that."

Rashal was not the only one surprised by this comment, but he was the only one of us who spoke. "You... aren't going to kill him?"

"Kill him!" Nelet exclaimed. "Gods, no. How would we punish him if he was dead?" He smiled at me, eyes thinning. "No, we shall reward House Akkadin's most valued emodo as is proper. And I would be honored to bear witness." He twitched a hand. "Take him home. The Stone Moon is about to give House Akkadin a ring to bestow upon Keshul Akkadin-emodo."

I fought them. Of course I did. But there were three of them—and the ñedsu, prowling in circles around us, waiting for a command. Even if I could have won free of the empire's Claws I would never have been able to outrun the ñedsu. So I fought in vain and they dragged me home, where the eperu had wisely hidden in their chambers, out of sight. I was grateful; I didn't know what Nelet intended but whatever it was I didn't want Bilil or Dekashin to see it.

They pulled me, kicking and struggling, into the House, and under Rashal's direction pushed me into the room where the valuables of the House were kept. As the Claws forced me down onto the pillowed bench used for the needle, Nelet said casually, "Find his room and search it. Just in case there are other things our good friend Keshul might be hiding from us."

I looked over my shoulder at him, eyes burning. He smiled and put a foot on my buttocks, spreading the long fingers and allowing a touch of claw to graze my clothes. The emodo holding me down moved out of his way for that, and the force they used to press me into the bench made it difficult to breathe.

"Let us put the brass ring on this asset of yours, ke Rashal," Nelet said. "Have you one, or shall I have one sent for?"

"I have one," Rashal admitted. "I have been saving it for the day Keshul agreed to this. Though I gave up hope of that years ago."

"No doubt you are very happy to finally see the day, then," Nelet said.

"Oh," Rashal said softly. "You have no idea, ke Nelet." He looked down at me and I saw all the resentment of our fights smoldering in his eyes.

Baring my teeth, I hissed, "Don't do this, Rashal. Don't climb into harness with them."

Nelet dug his claws past the clothes, enough to prick blood from my skin. "Go on, Keshul. Keep talking. A few scars on your hind end won't make it any less attractive."

"I had no idea you'd been looking, det emodo," I snarled, and grunted as he drove the claws in far enough I could feel their width. I shuddered past the pain of it and then forced myself to swallow.

"The ring?" Nelet said to Rashal.

"Ah, of course," Rashal said, and went to the cabinet. I heard him opening it, heard the sound of fabric moving, and then the thick sound of a spinal ring falling from the folds of cloth onto the cabinet's shelf. "Here."

"Would you like to bestow the honors?" Nelet asked, oh so politely for someone whose tremor I could feel through the bone scythes he had in my flesh. Not fear or disgust, I knew; his difficulty was controlling himself from plunging them toe-deep in me.

"I would be glad to," Rashal said. "I'll get the needle."

I closed my eyes, pressed them into my arm. I was almost used to not being able to get in a good breath, almost used to the warm streams running down my leg. But I found it was getting harder to focus on the world past the pressure. My extremities were too cold. My blood too hot. I thought I heard Rashal's preparations, but they took forever, and ended too soon.

Someone shoved my pants down and my vest up. Someone else grabbed my tail and flexed it down to make the root arch above the hollow space beneath the spine, just below where it broke from my body to form my tail.

"And is that the gag?" Nelet asked.

I could smell the pain-numbing drug the gag was traditionally soaked in. It was close.

"It is," Rashal said, quizzical.

"I think the Void's seer doesn't need anything so mundane with the god protecting him," Nelet said. "Go ahead and use the needle directly, ke Rashal."

A hesitation, but not as long as I thought I deserved. Rashal... oh Rashal. When did you become my enemy, so completely as to give me over to those who would torture me?

"Very well," he said.

I had no warning. My skin broke and I screamed into my arm. A spinal ring is exactly the size of the hole above the tail root, and it's not small. Had I acquiesced to the rite I would have been given the gag at least a quarter of an hour before the piercing, and the site would have been swabbed with it, and the needle too.

It hurt, and it had to go all the way under my spine and out the other side.

By the time the needle passed back out of my body I was sobbing into my arm and the emodo on either side of me were no longer holding me down, but keeping me from shaking hard enough to damage myself. And that was only the half of it, for after the needle came the ring. I didn't remember it; I was faint and choking on the acid of my own tears. It took forever, though, and every turn of the screw that held it shut sent lances of fire up my back and into my legs.

"There," Rashal said at last, satisfied. "It's done."

"It's a good work," Nelet agreed. "You have a steady hand, ke Rashal."

"Thank you."

"And it looks good on him, doesn't it?" Nelet said.

"It does," Rashal said.

"We'll make a good and obedient and productive member of your Keshul yet," Nelet said. "He'll serve the Stone Moon well. Won't you, Keshul."

"Never," I gasped into my arm.

He tightened his grip on me, his claws wicking forth four new trickles of blood... and I felt the fifth now on my clothes, the great knife on the foot-thumb. A tease, a whisper... a promise.

"You may want to rethink that last comment," he said, smiling.

I did rethink it, if not the way he intended. I didn't, however, speak, because if he dug that thumb-claw into my flank he would cripple me.

"Much better," Nelet said, and I felt some of his weight begin to lift from his foot.

"Ke emodo," a stranger said from the door, tense. "We have found something!"

The cold flooded my core, washing in from my limbs. I wanted it to block out my hearing, but it didn't.

"And what did you find?" Nelet asked.

"An anadi," was the answer. "Disguised as an emodo."

I closed my eyes.

"What?" Rashal exclaimed. "We sent all the anadi away! To you, Stone Moon... every single one!"

"This one is in transition," the stranger said. "He has not completed the Turning yet."

"Who would—" Rashal stopped.

"Rashal." That ruin... that was my voice. I was talking. "Rashal. You said... that day... when you learned what I had done... done for Akkadin... with Transactions...." I could barely talk past the constriction in my chest, but I expelled the last words all on one breath: "You owe me a favor."

A long pause during which I prayed. Abjectly, angrily and utterly without shame.

And then Rashal said, "Yes. I owed you a favor." A heartbeat. "You should have collected it then."

I tried to twist around, to lunge for him, but the two emodo holding me down crushed me to the bench and Nelet pressed his foot back into my flesh and I cried out, strangled.

"It's Bilil," Rashal said. "That anadi. It must be. His apprentice. Some say—"

"—his lover?" Nelet guessed.

"Some say," Rashal said, not just betraying me, but lying... lying to punish me. He knew I'd never had a lover.

"So, he was hiding his former lover in his room!" Nelet exclaimed, and laughed. "Ah... ah. Keshul. Really, you give me so much to work with." He withdrew his foot so abruptly I swooned, and then shuddered when the blood gushed from the holes left by his claws. It clotted quickly but I felt the slices far too intimately. "So, our dear seer kept his lover even after he Turned! Tell me, ke Rashal... has Keshul done his duty by the House? His stud duty?"

I slowly looked over my shoulder at him.

Rashal said, "No, he hasn't." And frowned. "You won't put him to a female who hasn't finished Turning yet, will you? It would ruin her for all save those who want to buy favors from the Brightness's priests."

"Oh no," Nelet said, meeting my eyes with pleasure, letting me stare at him. "No, I will not destroy some blameless Jokkad whose only sin was to love an unworthy male. But we are here to honor Keshul, yes? House Akkadin's finest asset? And yet he has never been bred, despite apparently having perverse tastes for mating with females! Come, we must rectify this."

Rashal said, "You'll choose the finest female, I hope? May I have the progeny?"

"Oh no," Nelet said, ears flicking back and voice solicitous. "We wouldn't want the sire to influence the child. No, Keshul's child will be the first contracted to the Stone Moon." He continued to hold my gaze so I could watch him enjoy my powerlessness and my rage. "We will pay Akkadin well for it, I assure you."

"Ah," Rashal said. "Excellent. Please, take him away then."

"And the female too," Nelet said.

"Bilil, you mean?" Rashal said. "Of course. We no longer keep anadi in House Akkadin."

The emodo pulled me off the bench. I staggered, my legs unsteady, but they forced me to march to the door, past Rashal. Where I had enough time to look at him and whisper, "You will die for this."

"Good luck trying," he said, throwing my words back at me. But unlike I'd been, he was frightened by the threat against him.

This time fighting the Stone Moon was useless. I was in too much pain and the wound had lamed me, so even though I struggled I posed no challenge to them. And it was a very long walk from Akkadin to the property on the edge of town where they'd imprisoned the anadi. So long, and so cold, and I found it laughable that they thought I'd be capable of doing anything more strenuous than collapsing on reaching the place. Did they think they could force me to mount an anadi? If I could even convince my body to service her! It was ridiculous.

And yet, Nelet wouldn't have done this if he didn't think he could make good on the threat. As they half-carried, half-dragged me along, I wondered what he knew that I didn't.

And oh, gods. Bilil.

Bilil.

The property the Stone Moon had turned into a breeding compound had once been a House, I supposed. It wasn't anymore. There was an antechamber for receiving emodo and it was there I was left with my guardians while Nelet vanished into the hall for some private discussion. Was this where they'd take my apprentice? I could just hear the muffled sounds of people moving through the halls. Did I imagine the smell of tears? No, that was me; I stank of them, and pain-sweat, and blood.

Nelet reappeared too soon and said to my keepers, "Take him to the waiting room and make sure he takes the preparation. Feel free to choke him with it if he refuses it. We'll have our choice ready for him in half an hour."

I fixed my gaze on Nelet's thin smile as the males dragged me away. Why was he smiling? What were they going to give me? Something to drink. I thought of Abadil's off-hand comment on the ancients and their love of unspeakable potions and began to panic. I had never been called on to furnish children to the House. I had never wanted to be. The males who went to the anadi rarely spoke of their experiences with them, and who could blame them? None of us wanted any part of that which would hurt them, and yet the mind-death came for them in pregnancy and too often they lost themselves to give us the children that kept us alive on the back of the World.

I had never thought about the mechanics of mating, or it would have occurred to me that with so many males unwilling, there had to be a way to make it possible. And I was confronted with that way in a small windowless room when two males held me down and a third forced a cup of something down my throat, something thin and sour that burned going down. They didn't pinch my nose like some recalcitrant rikka to get me to swallow it, either... they held my head up and my jaws apart until I started having trouble breathing past the liquid and then I swallowed it by reflex.

And started coughing, holding my throat.

"Need more?" one of them asked the other.

"No, that should do it."

"Do what?" I managed past a tight throat.

"Enable you to perform your duty," the third said, with what I thought was pity.

They left me on the floor then, standing at the door and in the corners well away from me. It didn't take me long to find out why... because my skin started itching, and then burning. My ears flushed, and then my face, and I pressed it against my arm and struggled with my breathing. So, then. They could force me.

Is this what You want? I wondered. Is this the Void's plan? To destroy His own voice? Because that's where I was headed. I wasn't sure how I would survive being used this way.

Do something, I whispered. Fix this. Save me.

But the only one who came was Nelet with another emodo, under whose guidance my three guardians picked me up and herded me down the hall. By then I wanted to claw my skin off, and other parts of me with it, and it was hard to think past the pain of my abused back and the artificial fever. Even so, when they shoved me into the room with the anadi strapped to the chair I almost broke back out of it. She had been immobilized with a harness, so she no longer had the mind to stay in it on her own... but there was enough intelligence in her eyes to be frightened.

And she was pale with golden hair, and from the back the spill of her tail made her look like Bilil.

I flung myself at Nelet, but he sidestepped me and grabbed the back of my vest.

"Wrong way," he said. "The anadi is over there, Keshul. But I know it can be disorienting, your first time with the koli. Don't worry, it will last long enough for you to do your duty."

"I... won't... touch her!" I snarled.

"Yes you will," Nelet said, and nodded to his Claws.

They grabbed me. One of them pushed my pants down, and then they dragged me, fighting, toward the anadi's body.

"No," I whispered. Then louder: "No, NO, I will NOT DO THIS."

"Keshul!" Nelet said, "Keshul, please. You're frightening her."

And it was true... she was trembling now. I was so horrified by the sight that I was left defenseless for the shove that pushed me against her. And then... a confusion of limbs, hands, me fighting, them pulling my wrists forward, someone guiding me into her and then I fought them, and the fighting became the mating and I realized it was too much and I was hurting her and I tried to stop and—

—and then there was sweat. And the sound of someone crying. Maybe it was me.

I hoped it was me.

"Well done," someone said from very far away. "I think that's taken care of het Narel's little problem. Dispose of him."

"Yes, ke emodo."

They took me away from that place. From the stink of pheromones and honey and the sour taste of drugs and tears. I'm sorry, I'm so sorry for hurting you—

The Stone Moon left me on the sands, alone. To die there, still bleeding, exposed. And for a long time, when I thought at all, I was grateful that they had. I vomited... I thought... and curled into a shell on the cold ground to die.

And the ground grew colder.

And the light did too.

I felt the isolation of it keenly, and the air... the air was now cold enough to bite my raw throat on the way down. My skin started to throb and then go numb. I wanted this to be death but I knew it wasn't. And the voice that filled my body from the inside out didn't surprise me, except that it hurt... it hurt like being beaten.

Keshul.

I tightened into a ball to try to escape it, but it was everywhere, inside me, outside.

Keshul.

"Leave me alone!" I cried.

It is time.

"It's over!" I said, and moaned into my knees. "It's over."

Do you believe this?

"Yes," I whispered.

Then you are ready... at last.

A cold so deep it hurt touched my shoulder, settled... spread. I felt the prick of something on my chest and arm and throat and looked down, and could scarcely believe the size and cruelty of the bone scythes resting on my body. The foot that was curled over me was nearly the length of my arm and dark... so dark it made the parts of me it covered look missing.

Slowly I looked up—

And howled in pain at the sight of a god.

The Void bent close, His claws pressing into my skin, and in one hand He cradled a star so bright my eyes watered.

Fire in the Void, He crooned. And then louder, crueler, so much it bruised me on the way into my body: MINE.

And then His claws sank into me and ripped me apart.
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I knew neither day or night beneath the Void. The pain was so acute I couldn't remember it except as a memory of screaming, and the madness... Rashal's betrayal, Bilil's loss, the rape they'd forced me to enact...

No.

Those days and nights passed and I didn't mark them, and to this day I don't remember the Void reshaping me. But one day I woke, blinking a crust of sand and sweat from my lashes... and I made sense of the horizon and the smudge of het Narel on it. I remembered my name. I remembered what had been done to me, and most of all I remembered the Stone Moon, and hatred. But the hatred was cold now, cold and deep and low. I put a palm down on the ground and forced myself upright, and I trembled but it wasn't from the wounds or the drug. It was strain, as if I'd pulled every muscle in my body.

And my hand was white.

I looked down my body. My skin, my brown skin had blanched from foot to ear. And not the warm, rich white of new blood, but the cold blue hue of the stars at night. As I looked at my palms, turning them, a lock of tangled hair fell over my shoulder... white too. The spirals on my skin that Bilil had spent so many days painting were also white, glossier, visible only when the light passed over them and made them flash.

Gingerly I gathered my knees up to my chest and rested my chin on them. I felt hollow and sick and thin, as if the sun could pass through me. But the hatred... the hatred remained, and with it a sense of steady purpose, one I could no longer argue was mine. I had denied the existence of gods; when I'd brushed up against the evidence of them in my own divining square I'd done my best to ignore it or wish it away. But I could no longer do that. I felt Him in the cold in my fingertips, like a layer of ice under my skin.

I had work to do.

I pushed myself upright and began walking.
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The reaction of House Akkadin to my return was... instructive. I stopped before the door and the Jokka outside it, all male, glanced my way and then froze. I ignored them and headed inside, and no one stopped me.  Nor did they stop me when I returned to my chambers and found them empty. There I paused, stymied, and then I heard a voice behind me. Just barely, for the male was whispering, and even so he stammered.

"Ke... ke emodo?"

I turned. "Shekonet. Yes?"

His skin went gray at my gaze, as if some great predator had noticed him. I wondered what my eyes looked like, and if they were still purple. "Y-yes," he said. "Ke emodo... what... where... you've been gone two weeks! They said you'd been left for dead by the Stone Moon!"

"I imagine they did," I said. "Since it was true."

"But..." he trailed off.

"But I didn't die," I said. "The Void didn't permit it."

For once, I said such words without self-consciousness and without trying to make them sound dramatic. I stated them as facts, because they were, and Shekonet's pupils dilated in fear.

"Where are my clothes?" I asked conversationally, because the entire situation seemed unreal to me; given that, I thought I might as well get dressed.

"In the eperu quarters," he said. "One of them took some of your things... it was the day they all came back. Before the Stone Moon took them away again."

Dekashin, I thought. Where was it now? Did it live? "Take me there." As we walked, I said, "Where is the Stone Moon, anyway? I would have thought they'd be crawling all over the Houses."

"They don't have to," Shekonet said bitterly. "They're everywhere else.  And they know it doesn't matter if they hover or not. If anyone disobeys, they arrive in overwhelming force. And no one disobeys anymore."

The eperu quarters were empty, of course, and with no sign of habitation. How empty my promise to them had been! The day I'd freed them the Stone Moon had re-enslaved them. But it would end, I knew. The how I wasn't sure of, but the end... that I knew, and without the pride and false conviction I'd had then. Now I had the Void's promise, and I had known Him for long enough—two weeks apparently—to know that when He destroyed something, He often took everything around it too. I wasn't looking forward to His plan for unmaking the Stone Moon, knowing I would be at the center of it, but I was prepared to give everything to see His aims accomplished.

My chest was under Dekashin's cot. I pulled it out and found most of my clothes and ornaments there and wondered at them. Why had the eperu taken them? Would I be able to ask?

The Stone Moon had told everyone it had left me for dead. It must think...

Oh, Dekashin.

"Is Rashal in?" I asked, fingering one of my long-cloths.

"No," Shekonet said. He remained at the door to the quarters; in fact, he'd done everything possible to keep a distance between us while still being circumspect about the effort. "He is often in the Green now, consorting with the Stone Moon, having become one of their favorite Heads of Household. They love him for never having withdrawn his eperu labor, even now when it's optional to put them to work full-time on the empire's public projects."

"Akkadin prospers," I said.

"Akkadin is favored," Shekonet said, and added with cynicism beyond his years, "For now."

"I will need the bathing chamber," I said. "I may be a while."

"Of course, ke emodo," the youth said.

As he turned to go, I said, "Bilil is gone, of course."

His shoulders stiffened. "Yes, ke emodo. Long gone."

I gathered some clothes and a long-handled brush and went to bathe my newly peeled skin. It took longer than I expected. My fingertips remained cold and I found them clumsy, and the hot water did not seem to penetrate far enough to affect my stiffened muscles and joints. But I found a long-handled brush—not without a pang for too-fresh memories—and applied myself to the work.

It was while scrubbing my sides that I found the first divot in my flesh. There was a chunk missing over the ribs, and another two a finger's-length apart. I found a fourth in the meat of my shoulder. The fifth was over my chest, near my heart, twice as long. I stared at it for a long time, remembering the giant foot gripping me. The water felt cold to me then and I left it to groom myself on the lip of the bath. Fortunately, my hair was a tangled mess, and it had grown. Working the brush through it was sufficient distraction from my new marks, particularly with my fangs watering from the constant ache in my scalp. But eventually I stood, dried myself off and clothed myself in a single long-cloth: a white panel down the front of hips nearly to the ground, and another behind me, split on either side of my tail. I added a single waist chain... and bending around to fasten it was how I discovered that the spinal ring was gone. In its place was a bone spur, its thorned ends erupting from my skin. It looked like someone had pierced the space with a thick pale splinter, and when I gripped and pulled it stayed fast.

I looped the chain around the spur and left it to hang on my hips over the long-cloth: bleached leather cord knotted with glass beads and milky moonstones.

That was all I donned. I left my hair unbound; I had no one to braid it, and I was done with hiding it. My tail now dragged behind me, but it didn't gather any dirt. I doubted it would tangle as easily anymore; I couldn't imagine it daring after being matted by a god.

This time when I walked the halls of Akkadin I scattered the people in it like frightened midena. I wasn't trying to intimidate them, but their fear was inevitable. Shekonet was nowhere to be seen; no doubt he wouldn't see me off. I had passed beyond what was normal and explicable.

I took a walk, then. First around the edge of House Akkadin to our shuñe fields, which were taller—as tall as they should be? I didn't know, nor did I know when they would be harvested. In my life before the empire, all I'd known of the shuñe was that one day it was there, and another day it wasn't. But as I stepped into the fields, I saw the little narrow pipes lying alongside the roots, seeping water into soil grown dark and soft. I walked amid them toward the smell of water, and the sound of something trickling, creaking, the chuffs of a rikka. I pushed aside the last strands of grain.

The well was done, and quite a piece of engineering it was: a great geared wheel being turned by the motion of a rikka in harness, walking in slow, patient circles around the lip. Water poured steadily into channels leading where, I didn't know. Presumably the cistern, or the little pipes in the fields? It didn't matter that I didn't understand it; I could smell the water in the air, feel it under my feet. It worked.

The eperu, whose back was to me, followed the rikka all the way around the circle and then stopped abruptly to rub at its arms, as if it had grown cold. Seeing a stranger, it frowned and squinted. I knew when it recognized me, for its eyes widened, pupils flooding the color. I saw its chin tremble.

"Don't," I said, soft. "Don't weep, ke eperu. It isn't over yet."

"Seer," it whispered.

"Has anyone else died?" I asked, and didn't know I was holding my breath until it answered.

"No. No, ke emodo. The Stone Moon brought labor to supplement ours."

"Oh did they?" I said, frowning. "Eperu?"

"And emodo—" At my look, it continued. "Not just administrators and enforcers in their uniforms. Slaves who have done wrong in the empire, broken some law."

"Of course," I said. "So they have finished the wells."

"And several new buildings... though more are going up. Many of the streets are complete as well," it said. "There are couriers now, and twice caravans have arrived, bringing food and supplies."

"So the empire has made good on its promises," I said.

"And owns het Narel entire," the eperu said softly. "For we must follow its laws or be exiled or enslaved. And the empire does not care for eperu... it is best for us to be bowed at our work than to be noticed."

I watched the rikka. Though its handler had ceased to follow it, it continued going in circles. The sight made my mane stand on end all the way up my spine. Would we, too, continue in the harness when we became too accustomed to it to remember freedom?

"Ke emodo," the eperu said softly, bringing me back from my thoughts. "Come in the afternoon. Here, to the well. Another will be doing beast duty then."

I met its eyes, then said, "Thank you."

It touched its fingers to its heart and added a dip of a bow. I backed away and left it to its duty.

I walked across the length of our fields until it met Weffa's, and found the cistern. There was no one there to see me as I stepped through the door and looked inside: a great pool lined in imported stones and guarded by brick walls. The water shivered, as if it was being fed by some current I couldn't see. No doubt it was, if some part of the well water was coming here, or leaving from here.

I began to see some of the challenges I would face in my aim. The mind behind these advances was not a short-sighted one... quite the opposite. Roika was too long-sighted, had focused so completely on our survival as a species that he could casually dispense with the fates of individuals. And yet... it worked.

I stared for a long time at the water, nourishing my hatred as I breathed in the moist, cool air in the cistern. Then I left it for the sun on my head, and the trip into town.
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The changes in het Narel were immediately apparent, even before I reached the center of town; everywhere I looked, someone in the Stone Moon's uniform was striding past. Most of them traveled in pairs, though occasionally I saw one alone, or with a brace of ñedsu. They walked unconcerned among the rest of the Jokka of the het, most of whom were emodo... but there were eperu abroad also, all of them associated with some work party, or hurrying somewhere as if between duties. And work there was in plenty: carts rumbling this way and that, people at work on the paving projects or cleaning the streets, new buildings going up... quite industrious, the Stone Moon. They had well and truly taken het Narel.

No one stopped me. I expected no less. Not just because I no longer looked like Keshul Akkadin-emodo, bleached white as I had been, but also because no one wanted to look at me; when they glanced my way their eyes darted from me as if stung. More than once I caught someone chafing an arm or shivering as I walked past, many of them on the other side of the street.

No, I was emodo, and acted as if I belonged, and so no one questioned my presence. In that way I went all the way to the Green, opening the little bronze gate that led to the center garden and choosing a bench there facing the breezeway where Jokka of means used to stroll for pleasure.

And there... I waited.

The day was beautiful, hot with a high blue sky emptied of clouds. I would have found it too hot before, but now it soothed the numb tips of my fingers and toes. I lifted my face to the sun and thought of the Brightness, the mate of the god who'd claimed me, and wondered if I now longed for the sun because He longed for Her.

I thought that far more palatable than longing for any mortal Jokkad. I didn't want to think about love or mating or touching anyone with this body ever again.

Time passed. Not much; my shadow had barely moved when the first emodo glanced at me, halted, and then left with steps too hurried for dignity. He brought companions, and that knot of Jokka was noticed by someone else, who repeated the process. I recognized them, of course, the Jokka of the Green... particularly when their Heads of Household began arriving. I did not see Eduñil or Abadil and wondered what had become of them.

I rested my hands in my lap. No one spoke. Now we were all waiting.

Nelet came, as I knew he must, flanked by four Claws of the empire... and Rashal. The Stone Moon emodo no longer wore the uniform I remembered, but something like it: longer robes, fitted to his body, tied with a yellow sash and marked with an emblem, a bright silver circle. He wore no weapons. He didn't need them with his guards at his back.

I didn't rise. We stared at one another from across the garden.

"Nelet," I said. "I see the Stone Moon has been busy." I smiled. "I like the changes. We might even keep some of them once you're gone."

"You!" he hissed and took a step toward me, but before he could finish I spoke.

"Lift a hand against me and it will be the last thing you do in this life."

The emodo watching us were tense, waiting to see what Nelet to do. I could have told them he wouldn't do anything. He was a practical Jokkad, Nelet... and I had done something he couldn't understand or explain. Now he was wary of me, for fear that I would again manage to win free of whatever it was he had planned for me next. If I did that even once more, who would fail to believe the gods were with me?

At last, he said, "What do you want, Keshul?"

"I want escort to het Kabbanil," I said. "Your master doesn't know it yet, but he's expecting me."

Nelet's brows lifted. "You are telling me that you want to deliver yourself to the emperor of the Stone Moon?"

"Something like that," I said.

Nelet laughed then. "Oh, very good. Of course. I'd be glad to escort you out of het Narel."

I smiled. "Laugh while you can. You won't have long." I rose. "I'd like to leave tomorrow morning. Have someone come by Akkadin then."

"My pleasure, 'seer,' " Nelet said, and no amount of contempt could make the Jokka watching us side with him. They felt the Void's hand on me. Unlike Nelet, they not only knew that I had returned more dangerous than I'd left, they were willing to admit it, something Nelet would never do though he couldn't help treating me like the force I'd become.

Rashal didn't look at me when I walked past him. That suited me fine. Like Nelet, he was a dead thing walking, he just didn't realize it yet. I ignored him and the fearful whispers I heard behind my back, and was halfway out of the Green before Nelet managed to disperse the crowd. I smiled and went for a long walk. Here, there... wherever my feet took me.

I returned to Akkadin by a circuitous route and waited on the far end of the shuñe fields, watching the wind tousle the coppery grains, their purple shadows shivering on the ground. When I knew that no one had followed me, I walked into the field and made my way back to the well.

The eperu there made no pretense of leading the rikka in its track, but stood alongside the well gripping its own hands, waiting. When I stepped out of the grain it gave me no time to object to its embrace, to say that I was no fit Jokkad to be trusted or touched, that even if I was I could barely feel anything past my numb skin. But truth be told, the moment I smelled its hair, felt its too-thin body, twin now to mine, wasted by gods and enemies, I didn't care that I was the Destroyer's own, that I had hurt people, that I would hurt people yet.

I could feel it. I could feel it.

"They said you were dead but I didn't believe!" Dekashin whispered. "Keshul, oh gods."

"Dekashin," I said, eyes tightly closed. So good, and yet so much pain. There should have been three of us. But I would take what I could and be grateful. I hid my face in its mane and inhaled, smelled sunlight and sweat and clay and... my own clothespress. My lashes parted and I frowned. "Are you... you're wearing my clothes?"

"They fit," Dekashin said with a choked laugh. When I leaned back to look at it, the eperu said, "I didn't know. That you were coming back. I didn't think you would."

"And yet you knew I lived," I said. "How could I not come back?"

"Here? To het Narel? Where they would kill you?" it said.

"But they won't," I said. "And they didn't. I have just come from talking with Nelet."

"What?" it whispered, eyes wide.

"To request escort to het Kabbanil." I drew in a long breath. "I am going there, onu. To the seat of the empire."

"To destroy it," Dekashin whispered.

"It must be done at the source," I said. "I made a mistake in thinking to free het Narel alone." I gripped its arms. "You can't come with me."

"Gods!" it said. "To the Stone Moon? No! I was planning to flee het Narel as it is!"

"You were?" I said, startled.

"Of course!" it said. "Keshul... it's not safe here. Not for eperu. And particularly not for Jokka associated with you. Rashal's been distracted by the Stone Moon's courtship and I've been trying to stay out of his way... Larin's helped in that. But it's only a matter of time before I'm singled out for something." It shook its head. "I have been preparing since you were taken."

"Then you need to go today," I said, the cold beginning to spread beneath my skin again. "My arrival will stir their memories. But where will you go?"

"I thought," it said, hesitant, "I would find Bilil."

I stared at it, ears flattened and eyes wide.

"I have heard the Stone Moon emodo talking," it said. "The empire shifts people around based on how much food is grown in each het. They said het Narel won't be able to support its own population for at least a year, maybe two, so they've taken many of our anadi and sent them to hets with more food."

"And Bilil was one of them," I said.

"Yes," it said. "Akkadin's emodo have been privileged with breeding duties, and one of the eperu got one of them drunk afterwards. The younger ones remember Bilil... it upsets them that Rashal sold one of their own like that. So the eperu asked after Bilil and that motivated the emodo to find out what the Stone Moon had done with her."

"But where did they send her?" I asked. "Do you know?"

It said, "I don't. But one eperu alone can travel a lot farther and faster than an emodo. I don't have to go into a town to have news of it. I can do this, I know. And it's safer than staying here, where Nelet remembers my face."

So there it was. We were parting ways and neither of us knew if we'd ever see one another again. I swallowed.

Dekashin touched my arm. "And what happened to you, anyway, onu? You look..." It trailed off.

"Ruined?" I offered, voice hoarse.

"Like you fell in a jar of your own cosmetics," it said with a smile that didn't reach its eyes, and then we were both laughing. When we had done, it said, more seriously, "Tell me."

I rested my hand over its and said, "They left me for dead, but the Void... objected."

It looked at me.

"The gods exist," I whispered. And then clearing my throat. "At least, He does."

"That would seem to imply the others," it said, and the banter brought back memories of sorely missed nights around my courtyard fire. Perhaps it saw those flickers in my eyes for it reached up and tugged my forelock. "Keshul," it said. "Keshul, I will find Bilil. And we will come for you."

"Not while the Stone Moon emperor lives," I said.

"We won't do anything stupid," it said. "Go to het Kabbanil, Keshul. Do the work of the Void. We'll come for you."

"Promise me," I whispered. "Promise me, Dekashin. Because I think this work might kill me."

"It won't," it said. "We'll make sure of it."

When it drew me into its embrace again, I let it. I breathed deep of the smell of it, of the memory of home and better times. Blew out that breath over the collar of one of my own shirts, worn close to familiar skin. And I let it convince me, because I needed so badly to be convinced.

"Go now," I said. "While they're involved with me. They won't notice until I'm gone. You'll have a head start."

"All right," it said and squeezed my fingers in its. "Go carefully, Keshul. I will see you again. I vow it."

I watched the eperu until I could no longer separate it from the shadows in the fields. And then, silently, I took its place, leading the rikka in endless circles, drawing water from the earth and pouring it into the fields. I stayed there until long after dark when an eperu arrived to take my place, and if it thought it strange to find me doing Dekashin's work, it said nothing of it. I gave over the reins and returned to House Akkadin, where I entered my courtyard through its side door and sat there, beside the cold firepit, to await the end of the night and the beginning of my duty as the Void's instrument.

I wondered if I would ever return to het Narel, and found I didn't care. The people I'd loved were gone and there was no fire on my hearth. There was nothing for me here anymore.
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    No matter what Nelet had instructed, the emodo accompanying me did not consider themselves my jailors. From the moment I mounted my rikka in their midst, they showed me respect and gave me a much wider bearing than I would have thought wise. They were solicitous of my health; they matched their pace to mine, rather than forcing me to ride at theirs. And when I was not 'ke emodo,' I was 'Seer,' something that would have incensed the emodo who'd detached them to see me safely to their master.


    No, they respected me... and they feared me. If I ridden in a different direction, they would have tried to stop me, but with the fear of a hunter attempting prey perhaps beyond his power, not with the contempt of a guard for a prisoner. They would have tried—and failed—had I not wanted to go to het Kabbanil. So it was fortunate for them that I did.


    The journey was... novel. I had never left het Narel, and knew little of what to expect of the world beyond it. The hills that rumpled the edge of town grew more distinct as we rode north, deepening into furrows that would eventually thicken into the mountains I saw on the horizon. There were scrubby trees here and there, though for the most part the land remained barren, and compounded that grief by becoming rocky.


    If the landscape provided little interest, though, I had more than enough to occupy myself watching the Stone Moon. The work had continued on the road that the eperu of het Narel had begun paving toward het Kabbanil, though it wasn't ready for us to use; we rode alongside it as the labor parties began cementing the great pavers onto the prepared roadbed. But in the weeks since the Stone Moon's claiming of het Narel, activity between it and Kabbanil had accelerated. There seemed to be couriers passing us every few days, racing by on sleek rikka the likes of which I'd never seen. Bred for speed, maybe. In the time we spent traveling, three caravans made their way past us, all of them heading south, each of them five or six wagons long. I watched them go by, and at my gaze one of my keepers offered, "To het Narel, or further south. Probably food and building materials."


    I thanked him and nursed my troubled thoughts.


    In truth I was glad of the length of the journey. It gave me time to puzzle at my mission. I knew I was to destroy the Stone Moon empire. But it was also clear to me it was effective. Nelet had no doubt thought my off-hand comment when we'd met on the Green either sarcasm or bravado, but I'd been honest: I wanted to keep some of what the Stone Moon had instated. We had to save the race somehow. And these people... they were clever. No matter his megalomania, Roika knew talent. Nelet, for example: he had obviously not gone all the way back to het Kabbanil in the few days since I'd seen him in the het. So how long had the Stone Moon emodo in het Narel been exchanging messages with their master, to hasten their arrival so? Had they been sent on these swift rikka, perhaps? Nelet must have gone out to meet a contingent that had been almost to the het already.


    They must have records of me in het Kabbanil. I had no idea what had been said, but I didn't doubt that something had been. These people were too well organized for anything less. I'd told Nelet that Roika was expecting me because the Void was arranging our meeting... but perhaps he knew I was coming all on his own.


    I wondered what he would be like.


    I didn't count the days of my journey; I was wrapped in my own thoughts, in my discomfort, for my skin remained tender and my extremities cold, and only with the full light of the sun on me did I ever feel normal. It wasn't my imagination, either; when my escorts drew too close to me, they invariably flinched back. The only person who hadn't, now that I thought about it, was Dekashin... and of course, I had lost it. To the Void, and to the empire whose machinations required the intervention of a deity.


    I cherished the small, personal hatred that pricked up in me. It was a little flame beside the cold regard of the Void, but it was mine.
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    Not long into our journey we gained the road, no narrow thing this but wide enough for two caravans abreast. On it we made good time, our rikka loping easily on the smooth, uncluttered surface. There were posts at intervals alongside the road, giving directions to the nearest hets; I noticed het Narel notated beneath Kabbanil, and Serean under it, along with the distances. I had not heard the term used for physical distance outside of old stories—peda—for it was more common to give distance in time spent: "four days walking," or "two days riding." When one of my escorts caught me studying the post, he said, "It's easier to give the distance that way, now that we're making roads and proper maps. The caravans, couriers, riders and walkers all move at different speeds, after all."


    "Of course," I murmured. But I noticed that the little markers that marked the peda between posts were decrementing. Het Kabbanil was the source of all distances, I thought. All the world began there, according to the Stone Moon.


    The distance markers were not the only innovation instated for travelers, for as we drew nearer to het Kabbanil we ceased to camp alongside the road and began staying in wayhouses, buildings large enough to sleep ten or eleven people with a corral alongside for their rikka. My keepers showed some token to the Jokkad maintaining it and we were each assigned a cot in a large room. In the morning visitors could purchase a simple meal—inevitably porridge with dried fruit and toasted nuts—or leave without one; the emodo guarding me never gave shell to the Jokkad tending the wayhouse but we were fed nonetheless.


    The keepers of these wayhouses called them bedshen, a word usually used for the supports that held up a building, and through that I had a sense of the Stone Moon's grand plans. If the wayhouses were supports, then the frame they were supporting was an empire, and that implied that travel would become easy enough that everyone would do it. It wasn't that there had not been travel before... but it was rare, and usually relegated to the eperu and House caravans. Most Jokka would never have left their towns, save under unpleasant circumstances, like a distant contract sale... or exile.


    By the time the spires of het Kabbanil rose up before us, I was expecting its grandeur, for everything on the road there had made clear Roika's ambitions. Still, it was hard not to be impressed. Everyone knew het Kabbanil was the oldest and largest of the hets remaining on Ke Bakil, but it was one thing to know and another to ride toward the city past the fields cultivated in broad golden skirts around it. There were no faltering crops here; the late summer sunlight gilded tall stalks, fed by the little pipes and the distant wells I could see turning. And there was a great deal of activity even in the outskirts. We rode on the left side of the road and departing traffic used the right, making sense of the channel separating the sides; as we headed inward, another caravan rolled out alongside, the wheels gliding on the smooth stones at a speed I'm sure the eperu leading it thought a marvel. I know I did, watching and imagining the swift deliveries that would be possible between hets.


    The famed ruins of het Kabbanil began cropping up almost immediately past the fields, but I had been anticipating rubble and decay, not the carefully maintained and inhabited sites I saw instead. Where the ruins were too minimal to live in, they'd been transformed into decorative elements around modern buildings... and all of them had been cleaned, shored up with supports and painted where appropriate. There were even places where flowering vines had been trained across the ruins, and I thought them beautiful.


    The city was large, at least twice the size of het Narel. Near the center the buildings rose up several stories, gold brick and pale stone shining, and banners flew from their heights. The entirety of the het was paved. There were small fruit trees on street corners, and working fountains in places where several streets met. The city was large enough that there was more than one market square, and when we rode through them the Jokka were all prosperous, well-fed and looked if not content, then purposeful.


    But as with het Narel, the only Jokka I saw abroad were emodo; what few eperu I noted were always in a group and always at work on something, repair, maintenance, building, cleaning.


    My escorts became my guides then, and took me through the city to a place near its center. It was the site of an extensive ruin, the partial walls and columns serving as decoration to the towering buildings that used the foundations and bones of their ancient counterparts. These buildings were set in a fan facing a semicircle of broken columns girdled in flowering vines, and we rode beneath the thin stone remainder of an arch onto this lawn.


    "Stay," one of my keepers said, tapping his fingers to his brow respectfully. Then he went into the foremost of those buildings, leaving me on my rikka flanked by my remaining escorts. I looked up at the spires, squinting against the late afternoon sunlight. Soon we would lose it, and my skin would grow too cold for my flesh again.


    —except that my skin was cold already, as if a cloud had obscured the sun. I looked away from the sky and found the building had spilled a group of people before me, and none of them mattered except the one standing at their point. His skin was a poor imitation of the Void's abyssal hide, but it was the closest a Jokkad could get while he breathed, and he had a mane the deep gray of clouds torn before stars.


    I met his eyes... and my skin stippled beneath the flash of heat that joined us. Every imprecation I could think of followed in its wake. I did not want evidence of the bond that joined us.


    He did not share my disgust. I saw his gaze sharpen, saw eagerness quicken his steps before he tamed the muscle in his hard and heavy frame.


    I looked down at him from my rikka and said, "I've come."


    "So I see," he said. "Keshul Akkadin-emodo, I presume."


    "The Fire in the Void," I said.


    "Yes," Roika said, eyes slowly traveling the length of my body and back again. "I see." He stepped back and said to his followers, "Make him comfortable. I'll see him in an hour."


    I smiled at his departing back, so rigid, so straight. He was trying too hard to make me seem like just another visitor.


    We both knew better.
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    If I had needed confirmation of my reading of Roika, I had it in the room I was assigned, for it was a palatial one on the third floor, large enough to have slept ten of the emodo of House Akkadin. That cavern was separated into functional spaces by its furniture: on my right side, a desk, shelves for tablets and a chair; and a grouping of chairs around a low table in the front. On the left side, a bed—a very large bed—with a small table beside it and a clothes chest. The back of the room opened onto a balcony, with a view of the remainder of het Kabbanil and the eastern plains. I had never been so high before. I stood at the balcony for a long time, watching the light drain from the horizon.


    My contemplations were interrupted by an emodo, who touched his brow and then said, "Ke emodo. May I explain the facilities?"


    "Please do," I said, curious.


    The facilities included a chute upon which food was sent on a tray; three meals arrived on a schedule, and I was to take the tray off it, enjoy the food (or not) and then put the tray back once I had finished. Water, it seemed, was always available through the same sort of pipes that fed the fields outside. In a little alcove off the main room I could fill a basin to wash with and then unplug its base to let it drain away; a similar arrangement flushed away waste. Bathing, though, was done in a larger room down the hall; "It's a tiled room, it's easier to keep it clean." Laundry went into another, smaller chute and was delivered personally when washed.


    The emodo left as another arrived, bringing my belongings with me and leaving them just inside the room. I was satisfied at this evidence that I had been assigned a place to stay indefinitely and went to use the basin in the alcove. I no longer stained quite so much as I had before the Void's touch, but I toweled off what road dust remained and brushed out my mane before donning something clean. White again; I hadn't been able to touch colors since the change. I didn't want to lose sight of my purpose until I had discharged it.


    Clean, dressed and composed, I returned to the balcony and drew a chair there. The sun was setting on the other side of the building, and from my vantage I could watch the darkness crawl up from the horizon, brilliant blue deepening to the Void's cruel black. There were streaks here and there of desperate red and sullen orange, but they faded, as they must.


    "Nothing stands against it," Roika said from the door to the hall. Even from that distance, I felt his presence, and hated him for his magnetism.


    "I thought you would be above such obvious metaphors," I said.


    He walked into the room with the assurance of a male who owned it and stopped at the desk to spark the lamp there. The light welled, dim bronze, playing over his dark face as he straightened from it.


    "Is this how it's going to be between us, Keshul?" he said.


    "You have not yet earned the right to call me by name," I said, without looking at him.


    He chuckled, voice resonant and low. "Yes... I can see it is." He joined me at the balcony, standing on the opposite side with folded arms, leaning against the door frame. "You made het Narel a costly prize."


    "Did I?" I said.


    "I took it in the end," he said. "But I appreciated the fight."


    "Did you," I said, wondering.


    "I did," he said. "It's rare that anyone is intelligent enough to see the scope of my plans without having them explained. Such Jokka are invaluable... without them, I can't run this empire."


    Staring at the night sky, I said, "I can't believe that you are standing here offering me work."


    "Is that what I'm doing?" Roika asked, amused. But I heard the tension he was trying to hide.


    "You can abandon that hope right now," I said. "I will never bend my neck to you, Roika Edze-emodo."


    "Ahhhh," Roika said. "You defy me."


    "Don't be simple," I said. "It doesn't suit you." At his narrowed, considering gaze, I said, "You know why I've come, Stone Moon."


    "Of course I do," he said softly. "You've come to destroy me."


    "Yes," I said. "That is the Void's work."


    "I don't fear you," Roika said. "I already do His work... and I have already felt His hand in my life." He smiled, showing just a hint of teeth. "If you had not appeared, Fire in the Void—" stressing the title, "—then someone else would have. Or something."


    "Don't make the mistake of thinking that identifying the threat will be sufficient to save you from it," I said.


    "Trust me, ke emodo," Roika said. "I did not get to where I am now by being insensitive to threats." He studied me. "No... I know that I have welcomed danger into my house. But better close than far. Especially...."


    That tone... I knew that tone. I had heard it from Abadil, had discovered too late I would have welcomed it from Bilil, had been repulsed by it from Theren. That the scourge of Ke Bakil would let it taint his voice in my presence...


    Was I to suffer this too?


    I turned slowly in my chair to look at him.


    "Yes," Roika said, voice a rasp. "Yes, I could find other reasons to keep you close."


    "You will never," I hissed.


    "Everyone has a price, ke emodo," Roika said. "A price... and a limit."


    "A limit," I repeated.


    "A limit," he said. "Past which they break."


    I laughed then. "Oh, no, Stone Moon. It took the Void to break me. You will shatter yourself to pieces trying."


    "Then I look forward to the challenge," Roika said with a predatory smile. He straightened. "Tomorrow I will introduce you to my other ministers. They'll be honored to meet an avatar of the Void."


    "Your other ministers," I said.


    "Of course," Roika said. "I will make you my personal minister. My priest of destruction. You and I can complete Ke Bakil's transformation together while you plot my eventual demise. That being what you want, yes?"


    "It's not about what I want," I said. "But about what the Void does."


    "And you have no personal feeling on this at all?" Roika said. He laughed when I didn't answer. "Don't worry, Seer. I won't pry into your life before if you don't pry into mine."


    "So all the messages your males in het Narel sent you about me went unread?" I asked, arch.


    "A point," Roika said. "But then, you knew my full name. Tell me, Keshul, where did you learn it?"


    "The avatar of the Void knows many things," I said.


    "Many things no doubt learned in the House of Transactions in het Narel," Roika said with a laugh. "Don't work so hard at seeming inscrutable, Keshul. It's unnecessary. The Void's breath flows off your skin."


    "I didn't think it would be possible for me to hate you more on meeting than I did before we met," I said contemplatively. "And yet, there it is."


    "Ah, so you hate me?" Roika said. He smiled, eyes half-lidded. "That's a very promising start." He headed for the door and paused there to say, "Consider your price, Fire in the Void. You know you have one. I'm a rich emodo. You'd be surprised at just what I can deliver."


    I stared at him, washed in the bronze glow of the lamps from the hall. "Yes," I said at last. "I imagine so."


    For a long time after he left I sat in the chair on the balcony, staring at the stars that marred the Void's dark skin. I already knew what Roika could give me... and it bothered me that I was already considering asking for it. Not for Dekashin and Bilil's safety, no—I knew better than to turn his eye on them.


    But there were other things worth more to me than the use of my body, and I wondered what kind of person I'd become that I wanted them.
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    That I had any value from my sleep that night I thought solely the product of the travel fatigue. But I woke up rested, and that was well, for after a tray arrived with my breakfast I followed a servant to the seat of the Stone Moon and learned the extent of my task.


    It was not in the building I'd stayed in, the administrative heart of the empire, but in one of the spires alongside. And the room I was delivered to was an office the likes of which I'd never seen, a room twice the size of the chamber I'd been given, with vaulted ceilings, and it needed all the space... for there were records in it on shelves that stretched nearly to the rafters. One wall was taken up entirely by a map built of stone tiles the length of my arm; each tile was exquisitely painted in detail, with information on the resources there—metal, wood, fertile land, water, gems—as well as the roads, rivers and communities if there were any. Studying the labels I saw measurements and flattened my ears back in shock. Were they putting in the accurate physical distance between all these landmarks? Who had ever thought to do such a thing?


    Where the map was missing areas it had been filled in with sketches and guesses, chalked on cheaper tiles or skins stretched on square frames. It was an enormous undertaking, and all around me there were Jokka conferring, making notes, receiving information from messengers and sending messages back with them. I listened to talk of taxes and roads and crop yields and birth rates and felt a moment's vertigo.


    Roika's entrance caused everyone in the room to pause in their activities. Some of them murmured a respectful greeting; most just inclined their heads or touched their hands to their brows.


    "Carry on," he said. "Iren, Jushet, to my side, if you will."


    Two emodo joined him: an older male, a light clay-brown with richer reddish hair dressed in a robe like the one Nelet had worn when last I saw him; and a middle-aged male, lean and hard as the marble his skin evoked, pale gray sheen with hints of green and cream. He wore the short-skirted uniform with a black sash and a metal sickle-knife tucked in it.


    "Come, Seer," Roika said. "Meet my foremost aides."


    To be the focus of their attention was uncomfortable, for they were both accustomed to wielding power and used their eyes as weapons. And yet the sight of me gave them both pause. Into that space I stepped, and felt a renewed calm. They might be powerful Jokka, but I was what I was, and they knew it.


    "Minister Iren," Roika said, introducing the elder of the two. "He is the senior administrator for the empire, and oversees all its major projects." He smiled fondly at the male. "He's been with me since we began this venture in het Kabbanil."


    "Seer," Iren said, touching his brow. He smiled at Roika and said, "Strange to think that was not so long ago, when all we were concerned with was one city."


    "Speak for yourself," Roika said with a chuckle. "I have never been solely concerned with one city."


    "Truth, ke emodo," Iren said. "And that is why we follow you."


    "This," Roika said of the other male, "is Jushet, who manages the Claws of the empire. They enforce my edicts, collect my taxes and help the Houses fulfill their duties to the Stone Moon."


    "Ke emodo," Jushet said to me. He was not precisely wary of me, but I could see his uncertainty in his eyes.


    "This is Keshul," Roika said. "He is now my... personal... advisor."


    Iren's brows lifted. "And where did this advisor come from?"


    "From the dead," I said. "Which is what the Stone Moon left me for on the plains outside het Narel."


    Jushet put his ears back.


    "The Void," Roika said, studying me with a possessive pleasure I found repugnant, "brought him back."


    "Is that so?" Iren asked, and though the words were politely disinterested his tone betrayed the frisson of fear I could taste off him as if he were already prey in my mouth.


    Ignoring him, I said to Roika, "Though I'm surprised to be the first spiritual advisor you've employed. Does het Kabbanil have no priests?"


    "It does," Roika said. "People need religion. I'm not about to foment an unnecessary rebellion by taking it away from them. But I give no privilege to any one philosophy or belief." He shrugged, a wave of his thick tail. "The Trinity, the Trifold, the ancestors and the spirits, it's all the same beneath the Stone Moon. I favor none of them."


    "Except now you have taken an oracle to your side," Jushet said, voice quiet. He hadn't looked away from me yet. I approved of his vigilance.


    "I suppose I have," Roika said. "But he's not my priest. He's my advisor."


    "He is Void-touched," Jushet said, voice clipped.


    Roika considered me. "Yes... yes, he is."


    Both his emodo stared at him as if he'd gone mad; in Iren it was a subtle shift of shoulders and flattening of ears, and in Jushet a stillness and a taut jaw. I found it amusing, or would have had Roika not made it more clear that he was going to make me his lover.


    "Don't worry," Roika said, touching Jushet's arm. "I know what I'm doing."


    "I never imagined otherwise, my lord," Jushet said. "Just expressing my... misgivings."


    "And I value your protection," Roika said. "But Keshul won't hurt me. Go on, then, back to the work. I know the addition of het Narel has made things hectic."


    "Yes, ke emodo," they murmured, and withdrew.


    I watched them go and said, "And you're so sure that I won't hurt you."


    "We're on the same side," he said with a laugh. "You just haven't admitted it yet."


    I struggled to keep my teeth hidden.


    "I have work to do," he said. "But we should share the midday meal. Until then you're free to wander if you choose. You can ask for a rikka even, if you'd like to tour het Kabbanil."


    "You trust me not to leave?" I said.


    "And do what?" he answered, amused. "Perhaps if I had more enemies—better organized ones—you might go there and tell them... where I am? What I plan? Please do, so they can bow to the inevitable logic of what I'm doing. The only people who will oppose me, Seer, are dreamers who believe their hopes will keep us from meeting extinction. Dreamers are notoriously poor at organizing rebellions."


    "Dreamers are," I said. "But dreamers tend to attract more pragmatic people to do that work for them."


    For a moment his eyes were distant. But they snapped back in focus quickly enough and he said, "And those people are just the sort of people I win to my side with my arguments." He grinned at me. "You'll be one of them."


    "Never," I said, easily.


    "We'll see," he said. "Go on, then. Plan my downfall. Seek some insurrectionists in the het. I'll be interested in your progress."


    "You were born this insufferable, weren't you," I said.


    "Yes," he said, and strode into the room to join one of the conversations taking place at the center table. I backed up until I could put my spine to the wall near the door, and from that vantage I watched him at his work. And damned what I saw, though it did not surprise me, for he was respected by the emodo who worked for him; they were energized by his presence, and brought him their questions, proposals and reports without fear. He spoke with them easily in that resonant, rich voice, making suggestions and issuing commands with equal ease.


    He was the heart of the Stone Moon, and he had built it on the belief of these emodo that he could save Ke Bakil.


    I glanced up at the map and tried not to hate that they were probably right.
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    I did in fact go into het Kabbanil, less out of any desire to do so and more to see if it was true that no one would stop me. No one did. I spent the morning gathering the heat of the sun on my shoulders, as if it was a wrap I could warm myself with once I went inside. But I knew better. The last time I'd felt truly warm was in Dekashin's embrace... and briefly in the past day, facing Roika and an attraction I wanted nothing to do with. That it was as much God-forged as it was physical didn't comfort me. I wanted Roika in my bed like I wanted a claw through the eye, but I knew that he wouldn't stop courting me until I'd acquiesced.


    Perhaps I could kill him before I got tired of fending off his advances.


    Het Kabbanil was rich enough to have stores where Jokka congregated to buy luxuries. I studied the sun glinting off metallic threads in a scarf hung from the eave of one building, wondering how anyone could buy anything anymore, knowing that two-thirds of their populace had no money to spend, no place to wear such a scarf. Here I saw the consequence of the separation of sexes that had begun in het Narel, in the seeming lack of concern the emodo I saw had for the eperu laboring a few streets away. Not their problem. Not their business.


    The sound of something clinking distracted me from my thoughts. A male was paying for a length of cloth—"Fine Laisira silk, ke emodo, you will not be disappointed,"—but what they exchanged was not shell. I stepped under the shadow of the awning to look. Narrow squares of metal pierced with a single hole... there were designs on them, but I couldn't see what. I frowned, but didn't ask. Instead as I paid attention as I resumed my walk, hunting out people paying for goods or food, and always, they used the little squares of metal.


    Where was Roika getting so much metal? Using it to pay for anything was outrageous... unless metal had become available in such quantities that it could be fashioned into the squares, and also controlled by a single source so that it did not become too easy to obtain. I thought about the shell that had poured into het Narel to pay for the Stone Moon's entrance into the confidences of the Jokka there. Had it been possible because het Kabbanil no longer used shell? Was that what he was using the surplus for, now that the Jokka of het Kabbanil didn't need it?


    Only one person had the answer to that, so I returned to the Stone Moon's seat, to wash and present myself, reluctantly, for my lunch with its master. I was taken to a sunny room off the first floor of the building where I slept, one hung with tapestries in warm golds and reds and blacks. The table was set for two people, and Roika was already there, sipping something.


    "Join me," he said, no doubt for the pleasure of issuing me a command he knew I would obey. For a moment I thought of leaving just to spite him, but that would have granted him too much power. So I sat across from him.


    "You've replaced shells with metal as money," I said.


    "Ah, you noticed," he said. "Het Narel hadn't moved to coins when you left. It usually takes a few months to make the transition."


    "And why did you do that?" I asked. "Other than the obvious."


    "And the obvious is?" he asked, leaning over to fill my cup.


    I took it and said, "So that the rest of Ke Bakil would have to accept your money in order to buy what the Stone Moon could offer them. And in so doing, make themselves subject to the availability of a currency that only you have access to."


    "You really do have a keen grasp of abstractions," Roika said. "If also a rather paranoid turn of mind."


    "Is it untrue?" I said.


    "That I want them forced to convert to my standards to deal with me? And so bind them to me?" he said. He laughed. "No, of course not. But it's not the only reason I did it." He leaned back in his chair, arms folded over his stomach. "Shells come in various sizes, shapes and colors. Some are heavier than others. Some kinds are rarer. They can be broken or whole. And yet we expect it to make any sense that they convey a predictable value?" He shook his head. "No. I make coins, Keshul. They come in standard shapes. They're made from the same mix of metals. One coin or five or five hundred, they're all the same. If you give someone one coin, you have bought something cheap. If you give someone twenty, then what you get will be twenty times the worth of the first thing, and both of you will know it instantly."


    "And how do you know whether a scarf is worth twenty coins or two hundred?" I said. "Isn't it all arbitrary anyway?"


    "You'd think," Roika said. "When I first put the system in place, I wasn't sure what would happen. But within weeks, everyone had agreed on the cost of things, based on how long they took to make and how much work it was and the difficulty of obtaining the materials involved. It was a most interesting experiment." He nodded at the cup. "Drink that. It's worth fifty coins." He grinned.


    I had a sip of it, and it burned my throat. And I hated him for introducing it to me, because it was the first thing that had made me feel warm from the inside since the Void had ripped me open. "If you think getting me drunk will make me more amenable to your suggestions, you're wrong."


    "I know," he said. "But it amuses me to try."


    "So you have mines," I said. "You must have taken het Noidla already. Or is it Nekelmi that's closer to the mountains?"


    "Noidla is at the foot of the mountains," he said. "But Nekelmi's my base for the mining operations, it's closer to the veins we've found."


    "And that is the source of the knives for your Claws," I said.


    "And for the parts that help make many of the innovations of the empire possible," he said. He paused when several emodo arrived. They set up a stone bowl filled with glowing coals then placed another bowl amid the flames which they filled with steaming broth. It began to bubble as plates of meats and vegetables were set before us with skewers and a selection of sauces. Then the emodo withdrew, leaving me to stare at the food.


    "Set it in the broth," he said. "It'll cook." As I transferred my stare to him, he said, "I don't know how you manage to give off that chill, Keshul, but I am nothing if not practical. I won't feed you food that'll grow cold quickly. And I won't eat it in your presence either."


    "Is that also the reason for the fifty-coin spirits?" I said.


    "No," he answered, laughing. "That I did to impress you."


    "If you've moved to coins from shell," I said, choosing to ignore that comment, "then where are you finding all the money to buy these new hets? Or is it that the shell het Kabbanil no longer uses is now employed in places where Jokka still use it?"


    He threaded one of the skewers with meat and vegetables and rested it in the boiling broth, then began on a second as it cooked. "No... even if I were to use all of het Kabbanil's shell, it wouldn't have been enough. There is another reason I'm rich. And yes... I think I will show you that reason too. In time."


    "Bribery," I said, disgusted.


    "Enticement," he said. "Eat, Keshul. Even the Void's avatar needs fuel."


    Because he was right, I followed his example, leaving my loaded skewers in the broth until I judged they'd been in it long enough. Then I withdrew one and brought it to my mouth.


    "Don't!" Roika said. "It's—"


    And bit into it, and chewed, and shivered in pleasure despite myself. It was hot, hot enough for me to feel. I ate the rest with relish as Roika stared. When I'd finished the entire skewer, I reached for the second. "You were about to say something?"


    "It's hot," he said, fascinated. Appalled. "Did it really not burn you?"


    I held his eyes and deliberately extended my fingers until they grazed the edge of the bowl. Then lowered them into the broth. His eyes flicked down, wide, and then his ears flattened as he watched the bubbles break against my joints.


    I withdrew them and licked them, enjoying the warmth. That this was perhaps too sensual an exercise for a lunch table I didn't realize until Roika made a low noise in his throat.


    I tapped the rest of the droplets off on the edge of my plate and ate from the second skewer, and after a moment Roika attended to his own.


    "A novel eating method," I said when I had had my fill. "Quite enjoyable." I leaned back, one arm over the back of the chair, and said, "And now?"


    "And now I go back to work," Roika said. "And I will see you before bed."


    "You've always had outrageous dreams," I noted, dry.


    He grinned and said, "And you seem interested only in males with more than the usual share of power. So I think I have what interests you, Seer."


    "It is hard to replace a god in someone's heart," I said.


    "Then it's fortunate that you don't love the Void," Roika said, rising and pushing in his chair.


    "And you think I'll ever love you?" I said, laughing. "Don't be ridiculous. You know better."


    "I do," Roika said. "But never fear, Keshul. I don't want your love. Just your body." He grinned. "Tonight, Seer."


    I drank the rest of the fifty-coin bottle after he'd gone in an attempt to forget the look in his eyes, the one behind the facile desire that said he'd been lying.
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    I could have returned to the het after lunch. Instead I went to my room and stripped myself of everything but a single long-cloth and then went out onto the balcony.  There I slowly lowered myself until I could lie on the sun-warmed brick. The chill Roika had mentioned hadn't grown more acute since the Void's touch, but I was beginning to notice it more, and maybe understand a bit better how it affected me. I wondered if I would spend my life like this, or if the effect would flee once I'd fulfilled my mission; the thought that I would be fighting numbness and cold until I died was dismaying. But then I remembered that I'd felt Dekashin in my arms. Perhaps Bilil would also feel the same, if I touched him. Her. If.


    How wrong was it, to think of Dekashin and Bilil as necessary to my completion? It was not how things were done. One chose a lover from among one's sex. Perhaps one had friends with other sexes, but they were not close friendships... and with females, rarely, for that their minds lasted so briefly. And yet... both our major religions were built on the concept of triads: of gods for the Trinity, and of ideals for the Trifold. One either worshipped the Brightness, Void and World, or one respected the female, male and neuter, but they were always presented in groups of threes.


    Our religions knew that there was no separating that sacred triad. Perhaps my heart knew it as well. Perhaps all of our hearts had, for hadn't we tended to sit in a triangle? And if Bilil hadn't been female yet, he'd known he would Turn. Perhaps he'd told us, in his own way.


    It could all be wishful thinking, of course. Chances were far better that I'd never see Dekashin or Bilil again. I would probably die in the act of killing Roika, once I'd decided how best to accomplish it. Up and slitting his throat... I'd have to get close enough to him to do it, first. If I accepted him into my bed, perhaps? But even so, if I killed him there was no guarantee one of his ministers wouldn't take his place. Roika was a compelling leader, to be sure, but I hadn't missed how effective a team he'd set up to manage his empire. If I cut him down, those emodo would keep his empire running to honor his memory... after killing me, of course.


    There was also the small problem of Roika actually addressing the problems that were destroying us as a species. Successfully.


    I ran a hand down my sloped brow to my eyes and covered them, willing the sun to warm my skin enough for me to feel anything more acute than a sense of irritation. I had come expecting a simple answer. I should have known better.
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    "My staff knows you now," Roika said on entering that night. "They've been instructed to help you if you ask, and to answer your questions." He lit the lamp by my desk again, staring at me over its surface. I was again seated at the balcony door, hoping that the breeze touching me was cooler than it seemed. "Try to respect their time, if you decide to make use of it. I've told them to use their discretion when prioritizing their tasks, including whatever you might ask of them, but I'd appreciate it if you didn't tax them too much. They're doing vital work."


    Forcing my neck to turn seemed to take a very long time. But I looked at him.


    "You know it's true," he said.


    "Vital work," I murmured, tasting the words. "Building your legacy."


    "Saving our people," Roika said, sitting at my desk. At my narrowed eyes, he laughed and said, "And building my legacy. That too. Don't you want one, Keshul? To be remembered?"


    "By whom?" I said. "And why would it matter? I'll be dead. What will I care if people still remember my name?"


    "The Fire in the Void doesn't believe in an afterlife?" Roika said, voice rich with amusement.


    I paused, because until that moment I hadn't considered that particular implication of the Void's appearance. Roika's laugh made me glower. "Does taking steps to ensure that Jokka generations from now will still speak your name help you fear death any less?"


    "No," Roika said. "But it's a useful distraction from the contemplation of my own end."


    I looked away then, at the Void's dark sky. "Next time, bring the fifty-coin liquor."


    Roika grinned. "Is that your price, then?"


    "Am I your personal advisor or not?" I asked.


    "I did say so," he answered.


    "Then you owe me a salary," I said.


    His grin grew sly. "Do you really want to be in my employ, Keshul?"


    Put that way—"No," I said. "But you're the one who wants to get me drunk."


    "Only to make you more apt to accept my offer," Roika said. "Will it?"


    "No," I said. "But you don't know that."


    He rested his cheek on his hand and looked at me with that unbearable satisfaction, like a Jokkad with a particularly impressive possession. "So the spirits are not your price. What is? Have you decided to tell me yet?"

    "I don't want you in my bed," I said.


    "But you'll allow me into it," Roika said. "Sooner or later."


    "Not tonight," I said.


    He grinned again and rose. "Tomorrow, then."


    "Not tomorrow, either," I growled.


    "The day after," he said at the door.


    "Never," I said, hating myself for lying. And as he laughed, added, "And send the damned bottle!"


    He closed the door behind him, leaving me fulminating. How dare he come here and banter with me, as if we were sharing a fire in my courtyard? How dare he exert his magnetism and charm at me? I was the Void's hand, come to slay him!


    How long I remained in that chair, nursing my anger, I don't know. But my door opened one more time for an emodo, who placed a bottle just inside it, and then left.


    I snarled an imprecation. But I also drank half the spirits, and went to sleep curled around a wine-warmed middle.
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    It would have been a kindness for me to sleep that night as soundly as I did the night before... so of course, I didn't. I dreamed of home, spurred perhaps by the reminder of the courtyard, of home, and of Bilil, and because of Bilil of the anadi in the harness Nelet had arranged for me to rape. I dreamed of the taste of tears, bitter as poison, and the artificial fever instilled by the drug... and in the dream I apologized to Bilil for having hurt one of his—her—kind, only to have her answer gently, 'We are all the same kind, master.'


    My eyes flew open. I had been sweating in the sheets on the vast bed in my palatial chamber, but it was a cold sweat and my skin was numb. That, at least, I was grateful for. If I'd woken with a body flushed by desire I might have clawed my own genitals off.


    I knew better than to try to sleep again, so I sat on the balcony and watched the sun rise, finishing the rest of the bottle. When the tray arrived for breakfast I ignored it, waiting until the sun cleared the horizon before climbing to my feet. The bathing chamber was empty, and I used it to sluice the night's sweat off my body. After that I spent a long time combing out my mane and tail and the ruffs on my feet and forearms. When I had done I rested my chin on my knees and closed my eyes, remembering gentle hands and a long-handled brush.


    That memory was what impelled me out of the building later, my destination firmly fixed in mind. I paused at the edge of the ruins only because I wasn't sure where to find it.


    Fortunately, I had been followed.


    "Ke emodo," the male behind me said. "If it pleases you... may I help you?"


    I stepped to one side and looked at him. A well-formed enough emodo in the gray coat of a Claw, with skin a reddish tan and a blond mane. He was younger than me, but old enough to carry himself with a quiet confidence. I found I didn't hate him, which puzzled and exhausted me.


    "And you are?" I said.


    "Farun Molan-emodo," he said, touching his fingers to his brow and dipping his head. "Claw of the empire."


    "I see," I replied. "And did someone assign you to me, Farun, Claw of the empire?"


    He didn't look away and his tone was even, I gave him that. "Jushet saw you leaving and thought you might appreciate an escort... but it's voluntary, ke emodo. If you would prefer to go out alone, I will leave you to it."


    I wondered what game Jushet was playing and decided for now to indulge it. "Your services would be welcome," I said. "As I don't know where I might find what I seek in het Kabbanil."


    "Tell me," the male said. "And I will guide you there, or give you directions if you prefer."


    "You should certainly guide me," I said. "I'm looking for the anadi. Where are they kept?"


    "Ah, you wish to tour the anadi residence?" Farun said, brightening. "It is a fine place, purpose-built to accommodate them and their needs. The first of its kind, though of course not the last. I'd be honored to show you there, ke emodo, though it's quite a distance. We can take rikka if you don't mind riding?"


    "That would be fine," I said.


    "Then if you'll wait here, I'll bring our mounts," he said.


    I gestured my assent and watched him go, his stride purposeful and posture proud, and I thought vicious things about Roika's ability to give his people that feeling. I leaned against one of the half-height columns with closed eyes, letting the sun sink into my shoulders and onto my brow, waiting. The Void's own joke, I thought, to turn me into a seeker of the sun after spending most of my life avoiding it. It made me wonder about the World... did the ground hold some special magic for me now, the way the Brightness did? I flexed my foot-fingers against the soil, experimenting, but other than a vague sense of pleasure at the silky warmth of the sand over the soil I felt nothing. Perhaps that was to be expected. The World was neuter. It would be completely in keeping with the gods' sense of cruelty to yoke me through the male aspect of the Trinity to the female aspect, as if males and females were meant to be drawn together.


    I heard the chuff of rikka before my guide said anything, and when he continued to not say anything even when the rikka noises ceased to draw nigh, I opened my eyes and found him staring at me, ears slicked back.


    I lifted a brow, inviting him to speak. Which he did by saying, slowly, "Your tail, ke emodo. And mane. Are moving."


    "They do that when I do," I said.


    "But you're not," he said. "And there's no wind."


    Yes, the gods had wretched senses of humor. I'd known children more subtle. "Perhaps," I said, "there's a wind where I am. And you're just not in the right space." I chose one of the two mounts and pulled myself onto it. This time, the Claw's gaze snagged on the base of my tail. I decided I didn't want to explain the bone handle the Void had grown in my back for His convenience and said, "The anadi residence?"


    "Yes," he said. "Of course." And drew himself into the saddle.


    He led me into het Kabbanil and I followed. The rikka beneath me was warm; I thought perhaps I would have derived more of a benefit had I been riding bareback, but the saddle made riding more comfortable. I spread my tail over its hindquarters and let it soak in the blood warmth so I could feel it against the backs of my legs later.


    The Jokka of the het gave way for us; they recognized Farun's uniform, of course. The Claws of the empire, its hunters, its enforcers of the law... I wondered what it was like, knowing that they were overseeing your activities. Did it cast a pall over the lives of every Jokkad, the way I imagined it would have for me in het Narel, had I remained there? Or did they accept it as the price for the amenities they now took for granted? They had traded their freedom for safety and comfort... did they find that trade acceptable? Or did it chafe? I looked upon them as we passed and I wondered.


    The anadi residence was on the northward edge of town, closer to the fields than to the Houses and markets. It was situated in the middle of a broad field, enclosed with walls that were no doubt intended to look decorative but were too obviously meant as a prison to succeed. Two Claws at the gate had a discussion with Farun before glancing at me and letting us pass on. I guided my rikka up alongside his and said, "Do all the supplicants come through the gate, then?"


    Farun glanced at me then said, "Of course... you left het Narel before the residence was fully staffed. Yes, the emodo come through the gate. The minister charged with maintaining the birth rate gauges how many children we will need each season and the number of emodo are selected based on that need. They come for a week, during which they service the anadi deemed most appropriate, and then they leave."


    "And what happens to the children?" I ask.


    "They are sent to Houses that have earned them by hitting financial targets, or offering services to the empire," Farun said. "It's quite equitable, ke emodo. We've removed all the guesswork from the process, and all the unfairness too. Now only the healthiest and most productive members of het Kabbanil breed the anadi; they create high quality children to continue the species."


    "And how does the Stone Moon know who these paragons are?" I asked, arch.


    "The Houses tell us, of course," he said. "By giving the spinal rings to them."


    "And the Stone Moon has no say over that," I said.


    "Not much," he said. At my look, he said, "The Houses are required to bestow the ring on their most valued members, of course, and the empire may or may not choose to agree with them on those assessments, if they have information the Houses do not."


    And how, I wondered, would the Stone Moon get that information that the Houses did not have? I knew better than to ask. No doubt the great Houses of het Kabbanil had learned how to do exactly what the Stone Moon expected where they could be seen... and to hide everything else with the justifiable paranoia of the hunted.


    "Tell me, Farun," I said. "Have you ever been chosen for this privilege?"


    "To breed the anadi?" he exclaimed, ears sweeping back, though not fast enough to hide their flush. "Not yet, ke emodo. Though I one day hope to be so fortunate." He lifted his chin. "A Claw can go far in the empire if he serves well. He may even be awarded his own House."


    "Is that so," I murmured. It would be like Roika to give the emodo a goal to work toward, one they could only achieve by furthering the empire's aims. I wondered if we would ever be free of him.


    We were greeted at the door to the residence by an emodo in a uniform a great deal like my guide's but longer, and edged in white and peach, the colors of childbirth.


    "This must be ke Keshul, the newest advisor to the emperor," said the emodo as I dismounted.


    "He has come to tour the residence," Farun said.


    "Ah! We are honored." The male bowed. "Please, come with me, ke emodo."


    So I did.


    Beyond the double doors was a beautiful broad room with a stone pool in the center filled with fish and flowering plants, and the entire wall across from the doors was open to a field, allowing in the summer breeze and giving me cause to wonder what they did in winter. On the right side was a desk, vacated by this particular emodo apparently for there was no one else in the room... on the left a grouping of seats and divans.


    "The emodo visiting for their duties stay on the second floor," the residence's male was saying as I looked at the fish. He gestured to the ramp. "The accommodations are quite comfortable; we like them to stay so they can concentrate on breeding without having the distractions of traveling to and from the residence. Our anadi stay underground where the cool keeps them comfortable. To the left are our administrative offices, kitchen and dining areas... to the right, the breeding chambers. Shall we begin with the offices? I can introduce you to the staff."


    "Certainly," I said.


    He took me to the left wing of the residence and did, indeed, bring forth his entire staff to meet me. Very genial, the emodo of the breeding center, and eager to explain their work to me, show me the numbers of healthy children they'd produced and where they'd been sent, woo me with fine smells in their kitchen and ply me with cups of cool tea while extoling the virtues of the view out the doors—"It improves the performance of the emodo."


    I was surprised when my request to see the opposite wing resulted in several of them taking me to the breeding chambers. I hadn't expected them to permit it, nor did I expect any of the rest of it either.


    "It's too bad," the male in charge said, "that we're between groups right now. If we'd had one in house, you could have witnessed one of the sessions."


    "You let people into the chambers while the males..." I trailed off, trying not to show my revulsion.


    "We require it," the emodo said, solemn. He paused at the door to one of the rooms and said, "Ke emodo, it is our duty to ensure the comfort and safety of our females, and the same for our males. Breeding can be difficult for both parties. Our witnesses are trained to facilitate the process so that both anadi and emodo feel minimal discomfort."


    "But I am not one of your trained witnesses," I protested. "Do you allow other people into the chambers?"


    "Important Jokka can oversee the work if they request it and their request seems reasonable," the emodo said, unperturbed. "You are one of the emperor's ministers." He opened the door so I could look inside. The chamber was close and dim, dominated by its breeding chair.


    "There's no harness," I said, voice low.


    "We keep the harnesses in a separate room so they can be maintained properly," the emodo said. "Come, it's this way."


    I couldn't believe I was here, doing this. But I followed him all the way to the end of the hall, where the last room was revealed to be... a tack room. As if anadi were rikka that needed leashing. I stood at the door and stared into nightmare, and wondered if we were doomed to this nightmare: our breeders become animals and our society a prison.


    A single eperu sat in this room, mending one of the harnesses. It did not look up from its stool. Had it been a jarana, an anadi-guardian of one of the Great Houses before the Stone Moon bought it for its travesty of a residence? I could read the tension in its shoulders and backed away from the door so my guide could close it.


    "Come," the male said then. "I'll show you the rooms for our visiting emodo."


    ...which it did with great pleasure. They were fine rooms, I supposed. Luxurious, but then, the only males who'd see them would be accustomed to power and privilege and find any lack offensive.


    "And that," the emodo said when we had returned to the fish pool, "is the residence, ke emodo. Have you any questions?"


    "Yes," I said. "What do the anadi chambers look like?"


    "The... anadi chambers?" the male asked. Behind him, my Claw looked baffled.


    "Yes," I said. "Where do the anadi live? I'd like to see it."


    "You would?" he said.


    "Yes," I said again, more slowly. "I would."


    "If you wish," the emodo said, puzzled, and took me down the opposite ramp. Farun fell in behind me.


    Beneath the earth I found the anadi chambers guarded by eperu, so still and stern I took them for statues until I passed them and saw the glint of their wet eyes... and read the desolation in their gazes. Forewarned, I stepped down into the dark and waited for my eyes to adjust, my nostrils flaring at the taste of water in the air.


    The cavern was the length of the residence, without separations; the anadi had a single room and no privacy, not even alcoves to curl into if they wanted to sleep apart. It had pools for them to bathe in and cushions for them to rest on, but other than a few dim lamps here and there it was featureless. My guide was speaking—something about an environment engineered to provide the least stimulation possible so as not to distress the mind-wounded—and I ignored him and left the ledge where he and Farun had stopped. They didn't check me, which suited me. But I did stop before I went too much further and said, "When I am done here I will return upstairs."


    A long pause, during which their unease was comically apparent. I said, dry, "Don't fret. I'm not planning to impregnate all your females and upset the carefully laid plans of the Stone Moon."


    My guide laughed, but it was a brittle sound. "Ah... no. Of course not, ke emodo. You are one of the lord's ministers."


    "Yes," I said. "Now go. Your eperu will report on my activities anyway."


    "Yes," the male said, relaxing. "You're right. Very well, ke emodo. We'll await you upstairs. Take all the time you need."


    "I will," I said, and that gave the male a hesitation. Then he flipped his tail in a nervous shrug and went upstairs, taking Farun with him.


    The silence welled up in their wake. I didn't waste it, but walked to the center of the chamber, where I found a pillow and sat on it.


    My body was so pale it gave off a ghostly glow. By that light, the anadi crept toward me. They did not talk. Some of them couldn't; I could see in their faces that they'd lost the ability. But they were few compared to the anadi in whose eyes I saw intelligence, some sluggish and others quick as knives. But they had learned the futility of speech.


    For a time they considered me, and I did them. I wanted to speak, but what could I say? I knew very little of the anadi, had never concerned myself with them before. But I felt the least I could do was be here with them, acknowledge their slavery... live with its reality for a while. And after a time they drifted away again, and I saw an echo of their eperu keepers' desolation in how quickly they lost interest in the stranger in their midst.


    What was left for them here? Without even a board to play jenadha, a set of pebbles to set out poems for each other... not even a doll to play with. I had only once looked into Akkadin's anadi cavern, but that single glance had shown me a real home beneath the ground, with divertissements and a real social life. The anadi had been decorated, relaxed, engaged with their eperu keepers. Did anyone give them jewelry here? Did anyone pierce their navels for the ring that proclaimed their value? I saw nothing... not even a strand of flowers in anyone's hair.


    I did not know how long I stayed on that pillow. Long enough for the anadi to have returned to their lassitude. But the sound of footsteps drew my ears and I looked up, surprised.


    "It was kind," the eperu said. "But there is nothing you can do."


    Startled, I said, "Did you think I wanted to?"


    It smiled without happiness, an offering to me, an attempt at normalcy. "You would not have come here if you hadn't."


    "This is not how it should be," I said, soft.


    "No," it said. "But it is how it is now."


    I shuddered.


    "Come away, ke emodo," it said. "You're cold."


    I stood, reluctant, and followed it toward the ramp. As I stepped up onto the ledge, I said, "Don't caverns like this usually have skylights?"


    "Not anymore," it said.


    I flattened my ears and allowed myself to be guided away. But I glanced over my shoulder once and saw several of the anadi watching me, and the blankness of their faces made my entire body ache with cold. To that evidence of the Void, I whispered, "Make it be soon."


    "Ke emodo?" the eperu asked.


    "Nothing," I muttered, and went up.
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    "This is progress?" I demanded when Roika entered my room that night. I'd been waiting for him, standing by the balcony, so tense my arms had ached where they were folded over my chest.


    Roika paused, then set the bottle down by the door and said, "What part of it?"


    "You ask me to believe you don't know what I did with my day?" I asked. "How stupid do you think I am?"


    "Contrary to whatever notion you might be holding in your head," Roika said, wry, "I don't have time to check on your every movement. I'm a little busy keeping the species from dying." When I didn't reply, he said, "Why don't I pour you some of this fifty-coin liquor and you can tell me all about what new injustice I'm wreaking on the helpless inhabitants of Ke Bakil."


    "You could just leave the bottle and go away," I said, scowling.


    "I could," Roika said. "But you want to talk about it. So... with the spirits or without them?"


    I turned away from him and stared at the sky. My jaw hurt from gritting my teeth; I'd been doing it for so long my fangs had begun to ooze fluid. I heard him lift the bottle again and waited until I'd heard him pour—one cup only—before I consented to look his way again.


    He offered the cup. "So, what do you want to blame me for today?"


    "The anadi residence," I said. "And I can blame you for it because you are wholly responsible for it."


    "True," he said. He lifted the cup and waited until I took it before saying, "So, what part of it do you find objectionable?"


    I gaped at him.  Then found my tongue and said, "All of it, you idiot."


    "Be specific," Roika said, sounding... tired? Surely not.


    "Do I have to be?" I asked. "Have you actually been in it?"


    "Yes," he said.


    I stared at him.


    "Of course I have," he said and sat on the chair I usually used. "And before you ask, yes, in the cavern. I've taken my turn in the breeding rooms, also. And yes, they gave me tea in their offices. It's my anadi residence, Keshul. Of course I've been in it."


    "You can't possibly tell me you think it's a good idea to imprison a third of the population underground and trot them out only to buckle them into a chair and rape them," I said.


    "Yes," Roika said, eyes never leaving my face. He was considering me. "Yes. I can."


    I didn't drop the cup. But I did think of throwing it at him.


    "Keshul," Roika said. "Who wants to be the one who destroys an anadi's mind?"


    "No one!" I exclaimed.


    "Exactly," he said. "No one. And pregnancy destroys their minds. Maybe not the first time, not for all of them. But eventually it will take them all. So what exactly happens among the anadi and emodo attempting to make children in the Houses? Do you know?"


    "There are contracts," I said. "And they're fulfilled by two individuals."


    "What happens," Roika said, ignoring my reply, "is that few people want to breed, and when they do the emodo feel guilt and the anadi terror. So the emodo often fail in the duty. Or they need to be bribed or drugged into it. And their Houses find reasons to not breed the anadi, or to leave the breeding of them to Houses dedicated to it. Yes?"


    I looked away, hand clenched on the cup.


    "And slowly, so slowly no one really can tell how it happens, fewer children are born every year. The Houses are secretly relieved they don't have to feed, clothe and train new members, unless they're poor and desperate enough for labor to gamble on a child from a contract breeding resulting in an eperu they can put to work or an emodo they can use to earn money for the House," Roika said. "And that's only the problems with the children. Tell me, Keshul. What happens to the anadi of a House when they lose their faculties?"


    "We keep them," I said, finding my voice.


    "Akkadin kept them. Maybe," Roika said. "You think. I'm betting Akkadin found a way to sell them off to someone else. Maybe to a House that specialized in anadi breeding. Because if they didn't do that, they would have had to dedicate extra eperu to their care. Can you tell me how many jarana you had in House Akkadin, Keshul? No? I'm betting not more than two. One was more likely. One eperu can't oversee many mind-wounded Jokka. So where do those anadi go, when they no longer can take care of themselves and no one is willing to hire an eperu to take care of them?"


    I stared down into my cup. The surface of the liquor was shimmering... my hand was trembling.


    "Face it, Keshul," Roika said. "The anadi were a problem no one wanted to handle. No one wanted to face the guilt of breeding them. No one wanted to pay for their upkeep once they lost their intelligence. And who can blame them? I don't like it either. But children have to be created somehow. And the anadi who give birth to them need to be cared for."


    "You put them in a room without any light, without anything to do. Without any company but themselves," I whispered. "They're not animals, Roika. They're people."


    "Some of them are people," Roika said. "The rest of them are gone. The bodies remain, but what made them sentient has fled."


    I stared at him, my entire body shaking now.


    He said, "Do you honestly have some better suggestion?"


    "Let them go out!" I exclaimed.


    "And do what?" he said. "I send them out among the het again? Very well. Then the emodo become attached to them as people and start balking at their duties. I might as well set up a town devoted solely to koli production then, because that's what it'll take to get the emodo to mount the damned females when we start running out of people to run the empire."


    "There is more to life than running your empire!" I snarled.


    "Yes!" Roika said. "Like walking the World among other Jokka! Where do you think those Jokka will come from, Keshul! Do you know how many children were coming out of your het? Out of your House? Did you keep track? When you were rooting through Transactions for information on me, did you think to check on the numbers of children born and where they were going and how many of them died before they reached majority? No? I know those numbers! Shall I tell them to you?"


    I backed away from him as he stood.


    "I'll tell you now," he said, eyes burning. "Last year, there were three hundred and six children born in het Narel. Three hundred and six children.  Do you know the population of het Narel? Twenty-eight-thousand, six hundred and twelve. THREE HUNDRED CHILDREN, Keshul. And the year before that, it was a little over four hundred. And before that, six. Every year there are fewer. Do you know where that's leading? I'll tell you were. To het Uren. You know het Uren?" At my silence, he said, "No. You don't. Because they dwindled away, Keshul, and now there's nothing where Uren was but an empty town. And that happened within sixty years. It will take longer with het Narel, the second largest het left, but it will happen."


    "I didn't know," I whispered.


    "No," he said, curt. "You didn't. Drink the damned liquor."


    I sipped from the cup while he leashed his temper. When I judged he'd managed—and when I had stopped shaking enough to speak without my voice betraying it—I said, "It's just so... cruel."


    "Yes," Roika said. "It is. Because our biology is cruel, and no one else is willing to do what must be done."


    "We're not meant to live apart," I said.


    "Then maybe the gods should have made it easier for us to live together," he replied.


    I didn't stop him when he left. The door closed, and I sank to the floor where I was, and folded over myself, and wondered if the Destroyer had already chosen against us. What was I doing here? And what did it all matter in the end?


    I thought of Bilil in one of those lightless chambers and wept, but my tears were angry ones. At Roika, at the emodo who managed the anadi... at myself, for not knowing a better way.
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    The following morning I looked for my Claw and found him in a stable of rikka. He glanced up when I stepped inside, though he was at the end of the corridor grooming one of the beasts. Straightening, he paused with one hand on the rikka's neck and said, "Ke emodo?"


    "Farun," I said. "I have a task for you."


    "If I can discharge it, I am at your service," he said, putting the curry-comb down.


    "Show me the wonders of the Stone Moon," I said. "Whatever you think best."


    "Ke emodo," he said. "You honor me. Let me finish with this beast and we'll go immediately."


    "I'll be waiting outside in the sun," I said.


    That day, Farun took me out of het Kabbanil to the northwest, and there we paused alongside a set of stone arches being built by grim eperu and the occasional emodo slave. He shaded his eyes as he looked up at it; I stared directly at the glare off the bright white stones, letting my eyes water. "And this is?"


    "There is water on the flanks of the mountains year-round," Farun said. "When this structure is complete, we will bring it down from the mountain to het Kabbanil, and have another source of freshwater. It's called an aqueduct."


    "How long will it take to complete?" I asked, watching the laborers toiling in the curved lilac shadows of the arches.


    "It should be done this year," Farun said. "Though that's just for het Kabbanil's. We plan to run them as far south as het Bakka, if we can. There are Jokka now at work on how it might be done, beneath Minister Zulnin. He is charged with finding solutions to our water and sanitation problems."


    "So he was the one responsible for the new wells," I said.


    "Like the ones we built in het Narel, yes," Farun said. He reined his rikka around. "Come, ke emodo. Let us visit the farms. There is much to be seen there."


    I remained where I was, hands folded on the horn of the saddle and reins loose. "Farun. The emodo here. What did they do?"


    He glanced at them and shrugged, his tail flipping against the hindquarters of his rikka. "Most of them stole money from the empire."


    "Stole money?" I asked. "How?"


    "They failed to pay their taxes," Farun said. "How do you suppose the money for these things is found, ke emodo? It has to come from somewhere. The richer the House, the more prosperous the Jokkad, the more money they owe the empire. Were it not for the Stone Moon, they would not be so successful, nor so comfortable."


    "You build the empire on the backs of the rich," I said.


    "Who else has the money?" Farun said with another shrug. "Come, ke emodo."


    I tugged the rikka's head around until it began following my guide's. As it fell in step alongside, I said, "How long do their punishments last?"


    "For stealing from the empire?" Farun said, glancing at me with wide eyes, surprised. "Until they die, ke emodo."
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    We toured the farms, then, where the Stone Moon's innovations were everywhere... from the little pipes that irrigated the crops to the fertilizer, made from reclaimed waste. There were no stunted plants here; everything was extravagantly healthy, bright leaves reflecting the sun until my eyes watered.


    "We grow enough now that every year we can afford to support more people," Farun said proudly. "Unlike many other hets, where they can't even feed the people they have." He pointed at what looked like cones set at regular intervals between fields, no taller than a person. "Those are entrances to granaries, which we keep underground. There we store our surplus. The minister of food production is at work on ways to extend the life of those stores, so that we might keep them past when they would usually spoil. We keep jerky there too, and brined vegetables and fruits. Enough that we can send them south to help the newest towns in the empire until their production can match our own. We have high hopes for the southern hets... the climate is better there for growing, as long as there's enough water."


    "Who owns these farms?" I asked as we rode along their perimeters.


    "They're administrated by the Houses adjacent to them," Farun said.


    "That's not what I asked," I said. At his puzzled glance, I said, "These fields were owned by the Houses adjacent to them before the arrival of the Stone Moon. Do they still own them?"


    "The records in Transactions say so," the Claw said.


    ...but in practice, the Stone Moon owned them, I thought. What else did the Stone Moon "permit" the Houses to administrate? And what conditions would cause them to revoke those privileges? How could anyone live here beneath the threat of the empire? The coin it distributed to the emodo of the het was nothing but a distraction from the truth: that none of them controlled their destinies anymore. They did not work for themselves or their Houses anymore, but for Roika... who would enslave them the moment they did something against his law.


    I returned from my tour of het Kabbanil's farms deeply absorbed in my own thoughts. I was not expecting Roika that night, not after our fight the night before... but I was not surprised when he arrived.


    "You didn't finish the bottle," he said.


    "I've been out," I said.


    "And what new thing have you found to blame me for today?" he asked, taking a seat on one of the chairs near the door.


    "Do you use the law as an excuse to isolate the people who would start your rebellion?" I asked.


    He said nothing. Studied me, with his hand propping up his cheek. I allowed him.


    "Would you like a rebellion to overthrow me?" Roika asked. When I began to answer, he held up a hand. "Without knowing if my replacement would do anything to stop our imminent demise."


    "Everyone knows we're dying," I said.


    "But I'm the only one doing something to stop it," he said. "Something effective. Do you disagree?"


    "No," I said after an unwilling pause.


    "I didn't write the law to condemn trouble-makers before they could make enough trouble to require execution," Roika said. "That's just a useful side effect. I write the laws to make people behave the way I need them to behave to do what the species needs before it's too late."


    "Tax evasion?" I said, acidly. "As if the empire needs money?"


    "The empire doesn't need money now," Roika said, stressing the last word. "But there will be a time, very soon, when it will. And when that day comes, I want everyone used to paying taxes, so it doesn't come as an unwelcome surprise." He withdrew something from his vest and held it up. "And now, something for you."


    "What is it?" I said suspiciously, not moving.


    "Dispatches from het Narel. If you'd like to see how your home is doing?"


    "No," I said.


    He canted his head. "Not at all?"


    "No," I said, folding my arms.


    "And here I was going to invite you to come with me to see it next week," he said.


    "I won't go back to het Narel," I said and cut myself off.


    "But?" Roika said. "Or? Unless? Which is it, Keshul?"


    I met his eyes in the dark, then pulled my lips back from my teeth and said, "Not while Nelet lives, and Rashal."


    "Oh is that how it is!" Roika exclaimed and leaned forward. "So you do have feelings of your own."


    "I never said I didn't," I said, turning my back on him.


    "And what did Nelet do to you, mmm? And Rashal, whoever he is?"


    "Head of Akkadin," I muttered.


    "And he insulted you, of course," Roika said. I heard him rise from his chair, and his footsteps as he came closer. My shoulders tensed. "Is that your price then?"


    I didn't answer.


    "Come with me on my tour of the south," Roika said.


    I remained stubbornly mute.


    "What will it take?" he asked, close enough now that I could hear the sough of his breath.


    "Nelet's foot claws," I said.


    "His foot claws," Roika repeated, bemused.


    "Left foot," I said, trying not to seethe at the memory, suddenly vivid. My flank throbbed.


    "And what shall I bring to you of Rashal?" Roika asked.


    "I don't care," I said. "As long as he's dead."


    "And then you'll come south with me?" he said, taking another step closer.


    I thought about it. To see het Narel again, so soon after leaving it... I didn't want to go. But to see why Roika had planned such a trip... "Yes."


    He chuckled and said, "All right." I heard him start to turn and then his abrupt stop. His breath paused, and when he spoke again his voice was husky. "What... is that? On your back."


    I looked over my shoulder. "My back?"


    "At your tail," he said.


    "At my—oh, yes," I said. "You mean the Void's handle."


    "The Void's handle?" Roika repeated.


    "Yes," I said. The Stone Moon forced a spinal ring on me and the Void took issue with it. It's a bone that you see. It displaced the ring."


    "May I—"


    "No," I said, curt. "You may not."


    A pause. Then he said, "There really is a bone growing out of the base of your spine."


    "Yes," I said, and I would have found his shock funny if I hadn't also detected his fascination. And, of course, if I hadn't also been damned irritated with the Void for putting it there.


    After a moment, Roika said, "I leave you to your liquor. Sleep well, Seer. Plan for the trip."


    "You know what I require," I said, and he laughed, a raspy low sound that stayed with me long after the door closed.


    I drank the rest of the liquor and slept. In the morning, I found it had been replaced, and around its neck was a string of coins. I looked at the string for a long time and then left it there to go out.
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    I did not see Roika again for several days. Every morning I went into het Kabbanil, sometimes with Farun and sometimes alone. Despite myself I found myself growing fond of it. The ruins were beautiful and invited contemplation; the city itself was a green and growing place, colorful and bright. I could almost imagine it as it had been in better times, a place of power and commerce and plenty, perched on a crossroads reaching to the mountains in the north and the desert in the south, the plains to the west and the sea to the east. What had it been like in the Mystery Age when these ruins had been built?


    More than once I wandered far enough east to leave the rest of the city behind. There I would find a likely set of ruins and explore them, or just sit among them and watch the shadows slowly shift across their surfaces. I basked in the radiated warmth of the stone, and in the implied history of our people. Surely if we'd lived so far in the past, we would live so long into the future.


    At least, it was a nice fantasy I could tell myself. Returning to the Stone Moon seat in the evening disabused me of it being anything but that.


    When at last Roika came to me a week later, I greeted his arrival by saying, "Why did you come here?"


    "Pardon?" he said, bottle in one arm.


    "To het Kabbanil. Why here? Were you born here?" I asked.


    "No," he said. "I'm from east of het Serelni."


    "I didn't think there was anything east of Serelni," I said.


    "There isn't anymore," Roika said, quiet.


    I stared at him, brow knotted. He set the bottle on my desk.


    "So why Kabbanil?" I asked.


    "You're smarter than that, Keshul," he said. "You know."


    "Because it's the biggest concentration of us left?" I guessed, and he inclined his head in acquiescence. "So why," I said, "did you go to het Narel? Or was that a failure on your part, a false start?"


    "What do you think?" he asked, leaning back against the desk, hands gripping its edge.


    I narrowed my eyes. "I think you don't do false starts."


    He huffed a low laugh. "I do make mistakes. But go on. I'm eager to hear your reasoning."


    I studied him, at the length of his body and the power implied in it, the ease of his carriage, his confidence. At the richness of his clothes, and their simplicity. I thought of my tours through het Kabbanil, abetted by Farun's eager descriptions. And flattened my ears as I whispered, "The records."


    Roika laughed then, an easy, happy sound. "You are a delight, Keshul."


    "I'm right," I said. "You came because Narel has the best kept records on Ke Bakil, and stayed there long enough to get what you want. Then came here because it was the best place to begin your plan."


    "Yes," he said. "I received good value from my time in het Narel. But to be fair I began the empire before I came to het Kabbanil. I'd been scouting for talented Jokka to help me in my endeavor since long before I arrived."


    "And which of those talented Jokka spilled blood in your House?" I asked, arching a brow.


    Roika snorted. "When you earn that story, Seer, I'll tell you."


    I turned from him, pacing. "Het Narel's records. Is that where you found the inspiration for all your innovations?"


    "Some of them," Roika said. He pulled the chair out from behind my desk and sat in it, resting his feet on the desk's surface. "The roads... I found actual instructions on how to pave roads after digging long enough. But while there are sufficient records of what the age before our clannish periods might have been like, they were more suggestions and stories, not factual accounts. Some of it was useful. Much of it appalling."


    "Like the notion of empire?" I said, stopping to stare at him.


    "I found the notion of empire quite sensible," he said, unperturbed by my tone. "If not the way the ancients apparently practiced it."


    "Which was how?" I said. "With compassion?"


    "Rather the opposite," he said. "If you will believe the stories, Ke Bakil was run by eperu in the Mystery Age."


    "That's... strange," I said, tasting the words in my mouth. No matter my feelings for them as Jokka, eperu did not run Houses. It was considered against nature. Why was that, I wondered? Wouldn't they be better qualified to administrate a House, given their sturdiness and the likelihood that they would outlive either of the breeding sexes?


    "You're thinking about it now, aren't you," Roika said, watching my face. "Questioning your own prejudices. I like that about you, Keshul. You can think outside what you've been taught."


    "So why is an eperu emperor appalling?" I asked.


    "Because they are free not to be involved," he said. And left it at that, because he knew I'd work at it. Which I did, resuming my pacing, angry and restless. He folded his arms over his chest, relaxed, and was entertained by me, or so it seemed.


    "You think," I said suddenly, "that if they can't be involved, that they begin to think of the rest of us as something-other."


    "And what happens to something-other, once one has successfully labeled someone else so?" Roika asked.


    "They become something to be controlled and used and disposed of," I said. "Not unlike what you've done with the eperu and anadi."


    "Yes," he agreed.


    I stopped pacing to stare at him. "You admit it?"


    "Do you think I'm stupid?" he said. "Yes, I separated the sexes so that they could be turned into abstractions by each other. How else was I to get them to agree to the conditions that will save us? Do you think the emodo and anadi would have permitted the eperu to be worked to the point of dying in the fields? Do you think the eperu would have allowed the anadi to be turned into breeding stock? Do you think the emodo would have stood for either of those things happening?" He flicked his ears outward. "I learned the lessons of the Mystery Age emperors, Seer. And I'm using them to save us."


    "And destroy our sense of compassion and our ability to sympathize with the rest of the species in the process," I said.


    "Compassion and sympathy won't save us," Roika said. "They haven't. In fact, they've been destroying us."


    "So tell me, Roika," I said, voice a growl. "When you're done 'saving us', how will you bring us back from a culture that has taught us to consider each other disposable?"


    "I'm not planning to," he said. At my stare, he said, "If we get to the point where we can worry about niceties like whether our culture is just and temperate, then someone else can handle it." He smiled thinly. "I'll appoint a minister of fairness. Maybe it will be you."


    "You'll be dead by then," I said.


    "Then you'll be free to change things as you see fit," he said, linking his hands behind his head. "And hopefully your changes won't undo everything I've worked so hard to create."


    I stared at him. "I just threatened to kill you."


    "You've been threatening to kill me since you arrived," Roika said, eyes closed. "You haven't delivered on that threat yet." He grinned, slitting one eye open to look at me. "One might almost think you had other plans for me."


    "None you'd enjoy," I said, revolted.


    "Given your god, probably not," he said, and stood, stretching. "Go buy some festival clothes, Keshul. If I don't get word back soon, we might still be in het Kabbanil for the summer fetes."


    "I don't wear colors," I said.


    "So don't buy colors," he said. "Buy more white clothes. But more expensive."


    "I won't take your money," I hissed.


    "You don't have to," he said, grinning. "Just go to Laisira's kurestheña. They'll give you whatever you ask for without charging you, you now being one of the Stone Moon's ministers."


    "I am not a Stone Moon minister!" I said.


    "You're worse," Roika said. "You're my personal advisor." He grinned. "You might as well let me into your bed, Keshul. Everyone already assumes I'm in it."


    "Get out," I snarled. "Before I throw this bottle at you."


    "I won't get you a new one if you do," he said.


    "Get out!" I shouted.


    He paused at the door and said, "Keshul. My way is the only way. If there was some other way, I'd take it."


    "If it gave you power," I said.


    He smiled. "Of course. I'm emodo. Drink the liquor. And think about the clothes." He closed the door behind him.
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    I asked Farun about the fetes the following morning.


    "Oh, the fetes?" he said. "Yes, we're due for them in a few weeks. Het Kabbanil's always celebrated several holidays at the end of summer, and after a while everyone just started stringing them together into a one-week holiday. Every day there's a party, or a bonfire, or some harvest dance... everywhere you go there'll be something to do. It's the best time of year if you ask me." He glanced at me and said, "Het Narel has nothing like that, I'm guessing?"


    "No," I said, ears flattening. "We have one festival in autumn, the Leaf Gathering, but that was mostly for the rich."


    "This is nothing like that," Farun said. "It doesn't matter who you are in het Kabbanil, everyone partakes. Even the field hands will be celebrating during the fetes."


    I was surprised Roika hadn't disbanded the whole thing, given his ideas about Jokka congregating. I wondered at his opinion was of licentious behavior. No doubt proper and appropriate liaisons between emodo of good breeding were to be encouraged, and everyone else could rot.


    "Do you have festival clothes?" Farun asked. "Is that our errand today? I could take you to the market—"


    "No," I said, quelling his enthusiasm with my scowl. "I don't want new clothes."


    He surprised me with his thoughtful gaze. "You don't need them, I don't think. Your hair is finer than any bee-spun silk. And you have skin like poured moonlight."


    As poetry went this was pedestrian fare, but hearing it from the mouth of this young thing dressed in the uniform of tyranny.... He didn't blush when I stared at him but he did set his ears back and finish, sheepish, "Your pardon, ke emodo. But you are often spoken of among the seat's Claws."


    "Am I," I said, appalled.


    "Maybe some beads for your hair?" he said. At my expression, he said, "They don't have to be colored. They sell glass ones. Or moonstone beads, they're white. Or bone?"


    "I don't want to be decorated," I murmured, thinking of Bilil. Perhaps it was because of that memory that I found the despondency of my guide too pathetic not to make an effort to correct it. "But the market seems like a fine excursion."


    "All right," he said. And brightened. "Perhaps the temple market today. This way, ke emodo."


    I had not been consciously avoiding the temples of het Kabbanil, any more than I did the ones in het Narel... not being a god-fearing sort, I simply didn't think of them. The only thing that being flayed by the Void had changed in that regard was that I resisted worshipping gods even more strenuously. I knew intimately that the Void didn't want my obedience. If He cared for such things He could compel it; any worship I might have offered would have been meaningless to Him. Except, perhaps, as a source of amusement.


    Nevertheless, het Kabbanil's temple square was in keeping with the rest of the city: quite grand, quite beautiful, and full of Jokka. All male, of course. It made me wonder if the high priest of the Trinity in het Narel was still the high priest, or if she'd been discovered and sent away. The priests here were cloaked, just as they were there, and there were many of them. In addition to the Trinity's stepped stone temple, the Trifold had a building facing it on the square, and there were clusters of smaller shrines on the third edge. The center of the square was cluttered by a market, selling wares related to religion and philosophy, amulets and shawls and candies shaped like ancestors, incense and gifts to be set on household altars, did anyone feel they needed one. At the market entrance, we dismounted and Farun took my rikka so I could wander freely... which I did.


    I was used to people stepping away from me, so I didn't notice it so much anymore. But the priests... the priests seemed to feel me coming. Whenever I glanced at them, they were already looking at me. It didn't matter what sect they belonged to; inevitably, they recognized me.


    I felt no desire to ask them about it, or to talk with them at all. Which was fine, since none of them approached me either. If they recognized me, then no doubt they knew better than to engage me. Who would want to draw the attention of the Void?


    So I wandered and listened, and felt something very like homesickness at the sound of people's voices. Here were the same Jokka who would once have been in front of my divining square, asking me to answer their questions about business, about health, about love... about their futures. Had everything remained the same, I might still have been home, answering those questions. But instead I was here in a foreign city, trying to draw the sun in through my skin, tasting incense smoke in my mouth like food I could eat, walking among a crowd and yet completely alone.


    Farun was waiting for me when I tired of it, with our rikka... and a prayer fan.


    "For you," he said, shy, offering it. As I took it, he said, "I thought you would prefer white, even though white is the Brightness's color, not the Void's."


    It was an exquisite specimen, a long thin haft of expensive wood, nearly as pale as bone; on both ends the same wood had been shaped into elongated octagons with delicate fretwork like the wings of a lithreked. White silk had been sewn into those frames, each pane a slightly different weight or translucency, so that when one moved the fan the light seemed to shimmer in it. Such fans were used in dances to honor the gods, and to entreat them for aid. I would never have bought one for myself; Keshul Akkadin-emodo would have scoffed at the custom and Keshul the Fire in the Void knew that the gods didn't care what we did to attract their attention.


    But I accepted the gift and said to Farun, "Thank you. It is a work of art."


    He flushed, pleased. "You're welcome, Seer."
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    I hung it in my room on the wall beside my bed. I had once been a dancer, when I'd done my divining, and I remembered loving to dance. It had been a long time since I'd done so, though. Not since before the Stone Moon. I couldn't imagine dancing now, with my numb skin and my empty heart. Staring at the fan I realized... I had been happy. Telling my fake fortunes, having my tea and soup, laughing with Dekashin over my fire and submitting myself to Bilil's gentle ministrations. Sleeping alone, waking in time for lunch... doing it again.


    I'd been happy.


    I didn't rise when Roika joined me, and he didn't say anything either. Just stood behind me and looked with me at the fan. Eventually, I said, "Your Claw tried to take me to the market for clothes and jewelry."


    He didn't tease me, as I expected. Or prick me either. Or say anything for long enough that I wondered if he would.


    But he did. "It seems a pity not to put something in your mane, when you have so much of it."


    "He said my mane was decorative enough without it," I said.


    I could hear his smile. "True enough."


    I knew he was reaching for me before he touched me. I tensed, but all he did was brush the backs of his fingers against one of the tresses near my shoulder. "I would add one thing, maybe. Only one. Something worthy of you."


    "And what would that be?" I asked, suspicious.


    "A pearl," he said.


    I twisted my head just enough to look over my shoulder at him.


    "I have a few," he said. "I may be the only Jokkad on Ke Bakil who does. Though there might be a few left in some Household treasuries, among the very rich and very old."


    "I have never seen a pearl," I murmured despite my better judgment.


    He left then, as I knew he would. While he was gone, I rose and poured myself a cup of his fifty-coin liquor and sat on the divan amid the cluster of chairs. I was still sipping it when he returned with a small wooden box. He sat across from me as I straightened, and opened the box very carefully before turning and offering it to me.


    I took it from him and peered at its contents, guarding myself against too much wonder. On a folded square of gods-breath fabric, three nacreous spheres, and the first thing I breathed was, "But they're different colors...!"


    "I've read that's normal," he said, resting his face in his palms, his elbows propped on his knees. "I call them my trinity."


    I could see why, for one of them was black, another a pinkish color and the third white as blood. I dared to touch the latter, and it felt... soft beneath my finger. Not like a gemstone or a bone. More like skin and sand. I shivered. "The sea," I said. "You can feel the sea in them."


    "Which would you take?" he asked. "The white one because it matches your skin? The black one because it recalls the Void? Or the pink one, to be contrary?"


    That made me laugh, and for a brief moment I didn't hate him for making me. The question was a hard one, because they were all breathtaking. "I don't know. The black would be obvious, though."


    "It would go with your eyes," he said. At my quizzical look, he said, "Your eyes? They're the same color."


    I frowned. "My eyes are purple."


    "Your eyes," he said, "are black. I can't find the pupils in them unless you're looking directly into the sun."


    I stared at him, teeth clenched. And then shivered and looked back at the pearls. Reluctantly, I closed the box and offered it back to him.


    "You didn't choose," he chided me.


    "I don't know that I could," I said. "They're all beautiful."


    "Ah, but if you don't, how do I know which one to give you?" he said.


    That he would even consider doing so shocked me. The pearls in the box were beyond price. They were things of legend, of a time when we'd known the sea. I wet my lips and said, "Then you will have to choose for me."


    He took the box and cleared his throat before saying, "I will consider it, then."


    "I'm not yours to ornament," I added.


    He surprised me by saying, "I know." At my expression, he said, "The Void sealed your spine, Keshul. I don't worship the gods, but I know better than to cross one that can pierce your back with bones as sharp as knives."


    I looked into my cup, my thumbs slowly tracing its rim. "They're not knife-sharp," I said.


    "I wouldn't know," he answered. "You haven't let me touch them." He smiled. "Good night, Seer."


    To the closed door, I muttered, "Good night, Stone Moon." And set the cup down so I could rub my face. At some point the liquor had stopped warming me. Maybe when I realized I did not want any more of Roika's gifts. I did not want them for myself. I did not want them for the Jokka. And I did not thank him for making it so clear how he had swept through Ke Bakil and taken it with so little opposition. I hated him for being right. I hated him for being charming. I hated his arrogance, his intelligence, and his willingness to take on his shoulders the burdens he perceived no one else was willing to handle.


    I hated him because I had no idea how to kill him anymore. Nothing was simple.


    "Tell me," I whispered to the reflection of the dark I saw on the surface of the liquor. "Tell me how to cut him down and I swear, I'll do it."


    No one answered. I emptied the cup in one swallow and went to bed.
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    The summer fetes arrived and were opened with great fanfare before the temple of the Trinity with a great bonfire at sundown. I watched it from the seat of the Stone Moon, having discovered there were balconies that faced the city from a height sufficient to give a good view. The fire twisted as it strove into the dark and I heard the distant roar of the crowd; how many Jokka were watching that fire? Dancing around it? I lifted my face and tasted the air, still summer-warm, and yet I could sense the bite in it that promised autumn. Het Narel's winters had been cold to my skin, but Kabbanil was far enough north that I could already tell it would be harsher.


    Time passed and I did not know how long I stared at the bonfire. But I turned my back on it and went back to my empty room.


    The days of the fetes were as busy as Farun had promised; so busy, in fact, that there were great tablets erected in the major squares of het Kabbanil with a list of the parties of the day. I even attended some of the outdoor events, one Jokkad among many, and yet held apart. I didn't mind it. I wasn't one of them, and didn't want to be.


    I did finally see the eperu among the emodo, though, passing me in their gowns on the way to festivities for the Great Houses. And once, even, an anadi. An anadi...!


    "Yes," Roika said when I asked him the following night—he did not always come, and I couldn't decide if I was glad of the respite or angry at him for not arriving to answer my questions—"Yes, some Houses still have anadi."


    "How... why..."


    "It pacifies them," he said. "Makes them feel special, if I allow them to keep one or two of their favorites." He set my cup on the table and watched me in the dark. It struck me as unfair that I was so obvious with my glowing white skin while he was enfolded by the Void. "Since I tax the rich and productive exorbitantly, I grant them some privileges. It keeps them from feeling put upon."


    I stared at him. "And the eperu."


    "Some of the Great Houses do work that require their eperu," he said. "I'm not going to put emodo to work loading caravans. It breaks my own laws."


    My brows lifted. "You have made laws about what emodo may do?"


    "And eperu, and anadi," he said. "Yes. Didn't you notice the division of labor? I thought it fairly obvious."


    "The division of labor, yes," I said, appalled. "Not that you have taken it upon yourself to punish anyone who deviates from it!"


    "Deviation is rare," he said. "I have only enshrined the natural order of things. The emodo do the work of the mind and hands. The eperu do the work of the body. The anadi do the work of breeding. To do otherwise requires a permit."


    "And what does this accomplish?" I asked, staring at him.


    "It extends the mindspans of the sexes," Roika said. When I gaped, he said, dry, "Oh, I'm sorry. I was supposed to say 'it enforces my policies of intolerance and oppression', wasn't I."


    "You instated laws to save the sexes from the mind-death," I said.


    "Yes," he said. "There is not much I can do about the anadi, given the toll pregnancy takes on them. But the emodo I can save, at least, by making it illegal for them to do stupid things."


    I flattened my ears. When he did not respond to my disapproval, I said, "You think you've thought of everything, don't you."


    "No," he said. "That's why I have advisors. Including you."


    "I don't want your money," I muttered.


    "Just as well," he said. "Since so far as advisors go you've had a dearth of suggestions."


    "You would not do the things I suggest anyway," I said.


    "Probably not," he said. "Since they most probably involve me slitting my own throat and letting the Jokka rot. Tell me, Keshul. Have you ever wondered what I feel about your role here?"


    "My role here?" I said, folding my arms. "I thought that obvious."


    "You think your role here is to kill me," he said. "I understand that. Did it occur to you that I might have a different idea of why you're here and what you represent?"


    I flexed my feet against the floor and waited, feeling the cold like a shroud and hating it because I knew it meant something.


    "I think," Roika said, studying me, "that you are the Void. But you haven't come for me. You've come for us. For the Jokka, for the species. I keep you close so I can see the face of the enemy that I fight."


    "You keep me close," I said, "because you want to mount me."


    He laughed then, a rusty laugh that made my throat hurt. "It remains a joke to me that I find you attractive, Fire in the Void. But maybe not a surprise. I like a challenge." He rose. "Never fear, though. I'll find your price yet."


    "And if my price is the Jokka?" I asked his back.


    He paused at the door though he didn't look at me. I heard his smile. "Then I'll keep them safe from you... and rape you. But either way, Keshul, I'll have you."


    If he thought to frighten me—I laughed. "Roika Edze-emodo. Raping me would never satisfy you. If you want to threaten me you'll have to find some other way."


    "You're right," he said, one hand on the door frame. "Fortunately you've refused to go to het Narel with me. I'll have plenty of time there alone to find your weakness."


    He waited for my response, and I let him before saying, "Good try. That might have worked on someone else."


    He chuffed his laugh and left.
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    Roika did not visit me again for the remainder of the fetes. I permitted Farun to take me to some of the events, and watched with equal indifference as sheaves of grain were offered on altars or emodo passed torches to one another before dousing them all in a basin. It was all the same to me: rituals without meaning, hollow celebrations observed by Jokka who did not know, or chose to deny, how little freedom they had. None of them admitted it, but I had been an observer of people for too long not to recognize the fears in their eyes and the agitation of their limbs. They feared the Claws of the empire. They felt the empty spaces left by their eperu, their anadi. They bowed to the Trinity and the Trifold, but they did it alone and knew themselves incomplete.


    I wanted it to be over. I missed my own Trinity. I sat on the balcony at night and stared into the distance, wondering whether Dekashin had found Bilil. Where they were. If they were looking up at the same stars. If they thought of me.


    The last night of the fetes was a night of bonfires, and all across the city the tongues of their flames licked the skies. I stood at the edge of the balcony and stared out at the blots of red and orange light against deepest blue and ached at the warmth implied by them. I felt nothing.


    ...nothing until something landed on the bricks with a clatter and skidded until it stopped against my feet. Frowning, I looked down. Then bent.


    Five claws on a string. Five complete claws, with bits of the finger-bone still attached.


    "Nelet's left foot," Roika said.


    My mouth dried. I lifted the string, my fingers trembling, and looked toward the sound of his voice. As he stepped out of the shadows of my room I saw a fall of hair over his shoulder, far too long for his mane. As he walked onto the balcony I saw the root of the spine at its base and recognized the color.


    "And Rashal's tail. Since you didn't specify which part of him you wanted," Roika said.


    I met his eyes. I wondered if he could see the pupil in them, or if the light of the bonfires was too distant. "How do I know you killed them, rather than just amputating the parts?"


    "Come to het Narel with me and find out," he said.


    I didn't answer.


    "Shall I take these away?" he said.


    "Only if you make a blanket out of them," I said. "And give me the result."


    I saw his throat move in the dim light as he swallowed and smelled his desire. His voice, though, was steady, even amused. "I think it would take a tail your size to make a blanket. Rashal here didn't come close."


    "Dye it and braid it into ropes, then," I said. "I can bind my hair with them."


    "So you'll let me decorate you, after all," he said.


    "Maybe," I answered, but I wanted to touch the evidence of Rashal and Nelet like I wanted water and sunlight, with an urgency like the pulsing of my blood in my body. It pulled the lips back from my teeth.


    "Maybe," Roika said with a husky chuckle. He reached out and touched my jaw. "You won't let me put a pearl in your hair but you'll wear the still-sticky remains of your enemies?"


    "Yes," I said. At the speculation in his eyes, I said, "I won't accept your gifts."


    "But?" he said.


    "But this," I said, lifting the strand of toe-claws. "This is not a gift. This is your submission to my will. I asked for the lives of two of the Stone Moon emodo and you delivered them to me."


    He took his hand back then. "Have a care, Seer," he said, voice low. "What you accept, you will pay for."


    "We will see," I said, and closed my fist around the strand.


    He laughed low and dragged the tail off his shoulder, offering it to me. As I took it from him, he said, "We leave in two days."


    After he'd left I took my trophies to bed, spreading Rashal's tail beside my pillow and stroking my hand through it. There were a few braids left in it, and even a small metal ring, proof of his wealth beneath the Stone Moon. I pulled those out and threw them across the room, then combed my fingers through it until it ran smooth. The hair was coarse; near the root it was clumped together, matted with blood. I used my claws to separate the strands, thinking of Bilil's gentle fingers, Bilil who'd been sold by Rashal to the breeding centers of the Stone Moon. I leaned down until I could brush my nose against the hair and inhaled deeply, smiling at the smell. I was still smiling when I rolled into bed alongside the fall of hair. I rested my head on it and held up my necklet of claws, feeling them from pointed tip all the way to the finger bones. Someone had washed them and done a fairly complete job of it, but I traced every bump and process on the bones until I found the spots that were still gummy or soft. I imagined the ligaments that had been connected there. Was Nelet alive or dead? I wanted him dead, but it filled me with a fierce, overwhelming pleasure to think of him without a foot, limping as I had limped after he'd injured me. I caressed the thumb claw that he'd dug into my flank, leaned forward and licked it. Laughed and turned until I could rub my cheek against Rashal's tail.


    I was never much enamored of sexual pleasures; if I had been I would have been more concerned with finding a lover. No, Bilil's comb had been sufficient sensual enjoyment for me. But I am not ashamed to say that I found pleasure in the sheets that night, wrapped in Rashal's dismembered tail and clutching Nelet's claws until my fingers oozed blood from shallow slices. I slept amid the mess of it without a single care for what people would think. Let the Jokka who washed my bedclothes carry the news back to Roika, that the death of my enemies moved me to orgasm. Maybe he'd offer me his own throat.


    It was not everything I wanted. But it was a beginning.
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    Two days later, I left het Kabbanil in Roika's wake. I didn't know what to expect of the journey: did the emperor move ponderously surrounded by subordinates, or did he go like a lance leaving the hand of a hunter? And the answer, as I should have expected, was both, and neither. For he took a retinue with him, two ministers, several of his workers and a double handful of his Claws... but all of them traveled lightly and went on the backs of swift rikka, and we wasted no time on the road. In comparison my trip from het Narel to het Kabbanil seemed leisurely, for he pushed us past the point my escorts would have.


    I was not happy to be heading home, to a reminder of what would never be again. Too, there was nothing in het Narel left for me: not the comforts of my House and the people in it I'd cared about, not the life of the diviner I could no longer take up... nor could I bring news of my success in freeing them from the yoke of the empire. But leaving het Kabbanil filled me with relief. I hated living there, hated feeling trapped in my grand suite with its high balcony, too close to the Void and to the emperor I hated. I welcomed the constant movement, the feel of the sun on my shoulders, the heat of the rikka beneath me. I was glad to leave those Jokka behind, the ones who had chosen their slavery, or at least, not fought against it hard enough, or successfully.


    And perhaps I was curious what had moved Roika to leave. He was never done with business, though I had long since stopped going to the room where administration was done in the Stone Moon. Perhaps when we returned I would change that. Perhaps if I knew better how things were accomplished in the empire, I would have a better sense for how to dismantle it.


    One of the ministers accompanying our party was Nelet's replacement, something I discovered on the third day when he guided his rikka alongside mine to ask for my advice on the management of het Narel. He was a male older than Nelet, perhaps Eduñil's age, still vital, with pensive eyes the gray of infrequent clouds, and I stared at him at the question as if he'd spoken in the tongue of birds.


    "Ke emodo?" he said, when my silence had stretched on too long, attracting Roika's amused attention.


    "Excuse me," I said. "I perhaps didn't hear you clearly. You wanted my advice..."


    "On het Narel, yes," he said. "It is well known that het Narel had troubles integrating into the empire—" because of me, did he know that part? "—and that the previous emissaries to it died in the attempt—" also because of me, and now I was near-certain he didn't know it, "—and I wondered, since you are of het Narel, what you would tell me on how best to meet the needs of the Jokka there. I have no desire to fail the way Minister Nelet did."


    "Minister Nelet failed, did he?" I said.


    "Minister Nelet was executed for his mismanagement of the het's entrance into the empire," the emodo said.


    I glanced past my rikka's head at Roika, who lifted his brows, as if inviting me to disagree.


    "Do you have insight for me, Seer?" the emodo continued. "I would value your counsel."


    "I was responsible for the execution of Minister Nelet," I said, because it was in me to destroy Roika's pretty story with the truth. "And the Stone Moon emodo who came with him I killed with my own hands."


    "Yes," the emodo said, serious. "I know."


    I stared at him, dumbfounded, ignoring the laugh Roika was now hiding behind teeth bared too obviously; I could catch their gleam in the sun just out of my field of view.


    "You know," I repeated.


    "Yes," he said. "Which is why I ask. You are the emperor's personal advisor, Seer, and in matters pertaining to het Narel he followed your counsel closely. I have no desire to be your next target." He arched his brows. "I am not as stupid as Nelet. To cross our lord's favorite advisor was suicidal on Nelet's part. He should have known better, but he let his personal hatreds influence him. I am not so stupid and I don't have his grudge against het Narel and you in particular. I would make an ally of you if you permit it."


    "I do not!" I said, to his flattened ears. And then calming myself, I said, "I am no one's ally, ke emodo. But I am not inclined to kill Jokka for no cause. If you have het Narel's best interests at heart, I will have no quarrel with you."


    "That is excellent news, ke emodo," he said with obvious relief. "Please, educate me, that I might have an inside perspective on what those best interests might be."


    And gods damn him, but I did my best. I knew he could not and would not throw the yoke of the empire off my home at my suggestion; barring that, the opportunity to do what I could for my het was too difficult to resist. And how could I justify it, anyway? How could I look at Eduñil and Abadil and Larin and all the Jokka of het Narel and tell them I'd had the chance to speak for them, to gain some favor for them from their oppressors, and failed to take it?


    That night as we approached the wayhouse, I told Roika, "I hate you."


    He laughed. As I knew he would.
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    I cannot describe what it was like to enter het Narel in the vanguard of its conquerors when I'd dreamed of returning as its liberator. I wondered if the Jokka who espied me riding my cream-coated rikka near the back of Roika's entourage would fail to recognize me—that was a futile hope, for I saw too many startled faces and averted eyes to guess I'd gone unremarked—and if they blamed me for abandoning them. But I saw no censure, only resignation and wariness and, here and there, dull curiosity. Het Narel had been well and truly pacified, and if the heel of the empire was soft on the back of its neck, it was still there and everyone accepted it.


    My heart contracted at the sight of my home. Too many memories... it brought back too viscerally the losses I'd endured here. The bone in my spine ached in a way it had never yet, and I wondered if the Void was pressing on it to remind me of the work I had not finished.


    Our rikka's claws clicked on the new stone roads that now lined het Narel's major thoroughfares, and we had not gone far down them before we were greeted by the provisional minister of the het.


    It was not Nelet.


    I did not recognize him, though Roika knew him, and his emodo also. They exchanged words and then we followed them to the Green, where the Stone Moon now had a fine building of its own... not the one Bilil had once told me about, I thought, for it was not so grand or tall as that telling. But it was large enough for its purposes, and fully staffed. Nor was it the only building the empire had created, for I recognized a barracks for its Claws, and a courier station and the granaries. I wondered if the anadi were still maintained in the original building, the one where I'd been dragged for punishment, or if a proper anadi residence had been constructed for them in my absence.


    Once we'd reached our stop and dismounted, Roika said, "This is Minister Thesenet, come to take over the governance of het Narel."


    "That is excellent news, my lord," our emodo guide said. "We have been awaiting Nelet's replacement for several weeks now."


    "What happened to Nelet?" I asked this stranger.


    "Why, he was executed, of course," the stranger answered, glancing at me in surprise. "Though we did not make it a public matter; that would have been inappropriate. The Stone Moon's discipline is undertaken among its own."


    "Of course," I said. "And why was he executed?"


    "For failing in his charge to the empire," the stranger said. He studied me, curious. "You are the emperor's personal advisor, are you not? I have had description of you."


    "This is Keshul, the Void's avatar," Roika said.


    "Ke emodo," the stranger said, tapping his brow and inclining his head. "I have heard a great deal of you."


    "From whom?" I wondered.


    "From everyone," he said, and did not say more on the matter.
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    That night I sat on a bed in a room overlooking the octagonal garden in the center of the Green, where once I'd bought jewelry and clothes, where I'd sat on a bench to tell Nelet that he would not have long to laugh. From my window I could see the warm lights of the cheldzan shervel, still in operation... I supposed the Stone Moon had not held its brief evening of sedition against it. Roika had a talent for leaving the Jokka enough of their luxuries and comforts to sedate themselves.


    I was reluctant to rise from my cot. I was still there when Roika paused at my door, then leaned on its frame, arms folded. "So why are you in here, Keshul?"


    I turned my gaze slowly to him, brows lowered.


    "I don't fear your wanders," he said. "Go on. Go out."


    "And if I foment rebellion?" I asked.


    "You won't," he said. "Because you know if you do, after we're gone your conspirators will be enslaved and put to work hauling paving stones."


    "Or slain," I snarled.


    "Or executed," he said. "As Nelet was, for destroying the situation here, for making it so that he was seen as an enemy of het Narel rather than its savior. And as Rashal was, for having the poor judgment to curry favor with Nelet."


    "Is that why you said you had them killed?" I asked.


    "No," Roika said. "That's why I actually had them killed. It wasn't an excuse, Keshul, and I didn't do it to please you. That it won some small favor in your eyes was just... a useful side effect." He grinned. "I live for useful side effects."


    "You're just saying this," I said. "To make it sound as if you hadn't done it to submit to my demands."


    "Believe what you will," he said, rising off the door frame. "And go out into het Narel if you wish. Do as your conscience dictates."


    "My conscience dictates against you," I said.


    "How fortunate for us both that you are smart enough to see the consequences of any ill-considered actions, then," Roika said. And added, "Bring coins if you go out. Shell no longer buys anything in het Narel."


    He left me then, and to spite him I stood from my cot and took myself from the house of the Stone Moon. I even stopped long enough to demand money of the new minister, who handed a string of coins to me without complaint. So armed I strode into the Green and stopped there, staring up at the darkling sky and showing it my teeth. The Void said nothing; sent no chill wind, carved no new divots of flesh from my body, did not even deign to tug at the bone handle it had planted in my back. So I stalked to the cheldzan and stopped there, before the door. And there I might have remained, unable to move, had a familiar voice not said, "Seer!"


    I closed my eyes where he could not see. "Eduñil." I turned to face him. "Tell me how it goes in het Narel."


    "Come with me, ke emodo," he said, touching my elbow, and I didn't begrudge it. "Come inside."


    I followed him into the cheldzan, where our arrival caused a brief silence before the inhabitants resumed their hushed conversations. Eduñil guided me to a table in a corner and we sat together. He ordered for us both and I allowed it, was even grateful that I was not forced to use the coins I'd brought with me.


    "Rashal is dead, and Nelet also!" Eduñil said when cups of cool wine had been delivered.


    "I know," I said, low. "Nelet's claws adorn my bed." His pupils dilated and I could not help my chuckle, but there was no mirth in it. "I have very little power in this empire, ke emodo. But that much, I could do. And the rest of the het?"


    "Fares much as you might expect," Eduñil said. "There are laws now, on display at the House of Transactions. Laws that govern who might speak with whom, what one may do, the duties of Houses, the rate of taxation." He brought forth a coin and tilted it so that it gathered the dim lamp-light on its edge. "All our shell... gone. The anadi gone also. And the eperu separated from their Houses, save where their labor is needed for something that cannot be detached from it. The rich grow richer, and the less fortunate are contented because they are not called on for the duties that the rich must give, being the more fortunate." He looked up at me. "The empire sets us against one another, so that we might not set ourselves together upon it. Just as you saw when you were here. They have done this before, and without you to see it clearly we have bent our heads to it." He lowered his head, eyes tightly closed. "And I... I who called himself the Sentinel... I let it in."


    I touched his wrist. "Eduñil. Believe me when I say you could not have stopped it." He looked up at me and I said, "Had you not given them entrance into the het, they would have found another way. Their master is too good at what he does. All of Ke Bakil is falling to him."


    "What hope then?" he asked. In his eyes I saw the reflection of the gentle anadi friend that he had lost. "For the life we once knew?"


    "I don't know," I said. "I don't know, but as soon as I do... I'll cut the emperor's throat himself to grasp it."


    Eduñil shuddered. "Ke emodo. You should not say such things."


    "Keshul," I said. At his sharp glance, I said, "If you cannot call me so after what we've endured at each other's side, then who will call me by name?"


    He glanced at my wrist, at my fingers, at the fall of hair over my shoulder. And said, "You are not merely Keshul."


    "No," I said. "I am Void-scarred and an unwilling avatar. But I was born Keshul, and gods willing I will one day be merely him again."


    "And the Stone Moon will wane," Eduñil said.


    "And the Stone Moon will wane," I said. "All moons do."
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    I did not agitate the Jokka of het Narel during our stay there. I drank wine or tea with Eduñil at the cheldzan. I saw Abadil again, often enough to observe that he was now drunk more often than sober, and how could I blame him? And amid my personal errands, hither and yon, I watched Roika. I watched him consult with the emodo overseeing the crop yields, the pumping of water. I listened to him draw out plans with Narel's new minister on how to best apply the empire's resources to the het in order to bring it to the level of self-sufficiency that het Kabbanil enjoyed. I avoided him when he made the trip to the anadi residence to tour it and ensure its proper management. I tried not to snarl when he discussed the riches that het Narel might yield once it was properly husbanded.


    Roika observed my angers and I knew they amused him. He made it very clear to me that het Narel was just another tool to his hand, to be used as he saw fit. And if he saw fit to use it well, all the better to annoy me, knowing I could scarcely blame him for planning to prevent the famine that might otherwise occur without the aid of het Kabbanil's surpluses and het Kabbanil's knowledge.


    Only one errand did I do my best to hide from him... or at least, to deflect him from knowing the true reason for. I took myself to the temple of the Trinity on the fifth day and asked after the high priest. There I waited in the cool dimness of the great stone vault until I heard the whisper of cloth and lifted my head.


    "The Fire in the Void has come to pay respect to the Trinity," I said.


    The priest did not speak, but drew close, closer, close enough that I could feel the breath off the nostrils hidden by the deep cowl. The Jokkad leaned to me until I felt the brush of a cheek against mine, and she whispered in my ear, "I abide."


    I stepped back and touched my open palm to my head, my heart and the seat of my pelvis, below the navel, making the formal obeisance I had never made for any god or priest. In gratitude for at least one anadi having been spared, I made it gladly. "For your wisdom, I thank you."


    That night, Roika said, "You went to the temple? I didn't take you for a praying sort."


    "I'm not," I said. "But when I was part of House Akkadin, I failed to pay my tithe to the temple as diviners are required to, and they forgave the House for my failure. I thought it would be good to thank them for the largesse."


    "A great kindness on their part," Roika said. "Given the debt that the Stone Moon found House Akkadin in when it arrived."


    "Yes," I said. "Another good reason that Rashal is dead. Please tell me the current Head of Akkadin can find his mind with a lamp and a map."


    He laughed, a low, rusty laugh. "Don't tell me you care what becomes of Akkadin in your absence."


    "I don't blame the House for the faults of its Head," I said. "And yes, it would bother me to know it had come to ruin because of Rashal."


    "Then rest easily, my strange, soft-hearted seer," Roika said. "Akkadin prospers now, and does so properly, by fearing the Stone Moon rather than attempting to win favors from it by fawning on it."


    "One would almost think you hate the obsequious," I said.


    "One would know it, if one paid attention to my company," Roika said, amused, and left me... and I let him, lest he return and remember to ask more questions about how a skeptic came to thank a priest for anything, when he was given to thanking no one for anything.
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    A week later, Minister Thesenet was firmly installed and our rikka were brought to us. I stood alongside mine, hand on its saddle pad, and stared at the Green, wondering if I would ever see it again once I returned to het Kabbanil as its prisoner.


    But I was to be surprised, it seemed, for when I had pulled myself up onto the back of my mount, Roika led us south out of het Narel, not north.


    "Where are we going?" I asked him.


    "To Serean," he said. "There are things there I'd like to see with my own eyes."


    I frowned. "Do you mean to drag me the length of Ke Bakil?"


    "Is this trip about dragging you anywhere?" he asked. "Truly, Keshul, the World does not revolve around you."


    "The World does not revolve around Keshul," I said. "But the World does revolve around the gods."


    Roika chuckled. "Not even. For are the Brightness and the Void not the World's equal? Say rather that they dance in tandem."


    "Fine thing for an emodo to say, who has neither anadi nor eperu companion," I said, meaning to sting him and surprising myself by succeeding, for he flinched and I saw the muscle in his jaw grow tight.


    "Even one such as I might have a counterpart in the Trifold," he said.


    "And did you slay them, then?" I said.


    He stared at the horizon, then said, sudden, curt, "Yes." And slapped his reins against his rikka's neck, surging away.


    I stared after him and thought of the blood spilled in the House of Edze in het Narel.
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    We traveled deeper into summer, almost two weeks south, down a road being built at speed by the eperu labor of the Stone Moon. I came to see the last great forest of Ke Bakil then, a smudge of olive green and gray shadows that grew on the horizon until it rose up into the spindly arms and dark mystery of the Neked Pamari, the Kind Forest that stories say inspired the first Jokku settlers to give up the life of the nomad.


    "Serean," I murmured.


    "Serel," Roika said. At my glance he said, "You are thinking of the Jokkad who gave the het its name? It's Serel."


    I frowned. "I thought the town was named for its founder."


    "It was," he said. "But it was changed. Guess why."


    I squinted at him, then stared at the oncoming forest. I flicked my ears back and murmured, "One Jokkad. Serel?" At his gestured assent, I said, "That's not usually an emodo's name. Was it eperu or anadi?"


    "Eperu," Roika agreed. "And you know how the Jokka feel about the nascent power of eperu."


    "Het Serean was founded by an eperu," I said. "And people found that frightening? You're not serious."


    "Am I not?" he said.


    But sadly, I could feel the truth of it, taste it in my mouth. We valued the eperu, but it was unnatural for them to lead us. To admit that the Jokkad who had ushered us out of the barbarous age of nomads had been neuter...


    "You see," Roika said, "I don't have to work very hard to enforce the prejudices that you condemn me for encouraging."


    "But that you encourage them," I said. "That is something to condemn."


    "Maybe," he said. "But then, you have had no complaint of this road and the wayhouses that have gotten us to Serean in a quarter the time it would have taken us before, and in far more safety and comfort besides. Who do you suppose built them?"


    "They were forced," I said.


    "It is no fault of mine that no one thought of it first," he said. "At least, not since the age of mystery. And tell me, Keshul... if eperu ruled the Jokka then, who do you think it was that enslaved the eperu who laid down the roads I am rebuilding?"


    "One does not revive the injustices of history because history enshrined them," I growled.


    "How fortunate for us both, then, that the only thing I'm interested in is whether they worked," he said.
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    What to say, then, about the first Jokku town? I would have liked to say there was a sense of history to the place, that riding into it I felt the breath of that ancient time in the narrow corridors between buildings. But the truth was that the only thing I felt was the presence of the Stone Moon, in the new streets and the fountains and the bustle of Jokka, segregated by sex and all intent on their productive errands. If Serel's legacy lived on, it was hidden, like its name. Perhaps there would come a time when we would honor it the way it deserved; if I had any control over the matter in the future, I would ensure it.


    As for the forest... what can one say about a forest? Save that I'd never seen so many trees in one place at a time. It created a breath of its own, one that flowed over the town like a cool wind. I could stand in the streets of het Serean and taste the leaves, the wet soil. It felt like something older than blood, as if I knew it somehow in a way I didn't know the het despite it being more relevant to me as a Jokkad. Like the sea I had never seen, I felt the kinship of the forest like a memory I'd never made.


    The second minister, who'd traveled with us as a cypher to me for the entire journey, suddenly vivified when we entered het Serean. This emodo was Burel, and he had dedicated himself to the knowledge of plants. The day we rode into the town, Roika met with its administrator and the four of us went forth out of the het and to the forest, and I was given no chance to gainsay my involvement. But I was curious about the trees, so I made no complaint.


    "Tell me," Roika said to the administrator of het Serean as Burel dismounted to examine the soil beneath the roots of one of Neked Pamari's knotted trees.


    "It is not good, my lord," the minister said. "The forest continues to recede despite our best efforts. The water is draining downward out of the land... as you can see, even the river leading out of Neked Pamari is low, and at winter's height it is entirely dry."


    "At winter's height?" I repeated, moved by my perplexity to break my silence.


    "We suspect the water comes off the mountains," the minister said to me. "And in summer the snow melts and fills the rivers. Perhaps. That is our best guess, for now. In winter, when the water is bound in ice it does not flow here."


    "But that does not affect the water in the soil," Roika said.


    "We don't believe so," the minister said. "We believe it is a reflection of some greater problem with Ke Bakil. What that is, we don't know, and have no evidence to explain. The trees die, though, my lord."


    "How many?" he said.


    "We lost two spans of them on the southern and eastern edges," the minister said.


    "Burel?" Roika asked.


    Burel flicked his ears back. "The soil is damp, my lord. But I believe it is from the fall of the trees that the minister speaks of. When the trees fall, they collect the dampness beneath them, and for a time it is wet. But it doesn't last. And the soil doesn't smell the same as it did this time a few months ago. I believe we will lose more of the forest, if this continues."


    Roika glanced at het Serean's minister. "Are you keeping the seeds?"


    "As many as we find," the minister said. "And the deadwood also, from the fallen trees. As you have requested, we have cut it into planks and shipped it north, to het Kabbanil."


    "Very well," he said. He stared into the forest's shadows. "I can't say I'm pleased, but I don't think there's much we can do about it for now. Continue your efforts to preserve the forest, minister. Burel, stay here and see what you can learn. Come north when you're ready."


    "Yes, my lord."


    The two of us left, then.


    "The last time I was here," he said, almost to himself, "when I hunted the forest, the streams in it were fat with fish and water-loving reeds. And now you can walk in one of those streambeds and not dampen your feet. That was long ago... but not long enough for a change like this."


     Riding alongside I was close enough to see the careworn expression. I said, surprised, "You care about Neked Pamari."


    "Don't be stupid, Keshul," Roika said, and from the anger sharpening his voice I could measure the depth of his concern. "We need the forests. Not just for the wood, but for the plants and for the creatures that live in them. We need them because they hold water in their roots, and seal the soil there. Or would you have all Ke Bakil look like the sands between het Bakka and het Narel?"


    "Of course not," I said. "But I didn't think you would—"


    "—look far enough ahead to see that we need to guard the forests?" he said. "Is your hatred for me so overwhelming, Keshul, that it blinds you to reality? When will you finally see that I am doing what I can to preserve us before it all goes to rot?"


    He rode ahead of me and I let him, staring at his back.
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    We stayed in het Serean for half a week while Roika met with the minister and consulted with the majors of the town on matters ranging from trade caravans to crop yields. I did not sit in those meetings; I stayed in my borrowed room, staring out the window at the Jokka who passed by, or I sat on the edge of the fountain in the middle of town and wondered when it had been built, and what het Serean had been like when Serel first founded it. Had the Jokka then lambasted it for its dreams? Had it been accused of cruelty and ambition? Had its decisions doomed some part of a culture that the other Jokka had preferred? And had it been wise for us to lose those things, or had something precious and irrevocable been consigned to the past by Serel's choice?


    And yet it had chosen, and we had settled, and now we had the Ke Bakil we did... the one the Stone Moon now consumed.


    I watched the sun glisten in the drops of water shining from the fountain, before they fell to darken the brick of the fountain's edge.
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    Leaving Serean we returned north, pausing briefly in het Bakka, a small town I knew little of, save that it now belonged to Roika and showed signs of recent growth. It spilled past the borders demarcated by the houses, and where once there had been crop fields there were now buildings, and beyond them new fields for the farms that had once been closer. For the half-day we stayed there, I listened to Roika speak with the minister and the principals of the Houses. He accepted their gifts and promised them help with their problems and then we once again took to the road. On our journey we were passed by swift-moving couriers on rikka bred by House Makuf in het Kabbanil, and several times we rode past caravans traveling north or south, and even once to the east... "To het Serelni," Roika commented. "Which we might save yet, if we're lucky."


    I said nothing, not even to ask if Serelni had been begun by Serel as well, or if the name was an accident.


    By the time we reached het Narel on our return leg I could just begin to taste autumn in the air, even here. Within a month my home would be holding its Leaf Gathering, the collection of power in the het, hosted in the Green at the vast meeting hall. It would be the first Leaf Gathering since the Stone Moon's arrival, and I wondered who would attend... and suspected that it would be all the same people. Allowing them their party would appease them, and Roika was nothing if not a master at softening the fears of the people he needed to rule.


    We rode into town in the evening, and gave up our rikka for the night, and only the night. Roika went to some House, to be plied with wine and talk by the powers of het Narel who had not, apparently, learned Rashal's lesson.


    Left to myself, I stood in the dark outside the Stone Moon's building... then found my rikka and rode to the edge of town.


    The house where the anadi had been kept had not been abandoned in my absence; instead, the Stone Moon had expanded it, walled in the field around it and given it guards like its counterpart in het Kabbanil. Almost I could convince myself that it was someplace other than the one I'd been forced to by Nelet.


    Almost.


    When I entered, the emodo in the antechamber didn't recognize me, and I did not recognize him, and that was all that kept me from panicking. As it was my gorge rose at the smell of the place, at the memory I felt beneath my feet as I stepped onto the floor.


    "May I help you?" he said.


    "I'd like to leave a note," I said. "For the administrator of the residence."


    "Of course," he said. "I'll bring you a wax tablet."


    When he had, I stared at it for a long time. Then, in silence and with fingers numb with cold, I wrote, and when I was finished I gave the tablet to the emodo with my string of coins. I tapped my brow and left.


    The note said only, Buy them dolls. And as the act I committed in that place was the last I committed as a Jokkad unmarked by a god, I signed it, simply, Keshul.
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    I was not relieved to see the spires of het Kabbanil when they appeared on the horizon, though I was tired, tired beyond description of our trip. I wanted to be free of Roika's company, of the watchful Claws that guarded us, free of the stink of rikka and dust and the endless succession of foreign rooms and unfamiliar beds. And, more than anything, I wanted to be free to close my eyes to everything I'd seen, and all that I'd heard, and all the evidence mounting in my mind against any possibility of my success. How could I destroy the Stone Moon without destroying the Jokka?


    The question plagued me. It stayed with me when we rode into the seat, lingered long after after our rikka were led away and we were left to ourselves. Roika went straight back to the administration room, as I knew he would. I went to the bath, to wash the memory of dust from my body. And from there I went to my room.


    There was a bottle of fifty-coin liquor by my door. I didn't know if it had been placed there before we'd left, or if Roika had had it sent up while I was bathing. I stared at it for a long time before pacing to my bed and considering the fan hanging above it. Rashal's tail was still spread on my pillow... ridiculously, for I'd left the sheets mussed and dirty, and in my absence someone had laundered them and tucked them neatly back onto my bed, no doubt removing the tail to do so and then carefully placing it back when they'd finished. Not just carefully, but artfully. Nelet's claws were set on top of the sheets, spread out so that each of the five could be counted, the finger bones in the center of the circle and the claw tips pointing outward.


    My knees sank from beneath me and I sat on the bed's edge. My fangs watered, but I did not admit to those tears. Silently I braided Rashal's tail into one fat plait and curled it around my pillow, then I took the claws and put them where I would later set my head. And maybe I petted them, a few times. To reassure myself that at least some of my enemies were dead. If I had not accomplished everything, at least this much I had done.


    And then I sagged into the sheets and did not move for a long time.


    When Roika opened my door that night I was waiting for him, sitting on the chair by the balcony, the bottle at my side already half-empty. When he stepped hesitantly into the room, I set one knee away from the other, spreading them so that he could see my nakedness. Even from across that great distance I could hear his breath catch.


    He didn't ask. I didn't give explicit permission. But he came to me and knelt between my knees, and I allowed it. Allowed the lapping kisses along the inside of my thigh. Closed my eyes and let my head loll back as his head bent between my legs. I gave him no sign of welcome, no smile, no sound. My body answered his eagerness, but my spirit didn't, and I made no attempt to conceal it from him.


    If I had not been indifferent to him, I think he would have walked away. He was not drawn by worship. My disgust did what no amount of desire would ever have accomplished.


    From the chair we moved to the bed, and I let him do what he wanted to do to me. And I did to him the things he wished me to do to him. And it took a long time, and I was numb to every moment of it. I had thought I would hate him more, but instead I felt... very distant from it all. My only clear memory was of my head resting on Rashal's braided tail, of the coarse hairs chafing my cheek. I remember feeling that because of how little else I could feel. Even with Roika's mouth at my ear, I felt nothing, not even the warmth of his breath.


    We did not speak. He did not cry my name, ask for my attention, mock me for giving in to him at last, remind me that he'd vowed he would find my price. Did not crow his victory over it, or tell me what he thought it was, and that was well because I couldn't have told him if he was right or not.


    When it was over, he fell asleep in my bed. I lay alongside him, staring at the light of the stars glowing on the rim of the balcony. I found the sight painfully beautiful and couldn't say why, but I eventually sat up, intending to go to it. But before I left the bed, I turned to look back at the male I'd allowed the use of my body. My sitting up had permitted the starlight to fall over my pillow, on his face... on the fabric next to it, where I found the smallest little spot of gray.


    Such a small spot. I stared at it as my heart hammered at my chest.


    Roika's voice, so full and rich. The occasional rasp of his chuckle, and the thickness of his words, now and then. Now and then.


    That spot.


    I lurched from the bed, backing away until my spine struck the wall beside the balcony doors. And then I spun outside and grabbed the rail, my entire body shaking, shaking so hard I thought I would vomit.


    "No," I whispered. "No, You will not. You would not do this to me. You wouldn't—"


    But He would. And He had.


    I grabbed my clothes and did not remember dressing; didn't remember leaving, didn't remember my flight into the dark, into the ruins at the edge of town where no Jokkad walked, where it was safe to fall to my knees and howl to the sky, demanding an answer I knew would not come. I screamed my throat raw and collapsed, swallowing my enraged tears, leaning on the stump of a column and feeling nothing, not the cold, not the bruises I'd collected rushing through the broken wreckage, not the aches of a body unaccustomed to sex.


    I wept until I had emptied myself of everything but the truth. I had not been sent here to kill Roika... because he was already dying. My job was to keep him alive long enough to see his mission to its end, when his empire would unmake the Ke Bakil I knew and leave it empty for what would come next.


    "Oh gods," I whispered at last, my voice a ruin. "Gods, Your cruelty. It is without ending."


    A cold wind ruffled my mane.
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    Had I known how long my tenure would last then, as Roika's personal advisor, as his unwilling lover, as the shepherd of his health and livelihood, I might have abdicated on my duties that night in the ruins. Slit my own throat... been done with it. In my experience, the illness I had recognized in him killed swiftly; it was a thing written into one's body at birth, not communicable, and most Jokka did not live very long past adulthood bearing it. They died shortly after their second Turning, choking to death on their own fluids, like a person drowning on dry land. It was a horrible death, and the last few months of it were an interminable cruelty. I would not have wished it on my most hated enemy; even Nelet, whose pain I had imagined with such pleasure, I would have killed myself before consigning to the slow death of the black-spit sickness.


    No, I thought I'd be done soon... too soon, even, to have time to understand how to keep the Stone Moon functional to the point of its gods-intended end. Indeed, given his age I expected Roika to die within the year... more fool I. Would the Void had sent me to him for such an easy task?


    He did not die that year.


    The months passed and the autumn grew older, and more chill. Roika brought me pale white kippel furs to keep me warm, both in my room and out of it, and it never worked but I used them anyway. I drank his fifty-coin liquor and allowed him to spend himself in my bed. And I watched him for signs of overwork, and maybe I used his nights with me to force him to sleep. And when he had finally fallen to it, I went onto the balcony and sat there in the growing cold, shaking. I didn't want to keep him alive.


    I didn't want the Jokka to die either.


    I prayed that there was a middle path somewhere, but there was no sign of it.
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    Not long after our return, I took myself to the great room with the tile map. I did not ask permission nor did I call attention to myself as I entered through the great arch; instead, I sat on a bench against one of the walls and closed my eyes, hands resting on my lap. I listened to the talk, to the messengers arriving with news of this town or that trouble or that initiative in need of some decision. I strove in silence to encompass the whole of what Roika did. I did not succeed that day, so I returned the following one, until it became habit for me to arrive in the morning and spend a few hours thus, listening. Sometimes Roika was there, personally overseeing matters; other times one of his ministers held the room in his charge, and made notes of what was to be passed on to the emperor and what could be handled without troubling him. They made good decisions, or so I thought once I'd been in the room long enough to reset my sense of scope, for what to Keshul of het Narel would have seemed an impossible arrogance was only the most minor of the dealings of the Stone Moon. The matters that needed Roika's attention were twice again the more important. He made decisions that affected all Ke Bakil, for all of Ke Bakil had fallen—or was at that moment in the process of falling—to his Claws. Day by day, the map on the wall grew more distinct.


    I was only a week and a half into this new habit when I felt an interruption in the cold on my body and opened my eyes to find Iren before me, his eyes narrowed. I wondered what calculus in his mind I fit into, and whether he thought me a threat, a nuisance or a possible tool.


    "So the Fire in the Void has stirred himself to learn the workings of the empire," he said.


    "It has been a fascinating exercise," I said. "So far. I will not belittle the size of the undertaking by pretending to understand it after only a few days."


    That surprised him; his ears flicked outward, then forward again, and his frown now was puzzlement. "Why now?"


    "Is now not better than never?" I asked.


    "So you have come around to us at last," he said, but did not believe it. Which was fine—I didn't either. But the Void had given me my orders, and after journeying the length of Ke Bakil all the way to forgotten Serel's first town I could not argue them.


    "You believe in what you're doing," I said. "And what you're doing is working. I want to know why, and how."


    "So you can unmake it?" he asked, ears flattening.


    "So I can understand it," I said.


    "The Void is the destroyer god," Iren said.


    "Are only good things destroyed?" I asked, and wondered where the question had come from, and grieved that I had had to ask it.


    Iren's head lifted. He frowned. "Very well," he said at last. "If you are truly here to learn, ke emodo."


    "I won't disturb the workings of the room," I said.


    "See that you don't," he said, and withdrew.
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    Het Kabbanil was large. From the Jokka in the administrative seat, I learned that full half the Jokka of Ke Bakil lived there; of the remainder, a fourth were distributed between the populaces of het Narel and het Serean, and the remaining fourth scattered among the remaining towns, many of which were dwindling. I am not sure I can adequately express the size of Kabbanil, then... only to assure you that I had not seen the whole of it in my wanders. I would say that was my excuse for never lingering in the center of town, but the truth is that I avoided it; Farun sometimes guided me through it but I didn't want to stay. There in the center of town was Transactions and Holdings and the other major offices of Town Services, and it was there that a dais had been erected for public announcements... and punishments.


    After I began giving my mornings to the administrative seat, I also began giving my afternoons to het Kabbanil's punishments. I seated myself beside the door to Transactions and listened to the Jokka coming and going; some to make use of Transactions' services and some to pay the innumerable fines that existing in the Stone Moon empire seemed to incur. Fines for doing some minor task without permit; fines for operating certain kinds of businesses without license; fines for offending some statute that many were not aware even existed until a Claw of the empire arrested them for it and sent them to Transactions with a wooden chit.


    I admired the wooden chits. In a world where wood represented wealth, being given a piece of it for doing wrong only emphasized the power that one strove against, or didn't if one was wise. As with all things, Roika was a master of the Jokku mind.


    Here, then, was the tax on the less prosperous... though the rich Houses paid their share of fines, when they transgressed. But they did not transgress quite so quickly or so often as their less fortunate peers. How neatly Roika had arranged for everyone to pay into the coffers of the Stone Moon. I listened to some of these interchanges, when Transactions was busy enough that no one noted one more body at the door—always, after paying their fine, the penitents were first gently chastised for their error and then thanked for contributing to the building of the empire with their timely restitution.


    It was masterfully done, truly.


    But for every week of fines paid, there was at least one public punishment for greater wrongdoing, and those I bore witness to as well. To remind myself of the price we paid for our survival under the Stone Moon's guidance. It didn't surprise me that most of the Jokka paying that public price were eperu: they were not paid in coin for their labors, so how could they pay a fine for shirking them? They were brought and sentenced by the Stone Moon ministers of justice, usually under the eyes of their Houses' principals, there to make it clear that they did not hold with the transgressions of their neuters. But that emodo were sometimes brought to the public squares for penance... that did surprise me, until I caught the pattern of it, for inevitably they were the emodo of Great Houses. Only the rich could afford to do wrong on a level significant enough to be dragged before het Kabbanil for punishment... and in this way, Roika made the fines the remainder of the het paid more palatable. Better to give over a few coins than to accept a striping with a whip or worse.


    Every day, then, I traveled from the good done by the Stone Moon into its evil. Every evening I departed to wander among the ruins on the outskirts of the oldest het on Ke Bakil and to seek the middle path.


    I knew better. Had I not told Eduñil myself so, in the beginning? There was tyranny or death, and there was no navigating between them. One either chose a side... or it was chosen for one.


    "Is this necessary?" Farun asked me one afternoon, escorting me to the town square.


    "Yes," I said.


    "But ke emodo," he said, fretful. "Day after day? Surely you have seen enough."


    "I will have seen enough when I have seen it all," I said to him, and silenced him.
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    The season aged. I kept my twin vigils until at last one of them surprised me. Wrapped in my fur against the coming winter, I saw an eperu thrown onto the dais in the public square and after it, an emodo. Not on his own two feet, to witness justice done to his errant servant... but onto his back, skidding to a halt alongside the eperu. They were surrounded by impassive Claws, more of them than was wonted. I frowned and lifted my chin.


    "People of het Kabbanil!" the minister called, his thin voice carrying clearly over the crowd. "Today you see before you two waywards who have transgressed against not just the laws of the empire, but the laws of nature."


    Utter silence. I could hear the wind hissing through the fabric of the thick clothes of the onlookers.


    "I present to you," he said, "two who no longer have names, who were once law-abiding citizens of the Stone Moon and who have been found guilty, incontrovertibly, of perversion." His voice swelled until it seemed to break against the walls of the buildings that bordered the square. "They have fornicated together. They are lovers!"


    There was no gasp of horror, for not a single Jokkad in this square would do anything so stupid. To draw attention to oneself in this moment would be a death-mark. We stared together at the unfortunates on the dais and made masks of our faces.


    "There are few laws higher than the Stone Moon's," the minister continued. "But the laws of nature are surely among them. No eperu are Heads of Household, nor hold power. No anadi are to be kept from bearing young. And relationships do not cross sexes." To the Claw at his side, he said, "Strip it."


    To be naked is not shameful. Embarrassing, perhaps, but not shameful. To be naked in the cold of het Kabbanil's late autumn was cruel, but the eperu were built to withstand such hardships. I didn't know what the minister planned that required the eperu's nudity, and would perhaps never have understood it fully had I not glanced at the emodo now huddled at the feet of the empire's Claws and seen the horror in his eyes, and the desire, and the misery. This was the body he had touched, now exposed to ridicule and injury before all het Kabbanil. If it was beyond comprehension, beyond arrogance that an eperu would dare to love an emodo... for an emodo to have the poor taste to love an eperu in return?


    He would be punished also.


    The eperu suffered itself to be stripped, its head forced to the ground by a fist in its mane, and we saw the shining of its skin, unmarred... and that was the last time we saw it so. Whole. Unbroken.


    The minister began with words, with mockery. With hideous humiliation of them both, having the emodo stripped and then forcing them into one another's arms. They refused to touch one another, but it didn't matter; we saw the helplessness of their love and their desire not to hurt one another, and that was their punishment. What began with words proceeded, inevitably to blows. The minister was far too effective with them: he hurt the eperu and made its lover watch. When the eperu bled, he forced its face around so it could see the tears streaking the chin of its beloved, and know in its bones, in the seat of its spirit, that those tears betrayed him to the empire's cruelty.


    I bore witness to the entirety of the grim spectacle, for so the minister made of it. I forced myself to do so, utterly still in my furs, in the furs given to me by the monster who had made the Stone Moon possible. It didn't matter that I had once believed the love between sexes a perversion of nature myself. Perversions of nature did not require the punishment of Jokka, for they inevitably ended in tragedy, and was that not punishment enough? Was that not enough warning to others? To make of it a public matter like this was heinous and unnecessary... and cruel.


    That emodo on the dais could have been me. That eperu, Dekashin. I wondered if the two of them had actually fornicated, or if they had merely been suspected of it. I tasted bile in my mouth and knew it as outrage.


    When at last the punishment ended I let out a breath. It felt wrong to be relieved that it was over when it had been so horrible, but I was, and so were those around me... the ones who knew well enough to be horrified. The ones who saw, as I did, that an empire that could torture two people for their poor but private choices could easily destroy anyone and anything else, and no one would stop it.


    But it was over, at last. Or so I thought. Until the minister said, "Return tomorrow, people of het Kabbanil. We will resume the education of these wayward Jokka. Perhaps with sufficient impetus they might turn their backs on perversion and become upright citizens once again."


    There was to be more of this? I stared, ears flattened. How much more? How long would the minister of justice make use of this?
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    In the weeks since our return from our trip, I had lost the habit of arguing with Roika. It was easier to avoid him, or to let him have the use of my body in silence. But that night I remembered how to fight with him, and began the moment he stepped into my room. "Your minister of justice is a madman."


    "How so?" he said, pulling off his shirt and leaving it on my chair.


    "He has found two Jokka he's accused of perversion and means to torture them for gods know how many days," I said. "It's cruel. It's tasteless. It's unnecessary, and you should do something about it at once."


    "Do something!" he said, pausing with a hand on the back of my desk. "What makes you think I haven't?"


    "Then you've called him off?" I said.


    "I've commended him," Roika said. "And made suggestions for what more he might do to demonstrate the errors of the unnatural Jokka he is tasked with punishing."


    I stared at him, agape.


    "Well," he said, thoughtful. "I say punishing. What I mean is 'make an example of.' That is his duty, the one I gave him. He is to make an example of the errant lovers."


    "You can't be serious," I whispered. "You approve of torture?"


    "I disapprove of perversion," Roika said, voice hardening.


    "A single act of perversion does not make days of torture right!" I said. "A single act of perversion doesn't even make an hour of torture right! You can't let it go on, Roika!"


    "Do I detect sympathy for the perverse in the voice of my advisor?" Roika asked, and the menace in his voice was not at all veiled. It brought me up short.


    "I would sympathize with anyone who was being systematically humiliated, abused and tormented," I said, words hard. The days when anyone could cow me who was not a god were long gone. "If you so hate perversion, Roika, if you would punish it, if you would make an example of the lovers, then kill them and be done with it."


    "Death comes to all Jokka," Roika said. "And shows favor to none. Death is a force of nature. But humiliation... that is a thing dealt to Jokka by Jokka. That can be feared at the hands of another Jokkad. Death is a release, Keshul." He bent closer so I could see the fire in his eyes. "And I will not release them until they are sorry, very sorry, for what they've done."


    I stared at him. Then said, "Get out. You will not use my body tonight."


    "Shall I send to het Narel and discover whether you have had some secret other-sex lover?" Roika said. "Is that why you argue for the rights of the perverse?"


    I laughed, curt. "There is no one left in this world you can use to hurt me with, Stone Moon. You have destroyed them all. Go to het Narel and search in vain, if you wish. You will find nothing, save that I find torture repellant and the people who could hurt others and watch their pain with pleasure more unnatural than any other-sex lover."


    "This said by the emodo who sleeps with a braid of hair and the dismembered claws of his enemies," Roika said.


    "I kill my enemies," I said. "And I revel in their deaths, because in death they can do no more harm. Come back to me when you've learned the difference between that and sadism."


    He took his shirt back up from my chair. "I will not relent."


    "Then you will not come back to my bed," I said. "Free them... or kill them and put an end to their suffering. Then you can hope to mount me."
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    I returned the following day to see if the lovers would be dragged onto the dais again... and they were. Worse, the town center had grown more crowded; yesterday's spectacle had been reported through the het, then, and brought people to gawk. Many of the ones who came did so because they found the gossip heady, like a wine they could drink and later gloat over in the cheldzan among companions who had missed the spectacle. I hated them for their eagerness, for the pettiness of their interest.


    Farun accompanied me to the square and said nothing. He stood at my back, guarding me where I sat on one of the benches. I chose one perpendicular to the dais, because few people wanted to sit on the sides and it let me be closer to the Jokka there, close enough to smell the sweat and the blood and the acrid tang of their tears.


    This time, the Claws unwrapped their knives. I prayed they would be careless enough to end the lives of their prisoners, but they were too well practiced. Their cuts would hurt, but they would close.


    I returned the following day.


    And the next.


    With each succeeding day the lovers failed a little more in body. Their spirits remained steady. Their love, if anything, grew purer the more it was exposed. They wept and struggled to spare one another. They apologized to one another with their eyes. And when it was over for the day, they were separated again. I watched that on the fifth day, the way the Claws not only dragged them apart but marched them away to different prisons.


    And one day, I followed.


    "Ke emodo," Farun said. "This is not wise."


    "Then stay behind, Farun," I said.


    The emodo was being kept in a cell in the barracks. There were no places of long-term imprisonment in the Stone Moon empire; if one was found guilty of sins too great to be paid for, one was enslaved and put to work building roads or aqueducts. Roika would not shelter and feed an idle Jokkad for wrongdoing when he could get some gainful labor out of him or it. So the Claws had made do, installing him in a cellar beneath their rooms, one that had perhaps been intended for food or supplies. I followed the Claws who were taking him there all the way to the door to the room, where at last they  noticed me.


    "Minister!" one of them said. "We did not know you had come. Is there aught we might do for you?"


    "I wish to speak with the prisoner," I said.


    "Of course," said the seniormost of the retinue, and they allowed me to enter. The emodo had already been chained and was sitting in the corner, naked and bloodied and sullied, his head bent against his knees and his entire body a lament.


    "Close the door," I said to the Claw. "I will knock when I am ready to leave."


    "Of course," he said, and I blessed the obedience of the Claws to their masters. The door shut on us, leaving us in darkness entire... one that no doubt the emodo was accustomed to, for he did not so much as move.


    I waited until he looked up. As I had in the anadi cavern, I gave off a glow, too slight to be seen normally but very much obvious in any darkness deep enough to evoke the Void.


    "W-what... what are you... who are you..." He trailed off on a sob that he choked behind his teeth.


    I sat beside him and gathered him into my arms, and that sob broke free and he wept in my arms. I rested my chin on his hair and strove not to shake with anger and pity.


    "Who are you?" he whispered. "Why have they let you in?"


    "I am the Fire in the Void," I said.


    "Have you come to free me?" he whispered.


    The sudden ache of my claws in my fingers was like ice, and the hair lining my spine stood on end to feel it and know the passage of a god I hated. But for once, I was glad of the answer He offered me, one that I wouldn't have thought of myself. Very, very slowly, I said, "I have only one release I can offer you. But it's yours, if you desire it."


    The emodo was silent and very still, as if he too had felt the wind of the Void through the room. And then he said, "I would welcome that release, except that it would consign my beloved to life without me. And what will they do to it without me to distract them? At least if there are two of us, they must spend half their cruelty on me."


    "If you were gone," I said. "Perhaps they would leave off entirely."


    He sighed, a small, sad sound. "No, Fire in the Void. If I died, they would torment it until its body was unmade. Only then would they leave off."


    "And if it died first?" I asked.


    "Then I would go, and happily," he said.


    I touched my nose to his hair and held him a while longer before I departed. If I shook, I did not mark it.
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    The next day, I followed the eperu, wondering where they were keeping it. The answer to that was underground in an unused granary, a windowless room that smelled of blood and waste. It was a clever location, for who would look for a prisoner here? And they did a good job of losing the crowd in the process. They almost lost me, trading their burden from Claw to Claw amid the narrow streets of het Kabbanil's densest quarters before at last seeing it to the fields where one conical granary looked very much like the next.


    The Claws guarding this jail were not surprised to see me: the opposite in fact. For who but a minister of the Stone Moon would even know where they were keeping the perverted eperu? If I was there, it was because I'd been told, and if I'd been told it was because I had the right to know. They opened the door for me without comment and I descended into the earth. The Void did not go with me, for He was already there in the chill darkness.


    Like its lover, the eperu was huddled as far from the door as it could be; unlike the emodo, it was on its side in the dirt, for it had long since lost the strength to remain upright. I crouched before it, waiting until it opened its eyes, and when it did, it said, "Please, do not take me yet. Do not make me leave him."


    When I could find my voice again, I whispered, "I am not the Void, ke eperu."


    "Do not... do not call me thus," it said, its voice hoarse from screaming. "I am honored and respected... by no one. No eperu is... not anymore. Not beneath the Stone Moon."


    It did not ask me why I had come. Unlike the emodo it loved, it cherished no hope of reprieve, assumed no agency by which it could command others to change its fate. It did not fight me when I gathered it into my arms, but it found no solace in them either.


    At last, it spoke in a broken voice, sodden with fatigue. "Had I known... what we courted... I would have not done. Would have said no. To spare him... what he now undergoes. I would have lied. I would have pushed him aside... to save him."


    "He would not have given up his time with you to avoid the fate you now share," I said into its hair, and this I knew for truth though it wrung my heart to speak it.


    "I know," it whispered. "Which is why I would have done it for him. To live knowing he is tortured because of me... that my heart does not cease to beat must be some torment devised by the Stone Moon."


    "I can bring you the Void's surcease," I said, as I had offered to its lover, and—


    "Not while he lives," it whispered, as I knew it would. "While I still have eyes to see, while I still have something to give... I will give it to him. Despite the empire that would take it from us both."


    I held it, and grieved.
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    After that, I split my time between them both. I could not fathom how the minister and his Claws could stretch the punishment of two errant lovers out so long, and the creativity with which he afflicted them could scarcely be described, much less witnessed. Nor were they the only ones who suffered; their Houses were dragged into the affair, with witnesses pulled onto the platform to either confess to the sins or cringe beneath the tirades of a minister who found them wanting in vigilance against sin. Soon enough there was no doing business with either House, for to do so was to invite the taint of association. The het was rife with talk over it; there was no going anywhere in het Kabbanil without hearing of the latest cruelty perpetrated on the hearts and bodies of the unnatural pair whom the emperor, apparently, could not suffer to exist without mortifying.


    The lovers refused my offer. Again and again. They chose one another and the unbearable anguish of living through their hells together over the pain of abandoning each other. In this they resisted not just me, but the bleeding, the mutilation, the destruction the Claws visited on their flesh. Long after most Jokka would have died, these two labored on, finding strength in one another and astonishing their mute witnesses with their refusal to be done. And their torture stretched on for almost two months, well into the depth of winter.


    Toward the end I could not hold them without weeping. The eperu was nigh unrecognizable from how often it had had its limbs broken, from the shaved head and the docked tail to the claws that had been pulled from its fingers and toes. They had beaten its face so often it was no longer the same shape and it could no longer breathe without wheezing. And yet, it abided, suffering.


    Eventually the physical torment grew too extreme. I remember the day, so bitter a cold even the Jokka of the het felt it as the Void's presence. On the dais, the Claw had bent the male forward so that the blood dripping from his emptied eyes could stream into his nose and over his lips, until he choked on it.


    "Renounce your lover," the minister said.


    The emodo whispered something.


    "Renounce this unnatural desire!" the minister said.


    All the Jokka in the square held still, straining to hear. And the emodo whispered again, but none heard him, not even those on the dais... but I... I had been watching his lips, watching the steam rise from the blood rushing past them. He had said only one word.


    Setasha.


    Beloved.


    And then, mercifully, he died. He died and fled beyond the power of the Stone Moon.


    The minister bent close as if he still breathed, as if to listen to a last word... then straightened and said, "He has repudiated his unnatural lover!"


    The crowd's silence was so complete I was astonished they couldn't hear that no breath moved in the emodo's mouth. But I... I had eyes only for the eperu, who had not shifted so much as a claw-length in response to this lie. My heart contracted.


    "We are not without mercy," the minister continued. "As the emodo has repented of his sin, his punishment will cease. He will be tended to and then exiled. Take him away." And then he turned and headed down the platform's steps after the Claws, who dragged the eperu along with them, with not so much as a word as to its sentence.


    I followed, leaving behind a crowd in shock.


    They interred the eperu again in the granary. I went down into the earth to it, and found it curled into a weak ball. I gathered it close and said, soft, "They lied. Oh, ke eperu. They lied. The last word in his mouth was 'beloved.' And he is dead."


    It choked, though it could no longer weep.


    "Now," I whispered. "Now, I pray you. Let me send you after him. Please, ke eperu. Let me end your suffering."


    "Yes," it breathed, its body already lax in my arms.


    I had killed Sevun and Theren in het Narel with a knife, in hot blood, in hideous anger. This eperu, whose name I never learned... I had no weapon, and did not think to use the ones in my fingers. I turned its face up to mine and it opened its mouth. I drew in its breath and it sighed that breath out into my body, and the Void gathered its soul and left behind the shell.


    I cradled the remains and wept for the atrocity I had witnessed and done nothing to stop. For a very long time I held that body. And then I wrapped it in my own furs and carried it back up into the waning light of the short winter day.


    "The eperu has died," I said. "Give me a rikka and I will dispose of its body where none but the carrion moths will find it."


    Several of the Claws examined my burden in silence while another found me a beast. They did not question me; indeed, in the eyes of several I saw unease and awe, for I stood among them in the bitter cold wearing only a pair of pants and shirt thin enough to ripple in the fanged breeze. But no winter cold could touch skin numbed by a more divine version. I waited, impassive, while they brought around a beast and then I carefully set my burden on it before leading it away, into the welling dark.


    I walked for a very long time. I took no path. I avoided the fields of grain, now fallow, awaiting spring to be planted anew. I skirted the ruins that I had become so well-acquainted with. I walked until the night was so well advanced that truedark threatened, and still I went on. When I judged at last that I was too far for even the most determined of Jokkad to find a grave, I went to work digging it.


    Into the womb of the World, I laid the lover of the emodo. I covered it as truedark fell, and worked through that terrible hour by feel and hearing. And then I waited for the first few stars to reappear before mounting the beast I'd been lent and riding back to het Kabbanil by a route circuitous enough to bring me to the seat of the Stone Moon long after dawn. In the streets I heard the hushed talk of what had come before... that the emodo had been taken away, that the eperu had vanished, and no one knew what the Stone Moon had done to it. Exiled it too? Slain it? Something worse?


    Fear slunk through the streets of het Kabbanil, and hearing it I realized how great a mistake Roika had made in his public punishment of the lovers... how great a mistake, and how strange, for it was rare for him to misstep when it came to shaping public opinion to support the empire and its aims.


    This puzzle occupied me all throughout the day, as I washed myself in the hot pool again and again, not to cleanse myself of the memory of the lovers in my arms, but to try to bring it back. To honor them by keeping it... and yet I couldn't, not with my skin so nerveless. I combed out my mane and tail and returned again and again to the mystery of Roika failing on a level this extreme. Which is how I came to chastise myself for a fool. Had I not spent years making a living as a diviner? A false prophet? And didn't a false prophet make his money by learning to read the fears and hopes and flaws of his postulants from the casual comments, the speech of the body, the hesitations and the angers?


    That night I was waiting for him when he arrived. I stood before the balcony doors, open to the brunt of the winter cold, wearing nothing more than a panel of white cloth over my hips and a pair of pants beneath. I gave him time to look fully on me before I said, "What eperu did you love, Roika, to make you so devoted to the punishment of perverts?"


    Such stillness. By it I knew I was right. He had revealed himself with his ready accusation, that night two months ago.


    "In het Narel," I said. "That was when your beloved repudiated you. Am I right? The blood spilled in House Edze."


    He cleared his throat and said, voice a rasp, "Blood teaches lessons that are hard to put aside."


    I gentled my tone. "Tell me, Roika. You want to tell me."


    "No," he said. "I don't. But because you are mistaken, I will say: an eperu might have caught my eye but I never loved it." He cleared his throat again, and I wondered if being barred my bed had aggravated his illness without me enforcing his rest. "It was jarana to an anadi, an unnatural anadi with unsustainable ideas. She wanted to free the anadi from the burden of childbearing. She wanted..." He trailed off, then laughed, a thick, wet sound. "She wanted to be free. And she had won to her side an eperu who guarded her every footstep. But free anadi do not sustain society—they flee it, and take the hope of children with them. This I argued, and the eperu... the eperu listened."


    He was silent for so long I thought he had finished. But I waited and was rewarded. "In the end, none of it mattered. I took the anadi for House Edze. She attempted suicide after I got a child on her, and when she did not succeed her eperu came and finished it for her... for her and all her companions, who chose death rather than their duty to the Jokka." He looked up at me. "Do you wonder then, why I punish perversion? Because it is like a disease, Keshul. Once it sprouts in one heart, it spreads like a fire in a crop-field."


    "So the anadi is dead," I said. "This dreamer who denied your vision. And the eperu? What happened to it?"


    "I don't know," he said, reluctant. "Sometimes I think it lives yet. Lives to bar me and all my aims. Sometimes I think it has died in the wilderness, for I own all of Ke Bakil now, Keshul, or will... and I have not heard from it, nor seen report of it."


    "And you miss it," I said softly.


    "No," he said. "I missed having someone smart enough to engage in conversation who did not agree with me. But you see, I passed that test. I destroyed the anadi and the eperu I thought were my counterparts... and the gods sent you to me instead. A proper emodo to not only spar with me in words, but accept me in his bed."


    "I am not your lover, Roika, for all you use my body," I said. "I bear you, that's all."


    "That's what you think," Roika said. "But what the body permits the mind begins, eventually, to yield to. That is how the Stone Moon has taken the World, Keshul. Because I feed the Jokka and give them useful work and keep them busy, and the complacency and pleasant fatigue of their bodies creep into their minds and steal their will to resist from them. If they are not hungry, not cold, not idle... what cause for discontent? I rule their flesh and through it all the rest."


    "You may rule them that way," I said. "But you will never win their love."


    "What good is love?" Roika said. "I have yet to see love accomplish anything that did not lead to blood and ruin." He pulled his shirt off his body and walked past me to close the balcony doors, shut out the night. I heard the cough he muffled when his back was turned. It was not the only reason I let him put his hands on me. The other was the revelation of the magnitude of his blindness on this matter. He would never, ever understand what he'd done as sadism, and if I waited for that understanding I would be waiting forever... and he would be away in the Stone Moon seat until long past the hour, killing himself with work when he could be sleeping.


    "What happened to your furs?" he asked me several hours later.


    "They were lost," I said.


    "I will get you new ones," he said. "And after that..."


    He trailed off, and I waited, grateful that my skin remained too numb to feel his arms around me.


    "In spring," he said at last. "I think it's time. We will make the journey, and I will show you the beginning of all things."


    "The beginning of all things?" I asked, unable to help my skepticism. "Quite a claim."


    "I think when you see it," Roika said, "you'll agree."
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    I didn't remember that winter well. It was cold—perhaps? But I was always cold. I had moments of feeling, that's all; even shrouded in furs and sucking down liquor expensive enough to pay the labor of an eperu work party for a month, I was never warm enough to really feel for very long. And that was for the best. I didn't want to be here. I didn't want to be the one keeping Roika's body from falling apart. Didn't want to be the one touching him. I separated from it so fully that I was not aware of the het at all, though I walked through it to the ruins. I might have remained that alienated had I not gone to one of my favorite haunts and found scuff-marks and ashes. I stared at these remains and bent slowly to one knee to touch them. Why were people in my dead places? No one came here.


    My fingers grazed the burnt remains of kindling, and in a flash I was hot and sweat-streaked and torn between a terrible fear and a more terrible hope. There was urgency in my limbs. Weight on my back. I snatched my hand away as if it had been burned and stared into the dirt, and saw the evidence there of Roika's mistake.


    After that I returned to het Kabbanil and I listened. I had to work at that listening, but eventually the rumors came to my ears.


    There was fear in the het. And that fear had not subsided to the point of passing once again out of people's consciousness.


    Was it my duty, I wondered, to save the Stone Moon as well as its emperor? I sat on a broken column, watching the darkness rise from the east as the light drained behind me, and the winter wind tugged at my clothes, at my mane, wrapped my tail around my stone perch. Was there something toward which this empire was converging, something that we needed? Was that what the gods meant for us to reach? And if so... should I be doing something to quell the anxieties of the Jokka of het Kabbanil, the seat of the Stone Moon?


    But I was not just the Void's avatar. I was also Keshul Akkadin-emodo.


    So I did nothing.
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    The remaining towns of Ke Bakil fell to the Stone Moon that winter. By the time a brittle spring began to crack the frost on the ground, there was no het that was not beneath Roika's dominion; the great tile map in the administrative seat was complete, from the largest city to the most tumbled-down ruin. Places I'd never heard of—Ikoped, Oihap, Uren, Makali—shared space with Serean and Kabbanil and Narel, and Roika's Stone Moon illumined them all.


    It had taken him less than a year to conquer the known world.


    Once he had his fist around the entirety of Ke Bakil, then truly the empire began to grow. Like the tender seeds breaking the soil in the fields, new initiatives were bursting from every corner. The wagons now traveling the length of the slowly expanding road systems no longer carried food and building materials alone, but trade goods and luxury items. The caravans led by itinerant eperu, struggling beneath the weight of punishing license fees, gave way to the great caravans of the prosperous Houses of the major cities. Some of these might be twenty or thirty wagons long, and a House might send off several a season in multiple directions. The Houses became wealthy... and their wealth was confiscated and spent on the empire's needs.


    I watched it all from my numb distance. I still went to the administrative seat in the morning to listen to the latest news; I still attended the afternoon punishments. But even for one who'd rarely spoken to another Jokkad, I became withdrawn. Roika's touch I endured in obdurate silence. My mouth felt tacky and dry, as if there was no life left in it to wet it open.


    In late spring, then, he brought me to a party waiting in the Stone Moon's broad courtyard: five Claws of the empire, already mounted, and two rikka, one dark, one pale.


    "Come," he said. "There is something I would show you."


    I remembered how to speak. "The beginning of all things."


    "As I said," he answered, and drew himself up onto the back of his beast.


    And because I had nothing else to do, I too mounted, and followed.
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    We traveled north; on the road, while it lasted, and then alongside the ruins of its ancient predecessor, skirting the work parties and the great carts with their loads of stone and sand. Roika didn't explain where we were going and I didn't ask but every day the mountains drew closer and the bite in the air belied the season. We stayed overnight in het Nekelmi, a small town growing explosively to service the expanded mining concerns, and then moved on in the morning toward distant het Noidla at the foot of the mountains. I wondered if we would ride to the edge of the world and from there into the sea. It would be very like Roika to have come to the end of his available dominion only to decide he needed more.


    There came a day when the road turned east toward the buildings of het Noidla... and we continued north. I watched the town crawl past us, then looked ahead, puzzled. Nor was Roika's aim the only mystery, for while the road from het Noidla was built out to join the main thoroughfare south, the eperu work parties laboring on it were not just expanding it in that direction, but north as well, straight toward the mountains.


    But I did not ask. If Roika had chosen to come this way then he had found something he could turn to his use. And for us to go so far out of our way, it had to be worth the trouble. The Claws accompanying us certainly showed no signs of surprise; nor did the eperu we passed on our way. This, then, was some well-known secret.


    The days fled, and how many passed I did not remember. But we reached the rocky roots of the mountains and Roika dismounted.


    "Come," he said. And added when I paused too long, "Keshul? Are you cold? Shall I get you a fur?"


    "No," I said, and slid off the rikka. "Show me what it is we've come for."


    He measured me with his gaze before setting off, and I followed him up the broken trail, one that showed recent signs of being widened. And there at last, at the top of the trail, I found myself capable of surprise. For this was something new in my world... and very old in ours. I touched my numb fingers to the edge of the tunnel mouth, so smooth, and as I stared a Claw ducked out of the tunnel to greet his master and offer him a lamp.


    "It's ten days on foot," Roika said. "And there is no way faster. The tunnel isn't tall enough for rikka."


    "Ten days," I said.


    "Ten days," he said. "Come. You'll see."


    I followed him into wonder. For the lamp lit the walls of this perfectly smooth corridor, and they were carved with beautiful reliefs, dancing Jokka, the three sexes stylized so that they were easily identified, but, I noted... together, intertwined, first one than the next and another following, male-female-neuter, neuter-female-male, male-neuter-female, always the three repeating, touching hands and tails, looking back at one another with their smoothly-sloped heads. Beneath the decorative strip ran another, more narrow, and on that was something that looked like writing but was nothing I could understand.


    "How old...?" I asked.


    "As old as Mysteries," Roika said, and headed down the corridor.


    I watched the light drain out of the reliefs and followed, cold.
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    For days, we walked this hall. At regular intervals there were small round rooms with domed ceilings, where the reliefs encouraged us to rest by showing their celebrants at sleep. Always, again, the three sexes together intermingled. I wondered if Roika noted this evidence of perversity and doubted it. In some things he remained willfully blind.


    We were not the only Jokka in this tunnel; at intervals we were passed by the Claws of the empire, or other emodo, all hurrying on some errand or another. At least once I caught several eperu mopping the stone floor and carrying out the pails used for waste.  And there were guards stationed at the midpoint of the passage; from them we had refills of our lamp oil, water and food, and then we continued on. I grew accustomed to the close darkness, so like the Void and so unlike. I thought it like the passage of a baby from the womb and wondered at the memory.


    Perhaps I should not have. For we emerged from the corridor bored through the mountain's roots and into a blinding brightness and the smell of salt and water and the hush of the World's breathing. And this place... this place I would have known had I been gods-destroyed.


    "The Birthwell," I whispered.


    "The Birthwell," Roika agreed, and his satisfaction at my reaction was more subdued than I expected. I detected a sense of anticipation in it as I stepped out of the tunnel and onto the beach...


    ...and beneath me, my toes were bitten by dozens of sharp edges.


    I looked down. Out. All the way to the lapping water, shimmering like sun off ice. The Birthwell was an enormous cove enclosed by gray cliffs and from edge to shining edge it was solely composed... of shells.


    Millions and millions of shells.


    In that beach I saw not just the Birthwell, the legended font of Jokku intelligence, of our existence... I saw the birth of the Stone Moon. Where had the money come from to buy het Kabbanil? To buy het Narel and Serean? To insinuate power into every town on Ke Bakil?


    "From the beginning of all things," I breathed. "You have crafted the ending."


    "I thought," Roika said, "that you would appreciate the irony."


    I whipped my gaze to his, seething, and he lifted a hand. "But it's not everything the rumors say."


    "What?" I said, distracted from my anger.


    "This is not where we were born," Roika said, bending down to pick up a broken shell. He handed it to me. "Come and see."


    What could I do? I went.


    Not far from the tunnel a work party was building something, something with a skeleton like a wooden ribcage. It was resting partially on the beach alongside a long walkway of wood that extended out into the sea. As we approached, I began to pick out the white of the shells from the white that reflected the sun: not the nacreous flanks of those shells, but crystals of salt, thick crusts of it everywhere. I crushed them beneath my feet as I walked; they softened the bed of shells I walked on. I flexed my toes against it, awed. Even more than the shells, here was wealth, riches beyond a Jokkad's wildest imaginings. The salt we had was rare, brought forth from mines. To see it spread like a white blanket on a beach of shells... it staggered me. No wonder Ke Bakil had fallen. The economic might represented by this single beach could not be described—or fought.


    "What is this?" I said, when we had drawn close enough to the strange skeleton for its lilac shadows to fall over me.


    "A ship," Roika said, quiet.


    This was a word I had heard so rarely that I didn't understand it immediately.


    "A boat?" I said, careful.


    "A ship," he repeated. "A ship is a boat, but large enough to go long distances."


    And that was all he had to tell me. I looked past the beach, past the curving arms of the cliffs... out toward the horizon where there was nothing but water and sky.


    "You think we came from somewhere north of here," I said. "You think we came in ships."


    "We've found wreckage," Roika said. "There is wood in this beach, if you dig deep enough. Wood with nails in it, Keshul, nails made of rusted metal."


    "And you mean to go look for them," I said, voice soft in my mouth. "Our ancestors."


    "Perhaps their descendants still live, somewhere in the north," Roika said. "Or perhaps they're all dead, and there will be nothing left but more ruins. But I have to know. If it's where we came from... maybe there are answers there. Because it won't be long before I run out of answers, Keshul. Before we run out of answers."


    I looked over at him.


    "I know the empire is unsustainable," he said, voice low. "But I don't have any better ideas. And neither does anyone else. So..." He drew in a deep breath of the humid air, "so I'll go hunting. And maybe... maybe we'll get lucky."


    I said nothing. He left me to speak with the foreman of this newest construction project... building a legend, no doubt from instructions or stories gleaned from the records in het Narel. I stared after him, my numbness complete. If ever I'd needed proof of what the Void required of me, I had it now.


    Roika left me to my own devices that day so I spent it exploring the beach. I found no evidence of the ancients, but shells I found in plenty: beautiful shells, in every size and color and condition, each more breathless than the next. And salt... so much salt! I licked it off my fingers and shuddered at the taste, at the way it stung my tongue. It made it almost easy to feel something. It reminded me of the feel of Dekashin's fingers on my arms, of Bilil's touch on my hair.


    I also discovered the source of the salt when I came close enough to the waves to stroke them and felt the weight of the water. It was so bitter to the taste that I gagged on it when I tried a palmful of it.


    After that I sought some evidence of life, of small animals, birds, anything, and found none. The Birthwell repelled them.


    That night I returned to the corridor leading through the mountain and sat on its lip, wrapped in one of the rikka's blankets. The Jokka at work on the ship had tents, lit with lamps that made them glow gold from within against the purple dark. I stared at these refuges and saw Roika's silhouette among the others within. But I didn't go to him, nor did he come to me. I wondered if they found my absence curious. The emperor's lover, who could have told them the exact location of every scar on his body, from the mangled flesh on his shoulder to the claw marks below his heart, and yet here I remained in self-exile.


    Perhaps they expected it of anyone who drew too close to their master. In that, he was very like mine. Unlike me, though, they could have cast him off and chose not to.


    My choices were limited. I grasped for them where I could. Even so, they felt inadequate for the feelings I found I could not define.


    The following day we began our trip back to het Kabbanil. As with the trip from it, I remained silent and Roika did not speak. But everything else had changed. It was in my mind the night I ascended the ramp to my room, exhausted; it remained in my mind as I spread out on my bed, my cheek pillowed on Rashal's tail. I could no longer tell if I hated Roika or the Stone Moon. I feared what I felt in my heart was pity and horror... and from those emotions I had fewer defenses.


    I closed my eyes that night and did not weep. By my body ached as if more and more of it had been cored out and left me too hollow to hold myself upright. When I woke to the sight of a new bottle, a new string of coins and a little pouch I almost couldn't rise from the bed; only the mystery of the pouch compelled my legs. I stumbled to it and touched it, wondering at the give beneath my fingers... and then I opened it, and the smell of salt spilled out until my mouth watered. And then I wept, tears thick from my fangs mixing with the salivation as I dipped my fingers in treasure and licked it off my fingers until my tongue throbbed.
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    I found Roika in the administrative center and waited until the petitioner filling his ears had finished doing so before stepping before him.


    "Lunch," I said. "We haven't taken it together since the Fire in the Void's arrival in het Kabbanil."


    He frowned at me.


    "Alone," I added. "Have it arranged. Half an hour." And then I left as if I expected to be obeyed, because I did.


    Half an hour later, we were sitting again before a stone pot with skewers of meat and vegetables and a quiet emodo was pouring me fifty-coin liquor, now apparently known to be my favorite. Roika was watching me, and one would think from his expression that he had been wearing the faint frown I'd inspired since I'd cornered him earlier in the center.


    "What?" I said, sipping.


    "You invited me to lunch," he said.


    "You, technically, are inviting me to lunch," I said, beginning to thread my skewer with mushrooms and bitternut meats. "I'm not paying for any of this, I don't own this building, and I don't command these servants of yours."


    "Nevertheless," Roika said. "Why, Keshul?"


    "You needed to eat," I said.


    I ignored his gaze, dipping my first skewer into the boiling broth and selecting the delicacies for the second.


    "I needed to eat," he repeated.


    "You work too hard," I said. "Who will administrate this empire if you collapse?"


    Again that long silence, which I ignored. By then my first skewer was cooked and I took it from the steaming broth, anticipating the heat. I was disappointed to find it cool to my tongue. What would it take to bring feeling back to my body? Or was I to lose all sensation? Should I have all the salt at the Birthwell imported, or would it slowly lose its power like everything else had so far? I frowned at the meat, but chewed it anyway.


    "How long?" Roika said.


    I looked up at him over the skewer without raising my head.


    "How long," he said again, quieter, and I heard the constriction in his throat in the shape of the words, and it was subtle but I heard it all the same.


    "Long enough," I said at last.


    He let that sit between us. Then asked, "Why do you care?"


    "You have a job to do, Roika," I said.


    "And you won't let me die before I finish," he said.


    "You don't want to, do you?" I said. "Die before you finish."


    He stared at me, then tore his gaze from my face and took up his skewer with coarse, angry motions. "Some," he said, "don't die of it."


    But he would, and we both knew it.


    "We won't speak of this again," he said.


    "So long as you eat with me when I tell you to, and rest when I tell you to," I said.


    "I won't be seen as weak," Roika growled.


    "Then it's fortunate that you've convinced everyone of our being devoted lovers," I said. "For devoted lovers do have the habit of eating with one another and spending time in one another's beds." I tapped the tray. "Eat the bitternuts. They're good in the broth."


    Such a long pause. And then, reluctantly, resigned, he said, "As you say," and took one of them.


    I did not fool myself into thinking I'd tamed him. But that he would acquiesce to my bullying, that I believed.
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    Had you asked me all those days ago, when first the Stone Moon arrived at the borders of het Narel... had you had asked me whether I thought I would become its steward, whether I believed I would hound its master to ward his health or oversee the atrocities the empire performed alongside its needful duties... I would not have laughed. I would have been outraged at the very suggestion. And yet, the Fire in the Void became that Jokkad. Became Roika's personal advisor, his lover, his only companion. He spoke to me in a way he spoke to no one else, for who else hated him enough not to fear him?


    But as much as I hated Roika, I hated myself more. That the Void's cold crept deeper into my bones with every passing hour was the greatest gift He could have given me; without it, I might have ripped my own throat out and left my emptied body on my bed for Roika to find. To help keep the author of the Jokka's miseries alive was very nearly intolerable. Was intolerable, save that I could not answer Roika's question—what was the alternative?


    Like him, then, I prayed the ship would give us an answer. I could not live in a world illumined by the Stone Moon.


    Nevertheless, I grew to accept my duties... my duties, and my privileges. Iren and Jushet, who had begun suspicious of me, warmed to me as they realized what I did on their master's behalf. I never asked anything of them, nor demanded it, but they began to make offers. From Jushet I received the use of the Claws and the assignment of a detail of my own... as if I wanted minions! But Farun had grown fond of me and he fussed over me, and sometimes I needed the fussing or I forgot myself riding to the public punishments and grieving over them.


    From Iren I received invitations into the councils of the powerful, most of which I rejected, and an appointment as a special advisor to Minister Thesenet in het Narel, and that I accepted. Roika told me I should travel back to het Narel if I so wished and I did not; what I had to do could only be done in het Kabbanil, and the idea of traveling was exhausting. But there was business there unfinished. I sent a number of notes to het Narel on the backs of the empire's special couriers. In the newness of the following summer, I received several replies.


    From one, I read that Clay-keeper Abadil could not be reassigned to het Kabbanil because he had disappeared; he was presumed dead, perhaps of drink. I stared at that tablet for a long time, my fingers shaking. I had waited too long, and now a good Jokkad had been lost. Could I have saved him? I would never know.


    The other replies promised me that someone would work on my requests, and I was forced to be content with that.
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    Roika and I both awaited news of the ship, which took so long to build it was nearly a year before we heard that it had been prepared for its first trial... prepared for it, and sunk on its first voyage. But the shipbuilders reported that they had learned a great deal from their failures and asked that we devote what time we could to the research of handling boats, for it was obvious to them that there were principles involved in the endeavor that they did not understand.


    That night Roika came to my bed and though he did not voice it I felt his devastation in his touch. I did not show him my own, and in that had unfair advantage in the Void's cold embrace.
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    The builders resumed their efforts, and some weeks later I had replies to my other missives to Narel. One was a grave disappointment: the Jokka the minister had put to work in the archive had found many references to plants that could be used to improve the health of an individual but no one recognized the names of those plants, nor did their descriptions match any plant they were aware of... and even so, no remedy had been mentioned to arrest or mitigate the progress of the black-spit disease.


    The second note, however...


     


    Ke emodo—


    We have had a name from the head of House Rabeil, and this name we submitted to our record-keepers. She was found recently and remanded to Rabeil. As they are a House of consequence we are glad to perform this service; they have anadi privileges but hitherto fore have elected not to invoke them.


    We are told they are content with their choice. The Stone Moon is as well. Thank you for the suggestion.


     


    —Thesenet


     


    The anadi in question was Eduñil's gentle friend. I didn't know if the Stone Moon's use had wounded her mind, but I knew it wouldn't matter if it had. Eduñil would care for her all the same. That small thing I had done for another; now all I had to hope was that no one saw the feeling between them and thought it something untoward. In that at least I was aided by the prejudices of the empire; fond feelings toward an anadi were assumed to be the condescension of the mind-normal for the mind-taxed. Eduñil's treatment of his anadi friend would probably be overlooked in a way it would never have been had the anadi been eperu instead.


    I stroked the tablet and whispered, "Gods protect you both." And erased the message, leaving the stack by the door to be re-used.
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    The whispers created by Roika's mistake never perished. I was a good judge of the mood of the het for I traveled always as one outside its society; I thought back to a time when it was a strange day that did not see me in a cheldzan in the afternoon for tea and soup and often wondered if that was a dream that had happened to someone else, for the Keshul of het Kabbanil never took a meal in a public place, nor did he take comfort in the faces of strangers. I might drift through the perfectly maintained streets of the city, but it was as a ghost; no one looked at me and I did not invite their intimacies by lingering anywhere for very long. In this way, I was deeply aware of the unease and mistrust, a disease that had never healed fully from the atrocity too many had witnessed in the public square.


    And yet, despite my awareness of that rift and despite the evidence I'd seen of someone passing through my own ruins... despite that, I was still surprised when I walked out into one of my favorite dead places, a tumbled site facing the east where the Void rose in the evening, and found three people there, cloaked and huddled together... three people who immediately gained their feet at the sight of me. It was early autumn, and they were dressed for the chill; I was nearly naked, as always, for I felt nothing on my skin and the cold never destroyed my limbs the way it did others when exposed.


    I glowed in the evening's dark. I knew this because a breeze drew my tail away from me and I saw it from the corner of my eye.


    Silence then.


    "The Fire in the Void," one of them said at last, a voice too clear and high to be an emodo's, but too resonant and deep to be an anadi's—and what anadi would be out like this?


    "You are in my ruins," I said at last, and there was humor in it. As if I owned anything... as if any of us did.


    "We will not trouble you long," the eperu promised. "And we are not breaking any law. We swear it."


    I didn't know of any law that barred the eperu from congregating after they'd completed their duties... not yet, anyway. But that hardly mattered, because I knew this eperu and its companions were not gathering to enjoy each other's company before returning to their beds. There were packs on the ground that the two who'd risen behind their spokesperson were trying to hide. I glanced at the bags, then back up at the hooded Jokkad, whose voice fluttered when it said, "Games... and food... we have not stolen either—"


    "You're fleeing het Kabbanil," I said. "But where to? And how will you survive alone? Winter comes, and winter is cruel."


    This time their silence was shocky with panic, though none of them spoke. I could taste it in the air between us, carried on the cold.


    "Please, ke emodo," the eperu whispered, and the fear in its voice made my stomach knot. "Please, don't report us. The empire loses nothing by our vanishing."


    "Some would say it loses the years of labor you would have given it," I said.


    "There will be other eperu to do my work," it said, and I knew then that at least one of its companions was no eperu at all, for in its desperation it was speaking without measuring the words, praying to convince me. "We are as nothing to the empire. We are replaceable."


    "None of you are replaceable," I said softly. "None of you ever were."


    Now I had surprised them. When the first began to speak, I held up my hands. "Don't. Don't tell me your plans." I turned from them and began walking away, and thought they had had the wisdom to let it go when I heard footsteps. And then the eperu touched my arm, and I felt it—I felt it, like sunlight in spring, like the promise of thaw. Each separate finger a blessing.


    "Ke emodo," it whispered. "We had heard that the Fire in the Void was no friend to the empire. Now we see it is so."


    "Don't mistake me," I said. "I walk this World to keep the empire from shattering."


    Its ears flicked back. "If not that, then...?"


    "Say instead," I said, softer, "that I am a friend to eperu and anadi. That would be truth."


    "Then you will be remembered among us as a friend," it said.


    "I can't help you."


    "We will not ask," it said. "But your kindness will be remembered all the same. If there is anything we might ever do for the Fire in the Void..."


    I hesitated, then touched its fingers. Swallowed when I felt them, the pulse in them, warm as blood.


    "If in your wanders you ever see an eperu in the company of a gods-touched anadi seer," I said with a faint smile. "You might tell them that Keshul looks for them every night."


    "In the east, where the sun fades in the evening," the eperu guessed.


    "In the east, where the Void lifts," I said.


    It met my eyes, silent, and then stepped back. This time it didn't stop me as I trudged away. I rubbed my arms, trying to chafe the brief warmth I'd felt into them, but it faded quickly, so quickly.


    Oh Dekashin. Bilil...


    No, I would never betray an eperu or an anadi. I was emodo, but I could not extricate myself from the sacred trifold. I wondered then if Roika was the way he was because he'd torn his from him.
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    I did not think of that incident in the days that followed. Indeed I did my best to forget it. The mood of the het in winter was uncertain anyway; against the weather, which was unkind, there was the pleasure of having enough food, not just from the harvests of autumn, but the more tender fare of spring preserved in jars. It was hard not to feel rich and fortunate in winter under Roika.


    And yet, I felt it still... the shiver of discontent.


    Several weeks later I had begun my morning pilgrimage to the administrative seat when I was stopped by Jushet.


    "Ke emodo," he said. "May I trouble you for a word? We could have it over keddif."


    Keddif was a hot drink specific to het Kabbanil; I had never had it before coming here and found it interesting in the way one might enjoy a too-assertive dessert once in a while. But I was curious about the look on Jushet's face and so I inclined my head. "Lead the way."


     The room where Jushet shared a table with me was small, spangled with winter sunlight. I accepted the steaming cup offered me a servant and ignored Jushet's inhalation as I sipped it directly, hoping it would scald some feeling back into my mouth, which of course it didn't. Once we were alone, I said, "So, then. There is something you want to discuss."


    "Ke emodo," Jushet said, warming his hands on his cup. And then, shoulders lifting in a sigh. "Ke Keshul. Please. Tell me how I can keep het Kabbanil from rioting."


    "Pardon?" I said, startled.


    "The discontent in the het is only growing more distinct," Jushet said, chafing the brim of his cup with a thumb. "If it continues to build, it will become outright strife. I won't want that to happen, ke emodo. My Claws carry the knives of the empire, but they're bound in cloth as a symbol that the Stone Moon does not mete out violence casually. I don't think I have another season before they're forced to travel with their weapons naked."


    "Why aren't you telling Roika this?" I asked.


    "I have told him!" Jushet exclaimed. "I have. But he says... that fear is good for them. That it's better than the alternative."


    "What alternative is that?" I asked, arch. "Contentment?"


    "Contempt," Jushet said. "Contempt for authority."


    "And you have come to me... why?" I asked, suspicious now.


    "For ideas," Jushet said. "Because everyone speaks of your intelligence, ke emodo. They say you rival the emperor in your skill at thinking. I was hoping that you could think a way out of the coming disaster here in het Kabbanil."


    I set my cup down and rested my hands on my knees. I could talk to Roika about his Claw's concerns, but I knew he would never agree to anything I suggested, or even that anything was wrong; the discontent Jushet had observed had been born of Roika's flawed perception of perversion, and Roika would never recant on that matter. But like Jushet, I had no desire to see the Claws of the empire unleashed on the Jokka of het Kabbanil... bad enough that we'd had to witness one such punishment without the streets running white with blood.


    "Take down the dais in the square," I said suddenly.


    "Ke emodo?" Jushet said, surprised.


    "The platform in the square outside Transactions," I said. "Take it down."


    "Then where will we perform the punishments?" he said.


    "That is exactly it," I said. "You won't. Make punishment an unusual event, Jushet. Build the dais again when you need it. But do away with the weekly spectacles." He looked mutinous, but didn't interrupt me so I continued, "I'm not saying that you should not bring the errant to heel. But do it privately unless the transgression is so extreme it merits public atonement."


    "What you suggest is a major change in how things are done," Jushet said.


    "So long as the weight of the empire's hand is reinforced with constant public spectacle, the cruelty of the torture that it committed will live. It's like a wound, Jushet, and the Stone Moon reopens it daily. You know it's true, because it has been years since the lovers died... and the het still remembers, and resents their fear. Let them forget it. Give them the chance."


    "But how can we keep the Houses in line?" Jushet said, frowning. "Right now they fear the dais more than they fear our fines."


    "Let them continue to fear it," I said. "But in private. And assign a Claw to each House to oversee it personally. When they put a name to the face of the empire, when that face comes to call on them every week, it will become less a matter of some nebulous and insufferable evil and more a matter of calling down curses on one particular Jokkad's head, much as they do with their own employees. It will become... business. The usual business."


    "We'll have to employ more Claws," Jushet murmured, rubbing his jaw.


    "The Stone Moon has the money," I said. "Use it to keep the empire from imploding."


    "Your advice has merit," Jushet said. "More importantly, it's the first thing I've heard that I haven't thought of or tried that also sounds like it will work." He rose from his chair. "Thank you, ke Keshul." He tapped his fingers to his brow. I inclined my head and watched him go.


    I finished off the pot of keddif, while it was still hot enough that I could pretend I could feel it.
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    "You have changed the way discipline is meted out in my empire," Roika said a few weeks later as he undressed.


    I didn't watch him, and was in fact trying not to listen to him either. He hid it well but it was more frequent now, the way the thickness in his chest and throat constricted his voice. I knew he took herbs to suppress the cough, but there was only so much to be done.


    He had asked a question. "Yes," I said, at last.


    "Why?" he asked, ears slicking back.


    "Because it was destroying your empire," I said, irritated.


    "Punishment of sin is important," he said.


    "Punishment of sin can be performed in private," I said. "Where it won't distress full half of the Jokka still living on Ke Bakil."


    "If it is not public," Roika said, "then it serves no deterring effect."


    I snorted. "You obviously have never sat in a cheldzan and listened to the sheer number of rumors people pass amongst themselves. Of course it deters. People talk. If a thing happens behind closed doors, they will talk about it more than if it had happened in the open."


    "It is not enough to speak of it as if it might have happened, but might not have," Roika said. "It must be known. Understood. That the Stone Moon will not suffer unnatural behavior on behalf of its members."


    I stared at him, my own ears flat now. "You once told me that ensuring the survival of the Jokka would entail some unsavory things, Roika. If you want the Stone Moon to continue, you will have to do your own share of the tolerating. I'm telling you, if you keep reminding people that you destroyed two people and consigned their Houses to infamy and ruin just because they were in love, you will have a revolt on your hands."


    "And you know this how?" he asked, scowling.


    "I know this because unlike you I sit in the het and listen," I said. "People are deserting, Roika. They'd rather brave the uncertain mercies of a life outside the empire than stay here and be subject to your very definite lack of them."


    "We'll track them and take them back," he murmured.


    "A waste of time," I said. "When you could just keep my suggestions in place and not lose them at all."


    He was still, staring out over the balcony. When he spoke, his voice was so thick with sickness I fought not to clear my own. "You know why I like to come here instead of asking you to my room?"


    "No," I said after a long moment.


    "My room faces the heart of het Kabbanil," Roika said. "Yours faces the wilderness."


    "And do you dream of conquering it?" I asked.


    "No," he said. "I won't live that long, will I."


    Surprised, I said, "No."


    He stared at the Void for a while more, then turned from it and said, "The ship initiative is faring better this time. The builders have given themselves a challenge to sail around the edge of the coast to where the eastern road reaches the sea."


    "I didn't know the eastern road made it all the way to the coast," I said.


    "It's not as far as it might seem," he said. "When they make it, though... we'll know they'll be ready for a longer voyage." He sat on the bed beside me. "It won't be long, I hope."


    "I hope so too," I said, and meant it.


    Much later, as he was falling asleep, he said, "I'll let it go, Keshul."


    And he did. But even though the weekly punishments no longer brought the Jokka to the square, the discontent continued to grow.
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    I began leaving supplies in the ruins. It was not an intentional decision on my part; I did not wake one day and think 'I shall abet the flight of the Jokka leaving het Kabbanil.' Indeed, I tried very hard not to think about what I was doing. Better that than to face the increasing misery that was living with a divided soul. Truly the Void had claimed me, and as I'd feared, He was destroying me along with whatever else He'd planned.


    So I left food. Clothes. Metal knives would have been noticed, but stone knives were cheap enough to be used for tableware, and they were better than going unarmed. I secreted these things amid all the ruins that I preferred to wander, and when I checked again they were often gone. I also kept my ears pricked for any sign of others like the waywards I'd found that night, not so I could meet with them, but so I could avoid them. I became very good at that, for I saw no one despite occasionally finding tracks in the dirt. Those I brushed out, particularly if they looked like an eperu's or an anadi's. Long-fingered emodo footprints could be mistaken for mine, and everyone knew the empire's Void-scarred oracle liked to move among the ruins in the east.


    Given my predictability I should not have been surprised to be ambushed when I went one cold spring night to my favorite site and found two silhouettes there, in defiance of my determined efforts to listen for any people I should not be witness to—


    —but I... I didn't back away.


    My limbs flooded with warmth, like sun flowing from the horizon. I could feel the silky cold of the sands beneath my feet. Taste a scent in the air like delicate prairie flowers, like the grassy smell of sun-heated shuñe grain. Feel my heart racing, as if I was already running and then I was and I heard their laughter, soft and high with joy.


    "Dekashin!" I said, weeping. "Dekashin and..."


    "Yes," Bilil said, smiling at me through brilliant green eyes as she shook her hood back. "Yes, master. Me too."


    I collapsed in their arms and we sank together to the ground, and for a time there was only the sound of tears and laughter and disbelieving touches, hesitant as the brush of moth wings.


    "Let me," I said, finally leaning back. "Let me look... look at you both." I wiped my mouth and swallowed the last of my tears, and they looked back at me, and they were... oh they were here, they were real and they were... they were healthy. Dekashin remained thinner than I remembered, but sleeker also, toughened by its travels and the things it had seen that its eyes revealed with a new and steadier wisdom. And... it was still wearing one of my shirts, thinned and frayed now with age; I could just see the edge under its vest and touched it with my fingers.


    Dekashin laughed. "It's the last one I have left. The others I have worn to shreds, and all the others are grateful for they're well and truly tired of me cosseting them."


    "The others?" I asked, hesitant.


    It touched its fingers to my mouth, so I looked instead at Bilil.


    Bilil. Bilil was beautiful. More than beautiful... Bilil shone with a soft, understated light, like the Brightness beneath clouds. I had not been able to imagine her anadi, but seeing her now I couldn't imagine her any other way.


    "Your spirit at last suits your body," I said, stunned.


    "Yes," she agreed. "Though I would never have realized it beneath the Stone Moon."


    "Who?" I said, soft. "Who has taught you this?"


    They glanced at one another.


    Bilil said, "We have heard news of you, Keshul."


    "News?" I said, disoriented by the sudden change in topic.


    "The Jokka who have fled het Kabbanil have told of you, that you helped them," Dekashin said. "Some of them have arrived with supplies they say you left them."


    "Oh," I said, chagrined. "Yes, I... suppose that was me. I didn't give those things personally—"


    "—but you gave them," Bilil said.


    "Of course," I said. "I may serve the Void's purposes here, but I can't stand cruelty."


    "We have heard other stories of the Fire in the Void," Dekashin said slowly. "That you are the emperor's personal companion."


    The cold ran the length of my back, a shock that made it clear how warm I'd been feeling. I clenched my teeth.


    "Keshul," Bilil said, voice soft. "You can tell us." And I believed her, believed that they would listen without judging, that nothing I could tell them would set them apart from me. So before I could change my mind, I spoke, the words fleeing my mouth, leaving behind the cold of ice and ashes.


    "I'm in his bed," I said. "And I hate him. I thought the Void had sent me to kill him, but he's dying already of the black-spit disease... and my job is not to destroy him, but to keep him alive until he's done destroying Ke Bakil." I forced myself to lift my head and look at them. "I'm helping him."


    I met their eyes. They met mine, unwavering. And then Bilil said, "We know."


    "Then you know I am not fit company for you anymore!" I cried.


    "We know that you're doing as you must," Bilil disagreed, touching my arm. "Keshul... you're right. The empire must continue."


    "W-what?" I whispered.


    "A little while longer, at least," Bilil said. "Until the rest of us are ready to take Ke Bakil back."


    "The rest of you!" I said, eyes wide. "The rest of you?"


    "There are many of us now on the plains," Dekashin said. "We follow another. And... Keshul... the Jokkad we follow was one of the Heads of House Reña from het Narel—"


    "—the eperu!" I cried, stunned. "Roika's beloved enemy!"


    Now they were both staring at me.


    "I'm right, aren't I? The eperu lives and leads his opposition. When? When will they come?" I said. "Tell me it's soon! Tell me you bring salvation!"


    "Keshul," Dekashin said. "We can't."


    "Is it that you don't have the numbers?" I said. "Is that what you're waiting for? I could help... I know just what to do, if what you need is for the empire to fall..."


    "But it's not, and you know that well," Bilil said. "Roika has made a good beginning, and we need him to finish it while we seek the answer to the problem that is destroying us. Is destroying every society we put together, and so in the end destroying us."


    I looked at them both. "The problem... which is..."


    "Our frailty," Dekashin said, resting a hand on Bilil's shoulder. "The mind-wounds the breeders take. We have evidence it's not usual, Keshul. The ancients did not suffer from it the way we do... and we know now that they came here from somewhere else."


    "From the north," I whispered.


    "Yes," Bilil said, unsurprised.


    "You know this already?" Dekashin said.


    "Roika," I said. "Roika has been building a ship to go there."


    They looked at one another. Dekashin said to the anadi, "Thenet has to be on that ship."


    "Yes," Bilil said and leaned forward, resting her hands on my thighs. "Keshul. Can you help us?"


    "You want me to bring Roika together with the eperu who spurned him so that they might go north and find the answer to how an empire can function with compassion?" I said, and despite myself found the whole thing ridiculous, amusing, surreal. "Of course. The Void has asked everything else of me. This should be easy in comparison."


    Dekashin laughed, and Bilil smiled but didn't seem to find it funny. "We know it will be hard. Can you find a way?"


    "The ship isn't ready yet," I said, frowning. "I'm more concerned about getting word to you when it will sail."


    "More and more Jokka are leaving het Kabbanil, or trying," Bilil said. "Maybe you can send a message with one of them."


    "Dangerous," I murmured. "But if your eperu has information that might lead to our emancipation... then Roika will want to know it." I rubbed my face. "I don't know how I'll manage it, but I will. I will."


    "And then you'll be done," Bilil said. "And you can come home with us."


    The words were sharper than claws, sinking into my spirit. I stared at her, trembling.


    "We know," Bilil said, cupping my cheek. "We know how much you're suffering. But once we put the two of them on that ship, Keshul, our part in all this will be over. You and I and Dekashin... we can rest. And if the home waiting for us is temporary, the home we make with each other isn't, and will go with us wherever we do."


    "I love you," I blurted. "I love you both."


    But what was treason under the Stone Moon surprised Bilil not at all, and I remembered again the serene apprentice who never seemed phased at anything. She drew me into her arms, her cheek against my jaw, and said: "We know."


    Just like that. The pain of the years of questions and fears, all dissolving in two gentle words. We know.


    Love as a natural thing. Love as the law. As above the law. As easy as the sun rising and shuñe growing.


    "Tell me you don't have to go yet," I whispered into her mane.


    "No," she said. "We have time."


    "Then tell me," I said. "Tell me everything."


    "Let's get more comfortable," Dekashin said. " 'Everything' will take a while."


    It put its back to one of the broken columns, and that is how I wound up with my head in its lap and Bilil's on my chest. She tangled herself comfortably with me as if it was nothing, nothing for anadi and emodo to cuddle so... but I felt the little shiver of her fingers when she moved them and knew by it how much she'd missed me... that she, too, had not fully expected to see me again.


    Above us, Dekashin was supremely content, and stroked my hair back from my face with nimble fingers.


    "Not as good as a brush," it said when I looked up at it, "but close enough."


    I laughed. And reminded them: "Everything."


    "I'll start," Bilil said, and I settled. Not just to listen, but to pay close attention to the heat of her body against mine, the relaxation of it, the... the trust. She had spoken truth. The walls around us had long since broken, the roof crumbled brick and stone and dust; we had neither shelter nor safety... and we were home.


    "As you have guessed," Bilil said, "Rashal had me sent away the night you were taken by the Stone Moon, Keshul. For a long time, I remained in their custody but not among the anadi; they were holding me until my Turning was complete. Only when they were certain of me did they send me away, on a wagon to het Serean."


    "Serean!" I murmured.


    "Yes," Bilil said. "For it was there they decided I could be used as well as supported. Het Narel was not rich enough yet to keep so many anadi, and many of us were sent abroad. I was one of three who came to het Serean, and there I was remanded to the anadi residence."


    "In the dark," I whispered.


    "In the dark," she said with equanimity, but I felt the prickle of her skin and drew her closer. So it was that I was still moving when she finished, "There I was bred, several times."


    The harnesses. The drugs. The darkness. I froze, my arms tight around her; she let me hold her that way for a few breaths before tapping my arm gently. "Let me breathe, master."


    "I'm sorry," I said, and didn't know what I was apologizing for: holding her too tightly, letting her go through what she did, alone, or not dismantling the empire that had insulted her.


    But Bilil's ears sagged and she touched my chest. "It's not your fault. And it's not theirs either, Keshul. We need children. Where else will they come from? I didn't want to lose my mind to childbirth, but if not from me and anadi like me, then from whom? My only regret was that..." She trailed off as if embarrassed, then said, "...that it wasn't you. Or someone else I cared for, or was familiar with."


    "So... you have children," I said, scarcely believing it.


    "No," Bilil said, and now she sounded sad. "No, my womb never quickened. They put me to several different emodo and there were no babies. I was unusable."


    "Which is how it became possible to steal her away," Dekashin said above us. "For had she been a breeding female they would have minded her far more closely."


    Bilil rested her head on my arm, eyes half-closing. "There is not much more to my story until Dekashin's arrival. Since I wasn't useful but I was still mindful, sometimes they brought me out into the fields enclosed by the fence to sit, and that was how Dekashin saw me and knew who to speak to."


    "It was done with the complicity of the eperu jarana they had hired, thinking them loyal to the Stone Moon," Dekashin agreed. It tucked one of Bilil's curls back behind an ear. "I left the night we parted company in the fields outside Akkadin, Keshul, and on the back of a rikka I traveled far. And for months I continued on that way, hoping for any news of Bilil. What I heard instead was news of Jokka living beyond the empire, hiding in the fields beyond the north-south trade road. I collected rumors of them while on my journeys; by the time I'd located Bilil I had full enough of them to have some sense of where to go to find them. I bribed the eperu in het Serean's anadi residence to give me Bilil and then we fled for the source of those rumors... and found them."


    "Roika's enemy," I whispered.


    "Roika's enemy," Dekashin agreed. "We became part of that clan, and since then we have been hunting new quarry."


    "Dissidents?" I said.


    "Of a sort," Dekashin said.


    "You," Bilil answered, touching my lips with her fingers. "We were seeking news of you."


    "They let you go to look for one person?" I asked, startled.


    "They don't let anything," Dekashin, voice harder. "They are no empire to force compliance out of their followers."


    "And that is their problem," Bilil said with a sigh that warmed the side of my neck. I frowned. Seeing it, Bilil reached up and smoothed the crease from between my brows. "You see it, don't you. You can feel the shape of it, the pattern."


    "If Roika has created an empire out of balance with itself in favor of the emodo principle," I said, "then I would guess your eperu has created one out of balance with itself for lack of it."


    "Yes," Bilil said. "What we have made in the plains cannot be sustained either, no more than the Stone Moon can."


    "We need each other," Dekashin said. I looked up at it and it smiled, lopsided. "All three of us. The Trifold is sacred for a reason."


    "Gods help us," I whispered, and then hid my anger against Dekashin's leg because, of course, they were. The Void had claimed me. The Brightness Bilil. And if the World had not chosen Dekashin, it was because the World, being eperu, was less given to dramatics.


    "You must not call me master anymore," I said to Bilil.


    "Why?" she said. I heard the smile in her voice and looked at her, startled... and yes, there it was. Such a happy, genuine smile. Maybe even a little mischievous. "It pleases me to do so."


    "And if I wanted you to call me Keshul?" I said.


    "I would call you Keshul... sometimes," Bilil answered, and at my expression laughed against my throat. "Oh, Keshul. You have Dekashin to call you by name all the time. I loved you when we were master and apprentice, and to honor those times I still call you by the name I learned first. Is that so bad?"


    "Not... when you put it that way," I admitted. And chuffed a reluctant laugh. "You were always a touch too intransigent for an apprentice. You know that, don't you."


    "Yes," she said, unrepentant.


    I pressed my nose into her hair and breathed, and my body began to shake. And they answered me, my beloveds; Bilil slid one leg over mine and one arm over my ribcage and drew me close, and Dekashin leaned down until it covered us both with its chest, its arms around us, its head pillowed on our hips.


    "I don't want to go back," I whispered. "I can't go back. I'm so cold, all the time. For years, the Void has been working its way into my blood, my bones, my mouth." The shaking became an itch in my fangs, and I swallowed, hiding my face in the warm dark space created by their embrace. "I don't want to go back...!"


    "Keshul," Dekashin said, its strong hand on my flank. "Keshul. It won't be long now. Not much longer. We promise. Did I not keep that promise before?"


    "You did," I whispered.


    "Trust me," it said. "Trust us again." It brushed a warm, soft nose against my hip. "We love you. We'll come for you."


    "It will work out as it should, as it must." Bilil nuzzled my cheek, my mouth. "We promise."


    "We vow," Dekashin said. "We won't abandon you to the Stone Moon."


    "Or the Void," Bilil said.


    "Just a little longer," I pleaded.


    So they held me, and I shook in their arms... and that shaking slowly subsided before the truth of it: that I had been living in the Stone Moon empire in the embrace of the Void, unbalanced, without the World and Brightness. The warmth would come back when we were reunited.


    And the sooner I left, the sooner I could live through that separation and find them again on the other side.


    "Do you believe?" Dekashin asked when I had grown quiet.


    "I do," I said. And drew in a deep breath, letting it out. "I do."


    "Good," it said, touching its nose to mine so I could feel its breath, hear its smile. "I needed a lot more convincing than you did...!"


    Bilil said, all tranquility, "It's your innate laziness. It took longer to make you to work through it."


    That startled me into a bark of a laugh, as no doubt they both intended.


    "I'll go first," I said. "So I won't see which direction you've gone."


    "It won't matter," Dekashin said. "We've become very practiced at not being followed. Even by our beloved, who misses very little."


    "Except you," I said, still wondering at the taste of the words in my mouth, at how easy they were.


    "Except us," Bilil said. "And not for long. Go, master. We will be reunited soon."


    I rested a few moments longer in their arms, and then I left without looking behind me. Just a little longer, they'd said. I prayed they were right.
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    How I dreaded the following night... to go from loving arms into bed with the emodo I both hated and knew the world needed. I paced while waiting, rubbing my arms; I wasn't sure whether I wanted to keep the warmth I'd not yet lost or shed it before I had to give myself over to the Void's chosen emperor. In the end I sat on the bed, eschewing the liquor that might have anesthetized me. I did this while wondering why I bothered anymore. Roika knew he was ill. Roika knew I would force him to rest whether or not he used my body. Was it necessary for me to take him, then?


    I was still considering that possibility when he entered my room. He walked heavily to the chair at the balcony and sat on it, hunched, his elbows on his thighs and the wrists loose, hands hanging.


    "Did something happen?" I asked, because he looked... defeated.


    And he coughed. He didn't try to hide it this time and it wracked his body though he kept his frame taut and bent. Alarmed, I went to his side and put a hand on his back. I watched him wipe his mouth with the side of his hand and both of us looked at the dark smear there, one that neither of us would have seen against his skin without the light of the moon to glimmer on the stickiness.


    "Come lie down," I said, tugging on his arm, and he allowed it. He curled in my bed with his back to me and I tucked a blanket around him and then stared at his spine for a long time, at the flex of his shoulder blades against his skin. I could hear the hoarseness of his breathing.


    I slid into bed behind him and rested my cheek against his back. With my ear pressed to his skin I could hear too clearly the wheezing. I slipped my arm over his ribcage and closed my eyes, and somehow remembered to sleep myself.


    We ceased to be lovers that night. He came to me for an intimacy more desperate than sex: he came to be weak, to stop hiding his sickness. On good nights he came for the luxury of resting without having to explain why he was so glad to lie down. On bad nights he came so he could cough without being heard.
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    As if it knew that its master was failing, the empire began unraveling too. In the summer that followed the Claws were never idle, chasing down contract desertions, petty thieves and uncovering the financial lies of the Houses, which had grown rich enough to want to keep their money rather than give it to the Stone Moon. I was often in consultation with a frustrated Jushet who wanted nothing more than to return to easier days when all that concerned him was who to haul up next on the block. "I should rebuild the damned thing," he growled to me one day.


    ...and then he did, to sentence the head of House Rapuñal to slavery. Rapuñal had been embezzling money from the empire for months, it seemed, and the depth of the transgression was so extreme that none of the Claws questioned its cause. But I knew.


    And so did Roika.


    "They have been keeping money back to buy supplies for the dissidents," he whispered to me the night after Ajul Rapuñal-eperu, once Head of House Rapuñal and now a nameless slave, had been sentenced before all of het Kabbanil. "They send the wealth of the Stone Moon to my enemies."


    I considered this in silence. And then, because by now he deserved it, said, "Yes."


    "You know this," he said. When I didn't answer, he said, "How do you know this?"


    Again, I did not speak.


    "Then you... you have become my enemy as well," he said. "Have you."


    "Roika," I said. "I haven't stopped being your enemy since the day I met you. And you knew that once."


    Roika closed his eyes, exhausted, and said nothing more. In his expression I saw... betrayal? Could it be that he had fooled himself into thinking I loved him? Worse... had he fallen in love with me, knowing that I could never reciprocate?


    He did nothing against me. But the following day Jushet and his underlings were scattered in search of the kingdom in the grasslands, the rebellion led by his former beloved, his enemy, the eperu Thenet Reña-eperu. The rumors now were sufficient that they could be heard in the cheldzan of het Kabbanil: the Stone Moon rules all... but there was a new place, a truedark place that could veil the light of the moon. And it was not a myth.


    In the morning, alongside my bottle of fifty-coin liquor, I found a small wooden box. I stared at it for a very long time before touching it, and even then could not open it; to open it would be to admit the magnitude of the gift and the feelings it represented that I could not return. I did not hurt Roika further by sending the box back to him, but I did not wear the pearls inside it. The box went onto the stand beside my bed, beneath the necklet of claws. I had collected a great many things during my time under the Stone Moon, and found I no longer wanted any part of any of them, beautiful or vile.


    But I kept them, as a reminder.
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    I was in the administrative seat the hot summer morning the courier arrived, flushed with excitement and still begrimed with the dust of the journey. "Emperor!" he cried. "My lord! For you, from the coast!"


    All activity ceased in the room as Roika turned to this new Jokkad and took the message. He opened it, read what was printed on the expensive slip of parchment... and then laughed, a thick but hearty laugh. "Our ship!" he said. "Our ship has reached the eastern coast... and is in one piece!"


    The room erupted in cheers. Roika met my eyes across the room and I smiled from my bench, and for once there was only pleasure there. I dipped my head to him in acknowledgement, for he had made this possible. He accepted it, but his smile was crooked. We were both sure he would be going out to meet that ship, but neither of us knew if he would survive the journey on it.
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    As perhaps we all should have anticipated, Ajul's sentencing reawakened the fears of the het. Perhaps Dekashin and Bilil had had some hand in what followed, for I did not invite it... but there came a night when someone was waiting for me at one of my ruins. I didn't recognize the male, though his clothes were rich silk beneath the cloak he kept tightly furled around his body.


    "Ke emodo," he said, voice quiet. "We have been told that you have traveled through truedark."


    I hesitated. Memories of the stone with the firebrights, of Larin, of my conversation with Dekashin and Bilil not far from here. "For the right cause," I said. "I do."


    "I know several Jokka who plan to make that journey at summer's close," he said.


    "That's only a week from now," I said, cautious.


    He inclined his head. "We were told to ask if you had a gift for us."


    The relief that flooded me was headier than fifty-coin liquor. I closed my eyes, savoring the warmth of it as it bloomed through my limbs. Then, slowly, I lifted my head and said, "I do. A message."


    "Tell me," he said.


    "The time has come," I said. "And the treasure awaits us at the end of the eastern road. Where it meets the sea. Go swiftly."


    "I will pass your words along tonight," he said, and drew back. The Void engulfed him and he was gone, leaving me alone with my transcendent victory.


    "Soon," I whispered. "I'm coming home."
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  The following novella, "Stone Moon, Silk Scarves", introduces the narrator of Book 3 of the Stone Moon Trilogy, Pathen Ures-emodo.

 

Stone Moon, Silk Scarves

A novella of the Jokka in the time of the Stone Moon

 

 

By all that's good and worthy, I hate funerals. I thought it the moment I heard about Jurenel's death, I thought it again when ke Suker told me it was mine to attend, and I thought it a third time ascending the steps to the temple of the Trinity, bypassing the line of well-wishers as they stared after me and fingered their death gifts. I hated the Void's incense and the sticky-fine nets that were His decorations, the cloying foods, the nervous speeches. If there truly is a Void god, I hope He'll kill me quickly in the wilderness and trip me into a gulch so deep no one will be able to find my body to honor it.

But a claw of the Empire can afford no such sentiments. I disguised my hesitation by standing aside so my three subordinates could process before me; as they passed I tasked myself to a calm that scattered the moment I set a foot on the cold marble of the floor and I saw again—and for the last time—the object of this evening’s grim exercise.

Anyone but Ke Jurenel Laisira-eperu.

His body had been arranged on the bier that would later disintegrate when put to the fire. Even in death he wore a faint smile, and the deep creases around his brows had not grown slack. Oh, no. If afterlife there was, ke Jurenel would not be resting. The Jokkad who had guided House Laisira from listless poverty to its present pinnacle, the sole Jokkad who had dared spar with me over our weekly tea, who seemed not to fear the power of the Empire at all or its instruments... that Jokkad would tumble the World's household and rebuild it from twigs, if he thought aught could be gained by it.

I could not recall a single emodo from House Laisira to be his equal, and if they could not find someone to run the House with as much aplomb, we would lose the significant income we skimmed off Laisira's transactions as well as the profits made from Jurenel's alliances. The Empire was growing. We could not waste a single coin. "Assess the new Head of Household," ke Suker had said. "If he does not suit, we may have to act."

So much said in so few words.

The bier had been set in the middle of the temple's vast central chamber, with two firebowls on either side of Jurenel's head. There was no other illumination save the starlight pouring from the windows carved into the high stone ceiling. The strands of gold and the disks of clay that were the decorations of the Brightness and World had been put away, and only the Void's black nets, sprinkled with crystal, drifted in the shadows.

By tradition, the next Head of Household remained undeclared until the last had been cast on the wind... but each Head was responsible for training his successor, and that Jokkad always stood at the foot of the bier with the other principals of the House: the pefna-eperu, charged with managing all the neuters of a household; the jarana, once tasked with guarding the anadi and now charged with their assessment and dispensation; and the kaña, if the House still owned any females: not a usual thing anymore, save among rich Houses like Laisira.

Three people stood there now. As my subordinates arranged themselves near the door, I approached the trio with the immunity of my position. The empire had freed me from the need to observe this morbid ritual, had taken away the gods and offered the cold light of the Stone Moon, emblem of Roika's dominion. Lucky Jokkad I. Now all I had to worry about was House Laisira's continued health, and the possibility that I might have to kill Jurenel's apprentice.

Said apprentice stood far enough from the bier to allow well-wishers to pass by, depositing their gifts in the offering bowls before stopping beside the body to whisper their last, desperate messages. He was a young tawny male, nervous and uncertain, his dark mane bound in an elaborate braid that left his narrow face exposed to the harsh light of the fire. Did he wear the style because he truly followed the Trinity? The bleak tradition of leaving your neck and face exposed at a funeral for the Void's inspection was rarely observed even by the devout. Perhaps he wore it thus out of respect for Jurenel—it was one of the deceased’s more fascinating eccentricities, that pragmatic Jokkad who nevertheless believed foot, claw and sole in the gods.

I waited until after a Jokkad in line had dropped an especially large pouch into the bowl before stepping up beside the emodo and murmuring, "The people of het Kabbanil are generous."

The emodo jumped, ears dipping in surprise. I smiled at him while wondering at his skittishness. I hadn't exactly been hiding my approach. I continued, "My pardon. I'm Pathen Ures-emodo. My condolences on your loss, ke emodo. All the het will miss ke Jurenel."

"Darsi Laisira-emodo," the other Jokkad said after a beat; he glanced at my uniform and summoned a smile. "Thank you. I admit I wasn't expecting anyone from the Empire…."

"The head of House Laisira was an important member of het Kabbanil," I said, trying not to stare at him. I couldn't imagine Jurenel picking such a fumble-mouthed youth as a successor. Was this fragile male hiding some unlikely depth beneath this facade? "Naturally, the Empire would wish to pay its respects."

"Of course," Darsi said, uncertainly, as if he expected me to gut him right there. I longed to see some fire in his eyes. How I hated the simpering fear of every other Head of House to which I'd been assigned!

"Will you want to keep ke Jurenel's schedule of meetings?" I asked, just to see if I could prick his temper... but someone else answered for him, someone with an alto as clear as running water.

"Perhaps now is not the best time to discuss business."

"Just what I was thinking," Darsi said. "Don't you agree, ke Pathen? You can come by tomorrow."

I glanced past him for the source of that bright voice, catching a gleam of gold and ivory, warm shades cloaked in the dark blue of the temple. But fierce eyes, yes: plum-red, deep and intent.

"My pefna-eperu," Darsi said, stepping back. "Pathen Ures-emodo, Hesa Laisira-emodo."

As the neuter stepped forward my impression of warmth redoubled... the warmth of blood, for Hesa had skin the color of a running wound, pearl-white touched with ivory and blush. The impression was so extreme I was taken aback.

Darsi's uncertain voice reminded me that the Empire’s claws do not indulge in reveries while working. "Ke emodo?"

"A passing fancy," I said, waving it off. "A pleasure to make your acquaintance, ke eperu."

In Hesa's unwavering stare I saw the fire that should have been in Darsi's. What a joke, to see it secreted in an eperu's eyes! An eperu, who could never by law become the Head of Household, one of the most stringently enforced laws in all the Empire: it is said that Roika has a special hatred for neuters who aspire to greater than labor, and his edicts reflect it. Would that Hesa had remained its birth gender, so that Laisira could have rested in more competent hands... but then, passion did not necessarily lead to aptitude. A firetongue could run Laisira into the ground with stupid management as easily as a fragile flower like Darsi. Perhaps House Laisira had been lucky after all.

"Tomorrow," I said. "I'll be sure to come by."
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The following morning Laisira looked much the same as it had when Jurenel would had been awaiting me with a pot of hot keddif and a new set of barbed questions. It was only after I stepped inside that the differences became apparent in the hush of the halls and the furtive haste of the individuals passing through its corridors. Not a single Jokkad walked by who didn't wear unease along with Laisira's fine bee-spun silks.

Darsi was sitting in Jurenel's chair when I entered the study, and he looked as profoundly uncomfortable there as he had in the temple. The wax tablets of the House's accounts were spread in a fan on the desk, but the stylus remained in its stand. I wondered if anyone had picked it up since Jurenel's death.

The emodo didn't greet me or invite me to sit. I let him stare as long as he wanted, wondering what he was thinking. Was he gathering his courage? Assessing my mien? Testing my stubbornness? Or was it merely timorous? Maybe he was waiting for me to speak first, unwilling to take control of the meeting.

That there wasn’t a pot of tea of the desk irritated me.

Eventually I lost patience with him. I had too much to do to waste the morning playing predators' games with a new Head of Household. "So, ke Darsi. Now we can talk business."

"Yes, of course," Darsi said. "As long as you understand I haven't had much time to settle in my role yet."

"Naturally; but I wouldn't want to lose much time." I walked to the chair Jurenel had saved for me for our interviews, but didn't sit in it. Instead I rested my hands on its back and looked at my new opponent. "Ke Jurenel and I had much unfinished business, all of which would suffer for tardiness. You and I may want to meet a few days in succession until you're comfortable with the status of Laisira’s accounts. Then we can resume ke Jurenel's schedule of meeting once a week."

"To discuss what the empire wants of Laisira," Darsi said.

As if he needed confirmation? Did Jurenel not tell him anything at all? Such confusion made no sense in the emodo Jurenel had been training as a second. I emptied my voice of my concerns and said only, "As you say."

"I'm sure it won't take me long to settle," Darsi said. "Until then, there are some things we can take care of now. You'll want your fraction of the gifts brought to the funeral?"

"If you've tallied the total already, yes," I said. "We take a smaller part of the death gifts than we do of sales."

"The Stone Moon has mercy," Darsi said, and if he meant any sarcasm I couldn't hear it.

"Mercy is not one of the empire's virtues," I said. "Mercy doesn't build roads. But there is a certain decorum that should be observed." Surely he was hiding his knowledge beneath a facade of ignorance, one intended to fool me into concessions. The matter wanted a test. I glanced at my hands to give Darsi a chance to catch his breath, and when he took it I said, "I'm more concerned about my negotiations with ke Jurenel about the seven eperu he owes the Empire for labor."

"The what?" Darsi exclaimed with a touch of a squeak, caught off-guard as never ke Jurenel would have been. Was he playing at surprise to put me off guard? "Surely you jest, ke Pathen."

"Not at all," I said. "Every House owes the Empire labor. Laisira has evaded its responsibilities long enough. Seven eperu for a season to help build the roads and public works. Or do you think aqueducts and thoroughfares maintain themselves?"

"We only have fifteen eperu, ke Pathen!"

I nodded, waiting for him to tell me Jurenel had agreed to no such thing... or even that he would need time to find the record of this agreement. But he didn't. I continued to play my part, wondering what trap he was setting. "I know how many eperu Laisira has, ke emodo. Indeed, I'd originally required ten—thus the negotiations. Ke Jurenel convinced me that seven would be enough. But I'm not sure how much longer I can hold that offer out. I have my own superiors to answer to, as you know."

"Seven eperu for a season," Darsi said and shook his head. "I'm not sure I can manage it. Ke Jurenel was a good emodo, but... "

"You intend not to honor his bargains?" I asked. "That would be troublesome. We would have to re-negotiate everything he's put in place for Laisira. I can't see that being good for the House when most of our agreements were made when Laisira had less to give the Jokka."

The flush that whitened Darsi's ears would have amused me had I not been so appalled at the way he was handling the discussion. I'd expected him to call me on my bluff long before I reached this point, but now that we had I couldn't very well back away.

"I never meant to intimate such a thing," Darsi said. "You'll have your seven eperu, ke emodo. Just... give me a week to decide who to send."

"Of course," I said, standing free of the chair. "I'll send someone for the tithe of the death gifts later this afternoon."

"As you say," Darsi said. "Come back in two days, ke Pathen, and we'll catch up with the rest of the accounts."

"Two days," I said and backed to the door. "Until then, ke emodo. Good morning."

I waited until I'd left the House behind a curve before stopping to curse. It hadn't been my intention to steal Laisira's eperu support, but Darsi should have known that only desperate Houses gave labor to the empire. Rich Laisira hadn't been desperate for many years. Suker would laugh himself out of his chair when he heard I'd accidentally put Laisira's eperu to work hauling paving stones south up Roika's road.

There was only one possible answer for Darsi's ineptitude: Jurenel had died without training a successor, and Darsi thought... what, he could take the lead? Or had he been pushed there by others? What exactly had happened? If Darsi remained as incompetent as he seemed to be now, the House would fall and take with it all the coin taxed from its sales.

I sighed as I walked back toward the barracks. I didn't want to have to take care of a problem with Laisira's succession. I carried the metal sickle-knives that all the empire's enforcers did, but I didn't enjoy their use.

There was the possibility Darsi would find his mind with a map before I had to remove him. It was enough to turn me into a praying man.
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For the next few days I had no time to devote to Laisira. One of my Houses, Rapuñal, had a limb in every business in Kabbanil; checking their records involved a great deal of tedium. For this very good reason, I'd delegated the task to two of my subordinates. I knew they would find a discrepancy one day, but even I would never have guessed the magnitude of Rapuñal's transgression. They'd hidden secret transactions in almost every business, from rikka sales off their caravans to unstated contracts for future use of the children they were due by allotment... little items all over their House, all of them stealing just a little more blood from the empire.

The Stone Moon does not appreciate stolen blood or breath. Rapuñal was my House to watch, and beneath two of my hands it had robbed the emperor of enough money to finish his road to the Birthwell. We set a date for the public punishment of ke Ajul, Head of Rapuñal, and I prepared my knives.

Suker had words for me after all the explanations I'd been forced to tender to Roika's ministers, between evidence granted and interviews suffered by my subordinates.

"A thousand coins a month," Suker said, leaning against the arch into my little-used office. "That's a lot."

"Yes," I growled, struggling with the cloth wrapping on my sickle-knives. All Roika's claws had them... uncomfortable things only a little larger than our spread hands, with one end sharply pointed and the other flat and shaped like a scythe-moon. The weapons were issued to us with the latter edge wrapped in cloth. I was trying to peel it off.

"You know the Empire is displeased with me."

"Which means you are displeased with me," I said, finally getting a claw in under the wrapping. I'd never had cause to remove it, and it was reluctant to come loose. I was not eager to help it. "I understand, ke Suker. What punishment are you required to levy?"

Suker sighed, ears flattening. "You know I don't hold with this particular policy of the empire's, Pathen. You're one of my best."

I glanced at Suker sharply. His eyes were fixed on the far wall and his arms were tightly crossed over his uniform tunic. Even his tail was swishing, the spasmodic twitches of a nervous mind, not the decisive flicks of a shrug.

I tore the bindings on the knife at last and revealed the sickle edge, inlaid with a symbolic strip of dimpled stone. "Rip it free, ke Suker."

"I'll have to dock your pay," Suker said.

I flicked one ear backward and looked at him askance. Money was not much of a concern for me and he knew it well.

"And I'm going to have to take you off three of your five Houses," Suker said at last. "Rapuñal, Makuf and Ledezail."

Slowly I rose to my feet and spread my hands on my desk. "Ke emodo... "

"You don't have to tell me," Suker said, rubbing the back of his neck with a hand. "I've had to promote one of Brekkan's emodo to take over those duties. And I don't know what I'm going to do about your subordinates. I've been told to release them from the Empire's service entirely." He grimaced. "I'm hoping this is temporary. We'll limp along until the Empire forgets that you allowed Rapuñal to cheat it, or until you have some spectacular success that restores you to favor."

I wanted to protest, but didn't. In truth, I had failed; I'd delegated a task I'd found undesirable to Jokka who'd had less experience in uncovering the financial lies of canny Houses. I should have checked Rapuñal's records myself.

Ke Suker approached me and rested a hand on my arm. "Bad enough that you have to stand as the Empire's hand at the ceremony," he said. "It wounds me to impugn your competence when I have no better Jokkad in my employ. But I have faith that you'll soon be working those Houses again, and as many more as I can load on your willing back."

My willing back...! Sometimes I couldn't tell if Suker teased or not, since together we occasionally skirted close to sarcasm.

The knife glinted on the desk, its punishment edge ready for sharpening. For the sake of the empire's aims, I would do my duty. Who but Roika had ever tried to rebuild the ruins of our society? Who believed in roads? In irrigation? In increased trade and industry? Who created our message system? Who took the unpleasant duty of managing the mind-taxed off our hands, and regularized the breeding of children? We have never prospered as we have under Roika. If with that prosperity we have inherited fear, who would trade the one for the other?

The answer so far? Is “no one.” And that is how people like me become claws of the empire. If your choice is to serve the empire or be its prey, there really is no choice at all.
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I stood on the platform that had been erected in the center of het Kabbanil beneath a sky dense with clouds. Our infrequent rains come in such violent storms no one is sure whether to rejoice or flee. It seemed an appropriate tension for this distasteful moment. Between the brooding sky and the columns of incense smoke rising from the corners of the platform, I felt caged.

I stood a respectful distance to one side of het Kabbanil's minister, but in front of the lower-ranked guards that had been responsible for bringing ke Ajul, the Head of Raduñal, to my feet. He was kneeling awkwardly with his hands tied behind his back and his mane had been pulled from his face and neck, as if in preparation for his own funeral.

Much of the het had come to the square, first to watch the building of the platform, then to see ke Ajul dragged through the dust and up the ramp. Attendance at these functions wasn't mandatory, but people came anyway. They came because the ceremony was compelling, written as it was to cast the guilty as antagonist to the people of the empire. They came to see who had cheated the Empire when cheaters were so infrequent… and if they were principals of a House, they came because their absence would have been noted. Every Jokkad of consequence in Kabbanil was in front, where the minister could see their lifted faces.

The minister greeted the crowd and the people in it grew still, as tense as the waiting storm. I did not listen to the recitation of crimes, since I'd given it to the minister's aides myself. Instead, I looked down at Ajul.

Ajul. Ajul, who'd feared my arrival. Ajul who'd refused to look into my eyes. Had I so completely assumed his innocence that he'd been able to conspire despite my visits? How had he hidden his duplicity from me and mine? Even now, his contrition seemed sincere. I hated him for making me stand here. The knife in my hand dug into my palm as my fingers clenched.

" ...now this Jokkad must answer for the lies that have hurt us all, the lies that have shadowed the face of the Empire of the Stone Moon," the minister was saying, and I froze, waiting for the next words. The Emperor did not generally mete out terrible punishment for monetary crimes, but he had his whims... "Blood for blood. Sweat for sweat."

But not breath for breath.

The minister walked to me and gravely handed me a beautiful clay jar, glazed in white and apricot-cream. I set it down in front of Ajul, trying to move with my customary grace, but my limbs were stiff.

"Blood for blood," the minister said.

I stepped forward and slashed Ajul's chest with the scythe-edge of my knife, then held him over the jar with a firm grip on the hair at the back of his neck. He cried out.

We bleed hard, but stop quickly. The jar must be full, and the blood in it barely coated the inside of the bottom. I cut again. And again. The incense smoke broke against my body as the wind changed. Spatters of blood whitened my uniform, splashed against my wrists. The throng was silent. The sky was silent. Only Ajul spoke, long cries like a bird's, without meaning. The minister would let him keep his life, but no matter my skill with the knife he would never recover from the ritual. He would be a cripple for the rest of his days.

When the jar was full, I let go of Ajul's mane to pick it up. Its walls were still warm. I wiped it with a cloth given to me by one of the guards and handed it to the minister. "Blood for blood," I said in a rasp.

The minister set it on a table and I retreated to my place, knife still in hand, still dripping.

"And sweat for sweat," the minister said. "So much money has this Jokkad stole from you and the Empire that he can only pay for it with his life's work. From this day forth, Ajul Raduñal-eperu is of the House of the Stone Moon. He will spend his life completing the Empire's roads, watering its crops, and working its mines." Now a stone tablet was displayed, chiseled with all the particulars. It would be prominently displayed in the House of Transactions by the day's end so it could be read by any and all.

Ajul moaned.

The minister walked past me to Ajul and rested a hand on the unfortunate's head. "The Emperor is not without mercy. Your House has been spared your fate. It will not suffer for your poor leadership." He turned from Ajul to face the crowd and lifted his arms. "And now, my fellows, I—"

"Throwbacks!" Ajul yelled. I stepped back, startled... nothing in Ajul's demeanor had suggested he had enough fire in him to interrupt the ceremony's close. "Arrogant fools! You think yours is the only way!"

The minister attempted to continue his statement, but Ajul shouted again.

"There is another way. On the plains, another city, a better way, a kinder ruler... "

The minister glanced at me and nodded, almost imperceptibly, toward the Empire's newest slave. As I stepped forward, he said to Ajul, "Poor misled creature. There is only one empire. There is only one emperor. On the plains there is nothing but famine, poverty and death. Only beneath the Stone Moon is there light."

I struck Ajul hard enough to knock him unconscious, but not enough to damage him. I'd had too much experience with gauging my blows in my line of work. I caught him before he crumpled and set him on the ground.

Looking up from my crouch, I found Darsi's face across from mine. I hadn't noticed him until now. His skin was shemilkiil: gray, from lack of blood, from shock, the gray that steals the colors from our shimmering skins. I had never seen anyone look so obviously afraid at one of these rituals: it set him apart from his peers with their carefully controlled expressions.

He was prey before the claws of the Empire, no fit Head of Household for Laisira. Beside him, Hesa stood with every muscle tense, as if ready to spring. I was arrested by its fierce plum-dark eyes.

"Blood for blood. Sweat for sweat. You are all repaid," the minister said. "Go peacefully beneath the light of the Moon."

The crowd began to disperse. I stood slowly, moved out of the way of the guards as they lifted Ajul’s limp body. The minister didn't even look at them before gliding down the ramp and into the milling Jokka, there no doubt to assess which Heads of Household were inappropriately appalled by Ajul's fate.

I did not recall how I arrived back at the barracks, only that when the restless rage wore off I was sitting on the edge of the rikka trough, sweaty and disturbed. I dipped my arm into the water to begin to unseal my hand from the sticky blade. Once I worked my fingers free, I let the weapon sink to the bottom and stared into the water. How I hated being one of the claws on the end of the Emperor's hand. How I hated that he used me... and worse, how my rage at being used served his purposes. I could turn my face from the whispers of instinct, but they would not quiet until I listened. They were speaking now. They were adamant.

On my way to find enough tape to re-wrap the punishment edge of my knives, I stopped Ukeñe, my last remaining subordinate, and made my stiff bow to the feral voices. It is better to hunt than to be the hunted.

"Watch Laisira's Head," I said. "There's something not quite right with that House."
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In the days that followed, Ukeñe watched Darsi and I examined the slates between meetings with the Heads of my remaining Houses. I was determined not to make the mistakes that had enslaved Ajul and forced ke Suker to take away my responsibilities, and for a while, all was well. Darsi found his footing; he had an odd habit of deliberating at least a day on each decision, but Laisira began making money again, more even than it had under Jurenel, and I forgave him his caution. House Kaduye, my other charge, remained scrupulously honest in its accounts. I thought I could relax.

The day I noticed the decrease in Laisira's honey sales Ukeñe came to me wearing a grimace. I glanced up from the column of numbers on the latest wax tablet.

"You look like you've eaten something sour," I said.

"You said there was something not quite right with Laisira? I'll say. I think the pefna's got the Head in a harness."

I gaped at him, the anomalous figures forgotten. "What?"

"The Head of Household, the emodo. He's very deferential to the pefna, something it makes easy to see by attending all of his meetings. They're... very close. You understand?"

"You think they're fornicating?" I asked, ears splaying.

"It looks that way," Ukeñe said.

I let my head drop into my hands. Darsi and Hesa sharing beds was an unmitigated disaster. Of all the sins the Empire of the Stone Moon frowned upon, only two others carried more weight. But while treason resulted in a clean execution and the opportunity for the emperor to make a lesson out of the event, perverts... perverts were a calamity. There was no way I could gracefully extract myself, ke Suker, or Laisira from such a debacle. Roika hated perverts with such passion that their punishments stretched on for months, dragging their Houses into ruin and providing macabre spectacles for the het long after the errant lovers had repented. It was a rare event—our new laws keep the sexes from casual interaction—but it had happened once during my tenure as a claw. The resulting series of public mortifications had concluded with the emodo half of the couple exiled, a death sentence under the Stone Moon with every het in Roika’s palm. But even that was better than what had happened to the eperu. It had simply vanished, and Void alone knew what fate it had met.

Perverts. Void crush it. Only wrongful Heads-of-Household enraged the emperor more.

"You're certain?" I asked.

Ukeñe smiled wryly. "Would it suit your purposes if I wasn't?"

"Yes," I said.

"Then perhaps you should observe them yourself for a while, ke emodo," Ukeñe said with a deferential tap to the brow. "I may be incorrect."

So he was sure. I had to find a way to pry them apart before anyone else noticed. We didn't need Laisira's house stone broken. Few were the Houses in het Kabbanil that could say they made more money than House Laisira. Not only that, but the House would not survive the resulting exposure, and neither would I... and I doubted Ukeñe or Suker would either.

"There are some strange figures in their records," I said. "I suppose I will have to survey them personally for a few weeks. Thank you for your help, ke emodo. Will you now look into Kaduye's newest grain venture? At the projected yields, we’ll need to help them with the application for the food subsidy."

Ukeñe nodded and obediently turned to go, but I did not miss the glint of fear in his eyes. He knew what Darsi and Hesa's affair meant.

I packed the tablets and left, stopping only to dress in a fresh uniform. By the time I reached Laisira, purple dusk had swallowed the road. The sultry yellow-orange of oil-soaked torches lit the area immediately around the House. A double handful of Jokka were milling outside, dragging crates toward the back of the building or loading them on carts. Directing this chaos was a slender figure, half-naked, skin shimmering like new blood.

I waited for a lull. "Ke Hesa."

It flung itself around and fixed me with its fierce eyes. "You! What are you doing here? It's a little late for the empire to come slinking by."

I laughed despite my worry. It had been too long since I'd heard such defiance. "I had a few pressing questions."

"So pressing you couldn't wait for your meeting with Darsi?" Hesa asked archly. It snorted. "Are you so eager to bring us down, like you did Rapuñal?"

That was skirting too close to painful truth. "Fallen Houses earn no coin for the empire," I said.

"Ah, yes, I forget," Hesa said. "The vaunted roads and aqueducts, the messengers on swift rikka, the anadi residences to bolster our population. Who will pay for the light of the Stone Moon if not the Houses?" It reached forward, quicker than I could stop, and snatched the end of the sash around my waist. "Who will keep your soldiers in scarves?"

I tried to catch my breath from the brush of its hand against my thigh. No wonder Ukeñe thought Hesa had Darsi in harness. If it was this forward with everyone, I was shocked it hadn't already been accused of perversion. "Your honey sales," I said. "They're down."

"That happens sometimes," Hesa said with a shrug. It waved to two eperu with a seemingly unimportant burden. "Don't dare drop that crate!"

"Sometimes," I said, "but this is an extreme dip. I'm concerned that your bees might be sick."

"The bees are fine," Hesa said. "They'll weave their cocoons. It's the markets that are failing. No one bought any honey on the last two caravans."

I frowned. "That's strange. Usually your honey sells quickly."

"Perhaps other places have found their own bees."

That was even more alarming. Laisira's honey was only a byproduct of the bees that wove their cocoons to win their wings. If other towns started keeping their own bees, the market for Laisira's cloth might drop drastically.

Hesa glanced at me. I found it still had my sash in its hand. "I've worried you," it said, and I heard hesitation in its voice for the first time.

"I'm afraid so," I said. "You won't mind if I survey your operations personally for a few weeks, ke eperu?" I offered it a wry smile. "No matter what you believe, I have no wish for Laisira to be broken, but I must allay my masters' fears."

"Your masters," Hesa murmured. "And mine."

I looked down at its brilliant mane, pulled back in an untidy braid. One spiral curl hid its eye from mine.
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Darsi bristled the first week I made a nuisance of myself, attending every meeting, examining every caravan, following all the principals of the House on their business. The extremity of his reaction raised the same alarms that no doubt had sent Ukeñe into my office. But Hesa waved down his objections and eventually Darsi let me be. And I made my observations.

And oh, such observations.

With each passing sunset, I listened to Hesa interrupt Darsi to argue Laisira's suppliers down to absurd prices. I watched it hauling crates, capping pots of dye and arranging cargo in caravans so that more wares could fit in them. I saw it design ways to protect bolts of cloth from exposure and preserve volatile dyes on long journeys... I scarcely believed the prices it demanded and received for Laisira's goods. I had never seen anyone so magnificent, and in its ferocity for the business it made even Jurenel look like a helpless baby. If Darsi was dropping his trews for his pefna, I could scarcely blame him. I couldn't imagine anyone saying no to blood-hot Hesa. I certainly muffed it the first time it shoved an empty jar into my arms.

"Start packing those," it said. "The northern caravan will be here tonight and we want them ready to go the moment it rolls to a stop."

“I’m not allowed to pack crates,” I said. “Labor is a neuter duty and duty—”

“—never crosses sex lines,” it said. “I know the law.”

“Then you know that I’m not allowed,” I answered, still holding the jar.

“You’re a claw,” it said, piquant. “Write yourself a permit.” When I didn’t move, it stared me in the eye. “Ke Pathen, you have a hand wound in my tail all day. Every day. If you’re going to be breathing down my spine, you might as well be useful.”

I’ll never know why I gave in and packed the damned jar. But after that, I didn’t stop. Technically emodo could do the work of eperu if they had a permit, but it was rare; the division of labor codified by the empire really did extend the mindspans of all the sexes and few people fought it. And it was true that as a claw, I could write such permits.

Besides, I felt guilt for what I was attempting to do to Laisira. I didn’t want to be there, waiting for one of its principals to make its first—and last—mistake.

So I packed jars. I loaded crates. I took notes at meetings. But I didn't forget why I'd come, and every hour I sought some sign of Hesa and Darsi's perversion. Their relationship perplexed me—Ukeñe had not falsely reported Darsi's bizarre deference, nor Hesa's tendency to follow him into every negotiation—but I could find no evidence of a relationship. Something was going on, but I couldn't figure what, and short of surveying them from dawn to dawn, I probably never would.

And yet I couldn’t bear to let it be. The repercussions of the catastrophe of their possible relationship brought me back to their door, day after day… week after week… month after month.
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Two months into my unsuccessful investigation, Hesa leaned back against the wall of the House and wiped the sweat from its sloped forehead. Together we watched the west-south caravan depart, its wagon beds piled high with Laisira's latest offerings. Then the eperu turned to the vat at the corner of the house and ladled itself a cup of water. I watched it splashing its face, a few locks flopping over its eyes. Sweat had sealed one of its curls to the length of its pale neck, a raised spiral damp and glistening.

So engaged was I in studying the poetry of this curl that I didn't realize it had turned and was offering me a spoon of water.

"Thank you," I said, and drank.

"You're a good worker," Hesa said as I washed my face with the dregs. "So good I'm wondering if we should list you as an employee, ke emodo. Temporary of course, since I share you with the empire."

I sputtered into the water and lifted my head to find it laughing. I managed a weak grin. "The empire doesn't care how its claws do their work, so long as the work is done."

"And your work is scrutinizing my House?" Hesa asked. "One would think you wouldn't have time to give such special attention to Laisira."

I shrugged. "In the wake of the incident with Rapuñal, my duties have been curtailed. I have the time." Even if it meant I was going over Kapuye's records before bed. I was beginning to dream in numbers, when I didn’t have nightmares about languishing silk sales and Hesa and Darsi in each other’s arms.

"If all the Empire's claws threw their backs into the work of their Houses the way you do, I think they would find themselves welcome wherever they went." Hesa stretched, muscles rippling beneath its shining skin. "Which reminds me... come."

I followed it into the building, past the rooms where the emodo of Laisira painted and wove their magic for the enrichment of House and empire. Leaving me on the threshold of a small room, it vanished for a few moments before returning with a length of gray silk.

Before I could speak, it was untying the sash at my waist. The Empire's uniforms had been designed for breezing through a House, enjoying its hospitality and sailing out again; my labors made an untidy mess of it. The fabric beneath the sash was wrinkled and stained with sweat, the first few buttons near the square neckline never stayed fastened, and the soft blouse beneath the tunic was matted near my neck and wrists. With a few brushes and snaps of its wrist, Hesa made it look fresh again, and then it wrapped the new sash around my waist.

"I'm correct in thinking the sashes are the Jokkad's choice?" Hesa said.

"Yes," I said, staring at its nimble fingers. I had never bothered to buy scarves for my uniform. Personalizing my uniform would have forced me to face that I was inhabiting it.

"Then this shouldn't get you in trouble," it said, flipping the end of the sash over with a flourish. "There. Much nicer."

The silk was as smooth and cool as running water: translucent gray, with spirals hand-painted over a dyed and mottled cloudy sky. A few moments later, I noticed that the spirals matched the ones visible on my body.

"This is a magnificent gift," I said, and it was... worth at least two week's salary. "I can't possibly—"

"Yes, you can," Hesa said, interrupting me. It touched my mouth with its fingers, shocking me into silence. "And you will."

I let out a breath. "Far be it from me to contradict you, ke Hesa. Thank you." I studied the masterful evocation of the clouds and traced a ray. “Is this the light of the moon, then?”

“Would I give you a scarf with the sun?” it asked with perhaps too studied an innocence.

I stared after it for a little too long after it left: a claw of the empire, too obviously contemplating the reckless principal of a House. The fear of the weavers behind me was palpable, like the incense off the platform where Ajul became a slave.

[image: ***]

That evening Suker found me over the wax tablets for Laisira and Kaduye. Frowning, even: the gift kept nagging at me, though I hadn’t taken it off.

"Pathen?"

"It's nothing," I said. "Not serious anyway. Give me until the summer fetes.... "

"Ukeñe told me there was something going on with Laisira, but not what."

I looked up then. "He did?"

"I asked," Suker said, and presumably my expression prompted him to add, "You've been stalking them like an eightclaws a wounded rikka. Of course I thought something was going on. So what is it?"

"We think there's something unnatural going on between the Head and the pefna."

"Unnat—Void! Are you sure?"

"No," I said firmly. "I've been watching them for months now and haven't seen any signs of it."

"But you're not sure," Suker said. "Is there anything odd in the books?"

"Now that you call it up," I said reluctantly, "it looks like Laisira is losing some of its people."

A long pause. The empire was very serious about the census. Our food supply was still marginal, even with the innovations the emperor had overseen in agriculture and irrigation. Without an exact population count from each het, the food ministry couldn’t distribute the supply correctly. The displeasure of the emperor if even one of his people starved was legendary. Not only that, but there were rumors about people disappearing from the het, and that was even more distressing… particularly given Ajul’s ravings at his sentencing.

“Losing as in to other Houses, yes?” Suker asked carefully. “Not as in dying or vanishing.”

“I’m not sure,” I said.

Another pause as both Suker and I contemplated our futures.

"Find out," Suker said. "I want a definitive answer by the holidays. And take care. We don't need people reporting any improprieties."

"Improprieties?" I asked, startled. "Ke Suker?"

"Your daily watch over Laisira hasn't gone unnoticed. Most of the Houses are pleasantly terrified, thinking we might choose them next for a special audit. But some... some are suggesting less innocent reasons."

As if my current reason was innocent. "It's nothing like you think, ke Suker."

"I know," he said, and I read sadness in his eyes. No, not sadness, pity. Pity. His gaze traveled to the sash around my waist. "But take care anyway, Pathen. Nothing trades like news. Too much trading, and I may not be able to help you. Do you understand?"

So much said in so few words.

“I understand, ke Suker.”

He nodded. “Good.”
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"Ah, yes," Hesa said the next day. I'd waited until halfway through the afternoon labors to pose the question, and we were both sticky with sweat, walking the border of the shuñe fields to stretch cramped muscles. "You'll recall the eperu you took from us when Darsi succeeded Jurenel?"

"Yes," I said warily.

"The work-load has had unfortunate effects on our remaining people," Hesa said. "One of them died of fever. Another left… and before you ask, no I don’t know where it went. ‘Anywhere but here,’ was all it told me on the way out." It wiped its face with a towel, sounding tired. I'd never heard it sound tired before. "We're running a little short on workers."

"I'm sorry," I said, aghast. "It wasn't my intention to rob Laisira of its help."

"But you did, didn't you?" Hesa said, eyeing me. "Just as you robbed Raduñal of its Head. As you are, no doubt, planning to rob us again."

"Ke eperu—"

It took one step and glared at me over its shoulder, one hand lightly touching the reeds of the crop: golden stands to frame its pearly body. "Admit it, claw of the Stone Moon. You're waiting for us to show weakness. Why else would you be here week after week, putting foot to my every print?"

"No!" I said. "It's not like that at all! Ke Hesa, I'm trying to save Laisira."

"From what?" Hesa asked archly.

"From the empire." I took a deep breath and plunged on. "They say horrible things about you, ke eperu, you and the Head. They say you are indulging in perversions. That you're in love."

Hesa stared at me. A faint tremor ran up its lithe body.

"If it's true... please, I beg you, leave off! There will be nothing left of Laisira when Roika hears of it. And of Darsi, and you…" The thought of Hesa vanishing one day was not endurable.

The eperu ran a shaking hand through its curls and let out a nervous laugh. "Gods! Nothing like that is passing between Darsi and me, I swear it, Pathen. But tell me, how exactly is your following us around all the time going to convince people otherwise?"

"I'm due to conclude my observations by the summer fetes," I said. "When I report that I've found nothing, even after tagging after you hand to tail, you'll both be presumed blameless."

Hesa turned away from me. Its shoulders were still trembling, and I dared to reach and touch one of them. We'd both shed our blouses halfway through the morning... I'd wondered what its skin would feel like. I shouldn't have been surprised that it was as smooth as Laisira silk.

"Of all the crazy things that could have befallen us after Jurenel died," Hesa said, almost to itself, "an accusation of perversion was the last I expected. If you've saved us from that, Pathen, then Laisira owes you more than I can say... and you a scythe of the Empire." It turned and embraced me, suddenly, fiercely. I had barely finished gasping when it stepped away, still holding my upper arms. "I never thought I'd have cause to clasp a claw in gratitude. Truly, wonders never end."

I summoned up a fragile smile, but my soul was in tumult. If Laisira was innocent, sharing my mission harmed no one. But if Darsi and Hesa were truly hiding an affair—if Hesa had just lied ears to toes—then what I'd just done was the worst kind of treason.

Gods help me.
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The days passed. I felt enduring guilt over the failure of Laisira's eperu; though the House continued to earn its riches, I felt every eperu that left afterwards like a knife in the side. Nor did Laisira's honey sales ever recover... Hesa only laughed over that news and answered it by feeding me some of the surplus while I washed dye jars for re-shipment. Its fingers were hot as blood as it smeared the sweet on my mouth. The feel of those fingers displaced all my other dreams and nightmares for days.

Suker did not ask again after my charges, for he and the other hands of the empire had enough to busy themselves. Petty theft and contract desertions were on the rise, and some of the Jokka at Laisira whispered that the empire's slaves were vanishing in the night. They were fleeing for the myths in the grasslands, they said, fleeing in search of the truedark that could veil the Stone Moon. I put no faith in such tales, but the minister apparently did, and Suker and his peers were often away, investigating anadi fancies in the wilderness.

The week of the summer festivals finally arrived, a cluster of holidays from different faiths and farming customs. Each day saw some ritual or gathering, ensuring that all the Jokka of het Kabbanil would have their fill of parties by the end of the holiday. On the first day I skipped the morning's bonfire and prepared instead for the evening, when all the major Houses would have their fetes. Summer's long days inspired the heaviest trading, cause enough for celebration.

I was not due at Laisira, for the arrival of the fetes had concluded my investigations and left me empty-handed of evidence I could use against them. But I remembered the intensity of Hesa's interest in the first of the summer caravans, due today. We'd spent weeks preparing enough to fill its wagons, and my hand had been on most of the dye pots and many of the bolts. I wondered how it fared. As I dressed in the Empire's severe formal uniform for the festivities, it weighed increasingly on my mind until the decision made itself. I had time before the wealthiest Houses expected me. Tying Hesa's sash around my waist for the final touch, I left for Laisira.

I arrived to the silhouettes of Jokka rushing out of purple dark into the pools of golden light thrown off by the lanterns. Incredulous, I counted over twenty-five wagons before I came to a stop. The House had been losing people steadily since my investigation began; there was no way they could load a caravan that large in one night. I found the first shipment set out and put myself to work. At first no one noticed. Then one of the caravan hands pointed me out to a Laisira eperu, who walked to my side.

"Pathen! Aren’t you due at some party somewhere? You should be away!"

"I won’t be due for a while," I said. "There's work to be done here."

I had several similar exchanges, each from a Jokkad who looked more and more uncomfortable. A few whispered out of the reach of my ears. I paid them no mind.

The last of the dye pots I loaded was into a wagon crammed with crates. I sat on one of them and wiped my brow. Surely this caravan would bring back a wealth of coin for Laisira, selling things such as these crates of honey.

Honey? Hesa hadn't been shipping honey for months. Confused, I searched the wagon with my gaze, from back to front: all of the crates were honey, to the last one. I slid off my perch and pulled my sickle-knife free, using the wrapped edge to pry off the lid.

An eperu stared up at me, aghast. I stared, equally dumbfounded, then applied my knife to several more. Two emodo, and an anadi.

"What are you doing?" I exclaimed.

"Quick," said the eperu—a Jokkad I'd worked alongside in the fields. It leaped for me, yelling over its shoulder, "Dleñe, get Hesa!"

I fell over against the edge of a crate, stunned as the corner slammed into my spine. The eperu tried to wrestle me to the floor of the wagon, and we staggered around the obstacles. In ordinary circumstance I would have overpowered it easily, but I did not want to hurt it.

Other Jokka wriggled free of their crates and joined their comrade against me. They bore me down. One of them took my knife.

"We have to silence him," one of them hissed.

"He's a friend!"

"He's the empire's! Do it now, before you get soft! Or do you want to be sent to the end of the road, to haul paving stones until you die?"

They were going to do it. Shocked, I let loose with the claws on my feet and writhed. I caught a blow in my stomach that doubled me over, and then they had my arms trapped behind me. I tried to flail against them, and for my efforts earned my own knife against my chest.

Once. Twice. Again.

We bleed much, but the wounds close quickly. Blood splashed white against my uniform. I was too stunned to cry out.

"STOP!"

I fell onto my side, clutching the rips in my chest, trying not to lose consciousness. The wagon floor creaked beneath me, and then silk rustled as someone crouched alongside my face.

I found strength to speak. "Should I tie my hair back?"

Slim fingers lit on my jaw, bringing with them the familiar smell of sunlight and honey. "What?"

"For the sacrifice," I said hoarsely.

"Void enfold it," Hesa swore bitterly, for it was indeed crouched beside me. It spoke to someone behind me. "Go tell Darsi this is it. We're all leaving. Don't forget the bee eggs. Go!"

Claws clicked against the wagon floor as the Jokka who'd attacked me left. Soon I heard nothing but Hesa's breath. I opened my eyes when it gently rolled me onto my back.

"Are you still bleeding?"

"No," I said. It was leaning over me, dressed for the fetes neither of us had shown to: a scarlet gown of Laisira's own silk embroidered with argent flowers. Its skin shone like polished bone. "Hesa... what... "

It reached past me for the empire’s sickle-knife and tucked the blade into its sash. "We're leaving, Pathen. Laisira is going to the het in the grasslands that everyone's been whispering about. It's not a myth. We've been sending people there since the season began. Full half of the House is gone already."

I stared at it, too weak to sit up.

"And now," Hesa said, "you will ask why. And I will say because the empire is cruel. Because its Claws hunt us like prey and drag us bleeding to their master to be punished, enslaved or executed. Because there is no freedom to live or love."

"I was never cruel," I said hoarsely. "I worked your fields. I loaded your cargo. Your dyes stained my arms. I paid sweat to you, Laisira."

"And you watched us," Hesa said, touching my cheek with the backs of its fingers. "Don't lie, Stone Moon. You did not come to us for the good of the House." It took a breath. "We thought it wouldn't be long before you found us out, anyway." A smile flickered over its lips. "Bedding Darsi! I about fell down when you told us that. But the truth is worse. I am running the House, Pathen. Do you understand?"

I closed my eyes, dizzied. Eperu did not run Houses. That was not only against the empire's laws, it was against nature's. And now, looking back on it—Darsi's uncertainy, and then his sudden, stunning competence... Hesa's presence at every bargaining session, and its involvement in every aspect of the het's business... beneath my very eyes, Laisira had committed the worst sin, in the empire or out of it. Hesa had fed me honey and plied me with gifts until my complacency had whelmed my instincts. I'd been right from the moment I saw Darsi and Hesa at the funeral.

"He will kill you," I whispered. "Kill you and enslave your entire House. All your property confiscated. Laisira's name will die."

"Only if he finds out," Hesa said.

I tried to sit up, and couldn't without it steadying me. "Hesa—"

"The entire House is removing itself to these wagons as we speak," Hesa said. "Business will not resume until the summer festival ends. By then we'll be gone. You... you could come with us."

I ignored the softness of its voice on the last words with difficulty. "They'll follow you."

"They won't find us," Hesa said. "There are people waiting to help us scatter, to hide our trail. We'll vanish into the truedark that the Stone Moon can't illumine." It coiled its fingers around the open edges of my tunic, near my throat. "Come with us, Pathen. You don't belong here."

I looked into its plum-fierce eyes.

How many sins had Laisira committed? My rage had always served the empire. It was my duty to see them punished: to remain the hunter. I slid to the ground, weak with conflict.

How many sins had Laisira committed?

How many had I, in my heart?

"Please, ke emodo," Hesa said. Blood-hot Hesa, arguing with its suppliers, magnificent in its passion. Beautiful Hesa, framed in long strands of golden grain, skin glistening with sweat. Fierce, irreplaceable, wonderful Hesa. Who could ever tell it no? I pulled it into my arms, suddenly, fiercely. This time the rage would not use me. This time I would not bow to the empire. It could build its roads without me.

Hesa pressed its forehead against my shoulder, shaking. Laughing? Weeping? It leaned back and pulled my sash from my waist, throwing it off the back of the wagon. It started on my tunic. "We're going to have to find you new clothes."

"Those are the only clothes I have," I protested... but only a little.

"We'll make you new ones," Hesa said. "Black as truedark and blue as midday."

"No moons," I whispered.

It pressed against me, warm as fever. "No moons. Never again." So much said in so few words.

No more hunting. No more prey. No more false dichotomies.

No more lies.

“Hesa,” I breathed. Its fingers traced my mouth.

 

 

 

 

Pathen continues our story in Book 3 of the Stone Moon Trilogy, A Bloom in the North.


   

Jokku Riha

An Abbreviated Glossary

 

aksha [AHK shah] (noun)-An expletive. Literally, “entrails”.

 

ana [ah NAH] (noun)-night (includes truedark hour)

 

anadi [ah NAH dee] (noun)-female

 

ba [BAH] (adjective)-A prefix used in addressing an individual. Used to address individuals who have not yet reached maturity, roughly maps to “young”. Or an adjective version of “child”.

 

cheldzan [chehl DZAHN] (noun)-literally “net” or “web”; used for a place where people can gather at any time.

 

chenji [CHEHN-jee] (noun)-Maps closest to “witch”, or “shaman” or “magician”. In Mysterious times the chenji was an anadi valued for her ability to sense the world’s changes and counsel other Jokka on their relationship to the world and one another. Sometimes these anadi were believed prophetic or in possession of magical powers or the favor of the gods. After the Mystery Age, the idea became associated with truedark tales of magical anadi who didn’t lose their minds, could curse crops and cast magic and often avenged themselves on others of their race for the injustice done to their sex.

 

churul [choo ROOL] (noun)-A gathering to celebrate an initiation, graduation or the completion of another step in a life process (such as final Turning, ascension to certain ranks or professions after study or acclaim, starting of a House, etc.). From the Mysterious Age.

 

det [DEHT] (adjective)-Another adjective/title, this one a snide turn on “respected”. Used only with contempt.

 

edloña [eh DLOHN yah] (adjective)-unspeakable, roughly. Also has connotations of unthinkable and undoable. “Taboo” is also an acceptable translation.

 

eku [eh KOO] (noun)-the truedark hour

 

elithik [eh lihth IHK] (adjective)-Used to indicate that the Jokkad has been every sex before settling on its final gender. Roughly, “every-sexed”.

 

emodo [eh MOH doh] (noun)-male

 

eperu [eh PEH rroo] (noun)-neuter

 

het [HEHT] (noun)-Prefix for a town. Used “het [name of town]”.

 

ide [EE deh] (noun)-day

 

isal [ee SAAL] (noun)-ocean (much vaster than “the sea”).

 

jarana [jaa RAA naa] (noun)-The individual who cares for the anadi of a House, seeing to their health, feeding and bathing those who need aid and arranging for their grading, breeding and care during pregnancy. The jarana sometimes also cares for pre-Turned children, though in larger Houses these duties are sometimes undertaken by separate individuals.

 

jena [JZAY naa] (noun)-heart

 

jenadha [jeh NAHD hah] (noun)-A strategy game played with colored stones, one of the few played by all three sexes.

 

Jokka [JOHK kah] (noun)-Several individuals (plural). One Jokkad, two Jokka.

 

Jokkad [JOHK kahd] (noun)-An individual (singular).

 

Jokku [JOHK koo] (adjective)-Belonging to a Jokkad (possessive).

 

kaña [KAHN yah] (noun)-A title within a House: the most valuable/saleable female therein. The “prize” who will gain the House the most money in contracts. There can only be one of these at a time, though often the title will be traded back and forth as the worth of each female varies.

 

kaña-befidzu [KAHN yah beh FEED zoo] (noun)-The most important bred female in the House; a title given to the female whose progeny are considered the most worthy/useful.

 

ke [KEH] (adjective)-A prefix used in addressing an individual. Connotes a mild deference, roughly maps to “respected”.

 

kudelith [koo DEH lihth] (noun)-“three-times-the-same-sexed”. A word used for Jokka who have remained the same sex from birth through both puberties.

 

lithrekid [LIHTH reh kihd] (noun)-A batlike creature native to southern forests on Ke Bakil, mammalian, with thick, brightly colored wings.

 

marishet [mah ree SHEHT] (adjective)-“more of the same”. A word used to describe the accentuation of sexual characteristics that occurs when a Jokkad remains the same sex from one puberty to the next.

 

ñedsu [ne YEHD soo] (noun)-A hunting beast, slender and about three feet tall at the shoulder with scaled bodies and sleek heads. Hunt in packs.

 

neked [NEH kehd] (noun)-forest

 

oira [OY raa] (noun)-A vision or object seen through the stillness of water. Not usually literal, this tends to indicate a truth that cannot usually be seen because it is obscured by movement (like the currents of a stream), but which has been revealed in a second’s quiet.

 

pamari [pah MAH ree] (adjective)-kind

 

pefna [PEHF nah] (noun)-A title given to the head of a group within a House. Similar to “master”.

 

relani [re LAH nee] (noun)-A gathering for fun; a party. Usually impromptu, but sometimes scheduled.

 

rikka [RIHK kah] (noun)-A beast of burden with slender legs but surprisingly strong. Similar to a large gazelle with a sturdy constitution

 

setasha [seh TAA shah] (noun)-beloved (this word is specific to romantic relationships, and as such rarely is used for people of a gender unlike to the speaker).

 

sheña [SHEN yah] (noun)-The most valued eperu (neuter) member of a Household—the one to whom an earring is awarded. There’s only one of these at a time. While the perks vary from Household to Household (and from historical period to period), typically this eperu has more spending money and more bargaining power over its own employment contract.

 

shekul [sheh KOOL] (adjective)-A color used almost exclusively for Jokku skin. A gray that is built of a thousand gossamer colors; their sum total seems gray, but to the Jokka’s eyes the subordinate colors are also there like faint veils.

 

sheshil [sheh SHEEL] (adjective)-A color used almost exclusively for Jokku skin. A dark brown that seems glossy on the surface, but with the suggestion of deeper, hazier browns beneath it.

 

sukul [soo KOOL] (adjective)-A color used almost exclusively for Jokku skin. An iridescent blue-white described as looking like a white shell in full moonlight.


   

Author Sketches

 

 

It's typical for me to do sketches while writing, a sort of mental doodling as I work out events and character arcs. These sketches are not intended to be the final word on what the characters look like! I just find I work better when I'm thinking with a pencil as well as a keyboard. I've selected a few of the sketches from when I did the initial drafts of Pearl, and hope you enjoy the peek into the artist brain.

 

1. The Jokka: A look at the three sexes and their general builds, for those who like to have firm mental images. These are "kudelith" Jokka (they stayed the same sex throughout their lives) so they display the strongest sexual characteristics.

2. Keshul: This was the first drawing I ever did of Keshul. I didn't even know his name when I did it; it wasn't until someone asked, "Who is that??" that I wondered, and asked.

3. Keshul the Avatar: I did this piece of Keshul after the Void chooses him.

4. Keshul Investigating Rumors: A rare sketch of a scene from the book, where Keshul goes riding to see if his suppositions are correct (also a rare image of one of the rikka).

5. The Void's Own: Keshul in the desert, with the Void.

6. Dekashin: My favorite portrait of Dekashin.

7. Bilil, the Oracle: And my favorite picture of Bilil, post-transformation.

8. Embrace: A hasty sketch of the three together; from right to left it's Dekashin, Bilil, and Keshul (with the hair, of course).

9.Clays: While I'm not sure who this sleeping emodo is, it's one of the best portrayals of the Jokku habit of setting out "clays" for people to read, with painted stones on a swept surface. This is the custom that Keshul modified when he developed his divination ritual.
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