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"Ah... the bowl?"

My client's round eyes transfer from me to
the offering bowl at the edge of the divining square. His haste in
remedying his error amuses me, but most things do. As usual, I keep
it hidden behind the mask they expect of the Fire of the Void. I'm
not actually a Void-touched diviner, of course, but I must manage a
fair deception and an even fairer story, because people always come
back.

"What is your name?" I ask my penitent.

"I am Tem--"

"Not your real name," I interrupt. I would
get an emodo bent on tripping over his own foot-ruffs for this, my
last client of the day.

"Right," the emodo says, eyes growing
rounder. I wouldn't have thought it possible. "I am . . . the
Walker on the Edge of Truedark."

I eye him askance. "That is a perilous name
for one seeking the counsel of the Void."

He shrugs, a nervous flip of his
richly-braided tail.

Ah, but what do I know . . . I am only the
false seer of House Akkadin. I want only to go home, count my shell
and have Bilil wield his steady brush on my heavy hair. "What would
you have this Fire cast its light on?"

Now my client shifts from foot to foot,
piquing my curiosity. He is a well-formed emodo, I suppose. Neither
too stocky nor too lean, with nimble enough hands and feet and a
flat nose. His ear tufts are magnificent, but other than that and
his elegant clothing I would not have looked at him twice. But what
the World does not bestow, visible emotion can grant, and now I
find him interesting.

"I said I was the walker on the edge of
truedark," he says at last. "I am about to leave the edge and walk
into its heart. I would know if this is wise."

I am commonly asked to divine answers to
truly stupid questions. My clients would save themselves much time
if they would accept a simple response rather than requiring an
elaborate ritual that allows them to deceive themselves into
thinking this is otherworldly wisdom. "Is this matter relating to
business?" I ask. "To the House? To health?"

"To love," he says.

Of course. What else drives us to the most
idiotic of acts? I take up my staff, twirling it so that the
ribbons float through the air with a soft hiss. Spectacle is
important. "I shall draw the question's field, Walker on the Edge
of Truedark."

He nods, his cheeks going gray with worry. I
ignore him and plant the staff into the soil outside the divining
square, then hop lightly into the sand. This is all part of the
mystery, the thing I do to convince Jokka to pay me for my common
sense. They all think I'm the embodiment of the paradox, the light
at night, the star in the smothering firmament. How disappointed
they would be to know how it really works. Fire in the Void, my
spit.

Still, this part of my work is fun. As the
fire bowls flicker near the edges of my square, I dance patterns
with my feet-fingers, which are as agile as those on my hands. I
swirl the staff around me and the ribbons fray the sand, adding an
element of chance to the drawing. Every client gets their own, a
diagram I create out of their question and my whim to be the
framework for the stones to rest on. For this Walker, my last
client, I draw a long wavering diagonal from one corner to the
next. On one side I draw our town, het Narel, a few squares here
and there to stand in for the Houses. On the other, I add whatever
seems aesthetic. A box. A squiggle. A few spirals. The ribbons cut
into the sand on the mysterious bank. One of them slashes through a
box-house on the town side. I will make good work of that.

When I am done with my dance-drawing, I plant
the staff into the soil outside the square and use it to hop back
out again. The staff never touches the sand in the square -- that's
part of the mystery. Handing the bag of stones to the client is
also part of the mystery, and my wayward looks appropriately
unnerved.

"Grasp a handful of the stones and cast
them," I say.

He swallows and does as I ask. The stones
flash through the firelight and land with dull thacks on the
ground, here, there, everywhere. Six stones, a paltry amount. I set
my staff on the cradle carved for that purpose and examine the
pattern. The spread reveals the speaker's strength, for they've
fallen far from him, but also his nervousness, for they've
scattered. This cryptic love affair frightens him, enough that he
wants an easy answer to the questions it asks him. An easy answer
from an oracle . . . the idea is laughable. Doesn't he know my job
is to sound portentous and enigmatic? The only easy part of my
stories is the end. I always make up happy endings so they'll keep
coming back.

So, then. Most of the stones are on the town
side of the bank. Only two have fallen on the mystery side. I step
into the square to read the symbols I spent several days painting
onto my store of stones.

"This affair," I say, keeping a surreptitious
eye on his expression, "has disordered your House, for see, here is
the symbol of discord and it has landed on this, the symbol of your
home."

His ears flatten, but he doesn't contradict
me, a good sign. I continue spinning the story. "The discord is not
limited to your House. Here I find the sign of the
stillness-before-truedark in the corridors between Houses. There is
uneasy talk, gossip."

"I thought as much," he murmurs to
himself.

"It is costing you money," I improvise, on
turning over a stone that landed face-down.

"Yes!" he says.

"--but no one knows it yet," I continue, glad
the reversal gives me the opportunity to soften the blows.

"That's luck," he murmurs.

"There is no luck," I say, because it's
expected of me. "There is only destiny."

He blushes white.

"Here is love," I say, squinting at the final
stone on the town side of the bank. "Your lover lives in another
House, but he is half-out of it on his way to join you."

My client shifts slightly. That wasn't quite
right, but I'm not sure which part of it didn't work for him. I
decide not to elaborate on the possible significance that the
Lover's stone had fallen in the house that had been broken by the
ribbon's passage, just in case I have the entire thread wrong. "And
now we look at the mysterious truedark future. Here is the stone of
toil. You will have to work hard on this path you are
contemplating."

"No surprise there," he says.

The last stone is hope, which has fallen on
the edge of the spiral, like a bit of brush caught in a wind
funnel, soon to be sucked out of sight. I like the imagery, but one
should always end a reading with a positive image. "And here in the
farthest future is Hope, which you will find in a spiral dance of
joy."

His ears lift. "Does it really say that?"

"See for yourself," I say, pointing at the
spiral. Obediently, my postulant peers at the sign, and his ears
and tail perk.

"Now," I say, "reach into the bag for the
final stone, the symbol for yourself."

Smiling now, Walker plucks a stone and hands
it to me. I turn it over and nearly growl. It's late and I'm tired
and I can't figure out how to make a meal of this charred
roast.

"What is it?" he asks.

I've hesitated too long in my search for a
lie. In a spasm of honesty, I say, "It's the symbol for
nashalan."

He turns a stunning gray. I wonder if he's
going to faint and damage his brain. "That's my symbol? That's
me?"

"Yes," I say, and can't blame him for his
shock. Had I chosen a stone for a client, it would not have been
the symbol for being out-of-place, not quite right, not fitting in.
But then, love makes us fools and we often love unwisely, so why
not?

"Does this mean my journey is ill-advised?"
he asks.

I point at the spiral. "Hope lies at the end
of your road, doesn't it? And doesn't a journey often make you grow
out of an old shell, until you are no longer quite like the person
who existed before?"

This is the kind of talk clients like to
hear. The emodo begins to calm. "I . . . I suppose that's so. I may
become something new."

"You will find new people to harmonize with,"
I say, and this earns me a sharp glance. Again I've chosen the
wrong thing to say; the self-stone is the last part of the divining
and I'm tired. Still, I make an effort to sound all-knowing. "This
is the Void's light, thin and clear. Walker on the Edge of
Truedark, read what was said by that light and reflect well on
it."

"I will," he says. "Thank you."

I nod and turn away until he's gone, then I
scoop my stones and the shells back into the pouch--poorly mended,
and I'll have to ask Bilil what doze-dreams were distracting him
while he plied the needle. What good is an apprentice who can't
even sew a proper pouch? Ah, but I am being hard on him simply
because it's been a long day. I am full of snarls and swats, but
one should not think unkind thoughts about the people who make
one's life comfortable. I scuff the sands clean and head home,
leaning on my staff. No doubt my clients would be appalled to
discover the sacred divining rod of House Akkadin's seer also keeps
him from collapsing on the way home... but by my way of thinking,
what good's a staff if you can't prop yourself up with it?

 


***

 


"I have a bowl of soup on coals for you,"
Bilil says.

"I love you," I manage, and he laughs before
taking the staff and waving me into the courtyard. As usual,
Dekashin is awaiting me, feet resting on a cushion and fingers
woven behind its head.

"How was the day?" it asks.

"The day bit my buttocks and spat out the
taste of me," I say, and toss it the pouch. I challenge anyone to
show me an eperu the match of nimble Dekashin, who one moment is
limp as an under-stuffed pillow and the next is snatching a day's
worth of money out of mid-air.

"Given how tough and stringy you are, I'm not
surprised the day moved on to more tender fare," the eperu says. It
glances inside the pouch and whistles. "Well-done! Someone feared
the Void today."

"They all fear the Void," I say, shucking my
vest and pants. Clad in a long-cloth, I crouch over the fragrant
fire Bilil's left smoldering in the center of my courtyard. Ah, but
it is good to come home to supper, friends and night-blooming
flowers. Taking a deep breath of the perfume, the wind and the rich
aroma of the stew gives me enough equanimity to say, "One of these
days they'll figure out that I'm making it all up as I go, and that
will be the end of this emodo's easy life."

"You call it an easy life and yet I wouldn't
trade my work for yours," Dekashin says. "Give me a day of howing
and weeding over calming histrionic Jokka too uncertain to make
decisions without being told their futures! The rikka are far more
tractable."

"You could look at it that way," I say. "But
I'd rather dance and make up stories for a living than give myself
to the sun's uncertain mercies."

"The sun has not killed me yet," Dekashin
says.

I laugh. "Thus speaks the eperu, hardiest of
all sexes."

It is now admiring one of the thumb-length
shells from my pouch, an alabaster coil of great beauty. "This will
please the Head of Household. He's looking to invest in yet another
caravan."

"As if the caravans will lead anywhere," I
say, tired. "Civilization is burning down. It's just happening too
slowly for us to notice."

"Thus speaks the Fire in the Void," Dekashin
says, "most pessimistic of all emodo."

I throw a pillow at it and we both laugh.

Bilil appears in the arch with his
long-handled brush. "Eat your supper and I'll brush your hair."

"Yes, master," I say, grinning, and reach for
the bowl.

Bilil sighs. "You say such things, ke emodo!
I am here to learn!"

"You already know more than I do," I say.

"Not true," says my stubborn apprentice. "You
may not believe in your own abilities, but I know the Void's voice
when I hear it. His whispers saturate you like honey in tea."

I laugh away my unease. "Honey in tea! Even
if the Void existed and could speak, I somehow doubt he'd be worthy
of such a sweet and homey characterization."

"You may make light of it if you wish,
Master. My ears know the truth of it." He sits behind me and begins
to ply that brush of his on my tangled mane. My hair sprouts all
the way down my spine to my tail, and having someone else to care
for it is a blessing I'm genuinely thankful for. Bilil is the
richest apprentice in House Akkadin. I would wager he's the richest
in het Narel.

"I still laugh to see it," Dekashin says,
once again sprawled on its pillows. "If ever I needed proof that
there are gods, I have only to see a true believer yoked to a
skeptic seer and I know, without a doubt, that our sense of humor
is a mimic of a more divine sensibility."

"Ke Keshul believes in his womb," Bilil says
with great serenity; I don't have one and never have, but I let him
finish his thought anyway. "The belief simply hasn't worked its way
up to his head. But it will, eventually. He has the gift, and the
gift must come from somewhere." My eyes half-lid with pleasure as
the brush pulls at my spine, and I don't have the heart to argue.
The Void is nothingness, after all . . . and a gift can't come from
Nothing.

 


***

 


I start my duties again the following
sundown: more of the usual. People who want to know if they'll
Turn, and to what sex. People who are in love and can't figure out
why their love isn't returned; or why it's returned when they no
longer want it; or why it's not possible because of other duties.
Jokka starting new businesses, trying to re-invigorate failing
ones, seeking advice on finding new contracts. Jokka concerned with
the health and vitality of their Houses. Jokka concerned with their
own health and vitality. It is rare for anyone to surprise me with
a question.

Still, the predictability means I have a
storehouse of patterns I can use in the divining square and as much
experience working with that pattern. The less time I spend
considering these things, the faster I can move people past the
square and the more shell I bring home. My clients are generous as
it is--they believe that we donate most of the money to the temple,
which we might if I honestly believed I was some kind of seer--so
the more of them I work, the better.

Dekashin calls me a pessimist and a skeptic,
and I cannot argue that . . . but I love the work. I love dancing
by firelight, with the ribbons twirling around my body. I love how
the sand's silky warmth drains the longer I work, until at last I
know it's time to go home by how cold they are beneath my feet. I
love the sound of thrown stones. I love the wonder and interest of
my postulants. They're not bad Jokka . . . just misguided. If
dressing up my common sense as the Void's wisdom makes it easier to
embrace . . . well, who would argue with that?

I am not, however, immune to irritation.

"Walker on the Edge of Truedark," I say,
folding my arms over my chest. I hate it when clients come back too
quickly--there's a risk of their realizing I'm a fraud if they try
to match my divinings too closely to their lives. "You stood
beneath the light in the Void just yester-eve. Did you not consider
the Void's wisdom?"

"I did," Walker says. He places a shell in
the offering bowl, a cowry so large I could probably use it to haul
water. Well, that's an exaggeration, but it's at least the length
of my palm. "But there are new developments. I need your help, Star
of Night."

"Once again this is about love," I guess.

"Yes," Walker says. He trembles where he
stands, as if he wants to pace but refuses to move. "But I have a
new name tonight. I am Truedark's Raider."

Now the male's pulling names straight out of
truedark tales. Maybe he thinks it sounds romantic and portentous,
when in fact it makes him sound overwrought. "So you dipped into
the well of truedark and came away with a taste of forbidden
waters," I say. "Why have you come to me?"

"That taste frightened and also compelled,"
Raider says. "Both feelings are strong, like rikka yoked in tandem.
I can't tell which is stronger."

"Didn't I show you the Hope in the spiral?" I
ask, though I have no idea why I'm trying to send him away. He
paid--I should deliver. I should be glad to deliver, to addict him
to multiple counsels with the Void until he can make no move
without paying House Akkadin. Instead, I just want him to go away.
Void help me, I have no idea why. I just have a bad feeling about
the whole matter.

"That was yesterday, before the rumors in the
corridors between Houses came to my ears," he says. "Now things are
different. Please, Star of Night, cast for me."

I take up the staff and hop into the square
because I cannot look at his worried face and send him away. So
instead I dance my drawing, once again adding the diagonal between
truedark future and the het. I draw in more squares this time,
including the center of town. I add spirals and squiggles and boxes
on the opposite side. I do it all without really thinking why, and
as I dance the ribbons cut long and ominous wounds in the sand.

I step out and say, "Throw the stones."



Raider digs into the pouch and scatters a
handful. More of them, this time. A full twelve. I crouch and begin
to search for meaning, and as I do so I struggle with a scowl. Once
again, the emodo's managed to find the worst stones of the lot. How
do I piece together a story from these dark faces?

"It's not good," he says.

"It is difficult," I say, correcting him.
"There is more strife in your House, and here the rumors in the
streets have become full speech among everyone in town. There is
danger in the het for you and your lover." It sounds like a bad
clay drama. Real love affairs rarely have such extreme
consequences. I continue, even though I feel as if I'm talking
around a swollen throat. "Your business will fail soon, but it
seems you have decided against continuing to finance it, which is
good, for soon you will have no money. This is a repeated
warning--time, haste, all these things appear over and again. Once
again, you are called to the other side, the truedark side. A hard
work, but I see that someone is going with you. Your lover,
perhaps."

"We have crossed over once, but we came
back," Raider whispers.

"Remember that Hope was on the truedark's
side," I say. "And pick your final stone."

Raider reaches into the pouch and looks into
his hand. He wobbles, and the stone falls. As it rolls into the
divining square I see that it is once again nashalan. There are
fifty stones in that pouch. How he manages to come up with the same
one he did last time is a mystery to me.

No, more than a mystery. It's unsettling.

"You must seek your rightful place, Raider,"
I say. "You are not in it now."

"Yes, Light in the Void. I will consider your
words."

"Go," I say.

This time I stare after him as he leaves.

 


***

 


"What happened to you?" Bilil asks at the
door.

"I love you," I say, because that part is
ritual. And then, because I feel shaken and cold inside and out, I
add, "And a pot of hot tea to go with dinner would make me love you
more."

"Nothing could make you love me more," Bilil
says. "But I will get you the tea."

I stop at the entrance to the empty
courtyard. Sometimes Dekashin arrives late; I usually don't notice.
Tonight I do. Tonight I have no desire to be alone. Perhaps the tea
wasn't worth Bilil's absence. I have never minded silence
before.

I wish I had a good story on how I chose this
line of work. If I had been given the tale to spin, I might have
started, "One day as a child I saw a seer at a festival, and I was
drawn to his square..." Or perhaps I'd say, "I once consulted a
seer for whimsy and he declared me for the Void..." Or even, "I was
passing a temple one day and heard voices whispering to me from
inside..." But no, none of those are truth. I came to be an oracle
the same way I speak my false prophecies: by making something out
of nothing, or at least, very little. I am a story-teller, and
people pay more for stories they think are about themselves . . .
thus, I learned to be a diviner.

Usually, people ask me harmless questions.
They ask me about love and I tell them to give their hearts wholly,
or to learn from pain. They ask me about business and I tell them
to follow their instincts, and to learn from their mistakes. They
ask me about life and I tell them to live it, and to see a pattern
in nothingness. Usually if they ask me something that sounds
serious or dangerous, I tell them something so nebulous that
they'll interpret it to suit themselves.

But this . . . this is different. Every time
Truedark's Raider shows up on my square's edge, I feel darkness
veiling my sight and I shudder. And instead of telling him common
sense, I tell him a hard truth. This is bad for business. It's bad
for me. It makes me sound like a real oracle, and no one gives a
real oracle money. It's too dangerous.

Bilil crouches across from me with a ceramic
pot. Steam wafts from the spout, from the crack lining the lid.
"What happened, ke emodo?"

"I wish I could tell you," I say.

"Ah," my apprentice replies, as if I have
revealed all. He pours for me, offers me the cup with its bold
pollen fragrance.

I eye him. "What do you know that I
don't?"

He grins, then shows me the tea-pot. "Here
you are, just as it should be, honored Oracle. The vessel does not
choose what tea it dispenses. Sometimes it doesn't even realize
it's being tipped until the tea pours out."

I scowl. "If you insist on using metaphors,
at least use appropriate ones. Tea is the last thing I'm
dispensing."

Bilil sits across from me. "What are you
dispensing instead, ke emodo?"

I look into my face reflected in my cup,
which trembles, dissolves. "Poison."

 


***

 


I am not at all surprised when Truedark's
Raider comes back the following night just as I am preparing to
leave--indeed, everything's packed, but I'm sitting there, waiting.
He does not come alone.

The veil of the deepest part of night cannot
hide this second Jokkad's lissome grace. It is eperu, but it stands
too close to Raider for comfort. My comfort.

"Nothing is going right, Light in the
Darkness," Raider says. "I have returned to beg for the Void's
intercession."

"You must seek that at a temple," I say. "I
am no priest."

"You are the Void's voice, His cast light on
this benighted world," Raider says.

"Even a voice can do no more than speak," I
say, curling my hand so that my palm presses against my fingertips,
keeping my claws in. "If you want forgiveness you must go
elsewhere. If you want advice, comfort and help, you must go
elsewhere. I am only an emodo with a staff and a bag full of
painted stones."

"No," Raider says. "You are more. Much
more."

I hate him for saying it, but he's not done
yet.

"Please, Star in the Firmament. Speak for me
and my--"

"--don't!" I nearly cover my face, but I
manage to restrain that more obvious sign of my distress. If the
emodo is going to be so stupid as to say out loud that this eperu
is his lover, I will have no choice but to report them to their
House authorities.

But then, perhaps their House authorities
already know.

No wonder he flinched every time I referred
to his lover as an emodo. To love across sexes is forbidden . . .
ah! By the Void if He exists and listens at all! I don't want to be
here, with these two very very waywards on my divining square's
edge. What if someone finds out they came to me? Together? House
Akkadin doesn't need that kind of trouble at its lintel. And I
particularly don't need that kind of trouble, and very bad trouble
I'll be in if someone realizes I didn't report these two merely on
suspicion alone.

Unless I miss the mark that eperu doesn't
want to be here at all; good for it. At least one of them has some
sense.

"Please," Raider says.

"Truedark's Raider," I say--

"--Running Rikka, now," he says.

Yes, I think. Run far away, Running Rikka.
"Running Rikka, the stones have spoken for you already. And they
will only work for those who want to hear them." I glance at the
eperu.

"I am willing to listen," it says after a
moment.

I sigh and pull myself upright. "Think
carefully on this--" I pause, waiting for a name. Running nudges
the eperu, who says after a moment, "I am the Unnamed."

Perfect. "Very well. Think carefully on this,
Unnamed. The light of the Void is cold and thin, like the point of
a spear between the ribs."

The eperu shudders. I don't know where these
words are coming from. I don't want to know where they're
coming from. I almost hate them for being the cause of all
this.

"It's not so bad," Running Rikka says. "You
just choose stones from this pouch--" He bends, picks it up and the
seam Bilil should really have attended to bulges, parts. Three
stones fall out. Two roll into the divining square. One lands on
Unnamed's foot--a most handsome foot, that, with fingers nearly as
impressive as mine. Unnamed must have been an emodo, perhaps even
twice. Maybe that's how it and Running Rikka ended up together;
perhaps Running refused to relinquish his lover, even when his
lover Turned. That, at least, is an old tragedy.

But there are stones on my square. Death is
one of them. Grief is the other. And when Unnamed picks up the
stone perched on his foot, Running Rikka releases a strangled cry,
and I know then that nashalan has reappeared.

"What does it mean?" Unnamed asks.

I look at the stones. "There is nothing left
for you here."

Running Rikka trembles, but Unnamed steadies
his elbow. The latter leads the former away.

I carefully cart the stones home in their
broken pouch. The night seems darker than usual, but there are no
clouds, and the staff seems too heavy, a burden rather than an aid.
When I appear at the door to Akkadin, Bilil gasps.

"The pouch broke," I say to him.

He ignores the words and pulls me to the
courtyard, where Dekashin loses its indolent slouch the moment it
sees my face. The two of them hover over me as I fold myself into a
knot near the fire, freeing one hand only to scrub at the hair over
my nose.

"Keshul?" my best friend asks. I have known
Dekashin since we were children together. If it had Turned emodo at
one of its two puberties, I think we might have been lovers. Could
we have repeated Running Rikka's mistake?

"A bad night," I say after licking my
teeth.

"Bad how?" Dekashin asks.

"I . . . I keep forgetting not to say things
that are bad for business," I say after a moment, trying to recover
my aplomb. "People don't come to me to hear bad news. They don't
come to me to hear solutions for true problems. Just for
reassurance and positive messages."

"But you have not been able to do that?"
Dekashin guesses. Bilil settles onto a mound of pillows, and his
body is relaxed and his eyes too knowing.

"I have this particular client who keeps
coming back," I say. "And every time he comes back, the stones roll
into places that make me feel like . . . oh, it's just
ridiculous."

"It's not," Bilil says. "The Void speaks this
emodo's future through you, but it's a dark one."

"Dark," I say with a laugh. "How apt."

"Is that true?" Dekashin says. "Are you
really speaking his future?"

"Don't be silly," I say, but my voice cracks.
Dekashin and Bilil both stare at me. I swallow and say, "Okay. I'm
afraid. I'm afraid something's going very wrong with me."

"Sounds like what's going wrong is with this
client, Master," Bilil says. "Not everyone's going to have a happy
life, especially if they make the wrong choices."

"I don't care about that!" I exclaim. "I care
that I seem to be noticing the parts about their not having future
happy lives! I'm used to making up the stories, not finding them
floating in the Void!"

"What did you truly expect, ke emodo?" Bilil
asks. "You are His voice."

I shake my head. "I can't . . . how could I .
. . how can I accept that? It's silly. It's ridiculous. It's
exactly the kind of silly thing I accuse other people of believing.
Other Jokka are supposed to be the silly ones."

"So you always say," Dekashin says. "Always
asking you common sense questions, paying you for common sense
answers. Are you sure it's not the client that's getting to you?
Are you sure it's no different from what you usually do? The wisdom
of Jokka, you always say, dressed up in the Void's ribbons--"

"This was more than that," I say. "It was
beyond that."

"Beyond silly?" Dekashin asks. "What's beyond
silly?"

"Stupid?" Bilil offers.

"Disastrous," I say, and feel the hush of the
darkness, cold, colder than stars. For the first time, I recognize
it.

For the first time, I accept it.

It's bitter as the Void is cold.

 


***

 


Sometimes I wonder if Running Rikka and the
Unnamed are dead. I wonder what they took with them. Whether they
found water on the unforgiving plains. If they knew to hunt for
their food. I imagine them loping along the grasses, hand in hand,
trying not to look over their shoulders. I could have told them
that the het would send no one after them.

"Will I Turn eperu?"

Naturally, the het gossiped about the sudden
departure of Running for several months. Such a mystery! Two Jokka
gone without a trace, stealing nothing, not seen. Did they leave
during truedark (yes) to have gone unnoticed? And where (south) did
they go?

"Should I send my goods on the caravan to het
Noidla?"

It didn't take long to redistribute their
belongings. Ours is not a rich society. We clothe ourselves in
patterned vests and paint designs on our pants, hoping not to
notice that we live on the back of the World only by the graces of
the gods, who deign to steal our minds only when they do not seek
our bodies entire.

"My name is Seeker-of-Wisdom."

"Listen well," I say, holding the staff
aloft. "For I am the Fire in the Void, and this is the counsel of
the god of night."

I wish I could believe they found Hope in a
spiral desert dance.

I know better now.

 


***
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