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My name is Tafeth Keloi-anadi. This is the
story of my change in fortune--a change I had no idea I wanted--and
it began with frustration, with my fingers tangled in the laces of
my bodice. When the beaded wooden curtain clacked, I glanced over
my shoulder, unwilling to turn from the fire and display my
clumsiness. Besides, the ability to enjoy warmth without fear was a
sweetly valued aspect of becoming neuter.

When I saw my visitor, I did turn, though,
tangled fingers and all. "Ke Shuli? I was not expecting you."

Already dressed for the festival, Shuli
Waset-eperu, head of House Waset, folded his arms, tail twitching.
The firelight glittered on the glass beads woven into his mane and
played off the paint on his wedge-shaped head. Tight gray pants
ended over the soft curls that spread over his delicate feet-hands
-- length was in fashion this year -- and a shimmering chain of
bronze octagons hung from beneath his waist sash, a display of the
House's wealth altogether unnecessary given the nature of the
festivities.

"Tafeth. I'm sorry to interrupt."

The formality of his voice set my ears back.
"How may I help you, ke emodo?"

"I find this difficult to say." He reached
down and lifted the stone incense cup from the table beside the
portal. His fingers caressed it, and so did his eyes. He wouldn't
look at me. "This will be the last festival you celebrate as a part
of Waset."

"What?" I whispered, fingers trembling. The
loops that trapped them irritated my flesh, and I found it absurd
to notice in this moment, when my life was falling to ruin, that my
clumsiness was on display. Absurd, and appropriate.

"I'm sorry," he said again.

"But the anadi," I said. "Who will care for
them?"

"We will find another," Shuli said. "Please
try to understand, Tafeth. If the House is to prosper, we must
allow only members of distinction to remain in its ranks. Tomorrow
your contract will be offered for bid." He put down the cup. "Enjoy
the festival."

I stepped after him, the gown rustling. "Ke
Shuli! I was born to this House!"

He glanced over his shoulder. "Yes you were,
Tafeth Waset-anadi." And then the curtains parted for him and fell
back, beads tangling together.

I sank to the chair beside the fire. In one
sentence, Shuli had made his reasons for selling me utterly clear:
any Jokkad born female, no matter what sex it Turned at its
puberties, was useless to him unless it remained female. An eperu
tainted by anadi tendencies would never be as strong as the same
neuter had it been born neuter, or even male. Never mind that I was
well-suited to my work as guardian to the anadi of Waset . . . I
was flawed. The hunting incident had probably only provided a
catalyst for the decision.

But for bid! How long had it been since a
House had ejected one of its own members in full view of town? Ke
Shuli had not even given me the dignity of allowing me to broker my
own sale. I had friends in the city . . . had I been allowed, I
would have found myself a contract I liked. Now I would have to
stand on a dais in front of four handfuls of staring eyes and hope
that the highest bidder also offered the best assignment.

I leaned forward, closing my eyes. My cheeks
had grown hot, and I touched them with my free hand. As anadi, such
heat would have driven me back to the water, or to rest on cool
stone and pant. But the eperu I had Turned into was sturdier . . .
in body, at least. Still, this sturdiness of body could not hold
back the itch of tears at the base of my fangs.

Still trembling, I untangled my hand and
resumed threading the laces through the little metal hoops in my
bodice. Then I stood and smoothed down the panels of plum-purple
and dark brown, the color of stone and soil at twilight. I'd chosen
the gown to complement the ginger hue of my skin. Standing in front
of the fire, I pulled my glossy hair from the utilitarian braid,
arranged my tresses over my bare shoulders.

I hooked the fan to the base of my skirts
where I normally would have hung one of the House tokens. Wearing a
sign of Waset's prosperity and social influence did not seem
appropriate.

 


***

 


In the streets lanterns cast stretched orange
circles across the dark blue ground. Streamers of gossamer cloth
twirled in the same wind that tousled my hair. I drifted down the
thoroughfare toward the Feast of All Beliefs near the center of
town. I didn't feel like celebrating, but I had no idea where else
to go.

The firelit brick buildings glowed with a
sharp clarity in the vespertine dark, as rocks did through a thin
stream. I held my arms close to my body, afraid of cutting myself
on the world's edges. I felt less than real. All my life I'd been
sheltered by House Waset, an older House struggling to renew itself
in a climate that favored younger Houses with more shell and fewer
choking obligations. I had fought to bring honor and shell to my
House, care-taking its anadi, and I was very good at it. When one
of the eperu in charge of grading anadi for the town had considered
stepping down, I was the one they'd approached to replace it. I had
never disgraced our House . . . until recently.

The center of town had been transformed with
pavilions built of stacked brown bricks and expensive, zealously
maintained wooden panels. Painted streamers glinted in the falling
dark, and the powerful scent of spice cakes and sharp resin incense
wafted on the breezes trapped by the collection of booths and
wagons.

And there were people . . . several hundred,
all three sexes out in force. The emodo, many of them selling honey
candies and tokens from every religion imaginable, seemed to equal
in number the eperu, the neuters in their finery. Only the anadi
were few, resplendent in their feminine nudity and inevitably
escorted by the emodo or eperu of their Houses. A few hours ago, I
would have been one of them, also supervising children like the
ones who trotted past, their laughter blending with the strains of
pipe music and high bells. I did not realize until I stood alone in
the crowd how much I had loved my duty. How I should have
gracefully declined the invitation to hunt with the other eperu.
How costly that hunt would be . . .

I had never ascribed to any particular faith,
and had limited interest in the bewildering array of holy items the
vendors lining the square thrust toward me. For lack of any other
direction, I approached the central pavilion and sat beside the
ramp to dance floor. There I watched the others and let the wind
bruise my bare shoulders. I did not allow my eyes to linger long on
the eperu shepherding the anadi.

A medallion dropped around my neck, striking
the base of my ribcage. I started as a male vaulted onto the ramp
beside me and said, "Hail, aspect of the Trifold!"

While I was finding my tongue, the male
continued, "As another face of the eternal truth of the Jokku race,
I salute you, and embrace you." He paused at my obvious confusion.
"And give you a necklace. Are you well, ke eperu?"

My body could not decide whether to stand
still or flee, and so I stared at the male. He had a striking face,
proud nose sloping to flared nostrils and a grinning mouth with
coarse emodo's fangs. The strength and bulk of his body suggested
that he'd never been one of the lithe sexes in youth--his wrists
alone were twice as broad as mine. His elaborate vest and
loin-cloth foiled the plainer pants and blouse, and beneath them
his skin shone, a gray shaded blue and black in places. Dark brown
hair and brows made his bright eyes astonishing.

I could not pull free of those bright eyes.
Could not quite shake from my mind the idea that they were a
hunter's eyes, hungry, curious, demanding.

"I . . . I am sorry," I said finally. "You
surprised me."

"So I see," he said. He nodded toward the
medallion. "Will you accept the gift and embrace me as the emodo
aspect of the Trifold?"

"I don't even know what that means," I said,
lifting the cool disc and turning it in my hands. My ears, pressed
so tightly to my mane, fortunately failed to advertise their
blush.

"It means that you acknowledge yourself as
part of the truth of our race. Male-female-neuter, we are all
yoked. And it means that I have chosen you as my neuter aspect for
the night . . . more or less to partner me, while I wander the fair
in search of our final face."

My nose wrinkled. "I am no proper eperu.
Certainly not enough to serve as your neuter aspect." I tugged the
medallion off and pushed the necklace into the male's hand. "Good
evening, ke emodo," I said, before walking away.

Footsteps sounded behind my back, and I heard
them above all the noise with a clarity that unnerved me. The male
was jogging after me. I was considering whether to turn and face
him when a strong hand gripped my arm and did it for me. "Not a
proper neuter? Ke eperu! You look eperu to me. From your age you're
surely past all your Turnings. So why are you no proper eperu?"

I wiggled my arm free. "Leave it be, ke
emodo. I am no use to anyone."

"Well, you're of use to me," he said,
catching my hand. By the intensity of his voice alone, he halted me
and forced me to look into his bright eyes. I flinched from them.
"There are plenty of eperu here tonight, ke eperu. I want you for
the medallion."

My heart paused. "Why?"

He grinned his hunter's grin. "Because I like
the way you look. Good shoulders and hips, a strong face,
dream-touched eyes and small hands. Not emodo, not anadi, but
yourself, your own creature."

I blushed and looked away.

Once again, the medallion settled over my
head and onto my chest. He settled the disc face-upward over my
ribs. "Now, will you come with me?"

"What do I have to do, exactly?"

"Just stay near me. Eat with me, if you like.
Pretend, for this evening, that we are of the same House, a House
of three . . . well, a House of two until we find an anadi."

I swallowed against the itchiness in my fangs
so the male couldn't smell any possible hint of tears. "What's your
name?" I asked huskily.

"I am just a male tonight. Call me whatever
you please, and I shall call you the same." He flashed me a rakish
smile and offered his arm. "You do me honor, ke eperu, and the
Trifold."

"If you say I do," I muttered, and placed my
hand on his arm.

"Better," the male said and drew me into the
crowd. The nook I had chosen earlier had secluded me from the
bustle of the festival, but I could not avoid the crush on the
emodo's arm. Even more Jokka had joined the celebration, thickening
the river of people in the streets. I found myself pressing closer
to the emodo. He didn't notice that, but he did notice me watching
the anadi-guardians. "Your duty?" he asked, thoughtful. "That
should make it easier."

"Make what easier?" I asked, ears
flattening.

"Finding our female face, of course," the
male said.

"How do you propose to find an unallied anadi
to serve as your female aspect?" I asked, to get my mind off the
crowd, the smell of people, the possibility that I might be worth
something after all. "Anadi are never without their House
escorts."

The emodo's dark brows lifted. "Is there such
a thing as an unallied Jokkad, ke eperu?"

I blushed and looked quickly away.

"Naturally I hadn't expected to find an eperu
and anadi without a House to partner me tonight," the male said,
watching me with his sharp eyes. "Everyone has a home, which has
been part of my problem. But fortunately for me, any Jokkad's
contract can be bought for enough shell."

I almost choked, and he pulled me into a
corner beside a spiced meat seller's booth. The yellow light cast a
stripe along the dusty ground at our feet. "You are unallied, is
that it? Not just that, but available."

I opened my mouth, then looked down. When he
spoke, his voice was wry, but gentle.

"How much you reveal without speaking, my
neuter face." He untangled a lock of my hair with one hand. "Your
contract expired? Or something else?"

"My House released me," I said shortly, still
refusing to look at him.

"Released you! Why?"

"Because I was born anadi. I did not become
eperu until my second Turning, and my House thinks I am flawed
because of it." There. I had said it: the shame had come out of my
mouth, and tonguing it had made it real. I swallowed against the
acrid tear-taste.

He said nothing for so long I glanced up at
him. He wore a most peculiar look, an altogether unfathomable one.
Shaking himself from his thoughts, he took my hand between his slim
fingers. "We are missing our anadi face," he said, "without her we
are in imbalance. Come."

Mystified, I followed him back to the dance
platform and up the ramp, much to my dismay. He turned to me,
taking my free hand, and grinned at my expression. "Don't you
dance?"

"I dance," I said, but did not add, 'not well
when distracted'. "How will this help us find the final
aspect?"

"I trust you," he said; then the music
started and I found myself in the arms of another emodo. The stage
was crowded with Jokka of every sex and color and size. The first
male passed me to the second, and I opened my arms for the first
female in the interlocked chain of the form.

As my hands landed on the waist of a stout
anadi and saw the long line of anadi waiting to be passed down the
chain, I understood how I was to select my choice. If only his
words had been as transparent. 'I trust you.' How could he trust
me, when he'd only just found me . . . and after my confession, no
less?

Still, in the matter of judging anadi I had
not yet failed. I always knew when a female needed rest and cool
waters, when she was stronger than she seemed, how intelligence
could be coaxed to live a little longer in her eyes. The strange
emodo had given me something to do that I knew intimately how to
do. I would not fail him.

I danced, and into my arms I accepted a
seemingly endless string of anadi: slender and firm, husky and
broad, ranging from the still sharp-witted to those reduced to
gentle beasts. As each female came to me, I searched her eyes for
the anadi aspect to complete the male's Trifold.

Near the end, I found her in broad hips and
flared shoulders, slender waist and eyes clouded but bright, like
opals. She had almost foam-colored skin networked with silvery
spirals and dots, her black mane and tail sharp contrast to her
body. So startled was I by the revelation of her that I fell out of
the chain, breaking the rhythm of the two males passing me on.

"You," I said.

"M-me?" the anadi said. Her uncertain voice
had not been often used. I could see the words and mind that had
been robbed from her, but the steadiness of the anadi's gaze
reassured me. Sometimes females stabilized after a few births, lost
no more of their wit to the rigors of labor. I sensed this one was
of that stripe.

The strange male startled me, stepping out of
the dark to stand at my back. His sweat had a spicy tang that made
me lick my lips. "Is this your choice?"

I didn't hesitate. She would not dwindle with
time and she had enough spark in her life to be a sweet companion.
"This one. This is our anadi."

He smiled solemnly and looped a medallion
over the female's neck. She glanced at him, eyes wide.

"Gently, ke anadi," the emodo said. "You are
with us for now."

The dancers on the floor weaved the pattern
around us as we stood together, three-in-one, in starlight that
glistened silver as it enfolded us. There was stillness despite the
motion framing us -- silence despite the noise. Rightness despite
the incongruity.

"You! What are you doing with our anadi?"

I turned, saw two flustered House guardians
pushing the dancers away to reach us. When they saw the emodo, the
guardians stopped, their jaws working.

The emodo smiled, and there was only a veil
over his hunter's grin. "She is of your House, ke Jokka?"

"Yes . . ."

"I'd like to buy her contract."

"She's not for sale!"

"A thousand shell?" the emodo said
casually.

I gaped at him. The guardians managed little
better.

"Too little? Two thousand, then."

"I . . . she . . . we are not authorized to
make such a transaction," one guardian said, its ears
twitching.

Unruffled, the emodo waved a hand. "I will be
by in the morning, to House . . . ," pausing to glance at their
House tokens, "Mena, is that it? To conclude the negotiations.
Thank you, ke Jokka." When they didn't move, he added, "I'll return
her to you at the end of the festival."

I expected the guardians to object, but
somehow I wasn't surprised when they didn't. Looping an arm around
both our waists, the male said, "Now, let us see what there is to
see and taste what there is to taste, my faces."

"Who are you?" I asked, incredulous.

"Ah, ah, ke eperu. I am Emodo tonight. Just
Emodo."

The anadi, watching, said, "Complete."

I shook my swimming head.

 


***

 


The male plied us with the wine of crushed
fruits, hot and spiced. He fed us succulent meats flavored with
honey and gold pepper. He danced with us, exquisite in his
handling--never pushing the anadi too far, never holding back with
me. Beneath the orange light of the lanterns, he bought us silvery
rings for our arms and necklaces of wooden beads and wrought steel
for our throats. Through the crowd he directed us with grace and
confidence, never faltering. He was, as he'd claimed to be, the
essence of Emodo.

"You made a good choice," he said to me
before leaving to return the anadi to her keepers. "Your House a
bad one."

I watched until the crowd obscured him and
the anadi from sight. No doubt the male would succeed in liberating
her from her House whether or not her contract was for sale . . .
lucky anadi. Envy tasted even more bitter than tears. I ignored it
in favor of the small, tired kernel of happiness. On my last night
as a guardian to anadi, I had chosen well for a male. No one would
hear about it, but I knew . . . and that was enough.

 


***

 


The following morning I packed my belongings
in silence. In anticipation of my contract auction, I had dressed
in sensible clothes: trousers and a blouse, a tunic over it cinched
with a belt. I'd forgotten to remove the medallion when undressing
last night, and on a whim I tucked it beneath my blouse. My life at
House Waset, my birth-House, filled only two modest bags. I lifted
them onto shoulders that had broadened at my second Turning and
walked outside without stopping to wish any of the anadi I had
loved farewell. If I vanished without explanation, they would
assume the best and soon forget my name. Farewells only confused
and upset them, and I would spare them that.

The Transactions office was two streets down
from Waset, a short but brisk walk along roads chased by small
breezes. Thin pieces of paper clung to the passing wind and the
odor of candies and incense hovered near the buildings, teasing me
with unwelcome reminders of the festival. The night had hinted that
I was not as complete as I'd thought I was, that the relatively
cloistered life of the anadi-guardian might not hold as much
excitement as I wanted . . . but I could see no way to investigate
what that meant. Best to resign myself to the auction and whatever
my new life would be than to dream of mysterious emodo and their
gifts.

Presently I parted the wooden curtain into
the comforting familiarity of the Transactions office. I had often
visited to oversee the transfer of contracts that awarded House
Waset a new anadi; I had even graded anadi here, using the
instruments now racked on the shelf inset into the wall: the
knotted measuring cord, the candle and flint, the tablets for
figuring . . . and at last, the stamps that graded an anadi from
best quality to worst, setting her contract's base price for the
duration of her tenure in town.

Ke Shuli, my former Head of House, was
already awaiting me with Magat, the emodo who oversaw the office's
many duties. I thought I saw a flicker of sympathy in Magat's eyes,
for the male and I had often shared opinions on current events
during my visits. But he said nothing as he led me to the back of
the office, where an arch opened on the courtyard where contract
auctions were held. Without looking at either Shuli or Magat, I sat
on the stool in the center of the dais and set my bags down nearby.
They were talking, but by now none of what they discussed
interested me. All that mattered was living through this
humiliation as quickly as possible so I could make peace with
whatever master bought my services.

The courtyard's benches slowly filled with
Jokka, mostly emodo with a scattering of eperu. I knew most of them
by House and reputation, and some more personally; my knack for my
work inspired many eperu thrust into the role of anadi-guardian to
seek my advice. I never stinted--what purpose would it serve to
withhold whatever I'd learned?--and so I was popular among many of
the het's eperu. It remained to be seen whether my error would make
me less attractive to the heads of household who lined the benches.
For a moment's flash, I relived it: the spear in my hand, the
breath that eluded my straining lungs, the blurring of the grasses
as my feet tripped and the ground met my cheek. Proof that I may
wear an eperu's shape, but beneath it my body remained anadi's when
pushed: clumsy and short of stamina.

Magat stepped onto the platform, the auction
bowl cradled beneath one arm. The benches had filled with guarded
but intent faces, and in the laps of those in the front row I could
see the auction marks, small chips of clay with painted House
symbols.

"We are here to auction Tafeth Waset-anadi's
permanent contract. Pay is re-negotiable each year, one hundred
shell fine for break fee. Forty percent of the auction price goes
to Waset for commission, five percent to Transactions," Magat said.
"Let us begin with fifty shell." He walked the aisles with the bowl
extended as he extolled my supposed virtues. My skill with anadi.
My long service to Waset, which proved my loyalty. My near
ascension to town anadi grader, halted only when the eperu I was to
replace decided against retirement. Magat didn't have to tell them
why Waset was selling me . . . no doubt word of it had already
spread. I watched in glum silence as clay chips began to fill the
bowl. Fifty shell for a permanent contract was nothing, but the way
bidding was going I might not even garner one hundred. Had I been
negotiating my own sale, I would easily have received five hundred
or more.

"Seventy-five shell . . . anyone else?
Seventy-five--Brightness!"

Magat's exclamation drew me from my
melancholy. Someone had deposited, not a token, but real money, a
conch shell nearly as large as the bowl itself. It had the glossy
finish and unscratched body of a shell that had seen few hands, and
it was simply the largest piece of money I'd ever seen . . . and no
doubt, the largest these Jokka had either.

"I'd like to buy the eperu," said a
confident, casual voice, and I lifted my eyes to the emodo from
last night's festival. Today he wore the full regalia of a Head of
Household, and hanging above the Trifold medallion was the metal
emblem of the newest and most enigmatic House in town. His hunter's
eyes met mine, and I knew in a breathless instant I had been wrong
to doubt that he'd come for me.

Magat stared at the shell, and then cleared
his throat and said with admirable calm, "Ke emodo, I do not have
enough shell to exchange this so I can pay Waset its fee."

I glanced at the Jokka on the benches and
flattened my ears. Some of the younger emodo looked amused and were
already putting away their chips, but the rest glared at the
upstart Head of Household with less admirable expressions . . .
Avarice. Outrage. Even hatred. The older Houses of the het had,
like Waset, kept their reputations but lost much of their
livelihoods to the newer, more aggressive Houses, those willing to
take a chance on trade outside the town boundaries. I had no doubt
they were noting this display of wealth and deciding it had been
intended as an insult. I wasn't sure I could disagree with that
assessment, and my gut wrenched around a spike of fear, as sharp as
the remembered pain of falling in the hunt.

This did not even touch that I couldn't
imagine him paying so much for my contract. Particularly
given my history. Had no one told him? As I watched, the emodo
pulled another breathtakingly beautiful shell from his pocket, this
one a spiral as long as his hand. With a nonchalance that horrified
the spectators, he said to ke Shuli, "Catch!" and tossed it.

Shuli caught it awkwardly, eliciting a
spatter of laughs from the onlookers. It was hard to tell if that
shell was forty percent of the total, but while I doubted Shuli
would argue I found the bright white flush in his ears
unsettling.

Magat said, "Very well, then. Does anyone
else wish to bid higher?"

A comic silence fell then, as if everyone
feared Magat would pick him from the crowd and liberate him of more
money than that single shell represented.

"Then we shall record that on this day,
Tafeth Waset-anadi's contract was transferred to House Keloi. Thank
you all for your interest. Ke Keloi? You're wanted to sign the
stone."

Hands clasped easily behind his back, the
emodo grinned at me as he walked past, following Magat into the
office where he and Shuli would finalize the arrangements. With
trembling hands I plucked my bags from the dais and resettled them
on my shoulders, and in my nervousness I managed to snag my thumb
claw on one of the straps. It was in such state that my new
employer found me: in the abandoned courtyard, struggling to pull
one of my hands free.

He solved my problem by slipping the bag from
my shoulder and setting it on his own. The scent of him, the raw
power of his presence, stole my breath for a heart's pause.

Then I licked my lips and said, hushed, "Ke
Keloi?"

The Head of House Keloi smiled at me. "So
others call me, but I hear it is not unusual for the First Among
Eperu to be somewhat less formal with the Head of Household and its
anadi kaña. I am Añel. You remember Sunife?"

Belatedly, I registered the figure behind
Añel as the anadi I'd chosen at the festival. She stood cheerfully
in the sunlight, peering at me with alert and curious eyes. The
medallion that hung between her breasts made my hand steal to my
own, still hidden beneath my clothes.

"You . . . you are crazy!" I exclaimed. "That
shell . . . it's years' worth of money--"

"And you were worth it," Añel said, taking me
by the wrist ruff and gently pulling me onto the street.

"Now I know you're crazy," I said, stopping.
"Ke Keloi--"

"--Añel," he said.

"No Jokkad is worth a shell that big, no
matter how good they are at their work!" I said, plunging forward
even as my spirit shriveled. I didn't want to do this, but it had
to be said. "You need to get that shell back and use it for House
improvements, for land, for . . . for something bigger than a
single person!"

Añel's clear eyes never wavered from my face
as I spoke, but they darkened. When I finished, he said, "I did use
it for something bigger than a single person, Tafeth. I used it to
buy completion. To buy harmony among the foremost of House Keloi. I
bought partnership. And most importantly, I bought the opportunity
to show you that you are worth more to me than the opinions others
might have of my wealth. The opinions of anyone, for any
reason."

His words fell like stones into the well of
my soul. I couldn't even gape, I was so overwhelmed. He knew about
my accident--he knew!--and he didn't care!

Añel continued leading me down the street,
though how I walked on such watery ankles I couldn't say.

"You are crazy," was all I could whisper.

"Silly eperu," Sunife said.

 


***

 


House Keloi stood on the edge of town, and
upon looking at its façade I could discern no unusual feature. It
was the inside of the House that dazzled, for it had been built for
an unprecedented interaction of the sexes and age groups. I could
discern no segregation between types of rooms, nothing that would
suggest a nursery, an anadi cavern, eperu quarters. Indeed, each
room sported a fireplace and an anadi pool on opposite corners of
the room.

Many of these rooms were empty, but the ones
that had been furnished astounded me with their wealth. Metal
sconces cast fragrant pools of light across the walls. The tables,
chairs, even the doors had been crafted of velvety wood. Wooden
frames elevated the bedding from the floor, saving the mattresses
from infestation . . . had any vermin had the audacity to enter
such a mansion. Tapestries woven with unusual designs, scroll
paintings depicting winding roads through breeze-ruffled grasses,
and painted wooden boards decorated the walls. I stumbled as Añel
led me past treasure after treasure. When he finally showed me my
room, replete with similar amenities, I blurted, "How can I not
have heard of you?"

"I just got here a week past," Añel said. He
set my bag on my new bed. "This building used to House a farming
family, but they moved on when the harvests failed them, or so I
gather from the eperu who sold me the property. It took the caravan
I hired about that long to set up what I brought. I set a stone in
the House of Transactions to indicate my desire to stay here a
while and went looking for members for my new House. I found you."
He grinned at me.

"But me . . . my flaws . . . "

"Oh, people have poured them in my ears,"
Añel said. "You are no hunter of game, I hear. I wasn't seeking
one. I was seeking a Jokkad wise in the ways of people, and you
proved that to me with Sunife."

"Just like that, you know our mien," I
said.

"The Trifold calls like to like," Añel said
with a laugh and touched the medallion hidden beneath my blouse.
"Didn't you know?"

I rested my hand on his and closed my eyes.
It was a struggle to allow myself to relax, to believe that maybe,
just maybe, I wasn't doze-dreaming. I was in a rich House with an
emodo that inspired me and an anadi I had chosen for the gentle
spirit in her eyes. I was wanted. I was needed.

I let a long breath out through my nose, then
looked at Añel. "Well, if I am to be a third of House Keloi's
primes, then I should begin by telling you that with your action
today you have, in a single morning's work, earned the enmity of
almost every House in the het."

Añel canted his head and waited, so I
continued, "Few of them earn as much money in a year as you have
just paid for me." I managed a weak laugh. "I'm not even sure where
Transactions is going to get the amount of shell it'll need to pay
my share of that shell once it's done computing its percentage of
the commission! You're going to have to do something and quickly to
guard your wealth. I hope you keep it in the middle of the House,
where at least people would have to work to get to it. And that
it's guarded."

"I don't have any guards," Añel said. He
chuckled at my horrified look and continued, "Perhaps you haven't
noticed, ke eperu, but you and I and Sunife are the only members of
House Keloi. Still, the wealth isn't stored here, so on that count
you can rest easy."

"Not here?" I asked, perplexed.

"Come," he said. "You too, Sunife."

"Where are we going?" I asked.

"You'll see," Añel said with a grin that
showed off the gleam of his coarse fangs. "I hope you're in the
mood for walking."

"Walking!" I exclaimed, but we'd already
reached the door leading out of the House and before I could press
him for details other matters stole my breath.

Shuli was not the only House Head standing
outside Keloi's door, nor was he the most wealthy or impressive.
All of the het's elders awaited us on the road, a showy gathering
of emodo in fine clothing with fat purses and obviously displayed
House tokens.

"Well, well," Añel said before they, in their
immense dignity, could speak. Obviously they'd been expecting to
cow him into meek silence. "What is this?" And to ke Shuli, "Was
your fee not enough, old man?"

Shuli's ears flattened. Mine did. Everyone's
did! I wanted to dart back into the building. What was my new Head
of Household thinking to insult this much power?

After glancing at one another, one of the
emodo facing us said, "Ke Keloi, you are new here, and perhaps
unaware of our customs--"

"--I'll grant you that," Añel said
breezily.

The emodo scowled at him and finished, "but
we would like you to know that we consider your behavior
uncouth."

"Being rich, you mean," Añel said. "I'll keep
that in mind. And now, ke emodo, I have business to do, as I'm sure
you do also. Come, Tafeth, Sunife."

He turned his back on them--on all the power
of the het!--patently expecting us to do the same. Though the hair
along my spine stiffened at the crowd's stares, I padded after my
new Head of Household, wondering if his brazen fearlessness would
be the end of Keloi. Sunife didn't seem to share my concern, but
perhaps that was well. Worry is an eperu's water, an emodo's candy
and an anadi's poison.

I caught up with Añel a few lengths down the
road, Sunife trotting behind me. A furtive glance over my shoulder
confirmed that the knot of emodo remained tied outside our door,
staring at us.

"What are you doing?" I hissed. "They'll kill
us!"

Añel arched a brow. "You're not serious."

"Well, not literally," I said. "But now
they'll unite to block our success at every fork. You've insulted
them twice! Don't you care what they think?"

"I don't need to," the emodo said. "Even if
they tried to starve me of every business contract I undertook, I
will not want for shell. I can go somewhere else." He glanced at
me. "Surely you're not frightened of them, Tafeth?"

"Of course I am!" I said, staring at him.
"I'm shocked that you're not."

"Ah, well. Soon enough you'll see why the
future of Keloi does not depend at all on what the grizzled old men
of het Nakali think."

Mystified, I settled into stride beside him,
and though I desperately wanted to know more I sensed he would
answer no more questions. Sunife slipped her hand in mine and I
gave myself up to whatever the gods would bring.

Whatever it was, it was far from town.

The shadows had faded to river pebble-blue
when Añel turned us off the dusty road. I helped Sunife through the
burnt red grasses up slopes that crumbled into rock and pebble,
ignoring the pointed stones that tried to wedge between my
toes.

"Añel?" I asked, puzzled.

"We're almost there," he called back.

I continued climbing. At least it would be
easy to see anyone following us, if anyone had bothered.

Añel squeezed past two boulders as I watched,
wide-eyed, expecting him to scrape his chest. I sent Sunife in
before me, so my first view of the mountain meadow was the anadi
running across the soft yellow lawn, black tail snapping in the
wind behind her. There were two lakes, one fed by a thin trickle of
a waterfall and the other without wrinkle. A series of caves with
dark openings lined one side of the meadow, and near them trees
offered shade.

Añel led me after Sunife, indicating one of
the caves once we reached the meadow floor. "Look inside."

So I did. My feet scraped against the hard
stone floor, and with my eyes I followed the pale track of the
sun's rays the short distance they ventured into the mountain. They
traveled far enough to light the treasure trove of shells mounded
there. Hundreds of shells the size and quality of the one that had
bought my contract outright sat on thousands of tinier shells,
their pearly colors gleaming with rainbows of unlimited
promise.

I was still gaping at this hoard when a
satisfied voice said behind me, "You understand now."

I turned to him as Sunife slipped past me to
admire the colors. "How--where--how did you end up with this much
money?"

Añel stripped off his vest. "Feel like a
swim?"

"What?" I said, staring at him.

His blouse was next. "Just don't let the
water get into your mouth!" And then with his laughter trailing he
was off running with his loin skirts flapping over his pants. I
watched him go, too flabbergasted to respond, and only Sunife
tearing past with a delighted crow broke me free. Thinking that the
world had upended itself, I followed them both out of the cave and
into the waters of the still lake . . . the very salty waters. I
was still spitting out my first mouthful when Añel's hand broke the
water next to me, holding a glorious ivory cockle-shell sprinkled
with brown spots.

"They're all along the bottom," he said.
"Hundreds of them. You could fish for days and not dredge them all
from the bottom."



I couldn't believe it, so I dove and ran my
fingers along the bottom of the lake. My claw-tips caught on dozens
of scalloped edges. In wonder I surfaced into a splash directed my
way by Sunife, who thought the whole affair an adventure. Perhaps
she had the right of it; certainly Añel's lack of concern now made
sense. Even if all the Houses of the het blocked his progress, he
had more than enough wealth to start again. Maybe things would work
out after all.

I splashed Sunife back. We spent an enjoyable
few hours there, laughing, playing, floating in water that seemed
eager to hold us up to the sun.

 


***

 


We came home to disaster. In our absence,
someone had vandalized the House. The beautiful wooden wall
hangings littered the floor in various pieces. The expensive wooden
seats no longer had legs to hold anyone up. The delicate paper
paintings had been slashed. It was very careful work, for the only
things that had been destroyed were items typically unavailable to
a new House of limited means.

"It's a message," I said. "An unmistakable
one."

Sunife wandered through the broken piles with
a forlorn expression. Añel only glanced at me with an unreadable
look in his hunter's eyes.

"They want us to act our age," I said, not
because I thought he didn't understand, but because I was afraid he
wouldn't listen.

"And you think I should," he said.

I sealed my ears against my mane. "I don't
know what to think," I said. "I want to work for a prosperous
House. I want you to prosper. But this can't be the way to do
it."

Añel perched on the one desk they'd left him,
a cheap thing of clay and stone. "This may be the wrong het for
me."

"This may be the wrong approach," I said. "I
don't think any town's going to appreciate a young House with too
much money."

"Especially when I flaunt it," Añel said.

"Particularly when you flaunt it," I agreed
primly. I got the feeling he wasn't taking this as seriously as he
should.

"Are there no people in this het who are
tired of working for ancient, close-minded Houses, Tafeth? No one
at all?"

I stopped trying to clean the mess and stared
at him. His amusement had fallen from him like a veil, and the
intensity of his stare unnerved me. "I . . . I imagine so," I said.
No, he had chosen me for some reason, and I should show some
mettle. I met his gaze as steadily as I could and said, "Yes, I'm
sure of it." And the moment I said it, I was sure of it. I had met
more eperu, anadi and emodo in my work than many people imagined. I
had friends. They would help me, except--I rolled my lower lip
between my teeth and said, "It's just that you keep bruiting your
wealth. People don't like that."

"And if I kept it hidden," Añel said. "Don't
you think people would find out?"

"Eventually," I said with reluctance.

"And then they would still be envious and
angry, wouldn't they? They might start by muttering their poison
words amongst their like-minded peers, but eventually words would
beget action, and we would be back here," he indicated the broken
chair, "wouldn't we."

I sighed and sat on the ground, my shoulders
sagging. "What do we do?"

"You do what I saw that you do best, what I
chose you as First Among Eperu for," Añel said, and so bright was
the fire in his hunter's eyes that the words seemed to burn my
ears. "You find me the people who are tired of the old ways. Who
want to work hard for better pay. Who want the adventure of a new
House, of trade with other het, of a new life. Find me those
people, those trustworthy people, Tafeth. I know you can."

I couldn't look away. Even nodding took
effort, but I did it. One step at a time.

 


***

 


The next day I decorated myself with all the
beads and rings I could find. Sunife helped comb out my tail, and
her fingers proved unexpectedly deft at plaiting ribbons into my
mane. I dressed in my best clothes, the ones painted with white
blossoms lined with silver paint. I applied artful cosmetics,
lengthening a few of the spirals on my cheeks into graceful arches
and giving them discreet leaves and folded trumpet-flower buds.

Then I covered the whole business with a
shawl, to keep idle passersby from identifying me, and went out to
find Añel a House.

The most popular cheldzan in the city is in
town center, a tea shop that is more famous for its spiced fruit
soups than its drinks. Esteemed members of society frequent this
place, weaving the webs of connection that make the tea shop a
cheldzan as well as a place to eat. At any hour of the day you can
find the Heads of Household and their primaries on pillows there,
leisurely discussing their plans.

Naturally I did not go there.

Instead, I went to Variket's jewelry shop on
the eastern edge of town. This cozy shop, with its front
brilliantly lit with sunshine and its back cloaked in warm shadows,
sells not just beads and baubles for decoration, but the coveted
House tokens, used to honor the most valued members of a House.
Eperu wear a single hoop earring; anadi have a thicker navel ring;
emodo don the heaviest ring of all, inserted just above the tail
where the spine is thin enough to be encircled. Rare is the Head of
Household who actually purchases these tokens himself . . . he
sends a trusted eperu to do it for him. In this way, eperu meeting
one another at Variket's discovered that they had similar errands
and similar gossip.

I don't know who was the first to linger at
Variket's instead of buying their rings and immediately leaving,
but I do remember when Variket started serving tea to those who
remained. That was four years ago, and it's a better brew than the
tea shop's.

Today when I entered four eperu were gathered
around a table, along with Variket himself. When I pulled my shawl
down around my shoulders, a chorus of gasps ran around the
chairs.

"Tafeth!" Deñider said, standing. "We heard
you'd been herded from town!"

"Certainly not!" I exclaimed. "Though I'm
sure that's what less honorable people would like you to
believe."

That, of course, was opening enough for them.
They made me a space at their table, Variket filled a cup for me,
and over the steam I told them what Shuli had done to me, how he
had cast me away with so little consideration, not even allowing me
to bargain my own contract, how Añel had saved me from ignominy. I
did not skimp detail in my description of the shell that bought me,
much to the delight of my listeners . . . and while I didn't tell
them how much money Añel had, nor where he kept it, I made it clear
that he was rich and knew good people when he saw them. By the time
I was done with my story, the shadows had had two hours' worth of
deepening and my audience had swollen by another three eperu.

"Anyway," I said, draining my third cup of
tea, "Ke Añel has asked me to gather a likely group of people for
his examination in two days' time, so he can hire them and pay them
exorbitantly to build House Keloi. And I'm out looking for people
for him."

My audience exchanged glances: nervous
tension, I judged. But they asked the questions I wanted asked and
not long afterward I was out in the sun's orange light, wondering
which of the eperu at the table would show up at the time and place
I'd decided. They would make quick work of spreading the news for
me. What good is a cheldzan that doesn't lead to a web of people,
after all?

When I got home I found all the debris piled
in a single room and a meal waiting for me. I stared at it, then
peeked through the rooms until I found Añel helping Sunife with her
bath.

"You're doing my work!" I exclaimed.

"No, I'm not," he said. "You're supposed to
be finding more people for our House. That's your work."

"But . . . bathing . . . cooking . . . " I
waved my hands. "You're not supposed to do those things. You're
Head of Household!"

Añel sighed and hooked a wet finger in one of
my curls, pulling my head down to his level. "Tafeth. There are
only three of us. Should I let Sunife's care go undone because you
are busy with other equally legitimate tasks?"

"But I'm an anadi-guardian!" I said, ears
drooping.

"No, you're House Keloi's pefna-eperu," he
said, naming me first among eperu. "That means someone else will
have to be the anadi-guardian. Does that bother you?"

"I . . . I don't know," I said. "I hadn't
really . . . I mean I suppose I understood, but--"

Añel set the wash cloth aside and turned to
face me, dragging one foot heavy with water from the pool.
"Sit."

I sat. Sunife watched us both, curious but
not upset yet. Her resilience really was remarkable.

"Tafeth," my Head of Household said. "Would
you be happier as an anadi-guardian once we find enough eperu to
divide the responsibilities of the House?"

"I like being a guardian," I said and even I
heard the uncertainty in my voice.

"That's not an answer to what I asked," he
said. "Would you prefer to do this work?"

He deserved a thoughtful answer. Instead of
saying the first thing that came to my lips, I folded my arms on my
knees and rested my chin on them to think.

It wasn't that I didn't know what the pefna
did. The pefna managed the eperu of a Household. It chose them for
employment and sent them away if they proved unsatisfactory. It
arranged their schedules. Supervised their work. It reported on the
state of the eperu's work to the Head of Household.

At least, those were the obvious things. From
observation I knew there was far more to it than that. The pefna
should have poison teeth, for biting the lazy, and a honeyed tongue
for comforting the miserable. The pefna needed keen ears to hear
the rumors of romance, and keener eyes to discern the effects of
such romances on the relationships among the workers. The pefna
needed a hard arm to defend the House's eperu from the blows of
external criticism and a harder head to withstand the blows of
internal critique from the Head.

The pefna was the best the House had to
offer. A model eperu. And I was no model eperu.

"I don't know if I can do what you're asking
me to," I said, not looking at him.

"Nonsense," Añel said. "I wouldn't have
chosen you if I'd thought you incapable."

My ears drooped. It was hard to argue with
one's Head of Household, so I didn't try . . . which is why the
hand that slipped under my chin, spreading across my jaw, surprised
me. I looked into the hunter's eyes and found them soft with
pity.

"You honestly believe it, don't you?" Añel
said. "You believe that just because you were born anadi and had
some freak accident on a hunting excursion that you're somehow less
of an eperu."

I swallowed my tears to keep him from seeing
them, but his fingers felt my jaw work anyway.

He sighed and stood, stripping off his
shirt.

"What are you doing?" I asked, confused. I
wiped my mouth. When he didn't answer, but instead pulled at the
laces of his pants both Sunife and I became agitated. "Añel?"

He turned suddenly, whisking his tail out of
the way, and pushed the top of his pants down. I gasped at the
scars that ran across his lower back down to his spine. The
beautiful curve that should have lifted his tail from his rump was
broken, a mass of scar tissue too knotted for anyone to ever pierce
for the cherished emodo ring. "Trifold! Ke emodo, what . . .
what?"

He looked at the wall, or at the memories he
imposed over it. "I was in charge of breeding contracts once. I
gave the kaña to a male who destroyed her womb and the rest of her
mind. I didn't know he would be cruel and violent . . . by the time
I came to her it was too late. I fought the male and fell over an
urn, and he crushed me onto it. When my Head of Household found
out, he decided I was not deserving of the honor that had been
bestowed on me. He ripped out my ring . . . which at that point
required very little aid, since the rest of my lower back was a
ruin. I was lucky to regain the use of my legs."

"Oh, Añel," I said, hushed. "I had no idea.
You don't walk like your tail . . . "

"Is ripped up at the base?" he said. "I
learned how to conceal it. It hurts, though. It always hurts. There
and," he tapped his throat, "here too. You think you're the only
one who's made mistakes, Tafeth? Be glad that yours affected only
you, and not someone in your care."

I flipped my ears back. "My mistakes are not
lesser simply because you have done worse," I said, and I had no
idea where the words came from, so bitter, so resentful. Sunife
whined at the sound of them.

He pulled his pants back up and retied the
laces. "Then how fortunate for you to work for a Head of Household
for whom you need only sink lower to serve. I would hate for you to
have to worry about exceeding your own abilities."

I stared at him, mouth gaping open.

Añel took the wash cloth back up and sat
again at the edge of the bath. Without looking at me and with a
voice harder than stone, he said, "Go eat."

One did not argue with such a tone. I went
back to the fore of the house and sat in front of my unwanted meal.
The soup was cold but I drank it anyway, seasoning it with tears.
The acrid dinner sat uneasily in my stomach, and I found myself
ripping my bread into tiny pieces rather than eating it. With a
sigh I pushed the bowl and plate away and let my head rest on my
forearm. I should not have made so light of Añel's past
difficulties. He was right . . . it was worse to have been
responsible for the hurts of an innocent anadi. Merely the idea of
such a thing made me shudder with horror.

He had failed others, perhaps, but it was by
accident. He could not have known the character of the male he'd
selected for his House's anadi. I, on the other hand, had failed
everyone by fault of my own, a flaw in my body. I was a cracked
pot. Everyone know that pottery, even mended, always leaked.

How could Añel understand? He'd gone from
mistakes and pain to become the rich Head of a Household. He'd
moved on. I could never move on from the weakness that hid in my
limbs and breath, just waiting for others to depend on me so it
could destroy their trust.

 


***

 


The row of eperu at the gate was orderly and
quiet, with fixed gazes and the air of intent typical of hunters. I
studied them from the door into the House with an uncomfortable mix
of pleasure and unhappiness. Here was the task Añel had set me to,
all unknowing. I knew I could choose anadi; I did not lack
confidence in that. But this . . . this was serious.

This was new.

With a deep breath, I strode to the gate and
opened it for them. "Come in. Set your tablets on the table and
partake of the refreshment until you're called."

They entered then, a good thirty people, more
than even I had expected. I saw familiar faces among them, eperu
I'd had cause to work with before, some very high indeed in their
households. Some say the whispers in a shell are more enticing than
those free on the winds . . . I supposed these eperu would agree.
As they settled onto nearby benches to quietly converse and share
the House's cool mint tea, I settled behind the desk to begin
examining the service plates. Each listed the years an eperu had
served at each House, the role it had filled, any special
accomplishments or talents and the wage it currently earned. I had
spent quite a few evenings in the dusty corners of Transactions,
looking up legal plates, not just for anadi but also for eperu and
emodo when Waset asked me about breeding and care. Without
exception, each of these tablets told a fine story, better than
average. Choosing would be difficult.

I began the interviews. It did not take long
to shed my nervousness. I had done similar deeds with anadi, and
having Jokka who could answer my questions without me repeating
them in different ways was a nice change. By morning's end I had a
fair notion of each candidate's strengths and weaknesses and an
unexpected dilemma: there was not a person I wouldn't hire based on
their records alone. I watched them as they took their ease in
Añel's courtyard; an entire morning of uncertainty and none of them
looked tense or nervous. How was I to choose? Añel could afford to
hire them all, but we didn't need them all and it wouldn't do to
draw so many eperu from their Houses at once. We would be rich
enough in work with ten eperu . . . which meant I had to
decide.

For the briefest of moments I considered
finding Añel and asking his aid, but pride miscarried that thought
before it could fully develop. I had chosen Sunife. I would choose
our new workers.

Come to that, I'd found Sunife in a dance.
Before doubt could cripple me, I called, "Line up, please."

They were puzzled but did as I asked: thirty
beautiful neuters, their manes and tails braided with all the
wealth they could muster in wooden and metal beads and colorful
glass ornaments. Many of them had the prized single ring in one
ear. I had rarely seen so much quality in one place.

I stepped up to the first and looked into its
eyes and knew, immediately, it would not be the one. The next also
fell to my instincts. Down the line I stepped, searching,
searching. I found twelve I liked. Somehow I chose between those
twelve just with repeated study. It wasn't just their eyes,
understand. It was the way they reacted . . . to me, to my study,
to each other, to the long wait.

"Thank you," I said to the twenty I turned
away. To the ten remaining I said, "Congratulations. If you are
pleased with the terms ke Añel offers, you will become part of
House Keloi."

I led them to Añel's study and left them
there. I should have been worried that he would reject my choices,
but I knew he wouldn't. Instead of remaining nearby, I walked
through the House's empty halls to its back door. We had a lovely
patio overlooking the hills with their thin trees and mauve
groundcover. The stone seats were dappled with pale blue shadows,
perfect for relaxing. I sat cross-legged on one of them and closed
my eyes. The wind shifted shadows and light across my eyelids in
pleasant patterns.

A weight pressed against my knee. I smelled
flower-petal water, but felt no need to coddle Sunife. I'd chosen
her for her strength of spirit and trusted her respect for the
silence. We enjoyed it together, she and I.

The warm scent of spice and musk was Añel's.
He sat beside me on the bench, knees touching.

"They'll be here tomorrow," he said.

"All of them?"

"All of them," he said. "You chose well."

I opened my eyes then. He'd dressed for this
business and the honey poppies on his vest glittered with the tiny
glass beads strung on the embroidery thread. "How do you know?"

"I know because you selected them, and I
trust your eye."

I did not answer. I couldn't, torn as I was
between pleasure at having done the work and uncertainty over
whether I'd earned his praise. Instead I watched the ruffle of the
leaves in the patterns cast on my lap. Añel did not interrupt my
thoughts.

After a time, I said, "You haven't even told
me what we're going to do."

He ran a hand through Sunife's hair. The
anadi shifted her cheek from my knee to his and purred. "I have
been thinking of breeding anadi."

I swallowed. Sunife looked so content,
though. I trusted her, even if I didn't trust myself. With a low
voice, I asked, "Do you think we can?"

"I know we can," Añel said. "I ask myself
only if I should."

He seemed to take no offense at my question.
I wondered how he could seriously consider this course despite
having made such a disastrous mistake. Such audacity! "You are
braver than I am, ke emodo."

"Añel," he said absently, reminding me. He
stroked one of Sunife's locks from her cheek. "And I am not. Today
you demonstrated that to me."

"I did?" I said, surprised.

"Oh yes," he said. He laughed, a faint chuff
of a sound. "Today you hunted, Tafeth. With the single-minded
intensity of an eperu racing through the grass, you found and chose
and brought home sustenance for the House."

"I found you ten eperu," I said. "They came
here, I read their records, I made a few decisions. That is nothing
like a hunt."

"Oh no?" Añel said. "I was watching from a
window, Tafeth. You read, you interviewed, you talked. But then . .
. " He looked at me, his gaze considering. "Then you hunted. With
your eyes. You stood in front of thirty worthy eperu and you
wrestled them down with your eyes alone. They might not have fought
you with claws or fangs but it was a hunt all the same." Before I
could object, he cast his gaze back over the trees, unfocused. "Do
not reject the idea without consideration, ke eperu. I have been on
a hunt, from beginning to bloody conclusion. You have not. Perhaps
in this I have the right of the thing."

That truth I could not deny, and so I thought
about it. "It doesn't seem so great a thing," I offered.

"No," he said. "It doesn't. But tell me, why
did you choose Sunife?"

Puzzled, I said, "Because she is resilient.
There is a light in her yet, and I judge that it won't fade."

"This strength you mean. I don't see it,"
Añel said. He lifted one of the anadi's arms, turning it as Sunife
watched with perked ears. "Her wrists are narrow. She has no
muscles. I doubt she could run longer than a few minutes."

"Of course not," I said. "It's the strength
of her mind I'm talking about."

"And that's better than the strength of her
body?"

"Of course," I said. "A brute anadi might
give birth to many children before she dies, but they won't be much
good if they don't have a tender spirit and a quickened mind, will
. . . Añel . . . "

He canted his head. Maybe a smile flickered
at his mouth's corners.

"I'm not anadi," I said. "It's different with
eperu. Emodo are supposed to be smart. Anadi are special if they're
still mindful. But eperu do all the work of the House, the hard
work--"

"--and the hard work is always physical, is
that it?" he said.

"No, but, I . . . the pefna-eperu--"

"--is ultimately the single most important
judge of character in the House, yes?" Añel said. "It is supposed
to know the mien of every person here."

"But I failed," I said, breathless. "I failed
with you, ke emodo. I turned from you when you needed me and I hurt
you."

He drew back.

"I did," I said. "You shared something very
important with me which I ignored. I was too selfish. I should have
realized it was no simple lesson to me, that you needed acceptance
and comfort--Añel, ooh!"

He had caught me in his arms and crushed me
in them . . . truly crushed, for his corded arms were an emodo's in
his prime. No emodo had ever hugged me thus, and I was breathless
with it. Charmed. I felt safe.

"Oh, Tafeth, my silly choice, my neuter
face."

"It's true," I said weakly. "I hurt you."

"Yes. But only you would have noticed why,"
he said. He drew back, catching my arms in his long hands. "You
made a mistake, but you did not compound it." He took a breath.
"You do not have to be pefna, Tafeth. If you want, I will give you
to the anadi guardianship. But the new eperu come tomorrow and I
must know by then what you choose."

I nodded, licked my fangs.

He stood. "Think about the hunt, Tafeth." And
then he left.

 


***

 


I remained on the stone bench with Sunife's
cheek once again at my knee. The shadow-leaves moved out of my lap
and over the bench, lengthening with the failing sun. The world
turned a subtle shade of lilac, and the chirp of evening moths
replaced the sounds of the day.

Twilight is a trickster's time. Some say that
Fate lives in the twilight, waiting to make choices when life is
most uncertain, most out-of-focus. Some say the twilight is sacred,
the time the Void and the Brightness and the Earth came come
together, each sharing influence over the Jokka.

I have never had an opinion about the dusk.
The breeze felt comfortable and Sunife seemed indisposed toward
moving, so I remained. I kept vigil as the sun withdrew. Even She
failed, but She always returned in the morning.

No, that was too easy.

With a sigh, I looked at my hands, the petite
hands my birth as an anadi had bequeathed me. I stretched my
fingers, remembering the haft of the spear, the way it had fallen
when I tripped. Añel had said to remember the hunt, but that was
probably not the hunt he'd been thinking of. Or had he? I had
chosen Sunife for the resilience she displayed now, but she had
been used poorly in the past. So had I. Añel had chosen me for the
attributes I had now.

But he had chosen me because I was a better
judge of character than he was. Did that make me a poor choice?

I covered my face. I simply couldn't do this.
I couldn't decide. I did not have Añel's confidence, nor Sunife's
trust in others. I was a crippled eperu who'd been paid too much to
do work it could not possibly be qualified for. How could I do what
Añel had asked?

The answer was simple.

It had been a long day. I slipped off the
bench and held out my hands to Sunife. "Come, let's get you to
sleep, ke anadi."

"No."

I blinked. Shaking my head, I said, "It's
late, dear one. You need to rest where it's cool and quiet."

"No," Sunife said again.

"You don't want to go in?"

"Can do it myself." Sunife uncoiled.

I smiled. "I know you can. Go, then. I'll
join you in a while to see you settled in."

Sunife stopped at the door and said, "Not
you."

I frowned at her. "What do you mean?"

"Not you, never," she said firmly. "You are
pefna."

"I--Sunife--"

"I am kaña," she said, and I couldn't
disagree.

"You are kaña. Most precious of all anadi. Of
course, dearest."

"I say you are pefna. Not guardian. Forever,"
Sunife said and dared me with my eyes to override her.

"You don't understand," I said after a
moment's shock.

"No," she said. "I understand. You not." She
turned her back on me and entered the purple shadows of the House,
leaving me speechless on the patio.

And then, as I stared at the space she was
not, I started laughing.

 


***

 


The following morning I presented myself to
Añel in his study. I had woken before the sun and attended to
myself properly, applying scent to the back of my ears, choosing a
vest that accentuated my colors and trousers that were both
comfortable and lovely. Most importantly, I braided my hair into
twin plaits on either side of my head, tight braids woven with
beads and bells. I'd braided my tail as well, one thick rope that
held a ringed ornament at its base with a tucked roll.

"Good morning, Tafeth," Añel said. His eyes
did not miss the braids, an eperu's braids.

"I have made my decision," I said.

He canted his head.

"Sunife has spoken," I said. "I will be your
pefna."

A thin line furrowed his brow. "You cannot
allow other people to make your decisions, Tafeth."

"She made my decision," I said. "I
mean that exactly. I won't regret it, ke emodo . . . and neither
will you." I bowed, touching my fingers to my throat and then to my
head in an eperu's respesct to an emodo. Then I let him search my
eyes, which he did with his hunter's intensity.

He smiled. "Very well, Tafeth. The others
should arrive within an hour. Please, get them settled into rooms
for me. For now the basic House duties need attendance, so assign
them to cooking, cleaning and care of Sunife."

I nodded. "As you will. We'll discuss the
House business, yes?"

"Later," he said. He seemed to relax the
longer we talked and the more comfortable I seemed. "We can discuss
it as a House, I think."

"That will help make our new people feel more
involved," I said. "May I suggest we detail the remaining eperu to
guarding the House? Posting them at the gate will make an
interesting statement to the community."

"A good one?" he said, arching a brow.

"A strong one," I said. "We are nothing if
not that, Añel."

"Yes," he said after a moment. "Yes we
are."

"A final suggestion," I said.

He canted his head. "Of course?"

"The debris," I said. "From the
vandalization? We should burn it."

"Burn it!"

"A bonfire," I said, showing teeth in a grin.
"A fine, celebratory, defiant one. The courtyard is large
enough."

He stared at me a moment, then a laugh
surprised its way out of him. "I didn't imagine you would ever
suggest such a thing, Tafeth!"

"Ah, but I knew you would like it," I said.
"It's not for me that I suggest it."

"I do like it," he said, still grinning.
"We'll do that. Tonight, perhaps, after everyone's settled in. See
to it?"

"I shall," I said.

As I left I saw a shadow cross his face, a
sort of puzzlement at my transformation. I left him in its company.
It would last, that puzzlement, but as I proved my determination to
him it would fade. Añel struck me as a pragmatic emodo. One day I
would explain the whole thing to him, when the House was on more
solid ground and I no longer feared our standing in the het. One
day when we had established our trade and filled our rooms with
anadi and emodo . . . maybe even after we had children to tend, I
would tell him how in choosing Sunife I had made my own choice
about being pefna in advance. I could have chosen a weaker anadi,
one who needed me. Instead I'd picked Sunife. An ideal anadi face
for a man who'd also needed an ideal eperu face.

And that eperu face was me.

Maybe not yet. Maybe I'd have to grow into
it. But who is ever ready for what life offers when it comes?

My braids jingled as I walked. I had rooms to
make ready and new family to greet.

 


***
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