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A
SHADOW
IN
SUMMER

Prolog

Otah took the blow on the ear, the flesh opening under the rod. Tahi-kvo, Tahi the teacher, pulled the
thin lacquered wood through the air with afluttering sound like bird wings. Otah's discipline held. He did
not shift or cry out. Tearswelled in hiseyes, but hishands remained in a pose of greeting.

"Agan," Tahi-kvo barked. "And correctly!"

"We are honored by your presence, most high Dai-kvo," Otah said swestly, asif it werethefirst time
he had attempted theritual phrase. The old man sitting before the fire consdered him closely, then
adopted a pose of acceptance. Tahi-kvo made a sound of satisfaction in the depths of his throat.

Otah bowed, holding il for three bresths and hoping that Tahi-kvo wouldn't strike him for trembling.
The moment stretched, and Otah nearly let his eyes sray to histeacher. It was the old man with his
ruined whisper who at last spoke the words that ended the ritua and released him.

"Go, disowned child, and attend to your studies.”

Otah turned and walked humbly out of the room. Once he had pulled the thick wooden door closed
behind him and waked down the chill halway toward the common rooms, he gave himself permission to
touch his new wound.

The other boys were quiet as he passed through the stone halls of the schoal, but severd timestheir
gazes held him and his new shame. Only the older boysin the black robes of Milah-kvo'sdisciples
laughed at him. Otah took himself to the quarterswhere dl the boysin his cohort dept. He removed the
ceremonia gown, careful not to touch it with blood, and washed the wound in cold water. The stinging
cream for cuts and scrapes was in an earthenware jar beside the water basin. He took two fingers and
dathered the vinegar-smelling ointment onto the open flesh of hisear. Then, not for thefirst time since he
had come to the school, he sat on his spare, hard bunk and wegpt.

"THISBOY," the Dai-kvo said as he took up the porcelain bowl of tea. Its heat was dmost uncomfortable.
"He holds some promise?”’

"Some," Tahi dlowed as he leaned the lacquered rod against the wall and took the seet beside his
master.

"He ssemsfamiliar.”

"Otah Machi. Sixth son of the Kha Machi."



"I recdl hisbrothers. Also boys of some promise. What became of them?”

"They spent their years, took the brand, and were turned out. Most are. We have three hundred in the
school now and forty in the black under Milah-kvo's care. Sons of the Khaiem or the ambitious families
of the utkhaiem."

"So many? | see so few."

Tahi took apose of agreement, the cant of hiswrists giving it a nuance that might have been sorrow or
apology.

"Not many are both strong enough and wise. And the stakes are high."

The Dai-kvo sipped histeaand considered thefire.

"I wonder," the old man said, "how many redlize we are teaching them nothing."

"Weteach them dl. Letters, numbers. Any of them could take atrade after they leave the schoal.”
"But nothing of use. Nothing of poetry. Nothing of the andat.”

"If they redlize that, most high, they're hafway to your door. And for the onesweturnaway . . . It's
better, mogt high.”

"Isit?"

Tahi shrugged and looked into the fire. He looked ol der, the Dai-kvo thought, especially about the
eyes. But he had met Tahi as arude youth many years before. The age he saw there now, and the
cruelty, were seeds he himsdlf had cultivated.

"When they havefailed, they take the brand and make their own fates,” Tahi said.

"Wetake away their only hope of rgoining their families, of taking aplace at the courts of the Khaiem.
They have no family. They cannot control the andat,” the Dai-kvo said. "We throw these boys away
much astheir fathers have. What becomes of them, | wonder?"

"Much the same as becomes of anyone, | imagine. The onesfrom low families of the utkhaiem are
hardly worse off than when they came. The sons of the Khaiem . . . once they take the brand, they
cannat inherit, and it savesthem from being killed for their blood rights. That doneisagiftinitsway."

It was true. Every generation saw the blood of the Khaiem spilled. It was the way of the Empire. And
intimeswhen al three of aKhai's acknowledged sons daughtered one another, the high families of the
utkhaiem unsheathed their knives, and cities were caught for atimein fits of violence from which the
poets held themselves apart like priests at adog fight. These boys in the school's care were exempt from
those wars at only the price of everything they had known in their short lives. And yet . ..

"Diggraceisathin gift,” the Dai-kvo said.
Tahi, hisold student who had once been aboy like these, sighed.

"lt'swhat we can offer."

THE DAI-KVO l€eft in the morning just after dawn, stepping through the great bronze doors that opened
only for him. Otah stood in the ranks of his cohort, till holding a pose of farewell. Behind him, someone
took the chance of scratching—Otah could hear the shifting sound of fingers against cloth. He didn't look



back. Two of the oldest of Milah-kvo's black robes pulled the great doors closed.

Inthe dim winter light that filtered through high-set, narrow windows, Otah could see the bustle of the
black robes taking charge of the cohorts. The day's tasks varied. The morning might be spent working in
the school—repairing walls or washing laundry or scraping ice from the garden walkways that no one
seemed to travel besidesthe boys set to tend them. The evening would be spent in study. Numbers,
letters, religion, history of the Old Empire, the Second Empire, the War, the cities of the Khaiem. And
more often these last weeks, one of the two teachers would stand at the back of the room while one of
the black robes lectured and questioned. Milah-kvo would sometimesinterrupt and tell jokes or take the
lecture himsdlf, discussing things the black robes never spoke of. Tahi-kvo would only observe and
punish. All of Otah's cohort bore the marks of the lacquered stick.

Riit-kvo, one of the oldest of the black robes, led Otah and his cohort to the cellars. For hours asthe
sun rose unseen, Otah swept dust from stones that seemed till cold from the last winter and then washed
them with water and rags until his knuckles were raw. Then Riit-kvo called them to order, consdered
them, dapped one boy whose stance was not to his standards, and marched them to the dining hall. Otah
looked neither forward nor back, but focused on the shoulders of the boy ahead of him.

The midday meal was cold meat, yesterday's bread, and athin barley soup that Otah treasured
because it was warm. Too soon, Riit called them to wash their bowls and knives and follow him. Otah
found himsdlf a the front of the line—an unenviable place—and so was the first to step into the cold
listening room with its stone benches and narrow windows that had never known glass. Tahi-kvo was
waiting therefor them.

None of them knew why the round-faced, scowling teacher had taken an interest in the cohort, though
gpeculations were whispered in the dark of their barracks. The Daikvo had chosen one of them to go and
study the secrets of the andat, to become one of the poets, gain power even higher than the Khaiem, and
skip over the black robes of Milah-kvo entirely. Or one of their families had repented sending their child,
however minor in the line of succession, to the school and was in negotiation to forgo the branding and
take their disowned son back into the fold.

Otah had listened, but believed none of the stories. They were the fantasies of the frightened and the
week, and he knew that if he clung to one, it would shatter him. Dwelling in the misery of the school and
hoping for nothing beyond survival wasthe only way to keep his soul from flying apart. He would endure
histerm and be turned out into the world. Thiswas histhird year at the school. He was twelve now, and
near the halfway point of histime. And today was another evil to be borne asthe day before and the day
ahead. To think too far in the past or the future was dangerous. Only when helet his dreams|oose did he
think of learning the secrets of the andat, and that happened so rardly asto cdl itself never.

Riit-kvo, his eyes on the teacher at the back as much as on the students, began to declaim the parable
of the Twin Dragons of Chaos. It was astory Otah knew, and he found his mind wandering. Through the
stone arch of the window, Otah could see acrow hunched on a high branch. It reminded him of
something he could not quite recall.

"Which of the gods tames the spirits of water?" Riit-kvo snapped. Otah pulled himsdlf back to
awareness and straightened his spine.

Riit-kvo pointed to a thick-set boy across the room.
"Oladac the Wanderer!" the boy said, taking a pose of gratitude to one's teacher.

"And why were the spiritswho stood by and neither fought with the gods nor against them consigned



to alower hdl than the servants of chaos?'
Agan Riit-kvo pointed.
"Because they should have fought dongside the gods!™ the boy shouted.

It was awrong answer. Because they were cowards, Otah thought, and knew he was correct. Tahi's
lacquered rod whirred and stuck the boy hard on the shoulder. Riit-kvo smirked and returned to his
dory.

After the class, there was another brief work detail for which Tahi-kvo did not join them. Then the
evening med, and then the end of another day. Otah was grateful to crawl into his bunk and pull the thin
blanket up to his neck. In the winter, many of the boys dept in their robes against the cold, and Otah was
among that number. Despite al this, he preferred the winter. During the warmer times, he would il
wake some mornings having forgotten where he was, expecting to seethe wals of hisfather'shome, hear
the voices of hisolder brothers—Biitrah, Danat, and Kaiin. Perhaps see his mother's smile. The rush of
memory was worse than any blow of Tahi-kvo'srod, and he bent hiswill toward erasing the memories
he had of hisfamily. He was not loved or wanted in his home, and he understood that thinking too much
about thistruth would kill him.

As hedrifted toward deep, Riit-kvo's harsh voice murmuring the lesson of the spiritswho refused to
fight spun through his mind. They were cowards, consigned to the degpest and coldest hell.

When the question came, his eyes flew open. He sat up. The other boysweredl intheir cots. One,
not far from him, was crying in hisdeep. It was not an unusua sound. Thewords sill burned in Otah's
mind. The coward spirits, consigned to hell.

And what keeps them there? hisquiet inner voice asked him. Why do they remain in hell?

He lay awakefor hours, hismind racing.

THE TEACHERS' quarters opened on acommon room. Shelves lined the walls, filled with books and
scrolls. A fire pit glowed with coals prepared for them by the most honored of Milah-kvo's black-robed
boys. The wide gap of awindow—glazed double to hold out the cold of winter, the heet of the
summer—Iooked out over the roadway |eading south to the high road. Tahi sat now, warming hisfeet a
the fire and staring out into the cold plain beyond. Milah opened the door behind him and strodein.

"| expected you earlier,” Tahi said.

Milah briefly took apose of apology.

"Annat Ryotawas complaining about the kitchen flue smoking again," he sad.
Tahi grunted.

"St. Thefiréswarm.”

"Fresoften are," Milah agreed, histone dry and mocking. Tahi managed athin smile as his companion
took a sedt.

"What did he make of your boys?" Tahi asked.

"Much the same aslast year. They have seen through the veil and now lead their brothers toward
knowledge," Milah said, but his hands were in a pose of gentle mockery. "They are petty tyrantsto a



man. Any andat strong enough to be worth holding would est them before their hearts beat twice."
"Pity."
"Hardly asurprise. And yours?'
Tahi chewed for amoment at hislower lip and leaned forward. He could fed Milah's gaze on him.

"Otah Machi disgraced himsdf," Tahi said. "But he accepted the punishment well. The Dai-kvo thinks
he may have promise.”

Milah shifted. When Tahi looked over, the teacher had taken apose of query. Tahi considered the
implicit question, then nodded.

"There have been some other Sgns,” Tahi said. "'l think you should put awatch over him. | hateto lose
himtoyou, inaway."

"Youlikehim."
Tahi took apose of acknowledgment that held the nuance of a confession of falure.
"I may becrud, old friend,” Tahi said, dropping into the familiar, "but you're heartless.”

Thefair-haired teacher laughed, and Tahi couldn't help but join him. They sat slent then for awhile,
each in his own thoughts. Milah rose, shrugged off histhick woolen top robe. Beneath it he till worethe
forma slksfrom hisaudience yesterday with the Dai-kvo. Tahi poured them both bowls of ricewine.

"It was good to see him again,” Milah said sometime later. There was ameancholy notein hisvoice.
Tahi took a pose of agreement, then sipped hiswine.

"Helooked so old," Tahi sad.

OTAH'SPLAN, such asit was, took little preparation, and yet nearly three weeks passed between the
moment he understood the parable of the spirits who stood aside and the night when he took action. That
night, he waited until the others were adeep before he pushed off the thin blankets, put on every robe and
legging he had, gathered hisfew things, and |eft his cohort for the last time.

The stone hallways were unlit, but he knew hisway well enough that he had no need for light. He
made his way to the kitchen. The pantry was unlocked—no one would steal food for fear of being found
out and beaten. Otah scooped double handfuls of hard rolls and dried fruit into his satchel. Therewasno
need for water. Snow till covered the ground, and Tahi-kvo had shown them how to melt snow with the
heet of their own bodies waking without the cold penetrating to their hearts.

Once hewas provisoned, his path led him to the great hal—moonlight from the high windows
showing ghost-dim the great aide where he had held a pose of obeisance every morning for the last three
years. The doors, of course, were barred, and while he was strong enough to open them, the sounds
might have woken someone. Hetook a pair of wide, netted snowshoes from the closet beside the great
doors and went up the stairs to the listening room. There, the narrow windows looked out on aworld
locked in winter. Otah's breath plumed aready in the chill.

He threw the snowshoes and satchel out the window to the snow-cushioned ground below, then
squeezed through and lowered himsdlf from the outer stone sill until he hung by hisfingertips. Thefdl was
not so far.



He dusted the snow from hisleggings, tied the snowshoesto hisfeet by their thick lesther thongs, took
up the bulging satchel and started off, walking south toward the high road.

The moon, near the top of its nightly arc, had moved the width of two thick-gloved hands toward the
western horizon before Otah knew he was not alone. The footsteps that had kept perfect time with his
own fell out of their pattern—as intentional a provocation as clearing athroat. Otah froze, then turned.

"Good evening, Otah Machi," Milah-kvo said, histone casud. "A good night for awalk, eh? Cold
though.”

Otah did not spesk, and Milah-kvo strode forward, his hand on his own saichd, his footsteps nearly
slent. His breath was thick and white as agoose feather.

"Yes," theteacher said. "Cold, and far from your bed.”

Otah took a pose of acknowledgment appropriate for a student to ateacher. It had no nuance of
apology, and Otah hoped that Milah-kvo would not see histrembling, or if he did would ascribeit to the
cold.

"L eaving before your term is complete, boy. Y ou disgrace yoursdlf.”

Otah switched to a pose of thanks appropriate to the end of alesson, but Milah-kvo waved the
formality asde and sat in the snow, considering him with an interest that Otah found unnerving.

"Why do it?" Milah-kvo asked. "There's till hope of redeeming yoursdlf. Y ou might still be found
worthy. So why run away? Are you so much acoward?'

Otah found hisvoice.
"It would be cowardice that kept me, Milah-kvo."

"How s0?" Theteacher's voice held nothing of judgment or testing. It waslike afriend asking a
guestion because he truly did not know the answer.

"There are no locks on hell,” Otah said. It wasthe first time he had tried to express thisto someone
else, and it proved harder than he had expected. "If there aren't locks, then what can hold anyone there
besdesfear that leaving might be worse?"

"And you think the school isakind of hell.”
It was not aquestion, so Otah did not answer.

"If you keep to this path, you'll be the lowest of the low," Milah said. " A disgraced child without friend
or aly. And without the brand to protect you, your older brothers may well track you down and kill you."

"Yes"
"Do you have someplace to go?'

"The high road leads to Pathai and Nantani."
"Where you know no one."

Otah took a pose of agreement.

"This doesn't frighten you?' the teacher asked.

"It isthedecison I've made." He could see the amusement in Milah-kvo'sface at his answer.



"Fair enough, but | think there's an dternative you haven't considered.”

The teacher reached into his satchel and pulled out asmall cloth bundle. He hefted it for amoment,
considering, and dropped it on the snow between them. It was a black robe.

Otah took apose of intellectua inquiry. It was afailure of vocabulary, but Milah-kvo took his
meaning.

"Andat are powerful, Otah. Like small gods. And they don't love being held to asingle form. They
fight it, and since the forms they have are areflection of the poetswho bind them. . . . Theworldisfull of
willing victims—people who embrace the cruelty meted out againgt them. An andat formed from amind
like that would destroy the poet who bound it and escape. That you have chosen action iswhat the black
robes mean."

"Then...theothers. .. they dl left the school too?"
Milah laughed. Evenin the cold, it was awarm sound.

"No. No, you've dl taken different paths. Anshatried to wrestle Tahi-kvo's stick away from him. Ranit
Kiru asked forbidden questions, took the punishment for them, and asked again until Tahi beat him
adeep. He wastoo sore to wear any robe at al for weeks, but his bruises were black enough. But
you've each done something. If you choose to take up the robe, that is. Leaveit, and redly, thisisjust a
conversation. Interesting maybe, but trivid."

"Andif | tekeit?"

"Y ou will never be turned out of the school so long as you wear the black. Y ou will help to teach the
norma boys the lesson you've learned—to stand by your own strength.”

Otah blinked, and something—some emotion he couldn't put a name to—bloomed in hisbreast. His
flight from the school took on anew meaning. It was abadge of his strength, the proof of his courage.

"And the andat?'

"And the andat,” Milah-kvo said. "Y ou'll beginto learn of them in earnest. The Dai-kvo has never
taken a student who wasn't first ablack robe at the school."

Otah stooped, his fingers numb with cold, and picked up the robe. He met Milah-kvo's amused eyes
and couldn't keep from grinning. Milah-kvo laughed, stood and put an arm around Otah's shoulder. It
was the firgt kind act Otah could remember since he had come to the school .

"Come on, then. If we start now, we may get back to the school by breakfast.”
Otah took a pose of enthusiastic agreement.

"And, whilethisonce| think we can forgiveit, don't make ahabit of stealing from the kitchen. It upsets
the cooks.”

THELETTER came someweeks | ater, and Milah wasthefirst to read it. Sitting in an upper room, his
students abandoned for the moment, he read the careful script again and felt hisface grow tight. When he
had gone over it enough to know he could not have misunderstood, he tucked the folded paper into the
deeve of hisrobe and looked out the window. Winter was ending, and somehow the eternal renewal that
was spring felt likeanirony.



He heard Tahi enter, recognizing his old friend's footsteps.

"Therewasacourier,” Tahi said. "Anshasaid there was a courier from the Dai-kvo . . ."
Milah looked over his shoulder. His own fedings were echoed in Tahi's round face.
"From his atendant, actudly."

"TheDai-kvo. Ishe. . ."

"No," Milah said, fishing out the letter. "Not dead. Only dying."

Tahi took the proffered pages, but didn't look at them.

"Of what?'

"Time"

Tahi read the written words slently, then leaned against the wall with asharp sSgh.
"It...itisn't so bad asit could be," Tahi said.

"No. Not yet. Hewill see the school again. Twice, perhaps.”

"He shouldn't come," Tahi snapped. "Thevidtsare aformdity. We know well enough which boys are
ready. We can send them. He doesn't have to—"

Milah turned, interrupting him with a subtle pose that was arequest for clarification and amourning
both. Tahi laughed bitterly and looked down.

"You'reright," hesaid. "Still. I'd like the world better if we could carry alittle of hisweight for him.
Evenif it wasonly ashort way."

Milah started to take a pose, but hesitated, stopped, only nodded.
"Otah Machi?' Tahi asked.

"Maybe. We might haveto cal him for Otah. Not yet, though. The robes have hardly been on him.
The others are ill learning to accept him as an equa. Once he's used to the power, then well see. |
won't cdl the Dai-kvo until were certain.”

"HEll come next winter whether theres aboy ready or not.”
"Perhaps. Or perhaps helll die tonight. Or we will. No god made the world certain.”
Tahi raised hishandsin apose of resignation.

IT WAS awarm night in late spring; the scent of green seemed to permeate the world. Otah and his
friends sprawled on the hillside east of the school. Milah-kvo sat with them, il talking, dtill telling stories
though their lectures for the day were done. Stories of the andat.

"They arelike. . . thoughts madered," Milah said, his hands moving in gestures which were not formal
poses, but evoked a sense of wonder al the same. "'ldeas tamed and given human shape. Take
Water-Moving-Down. In the Old Empire, shewas called Rain, then when Diit Amrarecaptured her at
the beginning of the War, they caled her Seaward. But the thought, you see, was the same. And if you
can hold that, you can stop riversin their tracks. Or see that your crops get enough water, or flood your



enemies. She was powerful.”
"Could someone catch her again?' Ansha—no longer Ansha-kvo to Otah—asked.
Milah shook his head.

"I doubt it. She's been held and escaped too many times. | suppose someone might find anew way to
describe her, but . . . it'sbeen tried.”

There was a chill that even Otah felt at the words. Stories of the andat were like ghost tales, and the
price afailed poet paid was dways the gruesome ending of it.

"What was her price?' Nian Tomari asked, hisvoice hushed and eager.

"The last poet who made the attempt was a generation before me. They say that when hefailed, his
belly swelled like a pregnant woman's. When they cut him open, he wasfilled with ice and black

The boyswere quiet, imagining the scene—the poet's blood, the dark leaves, the paeice. Dari
dapped agnat.

"Milah-kvo?' Otah said. "Why do the andat become more difficult to hold each time they escape?’
The teacher laughed.

"An excdlent question, Otah. But one you'd have to ask of the Dai-kvo. It's more than you're ready to
know."

Otah dropped into a pose of correction accepted, but in the back of his mind, the curiosity remained.
The sun dipped below the horizon and a chill cameinto the ar. Milah-kvo rose, and they followed him,
wraith-children in their dark robes and twilight. Halfway back to the high stone buildings, Ansha started
to run, and then Riit, and then Otah and then dl of them, pounding up the dopeto the grest door, racing
to befirgt or at least to not be last. When Milah arrived, they were red-faced and laughing.

"Otah," Enrath, an older, dark-faced boy from Tan-Sadar said. "Y ou're taking the third cohort out
tomorrow to turn the west gardens?’

"Yes" Otah sad.
"Tahi-kvo wanted them finished and washed early. He's taking them for lessons after the medl "
"Y ou could join the afternoon sesson with us," Milah suggested, overhearing.

Otah took apose of gratitude asthey entered the torch-lit great hall. One of Milah-kvo'slessonswas
infinitely better than a day spent leading one of the youngest cohorts through its chores.

"Do you know why wormstravel in the ground?' Milahkvo asked.
"Becausethey can't fly?' Anshasaid, and laughed. A few other boyslaughed with him.

"True enough,” Milah-kvo said. "But they are good for the soil. They break it up so that the roots can
dig deeper. So in asense, Otah and the third cohort are doing worm work tomorrow."

"But worms do it by eating dirt and shitting it out,” Enrath said. "Tahi-kvo said s0."

"Thereis some differencein technique," Milah-kvo agreed dryly to the ddight of them dl, including
Otah.



The black robes dept in smaller rooms, four to each, with abrazier in the center to keep it warm. The
thaw had come, but the nights were till bitterly cold. Otah, asthe youngest in hisroom, had the duty of
tending thefire. In the dark of the mornings, Milah-kvo would come and wake them, knocking on their
doorsuntil al four voices within acknowledged him. They washed at communal tubs and ate a along
wooden table with Tahi-kvo at one end and Milah-kvo at the other. Otah till found himself
uncomfortable about the round-faced teacher, however friendly his eyes had become.

After they had cleared their plates, the black robes divided; the larger half went to lead the cohorts
through the day's duties, the smaler—rarely more than five or sx—would go with Milah-kvo for aday's
study. As Otah walked to the great hall, he was dready planning the day ahead, anticipating handing the
third cohort over to Tahi-kvo and joining the handful most favored by Milah-kvo.

In the great hall, the boys stood in their shivering ranks. The third cohort was one of the youngest—a
dozen boys of perhaps eight years dressed in thin gray robes. Otah paced before them, searching for any
improper stance or scratching.

"Today, we are turning the soil in the west gardens,” Otah barked. Some of the smaler boys flinched.
"Tahi-kvo demands the work be finished and that you be cleaned by midday. Follow!"

He marched them out to the gardens. Twice, he stopped to be sure they were in the proper order.
When one—Navi Toyut, son of ahigh family of the utkhaiem in Y a akeht—was out of step, Otah
dapped him smartly acrossthe face. The boy corrected his gait.

The west gardens were brown and bare. Dry sticks—the winter corpses of last year's crop—lay
strewn on the ground, the pae seedlings of weeds pushing up through them. Otah led them to the
tool shed where the youngest boys brushed spider webs off the shovels and spades.

"Begin at the north end!" Otah shouted, and the cohort fell into place. The line was ragged, some boys
taler than othersand dl unevenly spaced, leaving gapsin theline like missing milk teeth. Otah walked
aong, showing each boy where to stand and how to hold his shovel. When they were dl in their places,
Otah gavethe sign to begin.

They et to, their thin armsworking, but they were smal and not strong. The smell of fresh earth rose,
but only dowly. When Otah walked the turned soil behind them, his boots barely sank into it.

"Deeper!" he sngpped. "Turn the soil, don't just scrapeit. Worms could do better than this.”

The cohort didn't speak, didn't ook up, only leaned harder onto the dry, rough shafts of their spades.
Otah shook his head and spat.

The sun had risen ahand and ahaf, and they had only completed two plots. Asthe day warmed, the
boys shed their top robes, leaving them folded on the ground. There were still six plotsto go. Otah paced
behind theline, scowling. Timewas running short.

"Tahi-kvo wants this done by midday!" Otah shouted. "If you disgppoint him, I'll seedl of you
besten.”

They struggled to complete the task, but by the time they reached the end of the fourth plot, it was
clear that it wouldn't happen. Otah gave stern orders that they should continue, then stalked off to find
Tahi-kvo.

The teacher was overseeing a cohort that had been set to clean the kitchens. The lacquered rod
whirred impatiently. Otah took apose of gpology before him.

"Tahi-kvo, the third cohort will not be able to turn the soil in the west gardens by midday. They are



wesk and stupid.”

Tahi-kvo consdered him, his expression unreadable. Otah felt hisface growing warm with
embarrassment. At last, Tahi-kvo took aformal pose of acceptance.

"It will wait for another day, then,” he said. "When they have had their medl, take them back out and
let them finish the task."

Otah took apose of gratitude until Tahi-kvo turned his attention back to the cohort he was leading,
then Otah turned and waked back out to the gardens. The third cohort had dacked in his absence, but
began to work furioudly as Otah came near. He stepped into the half-turned plot and stared at them.

"Y ou have cost me an afternoon with Milah-kvo," Otah said, hisvoice low, but angry enough to carry.
None of the boyswould meet his gaze, guilty as dogs. He turned to the nearest boy—athin boy with a
gpadein hishand. "You. Give methat."

The boy looked panicked, but held out the spade. Otah took it and thrust it down into the fresh soil.
The blade sank only haf way. Otah's shoulders curled in rage. The boy took a pose of apology, but Otah
didn't acknowledgeit.

"Y ou're meant to turn the soil! Turnit! Areyou too stupid to understand that?"
"Otah-kvo, I'm sorry. It'sonly—"

"If you can't do it like aman, you can do it asaworm. Get on your knees."
The boy's expression was uncomprehending.

"Get on your knees!" Otah shouted, leaning into the boy's face. Tearswelled up in the boy's eyes, but
he did as he wastold. Otah picked up aclod of dirt and handed it to him. "Eat it."

The boy looked at the clod in his hand, then up at Otah. Then, weeping until his shoulders shook, he
raised the dirt to his mouth and ate. The othersin the cohort were stlanding in acircle, watching silently.
The boy's mouth worked, mud on hislips.

"All of it!" Otah said.

The boy took another mouthful, then collapsed, sobbing, to the ground. Otah spat in disgust and
turned to the others.

"Get to work!"

They scampered back to their places, smdl arms and legs working furioudy with the vigor of fear. The
mud-lipped boy sat weeping into his hands. Otah took the spade to him and pushed the blade into the
ground a hisside.

"Wel|?' Otah demanded quietly. "Isthere something to wait for?"
The boy mumbled something Otah couldn't make ouit.
"What? If you're going to talk, make it so people can hear you."

"My hand," the boy forced through the sobs. "My hands hurt. | tried. | tried to dig deeper, but it hurt
somuch. . ."

Heturned his pams up, and looking &t the bleeding blisterswas like leaning over a precipice; Otah felt
suddenly dizzy. The boy looked up into hisface, weeping, and the low keening was a sound Otah



recognized though he had never heard it before; it was a sound he had longed to make for seasons of
degping in the cold, hoping not to dream of his mother. It was the same tune he had heard in hisold
cohort, achild cryingin hisdeep.

The black robes suddenly felt awkward, and the memory of athousand humiliations sang in Otah's
mind theway acrysta glass might ring with the sound of snger's note.

He knelt besde the weeping boy, words rushing to hislips and then failing him. The othersin the
cohort stood silent.

"Y ou SENT for me?" Tahi asked. Milah didn't answer, but gestured out the window. Tahi came to stand
by him and consider the spectacle below. In ahalf-turned plot of dirt, ablack robe was cradling acrying
child in hisarmswhile the othersin the cohort stood by, agape.

"How long hasthis been going on?' Tahi asked through atight throat.
"They werelike that when | noticed them. Beforethat, | don't know."
"Oteh Machi?'

Milah only nodded.

"It hasto stop.”

"Yes. But | wanted you to seeit.”

In grim silence, the pair walked down the tairs, through the library, and out to the west gardens. The
third cohort, seeing them come, pretended to work. All except Otah and the boy he held. They remained
asthey were.

"Otah!" Tahi barked. The black-robed boy |ooked up, eyes red and tear-filled.
"You're not well, Otah," Milah said gently. He drew Otah up. "Y ou should comeinsde and rest.”

Otah looked from one to the other, then hesitantly took a pose of submission and let Milah take his
shoulder and guide him away. Tahi remained behind; Milah could hear hisvoice snapping at the third
cohort likeawhip.

Back in the quarters of the elite, Milah prepared a cup of strong teafor Otah and considered the
stuation. The otherswould hear of what had happened soon enough if they hadn't dready. He wasn't
sure whether that would make things better for the boy or worse. He wasn't even certain what he hoped.
If it was what it appeared, it was the success he had dreaded. Before he acted, he had to be sure. He
wouldn't call for the Dai-kvo if Otah wasn't ready.

Otah, stting dump-shouldered on his bunk, took the hot teaand sipped it dutifully. His eyes were dry
now, and staring into the middle distance. Milah pulled astool up beside him, and they sat for along
moment in silence before he spoke.

"Y ou did that boy out there no favorstoday."
Otah lifted ahand in apose of correction accepted.

"Comforting aboy likethat . . . it doesn't make him stronger. | know it isn't easy being ateacher. It
requires a hard sort of compassion to treat a child harshly, even wheniit isonly for their own good in the



Otah nodded, but didn't ook up. When he spoke, hisvoice was low.

"Has anyone ever been turned out from the black robes?’

"Expelled? No, no one. Why do you ask?"

"I'vefaled," Otah said, then paused. "I'm not strong enough to teach these lessons, Milah-kvo."

Milah looked down at his hands, thinking of his old master. Thinking of the cost that another journey to
the school would exact from that old flesh. He couldn't keep the weight of the decision entirely out of his
voice when he spoke.

"l am removing you from duty for amonth'stime,” he said, "whilewe cal for the Dai-kvo."

"OTAH," THE familiar voice whispered. "What did you do?*

Otah turned on hisbunk. The brazier glowed, the cods giving off too little light to see by. Otah fixed
his gaze on the embers.

"I made amistake, Ansha," he said. It wasthe reply he'd given on the few occasionsin the last days
that someone had had the courage to ask.

"They say the Dai-kvo's coming. And out of season.”
"It may have been a serious misteke.”

It may bethefirst time that anyone hasrisen so far and failed so badly, Otah thought. Thefirgt time
anyone so un-suited to the black robes had been given them. He remembered the cold, empty plain of
snow held walked across the night Milah-kvo had promoted him. He could see now that hisflight hadn't
been asign of srength after all—only a presentiment of failure,

"What did you do?" Ansha asked in the darkness.

Otah saw the boy's face again, saw the bloodied hand and the tears of humiliation running down the
dirty cheeks. He had caused that pain, and he could not draw the line between the shame of having done
it and the shame of being too wesk to do it again. There was no way for him to explain that he couldn't
lead the boys to strength because in his heart, he was till one of them.

"l wasn't worthy of my robe," he said.

Anshadidn't speak again, and soon Otah heard the low, deep breath of deep. The othersweredll
tired from their day's work. Otah had no reason to betired after aday spent haunting the halls and rooms
of the school with no duties and no purpose, wearing the black robe only because he had no other robes
of hisown.

Hewaited in the darkness until even the embers deserted him and he was sure the others were deeply
adeep. Then herose, pulled on hisrobe, and walked quietly out into the corridor. It wasn't far to the
chilly roomswhere the younger cohorts dept. Otah walked among the deeping forms. Their bodies were
so small, and the blankets so thin. Otah had been in the black for so little time, and had forgotten so
much.

The boy he was|ooking for was curled on a cot beside the great sone wall, his back to the room.
Otah leaned over carefully and put ahand over the boy's mouth to stifleacry if he made one. He woke
slently, though, his eyes blinking open. Otah watched until he saw recognition bloom.



"Y our hands are hedling well?* Otah whispered.

The boy nodded.

"Good. Now stay quiet. We don't want to wake the others.”

Otah drew his hand away, and the boy fell immediately into a pose of profound apology.
"Otah-kvo, | have dishonored you and the schoal. | . . ."

Otah gently folded the boy's fingers closed.

"Y ou have nothing to blame yoursdf for,” Otah said. "The mistake was mine. The priceismine.”
"If I'd worked harder—"

"It would have gained you nothing,” Otah said. "Nothing."

THEBRONZE doors boomed and swung open. The boys stood in their ranks holding poses of welcome
asif they were so many statues. Otah, standing among the black robes, held his pose aswell. He
wondered what stories the cohorts of disowned children had been telling themsel ves about the vigt:
hopes of being returned to alost family, or of being elevated to apoet. Dreams.

The old man walked in. He seemed less steady than Otah remembered him. After the ceremonia
greetings, he blessed them dl in histhick, ruined whisper. Then he and the teachersretired, and the black
robes—all but Otah—took charge of the cohorts that they would lead for the day. Otah returned to his
room and sat, Sick at heart, waiting for the summons he knew was coming. It wasn't long.

"Otah," Tahi-kvo said from the doorway. " Get someteafor the Dai-kvo.”
"But the ceremonial robe. . ."

"Not required. Just tea."

Otah rose into apose of submission. Thetime had come.

THE DAI-KVO sat slently, consdering thefirein the grate. His hands, steepled before him, seemed
smaller than Milah remembered them, the skin thinner and loose. His face showed the fatigue of his
journey around the eyes and mouth, but when he caught Milah's gaze and took a pose part query, part
chdlenge, Milah thought there was something else aswell. A hunger, or hope.

"How are things back in theworld?' Milah asked. "We don't hear much of the high cities here."
"Thingsarewdl| enough,” the Dai-kvo said. "And here? How are your boys?'

"Wl enough, mogt high."

"Redly? Somenights| find | wonder.”

Milah took aposeinviting the Dai-kvo to elaborate, but to no effect. The ancient eyes had turned once
moreto the flames. Milah let his hands drop to hislap.

Tahi returned and took a pose of obedience and reverence before bending into his chair.
"Theboy iscoming,” Tahi said.

The Dai-kvo took a pose of acknowledgment, but nothing more. Milah saw his own concern mirrored



in Tahi. It seemed too long before the soft knock came at the door and Otah Machi entered, carrying a
tray with three small bowls of tea. Stone-faced, the boy put the tray on the low table and took the ritual
pose of greeting.

"I am honored by your presence, most high Dai-kvo," Otah said perfectly.

The old man's eyes were dive now, his gaze on Otah with a powerful interest. He nodded, but didn't
commend the boy to his studies. Instead, he gestured to the empty seat that Milah usually took. The boy
looked over, and Milah nodded. Otah sat, visibly sick with anxiety.

"Tel me," the Dai-kvo said, picking up abowl of tea, "what do you know of the andat?"
The boy took amoment finding hisvoice, but when he did, there was no quaveringiniit.
"They are thoughts, most high. Trandated by the poet into aform that includes volition.”

The Dai-kvo spped histea, watching the boy. Waiting for him to say more. The silence pressed Otah
to speak, but he appeared to have no morewords. At last the Dai-kvo put down his cup.

"Y ou know nothing more of them? How they are bound? What a poet must do to keep hiswork
unlike that which has gone before? How one may pass a captured spirit from one generation to the next?'

"No, most high."
"And why not?' The Dai-kvo's voice was soft.

"Milah-kvo told us that more knowledge would be dangerous to us. We weren't ready for the deeper
teachings.”

"True," the Dai-kvo said. "True enough. Y ou were only tested. Never taught.”
Otah looked down. Hisface gray, he adopted a pose of contrition.

"l am sorry to havefailed the school, most high. | know that | was to show them how to be strong,
and | wanted to, but—"

"Y ou have not failed, Otah. Y ou have won through.”

Otah's stance faltered, and his eyesfilled with confusion. Milah coughed and, taking a pose that
begged the Dai-kvo's permission, spoke.

"You recal our conversation in the snow the night | offered you the black? | said then that a
weak-minded poet would be destroyed by the andat?"

Otah nodded.

"A crud-hearted one would destroy the world,” Milah said. "Strong and kind, Otah. It'sarare
combination.”

"We see it now less often than we once did," the Dai-kvo said. " Just as no boy has taken the black
robes without ashow of his strength of will, no one has put the black robe away without renouncing the
cruelty that power brings. Y ou have done both, Otah Machi. Y ou've proven yoursdf worthy, and |
would take you as my apprentice. Come back with me, boy, and | will teach you the secrets of the

poets.”

The boy looked asif held been clubbed. His face was bloodless, his hands still, but adow
comprehension shonein his eyes. The moment stretched until Tahi snapped.



"Wel?Y ou can say something, boy."

"What | did . . .theboy ... didn' fail?"

"That wasn't afallure. That was the moment of your highest honor.”

A dow smile cameto Otah's lips, but it was deathly cold. When he spoke, there was fury in hisvoice.
"Humiliating that boy was my moment of highest honor ?"

Milah saw Tahi frown. He shook his head. Thiswas between the boy and the Dai-kvo now.
"Comforting himwas," the old man said.

"Comforting him for what | did."

"Yes. And yet how many of the other black-robed boyswould have done the same? The school is
built to embody these tests. It has been thisway since the war that destroyed the Empire, and it has held
the cities of the Khaiem together. Thereisawisdom init that runsvery deep.”

Slowly, Otah took a pose of gratitude to ateacher, but there was something odd about it—something
in the cant of the wrigts that spoke of an emotion Milah couldn't fathom.

"If that was honor, most high, then | truly understand.”

"Do you?"' the old man asked, and his voice sounded hopeful.

"Yes. | wasyour todl. It wasn't only mein that garden. You were there, too."

"What are you saying, boy?" Tahi snapped, but Otah went on asif he had not spoken.

"Y ou say Tahi-kvo taught me strength and Milah-kvo compassion, but there are other lessonsto be
taken from them. Asthe school isof your design, | think it only right that you should know what I've
learned at your hand.”

The Dai-kvo looked confused, and his hands took some half-pose, but the boy didn't stop. His gaze
was fastened on the old man, and he seemed fearless.

"Tahi-kvo showed me that my own judgment is my only guide and Milah-kvo that thereisnovaueina
lesson hdf-learned. My judgment wasto leave this place, and | wasright. | should never have let mysdlf
be tempted back.

"And that, most high, isdl I've ever learned here.”
Otah rose and took a pose of departure.
"Otah!" Tahi barked. "Take your seat!"

The boy ignored him, turned, and walked out, closing the door behind him. Milah crossed hisarms,
staring at the door, unsure what to say or even think. In the grate, the ashes settled under their own
weight.

"Milah," Tahi whispered.

Milah looked over, and Tahi gestured to the Dai-kvo. The old man sat, barely breathing. His hands
were held in an attitude of profound regret.



1

Asthe stone towers of Machi dominated the cold cities of the north, so the seafront of Saraykeht
dominated the summer citiesin the south. The wharves stood out into the clear waters of the bay, ships
from the other port cities of the Khaiem—Nantani, Y alakeht, Chaburi-Tan—docked there. Among them
were aso the low, shallow ships of the Westlands and thetall, deep sailing ships of the Galts, so strung
with canvas they seemed like alaunderer's yard escaped to the sea. And along the seafront streets,
vendors of al different cities and lands sold wares from tall, thin tables decked with brightly colored
cloths and banners, each calling out to the passers-by over the cries of seagulls and the grumble of
waves. A dozen languages, ahundred didects, creoles, and pidgins danced in the hot, ill ar, and she
knew them dl.

Amat Kyaan, senior overseer for the Galtic House Wilsin, picked her way through the crowd with a
cane despite the sureness of her steps. She savored the play of grammar and vocabulary crashing
together like children playing sand tag. Knowing how to speak and what to say was her strength. It was
the skill that had taken her from a desperate fredlance scribe to here, wearing the colors of an honorable,
if foreign, house and threading her way through the press of bodies and baled cotton to ameeting with
her employer. There were ways from her rooms at the edge of the soft quarter to Mar-chat Wilsin's
favorite bathhouse that wouldn't have braved the sesfront. Still, whenever her morningstook her to the
bathhouse, this was the way she picked. The seafront was, after dl, the pride and symbol of her city.

She paused in the square a the mouth of the Nantan—the wide, gray-bricked street that marked the
western edge of the warehouse quarter. The ancient bronze statue of Shian Sho, the last great emperor,
stood looking out across the seg, asif in memory of hislost empire—rags and wastelands for eight
generations now, except for the cities of the Khaiem where the unrest had never reached. Below him,
young men labored, shirtlessin the hest, hauling carts piled high with white, oily bales. Some laughed,
some shouted, some worked with adreadful seriousness. Some were free men taking advantage of the
seasond work. Others were indentured to houses or individua merchants. A few were daves. And dl of
them were beautiful—even the fat and the awkward. Y outh made them beautiful. The working of muscles
under skin was more subtle and enticing than the finest robes of the Khaiem, maybe because it wasn't
consdered. How many of them, she wondered, would guess that their sex was on display to an old
woman who only seemed to be resting for amoment on the way to a business meeting?

All of them, probably. Vain, lovely creatures. She sighed, lifted her cane, and moved on.

The sun had risen perhaps half the width of one hand when she reached her destination. The
bathhouses were inland, clustered near the banks of the Qiit and the aqueducts. Marchat Wilsin preferred
one of the smaler. Amat had been there often enough that the guards knew her by sight and took
awkward poses of welcome as she entered. She often sugpected Wilsin-chaof choosing this particular
place because it et him forget his own inadequacies of language. She sketched a pose of welcome and

passed inside.

Working for aforelgn house had never been smple, and trandating contracts and agreements was the
least of it. The Galts were a clever people, aggressive and successful in war. They held lands aswide and
fertile asthe Empire had &t its height; they could command the respect and fear of other nations. But the
assumptions they made—that agreements could be enforced by blades, that threat of invasion or
blockade might underscore a negotiation—failed in the cities of the Khaiem. They might send their troops
to Eddensea or their shipsto Bakta, but when caled upon for subtlety, they floundered. Galt might



conquer therest of theworld if it chose; it would still bow before the andat. Marchat Wilsin had lived
long enough in Saraykeht to have accepted the bruise on his people's arrogance. Indulging his
eccentricities, such as doing businessin a bathhouse, wasasmall price.

The air ingde was cooler, and ornate woodworked screens blocked the windows while il letting the
occasional cedar-scented breeze through. V oices echoed off the hard floors and walls. Somewherein the
public rooms, aman was singing, the tones of hisvoiceringing like abell. Amat went to the women's
chamber, shrugged out of her robe and pulled off her sandals. The coal air felt good againgt her bare
skin. Shetook adrink of chilled water from the large granite basin, and—as naked as anyone
else—walked through the public baths filled with men and women shouting and splashing one ancther, to
the private rooms at the back. To Marchat Wilsin's corner room, farthest from the sounds of voices and
laughter.

"It'stoo hot in this pisshole of acity,” Wilsn-chagrowled as she entered the room. Helay
half-submerged in the pool, the water 1apping at his white, wooly chest. He had been athinner man when
she had first met him. His hair and beard had been dark. "1t's like someone holding a hot towel over your
face"

"Only in the summer,” Amat said and shelaid her cane beside the water and carefully dipped in. The
ripples rocked the floating lacquer tray with its bowls of tea, but didn't spill it. "If it was any further north,
you'd spend al winter complaining about how cold it was."

"It'd be achange of pace, at least.”

Helifted a pink and wrinkled hand from the water and pushed the tray over toward her. Theteawas
fresh and seasoned with mint. The water was cool. Amat lay back againgt thetiled lip of the pool.

"So what's the news?' Marchat asked, bringing their morning ritual to aclose.

Amat made her report. Things were going fairly well. The shipment of raw cotton from Eddenseawas
in and being unloaded. The contracts with the weavers were nearly complete, though there were some
ambiguities of trandation from Galtic into the Khaiate that il troubled her. And worse, the harvest of the
northern fiddswas late.

"Will they be hereintimeto goin front of the andat?"
Amat took another sip of tea before answering.
"No."

Marchat cursed under his breath. "Eddensea can ship us a season's baes, but we can't get our own
plants picked?'

"Apparently not."
"How short doesit leave us?'
"Our spacewill be nine-tenthsfull.”

Marchat scowled and stared at the air, seeing imagined numbers, reading the emptiness like a book.
After amoment, he sghed.

"Isthere any chance of speaking with the Khai on it? Renegotiating our terms?”
"None" Amat said.

Marchat made an impatient noise in the back of histhroat.



"Thisiswhy | hate dedling with you people. In Eymond or Bakta, theréd be room to talk at least.”
"Because you'd have soldiers sitting outsde thewall,” Amat said, dryly.
"Exactly. And then they'd find room to talk. Seeif one of the other housesis overstocked,” he said.

"Chadhami is. But Tiyan and Y aanani arein competition for acontract withaWestern lord. If one
could move more swiftly than the other, it might sedl the issue. We could charge them for the earlier
session with the andat, and then take part of their space later when our crop comesin.”

Marchat considered this. They negotiated the house's Strategy for sometime. Which little dliance to
make, and how it could most profitably be broken later, should the need arise.

Amat knew more than she said, of course. That was her job—to hold everything about the company
clear in her mind, present her employer with what he needed to know, and dedl hersalf with the things
beneath his notice. The center of it al, of course, was the cotton trade. The complex web of
relationships—weavers and dyers and sailmakers; shipping companies, farming houses, alum
miners—that made Saraykeht one of the richest citiesin theworld. And, aswith dl the cities of the
Khaiem, free from threat of war, unlike Galt and Eddensea and Bakta; the Westlands and the Eastern
Idands. They were protected by their poets and the powers they wielded, and that protection alowed
conferences like this one, allowed them to play the deadly serious game of trade and barter.

Once their decisions had been made and the details agreed upon, Amat arranged atimeto bring the
proposals by the compound. Doing business from a bathhouse was an affectation Wilsin-cha could only
take so far, and dripping water on freshly-inked contracts was where she drew the line. She knew he
understood that. As sherose, prepared to face the remainder of her day, he held up ahand to stop her.

"There's one other thing," he said. She lowered hersdalf back into the water. "1 need abodyguard this
evening just before the haf candle. Nothing serious, just someone to help keep the dogs off."

Amat tilted her head. Hisvoice was cam, itstone normal, but he wasn't meeting her eyes. She held up
her handsin a pose of query.

"l have ameeting," he said, "'in one of the low towns."

"Company business?' Amat asked, keeping her voice neutrdl.

He nodded.

"l see," shesaid. Then, after amoment, "I'll be at the compound at the haf candle, then.”

"No. Amat, | need some house thug to swat off animals and make bandits think twice. What'sa
woman with acane going to do for me?"

"I'll bring abodyguard with me."
"Just send himto me" Wilsin said with afind air. "I'll take care of it from there.”
"Asyou seefit. And when did the company begin conducting trade without me?"

Marchat Wilsin grimaced and shook his head, muttering something to himself too low for her to catch.
When he sighed, it sent aripple that spilled some of the tea.

"It'sasendtiveissue, Amat. That'sal. It's something I'm taking care of mysdlf. I'll giveyou dl the
detailswhen| can, but . . ."

IIBLItI?I



"It'sdifficult. There are some details of thetradethat . . . I'm going to have to keep quiet about.”

“Why?

"It'sthesad trade," he said. "The girl'swell enough dong in the pregnancy that she's showing. And
there are some facets to getting rid of the baby that | need to address discreetly.”

Amat fet hersalf bristle, but kept her tone calm as she spoke.

"Ah. | see. Well, then. If you fed you can't trust my discretion, | suppose you'd best not talk to me of
it a dl. Perhaps | might recommend someone el se to take my position.”

He dapped the water impatiently. Amat crossed her arms. It was a bluff in the sense that they both
knew the house would struggle badly without her, and that she would be worse off without her positionin
it—it wasn't athrest meant serioudy. But she was the overseer of the house, and Amat didn't like being
kept outside her own business. Marchat's pale face flushed red, but whether with annoyance or shame,
shewasn't sure.

"Don't break my stones over thisone, Amat. | don't likeit any better than you do, but | can't play this
oneany differently than | am. Thereisatrade. I'll seetoit. I'll petition the Khai Saraykeht for use of his
andat. I'll seethe girl'staken care of before and after, and I'll see that everyone who needs paying gets
paid. | wasin business before you signed on, you know. And | am your employer. Y ou could assumel|l
know what I'm doing."

"l was just going to say the same thing, pointed the other way. Y ou've consulted me on your affairsfor
twenty years. If | haven't done something to earn your mistrust—"

"Y ou havent."
"Then why shut me out of thiswhen you never have before?!

"If I could tell you that, | wouldn't have to shut you out of it," Marchat said. "Just take it that it's not my
choice"

"Your uncle asked that | beleft out? Or isit theclient?
"I need abodyguard. At the hdf-candle.

Amat took acomplex pose of agreement that also held a nuance of annoyance. He wouldn't catch the
second meaning. Taking over hislevel was something she did when held upset her. Sherose, and he
scooped the lacquer tray closer and poured himself more tea.

"The client. Can you tell mewho sheis?' Amat asked.
"No. Thank you, Amat,” Wilsn said.

In the women's chamber again, she dried herself and dressed. The street, when she stepped intoit,
seemed louder, more annoying, than when she went in. She turned toward the House Wilsin compound,
to the north and uphill. She had to pause at awatersdller's stall, buy hersalf adrink, and rest in the shade
to collect her thoughts. The sad trade—using the andat to end a pregnancy—wasn't the sort of business
House Wilsin had undertaken before now, though other houses had acted as brokersin some instances.
She wondered why the change in policy, and why the secrecy, and why Marchat Wilsin would have told
her to arrange for the bodyguard if he hadn't wanted her, on some levd, to find answers.



MAATI HELD apose of greeting, his heart in histhroat. The pae-skinned man waked dowly around him,
black eyestaking in every nuance of his stance. Madti's hands didn't tremble; he had trained for years,
first at the school and then with the Dai-kvo. His body knew how to hide anxiety.

The man in poet's robes stopped, an expresson half approval, half amusement on hisface. Elegant
fingerstook apose of greeting that was neither the warmest nor the least forma. With the reply made,
Maeti let hishandsfall to hissides and stood. Hisfirst real thought, now that the shock of histeacher's
sudden gppearance was fading, was that he hadn't expected Heshai-kvo to be so young, or so beauitiful.

"What isyour name, boy?"' the man asked. His voice was cool and hard.

"Maati Vaupathi," Maati said, crigply. "Once the tenth son of Nicha Vaupathi, and now the youngest
of the poets.”

"Ah. A westerner. It's<till in your accent.”

Theteacher sat in thewindow segt, hisarmsfolded, still openly considering Maeti. The rooms, which
had seemed sumptuous during the long worrisome days of Maeti's waiting, seemed suddenly squaid with
the black-haired man in them. A tin setting for aperfect gem. The soft cotton draperiesthat flowed from
the calling, shifting in the hot breeze of |ate afternoon, seemed dirty beside the poet's skin. The man
smiled, his expression not entirely kind. Maati took a pose of obel sance appropriate to a student before
histeacher.

"I have come, Hesha-kvo, by the order of the Dai-kvo to learn from you, if you will have me asyour
pupil.”

"Oh, stop that. Bowing and posing like we were dancers. Sit there. On the bed. | have some questions
for you."

Maeti did as he wastold, tucking hislegs beneath him in the formal way astudent did in alecture
before the Dai-kvo. The man seemed to be amused by this, but said nothing about it.

"So. Madti. You came here. . . what? Six days ago?"
"Seven, Heshai-kvo."

"Seven. And yet no one came to meet you. No one came to collect you or show you the poet's house.
It'salong time for amaster to ignore his student, don't you think?*

It was exactly what Maati had thought, several times, but he didn't admit that now. Instead he took a
pose accepting alesson.

"I thought so at first. But astime passed, | saw that it was akind of test, Heshai-kvo."

A tiny smile ghosted across the perfect lips, and Maati felt arush of pleasure that he had guessed right.
His new teacher motioned him to continue, and Maati sat up adegree straighter.

"| thought at first that it might be atest of my patience. To see whether | could be trusted not to hurry
thingswhen it wasn't my place. But later | decided that the redl test washow | spent my time. Being
patient and idle wouldn't teach me anything, and the Khai hasthe largest library in the summer cities.”

"Y ou spent your timein the library?

Maati took a pose of confirmation, unsure what to make of the teacher's tone.



"These are the palaces of the Khai Saraykeht, Magti-kya," he said with sudden familiarity ashe
gestured out the window at the grounds, the palaces, the long flow of streets and red tile roof s that
sprawled to the sea. "There are scores of utkhaiem and courtiers. | don't think anight passes here
without aplay being performed, or Sngers, or dancing. And you spent al your time with the scrolls?”

"| did spent one evening with agroup of the utkhaiem. They werefrom thewest . . . from Pathai. |
lived there before | went to the school.™

"And you thought they might have news of your family.”

It wasn't an accusation, though it could have been. Maati pressed hislipsthinner, embarrassed, and
repeeted the pose of confirmation. The amileit brought seemed sympathetic.

"And what did you learn in your productive, studious days with Saraykeht's books.”
"| studied the history of the city and its andat.”

The eegant fingers made amotion that both gpproved and invited him to continue. The dark eyes held
an interest that told Maeti he had done wll.

"I learned, for example, that the Dai-kvo—the last one—sent you here when lana-kvo failed to hold
Petals-Falling-Away after the old poet, Miat-kvo, died.”

"And tdl me, why do you think hedid that?"

"Because Petals-Faling-Away had been used to speed cotton harvests for the previousfifty years,"
Maati said, pleased to know the answer. "It could makethe plant . . . open, | guess. It made it easier to
get the fibers. With the loss, the city needed another way to make the process—bringing in the raw
cotton and turning it to cloth—Dbetter and faster than they could in Galt or the Westlands, or elsethe
traders might go elsewhere, and the whole city would have to change. Y ou had captured
Removing-The-Part-That-Continues. Caled Sterilein the North, or Seedlessin the summer cities. With
it, the merchant houses can contract with the Khai, and they won't have to comb the seeds out of the
cotton. Even if it took twice aslong to harvest, the cotton can still get to the spinners more quickly here
than anywhere else. Now the other nations and cities actualy send their raw cotton here. Then the
weavers come here, because the raw cotton is here. And the dyers and the tailors because of the
weavers. All the needle trades.”

"Yes. And s0 Saraykeht holdsits place, with only afew more pricked fingers and some blood on the
cotton," the man said, taking apose of confirmation with asoftnessto the wrists that confused Maati.
"But then, blood's only blood, ne?!

The silence went on until Maati, uncomfortable, grasped for something to bresk it.
"Y ou a0 rid the summer cities of rats and snakes."

The man came out of hisreverie with something like asmile. When he spoke, his voice was amused
and saf-depreceting.

"Yes. At the price of drawing Gats and Westermen.”

Maeati took a pose of agreement lessformal than before, and his teacher seemed not to mind. In fact,
he seemed dmost pleased.

"| dso learned alot about the particular needle trades,” Maati said. "1 wasn't sure how much you
needed to know about what happens with the cotton once you're done with it. And sailing. | read abook
about sailing."



"But you didn't actudly go to the seafront, did you?'
"No."
The teacher took a pose of acceptance that wasn't approva or disgpproval, but something of both.

"All thisfrom onelittletest,” he said. "But then, you came through the school very young, so you must
have ataent for seeing tests. Tell me. How did you see through the Dai-kvo'slittle guessng games?'

"You...I'msorry, Heshai-kvo. It's. . . you redlly want to know that?"
"It can betelling. Especialy since you don't want to say. Do you?'
Maati took a pose of apology. He kept his eyes down while he spoke, but he didn't lie.

"When | got to the school—I was till among the younger cohorts—there was an older boy who said
something to me. We'd been set to turn the soil in the gardens, and my hands were too soft. | couldn't do
the work. And the black robe who was tending us—Otah-kvo, his name was—was very upset with me.
But then, when | told him why | hadn't been able to do as he asked, he tried to comfort me. And he told
methat if | had worked harder, it wouldn't have helped. That was just before he left the school "

"S0?'Y ou mean someonetold you? That hardly seemsfair.”

"Hedidn't though. He didn't tell me, exactly. He only said some things about the school. That it wasn't
what it looked like. And the things he said made me start thinking. And then . . ."

"And once you knew to look, it wasn't hard to see. | understand.”
"It waan't quite like that."

"Do you ever wonder if you would have made it on your own? | mean if your Otah-kvo hadn't given
the game away?"

Masti blushed. The secret hed held for years with the Dai-kvo pried open in asingle conversation.
Heshai-kvo was a subtle man. He took a pose of acknowledgment. The teacher, however, was |ooking
elsawhere, an expression passing over him that might have been annoyance or pain.

"Heshai-kvo?'
"I'vejust remembered something I'm to do. Walk with me."

Maati rose and followed. The palaces spread out, larger than the village that surrounded the Dai-kvo,
each individua structure larger than the whole of the school. Together, they walked down the wide
marble staircase, into avaulted hall. Thewide, bright air was touched by the scents of sandalwood and
vanilla

"Tdl me, Maati. What do you think of daves?"

The question was an odd one, and hisfirst response—I don't—seemed too glib for the occasion.
Instead, he took a pose requesting clarification as best he could while still waking more quickly than his

usua pace.
"Permanent indenture. What's your opinion of it?'
"l don't know."

"Then think for amoment.”



They passed through the hall and onto awide, flower-strewn path that led down and to the south.
Gardens rich with exotic flowers and fountains spread out before them. Singing daves, hidden from view
by hedges or cloth screens, filled the air with wordless melodies. The sun blared hest like atrumpet, and
thethick air made Madti fed dmogt asif he were svimming. It seemed they'd hardly started walking
before Madti's inner robe was gticky with sweat. He found himsdlf struggling to keep up.

AsMaati consdered the question, servants and utkhaiem passed, pausing to take poses of respect.
Histeacher took little notice of them or of the heat; where Maati's robes stuck, hisflowed like water over
stone and no sweat dampened histemples. Magti cleared histhroat.

"People who have entered into permanent indenture have either chosen to do so, in return for the
protection of the holders of their contracts, or lost their freedoms as punishment for some crime,” M aati
sad, carefully keeping any judgment out of the Statement.

"Isthat what the Dai-kvo taught you?'

"No. It'sjust . . . it'sjust theway it is. I've dways known that."

"And the third case? The andat?*

"l don't understand.”

The teacher's dark eyebrows rose on the perfect skin of hisforehead. Hislipstook the dightest of dl
possbleamiles.

"The andat aren't criminas. Before they're bound, they have no thought, no will, no form. They're only
ideas. How can an idea enter into a contract?"

"How can onerefuse?' Maati countered.

"There are names, my boy, for men who take silence as consent.”

They passed into the middle gardens. The low halls spread before them, and wider paths amost like
dreets The temple rose off to their right, wide and high; its doping lines reminded Magti of aseagull in
flight. At one of thelow halls, carts had gathered. Laborers milled around, speaking with one another.
Maati caught aglimpse of abae of cotton being carried in. With athrill of excitement he redized what
was happening. For the first time, he was going to see Heshai-kvo widld the power of the andat.

"Ah, well. Never mind," histeacher said, asif he had been waiting for some answer. "Only Masti?
Later on, I'd like you to think about this conversation.”

Maati took a pose appropriate to a student accepting an assignment. Asthey drew nearer, the
laborers and merchants moved aside to make room for them. Members of the utkhaiem were aso there
in fine robes and expensive jewdry. Maati caught sight of an older woman in arobe the color of the sky
at dawn—the persond attendant of the Khai Saraykeht.

"TheKhai ishere?' Maati asked, his voice smdler than hewould haveliked.

"He attends sometimes. It makes the merchantsfed he's paying attention to them. Silly trick, but it
seemsto work."

Maeti swallowed, half at the progpect of seeing the Khai, half at the indifference in histeacher'svoice,
They passed through the arches and into the shade of the low hall. Warehouse-large, the hdl wasfilled
with bale upon bale of raw cotton stacked to the high ceiling. The only space was a narrow gap at the
very top, thinner than abale, and another of perhaps ahand's width at the bottom where meta frames
held the cotton off the floor. What little space remained was peopled by the representatives of the



merchant houses whose laborers waited outsde and, on adais, the Khai Saraykeht—aman in hismiddle
years, hishair shot with gray, his eyes heavy-lidded. His attendants stood around him, following
commands so subtle they approached invisibility. Magti felt the weight of the sllence asthey entered.
Then amurmur moved through the hall, voicestoo low to make out words or even sentiments. The Khai
raised an eyebrow and took a pose of query with an amost inhuman grace.

At his side stood a thick-bodied man, hiswide frog-like mouth gaping open in what might have been
horror or astonishment. He also wore the robe of a poet. Magati felt histeacher's hand on his shoulder,
solid, firm, and cold.

"Madti," thelovdy, careful voice said so quietly that only the two of them could heear, "there's
something you should know. I'm not Heshai-kvo."

Maeti looked up. The dark eyeswere on his, something like amusement in their depths.
"Wh-who areyou, then?'
"A dave, my dear. The dave you hopeto own."

Then the man who was not his teacher turned to the Khai Saraykeht and the spluttering, enraged poet.
Hetook apose of greeting more appropriate to acquaintances chanced upon at ateahouse than to the
two most powerful men of the city. Madti, his hands trembling, took amuch moreforma stance.

"What isthis?" the poet—the frog-mouthed Heshai-kvo, he had to be—demanded.

"This?' the man said, turning and considering Maati asif he were a sculpture pointed out at afair. "It
seemsto be aboy. Or perhaps ayoung man. Fifteen summers? Maybe sixteen? It's so hard to know
what to call it at that age. | found it abandoned in the upper halls. Apparently it's been wandering around
therefor days. No one else seemsto have any usefor it. May | keep it?”

"Heshal," the Khai said. Hisvoice was powerful. He seemed to speak in a conversationd tone, but his
voice carried like an actor's. The digpleasure in the syllables stung.

"Oh," theman at Madti'ssde said. "Have | displeased? Wdl, master, you've no one to blame but
yoursdlf."

"Silence!" the poet snapped. Maati sensed as much as saw the man beside him go stiff. He chanced a
glimpse at the perfect face. The featureswerefixed in pain, and dowly, asif fighting each movement, the
elegant hands took forms of apology and salf-surrender, the spine twisted into a pose of abject
obeisance.

"| cometo do your bidding, Khai Saraykeht," the man—no, the andat, Seedless—said, hisvoice
honey and ashes. "Command me as you will."

The Khai took a pose of acknowledgment, its nuances barely civil. The frog-mouthed poet |ooked at
Maati and gestured pointedly to hisown side. Magti scurried to the dais. The andat moved more dowly,
but followed.

"Y ou should have waited," Heshai-kvo hissed. "Thisisavery busy time of year. | would have thought
the Dai-kvo would teach you more patience.”

Maeti fell into a pose of abject gpology.
"Heshai-kvo, | wasmided. | thought that he. . . that it . . . | am shamed by my error.”
"Asyou should be," the poet snapped. "Just arriving like this, unintroduced and—"



"Good and glorious Heshal," the Khai Saraykeht said, voice envenomed by sarcasm, "I understand
that adding another pet to your collection must be trying. And indeed, | regret to interrupt, but . . ."

The Khai gestured grandly at the bales of cotton. His hands were perfect, and his motion the most
elegant Maati had ever seen, smooth and controlled and eloquent.

Heshai-kvo briefly adopted a pose of regret, then turned to the beautiful man—Seedless, Sterile,
andat. For amoment the two considered each other, some private, Sillent conversation passing between
them. The andat curled hislip in something half sneer, half sorrow. Sweat dampened the teacher's back,
and he began trembling asif with agreat effort. Then the andat turned and raised hisarmsthestricdly to
the cotton.

A moment later, Maati heard afaint tick, like asingle raindrop. And then more and more, until an
invisble downpour filled the hdl. From his position behind the Khai and the poet, he lowered himsdlf
looking under the raised plat-form on which the baes lay. The parquet floor was covered with smal
black dots skittering and jumping as they struck one another. Cotton seed.

"Itisdone," Heshai-kvo said, and Maati stood hurriedly.

The Khai clapped his hands and rose, his movement like a dancer's. His robes flowed through the air
like something dive. For amoment Magti forgot himself and merely stood in awe.

A pair of servants pulled wide the great doors, and began alow wail, caling the merchants and their
laborersto come and take what was theirs. The utkhaiem took stations by the doors, prepared to collect
the fees and taxes for each baethat left. The Kha stood on hisdais, grave and beautiful, seeming more a
ghost or god than Seedless, who more nearly was.

"Y ou should have waited," Heshai-kvo said again over the voices of the laborers and the din of the
merchants at their business. "Thisisavery bad sart for your training. A very bad gart.”

Once again, Madti took a pose of regret, but the poet—histeacher, his new master—turned away,
leaving the pose unanswered. Maati stood dowly, hisface hot with a blush equaly embarrassment and
anger, hishands at hissides. At the edge of the dai's, the andat sat, his bone-pale handsin hislap. He met
Maati's gaze, shrugged, and took a pose of profound apology that might have been genuine or deeply
ingncere; Maati had noway totell.

Before he could choose how to respond, Seedless smiled, lowered his hands and |ooked away.

AMAT KYAAN sat a the second-floor window of her gpartments, looking out over the city. The setting
sun behind her reddened the walls of the soft quarter. Some comfort houses were aready hanging out
sreamers and lamps, the glitter of the lights and the shimmering cloth competing with the glow of fireflies.
A fruit sdler rang her bell and sang her waresin agentle melody. Amat Kyaan rubbed stinging salveinto
her knee and ankle, as she did every evening, to keep the pain at bay. It had been along day, made
longer by the nagging disquiet of her meeting with Marchat Wilsin. And even now, it wasn't finished.
There was one more unpleasant task till to be done.

Thiswould be her fifty-eighth summer in the world, and every one had been spent in Saraykeht. Her
earliest memorieswere of her father spinning cured cotton into fine, tough thread, humming to himself as
he worked. He was many years dead now, aswas her mother. Her sister, Sikhet, had vanished into the
comfort houses of the soft quarter when she was only sixteen. Amat Kyaan liked to think she caught
glimpses of her still—older, wiser, safe. More likely it was her own desirethat her sster be well. Her
better mind knew it was only wishes. There had been too many yearsfor the two of them not to have



come upon each other.

Shefet some nightsthat she had lived her life asan gpology for letting her Sster vanish into the soft
world. And perhapsit had started that way: her decision to work for atrading house, her rise through the
invisble levels of power and wedlth, had been meant to balance her sster's assumed fal. But shewasan
older woman now, and everyone she might have apol ogized to was gone or dead. She had the status and
the respect she needed to do as she pleased. She was no one's sister, no one's daughter, no one's wife or
mother. By standing till, she had come dmost 1oose from the world, and she found the solitude suited
her.

A grasstic shuffled across her arm, preparing to tap her skin. She caught it, cracked it between her
thumbnails, and flicked the corpse out into the street. There were more lanterns it now, and the callers of
different establishments were setting out sngers and flute players to tempt men—and occasiondly even
women—to their doors. A patrol of eight frowning thugs swaggered down the streets, their robesthe
colors of the great comfort houses. It wastoo early for there to be many people drunk on the
streets—the patrol walked and grimaced only to let the patrons coming in see that they were there.

There was no place safer than the Saraykeht soft quarter at night, and no place more dangerous. Here
alone, she sus-pected, of al the cities of the Khaiem, no one would be attacked, no one raped, no one
killed except perhaps the whores and showfighters who worked there. For their clients, every
opportunity to twist amind with strange herbs, to empty a pocket with dice and khit tiles, or to cheapen
sex as barter would be made available in perfect safety. It was a beautiful, toxic dream, and she feared it
asshelovedit. It wasapart of her city.

The soft, tentative knock at her door didn't startle her. She had been dreading it as much as expecting
it. Sheturned, taking up her cane, and walked down the long, curved stair to the street level. The door
was barred, not from fear, but to keep drunken laborers from mistaking hers for a comfort house. She
lifted the bar and swung the door aside.

Liat Chokavi stood in the Street, jaw tight, eyes cast down. She was alovdly little thing—brown eyes
the color of milky teaand golden skin, smooth as an eggshell. If the girl's face was alittle too round to be
classcdly beautiful, her youth forgave her.

Amat Kyaan raised her |eft hand in agesture that greeted her student. Liat adopted an answering pose
of gratitude at being received, but the stance was undercut by the defensiveness of her body. Amat
Kyaan suppressed asigh and stood back, motioning the girl inside.

"l expected you earlier," she said as she closed the door.

Liat walked to the foot of the stair, but there paused and turned in aforma pose of apology.
"Honored teacher," she began, but Amat cut her off.

"Light the candles. | will be up inamoment.”

Liat hesitated, but then turned and went up. Amat Kyaan could trace the girl's footsteps by the
creaking of the timbers. She poured herself a cup of limed water, then went dowly up the stairs. The
salve helped. Most days she woke able to convince herself that today there would be no trouble, and by
nightfall her joints ached. Age was acoward and athief, and she wasn't about to let it get the better of
her. Still, as she took the steps to her workroom, she trusted as much of her weight to the cane as she
could.

Liat sat on theraised cushion beside Amat Kyaan's oaken writing desk. Her legs were tucked up
under her, her gaze on the floor. The lemon candles danced in abarely-felt breeze, the smoke driving



away the worst of theflies. Amat sat at the window and arranged her robe asif she were preparing
hersdlf for work.

"Old Sanyamust have had more objections than usud. He's normaly quite prompt. Give the changes
here, let's survey the damage, shal we?'

She held one hand out to the gpprentice. A moment later, she lowered it.

"I misplaced the contracts,” Liat said, her voice atight whisper. "'l gpologize. It isentirdly my fault.”
Amat sipped her water. The lime madeit taste cooler than it was.

"You misplaced the contracts?’

"es"

Amét |et the silence hang. The girl didn't look up. A tear tracked down the round cheek.

"That isn't good," Amat said.

"Pease don't send me back to Chaburi-tan,” the girl said. "My mother was so proud when | was
accepted here and my father would—"

Amat raised ahand and the pleading stopped, Liat's gaze fixed on the floor. With asigh, Amat pulled
abundle of papersfrom her deeve and tossed them at Liat's knees.

At least the girl hadn't lied about it.

"One of thelaborers found this between the balesfrom the Innis harvest,” Amat said. "1 gave him your
week's wages as areward."

Liat had the pagesin her hands, and Amat watched the tension flow out of her, Liat's body collapsing
onitsdf.

"Thank you," the girl said. Amat assumed she meant some god and not herself.

"| don't suppose | need to tell you what would have happened if these had come out? It would have
destroyed every concession House Wilsin has had from Sanya's weaversin thelast year."

"I know. I'm sorry. | redly am.”

"And do you have any idea how the contract might have falen out of your deeve? The warehouse
seems an odd place to have lost them.”

Liat blushed furiously and looked away. Amat knew that she had guessed correctly. It should have
made her angry, but dl sheredly felt wasakind of nogtalgic sympathy. Liat wasin the middle of her
seventeenth summer, and some mistakes were easier to make at that age.

"Did you a least do something to make sureyou aren't giving him achild?"

Liat's gazeflickered up at Amat and then away, fast asamouse. The girl swallowed. Even thetips of
her ears were crimson. She pretended to brush afly off her leg.

"l got someteas from Chisen Wat," she said at last, and softly.

"Gods! Her? She's aslikely to poison you by mistake. Go to Urrat on the Street of Beads. She'sthe
onel alwayssaw. You cantell her | sent you."



When Liat looked at her thistime, the girl neither spoke nor looked away. Sheld shocked her. And, as
Amat felt thefirst rush of blood in her own cheeks, maybe she'd shocked herself alittle, too. Amat took

apose of query.

"What?Y ou think | was born before they invented sex? Go see Urrat. Maybe we can keep you from
the worst parts of being young and stupid. Leaving contractsin your love nest. Which onewasit,

anyway? Still Itani Noyga?'
"Itani'smy heartmate," Liat protested.
"Yes, yes. Of course.”

He was a good-looking boy, Itani. Amat had seen him severd times, mostly on occasions that
involved prying her apprentice away from him and his cohort. He had along face and broad shoulders,
and was maybe alittle too clever to be working as alaborer. He knew hisletters and numbers. If he'd
had more ambition, there might have been other work for aboy likethat . . .

Amat frowned, her body taking a subtle tenson even before the thought was fully in her mind. Itani
Noyga, with hisbroad shoulders and strong legs. Certainly there was other work he could be put to.
Driving away fera dogs, for example, and convincing roadside thugs to hunt for easier prey than Marchat
Wilsin. Marchat wouldn't be keeping track of who each of hislaborerswas sharing pillowswith.

And pillows were sometimes the best placesto talk.

"Amat-cha? Areyou dl right?'

"Itani. Whereis he now?'

"I don't know. Likely back at his quarters. Or maybe ateahouse.”
"Do you think you could find him?"*

Liat nodded. Amat gestured for ablock of ink, and Liat rose, took one from the shelf and brought it to
her desk. Amat took alength of paper and took a moment to calm hersalf before she began writing. The
pen sounded as dry asabird claw on pavement.

"Therésan errand | want Itani for. Marchat Wilsin needs a bodyguard tonight. He's going to ameseting
in one of thelow towns at the half-candle, and he wants someone to walk with him. | don't know how
long the meeting will lagt, but | can't assumeit will be brief. I'll tell his overseer to release him from duty
tomorrow."

She took another sheet of paper, scraped the pen across the ink and began a second letter. Liat, at
her shoulder, read the words as she wrote them.

"Thisone, | want you to deliver to Rinat Lyanitaafter you find Itani,” Amat said as shewrote. "If Itani
doesn't know that heé'sto go, Rinat will do. | don't want Marchat waiting for someone who never
arives”"

"Yes, Amat-cha, but . . ."

Amat blew ontheink to cureit. Liat's wordsfailed, and she took no pose, but asingle vertica line
appeared between her brows. Amat tested the ink. It smudged only alittle. Good enough for the task at
hand. She folded both orders and sealed them with hard wax. There wasn't time to sew the seams.

"AKit," Amat said. "And stop scowling. Y oull give yoursdf aheadache.”
"The mistake was mine, Amat-cha. It isn't Itani'sfault that | lost the contracts. Punishing him for my



eroris..."

"Itisn't apunishment, Liat-kya," Amat said, using the familiar -kyato reassure her. "l just need himto
do methisfa-vor. And, when he comes back tomorrow, | want him to tell you all about the journey.
What town he went to, who was there, how long the meeting went. Everything he can remember. Not to
anyone e se; just to you. And then you to me.”

Liat took the papers and tucked them into her deeve. The linewas still between her brows. Amat
wanted to reach over and smooth it out with her thumb, like it was a stray mark on paper. The girl was
thinking too much. Perhaps this was a poor idea after al. Perhaps she should take the orders back.

But then she wouldn't discover what business Marchat Wilsin was doing without her.
"Canyou do thisfor me, Liat-kya?"

"Of course, but . . . is something going on, Amat-cha?"

"Y es, but don't concern yourself withit. Just do as | ask, and I'll take care of the rest.”

Liat took apose of acceptance and leave-taking. Amat responded with thanks and dismissal
appropriate for a supervisor to an apprentice. Liat went down the stairs, and Amat heard her close the
door behind her as she went. Outside, thefireflies shone and vanished, brighter now as twilight dimmed
the city. She watched the Streets: the firekeeper at the corner with his banked kiln, the young menin
groups heading west into the soft quarter, ready to trade lengths of silver and copper for pleasures that
would be gone by morning. And there, among them, Liat Chokavi walking briskly to the east, toward the
warehouses and laborers quarters, the dyeworks and the weavers.

Amat watched until the girl vanished around a corner, passing beyond recall, then she went down and
barred her door.

2

The boundary arch on the low road east of Saraykeht was a short walk from the Wilsin compound. They
reached it in about the time it took the crescent moon to shift the width of two of Marchat'sthick fingers.
Buildings and roads continued, splaying out into the high grasses and thick trees, but once they passed
through the pal e stone arch wide enough for three carts to pass through together and high as atree, they
hed | eft the city.

"In Gdlt, thered have been awall," Marchat said.
The young man, Itani, took apose of query.

"Around the city," Marchat said. "To protect it in time of war. We didn't have andat to aim at each
other like your ancestors did. In Kirinton, where | was born, anytime you were bad, the Lord Watchman
st you to repairing thewall.”

"Can't have been pleasant,” Itani agreed.
"What do they do in Saraykeht when aboy's caught stegling apie?’

"] don't know."



"Never mishehaved asachild?’
Itani grinned. He had astrong smile.
"Rardly caught,” Itani said. Marchat laughed.

They made an odd pair, he thought. Him, an old Gat with awaking staff asmuch to lean on asto
swipe at dogsif the occasion arose, and this broad-backed, stone-armed young man in the rough canvas
of alaborer. Not so odd, he hoped, asto attract attention.

"Noygas your family name? Noyga. Yes. Y ou work on Muhatias crew, don't you?'
"He'sagood man, Muhatia,” Itani said.
"l hear hesaprick."

"That too," Itani agreed, in the same cheerful tone of voice. "A lot of the men don't like working with
him. He's got asharp tongue, and he hates running behind schedule.”

"Y ou don't mind him, though??"

Itani shrugged. It was another point in hisfavor. The boy didiked his overseer, that was clear, and yet
here he was, done with the head of the house and not willing to tell tales againgt him. 1t spoke well of
him, and that was good for more than one reason. That he could trust Itani's discretion made his night one
degreelessawful.

"What else was different in Kirinton?" Itani asked, and asthey waked, Marchat told him. Taes of the
Gdt of hischildhood. The war with Eymond, the blackberry harvests, the midwinter bonfires when
people brought their sinsto be burned. The boy listened carefully, appreciatively. Granted, he was likely
just currying favor, but hedid it well. It wasn't far before Marchat felt the twinges of memories
half-forgotten. Hed belonged somewhere once, before his uncle had sent him here.

Theroad was very little traveled, especidly in the dead of night. The darkness made the uneven
cobbles and then rutted dirt treacherous; the flies and night wasps were out in swarms, freed from torpor
by therelative cool of the evening. Cicadas sang in thetrees. The air smelled of moonrose and rain. No
onein thefew housesthey passed that had candles and lanterns till burning seemed to show much
curiogity, and it wasn't long before they were out, away from the last traces of Saraykeht. Tall grasses
leaned close againgt the road, and twice groups of men passed them without comment or glance. Once
something large shifted in the grass, but nothing emerged fromiit.

Asthey came nearer thelow town, Marchat could fed his companion moving more dowly, hesitating.
He couldn't say if the laborer was picking up on his own growing dread, or if there was some other issue.
Thefirgt glimmering light of the low town was showing in the darkness when the man spoke.

"Marchat-cha, | waswondering . . ."

Marchat tried to take a pose of polite encouragement, but the walking stick complicated things.
Instead he said, "'Y es?!

"I'm coming near to the end of my indenture,” Itani said.
"Redly?How old are you?"

"Twenty summers, but | signed on young.”

"You must have. Y ou'd have been, what? Fifteen?'



"Therésagirl," the young man said, having trouble with the words. Embarrassed. "She's. . . well,
she'snot alaborer. | think it's hard for her that | am. I'm not a scholar or atrandator, but | have numbers
and letters. | waswondering if you might know of any opportunities.”

In the darkness, Marchat could see the boy's hands twisted into a pose of respect. So that wasiit.
"If you move up in theworld, you think shell like you better."

"It would make things easier for her," Itani said.

"And not for you?"

Agan, thegrin and thistime ashrug with it.

"I lift things and put them back down,” Itani said. "It'stiring sometimes, but it'snot difficult.”

"l don't know of anything just at hand. I'll seewhat | can find though.”

"Thank you, Wilsn-cha."

They waked along another few paces. The light before them became asolid glow. A dog barked, but
not so nearby asto be worrisome, and no other barks or howls answered it.

"Shetold you to ask me, didn't she?' Marchat asked.

"Yes" Itani agreed, the tension that had been in hisvoice gone.
"Areyouinlovewith her?'

"Yes" theboy said, "I want her to be happy.”

Those are two different answers, Marchat thought, but didn't say. He'd been that age once, and he
remembered it well enough to know there was no point in pressing. They werein the low town proper

now, anyway.

The streets here were muddy and smelled more of shit than moonrose. The buildings with their rotting
thatch roofs and rough stone walls stood off at angles from the road. Two streetsin, and so dmost
halfway though the town, along, low house stood at the opening to arough square. A lantern hung from
ahook besideitsdoor. Marchat motioned to Itani.

"Wait for me here" hesad. "I'll be back assoon as| can.”

Itani nodded his understanding. There was no hesitation or objection in his stance so far as Marchat
could tell. It was more than he would have expected of himsdlf if someone had told him to stand in this
pesthole street in the black of night for some unknown stretch of time. Gods go with you, you poor
bastard, Marchat thought. And with me, too, for that.

Inside, the house was dim. The celling was low, and though the walls were wide apart, the house had
thefed of being too close. Like acave. Part of that wasthe smell of mold and stale water, part the dim
doorways and black archesthat led to the inner rooms. A squat table ran the length of onewall, and two
men stood againgt it. The larger, athick-necked tough with along knife hanging from his belt, eyed
Marchat. The other, moon-faced and pleasant-looking, nodded welcome.

"Osha," Marchat said by way of greeting.

"Welcometo our humble quarters;,” the moon-faced man said and smiled. Marchat didiked that smile,
polite though it was. It was too much like the smile of someone hel ping you onto asinking boat.



"Isit here?' Marchat asked.

Oshal nodded to adoor set degper in the gloom. A glimmer of candlelight showed its outline. Bad
craftsmanship.

"He'sbeen waiting,” Oshal said.

Marchat grunted before walking deeper into the darkness. The wood of the door was water-rotted,
the leather hinge loose and ungainly. Marchat had to lift the door by its handle to closeit behind him. The
meeting room was smaller, better lit, quiet. A night candle stood in awall niche, burned past half. Severa
other candles burned on asmall table. And sit-ting at the table itself was the andat. Seedless. Marchat's
skin crawled asthe thing considered him, black eyes shifting silently. The andat were unnerving under the
best circumstances.

Marchat took a pose of greeting that the andat returned, then Seedless pushed out a stool and
motioned to it. Marchat sat.

"Y ou were able to come here without the poet's knowing?' Marchat asked.

"The great poet of Saraykeht is gpending his evening drunk. Asusud," Seedlessreplied, hisvoice
conversational and smooth as cream. "He's beyond caring where | am or what I'm doing.”

"And | hear the woman arrived?"

"Yes. Oshai says she's everything we need. Sweet-tempered, tractable, and profoundly credulous.
She'sunlikely to spook and run away like the last one. And she'sfrom Nippu.”

"Nippu?' Marchat said and curled hislip. "That's abackwater littleidand. Don't you think it might
raise suspicion? | mean why would some farm bitch from a haf-savage idand cometo Saraykeht just to
drop her baby?'

"You'l think of something plausible," Seedless said, waving the objection away. "The point isshe only
speaks east idand tongues. If she were from someplace with ared port, she might know acivilized
language. Instead, you'll be using Oshai as her trandator. It should be easy."

"My overseer may know the language.”

"And you can't delegate this to someone who doesn't?" Seedless said. "Or are dl of your employees
brilliant trand ators?"

"Any ideawho the father is?' Marchat said, shifting the subject.

Seedless made a gesture that wasn't aformal pose, but indicated the whole world and everything in it
with asweep of hisddlicate fingers.

"Who knows? Some passing fisherman. A tradesman. Someone who passed though her town and got
her legs apart. No one who'll notice or care much if he does. Heisn't important. And your part of the
planisprogressng?'

"We're prepared. We have the payment ready. Pearls, mostly, and a hundred lengths of silver. It'sthe
sort of thing an East Idander might pay with," Marchat said. "And there's no reason the Khai should look
intoit until thething'sbeen done.”

"That's to the good, then," Seedless said. " Arrange the audience with the Khai. If al goeswell, we
won't have to speak again, youand |."

Marchat started to take a pose that expressed hope, but halfway in wondered if it might be taken the



wrong way. He saw Seedless notice his hesitation. A thin smile graced the paelips. Feding an angry
blush coming on, Marchat abandoned the pose.

"It will work, won't it?" he asked.
"Itisnt thefirst babe I'll drop out beforeitstime. Thisiswhat | am, Wilsin.”

"No, | don't mean can you do it. | mean will it redlly break him? Heshai. He's taken the worst you
could give him for years. Because if thislittle dramawe're arranging doesnt work . . . If therésany
chance at dl that it should fail and the Khai find out that Galts were conspiring to deprive him of his
precious andat, the consequences could be huge.”

Seedless shifted forward on his chair, his gaze fastened on nothing. Marchat had heard once that andat
didn't breathe except to speak. He watched the unmoving ribs for along moment while the andat was
slent. The rumor appeared true. At last, the spirit drew in his breath and spoke.

"Heshal isabout to kill achild whose mother lovesit. Thereisn't anything worse than that. Not for him.
Pictureit. Thisidand girl? He's going to watch thelight diein her eyes and know that without him, it
wouldn't have happened. Y ou want to know will that break him? Wilsin-cha, it will snap him likeatwig.”

They were slent for amoment. The naked hunger on the andat's face made Marchat squirm on his
stoal. Then, asif they'd been speaking of nothing more intimate or dangerous than asugar crop, Seedless
leaned back and grinned.

"With the poet broken, you'll berid of me, which iswhat you want,” Seedless said, "and | won't exist
anymoreto care one way or the other. So welll both have won."

"Y ou sound like asuicide to me,” Marchat said. ™Y ou want your own degth.”

"Inasense," Seedless agreed. "But it doesn't mean for me what it would for you. We aren't the same
kind of beast, youand I."

"Agreed.”
"Do you want to see her? She's adeegp in the next room. If yourequiet . . ."

"No, thank you," Marchat said, rising. "I'll arrange things with Oshai once |'ve scheduled the audience
with the Khai. He and | can make the arrangements from there. If | could avoid seeing her at al before
the day itsdf, that would be good."

"If good'stheword," Seedless said, taking a pose of agreement and farewell.

Outside again, the night seemed cooler. Marchat pounded hiswalking stick against the ground, asiif
shaking dried mud off it, but really just to fed the sing in hisfingers. His chest ached with something like
dread. It was rotten, this business. Rotten and wrong and dangerous. And if he did anything to prevent it
... what then? The Gdtic High Council would have him killed, to start. He couldn't stop it. He couldn't
even bow out and let someone elsetake hispart init.

Therewas no way through this but through. At least held kept Amat out of it.
"Everything went well?" the boy Itani asked.
"Wdl enough,” Marchat lied as he sarted off briskly into the darkness.

AMAT KYAAN had hoped to set out in the morning, before the day's heat was too thick. Liat had come



to her with Itani's account of the route early enough, but the details were few and sketchy. Marchat and
the boy hadn't gotten back to the compound until past the quarter candle, and hisreport to Liat hadn't
been as thorough as it might have been had he known what use he had been put to. It had been enough
to find which of the low townsthey had visited and what sort of house they'd goneto.

Armed with those facts, it hadn't been so hard to find a contract that rented such a building, one that
had been paid out of Wilsin's private funds and not those of the house proper. There were letters that
spoke vagudly of agirl and ajourney to Saraykeht, but the time it took to find that much cost Amat the
better part of the morning. As she walked down the low road east of the city, the boundary arch grown
small behind her, she felt her annoyance growing. Swesat ran down her spine, and her bad hip ached

dready.

In the cool just before dawn, it might almost have been a pleasant walk. The high grasses sang with
cicadas, the trees were thick with their summer leaves. Asit was, Amat felt as damp asif sheld waked
out of abathhouse, drenched in her own swest. The sun pressed on her shoulders like ahand. And the
trip back, she knew, would be worse.

Men and women of the low towns took poses of greeting and deference as they passed her,
universaly heading into the city. They pushed handcarts of fruits and grains, chickens and ducksto sdll to
the compounds of therich or the palaces or the open markets. Some carried loads on their backs. On
one particularly rutted stretch of road, she passed an oxcart whereit had did into the roadside mud. One
whed was badly bent. The carter, ayoung man with tearsin his eyes, was shouting and beating an ox
who seemed barely to notice him. Amat's practiced eye vaued the whed at three of four timesthe
contents of the cart. Whoever the boy carter answered to—father, uncle, or farmer rich enough to own
indentured labor—they wouldn't be pleased to hear of this. Amat stepped around, careful how she
placed her cane, and moved on.

Low townsexisted at the edges of dl the cities of the Khaiem like swvarms of flies. Outside the
boundaries of the city, no particular law bound these men and women; the utkhaiem didn't enforce peace
or punish crimes. And still, arough order was the rule. Disagreements were handled between the people
or taken to alow judge who passed an opinion, which was followed more often than not. The traditions
of generations were as complex and effective as the laws of the Empire. Amat felt no qualms about
walking aong the broken cobbles of thelow road by hersdlf, solong asit wasin daylight and there was
enough traffic to keep the dogs away.

No quams except for what she might find at the end.

The low town itself was worse than sheld expected. Itani hadn't mentioned the smell of shit or the
thick, sticky mud of the roads. Dogs and pigs and chickens all shared the path with her. A girl perhaps
two years old stood naked in adoorway as she passed, her eyes no more domesticated than the pigs.
Amat found herself struggling to imagine Marchat Wilsin, head of House Wilsinin Saraykeht, trudging
through this squalor in the dead of night. But there was the house Itani had described to Liat, and then
Liat to her. Amat stood in the ruined square and steeled hersalf. To be turned back now would be
humiliating.

So, shetold hersdlf, she wouldn't be turned back. Smple asthat.

"Hai!" Amat called, rapping the doorframe with her cane. Across the square, adog barked, asif the
hail had been intended for him. Something tirred in the gloom of the house. Amat stood back, cultivating
impatience. She wasthe senior overseer of the house. She mustn't go into this unsure of herself, and
anger was a better mask than courtesy. She crossed her arms and waited.



A man emerged, younger then shewas, but still gray about the temples. His rough clothes inspired no
confidence, and the knife at his belt shone. For thefirst time, Amat wondered if she had come
unprepared. Perhapsif she'd made Itani accompany her . . . Sheraised her chin, consdering the man as
if he were aservant.

The sllence between them stretched.

"What?"' the man demanded t last.

"I'm here to seethewoman,” Amat Kyaan said. "Wilsnchawants an inventory of her hedth.”
The man frowned, and his gaze passed over her head, nervoudy surveying the street.

"Y ou got the wrong place, grandmother. | don't know what you're talking about.”

"I'm Amat Kyaan, senior overseer for House Wilsin. And if you don't want to continue our
conversaion herein the open, you should invite mein.”

He hesitated, hand twitching toward his knife and then away. He was caught, she could see. To let her
in was an admission that some traffic wastaking place. But turning her away risked the anger of his
employer if Amat was who she said she was, and on the errand she claimed. Amat took a pose of query
that implied the offer of assistance—not a pose she would wish to see from asuperior.

The knife man's dilemma was solved when another form gppeared. The newcomer looked like nothing
very much, around, paleface, hair unkempt as one woken from deep. The annoyancein his expresson
seemed to mirror her own, but the knife man's reaction was of visiblerelief. Thiswas his overseer, then.
Amat turned her attention to him.

"Thiswoman," the knife man said. " She says shesWilsn's overseer.”

The moon-faced man smiled pleasantly and took a pose of greeting to her even as he spoke to the
other man.

"That would be because sheis. Welcome, Kyaan-cha. Please comein.”

Amat strode into the low house, the two men stepping back to let her pass. The round-faced man
closed the door, degpening the gloom. As Amat's eyes adjusted to the darkness, details began to swim
out of it. The wide, low main room, too bare to mark the house as a place where people actudly lived.
The moss growing at edge wherewal met celling.

"I've cometo seethedient,” Amat said. "Wilsn-chawants to be sure sheswdll. If she miscarries
during the negotiations, well al ook fools™

"Theclient? Yes. Yes, of course,” the round-faced man said, and something in his voice told Amat
she'd stepped wrong. Still, he took a pose of obeisance and motioned her to the rear of the place. Down
ashort hallway, adoor opened to awooden porch. The light was thick and green, filtered through a
canopy of trees. Insects droned and birds caled, chattering to one another. And leaning against a
half-rotten railing was a young woman. She was hardly older than Liat, her skin the milky pale of an
idander. Golden hair trailed down her back, and her belly bulged over apair of rough canvaslaborer's
pants. Half, perhaps three-quarters of the way through her term. Hearing them, she turned and smiled.
Her eyeswere blue asthe sky, her lipsthick. Eastern islands, Amat thought. Uman, or possibly Nippu

"Forgive me, Kyaan-cha," the moon-faced man said. "My duties require me el sewhere. Miyamawill
be here to help you, should you requireit.”



Amat took apose of thanks appropriate for a superior releasing an underling. The man replied with the
correct form, but with a strange half-mocking cant to hiswrists. He had thick hands, Amat noted, and
strong shoulders. She turned away, waiting until the man's footsteps faded behind her. He would go, she
guessed, to Saraykeht, to Wilsin. She hadn't managed to avoid suspicion, but by the time Marchat knew
shed discovered this place, it would be too late to shut her out of it. It would have to do.

"My nameis Amat Kyaan," she said. "I'm hereto inquire after your headlth. Marchat isagood man, but
perhaps not so wisein women's matters.”

Thegirl cocked her head, like listening to an unfamiliar song. Amat felt her smile fade adegree.
"You do know the Khaiate tongues?'

The girl giggled and said something. She spoke too quickly to follow precisdly, but the words had the
liquid fed of an east idand language. Amat cleared her throat, and tried again, dowly in Nippu.

"My nameisAmat Kyaan," shesad.

"I'mMg," the girl said, matching Amat's dow diction and exaggerating asif she were speakingto a
child.

"Y ou've come along way to be here. | trust the travel went well?*
"It washard a first," the girl said. "But the last three days, |'ve been able to keep food down.”

The girl's hand strayed to her belly. Tiny, dark stretch-marks aready marbled her skin. She wasthin.
If she went to term, she'd look like an egg on sticks. But, of course, she wouldn't go to term. Amat
watched the pale fingers as they unconscioudly caressed the rise and swell where the baby grew in
darkness, and a sense of profound didocation stoleinto her. Thiswasn't anoblewoman whose virginity
wanted plausbility. Thiswasn't achild of wedlth too fragile for blood teas. Thisdidnt fit any of the
hundred scenarios that had plagued Amat through the night.

She leaned againgt the wooden railing, taking some of the weight off her aching hip, put her cane aside,
and crossed her hands.

"Marchat hastold me o little of you," she said, struggling to find the vocabulary she needed. "How did
you cometo Saraykeht?'

Thegirl grinned and spun her tale. She spoke too quickly sometimes, and Amat had to make her
repeet herslf.

It seemed the father of her get had been a member of the utkhaiem—one of the greeat families of
Saraykeht, near to the Kha himsdf. Hed been travelling in Nippu in disguise. HEd never revedled his
true identity to her when he knew her, but though the affair had been brief, he had lost his heart to her.
When he heard she was with child, he'd sent Oshai—the moon-faced man—to bring her here, to him. As
soon asthe politics of court alowed, he would return to her, marry her.

Asimprobability mounted on improbability, Amat nodded, encouraged, drew her out. And with each
liethe girl repested, sure of itstruth, nauseagrew in Amat. The girl wasafool. Beautiful, lovely, plessant,
and afoal. It was astory from the worst sort of wishing epic, but the girl, Mg, believed it.

She was being used, though for what, Amat couldn't imagine. And worse, sheloved her child.



NOTHING WAS said to Maati. His belongings smply vanished from the room in which he had been living,
and aservant girl led him down from the palace proper to ahouse nestled artfully in astand of trees—the
poet's house. An artificid pond divided it from the grounds. A wooden bridge spanned the water, arching
sharply, like acat's back. Koi—white and gold and scarlet—flowed and shifted beneath the water's skin
as Madti passed over them.

Within, the house was as lavish as the palace, but on amore nearly human scae. The Sairway that led
up to the deeping quarters was arich, dark wood and inlaid with ivory and mother of pearl, but no more
than two people could have walked abreast up itslength. The great rooms at the front, with their hinged
wallsthat could open onto the night air or close like a shutter, were cluttered with books and scrollsand
diagrams sketched on cheap paper. Anink brick had stained the arm of a great silk-embroidered chair.
The place smdled of talow candlesand old laundry.

For thefirst time since he had |eft the Dai-kvo, Maati felt himsdlf in a space the character of which he
could understand. He waited for histeacher, prepared for whatever punishment awaited him. Darkness
came late, and he it the night candle as the sun set. The silence of the poet's house was his only
companion as he dept.

In the morning, servants delivered amedl of sweet fruits, apple-bread till warm from the paace
kitchens, and a pot of smoky, black tea. Maati ate done, afeding of dread stealing over him. Putting him
here aone to wait might, he supposed, be another trick, another misdirection. Perhaps no one would
ever come.

Heturned his attention to the disorder that filled the house. After leaving the bowls, cups and knives
from his own med out on the grass for the servantsto retrieve, he gathered up so many abandoned
dishes from about the house that the pile of them made it seem he had eaten twice. Scrolls opened so
long that dust covered the script, he cleaned, furled, and returned to the cloth deevesthat he could find.
Severd he suspected were mismatched—a deep blue cloth denoting legal considerations holding ascrall
of philosophy. He took some consolation that the scrolls on the shelves seemed equally haphazard.

By the afternoon, twinges of resentment had begun to join the suspicion that he was once again being
duped. Even as he swept the floors that had clearly gone neglected for weeks, he began amost to hope
that this further abandonment was another plot by the andat. If it were only that Heshai-kvo had thislittle
use for him, perhaps the Dai-kvo shouldn't have let him come. Maati wondered if a poet had the option
of refusing an apprentice. Perhaps this neglect was Heshai-kvo'sway of avoiding duties he otherwise
couldnt.

It had been only afew weeks before that he had taken leave of the Dai-kvo, heading south along the
river to Y aakeht and there by ship to the summer cities. It was hisfirst time training under an acting poet,
seeing one of the andat first hand, and eventudly studying to one day take on the burden of the andat
Seedlesshimsdlf. | am a slave, my dear. The slave you hope to own.

Maati pushed the dust out the door, shoving with his broom as much as sweeping. When the full heat
of the day came on, Maati opened dl the swinging wals, transforming the house into akind of pavilion. A
soft breeze ruffled the pages of books and the tassel's of scrolls. Maati rested. A distant hunger troubled
him, and he wondered how to signal from herefor a palace servant to bring him something to edt. If
Heshai-kvo were here, he could ask.

Histeacher arrived at lagt, at first asmadl figure, no larger than Maati's thumb, trundling out from the
palace. Then as he came nearer, Maati made out the wide face, the danted, weak shoulders, the
awkward belly. As he crossed the wooden bridge, the high color in the poet's face—cheeksred as
cherries and sheened in an unhealthy sweat—came clear. Maati rose and adopted a pose of welcome
appropriate for a student to his master.



Heshai'srolling gait dowed as he came near. The wide mouth gaped as Heshai-kvo took in the space
that had been his unkempt house. For the first time, Maati wondered if perhaps he had made amistakein
cleaning it. Hefdt ablush rising in his cheeks and shifted to a pose of gpology.

Heshai-kvo raised a hand before he could speak.

"No. No, it's. . . gods, boy. | don't think the place has looked like thissince | came here. Didyou. . .
there was a brown book, leather-bound, on that table over there. Where did it end up?’

"l don't know, Heshai-kvo," Maati said. "1 will find it immediately.”
"Don't. No. It will riseto the surface eventudly, I'm sure. Here. Come. Sit."

The poet moved avkwardly, like a man gout-plagued, but hisjoints, so far as Maati could make them
out within the brown robes, were unswollen. Maati tried not to notice the stains of spilled food and drink
on the poet's deeves and down the front of hisrobes. As he lowered himsdf painfully into achair of
black lacquer and white woven cane, the poet spoke.

"Weve gotten off to abad start, haven't we?'
Maati took apose of contrition, but the poet waved it away.

"I'm looking forward to teaching you. | thought | should say so. But there'slittle enough that | can do
with you just now. Not until the harvests are dl done. And that may not be for weeks. I'll get to you
when | havetime. Thereés quite abit I'll have to show you. The Dai-kvo can give you agood start, but
holding one of the andat is much more than anything hell havetold you. And Seedless. . . well, | haven't
done you any favors with Seedless, I'm afraid.”

"I'm grateful that you were willing to accept me, Heshaikvo."

"Yes. Yes, wdl. That'sdl to the good, then. Ian't it. In the meantime, you should make use of your
freedom. Y ou understand? It can be alovely city. Take. . . take your time with it, eh? Live alittle before
welock you back down into al this being a poet nonsense, eh?

Maeti took a pose appropriate to a student accepting instruction, though he could seein Heshai's
bloodshot eyes that this was not quite the reply the poet had hoped for. An awkward silence stretched
between them, broken when Heshai forced a smile, stood, and clapped Maati on the shoulder.

"Excellent," the poet said with such gusto that it was obvious he didn't mean it. "I've got to switch these
robes out for fresh. Busy, you know, busy. No timeto rest.”

Notimeto rest. And yet it was the afternoon, and the poet, his teacher, was still in yesterday's clothes.
No timeto rest, nor to meet him when he arrived, nor to come to the house anytime in the night for fear
of speaking to anew apprentice. Maati watched Heshai'swide form retreat up the stairs, heard the
footsteps tramping above him as the poet rushed through his ablutions. His head felt like it had been
stuffed with wool as hetried to catalog al the things he might have done that would have pushed his
teacher away.

"Stings, doesn't it? Not being wanted,”" a soft voice murmured behind him. Maati spun. Seedless stood
on the opened porch in arobe of perfect black shot with an indigo so deep it was hard to see where it
blended with the deeper darkness. The dark, mocking eyes considered him. Maati took no pose, spoke
no words. Seedless nodded &l the same, asif he had replied. "We can talk later, you and I."

"I have nothing to say to you."
"All the better. I'll talk. Y ou can ligten.”



The poet Heshai clomped down the stairs, afresh robe, brown silk over cream, in place. The stubble
had been erased from his jowls. Poet and andat considered each other for a breathless moment, and then
turned and walked together down the path. Maati watched them go—the small, awkward shape of the
magter; the dim, elegant shadow of the dave. They waked, Maati noticed, with the same pace, the same
length of stride. They might amost have been old friends, but for the careful way they never brushed each
other, even walking abreast.

Asthey topped therise of the bridge, Seedless |ooked back, and raised a perfect, pae hand to himin
farewdl.

" SHE DOESN'T KNOW."

Marchat Wilsin half-rose from the bath, cool water streaming off hisbody. His expression was
strange—anger, rdief, something else more obscure than these. The young man he had been meeting with
stared at Amat, open-mouthed with shock at seeing a clothed woman in the bathhouse. Amat restrained
hersdlf from making an obscene gesture at him.

"Tsani-cha," Wilsin said, addressing the young man though his gaze was|ocked on Amat. "Forgive me.
My overseer and | have pressing business. | will send arunner with the full proposa.”

"But Wilsin-cha," the young man began, hisvoicetrailing off when the old Galt turned to him. Amat
saw something in Wilsin's face that would have made her blanch too, had she been lessfueled by her
rage. The young man took a pose of thanks gppropriate to closing an audience, hopped noisily out of the
bath and strode out.

"Have you seen her?' Amat demanded, leaning on her cane. "Have you spoken with her?!
"No, | haven't. Close the door, Amat."

"Shethinks—"

"| said close the door; | meant close the door

Amat paused, then limped over and dammed the wooden door shut. The sounds of the bathhouse
faded. When she turned back, Wilsin was sitting on the edge of the recessed bath, hishead in his hands.
The bald spot at the top of his head was flushed pink. Amat moved forward.

"What were you thinking, Amat?"

"That thiscan't beright,” she said. "I met with the girl. She doesn't know about the sad trade. Shel'san
innocent.”

"She'sthe only onein thiswhole damned city, then. Did you tdl her? Did you warn her?"

"Without knowing what thisis? Of course not. When wasthe last time you knew meto act without
understanding the Situation”?”

"Thismorning,” he snapped. "Now. Just now. Gods. And where did you learn to speak Nippu
anyway?"

Amat stood beside him and then dowly lowered hersdlf to the blue-green tiles. Her hip flared painfully,
but she pushed it out of her mind.

"What isthis?" she asked. "Y ou're hiring the Khai to end a pregnancy, and the mother doesn't know



that'swhat you're doing? Y ou're killing awanted child? It doesn't make sense.”
"l can't tell you. | cant explain. I'm. .. I'm not alowed."
"At least promise methat the child isgoing to live. Can you promise me that?"
He looked over a her, his pale eyes empty asacorpse.
"Gods," Amat breathed.

"I never wanted to come here," he said. "This city. That was my unclesidea. | wanted to run the
tripled trade. Silver and iron from Eddensea south to Bakta for sugar and rum, then to Far Galt for cedar
and spicewood and back to Eddensea. | wanted to fight pirates. Isn't that ridiculous? Me. Fighting
pirates.”

"Y ou will not make mefed sorry for you. Not now. Y ou are Marchat Wilsin, and the voice of your
house in Saraykeht. | have seen you stand strong before amob of Westermen screaming for blood. Y ou
faced down a high judge when you thought he was wrong and caled him fool to hisface. Stop acting like
asick girl. We don't have to do this. Refuse the contract.”

Wilsin looked up, his chin raised, his shoulders squared. For amoment, she thought he might do as she
asked. But when he spoke, his voice was defested.

"I can't. The sakes aretoo high. I've dready petitioned the Khai for an audience. It'sin motion, and |
can't stop it any more than | can make the tide come early.”

Amat kicked off her sandals, raised the hem of her robes, and let her aching feet sink into the cool
water. Light played on the surface, patterns of brightness and shadow flickering across Marchat's chest
and face. He was weeping. That more than anything else turned her rageto fear.

"Then help me make sense of it. What isthis child?* Amat said. "Who isthe father?!
"No one. The childisno one. The father isno one. The girl isno one.”
"Then why, Marcha?Why . . ."

"l can't tell you! Why won't you hear mewhen | say that? Ah?1 don't get to tell you. Gods. Amat.
Amat, why did you have to go out there?!

"Y ou wanted meto. Why else ask meto arrange a bodyguard? Y ou told me of ameeting | wasn't
welcometo. You said there was house business, and then you said that you trusted me. How could you
think I wouldn't look?"

He laughed with a sound like choking—mirthless and painful. Histhick fingers grasped hisknees,
fingertips digging into pink flesh. Amat laid her cane aside and pressed her palm to his bent shoulder.
Through the carved cedar blinds she heard someone on the street shriek and go silent.

"The round-faced one—Oshal. He came, didn't he? Hetold you | went there."
"Of course he did. He wanted to know if I'd sent you."

"What did you tdl him?'

"That | hadn't."

" gea

The slence dtretched. She waited, willing him to spesk, willing some words that would put it in some



perspective lessawful than it seemed. But Wilsin sad nothing.
"I'll go back to my apartments,” Amat said. "We can talk about this|ater."

She reached for her cane, but Wilsin's hand trapped hers. There was something in his eyes now, an
emotion. Fear. It was asif they'd been soaking in it instead of water. She could feel her own heart trip
faster as his eyes searched hers.

"Dont. Don't go home. Hell bewaiting for you.”
For the space of four breaths together, they were silent. Amat had to swallow to loosen her throat.

"Hide, Amat. Don't tell me where you've gone. Keep your head low for . . . four weeks. Five. It'll be
over by then. And onceit'sfinished with, you'll be safe. | can protect you then. Y ou're only in danger if
they think you might stop it from happening. Onceit'sdone. . ."

"I could go to the utkhaiem. | could tdll them that something'swrong. We could have Oshal in chains
by nightfal, if .. ."

Marchat shook hiswoolly, white head dowly, his gaze never leaving hers. Amat felt the strength go out
of hisfingers.

"If this comes out to anyone, I'll bekilled. At least me. Probably others. Some of them innocents.”
"| thought there was only one innocent in thiscity,” Amat said, biting her words.
"Il bekilled."

Amat hesitated, then withdrew her arm and took a pose of acceptance. He let her stand. Her hip
screamed. And her stinging ointment was al at her apartments. The unfairness of losing that smal comfort
sruck her ridiculoudy hard; oneinggnificant detall in aworld that had turned from solid to nightmareina

day.

At the door, she stopped, her hand on the water-thick wood. She looked back at her employer. At
her old friend. Hisface was stone.

"You told me," she said, "because you wanted meto find away to sop it. Didn't you?"

"I made amistake because | was confused and upset and felt very much done,” he said. His voice was
stronger now, more sure of himsdlf. "I hadn't thought it through. But it was amistake, and | seethe
Stuation more clearly now. Do what | tell you, Amat, and welll both see the other sde of this."

"It'swrong. Whatever thisis, it'sevil andit'swrong."
"Yes," heagreed.
Amat nodded and closed the door behind her when she went.

3

Through the day, the skies had been clear, hot and muggy. Therain only came with sunset; huge
thunderheads towering into the sky, their flowing ropy trainstinted pink and gold and indigo by thefailing
light. The gray vell of water higher than mountains moved dowly toward the city, losing itsfestival colors



in thetwilight, pushing gusts of unpredictable wind beforeit, and finaly reaching the stone streets and
thick tile roofsin darkness. And in the darkness, it roared.

Liat lay her head on Itani's bare chest and listened to it: the angry hiss of faling rain, the lower
rumble—like ariver or aflood—of water washing through the streets. Here, in her cdl at the compound
of House Wilsin, it wasn't S0 bad. The Streets outside were safe to walk through. Lower in the city—the
soft quarter, the seafront, the warehouses—people would be trapped by it, staying in whatever shelter
they had found until the rain dackened and the watersfell. She listened to the sound of water and her
lover's heartbest, smelled the cool scent of rain mixed with the musk of sex. In the summer cities, even a
night rain didn't cool the air so much that she felt the need to cover her bare skin.

"We need to find astronger frame for your netting,” Itani said, prodding the knot of falen cloth with his
toe. Liat remembered that it had come down sometime during the evening. She smiled. The sex had | eft
her spent—her limbswarm and loose, asif her bones had gone soft, asif she were an ocean creature.

"l loveyou, Tani," she said. His hand caressed the nape of her neck. He had rough hands—strong
from hiswork and callused—but he used them gently when he chose. Shelooked up at him, hislong face
and unkempt hair. Hissmile. In thelight of the night candle, his skin seemed to glow. "Don't go home
tonight. Stay here, with me."

When he sighed, his breeth lifted her head and settled it gently back down. "I can't. I'll stay until the
rain fades alittle. But Muhatia-cha's been watching me ever since you sent me out with Wilsin-cha He's
just waiting for an excuse to break me down."

"Heé'sjust jedous,” Liat sad.

"No, he'sjedous and he'sin control of my wages," Itani said, awry amusement in hisvoice. "That
makes him more than just jedlous.”

"Itisn't fair. You're smarter than heis. Y ou know numbers and letters. All the otherslike you better
than him. Y ou should be the overseer."

"If | wasthe overseer, the others wouldn't like me as much. If Little Kiri or Kaimati or Tanani thought
I'd be docking their pay for being dow or arriving late, they'd say all the same things about me that they
do about Muhatia. It'sjust theway it is. Besides, | likewhat | do."

"But you'd be a better overseer than heis.”
"Probably s0," Itani agreed. "The priceistoo high, though."

The pause was adifferent kind of silence than it had been before. Liat could fed the changein Itani's
breathing. He was waiting for her to ask, waiting for her to push theissue. She could fed him flowing
away, distant even before she spoke. Because he knew she would. And he wasright.

"Did you ask Wilsgn-chaabout other opportunities?’

"Yes" hesad.

AN

"Hedidn't know of any at the time, but he said held see what he could find."

"That's good, then. Heliked you. That's very good," and again the pause, the distance. "If he offered
you apostion, you'd takeit, wouldn't you?'

"It would depend on the offer,” Itani said. "'l don't want to do what | don't want to do."



"Itani! Look past your nose, would you? Y ou'd have to. If the head of House Wilsn makesyou an
offer and you turn away, why would he ever make another one? Y ou can't build alife out of refusing
things. Y ou have to accept them too—even things you don't want sometimes. If they lead to things you
do want later on."

Itani shifted out from under her and stood. Sherolled up to asitting position. Itani stretched, his back
to her, and he made the cell seem small. Her desk, her ledgers, apile of ink blocks, waxed paper sticking
out from between them like pale tongues. A wardrobe where her robes hung, and Itani, the muscles of
hisback shifting in the candldlight.

"Somenights, | fed like I'm talking to astatue. Y ou'rein your twentieth summer. Thisismy
seventeenth,” she said severely. "So how isit I'm older than you?'

"Maybeyou deep less" Itani said mildly. When he turned back to her, he smiled gently. He moved
with animd grace and so little padding between his muscles and his skin that shefelt she could seethe
mechanism of each motion. He crouched by the cot, resting his head on his hands and looking up at her.
"We have this conversation over and over, sweet, and it's never changed yet. | know you want more
from me than—"

"I want you to want more for yoursdf, Tani. That isn't the samething.”
Hetook a gentle pose asking permission.

"I know you want more from methan alaborer'slife. And | don't imagine I'll do thisforever. But I'm
not ashamed of it, and | won't do something | like less so that someone someday might give me
something that they think I'm supposed to want. When | want something, that will be different.”

"And isn't there anything you want that you don't already have?'

Herose, cupping her breast in hishand and gently, carefully pressing hislipsto hers. Hisweight bore
her back dowly to the labyrinth of cloth that had been her sheets and netting. She pulled back afraction
of aninch, keeping so close that when she spoke, she could fedl her lips brushing his.

"What kind of answer isthis?' she asked.

"Y ou asked me about things | want," he murmured.

"And you're distracting me instead of answering the question.”

"AmI?'

His hand brushed down her side. She felt the gooseflesh rise as it passed.
"Areyou what?'

"Am| digtracting you?'

"Yes'" shesad.

The knock at the door startled them both. Itani legpt up, chagrin showing on hisface as he pawed the
shadows, looking for the rough cloth of his pants. Liat drew her sheet around her. To the silent question
in Itani's eyes she shook her head in bewilderment. The knock came again.

"A moment!" she said, loud enough to carry over therain. "Who'sthere?'

"Epani Doru," the voice shouted from the other side of the thin door. "Wilsn-cha sent me to ask
whether he might have aword with you."



"Of course. Yes. Jugt give me amoment.”

Itani, trouserslocated, tossed her robesto her. She pulled on the inner robes, then grabbed afresh
outer robe from the wardrobe. Itani helped her fagten it. She felt her hands trembling. The voice of House
Wilsin wanted to speak with her, and outside the normal hours of [abor. It had never happened before.

"| should go back to my quarters,” Itani said as she pulled her hair back to aformal bun.
"No. Please, Tani. Wait for me."

"Y ou could be aquarter candle, love," he said. "Listen. Therain's coming softer now anyway. It's
time"

It wastrue. The hiss of therain waslessvicious. And for dl her complaints, she understood what it
meant to have the unkind interest of an overseer. She took a pose of acceptance, but broke it to kiss him

again.

"I'll find you tomorrow," she said.
"Il bewaiting."

Itani moved back into the shadows behind the wardrobe and Liat tugged a her robes one last time,
stepped into her dippers and answered the door. Epani, Marchat Wilsin's house master, stood under the
awning, hisarms crossed, and his expression neutral. Liat took a pose indicating preparedness, and
without apparent irony, he replied with one expressing thanks for prompt action. His gaze passed her for
amoment, taking in the wreckage of her cot, the discarded robes on the stone floor, but he made no
comment. When he turned and strode away, she followed.

They went down an open wakway of gray stonesraised far enough that the streams of rainwater
hadn't darkened them. In the courtyard, the fountain had filled to overflowing, the wide pool dancing with
drops. Thetall bronze statue of the Galtic Tree—symbol of the house—loomed in the darkness, thefdse
bark glittering inthelight of lanterns strung benegath the awnings and safefrom therain.

The private gpartments where Wilsin-chalived were at the end of the courtyard farthest from the
street. Double doors of copper-bound ash stood open, though the view of the antechamber was ill
blocked by house banners shifting uneasily in the breeze. They glowed from the light behind them. Epani
drew one banner aside and gestured Liat within asif she were aguest and not an apprentice overseer.

The antechamber was stone-floored, but the walls and high ceiling glowed with worked wood. The ar
amelled rich with lemon candle and mint wine and lamp ail. Lanterns it the space. From somewhere
nearby, she heard voices—two men, she thought. She made out few words—Wilsin-cha's voice saying
"wont affect” and "unlike thelast girl," the other man saying "won't dlow" and "sireet by street if needed.”
Epani, sweeping in behind her, took a pose that indicated she should wait. She took a pose of
acknowledgment, but the house master had dready moved on, vanishing behind thick banners. The
conversation stopped suddenly as Epani's rain-soft voice interrupted. Then Marchat Wilsn himself,
wearing robes of green and black, strode into the room.

"Liat Chokawi!"

Liat took apose of obeisance which the head of her house replied to with a curt forma pose, dropped
as soon astaken. He put athick hand on her shoulder and drew her back to an inner chamber.

"I need to know, Liat. Do you speak any idand tongues? Arrask or Nippu?"

"No, Wilsn-cha. | know Galtic and some Coyani . . ."



"But nothing from the Eagtern Idands?’
Asthey stepped into ameeting room, Liat adopted an apologetic pose.
"That'stoo bad,” Wilsn-chasaid, though histone was mild and his expression curioudy relieved.

"I think Amat-chamay know some Nippu. It isn't alanguage that's much used in trade, but she'svery
well-studied.”

Wilsin lowered himself to abench beside alow table, gesturing to the cushion acrossfrom him. Liat
knelt as he poured out abowl of teafor her.

"Y ou've been with my house, what? Three years now?"

"Amat-cha accepted me as her apprentice four years ago. | waswith my father in Chaburi-Tan before
that, working with my brothers. . ."

"Four years ago? Weren't you young to be working four years ago? Y ou'd have seen twelve
ummers?!

Liat fdt hersdf blush. She hadn't meant to have her family brought into the conversation.

"Thirteen, Wilsin-cha. And there wereways | could help, so | did what | could. My brothersand | dl
hel ped where we could.”

Shedlently willed the old Galt's attention away from the subject. Anything she could say about her old
lifewould make her seem lesslikedly to be worth cultivating. The smdl apartments by the smokehouse
that had housed her and three brothers; her father'slittle stand in the market selling cured meats and dried
fruits. It wasn't the place Liat imagined an overseer of amerchant house would start from. Her wish
seemed to be granted. Wilsin-cha cleared histhroat and sat forward.

"Amat's been sent away on private business. She may be gone for someweeks. | have an audience
before the Khai that I'll need you to take over."

Hesaditinalow, conversationd voice, but Liat felt hersdf flush like sheld drunk strong wine. She
sipped the teato steady hersdlf, then put the bowl down and took a pose appropriate to a confession.

"Wilsin-cha, Amat has never taken meto the courts. | wouldn't know what todo, and . . ."

"You'll befine" Wilsn-chasaid. "It'sthe sad trade. Not complex, but | need it done with decorum, if
you see. Someoneto seeto it that the client has the appropriate robes and understands the process. And
with Amat unavailable, | thought her apprentice might be the best person for therole.”

Liat looked down, hoping that the sense of vertigo would fade. An audience with the Khai—even only
avery brief one—was something she had expected to take only years later, if ever. Shetook a pose of
query, fighting to keep her fingers from trembling. Wilsin waved a hand, giving her permission to spesk
her question.

"There are other overseers. Some of them have been with the house much longer than | have. They
have experiencein the courts. . ."

"They're busy. Thisis something | was going to have Amat do hersdlf, before shewas cdled away. |
don't want to pull anyone else avay from negotiations that are only half-done. And Amat said it was
within your gbilities so.. ."

"Shedid?'



"Of course. Heré'swhat I'll need of you . . ."

THERAIN had ended and the night candle burned to just past the halfway mark when Heshai-kvo
returned. Maeti, having falen adeep on areading couch, woke when the door dammed open. Blinking
away haf-formed dreams, he stood and took a pose of welcome. Heshai snorted, but made no other
reply. Instead, he took a candle and touched it to the night candl€'s flame, then walked heavily around the
rooms lighting every lantern and candle. When the house was bright as morning and thick with the scent
of hot wax, the teacher returned the dripping candle to its place and dragged a chair across the floor.
Maati sat on the couch as Heshal, groaning under his breath, lowered himsdlf into the chair.

Maeati was silent as histeacher considered him. Heshaikvo's eyes were narrow, his mouth skewed in
something like a stillborn smile. At last the teacher heaved aloud sigh and took a pose of gpology.

"I've been an ass. And I'm sorry,"” the teacher said. "1 meant to say so before, but . . . wdll, | didnt, did
I? What happened with the Khai was my fault, not yours. Don't carry it."

"Heshai-kvo, | waswrongto. . ."

"Ah, you're adecent boy. You're heart's good. But theré's no call to sweeten turds. | was thoughtless.
Cardless. | let that bastard Seedless get the better of me. Again. And you. Gods, you must think I'm the
slliest joke ever to wear a poet'srobe.”

"Not at al," Maati said serioudy. "Heis. . . acredit to you, Heshai-kvo. | have never seen anything to
matchhim."

Heshai-kvo coughed out asharp, mirthlesslaugh.
"And have you seen another andat?" he asked. "Any of them at dl?*

"| was present when Choti Dausadar of Amnat-Tan bound Maoss-Hidden-from-Sunlight. But | never
saw him use her powers."

"Yes, wel, I'm sure he will as soon as anyone can think of a decent use for forcing mosses out in the
light where we can see them. The Dai-kvo should have inssted that Choti wait until he had abinding
poem for something useful. Even Petals-Falling was a better tool than that. Hidden moss. Gods."

Maati took a pose of polite agreement, appropriate to receiving teachings, but as he did o, it struck
him. Heshai-kvo was drunk.

"Itsafdlen age, boy. The great poets of the Empireru-ined it for us. All that'sleft is picking at the
obscure thoughts and images that are il in the corners. We're like dogs sniffing for scraps. We aren't
poets, we're scholars.”

Maati began to take a pose of agreement but paused, unsure. Heshai-kvo raised an eyebrow and
completed the pose himsdlf, his gaze fixed on Maeti asif asking was this what you meant? Thenthe
teacher waved the pose away.

"Seedlesswas. . . wasthe answer to aproblem,” the poet said, his voice growing soft. "I didn't think it
through. Not far enough. Have you heard of Miyani-kvo and Three-Bound-As-One?| studied that when
| was your age. Poured my heart into it. And when the time came—when the Daikvo sent for me and
said that | wasn't Smply going to take over another man'swork, that | wasto attempt abinding of my
own—I drew on that knowledge. She wasin love with him, you know. Three-Bound-As-One. An andat
inlove with her poet. There was an epic written about it."



"I've seenit performed.”

"Haveyou? Wdl forget it. Unlearnit. It'll only lead you astray. | wastoo young and too foolish, and
now I'm afraid I'll never have the chance to be wise." The poet's gaze was fixed on something that M aati
couldn't see, something in another place or time. A amile touched the wide lips for amoment, and then,
with asigh, the poet blinked. He seemed to see Maati again, and took a pose of command.

"Put these damned candles out,” he said. "'I'm going to deep.”

And without looking back, Heshai-kvo rose and tramped up the stairs. Maati moved through the
house, dousing the flames Heshai-kvo had lit, dimming the room as he did so. His mind churned with
half-formed questions. Above him, he heard Heshai-kvo's footsteps, and then the clatter of shutters
closing, and then silence. The master had gone to bed—likely aready adeep. Maati had snuffed the last
flame but the night candle when the new voi ce spoke.

"Y ou didn't accept my gpology.”

Seedless stood in the doorway, his pale skin glowing in the light of the single candle. Hisrobeswere
dark—Dblue or black or red so deep Maati couldn't make it out. The thin handstook a pose of query.

"Isthereareason | should?"
"Chaity?'

Maeti coughed out amirthless laugh and turned asif to go, but the andat stepped into the house. His
movements were as graceful as an animal’'s—as beautiful asthe Khai, but unstudied, as much apart of his
nature as the shape of aleaf was natura to atree.

"l am sorry," the andat said. "And you should forgive our mutual master aswell. He had abad day."
"Did he?!

"Y es. He met with the Khai and discovered that he's going to have to do something he doesn't enjoy.
But now that it'sjust thetwo of us. . ."

The andat sat on the stairs, black eyes amused, pale hands cradling aknee.
"AsK," Seedlesssad.
"Ask what?'

"Whatever the question isthat's making your face pull in likethat. Redly, you look like you've been
sucking lemons™

Maati hesitated. If he could have walked away, he would have. But the path to his cot was effectively
blocked. He considered calling out to Heshai-kvo, waking him so that he could walk up the stairway
without brushing againgt the beautiful cresturein hisway.

"Please, Madti. | said | was sorry for my little misdirection. | won't doit again.”
"l don't believeyou.”

"No?Well, then you're wise beyond your years. | probably will a some point. But here, tonight, ask
me what you'd like, and I'll tell you the truth. For aprice.”

"What price?'
"That you accept my gpology.”



Maati shook his head.
"Fine" Seedless said, risng and moving to the shelves. "Don't ask. Tieyoursdlf in knotsif it suitsyou.”

The pale hand ran aong the spines of books, plucking onein abrown leather binding free. Maati
turned, walked up two steps, and then faltered. When he looked back, Seedless had curled up on a
couch beside the night candle, hislegs pulled up beneath him. He seemed engaged in the open book on
hisknee.

"Hetold you the story about Miyani-kvo, didn't he?' Seedless asked, not looking up from the page.
Maati was slent.

"It'slike him to do that. He doesn't often say things clearly when an oblique reference will do. It was
about how Three-Bound-As-One loved her poet, wasn't it? Here. Look at this."

Seedless turned the book over and held it out. Maati walked back down the steps. The book was
written in Heshai-kvo's script. The page Seedless held out was a table marking parallels between the
classic binding of Three-Bound-As-One and Removing-The-Part-That-Continues. Seedless.

"It'shisanalyss of hiserror,” the andat said. ™Y ou should take it. He meansfor you to haveit, | think."
Maeti took the soft leather in his hands. The pages scraped softly.
"Hedid bind you," Maeti said. "He didn't pay your price, so there wasn't an error. It worked.”

"Some prices are subtle. Some are longer than others. Let metell you alittle more about our master.
Hewas never lovely to look at. Even fresh from the womb, he made an ugly babe. He was cast out by
his father, much the same way you were. But when he found himsdlf an gpprentice in the courts of the
Kha Pathal, hefel inlove. Hard to imagine, isn't it? Our fat, waddling pig of aman in love. But hewas,
and the girl waswilling enough. The dlure of power. A poet controls the andat, and that's as near to
holding agod in your hands as anyoneisever likely to get.

"But when he got her with child, she turned away from him," Seedless continued. "Drank some nasty
teas and killed out the baby. It broke his heart. Partly because he might have liked being afather. Partly
because it proved that hislady love had never meant to build her lifewith his"

"I didn't know."

"He doesn't tell many people. But . . . Madti, please, St down. Thisisimportant for you to understand,
and if | haveto keep looking up at you, I'll get a sore neck.”

He knew that the wise thing was to turn, to walk up the stairs to hisroom. He sat.

"Good," Seedless said. "Now. Y ou know, don't you, that andat are only ideas. Concepts trand ated
into aform that includes valition. The work of the poet isto include dl those festures which the ideaitsalf
doesn't carry. So for example Water-Moving-Down had perfectly white hair. Why? Thereisn't anything
about that thought that requires white hair. Or a deep voice. Or, with Three-Bound-As-One, love. So
where do those attributes come from?"

"From the poet.”

"Yes," Seedless agreed, smiling. "From the poet. Now. Picture our master as aboy not much older
than you are now. He'sjust lost a child that might otherwise have been his, awoman who might have
loved him. The unspoken suspicion that hisfather hates him and the pain of his mother |etting him be
taken away gnaws at him like acancer. And now heis caled on to save Saraykeht—to bind the andat



that will keep the whedls of commerce running. And hefashionsme,

"And look what hedid, Masti," the andat continued, spreading hisarms asif hewere on display. "I'm
beautiful. I'm clever. I'm confident. In ancient days, Miyani-kvo made himsdlf his perfect mate.
Heshai-kvo created the self he wished that he were. Indl my particulars, | an who he would have been,
hed it been given him to choose. But dong with that, he folded in what he imagined his perfect saif would
think of the real man. Along with beauty and subtlety and wit, he gave me dl hishatred of the toad-poet
Hesha "

"Gods," Maati said.

"Oh, no. It was brilliant. Imagine how deeply he hated himsdf. And | carry that passion. Andat are dl
profoundly unnatural—we want to return to our natural state the way rain wantsto fall. But we can be
divided againgt ourselves. That isthe structure he took from Miyani-kvo. Three-Bound-As-One wanted
freedom, and she also wanted love. | am divided because | want freedom, and | want to see my master
suffer. Oh, not that he intended it thisway. It was a subtlety of the model that he didn't understand until it
wastoo late.

"But you wonder why he neglects you? Why he seemsto avoid teaching you, or even speaking to
you? Why he doesn't bring you aong on hiserrands for the Khai? He is afraid for you. In order to take
his place, you are going to have to cultivate the part of yoursdf that is most poisonous. Y ou will haveto
cometo hate yoursdf as much as ugly, sad, lonesome Heshai does—Heshai, whaose cohort called him
cruel names and ripped his books, who for the past twenty years hasn't known awoman he didn't pay
for, who even the lowest of the utkhaiem consider an embarrassment to be tolerated only from need.
And so, my boy, hefearsfor you. And everything he fears, heflees.

"Y ou make him sound like a very weak man."
"Oh no. Heiswhat becomes of avery strong man who's done to himsdlf what Heshai did.”
"Andwhy," Maati sad, "areyou telling methis?'

"That'saquestion,” Seedless said. "It'sthefirst one you've asked me tonight. If | answer, you haveto
pay my price. Accept my apology.”

Maati considered the dark, eager eyes and then laughed.
"Y ou tell agood monster sory,” Maeti said, "but no. | think I'll live with my curiogty intact.”

A sudden scowl marked Seedless face, but then he laughed and took a pose appropriate to the loser
of acompetition congratulating the victor. Magti found that he was laughing with him and rose,
responding with a pose of gracious acceptance. As he walked up the stairs toward his bed, Seedless
cdled out after him.

"Hesha won't ever invite you along with him. But hewon't turn you away if you come. TheKhai is
holding a great audience after temple next week. Y ou should come then.”

"I can't think of any reason, Seedless-cha, to do your bidding.”

"Y ou shouldn't,” the andat said, and an odd melancholy wasin hisvoice. "Y ou should aways do only
your own. But I'd like to see you there. We mongters have few enough people to talk with. And whether
you believe me or not, | would be your friend. For the moment, at least. While we till have the option.”

SHEHAD grown complacent; she saw that now. Asagirl or ayounger woman, Amat had known that the



city couldn't be trusted. Fortunes changed quickly when she was low and poor. A sickness or awound,
an unlucky mesting—anything could change how she earned her money, where shelived, who shewas.
Working for so many years and watching her station rise along with the house she served, she had
forgotten that. She hadn't been prepared.

Her first impulse had been to go to friends, but she found she had fewer than she'd thought. And
anyone she knew wdll enough to trust with this, the moon-faced Oshal and his knife-man might aso
know of. For the past three days shed dept in the attic of awinesdler with whom sheld had an affair
when they'd both been young. He had aready been married to hiswife at the time—the same woman
who Amat heard moving through the house below her now. No one had known then, and so no one was
likely to guess now.

Theroom, if it could be caled that, was low and dark. Amat couldn't Sit without her head brushing the
roof. The scent of her own shit leaked from the covered night pot; it couldn't be taken away until after
nightfal when the household dept. And just above her, unseen sunlight baked the rooftiles until the celling
was too hot to touch comfortably. Amat lay on the rough straw mat, torpid and miserable, and tried not
to make noises that would give her presence away.

She did not dream, but her mind caught a path and circled through it over and over in way that aso
wasn't the stuff of waking. Marchat had been forced somehow to take House Wilsin into the sad trade.
And, abominably, against awoman who had been tricked. The girl had been lied to and brought here, to
Saraykeht, so that the andat could pull her baby out of her womb. Why?What child could be so
important? Per-hapsit was redlly the get of some king of the Eastern Idands, and the girl didn't guess
whose child sheredly carried, and . . .

No. There was no reason to bring her here. There were any number of waysto berid of achild
besides the andat. Begin again.

Perhaps the woman hersalf wasn't what she seemed. Perhaps she was mad, but also somehow
precious. Normal teas might derange her, so the andat was employed to remove the babe without putting
any medicinesinto the woman. And House Wilsin. . .

No. If there had been areason, ared reason, a humane reason, for thistravesty, Marchat wouldn't
have had to keep it from her. Begin again.

It wasn't about the woman. Or the father. Or the child. Marchat had said as much. They were all
nobodies. The only thingsleft were House Wilsin and the andat. So the solution wasthere. If therewasa
solution. If thiswasn't al afever dream. Perhaps House Wilsin intended to kill out an innocent child with
the aid of the Khai and then use their shared guilt asaway to gain favor . . .

Amat ground her pamsinto her eyelids until blotches of green and gold shone before her. Her robes,
sweet-sticky, balled and bound like bedclothes knotted in deep. In the house below her, someone was
pounding something—wood clacking against wood. If sheld been somewhere cool enough to think, if
there was away out of thisblasted, dim, hell-bound coffin of aroom, she knew sheld have made sense
of it by now. She'd been chewing onit for three days.

Three days. The beginning of four weeks. Or five. Sherolled to her Sde and lifted the flask of water
Kirath, her once-lover, had brought her that morning. It was more than half emptied. She had to be more
careful. She sipped the blood-hot water and lay back down. Night would come.

And with an aching downess, night came. In the darkness, it was only a change in the sounds below
her, the drifting scent of an evening med, the dightest cooling of her little prison. She needed no moreto



tell her to prepare. She sat in the darkness by the trapdoor until she heard Kirath gpproaching, moving
the thin ladder, climbing up. Amat raised the door, and Kirath rose from the darkness, a hooded lantern
in one hand. Before she could speak, he gestured for silence and then that she should follow. Climbing
down the ladder sent pain through her hip and knee like nails, but even so the motion was better than
staying gtill. Shefollowed him as quietly as she could through the darkened house and out the back door
to asmadl, ivied garden. The summer breeze against her face, even thick and warm asit was, was ardlief.
Fresh water in earthenware bowls, fresh bread, cheese, and fruit sat on a stone bench, and Amat wolfed
them as Kirath spoke.

"I may have found something," he said. There was grave in hisvoice now that had not been there
when he'd been ayoung man. "A comfort house in the soft quarter. Not one of the best, either. But the
owner islooking for someone to audit the books, put them in order. | mentioned that | knew someone
who might be willing to take on the work in exchange for adiscreet placeto live for afew weeks. He's
interested.”

"Can he betrusted?'

"Ovi Niit?1 don't know. He paysfor hiswine up front, but . . . Perhapsif | keep looking. In afew
moredays. . . Theré'sacaravan going north next week, | might . . ."

"No," Amat said. "Not another day up there. Not if | can avoid it.”

Kirath ran ahand over hisbad pate. His expresson in the dim lantern light seemed both relieved and
anxious. He wanted her quit of hishome as badly as she wished to be quit of it.

"| can take you there tonight then, if you like," he offered. The soft quarter was along walk from
Kirath'slittle compound. Amat took another mouthful of bread and considered. It would ache badly, but
with her cane and Kirath both to lean on, she thought she could do the thing. She nodded her affirmation.

"I'll get your things, then."
"And ahooded robe," Amat said.

Amat had never felt as conspicuous as during the walk to the soft quarter. The Streets seemed
damnably full for so late at night. But then, it was the harvest, and the city was at its mogt dive. That she
hersdf hadn't spent summer nightsin the teshouses and midnight street fairsfor years didn't mean such
things had stopped. The city had not changed; she had.

They navigated past a corner where afirekeeper had opened hiskiln and put on a show, tossing
handfuls of powder into the flames, making them dance blue and green and startling white. Swest
sheened the firekeeper's skin, but he was grinning. And the watchers—back far enough that the heat
didn't cook them—applauded him on. Amat recognized two weavers Sitting in the street, talking, and
watching the show, but they didn't notice her.

The comfort house itself, when they reached it, was awash with activity. Evenin the Street outsdeit,
men gathered, talking and drinking. She stood alittle way down the street at the mouth of an dleyway
while Kirath went in. The houseitsalf was built in two levels. Thefront was the lower, asingle story but
with apavilion on the roof and blue and silver cloths hanging down the pale stucco walls. The back part
of the house carried a second story and a high wall that might encompass agarden in the back. Certainly
akitchen. There were, however, few windows, and those there were were thin and cut high in thewall.
For privacy, perhaps. Or to keep anyone from climbing out them.

Kirath appeared in the main doorway, silhouetted by the brightness within, and waved her over.
Leaning on her cane, she came.



Within, the main room was awash in gamblers at their tables—cards, dice, tiles, Sones. Thear was
thick with the smoke of strange leaves and flowers. No showfighting of animasor men, a least. Kirath
led her to the back and through a thick wooden door. Another long room, thisfilled with whoreslounging
on chairsor cushions. Thelamps were lower, the room almost shadowless. A fountain murmured at one
wall. The painted eyes of women and boys turned as she entered, and then turned away again, returning
to their conversations, asit became clear that neither she nor Kirath were clients come to choose from
amongst them. A short hallway lined with doorsturned at its end and stopped blind at a heavy wooden
door, bound with iron. The door opened before them.

Amat Kyaan stepped into the sudden squaor of the back house. A wide common room with tables. A
long alcove at the Sde with cloth, leather, and sewing benches. Several doorsled off, but it wasn't clear
to where.

"Thisway," aman said. He was splendidly dressed, but had bad teeth. As he led them between the
long rough-wood tables toward athin door at the back, Amat gestured toward him with a pose of query,
and Kirath nodded. The owner. Ovi Niit.

The books, such asthey were, sat on alow tablein aback room. Amat's spirits sank looking at them.
L oose shests or poorly-bound ledgers of cheap paper. The entrieswere in half a dozen hands, and each
seemed to have its own form. Sums had been written, crossed out, and written in again.

"Thisissdvagework," she said, putting down aledger.

Ovi Niit leaned against the doorway behind her. Heavy-lidded eyes made him seem hdf-adegp and in
the close quarters, he smelled of musk and old perfume. He was young enough, she guessed, to be her
child.

"l could put it in something like order in amoon'sturn. Perhaps alittle more.”

"If | needed it amoon from now, I'd haveit donein amoon. | need it now," Ovi Niit said. Kirath,
behind him, looked grave.

"| can get an estimatein aweek,” Amat said. "It will only be rough. | won't stand by it."

Ovi Niit consdered her, and shefelt achill despite the heat of the night. He shifted hishead from side
to Sdeasif consdering hisoptions.

"An estimate in three days,” the young man countered. "The work completed in two weeks."

"Wearen't haggling,” Amat said taking apose of correc-tion that was brusgue without edging over into
insult. "I'mtelling you how things are. There's no doing thisin two weeks. Three, if thingswent well, but
more likely four. Demanding it in two istdling the sun to set in the morning.”

Therewas along silence, broken by Ovi Niit'slow chuckle.
"Kirath tells me men arelooking for you. They're offering slver.”
Amat took a pose of acknowledgment.

"I'd expected you to be more eager to help,” Ovi Niit said. Hisvoicefeigned hurt, but hiseyeswere
passonless.

"I'd belying. That couldn't help either of us."

Ovi Niit considered that, then took a pose of agreement. He turned to Kirath and nodded. His poseto
Amat shifted to arequest for her forbearance as he drew Kirath out and closed the door behind them.



Amat |eaned againgt the table, her palm pressed to her aching hip. The walk had loosened her musclesa
bit, but she would till have given aweek's wagesfor the pot of savein her apartments. In the common
room, she heard Kirath laugh. He sounded relieved. It took some of the tightness out of Amat's throat.
Things must be going well. For amoment, avoice in the back of her mind suggested that perhapsit had
al been atrick and Ovi Niit and Kirath were sending arunner to the moon-faced Oshai even while she
waited here, oblivious. She put the thought aside. She wastired. The daysin the hellish attic had worn
her thin, that was dl. In the common room, a door opened and closed, and amoment later Ovi Niit
stepped back into the room.

"I've given our mutud friend afew lengths of silver and sent him home,” the young man said. "Y oull
deep with thewhores. There'sacommon meal at dawn, another at three hands past midday, and another
at the second mark on the night candle.”

Amat Kyaan took a pose of thanks. Ovi Niit responded with an acceptance so formal asto be
sarcadtic. When he struck, it was quick; she did not see the blow coming. Thering on hisright hand cut
her mouth, and she fell back, landing hard. Pain took her hip so fierceit seemed cold.

"Three daysto an estimate. Two weeksto afull balance. For every day you arelate, | will have you
cut,” he said, hisvoice settled and calm. "If you 'tell me how things are again, | will sall you within that
hour. And if you bleed on my floor, you'l cleanit, you shit-licking, wattle-necked, high-town cunt. Do
you understand?’

Thefirst bloom of emotion in her was only surprise, and then confusion, and then anger. He measured
her, and she saw the hunger in him, waiting for her answer; the eagernessfor her humiliation would have
been pathetic—a child whipping dogs—if she hadn't been on the end of it. She choked on her defiance
and her pride. Her mouth fdlt thick with venom, though it was certainly only blood.

Bend now, shethought. Thisis no time to be stubborn. Bend now and live through this.

Amat Kyaan, chief overseer of House Wilsin, took apose of gratitude and acceptance. Thetears
were easy to feign.

4

"l cantdothis" Liat said over the splash of flowing water. "Theréstoo much.”

The washing floor was outside the barracks: astone platform with an open pipe aboveit and adrain
below. Itani stood naked in the flow, his hair plastered flat, scrubbing his hands and arms with pumice.

Thesun, il likely three or four hands above the horizon, was nonetheless lost behind the buildings of
the warehouse digtrict. Now they were in shadow; soon it would be night. Liat on her bench leaned
againg theivy-covered wall, plucking at the thick, waxy leaves.

"Amat left everything haf-done," she went on. "The contracts with Old Sanya. How was| to know
they hadn't been returned to him? It isn't asif she told me to run them there. And the shipmentsto Obar
State weren't coordinated, so there are going to be three weeks with the third warehouse standing
half-empty when it should be full. And every time something goeswrong, Wilsin-cha. . . he doesn't say
anything, but he keepslooking at me asthough | might start drooling. | embarrasshim.”

Itani stepped out from the artificid waterfal. His hands and amswere adirty blue outlined in red



where he had rubbed the skin dmost raw. All his cohort had spent the day hauling dye to the dye yard,
and dl of them were marked by the [abor. Shelooked at him in despair. His fingernails, she knew from
experience, would look asif they were dirty until the dyeswore off. It might take weeks.

"Has he said anything to you?" Itani asked, wiping the water off hisarms and chest.
"Of course he has. I'm doing Amat'swork and preparing for the audience with the Khai besides.”

"I meant, has hetold you that you were doing poorly? Or isit only your own standards that aren't
being met?!

Liat felt hersdf flush, but took a pose of query. Itani frowned and pulled on fresh robes. The cloth
clungtohislegs

"Y ou mean you think perhaps he wants an incompetent going before the Khai in hisname?” Liat
demanded. "And why do you imagine hed wish for that?'

"l mean, isit possible that your expectations of yourself are higher than his? Y ou've been put in this
position without warning, and without the chance to prepare yourself with Amat-cha. Hold that in mind,
and it seemsto me you've been doing very well. Wilsin-chaknowsal that too. If heisn't telling you
you've done poorly, perhapsit's not so bad asit seems.”

"So you think | have an excuse for things going badly,” Liat said. "That's thin comfort.”

Itani sighed in resignation as he sat down beside her. Hishair was till dripping wet, and Liat moved a
little away to keep the water from getting on her own robes. She could see in the way he kept his
expression cam that he thought she was being unreasonably hard on hersdlf, and her suspicion that he
wasn't wholly wrong only made her more impatient with him.

"If youd like, we can go to your cdll for the evening. Y ou can work on whatever it isthat needs your
attention,” he offered.

"And what would you do?"
"Bethere" hesaid, amply. "The otherswill understand.”

"Yes, lovely," Liat said, sarcasmin her voice. "Refuse your cohort's company because | have more
important things than them. Let's see what more they can say about me. They aready think | look down
onthem.”

Itani Sighed, leaning back into theivy until he seemed to be sinking into thewadll itsdf. The continud
dap of water on stone muffled the sounds of the city. Any of the others could appear around the corner
or from within the barracks at any moment, but ill it felt asif they were donetogether. It wasusudly a
fedling Liat enjoyed. Just now, it waslike astone in her sandal.

"Y ou could tell mel'mwrong, if you liked," shesaid.

"No. They do think that. But we could go anyway. What doesit matter what they think? They're only
jedlous of us. If we spend the evening preparing everything for Wilsin-cha, then in the morning—"

"It doesn't work likethat. | can't just put in an extra haf-shift and make al the problems go away. It's
not like I'm shifting things around awarehouse. Thisiscomplex. It's. . . it'sjust not the sort of thing a
laborer would understand.”

Itani nodded dowly, gtirring the leaves that wreathed his head. The softness of his mouth went hard for
amoment. He took a pose that accepted correction, but she could see the formality in his stance and



recognizeit for what it was.

"Gods. Itani, | didn't mean it like that. I'm sure there arelots of things | don't know about . . . lifting
things. Or how to pull acart. But thisis hard. What Wilsn-chawants of meis hard.”

And I'mfailing, shethought, but didn't say. Can't you see I'mfailing?

"At least let metake your mind off it for tonight,” Itani said, standing and offering her hishand. There
was il ahardnessin his eyes, however much he buried it. Liat stood but didn't take his hand.

"I'm going before the Khai in four days. Four days! I'm completely unprepared. Amat hasn't told me
anything about doing this. I'm not even sure when shéll be back. And you think, what? A night out getting
drunk with abunch of laborers at a cheap teahouse is going to make me forget that? Honestly, Tani. It's
likeyoureastone. You dont listen.”

"I've been ligtening to you since you came. I've been doing nothing but.”
"For dl the good it'sdone. | might aswell have been adog yapping at you for al you've understood.”

"Liat," Itani said, hisvoice sharp, and then stopped. Hisface flushed, he stretched out hishandsin a
gesture of surrender. When he went on, his voice hummed with controlled anger. "I don't know what you
want from me. If you want my help to makethisright, I'll help you. If you want my company to take you
away fromit for atime, I'mwilling ... ."

"Willing? How charming,” Liat began, but Itani wouldn't be interrupted. He pressed on, raising his
voice over hers.

"...but if thereis something €l se you want of me, I'm afraid thislowly laborer issmply too
thick-witted to seeit.”

Liat felt aknot in her throat, and raised her handsin apose of withdrawal. A thick despair folded her
heart. Shelooked at him—nher Itani—goaded to rage. He didn't see. He didn't understand. How hard
could it be to see how frightened she was?

"] shoudn't have come," she said. Her voice wasthick.
llLia.ll

"No," she said, wiping away tearswith the deeve of her robe as she turned. "It was the wrong thing for
meto do. Y ou go on. I'm going back to my cell.”

Itani, his anger not gone, but tempered by something softer, put ahand on her arms.
"l can comewith youif you like," he sad.

For more of this? shedidn't say. She only shook her heed, pulled gently away from him and started
the long walk up and to the north. Back to the compound without him. She stopped at awatersdller's
cart hafway there and drank cool water, limed and sugared, and waited to see whether Itani had
followed her. He hadn't, and she honestly couldn't say whether she was more disappointed or relieved.

THE wOMAN—ANet Nyoa, her name was—held out a plum, taking at the same time a pose of offering.
Maati accepted the fruit formally, and with agrowing sense of discomfort. Heshai-kvo had been due

back at the middle gardens from his private council with the Khai Saraykeht a half-hand past midday. It
was amogt two hands now, and Maeati was still done on his bench overlooking thetiled roofs of the city



and the maze of paths through the palaces and gardens. And to make things more awkward, Anet Nyoa,
daughter of some house of the utkhaiem Maati felt sure he should recognize, had stopped to spesk with
him. And offer him fruit. And at every moment that it seemed timefor her to take leave, she found
something moreto say.

"Y ou seemyoung,” shesaid. "'l had pictured a poet as an older man.”
"I'm only astudent, Nyoa-cha," Madti said. "I've only just arrived.”
"And how old areyou?'

"Thisismy Sxteenth summer,” hesaid.

The woman took a pose of appreciation that he didn't entirely understand. It was asimple enough
grammar, but he didn't see what there was to appreciate about being a particular age. And there was
something esein the way her eyes met histhat made him fed that perhaps she had mistaken him for
someonedse.

"And you, Nyoa-cha?'

"My eghteenth," she said. "My family cameto Saraykeht from Cetani when | wasagirl. Whereare
your family?'

"l havenone," Madti said. "That is, when | was sent to the schoal, | . . . They arein Pathai, but I'm not
... we aren't family any longer. I've become a poet now."

A note of sorrow came into her expression, and she leaned forward. Her hand touched hiswrist.
"That must be hard for you,” she said, her gaze now very much locked with his. "Being aonelike that."

"Not so bad," Maati said, willing his voice not to squeak. There was a scent coming from her
robe—something rich and earthy just strong enough to catch through theflora riot of gardens. "That is,
I've managed quite nicdy.”

"Y ou're brave to put such astrong faceonit."

And like the answer to aprayer, the andat's perfect form stepped out from aminor hal at the far end
of the garden. He wore a black robe shot with crimson and cut in the style of the Old Empire. Maati
leaped up, tucked the plum into his deeve, and took a pose of farewell.

"My gpologies,” he said. "The andat has come, and | fear | am required.”

The woman took an answering pose that also held a nuance of regret, but Maati turned away and
hurried down the path, white gravel crunching under hisfeet. He didn't look back until he'd reached
Seedless side.

"Well, my dear. That was ahasty retreat.”
"I don't know what you mean."

Seedlessraised asingle black brow, and Maati felt himsdlf blushing. But the andat took a pose that
dismissed the subject and went on.

"Heshai has |€eft for the day. He says you're to go back to the poet's house and clean the bookshelves.”

"l don't believeyou.”



"Y ou're getting better then,” the andat said with agrin. "He'sjust coming. The audience with the Khai
ranlong, but al the afternoon's plans are fill very muchin place.”

Maeti fet himsalf smilein return. Whatever e'se could be said of the andat, his advice about
Heshai-kvo had been true. Maati had risen in the morning, ready to follow Heshai-kvo on whatever
errandsthe Kha had set him that day. At firdt, the old poet had seemed uncomfortable, but by the middle
of that first day, Maeti found him more and more explaining what it was that the andat was cdled upon to
do, how it fit with the high etiquette of the utkhaiem and the lesser courts; how, in fact, to conduct the
business of the city. And in the daysthat followed, Seedless, watching, had taken atone that was till dy,
gtill shockingly irreverent, till too clever to trugt, but not at dl like the malefic prankster that Maati had
first feared.

"Y ou should redlly leave the old man behind. I'm amuch better teacher,” Seedlesssaid. "That girl, for
example, | could teach you how to—"

"Thank you, Seedless-cha, but I'll take my lessons from Heshai-kvo."

"Not on that subject, you won't. Not unlessit's learning how to strike a bargain with a soft quarter
whore."

Maati took a dismissive pose, and Heshai-kvo stepped through an archway. His browswere
furrowed and angry. Hislips moved, continuing some conversation with himsdlf or someimagined
listener. When he looked up, meeting Maati's pose of welcome, his smile seemed forced and brief.

"I've ameeting with House Tiyan," the poet said. "ldiots have petitioned the Khai for a private session.
Something about a Westlands contract. | don't know."

"I would liketo attend, if | may," Maati said. It had become something of a stock phrase over thelast
few days, and Heshai-kvo accepted it with the same distracted acquiescence that seemed to be his
custom. The old poet turned to the south and began the walk downhill to the low palaces. Maati and
Seedless walked behind. The city stretched below them. The gray and red roofs, the streets leading
down to converge on the seafront, and beyond that the masts of the ships, and the sea, and the great
expanse of sky dwarfing it al. It was like something from the imagination of a painter, too gaudy and
perfect to bereal. And dmost inaudible over their footsteps on the gravel paths and the distant songs of
garden daves, Heshai-kvo muttered to himsdf, his hands twitching toward haf-formed poses.

"Hewaswith theKhal," Seedlesssaid, hisvoicevery low. "It didn't go well."
"What was the matter?"
It was Heshai-kvo who answered the question.

"TheKha Saraykeht isagreedy, vain little shit,” he said. "If you had to choose the essence of the
problem, you could do worse than start there.”

Maati missed his step, and a shocked sound, half cough, haf laugh, escaped him. When the poet
turned to him, he tried to adopt a pose—any pose—but his hands couldn't agree on where they should

go.
"What?' the poet demanded.
"TheKha ... Youjugt..." Maati sad.
"He'sjust aman," the poet said. "He eats and shits and talks in his deep the same as anyone.”
"But he'sthe Khai ."



Heshai-kvo took adismissive pose and turned his back to Maati and the andat. Seedless plucked
Maati's robe and mo-tioned him to lean nearer. Keeping his eyes on the path and the poet before them,
Maati did.

"He asked the Khal to refuse a contract,” Seedless whispered. "The Khal laughed at him and told him
not to be such achild. Heshai had been planning his petition for days, and he wasn't even alowed to
present the whole argument. | wish you'd been there. It wasredlly alovely moment. But | suppose that's
why the old cow didn't tell you about it. He doesn't seem to enjoy having his student present when he's
humiliated. | imagine helll be getting quite drunk tonight.”

"What contract?'
"House Wilsinis acting as agent for the sad trade.”
" Sad trade”?"

"Using usto pluck achild out of awomb," Seedless said. "It's safer than teas, and it can be done
nearer to the end of thewoman'sterm. And, to the Khai Saraykeht's grest pleasure, it'sexpensive.”

"Gods. And we do that?"

Seedlesstook a pose that implied the appreciation of ajoke or irony. "We do what we are told, my
dear. You and | are the puppets of puppets.”

"If the two of you could be put upon not to talk behind my back quite so loudly,” Heshai snapped, "l
would very much appreciateit.”

Maati fell instantly to a pose of apology, but the poet didn't turn to seeit. After afew steps, Madti let
his handsfal to his sdes. Seedless said nothing, but raised ahand to his mouth and took a bite of
something dark. A plum. Maati checked his deeve, and indeed, it was empty. He took a pose that was
both query and accusation—How? The andat smiled; his perfect, paefacelit with mischief and perhaps
something ese.

"I'm clever," the andat said, and tossed the bitten fruit to him.

At the low palaces, ayoung man in the yellow and silver robes of House Tiyan greeted them and
alowed himself to be led to ameeting room. They sat at a black-stained wooden table drinking cool
water and eating fresh dates, the stones removed for them by the andat. Maati followed the negotiations
with haf hisattention, his mind turning instead upon the dreadful anger and pain shalowly buriedin his
teacher's voice and the echo of tacit pleasure in the andat's. It seemed to him that the two emotions were
bal anced; that Heshai-kvo would never smile without some pang of discontent in Seedlesss heart, that
the andat could only shine ecstatic if the poet werein despair. Heimagined himself taking control of the
andat, entering into that lifelong intimate struggle, and unease picked & him.

THEONLY reason Ovi Niit's house had survived the gross incompetence of its bookkeepers was the scale
of the money that came through the place. It was a constant stream of copper, silver, and gold that had
shocked her. Would still have shocked her now if she hadn't been so damned tired. She had never
known anyone except for her sster who gave themsalvesinto sexud indenture, and by then they hadn't
been speaking to each other. The cost of awhore was higher than she'd expected, and the compensation
for the employee was a pittance. And that, she came to see, was only the beginning.

Overdll, gamblerslog at the tables, and in addition, they paid afeefor the privilege. The wine was
cheap, and the drugs added to it only dightly more expensive. The price the house charged for the



combination was exorbitant. Amat suspected that if the sex were given away for free, the house would
gill turn aprofit. It was amazing.

Shetook her cane from where it leaned against the desk and pulled hersdf up. Once she was sure of
hersalf, shetook the sheet with her estimates, folded it, and tucked it in her deeve. Therewasno cal, she
thought, leaving it about until she'd spoken with Ovi Niit. And, for al that she thought it usdless, it would
suffice to answer the question she expected from him. She walked to the door and out to the common
room.

The place wasfilthy. Children and dogsrolled together on afloor that apparently hadn't been swept in
living memory. Off-shift whores sat at the tables smoking and gossiping and picking tics out of each
other's flesh. On the east wall was along acove where women disfigured by illness or violence or age
fashioned obscene implements from leather and cloth. Kirath couldn't have known how bad this house
was. Or else he had been more desperate to be rid of her than she'd guessed. Or cared lessfor her than
shed imagined.

One of Niit-chasthugs sat on the gairsthat led up to the private quarters where the owner of the
house kept himsdlf. All eyes shifted to her as shelimped over to him. Thefat girl Sitting nearest the
iron-bound door to the front house said something to the man beside her and giggled. A red-haired
woman—Westlands blood, or Galtic—raised her pale eyebrows and looked away. A boy of five or six
summers—another whore—looked up at her and smiled. The smile was enough. She roughed the boy's
hair and walked with what dignity she could muster to the guard.

"Is Niit-cha up there?' she asked.

"Gone. He's down to the low market for beef and pork," the guard said. He had an odd accent; long
vowels and the ends of hiswords clipped off. Eastern, she thought.

"When he comesin . . ." Shehad dmost said send him to me. The habit of years. "When he comesin,
tell him I've done what he asked. I'll be deeping, but | am at hisdigposa should he wish to discussit.”

"Tdl him yoursdf, grandmother," thefat girl shouted, but the guard nodded.

The bed chamber had no windows. At night, asingletalow candlelit the bunksthet lined thewalls,
five bedsto astack like the worst sort of ship's cabin. Cheap linen wastied over the mouth of each
coffin-sized bed in lieu of red netting, and the planks were barely covered by thin, ained mats. The
darkness, while not so hot asthe kiln of an attic she had hidden in, was till and hot and muggy. Amat
found one of the lower bunks unoccupied and crawled into it, her hip scraping initsjoint asshedid. She
pulled her canein with her for fear someone might take it and didn't bother tying the linen closed.

Three days she'd spent in an impossible task, and when she closed her eyes, the crabbed scripts and
half-legible pa-pers till danced before her. She willed the visions away, but she might aswell have been
pushing the tide back with her hands. The bunk above her creaked asthe deeper shifted. Amat
wondered whether she could get acup of the spiked wine, just to take her to deep. She was bone
weary, but restless. She had put Marchat Wilsin and Oshal and theidand girl Mg out of her mind while
she bent to Ovi Niit's books. Now that she had paused, they returned and mixed with the work she had
finished and that which il lay before her. She shifted on the thin mat, her cane resting uncomfortably
beside her. The sméll of bodies and perfume and years of chegp tallow disturbed her.

She would have said that she had not dept so much asfallen to an anxious doze except that the boy
had such trouble waking her. Hislittle hands pressed her shoulder, and she was distantly aware that he
had done so before—had been doing so for sometime.

"Grandmother,” he said. Again? Y es, said again. She'd been hearing the voice, folding it into her



dream. "Wake up."
"l am."
"Areyouwd|?'
All theworld'sill, why should | be any different, shethought.
"I'm fine. What's happened?'
"He's back. He wants to see you.”

Amat took a pose of thanks that the boy understood even in the cave-dark room and her lying on her
side. Amat pulled herself out and up. Curioudly, the rest seemed to have helped. Her head felt clearer
and her body less protesting. In the main room, she saw how much the light from the high windows had
shifted. She'd been adeep for the better part of the afternoon. The whores had shifted their positions or
|eft entirely. The red-haired woman was il at her seat near the sairs; thefat girl wasgone. A
guard—not the same man as before, but of the same breed—caught her eye and nodded toward her
workroom at the back. She took a pose of thanks, squared her shoulders and went in.

Ovi Niit sat at her table. His hooded eyes made him look torpid, or perhaps he had been drinking his
own wines. Hisrobeswere of expensve silks and well-cut, but he till managed to look like an unmade
bed. He glanced up as she camein, falling into a pose of welcome so forma asto be amockery. Still,
she replied with respect.

"I heard what was being offered for you," Ovi Niit said. "They've sporead the word al through the
segfront. Y ou're an expensive piece of flesh.”

The sound of hisvoice made her mouth dry with fear and shame at the fear. She was Amat Kyaan.
She had been hiding fear and londliness and wesakness since before the thug seated at her desk had been
born. It was one of her firgt sills.

"How much?" she asked, keeping her tone light and disinterested.

"Sixty lengths of silver for where you're deegping. Five lengths of gold if someone takesyou to Oshai's
men. Fivelengths of gold isalot of money.”

"You'retempted,” Amat said.
The young man smiled dowly and put down the paper hed been reading.

"As one merchant to another, | only suggest that you make your presence in my house worth more
than the market rate," he said. "'l have to wonder what you did to become so vauable.”

She only smiled, and wondered what ideas were shifting behind those half-dead eyes. How he could
trade her, no doubt. He was weighing where his greatest profit might come.

"Y ou have my report?' Ovi Niit asked. She nodded and pulled the papers from her deeve.

"It'sonly arough estimate. I'll need to confer with you more next time, to be sure I've understood the
mechanisms of your trade. But it's enough for your purposes, | think."

"And what would a half-dead bitch like you know about my purposes?' he asked. Hisvoice held no
rancor, but Amat still fdt her throat close. She forced a confidence into her tonethat she didn't fed.

"From those numbers? | know what you must have suspected. Or el se why would you have gone
through the trou-ble to have me here? Someonein your organization is stealing from you.” Ovi Niit



frowned as he looked at her numbers, but he didn't deny her. "And it would be worth more than five
lengths of gold, | think, to have mefind out who."

5

The day of the grand audience came gray and wet. After the ceremonies at the temple, Liat and Marchat
Wilsn had to wait their turn to leave, the families of the utkhaiem all taking precedence. Eventhe
firekeepers, lowest of the utkhaiem, outranked a merchant here and at the grand audience. Epani-cha
brought them fresh bread and fruit while they waited and directed Liat toward a private room where
severa women were taking advantage of the delay to relieve themsalves.

The morning rain had not stopped, but it had dackened. The sun had not appeared, but the clouds
above them had lost their brooding gray for awhite that promised blue skies by nightfall. And heat. The
canopy bearers met them in their turn and House Wilsin took its place in the parade to the palace of the
grand audience.

Therewere no walls, precisely. The canopies fdl behind as they reached the first arches, and walked,
it seemed to Liat, into awide forest of marble columns. The ceiling was so far above them and so light, it
seemed hard to believe that they were sheltered—that the pillars held up stone instead of the white bowl
of the cloudy sky. The hdl of the grand audience was built to seem like aclearing in the Sone forest. The
Khai sat done on agrest divan of carved blackwood, calm and austere—his counsgl ors and servants
would not join him until after the audience proper had begun. Now, he alone commanded the open space
before him. The utkhaiem surrounding the presentation floor like the audience at a perfor-mance spoke to
each other in the lowest voices. Wilsin-cha seemed to know just where they should be, and steered her
gently to abench among other traders.

"Liat," he said asthey sat. "Trade is hard sometimes. | mean, the things you're called on to do. They
arent dwayswhat you'd wish."

"I understand that, Wilsin-cha," she said, adopting an air of confidence she only partly felt. "But thisis
athing! cando.”

For amoment, he seemed on the verge of speaking again. Then aflutetrilled, and atrumpet sounded,
and the procession of gifts began. Each family of the utkhaiem in attendance had brought some token, as
custom required. And following them, each trading house or foreign guest. Servantsin the colors of their
family or house stepped as carefully as dancers, carrying chests and tapestries, gilded fruits and bolts of
finedlk, curiogties and wonders. The Kha Saraykeht considered each offering in turn, accepting them
with aformal pose of recognition. She could fed Marchat Wilsin shift beside her asthe bearersof his
house stepped into the clearing. Four men bore atapestry worked with amap of the cities of the Khaiem
donein diver thread. Each man held one corner, pulling the cloth tight, and they stepped dowly and in
perfect unison, grave as mourners.

Three of them grave as mourners. The fourth, while he kept pace with hisfellows, kept casting furtive
glances a the crowd. His head shifted subtly back and forth, asif he were searching for someone or
something. Liat heard an amused murmur, the men and women of the audience enjoying the spectacle,
and her heart sank.

The fourth man was Itani.



Marchat Wilsn must have noticed some reaction in her, because he glanced over, hisexpression
puzzled and alarmed. Liat held her countenance empty, vacant. Shefet ablush growing and willed it to
be faint. The four men reached the Khai, the two in front knegling to provide a better view of the work.
[tani, at the rear, seemed to realize where he was and straightened. The Khai betrayed no sense of
amusement or disapprova, only recognized the gift and sent it on itsway. Itani and the other three moved
off asthe bearers of House Kiitan came forward. Liat shifted toward her employer.

"Wilsn-cha If theré's a private room. For women. . ."

"Being anxious does the sameto me," he said. "Epani will show you. Just be back before the Khai
bringsin hiswise men. At therate thisis going, you've probably got half ahand, but don't test that.”

Liat took apose of gratitude, rose, and wove her way to the rear of the assembly. She didn't look for
Epani. Itani was waiting there for her. She gestured with her eyesto a column, and he followed her
behindit.

"What do you think you're doing?"' she demanded when they were out of sight. ™Y ou avoid mefor
days, and thenyou . . . you do this?'

"I know the man who was supposed to be the fourth bearer,” Itani said, taking a pose of apology. "He
let metake hisplace. | didn't intend to avoid you. | only . . . | wasangry, sweet. And | didn't want that to
get in your way. Not with this before you."

"And this ishow you don't comein my way?'
He smiled. His mouth had away of being disarming.

"Thisishow | say I'm at your back," he said. "I know you can do this. It's no more than anegotiation,
and if Amat Kyaan and Wilsin-cha chose you—if they believe in you—then my faith may not signify
anything much. But you haveit. And | didn't want you going to your audience without knowing that. |
know you can do this."

Her hand strayed to hiswithout her redlizing that it had. She only noticed when heraised it to hislips.
"Tani, you pick the worst time to say the sweetest things.”

The music of the flute changed itsrhythm and Liat turned, pulling her hand free. The audience proper
was about to begin—the counsdors and servants about to rejoin the Khali. Itani stepped back, taking a
pose of encouragement. His gaze was on her, hismouth tipped in asmile. Hisfingernails—gods, his
fingernailswere il dye-stained.

"I'll bewaiting," he said, and she turned back, moving through the seated men and women as quickly
as she could without appearing to run. She sat at Wilsin-cha's side just as the two poets and the andat
kndlt before the Kha and took their places, the last of the counselorsto arrive.

"Yourejugt intime" Wilsn-chasaid. "Areyou we|?"

Well? I'm perfect, she thought. Sheimagined Amat Kyaan's respectful, assured expression and
arranged her featuresto match it.

MAATI SAT onacushion of velvet, shifting now and then in an attempt to keep hislegsfromfdling
adeep. It wasn't working as well ashe'd hoped. The Khai Saraykeht sat off to Magti's left on a
blackwood divan. Heshai-kvo and Seedless sat somewhat nearer, and if the Khai couldn't see his
discomfort, they certainly could. In the clear space before them, one petitioner after another came before



the Khai and made aplea.

The worst had been aman from the Westlands demonstrating with acart the size of adog that carried
asmall firethat boiled water. Steam from the boiling water set the cart'swhedlsin motion, and it had
careened off into the crowd, its master chasing after it. The utkhaiem had laughed as the man warned that
the Galts were creating larger modelsthat they used as war machines. Whole wards had been overrunin
lessthan amonth'stime, he said.

The Khai's phrase had been "an army of tegpots." Only Heshai-kvo, Maati noticed, hadn't joined in
the l[aughter. Not because he took the ridiculous man serioudy, he thought, but becauseit pained him to
see aman embarrass himself. The fine points of Galtic war strategies were of no consequenceto the
Khaiem. So long asthe andat protected them, the wars of other nations were a curiosity, like the bones
of ancient mongers.

The most interesting was the second son the Khai Udun. He held the court enraptured with his
description of how his younger brother had attempted to poison him and their elder brother. The gridy
detail of hiselder brother's death had Maati dmost in tears, and the Kha Saraykeht had responded with
amoving speech—eadly four times aslong as any other pronouncement he had made in the day—that
poisons were not the weapons of the Khaiem, and that the powers of Saraykeht would cometo theaid
of justicein tracking down thekiller.

"Wadl," Seedless said asthe crowd roseto itsfeet, cheering. "That settles which of Old Udun's sons
will bewarming his chair once he'sgone. Y ou'd amost think no onein our Most High Saraykeht's
ancestry had offered his brother acup of bad wine."

Maati looked over at Heshai-kvo, expecting the poet to defend the Khai Saraykeht. But the poet only
watched the son of the Khal Udun prostrate himsalf before the black-wood divan.

"It'sdl theater," Seedless went on, peaking softly enough that no one could hear him but Maati and
Heshai. "Don't forget that. Thisis no more than along, drawn out epic that no one composed, no one
oversees, and no one plans. It'swhy they keep faling back on fratricide. There's precedent—everyone
knows more or less what to expect. And they like to pretend that one of the old Khai's sonsis better
than another.”

"Bequiet,” Heshai-kvo said, and the andat took a pose of apology but smirked at Maati as soon as
Heshai-kvo turned away. The poet had had little to say. His demeanor had been grim from when they
had first |eft the poet's house that morning in the downpour. As the ceremonies moved on, hisface
seemed to grow more severe.

Two firekeepers stood before the Khai to argue afine point of city law, and the Khai commanded an
ancient woman named Niania Tosogu, his court historian, to pass judgment. The old woman yammered
for atimein abroken voice, retdling old stories of the summer citiesthat dated back to the first days of
the Khaiate when the Empire had hardly falen. Then without seeming to tie her storiesin with the
situation before her, she made an order that appeared to please no one. Asthe firekeepers sat, an old
Galtin robes of green and bronze came forward. A girl Maati's own age or perhaps ayear more stood at
his side. Her robes matched the old Galt's, but where his demeanor seemed deeply respectful, the girl's
face and manner verged on haughty. Even as shetook a pose of obeisance, her chin waslifted high, an
eyebrow arched.

"Ah, now she's alousy actress," Seedless murmured.
Beside him, Heshai-kvo ignored the comment and sat forward, his eyes on the pair. Seedless leaned



back, his attention as much on Heshai-kvo as the pair who stood before the Khai.

"Marchat Wilsin," the Khai Saraykeht said, his voice carrying through the space asif he were an actor
on astage. "l have read your petition. House Wilsin has never entered the sad trade before.”

"Thereare hard timesin Gdt, most high,” the Gdlt said. He took a pose that, though formal, had the
nuance of abeggar at the end of a street performance. "We have so many tegpots to construct.”

A ripple of laughter passed over the crowd, and the Khai took a pose acknowledging the jest.
Heshai-kvo's frown degpened.

"Who will represent your house in the negotiation?' the Khai asked.

"I will, mogt high," the girl said, stepping forward. | am Liat Chokavi, assistant to Amat Kyaan. While
sheisaway, she has asked that | overseethistrade.”

"And isthe woman you represent here aswel | ?'
The old Galt looked uncomfortable at the question, but did not hesitate to answer.

"Sheis, most high. Her grasp of the Khaiate tongue is very thin, but we have atrandator for her if you
wish to spesk with her."

"I do," the Khai said. Maati's gaze shifted back to the crowd where ayoung woman in silk robes
walked forward on the arm of a pleasant, round-faced man in the smple, dark robes of aservant. The
woman's eyeswere incredibly pae, her skin terribly white. Her robes were cut to hide her bulging belly.
Beside him, Hesha tensed, sitting forward with acomplex expression.

The woman reached the Galt and his girl overseer, smiling and nodding to them at her trandator's
prompting.

"Y ou come before my court to ask my assstance,” the Khai intoned.

The woman's face turned toward him like a child seeing fire. She seemed to Maati to be entranced.
Her trandator murmured to her. She glanced at him, no more than aflicker and then her eyesreturned to
the Khai. She answered the man at her side.

"Mogt high," thetrandator said. "My lady presents herself asMgj of Toniabi of Nippu and thanksyou
for the gift of thisaudience and your assstance in this hour of her distress.”

"And you accept House Wilsin as your representative before me?' the Khal said, asif the woman had
spoken hersdlf.

Again the whispered conference, again the tiny shift of gaze to the trandator and back to the Khai. She
spoke softly, Maeti could hardly make out the sounds, but her voice was somehow musica and fluid.

"She does, most high,” the trandator said.

"Thisis acceptable,” the Khai said. "I accept the offered price, and | grant Liat Chokavi an audience
with the poet Hesha to arrange the details.”

Man and girl took a pose of gratitude and the four of them faded back into the crowd. Heshai let out a
long, low, hissing sigh. Seedless steepled hisfingers and pressed them to hislips. Therewasaamile
behind them.

"Well," Heshai-kvo said. "There'sno avoiding it now. I'd hoped . . ."



The poet took adismissive pose, asif waving away dreamsor lost possibilities. Maati shifted again on
his cushion, hisleft leg numb from stting. The audiences went on for another hand and ahdf, one smal
matter after another, until the Khai rose, took a pose that formally ended al audience, and with the flute
and drum playing the traditiona song, the leader and voice of the city strode out. The counsglors
followed him, Maati following Heshai's lead, though the poet seemed only haf interested in the
proceedings. To-gether, the three walked past the forest of pillarsto a great oaken door, and through it
to alesser hal formed, it seemed, asthe hub of ahundred corridors and stairways. A quartet of daves
sang gentle harmony in an upper gdlery, their voices sorrowful and lovely. Heshal sat on alow bench,
studying the air before him. Seedless stood severa paces away, hisarms crossed, and till as astatue.
The sense of despair was pa pable.

Maeati walked dowly to histeacher. The poet's gaze flickered up to him and then away. Maati took a
pose that asked forgiveness even before he spoke.

"I don't understand, Heshai-kvo. There must be away to refuse the trade. If the Dai-kvo . . ."

"If the Dai-kvo starts overseeing the small work of the Khaiem, let's call him Emperor and be done
withit," Heshai-kvo said. "And then in ageneration or so well see how well hel's done training new
poets. Were degenerate enough without asking for incompetence aswell. No, the Dai-kvo won't stepin
over something likethis™

Maati knelt. Members of the utkhaiem began to come through the hall, some conferring over scrolls
and stacks of paper.

"You could refuse”

"And what would they say of methen?' Heshai managed awan amile. "No, it's nothing, Maati-kya. It's
an old man being stupidly nostalgic. Thisisan unpleasant thing, I'll admit that. But itiswhat | do."

"Killing superfluous children out of rich women," Seedless said, his voice asimpudent, but with an
edgetoit Maati hadn't heard before. "Just part of the day'swork, isn't it?"

Heshai looked up, anger in hisexpression. His hands balled into thick fists and fierce concentration
furrowed his brow. Maati heard Seedlessfall even before he turned to look. The andat was prone, his
hands splayed before him in a pose of abject apology so profound that Maati knew the andat would
never takeit of hisown will. Heshai'slips quivered.

"Itssomething thet . . . I've done before," he said, hisvoicetight. "It isn't something anyone wishesfor.
Not the woman, not anyone. The sad trade earnsits name every timeit's made."

"Heshai-cha?' awoman's voice said.

She stood beside the prostrate andat, her haughty demeanor shaken by the odd scene. Maati stood,
faling into a pose of welcome. Heshal released his hold on Seedless, allowing the andat to rise. Seedless
shook imagined dust off hisrobes, fixing the poet with alook of arch reproach, before turning to the
woman.

"Liat Chokavi," the andat said, his perfect hands touching her writ, intimate as old friends. "Were so
pleased to see you. Aren't we, Heshai 7'

"Delighted,” the poet snapped. "Nothing quite like being handed to a haf-tutored apprentice to keep
meinmy place”

The shock in the girl's face was subtle, there only for an instant. Her self-assured mask dipped, her
eyeswidening afraction, her mouth hardening. And then she was as she had been before. But M ati



knew, or thought he knew, how hard Heshai's blow had struck, and against someone who had done
nothing but be an opportune target.

Heshal rose and took a pose appropriate to opening anegotiation, but with a stony formality that
continued the insult. Maati found himsalf suddenly ashamed of histeacher.

"The meeting room'sthisway," Heshai said, then turned and trundled off. Seedless strode behind him,
leaving Liat Chokavi and Maeti to follow asthey could.

"I'm sorry," Maati said quietly. "The sad trade bothers him. Y ou didn't do anything wrong.”

Liat shot aglance at him that began with distrust, then as she saw distress on hisface, softened. She
took apose of gratitude, smdl and informal.

The meeting room was spare and uncomfortably warm. A single smal window stood shuttered until
Heshal pushed it open. He sat at the low stone table and motioned Liat to Sit acrossfrom him. She
moved awkwardly, but took her place, plucking a packet of papersfrom her deeve. Seedless stood at
the window, looking down at the poet with a predatory smirk as Heshai drew the papersto him and
looked them over.

"May | be of service, Heshai-kvo?' Maati asked.

"Get ussometes,” the poet said, looking at the papers. Maati |ooked firgt to the girl, and then back to
Heshal. Seedless, seeing his reluctance, frowned. Then comprehension bloomed in the andat's black
eyes. The perfect hands took a pose that asked permission for something—though Maati didn't know
what, and Seedless dropped the pose before leave could be given.

"Heshai, my dear, you have a better student than you deserve. | think he doesn't want to leave you
aone" Seedless amirked. "Hethinks you'll go on bullying thisfine young lady. If it were me, you
understand, I'd be quite pleased to watch you make an ass of yoursdlf, but . . ."

Heshal shifted, and the andat shuddered in pain or something like it. Seedless hands shifted again into
apose of gpology. Maati saw, however, the scowl on the poet's face. Seedless had shamed his master
into behaving kindly to the girl. At least for atime.

"Sometea, Maati. And for our guest aswell," Heshai said, gesturing to Liat.

Maati took a pose of acceptance. He caught Seedlesss dark eyes as he left and nodded thanks. The
andat answered with the smallest of dl possible smiles.

The corridors of the hall were full of men and women: traders, utkhaiem, servants, daves, and guards.
Masti strode out, looking for a pal ace servant. He followed the path he knew to the main hall, impatient
to return to the negotiation. The main hal was asfull asthe corridors, or worse. Conversationsfilled the
gpace as thick as smoke. He caught a glimpse of the pale yellow robe of a palace servant moving toward
the main door and made for it as quickly as he could.

Halfway to the main door, he brushed against ayoung man. He wore the same green and bronze
colorsthat Liat Chokavi and Marchat Wilsin had, but his hands were stained and callused, his shoulders
those of alaborer. Thinking that he could pass his errand off to this man, Maati stopped and grabbed the
man'sarm. The long face looked familiar, but it wasn't until he spoke that the blood rushed from Maati's
face.

"Forgive me," the laborer said, taking a pose of apology. "I know I'm supposed to wait outside, but |
was hoping Liat Chokawvi . . ."

Hisvoicetralled off, made uneasy by what he saw in Maati's eyes.



"Otah-kvo?' Maeti breathed.

A moment of shocked silence, and then the |aborer clapped a hand over Maeati's mouth and drew him
quickly into aside corridor.

"Say nothing," Otah said. "Nothing."

6

Y earsfel away, the events of Otah's life taking on a sudden unredlity at the sound of his name. The hot,
thick days he had worked the seafront of Saraykeht, the grubbing for food and shelter, the nights spent
hungry deeping by the roadsde. Thelife he had built as Itani Noyga. All of it fell away, and he
remembered the boy he had been, full of certainty and self-righteous fire trudging across cold spring fields
to the high road. It was like being there again, and the strength of the memory frightened him.

The young poet went with him quietly, willingly. He seemed as shaken as Otah felt.

Together, they found an empty room, and Otah shut the door behind them and latched it. The room
was asmal meseting room, itswindow looking into arecessed courtyard filled with bamboo and scul pted
trees. Even with therain sill falling—drops tapping againgt the leaves outs de the window—the room
seemed too bright. Otah sat on the table, his hands pressed to his mouth, and looked at the boy. He was
younger by perhaps four summers—older than Otah had been when held invented his new name, his new
history, and taken indenture with House Wilsin. He had around, open face and afirm chin and hands that
hadn't known hard labor in many years. But more disturbing than that, there was pleasurein his
expression, like someone who'd just found atreasure.

Otah didn't know where to start.
"You...youwereat the school, then?'

"Maeti Vaupatha," the poet said. "1 wasin one of the youngest cohorts just beforeyou . . . before you
left. Y ou took us out to turn the gardens, but we didn't do very well. My handswere blistered . . ."

The face became suddenly familiar.
"Gods," Otah said. "You? That wasyou?'

Maati Vaupathai, whom Otah had once forced to eat dirt, took a pose of confirmation that seemed to
radiate pleasure at being remembered. Otah leaned back.

"Please. You can't tell anyone about me. | never took the brand. If my brothersfound me. . ."
"They'd try tokill you," Maati said. "I know. | won't tell anyone. But . . . Otah-kvo."
"Itani," Otah sad. "My name's Itani now."

Maati took a pose of acceptance, but still one appropriate for a student to ateacher. Still the sort that
Otah had seen presented when he wore the black robes of the school.

"Itani, then. | didn't think. | mean, to find you here. What are you doing here?"

"I'm indentured to House Wildain. I'm alaborer.”



"A laborer?'

Otah took a confirming pose. The poet blinked, asif trying to make sense of aword in adifferent
language. When he spoke again, his voice was troubled. Perhaps disappointed.

"They said that the Dai-kvo accepted you. That you refused him."

It was asimple description, Otah thought. A few words that held the shape hislife had taken. It had
seemed both clearer and more complex at the time—it till seemed that way in hismind.

"That'strue," hesaid.
"What . . . forgive me, Otah-kvo, but what happened?’

"I left. I went south, and found work. | knew that | needed anew name, so | chose one. And. . . and
that'sdl, | suppose. I've taken indenture with House Wilsin. It's nearly up, and I'm not surewhat I'll do
after that.”

Maeati took a pose of understanding, but Otah could see from the furrowsin his brow that he didn't.
He sighed and leaned forward, searching for something else to say, some way to explain thelife he'd
chosen. On top of dl the other shocks of the day, he was disturbed to find that words failed him. In the
years since he had waked away, he had never tried to explain the decison. There had never been
anyoneto explainit to.

"And you?' Otah asked. "Hetook you on, | see."

"The old Dai-kvo died. After you left, before | even took the black. Tahi-kvo took hisplace, and a
new teacher came to the school. Naani-kvo. He was harder than Tahi-kvo. | think he enjoyed it more.”

"It'sadck busness,” Otah said.
"No," Maati said. "Only hard. And cruel. But it hasto be. The stakes are so high.”

Therewas astrength in Maati's voice that, Otah thought, didn't come from assurance. Otah took a
pose of agreement, but he could see that Maati knew he didn't mean it, so he shrugged it away.

"What did you do to earn the black?' Otah asked.

Maati blushed and looked away. In the corridor, someone laughed. It was unnerving. He'd spent so
little time with this boy whom he hardly knew, and hed dmost forgotten where they were, and that there
were people dl around them.

"| asked Naani-kvo about you," Maati said. "Hetook it poorly. | had to wash the floorsinthe main
hall for aweek. But then | asked him again. It wasthe same. Intheend . . . in the end, there was anight
when | cleaned the floors without being told. Milah-kvo asked mewhat | was doing, and | explained that
| was going to ask again in the morning, so | wanted to have some of the work done beforehand. He
asked meif | was so in love with washing stones. Then he offered me the robes.”

"And you took them."
"Of course,” Maati sad.

They were slent for along moment, and Otah saw the life held turned away. And thought, perhaps, he
saw regret in the boy'sface. Or if not that, at least doubt.

"Y ou can't tell anyone about me," Otah said.



"l won't. | swear | won't."

Otah took a pose that witnessed an oath, and Maati responded in kind. They both started when
someone rattled the door.

"Who'sin there?' aman's voice demanded. "Were scheduled for thisroom."

"| should go," Maati said. "I'm missing my negotigtion with . . . Liat. Y ou said you were waiting for Liat
Chokavi, didn't you?'

"Unlatch the door!" the voice outsde the door indsted. “Thisis our room."
"She'smy lover," Otah said, standing. "Come on. We should leave before they go for the Kha."

The men outside the door wore the flowing robes and expensive sandas of the utkhaiem, and the
disgust and anger on their faces when Otah—a mere laborer, and for a Galtic house at that—opened the
door faded to impatience when they saw Maati in his poet's robes. Otah and Maati walked out to the
main hal together.

"Otah-kvo," Maati said asthey reached the still-bustling space.
“ltani."

Maeti took apose of apology that seemed genuingly mortified. “Itani. | . . . thereare things | would
liketo discusswith you, andwe. . ."

"I'll find you," Otah promised. "But say nothing of this. Not to anyone. Especidly not to the poet.”
"No one."
"I'll find you. Now go."

Maeati took a pose of farewell more formal than any poet had ever offered alaborer, and, reluctance
showing in every movement, walked away. Otah saw an older woman in the robes of the utkhaiem
considering him, her expression curious. He took a pose of obei sance toward her, turned, and walked
out. Therain was breaking now, sunlight pressing down like ahand on his shoulder. The other servants
who had borne gifts or polesfor the canopy waited now in agarden set aside for them. Epani-cha, house
magter for Marchat Wildain, sat with them, laughing and smiling. Theforma hurdles of the day were
cleared, and the men were light hearted. Tuui Anagath, an older man who had known Otah since almost
before he had become Itani, for dmost hiswholefaselife, took a pose of welcome.

"Did you hear?" he asked as Otah drew close.
"Hear what? No."

"The Kha isinviting acrew to hunt down Udun's son, the poisoner. Half the utkhaiem are vying to join
it. They'll be on thelittle bastard like lice on alow town whore."

Otah took apose of ddight because he knew it was expected of him, then sat under atree laden with
tiny sweet-scented ornamenta pears and listened. They were chattering with the prospect, al of them.
These were men he knew, men he worked with. Men he trusted, some of them, though none so far asto
tell them the truth. No onethat far. They spoke of the death of the Khai Udun's son like a pit fight. They
didn't care that the boy had been borninto it. Otah knew that they couldn't see the injustice. For men
born low, eking out lengths of copper to buy tea and soup and sour-bread, the Khaiem wereto be
envied, not pitied and not loved. They would each of them go back to quarters shared with other men or
elsetiny gpartments bearing with them the memory of the sorawling palaces, the sweet garden, the songs



of daves. Therewas no room in their mindsfor sympathy for the families of wedth and power. For men,
Otah thought sourly, like himsdif.

"Eh?" Epani-chasaid, prodding Otah with the toe of his shoe. "What did you swallow, Itani?Y ou look
sorry."

Otah forced asmile and laughed. He was good at that smiling and laughing. Being charming. Hetook a
loose pose of apology.

"Am | lowering thetone?' he asked. "I just got thrown out of the palace. That'sall.”

"Thrown out?' Tuui Anagath asked, and the othersturned, suddenly interested.

"l wasjust there, minding mysdf and—"

"And sniffing after Liat," one of the otherslaughed.

"And apparently | attracted some attention. One of the women from House Tiyaan cameto me and
asked whether | was afactor for House Wilgin. | told her | wasn't but for some reason she kept speaking
with me. She was very pleasant. And apparently her lover took some offense to the conversation and
spoke to the palace servants. . ."

Otah took a pose of innocent confusion that made the others laugh.

"Poor, poor Itani,” Tuui Anagath said. "Can't keep the women away with adagger. Y ou should let us
do you afavor, my boy. We could tdll al the women you broke out in sores down there and had to
gpend three days amonth in a poultice digper.”

Otah laughed with them now. He'd won again. He was one of them, just aman like them in no way
gpecia. Thejokes and storieswent on for half a hand, then Otah stood, stretched, and turned to
Epani-cha

"Will you have further need of me, Epani-cha?'

The thin man looked surprised, but took a pose of negation. Otah's relationship with Liat was no
secret, but living in the compound itself, Epani understood the extent of it better than the others. When
Otah shifted to a pose of farewell, he matched it.

"But Liat should be done with the poets shortly,” Epani said. "Y ou don't want to wait for her?”"
"No," Otah said, and smiled.

AMAT LEARNED. Shelearned first about the fine workings of a comfort house—the balances between
guard and games-man and showfighter and whore, the rhythm that the business devel oped like the besat
of aheart or theflow of ariver. Shelearned, more specificaly, how the money moved through it like
blood. And so, she understood better what it was she was searching for in the crabbed scripts and
obscure receipts. She aso learned to fear Ovi Niit.

She had seen what happened when one of the other women displeased him. They were owned by the
house, and so the watch extended no protection to them. They, unlike her, were easily replaced. She
would not have taken their placesfor her weight in Slver.

Two weeks from four. Or five. Two more, or three, before Marchat's promised amnesty. She sat in
the room, sweltering; the papers stood in piles. Her days were filled with the scratch of pen on paper, the



distant voices of the soft quarter, the smell of cheap food and her own swest and the wesk ydllow light
from the high, thin window.

The knock, when it came, was soft. Tentative. Amat looked up. Ovi Niit or one of his guards wouldn't
have bothered. Amat jabbed her pen into itsinkblock and stretched. Her joints cracked.

"Comein," shesad.

She had seen the girl before, but hadn't heard her name. A smallish one. Y oung, with a birthmark at
one eye that made her seem like achild's drawing of tears. When she took a pose of apology, Amat saw
half-healed marks on her wrists. She wondered which of the paymentsin her ledgers matched those small
wounds.

"Grandmother?" It was the name by which they dl caled her.

"What do you want,” Amat asked, sorry for the harshness of her voice as she heard it. She massaged
her hands.

"I know you aren't to beinterrupted,” the girl said. Her voice was nervous, but not, Amat thought,
from fear of an old woman locked in aback closet. Ovi Niit must have given ordersto leave her be. "But
there'saman. He's at the door, asking for you."

"For me?"

The girl shifted to a pose of affirmation. Amat leaned back. Kirath. It could be Kirath. Or it could be
one of the moon-faced Oshai's minions cometo find her and kill her. Ovi Niit might aready be spending
the gold lengths held earned for her death. Amat nodded as much to herself asto the girl.

"Whét does helook like?"
"Y oung. Handsome," she said, and smiled asif sharing a confidence.

Handsome, perhaps, but Kirath would never be young again. Thiswas not him, then. Amat hefted her
cane. Asaweapon, it was nothing. She wasn't strong enough now to run, even if her aching hip would
have dlowed it. There was no fleeing, but she could make it asiege. She sat with the panic, controlling it,
until shewas ableto think alittle; to speak without atremblein her voice.

"What's your name, dear?"
"lbris," thegirl said.

"Good. lbris. Listen very closdly. Go out the front—not the back, the front. Find the watch. Tell them
about this man. And tell them he wasthreetening aclient.”

"Buthe..."
"Don't question me," Amat said. "Go. Now!"

Y ears of command, years of assurance and confidence, served her now. The girl went, and when the
door was closed behind her, Amat pushed the desk to block it. It was a sad, thin little barricade. She sat
onit, adding her weight in hopes of dowing the man for the duration of afew extra heartbests. If the
watch came, they would stop him.

Or they wouldn't. Likely they wouldn't. She was a commodity here, bought and sold. And there was
no oneto say otherwise. She baled her swollen fists around her cane. Dignity be damned. If Marchat
Wilsin and Osha were going to take her down, shed go down swinging.



Outside, she heard voicesraised in anger. | briss was among them. And then a young man shouted.
Andthenthefire.

The torch spun like something thrown by a street juggler through the window opposite her. Amat
watched it trace alazy arc through the air, strike the wall and bounce back, faling. Faling on papers. The
flame touched one pile, and the pagestook fire.

Shedidn't remember moving or caling out. She was smply there, samping &t the flames, the torch
held above her, away from the books. The smoke was choking and her sandals gave little protection, but
she kept on. Someone was forcing open the door, hardly dowed by her little barrier.

"Sand!" Amat shouted. "Bring sand!”

A woman's voice, high with panic, called out, but Amat couldn't make out the words. The floating
embers started another stack of papers smoldering. The air seemed full of tiny burning bits of paper,
floating likefireflies. Amat kept trying to stop it, to put it out. One particularly large fragment touched her
leg, and the burning made her think for one long, sickening breath that her robe had caught fire.

The door burst open. Ibris and ared-haired westland whore—Menat? Mitat>—burst in with pans of
water intheir hands.

"No!" Amat shouted as she rounded on them, swinging the torch. "Not water! Sand! Get sand!"

The women hesitated, the water doshing. lbristurned first, dropping her pan though thankfully not on
the books or the desk. The red-haired one threw her pan of water in the direction of the flames, catching
Amat in the spray, and then they were gone again.

By the time they returned with three of Ovi Niit's house guards and two men of the watch, the firewas
out. Only atiny patch of tar on thewall ill burned where the torch had struck on itsway down. Amat
handed the still-burning torch to awatchman. They questioned her, and then Ibris. Ovi Niit, when he
returned, ranted like amadman in the common room, but thankfully hisrage did not turn to her.

Hours of work were gone, perhapsirretrievably. There was no pushing hersalf now. What had been
merely impossible before would have been laughable now, had there been any mirth to cut her misery.
She straightened what there was to be straightened, and then sat in the near-dark. She couldn't stop
weeping, o sheignored her own sobs. Therewasn't time for it. She had to think, and the effort to stop
her tears was more than she had to spare.

When, two or three hands later the door opened, it wasn't aguard or awatchman or awhore. It was
Ovi Niit himsdf, eyes aswide as the heavy lidswould permit, mouth thin as an inked line on paper. He
saked in, his gaze darting restlesdy. Amat watched him the way she would have watched afera dog.

"How bad?' he asked, hisvoicetight.
"A satback, Niit-cha," shesaid. "A seriousone, but . . . but only asetback.”

"I want him. The man who did this. Whao's taking my money and burning my house? | want him
broken. I'll pissin hismouth."

"Asyou seefit, Niit-cha," Amat said. "But if you want it in aweek'stime, you may aswell cut me now.
| can sdvagethis, but not quickly."

A heartbesat's pause, and he lunged forward. His breath smelled sickly sweet. Even in thedim light, she
could see histeeth were rotten.

"Heisout there!" Ovi Niit shrieked in her face. "Right now! And you want meto wait? Y ou want to



give himtime?| want it tonight. Before morning. | want it now!"

That it was what she'd expected made it no easier. She took a pose of apology so steeped in irony
that it couldn't be mistaken. The wild eyes narrowed. Amat pushed up the deeve of her robe until it
bunched around her elbow.

"Take out your knife," she said, baring the thin skin of her forearm to him. "Or give methetimeto do
the work well. After today, | don't have a preference.”

Snake quick, he drew the blade and whipped it down. She flinched, but less than she'd expected to.
Themeta pressed into her skin but didn't breek it. It hurt, though, and if he pulled it, it would bite deep.
In the long pause, the young man chuckled. It wasn't the malefic sound of atorturer. It was something
else. Thewhoremaster took the knife away.

"Do thework, then," he said, sneering. But behind the contempt, Amat thought perhaps aray of
respect had entered his gaze. Shetook an acquiescing pose. Ovi Niit stalked out, leaving the door open
behind him. Amat sat for along moment, rubbing the white line the knife had left on her flesh, waiting for
the tightnessin her throat to ease. She'd doneit. Sheld won hersalf moretime.

It was a least half ahand later that the scent of apples and roast pork brought her somach to life. She
couldn't think how long it had been since sheld eaten. Leaning on her cane, she made her way to the wide
tables. The bencheswere near full, the night'swork set to begin. News had traveled. She could seeitin
the eyesthat didn't meet hers. A space opened for her at the end of abench, and she settled in. After the
mesd, she found Mitat, the Westland whore. The woman wasin adress of blue silk that clung to her
body. The commodity wrapped for sde.

"We need to peak," Amat said quietly. "Now."

Mitat didn't reply, but when Amat returned to her cell, the girl followed. That was enough. Amat sat.
Theroom still stank of ashes and tar. The grit of fire sand scraped under their feet. It wasn't the place
shed have chosen for this conversation, but it would do.

"It was fortunate that you had water to hand this afternoon,” Amat said. "And in pans.”

"Wedidn't need it,” Mitat said. Her accent was dushy, and her vowels dl did at the ends. Westlands
indeed. And to the north, Amat thought. A refugee from one of the Galtic incursions, most likely. And o,
in asense, they were there for the same reason.

"I waslucky," Amat said. "If I'd gone out to see who was at the door, the fire might have spread. And
evenif youd stopped it, the water would have ruined the books."

Mitat shrugged, but her eyes darted to the door. It was asmadll thing, hardly noticeablein the dim light,
but it was enough. Amat felt her suspicion settleinto certainty. Shetook afirmer grip on her cane.

"Closethedoor," she said. The woman hesitated, then did as she wastold. "They questioned I bris.
She sounded upset.”

"They had to speak to someone," Mitat said, crossing her arms.

"Not you?'

"l never saw him."

"Good planning,” Amat said, taking an gpproving pose. " Still, an unfortunate day for Ibris."

"Y ou have an accusation to make?' Mitat asked. She didn't look away now. Now, shewas all



hardness and bravado. Amat could amost smell thefear.

"Do | have an accusation?' Amat said, letting the wordsroll off her tongue dowly. Shetilted her head,
consdering Mitat asif she were something to be purchased. Amat shook her head. "No. No accusation.
| won't tell him."

"Then | don't haveto kill you," Mitat said.
Amat smiled and shook her head, her hands taking a pose of reproof.

"Badly played. Threets dienate me and admit your guilt at the same time. Those are just the wrong
combination. Begin again,” she said and settled hersdlf like a street actor shifting roles. "'l won't tell him.”

The Westland girl narrowed her eyes, but there was an intelligence in them. That was good to see.
Mitat stepped closer, uncrossed her arms. When she spoke, her voice was softer, wary, but less afraid.

"What do you want?' Mitat asked.

"Much better. | want an dly in this pesthole. When the time comesthat | have to make aplay, you will
back me. No questions, no hesitations. We will pretend that Ovi Niit still owns you, but now you answer
to me. And for that you and your man . . . itisaman, isnt it? Yes, | thought so. Y ou and your man will
be safe. Agreed?

Mitat was sllent. In the street, a man shouted out an obscenity and laughed. A beggar sang inalovely,
high voice, and Amat redized she'd been hearing that voice the better part of the day. Why hadn't she
noticed it before now? The whore nodded.

"Good," Amat said. "No more fires, then. And Mitat? The next bookkeeper won't be likely to make
the same offer, so no interesting spicesin my food ether, en?’

"No, grandmother. Of course not.”

"Wdll. Ah. | don't suppose there's anything moreto say just now, isthere?"

LIAT SLAPPED the girl'swrist, annoyed. Mg pulled back her pale hands, spesking in the liquid syllables
of her language. Liat shifted her weight from her right kneeto her |eft. Thetailor a her Sde said nothing,
but there was amusement in the way he held the knotted cord against the girl's bare thigh.

"Tdl her it'sjust going to take longer if she keepsfidgeting,” Liat said. "It isn't asif none of us had seen
aleg before.”

The moon-faced servant spoke in theidand girl'stongue from his stool by the doorway. Mg looked
down at the pair of them, blushing. Her skin clearly showed the blood beneath it. Thetailor switched the
knotted cord to theinner leg, his hand risng well past the girl's knee. She squedled and spoke again,
more loudly thistime. Liat bit back frustration.

"What's she saying?"' Liat demanded.
"In her culture, people are not so free with each other's bodies,” Oshai said. "It confuses her.”
"Tdl her it will be over soon. We can't start making the robes until we get through this.”

Liat had thought, in al the late nights she'd woken deepless and anxious, that negotiating with the Khai
Saraykeht and his poet would be the worst of her commission. That shepherding the client through things
as smple as being measured for robes would pose a greater problem had never occurred to her. And yet
for days now, every smdl step would move Mg to fidget or pepper her trandator, Oshal, with questions.



Thankfully, the man seemed competent enough to answer most of them himsdif.

Thetailor finished hiswork and stood, his handsin apose of gratitude. Liat responded appropriately.
Theidand girl looked onin mute fascination.

"Will there be anything more, Liat-cha?' Oshal asked.

"The court physician will wish to see her tomorrow. And I'm due to speak with arepresentative of the
accountancy, but shewon't be required for that. There may be more the next day, but | can tell you that
once the schedul€'s been st.”

"Thank you, Liat-cha," he said and took a pose of gratitude. Something in the cant of hiswrists and the
cornersof hismouth made Liat look twice. She had the fedling that he was amused by her. Well, let him
be. When Amat returned, Liat knew there would be a chance to comment on Oshai. And if Amat took
offense, he'd never work for House Wilsin again.

She made her way out to the narrow streets of thetailors quarter. The heat of the day wasfierce, and
the air was thick and muggy. Swest had made her robes tacky against her back before shed made it
halfway to the laborers quarters. She was more than half tempted to take them off and bathe under the
rough shower Itani's cohort used. There was no one at it when she arrived. But if someone did see
her—an acting overseer of House Wilsin—it might reflect on her status. So, instead, she walked up the
stone steps worn smooth by generations of men and into the wide halway with its cots and cheagp cloth
tentsingtead of netting. The sounds of masculine laughter and conversation filled the space like the reek
of bodies. And yet Itani lived like this. He chose to. Hewas amystery.

When she found him, he was seated on his cot, hisskin and hair ill wet from the shower. She paused,
considering him, and uneasiness touched her. His brow was furrowed in concentration, but his hands
wereidle. His shoulders hunched forward. Had he been anyone el se, she would have said he seemed
haunted. In the months—nearly ten now—since she had taken him as her lover, shed never known him
to chew himsdf likethis,

"What'sthe matter, love?' she said softly.

And the care vanished asif it had never been. Itani smiled, rose, took her in hisarms. He smdlled
good—of clean sweat and young man and some subtle musk that was hisaone.

"Something's bothering you," she said.

"No. I'mfine. It'sjust Muhatia-cha breaking my stones again. It's nothing. Do you havetimetogotoa
bathhouse with us?"

"Yes'" shesad. It wasn't the answer sheld intended to give, but it was the one she meant now. Her
papersfor Wilsin-cha could wait.

"Good," hesaid, theway he smiled convinced her. But there was till something—areservationin his
hands, adistancein hiseyes. "Y our work's going well, then?"

"Well enough. The negotiationsaredl in place, | think. But the girl frustrates me. 1t makes me short
with her, and | know | shouldn't be."

"Does she accept your apologies?!

"I haven't redly offered them. | want to now, when I'm away from her. But in the moment, I'm dways
too annoyed with her."

"Wadl. Y ou could gart the day with them. Have it out of the way before you begin.”



"Itani, is there something you want me to gpologize to you for?'
He smiled his perfect, charming smile, but somehow it didn't reach the depths of hiseyes.
"No," hesaid. "Of course not."

"Because it seems like we made our peace, but . . . but you haven't seemed the same since | went
beforethe Kha."

She pulled back from him and sat on his cot. He hesitated and then sat beside her, the canvas creaking
under their combined weight. Shetook a pose of gpology, her expression gentle, making it more an offer
and aquestion than aliterd form itself.

"It'snot likethat," Itani said. "I'm not angry. It's hard to explain.”
"Then try. | might know you better than you think."
Helaughed, asmall rueful sound, but didn't forbid it. Liat steeled hersdif.

"It'sour old conversation, isn't it?" she said, gently. "I've started moving up in the house. I'm negotiating
with the Khai, with the poets. And your indenture is coming to a close beforelong. | think you're afraid
I'll outgrow you. That an overseer—even onelow in the ranks—is above the dignity of alaborer.”

Itani was slent. His expression was thoughtful, and his gaze seemed wholly upon her for thefirgt time
indays. A smile quirked hislips and vanished.

"Am| right?' she asked.

"No," hesad. "But I'm curious dl the same. Isthat what you believe? That | would be benegth your
dignity?'

"l don't,” shesaid. "But | dso don't think you'll end your life alaborer. Y ou're astrange man. You're
strong and clever and charming. And | think you know haf again what you let on. But | don't understand
your choices. Y ou could be so much, if you wanted to. Isn't there anything you want?”'

He said nothing. The smile was gone, and the haunted look had stolen back into hiseyes. She
caresd his cheek, fedling where the stubble was coming in.

"Do you want to go to the bathhouse?" she asked.
"Yes," hesad. "We should be going. The otherswill be there dready.”
"Y ou're sure thereisn't something more | should know?"

He opened his mouth to speak, and it was asif she could see some glib rejoinder die on hislips. His
wide, strong hand enfolded hers.

"Not now," hesaid.

"But eventudly,” shesad.

Something like dread seemed to take Itani's long face, but he managed asmile.
"Yes" hesad.

Through the evening, Itani grew more at ease. They laughed with hisfriends, drank and sang together.
The pack of them moved from bathhouse to teahouse to the empty beaches at the far end of the seafront.
Gresat swaths of it showed where the rivermouth had once been, generations ago. When the time came,



Itani walked her back to the Wilsin compound, the comfortable weight of hisarm around her shoulders.
Crickets chirped in chorus as they stepped together into the courtyard with its fountain and the Galtic
Tree.

"You could stay," she said, softly.
Heturned, pulling her body near to his. Shelooked up into his eyes. Her answer was there.
"Another time, then?" she asked, embarrassed to hear the pleain her voice.

Heleaned close, hislipsfirm and soft againgt hers. She ran her fingersthrough hishair, holding him to
her like a cup from which she was drinking. She ached for him to stay, to be with her, to deepin his
arms. But he stepped back, gently out of her reach. She took a pose of regret and farewell. He answered
with a pose so gentle and complex—thankfulness, requesting patience, expressing affection—that it
neared poetry. He walked backwards dowly, fading into the shadows where the moon didn't reach, but
with hiseyes on her. She sighed, shook herself, and went to her cdll. It would be along day tomorrow,
and the ceremony dtill just over aweek away.

Liat didn't notice she wasn't done until she was nearly to her door. The pregnant girl, Mg, was on the
wakway and unescorted. She wore aloose gown that barely covered her breasts and apair of
workman'strousers cut at the knee. Her swollen belly pressed out, bare in the moonlight.

To Liat's surprise, the girl took apose of greeting. It was rough and child-like, but recognizable.
"Hello,” Mg said, her accent so thick asto almost bury the word.

Liat fdl into an answering poseimmediatdy and felt asmile growing on her lips. The girl Mg dmost
glowed with pleasure.

"Y ou've been learning to speak,” Liat said. Mg 's face clouded, her smilefaltered, and she
shrugged—agesture that carried itsload of meaning without language.

"Hello," Mg said again, taking the same pose as before. Her expression said that thiswas dl that there
was. Liat nodded, smiled again, and took the girl by thearm. Mg shifted Liat's hand, lacing their fingers
together asif they were young girlswalking together after temple. Liat walked back to the guest quarters
where Mg was being housed until after the ceremony.

"It'sagood Sart,” Liat said asthey walked. She knew that the words were likely meaninglessto the
idand girl, but she spoke them dl the same. "Keep practicing, and well make a civilized woman of you.
Jug giveittime”

v

Two days later, after hiswork was complete and hisfriends had goneto their night's entertainments,

Otah stepped out from his quarters and considered. The city streets were gaudy with sunset. Orange light
warmed the walls and roof s, even asthe first stars began to glimmer in the deep cobalt of the eastern sky.
Otah stood in the street and watched the change come. Fireflies danced like candles. The songs of
beggars changed asthe traffic of night came out. The soft quarter lay to hisright, lit likeacarniva asit
was every night. The seafront was before him, though hidden by the barracks of other |abor cohortslike
his own, employed by other houses. And somewherefar to hisleft, off past the edge of the city, the great
river flowed, bearing water from the north. He rubbed his hands together dowly asthe light reddened,



then grayed. The sun vanished again, and the stars came out, shining over the city. Liat wasin her cdl, he
supposed, to the north and uphill. And beyond her, the palaces of the Khai.

The streets changed as he walked north. The laborers quarter was actudly quite small, and Otah left it
behind him quickly, barracks giving way to the shops of smal merchants and free traders. Then camethe
weavers compounds, windows candle-lit, and the clack of loomsfilling the streets as they would even
later into the night. He passed groups of men and of women, passed through the street of beads and the
blood quarter where physicians and pretenders vied to care for the sick and injured, selling services, as
everything in Saraykeht was for trade.

The compounds of the great houses rose up like smal villages. Streets grew wider near them, and
wallstaller. Thefirekeepersat their kilnswore better robes than their fellows lower in the city. Otah
paused at the corner that would have taken him to House Wilsin, through the familiar spacesto Liat's
side. It would be so easy, he thought, to go there. He stood for the space of ten heartbesats, standing at
the intersection like the statue of some forgotten man of the Empire, before going north. His hands were
bdledinfigs.

The palaces grew up like acity of their own, above the city inhabited by mere humans. The scents of
sewage and bodies and mesat cooking at teahouses vanished and those of gardens and incense took their
places. The paths changed from stone to marble or sand or fine gravel. The songs of beggars gave way
to the songs of daves, dmost it seemed without losing the melody. The great hals stood empty and dark
or d<elit like lanterns from within. Servants and daves moved dong the paths with the quiet efficiency of
ants, and the utkhaiem, in robes as gaudy as the sunset, sood in lit courtyards, posing to each other as
the palitics of the court played out. Vying, Otah guessed, for which would have the honor of killing ason
of the Khai Udun.

Pretending that he bore amessage, he took directions from one of the servants, and soon he'd | eft
even the palaces behind. The path was dark, curving through stands of trees. He could still seethe
palaces behind him if he turned, but the emptiness made the poet's house seem remote from them. He
crossed along wooden bridge over apond. And there the ssmple, e egant house stood. Its upper story
waslit. Itslower had the front wall pulled open like shutters or astage set for aplay. And sitting on a
velvet chair wasthe boy. Maati Vaupathal.

"Wdll," asoft voice said. "Heré's an oddity. It's a strange day we see toughs reeking of the seafront
dropping by for tea. Or perhaps you've got some other errand.”

The andat Seedless sat on the grass. Otah fell into a pose that asked forgiveness.
"I'...I'vecometo see Maati-cha," Otah stumbled. "Wewere. . . thatis..."
"Hai! Who's down there?" another voice called. "Whao're you?'

Seedless glanced up at the house, eyes narrowed. A fat man in the brown robe of a poet was trundling
down the steps. Maeti was following.

"Itani of House Wilsin," Otah called out. "l've cometo see Madti-cha."

The poet walked more dowly asthey approached. His expression was a strange mix—concern,
disapproval, and a curious ddight.

"Y ou've comefor him?" Heshai-kvo said, gesturing over his shoulder. Otah took a pose of
afirmation.

"Itani and | met at the grand audience,” Maati said. "He offered to show me the seafront."



"Did he?' Heshai-kvo asked, and the disapprova lost ground, Otah thought, to the pleasure. "Well.
Y ou. Itani's your name? Y ou know who you're with, en? This boy is one of the most important menin
Saraykeht. Keep him out of trouble.”

"Yes, Heshai-cha," Otah said. "'l will."

The poet's face softened, and he rooted in the deeve of his robe for amoment, then reached out to
Otah. Otah, unsure, stepped closer and put his hand out to the poet's.

"l was young oncetoo," Heshai-kvo said with abroad wink. "Don't kegp him out of too much
trouble”

Otah felt the smdll lengths of metal against his palm, and took a pose of gratitude.

"Who'd have thought it," Seedless said, hisvoicelow and considering. "Our perfect student's
deveoping alife

"Please, Itani-cha," Maati said, stepping forward and taking Otah's deeve. ™Y ou've gone out of your
way aready. We should go. Y our friends are waiting."

"Yes," Otah said. "Of course”

Hetook a pose of farewell that the poet responded to eagerly, the andat more dowly and with a
thoughtful attitude. Maati led the way back across the bridge.

"Y ou were expecting me?' Otah asked once they were out of earshot. Poet and andat were ill
watching them go.

"Hoping," Maati dlowed.
"Y ou weren't the only one. The poet seemed delighted to see me.”

"He doesn't like my staying at the house. He thinks | should see more of the city. It'sreally that he
hatesit there and can't imaginethat | likeit."

"Ah.| e

"You seepart, a least,” Maati said. "It's complex. And what of you, Otah-kvo? It's been days. | was
afraid that you wouldn't come.”

"l had to," Otah said, surprised by his own candor even ashe said it. "I've no one e seto talk with.
Godsl He gave methree lengths of slver!”

"Isthat bad?'
"It means | should stop working the seafront and just take you to tea. The pay's better.”

HEHAD changed. That was clear. The voice was much the same, the face older, more adult, but Maati
could still seethe boy who had worn the black robesin the garden dl those years ago. And something
ese. It wasn't confidence that had gone—he till had that in the way he held himsdlf and hisvoice when
he spoke—but perhapsit was certainty. It wasin the way he held his cup and in the way he drank.
Something was bothering his old teacher, but Maati could not yet put anametoiit.

"A laborer,” Maati said. "It isn't what the Dai-kvo would have expected.”
"Or anyonedse," Otah said, smiling at his cup of wine.



The private patio of the teshouse overlooked the street below it, and the long stretch of the city to the
south. Lemon candlesfilled the air with bright-smelling smoke that kept the worst of the gnats away and
made the wine taste odd. In the Street, aband of young men sang and danced while three women
watched, laughing. Otah took along drink of wine.

"It isn't what you'd expected ether, isit?’
"No," Maati admitted. "Whenyou left | imagined . . . wedl did. . ."
"Imagined what?'

Maeati sighed, frowned, tried to find words for daydreams and secret stories he'd never precisely told
himsdlf. Otahkvo had been the figure who'd shaped hislife dmost more than the Dai-kvo, certainly more
than hisfather. He had imagined Otah-kvo forging anew order, adark, dangerous, possibly libertine
group that would be at odds with the Daikvo and the school, or perhapsitsrival. Or e se adventuring on
the seas or in the turmoil of thewarsin the Westlands. Maati would never have said it, but the common
man histeacher had become was disgppointing.

"Something dse," he said, taking apose that kept the phrase vague.

"It was hard. Thefirg few months, | thought I'd starve. Those things they taught us about hunting and
foraging? They work, but only barely. When | got abow! of soup and half aloaf of stale bread for
cleaning out ahenhouse, | fdlt like I'd been given the best medl of my life”

Maeti laughed. Otah smiled at him and shrugged.
"And you?' Otah asked, changing the subject. "Was the Dai-kvo's village what you thought?*

"I suppose so. It was more work than the school, but it was easier. Because there was areason for it.
It wasn't just hard to be hard. We studied old grammars and the languages of the Empire. And the history
of the andat and the poets who bound them, what the bindings were like. How they escaped. | didn't
know how much harder it isto bind the same andat a second time. | mean there are dl the stories about
some being captured three or four times, but | don't . . ."

Otah laughed. It was awarm sound, mirthful but not mocking. Maati took a pose of query. Otah
responded with one of apology that nearly spilled hiswine.

"It'sjust that you sound like you loved it," Otah said.

"l did," Maati said. "It wasfascinating. And I'm good at it, | think. My teachers seemed to fed that
way. Heshai-kvo isn't what 1'd expected though.”

"Him dther, en?’

"No. But, Otah-kvo, why didn't you go? When the Daikvo offered you a place with him, why did you
refuse?’

"Because what they did waswrong,” Otah said, smply. "And | didn't want any part of it."
Maati frowned into hiswine. His reflection looked back a him from the dark, shining surface.
"If you had it again, would you do the same?' Maati asked.

"Wes"

"Evenif it meant just being alaborer?’



Otah took two deep bregaths, turned, and sat on the railing, considering Maati with dark, troubled
eyes. His hands moved toward a pose that might have been accusation or demand or query, but that
never took afina form.

"Isthisredly so bad, what | do?' Otah asked. "Y ou, Liat. Everyone seemsto think so. | started out as
achild on the road with no family, no friends. | didn't even dare use my redl name. And | built something.
| have work, and friends, and alover. | have good food and shelter. And at night | can go and listen to
poets or philosophers or singers, or | can go to bathhouses or teahouses, or out on the ocean in sailing
boats. Isthat so bad? It that so little?"

Masti was surprised by the pain in Otah's voice, and perhaps by the desperation. He had the fedling
that the words were only half meant for him. Still, he considered them. And their source.

"Of course not,” Maati said. " Something doesn't have to be great to be worthy. If you've followed the
caling of your heart, then what doesit matter what anyone e se thinks?"

"It can matter. It can matter agreat ded.”
"Not if you're certain,” Maati said.
"And someone, somewhere, is actudly certain of the choices they made? Are you?"

"No, I'm not,” Maati said. It was easier than he'd expected, voicing this deepest of doubts. Hed never
said it to anyone at the school or with the Dai-kvo. HEd have died before he said it to Heshai-kvo. But
to Otah, it wasn't such ahard thing to say. "But it'sdone. I've made all my decisonsalready. Now it's
just seeing whether I'm strong enough to follow through.”

"You arge" Otah said.
"l don't think s0."

Silenceflowed in. Below them, in the street, awoman shrieked and then laughed. A dog streets away
bayed asif in response. Maati put down his cup of wine—empty now except for the dregs—and dapped
agnat from hisarm. Otah nodded, more to himself than to Madti.

"Well, there's nothing to be done then,” Otah said.

"It'slate and were drunk,” Maati said. "1t'll ook better by morning. It aways does.”
Otah weighed the words, then took a pose of agreement.

"I'mglad | found you," Maati said. "1 think perhaps| was meant to."

"Perhaps," Otah-kvo agreed.

"WILSIN-CHA!" EPANI'S voice was awhisper, but the urgency of it cut through Marchat's dream. He
rolled up on one ebow and was pushing away his netting before he was redly awake. The house master
stood beside the bed holding his robe closed with one hand. Epani‘sface, lit only by the night candle, was
drawn.

"Wha?' Marchat said, still pulling his mind up from the depths held been in moments before. "What's
the matter? Therés afire?'

"No," Epani said, trying a pose of apology, but hampered by the needs of his robes. " Someone's here
to seeyou. He'sin the private hall.”



"He? Hewho?"
Epani hesitated.
"It hesad.

It took Marchat the time to draw in a breath before he understood what Epani meant. He nodded
then, and motioned to arobe that hung by hiswardrobe. The night candle waswell past itsmiddle
mark—the night nearer the coming dawn than yesterday's sunset. Apart from the soft rustle of the cloth
asMarchat pulled his robes on and tied them, there was no sound. He ran hisfingers through hishair and
beard and turned toward Epani.

"Good enough?' he asked.

Epani took apose of approval.

"Fine" Marchat said. "Bring us something to drink. Wine. Or tea."
"Areyou sure, Wildn-cha?'

Marchat paused and considered. Every movement in the night ran the risk of waking someone,
someone besides himsdlf or Epani or Oshai. A glimmer of anger at the andat for coming here, now, like
this, shonein the dark setting of his unease. He took a pose of dismissal.

"No," hesaid. "Don't bring us anything. Go to bed. Forget this happened. Y ou were dreaming.”

Epani |eft. Marchat took up his night candle and walked in its near-darkness to the private hall. It was
near hisown quarters because of meetings like this. Windowless, with asingle entrance and its own
atrium so that anyone within could hear if someone was coming. When he stepped into the room, the
andat was perched on the meeting table like abird, hisarmsresting on hisknees. The blackness of his
cloak spread out behind him likeagain.

"What areyou playing &, Wilsn?"

"l was playing at being adeep until afew momentsago,” Marchat said, bluster welling up to hide his
fear. The dark eyesin the paeface shifted, taking him in. Seedlesstilted his head. They were sillent
except for Marchat's bresthing. He was the only one there breathing.

"Isthis about something?' Marchat asked. "And get your boots off my table, will you? Thisisn't some
chegp teahouse.”

"Why isyour boy courting mine?" the andat demanded, ignoring him.
Marchat put the night candle squarely on the table, pulled out a chair, and sat.

"l don't have thefirst ideawhat you're talking about,” he said, crossing hisarms. "Tak sense or go
haunt someone else. I've got abusy day tomorrow."

"You didn't send one of your men to take Heshai's student out to the teahouses?”
"No."
"Then why did he come?’

Marchat read the distrust in the andat's expression, or imagined he did. He set hisjaw and leaned
forward. Thething in human form didn't move.

"I don't know who you mean,” Marchat said, deliberately. "And you can drink pissif you don't believe



me"

Seedless narrowed hiseyes asif hewas listening for something, then sat back. The anger that had
been in hisvoice and face faded and was replaced by puzzlement.

"One of your laborers came tonight to see Maati," Seedless said. "He said they'd met during the
negotiations and arranged to go out together."

"Well," Marchat said. " Perhaps they met during the negotiations and arranged to go out together.”

"A poet and alaborer?" Seedless scoffed. "And maybe the fine ladies of the utkhaiem are out this
evening playing tilesin the soft quarter. Heshal was delighted, of course. It smdlswrong to me, Wilsain.”

Marchat turned it over dowly, chewing on hislip. It did seem odd. And with the ceremony coming o
quickly, the stakes were high. He pulled out achair, its wooden legs scraping againgt the stone floor, and
sat. Seedless swung hislegs over the Side, il Sitting on the tabletop, but without seeming quite as
predatory.

"Which manwasit?'
"He said his name was Itani. Big man, broad across the shoulders. Face like a northerner.”

The one Amat had sent out with him. That wasn't good. Seedless read something in hisface and took
apose hdf query and haf command.

"I know the one you mean. Y ou're right. Something's odd. He was my bodyguard when | came out to
thelow town. And he's Liat Chokavi'slover."

Seedless took amoment to consider that. Marchat watched the dark eyes, the beautiful mouth that
turned into the faintest of amiles.

"Has hewarned Liat of anything?' the andat asked. "Do you think she suspects?’

"She doesn't. If she had any reservations, you could read them from across the room. | think Liat may
bethewordt liar I've ever met. It's part of what makes her so good at this."

"If he hasn't told Liat, perhaps he isn't trying to spail our little game. Y ou've had no word of your
vanished overseer?'

"No," Marchat said. "Oshai's thugs have been offering good pricesfor her, but there's been no sign.
And no one at the seafront or on the roads remembers seeing her go. And even if she's gone to ground
insgdethe city, theré's no reason to think she'sout to stop . . . the trade.”

"Oshal can't find her, and that's enough to make me nervous. And this boy, thisItani. Either heis her
agent or heisn't. Andif heis..."

Marchat sighed. There was no end of it. Every time he thought he'd reached the last crime held be
caled upon to commit, one more gppeared behind it. Liat Chokavi—slly, short-sighted, kind, pretty girl
that she was—would be humiliated when the thing went wrong. And now it seemed she wouldn't have
her man behind her to offer comfort.

"l can have himkilled,” Marchat said, heavily. "I'll speak with Oshal in the morning.”

"No," Seedless said. The andat leaned back, crossing one knee over the other and lacing his hands
over it. They were women's hands—thin and graceful. "No. If he's sent to tell thetalg, it'stoo late. Magti
will know by now. If heisn't, then killing him will only draw attention.”



"I could have the poet boy killed too," Marchat said.

"No," Seedless said again. "No, we can kill the [aborer if it seemsthe right thing, but no one touches
Maeti."

"Why not?'

"I like him," Seedless said, asubtle surprisein hisvoice, asif thiswere something hedd only just
redized. "He's. . . he'sgood-hearted. HE's the only person I've met in yearswho didn't ssemeasa
convenient tool or esethe very soul of evil."

Marchat blinked. For amoment, something like sadness seemed to possess the andat. Sadness or
perhaps longing. In the months Marchat had spent preparing this evil scheme, held built an image of the
beast he was treating with, and this emotion didn't fit with it. And then it was gone and Seedless grinned
ahim.

"Y ou, for instance, think 1'm chaos made flesh," Seedless said. "'Ripping awanted child from an
innocent girl'swomb just to make Heshai-kvo suffer.”

"It doesn't matter what | think."

"No. It doesn't, but that won't stop you from thinking it. And when you do think, remember it was
your men who gpproached me. It may be my design, but it's your money."

"It'smy uncle's," Marchat said, perhaps more sharply than held intended. "I didn't choose any of this.
No one asked my opinion.”

A terrible amusement lit the andat's face, and the beautiful smile had grown wider.

"Puppets. Puppets and the puppets of puppets. Y ou should have more sympathy for me, Wilsin-cha
I'mwhat | am because of someone elsg, just the way you are. How could either of us ever be

responsblefor anything?'
The poisonous thought tickled the back of Marchat's mind—what if I'd refused? He pushed it away.

"We couldn't beless dlike," Marchat said. "But it doesn't matter. However we got here, we're married
now. What of Itani?'

"Have him followed," he said. "Our boy Itani may be nothing, but the game's too important to risk it.
Find out what heis, and then, if we haveto, we can kill him."

8

"After thefire, weagreed . . ." Amat said, and the back of Ovi Niit's hand snapped her head to the side.
She turned back dowly, tasting her own blood. Her lipstingled in the presentiment of pain, and atrickle
of warmth going cool on her chin told the part of her mind that wasn't cringing in fear that one of hisrings
had cut her.

"Agreed,” Ovi Niit spat. "We agreewhat | say we agree. If | changeit, it changes. Theré'sno
agreement to be made.”

He paced the length of the room. The evening sun pressed at the closed shutters, showing only their



outlines. It was enough light to see by, enough to know that Ovi Niit's eyes were opened too wide—the
stained whites showing al the way round. Hislips moved asif he were on the verge of speaking.

"Youregaling!" he shouted, damming hishand down on her desk. Amat balled her fistsand willed
hersdf to it quietly. Anything she said would be aprovocation. ™Y ou think that by stretching it out, you'll
be safer. Y ou think that by letting that thief take my money, you'll be better off. But you won't!"

With the last word, he kicked the wall. The plaster cracked where held struck it. Amat considered the
damage—amdl linesradiating out from aflattened circle—and felt her mind shift. It was no bigger than an
egg, and looking at it, she knew that sometime not long from now Ovi Niit wouldn't direct hisrage at the
walls. Hewould kill her, whether he meant to or not.

How odd, she thought as she felt the nausea descend on her, that it would be that little architectural
wound that would resolve her when all hisviolence againgt people hadn't.

"I will have my answer by dawn,” he shouted. "By dawn. If you don't do what | say, I'll cut off your
thumbs and sell you for thefive lengths of gold. It's not asif Oshai's going to care that you're damaged.”

Amat took a pose of obeisance so abject that she was disgusted by it. But it came naturally to her
hands. Ovi Niit grabbed her by ahandful of hair and pulled her from her chair, spilling her papersand
pens. He kicked over the desk and stalked out. Asthe door dammed shut behind him, Amat caught a
glimpse of shocked faces.

She lay in the darkness, too tired and ill to weep. The stone floor was rough againgt her cheek. The
blood from her cut face pulled on her skin asit dried. She'd have a scar. When her mind would obey her
again, the room was utterly black. Sheforced hersdlf to think. The days had blurred—bent over
half-legible books from the moment she woke until the figures shifted on the page and her hands bent
themselvesinto claws. And then to dream about it, and come back and begin again. And there had been
no point. Ovi Niit was athug and awhoremaster. His fear and violence grew with the wine and drugs he
took to ease them. He would have been pitiful from the right distance.

But days. The question was days.

She counted dowly, struggling to recall. Three weeks at least. More than that. It had to be more than
that. Perhapsfour. Not five. It wastoo early to be sure of Marchat's amnesty. She surprised hersdf by
chuckling. If shed counted wrong, the worst case would be that they found her face down in theriver
and Ovi Niit lost five lengths of gold. That wouldn't be so bad.

She pushed herself upright, then stood, breathing through the pain until she fdlt aslittle stooped as she
could manage. When she was ready, she took up her cane and put on the expression she used when she
wanted no one to see her true feelings. She was Amat Kyaan, after dl, overseer of House Wilsin.
Streetgirl of Saraykeht made good. L et them see that she was unbroken. If she could make the whores
of the comfort house believeit, she would start to believe it again, too.

The common room was near empty, the whores out in the rooms plying their trade. A guardsman sat
eating aroast chicken that smelled of garlic and rosemary. An old black dog lay curled in acorner, a
leatherwork rod in the shape of aman's sex chewed half to pieces between the bitch's paws.

"He'sgone out,” the guard said. "In the front rooms, playing tiles.”
Amat nodded.
"I wouldn't go out to him, grandmother.”

"I wouldn't want to interrupt. Send Mitat to the office. | need someone to help me put the room back



in order. Every mesting it'slike a storm's come through.”

The guard took an amused pose of agreement. The sound of drums came suddenly from the Street.
Another night in the endless carnivd of the soft quarter.

"I'll have her bring something for that wound,” the guard said.

"Thank you," Amat said, her voice polite, dispassonate; the voice of the woman she wanted them dl
to believe her to be. "That would be very kind of you."

Mitat appeared in her doorway half ahand later. The wide, pae face littered with freckleslooked
hard. Amat smiled gently at her and took a pose of welcome.

"| heard that he'd been to see you, grandmother.”

"Y es, and s0 he has. Open those shutters for me, would you, dear? | wastdl enough to get them
myself when | came here, but | seem to have grown shorter.”

Mitat did so, and the pale moonlight added to the lantern on Amat's desk. The papers weren't in such
bad order. Amat motioned the woman closer.

"Y ou haveto go, grandmother," Mitat said. "Niit-chais getting worse.”
"Of course heis" Amat said. "He's frightened. And he drinks too much. | need you. Now, tonight.”

Mitat took a pose of agreement. Amat smiled and took her hand. In thewal behind Mitat, thellittle
scar blemished thewall where heéld kicked it. Amat wondered in passing if the whoremaster would ever
understand how much that mark had cost him. And Amat intended it to cost dear.

"Who isthe most vauable man here?' Amat asked. "Niitchamust have men who he trusts more than
others, ne?"

"The guards,”" Mitat began, but Amat waved the comment away.

"Who does hetrust like a brother?!

Mitat's eyes narrowed. She's caught scent of it, Amat thought and smiled.
"Black Rathvi," Mitat said. "He'sin charge of the house when Niit-cha's away.”
"Y ou know whet his handwriting looks like?!

"No," Mitat said. "But | know he took in two gold and seventy silver lengths from the high tablestwo
nights ago. | heard him talking about it.”

Amat paged through the most recent ledger until she found the precise sum. It was awide hand with
poorly formed letters and a propendty for dropping the ends of words. She knew it well. Black Rathvi
was a poor keeper of notes, and sheld been struggling with his entries since she'd started the project. She
found hersdf ghoulishly pleased that held be suffering for his poor job keeping books.

"I'll need a cloak—a hooded one—perhaps two hands before daybreak,” Amat said.
"Y ou should leave now," Mitat said. "Niit-chals occupied for the moment, but he may—"

"I'm not finished yet. Two hands before daybreak, | will be. Y ou and your man should dow down for
atime after Ovi Niit dealswith Black Rathvi. At least several weeks. If he seesthings get better, hell
know he wasright. Y ou understand?'



Mitat took a pose of affirmation, but it wasn't solid. Amat didn't bother replying formally, only raised a
single eyebrow and waited. Mitat looked away, and then back. There was something like hope and aso
like distrust in her eyes. The face of someone who wantsto believe, but isafraid to.

"Canyoudo it?' Mitat asked.

"Make the numbers point to Black Rathvi? Of course | can. Thisiswhat | do. Can you get me acloak
and safe passage at least asfar asthe Street?”

"If you can put those two at each other'sthroats, | can do anything," Mitat said.

It took less time than she'd expected. The numbers were smple enough to manipulate once she knew
what she wanted to do with them. She even changed afew of the entrieson their original sheets, blacking
out the scrawling hand and forging new figures. When she was finished, a good accountant would have
been able to see the deception. But if Ovi Niit had had one of those, Amat would never have been there.

She spent the remaining time composing her |etter of leave-taking. She kept the tone formd, using dl
thetitles and honorary flourishes she would have for avery respected merchant or one of the lower of the
utkhaiem. She expressed her thanks for the shelter and discretion Ovi Niit and his house had extended
and expressed regret that shefelt it in her best interest—now that her work was done—to leave
inconspicuoudy. She had too much respect, she wrote sneering as she did o, for Niit-cha's sense of
advantage to expect him not to sell acommodity for which he no longer had use. She then outlined her
findings, implicating Black Rethvi without showing any sign that she knew hisnameor hisroleinthe
house,

She folded the letter twice and then at the cornersin the style of a private message and wrote Ovi
Niit's name on the overleaf. It perched atop the papers and books, ready to be discovered. Amat sat a
whilelonger, listening to the wild music and durred voices of the Street, waiting for Mitat to appear. The
night candle consumed smal mark after small mark, and Amat began to wonder whether something had
gone wrong.

It hadn't.

However the girl had arranged it, leaving the house was as Smple as shrugging on the deep green
cloak, taking up her cane, and stepping out the rear door and down a stone path to the open gate that led
to the street. In the east, the blackness was starting to show the gray of charcoal, the weakest stars on
the horizon failing. The moon, near full, had aready set. The night traffic was over but for afew revelers
pulling themselves back from their entertainments. Amat, for al the pain in her joints, wasn't the dowest.

She paused at a corner stand and bought ameal of fresh greens and fried pork wrapped in amond
skin and abowl of tea. She ate asthe sun rose, climbing like agod in the east. She was surprised by the
cam she fdlt, the serenity. Her ordeal was, if not over, at least near itsend. A few more days, and then
whatever Marchat was doing would be done. And if she spent weeksin hell, she was strong enough, she
saw, to come through it with grace.

She even believed the sory until the girl running the stall asked if sheld want more tea. Amat dmost
wept at the small kindness. So perhaps she wasn't quite so unscathed as she told herself.

She reached her apartmentsin the press of the morning. On anorma day, if she could recall those, she
might have been setting forth just then. Or even abit earlier. Off into her city, on the business of her
house. She unlocked the door of her apartments, dipped in, and barred the door behind her. It was a
risk, coming home without being sure of things with Marchat's cruel business, but she needed money.
And the stinging salve for her legs. And afresh robe. And deep. Gods, she needed deep. But that would
wait.



She gathered her things quickly and made for the door, struggling to get down the stairs. She had
enough silver in her deeveto buy asmal house for amonth. Surdly it would be enough for aroom and
discretion for three or four days. If shecouldonly . . .

No. No, of course she couldn't. When she opened the door, three men blocked her. They had knives.
Thetalest moved infirst, clamping awide palm over her mouth and pushing her againg thewall. The
othersdid in fast as shadows, and closed the door again. Amat closed her eyes. Her heart wasracing,
and she felt nausested.

"If you scream, well haveto kill you," thetall man said gently. It was so much worse for being said so
carefully. Amat nodded, and he took his hand away. Their kniveswere sill drawn.

"l want to speak with Wilsin-cha," Amat said when she had collected hersalf enough to say anything.

"Good that we've sent for him, then,” one of the others said. "Why don't you have a seet whilewe
wat."

Amat swallowed, hoping to ease the tightness in her throat. She took a pose that accepted the
suggestion, turned and made her way again up the stairsto wait a her desk. Two of the men followed
her. The third waited below. The sun had moved the width of two hands together when Mar-chat walked
up the steps and into her rooms.

Helooked older, she thought. Or perhaps not older, but worn. His hair hung limp on his brow. His
robesfit him poorly, and astain of egg yolk discolored the deeve. He paced the length of the room
twice, looking neither directly a her nor avay. Amat, Sitting at her desk, folded her hands on one knee
and waited. Marchat stopped at the window, turned and gestured to the two thugs.

"Get out," hesad. "Wait downdairs."

Thetwo looked at one another, weighing, Amat saw, whether to obey him. These were not Marchat's
men, then. Not truly. They were the moon-faced Oshai's perhaps. One shrugged, and the other turned
back with a pose of acknowledgment before they both moved to the door and out. Amat listened to their
footstepsfading.

Marchat looked out, down, she presumed, to the street. The hest of the day was thick. Sweat stained
his armpits and dampened his brow.

"Youretoo early,” hesaid at lagt, fill not looking directly at her.
"AmI?'
"By three days."

Amat took a pose of gpology more casud than shefet. Sllence held them until at last Marchat looked
at her directly. She couldn't read his express on—yperhaps anger, perhaps sorrow, perhaps exhaustion.
Her employer, the voice of her house, sighed.

"Amat . . . Gods, things have been bad. Worsethan | expected, and | didn't think they'd be well.”

Hewalked to her, lowered himself onto the cushion that Liat usualy occupied, and rested hishead on
his hands. Amat fdlt the urge to reach out, to touch him. She held theimpulsein.

"It'snearly over," he continued. "I can convince Oshal and his men that it's better to let you live. | can.
But Amat. Y ou haveto help me."

"How?'



"Tdl mewhat you're planning. What you've started or done or said that might stop the trade.”

Amat felt adow smile pluck her lips, alow, warm burble of laughter bloom in her chest. Her shoulders
shook and she took a pose of amazement. The absurdity of the question waslike awaveliftingup a
swimmer. Marchat looked confused.

"What I've doneto stop it?* Amat asked. "Are you smple? I'verun like my life depended on it, kept
my head low and prayed that whatever you'd started, you could finish. Stop you? Gods, Marchat, | don't
know what you're thinking."

"Y ou've done nothing?'

"I've been through hdll. I've been beaten and threatened. Someonetried to light me onfire. I've seen
more of the worst parts of the city than I've seeninyears. | did quite abit. | worked longer hours a
harder tasks than you've ever gotten from me." The words were taking on a pace and rhythm of their
own, flowing out of her faster and louder. Her face felt flushed. "And, in my spare moments, did | work
out aplan to save the house's honor and set the world to rights? Did | hire men to discover your precious
client and warn the girl what you intend to do to her? No, you fat Gdticidiot, | did not. Had you been
expecting meto?

Amat found she was leaning forward, her chin jutting out. The anger made her fed better for the
moment. More nearly in control. She recognized it wasilluson, but shetook comfort init al the same.
Marchat's expression was sour.

"What about Itani, then?"
"Who?'

“Itani. Liat'sboy."

Amat took adismissve pose.

"What about him? 1 used him to discover where you were going, certainly, but you must know that by
now. | didn't peak with him then, and | certainly haven't snce.

"Then why has he gone out with the poet's student three nights of the last five?' Marchat demanded.
Hisvoice was hard as stone. He didn't believe her.

"l don't know, Marchat-cha. Why don't you ask him?"

Marchat shook his head, impatient, stood and turned his back on her. The anger that had held Amat
up collapsed, and she was suddenly desperate that he believe her, that he understand. That he be on her
sde. Shefdt like a portman's flag, switching one way to another with the shifting wind. If shed been able
to deep before they spoke, if she hadn't had to flee Ovi Niit's house, if the world were only just or fair or
explicable, she would have been able to be hersalf—cam, solid, grounded. She swallowed her need,
disgusted by it and pretended that she was only caming herself from her rage, not folding.

"Or," she sad, stopping him as he reached the head of the sairs, "if you want to be clever about it, ask
Liat."

"Lia?'

" She's the one who told me where the two of you had gone. Itani told her, and shetold me. If you're
worried that [tani's corrupting the poets against you, ask Liat."

"Sheld suspect,” Marchat said, but his tone begged to be proved wrong. Amat closed her eyes. They



felt so good, closed. The darkness was so comfortable. Gods, she needed to rest.

"No," Amat said. "Shewouldn't. Approach her asif you were scolding her. Tell her it's unseemly for
those kinds of friendshipsto bloom in the middle of aworking trade, and ask her why they couldn't wait
until it was concluded. At the worgt, shélll hide the truth from you, but then you'll know she has something
shelshiding.”

Her employer and friend of years hesitated, his mind turning the strategy over, looking for flaws. A
breath of air smelling of the seatouched Amat'sface. She could seeit in Marchat's eyeswhen he
accepted her suggestion.

"Youll haveto stay here until it'sover,” he said. "I'll have Oshai's men bring you food and drink. | ill
need to make my caseto Osha and the client, but | will makeit work. Y ou'll befine."

Amat took an accepting pose. "I'll be pleased being here," she said. Then, "Marchat? What isthisal
about?"

"Money," he said. "Power. What e seisthere?"

And as he walked down the stairs, leaving her aone, it fit together like apeg dipping into itshole. It
wasn't about the child. It wasn't about the girl. 1t was about the poet. And if it was about the poet, it was
about the andat. If the poet Heshai lost control of his creation, if Seedless escaped, the cotton tradein
Saraykeht would lose its advantage over other portsin the idands and the Westlands and Galt. Even
when anew andat came, it wasn't likely that it would be able to fud the cotton trade as Seedless or
Petds-Fdling had.

Amat went to her window. The street bel ow was full—men, women, dogs, carts. Theroofs of the city
stretched out to the east, and down to the south the seafront wasfull. Trade. The girl Mg would be
sacrificed to shift the balance of trade away from Saraykeht. It was the only thing that made sense.

"Oh, Marchat," she breathed. "What have you done?"

THE TEAHOUSE Was hearly empty. Two or three young men inside were still spesking in raised voices,
their arguments inchoate and digointed. Out in the front garden, an older man had fallen adeep besde the
fountain, hislong, dow bregathing a counterpoint to the distant conversation. A lemon candle guitered and
died, leaving only along winding plume of smoke, gray againgt the night, and the scent of an extinguished
wick. Otah felt the urgeto light afresh candle, but he didn't act on it. On the bench beside him, Maati
sghed.

"Doesit ever get cold here, Otah-kvo?' Maati asked. "If we were with the Dai-kvo, we'd be shivering
by now, evenif itismidsummer. It'smidnight, and it'sadmost hot asday."
"It'sthe sea. It holdsthe heat in. And were too far south. It's colder as you go north.”

"North. Do you remember Machi?"

Visonstook Otah. Stone wallsthicker than aman's height, stone towers reaching to awhite sky,
stone statues baked all day in the fires and then put in the children's room to radiate their heat through the
night.

He remembered being pulled through snow-choked streets on adeigh, asster whose name he no
longer knew beside him, holding close for warmth. The scent of burning pine and hot stone and mulled
wine.

"No," hesaid. "Not redly.”



"] don't often look at the stars," Maati said. "lsan't that odd?"
"l suppose," Otah alowed.

"I wonder whether Heshai does. He stays out hdf the time, you know. He wasn't even there yesterday
when| camein.”

"Y ou mean thismorning?'
Maati frowned.

"| suppose so. It wasn't quite dawn when | got there. Y ou should have seen Seedless stalking back
and forth like a cat. Hetried to get meto say where I'd been, but | wouldn't talk. Not me. | wonder
where Heshai-kvo goes dl night.”

"The way Seedlesswonders about you," Otah said. ™Y ou should start drinking water. Y ou'll be worse
for itif you don't."

Maati took a pose of acceptance, but didn't rise or go in for water. The deegping man snored. Otah
closed hiseyesfor amoment, testing how it felt. It was like falling backwards. He wastoo tired. Hed
never make it though his shift with Muhatia-cha.

"I don't know how Heshai-kvo doesit,” Maati said, clearly thinking smilar thoughts. "He's got afull
day coming. | don't think I'll be able to do any moretoday than | did yesterday. | mean today. | don't
know what | mean. It's easier to keep track when | deep at night. What about you?”'

"They can do without me," Otah said. "Muhatia-cha knows my indenture's almost over. He more than
half expects meto ignore my duties. It isn't uncommon for someone who isn't renewing their contract.”

"And aren't you?' Maati asked.
"l don't know."

Otah shifted hisweight, turning to look at the young poet in the brown robes of hisoffice. The
moonlight made them seem black.

"l envy you," Madti said. ™Y ou know that, don't you?"

"Y ou want to be directionless and unsure what you'll be doing to earn food in ahdf-year'stime?’
"Yes" Madti said. "Yes, | think | do. You'vefriends. You'veaplace. You've possihilities. And. . ."
AN

Even in the darkness, Otah could see Maati blush. He took a pose of gpology as he spoke.

"You havelia," Maati sad. "She's beatiful .

"Sheislovely. But there are any number of women at court. And you're the poet's student. There must
be girlswho'd take you for alover."

"Thereare, | think. Maybe. | don't know, but . . . | don't understand them. I've never known any—not
at the school, and then not with the Dai-kvo. They're different.”

"Yes" Otah sad. "l supposethey are"

Liat. HEd seen her ahandful of nights since the audience before the Khai. Since his discovery by
Masti. She was busy enough preparing the woman Mg for the sad trade that she hadn't made an issue of



his absence, but he had seen something growing in her questionsand in her silence.

"Things aren't going so well with Liat," Otah said, surprised that he would admit it even as he spoke.
Maati sat straight, pulling himself to some blurry attention. Hislook of concern was dmost a parody of
the emotion. Hetook a pose of query. Otah responded with one that begged igno-rance, but let it fall
away. "Itisn't her. I'vebeen . . . I've been pulling away from her, | think."

"Why?' Masti asked. Hisincredulity was clear.

Otah wondered how he'd been drawn into this conversation. Maati seemed to have ataent for it,
bringing him to say things he'dd hardly had the courage to think through fully. It was having someone at last
who might understand him. Someone who knew him for what he was, and who had suffered some of the
sameflavorsof loss.

"I've never told Liat. About who | am. Do you think . . . Magti, can you love someone and not trust
them?'

"We're born to odd lives, Otah-kvo," Maati said, sounding suddenly older and more sorrowful. "If we
waited for people wetrusted, | think we might never love anyone.”

They were slent for along moment, then Magti rose.

"I'm going to get some water from the keep, and then find some placeto leave him alittle of my own,”
he said, breaking the somber mood. Otah smiled.

"Then we should go."

Maati took a pose that was both regret and agreement, then walked off with a gait for the most part
steady. Otah stood, stretching hisback and hislegs, pulling hisblood into action. He tossed asingle
length of silver onto the bench where they'd sat. It would more than cover their drinks and the bread and
cheese they'd eaten. When Maati returned, they struck out for the north, toward the palaces. The streets
of the city were moonlit, pale blue light except where alantern burned at the entrance to acompound or
afirekeeper'skiln added aruddy touch. The calls of night birds, the chirping of crickets, the occasiona
voice of some other city dweller awake long after the day had ended accompanied them as they walked.

It wasdl asfamiliar as hisown cot or the scent of the seafront, but the boy at hissde aso changed it.
For dmost athird of hislife, Otah had been in Saraykeht. He knew the shapes of its streets. He knew
which firekeepers could be trusted and which could be bought, which teahouses served equally to dl its
clientele and which saved the better goods for the higher classes. And he knew hisplaceinit. Hewould
no more have thought about it than about bresthing. Except for Madti.

The boy made him look at everything again, asif hewere seeing it for thefirst time. The city, the
dreets, Liat, himsalf. Especidly himsdlf. Now the thing that he had measured his grestest success—the
fact that he knew the city deeply and it did not know him—was harder and emptier than it had once
been. And odd that it hadn't seemed so before.

And the memories curled and shifted deep in his mind; the unconnected impressions of a childhood he
had thought forgotten, of atime before held been sent to the school. There was aface with dark hair and
beard that might have been hisfather. A woman he remembered singing and bathing him when his body
had been small enough for her to lift with one arm. He didn't know whether she was his mother or anurse
or asster. But there had been afire in the grate, and the tub had been worked copper, and he had been
young and amazed by it.

And over the days and nights, other haf-formed things had joined together in hismind. He
remembered his mother handing him acloth rabbit, snesking it into histhings so that hisfather wouldn't



seeit. He remembered an older boy shouting—his brother, perhaps—that it wasn't fair that Otah be sent
away, and that he had felt guilty for causing so much anger. He remembered the name Oyin Frey, and an
old man with along white beard playing a drum and singing, but not who the man was or how he had
known him.

He couldn't say which of the memorieswere truth, which were dreams he'd constructed himself. He
wondered, if he wereto travel back there, far in the north, whether these ghost memorieswould let him
retrace paths he hadn't walked in years—know the ways from nursery to kitchen to the tunnels beneath
Machi—or if they would lead him astray, fa se as bog-lights.

And the school—Tahi-kvo glowering a him, and the whirr of the lacquer rod. He had pushed those
things away, pushed away the boy who had suffered those losses and humiliations, and now it waslike
being haunted. Haunted by who he might be and might have been.

"I think I've upset you, Otah-kvo," Mati said quietly.
Otah turned, taking a questioning pose. Maati's brow furrowed and he looked down.
"Y ou haven't spoken since we left the teshouse,” Madti said. "If I've given offense. . ."

Otah laughed, and the sound seemed to reassure Magti. On impulse, Otah put hisarm around Maéti's
shoulder as he might have around a dear friend or abrother.

"I'm sorry. | seem to be doing thisto everyone around me these days. No, Magti-kya, I'm not upset.
Y ou just make me think about things, and | must be out of practice. | get lost in them. And gods, but I'm
tired.”

"Y ou could stay at the poet's house if you don't care to walk back to your quarters. There's a perfectly
good couch on the lower floor.”

"No," Otah said. "If | don't let Muhatia-cha scold mein the morning, hell get himsdlf into arage by
midday."

Maati took a pose of understanding that aso spoke of regret, and put his own arm around Otah's
shoulder. They walked together, talking now the same mixture of seriousness and jokes that they'd made
yet another evening of. Maati was getting better at navigating the streets, and even when the route he
chose wasn't the fastest, Otah let him lead. He wondered, as they approached the monument of the
Emperor Atami where three wide streets met, what it would have been like to grow up with abrother.

"Otah?' Maati said, his stride suddenly dowing. "That man there. The onein the cloak."

Otah glanced over. The man was walking away from them, heading to the east, and done. Maati was
right, though. It was the same man who'd been deeping at the teahouse, or pretending to. Otah stepped
away from Maati, freeing hisarmsin case he needed to fight. It wouldn't have been thefirst time that
someone from the palaces had been followed from ateahouse and assaulted for the copper they carried.

"Comewith me," Otah said and walked out to the middle of the wide areawhere the streets
converged. Emperor Atami loomed above them, sad-eyed in the darkness. Otah turned Sowly,
congdering each street, each building.

"Otah-kvo?' Madti said, hisvoice uncertain. "Was he following us?'

There was no one there, only the too-familiar man retreating to the east. Otah counted twenty breaths,
but no one appeared. No shadows moved. The night was empty.

"Perhaps," he said, answering the question. "Probably. | don't know. Let's keep going. And if you see



anything, tel me"

Therest of the distance to the palaces, Otah kept them on wide Streets where they would see men
coming. Hewould send Maati running for help and buy what time he could. A fine plan unlessthere were
severd of them or they had knives. But nothing happened, and Maati safely wished him good night.

By the time Otah reached his own quarters, the fear held felt was gone, the bone-weariness taken
back over. Hefdl onto his cot and pulled the netting closed. Exhaustion pressed him to the rough canvas
of the cot. The snores and deeping murmurs of his cohort should have lulled him to deep. But tired ashe
was, deep wouldn't come. In the darkness, his mind turned from problem to problem—they'd been
followed by someone who might still be tracking Maeti; hisindenture was amost over and he would be
too weary to work when the dawn came; he had never told Liat of his past. As heturned hismind to
one, another distracted him, until he was only chasing his thoughts and being chased by them. He didn't
notice when he dipped into dream.

LIAT LEFT Marchat Wilsn's offices with her spine straight and rage brewing. She walked through the
compound to her cell without looking down and without catching anyone's gaze. She closed the door
behind her, fastened the shutters so that no one could happen to ook in, then sat at her desk and wegpt.

It was profoundly unfair. She had done everything she could—she'd studied the etiquette, sheld taken
theidand girl to al the gppointments at their gppointed times, shed negotiated with the poet even when
he/d made it perfectly clear that held be as pleased to have her out of the room—and it was Itani that
defested her. Itani!

She stripped off her outer robe, flinging it to the bed. She wrenched open her wardrobe and looked
for another, a better one. One more expressive of wrath.

It'snot entirely appropriate, Wilsn-chadtill said in her mind. So closeto aformal trade it might give
the impression that the house was gtill seeking some advantage after the agreements had been made.

It might, she knew hed meant, make her look like an idiot sending her lover to try to win favor. And
worse, Itani—sweet, gentle, smiling Itani—hadn't even told her. The nights she'd spent working,
imagining him with his cohort or in his quarters, waiting for her to complete her task with the sad trade,
he'd been out spoiling thingsfor her. Out with the student poet. He hadn't thought of what it would ook
like, what it would imply about her.

And he hadn't even told her.

She plucked aformal robe, red shot with black, pulled it on over her inner robes, and tied it fast. She
braided her hair, pulling it back severdly. When she was done, shelifted her chin as sheimagined Amat
Kyaan would have and stalked out into the city.

The Streetswere il bustling, the business day far from ended. The sun, still eight or nine hands above
the horizon, pressed down and the air was wet and gtifling and still, and it reeked of the sea. Itani would
gtill be with his cohort, but shewasn't going to wait and risk |etting her anger mellow. She would find out
what Itani meant by this. She'd have an explanation for Wilsin-cha, and shedd have it now, beforethe
trade wasfinished. Tomorrow wasthe only day left to make thingsright.

At his quarters, she found that he hadn't gone out with the others after all—he'd been out too late and
pled illness when Muhatia-cha came to gather them. The club-foot boy who watched the quarters during
the working hours assured her with obvious pleasure that M uhatia-cha had been vicioudy angry.

So whatever it wasthat Itani was up to, it was worth risking hisindenture aswell as her standing with



Wilsin-cha Liat thanked the club-foot boy and asked, with aforma pose, where she might find Itani-cha
since he was not presently in his quarters. The boy shrugged and rattled off teahouses, bathhouses, and
places of ease along the seafront. It was nearly two full hands before Liat tracked him down at a cheap
bathhouse near the river, and her temper hadn't calmed.

She stalked into the bath without bothering to remove her robes. The grest tiled walls echoed with
conversations that quieted as she passed. The men and women in the public baths considered her, but
Liat only moved on, ignoring them. Pretending to ignore them. Acting as Amat would have. Itani had
taken a private room to one side. She strode down the short corridor of rough, wet stone, paused,
breathed deeply twice asif there was something in the thick, salt-scented air that might fortify her, and
pushed her way in.

Itani sat inthe pool asif at atable, bent dightly forward, his eyes on the surface of the water like aman
lost in thought. He looked up as she dammed the door closed behind her, and his eyes spoke of
weariness and preparedness. Liat took a pose of query that bordered on accusation.

"I meant to come look for you, love," he said.
"Ohredly?' shesad.
llYall

His eyesreturned to the shifting surface of the water. His bare shoulders hunched forward. Liat
stepped to the edge of the pool and stared down at him, willing his gaze up to hers. He didn't look.

"There's aconversation we need to have, love," he said. "We should have done before, | suppose, but

"What are you thinking? Itani? What are you doing? Wilsin-chajust spent half ahand very quietly
telling me that you've been making afool of me before the utkhaiem. What are you doing with the poet's
sudent?’

"Madti," Itani sad, distantly. "He's named Maati .

If Liat had had anything to throw, sheld have launched it at Itani's bowed head. Instead, shelet out an
exasperated cry and stamped her foot. Itani looked up, hisvison swimming into focus asif hewas
waking from adream. He smiled his charming, open, warm smile.

"Itani. I'm humiliated before the whole court, and you—"

"Hon?"

mWhat?

"How?How ismy drinking at ateshouse with Maati humiliating to you?"

"It makesit look asif | weretrying to leverage some advantage after the agreements are complete,”
she snapped.

Itani took a pose that requested clarification.

"lsn't that most of what goes on between the harvest and completing the contracts? | thought Amat
Kyaan was dways sending you with letters arguing over interpretations of language.”

It wastrue, but it hadn't occurred to her when Wilsin-cha had been sitting across his table from her
with that terrible expression of pity. Playing for advantage had never stopped because a contract had
been sgned.



"It'snot thesame," she said. "Thisiswith the Khai. Y ou don't do that with the Khai."
"I'm sorry, then,” Itani said. "'l didn't know. But | wasn't trying to change your negotiation.”
"So what were you doing?'

Itani scooped up a double handful of water and poured it over his head. Hislong, northern face took
on alook of utter calm, and he breathed deeply twice. He nodded to himself, coming to some private
decision. When he spoke, his voice was amost conversational.

"I knew Maati when we were boys. We were at the school together.”

"What school 7'

"The school where the courts send their disowned sons. Where they choose the poets.”
Liat frowned. Itani looked up.

"What were you doing there?" Liat asked. "Y ou were a servant? Y ou never told me you werea
servant asachild.”

"l wasthe son of the Khai Machi. The sixth son. My name was Otah Machi then. | only started calling
mysdf Itani after | 1€ft, so that my family couldn't find me. | left without taking the brand, so it would have
been dangerousto go by my true name.”

Hissamilefdtered, his gaze shifted. Liat didn't move—couldn't move. It wasridiculous. It was
laughable. And yet she wasn't laughing. Her anger was gone like a candle snuffed by a strong wind, and
shewas only fighting to take in breath. It couldn't be true, but it was. She knew he wasn't lying. Before
her and below her, Itani's eyes were brimming with tears. He coughed out something like mirth and
wiped his eyeswith the back of his bare hand.

"I've never told anyone," he said, "until now. Until you."
"You..." Liat began, then had to stop, swalow, begin again. "Y ou're the son of the Khai Machi?'

"l didn't tell you at first because | didn't know you. And then later because | hadn't before. But | love
you. And | trust you. | do. And | want you to be with me. Will you forgive me?'

"Isthis. .. areyoulyingto me, Tani?"
"No," hesaid. "It'struth. Y ou can ask Madti if you'd like. He knows aswell."

Liat'sthroat was too tight to speak. Itani rose and lifted hisarms up to her in supplication, the water
flowing down his naked chest, fear in his eyes—fear that she would turn away from him. She melted
down into the water, into hisarms. Her robes, drinking in the water, were heavy as weights, but she
didn't care. She pulled him to her, pulled him close, pressed her face againgt his. There weretearson
their cheeks, but she didn't know whether they were hersor his. Hisarms surrounded her, lifted her, safe
and strong and amazing.

"I knew," shesaid. "I knew you were something. | knew there was something about you. | dways
knew."

He kissed her then. 1t was unreal—Ilike something out of an old epic story. She, Liat Chokavi, wasthe
lover of the hidden child of the Khai Machi. Hewas hers. She pulled back from him, framing hisface
with her hands, staring at him asif seeing him for thefirst time.

"I didn't mean to hurt you," he said.



"Am| hurt?' sheasked. "I could fly, love. | could fly."

He held her fiercdy then, like adrowning man holding the plank that might save him. And she maiched
him before pulling off her ruined robes and letting them sink into the bath like water plants at their ankles.
Skin to skin they stood, the bath cool around their hips, and Liat let her heart Sng with the thought that
oneday, her lover might take his father's seet and power. One day, he might be Khai.

9

Maati started awake when Heshai-kvo's hand touched his shoulder. The poet drew back, hiswide
frog-mouth quirking up at the ends. Maati sat up and pushed the netting aside. His head felt stuffed with
cotton.

"l haveto leave soon," Heshai-kvo said, hisvoice low and amused. "I didn't want to leave you to deep
through the whole day. Waking at sundown only makes the next day worse."

Maati took a pose of query. It didn't specify aquestion, but Heshai-kvo took the sense of it.
"It'sjust past midday," he said.
"Gods," Maati said and pulled himsdf up. "I apologize, Heshai-kvo. | will beready in. . ."

Heshai-kvo lumbered to the doorway, waving his protests away. He was aready wearing the brown
formal robes and his sanda s were strapped on.

"Don't. There's nothing going on you need to know. | just didn't want you to fed ill longer than you
needed to. Theré's fruit downstairs, and fresh bread. Sausage if you can ssomachiit, but I'd start dow if |
wereyou."

Maati took apose of apology.

"I havefailed in my duties, Heshai-kvo. | should not have stayed in the city so long nor dept so late.”
Heshai-kvo clapped his handsin mock anger and pointed an accusing hand at Maeti.

"Areyou the teacher here?"

"No, Heshai-kvo."

"Then I'll decide when you'refailing your duties,” he said and winked.

When he was gone, Maati lay back on his cot and pressed his pam to hisforehead. With hiseyes
closed, hefdt asif the cot was moving, floating down some silent river. He forced his eyes back open,
aware as he did that hed dready falen hafway back to deep. With asigh, he forced himself up, stripped
off hisrobesin trade for clean ones, and went down to the breakfast Heshai-kvo had promised.

The afternoon stretched out hot and thick and sultry before him. Maati bathed himsdlf and straightened
his belongings—something he hadn't done in days. When the servant came to take away the platesand
leavings, Maati asked that a pitcher of limed water be sent up.

By thetimeit arrived, he'd found the book he wanted, and went out to Sit under the shade of treesby
the pond. The world smelled rich and green as fresh-cut grass as he arranged himself. With only the



buzzing of insects and the occasiona wet plop of koi striking the surface, Maati opened the brown
leather book and read. Thefirst page began:

Not since the days of the First Empire have poets worked more than one binding in a
lifetime. We may look back at the prodigality of those years with longing now, knowing as
they did not that the andat unbound would likely not be recovered. But the price of our
frugality isthis: we as poets have made our first work our last like a carpenter whose
apprentice chair must also be the masterwork for which he isremembered. As such it
becomes our duty to examine our work closely so that later generations may gain from our
subtlefailures. It isin this spirit that |, Heshai Antaburi, record the binding | performed as
a child of the andat Removing-The-Part-That-Woul d-Continue along with my notes on
how | would have avoided error had | known my heart better.

Heshai-kvo's handwriting was surprisingly beautiful, and the structure of the volume as compelling as
an epic. He be-gan with the background of the andat and what he hoped to accomplish by it. Then, in
great detail, thework of trandating the thought, moving it from abstract to concrete, giving it form and
flesh. Then, when the story of the binding was told, Heshai-kvo turned back on it, showing the faults
where an ancient grammar alowed an ambiguity, where form clashed with intent. Discords that Magti
would never, he thought, have noticed were spread before him with a candor that embarrassed him.
Beauty that edged to arrogance, strength that fed willfulness, confidence that was aso contempt. And
with that, how each error had itsroot in Heshai's own soul. And while reading these confessions
embarrassed him, they also fed asmall but growing respect for his teacher and the courage it took to put
such things to paper.

The sun had fallen behind the treetops and the cicadas begun their chorus when Maati reached the
third section of the book, what Heshai called his corrected version. Magti looked up and found the andat
on the bridge, looking back a him. The perfect planes of his cheeks, the amused intelligencein hiseyes.
Maeti's mind was fill haf within the work that had formed them.

Seedlesstook apose of greeting formal and beautiful, and strode across the rest of the span towards
him. Maati closed the book.

"You're being studious,” Seedless said as he drew near. "Fascinating isn't it? Useless, but fascinating.”
"l don't seewhy it would be usdless”

"His corrected version istoo near what he did before. | can't be bound the same way twice. You
know that. So writing avariation on acomplete work makes about as much sense as gpologizing to
someone you've just killed. Y ou don't mind that | join you."

The andat stretched out on the grass, his dark eyesturned to the south and the palaces and, invisible
beyond them, the city. The perfect fingers plucked at the grass.

"It lets others see the mistakes he made," Maati said.

"If it showed them the mistakes they were making, it would be useful," Seedlesssaid. "Some errors
you can only see once you've committed them."

Maati took a pose that could be taken as agreement or mere politeness. Seedless smiled and pitched a
blade of grasstoward the water.

"Wherée's Heshai-kvo?'



"Who knows? The soft quarter, most likely. Or some teahouse that rents out rooms by the ships. He's
not looking to tomorrow with gleein his heart. And what about you, my boy? Y ou've turned out to be a
better study than I'd have guessed. Y ou've dready mastered staying out, consorting with men below your
gtation, and missing meetings. It took Heshai yearsto redlly get the hang of that.”

"Bitter?" Maati said. Seedlesslaughed and shifted to look a him directly. The beautiful face was rueful
and amused.

"l had abad day," the andat said. "I found something I'd lost, and it turned out not to have been worth
finding. And you? Fedling ready for the grand ceremony tomorrow?"

Maati took a pose of affirmation. The andat grinned, and then like a candle melting, his expresson
turned to something el se, something conflicted that Maati couldn't entirely read. The cicadasin their trees
went slent suddenly asif they wereasingle voice. A moment later, they began again.

"Isthere. . ." theandat said, and trailed off, taking a pose that asked for silence while Seedless
reconsidered hiswords. Then, "Maeti-kya. If there was something you wanted of me. Some favor you
would ask of me, even now. Something that | might do or . . . or forbear. Ask, and I'll do it. Whatever it
is. Foryou, I'll doit.”

Maeti looked at the pale face, the skin that seemed to glow like porcelain in thefailing light.
"Why?' Masti asked. "Why would you offer that to me?’

Seedless smiled and shifted with the sound of fine cloth againgt grass.

"To seewhat you'd ask," Seedless said.

"What if | asked for something you didn't want to give me?”

"It would beworthit," Seedless said. "It would tell me something about your heart, and knowing that
would justify some very high prices. Anything you want to have started, or anything you want to stop.”

Maeti felt the beginning of ablush and shifted forward, considering the surface of the pond and the
fish—pa e and golden—benegth it. When he spoke, his voice was low.

"Tomorrow, when the time comesfor the . . . when Heshai-kvo is st to finish the sad trade, don't fight
him. | saw the two of you with the cotton when | first came, and I've seen you since. Y ou dways make
him force you. Y ou dways make him struggle to accomplish the thing. Don't do that to him tomorrow."

Seedless nodded, a sad smile on his perfect, soft lips.
"You're asweet boy. Y ou deserve better than us," the andat said. "I'll do asyou ask."

They st in sSllence asthe sunlight faded—the stars glimmering first afew, then ahandful, then
thousands upon thousands. The palaces glowed with lanterns, and sometimes Maati caught a thread of
disant musc.

"I should light the night candle," Maati said.

"If youwish," Seedless said, but Maati found he wasn't rising or returning to the house. Instead, he
was saring at the figure before him, athought turning restlesdy in hismind. The subtle weight of the
leather book in his deeve and Seedless strange, quiet expression mixed and shifted and moved him.

"Seedless-cha. | waswondering if | might ask you aquestion. Now, whilewere ill friends.”

"Now you're playing on my sentiments,” the andat said, amused. Maati took a pose of cheerful



agreement and Seedless replied with acceptance. "Ask.”
"Y ou and Heshai-kvo are in a sense one thing, true?”

"'Sometimes the hand pulls the puppet, sometimes the puppet pulls the hand, but the string runs both
ways. Yes"

"And you hate him."
"YS"
"Mustn't you dso hate yoursdf, then?'

The andat shifted to acrouch and with the air of aman consdering a painting, looked up at the poet's
house, dark now in the starlight. He was silent for so long that Maati began to wonder if he would answer
at al. When he did speak, hisvoice waslittle above awhisper.

"Yes'" hesad. "Always."

Maeti waited, but the andat said nothing more. At last, Maati gathered histhings and roseto go inside.
He paused beside the unmoving andat and touched Seedless deeve. The andat didn't move, didn't
speak, accepted no more comfort than a stone would. Maati went to the house and lit the night candle
and lemon candlesto drive away the insects, and prepared himself for deep.

Heshai returned just before dawn, his robes stained and reeking of cheagp wine. Mati helped him
prepare for the audience, the sad trade, the ceremony. Fresh robes, washed hair, fresh-shaved chin. The
redness of hiseyes, Maati could do nothing for. Throughout, Seedless haunted the corners of the room,
unusudly silent. Heshal drank little, ate less, and as the sun topped the trees, lumbered out and down the
path with Maati and Seedlessfollowing.

It was alovely day, clouds building over the sea and to the east, towering white as cotton and taller
than mountains. The palaces were dive with servants and daves and the utkhaiem moving gracefully
about their business. And the poets, Maati supposed, moving about theirs.

The party from House Wilsin was at thelow hdl before them. The pregnant girl stood outside,
attended by servants, fidgeting with the skirts that were designed for the day, cut to protect her modesty
but not catch the child asit Ieft her. Maati felt thefirst real qualm pass over him. Heshai-kvo marched
past woman and servants and daves, his bloodshot eyes [ooking, Maati guessed, for Liat Chokavi who
was, after dl, overseeing the trade.

They found her indgde the hall, pacing and muttering to hersalf under her breath. She was dressed in
white robes shot with blue: mourning colors. Her hair was pulled back to show the softness of her cheek,
the curve of her neck. She was beautiful—the sort of woman that Otah-kvo would love and that would
love himin return. Her gaze rose as they entered, the three of them, and she took a pose of greeting.

"Can we do thisthing?" Heshai-kvo snapped, only now that Magti had known the man longer, he
heard the pain underneath the gruffness. The dread.

"The physcian will be here shortly,” Liat said.
"Heslae?!
"Were early, Heshai-kvo," Maati said gently.

The poet glared at him, then shrugged and moved to the far end of the hal to stare sullenly out the
window. Seedless, meeting Maati's gaze, pursed hislips, shrugged and waked out into the sunlight.



Maeti, |eft aone before the woman, took a pose of formal greeting which she returned.

"Forgive Heshai-kvo," Madti said softly enough to keep his voice from carrying. "He hates the sad
trade. It . . . it would be avery long story, and likely not worth the telling. Only don't judge him too
harshly fromthis"

"l won't," Liat said. Her manner was softer, lessforma. She seemed, in fact, on the verge of grinning.
"Itani told me about it. He mentioned you aswell.”

"He has been very kindin . . . showing methe city," Maeti said, taken by surprise. "l knew very little
about Saraykeht before | came here.”

Liat smiled and touched hisdeeve.

"l should thank you," shesaid. "If it wasn't for you, | don't know when he would have gotten the
courageto tell meabout . . . about hisfamily.”

"Oh," Maéti said. "Then he. . . you know?'

Shetook apose of confirmation that implied acomplicity Magti found both thrilling and uneasing. The
secret was now shared among three. And that was as many as could ever know. In away, it bound
them, he and Liat. Two people who shared some kind of love for Otah-kvo.

"Perhaps we will be able to know each other better, once the tradeis completed,” Maati said. "The
three of us, | mean.”

"I would likethat," Liat said. She grinned, and Maati found himsalf grinning back. He wondered what
they would look like to someone el se—the student poet and the trade house overseer beaming at each
other just before the sad trade. He forced himsdlf into amore sober demeanor.

"Thewoman, Mg," hesaid. "All went well with her, | hope?*

Liat shrugged and leaned closer to him. She smelled of an expensive perfume, earthy and rich more
than flord, like fresh turned soil.

"Keep it between us, but she'sbeen anightmare,” Liat said. "She meanswell, | suppose, but she's
flighty asachild and doesn't seem to remember what I've told her from one day to the next.”

"Isshe...dmple?’

"l don't think s0. Only . . . unconcerned, | suppose. They have different ways of looking at thingson
Nippu. Her trandator told me about it. They don't think the child's aperson until it drawsitsfirst bresth,
s0 she didn't even want to wear mourning colors."

"Redly?| hadn't heard that. | thought the Eastern Idandswere. . . Stricter, | suppose. If that's the way
tosay it."

"Apparently not."
"Ishe here? Thetrandator?'

"No," Liat said, taking a pose that expressed her impatience. "No, something came up and he had to
leave. Wilsincha had him teach me dll the phrases | need to know for the ceremony. I've been practicing.
| can't tell you how pleased I'll beto have thisover.”

Maeti |ooked over to histeacher. Heshai-kvo stood at the window, still as astatue, his expression
bleak. Seedless |eaned againgt the wall near the wide double doors of the entrance, hisarmsfolded,



gtaring at the poet's back. The perfect attention reminded Magti of aferal dog tracking its prey.

The physician arrived at the appointed hour with hisretinue. Mg, blushing and pulling a her skirts,
was brought inside, and Liat took her post beside her as Maati took hiswith Heshai-kvo and Seedless.
The servants and daves retreated a respectful distance, and the wide doors were closed. Heshai-kvo
seemed bent asif hewere carrying aload. He gestured to Liat, and she stepped forward and adopted a
pose appropriate to the opening of aformal occasion.

"Heshai-cha," she said. "I come before you as the representative of House Wilsin in this matter. My
client has paid the Khai's fee and the accountancy has weighed her payment and found it in accordance
with our arrangement. We now ask that you complete your part of the contract.”

"Have you asked her if she's sure?' Heshai-kvo asked. Hiswords were not formal, and he took no
pose with them. Hislipswere pressed thin and hisface grayish. "Is she certain?'

Liat blinked, startled, Magti thought, by the despair in his teacher's voice. He wished now that he had
explained to Liat why thiswas s0 hard for Heshai. Or perhapsit didn't matter. Redlly, it only needed to
be finished and behind them.

"Yes," Liat said, o breaking with the formdlity of the ceremony.
"Ask her again," Hesha said, hdf demanding, hdf pleading. "AsK if thereisn't another way."

A glimmer of stark terror lit Liat's eyes and vanished. Maati understood. It was not one of the phrases
she'd been taught. She had no way to comply. She raised her chin, her eyes narrowing in away that
made her look haughty and condescending, but Maati thought he could see the panicin her.

"Heshai-kvo," he said, softly. "Please, may wefinish thisthing.”

Histeacher looked over, first annoyed, then sadly resigned. He took a pose that retracted the request.
Liat's eyes shifted to Maati's with alook of gratitude. The physician took his cue and stepped forward,
certifying that the woman was in good hedlth, and that the remova of the child posed no grest risk to her
well-being. Heshai took a pose that thanked him. The physician led Mg to the split-seated stool and sat
her init, then silently placed the silver bowl benegth her.

"I hatethis," Heshal murmured, his voice s0 low that no one could hear him besides Maati and
Seedless. Then hetook aformal pose and declaimed. "In the name of the Khai Saraykeht and the
Dai-kvo, | put mysdlf a your service."

Liat turned to the girl and spokein liquid syllables. Mg frowned and her wide, palelips pursed. Then
she nodded and said something in return. Liat shifted back to the poet and took a pose of acceptance.

"You'reready?' Heshai asked, hiseyeson Mg's. Theidand girl tilted her head, asif hearing a sound
she dmost recognized. Heshal raised his eyebrows and sighed. Without any visible bidding, Seedless
stepped forward, graceful asadancer. Therewasalight in hiseyes, something like joy. Madti felt an
inexplicabletwigt in hisbdly.

"No need to struggle, old friend," Seedless said. "'l promised your apprentice that | wouldn't make you
fight mefor thisone. And you see, | can keep my word when it suitsme.”

The silver bowl chimed like an orange had been dropped init. Maati looked over, and then away. The
thing in the bowl was only settling, hetold himsdlf, not moving. Not moving.

And with an audible intake of breath, the idand girl began to scream. The pae blue eyes were open so
wide, Magti could seethe whites al the way around theiris. Her wide lips pulled back until they were
thin as string. Mg bent down, and her hands would have touched the thing in the bowl, cradled it, if the



physician had not whisked it away. Liat could only hold the woman's hands and look at her, confused,
while shriek after shriek echoed in the empty spaces of the hall.

"What?' Heshai-kvo said, hisvoicefearful and smdll. "What happened?”

10

Amat Kyaan walked the length of the seafront with the fedling of awoman half-awakened from
nightmare. The morning sun made the waters too bright to look at. Ships rested at the docks, taking on
cloth or oilsor sugar or else putting off brazil blocks and indigo, wheat and rye, wine and Eddensea
marble. Thethin gals il barked with commerce, banners shifting in the breeze. The gulls till wheded
and complained. It was like walking into amemory. She had passed thisway every day for years. How
quickly it had become unfamiliar.

Leaning on her cane, she passed the wide mouth of the Nantan and into the warehouse digtrict. The
traffic patternsin the streets had changed—the rhythm of the city had shifted asit did from season to
season. The mad rush of harvest was behind them, and though the year'swork was till far from ended,
the city had asense of completion. The grest trick that made Saraykeht the center of al cotton trade had
been performed once more, and now normal men and women would spend their hours and days
changing that advantage into power and wealth and prestige.

She could dso fed its unease. Something had happened to the poet. Only listening from her window
during the evening, she'd heard three or four different stories about what had happened. Every
conversation she walked past was the same—something had happened to the poet. Something to do
with House Wilsin and the sad trade. Something terrible. The young men and women in the street smiled
asthey told each other, excited by the sense of crisis and too young or too poor or too ignorant for the
news of yesterday's events to sicken them with dread. That was for older people. People who
understood.

Ameat breathed deeply, catching the scent of the sea, the perfume of grilling meet at the sdls, the
unpleasant stench of the dyers vats that reached even from severd streets away. Her city, withitshigh
summer behind it. In her heart, she il found it hard to believe that she had returned to it, that she was
not still entombed in the back office of Ovi Niit's comfort house. And as she walked, leaning heavily on
her cane, shetried not to wonder what the men and women said about her as she passed.

At the bathhouse, the guardslooked at her curiously asthey took their poses. She didn't even
respond, only walked forward into the tiled rooms with their echoes and the scent of cedar and fresh
water. She shrugged off her robes and went past the public bathsto Marchat Wilsin'slittle room at the
back, just as she dways had.

Helooked tarrible.

"Too hot," he said as she lowered hersdlf into the water. The lacquer tray danced alittle on the waves
shedtirred, but didn't spill thetea.

"You dways say that,” Amat Kyaan said. Marchat sighed and looked away. There were bags under
his eyes, dark asbruises. Hisface, scowl-set, held agrayish cast. Amat leaned forward and pulled the
teacloser.

"So," shesad. "l tekeit thingswent well."



"Dont."

Amat sipped teafrom her bowl and considered him. Her employer, her friend.
"Then what isthereleft for usto say?' she asked.

"Therésbudness" Marchat said. "The same asdways."

"Business, then. | takeit that thingswent well."

He shot an annoyed glance at her, then looked away.

"Couldn't we start with the contracts with the dyers?’

"If you'd like," Amat said. "Was there something pressing with them?'

Her voice carried the whole load of sarcasm to cover the outrage and anger. And fear. Marchat took
aclumsy pose of surrender and acquiescence before reaching over and taking his own bowl of teafrom
thetray.

"I'm going to ameeting with the Kha and severd of the higher utkhaiem. Spend the whole damn time
falling on my sword over the sad trade. I've promised afull investigation.”

"And what are you going to find?'

"Thetruth, | imagine. That'sthe secret of agood lie, you know. Coming to a place where you believe
it yoursdlf. | expect our investigation—or anyone el ses—will show it was Oshal, the trandator. He and
his men plotted the whole thing under the direction of the andat Seedless. They found the girl, they
brought her to us under false pretenses. | have letters of introduction that I'll turn over to the Khai's men.
They'll discover that the letters are forged. House Wilsin will be looked upon as a collection of dupes. At
begt, it will take us yearsto recover our reputation.”

"Itsasmdl price" Amat said. "What if they find Oshal?"
"They won'."

"You'resureof that?'

"Yes" Wilsnsadwith agreat sigh. "I'm sure.”

"And Liat?"

"Still being questioned,” Marchat said. "I imagine shell be out by the end of the day. Well need to do
something for her. To makethisright. She's not going to come out of thiswith areputation for
competence intact. They've dready spoken with theidand girl. She didn't have anything very coherent to
say, I'm afraid. But it'sover, Amat. That'sreally the only bright thing | can say of the whole stinking
business. The worst that was going to happen has happened, and now we can get to cleaning up after it
and moving on."

"And what'sthe truth?"
"What | told you," he said. "That'sthe truth. It'sthe only truth that matters.”
"No. Thered truth. Who sent those pearls? And don't tell me the spirit conjured them out of the sea.”

"Who knows?' Marchat said. "Oshai told usthey were from Nippu, from the girl's family. We had no
reason to think otherwise."



Amat dapped the water. She felt the rage pulling her brow together. Marchat met her anger with his.
His paeface flushed red, hischin did forward belligerently like aboy in aplay yard.

"l ansaving you," hesaid. "And | am saving the house. | am doing everything | canto kill thisthing
and bury it, and by all the gods, Amat, | know aswell asyou that it was rotten, but what do you want me
to do about it? Trot up to the Kha and apologize? Where did the pearls come from? Galt, Amat. They
came from Acton and Lanniston and Cole. Who arranged the thing? Galts. And who will pay for thisif
that story isproved instead of mine?I'll bekilled. Y ou'll be exiled if you're lucky. The house will be
destroyed. And do you think it'll stop there, Amat? Do you? Because | don't.”

"It was evil, Marchat."

"Yes. Yes, it wasevil. Yes, it waswrong," he said, motioning so violently that his tea splashed, thered
tint of if diffusing quickly in the bath. "But it was decided before anyone consulted us. By thetime you or
| or any of usweretold, it was already too late. It needed doing, and so we've doneiit.

"Tell me, Amat, what happensif you're the Khai Saraykeht and you find out your pet god's been
conspiring with your trade rivals? Do you stop with the tools, because that's all we are. Toals. Or do you
teach alesson to the Galts that they won't soon forget? We haven't got any andat of our own, so ther€'s
nothing to restrain you. We can't hit back. Do our cropsfail? Do dl the women with child in Galt lose
their children over this? They're asinnocent asthat idand girl, Amat. They've done aslittle to deserve that
asshehas”

"Lower your voice," Amat said. " Someonewill hear you.”

Marchat |eaned back, glancing nervoudy at the windows, the door. Amat shook her head.
"That was a pretty speech,” shesad. "Did you practiceit?'

"Some, yes™

"And who were you hoping to convince with it? Me, or yourself?'

"Us," hesad. "Both of us. It'strue, you know. The price would be worse than the crime, and innocent
people would suffer.”

Amat considered him. He wanted so badly for it to be true, for her to agree. Hewaslike achild, a
boy. It made her fed weighted down.

"l supposeitis” she said. "So. Where do we go from here?’

"We clean up. Wetry to limit the damage. Ah, and one thing. The boy Itani? Do you know why the
young poet would cal him Otah?"

Amat |et hersdlf be distracted. She turned the name over in her mind, searching for some recollection.
Nothing came. She put her bowl of tea on the side of the bath and took a pose pleading ignorance.

"It sounds like anorthern name," she said. "When did he use it?"
"I had aman follow them. He overheard them speaking.”
"It doesn't match anything Liat'stold me of him."

"Well. Well, welll keep afinger onit and seeif it moves. Damned strange, but nothing's come fromiit
ye."

"What about Mg ?"



"Who? Oh, thegirl. Yes. Well need to keep her close for another week or two. Then I'll have her
taken home. Therésatrading company making arun to the east a about the right time. If the Khai's men
are donewith her, I'll pay her passage with them. Otherwise, it may be longer.”

"But you'll see her back home safdly.”
"It'swhat | can do," Marchat said.

They sat in slencefor along minute. Amat's heart felt like lead in her breast. Marchat was as il asif
he'd drunk poison. Poor Wilsin-cha, she thought. HE's trying so hard to make this conscionable, but he's
too wiseto believe his own arguments.

"So, then," she said, softly. "The contracts with the dyers. Where do we stand with them?”

Marchat's gaze met hers, afaint smile on hisbushy lips. For dmost two hands, he brought her up to
date on the small doings of House Wilsin. The agreements they'd negotiated with Old Sanyaand the
dyers, the problems with the shipments from Obar State, the tax statements under review by the
utkhaiem. Amat listened, and without meaning to she moved back into the rhythm of her work. The parts
of her mind that held the doings of the house did back into use, and she pictured al the issues Wilsin-cha
brought up and how they would affect each other. She asked questions to confirm that she'd understood
and to challenge Marchat to think things through with her. And for awhile, she could amost pretend that
nothing had happened, that she ill felt what she had, that the house she had served so long was ill what
it had been to her. Almogt, but not entirely.

When sheleft, her fingertips were wrinkled from the baths and her mind was clearer. She had severa
full days work before her just to put things back in order. And after that the work of the autumn: first
House Wilsn's—shefdt she owed Marchat that much—and then perhaps dso her own.

THE POET'S house had been full for two days now, ever since Heshal had taken to his bed. Utkhaiem and
servants of the Khai and representatives from the grest trading houses cameto cal. They came at dl
hours. They brought food and drink and thinly-veiled curiosity and tacit recrimination. Maati welcomed
them asthey came, accepted their gifts, saw them to whatever seatswere available. He held poses of
gratitude until his shoulders ached. He wanted nothing more than to turn them out—all of them.

Thefirst night had been the worst. Maati had stood outside the door of Heshai-kvo's room and
pounded and demanded and begged until the night candle was haf-burned. And when the door findly
scraped open, it was Seedless who had unbarred it.

Hesha had lain on his cot, hiseyesfixed on nothing, hisskin pae, hislips dack. The white netting
around him reminded Maati of afunerd shroud. He had had to touch the poet's shoulder before Heshai's
digtracted gaze flickered over to him and then away. Maati took achair beside him, and stayed there until
morning.

Through the night, Seedless had paced the room like a cat looking for away under awoodpile.
Sometimes he laughed to himself. Once, when Maati had drifted into an uneasy deep, he woketo find
the andat on the bed, bent over until his pale lips amost brushed Heshai's ear—Seedless whispering fadt,
sharp syllablestoo quietly for Maati to make sense of them. The poet's face was contorted asif in pain
and flushed bright red. In the long moment before Maati shouted and pushed the andat away, their gazes
locked, and Maati saw Seedless smile even as he murmured his poison.

When the morning came, and thefirst pounding of visitors, Heshai roused himself enough to order
Maeati down to greet them. The bar had did home behind him, and the stream of people had hardly
dackened since. They stayed until thefirst quarter of the night candle had burned, and anew wave



arrived before dawn.

"I bring greetings from Annan Tiyan of House Tiyan," an older man said loudly as he stood on the
threshold. He had to speak up for hiswordsto carry over the conversation behind Maati. "We had heard
of the poet'sill healthand wished. . ."

Maati took a brief pose of welcome and gratitude that he didn't begin to mean and ushered the man in.
Theflock of carrion crows gabbled and talked and waited, Magti knew, for news of Heshai. Maati only
took the food they'd brought and laid it out for them to est, poured their gift wineinto bowls as
hospitaity. And upstairs, Heshal . . . It didn't bear thinking about. A regal man in fine slk robes motioned
Maeti over and asked him gently what he could do to help the poet in histime of need.

Thefirst Sgn Maeati had that something had changed was the sudden silence. All conversations
stopped, and Maati rushed to the front of the house to find himself looking into the dark, angry eyes of
the Kha Saraykeht.

"Whereisyour master?' the Khai demanded, and the lack of an accompanying pose made the words
seem stark and terrible.

Maeti took a pose of welcome and looked away.
"Heisresting, most high," hesaid.

The Khai looked dowly around the room, asingle vertica line gppearing between hisbrows. The
vigtorsall took appropriate poses—Maati could hear the shuffle of their robes. The Khai took a pose of
query that was directed to Maati, though his gaze remained on the assembled men.

"Who arethee?' the Khai asked.
"Wdl-wishers" Maati said.

The Kha said nothing, and the silence grew more and more excruciatingly uncomfortable. At last, he
moved forward, his hand taking Maati by the shoulder and turning him to the stairs. Maati walked before
theKhai.

"When | come down," the Khai saidin acam, dmost conversationd tone, "any man dill hereforfeits
hdf hiswedth."

At thetop of the stairs, Maati turned and led the Khai down the short hall to Heshai's door. Hetried it,
but it was barred. Maati turned with a pose of apology, but the Khai moved him aside without seeming to
noticeit.

"Heshal," the Khal said, hisvoice loud and low. "Open the door."

There was amoment's pause, and then soft footsteps. The bar scraped, and the door swung open.
Seedless stepped aside asthe Khai entered. Maati followed. The andat leaned the bar againgt the wall,
caught Maati's gaze, and took a pose of greeting appropriate to old friends. Magti felt asurge of anger in
his chest, but did nothing more than turn away.

The Khai stood at the foot of Heshai's bed. The poet was sitting up, now. Sometime in the last day, he
had changed from his brown ceremonia robesto robes of pae mourning cloth. The wide mouth turned
down at the corners and his hair was awild tangle. The Khai reached up and swept the netting aside. It
occurred to Maati how much Khai and andat were similar—the grace, the beauity, the presence. The
great-est difference was that the Khai Saraykeht showed tiny lines of age at the corners of hiseyesand
was not so lovely.



"I have spoken with Marchat Wilsin of House Wilsin,” the Khai said. "He extends his gpologies. There
will be aninvestigation. It has dready begun.”

Heshai looked down, but took a pose of gratitude. The Khai ignored it.

"We have also spoken with the girl and the overseer for House Wilsin who negotiated the trade. There
are. .. questions.”

Hesha nodded and then shook his head asif clearing it. He swung hislegs over the edge of the bed
and took a pose of agreement.

"Asyou wish, mogt high," hesaid. "'l will answer anything | can.”
"Not you," the Khai said. "All | requireisthat you compel your creature.”

Heshai looked at Maati and then at Seedless. The wide face went gray, the lips pressed thin. Seedless
stiffened and then, dowly as aman wading through deep water, moved to the bedside and took apose
of obeisance before the Khai. Maati moved a step forward before he knew he meant to. Hisimpulseto
shield someone—Heshal, the Khai, Seedless—was confused by his anger and a degpening dread.

"| think thiswas your doing. Am | wrong?' the Khai asked, and Seedless smiled and bowed.
"Of course not, most high," he said.

"And you did thisto torment the poet.”

"l did."

Andat and Khai were glaring at each other, so only Maati saw Heshai's face. The shock of surprise
and then ableak calm more distressing than rage or weeping. Maati's somach twisted. Thiswas part of
it, heredized. Seedless had planned thisto hurt Heshai, and this meeting now, this humiliation, was aso
part of hisintention.

"Where may we find the trandator Oshal?' the Khai said.
"I don't know. Careless of me, | know. I've dways been bad about keeping track of my toys."

"That will do," the Khai said, and strode to the window. Looking down to the grass at the front of the
house, the Khai made agesture. In the distance, Magti heard aman call out, barking an order.

"Heshal," the Khai Saraykeht said, turning back. "1 want you to know that | understand the strugglesa
poet faces. I've read the old romances. But you . . . you must understand that these little shadow plays of
yours hurt innocent people. And they hurt my city. Inthelast day, | have heard Six audiences asking that |
lower tariffs to compensate for the risk that the andat will find someway to act againgt you that might hurt
the cotton crop. | have had two of the largest trading housesin the city ask mewhat | planto do if the
andat escapes. How will | maintain trade then? And what was | to tell them? Eh?"

"I don't know," the poet said, his voice low and rough.
"Nor dol," theKhai sad.

Men were tramping up the stairway now. Magti could hear them, and the temptation to go and see
what they were doing was dmost more than his desire to hear when the Khai said next.

"Thisstops now," the Khal said. "And if | must bethe oneto stop it, | will."
The footsteps reached the door and two men in workmen's trousers pushed in, athick, heavy box



between them. Mati saw it was fashioned of wood bound with black iron—small enough that aman
might fit ingdeit but too short to stand, too narrow to Sit, too shallow to turn around. He had seen
drawings of it in books with the Dai-kvo. They had been books about the excesses of theimperia
courts, about their punishments. The men placed the box against Heshai-kvo'swall, took poses of abject
obeisance to the Khai, and left quickly.

"Mogt high," Maati said, hisvoicethick, "You. . . thisis..."

"Rest yourself, boy," the Khal said as he stepped to the thing and pulled the bar that opened theiron
grate. "It isn't for my old friend Heshai. It's only to keep histhingsin when heisn't usng them.”

With aclank, the black iron swung open. Maati saw Seed-less's eyes widen for amoment, then an
amused smile plucked the perfect lips. Heshai looked onin silence.

"But most high," Maati said, hisvoice growing stronger. A poet and hiswork are connected, if you
lock a part of Heshai-kvo into atorture box . . ."

The Khai took a sharp pose that required silence, and Maati'swords died. The man's gaze held him
until Seedlesslaughed and stepped between them. For afleeting moment, Maati almost felt that the andat
had moved to protect him from the anger in the Khai's expression.

"Y ou forget, my dear,” the andat said, "the most high killed two of hisbrothersto st in hischair. He
knows more of sacrifice than any of us. Or so the story goes.”

"Now, Heshal," the Khal said, but Maati saw no effort in Heshai-kvo as Seedless stepped backward
into the box, crouching down, knees bent. The Khai shut the grate, barred it, and did aspikein to hold
the bar in place. The paeface of the andat was crossed with shadows and meta. The Khai turned to the
bed, standing still until Heshai adopted a pose that accepted the judgment.

"It doesn't roam freg," the Khai said. "When it isn't needed, it goesinitsplace. Thisismy order.”

"Yes, most high," Heshal said, then lay down and turned away, pulling his sheet over him. The Khai
snorted with disgust and turned to leave. At the doorway, he paused.

"Boy," he said, taking apose of command. Magti answered with an appropriate obei sance. "When
your turn comes, do better.”

After the Khai and his men were gone, Maati stood, shaking. Heshai didn't move or speak. Seedless
in historture box only crouched, fingerslaced with the metd grate, the black eyes peering out. Mati
pulled the netting back over his master and went downstairs. No one remained—only the remains of the
offerings of sympathy and concern haf consumed, and an eerie Silence.

Otah-kvo, hethought. Otah-kvo will know what to do. Please, please let Otah-kvo know what to
do.

He hurried, gathering an apple, some bread, and ajug of water, and taking them to the unmoving poet
before changing into fresh robes and rushing out through the pal ace grounds to the street and down into
the city. Hafway to the quarters where Otah-kvo's cohort dept, he noticed he was weeping. He couldn't
say for certain when held begun.

"ITANI!" MUHATIA-CHA barked. "Get down here!l™

Otah, high in the suffocating heat and darkness near the warehouse roof, grabbed the Sdes of his
ladder and did down. Muhatia-cha stood in the wide double doors that opened to the light and noise of
the street. The overseer had a sour expression, but mixed with something—eagerness, perhaps, or



curiosity. Otah stood before him with a pose appropriate to the completion of atask.
"Y ou're wanted at the compound. | don't know what good they think you'll do there.”
"Yes, Muhatia-cha."
"If thisisjust your lady love pulling you away from your duties, Itani, I'll find out.”

"l won't be ableto tell you unless | go," Otah pointed out and smiled his charming smile, thinking as he
did that he'd never meant it less. Muhatia-chals express on softened dightly, and he waved Otah on.

"Hai! Itani!" Kaimati'sfamiliar voice called out. Otah turned. His old friend was pulling acart to the
warehouse door, but had paused, bracing the load against his knees. "L et us know what you find, eh?’

Otah took apose of agreement and turned away. It was an illusion, he knew, that the people he
passed in the Streets seemed to Stare at him. There was no reason for the city as awhole to see him pass
and think anything of him. Another [aborer in acity full of menlike him. That it wasn't true did nothing to
change the feding. The sad trade had gone wrong. Liat wasinvolved, aswas Maeti. For two days, he
had seen neither. Liat's cdll at the compound had been empty, the poet's house too full for him to think of
approaching. Otah had made do with the gossip of the street and the bathhouse.

The andat had broken loose and killed the girl aswell as her babe; the child had actualy been fathered
by the poet himsdlf or the Khai or, least probably, the andat Seedless himself; the poet had killed himself
or been killed by the Khai or by the andat; the poet waslying sick at heart. Or the woman was. The
gories seemed to bloom like blood poured in water—swirling in al directionsand filling all mathematical
possihilities. Every story that could be told, including—unremarkably among itslegion of fellows—the
truth, had been whispered in some corner of Saraykeht in the last day. He had dept poorly, and
awakened unrefreshed. Now, he walked quickly, the afternoon sun pushing down on his shoulders and
Swegt pouring off him.

He caught sight of Liat on the street outside the compound of House Wilsin. He recognized the shape
of her body before he could see her face, could read the exhaustion in the dope of her shoulders. She
wore mourning robes. He didn't know if they were the same that sheld worn to the ceremony or if the
grief was fresher than that. When she caught sight of him, she walked to him. Her eyes were sunken, her
skin pale, her lips bloodless. She stepped into his embrace without speaking. 1t was unseemly, of course,
alaborer holding an overseer thisway—his cheek pressed to her forehead—in the street. 1t was too hot
for the sensation to be pleasant. She held him fiercely, and he felt the deepness of her breath by the way
ghe pressed againgt him.

"What happened, love?' he asked, but Liat only shook her head. Otah stroked her unbound hair and
waited until, with a shuddering sigh, she pulled back. She didn't release his hand, and he didn't try to
redamit.

"Cometomy cel," shesad. "We can tdk there."

The compound was subdued, men and women passing quickly though their duties asif nothing had
happened, except for the air of tension. Liat led the way in slence, pushed open the door of her cell and
pulled him into the shadows. A thin form lay on the cot, Swathed in brown robes. Maati sat up, blinking
deep out of hiseyes.

"Otah-kvo?' the boy asked.

"He came thismorning looking for you," Liat said, letting go of Otah'shand at last and sitting at her
desk. "I don't think held eaten or had anything to drink since it happened. | brought him here, gave him an
apple and some water, put him to bed, and sent arunner to Muhatia-cha."



"I'm sorry,” Madti said. "'l didn't know whereto find you, and | thought Liat-chamight . . ."
"It was afine plan,” Otah said. "It worked. But what happened?!

Maati looked down, and Liat spoke. Her voice was hard as date and as gray. Speaking softly, she
told the story: she'd been fooled by the trandator Oshai and the andat at the price of Mg and her babe.
Maati took the narrative up: the poet wasill, eating little, drinking less, never leaving hisbed. And the
Khai, in hisanger, had locked Seedless away. As detail grew upon detail, problem upon problem, Otah
felt his chest grow tighter. Liat wouldn't meet his gaze, and Otah wished Maati were elsewhere, so that
he could take her in hisarms. But he dso knew there was nowhere else that Maati could turn. It was
right that hed come here. When Magti's voicetrailed off at last, Otah redlized the boy was looking at
him, waiting for something. For adecision.

"So he admitted to it," Otah said, thinking as he spoke. " Seedless confessed to the Khai "

Maeti took a pose of confirmation.

"Why?" Otah asked. "Did heredly think it would break Heshai-kvo's spirit? That he'd be freed?”
"Of course hedid," Liat snapped, but Maati took a more thoughtful expression and shook his head.

"Seedless hates Heshal," Maati said. "It was aflaw in the trandation. Or else not aflaw but . . . apart
of it. He may have only done it because he knew how badly Heshai would be hurt.”

"Hesha?' Liat demanded. "How badly Heshai would be hurt? What about Mgj? She didn't do
anything to deserve this. Nothing!™

"Seedless.. . . doesn't care about her," Maati said.
"Will Heshai rdlease him?' Otah asked. "Did it work?'

Maati took a pose that both professed ignorance and apol-ogized for it. "He's not well. And | don't
know what confining Seedlesswill do to him—"

"Who cares?’ Liat said. Her voice was hitter. "What does it matter whether Heshai suffers? Why
shouldn't he? He's the one who controls the andat. If he was so busy whoring and drinking that he
couldn't be bothered to do hiswork, then he ought to be punished.”

"That's not the issue, love," Otah said, his gaze till on Maati.
"Yes, itis" shesad.

"If the poet wastes away and dies or if thisdrives him to take hisown life, the andat goesfree. Unless.

"I'm not ready,” Maati said. "I'veonly just arrived here, redly. A student might study under afull poet
for years before he's ready to take on the burden. And even then sometimes people just aren't the right
ones. | might not be ableto hold Seedless at dl."

"Would you try?"

It took along time before Maati answered, and when he did, his voice was small.

"If | falled, I'd pay hisprice.

"What's hisprice?' Liat asked.

"l don't know," Maeti said. "The only way to find out isto fail. Death, most likely. But . . . | could try.



If therewas no onedseto.”

"That'sinsane," Liat said, looking to Otah for support. "He can't do that. It would be like asking him to
jump off acliff and seeif he could learn to fly on theway down."

"Thereisn't the choice. There aren't very many successful bindings. There aren't many poetswho even
try them. There may be no replacement for Seedless, and even if there were, it might not work well with
the cotton trade,” Maati said. He looked pale and ill. "'If no one else can take the poet's place, it's my

duty—"

"It hasn't cometo that. With luck, it won't," Otah said. " Perhaps there's another poet who's better
suited for the task. Or some other andat that could take Seedless place if he escaped—"

"We could send to the Dai-kvo," Liat said. "He'd know."
"l can't go," Maati said. "'l can't leave Heshai-kvo here.”
"You canwrite" Liat said. "Send acourier.”

"Can you do that?' Otah asked. "Writeit al out, everything: the sad trade, Seedless, how the Khai's
responded. What you're afraid may happen. All of it."

Maati nodded.
"How long?" Otah asked.
"l could have it tomorrow. Inthe morning.”

Otah closed hiseyes. Hisbelly felt heavy with dread, his hands trembling asif he were about to attack
aman or el se be attacked. Someone had to carry the message, and it couldn't be Maati. It would be him.
Hewould do it himsdf. The resolve was smply there, like adecision that had been made long before.

Tahi-kvo'sface loomed up in hisimagination, and with it, the sense of the school—its cold, bruising
days and nights, the emptiness and the cruelty and the sense he had had, however briefly, of belonging.
The anger rosein him again, asif it had only been banked al these years. Someone would haveto go to
the Dai-kvo, and Otah was ready to see the man again.

"Bring it herethen," hesaid. "To Liat'scdl. There are dways shipsleaving for Y dakeht thistime of
year. I'll find aberth on one”

"You'renot going,” Liat said. "You cant. Y our indenture. . ."

Otah opened the door and moved to one side. He walked Maati out to the passage with a pose that
was both a thanks and a promise.

"You'resure of this?' Maati asked.
Otah nodded, then turned away again. When they were done, the cdll fell back into twilight.

"Youcantgo,” Liat said. "I need you to stay. | need someone. . . someone by my sde. What
happened to Mg, what happened to her baby . . . it was my fault. | et that happen.”

He moved to her, sitting on her desk, stroking her silk-smooth cheek with hisknuckles. She leaned
into him, taking hishand in both of hersand pressing it to her chest.

"I haveto. Not just for this. My past isup there. It'sthe right thing."
"She hasn't stopped crying. She degps and she wakes up crying. | went to see her when the utkhaiem



released me. She wasthe first person | went to see. And when shelooks at me, and | remember what
shewaslike before. . . | thought shewas calous. | thought she didn't care. | didn't seeit.”

Otah did down, kneeling on the floor, and put hisarms around her.
"Thereason youre going,” Liat whispered. "It isn't because of me, isit?Itisn't to get away from me?’

Otah sat, her head cradled againgt his shoulder. He could fed his mind working just below the leve of
thought—what he would need to do, the steps he would have to take. He stroked her hair, smooth as
water.

"Of coursenot, love," hesaid.

"Because you'll beagreat man oneday. | cantell. And I'm just anidiot girl who can't keep mongters
like Oshai from . .. gods. Tani. | didn't seeit. | didn't seeit”

She wept, the sobs shaking her as he cooed and rocked her gently. He rested his chin on her bent
head, curling her into him. She smelled of musk and tears. He held her until the sobbing quieted, until his
arms ached. Her head lay heavy againgt him and her breasth was amost dow as deep.

"Y ou're exhausted, love," he said. "Cometo bed. Y ou need deep.”
"No," shesaid, rousing. "No, stay with me. Y ou can't go now."

Gently, helifted her and carried her to her cot. He sat beside her, her hand wrapping hislike vineon
brick.

"Three weeksto Yadakeht," he said. "Then maybe two weeks upriver and aday or two on foot. Less
than that coming back, since theriver trip will be going with the water on the way down. I'll be back
before winter, love."

Inthe light pressing in at the shutters and the door, he could see her eyes, bleary with grief and
exhaugtion, seeking his. Her face was unlined, relaxed, hafway adeep adready.

"You'reexcited to go," shesaid. "You want to."

And, of course, that was the truth. Otah pressed his pam to her lips, closing them. To her eyes. This
wasn't a conversation he was ready to have. Or perhaps only not with her.

He kissed her forehead and waited until she was adeep before he quietly opened her door and
stepped out into thelight.

11

Amat woke in the darkness, her bregath fast, her heart pounding. In her dream, Ovi Niit had been kicking
in her door, and even when sheld pulled hersaf up from deep's dark waters, it took sometimefor her to
fed certain that the booming reports from the dream hadn't been redl. Sowly, the panic waned, and she
lay back. Above her, the netting glowed like new copper in the light from the night candle and then dowly
became brighter and paler asthe cool blue light of dawn crept in through the opened windows. The
shutters shifted in the sea-scented breeze.

Her desk was piled with papers. Ink bricks hollowed from use stacked one on another at the head of



the stairs, waiting to be carried away. The affairs of the house had fallen into near chaos while she was
away. She had spent long nights looking over lists and ledgers and telling hersdlf that she cared for them
all theway she once had. That House Wilsin and her work for it had not been poisoned.

Amat sghed, sat up, and pushed the netting asde. Her world since her resurrection had been much the
same—nightmares until dawn, gray and empty work and messages and mestings until sunset. At one
point, seeing the strain on her face at the end of the day, Marchat had offered to send her away for a
week to Chaburi-tan once the season was over. The house could cover the expenses, he said. And she
let hersalf imagine that time—away from Saraykeht and the seafront and her desk and the soft
quarter—though the fan-tasy was washed by melancholy. It could never actualy happen, but it would
have been nice.

Instead, Amat Kyaan rose from her bed, pulled on clean robes, and waked out, leaning on her cane,
to the corner stal where agirl from the low towns sold fresh berries wrapped in sweet frybread. It was
good enough as ameal to see her through to midday. She ate it as she walked back to her apartments,
trying to order her day in her mind, but finding it hard to concentrate on shifting meetings and duties back
and forth. Simply leaving her mind blank and empty was so much eesier.

Her time since the sad trade and her banishment had fdlt like being ill. Sheld moved through her days
without fegling them, unable to concentrate, uninterested in her work. Something had broken in her, and
pretending it back to fixed wasn't working. She'd half known it wouldn't, and her mind had made plans
for her dmost without her knowingit.

The man waiting at her door was wearing robes of yellow and silver—the colors of House Tiyan. He
was young—sixteen, perhaps seventeen summers. Liat's age. An gpprentice, then, but the apprentice of
someone high in House Tiyan. There was only one errand that could mean. Amat shifted her schedulein
her mind and popped the last of the berry-soaked frybread into her mouth. The young man, seeing her,
fell into apose of greeting appropriate for an honored elder. Amat responded.

"Kyaan-cha," the boy said, "I come on behaf of Annan Tiyan. . ."
"Of courseyou do," she said, opening her door. "Comeinside. Y ou have the listings?'

He hesitated behind her for only amoment. Amat went dowly up the stairs. Her hip was much better
since shed returned to her gpartments with her stinging ointment and her own bed. She paused at her
basin, washing the red stainsfrom her food off her fingertips before she began handling papers. When she
reached her desk, she turned and sat. The boy stood before her. He'd taken the paper from his
deeve—the one she'd sent to his master. She held out her hand, and he gave it to her.

The receipt was signed. Amat smiled and tucked the paper into her own deeve. It would go with her
papers later. The papers she was going to take with her, not the ones for House Wilsin. The box was on
the desk under apile of contracts. Amat shifted it out, into her lap. Dark wood banded by iron, and
heavy with jewels and lengths of slver. She handed it to the boy.

"My master . . ." theboy began. "That is, Amat Kyaancha, | waswonderingif . . ."

"Annan wants to know why I'm having him hold the package," she said, ""and he wanted you to find
out without making it obvious you were asking."

The boy blushed furioudy. Amat took a pose that dismissed theissue.

"It'srude of him, but I'd have done the samein his place. Y ou may tdll him that | have dways followed
Imperia form by caching such things with trusted friends. One of the people who had been doing methis
favor isleaving the city, though, so it wastimeto find anew holder. And, of course, if he should ever



careto, | would be pleased to return the favor. It's got nothing to do with that poor idand girl."

It wasn't true, of course, but it was convenient. Thiswas the fourth such box she'd sent out to men and
women in the city to whom she felt she might be able to gpped if circumstancesturned againgt her again.
The receipt was only as good as the honor of the people she stowed the boxes with. And there would be
acertain amount of theft, she expected—one jewd replaced by another of lessvalue. A few lengths of
slver gone despite thelocks. It wasn't likely, though, that if she called for them, her boxes would be
empty. And in an emergency, that would be very nearly adl Amat cared about.

The boy took a pose of acknowledgment and retreated down the stairs. Amat understood what
Saraykeht had taught her through Ovi Niit. She wouldn't be caught without her wedlth again. That it was
acourtesy of the great families of the Empire before it collapsed gave her something like precedent.
Annan wouldn't believe that it was unrelated to Mg and the sad trade, but he would understand from her
answer that she didn't want him to gossip about it. That would suffice.

For the next hand and a haf, she went through the contracts, making notations here and there—one
copy for hersdlf, onefor the house. So late in the season, there were few changes to be madein the
wording. But each contract carried with it two or three letters outlining the compl etion or modifications of
terms and definitions, and these were the sort of things that would sink atrading houseif they weren't
watched. She went through the motions, checking the trandations of the lettersin Galtic and the Khaiate,
noting discrepancies, or places where aword might have more than one meaning. It was what shed done
for years, and she did it now mechanically and without joy.

When she reached the last one, she checked that the inks were dry, rolled the different documentsin
tubes tied with cloth ribbons, and packed them into alight satchel—there were too many to fit in her
deeves. Shetook her cane, then, and walked out into the city, heading north to the Wilsin compound.
Away from the soft quarter.

The agents of the utkhaiem were present when she arrived at the wide courtyard of the house.
Servantsin fine silks lounged at the edge of the fountain, talking among themselves and looking out past
the statue of the Galtic Treeto the street. She hesitated when she saw them, fear pricking at her for no
reason she could say. She pushed it aside the way she pushed al her fedings aside these recent days,
and strode past them toward Marchat Wilsin's meeting room.

Epani Doru, Wilsin-chasrat-faced, obsequious master of house, sat before the wide wooden doors of
the meeting room. When she came close, he rose, taking a pose of welcome just respectful enough to
pretend he honored her position.

"I've someissues|'d like Wilsin-chato see," she said, taking an answering pose.
"He's meeting with men from the court,” Epani said, his voice an gpology.

Amat glanced at the closed doors and sighed. She took a pose that asked for a duration. Epani
answered vaguely, but with a sense that she would be lucky to see her employer's face before sundown.

"It can wait, then,” Amat said. "It's about the sad trade? I s that what they're picking at him for?”

"| assume 0, Amat-cha," Epani said. "I understand from the servants that the Khai wants the whole
thing addressed and forgotten as quickly as possible. There have been requeststo lower tariffs.”

Amat clucked and shook her head.
"Sour trade, thiswholeissue," she said. "I'm sorry Wilsin-chaever got involved iniit.”

Epani took a pose of agreement and mourning, but Amat thought for amoment there was something in



the man's expression. He knew, perhaps. Epani Doru might have been someone who Marchat took into
his confidence the way he hadn't taken her. An accomplice to the act. Amat noted her suspicion, tucked
it away like a paper into adeeve, and took a pose of query.

"Lia?"
"In the workrooms, | think," Epani said. "The utkhaiem didn't ask to speak with her."

Amat didn't reply. The workrooms of the compound were abad place for someone of Liat'srank to
be. Preparing packets for the archives, copying documents, checking numbers—all the work done at the
low date tables was better suited for anew clerk, someone who had recently come to the house. Amat
walked back to the fifling, il air and the smell of chegp lamp ail.

Liat sat a atable by hersdlf, hunched over. Amat paused, considering the girl. The too-round face had
misplaced its youth; Amat could seein that moment what Liat would be when her beauty failed her. A
woman, then, and not alovely one. A dreadful weight of sympathy descended on Amat Kyaan, and she
stepped forward.

"Amat-cha," Liat said when she looked up. She took a pose of apology. "1 didn't know you had need
of me. | would have—"

"I didn't know it either,” Amat said. "No fault of yours. Now, what are you working on?"
" Shipments from the Westlands. | was just copying the recordsfor the archive.”

Amat considered the pages. Liat's handwriting was clean, legible. Amat remembered daysin close
heat |ooking over numbers much likethese. Shefelt her amiletighten.

"Wildgn-cha set you to this?" Amat asked.

"No. No onedid. Only I ran out of work, and | wanted to be useful. I'm.. . . | don't like being idle
thesedays. It just fedls. . ."

"Don't carry it," Amat said, il pretending to look at the written numbers. "It isn't yours.”
Liat took aquestioning pose. Amat handed her back the pages.

"It's nothing you did wrong,” Amat said.

"Yourekind."

"No. Not redlly. There was nothing you could have doneto prevent this, Liat. Y ou weretricked. The
girl wastricked. The poet and theKha."

"Wilsn-chawastricked," Liat said, adding to thelist.
Or trapped, Amat thought, but said nothing. Liat rallied hersdf to smile and took a pose of gratitude.

"It helpsto hear someone say it," the girl said. "Itani doeswhen hel'shere, but | can't dways believe
him. Butwithhimgoing. . ."

"North,” Liat said, startling asif sheld said more than she'd meant. "He's going north to see hissigter.
And...and | aready misshim."

"Of courseyou do. HE'syour heartmate, after al,” Amat said, teasing gently, but the weariness and
dread in Liat's gaze deepened. Amat took a deep breath and put ahand on Liat's shoulder.



"Comewithme" Amat said. "l have somethings | need of you. But someplace cooler, eh?"

Amat |led her to ameeting room on the north side of the compound where the windows werein shade
and laid the tasks before her. Shed meant to give Liat aslittle as she could, but seeing her now, she
added three or four small thingsthat she'd intended to let rest. Liat needed something now. Work was
thin comfort, but it was what she had to offer. Liat listened closdly, ferocioudly.

Amat reluctantly ended her list.
"And before that, | need you to take me to the woman," she said.
Liat froze, then took a pose of acknowledgment.

"I need to speak with her,” Amat said, knowing as she said the words precisely how inadequate they
were. For amoment, she was tempted to tell the full story, to lighten Liat's burden by whatever measure
the truth could manage. But she swallowed it. She put compassion aside for the moment. Along with fear
and anger and sorrow.

Liat led her to a private room in the back, not far from Marchat Wilsin's own. Amat knew the place.
The delicate inlaid wood of the floor, the Gdltic tapestries, the window lattices of carved bone. It was
where House Wilsin kept its most honored guests. Amat didn't believe it was where the girl had dept
before the crime. That she was here now was asign of Marchat's pricked conscience.

Mg lay curled on the ledge before the window. Her paefingers rested on the lattice; the strange dirty
gold of her hair spilled down across her shoulders and halfway to the floor. She looked softer. Amat
stood behind her and watched the rise and fall of her breath, dow but not so dow as deep.

"l could Stay, if you like," Liat said. "Shecan . . . | think sheis better when there are people around
who she knows. Familiar faces."

"No," Amat said, and theidand girl shifted a the sound of her voice. The pale eyeslooked over her
with nothing likered interest. "No, Liat-kya, | think I've put enough on you for today. | can manage from
here"

Liat took a pose of acceptance and |eft, closing the door behind her. Amat pulled achair of woven
cane near theidand girl and lowered hersdlf into it. Mg watched her. When Amat was settled, the chair
cresking under even her dight weight, Mg spoke.

"You hurt her fedings," she said in the shilant words of Nippu. "Y ou sent her away, didn't you?'
"I did,” Amat said. "l cameto speak with you. Not her.”

"I'vetold everything | know. I'vetold it to ahundred people. | won't doit again.”

"l haven't cometo ask you anything. I've cometo tell.”

A dow, mocking smile touched thewide, palelips. Thefar eyebrowsrose.

"Have you cometo tell me how to save my child?"

"No."

Mg shrugged, asking with motion what else could be worth hearing.

"Wilsgn-chaisgoing to arrange your travel back to Nippu,” Amat said. "'l think it will happen within the
week."



Mg nodded. Her eyes softened, and Amat knew she was seeing herself at home, imagining the things
that had happened somehow undone. It seemed almost cruedl to go on.

"l don't want you to go," Amat said. "1 want you to stay here. In Saraykeht.”

The pae eyes narrowed, and Mg lifted herself on one elbow, shifting to face Amat directly. Amat
could seethe distrust in her face and felt she understood it.

"What happened to you goes deeper than it appears,” Amat said. "It was an atack on my city and its
trade, and not only by the andat and Oshai. It won't be easy to show thisfor what it was, and if you leave
...if youleave, | don't think I can."

"What can't you do?'

"Proveto the Khai that there were more people involved than he knows of now."
"Areyou being paid to do this?'

"No."

"Thenwhy?"

Amat drew in abreath, steadied hersdlf, and met the girl's eyes.

"Becauseit'stheright thing,” Amat said. It wasthefirg time shéld said the words aoud, and something
in her released with them. Since the day sheld left Ovi Niit, she had been two women—the overseer of
House Wilsin and aso the woman who knew that she would have to have this conversation. Have this
conversation and then follow it with dl the actionsit implied. She laced her fingers around one knee and
amiled, alittle sadly, at therdief shefelt in being only one woman again. "What happened waswrong.
They struck a my city. Mine. And my house was part of it. Because of that, | was part of it. Doing this
will gain me nothing, Mg. | will lose agreat ded that | hold dear. And | will do it with you or without
you."

"It won't bring me back my child."

"No."

"Will it avengehim?'

"Yes. If | succeed.”

"What would he do, your Khai? If you won."

"l don't know," Amat said. "Whatever he deemsright. He might fine House Wilsin. Or he might burniit.
Hemight exile Wilsn-cha."

"Or kill im?!

"Or kill him. He might turn Seedless against House Wilsin, or the Gdtic Council. Or al of Gdt. | don't
know. But that's not for meto choose. All | can doisask for hisjustice, and trust that the Khai will
follow the right road afterward.”

Maj turned back to the window, away from Amat. The pale fingers touched the latticework, traced
thelines of it asif they were the curves of abeloved face. Amat swallowed to loosen the knot in her
throat. Outside, asongbird called twice, then paused, and sang again.

"l should go," Amat said.



Mg didn't turn. Amat rose, the chair creaking and groaning. She took her cane.
"When | cdl for you, will you come?"

The slence was thick. Amat'simpulse was to speak again, to make her case. To beg if she needed to,
but her training from years of negotiations was to wait. The sllence demanded an answer more e oquently
than words could. When Mg spoke, her voice was hard.

"Il come"

SARAYKEHT RECEDED. The wide mouth of the seafront thinned; wharves wide enough to hold ten men
standing abreast narrowed to twigs. Otah sat at the back rail of the ship, aware of the swell and drop of
the water, the rich scent of the spray, but concentrating upon the city falling away behind him. He could
takeit al in at once: the palaces of the Khai on the top of the northern dope grayed by distance; thetall,
white warehouses with their heavy red and gray tiles near the seafront; the calm, respectable morning
face of the soft quarter. Coast fishermen resting atop poles outside the city, lines cast into the surf. They
passed east. The river-mouth, wide and muddy, and the cane fields. And then over the course of half a
hand, the wind pressing the wide, low ship's sails took them around abend in the land, and Saraykeht
was gone. Otah rested his chin on the oily wood of therailing.

They were dl back there—Liat and Maati and Kirath and Tuui and Epani who everyone called the
cicada behind his back. The streets he'd carted bales of cotton and cloth and barrels of dye and the
teahouses he'd sung and drunk in. The garden where held first kissed Liat and been surprised and
pleased to find her kissing him back. The firekeeper, least of the utkhaiem, who'd taken copper lengthsto
let him and his cohort roast pigeons over hiskiln. He remembered when held first cometo it, how foreign
and frightening it had been. It seemed alifetime ago.

And before him was a degper past. He had never been to the villiage of the Dai-kvo, never seenthe
libraries or heard the songsthat were only ever sung there. It was what he might have been, what he had
refused. It waswhat his father had hoped he would be, perhaps. How he might have returned to Machi
one day and seen which of hismemoriesweretrue. He hadn't known, that day marching away from the
schooal, that the price he/d chosen was so dear.

"| hatethis part,” an unfamiliar voice said.

Otah looked up. The man standing beside him wore robes of deep green. A beard shot with white
belied an unlined, youthful face, and the bright, black eyes seemed amused but not unfriendly.

"What do you mean?' Otah asked.

"Thefirst three or four days on shipboard,” the man said. "Before your somach gets the rhythm of it. |
have these drops of sugared tar that are supposed to help, but they never seem to. It doesn't seem to
bother you, though, eh?"

"Not particularly,”" Otah said, adopting one of his charming smiles.

"You'relucky. My name's Orai Vaukheter," the man said. "Courier of House Siyanti bound at present
from Chaburitan to Machi—longest damn trip in the cities, and timed to put me on muleback in the north
justintime for the first snows. And you? | don't think I've met you, and I'd have guessed | knew
everyone."

"Itani Noyga," Otah said, thelie till coming naturdly to hislips. "Going to Y dakeht to vist my sder.”
"Ah. But from Saraykeht?'
Otah took a pose of acknowledgment.



"Rumor hasit'sdifficult timesthere. Probably agood timeto get out.”

"Oh, I'll be going back. It'sjust to see the new baby, and then I'll be going back to finish my
indenture.”

"Andthegirl ?"

"What girl?'

"The one you were thinking about just now, before | interrupted you.”
Otah laughed and took a pose of query.

"And how are you sure | was thinking about agirl?*

The man leaned againg therailing and looked out. His smile was quick enough, but his complexion
wasalittle green.

"Therésacertain kind of melancholy aman getsthefirst time he chooses a ship over awoman. It
fadeswith time. It never passes, but it fades."

"Very poetic,” Otah said, and changed the subject. "Y ou're going to Machi ?"

"Yes. Thewinter cities. Funny, too. I'm looking forward to it now, becauseit's al stone and doesn't
bob around like a cork in abath. When | get there, I'll wish | were back here where my pisswon't freeze
before it hits the ground. Have you been to the north?"

"No," Otah said. "I've spent most of my lifein Saraykeht. What'sit like there?!

"Cold," theman said. "Blagted cold. But it'slovely in astern way. The mines are how they makethelr
trade. The mines and the metaworkers. And the stonemasons who built the place—gods, there's not
another city like Machi in theworld. Thetowers. . . you've heard about the towers?'

"Heard them mentioned,” Otah said.

"| wasto the top of one once. One of the great ones. It was high asamountain. Y ou could seefor
hundreds of miles. | looked down, and I'll sweer it, the birds were flying below meand | felt like afew
more bricks and I'd have been able to touch clouds.”

The water |apped at the boards of the ship below them, the seagulls cried, but Otah didn't hear them.
For amoment, he was atop atower. To hisleft, dawn was breaking, rose and gold and pae blue of
robin'segg. To hisright, theland was till dark. And before him, snow covered mountains—dark stone
showing the bones of the land. He smelled something—a perfume or amusk that made him think of
women. He couldn't say if the vison was dream or memory or something of both, but a powerful sorrow
flowed through him that lingered after the images had gone.

"It sounds beautiful " he said.

"I climbed back down asfast as| could,” the man said, and shuddered despite the heet of the day.
"That high up, even fone sways."

"I'd liketo go there one day."
"Youdfitin. Youveanorthern face

"So they tell me," Otah said, smiling again though hefelt somber. "I'm not sure, though. 1've spent quite
afew yearsin the south. | may belong there now."



"It'shard," his companion said, taking a pose of agreement. "I think it'swhy | keep travelling even
though I'm not really suited to it. Whenever I'm in one place, | remember another. So I'll bein Udun and
thinking about ablack crab stew they servein Chaburi-Tan. Or in Saraykeht, thinking of theway therain
fdlsin Utani. If | could take them all—all the best parts of al the cities—and bring them to asingle place,
| think that would be paradise. But | can't, so I'm doomed. When the time comes I'm too old to do this,
I'll haveto settle for one place and | truly believe the thought of never seeing the others again will break
me"

For amoment, they were slent. Then the courier's distant expression changed, and he turned to look
at Otah carefully.

"You're an interesting one, Itani Noyga. | thought I'd come make light with ayoung man on what looks
likehisfirst journey, and | find mysdlf thinking about my final one. Do you dways carry that cloud with
you?"

Otah grinned and took a pose of light apology, but hands and smile both wilted under the cool gaze.
The canvas chuffed and aman in the back of the low, barge-built ship shouted.

"Yes," hesurprised himsdf by saying. "But very few people seemto noticeit.”

"SOTHE idand girl'sleft,” Amat said. "What doesit matter? Y ou were about to send her away.”

Marchat Wilsin fidgeted, sending little waves across the bath to re-bound againgt the tiles. Amat
sipped her teaand feigned disinterest.

"We were sending her home. It was arranged. Why would she go?' he asked, as much to the water or
himsalf asto her. Amat put her bowl of tea down in the floating tray and took a pose of query that was
by its context a sarcasm.

"Let me see, Wilsin-cha. A young girl who has been decelved, used, humiliated. A girl who believed
the stories she'd been told about perfect love and a powerful lover and was taken instead to a
daughterhouse for her own blood. Now why wouldn't she want to go back to the people sheld left? I'm
sure they wouldn't think her a credulousidiot. No more than the Khai and the utkhaiem do now. There
arejokes about her, you know. At the seafront. Laborers and teahouse servants make them up to tell
each other. Did you want to hear some?”

"No," Marchat said and dapped the water. "No, | don't. | don't want it to happen, and if it'sgoing to, |
don't want to know about it."

"Shame, Marchat. Sheleft from shame”

"| don't see why she should fed ashamed,” he said, adefensivenessin hisvoice. A defense of himsalf
and, heart-breskingly, of Mg. " She didn't do anything wrong."

Amat released her pose and let her hands dip back under the water. Wilsin-cha's lips worked silently,
asif hewerein conversation with himsdlf and hafway moved to speaking. Amat waited.

The night before, she had taken Mg out to one of the low towns—a fishing village west of the city. A
safe house outside the city would do, Amat thought, until a more suitable arrangement could be made. A
week, she hoped, but perhaps more. In the last days, her plans had begun to fall away from House
Wilsin's. It wouldn't be long before she and her employer, her old friend, parted company. It wasworse,
gtting there with him in the bathhouse held used for years, because he didn't know. House Wilsin had
taken her from alife on knife-edge, and he—Marchat-cha—had chosen her from among the clerks and
functionaries. He had promoted her through the ranks. And now they sat asthey had for years, but it was



nearing thelast time.

Despite hersdf, Amat leaned forward and put her palm on his shoulder. He looked up and forced a
amile

"It'sover," hesad. "At least it'sover.”

It was something held said often in the last days, repesting it asif saying the words again would make
them true. So perhaps some part of him did know that it was far from finished. He took her hand and, to
her surprise, kissed it. Hiswhiskers scratched her water-softened skin. Gently and despite him, she
pulled away. He was blushing. Gods, the poor man was blushing. It made her want to weep, want to
leave, want to shout at him until her echoing fury cracked thetiles. After all you've done, how dare you
make me feel sympathy for you?

"Wilgn-cha" shesad. "The shipping schedule.”
"Yes" hesad. "Of course. The schedule.”

Together, they went through the trivia issues of the day. A small firein one of the weaver's
warehouses meant that they would be three thousand feet of thread short for the ship to Bakta. It was
sgnificant enough to warrant holding the ship, but they didn't dare keep it too long—the season was
turning. And then there was the issue of a pergstent mildew in one of House Wilsin's warehouses that had
spoiled two bolts of silk, and had to be addressed before they dared to use the space again.

Amat laid out the options, made her suggestions, answered Wilsin-chas questions, and accepted his
decisons. In the main part of the bathhouse, aman broke out in song, hisvoice joined—alittle
off-key—by two more. The warm breeze coming through the cedar trellis a the windows moved the
surface of thewater. Painful asit was, Amat felt herself grabbing at the details—the pinkness of
Marchat's pale skin, the thin crack in the side of the lacquer tray, the just-bitter taste of overbrewed tea.
Likeasquirre, she thought, gathering nuts for the winter.

"Amat," he said, when they were through and she started to rise. The hardnessin hisvoice caught her,
and she lowered hersdlf back into the water. "There's something . . . You and I, we've worked together
for moreyearsthan | like to remember. Y ou've dways been . . . dways been very professond. But I've
felt that dong with that, we've been friends. | know that | have held you in the highest regard. Gods, that
sounds wrong. Highest regard? Gods. I'm doing this badly.”

He raised his hands from the weter, fingertips wrinkled asraisins, and motioned vaguely. Hisface was
tight and flushed. Amat frowned, confused, and then the redlization washed over her like nausea. He was
about to declare hislove.

She put her head down, pressing a pam to her forehead. She couldn't look up. Laughter that had as
much to do with horror as mirth shook her gently. Of dl the things she'd faced, of dl the evils shed
stecled hersdlf to walk through, this one had taken her blind. Marchat Wilsin thought he loved her. It was
why he'd stood up to Oshai to save her. It waswhy shewas alive. It wasridiculous.

"I'msorry,” hesaid. "'l shouldn't have. . . Forget that. | didn't. . . | sound like a half-wit schoolboy.
Heresthe thing, Amat. | didn't mean to beinvolved with this. Theselast days, I've been fedling a certain
distance from you. And I'm afraid that you and | might have. . . lost something between us. Something
that..."

It had to stop. She had to stop it.

"Wilsin-cha," she said, and forced hersdlf into aformal pose of respect appropriate to asuperior in
business. "I think perhapsit istoo soon. The. . . the wounds are too fresh. Perhaps we might postpone



this conversation.”

Hetook a pose of agreement that seemed to carry arelief dmost as deep as her own. She shifted to a
pose of leave-taking, which he returned. She didn't meet his gaze as she left. In the dressing room, she
pulled on her robes, washed her face, and leaned against the great granite basin, her hands clenched
white onitsrim, until her mind had stilled. With along, deep, dow breath, she composed herself, then
took up her cane and walked out into the streets, asif the world were not a broken place, and her path
through it was not twisted.

She strode to the compound, her leg and hip hardly bothering her. She ddlivered the orders she had to
give, made the arrangements she had discussed with Wilsin-cha Liat, thankfully, was e sewhere. Amat's
day was difficult enough without adding the burden of Liat's guilt and pain. And, of course, there wasthe
decison of whether to take the girl with her when Amat |ft her old life behind.

When Amat had written the last entry in the house logs, she cleaned the nib onitscloth, laid the paper
over the haf-used inkblock, and walked south, toward the seafront. And not toward her apartments. She
passed by the stalls and the ships, the watersellers and firekeepers and carts that sold strips of pork
marinated in ginger and cumin. When she reached the wide mouth of the Nantan, she paused, considering
the bronze form of the last emperor gazing out over the sea. Hisface was cam and, she thought,
sorrowful. Shian Sho had watched the Empirefal, watched the devastation of war between high
counsdlors who could wield poets and an-dat. How sad, she thought, to have had so much and been
powerlessto saveit. For thefirst timein her life, she felt something more than awe or historica curiosity
or familiarity with the image of the man eight generations dead. She waked to the base of the statue,
reached out and rested her hand on the sun-hot metal of hisfoot amost painful to touch. When she
turned away, her sorrow was not less, but it was accompanied by a strange lifting of her heart. A kinship,
perhaps, with those who had struggled before her to save the citiesthey held dear. She walked toward
theriver, and the worst parts of the city. Her city. Hers.

The teahouse was rough—its shutters needed painting, the plaster of its walls was scored with the
work of vandals cheaply repaired—but not decrepit. Its faults spoke of poverty, not abandonment. A
man with the deep blue eyes and red hair of the Westlands leaned out of awindow, trying not to seemto
dare a her. Amat raised an eyebrow and walked through the blue-painted door and into the murk of the
main room.

The smdll of roast lamb and Westlands beer and cheap tobacco washed over her. The stone floor was
smooth and clean, and the few men and women gitting at tables seemed to take little notice of her. The
dogs under the tables shifted toward her and then away, equally incurious. Amat looked around with an
expression that she hoped would be read as confidence and impatience. A dark-haired girl cameto her
before long, wiping her hands on her robe as she came. She took a pose of greeting which Amat
returned.

"We havetables here," the girl said. "Or perhaps you would care for aroom in the back? We have a
good view of theriver, if .. ."

"I'm here to see aman named Torish Wite,” Amat said. "l wastold that he would expect me."

The girl fel into apose of understanding without surprise or hesitation, turned, and led Amat back
through a short corridor to an open door. Amat took a pose of thanks, and stepped through.

Hewas abig man, thick hair the color of honey, arough scar on his chin. He didn't rise as she came
in, only watched her with a distant amusement. Amat took a pose appropriate to opening anegotiation.

"No," the man said in the language of the Westlands. "If you want to talk to me, you can use words."



Amat dropped her hands and sat. Torish Wite leaned back in his chair and crossed hisarms. The knife
he wore at his belt was aslong as Amat's forearm. She fdlt fear tighten her throat. This man was strong,
brutdl, proneto violence. That was, after al, why shewas here.

"I understand you have men for hire)" she said.
"Truth," he agreed.

"l want adozen of them.”

"For what?'

"| can't tell you that yet."

"Then you can't have'em.”

"I'm prepared to pay—"

"| don't care what you're prepared to pay. They're my men, and I'm not sending them out unless|
know what I'm sending them into. Y ou can't say, then you can't have them.”

He looked away, dready bored. Amat shook her head, pushing avay her emotions. Thiswasthetime
to think, not fed. The man was abusinessman, even if what he traded in was violence. He had nothing to
gain by building areputation of spilling his client's secrets.

"I am about to break with my house," she said. After holding her intentionsin sllencefor solong, it was
strange to hear the words spoken. "I am going to be taking up a project that will put mein opposition to
my previous employer. If I'mto succeed iniit, | will haveto secure alarge and steady income.”

Torish Wite shifted forward, hisarms resting on his knees. He was considering her now. He was
curious. She had him.

"And how are you going to arrange that?* he asked.

"Thereisaman named Ovi Niit. He runs acomfort house in the soft quarter. | mean to take it from
him"

12

Maeati woke to the sound of driving rain pattering against the shutters. The light that pressed in was cloud
softened, with neither direction nor strength to tell him how long heéld dept. The night candle was now
only aburnt wick. He pushed away the netting, shuddered, and rose. When he opened the shutters, it
was asif the city was gone, vanished in gray. Even the outlines of the palaces were vague, but the surface
of the pond was dive and dancing and the leaves of the nearby trees shone with bright wet green just
turning to red at the veins. Therain againgt hisface and chest was cool. Autumn was coming to
Saraykeht.

The days—nearly two weeks now—since Otah-kvo had | eft had taken on arhythm. Hewould risein
the morning, and go and speak with Heshai-kvo. Some days, the poet would manage three or four
exchanges. Others, they would only sit there under the baeful black stare of the andat, sillent in historture
box. Madti coaxed his master to eat whatever med the servants had brought from the palace kitchens:
fruit pastries sticky with sugar, or rich, soupy bread puddings, or smple cheese and cut apple. And every



morning, Heshai-kvo deigned to eat amouthful or two, Sip abowl of tea. And then with agrunt, he
would turn away, leaving only hiswide back as company. Seedless never spoke, but Maeti felt the
weight of hisattention like ahand on the back of his neck.

In the afternoon, he would walk in the gardens or read. And as sunset came, he would repest the
breakfadt ritua with an evening medl that excited no more interest in the poet. Then, leaving the night
candlelit, Maati would go to his own room, hisown cot, light his candle, fasten his netting, and will
himsalf to deep. It waslike afever dream, repesated again and again, with smal variations that seemed
only to point out that nothing of substance changed.

He closed the shutters, took a clean robe, washed hisface and shaved. There waslittle enough on his
cheek for therazor to take, but it was aritua. And it comforted him. He would have given anything he
had to have Otah-kvo there to talk with.

He went down the stairs to the table where the breakfast had been left for him: honey bread and black
tea. Hetook the tray and went back up and along the corridor to Heshaikvo's room. It was unbarred,
and swung open at the touch of his burdened wridt.

The bed was empty. Netting fine as mist was thrown aside, the bedclothesin knots and bundles that
didn't hide the depression where the poet's body had lain for days. Maati, trembling, put down the tray
and walked to the abandoned bed. There was no note, no unfamiliar object, nothing to say what had
happened, why histeacher was gone. Sickening images of the poet floating dead in the pond tugged at
him, and he turned dowly, dreading to see the torture box empty. Seedlesss black eyesmet his, and
Masti |et out the bresth he hadn't noticed he was holding.

The andat laughed.

"No such luck, my dear,” he said, hisvoice amused and calm. "The great poet is, to the best of my
knowledge, till dive and in something near enough to hisright mind not to have st me free”

"Whereishe?'

"l don't know. Itisn't asif he asked my permission. Y ou know, Magti-kya, it's odd. We never seem to
chat anymore."

"Where did he go? What did he say?"
Seedless sighed.

"He didn't say anything. He wasjust his own pathetic salf—al the grace and will of asoiled
washcloth—and then just after the last mark of the night candle, he got up like hed remembered an
gppointment, pulled on hisrobesand | eft.”

Maeati paced, fighting to dow his breath, to order histhoughts. There had to be something. Some sign
that would tell him where Heshai had gone, what he would do.

"Cdl out the guards," Seedlesssaid, laughter in hisvoice. "The great poet has dipped hisleash.”
"Bequiet!" Maati sngpped. "'l haveto think."

"Or you'll do what? Punish me? Gods, Maati, look what they're doing to me dready. | can't move. |
can't gtretch. If | wereaman, 1'd be covered in my own shit, and nothing to do but try to push it out with
my toes. What more were you planning to do?"

"Don't. Just . . . don't talk to me."



"Why not, my dear? What did | do to upset you?"'
"Youkilled ababy!" Masti shouted, shocked &t his own anger.

In the shadows of his prison, the andat smiled sadly. The pae fingers wrapped the dats, and the pae
flesh shifted aninch.

"The baby doesn't mind," Seedlesssaid. "Ask it, seeif it holdsagrudge. What | did, | did to the
woman. And to Heshai. And you know why I've doneit.”

"Youreevil," Madti sad.

"I'm aprisoner and adave held against my will. I'm forced to work for my captor when what | want is
to be free. Free of thisbox, of thisflesh, of this consciousness. It's no more amora impulse than you
wanting to breathe. Y ou'd sacrifice anyone, Madti, if you were drowning.”

Maati turned his back, running his hands down the empty sheets, looking for something—anything. It
was only cloth. He had to go. He had to dert the Khai. Armsmen. They had to send armsmen out to
search for Heshal and bring him back. Over the drumming of the rain, he heard the andat shift.

"| told you," Seedless said, "that we wouldn't dways be friends.”

And from below them another voice called Magti's name. A woman'svoice, tight with distress. Maati
rushed down the stairs, three at astride. Liat Chokavi stood in the main room. Her robes and hair were
rain-soaked, clinging to her and making her seem younger than she had before. She held her handstight.
When she saw him, she took two steps forward, and Magti reached out, put his hand on hers.

"What isit," he asked. "What's happened?’

"The poet. Heshai. He's at the compound. He'sraving, Masti. We can't calm him. Epani-cha wanted
to send for the utkhaiem, but | told him I'd come get you. He promised to wait."

"Takeme," he said, and together they half-walked, haf-ran out, across the wooden bridge—its
timbers rain-dicked and blackened—through the palace gardens where the water bowed the limbs of
trees and bent the flower blossomsto the ground, and then south, into the city. Liat kept hold of hishand,
pulling him aong. The pace wastoo fast for speaking, and Maati couldn't imagine what he would say if
he'd been able. His mind was too much taken with dread of what he would find when they arrived.

If Otah-kvo had been there, there would have been someone to ask, someone who would have
known what to do. It struck Maati as he passed through the darkened streets that he'd had a teacher
with him amost his whole life—someone who could guide him when the world got confusing. That was
what teachers were supposed to be. Otah-kvo hadn't even accepted the Dai-kvo and he was strong
enough to know the right thing. 1t was monstroudy wrong that Heshai was incapable of doing the same.

At the courtyard of the Gdltic house, Liat stopped and Maati drew up beside her. The scenewas
worse than he had thought. The house was two stories built around the courtyard with awakway on the
second leve that ooked down on the metawork statue of the Galtic Tree, the fountain overflowing in the
downpour, and between them, ditting with his back to the street, histeacher. Around him werethe signs
of conflict—torn papers, spilled food. A crowd had gathered, robesin the colors of many houses
ghosted in the shadows of doorways and on the upper walk, faces blurred by rain.

Maeti put his hand on Liat's hip and gently pushed her aside. The stone of the courtyard was under an
inch of water, white foam tracing the pattern of drainage from the house out into the Streets. Madti
walked through it dowly, his sandds squelching.

Heshai looked confused. Therain plastered hislong, thinning hair to his neck. His robe was thin—too



thin for the westher—and the unhealthy pink of his skin showed through it. Masati squatted beside him,
and saw the thick, wide mouth was moving dightly, asif whispering. Drops of water clung like dew to the
moth-eaten beard.

"Heshai-kvo," Maati said, taking apose of entreaty. "Heshai-kvo, we should go back."

The bloodshot eyes with whites the color of old ivory turned to him, narrowed, and then recognition
dowly lit the poet'sface. He put his thick-fingered hands on Maati's knee, and shook his head.

"Sheian't here. She'sdready gone," Heshal said.
"Who isn't here, Heshai-kvo?"

"Thegirl," he snapped. "Theidand girl. The one. | thought if | could find her, you see, if | could explain
my error .. ."

Maati fought the urge to shake him—take a handful of robein each fist and rattle the old man until he
cameto his senses. Instead, he put his own hand over Heshai's and kept hisvoice calm and steadly.

"We should go."

"If I could have explained, Madti . . . If | could just have explained that it was the andat that did the
thing. That | would never have—"

"What good would it do?" Maati said, his anger and embarrassment dipping out, "Heshai-kvo, there
aren't any words you know that would apol ogize for what happened. And sitting herein the rain doesn't
help."

Hesha frowned at thewords asif confused, then looked down at the flowing water and up to the
half-hidden faces. The frog-lips pursed.

"I've made an ass of mysdlf, haven't 17" Hesha asked in aperfectly rationa voice.
"Yes" Madti said, unableto bring himself tolie. "Y ou have.

Hesha nodded, and rose to hisfeet. His robe hung open, exposing hiswrinkled breast. He took two
unsteady steps before Maati moved close and put his arm around the man. Asthey passed into the
street, Liat went to Heshai's other side, taking hisarm over her shoulder, sharing Maati's burden. Magti
fdt Liat'sarm againgt his own behind Heshai's wide back. Her hand clasped hisforearm, and between
them, they made akind of cradle to lead the poet home.

THEROBE Maati lent her when they arrived back at the poet's house was woven cotton and silk, the
fabric thicker than her finger and soft as any sheld touched in years. She changed in hissmall room while
he was busy with the poet. Her wet robes, she hung on a stand. She wrung the water out of her hair and
braided it idly as she waited.

It was asimple room—cot, desk, and wardrobe, cloth lantern and candle stand. Only the pile of
books and scrolls and the qudity of the furnishings marked it as different from acdl like her own. But
then, Maati was only an gpprentice. Hisrole was much like her own with Amat. They were even very
nearly the same age, though she found she often forgot that.

A murmur of voices reached her—the poet's and Magti's and then the soft, charming, chilling voice of
Seedless. The poet barked something she couldn't make out, and then Magti, soothing him. She wanted
to leave, to go back to her cell, to be away from the terrible tenson in the air of the house. But therain
was growing worse. The pounding of water was joined now with an angry tapping. The wind had turned



and alowed her to open Maati's shutters without flooding his room, and when she did, the landscape
outside looked like it was covered with spiders eggs: Tiny hailstones meting as quickly asthey fell.

"Liat-cha," Masti said.

Sheturned, trying to pull the shutters closed and take a pose of gpology at the sametime, and
managing neither.

"No, I'm sorry,” Maati said. "1 should have kept closer watch on him. But he's never tried to get out of
his bed, much less leave the house."

"Is he resting now?"
"Something like it. HE's goneto bed at least. Seedless. . . you know about Seedless's box?"
"I'd heard rumor,” Liat said.

Maati took a pose of confirmation and looked back over his shoulder, his expression troubled and
weary. His brown poet's robes were still dripping at the deeves.

"I'll go downdtairs," shesad.
IIWWI

"| thought you'd want some privacy to change,” she said dowly, and was rewarded by afierce blush
as Maati took a pose of understanding.

"I'd forgotten . . . | didn't even notice they werewet. Y es, of course, Liat-cha. I'll only be amoment.”

She smiled and dapped his shoulder as sheld seen Itani's cohort do. The gesture felt surprisingly
natural to her.

"I think were past calling each other cha,” shesaid.

Hejoined her quickly, changed into arobe of identica brown. They sat in the main room, candleslit to
dispel the gloom of the wesather. He sat across from her on alow wooden divan. His face was cam, but
worn and tight about the mouth, even when he smiled. The strain of his magter's collgpse was written on
his brow.

"Haveyou. . . have you heard from him?' Maati asked.

"No," shesaid. "It'stoo early. He won't have reached Y alakeht by now. Soon, but not yet. And then it
would take as many weeks as he's been gone to get a message back to us."

Maeati took a pose of understanding, but impatience showed in it. She responded with a pose that
asked after Maati's well-being. In another context, it would have been aforma nicety. Here, it seemed
sncere.

"I'll befing" hesaid. "It'sonly difficult not knowing what to do. When Otah-kvo comes back,
everythingwill bedl right.”

"Will it?" Liat said, looking into the candle flame. "1 hope you'reright.”

"Of courseit will. The Dai-kvo knows more than any of us how to proceed. Hell passit to Otah-kvo,
andwell .. ."

The voice with itsforced optimism faded. Liat looked back. Maati was Sitting forward, rubbing his
eyeswith hisfingerslike an old, weary man.



"Well do whatever the Dai-kvo tdlsus,”" Liat finished.

Maeti took arueful pose of agreement. A gust of wind rattled the great shuttered walls, and Liat pulled
her robe tight around her, asif to protect hersdf from cold, though the room was perfectly warm.

"And you?' Maati asked. "Arethingswell at House Wilsn?'

"I don't know," Liat said. "Amat Kyaan's come back, and she tries to use me, but there doesn't seem
to be as much to do asthere oncewas. | think . . . | think she doesn't trust me. | can't blame her, after
what happened. And Wilsin-chasthe same way. They kegp me busy, but not with anything serious. No
onesactualy told me I'm only aclerk again, but for how I've been spending my days, | may aswell be.”

"I'm sorry. It'swrong, though. It isn't your fault that this happened. Y ou should just be—"

"Itani's going to leave me. Or Otah. Whichever. HEs going to leave me," she said. She hadn't meant
to, but the words had come out, like vomiting. She stared at her hands and they kept coming. "1 don't
think he knowsit yet, but when he left, there was something in him. In theway hetreated methat . . . He
isnt my first lover, and I've seen it before. 1t'sjust akind of distance, and then it's something more, and
then..."

"I'm sureyou'rewrong," Maati said, and his voice sounded confident for thefirst timethat day. "He
won't."

"Everyone dse has," shesad.
“Not him."

"He went, though. He didn't only have to; he wanted to. He wanted to get away from me, and when
he comes back, helll have had timeto think. And then.. . ."

"Liat-cha. .. Liat. | know we haven't known each other before this, but Otah-kvo was my first
teacher, and some-times | think he was my best one. He's different from other people. And helovesyou.
He'stold measmuch.”

"] don't know," Liat said.
"Y oulove him, don't you?'

"l don't know," she said, and the silence after it was worse than walking through the rain. She wiped
away atear with the back of her hand. "I love Itani. | know Itani. Otah, though? He's a son of the
Khaiem. He's. . . heisn't who | thought he was, and I'm just an gpprentice overseer, and not likely to be
that for long. How can we stay together when heswhat heis, and I'm this?'

"Y ou did when you were an overseer and he was just alaborer. Thisisn't any different.”

"Of courseitis," shesaid. "He aways knew he was born to something higher than hewas. I'm not. I'm
just me

"Otah-kvo is one of thewisest men | know," Maati said. "He isn't going to walk away from you."
"Why not?'
"Because," Maati said softly, "he's one of the wisest men | know."

Shelaughed, partly a the sincerity in the boy's voice, partly because she wanted so badly for it to be
true, partly because her only other option was weeping. Maati moved to her, put hisarm around her. He
smelled of the cedar soap than Itani used to shave with. She leaned into his shoulder.



"These next weeks," she said when she'd gathered herself enough to speak. "They aren't going to be

"No," Maati agreed and heaved asigh. "No, they aren't.”

"We can see each other through them, though. Can't we?' Liat said, trying to keep the pleading out of
the words. The patter of the rainfilled the silence, and Liat closed her eyes. It was Madti, at last, who
had the courage to say what she hadn't been able to.

"I think I'm going to need afriend if I'm going to come through this," he said. "Perhapswe'rein the
same place. If | can help, if ahalf-ragged student poet who spends most of his daysfeding like heésworn
thin enough to see through can be of any comfort, I'd welcome the company.”

"You don't haveto."
"Neither do you, but I hope you will."

Thekiss she gave him was brief and meant to be ssterly. If he caught his bregth at it, sheimagined he
was only alittle surprised and embarrassed. She smiled, and he did aswell.

"Wereasorry pair,” shesad. "Itani . . . hell be back soon.”
"Yes," Maati said. "And thingswill be better then.”

THE DOOR burst open, and abody fell forward onto the meeting room floor. For amoment, the sounds

of the teahouse penetrated—voices, music—and then Torish Wite and two of his men followed the man
they'd pushed through and closed the door. Silence returned asif it had never gone. Amat, Sitting at the

long wooden table, gathered herself. The man beside her wore the simple robes of afirekegper and the

expression of someone deeply amused by a dogfight.

Thefalen man rose ungteadily to hisknees. A white cloth covered his head, and histhin aramswere
bound behind him. Torish Wite took him by the shoulder, lifted roughly, and nodded to one of his men.
When the cloth was flipped away, Amat swallowed aknot of fear.

"Thishim?' Torish Wite asked.
"Yes" hesad.

Ovi Niit's gaze swam. He had aglazed ook that spoke of wine with strange spices as much asfear or
anger. It took the space of threelong breaths for his eyesto rest on her, for recognition to bloom there.
Sowly, he struggled to hisfet.

"Niit-cha," Amat said, taking a pose that opened a negotiation. "It has been sometime."

The whoremaster answered with astring of obscenitiesthat only stopped with Torish Wites man
stepping forward and striking him across the face. Amat folded her handsin her Iap. A drop of blood
appeared at the corner of Ovi Niit's mouth, bright asajewel and distracting to her.

"If youdo as| say, Niit-cha," she began again, “this needn't be an unpleasant affair.”

He grinned, the blood smearing his crooked teeth. There was no fear in him. He laughed, and the
sound itsalf seemed reckless. Amat wished that they'd found him when he was sober.

"I was never paid, Ovi-cha, for my timewith you. | have chosen to take the price in ashare of the
house. In fact, I've chosen to buy you out.” Shetook a sheaf of papersfrom her deeve and placed them
onthetable. "I'm offering afair price."



"Thereisn't enough money intheworld,” he spat. "I built that house up from three girlsinan dley.”

Thefirekeeper shifted in his seat. The distant smile on hislipsdidn't shift, but hiseyes held acuriosity.
Amat felt oddly out of her depth. Thiswas anegotiation, after dl, and to say she had the upper hand
would be gross understatement, and yet shewas at sea.

"Y ou're going to kill me, you dust-cunt bitch. Becauseif you dont, I'll kill you."

"Therésno need . . ." she began, then stopped and took a pose of acceptance. Ovi Niit wasright. It
was only dressed as anegotiation. It was, in point of fact, amurder. For thefirst time, something like
apprehension showed in his expression. His eyes shifted to the Side, to Torish Wite.

"Whatever she's paying you, I'll tripleit,” Ovi Niit said.

"Amat-cha," the firekeeper said. "'l gppreciate the attempt, but it seemsto me unlikely that this
gentleman will sgn the documents.”

Amat sighed and took a pose of concurrence. In the common room someone shrieked with laughter.
The sound was made faint by the thick stonewalls. Like the call of aghost.

"Y ou can kill me, but you'll never bresk me," Ovi Niit said, pulling himsalf up proud as a pit-cock.

"I'll livewith that,” Amat said, and nodded. Torish Wite neatly kicked Ovi Niit's knees out, and the
two other men stepped forward to hold him while their captain leaned over and looped a knotted cord
over hishead. An efficient flick of the wrist, and the cord was tight enough to dig into the flesh, buried.
The whoremaster's face went deep red and darken-ing. Amat watched with asick fascination. It took
longer than she'd expected. When the men released it, the body fdll like asack of grain.

Thefirekeeper reached across the table, picked up the sheaf between hisfirg finger and his thumb,
and pulled them before him. Asif there wasn't afresh corpse on the floor, Amat turned to him.

"l suppose you know someone who can do a decent imitation of hischop?' the firekeeper said.
"I'll seeit arranged,” Amat said.

"Very wel. If thewatch asks, I'll swear to it that | stood witness at the transaction,” the firekeeper
sad, taking apen and asmal slver inkbox from hisdeeve. "Y ou paid Niitchahisasking price, he
accepted, and in fact seemed quite pleased.”

"Do you think the watch will ask?"

Theinkbox clicked open, the firekeeper's pen touched the inkblock and then the page, scratching with
asound like bird'sfest.

"Of coursethey will," he said, diding the papers back toward her. "They're the watch. They're paid to.
But so long asyou pay your share to them, let them sample your wares on occasion, and don't cause
them trouble, | doubt they'll ask many. He didn't diein the soft quarter. Their honor isn't at stake."”

Amat consdered the firekeeper's signature for amoment, then took asmal leather sack from her belt
and handed it to him. He had the good taste not to count it there at the table, but she saw him weigh it
before it disappeared into hisdeeve.

"It's odd to hear the term honor associated with any of this" she said.
The firekeeper took a pose of polite correction, appropriate for amaster to an apprentice not his own.

"If there were no honor at stake, Torish-chawould havekilled you."



Torish Wite chuckled, and Amat took apose of acknowledgment more casua than shefelt. The
firekeeper shifted to a pose of leave-taking to both Amat and Torish Wite and then, briefly, to the corpse
of Ovi Niit. When the door closed behind him, Amat tucked the signed papersinto her deeve and
consdered the dead man. He was smaller than she remembered, and she wouldn't have said hisarms
were so thin. Collapsed on thefloor, hislast breath past him, he seemed oddly vulnerable. Amat
wondered for the first timewhat Ovi Niit had been as a child, and whether he had amother or asister
who would miss him now that he was gone. She guessed not.

"What do you want done with him?' Torish Wite asked.
"Whatever's convenient, | suppose.”

"Do you want him found?"

"I don't care oneway or the other,” Amat said.

"It'll be easer for the watch to ignore any accusations againg you if he vanishes," Torish Wite said, half
to Amat, half to hismen.

"Well take care of it," one of the men said; the one who had held Ovi Niit'sright arm ashe died. Amat
took a pose of thanks. The two men hefted the object that had been Ovi Niit between them and carried it
out. She assumed they had awhed barrow in the alleyway.

"When are you taking the house?' Torish Wite asked when they had gone.
"Soon."

"Y ou'll want protection for that. These soft quarter types aren't going to roll over and show their bellies
just because you've got the right chop on the papers.”

"Yes, | wanted to speak to you about that,” Amat said, vaguely surprised at how distant shefelt from
the words. "I'm going to need guards for the house. Isthat the sort of contract you'd be interested in?"

"Depends,” Torish Wite said, but he smiled. It was only amatter of terms. That was afinething. Her
gaze shifted to the space where Ovi Niit had lain. She told herself the unease was only the normd viscerd
shock of seeing aman die before her. That she now owned acomfort house—that she was going to
make her money from selling the women and boys sheld recently shared table and deeping quarters
with—was nothing to think about. It was, after dl, in the cause of justice.

Torish Wite shifted hisweight, his movement snapping her back into the moment. He had a broad face
and broad shoulders, scars on his chin and arms, and asmile that spoke of easy brutality. His gaze was
consdering and amused.

"y e
"You'reafrad of me, aren't you."

Amat smiled and affected boredom.

"Yes," shesad. "But consder what happened to the last man who frightened me."
His expression soured.

"You'rein over your head, you know."

Shetook a pose of acknowledgment, but with a stance that bordered on the defiant. She could seein
his face that he understood every nuance. He respected her. It was what she'd hoped. She dropped the



pose and leaned against the table.

"When | was very young,” she said, "my sster pushed me off arooftop. A high one. | have never been
more certain that | was going to die. And | didn't scream. Because | knew it wouldn't help.”

"And your point?'

"What I'm doing now may be harder than I'd wish. But I'm going to do it. Worrying about whether |
can managewon't help.”

Helaughed. It was alow sound, and strangely shalow—Iike an axe on wood.
"Y ou areatough bitch,” he said, making it acompliment.

No, I'm not, shethought, smiling, but it's good that you've misunder stood me.

13

The ship passed the grest idand with its white watch-tower and into the bay of Y dakeht on acool, hazy
morning. Otah stood at the railing and watched the land turn from outlines of pale hillsto the green-gray
of pinetreesin autumn. Thetdl, gray buildings of Y alakeht nestled at the edge of the cdmest of waters.
Thenoise of their bayfront carried over the water, but muffled by thethick air likeaconversationina
nearby room.

They reached land—signaled in by the dock master's torches—just as the sun reached its peak in the
sky. Otah had hardly put hisfeet to the cobbled streets before he heard the news. The bayfront seemed
to buzz with it.

Thethird son the Khai Udun had killed his remaining brother. They had found each other in
Chaburi-Tan, and faced each other in a seafront street with knives. Or € se the second son—whom Otah
had seen in the court of the Khai Saraykeht—had been poisoned after al. Or he had ambushed his
younger brother, only to have the fight dip from him. On the docks, on the streets, in the teahouses, the
stories ran together and meshed with older, better-known tales, last year's news, and wild imaginings
newly formed of what might have happened. Otah found a segt in the back of ateahouse near the
bayfront and listened as the stories unfolded. The youngest son would take his father's place—a good
sign. When ayoungest son took power, it meant the line was vigorous. People said it meant the next
Kha Udun would be especidly talented and brave.

To Otah, it meant that he had killed two of his brothers, and that the others, younger even than he was,
had been cast out. They were wearing brands somewhere even now. Unlessthey were poets. Unless
they were lucky enough to be poets like Heshal of Saraykeht.

"Wel, you'relooking sour,” afamiliar voice said.

"Orai," Otah said taking a pose of welcome. The courier sat down across from him, and raised ahand
to the serving man. Moments later, two bowls of fish and rice appeared before them aong with a pot of
smoked tea and two ceramic teabowls of delicate green. Otah took apose of correction to the serving
man, but Oral stopped him.

"It'satradition of my house. After ajourney, we buy our travelling companionsamed.”



"Reglly?

"No," the courier said, "but | think | have more money than you do, and asit happensthefish hereis
redly quite good.”

The serving man hovered, looking uncomfortable, until Otah laughed.

"At least let me pay my half,” Otah said, but Orai took a pose of deferment: next time.

"So, Itani," hesaid. "Thisisthe end? Or how far upriver isyour sster?”

"A day or so by boat," Otah lied. "Two dayswalking. Or so shetdlsme. I've never been.”
"A few days more, and you could see the poet'svillage. Y ou've never been there, have you?"
"No," Otah said.

"It'sworth the extratravel, if you can spareit. The houses of the Dai-kvo are actualy built into the
living rock. They say it's based on the school of the ancientsin the old Empire, though | don't suppose
there's much |eft of those ruinsto compare. It'sagood story.”

"l suppose.”

Thefish was very good—Dbright with lemon, hot with pepper. Otah redlized after afew mouthfuls that
he had redly been very hungry.

"And now that you're at the end of your first journey over water, what do you think of it?"
"It'sgrange” Otah said. "Theworld dtill fedslikeitsmoving.”

"Yes. It does stop after awhile. More than that, though. There was a saying when | was young that
seajourneys are like women—they change you. And none so much asthefirg.”

"I don't know about that,” Otah said. "1 seem to be more or lessthe same man | wasin Saraykeht.
Ten fingers, ten toes. No flippers.”

"Perhapsit'sjust asaying, then."

Oral poured himsdf another bowl of teaand held it in hishands, blowing acrossit to coal it. Otah
finished the last of the rice and leaned back to find the courier's gaze on him, consdering. He replied with
apose of query that seemed to pull Orai out of a half-dream.

"l haveto confess, Itani, it isn't precisely chancethat | found you here. Thefish redly isvery good, but
| found you by asking after you. I've been working for House Siyanti for eight years, and traveling for five
of those. | think it'staught me afew thingsand I'll flatter myself to say | think I'm agood judge of
character. These last weeks, on the ship, you've struck me as an interesting man. Y ou're smart, but you
hide thefact. Y ou're driven, but | don't think you know yet what you're driven toward. And you like
travel. You have agift for it."

"You'rejust saying that because | didn't get sck theway you did,” Otah said, trying to lighten the
mood.

"Being ableto eat your first day on ship isagift. Don't underestimateit. But al thistime, it's occurred
to methat you have the makings of agood courier. And | hold enough influence in the house now, that if
you wanted aletter of introduction, | think I might be able to help you with it. Y ou wouldn't be trusted
with important work at the start, but that doesn't make seeing the cities any lessfascinating. It'snot an
eagy life, but it'san interesting one. And it might suit you."



Otah cocked his head and felt aflush risng in him equally grétification and embarrassment. The courier
spped histea, letting the moment stretch until Otah took a pose that encompassed both gratitude and
refusd.

"I belong in Saraykeht," he said. "There are things there | need to see through.”

"Y our indenture. | understand. But that's going to end before much longer.”

"Theres more than thet, though. | have friends there.”

"Andthegirl,” Ora sad.

"Yes. Liat. | ... 1 dontthink shed enjoy having alover who was always e sawhere.”

Oral took apose of understanding that seemed to include areservation, a question on the verge of
being formed. When he did spesk, it wasin fact a question, though perhaps not the one he'd wanted to
ask.

"How old are you?"'
"Twenty summers.”
"And she's...?"

"And you love her,” Oral said. Otah could hear the dmost-covered disgppointment in the words.
"She'syour heart-mate.”

"] don't know that. But | haveto find out, don't | 7"

Orai grinned and took a pose that conceded the point, then, hesitating, he plucked something from his
deeve. It was aletter sawn closed and sealed with hard green wax stamped with an ornate seal.

"| took the chance that you'd accept my suggestion,” the courier said, passing the | etter acrossthe
table. "If it turns out this amazing young woman doesn't own your heart after al, consder the offer open.”

Otah dropped it into his own deeve and took a pose of thanks. He felt an unreasonable trust for this
man, and an ease that three weeks acquaintance—even in the close quarters of a ship—couldn't explain.
Perhaps, he thought, it was only the change of hisfirst seavoyage.

"Ora," hesad, "have you ever beenin love?'
"Y es. Severd times, and with some very good women."
"Can you love someone you don't trust?"

"Absolutely,” hesaid. "I haveasister | wouldn't lend two copper lengthsif | wanted them back. The
problem with loving someone you don't trust isfinding theright distance.”

"Theright distance.”

"With my sister, we love each other best from different cities. If we had to share ahouse, it wouldn't
go so gracefully.”

"But alover. A heartmate."
Orai shook hishead.



"In my experience, you can bed awoman and misirust her or you can love awoman and mistrust her,
but not al three at once.”

Otah sipped histea. It had gone tepid. Oral waited, his boyish face with its graying beard serious. Two
men |eft from another table, and the cold draft from the briefly opened door made Otah shiver. He put
down the green bowl and set his hands together on the table. His head felt thick, his mind stuffed with
wool.

"Beforel left Saraykeht,” he said dowly, "1 told Liat somethings. About my family."
"But not because you trust her?”
"Because | love her and | thought | ought to trust her.”

He looked up, his gaze meeting Orai's. The courier took a pose of understanding and sympathy. Otah
replied with one that surrendered to greater forces—gods or fate or weight of circumstances. There
seaemed little more to say. Oral rose.

"Keep hold of that letter,” he said. "And whatever happens, good luck to you. Y ou've been agood
man to travel with, and that'sararething.”

"Thank you," Otah said.

The courier pulled his robes closed about him and |eft. Otah finished his bowl of tea before he dso quit
the teshouse. The bay of Y alakeht was wide and calm and il before him; the port that ended hisfirst
journey over the sea. Hismind unquiet, he turned to the north and west, walking through the wet, narrow
streetsto theriver gate, and some days beyond that, the Dai-kvo.

"THISIS shit!" the one-eyed man shouted and threw the papers on the floor. His face was flushed, and
the scarring that webbed his cheeks shone white. Amat could fed the othersin the room agreeing, though
she never took her gaze from his—Ovi Niit's ungppointed spokesman. "He would never have done this."

The front room of the comfort house was crowded, though none of the people there were patrons. It
wasfar too early for onething. The soft quarter wasn't awake in the day. And the watch had closed the
house & her request. They were with her ill. Big scowling men wearing the colors of the great comfort
houses asasymbol of their loydty to no one house, but the soft quarter itsalf. The protecting soldiery of
vice

Behind Amat, where she couldn't see them, Torish Wite and his men stood, waiting. And arrayed
before her, leaning againgt walls or Stting on the tables and chairs, were the guards and gambling chiefs
and whores of Ovi Niit's house. Amat caught herself, and couldn't entirely stop the smile. Her house. It
was amistake to think of it asthe dead man's.

"Hedid," shesad. "If hedidn't tell you, perhaps you weren't as close as you'd thought. And you can
burn those papers and eat the ashesif you like. It won't change anything.”

The one-eyed man turned to the watch captain, taking a pose of imprecation. The captain—a
dark-eyed man with athin, braided beard—took no answering pose.

"They'reforged,” the one-eyed man said. "They're forged and you know it. If Niit-chawas going to
sl out, it wouldn't beto ahigh town cunt like her.”



"I've spoken to the firekeeper that sSigned witness," the captain said.
"Who wasit?" athin, gray-haired man asked. One of thetiles men.
"Marat Golu. Firekeeper for the weaver's quarter.”

A murmur ran through the room. Amat felt her belly go tight. That was adetail shewould have
preferred to leave quiet. Thetilesman was clever.

"Godd!" the one-eyed man said. "Him? We have girlsthat are more expensive.”
Amat took a pose that asked clarification. Her hands were steady as stone, her voice pleasant.
"Areyou suggesting that one of the utkhalem isengaging in fraud?'

"Yes| am!" the one-eyed man roared. Thetiles man pursed hislips, but stayed silent. "Bhadat Coll
was Niitchas second now Black Rathvi's gone, and if Niit-cha's dead, the house should be his."

"Niit-chaisn't dead,” Amat said. "This house and everyonein it have been bought and paid for. You
can read the contracts yoursalves, if you can read.”

"Y ou can roll your contracts up and fuck them," the one-eyed man shouted. There was afleck of
white at the corner of his mouth. The violencein him wasjust this side of breaking out. Amat rubbed her
thumb and finger together, adry sound. Part of her mind waswrapped in panic, in viscerd, animd fear.
The other parts of her mind were what had made her the overseer of agreat house.

"Gentlemen of thewatch,” shesaid. "I'm releasing this man from hisindenture. Would you seehim to
the Street.”

It had the effect she'd hoped for. The one-eyed man shouted something that might have had wordsin
it, or might only have been rage. A blade appeared in his hand, plucked from hisdeeve, and he legped
for her. Sheforced hersdf not to flinch as the watchmen cut him down.

The silencethat fell was absolute. She surveyed the denizens of her house—her house—judging as
best she could what they thought, what they felt. Many of these men were watching their lives shatter
before them. In the women, the boys, disbdief, confusion, perhapsadiver of hope. Two of Torish-cha's
men gathered up the dying man and hauled him out. The watch wiped their blades, and their captain,
fingers pulling thoughtfully at hisbeard, turned to the survivors.

"Let me makethisclear,” he said. "The watch recognizes this contract asvaid. The houseisthe lawful
property of Amat Kyaan. Any agreements are hersto enforce, and any disagreements that threaten the
peece of the quarter, well be deding with.”

Thetiles man shifted, his brows furrowed, his hands twitching toward some half-formed pose,

"Let'snot be stupid about this," the captain said, his eyes, Amat saw, locked on thetilesman. There
was amoment of tension, and then it was over. It was rotten aslast month's mest, and everyone knew it.
And it didn't matter. With the watch behind her, sheld golenit fairly.

"The house will be closed tonight,” Amat announced. " Torish-chaand hismen areto be acting as
guards. Any of you with weaponswill turn them over now. Anyone besides them found with aweapon
will be punished. Anyone using awespon will be blinded and turned out on the street. Remember, you're
my property now, until your indentures are complete or | release you. I'm going to ask the watch to stay
until asearch of the house is complete. Torish-cha?’

From behind her, the men moved forward. The captain stepped over to her. Hisleathers stank.



"Y ou've got yoursdf ahandful of vipers™" he said as her thugs and cutthroats disarmed Ovi Niit'sthugs
and cutthroats. "Are you certain you want this?"

"It'smine now. Good or ill."

"The watch will back you, but they won't like it. Whatever you did, you did outside the quarter, but
some people think thiskind of thing ispoor form. Y our troubles aren't over.”

"Trangtions are dways hard," she said, taking apose of agreement so casud it became adismissal.
The captain shook his head and moved away.

The search went on, moving from room to room with an efficiency that spoke of experience. Amat
followed dowly, consdering the worn mattresses, the storage chambersin casud disarray. The house
was kept no better than its books. That would change. Everything would change. Nothing would be
Spared.

Sorrow, as powerful asit was unexpected, stung her eyes. She brushed the tears away. Thiswasn't
thetimefor it. There would never be atimefor it. Not in her lifetime.

The search complete, the watch gone, Amat gathered her people—her vipers—in the common room
at the back. The speech sheld prepared, rehearsed athousand timesin her mind, seemed suddenly limp;
words that had seemed commanding were petty and weak. Standing at the head of one long table, she
drew bresth and dowly let it out.

"Well .. ." shesad.
In the pause, the voice came from the crowd.
"Grandmother?Isit redly you?"'

It was aboy of five or sx summers. He had been deeping on abench one morning, she remembered,
when shed come out of her hellish little cell for aplate of barley grudl and pork. He'd snored.

"Yes" shesad. "l've come back."

IN THE days that followed, Heshai didn't improve, but neither did he seem to grow worse. His patchy
beard grew fuller, hisweight fell for atime and then dowly returned. He would rouse himsdlf now to
wander the house, though he didn't leave it, except to lumber down to the pond at night and stare into the
black depths. Masati knew—because who e se would take the time to care—that Heshai ate less at night
than in the mornings, that he changed to clean robesif they were given him, that he might bathe if abath
was drawn, or he might not.

Thankfully the cotton harvest was complete, and there was nothing officid the poet had been called on
to perform. Physicians came from the Khai, but Heshai refused to see them. Servantswho tried to
approach the poet soon learned to ask their questions of Maati. Sometimes Maati acted as go between,
sometimes, he just made the decisions himsdf.

For hisown life, Maati found himsdf floating. Unless he was engaged in the daily maintenance of his
invalid master, there was no direction for him that he didn't choose, and so he found that his days had
grown to follow hisemoations. If he felt frightened or overwhelmed, he studied Heshai's brown book,
searching for ingghtsthat might serve him later if he were called on to hold Seedless. If hefdt guilty, he
sat by Heshai and tried to coax him into conversation. If he felt lonesome—and he often felt
lonesome—he sought out Liat Chokavi. Sometimes he dreamed of her, and of that one brief kiss.

If hisfedingsfor her were complex, it was only because she was beautiful and hisfriend and



Otah-kvo'slover. There was no harm in it, because nothing could comefromiit. And so, shewas his
friend, hisonly friend inthe city.

It was because he had become so familiar with her habits and the places where she spent her days
that, when the news came—carried by apalace dave with his morning meal—Maati found her so easlly.
The clearing was west of the seafront and faced athin stretch of beach sheéld shown him one night.
Half-leaved trees and the curve of the shore hid the city. Liat sat on anatura bench of stone, leaning
agang adab of granite haf her height, and looking at the waves without seeing them. Maati moved
forward, hisfeet crackling in the fallen leaves. Liat turned once, and seeing it was him, turned back to the
water without speaking. He smoothed a clear spot beside her on the bench and sat.

"It'struethen?’ he asked. "Amat Kyaan quit the house?'
Liat nodded.
"Wilsn-chamust befurious.”

She shrugged. Maati sat forward, his elbows on his knees. The waves gathered and washed the sand,
each receding into the rush of the next. Gulls wheeled and screamed to the east and a huge Galtic ship
floated at anchor on the horizon. They werethe only signsof the city. He stirred the pile of dry leaves
below them with his hed, exposing the dark soil beneath them.

"Did you know?'

"Shedidn't tell me" Liat said, and her voice was calm and blasted and empty. "Shejust went. Her
gpartments were empty except for abox of house papers and aletter to Wilsin-cha.”

"So it wasn't only you, at least. She hadn't told anyone. Do you know why she left?”
"No," Liat said. "I blame mysdlf for it. If | had done better, if | hadn't embarrassed the house. . ."

"Y ou did what Wilsin-chaasked you to do. If the trade had been what it seemed, they'd be calling
your praisesfor it."

"Perhaps,” Liat said. "It hardly matters. She's gone. Wilsin-chadoesn't have any faithin me. I'm an
gpprentice without amaster.”

"Well. We're both that, at least.”
She coughed out asingle laugh.

"l supposewe are," she said, and scooped up his hand, holding it in her own. Maati's heart raced, and
something like panic made his mouth taste like copper. Something like panic, only glorious. He didn't
move, didn't do anything that might make Liat untwine her fingersfrom his.

"Where do you think heis?' Maati asked, caling up the spirit of their friend—his master, her
heartmate—to show that he understood that this moment, her hand in his, wasn't something
inappropriate. It was only friendship.

"Hell have reached Y aakeht. He might even be there by now,"” Liat said. "Or at least closg, if he's

"Hell be back soon, then.”
"Not for weeks," Liat said.

"Itsalongtime.”



"Heshai-kvo. He's not better?”

"He's not better. HE's not worse. He degpstoo much. He eatstoo little. Hisbeard . . ."
"It'snot improving?'

"Longer. Not better. He redlly ought to shaveit off."

Liat shrugged, and Maati felt asif the motion shifted her nearer. So this was friendship with awoman,
hetold himsdf. It was pleasant, hetold himsdf, thissmple intimacy.

"He seemed better when | cameto seehim,” Liat said.

"He makes an effort | think, when you're there. | don't know why."
"BecauseI'madgirl.”

"Perhgpsthat, yes," Madti said.

Liat, releasing hishand, stretched and stood. Maati sghed, fedling that amoment had passed—some
invisghble, exquiste moment in hislife. He had heard old epicstdling of momentsin aman's youth that
never truly left the heart—that stayed fresh and sweet and present through dl the years and waited on the
deathbed to carry him safely into hislast deep. Maati thought that those moments must be like this one.
The scent of the sea, the perfect sky, the leaves, the roar of waves, and his hand, cooling where she had
touched him.

"I should come by more often, then,” Liat said. "If it helps.”
"l wouldn't want to impose," he said, rising to stand beside her. "But if you have thetime.”

"| don't foresee being given any new projects of note. Besides, | like the poet's house. It's a beautiful
place”

"It's better when you're there,” Madti said.
Liat grinned. Maati took a pose of salf-congratulation to which Liat replied with one of query.
"I've made you fed better," he said.

Liat weighed it, looking out to the horizon with her eyes narrowed. She nodded, asif held pointed out
adtreet sheld never seen, or apattern in the ways atree branched. Her smile, when it came again, was
softer.

"l supposeyou have," shesad. "I mean, everything's sill aterrible mess."
"I'll try fixing theworld later. After dinner. Do you want to go back?’
"I suppose I'd best. There'sno cdll to earn areputation of being unreliable, incompetent, and sulky.”

They walked back to the city. It had seemed alonger path when he'd been on it alone, worried for
Liat. Now, though they were hardly moving faster than astroll, the walls of the city seemed to surround
them amost immediately. They walked up the street of beads, paused at a stand where aboy of no more
then eight summers was sdlling, with aferocious seriousness, cakes smothered in fine-powdered sugar,
and listened to an old beggar singing in arough, melodious voice that spoke of long sorrow and moved
Maeati amost to tears. And till, they reached the crossroads that would lead her to the compound of
House Wilsin and him to the oppressive, dow desperation of the poet's house before the sun had
reached the top of itsarc.



"So," Liat said, taking a pose that asked permission, but so casudly that it assumed it granted, "shall |
come to the poet's house once I'm done here?"

Maeati made a show of consideration then took a pose extending invitation. She accepted, but didn't
turn away. Maati felt himsdlf frown, and she took apose of query that he wasn't entirely sure how to
answe.

"Liat-cha" he began.
"Cr]d?l
Heraised his hands, palms out. Not ared pose, but expressive nonetheless. Let me go on.

"Liat-cha, | know it's only because things went so wrong that Otah-kvo had to leave. And | wouldn't
ever have chosen what happened with Seedless. But coming to know you better has been very important
to me, and | wanted you to know how much | appreciate your being my friend."

Liat considered him, her expression unreadable but not at al upset.
"Did you rehearsethat?' she asked.
"No. | didn't really know what | was going to say until I'd already said it."

She smiled briefly, and then her gaze clouded, asif he'd touched some private pain. Hefdt his heart
gnk. Liat met hiseyesand she smiled.

"There's something | think you should see, Maati-kya. Come with me."

He followed her to her cdll in sllence. With each step, Maati felt hisanxiety grow. The people they
passed in the courtyard and walkway nodded to them both, but seemed unsurprised, undisturbed. Madti
tried to seem to be there on business. When Liat closed the door of her cell, hetook a pose of apology.

"Liat-cha," hesaid. "If I've done anything that would . . ."

She batted his hands, and he released the pose. To his surprise, he found she had moved forward,
moved againgt him. He found that her lips had gently pressed his. He found that the air had al gone from
the room. She pulled back from the kiss. Her expression was soft and sorrowful and gentle. Her fingers
touched hishair.

"Go. I'll cometo the poet's house tonight.”
"Yes," wasdl he could think to say.

He stopped in the gardens of the low palaces, sat on the grass, and pressed his fingertips to his mouth,
asif making sure hislipswere ill there; that they were real. The world seemed suddenly uprooted,
dreamlike. She kissed him—truly kissed him. She had touched his hair. It wasimpossible. It wasterrible.
It waslike walking dong afamiliar path and suddenly fdling off adliff.

Anditwasdso likeflying.

14

The raft was big enough to carry eight people. It was pulled against the current by ateam of four oxen,



moving dowly but implacably adong pathsworn in the shore by generations of such passage. Otah dept in
the back, wrapped in his cloak and in the rough wool blankets the boatman and his daughter provided. In
the mornings, the daughter—a child of no more then nine summers—lit abrazier and cooked swest rice
with amond milk and cinnamon. At night, after they tied up, her father made ameal—most often a
chicken and barley soup.

In the days spent in this routine, Otah had little to do besides watch the dow progress of trees moving
past them, listen to the voices of the water and the oxen, and try to win over the daughter by telling jokes
and singing with her or the boatman by asking him about life on theriver and listening to hisanswers. By
the time they reached the end of the last full day'sjourney, both boatman and child were comfortable with
him. The boatman shared abowl of plum wine with him after the other passengers had gone to deep.
They never mentioned the girl's mother, and Otah never asked.

Theriver journey ended at alow town larger than any Otah had seen since Y dakeht. It had wide,
paved streets and houses as high as three stories that |ooked out acrosstheriver or into the branches of
the pineforest that surrounded it. The wedlth of the place was clear initsfood, its buildings, the faces of
its people. It was asif some nameless quarter of the cities of the Khaiem had been struck off and moved
here, into the wilderness.

That the road to the Dai-kvo's village was well kept and broad didn't surprise him, but the discovery
that—for a price higher than he wished to pay—he could hire alitter that would carry him the full day's
steep, uphill journey and set him down at the door of the Dai-kvo's palaces did. He passed menin fine
robes of wool and fur, envoys from the courts of the Khaiem or trading houses or other places, further
away. Food stands at the roadside offered sumptuous fare at high pricesfor the great men who passed
by or wheat gruel and chicken for the lower orderslike himsdf.

Despite the wedlth and luxury of the road, the first Sght of the Dai-kvo's village took Otah's breath
away. Carved into the sone of the mountain, the village was something half belonging to the world of
men, half to the ocean and the sun and the great forces of the world. He stopped in the road and |ooked
up at the glittering windows and streets, stairways and garrets and towers. A thin golden ribbon of a
waterfdl lay just within the Structures, and warm light of the coming sunset made the stone around it glow
like bronze. Chimeslight as birdsong and deep as bells rang when the breeze stirred them. If the view
had been designed to humble those who cameto it, the designer could rest well. Maeti, he redized, had
lived in thisplace, studied init. And he, Otah, had refused it. He wondered what it would have been like,
coming down thisroad as aboy coming to hisreward; what it would have been like to see this grandeur
st out before him asif it were hisright.

The path to the grand offices was eadily found, and well peopled. Firekeepers—not members of the
utkhaiem, but servants only of the Dai-kvo—kept kilns at the crossroads and teahouses and offered the
promise of warmth and comfort in the faling night. Otah didn't pause at them.

He reached the grand offices: ahigh, arched hall open to the west so that the lowering sun set the
white stone walls ablaze. Men—only men, Otah noted—paced through the hall on one errand or
another, passing from one corridor to another, through doors of worked rosewood and oak. Otah had to
stop a servant who was lighting lanterns to find the way to the Dai-kvo's overseer.

He was an old man with akind face in the brown robes of a poet. When Otah approached histable,
the overseer took a pose that was both welcome and query with aflowing grace that he had seen only in
the Khai Saraykeht or the andat. Otah replied with apose of greeting, and for an instant, he was a boy
again in the cold, empty halways of the schoal.

"I've come with aletter for the Dai-kvo," he said, pushing the memory aside. "From Magti Vaupathi in
Saraykeht."



"Ah?' the overseer said, "Excdlent. | will seethat he getsitimmediately.”

The beautiful, old hand reached to him, open to accept the packet till in Otah's deeve. Otah
considered the withered fingers like carved wood, a sudden darm growing in him.

"I had hoped to see the Dai-kvo mysdlf," he said, and the overseer's expression changed to one of
sympethy.

"The Dai-kvo is very busy, my friend. He hardly hastime to speak to me, and I'm set to schedule his
days. Givetheletter to me, and | will see that he knows of it."

Otah pulled the letter out and handed it over, a profound disappointment blooming in hisbreast. It was
obvious, of course, that the Dai-kvo wouldn't meet with Ssmple couriers, however senstive the letters
they bore. He shouldn't have expected him to. Otah took a pose of gratitude.

"Will you be staying to carry areply?'
"Yes" Otah said. "If thereisone.”
"l will send word tomorrow whether the most high intends to respond. Wherewill | find you?”

Otah took a pose of gpology and explained that he had not taken rooms and didn't know the village.
The overseer gave him arecommendation, directions, and the patience Otah imagined a grandfather
might havefor awell-loved but rather dow grandchild. It was twilight—the distant skyline gloriouswith
the gold and purple of the just-set sun—when Otah returned to the street, his errand complete.

On theway back down, there was time to see the village more closdly, though the light around him
wasfading. It struck him for the first time that he had seen no women since he had | eft the road. The
firekeeper'skilns, the food carts and stalls, the inn to which held been directed—all were overseen by
men. None of the people passing him in the steep, dim street had awoman'sface.

And as he looked more closely, he found other signs, subtler ones, that the life of the Dai-kvo'svillage
was unlike that of the ones he had known. The streets had none of the grime and dust of Saraykeht—no
small plants or grasses pushed at thejoints of the paving stones, no moss stained the corners of the walls.
Even more than its singularity of gender, the unnatura perfection of the place made it seem foreign and
unsettling and Sevile.

He ate his dinner—venison and wine and fresh black bread—sitting aone a alow table with his back
tothefire. A dark mood had descended on him. Visons of Liat and some smal house, some smple
work, bread cooked in his own kiln, mesat roasted in his own kitchens seemed both ludicrous and
powerful. He had done what he said he'd set out for. The letter was in the Dai-kvo's hands, or would be
shortly.

But he had comefor his own reasons too. He was Otah, the sixth son of the Khai Machi, who had
walked away from the greatest power in al the nations. He had been offered the chance to control the
andat and refused. For thefirgt time, herein thisfase village, he imagined what that must beto his
brothers, histeachers, the boyswho had taken the offer gladly when it had been given. To men like
Masti.

And so who wasthis Itani Noyga, this smple laborer with smple dreams? He had come hafway
across the lands of the Khaiem, he redlized, to answer that question, and instead he had handed an old
man apacket of papers. He remembered, setting out from Saraykeht, that it had seemed an important
adventure, not only to Heshai and Seedless, the Khai Machi and Saraykeht, but to himsdlf personally.
Now, he wasn't sure why hed thought ddlivering aletter would mean more than delivering aletter.



Hewas given asmall room, hardly large enough for the stretched-canvas cot and the candle on the
table besideit. The blankets were warm and thick and soft. The mattresswas clean and free of lice or
fleas. Theroom smelled of cut cedar, and not rat piss or unbathed humanity. Smdl asit was, it wasaso

perfect.

The candle was snuffed, and Otah more than half asdeep when his door opened. A smal man, bald as
an egg, stepped in, alantern held high. His round face was marked by two bushy eyebrows—black shot
with white. Otah met his gaze, at first bleary, and then an instant later awake and alert. He took the pose
of greeting he'd learned as aboy, he smiled sweetly and without sincerity.

"l am honored by your presence, most high Dai-kvo."

Tahi-kvo scowled and moved closer. He held the lantern close to Otah's face until the brightness of
the flame made his old teacher shadowy. Otah didn't look away.

"Itisyou"
llYall

"Show me your hands," his old teacher said. Otah complied, and the lantern shifted, Tahi-kvo leaning
close, examining the callused palms. He bent so close, Otah could fed the breath on hisfingertips. The
old man's eyes were going.

"It'strue then," Tahi-kvo said. "Y ou're alaborer."

Otah closed his hands. The words were no surprise, but the sting of them was. He would have thought
he was beyond caring what opinion Tahi-kvo held. He smiled his charming smilelike amask and kept his
voice mild and amused.

"I've picked my own path,” he said.
"It was apoor choice."
"It was mine to make."

The old man—Tahi-kvo, the Dai-kvo, the most powerful man in the world—stood, shaking his head
in disgust. Hisrobeswhispered as he moved—silk upon silk. Hetilted his head like amaefic bird.

"I have consultations to make concerning the message you brought. It may take some days before |
draft my reply.”

Otah waited for the stab of words or the remembered whir of the lacquer rod, but Tahi only stood
waiting. At length Otah took a pose of acceptance.

"I will wait for it," hesaid.

For amoment, something glittered in Tahi-kvo's eyes that might have been sorrow or impatience, and
then without farewell, he was gone, the door closed behind him, and Otah lay back in hisbed. The
darknesswas slent, except for the dowly retreating footsteps. They were long vanished before Otah's
heart and bresth dowed, before the heet in his blood cooled.

THEDAYS that followed were among the most difficult of Amat Kyaan'slife. The comfort housewasin
disarray, and her coup only added to the chaos. Each individua person—whores, guards, the men at the
tables, the men who sold wine, dl of them—were testing her. Three times, fights had broken out. It
seemed once aday that shewas called on to stop some smal liberty, and dwayswith the plaintive



explanation that Ovi Niit had allowed it. To hear it told now, he had been the most sdflessand
open-handed of men. Death had improved him. It was to be expected.

If that had been all, it might not have kept her awake in the nights. But also there was the transfer of
Mg into the house. No one el se spoke Nippu, and Mg hadn't picked up enough of the Khaiate tongue
to make herself understood easily. Since sheld come, Amat had been interrupted for her needs, whatever
they were, whenever they came.

Torish Wite, thankfully, had proved capable in more ways than she'd hoped. When she asked him, he
had agreed to spread the word at the seafront that Amat Kyaan in the soft quarter was looking for
information about shipments of pearlsfrom Galt. Building the case againgt House Wilsin would be like
leading a second life. The comfort house would fund it, once she had the place in order, but the time was
more a burden than the money. She was not so young as she had been.

These early stages, at least, she could leave to the mercenary, though some nights, she would
remember conversations sheld had with traders from the Westlands and the implications for trading with
afreehold or ward that relied on paid soldiery. Aslong as shewasin apostion to offer these men girls
and money, they would likely stay. If they ever became indispensable, she was doomed.

Her room, once Ovi Niit's, was spacious and wide and covered—desk, bed, and floor—with records
and papers and plans. The morning sun doped through windows whaose thick, tight-fit shutters were
meant to let her deep until evening. She spped from abowl of teawhile Mitat, her closest advisor inthe
things specifically of the house, paced the length of the room. The papersin her hands hissed as she
shifted from one to another and back.

"It'stoo much,” Mitat said. "I honestly never thought I'd say it, but you're giving them too much
freedom. To choose which men they take? Amat-cha, with al respect, you're awhoremonger. When a
man comes in with the silver, it'syour placeto give him agirl. Or aboy. Or three girlsand achicken, if
that'swhat he'spaid for. If the girlscan refuseaclient . . ."

"They take back lessmoney,” Amat said, her voice reasonable and calm, though she aready knew
that Mitat wasright. "Those who work mogt, get most. And with that kind of liberty and the chanceto
earn more, well attract women who want to work in agood house."

Mitat stopped walking. She didn't speak, but her guarded expression was enough. Amat closed her
eyes and leaned back in her sedt.

"Don't beat them without cause," Mitat said. "Don't let anyone cut them whereit would scar. Give
them what they're owed. That'sall you can do now, grandmother. In a year—two, perhaps—you could
try something like this, but to do it now would be asign of weskness."

"Yes. | supposeit would. Thank you, Mitat-cha."

When she opened her eyes again, the woman had taken a pose of concern. Amat answered with one
of reassurance.

"Y ou seem tired, grandmother.”
"It'snothing.”

Mitat hesitated visbly, then handed back the papers. Before Amat could ask what was troubling her,
steps came up the stairs and a polite knock interrupted them. Torish Wite stepped in, his expression
guarded.



"There's someone here to seeyou,” he said to Amat.

"Who?'

"Marchat Wilsin."

Her bely went tight, but she only took in a deep bregth.
"Isanyonewith him?"

"No. He gtinks alittle of wine, but he's unarmed and he's come done.”
"WheresMg?" she asked.

"Adeep. Weve made your old cell adeeping chamber for her.”

"Set aguard on her room. No one'sto go in, and she's not to come out. | don't want him knowing that
we have her here."

"Y ou're going to see him?* Mitat asked, her voice incredulous.

"He was my employer for decades,” Amat said, asif it were an answer to the question. "Torish-cha.
I'll want aman outside the door. If | cdl out, | want himin hereimmediately. If | don't, | want privacy.
Well finish our conversation later, Mitat.”

The pair retreated, closing the door behind them. Amat rose, taking up her cane and walking to the
doorsthat opened onto the private deck. It had rained in the night, and the air was till thick withiit. It
was that, Amat told herself, that made it hard to breathe. The door opened behind her, then closed again.
Shedidn't turn a once. Across the deck, the soft quarter flowed street upon street, aley upon dley.
Bannersflew and beggars sang. It was alovely city, even this part. Thiswaswhy she was doing what
sheld done. For thisand for the girl Mg and the babe sheld lost. She steeled hersdlf.

Marchat Wilsin stood at the doorway in arobe of green so deep and rich it seemed shot with black.
Hisface was grayish, his eyes bloodshot. He looked frightened and logt, like a mouse surrounded by
cats. He broke her heart.

"Hello, old friend," she said. "Whao'd have thought we'd end here, en?’
"Why areyou doing this, Amat?'

The painin hisvoice dmost cracked it. Shefelt the urge to go to him, comfort him. She wanted badly
to touch hishand and tell him that everything would end well, in part because she knew that it wouldnt. It
occurred to her distantly that if she had let him professlove for her, she might not have been ableto leave
House Wilgn.

"What happened to the poet. To the girl. It was an attack,” she said. "Y ou know it, and | do. You
attacked Saraykeht."

He walked forward, his hands out, palms up before him.
"l didnt," hesaid. "Amat, you haveto see that thiswasn't my doing."
"Can | offer you tea?' she asked.

Bewildered, he sank onto adivan and ran his hands through his hair in wordless distress. She
remembered the man she'd first met—his dark hair, hisforeign manners. Hed had an easy laugh back
then, and power in his gaze. She poured abowl of teafor him. When he didn't take it from her hand, she



left it on the low table at his knee and went back to her own desk.

"It didn't work, Amat. It failed. The poet's dive, the andat's still held. They seethat it can't work, and
so it won't hgppen again, if you'l only let thisgo.”

"l cant," shesaid.
"Why not?'

"Because of what you did to Mg. She wanted that child. And because Saraykeht is my home. And
because you betrayed me."

Marchat flushed red and took a pose so doppy it might have meant anything.

"Betrayed you? How did | betray you? | did everything to keep you clear of this. | warned you that
Oshal waswaiting for you. And when you came back | was the one who argued for keeping you dive. |
risked my lifefor yours."

"Y ou made me part of this" Amat said, surprised to hear the anger in her own voice, to fed the
warmth in her face. "Y ou did thisand you put mein a postion where | haveto sacrifice everything—
everything—in order to redeem mysdlf. If | had known in time, | would have stopped it. Y ou knew that
when you asked meto find you abodyguard. Y ou hoped I'd find away out.”

"I waan't thinking clearly then. | am now."

"Areyou?How can | do anything besidesthis, Marchatkya? If | keep silent, it'sasmuch assaying |
approve of the crime. And | don't.”

His eyes shifted, his gaze going hard. Sowly, helifted the bowl of teato hislipsand drank it downin
onelong draw. When he put the bowl down—ceramic clicking against the wooden table—he was once
again the man she'dd known. He had put his heart aside, she knew, and entered the negotiation that might
save hislife, hishouse. Might, if he could convince her, even save her from the path she'd chosen. She
fet ahdf-amiletouch her lips. A part of her hoped he might win.

"Granted, something wrong was done,” he said. "Granted, | had some part—though | didn't have a
choiceinit. But put asde that | was coerced. Put aside that it was none of it my plan. Let me ask you
this—what justice do you expect?'

"l don't know," she said. "That's for the Kha and his men to choose."
Hetook apose that showed hisimpatience with her.

"Y ou know quite well the mercy helll show me and House Wilsin. And Galt asawhole. And it won't
befor Mg. It1l befor himsdif."

"It will befor hiscity."

"And how much isacity worth, Amat? Even in the name of judtice. If the Khai choosesto kill a
thousand Gdltic babies out of their mothers, isthat afair pricefor acity? If they starve because our
croplands go stevile, isthat afair price? Y ou want justice, Amat. | know that. But the end of thisroad is

only vengeance."

A breeze thick with the smell of the sea shifted the window cloths. The doorsto the private deck
closed with aclack, and the room went dim.

"Y ou're thinking with your heart," he continued. "What happened wasterrible. | don't deny it. We
were caught up in something huge and grotesque and evil. But be clear about the cost. One child. How



many women miscarry in asingle year? How many lose their children from being beaten by their men, or
from fadling, or fromillness?1 can think of six in the last five months. What happened waswrong, Amét,
and | swear toyou | will dowhat | canto makeit right again. But not at the cost of making thingsworse.”

Heleaned forward. Her retort was finding its shape in her mind, but not quickly.

"They see now that it can't work," he said. "They weren't able to berid of Seedlesswhen hewas
conspiring with them. They can see now that they'd never be ableto coordinate freeing dl of them at
once. The experiment failed. Sure they may try something again someday, but not anytime soon. They'll
turn their efforts back to the Westlands, or maybe to the south, or the idandsfor the time being. The war
won't come here. Not unlessthey find someway to do it safely.”

Amat's blood went cold, and shelooked at her handsto avoid letting the shock show in her eyes.
Trade, she had thought. With Seedless gone, trade would shift. Her city would suffer, and other cotton
markets would flourish. Sheld been thinking too smal. Eight generations without war. Eight generations of
the wedlth that the andat commanded, the protection they gave. Thiswas not trade. Thiswasthefirst
step toward invasion, and he thought shed knownit.

She forced hersdlf to amile, to look up. Without the andat, the citieswould fall. The wedlth of the
Khalem would go to pay for what mercenariesthey could hire. But faced with the soldiery of Gat, Amat
doubted many companies would chooseto fight for aclearly losing side, or would keep their contracts
with the Khaiem if they made them.

Everything she knew would end.

"Come back to the house," Marchat said. "It'samost timefor the end of season negotiations, and |
need you there. | need you back."

She cdled out sharply, and the guard was in the room. Marchat—her old friend, her employer, the
hard-headed, funny, thoughtful man whaose house had saved her from the Streets, the man who loved her
and had never had the courage to say it—Iooked lost. Amat took a pose of farewell appropriate to the
beginning of along absence. Shewasfairly sure he wouldn't catch the nuance of permanenceinit, but
perhapsit was more for hersdlf than him anyway.

"The past was a beautiful place, Marchat-kya," she said. "I missit aready."
And then, to the guard.
"Seehimout.”

HESHAI'SIMPROVEMENT, When it came, was sudden as a change in the wegather. Liat wasin themain
room of the poet's house pedling an orange. Maati had gone up to hisroom for something, telling her to
wait there. The steps that descended behind her were dow and heavy, asif Maati were bearing alarge
and awkward burden. She turned, and instead found Heshai washed and shaved and wrapped in a
formal robe.

Liat started to her feet and took a pose of greeting appropriate to one of amuch higher station. On the
seat where sheld been, the long golden length of ped till clung to the white flesh of the orange. The poet
sketched a brief pose of welcome and moved over to her, his gaze on the fruit. His smile, when it came,
was unsure, a configuration unfamiliar to the widelips. Liat wondered whether she had ever seen the man

laugh.
"l don't suppose there's enough of that to share with an old man?* he said. He seemed almost shy.



"Of course," she said, picking up the orange and splitting off a section. He accepted it from her with a
pose of thanks and popped it in his mouth. His skin was pae asthe belly of afish, and there were dark
sacks under his eyes. He had grown thinner in the weeks since the sad trade had gone wrong. Still, when
he grinned at her, his smilefind-ing its confidence, she found hersalf smiling back. For amoment, she
could see clearly what he had looked like asa child.

"Y ou seem much better," she said.

"Tired of moping around, | suppose,” he said. "'l thought | might go out. | haven't been to agood
teshousein sometime.”

The lighter footsteps she knew came down the stairs behind them and stopped. Magti had forgotten
the book in his hand. His mouth was open.

"Comedown," Hesha said. "It isn't a private conversation. We were only sharing abite. There's
enough for you too, | imagine.”

"Heshai-kvo. . ."

"l wasjust telling Liat-kya here that |'ve decided to stretch my legs this evening. I've been too much
within mysglf. And tomorrow, there are things we should do. It's past time we began your education in
earnes, eh?'

Maati took apose of agreement made clumsy by the volume in hishand, but Liat could see that he
was hardly aware of it. She caught his gaze, encouraging him silently to be pleased, or if he wasnt, to act
asif hewere.

"l will be ready, Heshai-kvo," he said. If there was an edge to his voice, Heshai seemed not to hear it.
He only took apose of farewell to Liat more formal than her rank cdled for, and a subtler pose of
congratulation to Maati that she wasfairly certain she had not been meant to see, and then he was off.
They sat on the steps up to the house and watched him striding over the bridge and aong the path until it
turned. Maati, beside her, was trembling with rage.

"| thought this was what we wanted,” Liat said, gently.

He snapped his head, her words pulling him back to the world.
"Not likethis" hesaid.

"He'sout of hisbed. HEs going into the city.”

"It'slike nothing happened,” Madti said. "He's acting like nothing happened. All these weeks, just
vanished . . "

Liat smoothed his neck with her palm. For amoment, Maati went tight, then, dowly, shefdt him reax.
Heturned to her.

"Y ou wanted an apology,” she said. "Or some recognition for what you did for him al thistime.”

Maati put down the book on the step beside him and pulled hisrobe closer around him. For along
time, they didn't speak. The treeswere turning, thefirst fallen leaves covering the grounds. It wasn't
winter, but autumn had reached its center.

"Itswrong of me," Maati said, hisvoice thick with shame and anger. "1 should accept that he's
improving and be pleased. But . . ."

"Thismay bethebest hecan do,” Liat sad. "Givehimtime."



Maati nodded and took her hand in his, their fingerslaced. With her other hand, she reached across
him and took up the book. It was old, and heavy for its size, bound in copper and leather.

"Read me that poem you were talking about,” she said.

Much later, the darknessfalen, Liat lay with Maeti on his cot and listened to his bregth. The breeze
that stirred the netting raised gooseflesh on her arms, but he was soft and warm as acat againgt her. She
stroked hishair. She felt safe and content and sick with guilt. She had never been unfaithful to alover
before this. She had dwaysimagined it would be difficult, that people would stare a her in the Streets
and talk of her in scanddized whispers. In the event, it seemed no one cared. The isolation that had come
after Seedless and the baby—from Amat, from Wilsin-cha, from the people of the house, and worst from
Itani—was eader to bear with Maati. And he could listen when she spoke about her part, her failings, the
way sheld let the child die.

The night candle fluttered, and three dow moths beet a the wals of itsglasslantern. Liat shifted and
Maati murmured in his deep and turned away from her. She parted the netting and stood naked, letting
the cool of night wash over her. Their coupling had |eft her feding sticky. Shethought of goingtoa
bathhouse, but the long walk through the city after dark and the prospect of leaving Maati behind failed
to apped. It would be better, she thought, to stay near, even if it meant being cold. She deserved, she
supposed, alittle discomfort for her sins. She pulled on her robe, but didn't tie the fastenings.

In the darkness, stars spilled across the sky. The distant lights of the palaces, of the city, might amost
not have been. Liat considered the crescent moon, its shining curve of light cupping a darkness of blotted
stars. Frogs and crickets sang and the manicured grass at the side of the koi pond tickled the bottoms of
her feet. Shelooked around carefully before shrugging out of her robe. The water of the pond was no
worse than she might find in the cold pool of abathhouse. The fish darted away from her and then dowly
returned. Reeds at the water's edge rubbed against each other with a sound like hands on skin, disturbed
by the waves of her movements.

Floating on her back, her legs kicking dowly, she thought of Itani. She didn't fed asif shewere
betraying him, though she knew that shewas. Magti and |tani—Otah—seemed to inhabit entirely
different placesin her heart. The one seemed o little related to the other. Itani was her heartmate, the
man she'd shared her bed with for months. Maati was her friend, her confidant, her only supportina
world empty even of the other man. For hours at atime and especidly in his company, she could forget
the guilt and the dread. She didn't know how it could be like this. so easy and so difficult both.

The chill touched her bones, and she turned, swimming easily to the shore. The rich mud squel ched
between her toes. Against wet flesh, the air was much colder than the water had been. By the time she
found her robe, she was shivering. The night around her was silent, the insects and night birds gone till.

"There must be some etiquette to address Situations like this," Seedless said from the darkness, "but
I'm sure | don't know what itis.”

The andat's face seemed hung in the air, the paelips quirked in asmile both amused and grim. He
moved forward as she pulled on her robe. His cloak—~black shot with blue—seemed to weave in and
out of the darkness. He pulled something bulky from aseeve and held it out to her. A hair cloth.

"I brought thisfor you," he said. "Once | understood what you were doing | thought you'd want it."

Liat took it, faling into a pose of gratitude by reflex. The andat returned it dismissvely, squatted on the
grassy dope and, hisarmsresting on his knees, |looked out over the pond.

"Y ou got out of the torture box."



"One of them. Heshai-kvo let me out. HE'S been doing it for severa days now on the condition that |
promiseto stay within sight of the house. I've sworn a sacred oath, though | imagine I'll break it
eventualy. It'swhy hesimproving. Locking away apart of yourse f—especialy a shameful one—gives
that part power over al theredt. It'sthe danger of splitting yoursdlf in two, don't you find?"

"l don't know what you mean,” Liat said.
Seedless smiled in genuine amusement.

"Dry your hair,"” hesaid. "I'm not judging you, my dear. I'm ababykiller. Youreagirl of seventeen
summers who's taken a second lover. It hardly gives me the high ground.”

Liat wrapped her hair in the cloth and turned to leave, dry leaves stirring at her ankles. The words that
stopped her were so soft, she might dmost have imagined them.

"1 know about Otah."

She paused. Asif on cue, the chorus of crickets began again.
"What do you know?"' she asked.

"Enough”

"How?"

"I'm clever. What do you intend to do when he comes back?'

Liat didn't answer. The andat turned to consider her. He took a pose that unasked the question. Anger
flashed in Liat's breast.

"l love him. HEs my heartmate.”
"And Madti?'

"I love him, too."

"But heisn't your heartmate.”

Liat didn't reply. Inthe dim light of moon and star, the andat smiled sadly and took a pose that
expressed understanding and sympathy and acceptance.

"Maati and | . . . we need each other. We're adone otherwise. Both of us are very, very alone.”

"Wdll, at least that won't last. Hell be back very soon,” Seedless said. "Tomorrow, perhaps. Or the
day dfter.”

"Who?'

"Otah."

Liat felt her breath go shalow. It was a sensation quite like fear.
"No, hewon't. He can't.”

"I think he can,” the andat replied.

"It'safull three weeksjust to Yadakeht. Evenif hetook afast boat up theriver, hed only just be
arriving now."



"Y ou're sure of that?"
"Of course| am.”

"Then | suppose | must be mistaken,” the andat said so mildly that Liat had no answer. Seedless
laughed then and put his head in hishands.

"What?' Liat asked.

"I've been an idiot. Otah isthe Otah-kvo that Maati told me of. He doesn't wear abrand and he's not
apoet, so | never connected them. But if Maati's sent him to seethe Dai-kvo .. . . Yes. He must be.”

"| thought you knew al about Otah,” Liat said, her heart faling.

"That may have been an exaggeration. Otah-kvo. A black robe who didn't take the brand or become
apoet. | think . . . | think | heard a story like that once. Well, afew questions of Heshal, and I'm surel|
can dredgeit up.”

The horror of what sheld done flooded her. Liat didn't St so much as give way. The leaves crackled
under her weight. The andat |ooked over to her, alarmed.

"Y ou tricked me," she whigpered.

Seedlesstilted his head with an odd, sensua smile as much pity as wonderment. He took a pose
offering comfort.

"It wasn't you, Liat-kya Maati told me al about it before he even knew who | was. If you've betrayed
your heartmate tonight—and, redlly, | think theré's a strong argument that you have—it wasn't with me.
And whether you believeit or not, the secret's safe.”

"I don'. | don't believeyou."
The andat smiled, and for amoment the sincerity in hisface reminded her of Heshai-kvo.

"Having asecret islike Sitting at aroof's edge with arock, Liat. Aslong as you have the rock, you
have the power of life and death over anyone below you. Drop the rock, and you've just got anice view.
| won't spread your secret unlessit brings me something, and asit stands, there's no advantage to me.
Unlessthings change, | won't betdling any of your severa secrets.”

Liat took a pose of challenge.

"Swear it," shesaid.

"To whom are you talking? How likely am | to be bound by an oath to you?'

Liat let her aramsfall to her Sdes.

"l won't betray you," Seedless said, "because there's no reason to, and because it would hurt Maati."
"Madi?'

Seedless shrugged.

"I'm fond of him. He's. . . he'syoung and he hasn't lived in the world for very long, perhaps. But he
has the talent and charm to escape thisif heswise.”

"Y ou sound like Hesha when you say that."



"Of coursel do."
"Doyou. .. | mean, you don't really care about Maati. Do you?"

Seedless stood. He moved with the grace and ease of athrown stone. His robe hung from him, darker
than the night. His face was the perfect white of a carnival mask, smooth as eggshdll and as
expressionless. The crickets increased their chirping songs until they were so loud, Liat was surprised that
she could hear Seedless voice, speaking softly over them.

"Inten yearstime, Liat-kya, look back at this—at what you and | said here, tonight. And when you
do, ask yoursdf which of uswas kinder to him."

15

The days passed with an exquisite discomfort in the village of the Dai-kvo. The clear air, the cold stone
of the streets, the perfection, the maleness and austerity and beauty were like adream. Otah moved
through the aleyways and loitered with other men by the firekeepers kilns, listening to gossip and the
chair of windchimes. Messengersinfested the village like moths, fluttering here and there. Speskersfrom
every city, dressed in sumptuous robes and cloaks, appeared every day and vanished again. The water
tasted strange from influence, the air smelled of power.

While Otah had been lifting bales of cotton al day and pulling ticks out of hisarmsin the evenings,
Maeti had lived in these spaces. Otah went to hisrooms each night, sick with waiting, and wondering
who he would have been, had he taken the old Dai-kvo's offer. And then, he would remember the
school—the crudty, the malice, the cold-hearted lessons and begatings and the laughter of the strong at
the weak—and he wondered instead how Maati had brought himself to accept.

In the afternoon of hisfifth day, aman in the white robes of a high servant found him on the wide
wooden deck of ateahouse.

"You arethe courier for Maati Vaupathai?' the servant asked, taking a pose both respectful and
querying. Otah responded with an affirming pose. "The most high wishes to spesk with you. Please come
withme"

Thelibrary wasworked in marble; tall shelvesfilled with scrolls and bound volumeslined the wdlls,
and sunlight shone through banks of clerestory windows with glass clear asair. Tahi-kvo—the
Dai-kvo—sat at along table of carved blackwood. Aniron brazier warmed the room, smelling of white
smoke and hot metal and incense. He looked up as the servant took a pose of completion and readiness
so0 abjectly humble as to approach the ludicrous. Otah took no pose.

"Go," the Dai-kvo said, and the white-robed servant Ieft, pulling the wide doors closed behind him.
Otah stood as Tahi-kvo considered him from under frowning brows then pushed asewn |etter acrossthe
table. Otah stepped forward and took it, tucking it into his deeve. They stood for amoment in silence.

"Y ou were stupid to come,” Tahi-kvo said, histone matter-of-fact. "If your brothersfind youre dive
they'll stop eyeing each other and work in concert to kill you.”

"l suppose they might. Will you tdl them?”

"No." Tahi-kvo rose and stalked to a bookshelf, speaking over his shoulder as he went. "My master
died, you know. The season after you left.”



"I'm sorry," Otah said.
"Why did you come? Why you?'

"Maeati isafriend. And there was no one € se who could be trusted.” The other reasons weren't ones
he would share with Tahi-kvo. They were hisown.

Tahi-kvo ran hisfingers across the spines of the books. Even turned amost away, Otah could see the
bitternessin hisamile.

"And he trusts you? He trusts Otah Machi? Well, he's young. Perhaps he doesn't know you so well as
| do. Do you want to know what'sin thisletter I'm sending with you?"

"If he carestotdl me," Otah said.

The volume Tahi-kvo pulled down was ancient—bound in wood with clasps of meta and thick asa
hand spread wide. He hefted it back and laid it on the table before he answered.

"It sayshe mustin't let Heshal lose control of hisandat. It saysthereisn't areplacement for it, and that
thereisn't the prospect of one. If Seedless escapes, | have nothing to send, and Saraykeht becomes an
oversized low town. That'swhet it says.”

Tahi-kvo's eyebrows rose, challenging. Otah took a pose that accepted the lesson from ateacher—a
pose he'd taken before, when he'd been a boy.

"Every generation, it's become more difficult," Tahi-kvo said, angry, it seemed, at speaking the words.
"There are fewer men who take up the mantle. The andat that escape are more and more difficult to
recapture. Even the fourth-water ones like Seedless and Unstung. Thetime will come—not for me, |
think, but for my successor or his—when the andat may fail us entirely. The Khaiem will be overrun by
Galts and Westerman. Do you understand what I'm telling you?”"

"Yes" Otah said. "But not why."

"Because you had promise,” Tahi-kvo said bitterly. "And because | don't like you. But | have to ask
this. Otah Machi, have you come here with thisletter because you've regretted your refusal ? Wasit an
excuse to speak to me because you're seeking the robes of a poet?’

Otah didn't laugh, though the questions seemed absurd. Absurd and—as they mixed in hismind with
the sights and scents of the village—more than half sad. And benegth al that, perhaps he had. Perhaps he
had needed to come here and see the path he had not chosen to know as a man whether he till believed
in the choices he had made as a boy.

"No," hesaid.

Tahi-kvo nodded, undid the clasps on the great book and opened it. It wasin no script Otah had ever
seen. The poet looked up at him, his gaze direct and unpleasant.

"| thought not,” he said. "Go then. And don't come back unless you decide you're man enough to teke
onthework. | don't have timeto coddle children.”

Otah took a pose of leave-taking, then hesitated.

"I'm sorry, Tahi-kvo," he said. "That your master died. That you had to livethisway. All of it. I'm
sorry theworld'stheway itis."

"Blamethe sun for setting,” the Dai-kvo said, not looking at him, not looking up.



Otah turned and walked out. The magnificence of the palaces was amazing, rich even past the Khai
Saraykeht. The wide avenues outside it were crowded in the late afternoon with men going about
business of the highest importance, dressed in silks and woven linen and leather supple as skin. Otah
took in the mgjesty of it and understood for the first time since held come the hollowness that lay benesth
it. It was the same, he thought, as the emptinessin Heshai-kvo's eyes. The one wastruly achild of the
other.

He was surprised, as he walked down to the edge of the village, to find himself moved to sorrow. The
few tearsthat escaped him might have been shed for Maati or Heshai, Tahi-kvo or the boys of his cohort
scattered now into the world, the vanity of power or himsalf. The question that had carried him
here—whether he was truly Otah Machi or Itani Noyga; son of the Khaiem or seafront laborer—was
unresolved, but it was also answered.

Either one, but never this.

"WHEN?' M AJ demanded, her arms crossed. Her cheeks were red and flushed, her breath smelled of
wine. "I've been weeks living with whores and you, their pimp. Y ou told me that the men who killed my
child would be brought to justice. Now tel me when."

Theidand girl moved quickly, scooping up avase from Amat's desk and throwing it against the far
wall. The pottery shattered, flowersfalling broken to the floor. The wet mark on the wall dripped and
streaked. The guard wasin the room almost before Amat could move, aknife the length of hisforearm at
the ready. Amat rose and pushed him back out despite his protests, closing the door behind him. Her hip
ached badly. It had been getting worse these |ast weeks, and it added to everything €l se that made her
irritable. Still, she held hersdf tal as she turned back to her sometime dly, sometime charge. The girl was
breathing fast now, her chin jutting out, her arms pulled back. She looked like alittle boy, daring
someone to strike him. Amat smiled sweetly, took two dow strides, and dapped her smartly acrossthe
mouth.

"I am working from before the sun comes up to half through the night for you,” Amat said. "l am
keeping thisfilthy house so that | have the money we need to prosecute your case. | have ruined my life
for you. And | haven't asked thanks, have 1? Only cooperation.”

There were tears brimming in Mg's pale eyes, streaking down her ruddy cheek. The anger that filled
Amat's chest like afire lessened. Moving more dowly, she walked to the mess againgt the far wall and,
dowly, painfully, kndt.

"What I'm doing isn't smple," Amat said, not looking as she gathered the shards and broken flowers.
"Wilsin-chadidn't keep records that would tie him directly to the trade, and the onesthat do exist are
plausible whether he knew of the treachery or not. | have to show that he did. Otherwise, you may as
well go home."

Thefloor creaked with Ma's steps, but Amat didn't look up. Amat made a sack from the hem of her
robe, dropped in the shattered vase and laid in the soft petals afterwards. The flowers, though destroyed,
smelled lovely. She found hersdlf reluctant to crush them. Mg crouched down beside her and helped
clean.

"Weve made progress,” Amat said, her voice softer now. She could hear the exhaustion in her own
words. "1 have records of al the transactions. The pearlsthat paid the Khai came on a Galtic ship, but |
haveto find which one."

"That will be enough?'
"That will beadart,” Amat said. "But therewill be more. Torish-cha has had men on the seafront,



offering payment for information. Nothing'scomefromiit yet, but it will. These thingstaketime.”

Mg leaned close, placing ahandful of debrisinto Amat's makeshift bag. She meant well, Amat knew,
but she buried the flowers al the same. Amat met her gaze. Mg tried to smile.

"You'redrunk," Ameat said gently. "Y ou should go and deep. Thingswill ook better in the morning.”

"And worse again when night comes,” Mg said and shook her head, then lurched forward and kissed
Amat's mouth. As she left—awkward phrasesin civilized languages passing between her and the guard at
the door—Amat dropped the ruined vase into the small crate she kept beside her desk. Her flesh felt
heavy, but there were books to be gone over, ordersto place for the house and audits to be made.

She was doing the work, she knew, of three women. Had she seen forty fewer summers, it might have
been possible. Instead, each day seemed to bring collapse nearer. She woke in the morning to alist of
things that had to be completed—for the comfort house and for the case she was building inch by inch
against House Wilsn—and fell adeep every night with three or four items till undone and the creeping
sense that she was forgetting something important.

And the house, whileit provided her the income she heeded to pay for investigations and bribes and
rewards, was just the pit of vipersthat sheld been warned it would be. Mitat was her savior there—she
knew the politics of the staff and had somehow won the trust of Torish Wite. Still, it seemed asif every
decision had to be brought to Amat eventually. Whose indenture to end, whose to hold. What discipline
to mete out against the women whose bodies were the produce she sold, what against the men who
staffed the gambling tables and provided the wine and drugs. How to balance rule from respect and rule
from fear. And Mitat, after dl, had stolen from the house before. . . .

The night candle—visibly longer now and made of harder wax than the ones that measured the short
nights of summer—was near its hafway mark when Amat put down her pen. Three times she added a
column of numbers, and three times had found different sums. She shrugged out of her robes and pulled
the netting closed around the bed, adeep ingtantly, but troubled by dreamsin which she recdled
something critical ahand's breadth too late.

She woke to a polite scratch at her door. When she called out her permission, Mitat entered bearing a
tray. Two thick dices of black bread and abowl of bitter tea. Amat sat up, pulled the netting aside, and
took apose of gratitude as the red-haired woman put the tray on the bed beside her.

"Y ou'relooking nicely put together thismorning,” Amat said.

It wastrue. Mitat wore aformal robe of pale yellow that went nicely with her eyes. Shelooked
well-rested, which Amat supposed also helped.

"We have the payment to make to the watch," Mitat said. "1 was hoping you might let mejoin you."

Amat closed her eyes. The watch monies. Of course. It would have been very poor form to forget
that, but she nearly had. The darkness behind her eyelids was comfortable, and she stayed therefor a
moment, wishing that she might crawl back to deep.

"Grandmother?"

"Of course,” Amat said, opening her eyes again and reaching for the bowl of tea. "I could do with the
company. But you'll understand if | handle the money."

Mitat grinned.

"Y ou're never going to let meforget that, are you?"



"Likely not. Get me agood robe, will you. Therésabluewith gray trim, | think, that should do for the
occason.”

The dtreets of the soft quarter were quiet. Amat, her deeve weighted by the boxed lengths of silver,
leaned on her cane. The night's rain had washed the air, and sunlight, pale as fresh butter, shone on the
pavements and made the banners of the great comfort houses shimmer. The baker'skilnsfilled the air
with the scent of bread and smoke. Mitat walked beside her, acting asif the dow pace were the one
shed have chosen if she had been done, avoiding the puddles of standing water where the street dipped,
or where dleyways il disgorged abrown trickle of foul runoff. In the height of summer, the mixture of
heat and damp would have been unbearable. Autumn's forgiving cool made the morning nearly pleasant.

Mitat filled in Amat Kyaan on the news of the house. Chiyan thought she might be pregnant.
Torish-cha's men resented that they were expected to pay for the use of the girls—other housesin the
quarter included such services as part of the compensation. Two weavers were cheating at tiles, but no
one had caught them at it as yet.

"When we do, bring them to me," Amat said. "If they aren't willing to negotiate compensation with me,
weéll cal the watch, but I'd rather have it stay private.”

"Y es, grandmother.”

"And send for Urrat from the street of beads. Shelll know if Chiyan's carrying by looking at her, and
ghe has someteasthat'll cureit if sheis”

Mitat took a pose of agreement, but something in her expression—a softness, an amusement—made
Amat respond with aquery.

"Ovi Niit would have taken her out back and kicked her until shebled,” Mitat said. "He would have
said it was chegper. | don't think you know how much you're respected, grandmother. The men, except
Torish-chaand his, would still as soon see you hanged as not. But the girls dl thank the gods that you
cameback."

"I haven't made the place any better."
"Yes," Mitat said, her voice accepting no denid. "Y ou have. Y ou don't see how the—"

The man lurched from the mouth of the aley and into Amat before she had time to respond. Her cane
dipped as the drunkard staggered against her, and she stumbled. Pain shrieked from her kneeto her hip,
but her first impulse wasto clutch the payment in her deeve. The man, however, wasn't athief. The slver
for the watch was still whereit had been and the drunk was in a pose of profound apology.

"What do you think you're doing?' Mitat demanded. Her chin wasjutting out; her eyesburned. "It's
hardly mid-day. What kind of man isaready drunk?"

The thick man in the stained brown robe shook his head and bowed, his pose e egant and abasing.
"Itismy fault," hesad, hiswordsdurred. "Entirely my fault. I've made an ass of mysdf.”

Amat clutched Mitat's arm, Slencing her, and stepped forward despite the raging achein her leg. The
drunkard bowed lower, shaking his head. Amat almost reached out to touch him—making certain that
thiswasn't adream, that she wasn't back in her bed till waiting for her bread and tea.

"Heshai-cha?'

The poet looked up. His eyes were bloodshot and weary. The whites were yellow. He stank of wine
and something worse. He seemed dowly to focus on her, and then, a heartbest later, to recognize her



face. Hewent gray.
"I'm fine, Heshai-cha. No damage done. But what brings—"
"I know you. Y ou work for House Wilsin. You. . . you knew that girl?"

"Mg," Amat said. "Her nameisMgj. She's being well taken care of, but you and | need to speak.
What happened wasn't dl it seemed. The andat had other parties who—"

"No! No, | wasentirdy to blame! It wasmy faling!"

The shutters of awindow across the street opened with a clack and a curious face agppeared. Heshai
took a pose of regret spoiled only by hisdight wavering, like awillow in abreeze. Hislips hardened, and
his eyes, when he opened them, were black. Helooked at her asif shed insulted him, and in that
moment, Amat could see that the andat Seedless with his beautiful face and perfect voice had indeed
been drawn from this man.

"l am making an ass of mysdf,” he said. He bowed siffly to her and to Mitat, turned, and strode
unsteadily away.

"Godd" Mitat said, looking after the wide, retreating back. "What was that?"

"The poet of Saraykeht,” Amat said. She turned to consider the aley from which hed emerged. It was
thin—hardly more than adit between buildings—unpaved, muddy and stinking of garbage.

"What's down there?' Amat asked.
"I don't know."

Amat hesitated, dreading what she knew she had to do next. If the mud was asfoul asit smelled, the
hems of her robe would be unsavable.

"Come" shesad.

The apartment wasn't hard to find. The poet's unsteady footsteps had |eft fresh, diding marks. The
doorway wasfitted with an iron lock, the shutters over the thin window beside it were barred from the
inside. Amat, her curiosity too roused to stop now, rapped on the closed door and called, but no one
came.

"Sometimes, if they don't want to be seen in the houses, men take rooms,”" Mitat said.
"Likethis?'

"Better, usudly,” Mitat dlowed. "None of the girls| know would want to follow aman down an dley
likethisone. If the payment was high enough, perhaps. . ."

Amat pressed her hand against the door. The wood was solid, sound. The lock, sheimagined, could
beforced, if she could find theright tools. If there was something in this sad secret place that was worth
knowing. Something like dread touched her throat.

"Grandmother. We should go."

Amat took a pose of agreement, turning back toward the street. Curiosity balanced relief at being
away from the private room of the poet of Saraykeht. She found herself wondering, asthey walked to
the offices of the watch, what lay behind that door, how it might relate to her quiet war, and whether she
wanted to discover it.



WINTER CAME to the summer cities. Thelast leavesfell, leaving bare treesto deep through the long
nights. Cold mistsrosg, filling the streetswith air turned to milk. Maati wore heavier robes—silk and
combed wool. But not his heaviest. Even the depths of a Saraykeht winter were milder than achilly
gpring in the north. Some nights Maati walked through the sireetswith Liat, hisarm around her, and both
of them hunched againgt the cold, but it was arare thing to see hisown breath in the air. In Pathai asa
child, at the school, then with the Dai-kvo, Maati had spent most of hislife colder than this, but the
constant heat of the high seasons of Saraykeht had thinned his blood. He felt the cold more deeply now
than he rememberediit.

Heshai-kvo's return to health seemed to have ended the affair of the dead child in the minds of the
utkhaiem. Over the weeks—the terribly short weeks—Hesha had taken him to private dinners and
public feasts, had presented him to high families, and madeit clear through word and action that Liat was
welcome—was always welcome—at the poet's house. That Seedless had been given akind of freedom
seemed to displease the Khai Saraykeht and his nearest men, but no words were said and no action
taken. So long asthe poet was well enough to assuage the general unease, dl was close enough to well.

The teshouse they had retreated to, he and Liat, was near the edge of the city proper. Buildings and
dreetsran further out, north along theriver, but it wasin this quarter that the original city touched the
newer buildings. Newer buildings, Maeti reflected, older than his grandfather's grandfather. And still they
took the name.

They'd taken a private room hardly larger than acloset, with asmall table and a bench against the wall
that they both shared. Light and music and the scent of roast pork drifted though carved wood lacework,
and asmdl brazier hung above them, radiating hest like ablack iron sun.

Liat poured hot teainto her bowl, and then without asking, into his. Maati took a pose of thanks, and
lifted the fine porcelain to hislips. The sleam smelled rich and smoky, and Liat leaned againgt him, the
familiar weight of her body comforting as blankets.

"Hell be back soon," Maati said.

Liat didn't dtiffen, but stilled. He sipped histea, burning hislipsalittle. He felt her shrug as much as
seding it.

"Let'snot talk of it," shesad.

"I can't keep on with this once he's come back. Asit stands, haf thetimel fed like I've killed
something. When hé'shere. . ."

"When hé'sherewell have himwith us" Liat said softly. "We both will. I'll have him asalover, youll
have him asafriend. Well none of usbeaone.”

"I'm not entirdly hoping for it," Maeti said.

"Partswill be difficult. Let'snot talk about it. It1l come soon enough without borrowing it now." Maéti
took a pose of agreement, but amoment later Liat Sighed and took hisarm.

"l didn't meanto becrud. .. ."
"You haven't been," Madti said.
"You'rekindto say s0."

In the front of the house awoman or achild began singing—the voice high and sweet and pure. The
talking voices stilled and gave the song their silence. It was one that Magti had heard before many times,
atraditiona balad of love found and lost that dated back to the days when the Empire still ood. Maati



sat back, his spine pressing into the wall behind him, and laid hisarm across Liat's shoulders. His head
swam with emotionsthat he could only partly name. He closed his eyes and let the ancient words and old
grammarswash over him. He felt Liat shudder. When he looked, her face was flushed, her mouth drawn
tight. Tearsglistened in her eyes.

"Let'sgo home," he said, and she nodded. He took six lengths of copper from apouch in hisdeeve
and left them in arow on the table—it would more than cover the charges. Together, they rose, pushed
aside the door and dipped out. The song continued on as they stepped out into the darkness. The moon
was just past new, and the streets were dark except for the torches at crossroads where large streets
met, and, elsewherg, lit by the kilns of the firekeepers. They waked arm in arm, heading north.

"Why do they call you poets?' Liat asked. "Y ou don't really declaim poetry. | mean, we have, but not
aswhat you do for the Kha."

"There are other terms,” Maati said. "Y ou could also call us shapers or makers. Thought-weavers. It's
fromthebinding.”"

"The andat. They're poems?'

"They'relike poems. They'retrandations of an ideainto aform that includes valition. When you take a
|etter in the Khaiate tongue and trandate it into Gdltic, there are differ-ent ways you could word it, to get
the right meaning. The binding islike trandating aletter perfectly from one language to another. You
makeit clear, and the partsthat aren't there—if there isn't quite the right word in Gdltic, for
instance—you create them so that the whole thing holds together. The old grammars are very good for
that work."

"What do you do with it? With the description?”
"You hold it in your mind. Forever."

The words lapsed. They walked. The high walls of the warehouse district stopped and the lower
buildings of the weaverstook up. The palaces a the top of the city glittered with lanterns and torches,
likethefield of stars pulled down and overlapping the earth until they were obscured again by high walls,
now of the homes of merchants and lesser trading houses.

"Have you ever been in the summer citiesfor Candles Night?' Liat asked.

"No," Maati said. "I've seen the Dai-kvo's village, though. It was beautiful there. All the Streetswere
lined with people, and the light made the whole mountain fed likeatemple."

"Youll likeit here," Liat said. "Theréslikely more wine involved than with the Dai-kvo."
Maati smiled in the darkness and pulled her small, warm body closer to him.
"l imagines0," he said. "At the schoal, we didn't—"

The blow was s0 sudden, Magti didn't redly have timeto fed it. He was on the ground. The stones of
the street were rough againgt his skinned palms, and he was consumed by a sense of urgency whose
object he could not immediately identify. Liat lay unmoving beside him. A roof tile—six hands square and
three fingers deep of baked red clay—rested between them like an abandoned pillow. A scraping sound
likeratsin plaster walls caught Magti's crippled attention and another tile fell, missing them both,
detonating on the Street at Liat's Sde. Madti's panic found its focus. He lurched toward her. Blood
soaked her robe at the shoulder. Her eyes were closed.

"Liat! Wakeup! Thetilesareloose!”



She didn't answer. Maati |ooked up, his hands shaking though he wasn't aware of the fear, only of the
terrible need to act immediately trapped againgt his uncertainty of what action to take. No other tile
moved, but something—abird, a squirrel, aman's head?—ducked back over the roof'slip. Maati put his
hand on Liat's body and willed his mind into something nearer to order. They werein danger here. They
had to move away from thewal. And Liat couldntt.

Carefully hetook her by the shoulders and dragged her. Each step made hisribs shriek, but he took
her asfar asthe middle of the street before the pain was too much. Knedling over her, fighting to breathe,
Masti's fear turned at last to panic. For along airless moment, Maati convinced himsalf that she wasn't
breathing. A shifting of her bloody robe showed him otherwise. Help. They needed help.

Maati stood and staggered. The street was empty, but awide ironwork gate opened to risng marble
steps and apair of wide wooden doors. Maati pushed himsalf toward it, feding asif hewas at one
remove from hisown muscles, asif hisbody was a puppet he didn't have the skill to use well. 1t seemed
to him, hammering on the wide doors, that no one would ever come. He wiped the sweat from his brow
only to discover it was blood.

Hewastrying to decide whether he had the strength to go looking for another door, afirekeeper, a
busier street, when the door siwung open. An old man, thin as sticks, looked out at him. Maati took a

pose that begged.
"You haveto hdp her,” hesad. "Sheshurt.”

"Godd!" the man said, moving forward, supporting Maati as he did down to the steps. "Don't move,
my boy. Don't move. Chiyan! Out here! Hurry! There's children hurt!™

Tell Otah-kvo, Maati thought, but was too week to say. Find Otah-kvo and tell him. He'll know
what to do.

Hefound himsdf in awell-lit parlor without recalling how held comethere. A younger man was
prodding & his head with something painful. Hetried to push the man's arm away, but he was nearly too
weak to move. The man said something that Maati acknowledged and then immediately forgot. Someone
helped him to drink athin, bitter tea, and the world faded.

16

Marchat Wilsin woke from an uneasy deep, soft footstepsin the corridor enough to disturb him. When
the knock came, he was aready sitting up. Epani pushed the door open and stepped in, hisface drawnin
the flickering light of the night candle.

"Wildgn-cha. . ."
"lt'shim, intit?

Epani took apose of affirmation, and Marchat felt the dread that had troubled his deep knot itself in
his chest. He put on a brave show, pushing aside the netting with asigh, pulling on athick wool robe.
Epani didn't speak. Amat, Marchat thought, would have said something.

Hewaked adoneto his private hall. The door of it stood open, lantern light spilling out into the
corridor. A black form passed in front of it, pacing, agitated, blocking out the light. The knot in Marchat
Wilsn's chest grew solid—astonein hisbdly. He drew himsalf up and waked in.



Seedless paced, his pae face asfocused as ahunting cat's. His robe—black shot with red—blended
with the darkness until he seemed a creature haf of shadow. Marchat took a pose of welcome which the
andat ignored except for the distant smile that touched his perfect lips.

"It was an accident,” Marchat said. "They didn't know it was him. They were only supposed to kill the
gr.”

Seedless stopped. Hisface was perfectly cam, hiseyes cool. Anger radiated from him like afire.
"You hurt my boy," hesad.

"Blame Amat, if you have to blame anyone," Wilsn said. "It's her vendettathat's driving this. She's
trying to expose us. She's dedicating her lifetoit, so don't treet thislikeit's something | chose.”

Seedless narrowed his eyes. Marchat forced himsalf not to ook away.

"Shel'sclose" he said. "She'slooking at shipments of pearls from Gdltic ports and tying them to the
payment. With the money she's offering, it's only ameatter of time before she gets what she's looking for.
Leaving Liat bewould have been . . . Thegirl could damage us. If it came before the Khai, she might
damage us”

"And yet your old overseer hasn't taken her apprentice into her confidence?'
"Would you? Liat'sadecent girl, but | wouldn't trust her with my laundry.”
"Y ou think she'sincompetent?'

"No, | think she's young."

And that, oddly, seemed to touch something. The andat's anger shifted, lost its edge. Marchat took a
free breath for thefirst time that night.

"So you chose to remove her from thefield of play," Seedless said. "An accident of roof tiles."
"| didn't specify thetiles. Only that it should be plausible.”
"You didn't tdll them to avoid Maeti ?*

"l did. But gods! Those two are connected at the hip these days. Themen .. . . grew impatient. They
thought they could do the job without damaging the poet boy."

"They werewrong."
"I know. It won't happen again.”

The andat flowed forward, lifting himself up to Sit on the meeting table beside the lantern. Marchat
took a step back before he knew he had doneit. The andat's pale fingers laced together and it smiled, an
expression of such malice and beauty that it could never have been mistaken for human.

"If Maati had died," Seedless said, its voice low as distant thunder, "every crop in Gat would fall.
Every cow and ewe would go barren. Y our people would die. Do you understand that? There wouldn't
have been abargain struck or threats made. It would smply have happened, and no one might ever have
known why. That boy is precious to you, because while helives, your peoplelive.”

"Y ou can't mean that," Marchat said, but sickeningly, he knew the andat was quite serious. He shook
his head and adopted a pose of acknowledgment that he prayed would move the conversation
elsawhere, onto some subject that didn't dance so near the cliff edge. "We need aplan. What to do if



Amat makes her caseto the Khai. If we don't have our defense prepared, she may convince him. She's
good that way."

"Yes. She'sadwaysimpressed me."

"S0," Marchat said, sitting, looking up at the dark form above him. "What are we going to do? If she
findsthe truth and the proof of it, what then?"

"Then | do asI'mtold. I'm adave. It worksthat way with me. And you?Y ou get your head and your
sex shipped back to the Galtic High Council as an explanation for why a generation of Galtic babiesare
dropping out of their mother'swombs. That's only aguess, of course. The Khai might be lenient,”
Seedless grinned, "and stones may float on water, but | wouldn't want to rely on it.”

"It'snot so bad asthat,” Marchat said. "If you say that Oshai and his men—"

"l won't do that,” the andat said, dismissing him as casudly as an unwanted drink. "If it comes before
the Khai Saraykeht and they ask me, I'll tel them what they want to know."

Marchat laughed. He couldn't help it, but even as he did, hefdt the blood rushing away from hisface.
Seedlesstilted hisheed like abird.

"You can't,” Marchat said. "Youreasdeepinthisas| am."

"Of course I'm not, Wilsin-kya. What are they going to do to me, en?I'm the blood their city liveson.
If our little conspiracy comesto light, you'll pay the price of it, not me. What we've done, you and |, was
lovely. Thelook on Heshai's face when that baby hit the bowl was worth al the weeks and monthsit
took to arrangeit. Redly, it was brilliantly done. But don't think because we did something together once
that were brothers now. I'm playing new games, with other players. And thistime, you don't sgnify.”

"Y ou don't mean that," Marchat said. The andat stood, its arms crossed, and considered the lantern
flame

"It would be interesting, destroying anation,” Seedless said, more than half, it seemed, to himsdlf. "I'm
not certain how Heshal would takeit. But . . ."

The andat sighed and turned, stepping to Wilsin's chair and kneeling besideit. It seemed to Marchat
that the andat smelled of incense and ashes. The pale hand pressed his knee and the vicious smile was
like ablade held casudly at histhroat.

". .. but, Wilsin-kya, don't make the mistake again of thinking that you or your people matter to me.
Our paths have split. Do you understand me?”

"You can't,” Wilgn said. "Weve been in thistogether from the start—you and the Council both.
Haven't we done everything that you asked?"

"Yes. | supposeyou have."
"Y ou owe us something,” Wilsin said, ashamed at the desperation he heard in hisown voice.

The andat considered this, then dowly stood and took apose of thanks that carried nuances of both
dismissal and mockery.

"Then take my thanks," the andat said. "Wilsin-cha, you have been insincere, selfish, and short-sighted
asaflesa, but you were the perfect tool for the work, and for that, | thank you. Hurt Maeati again, and
your nation dies. Interfere with my plans, and I'll tell Amat Kyaan the full story and save her her troubles.
Thisgame's moved past you, little man. It'stoo big. Stay out if it."



THEDREAM, if it was adream, was painful and digointed. Liat thought she heard someone crying, and
thought it must be from the pain. But the pain was hers, and the weeping wasn't, so that could hardly be.
Shefound hersdlf in arainstorm outside the temple, dl the doorslocked againgt her. She called and
caled, but no one opened the doors, and the patter of rain turned to the clicking of hail and the hailstones
grew and grew until they were the size of ababy'sfist, and dl she could do was curl tight and let theice
strike her neck and the back of her head.

She woke—if the dow swimming up to lucidity was truly waking—with her head throbbing in pain.
Shelay on an unfamiliar bed—worked wood and brass—in alavish room. A breeze came though the
opened shutters and gtirred the fine silk netting with the scent of rain. The rough cough and the clearing of
athroat made her turn too quickly, and pain shot from her neck to her belly. She closed her eyes,
overcome by it, and opened them to find the poet Heshai at the bedside in apose of apology.

"l didn't see you were awake," he said, hiswide mouth in asheepish smile. "I'd have warned you | was
here. Y ou're in the Second Palace. 1'd have taken you to the poet's house, but the physicians are nearer.”

Liat tried to take apose of casua forgiveness, but found that her right arm was Strapped. Shetried for
thefirst time to understand where she was and how sheld come there. There had been something—a
teshouse and Maati, and then . . . something. She pressed her |eft palm to her eyes, willing the painto
stop and give her room to think. She heard the rustle of cloth pulled aside, and the mattress dipped to her
left where the poet sat beside her.

"Maeti?' she asked.

"Fine," the poet said. "Y ou took the worst of it. He had his brain rattled around a bit for him, and a
shard cut his scalp above the ear. The physician saysit's not such abad thing for aboy to bleed alittle
when he'syoung, though.”

"What happened?’

"Gods. Of course. Y ou wouldn't know. Loosetiles, two of them. The utkhaiem are fining the owner of
the compound for not keeping his roof better repaired. Y our shoulder and arm—no, don't move them.
They're strapped like that for good cause. Thefirst tile broke some bones rather badly. Once they found
who Maati was, they brought you both to the Khai's palaces. The Khai's own physicians have been
watching over you for the last three days. | asked for them mysdlf.”

Her mind seemed foggy. Simple as his explanation was, the details of the poet's words swam close,
darted away. She took hold of one.

"Three days?' Liat asked. "I've been adeep for three days?'

"Not so much adeep,” the poet admitted. "We've been giving you poppy milk for the pain. Maéti's
been here most of thetime. | sent him off to rest thismorning. | promised him I'd watch over you while he
was gone. | have sometes, if youd likeit?"

Liat began to take a pose of thanks and the pain sang in her neck and shoulder. She paled and
nodded. The poet stood dowly, trying, she could tell, not to jostle her. He was back in amoment,
helping her to sip from abowl of lemon tea, siweet with honey. Her ssomach twisted at the intrusion, but
her mouth and throat felt like the desert in arainstorm. When he pulled the bowl back and helped her
ease back down, Liat saw an odd expression on the poet's face—tenderness, she thought. She had
awaysthought of Heshal asan ugly man, but in that light, a that moment, the widelipsand thinning hair
seemed to transcend normal ideas of beauty. He looked strong and gentle. His movements were
protective as amother's and asfierce. Liat wondered why sheld never seen it before.



"| should thank you, inaway," he said. "Y ou've given me a chance to give back part of what Magti's
donefor me. Not that wetalk of it in those terms, of course.”

"| don't understand.”

The frog mouth spread into arueful smile. "l know how much it cost him, caring for mewhile! wasill.
It isn't the sort of thing you discuss, of course, but | cantell. It isn't easy watching themanwhois
supposed to be your master fal gpart. And it isn't asmple thing to stand beside him while he pulls himsdlf
back together. Would you like more tea? The physician said you could have as much as you wanted, but
that we'd want to go dowly with heavier foods.”

"No. No more. Thank you. But | still dont see. . ."

"Y ou've made Maati happy these last few weeks," Heshal said, hisvoice softer. "That he let me take
part in caring for you pays back a part of the time he cared for me."

"I didn't think you'd noticed how much it took from him," Liat said. The poet took a querying pose.
"You seemed . . . too busy with other things, | suppose. I'm sorry. It isn't my place to judge what you—"

"No, it'squitedl right. | . .. Maati and | haven't quite found our right level. | imagine there are some
opinionsyou both hold of me. They'remy fault. | earned them.”

Liat closed her eyes, marshaling her thoughts, and when she opened them again, it was night, and she
wasaone.

She didn't remember faling adeep, but the night candle, burning steady in aglass lantern at her
bedside, was past its hafway point, and heavy blankets covered her. Despite the pain, she pulled hersdlf
up, found and used the night pot, and crawled back to bed, exhausted. Sleep, however didn't return so
eadly. Her mind was clear, and her body, while aching and bruised at best and pain-bright at wordt, a
least felt very much her own. Shelay inthe dim light of the candle and listened to the small sounds of the
night—wind sighing at the shutters, the occasiond clicking of thewalls asthey cooled. The room smelled
of mint and mulled wine. Someone had been drinking, she thought, or e se the physicians had thought that
being in air that smelled so pleasant would help her body hedl. Thefirst distant pangs of hunger were
shifting in her belly.

Asthe candle burned lower, the night passing, Liat grew clearer, and more awake. She tested how
much she could move without the pain coming on, and even walked around the room. Her arm and
shoulder were still bound, and her ribs ached at her touch, but she could breathe deeply with only an
ache. She could bring hersdlf to sitting, and then stand. Walking was smple so long as she didn't bump
into anything. Sheimagined Maati watching over her while she dept, ignoring his own wounds. And
Hesha—more like afriend or father—sharing that burden. It was more, she knew, than the two had ever
shared before, and she found hersalf both embarrassed and oddly proud of being the occasion of it.

A thick winter robe hung on astand by the door, and Liat put it on, wrapping the cloth around her
bandages and tying it one-handed. It took longer than she'd expected, but she managed it and was soon
gtting in the chair that Maati and Heshai must have used in their vigil. When aservant girl arrived, Liat
instructed her not to tell anyone that she'd risen. She wanted Magti to be surprised when he came. The
girl took a pose of acknowledgment that held such respect and formdity, Liat wondered whether Heshai
had told them who she was, or if they were under the impression that she was some foreign princess.

When Maati came, he was done. His robes were wrinkled and his hair unkempt. He camein quietly,
stopping dead when he saw her bed empty, his chair inhabited. She rose as gracefully as she could and
held out her good hand. He stepped forward and took it in his own, but didn't pull her close. His eyes
were bloodshot and bright, and he released her hand before she let go of his. She smiled a question.



"Liat-cha," he said, and his voice was thick with distress. "I'm pleased you're feeling better."
"Whét's happened?’

"Good news. Otah-kvo's come back. He arrived last night with aletter from the Dai-kvo himsdlf. It
appearsthereisno andat to replace Seedless, so I'm to do anything necessary to support Heshai-kvo's
well-being. But since he's dready feding so much better, | don't seethat it amountsto much. It seems
there's no one ready to take Heshai's place, and may not be for several years, you see, and so it's very
important that . . ."

Hetrailed off into slence, asmile on hislips and something entirely different in hiseyes. Liat felt her
heart die alittle. She swallowed and nodded.

"Whereishe?' Liat asked. "Where's [tani ?'

"With Heshai-kvo. He came straight there when his ship arrived. It was very late, and he wastired. He
wanted to come to you immediately, but | thought you would be adeep. Hell come later, when he
wakes. Liat, | hope. ..l mean, | didn't..."

He looked down, shaking his head. When helooked up, his smile was rueful and raw, and tears
streaked hisface.

"We knew, didn't we, that it would be hard?' he said.

Liat walked forward, feding asif something outside of her was moving her. Her hand cupped Maati's
neck, and sheleaned in, the crown of her head touching his. She could smell histears, warm and sty
and intimate. Her throat was too tight for speech.

"Heshal wasvery . .." Maati began, and shekilled the words with kissng him. Hislips, familiar now,
responded. She could fedl when they twisted into agrimace of pain againgt her. His mouth closed, and he
stepped back. She wanted to hold him, to be held by him, the way a dropped stone wantsto fal, but his
expression forbade her. The boy was gone, and someone—aman with hisface and his expression, but
with something degp and painful and new in hiseyes—wasin hisplace.

"Liat-cha," hesaid. "Otah's back."
Liat took abresth and dowly let it out.

"Thank you, Maeti-cha," she said, the honorific like ashesin her mouth. "Perhaps. . . perhapsif |
could joinyou dl later inthe day. | find I'm moretired than | thought.”

"Of course" Maati sad. "I'll send someonein to help you with your robe.”

With her good hand, she took apose of thanks. Maati replied with asimple response. Their eyes met,
the gaze holding dl the things they were not speaking. Her need, and his. Hisresolve. Morning rain
tapped at the shutterslike time passing behind them. Maati turned and left her, hisback Sraight, his
bearing forma and controlled.

For the space of abreath, she wanted to call him back. Pull him into the room, into the bed. She
wanted to fed the warmth of him againgt her onelast time. It wasn't fair that their bodies hadn't had the
chanceto say their farewells. And she would have, she thought, even with Itani . . . even with Otah
returned and deeping in the poet's house that she now knew so well. Shewould have called, except that
it would have broken her soul when Maati refused her. And she saw now that he would have.

Instead, she lay in the bed by hersdlf, her flesh mending and her spirit ill. She had expected to fed torn
between the two of them, but instead she was only shut out. The bond between Maati and Otah—the



relationship of her two lovers—was degper than what she had with elther. She waslosing each of them
to the other, and the knowledge was like astone in her throat.

MAATI SAT at the top of the bridge, the pond below him dark astea. Hisbelly was heavy, hischest so
tight his shoulders shifted forward in ahunch. The breeze smdlled of rain, though the sky was clear. The
world seemed a dark, deadened place.

He had known, of course, that Liat wasn't truly hislover. What they had been to each other for those
few, precious weeks was comfort and friendship. That was al. And with Otah back, everything could
return to the way it had been—the way it should have been. Only Maati hadn't ached before the way he
did now. The memory of Liat'sbody againgt him, her lips againgt his, hadn't haunted him. And Otah's
long, thoughtful face hadn't made Maati sick with guilt.

And 0, he thought, nothing would be what it had been. Theideathat it could had been anillusion.
"Youvedoneit, then?'

Maati turned to hisleft, back toward the palaces. Seedless stepped onto the bridge, dark robes
shifting as he walked. The andat's expression was unreadable.

"I don't know what you mean,” Maeti said.

"Y ou've broken it off with the darling Liat. Returned her whence she came, now that her [aborer's
back from hiserrand.”

"I don't know what you mean," Maati repeated, turning back to stare at the cold, dark water. Seedless
settled beside him. Their two faces reflected on the pond's surface, wavering and pale. Maati wished he
had a stone to drop, something that would bregk theimage.

"Bad answer," theandat said. "I'm not afool. | can smell love when I'm up to my kneesinit. It's hard,
losing her."

"I haven't lost anything. It'sonly changed abit. | knew it would."

"Well then," Seedless said gently. "That makesit easy, doesn't it. HEs till resting, ishe?!

"l don't know. | haven't goneto see him yet today."

"Goneto see him?It's your couch he's deegping on.”

"Still," Maati said with ashrug. "1'm not reedy to see him again. Tonight, perhgps. Only not yet."

They were slent for along moment. Crows barked from the treetops, hopping on twig-thin legs, thelr
black wings outstretched. Somewhere in the water, koi shifted duggishly, sending thin ripplesto the
surface.

"Would it help to say I'm sorry for it?" Seedless asked.

"Not particularly.”

"Wdl, dl thesame."

"It's hard to think that you care, Seedless-cha. I'd have thought you'd be pleased.”

"No. Not redly. On the one hand, whether you think it or not, | don't have any deep love of your pain.
Not yet, at least. Once you take Heshai's burden . . . well, well neither of us have any choicesthen. And
then, for my own sdlfish nature, dl this brings you one step nearer to being like him. The woman you've



loved and lost. The pain you carry with you. It's part of what drives him, and you're coming to know it
now yoursdf."

"So when you say you're sorry for it, you mean that you think it might help me do my task?"

"Makes you wonder if the task's worth doing, doesn't it?" Seedless said, asmilein hisvoice more than
his expression. "'l doubt the Dai-kvo would share our concerns, though, en?”

"No," Maati Sghed. "No, he at least is certain of what'sthe right thing."

"Still, were clever," Seedlesssaid. "Well, youre not. Y ou're busy being lovesick, but I'm clever.
PerhapsI'll think of something.”

Maati turned to look at the andat, but the smooth, pale face reveaded nothing more than a distant
amusement.

"Something in particular?' Maati asked, but Seedless didn't answer.

OTAH WOKE from adeep deep to light danting through half-opened shutters. For amoment, he forgot
he had landed, his body till shifting from memory of the sea beneath him. Then the blond wood and
incense, the scrolls and books, the scent and sound of winter rain recalled him to himself, and he stood.
Thewall-long shutters were closed, afire burned low initsgrate. Hesha and Maati were gone, but a
plate of dried fruit and fresh bread sat on atable beside the letter from the Dai-kvo, its pages unsawn and
spread. He sat done and ate.

The journey back had been easy. Theriver bore him to Y alakeht and then a tradeship with aload of
furs meant for Eddensea. He'd taken a position on the ship—ypassage in return for hiswork, and hed
donewell enough by the captain and crew. Otah imagined they were now in the soft quarter spending
what money they had. Indulging themselves before they began the weeks-long journey acrossthe sea.

Hesha had seemed better, aert and attentive. It even seemed that Maati and his teacher had grown
closer since Otah had left—brought together, perhaps, by the difficulties they had westhered. 1t might
have been the bad news of Liat'sinjury or Otah's own weariness and sense of displacement, but there
had seemed something more aswell. A wearinessin Maati's eyes that Otah recognized, but couldn't
explan.

Thefirgt thing he needed, of course, was abath. And thento seeLiat. And then . . . and then he
wasn't sure. He had gone on his journey to the Dai-kvo, he had come back bearing news that seemed
out of date when it arrived. According to Maati, Heshai-kvo had bested hisillness without the aid of the
Dai-kvo. Thetragedy of the dead child was fading from the city's memory, replaced by other
scandals—diseased cotton in the northern fields; adyer who killed himself after losing ayear'swages
gambling; Liat's old overseer Amat Kyaan breaking with her housein favor of abusinessof her ownin
the soft quarter. The petty life-and-desth battles of the sons of the Khaiem.

And so what had seemed of critical importance at the time, proved empty now that it was done. And
his own persona journey had achieved little more. He could go, if he chose, to speak to Muhatia-chathis
afternoon. Perhaps House Wilsin would take him back on to complete hisindenture. Or there were other
placesin the city, work he could do that would pay for hisfood and shelter. The world was open before
him. He could even have taken the letter from Orai Vaukheter and taken work asacourier if it weren't
for Liat, and for Maati, and the life hedd built as Itani Noyga.

He ate strips of dried gpple and plum, chewing the sweet flesh dowly as he thought and noticing the
subtlety of the flavors asthey changed. It wasn't so bad alife, Itani Noyga's. Hiswork was smple,
graightforward. He was good at it. With only alittle more effort, he could find a position with atrading



house, or the seafront authority, or any of ahundred places that would take aman with numbers and
letters and an easy smile. And half ayear ago, he would have thought it enough. Otah or Itani. It was il
the question.

"You're up," asoft voice said. "And the men of the house are fill out. That's good. We have thingsto
talk about, you and I."

Seedless |eaned against a bookshelf, his arms crossed and his dark eyes considering. Otah popped the
last diver of plum into his mouth and took a pose of greeting appropriate for someone of low stationto a
member of the utkhaiem. There was, so far as he knew, no etiquette appropriate for acommon laborer
to an andat. Seedlesswaved the pose away and flowed forward, his robes—blue and black—hissing
cloth againgt cloth.

"Otah Machi," the andat said. "Otah Unbranded. The man too wise to be a poet and too stupid to
take the brand. And hereyou are."

Otah met the glittering black gaze and felt the flush in hisface. Hiswords were ready, hishands
aready halfway to apose of denid. Something in the perfect pale mask of aface stopped him. He
lowered hisarms.

"Good," Seedlesssaid, "1 was hoping we might dispense with that part. Were alittle short of time just

"How did you find out?'

" listened. | lied. The norma things anyone would do who wanted to know something hidden. Y ou've
seenlLia?'

"Not yet, no."

"Y ou know what happened to her, though? Thetiles?!
"Maati told me."

"It wasn't an accident,” the andat said. "They were thrown."

Otah frowned, aware that Seedless was peering at him, reading his expressions and movement. He
forced himself to remain casud.

"Wasit you?'

"Me? Gods, no," Seedless said, Sitting on acouch, hislegs tucked up benesath him like they were old
friends chatting. "In thefirst place | wouldn't have doneit. In the second, | wouldn't have missed. No, it
was Marchat Wilsin and hismen.”

Otah leaned forward, | etting the smile he felt show on hisface. The andat didn't move, even to bresthe.
"Y ou know there's no sane reason that | should believe anything you say."

"True," the andat said. "But hear me out firgt, and then you can disbelieve my little story entirely instead
of just onebit at atime.”

"There's no reason Wilsn-chawould want to hurt Liat."

"Yes, thereis. Hissnsare cregping back to kill him, you see. That little incident with theidand girl and
her dead get? It was more than it seemed. Listen carefully when | say this. It'sthe kind of thing men are
killed for knowing, so it'sworth paying attention. The High Council of Gat arranged that little mess.



Wilsin-chahdped. Amat Kyaan—his overseer—found out and is dedicating what's |eft of her lifeto
prying the whole sordid thing open like it was shellfish. Wilsin-chain his profoundly finitewisdom is
cleaning up anything that might be of useto Amat-cha. Including Liat."

Otah took a pose of impatience and stood, looking for his cloak.
"I've had enough of this. . ."

"I know who you are, boy. Sit back down or I'll end al your choicesfor you, and you can spend the
rest of your life running from your brothers over achair you don't even want to st in.”

Otah paused and then sat.

"Good. The Gdtic Council had aplan to aly themsalves with the andat. We poor suffering spirits get
our freedom. The Galts kick out the supports that keep the cities of the Khaiem above the rest of the
world. Then they roll over you like you were just another Westlands warden, only with more gold and
fewer soldiers. It'saterrible plan.”

"Isit?"

"Yes. Andat aren't predictable. That'swhat makes usthe same, you and I. Ah, relax, Otah-cha. Y ou
look like | have aknife at your belly."

"I think you do," Otah said.
The andat leaned back, gesturing at the empty house around them—the crackling fire, thefdling rain.

"There'sno oneto hear us. Anything we say to each other, you and |, is between us unless we choose
otherwise"

"And | should trust you to keep quiet?

"Of course not. Don't be an ass. But the lessyou say, theless| can repest to others, en? Right. Amat's
near getting what she needs. And she won't stop. She's a pit hound at heart. Do you know what happens
when she does?'

"Shell takeit totheKhai."

"Yed" theandat said, clapping his hands together once asif it were afestival game and Otah had
earned aprize. "And what would he do?"

"I don't know."

"No?Y ou disgppoint me. Hed do something bloody and gaudy and out of all proportion. Something
that sounded like a plague from the old epics. My guess—it's only my opinion, of course, but | consider
mysdlf fairly expert on the subject of unrestrained power—hell turn me and Heshai against whatever
Gdtic women are carrying babes when he learns of it. It will belike pulling seeds out of acotton bae. A
thousand, maybe. More. Who can say?'

"It would break Heshai," Otah said. "Doing that."

"No. It wouldn'. It would bend him double, but it wouldn't break him. Seeing the one child die in front
of him didn't do it, and tragedy fades with distance. Put it close enough to your eye, and athumb can blot
out amountain. A few thousand dead Galt babieswill hurt him, but he won't have to watch it happen. A
few bottles of chegp wine, afew black months. And then hell train Maati. Maati will have dl the
londiness, dl the sdlf-hatred, al the pain of holding mein check for al therest of hislife. That's already
happening. Heshai fell in love and lost her, and he's been chewed by guilt ever since. Maati will do the



same”
"No, hewon't," Otah said.
Seedlesslaughed.

"Morethefool, you. But let it go. Let it go and look at the near term. Heres my promise, Otah of
Machi. Amat will make her case. Liat may be killed before it comes before the Khai, or she may not, but
Amat will make her case. Innocent blood will wash Galt. Maati will suffer to the end of hisdays. Oh,
and I'll betray you to your family, though | think it'sredly very smdl of you to be concerned about that.

Y our problems don't amount to much, you know." Seedless paused. "Do you understand me?”

"es"
"Then you see why we haveto act.”

"We?"

"You and |, Otah. We can stop it. Together we can savethem dll. It'swhy I've cometo you."

The andat's face was perfectly grave now, his hands floating up into aplea. Slowly, Otah took apose
that was a query. Wind rattled the shutters and a chill touched the back of Otah's neck.

"We can spare the people we love. Saraykent will fall, but there's no helping that. The city will fall, and
wewill save Liat and Maati and al those babies and mothers who had nothing to do with this. All you
haveto doiskill amanwho—and | swear this—would walk onto the blade if you only held it steady.
You havetokill me."

"Kill you, or Hesha?'
"Thereisn't adifference.

Otah stood, and Seedless rose with him. The perfect face looked pained, and the pose of supplication
Seedless took was profound.

"Please" hesaid. "l cantell you where he goes, how long he stays, how long it takes him to drink
himsdf to deep. All you'l need is—"

"No," Otah said. "Kill someone? On your word? No. | won't."
Seedless dropped his hands to his sides and shook his head in disappointment and disgust.

"Then you can watch everyone you care for suffer and die, and seeif you prefer that. But if you're
going to change your mind, do it quickly, my dear. Amat's closer than she knows. Thereisnt much time.”

17

"Something hasto be done," Torish Wite said. " She went into the street yesterday. If she'd been mistaken
for awhore, there's no knowing how she'd have responded. And given the restraint she's managed so
far, we could have had the watch coming down our throats. We can't have that."

Her rooms were dark, the windows and wide doors covered with tapestries that held in the heeat as
well asblocking thelight. Downgtairs, the girls and the children were dl deeping—even Mitat, even M§g.



Only not Amat or Torish. She ached to ret, only not quite yet.
"I'm aware of what we can and cannot have," Amat said. "I'll seetoit.”
The thug, the murderer, the captain of her personal guard shook his head. His expression was grim.

"With dl respect, grandmother," he said. "But you've sung that song before. Theidand girl'strouble.
Another gtern talking to isn't going to do more than the last one did.”

Amat drew hersdlf up, anger filling her chest partly because she knew what he said was true. She took
apose of query.

"I had not known thiswas your houseto run,” she said.
Torish shook hiswide, bear-like head again, his eyes cast down in something like regret or shame.

"It'syour house," he said. "But they're my men. If you're going to be putting them on the wrong side of
the watch, thereisn't enough slver in the soft quarter to keep them here. I'm sorry.”

"Y ou'd break contracts?'

"No. But | won't renew. Not on those terms. Thisis one of the best contracts we've had, but | won't
take afight | know we can't win. Y ou put that girl on aleash, or we can't stay with you. And—truly, with
al respect—you need us"

"Shelogt achild last summer," Amat said.
"Bad things happen,” Torish Wite said, hisvoice surprisngly gentle. Y ou move past them.”

Hewasright, of course, and that was the galling thing. In his position, she would have done the same.
Amat took a pose of acceptance.

"I understand your position, Torish-cha. I'll seeto it that Mg doesn't endanger your men or your
contract with me. Give me aday or so, and I'll seeit done.”

He nodded, turned, left her rooms. He had the grace not to ask what it was sheintended. She
wouldn't have been able to say. Amat rose, took her cane, and walked out the doors to her deck. The
rain had stopped, the whole great bowl of the sky white as bleached cotton. Seagulls screamed to one
another, wheeling over the rooftops. She took adeep breath and et herself weep. The tearswere as
much about exhaugtion as anything e se, and they brought her no relief.

Between the late hour of the morning and the rain that had falen dl the last day and through the night,
the streets of the soft quarter were near deserted. The two boys, then, who came around the corner
together caught her attention. The older was broad across the shoulders—a sailor or alabore—with a
long, northern face and arobe of forma cut. The younger boy at his sde—smdller, softe—worethe
brown robes of apoet. Amat knew as they stepped into the street that there would even now be no rest
for her. She watched them until they came too near the comfort house to see without leaning over into the
street, then went inside and composed hersdlf. It took longer than she'd expected for the guard to come
and announce them. Perhaps Torish-cha had seen how tired she fdlt.

The older boy proved to be Itani Noyga, Liat's vanished lover. The younger, of course, was the young
poet Maati. Amat, seated at her desk, took a pose of welcome and ges-tured to chairs she'd had
brought in for them. Both boys sat. It was an interesting contrast, the pair or them. Both were clearly in
earnest, both wore expressions of perfect seriousness, but Itani's eyes reminded her more of her
own—focused out, on her, on the room, searching, it seemed, for something. The poet boy waslike his
master—brooding, turned inward. Like his master, or like Marchat Wilsin. Amat put her hand on her



knees and |eaned a degree forward.

"And what business brings you young gentlemen?"' she asked. Her tone was light and pleasant and
gave nothing away. Her subtlety was lost on them, though. The older boy, Itani, clearly wasn't looking to
finesse an advantage.

"Amat-cha" he said. "I'm told you hope to prove that the High Council of Galt conspired with the
andat Seedlesswhen hekilled the child out of theidand girl last summer."

"I'm investigating the matter," Amat said, "and I've broken with House Wilsin, but | don't know that it's
far to say the Gdtic Council must thereforebe. . ."

"Amat-cha," the poet boy, Maati, brokein. "Someone tried to kill Liat Chokavi. Marchat Wilsinis
keeping it quiet, but | wasthere. And. . . Itani thinksit was something to do with you and House Wilsin."

Amat felt her breath catch. Marchat, the old idiot, was panicking. Liat Chokavi was his best defensg, if
he could trust her to say the right things before the Khai. Except that he couldn't. She was too young, and
too unskilled at these games. It was why he had used her in thefirst place. Something like nausea swept
through her.

"It may have been," Amat said. "How is she?'

"Recovering in the Khai's palaces,” Itani said. "But she'sdoing well. Shelll be able to go back to her
house tomorrow. Wilsin-chawill expect her."

"No," Amat said. " She can't go back there."

"It'strue, then," Itani said, his voice somber. Perhaps he had atalent for finesse after al. Amat took a
pose of acknowledgment.

"l wasn't able to stop the crime against Mg from happening, but yes. House Wilsin knew of the deceit.
| believe that the Galtic Council did aswell, though | can't provethat asyet. That | think itishardly a
great secret, though. Anyone might guessasmuch. That I'mright inthinkingit . . . ismore difficult.”

"Protect Liat," Madti said, "and whatever we can do for you, wewill."
"Itani-cha? Are those your terms aswel | ?*
"Yes," theboy sad.

"It may mean speaking before the Khai. Teling him where you went the night you acted as
Wilsin-chas bodyguard.”

Itani hesitated, then took a pose of acceptance.

Amat sat back, one hand up, requesting amoment to hersalf. Thiswasn't something sheld foreseen,
but it might be what she/d needed. If the young poet could influence Heshai or find some scrap of
memory from the negotiations that showed Marchat Wilsin knew that all wasn't what it seemed . . . But
there was something morein this—she could fed it as sure asthetide. One piece here didn't fit.

"|tani-cha's presence | understand,” Ameat said. "What isthe poet'sinterest in Liat Chokavi."
"Shelsmy friend," Maati said, his chin lifted afraction higher than before. His eyes seemed to defy her.

Ah! shethought. So that's how it is. She wondered how far that had gone and whether Itani knew.
Not that it made any difference to her or to what was called for next.



Liat. It had always been amess, of course, what to do with Liat. On the one hand, she might have
been ableto help Amat's case, add sometelling detail that would show Mar-chat had known of the
trandator Oshai's duplicity. On the other hand, pulling the girl into it was doing her no favors. Amat hed
thought about it sSince she'd come to the house, but without coming to any conclusions. Now the decison
was forced on her.

Liat could room with Mg, Amat supposed, except that the arrangement had thering of disaster. But
she couldn't put her out with the whores. Perhaps a cot in her own rooms, or an gpartment in one of the
low towns. With aguard, of course. . . .

Later. That could al comelater. Amat rose. The boys stood.

"Bring her here," she said. "Tonight. Don't et Wilsin-cha know what you're doing. Don't tell her until
you haveto. I'll see her safe from there. Y ou can trust meto doiit.”

"Thank you, Amat-cha," Itani said. "But if thisbusinessisgoing to continue. . . | don't want to burden
you with thisif it's something you don't want to carry forever. Thisinvestigation might go on for years,
no?'

"Gods, | hopenot,” Amat said. "But | promiseyou, evenif it does, I'll seeit finished. Whatever it
costs, | will bring thisto light.”

"l believeyou," Itani said.

Amat paused, there was aweight to the boy's tone that made her think he'd expected to hear that. She
had confirmed something he aready suspected, and she wondered what precisely it had been. She had
no way to know.

She cdled in Torish-cha, introduced the boys and | et them speak until the plans had been made clear.
Thegirl would comethat night, just after sundown, to the rear of the house. Two of Torish's men would
meet them at the edge of the palace grounds to be sure nothing odd happened along the way. Itani would
go dong aswell, and explain the Situation. Amat sent them away just before midday, easing hersdf into
bed after they left, and letting her eyes close at last. Any fear she had that the day's troubles would keep
her awake was unfounded—sdeep rolled over her like awave. She woke hours later, the faling sun
shining into her eyesthrough a gap where one of her tapestries had dipped.

She cdled Mitat up for the briefing that opened the day. The red-haired woman came bearing a bowl
of stewed beef and rice and aflask of good red wine. Amat sat at her desk and ate while Mitat
spoke—the tiles man thought he knew how the table was being cheated and should know for certain by
the end of the night, Little Namya had arash on his back that needed to be looked at by aphysician but
Chiyan was recovering well from her visit to the street of beads and would be back to work within afew
more days. Two of the girls had apparently run off, and Mitat was preparing to hire on replacements.
Amat listened to each piece, fitting it into the vast complexity that her life had become.

"Torish-chasent hismen out to recover the girl you discussed with him thismorning,” Mitat went on.
"They should be back soon."

"I'll need acot for her,” Amat said. ™Y ou can put it in my rooms, againg the wdl there."

Mitat took a pose of acknowledgment. There was something elsein it, though, anuance that Amat
caught as much from ahint of asmile asthe poseitself. And then she saw Mitat redlize that sheld noticed
something, and the redhaired woman brokeinto agrin.

"What?' Amat asked.



"The other business," Mitat said. "About Mg and the Galts? | had a man come by from a hired
laborers house asking if you were only paying for information about thisidand girl, or if you wanted to
know about the other one too."

Amat stopped chewing.
"The other one?' Amat asked.
"The one Osha brought in last year."

Amat took amoment, sitting back, as the words took time to make sense. In the darkness of her
exhaustion, hope flickered. Hope and relief.

"There was another one?"'

"| thought you might find thet interegting,” Mitat said.

MAATI SAT on the wooden steps of the poet's house, staring out at trees black and bare as sticks, at the
dark water of the pond, at the ornate palaces of the Khai with lanterns glittering like fireflies. Night had
fdlen, but the last rays of sunlight still lingered in the west. Hisface and hands were cold, hisbody
hunched forward, pulled into itself. But he didn't go into the warmth of the house behind him. He had no
use for comfort.

Otah and Liat had left just before sunset. They might, he supposed, be in the soft quarter by now. He
imagined them walking briskly through the narrow streets, Otah's arm across her shoulder protectively.
Otah-kvo would be able to keep her safe. Maati's own presence would have been redundant, unneeded.

Behind him, the small door scraped open. Maati didn't turn. The dow, lumbering footsteps were
enough for him to know it was his teacher and not Seedless.

"Theré's chicken l€eft," Heshai-kvo said. "And the bread's good.”
"Thank you. Perhaps|ater,” Maati said.

Grunting with the effort, the poet lowered himsdlf onto the step beside Maati, looking out with him
over the barelandscape asit fell into darkness. Maati could hear the old poet's wheezing breath over the
cdling of crows.

"Isshe doing well?' Heshai asked.

"l suppose s0."

"Shelll be going back to her house soon. Wilsin-cha. . ."

"She's not going back to him," Maati said. "The old overseer—Amat Kyaan—istaking her up.”

"So House Wilsin loses another good woman. He won't like that," Heshal said, then shrugged. " Serves
the old bastard right for not treating them better, I'd guess.”

"l suppose.”
"l seeyour friend the laborer's back."

Maeati didn't answer. Hewas only cold, ingde and out. Heshal glanced over a him and sighed. His
thick-fingered hand patted Maati's knee the way his father's might have had the world been something
other than it was. Madti felt tearswelling unbidden in his eyes.



"Comeingde, my boy," the poet sad. "I'll warm usup alittlewine."

Maeti let himsalf be coaxed back in. With Heshai-kvo recovered, the house was dipping back into the
mess it had been when held first come. Books and scrolls lay open on the tables and the floor beside the
couches. Aninkblock hollowed with use stained the desk where it sat directly on the wood. Magati
squatted by thefire, looking into the flames as he had the darkness, and to much the same effect.

Behind him, Heshal moved through the house, and soon the rich scent of wine and mulling spices
began to fill the place. Maati's belly rumbled, and he forced himself up, walking over to the table where
the remains of the evening med waited for him. He pulled a greasy drumstick from the chicken carcass
and consdered it. Heshai sat across from him and handed him athick dice of black bread. Maati
sketched apose of gratitude. Heshal filled athick earthenware cup with wine and passed it to him. The
wine, when he drank it, was clean and rich and warmed histhroat.

"Full week coming," Heshai-kvo said. "Therés adinner with the envoys of Cetani and Udun tomorrow
| thought we should attend. And then ardligious scholar's talking down at the temple the day after that. If
youwantedto. . ."

"If you'd like, Heshai-kvo," Maati said.
"I wouldn't redly,” the poet said. "I've dways thought religious scholarswereidiots.”

The old poet's face was touched by mischief, alittle bit delighted with his own irreverence. Madti
could seejust ahint of what Heshai-kvo had |ooked like as a young man, and he couldn't help smiling
back, if only dightly. Heshaikvo clapped ahand on thetable.

"Therel" hesaid. "l knew you weren't beyond reach.”

Maati shook his head, taking apose of thanks more intimate and sincere than he'd used to accept the
offered food. Heshai-kvo replied with one that an uncle might offer to anephew. Maati stirred himself.
Thiswasasgood atime as any, and likely better than most.

"|s Seedless here?' Maati asked.

"What? No. No, | suppose he's out somewhere showing everyone how clever heis," Heshai-kvo said
bitterly. "I know | ought to keep him closer, but that torture box . . ."

"No, that's good. There was something | needed to speak with you about, but | didn't want him
nearby."

The poet frowned, but nodded Maati on.

"It'sabout theidand girl and what happened to her. | think . . . Heshal, that wasn't only what it
seemed. Marchat Wilsin knew about it. He arranged it because the Galtic High Council told himto. And
Amat Kyaan—the one Liat's gone to stay with—she's getting the proof of it together to take before the
Kha."

The poet's face went white and then flushed red. The wide frog-lips pursed, and he shook hiswide
head. He seemed both angry and resigned.

"That'swhat she says?' he asked. "This overseer?’

"Not only her," Madti said.

"Well, she'swrong," the poet said. "That isn't how it happened.”
"Heshai-kvo, | think itis."



"It'snot,” the poet said and stood. His expression was closed. He walked to the fire, warming his
hands with his back to Magti. The burning wood crackled and spat. Magti, putting down the still-unesten
bread, turned to him.

"Amat Kyaan isn't the only—"

"They'real wrong, then. Think about it for amoment, Maeti. Just think. If it had been the High Council
of Gat behind the blasted thing, what would happen? If the Khai saw it proved? Held punish them. And
how'd you think hedd do it?"

"The Khai would use you and Seedless againgt them,” Maati said.
"Y es, and what good would come of that?"

Maeti took a pose of query, but Heshai didn't turn to seeit. After amoment, helet hishandsfdl. The
firdight danced and flickered, making the poet seem amost asif he were part of the flame. Maati walked
toward him.

"It'sthetruth," he said.

"Doesn't matter if it is" Heshai-kvo said. "There are punishments worse than the crimes. What
happened, happened. There's nothing to be gotten by holding onto it now."

"You don't believe that," Maati said, and his voice was harder than held expected it to be. Heshai-kvo
shifted, turned. Hiseyeswere dry and cam.

"There's nothing that will put life back into that child," Heshai-kvo said. "What could possibly be
gained by trying?”

"Theresjudtice" Madti said, and Heshal laughed. It was a disturbing sound, more anger than mirth.
Heshai-kvo stood and moved toward him. Without thinking Maati stepped back.

"Justice? Gods, boy, you want justice? We have larger problems than that, you and |. Getting through
another year without one of these small gods flooding acity or setting the world on fire. That'simportant.
Keeping the city safe. Playing court politics so that the Khaiem never decide to take each other'stoys
and women by force. And you want to add justice to all that? I've sacrificed my lifeto aworld that
wouldn't careless about measaman if you paidit. You and I, both of uswere cut off from our brothers
and sgters. That boy from Udun who we saw in the court was daughtered by his own brother and we all
gpplauded him for doing it. Am | supposed to punish him too?"

"Y ou're supposed to do what'sright," Maati said.
Heshai-kvo took adismissive pose.

"What we do ishigger than right and wrong," he said. "If the Dai-kvo didn't make that clear to you,
congder it your best lesson from me."

"| can't think that," Maati said. "If we don't push for judtice. . ."

Heshai-kvo's expression darkened. He took a pose appropriate to asking guidance from the holy, his
stance a sarcasm. Maati swallowed, but held his ground.

"Youlovejugtice?' Hesha asked. "It's harder than stone, boy. Loveit if you want. It won't love you."
"l can't think that—"
"Tell meyou're never transgressed,” Heshal interrupted, his voice harsh. "Never solen food from the



kitchens, never lied to ateacher. Tell me you've never bedded another man's woman.”

Maeti felt something shift in him, profound as abone breaking, but painless. His ears hummed with
something like bees. He took the corner of the table and lifted. Food, wine, papers, books dl spilled
together to the ground. He took a chair and tossed it aside, scooped up the winebow! with a puddle of
redness il swirling inits curve and threw it against thewall. It shattered with aloud, satisfying pop. The
poet looked at him, mouth gaping asif Maeti had just grown wings.

And then, quickly asit had come, the rage was gone, and Maati sank to his knees like a puppet with
its strings cut. Sobs wracked him, asviolent as being sick. Maati was only half-aware of the poet's
footsteps as he came near, as he bent down. Thethick arms cradled him, and Maati held Heshai-kvo's
wide frame and cried into the brown folds of his cloak while the poet rocked him and whispered I'm
sorry, I'msorry, I'msorry.

It fet like it would go on forever, like the river of pain could run and run and run and never go dry. It
wasn't true—in time exhaustion as much as anything else tilled him. Maeti sat beside his magter, the
overturned table beside them. Thefire had burned low while he wasn't watching it—embers glowed red
and gold among ashes till standing in the shapes of the wood they'd once been.

"Wdl," Maati said at last, hisvoicethick, "I'vejust made an ass of mysdf, haven't 17"
Heshai-kvo chuckled, recognizing the words. Maeti, despite himself, smiled.

"A decent first effort, a least,” Heshai-kvo said. ™Y oull get better with time. | didn't mean to do that to
you, you know. It wasunfair bringing Liat-kyaintoit. It'sonly that . . . theidand girl . . . if I'd done better
work when | first fashioned Seedless, it wouldn't have happened. | just don't want things getting worse. |
want it over with."

"l know," Maati said.
They were silent for atime. The embers cooled a shade, the ashes crumbled.

"They say there'stwo women you don't get past,” Heshaikvo said. "Y our first love and your first sex.
Andthen, if it turnsout to bethe samegirl . . ."

"Itis" Maati said.

"Yes," Hesha said. "It wasthe same for me. Her namewas Ariat Miu. She had the most beautiful
voice I've ever heard. | don't know where sheisnow."

Maati leaned over and put hisarm around Heshai asif they were drinking companions. Heshai nodded
asif Maati had spoken. He took a deep breath and let it out dowly.

"Wdll, we'd best get this cleaned up before the servants seeit. Stoke the fire, would you? I'll get some
candles burning. Night's coming on too early these days.”

"Y es, Heshai-kvo," Maati said.
"And Maati? Y ou know | won't tell anyone about this, don't you?'

Maeti took a pose of acknowledgment. In the dim light he couldn't be sure that Heshai had seen it, S0
he let hishandsfal and spoke.

"Thank you," he said into the dark.



THEY WALKED dowly, hampered by Liat's wounds. The two mercenaries walked one before and one
behind, and Otah walked at her sde. At first, near the palaces, he had put hisarm around her waist,
thinking that it would be acomfort. Her body told him, though, that it wasn't. Her shoulder, her arm, her
ribs—they were too tender to be touched and Otah found himsdlf oddly glad. It freed him to watch the
doorways and aleys, rooftops and food carts and firekeepers kilns more closely.

Thear smdled of wood smoke from ahundred hearths. A coal, thick mist too denseto be fog, too
insubstantial to berain, dicked the stones of the road and the walls of the houses. In her oversized
woolen cloak, Liat might have been anyone. Otah found himself haf-conscioudy flexing his hands, asif
preparing for an attack that never came.

When they reached the edge of the soft quarter, passing by the door of Amat Kyaan's now-empty
gpartments, Liat motioned to stop. The two men looked to Otah and then each other, their expressions
professiona and impatient, but they paused.

"Areyou dl right?' Otah asked, his head bent close to the deep cowl of Liat's cloak. "1 could get you
water . . ."

"No," shesaid. Then, amoment later. " 'Tani, | don't want to go there."

"Where?" he asked, hisfingertips touching her bound arm.

"To Amat Kyaan. I've done everything so badly. And | can't think she really wants me there. And . . ."
"Sweet," Otah said. "Shell keep you safe. Until we know what's. . ."

Liat looked at him directly. Her shadowed face showed her impatience and her fear.

"l didn't say | wouldn't,” shesaid. "Only that | don't want it."

Otah leaned close, kissing her gently on thelips. Her good hand held him close.

"Don't leave me," she said, hardly more than awhisper.

"Wherewould | go," he said, histone gentle to hide that his answer was aso aquestion. She smiled,
dight and brave, and nodded. Liat held his hand in hersfor the rest of the way.

The soft quarter never knew atruly quiet night. The lanterns it the streets with the dancing shadows of
apermanent fire. Music came from the opened doors of the houses: drums and flutes, horns and voices.
Twice they passed houses with bal conies that overlooked the street with small groups of underdressed,
chilly whores leaning over therailslike carcasses at a butcher's. The wedlth of Saraykeht, richest and
most powerful of the southern cities, eddied and swirled around them. Otah found himself neither aroused
nor disturbed, though he thought perhaps he should be.

They reached the comfort house, going through an iron-bound doorway in atall sonewall, through a
sad little garden that separated the kitchens from the main house, and then into the common room. It was
aivewith activity. The red-haired woman, Mitat, and Amat had covered the long common tableswith
papers and scrolls. Theidand girl, Mg, paced behind them, gnawing impatiently a athumbnail. Asthe
two guards who'd accompanied them moved deegper into the house greeting other men smilarly armed
and armored, Otah noticed two young boys, onein the colors of House Y anaani, the other wearing the
badge of the seafront's custom house, waiting impatiently. Messengers. Something had happened.

Amat's closer than she knows. Thereisn't much time.



"Liat-kya" Amat said, raising one hand in acasua greeting. "Come here. I've something | want to ask
you."

Liat walked forward, and Otah followed her. There wasalight in Amat's eyes—something like
triumph. Amat em-braced Liat gently, and Otah saw thetearsin Liat's eyes as she held her old master
with one uninjured arm.

"I'm sorry,” Amat said. "I though you'd be safe. And there was so much that needed doing, that . . . |
didn't understand the Situation deeply enough. | should have warned you."

"Honored teacher," Liat said, and then had no more words. Amat's smile waswarm as summer
unlight.

"Y ou know Mg, of course. Thisis Mitat, and that brute againgt that wall is Torish Wite, my master of
guard.”

When Mg spoke, she spoke the Khaiate tongue. Her accent was thick but not so much that Otah
couldn't catch her words.

"l didn't think | wasto be seeing you again.”

Liat'ssmilewent thin.

"Y ou spesk very well, Mg-cha"

"I am waiting for weeks here," Mg said, coolly. "What lse do | do?"

Amat looked over. Otah saw the woman called Mitat glance up at her, then a the idand girl, then
away. Tenson quieted the room, and for amoment, even the messengers stopped fidgeting and stared.

"Shelscometo hdp,” Amat said.
"Sheis come because you caled her," Mg said. "Because she needs you."

"We need each other,” Amat said, command in her voice. She drew hersdlf to her full height, and even
leaning on her cane, she seemed to fill the room. " She's come because | wanted her to come. We have
amost everything we need. Without her, we aren't ready.”

Mg stared at Amat, then owly turned and took a pose of greeting as awkward as a child's. Otah
saw the flush in the pale cheeks, the brightness of her eyes, and understood. Mg was drunk. Amat
gathered Liat close to the table, peppering her with questions about dates and shipping orders, and what
exactly Oshal and Wilsin-chahad said and when. Otah st at the table, near enough to hear, near enough
to watch, but not a part of the interrogation.

For amoment, hefet invisble. The intensity and excite-ment, desperation and controlled violence
around him became like an epic on astage. He saw it dl from outsde. When, unconscioudy, he met the
idand girl's gaze, she smiled at him and nodded—awordless, informal, unmistakable gesture; a
recognition between strangers. She, with her imperfect knowledge of language and custom, couldn't truly
be a part of the conspiracy now coming near to full bloom before them. He, by contrast, could not
because he still heard Seedless laying the consequences of Amat's success before him—Liat may be
killed, innocent blood will wash Galt, Maati will suffer to the end of his days, | will betray you to
your family—and that private knowledge was like an infection. Every step that Amat made brought
them one step nearer that end.

And to his unease, Otah found that hisrefusal of the andat was not so certain athing as he had thought
it.



For nearly aquarter candle, Amat and Mitet, Liat and sometimes even Torish Wite chewed and
argued. The messengers were questioned, the letters they bore added to the growing stacks, and they
were sent away with Amat's repliestucked in their deeves. Otah listened and watched as the arguments
to be presented before the Khai Saraykeht became clearer. Proofs of billing, testimonies, collisons of
dates and | etters from Galt, and Mg—witness and centerpiece—to stand as the symbol of it al. And
then the whole web of coincidence repested ayear earlier with some other girl who had taken fright, the
story said, and escaped. There was no proof—no evidence which initself showed anything. But liketile
chipsin amosaic, the facts related to one another in away that demanded a grim interpretation.

And only so much proof, of course, was required. Amat's evidence need only capture the imagination
of the court, and the avalanche would begin. What she said was true, and once the full powers of the
court were involved, Heshai-kvo would be brought before it, and Seedless. And the andat, when forced,
would have to spesk the truth. He might even be pleased to, bringing in another wave of disaster asa
second-best to hisown release.

Asthe night passed—the moon moving unseen overhead—L iat began to flag. Amat noticed it and met
Otah's gaze.

"Liat-kya, I'm being terrible," Amat said, taking apose of gpology. Y ou're hurt and tired and I've
been keeping you awake."

Liat made some small protest, but its weakness was enough to show Amat's argument valid. Otah
moved to her and helped her to her feet, and Liat, Sghing, leaned into him.

"Theré'sacot made up upgtairs,” Mitat said. "In Amatchasrooms.”
"But wherewill Tani deep?"

"I'mfine, love," he said before Amat—clearly surprised by the question—could think to offer
hospitaity. "I've a place with some of my old cohort. If | didn't come back, they'd worry."

It wasn't true, but that hardly mattered. The prospect of staying at the comfort house while Amat's
plans reached fruition held no appeal. Only the deepy distressin Liat's eyes made him wish to stay, and
then for her more than himself.

"I'll stay until you're adeep,” he said. It seemed to comfort her. They gave their goodnights and walked
up the thick wooden stairs, moving dowly for Liat's benefit. Otah heard the conversation begin again
behind him, the plan moving forward.

He closed the door of Amat's rooms behind him. The shutters were fast but the dull orange of
torchlight from the street glowed at their seams. The night candle on Amat's desk was past its haf-mark.
Its flame guttered as they passed. The cot wasthick canvas stretched over wood with amattressthree
fingersthick and netting strung over it even though there were few insects flying so late in the winter. With
hisarm gill around Liat'sthin frame, their sngle shadow flickered againgt the wall.

"Shehatesme, | think," Liat said, her voicelow and cam.
"What are you talking about. Amat-chawas perfectly . . ."
"Not her. Mg."

Otah was slent. He wanted to deny that too—to tell Liat that no one thought ill of her, that everything
would befineif only shed let it. But he didn't know it wastrue, or evenif it would be wiseto think it.
They had thought no particular ill of Wilsin-cha, and Liat could have died for that. Hefdt hisslence
gpreed like cold. Liat shrugged him away and pulled &t the ties of her cloak.



"Let mg" Otah said. Liat held il as he undid her cloak, folded it on the floor under her cot.

"My robetoo?' she asked. In the near darkness, Otah felt her gaze as much assaw it. Anillusion,
perhaps. It might only have been something in the tone of her voice, an inflection recognized after months
of being her lover, sharing her bed and her body. Otah hesitated for more reasons than one.

"Please" Liat sad.

"You're hurt, love. It was hard enough even walking upgairs. . ."
"[tani."

"It's Amat-cha's room. She could come up.”

"Shewon't be up for hours. Help me with my robe. Please.”

Objections pushed for position, but Otah moved forward, drawn by her need and his own. Carefully,
he untied the stays of her robes and drew them from her until she stood naked but for her straps and
bandages. Even inthe dim light, he could see where the bruises marked her skin. She took his hand and
kissed it, then reached for the stays of his own robe. He did not stop her. It would have been crudl, and
evenif it hadnt, hedid not want to.

They madelove dowly, carefully, and he thought as much in sorrow asin lust. Her skin wasthe color
of dark honey in the candldight, her hair black as crows. When they were both spent, Otah lay with his
back to the chill wall, giving Liat as much room on the cot as she needed to be comfortable. Her eyes
were only half-open, the corners of her mouth turned down. When she shivered, he haf rose and pulled
her blanket over her. He did not climb benegth it himsalf, though the warmth would have been welcome.

"Youweregonefor solong," Liat said. "There were days | wondered if you were coming back."
"Herel am."
"Yes," shesad. "Hereyou are. What wasit like? Tell me everything.”

And s0 hetold her about the ship and the feeling of wood swaying underfoot, the creaking of rope and
the constant noise of water. He told her about the courier with hisjokes and stories of travelling, and the
way Oral had known &t once that held left awoman behind. About Y aakeht with itstal gray buildings
and the thin lanes with iron gates a the mouth that could lock whole streets up for the night likeasingle

apartment.

And he could have gone on—the road to the Dai-kvo's village, the mountain, the town of only men,
the Dai-kvo himsdlf, the odd half-offer to take him back. He might even have gone asfar as Seedless
threats, and the redlization he was till truggling with—that I1tani Noygawould be exposed as the son of
the Khai Machi. That if Seedlesslived, Itani Noygawould haveto die. But Liat's bresth was heavy,
deep, and regular. When helifted himsdlf over her, she murmured something and curled herself deeper
into the bedding. Otah pulled on hisrobes. The night candle was past the three-quarter mark, the
darkness moving closer and closer to dawn. For thefirst time, he noticed thefatiguein hislimbs. He
would need to find someplace to deep. A room, perhaps, or one of the sailor's bunks down by the
seafront where héld be sharing abrazier with nine men who'd drunk themsel ves adeep the night before.

In the buttery light of the common room, the conversation was gill going on, but to his surprise, the
focus had shifted. Mg, an observer before like himsalf, was seated across from Amat Kyaan, stabbing at
the tabletop with afinger and | etting loose along string of syllables with no clear break between them.
Her face was flushed, and he could hear the anger in her voice without knowing the words. Anger and
wine. Amat looked up at he descended the stairs. She looked older than usual.



Mg followed the old woman's gaze, glanced up at the closed door behind him, and said something
else. Amat replied in the same language, her voice cam but not placating. Mg stood, rattling the bench,
and strode to Otah.

"Y our woman deegps?' Mg sad.
"She'sadeep. Yes."

"I have questions. Wake her," Mg said, taking a pose that made the words a command. Her breath
was adrunk's. Over her shoulder, he saw Amat shake her head no. Otah took a pose of apology. The
refusal seemed to break something in Mg, and tears brimmed in her eyes, streaked her cheeks.

"Weeks," she said, her tone pleading. "1 am waiting for weeks, and for nothing. Thereisno justice
here. Y ou people you have no judtice.”

Mitat approached them and put her hand on theidand girl'sarm. Mg pulled avay and went to a
different door, wiping her eyes on the back of her hand. Asthe door closed behind her, Otah took a

pose of query.

"She didn't understand that the Khai Saraykeht might make his own investigation,” Mitat said. "She
thought he'd act immediately. When she heard that thered be another delay . . ."

"Itisnt entirely her fault,” Amat said. "This can't have been easy for her, any of it." The master of
guard—a huge bear of a man—coughed. The way he and Amat considered each other was enough to
tell Otah thiswasn't thefirst time the girl had been the subject of conversation. Amat continued, "It will all
be finished soon enough. Or our part, at least. Aslong as she's here to make the case before the Khal,
well have started the thing. If she goes home after that, she goes home.”

"And if sheleaves before that?' Mitat asked, Sitting on the table.

"Shewon't,” Amat said. "She's not well, and she won't leave before someone answers for her child.
AndLiat. She'sresting?'

"Yes, Amat-cha," Otah said, taking apose of thanks. "She's adeep.”

"Wilsin-chawill know by now that she's not going back to hishouse," Amat said. " Shelll need to stay
ingdeuntil thisisover."

"Another one? And how long's that going to be, grandmother?' Torish Wite asked.

Amat rested her head in her hands. She seemed smdler than she had been, diminished by fatigue and
years, but not broken. Weary to her bones perhaps, but unbroken. In that moment, he found that he
admired Liat's old teacher very much.

"I'll send arunner inthe morning,” shesaid. "Thistime of year, it might take aweek before we get an
audience.”

"But we aren't ready!" Mitat said. "We don't even know where thefirst girl was kept or where she's
gone. Wewon't havetimeto find her!"

"Wehavedl the pieces" Amat said. "And what we don't have, the utkhaiem will find when the Khai
looksintoit. Itisn't al I'd hoped, but it will do. It will haveto.”



18

Marchat Wilsin had seen wildfires spread more dowly than the news. Amat Kyaan's petition had reached
the servants of the Master of Tides—an idiot title for an overfed secretary, he thought—just before
dawn. By the time the sun had risen the width of two hands together, amessenger from the compound
had come to the bathhouse with a message from Epani. The panicky twig of aman had scratched out the
basi c information from the petition, hisletters so hasty they were hardly legible. Not that it mattered. The
word of Amat Kyaan and her petition were enough. It was happening.

Epani's | etter floated now on the surface of the water. It was awarm bath, now that the half-hearted
winter was upon them, and steam rose in wisps from the drowned paper. The ink had washed away as
he'd watched it, threads of darkness like shadows fading into the clear water. It was over. There was
nothing he could do now that would put the world back in itsright shape, and in astrange way it wasa
relief. Night after night since Seedless, that miserable Khaiate god-ghost, had come to his gpartments,
Marchat had lain awake. Hed had a damn fine mind, once. But in the dark hours, he'd found nothing, no
plan of action, no finessed siroke that would avoid the thing that had now come. And since there was no
halting it, he could at least stop looking. He closed hiseyes and let hishead sink for amoment under the
tiny lapping waves. Yes, it wasardief that at least now he wouldn't haveto try.

Helay underwater until hislungs began to burn, and then even alittle longer, not wanting to leave this
little moment of peace behind. But time and breath being what they were, he rose and tramped up out of
the bath. The water streamed off hisbody |eaving gooseflesh behind it, and he dried himsdlf quickly ashe
walked into the changing room. The heat from awide, black brazier combined with the vapors from the
bathsto maketheair thick. Any chill a al would freeze these people. The summer cities couldn't imagine
cold, and after so many years here, perhaps he couldn't either. As he pulled on histhick woolen robes, it
struck Marchat that he didn't remember the last time he'd seen snow. Whenever it had been, he hadn't
known it was the last time he ever would, or held have paid it more attention.

A pair of men came in together, round-faced, black-haired, speaking as much in gesture aswith
words. The same asdl the othersin Saraykeht. He was the one—pae skin, kinky hair, ridiculoudy full
beard—who stood out. He'd lived here since he'd been ayoung man, and he'd never redlly become of
the place. Hed aways been waiting for the day when held be called back to Galt. It was a bitter thought.
When the pair noticed him, they took poses of greeting which he returned without thinking. His hands
samply knew what to do.

He walked back to the compound sowly. Not because of the dread, though the gods knew he wasn't
looking forward, but instead because hisfailure seemed to have washed his eyes. The sounds and scents
of the city were fresh, unfamiliar. When he had been traveling as ayoung man, it had been like this
coming home. The streets hisfamily lived among had carried the same weight of familiarity and
strangeness that Saraykeht now bore. At the time, held thought it was only that he had been away, but
now he thought it was more that the travels hed made back then had changed him, asthe | etter from
Epani had changed him again just now. The city was the same, but he was anew man seeing it: The
ancient stonework; the vines that rose on the walls and were pulled back every year only to crawl up
again; the mixture of languages from al across the world that came to the seafront; the songs of the
beggars and cries of birdcall.

Too soon, hewas back at his own compound where the Galtic Tree stood asit dways had inthemain
courtyard, the fountain splashing behind it. He wondered who would take the place once he'd gone.



Some other poor bastard whom the family wanted rid of. Some boy desperate to prove hisworth in the
wedlthiest, most isolated position in the house. If they didn't tear the place down stone by stone and burn
the rubble. That was another distinct possibility.

Epani waited in his private chambers, wringing his handsin distress. Marchat couldn't bring himsdlf to
fed anything more than amild annoyance at the man.

"Wilsin-cha, I'vejust heard. The audience was granted. Six days. It'sgoing to comein six days!”
Marchat put up his hand, palm out, and the cicada stopped whining.

"Send arunner to the palaces. One of the higher clerks. Or go yoursdf. Tell the Khai's people that we
expect Amat Kyaan's audience to touch upon the private business of the house, and we want them to
postpone her audience until we can be present with our response.”

"Yes, Wilsn-cha"
"And bring me paper and afresh inkblock,” Marchat said. "I have some |ettersto write.”

There must have been something in histone—a certain gravity, perhaps—that reassured the overseer,
because Epani dropped into a pose of acknowledgment and scurried out with asense of relief that was
amog papable. Marchat followed him far enough to find a servant who could fetch him some mulled
wine, then returned to his desk and prepared himsalf. Thetiny flask in the thin drawer at hisknee was
made of slver, the stopper sedled with green wax. When he shook it, it clinked like somelittle piece of
metal washiddeninit, and not aliquid at dl. It wasadistillation of the same drugs comfort housesin the
soft quarter used to make exotic wines. But it was, of course, much too potent. Thisthimbleful in hispalm
was enough to make aman deep forever. He closed hisfingersover it.

Thiswasn't how held wanted it. But it would do.

He put the flask back in its place as Epani-cha arrived, paper and inkblock and fresh pensin his
hands. Marchat thanked him and sent him away, then turned to the blank page.

| am Marchat Wilsin of House Wilsin of Galt, he began, then scraped his pen tip over theink. |
write this to confess my crimes and to explain them. | and | alone. . .

He paused. | and | done. It was what he could do, of course. He could eat the sin and save those less
innocent than himsalf from punishment. He might save Galt from the wrath of the Khaiem. For thefirst
time since he'd read Epani's scratched, fear-filled words, Marchat felt apang of sorrow. It was abad
time, this, to beaone.

The servant arrived with hiswine, and Marchat drank it dowly, looking at the few words held written.
Hed invented the whole tale, of course. How held hoped to shift the balance of trade away from
Saraykeht and s0 end hisexile. How he had fed himsalf on foolish hopes and dreams and | et hisown evil
nature carry him away. Then he'd gpologizeto the Khai for hissins, confess his cowardice, and
commend hisfortuneto theidand girl Mg who he had wronged and to Amat Kyaan whose loyalty to
him had led her to suspect those in Galt who could command him, since she would not believe the
sickness of the plan to be his own.

The last part was, he thought, a nice touch. Recasting Amat as awoman so loyal to him, soin love
with him, that she didn't see the truth clearly. He felt sure shed appreciate the irony.

| and | done.

Hetook the barely-gtarted confession, blew on it to cure the ink, and set it asde for atime. Therewas
no hurry. Any timein the next six dayswould suit aswell perhaps moreif the Khai let him stall Amat and



cheat theworld out of afew more sunsets. And there were other |etters to write. Something to the family
back in Galt, for ingance. An gpology to the High Council for hisevil plansthat the utkhaiem might
intercept. Or something more personal. Something, perhaps, redl.

He drew his pen acrossthe ink, and set the meta nib to afresh sheet.

Amat, my dear old friend. You see what I'm like? Even now, at this last stop on the trail,
I'm too much the coward to use the right words. Amat, my love. Amat, who | never did tell
my heart to for fear she'd laugh or, worse, be polite. Who ever would have thought we'd
come to this?

OTAH WOKE latein the afternoon from a heavy, troubled deep. The room was empty—the inhabitants of
the other bunks having gone their ways. The brazier was cool, but the sun glowed against awindow
covering of thin-stretched lesther. He gathered histhings from the narrow space between himsalf and the
wall where someone would have had to reach over his deeping body to steal them. Even so he checked.
What money held had before, he had now. He dressed dowly, waiting for half-remembered dreamsto
dissolve and fade. There had been something about aflood, and feral dogs drowning init.

The streets of the seafront were busy, even in winter. Ships arrived and departed by the spare handful,
heading mostly south for other warm ports. The journey to Y aakeht would have been profoundly
unpleasant, even now. At one of thetall, thin tables by the wharves, he bought asmall sack of baked
apple dices covered in butter and black sugar, tossing it from one hand to the other as the heat dapped
his pams. He thought of Orai in Machi and the deep-biting cold of the far north. It would, he thought,
make apples taste even better.

The scandd in every teahouse, around every firekeeper'skiln, on the corners and in the streets, was
the petition of Amat Kyaan to speak before the Khai. The petition to spesk against House Wilsin. Otah
listened and smiled his charming smile without ever once meaning it. She was going to disclose how the
house had been evading taxes, one version said. Another had it that the sad trade that had gone wrong
was more than just the work of the andat—ariva house had arranged it to discredit Wilsin, and Amat
was now continuing the vendettastill in the pay of some unknown villain. Another that Amat would show
that theidand girl's child had truly been Marchat Wilsin's. Or the Khai Saraykeht's. Or the get of some
other Khai killed so that the Khaiem wouldn't have to suffer the possibility of a half-Nippu poet.

It was no more or less than any of the other thousand scandals and occasions of gossip that stirred the
dow blood of the city. Even when he came across people he knew, faces he recognized, Otah kept his
own counsd. It was coming soon enough, he thought.

Thesunwasfaling in the west, vanishing into the low hillsand canefields, when Otah took himsdlf up
the wide streets toward the paaces of the Kha and through those high gardens to the poet's house. Set
off from the grandeur of the hals of the Khai and the utkhaiem, the poet's house seemed small and close
and curioudy genuinein thefailing light. Otah left the bare trees behind and walked over the wooden
bridge, koi popping duggishly at the water as he passed. Nothing ever froze here.

Before held reached the doors, Maati opened them. The waft of air that came with him was warm and
scented with smoke and mulled wine. Maati took a pose of greeting gppropriate for astudent to an
honored teacher, and Otah laughed and pushed his hands aside. It was only when Maati didn't laughin
return that he saw the pose had been sincere. He took one of apology, but Maati only shook his head
and gestured him insgde.



The rooms were more cluttered than usua—books, papers, apair of old boots, haf the morning's
breskfast ill uneaten. A smal fire burned, and Magti sat down in one of the two chairsthat faced it.
Otah took the other.

"Y ou stayed with her lagt night?' Maati asked.

"Mogt of it," Otah said, leaning forward. "I rented a bunk by the seafront. | didn't want to stay in the
comfort house. Y ou heard that Amat Kyaan . . ."

"Yes. | think they brought word to Heshai-kvo before they told the Khai."

"How did hetakeit?'

"He's gone off to the soft quarter. | doubt helll come back soon.”

"He's going to Amat Kyaan?"'

"I doubt it. He seemed | ess like someone solving a problem than participating in it.”
"Does heknow? | mean, did you tell him what she was going to say?'

Maeti made asound haf laugh, half groan.

"Yes. Hedidn't believeit. Or he did, but he wouldn't admit to it. He said that justice wasn't worth the
price”

"| can't think that'strue," Otah said. Then, "But maybe there's no justice to be had.”

There was along pause. There was a deep cup of wine, Otah saw, near thefire. A deep cup, but very
littewineinit.

"And how did you take the news?" he asked.

Maati shrugged. He looked tired, unwell. His skin had agray cast to it, and the bags under his eyes
might have been from too much deep or too little. Now that he thought to look for it, Maati's head was
shifting dightly, back and forth with the beating of his heart. He was drunk.

"What's the matter, Maati ?' he asked.

"Y ou should stay here," the boy said. "Y ou shouldn't deep at the seafront or the comfort house.
Y ou're welcome here.”

"Thank you, but | think peoplewould find it alittle odd that—"

"People," Madti said angrily, then became quiet. Otah stood, found the pot of wine warming over a
smdll brazier, and pushed away the papers that lay too close to the glowing coas before he poured
himsalf abowl. Maati was|ooking up at him, sheegpish, when he returned to the chair.

"| should have gotten that."
"It hardly matters. I've got it now. Areyou well, Maati? Y ou seem.. . . bothered?"

"I was thinking the same thing about you. Ever since you got back from the Dai-kvo, it'sseemed . . .
difficult between us. Don't you think?"

"| suppose so," Otah said and sipped the wine. It was hot enough to blow across before he drank it,
but it hadn't been cooking so long that the spirit had been burned out of it. Thewarmth of it in histhroat
was comfortable. "It's my fault. There are things I've been trying not to look at too closely. Oral said that



seatravel changesyou. Changeswho you are.”
"It may not be only that,” Maati said softly.
"No?'

Maati sat forward, his elbows on his knees, and looked into the fire as he spoke. His voice was hard
asdae.

"There's something | promised not to speak of. And I'm going to bresk that promise. I've done
something terrible, Otah-kvo. | didn't mean to, and if | could undoiit, | swear by al the gods | would.
Whileyouwereaway, Liatand | . . . there was no one else for usto speak with. We were the only two
who knew al the truth. And so we spent timein each other's company . . ."

| need you to stay, Liat had said before held |eft for the Dai-kvo. | need someone by my side.

And Seedless when held returned: Heshai fell in love and lost her, and he's been chewed by guilt
ever since. Maati will do the same.

Otah sat back, his chair creaking under his shifting weight. With arush like water poured from aspout,
he knew what he was seeing, what had happened. He put down his bowl of wine. Maati was silent,
shaking his head back and forth dowly. Hisface was flushed and dthough there was no thicknessin his
voice, no hidden sob in hisbreath, still asingle tear hung from thetip of hisnose. It would have been
comicdl if it had been someonedse.

"She'sawonderful woman,” Otah said, carefully. " Sometimes maybe alittle difficult to trugt, but il a
good woman."

Maati nodded.

"Perhaps | should go," Otah said softly.

"I'm so sorry," Maati whispered to thefire. "Otah-kvo, | am so very, very sorry.”

"Y ou didn't do anything that hasn't been done a thousand times before by a thousand different people.”
"But | did it toyou. | betrayed you. You love her."

"But | don't trust her," Otah said softly.

"Or me. Not any longer," Maati said.

"Or you," Otah agreed, and pulling his robes close around him, he walked out of the poet's house and
into the darkness. He closed the door, paused, and then hit it hard enough to bloody his knuckle.

Thepainin hischest wasreal, and the rage behind it. And also, strangdly, an amusement and asense
of relief. Hewaked dowly down to the edge of the pond, wishing more than anything that the courier
Ora had been on hisway to Saraykeht instead of Machi. But the world was asit was. Maati and Liat
had become lovers, and it was devouring Maati just as some other tragedy had broken histeacher. Amat
Kyaan was pursuing her suit before the Khai Saraykeht in ameatter of days. Everything Seedless had said
to him appeared to be true. And so he stood in the chill by the koi pond, and he waited, throwing stones
into the dark water, hearing them strike and sink and be forgotten. He knew the andat would cometo
him if he were only patient. It wasn't more than haf ahand.

"He'stold you, then," Seedless said.
The paeface hovered in the night air, arueful smile on the perfect, sensud lips.



"You knew?'

"Gods. Theworld and everyone knew," the andat said, stepping up beside him to look out over the
black water. "They were about as discreet asrutting elk. | was only hoping you wouldn't hear of it until
you'd done methat little favor. It'sapity, redly. But | think | bear up quite well under failure, don't you?'

Otah took adeep breath, and let it out dowly. He thought perhaps he could see just the wisps of it in
the cold. Beside him the andat didn't bresthe because whatever it looked like, it was not aman.

"And...| havefaled," Seedlesssad, histone suddenly careful, probing. "Haven't 1?1 can spill your
secrets, but that's hardly worth murder. And | can't expect you to kill aman in order to protect your
faithlesslover and the dear friend who bedded her, now can |?"

Otah saw again Maati's angry, self-loathing, empty ex-pression and felt something twist in hisbelly. An
impulse born in him asachild in abare garden of haf-turned earth, hdf alife ago. It didn't undo the hurt
or the anger, but it complicated them.

"'Someone told me once that you can love someone and not trust them, or you can bed someone and
not trust them, but never both.”

"I wouldn't know," the andat said. "My experience of loveisactudly fairly limited.”
"Tel mewhat | need to know."
In the moonlight, pale hands took a pose that asked for clarification.

"Y ou said you knew where he would be. How long it would take him to drink himself to deep. Tell
rre.ll

"And you'll dowhat | asked?'
"Tdl mewhat | need to know," Otah said, "and find out.”

THEMORNING after Liat'sarrival a the comfort house—two days ago now—she'd awakened to the
small sounds of Amat Kyaan deeping. Only the faintest edge of daylight came through the
shutters—these were the rooms of an owl. The faintest scent of Itani had <till haunted her bedding then.
When she rose, aching and awkward and half-sorry for the sex shed insgsted on in the night, Amat woke
and took her downgtairs. The workings of the house were s mple enough—the deegping chambers where
the whores were shelved like scrollsin their boxes, cheap cloth over the bunksinstead of netting; the
kitchensin the back; the wide bath used for washing clothes and bodies during the day, then refilled and
scented with oils before the clients came at night. The front parts of the house Amat explained were
forbidden to her. Until the case against House Wilsin was made, she wasn't to leave the comfort house,
and she wasn't to be seen by the clients. The stakes were too high, and Wilsin-cha had resorted to
violence once dready.

Sincethen, Liat had dept, eaten, washed hersdlf, sat at Amat-cha's desk listening to musicianson the
street below, but no word had come from Itani or from Maeti. On her sec-ond night, Liat had sent out a
message to the barracks where Itani's cohort dept. It had come back in the morning with aresponse
from Muhatia-cha. Itani Noyga had |eft, bresking hisindenturein violation of contract; he was not with
the men of the house, nor was he welcome. Liat read the words with a sense of dread that approached
illness. When shetook it to Amat Kyaan, her old master had frowned and tucked the letter into her
deeve



"What if Wilsin-chaskilled him?' Liat said, trying to keep the panic shefdt from her voice.
Amat Kyaan, sSitting at her desk, took a reassuring pose.

"Hewouldn't. | have you and Mg to say what he would have said. Killing him would make our suit
stronger, not weaker. And even then, | have theimpression that your boy is able to take care of himsdlf,"
Amat said, but seeing how little the assurances comforted her, she went on. "Still | can have Torish-chas
men ask after him."

"Held have come back if things were well."

"Thingsaren't well," Amat said, her eyeshard and bright and tired. "But that doesn't mean he'sin
danger. Still, perhaps | should have had him stay aswell. Have you sent to the poet's boy? Perhaps
Maeti's heard of him. He might even be staying there.”

Amat took her cane and rose, gesturing at the desk, fresh paper and ink.
"l have somethingsto attend to," she said. "Use what you need and welll send him arunner.”

Liat took apose of gratitude and sat, but when she took up the pen, her hand trembled. The nib
hovered just over the page, waiting, it seemed, to see which name she would write. In the end, it was
Maeti's name on the outside leaf. She wanted to be sure that someone would read it.

With the runner gone, Liat found there waslittle to do but pace. At first, she walked the length of
Amat'srooms, then, asthe day moved past its midpoint, her anxiety drove her downstairs. The common
room smelled of roast pork and wine, and platters of bones il sat on the tables waiting to be cleared
away. Thewhores were adeep, the men who worked the front rooms either deeping in bunks aswell or
gone off to gpartments away from the house. The soft quarter ran on adifferent day than theworld Liat
knew; daylight here meant rest and deep. That Amat was awake and out of the house with Mitat and an
armed escort meant that her old teacher was missing deep. There were only five days until the case was
to be made before the Khai Saraykeht.

Liat walked through the empty common room, stopping to scratch an old black dog behind the ears. It
would be easy to step out the back asif going to the kitchens, and then out to the street. Sheimagined
hersdlf finding Itani, bringing him back to the safety of the comfort house. It was abad ides, of course,
and she wouldn't go, but the dream of it was powerful. The dream that she could somehow make
everything come out right.

It was asmdl sound—hardly more than asigh—that caught her atention. It had come from thelong
acovein the back, from among the sewing benches and piles of cloth and lesther where, according to
Amat Kyaan, the costumes and stage props of the house were created. Liat moved toward it, walking
softly. Behind the unruly hegps of cloth and thread, she found Mg Sitting cross-legged, her hair pulled
back. Her hands worked with something in her Iap, and her expression was of such focusthat Liat was
amogt afraid to interrupt. When Mg's hands shifted, she caught a glimpse of atiny loom and black cloth.

"What isit?' Liat asked, pushed to speak by curiosity and her own buzzing, unfocused energy.

"Mourning cloth,” Mg said without looking up. Her accent was so thick, Liat wasn't entirely sure sheld
understood her until Mg continued. "For the dead child."

Liat came closer. The cloth was thin and sheer, black worked with tiny beads of clear glassina
pattern of surprising subtlety. Folds of it rested beside Mg's leg.

"It'sbeautiful," Liat said.

Mg shrugged. "It fillstime. | am working on it for weeks now."



Liat kndlt. The pale eyes|ooked up at her, questioning—maybe challenging—then returned to the
small loom. Liat watched Mgj's hands shifting thread and beadsin near S-lence. It was very fine thread,
the sort that might not make more than two or three hand-spans of cloth in awhole day'swork. Liat
reached out and ran her fingers aong the folds of finished cloth. It was as wide as her two hands together
and aslong, she guessed, as Mg wastall.

"How long do you makeit?"

"Until you finish," Mg said. "Usudly is something to make while the pain isfresh. When done with
day'swork, make cloth. When wake up in the middle night, make cloth. When time comes you want to
go sing with friends or swim in quarry pond and not make cloth, istime to stop weaving."

"Y ou've made these before. Mourning cloths.”

"For mother, for brother. | am much younger then,” Mg said, her voice heavy and tired. "Their cloth
gndler.”

Liat sat, watching as Mg threaded beads and worked them into the black patterns, theloom quiet as
breathing. Neither spokefor along time.

"I'msorry,” Liat said at last. " For what happened.”

"Wasyour plan?'

"No, | didn't know anything about what was really happening.”

"So, why sorry?'

"| should have," Liat said. "l should have known and | didn't.”

M4 looked up and put the loom aside.

"And why did you not know?"' she said, her gaze steady and accusing.

"| trusted Wilsin-cha," Liat said. "'l thought he was doing what you wanted. | thought | was helping.”

"And isthis Wilsin who doesthisto you?' Mg asked, gesturing at the bandages and strapson Liat's
shoulder.

"Hismen. Or that'swhat Amat-chasays.”
"And you trust her?!
"Of course. Don't you?"

" am herefor aseason, more than aseason. At home, when aman does something evil, the kiopia
pass judgment and likethis. . ." Mg clapped her hands". . . heispunished. Here, it isweekslivingina
little room and waiting. Listening to nothing happen and waiting. And now, they say that the Khai, he may
take hisweeksto punish who killed my baby. Why wait except he doesn't trust Amat Kyaan? And if he
doesn't why do | stay? Why am | waiting, if not for justice done?’

"It'scomplicated,” Liat said. "It'sal complicated.”
Mg snorted with anger and impatience.

"Issmple,” she said. "'l thought before perhaps you know back then, perhaps you come now to keep
the thing from happening, but ingtead | think you are just stupid, selfish, weak girl. Go away. | am
weaving."



Liat stood, stung. She opened her mouth asiif to speak, but there was nothing she could think to say.
Mg spat casually on thefloor at her feet.

Liat spent the next hours upstairs, out on the deck that overlooked the street, letting her rage cool. The
winter sun was strong enough to warm her aslong asthe air was till. The dightest breeze was enough to
chill her. High clouds traced scratch marks on the sky. Her heart was troubled, but she couldn't tell any
longer if it was Mg's accusation, Itani and Maati, or the case about to go before the Khai that bothered
her. Twice, sheturned, prepared to go back down to Mg and demand an apology or else offer another
of her own. Both times, she stopped before she had passed Amat Kyaan's desk, swamped by her own
uncertainties. Shewas gill troubled, probing her thoughtsin search of somelittle darity, when afigurein
the street caught her eye. The brown robe fluttered as Maati ran toward the house. His face was flushed.
Shefet her heart flutter in sudden dread. Something had happened.

Shetook the wide, wooden stairsthree at atime, rushing down into the common room. She heard
Maati's voice outside the rear door, raised and arguing. Unbolting the door and pulling it open, she found
one of the guards barring Maati'sway. Maeti wasin apose of command, demanding that he be letin.
When he saw her, he went silent, and hisface paed. Liat touched the guard'sarm.

"Please," she said. "He'sherefor me.”
"The old woman didn't say anything about him," the guard said.
"She didn't know. Please. She'd want him to come through.”

The guard scowled, but stood aside. Maati came in. He looked ill—eyes glassy and bloodshot, skin
gray. Hisrobeswere creased and wrinkled, asif they'd been dept in. Liat took hishand in her own
without thinking.

"I got your message,” Madti said. "'l came as soon as| could. He isn't here?”

"No," Liat said. "I thought, since he stayed with you after he came back from the Dai-kvo, maybe he'd
cometoyouand..."

"Hedid," Mati said, and sat down. "After he brought you here, he took a bunk at the seafront. He
cameto seemelast night.”

"Hedidn't ay?"

Maati pressed hislipsthin and looked avay. She was aware of Mg, standing in the acove, watching
them, but the shame in Maati's face was too profound for her to care what the idander made of this. Liat
swalowed, trying to ease the tightnessin her throat. Maeti carefully, intentionaly, released her hand from
his. Shelet it drop to her side.

"Hefound out?' Liat asked, her voice smdl. "He knows what happened?'

"| told him," Maeti said. "l had to. | thought he would come back here, that he'd be with you.”
"No. Henever did."

"Doyouthink. . .if Wilsnfoundhim..."

"Amat doesn't think Wilsin would do anything againgt him. Theres nothing to gain fromit. Morelikdly,
he only doesn't want to see us.”

Maati sank to abench, hishead in hishands. Liat sat beside him, her unwounded arm around his
shoulders. Itani was gone, lost to her. She knew it like her own name. She rested her head against Maati,



and closed her eyes, half-desperate with the fear that he would go aswell.
"Givehimtime" she murmured. "He needstimeto think. That'sal. Everythingisgoing to befine"

"Itisnt," Maati said. Histone wasn't despairing or angry, only matter-of-fact. "Everything isgoing to
be broken, and there's nothing | can do about it."

She closed her eyes, felt therise and fal of his bresth like waves coming to shore. Felt him shift ashe
turned to her and put hisarms around her. Her wounds ached with the force of his embrace, but she
would have bitten her tongue bloody before she complained. Instead she stroked hishair and wegt.

"Don't leaveme," shesaid. "l couldn't stand to lose you both.”

"I'll stop breathing firgt," Maati said. "l swear I'll op breathing before| leave you. But | haveto find
Otah-kvo."

The painful, wonderful arms unwrapped, and Maati stood. His face was seriousto the point of grave.
Hetook her hand.

"If Otah-kvo . . . if thetwo of you cannot reconcile. . . Liat, | would be less than whole without you.
My lifeisn't entirdly my own—I have duties to the Dai-kvo and the Khaiem—but what is mine to choose,
I'd have you be part of."

Liat blinked back tears.
"Y ou would choose me over him?"

The words shook him, she could see that. For amoment, she wanted more than anything to unsay
them, but time only moved forward. Magati met her gaze again.

"I can't lose either of you," he said. "What peace Otahkvo and | make, if we can make any, is between
the two of us. What | fed for you, Liat . . . | could sink my life on those rocks. Y ou've become that much
to me. If you stay with him, | will be your friend forever.”

It was like pouring cool water on aburn. Liat felt hersalf sink back.

"Go, then. Find him if you can and tell him how sorry | am. And whether you do or not, come back to
me, Magti. Promise you'll come back."

It was till some minutes before Magti tore himself awvay and headed out into the streets of the city.
Liat, after he had gone, sat on the bench, her eyes closed, observing theroiling emotionsin her breest.
Guilt, yes, but also joy. Fear, but also relief. Sheloved Maati, she saw that now. As she had loved Itani
once, when they had only just begun. It was because of this confusion that she didn't notice for along
time that she was being watched.

Mg stood in the acove, one hand pressed to her lips, her eyes shining with tears. Liat stood dowly,
and took a pose that was a query. Mg strode across the room to her, put her hands on Liat's neck
and—unnervingly—kissed her on thelips.

"Poor rabhit,” Mg said. "Poor stupid rabbit. Am very sorry. The boy and you together. It makes me
think of themanwho | was. . . of thefather. Before, | call you stupid and selfish and weak because | am
forgetting what it isto be young. | am young once, too, and | am not my best mind now. What | say to
hurt you, | take back, yes?'

Liat nodded, recognizing the gpology in the words, if not the whole sense of them. Mg responded
with astring of Nippu that Liat couldn't follow, but she caught the words for knowledge and for pain.



Mg patted Liat's cheek gently and stepped away.

19

"Doesit bother you, grandmother?' Mitat asked as they walked down the street. She spoke softly, so
that the words stayed between the two of them, and not so far forward as the two mercenary guards
before them or so far back as the two behind.

"I canthink of ahdf dozen things you might mean," Amat said.
" Speaking againg Wilsin.”
"Of courseit does," Amat said. "But it isn't something | chose.”

"It'sonly that House Wilsin was good to you for solong . . . it waslike family, wasn't it? To make your
ownway now . .."

Amat narrowed her eyes. Mitat flushed and took a pose of gpology which she ignored.
"Thisisn't aconversation about me, isit?' Amat asked.
"Not entirely,” Mitat said.

The breeze blowing in from the sea chilled her, and the sun, aready faling to the horizon, did nothing
more than stretch the shadows and redden the light. The banners over the watch house fluttered, the
mutter of cloth like voicesin another room. Her guards opened the door, nodded to the watchmen inside
and gestured Amat and her aide, her friend, her first red aly in the whole sour business, through. Amat

paused.

"If you'rethinking of leaving, you and your man, | want two things of you. Firgt, wait until the suitis
presented. Sec-ond, let me make an offer for your time. If we can't negotiate something, you can go with

my blessings”
"Theterms of my indenture were harsh, and you could.. . ."

"Oh don't bean ass," Amat said. "That was between you and Ovi Niit. Thisis between us. Not the
samethinga dl."

Mitat smiled—allittle sadly, Amat thought—and took a pose that sealed an agreement. In the watch
house, Amat paid her dues, signed and countersigned the documents, and took her copy for the records
of the house. For another turn through the moon's phases, she and her house were citizensin good
standing of the soft quarter. She walked back to the house with her five companions, and yet also very
much done.

The scent of garlic sausages tempted her asthey passed an old man and his cart, and Amat wished
powerfully that she could stop, send away the men and their knives, and sit with Mitat talking asfriends
might. She could find what price the woman wanted to stay—whatever it was Amat expected she'd be
willing to pay it. But the guards wouldn't let them pause or be done. Mitat wouldn't have had it. Amat
hersdf knew it would have been unwise—somewhere in the city, Marchat Wilsin had to bein afever of
desperation, and held proven willing to kill before this. Leaving the comfort house at al wasarisk. And
gtill, something like an ordinary life beckoned more seductively than any whore ever had.



One step at atime, Amat moved forward. There would betime later, shetold hersdlf, for dl that.
Later, when the Galts were revealed and her burden was passed on to someone else. When the child's
death was avenged and her city was safe and her conscience was clean. Then she could be hersdlf again,
if there was anything left of that woman. Or create herself again if there wasn't.

The messenger waited for them at the front entrance of the house. He was ayoung man, not older than
Liat, but he wore the colors of ahigh servant. A message, Amat knew with asinking heart, from the Khai
Saraykeht.

"You," shesad. "You'relooking for Amat Kyaan?'

The messenger—a young boy with narrow-set eyes and a thin nose—took a pose of acknowledgment
and respect. It was acourtly pose.

"You'vefound her," Amat said.

The boy plucked aletter from his deeve sedled with the mark of the Khai Saraykeht. Amat toreit
open therein the street. The script was as beautiful as any message from the palaces—calligraphy so
ornate asto approach illegibility. Still, Amat had the practice to make it out. She sighed and took a pose
of thanksand dismissdl.

"l understand,” she said. "Theresno reply.”
"What happened?' Mitat asked as they walked into the house. " Something bad?"

"No," Amat said. "Only the usud delays. The Khai is putting the audience back four days. Another
party wishesto be present.”

"Wilsn?'
"| assume 0. It serves us as much as him, really. We can use afew more daysto prepare.”

Amat paused in the front room of the house, tapping the folded paper againgt the edge of adicetable.
The sound of ayoung girl laughing came from the back, from the place where her whores waited to be
chosen by one client or another. 1t was an odd thing to hear. Any hint of joy, it seemed, had become an
odd thing to hear. If she were Marchat Wilsin, sheld try one last gesture—throw one last dart at the sky
and hopefor amiracle.

"Get Torish-cha," Amat said. "'l want to discuss security again. And have we had word from Liat's
boy? Itani?'

"Nothing yet," the guard by the front door said. "The other one came by before.”

"If either of them arrive, send them to seeme.”

She walked through to the back, Mitat beside her.

"It'slikely only adday,” Amat said, "but if heéswinning timefor areason, | want to beready for it."
"Grandmother?'

They had reached the common room—full now with women and boysin the costumes they wore, with
the men who ran the games and wine, with the smell of fresh bread and roast lamb and with voices. Mitat
stood at the door, her arms crossed. Amat took a querying pose.

"Someone hasto tell Mg," shesaid.



Amat closed her eyes. Of course. Asif dl the rest wasn't enough, someone would haveto tel Mg.
She would. If there was going to be a screaming fight, at least they could haveit in Nippu. Amat took
two long breaths and opened her eyes again. Mitat's expression had softened into arueful amusement.

"I could have been adancer,” Amat said. "l wasvery graceful asagirl. | could have been a dancer,
and then | would never have had to march through any of thispiss.”

"l candoitif you want," Mitat said. Amat only smiled, shook her head, and walked toward the door
to thelittle room of Mg's and the storm that was inescapably to be suffered.

OTAH MACHI, the sixth son of the Khai Machi, sat at the end of the wharf and looked out over the
ocean. Thefading twilight left only the light of ahalf moon dancing on the tops of the waves. Behind him,
the work of the seafront was finished for the day, and the amusements of night time—amost as
loud—had begun. He ignored the activity, ate dices of hot ginger chicken from the thick paper cone hed
bought at a stand, and thought about nothing.

He had two lengths of copper left to him. Y ears of work, years of making alife for himsdf inthiscity,
and he had come to that—two lengths of copper. Enough to buy abowl of wine, if he kept his standards
low. Everything else, spent or lost or thrown away. But he was, at least, prepared. Below him, thetide
wasrisng. It would fall again before the dawn came.

Thetimehad come.

Hewaked the length of the seafront, throwing the spent paper soaked in grease and spicesinto a
firekeeper'skiln whereit flared and blackened, lighting for a moment the faces of the men and women
warming themsalves at the fire. The warehouses were dark and closed, the wide street empty. Outside a
teahouse, awoman sang piteoudy over abegging box with three times more money in it than Otah had in
the world. He tossed in one of his copper lengths for luck.

The soft quarter was much the same as any night. He was the one who was different. The drum and
flute from the comfort houses, the smell of incense and stranger smokes, the melancholy eyes of women
sdling themselves from low parapets and high windows. It was asif he had cometo the place for the first
time—atraveler from aforeign land. There wastime, he supposed, to turn aside. Even now, he could
walk away from it al as he had from the school all those years before. He could walk away now and cdll
it strength or purity. Or the calm of stone. He could call it that, but he would know the truth of it.

The dley waswhere Seedless had said it would be, hidden almost in the shadows of the buildings that
lined it. He paused there for atime. Far down in the darkness, alantern glowed without illuminating
anything but itsdlf. A show-fighter lumbered past, blood flowing from his scalp. Two sailors acrossthe
street pointed at the wounded man, laughing. Otah stepped into darkness.

Mud and filth did under his bootslike ariverbed. The lantern grew nearer, but he reached the door the
andat had described before he reached the light. He pressed his hand to it. The wood was solid, the lock
was black iron. Thelight glimmering through at the edges of the shutters showed that afire was burning
within. The poet in his private apartments, the place where he hid from the beauty of the palaces and the
house that had come with his burden. Otah tried the door gently, but it was locked. He scratched at it
and then rapped, but no one came. With aknife, he could have forced the lock, unhinged the door—a
man drunk enough might even have dept through it, but he would have had to come much later. The
andat had told him not to go to the hidden apartment until well past the night candle's middle mark, and it
wasn't to thefirst quarter yet.

"Heshai-kvo," he said, not shouting, but his voice loud enough to ring against the sonework around



him. "Open the door."

For along moment, he thought no one would come. But then the line of light that haloed the shutters
went dark, abolt shot with a solid click, and the door creaked open. The poet stood silhouetted. His
robes were as disheveled as his hair. His wide mouth was turned down in a heavy scowl.

"What do you think you're doing here?!
"Weneed to talk,” Otah said.
"No we dont," the poet said, stepping back and starting to pull the door closed. "Go away.”

Otah pushed in, firgt squaring his shoulder against the door, and then leaning in with hisback and legs.
The poet fell back with a surprised huff of breath. The roomswere smal, dirty, squalid. A cot of
stretched canvas was pulled too close to afireplace, and empty bottleslittered the floor by it. Streaks of
dark mold ran down the walls from the sagging beams of the ceiling. The smdll waslikeaswampin
summer. Otah closed the door behind him.

"Wh—what do you want?' the poet said, hisface pale and fearful.
"We need to talk," Otah said again. " Seedless told me where to find you. He sent me hereto kill you."

"Kill me?" Heshal repeated, and then chuckled. The fear seemed to drain away, and a bleak
amusement took its place. "Kill me. Gods."

Shaking his head, the poet lumbered to the cot and sat. The canvas groaned against its wooden frame.
Otah stood between the fire and the doorway, ready to block Heshai if he bolted. He didn't.

"S0. Y ou've cometo finish me off, en? Well, you're abig, strong boy. I'm old and fat and more than
haf drunk. | doubt you'll have aproblem.”

"Seedless told me that you'd welcomeit,” Otah said. "I suspect he overdtated his case, en? Anyway,
I'm not his puppet.”

The poet scowled, his bloodshot eyes narrowing in the firdight. Otah stepped forward, kndlt as he had
as aboy at the school and took a pose appropriate to a student addressing a teacher.

"Y ou know what's happening. Amat Kyaan's audience before the Khai Saraykeht. Y ou have to know
what would happen.”

Sowly, grudgingly, Heshai took an acknowledging pose.

"Seedless hoped that | would kill you in order to prevent it. But | find I'm not amurderer,” Otah said.
"The stakes here, the price that innocent people will pay . . . and the price Maati will pay. It'stoo high. |
can't let it happen.”

"l see" Heshal said. Hewas slent for along moment, the ticking of the fire the only sound.
Thoughtfully, he reached down and lifted a haf-full bottle from the floor. Otah watched the old man
drink, the thick throat working as he gulped the wine down. Then, "And how do you plan to reconcile
these two issues, eh?"

"Let theandat go," Otah said. "I've cometo ask you to set Seedlessfree."”
"That Imple, en”?’

"Y$,"



"l cantdoit.”
"| think that you can," Otah said.

"I don't mean it can't be done. Gods, nothing would be easier. I'd only haveto . . ." He opened one
hand in agesture of release. "That isn't what | meant. It'sthat | cantdoit. It'snot . . . itisntinme. I'm
sorry, boy. | know it looks smple from where you are. It isn't. I'm the poet of Saraykeht, and that isn't
something you stop being just because you get tired. Just because it eats you. Just becauseit kills
children. Look, if you had the choice of grabbing alive cod and holding it in your fist or destroying acity
of innocent people, you'd do everything you could to stand the pain. Y ou wouldn't be a decent man if
you didn't at least try."

"And you would be adecent man if you let the Khai Saraykeht take his vengeance?

"No, I'd be apoet,” Hesha said, and his smile was as much melancholy as humor. ™Y ou're too young
to understand. I've been holding this coa in my hand since before you were born. | can't ssop now
because | can't. Who | am istoo much curled around this. If | stopped—just stopped—I wouldn't be

anyone anymore."

"| think you'rewrong."

"Yes. Yes, | seeyou think that, but your opinion on it doesn't matter. And that doesn't surprise you,
doesit?’

The sick dread in Otah's belly suddenly felt as heavy asif held swalowed stone. He took a pose of
acknowledgment. The poet leaned forward and put hiswide, thick hand gently over Otah's.

"You knew | wouldn't agree," he said.
"l ... hoped..."

"You had to try,” Heshal said, histone approving. "It speakswell of you. Y ou had to try. Don't blame
yoursdlf. | haven't been strong enough to end this, and I've been up to my hipsin it for decades. Wine?!

Otah accepted the offered bottle. It was strong—mixed with something that |eft ataste of herb at the
back of histhroat. He handed it back. Warmth bloomed in hisbelly. Heshal, seeing his surprise, laughed.

"| should have warned you. It's alittle more than they serve with lamb cuts, but | likeit. It letsme
deep. So, if you don't mind my asking, what made our mutua acquaintance think you'd do hiskilling for
him?'

Otah found himsdlf tdlling the tale—his own secret and Wilsin's, the source of Liat's wounds and the
prospect of Maati's. Throughout, Heshai listened, his face clouded, nodding from time to time or asking
questions that made Otah clarify himself. When the secret of Otah'sidentity came out, the poet's eyes
widened, but he made no other comment. Twice, he passed the bottle of wine over, and Otah drank
fromit. It was strange, hearing it dl spoken, hearing the thoughts hed only half-formed made red by the
words he found to express them. His own fate, the fate of others—justice and betrayal, loyalty and the
changes worked by the sea. The wine and the fear and the pain and dread in Otah's guts turned the old
man into his confessor, his confidant, hisfriend even if only for the moment.

The night candle was close to the halfway mark when hefinished it al—histhoughts and fears, secrets
and failures. Or amost dl. There was one left that he wasn't ready to mention—the ship he'd booked
two passages on with the last of hisslver, ready to sail south before the dawn—asmall Westlands ship,
desperate enough to ply winter trade where the waters never froze. An escape ship for amurderer and
hisaccomplice. That he held dill to himsdf.



"Hard," the poet said. "Hard. Maati's agood boy. Despiteit dl, heisgood. Only young.”
"Please, Heshai-kvo," Otah said. "Stop thisthing.”

"It'sout of my hands. And redlly, evenif | wereto let the beast dip, your whoremonger soundslike
she's good enough to tell astrong story. The next andat the Dai-kvo sends might be just asterrible. Or
another Khai could be pressed into service, meting out vengeance on behdf of al the citiestogether.
Killing me might spare Maati and keep your secrets, but Liat . . . the Gdlts. . ."

"I'd thought of that.”

"Anyway, it'stoo late for me. Shifting names, changing who you are, putting lives on and off likefine
robes—that's ayoung man's game. There's too many years loaded on the back of my cart. The weight
makes turning tricky. How would you have doneit, if you did?"

"Dowhat?"'
"Kill me?'

"Seedless told me to come just before dawn,” Otah said. "He said a cord around the throat, pulled
tight, would keep you from crying out.”

Heshai chuckled, but the sound was grim. He swallowed down the last dregs of the wine, leaving a
smear of black leaves on the sde of the bottle. He fumbled for amoment in the chaos under his cot,
pulled out afresh bottle and opened it roughly, throwing the cork into thefire.

"He'san optimist,” Heshai said. "Theway | drink, I'll be senseless as stones by the three quarters.”

Otah frowned, and then the import of the words came over him like cold water. The dread in hisbelly
became aknot, but he didn't speak. The poet looked into thefire, the low, dying flames casting shadows
on hiswide, miserable features. The urge to take the old man in hisarms and embrace or se shakehim
came over Otah and passed—a wave againgt the shore. When the old man's gaze shifted, Otah saw his
own darkness mirrored there.

"I've dways done what | wastold to, my boy. The rewards aren't what you'd expect. You aren't a
killer. I'm apoet. If were going to stop this thing, one of us hasto change.”

"l should go," Otah said, drawing himsdf up to hisfedt.

Heshai-kvo took a pose of farewdl, asintimate asfamily. Otah replied with something very much the
same. There were tears, he saw, on Heshai's cheeks to match hisown.

"Y ou should lock the door behind me," Otah said.
"Later," Heshai said. "I'll doiit later if | remember to."

Thefetid, chill air of the dley was like waking from a dream—or half-waking. Overheed, the
half-moon dipped through wisps and fingers of clouds, insubstantial as vells. He waked with his head
held high, but though he was ashamed of them, he couldn't stanch the tears. From outside himsdlf, he
could observe the sorrow and the black tarry dread, different from fear because of its perfect certainty.
He was becoming amurderer. He wondered how his brothers would manage this, when the time came
for them to turn on one another, how they would bring themselves with cool, clear minds, to end another
man'slife

The comfort house of Amat Kyaan glowed in the night asthe others of its species did—music and
voices, the laughter of whores and the cursing of men at the tables. The wedlth of the city poured through



placeslikethisin atiny city initself, given over entirely to pleasure and money. It wouldn't dway's be so,
he knew. He stood in the street and drank in the sight, the smell, the golden light and brightly colored
banners, the joy and the sorrow of it. Tomorrow, it would be part of adifferent city.

The guard outside the back door recognized him.

"Grandmother wantsto seeyou," the man said.

Otah watched himsdlf take a pose of acknowledgment and smile his charming amile.
"Do you know where | could find her?'

"Upin her roomswith Wilsn'sgirl."

Otah gave histhanks and waked in. The common room wasn't empty—a handful of women sat at the
tables, eating and talking among themselves. A black-haired girl, nearly naked, stood in the dcove,
cupping her breastsin digphanous silk with the air of afish sdller wrapping cod. Otah considered the
wide, rough-hewn stairs that led to Amat Kyaan's gpartments, to Liat. The door at the top landing was
closed. He turned away, scratching lightly on the door of the other room—the one he had seen Mg
retreat to the one night he had been there, the one time they had spoken.

The door pulled open just wide enough for the idander's face to appear. Her pae skin was flushed,
her eyes bright and bloodshot. Otah leaned close.

"Please," hesaid. "l need to speak with you."

Maj's eyes narrowed, but a bregth later, she stepped back, and Otah pushed into the room, closing
the door behind him. Mg stood, arms pulled back, chin jutting like achild ready for afight. A sngle
lantern sat on a desk showing the cot, the hand-loom, the heap of robes waiting for the launderer. An
empty winebowl lay canted in the corner of wall and floor. She was drunk. Otah calculated that quickly,
and found that it waslikely agood thing.

"Mg-cha," Otah said. "Forgive me, but | need your help. And | think | may be of serviceto you.”
"l amliving here,” she said. "Not working. | am not one of these girls. Get out.”

"No," Otah said, "that isn't what | mean. Mg, | can give you your vengeance now—tonight. The man
who wiglds the andat. The one who actualy took the child from you. | can take you to him now."

Mg frowned and shook her head dowly, her gaze locked on Otah. He spoke quickly, and low, using
simple words with as few poses as he could manage. He explained that the Galts had been Seedless
tools, that Heshai controlled Seedless, that Otah could take her to him if they left now, right now. He
thought he saw her soften, something like hopein her expression.

"But afterwards,” he said, "you haveto let me take you home. | have aship ready to take us. It leaves
before dawn."

"l ask grandmother," Mg said, and moved toward the door. Otah shifted to block her.

"No. She can't know. She wantsto stop the Galts, not the poet. If you tell her, you have to go the way
shegoes. You haveto put it before the Kha and wait to see what he choosesto do. | can giveit to you
now—tonight. But you have to leave Amat before you seethe Khai. It'smy price.”

"You think I am stupid? Why should | trust you? Why are you doing this?*

"You aren't stupid. Y ou should trust me because | have what you want—certainty, an end to waiting,
vengeance, and away back home. I'm doing this because | don't want to see any more women suffer



what you've suffered, and because it takes the thing that did this out of the world forever.”

Because it saves Maati and Liat. Because it saves Heshai. Because it isa terrible thing, and it is
right. And because | have to get you away from this house.

A haf smile pulled at her thick, pale mouth.
"You aeman?' Mg asked. "Or you are ghost?'

Otah took a pose of query. Mg reached out and touched him, pressing his shoulder gently with her
fingertips, asif making sure hisflesh had substance.

"If you are man, then | am tired of being tricked. Y ou lieto meand I will kill you with my teeth. If you
are ghogt, then you are maybe the one | am praying for."

"If you were praying for this,” Otah said, "then I'm the answer to it. But get your things quickly. We
have to go now, and we can't come back."

For amoment she wavered, and then the anger he had seen in her before, the desperation, shonein
her eyes. It was what he had known was there, what he had counted on. She looked around at the tiny
room, gathered up what looked like a half-knitted cloth and ddliberately spat on the ground.

"Isnothing more | want here,” Mg said. "Y ou take me now. Y ou show me. If isnot asyou say, | kill
you. Y ou doubt that?"

"No," hesad. "l believeyou."

It was asmple enough thing to distract the guard, to send him up to speak with Amat Kyaan—her
security was done with attack in mind, not escape. Leading Mg out the back took the space of four
breaths, perhapsfive. Another dozen, and they were gone, vanished into the maze of streetsand dleys
that made up the soft quarter.

Mg stayed closeto him asthey went, and when they passed torches or street lanterns, he caught
glimpses of her face, wild with release and the heet of fury. The dley, when he reached it, was empty.
The door, when hetried it, was unlocked.

MAATI STEPPED into the poet's house, hisfeet sore, and his head buzzing like ahive. The house was
dlent, dark, and cold. Only the single, steady flame of anight candle stood watch in alantern of glass. It
had burned down past the haf mark, the night more than half over. He dropped to a tapestry-draped
divan and pulled the heavy cloth over him. He had visited every teahouse he knew of, had asked
everyone he recognized. Otah-kvo had vanished—stepped into the thin mists of the seafront like a
memory. And every step had been ajourney, every fingers-width of the moon inits nightly arc had
encompassed alifetime. Hed expected, huddied under the heavy cloth, for degp to come quickly and yet
the dim glow of the candle distracted him, pulled his eyes open just when he had told himsdlf that findly,
finaly hewas|etting the day fdl away from him. He shifted, his robes bunching uncomfortably under his
am, a hisribs. It seemed hdf anight before he gave up and sat, |etting his makeshift blanketsfal away.
The night candle was till well before the three-quarter mark.

"Winemight help,” the familiar voice said from the darkness of the stairway. "It has the advantage of
tradition. Many's the night our noble poet's dept beside apoal of his own puke, stinking of half-digested

grapes.”

"Bequiet," Maati said, but there was no force to his voice, no reserve left to fend off the attentions of



the andat. Slowly, the perfect face and hands descended. He wore arobe of white, pale ashisskin. A
mourning robe. His demeanor when he sat on the second gtair, stretching out hislegs and smiling, wasthe
same as ever—amused and scheming and untrustworthy and sad. But perhaps there was something el se,
an underlying energy that Maati didn't understand.

"I only mean that a hard night can be ended, if only you have thewill to do it. And don't mind paying
the price, when it comes.”

"Leavemedone,” Maati said. "l don't want to talk to you.”
"Not evenif your little friend came by, the seafront laborer?”

Maeti's breath stopped, his blood suddenly with aseparate life from his own. He took an interrogatory
pose. Seedless laughed.

"Oh, hedidn't,” the andat said. "I was just wondering about your terms. If you didn't want to speak to
me under any conditions, or if perhaps there might be exceptionsto your rule. Purely hypotheticd .”

Maati felt the flushin hisface, as much anger as embarrassment, and picked up the nearest thing to
throw at Seedless. It was a beaded cushion, and it bounced off the andat's folded knees. Seedlesstook a
pose of contrition, rose, and carried the cushion back to its place.

"I don't mean to hurt you, my dear. But you look like someone's just stolen your puppy, and | thought
ajoke might brighten things. I'm sorry if | waswrong.”

"Wheres Hesha ?"

The andat paused, looking out, asif the black eyes could see through the walls, through the trees, any
distance to consder the poet where helay. A thin smile curleditslips.

"Away," Seedlesssaid. "In historture box. The same asadways, | suppose.”
"Heisnt here, though.”

"No," Seedlesssaid, amply.

"l need to speak to him.”

Seedless sat on the couch beside him, considering him in silence, his expression as distant as the moon.
The mourning robe wasn't new though it clearly hadn't seen great use. The cut was smple, the cloth
coarse and unsoftened by pounding. From the way it sagged, it was clearly intended for awider frame
than Seedlesss—it was clearly meant for Heshai. Seedless seemed to see him notice dl this, and looked
down, asif aware of hisown robesfor thefirgt time.

"He had these made when his mother died,” the andat said. "He was with the Dai-kvo at thetime. He
didn't see her pyre, but the news reached him. He keepsit around, | suppose, so that he won't haveto
buy another one should anybody esedie.”

"And what makes you wear it?'
Seedless shrugged, grinned, gestured with wide-spread hands that indicated everything and nothing.
"Respect for the dead,” Seedlesssaid, "Why else?

"Everything'sajoketo you," Magti said. The fatigue made histongue thick, but if anything, hewas
farther from rest than before he'd come back to the house. The combination of exhaustion and
restlessnessfdt like anillness. "Nothing metters.”



"Not true," the andat said. " Just because something's agame, doesn't mean it isn't serious.”

"Gods. Isthere something in the way Heshai-kvo made you that keeps you from making sense?
Youre liketaking to smoke."

"| can speek to the point if you'd like," Seedless said. "Ask me what you want.”

"I don't have anything to ask you, and you don't have anything to teach me," Maati said, rising. "I'm
going to deep. Tomorrow can't be worse than today was."

"Posshility isawidefidd, dear. Can't isaword for smal imaginations.” Seedless said from behind
him, but Maati didn't turn back.

His room was colder than the main room. Helit asmall fire in the brazier before he pulled back the
woolen blankets, pulled off his shoes, and tried again to deep. The errands of the day ran through his
mind, unstoppable and chaotic: Liat's distress and the warmth of her flesh, Otah-kvo's last wordsto him
and the searing remorse that they held. If only he could find him, if only he could speak with him again.

Half-awake, Magti began to catdog for himself the places he had been in the night, searching for a
corner he knew of, but might have overlooked. And, as he pictured the night streets of Saraykeht, he
found himsdlf moving down them, knowing as he did that he was dreaming. Street and dley, square and
court, until he wasin placesthat were nowherered in the city, searching for teshousesthat didn't truly
exist other than within his own frustration and despair, and aware dl the time that this was a dream, but
was not deep.

He kicked off the blankets, desperate for some sense of freedom. But the little brazier wasn't equal to
itswork, and the cold soon brought him swimming back up into hisfull mind. Helay in the darknessand
wept. When that brought no relief, he rose, changed into fresh robes, and stalked down the sairs.

Seedless had sarted afirein the grate. A copper pot of wine waswarming over it, filling the room
with itsrich scent. The andat sat in awooden chair, abook open in hislap. The brown, leather-bound
volumethat told of hisown creation and its errors. He didn't look up when Magati came in and walked
over to thefire, warming hisfeet by the flames. When he spoke, he sounded weary.

"The spirit's burned out of it. Y ou can drink as much asyou'd like and not impair yourself.”
"What's the point, then?' Maati asked.

"Comfort. It may taste alittle strong, though. | thought you'd come down sooner, and it getsthick if it
boilstoo long."

Maeti turned his back to the andat and used an old copper ladle to fill hiswinebowl. When histook a
sp, it tasted rich and hot and red. And, perversely, comforting.

"It'sfing" hesad.

He heard the hush of paper upon paper as, behind him, Seedless closed the book. The silence
afterward went on so long that he looked back over his shoulder. The andat sat motionless as a statue;
not even breath tirred the folds of hisrobe and his face betrayed nothing. His ribs shifted an inch, taking
inair, and he spoke.

"What would you have said, if you'd found him?"

Masti shifted, Sitting with hislegs crossed, the warm bowl in his hands. He blew acrossit to coal it
before he answered.



"I'd have asked hisforgiveness.”

"Would you have deserved it, do you think?'

"l don't know. Possibly not. What | did was wrong."

Seedless chuckled and leaned forward, lacing hislong graceful fingerstogether.

"Of courseit was," Seedless said. "Why would anyone ask forgiveness for something they'd done that
was right? But tell me, since we're on the subject of judgment and clemency, why would you ask for
something you don't deserve?'

"Y ou sound like Heshai-kvo."

"Of course| do, youre evading. If you don't like that question, leave it aside and answer methis
instead. Would you forgive me? What | did waswrong, and | know it. Would you do for me what you'd
ask of him?'

"Would you want meto?'

"Yes," Seedless said, and his voice was strangely plaintive. It wasn't an emotion Maati had ever seen
in the andat before now. "Yes, | want to be forgiven.”

Maeati spped the wine, then shook his head.

"You'd do it again, wouldn't you? If you could, you'd sacrifice anyone or anything to hurt Heshai-kvo."
"Youthink thet?'

"es"

Seedless bowed his head until hishair tipped over his hands.

"| supposeyoureright,” he said. "Fine, then this. Would you forgive Heshai-kvo for hisfailings? Asa
teacher to you, as a poet in making something so dangeroudy flawed as mysdlf. Redlly, pick
anything—there's no end of waysin which he's wanting. Does he deserve mercy?'

"Perhaps,” Maati said. "He didn't mean to do what hedid.”
"Ah! And because | planned, and he blundered, the child is more my wrong than his?"

"Y$"

"Then you've forgotten again what we are to each other, heand I. But let that be. If your laborer
friend—you called him Otah-kvo, by the way. Y ou should be more careful of that. If Otah-kvo did
something wrong, if he committed some crime or helped someone else commit one, could you let that
go?"

"Youknow ...howdidyou..."

"I've known for weeks, dear. Don't let it worry you. | haven't told anyone. Answer the question;
would you hold his crimes againgt him asyou hold mine againg me?'

"No, | don't think | would. Who told you that Otahwas. . ."
Seedless leaned back and took a pose of triumph.

"And what's the difference between us, laborer and andat that you'll brush his sinsaside and not my



own?'
Maati smiled.
"You arent him," hesaid.
"Andyou lovehim."
Maati took apose of affirmation.
"And love is more important than justice,” Seedless said.
"Sometimes. Yes"
Seedless smiled and nodded.
"What aterrible thought,” he said. "That love and injustice should be married.”

Maati shifted to adismissive pose, and in reply the andat took the brown book back up, leafing
through the handwritten pages asif looking for his place. Maati closed his eyes and breathed in the fumes
of thewine. He felt profoundly comfortable, like degp—true degp—coming on. Hefdt himsdlf rocking
dowly, involuntarily shifting in timewith his pulse. A sense of disquiet roused him and without opening his

eyes again, he spoke.
"Y ou musin't tell anyone about Otah-kvo. If hisfamily findshim .. ."
"They won't,” Seedlesssaid. "At least not through me.”
"l don't believeyou.”

"Thistime, you can. Heshai-kvo did hisbest by you. Do you know that? For dl hisfailings, and for dl
of mine, to the degree that our private war alowed it, we have taken care of youand . . ."

The andat broke off. Maati opened his eyes. The andat wasn't looking at him or the book, but out, to
the south. It was asif his sight penetrated the walls, the trees, the distance, and took in some spectacle
that held him. Maati couldn't help following his gaze, but there was nothing but the rooms of the house.
When he glanced back, the andat's expression was exultant.

"What isit?" Maati asked, acold dread at his back.
"It's Otah-kvo," Seedless said. "He'sforgiven you.”

THESNGLE candle burned, marking the hours of the night. On the cot where Otah had |eft him, the poet
dept, al color leached from hisface by the dim light. The poet's mouth was open, his breath deep and
regular. Mg, a his sde, knelt, considering the deeping man's face. Otah shut the door.

"Ishim," Mg said, her voicelow and tense. "Isthe one who does thisto me. To my baby."

Otah moved forward, careful not to rattle the bottles on the floor, not to make any sound that would
wake the deeper.

"Yes" hesad. "Itis"

Silently, Mg pulled aknife from her deeve. It was athin blade, long as her hand but thinner than a
finger. Otah touched her wrist and shook his head.



"Quiet," hesaid. "It hasto be quiet.”
"So how?" she asked.

Otah fumbled for amoment in his own deeve and drew out the cord. It was braided bamboo, thin and
supple, but so strong it would have borne Otah's weight without snapping. Wooden grips at each end fit
hisfingersto keep it from cutting into hisflesh when he pulled it tight. It was athug's wegpon. Otah saw it
inhisown hands asif from adistance. The dread in hisbelly had suffused through his body, through the
world, and disconnected him from everything. He felt like a puppet, pulled by invisible strings.

"l hold him," Mg said. "Y ou do this

Otah looked at the deeping man. Therewas no ragein him to carry him through, no hatred to judtify it.
For amoment, he thought of turning away, of rousing the man or cal-ing out for the watch. 1t would be
so smple, even now, to turn back. Mg seemed to read his thoughts. Her eyes, unnatural and pale, met
his

"Youdothis" shesad again.

He would walk onto the blade . . .

"Hislegs" Otah said. "I'll worry about hisarms, but you keep him from kicking free."

Mg moved in s0 close to the cot, she seemed amost ready to crawl onto it with Heshai. Her hands
flexed in the space above the bend of the poet's knees. Otah looped the cord, ready to drop it over the
poet's head, hisfingersin the curves that were made for them. He stepped forward. Hisfoot brushed a
bottle, the sound of glassrolling over stone louder than thunder in the silence. The poet lurched, lifted
himsdlf, lessthan half avake, up on hiselbow.

Asif hisbody had been expecting it, Otah dropped the cord into place and pulled. Hewas dimly
aware of the soft sounds of Mg struggling, pulling, holding the poet down. The poet's handswere at his
throat now, fingers digging for the cord that had vanished, dmosgt, into the flesh. Otah's hands and arms
ached, and the broad muscles across his shoulders burned as he drew the cord astight as his strength
allowed. The poet's face was dark with blood, hiswide lips black. Otah closed his eyes, but didn't loose
hisgrip. The struggle grew wesker. Theflailing arms and clawing fingers became the soft daps of achild,
and then stopped. In the darkness behind his eyes, Otah till pulled, afraid that if he stopped too soon it
would al haveto be done again. There was awet sound, and the smell of shit. His back knotted between
his shoulder blades, but he counted a dozen breaths, and then ahalf dozen more, before he looked up.

Mg stood at the foot of the cot. Her robes were disarranged and a bad bruise was already blooming
on her cheek. Her expression was as serene as a statue's. Otah rel eased the cord, hisfingers stiff. He
kept his gaze high, not wanting to see the body. Not at any price.

"It'sdone," he said, hisvoice shaky. "We should go."

Mg said something, not to him but to the corpse between them. Her words were flowing and lovely
and he didn't know what they meant. She turned and walked solemn and regal out of the room, leaving
Otah to follow her. He hesitated at the doorway, caught between wanting to look back and not, between
the horror of the thing he had done and the relief that it was over. Perversdy, he fet guilty leaving Heshai
like thiswithout giving somefarewell; it seemed rude.

"Thank you, Heshai-kvo," he said at last, and took a pose appropriate for apupil to an honored
teacher. After amoment, he dropped his hands, stepped out, and closed the door.

Theair of the dleyway was sharp and cold, rich with the threat of rain. For abrief, frightened moment,



he thought he was done, that Mg had gone, but the sound of her retching gave her away. He found her
doubled over in the mud, weeping and being sick. He placed a hand on her back, reassuring and gentle,
until the worst had passed. When she rose, he brushed off what he could of the mess and, his arm around
her, led her out from the aleyway, to the west and down, towards the seafront and away at last from
Saraykeht.

"WHAT DO you mean?' Maati asked. "How has Otahkvo . . ."

And then he stopped because, with a sound like asigh and a scent like rain, Seedless had vanished,
and only the mourning robes remained.

20

Morning seemed like any other for nearly an hour, and then the news came. When Liat heard it humming
through the comfort house—M g gone, the poet killed—she ran to the palaces. She forgot her own
safety, if there was safety to be had anywhere. When shefinaly crossed the wooden bridge over water
tea-brown with dead leaves, her sides ached, her wounded shoulder throbbed with her heartbest.

She didn't know what she would say. She didn't know how shewould tell him.
When she opened the door, she knew there was no need.

The comfortable, findy appointed furniture was cast to the walls, the carpets pulled back. A wide
gretch of pae wooden flooring lay bare and empty asaclearing. The air smelled of rain and smoke.
Maati, dressed in formal robes poorly tied, knelt in the center of the space. His skin was ashen, his hair
half-wild. A book lay open before him, bound in legther, its pages covered in beautiful script. Hewas
chanting, asoft sibilant flow that seemed to echo againgt the walls and move back into itself, as complex
asmusc. Liat watched, fascinated, as Maati shifted back and forth hislips moving, his hands restless.
Something like awind pressed against her without disturbing the folds of her robes. A sense of profound
presence, like standing before the Khai only a thousand times as intense and a thousand timesless
humane.

"Stop thisl" she screamed even, it seemed, as she understood. " Sop!”

She rushed forward, pushing through the thick presence, the air as oppressive as afurnace, but with
something besides heat. Maati seemed to hear her voice distantly. His head turned, his eyes opened, and
helost the thread of the chant. Echoesfell out of phase with each other, their rhythms collapsing like a
crowd that had been clapping time faling into mere applause. And then the room was silent and empty
again except for the two of them.

"You can't," shesad. "You sad that it was too near what Heshai had done before. Y ou said that it
couldn't work. You said so, Maati."

"l havetotry," hesaid. The wordswere so smplethey left her empty. She smply folded beside him,
her legs tucked beneath her. Maati blinked like he was only half-awake. "I haveto try. | think, perhaps, if
| don'twait . .. if I doit now, maybe Seedlessian't dl theway gone. . . | can pull him back before
Hesha'swork hasentirely .. ."



It was what she needed, hearing the poet's name. It gave her something to spesk to. Liat took hishand
in hers. Hewinced alittle, and she relaxed her grip, but not enough to let him go.

"Heshai's dead, Maati. He's gone. And whether he's dead for an hour or ayear, he's just as dead.
Seedless. . . Seedlessisgone. They're both gone.”

Maeti shook his head.

"l can't believethat,” he said. "I understand Heshai better than anyone else. | know Seedless. It's early,
and thereisn't much time, butif | canonly .. ."

"It'stoo late. It'stoo late, and if you do this, it's no better than sinking yoursdlf intheriver. Youll die,
Masti. Y ou told methat. You did. If apoet failsto capture the andat, he dies. And this. . ." she nodded
to the open book written in adead man's hand. "It won't work. You're the one who said s0."

"It'sdifferent,”" he sad.
"How?"'

"Because | havetotry. I'm apoet, love. It'swhat | am. And you know aswell as| do that if Seedless
escapes, there's nothing. There's nothing to take his place.”

"So therés nothing,” she said.
"Saraykeht . . ."

"Saraykeht isacity, Maati. It's roads and walls and people and warehouses and statues. It doesn't
know you. It doesn't love you. It's me who doesthat. | love you. Please, Madti, do not do this."

Sowly, carefully, Maati took his hand from hers. When he smiled, it was as much sorrow as fondness.
"You should go,” he said. "I have something | need to do. If it works out as | hope, I'll find you."

Liat rose. Theroom was hazy with tears, but sorrow wasn't what warmed her chest and burned her
skin. It was rage, rage fueled by pain.

"Y ou can kill yoursdf if you like" shesaid. "Y ou can do thisthing now and die, and they may eventak
about you like ahero. But I'll know better."

She turned and walked out, her heart straining. On the steps, she stopped. The sun shone cool over
the bare trees. She closed her eyes, waiting to hear the grim, unnatura chant begin again behind her.
Crows hopped from branch to branch, and then asif at asignal, rose together and streamed off to the
south. She stood for dmogt half ahand, the chill air pressing into her flesh.

She wondered how long she could wait there. She wondered where Itani was now, and if he knew
what had happened. If he would ever forgive her for loving more than one man. She chewed at theinside
of her cheek until it hurt.

Behind her, the door scraped open. Maati |ooked defeated. He was tucking the leather bound book
into his deeve as he stepped out to her.

"Well," hesad. "I'll haveto go back to the Dai-kvo and tell him I'vefailed.”

She stepped close to him, resting her head againgt his shoulder. He was warm, or the day had cooled
her even more than she'd thought. For amoment, she remembered the fedling of Itani's broad arms and
the scent of hisskin.



"Thank you," she said.

IT WAS three weeks now since the poet had died. Three weeks wastoo long, Amat knew, for acity to
hold its breath. The tension was gtill there—the uncertainty, thefear. It showed in the faces of the men
and women in the street and in the way they held their bodies. Amat heard it in the too-loud laughter, and
angry words of drunkardsin the soft quarter streets. But the initia shock was fading. Time, suspended by
the sudden change of losing the andat, was moving forward again. And that, as much as anything, drew
her out, away from the protection of the comfort house and into the city. Her city.

Inthe gray of winter fog, the Streets were like memories—here afamiliar fountain emerged, took
shape, and form and weight. The dark green of the stone glistened in the carvings of ship and fish, eagle
and archer. And then as she passed, they faded, becoming at last a darkness behind her, and nothing
more. She stopped at a stand by the seafront to buy a paper sack of roasted amonds, fresh from the
cookfire and covered with raw sugar. The woman to whom Amat handed her length of copper took a
pose of gratitude, and Amat moved to the water's edge, considering the haf-hidden waves, the thousand
smells of the seafront—salt and spiced foods, sawage and incense. She blew sharply through pursed lips
to cool the sweets before she hit into them, as she had when she was a girl, and she prepared hersdlf for
the last meeting. When the sack was empty, she crumpled it and let it drop into the sea.

House Wilsin was among the first to make its pogition on the future known by its actions. Even asshe
walked up the streets to the north, moving steadily toward the compound, carts passed her, heading the
other way. The warehouses were being cleared, the offices packed into crates bound for Galt and the
Westlands. When she reached the familiar courtyard, the lines of men made her think of antson
sugarcane. She paused a the bronze Galtic Tree, considering it with distaste and, to her surprise,
amusement. Three weeks was too long, apparently, for her to hold her breath either.

"Ameat-cha?"

She shifted. Epani, her thin-faced, weak-spirited replacement, stood in a pose of welcome belied by
the discomfort on hisface. She answered it with a pose of her own, more graceful and appropriate.

"Tdl him I'd like to spegk with him, will you?'
"Heisn't...thatis..."

"Epani-cha. Go, tell him I'm hereand | want to speak with him. | won't burn the place down while you
doit."

Perhapsit wasthe dig that set him moving. Whatever did it, Epani retreated into the dark recesses of
the compound. Amat walked to the fountain, listening to the play of the water asthough it wasthe voice
of an old friend. Someone had dredged it, she saw, for the copper lengths thrown in for luck. House
Wilsn waan't leaving anything behind.

Epani returned and without aword led her back through the corridors she knew to the private meeting
rooms. The room was as dark as she remembered it. Marchat Wilsin himself sat at the table, lit by the
diffuse coal light from the smdl window, the warm, orange flame of alantern. With one color on either
cheek, he might almost have been two different men. Amat took apose of greeting and gratitude. Moving
asif unsure of himsalf, Marchat responded with one of welcome,

"l didn't expect to seeyou again,” he said, and hisvoice was careful.

"And yet, herel am. | see House Wilsinisfleeing, just as everyone said it was. Bad for business,
Marchat-cha. It lookslike afailure of nerve.”



"Itis" hesaid. Therewasno apology in hisvoice. They might have been discussing dye prices. "Being
in Saraykeht'stoo risky now. My uncle's caling me back home. | think he must have been possessed by
some passing moment of sanity, and what he saw scared him. What we can't ship out by spring, were
sling a aloss. It'll take yearsfor the house to recover. And, of course, I'm scheduled on the last boat
out. So. Have you cometo tell me you're ready to bring your suit to the Khai 7!

Amat took a pose, more casua than shed intended, that requested clarification. It was an irony, and
Marchat's sheepish grin showed that he knew it.

"My podition isn't as strong as it was before the victim best placed to tir the heart of the utkhaiem
killed the poet and destroyed the city. | lost a certain credibility.”

"Wasit redly her, then?'
"I don't know for certain. It appearsit was."
"I'dsay | wassorry, but . . ."

Amat didn't count the years she'd spent talking to this man acrosstableslike this, or in the cool waters
of the bathhouse, or walking together in the Streets. She felt them, habitsworn into her joints. She sat
with aheavy sigh and shook her head.

"l didwhat | could,” shesaid. "Now . . . now who would believe me, and what would it matter?”
"Someone might dill. One of the other Khaiem.”
"If you thought that was true, you'd have mekilled."

Wilsn'sface clouded, something like painin the wrinkles at the corners of hiseyes. Something like
SOrrow.

"l wouldn't enjoy it," hesaid at last.
Despite the truth of it, Amat laughed. Or perhaps because of it.

"IsLiat Chokavi still with you?' Marchat asked, then took a pose that offered reassurance. "It'sjust
that | have abox of her things. Mogtly her things. Some others may have found their way into it. | won't

cdl it apology, but . . ."

"Unfortunately, no,” Amat said. "I offered her aplace. Thegodsal know | could use competent help
keeping my books. But she's left with the poet boy. It seems they're heartmates.”

Marchat chuckled.
"Oh, that'll end well," he said with surprisingly gentle sarcasm.

"Tell Epani to bring usapot of tea," Amat said. "He can at least do something useful. Then there's
bus ness we need to talk through.”

Marchat did as she asked, and minutes later, she cupped asmal, lovely teabowl in her hands,
blowing across the steaming surface. Marchat poured abowl for himself, but didn't drink it. Instead, he
folded his hands together and rested his great, whiskered chin in them. The silence wasn't aploy on his
part; she could seethat. He didn't know what to say. It made the game hersto start.

"Therés something | want of you," shesaid.

"Il dowhat | can," he said.



"The warehouses on the Nantan. | want to rent them from House Wilsin."

He leaned back now, his head tilted like a dog hearing an unfamiliar sound. He took an interrogatory
pose. Amat sipped her tea, but it was still too hot. She put the bowl on the table.

"With the andat logt, I'm gathering investment in acombers hal. I've found ten men who worked as
combers when Petals-Faling-Open was till the andat in Saraykeht. They're willing to act asforemen.
Theinitid outlay and thefirst contracts are difficult. | have people who might bewilling to invest if | can
find space. They're worried that my relationship with my last employer ended poorly. Rent me the space,
and | can address both issues at once."

"But, Amet . . ."

"I logt," shesaid. "I know it. You know it. | did what | could do, and it got past me. Now | can either
pressthe suit forward despiteit al, raise what suspicionsagaingt Galt | can in the quarterswho will listen
to me at the cost of what credibility | haveleft, or esel can do this. Recreste mysdf asalegitimate
business, organize the city, bind the wounds that can be bound. Forge connections between people who
think they'rerivas. But | can't do both. | can't have people saying I'm an old woman frightened of
shadows while I'm trying to make weavers and rope-makers who've been undercutting each other for the
last three generations shake hands.”

Marchat Wilsin's eyebrows rose. She watched him consider her. The guilt and horror, the betrayas
and threatsfell away for amoment, and they were the playersin the game of get and give that they had
been at their best. It made Amat's heart fedl bruised, but she kept it out of her face as he kept hisfedings
from his. The lantern flame spat, shuddered, and stood back to true.

"It won't work," hesaid a last. "They'll hold to dl their traditional prejudices and dliances. They!ll find
ways to bite each other while they're shaking hands. Making them al fedl loya to each other and to the
city? In the Westlands or Gdlt or theidands, you might have achance. But among the Khaiem?It's
doomed.”

"I'll accept fallurewhen I'vefailed,” Amat said.

"Just remember | warned you. What's your offer for the warehouses?!
"Sixty lengths of slver ayear and five hundredths of the profit.”
"That'sinsultingly low, and you know it."

"Y ou haven't figured in that it will keep mefrom telling the world what the Galtic Council attempted in
alying with Seedless againgt his poet. That by itsdf isafair price, but we should keep up appearances,
don't you think?"

He thought about it. Thetiny upturn of hislips, the barest of smiles, told her what she wanted to know.

"And you redly think you can make agoing project of this? Combing raw cotton for its seedsisnt a
pleasant job."

"I have asteady stream of women looking to retire from oneless pleasant than that,” she said. "I think
the two concernswill work quite nicely together.”

"Andif | agreetothis" Marchat said, hisvoice suddenly softer, the game suddenly diding out fromits
deep-worn track, "does that mean you'l forgive me?

"| think we're past things like forgiveness," she said. "We're the servants of what we haveto do. That's
dl"



"I can live with that answer. All right, then. I'll have Epani draw up contracts. Should we take them to
that whorehouse of yours?"

"Yes," Amat sad. "That will do nicely. Thank you, Marchat-cha.”

"It'stheleast | could do,” he said and drank at last from the bowl of cooling teaat hiselbow. "And
dsolikely themost | can. | don't imagine my uncle will understand it right off. Galtic business doesn't
have quite the same subtlety you find with the Khaiem.”

"It's because your culture hasn't finished licking off its caul,” Amat said. "Once you've had athousand
yearsof Empire, things may be different.”

Marchat's expression soured and he poured himself more tea. Amat pushed her own bowl toward
him, and he leaned forward to fill it. The steaming teapot clinked againgt the porcdain.

"Therewill beawar,” Amat said at last. "Between your people and mine. Eventually, therewill bea
war."

"Gat'sastrange place. It's so long since I've been there, | don't know how well I'll fit once I'm back.
Weve donewell by war. In the last generation, we've dmost doubled our farmlands. There are places
that riva the cities of the Khaiem, if you'll believe that. Only we do it with ruthlessness and
bloody-minded determination. Y ou'd have to be there, redlly, to understand it. It isn't what you people
have here”

Amat took an ingstent pose, demanding an answer to her question. Marchat sighed; along, dow
sound.

"Y es, someday. Someday there will be awar, but not in our lifetimes.”
She shifted to a pose that was both acknowledgment and thanks. Marchat toyed with his teabow!.

"Amat, before. . . before you go, theré's aletter | wrote you. When it looked like the suit was going to
go to the Khai and sweet hell was going to rain down on Galt in general and mein particular. | want you
to haveit."

Hisface was aslegible as aboy's. Amat wondered at how he could be so closed and careful with
business and so clumsy with hisown heart and hers. If shelet it continue, held be offering her work in
Gdt next. And apart of her, despiteit dl, would be sorry to refuse.

"Kegpit for now," shesad. "I'll takeit fromyou later.”
"When?" he asked as sherose.

She answered gently, making the words not an insult, but amoment of shared sorrow. There were,
after al, ten thousand things that had been lost in this. And each one of them redl, even this.

"After the war, perhgps. Giveit to methen.”

DREAMING, OTAH found himself in apublic place, part street corner, part bathhouse, part warehouse.
People milled about, a ease, their conversations a pleasant murmur. With a shock, Otah glimpsed
Heshai-kvo in the crowd, moving asif dive, spesking asif dive, but still dead. Inthelogic of deep, that



fleeting glimpse carried aweight of panic.

Gasping for breath, Otah sat up, his eyes open and confused by the darkness. Only as his heart
dowed and his breath grew steady, did the creaking of the ship and rocking of waves remind him where
hewas. He pressed his pamsinto his closed eyes until pae lights appeared. Below him, Mg murmured
in her deep.

The cabin was tiny—too short to stand fully upright and hardly long enough to hang two hammocks
one abovethe other. If he put hisarms out, he could press his pams against the oiled wood of each wall.
There was no room for abrazier, so they dept in their robes. Carefully, helifted himself down and
without touching or disturbing the deeper, |eft the close, nightmare-haunted coffin for the deck and the
moon and afresh breeze.

The three men of the watch greeted him as he emerged. Otah smiled and ambled over despite wanting
more than anything amoment of solitude. The moment's conversation, the shared drink, the coarse
joke—they were asmal priceto pay for the good will of the men to whom he had entrusted hisfate. It
was over quickly, and he could retreat to aquiet place by therail and look out toward an invisble
horizon where haze blurred the distinction between seaand sky. Otah sat, resting his arms on the worn
wood, and waited for the wisps of dream to fade. As he had every night. As he expected he would for
sometime sill to come. The changing of watch at the half candle brought another handful of men, another
moment of sociability. The curious glances and concern that Otah had seen during hisfirst nights on deck
were gone. The men had become accustomed to him.

Otah would have guessed the night candle had nearly reached its three quarters mark when she came
out to join him, though the night sea sometimes did strange things to time. He might also have been staring
at the dark ripples and broken moonlight for sunless weeks.

Mg seemed almost to glow in the moonlight, her skin picking up the blue and the cold. Shelooked at
the landless expanse of water with an dmost proprietary air, unimpressed by vastness. Otah watched her
find him, watched her walk to where he sat. Though Otah knew that at least one of the sailors on watch
spoke Nippu, no onetried to speak with her. Mg lowered herself to the deck beside him, her legs
crossed, her pale eyes amost colorless.

"Thedreams,”" she said.
Otah took a pose of acknowledgment.

"If we had hand loom, you should weave," she said. "Put your mind to something redl. Isunred things
that eat you."

"I'll befine" hesad.

"You are homesick. | know. | seeit.”

"l suppose,” Otah said. "And | wonder now if we did theright thing."
"You think no?'

Otah turned his gaze back to the water. Something burst up from the surface and vanished again into
the darkness, too quickly for Otah to see what shape it was.

"Not redly," hesaid. "That'sto say | think we did the best that we could. But that doing that thing was
right..."



"Killinghim," Mg said. "Cal it what it is. Not that thing. Killing him. Hiding names give them power."
"That killing himwasright . . . bothersme. At night, it bothers me."

"And if you can go back—make other choice—do you?'

"No. No, I'd do the same. And that disturbs me, too."

"Youlivetoolongin cities" Mg sad. "Isbetter for you to leave.

Otah disagreed but said nothing. The night moved on. It was another week at |east before they would
reach Quian, southernmost of the eastern idands. The hold, filled now with the fine cloths and ropes of
Saraykeht, the spices and metalworks of the cities of the Khaiem, would trade first for pearls and shells,
the pelts of strangeidand animds, and the plumes of their birds. Only as the weeks moved on would they
begin taking on fish and dried fruits, trees and sdt timber and daves. And only in the first days of
spring—weeks away gtill and ten idand ports at least—would they reach asfar north as Nippu.

Y ears of work on the seafront, al the gifts and assistance Maati had given him for the journey to the
Dai-kvo, everything he had, he had poured into two seasons of travel. He wondered what he would do,
once he reached Nippu, once Mg was home and safe and with the people she knew. Back from her
long nightmare with only the space where a child should have been at her side.

He could work on ships, he thought. He knew enough aready to take on the smple, odious taskslike
coiling rope and scrubbing decks. He might at least make his way back to the cities of the Khaiem . . . or
perhaps not. The world wasfull of possibility, because he had nothing and no one. The unreal crowded in
on him, asMg had said, because he had abandoned the real.

"You think of her,” Mg sad.

"What? Ah, Liat? No, not realy. Not just now."

"Y ou leave her behind, the girl you love. Y ou are angry because of her and the boy."
A prick of annoyance troubled him but he answered camly enough.

"It hurt me that they did what they did, and | misshim. | missthem. But . . ."

"But it dsofreesyou,” Mg said. "It isfor me, too. The baby. | am scared, when | first go to the cities.
| think I am never fit in, never belong. | am never be agood mother without my own itiru to tell me how
sheiscaring for mewhen | am young. All thisworry | make. And isnothing. To lose everything is not the
worst can happen.”

"It'sarting again, from nothing, with nothing,” Otah said.
"Isexactly this" Mg agreed, then amoment later. " Starting again, and doing better."

The ill-hidden sun lightened water and sky asthey watched it in silence. The milky, lacework haze
burned off asthefire rose from the seaand the full crew hauled up sails, Singing, shouting, tramping their
bare feet. Otah rose, his back aching from sitting so long without moving, and Mg brushed her robes and
stood also. Asthework of the day entered itsfull activity, he descended behind her into the darkness of
their cabin where he hoped he might cheet his conscience of afew hours deep. Histhoughts till turned
on the empty, open future before him and on Saraykeht behind him, acity still waking to thefact that it
hed falen.
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"Therésaproblem at the mines," hiswife said. "One of your treadmill pumps.”

Biitrah Machi, the eldest son of the Khai Machi and aman of forty-five summers, groaned and opened
his eyes. The sun, new-risen, set the paper-thin stone of the bedchamber windows glowing. Hiami sat
besdehim.

"I've had the boy set out agood thick robe and your sedl boots," she said, carrying on her thought,
"and sent him for teaand bread.”

Biitrah sat up, pulling the blankets off and rising naked with agrunt. A hundred things cameto his
half-degping mind. It's a pump—the engineers can fix it or Bread and tea? Am| a prisoner? or Take
that robe off, love, let's have the mines care for themselves for a morning. But he said what he
awaysdid, what he knew she expected of him.

"Notime. I'll eet oncelI'mthere.”
"Takecare," shesaid. "l don't want to hear that one of your brothers hasfindly killed you."
"When the time comes, | don't think they'll come after me with atreadmill pump.”

Still, he made apoint to kiss her before he walked to his dressing chamber, allowed the servantsto
array himin arobe of gray and violet, stepped into the seal skin boots, and went out to meet the bearer of
the bad tidings.

"It'sthe Daikani mine, most high," the man said, taking a
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pose of gpology formal enough for atemple. "It failed in the night. They say the lower passages are



dready haf aman high with water."

Biitrah cursed, but took a pose of thanks dl the same. Together, they walked through the wide main
hall of the Second Palace. The caves shouldn't have been filling so quickly, even with afailed pump.
Something e se had gone wrong. He tried to picture the shape of the Daikani mines, but the excavations
in the mountains and plains around Machi were numbered in the dozens, and the details blurred. Perhaps
four ventilation shafts. Perhaps six. Hewould haveto go and see.

His private guard stood ready, bent in poses of obeisance, as he came out into the street. Ten menin
ceremonid mall that for dl itsglitter would turn aknife. Ceremonia swords and daggers honed sharp
enough to shave with. Each of histwo brothers had asimilar company, with asmilar purpose. And the
time would come, he supposed, when it would descend to that. But not today. Not yet. He had a pump
tofix.

He stepped into the waiting chair, and four porters came out. Asthey lifted him to their shoulders, he
caled out to the messenger.

"Follow close" he said, his hands flowing into a pose of command with the ease of long practice. |
want to hear everything you know before we get there.”

They moved quickly through the grounds of the paaces—the famed towers risng above them like
forest trees above rabbits—and into the black-cobbled streets of Machi. Servants and daves took abject
poses as they passed. The few members of the utkhaiem awake and in the city streetstook |ess extreme
stances, each appropriate to the difference in rank between themsalves and the man who might one day
renounce his name and become the Khai Machi.

Biitrah hardly noticed. His mind turned instead upon his pass on—the machinery of mining; water
pumps and ore grades and hauling winches. He guessed that they would reach the low town at the mouth
of the mine before the fast sun of early spring had moved the width of two hands.

They took the south road, the mountains behind them. They crossed the sinuous stone bridge over the
Tidat, the water below them till smdlling of its mother glacier. The plain oread before them, farmsteads
and low towns and meadows green with new whegt. Treeswere aready pushing forth new growth. It
wouldn't be many weeks before the lush spring took root, grabbing at the daylight that the winter stole
away. The messenger told him what he could, but it waslittle enough, and before they had reached the
hafway point, awind rose whuffling in Biitrah's ears and making conversation impossible. The closer they
came, the better he recalled these particular mines. They weren't the first that House Daikani had leased
from the Khai—those had been the ones with sx ventilation shafts. These had four. And dowly—more
dowly than it once had—his mind recaled the detail s, spreading the problem before him like something
written on date or carved from stone.

By the time they reached thefirgt outbuildings of the low town, hisfingers had grown numb, hisnose
had started to run from the cold, he had four different guesses asto what might have gone wrong, and ten
questions in mind whose answers would determine whether he was correct. He went directly to the
mouth of the mine, forgetting to stop even for bread and tea.

THE SUN was gone, the moon adiver no wider than anail clipping. Only the stars answvered the miner's
lanterns as Biitrah rose from the earth into darkness. His robes were wet and clung to hislegs, the gray
and violet turned to auniform black. The night air was bitingly cold. The mine dogs yipped anxioudy and
paced in ther kenndls, their breath pluming like hisown. The chief engineer of House Dakani's mines
took apose of profound thanks, and Biitrah replied gracioudy though his fingers were numb and
awkward as sausages.



"If it doesthat again, cdl for me" hesaid.
"Yes, most high," the engineer said. "Asyou command.”

Biitrah's guard walked him to the chair, and his bearerslifted him. It was only now, with the work
behind him and the puzzles al solved, that he fdlt the exhaustion. The thought of being carried back to the
palacesin the cold and mud of springtime was only dightly less odious than the option of walking under
his own power. He gestured to the chief armsman of hisguard.

"WEéll stay in thelow town tonight. They have away-house.”

The armsman took a pose of acknowledgment and strode forward, leading his men and his bearers
and himsdlf into the unlit streets. Biitrah pulled hisarmsinsde his robes and hugged bare flesh to flesh.
Thefirst shiverswere beginning. He hdf regretted now that he hadn't disrobed before wading down to
the lowest levels of the mine.

Orewasrich down in the plain—enough siver to keep Machi's coffersfull even had there been no
other mines here and in the mountains to the north and west—but the vein led down deeper than awell.
Initsfirst generation, when Machi had been the most distant corner of the Empire, the poet sent there
had controlled the andat Raising-Water, and the stories said that the mines had flowed up like fountains
under that power. It wasn't until after the great war that the poet Manat Doru had first captured
Stone-Made-Soft and Machi had come into its own as the center for the most productive minesin the
world and the home of the metal trades—ironmongers, slversmiths, Westland achemists, needle makers.
But Raisng-Water had been lost, and no one had yet discovered how to recaptureit. And so, the

pumps.

He again turned his mind back to the trouble. The treadmill pumps were of his own design. Four men
working together could raise their own weight in water sixty feet in the time the moon—aways amore
reliable measure of time than the seasondlly fickle northern sun—traveled the width of aman'sfinger. But
the design wasn't perfect yet. It was clear from his day'swork that the pump, which findly had failed the
night before, had been working at less than its peak for weeks. That was why the water level had been
higher than one night's failure could account for. There were severa possible solutionsto that.

Biitrah forgot the cold, forgot his weariness, forgot indeed where he was and was being borne. His
mind fdl into the problem, and he waslost in it. The wayhouse, when it appeared asif by magic before
them, was awelcome sight: thick stone wallswith one red lacquered door at the ground level, awide
wooden snow door on the second story, and smoke rising from al its chimneys. Even from the street, he
could smell seasoned meat and spiced wine. The keeper stood on the front steps with a pose of welcome
so formd it bent the old, moon-faced man nearly double. Biitrah's bearerslowered his chair. At the last
moment, Biitrah remembered to shove his arms back into their deeves so that he could take apose
accepting the wayhouse keeper's welcome.

"l had not expected you, most high," the man said. "We would have prepared something more
appropriate. The best that | have—"

"Will do,” Biitrah said. "Certainly the best you have will do."

The keeper took a pose of thanks, standing aside to let them through the doorway as he did. Biitrah
paused at the threshold, taking aformal pose of thanks. The old man seemed surprised. Hisround face
and dack skin made Biitrah think of apale grape just beginning to dry. He could be my father's age, he
thought, and felt in his breast the bloom of astrange, dmost melancholy fondnessfor the man.
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