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Author's note

 


This story
tells of a time before the Balje Peoples escaped from the disasters
that consumed the Vreski Empire over five centuries ago.

Some of the
people I write of – such as the Story Keeper, the Burning Woman,
the Horned Man and the Mother of Disasters – are well-known
characters in other stories (I've chosen to give them different
names here).

The rest of the
characters I've mostly made up, having perhaps caught a glimpse of
them in obscure documents hidden here and there – enough to inspire
me to give them mouths and words.

The locations
are real, or at least they existed five hundred years ago. Except
for Louge, of course.

The barby rats
are real, too; I can accept no liability for any damage or death
arising should you attempt to approach a barby rat using anything
written in this book.

It goes without
saying that this story is not based on fact. Though given our scant
knowledge of that dark period in our history, this is as good a
guess of what really happened as any other ...

 


 


 


 The Story Keeper Tells of
Beginnings

 


The red moon
was setting in the west as Julyeis clambered from the old tunnel,
but the glow of the white moon, still high in the part-clouded sky,
was enough to see by. Dusting the detritus of her journey from her
pants, she drew her rough goat-wool blouse tight around her
shoulders and stepped down the hill towards the telling circle.

Tonight's
meeting place was no more than a clearing in the jungle, reached by
following a goat-track that wound in meandering sweeps across the
northern face of Bassam Hill; at several points dark, sharp-thorned
undergrowth covered the track. Julyeis was careful to avoid
scratches as she pushed past the barriers and followed the familiar
route to its destination.

A score of
people clustered in small groups about the glade, listening. As she
hurried towards them a large man approached her; she recognised him
quickly from the set of his broad shoulders gathered beneath his
tight, rough-cut shift and the surprisingly light tread of his
gait; he carried a heavy branch easily in his broad hand.

'Julyeis, you
are welcome here, though possibly a little late.'

Her lips
tightened at the greeting. 'Business is brisk, Akambue; I was
tempted not to come. It looks like a thin crowd tonight: maybe
others felt the same way – unless some people have left
already?'

'No, your
feelings are good,' he said, looking around. 'It seems that fewer
of us feel the need to hear the old stories – though it makes the
guarding work easier.'

She shook her
head in agreement. 'Times have changed, old friend. Who needs the
stories when there's so many other things to be enjoyed on a
moonlit evening, yes?'

His smile was
broad, the large, uneven step of his teeth glinting through his
beard. 'The Story Keeper knew you were coming. She says she needs
to talk to you.'

The news
bemused her for a moment. 'Did she give any reason?'

'Of course not;
you know how she is.'

'Yes,' agreed
Julyeis. 'I know how she is.'

 


Julyeis settled
at the back of the small crowd, careful to keep clear of the sharp
undergrowth enclosing the glade. Beyond the fringe of branches and
leaves the unseen denizens of the jungle continued their songs of
threat and allure, careless of the invaders clustered within the
clearing. The long, low hoots of giant barby rats were barely
audible, which gave her a little comfort.

She had missed
the main story telling; people were now testing the Story Keeper
with questions. Julyeis did not mind: she always preferred this
part of the evening – without questions, how could a person make
sense of the world and their place within it? A good question could
supply a banquet of thoughts for many hours after.

A young man was
talking. He stood a little clear of the others, giving himself
space to sign his question with his hands as he spoke the words
aloud. His hand-speech was clumsy, as if only recently learned;
Julyeis didn't recognise him.

'In your last
tale you spoke of fish: "bullets of flesh that shot through the
seas and rivers, glorying in their rainbows of colours," you said.
What are these 'fish'; are they some sort of worm? Can you tell us
more about them, what happened to them?'

The question
was aimed at a figure sat on the lowest bough of a lutestran tree
that grew to one side of the glade. There was not enough moonlight
to make out the Story Keeper's features, except that she was a tiny
person - a doll of a woman with wiry limbs.

'You are named
Tazhos, yes? You came to this city not long ago to work on the
vedegga harvest and to make the dye?' The woman's voice was high,
yet even in tone.

The youth
nodded. 'This is my second time here.' Then, feeling the need to
explain further: 'My friend Akambue brought me.'

'You have the
knack of finding good friends,' said the tiny woman, 'you wave your
hands with Akambue's accent, I see. Do you know why we are
here?'

He answered
quickly. 'We are here to learn who we are, what we were. This is
what Akambue told me.'

The Story
Keeper giggled. 'I like your answer! It crept into my ears
unawares. But it is not the answer my ears yearned for. They are
callous lovers to unexpected answers. They want my mouth to try a
better question: do you know why people are here? Why this tree
grows here for me to sit on? Why the jungle murmurs and the river
chuckles and the sky cries rain in the afternoon?'

'I don't
understand,' said the young man, more slowly this time. 'Is there a
story to answer such big questions?'

Julyeis sensed
the woman smile. She seemed to hunch her head into her shoulders
whenever she was really pleased.

'There is
always a story, Akambue's good friend,' she said. 'But this telling
is the greatest of all stories, for it is the first tale; the story
from which all other stories grow. And for you I shall recall its
words again, now, so all of us can leave this story-telling circle
tonight with great knowledge in our heads!'

 


As the tiny
woman set out her story Julyeis relaxed, let her mind wander as the
cadences of the narrative lapped around the glade. The Story Keeper
was easily the best that Julyeis had ever heard; she had a knack of
bringing visions to the eyes of her listeners as she spoke, making
her voice and tone – even her hand gestures – work as hard as the
words themselves to make the ancient fable feel real, alive.

'And in an
instant, He set about casting together the rules of life – weaving
together ash and water, air and fire, until a heap of seeds lay at
His feet. Then He took each seed in His hand and whispered a secret
word into its core, and threw it across the curve of the world to
land and unfold in the form of its own true nature.'

Around the
glade, the jungle seemed to have quietened, as if the children of
that first creation wanted to hear the story too. Not that there
was much jungle left on this side of the hill. Varoul had once
shown Julyeis a map of the city – a gift from a satisfied client,
he told her. Central was Bassam Hill, she remembered, its two long
spurs jagging to the great river as it bent east away from its
southern course – the lines on the paper had reminded her of a
hammock, with the city nestled into its shallow bend and the arms
of the hill reaching out to comfort it.

The bulk of the
hill, though, ran northwards – a bulwark of jungle festooned rock
separating the terraced cultivations that fed the city. She could
feel the weight of the hill looming above her, a black mass
occluding the purple-black sky and its heavy veil of stars. Only
the broad summit of the hill was bare of vegetation, kept that way
by the barby rats who made the hill their home.

Remembering
about the barby rats, that they might hear voices and decide to
investigate the glade, tightened her stomach. She listened out for
their deep whistles, felt her body relax as she located the
tell-tale songs some distance away, high on the hill's brow.
Akambue might be carrying a big branch in his hands, but it would
offer little defence against one of those terrifying queens.

'From the
fires that roared from the depths of the globe He grasped some
dust, whispering to each mote a harsh word and releasing them all
into the hurricanes of His anger. Disease came to the world, and
decay, and unmaking – for those motes were in truth the Councils of
the Imps!'

The Story
Keeper's half-caught words turned Julyeis's thoughts in new
directions. It was easy to feel safe in Bassakesh, the city buried
so deeply in the jungle that the only passage in or out was by
water, travelling along the wide roads of the Taete river. No other
city in the Empire was like this place, she knew – or at least she
had been told by others who came to settle here.

She felt the
first tingle of a cramp slide across her thigh. Shifting her weight
to her other leg, she concentrated once more on the form of the
Story Keeper sat on her low bough. What could the woman possibly
want from her, she wondered.

She shrugged
the question away. The story was reaching its close. Ahead of her
the lad whose question had prompted this telling stood with his
mouth half-open, as if he had never heard of the two creations
before, nor of the Councils of the Imps whose domain was death and
decay.

'And where the
seed landed, a great tree grew, and from that tree came forth a
great fruit. When the fruit fell, it split in two: from one half
strode Sama-Lovare, Prince of Men, while from the other rose
Mara-Gaye, first of all women and Queen of Princes.

'And our
creation was complete!

'Believe the
truth of my story, a story that has passed from the lips of only
the greatest Story Keepers. And keep this truth close as you
depart: never let Tipi-sasane, that tiny, wily guardian of our
crops and our histories, steal this telling from your heads or your
bellies. For this is your story, my story: our story. The story of
why we are here.'

Maybe we're too
comfortable here, Julyeis thought, if we're letting the young ones
grow up without knowing our stories, our history.

 


Julyeis walked
forward to the tree as the small crowd broke and dispersed from the
clearing. As she came closer she could make out the Story Keeper's
deformed face, now illuminated by the slant light of the white
moon. The disc in the sky seemed to be holding her attention;
Julyeis felt the rats of impatience growing in her as she
waited.

'Sometimes,'
said the woman, finally, 'the telling leaves a hollow taste in my
mouth. The one who taught me said this would be so, that the
stories can overwhelm the body and all you can do is endure until
the day moves on.' She looked down at Julyeis, as if noticing her
for the first time. 'I do not enjoy the taste of hollowness.'

'Hollow,
Maeduul?'

'It's like a
yearning for the past, the future; for what might have been, yet
cannot be. When the stories become more than words, when I see
Mara-Gaye and Sama-Lovare, and the Corn Bird flapping her
mesmer-dance just out of my reach, then I can taste the hollowness.
It leaves me – sad.'

'It's a new
thought to me.' Julyeis considered this for a moment. 'But now you
mention it, it does sound familiar.' Choosing not to dwell on this
uncomfortable feeling, she changed the subject.

'Akambue
mentioned that you wanted to talk to me?'

'Ah, yes,' said
Maeduul, her demeanour transformed in an instant. 'News for the
brothel keeper's woman! Help me down from this log and we can chat
as we walk.'

Julyeis did as
she was asked. She was not shocked by the Story Keeper's abrupt
change in manner – the woman was known for her eccentricities – and
she was interested in what news Maeduul may have for her.

As they walked
away from the clearing the Story Keeper began talking, her voice a
low, conspiratorial whisper which Julyeis had to lean down to hear
properly.


'Luetsa-ten is worried. She frets in the evening. She talks
long with the Governor when she thinks no-one can hear them.'

'But you
hear?'

'I like to
watch the stars dance to the Creator's whistles and hums. You need
to be high up to appreciate the sweep of their curtsies and
bows.'

Julyeis nodded.
She had heard whispers that the little woman liked to sit on
rooftops after dark.


'Luetsa-ten worries that her history is coming to visit her
again. She hated the Old City, you know? But the Old City is coming
to court her kittens. He may sit comfortably on his golden cushions
in the Old City, but he is not as strong as he once was.'

'You're talking
in riddles, Maeduul.'

'Did you know
that I was once his ornament?'

Julyeis nodded,
spreading the middle fingers of her right hand wide to acknowledge
the question. The Story Keeper was steeped in rumours: the fact
that she had once been the Emperor's ornamental Servant had become
common gossip within days of her arrival in Bassakesh.

'I am his
parting gift to luetsa-ten. We came together through the
jungles and down the Taete river. He was old when he gave me to
her, you know, and now he is much older still. The Courtesans and
Clans and Temple-men do not fear him as they used to. Some of them
want what he has.'

'Courtesans and
Clans and ... Maeduul, I have no time for the games played by Tall
Ones!' Still, parts of the tiny woman's riddles were beginning to
fall into place for Julyeis.

'Your talking
of plots, yes? Something to do with the marriage of the Governor's
eldest daughter?'

The Story
Keeper smiled, hunching her plate-crowned head into her shoulders
as her cheeks pulled into a grin.

'They say you
are quick! Yes, they want luetsa-ten's kittens, and she is
not happy. She's protected them for so long – she fears that they
will not survive the passions and poisons of the Old City.'

They had
reached the entrance to the old service tunnel that passed under
the brow of the hill and its barby rat guardians back to the city.
Rather than step through, Julyeis turned and crouched before
Maeduul.

'It's
interesting gossip, Story Keeper, for which I thank you. But why
should I care about the affairs of the Tall Ones?'

'Like it or
not, they matter to us.'

The woman
paused for a moment, as if inviting Julyeis a chance to protest,
then continued. 'We serve all of creation, yes? Even those whose
memories of the Creator have been stolen, corrupted?'

Julyeis nodded,
her face still echoing her question.

'This is a good
place,' said Maeduul. 'Here we are safe within our jungles and our
walls. Servants and Clansfolk and common-folk, we get along, yes?
Yet this city is perhaps too sweet, too tempting a fruit for the
plucking.'

Julyeis's
question was simple. 'Who would dare pluck it?'

Maeduul turned
away, pulled herself onto the old tunnel's crumbling lip. Once she
was in the bole of the channel she turned back to look at Julyeis,
her shoulders again pressed against her ears.

'I've heard
rumours, too. They waft over the roofs like smoke from the pyres.
Rumours can burn as hot as the flesh, if given the right tinder.
People are coming, I think: some to take things away; some to take
people, their bodies, their minds ... I'm worried for us.'

'You want me to
do something?'

'A little
thing, yes? I want you to watch someone for me. A woman. She will
come from the jungle, I think, with nothing except a shawl over her
shoulders and words in her hands. Strong words. Dangerous words.
She'll be needing a place to stay – you can do this thing for
me?'

Before Julyeis
could nod her assent, the tiny woman had turned and disappeared
into the labyrinth delved within the hill's rock.

 


 


 


Delesse

 


'She always
refused to wear tambelskein cloth, though people swear it is the
most effective ward against memory-loss,' her mother said. 'She
told me once it was textured too rough for her taste!'

Delesse agreed
with a nod as they walked together past the shops and stalls that
lined the elegant course of the Street of Horizons. 'Has Aunty
Moesser settled into her new apartments?'

Temis paused to
consider a collection of amber beads displayed in a jeweller's
window. 'We shall find out soon enough. Devisek has invited us for
lunch.'

The mention of
food prodded Delesse's stomach to a low grumble. Dutifully, she
ignored it.

They had been
shopping for cloth, decorations, wards, jewels and beads, boots,
awning mounts and centrepieces for close on two hours now – though
they had nothing more than paper receipts to show for their
efforts.

More
accurately, decided Delesse, her mother had been considering items
and bargaining prices with nervous shop owners as she stood by her
side, forcing herself to look interested in the proffered goods and
services. Normally the shop keepers came to Temis, not the other
way around, but the novelty of seeing her mother operating in the
wild had soon worn thin.

'You're being
too quiet, dear. I was hoping you'd show more interest in your
contract feast.'

'I didn't think
you'd approve of my choices.'

She could tell
her mother was smiling by the wrinkling of skin at the edge of her
eyes. The Governor's wife rarely smiled with her mouth while she
was on public display.

'You don't care
for my taste?'

'Oh, I've no
complaint about your eye for quality materials and craftsmanship
...'

' ... And yet
...'

Delesse sighed.
'Why does everything have to be yellow? You always tell me yellow
doesn't sit well on me.'

'Don't be
silly, dear. That dress material wasn't yellow. It's much
creamier.'

'It reminded me
of goat's butter.'

'There was a
certain sheen to it,' agreed Temis. 'But with the right makeup, and
possibly dying your hair ...'

'And Velledue
will insist I wear some vile grease potion that will clash with any
cloth we choose.'

'Velledue will
not be a problem, dear.' Delesse could as much feel the undertone
in her mother's voice as hear it; Temis rarely agreed with the
family astrologer's decrees. 'But you know the theme has to be
yellow ...'

'... Because of
the dye.'

'Yes, because
of the dye. The guests will expect us to flaunt our wealth.'

'Sometimes
...'

Temis glanced
over, eyes level with her own, inviting her to continue.

'Sometimes I
wish Grandfather Rollusek had never worked out how to make dye.
No,' she corrected herself to block her mother's obvious response,
'that's wrong: I'm glad I'm not poor. But if he hadn't become so
wealthy, if he had never become a Favoured Courtesan and turned the
family into a Clan ...'

'Then you
wouldn't be marrying the heir to Clan Arallo, dear. Do you think
God is cursing you?'

'He's an
Honoured Courtesan – the first rank! Everything he does is probably
the gossip of the court. God Himself knows I don't like people
staring at me – of course it's a punishment!'

Again the smile
at the edge of the eyes. 'Many would go down on their knees and beg
for such a curse. By all accounts, he is an attractive man.'

Delesse had
spent many, many days learning to control the spread of her blush,
and sometimes – like now – she liked to believe that willpower
alone was enough to stop the darkening heat rise past her neck to
her face, though the heat of the day caught on the worn cobbles of
the street wasn't helping her cause.

'What's the
good of an attractive man if it means having to leave here to enjoy
his company, mother?'

Temis turned
her head away to look in the window of a well-regarded accessories
shop.

'We'll need new
gloves to go with the dresses, yes?'

'If you say
so.'

'It's the
thought of change that scares you. I remember you made such a fuss
when your sister was born: you sulked for weeks.'

'I've never
left this place before. I don't know anyone in the Old City.'

'You were born
in the Old City, dear.'

'I have no
memory of it!'

Delesse knew
she had raised her voice, shown a taint of emotion through pitch.
Thankfully her mother chose to ignore the fault.

'I've told you
what it's like though. I've taught you all the courtesies and
routines, the politics of the Court, yes? Though I ought to go with
you, at least for the first few months; I can understand your ...
reservations ... about life at Court.'

'You cannot
leave Igell, mother; he's not yet four years old. I know this. I
worked it out for myself the evening I was told about the
marriage.'

'The risks
would be fearful,' she agreed. 'Thank you for understanding. I hope
Clan Arallo appreciate what an insightful woman they're
aquiring.'

Delesse smiled
– as much as she tried, she had not yet gained her mother's ability
to mask all emotion from her face.

'They see me as
a big fat purse, I expect. I hope they like yellow.'

'Everybody
likes yellow, dear. I think we ought to investigate the gloves in
that shop.'

 


Delesse checked
the sky for clouds as they emerged. Solstice was less than a
fortnight away, making the afternoon rains a daily affair as the
season's heat sucked moisture from the surrounding jungles to build
bruised anvils, then lacing the clouds with lightning as they
hammered free their wet loads.

Her mother was
still thanking the shop keeper as she backed out into the street,
dousing his enthusiasm with short nods. Many people had reason to
be grateful for the business her marriage would bring to the city,
she realised.

'I think we
should walk near the trees, dear,' said Temis, grasping her arm.
'My desire for trade is just about spent and,' she glanced briefly
above her, 'Devisek is expecting us, yes?'

Delesse agreed,
placed her own hand over her mother's. They walked along the Street
of Horizons in a companionable silence, keeping to the welcome
shade of the mametaa trees set along the length of the road.

'How many
guards has Tuuke assigned to you today?'

'Hmm?' said
Temis. 'Oh, I've noticed three: two ahead of us and one behind. Why
do you ask?'

'That man ahead
of us seems to be herding people into the shops. The Guardsman
worries too much: who would attack us here?'

'You'd be
surprised, Delesse. Though not so much attack us as crowd around
us. You've become very interesting to others since the contract was
announced.'

Delesse
scowled, her annoyance overcoming the strictures of face etiquette.
'Is this the way things are going to be for me now? Always a guard,
always someone watching me?'

'It's been that
way for quite a while, dear. Tuuke's been assigning guards to you
since the beginning of the year.'

'Really? Why
haven't I noticed them?'

'He uses you as
a training exercise, I believe. "Unobtrusive guarding" he calls it.
They're getting very good at it, too.'

'I'm not sure I
like it, people spying on me.'

'Would you
prefer it the other way, people crowding around you all the time?
Bothering you? Demanding your notice, your business?'

'No,' she
conceded. 'Is that what it's going to be like in the Old City?'

She felt her
mother squeeze her hand. 'You'll probably be given a bodyguard once
you reach Stal – possibly a detachment of Imperial cladesmen, if
your Aunt Feyn has any say in it.'

'No peace, no
privacy! I'll ... I suppose I'll just have to make the most of
these last days of freedom.'

Temis slowed
her pace, tugged Delesse to a halt. 'Is that why you fear this
marriage? No, don't shake your head – I know something is worrying
you. Something more than your normal fear of change. If it was your
sister getting married I'd have a hard job keeping her here – she'd
be in Stal already!'

'Demanding her
rights as a wife,' agreed Delesse.

'Ah,' said
Temis. 'It's the ceremony itself you fear.'

Not until her
mother spoke the words did Delesse realise the truth in them. This
time there was no controlling the blush.

'Why does it
have to be so ... physical?'

'It's the
custom. You know this.'

'But other
people don't have to endure it. Most people can get by with just
one blessing, without having to perform – that – in front of
strangers.'

'Things are
different for us. You're a Favoured Courtesan, soon to be an
Honoured Courtesan ...'

'A courtesan
who's never even been to Court. It'll be humiliating!'

'It'll be a few
moments of nakedness, and then it will be done.'

'Did you do it,
with father?'

'Of course. He
was more scared than me – remember, it's worse for the man. Anyway,
what made you say such a thing about Arbelle?'

'Arbelle,' her
sister, younger by three years, 'dreams of nothing except becoming
someone's wife. She obsesses about it, mother! Do you know she
measures the width of her hips every morning and moans about her
lack of growth at every opportunity?'

'She always was
slimmer than you, dear.'

'It's –
unbecoming.'

Her mother
looked at her strangely, making her wonder if she had been speaking
too loudly; a quick check assured her that nobody was close enough
to overhear them. The prickles of blush about her neck was becoming
unbearable.

Then Temis
smiled at her, properly, allowing her lips to move.

'If it worries
you this much, Delesse, there's things that we can do, maybe, that
will make the ceremony – easier – for you. Come now, walk with me.
Let's see if we can reach your uncle's house before the clouds
burst open.'

 


'You must not
hesitate to insist on our help,' Temis was saying.

'I appreciate
your offer, though I only do as I must!' Delesse watched her uncle
lean back in his chair with both hands over his small-but-growing
gut. 'You know if I did not collect mad relatives, I'd have to
collect dogs from the street!'

He laughed at
his own joke, intelligent eyes half-lidded, as if judging his
guests for discomfort. But Temis had been too long a courtesan to
show any loss of balance, and maybe her smile was genuine. Even
Delesse, after seventeen years' daily contact, had trouble judging
her mother's real emotional state at any given moment.

'Dogs would be
cheaper to feed, dear cousin,' said Temis. 'Our family has always
had a taste for the better cut of meat. This is not charity we are
discussing, but honour. Would you at least consider a contribution
in kind?'

'I would accept
your contribution with speed, my Lady, believe me on this! I am a
businessman before I am a Clan leader in most issues, and I have
yet to feel shame for overcharging. But on this particular matter I
am on the losing end of the contract! Mother is adamant that none
of her old staff enter the compound. She's convinced they were
draining her blood every night for cursing rituals.'

Delesse was
proud that she managed to maintain an interested-yet-distant look
on her face. She and Arbelle had decided that Aunty Moesser was mad
beyond distraction many years before.

'You have an
alternative solution, surely?' asked Temis.

'I have been
thinking, my Lady.' He reached for his cup and drained the last of
his wine. 'I could ask you to take mother in – that is the prize
she's fishing for, I'm sure. But the Governor's House is too
public; I don't want her decline to be common gossip! No, best to
keep our embarrassments corralled within high walls, I say.'

'You do make a
strong argument. And we would be happy to accommodate some of your
other guests to give Moesser the room that is proper to her
station.'

'It is, my
Lady, nothing less than I would have expected of you.' He waved
towards Delesse: 'Help yourself to another drink, young Honoured
Courtesan-to-be!' This smile was genuine.

'But even
though you will soon have more than enough spare room,' he
continued, 'we'll soon have a flood of young bucks from the
Imperial Court, come to search of wives as beautiful as our
Delesse.'

Delesse managed
a correctly uninterpretable smile, winning her mother's approval.
'Arbelle will be pleased to hear such rumours,' she said. 'She much
prefers to negotiate contracts in person.'

She had always
admired her uncle's ability to ignore the rules of decorum. He
laughed out loud. Temis waited a moment, before pressing him again.
'You do have a solution, though?'

'Indeed! But it
will cost more coin than I have spare at this time. There is a
compound behind this one. A sad story: both sons killed in a boat
accident two years ago, and the parents are growing older. The
family was once a force in the city – worked with Grandfather
Rollusek for a while and profited from it, too – but they attracted
a nasty set of demons to their hearth. The parents have been
offered shelter by cousins living in Towes Whate; they're willing
to sell me the property. With a little inventiveness the two
compounds could be joined ...'

'For you to
fill with more ailing relatives?'

'Not at all!
More space is what we need! Mother would be content with a small
suite of private rooms which can be locked against the marauding
bloodsuckers!'

'It is an
intriguing idea, dear cousin, one that Gelleris will find
interesting.'

Delesse watched
the man nod: for Devisek, that was as good as a sealed agreement.
If Temis said yes, the Governor would not disapprove.

With the main
business settled, Devisek called for the traditional farewell tea
steam. Conversation fell again into gossip, this time surrounding
Delesse's forthcoming exchange of contracts – the first, less
worrying part of the marriage ceremony – and the list of guests
likely to attend from the jungle cities and Stal, the Old City.

After the steam
was served, Temis cocked her head slightly to one side, inviting
her cousin-by-marriage to engage once more in business. He lifted
his oiled eyebrow to start the conversation.

'Your
businesses go well, you mentioned,' said Temis.

'Indeed!
Fingers on fruit, and all that. A small gain here balances a small
loss there.'

'I shall pin a
special warding stone to the Clan emblem to encourage the gains for
you.'

'That is indeed
a kind and unlooked for gesture! I must hunt out an heirloom ward
for your eldest to wear on her contract day!'

'Such
generosity does not come as a surprise!'

Devisek smiled,
as Temis continued. 'Would you indulge a mother in an additional
gesture of kindness for her daughter?'

'If it is in my
power, my Lady!'

'Tell me: do
you still have a shareholding in Varoul's business?'

'Varoul's
business?' Devisek had opened his eyes wide in surprise. 'But
that's a ...'

'... A good
place to learn, yes? Delesse has some concerns, don't you dear,
that a few practical lessons - in a discrete establishment such as
Varoul's - may help allay.'

 


 


 


The Naming of the
Parts

 


On her third
visit to Varoul's House, Delesse finally looked at a naked male of
the species.

As before, she
was met at the door by Julyeis, the housekeeper. Devisek had agreed
with her mother that it would not be appropriate for the city
gossips to be aware of Delesse's tutelage; the whole operation of
travelling to and from the bordello was carried out with great
stealth.

Once inside the
doors, Delesse was free to lower the hood of her cloak. The decor
was becoming familiar to her: the hand-woven rugs scattered across
the polished wood floor; the tastefully erotic tapestries hung from
plastered walls.

'My Lady is
welcome!' declared the Servant in her low, even tones. 'Always
welcome! Does she require a refreshment before we proceed?'

Delesse shook
her head, though her mouth was dry.

'Then please,
my Lady, follow me to the relaxing room.'

They walked the
length of the entrance hall together, the shorter woman in the
lead. Delesse knew that most of the doors in Varoul's House were
kept locked, to ensure the maintenance of privacy at all times, so
she was not surprised to see Julyeis produce a key from a pocket in
her knee-length shift as they reached their destination.

'Thank you,
Julyeis,' she said as the Servant closed the doors behind them.
This room was decorated in a similar style to the hall, but with
the addition of a padded bench beside a fireplace, lit, and a
sunken bath to one side. Currently the bath was empty, so Delesse
went to sit on the bench.

Julyeis bowed,
and then knelt to help Delesse undo her boots. 'Has my Lady been
practicing her exercises?'

Delesse nodded,
a slight blush touching the sides of her neck.

'Do not be
embarrassed, my Lady! The exercises are to help you stretch your
joints. A supple body is an excellent gift to offer a gentleman – a
husband.'

'Those
exercises I have no problem with,' said Delesse. 'I fit them into
my afternoon routine quite easily.'

'Then it is the
massaging exercises that cause you distress ...'

'Not distress –
not exactly distress. I have been following your advice, massaging
after a warm shower in the evening. I ... hadn't expected it to
have such an effect on me!'

Julyeis smiled,
professionally. 'The Lady's body shook?'

Delesse nodded,
and the Servant's smile became a little more genuine.

'This is good
progress, my Lady. By understanding the various effects of the
massaging on your body, you can begin to learn to control them, to
ride them, to make them meet your purpose. You can also learn how
to mimic them ...'

'Mimic
them?'

'Indeed, my
Lady! There may come a time when you prefer not to abandon your
sensibilities in the waterfalls of sensation, when it would serve
your purposes better to pretend that the man between your legs is
reducing you to fruit pulp, but all the while keeping your eyes
clear of tears. Some say that the congress is a melding. Others
consider it to be a war.'

'And you?'
asked Delesse. 'What do you consider it to be?'

'The Lady
perhaps should not ask a Servant for an opinion. Much will depend
upon the man between your legs. I have prepared a light wrap for my
Lady to wear for this next lesson, if she would put away those damp
clothes of hers.'

Delesse did as
she had been asked, slipping her cloak and dress onto the floor.
Her undergarments followed, until all that remained on her body
were the warding stones she wore around her neck, wrists and
ankles. Quickly, Julyeis folded the clothes neatly and placed them
in a marked basket ready for cleaning and drying.

The new garment
felt rougher than it looked as Delesse picked it up from the couch.
She looked at the Servant: 'I thought this was scrivengoat
wool?'

'No, my lady.
The fibre is coarser, as is the weave. The wool comes from the
common goat, from the flocks which roam the higher pastures of the
Loa Vreska hills.' Julyeis took the garment from Delesse's hands
and shook it loose, ready for the girl to put her arms into the
wide sleeves.

'But while the
wrap may seem to be of common stock the wool, when harvested from
those flocks at the most auspicious time, has a particular warding
quality – it keeps away those devils and demons that take a special
interest in a woman's first adventures in love.'

A small viper
of shock ran along Delesse's spine, loosening her jaw and widening
her eyes.

'I had not
thought ... will someone be joining us today? Will we be ...
practicing?'

'The Lady has
the choice of it.' Julyeis made no effort to touch or calm her
client. 'Today we shall concentrate on the naming of the parts, and
after that we shall learn the Lady's decision.'

She shook the
garment again, and Delesse complied with the unspoken request,
placing her arms through the sleeve and then letting the Servant
pull it close around her body. A knotted belt of the same material
finished the dressing.

'It's a little
too short for polite company,' Delesse observed, and the Servant
graced her with a thin smile of acknowledgement.

'There are many
things a woman can wear in her private rooms, my Lady, but others
will be able to advise you better than me.'

She stepped
back and looked at Delesse. 'There is nothing to fear, my Lady.
Slow your breathing and collect your face. As I said, today we name
the parts.'

And with that,
she turned and walked across the room. When she reached the wall,
she shook one of the tapestries forward, revealing a second door.
'Shapeis! Attend!'

 


He entered, his
stance suggesting that he owned this room. Delesse's first
impressions were of a man, almost naked, as tall as she, muscled,
short hair, a common face – though faultless and symmetrical. And
horns. She concentrated on the horns as he walked towards her,
unsmiling. They grew from his forehead, reaching up a hand's length
and curving back, slightly ridged, polished and blunted.

A recreational
Servant.

She had heard
of such people from whispered conversations with her sister, always
eager to share the gossip she had overheard. Just as there were
Servant farms who specialised in the breeding of ornamental
Servants - like Maeduul, her mother's companion - so other farms
created recreationals: perfect in form and, allegedly,
function.

He stopped in
the centre of the room, his hands loose by his thighs, even his
fingers still. He did not look at her. Julyeis beckoned her
forward.

'Let us name
the parts, my Lady,' she said. 'We shall start at the back.'

For the next
few minutes Delesse listened as the woman explained the various
areas of the horned man's body, and what role each area could play
in the act. When invited to, she stroked his body; feeling his firm
young skin and the muscles beneath with her fingertips.

'The Lady
should be aware that massage forms a central part of the magic.
With the correct oils and a supple dance of the fingers a woman can
bring the beast within the man to the fore in ways that she can
control.'

'And you are to
teach me these?'

'Alas no, my
Lady. Each man is different, and what works on one man will not
work on another. To learn the full range of techniques can take
many years, practicing on many men. But you will only need to
satisfy one man – at first – and we cannot know what his
preferences will be. Instead, we can teach the Lady a few subtle
practices, and those areas of a man's body that are most likely to
respond to such ministrations. After that, you will need to
experiment with your man, explore the possibilities within
him.'

Delesse nodded,
her eyes still concentrating on the man in front of her.

'Now feel the
line of the jaw, and trace your finger from under his chin towards
the back of the neck. Most men have stubble here. An unscented oil
is often most usefully applied to this area in slow, straight
strokes, or alternatively spittle direct from the tip of the Lady's
tongue.'

The lesson
continued. Throughout the naming of the parts, the explanations and
the rubbing and caressing, he never moved – not even a flinch of
muscle. His breathing continued in its regular pattern as his
nipples were explained, explored, pinched and nibbled. His stomach
remained tight and silent as palms and fingernails traced their
course between the fine hairs surrounding his birth-wound.

And then
Julyeis unknotted a cord and let his loincloth flutter to the
floor.

'This, my Lady,
is the nub. It is, for a man, a treasure beyond price.'

To Delesse's
eyes the nub dangled like a leather hose emptied of water, nestled
in a perm of rough hair.

'I expected it
to be – well – bigger than that ...'

Julyeis arched
her eyes: 'And with a simple word, the Lady learns how to kill a
man's pride! But do not fear, the nub will grow when a woman coaxes
her man to the act with soft words and kisses.'

'To what
size?'

'We shall find
out. Though the Lady must remember that just as each man has his
own preferences for massage, so each man will have his own length
and girth of nub. Shapeis here possesses a straight nub – others
can curve and bend like a flower stalk seeking the sun – and he is
slightly larger than normal. Now touch the nub, my Lady: stroke it.
We cannot examine it properly in this sorry state!'

Delesse did as
she was told, gingerly running her fingers down the length of the
shaft. When it twitched she pulled her hand back, sharply. She
looked at Julyeis, who nodded encouragement with a thin smile.

Again, she
engaged with the shaft, this time running her fingers behind it,
her finger knuckles scraping against the scrotum. Veins appeared
along the length, which she traced with her thumb, watching as
their net expanded with each pulse.'

'Does it always
happen this quickly?'

'No, Lady.
Sometimes the man will disrobe already aroused, the thought of his
woman enough to inflate him. At other times the same man will
barely respond to the most tender of kisses, or will harden and
soften quickly. Such are the times that a woman should take care
with her words, or move rather to massage the man's back and neck,
smiling to her man however disappointed she may feel. As I said, a
man's nub is his closest, dearest treasure, but you can think of it
more like an untrained puppy that only sometimes obeys its master's
commands.'

The image of a
puppy made Delesse grin. 'This dog seems to be very well
trained!'

'Indeed, and
ready to hunt!'

'So, how do we
name these parts?'

The lesson
continued, Julyeis pointing out the sexual anatomy and commenting
on various methods of stroking and rubbing the inner thigh,
testicles, shaft and head. She showed Delesse how a sharp tap to
the base of the shaft could deflate it, and how a twist of the
wrist as the foreskin was shuffled across the head could bring the
whole back to life. She indicated the place between the testicles
and anus to press the forefingers which – she insisted – would make
a man worship her at the height of the act, and how to cup and turn
her spittled hand around the bared head to make a man scream with
pleasure even before he entered his woman.

Mention of the
penetration brought to mind a question that Delesse was scared of
asking. She played with the nub a little more before saying: 'I've
heard that it hurts ... the act.'

Julyeis reached
out and took Delesse's hands, slowly pulled them away and into her
own. For the first time, Delesse noticed a glint of concern in her
instructor's eyes; the smile she gave her was broad and soft.

'My Lady must
not think of the act in this way. Did you not feel some pleasure as
you stroked the man, as you discovered his body?'

When Delesse
slowly nodded, she continued: 'Think of the act as part of a larger
play, a sensual, exciting play where each scene adds to the
enjoyment of the next. The penetration will only hurt if you let
it, if you fail to relax. Just as you are playing with the man's
body, so will he be playing with you, and a good man will never
want to hurt his woman in that way! Yes, there will be a little
soreness the first time, and maybe for a few times after that, but
it doesn't last!'

And now Delesse
remembered the Servant's earlier words: 'the Lady has the choice
of it.'

'I think it
would be useful to learn how a man ...' she swallowed, her voice
dipping to a whisper '... how a man pleasures a woman.'

Julyeis's eyes
crinkled a little narrower to accommodate her understanding smile.
She nodded her head and moved her hands up to Delesse's cheeks.
'Yes, my Lady. If that is your desire.' She turned towards the
recreational and said: 'Shapeis ...'

And for the
first time Shapeis looked directly at Delesse – looked straight
into her eyes, and through them at her, naked and aching and a
little scared inside her own skull.

'I can't,' she
said, suddenly. 'What if ... what if I fall ... a baby ...'

Julyeis nodded
her head. 'Good, good! The Lady thinks of all things. There are
ways for a woman to protect herself, herbs and juices, caps and
springs and the like. We can talk about such matters the next time
the Lady visits, yes? But there is no need to worry with Shapeis.'
She took his scrotum in her hand and lifted it high, exposing the
two small scars beneath the wrinkled skin.

'Ah,' said
Delesse, not comprehending what she was looking at. Her tone must
have made the Servant aware of her confusion.

'A small
operation, yet decisive: no seed can progress beyond that point.
Does the Lady still wish ...'

She nodded her
head with a sudden determination. Without knowing why she realised
she very much wanted to experience this man, and now.

Slowly, he
stretched, reaching his arms above his head and arching his back
and just as slowly he relaxed, smiled. Not any smile, but a small
smile that pushed through Delesse's chest to pat her heart and
pinch her stomach. She didn't even notice him walking towards her –
only that his eyes seemed to grow larger: deep, dark brown eyes
with wet slate intrusions surrounding pupils wide in this dim
light. She felt his hand on her cheek, a dawdle of finger trails
from her ear down to her chin.

Then he kissed
her. Gentle lips moistening her own, his tongue tipping across the
thin, dark line of face-paint so carefully applied around them,
triggering reflex responses from muscles across her cheeks and
within her own tongue that she had not even suspected to exist. And
still his hands explored her, massaging her neck, her ears, her
shoulders and backbone; the line between her breasts – lessons she
had so recently be learning herself now applied to her own body by
a man who had practiced those massage techniques on an unguessable
number of other bodies.

When the rough
wool wrap slid open, she didn't notice. When she felt his thumb on
her nipple she remembered to breathe. He seemed to be playing her
carefully: keeping the little fear awake in her bowels, yet taming
it – feeding it and soothing it in turn by touch; a palm across her
stomach, a thumb across her buttock. Warm hands.

He broke their
tongue dance and spoke: 'The Lady desires for me to continue?'

Delesse opened
her eyes to stare in his face, open and questioning. Seconds
passed, then she took the back of his head in the palm of her hand
and slowly pulled his lips back into her own. He complied with her
order, the heel of his hand slowly circling her secret nub nestled
in its own growth of black down.

The groan
escaped her lungs before she could catch it in her throat. Again,
he broke their kiss, slowly slid his tongue down the length of her
throat and through the crease between her breasts, down further to
orbit her birth-wound, nipping, and down again, down so his chin
met the thumb kneading her vulva pulsing in its heat of engorging
blood. She leaned forward, her hand on his back forgetting to
return the massage; the other hand stroking against the curious
warmth of his horns, grasping one across its ridges as he started
to kiss her nub.

When he stood,
when he lifted her up and took her, standing, she lost the last
vestiges of control over the beast within him, let it trample her
into oblivion.

 


 


 


Shapeis

 


'I heard
Zhamelle hitting someone. What happened?'

Shapeis relaxed
when he heard Julyeis's voice behind him at the entrance to the
kitchen. He returned to tending his patient, a girl with blood
across her face, as he answered.

'That bitch
treated her client with less respect than he thought he deserved.
His tip was short of a few coppers and Zhamelle was not happy. So
she decided to beat the shit out of Kaalis when she went to tidy
the room.'

The girl looked
up at Julyeis: 'I did nothing wrong! She used her fists on me!'

Julyeis didn't
bother to hide the anger in her eyes. She moved quickly to
Shapeis's side, taking the cloth from his hands to continue
cleaning the blood away from Kaalis's broken nose and split lip.
Then she checked her face from different angles.

'There'll be no
need for stitches, but the bruises will be large. I want you to
stay out of Varoul's sight until the worst of the swelling has
gone. We don't need him getting concerned about us just now.'

'What about
Zhamelle?' asked Shapeis.

'Fix some hot
water, man, and make me a steam. I'll deal with that one in my own
time. You' – she pointed at him – 'you will do nothing! No words,
no glances. No attitude! We will not give Zhamelle any reason to
come down here! Nor Varoul, understand?'

Shapeis
shrugged. 'She would not be stupid enough to mix with
Servants.'

'Fix my steam,
and one for Kaalis too.'

He turned away,
happy in his stomach to comply with the order. Quickly he prepared
the drinks: plain tea for the women; a stronger lutestran steam for
himself. Julyeis disapproved of his use of the drug, he knew, but
he had two clients later who liked to be whipped: he preferred to
deliver the service with a muffle of narcotic between himself and
the action.

When the last
of the steam had condensed into the cup he carried them over to the
women, now sat by the small hearth at the back of the brightly lit
room.

'You made her
dress in goat-wool,' he said to Julyeis as he handed her the
drink.

She didn't
smile. 'I thought you would appreciate it.'

'I did. I liked
the story that went with it too, the harvesting at the special time
to keep the devils and demons away. I almost laughed when she put
it on!'

'You are well
trained, lad. And I wish it had been my idea.'

'It wasn't? Who
else would want to play such a cruel trick on the girl?'

'Her
mother.'

'No!' said
Kaalis, quickly recovering from her hurts.

'Oh, yes!' said
Julyeis. 'I had specific instructions: the Lady was to be dressed
in cheap clothes for this lesson, and was to be encouraged to fuck
the buckman. Apparently the peasant look is a big fashion in the
Old City at the moment and she didn't want her daughter to be
shocked by the idea. She took the shift, too. I told her to keep it
hidden in her bedroom and to wear it when practicing her
massages.'

Shapeis laughed
– a short, deep hack of breath. 'The mother worries about such
trivial things? She should worry more about the girl's body!'

'Why?' asked
Kaalis. 'I thought she was pretty, for a Tall One.'

'She is pretty,
I'll give you that,' he said, 'but she danced on the end of my nub
like a sack of onions!'

'There's no
need for that!' said Julyeis. 'She knows nothing except the writhes
and groans stitched into her reflexes. What I don't understand is
why the mother left such training to the last minute.'

'How so?'

'Well, if the
girl was destined to become that sort of courtesan ...' he could
feel the housekeeper's disapproval of "that sort" by the way she
dipped her voice as she spoke the words, '... then the training
should have started months ago. I get the impression that plans are
changing, that maybe Lady Temis has learned something lately that
may affect her daughter's contract once she gets to the Old
City.'

'What could it
be?' asked Kaalis.

'I've no idea,
child. Perhaps the Emperor is dying ...'

'Hush!' said
Kaalis, her hands going to her mouth. 'It's dangerous to even think
such a thing! My friend, she told me Tall Ones can tell even the
silent words in a person's head!'

Shapeis laughed
at the girl's superstition. 'Your friend lies!'

'Even so,' said
Julyeis, who gave him a dark look as she spoke, 'Kaalis is right.
We should be careful about what we say, and thoughts can write
themselves on our faces without us even noticing. We won't be
wanting attention from the Tall Ones just at the moment.'

'Why not?'

'Because we've
got a guest coming to stay. A special guest.'

 


Julyeis went to
collect her guest an hour before the next dawn. Shapeis accompanied
her, mainly because he wanted to; he rarely got an opportunity to
leave the bordello. Both wore long shifts with hoods even though
the air was already warm; Shapeis kept his hood raised over his
horns to minimise the stares from curious early risers. Wherever
possible, Julyeis chose to use back streets rather than the main
thoroughfares. To bypass Market Square, where the first
stall-keepers were beginning to arrive, they walked alongside the
main sewer under the cobbled space.

They reached
the river a little above the lower docks. Two strangers were
waiting in the mists, sat on the bank of the river near a poorly
maintained boat carrying a cargo of cabbage and yams. As Shapeis
drew closer he could see that one of the strangers was a child.

'You said
nothing about a child,' he whispered.

'Neither did
the Story Keeper,' she responded. She looked around then quickly
signalled: come.

The other
stranger – a woman by her shape, Shapeis guessed – responded with a
signal of her own. She took the child's hand and started to walk
towards them. Julyeis did not wait for them to catch up; she turned
and started back towards the sewer entrance. Shapeis followed, not
bothering to look back.

Only when they
had reached the relative safety of the sewer tunnel did Julyeis
stop.

'We need some
light, lad!'

Shapeis
obliged, turning on the torch they had brought with them, though
its illumination was feeble; the small spring boxes that powered it
were mostly unwound.

As soon the
guests reached the safety of the tunnel, the two women started
hand-talking. The older stranger carried most of the discussion,
weaving her hands through space in gestures and comments, her face
miming and grimacing as the silent conversation continued. Shapeis
trained the torchlight mainly on her face and hands so that he and
Julyeis could pick out the nuances in the woman's chatter, only
rarely turning the light on his companion when she needed to sign a
response to a direct question.

Throughout the
performance the child stood silent and unmoving, a little behind
the woman, her eyes lost in a gaze of brickwork patterns.

Then the
talking was done. Together the four of them began their journey
back to the bordello beyond the warehouses in the Western Quarter.
The torch springs finally failed as sunlight breached the city
walls.

Back at the
bordello, they entered as quietly as possible, moving directly to
the Servant quarters hacked into the bedrock beneath the
foundations.

'I'll make some
steams,' whispered Julyeis. 'You fix the stew, and find that bread
Varoul left yesterday.'

Again, Shapeis
did as he was told without question. He was curious about these
guests, and intended to stay on Julyeis's happy side to learn as
much as he could. He watched them now. The woman had already
removed her cloak and was attending to the child – a girl who could
be no more than eight or nine years old, he judged. Both were
filthy and their clothes were little more than rags.

'They'll need
to wash,' he said. Julyeis nodded an agreement and broke off from
tending the steamer to sign a quick chat with the woman. She, too,
nodded an agreement before continuing to tend to the child.

Shapeis
understood hand-talking: he had learned it, secretly, on his home
farm alongside the other children being raised for their various
purposes. Even so, the woman signed with a definite accent: her
fingers failed to make the expected inflections for tense and mood
and some of her signs were skewed or new, meaning Shapeis had to
concentrate harder than normal to get the gist of her words.

The child was
not typical, he thought. Throughout the journey, and now in the
Servants' quarters, she had shown no interest in him, Julyeis or
even the woman. She walked when she was led somewhere, sat and
stood when pushed down and pulled up. But otherwise she did
nothing, looked at nothing, reacted to nothing.

He attracted
the woman's attention and signed: Is the little one deaf?
Blind?.

No, the
woman signalled, her right palm outwards and fingers splayed.
She sees and hears only the Creator.



Shapeis was
sure he had misunderstood, but carried on signing – aware that his
speech was slow through irregular use. You have names? Will you
share your story with me?

Not yet –
the time is not good, the woman responded. But I'll give you
our names. I am called Kebezzu when I am among friends, and this is
my charge: Sosunda.

 


He was busy
working from mid-morning, and received his last client some time
after sundown. This one – a woman – had asked him to dance for her,
performing one of the more erotic Laoma fire-dances. Shapeis met
her request, though his mind was elsewhere. He dressed in a short
toga and set small fires in metal pots around the room. Some of the
steps were out of place – and he completely forgot one of the
short, intimate hand runs near the climax of the routine – but the
woman was beyond caring at that point. Taller than him, and fatter
than average, the woman had masturbated herself through the whole
performance.

He took her
roughly at the end, not bothering to check how moist she was
between her legs, rutting her mercilessly from behind to prevent
her hanging from his horns. Soon enough she was screaming for
rapture. He acted his way to climax, not delivering his salt to her
womb; he knew the client, high on the lutestran leaves she was
chewing, would notice no difference.

Then he bathed
her, massaged her, got rid of her. Varoul himself, tall and gaunt
with decaying molars, took her money as she left. Shapeis returned
to the room to clean up, and was joined a couple of minutes later
by Kaalis, dressed in a hooded shift to shadow the raw bruise now
spread across her face. She froze when she heard new voices in the
main hall: the slow, dragging tones of Zhamelle greeting her latest
client, but someone else had already prepared a room for her on the
first floor and she seemed eager to get her client to bed.

Shapeis
continued collecting the fire-bins and Kaalis mopped and cleaned
the sunken bath. When they were finished the girl put out the lamps
while he checked the hall. Varoul must have retired to his office,
leaving the way clear for the two of them to reach the hidden door
to their quarters below.

Nobody was in
the kitchen. He left Kaalis to prepare steams for them both and
went in search of Julyeis and the guests.

He found them
hand-talking in the space she called her office, the child asleep
on the floor between the two women. Without asking permission, he
knelt on the smoothed stone near to where Julyeis sat to watch the
conversation.

The woman –
Kebezzu, Shapeis remembered – seemed to be discussing rumours she
had heard on her journey upstream to Bassakesh. Petezbarre is
closed, he told me. The roads are guarded and the port blockaded. A
total quarantine, with not even Tall Ones allowed through.

And how long
ago was this? queried Julyeis, her lips jutting the question
from her face.

No more than
five days ago. He was the man who arranged our passage from Rhus
Barre.

Shapeis knew
little about geography. Rhus Barre was a settlement somewhere
downstream, before the Taete joined the Vaeyuu River; Petezbarre
was a seaport somewhere on the east coast, far away from the world
he knew.

And he had
good sources?

A cousin who
Serves in the Temple there. The aether has been seething with the
news, apparently!

Julyeis kept
her hands still for a few seconds, considering the information.
Reluctantly, she shaped her hands and her face into the questions
she didn't want to ask. Why? What do they fear? Strife?
Rebellion?

I do not want
to think that. Few of us survived the slaughters of those unhappy
times.

Plague?

Kebezzu
shrugged her shoulders, but her face made plain the fear she felt
in her bones.

At that moment
Kaalis arrived with the steams, and Julyeis – who seemed thankful
for the distraction – set about their distribution. Shapeis
received his lutestran steam and sipped the hot liquid from the
rough edge of his clay-glazed mug. He smiled his thanks to Kaalis,
even though the drink was weaker than he preferred it. As the
commotion continued he considered the child, sleeping on the floor,
oblivious to the sound of scraping chairs and clattering spoons.
Now the dirt had been cleaned from her he could see that she was
older than he had first thought – eleven or maybe twelve rather
than eight. But she was small, as if she had been underfed for
years.

She appeared to
be normal in every other respect. Her hair was a nondescript curl
of black and her skin was dark olive-brown, though scratched and
scabbed – if she had ever worked, then she had worked outside, he
surmised. He decided to venture a question.

Placing his
palms together, he brought his hands to his chin, his thumbs
covering his nose and his eyes staring directly at Kebezzu. She
noticed his request and nodded. Rustily, he started to sign.

It is strange
to see Servants travel without Tall Ones – why?

We are
without Tall Ones, friend Shapeis, she responded, slowing her
movements to accommodate his interpretation skills.

Why? Who do
you serve?

There is more
to Service than mere ownership. I am owned by the Creator, and my
Service is dedicated to His creation.

Shapeis frowned
at the answer. And those who don't Serve, who don't understand
the purpose of our Service – the Tall Ones – they accept
this?

The woman shook
her head slowly. Such people pollute our Service; we prefer to
keep our activities from their notice. There are places in the
jungles and mountains where Tall Ones do not go. Places made by
Servants after the great slaughters many years ago. I come from
such a place.

A city of
Servants?

Kebezzu's hands
laughed: No, young one. Hovels they are for the most part,
clearings in the jungles wide enough for a small crop of yam.
Nothing more, and yet they suffice.

And you were
born there, in this place without Tall Ones?

Again, the slow
shake of the head. These are not places to be born in, rather
places to discover, a safe space for us to perform the Creator's
work in peace, without distraction.

Why? Is our
Service not worthy?

True Service
should be freely offered beyond the bounds of shackles, yes?

Shapeis was
surprised when Kaalis, crouched behind him, broke her silence.

'What's so
special about freedom?' she whispered, not bothering to wave her
hands into the phrases. 'Life's as hard for most Tall Ones as it is
for us. At least we don't have to beg for food.'

But for the
first time in his life, Shapeis did not share Kaalis's certainties.
He glanced again at the sleeping child, then signed his
request:

Will you share
your story with us now, friend?

And the woman
called Kabezzu nodded, and stood, and unfolded a new vision for his
mind.

 


 


 


Tabeed

 


Tabeed broke
away from her search for a perfectly ripe mango, looked once more
around the Market Square. The crowds were thinning now as people
returned to their offices and desks behind the grand facades of the
buildings surrounding the massive space on all sides.

Time was
pressing. When a braid of her hair worked its way loose from its
tightly pinned bun at the back of her head, she pushed it back in
place with a frown. She had a long and evolving list of chores to
be completed before the rains arrived; shopping for mangoes was not
a part of her plans.

The stall
keeper hovered into her view with a wide face and open palms: she
scowled at him, threw the mango in her hand back into the pile and
moved on to a large pyramid of stacked garfruit. At least the man
had the sense not to follow her.

More minutes
passed before the other woman arrived. Tabeed hid her frustration
with a nod and a tight smile.

'You're late,
Julyeis!'

'My deepest
apologies, friend! Varoul woke in a garrulous mood this morning and
now the whole house is in disarray.'

Tabeed gave her
a calculating look, but accepted the story at face value.
'Employers often choose to be difficult at the most inappropriate
times. You have my sympathy. Shall we work as we talk?'

The woman,
taller than Tabeed by a finger's length, agreed. She offered her an
arm to hold. 'I need flowers, and soap. Are those stalls out of
your way?'

She looked
across the expanse of cobbles, past the squat spire of the market
manager's offices that hid their view of the river. Even when the
crowds were thinner, like now, a stroll across the longer axis of
the Market could take more than twenty minutes. But this chore was
important; she agreed with a nod.

'Our – mutual
employer – insists we discuss matters in detail: she will have to
accept the fact that other things won't be done. And anyway,' she
continued, 'her "ornament" does need some more of her soothing
ointment, which I know Bafue the herb man will have in stock.'

'Good!' The
taller woman smiled broadly as they started to walk together
through the market. 'Shall we gossip as we browse?'

Tabeed kept her
mouth even. She knew Julyeis by reputation, understood that her
wide, face-splitting, tooth bearing smile was used only to impress
strangers and onlookers. Instead she loosened a pin, pulled the
loose braid of hair back into place within its woven nest.

'I could do
with some henna. I swear my hair will be as grey as the clouds
before the year is done.'

Julyeis refused
to stop smiling as she checked the state of Tabeed's hair. 'Henna's
expensive, and over-rated. The grey looks good on you, gives you a
mark of authority. Watch where you're throwing your waste, man!'
She put out her arm to stop Tabeed walking into a pile of wet
cornhusks that a fat man had just thrown into their path. He
laughed at them. She responded with a coarse hand-sign which the
stallholder didn't understand.

As they stepped
around the detritus Tabeed picked up the conversation. 'I'd rather
rely on my tongue to keep my authority,' she said. 'Lady Arbelle
told me I was looking ancient this morning. She said I should ask
the Governor to give me lighter duties.'

'She probably
thinks she's being kind.'

Tabeed sniffed,
choosing not to give the suggested excuse more consideration than
it deserved. Instead, she slowed down her pace as they passed a
stall with a good display of brightly coloured goat-wool bed
sheets. Catching the eye of the young stallholder, she asked: 'Are
these the finest weave you have?'

'No, friend. We
keep the better goods at the back.' He pointed behind him to where
the afternoon tarpaulins were stacked around a small, covered
space. 'But they're expensive, mind. What would you be needing the
sheets for? Maybe something like this' – he reached across the
table to pick out a large square hanging from the rail with a broad
blue and white zigzag pattern across it – 'would meet your needs?
We have a complete set on offer.'

Julyeis
scowled. 'The pattern looks uneven. Are you sure you didn't weave
it yourself when you were drunk?' Before the man could protest, she
continued. 'She has the Governor's purse in her pocket, idiot.'

The stallholder
refused to take offence, but his grin told Tabeed that he didn't
believe a Servant would be given the job of picking out new linen;
the Lady Temis always made those decisions. Even so, he soon showed
them into the covered alcove where the better linen was already
wrapped and stacked. With the arrival of another customer
immediately after, the two women found themselves alone.

Tabeed wasted
no time. 'She – ' her eyes darted upwards towards the bulk of the
Governor's House '– is keen to know how the special lessons are
going.'

'The girl
learns quickly. But she doesn't learn well.' Julyeis shrugged,
before continuing: 'I feel that she enjoys the lessons for what
they are, rather than lodging their content in her skull, if you
know what I mean.'

Tabeed nodded,
slowly. 'Go on.'

'I don't know
how to teach her what she needs to know without knowing what – our
employer – thinks the girl needs to know. She remains fascinated by
the male body, but plays with it for her own pleasure rather than
judging what pleasures the man may need.'

'I assume that
this is a problem,' said Tabeed. 'Our employer wants her to learn
enough to be able to survive ... intrigues, I believe, though why
she thinks this is necessary I don't know. The girl's future
prospects in the place where she's contracted to go will be
different: for a start, she'll already be married.'

'And the
betrothed is ambitious?'

'From what I
hear, he is his father's tool – even though he's the heir. And that
family is taller than most Tall Ones, if you follow me; they have
an – intimate – relationship with powers beyond my understanding,
or so I've heard people say. Well placed enough not to require the
girl to trade favours, I would have thought.'

Julyeis reached
up and pulled out a large, deep yellow sheet from the pile.

'That trader
wasn't lying about the quality.' She stroked her ringless fingers
across the material. 'This is a good weave.' She checked the
stitching along the hem. 'I'm worried she may fixate on our lad.
She needs to see some variety if she's to understand how
differently men can react.'

Tabeed took a
moment to check outside the alcove; the stallholder was engaged
with another customer – he seemed to be doing a brisk trade. Even
so, she was beginning to worry that they'd spent too long in one
place. 'There's more important things to buy than pretty sheets,'
she said.

Julyeis agreed
with her, put the sheet back on top of the pile. They left the
stallholder with a promise to return, Tabeed questioning him on
where the man's workshop was in case the Lady Temis wanted to see
the merchandise for herself. Once they were walking again she
picked up the conversation.

'So you've used
just the one man for the lessons?'

'Our employer
was strict on this point; I don't know why. She told us only to use
our "recreational" for the practical sessions. He's a good lad, but
he lacks the experience of real life, you know?'

Tabeed shook
her head.

'This lad,'
Julyeis started, 'well he does as he needs to do. He's good at his
job, but it's a job to him. His only concern is to give the client
what they desire, preferably with minimal effort on his part.
Frankly,' she finished, 'I'd be happier if we could let our pupil
see how the staff deal with a variety of men, and then used that
knowledge on a couple of our lads.'

'You want me to
tell ... her ... that the education she's planned for the girl is,
what, flawed?'

They dodged
some children racing through the market in a couple of small
handcarts. Soon they would reach the flower stalls; the ointment
sellers lay immediately beyond.

'I'm sure you
can think of a more tactful way of telling her,' said Julyeis.

'Remind me to
find a Tall One to curse you with one of their demons,' grumbled
Tabeed. She checked the height of the sun. 'Those clouds are
banking already, and I'm hours behind on my work!'

 


From the open
flatness of the Market Square, laid out close to the river walls
and the city's docks beyond them, Tabeed started on the long,
uphill walk back to the Governor's House. The whole town was built
on a hillside within a broad half-bend of the river, its main
streets looping around the hill with minimal incline along their
lengths; shorter, steeper streets connected them, giving the woman
a choice of an easy-yet long walk against a quicker, harder
journey. She chose both options, switching to steeper streets each
time she regained her breath.

The House
itself wasn't at the very top of the hill – that was the domain of
the barby rats – but rather two thirds the way up, built on a
shoulder of land which gave good views of the terraced cultivations
carved between the dark jungle walls and the muddy, wide reaches of
the river.

Soon enough,
she reached the fortress's massive front gate. Instead of walking
beneath the arches, she continued along the side of the high,
thick, stone dressed wall and through a much smaller side-door into
the kitchen gardens that stepped down the landward side of the
promontory. She enjoyed the gardens and often came out here to
work, but time was pressing and thunder-clouds were already
covering much of the sky. She bustled along the gravel path and
into the kitchens and store rooms, reordering work priorities in
her mind.

She gave orders
and directions on the trot. The front part of the compound,
overlooking the five-walled Reception Courtyard, was devoted to
city administration and office work. Her office was in the back of
the House, where the workrooms which formed the heart of her empire
spread around the lower tiers of two sides of the almost-square
Fountain Courtyard.

With no time to
satisfy herself that her orders were being taken forward properly,
Tabeed reached her office and pulled a clean over-tunic from the
linen stack, tying it loosely at her waist. She allowed herself a
moment to check her appearance in a mirror, searching for a new
hairpin to skewer the recalcitrant braid back into place. Then she
was off again, crossing the courtyard, its herringbone pattern
brickwork already scrubbed, towards the great staircase which
served as entrance to the upper floors surrounding both courtyards.
Somewhere above her she could hear the Governor's young son and
heir, Igell, trying to remember the words of a nursery rhyme.

She found the
Lady Temis in her reception chamber, on the west side of the first
level furthest from the staircase. The chamber's doors ran the
length of the walkway; all had been opened to allow the room to
catch the morning sun. The space itself was only lightly decorated:
most of the fittings and furnishings was expensively new. The only
old piece of furniture in the room – an overstuffed, frayed
armchair – had been pulled near to the open doors so Temis could
sit and look over the courtyard as she worked on her papers.

'My Lady,' said
Tabeed as she drew close.

Temis looked up
from a letter she was reading and wrinkled the sides of her eyes in
greeting. She rarely moved a muscle in her face more than was
necessary. From the neatness of the small pile of papers next to
her on a stool, Tabeed surmised that the Lady had been waiting for
her, rather than concentrating properly on her work; Temis had a
habit of spreading her work around her as she engaged with it.

'Ah, Tabeed! I
was just about to call for your help to close these doors.' Her
voice was even and slow, as controlled as her face with never a
misplaced word or tone.

She nodded,
moved to the end of the room to start the process of door-closing.
'The rains will be early today, my Lady,' she agreed. By the time
she reached the old chair and stool, Temis had moved her papers
over to an ornately carved work desk placed at an angle in the
centre of the room. Under the desk lay a small figure, curled up as
if in sleep.

'Maeduul, my
sweet one. Wake up now. Tabeed is here.'

From under the
thin, bare arm appeared the wrinkled face of the Lady's
"ornamental" servant. Her head's disfigurements had once shocked
Tabeed, but time and acquaintance has soon cured that issue: Tabeed
knew better than to accept things as they appeared to be.

'I'm not
sleeping, luetsa-ten. I was listening to your pen whisper
its secrets to the paper!'

'You were
snoring, dear. And now you're pretending.' Temis could always find
a small smile for her pet Servant, as if she was remembering
secrets of her own. 'Now come here and stand before me.'

Beneath the
table the tiny woman stretched, then rolled onto her knees and
crawled out towards where the Lady was settling her old chair in
the corner of the room.

She was short,
barely more than a metre tall. And yet well-proportioned along her
length, like a doll of a woman, thin in the arm and the buttock.
Today she was wearing a light blue smock with white hems around its
edge. It reached down to her knees and left her arms bare to the
shoulder, wrapping her body like a loose sack.

Tabeed could
see the woman's age plainly. It showed in her face, the lines
around the eyes that peeked out above the large, flat bony plates
that grew from her upper jawbone to almost circle her furrowed,
hair-free head.

Temis reached
out and took Maeduul by the hands, turned her round to face Tabeed.
'She has been sitting on the roof again, haven't you, hosha?
Her skin has burned.'

'I was watching
the red dog chasing the white rabbit across the sky. It was a good
race! And then the hearth-woman came and cleared the cinders out
and lit the new sun. How could I refuse her gift of soft rays?'

'You should
know better! Your skin is too white to sit out in the sunshine!
What happened to that old parasol I gave you?'

'You are silly,
luetsa-ten. Why would I need a parasol over my head to watch
the moons play in the sky?'

'Nevertheless.'
Temis moved the muscles around her mouth to form her special scowl,
the one she used to show the woman that she was not happy with her.
Maeduul reacted accordingly.

'I'm sorry, my
Lady,' she said, bowing her head as low as her deformities would
allow. 'My work is to please you. I only thought you would like my
skin to be brown and soft like your own.'

'And now it is
red, like Brach the fire imp's droppings.'

'And you want
me to be white,' said Maeduul, a soft grin on her still lowered
face, 'like snow petals on the mountains.'

To Tabeed this
seemed like an old exchange, signalled in stock phrases: for both
women each utterance probably referred back to previous, much
longer conversations.

Temis waited a
few seconds before continuing. 'I can forgive hosha-ten, if
hosha agrees to have cream rubbed into her burns now – and
to stay off the roof for at least a whole week.'

Between her
cheek-plates, Maeduul smiled. 'Of course I shall obey my Lady! The
moons will not be running together for another ten days.' Quickly,
she pulled off her smock and stood before the two women, naked.
'Have you brought me the minty cream, Tabeed? That one makes my
skin taste nice!'

'No, Maeduul.
I've been to the market this morning to get you some special cream
– the one with the balming herbs you said you liked.'

'I don't mind
the tingles,' said Maeduul, 'they make me feel free like the light,
but they do bother me after a little while.'

'Turn around
then, hosha, and hold out your arms,' said Temis. 'And stay
quiet while Tabeed applies the cream. We need to discuss other
business now.'

 


 


 



Of Sex and
Love and Politics

 


Solstice eve.
It rained until after sunset, each cloud unfurling its blanket of
fresh water across the city, the force of the liquid sheets
flattening the river into a resentful calmness. The storm washed
the city's stone streets to a dark grey cleanliness, rivulets
digging and scrubbing away the rubbish and dust as they weaved
their glugging paths down the great hillside.

The rain
stopped as quickly as it had arrived. For a short while the only
sounds were the city's sounds: the knocks of doors and windows
being unshuttered; the splash and clash of the traders in the
Market Square tipping water from their awnings and dismantling
their stalls; the warbles of neighbours and friends greeting each
other as they started their preparations for the festival
celebrations.

Then from
across the river and beyond the city walls the volume of the jungle
began to grow. High-pitch chirrups, loud in the ears of children
but blessedly damped from adult hearing. Deep yowls echoing through
the dark from unknown mouths and snouts. Careful people listened to
the growing cacophony, attempting to catch the cadence of the imps
and demons now rustling through the vegetation, adjusting their
personal wards to combat this night's special dangers: an extra
green rag tied around the left wrist for some; a stone with blue
veins placed in a pocket; a whispered blessing over a thimbleful of
warmed ghevvesein turned opaque by the addition of water.

By the time the
evening meal had been served in the Governor's House even these
sounds had been drowned out as the land started to release the
water it had soaked up during the afternoon downpour, like a heavy
sponge placed on the side of a basin.

For Delesse,
the sound of the jungle draining itself was the sound of safety.
Surely no imp or demon would venture far from its home tree while
the valleys expelled their waters.

Arbelle was not
so sanguine. Delesse watched her younger sister as she followed the
orders written down for them by Velledue, their father's
astrologer, placing the candle he had prepared for them on a low
table in the middle of the room and lighting it, then dimming the
room's electric lights to a fraction of their full strength. Soon
enough a sharp, peppery aroma pervaded the room, tickling the
lining of her nostrils.

'We can tell
stories in this room tonight,' suggested their guest.

'Ghost stories,
Maeduul?' Arbelle stretched her eyebrows high in mock fright as she
turned to look at the tiny woman.

'Who knows what
stories the Corn Bird will try to distract us with tonight.' She
pulled up the sleeve of her oversized blouse to rub her fingernails
across her arms.

'Mother told
you not to scratch. Do you want your skin to blister again? Anyway,
the Corn Bird doesn't exist. It's just a Servant story to distract
us from the real dangers.'

'As you must
believe, Arbelle-ten. What imp do you think has fractured my
skin?'

'The imp you
were born with,' said Delesse as she folded away her dining dress,
laying it in a basket ready for collection. She had changed into a
pair of baggy hemp pantaloons and her rough goat-wool wrap as soon
as she had reached the room – a protest, she had explained to
Arbelle, at not being allowed out into the city to celebrate,
though the truth was she had grown used to the scratchiness of the
material, enjoyed the feel of it against her body.

Arbelle gave
her older sister a calculated stare. 'Have you washed that old rag,
yet? I'm surprised your skin isn't rampant with louse-bites!'

'Of course I've
washed it! I wash it every morning in cold water just as Varoul's
people told me to do. I'm more likely to get louse-bites from you –
have you greased your hair?'

'Velledue!'
replied Arbelle.

Delesse
understood her sister's chagrin at the old astrologer: he had
become decidedly more spiteful with his warding orders over the
past few days. House rumours suggested the man was not happy with
the Governor's decision that he accompany Delesse to the Imperial
Court in Stal for the final marriage ceremonies.

'You don't have
to follow his every order,' said Delesse. 'That man lost all
interest in us the day Igell was born. He devotes every waking
moment to protecting our little brother from evil influences.'

'I wish he'd
find a way to keep the sticky devil away from the kid.'

'I wish he'd
find a way to stop him picking his nose – it's unhygienic, an
invitation to every passing imp! How long are you going to keep
that gundge in your hair?'

'I'll have to
wash it out before I sleep, in case it glues my head to the
pillows.'

Delesse smiled
as they settled themselves around the low table with its candle.
She sat cross-legged on her floor pillow, while Arbelle folded her
legs to one side and rearranged her prized pale blue jarales thread
night robe around her. Maeduul, as ever, chose to sit on her heels.
When she was settled the tiny woman grew still, closed her
eyes.

'So,' started
Arbelle, 'when is your next appointment?'

'Not tomorrow,'
said Delesse. 'The dressmaker will be here in the morning, and
Mother is teaching me more etiquette and intrigue in the
afternoon.'

'She ought to
let me sit in on those lessons,' said Arbelle. 'It will save her
time.'

'You're so sure
you'll marry a courtesan, sister?'

'Of course! I'm
sure there's more than one Honoured Courtesan looking for a bride,
or even an Esteemed Courtesan – that's a step up from our current
rank, yes? The Clan needs strong alliances in the Old City. And
they all need us. Everybody craves what we have.'

'But what of
alliances here, in the province? You might find yourself contracted
to an old man in Towes Ferhe.'

The shock on
Arbelle's face made Delesse laugh out loud. She hadn't realised
that her sister was convinced that she, too, would soon become a
powerful figure at the Imperial court.

'Oh, little
sister,' she said. 'Why does everything have to be political?'

Arbelle gave
Delesse a hard stare. She didn't like being laughed at. 'Everything
is political, Delesse. There is nothing but politics and misery in
this world. Have you not bothered learning Mother's lessons?'

'You've been
listening, haven't you.'

'Of course!
Maeduul isn't the only one who knows how to sit quietly on a
roof.'

This made
Delesse laugh again, and soon enough Arbelle joined her with a
smile.

'Even so,' said
Delesse when she regained her decorum, 'you haven't answer my
question. If everything is politics and misery, then why do we have
love?'

'Do you have
love?' Arbelle lowered her voice to a whisper. 'Have you found
someone to love?'

'Of course not!
But I wish for it every day.'

'You will love
your husband, I am certain of it,' said Arbelle.

'But what if I
don't? What if he is no more than a pretty leather glove wrapped
around a knot of worms?'

'Then you must
do your duty, sister. I can't have you ruining my chances of a good
marriage! Anyway, the man comes to collect you in three weeks:
don't you think it is a little bit late to be worrying about
love?'

'Every person
needs to worry about love,' said Maeduul. She had opened her eyes
and was now staring steadily at Delesse. 'Without love, we are not
human!'

Delesse turned
her head to face the Servant's stare. 'Why do you say that?'

'It is the way
we were built. It is the Creator's only desire for us, that we
learn how to love each other.'

'Don't be
silly,' said Arbelle. 'God does not love us. He cast us out of His
house and sent His imps and demons and devils to punish us. That is
why we suffer. That is why everything must be politics and misery.
Only by enduring our punishments can we hope to gain His
forgiveness.'

Maeduul ignored
Arbelle, kept her gaze locked on Delesse. 'Is the act of sex such
misery?' she asked. 'Is it a punishment to be endured?'

The room fell
silent. Delesse found herself blushing as the others waited for her
answer. She knew her answer, but it embarrassed her, here and now,
to speak it out loud. To admit to having an answer so readily to
hand – and yet she knew she had to speak, if only to fill the
silence of the room with sound.

Finally she
said: 'Why do you ask me that question?'

Maeduul hugged
her hands between her knees, leaned forward: 'Why do we have
sex?'

'To have
children, of course.'

Maeduul cocked
her head to one side, her skull ridges and jaw flanges making her
look very alien in the dim light. She remained silent.

'To further the
cause of the Clan,' Delesse continued. 'To have children, to be
strong. To remain alive in a cursed world, together.'

'No,' said
Maeduul. 'That is the purpose of your contracts and your marriages.
Why do people have sex? Why can't we just bud new babies like the
gar bush buds new shoots?'

The little
woman's stare was penetrating: Delesse felt like she was being
looked at naked, skinless. Even so, she met the question. 'We
cannot bud our children because they would then be us. Men and
women have to come together to mix themselves in the congress of
sex. That way, our babies can be different from us, and will be
able to fight off the demons and imps that finally kill us, their
parents.'

Arbelle joined
in the conversation. 'The first men and women were budded from
God's own fingers. That is why only we are in the image of God. And
it is why God created sex, as a punishment on humanity, and to
prevent us becoming gods in our own way. I can't believe you don't
know this, Maeduul!'

Maeduul ignored
Arbelle, continuing to stare at Delesse. As the silence continued
the sounds of the jungle became louder, invading the room. Finally
Delesse spoke: 'Why are you challenging me, Maeduul?'

Still the
Servant didn't smile. But she did move back onto her heels,
relaxing her shoulders. ' I apologise to the Lady.'

'Good! I do not
enjoy your company when you are suffering these strange moods.'

'I apologise to
the Lady, for I had forgotten how much the Corn Bird has stolen
from the Tall Ones.'

Delesse cleared
her throat with an uncertain laugh. 'You and your Corn Bird! What
can this Corn Bird steal from me?'

'Stories, Lady!
Tipi-sasane steals stories from the head of the unwary child, and
thus is the child diminished. She remembers nothing but the rag
ends of stories, like a dream half-recalled five minutes after
waking.'

'Remember who
you're talking to, Maeduul!' said Delesse, her voice lowered to a
sharp whisper. 'If Velledue heard you saying these things to me
...'

'... he'd
assume you were possessed by a treasonous demon and demand that you
be beaten in the Market Square!' finished Arbelle.

Now Maeduul
smiled. 'Nevertheless,' she said, 'this is the way of the world.
Your politics is beating the weak for telling the true stories,
nothing more. Can we drink water now? Then maybe I can talk some
more. I can tell stories in this room tonight, this special night,
for those with the ears to listen.'

Sometimes, when
she and her sister had been much younger, Delesse remembered,
Maeduul would come to their room before bedtime and tell them
stories: strange stories; stories that could get the girls into
trouble if they repeated them to other people. For they were very
different to the stories old Velledue told them during their
lessons. They were about how things became and what things were and
why things happened. There were no devils or demons in Maeduul's
stories, though still they could frighten Arbelle to tears; then
she would have to hug her sister until she fell asleep.

Maeduul had not
offered to tell them a story for more than six years. For Delesse,
the evening had already been strange, with the rain lasting hours
longer than it should, and the Servant's even stranger than normal
behaviour. Suddenly, for no reason – apart from perhaps a desire to
recapture the certainties of her childhood – she wanted to hear one
of the tiny woman's stories.

'It will do us
no harm,' she said to Arbelle. 'What story will you tell us,
Maeduul?'

'Not the one
about the Waily Fish,' said Arbelle quickly. 'That story was too
sad. How about a funny story instead?'

'I like funny
stories,' said Maeduul as she returned to the table after filling
her specially adapted mug with water. 'But tonight is perhaps a
good night for a different story.'

She settled
back down at the low table, sitting on her heels.

 


'Someone once
told me – a wise woman, this – that the first men and women were
budded from God's own fingers. That is why, she told me, people are
built in the image of God.

'And she was
right, this wise and wonderful woman, because people are built in
the very image of the Creator. And men and women did indeed bud
from the Creator's very own fingers.

'But alas for
this clever woman, for even though she protected her thoughts and
her words well, the Corn Bird was able to confound her and steal
away the real story. The whole story.

'But tonight I
shall help this wise and beautiful woman. Tonight with my words I
shall do combat with Tipi-sasane and take back what is rightfully
hers and ours to know.

'The Creator
came and made the world, the mountains and the oceans, the rivers
and the plains. And then He created life to make the world
beautiful in His eyes. But He underestimated His powers. His life
consumed the world, choking the rivers and sapping the mountains of
their strength. So the Creator brought forth the Councils of the
Imps, who are death and decay, and the battle of life and death
became.

'The Creator
was saddened by His world, and left it for many, many ages. But He
never forgot this place as He travelled among the stars. He yearned
to make things right again, and finally He returned. With new magic
He undertook a second creation, a more powerful and ordered
creation. And in His final act of this creation He formed the
People Seed, which He threw across the arc of the world to land
where it willed.

'This seed fell
to ground in the Valley of Home, and there it took root and grew a
great trunk and a great branch, and on that branch it formed a
great fruit. And there, within the fruit grew the first man and the
first woman, clasped together in their formation. When that fruit
finally dropped from its branch it clove in two. From one half
strode Sama-Lovare, strong and lithe and eager to hunt and explore.
And from the other half emerged Mara-Gaye, perfect in every way:
beautiful and intelligent and quick.

'These are the
words of my story for those wise women who sit with me tonight.
Listen to my words as I tell you the fortunes and misfortunes of
Sama-Lovare and his birth-sister Mara-Gaye while they lived in the
Valley of Home. Keep these words close to your hearts and your
guts, so the Corn Bird may never steal them away from you
again!

'The Valley of
Home was the most beautiful place in the world. Through it ran a
river whose waters were fresh and cold for the drinking, but which
also provided shallow, warm pools where the first man and the first
woman could wash and swim and play. Above the river were great
cliffs, their faces dressed in a riot of vines and lianas, with
wholesome mosses and sugar-sweet fruits for the eating. Within the
cliff walls were wide caves where the siblings could shelter from
the wind and the rain, and sleep in safety from the battles of life
and death that still raged across the world.

'In those first
days the world was a wonder to explore, with each day bringing a
new discovery. Every morning Sama-Lovare would head off into the
hills around the valley to seek new pleasures and sights, and every
morning Mara-Gaye would head to the river to learn new knowledge by
listening and watching the ways of the world.

'For the
Creator was never far from His greatest achievement. Sometimes He
would become the divine breath and sweep through the trees, letting
their leaves dance at His passing. At other times He would become
the giving rain, whose patters and spatterings would entrance the
siblings. And sometimes He would send His other creations to teach
His beloved children.

'For instance,
one day Sama-Lovare met Wrak-Kateh, the cockerel that greets the
hearth woman each morning with praise and song for the Creator, who
came back to the valley to teach the siblings how to prepare and
mix their food so that it would always be tasty and safe.

'And then there
was the time when Uruk-We the toad stayed for a while in the
valley. It was from the marks on her skin that Mara-Gaye learned
the secret arts of reading and writing words.

'But their
greatest teacher was the People Tree, for this was their birth
tree. By listening to the voice of its creaking bark the siblings
learned which foods were good for the eating, and which would harm
them. From the whisper of its leathery leaves they learned the
shape of the world beyond the valley, and from the curves of its
questing roots they learned of the Creator, and how to worship him
through their enjoyment of life.

'Ah, my wise
women! Now you must listen hard to my words. For now I must rest
from recalling the pleasant things, and instead whisper in your
ears important words. Words that must not be forgotten!

'One morning
there came to the Valley of Home Leprhe-he the rabbit, and his wife
Leprhe-she. Mara-Gaye was enchanted to meet the couple, and begged
them to stay with her and her brother for a while.

'The rabbits
were glad of the invitation, for the grass in the valley was sweet.
They built themselves a home in the ground and every evening they
would entertain the siblings with stories and plays. Their speech
was a treat, for they bickered their way through conversations –
first Leprhe-he setting out a tale, then Leprhe-she correcting him
in his details; sometimes their arguments would last so long that
the story they were telling was forgotten! Then they would start a
new story, for their quarrels were of the moment and conducted
within the love the two creatures had for each other.

'A morning came
when Mara-Gaye came across the rabbits beside the river. At first
she thought they were fighting, such was the noise they were
making. She grew scared for her friends and interrupted them.
Leprhe-he was most annoyed at this intrusion, but Leprhe-she cuffed
her mate around his long ears and led Mara-Gaye away to the
stream.

'"You
frightened me," said Mara-Gaye. "I thought you were battling like
the storm clouds."

'Leprhe-she
laughed. "You could call it a battle, little straight legs, if you
like. But we were not fighting. This morning is a special time for
me; it is a morning for making rabbits."

'"I do not
understand," said Mara-Gaye. "Why do you need to make more rabbits?
There are two of you already."

'"Oh, we are
not the only rabbits in the world," said Leprhe-she. "The Creator
has given me the gift of life, but only for a short while. A time
will come when I shall no longer be. Then it will be the turn of my
children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren to enjoy the
Creator's gift."

'"What is a
children?" asked Mara-Gaye.

'And again
Leprhe-she laughed. "In a few weeks I shall be able to show you my
children, if Leprhe-he has done his work well!"

And sure
enough, after a few weeks, Mara-Gaye led Sama-Lovare down to the
river where they met the rabbits with their new babies – miniature
versions of them squabbling and playing in the long grass of the
bank. Sama-Lovare was amazed by what he saw. He went to Leprhe-he
and asked him how this miracle happened.

'"I have no
idea," said Leprhe-he. "There comes a certain time when Leprhe-she
looks most beautiful, her fur is so sleek and her scent is so
intoxicating, and then we play with each other the special game
where we roll and bicker in the grass and I mount her many times,
rubbing my nub in her until the Creator's own pleasure shakes our
bones in our skins. Then Leprhe-she boxes my ears hard and tells me
to fetch her the sweetest young shoots so she can eat them and grow
fat. I do not mind; soon enough the children are born and then we
can play again."

'"Do all
creatures play this game?" asked Sama-Lovare.

'"Oh, yes,"
said Leprhe-he. "It is the Creator's greatest gift. Do you not play
such games with your Mara-Gaye?"

'Sama-Lovare
was confused. Later, he told Mara-Gaye what Leprhe-he had told him,
and Mara-Gaye repeated what Leprhe-she had told her. Then they
wondered what it would be like to play the special game and
Mara-Gaye boxed Sama-Lovare around the ears, but Sama-Lovare said
that that was supposed to come later. So Mara-Gaye apologised and
placed her lips on his ear, and Sama-Lovare took her in his arms
and placed his lips on hers.

'The sun fell
out of the heavens and they didn't notice. The moons rose above the
hills, the red dog hard on the heels of the white rabbit, and they
didn't notice. When Wrak-Kateh summoned the blue sky back to the
valley Sama-Lovare clasped and Mara-Gaye arched and their bones
shook in their skins.

'Sama-Lovare
did not go out exploring for many weeks. Each evening he brought
the freshest green shoots to Mara-Gaye in her cave, and every
evening Mara-Gaye would throw them to one side and take her sibling
into her arms instead. Eight times the red moon grew fat and
shrivelled away, and in time Mara-Gaye too grew fat, though she
chose not to eat the fresh shoots and instead went hunting for mud
and bark to sate her strange cravings.

'When the first
waters flooded from Mara-Gaye's loins, the siblings grew fearful.
"What is happening to me?" wailed Mara-Gaye. Sama-Lovare went
looking for Leprhe-she, who by this time was surrounded by many
children and grandchildren. Together they went back to the cave
which Mara-Gaye had decorated in soft leaves and dry earth.

'"Now is the
time for you to relax your limbs and let the birthing waves flush
your children from your body," said Leprhe-she. But for Mara-Gaye
the waves were earthquakes breaking her body. For a day and a night
the pains wracked her spine and her stomach, until a time came just
before morning and a tiny person pushed past Mara-Gaye's loins and
entered the world.

'"Now is the
time for you to lick the new one clean," said Leprhe-she. "He will
bring you a present at the end of his tether, which you must eat.
Then you can place him near your teat so you can return the gift,
pressing the warm milk into his belly."

'"Why does he
have holes where we have eyes?" asked Sama-Lovare.

'Leprhe-she
looked at the baby. "I do not know," she said. "My children are
born ugly and naked, but they all have their eyes hidden behind
their lids. Maybe the next child will look better."

'But there were
no more children born to Mara-Gaye that day, just the tethered meat
which Mara-Gaye ate, its blood running across her cheeks. And by
the time she had licked the baby clean and placed it by her teat,
it no longer cried, or breathed.

'Mara-Gaye knew
at that time a shivering and sorrow and hurt of such force that she
could have rent the universe into pieces, if only she had known
how. Leprhe-she said to Sama-Lovare: "Maybe if she had eaten the
green shoots instead of mud and bark, your child would still live."
And then she went away.

'For a time the
siblings were sundered from each other, though no mountain or river
separated them. Mara-Gaye had loved her son from the first moment
he had tickled her ribs with his toes. Together the siblings dug a
hole by the river and laid his tiny body within it. They showered
him with flowers and moss, then filled his grave with tear-mixed
earth and placed a great stone on top of him. And after, they left
the Valley: Sama-Lovare climbed the mountains that lead to the Roof
of the World, while Mara-Gaye followed the river down and down
until eventually she found the ocean.

'Seasons passed
until a new spring came, and time had curdled their pain into an
ache beneath the heart; only then did the siblings – each in their
own way – return to the Valley of Home.

 


From beyond the
window, the jungle was in full song, overloading the night air with
unknown howls and chirrups. In the room, Arbelle was crying.
Delesse moved over to her sister to comfort her, wiping tears from
her cheeks with the back of her hand.

'This is an
awful story, Maeduul! What do you hope to gain by scaring her like
this?'

Maeduul rose up
from her kneeling position, limped her way across the room to
refill her mug with water from the tap in the corner.

'How could the
little baby die?' sobbed Arbelle. 'This story is worse than the
Waily Fish!'

Still Maeduul
said nothing, instead returning with her mug to resume her kneeling
position on her heels. She held her head down, nestling it to one
side so the bony flange along her jaw line dug into her thin
shoulder.

'I will have an
explanation, Maeduul!'

Maeduul looked
up at Delesse, the features of her face smudged and flickering in
the light of the half-burned candle. But her stare was strong and
steady, unfazed by Delesse's admonition.

Finally she
spoke. 'You must know the truth of these matters. Send the young
one to bed if she is too upset to hear more of my words.'

'What truth?
There is no truth in your stories. They are an abomination to
God!'

At this, the
tiny woman smiled: 'And you have lived in the Old City for how many
years?'

'What? I don't
understand you! I live here, in Bassakesh.'

'And by your
own words you confirm your ignorance, sweet one. They will eat you
like a sugared date; they will suck your flesh like a mango, and
throw the stone of you in the street.'

'I will be a
Courtesan ...'

'You will be
what your husband decides you will be, and nothing more, unless you
know the truth of these things!'

Delesse was
shocked at the sudden, harshness – Maeduul never used such a
direct, challenging tone. Arbelle, too, was staring at the woman,
her crying diminished to gulps.

Maeduul
straightened her head, smiled at the open mouths in front of her.
'The wise ladies should settle themselves,' she said.
'Luetsa-ten has asked me to tell you both a story. It is a
story I have told before. I told it to luetsa-ten many years
ago, when she was scared to her death. Scared by not knowing who to
trust in the windy courts of the Old City. I was sent by another to
tell her this story; it horrified her, yes, the story can do that,
but then that is the purpose of stories, is it not?'

'Mother told
you to ...?'

'No, she asked
me to tell you this story, just as she asked me – begged me – to
tell you the stories when you were much younger, the Servant
stories of Mara-Gaye and Sama-Lovare, of the Princes of animals and
birds, of the majesty of the Creator Himself. And so I have done.'
She sipped her water, then continued. 'But once this story is told,
this night, there will be no more. Understand? Maeduul will not
risk her soul's breath for luetsa-ten or her sweet kittens
after this night is done!

'Now settle, my
wise women, and listen to my words.'

 


'Seasons passed
until a new spring came, and time had curdled their pain into an
ache beneath the heart; only then did the siblings – each in their
own way – return to the Valley of Home.

'But the valley
had changed in their absence. Now it was the Valley of Rabbits –
everywhere Sama-Lovare looked, he saw fur. The green swards along
the banks of the river were trodden to mud; the warm pools filled
with dung. Everywhere Mara-Gaye looked she saw Leprhe-hes mounting
Leprhe-shes; she saw Leprhe-children suckling at their dam's teats.
Sama-Lovare was angry at the destruction of their valley, but
Mara-Gaye could only taste a bitterness in her mouth, and her teat
ached for the touch of a miniature man's lips.

'One morning
Wrak-Kateh returned to the valley, his loud song welcoming the dawn
of a new day. Sama-Lovare said: "let us go and talk to Wrak-Kateh."
Together, the siblings climbed the valley cliffs. The Prince of
Chickens welcomed them warmly, but he could see grief in their
faces.

'"Tell me all
that has happened since I last visited you," he said, and so they
did, each recalling a part of their story until the puzzle of its
telling was made clear.

'Then
Wrak-Kateh howled! "Woe that Princes of Creatures should be so
poorly advised! I wish my wattles ran with blood for leaving you to
learn such things from the rabbit folk!" And indeed, from that day
hence, the wattles of all cocks and hens became the colour of
blood, to remind them of how they failed to teach people the truth
of the Creator's intent.

'"We thought
the Leprhes were wise, like you," said Sama-Lovare.

'"The Princes
of the Rabbits are indeed wise creatures, but the Leprhes are not
princes. Princes are born of the first fruit of their Life Tree;
they are the knowledge and the souls of their race. But the
creatures that emerge from the fruit that follows are lesser
creatures. I am the first fruit of the Tree of Chickens; I would
not trust my kinfolk to tell you the time of day!"

'"So why did
life run so quickly from my child?" asked Mara-Gaye. "Why was the
wind of his lungs stolen?"

'Wrak-Kateh
looked into the sky, as if searching for answers in the shapes of
the clouds. Finally, he said: "The Creator first created life to
decorate His creation, but that life was without knowledge. It knew
nothing of His designs. When He created life anew, He arranged
things differently. To each race of creatures He gave knowledge of
what was and what is, and maybe what shall be. And yet life is
life, and is driven to recreate itself. So He chose to give
knowledge to the first fruit, and fecundity to those fruits that
follow, so that knowledge will not be diluted through the
ages."

'"I do not
understand," said Mara-Gaye.

'"You are the
first fruit of the People Tree," said Wrak-Kateh. "Within you, you
hold the knowledge of everything the Creator wishes your race to
know. But it is not your purpose to create new life: that shall be
the work of the lesser fruit that the People Tree will bear."

'Mara-Gaye was
silent for a while, then said: "I wish now I didn't understand. I
would trade all the Creator's knowledge to feel a child grow inside
me again."

'But there was
hope in Sama-Lovare's heart, for he learned from Wrak-Kateh's words
that the Leprhes were lesser folk. The Great Cockerel called out to
Kaya-Brishe, the Prince of Eagles, who came to the Valley of Home
and taught Sama-Lovare how to hunt and cook rabbits. "They are good
eating," said Kaya-Brishe, "and their fur will keep you warm when
you travel to the mountains where the rain turns to ice and
snow."

'And soon
enough the valley was cleared of the vermin, except for the fattest
and furriest rabbits, which Sama-Lovare kept in a cave.

'For Mara-Gaye,
though, the days turned slowly. She took no interest in
Sama-Lovare's activities, instead preferring to sit between the
great roots of the People Tree, waiting for signs of new fruit.

'One evening,
when the valley was flush with the growth of fresh grass blades,
Mara-Gaye fell into a dream. She climbed the People Tree and sat on
its great bough, close to the trunk. The Tree asked: "Why do you
sit among my roots, little one?"

'"I wait for
your fruits," said Mara-Gaye. "If the Creator does not wish me to
carry a child in my womb, then I will nurse the lesser people to
come."

'"Little one,
there will be no lesser people. You and your brother are the only
fruit I shall ever bear. It is the Creator's will."

'And in an
instant Mara-Gaye saw the truth in this knowledge. She raged. She
woke from her dream and still she raged! Her anger brought rocks
crashing from the cliffs. Her wrath drove the waters in the river
uphill! When her feet stamped on the ground in her passion dance
the very earth cracked and bled.

'"What ails
you?" shouted Sama-Lovare. The sight of his sister's violence
scared him so much that his eyes almost came loose from their
sockets.

'Mara-Gaye
screamed, the force of her lungs carrying her words even to the
peaks of the Roof of the World. "I am Your greatest creation," she
roared, "and yet You would deny me what I most desire? I deny You!
I shall oppose Your work and Your world with every last muscle and
sinew in my body. I shall see You crawl on Your belly like the
least of worms!"

'Mara-Gaye was
not challenging Sama-Lovare. She was challenging the Creator
Himself. And the Creator heard her challenge and for the first time
since the start of existence He knew fear. For Mara-Gaye was indeed
His greatest creation, greater even than Sama-Lovare, and the
knowledge within her was the most powerful.

'The Creator
knew He had no choice but to answer Mara-Gaye's challenge. He
stepped from His palace of ice and fire within the peaks of the
Roof of the World and stepped into the Valley of Home. Sama-Lovare
cowered at the sight of him, a giant in the form of both man and
woman, and covered his ears when the First Voice of the Universe
spoke. Mara-Gaye, however, stood firm.

'"I am," He
stated.

'"I shall
become," replied Mara-Gaye, her voice a whisper compared to the
Original Roar.

'"I remain,"
said the Creator

'"Only to the
end of days. Only until the last galaxy has spun its final circle.
Then You shall be no more. A void as absolute as the space within
my womb!"

'And the
Creator smiled. "That is a truth," He said.

'Mara-Gaye,
too, smiled. "Change me," she asked. "Let me be the mother of
lesser people."

'"You have
eternal life," said the Creator. "You are the Queen of Princes. You
are the eyes that see My creations and the mouth that gives them
meaning."


'"Nevertheless," said Mara-Gaye.

'"And what of
the Prince of People?" asked the Creator.

'"He shall come
to understand, in time," said Mara-Gaye.

'The Creator
nodded. "That which has been set in motion, it cannot be changed.
Only a new situation can be created, only a new motion set."

'"You have that
power in Your hands," said Mara-Gaye.

'"Indeed!"
agreed the Creator, and in that moment He took His great axe from
His belt and in one shining sweep severed His hand from His body.
And then He took that hand and laid it upon the bough of the People
Tree and drove a splinter of diamond through it, so that the giant
hand hung from the tree like a fruit.

'"Grow!" He
commanded the tree. And the People Tree did as it was ordered,
pumping its life-sap into the Creator's hand. As the fingers
lengthened, the tree's roots became brittle and dry; as each digit
took the shape of a person, the tree's trunk withered and cracked.
When finally the lesser people stretched free of the husk of the
palm, the People Tree died, its last act complete.

'And there, my
wise women, my telling of this story must end. For you know the
rest, from the faint resonances that you remember after the Corn
Bird stole the true story from your mind. To the first man came
four women, one from each finger, shapely and comely and compliant
to his will. But know this: from the thumb grew a man, a husband
for the first woman and the father of her many daughters, who held
in their bodies the steel certainties of their mother.

'I have
restored this truth for you; do not repeat it! You do not have the
skills – yet – to defend your minds against the Corn Bird, and she
will be eager to reclaim those words from you. Keep the story close
to your hearts and your guts! While the meat that hangs from your
bones may be a flesh-gift of your parents, and theirs, and theirs
before them, be aware that the blood of Mara-Gaye herself runs
within the veins of women as wise as you!'

 


 


 


The Groom's
Party

 


Loken emptied
the cup of dice onto the roughly carved bench. 'Seventeen,' he
counted. 'I swear you've cursed these bones against me!'

'Not me,' said
his companion, gathering the five cubes into his own cup and
shaking them idly. 'You must have attracted a stray devil when you
went for a crap.'

'That would not
surprise me. This place reeks of devils and imps.'

'Has your uncle
said any more about when we'll be leaving?'

'No. He sits on
the boat surrounded by papers and plots and says - nothing.'

'And we sit
here rolling dice. You owe me half the empire, by the way. Shall we
gamble for the other half?'

Loken chose not
to smile. 'At the moment my empire amounts to a heap of goat shit,
Sheslan. You're welcome to it.'

'How about we
gamble for the right to mount your bride?'

'She probably
is a goat.'

'If she ruts
like a goat, then we're in business! Anyway, you only want her for
her golden fleece.'

'Father wants
her fleece, not me. All I want is a good fuck and a decent cup of
steam.' Turning towards the wooden building on whose decking they
were sat, he shouted: 'Steam! Bring me a steam! And a barrel of
ghevvesein to drown myself in!'

'And a goat!'
added Sheslan. 'He needs a goat for the fucking!'

The sounds of
bodies moving within the building reached Loken, but didn't hold
his interest. Instead he stared along the river's bank to where
their boat were berthed. Over the past four days the two young men
had explored every metre of the settlement looking for some form of
entertainment, but had quickly discovered there was none to be had
– not even a dockside whorehouse.

The settlement
had been substantial once, but Loken reckoned there could be no
more than a hundred people living here now. If it had a name, it
certainly wasn't worth remembering. A forgotten place on a bend in
the river, its cultivations abandoned to the growth of timber; old
folk abandoned by the young in search of better opportunities.

The hostel on
whose veranda they sat had been recently built, which was strange
now Loken came to think about it. A middle aged couple ran the
establishment; the rumour was that the man had once worked in the
Arallo Clan's personal guard – for some unknown reason Lord Puusen
had generously pensioned him off, then ordered him to move to this
place.

Whatever
business the man now conducted, it wasn't catering or inn-keeping –
not a single other boat had docked at the settlement in the past
four days, much to Loken's disappointment.

The afternoon
rains began on schedule, a low rumble of thunder announcing the
deluge. He watched his friend hastily unfold from his chair and
gallop towards the eaves of the building.

'You know you
run like a woman!' he shouted after him.

Sheslan shouted
back: 'You want to get soaked?'

'I've been
wearing these rags for two scab-fouled days! Bring me some soap and
an old woman who knows how to scrub a man properly.'

'Your wards
will be ruined!'

'Sheslan, you
act like an old chicken. Is it true you fuck boys to protect
yourself from the scrotum pox imps?'

'You want to
drown in the piss? You drown in the piss. I'll take you upriver and
stand your stinking corpse in front of your beautiful bride during
the ceremony, yes?'

'Hah!'
Nevertheless Loken took his friend's advice, abandoning the dice
and cups to the rain. Once beneath the shelter of the eaves, he
stripped off his tunic, letting the cooling airs of the rainstorm
ease across his shoulders.

'Think of your
station, man!'

'Who's to see?
Who's to gossip? Uncle Loetopas won't be leaving the boat now, the
soldiers are busy marching or something and the locals don't
count.'

Sheslan didn't
answer. He was staring past Loken's shoulder towards the river.

'What is
it?'

'Boats.
Look.'

Loken followed
the man's gaze downriver. All he could see was great sheets of
water billowing between the dark browns and purples of the jungle
walls and the wide waters of the slow-moving river. But when the
downpour lessened for a few seconds, waiting for the next roll of
thunder, he spotted shapes in the distance, long and low in the
water.

'How many?' he
asked.

'Two,
definitely. Maybe three. Big boats.'

'Cargo haulers,
then, heading upriver.'

'No, they're
too close to the bank. I reckon they're heading here.'

'The channel's
not deep enough for big boats.'

'I don't think
they're rowing,' said Sheslan. The rain had turned heavy again, the
boats once more lost from view.

'Paddle
boats?'

Sheslan
shrugged. 'Do you want to go down to the docks?'

Loken dismissed
the idea with a cut of his hand. 'No. I need a strong steam.' He
turned his head towards the building's doors. 'Make my steam
strong!' he shouted, 'and bring me some rags to dry myself!'

 


Loetopas,
second brother to the Clan Leader and an Honoured Courtesan in his
own right, was annoyed. His nose annoyed him by the way it sloped
to the left, marring the symmetricality of his face, but there was
little he could do about that: his brother had broken it for him
when they were children, and had refused him permission to fix
it.

The beard,
however, was a travesty. He watched his face in a mirror as his
body officer – the only man he trusted with a blade near his neck –
trimmed the hairs close to his skin and carved an outline to a
fashionable shape. Loetopas endured the vagaries of fashion for the
sake of propriety; he looked forward to a time when the full-beard
look would be back in vogue.

'Three boats,
you said?'

The officer
nodded as he edged the blade around the courtesan's upper lip.
'Three boats, Sir. Two as expected, sent by Lord Puusen; the third
an Imperial boat.'

'Is Jassael in
command?'

'Yes, Sir. He's
already sent word that he needs to see you.'

'Immediately,
no doubt.'

The officer
said nothing, instead wetting a cloth in fresh water to wash foam
from the face.

'What of the
Imperial boat?'

'Commander
Jassael said nothing about the third boat, Sir. Nor is it flying
any flags. We've identified it as the Pride of Lachlasser, a
pleasure craft of the Emperor's personal fleet.'

'A river boat,
then.' Loetopas considered his options as he stood from his chair
and threw down the towel protecting his tunic from water marks.

He soon reached
a decision. 'Hoist a signal welcoming the Emperor's boat,' he
ordered. 'Use courtly language. Ask if there are any specific wards
we will need to deploy to receive the captain and any guests on
board. Use Loken's standard.' He walked across his spacious
personal cabin to a full-length mirror to check the state of his
dress.

The officer
looked surprised at his orders, but bowed his head to show
compliance.

'Then tell
Jassael to be here – indeed – immediately. I want to know what's
going on before I meet these secretive folk. And find Loken!' he
continued. 'I need the boy on board and in his cabin in twenty
minutes. Tell him to be prepared for civilities. If he's drunk,
then take him to one side and – softly, mind – beat him into
sobriety!'

 


Jassael looked
immaculate as he walked into the cabin, though a quick perusal of
the wards pinned to the man's cloak tightened Loetopas's stomach –
he was meticulous in his daily choice of fetishes; these ribbons
and stones indicated a sharp worry hunting through the Commander's
mind.

'Welcome,
cousin!' Loetopas started. 'I see you have endured your journey
well.'

'Thank you, my
Lord. I see you are untroubled by the jungle's warehouse of imps. I
can only apologise deeply for my tardiness.'

'I'm sure Lord
Puusen would not delay you without reason.'

'Indeed, Sir.
He said you would understand. He ordered me to deliver this to you
by hand.' The man was tall; he did not have to bend far to place
the bundle of rolled papers on the desk.

'Sit with me a
while, cousin.' Loetopas indicated to a chair to the side of his
desk, which Jassael settled into quickly, placing his hands on his
knees in the accepted courtly manner. Neither of them had yet
smiled.

Loetopas
flicked his wrist to order the attending guard to leave the room
and secure the door behind him. Once he was satisfied of their
privacy, he leant back in his chair. He kept his voice quiet as he
talked.

'Tell me what I
need to know, cousin.'

'Lord Puusen
has been generous with reinforcements, though he would prefer you
not to deploy them unless circumstances require it. We also have
the gift ...'

'The gift? Oh,
yes.' He kept his face and voice passive. 'How many?'

'Only two, Sir,
acquired from Petezbarre.'

'The city
remains closed?'

'Yes, Sir.'

'Have the imps
within them expressed themselves?'

'No, Sir. They
show no such signs. The healers claim the imps are present and
viable.'

Loetopas had
argued long and hard against this course of action. His brother had
chanced on the idea a day before they had set out – a demon-induced
plan in Loetopas's view, but Puusen was the head of Clan Arallo and
would not be dissuaded from the idea.

'How does the
affliction run?'

'Loudly,
according to our force leader, and quite debilitating. But the imps
are not as vicious as rumour would have it.'

Loetopas
nodded. He had learned as much before sailing, though confirmation
of the knowledge was welcome.

'How are you
transporting them?'

'They travel in
a locked compartment with separate ventilation to the rest of the
boat. They have water, some grain, some roots and some chickens.
The healers advised us to place a weaned piglet in the compartment
as well – they claimed it would eat any vermin that found a way in
through the ventilation. And the compartment door has been peppered
with subtle containment wards.'

The news didn't
assuage Loetopas's worries. 'How many people know of their
presence?'

'Two of us now,
Sir. The force who acquired them, and the healers who worked with
them, no longer have to suffer the tortures that afflict this
world.'

He didn't
believe the Commander. 'They make no noise?'

'Tongues are
not included in our manifest, Sir. The boat crew knows only that
the compartment holds live chickens and pigs, pre-blessed for the
contract ceremony.'

'My, my,' said
Loetopas, smiling at his cousin for the first time. 'My brother
thinks of every detail!' Even so, he still felt uneasy about
transporting such a dangerous ... weapon. He understood his brother
better than most other people did – sharing a womb for nine months
had given him an advantage there – but when it came to sacrificing
his closest blood for the cause?

He chose to
ignore such a devil-inspired doubt. Instead he called for steam
drinks. While the two men waited for the beverages to arrive they
discussed recent happenings in the Old City: appointments,
betrothals, slights and demotions – the rumours and gossip that
energised the Imperial Court. Only after the steams had been
delivered, and the cabin door shut tight once more, did Loetopas
move on to the other issue that was worrying him.

'You seem to
have acquired a flotilla, cousin. Tell me more.'

'I saw your
signal, Sir.' Although the man kept his face relaxed, Loetopas
noticed the way he let one hand cross to the other knee, as if to
comfort its companion.

'You worry
about the etiquette of my approach?'

'I don't know
who's aboard the boat.'

'It's common
courtesy for boats in convoy to let each other know who they travel
with, yes?'

'The boat
wasn't with us when we left Stal.'

'But you know
the boat?'

'Oh yes. The
Pride of Lachlasser is part of the Emperor's personal fleet.
A pleasure boat, nothing more.'

'It's a long
way from home!'

Jassael nodded
his agreement. 'It was waiting for us just upriver from Towes
Whate.'

'Waiting for
you?' A moment of concern flexed its way across the muscles of
Loetopas's jaw, though he managed to keep the tone of his voice
disinterestedly even.

'Waiting for
us. As we approached, it signalled– we couldn't ignore it. When we
came alongside the captain told us he had orders from the Emperor
to accompany us upriver, to witness the contract.'

'That's
interesting,' said Loetopas. 'The Emperor himself gave permission
for the marriage to proceed, and gave us special dispensation to
expedite the exchange of contracts. He even pre-imposed the terms
of the contract on us so that we could not change them before the
ceremony.'

Resting his
elbows on the armrests of his chair, the older man knuckled his
fingers into loose balls to rest his chin on them. As he considered
this news he could hear the gentle slapping of the water against
the planks of the boat. A minute passed, and then another.

'This makes no
sense,' he finally said.

'You want to
know how the boat had reached the Vaeyuu river, Sir?'

'Surprise
me.'

'The captain
told me they'd moved the boat by wagon.'

Loetopas arched
a doubting eyebrow. 'You jest! The roads are not wide enough to
carry wagons that large. It would have caused chaos – and would
have been widely reported!'

'My words
exactly, Sir. He said they'd dismantled the boat, moved it overland
and rebuilt it on the Vaeyuu. Apparently the Emperor ordered the
boat to be designed for such manouevers.'

'God's aching
teeth! The old dog kept that one quiet! Did the captain divulge any
other state secrets?'

'No, Sir.'

'Well, cousin,
you leave me with a puzzle. Still, we can't waste time; we'll be
heading upriver at dawn tomorrow. We need to be in Bassakesh in
five days, otherwise poor Loken will be signing his contract on the
dockside.'

Jassael was
half-out of his seat when someone knocked at the door – a severe
breach of protocol.

'A signal from
the Pride of Lachlasser, Sirs,' announced the guard, his
cheeks drained of blood. Momentarily, Loetopas wondered if the
guard feared the contents of the message or the consequences of his
audacity more.

'Tell us!' he
ordered.

The guard
remembered to bow, and then started to recite the message.

'From Bassok,
Captain of his Imperial Majesty's barge 'Pride of Lachlasser' to
his Imperial Majesty's Honoured Courtesan, the Lord Loken of Clan
Arallo. I salute you and invoke God and the Emperor for your
continued health and success. I salute the honour and bravery of
Clan Arallo, whose stature can be second only to the Emperor
himself. Greetings. The Beloved Courtesan has instructed me to
forward these words to you.

'She thanks
you for your message and will be happy to dine with you at sundown.
She wishes you to understand that she will be visiting you as a
friend and travelling companion. She further thanks you for your
kind offer of wards and considers the legendary hospitality of Clan
Arallo will more than suffice to keep the most invidious of imps
from her person. She looks forward to meeting your uncle.'

Again the guard
bowed, this time keeping his head down, awaiting orders.

Seconds stalled
as Loetopas struggled to still his wild thoughts. He'd suspected
there might be a senior court official on board – an irritation, no
more. But this?

It took an
effort of his will to prevent himself from swearing out loud.
Finally, the decades of court ritual ingrained in his bones came to
his rescue.

'Respond with
courteousness and warmth. Tell the Beloved Courtesan, Lady Feyn,
that we will be honoured beyond breath and heartbeat to greet her
at sunset.'

 


Loken was
working hard to make sure no sign of his nervousness showed in his
face or stance. Since being hauled back on board his uncle's boat
he had been witness to chaos. Loetopas had given orders that
everyone was to be put to work making the boat look as presentable
as circumstances allowed and the newly arrived Commander, Jassael,
had not spared Loken from his share of the duty.

Then an hour
before sunset Jassael had ordered Loken to his cabin. 'Make
yourself look presentable, man!' he'd shouted after him. 'Wear your
ceremony garb if necessary. And don't waste time on your make-up
wards – she has views about men who paint their bodies and
faces!'

"She" was Feyn,
the Emperor's "Beloved Courtesan", a title traditionally reserved
for the Empress's senior attending courtier, according to Loken's
tutors. But since this Emperor had never married, the title had
taken on a different meaning over the past few decades.

He had first
met the woman on his majority day; he remembered the occasion
without fondness. 'Such long hair covering his muscular frame,' she
had observed to his father. 'But he grooms himself well. You have
plans for his contract already?' And for the rest of the allotted
hour he had stood stock still, not smiling, not saying a word as
Lord Puusen and the Emperor's mistress had conducted their
political battle through a variety of compliments and
courtesies.

Everyone said
afterwards that the Lady Feyn had outscored his father. Naturally,
the father blamed the son. The special treats that had been
arranged for his fifteenth birthday had been cancelled as a
punishment.

'And now the
witch has come to ruin my wedding!'

Sheslan said
nothing. He had been given his own orders to be back in the
settlement before sundown.

'I'll talk to
uncle,' said Loken, trying to comfort the man. 'Maybe you can
travel on the soldier's barge. We'll still be able to have some fun
in Bassakesh ...'

Though his
uncle did have a point, he mused, as he watched Sheslan bundle his
gear into a cart and head back to the settlement. The man was not
built for court intrigue: his job was to keep Loken company; there
had been occasions in the past when his friend had forgotten his
station, reflecting poorly on the Clan and earning Loken some nasty
lectures.

And now the sun
was setting. He had chosen not to wear his ceremony costume,
instead opting for a black tunic skilfully embroidered in jarales
threads dyed to a rich golden yellow; similarly, he had chosen to
wear old family wards and, as instructed, his face remained free of
all cosmetics. Even his beard had been trimmed – an exact copy of
his uncle's cut, and thus a good two seasons out of date.

Beside him on
the deck stood Jassael, his uniform characteristically immaculate,
his face unblemished.

'Will she make
us wait?' Loken asked.

'Probably not.
She usually does as she says.'

'Why is uncle
not here to greet her?'

'This is your
show. You are supposed to be commanding this adventure – an epic
journey into the deep jungle to rescue your bride and bring her
back to civilisation, or so the Court's been told.'

'I'm not
prepared for this! One mistake and my name will be goat droppings
in my father's mouth!'

'Lord Loetopas
is not worried; he has faith in your tutors. Just be courtly; feel
free to smile and blush more than etiquette would think
seemly.'

'If this is one
of uncle's jokes, or another of his lessons, I swear ...'

'He knows the
Beloved Courtesan; he doesn't believe she's here to insult you, nor
the Clan. She only spars with those she considers her intellectual
equals.'

'You're not
helping me!'

'If you want
help, then maybe you should assume she's here to demonstrate her
support for you.' He turned to look at him, his lips as straight as
the creases in his uniform. 'Knowledge that the Beloved Courtesan
accompanied you will give you massive precedence at court. Now look
sharp! She's on her way.'

Loken breathed
out slowly, watched the Pride of Lachlasser navigate through
sandbanks towards the dock.

He couldn't
stay silent. 'How is it powered?'

'There should
be a large paddle wheel at the rear,' said Jassael. 'But I've not
seen it on the journey up. It must have propellers.'

'Then where's
the steam?'

'No idea. How
are you going to greet her?'

'Elegantly,
with a touch of informality. She claims to be a "friend and
travelling companion", so I'll take her at her word.'

'Good!'

The progress of
the boat was both slow and almost silent. As it edged closer he
could make out the detail of its hull and fittings. His first
impression was that it was over-decorated; he immediately
mistrusted his analysis. A more studied look, tied to his
fresh-learned knowledge of boats and intrigue, showed him that much
of the ornamentation looked – wrong. His eyes saw an ostentatious
old maid; his guts saw a well-disguised fighter.

'If you removed
its crust of jewels, I reckon that boat could move pretty
fast.'

'You're
learning. Keep that thought in mind.'

Everything
about the Pride of Lachlasser, bar the decoration, spoke of
a subtle efficiency. When it reached the dockside it swung into its
berth with barely a ripple to disturb the water; the gangplank was
extended and lowered without the aid of any crew member. The small
honour guard his uncle had ordered to attend to the boat were given
no sign that their assistance was required, or even wanted.

And then
she was there, moving swiftly across the deck, negotiating
the steps to the dock without breaking her stride. Only one man
followed her – a short man, old by the look of his gait, yet just
as determined to ignore the soldiers.

The dockside
was lit by biers of smoking reeds hoisted high onto poles, making
it difficult for him to make out her features. Her dress – black
cloth cut in the simplest of styles covering shoulders and knees,
cinched at the waist by what looked like a thin, golden rope – was
as different from the normal courtly dress as it was strangely
elegant.

In moments she
was walking up the carpeted gangplank and standing in front of him.
Unsure of what to do, he chose to bow, holding his head down as he
sought for the words. When he straightened, he smiled, feeling the
falseness of his muscles across his jaw.

'Lady Feyn.
Your titles and honours are beyond the count of stars. Your
presence waters the gardens of Clan Arallo as a gentle rain. Will
you honour us further by joining me for dinner?'

'Loken, my
dear. So you can speak!' She returned his practiced smile as she
came to a halt; appraised him in a single, brief yet noticeable
down- up sweep of her eyes. 'And in such a flattering manner. Thank
you! You look immaculate, dashing even – are the jarales threads
dyed with Bassakesh vedegga? Such an expensive colour, though I'm
sure my niece will approve!

'Now take my
hand and lead me to your uncle. We have many things to discuss
before we can settle down to a feast.'

Remembering to
blush, Loken led the Beloved Courtesan into the depths of the
boat.
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