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Love is the foundation of society.

—The Aphorisms of Kherishdar
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Let me first put your hearts at ease by saying that I do not blame you for the unfortunate events that saw the House of Flowers remade. Many of you look upon our caste system and believe us incapable of understanding that all species are made up of individuals... but we do, and so I know that the acts of some aunera—aliens such as you—do not reflect upon you all.

Nor do I think the situation with House Qenain was without its compensations... for it is because of the problems afflicting Qenain that I came to meet Shame.

[image: ***]

There is a word in our tongue to describe when an inevitability comes into life, brought there by changes your spirit requires to grow. It is a beautiful word to scribe, and I often embellish it with silver leaf: such things are precious and deserve the extra art. My particular paisathi began in an alarmingly intimate room, prostrate before the god of Civilization Himself, Thirukedi, Emperor of Kherishdar. Since He had elevated me to osulkedi, the topmost rank of the Public Servant caste, I had been called more often into His presence, but that had not accustomed me to it. It is our belief that Thirukedi is the same man who founded Kherishdar thousands of years ago, reborn into new bodies with each lifetime to continue guiding the development of the empire. You have only to meet Him to see that it must be so, for such an aura could only be born of generations of patience and witness.

As His osulkedi, I was His to send wherever He felt my talents were needed most. I had ministered to many different Households since my elevation, traveling all three of our crown worlds to bring what small wisdom and talent I could to bear on their sorrows. But Thirukedi had given me these assignments in His vast and impersonal audience chamber, divulging only my destination and the names of the Ai-Naidar waiting to receive me. This... this unwonted invitation unsettled me. It was not for such as I to take tea with the Emperor, but the fragrance was unmistakable and the command implacable.

"Join me."

My wrists shook as they pushed me upright; somehow I found myself on the embroidered cushion across from the low table. This chamber had been designed for such audiences, for the table was on a dais with stepped ends: Thirukedi sat on the raised step, I on the low and the table on the middle. Thus propriety was observed, though I imagined such rooms more frequently saw discussions between Thirukedi and those above the Wall of Birth. As osulkedi I was the highest caste-rank below that Wall... but the Wall was insurmountable.

One of the irimked poured our tea from an exquisite pot into equally exquisite bowls, covering each with a lid before withdrawing. Head bowed, I waited for the Emperor to draw His closer and sip from it before I dared my own. The finish on the gray-green ceramic was pebbled and warm, a delight to the fingertips; the tea subtle, fragrant and astringent. He allowed me to enjoy it at a proper pace, and only after half the bowl remained did He speak.

"You wonder, no doubt, at your presence here."

I glanced across the table at His throat but did not speak for lack of explicit permission. I watched His long hands as He poured himself another bowl.

"You are released to speak," Thirukedi said, and continued, "Your services have pleased me. I was not wrong to lift you up."

"You are thanked, Thirukedi," I murmured in Abased. Even given leave to speak I could not conceive of addressing Him in anything but the most abased of grammars, any more than I would look uninvited at His face, though I had cause to know it was beautiful and stern. "It was only in service to your ideal."

"Mmm." His fingers came to rest on the lid of the bowl, restless as butterflies. "Tell me, Calligrapher... do you know the fable of the broken pot?"

"Which one, Thirukedi?"

He laughed, and my ears flicked back in a suffusion of modesty.

"I should have known you would be familiar with the many variations," He said. "Which of the versions is your favorite, then?"

"If it pleases you," I said, "the one where the potter repairs the pot and puts it back in service."

"As I would have thought," He said. "There is a reason that version is one that is best known." He was quiet; even His fingers grew still. In that silence, I waited, attentive. "I have sent you on many assignments, but as... how shall I say. Preventative care. Pots under strain, that without a moment's respite would have developed flaws. You have eased hearts and pressures both by reminding those in need of the virtues of Kherishdar. You have found those assignments gladsome, I would hope?"

"It is good to serve," I said, and meant it with all my heart.

"Look at me, Calligrapher."

I raised my face, hesitant. His eyes were gentle, and the same willow-green as the tea set's.

"I have a broken pot," He said. "And I need a potter to mend it."

"Command me," I murmured, unable to help a more intimate grammar. "I am yours."

He let the moment rest: He was, I realized, appreciating my outburst as an expression of devotion. I bowed my head and struggled with the honor of being so clearly seen.

Then He said, "You were once asked to serve as an instrument of Correction, were you not?"

"It was so," I said.

"How did you find it?" he asks.

I studied the lid of the bowl, shaped subtly like a flower with the stem for a handle. "It was difficult," I said. "The shape of the outcome was a thing known, but to undertake its creation was... a weighty task."

"A Noble, was it not? One of the eritked," Thirukedi asked.

I inclined my head in agreement. "Who had taken advantage of a Merchant. The resulting transaction had seemed pleasurable to her, but she did not understand that the Merchant could not deny her."

"An important matter of caste law," the Emperor said. "What did you do?"

I hesitated. The memory of that day remained brightly inked in mind. "My brush painted the rules on her body while she dictated them from the Book of Precedents."

"Novel," Thirukedi said. "Appropriate to your talents."

I tried not to shudder. Even though the rules allowed me to touch another with impunity when serving as their instrument of Correction, I had still found it uncomfortable. Touching is a thing between the trusted, to be gently negotiated beforehand. The instances in which it was appropriate for such as I to touch someone above the Wall of Birth were... very few. I could probably count the paragraphs in the Book of Exceptions, were I so minded.

"She was appropriately grateful?" He asked. Nuil, is that word, and it has no aunerai analog that I know. It is a gratefulness that comes only from having a poison drained from one's spirit, a gratitude known most frequently from Correction, a word I paint in the cerulean blue of joy and the brown of dried blood.

"It seemed so," I said. "It was good to have served her."

"But a discomfort," Thirukedi said.

I inclined my head again.

"Would you do it if asked a second time?"

"Of course," I said, because to say otherwise was unthinkable.

"For the same eritkedi?"

I almost glanced up, startled. "Was there a second transgression?"

"Of a different kind," Thirukedi said.

I found myself speechless, though I could not decide which understanding affected me more: that the Noble I had tasked myself to such careful treatment had relapsed into shameful behavior or that Thirukedi had bothered Himself to learn the details. For what? For this small discussion? Surely I was not so important. What broken pot did He intend me to mend, if it was clear that I had failed with the one I had tried before?

"There is no shame in it," Thirukedi said. "You succeeded in preventing her from transgressing in the same way."

"But not in another," I said, ears flattening.

"No," Thirukedi agreed. "There was a pattern there that you had no opportunity to see. There is no shame in it, Calligrapher; Correction is an art, not a skill. You were made for different tasks."

I sighed, folding my hands before me on the table. "There is yet regret," I said. "That the effort was not enough."

"Sometimes no effort is enough," He said. "I am sending you to the Bleak."

My silence was not the silence of respectful attention, but of shock.

"There," Thirukedi said, "you are to deliver my message to the osulkedi who serves Shame. He has been there the better part of two seasons now, attempting Corrections of those most in need... but it is enough. His services have been requested by House Qenain's gate complex, and it is there you will tell him to go, on my command."

He sipped his tea and finished, "He is the broken pot."

I stared at the finish on his bowl, stunned. Still, I found my voice... for such an incredible assignment demanded precise understanding. "And he is to be mended?"

"By you, yes," Thirukedi replied with a smile in His voice. "Accompany him to Qenain. Observe him, advise him... be to him what you have been to others in need. I suspect that will be sufficient."

"Forgiveness," I whispered. "Thirukedi... an aphorism, no matter how beautifully painted, may not be enough to succor such a soul."

"I suspect not," the Emperor replied. "This is not the work of a single painting. Your duty to him will take time. But mark it, Calligrapher... he is worth the time. He is my osulkedi, just as you are. Not since the first servant of Shame has there been one such as he... and he is shattering. He has given Kherishdar his service for years. If we did not save him, the very Civilization he has broken himself to uphold will not be worthy of him... is it not so?"

I bowed my head. "It is as you say."

"Go," Thirukedi said. "Retrieve him from the Bleak. I have set aside for you the records of his many Corrections... you may read them on the way. Until he is well you have no duty of more paramount importance."

"Yes, Thirukedi," I said. Then, quietly, "What is his name?"

"He is Kor Nai'Nerillin-osulkedi. But as his duty is to Shame, so he has preferred to be called."
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(Here, clipped to the pages, is a small piece of paper upon which is written one of the broken pot parables.)




Reck this: Once there was an aridkedi, a country Merchant who specialized in the creation of pots for her small town. She was the sole seller of pots, for no other potter had her talent. Greatly did she please her community, and so she lived well and they benefited by her skill. So great was her skill, in truth, that she mended any of her wares if they cracked, and if that mending did not take, she gave the Ai-Naidari a replacement as an apology for her lack of talent.

The potter was not called upon to give out any replacements, though she was occasionally called upon to mend her works, for they were of such quality they were often used well past when another pot would have been deemed worthless.

One day, however, a client brought her one of her mended pots, which had broken again. She could not believe it had failed, and promised the client he would have the pot again, better than new. And so she fixed the pot, but within days it had broken again. Once more she mended the pot, but it was mere hours before it fell in pieces.

As promised, she gave the Ai-Naidari a new pot without charge... but she returned to the pot and attempted to fix it once again. Each time it failed, she applied herself to its mending.

It came to be that another aridkedi became the merchant of pots for that community. The most talented potter in town had become so obsessed with her failure that she had no more time to make new pots.

This is the tale of the broken pot. Reck it well.

[image: ***]

I found the records Thirukedi had spoken of awaiting me on my return to the studio, held in the arms of the coach-master who had come to arrange my trip to the Bleak. We spoke briefly: I would leave tomorrow at dawn, which would bring me to my destination in late afternoon. As I had the habit of rising early it was of no inconvenience to me. I had only to pack for the journey and the trip following to Qenain's Gate complex and my part of this would be done, until I met Shame.

Ah, no, aunera. Do not take it for arrogance, for Shame to wish to be known so. For him to take as title one of Civilization's virtues was not self-aggrandizement, not a way of saying that he alone contained all the virtue of Shame and no other may lay claim to it. Other Ai-Naidar would understand it, correctly, as a sign that he was subordinating himself to that great virtue... that he knew himself to be a part of it, and wished to expose the self-knowledge, that dedication, to others. We assume ourselves always to be part of things, not separate examples. It is why almost all our words are groups, and they must be modified to form the singular. We are the Ai-Naidar, you understand... and I am an Ai-Naidari. The whole always comes first.

But this is digression from what I meant to impart to you, aunera, which was this:

Shame was brilliant.

I had never personally met a priest who served Shame. As I discussed with Thirukedi, my experiences with Correction were few, both as instrument and as recipient. It is so with many Ai-Naidar: we require moderating words at times and we pay reparations as needed, but transgressions against the rules of society are not flagrant, nor so deeply-rooted that they require frequent Correction. That is part of the purpose of having the rules of society set to paper, after all... so that all may know their duties, their responsibilities, and their privileges.

But Kherishdar is an empire spanning three worlds and several colonies, and we are many and our culture old. With so many Ai-Naidar it is inevitable that some will transgress. And for the times when we do, then we call upon those who serve Shame to bring that virtue to us, so that we may once again remember our place and become good members of society.

Correction is not punishment. If it does not bring you to a deeper understanding of your role in Kherishdar, it is meaningless. And here is where Shame excelled. He crafted Corrections that addressed the heart of the transgression... that addressed the impulse that drove it rather than the surface crime. In his own hand, he documented his efforts, and while his commentary was terse and often broken, as if written by a mind speeding too quickly for the hand to follow, still I saw the genius there.

I made myself a cup of golden tea and sat on my studio's window-seat. There among the cushions I made company with the first of Shame's logs, and the sunlight fell on calligraphy so swiftly scrawled it seemed on the verge of unraveling... the first words so dark they were almost illegible, the pen loaded with ink so he would have to stop less frequently to dip, and the last words so pale they were read almost by their indentation in the paper rather than by their color.

I find it difficult to explain Shame's brilliance, but I will make the attempt. Take for instance the entry I found on the sixth page:







MALE, ANATHKEDI, half-brother to head of household well-liked gives permission to be touched, takes it away without warning...house Head thinks he is skittish of touch, needs touch-friend, learn to trust—??

Have studied, done interviews. Not trust issue, is, in fact, contempt for those he permitted. Did not think enough of them to withhold touch, did not think well enough of them to withdraw it properly.

Dressed him in no-one's clothes... took him to other household, had him shadow those in caste-ranks he thought so little of. Needed a week... no longer treats those caste-ranks badly. head of household pleased. Checked a season later... still behaving well. head of household offered a sasrithi.







This incident was remarkable in that it first required something not all Ai-Naidar are capable of: the ability to think as other castes do. I understand the duties of those above the Wall of Birth, but I do not truly empathize with them. Even a month's worth of study would not have acquainted me well enough with a Noble's mind to permit me to make the leap of understanding Shame has made here: that the Noble was not, in fact, shy of being intimate with others, but had fallen prey to an emotion poisonous in the nobility and regality, one so destructive to their purpose in society that it rarely has opportunity to flourish: contempt.

I would never, ever, have dared imagine a Noble capable of contempt.

Having come to this startling conclusion merely by observation, Shame then crafted a Correction that required the abasement of the noble completely. It is difficult for me to imagine the confidence and power of personality it would take to convince a Noble to bow his head to such a penance. Most Corrections are intimate conversations between the instrument and the recipient—revasil ekain, we call those, Corrections made with scenarios, with words. Vabanil, the Corrections of actions, are rarer, more potent, and more difficult to conceive and enact, since one of their most prominent features is that the recipient must be receptive to what he will learn.

And it was a fitting Correction, at that.

So then: thrice unusual, Shame, once for being able to be another Ai-Naidari simply by watching him, twice for bringing a Noble to a difficult Correction of action and thrice for having conceived one so well-suited to the error.

The fourth and final, of course, was that it worked so well that the Head of household gave him a sasrithi, a token allowing him to ask a future favor. Such tokens are not lightly given from a noble Head of household.

One of you asked, why it is that I found it a matter so piercing to be seen so clearly by Thirukedi, why I was honored. I must answer, then, that to be seen with understanding eyes requires not just great insight, but also great compassion. One might not see at all, lacking the former; or see and deny what is seen, lacking the latter. I began to suspect, from my first examination of these journals, that Shame… Shame had both these virtues, and they are rare when found together, and more precious thereby.

I continued reading as the day waned, rising only to bring a lamp to my window-seat. Though terse, each entry evoked a self-contained world in all its nuance: a twisted spirit or ungentle mind, the circumstances that had brought it to that sickness, and through each, like a thread of incense, the presence of the osulkedi, Shame's servant, who led each supplicant back to righteousness and cleansed their spirits. It was a record of redemption found in the pain of expiation and the darkness of confession, and I found it haunting, unnerving and irresistible.

I fell asleep there, leaning back against the pillows and twisted with knees raised so as not to drop the book from my lap; when I woke, my hand was resting on the edge, protective. I had neither packed nor washed in preparation for my journey, and hastened to both tasks, yet I am ashamed to say I kept the carriage-master waiting.

"Haste is not needful," the carriage-master said, his speech politely Abased: he was irimkedi, a Servant to the Emperor and several castes my junior. It was for him to accept such delays with aplomb, just as it was for me to not make such errors of ill courtesy. I sighed and moved so his assistants could load my trunk, then stepped up into the carriage with one of Shame's logs held against my chest. While I had the sense of his work from the first, I could not deny my compulsion. I wanted to know more. The carriage rocked beneath the boots of the driver as he climbed aboard and then we were underway. Settling into the pillowed bench, I opened the next volume and resumed reading.

The first mention of blood made me put the book down. I stared out the window; we had passed out of the capital and were now among the soft green fields outside it. The sunlight falling through the carriage window onto my wrist felt very real, very bright... the breeze, fresh with the newness of spring, did not seem to co-exist with the words in the entry I'd just read.




Knew talk would be pointless. Needed to make blood payment for guilt. Not a violent grief, so brought needles and made it slow.




What guilt could be so desperate to require blood payment? And what kind of man could dole it out so methodically? Every other entry had evoked in me a rich sense of color and light, as if the bare words were just waiting for calligraphy. But this... had been flat to me. Words, naked words, their meanings unadorned in my mind.

I have never needed more than the mildest of Corrections. I could not imagine a world of such violent passions. How could I possibly be of service to a man capable of addressing such things?

And yet, Thirukedi had sent me. Of all His osulked, He had chosen me.

I had to believe I could help... but I did not pick up the log again. I spent the remainder of the journey with my gazed fixed on the new green of the fields, and my distraction was so complete I did not even wonder how I would mix the color on a palette.

[image: ***]

And now a digression, for several of you have asked about tea, and I am delighted to oblige your curiosity. For tea is emblematic of our species, indeed!—we consider it the official drink of the empire. Many are the tracts that discuss its virtues.

Like the aunerai version, our tea is made from the leaves of a plant; in our case, an epiphytic vine, the let arva (directly, “tea vine”). It is found natively on First World, growing on the branches of a shrub that lives on the sides of hills and ditches: a very humble plant that one, we even name it so: gelme sherani, the humble plant; more on this in a moment. Without the tea vine, gelme shera are overwhelmed by direct sunlight and die. Likewise, the tea plant cannot survive without a host to suspend it, nor does it grow very high. It is well-suited to its partner.

Together, tea vine and host offer a considerable bounty: the gelme sherani’s leaves can be ground as an analgesic and its small berries are delicious; they are also crushed to form the basis for the pigment that dyes the stoles of Public Servants such as myself, a color adequately translated as "mulberry." The tea vine, of course, yields the tea leaves; like you, we cure and dry the leaves in many different ways, each one creating a different flavor profile. Unlike your beverage, let is a mild relaxant. It does not induce sleep, mind... only calms a troubled thought, if such a thought you may be holding. It is a bright, quiet sort of mind it fosters.

You can imagine, then, why we so value tea. It has inspired a host of words: let aidaremethil, or tea-plant symbiosis, is the state of working in tandem with another to achieve your mutual success. That success-gained-with-others also has a word: letenemii. Letshilva means something like "complete usefulness," and describes when every last particle of utility has been wrung from something: like the tea vine and its partner, the berries, the leaves, even the way the partnership itself, the location, everything contributes, without holding back. Ashlet is the word we use to describe someone or something who works harmoniously with another, complementing their strengths and compensating for their weaknesses. And ieleten is the word we use for the failure that comes from attempting to make one's way alone in a situation or environment where one absolutely needs aid; you may remember the world iekuvren, “destructive independence,” a flaw that leads to ieleten, failure, and finally akuvrash, the destruction of the local community. It is from that word for failure that we derive the name for the tea vine, in fact, for that concept came first; as a species, we faced dar ieleten, which is to say the failure of a people, for only when we learned to pull together in the traces were we able to survive. The partner shrub also takes its name from another venerable word: gelmesh, which is to say "foundation of a positive relationship," and this root also informs the word gelme, for is not humility to source of our ability to love?

In conflict, we speak of let raikash, “tea victories.” These are reached by compromise on the part of both parties, as in two enemies sitting at tea. The victory is impossible without both their contributions, so this word is both pleasing in symbol and act (for we do often make our treaties over a tea table).

So then: a very important plant, not just for its taste or history, but for what it means to us.

In flavor Ai-Naidari tea varies from grassy and astringent to smoky and earthy, but the mouthfeel is always clear; we do not mediate it with thick liquids except for a syrup we make for children. Though it was found first on First World, it is successfully farmed as far as Third. Let arva grows on the colonies, though not as easily... our farmers are at work on a cultivar that will thrive there, so that wherever Ai-Naidar dwell, they might have their tea. I have no doubt they will succeed.

You ask, perhaps, if there are words and symbols for endeavors and successes reached alone. And there are. But I have digressed long enough, for it is here in the story that I meet Shame. Let us continue.
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Our arrival at the Bleak did nothing to assuage my doubts about my suitability for my assignment. You have not seen the Bleak, I imagine... it is not a place we would take aunera. Not out of any sense of shame, but because the souls remanded to its halls deserve their privacy. They pay here for their transgressions, and they are remade; when they exit the Bleak they do so as new persons, re-dedicated to society. Consider it almost a ritual, a spiritual and psychological cleansing. To gawk at such a thing would be cruel and inappropriate.

But having never seen the Bleak, you cannot know how it imposes. Entering the front hall, I cast a very, very thin shadow against the height of the stone room... a shadow that vanished when the great doors closed behind me. There was nothing crude about the architecture, though it was devoid of ornament, and we are a people who greatly admire ornament. It had been designed to diminish one to one's proper size: which is to say, not large at all when alone. There is nothing upon which to fix one's eye, no sound to distract the ear, not even the lingering smell of incense, so common even in the poorest of households... a dearth of sensation which leaves no choice but to contemplate oneself.

It is a rare Ai-Naidari who enjoys solitude as anything more than a passing necessity, like the breath that separates words so they can be properly discerned. And here I was, mender of a broken pot of a man who could abide in such a place for long months, living on the spaces between words and the aloneness between contact with other Ai-Naidar. Again, I could not fathom it... and almost I began to fear meeting Shame.

Before I could dwell too long on these thoughts I was rescued by a woman who seemed to resolve out of the dark of a nearly imperceptible hallway. By her expression she was perplexed by my arrival; she glanced at my stole and the mark of the empire on it, then met my eyes. "Osulkedi? May I ask what brings you here?"

She had addressed me first and in speech only slightly Abased, by which I understood she was also a Public Servant... perhaps only a few ranks beneath me. So I responded to her as a caste-equal, saying, "I have been sent to find the Public Servant who serves Shame."

"Ah," she said, and in that single utterance I heard a wealth of meaning, like arabesques of paint spilling from a single letter: blue, blood-brown and muted gray. I did not like the reserve and unease the gestalt of it suggested. "This way, if you would, osulkedi."

I followed her into the narrow, tall hallway, relieved when further down its length several thin windows sliced through the unremitting dark with strips of sunlight. And the room to which she escorted me was surprisingly comfortable, with a low ceiling, a broad view onto the distant fields, and several cushioned benches. Not a room for those sentenced here, then. I confess that in my single visit to the Bleak prior to Thirukedi's assignment, I had not been any further than its front hall; I had been accompanying my liege-lord who had come to claim one of the Bleak's reformed souls for his own. I had not imagined the place capable of even this much softness. And I admit, I was glad of the pillow-lined bench. My joints were no longer quite so forgiving of abuse as they had when I was younger.

I composed myself to wait, then, and not to guess at what awaited me—awaited us both. The ways of the Emperor are often beyond ken.

[image: ***]

My first impression of Shame, thus, was his voice... and the fact that he spoke stripped of any caste-markings, so that his speech was shocking, naked. "Is this urgent? I am in the middle of my duties."

I sat up and looked toward him, and it was as if I could not move my head and yet turning to him was inevitable. Hearing him made one want to see him, and not want to see him. I had experienced something similar only once before, when I met the Exception... but the Exception had been wistfulness and sorrow and distance, like a painting blurred and softened by water.

Kor Nai'Nerillin-osulkedi was an ink drawing, a few slashes cutting a vital, compact shape from his surroundings. And black: ancestors! So rare a color among us, black entirely save for the shock of white on his face. His pupils were black pits surrounded in more white, with a thin gray ring to mark their borders—we call it arvarnari elet, coronal eyes, after the pale halo around the sun at its eclipse, and I had never seen such distinct and uncanny examples. There was nothing comfortable about him, not even the way he entered the room, his movements brusque and strangely precise. Nothing. I was not certain whether to be intimidated by him... or fascinated.

Because, oddest of all, he had a beauty. From his voice to the way he stood across from me to the manner in which he fixed his eyes on me, all of it was of one piece. My brows furrowed as I contemplated this unexpected harmony, and I didn't even realize I was staring until one of his white brows cocked.

"Osulkedi?"

"Ah!" I said, and despite his stripped speech I could not bear to reply in kind. I addressed him as a caste-equal, courteous. "I apologize. It was a long journey."

"To the purpose of...?"

His directness was almost appealing because it made sense of the rest of him. "Thirukedi sends me, osulkedi. We are to repair to House Qenain at the Gate, there to address their need."

"The Gate—" he murmured, his eyes losing their focus. Then, with no obvious change, they were again considering me. "And you?" His gaze took in the stole, but I wore simple robes beneath them, nothing like his unrelieved black and white. "You are not another priest."

"No, osulkedi," I said. "I am a calligrapher."

"A calligrapher," Shame repeated. "And Qenain has need of the both of us?"

"I admit it must seem rather irregular," I said, my hands clasped on my knees, trying to warm them where they ached.

"A bit," Shame said. Then shook his head. "I can't leave until I'm done with my duties."

Before he could continue, I cautiously interrupted. "Forgive me, osulkedi... but your duties here could be construed as eternal. The Emperor has sent for you. There is need elsewhere, not just here."

"Still," Shame said. "I will need the rest of the day. I was in the middle of the work." He rubbed the pad of his palm, and I dared not look closer; I did not want to see blood there, or calluses my mind would attempt to explain.

And then the words penetrated, and I tried to hide my dismay. "The rest of the day?"

He smiled faintly. "We won't have to spend the night. I assume you came by coach?" When I nodded, he said, "then we can leave by sunset."

The notion of remaining in an enclosed space with such a powerful personality was daunting, but not quite as daunting as the thought of having to sleep in the Bleak. And I supposed, if we were trapped together thus, perhaps I might become more acquainted with him, maybe even find some insight into just how difficult my work would be. "Sunset, then." And then, though I had not planned on asking such an intimate and irregular question, I said, "You know to the moment when your duty will end?"

"The body can endure only so long," Shame said. "And the mind follows. I will return."

And then he was gone, leaving me with unwelcome thoughts and only myself to blame for inviting them.
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That was my first experience of Shame. My second came when I realized he did not intend to ride in the carriage with me.

"Osulkedi," I said, standing alongside the open door, "it is a three day ride from the Bleak to the Gate, and it will be dark soon."

"I know," he answered.

"There's no need—"

"I'll be fine," he said. At least he hadn't saddled his own steed; a young Guardian had brought it out already tacked, a high-strung creature with a deep brown coat. As I watched, Shame pulled himself into the saddle, managing the short robe over his loose trousers with that precision that reminded me, suddenly, of some of the better-trained members of the Guardian caste. It had that same hint of violence, like the top note of a subtle perfume: subliminal but clear when noticed.

When I didn't immediately respond, he studied me with his coronal eyes and said, "Are you often given to these reveries, Calligrapher?"

Stung, I replied in all candor, "Yes, I'm afraid."

He laughed then and said, "I've had them put my bags in your carriage, if that eases you." And then he clapped his heels against his mount's barrel and was off, leaving me to stare after him.

We are a genteel people, we Ai-Naidar. Not passionless, as some might have you believe, but not particularly given to displays of emotion. And Shame was not exactly displaying any emotions, but his presentation had a raw quality: I couldn't decide if this was just how he was, or if he was damaged. My plan to study him during our trip to Qenain would be severely restricted with him riding, but... if he had as much energy as he seemed to project, I would much prefer he drain some of it in physical exertion before I had to grapple with his intellect, particularly given how nakedly he wielded it.

"Osulkedi?"

Yes, I was given to reveries. I looked toward the source of the voice and found the young Guardian, a steed's reins gathered in his hands, though he was still a-ground. From his face he was practiced in wearing this schooled polite expression. "Was aid needed?" he finished, nodding toward the carriage door.

"I'm sorry," I said. "I didn't see you. Are you...?"

"Assigned to the priest," he answered, and I could not read his eyes. What few Guardians I had ever spoken with had all had some variation of this same expression when on duty. I couldn't tell if he was glad of his assignment, or how long he'd been with Shame and whether he was concerned over him, and it seemed the wrong time to ask. Instead, I said, "Aid would be appreciated," and allowed him to close the carriage door behind me.

Thus we proceeded, and a gladder Ai-Naidari you would have been hard-pressed to find leaving the Bleak that day. And once we were underway, I found myself looking again and again at the log I'd discarded.

Should I tell him Thirukedi had given me these records? Their intimacy was so acute I could not decide which would be worse: to read them while he kept my company, unaware of my doing so... or to tell him, forcing him into awareness of the exposure. And yet there was no undoing what I had already read. I fingered the edge of the leather cover.

...and ended up reading, with no further thought to the ethics of it. There were no mentions of blood in the hours I spent ensconced in the carriage as the countryside passed briskly by, but the Corrections described remained astonishing and unnerving. It wasn't until the sun had vanished completely, depriving me of the light to read further, that I began to understand a little of why: it was the way he always seemed to know what motivated the people he Corrected, no matter their station, age or sex. I had thought myself empathic, but this level of understanding of the Ai-Naidari heart seemed supernatural.

I looked out the coach window for him, but did not see him. And, even as I chastised myself for my subterfuge, I slipped the book back into the pack with the others.
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We continued until well past the evening in order to reach the outskirts of Mekarieth's district, where we could find lodging. As osulked, both of us could stop in any household no matter the caste of its members and demand hospitality, from the lowest worker to the most harried Regal. This was a necessary courtesy; most travelers are hosted by family or caste-peers, but the osulked are few. And while we might occasionally find ourselves stopping somewhere with a temple, library or other public building, it was better for Kherishdar if its ultimate Public Servants visited with Ai-Naidar of all castes when they traveled, so they could remain familiar and comfortable with all the people they served.

In this way I have often left little pieces of calligraphy all over Kherishdar as I have gone on Thirukedi's errands... freehand paintings, mostly, projects that could be done in a few hours after dinner: embellishing the cover of a family's Book of Exceptions, perhaps, or inscribing a virtue over a door. While the first few times I found it difficult to impose on strangers, I have never regretted it since for the chance to meet so many people and be touched by the breadth and depth of Kherishdar's riches, its varied people.

So I was surprised when the carriage stopped before one of the Merchant halls with its impersonal facade. We could have tarried anywhere... so why here?

Oh yes, aunera. I'm afraid I was so naive.

By the time I stepped out of the coach, Shame and his Guardian had already made their way into the hall past the traffic still trickling over its path; Merchants did their business long into the evening, if the opportunity presented itself. The irimked who came with me would stay in the guest Servant quarters for the evening and I... I supposed I would be pretending to a Merchant's business. Shaking my head, I followed the two in, only to find they had already requested a room and gone to it...

...and in their wake, left a silence pierced only by furtive whispers and speculative looks. My own entrance barely registered to the inhabitants of the common room. It was then that I began to understand. I have never expected anyone to recognize me; I wear my stole with the Emperor's mark because I believe it necessary and useful. As I passed among the tables, I realized that everyone knew Kherishdar's sole Shame. I began to wonder if he was as notorious as the Exception, and the dart of pity that stung my heart was the first sign that I understood, that Thirukedi had been right to entrust this mission to me.

I ascended the stairs and found the Guardian standing outside one of the doors. He gestured, drawing my attention. The Guardian caste incurs many exceptions to the laws that govern behavior between castes, as they often must act precipitously to prevent harm to their wards. Nevertheless, he seemed more accustomed to speaking first than I would have guessed in one so young: deferent, yes, but comfortable.

"Forgiveness," he said as I approached. "The hall is crowded tonight; there is only the one room."

"Very well," I said as he opened the door for me. I stopped, not out of shock, but because I would have bumped my knees against the single bunk had I kept going. As the Guardian closed the door behind me, I asked the silhouette by the narrow window, "Where will he sleep?"

"Outside across the threshold," Shame said. He was loosening his cuffs, barely visible in the dark. When I didn't immediately reply, he said, "Don't concern yourself with it. He has had harder duties."

I glanced at the one bunk and said, "And where will you sleep?"

A laugh, cut short. "On the floor next to the bed. I too have had harder duties." He lifted his hand to stop my speech. "Your joints hurt. Sleep on the bed, Calligrapher."

Unnerved, I said, "I have not had much pain," and then halted, realizing I had confirmed his guess. How had he known?

Looking at me over his shoulder with his white eyes, he said, "You were warming them in the waiting hall at the Bleak."

"Do you miss anything?" I asked, startled.

He just smiled; I could hear it in his voice, the wry twist of it, though I could not see it in the dark. "Good night, osulkedi."

Apparently it was enough for him to sleep with throat and wrists unfettered, but to otherwise remain fully clothed; I was accustomed to wearing a sleeping robe, but could not imagine stepping over him to reach our bags, change in this small space and then slide back into bed. So I lay down there with my back to him and composed myself as best I could for sleep. And found that my joints did hurt, and the mattress gentle on them, and I was soon asleep.
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Several of you have asked about our riding beasts, a topic I am afraid I know little about. They are much like ourselves: tall, slender things with narrow tails and heads and long ovate ears: grazers and herd-beasts, more comfortable in a group than alone.

As I said, they are much like ourselves.

What you will perhaps find unusual is that we do not speak of beasts as we would a person. I am given to understand several strange things about you, aunera, first being that you have a multiplicity of languages (how do you understand one another? Must you learn them all?), and second that many of these languages do not provide for easy ways to distinguish between people and everything else. Our language does this: there is a manner of speech particular to Ai-Naidar, and a manner that refers to animals, plants and objects: the non-Ai-Naidar case, I would call that.

I have tried in vain to decide on a way to render these distinctions in your language. The closest the scribe and I can come is to call Ai-Naidar "he" and "she" and to use "it" for everything else, from animals to objects. But even this division is unclear, for the scribe has confided that many of you use the pronoun "it" for your own beasts if you cannot confidently determine the sex of the creature. I cannot impart to you, then, the absolute wall our language builds between Ai-Naidar and other things. Like the Wall of Birth in our caste system, there is no rising above it without divine intervention.

I fear now I must tell you that aunera also are referred to in this manner, as non-Ai-Naidar. The scribe tells me some of you will not be insulted to be lumped in the same category as beasts and flowers, and I hope it is so.

Whatever the case, this distinction has relevance to our tale... for the use of weapons is controlled by their targets. The weapons allowed against Ai-Naidar are few, but there is no weapon that cannot be used against anything else. You have wondered why you have seen no guns among us? Now you know. I have never gone where their use is legal, for they cannot be turned against an Ai-Naidari. They are only employed against beasts... and aliens.

Let us continue from this unpleasant digression.
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If anything, the traffic on the roads grew denser as we set out the following day. I wondered at it: the last major holiday in the capital, the Spring Welcoming, was a month behind us, and most people would have dispersed to their homes long since. The further we travelled the more people we encountered, until at last I wondered if we would have the luxury of staying in a Merchant's hall again.

Around dusk the carriage stopped. I peered out the window to find Shame, his Guardian and the carriage master conferring. I couldn't hear them, but from the twitch of Shame's ears and the rigidity of his back he was displeased. When we resumed moving, Shame rode ahead... and I called to the Guardian, using the caste-rank one would give the Guardian employed in public spaces.

"Basirkedi?"

The youth fell back to pace the carriage. "It's penokedi, osulkedi, if you would. I am Shame's Guardian in particular."

"I did not know osulked to require such service," I said, startled, for to be penokedi made this youth a Public Servant himself, and within my caste. No wonder he had so little habit of averting his eyes!

"His is a special case."

So many special cases, and this was only the beginning of my education in them.

He added, "My name is Ajan, also. If you prefer. I expect we will see much of one another, as I am not to be detached until Shame returns to the temple."

"Of course," I said; that at least, was customary, though he would not expect to call me by anything but my title. We shared a caste, but even so I occupied its topmost rank. "What did they decide?"

"Oh, we'll stay at Elikim's guest house tonight," the Guardian said. "You know Qenain's in Athurizin's district? And Athurizin's ascension day is approaching, so everyone is coming for the celebration. There's no other place to stay, not really, unless we want to crowd into some already over-burdened family's home. It's not likely that anyone without a Noble or Regal's size home is going to be able to keep us easily. It's just the one night, then we'll be at Qenain."

"Is it such a hardship, then?" I asked.

The Guardian glanced at me, and I read in his eyes a moment's uncertainty.

"I know nothing of these matters," I said. "Speak, please, and educate me."

"Shame needs to stand apart from other Ai-Naidar," the Guardian said at last. "Staying in someone's home is an intimacy."

"I imagine he shall have trouble at Qenain, then, yes?"

"That's different," the youth said dismissively. "He will be on duty then. It's harder when he is passing through."

"Even for just a night?"

The Guardian smiled, ears flicking backward. "A heartbeat is long enough, for Shame." (That is a single word for us, aunera: tsan, one of our words for subjective measures of time.) And then, almost to himself, "Or at least, it used to be." Then he looked forward at something I could not spy through the carriage window and said, "I am wanted, osulkedi."

I nodded, though technically I had no ability to stay or release him; if as he said he truly was Guardian in particular to Shame, only his ward and Thirukedi could command him. And I had enough to ponder from what words he'd shared... and more importantly, for the concern he'd revealed over the change in his ward's behavior. Too, it was hard to conceive of what it meant to be an osulkedi who must not draw too close to the people he served.

Again, this theme of apartness. Yet if I painted the Exception's aloneness in washes of gray and blue, then to paint Shame's I would need black ink on bleached vellum, bordered in red.
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You imagine I am being dramatic, aunera. Truly, I do not blame you. It is against my nature to be quite... so... sensational in my description. It is a measure of how aberrant Shame's presence was in my life... my ordered, gentle life which is poorly acquainted with urgency or violence. It is not that I have not known sorrow or pain or joy. But... how can I explain? Mine is a contemplative art. It requires and teaches patience. Deliberation. A... way of arranging the world in one's thoughts. I had become accustomed to it, and indeed it was expected of me: it was how I had been chosen to my caste and elevated to its final rank.

Shame is a page from a different book. No, to be honest, a book from a different library, as alien to me as I must be to you, and we two, we are not even the same species.

I struggle, thus, to do justice to him, without even the vocabulary to make the attempt. I am reduced to color and line, the language that does not desert me when I am otherwise mute. Accept my apology, please. I will make it again, for I fear that I will only become more emotional as I share these happenings with you. There will be no apology lengthy enough to cover my mental state... I will have to beg your indulgence, and your pity.
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[ Excerpt from the Book of Castes: Public Servant volume.]


On the matter of apologies.

[This section of the book is organized by offense given, and subdivided into a Public Servant's proper apologetic behavior based on the caste-rank of the person they have offended. The relevant section is excerpted.]


For private disruption caused by emotional excessiveness, particularly expressed verbally, from osulkedi to Ai-Naidari of unknown rank (duinikedi): Three apologies of acceptable form accompanied by a single held bow, as if to an Ai-Naidari of rank below Thirukedi.


[There is no entry for the appropriate number of apologies for an osulkedi guilty of private disruption caused by emotional excessiveness, particularly expressed verbally, to an aunerai.]
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It was my intention to leave the carriage swiftly enough to be the first to greet the Head of House Elikim... I thought perhaps Shame would prefer it, since I was more comfortable staying with strangers. But it was far quicker for him to dismount from an animal and stride to the door than it was for me to wait for the carriage to come to a halt and disembark. Both Shame and his Guardian had entered the Noble's manse before I could join them.

I was shown every courtesy I had come to expect from any Ai-Naidari while traveling... and all the additional courtesies that those above the Wall of Birth were expected to extend to those beneath it. And yet as exquisite as those courtesies were, there was an air of distraction to their application.

I could trace Shame's path through the manse by the silence that lingered in his wake.

So I followed it.

Yes, so quickly did he influence me. But at the time, I thought only that Thirukedi had given me a directive and I had some premonition that I could not fulfill it if I let the priest pass from my sight. So even though I was uncomfortable forcing the Servants to follow me, rather than allowing them to lead me to my accommodations, I trailed up the carpeted steps to the second floor. House Elikim’s manse followed the mulever format, so named for its resemblance to the mulever cut used on gemstones... the stairs opened onto a rectangular room that ran half the length of the building, studded with ornately wallpapered doors that led to individual rooms. One's guests entertained in this central room with its long hearth and elegant tables; it served as a parlor for each of the private suites that opened onto it.

I found the priest's Guardian first, having a polite conversation with a woman in the rich raiment of a Noble, which I caught only a part of: he was declining dinner.

"But surely you have been on the road and could use a meal," the Noble said as I drew nigh.

"It is that we have been on the road, ij Elikim, that the osulkedi proffers his regrets. He is weary."

"Of course," the woman said, but by the cant of her ears she was surprised. It was not that she would have tried to compel us to dine with her, though she could technically command us to it. But courtesy required her to see to our needs and custom made the offering of food one of those needs. It was... an unnecessarily awkward position to force her into, a subtle discourtesy of our own. I was appalled: it would have taken only half an hour to observe the formalities and then retire to the rooms we'd been assigned. Surely another osulkedi could manage that much.

She was turning to go when she espied me at the door and paused. "Forgiveness," she said, politely, "My brother was to see to you?"

...and I had left him behind by chasing after Shame. I blushed and bowed. "A moment's confusion," I said, slightly more Abased in my grammars by way of apology.

"Ah," she said, smiling hesitantly. The Guardian turning her away from her own guest suite had probably set her off-balance. "Have you been shown your room?"

"No, ij Elikim," I said, bowing again. "There would be gratitude for the courtesy."

The more I spoke, the more she relaxed, realizing I was not planning to sow disharmony. To my great pleasure, she even assayed a faint smile. "And may I interest you in my table, then, or do you also take your nourishment from star-light and veil-glow?"

Daring a less-Abased tone, I replied, "I fear I am not so sublime a creature as to forgo physical food. Your table would honor me, lady."

She beamed and beckoned me down the hall. "Your room first, then, osulkedi. Then you shall see what physical food you might find in House Elikim."
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The Nobles of Elikim were charming and deft hosts; I wondered what Shame had feared to avoid dining with them, but he'd missed an exquisite repast. They did not forget him despite his rudeness, and I accompanied the Servant with the covered tray back up the stairs after the meal, parting ways with him to go into my own room. And there I stretched myself on the tender mattress and fell asleep without issue, and would have slept contentedly the entire night.

Except that I dreamed of a seeming never-ending procession of Ai-Naidar, urgent and confused, and it distressed me enough that I woke in the middle of the night and rose from the bed. I shrugged on a dressing robe provided by the House. There would be warm wine by the hearth in the parlor; a glass of that would be enough to settle me again. I let myself out of the suite—

—only to find the parlor occupied by several members of the Household, whispering amongst themselves. A tired Ajan stood before Shame's door.

"Penokedi?" I asked, edging closer to him. I nodded toward the Ai-Naidar in the parlor. “What is this?”

Ajan glanced at them, eyes flicking forward again. "They want to talk to him."

"Talk to him," I repeated.

Now the Guardian glanced at me and said, more slowly, "They have invoked their right to talk to him."

I stared at the people in the parlor, ears flattening. "All of them?"

"You missed the first four," the Guardian said. "There's another one in there now."

"Can they do that?" I asked, appalled, even though I knew the answer... and Ajan knew that I should know. He met my eyes just briefly enough to avoid insouciance.

"Does this happen every time you stop at a household?"

"There have been rare occasions where it has not," the Guardian said.

I grimaced. It would have been incorrect for the Noble to stop her household from descending on a visiting osulkedi; the purpose of our traveling so was to make ourselves available, even if in a limited capacity, while we were on errantry. For me that meant painting or sketching, an act I could do with company if I felt the need for other Ai-Naidar, or alone if I requested solitude.

But I had read Shame's journals, and I had some notion of what it meant for someone to need his services. Looking at the number of people in the parlor, I couldn't imagine him seeing to them all before sunrise, even if he heard only their confessions. If they needed something more involved…

"Surely they must let him sleep!" I exclaimed.

Said the Guardian, "There is only one Shame in Kherishdar."
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They did not. I knew it by the tautness of the Guardian's face when I left the room in the morning and found him still standing at Shame’s door. Concern for his ward, I thought, not the exhaustion he surely must feel at having been on his feet all night. But he was young enough to weather it well... better than I could have. My own sleepless nights, caring for my daughter in her infancy, had long since fled... I did not think myself capable of such vigils anymore, though I would be proven wrong in that.

"The coach is waiting," Ajan told me, his voice tight. "The Noble is much grieved that we are leaving before breaking our fast with the family."

"I imagine so," I said, pitying her. She had to know that her own had prevented her guest from sleeping, and she constrained from chastising them for not considering his well-being. It would have been wrong for her to command her own to forgo his services; it was wrong for her to ill-use a guest. Her distress must have been extreme, and we were compounding it by not accepting the meal she was offering by way of what must have felt a very meager apology.

It was for me to go down the stairs, then, and enter that carriage. But I could not force myself to go: some nameless curiosity held me affixed to the spot outside my room. When Shame’s door opened for a slim female wrapped in the silks of an upper-ranked household Servant, I marked the look on her face as she went by: wide-eyed, pupils dilated, ears flushed… a smile on her face like a secret and an ease in her shoulders like relief. She looked whole and alive and relaxed even as she hurried back to her duties.

What would it be like, some part of me whispered before I could silence it. To be attended to by Shame. What would he say to me to make such an expression appear on my face? I stilled a shudder, wrapping my over-robe more closely around myself. I should certainly go down now to the carriage… but I had to see the osulkedi. As I waited I avoided Ajan’s eyes: I skirted impropriety close enough, indulging this curiosity, without knowing he bore witness to it.

The door opened again. Shame closed it behind himself, the movements abrupt and precise. If the night had drained him, there was no sign of it in his body.

I was standing at the door to my room; perhaps he expected the parlor to be empty save for his Guardian. I caught, in the moment as he turned from the door, a glimpse of his unguarded face, one stripped by hours of his work to its essential character.

And ancestors save me, aunera. My heart stumbled beneath my breastbone and all my breath stopped up with it.

Completing his turn, he greeted Ajan and then espied me. From his glance he did not know that I’d seen into him—initially. But within a heartbeat of seeing my face, he knew. I waited, not knowing what to expect. Some brusque comment, perhaps. A chastisement? To be ignored—

—I did not expect his eyes to soften, nor the wry twist of his mouth. He put his hand behind my back without touching it and propelled me toward the stairs by suggestion alone; I could not resist him, nor did I want him to touch me, not knowing what those hands had done in all the long hours before.

“Come, Calligrapher,” he said. “We have our duties.”

“Will you at least ride in the carriage and rest?” I asked, and was immediately appalled at my own forwardness.

He chuckled. “The day I cannot stand a night in the service of my duty, osulkedi, is the day I am no longer fit for it.”

“So I thought when I was young,” I said. “But my fingers no longer permit me to work through the night no matter my zeal, nor my prophecies a decade past.”

His laugh was quiet. “Then permit me the arrogance of youth while I may claim it.”

I continued talking—insisting. “I still wish you would rest. Your body may need no sleep, osulkedi, but your spirit is another matter.”

He glanced at me with his odd coronal eyes. “Perhaps so.”

But that was the end of the matter. I went down the stairs and he followed me, hands folded behind his back. We took our sadly abbreviated farewells of House Elikim’s majors… and Shame returned to his mount with Ajan at his heel, and I once again boarded the carriage alone. All the way there I had pondered my appalling liberties with a man I barely knew. To speak so to a virtual stranger! He had, with superior courtesy, allowed it, but I should not have been so insistent. Even you have a word for it, your scribe tells me: “badgering.” This much, then, we have in common.

And yet, thinking on his face as he left the room, I could not find it in myself to regret the words, and sitting in the carriage, I wished he had listened to me, and found even an hour’s peace therein.
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And now, aunera, let us speak a moment about our cities, for I would have you understand the distances we travel. All Ai-Naidari cities are built to allow for atan, which is to say the areas of responsibility. Each House above the Wall of Birth is responsible for the management of a certain number of Ai-Naidar and the area they live in; in cities of sufficient size, one may have multiple Houses undertaking this work. Thus the atan, literally "rays," like those which come off the sun, for that the wedge-shaped areas radiate out from the center of a city.

Each of these wedges is overseen by Nobles who answer to the Regal at the source of the atani. The closer to the Regal, the more Ai-Naidar a Noble is tasked with managing, and thus the higher the caste-rank. The further from the center, the fewer the people and establishments, and the lower the caste-rank.

These wedges extend all the way into the countryside, to encompass farms and mines and other such industries and any Ai-Naidar who work them... unless, of course, those industries become large enough to need personal oversight, at which point a Noble House is sent there to extend the atani. Should these places eventually become cities, then the pattern begins anew, with a Noble or Regal in the center and the atan partitioned according to the number of people who need management.

The Throneworld capital, of course, remains the largest Ai-Naidari city, and at its center is Thirukedi, from whom springs all of the powers of those above the Wall of Birth. His fiefdom encompasses the empire entire; its atani is complete.

The capital is not a small city.

From the Bleak, which is a day's journey outside the capital, we had traveled into the city...not to stay in it, but as a least-time route to our destination. Though House Qenain maintains a presence in the capital in order to manage its affairs, its principal estate is not in the capital at all, but at the Gate. They make their business in botany, in the breeding, cultivation and examination of the properties of plants from all the worlds of the empire, and so they find it most practical to remain near the transport.

(We shall return to this matter anon, for the strange history of House Qenain is relevant to our story.)

I append here a map so that you might see. Forgive us its roughness.


[image: map-for-black-blossom]


Leaving House Elikim, then, we resumed our progress toward the edge of the city. Once outside the wall, the trip to the Gate would take two days. I task you, do not imagine a road through empty countryside (though faith, on some worlds the Gate is so isolate). The Gate brings trade, travelers, news... all intent on the hub of the empire. The Gate road—called the Ashumel, after the great vessel in the chest which brings blood to the heart—is lined with buildings and services, so many that it is as an extension of the capital, and a great headache and burden it is to the Regal house tasked with its oversight. I have heard that House Athurizin has taken to requiring the Winter Tryst of its members to grow the House to the point of comfortably undertaking the management of the Ashumel. Perhaps that is rumor, but I would not be surprised.

Earlier you will recall young Ajan mentioning Qenain being in Athurizin's district—now you know the word, the atani—and that it was crowded because of people approaching for the ascension festival. That festival, celebrating the day the current Head of Athurizin came to that exalted rank, was drawing people from the entire atani… yes, all the way from outside the city, all along the Ashumel. Not only were people coming in and out of the Gate for travel, but the people along the road were heading inward also, to attend. Even the most modest of families would try to send at least one of their number, not just out of respect, but because such a festival is a grand event, and who would want to miss such a thing?

It did make travel rather slow. So slow, indeed, that we were at times obliged to stop to make way for traffic. It was during one of these times that I disembarked to stretch my legs and feel the sun on my shoulders, and found Shame's Guardian at my side, rather than at his.

"Penokedi," I said. "It is a beautiful day."

His eyes were on the train of supplies making its way through the intersection, but from his shoulders and the strict rigidity of his ears and spine I could tell there was aught amiss. "So it is, Calligrapher."

"Do you wish to share what troubles you?" I asked.

He glanced at me, humor creasing his eyes. "You needn't be quite so formal, osulkedi, unless it is your custom."

"It is not, entirely, but there is no need to give offense."

"To one such as a Guardian?" Ajan snorted. "Some would say we have no sensitivities to offend."

"I beg to differ," I said. "Every Ai-Naidari is due consideration. I ask so that you can decline to share, if you wish. To compel you is unkind."

He glanced at me and smiled. "Not all are so considerate of the feelings of a son of Saresh."

"Being one of those trained to the god of aggression does not make you a brute," I said. "You stand with me, however, and not with your ward, penokedi. Why?"

"Ah," Ajan said with a sigh. Really he was not all so old as that. I could have been his father, perhaps… he looked the right age. Seeing him so made some paternal feeling arise. "Shame needs time to himself."

I squinted at him, then lifted my brows. "You have argued with him."

Ajan's eyes widened, and then he wrinkled his nose. "How did you do that?"

"Instinct," I said, hiding my smile. "So, it was so?"

Ajan said, "I wanted to stop at the temple for the night. He believes we have no such time to spare." He looked at me. "Do we?"

"Thirukedi did not give me a schedule," I said, hesitant. "Though I would not tarry on any mission He gave."

"Perhaps," Ajan said with another sigh. "But it would have been good to stop somewhere familiar and see the others."

"There are others?" I asked, surprised.

The youth laughed. "Ah, Calligrapher. Yes, there are several of us, and there is enough to keep us all busy. More than us, really, but Shame takes most of it on his own shoulders."

"You… do the work of Shame?" I asked carefully, for this skirted perilously close to impropriety.

From his glance, he knew my concern. Just as the old have an instinct for what the young do not say, the young have an instinct for what their elders fear. "We do not make Corrections, osulkedi. But we care for his equipment, and we collect information, so that Shame may make the proper judgments and have good tools to hand to effect them." He chuckled. "Had you told me that my duty as a Guardian would involve having my nose in a book so much, I would have laughed."

"I can imagine," I murmured. "So… these compatriots of yours are also Guardians?"

"And a fathrikedi," said Ajan, "who insists on doing the duties of a Servant, and does them, as one might expect, with indescribable grace."

"No doubt!" I exclaimed. Somehow the notion that Shame might have a Decoration seemed incredible. He did not seem the type to indulge himself in the contemplation of beauty.

"It is perhaps for the fathrikedi that I am most concerned," Ajan said. "For since The Day the osulkedi has not made use of him."

"The Day?" I asked.

Ajan looked at me, direct, and I knew then that this was no slip of the tongue. He had chosen, for whatever reason, to confide in me. "You heard about the execution."

My heart stilled in my breast, just
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