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After they lost everything else, they found each other.

Now Leshi and Esavas are ready to begin their new life together in Yevoruta, the city of the mages. But the battles of the past raised more questions than they answered, questions that themselves must be answered if Esavas and Leshi are to lay the ghosts of the past to rest and find peace in their new life.

But beneath the mannered, rigid surface of mage society lies treachery, and the search for those answers could cost Leshi and Esavas everything.
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Chapter 1

IN THE REGISTRY office at the main Assembly of Mages hall in Yevoruta, Esavas and Leshi knelt across a low table from five gray-robed officials, who frowned as they silently looked through the documents in front of them. Leshi was clutching the skirt of her leaf-green cotton sayata so tightly her knuckles showed pale against her dark skin. Esavas’s hands were likewise clenched tight, his palms sweaty, his stomach twisting in knots. He fought an urge to fidget with the cuffs of his secondhand peacock-blue quilted silk sharwa or to hold Leshi’s hand. Dignity and decorum could make all the difference in this interview that would determine the course of the rest of their lives.

“So,” said the head official, seated in the center of the group, a man of late middle age with a stern face. He set down the paper he was looking at and tapped the stack of documents with one forefinger. “Leshi daughter of Baros, of Averi Island. You were brought to the registry office in Denesa on Etreka Island nearly three months ago by Kaddast Orpajin Kalentias, but you did not stay to complete the registry process. Please explain.”

Leshi swallowed audibly. Esavas had known this would be the registry officials’ first question; he hoped she wouldn’t forget the answer they had practiced. “I had unfinished business I had to take care of before I could fully commit to living in mage society, Honored Kaddast. I did report to Madam Ridinias at the office in Denesa as soon I was finished with what I had to do.”

The woman at the registry office in Denesa had told them she had already sent copies of Leshi’s registration documents to the main office of the Assembly of Mages at Yevoruta, and had given her a note attesting to the day she had turned herself in. From there, Esavas and Leshi had taken ship to Mokayadora Island. It was the height of Saikuru, the season of strong rains, and two cyclones in a row had disrupted their journey from Etreka Island to Yevoruta. They had only arrived in Yevoruta the day before; as soon as they arrived, they had reported to the registry office to give them Madam Ridinias’s note and request this appointment.

“Ah, yes,” the official said. “Madam Ridinias did say something about rogue sea creatures attacking some villages and that you were determined to hunt them down and destroy them. I suppose you succeeded?” he asked with a condescending smirk. Another official barely suppressed a chuckle. “I don’t suppose you have any witnesses?”

Leshi stared down at her white-knuckled fists twisting the skirt of her best festival sayata, one of the few things she had left of her destroyed home. “I –”

“I assisted her in her hunt,” Esavas said, stepping in to support her. Rightly or wrongly, his word as a highborn mage, even given his questionable reputation, would carry more weight than that of a lowborn bi’asan-born mage like Leshi. “I witnessed one of the attacks by the beasts myself, and saw the aftermath of a number of others, including the one that killed Leshi’s family. I also lent assistance at the scene of her final fight against the demon that was controlling the creatures.”

“I see,” the official said. “But, being the traitor and oath-breaker you are, you left the actual fighting to a woman.”

The accusation was unfair, a twisting of the truth, but it still cut too close. Esavas tried to hide his reaction and speak in a calm, even tone. “Leshi had already decided to take the fight upon herself, to avenge her family. And my power was damaged at Iztalora Island; I only finally regained full use of it within the last few months. If you need additional witnesses, the captain and crew of a ship called the Flying Turtle were also there.” A smugglers’ ship, but the officials didn’t need to know that.

“Very well. Leshi’s excuse of concluding unfinished personal business is duly noted.” The official wrote something on one of the documents. Then he turned his sharp gaze to Esavas. “Now, Kadda Esavas Daruvias. You are petitioning to become the patron of Leshi, a female bi’asan-born mage of eligible age, correct? And you are, as it says here, her preference?”

“That’s correct, Honored Kaddast.”

The head official looked over another paper. “Here it says that Kaddast Orpajin Kalentias and two others are also listed for consideration to become her patron.” He set down his pen and looked straight at Esavas. “Why should you, a man with a criminal past, a traitor to mages, an oath-breaker and kin-slayer, missing for several years and to all appearances not living any sort of respectable, responsible life during that time, be given preference over these others, men of good family, who are valuable and highly-respected members of mage society?”

Esavas’s stomach clenched. It was all true in one way or another, every harsh word, and he doubted anything he could say would change the official’s opinion of him. But so much was riding on this, he and Leshi being able to be together in a legal, legitimate relationship, and having a respectable position in mage society that would allow them to search for answers that would lay the questions and tragedies of the past to rest. And so he had prepared an answer ahead of time for this not-unexpected question, as well.

“Honored Kaddasti, Honored Kannasia,” he said, taking in the entire group of three men and two women. “Four years ago, I did what I had to do to protect innocent people and prevent a murderous madwoman from permanently staining the honor of all mages. When the war was over, I needed some time away to come to terms with everything that had happened. Early this past Kanbatu season, Leshi, the daughter of the captain I served under in the Crown military, sought me out after her village was attacked by those beasts. As we’ve already discussed, I helped her hunt down and destroy them. We grew very fond of each other during that time, and have since entered into intimate relations.” 

“I see.” The official made another note on the paper, murmuring as he wrote, “No longer a virgin, could be with child by Daruvias. Correct?”

Esavas could almost feel the heat of Leshi’s blush, matching his own. After that first night, he had had his protective charm, that blocked fertility and prevented certain diseases, removed by a back-alley practitioner in such things. Part of him had wanted to abstain from further relations until he and Leshi were legally contracted, out of respect for her virtue and to avoid having any taint of the illicit on their relationship, and because he couldn’t help worrying about what her parents would have thought. On the other hand, if she became pregnant, that would almost guarantee that their request to be contracted would be approved, and so they had acted accordingly. “That’s correct, Honored Kaddast.”

“You took vows at the Tower,” the official said. “However, it is our understanding that your relationship with the Tower has been dissolved and you have been released from your vows. Is that also correct?”

“Yes, Honored Kaddast. My relationship with the Tower officially ended four years ago.”

“Was that at your behest, or the Tower’s?”

Esavas still remembered facing Master Kadizun, his mentor, with blood on his hands, his face, his sword, and his hurt and humiliation at being expelled from the Tower though he couldn’t regret what he had done. “It was their decision, Honored Kaddast,” he replied, fighting to hide a tremor in his voice.

The official made another notation. Esavas wished he knew what the official was writing, what judgments were being passed on his and Leshi’s answers to all these questions. “One other thing, Kadda Daruvias. How do you propose to support a jitisa? Your circumstances at the moment appear to be –” the official ran a critical eye over the secondhand sharwa, carefully-mended but still showing wear “– rather strained.”

“Besides my own prospects for employment as a weather mage, Prince Armasaweth promised to hold a portion of the funds confiscated from my family in trust for me.”

“Ah.” The head official picked up another document. Something that might have been another smirk teased at his mouth, and the knot in Esavas’s stomach tightened. “I suppose you haven’t heard. Your family was pardoned after the rebellion ended, since they were able to prove they had had no communication with your sister before or during the rebellion, and the confiscated funds were restored to them. Down to the last copper jital, as required by law; the Crown made a particular point of that fact, to forestall any accusations of theft or injustice. Immediately upon restoration of the family fortune, your father disinherited and disowned you. So, I’m sorry to say, there is no family money for you.”

Esavas’s breath left him as though he’d been punched in the gut. He and his father had never gotten along well, but neither had his father ever threatened to cast him off. Still, this should come as no surprise, not after Esavas had killed his own sister in the course of putting down her rebellion. Nor should it come as a surprise that Prince Armasaweth had broken another promise, not after he had deceived Esavas and Captain Baros about the strategy for Iztalora Island.

A man who could not support a jitisa would not be allowed to take one. Leshi would be given to Orpajin Kalentias or someone like that, who didn’t care that she was Leshi of the beautiful blue-green magic; Leshi the daughter of Captain Baros, every bit as courageous and honorable as her father; strong, brave, clever Leshi who had slain a demon queen. He thought he was going to be sick. “I understand. But I’m a Tower-trained weather mage and sea-master. I’m sure I can find work.”

“True,” the head official said. “Perhaps not adequate to support a jitisa and her children at the expected level of comfort and style, but at least they wouldn’t starve.” He stacked the documents together and tapped them on edge on the table to straighten them. “So, then. Pending the results of further interviews and examinations, we will inform you in a quarter-month of our ruling on your petition.”

Esavas let out a long breath, and Leshi’s hands loosened their tight grip on her skirt. Their request hadn’t been approved – he hadn’t dared hope it would be approved right away – but neither had it been outright denied. “Thank you, Honored Kaddast,” he said. Leshi also murmured thanks in the demure manner expected of a jitisa.

“In the meantime –” the official said.

Esavas tensed again. “Yes, Honored Kaddast?”

“There is the matter of Leshi’s delinquency.” The chief official wrote something on another piece of paper and passed it among the others.

“But she turned herself in on her own, as soon as possible after she finished what she had to do. And you know what that was, and why she had to do it.”

“Yes, yes, of course.” The head official exchanged nods with the other four. “That is why her punishment will be very light, three days in a shadow-sand cell, with shadow-sand bands at ankles and wrists. To begin immediately.”

“No!” Esavas protested, horrified. 

“It’s all right,” Leshi said quietly, putting a hand on his arm.

“No. It’s not all right.” He lowered his voice. “Leshi, I’ve been there.” Even after seventeen years, he still vividly recalled the misery of his own months in a shadow-sand cell, his body wracked with cramps, his magic deadened, his mind fogged and dulled. He couldn’t bear the thought of Leshi locked in a cage and suffering like that.

“I know. But it could be a lot worse, and it’s only for three days.” She faced him and gripped his hands. “It was worth it, to destroy her.”

She turned to the five officials. “I accept the punishment.”

Esavas swallowed more protests. It was wrong. It was unfair. But continuing to object in the face of her calm courage would shame her. She was strong and resilient. She would be all right.

He wasn’t so sure about himself, though.


Chapter 2

WITH ESAVAS AT her side, clutching her hand as desperately as if he was the one going to jail, Leshi followed another official, a dour, portly man, outside to a small stone building behind the main office. It was only three days, she reminded herself as her stomach churned and her heart raced. At least they weren’t going to Strip away her power or beat her or imprison her for months or years. She had defeated a demon queen; she could do this.

The building was a single room with only a couple of high, narrow windows. Bars of dull gray metal divided the back half of the room into three small cells. When Leshi came near the cells, a heavy blanket seemed to fall over her mind, muffling her senses and dimming the blue-green glow of her power inside her. It fogged her vision, stopped her ears, pressed down on her lungs so she had to struggle to breathe. Cramps clenched her stomach and legs. Beside her, Esavas swallowed hard, his hand squeezing hers more tightly. Leshi focused on breathing through the discomfort and on the sigil for calm he had taught her. She returned the squeeze of his hand with one she hoped was reassuring.

A short, burly man in a red uniform coat, his hands fitted with thick cloth coverings, brought over four manacles connected with chains, all of the same gray metal as the bars. When he fastened the first ring around Leshi’s right wrist, its touch stung her skin and a cramp seized her arm. A second manacle went on her other wrist, the third on one ankle, the last one on the other ankle. A deep ache spread through her body from where the metal touched her skin. She shivered, suddenly chilled, though her wrists and ankles burned.

Esavas held his arms out in front of him. “Me too. I’m staying with her.”

“No.” Leshi turned to him and rested one hand on his chest, the chain dragging at her arm. She raised up on her toes and pressed a kiss to his mouth. “Go find us a place to live and start looking for work. You only have three days to get everything ready for when I get out.”

“But –”

She covered his mouth with her fingers. “I’ll be fine.” The truth was, she wanted him to stay. She didn’t want to be alone. But there was no need for him to suffer through the consequence of her choices. And if she accepted her punishment with grace and dignity, maybe she would win the registry officials’ approval and they would allow her and Esavas to be contracted. 

The red-coated jail officer held open the door of one of the cells. Leshi went in, and the jailer closed the door and locked it. Inside the cell, the smothering sensation grew heavier. Leshi sat down on a sitting mat made of woven grass and smoothed her sayata skirt around her legs, trying to look calm and dignified as she prepared herself to wait out the term of her sentence. “You go on,” she said to Esavas.

With a heavy sigh, he sat down on the floor on the other side of the bars. “In a bit.” He reached through the bars and took her hand. He looked as miserable as she felt, but, grateful for the comfort of his presence, she couldn’t make herself tell him again to leave.

They didn’t talk much as the long afternoon passed; it was hard to carry on a conversation with her mind dulled from the shadow-sand. It was enough to just be together, to know she wasn’t alone here. Eventually, Leshi’s stomach growled with hunger. The jailer offered her a bowl of gummy porridge; her stomach roiled as she looked at it. “I guess I’m not really hungry,” she said.

Esavas stood. “I’ll be right back.”

He left and came back a short time later with a shallow wooden bowl filled with steaming, fragrant rice balls and two pairs of eating-sticks, from one of the food carts they had passed in the street that morning. Leshi took a careful bite; her stomach still wasn’t certain about the food, but it stayed down. She managed to eat one of the rice balls while Esavas finished off the rest.

When the sky started to darken, the red-coated jailer said, “You have to leave now, Kadda. She isn’t going anywhere, and she’s safe enough here. You can come back in the morning.”

Leshi’s heart quailed at the thought of being alone in this strange place. Grace and dignity, she reminded herself. And it wouldn’t do any good for both of them to be miserable. “Go on,” she told Esavas. “I’ll be all right.”

The line of worry between his brows deepened. “Well, if you’re sure…”

She forced a smile. “I’m sure. Go look for a place for us to live and a job.”

“All right. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.” Slowly, herded along by the jailer and his assistant and glancing back at her over his shoulder, Esavas left.

Leshi lay down on her sleeping mat. She was tired after the long, nerve-wracking day, but sleep evaded her. She wasn’t worried about her safety; mage law carried severe penalties for rape and other such crimes. But this was her first night entirely apart from Esavas since… She couldn’t remember. Since they first met? His absence was a gaping emptiness at her side. It wasn’t just his embrace and sharing a bed that she missed. He was the only familiar thing left in her world, her security, her refuge from nightmares and bad memories.

Now, alone in the prison cell, as she tried to sleep, those same memories came to her, somehow sharper and more vivid in her dulled, defenseless mind. The merciless hunger she had sensed from the monsters when they attacked Kitim and her brothers; every detail of that single brief glimpse of her devastated village; the memories left by people who had been devoured; her vision of the memories Mazhra’s beasts had stolen from Kitim, Jevri, and Yatin…

And underneath it all, the terrible questions. Had Mazhra been looking for Leshi when her creatures attacked Moon Beach and those other villages? If Leshi had been there when the beasts came, would they have taken her and spared everyone else? What did Mazhra want, that she thought justified the deaths of so many innocent people? Justice, she had said; to right a wrong, to take back what should be hers. But what was that?

The need for answers pressed against Leshi’s mind and heart. But there was little she could do yet. After she made it through this ordeal and won the approval of the registry officials so she and Esavas could be properly contracted – and it had to be Esavas; she doubted any other man would allow her to look for answers – then they could start their search for information about his sister Rayaluna and the beginnings of the rebellion, which might lead to answers about Raya’s connection with Mazhra and what the demon queen had really wanted.

And then, maybe, they could lay the past to rest.

The night seemed endless, but it did finally end. Esavas showed up first thing in the morning with breakfast and a change of clothes for Leshi, then left again to carry out his tasks. He returned late in the afternoon with more food and with news that he had found them a room in an apartment house in one of Yevoruta’s more modest neighborhoods. After they ate, he sat with her and held her hand, telling her about his doings in the city and asking over and over if she was all right, until the jailer made him leave for the night.

The next day was the same; Esavas visited Leshi first thing in the morning and then again late in the day, bringing food. He reported that his search for work was less successful than his search for a place to live had been; jobs, especially ship-related positions, were scarce this time of year, with the main shipping season winding down. But something would turn up before long, he assured her. 

Those two nights, Leshi again lay awake, her mind too fogged to hold back the thoughts and memories and questions that haunted her, until sheer exhaustion finally dragged her down into sleep.

Early in the afternoon on the fourth day, making three full days and nights in the cell, the jailer unlocked the door and removed the manacles from Leshi’s hands and feet. Esavas was waiting for her; as soon as she stepped out of the cell, he caught her into a tight embrace. She clung to him; he felt so good, so strong and steady as he held her. “Are you all right?” he asked.

She nodded. “Let’s get out of here.”

Outside, away from the shadow-sand cells, the fog cleared from Leshi’s mind and the bright, warm feel of her power washed through her. Her senses seemed sharper, the light brighter, the air fresher. Was this what it had been like for Esavas when he got his power back? She smiled at the feel of the sun on her face and the breeze in her hair, though her eyes stung. “See?” she said to Esavas, blinking back tears. “It wasn’t so bad. I managed.”

“Ah, Leshi.” He pulled her into his arms again. “You’re braver than I am.”

“If this was the price I had to pay to go after her and stop her, it was worth it,” she said.

* * *

LESHI SPENT THE next two days at the Assembly offices being endlessly questioned, tested, and examined. Kannasi Poyadias, the official who was examining her, was a plump, gray-haired, motherly woman, less stern than the other officials but relentless as she asked Leshi question after question and made her demonstrate spell after spell. She nodded and shook her head, said, “Hmm,” and “I see,” and made a lot of notes, but didn’t tell Leshi if her answers were right or wrong.

Not knowing how she was doing was even worse than being in jail. At least in jail, Leshi had known when she would get out. Surely she wasn’t expected to know everything Kannasi Poyadias was asking her, like how to make a flower bud bloom or turn the water in the courtyard fountain warm. The officials wouldn’t refuse her and Esavas’s request to be contracted just because she didn’t already know how to make his tea hot or cold, would they?

Late the second afternoon, Leshi knelt again at the small writing table in Kannasi Poyadias’s office, her stomach knotting as she wondered what was coming next. Kannasi Poyadias picked up a document that lay on the table. “Let’s review the specifics. You are Leshi, born in Moon Beach on Averi Island, daughter of Baros and Nahvi, both bi’asan, both deceased. Your mage ancestry is unknown, you are nineteen years old, you’ll be twenty the second month of Amentu. That is all correct?”

“Yes, Honored Kannasi.”

“You were a virgin at the time of your first interview, with no previous marriage or children, but now you have entered into intimate relations with Kadda Esavas Daruvias, right?”

Leshi’s cheeks burned. She understood why the officials kept wanting to talk about that, but it was still embarrassing. “That’s right, Honored Kannasi.”

“Now, dear, I have a very important question for you, and you must answer it truthfully. I will put a truth-sensing spell around you. Don’t be afraid of it; it will indicate to me if you are lying, but it won’t hurt you. And you need not fear the consequences of answering truthfully, whatever your answer is.”

Kannasi Poyadias held out her right hand, on which she wore an elaborate jeweled ring-and-bracelet set like the other married mage women Leshi had seen. A net of pale violet magic flowed out from her hand and wrapped gently around Leshi’s head, chest, and arms. “Did Kadda Daruvias use force or any sort of coercion to compel you to have relations with him?” the official asked.

At Leshi’s first interview back in Denesa, the registry official there had told her that a man would be severely punished if he raped a woman to force his claim to make her his jitisa. Fortunately, Leshi didn’t need to hesitate to answer that question. “No, Honored Kannasi. He didn’t. Actually,” she added, to make sure there was no misunderstanding, “it was my idea as much as his.” Her face grew warm again at the memory of that delirious rush of love and desire and hunger and happiness that had driven them irresistibly into each other’s arms that night, after she defeated Mazhra.

Kannasi Poyadias made a notation on her paper. Then she came around the table and knelt beside Leshi. “I am going to press my hand against your abdomen. It won’t hurt; it just makes it easier for me to carry out my examination.”

Leshi nodded consent, then the woman placed her right hand on Leshi’s belly below her navel and held it there with just enough pressure to not quite be uncomfortable. Power flared around the official’s hand, and Leshi felt something squirm around inside her. After a moment, the sensation stopped and Kannasi Poyadias removed her hand from Leshi’s belly.

“Not pregnant, though you are fertile at the moment. So, I take it you are fond of Kadda Daruvias?” she asked as she continued the examination, inspecting Leshi’s hands, feeling around her neck, looking at her teeth. 

“I am.” A smile tugged at Leshi’s mouth; all at once feeling bashful, she looked down at her green sayata skirt bunched in her fists. “We love each other.”

“That’’s nice, dear, but my advice would be to not get too attached. Even if your petition is granted, when Kadda Daruvias marries, his wife will be allowed to decide whether he can keep you or must end his contract with you. Some women allow their husband to keep his jitisa, if he had one before the wedding, but many don’t. And, of course, the wife can change her mind and revoke her permission at any time.”

Leshi’s tentative hopefulness withered. The lady registrar in Denesa had told her a man needed his wife’s permission to take a jitisa, but Leshi hadn’t known that was true even if he married after the contract was made. Had the mother and two middle-aged sisters who had taken her under their wings on the ship to Denesa said anything about that in their gossip? She couldn’t remember.

“I don’t know if Kadda Daruvias plans to marry,” she said uncertainly. She and Esavas had never talked about this; she supposed they’d better.

“Of course he must marry. It’s his duty to his family and to mage society.”

Kannasi Poyadias went on questioning and poking and prodding, while Leshi worried about whether Esavas planned to marry a highborn mage-born woman someday. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know. His family had disowned him, so he didn’t have a duty to them, but maybe he would want to marry so he could gain a more respectable position in mage society. And highborn mage-born women were so many things she wasn’t – graceful, elegant, educated, refined.

Finally, Kannasi Poyadias said, “That’s all for today. I’ll finish my report, and the committee will review your petition this evening and tomorrow morning. You and Kadda Daruvias are to return tomorrow at the second hour of the third quarter of the day to receive the committee’s decision.”

The decision that would determine whether she and Esavas could spend the rest of their lives together. Anxiety twisted Leshi’s stomach as she answered, “Yes, Honored Kannasi. We’ll be here.”

It was going to be a very long night.


Chapter 3

THE NEXT DAY, Leshi and Esavas left their small apartment more than two hours before their appointment at the Assembly offices, to make sure they would be on time. They had agreed that waiting at the registry office would be no more difficult than waiting at home, and at least they wouldn’t have to worry about being late.

As they walked from the modest neighborhood where they lived – though “modest” was too generous; “run-down” was more accurate – through the increasingly busy, prosperous streets of the city, Leshi’s heart pattered hard and fast and a hundred minnows seemed to be darting around in her stomach. Esavas’s hand, damp with nervousness, clutched hers in a death grip.

Leshi was wearing her green festival sayata skirt and bodice with her mother’s ivory silk wedding shawl. Esavas looked elegant and dignified in the peacock-blue formal sharwa and good-quality tunic, trousers, and boots he had picked up in a rummage market while they were delayed by a storm on their journey to Yevoruta, that she had cleaned and repaired to look almost new. Her father’s sword was belted at his hip, and she had worked half a dozen braids into his hair this morning, bound with carved wooden beads enameled to match his coat.

If appearances counted for anything, surely they looked respectable enough to win the registry officials’ approval.

But that wasn’t the only worry on Leshi’s mind; there was a question that had been troubling her since her interview the day before. She didn’t want to ask, but she couldn’t put it off any longer. “Can I ask you something?”

“Anything. What is it?”

She forced herself to speak through her nervousness. “Kannasi Poyadias said that when you get married, you’ll have to get permission from your wife to keep me. Are you going to get married?”

He stopped walking. “I’m marrying you.”

“No. I mean really married, to a real wife. A highborn mage-born wife.”

“Why would I do that?”

Leshi couldn’t look at him. “Kannasi Poyadias said it’s your responsibility to your family and to mage society.”

They had paused by a moonflower shrub filled with late-season blooms; Esavas picked one of the round, fragrant white flowers and tucked it into Leshi’s hair over her ear. “My only responsibility is to you. You are the only wife I want, even if they refuse to call you my wife. You and our children are the only family I need.”

“Do you really think they’ll approve our contract?” she asked.

“I think we’ve made a good case for ourselves. And if they don’t, we’ll go away somewhere.”

“But you told me once, the night before I fought Mazhra, there’s nowhere we can go where the Assembly couldn’t find us.”

“We’ll find someplace. I’ll do whatever it takes to be with you.”

Without regard for the people around them in the street, he bent down and kissed her, and she clung to him, praying to the Mother of Dolphins that he was right.

AT THE ASSEMBLY offices, Leshi and Esavas waited in the entry hall for what seemed like endless hours. All their attempts at conversation came to nothing more than a few trivial, nervous words. Leshi could hardly form any thoughts in her anxiety-torn mind, much less talk sensibly, and Esavas was clearly having the same trouble.

Finally, a clerk led them into the registry office. The five officials sat at the low table, looking through documents; they acknowledged Leshi and Esavas’s entrance with brief, silent nods. Leshi’s heart drummed in her chest as she and Esavas knelt across from them. If the news was bad, she just wanted to hear it and get it over with. Beside her, Esavas sat stone-still, tense, eyes fixed on his tightly-curled hands resting on his thighs.

At last, the stern head official addressed them. “Kadda Esavas Daruvias. And Leshi daughter of Baros, of Averi Island. Welcome. We have considered the matter of your petition to be contracted as patron and jitisa.” He read from the paper he was holding. “Leshi, native of Averi Island in the Burlorin Archipelago, daughter of Captain Baros of the Crown army and his wife Nahvi, a bi’asan-born mage, nineteen years old, soon to turn twenty, in good health, in relations with her prospective patron, fertile though not perceivably pregnant at the time of Kannasi Poyadias’s examination yesterday. She affirms that her prospective patron, Kadda Daruvias, did not coerce her in any manner to enter into relations with him, and Kannasi Poyadias has judged her statement to be true. Kannasi, if you will?”

Kannasi Poyadias came around the table and knelt beside Leshi. She pressed her hand to Leshi’s abdomen, and Leshi felt the same stirring of magic as before. “There is no detectable conception at this time.” Leshi’s heart sank, but the registry woman went on, “Though if conception occurred in the last day and night, it might not yet be detectable. She is in her fertile cycle right now.”

As Kannasi Poyadias returned to her place, Leshi wondered if she was lying, saying it was more likely that Leshi was pregnant than it actually was, to help their petition. She gave the woman a brief smile of gratitude.

The head official went on speaking as he looked at the paper. “Leshi’s knowledge and skills at this point are, as would be expected, scanty, mainly confined to defensive shields and magical attacks. However, her power appears to be of excellent quality and quantity.”

He put down that paper and picked up another. “As for Kadda Esavas Daruvias. He is thirty-six years old, turning thirty-seven at the end of this Kanbatu season, healthy, free of diseases, and fertile. The vows he once took at the Tower have been dissolved, freeing him to enter into a marriage or a jitisa contract. And he has received a full pardon for a crime he committed in his youth.”

The official set the papers aside, then passed a smaller paper around to the others. Leshi peered at it anxiously, wishing she knew what it said. Each official read the note, then made a mark on it.

When the paper came back to the head official, he looked at it, then set it down and rested his clasped hands on the table. “So. What we have here is a lowborn bi’asan-born Burlorin girl, no longer a virgin, untrained, unskilled, uneducated, and illiterate, the daughter of a soldier who served the Bi’asan Crown; and a royalist mage, forsworn and expelled from the Tower, disowned by his parents, with a dubious personal history, no family inheritance, no other means, and no employment at present.”

Leshi’s stomach knotted up. The officials were going to reject their petition. Beside her, she felt the waves of tension coming from Esavas. We’ll go away somewhere… At least, if the officials turned them down because neither of them was considered suitable for pairing with anyone, maybe no one would care if they did run away together.

“However,” the official went on, and renewed hope leaped inside of Leshi, “since we are unlikely to find anyone else who would be willing to be paired with either of you, and since it would be a shame to let Kadda Daruvias’s excellent bloodlines and power and the fine quality of Leshi’s own magic go to waste, and since there is a possibility she is already carrying Kadda Daruvias’s child, we have therefore decided to approve your request to be contracted as patron and jitisa.”

Esavas’s breath left him in a rush. Leshi found herself shaky and giddy, almost unable to believe what she had heard. “Thank you, Honored Kaddast,” Esavas said.

“Thank you,” Leshi added breathlessly. She didn’t even care about the insults that came with the approval.

The head official took more documents from the piles on the table and handed them to Esavas. “Here is the contract, Kadda Daruvias. Ensure that all is correct and sign your name, then Leshi will add her mark – I assume she doesn’t know how to write her name.”

“What does it say?” Leshi asked. She didn’t care what the terms were; she would agree to just about anything if it meant she and Esavas could be together. But she didn’t want to make promises without knowing what she was promising.

Esavas read the contract out loud, explaining the complicated parts. As his contracted jitisa, or half-wife, she agreed to be faithful to him and bear children to him; in return, as her patron, he would protect and support her and any children she bore him. Their children would be considered legitimate and would be registered as a new mage family line. If he married, he must have permission from his wife to continue in his contract with Leshi, permission which his wife could revoke at any time. If their contract was dissolved at the request of his wife or because he failed in his duties to protect and provide for Leshi, he would continue to support their children and would settle a sum on her that would allow her to live in a comfortable manner, and she would be free to become jitisa to another man. If she was unfaithful to him, he had the right to end their contract if he chose. In that case, he would not be required to settle money on her, though he would continue to provide for their children. In no case would she be required to repay any maintenance or gifts she had received from him.

Other than these circumstances, the contract would continue until one of them died. If she died, he would continue to support their children; if he died, she would receive an inheritance and would be free to be contracted to another patron or, if she was past the age of childbearing, to marry another man of her choosing.

“Do you agree to the contract?” the head official asked.

It all sounded so cold, so unfeeling. Leshi didn’t need a contract to tell her to be faithful to Esavas or make her willing to bear his children or to assure her that he would take care of her. But if it gave her and Esavas the legal right to be together, that was all that mattered. “Yes, I agree.”

Esavas took the pen the official offered him and, with a flourish, wrote something at the bottom of the paper, and then again at the bottom of a second paper. The two documents looked identical; Leshi guessed they were exact copies of the contract.

He handed the pen to her. He had, in fact, taught her how to write her name, so she would be able to properly sign their contract if it was approved. Biting the tip of her tongue, pleased at being able to do something the officials hadn’t thought she could do, she carefully wrote on both papers the glyphs Esavas had taught her, that made up her name, Leshi daughter of Baros of Averi Island. Her signature wasn’t as fancy and flowing as Esavas’s, but she thought it looked very fine next to his on the contracts.

“Very good.” The head official took the papers back, signed his own name on them, and stamped with with a carved stone seal. Then he gave one of the copies to Esavas, who rolled it up and tucked it safely in the inner pocket of his sharwa. “Do you have the bracelets?”

From that same pocket, Esavas took a flat wooden box. Leshi didn’t know when he had bought it; probably while she was in jail or being tested by Kannasi Poyadias. He opened it to reveal a gold bracelet engraved with swirling designs, with five engraved gold rings connected to it by a net of delicate gold chains. A larger, matching gold bracelet also rested in the box. His hands shaking, he took Leshi’s left hand and slipped each of the rings over her fingers and thumb, then clasped the bracelet around her wrist. A faint glow of ruby-red magic sealed the clasp. He handed Leshi the larger bracelet, and she fastened it around his left wrist, though, at the official’s instruction, without using magic.

And now they were bound. No one could separate them except the wife Esavas told her he had no intention of ever taking. Leshi looked up at him, unable to hold back the smile that broke out on her face. He smiled back, that brilliant smile it had taken him months to finally show her. He cupped the back of her head with his hand and covered her mouth with his. Leshi grasped his shoulders and pressed into the kiss. She didn’t care now what the officials thought; let them see how she and Esavas felt about each other, and to the depths with dignity and decorum.

When they broke apart, the chief official said, “Congratulations, Kadda Daruvias, Kasha Daruvias. We hope that your contracted association will be both fruitful and pleasing.”

“Thank you, Honored Kaddasti, Kannasia,” Esavas said.

Leshi added her thanks, still smiling widely. But inside, something snagged at her joy. How could she be so happy when her parents, her brothers, Kitim, her sister-in-law and baby nephew, and everyone else she had known and loved at home were dead? A marriage between her and Kitim would have been dangerous to him because of her untrained power, she knew that now, but if she couldn’t be with him, she would have wanted to see him find happiness with someone else. She had wanted to see her parents grow old together. She had wanted to see Jevri marry his sweetheart, and watch her nieces and nephews grow up.

But none of that was to be. They were all gone, all their tomorrows and hopes of happiness stolen from them. And for what? She closed her eyes as a powerful ache of sorrow stole her breath and her joy.

Then, all at once, a sense of warmth and light flooded into her. Somehow, she knew they were all there, smiling down at her and Esavas, happy that she was happy. You avenged us, and found the place where you need to be, she thought she heard them say. Live well, and be happy.

Her throat ached and her eyes stung. I will, she told them. But I’ll also find out why you and all those others died. And, she promised herself, she would discover how much of it was her fault and do what she could to atone for it.

“Are you all right?” Esavas asked, squeezing her hand.

The strong sense of her loved ones’ presence faded but the warmth lingered inside her. She smiled. “Yes. I am.”

“As I was saying, Kasha Daruvias,” the head official said, “your lessons will begin tomorrow at the start of the second quarter of the day, at the home of Madam Adimi Kiritias, who will serve as your mentor in mage society. Madam Kiritias will send a carriage to your residence in the morning.”

A spark of excitement leaped inside Leshi, to begin her training as a mage and a lady. “I’ll be ready.”

Esavas stood and gave Leshi his hand to help her up. Then he said, “If I may ask one thing before we leave, Honored Kaddast. I need to speak to Kaddast Zoraster Moyatias. The last I knew, he was a council adviser at the palace. Can you tell me where his residence is?”

The head official frowned. “I can’t imagine that Kaddast Moyatias would be interested in speaking with you. But that is not for me to decide.” He rang a bell and a young man came into the room. At a word from the official, the young man left and returned a moment later with a large book. The official paged through the book, copied something onto a piece of paper, and handed the paper to Esavas. “Here is Kaddast Moyatias’s address.”

Esavas bowed. “Thank you.” He put the paper into the inner pocket of his sharwa with the copy of the contract and the empty wooden jewelry box, and they left the registry office.

* * *

OUTSIDE ON THE busy, sunny street, away from the dour eyes of the registry officials, Esavas grabbed Leshi around the waist and lifted her off her feet, spinning her around in a swirl of skirts and laughter. The disapproving looks of the finely-dressed mages passing by, the questions about the past that haunted them, the fact that he had no work – none of that mattered right now. Leshi, this brave, beautiful woman who had given him his life back and for some reason wanted to spend her own life with him, was his now.

He kissed her and she clung to him, her arms around his neck, eagerly returning the kiss. Then he set her down and they started walking hand in hand down the street.

“Kannasi Poyadias said I’m supposed to walk three steps behind you in public,” Leshi said, clinging to his arm and leaning against him.

“You belong beside me. I don’t care what anyone says.”

“It’s a good thing those officials don’t think much of either of us,” Leshi said with another laugh. “I guess they decided we deserve each other. That head official was very rude.”

Though Esavas couldn’t disagree, he shrugged. “That was nothing. You want to hear insults, you should have heard your father when he was training the Blacksnakes.” He smiled, though the memory was tinged with sadness.

She laughed a little. “Oh, I can imagine. I remember him ordering my brothers around.”

“Exactly.” Esavas swallowed a tightness in his throat. “I wish he was here, to see this.”

“I think they all were, in a way.” Her voice trembled, and he remembered that moment during the ceremony when he had thought she might start crying. Had she felt them, the way he sometimes felt the hand of his friend the captain in a breeze that stirred his hair?

I’ll take good care of her, Captain, he vowed yet again.

They passed a small market square lined with food vendors’ carts. Delicious scents wafted over from the carts, and Leshi’s stomach chose that moment to let out a loud growl. Esavas himself felt hollow from hunger; it had been a long time since breakfast, and they had both been too nervous to eat much. He shook off the momentary sadness. “Want lunch?”

Longing filled Leshi’s face as she looked at the food carts. “Isn’t it more expensive here than where we live?”

“It is, but I think the occasion deserves a celebration, don’t you?”

She hesitated, chewing her lip, then gave him a resolute nod and smile. “Yes. Yes, it does.”

They stopped at several of the carts, asking about prices, until they found the least expensive. Esavas bought a paper sack of fragrant rice balls filled with fish, onions, ginger, and almonds, a smaller sack of fried fruit dumplings, and a couple of small ceramic flasks of cool tea.

They continued walking as they enjoyed their feast. “I’m sure you’ll find work soon,” Leshi said. “I imagine weather mages from the Tower don’t come along every day.”

Esavas swallowed a bite of rice ball. “A lot of weather mages have had a year or two of training at the Tower. I probably taught a dozen of them while I was there. But you’re right, full-fledged Tower mages are almost never available for private hire.”

Even so, he still hadn’t been able to convince anyone to interview him. It wouldn’t be easy, finding work and making their way in mage society when they were both barely a step above being outcasts. But he didn’t want to worry Leshi with all that, not today of all days. He had his magic back, and Leshi was his. After those miracles, how could anything else be impossible? “I’m sure I’ll find something soon.”

* * *

AS THEY WALKED, Leshi savored the delicious food and the tea made of some kind of refreshing herb she had never tasted before, that made her mouth feel cool and tingly. The meal had been expensive, but today was worth celebrating – her wedding day, or as good as. If they couldn’t have feasting and dancing and music with family and friends, at least they had some special food to celebrate with. And surely Esavas would find work soon. They had only been in Yevoruta a quarter-month, and he had had a lot of other things to do during that time besides looking for a job.

They left the busier, wealthier central part of Yevoruta behind and came to the neighborhood on the outskirts of the city where the servants and laborers who kept the city going – dock workers, laundry women, stable hands and so on, both bi’asan and lowborn mages – lived in rented rooms in shabby buildings mixed in with run-down warehouses.

The small courtyard of the building where Leshi and Esavas were renting a room was decorated with planter boxes filled with half-dead weeds and flowers tangled together, cracked paving stones, and a stone bench with a big piece missing from one corner. It felt bleak to Leshi, a long way from the lush jungle, sunny beach, sparkling waters, and neatly-tended cottages of Moon Beach. It also probably wasn’t the kind of place where the Assembly officials expected a highborn mage’s jitisa to be housed. But considering how expensive Yevoruta was, Esavas had been fortunate to find anything at all that they could afford. The most important thing was that it was her and Esavas’s first home together.

As soon as they went inside and closed the door, Esavas spread a soundproof shield around the room and swept Leshi into his arms, into a deep, heated kiss. Leshi melted against him – then the paper sacks of rice balls and dumplings he was still clutching rustled against her back. She broke away, his mouth chasing after hers, and took the sacks from him, lest her clothes get stained or the expensive food be ruined. “Supper,” she said, setting the sacks on the apartment’s one low table. “And breakfast.”

She turned back to him, and he cupped her face in his hands and kissed her again, more gently this time. With great care, he lifted the ivory-colored sayata shawl from her shoulders and unbuckled his sword belt, then set them aside with reverence for the loved ones who had been their previous owners. 

Then they came back together, hard and passionate, hands tangling through hair, their mouths working desperately against each other, exploring, drinking each other in. Eagerly, Leshi fumbled at the gold buttons and braided loops that fastened Esavas’s sharwa. He shrugged the coat off, barely breaking the kiss. The rest of their clothes followed rapidly, unfastened, untied, pulled away, dropped to the floor or tossed aside, until they stood skin to skin, bodies molded together.

“Ah, Leshi, you’re so beautiful.” Esavas brushed his hand along her face, then took the flower from her hair and slowly drew it down her face and neck and across her breasts. The light touch sent a deep shiver through her whole body. He tossed the flower aside, grasped her hips, and lifted her up. She wrapped her arms and legs around him, clinging to him as he carried her into the screened-off corner that served as the bedroom.

They fell down together onto the sleeping mat, taking each other’s mouths in a deep kiss. Esavas’s breaths came hard and fast, his skin giving off heat like sand in the midday sun, as his hand traced the curves of her shoulder and breast, waist and hip, down her thigh and back up. Their future together assured, with no more worries about whether they would be allowed to be together – or about what her parents would have thought, Leshi felt free to give herself more fully to him than she had since that first time, when she’d been half-addled from happiness and magical hunger. She clutched at his shoulders and wound her legs around him, pulling his hips against hers, demanding he fill the place inside her that ached for him.

“Ah, Leshi,” he breathed. His low voice like sand on silk sent a delightful tingling up her back and through her belly. “I love you so much. You are my life.”

“I love you too,” she said, then she gasped as he buried himself in her, filling the places inside her that were shaped for him – not just where their bodies met, but in her heart, her mind, her senses, her soul.

As they moved together, her blue-green magic swelled along with her pleasure, until they burst in a wave of ecstasy. At the same time, Esavas’s ruby-red power spilled out to mingle with hers, and they floated in a cloud of magic and bliss, knowing nothing but each other.


Chapter 4

LESHI AWOKE TO the sound of someone knocking on the door of the apartment. Morning sunlight filtered through her half-closed eyelids. She stirred against Esavas; he mumbled something and tightened his arms around her. They had had very little sleep last night, and the last thing she wanted to do right now was wake up and get out of bed to see who was at the door.

The knocking came again, louder, and a man’s voice called out, “Kasha Daruvias?”

“Who?” Leshi murmured.

“That’s you,” Esavas answered.

“Oh, right.” She remembered now that a jitisa was called “Kasha.” “But who…?”

“Kasha Daruvias?” the visitor said again. “I’ve come from Madam Adimi, your mentor.”

Leshi sat up abruptly. Was it that late already? She wanted to make a good impression on her mentor, but oversleeping and being late on her first day wasn’t the way to do it. “Wait, I’ll be ready soon!” she called out as she got out of bed.

Conscious of the new ring-and-bracelet set hugging her left hand, she washed all over and put on a fresh makalo. Her green sayata was still scattered on the floor in the other part of the one-room apartment; instead, from the small woven-cane chest that held their clothes, she took one of the two sets of everyday skirts and blouses she had brought from home and quickly dressed.

By the time she had her skirt and blouse tied, Esavas was also dressed in tunic and trousers and had started picking up the scattered clothing from yesterday. Regretting that there wasn’t time for their usual morning zikavas practice, Leshi pulled her fingers through her tangled hair, then opened the door.

A short, thin man stood there, wearing a brown tunic and trousers trimmed with strips of pale sky blue and belted with a blue sash, and a matching blue headband tied around his head. He bowed. “Kasha Daruvias?”

“That’s me,” Leshi said. “You’re from Madam Adimi?”

“Yes, Kasha. I’m to bring you to her for your first lesson. My name is Aksel.”

“I’m almost ready, I just need to eat some breakfast –”

“That won’t be necessary. Madam Adimi will see that you are fed.”

“Oh. Well, then, I’m ready to go.”

Esavas appeared beside her, chewing on one of the fruit dumplings from yesterday. He handed another dumpling to Leshi. “I’ll be ready in a moment.”

“Kadda Daruvias,” Aksel said, bowing again. “I beg your pardon, but there’s no need for you to come with. It isn’t customary for the patron –”

“As Kasha Daruvias’s patron, I am responsible for my jitisa’s safety. I will not allow her to go off alone with a stranger to an unknown destination.” There was an arrogant tone in his voice that Leshi had never heard before, nearly identical to the arrogance in many other mages’ voices.

“I beg your pardon, Kadda,” Aksel said hastily with another bow. “Let us be on our way, then. Madam Adimi appreciates it when her students are prompt.”

Leshi cringed; after this, she would make sure to wake up earlier. Esavas put on his formal blue sharwa and buckled on his sword belt, then they followed Aksel to a small carriage parked outside the front gate of the building’s courtyard. The carriage was small, open-sided, with a heavily tasseled sky-blue canopy, the body painted white and decorated with elaborate gold trim. A white horse dappled with gray, its mane and tail braided with sky-blue ribbons, stood harnessed to the carriage, waiting patiently. Esavas helped Leshi up onto the carriage’s back seat, then climbed in to sit beside her.

Leshi had never ridden in a carriage before, and this one looked so rich and fine. Madam Adimi must be very wealthy. She was glad that Esavas had insisted on coming with her so she didn’t have to face this alone. Carefully, she ate her dumpling, making sure not to drop any crumbs in the fine carriage or on her clothes.

Aksel drove the carriage through the increasingly busy streets into the heart of the city. Near the Assembly of Mages hall, they turned aside onto a road that led into a quieter neighborhood filled with elegant homes surrounded by walled gardens and large, spreading trees. The carriage stopped before a two-level house plastered in sky blue, the second level set off by swooping red-tiled eaves and a balcony with an intricately-carved railing painted gold. Through the gate in the wall around the small property, Leshi could see flowering trees, spreading ground cover with dark green leaves and pink and white flowers, and even a tiny pond.

Esavas climbed out of the carriage first and gave Leshi a hand down. Aksel said, “My apologies, Kadda Daruvias. You cannot come inside; Madam Adimi insists on meeting her students without their patrons present. I will bring Kasha Daruvias home when the day’s lessons are finished. Good day, Kadda.” He bowed.

Esavas gave Leshi a questioning look. “Will you be all right?”

She had no doubt he would pull rank on poor Aksel again if she said no. “I’ll be fine,” she said, though a hundred butterflies seemed to be swarming in her stomach. She had no idea what would be expected of her or what Madam Adimi would think of her. But Esavas’s presence wouldn’t help with any of that; she had to make her own way in this strange new world of mage women. She gave him a smile that she hoped looked more certain than she felt. “Don’t worry about me. Good luck looking for work today.”

They kissed. Then, aware of Esavas’s protective gaze still on her, Leshi followed Aksel through the gate and the courtyard and up the steps to the front door of the house. The servant knocked on the door, and it slid open to reveal a young woman in a brown skirt and tunic with a sky-blue apron and kerchief on her head.

“Madam’s student is here,” Aksel said.

The maid stood aside to let Leshi come in. “Welcome, Kasha,” she said with a bow.

Inside the house, Leshi looked around at the polished golden wood of the walls and floor, the long cloths embroidered with flowers and birds and mountain scenes hanging from the walls, the fragile-looking tables holding gold-painted white pots filled with flowers. The butterflies in her stomach fluttered harder and her palms grew damp. She had never seen such wealth and elegance except at the palace. And, in a way, this room was even more beautiful than the palace. Would she be expected to keep a house like this? She would love to, but had no idea how, even if she and Esavas could afford it.

Through a door from another room sailed a woman, tall, full through the hips and bust, wearing a white silk sayata embroidered and trimmed in gold and pink. Her curling hair was piled high on her head, held in place with gold ribbons and a pair of long gold hairpins; dark paint outlined her eyes and her lips were tinted a deep glossy red. She could have been anywhere from thirty to sixty years old.

The woman took Leshi’s hands in her own plump, soft hands. She wore bejeweled rings on every finger, but no ring-and-bracelet set. “Welcome, dear. You must be Leshi. I am Madam Adimi Kiritias; you may call me Madam Adimi. Let’s look at you.” Still holding Leshi’s hands, she spread Leshi’s arms out to the sides and looked her up and down. Next to the tall, rich, queenly woman, Leshi felt like an awkward child.

Madam Adimi pursed her lips. “Oh, dear. What is this you’re wearing?”

Leshi swallowed and looked down at her colorful cotton skirt and blouse. They weren’t anywhere near as elegant as Madam Adimi’s sayata, but they were clean and mended and properly wrapped and tied. “It’s my clothes. That I brought from home.”

“They’re perfectly nice, dear. But the position of a jitisa is difficult enough, especially for a girl of low birth from a part of the Islands that is considered, shall we say, backwards. You must dress to suit your new station in life, to command the respect and courtesy you deserve. After this, I expect you to be suitably dressed in a proper sayata every day.”

Leshi’s face heated. How was she ever going to live up to Madam Adimi’s standards? “I only have one sayata, and it isn’t for everyday, it’s for festival. And we don’t have much money right now, so I can’t buy cloth to make another one.”

“That’s right. Forgive me, dear. I forgot that your situation isn’t… typical. I will see what I can find that will fit you.” She gave Leshi another look up and down. “It’s a pity you aren’t taller. But I’m sure my seamstress can figure something out. You do have a delightful accent; so charming. Now, come sit down and have some tea and buns – or would you prefer coffee? – and let’s get to know each other.”

She led Leshi into the small room she had come from. It was furnished with delicately-carved tables of pale golden wood washed with gold paint, silk sitting cushions embroidered with flowers, and more wall hangings and pots of flowers. A window with the shades rolled up let in morning sunlight and the singing of birds in the trees in the garden outside.

Madam Adimi settled into a pile of cushions while Leshi knelt on another cushion. She wasn’t sure it would be polite to let herself sit more comfortably. She had no idea what she should say or do, so she waited for her mentor to speak first.

“So, Leshi, I understand you are the jitisa of Kadda Esavas Daruvias,” Madam Adimi said. “Considering his… complicated history, it’s surprising that he was allowed to take a jitisa. How did this come about?”

What to say? Madam Adimi would probably faint dead away if Leshi said that she and Esavas had been hunting demons together. “My village needed the help of a mage. My father was Captain Baros of Prince Armasaweth’s Blacksnakes unit, which Kadda Daruvias served with during the mage rebellion.” It occurred to her that she should ask Madam Adimi if she knew anything about Rayaluna and the beginnings of the rebellion. But it would be better to wait until she knew more about Madam Adimi and what she thought about the rebellion and the Bi’asan rulers. “So that’s how we got to know each other, and since I would have to have a patron after I registered, I decided I wanted it to be someone I already knew. Do you know him, or his family?”

“No, but everyone knows of him. And his family is – or was – quite notable. Not as influential and respected now as they used to be, though, I’m afraid.”

The maid came in carrying a tray with a pot of tea and another of coffee, two larger and two smaller cups, several small plates, and a platter filled with a variety of crispy, sweet-smelling buns. The dishes were all of porcelain so fine it was nearly transparent, painted with pink and gold flowers. The maid placed the tray on a low table next to where Leshi and Madam Adimi sat, then left.

Madam Adimi poured from the teapot into one of the larger cups and sipped at it. “So, you requested him as your patron. You haven’t fallen in love with him, have you?”

Leshi poured tea for herself and drank, trying to hide her irritation at the question. Kannasi Poyadias, at the registry office, had asked the same thing, as if there was something wrong with falling in love with your patron. “Yes, I have,” she answered. “And he loves me.”

“Oh, dear.” Madam Adimi set her cup down. “I see I must explain some things. For your own good, you understand. A man doesn’t take a jitisa because he fell in love with her. He takes one because he wants variety, he wants more children than one woman can give him, he wants refuge from an uncongenial marriage, he wants the status that being permitted to take a jitisa grants him.”

“But Esavas –”

“Kadda Daruvias, dear. That is how you must always refer to your patron when speaking of him to others.”

“Yes, Madam. Kadda Daruvias isn’t like that.”

“Of course, that’s what you’d like to think. I’m not just saying this to be contrary, dear. I used to be a jitisa. I loved him, or thought I did, and I thought he loved me.” She gave a brief, wry laugh. “He was married when he made his contract with me, and of course he had received his wife’s permission to do so. However, after a number of years, she grew jealous because I had borne him five children during that time and she only two. So she made him give me up. Of course, he was required to continue supporting our children and to settle an adequate sum on me for my living. Which he did; he gave me just enough that I didn’t need to be shamed by how I was forced to live or seek unsuitable employment. But all this –” She waved at the elegant room. “All this is from my own family’s money, no thanks to him.”

She poured more tea, a grimmer look replacing her previous pleasant expression. “As for the children, he took full custody of them. I was only permitted to see them once a month. Almost immediately after our contract was severed, I discovered I was pregnant again, but since I was no longer contracted to a patron, that child was considered to be illegitimate, and I was solely responsible for his support. Again, I have my own family to thank for not allowing us to come down too far in the world. My youngest son is now apprenticed to a silk-making family, with a respectable career ahead of him, but his prospects for marriage are poor. Most likely, he will be matched with a mage woman who is otherwise considered unmarriageable.”

Madam Adimi put another bun on Leshi’s plate and poured coffee into the smaller cups. “You must try this; my cook brews the most delicious coffee. So, dear, you see how fragile your situation in life is, how insecure despite the pretty promises in the contract and whatever he might say to you. Believe yourself in love if you must, and that he loves you, but also be prepared for it to end in a humiliating manner and to fend for yourself when that happens.”

It was so unfair that Madam Adimi and her son had been treated so badly. But Leshi’s own situation was different. “That’s terrible, what happened to you. But Kadda Daruvias told me he doesn’t intend to marry.”

“Oh? Even if it’s his duty to his family and to mage society to do so?”

Leshi sipped strong, rich coffee and took a careful bite from the steaming hot sweet bun. “His family doesn’t care. If they did care, they shouldn’t have disowned him. Besides, he has older brothers who are married and have children. And we’re already doing our duty to mage society; the registry officials disapproved of us but let us have our contract because they said they didn’t want his bloodlines and my power to ‘go to waste’.”

Madam Adimi’s eyes widened. “They actually said that? ‘Go to waste’?” She snorted. “Those self-important pufferfish.”

Leshi bit back a laugh. Someone like Madam Adimi could say such a thing and laugh at it, but not, she suspected, a brand-new lowborn jitisa. “If you don’t mind me asking,” she said, “if being a jitisa went so badly for you, why do they let you teach new jitisas? Don’t the registry officials worry you’ll tell them how bad being a jitisa is?”

“It’s true, they do look at me slightly askance. But what I tell the young women assigned to me, to prepare them for a sudden fall in their
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