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          Chapter One

          The Comet He’eanka

        

      

    

    
      The bells of the Palace of Stars were barely audible outside its walls. Cliopher Mdang, Viceroy of Zunidh, listened to the faint, falling tones of the midnight bell until the echoes faded, then turned away from the looming bulk of stone behind him to walk through the dark, empty gardens.

      His sandals crunched lightly on the gravel, echoed a moment later by the feet of his two guards and the soft thump of the butts of their spears. Ato and Pikabe both thought he should be in bed, but they had said nothing when he’d left his rooms and descended the back stairs to the outside door.

      They passed by several patches of glimmering pale blossoms, sweetly fragrant in the still, warm air. It was deep into the dry season, this part of the world: someone must be watering them, for there to be so many flowers in bloom. A handful of pale green lunar moths the size of his hand dipped from blossom to blossom.

      He ducked under the arch made by the lower branches and aerial roots of a cascading bearded fig. Roosting birds, disturbed by his passing, shifted and muttered to each other before settling down again. He scuffed at the dead leaves in the hollow below the branches, the earthy scent masking the earlier flowers. He breathed deeply in, out, releasing the tensions of the day. It had been a productive day, but a long one.

      It was, he knew even without hearing the bells, rather too late for him to still be out here and not in his bed. He had the Council of Princes the next day, and that was always fatiguing. But he had not been able to resist the lure of the comet he’d been told was visible.

      On the other side of the great fig was a little outpost of the Imperial Botanical Gardens, which mostly curved around to the south of the Palace. The gardens stepped down the ancient volcanic plug upon which the Palace was built to the River Dwahaii at its feet. In a bight of the river were well-managed floodplains and a system of dykes and pools where the collection of moisture-loving plants was kept. Cliopher kept meaning to go down and see the waterlilies again—they did not wait upon the wet season or the dry in equatorial Solaara—but somehow never found the time.

      There were too many days like today, where it was only now, in the quiet midnight, that he managed to get out-of-doors at all.

      He walked through the curving beds, a few lights set low down guiding his steps. He did not like to think he was so inattentive to his surroundings that he would wander unwittingly off the gravel paths, but it had to be said he had, once, stepped on a very rare orchid just about to bloom.

      (The curator in chief of the Botanical Gardens had not been very impressed by his defence that there had been a spectacular meteor shower that particular occasion: the little magic lights had been placed well before his next night-time excursion, a week or so later.)

      At the very edge of the cliff was planted a tui tree. It was, he believed, the only one to grow east of Nijan and west of the Isolates: their presence was a marker that Wide Sea Islanders lived or had lived in a place. The flowers were used in certain ceremonies, and cuttings had been taken from island to island all across the Wide Seas in the great voyages of settlement.

      Cliopher did not pretend, even to himself, that there was any great universal symbolism in the fact that this particular tree had only started blooming in the past few years, when he had finally found his way to claiming himself and his culture even here in the Palace and bureaucracy of which he was so much a part.

      The flowering was due to the fact that he had finally thought to ask an Islander botanist what she thought might be the problem. On her recommendation he had brought soil from under a thriving, blossoming grove of the trees at home, in case there was some crucial microbial lifeforms that his tree was missing. The tree had perked up noticeably within a week.

      Nevertheless—it had been such a wonderful surprise, last year, to come out one evening when he was particularly missing home, and discover the first few shy blossoms. Microbiota or not, he rejoiced.

      He was missing home tonight.

      A tui tree starting its bloom was the signal to look out for the kula canoes coming across the Bay for the great festival of the Singing of the Waters. The story was that the trees blossomed each year when the trade winds across the Wide Seas shifted direction, to show they were waiting patiently for the He’eanka, the ship of Elonoa’a, to return home.

      So many of his ancestors must have done the same, waiting for a wandering relative or lover or friend to return from an expedition of trade or discovery.

      Cliopher had no reason to expect anyone to come. His family back home were waiting, not exactly patiently, for his boat to come home.

      He leaned forward to breathe in the fragrance of one half-unfurled flower. The glimmering white petals seemed to chide him. He bit his lip as the rich chocolate scent made homesickness nearly overwhelm him.

      He did not expect anyone, it was true. But like the tui trees, blooming every year regardless of who came or did not come, Cliopher was waiting for someone.

      His lord and friend, the Last Emperor and Lord of Zunidh whose Viceroy he was, was away. Travelling.

      Looking for an heir according to an ancient custom that had let him escape the confines of his Palace, his role and his rank and all that went with them.

      Questing.

      Cliopher had stayed behind, of course. (Of course.) His Radiancy had entrusted the government of the world to him. Someone had to ensure that the preparations for the transition of government to his Radiancy’s successor went smoothly, and that someone was Cliopher, who had dedicated the majority of his life to the reconstruction and reformation of the government.

      Like the tui tree, therefore, he waited.

      He was finding it hard to be patient.

      Many years ago, someone had placed a bench under the tree. Cliopher sat down on it, glancing once to see that Ato and Pikabe had settled themselves at parade rest behind him—even after several years of being guarded, he could not quite ignore them—and regarded the prospect before him with a certain degree of satisfaction.

      The land fell steeply away below his feet, grey shadows with a few sparkling fireflies garlanding the rocks. At the bottom of the cliff was the run of water gardens, barely illuminated this time of night, and beyond them the thronging, busy neighbourhood of the Levels, lit with magic and torches of many colours. A few great red eyes suggested bonfires.

      Bonfires always, to his eyes, meant a feast, a festival, a party.

      He felt a stab of envy.

      Sometimes he badly missed casual fun. He hated this life as a great lord, guarded and cosseted and kept well away from whatever drunken shenanigans were happening down there in the Levels.

      Beyond the city were the inky meanders of the River Dwahaii, and beyond that the cultivated plains, and beyond that the great glimmering line of the sea.

      He put his elbows on the backrest of the bench and tilted his head up to look at the sky. The young moon was already hidden behind the Palace to his rear.

      The stars were not what they had been when he crossed the Wide Seas in the years after the Fall, when it was just him and his little boat in the entire compass of the horizon; nor as he had seen them on quiet nights camping out on the Outer Ring islands on holidays back home; but they were as brilliant as any others he had seen since.

      Solaara was farther north than the Vangavaye-ve, a little above the equator. The northern pole star, Le’aia, was visible, a handbreadth above the horizon. A handbreadth was a ziva’a, he thought, putting out his hand for a moment to measure its altitude as he had been taught.

      He glanced at Ato and Pikabe, smiling sheepishly. Ato was looking away, into the gardens behind them, but Pikabe caught his eye and smiled in return. “Do you see the comet, sir?”

      It was hard to miss: four ziva’a above the horizon, a little south of east, in the heart of the square forming the body of the Fisherman. The tail pointed east and down, and the nose was into the great band of bright stars called Lulai’aviyë, the Wake.

      “There, in the Fisherman,” he said, pointing.

      “We call that the Hunter,” Pikabe said. “Different cultures, I suppose.”

      Cliopher chuckled. “I suppose so, yes.”

      “What other constellations do you have, sir?”

      He looked up. There, just barely visible over the southern horizon, was Nua-Nui. “That one is the Great Bird—his beak points the way to the southern pole. Between him and the Fisherman—your Hunter—is one called the Shell.”

      “What kind of shell?” Ato asked.

      “It’s the general word for shell,” Cliopher replied, his eyes catching the familiar doubled arc, though the lower half was very faint. “A common, ordinary white shell—the kind you find on the beach by the thousands. Clam-shells, usually, though it doesn’t matter. Could be a cowrie.”

      “We call that one the Water-Witch—there’s her staff,” Pikabe said, pointing to another star that Cliopher’s reckoning did not include in the constellation.

      “We have a water-witch in our stories, too—Urumë, the Sea-Witch, we call her—but she doesn’t have a constellation named after her.” Cliopher found the tight ring of stars over the Emperor’s Tower in the middle of the Palace. “There, that’s Tisaluikaye—‘the Island that Swallowed the Sea’. It’s the full name for a tisalë, an atoll, you see, which is a ring of coral around a lagoon. The story goes that the first atoll was created by the Sea-Witch when she had a fight with the sea.”

      “The Island that Swallowed the Sea. I like it,” Pikabe said, laughing.

      “There’s also the Island the Sea Spat Back—Moakiliye—moakili is the word for an uplifted coral island, one where an old reef, turned to stone, emerges back out of the sea from tectonic upheaval.”

      “It’s not really called the Island the Sea Spat Back,” Pikabe objected. “Not really.”

      “Moa’a is a word for the sea,” Cliopher explained. “Kilito is the word for spitting back or rejecting something, and ye is a suffix that means island. So: Moa’akilito-ye is the original one. It’s one of the Agirilis.”

      “We call that ring of stars the Ring,” Ato said, and winked so quickly Cliopher was not sure he’d seen the gesture. Perhaps the stolid guard had just twitched…?

      “We call it the Turtle,” Pikabe said. “In the beginning, the old men say, Turtle dove down into the muck at the bottom of the sea and brought up mud to be made into land, and as a reward the Creator put him up in the sky as a constellation. It’s always a good idea to be polite to turtles, the old men say.”

      “I shall bear that in mind,” Cliopher promised gravely. “What do you call the River of Stars?”

      The name for the wide band of stars was one of the few Shaian astronomical terms he knew. There had never been any reason, and little apparent point, in studying star lore after he left home. In Astandalas the stars were of another world, and anyhow masked by the lights and smoke of that great city, and in Solaara he had never felt the need.

      As he looked at the sky the old Islander names stirred in his mind, teasing at the tip of his tongue. There was the long, undulating constellation of Au’aua, the Great Whale, her eye the brightest star in the northern sky. There was Jiano, one of the Sixteen Bright Guides, riding high above the shoulder of the Fisherman, the star for whom the current Paramount Chief of the Vangavaye-ve was named. And there, rising in the south of east (remāraraka, his great-uncle’s voice said in his ear, the direction from which the long-tailed cuckoos come), Furai’fa, the ke’e of Loaloa, Cliopher’s own ancestral island in the Western Ring.

      “We call it the Path of Straw,” Pikabe said. “The story goes that Turig, the god of beer, was cold one night so he went to the house of his brother Ardol, the god of farming, and borrowed a bundle of straw to take back to his home. But he was so drunk he spilled half the straw along the way home, and that’s what we see. Ardol lives in the east and Turig in the west, because Ardol has to wake up early with his animals and that way Turig always knows to follow the Sun home. The path curves because he was so drunk.”

      Cliopher laughed, as did, surprisingly enough, the usually-taciturn Ato. “We call it the Path of the Cranes,” Ato volunteered. “That’s the way they migrate, where I’m from, way up north.”

      “What about your people, sir?” Pikabe asked. “Do you say the River of Stars, too?”

      The Sea of Stars or Sky Ocean was the name for the sky, and though he had heard that Isolate Islanders called the Wake ‘the Great Current’, Cliopher’s great-uncle, his teacher of the ways, had taught him Western Ring names and knowledge.

      Cliopher’s heart warmed at the inevitable thought of his Buru Tovo, who had gotten on the sea train at age ninety and come halfway around the world to see what people were saying about his wayward great-nephew. He smiled up at the stars.

      “Our name for it is Lulai’aviyë. Lulai is the word for ‘the light in the wake of a canoe’—there’s a kind of phosphorescence that you see in the ocean at night, which glows when you disturb it—and Aviyë are the Ancestors, the first of the wayfinders. So it means ‘the Light in the Wake of the Ancestors’ Canoes.’”

      He traced out the line of the Wake until it disappeared behind the dome of the Palace. It had been so long since he thought about these names, these stories. Cliopher’s voice went a little quieter as he went on.

      “The old name for the Wide Sea Islanders is Ke’e Lulai’aviyë, or just Ke’e Lulai. The people who live Under the Wake. Most of our islands lie under its path.”

      No one had used that name for the Wide Sea Islanders in centuries; he had never heard anyone at home say it besides the elders, when the Lays were sung. They were Islanders now, not the voyagers, the wayfinders, the great seafarers of legend. They still sailed the Wide Seas, but in Astandalan-style ships, not the great double-hulled parahë of the ancient past.

      Traditional canoes, vaha, were used inside the Ring, from island to island within the Vangavaye-ve itself. Even the boat Cliopher had made according to the ancient pattern an old woman had taught him, which had taken him more or less safely across the Wide Seas, was intended for a local fishing canoe, not a deep-water oceangoing vessel. He had seen parahë in paintings and in carefully reconstructed models at the University of the Wide Seas museum, and once sunk fathoms deep off the coast of sunken Kavanor, but never under sail.

      He had not been down to the Imperial Museum of Comparative Anthropology for ages, either. At one point the curator of what would eventually be renamed the Western Galleries had asked him for advice regarding that sunken parahë, with some vague indication there would eventually be an exhibit containing it.

      At some point he should find the time to go and see what had been done.

      “Do you have a story about comets, sir?” Pikabe asked.

      In the east, the comet hung apparently motionless in the sky. Its wake was almost as luminescent a green as the lulai around a reef, if fainter. The Ouranatha—the priest-wizards of Solaara, who counted astronomy as one of their arts—had said that it would be visible at night for nearly a full month.

      If Cliopher were home, and the tui trees had started to bloom today, the month that followed would be the time taken by the lead-up to the extravagant feasts and dances of the Singing of the Waters.

      It would have been a likely occasion for the greater festival, when the full dances were performed by the lore-keepers. A year when the Wandering Star was seen? Assuredly a sign for the greater festival.

      The trouble was, for the greater festival to be held, each and every lineage and their lore-keepers had to be prepared for the full dances. And the Mdangs were not.

      Because the tana-tai, Cliopher’s Buru Tovo, was in his nineties, and the tanà, Cliopher’s Uncle Lazo, had a lame knee, and Cliopher himself, the rising tanà, was not there.

      He breathed in, out, tasting the tui blossoms, the warm, still air, his eyes on the comet.

      In years past he had not gone home because the most important of the annual court sessions started very soon. This year, with his Radiancy away and the court in recess, Cliopher was nevertheless obliged to be present as acting head of state.

      “The soothsayers say a comet means change is coming,” Ato supplied from behind him.

      Cliopher was once again surprised Ato spoke. “That’s obvious enough this year,” he said, though not unkindly. It was the last year before the Great Jubilee of his Radiancy’s reign, when he would be stepping down as Lord of Zunidh in favour of whatever successor he managed to find on his current quest.

      This was something Cliopher tried very hard not to worry about. He could do nothing but wait for his Radiancy’s return with his chosen successor.

      Wait, and prepare Protocols for every possible eventuality he could think of.

      Wait, and…work. There was always work.

      Even if his job was to ensure that the government ran properly. And who knew what sort of experience said successor would have? His Radiancy’s primary criterion concerned magic, not governance.

      Pikabe chuckled. “We call them bearded stars, though one story is that they’re lost cattle from Ardol’s herds, which Turig let out one day and they haven’t been able to capture again. Shooting stars are his chickens, coming home to roost.”

      “Turig sounds like a great troublemaker,” Cliopher observed.

      “He’s the god of beer, what can you expect? We hold many festivals in his honour.”

      Cliopher stared at the comet. He wasn’t sure if he had ever actually seen one before.

      There had been great excitement about the expected appearance of one, at some point, but he seemed to recall it had been cloudy every time he’d tried to go see it. He had always wanted to see a comet: he had always loved the stories told of them in the Lays and by his father’s mother, the great storyteller of Cliopher’s family.

      He couldn’t tell if the picture he had in his mind was from some painting he had seen, somewhere in the Palace or some museum, or of a real event.

      It was a truly beautiful evening, the air cool and for once lacking the humidity that usually plagued Solaara even in the dry season. The last few weeks before the rains came was Cliopher’s favourite time of the year here, despite everything.

      The comet, the Wandering Star, the He’eanka, hung in the air like something painted onto the firmament of the heavens, as the Ouranatha astronomers said. They held the stars were fixed in their circuits, not the variable Sky Ocean of Cliopher’s people.

      “There’s a story,” he said eventually, fishing out the Shaian words with some effort. “It’s said that the comet, which we call the Wandering Star, He’eanka—in the story there is only one, which we see at different times and at different angles—is the ship of Elonoa’a. He was a real person, the last of the great Paramount Chiefs at the time when the Empire came to the Vangavaye-ve.”

      “The Seafarer King,” said Pikabe.

      Elonoa’a was probably the greatest of all the Islanders, and certainly the best-known. There was a famous classical play called Aurelius Magnus and the Seafarer King, and their adventures had been an increasingly popular subject for various more contemporary plays and novels. No doubt it was a kind of compliment to Cliopher and his Radiancy.

      Not that Cliopher was all that much like Elonoa’a, the greatest navigator and explorer of his people.

      The Islanders would still have been the Ke’e Lulai, then, for this period was the end of the voyages and the beginning of the settled years, when the Islanders became one people among many of the Empire of Astandalas, and by no means the greatest.

      Elonoa’a was the last of the Paramount Chiefs, and the one who led the last Gathering of the Ships—a meeting that in later years was re-enacted as part of the Singing of the Waters—to decide to join in alliance with Astandalas.

      “Elonoa’a became a great friend and companion of the Emperor Aurelius Magnus. After the emperor went to the House of the Sun, as we say in our stories, Elonoa’a took a parahë, a voyaging canoe, with a crew of thirty-two, and set sail to go find him.”

      That was what it said in the Lays of the Wide Seas. Astandalan histories said that Aurelius Magnus simply disappeared one day, never to be seen again, and did not mention anything further of the Wide Sea Islanders who had been his allies except in subsequent tax records.

      Aurelius’s brother Haultan became the next emperor of Astandalas, and brutally forced an end to the wars Aurelius Magnus had been fighting. Haultan’s idea of rule afterwards had been hard for everyone, and shaped the nature of governance for the next thousand or so years, until the Empress Dangora V’s reforms.

      There were parts of Haultan’s philosophy and practice of government that Cliopher was still fighting against, even now.

      Shaian folktales said that Aurelius had been stolen away by the Sun on account of his magical prowess and physical beauty, and occasionally mentioned his great friend the Seafarer King who had been said to dance through flames.

      Cliopher was a Mdang, and knew better: the Mdangs Held the Fire, and Elonoa’a had been Kindraa and therefore one who Knew the Wind. Kindraa dances were not over the burning coals, but used ribbons of plaited feathers to delineate their knowledge. It was as hard to dance properly, but not nearly as visually spectacular as the Fire Dance. Though perhaps Cliopher was a trifle biased on the subject.

      “You can see the wake of his ship, the He’eanka, which he named after the Wandering Star,” Cliopher said, indicating the comet’s tail.

      (And did the tui trees know, somehow, that their beloved He’eanka was close enough to see, though never close enough to touch?)

      “It’s said that when you can see the comet it is because Elonoa’a is searching our portion of Sky Ocean, and that wherever his ship is pointing will have good fortune come to it.”

      “A good story,” Pikabe said approvingly. “Especially as it’s pointing towards us!”

      Indeed it was: the arc of the comet passed right over the Palace towards the distant southwestern point where the Vangavaye’ve lay in sunlight on the other side of the world.

      Cliopher was glad he’d told that story. He had always been very private about his culture, after so many years unable to share it in the strict culture of the court without courting social ruin, and … and it had been private. These stories were far too close to his heart to be put on vulgar display.

      But oh, it hurt that he had always had to go to his rooms and read over the Lays by himself, when it should have been an occasion for everyone around him to sing and dance and cry forth the same songs that were echoing in his heart and mind, his blood and bones and soul.

      Elonoa’a had followed Aurelius Magnus as friend and guide and counsellor.

      It gave him heart that he followed in that most illustrious Islander’s wake, even here in this Palace so apparently remote from anything truly Vangavayen.

      It had been easier when he stood beside his own lord and emperor. Cliopher was not a chief or a paramount chief at heart: he had much preferred standing to the side to this sitting on the throne.

      It was good to be reminded by the comet that when Elonoa’a had been parted from his friend he—being Kindraa and the superlative navigator—had taken his ship and called up a wind that could blow him quite out of the world and into Sky Ocean.

      Cliopher could not call up such a wind. There was no parahë left in all the Wide Seas that could sail even the mortal ocean, nor thirty-two sailors who could crew it. And his Radiancy, Cliopher’s Radiancy, was not lost in the House of the Sun, but questing under his own power and his heart’s calling. Any rescuing he had needed from Cliopher had already been accomplished through his efforts at friendship and guidance and counsel, and the long, grinding work of bureaucracy and systemic change.

      And Cliopher was not actually Elonoa’a, living in the time of legends.

      Cliopher was a Mdang, and he Held the Fire. He could hold this fire he had been given to hold, tend this hearth-fire at the heart of the world, and when his lord, his emperor, his Aurelius Magnus, came home, Cliopher would be waiting for him.

      He looked up again, at the comet and the Wake. Even so far from home, here on the other side of the world, he still laid his head below Lulai’aviyë.

      Speaking of which⁠—

      “I suppose it’s time for bed,” he said, and stood up.

      “Council tomorrow,” Pikabe agreed, as he and Ato smartly fell into place.

      Cliopher did take some small advantage of his rank, however, by carefully plucking a flowering branch from the tui tree to take inside with him. It was good to have a reminder of what it meant to be patient. It was not his natural state.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

          ‘Galaroo goygillarrah foh’

        

      

    

    
      The morning after the comet, Cliopher had an unexpected appointment requested by Aioru.

      He agreed to it, of course—Aioru was formerly Cliopher's deputy Kiri's chief assistant, currently the Minister of the Public Weal, and, of those Cliopher informally considered his apprentices in the way of governance and bureaucracy, the one he planned to succeed him—but he was puzzled that Aioru had given no reason for the request.

      Tully, Cliopher’s appointments secretary, could give no further explanation either. “I’m sorry, sir,” she said. “It didn’t occur to me that he needed to give a reason.”

      “He doesn’t,” Cliopher assured her, frowning at the terse “S. Aioru” on his schedule. “Did he say how long he thought the meeting would be?”

      “No, sir.”

      It was Cliopher’s practice to give a quarter-hour to meetings with no explicit purpose. If someone couldn’t say their piece in that time—if they couldn’t state their problem, at the very least—then it was unlikely the problem was ready to be resolved, and Cliopher could do best by helping them speak out some of their concerns and suggest ways to figure out what they really wanted.

      A quarter-hour usually sufficed for this, whether it was at the open courts where anyone could come petition him for something, to a meeting with one of the princes who governed the world’s provinces.

      Aioru knew that.

      Cliopher felt, obscurely, that Aioru’s request for a meeting (not, he noted, an audience) was something of a puzzle.

      A challenge, even.

      Challenge-songs were threaded through his culture. He wasn’t sure about Aioru’s—the younger man was from inland Jilkano, and Cliopher did not know very much about his customs bar a handful of ideas Aioru had brought forth to the great work of restructuring the government—but then, did he need to be?

      There was something here. Either Aioru wanted to resign, or⁠—

      Or.

      It wasn’t as if Cliopher had kept it a secret that he considered Aioru a worthy potential successor.

      “Clear the rest of my morning,” Cliopher said to Tully, setting down the appointments calendar. The other scheduled appointments were none of them urgent, and indeed most could probably be dealt with by his underlings in the Private Offices of the Lords of State.

      “There’s the Ouranatha at noon,” Tully pointed out. “They insisted, sir.”

      Cliopher carefully did not make a face. “Yes, and the Council of Princes after.”

      Neither of those could be handed off, alas.

      “I’ll move the rest,” Tully promised him, and he left her in the reception room and made his way through the warren of rooms that comprised the suite of the Lord of Zunidh, which was somehow Cliopher’s home.

      House, anyway. Home was on the other side of the world.

      Cliopher dealt with the morning’s reports, and then sat at his desk in his study and cleaned out his writing case. It had been a gift from his Radiancy, and held more than it should have been able to.

      His Radiancy was a great mage, and the subtle magic of space and organization—nothing near as flashy as the infamous poet Fitzroy Angursell’s splendid and storied Bag of Unusual Capacity—had never failed.

      Cliopher sorted through pens and brushes, inks and inkstand, rosewood-handled penknife (a gift from Ludvic) and perfectly-fitting inset folders (a gift from Rhodin). He refilled papers, envelopes, sealing wax, seals. Quills and metal nibs … all the tools of his trade.

      There was a secret compartment on the back side of the case, where he kept a handful of notes from his Radiancy. Cliopher pulled them out, a little embarrassed at keeping them—it was not as if even the most informal were truly personal—and was surprised for a moment when his hand touched on a book.

      He drew it out, wrinkling his nose when a waft of dust made him sneeze. Not all of Fitzroy Angursell’s poetry was banned—and Cliopher personally did not think any of it should be; even the most seditious was a truer commentary on the mechanisms and failures of government than practically any academic monograph—but it would not have been appropriate for him to display this particular book.

      He flipped through the small volume, smiling at the familiar verses, the sketches of music, and imagined being no longer head of the government, and free to … well.

      He’d already long since memorized all these songs and poems. They’d been welcome companions on long nights of hard work, cordial fuel to keep the embers of reform burning through the long years of dispiritingly incremental change.

      Perhaps one day he’d be free to write his own monograph explaining just how invaluable these banned poems and songs had been for his most-lauded reforms.

      He slid the small volume back into place, or tried to: it caught on what turned out to be the only letter his Radiancy had so far sent after leaving on his quest.

      Or at least, the only one that had so far arrived. From the witness of this letter, his Radiancy had crossed over to Alinor, and the postal system there was nowhere near as refined or effective as the one on Zunidh.

      Cliopher pulled out the letter and carefully smoothed out the rumpled pages. It was a strange letter, evidently written in haste, and though informal, almost casual, it was not … it was still not personal.

      My Lord Mdang, it began, and continued with an injunction to share the contents with Ludvic and Rhodin, the Commander of the Imperial Guard and deputy commander (and Imperial Spymaster), who were also two of the senior members of his Radiancy’s household, and Cliopher’s friends.

      Cliopher had been glad to receive the letter from his Radiancy, glad at the sense of heady freedom in the swiftly written letters, the elliptical comments, the fleeting reference to a lead on a potential heir …

      That was the purpose of his Radiancy’s quest, after all. And Cliopher was his Viceroy, the person he’d left in charge: he needed to know the progress of the search for an heir. So did Ludvic and Rhodin, and indeed he’d judiciously conveyed the information on to the Council of Princes and the Elders of the Ouranatha and other officials of the Service.

      Cliopher had no cause to be disappointed that it was not, in fact, personal.

      He put everything back into his writing kit, and turned his thoughts to what he would do if Aioru did not wish to stay on in the Service.

      His glance went to the books of Protocols on one of the bookshelves. Protocols for disaster after disaster, everything Cliopher or his department had been able to think of, so that if something terrible happened there would be a ke’ea to follow.

      He shook his head, smiling at himself. He’d noticed Islander words were coming more and more into his mind, even his vocabulary, as his thoughts were turning more and more towards home, towards what he would do when he was no longer Cliopher Lord Mdang, Viceroy of Zunidh and Hands of the Emperor, head of the Imperial Bureaucratic Service, acting head of state—but only everyone’s Cousin Kip, the rising tanà. The one who’d left.

      He would be the one who came home, eventually. He had promised them—promised himself—that.

      If Aioru wanted to resign or move laterally, Cliopher would manage. His government would manage.

      The government would manage. Soon enough it would not be his.
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        * * *

      

      Cliopher had come back from a whirlwind visit home via a long series of legal cases requiring him to act as supreme judge, and he was tired.

      The day—not even a day, a night—at home had been splendid. He had wanted to take the occasion of his cousin Enya’s restaurant opening for a real visit, but the requirements of being Viceroy had gradually absorbed all of his planned holiday, and it had only been an accident that he’d been able to steal enough time to get to Gorjo City for a single, dreamlike night.

      He was still not sure if it had been the mad exhilaration of playing truant from his responsibilities that had led him to feeling, for the first time, as if he truly belonged, as if he had been accepted, as if his rank in the wider world had finally translated to some form of status at home. He had even been invited to sit with the uncles.

      It had been wonderful, and it was not anywhere near enough.

      And he knew, for it had always been the case before, that if he’d stayed longer—even three days—the bright perfection of that one evening would have faded, would have diminished, into something full of ordinary goods and ordinary complaints, and the business of ordinary life, and … well.

      The truth was, he was almost ready for those, too. He wanted his mother to complain about his hair being too short and his clothes too fine; he wanted his aunts to gossip over his romantic relationships and lack thereof; he wanted to go to the pubs and cafés with his old friends; and he wanted his friends from Solaara to be there, too.

      And … and he wanted some things that were still treasonous, even now.

      At any rate, there was still work to be done here.

      Cliopher was tired.

      And … a day (a night) at home, an hour or two sitting with the uncles, still deferential because for all he was Viceroy of Zunidh, wearing court costume of ahalo cloth and pearls, he was, still, always, the one who left …

      It had not been enough.

      It had been enough for him to taste what home could be, once he retired. Once he stayed.

      It had been painfully difficult to return to those heartrending, terrible trials, judging the worst of crimes and wondering if the people who committed them were truly the worst of people, wishing he had the energy to come up with a better justice system and knowing he did not.

      That was a bitter mouthful to swallow. Being tired had never been reason to stop before.

      But he was tired. He wanted to go home.

      He wanted home. And he wanted people there who were not there, who could not be there, and he did not know what to do.

      He had been entrusted with the world, with this fire at the heart of the Palace, and so he put on the robes of judgment and listened with all the intelligence and compassion he could to the plaintiffs and defendants, and he tried, he tried. His heart was sore, and he missed his Radiancy, and he felt guilty for missing him, for his Radiancy was free from the weight he had carried for more than half his lifetime, and surely Cliopher could bear it another handful of months.

      And so he did what he always did: he set himself to the task before him, and performed it to the best of his abilities.

      And if part of that task were to slowly and carefully unwind his multitude of positions and responsibilities and delegate them to others⁠—

      He felt guilty for his relief. He was not doing this to make his life easier, but because it was proper, better, right. His goal had never been to be king of the world. He was, in the customs of his people, the tanà, who was not the chief or the paramount chief, but to whom, when he spoke, the chiefs listened. He Held the Fire: he did not run from its burn.

      Part of holding the fire was teaching others to light and tend their own, and whenever he felt guilty about handing over yet another aspect of his job to someone else, he reminded himself of that. It was not about him.

      It was about all those who came after him and his Radiancy, who would not hold the entire weight of the world upon their shoulders.

      He still felt guilty, whenever he realized he had another quarter-hour in his day that was no longer devoted to five different tasks.
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        * * *

      

      Aioru came in at the third bell precisely. He had dressed up, in the finest version of the Upper Secretariat uniform; the only departure was the addition of a bracelet made of woven silk and wooden beads. He looked better in the deep ochre-brown robes that Cliopher ever had.

      “Good morning, sir,” he said when he entered the office.

      Cliopher regarded him for a long moment, noting the slight nervousness in his bearing, the cautious excitement in his dark eyes, the thick sheaf of papers in his hand. His own heart started to beat a little with anticipation. This did not seem as if Aioru were about to resign and go home.

      “Good morning, Aioru,” he replied, and stood up from his desk. “Come with me.”

      He led the younger man through the austere, elegant rooms he did not use until he landed in his private study. He had already told Franzel, his majordomo, to serve them with tea there, and the pot and cups were laid out on a table between two comfortable chairs. Aioru followed him with watchful, curious eyes.

      “Sit down, please,” Cliopher invited him, gesturing at the second chair as he took his own. “Have you ever had tea before?”

      “No, sir.”

      “This type is usually taken with lemon. Some people like it with honey,” he told him, gesturing at the condiments. He poured the fragrant copper-hued beverage into the cups, dropping a thin slice of lemon into his own and half a teaspoon of clear honey. Aioru watched him carefully and then—Cliopher was very pleased to see—tasted his drink before adding the lemon.

      In some ways, that indication that Aioru would think things through for himself was all he needed to know. But⁠—

      He still needed to be sure that Aioru wanted what Cliopher thought he did.

      He smiled politely at the younger man. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this meeting?”

      Aioru hesitated. Cliopher made sure his posture was relaxed, affable, approachable, respectful, and waited.

      He waited, at ease with himself, listening to his heart beating with steady curiosity, rising hope. Cliopher had spent a long, long time learning how to sit like this, open to whatever came to him.

      Look first, listen first, his Buru Tovo had taught him. Questions later.

      He had discovered, over his years in the Service, how powerful that simple mantra was. Look first, listen first. Think for yourself, see what there is to be seen, hear what people say and do not say, look at what they do and what they do not do. And then ask whatever questions are necessary.

      And thus, having asked his open-ended question, Cliopher asked no further leading ones. He waited to hear what Aioru would say.

      And he watched what Aioru did.

      Aioru sat there, sipping his tea, betraying his nerves by his slightly-too-wide eyes and his painfully upright posture. Aioru was no aristocrat, and had grown up in a squatting culture: he was comfortable with Solaaran furniture, of course, by this point, but he had been the champion of alternative desks from his earliest days in Cliopher’s offices.

      That had been one of the first indications, to Cliopher, that this young man had a spark of something worth cherishing very carefully. For one thing, Aioru had been very young—if he did not mistake the matter, Aioru still held the record for the youngest successful application to the Imperial Service—and for him to have been confident enough in himself and his ideas to suggest desks that could be used standing or squatting?

      Oh, Cliopher could remember the ache in own legs, the small of his back, when he had first gone to Astandalas and been confronted with sitting at a desk for all his working hours. When Cliopher was growing up, the schools at home in the Vangavaye-ve—even in Gorjo City—even at the University of the Wide Seas—had been strongly inclined towards squatting and sitting cross-legged on the floor.

      He crossed his feet the other way, and Aioru took a deep breath, set down his tea cup, and said: “Lord Mdang, sir, I’d like to be considered for additional responsibilities.”

      Brief, polite, and to the point. Cliopher approved.

      He took another sip of his own tea. Aioru was clearly tense, but also solid, settled in this decision. Now that he had made his move in this conversational game, he waited, his hands folded in his lap so they would not tremble very obviously.

      Cliopher had spent a long time observing those around him, and he had watched Aioru grow into himself as he grew into an adult, and he knew the younger man’s habits and tells.

      Cliopher had been working to this point for more than half of his life. So had Aioru—he had been hardly sixteen when he joined the Service, and was now in his early thirties, with a lifetime ahead of him.

      He savoured the moment, which hung there, as full of possibilities as that moment when you turned the sail to the wind but had not yet released the painter—and then he smiled with his full heart on Aioru, and said, “What part of my job did you want, exactly?”

      Aioru blinked rapidly. His hands were tightly clenched upon each other, his knuckles nearly white. He had deep brown skin, and curly black hair he had been slowly growing out over the past year: it now stood in a three-inch cloud all around his head. “Sir,” he whispered.

      Cliopher could not help himself, and laughed. “Come now, Aioru! We both know you’ve been working towards the chancellorship for as long as it’s existed as a position. If you’re ready⁠—”

      “Do you think I am, sir?”

      “Do you think you are, Aioru?”

      The question hung there. Cliopher held onto the rope, waiting⁠—

      Aioru lifted his chin and met his eyes. “Yes.”

      —And let go.

      His heart caught the wind and leapt forth, over the waves, into the open ocean. All his being seemed to say yes.

      But he was not only the Islander who could jump into his canoe and sail across the lagoon when the mood took him. Cliopher had worked far too long and too hard to not be sure.

      He was sure of Aioru’s skill and knowledge and ability and competence. But was he ready?

      Cliopher had spent more than three-quarters of his life studying to be tanà, and it was only in the past few months, since his Radiancy had left on his quest for an heir and Cliopher had been left holding the world on his shoulders, this fire in his hand, that he had been absolutely certain that he was ready to go home and leave all this power and glory for the quieter, less visible responsibilities awaiting him there.

      Aioru was watching him attentively.

      He had been impatient, when he first came to the Service. Cliopher remembered sitting down with him, talking about looking first, listening first, questions later.

      Aioru had not learned any of Cliopher’s dances, nor more than the handful of sayings from the Lays that Cliopher had chosen to share with his people here, but he knew almost everything else about being a tanà. Certainly more than Cliopher himself had, at thirty-two.

      He’d been thirty-two when Astandalas fell. He’d thought he’d known so much, and he hadn’t.

      Oh, it was a long time since then, and the world had changed.

      Cliopher said, “Tell me a story about why you want this position.”

      Aioru glanced at the sheaf of papers and then back up at him. “Sir …” But then he frowned slightly, and his face cleared. “You already know all my … official skills, of course.”

      Cliopher waited, sipping his tea, while Aioru gathered his thoughts together. He’d evidently been prepared to go through the logical arguments first—and why would he not have expected to?—and was now sorting through what story he might tell.

      At last Aioru said, “There is a proverb in my tribe: Galaroo goygillarrah foh. Literally I’d translate it as, The man who came looking for the sea. Usually people would say it means something like, Dreaming makes you foolish.

      “My tribe’s territory is the very centre of the Hutabarrah, the Great Desert Basin of Jilkano. We are as far away from the sea as you can get, and traditionally there would never be any reason to go there. The closest someone might get is a medicine man on a vision quest going to the mountains that encircle the Hutabarrah. If you climbed up maybe you could see the sea, I’m not sure.”

      Cliopher nodded, putting this together with what he knew of Aioru. Inland, yes—and tribal, yes. Aioru had come into the Service late enough that although he’d certainly faced suspicion and condescension for his origin, he hadn’t had to hide it.

      “The phrase is used to mean someone who’s an idiot, naive, a fool, doing something difficult and impossible. Don’t be a fool, don’t go looking for the sea, don’t be like the man who came looking for the sea.”

      Aioru paused to sip his tea. He looked seriously at Cliopher. “We had stories that long ago we’d been part of an empire—connected to the outside world—but it was really only in my father’s day that we started to be part of things again. The coastal princes started to send surveyors out, looking for ores and gems and the like. At first there were not many, and they were welcomed, shown how to live in the desert.

      “Then someone realized there was gold in our territory, and the Prince of Jilkano-Lozoi sent people to build a mine. They brought soldiers with them, and the things they needed for a small town, as well as caravans to travel safely across the desert. We were less happy with that, because we were not consulted, and they had built their mine close to a sacred site of ours.

      “That was when I was young. There was some violence back and forth, and other forms of conflict, not too much but enough for people to get worried. Eventually it was decided that some of the tribe’s children should go to the little school the miners had set up for their families, and learn Shaian so that communication would be easier. I was one of them.”

      Cliopher nodded in encouragement, and poured them each another cup of tea.

      “I learned quickly, and soon was among the most fluent. Often I had to act as a translator, for the miners wanted to expand and the elders of my tribe did not wish them to. There came a kind of stalemate, and the miners, we learned later, sent off for assistance.”

      Aioru smiled at him with a sudden brightness. “You came.”

      “I remember,” Cliopher said: the heat, the stark beauty, the wrangling between self-assured miners and the local tribe, the surprise everyone had shown when he had supported the tribe, the eventual agreement that had created a flourishing mixed community there in the desert.

      “You may not remember me,” Aioru said modestly, “except perhaps that there was a boy who interpreted for you. But I was that boy, and I remember you: how carefully you listened, how polite your questions were, how interested you were in what we had to say. I thought it was amazing.

      “You were interested in me, too, this tribal boy learning Shaian and maths and so on in the mine school. When I asked you how you came to your position, you told me all about how you were from as far away as me, and how you’d written to the governor for the examination books, and that even though you’d failed at first you persisted until you won a place.”

      Cliopher had undoubtedly told that story to many young people in hinterland villages and tribes around the world. He remembered that trip, even vaguely remembered the boy, but he had never imagined it was Aioru.

      “My elders knew I wasn’t translating everything when I started asking you about that,” Aioru said. “They made me tell them, and then they told me, Galaroo goygillarrah foh! Don’t be a fool, boy! The sea is not for you.”

      “We call it chasing a viau,” Cliopher murmured. “They all said that to me, too.”

      Aioru smiled at him, a tight, shy, conspiratorial expression. “Before you left, sir, we took you on a small tour of one of our special places, which we hadn’t shown anyone for a long time—there was an old legend about them—that’s not relevant. The Kirralah, we call them: great water-sculpted stones that stand out from the desert, from long ago before people lived there, when our desert was the floor of a sea. We say they are the very centre of the Hutabarrah, the navel of the world.”

      Those Cliopher remembered very well. Half a dozen or so red and orange sandstone monoliths, tall as mountains, curved and carved by wind and rain into immense, sinuous shapes without obvious meaning but enormous, incontestable significance. They were sacred, beautiful, nearly unearthly.

      “I am so honoured to have seen them,” he said. “And seen them twice, actually. Once that trip, and once after the Fall, when I was crossing Jilkano trying to find my way home …”

      Aioru nodded solemnly. “You told us that story then, too. How you had walked across the Hutabarrah along the songlines, tribe to tribe, following the stars home. How our ancestors had laughed when you asked them for directions to the sea.”

      Cliopher startled. “You mean …”

      Aioru’s expression was glimmering with amusement, though it was serious enough as well. “Yes—you were the man from the proverb! We all realized it—surely you saw how surprised we were?”

      “I thought it was just because of the strange difference in time—that I could remember crossing the desert in a time generations upon generations back in your tribe’s history.”

      “Well, that was surprising too, of course. But really it was that you were the man from the proverb.”

      Cliopher sat back, digesting this. “There have been many over the years who think me the consummate fool, it’s true.”

      (So many people, over the years. Still—always—he was chasing that viau, looking for that sea, dreaming dreams no one else did.)

      Aioru smiled slowly. “Sir, that’s not what I mean.”

      “You must be prepared for it.”

      “Oh, I’ve been called a fool many times over,” he said airily. “No, sir: you don’t understand. You were the man from the proverb—the person I’d always been told not to imitate—the man who came looking for the sea—and then I learned that you found it.”

      Cliopher considered that. And then he said, “Tell me what the sea is that you went looking for, Aioru.”

      And oh—what an ocean of possibility it was!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Three

          A New Ocean

        

      

    

    
      It was one of the best conversations Cliopher had had in a very long while—perhaps one of the best he had ever had. Aioru had never been shy about telling him ideas, which Cliopher in any case had often solicited from him as well as others in his various departments, but there was a difference between the diffident suggestion for a tweak, and … this.

      This was the vision Aioru unfolded for him of what the world could be.

      Cliopher listened, rapt, at points, and at others found himself leaning forward, asking question after question, following up hints and suggestions and trains of thought. Aioru answered hesitantly at first, a little bashfully, until at one point he said, “Sir, are you sure this isn’t—too much?”

      “Too much?” Cliopher laughed: of course he laughed, loud and heartily, such as he very rarely laughed in the Palace. “Oh, Aioru, this is splendid!”

      Aioru had spent most of the past half hour, if time had any meaning—Cliopher had certainly not been paying very much attention—explaining all the problems with the justice system as it currently stood, and how reparative justice was far better than retributive. He was from a very harsh environment: it was rare for the community to decide to send someone out alone into the desert, and much more common and critically important to work out how to restore the broken lines snapped by the crime.

      Cliopher wished … not that he’d thought of it, because he would not have come up with this, but that he’d been able to begin thinking about it.

      There had been other things to do, first. So many things.

      “I’m going against what you’ve done,” Aioru said doubtfully. “You’re not … angry? Or no, angry isn’t the right word … upset?”

      He felt a twinge of regret. Chagrin, even. But only a twinge, because he had done his best. He had. And it was because of what he had done that Aioru could do this, and that was a legacy he could be proud of. He smiled at Aioru.

      “I have recently come back from a tour of all the principalities as supreme judge. I am absolutely not upset that you have some better ideas.”

      “I don’t want you to think I don’t appreciate what you’ve done, sir.”

      Cliopher forced himself to sit back, take a breath, listen to what Aioru was saying and not saying. He sought out a metaphor to explain his views.

      As they always did, the Lays provided him with a guide.

      “We have patterns in our histories,” Cliopher said. “It is the Islander tradition to look to those who came before to show the way to those who came after. One of the patterns in the Lays concerns what happens when a chief or a lore-holder hands over the primary duties to those who come after.”

      “And what do your patterns say?” Aioru asked, peering down into his tea cup as if it held answers. Cliopher waited, for it seemed as if the young man had something else to say; finally, Aioru added, “In our stories that does not always go well.”

      Nor did it in the historical record of Astandalas, and it had been known to be a bit precarious, this handing-over of power, in Solaara since the Fall.

      Over and over again, the Lays told a story—of the gods, perhaps, and those other beings who peopled Sky Ocean—and then told it again, this time as exemplified by the great mythic heroes of the legendary past—and then again, as one or another historical human being looked to the Lays to guide their actions and dance the same pattern once more, in a new way.

      “It’s a very important pattern, in the Lays—the Lays of the Wide Seas. Two stories speak to me. One.” He lifted his hand, and brought the efetana out from where it had lain hidden by the collar of his robes. “This is the efetana, fire coral, to represent that I am the tanà.”

      “You Hold the Fire.”

      “Yes.” When he had started giving Aioru more responsibilities, he had spoken about that position and how it related to his understanding of his work in the Service. He could see, looking at Aioru now, that he was also remembering that conversation.

      Indeed, Aioru did not wait for him to go on. He said, “You said that your duty—no, not duty—your calling was to light and tend fires, and also …” His shoulders relaxed, and he smiled shyly. “And also to teach others to light them and tend them.”

      “Ember to ember, I pass down the fire that was given to me. Each fire new, each fire old.”

      Aioru blinked hard for a moment. “And the other pattern?”

      “This comes from … every story, practically. My people, the Wide Seas Islanders, were great voyagers—we sailed across the Wide Seas, finding new islands, naming them, settling them. That pattern is a fundamental one: the idea that there might come a time when you go looking for a new island.”

      Cliopher was a little surprised to realize his own hands were trembling. He would have thought the fire analogy …

      But it was this story that made his hands tremble and his heart thud in his throat.

      “The other pattern is to acknowledge that there comes a time when it is time for someone to leave the island you have settled and find a new one.”

      Aioru set his tea cup down sharply. It clacked on its saucer. “Sir.”

      Cliopher met his eyes squarely. He was not able to smile, but he hoped it was as obvious in his eyes as it was in his heart that he meant every word of this. “Aioru, I have brought us to this island. Now it is time for you to look out at the horizon and seek a new one. I built the ship that brought us here, but it is not necessarily the ship that will take you to the next. No. I am not upset to hear your thoughts. I am proud.”

      “Sir …”

      Aioru’s voice trailed off. They looked at each other for a long, intent moment, and then Aioru flushed and he murmured a long passage in his own language. Cliopher waited, listening to the unfamiliar rhythm of sounds and tones, and it came to him with a sudden, confusing shock, that even as he had waited for Aioru to be ready to claim this fullness of his vocation, so too those at home must have been waiting for Cliopher.

      For a moment he felt as if the wind had thrown him back against the mast.

      It was a sailing term, being taken aback. Not something that happened on Islander boats, with their triangular or claw-shaped sails, but something he had experienced once, on a square-rigged Astandalan ship.

      When he was a young man, full of dreams and ideals, certain of his course, he had worked his passage from the Vangavaye-ve to Kavanor. He had sailed on one of Astandalas’s huge lumbering trading ships, with acres of sails and an isolation from the sea against the hull, the wind in the rigging. Cliopher had not liked the ship, nor most of the crew, but he had done his best.

      Cliopher had been young, and fearless—reckless, even. He’d had the voices of his Varga cousins in his ears, laughing at him for being too safety-conscious, too timid.

      He was the only one who had decided to go to Astandalas, to leave the expansiveness of the Wide Seas, familiar from their Lays if not from their own experiences. Looking back on it now, he could see how his Varga cousins had been jealous of his daring, shamed by their own refusal to go so far, take such a risk. But at the time …

      Oh, at the time he had heard only the jeers and the laughter, and so when he climbed high up in the rigging of those Astandalan ships, he had eschewed any sop to prudence.

      He had, understandably, been given the worst jobs, the most dangerous and vertiginous.

      He had not had a rope around his waist when the ship was taken aback.

      He was on the bare mast leading up above even the crow’s-nest look-out, reaching up to the magic lantern on its peak, when the contrary wind caught the front of the sails and pushed them back against the masts.

      The whole ship had shaken and juddered and groaned as it came to a ferociously unpleasant and unnatural halt in the water.

      Half the crew had fallen over; at least one had fallen overboard.

      Cliopher had not fallen. He had been watching that shadow, that ruffle across the face of the sea, and he had held onto the loops that held the magic lantern in place, and he had been shaken to the roots of his soul, but he had not been thrown off.

      Someone always leaves, Buru Tovo had told Cliopher when he’d asked him for stories about Elonoa’a.

      But why did they go? The young Kip had asked him, listening to the full cycle of the Lays over and over again, worrying at the stories of Elonoa’a and his crew on the He’eanka and that strange story of Elonoa’a’s dear friend, the Emperor Aurelius Magnus, who had been stolen by the Sun. Whom Elonoa’a had gone seeking after, in that ship that became the comet, the wandering star, the He’eanka.

      You tell me, Buru Tovo had said, settling in to whatever task they were undertaking.

      I will go one day, Kip had declared, though no one had gone very far, not in his family. I will find out.

      And who will you be?

      Another question that had echoed in his heart, down all the years since then.

      I will be as the third son of Vonou’a, he had declared proudly to Buru Tovo and to anyone who would listen. I will sit at the feet of the Sun.

      What will you bring home?

      He’d been unable to answer anything beyond A new fire, of course!—for the third son of Vonou’a had gone to the House of the Sun and brought home fire, the first flame of that same fire Cliopher had learned to light, and the lore and the Lays that were the fire of culture he had tended his whole life long.

      When he had met that old man, that odd seller of shells, that god, in the market on Lesuia, the efelauni—for there were enough stories of such odd, god-touched shell-merchants around the Ring, that they had their own name—the efelauni had challenged him with the questions from the Lays, and asked him also that same question that had been ringing in Cliopher’s ears since the first time he had heard Buru Tovo ask it.

      What will you bring home from the House of the Sun?

      A new life for the hearth of the world, Cliopher had said that time, and thereby won an efela of forty-nine sundrop cowries, the efela nai, and the weight of legend.

      Well. He had brought the fire home. He would be a poor tanà if he did not share it.

      Aioru stopped his recitation, and lifted his head. He had tears standing in his eyes, and he very carefully and cautiously set the tea cup and saucer on the side table before he set his hands flat on his knees.

      They sat there, looking at each other, not saying anything, until Aioru leaned forward and said, “In that case, then, sir, I should like to suggest we entirely separate the auditing department from the government. You should not have been doing that, sir, and I certainly ought not! The Lord Emperor should not have let you do it—it is a clear
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