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      My name is Keshul Akkadin-emodo and I am a diviner, so naturally I didn’t foresee the ruin of my life before it consumed me, my town and all of Ke Bakil. This was particularly irritating because the Void, the god charged with destruction, was also the god who’d bestowed my damned powers on my unwilling head. You’d think He would have given me a little more warning of His plans.

      But the Trinity doesn’t work that way. Thus, the theme of my life: unwanted gods, unwanted change and my very much unwanted role in all of it.

      It began on a very normal night, with me coming home after I’d sent my last postulant away, contented with his fortune.

      “Why the dour face?” I asked as I stepped into my courtyard.

      Dekashin, childhood friend, neuter, and usually sprawled, was less lazy grace tonight and more disgruntled flop. It was nursing a cup of tea—well, trying to scrape it raw with its fingertips—beside my fire. “If you’d been here...,” it began.

      “If I’d been here, I wouldn’t have been at work,” I said, tossing the pouch to it, and this time it almost missed the catch. Surprised, I said, “Dekashin? What’s wrong?”

      “What isn’t,” Dekashin said, scrubbing its long nose. “The last few caravans the Head of Household’s run south have been... less than productive.”

      “Less than productive,” I repeated, sitting across from it and reaching for the teapot.

      “We’re now in debt,” Dekashin said bluntly, and I almost burned myself dropping the pot.

      “What!” I said.

      “Yes,” it said, and gently separated my hand from the handle so it could swab the slopped-over tea off my hand. I let it, stunned.

      “How can that be?” I said. “In debt! Void take that, Dekashin... the House can’t run in debt for long. What is he planning? How is he going to fix it?”

      “I don’t know,” Dekashin said, sitting back. “I only found out by accident. The pefna-eperu’s been surly lately. I thought it was all the late nights we’ve been putting in, so I was trying to be helpful... you know, staying up for the late arrivals and helping with the rikka. I was leading a brace away when I overhead it arguing with the Head of Household about finances.” It took a deep breath. “I’m afraid you are now House Akkadin’s most profitable enterprise, Keshul.”

      ...and I did make a lot of money. But not enough to finance an entire Household, month after month!

      “Dekashin,” I said, then stopped myself. “When was ke Rashal planning on telling us?”

      “I don’t think he is,” Dekashin said. “Maybe he hopes he can turn things around before Akkadin has to be dissolved.”

      Akkadin dissolved. The idea was beyond imagination. I stared at the night-blooming flowers drooping into the courtyard, the scattered petals on the stones. I was one of the few emodo, one of the few males to have a courtyard of my own, to have an apprentice to brush my hair and make my supper. Rashal, the Head of Household, had repeatedly offered me a spinal ring, the one given to the most valuable emodo in the House, but I had always turned him down. Before it was because no matter how much I earned, I still believed I was making all my fortunes up and I didn’t want to accept a ring to celebrate being a fraud. After... after, it was because I didn’t want to attract the Void’s attention, and receiving accolades for speaking His words seemed just the sort of thing a god of emptiness and destruction would take issue with.

      “Maybe things will turn around,” Dekashin said, finally.

      “Maybe,” I said. But I doubted it.

      From the door leading into the house, Bilil appeared with a clay pot. “I have supper, master.”

      “I love you,” I said, obedient to ritual.

      He smiled and set the pot down in the fire, carefully, holding it by the handle. His golden braid slid over his narrow shoulder as he twisted toward me. “Hand me your bowl, master, and let me serve you. You must be hungry.”

      “Yes,” I said. “Thank you.” And glanced at him as he spooned the stew into my bowl. So serene, my apprentice. I’d had him for two years now, and even on that first day it had felt unnecessary. Bilil was a true believer in the Trinity, and he seemed to possess some magical knowledge I didn’t. When we first met, in fact, he was the one who insisted I was a Void-touched diviner and not just a fake, and I scoffed and ate the food he made me and let him lull me to somnolence with his long-handled brush... and never realized that he was right until a particularly ugly affair made it clear that sometimes the stories in my head weren’t the result of common sense and a good imagination, but rather something more sinister.

      Bilil had seen me clearly before I’d seen myself. If anyone had asked, I would have told them he’d make a far better diviner than me. But he never asked permission to leave and establish his own practice, even after I insisted he knew more than I did. So he remained, and so did I.

      I wondered now if I would be able to afford him, and where he would go if Akkadin foundered.

      “Why so troubled, master?” Bilil asked, sitting equidistant from us both, as if he was completing the Trinity’s triangle... though for that we’d need an anadi. Emodo, eperu, anadi—male, neuter, female—that’s how all our religions are built. Around the sexes we can Turn, and the way they order our lives and thoughts.

      Shaking my head, I said, “What, you can’t tell?”

      “Another difficult client?” he guessed.

      “All clients are difficult,” I muttered.

      “His mane is knotted,” Dekashin said. “That’s his problem. One day you should just braid it flat to his spine, Bilil. Or cut it off.”

      “Don’t even joke about that,” I growled.

      Bilil just laughed. “If Keshul didn’t have long hair, he’d have no reason to ask people to brush it, and then he’d be absent one of the pure pleasures of his day.”

      “See?” I said to Dekashin. “He understands.”

      It snorted. “I understand that it’s a lot of trouble.” It reached over to tweak the dark lock hanging over my nose. “Face it, Keshul. You’re vain.”

      “You would be too, if you had my mane,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      It sounded a great deal like the badinage that usually happened over my fire, and for that I was grateful. But meeting my eyes across the fire, Dekashin’s gaze made a lie of it, and I knew mine did the same.

      The following day was very much like all my days. I woke in the late morning when Bilil brought me something to break my fast. I nibbled on it while he set out my clothes. I washed in the communal pool set aside for the males and neuters of the house, the females having their own below-ground, and then returned to my room to allow Bilil to brush my hair and help me dress.

      By then the day had lost its noon-sun brashness, sufficiently for me to feel comfortable being out in it. So I went out into het Narel. To walk, mostly. To get the scent of the warmth of the afternoon. I clove to the shade of awnings from houses and then shops as I drew closer to the center of town; it was harder for an emodo to be stricken by the mind-sickness that mostly frequently afflicted the breeders, but I preferred not to tempt fate.

      I was House Akkadin’s diviner, but during the day no one recognized me. That suited me fine. I liked to take my second meal of the day in a cheldzan, undisturbed. It’s not that I disliked people. It’s just that my work involved dealing with them from sundown until nearly truedark, and inevitably they brought me all the intimacies and pedantries of their lives, from the most trivial worries to the most devastating confessions. They came to me because they thought I channeled the voice of the god of night, and sometimes... sometimes I might have. But most of the time what I actually channeled was my own common sense, dressed up in portentous words and be-ribboned dances. Being sympathetic took enough out of me that I didn’t really want to engage people during the day, Dekashin and Bilil being the exceptions. The first, because I’d known it for as long as I had memory, and the latter because... well. What would I do without Bilil? And if his unsettling beliefs were the price I had to pay for his company, I would pay it, and had for years now.

      So on this day, like every other, I sat at a table beneath an awning and watched the Jokka walk past, on their way to errands in the center of town, or on their way home from those errands or day-time work if they had it—usually farm-work or construction, all done before the heat of the day. I sipped broth from a bowl. And perhaps I noticed more acutely how few of us there were.

      I had once told Dekasin when I was in an acid mood that civilization was dying, just too slowly for us to notice. I began to wonder if I’d been right.

      Near sun-down I paid the cheldzan’s owner a handful of small clam shells for the food and stopped home to pick up my supplies before heading for the temple of the Trinity. I was not affiliated with the temple, but I found it best for business to set up near enough to it that my postulants assumed the connection, but far enough to avoid inciting the irritation of the priests. My work benefited from a sense of mystery and danger, anyway, which being at the edge of town magnified, near the unbroken horizon and its uneasy vastness. We don’t fare well alone beneath the sun. Even an eperu can die if left too long without shelter or water.

      So I went to my habitual spot, marked only by the lack of rocks—I had long since picked them all out of the sand to spare my feet—and dug my staff into the ground so that the ribbons fluttered with the occasional wind. I poured oil into the firebowls and lit them, then set out the bowl for my clients’ offerings. And then I sat with my hands on my knees, and I waited.

      I always wondered what the evenings would bring me. I usually got a spread of topics: a few postulants—emodo, inevitably—asking about love, a few about business ventures. At least one person who wanted to know if they’ll Turn, and to what sex. Once in a while, I got something unusual, but it was rare. Most people came to me for reassurance, strangely enough. One would think comfort would be the last thing a Jokkad would seek from the Void.

      Each of my clients got a drawing: I traced a box in the sand and then filled it in with a pattern, usually one I’d created long since for the kind of question they asked me. And then I danced, letting the ribbons from the staff add their element of chance, and when I was done, they cast stones from a pouch I offered them, and I made up a story based on the characters on their painted faces and where they fell on the drawing.

      It was a good living for a storyteller. Better than I could have made as a clay-keeper, spelling out histories and fictions on the sand, stone by stone. People will pay more for stories they think are about themselves. My only regret was that my choice of profession seemed to have attracted what appeared to be divine attention, though so far that had happened only once, and I was grateful.

      This evening was much like any other. I did not want for clients, and I worked them quickly. My offering bowl filled with shell as the evening waned and the heat drained from the sand beneath my feet. Watching my earnings accrue usually pleased me. Tonight I only looked at the mound and wondered how long the House could run on a cowry the length of my thumb.

      And then the night brought me something new... and unwelcome. For as I crouched beside the bowl, studying its contents, the wind that ruffled my mane over my sloped nose was not warm, but cold: cold like life departing the body, too cold for the warm spring night. I shuddered and looked up, and found an emodo standing at my square. I thought I recognized him from my afternoons at the cheldzan, people-watching; his profile seemed familiar, as did the short silvered curls of his ear-tufts. His clothing proclaimed him someone of rank and wealth, though the House token depending from his sash had turned so its face was hidden against his thigh.

      “Fire in the Void,” he said, his voice betraying his uncertainty. “I have heard you speak truth with His voice.”

      I straightened and faced him. “You have come with a question,” I said, because he hadn’t asked one yet and I wasn’t about to admit to otherworldly wisdom... especially not now, when it might actually descend.

      “I have,” he said.

      “Tell me your name,” I said, and held up a hand before he could speak. “A name.”

      Not a dumb male, for he understood me immediately. “I am the Sentinel.”

      I frowned. An unusual choice, taken straight from truedark tales where there were still cities on the back of Ke Bakil, rather than the ruins and dilapidated towns that now strove for survival. “And what have you come to ask the Void, Sentinel?”

      He hesitated but didn’t shift from foot to foot. A more composed client than my usual, then. Older too, now that he had drawn closer and I could mark the lines at the corners of his eyes. There was a single spiral mark beneath one of them. “There is change coming, Fire in the Void. Change, and I am not sure whether to oppose it or smooth its passage.”

      Typically I told people not to resist change—how stupid was that to even try? Change is life. And I was already planning how to communicate that to this rich old male when the staff in my hands began drawing its own pictures.

      I don’t want this, I hissed, but that whisper in my mind was swept away by the cold wind that blew my hair back from my eye. And so I drew, cutting the divining square in half along a diagonal and darkening one side while leaving the other untouched. I didn’t dance; the ribbons didn’t cut into the field. I left no foot or claw marks. I just stepped past it to hand the pouch of stones to my now very much unwanted client and said, “Throw.”

      He glanced at me and whatever he saw in my eyes made him look away. The stones in the pouch shifted as he reached inside, and then he threw. Five stones only, of the fifty I’d painted, but he threw them far and they fell in a perfect spread, two on the darkness, two on the pristine sand, and one on the exact border.

      We both stared at it for a heartbeat, knowing it was too perfect a cast for any mortal hand.

      “What does it mean?” he asked, voice hoarse. He cleared his throat and asked again, more normally, “Star of Night?”

      I bent over the field and turned the stones over, reading their faces. This time I didn’t bother to protest—or dare, maybe. The cold on my back was so severe I could feel it through the thin cloth of my vest, and I had the sense that if I was unwise enough to resist the reading the Void would visit me with less debatable signs of His presence.

      “On the side of light,” I said, and did not bother to choose tactful words or poetic ones, “where nothing has been changed, I find grief and sickness. On the uncertain dark field of change, I find cruelty, and hope.”

      “How can cruelty and hope live together side by side?” the emodo asked, distressed now.

      I ignored him and finished, “In the center, I find death. There is no walking a line between these choices, Sentinel. You must be bold and speak for one or the other.” I looked up at him, trying not to resent him for the words that were using my throat to reach him. “Now choose your final stone, the one that represents yourself.”

      Reluctantly, he reached into the pouch and withdrew a stone, tossing it lightly onto the field. It rolled to a stop on the dark side, and I looked at it. So did he.

      “I suppose I’ve made my choice already, haven’t I,” he said as we studied it.

      “So it seems,” I said, and bent to retrieve it. And it was, “—change.”

      He stared at it for several moments, then deliberately set a shell on top of the night’s offerings, one as large as my fisted hand. “Thank you for the Void’s counsel, Star of Night. I know now what I must do.”

      As I watched him walk away, I trembled, wondering what on all the world had happened, and what the Void had used me to do.
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        * * *

      

      I did no more divining that night. If any more postulants came seeking the Fire in the Void, they found nothing beneath the firmament but silence and an enigmatic drawing on the sand, left as warning of what was to come.

      As usual, both friend and apprentice were awaiting me when I arrived, and both knew instantly that I had had a long night.

      Bilil said, “I’ll get tea,” and vanished before I could protest that I loved him. That left me to Dekashin, who said, “Something uncomfortable.”

      “Is it so obvious?” I asked.

      It just shook its head and said, “Keshul, Keshul. How long have we known you now?”

      “Long enough,” I admitted, and sat across from it after pulling off my pants and vest. The long-cloth I left on, but after wearing the rest of it all day I got tired of the drag at my hair, which sprouted all the way down my spine to my tail. I scrubbed my face with cold hands, wondering if the Void would ever leave them so I could be warm again. “I don’t suppose you’ve heard anything in the het.”

      “Heard anything?” Dekashin asked. “That’s remarkably vague.”

      “Anything about... changes,” I said. “Big changes.”

      It clicked its tongue against its teeth. “Nothing like that, no. But I haven’t been out in town for a few days, with the pefna working us all so much. Why?”

      “I had a client...” I said, and trailed off as Bilil joined us. This time I finished the ritual: “I love you.”

      “I know,” he said, smiling, and poured us all tea.

      “An emodo came to me,” I continued after my apprentice had settled, bright tail folded over his feet. “Asking about whether he should fight some change. And the... Void... was interested in it. I think.”

      “You think?” Dekashin asked carefully. Neither of us were true believers... or at least, Dekashin wasn’t and I didn’t want to be. But the incident last year with Running Rikka and the Unnamed had given me a bad turn on the subject. Since then, I’d had occasional inexplicable knowledge that I tried not to examine too closely.

      “I think,” I agreed, trying not to sound as miserable as I was. “I told him—or something told him—that there would be no fighting this change. It seemed more significant than just some internal matter or personal decision.”

      “Who was it, did you know him?” Dekashin asked.

      “I couldn’t even read his house token,” I said. “But he was rich. Very rich. And not young.” I thought. “I’ve seen him in the center of town, maybe. Short ear tufts, curled. Pale in the starlight. And a ridged profile, not sloped.”

      “Ke Eduñil,” Bilil said promptly.

      We both stared at him.

      “Ke Eduñil,” Bilil repeated. “Who heads the House of Transactions. His mane was short, cut at the shoulders? And dark eyes, with one spiral under the left.”

      “Yes,” I said, startled. “How...”

      “I met him when Akkadin was arranging for my apprenticeship,” he said. “He’d come to oversee the transaction. It was only a few moments, but that was long enough to make an impression.” He sipped his tea. “The profile and the short tufts, and the rich part... that sounds like him.”

      “Ah...so the emodo in charge of Transactions is worried about a big change?” Dekashin asked me, ears flattening against its head. “And the Void was interested in it?”

      “The Void thought there was nothing but grief waiting for us without it, but cruelty with it,” I said with a try at a smile that came out decidedly lopsided. “Which does sound like the counsel of the god of night.”

      Dekashin stared at nothing for a moment, then said with an equally wry expression, “Did this rich emodo at least pay you?”

      Bilil snorted, but I said nothing and handed over the fist-sized shell. Dekashin turned the conch in its clever fingers and said, “For some reason, the Jokka the Void takes an interest in always seem to have deep pockets.”

      “Then we should soon expect shell to be worthless,” I said, chafing my cold fingers together. At the look the two gave me, I said, irritated, “It’s the Void. All that He touches comes undone.”

      “Sometimes,” Bilil said, “something must come undone before it can be repaired.”

      “And how much more undone can we possibly become?” I asked him now, ears flat. “Have you noticed we’re practically extinct as it is? Soon there will be nothing left of us. We’ll go the way of the eightclaws.”

      “Some say there are still eightclaws on the plains,” Dekashin murmured.

      “Some say that love solves all problems and things always turn out for the best,” I said. “They’re wrong too.”

      Bilil set his tea down and said, “Well, if we’re already nearly undone, master, then surely the repair is coming soon.”

      “The repair?” I asked. “Or the final blow?”

      “Either way,” Dekashin said. “That would be change.”

      I clawed my hair over my face and squeezed my eyes shut. My muscles did not release until Bilil brought me soup and Dekashin draped a blanket over me.

      “Be at peace,” Dekashin said more gently. “Sometimes a fortune is just a story, Keshul. You should know that better than any of us.”
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        * * *

      

      “And sometimes,” I said. “It’s not.”

      For several merciful days, my clients were of the normal sort, nothing the Void wanted any part in. I danced in the sand and cut my pictures into the ground, counseled my postulants on their business ventures and love affairs, their private woes and minor concerns. Other than worrying that Akkadin’s House stone would be broken over its financial ruin and that the Head of Transactions would be making a het-affecting decision based on my god-prompted advice, I had no concerns of my own...

      Yes, I was a poor liar. To myself, anyway.

      But the string of easy nights did help, and by the third I was sleeping a little more peacefully. When the Head of Akkadin sent for me, then, I was surprised but not worried. I found ke Rashal in his office, a room in the cool core of the house, far from windows. We did not have much congress, the two of us—he kept busy running the anadi caverns and trade caravans that were Akkadin’s main sources of income, or had been—but we’d met often enough that I had a sense of him. He seemed in a good humor as he rose from his desk... not at all the demeanor I’d associate with someone whose House was in imminent danger of bankruptcy.

      As I entered, he said, “Keshul. I don’t suppose you’ll let me put the ring on you?”

      So much of my life was ritualized, this exchange no less than mine with Bilil every night. I wondered suddenly at how ordered I had made everything for myself even as I answered, inclining my head. “Ke emodo. I thank you for your confidence in me, but not today.”

      He chuckled. “You know I have to try.”

      “I know that you do,” I said. “But not why.”

      He made a chiding noise, settling back down. “Now, now. Not the sort of thing a god-touched diviner is supposed to admit to, uncertainty.”

      “Some matters are too petty for a god’s attention,” I demurred.

      He laughed. “All right, that I would believe. Sit, Keshul. I do have a legitimate question for you, though not, I presume, one important enough to merit the Void’s attention.”

      I sat across from him and folded my hands on my knees, waiting.

      “I don’t suppose you know the Head of Transactions,” he said after we’d studied one another for several heartbeats.

      “Ke Rashal?” I said, surprised. I slicked my ears back. “Not personally.”

      “Professionally?” he said.

      “I don’t normally discuss my clients’ identities,” I said. “I don’t even know who they are, most of the time.”

      “Most of the time?” Rashal said dryly. “So you did know Eduñil.”

      “Not immediately,” I said, relenting. “At least, not while he was before me. My apprentice guessed at his identity later from a description, but I have no way of knowing if he was right.”

      “Mmm,” Rashal said. “Well. You might not have been certain of him, but he was of you, and you impressed him. For that I have cause to thank you, as I had a matter advanced to Transactions that was of... some urgency, shall we say.” He canted his head. “He would take it amiss, perhaps, if I didn’t put the ring on you.”

      A second time offering was not ritual, and therefore very serious. A frisson of unease traveled my spine. “If he asks, ke emodo, you can tell him that I could not accept a ring for doing the work of the Void.”

      Rashal snorted. “Yes... yes, I could. And it might even work. But you’ve done me a very good turn, Keshul, and Akkadin as well, at a difficult time. Give me some way to thank you?”

      “I will think of something,” I said.

      “Good,” he said, satisfied. “Go on, then. Your work is appreciated in Akkadin and I won’t keep you from it.”

      I stood and inclined my head again, and then left his office... and once I reached my room I dropped onto the bed.

      Many flaws I have, but stupidity is not one of them. So my advice had pleased ke Eduñil? And that, apparently, had been sufficient cause for... most probably, an approval of a line of credit, to tide Akkadin over until it could pay its debts? Such matters were the province of Holdings, which was part of the Transactions office. By custom the Head of Transactions was elected, but in practice the two or three most powerful Houses in the het traded the office between them and expected favors whenever its particular emodo was in power. Akkadin had always been neutral with the great Houses, so ke Rashal’s attempt to save Akkadin may or may not have succeeded, depending on the whim of the day.

      “Well, well, well,” I murmured, squinting up at the ceiling uncertainly. “So You have done me a good turn? And why, I wonder?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I expected no answer, and got none. But my fingers felt a little stiff to me, and I wondered if their tips were cold.

      “You did not,” Dekashin protested. It had been given a rare day off and we were abroad together in the het, heading for the cheldzan where I liked the soup. I had whispered my suppositions to the eperu on the way, and now it was laughing, a bright, merry laugh with its head thrown back as we walked the sun-striped street. “You did? No, you couldn’t have!”

      “I did,” I said, scowling, but in truth, not with much conviction. It was fun to see the eperu laughing. “What, you don’t believe it possible?”

      Dekashin laughed. “Ke Keshul the savior? The Void’s voice!” It wiped its mouth and shook its head, grinning. “Not only that, but winning yourself a favor in the doing! It is too rich. The World and Brightness, if they exist, will be disgruntled.”

      “If they do, let’s hope they’re someone else’s problem,” I muttered.

      It poked my side. “So what will you ask for?”

      “I don’t know?” I said, folding my hands behind my back. “What favor is worth what I delivered? Should I ask for a caravan of my own?”

      “Filled with hairbrushes,” Dekashin teased. “And handsome emodo to wield them.”

      I snorted. “What would I do with a caravan full of emodo? Bilil is enough trouble.”

      “Bilil is not your lover,” Dekashin pointed out as we entered the cheldzan, weaving around the other Jokka on the way to a likely looking table.

      “I barely have time for an apprentice!” I said. “Where would I find time for a lover?”

      It waved a hand, dismissive. “One always finds time for the important things in life.”

      “Spoken like an eperu, who doesn’t need to sleep,” I said.

      “Now you’re just being petulant,” Dekashin said. “And pretending to twice your age. You need a little more passion in your life, Keshul.” It drew a chair from one of the shaded tables in the courtyard and sat, facing me.

      “And now,” I said to no one in particular, “an eperu is lecturing me on the virtues of passion.”

      It smiled at me, all sweet innocence, threading its fingers together and resting its chin on them.

      I laughed and shook my head. “No, I don’t want a caravan of my own. Or a double handful of emodo. Or a lover! All too much noise and need. I like it quiet. I like things simple. Help me think of some other treasure.”

      “A pool of your own?” it said, more seriously.

      “Now, this,” I said sagely, “this is a far more useful tack. And try the melon soup. It’s good here.”

      So we had tea and soup and little fried dumplings filled with midena meat chopped with piquant herbs and buttery seeds, and Dekashin talked me into dessert though I rarely had one, and we sucked on fried dough soaked in honey. We both licked our fingers clean of that dish.

      It was while we were working on our third bowl of tea that Dekashin said, “Really, Keshul. Why haven’t you taken Bilil as a lover?”

      I made a face. “He’s too young.”

      “He is not,” Dekashin said, putting its feet up on one of the spare chairs at our table. No matter where we were, it always found some way to sprawl, hunter-graceful. I always thought the sole reason Dekashin had failed to earn a ring of its own was that it forever defaulted to indolence. The eperu would work hard when work came to it, but Void knew it understood the value of a good laze. “He’s only a few years your junior, Keshul. I’m not the only one who wonders, you know.”

      “So my love life is the talk of the eperu of Akkadin?” I said, dry.

      “The lack of it, more like,” Dekashin said. “And not just the eperu, but some of the emodo as well.”

      “Gossip,” I said, disgusted.

      “Good-natured, at least,” Dekashin said. “They just want to see you... settled.”

      I eyed it. “And is that your excuse?”

      It chuckled a little, scraping a little leftover honey off the dessert plate. “No, Keshul. I know better. I just have hopes that one day you’ll relent and⁠—”

      “—fornicate?” I said, watching it.

      “—relax a little,” it said, and licked its finger.

      “I could take lessons from you,” I said dryly.

      “You could,” it said. “But in two decades of my company, you’ve yet to learn anything, so either I’m a poor teacher or you’re a poor student.”

      I laughed, despite myself. Then sighed. “The truth is, it doesn’t matter how young or old he is, Dekashin. He came to me to be taught. Making him my lover... I would never know if he was doing it to please me because he’s my student, or if he really wanted it.”

      “Bilil?” Dekashin said, arch. “Bilil lives to please you. I think pleasing you pleases him. So I’m not sure how taking him to your bed would be against his nature.”

      “I know,” I said. “I just...” I shook my head. “I don’t know. But the rest of your gossip-mongers are right. I’m not settled. I don’t know if I ever will be.”

      Dekashin was silent, and so was I, and we sipped our tea. At last it said, unexpectedly, “Well, if you ever do, take me with you.”

      “If you want to go,” I said, startled by the request.

      Dekashin chuckled. “I’ve gotten used to your fire, your tea, and your company, onu.”

      I sighed. “You calling me your first among friends is just a ploy to get me to pay for lunch, isn’t it.”

      “Of course,” it said, blue eyes merry.

      I knew it had meant it, though, and had no idea why I was both moved... and terrified, as if some great shadow had crossed my back. The last time I’d felt such a strong foreboding, Unnamed had spilled grief and death onto my divining field. I didn’t like to think the Void could reach me here in the sunlit day, far from the lonely sands where I told my stories and called them fate.

      “Come on,” Dekashin said, reaching over to tweak my forelock. “Let’s go browse. I like to look at things too expensive for my pouch.”

      I said, “If you were a little less good at relaxing...”

      It laughed. “Not for a brass ring in this earring, Keshul, would I give up my naps.”
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        * * *

      

      “I know,” I said, and paid for us both.

      We did in fact go browsing through the het’s center where the Houses kept their storefronts. And if Dekashin teased me a little too much about the perfumed oils and hair rinses I refused to buy, I had my chance to give back a little when we got to the jewelry, for there I discovered it had a weakness for gemstones. I wouldn’t have thought it, never having seen the eperu wearing jewelry, but the avarice in its eyes! After we left, I said, “So why don’t you?”

      “Decorate myself?” it said.

      “You can afford it, you know,” I said. “Maybe not the fancy things you had in hand, but certainly more modest waist chains.”

      It smiled and said, “If you can’t have the best, why bother?”

      I snorted. “Is that why you’re so lazy? You only plan to apply your best effort to the most worthy cause?”

      “Trust me, Keshul,” the eperu said, “very few things in life are worth your best effort.”

      “And nothing has been so far,” I noted, amused.

      “Not for me, and not for you,” it said. “But I’m sure something will come up.”

      “And if it never does?”

      Dekashin grinned at me over its shoulder. “Then we should give thanks for having an uneventful life.”
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        * * *

      

      That night I offered sage advice to Jokka nervous about their finances and friendships and health, ushering them into and out of my square as quickly as possible. That doing so meant I’d earned more money when I scuffed the sands over my final drawing was incidental, since what I really wanted was to be home, as far from this itchy-skin feeling as I could get.

      “You love me,” came the voice from the door into the courtyard when I drew near. Bilil was leaning against the frame, waiting for me.

      I drew myself up and looked at him, wondering how I had never noticed his maturity. Had I made the mistake of assuming a submissive disposition indicated a certain childishness? It was an easy error, given how many Jokka are delivered partially to the mind-death. The anadi often have child-like demeanors, but they are not the only ones... only the most frequent examples of what Nature does to us with appalling frequency.

      My apprentice was no child, though, and not mind-wounded. I realized how little I understood him, seeing him leaning on the door jamb with such self-assurance. I handed him my staff and bag of stones. “We should talk.”

      “Of course,” he said. “We do every night.”

      I stalked to the fire and started pacing there. “Has Dekashin been here yet?”

      “No, master,” Bilil said. “It had to work late for the pefna. One of the caravans is getting back tonight.”

      I sat then, to try to still my mind by stilling my body. That rarely worked but it was worth a try. I heard my apprentice vanishing into the house to put my things away and slowed my breathing as best I could. Which... was not very well.

      When Bilil returned, he did not join me at the fire, or with food or a cup of tea. Instead he sat behind me with a fine comb and began teasing the tangles from the hair at my neck. I bowed my head and let him, and that was distracting enough that I could at least live with the tension.

      “Would you like me to thread beads into it?” he asked after a time.

      “No,” I said after a moment. “Thank you.” And then thinking better of it, “Well, do what you like with it.”

      “All right,” he said.

      And then there was quiet for a very long time, and I forgot my troubles. At some point Bilil guided me to the ground and I rested there on my side, facing the fire, letting it wick the moisture from my skin until it felt taut and dry. On the cool, shadowed side of my body, Bilil combed and braided, adding rings and spiral ornaments and beads where it pleased him. All three sexes wore hair ornaments, though the more physical labor a Jokkad did the more likely it was that they wore their hair in some utilitarian arrangement. Eperu almost always plaited their manes and tails. Emodo, sometimes, though most of our work was cerebral, not manual. Stress might not destroy us with the alacrity it does the anadi, but we still fall prey to it far more often than the neuters do.

      I have showy hair, even for a Jokkad. Not just for its length, but for its color. We have sensitive eyes and are delighted by variegation, with more names for colors than we have for tastes or smells. Our skins are scintillant and layered with hues like glazes on a pot, but most of us have rather simple hair, in a single color.

      Mine isn’t. It’s every shade of brown from the deepest umber up at my forelock to cinnamon and copper near my ribs. There are even blond strands down at my waist, though it darkens again at my tail, which sprouts almost black at the base but lightens at the end. And Dekashin is right: I am vain about it.

      But I let no one see it outside this courtyard.

      Every night, Bilil untangles it. And every day, I rinse it and then hide it under my clothes. It’s uncomfortable to put a shirt and vest and pants over it, but I do. And I never let Bilil decorate it, the way I had just now permitted.

      And I didn’t know why I had. But the heat of the fire was enervating, and I surrendered to the soft tugs and caressing stroke of the comb. Such good hands Bilil had. Small palms maybe, but thin, nimble fingers. Such a sensual touch. How had I never noticed?

      He arranged the last tiny braid over my neck, and I turned my face just enough to look up at him.

      And his smile crushed all those nascent thoughts, particularly the ones I hadn’t allowed myself to fully grasp. That smile... Void. He was sad.

      “Bilil? Have I...”

      He touched a finger to my mouth. “No, ke Keshul. Sssh.”

      Surprised, I quieted.

      “It’s nothing you have done,” he said. “Just...” Another of those heart-wrenching smiles. “You said it yourself, didn’t you? The Void proclaimed that change is coming.”

      “Ke Eduñil said he thought change was coming,” I corrected, tasting the skin of his finger as I spoke. Not on purpose. He hadn’t lifted it from my lips, that was all.

      “And the Void answered,” Bilil said. As if he could hear the words in my throat, he tapped my mouth with his finger and said, soft, “And even if the Void hadn’t... everything changes, doesn’t it, master.”

      “Bilil,” I said, but he was already rising.

      “Rest, master,” he said. “There will be time yet, for some things.”

      As he walked away, I said, “And for others?”

      He paused, and almost I thought he wouldn’t answer. And then he looked over his shoulder with that sad expression, but now without even the smile to soften it. “For other things, there is never a time.”

      He left me there in the courtyard. Feeling as if I had missed something. Worse... that I had lost something, the possibility of something, before I’d even had a chance at it.

      I drew my arm over my eyes and did not rise. I found I didn’t want to go into the house and face an empty bed I no longer knew how I felt about.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning I would have thought I’d dreamed the whole thing, except that I woke up on the ground. On the ground! Dekashin would have laughed at the sight and teased me about pretending at an eperu’s sturdiness. I sighed and pushed myself upright and rubbed my face. I should have been glad, I thought, that the sun was still rising and the het hadn’t been swept away by a strong wind while I slept. The Void had used me to speak change, but for all I knew I’d be dead before it came along.

      Yes, I know. Silly me.

      But Bilil brought me breakfast and later my clothes as if it was just another day, so I decided to treat it like one, and surprisingly, it was. So was the day after. My life, in fact, settled back into a very comfortable routine. I even started taking it for granted again, that every night I’d have tea with apprentice and best friend, and every afternoon have soup at the cheldzan, and every evening do my work, un-molested by god or destiny.

      Perhaps that was my problem: I expected change to look world-shattering. I should have known better. I made my living telling fortunes to people who wanted to know trivial things: if their lover was straying, if their cracked claws indicated they had some bone disease, why they’d been born eperu or emodo or anadi and not some other sex. Fate often looks pedestrian from a single person’s point of view.

      In fact, I was in town the day the Void’s change arrived. In one of the most expensive jewelry shops in town, in fact, in the Green. Dekashin’s interest in gems had made me wonder about decorating it—and Bilil too—so I’d left my lunch early to go looking for gifts. Bilil would be easy, I thought... he was all gold and ivory and honey colors, something we’d teased him about when he presented himself as a potential apprentice to a diviner of the god of night. Dekashin, though, in all those shades of blue-touched gray with brown hair and yet those luminous noon-sky blue eyes... I frowned over a chain made of silver, wondering over that or brass. Or gold? I was still pouring the links through my hands when I caught a flash of gray out the window and looked up, wondering if Dekashin itself would surprise me at my attempt to surprise it.

      But no, what had caught my eye wasn’t someone’s skin, but someone’s clothes. Three Jokka, all wearing dark gray, cut identically. I had never seen anyone try to dress exactly alike before and found it curious. They were being escorted through the Green by someone wearing House Kulinet’s token. Visitors from outside the het, perhaps, carried in on some trade caravan. I wondered at their errand, but at the time it was nothing more than that... mild curiosity.

      The people who were to transform my life—destroy it—entered het Narel that day, and I dismissed them, too busy considering my presents.
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        * * *

      

      “There are strangers on the edge of the shuñe fields,” Dekashin said several nights later.

      “Oh?” I said, tossing it my take for the night.

      It caught the pouch, rolling off its back to do so; I admired the way it let the bag swing around its fingers once before smacking its palm. “And very strange strangers they are. From het Kabbanil, they say.”

      “And they’re on the edge of our shuñe fields?” I said, puzzled. “Why?”

      “Digging what they say is a well,” Dekashin said, watching me as I wriggled out of my vest. “A well for us. Without pay. Or I should say, paying us to dig ourselves a well.”

      I eyed it, half-tangled in my clothes. “Pardon?”

      “They’re paying Rashal to release some of us to help them dig a well to their plan,” it said. “A well for us.”

      “So you’re saying... these strangers are giving us money and a new well?” I asked, ears flicking back.

      “That sounds wonderful,” Bilil said behind us.

      “It sounds suspicious,” I corrected. “Have you learned anything more of them?”

      “Not much more than that,” it said with a shrug. “Three emodo. Dressed alike, in gray. Or at least, it began as three. Once they were permitted to hire some of us on, two of them left. Supposedly they’re doing the same for all the Houses that have any sort of crops, even Houses like ours that don’t sell the results.”

      “Digging wells,” I repeated, frowning. “But the het already has wells.”

      “Not like theirs, they say,” Dekashin said. “And not enough. The work’s been going most of a day and it’s not done. It’s also the strangest-looking well I’ve ever seen. There’s supposed to be wood involved, Keshul.”

      And wood was very expensive this far from het Serean and the only forest of any size. “A new way to dig wells?” I said, my suspicion growing more acute. “A way they’re just giving to all of us for free. A way they are in fact showing us how to build on our own by employing our own eperu to do it.”

      “Apparently,” Dekashin said.

      “Truly, these are generous Jokka,” Bilil said.

      “Or treacherous ones,” I said.

      “You are too⁠—”

      “Pessimistic?” I interrupted my apprentice and then looked at Dekashin. “I don’t suppose I could see this well?”

      Dekashin’s brows rose. “Right now?”

      “Why not?” I said.

      “It’s almost truedark!” Bilil said.

      “And we’ll be back before then, or if not, we’ll just sit and wait it out,” I said. “But... I want to look. I have to look.”

      Both of them glanced at me at that, but I was already rising, brushing off my pants. “Well?”

      “All right,” Dekashin said. “Why not?”

      Bilil shook his head. “I’ll stay here and mind the tea.”

      So Dekashin led me out of House Akkadin alone. My courtyard was the only one on the east-facing wall, connecting as it did to the House’s struggling garden. It was easy enough to leave and circle around the side of the House until we gained the fields where we grew the grain we fed our caravans’ rikka, and then Dekashin was forging into the waist-high grasses, their tassels hissing against its hips as it passed. They were a velvety purple in the dark, and I trailed my hands over them—cool to the touch, too, more than I expected. The smell of them rose when the wind brushed their silvered fringes: spicy, a little. Wild. My nostrils flared.

      “This way,” Dekashin said, when I paused too long.

      I hurried after the eperu. “Sorry. I’m not used to... well, growing things.”

      It raked the grain with a look, then shrugged, a flip of its braided tail. “We’re lucky they’re growing at all. Several of the other Houses have had trouble getting any yield... the water under the soil seems to be receding further every year.”

      Surprised, I touched one of the stalks. “They look fine?”

      “They should be almost shoulder-height by now,” Dekashin said. “But they’ll feed the rikka we’ve got, barely. As long as no blight comes along.”

      I jogged up to it and walked abreast so I could glance at its face. “So there’s a reason Rashal’s letting some unknowns from some other het dig him a well.”

      “Oh, certainly,” Dekashin said. “Though I’m sure he doesn’t think it will come to anything. Nothing else has.”

      “And you?” I wonder. “Do you think it will come to anything?”

      “I think something had better,” Dekashin said. “Or soon the Fire in the Void will be proven right in his doom-saying.”

      On the westernmost edge of our field, where the land we claimed bled into the plains, there was... a construction project. For certainly, a simple well it was not, not with a diameter that large. Three people could have lain end to end across its breadth. I stopped at the edge and peered inside at the stepped blocks. “Is it a well or a bath they’re making?”

      “It is peculiar, isn’t it?” Dekashin said, crouching on the edge near me. It used a broken stalk of the shuñe to point at three shadowed holes. “Those are supposed to be where the water comes from.”

      “If it comes,” I said, but I was too perplexed to be skeptical. “What’s that hole in the middle, then?”

      “No idea,” it said. “Something to do with the wood, perhaps.”

      “A rumor of wood,” I muttered.

      “Somehow I doubt they’d lie,” Dekashin said. At my expression, it said, “Not because I particularly trust them, Keshul. But those strange clothes of theirs, they’re very expensive. And their jewelry is too. And they’re strong and healthy, and look well-fed. They’re used to plenty. They have shell. If they say that wood’s coming to finish this... experiment... then the wood will arrive.”

      I flicked my ears back, still frowning. “I don’t understand. Why do they care if our shuñe fields fail?”

      “Why do they care if het Narel fails, even?” Dekashin said. “Since they appear to be offering the same service to all of us? I don’t know, Keshul. But it is intriguing. The mystery of it.” It had started chewing on the end of the stalk, its eyes distant. “The eperu working for them say they’re fair masters. Smart and reasonable.”

      I arched a brow. “And they’re paying well?”

      “If they are, ke Rashal isn’t telling us how much,” Dekashin said. And huffed. “You don’t think I would volunteer, did you?”

      After a pause, I laughed a little, but it was a nervous laugh. “No. Of course not.”

      It squinted at me past the maw in the earth. “You don’t like the idea.”

      “It seems unwise,” I said after another moment. “To let these strangers get too close a look at any of us. They might remember our names.”

      It lifted its brows just enough for the starlight to glint in its eyes. “Keshul?”

      The night breeze blew past the well, ruffled my hair and cooled my cheeks. I rolled my shoulders, uncomfortable. “It’s probably nothing. Let’s go back.”

      Bilil was waiting for us with cups of fresh tea. “So was the well the change the Void predicted?” he said.

      Dekashin surprised me by saying, “The well, and just the well? Let’s hope so.”
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        * * *

      

      After that, I kept my ears pricked for news of the strangers and their projects. They visited every house that farmed and made their offer; no one turned them down. Who would? But I wondered at the number of wells these emodo were planning, and if they had wood for all of them... and if they did, how rich were they?

      Drinking soup in the cheldzan alone, I saw them walking among the Jokka of het Narel. Their clothes set them apart. Dekashin was right; they were rich. Creative, also. Most of us wear shirts and vests, pants and long-cloths. Inevitably we decorate them with twirling vines, painted flowers, geometric designs. The visitors wore... tunics? No, coats, like something out of a truedark tale. Tailored things in dark gray that ended at the knee, over matching pants. There was something pinned at the throats of the square necklines, a round disc, mottled. Made of stone, maybe? The only difference in their costume was the sash; each of them wore an individual color, yellow as tears, white as blood, red as an open mouth.

      I knew from Dekashin’s report that only one emodo remained to oversee the work at each of these wells, but when I saw them abroad in the het, they always traveled as a group. Not just together, but they maintained a pattern when they walked. One always in front, the other two a little behind and on either side. They switched positions, but the formation never broke.

      For some reason, seeing them made my skin run cold. Maybe a lifetime of being a charlatan has made me cynical, but I didn’t trust gifts from strangers.

      “How was business?” Dekashin asked me a week later as I entered the courtyard.

      I tossed it my pouch. “Average. How’s the well?”

      “How’s the well,” Dekashin said. “Now there’s a question.”

      I frowned at it. “So answer.”

      “They dug their hole,” Dekashin said. “And now... they’ve stopped. There’s no water in the thing yet. They say they’re waiting for the wood.”

      “Ah,” I said. “So they’ve released our eperu, then.”

      “No,” Dekashin said. “That’s the odd part. They’ve put them to work making bricks.”

      “Bricks!” I said. “Bricks? Why?”

      “For a cistern,” Dekashin said. It met my eyes. “They have big plans, these emodo.”

      “Which they’ve described?” I said, sitting across from it.

      “Not entirely,” Dekashin said. “But I can see the shape of it from their clothes.”

      “Their clothes again.” I considered my oldest friend, the distraction in its eyes. “And how did their clothes lead you to an understanding of their plans?”

      It spread its hands. “They come from abundance, these Jokka. So I have been watching them and thinking: what if they are assuming plenty, in water? What would they do with it? They would store it, surely. And find some way to distribute it where it was needed. So first, they create abundant water. And then all the rest of it becomes necessary.”

      I stared at it, mouth open.

      “Yes, I know,” Dekashin said, smile crooked. “It is insane, isn’t it.”

      “There is no such thing as abundant water,” I said. “You said yourself... the water is receding from the soil, more every year.”

      “Maybe I’m wrong,” Dekashin said. “Or maybe I’m right, and these emodo are misguided.” It glanced at me. “Have you been getting any strange clients lately? Or strange questions?”

      “Not so much,” I said. “And I have been watching for...” I trailed off, realizing how ridiculous it sounded from me, the diviner only reluctantly resigned to the possibility of gods. “For signs. But if anyone is worried or interested in what these strangers are doing, it’s not intruding into their lives.”

      “If it hasn’t yet,” Dekashin murmured, “It will soon.”

      I glanced at it. “I have communicated my misgivings to you.”

      “No,” it said. “No, I watch these people every day, Keshul. My misgivings are my own.” It took a deep breath. “I am thinking of putting myself forth for one of their work details.”

      “What?” I exclaimed. “No! Why?”

      “So I can learn a little more of what they’re thinking,” Dekashin said. It met my eyes. “These people, Keshul... they’re here to stay.”

      “Have they set down a House stone in Transactions?” I asked, uneasy.

      “I don’t know,” Dekashin said.

      We stared at one another.

      “Don’t let them learn your face, your name,” I said.

      “We need more information,” Dekashin answered.

      “But why!” I said.

      “I don’t know, Star in the Smothering Firmament,” Dekashin said, unflinching. “You tell me.”

      I sat back, discomfited. Agreeing with it would have meant admitting to my own disquiet and yet I was disquieted. I was. I lifted my head to return its gaze, my ears low. “I’ll go looking tomorrow. You... don’t do anything you shouldn’t.”

      It lolled back against its pillows, chest up and hips twisted in a way that looked positively painful. I sometimes wondered if Dekashin was made of liquid. “All right. For now.”

      “What’s all right for now?” Bilil asked behind us, with supper.

      “I love you,” I said, to observe the ritual. And then, “We’re going out tomorrow. To visit Transactions.”

      Bilil froze. “You’re not selling my contract, are you, master?”

      I started, then said, “Void, no! Why would I do that?”

      Bilil sighed out, shoulders slumping. Then smiled weakly. “Well, you know. Maybe the tea was tepid yesterday.”

      I snorted. “And the World ended. No, Bilil. I am hunting information, that’s all. And I suppose I’ve been remiss in your education if I haven’t taught you to hunt.”

      “Eperu hunt,” Bilil said, serenity restored. “Emodo work.”

      “Emodo play,” Dekashin disagreed. “Eperu work.”

      “Some eperu work,” I said.

      It grinned. “And some of us laze.”

      “And you will do that,” I said. “Tomorrow.”

      “Yes, Keshul,” it said with some of Bilil’s serenity. But I distrusted that easy manner. As much as I wanted to know what was going on with the strangers, I had the feeling that letting them get too close to us was perilous.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I woke the following morning, Bilil was waiting at the door to my room, cheerful and perfectly groomed... as always. Given how early he woke, I suspected he napped through the afternoons in order to be alert when I returned home from work. I sat up in bed and let him brush my hair as I roused. Afterwards he sat on the stool, watching me as I pulled on my pants and clipped the long-cloth over it, one panel in front, two split around the tail in back. I was the only one who used the room, an indulgence allowed me by the Head of Household because I brought in more shell than any other single individual in the house outside the kaña, the anadi we bred out on contract as the most valuable, biddable and healthy of the females we kept. And while of all the sexes emodo were the most likely to sleep alone, most of us tended to group sleeping arrangements, three or more to a bed. Most Jokka found it more comfortable that way.

      But I hated company. My own included, sometimes. So I slept alone, and no one commented. Or they did, apparently, but only about my lack of lover to enliven my waking hours.

      Bilil had dressed impeccably, as usual, in slate blue, bronze and cream; it made the warm light gold of his skin and hair seem to glow. He’d even ornamented himself with glass, lapis and brass beads, threaded into braids here and there in mane and tail. I thought he looked far more respectable than I did, but I hated drawing attention to myself and didn’t bother with any of the things Bilil thought appropriate to emodo of our station.

      “Are you sure you want me to go with you?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “You don’t get out enough.”

      “I go out to buy your tea,” he protested, ears flicking back.

      I sighed. “Bilil, if you’re ever going to become a diviner yourself, you’re going to need to be more comfortable...”

      “Being seen?” he asked, his expression bland.

      I scowled at him, but he looked so well-meaning that I gave up and laughed. “All right, fine. I’m no good at it either, but a teacher hopes his students will be improvements on himself.”

      “There will be no improving on you, ke emodo,” Bilil said, in far, far too much earnest. “Never again in our history.”

      I stared at him, but he met my eyes without looking away... in fact, he lifted his chin a little, as if daring me to disagree with him. I cleared my throat and said, “Ah, well. I suppose that’ll be for history to decide.”

      He smiled and slipped off the stool, and I led him away, wondering. But I didn’t ask. The last thing I wanted to know was whether he’d had some prophetic dream about me becoming some great augur of change. Or doom, knowing the Jokka.

      Together we went out into the het, joining the people about on their errands. Bilil stayed close as I walked toward the center of town, but I didn’t take the route to the cheldzan; instead, I headed deeper into the market district until we’d reached the ring of buildings used by Town Services. There we found the two-story building devoted to the Place of People Transactions.

      I hadn’t been here since I affirmed my adult contract with Akkadin; I had been born to the House, not from the womb of one of its anadi, but a contract child bought from House Rabeil, one of the two Houses in the het which specialized in the breeding of anadi as its primary source of shell. When I’d come out of the womb emodo Akkadin had accepted me, as per that contract; when I reached adulthood without Turning again I was declared kudelith, a Jokkad who’d remained the same sex all their lives, and that too was duly recorded here. Akkadin told me they would keep me on if I found some useful work, which is when I decided to become a diviner... and that contract was the last one logged about me, here in this building.

      That was years ago now.

      “Ke emodo?” Bilil asked as we looked up at the spiral shell on the sign outside the door.

      “Hunting,” I said, and entered.

      The front room had not changed in the years since I’d been inside: the wall behind the desk had been shaped to hold stones, all the House stones of het Narel on display behind the head of the emodo who was tending the desk. My eyes snagged there on that roster, imagining the Jokka represented by it, the power. There, painted on stones, was het Narel in its entirety, and I wondered at how it could suddenly feel so small.

      “Ke emodo?” the male behind the desk asked. “How can I help you?”

      “A small matter,” I said. “If there had been any new Houses founded in the past few weeks.”

      “New Houses?” the male answered, perplexed. “No, ke emodo. Nothing like that. Were you thinking of founding...?”

      “No,” I said. “Just curious.”

      And that was the extent of my errand to Transactions. Stepping back outside, I let my relieved sigh find voice. So Dekashin was wrong... the strangers were only visiting. They would build their wells and go. Maybe they were some new kind of trader, interested in buying and re-selling grain? Having fields that could support more crops would serve those interests handily.

      “Did we learn anything?” Bilil asked.

      “Yes,” I said. And, grateful for the release of tension, said, “Let’s go have lunch.”

      Bilil stumbled, his eyes wide. I stopped so he could catch up, canting my head at his expression.

      “Are you sure?” he said. He remained there, standing, his hands loose at his sides as if he couldn’t figure out what to do with them.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” I answered.

      “We haven’t had lunch together,” Bilil said, ears flushing white. “Out.”

      “Because you don’t go out,” I reminded him.

      “Because you don’t invite me!” he said.

      I began to wonder a little if Bilil was all the trouble of a lover without any of the physical pleasures. Instead of growling an answer, I said, “Well, now I am.”

      “All... all right,” Bilil said, glancing up at me. And then he laughed a little, hesitant. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be petulant.”

      “You’re well and again old enough to be out on your own, Bilil,” I said. “We should consider altering our relationship to take that into account.”

      “I have not finished learning from you yet, ke emodo,” Bilil said.

      “What under the skies have you got left to learn from me?” I said, eyeing him, and there was my scowl, growing despite my best intentions.

      He just laughed and grasped my arm. “Come, ke emodo. I smell roasted genarabi.”
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        * * *

      

      It was a fine outing. Strange—I was used to Dekashin’s company when I went out with someone—but fine anyway. Out of the House, Bilil relaxed a little, became a little less the eager apprentice and a little more just another emodo. It made me realize that he really wasn’t that much younger than me, and that I knew very little of his life before Akkadin.

      I could see a time when he would be out on his own and found I wanted to know him before he left. I would have to coax him from his self-imposed duties more often. It was on that topic that I was musing later in the evening when a client approached into the light of my firebowl... a client I knew and hadn’t expected to see again so quickly. I was disturbed enough by his return that I almost called him by his real name, like the most clueless of my own clients, whom I’d scolded in my own thoughts for the same mistake. Flicking my ears back, I said instead, “Sentinel. How fare your gates?”

      “Star of Night,” he said, “Very well. Indeed, I have not come for your counsel tonight.”

      “No?” I said.

      He reached across my divining square and caught my hand, turning it palm up. And there he put a cowry large enough to cover my hand completely. Against my skin the shell was smooth and glossy, and I had never seen the sea but I could suddenly imagine it, a great and constant force, wearing away all the edges until one is polished smooth. I thought of the Birthwell, the mythical place at the ocean where (it was said) we’d learned to think and quelled my shudder.

      “Your guidance has been good,” ke Eduñil said. “I came to thank you.”

      “I speak with the Void’s voice,” I said. “Light a bead of incense for Him if you would thank Him.”

      “I will,” Eduñil said. “But it is well to feed the throat that speaks His words as well.” He
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