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"There is no child here." The Royal Librarian's voice took on that fear-driven tightness Reza hadn't heard since she'd first arrived, when he first realized that, in spite of her name and attire, she was in fact a woman.

That day she'd defused the situation with humor, deflecting the older man's superstitious dread into amusement at the odd customs of outlanders. Today that approach was not an option, since she needed the mysterious child's cries confronted squarely, not dismissed.

"That is most interesting, honored sir, since I have heard the voice quite distinctly, pleading, 'Papa, Papa.' Up in the new section." She even managed to say that last without irony, considering that part of the library was new only an a most relative sense, the area having been taken over from other uses shortly after the death of King Suslan, two decades before Reza's birth.

Although the Royal Librarian's brow furrowed, his face did not darken with anger. Instead he went so pale he looked deathly ill. His words spilled out with breathless haste. "I can assure you there is no possibility of any such child being up there. I suggest you say nothing further of this matter, lest I have to reconsider my decision to hire you in spite of your peculiarities."

Sensitivity is weakness. Although the old man hadn't used those words this time, his tone recalled his previous comments on her uncanny talents. How could she have let herself become so careless about her ability to perceive the unseen world, particularly in a land where the touch of the Fair Folk had dark associations?

The rest of the work day passed without further incident. All the same, Reza could not shake the sense of being followed by invisible eyes as she went about her duties.

Her walk home took her through the city market. Sometimes she did  some shopping on the way, but as autumn shortened the days most of the vendors were closing their booths for the night. A candy-seller tossed a few left-over sweets from a particularly picked-over tray.

The morsels had barely touched the cobblestones before a swarm of ragged children descended upon them. The city was full of orphans, many eking out catch-as-catch-can existences on the street.

One girl hung back in hesitation. Her hair had matted into filthy dreadlocks, roughly cropped so they stood up like the quills of a hedgehog.

Only when she espied a sourball that had rolled to the edge of a murky puddle did she decide. With a wary glance over her shoulder, she scooped up the sweet before it went all the way in.

But not quickly or furtively enough, for one of the other children looked in her direction. At his word they were all upon her, punching and kicking her curled-up form to force her to surrender the candy.

Although Reza knew she should hurry on her way, she just stood transfixed until one of the squabbling urchins crashed into her.

"Hey, watch it." Her voice was a little sharper than she'd intended, and the mob of street children froze, looking wide-eyed at her before bolting in all directions, leaving only the girl who'd been their target.

Reza knelt beside her. "Are you all right?"

No response. Just as Reza was ready to look for help, the girl raised her head. Wide gray eyes blinked in awe. "Wh-why?"

Reza could imagine the rest of the question. "I really don't like bullies." Her voice sounded sharp in her ears, so she deliberately pitched it to reassure. "Can you get up? By the way, my name's Reza."

The girl sat up, but her eyes went narrow. Reza could imagine how the girl was handling the cognitive dissonance of female voice against masculine attire: knee-length jerkin, trousers slipped into leather boots. Not to mention her name, which was given only to men in this part of the world.

Reza had to strain to hear the girl's answer over the ambient noise of the marketplace. "I'm Hasha."

Reza extended a hand to help her up. "Hello, Hasha."

She'd no more than gotten Hasha to her feet than the girl twisted free and bolted for cover. Reza turned only to be stopped by a man in the blue jacket of the market superintendency. "What do you think you were doing?"

Reza fumbled to reply, "But, but, but."

"But me no buts, woman. Would you loose Kirpi's wrath upon us once again, or do you have no respect for the dead?"

"I don't understand. It was just some street children fighting—"

"You're not from around here." His tone recalled the Royal Librarian's alarm. "Now get yourself home before you do any further harm."

Although Reza suspected he meant go back where you came from, she hoped that heading back to her current quarters would mollify him. She made a mental note to use a different route to work the next morning.

When she opened the front door of the boarding house, the odors wafting from the dining room made it clear she was late for supper. Not that the cabbage soup the landlady liked to serve was anything to brag about, but Reza's pay didn't extend to eating elsewhere.

The other residents hardly looked up from shoveling food into their mouths when Reza took her place. Getting enough to eat required concentrated attention on getting it swallowed as rapidly as possible.

The landlady scowled at Reza. "You knew meals are served on time in this house—"

"Yes, Atosha, but I was delayed. A bunch of street children were fighting and I couldn't get around them. Supper isn't over yet, so you can't refuse me the meal I've paid for."

Atosha wagged the big wooden spoon at Reza. "Don't get smart with me, youngster. I ought to send you to your room hungry for such impertinence, except you're a paying customer, not one of the ungrateful orphans I used to keep in my younger days. Back when King Suslan was on the throne and such riffraff was kept properly indoors and trained to useful trades, not left to run wild in the streets."

Although that comment made Reza wonder what Atosha knew about the market superintendent's odd reaction, there were priorities. "So are you going to let me have anything to eat, or are you just going to hector me about stuff that happened seventy years ago?

Drawn up short, Atosha went to the stove to ladle up a bowlful of soup. Greasy broth was more like it, with a few fragments of cabbage and potato.

Reza set to forcing it down. Well, it's probably better than Hasha's getting, poor kid.

She didn't realize she'd muttered the thought aloud until the landlady's spoon came down upon her shoulder, hard. "We'll have none of that here."

Reza looked up in bewilderment. "What?"

"I run a decent house." Atosha loomed over Reza, wagging the spoon. "We show the proper reverence to the gods of hearth and home," a pointed reminder that Reza's tardiness had meant her absence from the mealtime prayer, "and we respect the dead slain in innocent blood."

Yet again that cryptic reference to respect for the dead. Atosha's tone was so stern Reza didn't dare ask any further questions. Tomorrow would come soon enough, and in time she would find a way to make more discreet inquiries.

***
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REZA ARRIVED AT WORK the next morning to a stack of difficult requests from various ministries, every one of the utmost urgency. No doubt the Royal Librarian had assigned them to her as his way of registering his disapproval of the previous day's question. The sooner she got them done, the sooner she'd have time to figure out what a fight among street urchins had to do with respect for the dead.

She was deep in a ledger of holiday grain distributions by the kings of the Begrachi Dynasty three centuries earlier when a shriek penetrated her concentration. Even as she raised her head from the rows of tiny figures, the outcry was followed by several more.

With all the possible disasters that could befall a library racing through her mind, Reza knocked her chair flat behind her in her haste to see what could be the matter. At least she didn't smell smoke, which removed conflagration from the list.

She arrived in the main reading room to find several wild-eyed patrons barricaded behind a shelf. Scattered all over the floor were prickly balls Reza initially took to be giant cockleburs, until one unrolled itself to reveal a bright-eyed face and four legs. One of the patrons flung a book and the creature rolled back into its defensive ball.

The image was so absurd Reza had to choke back laughter. "They're just hedgehogs. I don't know how they got up here or why there's so many of them, but they're probably more scared of you than you are of them."

Reza piled the curled-up hedgehogs into a wooden crate. She'd expected her matter-of-fact handling of the situation to calm the patrons. Instead they stared at her with awe verging on horror.

With determined cheerfulness Reza hefted the box. "I'll just take these down to the Royal Gardens and you can get back to work."

On the way down, a few bolder hedgehogs unrolled enough to poke inquisitive snouts over the edge of the box. A quick jostle settled them back down until she could get outside.

She was just releasing the last few when she heard a cry of alarm. Startled, she turned to face a scandalized man. One of the gardeners, to judge by his soil-stained coverall.

He waved a hand at the hedgehogs unrolling to scurry under bushes and statuary. "Are you determined to loose Kirpi's wrath upon us?"

Reza recalled the market superintendent's words. "Kirpi? One of your gods?'

The gardener's eyes widened. "Gods? No, a devil." He fled babbling about the Peri, the local Fair Folk.

Reza shrugged and headed upstairs, where the Royal Librarian frowned and handed her yet another request. The sooner she got her work done, the sooner she could start finding answers to this ever-widening puzzle.

Except finishing proved easier said than done. By the time the library closed for the evening, she was no closer to clearing her workload than when she'd arrived, thanks to the Royal Librarian bringing more every time she made
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