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    The sea does not reward those who are too anxious, too greedy, or too impatient. One should lie empty, open, choiceless as a beach—waiting for a gift from the sea. —Anne Morrow Lindbergh


     


     


    In some families, please is described as the magic word. In our house, however, it was sorry. —Margaret Laurence
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    AMET


     


    The second time the trumpets sounded, it was late morning, and even I could sense the anticipation that saturated the air like bubbles in sparkling wine. Benison was coming to the capital of the Twin Kingdoms, Where Magic Lives, and magic was already seeping everywhere in advance of the arriving flood. It made the world’s every edge too crisp for my eyes to endure, seized my heart with the dreamlike beauty of it. If this was how everything was before the wave crested, what would it be like when it finally came?


    “The tantara!” Dancer was grabbing my wrist. “Oh, Amet! We must go to the roof!”


    “The roof,” I repeated, but let en lead as Always Falling opened the balcony doors. If the air inside the palace was shivering, the air outside it… I stopped, inhaled, my fingers tightening in my lover’s.


    “You see?” Dancer said, lifting ens face toward the sky and closing ens viridian eyes. With a laugh of delight, en finished, “Who could be inside! Come, let us go meet it upstairs, where we can see it arrive!”


    I glanced at Always Falling, who wore a look of wry reserve, as usual. How many times had it performed this ritual with Dancer? And yet it seemed unperturbed that it was now forced to share the experience with me. I loved Dancer, and I was already fond of Always Falling, but I still felt the interloper acutely sometimes, and this… this could not help but be one of them. Couldn’t it? For it was the natural law that dictated that magic must drain to the lowest geographical point that had made the east the conquerors of the known world, and though I refused to regret my decision to stay here, still… this was it. This was witness of the event that had ended, inevitably, in the loss of my country’s autonomy.


    “Amet?” Dancer asked, perceiving me to have flagged. The concern in ens voice…


    “I’m coming,” I said, and followed.


    The stairs were tucked into the corner of the balcony, flush to the wall, and ascending their narrow wooden treads brought us to a vista out of a painting. All the roofs of the palace had flat surfaces sculpted with the gardens that magic made grow so exuberantly. From this vantage we could see not just Falling Waters spreading before us, with the waterfalls and ponds and terraced water features that had given the palace its name, but the entirety of the capital, gilt by morning sunlight, spread in an apron away from the hill where the palace perched. To the south the river glittered, almost too bright for the eyes, now silver, now gold.


    We were not the only ones who had taken advantage of the palace’s architecture. Everywhere I looked, I saw the dark heads of the eastern aristocracy, punctuated here and there with the colored heads of the third and fourth sexes... waiting, just as we were.


    Behind me, Always Falling’s footfalls sounded hollow on the wooden slats. I had joined Dancer at the rail, looking west.


    “I suppose it always comes from there,” I said, struggling with something. Resentment? Resignation? My desire not to let those things rule me?


    “No,” Always Falling said. The fourth joined us, standing a little apart. “From the south as well, and the north. Not as much from the east, and slower… the slope is gentler. But it begins in the west, because of the momentum it derives from the height of the mountains.”


    This scholarly disquisition comforted me more than I expected. I stood behind Dancer, slipping an arm around ens waist, and looked with them both to the west. “And the trumpets this time mean it’s near?”


    “Less than a quarter hour,” en said, resting a hand on mine. “Usually.”


    “Usually,” I repeated, bemused.


    “It’s a little different every year,” en said, and I perceived in en a tension I hadn’t expected. Or perhaps I should have—had I thought my sensitive eastern lover would fail to guess that as much as I wanted to witness Benison in the capital, it would also trouble me? “But the comet-runners are pacing the crest of the flood. They’re usually accurate.”


    “And then,” I murmured, “days of it?”


    “About a week,” Always Falling said. “Which is how long the festivities last.”


    “Such a celebration!” Dancer exclaimed. “You will love it, Amet. The music, the food, the parties in the streets…! You’ll see.”


    I let that be. Dancer was a more exuberant lover of such things than I was. And then, because I honestly didn’t know, “Can you tell the magic’s coming?” When en turned ens head a touch, just enough to look at me, I said, “Because you’re a third. Is there some faculty in you that warns you of its proximity?”


    En blushed and leaned back into me. “Maybe some can. I… there’s not enough in me for that.”


    Puzzled, I glanced at Always Falling. The fourth—neuter, as Dancer was a third, a hermaphrodite—was still standing at a slight remove: that its summer-blue hair was loose allowed me to observe that there was now a faint breeze tugging at it, where there had been none before. The fourth said, “All sexed human beings have the capacity to hold magic in varying degrees. Thirds usually have the most capacity, but individuals may have less or more.”


    “And fourths?” I asked, because I didn’t know.


    “I can’t hold magic,” it said, turning its face toward the west. “But I know it’s coming. And so do you. Look, Amet. Feel it.”


    Dancer’s hand squeezed mine. I looked west, then, toward home…. just as it came.


    How to describe the first sight of it, frothing on the horizon? In repose, magic is intangible, existing only as a sense of health and positivity. Only when it moves is it visible to the mortal eye, and then… it is a shimmering, breaking against objects in its path in a fountain of glistering gold and silver… like mead for the godhead, poured over the horizon, so overwhelming I was shaking and couldn’t tell if it was terror or elation or awe.


    And then the wall hit us, dragging its enormous river of power behind it, and aware of the joy of my companions, of the cheers of distant watchers from other roofs, even feeling the enormity of the rapture of it myself, I wept into Dancer’s hair. And because of those cheers, because even as I stood there I could hear the roar rising from the distant city like the sound of a storm straining against the peaks, I stifled my incredulous grief. Streamers of shining light were tearing against my body, filling it to repletion with joy and exuberance… and this was the wealth of the world, which the east had claimed, and which would never belong to the mountains, not for all the efforts of the comet-runners so nobly dispatched by our lowland masters to succor us. No mountain child would know this birthright. No highland couple would beget their heirs with the ease of their conquerors. No mountain farmer would ever see the yield of a magic-enhanced harvest.


    We were poor, and would never be anything else.


    “Isn’t it amazing!” Dancer whispered, drawing my arms closer around en. I said nothing, and didn’t have to, because en assumed my silence was awe. It was awe. It was everything, too much of everything. It was everything that was mine, because I had given up everything that had been mine, and it was unbearable.


    “Dancer,” Always Falling said, distracting us both. “Go use up some of this energy inside.”


    “Love?” Dancer said, startled, and then blushed, straightening against me. “I—if—I don’t want to take you away, Amet, if you want to stay—”


    “No,” I said, and if there was huskiness in my voice, I prayed en would think it desire. “No, I think making love to you to celebrate the opening of Benison in the capital would be magnificent.”


    “Oh,” en breathed. “I’m so glad you said yes....!” And took me by the hand again, eager, pulling me toward the stairs.


    But as I passed Always Falling, it met my eyes, and there was sobriety there beyond what I’d come to expect of it.
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    Making love while magic poured into the capital was an experience so transcendent that I knew I would forget it the moment Benison ended. There was no describing it: one could only exist in rapture, in the sense that the body no longer limited one’s expression of passion. We didn’t tire, for magic whisked exhaustion away. Magic fueled us better than food or water, so we neither needed nor wanted to stop for meals. We didn’t hurt, because magic healed, and with it pulsing through the air in such abundance there was no taking so much as a dire wound without it vanishing. Even baths were unnecessary, because magic left everything pristine. As the flow tumbled over the palace’s roof and tinted the world through the windows with glitter, it throbbed through our flesh and took everything that made us human from us, and left us gods.


    When I was a young boy, lacking the experience to make such dreams realistic, I’d imagined sex this way: without the awkwardness, the stickiness, the fatigue, the practicalities. Lovemaking during Benison was like those fevered dreams, but crowned in rapture. I lost myself in flesh-made-divine, in the music that swelled to accompany the experience as inevitably as the orgasms, in Dancer’s loving hands and wicked teeth and unlikely, beautiful body, born in the image of one forged long ago in this very crucible in the east. I lost myself, and left the grief behind until I could encapsulate it, hide it, and accept the blessing of just being here... now... in this moment.


    It was a very long time before we stopped, and we decided to do so simultaneously, without discussion... just rolled onto our backs, smiling at one another and at peace with the cessation of action. After seeming to deliberate on the merits of moving, Dancer reached for my face, tucked some of my dark hair back behind an ear, and let ens fingertip trace the cheekbone back under my eye. “You are glowing,” en observed, voice gone to velvet and nearly an octave lower than normal.


    “So are you,” I said with a gentle chuckle. “As if your skin is cloth of gold.”


    “Softer than that, I hope!”


    I laughed then and caught ens chin in my fingers to hold en still for a kiss. It felt surreal, this kiss traded after hours of lovemaking, but with lips fresh and unbruised as if we had just begun. “Much. Tell me it passes? This can’t possibly continue for a week...!”


    “No.” En smiled, leaned into my fingers to discourage me from releasing ens chin. “It’ll come in waves. We’ll have times where things seem... almost natural.”


    “Natural,” I repeated, torn between amusement and skepticism.


    “For this part of the year,” en allowed, brushing a warm mouth against the pad of my thumb. “You came to the capital at the nadir... that’s not how it is most of the time. Most of the time, the city is more energized. The air doesn’t stop emanating power for months. And then it will be the Well that takes over until the very last months of the year, when it’s... well, like it was when you arrived.”


    ...which was still more magical than the mountains were at the peak of the year. I pushed my resentment down again. The world was inherently unfair, and it was not Dancer’s fault that en had been born here. Was not, in fact, the east’s fault that it had what it had. The rulers of the eastern kingdom could have decided never to share that bounty, but they had, and if the methods that brought magic back up to the mountains were imperfect, still, they tried.


    “We should dress,” en said, tasting my fingertips. “There will be a celebration tonight. Fireworks, colored lanterns on the river, pastries they only make once a year... the wine, Amet! You won’t have anything like it again until the sky opens again. And the music!”


    “We must go for the music, at least,” I said, leaning forward to kiss en again.


    “Yes,” en said. And laughed. “We’ll never get out of bed if we continue...!”


    I smiled and nudged en with my nose. “Go first. I want to lie here a while and just feel it.”


    “All right.”


    Alone in ens bed, I thought that I might be able to enjoy a city-wide celebration. There was something soft enough in me to admit the possibility of light-heartedness. I could embrace it with the same fearlessness I had embraced the east, falling headlong into the arms of an eastern third...or I could cavil and retreat. And then where would I go? There was nothing left for me in the mountains, and everything here for me if I maintained my open heart, no matter how raw.


    I followed en, and helped en dress, and let en lead me as en had been leading me, ever since the first time I’d seen en in my music room, in Iglinta. There was nowhere Dancer could go that en would not draw me.
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    Always Falling joined us for our trip into the city. So, it seemed, did everyone else, for the crowd flowing out of the palace, downhill toward the streets of Where Magic Lives, was so large I wondered where it hid these people on a normal day. But Dancer was right: the night was breathtaking. Was not even night, for though it was late the sky was still a delicate lavender, as if dusk had only just fallen. Painted across the vault above us was a diaphanous electrum veil, as if the firmament had donned a scarf over the jewels of its stars for the celebration. Joy ran through the world like the sigh of breath through an instrument, an energizing joy that drew frequent laughter from the crowd we’d joined. Outside of a performance hall, I had never seen a throng so happy, as if we had all been invited to the best dance in the world: not just any dance, but our first dance, with all the possibilities of our lives before us.


    The Poursday lanterns Dancer had mentioned were marvels: their walls were thin glass panes filled with water, and people swung them in the air to catch the magic and seal it in. Since water barred the movement of magic, it remained trapped. Tiny candles in the base of these lanterns caused the magic to move so that it glowed through the colored panes. Every shop and home had one, some simple cylinders, others complex, faceted globes with stained glass faces. And the lamps hung on the streets, maintained by the city, were glorious, perfect spheres, large enough for the magic to be seen as a spiraling mist… and to illumine the crowds in painted veils of color, rubine, rose, amber and violet and silvered lavender.


    There was food, hot rolls covered in a sweet glaze, wine that seemed more air than liquid, all sweet effervescence on the tongue. There was music, yes: choral pieces calling down alleys, and impromptu dances at intersections. My memory of these things was visceral: Dancer’s back under my hand. The taste of sugar on my fingertips. The enigmatic smile of Always Falling, seen under the shadow of an awning. The smell of yeast and that something Other that suggested magic: like the under-tongue tingle of a nearby lightning strike, but new and vital. Grain ripening. The first rain in spring. Something I attempted to chase into words and lost in the crush with Dancer, wending our way among the people standing in line for dumplings stuffed with minced fruit.


    We had lost our fourth, I found. “Dancer? Where is Always Falling?”


    “Heading back to the palace,” en said. “It never stays long during the parties here.” En met my eyes, hopeful. “You will, though. Won’t you?”


    Useless to say I did not love parties as much as en did. Useless, in fact, to turn my back on this particular party, with its breathless beauty. Thrice useless to say no to that beloved face and the anticipation in them. “Of course.”


    En squealed. “Let’s go find a good place to see the fireworks!” And dragged me away, and I laughed and let en.
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    ALWAYS FALLING


     


    I don’t think either of them noticed the moment I let the crowd carry them from me, and that was as it should be. Dancer had never resigned enself to my discomfort with large social gatherings, and the compromise we’d evolved over the years of our partnership had sufficed, but not satisfied, either. For common functions like the concerts in Falling Waters, en didn’t mind my withdrawing early… but Poursday was ens favorite time of year and we had both grieved at our inability to make it work for us. Amet’s addition to our life meant en would have a companion for the entirety of the night’s festivities, and I…I could return to the quiet of an emptied palace, and make tea, and watch the magic cascade over the city.


    There is peace in movement. Perhaps it was easier for fourths to sense that truth because the viable sexes could hold magic: they were open cups, and during Poursday they filled and filled until they overflowed. That excess underwent the inevitable transformation into giddiness, dizziness, or agitation, and it exploded from them in song and laughter and revelry. It was part of what made the celebration so uncomfortable for me: I could sense the extremes. Laughter was too loud, too shrill. Dancing so boisterous it would have been clumsy had not magic saved it. Drink and food passed from hand to mouth almost spasmodically. It was passion skirting the border of drunken greed and I found it unsettling.


    Fourths do not hold magic. It passes through us, endless and inexorable, and we are only conduits for its grace. There is no overfilling us. I stood to one side to let others rush past me and felt nothing but a sublime quiet. Even my banner was a proclamation: magic paled the night sky during the holiday to lilac glitter, but my hair and eyes remained the dark blue of a nightfall free of clouds, because magic could not use me to lie.


    I have argued with Beautiful about whether the Well at Landing Fireflies was a sin. Whether, in trapping magic in one place, we were exposing ourselves to the perils of excess. Because Beautiful was my friend, it laughed and debated the matter with me, and we whiled many an afternoon away at the tea table, arguing the morality of precedence… whether it was better to waste magic by allowing it to dissipate naturally, or whether we’d made the best of an unjust world by trammeling it and portioning it out as best we could. Because Beautiful was my friend, it did not accuse me of treason or blasphemy. But the fourth could not be what it was—the Phoenix Sage, charged with the administration of that well of power—without acknowledging that what I said was truth. Magic was not meant to be hoarded. If it had been, it would not create such peace leaving us.


    Poursday for me was a religious observation. I much preferred to observe it in solitude on the hill. I was grateful to Amet for making that desire less of a burden to my beloved, and relieved that Dancer had managed to deflect his attention from his own griefs. They would no doubt return to him until he resolved them in his own heart… but grappling with them now would only distress Dancer and create friction between them. Their relationship was the foundation of the new life he was attempting to build here. They needed one another, and the revelry would make that clearer, so I left them to it.


    But I did not make it back to the palace.


    “Honored Fourth,” the messenger said, bowing as she offered a folded parchment. “For you, from the Little Pier.”


    “The pier?” I said, startled. I didn’t doubt the message had found the right recipient; I recognized the maiden as one of the servants charged with the palace mail, and she had detained me at its gates. “Are you certain?”


    “Yes, Honored Fourth.”


    As I unfolded it, I said, “Who gave it to you?”


    “A stranger, if you please. They asked for you by name.”


    I frowned at the parchment, tilting it so that the pencil scrawl would catch the light from the nearest globe. A confident hand, so someone familiar with their letters. But a pencil, and not a brush, which suggested someone who needed to erase. Few people wrote letters with lead; few people wrote with lead at all, for the eastern alphabet lent itself to brushwork. Numbers, though…


    An accountant or businessperson, then, most likely. Presence requested at Pier 32, it said. Urgent. Please come at once.


    “They asked for me by name?” I said idly.


    “’Always Falling,’” she repeated. “’The pearl merchant.’”


    I looked up at her abruptly, but there was nothing in her face to indicate she understood the unlikeliness of the address.


    “Thank you.” I pressed a square coin into her hand. “For your trouble. Finding someone in a Poursday throng is difficult.”


    “Honored Fourth,” she said with another bow, and then she was gone.


    So was I, for the stables. Only one group would think to ask for Always Falling the pearl merchant… and the situation must be very bad indeed, to make any of my relatives willing to speak with me again.
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    The Little Pier was a dim pool of purple shadows and cool glowing lights. Reserved for local fishermen who served the capital, it was a small collection of quays and boardwalks, far less developed than the adjacent harbor where even now the fireworks barges were pushing off, leaving the celebrants to shoulder their way to the best vantages for the show. As I guided the horse down the road, I glanced up, toward the lights and noise. Dancer would be on a balcony on the riverbank—our one year trying to force our way near the barges had convinced us both to try a different tactic.


    I was glad to be heading for the quiet. Even the road was empty; most of the fishing families would have concluded their work earlier in the day, not just to have the time for the celebration, but because the arrival of magic drove their quarry too deep into the water for their nets. It was an irony that the vitalizing force that made the fish in our country the best in the world also frightened them…but then, I had it on the best of authorities that fish were stupid, and I had no reason to doubt those who’d reported it.


    Unsurprisingly there were few people abroad. I wondered which of the strangers had taken my message as I dismounted and led the horse to Pier 32, which was, it turned out, the furthest east, in the shadow of the slope leading up toward the great harbor. I left the steed tied to a hitching post and stepped onto the wooden boards… and stopped.


    There was no boat at its end.


    Perhaps I was on the wrong pier? I stepped back, checked the signs: no, this was 32. But there was no vessel moored there. I would have expected my family to charter a small, private boat to reach the capital, or perhaps shake loose one of their own for the trip. Had they dropped someone off and left? Would I find my cousin, or my uncle, in one of the little offices clustered near the middle of the pier?


    I turned that way, frowning. And heard something breach the water as an embrace warm as mother’s breath wrapped around my thoughts, just beneath my brow-bone, crowning me in love.


    I strangled a noise. Impossible. It was frankly impossible, for too many reasons. But I was running anyway, and I remembered to pull up just as the familiar face rose from the water and leaned toward me, crest spreading in opalescent glory, catching every nuance of the shimmering light in its dripping fans.


    Loving Cousin, the sea serpent exclaimed. You came! Just as I knew you would.


    I could barely breathe. Now I was gasping, and, I thought, crying. This could not, absolutely could not be happening.


    Look at me! Am I not splendid!


    I found my tongue, finally, past horror and a joy so intense my body shook. “Strong Fourth Son! Water and air, what are you doing here? In the river! You shouldn’t be in river water!”


    It was hard, the serpent said, preening. But I am Strong Fourth Son, after all, and I have done it! Are you not proud of me?


    “Of course!” Oh, gods, I hadn’t seen one of them in so long! The sleek beauty of them, so carelessly powerful. The hides like opals, sheeted with veils of water. The whiskers and the crown of frills, the spiraling horns and the incongruous teeth like razors, cruel and powerful and all of one piece with their elegance. Strong Fourth Son had red bulbs tipping his facial fans; the same color ran in a streak of tiny beads down his sides, and he had eyes a blue the brightness of fire at the wick. And I remembered, with painful clarity, the feel of him beneath my fingers: the muscle so close to the frictionless skin, the heat it generated into the water, like a tangible halo.


    The need to touch him was so intense. I shoved my fingers into my armpits and trapped them there. “Of course I’m proud of you,” I said, husky. “But you shouldn’t be here. What drove you into the river waters? Why did you come?”


    The serpent lowered his head until it was on level with mine, close enough I could have stroked his nose had I stretched my arm out. Water dripped from the mustaches framing his flexible lips, closed now over the savage teeth. It is Grandmother Serpent, he said, gone somber in my head like the silence of an emptied concert hall. She is dying. She asked for you. But we have asked our family to send for you before, and they have promised they would, and every time we have asked we could tell they were lying.


    Water did not lie, either. It was one of the first things I’d loved about it. Strong Fourth Son had brought the scent of the sea with him, brine and the peppery nose-tingle smell of serpent hide. Brought with him too the piercing pain of knowing that the serpents had missed me, had asked for me back. “I’ll come,” I said. “Of course, I’ll come. Do I…”


    She’ll wait for you. We can wait, sometimes. But she is in pain, Loving Cousin. Don’t make her stay long. She is ready to go.


    “I’ll leave as soon as I can,” I said. “I’ll go pack now. I promise.” I balled my hands into fists against my armpits, knuckles digging into the tender flesh along the underside of my arms. “And you need to go now too. Before you sicken.”


    I am well! He reared back and grinned, whiskers arching and all those flakes of teeth gleaming in the dim purple light. Look, I am all health! They will sing songs about me one day! Strong Fourth Son, who braved the river waters… all the way to the capital! To fetch the best beloved landblooded, Loving Cousin, who is named Life is Autumn Leaves, Always Falling!


    “You are ridiculous,” I said, choking on my laugh, because I wasn’t sure if it wasn’t also tears. “Go now. I’ll see you again very soon.” When he dipped his head toward me, I snapped, “Stop!” And then softer, “Stop. I’m alone. I don’t want to hurt you.”


    You could never hurt us, Loving Cousin.


    “You should know better.” The serpent slicked his frills back, eyes narrowing. I stared back, lifted my chin. They could try such dominance games with my cousin, but they knew I would not support them; it was one of the reasons they could love me so much more. “You know, Strong Fourth Son.” And softer, “I miss you. I promise, I’ll come with someone who will swim with me, and then it will be safe. And we’ll dive together.”


    Make sure you bring someone, then. Promise. Grandmother Serpent deserves your embrace.


    “I know she does,” I whispered. “I promise.” And then, husky, but more clearly, “Go on. Tell them I’m coming.”


    He reared back, arching his fine neck, and spread his ruby-edged frills so that the gloaming light caught in their translucent fans. I go! I am the Strong Fourth Son and I am daring! The most daring!


    “You are!” I said, laughing for delight, and out of pain. “You are! Swim quickly, dearest!”


    With a fluting cry he leaped, the water sliding from his body like the sheath from a sword, and I stepped back because I was afraid I would dive after him, to join him in his exuberant joy. But the water took him back and left me bereft, and for several heartbeats I thought I had died—that the world was receding from me, that the distant sound of the revelry on the harbor was a sign that I was fading—and I couldn’t move. I didn’t, not until I was sure I wasn’t shaking anymore.


    Then I strode to the end of the harbor and walked until I found the inevitable stranger. A third, I thought, though it was harder to tell with provincial or professional costume. Something about the bones of ens face, though. I stopped across from en, and en bowed, sketching a knot over ens right shoulder. “Serpentkin. You honor me.”


    Old habits rose, constrained, tightened my throat, lifted my chin, narrowed my eyes… until I looked the local noble I had been, at home. “You followed him here, I assume.”


    “All the way from Trove, Coldblood. I saw the serpent moving toward the river and…” En paused, grimaced. “I worried he would die.”


    I sighed, just a little, and the other relaxed. “You did well,” I said. “I thank you for your consideration. You’re one of the trader families, I assume?”


    “Just so, Serpentkin.” En glanced toward the water. “Will he be all right?”


    I smiled. “He’ll be fine. But I… I need passage to Trove. You are heading back, I assume?”


    En nodded. “I took our fastest ship. It was the only vessel that could keep up with the serpent.”


    “I imagine. Would it be much trouble to go home with you?”


    “I would be honored to bear you back, Coldblood. At any time. We could even leave tonight, if you wish to pace the serpent home.”


    I glanced over my shoulder at the harbor. “The barges—”


    “We would need dispensation to travel,” the third said. “But given it, the passage would be easy. The barges are the only thing on the river right now. Little traffic.”


    I had been thinking of leaving in the morning, mostly because I wasn’t sure I’d be able to find Dancer, to have time to explain that I needed en to leave on the eve of ens favorite holiday to go home with me so I could see my grandmother before she died… “Dispensation could be arranged,” I said. “But I’m not sure my party will be ready to travel. I will send word in advance of my arrival. If not tonight, then early in the morning.”


    “I await your convenience, then, Serpentkin.”


    I tilted my head. “You have the look of the rightside river traders. The Ebrahims, maybe?”


    The flush that darkened ens cheeks looked gray in the dim light. “You have a good memory, Honored Coldblood. I am the current part-owner of the family trading enterprise, with my sister Who Tells the Time by Light. I am In the Night Sky Map.”


    An interesting choice of poem for a trader who made his living plying the unchanging freshwater route. The Ebrahims had made their living ferrying Trove’s exports up-river for generations… I could suddenly see why this third had taken off on ens own recognizance to follow a sea serpent on an unknown journey. Something in en must thirst for the adventure that the navigator in Crest of a Living Wave’s poem thrived on.


    “In the Night Sky Map,” I said. “You’ll have word from me soon. I am—”


    “Forgive me,” en interrupted. “You are Always Falling, who dove for pearls with the serpents of Trove like its ancestors for time out of memory, and who left to sell pearls to the Divine for ens consort’s wedding costume.” En bowed. “You have not been forgotten.”


    I flushed. “I will return.”
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    I rode back in a state of great calm, the false calm of the ocean’s surface. Beneath it my thoughts were busy with plans, and my heart with other things I refused to examine. I would not borrow grief, and to wonder whether Dancer would resent me for drawing en from ens celebration, or whether I would be able to find en at all with a companion to keep en busy until dawn… no. I would not rest my eyes on unproductive thoughts. I would do what was possible, and the rest I would take as it came.


    Still, some part of me hoped that I would find them both in our apartment in the palace. How convenient it would be if they’d decided to repair to their bed for more lovemaking! I walked through the quiet halls of Falling Waters, the palace for once animated only by its namesake, the distant burble and trickle of its fountains, streams, and water features. All its inhabitants had vanished, gone to the feast or the festival or to bed in anticipation of the preparation for the grand fetes.


    I pushed open the painted door into our sitting room, and it was occupied. But not by my beloved or ens lover.


    Beautiful rose from the pillow by the tea table. Before I could speak it advanced on me. “I came to share the evening with you,” it said. “And when I didn’t find you here, I worried that something had happened...” It paused before me, searching my face. “Something has, hasn’t it.”


    So few people could have seen the evidence through my habitual mask. I suffered the hand Beautiful rested on my arm because it was my dearest friend, but being touched made it hard, very hard, to maintain my composure. Perhaps the fourth sensed that, for it let me go immediately.


    “I have to go home,” I said to it. “The matriarch of the serpent clan is dying and has asked for me.”


    And Beautiful, my friend Beautiful, who could have asked any detail of me and fairly expected an answer, said only, “What do you need? What’s faster? Ship or steed? I can arrange either.”


    For a moment I couldn’t speak. When that moment stretched longer than could be excused, I turned my face from its. And it waited, patient.


    When I’d made my decision to stay in the capital, Dancer had been the most obvious of my reasons: I had fallen in love at last, and though it was difficult to admit to love, it was somehow easier than admitting to friendship. Love was known to be unreasonable, after all. Fighting it was a hopeless cause. I could bow to an inevitability acknowledged by sages for thousands of years without shame, for if humanity had not yet found an antidote for love, who was I to discover one?


    But the gentler flame of friendship had been harder to bear. What I felt for Beautiful—and later, for Clouds—still choked words in my chest. Friends should not be capable of bringing me to tears. That was too much exposure to bear, and yet, I bore it. I was Always Falling, who bore everything.


    “There is a trader who can take me back by ship,” I said at last.


    “And he’ll want a pass to cast off while the barges are in the channel,” Beautiful said. “I’ll have one readied. If you’re leaving tonight?”


    “I can’t go without Dancer.” At its pause, I said, past my teeth, “My family won’t let me in the water without someone sexed.”


    “Won’t let you,” it said, and I heard anger there, just a hint, like a spice.


    “The serpents live out to sea,” I said. “Very far, where the water nourishes them. They have to be summoned. If my family wishes to prevent me from seeing them, they will withhold the summons until I leave.” This would become easier with repetition. It had to, because I would have to make explanation to Dancer as well, and when I did I had to do so with the equanimity en expected of me. “Too long in the water with the unsexed mutes their fertility.”


    As I expected, this puzzle distracted the Phoenix Sage, who found all the natural sciences intriguing. “Does the ratio make a difference, then? One sexed individual offsets an unsexed?”


    “We think,” I said. “I’m the first fourthsex to be born to the family in two generations, though. We operate on the wisdom passed on to us from times before. Based on those stories, we allow children to swim with the serpents no matter their sex until puberty. At that point, fourth children are barred from the water.”


    “Completely?”


    I nodded. “There are rare instances of a fourth entering the water again in the histories. They always go with a companion to ‘fill the scent of the waters.’ Even then, there are warnings against casual touch.”


    Beautiful eyed me, and it was a very compelling stare tonight, on this night of all nights. Its banner reflected the magical level of the world around it, and on the first day of Poursday its eyes were like the clear light of sunrise, burning
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