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    PART ONE

    



A SIN

    
    
    She paced as she waited, the wind plucking at her strung-tight nerves like fingers at a yupper.  There were ten steps between the skeletal geena tree and the featureless palace wall; today, she covered the distance in five.  She didn’t notice him standing there beneath the tree until he put a hand on her shoulder and brought her feet—and heart—lurching to a stop.

    “It’s all right,” he said.  “It’s me.”

    She pressed her palm to her chest.  “Great god Eris, you scared me!”

    He smiled apology and took a step toward her.  His hand traced down her arm; the touch sent little bumps skittering across her arm.  She swallowed hard and pulled her arm back before his fingers made it past the edge of her sleeve.  Her heart throbbed in her ears.

    His eyes scrutinized her face, his eyebrows pulling up into an anxious expression.  “What’s wrong?”

    Sand swirled across the hard-packed ground at the tree’s roots.  She watched it until the wind scattered it again.  “We can’t do this anymore.”

    “Do this?”

    “This.  You and me.”  Her voice wanted to waver; she forced it to stay steady.  “It’s wrong.”

    “No—”

    “Yes.  It’s a crime and a sin—”

    “Stop.  I don’t care, and neither should you.”

    Her attention flickered toward the palace wall.  He’d sworn months ago it was safe here, that only the high priest and the first seat were supposed to know where the front doors were, and he wasn’t going to be followed anyway.  “I’m the oldest son of an elder and free to go where I please,” he’d said.

    She winced at the memory.  He had in one sentence explained why they couldn’t have a future.  He was the oldest son of an elder.  She wasn’t.  Why didn’t she notice it then, stopped this unholy relationship before both of them became so invested in it?  Because she loved him?  If she loved him, she would’ve ended it long ago.

    “What happened?”

    She pulled her eyes off the palace wall.  “What?”

    “Something happened since the last time, or you wouldn’t—”  He stopped, as though his words stuck in his throat, then continued without finishing the sentence.  “Tell me what happened.”

    The wind tugged at the hem of her skirt, at the mess of her tight black curls.  It blew sand into her eyes.  She didn’t blink them clear—the sand provided a convenient excuse for the tears blurring her vision.  “My brother promised me to someone.”

    He didn’t answer.  His sudden stillness made her skin crawl, and she babbled to fill the space between them.

    “The man, my brother’s been paying off a debt to him for a long time, and he was hoping I’d be more valuable than a leftover debt.  But it’s been almost five turns since the selecting, and he’s said no to everyone else already.”  She laughed, a hard, single-syllable laugh that threatened to tug a sob with it.  “People are asking what’s wrong with me.  They think—I don’t know—I must have some kind of hold on him, and now the only man who’ll take me is doing it for the price of my brother’s leftover debt.  He’s nearly forty, and he already has three children, and—”

    “Run away with me.”  His voice, breath-quiet, interrupted her babble.

    “What?”

    “Run away with me.  Let’s leave this place.”

    She shook her head.  “And where would we go?”

    “Anywhere.  Everywhere.”  He took a step toward her.  He was close now, so close his scent tickled her nose and clouded her thoughts.  He always smelled clean, like he’d just bathed with soap.  “This world is so much bigger than the palace and town and valley.  There are places where the trees grow taller than the palace walls, where the grass is always green and soft, where the water stretches from one horizon to the other.”

    She closed her eyes and imagined the things he described: trees towering over the palace, the wet season lushness lasting forever, the river overflowing and filling the vastness of the desert.  When she opened her eyes again, the dry wind blew those images away.

    “You don’t believe me.”

    “No, I do, I just…”  She smiled wistfully.  “That much water isn’t possible.” 

    “It is.  It’s called an ocean.”

    “Ocean,” she repeated, trying to get the word right.

    “You’d have to teach me how to swim.”

    “You mean there’s something you can’t already do?”

    He smiled, the slow, soft smile she liked best.  “Just the one thing.”

    “Ocean,” she whispered.

    He kissed her.

    A hot, confused flood of emotions rushed through her.  She jerked away as though she’d touched fire and struggled to breathe.  Her entire body was shaking.

    Whatever was happening to her that made her feel other people’s emotions, it was getting stronger, fast.

    It took her a moment before she was able to take a complete breath, and, as she exhaled, much of the shock left her body, leaving behind a tingling sense of pleasure.  She started to smile at him, but he backed away from her, his face red.  “I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking, I—”

    “Stop,” she whispered, and he quieted.  “It’s all right.  You surprised me, is all.”

    He nodded, but his eyes didn’t come off the ground.

    “Hey.”  She took two steps forward, recovering the distance between them, and wrapped the dangling hem of his sleeve around her fingers.  The fabric was smooth as water against her skin.  “It’s all right.”

    His face was still red, but after a moment, his eyes came up to hers.  “So, what do we do now?”

    She didn’t answer right away, and, when she did, her voice came out quiet.  “We go home, and this time we stay there.”

    “And do what?  Marry, have children, forget we’d ever met?”

    There was no other choice.  She would go back to her brother’s house on the river, and he would return to the palace, and they would live their lives the way they were told to.  “Yes.”  Her fingers tightened into a fist around his sleeve.

    “And if I reject that vision of the future?”

    “You don’t have a choice.”

    “You’re wrong.”  He touched her cheek.  She stiffened but didn’t pull back.  She let the emotions come, and instead of panicking, she focused on teasing them apart and giving them names.  Fear.  Longing.  Determination.

    “Henna,” he murmured in her ear, “I choose the ocean.”

    



    
    DAY 1

    
    
    “Kalima?”  Mami has to almost shout for me to hear her over the noise of the falls.  She sits beside me, folding her legs like she’s settling in to join me rather than coming to tell me it’s almost sunrise and the priest is coming.  “I didn’t hear you leave.”

    I hug my knees to my chest.  Two steps in front of us, the river churns over the rocks at the top of the falls.  “I left early.”

    “It’s a longer walk than I remember.”

    I nod.  I noticed that, too, picking my way through patches of spiny bareel bushes and the rotting smell of mud-grass in the darkness before dawn.  “I needed to think.”

    “And?”

    I shrug.  The truth is, what I needed was some quiet.  Every rustle of feathers from the duks, every crackle from my straw mat, every buzz from every nighttime insect kept jerking me awake no matter how hard I tried to ignore them.

    Mami tucks a couple of my tight little braids behind my ear.  Her fingers linger on my neck.  “I was selected when I was twelve.”

    I’ve heard this story over and again since I was old enough to understand the words.  “And you spent seven days in the white stone palace drinking sweet water and eating like a Sahnsor.”

    She smiles.  “I never should’ve told you that part.”

    I ignore her interruption.  “And on the eighth day, you were sent home, and everyone wanted to talk to you so they could say they knew someone who’d been inside the palace.  You were famous.”

    She laughs.  “For a full day.”

    “Which is when Aunt Fiki came home, and everyone wanted to talk to her instead.”

    “I was angry with her for days.  I thought she was stealing my friends.”

    We smile at each other, but I’m not comforted by the familiar story.  There’s something else at the end of it, something we never talk about: one of the ten people taken to the white stone palace those twenty turns ago did not come home again.

    I rest my chin on my knees.  The river churns over the rocks an arm’s-length away from my toes.  “Was my papi?”

    Mami breathes in and out.  It’s quiet, and I’m not supposed to hear it, but I do.  I’ve never gotten less curious about my papi, the mysterious town man nobody knows anything about except he had blue eyes like mine and he abandoned us when I was a month old—to go back to his wife and legitimate children, or to run into the desert and be torn apart by mutts for his sins, depending on who you ask.  Never less curious, but it hurts Mami to think about him, so I’ve stopped asking.

    Mostly.

    “Was he selected?”  Her voice is tight like it gets when she talks about my papi.  “No.”

    I shouldn’t be worried.  Town man’s bastard that I am, there’s no chance our great god Eris would select me.  If I have any worry at all, it should be for my oldest cousin Janihar, who just turned ten, or my friend Morakee, who’s my age.  The priest will be going to their houses, too.

    But our great god Eris works in mysterious ways, and you can’t assume to know what his plan is.

    Mami gets to her feet.  “We need to leave if we’re going to be home by sunrise.”  She holds out her hand and pulls me to standing.  She loops one arm around me and tilts my head to rest against her shoulder.  I press my face into the cloth of her tunic.  I love the smell of her—smokey and sweet, with a hint of sourness from riverbank mud.  My muscles relax, and my worry drains out of me.  I know it’s Mami’s doing, that I’m feeling better because she’s making me; if I concentrate, I can feel her tugging at my fear, unraveling it like pulling at a loose thread on a sweater.  I know, too, that it’s taking all her attention, and as soon as either one of us moves, the thread will slip, and the sweater will re-ravel itself back to the way it was.

    Still, even fragile as it is, the calm is good, a breath of fresh air in a smokey room.

    “It’s going to be all right, Kalima,” she whispers.  The tightness from before hasn’t left her voice.
…


    We walk home in silence.  Mami can’t do her easing and walk at the same time, but her arm around my shoulders is almost as calming.

    The air heats up as the suns crack the northern horizon.  It’s going to be a brutally-hot day, the sort that will bake the edges of the riverbank.  The water is low, and the plants that will spring lush and fruiting in the wet season have put out all their spines and settled in for dryness.  The ground is hard and cracked and curling up at the corners like old scrolls.  A handful of black pincer-bugs scuttle from one of the cracks as we walk past.  I try to remember where they’re coming from—pincer-bugs can make a decent meal in the dry season if you can catch enough of them and don’t mind a few bites in the process, and they’re dumb enough to come back the same place again and again after being found.

    The village is quiet this morning.  Through the doors left open to invite in the priest, I catch glimpses of the people inside.  Some are still in morning prayers; others are buzzing around one or two or more children who are eligible for selecting.  A few people look up as me and Mami pass their doors.  I smile at them, but no one smiles back.

    Eventually, we get back to our home, an unremarkable, one-room mud brick hut identical to all the others except for the lumpiness on the front wall from the hasty patch job done during the last rainfall.  I open the door, and the duks rush out toward the riverbank, skronking the whole way.

    Mami nudges me toward the water barrel in the corner of the room.  “Wash up.”

    I go over to the water barrel and scoop a few palmfuls of water onto my face and arms; I bathed with soap last night, but this morning’s walk left me gritty with dust and sweat.  The water in the barrel is low, and it has the murky color and souring smell that means it’s time to clean out the barrel and boil fresh water.

    Now tidy and unable to start any of my chores until after the priest has left, I wander over to the door and lean against it, watching the suns finish clearing the northern horizon.  The door a few steps to my right opens, and our neighbor Sari steps out.  I’ve always liked Sari.  By Mami’s telling of it, she was the only person who didn’t turn her back on us when Uncle Yorri threw Mami out of his house.  “Blessed morning,” I say to her.

    She doesn’t quite meet my eyes as she answers.  “Thanks to Eris.”

    “Expecting the priest?”  I already know she is—Morakee is her oldest daughter—but I don’t know what else to say.

    She nods.  “You, too?”

    “Yeah.”

    She smiles, still without quite meeting my eyes.  That’s normal for her.  She’s always been friendly towards me, but I think she’s also a little disturbed by me.  “Give my best to your mami.”

    “And mine to the girls.”

    She disappears back into her house.

    The suns have come up.  I go back inside and sit on my mat.  Mami gets up from where she’d been crouching beside the fireplace and sits next to me.  She takes my hand, and we wait in silence.

    It’s not long before a shadow crosses through the sunlight on the floor, and a booming male voice interrupts the quiet.  “Who is of age in this household?”

    Mami and I both jump.  It’s the priest, of course, one of the lesser ones who performs rituals at the lesser temples near the edge of town.  He’s traded his usual sandy-gold tunic and pants for a flowing robe the color of fresh leaves, and the shadow of stubbly pale hair that usually covers his scalp is gone so he’s bald as a rock.  He’s holding a thin sheet of parchment, marked on both sides with letters.  His servants in their formal green tunics wait outside the door.  There’s already someone waiting with them, the curly-haired daughter of the fruit vendor I steal from sometimes.  Meggi, her name is.

    Mami squeezes my hand as I stand up.  My legs are shaky, but I force my knees to hold me.  I bow my head and touch my forehead and lips with two fingers to show the appropriate respect.  “I am Anami Kalima,” I mumble.

    The priest clears his throat.  “You are now in the presence of our great god E’ris.  It is by his will that all is decided.”  He pronounces our great god’s name in the holy language, which is the correct way to do it, but not easy without being able to click your tongue just so in the middle of it.

    “Close your eyes,” the priest says.  “When I come to you, hold out your right hand.”

    I close my eyes.  My heart pounds in my ears, and sweat tickles my palms.  He takes my right hand by the wrist and holds it firmly, muttering in the holy language, its unfamiliar sounds and words punctuated with tongue clicks and lip smacks.

    After a moment of clicking, the priest goes silent.  There’s the cloying sweet smell of unripe bareel berries, and then a sharp, hot pain shoots through the middle of my right palm.  My breath hisses through my teeth.  Did he touch me with unripe bareel berries?  He curls my fingers into a fist and drops my wrist.  “Keep your eyes closed and your hand in a fist until I say otherwise.”

    He steps back, and, for a moment, there’s silence like the entire room is holding its breath.  Mami comes up behind me; her hand brushes my shoulder.  My heart is going so fast and hard I’m afraid I might be sick.  This is it.  I won’t be selected, but the ritual is still significant, the marker of an adult.  From this moment on, I won’t be a girl; I’ll be a woman.  Marriageable, if there’s a man out there willing to take me.

    “Open your eyes, and hold out your hand,” the priest says.

    The sting from the berries is already fading.  Two small, intersecting green lines cross my palm.  Mami gasps.

    The priest nods to his waiting servants and goes out the door.  Two servants come in; one takes me by the elbow and tugs me forward.

    And suddenly I feel like I’ve stepped on a rock I thought was solid and didn’t realize until it tipped me into the river rapids that I was wrong.

    “Me?”  My voice wobbles.  My legs go numb.

    Mami grabs my other arm and spins me toward her.  Her lips are smiling, but her eyes are sharp and hard.  “Congratulations, baby,” she says with forced cheerfulness and wraps me up in her arms.  Her lips go to my ear, and her voice falls to a whisper.  “Don’t believe everything they say.”  Then, before I’m sure I heard her right, she pulls away and smiles again.  “I’m so proud of you.”

    The servant tugs at my arm.  “Before we get old, Anami,” he says.

    I follow him into the heat of the suns.  He places me amongst his fellow servants, next to Meggi, who scowls at me.

    The selecting continues up the row of small huts along the east bank of the river.  Jonji, a boy a few turns older than me I remember being brought to Mami once with one of his leg-bones sticking out through his skin, joins us before we enter the town, where the buildings change from mud bricks to proper wood and stone.

    The priest takes us to the bottom of the temple steps to wait for the others.  Even in a place like the town where the buildings are sturdy enough for second floors, the temple can still take your breath away.  The altar lives inside the Most Holy Place at its center, and though the high priest and the person selected for sacrifice are the only people who are allowed to see it, some of that magnificence trickles out to the walls of polished marble, the six huge pillars of faceless women with their arms upstretched in praise that hold up the roof.

    Two other priests arrive a few minutes after we do with their own servants and selected; one comes from the west bank with five selected, and the other priest with two townies.  Of the ten of us, I recognize—at least by sight, if not by name—six: Jonji and Meggi from the east bank; Janihar, my oldest cousin; Kito and Hilanee, brother and sister from the west bank; and one of the townies, the skinny boy who pinch-peeps for the wise woman most days.

    I edge my way over to Janihar as soon as I’m sure the priests are all caught up in their own convesation.  “Hey,” I say to him, not too loud to interrupt the priests.  We’re not supposed to talk to each other, since Aunt Fiki and Uncle Yorri don’t consider me or Mami as being alive, but I’ve always found ways to sneak a few words to my cousins whenever I can.

    “Hi,” Janihar whispers back.  His voice trembles.

    I take his hand.  His palm is clammy and damp.  Poor little boy—he should be spending the day splashing around in the river with his brothers and sister.  I close my eyes and try through his grip on my hand to sense his body the way Mami’s been trying to teach me since I was old enough to be curious about her easing.  It’s difficult for Mami to teach me because that part, the sensing of other people’s feelings, is no harder for her than brushing her fingers across someone’s hand.  It came to her naturally, where I’ve had to spend a long time figuring out how she does it.  But I can do it sometimes, if I know the person well enough and am concentrating hard enough.

    I scrunch my eyes tighter, breathe deeply in and out, and focus all my thoughts on stickiness of Janihar’s hand.  Then I picture his hand connecting to his wrist, his wrist to his arm and up to his shoulder.  I feel the tension in his muscles, the nervous pulsing of his blood through his arm, as though it is my own.

    The scrape of a door breaks through my concentration, and my thoughts snap back into myself.  The high priest comes out of the temple and stands at the top of the steps.  Like all the other priests, he’s bald-headed and green-robed; unlike them, he’s wrapped his neck and wrists and forehead in long ropes of glass beads.  The beads reflect the early-morning sunlight and glow like Eris’s glory.  I can’t look straight at him without burning my eyes.

    “Blessed morning to you all!” the high priest calls to us.  His voice is like a thunderclap: loud, deep, echoing off the stone buildings of the square.

    One or two people mumble a quiet “Thanks to Eris” back, but most of us are still too dazzled to greet him like we would a neighbor—and the high priest clicks with the other priests and doesn’t hear them anyway.

    After a minute, the lesser priests nod to their servants, and they all back away, leaving the ten of us in the center of the town square.  The high priest watches us for the space of several long breaths, then comes down the steps, his beads flashing as he moves.  “Selected!”  He says the word like a greeting.  He’s holding the papers the lesser priests carried; he shuffles them around, then turns toward the white stone palace shining from the top of the nearest hill.  “You will come with me.”

    His servants fall in around us, and we all follow after him like duks afraid of being separated from their flock.  He brings us to the steps up to the white stone palace, pauses for a moment to speak a few words in the holy language, and walks up them.

    The stairs are steep and too narrow for more than one person at a time, and, again like a flock of duks, we hesitate.  Janihar bites his lip; I squeeze his hand, but I don’t feel particularly reassuring, not with the thought of climbing the stairs in my head.  The stairs are supposed to be unclimbable, as numerous as the stars in the heavens, and once a girl tried, and she ended up trapped on them, cursed to keep climbing until her flesh rotted and her bones turned to dust.

    But the high priest is on the steps, and he’s making progress.  Maybe his words stop the curse, or at least postpone it, and, if that’s true, I don’t want to get too far behind.  I drop Janihar’s hand and put one foot on the first step.  I hesitate there for a moment, waiting, my heart pounding like it’s trying to knock free of my chest, then glance at my arms.

    No rot.  No dust.

    I take another step.  My flesh stays flesh.  Behind me, cloth rustles, and someone else joins me.

    We climb the steps for many minutes—perhaps the high priest’s words made them not actually endless, but they still go on and on like they want to touch the sky.  And they’re steep, like scrambling up the side of a cliff.  A few times, I use my hands, grabbing onto the step ahead to help pull myself forward.  It’s near midday, and the heat from the suns is like a weight trying to push me to the ground.  I’m sweating and panting by the time we’ve quartered the distance to the white stone palace, and I’m not the only one; there are wet stains spreading across the back of the high priest’s tunic, and the person closest behind me coughs every few steps, but no one shrivels to dust.

    Finally, after what feels like a lifetime, we reach the top of the steps and are standing, panting and sweating, before the enormous doors of the white stone palace.  My knees are trembling, and my throat and chest ache with each mouthful of air.  I should be thanking Eris for sparing my life, but I don’t have the energy left to even be grateful.

    “The selected…may catch their breath…before continuing.”  The high priest forces his words out between his own ragged breathing.  He says them like he’s bestowing mercy, but I doubt any of us—including him—can go on without a break.

    All the selected sink to the ground, sucking at the air; Meggi drops to her knees and presses her forehead against the dirt in a show of gratitude.

    The high priest doesn’t give us long, just enough time for the speed and intensity of my breathing to slow, before speaking again.  “On your feet.”

    I start to groan, then catch the noise halfway out of my throat, as I stand back up.

    The high priest opens the doors to the white stone palace.

    They scrape open with a noise like stone on stone, and the light coming out from behind them is blinding white.  I squint, but seeing past the glare is impossible.  My eyes sting.

    The high priest tilts his head toward the doorway, and again everyone balks.  What if we come across a Sahnsor?  I shiver at the thought of crossing paths with one of the white-robed members of the holy race, then push the thought aside before Eris curses me to eternal punishment for such blasphemy.

    The high priest makes a noise in his throat, something between a grunt and a sigh.  “While the suns yet give light, children.”

    The servants close in around us again as though the words were an order to them.  The pressure from their stares—and one or two hands—shoves us forward, through the barely-opened doors, and into the white stone palace.  The doors shut behind us with a scraping thud, heavy and final.
…


    We’re in a long, narrow white corridor—the walls, the floor, and the ceiling are all made of the same glaring marble as the temple.  There are no windows; sunlight comes in by small, perfectly-round holes cut into the ceiling, and down the corridor where there aren’t holes, white torches burn with smokeless white fire.  I squint, trying to filter the brightness through my lashes like I do on the river for midday prayers.  It works for the suns, but here the brightness is everywhere, above, below, and around, and there’s nothing else to focus on.  My head throbs.

    The high priest leads us down the hall.  I have to focus on keeping myself from sliding on the cool, slippery floor.  At least concentrating on my feet keeps my mind away from the feeling of my heart trying to bash its way free of my chest.  My breathing has not slowed from the climb, but it’s not from the heat anymore.  In fact, the heat hasn’t followed us inside; the corridor, even through its ceiling-holes and brightness, is surprisingly cool.

    The high priest leads us through the palace for several minutes, taking a few sharp turns along the way.  Doors appear in the walls after the second turn, wood-paneled and painted white and all closed.  I can’t tell if the rooms behind them are empty, only that there isn’t any noise coming from them.  The corridor we’re in eventually releases us into a huge space.  Around me, people gasp.

    It’s a garden—an enormous garden.

    It would take at least fifty steps to cross in all directions, and it’s full of large square plots of flowers: the reds and blues and whites are unfamiliar, but the drooping sunset-orange petals of liali I do know, even with these being so much bigger and brighter than the wild liali that grow in tangles along the riverbank.  White-rock paths lined with blooming geena trees cut through the flower plots like a grid, and in the middle is a white marble fountain, a statue of a woman with a basket cradled in one arm and water spurting out from the tips of a thin marble crescent she holds above her head.  A goldjay in his full shining plume bathes in the fountain.  A clear dome of patterned glass arches dozens of man-heights over our heads.

    The high priest begins clicking to the people already occupying the garden, maybe forty men who fall silent and listen to the high priest.  They’re of varying ages, the oldest wrinkled and balding, the youngest still boys.  They all wear their hair loose at their shoulders, and their skin is so pale it’s like none of them have ever seen the suns.  They wear robes as bright white as the marble walls, a few of them broken up by green hems.

    The Sahnsor.

    The thought cuts through all the shock dulling my mind.  I drop my eyes, fast, but it doesn’t matter—the punishment for staring at the Sahnsor can mark me and my family for up to six generations.

    The high priest is still clicking, but I watch my arms, waiting for the boils and open sores to appear, or for patches of my skin to wither and rot.

    Nothing happens.

    Does being selected grant me special privilege?  Or maybe Eris has more important things to do right now than punish me, or maybe he forgives the sins of those inside the white stone palace.  On this subject, Mami’s never said anything.

    Still, I keep my head down and whisper the prayer for forgiveness under the louder sounds of the high priest’s clicking.

    There’s a disturbance in the wall of white robes, a motion and shuffle, like the ripple of the river when you throw a rock into it.  I peek up, carefully, my lips still forming the words to the prayer for forgiveness.  One of the Sahnsor is scanning our sloppy line as though he’s expecting something.  One or two of my fellow selected shift as he looks at them, but the Sahnsor doesn’t notice, or maybe doesn’t care.  Then his eyes hit mine and stop.

    The high priest switches into the common tongue and begins naming names.  “Anami Hilanee, daughter of Anami Geoldi.  Anami Kito, son of Anami Geoldi.  Walken Pazur, son of Walken Vancet…”

    He’s one of the ones with green along the hems of his robe, not old—maybe older than Mami, but no more than forty turns—and still youthful, without the saggy skin or thinning hair or sticking-out bellies of those around him.  But there are dark rings under his eyes, and a weary slump in his shoulders, and gray strands in his otherwise sandy-gold hair.

    I smile at him.  I’m getting dangerously close to staring again, but there’s no helping that.  He smiles back, so faintly it’s not even a smile, but more a loosening of the muscles around his mouth.  His eyes are the same color as the sky gets when the heat breaks: vivid, startling blue.

    And I’m sure there’s another load of boils waiting for me for noticing that.

    The high priest stops his introductions, and one of the Sahnsor, a gray-haired, round-bellied one at the other end of their own sloppy line, takes over the clicking.

    “Selected,” the high priest says, I assume translating the Sahnsor’s words, “welcome to the white stone palace.  For the next ten days, you will be the honored guests of the Sahnsor, the sons of E’ris, and of the great god E’ris himself.”

    Maybe that explains my lack of punishment: it would be untellably rude to cover your guests in boils or rot their skin.

    I pray the hospitality extends to Mami, too.

    “As the days progress, some of you will be found unfit for the glory ahead and will be escorted back to your homes and lives.  Do not fear this will affect your everlasting soul—being selected at the first is an honor our great god E’ris will value on the day of judgment.  However, to the one deemed worthy, E’ris will give the greatest honor of all: the singular right and ability to atone the world of its sins in glorious sacrifice.  May all the peoples of the land rejoice, for these are the days of mercy!”

    I shiver at the power in the high priest’s voice.

    “You will be shown to your room and prepared for evening prayers now.  Again, we welcome our honored guests.”

    From the far side of the garden, a girl comes out from the relative shadow of a corridor and walks toward us on one of the white-rock paths like the high priest’s words were a summons.  She’s about my age, shaved bald and naked but for a pale-green cloth around her hips and a silver tag around her neck.  A slave.  Mami said they had slaves in the palace, people to do the chores and obey orders.  She keeps her eyes on her feet as she walks and stops two arm-lengths away from me.  I smile at her, but her eyes are still down.

    “You may go,” the high priest says.

    The slave motions for us to follow, and we go back the way she came, across the garden and toward another corridor.  I risk one glance at the Sahnsor as we leave the garden; he’s still watching me, his eyebrows pinched together in a frown.

    I hurry after the girl.

    She takes us to a closed door one sharp left turn from the garden, kneels in front of the doorknob, and, in a movement so awkward she must’ve practiced it a thousand times to keep from choking herself, slides her silver tag into the lock and twists.  The door pops open a finger-width.  She stands and pushes it open.

    It’s a huge room, at least five times the size of Mami and my one-room home on the river.  The entire back wall is made of glass and looks out at the garden fountain.  The ceiling is taller than me by three times and rounded, not quite a dome, with one large hole in the middle.  A wooden bench stacked with white pillows faces out the window-wall, a small three-legged table to one side of it.  A door on the left wall seems to say this enormous room is attached to another room.  I think about all the rooms we passed on our way here, dozens, maybe hundreds, and all probably five times bigger than this one—my head hurts trying to understand how big the palace is.  Even the townies gawk.

    After a moment when no one does anything but wide-eyed stare, I turn to the slave girl.  “Is this our room?”  My voice shakes a little, unsure if I should be talking to her.

    She nods.

    “Okay.  Thank you.”

    She nods again.

    I take a step forward, and the others follow me in as though glad someone proved the room wouldn’t swallow us when we entered.

    The slave girl remains outside, the doorknob still in her hand.  “Will there be anything else?” she asks, her voice a whisper.

    I smile.  “You do talk.”

    She doesn’t smile back, and my face burns.  I meant the words to be friendly, but what right do I have being friendly inside the white stone palace?

    “No, thank you,” I say into the silence.  Her question wasn’t for me, but no one disagrees.

    “I’ll be back to bring you to evening prayers in an hour.”  And, for the first time, her eyes come off the ground.  She looks at us, exhausted and sweaty from the walk, and motions toward the door on the left wall.  “There are ewers and basins in the bedroom for washing.”  Then she backs away and closes the door.

    And, very faintly, I hear a lock click into place.
…


    They’re locking us in.

    That’s to be expected, I suppose; they wouldn’t want to lose any of us.  Though if I was determined to escape, I wouldn’t bother with the door—I’d go through the glass wall and out to the garden.

    What I’d do after that, though, I don’t know.  The garden walls are impossibly high, too smooth and perfect to climb.  And, even if they weren’t, even if there was handholds and footholds in the stone deliberately placed for climbing, there’s no way I’d be able to break through the glass dome, not without making enough noise to wake Oxx and all his demons.

    Well.  I wasn’t thinking I could escape, anyway.  Not really.

    Everyone stands in the middle of the room, looking around, not talking—I think the next few days are going to be full of long, uncomfortable silences.  Meggi sinks to her knees and presses her palms flat to the floor.  Her lips move in a silent prayer.  I guess she’s being a good example of how we should all be reacting to the moment, but even though a few people follow her lead, I couldn’t make myself say a prayer right now even if I tried.

    Instead, I sit on the bench, glad for a chance to be off my watery knees, and watch the others in their prayers.  If Mami was here, she’d put her arms around me, and I’d bury my head in her shoulder and surround myself in her smokey sweet smell, and she’d ease all my confusion and fear, and I’d be able to breathe straight again.

    Those thoughts lead to tears.  I bite the inside of my lip and struggle for something else.

    Don’t believe everything they say.

    Mami’s words don’t make any more sense now than they did this morning.  Who are “they,” and what are they saying that I shouldn’t believe?

    I wish the servant had given us enough time for me to find out what she meant.  Mami may be cryptic sometimes, but she usually explains herself if I ask her to.

    My breath hiccups in my throat.  Obviously, nothing is safe to think about.  I shake my head clear of thoughts and watch the praying of the other selected.

    After a couple of minutes, everyone but Meggi runs out of things to pray about.  Janihar sits beside me on the bench.  “Kalima?”

    “Hmm?”

    “What happens now?”

    It’s a good question, and I don’t know the answer, but I smile and say with all the confidence I have left, “We get ready for evening prayers.  Look at you, you’re a mess.”  It’s true—Janihar, and indeed all five of my cousins, got Aunt Fiki’s wild curls, and now Janihar looks like he was trapped in the middle of a desert windstorm: his hair all twisted up, sand and sweat covering his cheeks and hands with grit.  I’m probably not much better.  I stand.  “You heard what the slave girl said about evening prayers starting soon.  Let’s get cleaned up.”

    I go to the door on the left side of the room.  Janihar bounces up after me.  The second room is not as big as the first, though only because it’s much wider than it is long, with ten beds equally spaced along the far wall.  The beds are all identical wood framed, painted white, stacked with a thick white blanket and enormous fluffy white pillow on each.  To the right of each bed, sitting on a spindly three-leg table, is a plain ceramic bowl and pitcher full of water so clear I know it’s there only because it ripples when I touch it.  I pull my finger out and lick off the drop clinging to it.  The water is pure and sweet.  My mouth and throat are drier than desert sand.

    Do they mean for us to wash with this water?  They can’t—it would be too wasteful.

    I scan the room for the water the slave girl said would be here for washing, but there’s nothing else but the beds and a small window on the right wall.  “Well, I guess this is it.”  I scoop out a palmful and frown at it.  This place has enough water to grow liali away from the riverbank—there’s probably enough for everyone to bathe and drink without me feeling guilty for using a few handfuls to wash off my face.

    But I can’t.  Water is too precious, and this water is too good.

    Instead, I tilt the water in my hand back into the bowl.  “Are you thirsty?” I ask.

    Janihar nods.

    “Here, try this.”  I push the bowl toward him.  He scoops some out and drinks it, then, with a smile, scoops and drinks more.

    I take a drink from the pitcher.  The water is cool and good, without any of the stale taste like what happens when you leave river water in barrels to settle the mud out of it.  I want to turn the entire pitcher into my mouth, but I don’t know how long this water needs to last, so I limit myself to a couple of handfuls, just enough to cool the burning in my throat, then use the dampness left on my fingers to rub some of the grit off my face.

    A tap on the door frame makes us turn.  The slave girl is standing in the door, her eyes on the ground.  “I’m to bring you to evening prayers,” she says, gesturing back into the main room.

    I run my fingers through my hair, doing my best as Janihar and I follow the slave girl to straighten out all my little braids.  We join the rest of the selected, and the slave girl leads us through the palace again, in a different direction from the way we came.  I’m still trying to tidy up, and I’m not the only one; almost everyone is pressing at their hair or tugging on their clothes.

    The corridors in the palace are endless.  Several times, I think we must be where we’re going or at least find an end to the building—it has to stop somewhere, right?—but then we just turn and continue down a different hallway.  How the slave girl can decide which way to go, I have no idea—every hallway is identical to every other: fiercely white stone, holes in the ceiling, and torches on the walls.  The only difference between them is that some are lined with doors and some are not.  Eventually, though, we come to a large set of doors the slave girl opens.  She ushers us inside, and the room we go into is astonishing.

    It has five walls, and the only place that isn’t made entirely of glass is the doors we came through.  Even the floor is glass, etched with pictures so worn with time it’s no longer clear what they’re supposed to be.  We’ve gone clear to the other end of the palace’s hill; the ground just beyond the far end of the room falls away into a vast stretch of burnished sand, and, in the distance, the southern horizon ragged with mountains.  The air is heavy with the smell of incense; probably twenty-five sticks of it smoke from small balls of wax spread around the room.  The suns are setting, and the light from them throws specks of red and gold dancing around the room.  I reach out toward one near the door and smile like a fool at it shimmering against the light skin on my palm.

    The doors open again, and the high priest comes in, trickling servants and women.  The high priest sends the women off to the far corner of the room and comes over to us.  He’s holding a bowl, and when he touches a finger to the inside, it comes out black.  He runs his black finger down the forehead and nose and chin of the selected nearest him, the skinny town boy.  The black streaks behind in a dull, dark gray line.

    Oh.  It’s the ashes for prayer.

    There are four people before me, and they all stand still.  When he reaches me, I follow everyone else’s lead and stay still, but the high priest’s finger on my face unnerves me.  The ash is damp and cold and smells strange, sweet somehow, like the kindling that made it was soaked in incense first.  Not unpleasant, exactly, but a powerful reminder I’m not at home.

    The Sahnsor come in a minute later all as one, like a flock of angels.  The slave girl drops to her knees, then notices her bumpkin charges haven’t followed her lead and whispers back to us, “Kneel.”

    We obey.  The air is better here, not so thick from the smoke and incense.  I pull in a breath and keep my eyes on the etching near my knees.  A tree, but not any sort I’m familiar with—something tall and straight, with leaves too lush for it to be happy in the river mud.

    The Sahnsor move to the front of the room, just a step away from the high priest, and settle into what must be their spot for prayers.  The high priest holds out his arms, palms up and fingers stretched, tilts his head back so his face is pointed at the sky, and begins clicking.

    Prayers will, of course, be in the holy language.

    At home, prayers are simple: Mami and I kneel in the ashes of the fire, fold ourselves toward the suns, and say our prayers.  No fuss, no bother.

    But not so here.  I think everything in the white stone palace is a ritual.  The high priest holds out his hands, and everyone falls to their knees, bows to the setting suns, and answers him with a sound that must be a sort of amen.  Then, before I’ve quite managed to catch the rhythm of the kneeling prayer, everyone is back on their feet and amening again, with different, longer, syllables.  May your glory be with us, your humble worms.  May your love shine like the suns across the world.

    I realize I’m trying to match the clicking sounds of the holy language to phrases from evening prayers and cut those thoughts off.  The holy language is forbidden to everyone but priests and Sahnsor, and I’ve already tested Eris’s mercy too much today.

    This sort of thing goes on until the suns have disappeared behind the southern horizon, and the sky clears of its sunset colors.  The high priest places himself back into his prayer-for-Eris’s-glory position—arms out, fingers stretched, face up.  His eyes are frantic, but his face is smooth, the way you’re supposed to look after speaking to Eris: at once on fire and at peace.  He nods a dismissal and glides from the room.

    The slave girl tells us to kneel again, and we wait on our knees for the Sahnsor to leave the room.  They go like they came, in a flock of white robes and green hems.  I keep my eyes on their hems, because I can’t help it but don’t dare go back to staring like I was before.  Not all of the robes have green hems, and I wonder what that means—in a place like this, I’m sure it must mean something.

    Once the men are gone, the women file out, too.  Some of them are like the slave girl, of varying ages and wearing only a cloth around the hips; others are better-clothed in coarse white robes—not the fine stuff the men wear, but the style of wrapping appears about the same—and they wear shoes, sandals with straps near the toes and heels left to snick-snack as they walk.  Both the slaves and the dressed women have shaved heads and small silver tags around their necks.

    Our slave girl leads us out after the last of the dressed women.  The hallways have gone dark except for where torches burn along the walls; stars, timid at first after the brightness of the suns, poke through the velvety blackness of the sky.  Mami said in ancient days, the stars would shine full all the time, and it wasn’t until the suns came here that they began to come out only at night, and even then only quietly.

    I don’t notice I’ve slowed down until I can’t hear the rest of the selected anymore—not voices or footsteps or anything.  My heart stutters at the thought of getting turned around in all these maze-like corridors.  Would someone, Janihar, maybe, or the slave girl, hear me if I shouted after them?

    “Kalima?”

    The voice comes from behind me, quiet.  I turn, grateful I don’t have to shout and accidentally disturb a Sahnsor, but then that gratefulness vanishes.  My eyes widen, and the blood drains from my face.

    A Sahnsor.
…


    Even in the dimness of the corridor, his robe is white enough to blind.  I stumble back a step and drop my head before I see anything past the brightness of his robe.

    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you.”  His voice colors with embarrassment.

    What is this?  I should go, call for the others, but my throat is closed and my feet won’t move.

    “You are Kalima, yes?  I’m not mistaken?”

    It must be some kind of test.  But of what?  Obedience to the sacred texts?  Courage in the face of danger?  How will I know if I’ve passed?

    Does passing mean I’ll be here tomorrow, and someone else will go home?

    I peek up at the Sahnsor without lifting my head, so maybe he won’t know.  The nearest torch is behind him, tossing shadows across his face, but the dark strips of his hems suggest green, and his hair is the color of sand in sunlight.  I swallow hard.  He’s the Sahnsor who looked at me in the garden.

    “Hello.”  His voice is still quiet, and the accent in it is strange: rough, nasally, with soft tongue-clicks punctuating the sharp letters.  “I was hoping I’d have a chance to speak to you.”

    Because he’s the Sahnsor who helps decide who’s worthy of sacrifice?

    Silence stretches out between us.  Whatever test he’s giving me, I’m sure I must be failing: the fact I looked up is not obedience to the sacred texts; the fact I’ve not said or done anything except stand here is not courage in the face of danger.  Will this affect my chances of being sent home?

    I don’t know the slightest thing about how the process works.  This is the biggest thing I’ll ever go through, and I don’t even know what I’m supposed to be doing.

    My head is pounding, and not just my head—every part of me, from hairline to toenails, aches like I’ve been hit with a rock.  My throat is tight, and my eyes sting.  I swallow hard.  I won’t cry in front of a Sahnsor.

    He shifts, leans forward as though he wants to take a step toward me but doesn’t dare.  “Kalima, you don’t have to be afraid of me.  I won’t hurt you.”

    I almost laugh.  A Sahnsor telling one of the selected she doesn’t need to be afraid of him is like a hungry desert mutt saying “I won’t eat you” to a lone duk, and only someone with the brains of a lone duk would believe it.

    He watches me for several long, silent moments, and as the seconds pass, the tightness in his jaw loosens a little.  His eyes shift past my shoulder, and he smiles a thin, unsteady smile.  “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have—”  He shakes his head.  “You should go back to your friends.”  Then he turns on his heels and walks away.

    I don’t know where I am or how to get back to the room, and fear gives me a little bit of voice.  “Uh…”

    It isn’t an actual word, and it comes out quieter than a whisper, but the Sahnsor spins back toward me anyway.

    “I think…”  My voice squeaks.  My toes curl against the slick marble floor.  “I think I’m lost.”

    “Oh, of course.”  He passes by me and continues down the corridor the way we’d been going before I got behind the others, then pauses when I don’t follow.  “This way,” he says, tilting his head in the direction of his going.

    I hesitate.  Mami told me when I was young that if I ever got separated from her in an unfamiliar place, I should stay still and let her find me, and following a Sahnsor through the halls of the white stone palace isn’t something I should be allowed to do.  But I don’t know what other choice I have.  Even when someone realizes I’m not in the room where I’m supposed to be, the next person to find me might not be so willing as this Sahnsor to help, or think, as he seems to, that my getting lost was an accident.  They might think I was trying to escape.  They might punish me for it.  Stories of Sahnsor punishments flash through my mind: flogging, imprisonment, the cutting off of fingers and heads.  Morakee, our neighbor Sari’s oldest daughter, even said once they have ways of burning you without fire, with little bits of metal attached to your skin. 

    I hurry after him, being careful to never get too close.

    But, after a few corners, my caution gives way to my curiosity.  “Who are you?” I ask.  My voice still squeaks, but at least I manage to get a little volume this time.

    “Oh!  You don’t—”  He smiles to himself, a chiding sort of smile like he’s realizing his thoughts are silly.  “Of course you don’t.”  He turns his smile on me.  It’s a little brighter than the one he’d given me in the garden, but not much.  “I’m Ti’ath.”

    I bite my lip.  I know I need to stop talking to him, but I can’t help myself.  “Why did you want to talk to me?”

    He opens his mouth as though to answer but then hesitates, and in that moment, the slave girl rushes down the corridor toward me.  “There you are, miss,” she says.  Her voice comes out like a sigh.

    I smile at her.  “I got behind,” I admit.  “I’m sorry.  It won’t happen again.”  I glance toward the Sahnsor, prepared to thank him for helping me, but he’s already gone.

    The slave girl comes up beside me.  “Are you all right, miss?”

    “I’m fine.”  I frown into the shadows of the hallway.  It’s like he vanished, without the sound of footsteps or an opening door to mark his going.

    But what do I care about the comings and goings of Sahnsor?  I shake my head clear and speak again to the slave girl.  “I’m sorry.”

    She puts her hand on my shoulder and urges me forward.  “There’s food and drink in the room.”

    I look over my shoulder once, just before turning another corner.  The corridor behind me is dark and empty.

    



    
    DAY 2

    
    
    I jerk upright, and for one dizzying moment, I don’t know where I am.  The blanket on my lap is thick and soft, much thicker and softer than my blanket, and white enough to glare even in the thin gray light before dawn.  I stare at the wall in front of me, waiting to find the familiar cracks and bumps of the wall next to my mat, but there’s nothing there but smooth white marble.  My heart pounds in my ears.

    And then I remember.  I’m not at home, not on my own mat.  The walls are supposed to be smooth white marble and not mud because I’m in a bed in the white stone palace.

    I breathe in and out one deep, steadying breath and lower myself back to the pillow.  My fingers are cold with leftover panic; I bury them beneath the blanket and try to ignore their shaking.  In their own beds to my right and left, the other selected continue to sleep.

    But I know even as the panic drains from my fingers and toes that I won’t be going back to sleep.  I roll onto my side.  The window in the bedroom wall isn’t as big as the glass wall in the other room, but it is big enough to see the garden and the wall and, at the very top, a thin strip of the glass dome above the garden.  It’s still dark, maybe thirty minutes until dawn.  I groan and peel myself out of the bed.

    The water pitcher on my table is full to the top again.  I scoop out a palmful of water to wash off my hands and face.  I must’ve bit my cheek at some point during sleep—my mouth tastes like stale blood.  I swish another palmful of water over my tongue and through my teeth to rinse out the taste, then slip out into the main room, careful to keep the door from squeaking and disturbing the others.  I don’t need to worry—the door moves on silent hinges.

    But the other room isn’t any better.  I try the door to the hallway.  I’m not sure why; I expect to find it locked, and it is, but I guess I needed to prove it to myself.  I wander over to the back wall and press my face to the glass.  The garden is quiet and gray as it waits for the suns to come up.

    The click of a lock makes me turn.  The slave girl pushes open the door and comes into the room with a large metal tray balanced on one palm.  Her face is rigid with concentration, her bottom lip caught between her teeth.  Ceramic cups and bowls, a kettle leaking steam, and a lidded pot teeter in dangerous piles on the tray.

    “Oh!”  I hurry to the door and grab the handle so she can use both hands to hold the tray.

    “Oh!”  Her eyes go wide like I’ve caught her doing something wrong.  The tray, free of her attention for a second, wobbles.  She sucks in air through her teeth and adjusts her hand beneath the tray, but that only makes it wobble more.

    And the whole thing falls off her hand and hits the floor with a crash.

    For a moment, neither of us move.  Shards of cups and bowls scatter across the slick marble floor; the kettle and pot are not broken, but they leak their contents from their knocked-open lids: steaming pale green liquid from the kettle, lumpy gray porridge from the pot.  The slave girl’s face has changed from pale to colorless, and her eyes have somehow managed to go even wider than before.  She stares at the mess like it’s coming at her with teeth but she’s too scared to run away.  The bedroom door opens, and Meggi pokes her head out.  “What was that?” she asks.

    I drop to my knees, right the tray, and begin to gather the broken bits of ceramic.  “I am so sorry.”

    The slave girl drops to her knees, too, and pushes my hands away.  “It’s all right, miss, I’ll clean it.”

    “No, it was my fault.  If I hadn’t—”

    She touches my wrist, stopping my hand from grabbing the next piece of cup.  “It’s all right, miss.”

    I put my hands in my lap but don’t stand up.  “Will you be in trouble?”

    She hesitates, her eyes flashing to the liquid dripping from the kettle.  When she answers, her voice is unsteady.  “No, miss.”

    “Are you lying?”

    She shakes her head, but more like she’s trying to change the subject than she’s answering my question.  “Morning prayers start soon.”

    “I’m sorry.”  My voice falls to a whisper.  I’m certain she’s lying to me about being in trouble.  My gut knots tight at the thought I might be responsible for this girl getting flogged, or losing a finger, or burned with little bits of metal.

    The slave girl looks at me, though her eyes don’t make it higher than my chin.  She’s a pretty girl despite the strange paleness of her skin, small and still girl-like, with a rounded face and thin nose and eyes a changeable blue-gray like a thin cloud cover.  I wonder what color her hair would be if it wasn’t all shaved off—maybe sandy gold like the Sahnsor who talked to me last night, or soft white like the insides of river clams.

    She goes back to picking up the mess on the floor.  “Morning prayers begin at dawn,” she says again.  “You should wash up, miss.”

    I stand and skirt around the edges of the slowly-spreading liquid and broken ceramic toward the bedroom.  The motion twists around the tightness of my gut, but I know the girl won’t accept my help or apology, and there’s nothing left for me to do but obey her.

    Meggi is still standing at the door; she crosses her arms and frowns her usual disgusted frown at me when I come in.  “That was our breakfast.”

    My face gets warm.  “I think so.”

    “Clumsy mutt.”

    I’m not sure if she’s talking about me or the slave girl—either way, the insult stings.  I turn away from her to find everyone else frowning at me, too.  “Morning prayers begin at dawn,” I mumble to them.  “Sorry about breakfast.”

    …

    Morning prayers follow the same patterns as last night’s evening prayers: a lot of kneeling and standing and reciting words in the holy language, and not being able to understand the words makes it hard to focus on them.  I stand and kneel and all with everyone, but once I’ve gone through the morning prayers I know, my attention wanders to the view from the prayer room’s glass walls.  The view is beautiful in the reds and golds of the sunrise, the curve of river and the vast empty stretch of sand and heat.  In the distance, jagged-edged hills cut shapes out of the dawning sky.

    Prayers go on and on.  The suns come up and glare in through the ceiling and walls.  Unlike the marble, which keeps the heat out, the glass room captures and expands it, and it grows so hot in the room that my clothes stick to my skin.  Still everyone continues to stand and kneel and bow and amen like they don’t even notice how the air gets so heavy with heat and damp and the smell of incense it’s hard to breathe.

    Finally, the high priest, his green tunic and shiny scalp both oozing sweat, holds out his hands and gives the final blessing.  We kneel and bow our heads while the Sahnsor exit the room in their elegant way, then follow the women and slaves out after them.  The suns are halfway to midday.  How does anyone in the palace get anything done if they spend half their mornings in morning prayers and half their evenings in evening prayers?

    Of course, they’re Sahnsor.  Maybe prayers are the only things they need to get done.  As far as I’m able to tell, it’s the only thing there is to do in the palace, except maybe stand in the garden and pretend you’re outside.

    We go back to our room in in silence.  We are an unnaturally-quiet group, standing around and pretending not to notice each other, and I’m so tired of all the silence I could scream.  Even at home, mostly ignored by most of the people around, there’s always someone to talk to, Mami or Sari or Morakee at least.  Sometimes I would wish the busyness of life would quiet down and I’d have some time to myself, but I didn’t want it like this.

    After a few minutes, I can’t stand it anymore, and I break the silence with the only question I can think of.  “What happens now?”

    A few of the others look at me like I’m a rock that suddenly burst into song, but the skinny town boy answers.  “We wait.” 

    My ears perk up after the foggy sleepiness of the prayer room.  Maybe someone here knows how the selecting process works.  “For what?”

    “The high priest.”

    “Do you know how it happens, the further selecting?”

    “No.”

    “Wasn’t your mami selected before?”  This comes from Hilanee, a small girl from the west bank.  “Didn’t she tell you?”

    “She—”  I frown.  I’ve never thought much about it before, but Mami never told me about her time in the palace.  She mentions it often enough, has told me the story about how she was selected when she was twelve so much I can tell it as well as she does—but she’s never told me anything about what those seven days were like, what she did, how it was decided she wasn’t worthy to atone the world of its sins.  “She doesn’t talk about it much.”  I turn to Janihar.  “Does your mami?”

    Janihar shakes his head.

    “Well,” Meggi says, “my papi was selected, too.”

    There’s a small silence after her words as we wait for the part that comes after.  “And…?” I say when she doesn’t continue.

    “And what?”

    “Your papi was selected.  Did he ever say anything to you?  About how it works?”

    “Of course not.”  Her voice is offended.  “The process is secret.”

    “So someone will come and take one of us home?”  My thoughts flash to the sandy-haired Sahnsor—but no, it would probably be a slave or one of the high priest’s servants.

    “I don’t know,” she says slowly, as though she thinks I have the wits of a desert mutt.  “It’s secret.  That means no one knows how it’s done.”

    Someone snickers.

    My face gets warm.  “I know what secret means, thank you.”

    “Well, I’m glad your mami’s whoring didn’t affect your smarts at all.”

    Another snicker.

    I glare at Meggi.  “My mami’s not a whore.”

    “Says her little bastard.”

    I itch to smack her, but the skinny town boy interrupts us.  “Watch your language, Anamis.  We’re in the white stone palace.”

    Meggi turns her frown on him.  “Don’t tell me what to do, townie.”  She flounces into the bedroom, slamming the door so hard the sound echoes against the glass wall.

    I half-smile at the townie.  “Well, she woke up with a pincer-bug in her ear.”

    He half-smiles back.

    …

    The slave girl comes back at midday carrying another tray.  She struggles for a moment with the door, but I don’t move—my rumbling stomach and leftover embarrassment from this morning remind me I’m in the way more than helpful around here.  I do count her fingers, though.  Still ten.

    She sets the tray on one of the little tables at either end of the bench, then drops one large spoonful of porridge into each bowl and passes them around.  “Eat quickly,” she says.  “The high priest’s servants will be here soon.”

    My stomach grows sloshy with the thought, but I take a few bites of the porridge anyway.  It’s sticky and tasteless, without even a hint of spice, but then, food is food, and on the river, you eat what you can.

    Janihar puts his bowl down.  His face is grayish.

    I slide over next to him.  “Aren’t you hungry?”

    He shakes his head.  “I don’t feel good.”

    “Hey.”  I run one hand through his wild curls.  “It’ll be all right.”

    “What’s going to happen?”

    “I don’t know.  Maybe it’s a contest of some sort, like how much of the sacred text you know, or how fast you can run, or…”  I grin and nudge his shoulder with one finger.  “Or how much you can eat.”

    He grins back.  “I’d win that.”

    “You think so?”  I hold up my bowl.  “Because I’ve already finished, so that means I won.”

    “Not fair!  You didn’t say it was a race.”

    “Of course it was.”

    He immediately starts to empty his bowl.  “I’m second,” he says when his bowl is scraped clean, his voice muffled by the glob of porridge he hasn’t swallowed.

    “Not yet.  You still have some in your mouth.”

    He gulps a couple of times.  “There.”

    “Lemme see.”

    He opens up his mouth and sticks out his tongue.  I peer into his mouth, pretending to examine every corner of it, and smile.  “All right,” I admit.  “You’re second.”

    He grins.

    There’s a scrape at the door.  The slave girl looks around at us in our varying states of eating and urges us to our feet with a quick upward jerk of her hand.  I stand up still holding my bowl, not sure what to do with it, and so do Janihar and the rest.  The slave girl scurries around the room putting the bowls back on the tray and pointing as she goes to anything amiss in our appearance.  I wipe a bit of porridge off my lips and run my hands through my braids, straightening out any that might’ve gotten tangled.

    The slave girl goes to the door and opens it.  Four of the high priest’s servants in their formal green tunics stand on the other side.

    “Blessed day,” one greets us, his words automatic, but then he continues before anyone has the chance to greet him back.  “Selected, you will follow me.”  He turns down the hallway, but his fellow servants remain by the door, watching us.  Waiting.

    Janihar takes my hand, and I squeeze his fingers.

    We follow the servant, and his companions fall into formation around us.

    …

    They take us out to the garden and arrange us into a line so the fountain lady is looking down at us, and standing beneath her, I realize that I recognize her.  The beautiful face and bare arms, the crescent moon and basket undoubtedly full of stars—the lady is Tazareen.

    Why do the Sahnsor have a statue of an old Anami goddess in the middle of their garden?

    But the question disappears as the high priest and Sahnsor come into the garden.  To my left, Janihar makes a noise; I give his fingers another squeeze.  I could try to ease some of his fear, but I doubt it would work: I’ve never done any easing on anyone but Mami, and only at home, at night, when I’m perfectly calm myself.

    The high priest breaks away from the Sahnsor and addresses us.  “Selected, a blessed day to you all, thanks be to our great god E’ris!”

    He pauses like he expects a response, but he’s already said the proper response to the greeting.  After a short moment of silence, then, he continues.

    “Today, one of you will be found unsuitable for the task ahead and will be escorted home.  Once again, I remind you that you need not worry about the fate of your immortal bliss if you are not honored with glorious sacrifice.  Our great god E’ris will exalt all his selected above others on the day of judgment.”

    I don’t care what the high priest says about glory and honor and all—I just want to go home.

    “Close your eyes.  When I come to you, hold out your right hand.”

    I hold up my right hand.  The mark from yesterday is mostly gone, faded into the tiniest hint of green lines across my palm.  Is he going to mark us again?

    When I look up, the high priest is frowning at me.  “Close your eyes,” he repeats.

    I close my eyes.

    The high priest moves slowly down the line of us, and I resist the urge to peek.  Eris might not deny me eternal bliss because he decided I wasn’t worthy of sacrifice, but he might because I didn’t follow his high priest’s instructions.

    After a few minutes, Janihar drops my hand to hold it out for the high priest.  There’s some soft clicking sounds from the high priest, a sharp inhale from Janihar.  I twist my fingers around in my skirt.  He is marking us again.

    The high priest is in front of me.  He touches my arm, and I hold out my right hand, palm up like the priest yesterday wanted.  He takes my hand by the wrist and clicks under his breath for a moment.  Then he touches a point like a stick against my palm, and the stinging sharp pain races up my arm.  I scrunch my eyes tight, twist my left hand harder in my skirt, and refuse to peek.

    The high priest curls my fingers over my palm and releases my wrist.  “Keep your eyes closed and your hand in a fist until I say otherwise,” he whispers to me and continues down the line.

    For a few minutes, I struggle with my curiosity and am able to keep a grip on it.  The stinging fades, and the sound of the high priest’s whispered words disappears so the only thing I can hear is the restless shuffling of the people on either side of me and the faint, soft sounds of a few Sahnsor clicking to each other.  After a few minutes, I’m sure the high priest and the Sahnsor are no longer paying me any attention, and my curiosity slips from my control like a fish between my fingers.  I have to know.

    I drop my head, keeping my eyes still closed, and hold my fisted right hand in my left at my chest.  Then, barely breathing for fear that even my breath will draw attention to me, I uncurl my fingers and open my eyes enough I can see through my lashes.

    Two fresh green lines cover the faint mark from yesterday.

    I curl my fingers back over my palm and snap my eyes shut before anyone knows I peeked, but my stomach has fallen to my knees anyway.  My throat closes.  My eyes throb.

    “Selected,” the high priest says, his voice booming again, “open your eyes and hold out your hand.”

    I obey, but I turn my face up toward the glass dome to keep the tears from falling.

    “Tallier Shanta, my servants will see you safely home.”

    Some shuffling, a few words too quiet for me to hear, and we are down to nine.

    …

    It was one of the townies, the girl who didn’t say a word to anyone.  I won’t miss her.

    The Sahnsor mill around the garden, and the slave girl doesn’t show up to take us away, so we stay, standing around the fountain and not sure what to do now.  Meggi drops to her knees and prays again, and a few people, including Janihar, join her.  The skinny town boy sits on the fountain wall, and I go over to him.  I’m not sure I should be talking to him, but he’s been about the only person who’s said anything except insults back to me.

    Besides, if Eris doesn’t like me crossing all his carefully-drawn boundaries, he can send me home to where townies and Anami have no reason to talk to each other.

    “Hi,” I say.

    The town boy looks up at me.  Even his face is long and skinny.  “Hi.”

    I sit on the wall.  “I’m Kalima.”

    “Pazur.”

    “You pinch-peep for the wise woman, right?”

    “Sometimes.”

    “Yeah.”  I smile.  “I think you caught me stealing a bar of soap once.”

    His eyes flash over me, frowning a little, but then he gives up and shrugs.  “I don’t remember.”

    “It was a long time ago, before I realized stealing from the wise woman is stupid.  I mean, she’s the wise woman, right?  She can divine who you are and where you live.  But her soap is really good, and Mami likes to have some around.”

    “Your mami.  You said she was selected?”

    “Yeah, twenty turns ago.  Both her and my Aunt Fiki, they were here nearly to the end.  What about you?”

    He shakes his head, and his eyes grow distant and unfocused like they’re supposed to when you’re considering the glory of our great god Eris.  “I’m the first in my entire family.”

    “Oh.”  I swing my feet against the fountain wall, knocking it with my heels in an uneven rhythm, and squint into the whiteness around the garden.  “Congratulations.”

    And then I notice my eyes landed on a couple of Sahnsor standing three steps to my left.  They’re clicking to each other and apparently engaged in their conversation, but one of them is the sandy-haired one.

    And, as if my thoughts alone are enough to catch his attention, he turns his head and smiles at me, the same faint loosing of his muscles as yesterday.  My breath freezes in my throat.

    Pazur, probably wondering why I’ve gone quiet, shifts; the Sahnsor’s eyes flash back to his friend, and they continue clicking to each other as though nothing happened.

    I breathe out.  My hands are shaking; I fold them together and hide them between my knees.

    I don’t like that Sahnsor.  I don’t like that he’s always looking at me, and I don’t like that it scares me when he does.

    “You okay?” Pazur asks after a moment.

    “Yeah,” I say, but my voice is strained—an obvious lie.  I pick my head up and smile a little.  “Yeah, I’m fine.”

    Better.  Mami would frown and tell me to try again, this time with the truth, but she knows me inside to out, and I don’t think I’ve ever successfully lied to her.

    The Sahnsor move away from the fountain, back toward their fellows, but even though I can feel their going like the release of a clamp around my chest, my breaths won’t steady.

    “Pazur?”

    “Hmm?”

    I keep my eyes on my knees.  My thumbs pick at the peeling skin around my nails.  “Have you been approached by a Sahnsor yet?”

    He doesn’t answer.

    “I mean, have any of them talked to you?”

    “Why?”  His voice frowns.  “Should they?”

    “I don’t know.”  I shrug like that answer doesn’t bother me.  “It’s just we’re here in their home, and none of them have said anything to us.  It’s strange to me, is all.”

    “I guess,” he says, his voice reluctant.

    I shake my head.  “Never mind.  It’s probably silly to expect rules of politeness to be the same here as they are at home anyway.”

    “Probably,” he agrees.

    We sit there on the fountain wall in quiet for a few minutes.  I was hoping Pazur would mention a strange conversation with the sandy-haired Sahnsor, so it wouldn’t be just me, so it would mean the Sahnsor is in charge of having contact with us—to make us feel welcomed or to decide who’s worthy of sacrifice.

    But that doesn’t appear to be true.

    Of course, it could still be true.  It’s only been one day, and there are ten—nine—of us.  Maybe there just hasn’t been enough time.  Maybe I asked the wrong person, and the Sahnsor hasn’t talked to Pazur yet.

    I let out the breath I’d been holding.  Mami says holding your breath makes it hard for your brain to think, and the best way to stop your thoughts from going around in circles is to take three deep breaths and concentrate on what the world smells like.  I close my eyes, breathe in, and focus on smelling the smells.

    Liali smell like spices, the kind you have to buy from the Hyte because they don’t grow in the muddy ground of the riverbank.  The water from the fountain is clean and sweet.  Stones, both damp and dry.  The delicate floral scent of geena blossoms.  Some unfamiliar soft smells from the other unfamiliar flowers.  The heavy dampness of the air.

    And it works—my thoughts stop dancing around in circles and focus on picking out the individual smells of the garden and giving them names.

    Probably there’s not been enough time or chance for the Sahnsor to talk to every one of us.  Last night, I was convenient, dawdling behind the others, and it was easy for him to make me the first one.  And I’m strange-looking.  Blue eyes happen so rarely in Anami, and most of the babies are tossed in the river as abominations when it does, so seeing someone my age with blue eyes is reason enough for a little extra staring.

    I peek up at the Sahnsor still milling on the other end of the garden.  The sandy-haired one and his friend, a shortish man with dull red hair and pudgy cheeks of the same color, are still talking, and their conversation has become an argument, if the increasingly-large gestures from the friend are anything to go by.

    No.  I can’t keep doing that.  I force my eyes onto a nearby plot of flowers and keep them there until the slave girl collects us again.

    …

    Evening prayers are uneventful, identical as best I can tell to evening prayers of last night, with lots of bowing and kneeling and clicking.  The palace is dark before prayers finish, and the hallways are empty as we leave the prayer room.  I keep up with the group tonight, waiting for someone to get pulled away as we go back to our room, but no one does.

    How will the Sahnsor make any decision about us if he doesn’t approach everyone?  I’m pretty sure he was at prayers—not that I was looking for him, but I think everyone in the palace goes to prayers, so it’s a fair bet he was there, too.

    Three deep breaths.  Cool stone.  Warm bodies.  Someone is starting to smell—was there someone who didn’t bathe beforehand?

    No one gets away from the group.

    The slave girl takes us into the main room and bustles around, giving everyone a bowl of bland, lumpy porridge and a cup of tea that smells like rotting mud-grass.  She hasn’t said anything or even looked up past the level of someone else’s knees since this morning.

    Everyone else has gone to their beds, but I linger in the main room, watching the slave girl stack empty bowls and cups back onto her tray.  Finally, I can’t wait for her to notice me anymore.  “You weren’t punished, were you?”

    Her eyebrows come together in a frown.

    “For this morning, with the tray?”

    She shakes her head.  “No, miss.”

    I let out a breath.  “Good.  I’ve been worried about it all day.”

    Her eyes flash up to me, then back down just as fast, but I still catch the surprise in them.  “About me, miss?”

    “Yeah.  You probably would’ve been fine this morning if I hadn’t surprised you.”

    She shakes her head again.  “It wasn’t your fault, miss.”

    “That’s a lie, and we both know it.”

    She folds her hands in front of her and doesn’t answer.

    I smile.  “It’s all right.  You don’t have to be shy with me.”

    “Yes, miss.”

    I take a step toward her.  “I hope we can still be friends.”

    Her eyes come back to me again, surprise replaced by confusion.  “Friends?”  She says the word slowly, like she doesn’t know what it means.

    “Sure.  Of course, you’ll have to tell me your name.  I can’t go around calling you ‘the slave girl’ if we’re to be friends.”

    She looks at me like I’ve sprouted antlers.

    “Here, I’ll go first.”  I take another step toward her and hold out my hands, palms up, inviting her to clasp wrists and be properly introduced.  “I’m Kalima.”

    She stares at my open hands for a long moment before answering.  “I’m sorry, miss.  I can’t.”  But she doesn’t move away, and I take that as a good sign.

    “Why not?”

    She hooks one finger under the chain on her neck and scrapes her fingernails against the tag.  Her voice comes out even quieter than normal.  “I don’t have one, miss.”

    It takes me a moment to understand what she means.  “You don’t have a name?”

    “No, miss.”

    I blink.  “Is that normal?”

    “For the slaves, yes.  We’re given names if we’re chosen as wives, but never before then.”

    “But how do people call you if they need you?”

    She holds the tag out to me.  There are several small vertical lines scratched onto its surface, grouped in what must be meaningful ways, but I don’t know any of them.  “I’m number 2287.”

    My head goes dizzy.  I take a few steps back and sink onto the bench.  “This place is strange.”

    She drops her tag and goes back to staring at the floor.

    “But, if you don’t have a name, what should I call you?”

    “Whatever you want, miss.”

    “Is there a name you like best?”

    She folds her hands again, squeezing them so tightly they turn paler than normal.  Her voice comes out hard and fast.  “I don’t think about that, miss.”

    I’m certain she’s lying, but her tone suggests I’m pushing into a place I shouldn’t push.  “Oh.  Sorry.”

    “Will there be anything else, miss?”

    I try to put some brightness back into my voice.  “You can still call me Kalima.”

    “Yes, miss.”  She picks up the abandoned tray and hurries out the door.  The lock clicks into place.

    “But you won’t,” I whisper into the empty room.

    …

    I try to sleep, but I can’t make it past the point where you’re just about ready to fall into proper sleep before the promise of dreams startles me back to awakeness.  I roll from side to back to other side and back again for several hours before admitting sleep is not going to come tonight and giving up.

    I’m glad there’s not going to be more than a few days in the palace: too much longer, and I’d worry I’d end up dropping of exhaustion before going home.

    It’s still dark when I crawl out of my bed and slip out into the main room, the moon high enough that it shines through the dome above the garden and into the room.  The patterns of the glass dome distort its shape, turning it blurry and lined like the way it reflects on the moving water of the river.

    Don’t believe everything they say.

    A noise from the door pulls my attention away from the moon and my own thoughts.  I whirl around, my heart pounding against my ribs, but there’s no one there.  The noise comes again, a scraping sound in the lock, too fumbly to be a key.

    I step toward the door.  “Hello?” I say, but my voice is almost too quiet for even me to hear.  The scraping continues without pause.

    I clear my throat and try again, a little louder this time.  “Hello?”

    No answer.

    I’m standing in front of the door now.  “Who’s there?” I ask, but my voice has fallen too quiet again.

    There’s a faint click like the lock moving out of place, and the door pops open.  I grab the handle and pull it wide.

    The hallway is dim, lit only by a smokeless white torch ten paces away, and in front of the door, kneeling like he was doing exactly what I think he was and picking the lock, is the sandy-haired Sahnsor.

    



    
    
    
    
    
    PART TWO

    



    
    A FAMILY

    
    
    She wrote him a note, her handwriting wobbly and spelling unsure, and left it under a rock at their tree with the corner peeking out.  It’s a girl.  She knew this was the shameful way, that if she had even a crumb of courage, she’d tell him herself.  But after months of staying away, she found she wasn’t brave enough to face him.

    Still, she wanted him to know.  She couldn’t tell what he would do with the information, but he deserved to know.

    “You told him—the papi—didn’t you,” Sari said one night as they finished their evening prayers.  Her husband was out late again, and her young son had fallen asleep during the prayer.  Sari didn’t disturb him.

    From the little bundle of blankets that served as her crib, the baby began to whine.  Henna scooped her up and bounced the baby in her arms until the whining slipped back into sleep.  “I sent him a message,” she answered at last, keeping her eyes on the baby’s sleeping face.  “How did you know?”

    “I can see it.  In your eyes.”  Sari leaned her elbows onto her knees.  Her voice dropped to a whisper.  “And I think you’ve been lying to everyone about who he is.”

    “Sari—”

    “No, not lying.  But…not correcting everyone else’s assumptions.”

    She didn’t have an answer to that.  Lying to Sari was hard—not just because they’d been friends since childhood, but because Sari saw truth in people’s faces like Henna sensed people’s feelings through her touch.

    Sari was still watching her, her gaze like a burning stick boring into her skull.  Henna kept her eyes on her baby.

    After a moment, Sari slid toward her and leaned forward, trying to catch her eye.  “Henna,” she said, her voice soft.  “Do you love him?”

    “Yes,” Henna whispered back.

    Sari took a slow breath in and let it out again just as slow.  “You’re a fool.”

    She nodded.  “I know.”

    “I mean it.  A real mutt-wit.”

    She looked up at her friend, the only person left on the river who would still look back at her.  Even Sari’s husband, who had been kind enough to let her through the door when her brother had thrown her out, didn’t make any further acknowledgment of her existence.  “I know.”  Her voice cracked.

    Sari poked for a long, silent minute at the still-glowing embers in the fire pit, then put one hand on Henna’s arm.  “It’s going to be all right,” she said at last.  “We’ll figure it out.”

    …

    He came two nights later.

    It was dark, just to the morning side of middle-night, when a hand on her shoulder startled her out of sleep.  The last flickers of fire picked out a shape bending over her.  She opened her mouth and sucked in a breath, prepared to scream and wake Sari and her husband, who were asleep on the other side of the room, but a familiar voice interrupted her.  “Henna?  It’s all right, it’s me.”

    She sat up and exhaled her built-up scream.  Her breath threatened to pull tears along with it.  “What are you doing here?”

    He sat back on his heels and gave her half a smile.  “You didn’t think you’d get rid of me that easily, did you?”

    She knew he was teasing, but the words smacked of truth.  “I wasn’t trying to get rid of you,” she said.  “It’s just everything’s gone wrong in the last couple of months.  My betrothed broke off the betrothal, and my brother threw me out of his home, and everyone thinks I’ve been whoring myself around town—”

    He pulled her into a hug; she leaned her forehead against his shoulder and gave herself permission for one moment to be miserable.  It crashed over her, and a sob escaped through her gritted teeth.

    His arms tightened.  “I’m so sorry,” he whispered.

    She sat back and laughed a little to dislodge the rest of the sobs stuck in her throat.  “No, it’s okay.  I’m all right.”  She laughed again, still careful to keep quiet; Sari’s husband and son slept like the dead, but Sari had a mami’s instinct for noise.  She glanced over at her friend’s cot.  There was no sounds or movements from either Sari or her husband.  “I’m all right,” she said again.  “You didn’t come here to listen to me complain.”

    “I came here to see you.”  His eyes flickered away from her, landed on the bundle of blankets an arm’s-length to her right.  His voice dropped so she strained to hear him.  “To see you both.”

    “You want to say hello?”

    The color drained from his face.  “May I?”

    She smiled and waved toward the blankets.  “Please do.”

    He pulled in a couple of breaths as though gathering up his courage, then slid over to the small mound of blankets.  Snug under the uppermost one was the baby, her brown head with its shock of dark hair the only part visible.

    “Oh,” he said, his voice almost surprised, like he’d not expected to find an actual living baby in the small hill of blankets.  He lifted one hand as though to touch the baby’s downy hair but hesitated a finger-width above it.

    “Go on,” she urged.  “Say hello.”

    He touched the baby’s forehead with his fingertips, his eyes never coming off the puff of dark hair.  “What’s her name?”

    “Kalima.”

    “Kalima,” he repeated.  Then again, hardly aloud: “Kalima.”

    He grabbed her hand and held it tight, and she plunged into the whirl of feelings all vying for expression inside him: fear and uncertainty and wonder.  And, underneath it all, a perfect happiness so new and delicate it didn’t dare jostle around with the others for fear of being smashed.  She had sensed it there before and wondered sometimes if he kept it there intentionally, huddled in a far corner and not allowed to come out.

    The thought bothered her.  Why shouldn’t he be happy?

    “Do you think I could—”  He hesitated, swallowed hard, and pressed on to the end of the question.  “—Hold her?”

    She laughed again.  “You’ve never handled a baby before, have you?”

    “Well, a few times, but it’s never for long, and they’re never still so small.”

    What a strange life he lived, to have no responsibility to his younger siblings.  It took her a moment to shake off the feeling that he was something alien, to drop his hand and scoop the baby from her bundle of blankets.  “Remember to support her head.  That’s the most important thing at her age.”

    He nodded.  His face was almost gray.

    “It’s all right,” she said.  “I trust you.”  And she laid the baby in the crook of his arm.

    “Oh,” he said again, and before she even finished pulling her hand from beneath the baby’s head, that perfect happiness exploded out of its corner like the suns from behind the horizon, so brilliant that even the baby opened her eyes and squinted at him.

    “Kalima,” he said, his voice catching in the middle.

    She brushed the tears off his cheeks with her thumbs.  “She’s already had a bath today.”

    He laughed, a short, almost-noiseless laugh.  “I’m sorry.  I’m all right.”

    “I know.”

    “Henna, she’s…I knew she’d be beautiful, but I…she’s…”

    She never thought he could run out of words.  She smiled and finished for him.  “She’s ours.”

    He tore his eyes off the baby long enough to smile back at her.  “Ours.”

    …

    They spent a while like that, sitting on the floor, the baby asleep in his arms.  She would’ve been content to stay that way forever, but the restless shifting from Sari’s husband interrupted them.

    He glanced over at the cot where Sari and her husband lay, toward the graying light from the cracks in the walls, and hissed a string of words she didn’t understand but had the tone of profanities.  Then he smiled, a rueful smile that didn’t last.  “I need to go.”

    She nodded.

    “I’d stay if I could.  You know that, don’t you?”

    Another nod.  She didn’t trust her voice enough to answer with words.

    They stood and walked to the door.  She opened it and held out her arms for the baby; he gave her up like he was cutting off his own hand but didn’t take his eyes off the baby’s sleeping face for another long moment.  “Will you be all right here?”

    “I’m fine.  We’ll be fine.”

    “You tell me when, and we’ll go.”  He brushed back a curl that had fallen into her eyes.  When he spoke again, his voice was hesitant.  “Do you still want to see the ocean?”

    She smiled.  “More than anything.”

    “Good.  That’s good.”  Then, just as she was deciding he wasn’t going to, he kissed her.  “And, in the meantime,” he whispered against her lips, “you don’t need to worry.  I won’t let anything happen to you.  To either of you.  I swear it.”

    



    
    DAY 3

    
    
    “What are you doing?”  I can feel even as the words are coming out the hard, angry edges on them.  My face is hot as a fire pit before the question is all the way spoken, but I can’t keep the words in.

    The Sahnsor scrambles to his feet, and maybe it’s just the light, but I think he might be blushing.  “Kalima,” he says.  “I’m sorry, I didn’t think anyone would be awake.”

    “So you were going to break into our room like a thief and—what?  Pull us out of our beds?”  I’m near hysteria, my voice only one notch below shouting and two below sobbing.

    The Sahnsor, however, is not ruffled by my tone.  Maybe he expected it—maybe something about me makes him think I will near-shout when upset.  “I’m sorry,” he says again.  “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

    Some of the venom drains out of my voice.  I cross my arms over my chest and struggle to keep a grip on the last of it, on the courage it gives me.  “What did you mean to do, then?  You’re not wandering the halls at middle-night unlocking everyone’s doors, are you?”

    He half-smiles.  “No.”

    “Well, then, what do you want?”

    A pause.  Then, gently: “I wanted to make sure you’re all right.”

    My arms tighten across my chest.  “Why?”

    He blinks, and his shoulders droop a little, and I have the wild thought that I just hurt his feelings.  He may be a Sahnsor—and maybe as crazy as a three-headed snake—but that’s no reason to be mean to him.  Indeed, Mami would say him being crazy would be more reason for me to be nice, because maybe he doesn’t understand what he’s doing, and being mean is pointless and barbaric.

    Guilt chews away the last of my heat.  I uncross my arms, lower my voice to a more normal volume, and remember that, crazy or not, this man is a Sahnsor and deserves the respect and awe due to the sons of our great god Eris.  “I’m sorry.  I’m fine.  Thank you.”

    We’re both silent until the quietness grows and stretches beyond what I can stand.  Still, I’m careful to keep myself from shouting again.  “I’m sorry, but is there something you wanted?”

    He winces like the words sting.  “Please don’t do that.”

    I frown, confused.  He’s all right with me shouting at him, but a reasonable question asked in a reasonable tone is the thing that upsets him?

    He is mad.

    “Don’t apologize to me,” he adds, perhaps in response to my frown.  “You’ve done nothing wrong.”

    There’s probably a priest or two who would say differently, but I get the feeling arguing with him about crimes and sins would be a waste of breath, so I don’t try.  Instead, I return to my original question, the one he has been very good so far at avoiding.  “What do you want from me?”

    Well, not exactly the same questions as before, but still a good one.

    He considers the question as though it’s important for him to get the answer right—and maybe it is; my own thoughts about him are teetering, on one side fear and suspicion for being sought out yet again by this crazy Sahnsor, but on the other side a sort of pity because that madness drives him to be almost kind, and I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with that.

    When he finally answers, his voice comes out quiet and slow.  “I’d like to talk to you, just for a few minutes.”

    I don’t have to figure him out.  I won’t be here much longer, and once I leave, I’ll never see him again.  My words come out slow, heavy with suspicion.  “All right.  I guess a few minutes won’t hurt.”

    “Would you come with me?”  He gestures away from the room, into the hallway.

    “Out of the room?” I ask.  “Is that allowed?”

    He smiles, the most proper smile I’ve seen on him so far; it spreads across his face, crinkling his eyes and flashing his teeth.  “No.”

    I smile back and step out of the room.  He closes the door behind me and starts down the hall, and, after a moment of hesitation, I follow him.

    I glance back at the door once, just before turning a corner in the hallway.  It’s still closed; no one else has noticed anything.

    …

    He takes a new route through the halls, and I’m about to ask him where we’re going when we step into the garden.

    The hallways in the palace must be meant to confuse people.  The thought makes me very aware of the blind white walls around me.  For a moment, I squeeze my eyes shut and concentrate on breathing steadily.

    The Sahnsor stops a few steps into the garden.  His expression goes blank.  “This is as close to outdoors as anyone is allowed anymore.”

    “Anymore?” I repeat.  “Were people allowed outside before?”

    He gives me one of his almost-not-there smiles.  “Not allowed, exactly,” he corrects himself.  “Just not prevented.”

    “Oh.”  I’d never heard of any Sahnsor leaving the white stone palace, so I doubt it ever happened—a Sahnsor coming down from the palace would be a story told again and again in the town and on the river.  Still, I know the difference between something that’s not prevented and something that’s not allowed.  “What happened?”

    The faint smile changes into a faint frown.

    “To make it change, I mean.”

    He looks toward the water falling from Tazareen’s crescent moon as he answers.  “Someone got out.”

    My spine straightens with the promise of an interesting story.  “Who?”

    Another smile, this one closed and tight like a locked box.  He keeps watching the water.  “A boy.”

    I’m going to have to drag the story out of him if I want to hear it.  “A Sahnsor?”

    He nods.

    “When?”

    “About sixteen turns ago.”

    I frown.  “That’s not so long ago.  Why don’t people talk about it in town?”

    His eyebrows go up as though surprised by this.  “They don’t?”

    “Not that I’ve ever heard.”

    He makes a noise that isn’t quite a word or a sigh, but somewhere between the two, but otherwise doesn’t answer the question.

    “What happened?”

    “He was caught.  Tried.  Punished.”

    “For what?”

    He frowns at me, but the frown is somehow kind of a smile, too.  “Are you always this nosy?”

    I grin.  “Always.  My mami wishes sometimes she didn’t give in so often to my curiosity when I was little.  Said she had the perfect chance to teach me to hold my tongue and should’ve used it.”

    He laughs at that, a nearly-silent exhale of a laugh closely related to the almost-invisible smile, but a laugh just the same.  This Sahnsor clearly doesn’t laugh much, and he should.  He has a nice laugh.

    I want to pop the little bubble of warmness growing in my chest, remind myself he’s a Sahnsor—the same Sahnsor who made my fingers tremble this morning—and I’m going home soon.  But it makes no difference, because the bubble is already there.

    “You miss her.”

    “Mami?  Well, it’s only been a couple of days.  I haven’t had the time to miss her.  I—”  I stop, aware that my voice is two sounds away from cracking.  I rumble my throat clear and try again.  “It doesn’t matter.  I’ll be sent home soon.”

    He doesn’t respond.  The laughter is all gone from his face.

    Something cold and hard pokes at the slowly-relaxing place in my chest.  “I’ll be sent home soon,” I repeat, more firmly than before, but it’s not him I’m trying to convince.  “I’m not the sort of person Eris would pick to atone for the sins of the world.”

    Unless this Sahnsor has some say in the deciding, and he’s already decided I won’t be going home.

    I’ve been too free with this Sahnsor, let myself talk to him like a friend and forget he isn’t.  My toes curl tight into the grass.  “Is that all, sir?”

    I can feel him looking at me, but I don’t let my eyes come off my hands to check.

    “Because, if it is, I think I should go back to sleep now.”

    “Of course.  You’re tired.  I’m sorry, I should’ve—”  He stops himself almost mid-word, pauses, then continues, “I’ll take you back to your room.”

    “Thank you.”

    We’re quiet as he leads me back into the palace and quiet as I go back into the main room, but he puts a hand on the door as I’m about to close it.  “Kalima,” he says, his voice soft, “I’m sorry you’re here.”

    My fingers tighten and loosen around the bulge of the doorknob.  “Then send me home.”  I don’t mean to sound pleading, but my voice comes out small and high, and it sounds very pleading.

    “I can’t.  I don’t make that decision.”

    Of course he doesn’t.  Eris is the one to make that decision.  But surely Eris would listen to the request of a Sahnsor—surely this Sahnsor could do something, say a prayer, speak to the high priest, that would encourage Eris to send me home.  I know there must be a few of us who want to stay, who long for the honor of sacrifice—doesn’t the fact that I’m not one of them make me that much less worthy?

    My stomach flips over.  I don’t want Janihar or Meggi or Pazur or anyone to stay.  But, if they want to stay, and I want to go home, why can’t we all have what we want?

    The Sahnsor’s voice drops to a whisper.  “I’m sorry.”

    I nod.

    The pressure of his hand on the door disappears.  “Kalima—”

    I close the door before he can say anything else.

    For a moment, I lean my forehead against the painted wood and feel my breaths bounce back onto my face.  I concentrate on the rhythm of it, a little too fast and irregular to be comforting, until the scraping in the lock starts up from the other side.

    …

    I spend the morning in a fog of sleepiness and slowly-simmering irritation I can’t push down.  The porridge is lumpy and tasteless, and the pale green tea the slave girl brings with it smells like rotting mud-grass, and morning prayers go on forever in a language I don’t know but am expected to be able to follow directions in anyway.  My clothes and hair stink like sweat and stone.  If I was home, I’d take one of Mami’s good soaps, the expensive kind she gets from the town wise woman, and I’d go straight into the river, clothes and soap and all, and I wouldn’t come out until all the grit and sweat and stink was gone.

    Homesickness hollows out my stomach like it is prying me open and scooping me clean of my insides, the way you open up and scoop out the insides of the orange-and-yellow gourds the Hyte sell—though I doubt my insides will make as good a pie.

    At midday, a few of the high priest’s servants comes for us, and we go out into the garden like yesterday and stand in the same sort of messy line in front of the fountain, and the high priest and Sahnsor come out after us.  The high priest takes a few quick steps ahead of the Sahnsor when he comes out.  “Selected, a blessed day to you all, thanks be to our great god E’ris!  Today, one of you will be found unsuitable for the task ahead and will be escorted home.”

    Those are the same words he said yesterday.

    “Once again, I remind you that you need not worry about the fate of your immortal bliss if you are not honored with this task.  Our great god E’ris will exalt all his selected above others on the day of judgment.”

    Exactly the same words.

    “Close your eyes.  When I come to you, hold out your right hand.”

    Today, I do as I’m told right off, and he shuffles down the line of us.  After a few minutes, I hear him in front of me.  “Hold out your hand,” he says.

    I do.  The high priest clicks for a moment over my hand, then the wooden stick draws a stinging X across my palm.  He closes my fingers over the mark.  “Keep your eyes closed and hand in a fist until I say otherwise.”  Just like yesterday.

    And, just like yesterday, I wait until I’m sure no one is paying any attention to me before peeking.

    Two small green lines peek back at me.

    I shut my eyes again and squeeze my fingers back into fists.  This cannot be happening.

    “Selected.”  The high priest’s voice echoes around the garden, bouncing off the walls and coming back like a rumble of thunder.  “Open your eyes and hold out your hand.”

    I open my eyes and pull in a few deep breaths.  It’s difficult to do in the hot, heavy air of the garden.  Around me, others hold out their hands, and I do, too.

    “Anami Kito, my servants will escort you safely home.”

    My eyes flash to the Sahnsor and pick out the sandy-haired one before I’m aware I’m trying.  For once, he isn’t looking at me, but is rather watching the high priest’s servants gather around Kito, a west-bank boy of only ten or eleven turns, and detach him from the rest of us.  After a minute, though, he meets my eyes with his jaw tense and his forehead creased into an expression like sadness.

    …

    After Kito has left the garden, there’s nothing else to do.  I don’t want to talk to anyone today—I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t be able to say more than four words before shouting or crying, and I don’t want to do that.  Fortunately, the slave girl comes to bring us back to the room; I go into the bedroom and shut the door, and no one stops me.

    I sit on the bed I think of as mine.  It’s so soft I sink at least a finger-length into it when I lay down.  I want that to mean it’s comfortable, that it will help me go to sleep, but instead it just reminds me of how not like home the white stone palace is.

    As if I need the reminding.

    In town, people will be celebrating.  The ten days between the selecting and the sacrifice are the biggest holiday of them all, where no one works and drinks are free.  I remember the last time, when I was six, and Mami brought me to town for a day.  I was excited.  I’d been listening to all the muffled sounds of music and laughter and cheering for days and begging Mami without end to let us go, and having her say we could was like being invited to join the party.

    It didn’t take long before that image of it, as a party reaching out to include me, was broken.

    On a normal day, the town square is a mess of people.  Not many people—there are at least as many Anami on the riverbank as there are people in the town square on any one day—but the town square is small, a jumbled-together collection of buildings circling a squarish central courtyard.  Vendors in their carts scatter around the open space without any pattern or planning, so it becomes difficult to weave your way between one cart and the next, especially with dozens of other people stopping in front of you or trying to go a different direction.  During holidays, the vendors are cleared off, but the space is quickly taken up by yupper-players and dancers and drunken fistfighting matches.

    During the biggest holiday of them all, drunken townies like to kill things.

    It was a mutt that day, but I’ve heard since they don’t always stop at animals, that sometimes a child not old enough to have gone through the selecting, or a young woman who has but isn’t married yet, gets killed.  So I guess I’m lucky it was early into the festivities that day, and it was a mutt and not me trapped in the middle of the circle people.  Four burly town men with wooden rods the size of fire logs beat the mutt until it fell bleeding to the ground.  Everyone in the circle cheered when the mutt died; the burly men raised their arms and tottered around the circle like they were pleased with themselves.

    I clung to Mami’s side for an hour after getting home.  Mami let me, stroking my hair and making soothing noises in my ear.  She did not ease my distress, and I remember wondering if that was on purpose, if she wanted me to feel it.  “Why do they do that?” I asked when I could speak again.

    “Because that’s what town men do,” she said.

    I sat back a little.  “Why?”

    “Because they like to show off how strong they are, and they think the best way of showing strength is by making something else suffer.”

    “Did my papi?”  Even at that age, even as upset as I was, I knew to never let a chance pass to ask about my papi.

    “No.”  She looked past me then, over my shoulder and toward the wall.  “No, I never knew him to be cruel.”

    A cheer made faint by distance wafted out from the town.  I shivered.  “Did you love him?”

    I didn’t think she’d answer the question—as little as she told me about my papi, she said even less about what happened between them.  But maybe she was as eager as I was for the distraction, because she did answer.  “Yes,” she said, whispering.  “I loved him very much.”

    “Who was he?”

    For a moment, I thought she would answer; she opened her mouth and pulled in a breath like she was going to say, but then she let it out and shook her head.  “It doesn’t matter.  He left, and he’s not coming back.”

    My memories fade into dreams.

    …

    A hand shaking my shoulder wakes me some time later.  I blink against the sunlight slanting through the small window.

    “Evening prayers are about to start, miss,” the slave girl says.

    I groan, flip onto my stomach, and bury my face in the pillow.

    “Please, miss.  We’re about to leave.”

    “Tell them I’m sick.”  The downy of the pillow catches and holds my voice.  “I can say my prayers here.”

    “I’m sorry, miss.  You have to come.”

    I don’t pick my head out of the pillow.  It’s nice there in the almost-suffocating softness: I don’t have to pretend I’m all right in the pillow.

    The slave girl curls a hand around my upper arm and tugs once, hard enough to hurt.  “You have to come to prayers, miss, or we’ll all be punished.”

    “Punished?”  I try to scoff the word like there’s no punishment that scares me.  “For not going to prayers?  Really?”

    “Everyone goes to prayers, miss.  To not is…”  She pauses.  Her eyebrows pinch together as though she is struggling to come up with the right word and can’t.

    “Unthinkable?” I suggest.

    She shakes her head.  “Beyond unthinkable.  It’s not done.”

    “Okay.”  I roll onto my back, sit up, push myself to my feet.  “Okay, I’m coming.”

    She smiles in relief and hurries out into the other room.

    I follow her—grudgingly, but I do follow her.  Everyone is waiting for us in various states of impatience.  Meggi taps her toes and frowns at me.  Janihar comes over to me.  “Hi,” he says.

    “Hi,” I say back.

    “You okay?”

    I already miss the honesty of the pillow.  I nod.

    We all go to evening prayers.

    



    
    DAY 4

    
    
    Somehow, I’m able to squeeze a few peaceful minutes of sleep in between coming back from evening prayers and being startled awake again by my own worried dreams—vague things I forget when I open my eyes but leave me feeling like the walls are creeping toward me and trying to wring all the air out of the room.  I’m out of the bed and into the main room before I recognize the feelings as simply being leftover dreams, but even the realization doesn’t help.

    I haven’t seen the sky, the real sky undistorted by glass, in almost four days.  No room, no matter how large, can ease the confinement that thought brings.

    I press my palms and forehead against the glass wall and focus on taking slow, deep breaths and reminding myself the walls are in the exact same spot now as they were when I first marveled at how big the room is.  The moon turns the glass into a mirror.  Reflected-me stares at me wide-eyed and trembling.  “Calm down,” I whisper to her.  “It was just a dream.  You’re going home soon.”

    Reflected-me doesn’t listen; she continues to tremble like mud-grass in a rainstorm.

    She makes me nervous, so I put my forehead back on the glass and ignore her.  The sandy-haired Sahnsor is out in the garden, turned partly away from my glass wall and sitting on the fountain wall with his elbows on his knees and his chin resting on one balled-up hand.  Maybe I should be surprised to see him there, but I’m not.

    I curl one hand into a fist and knock on the glass.  It’s thick and doesn’t even shake under my hand, but some noise must make it out, because the Sahnsor turns.  I unfist my hand and hold it up in a motionless wave.  Hello, mad Sahnsor friend.

    He stands and takes a few steps toward the glass, holds up his own hand in a mirror of my greeting.  Hello, confused Anami child.

    I glance behind me at the door, then press my forehead and palms to the glass again.  I’m locked in.

    He reaches into a fold of his robe and pulls out a small silver knife like the kind Mami keeps with her jar of burn salve.  He puts the pointed end of the knife into an invisible lock and turns.

    I nod.

    Three minutes later, the lock on the door clicks out of its place.

    I pull open the door and smile a little.  “That’s a useful trick.”

    The Sahnsor gets to his feet and slides the knife back into the fold of his robe.  “Very useful,” he agrees.

    “Would you teach me sometime?”

    He smiles.  “Whenever you want.  Now, if you like.”

    “Not right now.  Just…sometime.”

    He doesn’t comment on how there’s not going to be a sometime.  Instead, he says, “Well, lesson one: picking locks is only useful if you use it to get out of places you don’t want to be locked in,” and steps to one side, sweeping his hand toward the hallway.

    We go out to the garden, and I sit on the fountain wall and swing my feet against the softness of the grass.  I want to concentrate on the grass tickling my feet, but I keep getting distracted by the idea of a Sahnsor who has learned to pick locks like a common thief.

    It’s only useful if you use it to get out of places you don’t want to be locked in.

    I glance over at him; he’s also sitting on the fountain wall, just beyond arm’s-reach to my right, his elbows back on his knees and his eyes fixed on the garden wall in front of him, his expression strangely blank.

    Maybe our door isn’t the only one in the palace that’s locked.

    The thought rushes through me, fast and staggering.  “Was it you?”

    His eyebrows pull into a frown.

    “The boy you said left the palace,” I add, explaining.  “Was it you?”

    He exhales through his nose, and the sound is nearly a laugh.  “You’re sharp.”  His tone borders on proud.

    I bite my lip and kick my feet faster along the grass.  “So, it was you?”

    Another exhaled laugh.  His eyes go back to the garden wall.  “It was.”

    “Wow.  What happened?”

    “I told you.  Caught.  Tried.  Punished.”  The words become harder and quieter as they continue, like they’re being spoken through a slowly-tightening jaw.  He looks over at me, and it’s there again in his expression, that trapped look.

    “They locked you up.”

    “Locked me up, stripped me of my status, and promised death to me and anyone I tried to contact outside the palace if I got it in my head to try.”

    “Your status?” I repeat.

    “Oldest son of Elder Ji’als, second seat and Holder of the Broaken Chalice.”  He says it all very quickly, like the words taste bad as they come out, and he wants them gone as soon as possible.

    I’m sure I’m pushing into dangerous places, but I can’t stop myself from asking.  “What’s that?”

    “The elders?  They’re the—”  He pauses a moment as though searching for the right word.  “—The privileged among us.  My papi was the second-highest ranking among them.”

    “Was?  He’s not anymore?”

    “He’s not my papi anymore.”

    My breath comes out of me as a sigh as I realize what he means.  “Oh.  I’m sorry.”

    He shakes his head.  “It doesn’t matter,” he says, but the tightness in his voice and the way his fingers keep rearranging themselves around each other says it does.

    I slide toward him a couple of inches, close enough I could touch his arm if I wanted to.  I pin my hands between my knees and remind myself not to.  “Well, if it helps, I don’t have a papi, either.  I mean, I did, obviously, but not one who would own me.”

    “That’s not true.”

    “No, it’s okay.  I never knew him.  Never even knew who he was.”

    “Your mami never told you?”

    I shake my head.

    “She was ashamed?”

    “More afraid, I think, that something would happen to her, or to me, if anyone ever found out who he was.”  I grin.  “I’ve spent half my life trying to trick it out of her.  You know, get her talking and then ask the question and hope she’d let a name slip, but she’s too smart for that.”

    He half-smiles back.  “Henna, isn’t it?”

    The little bubble of warmth inside me pops at the sound of Mami’s name.  “How do you—”

    “I remember her,” he interrupts.  “From when she was selected.  She was here several days.”

    Which is true, but that doesn’t make me feel any better.  “How do you know she’s my mami?”

    He half-smiles again.  “Lucky guess?”

    I give him my best attempt at Mami’s try-again-with-the-truth look, and he relents.  “I heard you mention your aunt Fiki.  It wasn’t hard to add up the rest.”

    That doesn’t make me feel much better—I’ve mentioned Aunt Fiki out loud exactly one time while here, and it wasn’t to this eavesdropping Sahnsor.  “Oh.  Yeah, that’s her.”  The words come out heavy with suspiciousness.

    He watches me quietly for a moment.  “I’m sorry,” he says at last.  “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

    I meet his eyes.  “You don’t scare me.”

    He does his own version of Mami’s try-again-with-the-truth look, and it’s pretty good, probably better than mine, and I’ve practiced mine since I was old enough to want to use it.

    “You confuse me sometimes—” or all the time, but I keep my words as they are “—but you’ve been…”  I search for the right word and can’t find it, so go with one that comes close.  “…Kind.  Kinder than I thought a Sahnsor could be.”

    He exhales through his nose like a snort.

    “I mean,” I correct myself quickly, “kinder to me than most people are, and with a lot less reason, because you’re a Sahnsor, and being kind to me is a crime and a sin.”

    “Sin,” he repeats, the word hissing through his teeth.

    “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

    He shakes his head, not like he’s trying to deny my words but more like he can’t believe I’m saying them at all.  “You have nothing to apologize for.  You weren’t the one who—”  He cuts himself off, scrunches his eyes shut.  His hands are on his lap, clenched so tightly into fists that all the blood has left his knuckles.

    The poor, strange, crazy man.  I can’t imagine living life the way he must, like the world is trying to swallow you whole and being powerless to make it stop, and I know there’s nothing I can do to make it better, but then, that’s a terrible reason not to try.  My fingers are laced together and pinned between my knees, but I pull the right one free and reach across the arm’s-length of space separating us.

    My hand freezes an inch away from him.  I can’t.  He’s a Sahnsor.  Even kind—even mad—he’s still a Sahnsor.  A son of our great god Eris.  Holy.  Untouchable.

    I grit my teeth and drop my hand down on one of his almost like it’s a bug I’m trying to crush.

    His eyes snap open, probably startled by the way I smack him, but otherwise he doesn’t pull away, doesn’t move at all, so I take a better grip on his hand, close my eyes, and imagine his hand connecting to his arm and shoulder and—

    His pain hits me like a slap in the face.  It is astonishing, on the surface as fierce and white as the palace in the full light of midday, and underneath ragged and festering.  A brilliant new wound on top of an old unhealed one.  I gasp, my eyes fly open, and my sense of it disappears almost as quickly as it came.

    Never in my life have I felt anything like it, so hot and huge I wouldn’t know where to start even if I had a scrap of Mami’s talent for easing.

    The Sahnsor still hasn’t moved—I’m not even sure he’s breathing.  My face burns as my thoughts catch up with my actions.  He never said I could do that—not only touch him, but invade his private feelings.  “I’m so sorry,” I say and guiltily pull my hand away.  “I shouldn’t have—”

    He does move then; his other hand catches mine and holds it where it is, pinned between his, and this silences the rest of my words.  His hand is large and warm and dry, the palm rough—not what I’d expect, even if I ever thought to expect something.

    He looks at me now.  “Were you trying to…?”

    “I’m sorry, it was wrong of me, I should’ve asked.”

    “Kalima.”  His grip tightens as he says my name, his fingers digging into the back of my hand as though he’s afraid I might pull away.  “What have I said about apologizing to me?”

    “You said don’t.”  My voice has gotten small again.  He smells clean, like freshly-washed clothes, or like a bar of Mami’s good soap, only softer, less antiseptic.

    I shouldn’t know that.  I try to forget it, but now I’ve noticed it, I can’t stop noticing.

    His smell, like his laugh, is nice.

    “I mean it,” he says, interrupting my thoughts.  “Don’t ever apologize to me.”

    “Okay.  I’m sorry.”

    He smiles, and after a moment, I realize what’s funny and smile back, tremblingly.

    And then he lets go of my hand and slides away from me like I caught fire and he doesn’t want the dangling ends of his sleeves to get singed.  I stuff my freed hand back between my knees.

    He clears his throat.  “You should be getting back to your room.”

    “Yes, sir.”

    A pause.  “Ti’ath, please.”

    My face gets hot again.  “I can’t.”

    “You can.  Please.”

    “No, it’s not that I wouldn’t want to, it’s just…”  I didn’t think my voice could get any smaller than it already is, but somehow it does.  “I can’t do the tongue thing.”

    And this answer is so ridiculous stuck here in such a heavy moment that we both laugh.  “Just Tiath, then,” he says.  He has to work to keep the click out of the middle of his name, but it makes it pronounceable.

    “Tiath,” I repeat.

    …

    I’m grateful for the relative privacy of the bed when I get back to my room.  Even though I know I don’t have any chance of sleep tonight, the weight of the blanket, the softness of the pillow, the gentle snores from the other selected assuring me everyone else is asleep allow me a few minutes alone.

    Did that just happen?  Did I just sit out in the garden with a Sahnsor, tell him about my papi, hold his hand and feel his pain and have him ask me to call him by his name?

    What’s wrong with me?  I know he’s crazy, so maybe that excuses him—but does that make me crazy, too?  There are forms of madness that are catching, but they come from eating spoiled meat, and I’ve not had a bite of meat in ages.

    But that sort of madness comes with physical complaints as well—high fevers, stomachaches, bloody diarrhea and vomiting when it’s near to killing you—and, excepting tiredness which can be explained by the fact I haven’t slept much or well, I’ve been healthy.

    Unless they have some way of giving people spoiled-meat madness without the physical symptoms, the way they have the ability to make ink from unripe bareel berries that stings and stains but doesn’t give you a rash.

    I’m not making sense even to myself.  Why would they go through all the trouble of making us crazy?  To keep us under control?  Why bother when most of us will be sent home anyway?  And it wouldn’t be helpful to give us spoiled-meat madness if they’re trying to keep us controlled: that sort of madness can make people violent.  Not always—some people end up with their heads in a corner, drooling and vomiting—but the violent kind happens often enough it couldn’t be worth the risk.

    I’m crying now.  I’m confused and tired, and my head hurts, which I know will only get worse because I’m crying, but that just makes the tears come faster and hotter than before.  I pull the blanket over my head and bury my face into the pillow so no one will be able to hear me.

    This is why I didn’t want to let myself try to figure things out.  I knew I wouldn’t be able to, and I knew it would make my head hurt.  This is why I decided I needed to get through to the day I’m sent home, and maybe if I still needed to puzzle things out, Mami could help me.  If Ti’ath—I don’t mean to think of him by his name, but it comes and goes before I can stop it—if Ti’ath remembers Mami from her days here, maybe she remembers him.  Maybe she knows who he is and why he’s singled me out from the rest of us to fixate on.

    Maybe he’s the one she was talking about when she told me not to believe everything they say.

    My tears splutter to a stop.  Of course.  I didn’t exactly keep it a secret about how much I wanted out of the room when he saw me through the glass wall; he must’ve noticed the trapped look on my face and was playing to those feelings with his story.

    But it never happened.  He didn’t leave the palace, and that’s why I’ve never heard anyone talk about the day a Sahnsor came to town.  His papi never disowned him—he probably lied about who his papi is to make it sound like he not only lost his papi but also some kind of important position amongst the Sahnsor.

    I swallow hard.  The tears have sucked most of the moisture out of my mouth, and what little saliva I have left tastes sour.  He’s been strumming me like a yupper the whole time.

    But why?  And what about all that pain?  I can believe he’s a convincing liar, but no one, not even the best liar in the world, could fake that.  No one in their right mind would want to try.

    I guess there’s no reason why those two things can’t go together.  He’s both a skillful liar and a madman.

    Maybe this realization should bring on another round of panic, but it doesn’t.  Not that I’m happy to know I’ve been about as smart as a lone duk believing the hungry desert mutt, but at least I can stop trying to figure out what’s going on.  I know where things stand now.

    My eyes close, and I sleep the rest of the night without dreaming.

    …

    I’m more awake this morning than I’ve been the last few mornings: the clarity of the night and a nearly-sufficient few hours of sleep have left me feeling better than I’ve felt in a long time.

    I’ve been a fool, but at least I realize it now and can keep myself from continuing to be a fool.

    So at morning prayers, I keep my attention on the high priest.  I still have no way of understanding what he’s saying, nor should I—it is the holy language, and I am privileged to even be able to hear it.  I let the sound of his praying fill my ears and the scent of the burning incense fill my nose and the sight of the rising suns fill my eyes.

    Cold and strange as the palace is, it is beautiful.

    I kneel and bow and stand and do my limited best to copy the sounds made in the call-and-response parts.  That might be sinful, but I don’t know it’s any worse than not being able to participate in prayers at all.  And there’s an allure in the strangeness of the holy language, a challenge in trying to make my tongue and lips make the clicking and popping sounds that decorate the more familiar letters.

    Sinful?  Maybe, but no one notices or cares, not even the people close enough around me to catch me trying.

    Does Eris notice me now, a bastard Anami girl trying to put words of the holy language in her mouth?  I imagine myself standing before his throne and looking him in the face like no one but the high priest and the Sahnsor can do.

    Well? I say to him in my imagining.  Do you still think I should be here?  Haven’t I disgraced myself so much you have no choice but to send me home?

    The problem is, I can’t imagine what he might say back, or if he’d answer me at all.  Eris rarely bothers himself with the prayers of the Anami.  Normally, this doesn’t upset me—Anami are not priests, not Sahnsor, and why would our great god spend time thinking about me when he has priests and Sahnsor to take care of?—but today, here in the prayer room, on my knees next to the etching of something, maybe some kind of bird, the silence after my questions feels like absence, like not only is Eris not answering, but I’ve asked my question to empty air.

    …

    The Sahnsor leave the room, wordless as usual, at the end of prayers.  I keep my eyes fixed on the lines on the etching of the bird’s outstretched wing—it’s a huge bird, big enough to carry a person on its back, if the tree-like shape to one side of it is meant to be one of our scrubby desert varieties.  I imagine the bird coming to life, the lines of the etching growing bones and feathers, it peeling itself free of the glass and standing in front of me, too big for the room and black as a pincer-bug’s shell, its cry loud enough to make the palace tremble.  I imagine climbing onto its back, and it breaking the glass walls by stretching its wings.  It would take me home, or maybe up into the heavens so I could face Eris.  Or maybe it would fly me over the desert, over the jagged southern hills, to the other end of the world where Mami said once, in a moment of middle-night sleeplessness, water covers the ground.

    Ocean, she called it.  A place where the water is as vast and endless as sand in the desert.

    “That much water is impossible,” I said.  We were curled up on her mat together, the lingering fragments of the nightmare that had woken me fading under the comfort of her whispered voice.

    She smiled.  I couldn’t see it in the dark, but it was there in her voice.  “Maybe not.”

    The slave girl touches my shoulder.  “Come along, miss,” she says, and the bird is nothing but a couple of lines drawn into the glass floor.

    …

    The last few days have taught me what to expect for the midday ritual, and today follows the same pattern as previous days.  Maybe there’s some kind of high priest school somewhere in the temple or palace.  I smile at the image of all the priests going through some kind of selecting of their own, or maybe it’s based on merit, on how well you can follow the script.

    Maybe this selecting is based on something, some merit or method not obvious to me, and that’s why I haven’t been sent home yet.

    But today, definitely.  After last night, the conversation with the Sahnsor, the moment where I touched his hand—I shiver; remembering it makes me feel both very cold and very warm, horrified and embarrassed and sad, all at the same time—after the disgraceful idea I had during morning prayers that I could look Eris in the face and ask him what he thought he was doing keeping me here, surely today will be the day.

    “Close your eyes,” the high priest says.  “When I come to you, hold out your right hand.”

    I obey.  We all do, because he’s the high priest, and you don’t disobey him.

    He shuffles down the line, clicking softly over each hand.  After a while, he comes to me, touches my arm, takes my hand by the wrist.  The point of the wooden stick traces lines on my palm; the sting of the ink races up to my shoulder.  He curls up my fingers.  “Keep your eyes closed and your hand in a fist until I say so,” he whispers.

    I’m going home today, I know it.  I don’t even have to peek.

    A few more minutes of nothing but the muffled sounds of the high priest’s clicking and the occasional rustle of cloth from the Sahnsor.  The sting of the ink fades, slower today than yesterday.

    Then, finally: “Selected, open your eyes and hold out your hand.”

    I uncurl my fingers and hold my hand out and, for the first time, watch the others.  We’ve been whittled from ten to eight, and the line is thinner for it.  Next to me, Janihar’s palm is crossed with green lines, and another few people down, so is Meggi’s.

    I won’t steal again from the fruit vendor.  It’s been a while since I did, but I think about it sometimes, especially in the dry season when all we eat is flatbread and pincer-bugs and Mami threatens to cook my duks because they won’t lay any eggs in the heat.  But the fruit vendor is Meggi’s mami, and I won’t steal from her anymore.

    First thing when the servants take me home—after hugging Mami, of course—I’ll go to the fruit vendor and apologize for all that stolen fruit.  I’m pretty sure I know which place is hers.

    I’m already home, wrapped up in Mami’s arms, breathing in the smokey-sweet smell she carries on her skin.  I’m already at the fruit vendor’s door, admitting to the times I’d stolen handfuls of bareel berries and prickly nutcaps, telling her yes, I’ve seen Meggi, and they’re treating her well in the palace.  I’m already listening to the duks complain about how I don’t feed them enough, warning them that Mami will cook them if they don’t lay an egg soon.  I am already refilling our water barrel, baking bread, patching up the roof after a rainstorm, listening to Mami tell stories as I help her mash up geena leaves and honey, her voice soft and warm like the dim light from the dying fire.

    I am already home when the high priest speaks again.

    “Anami Jonji, my servants will see you safely home.”

    …

    For a moment, I’m sure the high priest spoke wrong, perhaps read the wrong name on his paper, perhaps mixed up his names.  Or maybe he did say my name, and I didn’t hear it right.  But, no—the servants are swarming toward our line, plucking out Jonji, one of the boys who never said anything to anyone.

    I get a glimpse of his palm before the servants shepherd him out of the garden.  The lines on it are red, a rusty sort of red like the color of bareel berries at the end of the wet season.  I look at my own hand.

    Green.

    I’m not disappointed.  Disappointment happens when hope is broken.  But I wasn’t hoping I’d go home today; I knew I was, knew it like I know the suns will rise in the morning.  So it is not a quick rush of disappointment I feel now.  It is much bigger and colder, like stepping onto a rock you’re sure is steady and having it tilt and toss you into the middle of the river rapids: first an icy rush of surprise as the rock wobbles and slips, then the spike of panic as you realize you’re about to be thrown into the rushing water, then a desperate scramble to hold on to the rock and, when the rock skitters from your grip anyway, the desperate flailing to keep your head above the current and your body clear of the other sharp rocks trying to cut or crush you as you pass them.

    It happened to me once, that very thing, when I was about five turns, and I relived the experience again and again in my nightmares for so long I will never be able to forget the unsteady rock beneath my feet and the sound of the water roaring in my ears.

    I’m finally able to tear my eyes off the little green mark on my hand.  The line of selected has broken up a little, Meggi and a few others dropping to their knees in prayer as usual.  I take three deep breaths, pick out the scents of liali and geena blossoms, and tell myself to calm down.  There is no slipping rock, no rushing river, nothing but a few white walls and a little green X on my palm.

    My eyes flash from the selected to the Sahnsor, my attention pulled as if by a string to Ti’ath—again, I don’t mean to think of him by name, and again I catch myself too late to stop it.  He’s looking at me, and his expression changes, shifts into guilt, when our eyes meet.  He is the first to turn away.

    So.  He lied about that, too.  Not that I’m surprised—I guessed from the first word he said to me he has some role in deciding who gets sent home, that his interest in me is some kind of test.  I wonder if this means I’ve passed.

    It doesn’t matter.  In the end, it is Eris who decides, and I am not an option.  I can’t be.

    Can I?

    



    
    DAY 5

    
    
    I need a bath.

    It’s my first thought when the slave girl wakes us for breakfast and morning prayers.  We’ve all been washing our face and hands, rinsing out our mouths, with the water from the pitcher that is somehow always full, but I need a proper bath so I can scrub off the stickiness of the dried sweat that has crusted into my hair, soaked into my tunic and skirt.  Mami said the palace has excellent baths, and even soap meant for bathing.  I’ve never had soap meant for bathing—sometimes I’ll use a piece of Mami’s good soap, but she scolds me if she catches me doing that, and I rarely take the chance.  Her good soap is for cleaning wounds, and it is expensive, as much as three coins for a bar half the size of your palm.  Much too expensive to waste on uninjured skin.

    That’s not true in the palace.  Mami said once they have enough soap for everyone all the time here, and they can even heat up the water.  I listened to the story with a sense it might not be true, but it still sounded nice.

    Warm water and soap.  Two things bathing in the river doesn’t allow.

    The slave girl is collecting the bowls and cups from breakfast back onto her tray.  “Hey…um…”  I hesitate, not sure how to get her attention.

    She continues to stack bowls.  “Yes, miss?”

    “You need to tell me what I should call you.  This not-having-a-name thing is strange.  You don’t have a childhood nickname or something?”

    “No, miss,” she says, her voice sharp.  “I don’t.”

    A few of the others look up at the slave girl’s raised voice; Meggi glares at me.  I take half-a-step back from the girl, aware I’ve once again pushed into somewhere I shouldn’t go.  “I’m sorry.”  I pick up one of the cups sitting abandoned and still half-full on the bench and offer it to her like an apology.

    She takes it and sets it on the tray.  Her fingers turn the cup around in slow circles.  Her jaw clenches tight.

    “Hey.”  I take back that half-step and touch her shoulder.  She jerks away from me like my fingers burn, and I let my arm fall back to my side.  “I’m sorry.  I only meant to ask if there’s any chance I could have a bath sometime.”  I smile at her, but she doesn’t look up.  “I feel like someone’s poured sand into my clothes.”

    “Morning prayers start in a few minutes.”  Her voice is thick and shaky like she’s fighting tears.  “Get up, everyone.  We need to go.”  She opens the door and urges everyone into the hall without once letting her eyes come up higher than anyone’s knees.

    Morning prayers take an extra-long time this morning.  The glass walls of the prayer room take in all the heat of the rising suns, mix it together with a crush of bodies and the sweet, heavy scent of incense, and turn the air into soup.  Each breath takes effort to breathe, and maybe it’s because I’m so aware of how gritty and unwashed I feel, but I think I’ve sweated less rethatching the roof at midday than I do during the endless minutes of bowing and kneeling and standing.

    By the time we’re dismissed from prayers, my head is throbbing, and I’m sick to my stomach.  I think about the pitcher of water and the bed back in the room and make myself keep walking down the hall.

    But Meggi plants herself in front of the door to the bedroom, her arms crossed tight over her chest, stopping me from going into water and rest.  “What’s wrong with you?” she demands, her voice too loud.

    I frown, confused.  “What?”

    She takes a half-step toward me.  Her scowl has changed from her regular frustration and become full-on angry.  “Is all this some kind of joke to you?  A vacation?”

    Everyone else circles around us, eyes bright like they’re waiting for us to fight.  I want to.  I want to take a swing at her, wipe that disgusted expression right off her face.  I rub a hand across my forehead and try to ignore the urge.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

    Her voice goes up in what I assume is supposed to be a mockery of mine.  “‘I was just hoping to have a bath.’”

    “You could use one, too,” I say, but she ignores me.

    “We’re not here to serve our own pleasures.  We’re here to serve the will of our great god Eris, and maybe even atone for the sins of the whole world, and it’s like you don’t even care.”

    “I do care!”  I care if I get sent home.

    She ignores this, too.  “And why should a child of sin like you care?  You shouldn’t be here.  You’re mami’s a whore, and you won’t be any better.”

    Her insult is nothing new—I’ve heard words like those whispered behind my back or laughed into my face since before I even knew what they meant.  Mami always told me not to listen to them.  “They’re only doing it to make you mad,” she’d say.  “Don’t give them the pleasure.”

    But my head is pounding, and my stomach is sloshing around like it wants to bring up this morning’s breakfast all over again, and Meggi is smirking like she thinks that old insult proved whatever point she was making and my lack of a response means she won the argument.

    The bastard daughter of a town man’s whore.  I’ve always wished my papi had been a good-enough man to care about us more than just getting Mami pregnant, but I’ve never hated him until now.

    But I do.  I hate him.  Whoever he was, wherever he is, whatever made him do what he did, it doesn’t matter.  I hate him.

    And I hate anyone who thinks it’s all right to use what my papi did to us as a reason to insult Mami and me.

    My fingers are balled into fists.  My arms are shaking.  Meggi has already turned, but I say to her, my voice low and trembling, “My mami’s not a whore.”

    Meggi raises one eyebrow, disbelieving.

    I grab her by the sleeve and yank her around to face me.  “Take it back.”

    From somewhere else in the room, I hear another voice.  It sounds far away, like the words are being shouted across a vast stretch of desert.  “Hey, maybe this isn’t the best place—”

    Someone else must interrupt the voice, or maybe the speaker isn’t sure how to end the sentence, or maybe they do go on and I can’t hear them anymore.  It doesn’t matter; my entire focus is on Meggi.  “Take it back,” I say again.  My voice is a whisper.

    She answers slowly, drawing out every sound of every word for the most deliberateness she can manage.  “Town.  Man’s.  Whore.”

    I punch her.

    There’s a dull but satisfying thud as my fist connects with her cheek, and even better is the shock and pain that races across her face.  “My mami’s not a whore!” I say again, louder.  My other fist catches her between the nose and teeth.

    She swats open-handed at me, and my cheek stings where she hits me, but I don’t care.  My entire body is shaking.  “Take it back!” I shout.

    Then there is an arm across my shoulders, pulling me back from where I have Meggi pinned against the bedroom door.  “Stop!” the slave girl says, her voice loud enough to be heard over the hysterical noises coming from my mouth.  She pulls me back another step, then comes around between us, hands up as though prepared to block me if I try to tackle her.  “The high priest’s servants will be here in a few minutes.”

    I step back and swallow the rest of the noises clawing for a chance to escape my throat.  Already some of the heat in my face is cooling.  My head throbs in time with my heart.

    Everyone is staring at me with varying amounts of open-mouthed shock.  I catch Janihar’s eyes; he inches away from me, toward Meggi.

    The slave girl, perhaps deciding I’m not going to jump on her, lowers her hands and turns to Meggi.  “Are you all right, miss?”

    Meggi wipes away a bit of blood from a cut on her lip.  Her left cheek is bruising just below the eye.  “I’m fine,” she says.

    The slave girl puts a hand on her arm.  Meggi flinches as though she wants to knock her away, but then her shoulders cave in, and she takes a step toward the slave girl.  “It’s all right, miss,” the slave girl says, all gentleness.  “Let’s get you cleaned up before the high priest’s servants come.”  They go into the bedroom, the slave girl careful to keep herself between me and Meggi as they go.

    I stare at a point on the blank white wall in front of me and wait for the rest of my shaking to still.  I’ll feel sorry for this at some point, I’m sure of it, but right now Meggi’s voice echoes in my head.  You shouldn’t be here.

    She was right.  Regardless that she meant her words to hurt, she was right.  I’m a town man’s bastard daughter.  Child of sin.  Town man’s whore.

    You shouldn’t be here.

    The bedroom door clicks shut.  I don’t move my eyes from the spot on the wall.  The rage I felt toward Meggi eases, but the new hatred I discovered for the nameless, faceless man who was my papi remains.  “My mami is not a whore,” I say slowly, my voice falling to a whisper.

    No one argues with me.

    …

    The high priest’s servants come a few minutes later.  The slave girl comes out of the other room at their knocking and opens the door, and we all follow them as usual.  I keep my distance from the rest of the group, who are all quick to make sympathetic noises to Meggi; even Janihar takes her hand and asks her if she’s all right.

    Have they all forgotten that she started it?  All I wanted to do after prayers was lie down, and if she hadn’t stopped me at the door and yelled at me, none of this would’ve happened.

    I don’t care.  I don’t want to be friends with anyone in the palace.  I just want to go home.

    The servants put us in our usual messy line in front of the Tazareen fountain, and the high priest gives his usual speech.  I don’t care—his words never vary.

    Town man’s whore.  Child of sin.

    You shouldn’t be here.

    So why am I here?

    “Close your eyes,” the high priest says.  “When I come to you, hold out your right hand.”

    I obey, because he’s the high priest, because his word is as unquestionable as great god Eris himself.  But then in the darkness, a question tickles my mind:

    Why the closed eyes?  What doesn’t the high priest want us to see?

    I pull in a breath, so loud others could hear it, and quickly fake a cough to hide it, but the rational part of my brain is already arguing back against the thought.

    It’s for our own protection, the rational part of my brain says.  We close our eyes because the glory of our great god Eris would blind us.

    But the Sahnsor don’t close their eyes, and they haven’t all gone blind.

    Yes, but they’re Sahnsor.  The sons of Eris.  The true glory of our great god shines bright in them always.

    The sinful corner of my mind takes on a scolding tone, like Mami does when she catches me lying.  You know that’s not true.  You’ve looked a Sahnsor in the face and not gone blind.  You’ve spoken to him and not been covered in boils.  You held his hand.

    My entire body gets hot with embarrassment.  Even my own thoughts have turned traitor on me.

    That was an accident.  And anyway, he was the one who held my hand.

    The point is, you weren’t struck dead for it.  The Sahnsor is just a man.

    A crazy one who’s been lying to me.

    Exactly.  Just a man.

    I have no response to that.

    You shouldn’t be here.  You know that.  You’ve known that long before Meggi said it.

    Of course, since it is all my own thoughts, sinful-me has no trouble finding the right words to make me listen to it.

    “When I come to you,” the high priest says, “hold out your right hand.”

    And, of course, since it is all my own thoughts, sinful-me knows it has my attention.  So why the closed eyes? it asks again.  What doesn’t the high priest want you to see?

    …

    I’m careful about it, keeping my head down and opening my eyes only enough so the world through my eyelashes is a single fuzzy slit.  It’s uncomfortable, and the urge to blink or open my eyes all the way is hard to resist, but the high priest is clicking over the first hand, and I force myself to stay still.

    I can’t see much of the high priest or the person two to the left of me, just the outlines of their shapes standing half-a-step apart, the selected—Hilanee, I guess by the size of her—with her right hand open against the high priest’s.  He is already holding his little wooden stick over her palm, though it hasn’t touched her skin yet.  He finishes his prayer, marks her hand, and immediately curls her fingers over the mark.

    I breathe out, too quietly for anyone to hear, and realize it is not relief I’m feeling, but disappointment.

    Disappointment?  The high priest did what I was expecting—how is that disappointing?  But it is.  I wanted to silence that voice in my head, and now I can, and it shouldn’t make me feel like I’ve lost something when what I’ve lost is my doubt.

    The high priest has moved on to Pazur beside me.  He touches his arm lightly, and he holds out his hand.  The high priest takes it, bows his head over it, prays.  The hand holding the little wooden stick, and the stick with it, disappear into his pocket.  When his hand comes out again, he’s not holding the stick anymore.  He reaches into the pocket on his other side and pulls out a different stick as he prays over Pazur’s hand.

    I realize a moment later that my eyes have come open all the way, and I close them tight for a moment.  Something is moving in my head, a thought too heavy to lift, and it makes my heart throb in my ears.

    I peek again.  He’s finished with Pazur—I’m close enough to hear him whisper to keep his eyes closed and his fingers fisted.  Then the high priest is in front of me, touching my arm, taking my hand at the wrist, praying over my open palm.  A quiet clicked prayer, a small X of lines stinging on my palm, curled-over fingers and whispered instructions to keep my eyes and hand closed until he says otherwise.

    He does not change sticks between Pazur and me, or between me and the next person in line, or the person after that.  I watch him mark each person in the line, and each time he doesn’t put his hand into his pocket, my stomach tightens a little more.  The thought in my head is shifting, clearing.  It’s growing words.

    He steps back after the last person and surveys us.  “Selected, open your eyes and hold out your hand.”

    The mark on my hand is green again.  Hilanee’s is red—red for the only one going home today.  For the only time the high priest used the stick in his left pocket.

    “Anami Hilanee, my servants will see you safely home.”

    The selecting has been fixed.

    …

    There’s the usual shifting as the high priest’s servants gather around Hilanee and the line of us break up, but movement and sound is shifty and blurred as though I’m under water.  My head feels like it’s been stuffed up with mud.

    Fixed?  How could the selecting be fixed?  The sacrifice is the oldest and most holy of all rituals—surely Eris would intervene if someone tried to impose their will onto it.

    Maybe he has.  Maybe the high priest already knows who will be sent home each day and that’s why he uses a different stick on them.

    But if that’s true, why haven’t I been sent home?  If Eris knows and is communicating it to the high priest somehow before each day’s selecting, what am I doing here?

    My thoughts won’t settle.  The slave girl takes us back to the room and promises to bring us to evening prayers, then locks the door behind her as she leaves.  Everyone else keeps around Meggi—that bruise is earning her some popularity.  I avoid them all, leaning against the glass wall and watching the fountain splash water onto the wall.  I keep breathing in and out, deep breaths, trying to concentrate on the smells around me, but it doesn’t work.  There are too many smells, or maybe not enough, and they’re too tangled up, or maybe the air is just empty of smell, bland white like the walls and the porridge.  Or maybe it’s me that’s too tangled up—too many thoughts, too many feelings, in too short a time.

    My head hasn’t yet stopped hurting from last night.  If Mami were here, she’d put her hand on my forehead and ease the pain away.  I squeeze my eyes shut and lean my forehead against the glass, trying to pretend it’s Mami’s hand, but it doesn’t work.

    Is this what it’s like to go mad?  What it’s like to live in Sahnsor Ti’ath’s head?

    I shudder and close my eyes tighter.  I can’t worry about Sahnsor Ti’ath anymore.  He was playing me, and I’m done with him.

    Of course.  Sahnsor Ti’ath.

    Something happens then, a shift.  Something sharp that was out of place slides back to where it belongs, and everything around it stops throbbing the way the skin around a cut will stop hurting when you take the pressure off it.

    I’m seeing only a few pieces of the story, little shards all jumbled up and missing the most important bits.  That’s why trying to understand it hurts, why I can’t put things together in an order that makes sense.

    But I suspect Sahnsor Ti’ath might be able to fill in those gaps.

    …

    I look for him as the Sahnsor are leaving the prayer room after evening prayers.  He’s walking from the room with his attention stuck on the ground until he passes me.  Our eyes meet.  I lift my eyebrows.  I should smile, but I’m all out of smiles now, so hopefully he can tell I’m trying to notice him.  He nods to me and follows his red-haired friend from the prayer room.

    I linger a little behind the others as we go back to the room, half trying to avoid everyone and half giving the Sahnsor a chance to catch me in the hallway like he did the first night, and it works.

    “Kalima,” he says quietly from behind me.

    I stop but don’t turn around.  What am I doing?  This man has been a part of the confusion and nonsense of the last few days.  He’s been plucking at my sympathies like they are strings and pulling out of me whatever tune he wants.  He’s a madman and a liar, and now I want him to explain to me the intricacies of Eris’s mysterious will—information that, even if he does have, he has no reason to share with me?

    Maybe I have lost my mind.

    “Kalima?” he says again, this time as a question.

    I turn on my heel and open my mouth to say something—but nothing comes out.  There’s so much I don’t even know where to start.

    He watches me for a moment as I struggle for words, then glances up the hall as though something caught his attention.  “Later?” he suggests.  His voice is faster now, hurried.

    I peek over my shoulder.  There’s another green-hemmed robe coming toward us.  I lower my eyes to my feet and nod.

    “All right.”

    I turn back around, nearly bumping into the other Sahnsor.  We sidestep each other, and I hurry down the hallway.

    “Pi’lat,” I hear Ti’ath greet the other Sahnsor.  Then he switches to clicking, and I can’t understand him anymore.

    I look back once, just before catching up with the others.  The Sahnsor are walking the other way.  The redheaded one has a hand on Ti’ath’s shoulder in a grip that would be friendly except there’s force in it, like he’s pushing Ti’ath down the hall in front of him.

    I hurry to catch up with the other selected before anyone notices I’m not there.

    …

    Tonight, there is no sleeping, so I don’t even try.  Instead, I sit on the bench in the main room, watching the garden and trying to figure out what I’m going to say.  My fingers tap nervous beats against the wood seat of the bench.

    And I wait.

    Finally, after what must be an hour or more, there’s a soft knock at the door.  I jump to my feet and go over to the door.  “Hello?”  There’s only one person it could be, but I ask anyway.

    “Kalima?”  His voice is muffled by the door.

    “Yes.”

    “Should I…?”

    “Please.”

    There’s a moment of scraping, and then the door clicks free of the lock.  I pull it open.

    Sahnsor Ti’ath straightens and puts his little silver knife back into his robe.  “The garden?”

    I nod and step into the hallway.

    He nods, too, slowly.  He pulls the door shut but doesn’t lock it, gestures me toward the turn that’ll take us to the garden.  His movements are slower, heavier, than normal, and it pricks my suspicion.  What does he know?  Is he trying to decide what he’ll say to me, how he’ll best be able to avoid my questions and play on my sympathies?

    I can’t let him.  Tonight, Sahnsor Ti’ath is going to tell me the truth, one way or another.

    …

    We go to the fountain.  I sit on the wall; he stands a few steps away, his arms crossed and his eyes on the water spurting from the tips of the crescent moon.  Neither of us say anything for a long time.

    Finally, I can’t stand it anymore.  “Why do they have a statue of an old Anami goddess in their garden?”  Not the most important of my questions, but one that has been bothering me.  And it’s easy, not accusatory.  Safe.

    “Sentiment,” he answers.

    “Of what?”

    He shrugs.

    More silence.  I dig my toes into the dirt.  The liali have pulled themselves closed for the night, but their smell still hangs in the air, a blanket of spicy-sweet scent trapped beneath the glass ceiling, thick enough to cut into pieces and swallow whole.  My stomach rolls like I’m about to be sick.

    “So.”  Ti’ath lets out a long, slow breath.  “You saw today what the high priest is doing, and now you’re wondering what you’re doing here—what you’re still doing here.”

    I frown.  “How do you know that?”

    “I saw you.  You had your eyes open the whole time.”  He uncrosses his arms and turns toward me.  “That was very wrong.  Very sinful.”  The words are scolding, but there’s a smile tugging on the corners of his lips, and his tone is almost pleased.

    “You didn’t tell anyone?”

    He laughs that almost-silent laugh.  “You’re still alive, aren’t you?”

    I look back at the closed-up liali.

    There’s another moment of silence.  Slowly, he unstiffens, sits on the wall a few feet to my right, and leans toward me, forearms on his knees.  “Kalima,” he says gently, “I know it’s hard for you to believe, but you can trust me.  I’m not going to hurt you.”

    Desert mutt.  Lone duk.  I try to imagine him with fangs and a grin dripping saliva.

    It doesn’t help.  I can’t imagine him grinning.

    “So, you saw the high priest today marking the girl who went home with a different stylus than he used on the rest of you, and you realized—what, exactly?”

    This isn’t fair.  I was going to be the one to ask the questions.  But I can’t help the fact I appreciate his prompting; even after thinking about it most of the day, I still have no idea how to start.  “That he already knew who was going to leave,” I say.  Maybe this way is better anyway.  Let him offer me the information I want, rather than me demanding it.  It’ll keep him from becoming defensive—and maybe that’ll keep him honest.

    He nods.  “Which you found strange, because…?”

    “Because only Eris is supposed to know that until the moment it’s revealed to everyone else.”

    “Which is supposed to happen after the marking?”  The tone in his voice makes me wonder if that’s true.

    No, I can’t let him make me doubt myself.  I know I’m right about this.  “Of course,” I say.

    He smiles a little, a kind of poor-girl-doesn’t-know-what-she’s-saying smile that puts me on edge.

    “‘And the worthy shall be revealed unto my priests through prayer and ritual,’” I say, quoting one of the passages of sacred texts the east-bank priest likes to trot out on special occasions.  “That’s how the selecting works.  Eris said so himself.”

    He shakes his head.  “The high priest has always known beforehand who will be going home that day.”

    My voice is trying to creep up toward its upset pitch and volume; it takes effort to keep it quiet and low.  “So, the selecting has always been fixed?”

    “Fixed,” he repeats slowly, carefully, like he’s rolling the word around in his mouth trying to taste it.  “That’s an interesting choice of words.”

    “You’re avoiding the question.”

    “You’re right.”  A small, bitter smile.  “I am.”

    “Why?”

    “Does it matter?”

    “Stop it!”  I get to my feet, take a few quick steps away so I’m standing in the middle of the nearest plot of liali.  I pull in two deep breaths and turn back toward him, but I don’t take back the steps.  The distance between us, the difference in height now that I’m standing and he’s still sitting, makes me feel better, less vulnerable.  I could drop my words on him like a sack of bricks.  “Yes, it does matter, because you know what’s going on.  You’re part of it.”

    And then he’s on his feet, too.  He takes one step toward me and stops, his hand half-raised like he wants to put it on my shoulder and sit me down but doesn’t dare.  “It’s not what you think.”

    “No?” 

    “No.  I have no part in deciding who goes home or who stays.”

    “And dies.”

    His head tilts a little downward, as though it suddenly got too heavy for him to hold up straight anymore.  Pain scrunches up his features.  “I don’t make that decision.  You have to believe me.”

    I shouldn’t.  I know I shouldn’t, but, on this point, I do.  “All right.  If it’s not what I think, then what is it?”

    He sits back down on the fountain wall, leans his arm into his knees, and looks at his hands as he speaks.  “The selecting isn’t usually fixed, at least not in the way you meant the word.”

    “How did I mean the word?”

    He frowns at his hands.  “Predetermined from the outset.”

    I don’t know what that’s supposed to mean, but I don’t want to give him any more reasons for getting distracted now he’s finally answering my questions.  “So the selecting is always fixed, but not in the way I think ‘fixed’ to mean?”

    He nods.  His hands are squeezed together, the way I do when I’m trying to hide the fact they’re shaking.

    “But there’s something different about this one.”

    He glances up at me.

    “You said ‘usually.’”

    He smiles.  “You are sharp.”

    I don’t answer, and his smile disappears as quickly as it came.  His eyes go back to his hands.  “You’re right.  This one is different.”

    “How?”

    “It’s fixed.  In the way you mean the word.  Predetermined from the outset.  Decided sixteen turns ago.”

    All the air leaves my body in a single whoosh.  I’d been expecting to hear something like that all afternoon, but to hear it put into words by someone else’s voice makes me realize how unbelievable the idea is.  The sacrifice is the oldest and most holy ritual of them all—it’s not something people touch.  To fix it, to impose a will onto it that isn’t Eris’s—it’s unthinkable.

    My back is against the trunk of the nearest geena tree.  I don’t remember stepping back or hitting it.  I lean against it, let it prop up most of my weight.  My legs are about as strong as water.

    “I’m sorry, Kalima.”  His voice has fallen to a whisper.  “I’m so sorry.”

    “It’s me, isn’t it?  That’s why I haven’t been sent home yet, because it was decided I’m going to be the one who—”  The words get stuck in my throat, and I can’t finish.

    His eyes fall back to his hands.  He nods slowly.

    “Why?  The bastard daughter of a town man?  I’m not worthy to atone the world of its sins, and I don’t deserve to die.”  There are tears on my cheeks; I swipe at them with my palms.  “Do I?  Tell me that, Sahnsor, son of our great god Eris.  Do I deserve to die for my parents’ sins?”

    “Of course you don’t.”  His voice is hollow.

    “Then why?  Why do I deserve to die?”

    A pause.  When he answers, his voice has dropped so quiet I almost can’t hear him through the pounding in my ears.  He doesn’t look up from his hands.  “It’s not you.”

    Deep breath in.  Out.  Liali, geena blossoms, wet stone from the fountain.  I focus on keeping my voice level.  “What’s not me?”

    “The reason you’re here.  It’s not for you.”

    I sigh, frustrated with him and his half-answers.  “Who’s it for, then?”

    He looks at me now, long and silent like he did the first time, like there’s some significance in the expression.  His hands are clenched together so tight the skin is almost as white as his robe, and his shoulders are hunched in as though against a blow, but his expression is gentle.  “They gave out that my sin was leaving the palace and my punishment was disinheritance because they didn’t want anyone else to know.”

    The knot in my stomach tightens.  “Know what?”

    “What my real sin—and my real punishment—are.”

    “What are they?”

    I know as soon as I ask the question that I shouldn’t have.  I wish I could grab the words out of the air and stuff them back into my mouth.  That is an answer I don’t want.

    But it’s too late.  The question is out.  And the answer comes, quietly, slinking across the space between us.

    “You.”

    



    
    
    
    
    PART THREE

    



    
    A TRIAL

    
    
    The hand on the back of his neck shoved him through the door.  He jerked himself free and straightened, tugging on the front of his robe.  They were in the judgment hall, and twenty elders watched him from behind one long table.

    “Elder Ji’als, second seat,” said Elder Bi’tan, first seat.  “What is your complaint?”

    So.  It was going to be a formal proceeding.

    Elder Ji’als stepped one half-step toward the table.  “My brothers, this boy—” he gestured to the side without looking away from the other elders “—is consorting with an Anami.”

    Every eye in the court, even those of the slaves and wives, turned on him.  He gritted his teeth and glared back.

    “Elder Ji’als,” said Elder Bi’tan, “I wish to impress on you the seriousness of your accusation.  The punishment for such a crime is death.  Are you certain you wish to proceed?”

    “I am.”

    “Then present the accused.”

    The hand was back on his neck, shoving him forward.  He jerked away from it again.

    Elder Bi’tan addressed him.  “Sahnsor Ti’ath, oldest son of Elder Ji’als, second seat and Holder of the Broaken Chalice.”

    It felt ridiculous holding to the formalities of the court, especially given the way Elder Ji’als was tossing him around like a bag of duk bones, but he had enough pride yet to take a step forward and bow his head.  “I am here.”

    “Sahnsor Ti’ath, you have been brought before the court on the accusation of having contact with an Anami, a crime forbidden not only by law, but by our great and powerful E’ris.  What have you to say?”

    There’s no way they could’ve known.  He sent the slave back at the palace door.  “Sir, with all respect due to the second seat, I don’t know what Anami Elder Ji’als speaks of.  I’ve had no more contact with any Anami than you have.”

    “He’s lying,”  Elder Ji’als said.  “I have witnesses.”

    “Witnesses?”  He smiled at Elder Bi’tan like the whole thing was a joke and hoped he was doing it right.  “I assure you, sir, I am not one of them.”

    “Of course you aren’t, you worthless piece of—”

    “Elder Ji’als,” Elder Bi’tan interrupted, voice booming.  “You will keep a civil tongue in your mouth, or you will spend the night in the dungeon for disorderly conduct.”

    Elder Ji’als pressed his lips together until the color drained out of them.

    “That’s better.”

    “Sir.”  Ti’ath took a step forward.  He knew what he had to say.  The thought of what might happen after made his fingers cold, but the consequences of not convincing them would be far worse.  “Sir, with respect, I am offended by the charge, and I think it’s clear that Elder Ji’als is not in his right mind.  If it be the will of the court, I request the accusation against me be dropped and no further investigation into this madness be made.”

    “Sahnsor Ti’ath, your request is noted by the court.  However, the accusation cannot be dropped without thorough investigation.  Elder Ji’als, you claimed to have witnesses to the crime?”

    “I do.  My own slave saw him leave the palace two nights ago.”

    Ti’ath smiled again, but this one was unsteady.  “A slave’s witness isn’t permissible in court, and even if it were, a slave seeing me leave the palace proves nothing.”

    “And my second son has seen them together.”

    Ti’ath froze, his insides turning as cold as his fingers.  Di’ent swore he wouldn’t say anything.  We’re brothers, he’d said.  I won’t tell.

    “Di’ent!” Elder Ji’als shouted.  The sound reverberated against the walls.

    Di’ent slunk from the corner of the room, his eyes on the floor.  They flickered up once as though he meant to look at Ti’ath, but they didn’t make it all the way before falling again.

    “Sahnsor Di’ent, second son of Elder Ji’als,” Elder Bi’tan greeted him.

    Di’ent bowed his head.  “I am here.”

    “Sahnsor Di’ent, you have been brought before the court as a witness against Sahnsor Ti’ath, oldest son of Elder Ji’als, who stands here accused of the crime of having contact with an Anami.  What have you to say?”

    “Sir, with respect due to the oldest son, the accusation is true.  I have seen it.”

    A long moment of silence.  Ti’ath frowned at his brother, but Di’ent kept his eyes on the floor.

    When Elder Bi’tan spoke again, his voice no longer boomed with authority; it seemed even the first seat was shaken by the idea.  “Could you identify the Anami?”

    Di’ent looked up.  Ti’ath caught his eyes and shook his head.

    Please, brother, you don’t understand, this isn’t just about me.  Please don’t tell them.

    Di’ent’s gaze flashed over to Elder Ji’als.  Elder Ji’als nodded encouragement.  “If you know, you are bound by law to tell.”

    We’re brothers.  Don’t tell.

    “Sahnsor Di’ent?  Elder Ji’als is correct—you are bound by law to speak the truth to the court.”

    His face was pale, the expression on it like he was worried he might be sick.

    “Sahnsor Di’ent, identifying the Anami will not convict you of any crime,” Elder Bi’tan said gently, like he was bestowing a mercy.

    “Her name is Henna.”  His voice was barely audible.

    A few of the elders shifted in their seats; Elder Bi’tan quieted their fidgeting with two raised fingers.  “It seems that a few of my brothers recognize the name, and, indeed, I must admit to having heard it myself.  I think you may know why.”

    Yes, he did.  What a fool he’d been to think his story about a made-up vision would stay between him and the slave he’d told it to.

    All slaves reported to the elders, even the ones that seemed willing to keep secrets.

    The court was watching him with new suspicion in their expressions.  “Elder Ji’als,” Elder Bi’tan began, “when did you say your slave saw Sahnsor Ti’ath leave the palace?”

    “Two nights ago,” Elder Ji’als answered.

    “Sahnsor Ti’ath, what were you doing two nights ago outside of the palace?”

    “What does it matter?  Yes, I left the palace.  That’s not a crime.”

    “Missing morning prayers is,” Elder Ji’als said.

    Ti’ath let out a breath.  “Yes, I left the palace two nights ago.  Yes, I missed morning prayers yesterday.  How does that mean I’ve been having a relationship with an Anami?  Sir.”  He looked at Elder Bi’tan and tried to force a laugh through a jaw that had frozen to ice.  “Clearly my little brother is mistaking the report of the vision sent to me by our great god E’ris for an event he actually witnessed.  You cannot let them continue to accuse me of something for which the only proof is hearsay and speculation.”

    “Sahnsor Ti’ath is, of course, correct.  Elder Ji’als, do you have anything more to add?”

    Elder Ji’als seethed, but he didn’t say anything.

    “Very well.  Sahnsor Ti’ath, oldest son of Elder Ji’als, second seat and Holder of the Broaken Chalice, you are hereby cleared of the accusation of having contact with an Anami unless and until such time as your accusers can present further evidence.  You are free to go, and we apologize for the inconvenience today.”

    “Thank you, sir.”

    He had already started from the room when Elder Bi’tan continued, this time in the language of the slaves.  “Anami Henna will be beheaded at the next sunrise.”

    He stopped, lurching a little like Elder Bi’tan’s words had pushed him from behind, and turned back around.  “No.  You dropped the accusation.”

    “On you.  There is no leniency for Anami.”

    “So to even be accused of a crime—to not even be accused of it—is to be found guilty?”

    Elder Bi’tan lifted an eyebrow.  “And why should you be so interested in what happens to an Anami?”

    The ground was opening up beneath him, cracks spreading across a place that just a moment ago was secure.  All his breath went out of him at once.  “It doesn’t seem fair.”

    “It’s not.  But you can’t be fair with Anami.  You may go.  Slave, the Anami.”  Elder Bi’tan stood, and the rest of the court followed his lead.  His slave pulled away from the other slaves and edged toward the door.

    He grabbed her shoulder.  “Wait!  You can’t.”

    “Please, sir,” she protested, but Elder Bi’tan interrupted her.

    “Sahnsor Ti’ath, do you have something else to say?”

    How had it gone so wrong so fast?  Just a few seconds ago, he’d been about to walk out the door with the accusation dropped, and now the entire court was watching him like he might make a mad leap for their throats.  He had to do something, say something, fast, or Henna was dead, and Kalima, too.

    The slave was pulling away from his hand.  The words came out of him in a burst of desperation.

    “There’s a child!”

    …

    Never in his life had he seen a room full of people go so immediately still and quiet; it was like the room itself had breathed out and then forgot how to breathe in again.  He released the slave—he was sure she wouldn’t go anywhere now—and held out his hands, palms up as though he had something to offer them in exchange for the lives of his daughter and her mami.  “Anami Henna has a child.  Please, she’s just a baby.  If you kill her mami, she doesn’t have a chance.  Punish me however you see fit, but please, don’t hurt them.”

    An agonizing silence, an immense and endless moment.  The elders looked at each other, some with their mouths open as though they wanted to speak but couldn’t find their voices.  Elder Ji’als recovered first.  “A child?  Is it…yours?”  He winced over the word.

    His voice fell to a whisper.  “Yes.”

    What had he done?  There was no way to unspeak the words; now he could only plead for mercy.

    “Please.  She’s just a baby.”

    “And you’ve been lying to the court,” Elder Bi’tan said quietly.

    He bowed his head.

    Elder Bi’tan sighed, a long, loud exhale, and sank into the nearest chair, which wasn’t his own.  He laid his palms flat against the top of the table.  “Sahnsor Ti’ath, there’s nothing else to be done.  The law is the law for a reason.”

    “Please,” he whispered.  There was no hope left in his voice.  “She’s just a baby.”

    Elder Bi’tan nodded to his slave.  “Take him to the dungeon.”

    Now it was the slave’s hand on the back of his neck, pushing him forward.  He looked back once.  Di’ent bowed his head.  Elder Ji’als smiled grimly.

    The door shut behind him.

    …

    He spent three days in a dungeon cell, every second of it expecting someone to haul him up to the execution block and drop an ax on his neck.  Waiting for someone to come and tell him that a slave had dragged Henna and Kalima to the riverbank and beheaded them, and it was his fault.  If he hadn’t been so careless, so trusting, so stupid….

    For three days, he neither slept nor ate, and he only drank because the dungeon mistress forced water into his hands and stood there watching him until he drank it.  Otherwise, he was left alone in the permanent darkness of the dungeon—alone but for his thoughts, which were torture.

    So when a slave finally unlocked his cell and gestured him out, he greeted the thought of execution with relief.  At least it was something, some forward motion, and it was no less than he deserved.  He followed the slave without resisting from the dungeon, down the twisting white corridors of the palace, and…

    To his own bedroom?

    “Would you like something to eat, sir?” the slave asked, opening the door for him.

    It took him a moment through his surprise to form words.  “But you’re supposed to take me to the execution block.”

    The slave held the door.  “No, sir.”

    “But—”

    She placed a hand on his back and pushed him into the room.  “I’ll bring you some supper, sir,” she said, but then closed the door before he had a chance to respond.

    And he heard, very faintly, the click of the lock.

    



    
    DAY 6

    
    
    “Me?” I repeat.

    “No, that came out wrong.  My sin was my relationship with your mami.  You were a result, a surprise.  The reason they found out.”

    I don’t say anything, waiting for him to stop talking nonsense.

    “No.  That’s not true.  They found out—”  One of his hands comes up; he leans his forehead into the fleshy part of his palm and speaks at the ground again.  “They found out because I told them.  I was trying to protect you, but I couldn’t.  It didn’t matter—they would’ve found out about you anyway when they found Henna.  I just sped up the process.  And now you’re here, and it’s my fault.”

    The poor confused man—can he even hear what he’s saying?  But it’s getting harder to wait patiently for something sensible to come out of his mouth, harder to not interrupt and set him straight.

    His relationship with my mami, indeed.

    “You’re mad.”  The words are almost too quiet to hear.  “Completely and totally out of your mind.”

    He picks his head up off his hand and smiles at me.  “Sometimes.”

    “You do realize what you’re saying is impossible, right?  My mami’s never known a Sahnsor.”

    “She spent eight days here.”

    “But she’s an Anami, and Anami don’t have relationships with Sahnsor.  It’s forbidden.”

    He smiles again.  “And what would you call this?”

    At first, I’m not sure what he means, and I open my mouth to tell him so.  But then I do know.  He means the two of us, here, talking like friends.

    But we aren’t friends.  The only thing I want from him is the answers to my questions, and I still don’t know what he wants from me.

    “Well, I’m only half Anami,” I say like that’s a sensible reason.

    “That’s right.”

    “But my papi was a town man.  Everyone knows that.”

    “I never thought I’d be the one to tell you.  I always assumed she would.”

    “Tell me that you’re—”  There’s something clawing at the inside of my throat, blocking the rest of the words.

    He stands up and takes a few steps toward me, hesitant as though he’s approaching an injured mutt that might bite, but then stops well beyond arm’s-reach and just looks at me.  “That you’re…”  He breathes in as though gathering courage and lets the rest out in a rush.  “You’re my daughter.”

    The words hang there, twisting up with the sickly-sweet scent of the liali, waiting for an answer.  But what can I say to that?  It takes me a moment to form words again.  “No,” I say, as gently as I can, because he’s beyond hope and I don’t know what he might do if I startle him.  “That’s impossible.  It’s not allowed.”

    “Of course it isn’t!”  He blows out a breath.  “E’ris and all his angels, Kalima, did you think I’d stay here one second longer if they didn’t keep me locked up like a duk in its coop?  That I wouldn’t have been with you and your mami for the last sixteen turns if I’d been able to leave?  Because you’d be wrong.”

    I have the childish urge to put my hands over my ears and la-la-la to drown him out.

    He takes another hesitant step toward me, and I match it with an equal-sized step back, putting the geena tree half-between us.  “Don’t,” I say, my voice breaking.

    He backs up against the fountain wall and drops down onto it again.  “I’m sorry.  It’s a lot to have sprung on you, and I wasn’t thinking.  I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”

    “Stop.  Just stop!”  The thing clawing at my throat has found my voice and lodges there like a hard lump of porridge, choking me.  I back away.

    “Kalima, please—”

    I shove my hands against my ears and run from the garden.

    …

    I slam the door to the main room closed behind me, for the moment not caring if I wake the others, then lean against it, shaking fit to break apart.  My legs won’t hold me; I slide down the door to the floor, press my elbows against my knees, and bury my face in my hands.

    It can’t be true.  It can’t be.  Everything else, I can believe.  I can believe the selecting has been fixed, that someone inside the palace wishes to put their own will above Eris’s.  I can believe it’s been fixed so that I will be the one who won’t be going home again.  I can even believe there’s someone inside the palace mad enough to be kind to me.

    But this?  My papi—a Sahnsor.  It can’t be true.

    I press my fingers against my eyes until soft purple and blue shapes dance behind my eyelids.  I wish I could press my fingers further back, through my eyes and into my brain, and pluck out Ti’ath’s words like picking spines out of my hand.

    He’s crazy, and he’s a liar, and I shouldn’t believe anything he says.

    But I do.  That’s the problem—I do believe him, about some things at least.  I believe him about the selecting.

    Great god Eris, the selecting.  What am I going to do?

    There’s nothing to do.  I’ll either be selected, or I won’t.  I’ll either go home, or I won’t.  Everyone dies in the end; if I am selected to be the sacrifice, at least I’ll be dying to atone the world of its sins, and there’s no nobler cause than that.

    And if it is fixed?  Would I really be dying to atone for the world’s sins, or only to punish my parents for theirs?  That would only make sense if my parents knew about it, and they don’t.  They couldn’t.  Mami would’ve stopped them if she had, and my papi—

    My papi is a town man who wouldn’t know me from Ri’ban’s first wife.  One Sahnsor’s insanity can’t change that.

    I rock up onto my knees and press my palms flat against the floor.  I should bury my fingers in ash or dirt, draw the line down my forehead and nose and lips with a dirty finger, but there’s no dirt on this floor, so I draw the line with my clean fingertip and hope Eris forgives me for not doing it just right.

    It’s only been a few hours since evening prayers, but prayers in the palace have a way of making it difficult to actually say your prayers, and I feel strange on my knees, my hands on the floor and my head bowed, like it’s been a long time since the last time I was in this position.

    Great god Eris, who sees all and knows all, who rules over the world and everything in it, please forgive him for his lies and don’t let Oxx touch his mind anymore.

    This prayer startles me almost to stopping.  I’m praying for him?  What’s wrong with me?  He’s a Sahnsor—he doesn’t need my prayers.

    But the words feel right, and after that short moment, I go back to praying them.  Tears slide down my cheeks, hot and salty.  I don’t lift my hands to wipe them away.

    Please don’t make him suffer his madness anymore.  Please.

    I’m praying so hard the last word comes off my lips, too, spoken into the empty air.

    “Please.”

    …

    The shaking eventually calms, but even after it’s quieted to a tremor in my chest, I don’t move.  There’s very little peace on my knees, but there’s none at all off them.

    I do look up once, out the glass wall to the garden.  The world has gone from black to gray.  Ti’ath is still where I left him, sitting on the fountain wall, elbows propped up on his knees, forehead in his hands, and fingers clenched in his hair.  I watch him, wondering if he’ll move.

    He doesn’t, not even when the slave girl enters the garden, carrying her tray of bowls and cups and a steaming pot of tea.  She stops when she sees him, tilting her head like she’s trying to figure out what he’s doing there, then goes over to the fountain.  She sets the tray on the wall and goes up to him.  Her lips move; I imagine her asking him if he’s all right.

    He moves then, dropping his hands and lifting his head.  After a moment, he stands like an old man with creaky joints.  His lips move, too—answering her?  Giving a reason for why he’s in the garden before sunrise and looking like someone just snatched his last shred of hope out from under his fingers?

    I guess that was me.  The hope-snatcher.

    The slave girl pours a cup of tea and offers it to him.  He shakes his head.  His lips move again, and what he says makes her nod.

    They stand there a moment, then Ti’ath smiles one of his small, bitter smiles and speaks again.  The slave girl frowns and nods.  He nods back, slowly, the way you do when someone is about to do something you know you can’t stop them from doing.  He puts a hand on her shoulder.  Thank you, his lips say.  He walks back into the palace.

    She watches him go, her forehead furrowed, then grabs the tray and continues to our room.

    I pick myself up from the floor to the bench and scrub at my eyes, trying to clean up the last of the night’s tears before she gets here.  A moment later, I hear her fiddling with the lock, then the surprised noise she makes when she tries the door and finds she locked it instead.  Maybe I should be nervous that someone has found the door unlocked, but I’m too tired to feel anything anymore.

    The slave girl bursts into the room without the tray, her eyes wide and bottom lip caught between her teeth.  I smile at her.  “Blessed morning,” I say.  My voice is rough from all the shouting and crying I’ve done in the last day.

    “Where are the others?” she demands.

    “Still asleep, I think.”

    She hurries over to the bedroom door, peeks inside it.

    “Are you all right?”

    She lets out a breath and turns back to me.  “Yes, miss.  I’m sorry.  I thought, with the door unlocked—”

    “It was unlocked?” I ask in my best innocent voice.  Mami would frown and tell me to try again, but the slave girl only deflates the rest of the way.

    She shakes her head to herself and goes back for the abandoned tray.  “I’m sorry, miss,” she says when she comes back into the room.  “It’s been a strange morning.”

    I exhale through my nose like the start of a laugh.  “You have no idea how right you are.”

    She sets the tray down and fills the cups with unusual carefulness.  “Begging your pardon, miss,” she says after a moment, “but have you been talking to Sahnsor Ti’ath?”

    All my muscles stiffen at once.  “Why?”

    “He said something strange to me a few minutes ago.”

    “Well, he’s crazy, and he says lots of strange things.”

    She fills the last cup and turns toward me.  Her eyes come up to mine for the first time in days.  “He asked me to tell you that he’s sorry.”

    I fold my hands between my knees.  “From him?  That’s not strange.  He’d apologize for the suns rising if he thought it would do him any good.”

    The slave girl frowns.  “Are you all right, miss?”

    I almost tell her no.  I imagine telling her about the headache making my skull feel like a stubborn wall someone is trying to knock down, the homesickness making it hard to sleep at night.  And then, because I’m imagining things, I imagine her saying she’s sorry for her small but important part in keeping me here and she’s going to make it better by unlocking the front door and speaking the words that’ll make the stairs down to the town square climbable.

    But those are just imaginings, and I know imagined things are not real.  I nod.

    She considers me for a moment like she might press the issue, but then turns back to preparing breakfast.

    I look at my hands.  Not even a full six days away from my usual daily chores, and the skin across my knuckles has softened from its usual constant dryness.  It’s like they aren’t even my hands anymore.  “Did you believe him?”

    “Sahnsor Ti’ath?”

    “When he asked you to tell me he was sorry.  Did you believe him?”

    “Yes, miss.”  Without hesitation, without even the slightest pause to consider her answer.

    “Why?”

    She turns toward me again, and this time she does take a moment to think about what she’ll say.  When she  finally answers, her voice is slower than usual.  Thoughtful.  “Because Sahnsor Ti’ath always means what he says.”

    “Always?”

    “As well as I know him, yes, miss.”

    “And how well is that?”

    She shakes her head.  “About as well as I know anyone.”

    I wait for the rest.

    “I’m a slave, miss,” she says after a moment, her voice going flat.  “We don’t know anyone well.  But he’s always been kind to me, and I’ve never heard anyone say different.”

    Kind.  Yes, he does manage that one pretty well.  “But isn’t he a little crazy?”

    She blinks, and my face goes hot.  Of course I’m not supposed to say such things about a Sahnsor.  “Are you sure you’re all right, miss?”

    I swallow the lump of tears rising in my throat.  “I’m fine.  I’m sorry.  Like you said, it’s been a strange morning.”

    She hands me a bowl of porridge and a cup of tea.  I take the bowl and ignore the cup and eat.  The porridge is as lumpy and bland as ever, but I’m suddenly so hungry I almost don’t notice it.  “Maybe he is, a little,” she says after a moment.  “He was punished pretty severely for some crimes he committed when he was young, and they say he’s never been quite the same since.”

    “What happened?”

    She shakes her head.  “I only know the gossip, miss.”

    “Then what’s the gossip?”

    She glances around her as though making sure no one else can hear her.  There’s some shuffling coming from the other rooms, but it’s still slow and tired.  Her voice drops to a hurried whisper.  “That at seventeen he broke out of the palace and was unruly in the town.  They say the high priest caught him in the Most Holy Place painting slurs on the altar—but that might just be a story because it’s the only thing anyone can think of that’d be bad enough to deserve complete disinheritance.  He was the oldest son of the second seat, you know, so his disinheritance was a pretty bad punishment.”

    My stomach turns over, and my hunger disappears.  That’s exactly what she should say if Ti’ath was telling the truth.

    Of course, even if the first part, the bit about leaving the palace and being disinherited, is true, that doesn’t mean the second part about me and Mami has to be, too.

    The slave girl straightens.  “Morning prayers begin in a few minutes, miss.  You should be getting ready.”

    …

    At the end of morning prayers, as the Sahnsor are filing out of the prayer room, the slave girl gets up from her knees and goes over to one of the all-white Sahnsor, the one who addressed us the first day—or, rather, clicked at us while the high priest translated.  He’s red-faced and gray-haired, with a scowl that looks permanently carved onto his face.  There’s something about his nose and the line of his jaw that’s almost familiar, and I wonder if that’s Elder Ji’als.

    He’s clicking with one of his fellow all-whites and ignores the slave girl for the better part of the distance from the front of the prayer room to the door.  His scowl deepens when he finally decides to see her.  “What is it, slave?” he asks, sounding rather more angry than she deserves.

    “Begging your pardon, sir, but can I have a word?”

    “Not now.”

    “Sir.”  I don’t think she can scrunch in on herself any more than she already has, but she somehow manages it.  “Sir, you asked me to alert you immediately if anything strange happened.  Sir, something strange has happened.”

    His eyebrows pinch together above his nose.  His fellow elder clicks quietly to him, maybe asking if everything is all right, but he waves him away.  “What is it, slave?”

    “Something’s wrong with the locks on the doors.”

    “What?”

    She shakes her head.  “I found Sahnsor Ti’ath in the garden this morning.”

    “Slippery little weasel,” he mutters, then nods once to the slave girl.  “Thank you, slave.  I’ll see to it immediately.”

    He follows his fellows from the prayer room, but the slave girl calls out after him.  “Sir?  There is one more thing.”

    The elder barely pauses, and his voice when he answers her is annoyed again.  “What?”

    “Sir, I think Sahnsor Ti’ath may be talking to one of the selected.”

    He whirls around on her and grabs her by the arms, his grip probably tight enough to leave bruises.  “What?” he says, his voice angry this time.

    “Sir, the door to the selected’s room was unlocked this morning, and I think Sahnsor Ti’ath may be talking to one of them.”

    “Which one?”

    For the first time, the slave girl glances over at me.  Our eyes meet for a brief moment before I look down at the glass etching closest to my knees.  Not the bird today—maybe some kind of many-petaled flower?

    The slave girl’s voice drops toward a whisper.  “The blue-eyed Anami.”

    There’s a moment of quiet, and when the elder speaks again, his voice has also dropped, though the quietness in his voice is frightening.  “So I was wrong.”

    “No, sir.  Please.”  There are tears in the slave girl’s voice.  “I didn’t know before.  I’m telling you everything, as soon as I can.  Please.”

    Another, longer, pause.  The Sahnsor finish filing out of the prayer room before the elder finally says anything else.  “Fine.  Get out of my sight.”

    The slave girl is back in her normal position just in front of us a moment later.  Her hands are in fists, and her breaths are trembling.  I peek up at her as the other women and slaves leave the room.  There are indeed bruises forming on her arms.

    …

    At midday, Anami Ilshar, one of the west bank boys, is taken home by the high priest’s servants.

    I shouldn’t be surprised at this point.  We’re six days along, and so far the high priest has given no sign he might be sending me home.  It may be hard to sort out the parts of Sahnsor Ti’ath’s story I believe from the parts I don’t, but I don’t think he was lying about the selecting being fixed.  That would be a strange and absurd thing to lie about even for a madman, and it’s the only reason I have for why I’m here.  So long as I don’t think about it too hard, it makes some sense.

    Maybe.  So long as I don’t think too hard about it.

    But, considering the idea is in my head now, I don’t know why it still surprises me to hear someone else’s name being said.  I doubt the high priest will be saying my name at all, so why do I keep expecting it?

    It’d be better if I didn’t hope.  Having my hope crushed again and again is more painful than dying once would be.

    At least, I think so.  I’ve never died before, so I don’t know what it’s like.  Maybe it’s really painful.  Maybe the high priest does it slow and cruel, with a knife that has a nick in it so it tears instead of cuts—

    Stop it! I shout at myself.  Worrying about it won’t help.  Either I’ll die or I won’t, and it’s not up to me to make that decision.

    Which is good, because if it was up to me, I wouldn’t choose to die, and I wouldn’t choose anyone else to, either.  If it was up to me, everyone would be going home with Ilshar right now.

    I glance at Meggi.  She’s on her hands and knees like normal, leading most of the other selected in prayer.  The bruise on her face is already starting to fade—I didn’t hit her all that hard—and I wonder if she’d even want to go home.

    It wouldn’t matter.  If it was up to me, she’d go home today whether she wanted to or not.  Everyone would go home, and the world would just have to stop sinning.

    …

    I sit on the fountain wall and look out over the white robes of the Sahnsor.  It’s a moment before I realize I’m looking for Ti’ath.  A strange, tingly sort of panic races down my arms, twists up my stomach like the ends of a paper candy-wrapper, and I focus on the bee buzzing between the blooms of the geena tree instead.

    I’m not ready to face Sahnsor Ti’ath.  Not yet.  Maybe not ever, not with those insane words of his—you’re my daughter—hanging in the air between us.

    “Anami Kalima.”

    The voice is deep and harsh and so heavy with tongue-clicks it’s almost impossible to hear words through the noise.  I look up, my heart kicking into double its normal speed.  The elder the slave girl spoke to this morning stares down at me.

    I train my eyes on the glaring all-whiteness of his robe.

    “May I have a word with you?” he asks.  His accent is so heavy it must be intentional, like he’s adding extra clicks even over the soft letters where no clicks should go.

    “A word, sir?  Now?”

    “Now, Anami.”

    This is ridiculous; we’re in the middle of the garden.  There’s any number of Sahnsor and selected who could see us, and the high priest is barely ten steps away.  At least Sahnsor Ti’ath had the sense to be discreet.

    But then, what do I know?  Maybe being a Sahnsor elder means he can do whatever he wants, whenever he wants.  Maybe laws and sins don’t apply to him, or to the rest of them, the same way they apply to us.

    Though that says nothing about whether or not I’ll be damned for all eternity for answering back.

    He steps back and gestures toward the furthest-away wall.  “I’ll just need a minute.”

    His politeness is disturbing, because it’s not real.  It’s all a show—but of what?  Power?  The fact he can afford to be polite to me if he wants?

    I smile and stand up.  I won’t look him in the face, but I can play the politeness game, too.  “All right,” I say like he was giving me a choice.

    We move off the path and to one of the garden walls.  It’s a little more private, but I’m not sure that’s a good thing.  I don’t know what he wants, and having a nearly-private conversation with this man strikes me as a bad idea.  I wish someone would come to find out what’s going on, or even just be within overhearing distance of us, but everyone else is content in their little groups at the other end of the garden.

    “I’ve been told that you may have been speaking to Sahnsor Ti’ath,” he says after a moment.

    I almost laugh, or groan, and end up kind of sighing.  What is this world coming to that every person in the palace thinks it matters whether or not I’ve had conversation with Ti’ath?  “Is that a problem, sir?” I ask.  The question itself is innocent enough, but my tone comes out sour—I-can’t-believe-he-said-that-to-me sour.  I try to remind myself I’m talking to a Sahnsor, a son of our great god Eris, and I should show the appropriate fear and awe, but I can’t.  I’m all out of fear and awe for these men who dress like stone walls and talk like pincer-bugs.

    The elder leans toward me.  He’s a tall man, and quite fat around the middle, so he manages to be intimidating just by the fact of his size, and his leaning presses me back against the garden wall.  His breath smells faintly like the tea served with our porridge.

    I cringe away.  Maybe the only reason I’m not covered in boils already is because I’ve been talking to the wrong Sahnsor.  Maybe only the all-white ones can call down curses from the sky.

    But when he speaks again, his voice is as polite as before.  “I’m afraid it is a problem.  Sahnsor Ti’ath isn’t well.”

    Oh.  I’m glad it’s not just me who thinks so.  The way the slave girl was talking this morning, I was beginning to worry for the sanity of everyone inside the palace.

    “He’s had to be kept under surveillance for most of his life; otherwise, he is a danger to himself and all those around him.”

    “A danger?  Really?”  He’s never seemed dangerous to me.  Troubled, yes, but not threatening or violent.  Mostly what I’ve felt for him hasn’t been fear but pity.

    The elder gets quiet all of the sudden, and I realize I interrupted him.  My face gets hot.  “I’m sorry, sir,” I mumble at the ground.

    “Yes, a danger.  It was foolish of me to allow him the freedom I did these last few days.”

    Did you think I’d stay here one second longer if they didn’t keep my locked up like a duk in its coop?

    “My point, child, is that you shouldn’t believe anything he says.  He’s of an utterly unsound mind, and he is prone to some strange and elaborate fantasies.”  He smiles almost cheerfully, as though talking about someone else’s madness is a joke.  “He may even try to tell you about the great conspiracy we have arranged with the selecting.  He may try to tell you that the process has been tampered with.”

    Cold flashes through my body like some of my blood was replaced with shards of ice.  “He did.”

    The elder lifts an eyebrow.  “Already?  That’s interesting.  He usually waits until near the end of the selecting for that particular theory of his, tells the last two or three of you.”

    “He usually tells people the selecting’s been fixed?”

    “This would be the third time.”

    “Oh.”  My voice has gone weak.

    “I do apologize, child.  I will personally see to it that he doesn’t bother you again.”

    I frown.  “What does that mean?”

    The elder waves the question away with one quick flick of his wrist.

    But I can’t let that one go; the half-formed stories of Sahnsor punishments I’ve heard are too awful.  “You aren’t going to hurt him, are you?”  Madman or no, Ti’ath doesn’t deserve to lose his fingers—or his head.

    The elder blinks like I’ve surprised him, then laughs a pleased sort of chuckle.  “What an outdated idea you have of us!  No, child, pain as a method of restraint is no longer allowed.”

    “Oh.  That’s good.”

    He laughs again.  I think he may be making fun of me, and I feel stupid because I don’t get the joke.  “Just know that we have taken care of it,” he says.  Then he nods once, an acknowledging sort of nod like you’d give to an acquaintance you know you recognize but can’t quite remember the name of, and strides back to his fellow Sahnsor.

    And here I thought this day couldn’t possibly get any stranger than it already was.

    



    
    DAY 7

    
    
    The slave girl shakes me awake from vague, unsettling dreams.  Everyone else is already up and washing with the endless water pitchers beside their beds, but it takes a moment before I understand what they’re doing.  Even though I slept most of the night, I’m still as tired as I was last night.

    I’d rather have no sleep at all than spend a night having bad dreams.  At least if I don’t sleep, there’s a good reason for why I’m so tired the morning after.

    A quick glance around the room shows I’m not the only one who’s having trouble sleeping: there are dark rings under Janihar’s eyes, and Pazur keeps yawning so wide I keep imagining his jawbone coming unhinged and clattering to the floor.  I scrub at my eyes with my fingers.  I must be even tireder than I feel—that image is odd even for me.

    Morning prayers are uneventful.  I doze off during the long kneeling and bowing parts, and the slave girl has to shake my shoulder to wake me up a couple of times before we’re released for the leftover bit of the morning.

    She takes us back to the room and starts to go out but stops before her hand touches the doorknob.  Everyone else has gone back to their beds, probably hoping to squeeze in a nap before having to go out to the garden, and while that sounds like a lovely idea, I’m sick of bad dreams, and I don’t want to give myself a chance to go there again, so I tuck myself up on the bench instead, pulling my feet up and sitting my chin on my knees so I don’t have to hold up my head.

    “Are you all right, miss?” the slave girl asks, her voice soft with concern.

    I’m tired of lying about it.  I shake my head.

    She lowers her hand back to her side.  “What’s wrong?”

    I tilt my head so she’s sideways in my vision.  “I’m tired,” I say at last, quietly.  “And I want to go home.”  My voice cracks on the last word.  I’ve thought that thought so many times, but this is the first time I’ve said the words out loud to another person, and the wanting flares red-hot in my chest.

    The slave girl steps over and, after a moment’s hesitation, sits beside me.  She touches my sleeve, so lightly I can can’t feel the pressure of her fingers.  “I’m sorry, miss.”

    I shrug, struggling for casualness and aware that I’m failing, so instead I hug my knees a little tighter to my chest and change the subject.  “Was that Elder Ji’als—” I try to say his name with the click in the middle, and it makes me sound like I’m being strangled “—who you were talking to yesterday?”

    She flinches.  “Yes, miss.”

    “What’s the broken chalice?”

    She frowns.

    “Elder Ji’als—” I try again, but it’s still no better “—holds a broken chalice?”

    The slave girl’s expression clears.  “The Broaken Chalice.”

    “Bro-ay-keen,” I repeat.  Even without any clicks in it, my mouth has to fight for the sounds.  “What’s that?”

    “It’s a story, miss.”

    I straighten; the tired buzzing in my ears dims.  “Would you tell it?”

    She smiles faintly.  “I can’t, miss.”

    “Why not?”

    “I only know the first part, about how it was Woman who was deceived and not Man.  We’re not allowed to know the rest.”  The flatness that I catch in her voice sometimes is back in her voice, stronger than normal.

    “Who’s ‘we’?”

    “The daughters, miss.”

    “The daughters?”

    “Yes, miss.”

    Why is everyone in the palace so difficult to crack?  I open my mouth to keep prying when I understand.  All the woman I’ve seen in the palace have been slaves or the shaved-and-tagged but clothed women in the prayer room.

    My voice comes out as a hushed sort of whisper.  “You’re all Sahnsor.”  I’m not sure why that surprises me—aside from the selected, it’s not like anyone inside the palace would be townies or Anami.  Of course they’re all Sahnsor.

    But the slave girl shakes her head.  “No, miss.  Only the sons are Sahnsor.  We are slaves.”

    “Oh,” I say because it’s clear I’m supposed to say something, then again longer and slower when her meaning sinks in: “Oh.”

    She twists her fingers together and watches them as she speaks.  “I’m grateful, miss.  If I serve well and am pleasing to look at, I may someday be chosen as a wife and won’t have to work another day for the rest of my life.”

    “The wives don’t work?”

    “No, miss.  Their job is to bear children.”

    I look out at the garden again.  “This place is strange.”

    “No stranger than living in the mud and eating duk feathers.”  The flatness in her voice gives was to curiosity.

    I grin at her.  “No one eats the feathers, unless you’re starving, I guess, and if you’re starving, it’d be smarter to keep the duk alive so you can eat the eggs, anyway.”

    “What are eggs?”

    My mouth falls open a little at the question.  “You don’t eat eggs?”

    She shakes her head.  “Just porridge and sum’a.”

    I wrinkle my nose.  “This place is strange,” I say again, but I don’t need much prompting to talk.  I tell her about my two duks and the brown-speckled egg about the size of one closed fist I get from them every couple of days.  “They’re useless birds, really, and Mami’s always threatening to cook them if they don’t lay better, but I’m in charge of the cooking, and I say one egg every few days is better than no eggs at all.  Besides, they wouldn’t make a good meal—they’re too old, and the meat would be so tough you’d have to chew each bite until tomorrow before you could swallow.”

    Home is so bright and sharp in my mind I can almost touch the big crack that runs through the wall beside my mat, can almost hear the skronking from my duks fighting over the best perch for the night and the shrieks of children playing in the river.  I can almost smell the smoke rising off the forever half-dead fire in the fire pit and the sour tang of the dried mud-grass of the roof and can almost feel Mami’s hand brushing my shoulder as she passes.

    I have to stop talking.  I’m crying, but softly; even with homesickness tearing at my insides, I don’t have the energy to put any real force behind my tears, so they ooze from my eyes, leaving thin, cold trails when I brush them away.

    “I’m sorry, miss,” the slave girl says.  “I didn’t mean for my questions to hurt.”

    I smear the tears across my cheeks.  “No, it’s okay.  Sometimes it feels like I’ve been here forever, and that I’ll forget what home is like, and it’s good to be reminded that’s not true.  I need to remember how much I want to go home.”

    I want to go home.  I want to go home so much even the wanting hurts.

    But today, it’s Anami Veeri who gets to leave.

    …

    The four of us who are left sit in the main room after evening prayers, all of us facing each other for the first time since coming here.  The silence between us is huge and heavy.  Meggi and I stay on opposite sides of the room and don’t look at each other.  Janihar comes over and sits next to me, and I take his hand.  Pazur shifts his weight from side to side every couple of seconds.

    In four days, one of us will be dead.  And, maybe, I don’t have to guess who it will be.  If Sahnsor Ti’ath is right, I already know who it’ll be.

    Me.

    But Sahnsor Ti’ath likes to tell people the selecting has been fixed—Elder Ji’als said so.

    And what about next time?  If that’s something he likes to do, what’s to stop him from doing it to the next selected in another ten turns?  That’d be my younger cousins’ selecting—all the four of them.  Both Mami and Aunt Fiki were selected, and now Janihar and me—probably at least one more of them will be, too.  With a family history like that, it’s almost inevitable.  I imagine Riannie at age twelve, the same age as Mami was, sitting in this very place and wishing she could stop thinking about the Sahnsor who told her the selecting was fixed so she’s going to die.  The image leaves me with a churning stomach.

    Whatever Elder Ji’als does to keep him from doing it again better last a good long time.

    …

    The moon is bright tonight, and it shines through the window and onto my eyelids and keeps me from sleeping.  In the bed next to mine, Janihar tosses beneath his blankets.

    “Janihar?” I whisper across to him.  “Are you awake?”

    He flops toward me and nods.  His eyes are as big as the slave girl’s serving tray.

    I prop myself up on my elbows.  The moon shines in through the window and bathes the room in pale light.  “Did your mami ever tell you about Tazareen?”

    “No,” he whispers back.

    So I whisper the tale to him, hearing Mami’s soft voice in my ears as I tell it.  “Tazareen was the most beautiful of all the goddesses, so beautiful that the suns would turn away in envy.  When Eris saw her beauty, he wanted it for himself, and he went to her court and presented himself to her.  ‘I am the great and powerful E’ris—’” I try to pronounce it correctly, with the tongue-click in the middle and am almost able to do it “‘—and all creatures in this world worship me.  I have seen your beauty from afar and have longed for it.  I therefore implore you to accept me as your husband.’

    “But Tazareen was not moved by his words.  ‘You are worshipped by all the world,’ she said, ‘so why do you desire me?  I have nothing but the night sky.’

    “‘If you accept me,’ Eris said, ‘I will give you the day-sky to rule as your own.  The suns will do your bidding, and my angels will obey your every whim.’

    “Then Tazareen was angry and turned him out of her palace, saying, ‘Great and foolish E’ris, I see you know me not.  For, if you did, you would know that I cannot be bought with the promise of slaves and the begrudging loyalty of suns.  I have my own people, and they worship me because they love me, not because they fear me.  Your arrogance and conceit will bring death to your world, and I will none of you.’”

    I glance at Janihar.  His eyes are closed, and his breaths have steadied.  I lower my head back to the pillow and go back to watching the moonlight in the window.

    I’ve always liked that story particularly, but Mami told it only rarely, and now I think I know why.  It’s not so much about the blasphemous idea of having a story with both Eris and Tazareen together: it’s more because Eris—the great and omniscient Eris—is wrong about Tazareen, wrong to think she’d be moved by his words.  Wrong to think that by offering her power and glory, she would fall to her knees and worship him.

    And if Eris is wrong about that, even in a myth told by Anami mamis to their bedded children, what else could he be wrong about?

    



    
    DAY 8

    
    
    When the slave girl wakes us up for morning prayers, it’s raining.  At home, rainy days this close to the end of the wet season are the best days, because they don’t last long enough or rain hard enough to overflow the river and make a mess of the village, but they do mean getting a break from all the normal dry season chores—no reason to spend half the day straining and boiling the mud out of the river water when fresh water is falling from the sky.  The sand toads come out, fat from their wet-season binging, sluggish from being awakened from hibernation, and so numerous you can’t wriggle your toes without hitting a meal.

    In the main room, rainwater puddles on the floor beneath the uncovered ceiling-hole.  Do the Sahnsor really let it rain inside their palace?

    Maybe not.  Maybe they have some way of covering up the ceiling-holes and just didn’t bother with this one.  I consider getting underneath the quick drip of water and rinsing some of the grit off my hair and skin, but asking about a bath was what set Meggi off a few days ago, and I don’t want to go through that scene again, so I just eat my porridge.  No one says anything to anyone.

    Morning prayers are just morning prayers, the same as every other time in the palace.  It stops raining about halfway through prayers.  Rainy days this close to the dry season never last long.

    At midday, it’s Janihar’s mark that’s red.

    I try to catch his eye, but by the time the high priest has finished saying his name and I realize he’s leaving, the servants are already herding him from the garden.

    The formal lines break up as the servants lead Janihar away.  Meggi drops to her knees as usual, only now she does it alone.  Pazur sits on the fountain wall, and, after a moment, I join him.  “Hi,” I say as I sit down.

    “Hi,” he says back.

    Neither of us say anything else, but that’s all right; I can’t make conversation just now anyway.  I watch Meggi in her prayers for a minute, hearing again her words from a few days ago rattling around in my head.

    You shouldn’t be here, she said, and she was right.  I shouldn’t.

    I look at my right palm.  The green mark in the center is sharp and bright.  I rub at it with the pad of my left thumb, but the ink has already sunk into my skin and doesn’t come off when I touch it.  The sting from the ink flares under the pressure of my thumb.

    And the thought I’ve been trying so hard to ignore for the past few days flashes back into my head.

    Maybe Sahnsor Ti’ath was telling the truth, about the selecting and himself—and me.

    …

    I look for him at evening prayers tonight.  I tell myself it’s because I want to be prepared in case he comes up to me, but the truth is, I’m getting worried.  For five days, I couldn’t turn around without bumping into him, and then—nothing.  Of course, I have spent the last couple of days actively avoiding any possibility of seeing him: I’ve stayed in bed at night even if I can’t sleep, kept my head down whenever the Sahnsor are around, so that might be, at least in part, my fault.  Still, it’s not like he’s been shy about picking me out of the group, and his sudden and total silence does have me wondering.  So when the Sahnsor flock into the prayer room for evening prayers, I pull my eyes off the etchings on the floor, and I look for Ti’ath.

    But he isn’t here.

    At first, I think I must’ve just missed him.  The view from my knees isn’t good, and the flock of Sahnsor is three or four people deep, and maybe he’s on the far side of it.  But when I look again once they’ve spread out across the front of the room, he’s still not there.  I can pick out Elder Ji’als and the dull reddish hair of Ti’ath’s friend even over the heads of the other people in the room.  As best I can tell, everyone is here.

    Except Ti’ath.

    Elder Ji’als promised he wouldn’t let Ti’ath bother us again.  I never did find out what he meant by that.

    The giant invisible hand squeezing my stomach tightens a little more, and I’m worried I might be sick, right on my bird etching in the prayer room.  I swallow against the sensation and try to concentrate on the noises coming from the high priest instead.

    But I can’t shake away the image of how I last saw Ti’ath, sitting on the fountain wall with his head in his hands like all his hope was gone as fast and complete as smoke on a windy day.  And I can’t shake the feeling that, if something did happen to him, if the stories I’ve heard about Sahnsor punishments are true and Ti’ath is now missing his fingers—or his head—that is my fault, too.

    



    
    DAY 9

    
    
    Everyone is fidgety and anxious when the slave girl comes in with breakfast the next morning; Meggi keeps rearranging her fingers on her cup of tea, and Pazur kind of bounces from his seat on the bench.  I swirl my spoon through the globby mess of porridge and don’t eat much.

    I miss my place by the river, the finger of rock just back from the cliff into the desert, where the roar of the water around the rocks makes it difficult to do more than sit quietly and listen.  I found it when I was young, after some argument with Mami that had me deciding to run away, and afterward, that’s where I always go when my thoughts become too knotted to untangle.  I try to imagine myself there right now, my ratty old blanket around my shoulders, the roar of the water stopping up my thoughts, but I can’t.  The only thing roaring in my ears is the silence.

    We finish breakfast and go to morning prayers.  Like at evening prayers yesterday, I scan across the group of Sahnsor as they come in, as if just by looking hard enough I can make Ti’ath appear.

    But, like yesterday, he isn’t here.

    I spend the entire time of morning prayers counting the Sahnsor off in my mind again and again.  Old ones with their white hair falling out.  Young ones who squirm a little during one of the particularly-long prayers and are immediately cuffed on the shoulder by the nearest adult.  A few like the redheaded one who I half-recognize from sneaking glances at them.  Elder Ji’als.

    But not Ti’ath.

    I stop the slave girl as she’s leaving the room with the remains of breakfast.  “Wait,” I say.

    “Yes, miss?”

    “Everyone in the palace goes to prayers, right?”

    “Yes, miss.”

    “Every day, for every prayer.  To not is not done, right?”

    The slave girl frowns but answers.  “Yes, miss.”

    The hand squeezing my stomach clenches a little tighter.  “Is there any reason someone in the palace might not go to prayers?”

    Her frown deepens a little.  Has she guessed what’s got me asking such questions?  “I don’t think so, miss,” she says with an edge to her voice.  Then she considers for a moment and adds, more gently, “Imprisonment or execution.”

    My next breath gets sucked in through my teeth.  “Was he executed?” I ask.

    Meggi glares at me, then goes back to whatever thoughts she was thinking as though she can’t care anymore about what I’m doing.  The slave girl adjusts her grip on the tray.  She doesn’t answer the question.

    I let out the pulled-in breath, sit on the bench, and struggle to swallow through the sudden tightness in my throat.

    “I’m sorry, miss,” she whispers.

    I keep my eyes down and blink a few times to clear out the tears.

    The slave girl leaves the room, locking the door behind her.

    …

    The high priest’s servants come at midday as always and bring us into the garden.  The high priest speaks his same ceremonial words, tells us to close our eyes, and comes over to us.

    I peek again today.  I haven’t been for the last few days because I didn’t want to get caught.  I think Sahnsor Ti’ath saw me with my eyes open that one time because he was always watching me, but if he could see it, there’s no reason why anyone else couldn’t.

    But today, I watch the high priest.  I don’t even care if someone else notices.  Maybe disobeying the high priest will make me unworthy of sacrifice, or maybe it’ll just bring boils down on me and Mami and Aunt Fiki and my cousins, but I don’t care.  Nothing I’ve done so far has earned me any divine punishment, so I have no reason to worry about this, either.

    Still, I’m not stupid about it.  The high priest won’t do anything if he knows I’m watching, so I keep my head down and watch him through my lashes.

    Meggi is first today.  The high priest takes her hand and bows his shiny bald head over it, and the mark he makes on her hand with the point of his stick is green.

    I’m next.  He keeps out the same stick, bows his head over my hand, marks my palm with two stinging green lines.  Then he folds my fingers into a fist and reminds me to keep my hand and eyes closed until he says so.

    Now Pazur.  I already know how this will go.  Both Meggi and I have green lines on our palms, so he’s the only one left to be sent home.  The high priest puts away the stick he used on Meggi and me and pulls out a different one for making red lines.

    In a way, I’m glad.  Pazur and I aren’t friends, but we are as close to friends as I have any right to expect from a townie, and a boy at that, and I want him to be able to go home.

    But I want to go home myself even more, so when the high priest steps back from him and tells us to open our eyes and hold out our hands, his next words still clench up my stomach.

    “Walken Pazur, my servants will see you safely home.”

    Pazur lets out a breath as servants collect around him.  Our eyes catch; I smile and nod at him.  He nods back, and then the servants are herding him from the garden.

    As he leaves, I glance over at Meggi to find her glancing over at me.  She frowns her usual disdainful frown and looks away.

    It’s fixed.  In the way you mean the word.  Predetermined from the outset.  Decided sixteen turns ago.

    The two small lines on my palm burn like a still-smoldering coal.

    



    
    DAY 10

    
    
    I wake in darkness.  If it’s still night, or if it’s already early morning, I can’t tell.

    A soft noise like footsteps in the main room pulls my attention away from the beds.  My heart jumps into my throat, and I’m on my feet and at the bedroom door so fast I don’t even have the chance to wonder what I’m so excited about.  The rush of disappointment at finding Meggi by the glass wall is equally as fast and fierce.  “Oh,” I say, more as a sigh than a word.  “Hey.”

    She doesn’t turn away from her view of the garden.

    “I thought you were—”  I bite my lip to cut off the end of that statement and change the subject.  “Couldn’t sleep?”

    “No.”

    I smile a little.  “Me, too.”

    No response.

    I linger in the doorway, unsure of what to do next.  I’ve put some effort into avoiding Meggi for a long time—more than just for the days here, but for most of my life.  She and her family have always some of the most hostile people on the river, which is a big part of why I never really felt bad about stealing from her mami’s fruit cart, and if I ever saw them along the river or in a crowd, I’d wait until they were gone to do whatever I needed to do.

    But the bedroom is big and lonely, and after tonight, one of us will be sent home and the other will be killed.

    I take half-a-step out of the bedroom and press my back into the wall near the doorway.  “Meggi?” I whisper.

    Still no response.  I wasn’t expecting one.

    I press on anyway.  “I’m sorry about hitting you.”

    She shrugs.

    “Really, I am.  I was tired and upset, and the things you said, they made me angry.  I mean, some of them were true, I guess, but they made me angry.  Still, I am sorry I hit you.”

    She doesn’t answer for a long moment, long enough that I’ve decided that she isn’t going to accept my apology.  I turn back toward the bedroom.

    “You still don’t get it, do you?”  She doesn’t look away from the garden, but her reflection on the glass bounces back to me, serious and frowning as usual.

    “You’re right,” I admit.  “I don’t.”

    She pulls in a breath and opens her mouth as though to snap back at me, but then only breathes out.  “I can’t go home,” she says finally.

    “Of course you can.”

    “No, I can’t.  The disgrace—”

    “Meggi,” I interrupt, “being sent home isn’t a disgrace.  It means you get to go home, get married, have children, live your life.”

    She makes a noise in her throat, something between a laugh and a groan.  “You really don’t get it.  Maybe for you that’s what going home would mean.  But for me?  To come so close to being chosen, to being worthy of something, and then to have that taken away by someone like you?”  She shakes her head.  “I can’t.”

    “Someone like me?” I repeat.  I’m sure the words are meant to insult, but I don’t feel angry with her, only confused.

    She looks over at me now, the moonlight glinting off the tears streaking down her cheeks.  She wipes them away with the backs of her fingers and presses her forehead against the glass.  Her voice cracks.  “I couldn’t bear it.”

    “Okay.”  I join her at the glass wall.  I’m tempted to take her hand or touch her shoulder, but I don’t think she’d take comfort from me.  “So what do we do now?” I ask instead.

    “Pray.  It’s the only thing we can do.”

    I snort.  “I’ve been praying every minute of every day, and see where it’s gotten me.”

    Meggi frowns.  Maybe it’s just the darkness or the lingering shine of tears in her eyes, but her frown doesn’t seem as disgusted as usual.  “You want to leave?”

    “Of course I do.”  My voice cracks; I rumble my throat clear.  “All I want is to go home.”

    She stares at me, her mouth slightly open, no longer scowling.  “But the atonement…?”

    “It’s not my fault people sin, and it shouldn’t be my responsibility to atone for it.  Not yours, either.”

    “Don’t say that.”

    “Why?”

    “Because Eris will damn you for it.  Damn me for hearing it.”

    “Why?” I demand, my voice rising in both pitch and volume.  “Because it’s true?  Because Eris can’t stand the thought that one of his worms is more fair and just than he is?”

    Meggi turns back toward the bedroom.  “I’m not listening to you.”

    She’s almost to the door when I speak again, quieter now.  “Meggi?”

    She pauses at the doorway.

    “If I want to go home, and you want to stay, it doesn’t seem like there’d be any reason we couldn’t both have what we want.  But...”  I hesitate, rub my left thumb gently across the faint green stain on my right palm.  “If you go home, and I stay, it might not be Eris who made that decision.”

    Meggi turns toward me now, her arms crossed over her chest, her eyes narrow with suspicion.  “What do you mean?”

    It’s fixed.  In the way you mean the word.  “You were right.  I shouldn’t be here.  I know that.”  I rub my palm harder, hard enough to make the mark begin to sting all over again.  “But here I am.”

    “You don’t think Eris is in control of this?”

    “I don’t know.”  I stare out at the garden, at the water eternally spurting from the tips of Tazareen’s crescent moon.  “I thought at first he must be.  Now I’m not so sure.”

    …

    It’s a quiet morning, and even though most mornings in the palace have been quiet, this morning feels different, bigger, and the quiet in the room is thick enough that, if I had a knife, I could cut it into pieces and eat it for breakfast.

    Of course, I don’t have a knife.  If that’s just because we never get anything to eat that would need it or if someone is afraid we might injure ourselves or someone else with one if we had it, I don’t know.

    Meggi and I pick at our porridge without eating anything for a few minutes, the scraping of the spoons against the ceramic bowls the only noise in the room.  Even the sight of the lumps of pale gray porridge makes my stomach lurch.  I swallow back the saliva that turns hot and sour in my mouth.  When the feeling fades, it leaves me as cold and shaky as though I had actually emptied my stomach on the floor.  I hand my bowl back to the slave girl and shake my head at her offer of a cup of tea.  Even leaving aside the fact I’ve not yet been able to drink a full cup of tea, I’m sure anything that goes into my stomach right now will just turn around and come out again.

    The slave girl doesn’t press it, and after a few minutes of watching us not eat, she takes our bowls away, helps us straighten our clothes, and leads us out to the prayer room.

    Morning prayers pass in their normal haze of standing and kneeling and bowing, the insect clicking of the high priest making it impossible as usual to stay focused.  I scan across the crowd of Sahnsor when they come in.  Ti’ath still isn’t here, but this morning I don’t have the space in my mind to worry about where he is.

    After prayers, the slave girl takes Meggi and me back to the room, collects the dishes from our uneaten breakfast, and leaves.  The lock on the door clicks behind her.

    Meggi and I stare at each other.  I want to say something to her, but I don’t know what.  She keeps pulling in breath and then letting it out again as if she’s also trying to say something.  But neither of us get words out, so we sit in silence until the high priest’s servants come.

    …

    We go out to the garden.  The air is thick, heavy with heat and damp and the sickening-sweet scent of liali.  Trying to breathe the air is like trying to breathe water; I clench my fingers tight into fists and force the thought of drowning from my mind.  I’ve done this part of the ceremony nine times already—I’m not going to drown today.

    The servants place us in front of the fountain, and the Sahnsor come out of the palace and line up in their usual sloppy line.  The high priest steps out into the space they leave between us.  “Selected, a blessed day to you both, thanks be to our great god E’ris!  Today, one of you will finally be found worthy for the task ahead,” he says, and the variation in his greeting catches my attention.  “Tomorrow, at the moment that the sunlight touches the altar in the Most Holy Place, our great god E’ris will forgive us of our sins.”

    Meggi’s fingers all knot together into a single ball, and her lips move without producing any sound.

    “Close your eyes.  When I come to you, hold out your right hand.”

    I close my eyes.  I’m the first in line—if it is a line with just the two of us—and the high priest comes to me.  My fingers are cold and trembling, but I hold out my right hand to him, and he takes it and prays over it, his voice normal and even like he doesn’t notice my shaking.  He marks my palm, tells me to keep my hand and eyes closed, and moves on to Meggi.  I peek at my hand.

    Green.

    The ground tilts under my feet.  Spots scatter across my vision.  I scrunch my eyes closed so I can’t see the way the spots turn everything black.

    A moment later, the high priest steps back.  “Selected, open your eyes and hold out your hand.”

    We do.  My head feels strange, too light like it’s trying to figure out how to detach from my body and float away.  My knees shake.

    “Anami Meggi, my servants will see you safely home.”

    The servants gather around Meggi.  Her jaw falls loose, and her face turns ashy gray.  In another minute, she’ll be gone from the garden.

    I close my eyes and take a deep breath through my nose, force all of my attention onto the smell of the liali and the sweet water spilling from the fountain, and do not let my legs give out on me.

    “No, please,” I hear Meggi say—to who?  The high priest?  The servants?  I don’t trust myself enough to open my eyes and check.  “Please don’t send me back.  I offer myself as a willing sacrifice.”

    “I’m sorry, child,” the high priest says back.  “It is decided.”

    There are some noises from the servants—it sounds like one or two need to pull at her to make her move—a small whimpering noise from Meggi, the soft crunching of feet on the rocky path out of the garden.

    And then quiet.

    I open my eyes slowly, still forcing myself to concentrate on the smell of liali.  Meggi and the servants are gone, and the high priest turns back to the line of Sahnsor.  His voice booms through my head.  “And now, brethren, I introduce to you the honored child selected by our great god E’ris to atone for our sins.”  He holds out an arm to me as though encouraging me forward.  I’m sure he means for me to come up beside him, but it’s hard enough to hold onto my balance just standing still—walking forward feels about as likely as flying.

    Maybe the high priest understands this, because he takes a couple steps backward instead, putting me a hand’s-breadth in front of him, and presents me to the Sahnsor like I’m a good for sale.

    I’m going to be sick; my stomach is sloshing around like water inside a bucket.  My saliva is sour and warm.  I clench my teeth together so hard my jaw aches.

    “Holy brethren, I introduce you to our sacrifice, Anami Kalima.”

    I lurch forward half-a-step, crouch over, and empty my stomach on the white-gravel path.

    There’s not much there, as I haven’t eaten anything since last night, and my retching produces only a stinging mouthful of bile and saliva.  The Sahnsor shuffle a bit and click to each other with tones of disgust.  I imagine them as pincer-bugs, and then I imagine stepping on them, the way they would splatter beneath my feet.  Pincer-bugs produce the most excellent blue-black splatter.

    A hand touches my shoulder.  I look up.  My vision blurs through tears, and it takes me a moment to recognize the slave girl.  She crouches beside me.  “It’s all right, miss,” she whispers.  “Can you stand?”

    I nod and force my legs to straighten.  My knees are still shaking, and my balance wobbles, but the slave girl slides her arm under mine and helps me stay upright.  We leave the garden.

    …

    I make it all the way back to my room, through the minutes of the slave girl bustling around and asking me if I need anything, and until she has finally left and locked the door behind her before the real panic hits.

    I’m going to die.

    I’d never let myself put those words in that order before.  Even in the moments when it was possible—even when Ti’ath was telling me the selecting was fixed—even when I believed him—I didn’t let myself think the actual words.  But, now that I have, I can’t stop thinking them.  They rush around my head, dancing in circles, making me dizzy.

    I’m going to die.

    The walls of the room creep in on me, squeezing out all the air.  I jump to my feet and cross the room, counting my steps.

    Eleven.  I’m certain the room was bigger the first time I saw it.

    Reflected-me is faint in the glass, trembling and grayish, but it’s the expression I see on her face that frightens me the most.  Helpless.  Trapped.

    I don’t want to die.

    Sobs rip up my breaths, break through my clenched-tight teeth, shatter against the glass.  It doesn’t crack, doesn’t react at all.

    And then I am throwing myself at it, beating it with my fists, clawing at it with my fingernails.  I don’t care if eternal damnation awaits me and everyone else for leaving the sins of the world unatoned.  I would rather live.

    After a minute, though, I have to admit I’m doing nothing but bruising myself.  My strength and my legs give out together, and I slump to the floor.  My tears are coming hard and hot like my cousin Gareth in the middle of a tantrum.  I press my forehead into the glass and stuff my hands against my mouth until my face from hairline to jaw aches, but I can’t make myself stop, and eventually, I give up trying.  Letting myself sink into my helplessness is like letting myself get swept over the waterfall at the southern cliff: hopeless, terrifying—and all the worse because it is so very easy.

    I’m glad Mami won’t see me before I die; she always faces everything—the constant worry about money, the long days of the dry season when there’s nothing to eat and the river shrinks to a muddy trickle, the insults about her character and rumors about her past, everything—with a straight spine and an undiscourageable attitude.  If she saw me now, she’d be ashamed of me.  I’m ashamed of me.

    By the time the slave girl comes back again, I’ve burnt up all my energy and can’t even cry anymore.  She crouches beside me and puts a hand on my shoulder.  “It’s time to go, miss,” she says quietly.

    “Go?”  I glance out at the garden; the suns are still high and bright, barely past midday.  All of my muscles tighten together.  “Go where?”

    “The bath-house, miss, so you can be washed and prepared for tomorrow.”

    “Oh.”  My muscles don’t relax, but at least the sloshing in my stomach calms a little.  I stand and follow the slave girl through the twisting hallways.

    She takes me down steps, the first I’ve seen inside the palace; they bring us deep into the palace, deeper than I could’ve believed the palace goes, and the hallways we walk through now are lit only with flickering yellow torches.  The walls are marble still, but the marble is gray with age and smoke.

    We pass another set of stairs that belches up air like mold.  The dungeon.  I’ve heard stories about it, how it’s full of tiny cells where people are chained up like camols at an auction, or hung from their toes and left to dangle for days.  I shiver and hurry past the stairs, grateful that, despite all the tightly-locked doors, the Sahnsor consider the selected their guests and not their prisoners.

    We continue past the dungeon steps to a door that opens into a tiny room mostly taken up by the hole cut into the floor.  A fire burns in a hearth along the far wall, and several slaves heat water in metal buckets and pour the water into the floor-hole.  Steam rises from the water.  The whole room smells like herbs, the soothing kind Mami brews in tea when I can’t sleep.

    A hard-faced woman, one of the high priest’s servants, looks up from her overseeing of the slaves and scowls.  “You’re late.”

    The slave girl bows her head and doesn’t answer.

    “Is this the sacrifice?”

    “Kalima,” I cut in, trying to smile.

    The hard-faced servant replaces the slave girl at my shoulder and sends her to help the other slaves with their buckets.  She ignores me completely.

    In the steam and the smell of the soothing herbs, my head droops, and even though I know I’m here to be prepared for the sacrifice, I can feel all my muscles relaxing.  By the time the floor-hole is full to the hard-faced servant’s satisfaction, I’m practically asleep on my feet.  The servant dismisses the slaves with a single curt nod.  “In,” she says to me, jerking her head toward the hole and breaking through my muddle.

    I poke the water with one toe.  It’s so hot I gasp and pull my foot out again, expecting to see it cooked like a clam dropped into a boiling pot, but the skin seems all right.  The servant tugs at my clothing, pulling up the hem of my shirt, her motions tight with impatience, so I strip off my clothes and lower myself slowly into the hole without waiting for more instruction.

    Once you get over the fear of being boiled alive, there’s nothing so nice as a hot-water bath.  They must’ve added something other than soothing herbs to the water, some kind of oil, maybe, because the water is smooth and silky against my skin.  I close my eyes and sigh with pleasure.

    Unfortunately, I’m not left to enjoy my bath for long; almost as soon as it becomes clear I’m not going to be a problem, the hard-faced servant grabs my wrist and begins scrubbing my arm with a stiff-bristled brush.  I jerk away as the rough bristles scrape my skin, but she plucks my wrist back up and continues as if I hadn’t moved.  I pull at my arm again, but she doesn’t lose her grip on my wrist.  “That hurts,” I say.

    The brush moves up my arm and to my neck.  She doesn’t let go of my wrist again.

    She scrubs every inch of my arms and back and chest, all the way down past my knees, and, when that’s finally done, puts her hand on the top of my head.  “Hold your breath,” she says, then shoves my head under the water without giving me a chance to obey her.  I come back up choking and coughing—whatever oil they put in the water feels nice on my skin, but it tastes salty and burns my throat.

    When I’m finally scrubbed raw and wet as a drowned duk, she decides I’m clean, pulls me out of the bath, and sets me in front of the blazing fire.  There are several clay jars sitting on the mantel, each one painted with scenes from the sacred texts: Ri’ban calling fire down from the sky;  Bi’ilm’s talking camol being slaughtered on the point of Death’s sword; the false king buying enchantments from the desert witch.  There’s even one of the first sacrifice, the bloodbath of Anami children painted like decoration around the lip of the jar.

    The servant takes one of the jars off the mantel—Bi’ilm’s camol—and pulls out a bar of soap that smells like mold.  She grabs my wrist again and rubs the soap, hard, into my arm.  It stings, especially where her scrubbing scraped away my skin, and it leaves greasy yellowish streaks behind it.  I bite my lip and cringe, but she ignores me.  The soap, like her scrubbing, goes all over me, all the way down to my feet.

    This sort of thing continues for what must be an hour.  Each one of the clay jars has something new, some soap or oil, in it, and she rubs me from head to toe with each one of them, though none of them hurt or smell as bad as the first dousing, and the last one is a sweet-smelling salve that does, in fact, soothe the stinging from my tender skin.

    Then, once she’s done with the oils and soaps, she picks up another of the clay jars on the mantel and pulls out a brush and a bottle of deep black ink.  “Hold out your hands,” she says, and I do.  She grabs one of them by the fingers and pulls my whole arm toward her.

    Then, beginning with the knuckles on my left hand, she begins to paint on me.

    “What’re you doing?” I ask.

    She ignores me.

    Her strokes are as delicate and precise as any artist, but also quick, and I suspect she’s had a lot of practice with the symbols she’s painting.  They swirl from my knuckles to my wrist, up my arm, across my shoulders, onto my other arm.  Twist along my breasts.  Curl around my eyes and lips and ears, my throat and neck, both back and front.  My forehead.  My stomach.  My back.  My legs.  By the end, only my palms and bottoms of my feet are ink-free.

    I look at my arms after she steps back.  They look so strange in the firelight, glowing softly from all the scrubbing and oiling, and covered with curled-up markings like an ancient language.  “What do they mean?” I ask.

    My curiosity.  Even now, it has to know.

    The servant stares at me.

    “The symbols,” I say, tracing one—a sort of tree shape made of curls—on the fleshy part of my right hand between the thumb and forefinger.  “They must mean something, or else why would you bother?”

    She sighs, but then, to my surprise, she answers.  “Below the waist is an old prayer for forgiveness.”  Her voice is bored.

    I look down at my legs and feet.  The lines of paint loop and twist over and around each other.  “And above the waist?”

    “A list of the sins committed in since the last atonement.”  She pauses, then adds, “Some are official sins, but there’s always plenty of people paying to have personal sins added to the sacrifice.”

    I pull my fingers away from the symbol on my hand.  “They pay for it?  With coins?”

    The servant shrugs as if the horribleness of that idea isn’t even worth considering.

    I’m going to be sick again.  I swallow hard and try to ignore the feeling.

    The slave girl comes back into the room with a robe the same soft yellow color of duk down, and the hard-faced servant wraps it around me Sahnsor-style, and then the slave girl leads me out of the bath-house and up the stairs to the prayer room for evening prayers.

    …

    The high priest doesn’t put the ashes on my face tonight for prayers; instead, he lays his hand, fingers splayed and sticking up toward the ceiling, on my forehead and clicks over me for a moment before going to his usual place at the front of the room.

    I look for Ti’ath as the Sahnsor file out of the prayer room, but he’s still not there.  Something deep inside me shakes off all the other feelings long enough to prickle with guilt.  I haven’t seen him in days, not even in passing in the prayer room or during the selecting.  I haven’t had a chance to tell him I’m sorry for the way I shoved my hands against my ears and ran away from him like he was coming at me with a knife.  Yes, he was spouting a madman’s delusions, but I’m going to die tomorrow: everything sounds sane when put next to that idea.

    I want to make things right with Ti’ath.  He was so kind to me, and I can’t forget the way that some of that astonishing pain of his would sometimes creep into his voice and expression, and he would look at me like me being here hurt him.  Like my life mattered to him.

    There’s so few people who care about me like that, and I’d hate for him to have to live the rest of his life thinking I didn’t notice it.  That I didn’t appreciate it.  Even if it came from his madness, it was still kindness.  I still liked him.  And I still feel bad for those last moments in the garden.

    The slave girl takes me back to the room, but I stop her before she leaves.  “Wait.”

    She turns toward me.

    “Could you…”  My voice catches on the rough parts of my throat.  I swallow and try again.  “I mean, if you can’t, I understand, but, if you can…would you stay here for a little while?  Just until I fall asleep?”

    She puts the tray back onto the table.  “Yes, miss.”

    I slide over on the bench, and she sits next to me.

    “Do you know how it happens?  Tomorrow?”

    “The sacrifice?”

    I stare straight ahead, toward the fountain, and nod.

    “It’s a sacrifice of atonement, miss.  Blood must be shed on the altar of the Most Holy Place.”

    My breath catches in my throat; I force it out before it chokes me.  “I have to bleed to death.”

    The slave girl drops her head.  “Yes, miss.”

    “So the high priest—he’ll cut me in places that will bleed.  Arms, legs, throat.”

    I can barely hear her when she answers again.  “Yes, miss.”

    I breathe in and out and remind myself I wanted to know.  “Okay.”

    We’re silent for a few minutes, and the silence is the worst thing.  In the silence, it’s too easy to imagine the high priest standing over me with a knife, drawing its sharp edge across my arms, my throat….

    “Would you tell me a story?”  My voice shakes.

    “I don’t know any stories.”

    “Well, you mentioned once about how women were deceived?  What about that one?”

    “Oh.  That’s not a nice story.”

    “Tell it anyway.  Please?”

    She’s quiet for a moment, and I think she’s going to refuse, but then her expression goes soft and distant like she’s trying to remember the way the story goes.  Her voice cuts through the darkness.  “Our great god E’ris created the ground and the suns, and he created every plant of the soil and every animal of feathers, fins, or furs.  And our great god E’ris created Man, holy and perfect and innocent of all evil, and he placed Man in the center of his creation and said to him, ‘All that grows from the ground is yours, and all that walks on land or flies in the air or swims in the water is yours.  I give this creation to you to keep and rule as I keep and rule you.’  And Man set to work tending the creation that our great god E’ris gave to him.

    “But, in time, Man became lonely, for there was no growing plant or creeping beast that could keep him company.  So, one day, Man approached our great god E’ris while he was upon his throne.  ‘Holy E’ris, first and foremost amongst the things of the world, your worshipful creation comes before you,’ he said.  ‘Day and night I keep and rule the creation as you keep and rule me, yet I have no companion with which to enjoy the fruits of my labor.  If it pleases your holy will, I ask that you create for me a companion with wit and intelligence to be my partner and helpmate.’

    “Our great god E’ris was moved by Man’s loneliness, and he said, ‘If it is as you say, then you shall indeed receive what you wish.’

    “And our great god E’ris caused Man to fall into a deep sleep, and from his side, he removed a clot of blood, and from the clot of blood, he fashioned Woman.  When Man awoke, he saw that she was beautiful, and he clasped Woman to his breast and cried, ‘Blood of my blood, you shall be forever the loyal and loving helpmate I have desired.  Thanks be to our great god E’ris, whose grace abounds!’  And they laid together, and Man was satisfied.

    “But now, the serpent was the most devious of all the creatures our great god E’ris created, and one day, he approached Woman and said, ‘Is it true that you were formed from Man, and that you must therefore be forever ruled by him?’

    “‘Yes,’ said Woman, ‘for that is the order with which our great god E’ris has created the world.’

    “‘Oh, but it is not so!’ said the serpent. ‘You have full as much wit and intelligence as Man.  I know, for I was there when Man first cried out for you.  If you would but seize upon it, you would never after have to be ruled by Man.’

    “And Woman’s heart was tempted by the serpent’s words.  That night, as she lay with her husband, she said to him, “Man, I wish to lie on top, for whoever lies on top rules the other.’

    “‘Oh, serpent’s tongue hid with a flowering face!’ cried Man.  ‘I longed for a companion and helpmate, and you have turned your heart toward wickedness.  Cursed be you and all your daughters hereafter for the betrayal which you have done me!’”

    The slave girl stops talking, and I realize the story is over.  “That’s it?”

    “Well, there is more—a lot more—but we’re not allowed to know the rest.”

    “Oh.”  A pause.  “You’re right.  It’s not a nice story.”

    …

    I wake with a jolt sometime later in the night.  A fragment of a dream, the faint sense I’d been talking to a snake, lingers at the edges of my mind.  I can’t remember what we were saying to each other, but I’m sure the words were terrible.

    I blink against the darkness and push myself up to sitting.  I’m still in the main room, and, after all the nights of a soft bed and thick pillows, my body aches from sleeping on the hard wooden bench.  The slave girl lies curled up on the other end, her head propped up by the arm of the bench, her breaths slow and steady.

    I stand, stretching against the kinks in my muscles, and wander over to the glass wall.  The garden is empty and dark; even the moonlight has disappeared behind the walls.  Thin strips of torchlight from the hallway leak in around the edges of the closed door, and my reflection shines in the glass, unfamiliar in all the paint.  I trace along one of the symbols near my cheek, then down around the curve of my chin, searching for myself in the features of my reflection.  Hair dusty-black and braided into a thousand tiny braids.  Skin too light, like the river after a storm has stirred up the mud.  Eyes the color of a clear cool sky.

    “Your papi’s eyes were the same color,” Mami told me once when I was little.  It was the only time I remember her volunteering information about him.

    I frown.  Reflected-me frowns back.

    What am I?

    The bastard child of a town man’s whore.  The honored child painted upon with the sins of the world.  The focus of a mad Sahnsor’s mad stories.

    You’re my daughter.

    Every time I think I’ve finally gotten those words out of my head, there they are again, slapping me in the face with their insanity.  I know it’s impossible.  A Sahnsor and an Anami—even if a relationship had begun while Mami was here, it would be impossible for them to keep it a secret for so long.

    But I’ll be dead tomorrow, and next to that fact, nothing sounds quite as mad as it ought to anymore.

    So what if Sahnsor Ti’ath was telling the truth?  What would that make me?

    A mistake.  A crime.

    I look again at the glass.  Black hair.  Brown skin.  Blue eyes.

    My daughter.

    



    
    DAY 11

    
    
    I go over to the door.  It’s probably stupid to even hope, but the slave girl is still asleep on the bench, and I don’t think she locked the door when she came in.  My breath stuck somewhere in my chest, I reach for the knob.  The latch clicks, and the door opens.

    A shriek presses against my throat, but I lock my teeth together and don’t let it out.  There’s no telling if the rooms on either sides of the hall here are occupied, or by who.

    And I don’t know where I’m going.  An unlocked room is one thing—leaving the palace is altogether a different thing.

    My mind races through the possibilities.  The garden?  No chance—the walls are too smooth to climb, and, even if they weren’t, and even if I somehow broke through the glass dome, I’m sure the noise made by cracking the glass would wake the entire palace.  The front door?  I could spend days wandering lost in the dozens of identical twisting halls of the palace before finding the door.

    I lean my head against the door.  Maybe I should just go back to sleep.

    No.  If these are going to be the last hours of my life, I don’t want to spend them in dreams.  And there is still one thing I need to do.

    I go over to the slave girl, crouch in front of the bench, and put my hand on her shoulder.  “Hey,” I whisper.

    Her eyes fly open, and she jerks upright like I tried to stab her.

    “It’s all right.”  I smile.  “It’s just me.”

    Her shoulders relax for a moment but almost immediately tighten back up.  “Was I asleep?”

    “Yeah.  We both were.”

    “Oh.”  Her voice goes quiet, and she jumps to her feet and steps toward the little table, where the abandoned tray and congealed porridge still sit.  “Oh, miss, I am so sorry.  I didn’t mean—”

    “No, it’s all right,” I interrupt, standing, too, and grabbing her arm to hold her still.  “Actually, I’m glad you’re here.  I need your help.”

    She frowns.  I don’t think she’s noticed the opened door yet.

    “I need to find Sahnsor Ti’ath.”  Practicing with the clicks has helped—I don’t sound quite so strangled by them anymore.

    The slave girl’s eyes go wide again.  “You can’t.”

    My stomach squeezes tight.  “Why not?”

    “I’m sorry, miss.  You can’t.  It’s—”  Her words cut off as her eyes land on the open door, and her face drains of all its color.  Even her eyes look lighter when she turns back to me.

    I grab both her arms near the elbows in case she’s thinking of running off to tell someone.  “Please don’t say anything.  I’m not trying to escape.  Please.”

    She doesn’t answer.

    “Please?  You must know I have no chance of getting out of here, and I promise I’m not trying.  But I need your help.  I need to find Sahnsor Ti’ath, and I can’t do that on my own.”

    She glances again at the opened door, then back to me, and pulls her arms out of my grip.  Her face is still colorless.  “I’m sorry, miss.  You can’t.”  She turns toward the door as though she’s going to leave.

    I hurry around her, shut the door, and spin around to face her.  “Why not?”  My voice has gotten hard—not loud or angry, but demanding, like Mami when she has to insist someone pay her.

    The slave girl takes a step to the side like she’s going to go around me, but I match her step with one of my own.  The doorknob bumps against my back.  “You can’t,” she says again.

    “Why?”

    Her voice gets sharp around the edges.  “Because it’s forbidden.”

    Not because he’s been executed, then.  I let out a breath, and the tightness in my stomach loosens.  “Of course it’s forbidden.  But it’s forbidden for you to argue with me, too.”

    I’m making that up, but I say the words as though I’m sure, and maybe it’s true, because the slave girl goes pale again and drops her head.

    “Hey,” I say with as much gentleness as I can.  “It’s all right.  I’m not angry.”  I touch her arm.  “Please.  I just need to see him.”

    She stares at her feet for another long moment; I hold my breath, afraid that any noise or move from me might make her say no and lock the door behind her.  But then her head comes up, and the color comes back to her face.  “No one can know.”

    A smile tugs at my lips.  “Of course.”

    “And you have to be back here before the high priest comes for you.”

    My smile slips a little, but I nod.

    She steps around me and opens the door.  “Follow me.”

    …

    The slave girl leads me from the room.  I half-expect to find out she’s lying to me and for her to throw me into the dungeon, but she doesn’t.  Instead, we go down torch-lit hallways without stairs, pausing at every intersection to listen for people coming.  But it’s dark, and the palace is silent as the graveyard behind the temple, where it’s a nasty sin to make more noise than a whisper.

    The hallway we’re in spits us into a long, straight one, and the slave girl starts to turn left but jerks to a stop, and I nearly crash into her.  I’m about to ask what’s wrong, but she puts a silencing finger to her lips and points down the hall before I can.

    There’s someone else there, a slave standing three doors down from the corner we’re hiding behind.  She’s middle-aged and stern-faced, and she stands like a rock, feet apart, arms crossed over her chest.  Muscles bulge in her shoulders and upper arms.

    “That’s where we’re going, isn’t it?” I whisper.

    The slave girl nods.  “That’s Sahnsor Ti’ath’s room.”

    So, he’s been under guard.  I exhale through my nose, quietly, but the sound is frustrated.

    “We should go back, miss.  If anyone catches you here, they’ll—”

    “Kill me?” I suggest.  The words come out bitter.

    She shakes her head.  “They’ll kill me.”

    “So we won’t get caught.”

    “But—”

    “No, listen.  We just have to get past the slave.”

    “How?”

    I frown.  How do you distract a slave who’s probably following orders that include never letting herself be distracted?  “If we could just get her to move away from the door,” I whisper.

    We’re both quiet for a moment, thinking, and then the slave girl smiles.  “Stay here, and keep quiet,” she says, then runs away before I can ask her what she’s doing.

    She barrels into the muscly slave, her breaths coming in gasps, and braces her arms against the other’s shoulders.  “Thanks to E’ris I found you!” she cries.  “The Anami girl, the sacrifice, she got out of her room, and I can’t find her!  Please, you have to help me, we have to find her before the high priest comes!”

    I press a hand over my mouth to hold in the giggles.

    The older slave’s frown deepens.  “Got out?”

    “I think she broke the lock on the door.  Please, you have to help me!”

    “All right, calm down.  She couldn’t have gone far.”  She rattles the doorknob behind her as if to make sure the lock is sound.  “I’ll wake the elders.  You keep looking.”  They sprint off in different directions, the muscly slave further down the hall and the slave girl back the way she came.  She nods as she passes me.

    Once they’re both clear of the hall, I sneak around the corner.  I try the doorknob, but of course it’s locked, so I tap on the door with the back of one finger.

    A few hushed tongue-clicks answer my knock.

    “Ti’ath?” I say.

    A pause.

    “Kalima?”  I almost can’t hear him through the door.

    “Can I talk to you?”

    Another pause, but before I can take his silence as a no, there’s a familiar scraping sound in the lock, and his door opens.

    …

    Ti’ath’s room is a lot like my own: white and mostly-bare of furnishings except for a bed and a small round table with one lit candle in the center.  There’s a window with a view of the garden, too, but it’s a different view, the wall and a patch of liali rather than the fountain.

    Ti’ath himself takes several steps back as I come through the door.  He looks awful in the single flicker of candlelight brightening the room, thin and gray like he’s aged a dozen turns in only a few days, the rings under his eyes dark as bruises.  His face rushes through a couple of different expressions and finally settles on that familiar almost-not-there smile.  “Kalima,” he says, but then fades off like he doesn’t trust himself to say anything more.

    The door clicks shut behind me.  I lean against the wall, my boldness spent, and struggle for something to say.  “Hi.”

    It’s the best I can do.  I hope he can’t hear the way my voice shakes.

    “Hi,” he says back.

    The next few moments of silence are deafening.  My fingers are cold; I curl them against my palms and hope he can’t tell they’re shaking, too.

    “Am I—?”

    “How did—?”

    We both stop, embarrassed.

    “Go ahead,” he says.

    “I’m not intruding?” I ask.

    “Of course not.”

    “Good.”  I smile, try to make my voice light.  “Your turn.”

    “What are you doing here?”  His voice is barely louder than a breath.

    I shrug like the answer should be obvious.  “I don’t like being stuck in my room.”

    He smiles again, even fainter than before.  “Kalima—”  he starts, but I cut him off.

    “Wait, before you say anything, I wanted to tell you I’m sorry.”

    “You don’t—”

    “And I know you don’t think I have anything to apologize for, but—” I pull in a breath and force my voice to stay calm “—I shouldn’t have stormed out on you like I did.”

    He shakes his head.  “You were upset.”

    “Hysterical,” I correct him.  “That doesn’t make it okay.  It was mean, and I’m sorry.”

    He shakes his head again, not dismissing my apology but like he can’t believe I’m giving one.

    “So,” I mumble, after a moment where he doesn’t say anything.  “Am I forgiven?”

    “Of course.”

    I smile.  He doesn’t smile back; his eyes have gone to the paint on my forehead.  I clear my throat, uncomfortable with the attention.  “Can you read them?”

    He nods.  “Some of them.”

    “What do they say?”

    “They’re sins.”

    “I know,” I admit, then hurry on before he can ask, “The servant who painted them said so.  Tell me what they say?”

    Ti’ath lets out a long, slow breath and looks down at my hands.  “The knuckles on your left hand, those three bars there—” I glance down at my left knuckles to see the symbol he means “—is striking someone in anger.  The curls on your wrist—each one of them is for one instance of failing to go to temple.”

    I push up my left sleeve.  My entire forearm from wrist to elbow is covered in tiny black curls, so many their edges overlap.

    He puts one finger on his neck, just below his jaw.  I can’t see that symbol, but I touch the spot and try to find the shape of it by feeling for the edges of the paint.  “That’s for working on the seventh day.”

    “That’s a sin?” I interrupt, grinning.

    He exhales through his nose like the start of a laugh.  “Yes.”

    “I never knew we were supposed to be so lazy.  If Mami and I didn’t—”  My voice breaks at the thought of Mami, and my next breath comes out as a sob.  I squeeze my eyes shut and force myself to stop.

    “Kalima?”

    “I’m okay.”  I wipe the wetness off my cheeks with one hand.  “I’m sorry, I’m not here to cry.”

    Ti’ath takes a step toward me.  “Kalima—”

    “I know.”  I look at him; the pain and hopelessness is back on his face, stronger than ever before.  “It’s not your fault.”

    His eyes return to the center of my forehead.  “Isn’t it?”

    I drop my head against my fingers, covering the symbol he’s staring at.  “What’s that one?” I ask without looking up.  My voice refuses to stay steady.

    He doesn’t answer.

    “What is it?” I repeat, louder, demanding, my words broken up by another round of tears.

    “My sin,” he says, his voice as quiet as mine is loud.

    “And what’s that?  What is your sin, really?  And I swear to Eris and all his angels if you say me, I’ll—”  I can’t think of any way to end the threat, so I let the words go.  “I’m not anyone’s sin.”

    “No, I never should have said that.  I never meant it that way.”  He takes another step toward me, his green hem swinging into view below my hand.  “It says...”  He hesitates, so long that I wonder if he’s going back to his trick of half-answers just to make me crazy again, but then finally does finish.  “It says doubt.”

    My hand comes down from my forehead, and I look up at him, frowning a little.

    “You don’t question E’ris,” he says, his words coming faster and faster as he speaks them.  “You don’t doubt the holy wisdom of the elders.  You don’t fall in love with soulless river filth.  And I did.  All three.”

    I look down again, stung as much by the bitter tone in his voice as the actual words.  “And now you regret that.”

    He’s quiet for a moment, and when he does speak again, it’s in the gentlest voice I’ve ever heard him use.  “Kalima, look at me,” he says.

    I’m not the only one having a hard time controlling my tears; his are starting to run down his cheeks, too.  He doesn’t brush them away.  “There are many things I regret,” he says quietly, “but I never regretted knowing your mami, and I’ve never for one second regretted you.”

    I close that last half-step between us and throw my arms around him.

    I surprise him; for a moment, he stands frozen like he doesn’t know what to do with a hug.  But then something must’ve snapped back into place, because after a moment of shocked stillness, he lets out his breath in one trembling gust and wraps his arms around me.

    I’m crying all over again.  I don’t mean to, but the tears are impossible to ignore, and I’m out of the strength to make them stop coming a second time.  Like yesterday, they come hard and hot and fast.  I press my forehead against Ti’ath’s shoulder and don’t fight them.

    His arms tighten.  “I’m sorry, Kalima,” he whispers, his voice raw.  “I’m so sorry.”

    I want to tell him it’s all right, that I don’t blame him for anything that has or will happen.  I want to tell him his kindness has made the last ten days better than I ever expected them to be.  I want to tell him I believe him, that I was always so sure my papi didn’t cared two blinks about me and I’ve never been more grateful to be wrong.  I want to tell him I love him.  The words are there, sitting in my throat, but they’re huge, too heavy for my tongue to lift.  I hope he can feel them, at least, and know they’re true.

    I don’t say them, and then the slave girl is tapping at the door and reminding me I need to go before anyone else realizes I’m not in my room.

    I step back; Ti’ath lets his arms fall back to his sides.  “I should go,” I say, barely out loud.

    He nods.

    I step back again and hit the wall.

    “Miss?”  The slave girl taps at the door again.  “Are you in there?”

    I rub away the wetness in my eyes and wipe my nose on my sleeve.  “Yes,” I call back to her.  “I’m sorry, I’m coming.”  Then I spin on my heels and go out the door.

    …

    The slave girl shuts the door as I come out of the room, then kneels on the floor and grabs the tag hanging around her neck.

    I put my hand over the lock.  “Please don’t.”

    “I have to, miss.”  She pushes my hand away and slips her tag into the lock.

    But the door opens before she can twist.  “Not this time, slave,” Ti’ath says.  There’s a hardness in his voice that wasn’t there a minute ago.

    The slave girl scrambles to her feet.  “I’m sorry, sir, but Elder Ji’als—”

    “Elder Ji’als can boil in his orders.”  Ti’ath steps into the hallway and closes the door behind him.  “He is not keeping me in this room.  Not this time.”

    “Sir—”

    He scowls at her, and though it’s not directed at me, even I shrink a little under that glare.  The slave girl presses her lips together and bows her head.

    So there is a bit of Sahnsor in Ti’ath after all.

    He crouches by the door, pulls out his little silver knife, and scrapes around in the lock, and this behavior is normal enough I’m able to say something.  “What are you doing?”

    He clicks the lock into place, stands up, and turns toward me.  “What I should’ve done ten days ago,” he says.

    “And what’s that?”

    The knife goes back into its fold in his robe, and he grins, a sly little grin I wouldn’t have been able to imagine on him if I’d tried.  “I’m getting you out of here.”

    My next breath comes in as a gasp; my heart throbs in my ears.  “Can you do that?”

    “I can try.”

    I bite my lip, fighting down the rush of hope.  If I’ve learned anything in the last ten days, it’s that having hope crushed is one of the more painful things that can happen to a person, and I don’t want to do that again if I can avoid it.  But if it’s possible—if Ti’ath can find the front doors—we can go home.

    He watches me for a moment, then the sly little grin comes back, and he tilts his head down the hall.  “This way.”

    I follow after him, my fingers tight in fists to keep them from shaking.

    But I haven’t gone three steps when the slave girl grabs my arm and stops me.  “No,” she says.  “I’m sorry, miss.  You have to come back to your room.”

    I don’t turn around.  “Let me go,” I say.  My voice sounds strange, too low and quiet.  Almost threatening.

    “Please, miss.  The high priest will be coming for you soon.”

    Now I do turn.  It’s not just my fingers shaking anymore, but also my arms and voice and insides.  “If the high priest needs to shed blood for the sins of the world, he can cut open his own throat.  I am going home.”

    A pause, a heartbeat of silence.  Her face goes pale, but her voice comes out as cold as mine did.  “I can’t let you, miss.”  Her grip is firm.  More than firm—desperate.  She won’t let go.

    “Then, I’m sorry, I really am,” I whisper.  “But I’m not going to be killed for everyone else’s sins.”

    I squeeze my eyes shut and swing one fist toward her.  It hits.

    She gasps and stumbles back, dropping my arm.  I peek with one barely-opened eye; her hands are pressed over her mouth.  There’s no blood.

    I step forward, reclaiming the space her stumble put between us, and hug her.  “I’m sorry,” I whisper, then let her go and hurry away before she can grab me again.

    Six steps later, fingers touch my arm.  I spin around, heart racing, but it’s Ti’ath.  He nods to a hall on the right.  “It’s faster this way.”

    “Okay.”  I follow him.

    I glance back as I turn the corner.  The slave girl is still watching me, her hands over her mouth, but I think it’s more that she’s frozen than she’s still hurting from my fist.  She meets my eyes, and her whole face flashes with panic before the white marble walls block her from view.

    So there’s a little bit of Sahnsor in me, too.

    We come to the garden after a few more turns and hurry down one of the paths, past the Tazareen fountain, toward the other side of the palace.  There, Ti’ath’s steps slow, and he stops just shy of going into one of the hallways opening into the garden from the far side.

    I look over at him.  My heart is racing from excitement and nervousness and guilt, but it nearly stops altogether with the uncertainty in his expression.  “Ti’ath?” I say quietly.

    His eyes skip from hallway to hallway.  “It’s been…some time…since I’ve been to the doors,” he admits.

    “You don’t remember where they are?”

    He smirks.  “Only the high priest and the first seat are supposed to know at all.”

    I don’t answer.

    “It’s all right, Kalima,” he adds quickly.  “I do know where they are, I just need to remember how to get there.”

    I nod.  “Okay.”

    His fingers trace in the air the route his memory is taking him.  After a moment, he looks back at me and smiles one of his almost-not-there smiles.  “This one,” he says, leading me into one of the hallways.  He doesn’t sound sure of his choice, but I don’t press him.

    I haven’t been on this side of the palace since the high priest led the ten selected through it, but it’s no different from the side I’ve known, all white stone and door-lined corridors and smokeless white torches.  Really, it’s a wonder anyone can get anywhere in a place so identical everywhere.

    I try to stay focused on the fact I’m going home, but the slave girl’s panicked expression keeps poking into my thoughts, and after several silent minutes, I have to ask.  “They won’t hurt her, will they?”

    Ti’ath doesn’t slow down.  “The slave?”

    “I mean, they’ll know it wasn’t her fault, so they won’t punish her.”

    No answer.

    “Right?”  My voice has gotten small.

    He stops suddenly, and I do, too, and for a moment I’m still so buried in my question I don’t even know why we’ve stopped.  But then I look up and all other thoughts fall right out of my head.

    We’re at the doors.

    …

    They’re even bigger than I remember them being, and they’re carved on this side with symbols something like the paint on my skin and painted in fading blues and yellows and greens.  With one fingertip, I trace around the edges of one symbol, a sort of tree shape like the one on my right hand.  Ancient.

    Ancient and indestructible.

    Ti’ath lets out a slow breath and pulls the little silver knife from its fold in his robe.  Uncertainty flickers across his face, like he, too, had forgotten how indestructible the doors are.

    But they’re doors—they’re supposed to be opened.  I smile at him.  It was meant to be encouraging, but something goes wrong in making it, and it comes out afraid.

    He kneels to be eye level with the keyhole and briefly closes his eyes.  His next few breaths come out punctuated by clicks, then he opens his eyes and slips the little silver knife into the lock.

    “I’ll do what I can,” he says after a moment of fiddling with the knife, “but for a disobedient slave, I’m not sure there’s much to be done.  And no one has listened to me in sixteen turns, and they certainly won’t after this.”

    I blink, confused.  Then I remember—I’d been asking about what would happen to the slave girl.  My stomach knots, and I almost tell him stop, never mind, I’ll go back to my room and be good for the high priest, but then something else interrupts the thought.  “You’re not coming with me?”

    He keeps his eyes on the knife scraping around in the lock.  “No.”

    It hadn’t even entered my head that Ti’ath wasn’t planning on coming home with me.  I’d even started to imagine Mami’s reaction, how she’d laugh and cry and stare, open-mouthed and speechless and happy beyond the telling of it.  “Why not?”

    “I can’t.”

    “Of course you can!”  My voice is almost a shout; I pull in a breath and bring it back to a more normal volume.  “Of course you can.  We could be a family.”

    The scraping in the lock falters.  “It’s not that I wouldn’t like that,” he says slowly, “but I can’t put you in any more danger than I already have.”

    “Would you?”

    He raises an eyebrow, his voice brittle.  “I’d be more than a little conspicuous on the riverbank.”

    “Well, we wouldn’t stay on the riverbank,” I say as if staying on the riverbank was the farthest thing from my mind.  It takes me a single heartbeat to come up with a new vision of the future.  “We’d go south.  Find the ocean.”

    This pulls one of his silent almost-laughs from him.  “She told you about that?”

    I nod.  “Is it true?  Can there be that much water all in the same place?”

    “Honestly?”  He smiles a little, more to himself than to me.  “I don’t know.”

    For a long moment, the scraping of his little knife is the only sound.  Then something in the lock catches.  Ti’ath sucks in a breath between his teeth, closes his eyes, and twists the knife like it became a key.

    The lock doesn’t click so much as thunk out of place, and when Ti’ath pushes against the left door, it scrapes open.

    It’s almost dawn, the orange and gold on the northern horizon bright with the coming suns.  Everyone should be getting ready for morning prayers.  Probably the high priest’s servants are at the door to my room—if they aren’t already looking for me.  I take two steps outside and smile up at the sky.  It’s already yellowish from heat, but right now, I don’t care.  It’s the sky, the real sky, and I’ve missed it.

    I turn back to Ti’ath, who is standing just inside the doors, his hands in fists and his eyes fixed on the jagged southern horizon.  Longing creeps across his expression.

    I step toward him.  “Come with me.”

    “I can’t.”  But he no longer sounds so certain.

    “Yes, you can.”

    “Kalima—”

    “No, listen.  For the first time in my life, I have a…a papi—” I stumble a little over the word but press on anyway “—and I’m not ready to give him up.”

    For a long, long moment, Ti’ath stares out at the horizon, and all the resistance falls out of his expression.

    “Come with me,” I say again.  “We can be a family.”

    A different voice, sounding bored even through a mess of tongue-clicks, speaks from further down the hall.  “Sahnsor Ti’ath.  Who let you out of your room?”

    My heart jumps into my throat.

    Ti’ath’s face hardens.  His grip on his little silver knife tightens until his knuckles drain of color.  When he speaks, his voice is only just above a breath.  “Run,” he says.

    Then, without giving me a chance to respond, he turns on his heels to face the elder coming down the hall.  “Elder Ji’als,” he says, his voice almost polite.  “I let myself out of my room.”  He holds up his little knife, and though I can’t see his face, I can hear the bite of mockery in his tone.  “You really should reinforce these locks.”  His free hand curls around the knob of the half-opened door.

    It takes me two heartbeats to understand what he’s doing, and even fast as my heartbeats have become, that’s two heartbeats too many to stop him.  The door scrapes shut.  I grab for it, but my palm hits smooth white stone.

    The doors are closed, and Ti’ath is still inside.

    “No.”  The word squeaks out from my throat, barely a word at all.  I try the knob, but it won’t turn.  I press my ear against the stone, but I can’t hear what’s happening on the other side.

    I step back.  My hands are shaking, and my vision bleeds through tears.  First the slave girl, and now Ti’ath, abandoned to the mercy of people who murder children so they can go on sinning.

    I can’t stay here; eventually, someone will have to think Ti’ath was doing exactly what he was doing and letting me out, and they’ll look for me outside the palace walls—in the town, on the river.

    I can’t go home.

    The thought shoots like a dart through all the jumbled-up spinning in my head.  I can’t go home—that’s the first place they’ll look.  And I can’t see Mami before I go.  Everyone who might recognize me needs to think I’ve been sacrificed, or it’ll be suspicious, like they know something.

    I understand now what Ti’ath meant when he said about putting anyone in danger.  I have to do what I can to protect the people I can still protect—Mami and Sari and Morakee, maybe even Meggi and Pazur and Janihar and the other selected.  The closed palace doors have made my choice for me: I have to go, now.

    I turn to the stairs.  There’s no high priest to speak words to undo the curse, but my only other option is the jagged cliff-face.  I take a deep breath, set one foot on the top stair, and hold up my hand.

    Nothing.  So that’s just a story, too, like people who live in the stars, or being blinded by the glory of Eris when looking at a Sahnsor.  The palace stairs are only stairs.

    I scurry down them as the suns peek over the northern horizon.
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