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    Black Wine


    There is a scarred, twisted old madwoman in a cage in the courtyard. The nurse throws a crust at her as he passes, therefore so does the girl. Others bring a can of water, or a trencher of meat cut up small, to stuff through the bars. The woman shoves the food into her mouth, dribbling and drooling and muttering.


    "Why do they keep her?" says the girl. "She is useless. She is crazy. She eats too much."


    "So do you," says the nurse offhandedly.


    "But I work," says the girl. "I am a slave."


    "She is not a slave."


    "She is in a cage."


    "It doesn't matter."


    The old woman babbles in a language the waif understands but the others don't. She calls names, she recites recipes, she counts things. Sometimes she talks of hanging, and carrion crows. The girl thinks she calls like a crow herself, and the voice makes her shiver with an atavistic fear she hardly notices, so like the rest of her life it is.


    The waif grows used to her hoarse, angry voice raving; does her bit to feed the caged beast, and hopes the evil is never released.


    She begins to dream: that the madwoman cradles her, sings lullabies in her birdlike voice, bends over her with eyes like cloudy fire and pecks out her heart. She wakes whimpering and her nurse, in whose bed she now lies, wakes too and fucks her for comfort, lying beside her after saying, "There now. You'll sleep now. Sleep."


    But the girl never sleeps, only dreams some more, of sun she scarcely remembers, of hills gleaming white and impossibly large, of a giant crow who nurses her with a bitter milk, then flies away. Flies away and turns silver, and is shot by arrows from an evil god, and bleeds, head exploding and the feel of cobblestone underfoot.


    She learns to dream silentiy and never to turn for comfort to


    


    14 Canda§ Jane Dorsey


    the nurse because he will always fuck her then, and to save a bit of every meal to propitiate the madwoman.


    One day she stops by the cage, her heart screaming with fear, her face flushed with it, her hands full of sweets she has stolen from the kitchen.


    "You must stop them," she says desperately, in the secret language. "You must stop sending me the dreams. I don't know what to do with them. Here. I will steal you anything. Just stop them."


    She is thrusting the sticky stuff through the bars. The old woman backs away, silent for a change and, the girl thinks oddly, horrified.


    "Who are you?" says the woman. "Are you me? Have you come to kill me, at last? To carry me up the Remarkable Mountains?"


    "I don't know," says the girl.


    "Tell me who you are, before I go mad again. How do you know this language?"


    "I don't know. I don't know anything. Just take the dreams away. Give me back my heart."


    "Your name, girl, your name first."


    "I don't own a name yet. They found me, they fixed my head. I belong to them."


    "You should have a name," the old woman insists, scrabbling among the sweet buns, tearing one open, then licks out the filling with a greedy swiping tongue.


    "I can't afford one. I can't even afford to be free. Please, leave me alone. Eat the heart of someone with a name. Please, please."


    "You are the only one who speaks my language. Do you know that?"


    "I will stop. Honestly. I can't help it. It's in my head from before. I can't help it."


    "When is before? Where is before?" The woman comes closer, crawling across the food, her hands and knees mashing it to useless paste. The girl thinks how hard it was to steal the food, how she could have eaten it herself. The eyes paralyze her. They are the eyes in her dreams, but there is no fire. They are cloudy and almost blind, but yet she knows they see her.


    "When? Where?" insists the hag.


    "I don't know. I don't know anything before I was here. They say I fell out of a cloud. I was all broken, and my head still hurts. It's flat here, see? And it hurts if I touch it."
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    "Should be trepanned," says the woman, and reaches out to the girl, who stands paralyzed like a snake.


    "What is a snake?" says the girl.


    "An animal," says the woman absentiy. "Why?"


    "I thought of it. Sometimes I think of things and I don't know what they are."


    "I could tell you. Lessons, now that's an idea. Pass the time."


    "You don't sound mad anymore."


    "I'm only mad when the wind's from ... oh, what's the quote? North-north-east? I'm never mad in this language. I could teach you about snakes, and silver clouds—"


    "How did you know it was silver?"


    "How did you?"


    "A man saw it. He told my nurse, who told me when he was fucking me."


    "Oh, he touches you?"


    "No. Just at night."


    "Why?"


    "He took care of me when they found me. Now I belong to him, so he flicks me. And his master. Because they put all that time into saving me. So I have to pay it back. They explained."


    "Don't you get lonely?"


    "What's that mean?"


    "For someone you like to touch you."


    The girl realizes that the woman is not mad, she is a pervert. But the idea of touch has never repelled her as it does the others and she draws closer. "Is that why they put you here?"


    "They put me here because I refused to be owned. I wouldn't take enough from any one person. So they all have to give me a bit, and they think I belong to all of them, and so no-one can kill me alone, or the others will want reparations. But I belong to no-one."


    "No-one?"


    "Except myself. Nor do you. Nor does anyone, really. You are lucky you speak this language. In theirs, I couldn't say this. There are no words for it."


    The girl realizes this is true. She steps even closer, and the sticky, scarred hand darts further out to touch her head. She turns so that the woman cannot reach the tender spot on the skull, still afraid enough to be that careful. The touch is only seconds long, yet in the girl awakes such a wave of warmth and then of terror and
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    illness that she thinks she will fall. She grabs at the cage bars, and begins to cry.


    "I hate crying," says the woman. "Go away. You've had your first lesson. Steal me some more goodies, and I'll give you another." And she hitches herself away to huddle, back to the girl, in the other corner of the cage, spoiling her pose somewhat by furtively half-turning to snatch some squashed scraps of the new food. In the shadow, the girl hears her slobbery munching and all her previous despair returns.


    She has stolen food, and risked coming out here, and let that scabrous hand touch her, and all for nothing. Instead of taking her dreams away, the madwoman has given her more to know, more than she needed to know to survive, more than she wanted to know, and all in the shadowy secret language of her dreams. As soon as she can stand, she runs away to the showers, where she knows no-one will be, and washes her hair, and if she cries, no-one will notice under the flowing water, she thinks, and lets it run and run until it runs cold and gives her a reason for shivering.


    A dream:


    In childhood it seems there are easy answers. Later in life the curriculum will spiral and all the easy things will be reevaluated, but for the child running in the dusty track of a mountain summer the world was simple.


    She was safe. She ran from her father to her mother down a dusty path. Rootsgnarling across the track just under the ground made a hind of gentle staircase for her feet, and she ran downhill accelerating, her plump feet finding the safe places. 'Below her on the path the woman, her mother, had turned, laughing, and was holding out her arms. She wore bright colors and her hair was loose and tangling in the wind. Behind her the giant trees rose straight and fragrant into the sun.


    As the child ran into the haven of arms her mother picked her up and swung her dizzyingly into the sky and back to her hip, then turned and ran down the path herself, her feet assure as the chiWs had been. The man, her father, came behind, calling to them through laughter. They were all laughing. The world seemed to the child to be wheeling by in
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    great forward-and-back arcs as the path twisted down the mountain, into the shade of the trees then out, through the meadow of flowers and then onto the strip of dusty moraine again, then back toward the trees, then into the sun . . .


    After they had run down and down they came out suddenly on a great gray-tan talus slope and the woman stopped and set the child down, let the man catch up. They went across the slope hand in hand in hand, the child between the adults, all of them slipping and sliding and laughing more.


    It was a long way down the slope.


    "The beach of an ocean feels like this to walk on, v said the woman. a The dunes at Avanue are steep like this, and climbing them is slippery. Can you imagine going up this?"


    The man snorted.


    "Then imagine all the bits of rock are little grains of sand. It y s amazing. Ifs like some kind of hard waver. It flows. And if the wind blows ... *


    The child imagined the wind slipping and sliding down the dunes at Avanue. She imagined the dunes as some kind of geometrical slope, at thirty-five degrees, like this one, but the mother kept talking and the mind picture changed with each sentence, like the shape of the wind.


    a It is an amazing landscape there. It is all billowy and soft, like a puffy quilt. Or maybe like the body of some great voluptuous fat person turning over in bed, the covers falling off, the mounds of flesh shifting gently and sensually. Tou know, you can memorize the patterns and then a big windstorm comes and when you go out the next day everything is different. The skyline is different. The shoreline is different. The sand has turned over in its sleep. While you slept. *


    They arrived at the bottom of the slope, where the grasses began to grow again. There were tiny flowers scattered through the grass. Vetch, broom, clover stood tall, and win-tergreen, bedstraw, strawberry flowers — no berries yet, the child noted with regret — nestled in at their bases. The heat sat heavier here, and the buzz of the honey-gathering bees mixed with the clatter of grasshoppers. The plain was not easy walking — under the grasses and wildflowers the ground was uneven. Duster-pods popped underfoot.
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    They moved slowly, meandering across the open and toward the trees. Here, there were some deciduous trees with the evergreens. The white trunks flashed in the dappled sunlight through their rounded, shivering leaves. Swallows had swooped low over the field, diving on insects, but once the trees surrounded the family, they could hear birds all around but see hardly any.


    There was a tangle of berry-bushes and rose-prickles all around them, but they followed a path clear of all but grasses and the occasional thistle. The child tugged at her father's hand, wanting to be carried; when he picked her up, she leaned her head back until she could see the blue, clear, slightly hazy sky above the trees. There, so high that it was almost invisible, some kind of raptor — hawk, maybe even eagle — was circling slowly in and out of the open stripe of sky above the path. She saw it suddenly stoop and dive, but its rapid fall took it out of sight, and she straightened up and turned to a close scrutiny of the bushes unrolling into the past behind her father's shoulder.


    The path was well used, and it was cut down into the clay to make a little dry-mud bank on each side, where some kind of animal or bird had tunneled out a riddle of holes. Like little caves, she thought with satisfaction, and imagined living in a cave. She imagined that her mother would know about caves; her mother knew about everything.


    cc Little mother," she said, "did you ever live in a cave?"


    "Like a squirrel?" her mother said. "Not a cave like a squirrel or a swallow. But I went exploring once in the caves of Denamona. They are big limestone caves with icicles in them, but the icicles are made of rock, not water. They form the same way though, but slowly as these mountains."


    "Not fast like the doomes. s


    "Dunes, you mean."


    "Yes, dunes. Not fast like fat people dreaming."


    "No, slow, like icicles but one drip in a person's lifetime. Maybe. Or maybe a mother and her daughter both have their lives in the time it takes one drop to freeze into rock in the caves of Denamona."


    The child shivered with joy. She loved her mother's stories. She loved the pictures her mother put into her mind.


    "When can we go?" she said.
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    "Go, little one?"


    cc Go to the caves. To see the sleeping fat people. Everywhere. v


    "When you are older. *


    "Next year, when Fmfour?"


    "No, a little later than that. When you are old enough to carry your own pack, and walk all day, then the three of us will go somewhere."


    "Promise?"


    The father hugged her. "Promise," he said. His voice sounded a little wistful.


    "Do you want to see the pictures too, little father?" It was a new idea for the child. She knew her mother was telling the stories to her father too, but it was the first time in her small life that she imagined that her father might feel as she did, might not know everything. It made her shiver a little with another kind of shiver.


    "Yes, v he said. "I want to see it all too. *


    She was watching his face, and so she saw then the look that passed between her parents, a gentle look but much too deep for a three-and-a-half year old. You would have to swim a long way down in that look; the mountains had no pools that deep, not in the places she was allowed to go.


    Then she thought about the sea. "Can you swim in the sea ?" she asked her mother.


    "Yes, if you are strong, * said her mother.


    "And it's big down, right?"


    "Deep. Yes."


    "Big down." The child liked bigness. "I want to go big down, and big up, and big across."


    "Deep, wide and far," said her father and mother, accidentally together, in that parent tone that's so patient and knows everything. Their collision of voices made everybody laugh again. The child thought nothing of that. They were all always laughing.


    The waif awakens sweating from a dream forgotten but for the language and the terror.
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    "I don't like you," she practices saying to the madwoman. "I don't want you in my head."


    But when she says it, the old woman just laughs. "Why not? What else is in there?"


    To that, the girl has no answer. The bizarre logic has caught her.


    "So we'll fill it up. What kind of food did you bring?"


    She hasn't any, except a bread-roll she'd stolen for herself. Trapped, she thrusts it sullenly at the bars.


    "We'll share," says the old woman. "You keep half." The waif looks at her. "Go on, you break it—I'm sure you wouldn't want it after I'd touched it!" And she laughs.


    The girl breaks the roll, dividing it as fairly as she can, keeping the sticky meat filling inside from dropping out. She holds out the two halves.


    The old woman reaches through the bars and takes the smaller half. "Eat," she says. "Then we'll talk."


    "No." But she has to say it in the dream language. The nurse's language doesn't seem to have a word like that. So she's broken her resolve. Tears form, and she sniffs and blinks them back.


    "Never mind," says the old woman. "It won't hurt for long. You'll go crazy, or they'll hang you. Easy as that, really."


    The girl knows that is true, and so, comforted, she stays for a while. That is the second lesson.


    And so it goes.


    "Looks like it's going to clear."


    The old woman in the cage harrumphs. She is soaking wet despite the bits of wood and tin the girl has over time stolen for a makeshift roof to the cage. The storm has blown in hard and horizontal.


    She and the girl crouch on either side of the bars, as far leeward as she can go, as close to her as the girl can get. A little warmth is shared.


    The doors were locked when the storm came, of course, so the girl has been trapped in the courtyard.


    "It's because of the demons in the lightning who'll get you if you're out in a storm."
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    "Nonsense," says the old woman. "Lightning is dangerous for a much more prosaic reason."


    So the storm is devoted to a learning session on electricity. The girl is cold but whenever her attention wanders the old woman shouts at her, grabs her through the bars and shakes her, or turns a ragged back to her in silence. The latter is most effective: soon the girl is begging for her to speak, and promising to listen.


    The girl would have thought that both the storm and the old woman at such close quarters would be frightening, but it seems that over the past months she has grown less and less afraid of the madwoman, so much so that she would rather be here, cold and wet, huddled close to her, than locked in the warm, safe corridors. Especially considering what her nurse and owner might think a suitable way to pass the idle hours of the storm-confinement.


    The lesson is over and the rain has slowed to a tranquil drip. The woman is silent. The girl hums to herself a little.


    "Tell me a story," she says, "about your Othertime."


    The old woman starts. "Story? What do you want?"


    "A story. You know. About before you were in the cage. Before nobody owned you. Somebody must have owned you once, or you owned somebody. Or—"remembering some of her lessons "—you did something else. What was it?"


    The old woman laughs. "You think I can remember that?"


    "You can remember everything else. Electricity and how genetics work and how to plant trees in the mountains."


    "Do you have any idea what it was like?" the old woman demands shrilly.


    "Of course I don't; why do you think I asked?" snaps the girl, then hears in her voice the echo of the old woman and begins to laugh. So does the old woman.


    "Learned your lessons well, girl, eh? Eh?"


    Then the nurse comes out into the eaves-dripping calm and shouts for her, and she has to run away before he sees her. No stories that day.


    In the afternoons, now, the girl is to go over to the hairdresser for some lessons in makeup and deportment. Her nurse must have paid for it, or his master, because she is not required to serve the woman, or her assistant who teaches about makeup. The assistant is an impeccably turned-out boy with skin as pale as hers. He is the one who


    


    knew which makeup suits her coloring, and gives her lessons until she masters the elaborate eye paint and cheek contouring which is the fashion in the Land of the Dark Isles.


    "Why there?" the girl asks her nurse.


    "That's where you're sold," says the nurse, and it is thus she finds out she is to leave the place.


    That evening she hurries to the cage with her gift of food. She has long since stopped stealing sweets and gone instead for meat and vegetables; she has begun to take the life of the old woman more seriously, and has developed a peculiar desire to nourish her properly. The madwoman always grumbles.


    This day, the girl still wears the face paint when she comes up to the cage in the evening light.


    "They are selling me north!" she whispers.


    The madwoman turns around and sees her face. She begins to cry and backs into the corner of the cage.


    "Don't flick the old woman!" she says. "Don't fuck the regent. Don't let anybody in."


    "What?"


    "I know, I saw in the mirror. I saw through the wall. I know what they will do to you. To me, I mean. You are me, aren't you?"


    "Talk sense, old woman. I won't be here much longer. Who will take care of you then?"


    "You will die," says the old woman, "if you go there without a brain in your head like this. You know you shouldn't go there."


    "I have no choice. You know that; I keep telling you. And anywhere is better than here."


    "Here, at least, the cages have real bars and when they kill someone, they stay dead. There the corpses walk around for years after they're dead inside."


    The girl shivers even though she doesn't believe the old woman. "Have you been there?"


    "Been there! I was born there, that cursed citadel looking out to the Dark Isles. I saw the weather blow from the north for eighteen years before I ran away. I know everything about that place— but it doesn't help, you know. It didn't help us."


    "Us?" She gives the old woman a potato.


    "Us, yes, us, don't think I'll tell you anything."


    "You have to. You were the one that made me come back and back for these lessons, as you call them, but you never tell me anything. You know things that would help."


    


    "Can't talk to you in that face. Go take it off. Put your other one back." The woman throws the potato at the girl; she darts away, angry, and almost eats the rest herself and doesn't come back. But the shower does feel good, and her face feels better without all the greasepaint on it. It is almost dark by now.


    "Here's your meat," she says. "Tell me!"


    "What I've told you a thousand times before," says the woman. "You aren't a prisoner. You just take their word for everything. Do you know it is possible to live in the mountains with everyone taking care of everyone else, and no debt at all? I did it, yes, we both did it, long enough for our cells to replace and then some, but I'm the one alive to tell. I'm not hanging for the flies and birds to eat. No, no, don't be thinking of that. Ee-yah! What a fool you are."


    "How would I be free? I don't have anything."


    "Steal it. You steal my food. You think you can do that. Steal away. Steal away to the east, or across the sea. That's where you should go. Find my family, that's it. That's it. Here, here."


    And she scrabbles in the filthy nest at the other end of the cage. Under the rags and scraps there is a small box; the girl has always wondered what was in it. The woman shakes it open impatiently. Out falls a peculiar tablet, all bound together on one side, with a metal hook holding the other side together.


    "What is it?" says the girl.


    "It's a book, my book. Everything is in here. You should take it and send it to my daughter. She lives in the mountains, across the sea. She must be my age now, my age when I went there, I mean, she must be old enough to live her life. She was supposed to have it. Look, I wrote in it." The woman shows how the clasp unhooks, the pages spread open. There are marks on the pages and with familiar horror the girl realizes she knows what they mean. They are flat, silent words. She knows how they are made, with a stylus, like the marks on a kitchen tablet or a laundry count but more complicated, and every sound and word has its own shape. She even knows the words for the stylus, and the medium it spreads.


    "Pen," she says. "Ink." Her head hurts to think of it.


    "Didn't have ink," says the hag. "But I'm not stupid!" She cackles loudly.


    "Shhh!" The girl huddles against the cage. It is almost completely dark in the courtyard now except for the weak light above the page. She is grateful for that; the individual words are hard to
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    see, and maybe that will protect her. This old woman always catches me with some kind of magic, she thinks angrily.


    "I figured it out pretty quick! Helped to remember her blood dripping down on me, from where they put the spear in her. There's lots of blood in a woman, you know. Lots of blood. Dippers and dippers full. And if you aren't dead, you make more every day. So there's plenty to write with. Here, see?"


    The pages all look the same, dark marks shadowy against them in the dimness. In the daylight, many months later, she will see the writing in blood clearly for the first time. But now, she believes the woman.


    "Here, I'll write the name and the place in it," and taking from the edge of the open side of the binding a thin sharp pen, the old woman drives it into her arm. The waif jumps and cries out a little, as if she were struck. The swelling drop of blood looks black. With bizarre care, the old woman dips her nib in it, opens the cover, and gently scratches a few words, bringing the pen back and back to the swelling drop to load it again.


    "Pretty good, eh? Pretty tidy, don't you think? One thing I've learned in the last few years, to be tidy." The woman looks at her keenly through the bars; if not for the grotesque shadows of her rag-pile bed, the smells of half-rotted food and unwashed flesh and clothing, her careful, serious expression would look credible. "Otherwise," she says confidentially, "you can't find a thing when you need it. Keep tidy, that's what I say."


    She beckons the girl closer. "Take this," she whispers. "Put it on a black ship north if you aren't going there yourself. She was supposed to have it when I left. Keep it with the abacus. It'll be safe."


    "How do you know about that?" blurts the girl. It is her only possession, her only secret. She had remembered its name first, though her own still remains a mystery. "It's mine!"


    "Yes, certainly, it's yours. It was a gift. A person doesn't take back a gift. But sometimes a gift gets lost and it has to be sent back. You'll send it, won't you?" And she grabbed the girl's arm in her filthy, sharp-clawed fingers.


    "You said you wouldn't touch me any more!" says the girl, angrily pulling away. She has the book in her hand now, though. The woman looks at her steadily. The girl looks into the shadowed eyes and something stirs from the dream world, something from the nights she has tried to forget. "Yes, I'll send it," she promises, and
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    tucks it into her shirt. The hag rummages, comes up with a thin light rag.


    "This'll be fine when it's washed," she says. "It's all of hers I have left. Take it. My daughter should give it to her children. They should have something back, too, since their mother is dead." And she begins to weep, great heaving sobs too loud for the girl's taste. She is afraid of the curfew guard, if the hag isn't.


    She begins to steal away. The old woman stops crying suddenly, and "Hsst!" she whispers. The girl stops, looks back.


    "You will remember," says the old woman. "You won't like it, but you will remember. Remember this too. It will be important."


    "Why?" the girl says, half-angry, half-believing.


    "We all remember," says the old woman. "It's our curse. It is our freedom. I think sometimes this cage will drive me mad, but memory takes me out of it. Of course," she goes on reasonably, "then the memories drive me mad instead, but a person in these circumstances can't have everything."


    The girl can't help it. She begins to laugh. "You are crazy," she says, "and I think you are the most frightening dream I have ever had, but I like you."


    These are words she didn't learn in the south, and they come out of her in the madwoman's secret language. She stands still, shocked. The hag doesn't laugh.


    "That's fine," she says. "That's all I can expect, these days. Where's that meat, anyway; I put it down somewhere and do you think I can find it?" She begins to rummage in her cage, throwing out old crusts and rags. The girl runs.


    She finds that the nurse, luckily, is not yet in the room, so she washes the scarf—for it is that, an oblong silk scarf—and hangs it up under her other set of clothes, where he will not see it. In the morning, while he is out pissing, she unties the ragged end of the long strip of cotton cloth which is the turban she was found in, and there is the abacus. She wraps the little book and the abacus in the silk and ties them again in the end of the cotton strip.


    She sits for a second fingering the strip, which is longer than she is tall, but only as wide as two spread hands. It was once a bright saffron color, but it is faded from washing, and there are stains now where her blood did not come out, even in cold water: by the time she had been well enough to wash the clothes in which she had been found, the stains had set.
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    The reflex, when she found the abacus, had been to trade it for safety, but she had realized that while she could have sold it for some nights free of sex, it would not buy her autonomy, so she hid it instead. Its colors echo her dreams.


    She folds the turban strip, thinking for the first time that it had probably saved her life, cushioning her head on landing. Then she goes out to do her morning ablutions. It is the hag who has taught her to wash morning and night, and the habit is pleasant—now that she is used to the abuse others give her for it.


    She is returning to the room, her hair dripping, when the nurse comes running. "There you are, little bitch. Should have known— you're always washing. Get your things together. Your new owner has sent for you."


    And this is how it is that the girl, instead of running away, goes north in a guarded caravan, with her little bundle, to the home of her new master, the prince of the Land of the Dark Isles. She thinks often on the way of the madwoman's stories, and shivers even in the sunlight, even as she sweats her way the long walk, the long road north. And at night, once, the hag's words ring in a dream, and wake her sweating: "Don't flick the regent," she had said. The girl's terror abates quickly with the foolishness of it. What choice would she have? The richest man in the world, for so her nurse had called him, won't trade her abacus for celibacy.


    She shivers again. There are dreams where she likes sex, but in her short life since awakening, there has not been one awake-time she has not hated it: the pain, the roughness, the perfunctory nature of her nurse's pleasure, and the mess. She is only glad that the nurse had never made her pregnant, to bear a child belonging to him. As she walked, her courses had come again, so she is sure. But if the regent ever sees her and ever wants her, she will have no chance.


    For the first time, also, in her short sentience, she has begun to think about how she can run away. And although she has come up with no idea of how, still, the thinking itself has made her feel different, as if she were changing, or as if at least she can see now the bars of which her cage is made.
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    Morning. The clear air was soft to breathe, in the town at the side of the sea, in the yard at the top of the town. Essa stood on the low, wide graystone wall of the house, shaking her bright-red blanket out in the new sunlight. There were dark sails on the horizon, silver dirigibles above them; this town was a freeport. Essa had been working in the houses, and watching for a sign.


    From here, it looked as if the trader town spills down over the edge of the low, flat shelf of rich farmland between the foothills and the sea. But it was the other way, really: around the natural harbor, where the town was founded, it had climbed the hill until it filled the amphitheater-shaped bowl and overflowed back onto the flat-land. From her corner room upstairs in this house, Essa could see the ocean from one window and, from the other, back onto the flat, where prosperous farms checker the landscape. She missed the feel of mountains surrounding her, and the taste of the ozone-rich air of the heights, but there was a freedom to be gained from a low horizon devoid of the massy bulk of surrounding rock. As if anything could happen.


    "Hey!" Unfair of her heart to leap like a teenager's heart, unfair of her to expect a response from the world to her wishful thoughts. It was only a merchant's helper, coming from the cheap hotels on the hill, calling to her from the base of the wall. Tow-headed, stocky, acne-cheeked and much younger than her own twenty-one years.


    "I hear you," she said.


    "What's to do in this town?" came the answer. "Just in from last night's barquentine; surely a stranger here."


    "Aye, so am I," said Essa, smiling. "Can't you tell by my gear?"


    "Everyone in these towns has gear traded from the ships. Makes them all look like strangers. Can't even tell the decent folks from the sailors any more. Hear that in towns like this they can walk together and not a soul even cares, should they notice."


    


    CanJas Jane Dorsey


    "Spoken like a true international; where are you from?"


    "South. Above the Dark Isles. You?"


    "The mountains. Lake Eslyn. By the Fjord of Tears."


    Face screwed against the sunlight, he squinted at her wisely. "I know that place. We had envoys up there last month. Nothing came of it, though. How long since came you here?"


    Essa knew several languages. "Since I came here, you mean. Six months. Waiting for a berth east."


    "East? Across the water?"


    "Do you go there?" Essa played innocent.


    "Surely not; are you mad? I'm a merchanter!"


    "So?"


    "To set foot on the eastern sail-ships is exile from the guild. Don't you know how they have taken our commerce from us? We don't trade."


    "In Eslyn, we trade with everyone."


    Essa had taken the name of her town with her, to go out in the world. What was she looking for? She knew, now, so might as well not keep it a secret. It was said her mother came from east over the water. Dressed like a sky sailor, and said she came—or left—in a sky-ship blown off course. She swaggered through seven cold winters of Essa's life, and one before her birth of course, before she went again, angry at leaving and yet, Essa assumed, driven to go home.


    What a cliche, Essa thought as she shook the blanket after the departing merchanter-kid. When the kid's my age, she thought, nothing will be as simple as sailors and merchanters again. It was a game they played in Fjord of Tears, sailors one crew of ruffian children, merchanters another, dousing each other with water and running home after a damp day's play to parents who laughed or scolded, depending on the crispness of the weather.


    No use thinking of Eslyn; her father's dead, her life there become hollow, more cliches. She wished she were an assassin or another kind of romantic fanatic.


    But it was morning, and time for her to work. She folded her blanket quickly, took it back to her room. Her mug from breakfast stood on the bedside table, the tea cold.


    She took the mug, and her calculator, and went down into the office of the house. The woman who had hned her was a merchanter who wholesaled goods into the interior. Essa knew the mountain towns; she had become assistant to this woman's trade programmer.
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    The trader she assisted was a pleasant man in his early thirties, as black-haired as any sailor but ivory-skinned and with a different accent and his hair was straight and sleek; he also was unfettered with either sailor or merchanter prejudices. He was from the nameless clan which lives upcoast above Avanue, a long way north. As a supervisor he suited Essa very well. She could even talk her own dialect, for he had often been to the mountains, and knew Lake Eslyn, it seemed, as well as any devoted tourist, which was well enough to please Essa.


    As a lover he would have suited her even better, but far up the coast they are kindly and cheerful, but careful who they befriend. And she knew furthermore that he worried about being her boss, the ethics of it. She was gently approaching him, seeing that for the one of lesser power to approach is the way to do it right; she entertained herself by imagining that someday soon they would eat together in taverns, walk by the waterfront when they were not working, and maybe he would give her a name of his on which to hang her knowledge of him as they turned into each other's bodies one warm night in the summer to come.


    The calculator was a rectangle frame of wires strung with opal beads. She got it from her mother, when she was the age to start counting. The beads felt cold at first under her fingers, then warmed suddenly to her touch, in the way of semiprecious stones, every time she used it. She thought little of it any more, except on days like this when the sun's rays through the window slats drew green and red fire from the heart of the oval white counters.


    The office was warm with the heat of spring sun, and a fly wakened from hibernation was crawling sluggishly on the sill near where Essa set her mug. Soon she too was sluggish with stuffy warmth, and the numbers blurred, and her fingers slowed their counting and lost their place.


    The trader came in from the sun-filled yard, a clipboard under his arm. He had been checking the manifests of a small shipment of decorative arts which had come down the trails from Elphender. Dust from the opened bales had marked his cheek and brow with pale streaks, and packing-cotton tufted his long straight hair. The thong with which he tied his ponytail had pulled loose so he held its wayward strands back with one long, knotty-knuckled hand.


    He was yawning too.


    "Minh," he said, "these spring days take away the brain. Let's do something better with our lives."
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    Essa jumped up to swab the dust off his face with her handkerchief dipped in tea. As he shook the litter out of his hair and bound it roughly back she grinned at him. "How about going east?" she said lightly, but he looked sly down at her, so she felt she should check for breakfast stains on her shirt or spinach in her teeth. His eyes were light like an animal's. He released her from the look with a laugh.


    "Why not east?" he cried, left the room in a rush, as always, on the way snatching their coats from the hooks in the hall. "Come on," he said. "Don't be slow." He tossed Essa her jacket.


    Essa was laughing too as they went down the hill to the warehouses, laughing and clicking the beads of her calculator like a gourd full of sand, a rhythm instrument, and he was humming a trader song, his accent making the snatches of words sound strange, like the wind in the trees of home.


    Essa didn't know his language but she felt she could, felt the rules of it were simple and expressive, knew how to parse a sentence already but had no nouns to put into such a sentence, no adjectives, no participles. On such a day, though, she could not be impatient.


    They turned not toward the sea but along one of the parallel streets that circled the hill like necklaces. The trader had not put on his coat, was trying to reach the center of his itchy back.


    "That stuff gets down my shirt every time," he said.


    "Let me," said Essa, greatly daring, and scratched through his shirt down his spine. She felt his back arch as if he shivered, but he smiled at her.


    They were going, it appeared, to his house. She had never been there before. He had a narrow house in a row of connected burrows along a close with no street sign. Essa gestured at the naked lamppost. "Yes," he said. "My street. Northerner district. Nobody needs a sign here." And they laughed.


    The door was a deep magenta purple, set with a golden knocker and a pattern in gold-headed studs: a coiled sand-snake, she thought, familiar with the symbol, or perhaps a firedrake, but that would be mountain mythology, and he was from up-coast—a long way up-coast, past the dunes at Avanue and north again, where the warm ocean currents sweep past the Nogard Archipelago. The door swung wide into a cool, light, open interior.
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    A cat watched them from a low couch. Another turned from the windowsill. A third had run to meet them. She heard the thump of small paws in the kitchen she saw through an archway. And from under a chair near the door, as she stepped past it into the house, Essa heard a feline growl.


    "Ah, Minh!" said the trader to one of the cats, the brown one.


    "You have a lot of cats," said Essa.


    "Seven," he said, grinning. "I think. A couple of them are out catting around, I guess. Minh is always out this time of day and Minh likes to sleep upstairs in the sun from the skylight."


    He picked up the kitten who stood at the kitchen door. "Minh, Minh, Minh!" he said. "What have you been into?"


    Essa stood in the center of the first room. She looked at cats. They looked at her. Even a small nose poked out from under the safe draperies of the entryway chair, as the white cat there decided it was safe to check out the stranger.


    The kitten was black-and-orange, and climbed to the trader's shoulder. "I named this one for you," he said. "Minh."


    She stepped carefully over the brown cat, who was sitting before her, grooming, and went into the kitchen. The trader handed her the kitten.


    "Minh," she said tentatively. The kitten growled and tried to bite her nose.


    "I have to get out of this shirt," the trader said. He ran up the spiral staircase into the upper room from which sunlight streamed down to make a bright patch near the kitchen door. A brown tabby lay down and rolled in the light, then arranged itself like a naked person on a lounge in an erotic photograph. "Minh?" she said. It turned an ear to her without moving. The kitten miaowed. The white cat scuttled around the edge of the kitchen door and hid behind the stove. Essa put the kitten aside and went to crouch near the stove where the white cat could see her, but not too close. The cat shrank back into the very corner.


    "Minh, Minh, Minh," Essa said experimentally, holding out her hand. She said it with all the different inflexions she had heard in the trader's voice, until she struck one which relaxed it a little. Then she went back to her chair.


    She was popular. The kitten swarmed up the leg of her trousers, the brown tabby rubbed against her leg then leapt into her lap. The two had a little fight there and Essa pushed them off, laughing.
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    Down the staircase came a big orange tiger-tom, slow and sententious, and when she scooped him up he lay in her arms like a pillow, inert and unworried.


    "Minh," she said, and he started to purr.


    Essa thought she was getting the hang of this. She put the big cat down in the patch of sunlight. The brown cat jumped on it and it retired to the couch while the brown cat sat in the sun, washing its face again.


    The trader came down the stairs at the same breakneck pace, his torso bare, a shirt in one hand, a towel in the other drying wet hair. "Cotton," he said. "So good in towels, so bad in bales. What do you think of the guys?"


    Essa pointed to the five she could see. "Minh, Minh, Minh, Minh and Minh," she said.


    "Pretty good," he said, then pointed to two and corrected her. "Minh. Minh."


    "Minh. Minh," she practiced dutifully. One of the indicated cats spoke to the sound of its name.


    "I had a cat for a while in the mountains," she said. "But I was pretty young, I guess. I can't remember it being there after my mother left."


    He was standing in the patch of sunlight combing his hair. He was burnished and lovely. Which one of them stepped first? She thought it was her. She felt the teeth of the comb against her back, his other fist still holding the shirt pulled her waist to him, and she had her fingers tangled in his wet hair. It was a satisfying kiss, but its unexpectedness shocked them apart.


    "Oh!" he said. Her hand was over her breath. They looked at each other. He started to comb his hair again. She bent and handed him the shirt, which he had dropped. "Thanks," he said, and turned away to the cupboard, pulling his shirt over his head.


    "Something to drink? I have juice, I have red and black wine ..."


    "Black wine," she said, seeing he had his hand on the bottle already. He reached down two goblets, then put one back. It was another unexpected intimacy, a graceful gesture in deference to the mountain habit of sharing, another step beyond work. He poured the wine and gave her the goblet. Then he walked away into the other room.


    She sat again at the table, trying to steady herself. She could see on the rich dark surface of the wine the shimmers caused by her
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    hand shaking. She put the goblet down, put her hands in her pockets, and tried to breathe. The trader came back with a small square bundle in his hands. He reached for the goblet, drank a deep draught of the black wine, and she saw he smiled as he licked it from his lips.


    He unwrapped the silk from a deck of northern cards, the game which is also a divining tool. He said nothing as he shuffled and fanned them, held them out to her to choose. She knew to take seven. He put the other cards aside, took the cards from her hands. As their hands touched he smiled, a secretive and sexual smile, and they both shivered slightly. She took the wine then, pulled a mouthful of its spiky smoothness into herself, savored it, swallowed.


    He squared the cards in front of him and covered them with his hands. "I know your wish," he said. His voice was a little rough; he cleared his throat. "I know your wish and I ask, what say the cards?" He looked down at his hands.


    She smiled. The sunlight was coming down behind his hair, which was tangled, half-combed and voluptuous. He looked up to catch her look, lifted one hand and placed its forefinger in the center of her forehead. "Concentrate," he said, "on your desire. I will still be here when the cards have been read." His finger traced her cheek and neck before he pulled his hand back to the fortuneteller pose he was affecting.


    Or maybe not affecting. She looked aside from his serious face, and saw that there were seven cats sitting in a row behind him, an even, graduated row with the large orange cat in the center and the others symmetrical around it. The kitten was fidgeting like a child at its first ritual, but held the line. Now Essa shivered for certain.


    The trader turned the cards, and made a semicircle in front of him which echoed the shape he could not see behind him. As he laid down each card, the cat in the mirror-image position to it lay down. Essa breathed, and her hands relaxed.


    "The cloud, the hand, the pit, the tower, the mother, the heart, the new wood," he said, slowly, and looked up at her. His face looked serious, troubled. Essa wanted to take him on the couch in the room behind, she wanted to rumple his hair more, she wanted to escape the semicircle of fear which had gripped the back of her neck. She swept the cards off the table. Startled, the cats scattered. He was startled too.


    "Don't ..." he said, and threw his hands up for protection, but not from her.


    


    "I can't bear it," she said. "Tell my future later. Tell the present now."


    "Not now," he said, taking her hands. "Later. There is plenty of time tonight, after we finish the inventory."


    "Oh, yes! The inventory!" Laughing, she stood up, and he did too, still joined to her by the grasp of hands. She pulled away, leaned down and gathered the cards from the floor. "I didn't mean to do it," she said. "I got afraid for a minute. I don't know why. Maybe ..'. "


    He took the cards gentiy, put them with the others but, she saw, with their faces toward the others' faces to keep them distinct. "Later for that too," he said. "Let's go." The goblet stood alone on the table, the black wine half-drunk.


    As they left the house he held back the kitten, but one of the cats bounded out with them and he didn't seem to mind. She didn't look back or name them, and the one outside climbed a drainpipe and vanished across a roof. The trader put his hand on her back to turn her toward the street, and the touch was sensuous and unnerving. She pulled away. "Too fast," she said, "too sweet," and with his smile around her she swung away down the street at his side.


    Down on the docks they made short work of the inventory in the warehouses, finishing in the largest one which blocked the street to the water. They came out its dockside door into the sunlight at the water's edge and Essa blinked at the dazzle. The wind was off the water and despite the sun her coat was now not warm enough to blunt its cutting edge. There was a silver shadow suddenly, intensifying the chill, the trader drew breath, and Essa's vision clouded and cleared. The ship from the east was gliding into a berth in front of them.


    Essa too was shocked, at the sudden coming of her dreams into the real world. She stood blinking, wondering why the day seemed hardly to have changed. On the deck of the ship, sailors dressed like her mother was dressed on that last night worked rigging and tossed out mooring cables. The trader was closest; he jumped forward to hitch a cable around the bollard. The ship gently drifted down to rest.


    Essa stood staring.


    The trader stood beside her to watch the gangplank lowered,
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    the sailors preparing to disembark, waiting for their leader to give the word. Essa could understand their shouting. She thought the trader could not.


    "Essa," the trader said, "I have in mind to send you east. There's trade to come from across the sea, and your face is turned to the rising sun."


    Her face was turned to him in wonder, and he laughed at her wide-eyed shock.


    "You wanted to go east," he said. "I have been getting you ready." The sea was behind his head, half-blinding her with its sparkle, hiding his expression.


    The terror in her heart was the sudden doubt of anyone who gets what she wants unexpectedly, improbably and simply. She waited for the other foot to fall. The ship was real. Its shadow on the boards of the dock was as sharp as her own. It was her mother who was the ghost, standing beside her. Perhaps word of her death had been greatly exaggerated. Essa's hand clenched around the calculator frame until it hurt her palm. Then she released the hand, and her fear, with a great laugh. She pulled the frame into the sunlight where the opals caught the light and responded with their fire.


    "Isn't it beautiful?" she said to the trader. "My mother gave it to me."


    "Yes," he said, "I know," and turned so she could see his quick smile, his gentle look bent on her. You leave what you love, she thought; my mother taught me that. They walked forward into the shadow of the great eastern ship until it loomed above them, silver-sided and smooth.


    On their way back home through the town, Essa and the trader passed through the alleys surrounding the square, and heard a great murmuring noise. There were scores of people, most of them young and curiously intent, but among them old folks and families, and single parents with little children in carry-harnesses and older others handheld and herded, all hurrying toward the center of the town. The two of them turned and followed the crowd, unurgent and idly curious.


    "It is the students again, I imagine," said Essa.


    "Yes," said the trader. "Did you read the proclamation against this yesterday?"
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    "Public order, indeed," said Essa by way of answer, and as they turned another corner the noise intensified and resolved into near-words.


    "I hope they don't try to enforce it," said the trader.


    "I hear the guards refused," said Essa, and they rounded another wynd and came out onto the main square. Immediately tumult erased the end of their quiet-voiced conversation. The trader took Essa's hand almost involuntarily, and she felt his pulse beat against her wrist, speeding up as they looked out from the top of a short flight of steps over the heads of a massive, humming crowd. There were banners held aloft by pairs of youths, all in green tunics. There was chanting. There was a sense of raw power there, seething.


    "Let's get out of here," shouted the trader, pulling against Essa's hand, but her mood had sharpened, and she tugged him back to her side, strong hand on his wiry arm, then stepped forward instead, pushing down the cobble stairs between tightening groups of people, turning her head back to talk to him as they snaked, still hand-joined, through.


    "No way," she said. "This is history. I go from here tomorrow. You think I want to miss this?"


    There was a banner which read: Climb the Remarkable Mountains; another: Sail and soar. Essa understood the latter but not the former; she asked her boss. "You should know," he said; she cocked her head at him. "You are from there," he said.


    "What?"


    "The Remarkable Mountains rise from the plain behind the Fjord of Tears."


    "You mean The Range."


    "Most people here don't know that name. Those would be sailors, under that banner. Probably from the Black Ship, from their skin color. They want the freedom of the trails too."


    "They come up."


    "Not very often, and they meet much resistance."


    "So it's all economics, then?"


    "Not at all. Who keeps the sailors and merchanters apart? Figure it out. Who do we work for?"


    For whom do we work, thought Essa idly as she looked out over the crowd. It seemed simple. Almost all were students or sailors, but there were merchanters among them, some singly among disparately composed groups, others in groups of their own, looking angry. Among these she was surprised to see the raw-faced young


    


    merchanter-kid she'd talked with that morning; he was shouting some slogan in company with his mates, his face contorted with effort and dislike.


    Somehow this shocked her. Not that he was angry or on the edge of violence, but that she so recently had talked with him, that she knew him. Alerted, she searched the crowd for other familiar faces and found two: a student who had worked for the same company as Essa during university break and a sailor she had met only two hours ago on the sleek ship she was to board tomorrow.


    This too shocked her: that she had no one to favor among the factions. She had been here long enough; she should have known who had something sensible to say. Yet she stood at the edge of the crowd feeling every inch a foreigner.


    The shouting seemed louder suddenly, and the almost-static groups she had been scanning suddenly broke and swirled. A banner was down, and another, as factions overwhelmed each other. The temperature in the square seemed to rise, and the air to thicken.


    Essa felt the pull of the crowd as if her throat were in its grip. She could have thrown herself into the melee and been lost, and found. But she was a foreigner, suddenly with its weight of danger, so she backed slowly sideways up the stairs until her back was against the red pumice wall of the White Hotel. Above the moan of the crowd there was a deep humming, a crackle like duster-pods popping on a hot day in an alpine meadow.


    The trader was still holding her hand, and she realized with a sudden adrenaline start that he was shouting at her, and she could not hear him. The noise had become so loud that she could not hear it any more, yet it blanketed all intimate sound. She tried to call out but could not even hear herself. The effect was shouting underwater, panicky and ineffective. Around them, the pushing of the crowd intensified. Essa felt rough coats, smelled sweat and dust and urgency from the people around. A woman with a baby on her back slipped by, her baby-sling of silk, trailing the incongruous smell of milk and talc, which Essa remembered from her auntie's house of perpetual new cousins.


    The woman was swept back into the turmoil in the square, though Essa was sure she had been pushing away. If she and the trader had not had their backs against the wall, there would have been no choice for them either. Or was the pressure away, into the side streets? She saw a current like that, several feet away, and hoped the woman, too short to see it herself, had happened upon it and
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    taken her baby away. But even if she had, down which side street would she have been able to move? They were full too.


    The trader was pulling on her arm, and she saw that he had stepped back and up into a window niche in the building. She scrambled up beside him, awkward but unwilling to let go of him. An older man tried to join them but there was no room; Essa saw him groping along the side of the hotel toward the next window, but the crowd thickened and she lost sight of him. She looked back out across the square. From this vantage point, she could see the battle.


    Battle. The word was another small shock to her. The demonstration had indeed become a battle, it seemed. From above the crowd level now, she could see the bulky shapes in the square and suddenly knew them for what they were: armored vehicles, giant trucks, pressing into the crowd without regard. Now the pressure made sense. The crowd was trying to get out of the square, and the streets were too small. The vehicles were pressing inexorably on the mass of people.


    But it was not a mass of people, Essa thought. It was one plus one plus one, all of them like me, all of them there for simple petty reasons . . . and now she feared for herself for the first time.


    The crackling noise was the percussive fire of weapons. The only other sound that pierced the blanket of noise-no-noise was a new, high screaming which was taken up by more and more mouths. Essa might have been screaming herself, though everything around her seemed silent and slow.


    Textures intensified, smell and sound became a blur which someday she would realize she remembered, but which now seemed only insensible and overwhelming. The window niche was safe, but intimate to the turmoil in a way she could not analyze, so massive the assault on her senses.


    She and the trader stayed there until the square was empty except for the bodies. There were a lot of bodies, lying crumpled and unreal on the flagstones. Essa was still holding the trader's hand. They clambered down out of their embrasure together, and went toward the bodies still hand-in-hand, terrified children in a tale no parent would tell. The nearest fallen were clearly dead, though now in the real silence there were moans coming from somewhere.


    Essa saw that others were emerging like broken toys from their hiding and huddling places. She saw too that there were soldiers


    


    there, patrolling in couples and groups. One of the pairs came toward them as they crouched on the street beside one of the bodies.


    The two soldiers did not have the uniform of the guard.


    "They are from up the river," said the trader. "Why it took so long. They had to send for them."


    "We'd better get out of here," said Essa, surprised that she sounded no different. Maybe a little hoarse. She cleared her throat.


    But the soldiers had seen them, and unslung their weapons as they approached. Essa stood up.


    "I am a visitor," she said, feeling like a fool; "I was not involved. Please tell me how to get back to a safe street."


    One of the soldiers answered. His voice cracked. Why, he is young! she thought. Younger than she was. His face was livid and terrified.


    "I didn't kill anyone," he said. "I am not a bad person."


    "I know," she said. "I can see that. That is why I asked you to help us."


    "Go down that street," he said, pointing with his weapon. His partner was as young as he was, and her hair was kept out of her face by a bandanna tied around her head. She looked like she had been reading fantasies and had tried to dress up like a soldier in a book. So did he.


    Near them two students in green tunics were struggling with a fallen bicycle, trying to straighten the handlebars. Essa saw that they needed it because one student was wounded in the leg and could not walk. She averted her eyes as if from an intimate act.


    Essa pulled the hand of the trader, whose palm was slimy with hot sweat. If the smell of death, something she thought was a cliche which is not, had not been filling the square his and her fear would have been palpable. Essa could only be grateful for the camouflage as they started to run.


    She heard a ragged, officious shout behind them. They turned, still running but ready to dodge, thinking they were the target. The two young soldiers were beating the two students. The boy who had given Essa directions raised the club he had unhooked from his belt and brought it down on the skull of the wounded student. Her long hair seemed to shatter into a spray of black and glittering red.


    Essa had no time for the vomit in her mouth. She was running.
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    * * *


    The trader put her on the ship within the hour. Returning to Essa's room, rolling her belongings up, and making their way back to the docks had not taken long. Essa traveled light, and it was a small town. He stopped her in the shadow at the door of the big warehouse, where they crouched scanning the silent dock.


    "It's all right; there's no-one there," said Essa.


    "I want to talk to you," said the trader.


    His face was in shadow. Essa made light, sketching its limits in a tight envelope around their heads.


    "This is not the farewell I wanted," he said. "There was a whole night and a morning until you would go. Things I wanted you to do. I made notes in my notebook; you will have to take it and figure it out yourself." He pressed the little book on her, a handbound compact thing wrapped in a cloth. "And things I wanted to say to you. Personal."


    "Come with me. It can't be safe here. You can brief me on the flight."


    "Someone must take care of my mother's business," he said.


    "She is your mother?"


    "It's an idiom. Not like the mother you seek. But she shaped. She is who she is. And because of her, I am who I am."


    "And who are you?" She knew she bordered on rudeness, but she had seen worse than bad manners this day.


    He touched her face. His hands were cool. Her hands were never that cool, and especially not after this day. "You make such a fire against the sun," he said. "Now I see you make light in the darkness too. If the night had gone on as we thought, I would have told you my name."


    "You know mine."


    "But that is your custom." He sounded weary and tentative.


    "Even if I were of your people," she said, "I would have told you tonight." Earlier, she had tried to give him her calculator but he had refused. Now she said, "I tried to give you a gift as good as my name."


    "But a name can be given and kept. You have only one gift from your mother. You will need it."


    "I know your name," she said suddenly. "Aren't you Minh too, like everyone, like everything?"
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    He smiled broadly. "Yes, you know," he said. "What names are. I have given you that, anyway. You know me, now, Minh. Essa."


    "Thank you for naming everything." It sounded stupid to her, but he hugged her then, so maybe he heard that she meant it.


    "Take care of your name," he said. "It is good to know something about yourself."


    All she knew was that she had seen death and still disbelieved it. Who was she herself, then? She popped the bubble of light, and they stood holding each other for a moment, as their eyes readjusted to the dark. Then he took her hand again, and one of her packs with the other hand, and they ran, outrigger bundles making them clumsy, across the moonlit strip of dock. There were shadows waiting for their shadows.


    "It seems the moon is always full here," said Essa.


    "It shines in the east as well, they say," he said. "Remember, you are doing my job. You are my child as I am my mother's, now."


    "I do not want to be your child," she protested irritably.


    "It is an idiom. For business. The rest—it is too late for the rest."


    She nodded and hugged him again, they held each other tightly for a minuscule tranquillity. Then they pulled away into an oppos-ingly large silence. "I will do well for you," she said finally. "And remember."


    "Come back carefully. No-one can know where this all will lead." She remembered the bodies, and shivered. The shadowy sailors pulled her bundles and her arm. She had to move.


    "Careful—you too," she said. He nodded. She ran up the steep gangplank. The sailors cast off. As the ship rose, she saw him standing in the bright moonlight, looking up. When he was small enough—when the ship was high enough—that the detail was lost in his face, she saw him run back into the warehouse shadow, his dark cape swirling. Down the dock, she saw a patrol. She thought they were the guard, which meant safety, but they were too far away to be sure; maybe they were the militia, soldiers, more young murderers like today. And thinking of the square, the merchanter-kid's hate, the sailor, the students, the soldier, she started to shake. She couldn't move.


    She spent her first night aboard puking into a barrel until she vomited blood. After they saw that, they gave her a sedative, but she slept only enough for terrifying dreams where a red mist glittering


    


    o r se y


    in the late afternoon sun spread until it caught her, was an acid which ate to her bones, and she heard her mother's voice saying, "Climb the Remarkable Mountains, sail and soar," but her mother was not there.


    The sailor she had seen in the crowd was not on the ship.


    


    file Remarkable Mountains (l)


    Only today as I sat in my bath did I realize that my whole life has been spent in the search for safety. I first became aware of the fragility of my existence at a very young age. In my parents' garden there was a little birdhouse designed for finches. One day I came upon a sparrow with its head caught in the entry hole. It was struggling unsuccessfully to free itself. I thought I would help it, save it. I took it firmly, ignoring the thrill of fear I felt when my hand closed around its feathered body, and pulled.


    After that it did not struggle, even though its body was still as warm, its feathers as stiff and soft. Horrified at what my intervention had done, I ran away, and never wanted to go near that tree again, though it was near the path and difficult to avoid.


    As a child and youth in my parents' house I was surrounded by things, each in its place, and each named in family memory. The provenance of each treasured thing was part of the skein of history which bound not only that object but all of us into our particular niches.


    That seemed like safety at the time, and I treasured it as I treasured each thing I added to the hoard as I joined the family tradition of acquisition.


    I suppose that every wanderer started in a garden somewhere. So few of us are born into motion.


    When I left my parents' home, however, I took with me only what I could carry. I thought I was coming back, you see. I thought it would be that simple—to cross the sea and to go up the Fjord of Tears in the back of the Remarkable Mountains seemed a worthy picaresque sort of goal, one that would occupy me for the few years until I attained my majority and the dangers at home diminished.


    But I didn't know where I was going when I left and I had been gone only a few months when I knew, with my gift—or is it a curse?—of being bound to those I love, that my family had been lulled. Later I discovered it was in the fire which burned their house down, but then I merely felt the thread break, snap, to release me.
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    Even now I can only say it so boldly. I cannot reproduce (although I feel it again almost as strongly as the first time, whenever I think of it) the terror and relief I felt in that moment. Their death was my death, but I knew, knew with a fateful clarity, that I alone could escape it.


    And I would escape it.


    I turned with no more feeling on my face than I have now, and resumed my walk toward the Remarkable Mountains, thinking of things, things, things with every step, thinking how I was torn loose from all history, not just my own. Thinking of how to escape being murdered in my turn, and filled with a freedom I had never known before.


    I say I have been looking for safety all my life, since I played in my mother's garden, and so of course my path has taken me away from all that is safe, into countries where I lost everything, including, I sometimes think, my soul, for otherwise how could I carry on after what has happened to me, after so many have died, after I left my child without a backward glance, after all that, and not feel guilty, not mourn, not feel?


    When I came to the Fjord of Tears in the Remarkable Mountains, I was much older than when I left home. I had been traveling for almost five years, a fugitive for four of those. I had only the knapsack, two sets of clothes and boots; my notebooks, maps and navigating equipment, and a little abacus my grandmother had given me, with a frame of ebony and opal counter beads. And Annalise, of course, walked beside me.


    The Fjord of Tears cuts the sea deeply into the heart of the Remarkable Mountains, but it was not from the sea I came. The cliffs of the Fjord are too steep to allow access to the sea anyway, except by a great flight of thousands of stairs at one place I did not yet know. We came up from the plains. I never kept a journal until I first saw the mountains cut jagged into the sky of the world. Then I began to write, as Annalise always wanted me to do, the story of our lives.


    Forty-second day from Avanue: Day One of This Record


    This morning we came in sight of the Remarkable Mountains.


    The people here call them the Range. To them the skyline is commonplace. To us, born and raised with the


    


    long views of the sea, come fresh from another seacoast, and having walked for over forty days under the big skies of the prairie, they are an astonishment. My navigator was stunned with success and later confessed to me that she had not believed for a minute, not a minute, that they would look like that.


    What did you expect? I said. You had the maps.


    Hills, she said. Like at the edge of the sea by Avanue.


    At Avanue the dunes, it is true, are very high, and inland they have become permanent, fleshed over with a thin soil and a subsequent layer of green growth; but the dunes of Avanue are comprehensible to the mind, while these great massifs must, if our maps are correct about the distance we have to travel, be unthinkably large when one is among them.


    I confess privily that I cannot extend my imagination that far. I will have to wait and see.


    Day Ten


    We have had no recurrence of yesterday's trouble, though the man is sulky today, and I expect that I have not heard the last of these objections. This morning I told him that if he obstructed the expedition further I would leave him behind. We have managed very well with the people of this country but he has never cast aside his prejudices and now he seems terrified. From his place in line I can see him glancing around at me even now, and it makes him more nervous to see me making these notes. Just as well. If he only knew it, I would have difficulty leaving him, both because I am not so hard as I pretend and because I would hesitate to impose him on these tolerant and pleasant people who have given us, strangers, nothing but help and kindness. I fear he would abuse their trust viciously.


    All of this taking place in the shadow of the most astounding rocks that must be in the world. No wonder on our maps they are called Remarkable. If I am angry at him
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    for anything it is for depriving me of the chance to think of nothing but mountains.


    Mountains. The word said at a distance of hundreds of miles, as I heard it last spring in the lowlands, or tens of miles, as a tenday ago I saw them on the horizon, can hardly begin to convey what they really are. My navigator thinks they loom and she is frankly terrified whenever we pass through any gap narrower than the widest valley, but I am exhilarated with them. Mountains.


    Maybe tomorrow I will have the words for it.


    Of course, that is what I have been thinking, and saying, for the last ten days. That is why I began this record in the first place: simply to write that sentence: this morning we came in sight of the Remarkable Mountains. And then to try to make sense of it. It may be an effort which takes my whole life.


    Day Eleven


    Just when I think I get used to this I come around another corner. And what is it that is taking my words away? I must try, for when I look back on these notes years hence, I will see only the shadows of these peaks, not their substance. I wish I had brought more recording media, but even what I have used will give no real idea, cramped as the views from inside viewfinders must perforce be.


    Mosriy the rock is gray, but such a range of colors that subsumes as to make a whole rainbow. They are all more than five thousand meters above the level of the sea, by our instruments and calculations, and some are twice that. They look like some giant parody of a jumble of earth and rocks thrust up by a bulldozing tractor, with some broken and jagged, some bent and folded over themselves. The more folded ones have the look of some fantastic pastry, like the thousand-layers cakes my grandmother's cook used to take days to make. The edges of the layers even flake off the same way.


    


    In one narrow defile where we walked, these flaky edges were close to hand, and I reached out and broke a piece from one. How could these mountains endure so long if a mere human could break a piece away? I thought, but then, later, there was a jumble of stone full of multicolored flecks, so hard that even the horses' sharp-shod hooves could not chip it away, but struck sparks.


    All this is on such a gigantic scale, it is like the homes of the northerners' god-myths, where such giants as Ayam and Arasmas might have coupled or fought while they were making the moons and the stars.


    But they are not bare and new, these gigantic upthrust tumbles of stone. They have been here for such a long time that generations of moss and underbrush and trees have grown and died and made soil for other generations to grow in. There are many here of that kind of spiky tree which is green all year, except for one variety which the native people tell me turns color and sheds in Autumn like our leafy trees. I would have found that hard to credit had I heard it at home at my parents' hearth, but here it seems only reasonable, surrounded by such strangeness.


    Day Twelve


    Sent the guides and horses back this morning. We go back to walking. I can't say I'm sorry, though we'll be slower. I found clambering up and down these rocks on horseback tense and sometimes terrifying, though the horses certainly knew what they were doing. It was just us who weren't sure. My legs were always cramped with trying to hold on tighter, and my feet with trying to grip a phantom ground. Annalise says it was the same with her.


    Day Thirteen


    Today we heard a roaring like a raging river, but saw nothing except a mild, flat creek. We decided to cut across the
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    rocks to save some time, and the roaring became louder. The four Avanue people were curious and unflappable, but that merchanter scum has been getting more obnoxious every day. I wish I didn't feel so responsible for him. He was the one who became superstitious and frightened. The others went ahead with me, while I asked Annalise to guard him.


    I could hear the roaring fill the air but I could not find a source. A waterfall around the bend, I thought, across these rocks. Ahead, I could see a small crack in the rock. I went forward prepared to leap it. As I took the step nearest it, I glanced down.


    And nearly fell, two hundred feet I'm sure, into a boiling cauldron of water trapped in a deep, narrow chasm of stone so curled and convoluted by erosion that it seemed like some fantastic cloth. I can record all this now but at the time I had to fling myself back, and the navigator grabbed me and prevented me from sliding in. We both fell backward, and I lay there panting and sweating.


    "What?" she said. "What?" I gestured, and she crawled ahead. When she returned, her face was white, but she was laughing.


    "I can die now," she said, that Avanue phrase Annalise has read in books but I had never heard spoken before. The navigator lay beside me laughing until she calmed, while the others, including the merchanter, took their turn. He alone seemed unmoved.


    When we jumped across the chasm (so narrow there was no effort to it)—and there is no easy way to say it— she jumped not across but in. I did not see it. No-one saw it but the merchanter. I only heard her falling laughter.


    Day Seventeen


    Camped here for four days now. The navigator's body was impossible to find, so we went on to a campsite with water we could reach. But her brother, the morning after, lay in


    


    his sleepsack dead. How can a man cut his own artery and let the blood, such a lot of blood, spurt away in such silence and without a gesture of regret? How can grief take him, who the day before was laughing? The other Avanue people say he was wrong, that if his sister chose to die he should respect that. I asked them: did he not have the same choice? But he did not say so first, they said, and went away weeping to sit on the gravel bar at the foot of the waterfall. Not the same stream, another, this country seems to grow them every mile, these profligate beauties in the midst of beauty, but I do not think I can see rushing water again without a zero of horror in my gut. The merchanter was smiling; I nearly beat him, but I was horrified at the desire, as if I felt my grandmother take over my hands, and so I turned away and struggled within instead, until I had warded her off.


    Annalise tells me that if a northerner says that phrase "I can die now," it means great joy, but they mean it truly. Not many of them choose to actually die, but they do not grieve for those who do.


    Still, I cannot see it. She was so happy, and she was happy because every day she saw something new. Why would she choose to miss that? And he, why would he stop, if he believed she did it in joy? It goes around in circles, over and over.


    They came to me to say they would take their brother home. I did not know they were all one family. "Everyone is one family," the older said.


    "You weep for us," said the younger. "Minh and Minh would love you for it."


    They went away to pack their things and the things of their brother and sister. They left by noon.


    Leaving me with Annalise and the merchanter. I conferred with the older Avanuen before they left, but the merchanter, in the end, would not go with them, and swore he'd behave better if I just did not send him with those—he actually said heathen, I think, if I understood his
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    accent. But it might have been perverts. So my sister and I have lost our friends, and had only this fool with us when the sickness took me. I am feeling a litde better today, but I am still weak, and the tension in camp is strong. Why does he stay? He does litde but fight with Annalise, resent me, complain and sulk.


    Day Eighteen


    Annalise went out to scout. An hour later, found the mer-chanter in my pack, scrabbling, this book in his hand. Tackled him but he got away, and he turned like a wild thing then and tried to tackle me. "You're mad!" I gasped out.


    "Not mad," he panted. "You're . . . worth more . . . alive ..." He pinned me and bound my wrists in front of me.


    The only person who would buy me is my husband. A spy?


    "You're a merchanter!"


    "Good cover. They hired me to come up here among the pigs and the brownhairs. Worth my while to wear rags for a while, speak my birth tongue. Got rid of two of the scum, at least."


    I heard Annalise then, shouting, "A town! There's a town on the next slope!"


    He saw me ready to shout back a warning and punched me in the solar plexus. While I gasped, paralyzed, he secured my feet, then before I could recover breath, gagged me. I couldn't breathe through my nose yet, and began to choke. He ripped the gag off, swearing. I curled upward with my whole body, thrusting my head into his face, and tried again to shout. It was a ragged sound, but I heard Annalise reply, and running steps—but toward us.


    "Run away!" I yelled, but it came out a whisper.


    "Her, I can kill, no problem," he said furiously, wiping blood from his nose. "And they don't care what kind
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    of shape they get you back in. Except alive." He kicked me in the side, so I was gasping again, and then rolled me into the water.


    The cold convulsed me. I choked on water, tried to rise. I heard shouting, felt a splash, and when I turned he was running after Annalise up the steep path to the top of the waterfall. I was half-out of the water, still bound. I doubled up, pulled at the wet knots on my feet with frozen hands already numb from the cold and the tight ropes. I was coughing so hard I could hardly keep my eyes open. The loosing of the ropes was a surprise; I couldn't see anything for my streaming eyes. I dragged myself up from the stream, began to stumble up the path, trying without avail to twist my hands free.


    I fell often on the way up. Finally I was leaving bloody handprints.


    When I struggled to the top of the path, Annalise and the spy were grappling at the edge of the canyon, right where the quiet mossy stream dived suddenly into hundred-foot falls. He swayed back as if to pull her toward the brink. She was half a foot shorter than him, but she was holding her own. I cried out and he turned his head in surprise; that gave her a chance to twist away from him and throw herself away from the edge. Off balance, he tried to right himself, but he was too close to the edge.


    He went over in slow motion. His windmilling arms looked almost ludicrous. All he said was "Oh, shit!" in a heartfelt way, in a more honest tone of voice than I ever heard from him before, and with less accent.


    Then he fell. We heard him hit the rock below, a few moments after.


    I ran to Annalise, knelt by her. She tugged at the knots holding my wrists and the rope finally fell away. She began to straighten it frantically. "We must get more rope!" she said. Her fervency almost convinced me.


    I crawled to the edge and looked over, sick from vertigo and horrified surprise. He sprawled broken on the
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    rock below, a sack of old clothes. There was no question of a rope, a rescue, a return.


    I crawled back to Annalise, too frightened of the edge to stand. She tried to struggle up.


    "He is dead," I said. "There's no hurry."


    "I killed him?" she cried in horror.


    "He fell," I said. "It was after you were clear. He would have sent you down there, and come for me. Don't sweat."


    "If I hadn't shoved him as I got clear—"


    "If he hadn't fought you . . . shut up now, and get up. I can't carry you."


    I began to cough again, and Annalise seemed to snap into different focus, looking at my wet clothes.


    "You must be freezing! You'll catch your death of damned foolishness!"


    "Quite the . . . little sailor," I gasped, referring to her idiom, but in fact she was right. If I had been sick before, the dumping in the slush-cold water and the subsequent run up the mountain path had pushed me somewhere much further. Going down the mountain was much slower, and we leaned on each other and rested often. I coughed if I had to breathe deeply. She was scraped and scratched from the street-fighting battle she'd just had, and my hands left dirty blood-prints on her jacket. We were quite a pair.


    At the bottom, in our solitary camp, we crawled into our linked-together night bags and I slept almost instantly. When I awoke, as she had obviously done much earlier, she had found mountain people from somewhere, and they were taking down the tent around me. She said, "Get up. We are going to a village. I told them about the accident, how Noh fell and you fell in the water. They will help us."


    Annalise was a survivor. Though later she would cry in my arms many times for the man she felt she had killed (no matter that he fell himself, no matter he was a spy of my


    


    husband, no matter that Annalise had rescued us from discovery and return to that foul country), still now she was able to find help, take charge yet again, and seem everything she needed to be to convince the mountain people that we were innocent travelers waylaid by misadventure. They gave me some kind of medicinal tisane, then put me on a litter and pulled a soft blanket tight around me. I felt straps tighten around my shoulders, hips and feet but I felt no claustrophobia, only security. They carried me down the path to the road where a four-wheeled cart waited. Annalise got in beside me and the stretcher-bearers got up in front and one drove the cart. It had some kind of engine but was almost silent, so I could hear them talking. One of the last thoughts I had before the drug took effect was "Dammit, another language to learn." I must have muttered it aloud because I heard Annalise's laughter, high and surprisedly clear, before the dark took me entirely.


    


    On the Black Ship


    She had been everywhere on the ship that she was welcome, and the young sailor was not there. She almost made herself sick again with the effort of not asking about him, but finally she chose someone who seemed to have some authority and stammered out the question.


    "And who are you to him?"


    "Essa, I came on at the trader town, you know. I saw him in the square ..."


    "You were in the square?"


    "Yes."


    "He never came back. You must have been the last one to see him, then. Come with me."


    And they went through a hatch marked Staff Only y into a large room where Essa told her story once and then again to an evergrowing group of people, all of them serious-faced and half of them looking away most of the time as she told it, so that later she couldn't say what they looked like, only that they frightened her with their silence.


    The one who took her there introduced herself as Gata, and three of the serious folk were Naio, Pewhim, and Cabroca. Or so it sounded when they were finally introduced, though by then Essa was swaying with tranquilized fatigue.


    "Do you think he could get out of there?" she was asked three times, and she could not by the third time answer.


    "We couldn't wait without the soldiers coming for us too. The only airship in port," said Cabroca. Not to her, but the others.


    "He is my son," said Pewhim to Cabroca. "And mine," said Naio to Essa. As they were both men, she supposed that they meant son like her trader friend had meant mother.


    "I remember the day he was born," said Naio.


    "Don't," said Naio, putting a hand to his belly like a woman.


    They seemed like her own parents at that moment. Essa looked
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    at them, confused, thinking thoughts of magic and thinking about her mother, and thinking about what she herself remembered of the day of her own birth. There was nothing much more to say to the council of elders (as she thought of them) and her belly was so sore from vomiting and bleeding that she could hardly stand.


    It was Gata who saw this and took her out, took her to the cabin they had given her earlier. It looked like someone had had to move out of it to give her room, much as when she went to her auntie's farther up the Range her younger cousin Ana had had to move in with his older brother so she could be accommodated, the only girl, in a private room.


    "That was after I was twelve, of course," she said conversationally to Gata. The sedative was still strong in her. Gata smiled.


    "This is my cabin," she said, "but I'm sharing with a friend. We don't take too many passengers. Most of us are family."


    "How can two men have a son; is it magic?"


    "Well, would you expect them to have a daughter? That would be magic indeed."


    Essa let herself be tucked into bed, another parallel with visiting her father's sister, a relentlessly parental auntie of a woman, for all her craggy resemblance to her brother. It was all rather impressionistic by this time. Had she really witnessed murders that day? Had she felt anything? She didn't now; she didn't know.


    As she drifted to sleep she thought that if she had done as she wanted she would have slept with the trader that night. He would have warmed her all right. Gata looked warm too, as Essa shivered under the puffy quilt. She must have made a sound, for the woman came to sit on the bed, stroked her hair back from her feverish face.


    "Traders make friends slow," Essa said blurrily.


    "Aircrew make friends fast," said Gata, seemingly to comfort her.


    "It's your bed, after all," said Essa.


    Geta smiled. "Go to sleep now. We'll talk about it sometime."


    Essa was so eager to be alive that she stayed awake seconds longer, hoping to change Gata's mind, before she slid away again into her second dream-filled sleep of the night.


    Essa woke exhausted and with her belly aching, but embarrassment was her first emotion. So grateful to that sailor woman for attention to her pain, it seemed, that she'd tried to proposition her. She didn't


    


    know enough about sailors, despite her mother and her mother's friend, to know if she had committed a breach of manners or how serious it might be. For all she knew she had proposed marriage, or offended some deep propriety.


    The dreams had been of blood and screaming, of course, and Essa noted in passing that she was already editing the events in the square, so she could hear the screaming, so she saw more killing being done, so that the student she saw murdered begged for mercy or made a threat or did anything but just be there.


    She tried to erase the edits but remembering was making the bile rise again, so she drank from the glass of stale water beside the bed, got up, tried to arrange her crumpled, slept-in clothes to look tidier, gave up, rummaged in her bag for a clean shirt, changed, hung her other shirt carefully across the chair, and went out of the dim cabin into a busy corridor.


    Following the mainstream of people brought her out on deck, and she saw that it was just before or just after midday, depending on the direction they were traveling. Most of the deck was fully shadowed by the air bag of the dirigible.


    At the rail, she looked below but there was nothing but ocean a long way down. She looked to the latitudinal horizons but saw nothing either way. She looked to the stern and then walked down until she could see past the curve of the ship's belly to one of the starboard propellers.


    The vanes of the propeller were invisible with speed. She made a fan of her fingers, agitated her flat hand rapidly before her face, and saw with satisfaction that the trick made the propeller fleetingly seem still. It was something her mother taught her, though she had only ever done it with wheels before, to see the spokes.


    She looked past the propellers and saw the shadow of the ship on the sea, tiny and following. So it was not yet noon, if they really were going east.


    She straightened up and looked forward. The horizon was hazy and they were sailing into a scattered coverlet of almost invisible cloud. She could tell only by looking at the sea ahead, seeing it dappled slightly with bare shadow.


    Slowly she worked her way forward along the rail, still looking outward, having to detour around lines and parachute lockers and cleats on the deck. About a third of the way aft from the bow, there was a section where there was no rail but only three lines of stout
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    rope threaded through purpose-built stanchions and knotted at either end. There was a length of this about three times her height before the rail resumed. The gangplank went here when the ship was docked.


    For the first time at this false rail she felt fear, vertigo, was conscious that they sailed thousands of feet above the sea. She backed away, colliding with a sailor.


    "Sorry," she gasped, and turned away from the view, struggling with her nausea again.


    "Here, now," he said, "don't be afraid of that rope. Stronger than the rail, really, and safer. Used to be we were all hedged about with rope only, in the old days."


    And to her horror he hurled himself upright at the rope section, turning his back and bending in the middle at the last moment.


    The rope, of course, bounced him back, and he straightened and ran a couple of steps to stop beside her again, laughing at her shock.


    "Sailors," he said. "Never trust 'em." And he went off still laughing.


    Essa lay on the deck, watching the stars out the sides between the rail and the air bag. She could see the same constellations as at home but much higher above the horizon, so she deduced that they were traveling south as well as east.


    She looked at the Evening Star, behind them and ready to set in the last glow of the sunset. She imagined the worlds which could swing around it as they swung around their sun. The moon was rising and she saw that its waning face was showing, the one the traders call the Death's Head. She once had heard one of her teachers say that if the moon did not rotate, scientists would never have discovered that the earth was round and circled the sun. Or at least not until they had been misled for many centuries, even millennia. He had said this to her mother, who had replied, "But sailors and mer-chanters would know, because they see the earth curving all the time. Their business is with the horizon."


    Her business tonight was beyond the horizon. She remembered how at home as a child, she would lie out on the roof in the summer and star-gaze, making wishes on the first star of evening, making shapes out of the accidental arrangement of the galaxy.


    


    Sometimes her mother lay beside her, and taught her the sailor names for the stars. She would talk to Essa about traveling, and Essa would tell long rambling childish stories about visiting other worlds.


    Now, indeed, she was traveling, and the ship was indeed another world, floating like a tiny moon above the water. A silver moon. From below it must have been more the size of a star. She wondered if the people on the islands could see, would wish on this moving star, at sunset when the sea was already in darkness but the sun still lit the tiny, to them pinpoint, silver ovoid which hung gleaming high above.


    "There are people on the ship who want to throw you out," Gata said.


    "What, here?" she said, and laughed, looking drolly out the porthole at thousands of feet of nothing but air.


    Gata was not laughing. "If you're lucky, here," she said. "More likely over land, where the landing's not as soft."


    Essa, who couldn't imagine diving into the ocean, missed the joke, and was too worried besides. "But I am a passenger. I've booked on to a destination."


    "You have got a very familiar profile," said Gata, "and anywhere we go it will get you in trouble. Get all of us in trouble. Pewhim and Naio—" already Essa was getting tired of the singleminded way their joined names seem to arise "—are warning people. They were on the first of the Black Ships, fifteen years ago, you know."


    This meant nothing to Essa. "What do you mean, profile? I'm just a trader's helper," she said. "And what's a Black Ship anyway, with that strange emphasis? All these ships are silver."


    "This is a Black Ship," said Gata. Seeing Essa's puzzlement, she went on: "A Black Ship trades in places sailors are not welcome. A sort of first contact. The first Black Ship was really black, and it went far south, to the Dark Isles where the merchanters hold sway, and then further and further south until it got cold again. On the mainland overlooking the Dark Isles, they found these." And Gata twisted a coin out of the knotted end of her turban and tossed it to Essa.


    Essa looked at it: the image of a strange tower with a bolt of lightning at its apex. She turned it over, and her mother's face shone up, in profile as she remembered it, as her mother had so often looked into the distance.
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    "She looks like my mother."


    "She must be your mother, then," said Gata roughly. "And you look just like her, you little fool, but for the color of your hair."


    "Why are you so angry? What have I done?"


    "I am not angry at you, ninny." Gata looked at her fingers, tangling in her lap, and seemed to still them with effort. "Before they went south, they had been up the Fjord of Tears, almost to where you come from, I think. Do you know a place where the Fjord kinks like a cat's back leg, and there is a litde town there, and steps down to the water, thousands of steps?"


    "Yes, that's where you can cross the Fjord and go down the Range to Hasfeld. Nagroma, I think it's called. Yes, Nagroma."


    "They, that first Black Ship, took on two passengers at Nagroma. She wanted to go—the leader of the two—south and east. To the Dark Isles? She was reluctant, but finally said that would do. When she found out they were going inland she said even better, we will go south and south until the ice closes over us. The other one was quiet, a sunny sort of woman, and cheerful, but she became upset and argued with her leader."


    Gata had the sound of a storyteller now, telling a polished tale. Essa remembered that in the Fjord of Tears there are some stories not told after Spring thaw or before Autumn frost. If told out of season, they brought evil. Was this story to be like that? She already felt fear.


    Gata went on, oblivious to Essa's shiver, to her pulling the quilt up around her shoulders. Gata was watching something a long time ago, reading the tale from some book in midair, or repeating it from some unknown voice only she could hear.


    "The smaller woman said that they should have crossed over as they planned and gone down by—what did you call it? Hasfeld."


    "Hasfeld."


    "Yes. And the other woman said no, they must leave the Remarkable Mountains as they found them, free of murderous taint. If he was to follow, let him follow them south, where lived only slavers and gender pirates. Let him deal with the wrath of barbarians instead of the welcoming smiles at Eslyn.


    "That seemed to quiet the other woman suddenly, and after that they were model passengers—like yourself—and nothing happened until the Dark Isles, when we changed our money for those." She jerked her chin at the coin Essa still held.


    "We?" said Essa.
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    "Sailors. Shh. Her face was the face of the coin, and the crew began to gossip. The committee asked her companion, who said to ask her. The committee asked her if she was the queen of that unpleasant country, and she said no, I was never the queen. But her face on the money, they said. That is the evil fancy of an evil man, she said, and worthy of no intelligent person's concern. However, she said, if it will be more comforting to you, I will remain below the deck while you are docked in that country, in case others have the same misunderstanding. We agreed, and she kept her promise, and her companion stayed with her."


    "We?"


    "Sailors. However, spies from the coastal despot came on board, and though the committee decided to leave the women in the far south, in a forest far from any but the smallest village, we had in some way been found to have carried her, and the flaming arrows of the soldiers fired the ship's gasbag. When we drifted down on our parachutes, they killed all of us they could find."


    "What happened to my mother?" cried Essa. "Where did they leave her? Why did anyone want to kill her? And how on earth or sea or sky did anyone learn this story if all were killed?"


    "She was left in the south, in a forest. That's all. And three fought their way home: Naio, Pewhim and one of my mothers. The other mother, my lost one, was on the committee that had decided to throw your mother out."


    Gata was looking at her hands again, and they were restless hands.


    "What do you mean, throw her out?"


    "Naio and Pewhim were the youngest on the committee. My oldest mother, and two others. The other two would not agree."


    Now it was no story but a quiet, anguished confession.


    "But they went down and left them in a forest by a village. You said!"


    "They went down to the tops of the trees. Any further was dangerous to the bag. In those days we didn't have the strong silver fiber."


    "You mean they were killed."


    "No. My other mother saw them later, from where she hid and slid through the forest. They were alive. One v/as hurt, but would live, she thought. It helped with the guilt."


    "Sailors; never trust 'em. I heard that on this ship."


    "Why do you think they were always called Black Ships from
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    then on, with, as you so neatly put it, a strange emphasis? By all of us since then who sail into the southland? We trade with them now, you know"


    "But wouldn't the village have helped them? I could trace them."


    "In the south, we say, obligation is slavery. It isn't just a figure of speech, though it's a tidy phrase. Naio invented it, I think. He probably said it to your mother and her friend. Down there, they are full of avarice. They give nothing away, and if you have nothing to buy with, you buy with your life—with your own soul.


    "And we go there again and again. We are full of avarice too, on the Black Ships."


    "Didn't anyone do anything about the ship that was destroyed? What happened after? When the three came home with their story?"


    "We started using helium in the air bags."


    "And kept trading with the people who killed your people."


    "Yes."


    "And we are going there now."


    "Yes."


    "And I have my mother's face."


    "Yes."


    "Will I live to see the sea again?" said Essa sarcastically.


    "If you are careful, and they are clumsy, and I am near you when they move."


    Then she was sorry for sarcasm, changed the subject. "What is this committee? Does this ship have one? Could they help me?"


    "You met them. When you told Naio and Pewhim their son was probably dead. Another reason to kill you."


    "Kill the messenger? I thought you sailors were civilized with your medicine and magic and your far traveling."


    "No more than anyone outside the Fjord of Tears."


    "Oh, we are famous for our meekness, are we?"


    Gata was silent. Essa was silent. After a while, Essa said, "I always thought my mother was a sailor."


    "Well, she wasn't," said Gata.


    


    The mute slave who greets them separates the waif smoothly from her keeper. She knows from the air of authority that the mute exudes that she will not see the keeper man again. She cannot help giving him a look of triumph over her shoulder as she is led away, the mute's hand firmly around her wrist, the first touch she has felt outside function and fucking, except for the old madwoman's occasional contact, since she woke into her life.


    The mute takes her to a room. His hands move in the same pattern, over and over, then he points to the room. After a moment, the waif realizes that this is another language. She puts her hands up in front of herself and tries to imitate the birdlike flutter of his fingers. He laughs suddenly, and the booming, raucous noise frightens her. She backs away, pulling her hands against her.


    "Shhh, shhh," he says, a strange, empty sound. She shakes her head; she is shaking. He opens his mouth. He has no tongue.


    He puts his hands up, open and out toward her, a gesture of— peace?


    "What is 'peace'?" she says absently, then moves idly around the room, her fear forgotten. It is a big room. Behind her, he grunts but she ignores him, is startled when he takes her shoulder, but he only turns her so she can see him.


    He points to her, then the room.


    "This is mine?" He nods. "All of it? It's big." He nods again, then opens a cupboard. Sheets. Towels. For her? He nods.


    She puts her hands up again, flutters her fingers randomly. When he laughs again it is not as loud, and she is not as frightened. He makes several signs, carefully, clearly, and repeats them: a fist, a swoop of the opening hand, a lift of the open palm upward. Then he gestures to himself. She imitates the signs, and points to him. His name. He nods. She repeats them, silent. Then she tries to make up her own signs for her questions.


    He laughs again, this a short, bitter sound of the throat. He


    


    puts his hand to her throat, to her mouth. He puts a finger inside her teeth, not invasively but impatiently. Oh, she suddenly thinks, I can talk. I have a tongue. He pulls his cupped hand toward himself sharply, and makes another grunt with a glottal stop at the end. Talk! he is saying. Talk!


    "I will talk," she says. "But I don't know the sounds for your name." And her hand makes the sign: fist opening to fly to rest, float away. "Escape from bondage?" He nods, smiling, then covers her mouth with his hand and shakes his head.


    "But don't say it out loud?" He nods.


    She thinks: if the old woman hadn't told me, if I hadn't thought all the way here about freedom, I would never have understood his name. And the thought is so much more frightening than any other that she feels the tears fill her eyes. Angrily she wipes them away with her two fists. He touches her again, makes a mime: you are tired; sleep. She shakes her head again.


    "That's not it. That's not it. Why do you touch down here, are slaves all perverts here? Up there they don't, do they? Like proper."


    He shakes his head. He makes two levels in the air. Above the line, his hands walk about stiff and upright, and he makes a disgusted face: these are the perverts? Below the line, the hands flow, attracting each other's attention by grunts and touches, speaking to each other. He shows her the empty mouth again, and puts it below the line. He makes a second line in the below-stairs air: above it, there is noise and stiff touch; below it, there is silence and flowing touch.


    She shows him she understands. Which servants and slaves still have their speech and thus belong in some subtle way more to the world above the line than below; which have lost their language and been forced outside the boundaries, to make another language in which touch is the currency.


    Then he makes another line, this one vertical, dividing the lowest level into two side-by-side areas. He shows her his ears. His hand flutters from her throat to his ears and he nods, then puts himself into one of the areas. The other, he gestures, then covers his ears. She shakes her head another way: I don't understand. He takes his eating sticks out of his sleeve-pocket. Their ends are blunt, which has always seemed wrong to her: she sharpened hers long ago. He points one into each ear, makes a gesture of stabbing, then mimes covering his ears and sinking down into silence. Some of the slaves are made deaf as well as mute. There, his hands show her, there is more touch needed, attracting each other's attention especially.
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    The waif thought it was bad enough to have her past missing, her mind. Now she imagines all the languages going, which she has just understood keep her free. But looking at his flowing hands, she sees that there, too, is freedom, perhaps even more than she can imagine now, having only begun to think of the idea.


    She puts her hands up to the top level. "Up here, do they know how to speak with hands?"


    He shakes his head, smiles, puts his hands over his own mouth with a satisfied look. It is a secret. How can someone with no tongue tell a secret? They laugh together. Already his harsh throat noises sound familiar, comfortable.


    The idea of comfort both reminds her of the madwoman and makes her deeply suspicious. She backs away to the bed he has called hers. He nods and turns away, then back, and opens the other cabinet. Clothing. His hands say: big, small, take what you need. She nods. He goes. She sinks down onto the bed. Her hands slowly cover her mouth. She forgot to ask him. When will her tongue be cut out?


    There are flat windows on the wall that don't show what's on the other side of the wall. A slave who can talk calls them screens. Every screen is two-way; still, down in the bottom of the palace it is possible to achieve a measure of privacy, of autonomy. Everywhere else, it seems, is monitored.


    The old man is the only one who doesn't seem to care. It's as if he has earned the right to some action of his own. He took her hand immediately that she reported to him, and holds it often, even when his other servants are there.


    She is frightened and deeply embarrassed. In the south, she had been taught that touching was improper in front of any third party, even a baby. And likewise, babies were taught very young to stand alone, not to need comforting in crowds.


    But that was then. Now, the old man tells her to sit near him. Despite the old woman making her head ache with thoughts about freedom, it was restful to do as one was told. It didn't hurt nearly as much.


    The people gather in a circle in the greater kitchen. The waif does not know whether to join them or not, but Escape-from-bondage
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    motions her in. The circle joins hands briefly, then they all let go so that the people can sign.


    They all know the chant except her. She tries to follow along but her signs are halting. Still, the people on either side of her smile at her. The silence in the room is overwhelming, broken as it is by nothing but the involuntary sounds of the deaf and the rustling of the sleeves of the signing people. The girl is about to start to cry when she hears around her a muted chuckling sound. Who's laughing, she thinks furiously, only to realize that the sound was the sniffling of other people already weeping. At the realization, she is hard-put to suppress giggles instead. She thinks: maybe all ritual has mystery and absurdity, and maybe that is what it is for. It is a curious and complex thought and like most of her legacy from the madwoman it makes her head hurt. She concentrates then on her signing.


    At the end of the chant, the people raise their arms and reach up, shouting a ragged, raucous single cry into the ceiling. Which must, she thinks, symbolize the sky, or maybe their oppressors. Then they drop their arms, assume normalcy, and walk quietly away down the many halls and out the many doors. Soon she stands alone, only then recalling that she too has tasks.


    When she had first seen the man she had thought he was very old, and the palsy which spasmed his body shocked her, though she didn't know why. The room reeked sharply of sweat and urine.


    "Come here," he had said, and when she did, he grabbed her arm and stroked it, then held her hand. She had thought of Escape-from-bondage's rules and she thought, this one must be either powerful or very stupid. If he is rich enough to have this much, stupid is unlikely.


    She was to be his nurse, he had told her. That doesn't mean the same thing as in the south. Here, it means cleaning bedpans, wiping his ass, cleaning under his foreskin, giving him sponge baths, changing the sheets, and sometimes feeding him. He seems very weak, but everyone jumps to his command. No, not stupid.


    Some things are the same. The screens are just a better way of ensuring observation and consequences. In the first week she had been sent to the market for fish (a bewildering and almost overwhelming journey) and found no fish, then had come back to the vendor unloading on the step, warned of their need by the network
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    monitors. Nothing different from the south except in style. She had for one second wondered if the rules were different here, but she saw that in the market no-one touched, just as at home. This makes her judge his bold and dangerous action to be as revolutionary and inexplicable as she had first thought.


    Her keeper on the road north had said her new owner was the regent, but she did not think this old man was the regent himself. He must have given her to someone else, a powerful priest perhaps, since he had so many lines on his face. When she says this to the mute Escape-from-bondage, he laughs like a seal's bark. (What is a seal? There was no-one any more to ask.) But she doesn't know the signs he makes, except to understand that she had indeed been bought by the regent himself, after he had seen her in the market.


    She does not remember anyone from the slave markets: the frequent trips to stand in the little booths with their one-way glass had been a part of her routine, yes, but nothing ever seemed to come of it except time to herself. Now, it appears, more had happened among the shadowy figures on the other side of the glass than she had thought.


    She learns to enjoy (without seeming to gloat) the pleasure of the power his touch bestows on her. But one day when his hands, which are firm and free of the spasming which arches his neck and curves his spine, reach for hers, and for her waist, and he turns her to him, she sees in the dim room that his face is not so old after all, just battered by pain and informed by a kind of cunning no different from that of her old nurse and his master, except in degree. Don't fuck the regent, the old woman had said. She knows suddenly she has been fooling herself with slave fantasies, and she wishes with all her frail heart that he would let her go.


    He laughs, and lets her go. She sways back with relief, then continues the rub of his legs which he interrupted.


    In the small dim room where he lay when she met him, there were often one or two attendants like herself, but there was no screen, so she felt safe. But he has become interested in motion, stronger, slower, and has begun to walk about the room, and she knows they will soon go out. He will soon be well and able to do anything. Anything he wants.


    There is a portrait on the wall of the Great Hall, which makes the waif shiver and she doesn't know why. It is of a regal and rather
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    benign-looking woman posed in a conservatory with a garden showing behind through open doors. She asks Escape-from-bondage who the woman is.


    =The old mother,= he says. =What a power she was. I used to have to service her when I was a boy. See these lines of scars? She used to sharpen her fingernails and strengthen them with metallic lacquer so they were as sharp as razor blades. When I got too old she sent me down the chute and I ended up with my tongue out.=


    "Who is she?"


    =Oh, she's dead now. She was the old queen. Then her daughter took over in a coup—a bloodbath—and put the old woman away in a tower. That's when I was her body slave. Didn't last long, though. The daughter and her husband had made the regent their second heir, after their daughter, the one who vanished. Left this regent in charge. They were always lazy. The old woman had him in her pocket of course. She had them killed. She walled them off in their tower and burned it. The deaf slaves were the lucky ones. I heard the screaming. Now that I think of it, it was after that when the old woman had me tongue-snipped. She didn't last long, either, of course—= (a shrug for "of course") =—he had her out of the way within the year, I think. =


    "How did she die?"


    =Fucking, the story says. Nobody really knew. He saw to the body himself. = He pauses. =He was always creative.=


    "Don't fuck the regent," says the waif, thinking.


    =What?=


    "Something someone said to me. Don't flick the regent."


    =He wants you prepared to be a hostess now. He's having a party. He wants you to be one of the table women. At his table. You might have to fuck him there. Or someone else.=


    "I figured I wouldn't have much choice."


    =It's strange. He usually just uses a slave up. This hostess thing is odd—he doesn't follow the fashion of the city and keep a chatelaines


    He has finger-spelled the last word, which means "keeper of the keys." It's not a word the waif recognizes in any of her languages. He mimes a stuck-up, fussy person with high standards and tastes. She laughs.


    =Maybe he's getting old.=


    "He looked pretty old when I was first there nursing him, but he's getting younger. He seems to do everything on purpose,
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    though. Maybe he just has to work off the leftover gratitude-guilt. After all that touch."


    =Don't forget you're a slave. He doesn't have to treat you well.=


    "Forget? That's stupid. It's all I have, am. How could I forget?" =You forgot everything else, once before. At least once that we know.=


    "But that wasn't my fault. I fell on my head." =You could fall on your head again anytime. Be careful.= She goes away laughing derisively, but her head aches all evening and when she sleeps, she dreams about the portrait of the old woman. She lies awake in the middle of the night, trying to imagine the razor edges on the nails of those hands in the painting, which are composed so calmly in the woman's lap. She decides that she is glad she never knew her. Far easier to know mutes and madwomen in cages than to know truly dangerous people.


    =Fierce-frightened,= Escape-from-bondage says to her.


    "What?"


    =A name for you. My name for you, in my though ts.=


    "I have never had a name. Even the crazy old woman never gave me a name. She didn't have any names to spare, I guess."


    =She didn't need to name you. You were the only one she had. But I know many. And I call you who you seem to me, fierce and frightened.=


    "Is that who I am?"


    =1 don't know who you are. Only who you seem to me.=


    The difference makes her head start to ache. That has been happening a lot lately. She holds it together with her hands, sinks down on the edge of the bed. He sits beside her, signs for her to lie down; obediently she stretches out, arms down by her sides, and he puts his large warm hands on her head. He strokes her forehead, her temples, holds the back of her head gently and rolls it a bit to loosen her neck muscles. He lies down beside her, not touching her but for the hand still stroking her head. After a while the pain starts to abate and the tears stop rolling down her cheeks.


    Then he suddenly sits up. She rolls her head slowly to look at him.


    =There is something to do,= he says. =Something we could do if you want it.=


    


    Black Wine 69


    "What?" Her voice comes out logy and sleepy.


    He makes a sign.


    "I don't understand."


    He touches her belly, just above the pubic bone, touches his own belly. Then he puts one hand on his breastbone, palm over his heart and index finger in the hollow of his throat, and the other hand on her chest in the same place.


    "It's about ..." but there isn't a word for it in a language he knows.


    He makes the sign again, two hands intertwined.


    "Fucking?"


    His face darkens. He makes the sign for fucking. It is different. He pushes his hands away and apart. Then he says, =Not fucking. That we have to do for them. Something we do for ourselves. Because we—= and he makes a strange sign, which she does not understand, then spells it out, love, repeating afterward his hands-on-heart sign.


    =Do we 'love'?= she signs back, because she doesn't know a word for it in the spoken language he knows.


    =Do we?= he repeats the interrogative sign.


    "Maybe. It makes my head ache again." But it doesn't ache much. "But not much," she says hurriedly, and he laughs. He sits there cross-legged, hands in his lap, watching her.


    "I don't know what to do," she says.


    =You have to tell me you want it,= he says, =or I can't move. This has to be nothing like what they do to us.=


    She thinks he is brilliant to think these thoughts. "Did you invent this?" she says.


    =1 invented myself entirely,^ he replies arrogantly.


    "Yes," she says. "But I still don't know what to do. They don't want you to do much when you fuck them. Unless they order you. I've never done anything with my body for me. I haven't been awake long enough." Alive, she means, since she awoke amnesiac.


    =1 have learned some things, over the years.=


    "Show me."


    He stands suddenly, smoothly, towering above her on the bed, and takes off his clothes quickly. She laughs suddenly at his serious, businesslike look.


    "Is this a 'slave rebellion?' " she says.


    =Why?= He reseats himself in another smooth motion.


    "The old woman was always muttering that some day there
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    would be a slave rebellion. She seemed to think it was a good idea. This seems to me to be a good idea."


    =Then I think it must be a 'slave rebellion' !=


    She pulls off her shift and sits naked before him. He puts a hand up, halfway. Her hand meets his. Later she is not sure who first pulled the other closer, even though it all happens very slowly. She is small compared with him, and his hands are so big they cover large areas of her skin. She is very pale, also, compared with him, and this seems extremely strange to her, unfamiliar, as if it should be another way. But she forgets that soon enough.


    His hands go inside her, and hers inside him. After a while it is time to put his wide cock into her, but he waits until she wants it, asks him shyly if perhaps that is what they should do. It is not as good for her as his hands and his mouth, so he turns her around so that he can reach around her to the bud they have found at the front of her cunt, which seems to give such pleasure when stroked and sucked. He rubs it while he moves inside her. Suddenly, an unfamiliar and terrifying feeling mounts through her belly to the top of her head. It seems to spread in circles, like the concentric circles at the servants' ritual, but spreads and spreads. She cries out, "What is it?" but her voice is wild and she doesn't know what language she has used. Suddenly she cannot bear his hand any more: she clasps it to her belly and pushes against him and he comes into her harder, comes with a ragged shout of his own which he later tells her would have been words if he hadn't, so many years ago, had his words stolen away.


    They lie down then, touching over more surface than she has touched anyone in her short life, and sleep entangled like his fingers were when he made the sign for this, for whatever this has been, this that they have done together.
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    When I woke up. How many stories have that in them? An-nalise has been laughing, here, at all my jokes, with the kind of hysterical edge I have heard seldom in her voice, often in my own. I tell her it was not her fault. I tell her he killed the others and he would have killed her. It doesn't seem to matter. At least the language proves easy: a variation of trader tongue, not too hard to learn, just add a hiss—and ask when a word strikes strange to the ear.


    Annalise had almost forgotten what home was like, we'd been gone so long. Almost thought we were free, she says. I admit I think a lot of it too. Only knowing that the spy had no communication since Avanue gives me hope. We journeyed a long way from there. And this place seems a long way from anywhere, the people are so kind. Like no place on the earth I've known so far.


    Now that I am on my feet a little, walking around, I begin to appreciate the full strangeness of this place. It is attractive, the way that households are open here in the mountains, but it has also been a shock to both Annalise and me. Despite thinking ourselves well beyond our frame, we have a lot left over, we both realize, from what we were taught at home.


    What first makes impact is the physical shape of the houses. They looked to me like a sprawl of village buildings had all been lumped together. Every time a family needed a new area they seem to have built one. It has a crazy and positive aesthetic, because the materials are in harmony and each family's idea of roofs and walls is different from each other family's, but similar to each of their own other additions.


    The second learning has been what a family is, who lives in these houses. At home, families are strictly structured, for the purpose of controlling lineage. Property must be handed down in an orderly fashion, after all, as my grandmother would have said. Since then,


    


    the sailors, with their hands of five, and the nameless ones at Avanue, with their privacy and good manners.


    Here, everything seems to happen in the open. One family may be a couple with their grown children and their children in turn, or it may be a group of friends with their partners—and I notice that there are same-sex couples almost as often as mixed-gender—or combinations of friends and blood kin in untidy, contented tumbles—though it seems the couples have rooms of their own. Some houses are neat, some messy, but all are nicely appointed—and they are all kept unlocked.


    I have been staying in the house of a couple with an adult son. I would have thought him old enough for a home of his own, since he already has a bit of white in his hair, despite a young face, but no, he lives in some far corner of his parents' rabbit-warren of a house. At first I thought quite a lot of other people lived here too, but I discovered after a few days that most of the people who make free use of the place are visitors.


    One morning I was wakened—I was still sleeping on a cotton mattress on the gathering-room floor at that time—by a short, stocky, cheerful woman who walked in the unlocked door, took a bag of fresh-baked (by the smell) bread through to the kitchen area, then came back to plop down in a chair and pick up the news broadsheet.


    "Go back to sleep," she said. "I'll just read until people wake up." I thought it powerful presumptuous of her, but I turned over obediently and to my surprise I did sleep. I woke again to voices: the woman of the house was hugging this woman and making private jokes and they were both laughing.


    When they saw me turn over the woman of the house said: "Oh, we woke you, I'm sorry. We'll go into the library!" but the sun was high and I told them I was getting up. The man of the house was in the kitchen area (there seem to be few full walls anywhere in the main house, though the extremities are portioned into private rooms and rooms which seem to be workrooms) slicing the bread and grilling it over an electric fire.


    "Haven't you ever had toast? Here," he said, and gave me a piece of this grilled bread spread with a kind of butter, I guess, and some honey. The taste was strange but delicious.


    Before the day was out, three other people came in. Two visited with everyone and were introduced to me, but one went directly to the library.
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    "Oh, he's working on something and comes here to use the books," she said when I looked at his retreating back. "He's kind of preoccupied right now. His thesis is due."


    "Thesis?"


    "He went east to the university and they gave him five years to work on something. Of course his time's almost up now—who ever starts a thesis until the last possible minute?—so he doesn't do much but research and write."


    By the time I would have started to worry about wearing out my welcome (remember the old adage about dead rats and visitors?) I had begun to realize I couldn't do it. After some thinking one day, the woman showed me a room which wasn't much used and said I could sleep in there if I didn't mind her sewing there in the daytime, come the fall. "But by then," she said, "you'll probably want to be building your own room. And we'll know if it should be here or somewhere else."


    There is a hierarchy of friendship, I slowly perceive; not everyone is as welcome, not everyone has the freedom of the house. And most people seem to know their place in it, though one day, after a rather brassy young woman left, I saw the son roll his eyes in an unmistakable message and we all laughed.


    Annalise is staying next door. She has started doing some chores for her keep, though they don't seem to be expected; I am still coughing too much to do more than sit most of the day. We meet and walk slowly around the village in midafternoon. One day we went as far as the bench that sits on a slight rise above the main street.


    "I feel like I am in one giant expository lump," she said. I laughed until I coughed, knowing just what she meant.


    "What a literary critic you are!" I said.


    "If you had read more of those foul romantic novels you would know what I mean. They have them here, too, you know."


    "Really? I can't read their alphabet well enough yet to know what the books are. In my house there are about a dozen books of our language but they are mostly dull as dishwater."


    "That bad, huh? Well, I've hit a fatherlode of adventure stories. Some of them are for teenagers, I think. They seem to be full of kids with two problems and just enough skills to solve it and get kissed too, or kids taking the old metaphoric journey to adulthood and managing to find the magic ring and sword and suchlike on the way."


    "Same old stuff only softer, eh?" I laughed.


    


    But the idiom made her thoughtful. "It is softer, you know," she said. "Ee-yah, when I think of where we came from . . . Doesn't it ever strike you how lucky we are to see this?" and she flapped her hand at the village around us.


    "Lucky? I still think too much about death and escape."


    "So do I. But if it weren't for that husband of yours, that grandmother of ours for that matter, and all the petty and gigantic losses and punishments over the years, we would never have been able to live like this."


    We were silent for a while.


    "I really like it here," she said.


    After a while more I said, "Yes, so do I."


    "I like the son of your house," she said.


    "Yes," said I.


    "There are things to do here."


    "Yes."


    We looked at each other and laughed, but until now I didn't dare say anything like the word "home," though when I saw this valley, I thought I must stay here. It is too perilous to hope for something as impossible as a home, and we both know it. We tabulate the facts about the place, and grow to like the people, but there will come a time when it is all shattered—by something we find out that makes us realise we are living in fool's heaven, or by something— or someone—from outside, bringing our past along to catch us. It's bound to happen. It's only a matter of time.


    The children run in and out of the houses in the autumn sun and everyone takes on a little of their care. So far I have seen cross words but no punishment. Maybe I am missing it. Yesterday, walking right down the street, I began to cry: no genteel tears but sobs and screaming breaths. I thought I was going crazy. There was a man walking the other way; he stopped and took care of me. I kept apologizing. He kept saying don't apologize. For a few minutes, after the worst was over, we almost argued. Finally he said, "Don't they have any sensible people where you come from?" I started to laugh but not from humor. He had to slap me to get me to stop. Then I laughed a different way and said: "I thought you people didn't know how to hit. You wonderful mountaineers."


    In the end he brought me back here and I had to offer him
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    tea—which he made himself. He stayed for hours, not talking, just watching me rest. Finally I fell asleep, though it was only afternoon, and slept until this morning. His name is F.


    Spent the day in bed. Can't seem to get up. Overwhelmed with memories of home. Except when I think it is home I feel more like vomiting. Can't seem to forget the time when I was a child that I had my nanny beaten because she—I can't remember. She never came back. I thought she died of it. She was old. All I remember is my triumph. This was my world and I knew how to manage it. My grandmother gave me a present then—an abacus made of opal beads. I have it with me still. Brought it to remind myself that I am what I despise. Or have been. That kind of blood doesn't wash off.


    I have wondered why I stay alive. I ran away. I stayed away. I told myself there was nothing I could do. I just survive to spite them, to make them fear something at least. Certainly not because I love myself as they seem to do here, without lives and torture on their conscience. What does it mean to be good? Everywhere I go there is a different answer.


    I am tired of the pain of this. There are people all around me in these mountain towns who have not had a life of such pain. I am starting to hate on account of it. Hate them for their happiness. Hate my family, even my parents, for the kind of world they made and live in. Hate myself, I suppose, too, for being trapped here. In these mountains, in this body, in this life.


    I cannot imagine, right now, why I stay alive. I never questioned it in the years of struggle: life justified itself. But now that I am safe and sitting in these gardens, living in these easy households, playing with these carefree children, I cannot bear to live like this. I am a twisted creature without merit. Oh, Annalise, how did you manage to give me such hope when I was hopeless? How did I give myself hope? I must find the source and unblock it, or I will not be able to stay here. I am so close to giving up that only the scratching of the nib on the page distracts me; only the mechanical formation of rounded, even letters and words, in careful array, keeps me from falling.
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    Today I feel I am skittering off" my lite like the heroes who tried to climb the glass mountain in the faery tale. These Remarkable Mountains are far from glass, but it's possible to skate off them just as easily. The Range, the people here call them, as if there were no other mountains. I suppose there are no other mountains like these.


    I'm so tired of everything good about this village. I can't remember anything good about my childhood. Everything I write down is shadowed and dark. I tried to tell the story of the glass mountain to Rosalka. She was horrified. "They sacrificed their child to the spirit of the mountain?"


    "Don't you have any faery tales with gruesome bits?"


    "Oh, sure, I guess so, but sacrificing your children? That's awful!" I imagined myself spread flat across the mirror like Little Dancer in the tale, ready for the knife. I know what symbolism is, even if Rose doesn't. Cut away the past, cut away what shaped you, as a sacrifice to the mountain spirit. Or maybe I was sacrificed to some other jealous godlet who insists that I cannot sleep now that I have abandoned my destiny.


    Annalise is comforting as always. "Don't fancy yourself. I've read the family histories. You'll just be a footnote when the time comes."


    "Well, that's encouraging. My whole life and all this misery and all I'll get is a footnote?" But I know what she means. I've read those books too, even had to memorize some of the texts during one of the periodic fitness evaluations Grandmother engineered. To see if I was fit to rule, what a joke:


    In the Autumn of that year they went down from the high ground where the ship lay into the valley where the stream ran. Gallien it was who thought they should build a road for the ship to be brought down, so that it might float. This was done, and it was found that the ship could not be made into a river vessel, for having too much draught on its fin-keel. So it was changed, and Gallien determined to take it to the sea. He was made chief that year and the first ten years of his reign were spent taking the ship to the sea. In the end the Ship on the Mountaintop sailed from Dexter to Ruyay seven times a year and back, with provender and stuffs. So the people from Ruyay and Dexter and Gal-
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    lienda turned to Gallien and made him king of all of them. He had another name before that but no-one remembers it. There was a sister, too, who ruled in Dexter and Ruyay before him, but she is not much mentioned except to say, she died of a lead surplus, and laugh. She was called Dushla and nothing more is known of her.


    That sort of thing. Deadly dull.


    Little birds. What are they called? They are colored like rocks and sky. How can they live through these winters? Their feet are bare. I can hardly go out. Wrapped in sweaters, I shiver by the heaters, looking out the windows at the birds. I don't know why I'm here. I ran away, that's why. Years of running are catching up with me. Annalise is down the valley with Jed. F. tries to wake me up. I'm so tired, I can barely write. I can't think of anything to say, anyway. All the old stories can't save me. He wants to take me to his bed. It might be warm there.


    I have decided to start writing this in the mountain language. I know enough by now. I cannot keep thinking in the language of cruelty in which I was born, and sailor talk doesn't have space for what I want to learn, even if there were a sailor here to teach me the rest of the words. But here in the mountains they have names for the things I want to become: happy, secure, gentie, kind, good. I will learn the subtle words, the nuances of meaning, and I will be able to think thoughts I never thought before, dream dreams I never dreamed before.


    All this winter of sleep—of hibernation, they call it here when animals wrap up and go to ground—it has brought me a fragile peace, a littie healing. If I am to keep it, I must have new words. New ways. New waves in a new sea.


    They don't understand the sea here, but they have stone, sky, water, wind, and trees. So many beautiful trees. Among them the people live like animals, and by that I mean natural and happy. It's a myth too, I'm sure: one of their poets wrote something about "nature red in tooth and claw." But I would rather live in their myth than the one I was groomed to take on. I would rather tell mountain stories. Or live them.
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    Can someone so hurt—here they call it "abused"—be good? I would like to have a child. Isn't that strange? F. and I talk about it. I know the risks, but I still long for a family life, a mountain family. Can I remake everything? Speak a new life-language as well?


    If I have a child I will teach him or her to speak sailor tongue and trader tongue, but will I teach my birth language? I hope not, though perhaps, when she or he is old enough not to be changed so much by it, I will teach it for survival's sake. I don't know. Is it better to be warned about evil and have bad dreams, or to be ignorant of its existence and meet it bolstered with that innocence?


    They make a kind of nepenthe drink here and take it during festivals: I found this out last night at the storytelling. It's a nasty greenish decoction and everyone made great jokes about its foul taste as they had their ritual sip. I could barely swallow it; it seemed to make my throat close up on contact, which I didn't realize was not its taste but a premonition of anaphylactic shock. Shortly thereafter I was having antihistamines of some sort blown into my nose with a straw by my hostess, serious-faced until she saw I could breathe again, then laughing and imitating herself, caricature of sputtery-lipped healer where before she had been efficient and sure.


    She was going to bustle me home to bed but I convinced her I'd be fine in a comfortable chair in the corner of the meeting hall, wrapped in a blanket and with a big tankard of water to hand. She was just as glad: she was getting stoned by then, she said, using a strange term I thought, but I suppose it's fitting; the drug certainly hit me like a ton of rocks.


    It took the others differently, though; they were mellow, slow-talking, and relaxed, but they stayed up all night, talking and listening, laughing and sometimes crying.


    Some of the stories were obviously familiar: people chanted their favorite lines along with the teller. Others were new and were greeted with spellbound silence, or gusts of surprised laughter, or a combination of both.


    One was about me, though I didn't realize it until I saw the others were trying to stifle their laughter. I listened more carefully.


    "... then the woman went down to the outhouse behind the main building," the teller was saying, "and she said, 'What's this for?' The people told her it was for shit. 'So small?' she said. 'Where I am from there is too much shit to fit in such a small house. My family
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    had to build a big house to put it all in.' 'Well, that is the difference between your people and us,' the people said. c We give our shit away.' "


    It broke me up. I laughed so hard I coughed and my healer had to come by and check on me. Annalise came in just then and asked me, "What's everybody laughing at?" I couldn't repeat the tale, I was laughing so hard, and I told her you just had to be there.


    When the laughter had subsided, another voice began to speak, quite quietly. Soon the hall was hushed and absorbed, so silent that I couldn't whisper questions to anyone, though I wanted to, for I hardly understood a thing. Oh, the words made sense all right: it was just the organization of them which bewildered me.


    "You go down a long road," said the voice. Husky, a little gravelly, an old person, sitting in shadows and out of my direct line of sight. Could have been any one of the old people over there by the back wall.


    Best as I remember it, here's the story: "You go down a long road, and you look for a sign. You were here once, and you will be here again. It really doesn't matter. There are people with you: a blind cat, a strong fighter, a parent who complains about the food. No-one wants to talk much—you know how it is. It is always this way.


    "The blind cat turns into a blind crow, and scouts the road ahead. Then a blind horse, to carry you where you're going. Then a blind dog, to lie loyal and smelly beside you in the night. Then a blind cat again, to tell you what it all means, traveling in time and through space like this.


    "The strong fighter is afraid of the dark. Do you have anything to say? A leaf turns on the night trees and everyone looks at the moon. The moon spins and spins its windlass. Nothing is drawn up in the bucket of the sky. All night long.


    "Your parent becomes your child, your rib, your trial, your dwelling place. Change the words a little, and you have a chant, a robber, a trail in the wilderness. You recognize the road you're on. But you have nothing to take with you, and so there is nothing to be stolen. The robber sits down with you and the fighter serves breakfast. In the end you are all following a blind cat who walks with her tail high down the road that spirals through the beautiful morning. Soon it will be time to sleep. You have loved another night to pieces. You walk through her eyes, find the place of rest, lick your fur smooth and sleep under the silent sun."
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    The rest were even less clear. I can't remember them all: a darkened doorway, a singing vine, a rocking chair, a tall tree. The blind cat was in several, but only those told by the raspy-voiced person. I can't remember them all, but I wish I could: if I could, I would know more about this place and my chances here than I could ever find out by living here in the everyday.


    After a while they asked me to tell a story, if I wanted, and if my throat was better. I begged off. I had already had some private reaction to my stories, and somehow I could not imagine Little Dancer of the Mirror would be comfortable here.


    The sun was about to rise when we all left the hall. Everyone stood out in the village street until it was full day, gossiping and watching the rabbits bolt through the dewy grass. Cats emerged yawning from houses to greet us. I asked my hostess if there was a blind cat, but she only looked at me as if she were blind herself, her eyes blank, round and ambiguous of expression. The shortest night of the year was over.


    "It does me no good to fall in love," I said to Annalise.


    "Is that what this is?" she said, but not in her bantering tone. I looked at her. She was silent, looking down, chewing the corner of her lip. She was trying to hide behind her hair.


    "Aha!" I said. "The fair Annalise falls at last."


    She blushed angrily. "Leave me alone!"


    "Come on, little sister, you know I meant no harm."


    "I can't feel like this. It ruins everything!"


    "Everything?"


    "Us traveling. Us being together. Us."


    Looking at her I was suddenly vested with a vision of such calmness as I could hardly imagine. "Do you think we are less us here than somewhere else? You have been taking care of me too long. I release you from that, litde sister. Love me as you like, but you do not have to sacrifice for me. Love doesn't demand that, does it?"


    She looked up. "I'm the wise one. Shut up!" she said. Then we both laughed and laughed.


    It seems this mountain place gives us strange and terrifying gifts. I gave her the right to love, but I can't give it to myself. Yet. Maybe never. I can't forget what I bring into this quiet place.


    Dark-headed F. walks in my dreams. When I wake up, I can imagine for a moment I am still there, still safe in a world where my
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    cousin cannot find me. Annalise and I have been running for so many years. My parents are dead. My grandmother is dead. When can I rest? I want a life of my own, apart from the destiny they twisted for me.


    Talked with F. all morning. Finally he said I should move into his place since we seem to need more time for talk. That's not all we need time for. I can't get used to these households' idea of privacy. Can't make love in public. He lives alone.


    Afternoon I was offered citizenship. Or something like that. I'm sure F. set it all up to happen on the same day. Probably went bouncing out of here after I said yes and ran off to the council of elders, as they call them, though some are not very old, with a proposal. They just happened to be sitting today. Big coincidence. He's a sly sweetmeat. So I said what did I have to do and they said pull your weight. Seems like the best deal I've been offered in my life. I said I'd let them know. Have to talk with Annalise. Are we really safe here? Promises are not to be made lightly, even here.

  


  
    Annalise and I walked out to the end of the town today. It was the first really warm day since the late mountain spring began. I like sitting on the cliffs looking out over the Fjord. She doesn't like heights much any more so we sat back from the edge, in the shade of some trees, on a blanket I spread. After a while we lay back and looked at the sky.


    "They have a game here where they say what the shapes of the clouds are. Animals, trees, landscapes," said Annalise.


    "What do you think they look like?"


    "Clouds," she said comfortably, and we laughed.


    "You're the only one here who doesn't make me think I'm crazy," I said.


    "I know what you mean," she said. "All my habits are wrong. It makes me feel rotten most of the time. I mean really rotten, like I'm going to be eaten by maggots."


    "Maybe we should just give up and live together."


    "Do you want to?"


    "Yes and no. I miss sleeping with you. The only time I felt normal was when we were . . . lovers." The word we never used. There it was.
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    But there was no earthquake. We didn't fall thousands of feet into the Fjord.


    "I know," said Annalise quietly. "Until now, but it's like a shadow. What could be. I wish we could live together and with them."


    "E can't stand Jed," I said. "Silly ftickwit."


    "Jed gets all defensive. I hate them both sometimes. And the mountain customs. So bloody nice."


    "Yes." I put my arm out and she rolled into my embrace, her head in the hollow below my shoulder. I turned my head into her hair. It smelled like Annalise, with a floral overlay. "What are you washing your hair with?"


    "Chamomile."


    "Nice."


    Slowly her hand came up to lie on my breast, then to form to my breast, then to stroke gently. Slowly I turned toward her, and after a while we were making love. So relaxed and familiar. Maybe the last time. These mountain people were full of household love, but would they tumble in groups together in the same big bed like the sailors? I envied those dark people their handfastings at this moment, holding my friend, my sister, my lover, so fragile she seemed now, no longer my strength. So fragile we both seemed.


    At different times that afternoon, each of us cried. Finally the sun came around to shine under our trees and we put our clothes on and got up. We folded the blanket, one at each side like laundry-servants. When we brought our ends together, our hands tangled and clasped. The blanket fell in a tumble at our feet as I held her desperately.


    "I don't know how I'm going to get through this," I said. "I feel like the monster that ate Trebora's children."


    "I'm pregnant," she said.


    "So am I," I said. "I think."


    "Our children will be sisters," she said.


    "No, they won't," I said. "Not like we are. Not in the mountains. They'll run up and down the meadows playing at fantasies, like these others, and they'll probably hate us for even expecting them to be friends. And in the mountains, cousins don't marry. So no romantic endings."


    "It's fine," she said, "no matter how it ends up. Because the cliff we look over doesn't look over the Dark Isles. Everything else
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    is better. And ..." She looked at me like I could finish her sentence—and I could.


    "And we're not monsters."


    "No. Just alive and stuck with it, like that mountain poet wrote."


    "These people have a mean sense of humor."


    "Not mean; that's what I like about it."


    "Yes. Not mean. Just acute. Maybe with a few years and a lot of acting talent, I can get used to the difference."


    "I think you can," Annalise said gentiy. "After all, it's what you wanted."


    "Be careful what you ask for—you might get it," I said. She laughed at the proverb she had found in the old sailor book. We folded the blanket again and went home, each to our homes.


    It wouldn't be the last time we made love, but it was one of the best. I often remember how my orgasm that day went through me in waves, how I held her, thinking how small she was, something I so seldom noticed.


    Today I told F. who I really am. (Who am I?—rhetorical question.) I told him about the death of my parents and I told him about my husband who must now be the regent. Except I had to find a new word for husband because in this language husband is the word for my relationship with F. So I tried "stakeholder" and "indenture holder"—but he didn't understand indenture, only the sailors know about that—before I got to "master," which is actually a foreign word, but one that has been adapted enough into the language that they use it to describe a strange and repellent ritual done by people far away: "master" and "servant."


    "But you were not a 'servant,' " said F.


    "No, I was a princess," I replied.


    "But a 'princess' is the 'master' of 'servants,' " he said.


    "Yes, but a princess has a price and can be bought and sold too. The price is just higher."


    "What did he pay for you?"


    "Well, loyalty, the conquest of the south, and sexual services to his aunt. As far as I could see."


    "Sexual services?"


    "Yes, the only time I saw him, he had his sword in her up to the hilt." F. probably thinks I spoke metaphorically.


    


    "Why didn't you stay, become queen, get rid of him?"


    "Politics. He killed my parents. He had a lot of doctors and herbalists in his service. And of course my grandmother. She was really the queen. She had to give it up when my mother married but she was not willing to give it up forever."


    "If you were married, weren't you the queen then?"


    "Not until the marriage was consummated. We were married when I was an infant, after all. Even his tastes, and hers, did not run to infants. They preferred their victims old enough to be terrified."


    "I really don't get it. She was a criminal. So was he. They should have been locked up."


    "Who would lock them up? They had a lot of family money. They could buy as many soldiers as they wanted. And many of the court saw my mother and father as weaklings who had destroyed the warrior-class tradition."


    "Warrior-class?"


    "Soldiers of the nobility. Special status. My father did not beat his servants, or fight duels, or initiate his children sexually, and he took baths and dressed in clean clothes. That made him an oddity. And my mother drank, of course. Not festival nepenthe either. A kind of distilled drink with drugs dissolved in it. Distilled forgetful -ness. The court found her intolerable, after a while. She had made my father king, though, and was beyond their reach. And there were some of the warrior aristos on their side. The ones who embraced complex culture. They thought they'd rather be clean sometimes too than sweaty from weapons practice all the time." I looked at him, smiling grimly. "It was the dawn of a golden age."


    He laughed, but with anger not humor. "It sounds like Hell."


    "Which level?"


    "How can you joke?"


    "Annalise once said to me, you can laugh or you can cry, and I'd rather laugh. I thought it was a good philosophy. When I stop laughing is if I'm ever traced here. Pray to your pantheon of universal forces that it never happens."


    "Why would he chase you? Doesn't he have what he wants, the power?"


    "But not the way he wants it. There, the queen is the powerful one. She must make the king. If I had been there, he could have forced me to make him king after the death of my parents, and then he could have displayed my head on a pole for all the people cared. But as long as I am their heir, and lost in lands away, and my death


    


    is not proven, he is simply regent, and there are powers he cannot take."


    "By now wouldn't he have the rest of the . . . court, as you call it ... on his side?"


    "Not all. Some recall the law. The law binds the regents, the queens and the kings strongly. There are provisions in it: the people could tear him apart in the marketplace if he took what was mine. They take their responsibilities very seriously, the people. The marketplace is the center of justice for the rulers, even though it is the center of injustice for the common people."


    "Couldn't he claim you are dead, pretend to find your remains?" I could see F. reaching for solutions that ended any danger to me, even though I could also see that he still had no idea what the danger really was. I will have to start telling him stories of my childhood. Maybe if he knows enough of them he will begin to "get it," as he says.


    "We have borrowed genetic printing from the sailor people. My print is on record at the Hall of Mirrors. Unless he had a real sample of my tissue, he could prove nothing."


    "Even so ..." he began to argue in his earnest fashion.


    "There is one thing more you forget." He looked at me. "Succession is through the women of our line," I said. "And now we have a daughter."


    Then I watched him begin to understand.
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    Essa was not involved in the decision which sent the ship back to its own port, but Gata came back from the crew meeting with a satisfied look on her dark face.


    "We are going home," she said. "You are safe now."


    "Home?"


    "Our home. My home. If you'll come with me to my home."


    Essa felt a rush of such pleasure she was shocked. This woman had become—what?—to her. Important? Central?


    It's cabin syndrome, she thought. Holiday fever. Bonding during crisis. Whatever.


    But she didn't care what. She was going home with Gata. She remembered what going home felt like: to a home she didn't have any more.


    Nostalgic, she thought of a day she climbed a mountain with her parents. Everybody laughed then. Gata never laughed quite like that, but now she was smiling, the white of her teeth flashing against her tanned, brown face.


    "Going home," she said, and her voice reflected the comfort Essa felt from the word.


    The rest of the journey was short. Soon the sailors saw a stripe of land on the edge of the eastern sky, and it grew into a continent, and the continent grew until it had a coastline, and the coastline widened until its crenellations were sharp against the surf-edged sea, and one of the crenellations became a harbor bounded by cliffs, and on the cliffs, and below the cliffs by the beach, there were houses, and Gata looked over the edge of the deck, at the bow, and smiled again, and said again, "Home."


    Essa felt a wave of such profound strangeness cross her that for a moment she was short of breath. I know how my mother felt, she thought for the first time. This must be how she felt, sometimes.
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    As they sank down to the dock, Essa learned what it was like to be on a falling moon which eclipses the bright sunlight of those waiting on land. The silver ship loomed for them as it loomed for her these many weeks ago. Looking down on this clean landscape she could almost forget the rest of her leaving, how as the ship rose she could see the moonlit town, with shadows heavy on the square, and how the shadows heavy on her mind and her heart woke and tore out of her belly in blood.


    Here, in this sunny place, there was no shadow.


    "Look!" Gata cried out, pointing. "It's Lowlyn; he always wears red to meet me."


    "Lowlyn?"


    "My companion. Isn't he tall? He is marvelous, an artist in clay. There, there in the red," she went on impatiently, waiting for Essa to see him.


    Essa was looking for a red shirt but she saw finally a red turban on a tall, pale, smiling man. Few of them here in the east were pale, she saw. She had a little pang of jealousy, not sure if it was because she wished Gata would be as excited about her—a revelation—or because she wished she were coming home. To here? Another surprising thought.


    They drifted to a halt, the mooring ropes went out, the rail-ropes were loosed from their cleats and knots, and the gangplank went down. A crowd of welcoming people swelled toward the ship. Last time Essa had seen a crowd, murder had been done; she shrank back. The tall man in the red turban pushed through, his shouting drowned in the crowd's valedictory shouts. He stopped at the gangway.


    Essa didn't need Gata's surge of welcome to alert her that this was a friend: she had already recognized this man with a shock and a thrill which both exhilarated her and took her aback. How was it that this total stranger was already familiar? As if she had dreamed him. She had heard that this could happen but had never believed it. Now it picked her up and chastised her like a cat shakes a kitten, briskly and lovingly.


    He was staring and smiling, held in this motionless moment which was not nearly as long as it seemed. Gata ran to meet him, Essa followed slowly, he reached out to hug Gata, and over her head he looked at Essa more.


    "Lowlyn, this is my friend," Gata said. "Essa. I know you'll like her."
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    "I expect so," said his deep voice, filling her with certainty.


    She had sailed away from darkness into light. It was right that it should be so. She threw her arms wide, and laughed at her new friends.


    "Let's go home," Gata said. "I can hardly wait to see the shop."


    "What about me? I thought I was the main action," Lowlyn said.


    "Oh, you," Gata said. "You!"


    "She takes me for granted," Lowlyn said in an easy aside to Essa. "You must never do that."


    "Oh, I never shall," said Essa foolishly. "I never shall. I promise."


    With her bundles and Gata's trunk on a kind of handcart Lowlyn had brought with him, they trundled through sunlit confusing streets. Essa was dizzy with newness and acceptance. The house had blue-stained plaster walls and a blue-painted door; that's all she noticed. The sun was hot on her uncovered head.


    They showed her to a cool shady room and she threw herself upon the ample bed, meaning to examine her delight, but instead she fell into a deep, dreamless, satisfying sleep.


    The sailor town was neat and white with red tile roofs and cobbled streets. Essa thought she had read about such towns in every romance of the sea and air which she had read back home in Eslyn. She found the type so familiar that she felt peculiarly at home despite her constant sense of discovery.


    There was only one difference: Gata and Lowlyn were her friends, and they lived in one of the houses. Their walls were dyed with indigo. Essa was astonished that they were not white until she started walking around the town and she saw indigo, terra-cotta, whitewashed plaster, colored plaster, painted stone, raw stone of rose and white and gray, and so many different colors she could not imagine why she thought they should not exist here.


    Yet at sunset or in the early morning when she walked out to the point, along the breakfront, or clambered up the bluffs behind the town, and looked back on the jumble of habitation she had momentarily left behind, she saw a white town with red tile roofs. An eastern magic, subtle and painterly. She loved it as she loved the town.
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    Even knowing that she could not find her mother there, she loved the place.


    "This is where I should live," she said to Gata, "if I were not from the Fjord of Tears."


    "Even if you are, would you live here?"


    Everyone here wore the turban, and often at midday they pulled over it a kind of veil. If they had been as pale as Lowlyn, she could have understood them trying to prevent their skins from sunburn, but they were almost all as dark as Essa or darker. Gata was much darker, and her face was hidden, so Essa could not see her eyes, only the shadow of her cheek against the gauzy cloth.


    Essa didn't wear sunscreens: she tanned easily and might have approached Gata's color by the end of the summer, going as she did without the veil, though she had taken to wearing the turban. "Yes, perhaps," she said. "If I find my mother, and come home." She imagined sailing into the harbor in triumph, the ship looming down to dock with colored streamers flying, bringing her semi-royal mother home to a magically-white indigo house in this storybook town. "Yes, I can imagine it," she said.


    "Good," Gata said, and reached out to clasp her hand quickly before swinging off down the street, market string-bag in hand.


    When she had been in the sailor town for three days, she unwound the scarf she had wrapped around her mother's abacus, and the trader's notebook fell out. She had been looking for it but not very hard. She was struck then by memory: the moonlit dock, the shadow of the warehouse, his whisper, the dark shadows that hid his expression. She could hardly bear to think of it, the day which had begun sunny and ended in flight, in loss yet again. She put the notebook away and went to bed.


    The next morning, however, she took the notebook in her pocket as she went out to walk around, exploring the town. That day she found a path leading up the hill to a low cliff which the locals called the bluffs. To someone who had walked the seven thousand steps down to the sea at Nagroma, who had clambered about on the rocks thousands of meters above the Fjord of Tears, it was hardly a cliff at all, but it reminded Essa a little of home, and she sat down in the shelter of a large rock, sun shining to warm her.


    There, in comfort, she opened the notebook.


    


    90 CanJas Jane Dorsey


    The first thing she saw was that the front section was full of quantities and deals. Enough to keep her busy here for months. But on the last marked page of the trader's notebook, he had written her a letter:


    Essa,


    No time to write. I will be here if you need me. If I am not here I am home. Home is: the road past Avanue until you reach Hamurbai. Ask for the weaver's guild, ask for my father whose weaver name is Linmat. He will know his oldest son's house. If I am not here and I am not there and six months go by after that, I am dead. Until you can return, send me a message in trade. If you come back, you may ask me any question then.


    No signature, of course, just the mark for Minh.


    She began to seek out the traders, do her work according to the notes. Each night she reported her progress in the blank pages of the notebook. She wrote no letter of her own. She did not know what to say. She lived in Gata and Lowlyn's house, and had nightmares some nights. She had a life. She hoped he still did.


    It is a harder world than I ever thought, she thought as she looked down on the darkening town in the harbor curve of coast. People are shot or beaten, and they die. Mothers go away, fathers die. Or the other way 'round. Babies are sold south from cities like this— and men and women in some countries divide their lives like hair partings down an inflexible line, never quite meeting.


    It was Lowlyn who knew enough to come up here sometimes, find her, talk with her until she was calm, care for her. That sunny man seemed to know her darkness well enough to know how it hurt. No-one had died before his eyes; his parents were alive and young and warm, his family full of love. His town was perfect, his art was good without painful self-questioning—and yet he understood, while Gata, who had traveled, whose own mother was a murderer, was brisk and brusque and preferred Essa to be happy. To help Gata stay calm, Essa supposed, but at tirr.^s like this that was not useful.
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    One morning she went to a different shop than usual. The owner was darker-skinned than anyone Essa had met so far, and as she waited for service, Essa enjoyed watching the play of teeth and palms and eyes against dark brown. After a while she noticed that the people being served had come in after her.


    "Excuse me," she said to the man beside her, "is there a serving order I don't know about?"


    "First come, first served," he said, shrugging.


    "Is there a lineup I didn't notice?"


    "Not unless I didn't either. Hey, shoppie!" he called. The dark woman looked at him, smiling. "This little chip been here a while. Her turn, eh?"


    The woman's smile vanished, and the noise level in the store diminished. Essa saw other shuttered faces. She moved to the counter with her champion beside her.


    "Don't be shy," he said. "Foreign is as foreign does." He grinned.


    "Should have a saying like that," she grinned back. "Sounds like a proverb."


    "Thanks much," he said. "Always a pleasure to meet a good-looking young woman."


    There was silence in the store as Essa ordered. The dark woman was curt as she added the amount, and Essa had to draw her attention to a mistake in her change. Her champion turned away to look at fruit, and as the woman put the vegetables into the string-bag she muttered something Essa did not understand.


    It is chance that it's Lowlyn she asked, when she got home, to explain: "Lowl, what's 'blankie' mean?"


    His face looked like those of the people in the shop. "Where'd you hear that?"


    "Veggie shop lady down in the low town. She had a hard time noticing me, so a fellow there called her attention to me. She liked him fine but when he showed her me, she went all cold-faced—like you are now, I might add—and gave me the wrong change, so I told her and she muttered at me."


    Lowlyn wiped the clay off his hands into the heap on the wheel, and then meticulously washed his hands twice, first in the clay-stained water in the pail by the wheel and then in the sink by the wall, silent the whole time. She waited, not very patient, but learning his rhythms enough to follow with a silence of her own.


    Then he put his hand on her arm, pale and gende against her


    


    summer tan. "They call me that too," he said. "It's because we're pale. The darker the better here, some say. There was quite a fuss when Gata and I partnered, among some of the cousins. And her mother, of course."


    "It's an epithet?"


    "Fancy name for an insult, isn't it?"


    "Blankie because . . . ?"


    "Our faces aren't there. Blank out in the sun. So they treat us as if we weren't there."


    "But I'm almost as dark as Gata! Darker than a lot of them!" She thrust her arm into the bar of sun from the window, pushing up the blue cotton sleeve to show muscle and tan, and light brown hairs glinting in the sun.


    "It's seasonal. They only like a full-time brownie."


    "Brownie?"


    "Me being like them, calling names."


    Essa had never seen Lowlyn angry and certainly not in this cold, tense way. "This isn't like you—" she said nervously.


    "Yes, it is," he cut in roughly. "I was born here, you know. I grew up with it. Got beat up by kids every school rotation. Three times a year, had to prove to some kid I wasn't a floor rag. Lucky I was big. And you ever wonder why Salliann keeps the store? Because they'll buy from each other. Bad enough a blankie makes it, for some, but to have to be polite while they buy it . . . too much."


    Hotly Essa said, "Then you don't need their business! There must be enough reasonable people who need these things. Your work is wonderful!"


    "No," he said. "There aren't enough, wonderful work or not. People get into habits. Most of them don't know if the habit of not coming here is because I'm a blankie. They just do it automatically."


    "That's crazy!"


    "Is it?" He went into the other room, the storeroom, and came back with a chip of pottery with a stripe of glaze across it. "See this glaze?" he said. "What color is it?"


    "Brown," she said.


    "No, the name of the color," he said.


    "Brown," she said, puzzled. "In Eslyn I think a potter might call it something like Rich Earth. I think."


    "Here it's called 'flesh,' " he said shortly.


    "Oh," she said.
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    He went back to work. She hiked herself up on the bench by the sunny window, let the sun warm her arm. She watched him turn the wheel with one foot, while he shaped the vessel from the pale clay. Pale as his hands.


    "Why don't you use a power wheel?" she said.


    "I like the control," he said. "And the individual variations. It's warmer."


    She nodded, and watched more.


    "Is that why the Gruesome Twosome hates me?" she ventured after he had thrown two more hand-vessels.


    "Oh, Nai and Pee? Probably that's part of it."


    "But they trade with the mainland and even up to Eslyn! Most everyone is our colors there!"


    "It's probably easier to trade with people you despise. Don't have to be as scrupulous about your bargains then."


    She thought, as she often did, of her trader boss, the sweet man who insisted every deal go fair for everyone. And he traded with the Black Ship, with a smile and an open face, and he was almost the same skin color as she, though his hair was straight and dark.


    No-one she had ever met was quite as pale as Lowlyn, with his reddish-blond hair and alabaster-white skin.


    Her trader's notebook talked of trusting the sailors. Which ones? Her nemeses Naio and Pewhim (names she was heartily sick of repeating in chorus, even in thought) and their like (the shopkeeper that day, for example), or others like Gata, who married a blankie and brought another home as friend?


    An unpromising train of thought, but she couldn't shake it.


    "So Gata has two of us," she said suddenly to him. His hands tensed and the clay vessel went awry as he looked up at her. His gaze made her too warm; she moved out of the sun and turned from his eyes. He concentrated on straightening his clay form.


    "Yes," he said finally. "That is correct."


    Later, she wondered what they had each said, really, in that last exchange. Whatever it was, it disturbed her enough that she went out of the workshop and up along the bluffs to sit until dinnertime.


    Essa sitting at the edge of the cliffs, as usual. Thinking. Too many things happen in the world, she thought as she looked down the now-familiar town curled into its harbor crescent. People were shot


    


    or beaten and they died. People died of heart failure, like her father had, heart failure such a metaphor she shivered every time she thought of it.


    She picked at the loose edge of her sandal sole. These were her favorite shoes, and she'd had them since two years before she left Eslyn, and now they were wearing out, even though she only wore them occasionally any more.


    When she thought about it, her main problem overall was entropy.


    Long ago her mother had told her like a faery tale about the two extremes of process, building up and breaking down: information and entropy, they are called. She could cope perfectly well with learning new things, watching change and growth in progress, but the challenge of breakdown was beyond her. She resisted it blindly and angrily.


    Shoes wore out, cats died, mothers went away, fathers died, people were abandoned into slavery in the south because traders feared losing business, young people became storybook soldiers only to shatter their dreams with death. It always came back to what was personal, what she had seen. She had buried the brown cat herself, she now remembered, when it died that terrible winter after her mother left, and even then she knew she didn't understand it. She was with her father when his heart first shook him, and now she understood that she ran away from his death even though it had already happened despite her. Telling herself it wasn't personal. And it wasn't personal. None of it.


    Her mother though. That was personal. That is personal.


    


    THe Remarkable Mountains (3)


    Ah, my dearest R, you still don't understand. She was my grandmother on both sides. She sent her son down south to be fostered out. When my mother met her brother she didn't know, thought he was the son of the southern lord, but it wouldn't have mattered anyhow. My grandmother fucked everyone in her family, I suppose, and she learned the habit from her parents and older brother, by demonstration, and she tried to teach her descendants the same tricks.


    Here in the mountains you are so gentle. You have no idea what it means. My father was expected to teach me the rudiments. My grandmother would have tried me if she hadn't been so out of favor that my parents protected me.


    It wasn't only sex. You listen to that part with horror. It wasn't sex at all. I told you how she beat me. When I set my slaves free, when I was older, she left these scars, that time. But she demonstrated the right way to flog a servant when I was very young.


    We were in the garden, my nurse and me. She was an old slave who had wet-nursed me and stayed on. Later I heard someone say that my grandmother had killed her baby to make sure I had enough milk. Maybe that wasn't true.


    She was old, I thought, but I don't know how old she really was. Everyone looks old at that age. I wanted to play some game and she was too slow, down on her hands and knees. I think she was supposed to be a riding horse or something. I had started to shout at her to go faster, and she was panting a little and saying she couldn't. I told her horses can't talk. She said, "Young mistress, please ..." and I yelled at her to shut up, took off my little leather belt and tried to whip her.


    My grandmother's voice cracked from behind me: "If you're going to put the effort out at all, do it right." She took the belt, held it by the tail so the buckle delivered the blow, and stood over
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    the nurse, beating and beating. After the blood was soaking through the woman's shift, she gave the belt to me.


    "Go on, little weakling. Hit!" And I did, as hard as I could. I felt proud and powerful.


    Then I heard my mother's voice from the window, shouting, "Stop that at once! Stop that!"


    The nurse never returned, though I cried for her. I was kept to my room for a week, and my mother sat with me. After her first angry tirade, when she brought me in from the garden, she did not speak. I cried for her to speak. I cried for Nurse to return. My mother shook her head.


    After a week my father came in, and said to my mother, "Hasn't she been punished enough?"


    "I swore to that woman she would never be hurt," said my mother, and began to cry. They went out and left me alone, astonished, and afraid of myself.


    Even then, my parents never beat me; my grandmother disapproved but apparently could do nothing. I found out later that she was out of fashion at the time. There had been a shift in the household as a number of the older people died and younger, progressive-thinking people inherited their places. My father had been brought from the far south in the hope he would be a conservative influence but it turned out that the family compound where he had been fostered had been a rebellious and Utopian one, and had an entirely different family style from most southerners, affectionate and warm, though sometimes awkward with unaccustomed behaviors. The match had been disappointing to everyone except my mother, who had loved him almost from the start, and who in any case had had her factions engineer the whole thing.


    But I didn't know this when I was young. All I knew was that the only time I had bruises was when I came upon my grandmother, and I feared her deadly hands more than anything I had ever seen to date.


    More even than Annalise feared the guardian of the library, for she had a defiant sense that she had a right, he would not recognize, while I knew I was the heir and yet there was nothing I could do to prevent my grandmother's assaults.


    When I came up to the Fjord of Tears, one of the reasons I stayed was the way you treat your children.


    


    Annalise was reading a book the first time I saw her. I had crept into my grandmother's library to read and so had she; for that reason, we became allies in that silent instant.


    "Ee-yah!" she used to say, later. "How tired I am! And how my back hurts!" She meant from the beatings, not from bending over books.


    "Stop reading, then," I would always say, but with a grin because I wanted to make her grin, and because I knew she would never stop. She would read the words on the gallows before she was hanged, she used to say, but I would shiver and tell her to be quiet. "That's true," she said once. "One never knows what one is asking for."


    We were both very young. Now, it seems too young, too terribly young. But we thought we were getting quite accomplished at one thing and another.


    I learned something that summer. I learned how to disobey my grandmother and not get caught. For years, since the time of the nurse, I had been refusing to have servants flogged, but that summer I had gone to the logical end point and had freed all my own slaves. As a result, I'd been beaten myself, by my grandmother of course, who made a special trip across the compound to do so. My parents had rewarded me, but unfortunately they were out inspecting the farms the day she came. So Annalise and I had been together in my bed, moaning.


    "You could pretend," said Annalise, as always more protective of my delicate skin than her own.


    "I don't think that's the point," I said. "I think the point is that sooner or later I was going to feel it myself. Isn't that what your books say the world is like? Certainly the ones I've read."


    "Oh, that's so romantic," she said. "There has to be a way to catch her in her own snares." In the books, people got turned into animals a lot, to teach them things. We had been thinking of ourselves as rabbits for some time now.


    "Maybe we're being the wrong animal," I said.


    "What would you rather be, a fish?"


    "So I could swim away? Yes!"


    "So you could be grilled and served to her at supper, more like!" But she was not grinning very hard. She grabbed the pot of ointment and started to rub it on my back and legs. "Does this hurt?"


    


    "Of course it hurts, you idiot! But don't stop." The ointment's coolness distracted my nerves for a while; I don't think it did much else, but it didn't matter.


    "Look," I said. "We're going about this all wrong. In that book I read, the economics one, the scribe said that every person is a product of their time, so true solutions are hard because they're prevented by people's hidebound ideas. Well, here we are. After my parents, I am the first person in my line since that guy in the other book to ever refuse to hurt someone. Why is that bad? He got killed, and people like Grandmother won. Why is that good?"


    "Oh, expository lump!" said Annalise. "We've been talking about it too long. When you write your book about it, this is the part that is going to sound really boring."


    Notice it was me who had to write the book. For all her reading.


    Safety. The thing about it is that wanting it has nothing to do with who one is or what is real. I am the daughter of my grandmother's daughter and thus the heir to the throne. My cousin, the son of my grandmother's brother, thought he had as strong a claim, so my grandmother, thinking to draw his teeth while making use of his fealty, made him my husband. Then, however, he persuaded my parents, by presenting himself as a kindly man, and in the absence of children—of a daughter—of mine, to make him my heir as well, their second heir as it is called. And thus my safety removed for all time, thus my deepest wish never to be granted.


    Life in my parents' house was easier after Annalise came. For one thing, she loved to read even more than I, so she got the brunt of the attention and punishment for it. That meant I could read almost unnoticed, and strangely that made reading less attractive than it was. Annalise, however, did not have the heritage of my rebellion to spur her; it was love of what is in the books which drew her.


    "I know something you don't know," said Annalise.


    "What?"


    "How to fuck."


    All that year we had been talking about sex. Every day in the garden we would meet and walk back and forth along the diagonal path farthest from the palace, swapping the things we thought we


    


    didn't know—you can't get pregnant from sitting on a man's knee— and the things we thought we did know—you can get diseases from a toilet seat; if a servant with the clap touches you, you can die. It seems strange that we knew so little, but who ever talked to us? And my parents had protected me more than usual from the rutting of slaves, the excesses of household animals. I had seen my cat go at it with a torn once, but my grandmother came down, saying the yowling had awakened her, and strangled the cats. I had no idea what they would have done uninterrupted. There were books of erotic engravings and photographs but they seemed improbable to us. The naked male servants and slaves we had seen didn't have big fat cocks sticking up like that, with knobs on the end instead of little puckered buds.


    "You do not," I said.


    "Do too. I followed your granny's catamite last night, and found a place to look."


    This was typical: I was terribly afraid for her all the time: finally I hardly noticed. "What did they do?"


    "The maid interrupted with a message. I didn't see it all. I saw his cock, though!"


    "So you don't know. Told you so."


    "Well, I know how to find out. Let's go tonight and look."


    I hated my grandmother's foul smell, and never went near her wing unless I had to. "She never has them two nights in a row."


    "She didn't have him, I told you. There was a message and they stopped."


    "Was it fat?"


    "Not yet. I think it doesn't look like that until they do it."


    She talked me into it eventually. I was used to being afraid of my grandmother, and Annalise was showing me how fear shouldn't stop me. I peed just before we went, though, in case we were caught and I lost my bladder with fright. I didn't want to show all my feelings.


    There was a crack in the corner of the wall between my grandmother's closet and her bedroom. We huddled there, only not giggling because we knew how dangerous this was, and watched her greet the catamite. She was wearing a white robe and in her hand she twisted some kind of thin black rubber ring.


    Take off your robe, she ordered him, and he did. His cock hung long and flaccid, the sac of balls askew. She reached out to him and took his cock in her fingers, took the black ring and twisted it
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    around the base. In a moment the cock was blowing up like a thin balloon until it bobbed red and swollen, and it did have a knob, pushing out from the puckered skin at the end.


    Look in the mirror, she said, and he did, looking fascinated like a snake while she stood behind him and stroked his back with her nails. Tiny little lines of blood appeared but he didn't notice. Her nails were always that sharp.


    She let her own robe drop and walked across to the bed, lay down with her legs spread. She had a jar of creamy stuff that she swiped with two fingers into her cunt. It creamed the hair around it, which looked like old, worn-out hair, and I could see why, when he walked over, transferring his hypnotized gaze to the mirror above the bed, and put his swollen cock into her cunt. She reached up and broke some kind of vial under his nose, and he began to move back and forth dreamily.


    I had peed, but my own cunt felt wet, and I felt uncomfortably heavy in my gut. Annalise was kneeling in front of me so we could both see through the narrow crack. My hands clenched on her shoulders, and one of her hands, wet with sweat I thought, came up to hold mine. The other pressed flat into her crotch. I tried that too and it seemed to help.


    The slave was moving faster, and my grandmother's face was as flaccid and slack as his cock had been at first. Then suddenly her legs and her arms went around him and she started to talk to him, too quietly at first for us to hear. Then her voice rose in volume.


    "You are filthy," she said, "a slut, you are diseased, you disgust me. You are worthless, you fuck pigs, you fuck cows, you fuck raw meat, you fuck your father."


    Her nails raked his back, and blood began to flow in earnest. She raked again and again, with the same hands that killed my kitten. The agreeable heaviness was gone. I began to feel ill. I put my hand back on Annalise's shoulder and she took it too, pressing it to caution me to silence. The slave began to scream, and my grandmother's curses suddenly became a shriek too. As suddenly as she had shrieked, she pushed him down to the floor, and reaching behind her, snapped a belt forward and began to beat him. The rubber ring still held his cock erect and the belt struck it. He arched his back in agony and then fainted. She stood above him, still beating him, the other hand at her cunt. There was a little blood there too but I think it was his from her nails. In a moment she went tense,
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    then threw the belt down on him. The buckle struck his cheek and drew more blood.


    She still straddled him. She reached down and took up one of the discarded robes, then pissed on him, wiped herself with the robe and threw it on him, and lay down again, her outstretched arm hitting the light control.


    Annalise didn't catch up to me until we were back in my rooms and I was already vomiting into the toilet. When I was done she wiped my face, put her arms around me. I was shuddering and sobbing and the taste of bile mixed with the remembered smell of blood.


    "You are not her," said Annalise, cutting to the root of it.


    "Blood will tell?" I said, afraid to make it a statement.


    "You are not her," she said. "How many times in your life do I have to tell you?"


    "Until I die, if it helps make it so," I gasped out. "You don't know. She's not your monster."


    "No?" Her voice was choked. I looked at her. She was crying too. We never cried. It was a rule.


    "What is it?"


    "Don't you ever wonder where I came from?" she said angrily. "I'm your father's bastard, don't you know that? I'm your half-sister, you pie-face. Don't you think I hate her too? My mother was a slave he fucked when your mother was so sick. That old bitch is my blood too. But you are not her and I am not her and we will never be. Now quit crying, I hate crying. Go to sleep."


    "Why didn't you tell me before?"


    "My mother made me promise. She thought if you knew you'd kill both of us."


    "Me? I never would!"


    "How would she know that? She's afraid of every woman in this family. Even me, now that I live here."


    I went to piss again, and wiped my slimy cunt with disgust. "If that's what it's like I never want to do it," I said.


    "It must be different," she said. "In the books it's different. And your mother doesn't have any scars, does she? My mother doesn't, and your father flicked her for years. It must be different."


    We didn't talk much more. We were too exhausted. We finally went to sleep, me into mean dreams, still holding each other.
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    The next day, closeted in my shady room, everything seemed unreal. I woke up in Annalise's arms, and looked at her, and thought of that deep recognition I always felt with her, and wondered if it was because we were sisters. But I thought not. Rather, it was because we could sleep in each other's arms. Did that make sense? I didn't care.


    She wakened when I slipped out from under her arm to go to the toilet. On her way back from the same errand, Annalise giggled and played the catamite, swinging his hips across the room. "He likes boym underiy tote. Don'elike yit,,
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