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PERSONA NON GRATA

“My name is Nathan Crewe. I’m a Hengeli citizen. I request to see a lawyer.”

The corners of her lips curled up sardonically. “A lawyer?” Alarm prickled the hair on his neck. “Under the human rights directives of the Convention, I am entitled to legal counsel.”

Vasant Subah stared at him, and rubbed her forefinger across her chin as if to stifle a laugh. “What Convention? Vanar never signed any Convention. You are subject to Vanar laws now. You’re suspected of being a saboteur or a terrorist.”

“Terrorist!” he blurted in shock. “Don’t I even get a trial?” “You’ve already had your trial. You’ve been found guilty of illegal entry.”

“Fine, no problem, I admit it. So deport me.”

For some reason that made her smile even wider . . . 

ACCLAIM FOR

MASTER of NONE

“Combining the gender mind-bending of Ursula K. Le Guin, the exoticism of Robert E. Howard, and a feel for aliens reminiscent of C.J. Cherryh, MASTER OF NONE offers the reader both food for thought and dessert for delectation. I recommend it to all fans of plenary world-building and absorbing sf adventure.” 

—James Morrow, author of Only Begotten Daughter and Towing Jehovah

“Of all the great books I have read on the politics, nature, and meaning of gender, this is one of the very best.”

—Michael Moorcock, author of the Elric Saga

This one’s for Jon.

Prologue

NATHAN FOLLOWED THE SAHAKHARAE FROM THE MEN’S GATE INTO THE wide portico surrounding the star-shaped courtyard. Blue shadows cut the sunlight into brilliant shafts through a lace of stone, hurting his eyes. In the center of the garden, water cascaded over layers of rough, black rock into a pool. Koi flashed under the ripples, tiny shivers of striated jewels, ruby, pearl, and gold.

Two young men reclined on the grass, half hidden by the tall heads of flower blossoms nodding in the heat. Obviously infatuated with one another, their hands slipped inside undone clothing to expose smooth brown skin gleaming with sweat. They broke off their embrace and stared in silence as the sahakharae ushered Nathan along the path across the cloisterlike garden.

A dozen or so men occupied the interior courtyard. In the cool arcades around the garden edge, old men lounged against stone pillars in the shade, conversing in quiet voices. All but one were wrapped in milky blue sati to protect them from the sun, the gauzy edges of cloth pulled over heads to shade their wrinkled faces. Fans of colored paper warded off insects. The loner wore nothing at all, stretched naked on the lip of stone, his body sun baked to mahogany, his own sati folded neatly for use as a pillow.

As the old men caught sight of Nathan, they hushed, watching him in silence. He tried to keep his attention politely focused on the intricate braid swinging between the sahakharae’s shoulders, but couldn’t help glancing around the courtyard.

A group of boys sat on the fountain edge, the youngest no older than ten, a thick tumble of black hair screening his face. They laughed as they splashed each other with water, flicking wet fingers and dodging the drops. Alerted by the change in sound, they glanced around, smiles vanishing as they watched with wide, inquisitive eyes.

Nathan found it hard not to stare back. The naked man sat up, one hand shading his eyes as he squinted in the sunlight. The courtyard was so silent Nathan could hear the faint melody of birds overhead. He was acutely aware of his shabby appearance, the ragged edge of his linen sati, his own short braid and dusty bare feet.

The sahakharae extended one hand mutely to direct him to a passage leading into the dark interior. As Nathan passed the old men, he held his hands together in greeting, bowing his head in respect. The old men did not respond, but the naked man nodded a fraction in response. The youngest child by the fountain suddenly giggled, his high laugh cut short as his companions shushed him.

Nathan stumbled after the sahakharae up the curved stairway, his eyes not yet adjusted to the gloom. From outside, the Nga’esha House dominated the hill like a huge fortress, a city in miniature. The interior seemed even larger, a rambling web of arches and corridors connecting numerous wings. The sahakharae halted at a carved doorway of the main wing, pulling one side open and indicating to Nathan to go in with a graceful motion of his hand and a small bow.

Nathan stood alone as the door closed behind him. A thrill of panic shot through his gut before a door opposite opened to admit him. The woman regarding him was young, dark hair pulled back severely from around a narrow, heart-shaped face, brown eyes hard but, he hoped, not hostile. She wore loose saekah trousers, the bloodred sheer fabric gathered in cuffs at her ankles, the pleats of her watery blue  tunic  brushing  just  below  her  knees.  Dozens  of  heavy  gold bracelets stacked both arms, extending from wrist almost to elbow.

With the palms of his hands together, he pressed his crossed thumbs hard against his sternum, fingertips nearly touching his chin, exactly as he’d been taught. Keeping his spine straight, he let his head fall forward on his neck, eyes down, and stood rigidly in this awkward position.

He heard a faint staccato of breath, and realized she had laughed. When he looked up, she was smiling, her eyes crinkled in amusement. He knew he’d done something incorrect, but not what. To his relief, it didn’t seem to matter much as she nodded politely toward him, signaling an invitation to enter.

Inside, she gestured toward a small fountain flowing from the wall, the pipe designed to shape the continual stream of water into a coiling arc splashing into the wide shallow basin. He had learned enough to understand by now what was expected, stepping into the basin to hold his hands under the running water, scrub briefly at his face, and wash the unclean dust of the outside from his feet.

Once ritually cleansed to her satisfaction, he followed her down the hall, her sandals and his wet bare footsteps noiseless against the thick carpet. She led him through a wide stone entry into a huge, sunny room, sunlight pouring in from double rows of arched windows supported by deceptively frail columns. Brilliant white plastered walls reflected prismed rainbows from cut glass. The smell of hot earth and honeysuckle drifting through open windows mixed with the scent of burnt incense. Long streamers of silk hung from the ceiling arched high overhead, rippling in the slight breeze, tiny brass bells sewn to weight their ends. Dark and light grains of wood wove an intricate maze on the inlaid floor, spiraling toward the center of the spacious room, the burnished wood reflecting the raised platform like an island on the surface of a still lake.

Half a dozen other women were scattered around the edges of the room, on low settees or large floor cushions, some dressed in the traditional close-fitting silk mati underneath lengths of shimmering blue silk elaborately folded and wrapped around slender bodies. Gold jewelry sparkled on dark skin, long black hair laced with pearls and gems. The rest wore bright saekah trousers and kirtiya cinched at the waist with ornate belts. One of them idly fingered a carved staff lying beside her, eying him distrustfully.

An old woman reclined on the dais, dressed only in a loose tasmai, her frail body half buried in pillows. One arm stretched over an edge, the tip of a water pipe dangling from her fingers. She blew a stream of smoke from her thin lips, watching him with heavy-lidded reptilian eyes, the sclera as yellowed as her teeth. She reminded him of a hawk: contemptuous, powerful, the hint of steel hidden under velvet feathers.

The younger woman bowed loosely toward her, and seated herself with two other women at a discreet distance. He stood uncertainly, listening to the faint laughter of boys in the garden outside as she nodded. “Be welcome, Nathan Crewe,” she said in his native language, her husky voice gentle. The sound carried clearly across the vast room. “A pleasure to see you again.”

He had had to petition at the Nga’esha gates for several weeks before he was granted another audience, this time following the correct and complex formalities. Making a spectacle of himself a second time would not be tolerated. Despite her apparent congeniality, he knew his intrusion into the agenda of the Nga’esha pratha h’máy had better be of interest to her, rather than merely vital to him. He inhaled a deep breath, more for courage, and strode toward her, stopping exactly three steps away from the dais. Methodically, he swept the edge of his white sati to one side and knelt, knees together, buttocks resting on his heels, right foot crossed against the flat of the left. He put his palms against his thighs, fingers together, and inclined his torso in a slight bow, paying scrupulous attention to the details.

“I pray, l’amae, that I find you in good health,” he said in Vanar, carefully parroting phonetic sounds he had memorized, words he barely understood, “and wish you continued long life and good fortune.” His tongue strained against the complex diphthongs and glottal stops threatening to choke him, the endless nasalized umlauts his surly tutor had literally tried to pound into his skull.

Suppressed  laughter  whispered  around  the  room.  His  cheeks burned with a sudden flush. “I said that wrong, didn’t I?” he asked the older woman, switching to his native Hengeli.

The old woman squinted in amusement as much as from the smoke curling in her eyes. “Not at all; entirely correct,” she assured him in the same language. Her lilting accent would have been sensual in a younger woman. “You are making excellent progress indeed.” He settled back on his heels, and stared at her as if for the first time. Compared to the other women in the room, her dress was somber, no jewelry but the bracelets on her forearms, the blue birdsilk tasmai robe pulled around her with the Nga’esha family emblem hand-embroidered against each shoulder. He had been allowed to see her only once after his release from custody, and her health had clearly worsened since that nearly disastrous fiasco. Her skin had paled to a sickly yellow beneath the olive complexion, thinning white hair exposing the bumps of her skull. She seemed brittlely thin, her ankles more like knots on sticks covered with bloodless parchment.

He knew Yaenida was not simply old, but ancient, in the way only those who could afford repetitive regenerative treatments were. Yet her dark eyes were still as energetic, as shrewd and hard, as the day he had first met her.

“Pratha Yaenida,” he said, trying to keep his pulse down, “I’m not making much real progress at all.”

“Nonsense—”

“Please,”  he  interrupted  more  sharply  than  he  intended.  The younger women in the corner glanced up with narrowed eyes, murmuring between themselves. “Please,” he repeated, softening his tone. “I am not. You don’t do me any favors by lying to me, Yaenida.”

She frowned, her thin mouth marked by deep fissures in her skin. He sat very still, knowing he was taking a huge risk by speaking to her with such intimacy. Once she had found his naive familiarity with her charming. He remembered how amused she had been by his shock once he realized the depth of his ignorance. Now he had no excuses to forget exactly who and what she was. Or who and what he was now.

Vanar was a closed world with only one major corporate interest: interstellar Worms, the lifeline linking over three hundred systems with Vanar at their core like a tiny spider in a giant web. No one owned the Worms; they were simply a mysterious artifact of space. But only Vanar Pilots were capable of flying ships in and, more importantly, out again at another part of the universe in one piece. Since the secretive Vanar Pilots were the only creatures who could guide the luxury liners and cargo freighters safely across the huge expanse of space, Vanar maintained its monopoly on not just interstellar trade but on all travel between solar systems.

Vanar charged a moderate sum for each Worm transfer, affordable to each individual shipper, and service remained cheap and reliable. But the traffic added up to an enormous fortune for the Nine High Vanar Families who controlled the Worms.

Hundreds of thousands of people outside Vanar were directly employed by her companies; millions more worked for companies servicing other Vanar corporations. The Nga’esha Corporation owned half the stations in the known star systems, which comprised all of the systems under Hengeli sovereignty. The politics of a hundred planets were shaped and moved by Vanar corporate interests. He could almost feel  the  weight  of  that  enormous  wealth  around  him,  channeled through the High Families into the hands of the few great l’amae like the pratha h’máy Yaenida dva Darahanan ek Qarshatha Nga’esha, quite likely the most powerful being in all the inhabited systems. His chest began to ache as he realized he’d been holding his breath.

“All right,” she conceded, breaking the tension, and waited for him to speak.

He exhaled and tried to keep his relief off his face. “I asked to see you exactly because I am having a lot of trouble with both your language and your culture. I’m a botanist...I was a botanist,” he corrected himself. “I was never very good at xenosociology.”

She brought the tip of the water pipe to her mouth, sucking it thoughtfully. Turning her head, she blew a thin stream of pungent smoke away from him out the side of her mouth, keeping her eyes on him. They glittered in her cavernous sockets. “I take it you are dissatisfied with your current tutor?”

“No,” he said hastily, “absolutely not.” At their last meeting, he’d had to abjectly beg for help to get even the sullen elderly woman the Nga’esha family paid to coach him in Vanar language and protocol. He wasn’t about to jeopardize even that small benefit by criticizing his tutor to her employer. “Any fault or misunderstanding is entirely mine—”

Yaenida chuckled. “Oh, do stop it, Nathan, and get to the point. What is it you want from me?”

“Be my teacher again, just for a few minutes.” He waited, and when she inclined her head, he said, “What does it mean when a woman gives a man three shafts of grain?”

Her eyebrows raised in surprise, making her look owlish. “What kind of grain? What color?”

“Thin yellow stalks, so high.” He measured with his hands. “Multiple heads of grain, reddish, definitely nothing native, but not in the Triticum or Oryza genera, either. Possibly a hybrid variant of some monocotyledonous grass related to the Avena family.” He saw her draw on her pipe to hide her mirth. Bubbles sputtered in the pipe through a cloud of thick liquid. The smell of the drugged smoke cloyed the back of his throat. “I think the common name is muhdgae. Dark brown color. Seed pods are already open. They’re tied together with two pieces of ribbon—one a burgundy color, the other a sort of pale purple.”

“Ah,” she said, knowingly. “A young lady from the Changriti motherline?”

He nodded.

She looked out the window at the scuttling clouds. “How interesting. Is the young woman’s name Kallah, by any chance?”

“Yes,” he said, his stomach sour.

“Did she offer it to you personally?”

“Yes.”

“Did you take it directly from her hands? Publicly, in front of witnesses? Female witnesses?” Yaenida was grinning.

“Yes,” he said. He had bumped into Kallah Changriti, quite literally, when she passed him while in the company of another young Changriti woman. She had acknowledged his halting apology and bow with an arrogant nod of her head, but her shy smile completely spoiled the effect. She’d said nothing to him, but when she glanced back, he impulsively winked at her. Her eyes had widened and she’d clamped a hand over her mouth to stop the laugh, then disappeared in the crowd still clutching the arm of her companion. That one friendly gesture had been his fatal mistake. A week later, he had unwittingly accepted her strange gift—a gift that had nearly gotten him killed.

“She just walked up to me with a couple of her friends and shoved it in my face without a word. I didn’t know what else to do, so I took it. I didn’t want to be impolite.”

She laughed, leaning back into the thick cushions. “Impolite!” Her laughter came from deep in her chest, rumbling and wet.

His face prickled with alarm. “But what does it mean, exactly?” he pressed as her laughter subsided.

She laboriously dragged in another lungful of pungent smoke. Smiling broadly, she shook her head in amazed disbelief. “It means, my poor ignorant child, you are both astoundingly lucky and standing nose deep in a large pond of watery pigshit. Or have I confused another of your colloquial expressions?”

“L’amae, please,” he persisted. “Have I screwed up again?”

“Not at all. You’ve been offered a proposal, sweet boy—and may I point out an extraordinary but favorable one—for matrimonial union with a High Family. By taking Kallah’s symbolic gift from her own hand, you’ve accepted. May I have the honor to be the first to offer you my sincere congratulations.”

“Oh God,” he breathed, his fears confirmed. “Kallah is the daughter of Pratha Eraelin Changriti.”

Yaenida reclined even deeper into the pillows, obviously amused by his situation. “Quite so,” she admitted.

“The Changriti pratha h’máy hates me,” he said, pronouncing the words with the distinctness he would use for a child. “Two days after that, she tried to have me murdered!”

The healing gash in his side twinged with the memory of the frantic struggle in the dark, the choking smell of bitter cinnamon in the cloth clamped over his nose, the blade scraping by his ear to impale the sleeping mat. Only the advantage of his size and strength as well as the skills learned as a boy growing up hard had saved him. The would-be assassin had vaulted through the small half-moon window, vanishing like a cat over the rooftops, leaving him crumpled on the floor and bleeding more from his nose than from the wound along his ribs. The pahlaqu guardian where he lived had been summoned by the hospital, and viewed the torn scrap of dark burgundy silk in his fist with zealous indifference, strongly advising him to forget the incident had ever happened. Yaenida echoed that opinion.

“An accusation I should be careful to speak of very discreetly, were I you,” she warned him. “If Pratha Eraelin dva Hadatha Changriti wanted you dead, you would be dead, and she would not appreciate your slanderous allegations of incompetence.”

“Then she was quite competent in scaring the hell out of me. I can’t marry her daughter. I would be living in the household of a woman who would make my life nothing but a large pond of watery pigshit.”

“But, Nathan,” she chided, nearly laughing, “you did accept.”

“I didn’t know what I was doing!” he protested, his hands gesturing for emphasis, breaking strict Vanar convention. The women in the corner looked up sharply. As two stood, Yaenida waved them away impatiently. He forced down his anxiety. Never show anger, never. He knew better. “How was I supposed to know what she was offering?” Nathan continued, keeping his voice low and his sweating palms on his thighs. “Isn’t there some way of explaining this to her? I can’t legally be held to agreements I didn’t know were being made, can I?”

She smiled at him pityingly, and he bit his lip to shut up. Ignorance of Vanar law, he’d already been well taught, was no excuse.

“Nate,” she said, using the intimate name he hadn’t heard from her since his imprisonment. The unexpected familiarity made his throat hurt. “Kallah is a respectable and influential member of a High Family, and you are in no position to be choosy. Believe me, you could do a lot worse.”

“I don’t have anything against Kallah Changriti, although she’s probably more interested in me because I’m ‘exotic’ rather than from any real affection. Surely it’s not my sparkling wit and charm. Come on, Yaenida, I can barely even talk with the girl!”

Yaenida raised one eyebrow, which he took for concurrence. “Isn’t there some way around this without breaking protocol or upsetting her? You’re the Nga’esha pratha h’máy, can’t you explain to her I didn’t understand what life would be like for me in Pratha Eraelin’s House?”

“The pratha h’máy of a High Family does not involve herself with the problems of naekulam,” she said ironically. “That would be too far beneath my dignity.”

He stared at her in disbelief.

She sighed. “Nobody cares about how unpleasant your life would be in the Changriti House, and I’m sure Kallah is well aware of what her mother is like. No doubt part of her reason for making such an absurd offer in the first place was to antagonize Eraelin. But your feelings are not important, and would not be of interest to anyone.”

Nathan closed his eyes for a moment, fighting the impulse to ball his hands into fists.

“It  is  a  remarkable  development,  however,”  Yaenida  mused thoughtfully, speaking more to herself. “Although on reflection, not that absurd. You wouldn’t be any liability to business alliances. Kallah already has two kharvah from favorably positioned Families as well as a houseful of excellent sahakharae.”

“But I’m not a kharvah or a sahakharae.”

“Ah, but you are the irresistible combination of both!” she said, her eyes lighting up. “What is more tempting and seductive than the unique, especially when it’s safe? If she couldn’t acquire you as sahakharae, her only other option is marriage. There’s certainly nothing wrong with your seed, wonderfully exotic as it is, Nathan, but you are still naekulam, without Family. It is not unheard-of, but rare, for such an offer to be made to someone with so little to bring into a union. You should be delighted.”

“What if,” he said carefully, “it was explained to Kallah that I am only a stupid foreigner, that not only had I misunderstood but that I was already committed to marrying someone else?”

Her eyes were bird bright, sparkling in the sunlight. “I had forgotten about your sort, Nathan,” she said softly. “So very . . . passionate. A flair for the dramatic. Well, well, you have fallen in love with yet another of our fair young maidens, and are now trapped in the timeless predicament of love and rivalry? How entertaining.”

He held himself as rigorously erect as possible. “It is not a question of love, l’amae Yaenida. But if I am to ‘unite,’ if that’s the word for it, I would prefer doing so with a different House.”

“Tell me, dear boy,” she said, smiling broadly. Her teeth were smoke stained, the gums atrophied away from the roots. “Just to satisfy an old woman’s curiosity, who is this charming maiden who has warmed your blood and stolen your heart? Who is it you wish to wed?”

He sat back on his heels and hoped his face was unreadable. “You.” It took her a moment to react, then her eyes widened. She started to cough violently, strangling on the smoke and laughter competing for control  of  her  lungs.  The  younger  women  stood,  distrustful  and alarmed, to be waved back by Yaenida’s impatient arm, bone-thin wrist snapping in the air, the bracelets jingling. She continued to laugh for a long minute, her eyes streaming, until Nathan flushed and looked down. The three slowly retook their seats, glaring suspiciously at him.

“Oh, Sweet Lady Mother!” Yaenida gasped, setting off another round  of  laughter,  then  wiped  away  the  tears  from  her  wizened cheeks. “Thank you, Nathan, I haven’t had such a thrill in years.”

He kept silent, his jaw clenched. She coughed lengthily, a deep, wet, chronic congestion, still chuckling.

She spoke in rapid Vanar, and one of the younger women left long enough to return with a glass of green-tinted water as another two knelt by her side. One fanned her face anxiously as the other tucked the fingers of one hand around Yaenida’s wrist while she studied the medical scanner in her other. Yaenida submitted impassively without even acknowledging her presence as the women loaded a medgun and pressed the muzzle against her upper arm. It hissed as Yaenida gulped the water noisily to ease her cough. He could smell the delicate scent of mint and medicinal bitters. Within a few minutes, her cough had eased and the color returned to her face.

“Come now, my love,” she finally rasped out, handing the empty glass back without looking at the women and waving them away imperiously. Her attendants withdrew to the window reluctantly, hovering like flies around a corpse. “Am I supposed to believe you prefer these ancient bones to Kallah’s supple young flesh?”

She drew the edge of her embroidered tasmai away from her body, holding the elegant folds of cloth open just far enough to reveal the shadows of her slack breasts, the dry skin hanging in folds from brittle ribs, the glint of gray hair in the bony recess of her groin. The women around her murmured, puzzled. “Tell me you find me irresistible,” she said softly. “Tell me your blood runs hot with desire at the sight of this body. Could you really perform your duty as a kharvah on this worn carcass?” Her face was contorted in a smile of scorn and resigned loss.

He swallowed hard, and raised his head to stare unblinkingly into her eyes in clear breach of protocol. “Pratha Yaenida, were you to honor me as a member of your House, I would perform my duty in any manner you required, and would do so with pride and pleasure.” He hoped he sounded far more confident than he felt.

Her eyes narrowed as she drew the tasmai wrap back over her skeletal body protectively, her green-veined hands fussing with the intricate folds. “I almost believe you,” she said, and looked out of the windows at thin clouds skimming high in the afternoon blue. The younger women stared at them with perplexed expressions. “From anyone else, I would suspect such an audacious scheme was nothing more than brazen ambition and greed. But not from you.” She glanced back at him, her look as hard and cool as marble. “Explain yourself.”

He looked down at his hands still pressed against his thighs. “I have no one to talk to,” he finally answered. His throat hurt, as if trying to swallow against a stone lodged there.

She snorted. “Is that all?”

“For godsake, isn’t that enough?” he asked, and heard his own voice catch with repressed anger. “I’ve been on Vanar over a year, and I’m dying in this isolation! Living in a charity shelter isn’t all that much different from prison, Yaenida, and at least in prison I had you to talk to.”

“There are no prisons on Vanar.”

“I wasn’t ill, l’amae,” he said, knowing his resentment leaked out, “and the people asking me all those questions weren’t doctors.”

Her eyes watched him impassively as she worried the stem of the pipe with her teeth, squinting as tendrils of smoke escaped from her nostrils and curled past her face. He felt his frustration rising.

“My life is constant hell here. No one dares talk to me; they’re all too nervous even without that Changriti bich’chú stopping me in the street to keep me properly terrified.” She raised an eyebrow at his use of vulgar slang to refer to the Qsayati Vasant Subah, head of the Vanar security police. “Not that it matters since I can’t learn this damned language, with or without my tutor. I’m naeqili te rhowghá, and I know exactly what that means, she’s managed to teach me that much,” he said sharply at her surprise. “I’m in fact worse than the lowest of outcasts: everyone knows who I am, but I’m treated like some dangerous animal set loose by accident. I try and stay out of trouble, sitting around doing nothing until I’m out of my mind, but the instant I go out, I make one mistake after another. I have nowhere else to go, Yaenida, I need your help, please!” He was shouting, leaning forward on his knees as he gestured angrily toward her.

From the corner of his eye, he saw one of the younger women rise, snatching up her staff and striding toward them with protective hostility. He only knew one way to respond, and immediately “turtled,” elbows against knees, his forehead against the back of his hands pressed against the floor. He cursed inwardly, prepared for the blows, and hoped she’d at least spare his head.

He heard rather than saw the argument: a fast whipping of Vanar, one voice sharp, the other cracked with age but strong. Yaenida’s emaciated fist smacked against the cushions. The only words he caught were “Get out.” A fast padding of feet, the glimpse of satin-clad heels past his face, and the sudden silence pressed against his ears.

“Vultures,” Yaenida muttered. “I’m not dead yet.” She grunted as she shifted awkwardly on the pillows, then said, “Nathan, you look ridiculous. That position is for small children. Don’t be so damned idiotic. Get up off the floor and give me a hand.”

He was up instantly and helping her to her feet, her bony talon cold in his hand, her elbow in the other as frail as a stick. She was startlingly light: a decent puff of wind could have carried her off. He half carried her, her legs like stilts as she hobbled, to the wide windowsill, settling her on the ledge overlooking the garden. Crystal and bronze wind chimes hung from the corners of fluted roofs, their clear sound blending with trills of songbirds. The sun shone directly on her face, outlining every crease with unflattering clarity.

“Ah, Nathan,” she said gently, and stroked his cheek, her hand as smooth and dry as parchment. “You do tempt me, you do. Not a kind thing to do to an old woman in my condition.”

He caught her hand and brushed a kiss against her palm before he released it—a purely Hengeli gesture. She smiled and with a graceful motion invited him to sit on the ledge opposite her. When he hesitated, she said with mock seduction, “We’re alone, no one’s watching. We can do whatever we like.”

He wondered just how true that really was but settled his back against the stone across from her, one leg drawn up casually, hands laced around his knee. He was more grateful for this private familiarity and breach of propriety than he could have told her.

“Let me give you some advice,” she said, gazing away from him to the garden below. “I have had five husbands in my life, as well as any number of sahakharae. Sahakharae come and go, as sahakharae do, interchangeable amusing things. All but one of my kharvah have died. He’s old, like me, and we are comfortable with each other. We have had many children, our children have children, and we have even lived long enough to see our grandchildren’s grandchildren. Many dozens of them. He would not understand, and it would only upset him if I were at this late date to take a sixth kharvah, a young and handsome one at that.” She nodded toward the garden. “Genetic maintenance only goes so far, and I am nearing the end of my life. Appealing as I might find your offer, I prefer not to complicate what remains of my time with the sort of disruption and jealousy only the young have the stamina for.”

“It could be just a formality,” he pressed. “If I were part of your House, I could see you whenever you have the time to teach me to speak better Vanar, be somewhere safe long enough to learn what I need to adjust to this culture. I’d be no worse off when—” He stopped in embarrassment.

“—I die,” she finished serenely. “You can say it. Death is too intimate a companion for me to have any false inhibition about it.”

“Yaenida, I swear I won’t get in your way. I’ll stay in the corner of the kitchen, sleep in the attic, anywhere.” He hated the desperation in his voice and waved a hand at the edge of jungle stretching forever on the horizon beyond the villa walls. “Send me to one of the Nga’esha estates in Dravyam or Praetah. I’ll spend the entire day out there picking flowers and searching for svapnah seeds,” he joked, the anxiety in his chest straining his voice.

She chuckled, a dry husking sound. “Oh, no you won’t! And scandalize  my  neighbors?  Indeed  not.”  Her  smile  vanished,  old  face solemn. “Nathan, you have the rare chance to marry with a young woman from a very good House. Take it. There is no future for you here.”

His disappointment tasted like acid, but he did his best to resist pleading with her. “I accept your decision,” he said, “although I can’t understand your reasons.”

“They are simple enough: I am an old woman. I will have no more children. Soon, I will die. My kharvah will be taken care of because he has daughters within this House whose duty it is to support him. You will not. Once I am dead, you would be turned out of the House by my daughters before my corpse was even cold.”

“And all the other men in your House, those there?” He nodded toward the figures barely visible beyond the screened garden. “What happens to them?”

“Some of them belong to daughters. Some are unmarried sons and grandsons. Some are various cousins and nephews hanging around because it’s more pleasant here than with their own Families. Some are friends from different Houses who have práhsaedam, boyhood companions they wish to remain with. Some are merely guests from lesser Families hoping to attract the attention of a potential marriage partner. Others are sahakharae, and they will either find new favorites within the House, if they haven’t already, or leave for other, better pastures. At the worst, they all have Families of their own. You are none of these.”

She pulled the folds of her embroidered cloth over her knees, wincing as she tried to shift her spine into a more comfortable position. “If you turn down this offer, you would be worse off, that I can assure you. The Changriti are one of the Nine High Families—don’t forget that—and Kallah has already violated custom and defied her own pratha h’máy to offer marriage to a naeqili te rhowghá.” She smiled, and her quick scrutiny made him glance away. “Even such a delightful naeqili te rhowghá. Defiance of one’s family is not customary Vanar behavior. Kallah is taking an amazing risk for you, and you did accept, in front of witnesses. Spurned now and humiliated, Kallah would not ask you again at some later date.

“Privately, I’m sure Eraelin would be relieved if you refused, but publicly, you will have gravely insulted her Family. A lowly foreigner, without Family, rejecting the heir to the Changriti fortunes?” Yaenida shook her head with feigned dismay. “You will have antagonized a formidable House, and you’ve already discovered for yourself how extreme Eraelin’s ill will can be.” He shuddered. “I doubt you will ever be offered much better in the future. Without a union to a good House, without Family to protect you, your options would be limited. It is possible you could find a kaemahjah willing to train you to become sahakharae, of course. . . .” She shrugged as he paled.

“I’m not interested in being a whore,” he said stiffly.

She remained silent for a moment, knowing more about his past than he was comfortable with. “Sahakharae are not prostitutes, and the kaemahjah is an honorable institution,” she said gently. “You don’t have to be sahakharae, though you might find it quite profitable. I can see where you would be popular, even without proper training.”

“I can’t even talk to people,” he snapped, irritated. “I don’t play music, I can’t dance, I don’t know any Vanar poetry. I’m hardly going to be capable of dazzling conversation, am I? So what exactly is it I would be popular for, Yaenida?”

She smiled. “True,” she conceded. “There are those who enjoy the kaemahjah for less refined reasons. But if not that, Nathan, the only thing left is the temple, and I seriously doubt that would suit you. Then, what will you do when you can no longer attract a wife or make a living in a kaemahjah? Without family, you’ll barely exist in some grubby charity shelter, surrounded by all the other unwanted naekulam, the mentally disturbed, the terminally ill, the disgraced husbands, all the sad misfits and surly malcontents who’ve been abandoned or expelled by their families, year after year alone, until you finally die of old age. Or just old.”

He remained quiet, looking out over the vast green of the jungle blurring the horizon beyond the neat walls of the House. She respected his silence, closing her eyes, and leaned her head back with her face toward the sun, catlike.

“Yaenida, let me go,” he said in a low voice, without hope. “Please. I don’t belong here. It was a mistake. Let me leave Vanar.”

“Poor child,” she responded unsympathetically, her eyes still shut. “You can’t.”

He  hadn’t  expected  any  different.  He  nodded,  defeated,  and stood. “Thank you for your time, jah’nari l’amae,” he said formally. She cracked her eyes to watch him, her heavily lidded eyes deceptively sleepy. “I humbly apologize for disturbing your tranquility.” He bowed from the waist, then turned away. His back rigid, he had walked halfway across the spacious room before she called out, “Nate...”

He stopped without turning, afraid he would weep in front of her. “There might be one other possibility, should you be interested.” Relief threatened to buckle his knees, and he had to swallow hard to regain his self-control before he faced her. She was smiling: a tiny, fragile creature swathed in bright cloth huddled on the ledge.

“It’s true your circumstances are unique and I do feel a certain, well, responsibility for your welfare. And it is quite likely my interest in you piqued Kallah’s curiosity in the first place, as much as it may have been to defy her mother. She’s a strong-willed girl, if not quite as malicious as Eraelin. The Changriti are not as...broad-minded as are the Nga’esha”—Nathan appreciated the understatement—“and this may indeed provide unexpected benefits for the Nga’esha. Yes, this could work...”

Her thoughtful expression suddenly focused on him astutely. “I will discuss the peculiarities of your situation with Kallah in private,” she said decisively. “You will, of course, marry her, and you will take advantage of whatever time her other jealous kharvah allow you. Once you are married, fuck her every chance you get. Fuck her until her eyebrows fall off, do you understand? Please her if you can, but more importantly, make her pregnant if she’ll allow it.”

He nodded, unable to speak.

“But until you are married, you will come to stay in my Household. After you are married, Kallah will agree to allow you to continue to spend the majority of your free time here. She will allow this because as you have no House, I offer mine as your adoptive Family. This will no doubt take a little time to arrange, but I will become your... mother.” She laughed, eyes twinkling. “Eraelin is of course entirely correct; a Changriti heir cannot possibly be allowed to marry naekulam,  the  indignity  is  totally  outrageous.  But  once  you  are  Nga’ esha, Eraelin can have no objection since it will create a favorable bond between two powerful Houses. It will also provide you with a measure of personal security, as it would certainly be very bad manners indeed for anyone to make an attempt on the life of a member of my Family, no matter how minor.”

She smiled at his obvious relief. “As you seem to be having communication problems with your current tutor, you will study with me, personally. In return, you will help me in the writing and correcting of my research on early Hengeli art. You will live and work in my House, and you will learn Vanar. You will accept your fate with grace, cease this childish sniveling about leaving and how wronged you’ve been, and learn to behave as a proper, respectable Vanar man. This is the best deal you will ever be offered, Nathan. Is this alternative acceptable to you?”

He walked back with rubbery legs, and stood tentatively until she proffered her hands. He held them both gently. The breath was constricting in his throat. “Thank you,” he finally squeezed the words out.

“You made me remember what it was to be young again,” she said softly, her eyes distant. “I was more outrageous then, reckless and impulsive. I’ve since repaid that misspent youth a hundred times over, dedicated my life and energies solely to Nga’esha interests, so staunch and steadfast and stodgy and totally boring.” She smiled mischievously, the skin around her eyes wrinkling. “I’d like to think that other part of me hasn’t died yet. I can see why Lyris Arjusana was so infatuated with you, foolish girl.”

He winced, not willing to reminisce on either the young woman or the botched scheme that had trapped him here.

She raised one eyebrow at him. “I am still gullible enough to want to believe your absurd offer was made because you like me, rather than merely as a tactical strategy.”

“I do like you,” he said, then admitted, “but it was both.”

“Of  course.”  She  hesitated,  then  asked,  reluctantly  curious, “Could you really have been able to make love to me?”

For an answer, he cupped her chin in his hand to tilt her face upward. Leaning over her, he brought his mouth down on hers, first a gentle press of his lips against hers. Then he parted her mouth with his tongue, and kissed her deeply, ignoring the smell of smoke on her breath, the faint taste of decay and death. He closed his eyes, feeling a sudden tenderness, something beyond passion or carnal desire, a sadness and affection for this dying old woman.

The kiss went on with a growing intensity until, to his own astonishment, he felt a flutter stirring in his gut. Her hands caressed his arms, the brush of bird’s wings against his skin. His heart was beating fast before she was the one to finally push him away, two bright spots of color on her wrinkled cheeks.

“You would kill me, Nathan,” she said, and laughed. He heard the girl’s lighthearted laugh and kissed her again, this time only a chaste touch of his lips to her forehead.

When he stepped out into the sunshine, his body protected from the hot sun by layers of undyed linen, he walked quickly away from the men’s gate as it shut behind him and stood at the edge of the road leading away toward the center of the city below. He looked back up at the sprawling estate dominating the hillside, trying to determine which  arched  window  she  might  be  behind.  No  birdlike  figure perched above to see him off, the high walls of the enclosed House as impervious as the formidable Dhikar guards watching him with deceptive tranquility. 

But he found himself smiling as he walked away, bare head up and enjoying the sunshine before he caught the disapproving scowl of two women passing him on the other side of the road.

He ducked his chin down and covered his head with the edge of the dingy cloth as he walked. Keeping his eyes lowered, he pulled in his natural confident stride to one less assertive, more restrained.

More appropriate for a proper, respectable Vanar man.

PART ONE

I

IT HAD SEEMED LIKE SUCH A GOOD IDEA AT THE TIME. ALL HE HAD wanted was enough sketches and notes and field samples for a narrow but formative article on indigenous Vanar botany, enough to make his name within the narrow confines of academics at least. He’d thought it simple enough, choosing a spot as far away from human habitation and any contamination of native flora from terraformed fields as possible to be undetected. Looking back now, it had been utterly preposterous that he could have Lyris drop him in a pod from the Comptess Dovian down to the planet, run loose through the jungle undetected, grab up a bunch of plants, and dash back to the Dovian before it took off for another cargo flight.

He didn’t even last thirty seconds after landfall. In the midst of the densest alien rain forest he’d ever imagined, he’d opened the pod to find an entire contingent of women in their quaint native dress waiting to greet him. He’d been disappointed, but not frightened. Surely the worst that could happen would be immediate deportation on the next ship out, with or without a stiff fine. And these ladies looked harmless enough, until he’d smiled and advanced toward them, hoping to talk his way out of trouble....

The next thing he remembered was waking up in a small cell. He had  expected  to  be  interrogated,  but  instead  had  been  escorted through a series of different buildings and passed from hand to hand until he found himself undergoing a thorough medical examination. He had been stripped, prodded, poked, scraped, scanned, and bled, then abandoned to sit naked on an examining chair in a locked room.

All of the medical personnel had been women, none of whom spoke Hengeli, which was nearly as disconcerting as the brusque treatment. He had never been on any world where, no matter what the native  language  was,  Hengeli  hadn’t  been  the  most  widely  used vernacular. Insignificant as his home world might have become, her tongue was spoken on a hundred worlds throughout the star systems. All except, it seemed, on Vanar. The few memorized phrases Lyris had taught him achieved only blank looks and silence.

After several hours, he dozed off, jolted awake when the door hissed open. A lone woman stood in the doorway, studying him curiously. Her face was light bronze, dark eyes over high, sharp cheekbones. Her black hair was pulled back from her face and hung in a thick ornate braid over her shoulder. Her full lips and small delicate nose didn’t soften her hard expression in the slightest.

He covered his groin with his hands, both embarrassed and vulnerable, but she didn’t appear to notice his absurd gesture of modesty.

“My name is Vasant Subah,” she said in accented if fluent Hengeli. She wore the simple blouse and loose-fitting pants he had seen Vanar women on Station wear, hers a luminous white with a deep burgundy border. Although she didn’t appear sympathetic, she didn’t seem hostile, either. “Who are you?”

“Thank God,” he breathed. “My name is Nathan Crewe. I’m a Hengeli citizen. I request to see a lawyer, please.”

The corners of her lips curled up sardonically. “A lawyer?” Alarm prickled the hair on his neck. “Or whatever the Vanar equivalent is. Under the human rights directives of the Convention, I am entitled to legal counsel.”

Vasant Subah stared at him, and rubbed her forefinger across her chin as if to stifle a laugh. “What Convention? Vanar never signed any Convention; we were never part of your Territories. You are subject to Vanar laws now.”

Now he was truly afraid. “Am I under arrest, then?”

“You could call it that. As you’ve trespassed into Vanar illegally, you’re suspected of being a saboteur or a terrorist.”

“Terrorist!” he blurted in shock. “I’m no terrorist, I’m a botanist. All I wanted was to take some samples of Vanar flora for scientific examination. Ask Lyris Arjusana, the subcaptain of the Comptess Dovian. She’ll tell you—” 

“We’ve already spoken with Subcaptain dva Arjusana.” Vasant Subah cut him off. “Her story seems a bit too far-fetched to believe.”

He swallowed, his anger tempered with fear. “But it’s the truth. Don’t I even get a trial? You people must have some sort of a justice system, don’t you?”

“Of course we do. You’ve already had your trial. You’ve been found guilty of illegal entry.” The woman’s stiff formal attitude had softened, although he wasn’t certain the contemptuous humor replacing it was much of an improvement.

“Fine, no problem, I admit it. I’ll pay whatever the fine is. So deport me.”

For some reason that made her smile even wider. “That almost convinces me,” she said. “Who would send a terrorist into Vanar as ignorant as you are?” Her eyes glittered with malicious amusement. “But whatever happens to you isn’t my concern. Others will have to decide what to do with you.”

“So why are you here?”

Her smile faded as she stepped toward him. “To find the truth.” He glanced down at her arms as she flexed strange muscles, ropy cords writhing under the skin. When she touched him, he understood.


II

HE QUICKLY FOUND HIS DEMAND TO SEE A HENGELI OFFICIAL REPRESENTATIVE was not only futile but his daring to even question the Vanar legal right to hold him prisoner punishable in ways he hadn’t dreamed of. His indignation at this injustice quickly turned to desperate offers to pay whatever fine or serve whatever time or hard labor they chose to sentence him to, all attempts at reasoning or pleading with his captors utterly ignored. He never stopped thinking of escape, but eventually he stopped talking about it, realizing his best defense was to remain silent and compliant.

After several months of Vasant Subah’s agonizing interrogation whenever she felt he was too slow or unwilling to answer her relentless questions, he couldn’t imagine his torture could have gotten any worse.

He was wrong.

He couldn’t remember how he had gotten where he was, wherever that was, dimly aware of being cradled inside a spongy egg-shaped chamber, a soft white glow all around him. His entire body was enveloped in blood-warm membrane, and he gagged as he realized he couldn’t breathe, no air in his lungs. He flailed in horror before he realized he wasn’t actually suffocating. The membranous fluid enclosed his face, down his nose and throat into his lungs, keeping him alive. All he could smell was bitter cinnamon. He could move, but it was like swimming in jelly. It pressed lightly against his eyes, making even blinking slow. He ran his fingers over the surface of the smooth, soft barrier. It felt like living tissue, deceptively fragile, but no amount of desperate clawing at it had any effect. Although he wasn’t hungry, he couldn’t remember when he’d last eaten, his stomach oddly tight. He’d never been so terrified in his life.

Drugs washed him in and out of unconsciousness, the sticky membrane delivering the chemicals through his skin and lungs. Every time he managed to fight his way back into waking, something knocked him down again. He fought the dreams, one nestled into the next, like an infinite set of hollow dolls, prying one open only to find another inside.

He had no idea how long he slept. It might have been hours. It could have been weeks.

It was certainly forever.

Suddenly, he was no longer asleep. Three women, barely visible through the opaque membranous wall, watched him. Two of them he knew now to be Dhikar, the Vanar equivalent of police. The other he recognized. The Qsayati Vasant Subah, head of Vanar security.

“Where am I, what is this?” he struggled to say, heart beating rapidly. His voice sounded strange, muffled in his own ears, and he wondered if she could hear him. 

Apparently, she could.

“It’s called a whitewomb. These are designed for disturbed patients.”

“Patients? I’m not ill.”

She  smiled  wryly,  her  face  distorted  through  the  membrane. “There are no prisons on Vanar. We didn’t know where else to put you. It was decided this was the best solution, for your own protection as well as ours.”

His anger flared even through the stupefying drugs. “If this is how you treat people, I’d settle for being treated like dirt, that might be an improvement.” He watched her idly stroking the implants in her arm, and fought down his panic. He pressed his hands against the pulpy wall to steady himself. “But you are going to kill me if you keep me in this thing for too much longer,” he said less heatedly. “Or is that what you intend to do to me?”

She stared at him for a long moment. “Your alien physiology does seem incompatible with our whitewomb system. Most patients find it... soothing.”

He gasped as he felt his palms being pulled into the whitewomb’s membrane, and tried to pull away.

“Stop resisting,” Vasant Subah advised him. “You’ll only hurt yourself.”

His hands were sucked through with a wet pop. The gelatinous fluid flowed around his face as the membrane expelled him, his arms waving eagerly like a blind man’s in front of him. He felt the odd vibration of her implants as Vasant Subah took his forearm. Without thinking, he tried to jerk away from her.

“If you fight me,” she warned, “you’ll go back inside.”

His fear of the whitewomb barely outweighed his fear of her, but he stopped struggling.

“Don’t pull,” she said as his head was released, his eyes opening wide as the membrane peeled back with a wet smack. She held him steady as his remaining foot was slowly spat out, her fingers wrapped firmly around his biceps. He shivered in the cold air, his naked skin worm white against the brown of the woman’s hands. Trying to inhale, he panicked when his lungs didn’t respond. His knees buckled as he vomited, expelling a huge amount of membranous jelly from his lungs and throat. The women allowed him to remain on his hands and knees, coughing hoarsely until he could breathe again, before helping him to his feet.

He glanced at the whitewomb behind him. It had sealed up without a seam, and now resembled a partly deflated oversized beachball someone had forgotten to add air into. A dozen more squatted in neat rows, a few as pale as mist, others with their shadowy contents moving sluggishly inside, hidden from view. He looked away, shuddering.

The women took him to a place where he could shower the sticky white coating off his skin. Once he was clean, one of the impassive Dhikar silently handed him a paper jumpsuit. He pulled it on with trembling fingers. As he fastened the disposable suit, the second Dhikar produced a pair of gold bracelets decoratively incised and set with small gems. She clipped one around each of his wrists, their function made clear when she locked them together quite functionally as handcuffs.

No one spoke as the two slender Dhikar held him casually between them, following the Qsayati through the long corridors. His damp bare feet stuck to the hard floor. Although he stood a good head and shoulders taller than either of the Dhikar, by now he knew better than to even think of resisting them. Their slightest touch was enough to inspire his wholehearted obedience.

A stocky woman waited as they approached, a large door at her back. Like Vasant Subah, she wore a loose shirt and pants, but of a pale blue shimmering silk, intricately embroidered, pleated, and immaculately pressed. She had one thumb hooked on an ornate belt around her waist, standing with her legs apart and her chin arrogantly high. She examined him with undisguised contempt as they stopped in front of her.

Vasant Subah nodded toward the Dhikar. They bowed slightly to the Qsayati and left without a word. The woman in blue held a quick conversation with Vasant Subah while he watched expectantly, his starved senses jittery.

“Personally,” Vasant Subah said finally as she turned to Nathan, “were it up to me, you would remain permanently in the whitewomb. I don’t care if it killed you or not. However, others higher in authority have taken an interest in your welfare.”

She stepped close to tighten the elaborate handcuffs, the metal grinding into the bones of his wrists. He stifled a small grunt of pain.

“You will not speak unless requested to do so,” Vasant Subah said quietly, close enough to breathe the words in his face. “You will do exactly as you are told without resistance. You will answer any questions put to you promptly and courteously. You will offer no opinions, make no demands, and ask no questions. You are to be respectful and cooperative.” He felt the hum of her implants through the metal on his wrists, and shivered. She didn’t blink as she watched him struggle for self-control. “Do you understand?”

He nodded, doing his best to prove himself very respectful and cooperative.

She glanced away from him toward the woman in blue, then back, her  dark  eyes  hard.  And  nervous,  he  realized  with  surprise.  The woman in blue grunted, frowning, and turned to pull the door to one side. It slid open on silent tracks. He followed them into a large room, his damp feet sticking to the cold floor.

They stopped three paces away from an immense mountain of embroidered cushions where a small, ancient woman reclined. She wore a bright silk tunic underneath shimmering blue cloth ornately folded and wrapped around her gaunt figure. Gold bracelets sparkled against her dark skin, tiny beads of lapis lazuli woven into her intricately braided silver hair. He gazed back at her with interest, his eyes hungry for color.

Gracefully, the Qsayati Vasant Subah bowed and knelt, sitting back on her heels on the floor, her palms against her thighs. “Do as I did, Nathan Crewe,” she said softly, without looking at him.

Awkwardly, he bowed and lowered himself to the floor, heels tucked under him, his shackled hands in his lap. The old woman studied him curiously, dark eyes glittering in amusement. Unsettled, he lowered his gaze to the ornate manacles on his wrists, his knuckles whitened as his fingers laced together tightly. He was shaking uncontrollably.

“My name is Yaenida Nga’esha. You may address me as Pratha Yaenida,” the old woman finally said, her voice hoarse but her Hengeli fluent and nearly unaccented. She chuckled at his surprise, a dry rasp of humorless sound. “I will be your teacher.”


III

SIX MONTHS LATER, NATHAN HAD BEEN RELEASED, THE TRANSITION DISCONCERTINGLY abrupt. He had awoken in his locked cell one morning like any other, dressed in his white prison trousers and tunic, and now that it had grown long enough, combed his hair back from his face and tied it into a short queue at the nape of his neck. Then he waited patiently for the Dhikar to arrive.

They appeared exactly on time. By now, he knew most of the Dhikar who came to escort him to Pratha Yaenida. Although none of them were malicious, courtesy was critical: the slightest show of defiance would be instantly punished. He stood as soon as he heard the door begin to slide back. Feet together, spine straight, his palms together with his thumbs pressed against his chest, he greeted his guards with a slight bow and a murmured, “Tah byáti, bahd’hyinae.” Good health, elder sisters.

When he had begun to speak to his guards, the Dhikar had stared at him blankly and treated him with indifference, polite but impersonal. The first time one of his guards hesitated and recognized him with a nod and a soft, “Tah byát bah’chae,” he’d been unable to repress his laugh of pure delight with his success. She glanced at her companion, then back at him before she shrugged.

What exactly his “lessons” with Pratha Yaenida were supposed to encompass were, at first, difficult to understand. His lack of ability to master even the fundamentals of the Vanar language obviously disappointed her, and his explanation that he was a botanist, not a linguist, had irritated her. Eventually, she began to tire of him, often days passing before he saw her. Her disinterest spurred him to try even harder, as she had made it clear his aptitude toward Vanar protocol and language was crucial if he hoped to attain any measure of freedom ever again.

This day, like any other day, he exchanged this small greeting with the Dhikar before they marched him silently down the long, empty corridors. But instead of turning toward the teaching rooms, they escorted him to a large office. Behind the low table that served as her desk, the Dhikar police chief, Vasant Subah, examined a reader, its faint light reflecting in her dark eyes. He hadn’t seen her since the arrival of Pratha Yaenida, and had fervently hoped never to see her again. His heart dropped, but he bowed politely, exactly as he’d been taught, and steeled himself for another round of grim torture.

The Qsayati’s gaze flicked up to him briefly, but she didn’t acknowledge his greeting.

Like the Dhikar, she wore her hair pulled back tightly in a plain braid down her back. But she was smaller, more delicate than the usual caste of big-boned, muscular Dhikar, and the subtle burgundy edging along her shimmering white kirtiya declaration enough of her  higher  lineage  allying  her  to  what  he  now  knew  was  the Changriti Family. In the hollow between her clavicles, a tiny subvocal transmitter gleamed black like a necklace suspended without a chain. Her only other ornamentation was the soundpearl nestled in her ear.

She closed the reader and rose from the table. He flinched involuntarily as she took his arm, her fingers cool. Even dormant, he imagined he could feel the implants under her skin vibrate. But he’d simply been given a new white linen sati, a box with his few possessions in it, a blank datacard in a pouch hung around his neck, and a slip of paper with an address written in corkscrew Vanar script. Vasant Subah had unceremoniously escorted him up through the underground levels out into the open street, hailed a passing taxi, and told the driver where to take him.

“I’m free?” he had asked, disbelieving.

Her smile was devoid of warmth. “You’ve been released,” she said in her lightly accented voice. He was sure it was not at all the same thing.

“But... Pratha Yaenida?”

“Has no further interest in you.”

“I don’t understand. What do I do now?”

“The best you can,” she said derisively, and left him alone with the driver. The taxi had abandoned him at the foot of the charity shelter, apparently paid in advance as Nathan had no money, no idea what Vanar money even looked like. He had managed to find the apartment simply by holding up the slip of paper to passersby with a hopeful expression on his face. After several attempts resulting only in irritated scowls from women, a small elderly man dressed in white like himself emerged from the shelter and pointed a shaking finger up the narrow stairway before scuttling hurriedly away. Nathan climbed up one flight after  another,  stopping  for  several  more  confused  queries  before someone grudgingly led him to a tiny room at the top of the complex.

He sat for several hours in the room trying to mentally adjust to the change before the panic began to creep in. Despite all his lessons with Yaenida Nga’esha, all the information he’d wheedled from Lyris on the Comptess Dovian, he knew next to nothing about the society he had just been dumped into. He couldn’t speak the language, knowing only a handful of Vanar phrases he’d memorized by rote. He didn’t know where he was, or what was expected of him.

Barely wide enough to take five paces in any direction, his new room was not all that much bigger than the locked hospital cell, if more colorful. The walls flowed one into the other, rough plastered and shaped by hand. Previous occupants had decorated the walls with a riot of odd animals and flowering plants, strange huge-eyed lizards hiding in the leaves. The paintings ranged from the crudely amateur to exquisite artwork, abstract designs and symbols or the twisted Vanar script scrawled over dozens of drawings of highly explicit sexual acts, many with a faceless woman of monumental proportions. Some of these fantastic women had more arms or legs than normal, some with strange-colored skin, some in ritualized poses as if frozen middance. But always, the woman was naked and her blank visage wreathed with waving lines Nathan assumed to represent blazing light. He found the chaos of images unsettling.

Quarried natural stone on the floor had been polished by many generations of bare feet. An alcove recessed in the far wall included a lumpy sleeping mat and several well-worn pillows. Above that was a half-moon-shaped open window with no curtains or shutters, only an overhanging screen on the outside wall to keep the rain out. A narrow ledge ran along the two side walls, neither of them square, and neither with a sharp edge. The fourth wall was barely more than an open doorway, an arched opening into the hall with no door. Other than the sleeping alcove, he had no furniture, not even a rug thrown down on the floor to relieve the emptiness.

At one end of the room, a miniature kitchen was built into the ledge: a tiny refrigerator, a kettle for hot water, one microburner for cooking, and a flash sink to clean the few pots stored in the cabinets under the ledge. By midafternoon, he was hungry and had no idea how even to feed himself. A quick examination of the kitchen revealed only a small supply of smoky dark tea and a small earthenware pot of old damp sugar probably left behind by the previous tenant, but nothing else.

At twilight, the odor of cooking and the murmur of voices began to fill the halls. But when he went in search of a possible meal, he met only with hostile stares and eloquently turned backs. He drank heavily sugared tea that night to fill his stomach. He slept badly, unfamiliar noises waking him several times from hazy, disturbing dreams he forgot instantly. In the morning, he wrapped his sati around himself clumsily before beginning the journey down twenty flights of stairs in search of food.

He explored the broad main pedestrian street lined with tiny shops and filled with people, the vast majority of them women. After so many months in prison, seeing only his guards and his teacher, the sudden presence of so many people was almost overwhelming. It also became quickly apparent his appearance made him the object of open curiosity. People stopped at the sight of him and turned to stare as he walked by. He had never considered himself a big man, but in the midst of a crowd of slender, dark-skinned Vanar, he felt huge and awkwardly conspicuous.

He kept on walking doggedly, smiling and bowing and observing everything around him with desperate determination. He paused several feet away from one shop, the entire front wall folding down to convert into an accordion of shelves displaying vegetables in artful arrangements. A plump woman wearing a garishly bright sati stood behind the rows of fresh vegetables and chatted with another woman examining her goods, even white teeth flashing in their dark faces. He watched carefully as the customer handed her a datacard the seller then brushed a finger across. His hand went to his chest, feeling for the datacard in its pouch.

But when he tentatively approached the vegetable seller, her smile turned down into a scowl. She spoke rapidly, her speech incomprehensible to him, but her surly expression and shaking finger clear enough.

He had had nothing for more than a day, his stomach empty and his head light. “Vahdaemih be mát Vanarha ko,” he said insistently, I don’t speak Vanar, and pointed at the vegetables with one hand while holding out his card hopefully with the other.

As soon as she heard him speak, her own harangue cut off mid-sentence. She stared at him in almost comical surprise, stepping back to look him up and down in a broad theatrical gesture, eyes protruding in obvious alarm. Then she started again: a fast shrill of gibberish and a clear gesture for him to leave, clear off, go away.

He swallowed, too hungry to give in, and said again, “Vahdaemih be mát Vanarha ko, l’amae.” He offered her his card, pointing toward the vegetables, smiling so hard his face ached. “Bhukh’tsit.” Hungry.

Her diatribe increased in loudness, drawing a curious audience. Her feet spread apart and fists planted firmly on her hips, she complained to the neighboring merchants drawn out of their shops to watch. At any moment, he expected her outburst to draw the unwelcome notice of the Dhikar police.

“Okay, okay,” he said in Hengeli and backed away with hands held up appeasingly. “Just forget it...,” and started when he felt someone grasp his forearm. He stared down at a young woman, her head tilted as she squinted in the sunlight. She wore a pale green saekah under a tunic of the same color, the rich birdsilk shot through with intricate silver embroidery. The sheer layers of cloth seemed to float around her slender body, hinting at the shape underneath. When she spoke, he understood nothing. His shoulders slumped. “Vahdaemih be mát Vanarha ko, l’amae,” he repeated miserably.

Her lips opened in a slow, knowing smile, teeth bright. No more than fifteen or sixteen, she was slender, with the softly contoured face of adolescence. She examined him with the same frank curiosity mingled with fear as the merchant had, then, to his astonishment, reached up tentatively to touch his hair. Barely long enough to pull back and tie with a short piece of string, stray curls were always escaping. He forced himself to remain motionless, acutely aware he was becoming the focus of unwanted attention by the small crowd.

Her arm dropped, several layers of gold bracelets jingling. She turned and spoke arrogantly to the merchant, who, still glowering, tossed a selection of vegetables onto a broad green leaf, rolled it expertly into a package, and handed it her. The girl spoke again, her tone reproachful. The merchant’s scowl deepened, but she reached under the counter and produced a small bundle to slap on top of the package. When the girl attempted to offer her card, the merchant refused with melodramatic wounded pride.

The  girl  bowed  before  she  turned  and  gave  the  packages  to Nathan. With his arms full, he bowed to her as best he could, but she had apparently not finished with him. Taking him possessively by the arm, she led him away from the bad-tempered vegetable vendor to another small shop along the boulevard. People gaped as they passed, whispering and pointing and nudging one another. She seemed oblivious to it.

She stopped and spoke to him, gesturing to indicate he should wait outside. He nodded, watching her through the window as she selected a few objects from the shopkeeper, paying for them with her own card. She emerged to add these to his load, chatting with animated gaiety, clearly enjoying herself. He had no idea why she had elected herself his benefactress, but he was in no position to discourage her.

After two more stops, she asked him a question he did his best to decipher. Belatedly, he realized she was asking where he lived, it was easier to juggle his goods and give her the folded paper he kept sandwiched inside his datacard than attempt explaining that he knew his way back. Taking his arm again, she strode briskly in the direction of the charity shelter. She kept up the stream of conversation, indifferent to his inability to understand her, but he noticed  she  kept  scanning  the  route  around  them,  searching  for something.

A few blocks from the shelter, she tugged on his arm, urging him into the shadow of a narrow alley. It curved and opened onto a cul-desac, a small, barren courtyard used for storage. Wooden crates weathered gray with age were stacked to one side. She pushed him around the corner, against the wall, then held him in place with one hand pressed against his chest while she scanned the passageway to be sure they were alone.

One lesson he had learned well in his unpleasant war-torn childhood was that the kindness of strangers most often came at a price. Although he outweighed his newfound friend by several kilos and could have easily shoved her out of his way to escape, he remained passive, waiting.

Once she was sure they were hidden from view, she leaned toward him intimately, her eyes sparkling with mischief. She pointed to herself. “Namasi dva Ushahayam ek Sahmudrah,” she pronounced slowly, then pointed at him questioningly.

He  had  to  clear  his  throat  before  he  could  answer.  “Nathan Crewe.”

She nodded knowingly, as if he had given her an answer she already knew. “Aadmae Hengelianha?” You’re the Hengeli man?

“Hae’m, l’amae.”

She giggled suddenly, excited, and glanced again down the empty alleyway cautiously before she leaned back toward him. She pressed light fingers on top of the bundle in his arms meaningfully. “Chúp raho, hae’m?” she said softly. It took him a moment before he understood. Be quiet.

“Hae’m, l’amae.” His voice sounded strange, thick.

She reached up to slide the string from his small ponytail. Freed, his pale hair tumbled loosely around his shoulders, and he held himself still as she fondled it, marveling. She gave him another significant look before her fingers slid to the edge of his sati, exploring the folds at his hip. Her hands were shaking. He leaned back, his shoulder blades pressed against the hard wall as she spread the cloth aside to fumble for the hem of his mati. She glanced at him warningly as she lifted it, then stooped to examine his naked groin. He stared down at the top of her head, her black hair parted into zigzags and intricately plaited with silver beads.

The air chilled his exposed thighs. His breath came shallowly, the strange mixture of his fear and excitement quickening his blood. She jumped, startled, as his erection squirmed upright, dumbly expectant. For several seconds, she simply stared, then dropped his clothing.

When she stepped back from him, she blushed furiously, embarrassed. Pressing her hands together, she bowed, giggling, before she darted  down  the  narrow  alleyway,  sandals  slapping,  and  vanished around the corner.

Amazed, he stood alone for several minutes, his legs rubbery and, although the air was cool, his face uncomfortably sweaty. Clutching his goods, he walked back to the shelter and climbed the stairs, stopping to catch his breath halfway up.

When he unpacked his goods, he found that besides the vegetables, the girl had given him bread, soft-shelled eggs, a bottle of clear yellow oil, a sack of honey-colored short grain, several small jars of unfamiliar condiments. Not a bad bargain for a clandestine peek at his pubic hair, he decided. The second bundle turned out to be a selection of spices, equally strange. He recognized few of the vegetables, experimentally cutting and sniffing, touching them to his tongue before electing to cook it up as a soup. The result was not delicious, but at least edible.

He did not go hungry that evening. 


IV

HE DREAMT OF SOMETHING VAGUE AND FRIGHTENING, OF BEING trapped inside a ruined house, occupation military police searching outside. A huge hand smelling of smoke clamped across his mouth, threatening to suffocate him; a heavy body crushed him facedown into the rubble-strewn floor. Labored breath whispered beside his ear in time with the constant thump of artillery in the distance. Pressure rather than pain hammered into him, familiar, sour. The dream shattered, and he struggled bolt upright, heart pounding, queasy with momentary  disorientation.  It  took  him  several  seconds  before  he remembered where he was and wondered what had awakened him.

That: the sound of urgent voices in the hail. His feet had barely swung over the edge of the sleeping shelf before a woman appeared at the archway of his room and strode directly inside. She wore a voluminous saekah of bright rainbowed geometrical pattern cuffed at the ankles, her kirtiya blouse a shimmering purple. On someone slightly taller and slightly younger, it might have been attractive, but on her it only seemed garish. “Tah byat, bahd’hyin,” he said quickly, bowed and straightened to comb his fingers through sleep-disheveled hair falling over his face.

She merely grunted in reply and stared at him: a middle-aged woman with an unsympathetic square face, before inspecting the flat-reader she held cradled in the crook of her elbow. “Nay-teen Kahroo.”

He wasn’t sure it was a question, but answered anyway. “Hae’m l’amae.”

She studied the screen and said in an oddly syncopated Hengeli, “My name is Dronsanu Harinyua. I am pahlaqu, guardian to this place.” She looked up at him critically. He realized she was reading from a phonetical text without any idea of the meaning of the words, gauging by his reaction if he understood.

“Hae’m l’amae.”

She nodded, satisfied, then consulted her reader again. “I be financial manager of you.” Her words were chopped into ponderous syllables. “I to come one times every month, same times. You obligatory here. No here, very bad trouble.”

She glanced up again, eyes narrowed, and stabbed one finger at the floor emphatically. Behind her, a few of his new neighbors hovered by the archway, watching curiously but ready to jerk back out of sight should she suddenly turn around.

“Hae’m, l’amae,” he repeated.

He would repeat it several times before she struggled all the way through her prewritten text, and he wondered if she’d done her own translation. This charity shelter, he managed to work out, was one of several in the city for naekulam, men without families. It was one of the better ones, she informed him, reserved for the elderly, the disabled, and other nonviolent residents. Any infraction and he’d quickly find himself in less pleasant accommodations where his independence would be severely restricted. No violence, she warned with an insistent edge. She glared at him, and he realized her arrogance wasn’t skillful enough to cover her fear of him. He wondered if she knew where he had just spent the last six months of his life.

“Hae’m, l’amae,” he said with heartfelt sincerity.

The pahlaqu would come to observe him, see that he had enough to eat, make sure he got medical treatment if he was unwell. No one was homeless on Vanar. No one starved. Although no one would much care if he committed suicide or not, as he would discover later. There were usually one or two a month, with the resulting mayhem as tenants scrambled to swap their own rooms for one better, a noisy, heated restructuring of the social hierarchy.

She demanded his datacard, flipped it open, and painstakingly showed him how to use it. Even as a naekulam, Nathan would have a nominal government subsidy to draw from. It was enough to cover food and small luxuries such as tea and coffee, soap and bath fees. In the meantime, his limited funds precluded anything much more expensive than wandering the streets for entertainment. Her lecture finished, she smiled scornfully at him. “Do you have beings to asking of no questions?”

He smiled back. “Máat, l’amae.”

She snapped her reader shut and left. He heard her speaking with several other men, tones of entreaty or admonishment more eloquent than the words.

Even armed now with food and a few guidelines from his pahlaqu, he was abandoned to his own devices. He had no more lessons with Pratha Yaenida. Other than the pahlaqu, no one ever came to see him, no one questioned him. But he knew that if he had any hope of ever escaping, he would have to learn as much as he could about his prison, find the chinks in the walls, learn the rules before he could break them. Not an easy job when you couldn’t even ask directions to the nearest airport.

His new life, although better than prison, was not that less Spartan. A small crate made of thin woven reeds held what few possessions he owned: his spare mati and two worn hand towels, his toiletries, the handful of bookcubes Yaenida had given him along with a secondhand reader. He’d found a discarded pot and planted a hydrangea cutting he’d furtively taken from a public garden, the plant just now sending out roots from its place on his windowsill.

He spent much of his time struggling to learn Vanar from simple bilingual children’s stories translated into painstakingly correct Hengeli. Obviously translated by someone whose Hengeli was slightly less than fluent, sometimes the mistakes were amusing, sometimes simply puzzling. A woman’s voice read the stories in the most basic audio Vanar: “The girl has a ball. The ball is red. See the red ball.” He tried to decipher the ornate squiggles matching the sounds before giving up and simply listening to the stories, repeating the words. More than a few nights, he would end up with the reader propped on his chest and an empty cup on the floor beside him, sound asleep despite the strong tea.

The charity shelter had been built wedged into a rock cleft running down the side of the far west bank of the river. Twenty layers of boxlike rooms balanced one atop the other, latticed with haphazard staircases. Roofing overshot narrow porches barely wide enough to allow space for a single man. Passing another habitant along the balconies often meant squeezing by while avoiding looking over at the sheer drop below. His was one of the less-desirable rooms, a tiny cell at the top of the complex accessible only by plodding up several steep stairways. There was a service elevator, he eventually realized, but that was locked, restricted for use only by the police authorities or emergency medical teams. The winding stairs served to keep the inhabitants either physically fit or indoors.

He spent the next few months watching his neighbors, listening, wandering the streets for clues. He learned where to buy his food from following other white-garbed naekulam, how to pick up extra money on his card by leaving the complex before dawn with an eye out for shopkeepers willing to pay naeqili te rhowghá, the ostracized class of familyless outcasts, for such odd jobs as sweeping the storefront or hauling away the previous day’s rubbish. Hiring a human being for such manual labor, before the computerized cleaning machines keeping the city scoured and pristine arrived and automatically totaled the charges, was not only cheaper, the Vanar considered it a charity to recognize the men’s existence at all. The little money he earned with such menial labor supplied a bit more luxury than the state stipend allowed. He was grateful for any such jobs, his size and strength and cheapness occasionally winning out over the shopkeeper’s wariness of him.
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