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From: Update on Alnar ag Ledar and Alnar ag Eshmaled, languages of Kailazh (Christmas). Compiled 15.01.158 (local AIC date) by Dr. Antonia Donato, Allied Interstellar Research Association first contact team xenolinguist.

 

Initially, the first contact team on Kailazh had identified the languages of the Mejan people of Christmas as purely oral, without a written language. We have since learned that they have a complex system of writing which consists of knotwork, interpreted by the original chief xenolinguist as decorative lace. Mejan men, however, are discouraged from learning this method of writing and command the knowledge of only a few simplified knots, just enough for some basic bookkeeping. We do not yet know whether this is also the case in other cultures on the planet.
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Kislan packed up the foreign writing implements Toni and given him and left his dockside office. In the distance, a storm was brewing over the green waters of the ocean; he would have to hurry if he didn't want to get too wet. He pulled his leather cape tight around his body and trudged uphill to the compound of his family, the House of Ishel. All around him, men and women were making their way home, trying to beat the storm, just as he was. He did his best to respond to the light-hearted banter of friends and acquaintances, although his heart was heavy. The ambassador from the stars had not visited in days. Sometimes he suspected that if she were not teaching him the drawing-writing, she would no longer seek him out at all.

A fire was burning brightly in the fireplace of the men's house when he arrived, bringing a smile to his lips. There were more things to life than the attentions of a foreign dignitary — such as home and family and the smell of fresh bread on a side table.

After the evening meal, Kislan joined some of the young boys for a game of rendelai, when messengers began arriving in the men's house. One of them made her way to Kislan. "Mother Anash requests that you come to her in the common house tonight," she said after they exchanged greetings.

Kislan shook his head in assent. "As soon as we have finished our game?"

"Of course."

When the game was over, he rose and took his leave from the boys. It was strange how the people from the stars, the Ayaissee, had changed his life — had changed all their lives. Or perhaps it wasn't. Just knowing there was another world beyond the night writing in the sky, worlds upon worlds even, made everything on Kailazh different.

Just as having touched the woman from the stars made Kislan different.

Once, being called to share a bed with the Mother of the house would have been a great honor (it still was), but he found himself strangely reluctant to obey. The others in the house of men who had received no summons for the night eyed him enviously as he followed the messenger out of the room.

Toni had tried to explain to him why she did not want to accept him as a gift from the house of Ishel, but as much as she described the world (worlds) in which men as well as women chose their own mates (but for months and years at a time), her rejection of him did not fit into his understanding of relations between the sexes. And Toni was alone. He knew — she had told him. She did not want any of the men his house sent her.

She had also once told him she would rather have him to herself, like the sister in the legend of how the moons got into the sky. At the memory of that day above the sea wall, his gut clenched painfully. But how much did he really understand of what the woman from the stars told him, ever?

He arrived at the chamber in the Ishel common house and knocked. Anash opened the door, smiling.

 

* * *

 

The docks of Edaru rarely slept. While it would not be a ship captain's choice to make port at night, tides and winds had moods of their own, not to be controlled by the captain of a sailing vessel.

This particular ship had come to port at night. Even though the hour was late, it was best to count and secure the cargo immediately. Kislan was inspecting the shipment of bowls of carved and polished eyliu shells from Melpaan and sturdy coils of rope from Sithray by the light of torches held high by his assistants, three young men of his house.

He had begun to use the drawing-writing for keeping records. He held a thin block of wood with a piece of parchment (such as was usually used for drawing maps) affixed to it in one hand, and an implement Toni called a "pensil" in the other — very different than the needle and fine yarn the Mejan women used for writing. With this type of writing, he could record many more details than were possible with the simple knots the men of the Thirteen Cities used. While he wrote down wares and amounts and qualities, another assistant made knots for the cargo in the traditional way.

The wind from the sea picked up, and Kislan had to hold down the edge of the parchment with one hand. Hair laced with braids of multicolored threads whipped around his face. He tucked the pensil into a cord on the writing block and pulled his hair back from his forehead, holding it in place as he looked up.

Toni was hurrying along the docks toward him.

His reaction was immediate, and it didn't help that he cursed himself for it. To show desire for a woman who had given no indication that she wanted a man's attentions was an act of shame, doubly so if the woman was not of a man's house.

The second didn't apply to the ambassador, however, since his house had designated him as her gift — which she had rejected.

When the men around him noticed the direction of his gaze, they too turned. At the sight of the woman from the stars, they flowed away like a wave leaving shore.

Toni didn't seem aware of the interpersonal dynamics of the men on the docks, heading for him unerringly in that determined, single-minded way she had. The thought made him smile. And the closer she came, the wider his smile grew.

When she reached him, she took his arm, making the young men behind him gasp. It was an exceedingly impolite gesture between adults, but Kislan could see her expression now —urgent, fearful even.

"Sha bo sham, Kislan."

"Sha bo sham, Toni."

"Can we talk in your office?"

"If you could wait a moment, tajan? I must finish here first." She seemed impatient at the delay, but there wasn't anything he could do about it.

He completed his inspection of the cargo, aware of the woman from the stars the whole time. Finally, his job done, he turned to her. "I am at your service now."

She nodded curtly, and he paused for a moment until he remembered that in her culture, the gesture meant the opposite from his — nodding was for agreement. The ambassador must be very distracted if she forgot to shake her head; as if she had forgotten she was among the Mejan.

"What is it, Toni?" he asked as they hurried along the dark street to the low building holding the offices of the factors. Stars flickered between the black streaks of the planet's rings in the sky above them. That the lace in the sky was caused by rings around his planet was another thing Kislan had not known until Toni showed him pictures from far beyond his world.

"Not here," she said.

Kislan was starting to get worried. The streets were empty, there was no one near, and still she did not want to tell him why she'd sought him out.

When they entered the office, his house brother Zhoran was still there, working by the light of a lamp at his elbow, practicing the drawing-writing Kislan had been teaching him. Zhoran was captain of an Ishel merchant ship and wore the same colors as Kislan in his braids, those of the houses of Ishel and Kirtanar. But more than that, Zhoran was a friend such as few men had.

Zhoran rose at Toni's entrance and lifted the back of his hand to his forehead in a sign of respect, waiting for her to speak first, as was proper.

Toni returned the gesture. "Sha bo sham, Zhoran."

"Sha bo sham, tajan."

"Would you leave me alone with Kislan for a moment, please?"

"As you will."

Zhoran gathered up the parchment and brushes he had been using. "I will come to you again tomorrow evening for more instruction?" he said to Kislan.

Toni left him no time to answer. "I wouldn't recommend it," she said. She indicated the parchment Zhoran held. "This is what I came to speak with Kislan about."

"Then perhaps Zhoran should remain?" Kislan suggested.

Again Toni nodded, forgetting for the second time in the space of a short walk where among the stars she found herself. She began to pace the small office with long, determined strides. Those strides were among the many things Kislan recalled whenever she ghosted through his waking dreams.

"I overheard a conversation tonight, at a gathering of representatives from the Thirteen Cities." Her voice was like a calm sea far from shore, with barely a wave to disrupt it — but with danger lurking in its depths. "If I understood right, several of the women were discussing the problem that increasing numbers of men in Edaru are learning to use drawing-writing — and what to do about it."

For a while, the only sound in the room was that of Toni's footfalls on the stone floor.

"Do about it?" Kislan finally repeated.

"Yes." The woman from the stars stopped pacing and faced him. "I fear for you."

"Why?"

"While this culture has no taboos against men using drawing-writing —"

Zhoran snorted, and for the first time since she had sought Kislan out this night, Toni smiled. "I know, I know. How could there be a taboo regarding something that doesn't exist in Kailazh culture?" Her expression grew serious again. "But the women I overheard were talking about the disruption of social structures if men developed a system of writing of their own. Someone even suggested it might be a misdeed similar to that of a man trying to learn the Language of the House."

Kislan stared at her, not knowing what to say. Alnar ag Eshmaled, the Language of the House, was spoken only by women, and it was forbidden for men to learn it. Those who repeatedly tried after being warned were returned to the sea — just as were men who struck a woman or stole from another house or murdered a brother.

"What are you saying?" Zhoran said.

"I'm saying that they may be changing the laws to make drawing-writing a crime." She took Kislan's hands. "And making you a criminal. I'm sorry, I'm so sorry."

His world was giving way beneath him like sand pulled back by the surf. How could he be a criminal? He had never committed more than small rebellions, and most of those even only in his mind: fantasizing about using violence when he was angry, wanting to talk back to a mother, reading unacceptable messages into old tales — wishing to have Toni for himself, like the lovers in the legend of the three moons.
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