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1

Now





There were only three portraits of Princess Mihrişah in the palace, all hung in the long, echoing hall of the royal gallery. It had been fifteen years since she’d died, but Tadek still made sure to walk past her portraits regularly, even if he did not always have time to linger with them. He had tried, on several occasions, to sketch a copy of his favorite one to keep in his room in the barracks so that at least he could have enough privacy for a proper visit with her, but he was no great artist, and none of his attempts had turned out. . . right. 

But then his Highness whisked the household off to Şirya Manor for his little honeymoon, and of course Tadek had to explore the entire house—or rather, nose about in it—and nothing could have prepared him to turn a corner and feel his heart wrench a mile out of his chest at the discovery that his Highness had had a fourth portrait of her, one that Tadek hadn’t even known about.

It was just. . . there. Hanging above the fireplace in the smaller of the manor’s two sitting rooms, directly opposite the door. Tadek stood on the threshold for gods knew how long, just looking at her and hurting, his hand limp and bloodless on the doorknob.

He went in. He shut the door behind him. He stood before her, too wary of his own emotions to let himself feel anything at all except a quivering tightness in his lungs.

It was a good likeness. Possibly an even better likeness than his favorite of the three portraits in the royal gallery. That one was. . . beautiful. It captured her prettiness, her grace and gentleness, her kindliness. But this one had that sparkling light in her eye, that almost-laugh on her lips which his Highness had inherited from her and which shone from his face when he was in a particularly good mood. Everyone said Prince Kadou was the spitting image of his father, and since Prince-Consort Arslan’s two portraits hung right next to Princess Mihrişah’s, Tadek had studied them enough to know that was true enough—at least when Kadou’s face was at rest. But his eyes were hers, and his expressions. His smile. His laugh. The fierce protectiveness of his love. His grace and gentleness and kindliness, of course, those were hers as well. And that sparkle in his eyes when he was happy, and the occasionally impish sense of humor that went with it. 

Tadek had been seeing that sparkle more often these last few days since they’d made the trek out from the capital to this most remote of Kadou’s holdings. He had to roll his eyes in fond exasperation about why that sparkle was in his eyes so often now, but he was glad of it. Glad for his Highness’s high spirits. And. . . and glad, because that was a glimpse of her, and Tadek had cherished every glimpse of her he’d ever gotten.

He lingered in the sitting room, gazing at the portrait, quivering and fragile all through his chest. He had never had time in such abundance, back in the royal gallery, nor privacy, nor the liberty to stare and stare and stare without being questioned by people who couldn’t understand.

He could not let himself feel, except to acknowledge that, yes, this one was a good portrait.
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Then







“Cockroach,” Tadek’s father said to him, and belched a whole bellyful of beer-breath. “Louse. Rat boy.”

“Don’t waste your breath,” scoffed Tadek’s stepmother, tearing the day’s charity loaf into five unequal chunks. Tadek got the smallest piece, even though the twins, his half-sisters, were younger than he was—barely old enough to chew the bread themselves. “He’s a halfwit.”

Tadek was not a halfwit. He was seven, and he had long since learned that everyone got along a lot better when he kept his mouth shut and his eyes lowered.

“Even a halfwit ought to be able to buy a pound of lentils at the market without fucking it up,” Tadek’s father said, sneering at the chunk of bread that Tadek’s stepmother laid on his plate. “I’m supposed to be happy with this? This is supposed to fill my stomach?”

They got a charity loaf every day, but the rest of the food came once a week—eggs, a small round of cheese or butter, a little salted meat or a bag of dried beans, sometimes a few fruits or vegetables, and spices on holidays. Tadek’s father hated the charity loaf, because it had bits of potato folded up into it and he said they looked like maggots. He said the sultan had it made that way because he looked down on them for being poor and didn’t think they deserved good wheat bread or simit.

Tadek knew his father lied about things sometimes, so he’d asked the clerk who oversaw the charity bakery why they gave out maggot bread instead of nice bread, and the clerk had scowled and looked offended and said that it was because it was healthier and more filling, and that he’d better eat it and thank the gods that the sultan cared enough about the welfare of ungrateful urchins to keep him from starving.

Which was how Tadek learned that the clerks were also liars, because he was hungry most of the time, hungry enough that his stomach hurt and sometimes he felt too sad and tired to play in the street with the other ungrateful urchins. If the sultan really cared, he’d give out more food so they actually had enough. Instead, Tadek’s father complained all week that he was dying of hunger, and then when they got their weekly allotment of charity food, he’d eat it all up in two or three meals, barely leaving anything for anyone else. Tadek’s stepmother told him not to, but he said a person deserved to eat properly. Tadek often wondered if that meant that his father was the only one who counted as a person. Tadek himself certainly didn’t. He’d watch his father gorge himself, and he’d watch his stepmother squirrel away bits and pieces of things so she’d have enough to feed herself and the twins, and Tadek would take his portion of the charity loaf and keep his eyes down and his mouth shut.

Tadek’s father had a job. He was a rubbish collector, which kept him out most of the night, and then he’d drink his pay in beer or inhale it in incense lounges, and come home reeking.

Tadek’s stepmother had a job too. She was a laundress, which kept her out most of the day. She was shrewder with money—Tadek had followed her once to see what she did with her pay. She’d taken it to her mother’s house, and her mother had put it in a jar and hid it under a loose stone by the hearth. That at least explained why the twins sometimes had new clothes. Tadek didn’t.

Tadek had a job too. He had several, depending on what he felt like doing. 

Sometimes he went down to the docks and picked the pockets of gawping foreigners who tumbled off of merchant ships, but that was more trouble than it was worth. For one thing, the money-changers got suspicious of him when he brought in those funny foreign coins to be made into real money, and for another thing, he was terrified that someday he’d get caught by the fringe guard. As a distant third thing, it didn’t feel fair, somehow, to bully the foreigners. 

Sometimes Tadek went to the house of the blind scholar who lived down the street and did whatever little chores there were around the house. He didn’t like that job either, because the scholar smelt of piss and sour, unwashed body—the scholar had mentioned once that he was afraid of going to the public baths, because he might slip on the wet tiles and get hurt. 

Sometimes Tadek ran messages. He liked that best of all his jobs, except that there weren’t always a lot of messages that needed to go anywhere. The most reliable source of messages were the various government buildings, but they preferred to use cadets from the civil service academy, kids a few years older than Tadek himself who could read and had schooling. But sometimes on very good days, there were no cadets available and someone would poke their head out of the door to see if there were any ungrateful urchins to run a letter across town—and there Tadek was with his best grin and a salute even sharper than the cadets’, because it was only at home that he had to keep his eyes down and his mouth shut. He liked that job. He got to run, and he was really fast, and the person at the other end always paid him a couple coins, enough to buy a sweetbun or a mug of soup.

Tadek especially liked lurking around the royal Mint, because sometimes they paid him up front just for taking the letter, even before he’d delivered it. Double the pay was well worth it, and they had so many messages going in and out that there was almost always a shortage of cadets to deliver them.

But besides that, he just. . . liked the Mint. It was a pretty building, and it had shiny brass doors at the front, polished so bright that they looked like gold. He also liked it because of all the interesting people that went in and out—ministers and clerks in their various insignia of office, palace kahyalar in their sharply tailored cobalt uniforms. . . sometimes even the sultan himself, arriving in a resplendent carriage drawn by beautiful horses like something out of a wonder-tale. The sultan was an old man, and he was very round around the middle like Tadek’s father. The day Tadek had noticed that, he’d stayed well back and he’d kept his eyes down and his mouth shut, just in case.

Cockroach, Tadek’s father said, that day that Tadek had been sent to the market for lentils, only to discover that his clothes were so old and worn that the coin his stepmother had given him had fallen out of a hole in his pocket and been lost. Halfwit, she had said. 

That night as he lay on his mat by the fireplace, a lump of potato bread half the size of his fist sat heavy in his stomach like a rock. He wasn’t angry. He hadn’t been angry in years. He just felt cold and hard, also like a rock. He didn’t like being seven. He wanted to be older. He wanted to be grown-up enough to leave and never come back, and eat all the lovely things he smelled coming from shops and street-carts as he ran messages back and forth. He would leave one day. He had been promising himself that for as long as he could remember.

He was crushingly hungry the next day, so he went straight to the Mint and sat himself right on the front doorstep at dawn. He put on his working face with his best grin and said a cheerful and firm hello to all the Mint workers as they went in so that they’d know he had first dibs on messages and that they’d better ask him instead of any nearby cadets if they knew what was good for them. He knew most of their names—he liked memorizing names, and when he knew someone’s name, they knew his, and then they usually gave him an extra kür with his message deliveries.

He did indeed get a couple messages that day, early ones before the cadets arrived from up on the palace plateau. When he returned from one of the deliveries just after midday, he saw the beautiful wonder-tale carriage and the pretty horses out in the front that meant the sultan was inside. He was too hungry to melt away into the shadows of the alley until it had gone, so he marched up the front steps and posted himself at the door and waited. 

It was a long wait—probably everyone was busy talking to the sultan about his fancy carriage. Tadek crossed his arms and eyed the kahyalar around the carriage. There were seven or eight of them, all in cobalt. Cobalt meant important, everyone knew that. Cobalt meant they were core-guard. Tadek didn’t know what that meant, really, except that it was the most special that a kahya could be. Most of the kahyalar he saw around the city were fringe-guard, in sky blue uniforms, and usually they ignored him, as long as he was careful. These ones kept eyeing him back as much as he eyed them, so he. . . stopped doing that and kept his mouth shut.

All of a sudden, the doors burst open and someone—a man—burst out in a blur of expensive fabric and expensive smells, leaned on the bench at the opposite side of the door, and threw up into the shrubbery. 

A whole flurry of kahyalar whirled out on his heels, pulling his hair back and fussing at his clothing and fumbling at their belts for canteens. “Stand down!” one of them shouted to the others by the carriage. “Probably!”

“Probably?” one of the carriage kahyalar demanded. “What probably?”

“Probably in the sense that it’s probably not poison,” said a lady’s voice from the doorway, and then the lady herself emerged. “We did all tell him that street cart sausages are questionable at best.”

Tadek laughed before he could remind himself to keep his eyes down and his mouth shut. The lady glanced over at him with a smile and a twinkle in her dark blue eyes, so it was probably alright for him to have laughed at that. Just in case, he covered his mouth and made a polite bow to her, since she was obviously very important.

“He did say that he didn’t care if it made him ill because they looked, and I quote, ‘so juicy’,” said another lady, coming out behind the first. “It’s his own fault, really.”

“So much his own fault,” the first lady agreed. “We did all tell him. Or at least gave him pointed looks and made tactful comments about the fact that there would probably be things to eat at the Mint which would not make him violently ill.”

“You and I told him,” said the second lady, nodding. “The pointed looks were from the rest.”

“My two favorite women, have some mercy,” the man groaned into the shrubbery, which made both the ladies laugh.

The second lady had dark skin and lots and lots of long braids, and she was dressed in cobalt blue with a sword at her hip and some kind of fancy medal on her chest. A kahya of the core-guard, then, and an important one. Her eyes were black and sharp, and even while she was joking with the first lady, they didn’t stop flicking around, as if she were watchful for threats. 

The first lady had lighter skin but even darker hair, and she had jewels hanging from her ears and bracelets at her wrist, and she was fanning herself with a jeweled fan, and her clothing was the most magnificent Tadek had ever seen—a rich deep-sea blue kaftan even darker than the cobalt of the kahyalar, embroidered with white and silver and little seed-pearls, and gold-embroidered slippers, and a magnificent headdress with a long veil of some kind of snowy fabric so light that it seemed to float in the barest breeze. Such fancy clothing meant she was even more important that Tadek had first thought. And then there was the carriage. . . 

Oh. 

Princess Mihrişah—it had to be her, didn’t it? Who else would be going around dressed like that and riding in the sultan’s own carriage? It had to be her—everyone said the Mahisti family had eyes that strange dark blue color. Tadek knew people with blue eyes, but the difference was as stark as that of the fringe-guards’ uniforms compared to the core-guards’.

“I would love to show you some mercy, darling, but I think I’ll wait until you’re done revisiting the questionable sausage, if that’s alright,” Mihrişah said airily. “Look how many kahyalar you have around you! I can’t even get close. So tragic, beloved, how we have to be separated like this by questionable sausages and attentive kahyalar. They’re being so merciful to you already—surely you don’t need more mercy from poor Eozena who you ignored so rudely. Nor me, though I obviously have bags of it for you.”

“Light of my eyes, this woman. Love her more than life,” the man said woozily to one of the kahyalar fussing over him, and added, “My wife is also pretty good,” which made both ladies laugh.

“Well, if I’m only pretty good, then I’ll stay out from underfoot while you’re busy being ill, beloved,” the princess said. “I’ll just sit over here on this other bench with this young man who looks like he probably knows about questionable street cart sausages.” She turned promptly in a twirl of blue skirts, marched over, and did as she said she would, smiling at Tadek. “Sorry about my husband,” she said cheerfully. “He’s a country boy. He doesn’t know about questionable street cart sausages.”

“There’s some that are alright,” Tadek said, giving her his best working grin, the one he gave to people who might employ him to carry a message, or to gawping foreigners when they thought they’d just rescued him from a terrible misfortune and before they noticed their purses were gone. “I like the cart with the yellow sides and the red stripe around the border and the green awning. It only made me sick two times.”

“Goodness, just two! That’s an accomplishment.” He nodded, suddenly shy, and her smile warmed. “What’s your name, then?”

“Tadek,” he said quietly, edging towards the bench and sitting just on the smallest corner of it, hoping that no one would tell him he wasn’t allowed. The man—her husband—retched into the bushes again.

“That’s a nice name. My name’s Mihrişah.”

He nodded. “You’re the princess.”

“I am! And that sick country boy over there is my husband Arslan, the Prince-Consort.” She rattled through the names of all the kahyalar around her, starting with the second lady, Eozena (“My second-best friend after that gullible country boy over there”) and ending with Navib, who was perched on the driver’s seat of the carriage with an intent look on his face as if he were ready to whip the horses into a gallop the very instant he was ordered.

So many names! Tadek memorized all of them. “Hello,” he said loudly, so they would all be sure to hear him. “My name is Tadek and I’m the best at running messages. I can run faster than anybody.” He nodded. Now they knew that. He turned back to the princess.

“How old are you?” she said, still smiling. “You look just a little older than my son.”

“I’m seven,” Tadek said. “That’s very old, actually.”

“It’s marvelously old,” she agreed. “My little Kadou is six.”

“I know that. And Princess Zeliha is, um, nine.”

“Ten,” the princess said. “It was her birthday a couple months ago. That’s what all the fireworks were about, if you remember.”

“Yes. I like them.”

The princess nodded, still looking very warm and pleasant. “So does she.”

“It’s my birthday too.” 

The princess’s face lit up so bright that Tadek wanted to lower his eyes because it was suddenly so difficult to look at her face. “What, today?” 

He shook his head. “The fireworks day.”

“Oh! Well, I’m sure Zeliha won’t mind sharing her fireworks with you, then. Happy belated birthday.”

He felt his face go hot and he squirmed a little. He’d always secretly pretended the fireworks were for him, and suddenly out of nowhere the crown princess was saying that was fine for him to do, as if she’d known that he wanted them. 

He supposed he didn’t mind sharing them with Princess Zeliha. There had been quite a lot of them.

“So, newly turned seven! And such a friendly and outgoing young man,” the princess said, tilting her head and looking down at him with another warm smile. “Do you always come to sit at the Mint? You carry messages, you said?”

“Not always. Sometimes I do other things for people.”

“Like what?”

Well, he couldn’t tell her about the pickpocketing. “Uh. There’s a man on the street where I live. He can’t see. I sometimes do things for him, like sweeping or dishes. Then he gives me some money, and I—” Oh, he wanted to make her laugh again, he wanted to make her laugh like that sick country boy made her laugh. “I don’t buy questionable sausages.” 

She did laugh at that, a great glittering peal of it with her hand over her mouth, and Prince-Consort Arslan groaned into the bushes again and mumbled something about no mercy from any corner. 

“A marvelous wit, little one,” she said when she composed herself. “Tell me, can you read?”

Read? Why? “No.” 

“No? You don’t go to school?” He shook his head. “Why not? You seem like a very smart young man.” He shrugged, and she asked very gently, “Does your family need you to work?”

He didn’t want to tell her that he had to feed and clothe himself—not such a beautiful fine lady as her. He grinned at her and kicked his feet. “I like to work.”

She smiled, but there was something in her eyes that didn’t look quite. . . convinced. “How admirable! And what work would you like to do when you grow up?”

“Running,” he said confidently. “Because I’m very fast. And I know all the streets in the city and I never get lost. And I’m good at remembering things.”

“Those are all good skills. What sorts of things do you remember?”

“Lots and lots. All the things. The neighbor lady, Madam Darifa, she once said I’m good at names, but Dad calls me a smart aleck when I do that.”

“Do you remember faces to go with names?” He nodded, and she pointed to the kahya on the driver’s seat of the carriage. “What’s his name?”

“Navib,” he said immediately. “That’s easy, though, you just told me that.”

Her eyes sparkled. “I suppose it is easy, isn’t it. Well, I bet you can’t name the rest, then.”

“I can. How much?”

“How about a yira?”

He blinked at her. “That’s a lot of money.”

“There are a lot of kahyalar, aren’t there.”

A yira was silver. He could eat for days off a yira. On the other hand. . . “Can you give it to me in kürler?” he asked dubiously. “If it’s a yira, people will think I stole it.”

“I’m sure we can manage that. Go on, then, let’s hear it.” She twinkled at him again, and he almost opened his mouth and rattled off the names then and there, but—

He’d once made a bet with one of the bigger street kids about the results of a race, and then the other kid’s friends had tripped him so he’d lost, and beaten him up when he couldn’t pay up. “What am I betting, though? I don’t have a yira if I lose.”

“Smart and canny,” the princess said with a laugh. “How about if you lose, you’ll keep me company until my husband is finished being ill?”

That flustered him so much that he had to look at his feet for a moment before he managed to shoot a glance up at her. “I’d do that anyway, though.”

“And I’d give you a yira anyway. Games are more fun, though, aren’t they! Come on, stop dawdling or I’ll start thinking you’re chicken.”

He couldn’t let that happen, so he squared his shoulders and looked over at the kahyalar. “The one on the carriage is Navib like I said. The one who came out after you is Eozena. The one mopping his Highness’s forehead is Ayşe.” He rattled off the rest easily and looked back at the princess with a firm nod.

She clapped enthusiastically. “Oh, you are good with names, aren’t you! Well done, and well earned. Kahyalar, does anyone have a yira’s worth of kürler? I’ll pay you back.”

“I’ll pay you back, she says, like we don’t all know that the Mahisti are good for it,” Eozena said with a wry grin, digging in her pockets. “I’ve got two or three, I think.” It took only a minute for a few more of the crowd of kahyalar to scrape together a fistful of copper coins, which Eozena collected from them and poured into the princess’s cupped hands. “Want a handkerchief to tie those up in?”

“Will people think I stole it?” Tadek asked, frowning.

“I’ll give him one of mine,” said the princess, waving Eozena away. She added, bright as a spring day, “Then if anyone says you stole it, you can just counter-accuse them of treason.”

“Your Highness,” said Eozena, firm as stone.

“Yes, Captain?” the princess said sunnily.

“Treason?”

“Ah, you see, it’s because by accusing young Tadek of stealing the crown princess’s handkerchief, the person would be insulting the proficiency of the core-guard to prevent such a trivial thing, and therefore denigrating the competency of the civil service as a whole. Doesn’t need to stand up in court, you know, just needs to sound scary. Treason sounds scary, don’t you think?”

Eozena gave the princess a long, slow blink and said, “As you say, your Highness.”

The princess had a beautiful little embroidered pouch at her belt, from which she produced a handkerchief to wrap the coins up neatly. “You know, Tadek, if you learned to read, you could try taking the entrance exams for the academy. There are plenty of opportunities for a smart young man who likes to work hard and is so good at remembering names. Isn’t that right, darling?” she said as Prince-Consort Arslan straightened up and washed his mouth out with a swig from Ayşe’s canteen.

The prince-consort spat into the bushes and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Absolutely correct. I haven’t the foggiest notion what we’re discussing, though.”

“Whether young Tadek here should learn to read and take the exams for the academy.”

“I hear it’s a marvelous opportunity for a young person’s advancement,” he said, taking a damp cloth from another kahya—Affenür—and wiping his face and beard. “Not that I would know. Personally, I recommend marrying up.” That made the princess laugh again.

“I don’t think I want to get married,” Tadek said. The princess dropped the little bundle of coins in his hands and he squirreled it away into his kaftan quickly as the prince-consort crossed over and took the princess’s hand, raising it to his lips to kiss her knuckles.

“Think about the academy, then,” the princess said, tearing her eyes and her smile away from her husband to grace Tadek with them briefly before she got to her feet. “We’ll be coming back to visit the Mint again on the first day of the month. I’d love to speak to you again if you’re around then.” 

“Yes, your Highness,” Tadek said, nodding energetically.

“Good. It was nice to meet you. Spend your winnings wisely!” She looped her arm through the prince-consort’s and they went down the steps. She shot the prince-consort a sly, sideways smile and nudged him with her elbow. Tadek pretended to be occupied with his coins, but he listened very closely as she leaned close to her husband. “Shall we bring our little shy one along next time?”

The prince-consort sighed and murmured, almost too quiet for Tadek to hear, “I’ve said before, beloved, that it might go better if we find him playmates who are more like him. The outgoing ones get bored too quick, and I think he can tell.”

“Young Tadek would be gentle with him.”

“You know this after a five minute conversation?”

“Well—” she said, but by then he was handing her up into the carriage and climbing in after her, and the rest was cut off by the closing carriage door.
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