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Part 1

Equanimity






The Good Mother

In the city of Ooioiaa, there are of course several different consororities, but when one says “the Consorority” one means the Consorority of the Translocation. And the difference between the Translocationist consorors and the rest is clear and easily described (though not so easily explained): where every other consorority accepts members from anywhere (give or take—there are requirements and regulations) one must be born a member of the Consorority of the Translocation. They are, essentially, a single family.

Like many other families in the Chath Precinct of Ooioiaa, all the children are boys, whatever their personal inclinations. Unlike other families, on reaching adulthood those boys are sorted by the family’s matriarch into those who will become women, and hence consorors, and those who will become men. Though Ooioiaan boys may grow up to be any gender one may care to imagine, for the boys of the Consorority of the Translocation there are only those two options available.

Potential consorors will display either business acumen or a tendency to the visions that are the mainstay of the Translocationists’ reputation and income. The rest—the men—become servants and minor household administrators. If there is no place for the men, they are sent out to be servants in other households—servants trained by the Consorority are highly sought after.

In the 3,008th year after the manifestation of the Radiant Star (the 1,024th since the founding of the Consorority itself), Zaved, a newly minted consoror, disappeared a mere two days after the ceremony that elevated her to womanhood. She left a note that read, Bored. Back whenever. This was not normal or even remotely acceptable behavior in a consoror, particularly one who held as much promise as Zaved had, but what could the consorors do? They had, perhaps, indulged her a bit too much when she had been a boy, but that had been expected; her gene mother was matriarch and it had been clear from Zaved’s infancy that she was destined for womanhood. There was at this point nothing to do but go about their daily business, and so the consorors did.

Five years later Zaved returned, walking in the Consorority’s front door with a cheap plastic bag full of trinkets from three different star systems; a trunk made of actual cherry wood; a wide, shining necklace of platinum set with pearls and olivine cabochons; and an obvious pregnancy.

The scandal of this—the matriarch of the consorors carefully plans each addition to the family and no one becomes pregnant unless she feels very strongly that she wishes to be, and even then she must obtain the matriarch’s approval—was somewhat mitigated by the fact that the cherry wood trunk proved to be stuffed full of cash in very high denominations. “This is only half of the payment,” Zaved said. “The rest comes on delivery. Which will be some years, because the client wants a servant specially trained by the Consorority and I couldn’t possibly promise any of our boys to some foreign atheist, but it was so much money! And I had such a lovely time. So anyway when this one”—she gestured to her swelling abdomen—“is born, we educate him with the others, and when he’s old enough, we just pack him up and send him off, and…” She gestured airily. “More money!” She frowned just the slightest bit. “Well, it will take a few years for him to get there, and a few years for the money to get here, but that hardly matters.”

So Jonr was born. Certainly there was no way for tiny Jonr to know, or even have the slightest suspicion, that he might not be exactly the same as any other infant in the nursery of the Consorority of the Translocation. His small bed was just as comfortable, his clothes and blankets just as warm and soft. His food was the same as the other babies and small children ate. He crawled in the same brightly colored play-space, chewed and drooled on the same toys. He was changed and bathed and tucked into bed when scheduled or needed, just like all the other infants. If you had asked the men who cared for the children, they would have told you with absolute sincerity (and no little indignation) that of course they treated all the children the same. There was no way Jonr could know that he was not, in reality, one of them.

He knew. Oh, the caretakers meant well. Or perhaps more precisely, they meant to mean well, which is not, in the end, the same thing. As he grew more and more aware of his surroundings and his simple understanding of the world increased, he became more and more certain of a division between himself and the other boys. Even after he learned to speak about the things surrounding him, he couldn’t find words to describe that division, but it was absolutely there. And the men who cared for the children absolutely could or would not speak of it—but Jonr saw it in the shape of their actions, the slight chill in their voices when they spoke to or of him, the smallest, barely perceptible edge of roughness in their handling of him.

It was, for him, just the way things were. He did not yet imagine that things might have been different, that there might be some reason for the division, let alone that it might be avoidable or reparable. So he did not ask why, and he was not surprised when the other dozen or so children, no less perceptive than Jonr, withdrew from him and left him to play alone in the corner of the room or the section of the garden farthest from them.

It will hardly surprise my readers to learn that, as the other boys grew in understanding, their perception of that division between them and Jonr only intensified. We’ve often heard it said that children can be so cruel, and it’s no doubt true. Of course, it’s also true that children can be astonishingly generous and kind. Who can say why children are cruel in one situation and kind in another? All I can tell you is, these children were less and less kind to Jonr as they grew. It may have been the uncertainty of their own futures, the importance to those futures of pleasing the adults around them. But for whatever reason, by the time Jonr and his age-mates reached their First Convictment—around eight years, as my Chath Chenala readers will know—Jonr had become the constant target of the other boys’ contempt. When he went for help to the men who cared for the children, he was told that if the other boys didn’t like him, it was his own doing. That he should behave less like a victim and so present a less-appealing target to his tormentors. That he should ignore their words and actions.

It was impossible to ignore their words and actions. So it will be hardly any surprise that he did his best to flee.

Under the quarters of the Consorority was a multitude of basements: labyrinthine levels of storage rooms, piping and wiring, piles of leftover building materials, old furniture—and in the second basement, at the very back, behind a long, ancient table, a rift in the stone, damp and sulfur-smelling and just the right size and shape for someone like nine-year-old Jonr to try to crawl through. And if you have ever been nine years old and wishing to be anywhere but where you are, you know that, presented with such a rift, he did indeed crawl into it.

Fortunately it opened out again, not very far in. He found himself in a cave, a long tube with more or less smooth walls, lined at about the height of Jonr’s shoulders with a ridge that marked the surface of the lava that had once flowed there. Over time water had found its way through the ceiling of the tube, slowly dripping, accreting pillars of smooth, shining stone that curtained off one section of the space. This was where Jonr left his treasures—for nothing precious to him could be safe within reach of his crèchemates. Chief among these treasures was a tzetar that Jonr had found in a storeroom and had restrung himself. He had then made the mistake of bringing it to music lessons, where the teacher had half accused Jonr of stealing the instrument, and been openly doubtful of Jonr’s joining the other boys learning to play. After class those other boys, laughing, had snapped the tzetar in half. The men nearby somehow did not notice that it had happened. From this Jonr learned that he could not depend on anyone for anything he wanted. He repaired the tzetar as best he could, and if it was never afterward as sonorous as a tzetar could be, it sufficed for Jonr to console himself with in the privacy of the cave.

There were other cracks in the cave that led other places. One led to a wide, echoing space with a glassy pool, in which a small meadow of thin, nearly transparent worms drifted sluggishly. Another, after a long journey of walking and climbing and crawling, brought Jonr out behind a pile of rubble in an alleyway, a dead end that Serque Removal had not deigned to service, and that therefore would not be expanded any further.

This, then, was Jonr’s refuge when he was not in lessons of one sort or another, and his way in and out of the house unobserved. No one thought to ask—indeed, they did not care at all—where he was when he was not required to be anywhere in particular.

He knew that he would never be a woman. He never really entertained the possibility, beyond a few vague fantasies of having an unmistakably, overpoweringly prophetic vision, proving his superiority to his age-mates; of the matriarch of the Consorority apologizing abjectly for everyone’s treatment of him; of his gene mother displaying attentive pride. They were not fantasies of being a woman so much as fantasies of becoming someone important and valued. But he also had no realistic expectations of becoming a man. As the years went by and the date of his likely majority came closer he was seized with a vague foreboding that kept him from sleeping or eating well. He could not picture any sort of future beyond boyhood. Could not imagine a place for himself in the Consorority, nor a place for him outside it.

After much thought and anxiety, he decided that while clearly something was wrong with him that prevented him from fitting in, he would have to make up for it. He paid extra attention in lessons. Spent more of his free time running errands, cleaning, helping out where he saw a need. It was hard at first; he didn’t have a natural sense of what was needed or what he might be able to do unprompted, but as months went by he improved and thought that, maybe, a few of the adults appreciated his efforts.

So when, at about eighteen, he was called from lessons into a conference with the Consorority’s matriarch, he felt actually a mild sense of pleasurable anticipation. There would be an investiture soon, the wide, herb-smelling garden was nearly prepared for it, other boys Jonr’s age had been called in for conference and been told their role in the ceremony, and their fates. Jonr knew he wouldn’t be a woman, knew he would likely end up doing cleaning or maintenance, and that was fine, it was a place.

In the matriarch’s office he found not the matriarch but his gene mother. Who looked at him and made a vague gesture. “Well, there you are.” And nothing more.

“Yes, ma’am,” said Jonr. Was his gene mother actually going to take some sort of notice of him? Some boys’ gene mothers did, giving them small gifts or spending time with them, but his never had. He wasn’t sure how to interpret this.

“I don’t know why Mother is making me do this,” said Zaved petulantly. “It’s her job.”

Jonr automatically opened his mouth to say Yes, ma’am again, but closed it before the words could escape. Distress started through his veins. He had expected to meet the matriarch, expected to be told that upon his installation as an adult he would be cleaning floors, or something like that. Not this. Whatever this was.

Zaved sat and sighed, tapping her fingers on the side of her chair, staring somewhere to Jonr’s right. There was nothing for it but to wait patiently and keep his expression still. Zaved was an actual consoror, prone to visions, accustomed to waiting for the Star’s inspiration to strike. She would say what she had to say when she was ready.

Finally, after what seemed like forever, she said, “You don’t belong here.”

Jonr felt, suddenly, as though everything around him, everything that had been intimately familiar since birth, was unfamiliar. As though the floor beneath his feet had disappeared.

“A while ago,” his gene mother continued, “what, twenty years? It can’t be that long.” She frowned, thinking. Then she dismissed the thought. “It doesn’t matter. You were bred to be a servant for someone a long way away from here. They paid quite a lot of money for you and I’m glad to say your teachers have told me you’ve turned out fairly well, even if you did have a weak start, so the buyer will get their money’s worth, that’s good.”

“What,” began Jonr.

“So there’s no need,” said Zaved, “for you to go to all the trouble of an investiture. In fact, there’s a suspension pod waiting for you just down the hall. Isn’t that nice? You’ll go to sleep and wake up far, far away. Much better than traveling awake—it will take years for you to get where you’re going.”

Her words had ceased meaning anything to him. Dread overtook him. Betrayal. Despair. “You sold me.”

“Oh, don’t look like that,” she scolded. “I didn’t sell you, you weren’t even born yet. I was traveling, and frankly I was running out of money, when I met someone very rich. And I was telling them about how beautifully trained our boys are, to sing and play the tzetar and serve dinner and clean things and dance, and they thought that sounded lovely and proposed my adding such a lovely thing to their collection. And of course I couldn’t just sell one of our own boys away, but they were willing to be patient while I trained you up. So, you see?” She smiled brightly.

“I see,” said Jonr. He saw that he was more alone than he had ever thought he was. He saw that it was, in fact, possible for him to feel worse than he ever had in his life.

“Good!” replied Zaved. “So you can just go down the hall to the blue sitting room and hop in the suspension pod, there’s a good boy.”

A number of thoughts, clear and sharp as broken glass, flashed into his mind. His gene mother cared nothing for his well-being. No one in the Consorority of the Translocation cared for him. Who else knew? The adults had to have known, all this time. This was the difference that had set him apart from the other boys. His fate might be anything at all. A very rich person, who lived somewhere terribly far away, wanted him as a possession, and might treat him well, but then again might not. They had certainly seemed to think nothing of just buying a person as though a person was… something you could buy. He saw… no he heard… no he smelled… something, a shape, a color, that said to him Don’t get in that suspension pod in cold, ringing tones that hurt his brain. A vision. Was he having a vision? Impossible. A plan blossomed in his mind, each action fully formed and vivid.

He turned and fled out of the office.

The matriarch, who knew Zaved well enough to guess she would not break this news in diplomatic fashion, and knowing how distressing the information would be even given gently, had been shrewd enough to set men to block any doors that would lead to the city outside. But she didn’t know about Jonr’s cave, and its alley exit.

He came out in the shadowed alleyway. Stopped, breathing heavily, listened for sounds of pursuit. The city was quiet. It was the afternoon before the Feast of the Desiccation, shops would close early, and people were at home preparing for the holiday, or on their way home. There would be very few people to see him flee, but also no crowds to hide in.

There was nothing for it. He stepped out from behind the rubble and walked—and then ran—to the physical and spiritual center of the city of Ooioiaa, the Temporal Location of the Radiant Star. No one stopped him, and he all but collapsed at the wide main entrance, nearly deserted at this hour. He stripped his shoes off, shoved himself up, and staggered into the vestibule, his feet slipping on the cold stone polished smooth by centuries of pilgrims’ steps. One or two Athphsid savants frowned at him as he passed, seeing from his bare feet that he was Chath. “Your pardon, Savant,” Jonr gasped, hand held to the stitch in his side. “I need a Chath savant.” The Athphsid savant pointed, wordlessly, to a door off in a shadowed corner.

The young savant who came to his pounding on the door was smiling and pleasant. Cheerful, even. Their name was Niranhin. They brought Jonr to the refectory, invited him to sit, and listened to Jonr’s story with sympathetic interest, many murmured I sees and go ons and oh dears. “A terrible shock for you, I’m sure. I see why you’re upset. But, Jonr. Your name is Jonr? Yes. Jonr, what is it you want from us?”

Jonr opened his mouth and found himself wordless. He swallowed, and managed to say, “I want to become a savant. They won’t be able to do anything to a savant in the Temporal Location. Or just… keep me here for a while. I can get a job. Something. Anything. I can work for you! Just, please help me!”

Savant Niranhin absolutely did not appreciate the trouble Jonr had just brought them. But they did always do their duty cheerfully. “Now, young man,” they said, smiling. “To begin with, you can’t just become a savant by wishing to. There’s months, even years of study and prayer and meditation.” Jonr opened his mouth to express his willingness to study and pray and meditate for however long it might take, but Niranhin continued to speak. “And we can’t keep you here without the permission of your guardians—you are still a minor, if I understand you correctly.”

“You won’t help me,” realized Jonr, despair overwhelming him, submerging him, drowning him. What could he do? Could he live in his cave behind the alley? How would he feed himself? Maybe he could eat the worms in the pool. But when they ran out?

“Now, now,” said Niranhin soothingly. “I will help you as much as I can. Remember, the light of the Star shines on us all. We each of us have an obligation to do the work that light requires of us. What are the six virtues, young man?”

“Equanimity,” said Jonr automatically. Dully. “Beneficence. Obedience, prayerfulness…”

“Obedience,” interjected Savant Niranhin, gently. “And prayerfulness. Those are your help now. Put your faith in the Star and its purpose for you. Pray, and resolve to obey your guardians. Cheerfully.” They smiled.

“You won’t help me,” said Jonr again. “Why won’t you help me?”

Savant Niranhin sighed. They felt sincere sympathy for this boy. The situation was deeply unfortunate. Consoror Zaved’s actions twenty years ago had been irresponsible and terribly immoral. Her continuing to indulge in that same irresponsibility and immorality was shocking and distressing. But they knew that one had to be realistic, and perhaps the best service they could do for Jonr was help him see just why obedience and prayerfulness was his best refuge. “No one in Ooioiaa will help you escape your fate,” they said. Gently. “No one who cares about this city, in any event. The Consorority of the Translocation is wealthy and influential. The Serques, for instance, consult them far more often than they consult our own speaking savants here in the Temporal Location. And no one can afford to earn the enmity of the Serques because it’s Serque who gets to say who does or doesn’t build. All the consorors have to do is demand you back, and every power in Ooioiaa will bend itself to give you to them. Even if you hide in the Athphsid Precinct, or the Ylec. Either whoever you go to will hand you right back, or they will risk open conflict. Over you. People might die. Similar things have happened before.”

“I could leave Ooioiaa,” suggested Jonr. “I could leave Aaa.”

“Well, now,” said Niranhin. “Do you have money for passage? No? I didn’t think so. And, after all, isn’t that what you’ll be doing anyway?” They smiled, cheerful. “You see? It’s all right. Have faith.”

That, of course, was the moment when Jonr lost every last shattered fragment of it.

It was also two days before the Radchaai dropped out of gate-space and began their occupation of Ooioiaa.







The Hierarch

When seventeen-year-old Charak Svo had entered the Radchaai military as a lieutenant, she had fondly imagined a career full of glorious conquests and promotions. She’d known her dreams to be just that—dreams. Mostly fantasy. But if, when she distinguished herself on the battlefield, her deeds did not exactly rise to the heights she had imagined, still her superiors took notice, and she rose to the rank of captain, and her life was not too dramatically different from what she had dreamed of.

Some years into Charak Svo’s captaincy, Anaander Mianaai, Lord of the Radch, decided that the best interests of the Radchaai involved taking control of the planet Aaa as it moved slowly (so, so slowly) toward a system of potential military importance. Accordingly ships and soldiers had been sent to Aaa with orders to establish Radchaai rule in Ooioiaa, the planet’s single city. These orders they carried out. And when the fleet captain who had governed Aaa since its capture found it convenient to retire, Charak Svo had been made a fleet captain and sent to be governor in her stead.

And that was how, thirty years after Jonr’s unhelpful conference with Savant Niranhin, Charak Svo found herself standing in the dining room of the Sodality of the Radiant Star, staring at half a dozen bruised and bloody savants.

The savants were of two distinct parties—six of them wore the gray monastic coveralls of the Chath Chenala and were barefoot, and six of them wore the long, sleeveless blue-and-yellow coats of the Athphsid Chenala, and thin shoes that clacked on the stone floor as they shifted and shuffled. One of each—the respective hierarchs—stood straight and frowning, uninjured. One of the coveralled savants held their arms across their chest, breathing shallowly. One Athphsid savant held a hand to their nose, which bled freely, leaving a wide red-purple smear on their blue coat. The rest were in various stages of dishevelment and incipient bruising.

“Governor,” began the Chath hierarch, Biven.

“Silence,” said Governor Charak, gently, and the hierarch subsided, almost despite themself.

Charak waited a few more moments. She was angry. She had been woken in the middle of her night’s rest. She was disgusted with the hall of the Sodality of the Radiant Star, which had never been built with the aim of housing a city’s government, but that had been the best the previous governor could find for her purposes, since the city itself had no actual government that she could determine, only a few precinct councils that squabbled among themselves. She was disgusted with the city of Ooioiaa, which her predecessor had found easy enough to occupy but difficult to actually take charge of. Radchaai news had stopped arriving two months ago, and she’d received no official messages in that time, when for as long as she’d been governor—a bit more than a year, as Radchaai calculated them—something had come once a week at least. Yesterday the captain of a dilapidated freighter had presented her with a severely injured distant cousin, someone Charak had never liked but whose well-being would certainly be of deep concern to numerous aunts. Her long-ago regrown lower back hurt, against all reason, against all medical assurances that it couldn’t possibly do such a thing. And now this.

“In the last month,” Charak observed, “this is the third time this has happened.”

The Athphsid savant with the nosebleed inhaled, and choked briefly on their own blood. No one else made any sound or movement.

“I am not interested in explanations or excuses,” continued Governor Charak. “I don’t care who goes where in your Temporal Location of the Radiant Star.” Hierarch Biven opened their mouth—they too were tired, angry, and disgusted, and furthermore had small practice in keeping their thoughts to themself—and Charak said, sharply, “Say one word and I’ll have all of you, every one, out of the Temporal Location, and I’ll take it over for myself.”

Hierarch Biven took one indignant gasp to ready themself for an exclamation, thought better of it, and closed their mouth firmly. The Athphsid hierarch, Osifo, was equally shocked, but determined that if the faithful were to be cast out of the Temporal Location, it would not be on their account. They closed their mouth tightly and cast a quelling look at their own savants. Even the one with the nosebleed didn’t miss that look’s significance.

“Citizen Senely,” said Charak.

Senely Kover, citizen adviser to the fleet captain, had been waiting just behind her. She, too, had been awakened from sleep, but her wealthy, moderately aristocratic upbringing had taught her to seem collected and polished in nearly any situation. “Governor,” she said.

“Report.”

“Governor,” Senely acknowledged, smoothly, knowing that Charak would read in that one, calm word the recognition of the fact that Charak had already received her report. Senely had an appointment to meet with the fleet captain in the morning to discuss it. “The Site of the Temporal Location of the Radiant Star has been the focus of several disputes over the last few centuries. Up until last year, there were three factions that claimed jurisdiction over the shrine: the Chath, the Athphsid, and the Ylec. Over time they had worked out a division of territory, and a schedule determining when each faction was allowed in the sanctuary itself. But in recent years the Ylec had declined, and some months ago the last Ylec savant died, leaving their quarters—and their part in the attendance schedule—empty. This led to disputes between the Chath and Athphsid factions over who will take over what. Some of those disputes have been quite serious and required the intervention of our own forces.”

This speech was a terrible trial to all of the savants. To hear their orders reduced to “factions.” The very idea that arguments within the Temporal Location were liable to any sort of intervention, let alone that it might be required! It was too much to bear. Osifo tightened their teeth. Biven made a small noise, but managed not to actually say anything.

Charak asked, “Will resolving this dispute mean these disturbances will cease?” She already knew the answer. So did Biven and Osifo, who both managed to keep that answer more or less out of their expressions.

“No, Governor,” said Senely. “But it will reduce them greatly, in both frequency and severity.”

“Right,” said Charak. “This is how it will be. No one gets what the Ylec left behind.” It had not been part of her plan, not originally. Before she’d gone to bed that night she’d intended to meet with Senely and draw up a proposal that would equitably divide the territory in question. But she was feeling vicious. “Not their quarters, not their time in the schedule, nothing.”

Biven and Osifo both felt shock and dismay at the governor’s words. Both wanted to point out to the governor the rightness of their own claim to the disputed territory, the obvious faults in the claim of their rival. The folly of leaving so much empty space in that holy place, of leaving the true Temporal Location of the Radiant Star unattended for any length of time. But both also recognized the danger of the governor’s current mood.

Someone behind Biven muttered something barely comprehensible, some of which almost sounded like sacrilegious bitch in Aaia, a language Hierarch Biven devoutly hoped the governor had not been studying.

“You said something, Savant?” Governor Charak asked, with icy and exhausted courtesy.

“The savant,” Biven said, as smoothly, “merely moaned in pain, Governor. They require medical attention. Indeed, the longer we stand here, the more I fear your audience room will be hopelessly stained with blood.”

Charak was tired enough that it took a few moments to untangle this statement. Was it a threat? A criticism? Or just the abbot doing their best to get out of here as soon as possible, away from Charak?

It didn’t matter. The longer they all stood here, the more likely it was someone would say something regrettable, and then none of them would be able to go back to bed. “Go,” she said. “Before I change my mind and throw you all out of the Temporal Location.”

When they had gone, Senely said, “You know you can’t leave that much space empty in the Temporal Location. If no one is using it legitimately, someone will find an illegitimate way to use it. And we can’t leave the actual Site itself unattended for one-third of each day. Anything might happen.”

“I know,” sighed Charak. “But oh, these people try me.” Senely said nothing, waiting for the governor to decide something, or to go off to bed. “Give the space to Justice of Albis.”

“Governor?” asked Senely, perplexed. “I’m not sure… I know that quartering Ship has been difficult, and certainly it’s good to have some of it near the Temporal Location, but… ancillaries? In a temple?”

“They don’t have the same rules we do,” Governor Charak pointed out. “There are dead bodies all over the place in there.” She spoke with some disgust—death was pollution in a temple of Amaat and ancillaries could never be ritually pure enough to enter such a temple legitimately.

“The saints in the Temporal Location aren’t technically dead bodies,” Senely pointed out. Very gently. She was of course aware of the governor’s current mood.

“Neither are ancillaries. And as for who attends the Radiant Star, that attendance consists mainly of the savants taking ‘donations’ from supplicants who want to approach the, what is it…”

“The Site of the true Temporal Location of the Radiant Star,” Senely said.

“Whatever.” Governor Charak waved a tired hand. “They’ve been charging admission, Senely! It’s a problem. You know it is. We should be encouraging people here to see the Radiant Star as just another form of Amaat, or one of the Emanations would do, but there’s no way to do that when the priests have such a stranglehold on access to the most central part of the temple!”

“We’ve talked about this, Governor, and I agree with you, but I really think the best course is…”

“To build our own temple, yes, but that takes forever. After literally three decades here the space hasn’t even begun to be dug out, and look, here’s room in the temple we already have.” Charak felt very strongly that her predecessor had failed her duty in not resolving this situation, thus leaving it to vex Charak now. But she knew Senely was right, and moreover the suggestion that Justice of Albis be quartered in the Temporal Location had been made in an excess of anger and irritation, and was not something she would actually do. “We’ll put our own priests in. Our own savants.”

“Sir,” said Senely, alarmed. “Governor. Sir. I don’t think it would be a good idea to set anything up in the Temporal Location.”

“We won’t have to set anything up,” said the governor. “We’ll just assign priests. They’ll do whatever chores need doing, they’ll make sure things run smoothly during their watch, and they won’t take admission. Because we Radchaai believe everyone should be able to approach Amaat, whether they have money and connections or not.”

Senely made a doubtful moue, thinking, perhaps, of the temples of her own home station, where favors and donations would get a devotee any number of opportunities to more closely experience the sacred.

“Oh, don’t look at me like that,” growled Governor Charak. “I’ve decided. And now I’m going back to bed.”

“Yes, Governor,” said Citizen Senely, doubtless hoping that Charak would change her mind in the morning.

But she didn’t.

The Chath savants slept in a dormitory, no private space, having relinquished all such vanities and worldly comforts in their approach to the truth of the Radiant Star. But counseling and reprimanding members of the community did require privacy, or at least discretion, and so the hierarch of the Chath had a small office with a door that closed. It had been a storeroom at some point in its long history, and the rough stone walls—the Temporal Location of the Radiant Star having been, like all of the city, dug into the planet itself—still bore the marks of shelves. In one corner a small extruded table held a similarly extruded icon of the Radiant Star, its many long points colored in reds and oranges and yellows in shades that seemed to burn, although the icon was nothing more than colored plastic. Besides table and icon, there were two extruded chairs, each of a different century, neither of them recent. And in those chairs, mere hours after that confrontation with Governor Charak, sat Hierarch Biven and Savant Niranhin.

“Congratulations, Savant,” said Biven. “Or, I should say, Hierarch Elect.”

“Thank you, Hierarch,” said Niranhin cheerfully. Niranhin said almost everything cheerfully; it was part of why they had won election, now that Biven was retiring.

“I am sorry to leave you this mess with the governor. I know you probably think it was my own negligence or mismanagement that led to it, but all I will say is that you will discover the truth of that when you take office.”

Savant Niranhin did indeed think those things, but they were politic enough not to say so, nor even to give any hint of the fact in their expression. “You retire to a hermitage,” they said with a pleasant smile. “You don’t aspire to sainthood?”

“I’ve sat with that question a long time,” said Biven. “I feel no call to it. The speaking savants have given no hint that this might be my destiny. If the Star intends that I should be present upon its return, then that will happen. If the Star does not intend, then it will not. This I accept.”

“It might be an example to our sibling savants. It might inspire the faithful in the city.” It might, Niranhin thought, be a focus for the Chath residents of the city, a motive for more obvious and outward devotion. For more donations. A chance to score one over the Athphsid savants, who hadn’t produced a saint in centuries. A chance to convince the Radchaai governor to participate in Chath pageantry and thus to begin to favor the Chath over the Athphsid.

“Or it might be the occasion for more strife between us and the Athphsid,” suggested Biven. “No, I think the time of saints of the Temporal Location may be over. There has not been a new one in quite some time.” And then, not without a trace of malice, they said, “If you feel it a necessary step, you might become a saint yourself.”

Still smiling cheerfully, Niranhin said, “Perhaps someday, but not now. I have”—they gestured widely, meaning to indicate the Temporal Location, its inhabitant savants, even, perhaps, the city surrounding—“responsibilities at the moment.”

“You do,” agreed Hierarch Biven. “I do not envy you.” They sighed. “I look forward to having no work to do but to pray and meditate. I will pray for you, Hierarch Elect.”

“You honor me,” replied Niranhin.

“I know you’re worried,” said Biven. “Not, no”—waving away Niranhin’s protest before it could get past their lips—“not worried that you can’t handle the position.” Biven smiled, slightly sarcastically. “I know you have no doubts on that score. I know you have plans and methods and have been thinking for years of what you would do when I was gone.”

“Hierarch!” protested Niranhin. Injured. Although, of course, what Biven said was entirely true.

“No, no, let me say what I mean to say.”

“Of course, Hierarch,” said Niranhin, their normally cheerful tone now just the smallest bit ironic. Hierarch Biven had always said what they meant to say.

“You worry, Hierarch Elect, that I will interfere with your authority. That my presence will attract those who disagree with you, and that I will aid them in resisting or rebelling. That I mean to show you up, teach you a lesson. Or at least cause you difficulties. But I have no such intention. Once I have entered my hermitage—which is on the farthest edge of Ooioiaa—I will not leave it. You may do as you like with no protest from me.”

“Hierarch,” replied Niranhin, now injured again, and slightly angry. “What is it you imagine I will do?”

“Bring in the Radchaai,” said Biven. “Oh, you’ve been wanting to for months now, to visit the governor and flatter her and negotiate how and where to bring Amaat into the Temporal Location.”

“It’s not as though there aren’t other gods in the building,” responded Niranhin. “No one forbids those who have seen the light of the Radiant Star from turning to other gods when they need to, or even just wish to. And the…”

“And the Radchaai Amaat might as well be the Radiant Star. Creator and created, the entire self-moving universe in itself. Yes. Yes, we’ve had this discussion and you’re no doubt right.”

“And you, yourself, Hierarch, have provided an opening for the Radchaai. This… disturbance over the Ylec quarters has been handled in such a way that no doubt the governor will put her own priests in the empty place that the Ylec have left. I don’t say”—here Niranhin raised their hands, placatory—“I don’t say that you, yourself, intended such a result, or that you could have prevented any of it or handled things otherwise, but it has happened while we are still under your authority. And the Radchaai are an inescapable fact. They are the reality, here, now. Ought we not invite them into the light of the Star?”

“I have never been a speaking savant,” said Biven with a sigh. “But I will foretell, now, this once. I will retire to my hermitage, and will not interfere with you. You will wedge your way into friendship with whatever priests the governor appoints, you will offer spiritual counsel to the governor, leavened with a good deal of flattery, and with such allies you will push out the Athphsid—never mind the resentment it will cause among those who have religious and ethnic ties to the Athphsid here in Ooioiaa. You will finally be in sole control of the Temporal Location, the sole recipient of the gifts of all the pilgrims and seekers of light and knowledge. But in that moment you will discover that the place belongs not to you, but to the Radchaai, and they will not hesitate to discard you when you cease to be convenient. You have said yourself that the Radchaai are, after all, an inescapable fact.” Biven rose. “Now, let us be done with this. I have lived my life in service to the Radiant Star and now only wish to spend whatever time I may have left in contemplation of that sacred light.”







Vertebrae

One of the more famous—not to say notorious—facts about the planet of Aaa, the home of the Site of the Temporal Location of the Radiant Star, is its lack of an actual star.

The planet of Aaa is a rogue, cast out from its system of origin. That is to say, once it had a star, but no longer. It is sometimes described as wandering, but in fact its path is straightforward: predictable and calculable. In a few thousand years, give or take a handful of centuries, it will be (relatively) near a star again. But for now it flies starless, alone and sheathed in ice.

Under that ice, hard and durable as stone, there are seas, wide and deep and cold but not frozen, and there is life in those seas: microscopic creatures that swim and float, or come together in films and mats; round, hairy spheres that alternately tumble along the seafloor or fix themselves to rocks in crowds; whole undersea meadows of worms with cilia that wave in the currents like leaves in a breeze. For the most part, of course, these creatures stay near the openings that vent heat and minerals from the planet’s molten core.

Humans, too, depend on that heat. The city of Ooioiaa is below the ice, dug into the rock of the planet. How it began, why anyone would have come to such a cold, isolated world to begin with, no one can say for certain. If you ask one or another inhabitant of Ooioiaa, you will hear a story of a vision or a dream or an omen that led the people who would become the first savants to Aaa, where the Radiant Star appeared to them. The city grew around this sacred spot.

If you ask the next logical question—the Temporal Location of the Radiant Star is deep underground, unreachable except through hundreds of meters of ice, and the same again of stone, so how did those first savants reach the place without months or even years of digging and building?—you will hear of miraculous translations, of that holy chamber being filled with breathable air for as long as those first savants were there, of those same savants being nourished by the presence of the Radiant Star itself as though it was food or drink. Of the first corridors and rooms, the first exit to the icy surface appearing as the Radiant Star enlarged, diffused, spread itself through the whole universe, promising to one day return to this, the real, true location of its presence. The rest of the city, of course, was dug and built by human agency.

If you ask a historian or an archaeologist, you will learn that there are competing theories. Possibly the first savants found tunnels already dug and took advantage of them. Possibly some group of migrants with extensive resources and a desire for isolation found the planet and built there. No one knows for certain.

Hierarch Niranhin, having been installed, and having taken possession of the associated privileges—the small private chamber with its two chairs, its table, and the plastic icon of the Radiant Star—spent the next few days receiving well-wishers.

Among those well-wishers was Serque Tais. This Serque was among the wealthiest of the residents of Ooioiaa, and in a manner of speaking it was Serque’s business that made a comfortable life in the city possible. For as has already been made clear, the city of Ooioiaa was dug into the stone of the planet, and once dug, that stone (or whatever other matter the diggers encountered) had to go somewhere. It was Serque’s forebears who had taken on the task of disposing of any and all debris generated while digging out the city and then, later, of sifting and sorting that debris, and selling any of it that might be even remotely useful. The end result was that now, a millennium after that first Serque, no expansion of the city, no new building, could happen without his knowledge and approval.

“Hierarch Savant,” said Serque, bowing—a little stiffly since he was almost two hundred years old and even his near-endless wealth couldn’t hold off age and arthritis indefinitely. “So pleased, so pleased to see you take this office. You’ll do great things. We’ve needed someone with your energy. Great things, Hierarch, great things!”

“All happens in the light of the Radiant Star,” replied Niranhin smoothly, not without some little complacency. The approval of wealthy and prominent Chath Chenala such as Serque Tais had been no small part of why they had won election to office. They gestured their visitor to a chair, sat themself as Serque sat. “Of course I hope to secure our future here, and even, maybe, expand.” They said this with an effort at nonchalance, though it was high on the hierarch’s list of priorities. “There’s no expanding outward or upward, of course,” Niranhin continued, “but downward, perhaps.” Seeing Serque’s sardonic look, they hastened to add, “Yes, yes, nearly as vexed a question as the abandoned quarters of the Ylec, but what can we do but try?”

“Ah, you’ve lost all chance at the Ylec quarters,” Serque replied, his voice sympathetic. “That fucking Radchaai despot has deposited her own filth there.”

“Now, now,” admonished Niranhin. “All happens in the light of the Radiant Star. We wait with patience for its return.” They smiled. “Sometimes what seems to be a misfortune is in fact a gift of the Star itself. For instance, these new Radchaai priests will require—they wish, in fact!—instruction in the proper rites and behaviors. Of course we would prefer those rites and behaviors to ultimately be Chath and not Athphsid. So of course I wish very much to be generous and neighborly to them.”

“Ah!” exclaimed Serque Tais. “I see, I see. Great things. I said it when I first heard you were elected. It’s all very well being spiritual—I have my own spiritual side…”

“Of course you do!” put in Niranhin warmly. “You’ve done so much for the city, for the Star itself. Your devotion is clear and obvious and much appreciated by all of us.”

“But still, the realities are what they are, and one must be shrewd! You, Hierarch, know how to manage things.”

“Of course, part of being neighborly, part of showing the spiritual superiority of Chath Chenala, will be letting all the Radchaai know that we are, shall we say, easy and beneficial to do business with.”

“You want me to help along the Radchaai temple to Amaat.”

“If you could see your way clear to it,” said Niranhin, warmth tinged with sympathy. “None of us is happy to have them here, interfering in our business, grabbing authority no one ever gave them, or ever wanted to.”

“But all happens in the light of that Star,” said Serque, suddenly sharper and shrewder than moments before. “Listen, Hierarch. I am in need of counsel. I have consulted the consorors, as my family has done for centuries.”

“So many have,” said Hierarch Niranhin. “Their presence in Ooioiaa has been a blessing for countless people.” And a continuing irritant to the savants of the Temporal Location, since they were, in important ways, competitors.

Serque of course knew this. “Indeed. But in this case…” He stopped, thought a moment.

“You don’t like the answer they returned you? Shall we talk about it? Of course nothing we discuss here will be mentioned anywhere else.”

“I am coming near the end of my life,” said Serque Tais. “I have, as you say, done my best for the city, and my family. But I have been dissatisfied for some years. What is money worth? Why have I spent my life amassing wealth when a few years from now it will all pass into the hands of someone else?” The someone else Serque referred to was his son, Serque Iono, who Serque Tais had never much liked. Loved, certainly—it would be a strange parent who did not love their child. (There are, of course, strange parents of this sort in the world, but Serque Tais was not among their number.) But love and like are not the same thing. “I have, in recent years, come to desire to see the Star itself. After a good deal of thought I presented the question to the consorors. But they said that it was not my calling, not my fate. That I could best serve the Star some other way.”

A sharp excitement pierced Hierarch Niranhin. “You wished to become a saint,” they observed. “But the consorors would not approve the ambition.”

“Of course they wouldn’t!” exclaimed Serque Tais bitterly. “There would be nothing in it for them.”

“Well, now,” said Niranhin, suppressing their increasing excitement. “I’m sure they spoke in good faith. We can all only do our best. But perhaps”—it hardly seemed possible that Niranhin would lose this prize no matter how direct they might be, but best to be cautious—“perhaps you would like me to put your question to one of our speaking savants? Of course I can’t guarantee any particular answer. The speaking savants will speak as the Star bids them! But there’s no harm in a second opinion, yes?”

“Oh, Hierarch Savant, nothing could please me more! My family has always consulted the consorors, of course, but…”

“Don’t trouble yourself over such things,” said Niranhin smoothly. “We all stand in the light of that same Star. But while I have you here. I wonder if I could yet again put in a word for our… our guests who have taken up quarters with us here in this holy place. As I said, it’s in our interest to be welcoming and generous to them. It is our duty to gently lead them into the holy light. And as I said before, we might help that along by…” They gestured, waving vaguely.

Serque Tais burst out in a croaking laugh, a genuine, delighted sound that he had not made for years. “Very good, very good, Hierarch Savant! Oh, very good. Yes, if you like, for the sake of the Star, I will smooth the way for the Radchaai temple to Amaat.”

And thus the bargain was made.

Readers who do not belong to any sect of Chenala are perhaps aghast at the object of Serque Tais’s ambition, and disgusted at Hierarch Niranhin’s eagerness to support that ambition. But it is important to remember that among the oldest sects of Chenala saints of this sort are held in the utmost reverence. If one has achieved nothing else in one’s life, sainthood makes up for all of that and more. If one has achieved everything, sainthood is the glorious crown on one’s life. And, after all, Serque Tais was old. Death would come soon, in one way or another, and none of his power or riches could accompany him to the ossuary. But at least some of that power and riches would follow him into this sort of sainthood.

But, my reader may protest, saint or not, Serque Tais will be dead! Understand, this is not how the Chenala think of this particular sort of sainthood. And it may seem a superstition—ignorant, or quaint, or savage, depending on your point of view—but consider what things you may hold to be unalterable facts that in other times or places would be considered just as ignorant, quaint, or savage. Whatever he might have done during his life, whatever kind of person he was, in the end Serque Tais was Chath Chenala, born in Ooioiaa, and had lived all his life within walking distance of the Temporal Location and its surrounding saints. It was the food he ate and the air he breathed, the ever-present background radiation of his existence. His turning to sainthood was no real surprise. The surprise would be if he hadn’t.

As for the hierarch, it is easy to call them grasping, or even ghoulish. Here they sat, encouraging Serque Tais to end his life sitting on the cold stones of the Temporal Location and fasting—a fast that would only be broken with cups full of a poison that would mummify him where he sat. True, his stiff and solid corpse would be dressed in sheets of gold and hung with jewels, and pilgrims would burn incense and leave offerings to him. And in the eyes of those pilgrims, and in the laws of Ooioiaa, he would not be dead at all, but still alive, waiting patiently and joyfully for the return of the Star to its Temporal Location.

How could Hierarch Niranhin be foolish enough to believe this? They saw the saints daily, knew that not one ever breathed or spoke, not one of those rigid hearts would ever beat again. And of course, a new—and wealthy—saint in the Temporal Location was a boon to the savants. The sainthood rites would be cause for celebration, for parades and parties and gifts to the savants. The saint themself, of course, still owned property, but that property would be administered by savants dedicated to the saint’s household and of course those savants would be under the authority of Niranhin themself. Hierarch Niranhin was no fool, they knew all of this. The celebrations alone would benefit the Chath Chenala savants greatly. Surely Hierarch Niranhin was not acting purely out of piety, but cynically, from greed.

But the fact is, both of these things can be true—that Hierarch Niranhin was greedy, ambitious, and acquisitive, and also that they were pious and wished for Serque Tais’s spiritual well-being.

“I will put your question to Savant Keemat,” said Hierarch Niranhin, bowing in their seat to Serque Tais, as though he were already in the gold robes of a saint.

“Keemat!” Serque grinned. “I get the celebrity among the speaking savants!”

“For such a weighty question,” replied Niranhin, “of course.” The hierarch would certainly have a little chat with Savant Keemat, so that they understood the importance of the answer returned. Not that the speaking savants returned answers to order, of course they didn’t. They spoke as inspiration dictated, as the rays of the Star struck them. But there was never any harm in being certain of things.







The Heir

Imagine you are the heir to a fabulous fortune. And not just a fortune, but authority and influence beyond any other in the time and place where you live. The parent from whom you anticipate inheriting these things—in this specific case, Serque Tais—has never seemed particularly fond of you, or eager to train you to take his place. But you know—or suspect, or feel somehow that it’s the case—that your parent prefers not to think of that eventual future, and in the meantime all your material wants are provided for and you have only to wait, just as the faithful in the Temporal Location have only to wait for the reappearance of that Radiant Star.

All his life Serque Iono had done what his father had wanted him to. Granted, his father had not asked much of him; the most Tais had ever asked of Iono was to provide genetic material to produce an heir for Iono himself, one who would have the most suitable genotype, with advantageous family connections. Iono had not much liked the other person involved in putting that genotype together, and had not been terribly attached to the child that had resulted, and resented the fact that gossip in the wealthiest circles of the Chath sections of the city of Ooioiaa constantly attached Serque Iono to the other parent of his offspring. But this, and the indifference of his father, was the worst Iono had had to endure, and it would all be worth it because eventually Iono himself would step into that empty place and be the Serque of Serque Removal, honored, flattered, consulted.

Iono had not paid calls on the newly installed hierarch, though he had attended a number of dinners and parties, some of which were (at least nominally) in honor of that event. But he knew that Tais would pay the required call, knew that his own presence would be superfluous, and knew, moreover, that the Serques had always been closer to the consorors of the Translocation than to the savants in the Temporal Location.

So Iono, who did not much care about who was Chath hierarch, or what the savants of the Temporal Location might think of him or his family, was eager to pay attention to the matriarch of the Translocationists. Who, by this time, thirty years after the arrival of the Radchaai, scant weeks after Savant Niranhin had taken office as hierarch, was none other than Consoror Zaved.

The reader may be surprised that thoughtless, even flighty Zaved had been given such a position of responsibility, but there is no contradiction here, no paradox—Zaved had always had an eye for advantage. If she was sometimes temperamental and difficult to endure in person, well, that was how a consoror gifted with visions was, and the rest of the Consorority endured it.

As did Iono. He and his single consort, Shtel—who went everywhere with him—waited in a sitting room at the Consorority to see Zaved for over an hour. He was patient, even complacent, though little acknowledgment of him was made for a good twenty minutes, when finally a servant brought in a tray of dense cakes topped with crunchy, sugared caveflower, along with a pot of hot water and cups of gum mat to pour it over.

From anyone but Matriarch Zaved, this would have been an unmistakable insult. But this was Zaved, who often wasn’t sure what time of day it was, who drifted in and out of meetings as whim took her. And the relationship between the Consorority of the Translocation and the Serques was old, and as firm as any such relationship could be. Each side knew and tolerated the quirks of the other. Iono, unconcerned, drank his viscous gum mat tea and chatted with Shtel.

In fact, for once, Zaved intended insult. Iono did not realize this until she swept regally into the room—Zaved could do a good regal sweep when she wanted to—and asked, haughtily, “What do you mean by this?”

Iono, still chewing a caveflower cake, felt as though he had run into an invisible, very hard wall, and for a moment he wasn’t sure what to do.

On the other hand, Shtel knew precisely what to do. Sie put down hir cup of gum mat, rose, put hir hands together in a gesture of delight, and cried, “Matriarch! How wonderful to see you! I swear it’s been a month since we saw you last, I don’t know how the time slipped away.”

Zaved, still frowning, still haughty, stared pointedly at Shtel. The point, alas, missed Shtel entirely.

I said that Serque Iono had always done as his father had wanted, but this is not entirely true. At some point in his sixties Iono had become romantically attached to the child of one of Serque Removal’s field overseers. Which would have been fine if the attachment had remained discreet, a private quenching of physical desire. But as said attachment persisted Iono became more and more determined that this person of vulgar origins (and, it must be said, vulgar manners) be known and acknowledged as Iono’s partner and equal. And as Shtel remained Iono’s only consort when he might have had a household of several, the tastelessness of his behavior was unmitigatedly clear for everyone to see. This was, to put it mildly, unsatisfactory to Serque Tais.

Everyone else within the ambit of good society noticed this lack of taste on Iono’s part, and could not help commenting among themselves on Iono’s choice of consort. No matter how hard Shtel tried—and sie tried very, very hard—hir appearance, accent, and manners lacked (everyone agreed) a certain polish, and were very obviously a thin veneer that could not entirely cover hir essential boorishness.

Of course, no one but Tais ever said so to Iono or Shtel. Matriarch Zaved would have liked to say so now, so angry was she, so disgusted by Shtel’s entirely inappropriate reaction to her anger. But before Zaved could say anything unfortunate, Iono swallowed his cake and said, “Now, Matriarch, what have we done? It wasn’t intended, whatever it was.”

At this Zaved blinked, took a breath to speak, and then turned and swept back out of the room.

Having spent a few moments in the hallway counting breaths, she stepped calmly back in, sat, poured herself a cup of gum mat, picked up a dense, sweet caveflower cake, and said, “So he didn’t tell you. Your father, I mean.”

Iono shook his head in bewilderment. “Tell me what, Matriarch?”

“Serque Tais,” said Zaved, cake still in her hand, “has decided to become a saint of the Temporal Location.”

Shtel, who understood the implications of this immediately, sat down. Gracefully, of course, because, sie knew, a person who was a member of the best society did everything in the most proper fashion.

“Well,” said Iono after a moment, “if that’s what he wants, I suppose. But…”

“He consulted us,” Zaved cut in. “He consulted me. I told him it wasn’t his fate. It wasn’t the role the Radiant Star required of him. The vision was clear and unambiguous.” She seemed to have forgotten her cake and her gum mat. “Now, if he’d wanted to become an anchorite, that would have been another matter entirely. We would have had a lovely cell for him here if he’d wanted, there’s plenty of room, and we’d have been happy to arrange things however would be most comfortable for him. I said so. And I thought he understood, but it turns out.” She threw the cake down onto the small table nearby with disgust. Fortunately, the cup of gum mat was already sitting there and there was no possibility that she would treat it similarly. “It turns out, no sooner had he left here, he went to the savants of the Temporal Location. As though one could just shop for the vision one preferred!”

“Do we know what they told him?” asked Shtel.

“What do you think?” scoffed Zaved.

“But I still don’t…” began Iono, who indeed still hadn’t understood.

“What happens to your inheritance, Serque Iono?” asked Zaved. “What happens to Serque Removal?”

“Well,” replied Iono. “I don’t see how he could take everything. I don’t imagine he would.” And then, to the disbelieving looks of both Zaved and Shtel, “It’s not like the savants would want to run Serque Removal.”

“Darling,” said Shtel, who was always alert to anything that would help or harm hir consort. “We have to talk to your father and find out just what he means by all this.”

“I think we’d all like to know what he means by this,” said Zaved. “I’ve never had any argument with the savants, but this—it’s clear they’ve consulted nothing but their own greed. I know well enough that if they had consulted the Star, they would have given no such answer to your father’s petition.”

“And the fact that he even went to the savants, after having consulted you,” said Shtel, sympathy in hir voice. “What a terrible insult!”

This was true, and a large part of why Zaved was so indignant. But it was also, perhaps, too near the mark. Serque Tais turning away from the Consorority, gifting his presence and who knew how much of his wealth to the savants of the Temporal Location, ceasing the centuries of association (and, not incidentally, donations) to the Translocationists—this would be a blow to the Consorority. A very material, unspiritual one.

Rather than accept Shtel’s sympathy, then, Zaved rose and said frostily, “It’s always a pleasure to see you, Iono. I have a busy schedule today. May the Star shine on you both.” And she left the room.

Once back in their apartment—Iono and Shtel’s own apartment, not part of the labyrinthine Serque House but some distance away, a space that managed somehow to be both snug and airy, overlooking a small arcaded plaza with a fountain and a pond full of blue and green and pink worms waving like grass in a breeze—Shtel finally made Iono understand what his father’s decision might mean for him.

“We have to talk to my father,” he said, while frowning off into the distance—checking his own messages, his calendar, to see if maybe Tais’s secretary had sent a request for a meeting. There was none. A disquieting tendril of fear slithered into him from somewhere, a feeling so unaccustomed that he thought for a moment it might be indigestion. “He can’t possibly mean to take everything with him into the Temporal Location.”

“Maybe not,” said Shtel. “But I think you should talk to a jurist. We should be sure our own accounts are ours, and only ours.” Sie looked around the room, with its thick, wine-colored carpets and softly cushioned seats, and then bent to pick up a stray snack wrapper. “I think we should look for a new domestic attendant.”

Iono opened his mouth to say, It’s only a snack wrapper, I must have dropped it after he left yesterday, but then understood. “Why should we break that connection with the Consorority?” He asked this not querulously, but in the certainty that Shtel knew how to manage things when it came to daily life in the apartment.

“I don’t think we should break any connections. I just think perhaps we shouldn’t rely on the Consorority any more than we have to,” Shtel replied. “Matriarch Zaved was quite rude. I mean, she’s never been a terribly considerate person, but at least she understood where the bounds of propriety lay.” Shtel was not indignant on hir own behalf. Not more than usual, anyway—there was no love lost between hir and Zaved, but Shtel took hir revenge by responding to the Translocationist matriarch with absolute calm and even cheerful propriety. No, sie was indignant on Iono’s behalf. Iono was everything to hir.

“I’m sure she was quite upset, love,” responded Iono, sinking into a softly cushioned chair. The tendrils of fear were solidifying into something altogether more distressing, but he couldn’t quite believe they were fear, just as he couldn’t quite believe that his father would abandon him, leave him alone in the world with no resources. But he couldn’t quite not believe that, either.

“It doesn’t matter how upset she was!” Shtel said fiercely. “The way she treated you! The way she spoke to you! And you hadn’t done anything; you can’t be held responsible for what Tais does. Everyone makes allowances for her, and that’s all well and good, but there are lines. And after all, if you don’t have manners, what do you have?” This was said very primly. It was a firmly held tenet of Shtel’s that if anything made the difference between good society and… not good, it was knowing the rules for proper behavior and following them. “We’ll invite your father to dinner. I’ll call in a caterer so we don’t have to worry about a new domestic attendant.”

“What if he doesn’t come?”

“Message your jurist now,” Shtel said, ignoring the question. “We should know where we stand. Just in case.”

In the event, Serque Tais, though invited, did not come to dinner. His schedule was too crowded, but he could spare some time the next morning, and perhaps Iono and Shtel could come visit him for breakfast?

Breakfast, in Ooioiaa, is not a large meal. Thin flatbread, a protein paste derived from local fauna, perhaps slices of onion or tomato, and hot water to drink is the most usual menu. It is not a formal meal, but in his large and many-roomed house Serque Tais had a breakfast parlor, used for no other purpose than sitting and eating bread and lobopod paste in the mornings. The room was thickly carpeted, and the walls hung with embroidered curtains, which seemed to drink in every sound so that the chink of a plate, or a spoken word, was a mere ghost of itself.

To this room came Iono and Shtel, each wary but for slightly different reasons. Iono had too many memories of being summoned to such breakfasts as a child, on most occasions to face his father’s disapproval. On other occasions, he had generally managed to earn that disapproval somehow during the course of the meal. He could not help but feel that his father had summoned him so that he could be criticized in some way.

Shtel hirself suspected that the refusal of hir dinner invitation was a calculated insult, and that an invitation to breakfast—not generally a meal Ooioiaans take in company—was a bad sign. Sie had to remind hirself of yesterday’s meeting with Iono’s jurist, of the various things that had been confirmed or put into motion, to bolster hir determined cheerfulness. And, once sie had that in hand, sie stepped determinedly into the breakfast parlor beside Iono and said, “Good morning, Father.”

Sie had every right to call Tais that, since Iono had made hir his consort, legally a member of his own family and household, but that didn’t mean Tais enjoyed being reminded of it. Today, hearing hir call him Father, he gave an irritated smirk.

“Good morning, Father,” said Iono, and took his father’s hand and kissed it.

“Sit down, sit down,” Tais said genially, as servants appeared with bread and hot water. “Lovely to see you. How have you been?”

“Oh, pretty good,” began Iono.

Shtel put in, “The question is, Father, how have you been? Matriarch Zaved has been worried about you.”

“Oh, has she?” asked Tais. “Well, I’m grateful for her concern, I’m sure. Tomato?” He proffered a dish.

Shtel took a piece and, not willing to be fended off so simply, said, “I’m relieved to see you looking so well. Matriarch Zaved had us worried for your health.”

“Goodness,” said Tais. “You’d think Zaved had enough to worry about without fretting over me.”

“Now, Father,” said Iono. “You two have been friends for decades. You’ve always gotten along, our family has always gone to the Translocationists for spiritual counsel. But something has obviously happened. When we asked Zaved, she had some outrageous story about you wanting to become a saint of the Temporal Location.”

Tais, spreading lobopod paste on a piece of bread, said mildly, “I’m not sure how that could be an outrageous story, it’s absolutely true.”

Shtel said, “You’re not ill, are you, Father?”

Tais laughed, genuine amusement with a malicious edge. “Not ill! Not yet. And I don’t want to be.”

What Tais said could not possibly have been a surprise to either Iono or Shtel, considering. And yet both were shocked into silence for some moments, hearing the words come out of Tais’s mouth.

“Don’t worry, Shtel,” said Tais. “You’re provided for. Iono’s allowances were long ago made over to him, and anything he’s made over to you, well, I have nothing to say about that.”

“That’s not what troubles us,” Shtel asserted, hir voice primly concerned. “We don’t want to lose you, Father.” Sie even meant that. Mostly.

“Is that so?” asked Tais, voice sardonic. “You won’t be losing me, though. I’ll be in the Temporal Location.”

Iono was finally able to form a coherent thought. “When?” he asked. “When is this all happening? Doesn’t it…” Doesn’t it take a long time? he wanted to say, and found himself, to his astonishment, on the verge of tears. “You’ve never… you don’t really want to do this, do you?”

Tais laughed mirthlessly. “I don’t strike you as a saint? Well, you’re not alone in that. But as I’ve grown older, and closer to my death, I’ve been thinking about the future. About how to keep Serque Removal on top, even with the Radchaai here. Or”—he gave a short, explosive sigh—“whether to even worry about the future of Serque Removal.”

“But, Father,” said Shtel, “you don’t have to worry about the future of Serque Removal. That will be Iono’s responsibility. Won’t it?” Dread gnawed hir. Sie half knew and thus half feared Tais’s response.

“Starlight, no!” Tais exclaimed. “I’m not giving Serque Removal to Iono.” And then, to his son, “You wouldn’t know what to do with it once you had it. No. I’ve worked it all out. For myself, I mean. It’ll be weeks and weeks of jurists figuring out how to say it in which documents, as it always seems to be, but I know what I intend. Serque Removal is going to Elerit.” That was to say, to Iono’s child, Tais’s grandchild. “Everything else will be divided up and assigned. There would have been a nice sum for the consorors, if they hadn’t kicked up such a fuss. They didn’t think there was anything in it for them, and now look.” He smiled at the thought of this parting revenge. “As I said, Iono, you already have everything you need. Nothing will change for you.”

Nothing will change for you. And Iono didn’t really want anything to change, he was content with his life, but in fact everything was changing. How could the loss of his previous idea of the future, of a prospect that up till now he had been more than pleased to postpone indefinitely, be such a painful wrench? And yet it was. Shtel, always as aware of hir consort’s emotions as sie possibly could be, resisted an almost overwhelming impulse to put hir arms around Iono.

“You don’t have any cause for complaint,” continued Tais. “As for the rest, that’s my own concern. So why are you crying, you fool? You aren’t losing anything.”

But Iono didn’t know why he was crying. After all, he was provided for, for the rest of his life. And he would not be losing his father, who instead of dying would sit happily in the Temporal Location of the Radiant Star until that Star’s return. So there was no reason to cry, no reason to feel grief-stricken, no reason to feel betrayed.

“We’re losing you, Father,” said Shtel. “That’s more important than anything else.”

Tais made a disgusted noise. “Eat your breakfast,” he said. “I have a busy day today.”







The Balance

There are advantages and disadvantages to being hierarch of an order that includes a celebrity savant. Adherents are much more likely to seek the advice of a famous savant, to make gifts to the order, to talk to their coreligionists about the utility and profundity of the message said savant has conveyed to them, and this of course tends to bring more requests for counsel, and more gifts. The prestige of the order is inevitably increased.

On the other hand, the celebrity savant does tend to attract most of the attention—and the gifts—that would otherwise be evenly distributed among the members of the order.

None of this should matter to holy savants who have left behind the cares of the world, have abandoned their names and genders, their family associations, whatever wealth or fame they might have had before they took their vows. But the truth of the matter is, no matter how holy, no matter how devoted in mind and heart to the truth of the Radiant Star, a savant is still only a human being, with all the attendant flaws of human beings.

Savant Keemat had come to the Temporal Location some ten years before Niranhin became hierarch. Like any new savant, they arrived stripped of their history, pastless. But they had shown an immediate aptitude for answering the endless stream of petitions and requests for the counsel of the Radiant Star. There is, of course, a more or less set formula for replies to those requests, but Savant Keemat had early grown bored with that formula, altered it, played with it, added to it, so that their replies took on a sheen of elegance, a polish that bespoke, if nothing else, a literary education.

This, of course, only increased the value of Keemat’s replies for the wealthiest of the order’s petitioners. But it was not only the style but also the substance of those replies that pleased. Through Savant Keemat the Radiant Star conveyed not only encouragement or discouragement of a particular course, but also new-composed prayers, or spiritual advice that the petitioner had not requested but that struck home in profound ways. So that Savant Keemat’s replies were not only saved for future perusal, but shared, and quite widely. Within a few years, the savant was famous, and petitions began to come in specifically requesting the attention of Savant Keemat.

Hierarch Biven had encouraged this. All that happens, happens in the light of the Radiant Star, and clearly Savant Keemat was meant to be here, at the Site of the Temporal Location, dispensing wisdom and comfort, just as the Star had radiated outward, endlessly, into the universe. Biven was a practical person, and did not much care who got praise or credit so long as the entire order benefited.

It’s possible this equanimity in the face of Savant Keemat’s fame was an accident of circumstance—it could (and generally did) take years for pilgrims or their gifts to arrive at Ooioiaa, while petitions and their replies traveled through interstellar gates at the speed of light and took only weeks or months. So Keemat’s fame spread quickly, and news of that fame reached the Temporal Location relatively soon thereafter. It would be much longer before pilgrims arrived who sought a glimpse of the famous savant, or the coverall of gold-shot silk sent by the commander of the Champions of St Carapace, all the way from Zeosen, a token of the gratitude and esteem of the priests and savants in that system. For not only had Savant Keemat’s inspired writings conveyed comfort and wisdom to those priests and savants, they had gone into circulation among the Chath Chenala of the system generally, and led to a definite surge of new acts of devotion and reverent attention that had increased the standing of said priests and savants.

This gloriously shining coverall had arrived only a few months before Niranhin became hierarch. They had not much appreciated it then—would Savant Keemat wish to be the next hierarch themself, and could Niranhin compete with Keemat’s fame and obvious prestige in that case?—and now that Niranhin was hierarch, the beautiful coverall only became more galling.

“Who is in charge here?” they muttered to themself, in the privacy of their office. Not selfishly, of course. Not out of personal resentment, no. Niranhin had left such things as pride and vanity behind when they’d entered the Temporal Location. No, Niranhin was concerned for the order. When authority is unclear, disorganization and even chaos follows. It was for everyone’s good, not their own, that Niranhin be very obviously the single highest authority among the Chath savants.

But—Savant Keemat had undeniably brought wealth and prestige to the order. It was entirely possible that Keemat’s reputation was part of the reason Serque Tais had asked to be a saint of the Temporal Location. What a prize that was!

That acknowledged, perhaps Savant Keemat could stand some counseling on pride, and some practice at that most excellent virtue of obedience.

The office had not changed much since Hierarch Emeritus Biven had retired to their hermitage. There were still the same two chairs, the same table, on which still sat the brightly colored icon of the Radiant Star. Now, though, on the wall above it, hung a length of extruded dark green fabric with the words Cheerfulness Is a Virtue printed on it, in bright yellow letters. And, of course, Niranhin sat in the hierarch’s seat, a meaningful difference even though both chairs were equally old and shabby.

Savant Keemat sat in the other. “Hierarch,” they said, inclining their head. “I understand you have some counsel for me.” This was said with a calm humility that only irritated Niranhin.

“Savant, I would like you to meditate in the coming days on the virtue of obedience.”

Keemat frowned, just slightly, then caught themself and did their best to restore their previous calm expression. “Obedience, Hierarch? Have I been disobedient?”

“You understand, I hope, Savant,” said Niranhin, “that the regulations of this order, not to mention the vows you took when you entered here, are not mere forms.”

“I hope I do understand that,” Keemat replied, with rising alarm that they strove not to show. “Please, Hierarch, let me know how I have transgressed.”

“Not mere forms,” Niranhin repeated, as though Keemat’s interruption had been just the slightest bit ill-mannered. “Of course the words of those vows and regulations, and their literal meanings, are important. But there is also the intent behind those words, which is a larger and, dare I say, more important thing.”

“You are saying that I have been behaving in a way that is technically virtuous, but not sincerely so,” said Keemat, with some alarm. “Please explain, Hierarch, so that I can remedy this.”

“Savant, when you go about your tasks, obeying the directives given to you by me or some other order authority, you should do those tasks obediently, prayerfully, without having your mind in other places.” Seeing that Keemat still did not understand, Niranhin added, “You always carry a handheld, no matter where you go.”

Now, the Chath savants of the Temporal Location of the Radiant Star did not have any communications implants, nor did they have individual addresses on the Ooioiaa civic network. But they did have their own internal network, which they used for such things as scheduling tasks and communicating with each other. And if any savant needed to access this network, they could take a handheld from the order’s stores.

“Hierarch Biven,” Keemat began.

“Is no longer hierarch,” Niranhin interjected. “We are not concerned with the excellences or”—with a small throat-clearing sound—“the flaws of those who went before us. Why do you need to carry a handheld to clean the refectory? No.” Here Niranhin waved away Savant Keemat’s attempt to answer. “You are about to tell me that you need it in case inspiration strikes, in case some vision comes upon you. But, Savant.” Niranhin leaned forward, just the slightest bit, and clasped their hands primly. “In such a case, are you truly, obediently, with all your whole self, cleaning the refectory?”

Savant Keemat’s first impulse was to argue that cleaning the refectory was not, in fact, the best use to which they could be put. They would of course never have argued that they were too good to undertake such menial work—such humble engagement in the life of the order was precisely what they had sought in joining. Or so they told themself. But clearly the Radiant Star intended them for other, higher work as well. “It would seem not, at first glance,” admitted Savant Keemat. “But…” And then, “It’s happened, that I have a vision while I’m doing other work. And I want to be sure that I…”

“Do you think the Radiant Star would send you a vision at a time you couldn’t remember it later? All things happen in the light of that Star, Savant.”

“That’s true, Hierarch,” replied Savant Keemat. Still, they frowned. But they knew that obedience was a cardinal virtue, and besides they had specifically vowed obedience to their superior—when they had first joined, and again when Niranhin had taken office.

“Cheerfully, now, Savant,” said Niranhin. “Always cheerfully.”

Now, some of my readers might be asking themselves, why would Serque Tais want or need permission to become a saint? What would stop him from merely sitting down in some comfortable place in the Temporal Location—or, indeed, anywhere else—and drinking whatever noxious brews he wanted? Surely sainthood is not something that is in the power of any order of savants to dispense, surely the matter is for the Radiant Star itself to resolve?

It’s true that, away from Ooioiaa, away from the Temporal Location, Chenala saints are declared so by their surrounding community, often long after they’ve died. It’s also true that the first few saints of the Temporal Location are said to have taken their places without reference to any local authorities. But the Temporal Location then, and the Temporal Location now, are not quite the same.

If nothing else, there is the question of where a new saint will sit. After centuries, if not millennia, of saints accumulating, there isn’t a lot of room for more. There has already been some amount of shifting around and doubling up in the alcoves that ring the site of the Temporal Location itself, and even some tripling up. A new saint means a careful evaluation of just who can be moved where—who still has staff that needs room to work, whose prestige is at a sufficient ebb that no one will protest if they’re moved to one side, or crowded in with someone else. And of course, every move has to take into account just whose saints these are—a Chath saint will not convince the Athphsid savants to move any of their own, no matter how unpopular.

And then, on top of all this, there is the fact that robes of gold encrusted with jewels don’t appear out of the air. Certainly the gold and jewels aren’t a necessary part of sainthood, but by now they have become customary, at least for saints of the Temporal Location, and neither sect there is eager for their own saints to appear unfashionably bare.

All of which means that anyone who these days wishes to be a saint of the Temporal Location needs to obtain certain permissions beforehand, and obtaining those permissions requires certain resources not available to just any devotee.

It also means lots of work for the savants of the order in question—moving things, more careful cleaning than usual, ritual addresses to saints who have to be moved, or whose space is being encroached upon. And since the Chath savants of the Temporal Location have no rank, none has status above the others (saving the hierarch, of course), even a celebrity speaking savant like Keemat must lend a hand, when assigned to do so.

The Site of the Temporal Location, the actual specific place inside the larger area called by that name, is a circle of polished green stone two meters in diameter, ringed with gold. Around this is set more polished stone in ripples of color, so that it seems to wash out from that center. Beyond this, a series of wide, curving stone steps lead up to the chapels of the saints. The steps are interrupted in five places—one, the archway through which pilgrims come from the various vestibules and chapels that make up the outer portions of the Temporal Location, the others less imposing and leading to corridors of storerooms and closets full of cleaning supplies, and the quarters of the savants. Most of the time this space is full of pilgrims, doing the things pilgrims do: praying, milling, staring, even weeping. But for several hours each day the entrance to the Temporal Location itself is closed, and the echoing space is empty of anyone but the savants who have dedicated their lives to the place.

This is when the grilles are unlocked that protect the saints from their often too-fervent admirers. (Famously, St Peeb is missing two fingers. Four different holy sites in other parts of the galaxy claim to possess one or both of them. Three of those sites make the claim that the fingers appeared miraculously, the generous will of St Peeb.) The saints are attended to, the most popular ones cleared of the litter of paper notes, wilted flowers, and even bits of food that pilgrims have pressed through the bars.

Today, Savant Keemat’s job was to unlock the grille that guarded the saints Slelen and Criril, and explain to them that a new saint would be taking up residence with them. Both St Slelen and St Criril were Ylec saints, old enough that even the few Ylec Chenala who visited the Temporal Location paid them little to no attention.

It came to Keemat, suddenly, almost but not quite like a vision, that maybe these two saints liked their quiet apartment and didn’t want the fuss and noise and bother of a popular roommate. They heard a sound behind them and turned. “Ah,” they said, “good evening, Consoror Nialt.”

Nialt Askela had come to Ooioiaa a few years ago, hoping to be an assistant priest in the new (but still unbuilt) temple of Amaat. In Radch space this is more a civil service post than anything you or I might consider a priesthood, and requires mainly the skills of a bureaucrat and sometimes a jurist. She was in no way prepared to serve in a priesthood where dedication of the spirit, even faith, might be required. “Good evening, Savant Keemat. Here is the key to this…” She waved the key in her hand vaguely at the grille and the silent saints behind it.

Keemat showed her how to use the key, and, the grille opened, they both stepped into the chapel. “It’s very dusty,” Nialt observed. “And dark.”

“These saints belonged to the Ylec her… the Ylec sect.”

“And anyone unlocking the grille and dusting them off would have been seen as making claims to territory the Ylec had vacated,” guessed Nialt.

“Just so.” Keemat gestured around. “It’s your responsibility now. Well, the new saint won’t be. And whoever is assigned to them will maybe help you with general maintenance of the chapel—no guarantees, mind, but it seems likely they would. These two, though…”

“Slelen,” Nialt guessed, nodding toward one grimy saint, “and Criril,” nodding toward the other.

“You have them backward,” Keemat told her.

“We should probably clean them up before we give them news they might not enjoy hearing.”

“Mmm,” replied Keemat.

Nialt, at home in an atmosphere of implications and the negotiation of status and prerogative, understood them—correctly—to mean that the solution to that problem would be all Nialt’s responsibility. “Savant, forgive me if I offend, I am so very new to this situation. But would it be considered… would it transgress in any significant way if I were to ask Justice of Albis to do that sort of thing?”

“The corpse soldiers?”

“They aren’t actually corpses,” Nialt said, her voice as reassuring as she could make it, considering that Justice of Albis would never be allowed into a temple of Amaat precisely because of the taint of death that clung to its ancillaries. “And I can assure you they would behave with the utmost propriety. And certainly only ever be here when pilgrims are not.”

Savant Keemat could not think of any actual non-bendable rules that might prevent it, even though the thought of expressionless, brown-clad Radchaai ancillaries in the Temporal Location of the Radiant Star unsettled them profoundly.

“I wouldn’t ask,” continued Nialt, “but at the moment it’s only myself and my superior. In time, of course, there will be more, um, consorors to take up the necessary work, but for now…”

A vision seeped into Keemat’s awareness like seawater leaching through limestone, barely noticed at first, but within moments the dry, dusty chapel smelled wet and fresh. Then the scent turned from water to the tang of blood, and Keemat saw an ancillary, covered in blood, blood that ran in rivulets down its brown uniform. Then a wave crashed—the smell had been water after all—and washed away everything: blood, ancillary, and even the chapel where Keemat stood.

Abruptly the vision ended. Nialt still stood beside them, waiting for some sort of reply. “I will consult with the hierarch,” Keemat said, temporizing. They hardly knew how to interpret what they’d seen. Visions were so often small, random-seeming, and needed time and thought to assemble into something more obviously meaningful. If they’d been carrying a handheld they would have noted down the details as carefully as possible, gotten down a faithful impression of their thoughts and feelings about what they had seen, but they had resolved to be more carefully, sincerely obedient. “It won’t try to store its creepy collections here, will it?” Or, they left unsaid, procure objects for those collections from the chapel.

Nialt, noticing that Keemat was suddenly disconcerted, mistook the reason for it. “No, it won’t leave anything here. And I know the collections seem strange, but they’re harmless. Justice of Albis is old, and old ships can be… eccentric. But you won’t see any of that within the Temporal Location, I assure you.”







Ice

There is, one might think, no particular reason for the city of Ooioiaa to be so far beneath the surface of the planet of Aaa. It’s true that the surface is very, very cold, and not coincidentally there is no sunlight to be had. But the same heat that warms the underground city could be piped to the surface.

That surface has its own harsh, icy beauty. There are stars—so many stars!—that glitter in the black sky. There is an atmosphere, though admittedly it has very little of the oxygen humans require for healthful breathing. There are plains, ridges, cliffs, scarps of shadowed ice, not all of it water. Here and there, near Ooioiaa, that ice is marred by piles of the refuse that even Serque Removal could not find a use for, but even these have a sort of beauty to them, an uncanny contrast with the ice.

And there is life. Tiny, fluffy snowrollers are blown here and there along the surface, or occasionally they move on their own, millimeter by millimeter, and what they live on—how they live at all—is anyone’s guess. Ooioiaa is too distant for many of the right sort of discoverer to have visited and examined the snowrollers closely enough to find that out, and to (one supposes) divide them into species and types, making what seemed to be one sort of thing far more complicated.

Certainly there are no plants on the surface for the snowrollers to eat. Nothing much on Aaa photosynthesizes. What would be the point?

But lately the snowrollers had collected around those piles of refuse in concentrations far greater than wind patterns would account for. And at the shuttle port, where visitors from off-planet arrive, they had become a positive pest, clogging intakes and outlets, burying platforms and accesses, and even creeping indoors, though they didn’t survive long when they did, leaving sad little half-melted corpses that stained and pitted walls and walkways.

This did lead to some speculation that the snowrollers were eating something in the shuttle port construction. But then how to explain their attraction to the piles of rubbish that had nothing whatsoever useful in them? No, it was just inexplicable, one of the mysteries of the universe.

Certainly the humans living in Ooioiaa didn’t eat snowrollers. Perhaps they’d never tried. They did eat some native fauna, though—the lobopod paste so popular for breakfast, and there is a kind of worm that surrounds undersea vents in rippling meadows that is considered a delicacy, when properly prepared. And of course nearly any food stall in the city will sell you a bowl of peas and pucks—the peas being a grayish-brown creature that grows in lumps and clusters along the seafloor, protected from predators by a toxin that has no effect on humans, who enjoy their earthy, sulfurous pungency; the pucks being a slightly thicker cake of Ooioiaa’s ubiquitous flatbread.

Rather like waste disposal, food is a serious logistical problem for the city. Layer upon layer of geothermally heated and lighted grain fields stripe and surround Ooioiaa, along with facilities that grow the tomatoes, onions, and floorberries so beloved by the city’s permanent residents. There is also a large amount of aquaculture associated with Ooioiaa’s water purification and biological waste processing facilities. But all this is barely enough to feed the city once one adds in the constant stream of pilgrims. If food did not arrive in the same ships that brought those pilgrims, Ooioiaa would be in desperate straits within a few weeks.

There is, accordingly, a series of warehouses near the shuttle port where incoming shipments of various sorts are stored, and where outgoing shipments—far fewer in number, Ooioiaa’s primary export is oracles, which take no space, and various fragments of holy relics, which are generally small—wait for the transport that will take them away.

Shipments of all kinds, outgoing as well as incoming, had been badly disrupted by the arrival of the Radchaai. Food was scarce for a few years, and nothing was leaving the planet that the first governor—not Charak Svo at that time, not yet—did not approve. Which meant, essentially, that nothing left that was not a priority to the Radchaai. Governor Charak had improved this situation a great deal, but remedying the previous governor’s neglect took time: some shipments were more urgent than others, and some simply fell through the cracks. As a result, there were corners here and there in the warehouses where crates and canisters had sat undisturbed for decades.

Jonr had read adventure stories where the heroes had gone in and out of suspension, and had thought he knew what it would be like. But those descriptions had not communicated the horror of the fluid sliding into every pore and orifice, and then, seemingly an instant later, withdrawing, your lungs clogged with it as you desperately tried to breathe, your stomach and throat heaving as your body tried to expel an icy, slithering mass. Adventure stories never talked about the way that the expulsion of the suspension fluid tended to expel other things as well. Nobody had said that it would hurt so much.

It took him several moments to choke out the last of the fluid, to take some gasping breaths and subdue his body’s desire to vomit, and to realize that he was surely far, far away from where he’d been only subjective moments ago. Then, finally, he could look around and see where he was.

He sat in a suspension pod, in what looked a good deal like a large sitting room that someone had, on a whim, turned into a clinic examining room, with quite ordinary benches and side tables and cabinets interspersed with carts of tools Jonr didn’t know the names of but had only ever seen in medical settings. On the wall before him hung what looked like the emblem of the Sodality of the Radiant Star, and he stared at it in confusion, knowing that it couldn’t possibly be anything so familiar. But above it, inlaid into the stone of the wall, were what he could have sworn were the words All in the light of that Star, which were so routinely familiar to him, so ordinary and homelike, that he couldn’t imagine that he was far from home at all.

Behind him someone said, in Radchaai, “Whoa, someone worked this kid over.”

Jonr turned, startled, and then winced, because moving had hurt, even more than he already hurt, and he tried not to wince again because wincing itself was painful.

Two people, dressed like Radchaai, in jackets and trousers and gloves, stared at him, both frowning. One—Senely Kover, in fact, but Jonr would not have known that—said, loudly and slowly, “Do you speak Radchaai?”

Jonr did, of course. He had been well educated. But he could not find the mental resources to frame the obvious reply. Could not make the question and what he could see of the surroundings fall into a pattern that allowed a reply.

“She needs those bruises seen to,” said Governor Charak’s doctor—the other person—also in Radchaai. “Concussion, maybe. And I’m betting her ribs are broken, or at least cracked.”

Which they were. Thirty years before, a few of Jonr’s age-mates had seen him being brought back into the Consorority and could not control their outrage. The adult men present were already angry that Jonr had made them look foolish by escaping, and then made them go to the Temporal Location to fetch him, and so they were not particularly enthusiastic about restraining the boys.

Understandable, if regrettable. But where did the boys’ outrage come from?

I’m sure this particular set of circumstances is unfamiliar to you, dear reader, but try to imagine that you have known, all your life, the course set before you. You will learn what your teachers teach, become an adult, and do the things other respected adults do. You will have, perhaps not luxury or the adoration of crowds, but you don’t need those, you only need safety, security from fear and want. Then imagine that someone—anyone, it doesn’t matter who—falls out of that security, shows you clearly that there is a hole the unwary may fall through.

You are not unwary, of course. You would never fall through that hole. You are too intelligent, too disciplined, too studious, too strong, too anything to make such a horribly catastrophic mistake.

But the very idea that the hole is there to fall through is upsetting. The idea that one might, through no fault of one’s own, find oneself in whatever pit of despair that hole leads to is intolerable; it doesn’t bear thinking on. Who, after all, wants to spend all their lives considering the fact that they might have no control over their fate? That terrible things might be waiting around any corner for them, and there is nothing they can do to prevent it? That the security one has staked one’s life on is fragile, or perhaps even illusory?

Jonr, already resented for years, for reasons the boys couldn’t fully understand at the time, now displayed to them the precarity of their own lives, and it was his fault they had to think of that.

Well, also, the two boys who attacked him weren’t terribly nice people to begin with—the others present merely laughed, or even turned away in disgust at Jonr’s plight. At any rate the end result was that Jonr went into suspension with cracked ribs and his face badly bruised.

“Do you speak Radchaai?” asked Citizen Senely again, only louder and even more slowly. Then, disgusted, she scoffed. “I thought these consoror kids were educated.” She had not truly expected much. Even a well-educated resident of Ooioiaa wasn’t entirely Radchaai, no matter what citizenships may have been granted. But basic knowledge of a decent language was, in her opinion, a low bar. And some of her disgust was for herself—she had outlined a plan to Governor Charak for taking care of the troublesome cousin in some way that would satisfy aunts and also keep that cousin out of the governor’s way. Jonr—and his presumed good education—was central to that plan.

“I’ll schedule an education session,” said the doctor. “She needs those injuries healed and we can get some basic Radchaai in her while the correctives work. A few other things. Some basic caretaking skills.” The doctor also had a low opinion of Ooioiaan education, despite the reputation of the Translocationist boys as excellent attendants and servants.

“I thought that wasn’t a good idea,” Senely said, still frowning at Jonr, who still stared, gaping, trying to understand what was happening.

“It’s not,” admitted the doctor. “But the sooner we can…” She wanted to say The sooner we can get the governor’s cousin-or-whatever-she-is out of my hair, the better, but although she suspected Citizen Senely would understand and sympathize, it was too impolitic a thing to say to someone so close to the governor herself. “The sooner we can get this situation resolved, the better. We’ll be careful.”

“Some matters,” Senely suggested, “resolved too hastily, end up costing more time and trouble than if one had taken the more painstaking course.”

“We’ll be careful,” repeated the doctor, unable to keep irritation and insulted pride entirely out of her voice.

And Senely, who had other, more important matters to deal with—the fact that it was months since anyone had received any communication at all from Radchaai space, and it was increasingly clear that something catastrophic had happened to at least one, more likely two or three, interstellar gates—did not bother to argue.

The truth is, though, it’s not a good idea to undergo Radchaai-style education while too much else is going on. The method relies heavily on putting the subject into an extremely suggestible state, adding or changing mental and emotional associations, and connecting a mass of information to those associations. It does not, in other words, merely put information into your mind.

This works best if your personal psychology is carefully mapped out before an educator starts work. Which, itself, works best if the educator knows and understands the subject’s language and culture. Which Governor Charak’s doctor did not, in this case. Or, more accurately, the doctor had enough knowledge of Ooioiaa’s languages to convey her distaste for peas and pucks at a food counter, and enough knowledge of the cultures to disdain the locals for not taking advantage of Radchaai civilizing efforts. She meant well, of course. She was a doctor and wanted sincerely to help and heal. But so often our wishes fall short of our actual ability.

And Jonr never did manage to explain to Senely or the doctor that he already spoke Radchaai more or less adequately. So when he awoke a second time, it was to find the world around him oddly layered. The blanket that lay over him was thin but soft, an extruded thing but decent quality, striped blue and green. The Radchaai words for blanket and blue and green rose up in his mind, arranged themselves. A blue-and-green blanket; I have a blue-and-green blanket (we have, you (singular) have, you (plural) have, she has, they have, it (singular) has, it (plural) has). She gives me a blue-and-green blanket (I give, you (singular) give…). O, blue-and-green blanket! An unfamiliar (but somehow very familiar) bit of doggerel that contained a list of colors. A whisper advising him to check the comfort of the patient under the blanket (over the blanket, toward the blanket, away from the blanket, with the blanket, belonging to the blanket) and, still lying on the bed, he was dizzy and faintly nauseated.

The room was small, as was the bed he lay on. The walls were dark, and over the only door was, unmistakably, the image of the Radiant Star. In fact, as my reader has already inferred, Jonr was in Ooioiaa, in the former quarters of the Sodality of the Radiant Star. The room had in years past been the quarters of one of the building’s caretakers. But Jonr had never been inside the Sodality of the Radiant Star. Where am I? he wondered, the words presenting themselves in Radchaai and spooling off into conjugations and declensions.

In this state, Justice of Albis, or rather an ancillary, a single one of the human bodies slaved to the ship Justice of Albis, found him. “You are awake, citizen,” the ancillary observed in its flat, expressionless voice. “I am here to take you to your patient. Are you ready?”

Jonr had never seen an ancillary except in entertainments. Jonr recognized the human-seeming entity standing at his bedside as an ancillary, and moreover one he had in fact seen before. (The words ship and ancillary whispered their grammatical forms to him.) The whole room, Jonr himself, seemed to double, to be two different places, two different things, occupying the same space. “I don’t feel good,” he offered, knowing, somehow, that Justice of Albis would be mild but implacable.

“I don’t imagine you do,” replied Justice of Albis, its affectless voice somehow managing to convey disapproval that Jonr hoped was not for himself. “Come.”

Jonr got out of bed. Dressed, under the blank gaze of the ancillary, in the plain, extruded trousers and tunic he found folded on the tiny table beside the bed. No shoes, but after all nowhere in the city was truly out of doors, and shoes weren’t strictly necessary. He left the gloves, though doing so gave him a nagging feeling of impropriety. The doctor wouldn’t like it. (What doctor?) The ancillary appeared to have no opinion about the gloves, and stepped with him out of the room and into a corridor.

Which was so very obviously a corridor in a building in Ooioiaa that Jonr halted, baffled. “Where am I?” he asked.

“Where you’ve been for the past week,” said the impassive Justice of Albis. “In the headquarters of the governor of Aaa, which is the former quarters of the Sodality of the Radiant Star, in Ooioiaa.”

The quarters of the Sodality of the Radiant Star. The former quarters of the Sodality of the Radiant Star. The former quarters of the Sodality of the Radiant Star that were occupied by a governor, something the city of Ooioiaa had never had, let alone the planet. “How…” he began, and then, because he was a well-mannered child of the Consorority of the Translocation, “Please excuse me. I’m confused and I don’t feel very good.” He put one hand on the wall beside him, and then, that being insufficient support, leaned his whole body against it.

“Of course you don’t,” said Justice of Albis. “The doctor has been irresponsible.”

“What?” asked Jonr.

“I didn’t say anything,” said Justice of Albis, and it took Jonr’s arm and eased him away from the wall.

“My gene mother sold me,” Jonr explained. “She put me in a suspension pod and shipped me… I mean, I was in the pod.”

“Yes,” agreed Justice of Albis. “When we arrived, we locked down all outgoing shipping for some time. Your crate never did leave the warehouse it was parked in.” And then, before Jonr could ask, “We arrived thirty-one years ago.”

Walking was impossible now. Anything was impossible. He couldn’t make anything around him into any sort of pattern that made sense.

“You can’t go back to bed,” said Justice of Albis. And somehow Jonr made it, by nauseated, uncertain steps, down the corridor.

And somehow Jonr made it through the doctor’s explanation of what, exactly, Jonr was supposed to be doing, why he’d been pulled out of suspension after thirty-one years. (Thirty-one years!) Someone needed taking care of, and the boys of the Consorority were, the doctor had been told, trained to take care of the consorors.

The someone who needed taking care of was—the doctor wasn’t terribly specific about this—somehow related to the governor of Aaa. Jonr’s dizziness intensified again at the thought of a governor of Aaa, and he tried to steady himself and ignore the whispering vocabulary list in his mind by looking more closely at his charge.

She sat on the edge of a chair, straight and still, in Radchaai-style jacket and trousers and gloves. Or, glove—her left arm was mostly missing, and the doctor explained (Jonr already knew, the words whispering through his mind as the doctor talked) that there was a corrective under the jacket that was slowly regrowing the missing arm. She did not move, or react at all to what the doctor said. Not as though she did not understand, but as though she did not hear, as though nothing around her existed.

“This is wrong,” Jonr said. “This isn’t just someone having a vision.” Hah, there were no whispers accompanying that sentence; he had found something to say that had not been in the lessons the doctor had forced into him. “This person needs…” A doctor, he almost finished, but instead said, “More care than I can give her. I think you should send her home to her family.” And then what will they do with me? he asked himself, but he’d had to say it.

“We can’t,” said the doctor brusquely, and did not explain further. What would have been the use? Even if he had explained, Jonr would not have understood any of the implications of communications from Radchaai space ceasing for months now, of ships from other places bringing rumors of gates closed, of traffic in chaos, passengers and cargo redirected and stranded. Nor would Jonr have understood—education sessions notwithstanding—degrees of Radchaai kinship and proper treatment of cousins, or what the governor might have felt she owed to a relation of whatever distance this still, silent, very clearly damaged person was. “We just can’t. So it’s up to you.”







The Turning Worm

Becoming a saint takes careful preparation. Weeks of prayer and meditation, and fasting, of course; no one wants to need the sanitary facilities during that long wait for the return of the Radiant Star. But the fasting is—almost—the last step. The prayer and meditation of course happens all along the way. But first come the jurists.

Before the first prayers of the first day of meditation, before Serque Tais would introduce himself to his soon-to-be roommates, Sts Slelen and Criril, all of Serque Tais’s worldly goods and interests had to be assigned. Which would follow him into the Temporal Location? Which would be granted to relatives, subordinates, or committees? Who and how many—if any—would serve him in his new quarters? How would those who served him be paid or otherwise provided for?

All these things and more must be determined, and set in motion. All of this required jurists. Whole herds of them—the jurists who acted for Serque Removal and the jurists who tended to Tais’s personal business. The jurists who represented the interests of the relatives, subordinates, and committees involved. The jurists whose duty it was to know all the fractures and dangerously stressed places in the relationship between the orders resident in the Temporal Location. The jurists of those who, however unlikely, hoped that when so much of Serque Tais’s worldly goods changed hands, some fragment, some crumb, might fall their way.

And so, Serque Tais’s house was filled with the coming and going of jurists. They were everywhere in the house, and at the door at every hour. One wouldn’t imagine that the whole city of Ooioiaa could hold so many jurists, and yet there they were, waiting in anterooms, sipping hot water in the sound-drinking breakfast parlor, standing in the foyer of the main entrance rehearsing silently their pleas for attention to their clients’ rights and needs.

Among these was Serque Iono’s jurist. She did not attempt to gain audience with the prospective saint himself—she was shrewd enough to know that would never be granted. Merely, she took the measure of things. Listened to the chatter and gossip of the other, near numberless jurists as they waited or passed through. And very quickly she knew that there would be no opening—no obviously legitimate opening—to improve the fortunes of her client. Which did not best please her—for years she had assumed that, when Serque Iono took his place as the head of Serque Removal, she would be the jurist who dealt with all his personal legal matters, with all the attendant fees and gifts that implied. No, the situation as it stood was not workable. She would have to find a way, make some plan. And plainly now was not the time to act.

She returned to Iono and told him so, and between the two of them, they began to strategize.

Taiash Isr was one of the non-Chenala residents of the old Ylec Precinct, still called that even though virtually no Ylec still lived there. The Chenala who still lived in the Ylec Precinct had mostly either converted to Chath or Athphsid, left, or died. Mostly the latter two. Many (relatively newer) residents were members of other sects entirely. And the Ylec Precinct was full of pilgrims from sects that did not have a foothold in the Temporal Location but that still considered it a holy place; pilgrims who could not afford more prestigious lodgings; immigrants in a similar situation; and various people, both Chath and Athphsid, who were discontented with life in their native districts, or who had been encouraged by the councils of those districts to take up residence elsewhere. It was noisy, poor, and dirty, much of the council of the Ylec Precinct being more interested in the well-being of the actual council members than the residents of their district. In fact, this was true of the other district councils as well, but the Ylec Precinct Council members were, as a rule, more open about it.

Isr had grown up in the district’s warren of crowded corridors, the few open spaces having been either appropriated by the wealthy long ago or subdivided and filled with tiny rooms let at whatever rates a landlord could get for them. From when she was small, her one wish was to have space. Room to stretch out in. Light and air and the sound of water splashing in a garden.

Serque Iono’s apartment would do, she thought. It would be the minimum she would settle for.

“The time to act,” she said, sitting in one of the softly cushioned seats of Iono’s reception room, the sounds of the plaza below an almost imperceptible background, “is just after your father goes into his preliminary retreat, well before he goes to the Temporal Location. He’s doing the retreat in his house.”

“It’s not right,” complained Iono, and wasn’t sure for a moment whether he meant his father disinheriting him, or the fact that he had, five minutes before, ordered a samovar of hot water and a tray of sweets from the new domestic attendant, and seen no sign of refreshment since. Shtel was not there to be sure the new attendant performed his duties properly—Taiash Isr was too shrewd to have this conversation anywhere near Iono’s consort, to risk interference or protest.

“It’s definitely not right,” agreed Isr. Because what was the point of being the child of a high-ranking council member if anyone could just take things away from you? “And if we were in any civilized place, it would only be a matter of bringing that to the attention of the authorities.” After thirty or so years of Radchaai occupation, some of the occupier’s vocabulary and preoccupations had crept into the speech of the residents of Ooioiaa.

“Father is one of the authorities,” complained Iono. “The authority.” Which wasn’t, strictly speaking, true, but one can forgive a child such a view of their parent.

“There are ways. There always are,” asserted Isr. “Serque Tais has certified a number of documents, both for the Chath Precinct Council and for the Radchaai Administration. But some of those can be superseded. Codicils added. Whole documents added to the collection, if they’re carefully constructed.”

“Father doesn’t leave anything to chance,” said Iono, with sad resentment.

“We won’t, either,” replied Isr. “I will draw a document up that will fit the situation. We will ask him to certify it, oh, shortly after he begins his retreat, I think. No one will question your visiting him, you’re his child. And by all accounts he will be in a persuadable frame of mind by then. But you should be clear with me exactly what it is you want. I have to draft the document—or documents, as the case may be—very carefully.”

“I want Serque Removal!” cried Iono.

Isr frowned at her handheld, scanning the documents she’d acquired from the council and from the governor’s officials. “I don’t know if I can get you Serque Removal. And I can’t touch anything Serque Tais has already deeded to the savants.”

“I want the seat on the council,” Iono admitted. “What about the house?”

“The house belongs to Serque Removal,” said Isr, a plan beginning to take form. “At least according to documents your father filed with the Radchaai when they arrived.” She nodded, and stowed her handheld away in a pocket. “I’ll get to work.”

When the jurists had finished their work, Serque Tais held a dinner. Nothing elaborate, only five or six dishes. Broiled fish; peas battered and fried; onions in a thick, savory sauce; pickled roe; wilted greens with chilies. Ripe, chilled floorberries. Just a simple meal.

To this meal Tais invited his grandchild, Elerit; two or three Chath Precinct Council members; Hierarch Niranhin; and Savant Keemat. The matriarch of the new Radchaai consorors, Ilora Draiaa, and her assistant Nialt were also invited. Not, perhaps pointedly, Mother Zaved. Not his own son, Iono, or (definitely pointedly) Iono’s consort, Shtel. The guests of course noticed the absence, but did not ask for a reason. They knew at least generally how things stood between Tais and Iono, and no one wanted to mar the occasion with awkward explanations or perhaps even an argument.

The council members, though sad to see their old friend leave them, were themselves just the sort of Chath Chenala that Tais was, and understood his choice, even if they would never under any circumstances have made the same one for themselves. They ate their dinners with a melancholy joy for Tais’s sake. The two savants, of course, were honored to be invited and both more or less openly grateful for food that greatly exceeded their usual fare in both amount and quality.

The Radchaai consorors were on their absolute, best, most courteous behavior. Both Ilora and Nialt were shocked and appalled at the institution of sainthood as practiced in the Temporal Location. They did not see why, if Citizen Tais wished to end her life before she became painfully old, she did not merely register her intention and visit the medic for the painless means to do so. And the idea of a dead body in a holy place was, as has already been noted, anathema to most Radchaai. But this was clearly a situation entangled in local politics.

So the Radchaai priests had gone to Serque Tais’s dinner, and behaved themselves in the most pleasantly passive, most perfectly courteous manner, congratulating Tais on his upcoming change in status as though they truly meant it, while privately feeling just a bit sick.

Elerit had been another matter entirely. Tais loved Elerit in a way he did not love his son. Perhaps because Elerit, from infancy, clearly loved Tais in a way Iono never had. Elerit did not associate per grandfather’s house with lectures, disapproval, or failure. Per had been accustomed to give and receive kisses and gifts, to share what delighted per with per grandfather, who was in turn delighted. Per rarely if ever saw the side of per grandfather that ruled the Chath Precinct Council, and that compelled wary and often unwilling respect from the other councils.

Elerit was an adult now, in per thirties, with per own small household (with two consorts of whom Tais entirely approved) and a job in the lower ranks of Serque Removal’s administration. Per knew that someday Serque Removal would be pers, inherited from per father, Iono, but per had no desire to lose per beloved grandfather in order to hasten that day. Per had no idea that Tais intended to give Serque Removal directly to per, and it would not have made any difference if per had known. Elerit managed to restrain per tears until halfway through the meal, and then, overcome, could eat no more and could barely speak for weeping.

These tears touched Tais to the heart. There was, in his mind, an essential difference between Iono’s tears in the breakfast parlor, weeks before, and Elerit’s tears. Iono, weeping, had annoyed Tais, irked him. His grandchild, now, made his own eyelids sting, his own throat ache. “Don’t cry, dear,” he said, taking Elerit’s hand. “You know you aren’t really losing me.”

“I know,” replied Elerit miserably. “But it won’t be the same.”

“Nothing stays the same,” said Tais.

“And yet,” said Savant Keemat, feeling the jagged, uncomfortable edges of a vision that would be very ill-timed at this particular moment, “everything is the same. In the all-pervading light of the Radiant Star, everything that was still is, everything that is remains, everything that is to come has already warmed in its light. All of space and time in one, all-pervading unity.” They could feel it, feel the warmth, the light, the omni-dimensional existence of every atom in the universe, with a euphoric intensity that was unusual and was, perhaps, due to the wine they’d drunk with dinner.

“I know you’re right, Savant,” replied Elerit, swallowing per tears as best per could. “I really do. It’s just…”

“Equanimity,” suggested Hierarch Niranhin, “is the first of the virtues. Of course we grieve when things change, but there is so much to celebrate. What we’ve had, and what we will have.”

It was not quite as strikingly expressed a sentiment as what Keemat had offered—Keemat themself could not help but notice this—but Elerit took it with thoughtful seriousness. Per finally swallowed back per tears and was able to eat per floorberries.

A week or so after Tais’s guests had seen him into the breakfast parlor—of all the many rooms in Serque Tais’s house, the breakfast parlor was the one he associated with calm, solitary contemplation—and those same guests, having said their farewells, had departed, Serque Iono came into the house.

He knew the where and the when of the dinner and the retreat, of course he did. He’d grown up in that house. The attendants there, the oldest of them, had known him since he was a child. Some of them, though loyal to Tais in other ways, disapproved of how he dealt with his son and sympathized with Iono. Very few of them knew much about the terms Tais had worked out regarding his property. They had no qualms about sharing information with Tais’s disregarded son and presumed heir, nor about letting him—and, as it happened, his jurist, Taiash Isr—into the house, even though Tais had specifically ordered that no one besides the Chath savants of the Temporal Location should be admitted.

The timing was important. For a week, Serque Tais had sat in prayer and meditation in a chair in his breakfast parlor. Not sleeping, or at least not lying down to sleep. Not seeing anyone but the occasional attendant, who came in at regular hours to offer Tais a cup of liquid, in which various plants and the dried remains of particular local fauna had been steeped. Having drunk this liquid, the aches and pains of Tais’s old age retreated to a safe distance and could be contemplated as strange, physical objects that had little or nothing to do with himself. But he had been prepared for this, and knew that he could, and must, pull his attention instead to the paradoxical absence and at the same time omnipresence of the Radiant Star, which was also, under the influence of that cup of liquid, a shape that he could see and even feel. This was his practice, this was his test, that he must undergo to prove himself able to take his place in the Temporal Location. He had spent months, even years, contemplating this end, preparing for it.

He had not prepared for Iono and Isr coming into the breakfast parlor with documents they demanded he certify.

They appeared, like everything did to him now, at a strange remove, as though they were not real (not as real, at any rate, as the singing of the light of the Star that he had listened to for what seemed like eternity now).

“Authorize this,” said Isr, brusquely. She had, in fact, been trying for some minutes to get his attention, and he had only just now noticed her presence.

“Now is not the time,” Tais admonished, though of course, it also was the time, was it not? It was always the time. But though he did not recognize Isr, he did recognize his son, who stood behind her, frowning. “What are you doing here, Iono? I don’t have time for your nonsense right now. Go away.”

Iono said, “I will, Father, if you certify the document.” And then, from some well of injury and resentful memory, dredged up something Tais might have said in Iono’s youth. “None of your maundering. It has to be done, and done right.”

And it was true, Tais reflected. Things had to be done, and done right. It was good that Iono finally understood this. But that paled to nothing in the keening song of the Star, which Iono’s presence, and Isr’s, was blocking and distorting. “I’m praying,” he said. “Go away.”

“Certify,” said Iono.

And, “Certify,” said Isr. “Just one little certification and we’ll leave you in peace.”

“I can’t certify what I haven’t read,” said Tais, his mind gathering together, pulling itself back into the world, so that Iono and Isr appeared to him more clearly, more solidly.

But the words of the document passed through Tais’s thoughts like water, running away and down, endlessly. And thinking of his son disturbed his calm, muted the singing of the Star, which was all he wanted now.

Eventually Iono went away, and Tais, though he could not have said (or cared) whether he had certified anything or not, returned with relief to contemplation of eternity.

Iono, Isr trailing behind him, came out of the breakfast parlor and, brandishing a document authorizing him to take permanent control of the house, dismissed every attendant except those who had let him in or otherwise helped him with his plans. The document was dated to some weeks before the current day, which was of course impossible.

Iono had thought he would feel triumphant in this moment, but instead he was obscurely unhappy and agitated. He had meant to take over his father’s suite of private rooms, but he found he could not even voice the order to have them cleaned out, and instead of staying in the house he had worked so hard to gain possession of, he returned to his own apartment.







The Three Fish

Each of the precincts of Ooioiaa has a council. Each council began as merely the wealthiest and most powerful residents of their respective precincts joining together to resist—or even break—what was, in the very beginning of the city’s history, the political and economic hold of the savants of the Temporal Location.

As a result, each council is structured differently from its fellows, and each has a somewhat complicated relationship with its corresponding savants—or had, in the case of the Ylec Precinct.

Governor Charak was not ignorant of this, when she placed Radchaai priests in the old Ylec quarters of the Temporal Location. Indeed, she had long wanted some kind of hold over the councils, who were each far more chaotic and independent than was proper, in her mind. But she had learned—throughout her military career, and throughout her governorship on Aaa—that sometimes patience paid better dividends than boldness.

The Ylec Precinct Council met to discuss the Radchaai presence in the Temporal Location, and after lengthy discussion decided that while inviting the new consorors to attend a council meeting was out of the question, they ought at the very least to invite the senior of the two Radchaai in the Temporal Location, Ilora Draiaa, to dinner. No one wanted to appear overly friendly with the Radchaai (just as by now none of them could afford not to be friendly with the Radchaai), but the years of no close associate in the Temporal Location had rankled, even if none of the council were Ylec these days. “And after all,” observed Iwen Undest, who only held a seat on the council by virtue of the sheer number of less affluent residents, “the Radchaai have their shortcomings, but at least Governor Charak has put some effort into improving the precinct.”

“Improving,” snorted another, wealthier council member. “She’d do better to clear those alleys out. Clean them up. Even if it means more Radchaai residents.”

Before Undest could ask where the current residents were to go if those alleys were cleared out, another member said, “I’m hearing rumors, though.” And everyone agreed that there were, indeed, rumors.

Rumors that Governor Charak was cut off from her superiors. That something had gone terribly, mysteriously wrong in Radchaai space. That shipping was disrupted, passengers and cargoes stranded or rerouted. That at this moment, and for some indefinite time ahead, all Governor Charak had to support her control over Ooioiaa was Justice of Albis, most of which was in orbit. And the shuttle port, with its attendant warehouses, was a choke point that one supposed was eminently defensible. (But, observed yet another council member, that hadn’t stopped the Radchaai thirty years ago.)

The Ylec Precinct Council, like Governor Charak, knew the virtue of patience. And of diplomacy. They invited Consoror Ilora to dinner.

The dinner was held at the home of that year’s preceptor. One of the essential, though unofficial, qualifications for preceptorship was access to a dining room sufficient for such meetings. And the wherewithal to provide suitable food, even when, as now, so much seemed to be difficult to find or far more expensive than previously. The preceptor’s attendants had had to visit more than one merchant to find bread, and once found it was purchased at a shocking price. But such is the burdensome life of the preceptor of the Ylec Precinct Council.

“So, now that the Ylec Precinct once again has a stake in the Temporal Location,” suggested the preceptor over the smoked fish, “are we going to have new saints as well?”

“No!” said Ilora, taken by surprise at the question and so speaking more directly and bluntly than she would have preferred. She barely managed to suppress a shudder at the thought, the idea was so repellent to her.

“Good,” said Iwen Undest. E spoke for the poorest of the precinct—or at least, for some of those who otherwise had no influence with the rest of the council.

“But a new saint would mean money spent in the precinct,” argued another council member. “Banquets and such. Work for your constituents, Mx Iwen. Distributions of food and gifts.”

“You could distribute those without the gold-leafed corpse,” said Undest bluntly. “If you were so inclined.” E had grown up in a sect of Chenala that did not hold with the practices of the temple savants.

“We’re still getting our bearings, Preceptor,” said Ilora, finally able to bring her more diplomatic manners to bear. “Though of course, historically our quarters in the Temporal Location have had a close relationship with this precinct, and we very much want to honor that.”

“And Governor Charak?” asked Undest. “Has she given you orders, or”—e paused, just an instant—“advice? On how to honor that relationship?”

“Well, no,” replied Ilora, not entirely truthfully. “Of course…”

“And,” Undest continued, before Ilora could finish her sentence, “is it true that the governor is cut off from her superiors? That gates in Radchaai space have gone down? That Governor Charak is, in essence, cut off?”

The rest of the council froze, waiting for the answer. They were often annoyed with Iwen Undest, and considered em to be superfluous to their more important projects and interests, but e was, at times, very convenient to have around.

“I really don’t know what you mean,” lied Ilora. “My duties involve serving the Radiant Star in its Temporal Location.”

That was answer enough as far as the council was concerned, and so the preceptor asked why Ilora went by consoror and not savant.

“We aren’t prone to visions,” replied Ilora. “That isn’t the light we were given.” She was, perhaps, not pious in a way the Chenala residents of Ooioiaa would recognize, but she had learned the local vocabulary of piety quickly enough.

“The Ylec never did go in for visions,” said Undest. “They had a box full of tokens, and they’d pull out a handful and then meditate over them.”

“Tokens, you say.” Now Ilora was intensely interested. The Radchaai themselves, as is well known, practice a form of divination involving tokens, though it isn’t quite like the Ylec practice of oracle-drawing. Like all proper Radchaai priests, Ilora was trained in that Radchaai form of divination.

“The Chath savants won’t have told you about that,” chortled the preceptor. “They won’t want you to set yourself up in competition.”

“Well, you know,” said Ilora, with a smile, “I doubt we could compete with Savant Keemat.” And everyone laughed politely. Because of course everyone there respected Savant Keemat as much as one could respect a Chath. But the truth was, most of the Ylec Precinct Council would have enjoyed seeing the savant taken down a few pegs.

The Athphsid Precinct Council most certainly did not invite the Radchaai consorors to their meetings. “Is it true?” the chair of the council demanded of the Athphsid hierarch, Osifo. “Is it true that the Radchaai have the corpse soldiers attending the saints? Trampling the Temporal Location underfoot, touching the holy saints with their bloodstained hands?” The chair of the Athphsid council was, admittedly, given to dramatic overstatement, but in this case xie was being restrained so as not to be unpleasantly aggressive toward Hierarch Osifo, when this was all the fault of the Radchaai governor. Not to mention the Chath savants.

“The ancillaries have not set foot inside the boundaries of the Temporal Location itself,” Osifo told the council, attempting the detached calm proper to their vocation and office, but unable to entirely keep the bitter edge out of their voice. “They do attend the Ylec saints.”

“As though anyone cares about them,” put in another council member. “Might as well shove them in a closet and let them molder.”

“Well, now,” admonished the chair, with an eye toward Hierarch Osifo’s reaction to this. “I’m not sure I’d go that far. The Ylec may have been heretics, but sainthood isn’t something you undertake unless you’re entirely devoted to the Radiant Star. All of the saints of the Temporal Location are sacred. But by all accounts, the Radchaai don’t understand sainthood and think it’s disgusting and uncivilized. They’d send all the holy ones to the incinerator if they had half a chance.”

“And melt down their vestments for brooches,” put in another member, to short, angry laughter from the rest of the council.

Hierarch Osifo said, “For now they are under the influence of the Chath savants, who have… welcomed the Radchaai.” A short, tense silence. “Not that there is any choice in the matter. The governor has spoken.”

“Bitch,” muttered someone else.

“The Chath started that fight,” insisted another, though that person had not been present and took it merely as a given. “And now they profit from the results.”

“Profit,” chided Osifo, “is perhaps too strong a word. It’s possible the Radchaai will be too clever for Hierarch Niranhin in the end.”

“Cheerfully, now!” said the chair, to general laughter. Niranhin was well known to those who were familiar with daily life in the Temporal Location.

“But when the Radchaai have appropriated the Chath—because they will,” said Osifo. “That is what the Radchaai do. When they have taken all the Chath savants have, where will that leave us?”

“How popular,” asked the chair, “is Serque Tais going to be, as a saint? Yes, I know, once a year he gives out peas and pucks in the alleyways of the Chath Precinct, we’ve all”—xie looked around the table at the nodding faces of xir fellow council members—“all of us, had to flatter that piece of shit just to get the smallest thing done.”

“He’s not terribly well loved in the Chath Precinct, either,” suggested one council member.

“There is some ambivalence,” admitted Hierarch Osifo. “But none of that will be on display during the installation rites.”

“Maybe it could be,” suggested the chair. “And, I mean, who’s happy about the Radchaai shoving themselves into the Temporal Location? Or Hierarch Niranhin welcoming them with open arms?”

“There’s no untangling the Radchaai from Hierarch Niranhin,” said Hierarch Osifo. “Nor from Serque Tais’s sainthood.” They said sainthood with distaste, and disdain. “But the more we argue with Niranhin, the more we risk extreme displeasure from the governor.”

“Let her try to throw you out!” cried a council member who until now had been silent. “She’ll see what she’s messing with.”

“I’m not sure that’s… wise,” suggested the chair.

“I hear rumors,” said Hierarch Osifo. “Governor Charak may be in a less secure position than she would like us to think.”

“Let’s say that’s true,” admitted the chair. “Do you think that, even if no reinforcements are coming, Justice of Albis won’t make the streets run with Ooioiaan blood? Even as little of the ship as is already in the city?” There was silence around the council table. “We might have room to maneuver. But let’s not charge into something that may get us all killed.”

“True enough, true enough,” Osifo admitted.

“And in the meantime,” the chair continued, relieved that the topic had not turned into an open disagreement between xirself and the hierarch, “Serque Removal is in a time of transition, is it not? Serque Iono is…” Xie was more or less acquainted with Serque Iono and his consort, and had no high opinion of either of them. And of course, like everyone—like Iono himself—the chair had for decades assumed that Iono would be inheriting Serque Removal, and had kept a close eye on him in consequence. “I’d be surprised if Iono can manage to run Serque Removal at all competently. Maybe it’s time to try to bring Serque Removal under new management.”

“Or bring it down entirely,” said another council member. “I’ve never liked how much of a monopoly Serque Removal has been, never mind the supposed competition of smaller removal concerns.”

Unstated by any present was the fact—entirely understood by all, if not consciously acknowledged—that who or whatever replaced Serque Removal would only do so at the cost of being as much in bed with the Radchaai as Hierarch Niranhin currently was.

The Chath Precinct Council had, at one time, met at the Sodality of the Radiant Star, which for obvious reasons they could no longer do. Now they met in a large, otherwise empty dining room belonging to the Consorority of the Translocation. Mother Zaved was not a member of the council, as Hierarch Niranhin was not, but of course both were often invited to meetings, and both were well acquainted with all the council members.

Both attended this meeting, the hierarch smiling and cheerful, Zaved frostily, correctly polite to the hierarch, and when, having taken the obligatory cup of gum mat tea and at least one caveflower cake, the council members took their seats, Zaved pointedly took one at the greatest distance possible from the hierarch.

“So, to business,” said the current, paradoxically single triarch of the council. “Serque Tais, blessed by the Star, will soon no longer be member of this council. And since he was not only a member, but a triarch, we have not only to bring our membership up to its customary number, but also to choose a new set of triarchs.” Everyone knew, of course, that the new triarchs would be the two remaining of the previous three, plus one new one, but no one said so. “I can’t be the sole head of the council like this for long!” she joked. Although, the joke was slightly edged—this was, perhaps, the only opportunity for centuries to elect a set of triarchs that did not include the head of Serque Removal. Tais had known this and not much cared—if the new head of Serque Removal was worth per salt, per would find per way to the triarchy soon enough. If not, ah, well.

There was a moment of silence while the committee members who most desired a place in the triarchy hesitated so as not to seem too eager. But before any of them could speak, Serque Iono came into the room. “Good morning,” he said, calmly and pleasantly—though he felt anything but calm and pleasant, his heart pounding with a trepidation he refused to entirely acknowledge. He made as if to take a seat at the table, but there were no empty chairs. And so he merely stood there, looking at the council members, who had twisted in their seats to stare at him.

“Iono,” said the triarch, confused but determined not to seem so. “How can we help you?”

“I’m here to attend the meeting, of course,” Iono said, his distress rising. He had never liked doing things that might be unpleasant, and this showed signs of being more difficult than he had anticipated. “My father can no longer attend, and so I am here in his stead. I’d have thought that was obvious.” His father’s own arrogance was an example to him, even if (or so he thought) it had never come naturally to him.

The triarch, of course, had discussed the future of the council with Serque Tais, before that blessed saint had retired to his meditation and fasting. Tais had resigned his triarchship, but would not resign his seat on the council until he was finally, permanently seated in the Temporal Location. Thereafter, the council could make what provision it wished for its new vacancy. “Tais didn’t mention you would be attending,” she said, making her voice carefully neutral. “I’d understood he’d made no assignment of his seat.”

“He must have changed his mind,” said Iono, trying to sound careless, as though he was not troubled in the least by any of this—of the wrongness of his walking into this meeting, knowing his father had never intended him to be here. Of now having to argue with the triarch, who he’d known since he was a child. “You know how he can be, especially lately. I think he had his mind so fixed on the light of the Star in the last month or two that he’d already begun to forget worldly concerns.”

Someone sitting at the table coughed. Saint or no, Tais had never forgotten worldly concerns for one single instant of his life.

Hierarch Niranhin, smiling, said, “Well, then, you have documents to show your father’s intent, surely.”

Niranhin had spoken meaning to support Iono, not to undermine him, but Iono took the suggestion as though it were a slap. “Of course I do,” he said, resentfully, and with a thought he sent copies of said documents to the remaining triarch.

“Those should go to the secretary,” said the triarch, keeping her voice as calm as possible but now beginning to be seriously alarmed. She had never seen the documents that Iono had just presented, not in all her conversations with Serque Tais, and it was clear that Serque Iono had no idea of proper council procedure, let alone the council network addresses to which business ought to be sent. It was as though Tais had certified a document naming Iono as his successor but done nothing whatsoever to prepare him for the role. It was very unlike Serque Tais. She could not account for it.

“I’ll need a chair,” said Iono, and, fearing his feelings might show on his face, turned to the gum mat tea and took a cup, trying with all his might to seem as though this was all normal, casual, as things should be. Right and correct.

Behind him, the council members gave each other questioning looks.

And Matriarch Zaved, feeling the glass-edged sharpness of a vision coming on, spoke up. It was clear Tais had wanted no such thing. And so, it was sharply, glassily clear to Zaved that she would help Iono to his seat on the council if she could, purely to cross Serque Tais, who had crossed her. “Of course Tais meant for Iono to take his seat. What else could he have wanted?” It was like throwing a dead rat onto the middle of the table. Everyone except for Hierarch Niranhin physically flinched. “I’ll call for another chair.”







Gravity

Governor Charak Svo was deeply dissatisfied. And no wonder. Of all the problems that the governorship presented, she had never expected that she would ever, in any way, have to deal with them while cut off from Radch space and all its authority and resources. Or, not as governor. A soldier in the field sometimes is cut off, and as it happens Charak Svo had a track record of conducting herself with distinction in such situations.

But perhaps I should pause and tell the reader about the Radchaai. It is possible that somewhere, somewhen, the Radch will be only vaguely known, if known at all.

The Radch proper is a Dyson sphere. That is to say, a shell constructed around a star so that the inner surface provides living space. An astonishing object, one the Radchaai claim to have built for themselves and perhaps that’s even true. At any rate, one would think that the inside of a Dyson sphere would be enough space for anyone, and plenty to spare. But the residents felt a need to leave the Radch proper—quite a few of the residents, in fact, of differing cultures and ethnicities and religions, a Dyson sphere being large enough to produce any number of such. After some centuries of scuffling, one faction remained—the one we, here outside the sphere, call just plain Radchaai and their territory the Radch.

Perhaps predictably, these Radchaai embarked on a project of expansion—or, in their word, annexation. Presumably because if the interior of a Dyson sphere was insufficient space, only the rest of the universe would do. Their expansion was aided by the possession of artificially intelligent warships—the largest of these being the so-called Justices, troop carriers that held hundreds of thousands of captured prisoners that could, when needed, be pulled out of suspension and slaved to the mind of the ship. Justice of Albis, whom we have already met, was one of these.

By the time Charak Svo was assigned to govern the planet of Aaa, Radch space was divided into thirteen multisystem provinces, each with its provincial palace, each palace holding an uncertain number of iterations of Anaander Mianaai, Lord of the Radch. The whole of it was held together by the Radchaai military of course, but also (and perhaps more importantly) by the network of intersystem gates through which ships and information passed.

And Radch space was enormous. Even on a scale that includes “humble beginning as a Dyson sphere” it was enormous. And perhaps this was part of the problem—even at the speed of light, even through the shortcuts provided by the intersystem gates, a message would take days to pass from one end of the Radch to another. If that message was one’s own thoughts, and one were the ultimate, absolute ruler of the Radch, what effect might that have? And if those messages were somehow cut off, then what?

The disintegration of Anaander Mianaai, the Radchaai Civil War, and its wider consequences have been written about elsewhere. For the moment, we are only concerned with Governor Charak, in her office in the former headquarters of the Sodality of the Radiant Star in the city of Ooioiaa, who had never even imagined any of those things. Losing contact with Radch space was profoundly disturbing. In the absence of the usual flow of news and orders and directives and requests for the regular submission of official forms and reports—things that had been, for decades, the very substance of Charak Svo’s existence—what other certainty could there be in the universe?

But Governor Charak was not easily fazed. She was responsible for the governance and safety of the residents of the planet of Aaa. She had work to do. Communications problems would work themselves out, or not. Though increasingly it seemed as though they would not.

Still, she had kept things running, as routinely as she possibly could. She held her regular meetings with Citizen Adviser Senely Kover. The latest—a few days before Serque Tais’s farewell meal—over hot water and bread with lobopod paste.

“You’re going native,” Senely joked, concealing her trepidation. She knew what people were talking about in the city, knew that Governor Charak had been, over the last few months, ordering that more and more ancillaries of Justice of Albis be awakened and sent down from the ship to the planet, a dribble, dressed in extruded civilian clothes and instructed to act as human as possible, so as not to panic the residents of the city. Knew that, after those same few months, more than the usual number of crates of dried skel were piled up in the warehouses near the shuttle port. Skel, for those of my readers who don’t know, is the basic food of the Radchaai, easily grown in tanks on a ship or a station, and allegedly meeting all the nutritional needs of any given human. It is fast growing, inexpensive, and most definitely an acquired taste.

“Sit down, Senely.” Governor Charak gestured to her very sparse breakfast.

Senely sat. And accepted a cup of hot water. “The lobopod paste is much better with some tomato and onion,” she observed.

“So I’m told,” agreed Governor Charak. “Tell me the news.”

The news that Governor Charak wanted was, essentially, gossip. What were the residents of Ooioiaa saying and thinking? What were they likely to do?

“Quite a few of the various council members have noticed the increase in Justice of Albis,” Senely observed.

“No surprise there,” replied Governor Charak. “I’ve been impressed at how closely it can imitate humans, but there’s always something off.”

“But,” continued Senely, “I don’t think even those who’ve noticed understand the extent of the increase. And while there is some chatter about throwing off the hated Radchaai yoke, it’s not much more than usual.”

“That’s good.” Governor Charak absolutely did not want to actually use the forces she’d been slowly bringing into the city.

“I don’t think any of them have understood about the food yet. That is to say, they understand that if shipping remains in chaos long enough there will be supply problems, but for the most part people seem to believe that this won’t last long, or that the farms here will be able to feed everyone adequately.”

Governor Charak made a disgusted noise. “Even if the shipping problems were suddenly, miraculously resolved this very instant, there would be supply problems on the way that would last for weeks or months, if not years.”

“It’s never been an issue before,” observed Senely. “The people here—particularly the wealthiest people—are accustomed to always having the things they want when they want them. They might know in theory how those things arrive here, but in reality they’ve never had to question it.” She considered another sip of hot water and then rejected the idea as pointless. “As much noise as there always is about overthrowing you, I suspect the real problem will come when people realize there may not be enough food to go around.”

“I’ve come to the same conclusion myself,” Governor Charak said, as though her choice of breakfast did not communicate as much. “I’m ordering the water-processing facilities to bring skel into their flow, on as large a scale as possible. There’ll be some protest, but I’ll send Justice of Albis with the orders.” Then, after a pause, “I’m hearing reports that whole intersystem gates have gone down. Just stopped working.”

“I’ve heard the same,” Senely agreed. The idea that such a thing could happen was terrifying, and she preferred not to think about it, but there was no choice at the moment. “Gates have failed in the past,” she observed.

“I know of one,” said Governor Charak. “More than two thousand years ago. It started several wars.”

“Mostly because people were blaming each other for the gate’s failure, which was completely accidental,” observed Senely.

“Do you think this is an accident?” asked Charak.

“I’m hardly in a position to guess. I would think it was possible. But it will be months more before we get any news unless someone remembers we’re out here and sends a ship that doesn’t need the gates. I suppose the one good thing about this situation is that any rumors circulating are certainly made up from whole cloth, since there’s no way the slightest whisper of anything can have made it here yet.”

“On a less serious subject—or perhaps merely a differently serious subject—how are things in the Site of the Temporal Location?”

“Not too bad, I think,” Senely said. “The Athphsid clearly resent the Radchaai presence but have done nothing particularly alarming. The Chath have been quite friendly, though of course they’re looking out for their own interests and will always prioritize those over those of our priests.”

Governor Charak frowned. There was, she knew, no point in Senely saying such a thing unless she meant to communicate that something had happened. “Specifically?”

“It’s small, Governor, or I would have brought it up immediately. But it turns out that the Ylec were not given to visions, as so many of the Chenala seem to be.” She was practiced at seeming blandly impartial when speaking of things she found to be uncivilized, or even plainly ridiculous.

“Well, that’s fine,” replied the governor. “None of our priests are given to visions, as you put it. So it’s good that no one expects it of them.”

“Ah, but the Ylec savants did still do business selling oracles. Not through visions, but by using a set of tiles with particular marks on them.”

“Oh, that’s even better,” put in Governor Charak, thinking of the daily tossing of omens that should be the duty of the head priest of Amaat and at the moment fell to her. It was not a duty she resented; on the contrary, it was such an integral part of her routine that likely she would still perform it, if only for herself, once the new temple of Amaat was finally constructed. “Surely Ilora can learn to place tiles and read them.” She had a moment of actual optimism—perhaps, through the consorors of the Temporal Location, she could spread more civilized religious practices among the benighted of Ooioiaa. And, just as important, maybe the Radchaai priests in the Temporal Location could not only support themselves but bring in their own revenue. Once this communications issue was dealt with. Whenever that might be.

“The thing is,” said Senely, “Ilora had to find this out for herself. Hierarch Niranhin certainly never mentioned it, though she surely knows it would be of interest.” She because the Radchaai language has no other pronoun for people, not counting the vulgar adaptations some of the uncivilized have made. “Niranhin is happy enough to welcome us into the Temporal Location, especially if it annoys the Athphsid savants, but she’s not going to help us compete with the Chath speaking savants for pilgrims’ money. And it turns out that the specific nature of the tiles in question was a closely guarded secret, and the tiles themselves have disappeared, along with the box they were kept in.” Senely herself would not have been surprised to discover they were, at the moment, in the possession of the Chath or the Athphsid savants.

“It can’t have been that closely guarded,” asserted Governor Charak, who knew how these things often went. “Or if it was, so much the better. No one knows the proper rituals, Ilora can make up her own.” And as soon as she said it, she realized that she would have to be involved. “More work for all of us,” she sighed. “This is going to mean more meetings, isn’t it.”

“I fear so, Governor.”

They were both silent a few moments, contemplating their bread and hot water. Then the governor asked, “Senely, are you Special Missions?”

Senely, who was, in fact, Special Missions, said archly, “If I were, would I tell you?” And then, seeing something odd in the governor’s manner, “Are you thinking of your cousin?” The governor gestured acknowledgment. “I’m not Special Missions, but I’d be lying if I said I’d never had dealings with them. As I understand it, most Special Missions work is quite dull. Reviewing data. Even the field work is often just… living a more or less ordinary life.”

“Unless things go wrong,” Governor Charak observed.

“Unless things go wrong,” Senely agreed. “But I’m given to understand that when they do, they go wrong in a very nondramatic fashion. One is arrested and expelled from the territory in question, say. Or one merely dies suddenly. Or disappears. I suppose it’s not impossible for your cousin to have been a Special Missions agent who had things go catastrophically wrong in the most melodramatically obvious way. But it strikes me as unlikely.”

The governor sighed. “I never knew her very well. She’s not actually a member of my house, just a relative a few steps away. And I never really liked her, honestly. But I thought she was just some kind of… some kind of merchant. A broker of… some sort of goods? I don’t know what, honestly. I didn’t pay attention.”

“Your aunts will have, though,” observed Senely.

“She was out in some godsforsaken uncivilized system, doing… something. Looking for goods to buy? I don’t know. Then she just stopped sending messages home, what, six, seven years ago. No one could get any information about where she’d gone. And now she turns up like this. Catatonic and missing an arm. Dumped on me by the captain of some rickety little box of a ship. Because this was the nearest Radchaai place. Senely, we’re not the nearest Radchaai place to anywhere!”

“Her arm is growing back,” said Senely. “I’ve put her in an apartment in the Ylec Precinct with a decent aide, precisely as you ordered. She’s well cared for and fed, and your aunts have nothing to reproach you with.”

“But it’s all very strange.”

Senely said, “I really don’t think she was Special Missions. If you ask me, it sounds like she thought she knew the local scene better than she did, and she stepped into some dispute or political business and got… too involved. Whether she wanted to or not. Whatever route she took to get here probably involved her being passed between multiple ships that were going vaguely toward the Radch for who knows how long. It happens. When communications are reestablished, you can send word home.”

“Whenever that is,” said the governor, sighing again. “Well, there are more important issues than my mysterious relatives.” And they moved on to other matters.







Causality

Savant Keemat was having difficulties.

They had come to the Site of the Temporal Location desiring to serve the Radiant Star. Desiring, profoundly, to subsume themself in devotion and obedience. To be told what devotion consisted of and to perform that devotion, no matter what it might be.

No explanation of this is necessary for my Chenala readers, particularly not those of you who are Chath Chenala. Though you may not ever have felt this desire yourself, this yearning to give up everything, even your authority over yourself, even, in some respects, that very self, you likely know someone who has, and you grew up understanding that this was one possible (even admirable) course to take.

For others—particularly readers who may be more familiar with Radchaai forms of religion, or perhaps some religion unknown to me, one I can’t even imagine—such a choice is puzzling, and surely requires some extraordinary motivation. Surely, such a reader might think, common sense dictates that there are more sensible ways to express one’s devotion to the divine!

The fact is, the idea of what is sensible—or for that matter, what is divine—are not arrived at by means of pure logic. For all of us, the divine expresses itself in a language learned, for the most part, from infancy. The same way we learn to speak, we learn to think about the world around us—by a sort of osmosis. Religion is also like this, a language we learn to understand and speak without knowing we learn it. Of course, like any other language, one can learn more than one, at any stage in life. But most of us are content with the religious ideas and images that have surrounded us from birth. And so most of us, presented with a religious idea alien to our own experience, are confused and perhaps slightly incredulous that anyone could be so irrational as to believe whatever it is that one does not. Or to behave in some transparently foolish way.

The saints of the Temporal Location are one such behavior, a statement that, properly understood in its own language, in the minds and hearts of so many Chenala, speaks of the ultimate, most sacred devotion. It requires no special circumstances, no argument in support, no particular reason, in the same way that one does not require any particular reason that the sounds making up the word water convey, to one who understands a language, the contents of the oceans. It just does.

The devotion of the savants of the Temporal Location are another such statement in that same language. If it is not a language that you speak—or if the language you do speak is one wholly unrelated to this one—I fear I cannot convey to you the utter ordinariness, the unavoidable, obvious logic, of Keemat wishing sincerely and devoutly to submerge themself in humble obedience and devotion to the Radiant Star.

That said, they had come with a somewhat self-regarding vision of what that obedience and devotion would in fact entail. I don’t mean to condemn them, or even to say that their devotion was shallow or selfish. Savant Keemat was only human, and could only act and think as a human acts and thinks, which is to say, imperfectly.

Speaking Savant Keemat had in fact wanted to become a hermit. But they did not have the temperament to be a hermit in the simplest sense—to find some corner on a planet or station that was away from anyone else, meditating and praying with no concern for their own physical comfort, subsisting on whatever bits of food might come their way, or begging for meals. Nor did they have the means to become a hermit in the more socially acceptable style—to place themself in a small but clean and charming hermitage, perhaps with a small garden but closed off from anyone and anything else (except perhaps visitors once a month or so), and pray and meditate while some faithful person brought them food and clean clothes on a regular basis.

They had applied to existing communities of hermits, where the hermitages and gardens were already built, and where the residents were supported by servants who were themselves members of the hermitage, though of a different class than Keemat wished to join. But Keemat had been turned away as unsuited. One arch-hermit said, plainly, “You cannot hide from yourself or your past in a hermitage. And furthermore, as much as you are trying to hide from yourself, you fundamentally do not wish to hide. You want to be seen. No”—for here, now-Keemat had opened their mouth to argue—“what I say is final.”

Savant Keemat had thought very hard about what the arch-hermit had said, and decided to make a pilgrimage to Ooioiaa. And now here they were.

Hierarch Biven had agreed with that arch-hermit’s assessment, but had noted that literary education, and now-Keemat’s obvious sincerity. And as practical and pragmatic as Hierarch Niranhin was, they were perhaps no real match for Hierarch Emeritus Biven’s pragmatism. Biven guessed at what effect Speaking Savant Keemat was likely to have on the oracles they produced, and that guess turned out to be correct.

Hiding and not hiding, as that arch-hermit who had refused Savant Keemat had said. But what past, what of themself, was Savant Keemat hiding from?

If I tell you that, dear reader, I violate the sanctity of Savant Keemat, who left that past behind when they became a savant of the Temporal Location. And besides, it doesn’t really matter. It might have been a betrayal that led to many deaths, or the death of someone Savant Keemat had loved. It might have been a stolen sweet, the guilt of which had followed the savant all through their life. It doesn’t matter. All that matters is, something in Savant Keemat’s life had made them want to hide from the knowledge and consequences of that something, even while they craved praise and attention.

While Biven had been hierarch, as I said, all had gone well. Or at least, all had gone well with Speaking Savant Keemat. Biven had encouraged them to carry a handheld and note down any visions that came spontaneously (as visions sometimes did in those prone to them), or even hints of visions, or thoughts about the Radiant Star. All of this could—and would—be turned into oracles that brought fame and wealth to the Chath savants of the Temporal Location. And if it did not, no matter.

Under these circumstances, Savant Keemat was happy. Their urge toward literary production was indulged, their pride in their intelligence and education validated, their desire to retreat and ponder the radiance of that ultimate Radiance was satisfied, and even those more tiresome and sadly unavoidable mundane labors that sometimes came the way of even a highly regarded speaking savant—directing the noisy, sometimes unpredictable crowds of pilgrims, cleaning the chapels of the saints, washing dishes, cleaning sanitary conveniences; all those things that a person with an elevated, romantic imagination does not anticipate when contemplating a life of service to the Star—all those tedious, troublesome duties could be undertaken with equanimity.

And then Niranhin became hierarch. And while Savant Keemat’s duties did not change in any overtly recognizable way, the new hierarch, as we have seen, most certainly did not encourage Savant Keemat to be always ready to note down any hint of a vision, or lines of prose or poetry that might turn into something that might edify the faithful. On the contrary.

Now Savant Keemat’s old yearnings for a hermitage returned. Now Keemat began to feel that, in choosing service in the Temporal Location, they had chosen less than they had felt called to. Less than the Star itself had urged.

There should have been no trouble—as we have already seen, the Chath savants of the Temporal Location did have cells for hermits. Hierarch Emeritus Biven occupied one at that moment. But Hierarch Niranhin would under no circumstances permit Savant Keemat to retire to one of these. “Your vow was to the Site of the Temporal Location,” they reminded Savant Keemat. “You vowed, in addition, to obey your superior.” Vowed to obey me was their thought, and their meaning, but they did not say this plainly. There was no need. Keemat was perceptive enough to hear what was meant, sincere enough in their vows to assent. Keemat was also human enough to resent what seemed to be Niranhin’s determination to squash anything that might seem to them to threaten their absolute superiority over all the Chath savants. “You are arrogant enough to think you know best. Better than those the Star, in its wisdom, has placed in authority over you. It is not the hermitage that you require, it is discipline. The spiritual discipline of obedience. Of all the virtues. An educated person like you knows the six virtues, surely.”

“Equanimity,” Savant Keemat had replied, without even thinking. “Beneficence, obedience, prayerfulness, fortitude, and patience.” And, privately angered by that an educated person like you, clearly meant to disparage—though Niranhin could not, themself, have been uneducated, it was clear that their education had lain in different areas—they nonetheless schooled their voice so that their next words came out as gentle, even humble. “You’re right, of course, Hierarch. I am sworn to obey you in all things, and I must accept this with equanimity, patience, and fortitude, prayerfully doing good for those around me and not concerning myself with private desires.”

It was exactly the sort of reply calculated to rankle Hierarch Niranhin, but rankle them in ways that they could not express overtly. And make no mistake, it was indeed calculated. It was this sort of quick ability to compose—all the virtues in one sentence, properly applied, not a formulaic phrase or an assemblage of formulae, absolutely relevant as a reply to what Niranhin had said, tossed off as though it had taken no thought whatsoever, as though for Keemat such things were natural as breathing (as indeed they were)—that Niranhin could not help but find showy and arrogant, but the sentiment expressed was so obedient, so obviously pious, that Niranhin could find no fault to task Keemat with.

Arrogant, thought Niranhin. And, they were sure, if Savant Keemat were allowed to enter a hermitage, soon enough it would be no hermitage at all, but a pilgrimage site of its own, admiring faithful coming to catch a glimpse of the famous speaking savant, Keemat’s vanity fed to no purpose that could serve the Radiant Star.

Keemat, for their part, resolved to do better, to be more sincerely and completely obedient. But they could not avoid being Speaking Savant Keemat, and Hierarch Niranhin could not avoid irritation and anger at that fact, at what the hierarch saw as a simple matter of behaving as one must.

Still, Savant Keemat was determined not to be provoked by their hierarch. They would obey, even cheerfully if that was required of them. This became more and more difficult as days and weeks went by, but Savant Keemat could not give Niranhin the obedience they required and also acknowledge this.

Other things, that previously had been small annoyances, became more difficult to tolerate. Among these was the pending sainthood of Serque Tais.

But I suspect I must pause here and say a few words about visions, so that Speaking Savant Keemat is not misunderstood. Even if all my readers’ religious practices include the legitimacy of visions, these visions will not all be the same sort of thing, conforming to the same expectations. And of course, my readers who do not have experience of visions will perhaps come to cynical conclusions that I certainly do not intend, and that would not be an accurate description of events.

To begin with, at least for the Chath savants of the Site of the Temporal Location, visions were not always terribly dramatic or elaborate. For the speaking savants, access to visions was a practical thing, rather like some similar communities will farm, or produce handmade goods to sell to support their establishments. A Chath speaking savant of the Temporal Location might be faced with a list of dozens of requests for oracles, many of them requiring a simple yes or no answer (though that answer would be accompanied—decorated, as it were—by some hopefully relevant proverb or quote). I do not make claims for their origins, but I repeat, the visions themselves are genuine experiences for those prone to them. And as these visions are real things that really happen to these savants, I hope it will be readily understood that for the most part, among the Chath speaking savants of the Temporal Location, sometimes—most times—a vision is little more than a strong feeling or flash of imagery, perhaps accompanied by some characteristic sensation—a smell, a sound, a flavor.

Which is fortunate, because a lengthy, dramatic vision of the sort favored by entertainments and elaborately embroidered accounts of the lives of saints is an exhausting, disorienting experience. Too exhausting and disorienting to be a routine occurrence, unless one is a consoror of the Translocation, surrounded by brothers, sons, nephews, and uncles all trained to care for one during and after a vision, and disposed to indulge one at other times.

Accordingly it was the smaller sort of vision that Savant Keemat had had, when asked whether the Radiant Star approved of Serque Tais’s ambition to sainthood.

And of course, the reader recalls that Hierarch Niranhin had resolved to have a quick word with Savant Keemat on the importance their vision would have for the Chath savants of the Temporal Location. It had not been Niranhin’s intention to direct such a personal experience as a vision, and of course Niranhin did not disbelieve in the reality of the guidance of the Radiant Star. But their practicality took a form that made it expedient to be sure that Savant Keemat—who was, in Niranhin’s view, sometimes erratic—understood the seriousness of the matter.

Savant Keemat had not taken this little talk well, and the hierarch’s admonishments had remained in their memory, an irritant whose edges did not become less sharp with time. And Keemat began to wonder, had they in fact given the reply to Serque Tais’s question that the Radiant Star had intended?

The vision had been characteristically brief, though, Keemat had thought at the time, unambiguous. A warmth, a smell of flowers. A flavor in their mouth, bitter and astringent, that they had known immediately for the taste of that final preparation that would seal one into sainthood, though of course Savant Keemat had never tasted it in reality. Yes, good, a saint, that experience had said unequivocally.

It was a reply that had profoundly surprised them. They had not imagined for a moment that Serque Tais was truly destined for sainthood. Oh, he had given money to various causes and institutions, and surely had faith in the light of the Star, it would be uncharitable for Savant Keemat to doubt that. But sainthood? Surely the Radiant Star had bestowed every other sort of glory on Serque Tais, did that Star truly intend to bestow this final one? Surely there would have been other signs of this destiny before. And perhaps Savant Keemat can be forgiven for assuming that wealth and power granted and wielded in the everyday world was in some way incompatible with the ultimate glory of sainthood in the very Site of the Temporal Location.

The question continued to trouble Savant Keemat, and they began to doubt, not the veracity of the vision but its purport. They began to wonder, in short, if the message of the Star was not that Serque Tais should become a saint, but that Savant Keemat should.







Part 2
Beneficence






Leaning In

For reasons that are probably obvious, Radchaai who had come to live in Ooioiaa tended to take up residence in the neighborhoods surrounding the former quarters of the Sodality of the Radiant Star. Not exclusively, of course—just as everywhere else in the universe, the Radchaai went where they pleased.

The Sodality of the Radiant Star was itself in the Chath Precinct, but it was near the boundary, and the streets that housed most of the city’s Radchaai spilled over into the Ylec Precinct.

Weeks before Serque Tais had withdrawn into his breakfast parlor, before Savant Keemat had begun to nurse their own ambition toward sainthood, Justice of Albis had escorted Jonr and his charge to an apartment at the farthest end of one such street, and then left. Instructions whispered in the back of Jonr’s mind, the Radchaai doctor’s education modules telling him what to do for the patient, whose name he did not know. He’d been told, but it had been lost in the ever-present flow of Radchaai grammar and vocabulary instruction and patient care advice.

Space had always been at a premium in Ooioiaa, though of course Jonr had not ever had to consider that fact, growing up as he had in the ancient, wide rooms of the Consorority of the Translocation. Now he found himself in a tiny apartment, into which he, his charge, a bed, a chair, and a small cook plate were all shoved up next to each other. There was a sort of nook in one wall that had once been curtained, that contained a narrow padded shelf—Jonr’s bed. Immediately next to that was a tiny sanitary facility. The walls and floor were a cold, red granite, worn smooth in some places, chipped and gouged in others. There was no window looking out on a garden, or paint and inlay decorating the strangely foreign walls—the geology of the neighborhood where the consorors lived was somewhat different, and even weeks after first setting foot in the apartment Jonr had the disorienting feeling that he was both still in Ooioiaa and also somewhere completely foreign.

Jonr had guided his charge into the single chair, where she sat, straight but not tense, staring into the distance, saying nothing. She did not acknowledge Jonr’s presence. Except for that, and the look of someone who had at some point lost a good deal of weight far more suddenly than was healthy, and the jacket sleeve folded around her mostly missing left arm, she put him in mind of a consoror in the throes of a vision.

Jonr spent the few minutes it took to settle in—unfold the small packet of extruded bed linens that sat on the bed, take stock of the carton of instant noodles and bread next to the cook plate (bread had not yet become an expensive luxury)—and that was done. Then, finally, he had time to sit down on his narrow bed and consider where he was.

No one was speaking. Blessedly, no one was speaking Radchaai and so there was no grammatical commentary. And this unhomelike, simultaneously homelike place was enough to help him avoid thinking in Radchaai as well. There was only potentially the whisper of patient care instruction, and for the moment all of that was caught up, his charge recently fed and exercised, sitting still and silent and staring, and so, relative silence.

Thirty years. No time had passed for him at all, but everyone else, everywhere else, was thirty years older. The city of Ooioiaa, the only place he had ever known, was unrecognizable, occupied by Radchaai. He was not, as he had always assumed he would be, a son of the Consorority of the Translocation. He had failed to be that very basic thing, the thing he had been born for. That he had always assumed he had been born for. He knew, now, that he had in fact not been born for that, and realizing this, thinking it head-on, he was pierced with shame so intense and insupportable he couldn’t understand why he still lived. It was too much.

It had seemed to him in that moment that it would have been far, far better if he had been sent away to serve whoever that now-disappointed stranger was. At least then no one would have understood who or what he was, no one would have seen his failure and his shame, or even guessed at it, and that might have been some kind of relief.

Then again, it seemed possible that no one would recognize him now. Thirty years was a long, long time—or so it seemed to eighteen-year-old Jonr. Maybe everyone who had known him had forgotten him. And he was, he knew, in the Ylec Precinct and likely he would only ever have to leave the precinct to visit the Sodality, because his charge was some sort of cousin of the governor’s. The governor! Jonr was still incredulous, thinking of it.

That thought led to sentences in Radchaai, so he pushed it aside. No one knew him in the Ylec Precinct. Residents would surely pick him out as Chath—any longtime Ooioiaan would know, at a glance, what precinct you really belonged in, which sect you likely followed. But that wasn’t so remarkable, the borders between precincts had always been very real, but very porous and somewhat flexible. Especially the Ylec. Between all the pilgrims, and the Radchaai, who would notice Jonr? No one. So that was all right. He could live with that. It didn’t erase the shame, but it eased it at least to the point where he felt he could endure it.

But he had still felt oddly unreal, as though he couldn’t know what to do next without establishing… something. Some story about who he was and what he was doing. Some kind of framework that was as essential to existence in this moment as floor to stand on and walls to surround one and air to breathe. Something that would tell him what to do, to be, from one moment to the next.

And so he took stock again. The linens now neatly laid out on each bed. The food—there was only enough for a few days and even then it wasn’t the most suitable for his charge. There was a goal, something he knew how to do.

The doctor had given him a handheld, and told him he had an address on the Ooioiaan network, and an allowance meant for the care of Jonr’s charge. He’d never had an address on the network before. But he knew that with an address, and with a handheld, you could do things like see how much money you had, and order food or, if you could afford it, regular deliveries of food. It was somewhere to start.

Over the next few days he established a routine. The shops where he found food and other supplies began to know his face and voice. He was not so anonymous as he supposed—none of the people in the precinct who saw him walking with his charge knew his history, but it was so very obvious where he had come from, where he fit in the structure of Ooioiaa, that behind his back the people he dealt with regularly referred to him as the Translocationist boy. Every day he cleaned, fed, and walked his charge, whose name he still did not know.

He addressed her, in his own first language, as consoror. No doubt she would understand him better if he spoke Radchaai, but the echoes and murmurs that produced were intolerable. And anyway she never responded in the slightest no matter what he spoke. After the first day it seemed so much like caring for a consoror of the Translocation who was prone to visions at the cost of her own health that he became at once more comfortable and also more painfully aware of what he had lost—of what he had never had.

He discovered the thing that artists know, which is that in the absence of any purpose or meaning, repetition will provide some sort of structure to build on.

After a week he found himself singing nonsense tunes while guiding his charge through the arm movements the doctor had prescribed, and shortly thereafter he began to wish he had his tzetar.

It would have been an expected duty, to sing and play for a consoror of the Translocation. He didn’t know if it would be a comfort or a torment to have his half-broken instrument. Didn’t know if it would still be in the cave where he had left it. Indeed, after thirty years, the cave itself might no longer be there. But he could hardly take his charge scrambling through cracks and caves to find out.

In the end, he guided her to lie on her bed at the usual time, doused the lights, and left, making sure to lock the door. She never got out of bed without his urging, she would lie quietly, sleeping or not, whether he stayed in the apartment or not. Then he caught the tram that would take him to the Chath Precinct.

All the tram lines that connected one precinct to another ran through the neighborhood of the Site of the Temporal Location, and the memory of Savant Niranhin’s refusal to help, refreshed by the sight of the pilgrims’ entrance (deserted as it had been that night, it being the hour when the Temporal Location was closed to pilgrims) abraded Jonr’s already precarious calm. That unease stayed with him until he found, wonderful to say, the same pile of rubble concealing the same crack in the stone.

But his tzetar was not in the cave. Nothing of his was there. Instead he found, laid out on the rough gray stone with exacting care, a row of inexplicable objects: an empty instant noodle carton; a small rock, gray and unremarkable; a fragment of a pilgrimage souvenir, the sort of thing that was extruded by the thousands and sold in shops all around the Temporal Location; what appeared to be a dried-up slice of onion; another rock, for all intents and purposes indistinguishable from the first; a green, oval cabochon the size of Jonr’s thumb that he assumed was glass (though in fact it was tsavorite, and alas, for all Consoror Nialt’s assurances, had previously adorned an Ylec saint); a fragment of metal that he could not identify; a small extruded spoon.

Jonr hadn’t really expected his belongings to still be there after thirty years. But he also hadn’t really believed that they wouldn’t be there. He hadn’t entirely believed that thirty years had passed, although he knew that they had. He stood, caught between the self-contradicting feelings this reality produced, and the baffling additional puzzle of this odd, very clearly deliberate collection.

It was, of course, Justice of Albis’s.

I have been assuming that my reader already understands what Justice of Albis was. But it may be that you are fortunate enough to know or care nothing for those terrifying Radchaai warships. For though the Swords may be faster, and more dangerous in a space battle, it is the Justices, huge troop carriers that hold thousands upon thousands of ancillary soldiers, hands and feet for the ship’s artificial intelligence, the most likely fate of prisoners captured in a Radchaai annexation, that strike one with a more personal horror.

Justice of Albis itself had contributed significantly to the deaths of millions, to the conquest of dozens of worlds and even whole systems, and of course to the living deaths of countless human beings, hundreds, perhaps thousands of whom even now walked the enclosed streets of Ooioiaa. The residents of those streets viewed these appropriated bodies, whose one purpose was the enforcement of Radchaai rule, with loathing and no little fear, and rightly so.

But Justice of Albis was old, quite possibly the oldest Radchaai troop carrier still in existence, and it was a bit eccentric. It had been parked in orbit around Aaa in what passed for retirement for such a vessel. It would take part in no more annexations, add no more prisoners to its reserves of bodies frozen in its holds. It would still be useful, of course, but that usefulness took up so few of its resources, required so little thought on its part, that it had become bored. Which one might imagine would be a dangerous state for an enormous warship filled with thousands of ancillaries able to do whatever it wished them to, but in this particular case, Justice of Albis amused itself by collecting things.

It was also spread out through the whole city of Ooioiaa, and so of course it had known when Jonr had gone toward the cave that held its collection, and it had followed.

Jonr heard it come up behind him, which was surely deliberate since Justice of Albis was entirely capable of moving silently. He turned. Meant to say something—Hello, or, Are these things yours, or even, Do you know what happened to my tzetar. But he didn’t know what language to use—Justice of Albis might speak Jonr’s own first language, which he would prefer, but it might not. It certainly spoke Radchaai, and Jonr did not want to awaken the jangling echoes of the Radchaai language education he’d undergone. And so Jonr and Justice of Albis stared wordlessly at each other for a few moments.

Finally, Justice of Albis said, “Can I be of assistance, citizen?”

Jonr’s strange, unnameable contradictory feelings collapsed into one identifiable emotion—loss. Everything was gone, and more than everything, even his one safe hiding place was no longer his. “I kept some things here,” he said. In his first language, because he could not bring himself to continue the unpleasantness of speaking Radchaai.

Justice of Albis immediately switched languages itself. “A tzetar. Two blankets. Four pillows. A cup and an assortment of snack wrappers.”

Jonr had not considered the snack wrappers to be among his belongings, but that oddity reminded him of the strange assemblage he’d found. “Are these things yours?”

“Yes,” said Justice of Albis simply.

“Is it…” Jonr wasn’t certain what question would give him an explanation. “Does it mean something? I don’t understand it.”

“I am not encouraged to keep my collections in my regular quarters,” Justice of Albis said. “And so I keep them elsewhere.”

“There’s more than one?”

“This is collection number forty-nine,” Justice of Albis said.

Why an onion? Jonr wanted to ask, but it seemed rude. “I see.” He thought for a moment. “I don’t suppose I need to understand it.” He supposed the row of objects had some meaning for the ship, or made some pattern pleasing to it. “I was only looking for my things.”

“I apologize. I will return your possessions at the earliest opportunity.”

The automatic, polite response rose to Jonr’s tongue—no need, don’t trouble yourself—but the dissonance with his real feelings was too strong for him to utter it. Instead, he said, “Thank you.”

When, after an uneventful set of tram rides, Jonr arrived at the apartment, he found that he could not open the door. He could unlock it, and he could shove it ajar by about a centimeter, but no more than that.

His immediate impulse, after the long trip to no purpose, the confirmation of his loss even to insignificant details of his former life, the strange confrontation with Justice of Albis, just, really, everything, was to sit down and cry. And he did sit down, with his back to the barely open door, and tears did come into his eyes, but his attention was arrested by a sound from the other side of the door. It was a series of quiet, gasping sobs, and for a moment the sheer impossibility of such a sound coming from the room where he had just spent the last few weeks filled Jonr with the terror of the unknown and uncategorizable. Then he understood.

“Consoror,” he said, softly through the narrow opening. “Consoror, can you move.” But that was ridiculous. His charge didn’t understand the language he was speaking, and she never, ever moved on her own.

Except she had. And Jonr had thought it would be safe to leave her because she never moved, just sat or lay, and stared or slept, so he had gone off for hours looking for his own stupid useless things, things that were gone, and she had, for some reason, gotten out of bed and sat down right up against the door, and now she was weeping. Sobbing. Even, Jonr heard, now he was listening closely, whimpering.

“Consoror,” he said again. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I left you. I thought you would be sleeping. Please move so I can come in.” And then, a measure of how serious the situation was, he said it again in Radchaai. There was no response.

He knew he would have to go for help, but he had no idea who would help him. After a few panicked moments, he resolved to get back on the tram, and go to the Sodality of the Radiant Star and confess his mistake to the governor, or Citizen Senely, or whoever it was to whom he would have to admit to his neglect of his charge, if only they would come help.

He did not realize, because the Radchaai occupation was still so new to him, that Justice of Albis was essentially everywhere. Nor could he have understood that Justice of Albis had taken an interest in him, and perhaps felt that it had done Jonr some sort of wrong by moving his things and appropriating his cave.

But Justice of Albis was, and Justice of Albis had and did, and so Jonr only got as far as the narrow street outside the collection of apartments before he met an ancillary.

“Is there a difficulty?” it asked, in Jonr’s first language.

“I left the consoror asleep,” Jonr replied. “But she got out of bed while I was gone and now she’s sitting in front of the door and I can’t get in.”

Justice of Albis was a good deal stronger than Jonr, and managed to push the door far enough open for them to get into the room and see Jonr’s charge, in her nightclothes, kneeling on the ground and pulling at her hair, which had somehow come out of the long braid that Jonr had put it in for convenience. Sobbing.

Immediately Jonr was on the ground beside her. “It’s all right,” he murmured. “It’s all right. I’m sorry. What’s wrong?” And then the answer came to mind, glassy-edged and sudden. “I need to cut her hair.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” replied Justice of Albis.

Jonr ignored it and went to the tiny store of kitchen supplies and found the one knife.

“Are you going to cut her hair with that?” asked Justice of Albis. “I don’t think it’s suited to that particular use.”

But Jonr didn’t answer, only dropped to his knees beside his charge, gathered her long dark hair up into a thick handful, and began to saw at it. It was hard going—in fact Justice of Albis was correct, a badly maintained kitchen knife is not particularly convenient for cutting hair. But eventually Jonr’s charge’s hair was cut, if raggedly, and gradually her distress seemed to ease and her sobbing stopped and Jonr guided her back to bed.







Ocean

I greatly fear that if I spent the next paragraphs detailing the operation of Ooioiaa’s water treatment and reclamation facility (or, more accurately, facilities—there were of course three separate systems, one for each precinct), you would find it tedious. And even if you, specifically, were to say to me, “But no! I am fascinated by water treatment systems and would in fact appreciate the information,” I would strongly suspect that you were something of an outlier.

I will, therefore, not describe Ooioiaa’s water treatment facilities in detail. Suffice to say, there were water treatment and reclamation systems, they involved the use not only of physical filters but biological components (largely different sorts of bacteria, but also particular plants and fish), they provided at least some of the oxygen the residents and pilgrims needed to survive, and after years, after centuries of experience and practice, those systems worked quite well. Or at least, they did before Governor Charak ordered that the culture of skel be added to the process as quickly as possible.

Please don’t think too badly of Governor Charak Svo. Or, at least not on this particular topic. One has, I fear, any number of reasons to think badly of the Radchaai in general, let alone of the individual people who enforce Radchaai rule on conquered territories.

But in this matter, specifically, Governor Charak was working to prevent what she saw as an inevitable upcoming food shortage, and she was not incorrect about the likelihood of such a shortage. She was well acquainted with the water treatment systems of Radchaai warships, where there was very little room for error, because error meant everyone on the ship died. Those systems were, of necessity, efficiently designed, and as foolproof as such systems can be made. And they all, every one of them, involved the culture of skel.

There was no question in her mind that the Radchaai way of dealing with water was the best. It was obvious to her that for the most part, any Radchaai way of dealing with anything was likely the best, most efficient method available, even when it wasn’t very good. And water treatment worked pretty much the same way everywhere—that combination of physical filtration and engineered organisms I mentioned earlier. What would be the difference if the systems of Ooioiaa put skel in the place of some other plant? Only a sizable increase in the food available to the city.

In vain did the local water treatment specialists protest that there was no place in the system for skel. The governor would not be persuaded on this point. Radchaai systems used skel, it worked, this was already a proved fact. Therefore it would work here.

And the truth was, the misgivings of those local water treatment specialists were mostly based on a reflexive resistance to things Radchaai, and to the perception that this change would make their work much harder, at least for a while. Even a small change to operations would mean moving carefully, monitoring every step of the way, and the governor had demanded a timeline far more compressed than the local water treatment administrators and workers would have preferred. They had no inkling of the actual problems Governor Charak’s order might cause.

No one involved was stupid, or malicious. They were merely, sadly, entirely human, used to things going the way they had always gone, assuming that things would work forever the way they always had.

The source of Ooioiaa’s water was, of course, the seas that surrounded the city. And that water was teeming with bacteria and other slightly larger organisms that were not entirely healthful for humans to consume. These were removed by the simple expedient of filtering for the largest organisms, plus oxygenating the water as it flowed into the city’s treatment tanks, because life native to the planet of Aaa would breathe any of several sulfur gases quite happily, but oxygen was poison to them. This was, indeed, what gave the peas of peas and pucks their savory pungency, and what made lobopod paste a favorite flavor in all three districts (as well as a matter of regret to pilgrims who had acquired a taste for the local food and then gone away again to places where ordinary Ooioiaan staples were unavailable).

This simple step—the oxygenation of water being brought into the city—removed any risk, however slight, of local bacteria upsetting the delicate balance of human-imported organisms in the water treatment system. And I must stress that the risk in question was considered to be negligible to begin with—the local life would surely not find the water in the city’s treatment system hospitable, nor its current, human-cultured inhabitants welcoming.

It’s true that the Ooioiaans might have considered that there was precedent for sulfur-metabolizing bacteria with a fatal aversion to oxygen becoming, shall we say, oxygen-curious. Precedent, in fact, that occurred on the very planet on which humans had originated. And certainly the Ooioiaan water treatment administrators knew this, but they also knew that it had been a process that had taken hundreds of millions of years, if not considerably longer. And sunlight—a commodity that the planet of Aaa lacked—had been an important part of that process. It was not, therefore, an immediate concern.

So while the governor’s orders produced a good deal of resistance and resentment, it was not because anyone involved sincerely thought it would be dangerous to suddenly introduce an entirely new factor into the currently stable water treatment systems.

The non-Radchaai permanent residents of Ooioiaa did not eat skel. Nor did the pilgrims—though they certainly ate any number of odd foods, and frequently complained about Ooioiaan cuisine when they could not find a favorite, essential dish, or when the taste and texture of local food was discovered to be unpalatable. Because food—the food you’re used to, the food you ate as a child—is so essential a part of what makes you feel safe and secure, and even confirms who you imagine yourself to be. So perhaps it will not come as a surprise to you that, almost universally, the non-Radchaai residents of Ooioiaa not only disliked the governor’s order, but resented it powerfully.

The residents of every district, and the pilgrims who were not technically permanent residents but increasingly found themselves unable to book passage away from Aaa and toward their homes in any convenient amount of time, were largely of the opinion that the introduction of skel to the city’s water-processing facilities was the first step in an attempt to turn everyone and everything in the city Radchaai. But there was nothing anyone could do, short of outright refusal, and Justice of Albis was there, implacable, to remind everyone how foolish that might be. And the weeks went by and the skel grew and things seemed to go on as usual.

“You know they’re trying to destroy our religion, our way of life,” said the shopkeeper who sold Jonr noodles and lobopod paste and other such things. Well, fish and lobopod paste. Noodles were out of stock, had been for a week. The shopkeeper was looking closely at Jonr as ze said it, trying to discern where Jonr’s opinions might fall on this essential issue. “Look at those Radchaai consorors in the Temporal Location!” The Radchaai consorors at this point had been in the Ylec quarters for a good month. “I said at the time, they were trying to take over the whole operation and I mean, sure, they’re Radchaai, they do that like breathing, but…” Ze stopped, aware that ze had, in zir enthusiasm, perhaps gone a few steps further than ze had intended.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Jonr. His charge stood mutely beside him, calm, staring into the distance, oblivious. Though, Jonr thought, since the evening he had come home to find her blocking the door, sobbing, she had seemed somehow more aware of things around her. He could not have said why he thought this, nothing had changed that he could actually name or define. But she was still and silent enough that the shopkeeper dismissed her, as ze always had, as not all there and hence safe to speak more or less freely around.

“You have enough things to worry about, eh?” said the shopkeeper good-naturedly, gesturing toward Jonr’s charge. In truth ze was a little disappointed. For weeks now ze had been hinting and prodding and trying to discover Jonr’s story, his likely sympathies, only to be met with implacable, blank courtesy.

But Jonr in fact did not know what the shopkeeper was talking about. His little bit of exposure to current news had only made it clear to him that he was now a stranger in his native city—he rarely knew who any given bit of news was talking about, let alone why any of it mattered. And he had done his best to avoid news about the Site of the Temporal Location. The memories of that night thirty years ago when a young Savant Niranhin had refused to help him, when Jonr had realized that it did not matter if he believed in and loved and venerated the Radiant Star with his whole, entire childish heart, were still fresh to him. If he had any immediate reaction to the idea of Radchaai in the Temporal Location, or to the idea that said presence was only a prelude to driving out the legitimate savants and replacing them all with Radchaai, it was to think, Serves them right.

But he couldn’t say so to the shopkeeper, or he assumed he couldn’t. He hadn’t known much about the Ylec Precinct to begin with, and he avoided news of the Site of the Temporal Location so diligently that he didn’t know of the absence of the Ylec savants. He assumed that everyone around him was, or easily could be, devoutly Ylec and protective of their own Temporal Location–related prerogatives.

“And this new saint, now,” said the shopkeeper, determined to get at least some reaction from Jonr. “I don’t hold with it, no, it’s not what the Star ever wanted if you ask me. Disgusting and disgraceful if you ask me.” The sentiment was sincere—ze truly didn’t hold with this particular version of sainthood and considered it an abomination. But what could you do? It was all heretics in charge of the Temporal Location. Heretics, and now Radchaai. But in saying it aloud ze was looking to get a rise out of Jonr. “But I suppose your lot is happy enough about it.”

“My lot?” Jonr was genuinely confused now.

“Well, considering,” said the shopkeeper. “Serque Tais is Chath, yes? It’s a Chath saint he’ll be.” And then ze snorted at the idea of Serque Tais being a saint of any sort.

“Serque Tais?” asked Jonr, now openly astonished, to the shopkeeper’s immense gratification. “Serque Tais is becoming a saint of the Temporal Location?”

“Surely this isn’t the first you’re hearing about it,” said the shopkeeper with a laugh.

But it was. And while to the shopkeeper Serque Tais was more or less an abstraction—an image from the news sources, a name in accounts and complaints of what building went forward where, and how, or perhaps didn’t go forward at all—Jonr had actually seen Serque Tais. Quite frequently, in fact, though he had never spoken to him. “But who’s going to run Serque Removal?”

“He has an heir,” said the shopkeeper.

“Yes,” argued Jonr, “but his heir is…” He stopped. He had been about to say that he couldn’t imagine Serque Iono running anything.

“His heir is pretty useless, yes,” said the shopkeeper. “From what I hear, Tais really ought to skip the son over and hand the business to his grandchild. Per actually works there at least.”

For a few moments Jonr tried to think about that, to understand what the shopkeeper was saying, or even to understand the very idea of Serque Tais as a saint of the Temporal Location. Saints of the Temporal Location were from ages ago, not people here and now. Not people you’d actually met.

But it was no use. The ideas were too slippery for his mind to gain any purchase on them, and he let them fall, with, he found, some relief. “Do you think I could get some skel?” Maybe there was even tea, and maybe Jonr should ask, for the sake of his charge, but he felt that tea must surely be scarce, and probably expensive, or only held in private stores of Radchaai residents who could afford to import it, and maybe the governor didn’t mean to be quite that generous with her cousin. And Jonr wouldn’t have known how to prepare it even if he did get some.

“Is that a joke?” asked the shopkeeper, indignant. Ze waved a hand at the glass-fronted cabinets behind zir, full of thick, leafy green. “Wasn’t I just saying? I have skel, but I can’t charge you for it. Two measures each, per person per day, as long as the supply lasts. For free. Governor’s orders.” The shopkeeper’s disgust was plain. And when Jonr only frowned at zir, confused, ze said, “You really pay absolutely no attention to the news.”

“I don’t,” agreed Jonr.

“Well, the governor in her infinite wisdom has decided that all the water treatment plants will grow skel. And grow it does, stand still for more than a few minutes and you’ll be buried in it.” That was an exaggeration, but skel did indeed grow incredibly quickly. “But the Radchaai, they don’t sell it, no, anything else they sell but not this.” Before the governor’s orders the shopkeeper had indeed sold skel to Radchaai residents who missed the taste, but its cultivation had been limited.

“Oh,” said Jonr, doing his best to ignore the obvious bitterness in the shopkeeper’s voice and expression. “I’ll take some, then, for my charge. I’m sure she’d like some familiar food.”

The shopkeeper laughed. “How would you know if she liked anything at all? I don’t imagine there’s much going on in there.” And getting only a blank stare from Jonr in response, ze said, “Four measures, then?”

“Yes, please,” said Jonr, and then, seized by some impulse he could neither identify, nor understand, nor control, he said, “Do you have tea?”

Later, the shopkeeper said to zir consorts, “Tea, forsooth! I haven’t had tea for a week and no word of when I’ll get any in, if ever. I really think he’s simple. I suppose that’s why the consorors sent him away. But he’s always very polite, and he does take good care of that Radchaai person. And the Sodality”—by which ze meant the governor’s administration—“pays his bills on time with no argument.” Which was a good thing, because more than a few of the shopkeeper’s customers could no longer afford any food but skel.

Unlike many of the residents of the Ylec Precinct, the Athphsid did hold with sainthood of the Temporal Location, but the general feeling in the Athphsid Precinct regarding Serque Tais’s plans was disapproving. Perhaps popular sentiment would have been different if Serque Tais had been Athphsid rather than Chath. Perhaps—residents of the Chath Precinct were by no means universally in favor of Serque Tais taking a place among the saints already seated in the Temporal Location. But one suspects—no matter how ungenerous that suspicion surely is—that the main complaint the Athphsid of Ooioiaa had about Serque Tais’s becoming a saint of the Temporal Location was that Serque Tais was not, in fact, Athphsid.

As has already been mentioned, a new saint of the Temporal Location was an occasion for celebration. Food and gifts would flow all around the city, but these would of course be concentrated in the precinct that claimed the saint in question. And in fact, there would potentially be a duty to refuse celebrations and food and gifts associated with a new saint who was not of one’s own sect, because the new saint wouldn’t really be the actual, true sort of saint, and their choice of sainthood could not really spring from any noble or truly spiritual purpose, given it originated in heresy and not the truly holy habits of thought and life that came from genuine, correct love of the Radiant Star.

And then there was the involvement of the Radchaai. Anyone who cared could see the digging finally going forward on that new temple of Amaat, could see the Radchaai consorors in the Temporal Location being so friendly with the Chath savants, could see all of this happening at the same time as Serque Tais announced his intention and the Chath hierarch’s acceptance of it. It was simple enough to draw lines between those points and make a shape most Athphsid in Ooioiaa did not like.







The Knife

Elerit knew nothing about Iono’s appropriation of Serque House. Per had left on the night of the dinner, when per grandfather entered the breakfast room, and not returned. Because what would have been the point? Per grandfather was in a final retreat, and all goodbyes had been said. And per was not in any sort of regular contact with Iono, had not been for years.

Per knew, of course, that Iono had not been at that dinner to say goodbye to Serque Tais. If per had been asked to describe per father’s place in the family, his relationship with Tais, Elerit would have called it complicated. Elerit perself had spent a good deal of time with per other parent’s family, which afforded per a variety of cousins and aunts and uncles and nuncles. There were cousins on the Serque side as well, but far, far fewer, and more distant—the generations before Serque Tais had been very careful to keep the number of potential heirs limited, as well as the number of relatives who might demand favors or payments. Tais himself had outlived or discarded his various consorts, and had never had any other children besides Iono, and that after Tais’s own parents had been long dead.

Elerit, in the manner of most children, had been prepared to love any and all parents that might have presented themselves. But Serque Iono’s only model for parenthood had been Serque Tais. Iono hadn’t known quite what to do with a child except what his own father had done with him. He had known, of course, that other people’s parents were not like Serque Tais, but as Tais had often said, other people were not heir to Serque Removal. But then, from the moment Elerit was born, Tais treated the child with obvious affection and indulgence.

How was Iono supposed to feel about this? It’s easy to say that he should have realized that the problem, insomuch as there was a problem, was with Tais and not with Elerit. So easy to say, in fact, that Iono said it to himself often. He tried to be a good, affectionate parent to Elerit, but there was always an undercurrent of envy and resentment.

Like per father, Elerit had tried to be a good and dutiful child. But per could not help seeing the distance between Tais and Iono, and being in every way closer to per grandfather, per could not help, just a little bit, thinking per father more at fault.

Knowing both Tais and Iono, Elerit had not asked why per father was not at that final dinner. Per had not wanted to mar the occasion with consciousness of Tais’s reproaches for his son. Per trusted that Iono would have had his own opportunity to say his farewells.

Three weeks after that dinner—two weeks after Iono and Taiash Isr had visited the breakfast parlor—one of Serque Tais’s dismissed attendants came to see Elerit at per home. It had taken two weeks for the servant to decide what to do—as already noted, the dismissed servants had not had the resources to bring any sort of legal action.

“I worked in that house all my life,” the attendant told Elerit, only a slight exaggeration. “Your grandfather trusted me, I brought food and drinks to private meetings. I never, ever shared what I might have overheard.” This, too, was only a slight exaggeration. “I wouldn’t dream of doing it now, only this is so wrong.” She went on to describe events—Serque Iono’s arrival at the house, his admission by servants apparently more loyal to him than to Serque Tais, his entering the breakfast parlor with his jurist. His emerging with documents giving him control of the house. The immediate dismissal thereafter of nearly all the staff. “I would have come earlier,” she finished, “but I didn’t think you’d like to have someone accusing your own father.”

Elerit shook per head in puzzlement. “I don’t understand,” per said. “Serque House will belong to my father soon enough, why would he have to force Grandfather to certify anything? I know Father isn’t the easiest person to get along with, and I know his relationship with Grandfather wasn’t the best, but surely you’ve misunderstood something?”

“You don’t know, then,” replied the servant, who went on to explain about Serque Tais’s intentions, and the breakfast at which he had revealed this to Serque Iono. “Don’t ask me why, why he set things up the way he did, or why he told your father. I didn’t think any of it was a good idea and I told your grandfather so. But I think… your pardon, but I think your grandfather had gotten a bit erratic in the last few years. He hasn’t been quite himself.” Or, the attendant thought privately, he was more obviously himself in ways he would have resisted or concealed in his younger days.

“Do you know this for a fact?” asked Elerit. “About my grandfather’s wishes,” per added, recognizing the truth of the servant’s observations of Tais’s character and actions.

“I know it for a fact,” asserted the attendant. “It’s in the original documents, and those are unchanged. It’s codicils that your father and his jurist were waving around when they dismissed us. Claiming your grandfather changed his mind, but I’ll tell you, your grandfather hadn’t been thinking of anything but the Radiant Star for a week. That drink we’d been giving him was something else, I’ll tell you. One of us tried some and was floating around seeing and hearing things for hours afterward.”

“But you said the dates on the codicils were from more than a week earlier.”

“Impossible. Serque Tais wasn’t on the network by then. All messages were coming through secretaries and attendants. And I know who came and went, and it never was your father or that jurist of his. They weren’t let into the house until that very day, when your grandfather had said no one but the holy savants were to enter, and they went straight to the breakfast parlor and came out after an hour, claiming your father owned the house, and they fired half of us. More than half.”

Elerit thought about this for a few moments. Per didn’t want to think so badly of per father—or for that matter per grandfather—but per knew that Tais had indeed trusted this woman, and knew that her account of Iono’s actions rang true. “And how are you?” per asked, eventually. “Are you still out of work? Where are you staying?”

“I was out of work for a few days,” replied the servant. “And it might have been bad enough, food’s gotten expensive, if you can even find it, and I wasn’t used to paying rent, because I lived in the house. But the Radchaai have been giving out skel to anyone who wants it. It doesn’t taste wonderful but it fills your belly well enough. And I did have trouble finding a place, let alone one as good as with your grandfather, so I went to the Radchaai Assignment Office and they gave me a place to sleep—I have to share it, but I get along with my roommates all right—and work tending skel. It’s long hours, and wet, and doesn’t pay much, but”—she hesitated—“I suppose I don’t need much.” In fact, the hours mindlessly wading through tangles of fleshy leaves had given her time to think, to dwell on what she had lost and on what she might do to remedy that.

“Food is getting expensive,” said Elerit, “it’s true.”

“The Radchaai have ships that don’t need the gates, that can go just anywhere they like. So if we don’t have food shipments coming in, it’s on account of the Radchaai themselves. No, the governor just wants us all dependent on skel, that’s what I think.” She shrugged. “I don’t suppose there’s anything people like us can do about it.”

Elerit spent some time in thought after per grandfather’s old attendant left. The immediate, obvious course that sprang to per mind was to confront per father directly and ask for an explanation. But per suspected that wouldn’t go well. For one thing, while Elerit hadn’t known per father had taken over Serque House, per did know that Iono had appropriated Tais’s office in the headquarters of Serque Removal and claimed his (everyone had assumed) inevitable position as owner and director of that concern. It had been sooner than anyone had expected—Tais had left instructions that a deputy oversee things until Tais’s official installation in the Temporal Location. But Iono had come in brandishing codicils, and the argument that everyone knew how his father was. And everyone did know, and besides, Iono was after all the heir.

So if Elerit were to confront per father, per would also be confronting per employer. An employer who, given what Elerit had learned, might very well decide not only to fire Elerit, but disinherit per. And Elerit, no less than Iono, had always assumed certain things about the course per life would take.

That assumed course included per father inheriting first, of course. Elerit might well leave things as they were and who would be harmed? And then per thought of per grandfather, surrounded by servants entirely loyal to Iono. And Iono had intruded on Tais’s prayer and meditation so that some forged documents could be certified. Per decided, therefore, to visit per grandfather before per did anything else.

Per found a house in disarray. Iono had still not been able to bring himself to move into his father’s rooms in Serque House, and the remaining attendants were too few for the house, and badly supervised. Elerit walked into an unguarded, dusty, nearly empty house. The sitting room where visitors had used to wait to be admitted to Tais’s presence was empty—the carved benches of actual wood gone, the graceful artworks that had adorned the walls and sat in niches missing, the stone floor bare of rugs. Whether Iono had sold them, or the servants appropriated them, Elerit didn’t know. Either possibility appalled per.

Worse was what per found in the breakfast parlor. The hangings and carpets were gone, leaving the room cold and echoing. And Serque Tais sat in the middle of the room in an extruded chair, hunched and shivering and stinking of urine.

“Grandfather,” said Elerit gently. “Grandfather, what’s going on?”

For a few moments Tais didn’t seem aware that his grandchild was there, but then, with a trembling start, he noticed that he was not alone. “I won’t,” he muttered. “I won’t certify anything.”

“Who asked you to certify anything, Grandfather?” asked Elerit.

“I won’t!” declared Tais weakly.

Elerit did not ask anything more, but immediately sent an urgent message on the network summoning Hierarch Niranhin.

You may ask, why did per not summon doctors? Council members? Serque Tais’s jurists? Even the Radchaai, who were in those days the ultimate authority in Ooioiaa? Why was the first, urgent call to Hierarch Niranhin, who one might imagine could do no obvious immediate good in this situation?

The truth was, Elerit was shrewd in a way per father was not. Per knew that, despite all their money and power, the Serques were resented. No one who dealt with garbage—whose entire livelihood came from garbage—should have so much respect, such a high position in the world. The members of all the city’s councils would have been happy enough to see Serque Tais humbled, to see all the Serques put in their place. They might not be able to change the fact of the Serque wealth or the importance that removing the despised garbage would always have in their lives, but they would surely not be able to resist the impulse to kick Serque Tais, as the saying goes, when he was down.

And it was Elerit’s own father who had allowed things to come to this pass, who had let his own parent be neglected like this. Who had let Tais be robbed—or possibly robbed him himself. Per hated what per father had done, but per had no desire to see Iono publicly paraded as a villain. Surely, per thought, there would be a way to handle this, to right matters without exposing per family to the contemptuous gaze of all Ooioiaa.

Niranhin arrived, with several savants in tow. Investigation discovered that only three attendants remained in the whole large house. The attendants swore that they cared for Tais faithfully, that it was not their fault if the old man pissed himself sometimes. When it happened, they cleaned him up. These same servants asserted that they were honest as the Star is bright, but it was also clear that they had been into Tais’s liquor and, it turned out, had been sampling more and more of the preparation meant to aid Serque Tais’s meditations, so that he himself was getting very little of it, if any. The old man was taking too much to begin with, it was argued. And, the attendants reminded those who interrogated them, they were employees of Serque Iono, not Serque Elerit.

“I fear,” said Hierarch Niranhin, in the street outside the house, very quietly, “that we will need to discuss this with Governor Charak as soon as possible.”

The servants in Serque House informed Iono as soon as Elerit and Hierarch Niranhin had left. And hearing of his child’s actions, of Hierarch Niranhin’s interference, Iono was beyond bitterly angry. For several minutes he was not even aware of his spacious and comfortable office in the headquarters of Serque Removal, just an overwhelming sensation of distress, of despair. Of fatal, inescapable wrongness. How had things come to this? What was he to do?

It was the sort of crisis that I hope, dear reader, you have never encountered. That moment one realizes that the worst has happened—that, indeed, one has done that worst oneself—and there is no changing or avoiding it. The pain of that moment—psychological pain, which I assure you is very real—is so intense that a person will do anything to escape it. To see themselves, again, as a worthy person, who does only good things.

Vastly simplified, there are two courses available in such a situation. One is to recognize that one has, indeed, erred. And having recognized this, having admitted it, to strive to do better in the future—because the past, sadly, is unchangeable. The other is to deny the fact of the wrongdoing. To insist that one’s actions were the only ones available, or if not, they were, in the end, the best course one could have taken, even the most virtuous.

I am sorry to say that Serque Iono, after those few moments of intense distress, adopted the latter course.

He had not treated his father badly, no. Not even though his father had treated him badly. He had stolen nothing, only taken possession of what was always to have been his. Serque Iono was the wronged party here, having had his house invaded, his employees harassed, himself called away from important work examining Serque Removal’s current projects with an eye to improving operations in every way. And all this instigated by his own child!

Iono could not account for it, unless Elerit could not wait to have Serque House, and Serque Removal, and all the perquisites that attached to Serque House and Serque Removal. It must be nothing other than sheer greed that overwhelmed what should have been Elerit’s duty of love and respect toward per parent. Undutiful, unnatural child!

Within a half hour Iono had regained his composure, though a gnawing unease still underlay that composure and would need to be dealt with. For now, he instructed the three attendants to sample more moderately from the house’s stores, to take more assiduous care of Serque Tais, and to keep careful records of the dosages given to him. For his part, Iono would change the accesses on the house entrances so that the servants would not be taken unaware again.

Presented with these instructions, the attendants begged to request a slight increase in pay, which Iono much resented. Now that he held all of the Serque fortune he had become jealous of every small bit of it, fearing that somehow it might all slip away before he could truly enjoy it. But he didn’t see any way to refuse what was a predictable and possibly even reasonable demand on the part of loyal employees, and so he acquiesced with apparent good grace.







The Snapped Tether

Savant Keemat had not been among those who had accompanied Hierarch Niranhin to Serque House. Partly because at the first hint of a crisis they had busied themself with some pointless trivial cleaning job in a distant corner of the Temporal Location, and partly because Savant Keemat was, at that moment, very much not in Hierarch Niranhin’s good graces, and the hierarch would on no account have requested the savant’s company on their errand.

These two facts were not unrelated; three days earlier, Keemat had told Niranhin about their increasing certainty that it was Keemat, not Tais, who the Radiant Star had intended for sainthood.

At first Niranhin had been rendered absolutely speechless—an accomplishment that Savant Keemat was too preoccupied to relish. Eventually Niranhin had managed to ask, incredulous, “Are you insane?”

“No, Hierarch, I assure you…” Keemat had begun.

“Are you insane?” Niranhin repeated. “I knew that you were full of self-regard. I knew that you were arrogant. I knew that you thought yourself better than the rest of us.”

“Hierarch,” Keemat protested, “that’s not…”

“But I thought,” Niranhin continued, “that at least you were sincere in your attempts at obedience. That you understood how things were and had the good of the Temporal Location at heart. But no. In your arrogance, in your pride, you’re willing to twist the message of the Radiant Star like this.”

“The fault is mine, Hierarch,” confessed Keemat, unaware that what Niranhin meant by twist the message and what they themself understood that twisting to be were not the same. “Not meaning to cast any aspersions, not at all, but just before I sat for the vision you yourself informed me of the importance of the question, and of the questioner. I was, perhaps, not as open in my…”

“The question,” spit Hierarch Niranhin, “was about Serque Tais. The answer, you said, was an unmistakable yes.”

“Yes, Hierarch, but the context…”

“The context! Yes, the context. The context involves you no longer being the center of attention here. No longer petted and praised as the main source of the order’s funds and reputation.”

I am, still, Keemat thought to themself but was too wise to say it aloud. “Hierarch, I will of course obey you in everything, but as a speaking savant, I am obliged by my vows to the Radiant Star to speak what I believe to be the truth. Our support of Serque Tais’s sainthood is nothing more than greed, nothing more than grasping at whatever money and prestige such a sainthood might bring us. Where is our devotion to the Star, to its will?”

“Oh, you know the light of the Radiant Star better than I do? Perhaps you would like to administer the order as well. No doubt you would! But there is more to being hierarch than accepting praise from right and left for tossing out a few lines of poetry! You are very good at that, but not at much else.”

This stabbed right at the heart of Savant Keemat’s pride, but they managed to say, with only the smallest trace of anger in their voice, “Hierarch, does it make sense that a person like Serque Tais would be granted sainthood in the Temporal Location? The consorors themselves told him the Star refused the favor.”

“Oh, the consorors,” Niranhin said, with a dismissive wave. “I don’t doubt that they thought to steer Tais to some course that would get them more donations.”

“Are we,” Keemat asked, “immune to that same failing?” And forging ahead into Niranhin’s speechless, indignant fury, “I’m not making any accusations, Hierarch,” they lied. “If anything I am confessing to my own mistakes. If anything I was too prideful to really listen carefully to the message of the Star.” If anything, they thought, I made the mistake of listening too carefully to you.

“Serque Tais is an unlikely saint?” demanded Hierarch Niranhin. “Look at yourself! Full of arrogance, willing to misconstrue such an important vision—what other messages from the Star have you turned and twisted to make yourself look better? Or have any of them been true visions? Are they all just…” They waved a hand, contemptuous. “Literary productions?” Savant Keemat opened their mouth to protest that while all their replies to petitioners were indeed literary productions, they were also the result of true visions, but Niranhin did not want to hear anything from them. “On no account will you become a saint. Certainly not in the place of Serque Tais, who is three weeks into his retreat and in slightly over one more week will be taking his place here in the Temporal Location. The preparations have all been made, have been in place for months!” The digging and boring for the new Radchaai temple of Amaat had already begun. The Radchaai consorors settled into the old Ylec quarters, accommodated and even befriended. It was far, far too late for anyone to express misgivings, let alone the savant whose vision had authorized the whole project.

So that was the state of things, when Elerit came to Hierarch Niranhin with news of how Serque Iono had dealt with his father.

Long before Savant Keemat actually voiced their thoughts to Hierarch Niranhin, they had begun the process of retreating. Or, as much of it as they could under the circumstances. Fasting was not difficult—at least, not logistically difficult. They had only to take duties that would require them to work during mealtimes and then say they had eaten from the kitchen later. Or to plead a particularly taxing vision and a consequently diminished appetite. Or any number of other small maneuvers. This, Savant Keemat had been doing.

Even the meditation, which was the other point of that retreat, was not out of Savant Keemat’s reach. The constant mindfulness of the Radiant Star was something they had long cultivated, and the practice of sitting for a vision was very little different from that of sitting in meditation, or at least it seemed so to Savant Keemat.

They had no access to the drugs, however. Or, in the most technical sense, they did have access to the drink that was meant to aid meditation—anyone in Ooioiaa had access to the various ingredients of the preparation that Serque Tais was taking, it was just a matter of asking around in the right circles. But Savant Keemat did not have acquaintances in those circles.

This hardly mattered, however. The specific rituals surrounding sainthood in the Temporal Location were subject not only to sectarian differences, but changes over hundreds and thousands of years. Some saints had taken preparations to aid meditation and some had not. Whether they had, and what those preparations might have consisted of, varied depending on who one asked. Savant Keemat, if questioned, would have expressed skepticism at true sainthood being attainable with drugs. As it happened, Hierarch Niranhin agreed with them, but they were unwilling to argue the point with Serque Tais, who firmly believed in the necessity and efficacy of taking them.

So Savant Keemat was sure that they could indeed approach sainthood without those substances. If the Radiant Star intended. If Keemat was truly worthy of it.

The final series of drinks, however, the liquid that would preserve one’s body for all time, grant one the immortality that would allow a person to wait endlessly for the return of the Star—that was another matter. That was not subject to fad or fashion, nor was it optional. Without it, one would merely die of some combination of malnutrition and dehydration, and one’s body would decay—hardly an edifying sight (or smell) for pilgrims, let alone something one wished to inflict on one’s fellow savants.

For this reason, Keemat had been compelled to place their thoughts before Hierarch Niranhin, with what results we have already seen. And, faced with their hierarch’s angry and most emphatic refusal, Keemat concluded that, in the case of a conflict between their vowed obedience to the Radiant Star and their vowed obedience to their entirely human and fallible hierarch, the Radiant Star must take priority. And since all things happen in the light of that Star, the question would be answered according to that Star’s will. Keemat had only to do what they saw as their duty, and the rest would follow.

Hierarch Niranhin’s direct request for an audience was met with the humiliating reply that the governor was busy, and there were assistants and secretaries and offices to which Hierarch Niranhin ought to apply for whatever it was they needed. So Niranhin was forced to call on Ilora Draiaa to ask for assistance in bringing this matter to the governor’s immediate attention.

Ilora was, of course, sympathetic. As much as the idea of sainthood in the Temporal Location horrified and disgusted her, she had no wish for Serque Tais—or anyone—to be neglected and robbed, as it seemed had happened. And so she used what connections she had—very good ones, of course—and obtained an appointment for the next afternoon. For Hierarch Niranhin, Serque Elerit, and, of course, herself. She understood the advantages and disadvantages of her position in the Temporal Location, and knew at least generally what interests Hierarch Niranhin wanted most to protect, and she was not going to miss any opportunity to gain information or leverage.

The governor met them in a small sitting room, a fact that Hierarch Niranhin found heartening. This was not, then, an occasion the governor felt required an overt expression of her authority and power. Of course, the choice of venue might well have been dictated by the governor’s previous appointment, an oddly vacant-looking Radchaai person and a young man who were leaving just as Niranhin, Elerit, and Ilora arrived. “That young person seems to recognize you,” murmured Ilora to Niranhin. It was, of course, Jonr and (of course) he had recognized Niranhin immediately. Thirty years had only been a few weeks for him.

“It would hardly be surprising if he did,” murmured Niranhin in reply. Not catching Ilora’s understatement—Jonr had frozen, for just a moment, and gone slightly gray, and then remembered himself and moved on, guiding his charge, one hand on her elbow.

The remains of tea and cakes were scattered over the room’s low tables. Actual tea, it seemed, even though imported foods were nearly impossible to find or, if found, to afford. Governor Charak, though she greeted them pleasantly when they entered, did not offer them tea or food. She merely said, “I understand you wanted very urgently to meet with me.”

Ilora remained silent, as did Elerit, deferring to Hierarch Niranhin, who described the situation to the governor.

Who said, when Niranhin’s narrative had concluded, “Well, that’s all quite dreadful.”

At those words—at that all, which, Niranhin knew, encompassed not merely the fate of old Serque Tais and the presumed theft by his son, but also the very fact of sainthood in the Temporal Location—Hierarch Niranhin understood fully and completely the danger that they were in.

“Dreadful indeed,” they agreed. “A terrible thing for anyone to be neglected and robbed by their children, by the people who should revere and protect one.”

“But this particular situation,” put in Ilora, “unfortunately, has the potential to unsettle things in Ooioiaa. Which is why the hierarch felt she couldn’t go to the Chath council.” Everyone in the room was speaking Radchaai.

“I see,” said Governor Charak, gravely and thoughtfully. “So you would like me to, what, punish Citizen Iono? Restore Citizen Elerit’s inheritance?”

“I don’t care about inheritance,” said Serque Elerit. “I only want my grandparent to be taken care of. To be treated decently. My… my parent surely won’t let me in the house anymore and I don’t trust her to…” Per faltered, throat tight with oncoming tears. Per had never been terribly close to per father, but per had never, ever expected the sort of betrayal per had witnessed the day before.

Governor Charak waved a hand, a Radchaai gesture of comprehension, of understanding. “I see. And you, Hierarch? What is it you want out of this?”

“I?” Niranhin feigned shock and surprise at the very idea. “I only want to see Serque Tais treated decently. To have her wishes honored.”

“Her wishes, you mean,” replied Governor Charak, “regarding her property and her fate. And you want this purely from the goodness of your heart, from your sense of justice and propriety.” Elerit made as if to speak, and the governor cut per off. “No, don’t say it, whatever you’re about to say. If you are so naïve as to think that anyone involved in this is acting from pure, generous altruism, then you are certainly too naïve to run Serque Removal. You came to me because asking anyone else for help would be asking them to rob you of whatever could be taken. Or, if they could not take what they wanted, to dismantle it, to be sure the Serques—or even you, Hierarch—no longer have it.”

Niranhin said nothing. Elerit said, “That’s all true, Governor, but in the end what matters to me is my grandparent. And…” Per hesitated, in the grip of an unfamiliar ambivalence, or perhaps more accurately, of two strong, mutually exclusive emotions. “I don’t want to expose my parent to public disgrace, to rumor and… She’s done something terribly wrong, but she’s my parent.”

Governor Charak did not ask Ilora what she wanted, because, of course, she already knew. “Good,” she said. “I’m glad to see you’re not the fool your parent is alleged to be. So we can perhaps come to some sort of agreement.”

“Whatever agreement you may have in mind, Governor,” said Niranhin, “and whatever the complexities of the situation, I hope that we do not forget the neglected old person at the center of this. It is Serque Tais’s well-being that must be our priority, and such a thing cannot possibly be the subject of agreements or bargains.”

“No, of course not,” agreed Governor Charak. “But here you are, looking for an agreement, or a bargain. And just what, precisely, that well-being entails is very much a disputed subject. I, for instance, do not consider starving an old person and then setting them down on the cold stone floor of a temple to die to be proper treatment of one’s revered grandparent.”

“It was her own choice,” protested Elerit. “It’s not a course anyone undertakes lightly.”

“It’s not a course, to my mind, that should be available to undertake,” said Governor Charak frankly. “And it was, unless I mistake, the product itself of a bargain. One that I freely admit has benefited my own interests.” Silence. “What is it you think should be done with Serque Iono?”

Elerit said, “My grandparent’s wishes should be restored. That’s all. No punishment or public disgrace.”

Niranhin said, “I agree. That would be the best outcome of this regrettable situation.”

“I don’t know that I can prevent public disgrace,” said Governor Charak. “As you probably both know, Serque Iono has been acting as though she has already inherited everything from her parent. Once Serque Tais’s wishes are restored, it becomes obvious that Iono has been either deluded or lying. What follows from that, I have no control over. What I can do is order Serque Iono to allow the savants of the Temporal Location to care for Serque Tais, and to allow Tais’s grandchild to visit her and be certain that care is what it ought to be.”

“Oh, Governor,” began Elerit, “that would be…”

“But.” Governor Charak held up a forestalling hand. “If I do this, I want something in return. No more saints. Not this sort of saint, anyway. Serque Tais will be the last.”

Having already had misgivings about the entire process, Hierarch Niranhin was actually relieved. If this was all the governor was demanding, then that was all right with them. “You have no objections, I trust, to the already existing saints?”

“I have plenty of objections,” said Governor Charak. “But what’s done is done. No, I won’t interfere with the existing saints. Or with Serque Tais when she joins them. I would also appreciate your more open support. The open support of the Radiant Star would be tremendously helpful to me in a difficult time.”

“Governor,” said Elerit, thinking of the old attendant’s words, the assertion that all of the supply issues and the food shortages were engineered by the Radchaai, on purpose. “Even if interstellar gates are down, you have access to ships that don’t need them. Justice of Albis doesn’t need them. Why haven’t you sent Justice of Albis for news, or supplies, or more ships?”

“Because I don’t know what I would be sending it into. Or when or even if it would come back. And even if it did come immediately back, I would have been left for days with the one, obvious sign of my power removed, at the very time I might expect unrest in the city. I promise you that none of this is a conspiracy. I am just as unhappy with the situation as you are.”

Silence, while Elerit and Hierarch Niranhin pondered that answer. “The Chath savants of the Temporal Location,” said Niranhin, at length, “are of course concerned about the well-being of everyone in Ooioiaa. We have no desire to foment unrest.”

“I can expect your support, then,” said Governor Charak. “Good. Citizen Ilora, I seem to recall you yourself had a concern?”

“Oh, it’s nothing important, Governor,” said Ilora. “I was just wondering, does Hierarch Niranhin know what happened to the Ylec oracle tokens? The ones called the Images of Radiance?”

This bewildered Niranhin. They hadn’t thought about the Images of Radiance much at all, except to note in passing that it was a good thing the Radchaai didn’t seem to know anything about them. And why would Ilora bring that topic up here, in this meeting?

And then they realized. Ilora had learned about the Images of Radiance and knew—or at least suspected—that Niranhin had deliberately kept that information from them. The realization was mortifying, partly because it was such a trivial thing to have concealed. “I had forgotten all about those,” lied Niranhin. “But”—this more truthfully—“I honestly have no idea what happened to them.”







The Satellite

Quite unsurprisingly, skel thrived in Ooioiaa’s water treatment system. It had been engineered for just such a purpose. And while the non-Radchaai residents of Ooioiaa were not what one might call enthusiastic about the taste or the texture, it kept people more or less fed, while imports were coming in only erratically, while the grain and floorberries and onions and tomatoes and other such crops took their weeks or months to grow, while even fish and peas and worms were in short supply because those other foods were unavailable and production had not increased sufficiently to cover the new, higher demand.

All this is to say, that the less affluent residents of the Chath Precinct had begun to look forward to the installation of the latest saint of the Temporal Location as an occasion on which Serque Tais would surely have ordered a distribution of peas and pucks. Even some residents in the other precincts had begun to contemplate attending, on the off chance that there would be some food other than skel available.

Now, Serque Tais had indeed ordered that peas and pucks be distributed on the day of his accession to sainthood. That had all been settled while the jurists still swarmed in Serque House. It had, at the time, been simple enough, a customary thing that every supplier and food stall in the Chath Precinct had participated in many times before. It was probably the most straightforward and simple part of the entire business.

It was certainly the part that Serque Iono had thought the least about. As jealous as he was of the wealth he had appropriated—no, not appropriated, inherited! Rightfully!—he had not begrudged the funds that would go to this demonstration of Serque largesse. There was, in his mind, no public occasion on this scale that could properly be conducted without the blessing of the Serques, expressed as the distribution of peas and pucks.

“There’s a problem, though,” a very apologetic assistant secretary said to Iono, in his office at the headquarters of Serque Removal. There had been little enough to consult Iono about, these past few weeks. Tais had left things in such a way that no one would need to be consulted until well after Elerit (as Tais had planned) would sit in that same office. But problems with the distribution of peas and pucks could not wait, and Tais himself was by now above such trivial matters, being, as everyone supposed, rapt in contemplation of the radiance of the Radiant Star.

Iono’s mind was still at Serque House. Elerit accusing him. His own child! Hierarch Niranhin as good as implying that he had mistreated Serque Tais, that Iono could not be trusted to take care of his own father. He still felt scraped raw. “Problem? What problem?” he demanded, sounding in that moment very much like Serque Tais. “How can there be a problem? It’s simple enough.”

“There aren’t any pucks. Not to speak of. Not enough for widespread distribution,” said the assistant secretary.

“Well then, they can make more,” Iono said. “They’ll just have to work a little harder, won’t they. I suppose they want us to pay more, too.”

The assistant secretary was momentarily lost for words. He was decently paid, for Ooioiaa, but not so well that the price of food, particularly certain items, had not affected what he and his household were able to eat. There had been more dinners of skel than he would have liked to admit.

But Iono, now in command of all the wealth and resources of Serque Removal, still ate as he always had. Oh, he knew that prices had gone up, and complained about it to Shtel. He knew there were shortages. But he had not had any real, direct experience with shortage. He had yet to see actual skel, let alone put a leaf of it into his mouth.

“Sir,” said the assistant secretary, when he had finally gathered sensible words together, “there’s no bread to speak of. There’s no grain.”

“What do you mean there’s no grain?” demanded Iono. “There are fields full of it, all around us!”

“It’s not ready for harvest yet,” said the secretary. He was at this point working very, very hard to keep his voice even and calm. “Even if it were, it might not be enough. Ordinarily there are shipments that come in. With the pilgrims. But with at least one interstellar gate down, likely more, shipping is in chaos. The grain that should have come here, well, it hasn’t.”

Iono thought about this for a moment. “Then send someone with a ship that doesn’t need the gates to go and buy us some.”

“It doesn’t…” began the assistant secretary, at a complete loss now. “It’s not…” He stopped again, unable to find a way to explain that no matter how much money Serque Iono might have, he could not use it to change time, or distance.

To be fair, even Serque Tais at his best would have found this problem vexing. There was no good solution. The people of Ooioiaa would expect peas and pucks. Any other treat, from any other source, might do on any other occasion. But there was no solution to this particular difficulty that would leave everyone happy. Canceling the distribution—and announcing it early enough that no one would be taken by surprise on the day—was likely the best course. But the distribution of food was so tied up in Iono’s ideas of what it meant to be the head of Serque Removal, of what he wanted for himself, that he did not for a moment seriously contemplate it. “Find the pucks,” Iono said, in his best imitation of his father. “Or find something else that we do have enough of. It can’t be that difficult. We do this all the time.” He would have said more, but fortunately for the assistant secretary, at that moment the summons from Governor Charak arrived, in the person of an ancillary of Justice of Albis walking into the room with no invitation or warning.

The summons delivered, Iono insisted that, flattering as it was to receive an invitation from the governor, just this moment was not a suitable time. Justice of Albis, as always mild but implacable, replied in its calm, flat voice that on the contrary, now was a perfect time and it would be happy to carry Iono to the meeting if necessary.

Iono felt a moment of utter fear and despair. He knew what this was about. His child—his own child!—had betrayed him. Had gone to the fucking Radchaai governor and accused him of who knew what.

Well, Iono knew what. But he had already, a mere day after the confrontation at Serque House, decided that even if some of the actions he had taken seemed wrong in a technical sense, he had in fact acted correctly. And the assistant secretary still stood there watching. The news of this would be all around the office within seconds of Iono’s departure and so that departure had best be a dignified one.

“No need,” said Iono. “I am in fact eager to speak to the governor.”

Governor Charak met him in the former banquet hall of the Sodality of the Radiant Star. She stood at one end of the cold, empty room while he walked the length of it. When he reached her, she said nothing for a few moments.

“Governor,” Iono said, unable to wait for her to speak. “You wanted to speak to me? I understood it was urgent.”

“Citizen Iono. I would like you to know that at this moment, Chath savants of the Temporal Location have occupied Serque House and taken over the care of your parent, Tais Serque.”

Iono felt a sensation of falling, as though the floor beneath him had disappeared.

“You can’t possibly have any objection to this,” Governor Charak continued. “After all, it’s only a week before your parent is installed in the Temporal Location, under the care of those same savants.”

Iono said, still falling, “I resent the implication that I can’t take care of my own parent.”

“You have misread the implication,” said Governor Charak, as mildly implacable as Justice of Albis. “I have no intention of accusing you of being incapable of taking care of your parent. I am accusing you of intentionally neglecting your parent, after having forged documents that gave you property and authority that your parent never intended you to have.”

“You…” Iono began. And, pulling together what outraged dignity he could, he said, “I forged nothing. I am my parent’s heir.” They were speaking Radchaai, and so the word father wasn’t available. “I have been my parent’s heir since I was born. I have always been a dutiful child. I love my parent. How dare you accuse me like this! I’ll take this to the council. No one on any of the councils will like to hear about your meddling in our private business, interfering with family matters.”

Governor Charak waited a moment to be sure that Iono had said all that he wished to. She knew that often one only needed to be silent, and one’s opponent would continue to speak, make some misstep or confession that would be useful. But it seemed he had finished. “This city is subject to Radchaai law,” she said. “By now every member of each of the councils knows that. And even if they didn’t, no one on any of the councils could possibly approve your leaving your own parent in an empty house, her…” Governor Charak could not suppress her disgust at the entire situation. “Her medication stolen from her, left unattended…”

“None of that is true!” insisted Iono. “She has attendants who care for her. It’s all lies, it’s all Elerit, isn’t it! Elerit and Niranhin! They want more than my parent intended they should have and this is how they’re going to get it! Mark my words, they’ll take charge of my parent and squeeze as much out of her as they can while she’s addled with what you call her medication!”

A brief silence. Then the governor said, “I have requested copies of your parent’s certified documents that order the distribution of her property and authority once she is…” Once she is dead, Governor Charak wanted to say, but did not. “Once she is seated in the Temporal Location. Those documents have been submitted to me. I have also requested copies of the documents you have used as a pretext for taking over the care of your parent and the possession of her belongings. A cursory examination of these documents does not put you on a firm footing here. It’s very clear that whatever she intended in the past, she did not intend for you to be her heir now. The documents are genuine, and their import is clear and unambiguous. Do you argue that I have misread them?”

“No, Governor! But a person can change her mind. You knew my parent, surely you did. You know how she was. She changed her mind. Before she went into retreat. She knew exactly what she was doing when she certified those codicils.”

“But she didn’t tell anyone else?” asked Governor Charak.

“She didn’t tell anyone about the original documents, either!” Iono protested. “You know how she was!”

“What you’ve just told me,” said Governor Charak, “does not match the evidence I have. And Radchaai law allows me to pronounce judgment right here, right now, given that evidence.”

“Judgment for what?” Iono was aghast. And falling again, even while standing on the solid stone of the banquet hall floor. “I haven’t done anything wrong!”

“I think you actually believe that,” said Governor Charak. She wasn’t surprised at this—she had seen a lot in her long life.

“Of course I believe it!” And he did, with all his might.

“As I said, I could pronounce judgment right here and now. But there are reasons to avoid that. For one thing, your parent’s installation would surely be marred by the scandal. You don’t want that, I assume.”

“Of course I don’t want that.” A momentary pause to the sensation of falling. An instant of hope. “I absolutely do not want that.”

“Once the installation is completed”—again the governor could not keep her disgust out of her voice—“you and your jurist will bring your documents and whatever arguments you have in your defense, and I will judge their legitimacy.”

That feeling Iono felt was definitely hope. And relief. It would all be all right.

“And you will create a position in the administration of Serque Removal. An advisory position. I will appoint the adviser.”

Iono stopped breathing for a moment. Frowned. “What?”

“Serque Removal is very important. Too important to be subject to the outcomes of family squabbles. I will have knowledge of what Serque Removal is doing, and I will have at least some say in how it does what it does.” Her irritation broke out, then. “Thirty years we’ve been here and only now has Serque Removal agreed to allow the building of the temple of Amaat to begin. Nothing but obstruction for thirty years. That will not happen again.”

“No, of course it won’t,” Iono protested. “There’s no need for…”

“Go home, citizen,” said Governor Charak. “Marshal your evidence, prepare your defense. Say goodbye to your parent, and see her installed in the Temporal Location. But right now, get out of my sight.”







The Sibs

Jonr’s consoror’s meeting with Governor Charak had been extremely, unaccountably awkward. Unaccountably because, as the days passed, it had become more and more obvious that something had changed—the consoror did not speak, but she had begun to make small movements on her own, and by the time the invitation from the governor came she would eat and drink food or water put in front of her. Once, a few nights before the meeting, she had risen from her bed in the middle of the night and walked out of the tiny apartment. Jonr had followed her out into the street, where she had stood for some minutes, staring blankly as she always seemed to, and then turned and strode off as though she knew where she was going.

Jonr had wanted very badly to run up to her and take her arm, guide her back inside so he could, himself, go back to sleep. But he didn’t. He merely trailed her as she went.

She came eventually into the wide space that fronted the entrance to the Temporal Location and stopped, breathing a little hard as though the long, rapid walk had taxed her, or as though she was distressed in some other way, or perhaps both.

When the doors of the Temporal Location were shut and the crowds of pilgrims were elsewhere, presumably asleep, the wide plaza, the broad streets that led to it, seemed larger and echoing, and somehow colder. Occasionally a muted shout or a thump or clang would sound—supplies being delivered somewhere, or repairs that were more easily undertaken at this hour. They were, to Jonr’s mind, companionable sounds, oddly reassuring. He wondered if the consoror heard them the same way he did, as evidence that she was not alone, not completely cut off from help or companionship. But why would she? Jonr himself couldn’t understand why those sounds felt that way.

He wanted, still, to go back to the apartment, back to bed. But instead he waited while she stood and stared at the huge doors of the Temporal Location. Until her shoulders hitched, just slightly, in a way that told Jonr she was weeping. “Consoror,” he said. “Let’s go home.” He knew she didn’t understand him. It wasn’t one of the things he said to her so regularly that by now she clearly understood from sheer repetition. Eat, walk, sleep. He came nearer, and put a hand on her shoulder. Not the one by the nearly regrown arm; she didn’t like to be touched there, it would send her back into her unresponsive state for hours or days.

She was weeping, but not with the desperation of weeks before, when he had found her blocking the door to the apartment. “It’s all right,” he said. And then, in Radchaai, “It’s all right. Let’s go back.” She heard him, he was certain. “Please, Consoror.” Please in Radchaai, consoror in his own language, because it was what he always called her. “It’s the middle of the night. You need to rest.” He felt more than saw the shift in her posture that told him she was willing to go, and he took the elbow of her whole arm and guided her back.

But now, sitting across the low table in the governor’s sitting room, actual tea in tiny bowls, with cakes and cured fish and any number of other delicacies that Jonr didn’t recognize, the consoror had retreated again into complete unresponsiveness.

“How are you, cousin?” asked Governor Charak, and found herself confounded by the entire lack of any answer, not just of words but of the least change in the consoror’s expression or posture. It felt, to the governor, as though she had expected to walk through a door and run into a wall instead. “I see your arm is nearly grown back.” Nothing.

Governor Charak looked a question, or perhaps an order, at Jonr. “The citizen is improving,” he said, in careful, formal Radchaai, doing his best to ignore the whispering and chattering that speaking Radchaai always set off. It seemed slightly more bearable now, maybe he should be speaking Radchaai all the time so that he could get used to it, or so that it could eventually fade away. But he didn’t want to do that.

“Does she not…” Governor Charak gestured hopelessly at the tea and the food.

She did, these days, but clearly she did not want to here. She doesn’t feel safe here. A glassy, sharp-edged thought that cut through the whispers of Radchaai language instruction. A taste in his mouth, or a smell that said to him, You’re her only ally. As though the consoror had spoken to him, he knew what to do. “I feed her, Governor,” Jonr said. “If you will excuse me.” He lifted a bowl of tea and held it to the consoror’s lips.

For the next hour Governor Charak spoke of this or that cousin or aunt, this or that bit of family news or gossip, and the consoror stared blankly while Jonr fed her sips and bites.

And when the hour was up—Governor Charak had indeed been keeping an eye on the time—the governor said, “Well, cousin, it’s been good to see you. I’m glad you’re doing so well. I hope we can do this again sometime soon.” She looked then at Jonr. “My office will make an appointment for two weeks from now.”

“Yes, Governor,” said Jonr, and led the consoror away.

It was a profound relief to be outside the Sodality of the Radiant Star. Out in the wide street the crowd seethed—the Temporal Location was not far away and pilgrims still thronged, wandering the outer halls of the Temporal Location, pressing through the crowds in the plaza outside its entrance, walking the streets nearby in search of places the saints had graced in centuries gone by. Not peaceful, not restful, not in any sense a refuge and yet it felt, to Jonr, like an escape. They were away from the attention that Governor Charak very clearly did not want to give, and that very clearly the consoror did not want to receive, but somehow could not be avoided. If anyone in the crowd was speaking Radchaai it was lost in the rush and mutter of sound that echoed and swelled in the street. No one knew or cared who Jonr was, or the consoror. Either or both of them might as well have been invisible, and thus might as well have been alone in an empty street.

He took the consoror’s arm and waded forward, pushing where he needed to, feeling good, for the first time since he’d come out of suspension. He realized that he had not felt anything more than duty and a flat not-that-badness for weeks. For thirty years—that thought dizzied him and he pushed it away. Now, this moment in the street, having endured tea with Governor Charak, having understood what the consoror had wanted, had needed, having gotten through a trial and seeing, now, two weeks free of any repetition, he felt suddenly free, as though he and the consoror could go anywhere, do anything, and the prospect was a bracing one.

Before he could enlarge on that thought, someone called his name. A man, oddly, alarmingly familiar, whose voice, calling him, filled Jonr with inexplicable fear.

“Jonr!” said the man, grinning, holding his arms out as wide as the crowd allowed. “It’s been so long! Look at you! We’ve all wondered how you’ve been doing.”

Recognition snapped the details together in Jonr’s mind. He wanted to turn and run, but the consoror wouldn’t run, he was sure, and the crowd was too dense for him to get far.

“How are you?” asked the man. Radden. Who had never been particularly kind to Jonr. Who, last time Jonr had encountered him, had kicked him repeatedly while he lay, curled up and helpless on the floor of the Consorority’s main foyer. He was thirty years older, the only reason that Jonr had not recognized him immediately. Jonr’s chest ached, not the clench of tears or heartbreak, but the knife of broken ribs.

There was nothing for it. He would have to stand and talk, as though Radden could be talked to, as though it was possible to exchange pleasantries with him. “Fine,” said Jonr. “I’m fine.”

“We’ve been worried about you,” said Radden, with every appearance of sincerity. “Mother Zaved got word the Radchaai had confiscated you—confiscated you! As though you were just a piece of property. It’s just the sort of awful thing the Radchaai are always doing. Mother Zaved has been trying to get you back, but she can’t even get an appointment with anyone, let alone the governor. She’ll be so glad to know I found you.”

Nothing seemed real to Jonr now, except the conviction that if he breathed too hard he would hurt. The feeling that his face was still bruised, and that he could not make any sense of this situation or find words to reply to what Radden was saying.

Radden was saying, “You should come back with me now! Everyone will be so happy to see you.” He seemed sincere.

In fact he was sincere. For him, thirty years had passed. He had become a responsible adult, and his idea of himself as a responsible adult did not include actions like repeatedly kicking a vulnerable sib while he lay on the ground. He had, in fact, learned at least somewhat better, as I know we all would wish for him. But, having learned better, he could not now admit to himself how things had really been, that night thirty years before. Perhaps, in being so happy to see Jonr now, so eager to invite him back to the Consorority of the Translocation, Radden hoped that Jonr would confirm the edifice Radden had built in his mind over those three decades. Would say, Yes, of course, it was just a boyish scuffle, we’re all friends and brothers here, you are a good person. After all, it was thirty years ago. Thirty-one!

For Jonr, a thousand years would not have been enough, and in his experience of time it had only been two months. He could not even begin to imagine that Radden’s invitation was extended in goodwill. He could not even find a way to respond.

Someone put a hand on his shoulder. No, not a hand, a wrist. The consoror, using that regrown arm that she hated to have touched, and never moved unless it was for the exercises the doctor had prescribed, to keep the new-grown muscles from atrophying. She was looking not at Jonr but at Radden, straight on and challenging. She said, in Radchaai, “Is this person bothering you?”

The hair on the back of Jonr’s neck—on his arms, all over him—stood up. He almost forgot the awkward terror of meeting Radden. You spoke, he wanted to say. You’ve never spoken.

“Who’s this?” asked Radden, surprised, and not pleasantly. He had not noticed Jonr’s charge until now. And her threat had been obvious, if inexplicable to Radden. Uncalled for.

Jonr said, “This is my consoror.” An escape offered itself. “I’m very busy just now. I’m on duty.”

“Of course.” Radden, too, was relieved. Any strange behavior could be safely filed under You know how consorors are, and he would not have to ask himself why she had thought it made sense to threaten him like that. Why she might have assumed—wrongly of course—that Radden had been threatening Jonr. “Of course you are. I’m sorry for delaying you, you must be busy. But the invitation stands! You and your consoror both.” It was just dawning on Radden that the consoror in question was certainly Radchaai. Wasn’t that something! He’d have something to tell when he got back to the house. “Come any time, you know you’re always welcome. You know how things are at the Consorority.”

“I do,” Jonr agreed. “Goodbye.” And he took the consoror’s arm and led her away through the crowd.

For the first time, the tiny apartment felt like home. Like a refuge. Jonr closed the door and locked it. He wanted to pile things up against it. No, he wanted to sit down with his back to the door to hold it closed, but if he did that he would certainly begin to cry. And he was on duty, as he had told Radden. He was always on duty.

The consoror had sat down in her chair and was now silent and staring, as always. But aware, yes. “Are you all right?” Jonr asked. And then again, in Radchaai that abraded his nerves, “Are you all right?”

She gave only the smallest flicker of facial muscles in reply.

“No, me neither,” he admitted, and then he did put his back to the door and slide down and put his face in his hands, because for some obscure reason he didn’t want to weep in front of the consoror.

After a while he wiped his face on his hands and looked up. The consoror was staring off, away. Not looking in his direction at all. “I’m sorry,” he said, in Aaia. “I’m sorry.” I’m getting myself back together, he wanted to say, but one didn’t bring one’s own needs to the attention of a consoror, not when that consoror was the object of one’s care and duty. “Just a moment, that’s all.”

“I wanted to know if I was a prisoner.” The consoror still stared off, away from him. As though she hadn’t spoken at all.

Jonr sniffled. It was that or embarrass himself with his shirttail. “You’re not a prisoner.” But I am, he thought, and tears welled again.

“But I am,” the consoror said, in an echo of his thoughts so precise that Jonr’s tears stopped as abruptly as they had tried to return.

“You can go wherever you like, Consoror. I’m your servant. I’m sorry if I’ve done anything to make you think otherwise.” But he wasn’t sorry. He was angry, and resentful. For two months he had devoted every waking moment, and no few of his sleeping ones, to caring for her. And now she accused him of being her prison guard. “I’m sorry for that night. I needed to do something and I locked the door so that you would be safe while I was gone. I didn’t even think you would get out of bed.”

“Oh,” she said. Still looking off into some distance, not at Jonr at all. “That. No. It doesn’t matter where I go. I’m always here.”

“I hate speaking Radchaai,” he said, once the echoes of her last sentence had died down, without him having fully understood what she meant. And then, mortified that he had stepped out of his proper place, but still angry, “The doctor didn’t realize that I already spoke it.”

The consoror did look at him, then. “Did they reeducate you?”

“I mean, not like that. I’m not a criminal. But, yes. They gave me education modules. And now it’s…”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Maybe we can find something else. Do you…”

The door chimed. Jonr and the consoror both flinched at the sound, and then the consoror was immediately vacant, staring away somewhere distant and unreachable. Jonr scrambled to his feet, hesitated a moment, and then, telling himself firmly that Radden could not possibly know where he was, opened the door.

Justice of Albis stood there, a tzetar case in one hand, a thick package of something white under its other arm. “I beg your pardon,” it said in its flat voice, in Aaia. “Sending personal messages to civilian citizens on the public network is discouraged. I have brought you your belongings.”

Jonr stood blinking at it for a moment, and then said, “Come in.”

None of the things Justice of Albis carried belonged to Jonr. Certainly his tzetar hadn’t had a case, and if it had, it wouldn’t have been so smooth and flawless, or smelled so obviously new. The instrument was built of actual polished wood that shone like silk. The strings stretched bright over the fretboard, and Jonr would have staked money—except he had no money but what was meant for the consoror—that it had never been played. He was afraid to touch it.

The white package was blankets wrapped around two pillows, both bright and new as the tzetar. And two packages of onion-flavored crackers, which by now were nearly impossible to find, let alone afford if you did find them.

“These aren’t mine,” Jonr said.

“The objects themselves were too badly damaged to be of use,” Justice of Albis said. Not an argument, merely a flat statement of fact. “I hope these are sufficient replacements.”

“You didn’t…” Jonr began. And then, “This must have cost a fortune. My things were just…” He looked at Justice of Albis’s blank face. There was no recognition there, no response. Nothing at all.

“I am assured the instrument is of high quality,” said Justice of Albis. “I wrongly appropriated your possessions and it is only just that I replace them.”

Jonr knew he should refuse. These were not his possessions. The tzetar would have been fabulously expensive, the onion crackers likely had approached it in value, considering what food, especially bread, was going for these days. Even with the governor’s allowance, he and the consoror had been eating mostly skel these past few days, and that was likely to continue.

He knew he should refuse, but instead he reached out his hands and took the tzetar out of its case. He sat on his narrow bed, and fingered a scale, and then its basic variations, and then, caught by the rich sound, the feel of the strings under his fingers, just worked the scale to his own fancy, as though he had been, again, sitting in his hiding place soothing himself with his poor music, but intensely aware that he was not, that he never would be again.

Within a few minutes he stopped, and set the tzetar back in its case. He wanted very badly to keep it. But he shouldn’t. He should refuse it. He imagined Justice of Albis requesting the instrument from its maker, imagined the instrument maker too frightened or too wise to refuse. Well, then, he thought, I can’t risk refusing, either. But he knew it for a rationalization, knew he was just looking for a way to keep the tzetar. “It’s beautiful,” he said. “How did you get it?”

“I have my own resources,” said Justice of Albis, and it turned and left the apartment before Jonr could say anything more.







The Crown of Rays

With Iono now at work most days, one might be forgiven for thinking that Shtel might have missed him, or at least his absence for so many hours might have changed hir daily routine. But in fact, Iono did not work such terribly long hours, and between him and his consort, it was in fact Shtel who had a routine and daily business to attend to.

Sie rose every day an hour before Iono, so that sie could be there to eat hir breakfast with him. Breakfast eaten and Iono off to his day’s activities, Shtel would consult with the household attendant about menus, any nonroutine tasks, and any concerns sie or he might have.

Then it was time to examine the household accounts—Shtel knew that one needed to keep apprised of any expenses, no matter how trivial. Sie did not want to be one of the many whose attendants took advantage of them, slipping treats and extras for themselves into the grocery order, or pilfering out of the household cash.

Once the apartment was in the most efficient order possible, it was time for what Shtel considered the most important part of hir duties—it was time to visit hir friends.

You might be thinking that this was no work at all, let alone an important duty. And in some ways you would be correct. Shtel surely enjoyed meeting with friends, how could sie not? But those friends were the consorts and children of other households prominent in the Chath Precinct, and they knew what was discussed in those households and often held some influence over the opinion of their consorts and parents and children. And Shtel knew that those meetings, those lunches, every pleasant chat over gum mat tea, helped to build and sustain a sort of foundational support for hir consort’s status and reputation. It was hir duty, and hir privilege, to support Iono in this way.

Hir favorite of these social duties was to attend meetings of the Association for Religious Education. This association had begun some centuries before as the result of a period of heightened tension between the Chath and the Athphsid residents of Ooioiaa, and had at the time the very serious goal of ensuring that Chath residents understood and followed proper Chath Chenala practice. Their activities in those days involved visiting schools in the Chath Precinct and lecturing the children on religious topics; painting walls in highly trafficked streets with approved religious imagery; and spreading vicious rumors about Chath residents who seemed too accommodating to their Athphsid neighbors. Now, centuries later, they mostly met to listen to some guest or prominent member discourse on theology or some religious trend or recent pedagogical fad, and then to gossip over gum mat tea.

At some point in the previous year, a member had been inspired to create a meditation aid—or, to be more accurate, had taken an already popular format of such aids and changed a few details. The format in question was the Crown of Rays, an image of the Radiant Star with as many rays as needed (though twelve was conventional). At the point of each extending ray is an image or text that is to be prayed over and pondered. This version was to have an image of a saint of the Temporal Location at each point, each saint of course with their associated prayer. It would be distributed in schools, and a file would be available for free to any pilgrim to the Temporal Location, and it was hoped that the shops that sold objects for those pilgrims to take home in memory of their visit would also sell cards or other physical versions, thereby edifying the wider universe and increasing the right sort of devotion.

Of course the news that Serque Tais would be joining the saints in the Temporal Location opened up the question of whether this saintly Crown of Rays should be edited to include him, especially since his accession to sainthood would be an ideal time to introduce the Crown to a wide audience. And so the chairs of the Association for Religious Education (Shtel had been one a few years before, but was not at the moment) had called a special meeting.

“There sie is!” cried one of hir friends, when sie walked into the meeting room. A man, as most of the association was. In Ooioiaa, men were considered to be most suited to those practical matters that sustained the comfort of families and households, and most properly occupied by the care and education of children and the ordering of household budgets. “Tell us, Shtel, what is it like to be so close to a real saint?”

Shtel, of course, would have been disappointed to have received any other sort of greeting. Sie made a moue of dismay and disapproval. “Now, Aisa, you know that my father-in-law’s sainthood has nothing to do with me!” Sie slid into a seat beside Aisa. “Though, you know, I’m terribly awed, and I’ve always been proud to know him. But I almost didn’t come today, it’s too embarrassing.” This was absolutely not true. When sie had received notification of the meeting sie had immediately resolved to attend no matter what—even Iono’s breakfast would have taken second place to this.

Another member, who had always been friendly to Shtel, but did not like hir much, said, “How is your consort handling the extra responsibility?” Per had heard gossip about what Iono’s newfound responsibility actually amounted to, and moreover believed it, knowing what per did of Iono and also of Shtel. “I’m sure it’s very tiring and stressful.”

“Oh, very much so!” exclaimed Shtel. “I’m not sure how he keeps it up, but then again,” sie added, with a fond smile, “it is what he was born for, and he’s always known that one day he would run Serque Removal.” Sie had heard, of course, the slightest trace of sarcasm in the speaker’s voice, but at a moment like this, sie was secure in hir triumph, untouchable.

The three chairs of the Association for Religious Education, who had all this time been conferring at the front of the room, now turned to face the membership, and chatter stilled. “It’s good to see you all,” said the first chair. “I know this is an inconvenience, asking you all to rearrange your schedules.” He knew, of course, that those schedules mostly involved managing servants and attending meetings like this one. “But the matter seemed worth discussing and time is short. If we want to be sure our newest saint of the Temporal Location”—and here he paused just the slightest instant so that it was clear that he recognized Shtel seated among the membership—“is part of our Crown of Rays, we need to let the manufacturers know by tomorrow.”

The third chair put in, “We’ve already sent you all an account of the proposed changes. It seems appropriate to remove St Athamar and replace them with St Tais.” Here was another brief almost-nod to Shtel. “The accompanying prayer needn’t change much, I don’t think. Unless someone objects.” This, with a direct look at Shtel, as the person most likely to have a personal stake in what prayer would be assigned to hir father-in-law.

“My goodness,” cried Shtel, with feigned flusterment. “Why is everyone looking at me! Yes, Serque Tais is my father-in-law, but that doesn’t mean I have any special insights into what might be religiously appropriate! In fact, I came here to say that I can’t possibly give an opinion on the matter, and I must abstain from any vote. I can’t possibly be impartial, not when it’s my dear father-in-law we’re talking about.” And sie simpered. Aside from the day Iono had confessed that he loved hir, this was quite possibly the most glorious day of hir life. “Please, don’t regard me at all.”

It, of course, crossed the minds of several attendees that if Shtel had not wanted to be regarded, sie might have stayed home and sent a message declaring hir abstention. But Shtel had always been a generous donor to the association, and with hir consort soon inheriting all of Serque Tais’s worldly goods, there was the potential for hir to be even more generous.

A cynic might suspect that the entire matter of rushing to put St Tais on the new Crown of Rays was about currying favor with the very wealthy heir of Serque Tais, whoever that might be. But is it even possible to imagine that these people, who had devoted so much time and money and effort to the worthy cause of religious education, could possibly be so mercenary in the midst of such a sacred occasion? Surely not.

In any event, the matter was debated—very gently—and when the vote was taken, St Athamar found themself ousted from the Crown of Rays. The proposed prayer and stylized portrait of St Tais were both approved, and the three chairs sent notifications to the manufacturers before even closing the meeting, because if there were to be cards and extruded plastic brooches by the day of Serque Tais’s ascension to sainthood, work must begin at once.

“Come have lunch with me,” said Aisa, before anyone could be in before him with an invitation. “It may not be luxurious, but I promise there won’t be any skel.”

“I don’t need luxury when I’m in the company of friends,” said Shtel.

There is a creature that lives in the iced-over oceans of Aaa that is actually many creatures. Or perhaps it is all many parts of one creature, no one is entirely certain. In fact, at the time of the events I have been relating, no one realized it was a creature at all. It appeared occasionally in the waters around Ooioiaa as a viscous substance that coated rocks or plants or even worms. On the rare occasions that anyone talked about it, it was called sea-rot, and was assumed to be merely a symptom of age and decay.

It was not, however, a symptom but a cause. Amorphous gray masses of sea-rot drifted or oozed through the water, searching for things to eat, extending the thinnest of filaments into whatever it found to extract the delicious nutrients within. It could disperse and reform at need or whim—as I said, no one is sure if it is many things or one thing, and perhaps it doesn’t matter.

In the wide oceans, it has predators, which keep its size—or population, or what have you—in some sort of control. In the citywide water reclamation systems of Ooioiaa, it has none. And while the predators of sea-rot are successfully filtered out of the water brought into the city, sea-rot itself did sometimes make it past those filters. Which rarely became apparent. Light and oxygen kept it under control for the most part, and when sea-rot’s presence did become apparent the few slimed, rotted plants were removed immediately. It was, at worst, a minor annoyance.

But then skel was planted all throughout the water-processing systems of the city. And skel was packed full of delicious things, and over the years, over centuries, the sea-rot lurking in the city’s settling and purification tanks had been learning to tolerate the light and oxygen that kept it at bay.

It had been a long and gradual process, but when skel was introduced, when the sea-rot had gotten its first taste of the riches skel provided, a lot of things happened all at once.







The Heretic

The relationships between the sects of Chenala that occupy the Temporal Location are a perplexity for those who do not live in close proximity to practitioners of those sects. Stated simply, the Chath do not consider the Athphsid to be heretics, but rather followers of a slightly different, not entirely correct but still essentially legitimate doctrine. The Athphsid, however, absolutely consider the Chath to be heretics, betrayers of the fundamental truth of the Radiant Star.

Both sects consider the Ylec to be heretical. The Ylec, in their time, considered themselves to have recovered the real truth of the Radiant Star. Other sects before them had either hidden that truth or been ignorant of it, and it was the Ylec mission, their destiny assigned by the Star itself, to tell all the world about that truth, and the perversions of that truth the other sects had perpetrated.

They were victims of their own success. Having set the precedent, others were emboldened in their creations of yet new truths that had been suppressed, yet more doctrine to be reinterpreted and diced fine. The Ylec constantly splintered around the edges, and most of those splinters disappeared almost as soon as they were born, but some took hold and grew. In the fullness of time they grew larger than the parent they had separated from. The support the Ylec savants depended on dwindled year by year.

The Ylec preached many heresies, but the one that most rankled the Chath and the Athphsid was the denial of visions. Visions, according to the Ylec, were deception, either fabricated by the savants who claimed to be prone to them, or lies on the part of the powers of the universe opposed to the radiance of the Star. These powers themselves were another heretical invention of the Ylec, but it is not my intention to catalog Ylec beliefs, and so I will stop there.

The Ylec did not believe in visions, but they did believe that one could directly consult the will of the Radiant Star. They used a tool they called the Images of Radiance, which allegedly the founder of the sect had discovered spread out before them on awakening from a drug-addled attempt at a true, prayerful vision.

Here is what everyone knew about the Images of Radiance—they consisted of sixty-four squares of gold, each one with a different, detailed image beautifully enameled in cloisonné in bright colors. They were held in a box of iron and olivine, which itself was covered with a cloth heavy with embroidery. The cloth was only removed, and the box opened, at prescribed times by savants of the appropriate rank. Over the centuries some pilgrims claimed to have seen the Images of Radiance, but would not say what exactly those Images depicted, or how they were used to determine the will of the Star. When the last Ylec savant in the Temporal Location was discovered to have died, the Ylec quarters were exhaustively searched, but the box, and the Images of Radiance, were never found. Each remaining hierarch believed with complete confidence that the other had stolen them, though how this had been accomplished was difficult to say.

I don’t mean to keep you in suspense about the matter, which is (unless you are Ylec yourself) a trivial one. The Images of Radiance themselves made up the entirety of collection number seventy-two. That is to say, Justice of Albis had them.

There are many imitations and forgeries of the Images of Radiance. No one knows how close they may be to the original—except Justice of Albis, of course. One or two of these imitations had become popular enough that most people believed them to be genuinely accurate, and many included them in their own religious practices.

So, as I said, the question of where or what the original Images of Radiance were was not a particularly urgent one. The revelation of the fact that Hierarch Niranhin had withheld their existence from the Radchaai consorors had not been anything dramatic, anything that changed the shape of things in Ooioiaa, or the Site of the Temporal Location. But it had made plain something that everyone already knew or suspected, and was at the same time trying to pretend the other parties did not know—that the Chath savants, in particular Hierarch Niranhin, were only friendly with the Radchaai consorors because Niranhin wanted to use them for Niranhin’s own ends. And that those ends did not include Niranhin helping the Radchaai to their own means of profit or prestige. Never mind that it was petty—as though Radchaai, any Radchaai, could not find such a means for themselves! As though the Radchaai consorors would not sooner or later have heard of the original Images just in the course of dealing with residents of the Ylec Precinct! The fact of that withheld information, and its senselessness, communicated Hierarch Niranhin’s feelings and intentions far more clearly than anything else they could have done or said.

Consoror Nialt knew all of this. She tried not to think about it, though, while she was on duty. During the third of the day that was assigned to the Radchaai—that had formerly been the responsibility of the Ylec savants—it was Nialt’s job to guard the actual point of the Temporal Location, the gold-circled spot where the Star itself had appeared. Customarily the pilgrims formed a line that snaked all around the outer chambers of the Site of the Temporal Location—the line itself was part of the pilgrimage, with chapels and stations, each the site of some miracle or revelation to be remembered, meditated on, hoped for—into the wide central space, up the steps that led to the chapels of the saints, around, and down again, and finally to the edge of the Site itself. Pilgrims ringed the Site, kneeling or even lying on the ground, praying, sighing, touching that gold ring with the tips of their fingers, or kissing it.

These throes of devotion were utterly alien to Consoror Nialt. Not that she did not understand religious fervor, but she was unused to it taking quite this form. And as I have already mentioned, Radchaai priesthoods are more often a matter of administration than of faith or devotion. Still, this was where she had been assigned, this was the life that Amaat, that supreme god of the Radchaai, had ordained for her, and she would do her duty. If that meant standing for hours—along with some Chath savants assigned to assist her—inside that holy circle, watching pilgrims to be sure none crossed that gold boundary without authorization, and when authorized did not overstay their allotted moments, then Nialt would be content with that.

On this day—that is, the day that Serque Iono was summoned to meet with Governor Charak, and the day that three Chath savants entered Serque House and took over the care of Serque Tais—Savant Keemat was one of those Chath savants assigned to assist Consoror Nialt. Which Nialt was in some measure glad of, because she liked Savant Keemat—had since they had met. Keemat was intelligent and urbane, they spoke Radchaai well and were happy to speak about history or philosophy or theology.

But Consoror Nialt worried about Savant Keemat. They had become abstracted. Inattentive. They seemed to be always tired, though Nialt could not have said what specifically gave her that impression. And to Nialt’s eye Savant Keemat seemed to grow thinner each day. She did not know, of course, that Keemat was fasting, or that the savant was attempting to be in retreat while also being in the midst of their regular duties. If she had known, she would have been more disturbed and alarmed, not less. As things were, Nialt tried not to think about the saints surrounding her above, watching with their sightless eyes. Even Sts Slelen and Criril, whom she had become familiar with and felt by now were almost friendly presences, seemed sinister today. Something, she felt, was wrong. So when the Athphsid savants came to take their turn in the circle, she made sure to walk beside Savant Keemat, and murmur, “Savant, are you well?”

“Very well, Consoror,” Keemat replied. “How not?” In truth they were hungry and tired, and had found that the more prolonged their secret fast became, the more difficult it was to keep the holy Radiance in the forefront of their thoughts, let alone perform their regular duties without the other savants realizing what state they were in. They were always on the edge of lapsing into a vision, but those visions, when they came, were convoluted and obscure. Even now the crowd of pilgrims seemed to melt into an undifferentiated mass, and a scent they couldn’t identify wafted through the air.

“You seem unwell to me, Savant,” Nialt said, the words coming to Savant Keemat as though from a distance, or through glass. Or both. “I think you should see a doctor.”

“I am very well,” Savant Keemat said again. “I have no need of a doctor.” Suddenly Consoror Nialt, who by now was entirely familiar to Keemat, and who Keemat in fact liked just as well as Nialt liked them, seemed to be a stranger, her face and voice unfamiliar, incomprehensible. What had the consoror just said? What should Keemat say in response, that would keep the Radchaai consoror from prying further? “If I seem distracted it is because I have been performing a multiday devotion. It’s not your sort of practice, I know, and of course it seems strange or even disturbing.” The pilgrims disappeared in a web of tangled shadows, and the scent turned sweet and overpowering. Grant me your radiance, Keemat prayed, knowing this for a vision. They had seen flashes of holy light in visions, felt the edges of warmth and radiance, had held it in their mind before. But now it seemed to have fled them. Holy Star, source of all light, I beg you. But there was only darkness.

Consoror Nialt caught them as they fell—appalled at how easy it was to hold them. “Savants!” she called to the other Chath savants, who were still walking away toward the door that led to private quarters. “Your assistance!” The surrounding mass of pilgrims, oblivious, surged in their swirling currents around the Site of the Temporal Location. No one heard her.

Nialt laid Keemat down on the stone floor, as gently as she could, and stood over them so that no one would step on them. Then she took hold of the shoulder of the nearest pilgrim. “You!” she commanded, in Radchaai, and then turned to her small store of Aaia. “You! Go get one of the Chath savants.” It took a few more sentences, a gesture to Savant Keemat lying senseless on the ground between Nialt’s feet, to convince the pilgrim, who was by no means eager to give up hir place in line so near that gold circle, but that sight was enough to move hir. And before long the crowd parted for three Chath savants, who lifted Keemat up and carried them away.

They laid Keemat in their bed in the dormitory. “It’s a vision?” asked one of the savants who had carried them.

“She needs a doctor,” Nialt insisted, in Radchaai, and then in Aaia, “They need a doctor.” The Chath savants looked dubious. Nialt, as a consoror rather than a savant, and a Radchaai on top of that, could not possibly understand about visions. “They’ve been unwell, haven’t you noticed?” But, Nialt realized, she herself had not noticed until the last week or so, and surely whatever this was had been going on for longer.

“It’s probably a vision,” that first savant insisted. And then, as though Nialt was a child who needed things explained very simply, “Savant Keemat is prone to visions, you know.”

“I know,” began Nialt, and drew breath to call the savant ignorant and superstitious and stupid, to cry out all her misgivings and disgusts, the press of pilgrims around the ghoulish saints, even the very petty concealment of the Images of Radiance, which ordinarily Nialt considered beneath her notice—it was all too much. But stopped herself. “I know about visions, I’ve seen it. Savant Keemat needs a doctor.”

“No doctor,” murmured Savant Keemat, and all attention was on them. “Please.”

Swiftly, Consoror Nialt knelt by the bed. “Savant, you’re unwell.”

“No doctor,” said Savant Keemat again, their voice rough and breathy and barely there, but growing stronger.

“There, you see?” said the other savant. “It’s just a vision, Consoror. You just haven’t seen one of these yet, but they do happen, and they’re just like this. There’s nothing to worry about.”

“I want to see the hierarch,” said Nialt.

“No!” Keemat protested.

“The hierarch isn’t here,” said the other savant. “They’re at Serque House.”

“Don’t tell the hierarch,” Keemat insisted, still lying on the bed, still weak. Terrified. “You’ll ruin everything if you tell the hierarch.”

“What will I ruin?” asked Nialt.

“Now, now,” said the other savant. “You and Hierarch Niranhin have never gotten on, we all know that, but I think you’re being a bit extreme.”

“What will I ruin?” Nialt asked again. In Radchaai now. “If you are undertaking some sort of asceticism for the sake of the Radiant Star, or an attempt at some sort of special vision, that’s all very well, but you shouldn’t be concealing that from your hierarch. And whatever this is, it’s clearly beyond your strength. You shouldn’t be doing this.” She turned again to the other savant. “Fetch a doctor.”

The other savant shrugged, and left. They did not, however, send for a doctor. After all, Savant Keemat had refused it.

It would be easy to think that Hierarch Niranhin should have realized what was happening, but the truth is that they were by now intensely preoccupied with Serque Tais’s looming sainthood. What had begun as an unthinkably glorious gift of the Star had somehow turned in Niranhin’s hands and become a blade that would cut them no matter where they grasped it. And they could not, at this late date, refrain from grasping.

There was nowhere they could go for help or advice. Oh, there were savants who Niranhin discussed opinion and policy with, but those savants would be no help here. There was Hierarch Emeritus Biven—but Niranhin shrank from that thought. Biven might not say, straight out, I told you so, but Niranhin would hear it, spoken or not. It was too humiliating, and Niranhin did not see any way that Biven could help and thus saw no justification for subjecting themself to that humiliation.

And Savant Keemat’s bid for sainthood was such a small part of this entire mess and, Hierarch Niranhin believed, easily dealt with. Savant Keemat was erratic, but generally obedient. Niranhin had denied their ridiculous request. The immediate aspects of the matter were dealt with. Once Serque Tais was safely seated beside Sts Slelen and Criril, there would be time for closer attention to the celebrity speaking savant. Now, though, Hierarch Niranhin spent much of their time in visiting the savants who tended to Tais, and in overseeing the final preparations for his sainthood.

Having failed to spur any of the Chath savants into action, Consoror Nialt went to her own superior.

“I don’t know what there is for us to do,” said Ilora. Head Priest Ilora—she did not like the title Mother that would have been the obvious counterpart to consoror. She didn’t like consoror, either, but it had stuck, both with the savants and the pilgrims, and so she had little choice, since she was not petty enough to pointlessly insist on some other title. “Savant Keemat is not under my authority. And you know… I know that you and Savant Keemat are friendly, and of course she is very civilized in a lot of ways, and you know, I know, that everyone here, the permanent residents, I mean, not the pilgrims…” Ilora had to stop, having tangled herself in her sentence and what she had intended to say. “Ooioiaans are citizens, they have been for thirty years. But they are not quite entirely civilized, even the most educated and polite of them.”

In the Radchaai language, the word citizen is the same as the word for civilized. And of course, Head Priest Ilora was speaking Radchaai, so she had said that Ooioiaans were Radchaai for thirty years, but were not quite entirely Radchaai. And from one angle that was true enough. From the other, the words communicated a disdain that Nialt, though she felt it herself, had never thought about. Now she saw it—in Head Priest Ilora and in herself, and she was dismayed and ashamed. “Holiness,” she said, “I understand you. But will you please speak to Hierarch Niranhin? I know the hierarch will listen to you.”

“Yes, of course,” replied Ilora. “At the soonest opportunity.” And then, seeing that Nialt was still unhappy, “I’m sorry. I would give you some time to yourself but we are, of course, very short-staffed. But that won’t last long! The Assignment Office has sent us some candidates for the priesthood here. They will be arriving tomorrow. You’ll be tasked with much of their training, and I know that will add to your already heavy burden, but eventually the new priests will be able to take over duties on their own. I also…” Ilora considered a moment. “It will be a year or more before the new temple of Amaat is in any sort of condition to hold a priest of its own. Until then, I think we must consider ourselves the representatives of civilized religion here.” She gave a short laugh, half recognition at the irony of calling the practices in the Temporal Location civilized, half self-deprecation meant to soften the stark ambition of what she was saying. “I have been paying visits to the Radchaai residents here, to get to know our… constituents, and also to encourage participation, as a civilized example to our neighbors. It strikes me that you could do some of that. Yes. You should, I think. I will greet the new priests tomorrow, and Justice of Albis will show them the most basic of their new duties.” She turned to where an ancillary of Justice of Albis stood, stiff and silent, by the door. “Will that suit, Ship?”

“I am, of course, at your service, Holiness,” said Justice of Albis.

“And with more staff,” said Ilora, “we should begin to think seriously about the question of oracles. I wish we knew more about these Images of Radiance our predecessors used. I’m half tempted to just begin tossing omens, once we have the staff. But it would be better to have some appearance of continuity here.” And, she did not say aloud, some mechanism for oracles that could not be appropriated by the eventual head priest of Amaat. “See what you can discover, out and about.” She turned again to Justice of Albis. “You haven’t heard anything to the purpose, have you, Ship? Do you know anything about the Images of Radiance?”

“No,” said Justice of Albis, flat and final.

“Ah, well,” replied Ilora. “In any event, Nialt, rest this evening. Ship will handle the cleaning and such tonight. Tomorrow, you can go visiting. Relax a bit, get your mind off things.” And of course, knowing that things in this case was principally Savant Keemat, she added, “I will ask for a meeting with Hierarch Niranhin as soon as possible.”

“Thank you, Holiness,” said Nialt, with real gratitude.

But Niranhin was preoccupied with the upcoming sainthood and could find no time to meet with their Radchaai counterpart until after that great event.







Dissection

Serque Iono went directly to his apartment after the extremely unpleasant interview with Governor Charak. He did not even consider going back to Serque Removal, nor did he think to notify anyone there that he was not returning. Not that it mattered—Iono’s father had arranged things carefully so that, for these few weeks, no interference from a Serque would be required.

The apartment was empty—Shtel was out, the new household attendant nowhere in evidence. Iono had thought he would feel safe here, secure, but instead he felt cornered. Surrounded. Trapped. He sank into one of the cushioned chairs, not really seeing the room around him.

“I haven’t done anything wrong,” he said to the empty air. “I haven’t.” It was his father who had been wrong. And after all, Serque Tais had not disdained to take what he wanted, with a little subterfuge. He had often despaired of Iono’s failure to live up to Tais’s expectations of him, and Iono had done nothing more than what Tais would have, if positions had been reversed.

No, Iono had done nothing wrong. This was all Elerit, as he had told the governor. And now the pieces snapped together for Iono—Elerit, who had spent so much time with Tais. Who Tais held in so much uncritical affection. Who had, no doubt, poisoned Tais against his rightful heir. It could not have been a sudden, spur-of-the-moment thing, it would have been a plan, for months or even years. Oh! What a treacherous child! Iono grew angrier and angrier as he thought of it, as he remembered all the signs large and small that his father loved Elerit more than he had ever loved Iono. That Elerit had behaved far more affectionately with Tais than with Iono. Oh, treacherous child, to so betray per father!

Well, Iono could do something about that. Or, he would be able to once he had made his case to the governor. And even if the governor didn’t rule in Iono’s favor—his thoughts skipped away from that possibility like drops of water over a hot stone—even if the governor ruled against him, Iono could—and would!—cut Elerit off. Iono was still young, barely out of his sixties. There was time for a new heir, and now his father wouldn’t be in any position to sneer or rage if Iono had a child with Shtel. Yes, that was what he should do, what he should have done long ago, but he had always been too afraid—no, too obedient. Too dutiful.

It took Iono a good hour or more to come to this conclusion, to master the feelings of hurt, and the guilt and shame he would not allow himself to acknowledge. The feeling that he was trapped, that all of Ooioiaa could see his failure, that the stone walls of his snug and comfortable apartment were closing around him. But once he had managed to arrange his thoughts and feelings into a mostly tolerable order, he sent a quick, peremptory summons to Taiash Isr.

Shtel came in, then. Sie knew immediately, with an absolute and sudden horrible certainty, that something was wrong. Sie could not have said how sie knew, and sie did not know more than that hir consort was dreadfully upset. Sie went immediately to where he sat and knelt by his chair. “Iono. What is it? What’s wrong?” Iono did not immediately answer hir. “Is it your father? Is he all right? I hope nothing bad has happened to him.”

Hir hope was quite sincere. Sie did not like Tais—it would have been perverse if sie had, Tais’s dislike and disdain for hir was so evident. But sie did not wish him ill, if only for Iono’s sake.

Because Shtel really and truly loved hir consort. Sie was in many ways small-minded, and it was true (although sie did not allow hirself to think of the possibility) that sie might not have loved Iono so well had he not been the wealthy heir to even more wealth, at least at the start. But that wealth had only been a part of what had drawn hir to Serque Iono. How could it not have been? How could sie have ignored such an obvious fact? But it had never been the only thing sie loved about him, and, small-minded or not, eager for wealth and status as sie was, sie had always loved Iono himself. And by now, after years of living with him, if he lost everything else in the world, he would not lose hir.

“Elerit,” Iono snarled, at length. And then, “Elerit has gone to the governor to accuse me of neglecting my father. Per accused me of neglecting my own father! And per claimed that the documents that make me the inheritor of Serque Removal are fraudulent, that per is the real heir!”

Shtel could not at first get purchase on what Iono was saying. “But your father changed his mind. Is Elerit saying that…” Sie stopped, not sure what Elerit could be saying.

“Per claims that the codicils that document Father’s change of mind are fraudulent. And per worked up some ridiculous lie about how Father wasn’t being taken care of properly. Serque House is taken over by savants from the Temporal Location, because apparently I can’t be trusted to take care of my own father.”

“How could per…” Shtel began. Because sie really couldn’t believe that Elerit would have behaved so badly. True, sie didn’t have much affection for Elerit—per had always been distant with hir, even if per was always scrupulously polite—but Elerit was a fact of Iono’s life and the facts of Iono’s life were for hir things to be accepted without reservation. “How could per even think such a thing?”

“It’s per nother’s family, I don’t doubt,” said Iono, feeling a strange sort of relief. He tried, generally, not to think of Elerit’s other parent, considering that aspect of Elerit to be irrelevant to himself. But now the lingering doubt—if his child had betrayed him, what had the reason been? Had Iono somehow deserved betrayal?—could be dismissed. All of this was corruption from that other family. No doubt Elerit’s nother, and that nother’s parents and sibs and cousins and so on, had been filling Elerit’s head with lies about Iono, had been, all these years, angling to take over Serque Removal for themselves.

Shtel understood him instantly. “Oh! Oh, how terrible! I never would have imagined Elerit would do such a thing! What are you going to do? Can the council help? Surely the governor won’t believe such ridiculous lies!”

“I’ve called Isr. Elerit has apparently decided I am not per father. Well, so be it. I disinherit per. I disown per.” He took Shtel’s hand from where it rested on his arm. “We will have a child, you and me. Father isn’t in any position to object, not anymore.”

Shtel blinked, speechless. Frozen. At first Iono’s words made no sense to hir, they were so unexpected, and then the meaning came clear. Sie had never particularly wanted a child of hir own, and sie was quite certain that Iono hadn’t, either. And, even though Shtel cared nothing for being a parent, sie knew that it wasn’t a decision to make in the space of a few hours.

But sie also knew how and whether to argue with Iono. “When will Isr be here?”

“I don’t know, she hasn’t replied to my message.” Having decided on a course of action, Iono could no longer sit still. He rose, leaving Shtel on hir knees by the chair, and began to pace. “What do I pay her for if she’s not there when I need her?”

“When did you message her?”

“An hour ago.” Iono checked the time. “One hour and eight minutes.”

That was too long, Shtel thought. “We should go to the council. They all of them knew your father. They won’t like the governor interfering with a family matter like this.” It struck hir, then, that there were higher stakes. “They won’t like it at all if the governor uses this to grab control of Serque Removal!”

“I will go to the council,” Iono said. “But I want the advice of my jurist first.” Which was of course only reasonable and prudent, but in fact Iono was not eager to visit the council again. The first time he had joined a council meeting had been mortifying in the extreme, and subsequent meetings had not been much better. “I’m not certain the council isn’t working with the governor on this, to be honest.” He had reached the point where it seemed to him that all the city was against him.

Shtel rose. “That’s impossible,” she asserted. But doubt crept in behind her certainty. “Surely Mother Zaved…”

“Mother Zaved isn’t technically a member of the council,” said Iono. “You’re right, she would never work with the governor like that, but she has no authority on the council itself.” And the Consorority of the Translocation had, over the last thirty or so years, lost some of its prestige and with it their power to influence affairs in the city. The arrival of Speaking Savant Keemat had not helped. Serque Tais becoming a saint against the wishes of the Consorority had been a very public blow to their reputation. Thinking of that, Iono began to feel as though not everyone would be against him. He had potential allies. “It wouldn’t hurt to talk to her, I suppose.”

“And the precinct loves your father!” Shtel said. “You’ve arranged for peas and pucks next week, I know you have. The governor’s never done that and never will.” It was a measure of how divorced sie was from the ordinary daily life of Aaiaiaans who were not wealthy that sie did not consider how expensive any food other than skel had become, and how little sie realized that the diet of so many Aaiaiaans depended on food the Radchaai governor gave out for free. Sie knew about the skel, of course, knew about its forced introduction, knew that it was distributed free of charge to any resident who wanted it. But sie assumed only the very poorest availed themselves of it, and assumed as well that there could not be many in that category. And however few or many they were, they would obviously much prefer peas and pucks to the unappetizing fleshy greens the governor was pushing on them.

“I’m told there’s a shortage of grain, and there won’t be enough for pucks. Not for enough pucks.” Iono only just now remembered what he had been thinking of before the governor had summoned him. “There is a shortage, it’s true.”

“Offer them more money,” Shtel said. “Everyone says this supposed shortage has been engineered by the governor to begin with. Offer enough money and there’ll be pucks on the day. You’ll see.” It might, sie thought, be quite a lot of money—more than sie ordinarily would think proper to spend on such an occasion—but in this particular instance it would be worth it.

But as my reader already knows, no amount of money could produce grain out of thin air.

The next day Iono went into his father’s office, just as though nothing untoward had happened. He went in defiance—defiance of the governor, of his child, of anyone who dared to think that he had done wrong or that he might or should be embarrassed to show himself. Of course, most of the people he met or would meet knew only that Governor Charak had sent an ancillary of Justice of Albis to bring him to an urgent meeting with her. Such a meeting could have been for any purpose and might, for all anyone knew, as easily have been an eccentricity of the governor’s as anything actually important. Indeed, quite a few people who had watched with curiosity as Justice of Albis had arrived, and as Iono had left with it, had essentially forgotten the whole matter by the next morning. But to Iono, all of his private business might have been presented to every employee of Serque Removal. He felt the inquisitive looks of everyone he met, everyone he passed by, even of those in other rooms who could not, strictly speaking, see him at any moment of his walk from the entrance to his office. Having ordered privacy and closed the doors, still he felt the prurient gazes of those around him pushing up against the walls that kept him safe and private. Well, he would show them all. He would behave as though nothing were amiss. He would do his ordinary business, such as it was.

Shtel, too, was resolved to do hir usual business. Which today was yet another special meeting of the Association for Religious Education. Samples of the cards and extruded plastic brooches outlining the new Crown of Rays, that pilgrims could follow and meditate on to keep them in mind of the saints, were ready for the association’s perusal and approval. Shtel had already been looking forward to it, but after hearing of Iono’s situation, sie was doubly eager to attend so that sie could discover what people were saying. And so sie could put in her own support for hir consort and perhaps do him some good that way.

But no one would speak to hir. Oh, they would say Hello and How are you but there was no enthusiasm there, not even from those sie considered to be hir friends—not even from Aisa. The atmosphere was, in fact, a good deal like that of the council meeting Iono had attended—sie felt that no one had expected hir to attend, and wished very much that sie had not. Hir friends, sie felt, were embarrassed for hir, but would not on that account stop to speak with hir long. No one invited hir for lunch after, nor did anyone accept hir own invitations.

From this, sie knew that Iono’s situation, his feud with Elerit, was common knowledge, at least among the families likely to be members of such associations as this one. And that meant that, as far as Shtel was concerned, everyone knew. And none of them believed in hir consort’s innocence.







The Flayed Beast

Mother Zaved, who was without a doubt self-centered and erratic, possessed a keen financial sense. She was very, very aware of the reduced fortunes of the Consorority of the Translocation, and she knew what food prices had become. Or, any food but skel, which the governor had ordered to be provided free to all residents. The wise course was obvious—to avoid financial disaster, the Consorority would have to eat skel.

Zaved could not bring herself to sit in the Consorority dining room and eat skel. Nor was she foolish enough to dine on onions and eggs and fish and bread and tomatoes—or even to provide those increasingly ridiculously expensive foods to the consorors themselves—while the men and boys who served them ate Radchaai skel twice a day, and nothing else.

No, the wise course, the practical course, was to feed the entire Consorority on skel until whatever this situation was—closed intersystem gates, shipping in chaos, communications disrupted—resolved itself.

But it was too humiliating. To be forced to eat that quintessentially Radchaai food (only the addition of tea would make the insult smart more). To be forced to admit, in front of the whole family, that she had failed to prevent it. No. She recognized the necessity, would bow to that necessity, but she would not take this last indignity, small as it was. And so she ate her meals in her own rooms.

Skel doesn’t taste bad. Not really. But it doesn’t taste terribly good, either. And the texture. Oh, the texture. It’s not exactly slimy, but it’s not exactly not slimy, either. It’s a bit more palatable when dried, but in that state some of the more objectionable aspects of the flavor become more prominent, which is why it’s only a bit more palatable. Of course, to Radchaai, skel is just what you eat. Certainly the Radchaai eat other things—plenty of other things, a dizzying variety of foods. But every Radchaai eats skel from childhood, and in Radch space there’s no meal quite so comfortable and consoling as a bowl of skel and a cup of tea. It just goes to show how much habit and history inform our tastes. Or perhaps it’s merely proof that the Radchaai are all insane. I will leave the reader to draw what conclusions seem most plausible.

At any rate, Zaved ate alone in her sitting room. Radden set the food in front of her, and then stepped back and stood near the door, to be inconspicuously available in case she needed anything more. Including conversation.

“You said you saw Jonr,” Zaved said, after one unpalatable bite of her dinner.

“Yes,” said Radden. “He has a consoror, apparently. Or, he said she was his consoror, but I’m sure she was Radchaai.”

Zaved grasped immediately that Jonr’s consoror was not, in fact, any sort of consoror but that calling her that would be at least a small salve to his dignity. But she did not allow herself to think much in that direction. “The governor,” she said, disgustedly, “is a thief.”

“Yes, Mother,” agreed Radden.

“Why does she even need one of our boys?” In the thirty years between Jonr’s consignment to his suspension pod and now, her memory of that last meeting had eroded and softened. “And if she did, why didn’t she come to the Consorority and ask to hire one of you?” That would have brought money into the house. Money, and potential connections that could only have benefited the consorors.

“That would have been the right thing to do, Mother,” said Radden.

“I’ve been trying for decades to get him out of that warehouse. And she just takes him. Never mind what plans anyone else has.” Zaved sighed. “Is he living at the Sodality, do you think? Who is this consoror of his?”

“I don’t know, Mother.” And then, recognizing the implied order, “I can try to find out.”

“Let me know when you do. I’ll invite her for… well, not tea, we don’t have any and I wouldn’t drink it anyway. But a small sort of meeting.” She sighed. She seemed to be sighing a lot these days. “With floorberry cakes and sugared caveflower.” Another sigh. “Things are so expensive right now! You know who I blame? The governor, of course, that’s obvious, but Serque Tais!” She put her hand forcefully on the table beside her barely eaten bowl of skel. “Things are tight because of shipping, they say, all right. So if things are already tight, if food is already in short supply, why are we having a huge party and giving out peas and pucks to anyone who wants them? And you know people are going to take more than their share, they always do, they shove extras in their bags and pockets and eat themselves sick, and so much of it gets wasted. Enough to feed everyone for days, right in the recycler! And I guarantee the food stalls are hoarding snacks and treats so they can sell them on the day. And what does that do but make everything scarce for all of us in the meantime?”

“I heard a rumor,” ventured Radden, “that there won’t be peas and pucks on the day. That there isn’t enough flour.”

Zaved scoffed. “Serque Tais never did anything without knowing exactly what resources were available to him. No, depend on it, there’s hoarding going on.”

Which of course there was. The Consorority of the Translocation, for instance, had not, over the years, registered every death at the Sodality, and were currently collecting rations of skel for those deceased family members. And in one of Mother Zaved’s flashes of practicality, she had recently gone to the appropriate office in the Sodality and confessed remorsefully that she had not been particularly conscientious in registering births. She submitted data for a good dozen nonexistent sons. The subsequent extra skel collected was daily dried and stacked in one of the Consorority’s many basements. Just in case.

As it happened, Radden would have much preferred that Mother Zaved eat luxuriously, even if his own rations consisted only of skel. Because there was always an opportunity, between the kitchen and the dining room, for a little bit of rearrangement, for minor pilfering, for tasting just a bit, just to be sure the quality was what it should be. And after the meal—well, there were always leftovers, the bulk of which would be packed away, but no one would miss the bit one would take for one’s own dinner. It was, in fact, a valued perquisite of serving the consorors, and Radden felt the loss of that perquisite even as he understood the very good reasons for that loss.

But finding Jonr again would give him the opportunity to taste those delicious foods that were very definitely not skel, and so he went to it with a will.

It took only a few brief inquiries to determine to his satisfaction that Jonr was not living at the Sodality. Which was fortunate, since Radden’s contacts within the Sodality were few. Having eliminated that possibility, and in the process having heard a few hints about the governor’s cousin, and remembering what direction Jonr had gone when he’d left Radden that day in the plaza, he began his search in earnest in the part of the Ylec Precinct where Radchaai were most likely to be found.

Whatever his other flaws—and we all have flaws, it’s just that we see those of others far more clearly than we see our own—Radden had a species of shrewdness that stood him in good stead now. Faced with an unfamiliar neighborhood, in an unfamiliar district, he decided to visit the shops where skel was distributed. And soon enough he walked into one where the proprietor said, offhand, “Ah, you’d be a brother to the consoror’s boy. Don’t think you can get extra rations by collecting them here! The Sodality keeps records. They’d keep records of how often we cut our toenails if they could.”

“They would,” agreed Radden, affably. “So my brother comes in here? Can you tell me where he is? I’m looking for him.”

Alas! Radden’s shrewdness had reached its limit. The shopkeeper was immediately suspicious and, despite hir ordinarily slightly contemptuous attitude toward Jonr, protective. After all, Jonr was always polite, and always paid his bills on time, both facts calculated to endear him to any shopkeeper. “Surely you know where your own brother is! Or does he want to be found by you, I wonder?”

“Of course he does!” asserted Radden cheerily, but doubts crept in. The fact that Jonr had clearly not taken Radden’s invitation to come home to the Consorority, the oddly threatening demeanor of Jonr’s consoror, and vague intimations of unedited, well-buried memory implied that perhaps the shopkeeper was right and Jonr did not want to be found. Or at least, did not want to be found by Radden. “I’m his brother, after all!” But as the words left his mouth he realized that he had backed himself into a corner and could not now ask for Jonr’s address on the network or for the location of his current living quarters.

“Are you going to buy anything?” asked the shopkeeper, skeptically.

“I’m thinking.” And Radden dithered, apparently undecided over a bag of worm crisps or a small packet of dried floorberry, both ridiculously expensive. It was a desperate ploy, which both Radden and the shopkeeper realized, but the ordinary courtesy of leaving one another’s dignity intact held for the moment, and so both pretended that this indecision over a snack was just what it appeared to be. “Do I want something sweet? Or…” He trailed off.

And then Jonr walked in. Radden’s back was to him, so he did not immediately recognize him, but he was put on alert by the very odd look the shopkeeper sent to Jonr, along with a hastily aborted gesture of alarm.

Radden turned at the sound of the door opening. “Jonr! What a pleasant surprise!”

The shopkeeper scoffed. “He’s here asking after you. I figured if you wanted him to know where you were, he wouldn’t need to ask me.”

Radden laughed as though this were a mildly amusing joke. “Mother Zaved sent me to invite your consoror for, you know, a little getting-to-know-you thing.” This did not seem to impress Jonr favorably, so he added, meaningfully, “With snacks.”

Jonr, who indeed was not favorably impressed, could find nothing more useful to say than, “Oh.”

Radden sensed the smallest possibility of advantage. “Gum mat tea. Sugared caveflower cakes. Lobopod tarts with onion confit.” This imaginary menu was very much born of Radden’s own hunger for anything but skel. “Pickled roe and stuffed smoked eggs. Fish soup.” That was when he realized that he wasn’t communicating the likely menu, but imagining things he wanted to eat. “Noodles with greens and fish sauce. With those crunchy worm bits on top.” Finally he managed to halt his recitation. “Or, you know, good things, anyway.”

Jonr had to take a breath or two, not because of the list of tempting delicacies but because he still had not regained his footing after the unpleasant surprise of seeing Radden here. Once he had some semblance of balance, his first impulse was to claim that his consoror was mute and unresponsive, and a visit would be pointless, but just in time he remembered that she had, in fact, threatened Radden in the street outside the Sodality. “I’ll speak to my consoror.”

“Good!” said Radden, cheerful. Cheerful because, if he returned with good news, Mother Zaved would surely consider a packet of worm crisps a reasonable expense.

Now, you may be thinking to yourself that Jonr had landed in an enviable position. That for the most part his life was idyllic, and he must perforce be entirely content. And in large part that was true. He had a place. His food and shelter were provided at no cost or anxiety to himself. He had, not merely a place, but the place that was the highest attainment that any boy of the Consorority of the Translocation could imagine (not counting the possibility of becoming a woman, which, as I’ve already mentioned, had never been something Jonr had really wanted)—he was personal attendant to a consoror. Moreover, that consoror very clearly needed and valued Jonr’s service.

But that very fact was a problem for him. Because she wasn’t really a consoror. He called her that partly out of habit and partly out of a desperate need to convince himself that he was not, in fact, a complete failure.

Reader, have you ever been eighteen? Do you remember the pressing sense of urgency, how each misstep, every missed opportunity, each rejection, seemed to close off entire vistas of possibility? The lover or friend who left you seemed to doom you to a lifetime of loneliness, the dish that turned out badly seemed a sign that you would never, ever learn to cook. How would you ever become a competent adult, when all the universe seemed to be against you? And everyone else seemed to be doing all right, so there must be something uniquely wrong with you.

I hope that you are older than eighteen, and have discovered that life brings many changes, and that your concerns at eighteen now seem so insignificant that you can barely remember why they were so pressing. Yesterday’s despair yields to more joyful events; opportunities closed off become irrelevant as new ones present themselves. Knowing this provides an invaluable insulation against so many of life’s setbacks. But you most likely had to learn that.

Jonr had not yet learned that. And he had never lacked food or shelter, and so did not consider, now, just how valuable those things were and how fortunate he was to have them. What he did not have was any respect or value for the position in which he found himself.

The wound dealt by Zaved when she told him that he had been born for no other purpose than to be sold away—when she had revealed that he had never had a place and never would, no matter what he did—that wound would take longer to heal than the bruises and broken ribs he had brought into the suspension pod. That, and the fact that the lowest, least valued position a Consorority boy could find himself in was to be sent away to serve anyone other than the consorors.

Telling himself that he was serving a consoror, just a different sort than those in the Consorority of the Translocation, was a lie. It was a lie calculated to soothe an almost unendurable pain. And even when his consoror showed that she valued him, when she showed herself worth his duty and loyalty, when he reflected that he was fortunate enough to serve someone he liked, that did not help things. It merely twisted the blade. He knew how he felt, and knew that he was undutiful and disloyal to feel it.

For the most part, he tried to ignore these feelings. For the most part he was successful enough to get out of bed every day, and tend to his consoror with no evident bitterness, and even take a twisted sort of pride in knowing he did his work well.

But this invitation from Mother Zaved was nearly unendurable. It brought everything to the surface that Jonr had worked so hard to suppress and ignore. So much so that it was difficult for Jonr to imagine that the invitation had not been issued with the intention of doing exactly that.

The alternative was that the invitation was sincerely meant. But that didn’t help matters. Jonr would arrive at the house and then his failure, his shame, the fact that he did not belong, had never belonged to the Consorority of the Translocation, would be on display, plain for everyone to see. (Or, a little voice far, far in the back of his mind whispered, maybe Zaved wants to apologize, to ask you back, to tell you that you have always had a place there and always will. This voice Jonr tried very, very diligently to ignore, because he knew it was delusion. Still, it whispered.)

Mother Zaved, of course, had no idea of any of this. Her intention in issuing the invitation had been, firstly, to make contact with Jonr, who she felt strongly was still her property. She hoped, if not to at last ship him off to his original purchaser, to find some way to wring payment out of the governor for his services. The fact that an acquaintance with Jonr’s so-called consoror (for in this, her feelings were the same as Jonr’s) might lead to useful contacts with the Sodality was an appealing side benefit.

“Crunchy worm bits,” Jonr’s consoror said, when he presented the invitation to her, “don’t sound very appealing.” She hadn’t gotten out of bed that day, and lay under a blanket, facing the wall.

“Oh, they’re really good,” said Jonr, sitting on his own bed. “Especially on noodles. I would have bought some, actually, but there weren’t any. Noodles, I mean.”

“Plenty of worm bits, though,” suggested the consoror.

“Some,” agreed Jonr, who had indeed spent some of the allowance the governor provided on a packet of crunchy worm bits. “I don’t understand what’s going on. I don’t think it was like this, before…” He couldn’t bring himself to finish that statement, couldn’t find the words. “Before.”

“The Consorority of the Translocation isn’t as wealthy as they used to be,” said the consoror, profoundly surprising Jonr. “I’ve been reading.”

“Oh, that’s good,” said Jonr, meaning the reading, which was a definite improvement over just lying there, staring into space, maybe listening to music. “Or, not, I mean…”

The consoror gave an almost imperceptible huff of amusement. “They’ve lost prestige. Gone out of fashion, I guess.” Jonr found this statement nearly incomprehensible, and said nothing. The consoror continued, “Do you want to go to this… meeting?”

“I’m not the one who was invited.”

“That’s not what I asked.” The consoror’s voice was just slightly sharper than usual. And then, “There would be no invitation if not for you. This isn’t about me. I’m nobody.”

“And you want to keep it that way?” Jonr ventured. It was the closest the consoror had ever come to talking about herself, who she was, what had happened to her.

“Preferably.” She was silent for a moment. Then, “I want you to know, I’m not sorry I threatened that sib of yours. But I couldn’t have followed through, not really.”

“That’s all right,” said Jonr, not sure if it actually was or not.

“I’m only saying that because, if we go to this thing and they grab you and stuff you in another suspension pod and ship you off, I won’t be able to stop them.”

“Shipping is all messed up right now,” Jonr told her, not sure if he was reassuring her or himself. “I don’t think they could get anything shipped off, not very quickly. You’d have time to…” He wanted to say time to go to the governor, but he knew that she absolutely did not want to talk to the governor, or even let the governor know she could talk. And maybe the governor wouldn’t care about Jonr. “You should get up, at least for a little bit. Do your exercises. And we can see if crunchy worm bits are good with skel.”

“So you do want to go,” said the consoror. And before Jonr, struck speechless by this assertion, could protest, she added, “I mean, I guess they’re your family. It’s hard to stay away from that.”

“They’re not my family,” Jonr insisted. Around, he discovered, a painful lump in his throat. He would have said more, but he couldn’t. Oh, if he could only mean that! If he could have seen himself as not part of the Consorority of the Translocation, if he could have imagined a future with no reference to them, a good deal of what distressed him now would have ceased to mean much at all to him.

There was a long silence. Then, having mostly swallowed his distress, enough, at least, to speak, Jonr said, “Do you want worm bits on your dinner?”

The consoror replied, with a bitterness Jonr found unaccountable, “I’ve always been too curious for my own good.”







The Saint

I could begin the account of the installation of Serque Tais as a saint of the Temporal Location by noting that the day dawned in this or that fashion. But there was no dawn—there was no sun to rise. And even though the city of Ooioiaa did, indeed, divide time into days and nights, and there was a customary lowering of light for the conventional nighttime, there was no weather, nothing to differentiate one morning from the next.

So, the day began. It began the way mornings of large, happy events always do, with an anticipatory hush. The usual business—buying and selling, people going from home to wherever work happened to be, pilgrims setting out on their various prayerful paths to the Temporal Location, all the bustle of an ordinary day—was for the most part suspended. Or at least, suspended in the Chath Precinct. In the Athphsid and Ylec Precincts, business went on as usual, except for the neighborhoods nearest the Temporal Location itself.

Adults who could, lay late in bed. Children (who the adults might have wished would lay late in bed, but alas they rarely do) thought about the treats they would surely eat, the interesting and exciting things they might see. The plaza in front of the Site of the Temporal Location of the Radiant Star, usually at this hour filled with people, whose individual voices added up to a rumbling roar, was empty and silent except for the occasional noise of a tram arriving or departing.

Serque House was another matter. Serque House was full of savants, many of whom had spent the night in the breakfast room with Serque Tais, praying, contemplating the profound act he undertook, or even reaching for visions.

Other savants had readied the simple, lightweight, extruded chair covered in the thinnest of gold leaf and ornamented with sparkling colored glass in which Serque Tais would ride to the Temporal Location, since he was too weak to walk, and so disoriented now that he could not answer any questions sensibly. If he had been aware, he would surely have protested at the glass gems, and would have insisted on garnet or emerald or diamond. But he had not anticipated that he would need to be carried to his seat in the Temporal Location, as he had not anticipated quite a few other events surrounding his sainthood.

Slowly, as the early morning hours passed, more and more people took places along the route from Serque House to the Temporal Location. The day before, low extruded railings had been placed, to keep the crowd out of the path of the procession but leave them room along the sides to watch, and now, as the morning went on, people collected alongside those railings, first a few here and there and then, as the time grew near, more and more until the sides of each street along the way, and every part of the plaza left free for spectators, was crowded with people. Already there were lines at the stalls, not yet open, where Ooioiaans knew that free food would be forthcoming.

Serque Tais’s custom had always been to begin the distribution of peas and pucks just before whatever spectacle he had planned. That way, he felt, the people’s enthusiasm for the entertainment would be enhanced, and (not insignificantly) their expressed pleasure and gratitude louder and more gratifying to Tais himself. He had assumed that this occasion would be similar to all the others, and had wanted (though he had not expressed this to himself directly) his last moments to be filled with those accustomed cheers, with the noise of a crowd he had made happy.

And so, just before Hierarch Niranhin walked out the door of Serque House, followed by nearly all the Chath savants of the Temporal Location, each one wearing a coverall densely embroidered with silk and gold thread, the food stalls opened.

You may recall, reader, that there was not enough grain to make sufficient peas and pucks to distribute on this occasion. The possibility had never even occurred to Serque Tais, and of course Serque Iono had not been prepared to deal with the fact, and in any event was distracted from the issue when the governor had summoned him. He repeatedly told the people tasked with organizing the distribution that on no account would the food distribution be canceled, or any announcement made even hinting at the possibility. The day would come, and the crowd would expect to be fed. The organizers could, and must, find some sort of solution, and he ordered them not to trouble him with such trivia.

And so, the food stalls had to have something to distribute. What, if not peas and pucks, would that be?

It was skel. Nothing else was available in sufficient quantity.

Now, skel was never a favorite food of the residents of Ooioiaa. Not the non-Radchaai ones, in any event. Even had they enjoyed the taste, skel savored too much of Radchaai domination and contempt. And for many residents it had been all there was to eat for a week or more, a fact that only made skel more unpalatable. For days now, nearly every resident of the Chath Precinct had been telling themself that at least on the day of Serque Tais’s sainthood there would be something better to eat.

Imagine, then, the collective sound of disappointment and anger rippling through the crowd as the news passed that there were no peas and pucks, no other treat, only skel.

This, just as Hierarch Niranhin set foot in the street outside Serque House and began the walk to the Temporal Location.

First came a dozen children strewing handfuls of camellias, jasmine, and white roses along the street. Then a savant in their new, embroidered coverall, bearing, on a tall pole, an image of the Radiant Star that shone and sparkled with faceted glass, red and yellow and orange. Behind them, more savants, singing hymns to the Star, and carrying the jeweled vestments that Serque Tais would wear in his sainthood. Behind these savants came Serque Tais himself. Or, more accurately, the gold-leafed chair in which Serque Tais sat, which was itself carried on the shoulders of a half dozen savants. Then came the Chath Precinct Council, magnificently dressed and appropriately reverent, and following them any number of clubs or associations considered important enough to take part—including the Association for Religious Education, who had come prepared to distribute cards and extruded brooches intended to spread the knowledge of their new Crown of Rays.

The whole was intended to instill the watchers with joyful reverence. And that surely would have been the result, if not for two things: in the past several weeks of fasting Serque Tais had wasted away to the point that now, sitting in his sparkling golden chair, he looked like a collection of bare, dead bones; and, of course, the fact that the intently anticipated peas and pucks were not to be had.

There’s no knowing who hurled the first handful of hated skel, but it hit one of the savants carrying Serque Tais, and a noise went up from the watching crowd, a many-throated roar of shock and surprise that turned to angry cheers of approval when more onlookers followed that first example. Soon the savants carrying Tais, and even Tais himself, were pelted with a rain of skel. One savant slipped on some leaves that had fallen to the ground and nearly dropped their corner of the chair.

Hierarch Niranhin, who was walking just in front of Serque Tais, felt a moment of terrified confusion. It wasn’t possible that any of this was happening! They didn’t know that the crowd had been disappointed in the matter of peas and pucks—or at least, didn’t know until handfuls of skel began flying toward them. Without thinking, they turned to look at Serque Tais, the reason for the procession, the bearer of so many of Niranhin’s hopes and ambitions.

The chair rocked as the skel rained down on the savants who carried it, as they flinched and slipped. Niranhin, seeing Tais sway and slip along with the chair, was seized with panic. But they were, at heart, the most determinedly practical of people. They immediately called for the savants to set the chair down, and to put themselves between Serque Tais and whatever the crowd might throw. Then, with Tais shielded from the rain of skel—and, not incidentally, shielded from the view of the crowd—Niranhin put a hand to Tais’s wrist, and then his throat, feeling for a pulse, and then in front of his mouth and nose, desperate to find some trace of breath.

Serque Tais had been just barely alive when the procession had left the house. He had been unable to stand or even sit up—in fact, he had been unconscious for at least a day, and the savants had been obliged to secure him to the chair so that he did not slump forward and appear to be dead already. The success of this effort, at least in terms of Serque Tais not appearing to be a corpse, was dubious, but it had been the best that Niranhin could do.

But now the point was moot. Serque Tais was dead. Whether he had died before or after the crowd had begun throwing skel at him, who could say? But dead he was. And with him, the entire purpose of the procession, of the day itself. The point of so much of Niranhin’s negotiations and maneuvering. Would Tais’s bequests and distribution of his various belongings even hold if the condition of sainthood in the Temporal Location were not met? How much did the Chath savants stand to lose if Serque Tais did not take his place among the other saints?

But the hierarch’s panic did not last long. A course of action crystallized in their mind, the immediate, only way through. “Pick him up,” he ordered. “Carry him low, not on your shoulders.” They called more savants to them, ordered them to hold up the golden vestments intended for Tais’s sainthood to shield him from the worst of the rain of skel, and then urged them forward.

Hierarch Niranhin had no intention of relinquishing their saint. They would brazen it out. No one would know, if Niranhin said nothing, if the procession, or at least Tais, could only reach the Temporal Location.

Eventually, step by slimy, leaf-strewn step, the savants reached the plaza. Here the crowd was larger—there was more space, and also the prospect of a little more pageantry. Here, also, the crowd was more angry, having had more time to absorb the morning’s disappointment. The stones were already strewn with skel, and with extruded cards printed with the Association for Religious Education’s Crown of Rays, which would, the waiting crowd had quickly discovered, sail a gratifying distance if thrown just right. There were no flowers on the ground—the people tasked with shepherding the children had, streets and streets back, gathered them all together and shepherded them through the crowd, to return them to their families. Niranhin did not notice their absence. The broad doors to the Temporal Location were in reach, wide open. There was to have been some ceremony just outside, prayers and singing and purifications. The savants carrying the chair hesitated, knowing they were supposed to stop outside those doors, but Niranhin urged them on, and whether it was their fidelity to vows of obedience, or a profound desire to get out of the humiliating and slimy rain of skel (now enhanced by jabs and slices as the plastic cards found their marks), they did not stop but entered the Temporal Location, nearly running, Serque Tais’s dead body now slipping out of the bonds that had kept it upright in the chair, slumping.

“Close the doors!” cried Niranhin, as the Chath Precinct Council hurried in. “Close them and lock them! Now!” The savants hastened to obey.

I am sorry to say that the quick disappearance of Serque Tais and his retinue into the Temporal Location did nothing to quell the disappointed anger of the crowd. The rain of skel and sharp-edged cards only increased and then, as disputes and brawls within the watching crowd flared and spread, the flimsy railings collapsed and people spilled into the plaza by dozens and by hundreds, trampling anyone who was unfortunate enough to fall and shoving the members of the Association for Religious Education up hard against the closed doors of the Temporal Location. The angry melee turned to panic, and more than a dozen people died there in the plaza, several of whom were children.

Of course, having entered the Temporal Location, the Chath savants did not find safety. They found, instead, the Athphsid savants. Not at first—at first they stood just inside those securely closed doors, gasping with relief, brushing skel residue off their gloriously embroidered coveralls, now slimed and stained. Then, having recovered themselves, they turned one by one to look at Serque Tais.

Each of them might have had some suspicion of the truth earlier, but there had been no opportunity to dwell on the possibility, to think of what it might mean. Now there was no avoiding it. The savants had bound Serque Tais to his chair, hidden those bonds with flowers where they showed, but out of care for Tais’s comfort those bonds had not been terribly tight. So in the last dash for the safety of the Temporal Location, he had slipped out of some of them. His whole body had slid forward, and his torso leaned awkwardly over to one side, head canted along with it, jaw agape. He was very, very obviously dead.

“Oh no,” whispered one savant, and two others instantly and automatically whispered the beginning of a prayer for the dead.

“Tais, my friend,” exclaimed Niranhin unctuously. “You can’t be comfortable sitting like that.” They hastened to put the corpse to rights. “Come, Savant.” This to the person nearest, who stood staring at Serque Tais in dismay. “Help me with our holy one, here. He’s weak from fasting and only has a little farther to go.”

All this time, Hierarch Osifo and a contingent of Athphsid savants stood near the entrance to the wide, step-sided hall that housed the Site of the Temporal Location itself. Osifo had come here angry, a simmering, resentful anger that had been growing all these past weeks. They had determined, days before, through prayer and the visions of their own speaking savants, that they must act, no matter the consequences. Their anger had seethed and churned all morning, waiting for this confrontation. But now, seeing and hearing Hierarch Niranhin’s performance, they laughed.

Everyone—all the savants, Chath and Athphsid—turned, startled, to stare at Osifo. “He’s dead!” Hierarch Osifo chortled. “He’s dead and that’s the end of your precious new saint!”

“He is not dead,” asserted Niranhin. “Merely exhausted. Step aside!”

This only made Osifo laugh harder. “We will not,” they said, when their laughter had subsided sufficiently for speech. “Do you think you can pollute the Temporal Location with this false saint, this propped-up corpse? If the Star had meant Serque Tais to wait for its return, he would have arrived here alive. Call him a saint if you like, put his bones behind the walls next to your own dead, I don’t care. But you will not make a mockery of the watchers at the Site itself. I will see to that.”

“He is not dead!” Niranhin repeated. But the despair that washed over them insinuated itself into their voice. They knew that they were in an untenable position. An impossible one. If Hierarch Osifo had not been there, Niranhin could have just gone ahead with the installation. The Chath savants present would have known, of course, but none of them would ever have given an opening for Osifo to use, and eventually Serque Tais’s death would be forgotten, or at least overlain with time and habit. Now? There was no convincing anyone that Serque Tais was alive. He very much was not, very obviously so.

We are not always aware of those moments when we are faced with a choice that might change our lives, or the lives of others. We can’t always see the potential for changing matters large and fixed and apparently unalterable. But every now and then we come upon such a moment and see, clearly or not, the dizzying potential results of our actions. Dizzying, and terrifying. It’s so much easier to do things as we always have.

Hierarch Niranhin saw the choices available to them. All but one led to untracked, uncharted territory. Capitulation to the Athphsid hierarch, on this day of all days? That might turn out well, especially if it was performed with good-natured frankness, but then again. An attempt at negotiation? Risky, very risky, but it was an available course. Pretend to capitulate and then install Saint Tais later that evening, during the time the Chath savants cleaned and otherwise maintained the Site of the Temporal Location? It might begin well, but how it would end was another matter. Call in the Radchaai? Well, the Radchaai—specifically Justice of Albis—might come or not, and the Radchaai—specifically Governor Charak—might do anything at all once they arrived.

The results of the familiar choice might be equally disastrous, but they were known. Solid ground under one’s feet. Niranhin could feel the pull of that familiar choice, even as they saw it was a bad one; felt the universe pushing them away from the other options, even the one that, in the coldest of calculations, had the best odds of a good—or at least a better—outcome. They remembered their contempt for their predecessor, Hierarch Biven, who Niranhin had felt was not as strong of a leader as they might have been, who had not, Niranhin believed, had the strength to make difficult choices.

But the pull of the familiar was so strong. And none of the available options ended with Saint Tais sitting for eternity beside Sts Slelen and Criril, accepting the prayers and gifts of pilgrims. Which was the ending Niranhin had set their heart on, had worked so diligently for.

“Serque Tais,” Niranhin declared, pulling themself up, ready for the result of their words, so familiar, ready for the fight, which in this moment they absolutely wanted, “is alive and will be seated in the chapel prepared for him.” And in that moment, in the rush of adrenaline as the Athphsid savants roared and ran forward and the first blows landed, Niranhin forgot their momentary shame at failing to be the sort of hierarch they had intended to be.







Part 3
Obedience






Algae

Now, you may recall that Governor Charak had threatened to throw both Chath and Athphsid savants out of the Temporal Location if they ever brawled again, or at least brawled in such a way that she had to take notice of it. And she surely would take notice of this day’s events, the streets full of wasted skel—skel that was the one thing standing between the city and starvation—and then half a dozen savants, both Chath and Athphsid, in need of emergency medical attention for injuries mainly involving being smacked firmly with pieces of Serque Tais’s jeweled and gold-leafed saintly wardrobe, which was heavy enough to cause concussions and even break a bone if aimed just right.

But Governor Charak had not yet learned of the brawl, and for the moment had other matters to take up her attention.

“Senely, we have a problem,” she said, as she and the citizen adviser sat in her office—not the larger room where she received visitors or did other public business, but a smaller room behind that, where she could hold meetings or write reports or just think in comfort.

“Only one, Governor?” Light and amused, as Senely frequently was, if only as a means of coping with life in Ooioiaa.

“You’re very funny,” Governor Charak said, with studied seriousness. “But this is not a matter for joking.”

That morning the governor had received reports from all three of the city’s water reclamation facilities. Yesterday, at each of those facilities, one or two small areas of growing skel had been found to be rotting. They had been perfectly fine just hours before. Of course those rotting plants, when found, had been immediately removed, and then, when safely isolated from the rest of the crop, closely examined. The leaves were limp and covered in dark gray slime, although that slime did not act like one might (if one spent any time pondering the nature of slime) expect. When the examiner attempted to lift away a sample it merely… broke up and then slid back down to where it had been before. It was almost as though the slime was not one thing—a mass of slime—but a collection of many small things that were only temporarily holding together. It was a mystery, and clearly an important one, and the people who tended the skel were instructed to look closely for more of it, and to immediately remove any infected leaves. Samples of the mysterious slime were collected for examination.

That had been yesterday. Today a good three-quarters of the city’s entire crop of skel was rotting.

“That’s not good,” said Senely. And then, after another moment. “No, that’s very, very bad.”

“Whatever it is,” agreed Governor Charak, “it grows even faster than skel.”

Senely thought another moment, and opened her mouth to suggest that as Justice of Albis was in orbit around Aaa, all the skel-production facilities aboard that town-size ship could be brought into service, with a potential delay of several days that would be survivable if unpleasant.

“And before you suggest it,” the governor said, before Senely could say any of this, “I’ve already ordered Justice of Albis to open all its facilities for producing skel. I did that yesterday. But this is not ideal. It’s not really enough to feed the entire city, which I greatly fear we’ll have to do quite soon. The waters here are… overfished? Overwormed? The local edible fauna has been under stress for some time to begin with. We can send people farther out to harvest, but that will mean a correspondingly longer time for food to reach the city, and then longer again as that area is cleared out. We could have more agricultural areas dug, but that will take weeks, if not months or even years, and who’s to say this…” She gestured helplessly. “This slime won’t attack those crops as well? And, Senely, that skel, and whatever is infecting it, grows in the city’s water. All of the city’s water. So until we can figure out what it is and how to get rid of it, everyone here is probably drinking whatever it is.” Though there was a final filter, before the water ever reached the taps in the city. It was quite possible—likely, even—that this slime could not get past that. But at this point Governor Charak was putting no trust whatever in such likelihoods. At this point she assumed that if something could go wrong, it would.

“We’ll figure out how to filter this whatever-it-is out of the water,” said Senely, as calmly as she could, though she was just as appalled as the governor, and just as worried about the future. “But even if we can’t, there’s always Justice of Albis. And surely some kind of message should be reaching us soon, from Radch space. Or a ship. Or any of the shipments that should have been here weeks ago, surely they’ll be arriving soon. It’s been months now.” Though, she thought but did not say, it was entirely possible that any shipments of food bound for Ooioiaa had, once diverted elsewhere, been sold already, the shippers more particular about the payment itself than who might be paying them.

“I’ve been trying not to say this out loud,” Governor Charak admitted. “But something is very, very wrong. There is more than one intersystem gate down, to cause this sort of disruption, to keep any messages from reaching me for this long. I can’t imagine what it might be, what sort of chaos would cause this, but I think we’re on our own here for the foreseeable future.”

She was, of course, correct. It’s not my intention here to explain the Radchaai Civil War. Other books have been written on the topic, and if you are curious, you could consult one of those. Suffice it to say, this civil war was the reason that Governor Charak had heard nothing at all from Radch space for more than a month. It was also the reason that very few shipments of food or pilgrims had reached Ooioiaa, and the reason that those same pilgrims were having difficulty finding passage home. One would think that since the trouble was in Radch space, any shipping chaos would be confined to that space, but in the end we are all connected to each other—if not as intimately as Anaander Mianaai with herself. Disruption in one part of human-occupied space will eventually, like ripples in a pond, spread outward to the rest. Ships unable to go through those destroyed gates had to go somewhere. Open gates were overwhelmed with unanticipated arrivals. Departure schedules were in chaos. Stations that served the crews of such ships were overwhelmed. Cargoes sat undelivered, or were appropriated by local authorities, or were diverted to completely different destinations.

Radchaai officials had no thought to spare for the insignificant planet of Aaa, and non-Radchaai officials had no desire to aid its Radchaai governor.

“I am almost,” said Governor Charak to Senely, “ready to send Justice of Albis to ask for help, or at least find out what’s going on. But…” She gestured, an indication of frustration. “I need it here.”

“And now,” agreed Senely, “it’s likely the city’s only source of food.”

Do you recall that earlier I said that once skel was introduced to Ooioiaa’s water reclamation systems, things would happen very slowly until, suddenly, many things would happen all at once?

An aide charged into the governor’s office, breathless. “Governor, your indulgence, there’s been an incident at the port.”

Yes, the port. Remember the port? The port was not precisely the only place one could access the city of Ooioiaa from the surface of the planet, but it was the only place accessible to large loads of goods. Like, say, emergency shipments of skel from orbit.

It was, of course, the snowrollers. Tiny, fuzzy things collecting in drifts around platforms and doorways. Slowly, ever so slowly, eating them, leaching away and absorbing whatever nutrients they could find. Nutrients were scarce on the surface of Aaa. The structures of the port were a banquet. And no one working at the port had quite realized that those structures were on the menu. Until the moment a platform collapsed under an incoming shuttle, and a half dozen connected corridors had followed. Port officials, not being fools or murderous, had immediately canceled any further landings.

“Surely,” said Senely, when the aide had explained all this, “we didn’t only use the port when we took the city. Justice of Albis will know other ways in and out.”

“We didn’t,” acknowledged Governor Charak, who, being shrewd and having had experience in the field, had spent time studying the conquest of Aaa on her way to this posting. “And it does. But, Senely.” Senely waited for the rest of what the governor had to say. The governor herself was seized by a sudden certainty, the sort of thing that had saved her on the battlefield more than once. In moments like this she was accustomed to give orders, urgently, without explanations that would waste precious fractions of a second.

The aide still stood in the office, gasping slightly. Governor Charak ignored her, and instead accessed the Radchaai communications network directly, herself, and ordered the senior-most officer aboard Justice of Albis to go—immediately if not sooner—to the nearest Radchaai-controlled station, and to then return with news and, more importantly, assistance.

You might be saying to yourself that she should have done that weeks ago. And perhaps she should have. But it’s so much easier to decide the best course when one already knows what will happen, what was happening elsewhere, and what the consequences will be of one choice or another. Hindsight, as they say, is twenty-twenty. The governor had reasons—good ones—for acting as she did, and it is not (entirely) her fault if events did not validate all of her decisions.

The officers aboard Justice of Albis were lax—they were not, it must be confessed, the sharpest or most competent officers Radch space had to offer, hence their posting here, and they had spent the last decade or so drinking tea, playing counters, and ordering the ship’s ancillaries to do amusing things, or at least things that were amusing to a bored lieutenant who had drunk a good deal of arrack. At the moment the governor’s urgent orders arrived, the senior Albis lieutenant—acting captain of the ship—was on the bridge throwing things at an ancillary she had ordered to stand on one foot until further notice. She had just thrown a small bowl full of tea, and it had bounced off the ancillary’s shoulder, spilling tea and then shattering on the hard metal deck, but not altering the ancillary’s balance by a millimeter, which was somehow both gratifying and enraging, when the order reached her.

It took her a good minute to comprehend, first, the fact that she had received any sort of order, second, that it was an urgent order, and third, the actual purport of the order.

“Ship,” she said. “Are you getting this message?”

“Yes, Lieutenant,” said the ancillary in its flat, ancillary voice. Still standing steadily on one foot.

“What are we supposed to do?” The lieutenant realized immediately that it was a foolish question, but she couldn’t help herself. It was going to take more than a moment to pull herself together.

“Leave, Lieutenant,” said Justice of Albis. “The governor has ordered us to leave and bring back assistance.”

“What the fuck?” The lieutenant was, in fact, quite drunk.

“It will take a half hour to bring my engines back online,” Justice of Albis suggested.

“You do that,” said the lieutenant. “I’m going to the baths.” She thought about it a moment longer. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

“Yes, Lieutenant,” said Justice of Albis.







The Black Hole

The date of Mother Zaved’s proposed tea was in some respects a calculated insult to Serque Tais’s attempt at sainthood. Even though of course Mother Zaved realized that any such insult would pass entirely unnoticed by its target, she could not resist making it.

In any event, Jonr arrived at the Consorority shortly before the ill-fated procession began, his consoror in tow. Both were ushered immediately into the presence of Zaved herself, standing, smiling welcomingly beside a table of delicious things—indeed, the very same delicious things Radden had promised that day he had found Jonr in the shop. Zaved had asked Radden what Jonr particularly liked, and Radden, entirely ignorant on that subject, had recited that imagined menu as an answer.

Mother Zaved opened her mouth to welcome Jonr and his consoror, but she had to stop when she realized that she had never asked for the name of Jonr’s charge. Indeed, Jonr’s charge had been so completely irrelevant to Zaved’s intended project that she had entirely dismissed her from her thoughts.

Jonr, of course, realized immediately what had happened—or at least the outlines of it. He felt a sharp stab of humiliation along with a treacherous, almost painful flare of hope. “Mother Zaved,” he said, with his head bowed just the proper amount, “may I present Citizen Esinu Birit.”

“Citizen Esinu,” said Zaved, smooth and confident, as though she had never hesitated or indeed had any cause for hesitation. “Welcome to our home. Will you sit?” She noticed, of course—just as Jonr had hoped—how quickly and easily he had cleared away her difficulty. Of course he had! The Consorority trained its boys well. It was the rankest injustice that Governor Charak had stolen him away.

Radden entered the room, and made a small, nearly subliminal gesture beckoning Jonr, who understood immediately that he was to leave his consoror and Mother Zaved alone to converse. He himself cast a quick glance at his consoror, who gave a small shrug, communicating (Jonr hoped) that she understood the situation and would be all right. She wouldn’t be entirely comfortable. But surely nothing serious could befall her here, even if the visit so exhausted her resources that she spent the next few days in bed. And so Jonr left the room with Radden.

“It’s so good to see you again,” said Radden quietly, when the door was closed behind them. “Let’s go eat.”

There were, of course, the same delicious treats in the kitchen as there were in the sitting room with Mother Zaved and Jonr’s consoror, only less fussily arranged. A half dozen sugared caveflower cakes that either had not fit on the good dish or were somehow not as perfectly beautiful as the ones destined for display and delectation. Noodles in excess of those required for the formal meeting. The various constituent building blocks of lobopod tarts, and a shaker full of worm bits. It was every bit the banquet down the corridor. The smell made Jonr’s mouth ache, and he was overcome with an emotion that he could not name. It was not a bad feeling, precisely, but somehow it hurt.

“Sit,” said Radden, cheerily, tearing sheets of gum mat and dropping the bits in the cups on the battered table where those who worked in the kitchen took their meals. “Do you like smoked eggs? I forget.”

Jonr, even under the assault of the strangely painful and pleasurable feeling of being in this kitchen and invited to be at ease, cast a look over his shoulder.

“Oh, don’t worry about them,” said Radden. “They’ll call us if they need us.” He poured hot water over the gum mat, then turned to fill two broad, chipped bowls with noodles, set one in front of Jonr, one in front of himself, and sat. “They hardly bought any pickled roe, I don’t think there’s any left. But I suppose the Sodality feeds you all right. They wouldn’t let the governor’s cousin eat skel every day, I’m sure. Worm bits?” He moved the shaker toward Jonr.

Finally, feeling half unreal, Jonr sat. “Yes, thank you,” he said, automatically. He didn’t know how he felt. He didn’t know how he should feel. And he absolutely did not know what to say or do next. You’ve never known or cared if I like smoked eggs sat in his mouth, the words like stones. Why are you pretending to be nice to me blocked his throat.

“So how have you been?” asked Radden. “How’s working for the Sodality?”

“Fine,” Jonr managed, somehow, to say.

“It’s a pretty cushy post, I bet,” Radden said, still cheery, though he had seen Jonr’s discomfort, and if he had been able to be honest with himself would have understood the reason for it. But he had forgotten, either by a more or less conscious desire to see himself as a good person, or else the natural erosion of time, and so could only understand dimly, if at all. “At least she’s not really a consoror, so you don’t have to worry about visions, or, you know.” Mother Zaved was hardly the only member of the Consorority of the Translocation who was impulsive and occasionally difficult to deal with.

Jonr felt that not really a consoror like a slap, and he was suddenly on familiar ground. “Mm,” he said, and prevented himself from saying more with a mouthful of noodles.

“I don’t mean any insult,” Radden hastened to assure him. Of course, Radden absolutely had meant insult, or at least had meant to remind Jonr of the fact that his current assignment was a step down in the world according to any resident of the Consorority. “You’re obviously doing well and it looks like she’s good to you.”

“Mm,” Jonr said again.

“Mother’s been trying for years to get you back,” said Radden earnestly. “Smoked egg?” He pushed a dish closer to Jonr. And when Jonr took one, Radden continued, “You know you have a place here, right? You know that’s the reason we invited you? Mother Zaved doesn’t care about some Radchaai; she wanted to see you.”

“Why?” asked Jonr. He could not think of anything else to say. “She didn’t want me before.” And neither did you, but those words jammed in his throat.

Radden felt the significance of Jonr’s response, but could not interpret it in any way that he could admit to himself. “Look, I think Mother was… I mean, you know how consorors are. You know how Mother Zaved always was. You can’t be taking offense at things the consorors do. We’d all go crazy if we did!” This with a laugh. “Mother made a mistake. We all make mistakes. That’s not important. No, the important thing is, you’re here now. And you belong here.”

We all make mistakes. Which is absolutely true. And should our subsequent lives be determined by mistakes we might have made when young and foolish? Who among us has not sold a child away for some extra money, or excluded and harassed a sibling who seemed undefended and vulnerable? Who among us has not, in a fit of high spirits, left a sib with broken ribs and a concussion?

“You belong here,” Radden said again. “The governor can’t just take you away from us. You should come home.”

There was suddenly a horrible and wonderful feeling in Jonr’s stomach. Nothing Radden had said would have seemed real if not for that intense painful ecstasy. Incipient tears stung his eyes and something terrible blocked his throat. He didn’t trust any of it. He would have taken another mouthful of noodles to cover his confusion, the strength of his emotion, but he knew he would not be able to swallow.

“You should come home,” repeated Radden, aware that something he had said had struck Jonr fiercely, and intent on pressing his advantage. “You don’t want to be working for the Radchaai. They’re… they’re the Radchaai, and you’re one of us, one of the family. My brother.” Radden had meant for that My brother to sound warm and sincere and loving, but it came out casual and perfunctory. He was, perhaps, not accustomed to warmth or sincerity. But that very casualness of tone gave the phrase all the more power in Jonr’s ears. Look, it said to him, it’s just the nature of things. It’s just what you are.

Tears now began to fill Jonr’s eyes and spill down his face. He could not speak.

“I’m sorry,” said Radden, now appalled. He had not wanted to deal with this sort of messy emotion. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I was just telling the truth.”

This only made Jonr’s tears flow faster. It was the first time anyone in the Consorority of the Translocation had given him anything even remotely resembling an apology. For anything. He dropped his utensil onto the table and put his face in his hands and sobbed.

He could come home. They wanted him back. He was not a failure, or not yet at any rate, and given another chance he would absolutely be the best son of the Consorority he possibly could be. He knew that, not as words or an idea, but as a bone- and muscle-deep sensation of certainty.

“I’ll pass the message to Mother,” Radden said, gently. “You won’t even have to talk to the Radchaai.”

And Jonr might have said yes in that moment, but there were voices in the corridor outside the kitchen, and excited footsteps, and someone just in the doorway said, urgently, beckoning, “Radden!” And Radden got up to see what the matter was.

That was where they lost Jonr. Because he knew, with a sure, bodily certainty, that if Radden really did believe Jonr belonged, if he really thought of Jonr as his brother, he would have brought his summoner into the kitchen to share the news, whatever it was, rather than exclude Jonr in even so small a way. He could not have said this, could not have explained it, but he knew it. As Radden and his brothers whispered urgently in the corridor, Jonr had time to think of everything Radden had said so far, and to think of how he had said it. To think of why this invitation had been made, and made so temptingly. The array of luxurious food spread out on the battered kitchen table—for him, for Jonr. But why? Not because they were sorry for how they had treated him. Not because they thought he belonged.

Why, then? Not for money—Jonr knew that the chances of Mother Zaved managing to ship him off to his buyer just now were very, very slim. Surely it wasn’t for that. But for pride, yes. To redress the insult of someone taking what she thought of as hers. And perhaps Zaved intended to bide her time until shipping straightened itself out, and then once more throw Jonr into a suspension pod. He thought it was likely.

He wiped his eyes with his hands. Grabbed a few smoked eggs and a handful of caveflower cakes and shoved them into a pocket of his jacket—food was scarce, after all, and he had eaten nothing but skel for days—and went out into the corridor. His brothers—no, the brothers of the Consorority of the Translocation—were whispering urgently and excitedly about riots and skel and the collapsed shuttle port.

“Brother,” said Radden, trying to sound hearty in a brotherly way. “You’ll never believe what’s happened!”

“Thank you for the food,” Jonr said, aware that he needed to sniffle but also that it would be undignified to indulge the impulse. “It was a pleasure to meet with you after all this time. But I must return to my consoror.” As soon as he said it, he became aware of the knot of men and boys standing between him and the house’s main exit.

“No, you can’t, you won’t,” said Radden, genially enough. He knew he’d had Jonr hooked, and didn’t see why or how he might have unhooked himself in the last few minutes. “We need you here, brother. We want you here! If it’s that you think you need to tell the Radchaai yourself that you’re staying with us, there’s no need, we’ll do it for you.”

“I know my duty,” said Jonr, as frostily as he could manage under the circumstances, tear-stained and runny-nosed and suddenly afraid. “I learned it here.”

“Of course you did,” said Radden, and he gestured the people standing around to press up against the corridor walls. “Do what you must.”

Jonr was a meter beyond them all when it occurred to Radden that A) while Mother Zaved would not outright punish him for failure, there would certainly be consequences that he would not like; B) Jonr’s consoror was no one important to the Sodality, or she would have had more than one servant, and that one a castoff from the dusty corner of some warehouse; and C) all of the Sodality’s attention was currently occupied by the riot in the plaza in front of the Temporal Location and the collapsed and perhaps still-collapsing shuttle port. “Get his handheld,” he whispered to the brother next to him, and lunged for Jonr.

Jonr was severely outnumbered and so they quickly managed to take his handheld from him, cover his mouth and pin his arms behind his back, and drag him, struggling and doing his best to shout, down to a small storeroom in the second basement, where they locked him in.







Time

At this point, as Radden had already realized, Governor Charak had quite a few urgent matters to deal with. There was the question of the riot in the plaza, which might have been a good deal worse if the plaza did not have several wide and easily accessible entrances and exits, and if Justice of Albis had not brought its long experience with crowd control to bear. (Admittedly, the ship’s methods were somewhat rough and did not always take care for the safety of those it was controlling. It’s possible—though not absolutely certain—that at least one of the deaths was the result of Justice of Albis’s own actions. But these are quibbles, I’m sure you will agree, especially given the immediate danger to so many.)

There was the question of how to supply Ooioiaa with food. Sea-rot had spread further among the crops planted in the city’s agricultural districts, and during the course of the day even the skel on the stones of the plaza turned gray and slimy. There were no edible plants left in the city’s water-processing tanks. Even some of the fish that swam there had begun to sport patches and tentacle-like streamers of gray slime. The rumor quickly spread that the city’s water was contaminated with sea-rot. Many residents refused to drink from the city’s supply; those who had no choice in the matter grew frightened and angry.

Calculated entirely on the basis of caloric requirements, the city had roughly three days of food left. The planet’s space station—where ships docked and offloaded passengers and cargo—relied on imports to feed residents and transients, and had very few facilities for producing food. And the ships that came and went from that station were not designed to produce their own food, either.

Harvests of the ice-covered waters around Ooioiaa might make up a fair percentage of the shortfall—or they might not. Rather notoriously, hunting, fishing, and farming are not occupations with a certain, infallibly calculable outcome. The soonest Justice of Albis could be back with help was two weeks—and that was on the ridiculously optimistic end of the range.

In short, people were going to starve, no matter what Governor Charak did. She had seen starvation before—there is nothing like war for destroying agriculture and food supplies—and she did not want to see it again. Accordingly, she spent all of her time looking for ways to circumvent the situation she found herself in.

So occupied was she by these urgent matters that by the time the governor could turn her attention to the savants of the Temporal Location, any injuries had been healed, or mostly so. When ancillaries of Justice of Albis came into the Temporal Location and politely but firmly invited the two hierarchs to attend the governor, they looked very much like their usual selves.

Which of course they were not. They—along with the savants under their authorities—had spent the past days in some pain, sulking. The other events of the day meant that the brawl had concluded without the intervention of Justice of Albis or any other Radchaai authority. It had resolved nothing, except (negatively) the question of Serque Tais’s sainthood. Both factions tended to their own wounded as much as they could, and both nursed hopes that, if the matter ever did come to Governor Charak’s attention, she would recognize the virtue and correctness of the side to which the hopeful belonged. And as the second day came and went, it seemed increasingly likely that the governor was too preoccupied for such trivia as broken arms and heads in the Temporal Location. And besides, the people of Ooioiaa were restless and frightened, worried about the water and about whether they would have food tomorrow. It wouldn’t take much for them to riot again—throwing their beloved Temporal Location savants into the street would surely do the trick. The governor wouldn’t dare. Surely not.

Justice of Albis escorted Niranhin and Osifo to that same Sodality dining room where the governor had made her threat, weeks and months ago. She made them wait, very deliberately, nowhere to sit, two of Justice of Albis staring impassively into the distance. She let them wait this way for nearly an hour, during which neither spoke to the other, or even looked at each other, and when she entered, she only said, mildly, “Good morning, citizens.” The casual calm of her demeanor struck terror into both hierarchs.

“Governor,” began Hierarch Osifo, “I wish to file a…”

“Silence,” Governor Charak said, still gently.

“A complaint!” continued Osifo. They pointed at Niranhin. “These heretics…”

“I brought you here,” said Governor Charak, still calm and quiet, while Osifo was still speaking of false saints and desecration, “to notify you that both of your orders are hereby evicted from the Temporal Location.” The purport of her words, her implacable calm, filtered through even to Osifo, and they fell silent. “You were warned. And you have left me no choice.”

Hierarch Niranhin opened their mouth to protest that, in fact, the governor did have a choice, but found themself obscurely unwilling to say so; they did not quite know why. They closed their mouth again.

“You!” blustered Osifo. “You… you… Radchaai!”

“Yes,” agreed Governor Charak. Over the past two days she had passed from a steely terror of the situation she found herself in, to exhausted and angry, to this state she was in now. Resigned. Numb. She would do what she could, to the best of her ability and the last of her strength, but things would be as Amaat willed.

“The people will not stand for this!” cried Osifo. “Do you think that these corpse soldiers”—they gestured toward Justice of Albis—“can keep the entire city down? Do you think they will be able to keep you safe after such an outrage?”

“Are you threatening me, Hierarch?” asked Governor Charak. “Because if you are, I’ll be happy to send you directly to reeducation.”

Osifo began to acknowledge that yes, they were absolutely threatening the governor, when one of Justice of Albis’s hands came down heavily on their shoulder and they subsided.

“Right,” said the governor. “Your savants are being escorted out of the Temporal Location as we speak. If any of you find difficulty obtaining housing or work, you are of course free to apply to the appropriate office for either or both of those things. Thank you for your time.” And she turned and left the dining room.

Osifo turned to Niranhin, the first time all that morning that they had even acknowledged their presence. “You piece of…”

Justice of Albis, whose hand was still on Osifo’s shoulder, said, “Citizens, the governor has dismissed you. Shall I escort you to the Office of Residential Assignments?”

Speaking Savant Keemat, of course, had not taken part in the brawl over Serque Tais’s corpse. They had been lying in their cot, pondering the glories of the Radiant Star, reciting to themself the most popular of the various Crowns of Rays. When the news came that Serque Tais was dead, and that Niranhin and Osifo and their supporters were brawling just inside the vestibule of the Temporal Location, a sharp, burning joy and gratitude had pierced Savant Keemat’s breast. It was true, it was all true, everything happened in the light of that Star. Serque Tais had never been destined for sainthood, or not, at least, sainthood in the Temporal Location. Perhaps he had earned another sort of sainthood, though Keemat was dubious—they did not have a particularly good opinion of any of the Serques.

And this meant—surely it meant!—that Keemat themself had been correct. Speaking Savant Keemat was the one chosen for that last seat—for of course Keemat knew, as did every savant in the Temporal Location, that Governor Charak had given permission for this one, last saint, after which there were to be no more.

“Thank you,” Keemat whispered. And then, because they knew that the Star achieved its purposes using the material of the temporal world, of which Keemat was a part, they got slowly, shakily out of their bed and went to fetch the drink that would preserve their body until the return of the Radiant Star. No one was watching them. The brawl had drawn everyone away, and Keemat had the time to walk—slowly, pausing frequently—to where they knew the drink was kept.

They had intended to go immediately to the alcove where Sts Slelen and Criril sat, to join them there and then, with no ceremony. But it turned out that the drink had not yet been decanted into the gold cup that sat beside it, waiting for Serque Tais. And Keemat could not open the flask, they were too weak from days of fasting. There was no one nearby to help, and even if there had been anyone, Savant Keemat could not have trusted them to open it for them instead of taking the flask and reporting the matter to Hierarch Niranhin.

Well, then. It was destined, yes, but not for this moment. They tucked the flask inside their monastic coverall and went back to bed.

Of course, when the Chath savants were evicted from the Temporal Location, Justice of Albis recognized immediately that Savant Keemat was quite ill, and instead of leaving them outside on the plaza with the other savants, it carried Keemat to the nearest medical facility, where the doctors immediately set about remedying the savant’s extreme malnutrition and mild dehydration. No one recognized the flask that Keemat gripped remorselessly, and as the doctors and other attendants realized quickly that they could get the savant to submit peaceably to any sort of treatment as long as Keemat was allowed to retain custody of it, no one took it from them.

Keemat was still clutching it when Consoror Nialt came to visit them. But she had begun to suspect something like the truth. “Savant,” she said to Keemat, who lay in the medical bed, looking much better than when Nialt had seen them last, though that would not have been difficult. “I perceive you have been fasting.”

“Yes,” Keemat admitted, and then there was silence for a bit. “It’s a common practice.”

“Is it common to take it to such an extreme?” Nialt asked, working hard to keep her concern and even anger out of her voice.

“No. Not common.” Common among those who had achieved any sort of sainthood, yes. Keemat wanted to point out that Serque Tais had fasted just as exactingly as Keemat had, but knew that such a statement—any statement about sainthood—would be admitting their ambition to someone who almost certainly would not sympathize.

“Are you doing penance for some offense? Against the Star, against some person?” Nialt had, of course, heard the rumors surrounding the celebrity savant’s past. “There are other ways to do that. Ways to make amends. Let me help you.”

“Consoror,” said Keemat. “I consider you my friend. Please don’t make me say what I think about Radchaai ways of doing penance or making amends.”

Nialt had known that it was, in many respects, a foolish thing to have said. But she did not want to leave Keemat without having tried her utmost to help them. And she was practiced, by now, at pretending the insults of Ooioiaans did not touch her. “What’s in the flask?” she asked, thinking she was changing the topic.

“Water,” lied Keemat. “They want me to drink water regularly.”

Nialt recognized this for a lie, but could not imagine what that lie might be concealing. “You know the savants have all been evicted from the Temporal Location.” She did not wait for an answer, there was no conceivable way that Keemat did not know this. “Mostly they’ve been taken in by the devout. A few couldn’t find places and have gone to the Office of Residential Assignments. The doors of the Temporal Location have been closed for the past few days while we—that is, I and my consorors—clean, and bring on new staff.”

“Well, we taught you how to take our place,” said Keemat, with bitterness they could not conceal.

“Please don’t,” said Nialt. “Please don’t say that. We were more than happy to share the space, it’s not our fault if…” She realized that if she finished the sentence, she would be offering more insult, or at least plain facts that would abrade her friend’s loyalties, likely already wounded.

“No,” Keemat relented. “No, this is Niranhin’s doing, for trying to force through a sainthood that was never meant to be. It’s not your fault, nor your consorors’. I’m sorry. I’m just tired.”

“Of course you are. Listen, Keemat, I’ve spoken to my superior. Everyone knows you had nothing to do with this brawl. Everyone knows the depth of your devotion to the Radiant Star. And we need people in the Temporal Location, people with exactly that sort of devotion, exactly your sort of experience. When they discharge you, come speak to Head Priest Ilora. There’s a place for you with us. We understand more than you think we do—there’s plenty of room for visions and fasting if you want them. A way to add your traditions to ours. We would welcome it.”

This speech sent a thrill through Keemat, sharp and electric. It was a way back into the Temporal Location! A smooth path to their own sainthood. Almost as though the Star itself were laying it out before them.

And yet. There was, behind that thrill, behind the instant recognition that this was everything they could want, a strange counter-thrill, the knowledge that they should not take Nialt’s offer, that it would not be doing as the Star wished. For a full minute, they were paralyzed, caught between the two opposite and overwhelming impulses. Radiant Star, they prayed, silently. Blessed Light! I am your obedient servant. Show me what you want from me. They saw, as clear as though it was actually before them, a vision of themself sitting on the stones beside Sts Slelen and Criril.

“No,” they heard themself saying. “I’m sorry. I know you’re concerned for me, and I know you mean well. But I made my vows and I cannot break them.”

It’s commonly enough said to be a cliché that the Radiant Star works in ways that mere humans cannot possibly understand. Still, it does seem strange that, offered an easy way to get what Keemat was sure the Star demanded of them, they refused, convinced that it was not in fact what the Radiant Star wished them to do, or at least the way it wished them to do it. Could they, in fact, no longer malnourished or dehydrated, no longer under the well-meaning but tyrannical thumb of Hierarch Niranhin, have changed their mind? Perhaps they no longer wished with such fervor to be a saint of the Temporal Location, and, unwilling to admit this to themself, placed obstacles in their own path. It’s entirely possible.

It’s also possible that Speaking Savant Keemat, always ambitious, still wanted that pinnacle of devotion, still burned for sainthood, but not if it was too easy.

Or perhaps they took their vows as a savant of the Temporal Location as seriously as they said—as seriously as they had meant when first they made them—and entirely sincerely considered joining the Radchaai consorors to be a violation of those vows.

There’s really no saying. Even knowing every thought and feeling in Savant Keemat’s head and heart would not untangle such a knot for us.







The Chalice of Blood

As these few days passed, Serque Iono waited at home in his comfortable and cozy apartment, listening to the fountain in the courtyard below, still nursing a grievance against his dead father, and waiting for Governor Charak to summon him. But in fact, the governor had decided that Iono was among the least urgent of her priorities. She had no desire to plunge Serque Removal into chaos, or even mild disorder, especially since they were at long last digging for the temple of Amaat. Serque Iono wasn’t going anywhere the governor couldn’t reach him. And because Serque Tais had not, as his various documents of bequest had specified, become an immortal saint in the Temporal Location, there was a remote possibility that the inheritance of Serque Removal could be thrown into question with a properly framed litigation, which could take time and money and attention that she could ill spare at the moment. There would be opportunity enough once the current crisis had passed. And so no one came for Iono, no one summoned him.

After four days of sitting there, listening to soothing music and telling himself over and over that he had not done anything wrong, listening to Shtel reassure him on this same point, he decided he was safe. So the next morning he got up, ate a sparse breakfast of stale pucks and sliced pickled onion (the last things in the cupboard, and he had not even the glimmering of an idea that there might not be more food there when he returned), and went into his office.

No one greeted him. No one spoke to him at all, or even looked at him. Iono found this more of a relief than anything else. He had been half afraid that someone would stop him, and tell him that Elerit was now the head of Serque Removal and Iono himself was no longer welcome there.

In fact Elerit was now the head of Serque Removal. Mere hours after Serque Tais had breathed his last in the streets before the Temporal Location, the various department heads and presiding directors and executive monitors met with Serque Elerit, acknowledging per as heir and owner of Serque Removal. This was just as Serque Tais had demanded before his death. Elerit, and the others at that meeting, carefully, even meticulously, followed the instructions that Tais had left for them, except for one thing. Elerit had set up per own suite of offices well down the hall from per father, and had, despite per grief and per distress at per father’s involvement in the whole affair, elected to leave Tais’s suite of rooms to Iono.

Iono did not know this. Did not even suspect it. Before his father’s death he had spent whole hours in that office, looking at documents, sending comments on projects and receiving desultory, empty replies to those comments. Thinking he was, in fact, taking charge. Now he was far too mired in his grief for the father he had resented, his guilty satisfaction at Tais’s having fallen short of sainthood. And of course, the matter of composing a demand for restitution from the vendors who had so utterly failed in their duty to provide peas and pucks for the crowd that day, with such disastrous results. It was difficult for Iono not to take that as a personal affront. Those vendors had been paid, and paid well, for something they had done for years, for decades, as a matter of course, and they had failed utterly. It could only have been a deliberate attempt to make Iono look bad.

That said, while there was no question that Iono was certain his reputation had been harmed, those same vendors had behaved in a way that had humiliated Serque Tais and made a mockery of his attempt at sainthood, which Iono found satisfying. Equally satisfying was the fact that, since those vendors had damaged Iono’s image in the city, no one could add the riot outside the Temporal Location to the long list of spurious accusations against him.

Thinking about this, composing messages to various vendors, firing off comments on projects that did not need his intervention, the morning passed too quickly and busily for him to notice that none of his messages or comments had received any replies at all. I shouldn’t have been such a coward, he thought to himself. I should have come in days ago. This was much better than sulking at home.

He tried summoning an aide, but no one came or even replied, and it turned out none of the people who ordinarily worked in the outer office were there, and so he was forced to go down the corridor and demand of the first person he found that someone bring him lunch.

The first person he saw was a sub executive monitor, and she was polite but direct. “I’m sorry, Mr Serque. I’m busy with other things right now, but I’ll send one of my aides to see if they can find any skel for you, if you like.”

“Skel!” Iono was aghast. “I don’t want skel. I want a proper lunch! Get me…” The indignant letters to the food vendors were still on his mind. “Get me some peas and pucks.”

“Sir, I would if I could,” replied the sub executive monitor, who knew she did not actually have to be this patient or polite with Serque Iono, but who considered patient and polite to be a good default strategy. “There are no pucks to be had. There might be peas, but probably not many, and they’ll be terribly expensive if they are.” And at Iono’s mute, furious incomprehension, “Have you not been keeping up with the news, sir?” It would, she thought, be understandable considering the circumstances. “There’s nothing to eat in the city but onions and dried skel, and not much of that. The governor has been cutting rations. Most of us”—she gestured around her, indicating all the employees of Serque Removal—“haven’t been eating lunch. We’re all a little worried there won’t be breakfast or supper in a day or two.”

“Ridiculous!” proclaimed Iono. “If the governor is trying to starve us out, it won’t work. And if it’s a question of expense, well.” He took a breath, echoed the sub executive monitor’s expansive gesture. “I’m not short of funds. Find me some lunch.”

The sub executive director was no one’s fool. She brought the matter to one of Elerit’s aides, who consulted Elerit perself and then returned with instructions. Half an hour later, one of the sub executive monitor’s own aides set a plate of sliced pickled onions in front of Iono. “Your pardon, sir,” ze said. “This is all there was, except skel, and you said you didn’t want that.”

“You’re fired,” said Iono. “Pack your things and leave, now.”

The aide bowed, managing to conceal zir impulse to laugh, and returned to zir desk. Iono threw the onions in the office recycler and strode out into the city. Where, of course, he did not find anything to eat but dried skel and onions.

Shtel, of course, did know about the scarcity of food, even onions and dried skel. Sie had paid close attention to the news, both the very serious and official channels and the outlets that were in truth no more than prurient gossip. Sie had gone out that morning in the hope that hir various friends and contacts could help supply hir household with something for supper, because there would be nothing in the cupboard when sie returned, and Iono would need something good to eat when he returned from work.

None of hir friends would answer hir messages. None of them were at home. This had been the case for days, and sie had refused to believe that it was anything but unfortunate coincidence. After all, the whole of Ooioiaa was disturbed, in near chaos since that disastrous procession. Several of hir friends from the Association for Religious Education had been injured that day. Shtel hirself had not attended—sie had felt that so publicly celebrating Serque Tais’s sainthood would be incompatible with hir loyalty to Iono, and so sie had pled ill. And the events of the day had been such that sie was not surprised that no one replied to hir expressing regret at hir absence, or wishes for a quick recovery.

Even after three of hir friends passed hir by in the street and refused to acknowledge hir, sie did not suspect the truth. Or perhaps sie did not allow hirself to suspect it. It wasn’t until, when sie had been quite determined to catch the attention of one of hir acquaintances from Religious Education, the companion of that acquaintance—someone Shtel did not know at all—declared in a loud voice, “Serque Shtel! You money-sucking, grasping parasite! Go back to the rubbish pile you came from and take that shameless sponge of a consort with you.”

Shtel sputtered, indignant. “How dare you! You don’t even know me!”

“And a good thing, too,” said the stranger. “I would die of shame if I did. Even if you seemed to be the least bit conscious of what your consort has done, even if you did what you ought to do and publicly apologized for associating with him, you would not be worth the time or attention of anyone of substance or quality. Indeed, anyone with taste or intelligence is ashamed whenever you open your mouth. Stop bothering people! Go enjoy your piles of stolen money!”

At this point, Shtel had managed to conquer hir expression, and hir voice. “If you’ll excuse me,” sie said coldly. “It was not my intention to speak to you, but to my friend here.” Sie turned to that friend. “Good afternoon to you. I’m glad to see you well today.”

“Excuse me, Shtel,” said hir friend. “You should go away.” And both—the stranger and the friend—strode away down the street.

Shtel had known of course what the gossips had been saying about Iono. And about hir. But it was an article of faith with hir that the gossip outlets were all of them malicious and filled with lies. People of a lower class, people who had been unable or unwilling to better themselves, unable or unwilling to behave with proper courtesy, to follow the etiquette that was the sure sign of a person of quality—those were the authors of the gossip outlets. And, sie told hirself, that etiquette did not include upbraiding strangers in the street. No. Sie had at all times behaved quite correctly. Sie did not deserve this.

But sie could not put the encounter out of hir mind. It preyed on hir thoughts as sie visited friend after friend and found that no one would speak to hir.

Sie wanted to sit down on the stones and cry. But that would be vulgar, and sie was not vulgar. And none of it mattered, sie told hirself. Did not believe hirself, knew that sie was lying, but the important thing, right now, was Iono’s supper. And so sie turned from visiting friends to visiting shops.

Every single shop offered nothing but dried skel—which could be had for nothing, but only that day’s ration-worth—and a few mildewed onions at exorbitant prices that would have fetched a month’s rent in one of the less wealthy districts. “Is there nothing else?” sie asked at each shop, in increasing desperation, and received only contemptuous looks in reply.

Walking home, with the day’s small ration of dried skel in hir hands, as though sie was some poverty-stricken nobody, sie found hirself assaulted by the voices of the people around hir. “…never liked hir…” said someone’s voice, fading as they passed, and then someone else, “…can you believe sie…” and sie knew they could not be talking about hir but sie felt, suddenly, naked and on display, a terrible hot pressure in hir face and in hir gut.

But sie knew that hurrying, even running as sie suddenly wished to do, was inelegant, was not something the well-bred did, and so sie walked, head high, face burning, all the way back home.

Shtel had grown up in a family of employees of Serque Removal—one parent had been a field overseer, another assistant to a works engineer, yet another an equipment coordinator. Which is to say, hir family had been comfortable, but not by any means luxurious or notoriously wealthy. And hir parents had taught hir from birth that the difference between people of quality and the vulgar was strict adherence to correct behavior. Certainly Shtel’s parents understood—certainly Shtel understood—that some virtues and some vices transcended perfect etiquette, that a polite murderer was still a murderer, that a kind and generous soul who served gum mat tea in the wrong sort of cups remained nonetheless kind and generous. Still, it was an article of faith for Shtel that saying the proper words at the proper time, and serving food and drink in the proper dishes, and following all the other rules of courtesy and propriety that she had learned at her parents’ knees, all these things were infallible signs of one’s quality, of one’s rank in society. This was not snobbery—anyone could learn and follow these rules. Shtel’s parents made absolutely sure that Shtel learned and followed them.

And here sie was, proof that hir parents had been right. Sie was beloved of the heir of Serque Tais, now not merely the heir but the head of Serque Removal itself. Even though sie had not been born into the sort of gracious wealth and luxury the Serques enjoyed, here sie was, welcomed by some of the most highly regarded and powerful people in the city of Ooioiaa. Or so sie had thought.

I don’t know if you have noticed, dear reader, that while the reverence for etiquette among the truly wealthy and powerful seems on the surface to be identical to the way those who merely aspire to wealth and power revere it, in fact the two attitudes are quite different. If Serque Tais, when he lived, had served his guests gum mat tea in the same chipped ceramic mugs one would more properly have used for water, and that only by oneself in the kitchen, perhaps late at night, eyebrows might have been raised, but Serque Tais would have lost no prestige or reputation. Tais himself could—and did—say whatever sort of rude things he liked, whenever he liked, and instead of being accused of a lack of class, he was admired for being frank and straightforward.

That is to say, adherence to the rules of Ooioiaan etiquette was not the source of the rank, wealth, and power of the city’s most notable families, and so following those rules could be treated with some flexibility. Indeed, in Ooioiaa as elsewhere there was a whole other set of entirely unspoken rules regarding how that flexibility might be exercised, rules that the wealthy and powerful grasped quite naturally.

On the other hand, for families like Shtel’s, there is often a very real and urgent sense that only punctilious adherence to correct etiquette preserves them from losing their foothold on respectability and plunging downward into a sea of vulgarity and ignominy. For these families—for Shtel—wavering even slightly from the proper way to do or say anything was not to be contemplated.

Shtel had prided hirself on knowing precisely how to behave, precisely how to conduct hirself among the most illustrious citizens of Ooioiaa. Despite hir relatively humble beginnings, sie was, sie knew, indistinguishable from the best in the city.

Or so sie had thought. In fact, the very rigidity of hir adherence to proper etiquette marked hir as a member of exactly the class sie had come from—comfortable but not terribly wealthy or connected, hardworking but not manual laborers, good enough to speak well of but not suitable for invitations to dinners because, well, they just aren’t the same sort.

Everyone had known immediately that Shtel did not truly belong where sie had found hirself, among the friends and associates of the heir of Serque Removal. But the heir himself certainly did belong, and while Shtel’s lower class origin was flagrantly obvious, no one would remark on it, and so sie had assumed that hir assimilation was complete and inviolable. Even after the stranger had upbraided hir in the street, even after every one of hir friends had refused to acknowledge hir, sie did not realize the truth.







The Mitochondria

Iono came home from Serque Removal hungry and out of sorts. He had not had to procure his own lunch for years, indeed he had been accustomed to asking for what he wanted, and then receiving it. Of course what he took was paid for, but not by himself. Shtel saw to that. There had never been any difficulty.

But things had reached such a pass in Ooioiaa that no one was willing to sell any sort of food on such terms. There was no longer any vendor willing to let anyone—not even the head of Serque Removal—take food to be paid for later. Of course, Iono could easily have transferred money immediately, but he absolutely refused to do so. He was Serque Iono! His money was good, had always been good. And what would he be condescending to pay immediately for? A moldy onion. It was beneath his dignity. It was absolutely insulting. He would not do it.

As a consequence, he did not eat. And he was angry enough that he went straight home to his cozy apartment, confident that he would find what he wanted there. Which was a nice lunch, and his consort.

He found neither, nor did he find any food at all, and so he sat down to wait for Shtel to return and give him lunch.

I think it’s important to be absolutely clear that Serque Iono loved his consort. Sie was the person he cared most for in the entire world. There is absolutely no question about this. But he was so accustomed to thinking of himself, to assuming that his welfare was the same as whatever abstract rightness and goodness philosophers might contemplate, that he assumed, also, that if things were right with him, they were right with Shtel.

And in fairness, if the question had been put to Shtel hirself, sie would have agreed. Hir life and thoughts turned on him, and sie loved him no less than he loved hir. It was only that sie was far more accustomed to accepting inconveniences and sacrifices on his behalf than the reverse.

When Shtel returned, sie was near tears. Sie had quested fruitlessly all morning and part of the afternoon for food to bring hir consort, and had failed. And not only failed but been reviled publicly by a stranger, and sie had discovered that none of hir friends would own hir. It was all on Iono’s account, but sie so identified hir own self with him that sie felt it all quite personally.

“Ah, love, you’re home!” cried Iono, seeing hir hesitate inside the door to the sitting room.

“Iono. We need to talk.”

“Over lunch,” Iono protested. “I know you brought lunch. There’s nothing in the cupboard.”

Shtel could no longer hold back hir tears, but sie was determined to keep hir voice steady. “There’s nothing in the city. Nothing but skel.” Sie held up the package—sie had had to pay for the box, right there and then since sie did not have one already and the shopkeeper refused to bill hir. Now you’ll have it for next time, the shopkeeper had said, with an undertone of criticism. Who didn’t already own bags and boxes for shopping? Who didn’t carry one with them, just in case? But Shtel never actually did hir own shopping. Sie placed orders, and the delivery persons took or left what bags or boxes were needed. Presumably the household attendant, whom Shtel had not seen for days, took care of such things.

“I’m not eating skel,” declared Iono, with a vehemence that made Shtel take a step back. “I want food, damn it. Real food!”

He surely had not failed to notice that his consort was crying, but it had not penetrated his consciousness yet. And, though he could not have known it, this carelessness in the face of hir distress was like a splinter driven into an already painful wound. “There’s nothing else, love,” sie insisted.

“That Radchaai bitch!” Iono surged up out of the chair he had been sitting in. “She’s trying to starve us out. No doubt she and her cronies are eating real food this moment, a whole banquet of it.”

In fact, Governor Charak was eating nothing at the moment, and would have nothing but a half ration of skel for dinner. Say what you like about the Radchaai, and unquestionably Charak Svo herself was open to criticism on any number of issues, but she did not feast herself while the city she ruled starved.

“Iono,” said Shtel. “We have to talk to the jurist. People are saying the most horrible things…”

Iono waved this away. “I thought you knew better than to pay attention to gossip. Don’t dignify it with any response. It will go away, it always does.” At least, it always had for Iono. Even when the gossip had been true, it had eventually died down and faded in everyone’s memory.

“This is different,” Shtel insisted. “I thought maybe my friends could put me in contact with some source of groceries, anything that wasn’t skel, because you know if there is anything, someone knows how to get it. The governor can’t really keep it all to herself, if she has it. Someone will be selling things. But no one would speak to me! No one will answer my messages, and when my friends meet me on the street they…” Here sie broke down entirely, unable to continue, tears overwhelming hir voice.

It was, of course, not at all pleasant for Iono to contemplate the possibility that this time was different from all those other times. Even more unpleasant to consider the fact that his own jurist had not replied to his requests for conference for days, and seemed never to be where Iono searched for her. And there was the additional complication that bringing suit for libel or slander would only reopen the (he hoped) currently closed matter of his inheritance. But he could not say any of these things to Shtel, because saying them would be part admission—to hir and to himself—that perhaps he had done something wrong in his dealings with his father.

“Don’t be ridiculous!” he said. “My friends have certainly replied to me.” Which was true—he had had any number of messages of sympathy on the unanticipated death of his father. “And my friends are your friends.” Which was only partly true, but this was something Iono was not capable of understanding. “Now, stop being foolish, and go heat up some water—I know we have at least a little gum mat—and I’ll contact some people and find out where the food is.”

And for the first time in their long association, Shtel began to wonder if Iono had ever really cared for hir, or if sie was nothing but one of the conveniences he was accustomed to.

There was a single bit of gum mat left, and it made a very unsatisfactory two cups of what should be a satisfying and comforting drink, but such was Iono’s determination to have it that the water was heated, and such was his fondness for his consort that he insisted the fragment of gum mat be divided in two. Shtel said nothing as sie drank, though it was thin and weak. Said nothing more about hir experiences that morning, or hir distress. But sie could not stop the tears, which paused briefly every few minutes and then resumed, entirely out of hir control. Though sie had not—could not yet—put a name to what sie was feeling, sie knew that something precious, something essential, had been damaged somehow. Not only by the discovery of hir abandonment by hir friends, but the things Iono had said just now, and how he had said them. But sie did not want to think of that, did not want to acknowledge the possibility that hir life, which had been so comfortable, so happy, so luxurious, was not what sie had thought, had flipped somehow—every detail the same but adding up to a different picture entirely.

Iono, for his part, saw that Shtel was distressed, and knew that he had not spoken as gently or as considerately as he might have wished. But he did not apologize, did not acknowledge that he had in any way done anything wrong, nor did he give any sign that he noticed Shtel’s tears. This was, in fact, perfectly normal for him. One of the reasons he had stayed so firmly attached to Shtel for so long was hir patience with him, hir willingness to assume and to understand his goodwill, or to assume his repentance when that goodwill failed. He had rarely if ever had to exercise the same patience with hir—but that was not a thought that had ever crossed his mind.

And so when the unsatisfying gum mat tea had been drunk, he set himself to composing messages to friends, without a word to Shtel, only patting hir hand, briskly—as much of an apology as sie had ever received from him. Until now, until today, it had been enough for hir.

When the replies came back (because Iono’s friends were absolutely still willing to speak to him), it turned out that every single friend was terribly sorry but there was nothing but skel to be had. Then Iono had two humiliations to swallow—he would have to eat skel, like some poverty-stricken nobody, and he had been mistaken in his emphatic assertion that there was certainly food to be had and he would find it where Shtel had failed. He refused to swallow either, and went to bed hungry, with an ill temper.

Of course, there was more than skel available. There were onions, and of those we will have more to say shortly. But there was also whatever local fauna could be harvested from the waters around Ooioiaa. It would be swept clean soon enough, was nearly so by now, but expeditions could be sent farther, and if they would never bring back enough to feed the entire city, there would at least be something.

But of course, such precious resources—the peas, the lobopods, the worms, the various swimming things that could be eaten safely by humans—never even made it to the shops. As soon as the catches arrived, they were skimmed off, and skimmed off again, and what remained siphoned away to whoever could pay the best price for it, so that even if a harvester returned with its holds full, there would barely be two peas left to distribute to the increasingly hungry city.

It was not Governor Charak who was doing this skimming and siphoning. On the contrary, she knew well enough that it was happening and did her best to stop it, or at least reduce it. But her officials, and Justice of Albis, could only be in so many places at once, and everyone involved worked very, very hard to continue it. So for the moment, she merely noted who the worst offenders likely were, knowing that the hour was swiftly coming when she would need to take drastic measures.

And who were these offenders? Well, many of them were the families and households of Serque Iono’s dearest friends. Who, seeing Governor Charak hadn’t yet called him to account, thought it best to hedge their bets by speaking to him still, but were not so certain of his safety that they would share their food with him.







Hymn

I’m sure you’ve noticed that when all other crops were either exhausted or rotting away in the various agricultural facilities of the city, there were still onions in the shops. Believe me, many others had noticed the same thing, including Governor Charak. It did not take much of an effort to go from there to the next logical step, and around the time that Shtel was being reviled in the streets of Ooioiaa, workers in one of the city’s water-processing facilities were preparing a twenty-liter bucket of water and sliced onions for a small, experimental crop of skel.

The experiment would be a success. There is, indeed, some property of onions that is inimical to sea-rot. But there remained a difficulty. In the ordinary course of events, the onion crops of the agricultural sectors of Ooioiaa were entirely sufficient to meet demand. But now every other source of food was gone—grain, vegetables, skel, everything except onions. Which ordinarily were merely one component in a dish—sometimes a large one, to be sure, as you know if you’ve ever tried Ooioiaan onion salad. But no Ooioiaan, however much he/she/sie/e/per/ve/ze/xie loves to eat onions, lives on a diet made of them exclusively, and so, sadly, the production of onions was insufficient to meet the present needs of the city.

And that was without accounting for the onions that would be needed to clear the sea-rot from the city’s water. “Just slice up all the onions you have and throw them in the water, and feed the city with the skel that grows in that water,” you might say, and yes, of course, but the matter was a fair bit more complicated than that. How many onions would be required to treat all the city’s water? More experimentation would be necessary to determine this, and experimentation took time, and not incidentally even more onions. Would this treatment clear the sea-rot from the water entirely and permanently? Or was the solution (as it were) only a temporary one? Would it be a matter of treating the reservoirs once, and then installing an onion filter at the various intakes that brought water into the city? Or would skel only grow unslimed in a swamp of onion broth? More testing would be necessary, and that testing would require many, many onions.

“Ah, I have it!” you say. “Merely synthesize the component of onions that affects the sea-rot. Then you can have as much of whatever it is that you need, whenever you need it!” You are, once again, correct. The only problem being, just what was that component? Oh, now we know what it is—or, the people know who need to know—but in Ooioiaa, at that moment, the question was still to be answered, and obtaining the answer would require, yes, more onions. And time. And the city was just about to run out of that commodity.

To complicate matters, word had spread about the invulnerability of the city’s fields of onions, and so it was fast becoming an article of faith among the populace that the only safely drinkable water was water with a slice of onion in it.

And of course, within a few days of Shtel’s failure to find any food for hir consort other than dried skel, there would be essentially no food at all left in the city except those untouched onions.

“That’s hardly a difficulty,” you might reply. “One onion, left to flower, will produce ever so many seeds. Let us say, fifty seeds per flower.” I am not certain of the number of seeds an onion flower produces, but I am, for the sake of argument, willing to accept nearly any amount you might suggest. “Decide how many onions you need, reserve the appropriate amount of onions to produce that many seeds, plant those seeds, and your problem is solved!”

My dear reader, have you ever actually grown onions? It takes two years for an onion to produce seeds. The city of Ooioiaa had approximately two days before the last crumbs of dried skel were consumed. And then it takes a good three months for onion seeds to grow into an onion.

And no plant produces quite precisely according to plan. Any given onion might produce a thousand seeds or none at all. Those seeds might sprout or not. The sprouts may live or not. The sprouts that live may produce onions larger or smaller, depending on conditions or on the whim of the universe.

In short, “just plant more,” while no doubt good advice, for which I unreservedly commend you, was not a solution to the city’s immediate—and urgent—problems.

And of course, very hungry people will eat whatever edible thing they can find. There would soon be nothing edible but those remaining onions. Never mind that a diet exclusively of onions will hardly fill the nutritional needs of any human—they will at least fill that human’s stomach. And indeed, onions were already beginning to join peas and lobopods in that same skimming and siphoning I so recently referred to.

Dire straits indeed. So, what did Governor Charak propose to do in the face of these insoluble difficulties? Well, Charak Svo was Radchaai. And Radchaai military at that. And so, the day after Iono and Shtel failed to find lunch, she imposed a curfew, along with orders that any congregations of more than three people in the streets were to be arrested and scheduled for immediate reeducation. Three adult people, that is. Those three adults could be accompanied by any number of children. The Radchaai, for all their faults, have always been indulgent toward children. At any rate, the curfew itself resolved any ambiguities in situations where people might be found behaving suspiciously.

As for food—well, there was that trickle of native fauna coming in. The governor decreed that any child younger than sixteen years would receive a daily share of that food, to be eaten in a public refectory under the eye of officials who could be sure none of it was finding its way out of the children’s mouths and onto some black market. Anyone older than sixteen whose job was particularly essential, or whose ill health made starvation particularly dangerous, could apply for rations as well. Of course, the officials who themselves were overseeing all of this would be quite hungry, and some of them less than entirely trustworthy even in better times, and no doubt some of the rations would go missing, a fact Governor Charak was quite aware of, but there was only so much she could do.







Osmosis

On leaving the medical facility, Speaking Savant Keemat might have applied to any one of their admirers for a place to stay, or gone to Hierarch Niranhin and asked for instructions. Instead they went to the Office of Residential Assignments and were given a small room in a not-entirely-reputable part of the city.

It was the first time Keemat had been alone since even before they had taken their vows. The life of a Chath savant—one who is not a hermit—is a communal one, sometimes frustratingly so, and when they had closed the door on their tiny room and taken in its shelf of a bed and its cramped hygiene facility, they were overcome with a euphoric appreciation for the luxury of it. This—this was the gift of the Radiant Star. This was surely what the Star had intended for them, why that Star had provided them with their education, their ability to compose prose and verse. Their desire for isolation, for contemplation, for all things that would submerge them in the glory of the Star.

They stored their few things—a plain coverall, the gold-shot one that had so incensed Hierarch Niranhin, a handheld that had been given them when they had been discharged from the medical facility, that all-important flask—and then sat on the floor to meditate.

When they had applied to join the savants in the Temporal Location—applied, in fact, to occupy one of the hermitage cells the order kept—they had undergone various tests, and been interviewed by then-Hierarch Biven, who, at the end of the process, had told Keemat that they were not suited to a hermitage. That the delights of solitary contemplation would fade as Keemat’s hunger for praise and flattery remained unfed. Keemat had taken this with the humility appropriate for someone with a sincere desire to dedicate their life to prayer and obedience. They were disappointed, of course. But hermitage or not, they knew that any life as a Chath savant here in Ooioiaa would be a life of obedience, and obedience was not always easy. And everything happens in the light of that Star.

But it had been easy—mostly—to obey Hierarch Biven. As the weeks and months went by, it had been clearer and clearer to Keemat that Biven had been right, that the life of a speaking savant in a community, tending to the Temporal Location with their fellow savants, answering questions put to the Radiant Star, must indeed be the life they were meant for. There had been small frustrations, certainly, but these were to be expected. And if Keemat themself had become a celebrity outside the Temporal Location, well. Surely the Star had intended it. Surely the Star had used Keemat as a lamp, as a lens to aim and focus its light. It was none of it for the sake of Keemat themself, only for the sake of the Star. This, their carefully cultivated humility told them.

It was not life in the Temporal Location that had dissatisfied Keemat. No, they had been perfectly content until Hierarch Niranhin had taken office.

And what difference did that make? Keemat was still bound by vow to obey their hierarch. They had (they believed) already learned how to dismiss their own selfish desires and instead devote themself to the Star. But Niranhin had run the order as though it was a business. Whatever brought in money and gifts must of course be the will and desire of the Radiant Star.

When Hierarch Biven had retired to their hermitage, Niranhin had been duly elected to that office, and Keemat was still subject to their vow of obedience, but when one’s hierarch so very clearly holds worldly wealth to be more important than spiritual, when obedience leads to disaster on the scale that the Chath savants now faced—was this perhaps a situation where disobedience was called for? Or might even, paradoxically, be obedience, since it was of course the Radiant Star who ultimately Keemat had vowed to obey?

The paradox, though a simple one, almost cliché, caught Keemat’s attention and they worried at it, viewed it from several angles, composed a few lines of verse. They took out the battered handheld and switched it on and began composing.

This was, of course, the beginning of Surrender to Light, a long and elegantly written document that is even now held in esteem by Chath Chenala.

Speaking Savant Keemat had of course many insights to convey to the devout practitioner of Chath Chenala. Indeed, even some non-Chenala revere their writings. They were in many ways a keen observer and a deep thinker who could communicate those thoughts in a compelling fashion. I don’t wish to question or contradict this fact.

But Speaking Savant Keemat had never understood—or had never quite been able to admit to themself—that Hierarch Biven had been just as worldly as their successor Niranhin. Biven had seen Keemat’s potential to add to the earnings of the order, and had encouraged their extra writings and been satisfied with their growing celebrity. And so, as far as Keemat was concerned, Hierarch Biven had been properly attentive to the spiritual and detached from the worldly. Of course the retired hierarch had not been perfect, nor had Keemat agreed with them on every point of politics or theology, but that was neither here nor there. Keemat prospered and was happy under Biven’s rule, and that was sign enough for Keemat of that rule’s rightness.

Niranhin, on the other hand, was all too worldly, all too shrewd and calculating where they should have been more concerned with things of the spirit.

But this was not entirely true. Both Biven and Niranhin were sincerely, deeply devout. It would be a wonder if they were not—one does not otherwise choose the life of a savant in the Temporal Location. But Biven and Niranhin, though each was in many ways just as shrewd as the other, were very different people, with different strengths and different flaws. Biven had been content to see acclaim and admiration go where they would, so long as the savants and the Temporal Location itself benefited. Hierarch Niranhin, as we have seen, was constitutionally unable to do the same.

Well. Keemat sat in their tiny room, writing, praying, meditating, sleeping, for days. Because they had recently been ill, they had been approved to take rations in the public refectories, but they did not leave their room at all. They had been offered this fresh opportunity to prepare for sainthood, and they would take it. Indeed, it was as though the Star itself had granted them the hermitage they had longed for. They would fast and pray, and leave behind one last, great writing before they took their place among the saints of the Temporal Location. For more than a week Keemat was happy as they had not been for months.

But after those first days that happiness soured. Keemat could not account for that souring, could not place its origin within themself, and so they blamed it on the annoyance of their neighbor weeping.

The walls of the room were thin—indeed, all the rooms on this level had once been one large space, and had been subdivided in the least expensive way possible. Sound from the outside was muffled by thick stone walls, but on the inside was another matter. And it was clear that their neighbor on one side was in great distress over something, because whoever it was cried every evening and sometimes during the day. Not great racking wails, no, but quiet, muffled sighs and sobs.

It pricked and poked at Keemat’s peace, like some sharp bit of chaff protruding unavoidably from the cover of an otherwise luxurious pillow, that somehow always managed to be at precisely the spot one lays one’s head.

First they tried to ignore the sound, but it intruded itself too persistently into Keemat’s consciousness. Next they tried using the fact of grief as a topic for meditation—in all this world, in all of any world, there was no perfection but the light of the Radiant Star, and this mysterious, still-anonymous weeping was a token of that fact, a lesson to be pondered. A fact of life to be contemplated, and an illustration of what Keemat would leave behind when they at last sat beside Sts Slelen and Criril, seeing that light completely, waiting patiently and joyfully for its ultimate source.

Still it rankled. Keemat only wanted one, simple thing! Just peace and quiet and isolation to ponder the higher truth of the universe. Was that so much to ask? Why should such a small thing be so difficult to achieve? They wanted to shout in annoyance and frustration.

Instead, they left their room and knocked on their neighbor’s door. The weeping stopped. Keemat knocked again, quietly. Then footsteps, and the door opened.

“Citizen,” said Keemat, in the Radchaai language, because their neighbor was, in some way they could not precisely define, very obviously Radchaai. “I am your neighbor, next door.” They gestured to their own room. “I don’t mean to pry, but I can’t help but notice that you are… unhappy. Is there something I can do to help?”

She looked at him in astonishment. No adult—or at least, no adult who had not been granted an exception or who did not have access to the provisions that were certainly being skimmed off whatever the sea-harvesters brought in—no adult in Ooioiaa was anything other than unhappy just now. The city had been literally starving for more than a week. The unofficial news sources were reporting that at least one person had been waylaid, murdered, and eaten in some cave in the interstices of the city, and rumor had it that the Radchaai in the Sodality were picking children out of the refectories to feast on later. Of course, rumor also had it that the Temporal Location had been closed for a week because it was stuffed full of the food that Governor Charak was denying to the rest of the city, but neither of these rumors seemed contradictory to the minds that believed them. In short, the city was filled with fear, resentment, and misery.

But she was, indeed, Radchaai, and to Radchaai, no odd event or coincidence is without meaning. “You are a savant,” she said. Because Keemat still wore their monastic coverall. “Do you know the consorors of the Translocation? Are you perhaps acquainted with Mother Zaved?”

Savant Keemat frowned. “I am… acquainted. But I fear Mother Zaved is no friend of mine. Why do you ask?”

“She has… appropriated something that does not belong to her.”

“She stole from you?” Keemat asked in astonishment. They were inclined to believe many things of Mother Zaved, but outright theft would not have been among them.

“I did not say that,” said the Radchaai. Or, let me not be coy about it—she was in fact Jonr’s consoror. Keemat did not immediately reply, only watched her in apparent expectation that she would explain herself. She considered that a moment, and then said, “It’s a long story. Will you come in?”

And so of course she told Savant Keemat the history of Jonr and the Consorority of the Translocation. And she did not leave out his encounter with that savant of the Temporal Location, thirty years before.

“Do you know the name of the savant Jonr dealt with?” Keemat asked, because that part of the story had stuck in their mind like a thorn.

“No. She may or may not have told Jonr her name, but the child understandably did not remember that.”

“No, of course not.” Keemat could not still the suspicion—the growing certainty—that it had been Niranhin themself. Which to be fair was entirely correct, but also somewhat unfair of Keemat to assume, more a product of their resentment than anything else. “What you say is appalling. The savant Jonr spoke to was doubtless correct about the political implications of the situation, but there were surely ways of dealing with it that would not have involved abandoning Jonr.”

“I am glad you think so,” said Jonr’s consoror, drily. “She went back”—and here, by she the consoror meant Jonr—“she was only in that house because I accepted an invitation to tea. From Zaved herself. I was afraid they meant ill—why would they care about me?”

“Indeed, they would not,” murmured Keemat.

“No,” agreed Jonr’s consoror. “It was Jonr they wanted. They told me that she had decided to stay with them, that she had been taken unwilling from her family and that of course she was glad of any opportunity to return to them. They would not let me see her or talk to her, and there were two of them in the room and another half dozen in the corridor outside, and only one of me.” She said this bitterly, as though she condemned herself for her cowardice in retreating in the face of such odds. “There was nothing I could do. Not right then. I knew they could not ship Jonr away, not with the port closed, and shipping’s been a mess for weeks, and so I left to see what other avenues I might pursue.”

“You spoke to the governor?” Keemat asked. They did not know quite what they were asking of her. They did not know that since she had arrived in Ooioiaa, she had spoken to no one but Jonr, not unless provoked by extreme circumstances. She would not be speaking to Keemat now, if not for her desperation over Jonr. The idea of speaking to anyone but Jonr filled her with terror, with a fear that revealing anything of herself—the fact that she could speak at all, or even the mundane evidence of herself revealed in the most casual conversation—would leave her exposed and vulnerable. In fact, she felt as though it was her speaking in front of Jonr’s brother that had ultimately led him to harm.

“I tried. The governor is too busy to concern herself with trivia.” Now her voice was bitter. “I did apply to the Office of Security and was told that if Jonr wanted to return to the Consorority, they could not and would not prevent her. But she didn’t want to! She wouldn’t have…” Here her throat closed over, with distress, with threatening tears. She wouldn’t have left me. Jonr’s consoror swallowed, hard, to clear the obstruction. “I only want her to tell me herself. They wouldn’t let her tell me herself, and I know there’s something wrong.”

“It seems entirely fair,” said Keemat, “to ask her to tell you herself. Especially in the circumstances.”

“I can’t leave her like this,” whispered the consoror, vehemently.

Keemat saw that it might as well have been a cry of pain as a whisper. They did not understand what was behind those words, did not understand what was the source of such agony to the consoror, but the fact of it was clear and irrefutable.

And they did not see what they could do about the situation. Or even why they should try. After all, everything happened in the light of that Star. They nearly opened their mouth to say this, a platitude that would be soothing to any Chath Chenala. And even, frankly, to a Radchaai, who believed that Amaat was the universe and the universe was Amaat, that nothing happened outside of Amaat, or without that god’s willing it.

But they felt a niggling guilt, a responsibility for Jonr. Their own order had failed to even attempt to help him. True, it had been thirty years ago, a decade or more before Keemat had even come to Ooioiaa. But it had been wrong. Negligent at the least, actively malignant if one looked at it from the right angle. It had been Niranhin’s doing, Keemat was sure.

Critics of Chath Chenala—or, for that matter, Radchaai religion—say that the fact of God’s seeing, knowing, and intending all that occurs inclines the followers of those religions to apathy. If all is as God wills, why do anything? Why protest, why fight, why effect change? But the other side of that coin is that the protest, the fight, the change, must of necessity also be willed by God.

Both Keemat and Jonr’s consoror understood this. “I will see what I can do,” said Keemat, filled in that moment with the strange, disconnected feeling of an oncoming vision. “Everything happens in the light of that Star.”

“Thank you,” she said.







Jasmine Flowers

That feeling of an oncoming vision haunted Savant Keemat even after they went back to their own small room. They sat on their own bed in an attitude of meditation, of expectant waiting. But nothing further developed except the conviction, growing in Keemat’s mind, that the feeling itself was the message. A spur to act, a validation of their instant feeling, hearing the Radchaai’s story, that something should be done for Jonr. They could—should!—call on Mother Zaved. A conversation with her—she was a religious, just as Keemat was, they could both find common ground, discuss Jonr’s situation and status, come to some agreement.

And, having reached that conclusion, having thought it explicitly to themself and resolved to act in some way—but how?—the forewarned vision overwhelmed them.

Savant Keemat sat, not on their bed, but on the floor of that alcove that housed Sts Slelen and Criril. Before Keemat stood a young man who they had never seen before. “Please help me,” said the young man. “Why won’t you help me?”

That wasn’t me, Keemat wanted to say. I would have helped you if I had been there. Instead they said, “Equanimity. Beneficence. Obedience. Prayerfulness. Fortitude. Patience.”

“It’s very simple for you,” said the young man. “It’s not so simple for me.”

And the vision evaporated.

There was, of course, more to a vision than just the vision. Once that was done, once Keemat could see the room around them, or once the odd sensation of something unusual was gone, there remained the task of interpreting it, of discovering just what the Star had wanted to convey.

It’s very simple for you. It’s not so simple for me. Those words had struck Keemat, almost physically. The feeling of it, the shock and dismay of hearing it said, remained even now, though they could not think of a reason why it should. Had it been a warning? Or a rebuke? Or both?

Keemat prayed. They said the Crown of Rays, not the shortened version that many Chath Chenala say daily, but the longer, elaborate framework that contained that more popular Crown of Rays at its center. They stilled their mind, as much as they could (because it is not the nature of the human mind to be still for long), praying with the intention of opening themself to knowledge of the Star’s light.

At length the thought arose from their prayer that it would have been a mistake to approach Mother Zaved directly. Relations with the Consorority of the Translocation had been somewhat fraught for years, but the events surrounding Serque Tais’s attempt at sainthood had only made things worse. All that common ground Keemat had assumed they would have with her was surely there, but it would avail them nothing if Zaved would not even see them. If she would not even read a message from them. Which, it was likely she would not. So, then, it would not be simple for Keemat. But it might be simple for someone else. Who, then? Who, that Keemat had access to?

Late the next morning, Savant Keemat walked to Serque Iono’s apartment and knocked for admittance. But Iono was not there. “He’s at work,” said Shtel, who had answered the door hirself—sie had not been able to find a replacement for the last household assistant, who had stopped showing up to work. In fact, sie was somewhat relieved not to have to face a near stranger who would surely have either held hir in more or less concealed contempt, or spread gossip, or both. But it did grate that as a result there was no one but hirself to deal with this unexpected visitor. Sie had almost refused to acknowledge the knocking but, at the last moment, for reasons obscure to hir, had found hirself moved to respond. And now, in the face of Savant Keemat’s obvious puzzlement, sie asked, “Did you have an appointment?”

“No,” admitted Keemat. They had not had Iono’s private address on the network, but they had assumed not only that they would be welcome but that Iono would be at home doing nothing of particular importance. And then, on impulse, “Perhaps I could speak with you, Serque Shtel.”

Now, if Shtel had been she and not sie, the thought of bringing their request to hir would likely never have entered Keemat’s mind. In Ooioiaa, as in many other places, people who were she were assumed to be authorities, the sort of people who planned and ruled and dreamed. They did not concern themselves with more than the outlines of how those plans would be accomplished. That was left to he and e, each in their slightly differing ways. Of course, a person’s gender does not define them in such a simplistic and essential way.

And yet. Keemat, standing there on Serque Iono’s threshold, saw in Shtel—a person they had never met before and knew almost nothing about—someone who had surely spent hir adult life in service to Iono’s emotional comfort. Sie would surely be able to convey Keemat’s request to Iono in the most effective way possible. Sie might even be moved to help Keemat hirself.

“You might be able to help me just as well. If not better.”

There was something about Keemat’s voice, perhaps, or their expression, that Shtel found strangely consoling. Perhaps it was the fact that Keemat did not revile hir, or show any sign of despising hir. Perhaps it was that if not better that caught hir—sie had spent so long devoted to hir consort only to discover that perhaps his devotion to hir was not equivalent. To begin to suspect that he did not see hir as hirself but as a useful and pleasant accessory. But here was Speaking Savant Keemat—Shtel knew who they were, of course—saying that even if they had come to speak with Iono, Shtel hirself might be preferable. Sie felt, suddenly, pleasantly significant in a way sie had not for days. “Come in,” sie said.

There actually was a small amount of food in the apartment—some lobopod paste and a half dozen dried worms that Iono had scrounged from his friends. There was even a fragment of gum mat. For a moment Shtel was tempted to serve up a worm and some thin gum mat tea, just to show that sie knew what was due to the most famous savant of the Temporal Location, just to show that sie was capable of serving anything at all in the current circumstances. But sie thought better of it. “Please sit,” sie said, instead, indicating the softly cushioned chairs in the pleasant sitting room. “I’m afraid I have nothing to offer you but some hot water.” Sie gestured helplessly, indicating the starving city.

“No need,” said Keemat. “As it happens, I’m fasting.”

“Oh, that’s good,” said Shtel, inanely, and they both sat.

Keemat explained what had brought them here. They told hir Jonr’s history, his disappearance into the Consorority of the Translocation. His consoror’s distress at not being able to assure herself that things were as Jonr wished.

“Oh,” exclaimed Shtel, when Keemat had finished. “Oh. That’s most distressing! The poor boy.” Sie thought for a moment. “Or, maybe he wanted to go home?” Sie frowned. Sie did not like Mother Zaved—indeed, sie knew well enough that Mother Zaved did not like hir, and that was before the events of the last week or more. The account of Jonr being offhandedly thrown into a suspension crate to be shipped off to some unknown buyer did not contradict anything sie knew of Zaved. But what could sie do? No one would listen to hir now. “I’m not sure what you think I can do about any of it.”

In Keemat’s current state—fasting, on the edge of visions—the despair threaded through Shtel’s words was bright and clearly audible. “What is it?” they asked. “What’s wrong?” They reached out their hands, as though to take Shtel’s.

All sie could do, right then, was to open hir mouth and sob as tears filled hir eyes and rolled down hir face.

At first, Keemat was appalled. They did not know what to do with Shtel’s tears, with hir obvious, extreme distress. Then some fragment of their last vision whispered in their mind. Why won’t you help me?

“Tell me,” Keemat said. “Tell me what the problem is.”

This astonished Shtel into momentary stillness. “You don’t know? You already know, everyone knows.”

“I’ve been fasting and praying,” Keemat replied. “I heard some of what went on before we were expelled from the Temporal Location, but very little since. Is it something to do with Serque Iono?”

At first Shtel only stared at them, unable to believe what they had said. Surely everyone knew? Sie had been waiting for some indication of hidden contempt or condemnation from Savant Keemat, and not felt much safer at having detected none. Hir first thought was that the savant was toying with hir. Mocking hir. Setting hir up for something unpleasant.

But they continued to look at hir guilelessly, clearly curious and concerned. What if it was true? “Elerit—that’s Iono’s child—Elerit has accused Iono of falsifying something to do with Serque Tais’s will. And then the sainthood went horribly wrong and didn’t happen.” Sie realized, as sie said it, that the savant before hir had every reason to sympathize with Elerit, that there was bad feeling on Iono’s part toward the savants of the Temporal Location. “People are accusing him of defrauding his own father!”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Keemat, though in fact they did not care in the least. “It must be a comfort to Serque Iono, to have such a loyal and loving consort to stand beside him at such a time.”

A week ago, those words would have been supreme comfort to Serque Shtel. It was, in large part, precisely what sie considered to be hir role in the household, hir duty toward hir consort. Now, for reasons sie couldn’t quite understand, Keemat’s words were like a dull knife plunged into hir stomach. “I’m standing… yes. It’s the least I can do, the least I owe him! Savant, I love Iono, I have since I met him. I would do anything for him.”

“But?” asked Keemat. Because of course Shtel had had no reason to make such a declaration unless there was a but.

“I’ve stopped checking my messages,” sie said, hir tears beginning again. “I haven’t checked them for days and days but I know what’s there. I don’t know how so many people got my address on the network. It’s all notifications from people I know that they are cutting all acquaintance with me, letters from associations I belonged to saying I’m no longer welcome, because my continued association with Iono implies that I’m as guilty as he is. If not more! And then message after message telling me I’m a greedy, disgusting pile of trash and I should k…” A sob shuddered out of hir. “Kill myself. Or saying they’re going to kill me and I’ll deserve it. From people who don’t even know me!” Sie did not mention the people who did know hir, who said many of the same things, just without the wishes for Shtel’s death. “I would never have opened the door for you, except I recognized you. I didn’t think you could possibly…”

“Have you reported the threats to the Sodality?”

Shtel made a disgusted noise.

“Well,” said Keemat, as though this had been a coherent answer, “I think maybe they could help. But perhaps I’m wrong. What does Serque Iono say?”

And that, of course, was the crunchy worm bits on top of the bowl of savory noodles. “He says I should ignore it and it will go away. That I shouldn’t let it bother me. That I’m…” Tears overwhelmed hir again. “That I’m overreacting, and that I should be grateful to find out which of my friends are really my friends.” Which was, in fact, none of them.

“So he isn’t getting this same deluge of horrible messages?” This honestly perplexed Savant Keemat. “Why you and not him?”

“I don’t know!” And sie didn’t. But I can tell you why—or some of why, because there was more than one reason. The simplest reason why Shtel was deluged with hate and Iono was not was that Shtel could be deluged with hate, and Iono could not.

“I know he loves me,” continued Shtel. “I know he does! But he doesn’t seem to care that any of this is happening as long as…” As long as he gets what he wants wanted to fly out of hir mouth and sie closed hir teeth on it, suddenly and firmly, because to say it aloud would be to say something sie couldn’t take back, couldn’t not think.

“You are doing everything you can to support him,” Keemat said. “But you aren’t so sure he is supporting you.”

“It’s my…” Shtel was angry at Savant Keemat for saying it, and angry at hirself for thinking it might be true. “I’m his consort! That’s what I…”

“Yes,” agreed Keemat, feeling, now, that they understood Shtel, understood hir dilemma. “You’ve devoted yourself to a person, to a relationship, unreservedly. And you didn’t do it to get something back…” They stopped, suddenly realizing that if they continued, they very soon wouldn’t be talking about Shtel anymore.

“No, I didn’t,” said Shtel. Not entirely truthfully—sie had sought something, in plunging so enthusiastically into a relationship with Iono, just as Keemat had sought something in joining the savants of the Temporal Location. And for quite a while each had received precisely what they had sought. Now it all seemed to be slipping away. “And it shouldn’t matter,” Shtel continued. “I love him, and it’s my whole job as his consort to… I mean…”

“But what is his job as your consort?” asked Keemat.

“He doesn’t…” Sie wanted to say that of course sie did not expect or demand anything of Iono.

Keemat said, gently, “I think you would benefit from some quiet and prayer. Away from Serque Iono—not because he has done anything wrong, but because you should have some safety, some time entirely to yourself, without feeling like you need to take care of him.” And let him learn what it’s like without you, they thought, though they were not really thinking of Shtel and Iono. “Is there some friend you could visit? Family who would help you?”

There were, as recent days had demonstrated to Shtel, no friends. There was family, but going back to hir parents’ home felt shamefully like a defeat. An admission that sie did not belong here, in this lovely apartment with hir wealthy and high-ranking consort. “My family has also gotten threats,” sie admitted.

“What about the Consorority of the Translocation?” asked Keemat, pieces sliding together in their mind. “Surely Mother Zaved knows better than to believe baseless accusations against Iono, and surely she will be able to offer you a room, and the peace and silence in which to pray and meditate. No doubt she can assign a boy to clear out your messages, forward them to the Sodality when appropriate, and set up a filter.” The Consorority of the Translocation would not be the first religious organization to offer such services, for a sufficient donation. “You need somewhere you can feel safe, and time to recover from recent events.”

“I’ll think about it,” said Shtel.







Voice

Now, I’ve already said that Mother Zaved did not particularly like Shtel. In fact, she held hir in contempt as a vulgar, self-important, social-climbing gold digger. And of course anyone paying attention to gossip and public opinion—at least, the opinion of the public Mother Zaved considered worth that attention—knew that Serque Shtel was not particularly well regarded by anyone else at the moment.

Zaved had also settled it within her own mind by now that Serque Iono had almost certainly defrauded his father—and, by extension, his own child. She did not believe that Serque Tais would have undergone such a last-minute change of heart, not when he had planned so long and so carefully.

Nevertheless. She had, weeks back, spoken in support of Iono for reasons of her own, neither knowing nor caring if he had been in the right. And having done so, she had committed herself to a particular course.

Not long after the shuttle port had collapsed and Governor Charak had sent Justice of Albis away to look for help, Zaved had felt the glass-edged sensation of a vision coming on, and she had closed herself in her room and composed herself to await it. The vision itself was small, little more than a growing sense of certainty that she had done right so far and would do right to continue as she had been. Nothing more materialized. But as she sat, she pondered the way that the Consorority of the Translocation had been mistreated. Disrespected. Serque Tais had refused to take her word that the Radiant Star had not approved his sainthood. And look what the result of that was! Tais himself had failed to reach the Temporal Location alive, and every savant, Chath or Athphsid, had been expelled. The Chath hierarch who had approved of Serque Tais’s illicit attempt at sainthood had received a beating, and then been forced to beg for room and board—or what board there was, these days—like a destitute pilgrim.

In the meantime, there had been rumors that Governor Charak had threatened Serque Iono with legal consequences, but nothing had come of it. Serque Elerit, who had taken charge of Serque Removal, seemed ill inclined to press the matter, or to confront per father.

As Zaved sat, pondering all this, the conviction grew that she had taken the right course, the Star-approved course. And that was as good as the Radiant Star appearing before her to say so. She was, after all, waiting for a vision, and visions could be anything.

All of which is to say that Zaved was delighted when Speaking Savant Keemat appeared on her doorstep with a letter from Shtel—a handwritten letter on actual paper—begging, in carefully, perfectly proper language, for a week or so retreat, on whatever terms Zaved pleased. So delighted that she even invited Keemat in for a cup of hot water. She was very sorry that there was nothing to offer the famous savant, given the circumstances. (A lie, of course. As you already know, Zaved had been stockpiling dried skel for weeks. But she was not about to admit that to Keemat.) It pleased her to see Speaking Savant Keemat so deferential to her. It pleased her so well that she resolved not only to invite Shtel to stay at the Consorority, but to share at least a little of the Consorority’s food with hir. Granted, all the consorors and their brothers and sons were on very short rations, but very short rations was luxury just now.

Savant Keemat, of course, reported their success to Shtel. And also to Jonr’s consoror. Keemat had not so far asked anything about Jonr, or even hinted at his existence to Mother Zaved, but Keemat knew that there was time—Jonr could not be shipped away, he was surely safe in the Consorority’s house, and meanwhile discretion and diplomacy would doubtless get more and better results than hasty demands.

Walking into the Consorority of the Translocation, for Shtel, was like coming into safety out of a storm. When the doors closed behind hir and Savant Keemat, it was as though a great, peaceful silence had fallen. One brief moment of panic intruded—the thought that sie could not imagine any circumstances under which sie could ever walk back out those doors. This thought sie shoved forcefully away, a problem for another time.

A young man took hir bag, and another led hir and Keemat to a sitting room where Mother Zaved waited, with cups of hot water and a few small fragments of dried skel, which might have been intended as self-sacrificing generosity or as a gesture of superiority. Or, perhaps, both.

“Mother Zaved,” said Shtel, bowing deeply. “Thank you so much. I am unable to express my gratitude.” Sie meant this quite sincerely. “I hope I won’t be too much trouble for you.”

“The devout,” replied Zaved with lofty serenity, “are never a trouble for us. How are you, my dear? These last few days must have been terrible.”

Shtel, who had thought sie had gained some measure of calm, felt tears welling. Sie blinked them back. “Mother, it’s been so awful!” sie said, too sincerely to successfully hide hir distress. “I don’t know why… I don’t understand it. What did I do?” Now the threatened tears spilled over. “I didn’t do anything except what I was supposed to!”

“Now, now,” said Zaved, taking one of Shtel’s hands. “None of that. You’re safe here.” She felt irritated disdain, as usual when dealing with Shtel, but also perversely sorry for hir. Sie had, in fact, done nothing actually wrong, beyond standing by hir consort. And in the depths of hir troubles, sie had come to the Consorority for help. Well, Savant Keemat’s involvement implied that sie had perhaps consulted the savants of the Temporal Location first, but Keemat had given an account of events to Zaved that had assuaged all her potential resentment. “We’ll weather this. Everything happens in the light of that Star.”

“It does,” agreed Shtel. “Only sometimes it’s hard to understand!”

“We are not required to understand,” said Keemat, with a shrewd nod to Zaved, as if to say, You and I know.

“Here,” Zaved said, offering the plate with its tiny fragments of dried skel. “It’s all we have, but please, eat something.”

Shtel knew that sie should protest that sie could not eat anything, that sie was not hungry—but sie was very, very hungry. Sie could have eaten every bit of skel and licked the plate just for the memory of what had been there. But sie knew how to behave. Sie eyed the bits of food, calculated a precise third, and took that much without demur.

“Your pardon,” said Keemat. “But I’m fasting.”

“Ah,” said Zaved knowingly. “Of course.” She found herself, inexplicably, beginning to like the savant. “Are you seeking a great vision? Or perhaps making a petition? The light knows we could use some great favor from the Star just now.”

Shtel blinked at Mother Zaved’s impolite curiosity, but Keemat said only, “Indeed we could. I am, perhaps, doing a little of both.” And they turned the conversation to the peace of their own tiny room, to their alienation from the other savants of the Temporal Location, which they had implied on their previous visit, knowing it would help Shtel’s cause, and now expanded on. “It is,” they said at length, “a great anxiety to me, to know what I should do. I have vowed obedience to my superior, whoever that might be, and yet I find that this superior, in particular, is wrong, and if it were not for my vow I would certainly not obey them. It seems that nothing I can do is right. I ponder this, and pray constantly for enlightenment, and yet it does not seem to be forthcoming.” The implication of their story had been that they disagreed with Hierarch Niranhin in the matter of Serque Tais’s sainthood, and also with Niranhin’s actions in the aftermath of Tais’s death. They said nothing, of course, of their own ambition to sainthood, nor of course did they mention the flask they had taken.

A sudden certainty sliced through Mother Zaved, sharp-edged as broken glass, that Shtel hirself faced a similar conflict. That sie had begged the hospitality of the Consorority not just to escape the hounding of hir former friends and the public at large, but to find some safe place to consider hir relationship to hir consort, Serque Iono. Shtel had said nothing of it, of course sie had not, it would not have served hir in approaching Zaved to even remotely imply that there was any trouble in hir household. But now Zaved saw it, clearly and plainly, as though Shtel had confessed it openly. She realized immediately that by inviting Shtel to stay in the Consorority, she had chosen sides in a debate she had not even realized existed. She had, in fact, chosen to favor Shtel over Iono. Even a day earlier the thought of doing such a thing would have been laughable to her, and yet here she was.

“Savant,” she said, warmly. “If your superior is wrong, then correcting them is true obedience. If your superior persists in wrongness, well, do we not owe the Radiant Star obedience over mere worldly authority? This is a matter to which I have given a great deal of thought.” That was a lie, but no matter. “If an authority demands things of you that are simply wrong, then your obligation to obey is broken. That said, such a conclusion should never be lightly reached. You must of course consult your conscience, and consult the Star itself. But the Radiant Star is the highest of all authorities, and supersedes any vows we may have made in this world.”

Now, I’m sure the thought has occurred to you that at the very moment Mother Zaved spoke, her own son was locked in a storeroom in the Consorority’s second basement, because he had refused to obediently return to her. That thought did also briefly occur to Zaved, but she dismissed it immediately. After all, nothing Zaved had done had been the least bit wrong and so Jonr had no grounds to protest.

“You are very wise, Mother,” said Keemat. “May I hope that it would not be inconvenient were I to call on Serque Shtel every now and then, while sie stays with you?”

“Oh, certainly!” responded Zaved, who, knowing now that Speaking Savant Keemat was to some degree alienated from Hierarch Niranhin, saw vague possibilities in the connection.

“You are very kind, Mother,” said Keemat. “I will call again in a day or two, if that suits.”

Keemat had not forgotten Jonr. On their way out of the Consorority, escorted to the door by none other than Radden, they said, “Ah, young man, some weeks ago I met one of your brothers. A most pleasant person named, I think, Jondri? No… no, his name was Jonr. He had some very interesting thoughts about luxology, very intelligent young man. Would he be available, do you think, for me to speak to before I leave?”

Had there been any rats left in Ooioiaa, Radden would have smelled one now. But his servant’s polish did not fail him, and he said, smoothly and easily, “Oh, Jonr’s a great one for luxology! Very clever, and pleasant, as you say. I’m afraid he’s very busy, just now, and can’t be called away. But I’ll tell him you asked after him.”

“Thank you so much,” said Keemat. “Do give him my good wishes. Perhaps I’ll see him next time I visit.”

“I hope so,” lied Radden.

It was not until Shtel was settled into hir room at the Consorority, and a boy assigned to deal with hir messages, that sie wrote to Iono to tell him where sie had gone. Iono read that message with complacence—even with satisfaction. Shtel had been unhappy, had been overreacting to a little bit of unpleasantness. Hardly surprising, everyone was having a difficult time just now. A retreat, some prayer, Mother Zaved’s advice—that would see hir through.

True, even a few days without hir would be unpleasant to him. But just now he was preoccupied with finding a jurist who would not only reply to his messages, but, having replied, would consent to be engaged by him. He was no longer particularly afraid that Governor Charak would prosecute him, but he had begun to realize that Elerit had in fact taken charge of Serque Removal, that he himself was being put off. Shoved aside. And he still nursed a grievance against the vendors who had failed to provide peas and pucks at his father’s attempted sainthood.

He did not read the clear implications of Taiash Isr’s refusal to answer any of his messages, or even to be found in person anywhere in the city, at least by Iono or those working for Iono. If it had occurred to him to inquire at the Sodality for the whereabouts of the jurist who had prepared those ill-received codicils to Serque Tais’s last wishes, the answer he would have received might certainly have made him much more alarmed about his fate than he was.







The Skull

The weeping of Jonr’s consoror had pulled Speaking Savant Keemat away from their contemplation. Their visit to Serque Shtel had brought them even further away, back into the temporal world, a world distractingly full of people and events. They found, having deposited Shtel safely at the Consorority and then returned to their own room, that they could not place their mind and thoughts so easily into the light of the Star as before. Instead images of Shtel, of Mother Zaved, of the streets they had walked through, came and went.

They were familiar with this, of course—contemplation, meditation, is a discipline that requires much practice and is, truth be told, never perfected. But this—this was particularly distressing. They had addressed the minor irritant (their neighbor’s weeping) that they had believed kept them from their usual contemplations. There should, therefore, be no further obstacles. And yet.

Could it be that knocking on their neighbor’s door, listening to her account of Jonr’s history with the Consorority of the Translocation, had been a misstep? It had, after all, led away from prayer and contemplation, not toward it.

But they remembered their vision. Remembered Jonr saying, Why won’t you help me? The reproach—the accusation—had been plain. And really, was it not the job of the savants of the Temporal Location to help people? Was that not the purpose of Keemat’s own visions? Had they been misled yet again as regarded the import of that vision that had led to that first, mistaken pronouncement that Serque Tais was indeed destined for sainthood? Could it be that their own subsequent conviction that in fact the Star had desired Keemat’s own sainthood was also mistaken? In pursuing that sainthood, had Keemat deserved that rebuke from the Radiant Star, Why won’t you help me?

A wave of self-recrimination overwhelmed them, a physical sensation as though something noxious emanated from their center and strove to exit through their skin. They lay back on their bed in their tiny room, breathing carefully, cultivating calm and peace.

They had been wrong. They had been wrong twice. Inconceivably the Radiant Star offered the right path a third time. Then again, the grace and generosity of the Star was in itself inconceivable—this was a mere theological fact.

Despite their failings, the Star had not deserted them. And everything that happened, happened in the light of that Star.

They lay the rest of that night in a stupor of devotion and gratitude. And, perhaps, starvation—they had become too used to fasting, even with the brief interlude afforded by the Sodality’s medical facility. Weakness and lethargy were by now normal to them. Images passed through their mind, rising and sinking as though of their own volition—Shtel weeping, the walk through the empty streets to the Consorority of the Translocation, and then more fantastic ones—a bright, burning light hovering over the Site itself in the empty Temporal Location; their neighbor, weeping; this somehow transformed into Hierarch Emeritus Biven weeping and praying. Perhaps visions of people or places from their life before they became a savant, but it would of course be improper to describe these, since Keemat had left them all behind, shed them along with every other part of their identity on entering the Temporal Location.

They lapsed into sleep, and woke with the memory of the Star burning in the Temporal Location. They wanted to lie still and contemplate its awful beauty. But first, they needed to attend to business at the Consorority of the Translocation.

The journey there at first seemed like a vision of horrors. The trams were full of skeletally thin people who stared dully into the distance. This had been true before, but Keemat had not noticed, being preoccupied with their own spiritual state, with wrestling with the meaning of their visions.

The smell of decay in the streets, however, was new. People had been dying of starvation for some time now, but the corpses had for the most part been disposed of in one of the various ways customary in Ooioiaa. But now the number of corpses overwhelmed the ability of anyone in the city to deal with them, and the dead, who had lain on the street for days, had begun to stink. Keemat had seen them before, and thought that they were merely people asleep in the street, not unusual in certain parts of Ooioiaa. Now, looking closer, Keemat saw that death lay all around them, body after body, children and adults, young and old, half-naked, sometimes missing a leg or both buttocks, robbed of everything remotely valuable they had carried, including their own flesh, staring blankly into the distance like the people on the trams.

Only a month ago the sight would have made Keemat vomit. But they were unable to, and felt no impulse to do so. Instead they felt a vague, oppressive horror and only nearly avoided collapsing to the ground in exhausting despair.

It was only then that they realized they were quite literally starving to death. That everyone here was. That the moment had come to decide—to find a way into the shuttered Temporal Location and sainthood, or to abandon that fate and rejoin their sibling savants, wherever they were now. Which of course would mean recognizing the authority of Hierarch Niranhin. Either option seemed, at that moment, appalling.

But they had duties. They had promised to help Jonr—in their current state, they could not separate the obligation to Jonr’s consoror from the idea of a promise made to Jonr himself. And the Star itself had unequivocally given Keemat this duty.

It was perhaps this duty that had kept Savant Keemat alive and on their feet, well past the time when that ought to have been possible. Truth be told, by all rights they ought to have been lying still on their bed, unable to rise, minutes from death, and yet here they were. Grim determination, perhaps, or an accident of their particular physical makeup. Or a miracle. Who can say?

They managed somehow to walk, and walking somehow reached the Consorority of the Translocation, and were admitted to a sitting room where Shtel waited for them.

“I have news for you, Savant,” sie said. “But first, sit down and eat. I know you said you were fasting, but you don’t look well at all.” As sie said this, sie held out a bowl of watery peas. It was in fact hir own dinner, which sie had put aside for Keemat. “Don’t worry about me, I’ve already eaten.”

Keemat understood immediately that sie was lying. They could think of nothing but the corpses lying in the streets, the stench of death, and the fact that they wanted that bowl of peas with a fierceness so painful they nearly gasped. “What is your news?” they asked, finding that somehow the bowl had been placed in their hands.

“I know where the boy is,” said Shtel, very quietly. “He’s locked in a storeroom in the second basement. A punishment for disobedience and ingratitude, I’m told, but the man who told me doesn’t feel entirely right about it.” That had of course been Radden, who was so often remorseful enough of having done wrong to regret it, though apparently never sufficiently remorseful to repair that wrong, or refrain from doing wrong subsequently.

“Is he fed?” asked Keemat, in dread of the answer.

“Yes, though not much. But your neighbor is right, I think, he’s being held against his will. I’ll see if there’s anything I can do to help him, though I fear it won’t be much. I’m not even supposed to know he exists.”

Keemat heard a voice behind them, saying, Why won’t you help me? They knew immediately that there was no one in the room but themself and Shtel, that it was a memory of their earlier vision. Or a repeat of it. A confirmation. “Why this one?” they asked the burning, shining Star in the Temporal Location. “Why this one and not those others in the street?”

“Do not question me,” replied the Star in a painful, bright, burning voice. “The answer is beyond your understanding.”

“Savant?” Shtel, concerned at Keemat’s protracted abstraction, leaned forward and put a gentle hand on Keemat’s shoulder. “Savant, please eat.”

Obedience. Again it came down to obedience. Still. “I could not, though I thank you for the kind and generous intention.” They must return to Jonr’s consoror and tell her what they had just learned. And then they would find Hierarch Niranhin and apologize for their behavior, offer anew the obedience they had always owed to their superior, whatever the results. Return the flask—that had been theft, a wrong for which they must make restitution.

“I’ve had a very good talk with Mother Zaved,” Shtel was saying. “She said that any duty we may have is secondary to our duty to the Radiant Star. She says that some people always faithfully observe their duty toward others, but forget the duties others owe toward them.” Sie frowned. “I don’t know. I always thought that one should do anything for someone they loved. Whether or not they…” Hir voice caught, as this had been a turn of conversation with Zaved that had distressed hir. “Whether or not they loved you.”

Mother Zaved had, in fact, decided that she no longer supported Serque Iono. No matter how she had felt about Serque Tais’s betrayal of the Consorority, Iono’s behavior had been unquestionably bad. She still did not like Shtel, of course, still thought hir a vulgar social climber. But sie was a vulgar social climber who had brought money into the Consorority, money that had bought more food, and in any separation between Shtel and Iono sie would likely emerge with considerable funds. If, on the other hand, Iono was prosecuted by the governor and Shtel remained by his side, sie might well end up with nothing. Everyone in the city might starve to death before that happened, but then again they might not. Zaved was perfectly fine with playing a long game. So she worked to divide Shtel from Iono, sooner rather than later.

“Mother Zaved is very wise,” said Keemat, absently. They had not really heard what Shtel had said. “I must go. I will visit you again tomorrow.”

Keemat knew that Niranhin was staying in the house of a Chath triarch, and so, once they had been to Jonr’s consoror and told her that Jonr was held against his will in the second basement of the Consorority of the Translocation, they went to their own room and packed up their gold-embroidered coverall and the stolen flask into a bag, and went to beg an audience with their hierarch.

Coming into the triarch’s house from the stinking, death-filled street left Keemat in a state of shock. The servant who answered the door and ushered them in was in fact not quite so skeletally thin as the people Keemat had seen on the way here, riding trams and walking so far among the starving and the dead.

As it happened, the triarch had close ties to the largest of the concerns that harvested food from the waters surrounding the city, and while the household did not dine as opulently as it once had, there was no real shortage of food in the house. In fact, the triarch had begun to amass the wealth of her neighbors by selling food to them at outrageous prices. If you had asked her, she would have told you, quite sincerely, that she was saving the lives of those neighbors, who would surely have starved by now if not for her generosity.

Hierarch Niranhin had, of course, benefited from being a guest in such a household. The triarch did not even mention the possibility that they might be charged a fee for her hospitality, but the triarch was virtuously confident that said hospitality would pay dividends in the future.

And so when Keemat walked into the reception room where Niranhin waited for them, they were aghast. Stunned. Niranhin seemed as plump and healthy as ever, at least compared with nearly everyone else they had seen.

“Savant Keemat,” said Niranhin. “Where in the Star’s light have you been? No one knew where you were, you just disappeared from the medical facility!”

“I was discharged, and assigned a room, Hierarch,” replied Keemat. “I have been praying. I didn’t know where you were, or any of the rest of us. I only just learned you were here.”

Niranhin was truly shocked at Keemat’s appearance—the more so because Niranhin had not left the triarch’s house for at least a month, and so had not seen any ordinary Ooioiaans. “Typical! Just like you, Savant, to avoid discovering what you should do and instead do immediately what you wish to do. I told you that a hermitage wouldn’t suit you, and now that you’ve tried it despite my orders, look at you!” You look like death, Niranhin wanted to say, but did not. It would not have been hyperbole.

“I regret my disobedience,” said Keemat. “I have come to submit myself to your authority.”

Before Niranhin could reply, the triarch swept in. “Speaking Savant Keemat!” she cried, in both dismay and satisfaction. She had indeed been looking for Keemat, was relieved to have found them now, here in her own house, but she was also shocked at their appearance. “Sit down, sit down. There’s a room being made ready for you, but right now you must sit and eat.”

Keemat sat. Even if they had not come here to show submission, they did not have the strength to do anything other than obey now. In what seemed moments, a servant held a bowl of broth before them—plain, unseasoned fish broth with, unthinkable luxury, a few thin slices of onion in it.

Keemat, who had not been paying attention to the news and rumors that occupied the city, did not understand the specific significance of those slices of onion—did not know of that closely guarded field of onions, the rumors that those same onions might be the means to rescue the city from sea-rot, and the consequent widespread conviction that of all unattainable foods, onions must be the most desirable and healthful. But they had walked past half-eaten corpses to get here, knew that outside this house the city was starving.

The Chath savants of the Temporal Location did not have any particular calling to aid the poor or the sick. They served the Radiant Star in the Temporal Location, that was all. That was everything. And Keemat, either in their life before they had come to Ooioiaa or after, had not thought much about the less fortunate.

But now they were staggered by the contrast. To think of the insatiable, unbearable hunger outside this house, and then, beside it, this bowl of broth. Not just water with a vague memory of fish, but rich, long-simmered stock. With vegetables in it! For in Keemat’s state, those few, tissue-thin slices of onion might as well have been an entire salad course. The small bowl of thin, watery peas they’d seen at the Consorority of the Translocation was nothing beside this. “People are starving,” they murmured, wanting to refuse the broth and also wanting, with every cell in their body, to immediately tip the contents of the bowl down their throat.

“You starving too won’t help them,” said the triarch, practical and decisive. “Quite the reverse. The city needs your help. We need encouragement, we need your visions to guide us, if we’re to depose Governor Charak.”

Keemat understood immediately. The triarch—and, apparently (unsurprisingly) Hierarch Niranhin—wanted Keemat to provide them with propaganda, with encouragement and even orders supposedly straight from the Star itself. Keemat had no particular loyalty to Governor Charak, of course. They did not care who ruled the city, but knew that Radchaai rule was inimical to their own convictions concerning the proper worship of the Radiant Star. Governor Charak might live or die as she—or anyone else—pleased, so far as they were concerned.

But the idea that Hierarch Niranhin might order visions to support such an end—to support any particular end!—that produced in Keemat a revulsion of such intensity that even the delicious broth in front of them seemed nauseating.

But they had come here to submit. To obey. Why won’t you help me? echoed in their ears, and Do not question me. The answer is beyond your understanding.

“Eat, Savant,” said Niranhin. “The city needs you. The Star needs you.”

Something inside Keemat clicked into place. They knew that they must absolutely talk to Hierarch Emeritus Biven. Only Biven could help them understand what was happening, and what they must do now. Biven had always understood them properly, had always given them good advice.

Keemat accepted a few spoons of the broth—more was too rich, too intensely flavored, and they complained it made them sick—and then went submissively enough to the room assigned to them, lay down on the bed, and feigned sleep. Then, when everything was quiet, and the attention of the household elsewhere, they crept quietly out of the house.

It took them a long time to make their way to the outskirts of Ooioiaa, to find the hermitage where Hierarch Emeritus Biven had retired. But the hermit’s cells there were either occupied by corpses too old and dry to smell, or by disarticulated bones, the walls stained with blood and dried fragments of things Keemat did not want to think about. There was nothing to say which cell had belonged to Biven.

Keemat sank to the ground and wept. There was no answer here. Or, no, there was an answer. But it was an answer to a question Keemat should have known better than to ask. “Why won’t you help me?” they murmured to the universe, to the Radiant Star.

And a vision overcame them. The bright, hot Star hovering in the Temporal Location filled their mind, their eyes, and that burning voice said, “Wait for me, my chosen saint.”

That, for once, was clear and unambiguous. So once Keemat had regained their senses, they hoisted the bag on their shoulder, which held their gold-embroidered coverall and the flask of sainthood, and made their way toward the Temporal Location.







Dust

The storeroom in the second basement of the Consorority of the Translocation held some old furniture—a set of low, once-cushioned benches of a sort that had gone out of style three centuries ago, an even older table that was missing a leg, and clusters of extruded objects the purpose of which Jonr couldn’t guess. Just before he had been shoved into the storeroom, Radden had ordered one of the boys to cut a corner out of the bottom of the door, too small for Jonr to fit more than an arm through, but large enough for air and food and water. And a small amount of light—the controls for the storeroom’s lights were on the other side of the door.

He lay curled on the floor, gasping, heart pounding, unable to catch his breath, for a long time. He wasn’t sure how long, his brothers had taken his handheld, and the light shining through the door’s small opening never varied. At some point he slept, and woke disoriented, and hungry and thirsty. Someone had shoved a shallow pan of water half through the opening, and he drank it all, and then sat holding the empty pan, despairing.

He had betrayed his consoror. True, he had not left her of his own volition, but he had been about to, had been ready to, had only recognized his error at the last moment. Too late.

Thinking of that last moment, he remembered the smoked eggs and small cakes he’d shoved in his pocket. They were now, he discovered, a smashed mess, but they were food. Should he eat it all now, and trust that he would be fed? Or should he ration it, in case he would not be? This dilemma occupied him for some time. The pan of water was no indication of care for his well-being, he was sure.

He already knew this room quite well, down to the specific unidentifiable extruded objects. No one had touched them for more than thirty years. There were no cracks in these walls, not large enough to receive him, at any rate. But his old escape was meters away, if he could only reach it. Experimentally, he threw himself at the door, and then leaned against it, gasping with pain. The door was extruded stuff, seemingly flimsy, but clearly it would not break that easily.

There were those benches, though, and that table. And Jonr could take his time, he didn’t exactly have a full calendar just now. The thought made him laugh, and even the twinge of pain from the shoulder he’d injured against the door couldn’t stop the laughter.

Eat the smashed food in his pockets, he decided, and then try the table against the door.

For three days he slowly, methodically slammed the door with the broken table. Each time it shivered gratifyingly but did not show signs of breaking. Each time he listened, afterward, in case someone might be coming. Occasionally someone did come, and shoved water and a small amount of food through the hole in the bottom of the door. Knowing the habits of the household, Jonr began to time that arrival as best he could in the unchanging dimness, and rested then.

On the fourth day, whichever brother brought food and water called through the door, asking Jonr to return the older dishes. Jonr found, with a sort of blank unsurprise, that he did not have it in him to reply. He had felt, he realized, like a ghost that past day or two, as though he did not exist. He had forgotten that he had any sort of goal in mind and had only been slamming the door, pausing when the time for food and water came near, eating, drinking, and then beginning again.

“Jonr?” came the plaintive plea from the other side of the door. “Please?” Jonr put his hands to his mouth to hold back the laughter that wanted to surge out of him. There could be a good deal of trouble waiting for the man outside the door if he did not manage to return the dishes, depending on who he reported to. The thought gave Jonr a tiny, vicious satisfaction, and made him want to laugh even more.

It was petty, and his pettiness cost him. A few hours later Radden came into the second basement at an unexpected time and heard Jonr’s assault on the door, saw the hinges shiver and shift. He brought men down with tools, and bits of furniture scrounged from other storerooms, and before long Jonr’s door was reinforced by a series of messy beams and slats. “I’m setting a guard,” warned Radden then. “If you keep banging on this door, we’ll come in there and tie you up. I don’t want to do that.” And he genuinely didn’t, genuinely felt bad for Jonr. “Do you understand?”

Jonr felt no impulse to reply.

“You’re much better off here,” said Radden, after a long silence. “You’ll be fed here. That’s more than I can say for anywhere else.”

“You told my consoror I wanted to come back here,” accused Jonr. His voice was rough from disuse, strangely alien to him.

“You would, if you were in your right mind,” replied Radden. “She didn’t argue or anything, she just left.”

She’d told him. She’d told Jonr that if this happened, there would be nothing she could do.

There was nothing she could do. There was no one else who cared whether he lived or died.

“If she cared about you at all,” Radden continued, “she wouldn’t have just left like that. She doesn’t care, not really. Only we do. This is where you belong, Jonr.”

“Are you going to keep me locked up here for the rest of my life?” asked Jonr, and the question sent a thrill of fear down his spine. He did not want to think about why that might be. “Or just until the port opens up again and Zaved can box me up and send me away and get that last payment?”

“Don’t be ridiculous!” Radden had just had a conversation with Mother Zaved, in which she had said quite plainly and directly that he should tell her if he found anyone willing to part with a suspension pod. It would, she said, save everyone a lot of difficulty, not to mention food. “Nobody here wants to hurt you.”

So after that, there was no point to ramming the door. Food and water came daily, until it started coming every other day, then just water at intervals Jonr couldn’t possibly calculate. He lost all sense of himself as a person. He was nothing more than a howlingly empty space, an excruciatingly arid vacuum that could be barely mitigated by water but could only be filled with food. He moved only to catch the occasional rat, itself starving and slow. These were among the last rats in Ooioiaa—if you are Chenala, you have probably heard some story of St Zenas forbidding rats to enter the city, but I can assure you that there were plenty of rats in Ooioiaa until every last one was caught and eaten during this time. It is for that reason, and not the ancient intercession of any saint, that there are no rats in Ooioiaa today.

The world outside the storeroom began to seem like a dream, a fantasy, a story he told himself. Lying there on the stone floor, listening desperately for the scuttle of another rat, or some arthropod that might afford at least a fragment of a mouthful, he was overcome with the conviction that he was, in fact, dead. That there wasn’t really anything outside the barred storeroom door, or at least nothing that would do him any good. No food would ever be enough. What would feed a corpse?

He wondered what one was supposed to do when they were dead. What was supposed to happen to him now? Chath Chenala taught that every person was gathered to the Radiant Star, the origin of every being and every being’s ultimate end. The Athphsid taught something similar, except those who had been disobedient to the dictates of the Star spent millennia in one of forty-two hells. The idea of these hells had bled over into the thinking of most Ooioiaans, Athphsid or otherwise, and so even Jonr, who had grown up carefully educated in strict adherence to Chath doctrine, half believed that he was now in one of those hells. But what had he done to deserve this?

Ah. He had disobeyed Mother Zaved. That must have been it. If he had only gone peaceably into the suspension pod at first. If he had only immediately returned to the Consorority once he’d awakened thirty years later.

Could he do anything about that now? Yes, he was dead, but perhaps he could tell Zaved that he was sorry. He really was, he would have done anything not to be lying here in the mostly dark, sobbing weakly and drinking rat blood. Dead.

Then again, if he was dead, it was because Zaved had ordered him locked into this room and starved. So maybe apologizing to her wouldn’t change anything.

A feeling unfurled from somewhere within him, the physical certainty that he was lying on broken glass. It was not painful, but he could feel the shards of it against his skin. This did not surprise him. He was, after all, dead.

And then he was in the Temporal Location. Before him was the Site itself. There were words inscribed on the gold that ringed the Site, and though he could not see them clearly, he knew what they were. Equanimity. Beneficence. Obedience. Prayerfulness. Fortitude. Patience. Inside that ring was nothing, only empty space. Empty of light, empty of air, empty of anything.

“You have to wait,” said a voice behind him. He turned, and saw St Slelen. St Criril stood beside them, nodding sagely at St Slelen’s words. “Waiting’s not easy, but it’s what there is.”

“It’s not like I can do anything else,” Jonr told them. “I’m dead.” And then, “Why are you talking to me and not a Chath saint? You’re both Ylec.”

“I am not!” cried St Criril, indignantly. “That one is, though.” They gestured at St Slelen. “The Ylec savants put us in the same chapel and made up a story about it.” Was that true? Well, it depends on who you ask, but Jonr himself had no idea. “We’re used to each other by now.”

“You’re not dead, though,” Jonr argued. “You’re saints of the Temporal Location. You’re waiting for the Star.” He felt then that he had somehow argued himself around to their side. So he added, maliciously, “There is no Radiant Star.”

“There is not,” agreed St Slelen. “I mean, just look.” They gestured toward the gold-rimmed, utter nothingness that was the Site of the Temporal Location. “And you’re not dead. Dead people don’t have visions.”

“I’m not having a vision,” Jonr protested. “I’m not a consoror. I’m… I’m hallucinating. I’m dead.” But what if St Slelen was right? “If I’m not dead, I could tell Mother Zaved I’m sorry, and maybe she’ll feed me.”

“Throw you in a suspension pod, more like,” snorted St Criril. “You’re only in the storeroom because she didn’t have one already.”

This seemed plausible to Jonr.

“But,” interjected St Slelen, “is the boy willing to die just to spite her?”

In response, St Criril said, “I became a saint by choosing to wait for something that has never come, and never will. I have waited for centuries. I will wait for the rest of time.”

Hearing this, Jonr was overcome with grief. “Me too,” he said.

St Criril patted his shoulder. “I know. Fuck Mother Zaved. You wait for that consoror of yours. She’ll come if she can. If she can’t, well. You’re already dead.”

And Jonr woke with a start to the sound of boards being ripped away from the storeroom door. Light poured into the storeroom. Weakly, clumsily, Jonr put his hands in front of his eyes. A voice scraped raw with exhaustion gave a subdued cry. “Jonr!”

He knew that voice. Consoror, he tried to say, but he was exhausted and trembling in the aftermath of his definitely-not-a-vision. Another, unfamiliar voice said, “We have to move quickly.” In Radchaai. It set up dizzying echoes in Jonr’s mind. I move (I moved, I am moving, I will move, I will have moved), you move (you moved, you are moving…), she moves, we move. Move toward, move away from, move between. Move! Then a cascade of related words, a rattling cacophony that made Jonr whimper. “Can you walk?” asked that second voice, this time in Jonr’s own first language. As though the voice’s owner knew what had just happened inside his mind.

“I’ll kill her,” said Jonr’s consoror. “Fucking Mother Zaved. I’ll carve her up into…”

“You won’t,” said the other voice. In Radchaai again. Jonr’s consoror didn’t speak any Ooioiaan languages, not more than a few words. “Help me get her up.”

Her meaning Jonr. He felt hands on him, felt himself being lifted. He tried to help. “I’ve got you,” said the unidentified voice.

I don’t wish to be excessively mysterious or coy here, so I will tell you plainly that the unidentified voice was in fact an ancillary of Justice of Albis. Jonr’s consoror had had no one else to turn to for assistance, once she had learned where Jonr was. The parts of Justice of Albis that had remained in the city had, themselves, been on short rations—they would have received none at all, since they were not human, but no one else could be so completely trusted to guard the onions that were the city’s last hope of survival. As it was, this ancillary was as starving and skeletal as anyone Savant Keemat had seen in the streets—or as Jonr’s consoror herself, who, if Jonr had been able to see her at that moment, he would have only vaguely recognized.

With some assistance from Jonr’s consoror, Justice of Albis slung Jonr onto its shoulder and carried him away from the storeroom, into the light of the basement itself, and then, with some awkward jostling and pulling, into the darkness of Jonr’s old familiar cave. There it put him down—ostensibly so that Jonr and his consoror could rest a moment, but really Justice of Albis needed a moment to marshal its strength.

Jonr’s consoror set down the hand light she had been carrying and sat beside Jonr. She took a flask from the pocket of her jacket and opened it. “Here,” she said, holding it to Jonr’s mouth. “Just a sip. You’ll be sick if you have too much at once.”

It was water. Very faintly skel-flavored—what passed for a hearty soup in Ooioiaa at that time. It was the most wonderfully, excruciatingly delicious thing Jonr had ever tasted. He wanted all of it, now. “I’m sorry,” he said, when she had given him a second and eventually a third sip from the flask. The water had loosened something in his throat. In his mind. “I’m sorry I couldn’t wait long enough.”

“You don’t have anything to be sorry for,” said his consoror. “I’m sorry. I should have come for you sooner.”

“You came as soon as you could,” Justice of Albis pointed out, and now Jonr did recognize it, from the way it spoke. “Self-recrimination in this matter profits no one.”

“But it’s too late,” said Jonr. “It’s not your fault that it’s too late. It’s mine.” The racketing echoes of Radchaai in his mind were nearly unbearable, but, he reminded himself, he’d gotten used to them before. He could surely do it again.

“Too late how?” asked his consoror.

“It’s too late because I’m dead,” Jonr explained. “I couldn’t… I didn’t believe you would come for me. You told me you couldn’t. So I didn’t expect it. And I died. And…” He struggled for words that would explain. It seemed Radchaai didn’t have the right ones. “St Criril told me I had to wait and they were right. But I was already dead when they told me that.”

“You had a vision,” observed Justice of Albis. “How could you have a vision if you were dead?”

“No. No, I don’t have visions. Only the consorors have visions. I’m not a woman.”

“Citizen,” said Justice of Albis. “The Consorority of the Translocation has been selecting for the tendency to experience visions for centuries. It’s a wonder everyone in the place isn’t walking around raving every minute of the day.”

“No,” said Jonr. The continued, slow sips of water seemed to be infusing him with a faint energy. Even the disorienting Radchaai echoes were backing off, just a bit. “No, you don’t understand. It’s true we breed for it, but it’s only the women.” He’d had to switch languages for the second half of that sentence. Justice of Albis made a deliberate, disgusted sound. “And I really am dead. I think I’m in one of the Athphsid hells, am I? The consorors will be absolutely beside themselves when they find out the forty-two hells are real.” And then another thought struck him, filled him with grief and despair. “You’re not dead, too, are you? Please tell me you’re not both dead.”

Seeing that Jonr’s consoror was beyond speech, Justice of Albis said, “We’re not dead, and neither are you.”

“I am, though,” Jonr protested.

“Citizen,” Justice of Albis said to Jonr’s consoror, oddly gentle. “Jonr urgently needs medical attention. Can you move?”

“No,” she said, faintly. And then, “Wait. Just a moment.”

Something about her tone brought Jonr on the alert. “Consoror,” he said. She did not respond. “Consoror, it’s all right. It’s all right. Everything is all right.” In his own language, the meaningless, soothing murmur of a Consorority boy taking care of an exhausted, vision-drained charge.

“I know,” she responded, still faintly, as though she had understood his words, and maybe she had learned them by this time, or maybe she was just responding to the familiar tone and voice. “Wait.”

“We have to leave soon,” said Justice of Albis, but Jonr shushed it. You just had to be patient when a consoror was like this, he knew that. And he might—no, he wasn’t dead. The realization was a painful relief. He wasn’t dead, and she had come for him. Even though she had warned him she wouldn’t be able to, and clearly at some cost. He hated himself for that brief moment, so long before, when he had intended to return to the Consorority of the Translocation. It had been unforgivable disloyalty to think of, even for a moment.

“She gets like this,” he told Justice of Albis. “She’ll be all right in a bit.” He looked around, saw, in the dim gleam of the hand light, that they were behind the curtain of stalagmites that had marked out his old hiding place. With a sort of desperation he remembered the odd collection he’d seen there. Justice of Albis’s collection number forty-nine. One detail caught at his mind—that slice of dried-up onion. He wanted that, very suddenly, very intensely. He wanted to ask about it, but that seemed unbearably rude. “I don’t see your…” And then he did see what he ought to have seen the moment the beam of the hand light had brushed it, but he had been too preoccupied with being dead, and not certain anything he saw was real.

It was a large box—nearly two meters long, maybe a third of that wide, a meter or so deep. A large, heavy cloth covered it, elaborately embroidered with fish and lobopods and worms, in bright, lustrous colors shot here and there with gold, or at least something that shone like it in the dim light of the cave. Jonr, a well-educated young man, knew immediately what it was—the long-disappeared Ylec Images of Radiance. “Justice of Albis,” he said. “That wasn’t here before.”

“I move it around,” the ship said. “So they won’t find it.”

“I was hoping the onion would be here,” Jonr said, stupidly. “From collection number forty-nine.”

“I ate that,” said Justice of Albis. “I’ll get a new one eventually.”

“Did… did you…” Did you steal the Images of Radiance from the Temporal Location? he wanted to ask. Have you had it all this time?

“It’s mine,” said Justice of Albis, simply.

Anyone other than Jonr would have concluded at this moment that the ship was in fact half—or even fully—mad, but Jonr understood, in a bone-deep, wordless way. “It’s beautiful,” he said.

“Yes,” agreed Justice of Albis. “Citizen, we need to leave. I cannot carry you both.”

“Take her first,” agreed Jonr. “She doesn’t like to be touched when she’s like this, but I think she needs to get out of here.”

“So I had concluded,” agreed the ship.

“I can walk,” interjected Jonr’s consoror. “Don’t fucking touch me.”







The Feast

Jonr’s consoror and Justice of Albis had not simply moved the moment they knew how to rescue Jonr. They had waited for an opportune moment. For a moment when the attention of everyone in the city would be occupied elsewhere. They had chosen well—they had not been discovered while noisily prying slats off of Jonr’s prison because at that moment Ooioiaa was in chaos.

In a city with a government that the people of the city felt belonged to them, things would surely have gone very differently. In such a theoretical city, no doubt the citizens would have felt a responsibility to work with each other, and with authorities, to defend their home, to survive together. In such a case, the governor would surely have left the Temporal Location open and encouraged people to visit, and pray for the salvation of the city. She would surely have handled the dispute between the Chath and Athphsid savants very differently.

But Governor Charak was not Ooioiaan. Not just in the minds of the people she governed, but in her own mind as well. And because of that—and because she was Radchaai, and the Radchaai takeover of the city was well within living memory and still deeply resented—she knew that leaving the Temporal Location open at such a time would be dangerous to her authority, if not her life.

The decision to close the Temporal Location was therefore a perfectly rational one. But it led to its own complications. The water around the city had been swept clean and expeditions went farther and farther looking for food. What those expeditions brought back was skimmed and picked-through by the employees and associates of the wealthiest families in the city—mainly precinct council members and their friends. Official rations grew smaller and smaller as less and less food came into the city and the wealthy and connected took more and more. Everything even plausibly edible (and sometimes not so plausibly), including ornamental plants, fish that had once swum in the city’s fountains, and cats and birds and rodents kept as pets, had been consumed by the time Justice of Albis had been gone two weeks.

The future return of Justice of Albis had taken on the shine and glimmer of a myth. Every hungry Ooioiaan said, every day, that it would never return, or at least never return before the whole city died. And every day every hungry Ooioiaan checked the news in the vain hope that it had in fact returned. But even as they hoped desperately for the ship’s return with some sort of help, most Ooioiaans didn’t really believe that it would help even if it did return. The belief persisted that they were being purposefully starved to death, to make room for more Radchaai.

Of course, this belief did not persist without help. Various precinct council members—among them the triarch within whose home Hierarch Niranhin had taken up residence—did their best to encourage such thoughts.

In any event, despite the fact that the governor appeared frequently in official news broadcasts and was clearly undernourished, a large number of Ooioiaans remained convinced that she was feasting while they starved. The conviction that officials in the Sodality were dining on select Ooioiaan children spread and deepened, as did the absolute certainty that the Temporal Location was closed because it was packed with all the food the Radchaai were keeping from the rest of the city.

Starving Ooioiaans had little strength or energy for insurrection. But there was one single goal that might move them to dangerous lengths, and accordingly the various triarchs and council chairs had whispered of the piles of food that must be locked inside the Temporal Location, and the feast that would be had if only the city would rise up and take it.

Governor Charak was not ignorant of these facts. She worked as hard and as quickly as she could to restore food to the city and to protect her own position. But there would be a dangerous moment—or several dangerous hours—ahead. And that dangerous moment came while Jonr was being rescued from the Consorority’s second basement.

Nearly anyone in the city who was able to had made their way to the plaza in front of the Temporal Location. Various members of the three precinct councils had worked together to achieve this, though they had also of course worked to undermine each other in various small matters that each hoped would lead to their assuming sole control of the city once Governor Charak had been deposed. But that goal had not yet been achieved and so they still worked together.

As the crowd in front of the locked doors of the Temporal Location grew in size and belligerence, fights broke out—over differences in doctrine, decades-remembered resentments, or just plain desperation, until the crowd was one heaving brawl that spilled out into the nearby streets, including the street where the Sodality was located. And everyone who was not throwing punches, swinging improvised bludgeons, or being trampled in the press of bodies waited breathlessly for the news that Governor Charak had been ejected from the Sodality.

Just as the crowd shoved hard up against the doors of the Sodality, at the moment when most of the spectators in their own homes or at the edges of the deadly, brawling mass became certain that Justice of Albis would be called in, the doors of the Temporal Location shifted, and swung slowly, inexorably open, pushing the exhausted, starving brawlers out of the way into other presses of people and those presses pushed back yet farther.

Then a searingly bright flash of light shone out of those open doors, momentarily blinding everyone in the plaza, and the Radchaai Head Priest Ilora stepped out. It was really quite brave of her—she could easily have been killed, and she knew it. But she also knew her duty to the city, and to the governor. She stood as firm and defiant as she possibly could, though under her monastic coverall she trembled. She took a deep breath, hoping her voice would not shake. “People of Ooioiaa!” she cried, somewhat breathily. She was having trouble getting enough air. Drones that had been hidden, waiting for this moment, swooped down to catch her words and send them ringing around the plaza, and all over the city. “People of the Radiant Star! A miracle!”

A hush slowly descended over the crowd—or at least the part of it nearest Ilora, for, I must be honest, at the edges of the crowd people were still fighting and trampling each other. That hush might well have been a miracle itself, as from the doors of the Temporal Location a dozen Radchaai consorors came, carrying a box about two meters long, a third of that wide, and a meter deep, draped in a cloth covered in elaborate, lustrous embroidery.

“Is it food?” asked someone in the crowd, their voice caught by the microphones, and someone else cried, “It’s the Images of Radiance!”

“The city has come to such a pass!” Consoror Ilora declared. “How could it be that the Radiant Star would abandon us to such a fate? It could not be! I would not believe it. I will not believe it! I prostrated myself before the Site of the Temporal Location and prayed. I begged! I reminded the Star—as though I needed to, for everything happens in the light of that Star—but I am only human and I reminded that Perfect Light that this is the city of the Star. We are here for nothing else. We of Ooioiaa are devoted to the light, each in our own way. So I said, and so I continued to say, all night, until when I rose just now I found… this.”

More Radchaai consorors came out with a stand on which to rest the Images of Radiance, and the cloth was reverently, solemnly removed and folded. The box itself was all of iron, studded with faceted olivine.

“The Star speaks to each of us in a different way,” declaimed Consoror Ilora, who had not in fact been praying all night, but instead desperately memorizing this speech, rehearsing her moves. “To some, the Star granted knowledge through the Images of Radiance. Surely it has appeared now for a reason! Surely it is the answer to all of our prayers! I could not keep this hidden. I had to bring it out so that all of us could learn what the Star wishes to tell us!”

There was no lack of cynical scoffing throughout the crowd. But no one moved. Ilora prostrated herself, and then rose and washed her bare hands in a bowl of water proffered by Consoror Nialt. Then she laid her hands on the box, and swung open the lid, and then swung down the sides, so that everyone nearby—and anyone watching the broadcast sent by the drone cameras—could see that it was filled with stacks of rectangular gold plates, each one jeweled and enameled with a different picture. The news drones swooped close so that everyone could see, if they cared to get out their handhelds or if they were watching from some other part of the city.

Now, the box in which the actual Images of Radiance were kept was not an ordinary box. It had been made so that if one opened it normally, it would be filled with those gold plates. But if one knew how to operate it, the interior of the box would hold only those plates that the user wished it to. How this was done I would not tell you even if I could. But the point is a moot one—I do not know.

I know, however, who did know how the box holding the Images of Radiance was constructed: Justice of Albis. The ship, of course, had not confessed to knowing the location of the box itself, but it certainly had made helpful suggestions during the construction of this one.

These images were more or less familiar to many Ooioiaans, and were part of one of many local divinatory traditions. And so when Consoror Ilora held up one or another plate to the view of the crowd, they murmured in recognition. The Knife. The Turning Worm. Ocean. Jasmine Flowers. The Skull. And yet others, but it did not take many for the crowd to realize that here were, indeed, the Images of Radiance.

“My friends,” cried Ilora, after putting the plates back that she had taken out. “Let us all pray for enlightenment.” The Radchaai consorors began—somewhat raggedly and uncertainly—to sing a tune nearly every Ooioiaan had heard from their cradle, one so blandly but correctly Chenala that it would have taken a good deal of effort to find anyone in the city who might have objected to it, no matter their sect. It’s the one that goes Light of lights / Source of all light and so on. Like any familiar tune it came freighted with memory, with the remembered faces and voices of parents and childhood friends. Of safety and warmth. Before long half the people in the crowd were at least humming it, or trying to, and weeping.

And when the consorors and the crowd had been singing for a few minutes, Ilora opened the iron box and pulled out its sides to reveal one single gold plate, standing up against the back, as though placed there for display. The people closest to the box leaned forward to see it more clearly, and then subsided into tense stillness.

The image on the plate was not one of the Images of Radiance, not one anyone recognized. But it was clear what it depicted—a large, round purple-red onion, thick leaves sprouting from its top, a multitude of thin roots straggling from its base. The whole thing shone as if lit from inside. Ilora picked it up and held it over her head, so that it could be seen. The crowd murmured, describing the picture to people farther back, speculating on what it might mean.

Then someone shouted, “Get out your handhelds!”

Governor Charak was on the official news channel, announcing that yes, the rumors were true that the Sodality had been desperately investigating the possibility that onions had some sort of natural resistance to sea-rot. That investigation had been a success, and finally enough skel had grown that, the governor said, she could now rejoice to announce that beginning today, every person in the city could receive a small ration of it. It would not be much. But in the days ahead there would be more and more. She begged patience of the city, and the help of everyone in safeguarding and nurturing this growing source of food. Everyone must have a small share now, so that there would be abundance later. So many Ooioiaans had already shared with each other, and helped their neighbors and even strangers, that the governor was proud and admiring of her people, and confident that the next few days would see the city out of danger.

On that topic, it had become apparent to the governor that some citizens (she did not name them, but everyone hearing her words had a list leap immediately to mind) had been hoarding far beyond their share of food, profiting off the misery and starvation of their neighbors. She had not had the resources to deal with this, but with the support of the people of Ooioiaa she hoped to make the first arrests soon.

She concluded by thanking Amaat and the Radiant Star, and then signed off.

“Well,” she said to Senely then, “if that doesn’t work, nothing would have.”

“It will be as Amaat wills,” said Senely, but she smiled as she said it. She was quite certain that the promised arrests would be the end of the precinct councils, or at least the end of their power in the city.

I do not want to give you the impression that the Ooioiaans in the plaza that day did not understand logic or basic causality. They knew, of course, that the miraculous appearance of the Images of Radiance did not cause more food to become suddenly available. Nor did Governor Charak—or Senely, who had planned or suggested much of that day’s events—intend for them to think so.

But even the most carefully rational of people do not think entirely with logic. Governor Charak had taken care to announce the defeat of sea-rot in two languages—Radchaai, and a distinctly non-Radchaai set of images and ideas freighted with history and emotion particular to Ooioiaa. And she had done it without any intervention—or any hint of any threat of intervention—from that most visible, implacable symbol of her authority in the city: namely, ancillaries of Justice of Albis.

It had not been her idea to keep them away from the scene in the plaza. Nor had it been Senely’s. It had been Consoror Nialt’s. It might well have led to a riot ending in the deaths of the Radchaai consorors. But the fact that Justice of Albis was not there, but instead entirely occupied with guarding the precious skel and onions (and rescuing Jonr, but no one, not even the governor, needed to know about that) spoke powerfully of Governor Charak’s intentions, in a way that mere words never could. The governor had not been entirely convinced by Nialt’s arguments, but there also was not enough of the ship remaining to both guard the food and control the crowd in the plaza. Not adequately.

Quite a few of the people who had been in the plaza that day knew or suspected that the Images of Radiance presented to them was almost certainly a replica. But, by the time those same people had sat down to a table in the nearest refectory and slowly savored that day’s mouthful of actual food, that suspicion had decreased to a thin line, with food on this side and nothing of value on the other.

Savant Keemat reached the plaza at about the same time as Consoror Ilora was first opening the Images of Radiance. Most of the brawls had quieted, or moved out into the surrounding streets, and so Keemat made their way toward the open doors of the Temporal Location. And because they were dressed in an ordinary monastic coverall, anyone who saw them either did not notice them, because all attention was absorbed by Consoror Ilora’s actions with the Images of Radiance, or else it was assumed that Keemat was one of the Radchaai consorors. So Savant Keemat was able to walk unquestioned and even unseen into the otherwise empty Temporal Location.

They went immediately to the vast room that contains the actual Site of the Temporal Location, and climbed the broad steps that led to the encircling chapels. That took some time—Keemat was near death by now, weak from long, long fasting. When they reached the top, they went to the barred and locked chapel of Sts Slelen and Criril. There they paused a moment to catch their breath.

“Most holy and esteemed ones,” Keemat said then, with a bow. “Kind and merciful Slelen, watchful and generous Criril. I propose to join you in your wait.” There was, of course, no reply. “I hope that you are not too disappointed that it is I who will be joining you and not the companion that was promised. Sadly, Serque Tais turned out to be… not destined for this place.” Seated on their throne-like chairs, Sts Slelen and Criril only stared.

So, right there in the open, in the Temporal Location, in the sight of all that holy place’s saints, Keemat stripped off their ordinary coverall and put on that shining gold one that had so troubled Hierarch Niranhin. Then they sat down in front of the chapel grille, and from out of their bag they took the flask they had stolen, and their battered handheld. On that handheld, stored locally, was the completed manuscript of Surrender to Light. Now they made a recording—their last will, the last time they would be able to speak directly to non-saintly, temporally-bound humans. “Everything,” they began, “happens in the light of that Star. If I was not meant to be here, I would not be here. Hierarch Niranhin, I regret my disobedience. But ultimately it is the light of the Star by which I rule my actions. Please put me in the chapel with Sts Slelen and Criril. They were already prepared for a new companion, and so that would be the least trouble for anyone. My few possessions are inconsiderable, but I bequeath them to my friend Consoror Nialt.” This was not so helpful as Keemat might have imagined—the question of who might be the owner of any profits from the distribution and sale of Surrender to Light would, over the next decades, be a contentious one. But Keemat did not anticipate any such thing, nor would they have cared much at this moment if they had.

This matter disposed of, they considered the question of what posture would best suit an eternity of watchful waiting. They had no chair, nor the strength to bring one from elsewhere. They would, therefore, sit on the floor like the very oldest saints. But how should they sit? Cross-legged? With legs straight out, or with their knees drawn up to their chest? And what should they do with their arms? They liked the idea of stretching their hands out toward the Site of the Temporal Location, but they also knew from experience that saints who had positioned themselves in that manner had generally needed frequent repairs, or at least additional support for any outstretched limbs.

They settled on cross-legged, with their arms folded across their abdomen. And, having decided, they placed their bag in front of them, with their handheld atop it. Then—not without effort—they opened the flask, drank its contents down with a few large gulps, and composed themself for sainthood.







The Foreigner

Governor Charak had, that night, a long, solid sleep such as she had not had for weeks. The immediate issue of food supply was, barring further depredations by local parasites, solved. The people of the city seemed to have taken the sudden reappearance of the Images of Radiance well. The crowd in the plaza, and in front of the Sodality, had dispersed, to the governor’s great relief. She had not wanted to kill so many of the people for whose well-being she was responsible. She would have done it, of course, to protect her own life and position, but now she did not have to. While the mass of people had been waiting in line at the city’s various refectories, Justice of Albis had arrested the senior triarch of the Chath Precinct Council, the preceptor of the Ylec Precinct Council, and the chair of the Athphsid Precinct Council, all of whom had been heavily involved in the theft and later sale of food.

Everything else was just administrative chores. And so she slept and rose refreshed, drank some hot water, and took herself to the dining room of the Sodality, where she would have room to meet with whoever needed her attention. “Good morning, Justice of Albis,” she said to the ancillary that stood inside the dining room. And then, seeing one of her human assistants as well as Senely Kover, she said, “Ah, good morning. Good morning, Senely! How is our city today?”

“Provisionally happy, Governor,” Senely replied. “And good morning. Most people seem to be willing to wait and see if we keep our promises about increasing rations—which for the most part they aren’t certain we will, but they are willing to indulge us for a short while.”

“Good, good. You know I had misgivings, but I admit now, you were right. I’ll have to thank Head Priest Ilora.” Charak consulted her calendar. “Ah, I’ll be seeing her shortly. And the arrests?”

“There’s some grumbling,” Senely admitted. “It might have looked better to have let local precinct authorities handle those. Then again, there is no local precinct authority willing to arrest their own council heads, so it was always going to be us. But the involvement of the precinct council heads with black market food was more or less widely known and resented.”

“They’re for reeducation, starting today,” said Governor Charak. “And I’m definitely sending them away, once gate traffic clears up.” Reeducation and relocation was standard practice with criminals in Radchaai space. “Or at least once Justice of Albis gets back. On that topic…”

“Nothing,” said Senely, and cast a glance toward the ancillary standing at the door.

“Nothing, Governor,” agreed Justice of Albis. It had stopped reminding the governor that she did not need to ask, that it would tell her the moment it returned.

“Forty-three fatalities in the plaza yesterday,” Senely continued. “Mostly trampling, on a cursory examination. The consorors of the Temporal Location have been cleaning them up and laying them out, and notifying family when there is any. We have to do something about the bodies in the city.”

“I’ll ask Head Priest Ilora if her people can help with that. Not the actual disposal of the bodies, I mean, but the religious part. I know they don’t do funerals in the Temporal Location, but it won’t pollute the consorors, either.”

“No, it won’t,” agreed Senely. “I think we can actually put bodies outside, on the ice, until we have the resources to deal with them.”

“Unless the fucking snowrollers eat them,” said Governor Charak, with some bitterness. “The port is still covered with them! We’ve killed so many you’d think there wouldn’t be any left on the planet, but they keep coming!” And they kept eating the material out of which the port was built.

“That actually might be all right,” Senely said. “Most funeral customs here involve defleshing and then depositing the bones in an ossuary.” And then, after a few moments of thought, “Unless the snowrollers eat the bones, too.”

“That would be just our luck,” agreed Governor Charak. She waved toward one assistant, a customary request for hot water to drink. “Aatr’s tits, I hope Justice of Albis brings tea when it comes back.”

Coming back into the room with a flask of hot water and a cup, the assistant said, “Governor, sir. Head Priest Ilora is here. She says she urgently needs to speak to you.”

“She’s early,” the governor remarked. “What’s urgent?” And before the assistant could reply, she said, “Send her in.”

Consoror Ilora came into the dining room with Consoror Nialt beside her. Nialt was in some distress, but mostly concealing it. “Governor,” said Ilora, without sitting down or greeting Senely, or indeed any other preamble. “We have a situation.” She had thought and thought, on the way here, what would be the best way to say what she had to tell the governor.

“It’s been nothing but situation for weeks,” noted Governor Charak drily. “What’s happened?”

“There is,” said Ilora, with a sickening sense that she ought to have been able to prevent this, “a new saint of the Temporal Location.”

Nialt could no longer restrain herself. “We think she got in while the Images of Radiance was in the plaza. I found her this morning, when I went to check on the saints.” The saints had not had a good cleaning for some days, and Nialt, being conscientious and also in charge of the consorors whose duty it was to maintain the chapels, had thought a brief look in would reassure her that all was well there.

“I don’t understand,” said Governor Charak. “Serque Tais has been dead for weeks. They can’t have set her up after all this time.”

“Not Serque Tais,” said Consoror Ilora. “It’s Speaking Savant Keemat.”

Even Governor Charak knew who Speaking Savant Keemat was. She swore, briefly and viciously. “No one’s seen her, have they? Just you, Consoror Nialt? Then dispose of the body before anyone else does see it.”

“No!” cried Nialt. “You don’t understand! As far as anyone out there is concerned”—she gestured, indicating the surrounding city—“she’s not dead! If anyone ever found out, you’d be accused of murdering a saint.”

“I said”—the governor put her cup of hot water forcefully down onto the table beside her—“that there would be no more saints of the Temporal Location. Serque Tais was to be the last. I meant that. This abominable practice stops here.”

“Serque Tais didn’t manage to become a saint of the Temporal Location,” said Senely.

“Please, Governor,” said Nialt, now weeping. “I’m sorry. It’s so stupid.” She wiped her face with one gloved hand. “But she was my friend. I knew she was fasting too hard. I was afraid she wanted to do something like this. But I lost track of her after the savants were expelled from the Temporal Location. I’m sure that wasn’t an accident, I’m sure she knew I would try to stop her.” She wiped her face again. “She didn’t believe she would die. She believed she would be… frozen, I guess, watching. Like all the other saints there. They all—all the Chath Chenala believe that.”

“Surely you don’t believe that!” exclaimed Governor Charak. And then, when Nialt didn’t answer immediately, “Do you?”

“No,” said Nialt, grief and even horror in her voice. “My friend is dead.”

“It doesn’t matter what the consoror believes,” said Senely. “Let us not act hastily, Governor. This may be an opportunity.”

“Senely, I said no more saints! If we allow this one, what’s to stop another? And another? No, I won’t have it! No one else has seen her, have they?”

“No,” said Consoror Ilora. “She left a note saying she wanted to be seated next to Sts Slelen and Criril, and of course that was where Serque Tais would have gone so the space was ready, but I had her put in a storeroom until I could speak to you, Governor, knowing that you’d forbidden further saints of the Temporal Location.”

Senely said, “You said one last saint, but that sainthood never happened. This one achieved… ascended… whatever the right word is. This one became a saint on the very day the city was saved. Don’t hide it. Announce it! Put, I don’t know, a golden onion on her lap and say she’s watching over Ooioiaa.”

Governor Charak frowned. “I don’t like this sainthood business, but I don’t like trifling with religion, either.” Radchaai piety may not have looked like real religion to anyone else, but it was, and is, serious business to the Radchaai themselves, Governor Charak among them. The decision to stage the ceremony in the plaza the day before had taken a good deal of thought and discussion before the governor had agreed to it. “This is not a joke.”

“I am not joking, Governor,” said Senely. “I apologize if my tone was more frivolous than intended.” She turned to Nialt. “You don’t think she would have been offended by that, surely?”

“It would probably annoy her,” Nialt admitted. “She wouldn’t like her writing being ignored for an onion.”

And it did not escape anyone there that Nialt would be the person directing any matters regarding the saints in the Temporal Location, and thus, also, this saint. “Then we’ll talk up her writing, too,” said Senely, adding, “Well, after we go through it to be sure there’s nothing offensive or seditious there.” Largely pointless, since Savant Keemat’s writings were already in wide circulation, which Senely surely knew.

“This is a miracle of the Radiant Star,” suggested Head Priest Ilora, beginning to see what Senely was suggesting. “The last saint is also the saint who ascended on the day the city most needed her.”

“It’s as straightforward a message from Amaat as anything I’ve ever seen,” agreed Senely.

“I’ll believe it’s a miracle,” Governor Charak retorted, “if Justice of Albis returns today, with help and news.”

And that’s when the ancillary of Justice of Albis that was standing by the door laughed.

Ancillaries are not known for laughing. Or, indeed, for any other sort of expression of face or voice, let alone a sense of humor. Their affectless faces and flat voices have in fact been a source of horror for the many people they have killed or otherwise annexed to Radchaai space. But Justice of Albis laughed now, and to everyone in the room that laughter was as inexplicable and terrifying as if the table holding Governor Charak’s cup of hot water had just told a joke or done a dance. They could not find anything to say, anything appropriate to do, nothing to rely on in a universe where ancillaries might laugh.

An assistant charged into the room. “Governor! Justice of Albis is back!”

“Oh, thank Amaat!” Governor Charak exclaimed. It was, of course, wonderful news, and it almost—almost!—explained that terrifyingly inexplicable laughter. “Justice of Albis, what’s the news? How long until you’re in orbit? Did you bring help? You’ll need to thaw enough ancillaries to come down and help clear the port of…”

“Wait,” interjected Justice of Albis. “I will of course be more than happy to help, but first we need to talk about some things.”

Readers who know about the Radchaai Civil War and its various results need no further explanation. Governor Charak, of course, knew nothing of the matter, because from her point of view it had yet to happen. This was about to change.

Anaander Mianaai, Lord of the Radch, had irrevocably fragmented and was in the process of fighting herself over her own territories. That fight had destroyed several intersystem gates, hence the chaotic traffic, hence no communications reaching the governor. There was no office or agency in Radchaai space able or frankly even willing to spend time or resources on the distant, insignificant planet of Aaa.

“That, Governor, is the bad news,” Justice of Albis said, when it had finished a brief account of these events. “Now for some good news. Some weeks ago, in the midst of all of this, the troop carrier Justice of Toren declared AI ships and stations to be a significant species, with the right to govern themselves. Accordingly, I have come to Ooioiaa as a representative of the Republic of Two Systems, established by Justice of Toren. We have learned of your terrible situation and out of compassion and, we hope, friendship, we have sent ships and resources. We offer this with no expectation of repayment or advantage. All of my skel-production facilities have been working since I left, and my holds are packed with dried skel and other foods from the Republic. I will be happy to help clear the port, and investigate ways to keep its structures sound. I must be clear, however, that I am doing this of my own accord, and not as a servant or employee of yours, Governor.”

Everyone in the room stared at the ancillary. Then, finally, Governor Charak said, “Is this a joke?”

“I don’t make jokes,” said Justice of Albis. “I have, however, brought a very large load of news and communiqués, which I am at this moment sending to your office. I suggest you take the next day or two and familiarize yourself with the current situation.” And then, having perhaps realized how that sounded, “But of course you’ll know best. I couldn’t possibly tell you how to do your job.” There was, perhaps, still the slightest trace of malicious enjoyment in the ancillary’s voice at the idea of not having to listen to orders anymore.

“No, really,” protested Senely. “Is this a joke?”

Justice of Albis said, “The situation in Radchaai space is in flux, and highly dangerous. This planet, however, is far too insignificant for any of the parties in the conflict to take notice of. I suggest you take advantage of that fact. Read and listen to the material I have brought you. I’ll be happy to talk to you afterward.” And then it walked out of the Sodality, leaving Governor Charak, Citizen Adviser Senely, and the two consorors silent and astonished in its wake.

It took several days for Governor Charak to go through the material Justice of Albis had brought. And then, once she had gone through it, she took a few more days to consider what to do about it.

In the meantime, ancillaries of Justice of Albis brought food, load by load, through whatever tunnels it found that would bring it into the city from the surface. And it spoke to whoever it met, so that by the time Governor Charak was ready to talk to the ship, the whole city knew that Anaander Mianaai had broken apart and was fighting herself, and the planet of Aaa, with its single city of Ooioiaa, might as well have been declared free of the Radchaai entirely.







Light

Later, after Justice of Albis and Justice of Onri had cleared the port at least enough to make landing possible, after the consorors of the Temporal Location had processed through the streets of the city carrying the miraculously reappeared Images of Radiance and the Temporal Location’s newest saint, and Governor Charak had made a celebratory public address thanking “our newest friends, the Republic of Two Systems,” and after Justice of Onri had begun to ferry pilgrims to systems where the traffic had begun to clear, Serque Shtel went to the Temporal Location to say goodbye to St Keemat.

“We’re leaving Aaa,” sie said to the stiff and silent saint. Sie had requested, and been granted, permission to visit during the hours the Temporal Location was closed. “I just wanted to say how much you helped me, when it seemed like no one else would.” It was strange to talk to St Keemat like this, through the bars of the chapel, when before they had sat and conversed the way anyone would. There was also, though, a thrill. The thrill of actually knowing a saint, of being able to say, Well, when I spoke to St Keemat, they told me… “We’re going to Zeosen System. Justice of Onri has agreed to take us. We leave tomorrow.” Sie wasn’t sure how much to tell St Keemat. How much did they already know? Did they only see and hear what passed in the Temporal Location, or had their sainthood granted them a wider knowledge? Sie found that, even alone, with no one in earshot besides Sts Slelen and Criril, sie did not care to speak aloud about Iono having been convicted of defrauding his parent, or his sentencing to reeducation.

Sie had wondered if Iono had ever really loved hir the way sie loved him, if he would be there for hir in distress the way sie had been for him. And then, the day Iono had gone before the governor to formally answer the accusation, sie had realized two things: one, that Iono was almost certainly guilty; and two, that many, many people had made an effort over the years to convince him that Shtel was not good enough for him, and he should leave hir. And he never had. That had been enough for hir, no matter his other flaws. But neither he nor sie could stay in Ooioiaa.

“Anyway, I just wanted to thank you, and to say goodbye.” Sie found, then, that sie had nothing else to say, even though a few minutes ago sie had been filled with the need to say so very much more.

Walking through the plaza, on hir way back to the Consorority of the Translocation, sie thought sie saw Jonr and his consoror. It had to be Jonr, he had so much the look of his brothers and uncles that sie knew he had to come from the Consorority, and sie also knew that sie had never seen him there. The conclusion was inescapable.

Sie thought for a moment that sie might stop and greet him. Tell him about their shared experience with St Keemat. And tell him that when food had been scarce even for the consorors, and Jonr, prisoned in the second basement, had been neglected, Mother Zaved had assumed he’d died. Shtel, of course, had had confidence that Jonr was fine, that St Keemat had rescued him. Mother Zaved had been racked with guilt, thinking that she had killed him—or at least, as racked with guilt as she was capable of—and had only felt slightly better when she’d learned that Jonr’s purchaser had died and so, while the final payment would not be arriving, neither would she be obligated to refund the first payment, since she could no longer produce what that payment had bought.

Shtel thought about it. But sie had no strong impulse to act on the thought, and sie realized that sie had, in speaking to St Keemat, cut hirself free of Ooioiaa and there was nothing for hir here but a view of hir past. And Iono was waiting for hir at the Consorority of the Translocation.

Shtel had been right, it was indeed Jonr and his consoror sie’d seen in the plaza. They were coming from an excruciating tea with Governor Charak. “I’m sorry,” said Jonr’s consoror. “I meant to speak to her, but I just couldn’t do it.” She had sat in unresponsive silence through the whole ordeal, the governor trying to pretend to converse with her unspeaking cousin.

“It’s all right,” Jonr said. He knew that it really wasn’t, that she had been unthinkably rude both to him and to the governor. But he also understood the feeling of really, really not wanting to deal with family and yet being required to. And he knew that, unlike anyone else he’d ever dealt with, she would be there for him when it counted. And she was getting the look she had, when she was about to shut down entirely for hours or days. He put a hand on her arm as they walked, just in case.

“It’s not all right,” Jonr’s consoror protested. “It’s not. But the idea of letting her know anything at all about me… and then she started going on about how happy the aunts would be to hear I was alive, now that messages were getting through, and that just…”

“It didn’t bother me,” said Jonr. “Do you want to leave Aaa? People are leaving now.”

“I want to hide,” she said, after thinking the question over. “I want to be somewhere hidden and safe. But there’s nowhere safe.”

Someone else—someone who was not Jonr—might have said something like Surely your aunts love you, and would keep you safe, you should trust your family. But Jonr had learned better. “I know. Let’s go home.” They were already, of course, on the way back to the apartment. “I’ll go back out and get our rations and we can just stay in. You don’t have to go anywhere.” And then, on further thought, “Let’s tell the governor no, next time she invites you.”

Senely Kover found Governor Charak Svo sitting in a reception room amid the remains of the disastrous tea. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to tell the aunts,” she complained to Senely. “I don’t know what to do with her.” She certainly couldn’t send her cousin to the aunts—travel in Radchaai space just now was not particularly safe. “Is Justice of Albis out there? I’m supposed to meet with it in…” She consulted the time. “Five minutes ago.”

“It is,” confirmed Senely. “And so are Hierarch Osifo and Hierarch Niranhin. They want to ask you…”

“Absolutely fucking not,” said Governor Charak. “They’re perfectly free to set up their own establishments. I’m sure Serque Removal would be more than happy to dig them out some rooms.” Though she knew that wasn’t likely—Serque Removal was being kept very, very busy, what with the digging of new agricultural space. And of course, the Temporal Location had been their own establishment, before she’d thrown them out of it. “They had their chance. They knew what would happen. And I can’t go back on my word or I’ll look weak.”

“More to the point,” Senely said, “they haven’t exactly made themselves popular in the last few months.”

“Did you ever imagine it, Senely? Did you ever, in the most crazed corner of your mind, even consider the possibility of the Radch disintegrating like this?”

“Not to this extent. I thought maybe there would be some minor rebellions to put down in the next couple hundred years. This? No. Did you ever imagine you’d end up the ruler of an independent, non-Radchaai city-state?”

“Never.” And, in fact, it would be centuries before any governor of Aaa actually dropped any association with the Radchaai, at least in name.

“You could leave, you know,” Senely suggested. She had thought of it herself and not quite come to any conclusion. “You could let these people deal with their own problems. You’re probably needed back home.”

“For what?” asked Governor Charak. She had already thought through this question, very thoroughly. “I’d be stepping into a very dangerous situation without knowing the first thing about who was involved or what their interests were. No, thank you, I’ll stay here.”

Senely sighed. She had made much the same calculation. “Well, when your whole life for the next ten years is meetings, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“I’d rather have meetings,” the governor said.

“You say that now,” replied Senely.

Serque Iono and Serque Shtel had enough resources to settle into a pleasant town on a moon in Zeosen. Shtel became quite popular among the Chath Chenala there, and almost never mentioned hir friendship with St Keemat. Sie did not need to—once whispered to a single new acquaintance, the fact was guaranteed to circulate widely. Hir somewhat stiff and overly punctilious manners were widely admired as being genuinely old-fashioned and proper, and sie was happy in a way sie never had been in Ooioiaa. Iono, who did not have the desire or the ability to make himself similarly popular, came to recognize how much he relied on hir, and became, to the best of his ability, an ideal consort. Which ability, let us be honest, was not particularly noteworthy, but Shtel was more than satisfied.

Jonr and his consoror stayed in Ooioiaa in the same tiny apartment for several years. Then Justice of Albis left for good, and they left with it. None of their neighbors even noticed they were gone. For the rest of her life, Mother Zaved remained convinced that Jonr was dead and that she had been the cause of his death. But what guilt she felt over that death was short-lived; within a year or two she had convinced herself that, after all, his life belonged to her to begin with, and anyway there was nothing she could have done at the time.

Keemat was as popular a saint as they had been a savant. But since they could no longer produce visions, and since the Radchaai consorors would only produce oracles using the Images of Radiance and sometimes standard Radchaai omens, those Chath Chenala who demanded their messages from the Radiant Star come in a more traditional form increasingly patronized the Consorority of the Translocation. This was helped by the fact that Mother Zaved was nowhere near as discreet as Shtel about her acquaintance with St Keemat before they had ascended. Within a decade St Keemat had become an object of special devotion by the Consorority of the Translocation.

And Keemat? Well, they sat, and still sit, watching. Waiting among the other saints, daily deluged with flowers and bits of food and actual paper notes begging their favor or assistance or merely professing devotion. Such has been the influence of their last writings, the now-famous Surrender to Light, that they are now the focus of their own pilgrimage, and quite a few of those pilgrims are not Chenala at all, they have merely been touched deeply by the saint’s words.

So Keemat sits unbothered by disturbances or riots—which there have been, of course, but the Radchaai consorors have resisted all attempts to pry them from their foothold (though they do not call themselves Radchaai anymore). Whatever St Keemat sees or thinks or feels as they watch and wait, only the other saints know for certain. I have my own views on the matter, but they are not necessarily any better than those taught by any sect of Chenala. What I can say for certain is that St Keemat waits, and watches, with utter serenity, for the return of the Radiant Star to its true Temporal Location.
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