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The Devil’s Garden

By Jane Kindred


In the Devil’s Garden, appearances can be deceiving…


Ume Sky enjoys her place of honor as temple courtesan for the reigning Meer of In’La—until an assignation with a client ends in violence. Her elite status stripped away, Ume is forced to return to a life on the streets as Cillian Rede, the boy she used to be.


Cillian finds temporary harbor with dockhand Cree Sylva, where fear keeps him from revealing his former identity. As the two become lovers, Cillian learns that Cree is not without secrets…


When Cillian has the opportunity to regain his position through a liaison with the Meer himself, he is torn between his feelings for Cree and his need to live as Ume. But there’s even more at stake when Ume finds herself entangled in a plot to rid the Delta of divine rule…


25,000 words










Dear Reader,


I feel as though it was just last week I was attending 2010 conferences and telling authors and readers who were wondering what was next for Carina Press, “we’ve only been publishing books for four months, give us time” and now, here it is, a year later. Carina Press has been bringing you quality romance, mystery, science fiction, fantasy and more for over twelve months. This just boggles my mind.


But though we’re celebrating our one-year anniversary (with champagne and chocolate, of course) we’re not slowing down. Every week brings something new for us, and we continue to look for ways to grow, expand and improve. This summer, we’ll continue to bring you new genres, new authors and new niches—and we plan to publish the unexpected for years to come.


So whether you’re reading this in the middle of a summer heat wave, looking to escape from the hot summer nights and sultry afternoons, or whether you’re reading this in the dead of winter, searching for a respite from the cold, months after I’ve written it, you can be assured that our promise to take you on new adventures, bring you great stories and discover new talent remains the same.


We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.


Happy reading!

~Angela James


Executive Editor, Carina Press
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www.facebook.com/carinapress
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Chapter One



Cillian Rede put little store in the magic of gods, but devils he believed in. At seventeen summers, he’d seen more than his share. Turn left or right and you would stumble over one in the city of In’La; among the marsh grass and the fragrant trees, intrigue and corruption were as likely to grow. Though such contradictions might be less pervasive elsewhere in the Delta, Cillian was accustomed to the devils he knew. And he was well versed in contradiction. From the time he could walk, he had favored the ways of women. With his delicate features, honeyed skin and hair in the uncommon hue of a tawny port, he had no trouble passing.

In the quarter known as the Garden, he worked his artistry as the Maiden Ume Sky. Ume’s patrons knew her true sex but left it unspoken. For a sacred courtesan, the gift of one’s body surpassed all other considerations. Whatever else her endowments, the Maiden Sky was undeniably lovely and blessed with a gifted tongue.

 

Among the flowering vines that draped the avenues fanning the square below Ludtaht Alya, temple of the Meer of Soth In’La, one might find a courtesan as easily as a priest. God or devil, MeerAlya was apparently immune to the simple needs of the body, but his templars were frequent visitors to the Garden.

Ume reclined against the gilded carriage stall in front of the Salver & Chalice to await her patron, turning away other suitors with a gracious smile through the gossamer fabric of her veil. Not required to follow the custom by which unmarried women were bound, Ume preferred the tradition, though her covering was more a tribute to the symbol than to its function. The sheer drapes interwoven with delicate threads of silver and gold in the pattern of the House of Alya had earned her the sobriquet the Maiden Sky. Beneath wide amber eyes and a few artful strokes of kohl to frame lashes in need of no embellishment, the veil spoke of whispers in the dark.

A flare of red robes on the tavern steps announced her patron, a member of the Court of Decisions, the highest office among the Order of Priests Templar in service to the holy Meer. This one was a predictable and reliable assignation who paid well. Generous with his master’s gifts, if not so much with his own, he would engage her for the full night and ask little in return; Templar Nesre liked to watch.

“Maiden Sky.” He pressed her hand to his lips, a tuft of gray beard tickling her fingers as he held them a moment too long. As always he took liberties. His subtle attempts to overstep his status were harmless, and it amused her to humor him. They both knew who held the power in the sacred rites of MeerAlya. He gave her a perfunctory bow. “You look exceptionally enchanting. As brilliant as the evening sky for which you’re named.”

Removing her hand with a slight tug, she inclined her head, setting the ruby teardrops of her headdress bobbing and glistening amid the iridescent rivercock feathers at the crown. “You flatter me, Templar. I am only a tribute to the dying sun.”

“You are too modest, Maiden Sky. Accompany me to my rooms, and we can discuss the resemblance further.”

 

In Nesre’s carriage, Ume slipped her hand between her thighs to stroke herself through the slick silk of her dress while Nesre stroked himself less covertly. His efforts came to fruition as the carriage stopped inside the temple courtyard.


Through the open arcade the last glow of twilight on the river beyond illuminated tiles of gold and mosaics of silver. Like a rising star on the firmament Ludtaht Alya twinkled as night approached, its arches strung with luminous crystal globes. While Soth Rhyman to the west was the traditional capital of the Delta, Soth In’La was its modern rival. Ludtaht Alya outshone the simple temple at Rhyman both in literal brilliance and in Meeric splendor. If the templars were to be believed, words alone, spoken by the first Meer of In’La, had created gilded arch upon gilded arch beneath a stunning network of domes and towers, just as MeerAlya’s word had harnessed the power of fire within his incandescent lamps.

As far as Ume was concerned, the Meer’s magic was no more than a prop dangled before the citizenry to give legitimacy to both religion and government. The race of Meer reigned over the city-states along the great river Anamnesis because they were considered gods—and were considered gods because they ruled.

For a citizen of the Delta, and one who made her living in sacred service to the temple, such lack of faith was akin to treason, so she kept it to herself.

Templar Nesre helped her from the carriage and escorted her over the carpet of lotus petals laid daily for the Meer, who had long since retired to his den. At a rumored 120 years of age, he spent much of his time in sleep and seclusion. As Ume mounted the steps, servants bowed to her in respect. Here in the great domed hall, Ume Sky was the goddess.

When they reached Nesre’s quarters along the south arcade, Ume drew up short. A templar in the blue robes of a minor cleric raised a glass to her from the table beside him.

Nesre took her hand from the newel. “Templar Zedei. May I present the Maiden Sky.”

Zedei rose and bowed as he kissed her hand. “I am honored.”

“I wasn’t aware you had company this evening, Templar Nesre.” Ume raised her brow in cool amusement. “Who will be servicing whom?”

Zedei laughed, returning to his comfortable position. “Come, Maiden Sky. Join me in a drink.” He held out a glass of pelia, the amber liquid sparkling in the light of the oil lamps, while he smoothed his hand over the broad pillows. Casting a glance of irritation at Nesre, she took the cordial and knelt beside Zedei. She was not accustomed to un-negotiated arrangements, nor did she usually take on patrons of Zedei’s level. She had a reputation to maintain, and it was his obligation to earn access to a courtesan of her standing, not his right.

“Forgive me, Maiden Sky.” Nesre took his customary place on the settee across from the pillows, which afforded him the best view. “I should have discussed the terms with you on the way, but I was distracted by your beauty. If this is not agreeable to you…” He’d already loosened his robe and begun to fondle himself to arousal.

“Of course I’ll pay the customary fee.” Zedei poured himself a glass of the cordial, oblivious to his extraordinary breach of etiquette.

Eyes intent on him, Ume drank the pelia with a slow, deliberate swallow, making her disapproval clear. “Do not speak to me of money, Templar Zedei. Business is not handled in the bedchamber.”

His face reddened. “I apologize. I’m afraid I’m a bit nervous.”

As she savored the sweet pelia on her tongue, Ume softened toward him. This was likely his first engagement with a proper courtesan. With lowered eyelids—not from modesty, but to display the Irises of Alya in gold-flecked enamel adorning them—she set down her empty glass and placed her hand on his, stroking it reassuringly. Surprisingly potent, the pelia spread warmth through her, mellowing her disposition.

“Put nervousness aside, Templar. After all, you’re accustomed to dealing with the divine. Now you’ve come to sacrifice at the altar of desire as an expression of that same divine.” As she spoke, she moved her hand over his robes and lowered her mouth to his ear, deepening her voice into the purr that never failed to arouse a patron. “Desire and pleasure are the sacraments of the Meer, as magic and as sacred as the gifts he speaks into being.”


Emboldened by her words, Zedei removed the headdress that held her veil in place. Lamplight danced on the gemstones, turning prisms before her pelia-softened vision as the layers of silk fell against her shoulders.

“You are as beautiful as they say,” he murmured, hardening beneath her touch. Ume released him from his robes and draped across his lap to bless him with her mouth, positioning herself so Templar Nesre could enjoy watching her backside perched in the air before him. The Meer were said to grant vetmas, blessings, with their tongues, and in this regard Ume considered herself their equal.

As Nesre nudged his slipper beneath the hem of her skirts and slid it up to bare the curve of her buttocks, Ume gave an appreciative moan into Zedei’s lap to increase the ardor of both patrons. Zedei stroked the perfumed gloss of her tawny tresses and ran his other hand over her thigh to rest between her legs. When he slid his fingers lower, he tensed abruptly and jerked his hand back, an odd sound emerging from his throat. With his fist in her hair, he pressed her down into his lap until she couldn’t breathe. Ume tried to pull back but was stayed by his ferocious grip.

“Vile—” he paused, perhaps uncertain what ought to follow this, before shouting, “—bitch!”

Then Nesre was between them, struggling to wrest her hair from Zedei’s fist. Head swimming from the pelia and the need for air, she scrambled against the pillows, beating at Zedei’s chest. The crystal decanter shattered as she upended the table and broke free.

Ume pressed a shaky hand to her forehead. A sticky fluid, darker than the pelia, ran through her fingers. Pale as a ghost and filled with rage, Zedei’s face wavered before her. She closed her fingers around a cold shard of the broken decanter as the room dissolved into a haze.

 

“Maiden Sky. Ume.”

Something damp pressed against Ume’s forehead. Beneath it, her skull throbbed and her eyes ached too much for her to open them. She moaned in answer.

“Meeralyá. Blessings upon him. You’re alive.”

“Templar Nesre?” Ume opened her eyes in a reluctant squint. Only Nesre’s silhouette was visible as lamplight flickered somewhere in the corridors beyond. “Your friend—” Remembering with a jolt of rage the sudden turn of Zedei’s passion, she raised up onto her elbows. “What in the name of Alya were you thinking?”

“I beg your forgiveness.” Nesre helped her sit up and pressed her hand to the compress on her brow. “I should never have brought him here. We had been drinking, and I bragged of you—I had no idea he was so ignorant in the ways of courtesans.”

Ume tried to rein in her anger. “He expected a different sort of woman.”

“I’m afraid, yes. And he was full of spirits. I’ll testify to that.”

“Testify? What are you talking about? What’s happened to your lamps? I can’t see a thing.”

“I put them out when you collapsed—” Nesre paced away from her, “—until I could figure out what to do.”

“Do about what?” Ume lowered the compress. Beside her, among the scattered pillows, a dark shape slumped against the wall. She reached toward it but pulled back at the touch of cool flesh, fear pounding in her chest. “Nesre…”

“I’ll tell them it wasn’t your fault. It was self-defense.”

“Nesre!”

He stopped pacing and met her eyes. “You stuck a chiv of crystal in his heart. That’s why your hand is bleeding.”


Ume peered at her hand in the darkness. A trail of dried blood extended from a jagged rake in her palm.

Nesre stepped into the corridor and glanced in both directions. After a moment he returned, his red robes swirling about his feet.

“No one was aware he was entertaining with me. This end of the arcade is isolated. You won’t have to be involved at all.”

Ume put the cut hand behind her back, hiding the evidence. “He tried to smother me.”

“Yes, it’s perfectly defensible—to you. To me, who saw it.” Nesre knelt in front of her and drew her hands forward, speaking low at her ear. “But to the court—I fear, my dear Maiden Sky, the Meer may not look on this as you and I do. I think it’s best if we cover up the deed.”

“I—Did I kill him?” Ume’s limbs began to shake.

He smoothed her trembling fingers between his hands. “I’m going to take care of this, Ume. I shall take care of you. But for a few days perhaps it would be best if you lie low.” He paused. “That is…if Ume lies low.” He was on the verge of breaking the sacred trust. A temple courtesan was afforded the respect of her body and her identity that no other Deltan was allowed. To violate that trust, either in word or in deed, was profane. Her shaking intensified.

He dropped her hands and went to his wardrobe, his manner suddenly brusque. “Take off your dress. I have some of my serving boy’s costumes. You’ll be assumed to be a page working late for your master.” He turned with the garments and tossed them at her. “Out of the dress, now. We don’t have time to waste.”

Ume loosened the clasps down the front of her gown and let it slip from her shoulders, baring her flat chest. In all the times she’d been naked before her patrons, she had never felt ashamed. But stripped of the identity of the immaculate Maiden Sky, there was only Cillian—an awkward boy caught dressing in girls’ clothing.

He scrambled into the rough tunic and pulled the linen pants over his flaccid cock. Despite the disparity of his sex, the glorious, taut skin of his erubescent erections belonged to Ume. As Cillian, he might as well be gelded.

Nesre shook his head as he regarded him. “You’ll have to wash your face.” He opened the hinged screens before his washbasin and poured the remains of the evening’s pitcher into it. As Cillian obediently bent over the basin to scrub at the glittering Irises of Alya and the smudges of kohl beneath his eyes, Nesre stepped behind him. Cillian raised his head in astonishment at the sound of shears and a sense of lightness at his nape.

“No one would believe you were a page with such lengths.” Nesre dropped the thick lock and took the heavy shears to another. Cillian fought the urge to burst into girlish tears and submitted as his tawny waves littered the carpet.

When Cillian had dried his face of the last traces of makeup, Nesre stepped back to observe him. “Stay away from the Garden for a few days. Including your rooms. I’ll send word to you at the Riverdock pub when things have settled down.” He held out his hands for Cillian’s slippers and gathered the dress and veil with them. “I’ll burn all of these. There’s blood.”

Cillian steadied a wave of dizziness, deliberately avoiding Zedei’s lifeless body as he crossed to the arch.

“Boy.”

The word stopped him in his tracks as he stepped into the passageway. No one had called him that since he was twelve. Cillian turned his head.

“I need your name, to send word.” Nesre’s eyes held flat disinterest, dismissing any evidence of Ume Sky’s existence.


“It’s Cillian. Cillian Rede.”








Chapter Two



Cillian wandered the riverbank as the predawn sky took on a dull gray hue. Until today, he hadn’t spoken his given name in five years. It grated on his tongue, the leading consonant hard and unyielding like the wild, western wastes of the falend. Perhaps he belonged to an ungoverned tribe of falenden barbarians and, as an infant, had been secreted into the cradle of a proper Deltan boy. He’d always liked to imagine so; it would have explained much. He’d also secretly envied the proper Deltan boy whose place he might have taken. Being kidnapped by barbarians had sounded much more exciting than being the disappointing son of a minor merchant.

His feet ached on the cobbles, and shock gave way to humiliation and despair. He hadn’t felt so outcast or alone since his father caught him in a virgin’s veil and tossed him out onto the streets. Cut off from his rooms, he had no money and nowhere to sleep. Nesre hadn’t given him his purse, and he’d damned well earned it and more.

Ume would have known what to do.

He stopped for a moment behind a carriage house at the dock’s edge and leaned back against the wall to stare out at the softly moving river. Anamnesis. It meant remembering. He’d give anything to forget this entire night. Cillian slid down between two crates on the pier, wrapped his arms about his knees and closed his eyes.

Just a few minutes’ sleep. Just a few.

 

“Unless you plan to be loaded onto the barge, I suggest you get on your feet, sir.”

Cillian opened his eyes on the midday glare from the bustling river. A handsome dockhand with tousled, close-cut curls stood over him with his arms crossed and his lips curled in amusement.

Leaping to his feet, Cillian ran an unsteady hand through his own shorn hair. “I fell asleep. I was—”

“No need for excuses, but I could use a hand getting the last of these crates onto that barge.” He rolled up his flaxen sleeves. “Help me with these two, and I’ll buy you a pint and a peck.”

Cillian needed no encouragement; his stomach growled audibly at the mention of breakfast. While the dockhand took one side of a crate, he took the other, and after carting it the few feet to the waiting plank, they made quick work of the second.

“Cree,” the dockhand said, holding out his hand.

“Cillian.”

After a firm handshake Cree took out a tin of slim cigars and offered him one, but Cillian shook his head. With a shrug, Cree struck a match on the tin and took a few puffs before nodding upriver.

“Time for that pint, then?”

The pub to which Cree took him was not one Ume frequented. Cillian huddled over a plate of spiced karri, intent on his meal, and only after he’d finished most of it did he realize Cree wasn’t eating.

Cree rolled the cigar between his broad white teeth and tapped the back of Cillian’s hand with his forefinger. “That’s unusual.”

The henna tattoos of the temple courtesan still adorned Cillian’s skin. He couldn’t think of a reasonable explanation.

“I like the unusual.” Cree paused for a few good puffs. “So, Master Cillian, I gather you’re in need of a place to stay.”


“Temporarily.”

“Naturally.” Cree grinned. “Nothing lasts forever.”

 

Cree roomed in a boardinghouse a half mile north of the docks. His rooms were simple but spacious, and a comfortable couch was Cillian’s for as long as he needed.

“I can pay you,” Cillian said. “As soon as—”

“Think nothing of it. If you’re here at the end of the week, we’ll talk.”

After Cree went out again, Cillian curled up in the window seat. Through the glass, the mild afternoon light caught damselflies darting and hovering on the gilt-edged surface of the Anamnesis and herons stalking fish at the river’s edge.

Nothing had changed but him. Like the damselflies, the uneven ends of his hair flashed in the sunlight, swinging in short, tangled waves as he hung his head. The shorn locks were evidence of a violation, as though he’d been assaulted and left defiled for all to see, his sex stolen from him.

But a man was dead. Ume had stabbed a man in the heart.

Trying to piece the night together made his head hurt. Nesre might have left him desexed, but he was also going to great pains to protect him. Cillian was in his debt. He pulled Cree’s patchwork quilt around his shoulders, wishing he could wake up in his own bed among the silks and velvets.

 

When Cree returned after dusk, Cillian hadn’t moved.

“Why are you sitting in the dark?” Cree lit the oil lamp on the table and sat beside him. “Listen. Something has come up.”

Cillian swung his feet to the ground. “You need me to go.”

“No, no. It’s not that. At least—Cill, how do you feel about the Meerarchy?” Cillian cringed at the unfortunate sound of the nickname, but Cree didn’t seem to notice.

“How should I feel? How does anyone feel about it? If you believe the templars, the Meer have ruled the soths for a thousand years. What’s that to me?”

“You’re not a loyalist, then.”

“You mean do I turn cartwheels at the sight of MeerAlya’s procession? If you’ve a problem with nonbelievers, perhaps I really should go. I’m not big on prayers and obeisance.”

Cree flashed him a grin. “No problem at all. In fact, a small group of nonbelievers will be coming up this evening. We share a mutual distrust of the Meeric system. The meeting was to be at the pub, but temple priests were seen in the area, and we didn’t want to take any chances.” Cree stood and raised the lamp in the window. “Could you hold this here a moment? Just cover the brazier a second, then open it again before the flame dies completely. It’s the signal for the others to come up.”

Cree opened a cabinet and pulled out a half dozen glasses while Cillian signaled. “My friend Jin has a fine flask of pelia for us. Tonight we toast the evening like templars.”

Cillian set down the lamp with a grimace as Cree brought the glasses to the table. “I don’t have much of a head for pelia. I think I’ll pass.”

When the bell announced Cree’s guests, Cillian jumped up and folded the quilt.

“We don’t stand on ceremony.” Cree went to the door. “All men are created equal.”

Cillian laughed, to Cree’s bemusement.


A hearty round of hellos and quick-flowing pelia followed the introductions. Jin, a light-skinned man like Cree, had his arm around a young woman named Zea who wore neither a veil nor a matron’s head covering. They were obviously a couple, but there was a certain intimacy in the way the other two men stood together that suggested they might be, as well. Sylus’s warm smile when he lingered on shaking Cillian’s hand, and Dehr’s unfriendly one when he noticed the pause, made Cillian sure of it. The notion surprised him. Outside of bartered encounters, such liaisons were unheard-of, and even bartered sex between two men was punishable by whipping in the public square. Only in the sacrament of a courtesan’s offering was gender immaterial.

“This is the boy I told you about.” Cree brought him forward as Cillian flinched involuntarily. “Cill’s a day laborer at the docks. He assures me he’s just as fond of the temple as we are.”

“Did you hear what happened there today?” Zea sat cross-legged on the floor and held out her glass. “Someone’s murdered a templar.”

Careful not to look at her, Cillian held his breath, certain his pounding heart must be visible through his tunic.

“Murdered?” Cree repeated.

“Not one of us.” Zea laughed as Jin filled her glass. “Though the damned Meerist won’t be missed. He patronized the girls who work the pubs downriver of the Garden, and they say he had a mean streak.”

So Ume wasn’t the first Zedei had been rough with. And pub girls, who undoubtedly had the parts he’d expected. It was small comfort.

Cree took a healthy shot of pelia. “Do they know who killed him?”

Sylus shrugged. “One of the girls probably.”

Inhaling sharply, Cillian choked on his own spittle and was seized by a coughing fit. Cree slapped him on the back and offered his glass of pelia, and to avoid drawing more attention to himself, Cillian took it. By that point the burn of the liqueur in his throat was welcome.

“This isn’t our usual meeting,” Cree said as Cillian’s fit passed. “Generally it’s a bit more businesslike, but then, we’re generally a larger number, as well.”

“No offense intended,” said Dehr, “but perhaps we should keep business for another time. We don’t really know Master Cillian.”

Cree laughed. “What, you think he’s a spy?”

“I just think we should leave business talk for later.”

“I think it’s time for a bit of a smoke, myself.” Sylus took a pouch from his pocket.

“Excellent idea.” Cree leaped up to rummage through his cabinet and pulled out a slender glass pipe.

Though Ume’s patrons smoked spirit leaf on occasion, she preferred to remain in control during her engagements. When it was passed to Cillian, however, he took the pipe with a certain grim resignation. Things were already well beyond his control; a little spirit leaf couldn’t hurt.

He breathed in the fine smoke and coughed again as he leaned back against the cushions. The leaf produced a pleasant sense of lightness from the worry and despair that had weighed on him since last night.

After taking a hit from the pipe and passing it to Zea, Cree leaned back beside him. “That’s better.” He smiled and patted Cillian’s knee. “You look more relaxed. You’ve had a hard time, I guess.”

Cillian closed his eyes. “You have no idea.” His mind drifted as he listened to the quiet conversation. Zea and Jin were murmuring at the foot of the couch, and Cillian opened one eye to find that Sylus and Dehr had retreated to a corner.

“Again,” said Cree with a grin, “not our usual meeting.” He stroked Cillian’s knee, and Cillian rested his hand over Cree’s. After a moment he realized Cree was tracing the lines of his tattoo. “This is lovely.”


He opened his mouth to speak, but Cree stopped him with his fingertips and replaced them with his lips when Cillian didn’t retreat.

“Oh, that is lovely,” whispered Cree when he released him. “You’re quite lovely.”

Jin and Zea were locked in an embrace, and Sylus was perched in Dehr’s lap, speaking quietly at his ear.

Cree stood and took Cillian’s hand. “Come with me.”

In no mood to refuse, Cillian followed him to the bedroom, where Cree pulled him close and nipped at his mouth, his hands on Cillian’s narrow hips. Cillian pulled the tunic over his head and helped Cree with his buttons as he pushed Cillian onto the bed and climbed over him, but when he laid open the garment, Cillian stopped short. Cree had a small but definite pair of breasts.

With the shirt half-off, Cree hesitated. “You’re disappointed.” The sentiment was all too familiar.

Cillian moved closer and nudged the shirt from Cree’s shoulders. “No.” He brushed his fingers over the unfamiliar territory. “Just surprised.” He was even more surprised at his arousal. He’d never had a woman before. It had never occurred to him that he could.

 

It was endearing how mortified Cree was to find him in her bed in the morning. “Meeralyá!” she groaned with her hands over her eyes. “Ai, Cillian, tell me you’re of age. Tell me I haven’t taken advantage of an innocent. This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

Cillian laughed. “I’ve not been called innocent in several years, Maiden Cree.”

She shuddered. “Don’t call me that.” She spoke in the same deep contralto Cillian had first taken for the timbre of a man.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have. You prefer to be referred to in the masculine.”

“Oh, it’s not that. Truly, I don’t care one way or the other. I just hate that term. As if once touched, a woman were spoiled like yesterday’s milk.”

“I’ve always thought of it as a compliment.” He sat up and drew his knees to his chest. “A term of respect.”

“Trust me. You wouldn’t like it if it were applied to you. Be thankful you don’t belong to the caste of the veil.”

“What’s wrong with the veil?” He tried to keep his voice casual.

“Are you serious?” She propped up on one elbow. “Being forced to hide yourself like something shameful because you’re a woman? What’s not wrong with that?”

“That’s not what it’s about. It sets the feminine apart as sacred, something to be revered.”

“Until it’s spoiled like bad milk.”

He didn’t know how to answer that.

Cree rolled onto her back and put her arms behind her head as she stared up at the ceiling. “Do you know that in the falend there are communities without rulers? Without any restrictions. A woman can be a farmer or a smith. No veils. No skirts.”

Cillian grimaced at the thought. Being kidnapped by barbarian nomads was one thing, but farming voluntarily was quite another.

Cree rolled over and kissed him before hopping out of bed. “You have a divine face, Cillian. Has anyone ever told you that?”

“A time or two.”

Standing in the light of the bedroom window, Cree pulled on her dockworker’s clothing, the tip of one breast brushed by the early-morning rays before the work shirt swallowed it into sexual anonymity.


“Have you always dressed like that?”

She glanced up as she fastened the top two buttons. “Does it bother you?”

Cillian smiled. “Not in the least.”

“I wanted to work. This was the only way to be taken seriously.” Cree pulled a boot over one rough twill pant leg and propped her heel on the bed to lace it. “My parents died when I was a kid. The only livelihood available to me under the veil was begging or selling my body. I did a bit of both, and when I went without the veil, I paid for it.” A shadow darkened her eyes and was gone. “I decided I had just as much right to honest work as anyone with a cock. People make assumptions based on close-trimmed hair and a pair of pants. Someone says sir to me, and I get work. It’s fine by me. And as long as no one’s wise to me—” Cree shrugged, “—I’ll stay out of the stocks.”

Cillian chewed his lower lip at the implication prostitution wasn’t honest work, but there was no point in discussing his vocation with Cree.

“So.” She finished the other boot. “You’d be welcome to help me out on the docks again today, but I don’t know if I can get you paying work just now. There’s a bit of a demand for it. You could take it easy here, maybe run to the market for me later. I’ll split my dinner with you as payment.” Cree flashed her gentlemanly grin. “That is, if you haven’t somewhere to be.”

“I don’t at the moment.” Cillian kicked off the bedclothes and rolled onto his belly to look up at her framed against the brilliant blue of the autumn sky. He tucked his hands under his chin as he crossed his legs in the air. He could grow used to this vision.

“It’s nice imagining you waiting here for me.” She bent to give him a kiss while smoothing her hand down his back to the curve of his buttocks. “Meeralyá, but you’re a beautiful creature. Best thing I’ve ever scrounged up at the docks.” She winked and dropped a few copper alyanis on a crate beside the bed. “Pick up whatever you like at the market. I should be back before sunset.”

When she’d gone, Cillian laughed softly, jingling the alyanis in his palm. It wasn’t his customary fee.








Chapter Three



Cillian disliked walking unshod in the city, but there was no helping that. After spending half a copper on a bag of pomegranates and a fresh loaf of blackbread to nibble while he shopped, he sat at the base of a statue of Alya in the common, peeling open the layers of bright seeds.

While he sucked the stains from his fingers, the red robes of a templar came into view. Cillian looked up into Nesre’s smiling face.

“Well, Master Rede. This is good luck. I left word for you at the pub, but no one had seen you. There’s been no question at all of your involvement in the matter we were concerned about. As fate would have it, the gentleman had many…unfortunate entanglements.”

“I see.” Cillian shielded his eyes from the sun’s glare. “That is a relief.”

“And as it happens, another matter has come up. I have an engagement for you.”

Cillian stood, awkwardly brushing crumbs from his tunic. This was not how he was used to doing business.

“A most respectable patron. It’s a private engagement at the temple, and I assure you there will be no repeat of the earlier unpleasantness. He’s quite particular that his courtesans should meet your qualifications.”

“Indeed?” Cillian crossed his arms. “There is the matter of my compensation for our last transaction.”

Nesre frowned. “I hadn’t forgotten, my boy.” Cillian flinched at the deliberate insult. The assumptions of power and respect in their relationship had shifted. Templar Nesre produced a purse from his robe that contained at least half a dozen gold alyanis. “Be ready in the Garden by the nones.”

“Ninth hour? That’s not two hours from now.”

“Your patron has a demanding schedule, Master Rede. I expect you’ll need to get started with your transformation immediately. Street urchins are not his particular proclivity.” Nesre turned on his heel into the crowd.

Cillian’s cheeks blazed. He closed his fist over the purse with a snap. He would show Nesre transformation. Ume Sky would not be disrespected.

At his feet lay the bag of pomegranates and bread. Cree. He hated to miss her, but there was no time to find her to explain. He headed back through the market and made a few quick purchases, selecting the finest trout he could find and a flagon of aged temple wine. He left them at Cree’s room with a gold alyani and the rest of her coin before hurrying off to his rooms.

 

Ume chose a rare, diaphanous silk of azure beneath an overdress of silver and black, embroidered in intricate detail with a pictorial ode to the Meer. She was the seamstress of much of her attire, but this piece she’d had commissioned for her acceptance as a sacred courtesan and had worn only once. Laces and closures of silvery velvet adorned the front, each ending in two long ribbons that swayed when she moved. Similar laces dangled from the points of the sleeves, and the azure silk hung like a delicate waterfall underneath. The desecration of her hair she mitigated by fixing it into a chignon at her nape, embellished with silver velvet ribbon. Edged in a dusting of diamond chips, more azure silk wound over the chignon to form the veil, held in place with a net of silver beads that brushed her shoulders with a sound like gentle water as she moved.

For the Irises of Alya, she selected a cool cobalt paint and fixed a trail of silver sequins in the corners. Just the lightest touch of kohl above her lashes made her amber eyes stand out, large and bright within the sparkling competition that adorned them.


She cursed Nesre for the lost slippers; they’d been her favorite silver pair, with diamond chips on the toes. Instead a pair in soft black velvet with silver ribbons for laces up the ankle would have to do. Before donning the slippers, she soaked her feet in jasmine water for as long as she dared, to soften the roughness of two days spent unshod on the street. At five minutes to the nones, she descended the carpeted back stairs of her apartments to preserve the soles of her slippers and crossed the cobbled path to the Garden.

The carriage arrived precisely as scheduled, with Templar Nesre inside.

Ume laid her skirts across the cushioned bench as she sat before him. “You said this was a private engagement. By which I assumed you to mean I would attend my patron without your company.”

“Indeed. He is, alas, a rather retiring fellow and asked that I convey you to the temple on his behalf.”

She shrugged, letting the silver beads whisper together as she turned to watch the approach through the courtyard arches. The temple was less brilliant in the early afternoon but possessed a serene quality, ripe with rich, late-season fruit hanging from an arbor of olive trees and soft with willowy acacia branches floating like Ume’s ribbons on the breeze. White-feathered rivercocks spread the broad fans of their tails as they preened over the grounds, the Meeric iris iridescent at the tip of each plume. She closed her eyes and let her painted ones look on Nesre.

When they alighted from the carriage, he took her azure-draped hand and set it on his arm before mounting the steps to the central arch of the temple. “You are a vision, my dear Maiden Sky,” he murmured at her ear. “One would never take the boy you were this morning for the woman you are this afternoon.”

Ume sucked air between her teeth at the audacity. If he hadn’t done her such a service, she would have turned and left him empty of his prize.

“The cut of one’s robes gives no indication of what lies beneath them, Templar Nesre.” She did not add that his trailing red robes covered something of little consequence, but judging by the stiffness of his back, he hadn’t missed the implication.

Distracted by his slight, she didn’t question why they hadn’t turned toward the templars’ quarters along one of the outer arcades. At the end of a long hall of alabaster tile was the altar room, where the Meer sat upon his throne on a raised dais, having recently attended to petitioners. Before this visit she had only seen him between the curtains of his sedan on his annual processions. His silver hair hung straight and longer than hers had been; when he stood, it might hang to his thighs.

“Your patron,” Nesre said, and Ume turned, gaping in genuine astonishment. He smiled. “I was not at liberty to speak of the details outside the temple.”

“But the Meer are—”

“Celibate? Generally. It’s more a custom of age, I assure you, than any physical shortcoming. The Meer of Rhyman, after all, has produced an heir through his dalliances.” He put his mouth to her ear. “Report back to me everything he does, my dear, but tell no one else.” He straightened and bowed. “Do we have an arrangement?”

Ume nodded, and Nesre was gone, leaving her to walk the vast hall to the arch of the altar room alone. Two sentries of the temple guard acknowledged her and let her pass. Ume sank into a low curtsy when she arrived before the Meer, the silver beads of her headdress draping the tile as her forehead nearly touched the ground.

“Come,” said the Meer.


The azure silk snaked about her feet as she rose on trembling legs, and she lifted it to approach him. Had she tried to maintain the small, measured steps of a courtesan, she would have tripped on the glasslike tile and sprawled before him in a most uncourtesanlike manner.

To her surprise, MeerAlya was not at all elderly. If anything, his smooth face made him seem almost as youthful as a boy—a Deltan trait Ume was similarly blessed with. His silver hair gave the impression of age, and certainly his years would indicate the same, but if the Meer truly lived for centuries, perhaps they did not age in the manner of ordinary men.

“You are the Maiden Ume Sky.”

She bowed her head in acknowledgment. “Your servant, my liege.”

MeerAlya stepped down and lifted her chin. With a smooth, slow stroke, he brushed the back of his other hand against the fabric at her cheek. “Such velvet honey.” His eyes were a pale, startling blue. “Come, Ume Sky. I have granted enough vetmas in this cold room.”

Tiled in platinum, the main corridors of the temple were as high as they were long. Beside the Meer’s towering height, Ume was a doll dwarfed by the dimensions of a giant dollhouse. She had expected his ceremonial dress to rival her own. Instead the white tunic and pants were simple, yet their fabric flowed with his body in a manner suggesting majesty, pointed sleeves draping his hands and wide legs swirling with his stride, giving the impression of layered skirts. Beneath them, MeerAlya’s bare feet made no sound, as though he floated incorporeal. But his hair and his pale complexion were the most striking, glowing with an almost unearthly hue in the light reflected off the thousand minute tiles.

Instead of to his bedchamber, he took her to a sort of studio, cluttered with tables and pedestals draped in cloth. He removed one of the drop cloths and directed her to a stool in the center of the room. As she sat, he stroked his fingers across the edge of her veil.

“May I remove this?”

“Of course, my liege. I am at your disposal.”

Crouching before her, MeerAlya drew the silk from beneath her headdress. “Disposal, Maiden Sky, is not what I have in mind for you.” He set the veil aside and stood back to observe her. “My templar described you as an unparalleled beauty among the temple courtesans, but I believe he was mistaken.”

Blood rushed to her face, and she blinked back tears, unnerved that he could shake her composure so easily. It was the Meer’s right to speak as he pleased.

“I have been In’La’s Meer for over a century and have seen beauty in all its forms.” As he spoke, he rummaged through the contents of a cluttered table for a sheaf of parchment and a piece of graphite. “Yours, dear Maiden, is unparalleled in nature itself.” Alya sat on the edge of the worktable with the parchment on a board in his lap. “May I sketch your likeness?”

Despite her disciplined ability to maintain a tranquil exterior in the face of whatever desires a patron might express, nervous laughter rose in her throat. “Forgive me, my liege, but why? I mean, why would you want to sketch anything?”

“And with what else should I occupy my time, Maiden Sky? Granting vetmas for the people grows dull over a century. Giving daily audience to my petitioners, being attended to by my servants, riding in procession at my templars’ whims—what in that should give me joy? I prefer creation for its own sake to merely fattening the coffers of my supplicants.”

Ume was quiet as Alya began to sketch. If he could truly create with just a word from his tongue, why would he bother with such mundane pursuits? She had never believed in the divinity of the Meer. They ruled by custom, and their blessings were bestowed by perfectly ordinary means, through the work of their templars. So he was bored and liked to dally at drawing. There was nothing magical about him, as she’d suspected.


Though he concentrated on his drawing, the corners of his mouth turned up. “Magic, my dear, is entirely subjective. Some might say your touch has magic in it.” As heat rose in her cheeks, his blue eyes twinkled and he winked, so fleeting she might have imagined it. “And she blushes again, true to her appellation. No need to be alarmed or, indeed, embarrassed. I cannot read minds—not in the literal sense, but I am astute at reading the emotions of my subjects. You don’t believe the stories you have heard about my kind. You’ve seen no evidence to challenge your beliefs. That does not offend me.”

Ume tucked her ankles beneath the stool as she tried to remain still, intensely uncomfortable under his studying gaze. She had spent years cultivating her ability to attract a man’s eyes with a look or a movement. Why was his scrutiny so difficult to endure?

“I create many things here. Whether art or invention, I find it more satisfying to use my hands than to merely manifest my thoughts with divine speech. I have engaged an engineer on occasion to help me bring my ideas to fruition, so that they might live on beyond the scope of my words. Power that may be harnessed by the ordinary man, such as light and locomotion.” The Meer paused to pick out another piece of graphite. “Raise your eyes, Maiden Sky. Just so.”

He went silent with concentration, only the whisper of graphite on parchment piercing the quiet, but took up his one-sided conversation again when she suppressed a yawn, as if he’d merely paused midthought.

“Have you noticed how all power comes from conflagration? Whether of flammable gases or fluids or even the boiling of water. That which burns is transformed, much as the spirit is after death. Released through conflagration, life reincarnates, power multiplies.”

Ume shifted on the stool, and the Meer held up a hand.

“Please, if you would, sit still.” He paused a moment, his graphite poised in the air. “That is, unless you are uncomfortable there. Perhaps you would be more at ease if I sketched you in my bed, where you hold the power.”

“My liege—”

“Escort Maiden Sky to my bedchamber.”

A servant she hadn’t noticed stepped forward from the shadows to attend her.

Dismissed, Ume followed the servant, the sound of her beads no longer delicate in her ears. She was not pleasing the Meer; it was not a sensation she was used to. His eccentricity had caught her off guard, and she must adapt. Who knew what the consequences of failing to please him might be? Perhaps there was a reason she’d never heard of a courtesan being summoned by the Meer.

The sky was growing dull through the arches, and the sparkling lights of the temple began to glow in their sconces. Ume marveled at them—twinkling stars that had found their way down from heaven. Invisible to the eye until ignited by flame, delicate gases burned in luminous colors inside their glass baubles.

When the servant had delivered her to MeerAlya’s bedchamber, she positioned herself carefully among the curtains shrouding the bed and arranged her skirts to drape the length of one outstretched leg. She would take her cues from the Meer. Ume was skilled at discerning a man’s desires, and he was no different, just a man with peculiar tastes; she’d known many of those.

MeerAlya appeared presently, a roll of parchment and a tin of drawing implements under his arm. If he still wished to sketch her, then she would be a gracious subject.

Ume looked up at him through lowered lashes. “Where would you like me, my liege?”

“Take off your clothes, Ume.”


She displayed no surprise at his request or his familiarity but unlaced her outer dress to lay it aside. As she reached to the hem of her azure silk, MeerAlya set down his supplies and put his hands over hers. He lifted the gown slowly to reveal her at his leisure, drawing the silk up over her thighs and stopping to smooth his hands over her legs when she was exposed.

“Would you like me to touch myself?” She lowered her voice to a purr.

“Would you like to touch yourself?”

“If it is your pleasure, my liege.”

The Meer stood. “No.” He untied the roll of parchment and removed the piece on which he’d begun. “Continue undressing, Maiden Sky. Remove your headdress, but not your slippers.”

She obeyed as he sat before the dressing table. MeerAlya took a piece of graphite from the tin and for several minutes sketched her in silence with only brief glances from the parchment to her. When he was satisfied with his work, he set it aside and reclined in his chair.

“Come here.”

Ume approached him and started to lower herself to her knees, but Alya grabbed her and sat her firmly in his lap. She acquiesced, letting him move her as he would. MeerAlya pulled her back against his chest and leaned his chin against her head, the silver veil of his hair enveloping her.

“You fear me, Ume,” he whispered. “But the safest place you will ever be is in the arms of your Meer.”

She shivered at the touch of his hair against her skin, uncertain how to respond. Without warning he rose, lifting her in his arms, and carried her to the bed.

“You are an exquisite blossom.” He laid her inside the curtains and held out his open palm. “A flowering plum in winter.”

In his hand, a dark purple twig took form, tufted with pale pink blossoms and frosted with high-mountain snow. MeerAlya set it beside her on the pillow and kissed her hand.

“Thank you for a delightful evening, Maiden Sky. I hope you will let me sketch you again in the future. For now you should sleep.”

At his words, her eyelids fluttered closed.








Chapter Four



When she returned through the high-ceilinged halls and tiled arches of the temple the following day, there was no sign of the Meer. Only an alabaster box full of gold alyanis awaited her on the seat of the carriage.

Behind In’La’s pubs and taverns, the indolent river wound toward the setting sun like a molten copper filament as the carriage bore her to the Garden. She’d slept most of the day away. Hardly noticing the lush vines the carriage passed by, Ume turned the plum-blossom sprig between her fingers. She’d half expected it to disappear, but it was as solid and real as if the tree had been in the room when MeerAlya plucked the blossoms from the ether. In her hand, she held evidence of the magic of the Meer.

Ume tucked the sprig into the beads of her headdress. Ravenous, she directed the driver to take her to one of the pubs outside the Garden, where she could eat in relative peace. Working girls frequented the public taverns—it was where she herself had started out—but temple courtesans did not do their business here.

After ordering a full meal of squab and pilav with a flagon of chilled berry wine, she loosened her veil and set to it with relish. The Meer hadn’t thought to offer her dinner; her last meal had been the pomegranate in the market. She hoped Cree didn’t think ill of her. The brief dalliance in Cree’s world had been sweet, but Ume couldn’t imagine being welcomed into Cree’s circle as Cillian had been.

As Ume finished her squab, a group of young men at the bar began to eye her, elbowing one another in apparent dares of bravado. She focused her attention on the chilled wine and ignored them, but they were well in their cups, and it wasn’t long before their appointed ambassador presented himself.

“My friends have a bet,” he confided as he leaned unsteadily over her table. “They say you won’t give me a kiss for a copper.”

Ume smiled graciously. “I’m afraid your friends are right, sir. But I’m sure there are plenty of girls about who will fit your purse.”

“Oh, come on,” he insisted as his companions approached. “Tell you what. If you say I gave you a copper for a kiss, and you kiss me in front of my friends, I’ll come round later and give you an extra. Be nice to a gentleman, would you?”

“Sir, you cannot afford me,” said Ume more sternly.

His solicitous expression dissolved into a scowl. “Now you’re just being a bitch.” He threw his copper alyani on the table as his companions flanked him.

“Look. I don’t mean to embarrass you in front of your friends, but you don’t seem to understand. I am a temple courtesan, not a common pub girl, and I am trying to have my dinner.”

“What you are is a whore. And no whore is going to tell me she’s too good for me. Now I’ve given you my copper, and I’ve asked nicely for a kiss.” He lurched forward and grabbed her by the arm, his fingers digging in hard enough to bruise. “You’ll give my money’s worth, or I’ll drag you out back and have it with interest.”

“Take your hand off the lady.”

Ume turned to find Cree standing behind her, rolling up her sleeves. She gave no indication she recognized Ume, only a fierce look of challenge toward the young men.

Her would-be patron sneered as he straightened. “Who the hell are you?”

“A gentleman,” said Cree. “Which is more than I can say for you. If you don’t let go of the lady, you’ll become better acquainted with what that means.”


“Come on.” One of his friends tugged his grip from Ume’s arm. “We’ve had too much to drink. It was only a joke.”

“The joke is a whore wearing the veil.” He spit at her as he shook off his friend and turned away.

Before he’d taken two steps, Cree caught him with a hard cuff on the chin. The others scrambled forward and shoved her against the wall, but Ume stepped between them, her skirts and ribbons making a dramatic flare as she held up a silk-draped hand.

“Gentlemen.” Ume spoke in the infamous purr. “Fisticuffs will no more get you a piece of me than will a bag of copper alyanis.” She picked up the copper the first man had thrown and tossed it to him while he rubbed his jaw and glared at Cree. “Keep your money, boys, and keep your pretty faces.”

Cree shrugged them off and straightened her coat. Begrudgingly, they went on their way. As Ume resumed drinking her wine, Cree paused beside her table, peering at her more closely.

“Thank you.” Ume lowered her eyes.

Cree was silent for a long moment before dropping a gold alyani in front of her. “I believe this is yours.”

“Still not enough.” She met Cree’s eyes at last. “Sit down if you’re going to stare. The tavern keeper looks ready to throw you out.”

Cree pulled out her cigar tin and lit one deliberately as she joined her. “I’d offer you one—” Cree sucked on the end as she fed the flame, “—if I didn’t feel like a complete horse’s ass.”

“Please accept my apology. I wish I could explain. I didn’t mean to take off on you like that, but something came up.”

“Something. Like…your being a temple courtesan.” Cree blew a puff of smoke in her direction. “I’m sorry, who the hell are you? I don’t think I got your name.”

“I told you my name. It wasn’t a lie.”

“And would that be the name you’d tell me now if I asked? Say, if I approached you in the Garden?”

“I wouldn’t speak to you in the Garden. I’m very exclusive.”

“Cillian.”

“Ume. The Maiden Ume Sky.”

Cree’s cigar dropped from her open mouth into her hand. “You? Meeralyá!” She ground the cigar out on the table. “The Maiden Sky. And I lectured you about the veil. You must think I’m a proper fool.”

Ume covered Cree’s hand with her own. “No. I was in a bind, and you were very kind to me. No one’s ever shown me such kindness.”

Cree jerked back her hand. “I wasn’t being kind, for gods’ sake.”

“You’re disappointed.” Ume made an attempt at a smile.

“Damn right I am.” Cree pushed back her chair and stood. “Damn disappointed.”

 

Cree’s look of betrayal haunted Ume later while she undressed in her apartments. The smeared Irises of Alya—blue, like the Meer’s eyes—mocked her from the mirror of her vanity as she applied a lavender cream to her face and rubbed almost violently until the rich honey color was a blushing pink. After rinsing with the day-old water in the basin, she patted a fresh flannel against her skin, peeking over the top as though it were a veil. Were these amber eyes Ume’s, or were they Cillian’s?

She released the ribbons and pins from the chignon, and her hair fell forward against her cheeks, as bright as the alyani that had been tossed at her in the pub.


What had Cree seen in Cillian? Was he materially different from the high-priced whore who was Ume? Was it Ume’s status that angered Cree, or was it her appearance? Naked and unadorned before the mirror, there was only a person: slight and petite for a man; narrow-hipped and flat-chested for a woman. Cillian sighed and picked up his dressing robe. He was long overdue for a bath.

 

The following evening Ume’s dress was understated. Above a simple gold sheath, she draped a sheer black veil decorated with tiny amber beads, and used single drops of gold-dust paint to form the Irises of Alya. When she arrived in the Garden, Templar Nesre waited on the terrace of the Salver & Chalice, raising a glass of pelia to her. An involuntary shudder gripped her at the sight.

“The lovely Maiden Sky.”

She took the offered cordial but didn’t drink.

“Did you have a repeat engagement with our mutual acquaintance last evening? I didn’t see you here.”

“No, in fact. My engagement ended last evening.”

“Indeed?” Nesre’s eyes widened with interest. “He must have been well satisfied. Perhaps you’ll join me and share the highlights.”

Ume ran a lace-gloved finger along the rim of her glass. “Have I not joined you?”

“Don’t be obtuse, Maiden Sky. It doesn’t become you.” Nesre sipped his cordial. “I’ve gone out of my way to secure you the most prestigious engagement of your career, despite your unfortunate incident. I should think you might show a little gratitude. Have you forgotten our arrangement?”

“I have not, Your Excellency.” Ume set down the cordial and rose. “Shall we?”

She might be beholden to him, but she had no interest in drawing out the pleasantries.

 

Inside the carriage, Nesre lifted her skirt with his slipper and pressed the toe between her thighs. The pressure was not unpleasant, and Ume permitted him to massage her to arousal.

When they arrived at his room, she bent over the foot of his bed, holding her skirt above her waist while he stroked himself on the settee behind her. It was his pleasure to watch Ume bring herself to climax without using her hands, allowing the motion of her body and friction against the silk coverlet to do the job. It was a coverlet frequently replaced.

Nesre disrobed and finished after her, pressed against her while he worked himself. It was rare he touched her so closely; the idea of what the Meer might have done with her must have whet his appetite.

He reclined against the pillows afterward, fondling his soft phallus while Ume freshened up. “So per our agreement, Ume dear, what did your patron require of you?”

Clad only in her veil, she curled up beside him and tucked her feet beneath her. “He wanted to sketch me.”

“Sketch you?” Nesre stared at her as if she’d told him the Meer had set her hair on fire. “With a pen?”

“With a piece of graphite, actually. He said he preferred to create with his hands.”

“That’s it?” Nesre sputtered like an overheated steam engine. “He sketched you for twenty-four hours without touching you?”

Ume shrugged. “He sketched me for perhaps an hour. Then I fell asleep.” She didn’t volunteer that the Meer had held her in his lap. Of that, for some reason, she was almost ashamed.

“You fell asleep.” He clearly took her for a liar.


“Asleep, Templar Nesre. He spoke of sleep, and I slept. I believe it was his intent that I do so.”

“Perhaps he took advantage of you while you were unconscious.”

“I have no reason to think so.”

“Very peculiar.” Nesre thumbed his beard. “Do you believe he means to ask for you again?”

“He mentioned he might. I assume you’ll act as his ambassador if he does.” Ume played with the beads on the edge of her veil. “How did he come to ask for me in the first place?”

The templar rolled over and reached for the evening’s purse. “During his reign MeerAlya has taken a number of concubines who matched your type. I thought it would be interesting to provide him with one myself, and the occasion recently arose.” He set the purse in her hand. “I trust you’ll let me know if you see him again.”

“As you wish.” At his cue, she rose and donned her clothing.

“Ume.”

She turned back as she was about to depart, and Nesre gave her a paternal smile.

“I hope your mind has been set at ease about the other unfortunate matter. As long as I can trust in your loyalties, there is no reason anyone should suspect you.”

 

Ume mulled the implied threat on the ride back to the Garden. Her loyalties… Whether he questioned that they lay with the temple in general or with Templar Nesre himself was unclear, but his interest in the Meer’s activities was notable.

As she alighted from the carriage, she was surprised to find Cree waiting before the Salver & Chalice, formally dressed in a high-collared black frock coat and a brown brimmed cap.

At Ume’s approach Cree removed the cap and ran her fingers through her dark curls. “Maiden Sky.” She bowed with the cap against her chest. “Master Sylva.”

Ume offered her hand. “Master Sylva.”

Cree took it and kissed it through the long golden sleeve. “I realize I’m not apt to qualify as a patron. But I hoped you might join me at supper.”

Ume inclined her head in the formal manner and took Cree’s offered arm.

“I don’t have a carriage. I don’t know if you mind the walk.”

In her understated mood Ume had worn a plain pair of slippers with a sturdy sole, intending to walk back to her apartments. “I’d be delighted, Master Sylva.”

As they headed away from the Garden, Cree stopped and removed her coat to place it around Ume’s shoulders. The night was mild, but it was a touching gesture.

“You are a gentleman,” said Ume as Cree took her arm again.

“Cillian, I’m sorry. I mean, Ume. I was very rude to you last night.”

“It’s forgotten.”

“I was just so disappointed when you disappeared. I thought I’d done something wrong, offended you somehow.”

“I’m sorry, Cree. I was hiding from a patron I’d quarreled with. Then I met him in the market, and we made up our differences.” Ume pressed Cree’s arm. “But I had a wonderful time with you.”

“He didn’t hurt you, did he?” She creased her brow in anger. “He isn’t making you do something against your will?”

“No, no, nothing like that.” Ume settled against Cree’s shoulder, and Cree closed a comforting arm around her waist.

 


At the boardinghouse, Cree laid her coat on the floor before the couch for Ume to sit on. Cold veal from her larder had been set out on the table beside them with berries and biscuits, warm from the oven. Her landlady must have brought them up just before they arrived.

Cree started to eat but paused with her fork halfway to her mouth. Ume still sat primly, wrapped in her veil.

“My, but you are a proper girl.” Cree fingered the edge of the fabric. “May I?”

Ume lowered her eyes in assent, and Cree unwound the veil and draped it over the arm of the couch.

“It’s lovely.” Cree ran her fingers over the beads. She paused and kissed Ume’s bare neck beneath the chignon. “You’re lovely. But I seem to be repeating myself again.” She flashed her teeth. “I suppose you’re hungry.”

“Not in the least.”

Cree was almost blushing. Ume unfastened her gown, and it fell from her shoulders as she crawled toward Cree.

“Is that better? You see, I’m only Cillian.”








Chapter Five



Their supper went uneaten. Cree still seemed awed by him, hesitant in her touch, as if afraid he might break or perhaps fly away. Cillian danced a delicate balance between leading and following, pulling her down to straddle him and slipping his fingers expertly through the knots of her cravat and the buttons of the stiff, starched shirt to expose her in the moonlight that reflected off the Anamnesis.

With lace-gloved hands, he traced her contours, so exotic to him, and Cree shivered, rising onto her knees to let him unbuckle her belt and bare the rest of her. All hesitancy was forgotten when he slipped a gloved finger inside her to explore, learning what constituted a woman’s desire. She gasped and squirmed in his hands until they tumbled together, exhausting themselves in a race for each to please the other.

 

Cree woke him late in the morning and presented him with a paper of pastries to make up for the forgotten dinner.

“Oh, look at you.” She hopped onto the bed and gave him a kiss as he unfolded the paper around a sticky bun. “That gold paint on your eyes is even more striking when you’re naked.”

“They’re the Irises of Alya.” He offered her half of the pastry, but she shook her head. “His eyes look upon you when you partake of the sacrament.”

“The sacrament?”

“My body bestows his vetma upon you.” Cillian grinned and popped a piece of sticky bun into his mouth.

“Really.” Cree frowned. “I had no idea you were so religious. You said you weren’t a Meerist.”

“Cree.” He quickly swallowed the piece. “For gods’ sakes, I’m not religious. I’m a temple courtesan of the highest order, and I am damned good at my art.”

Cree wrinkled her nose. “Sorry. I guess I’m a bit touchy about the mention of the Meer. I was up early this morning for a meeting with the core group from the capital. People are talking of organizing a protest.”

“A protest?” A shiver of misgiving ran up Cillian’s spine.

“Cillian, I can trust you, can’t I?” She pulled her legs onto the couch and tucked her hands around the ankles of her boots. “I mean, what I say to you—it doesn’t reach the ears of anyone at the temple?”

“Of course not.” He was a bit offended. “Discretion is part of my oath as a courtesan. And even if it weren’t, I would never betray your confidence.”

“Even if it bordered on treason?”

“Cree, what is this about? What on earth are you planning to do?”

“A public protest against the Meerarchy. Thousands of people in the streets, all across the Delta. The expurgation movement has been gathering for a while. We’re going to demand a representative government. No more petitions. No more vetmas. The only blessings MeerAlya delivers are handouts to the rich for more bribes to fill his coffers. People are tired of working their fingers to the bone to pay tribute to rich men playing gods, and getting nothing in return.”

Cillian chewed at his lip, thinking of the plum sprig on the vanity at home. He’d believed it was nonsense—the whole concept of divine creation, the myth of the Meeric magic. But he’d seen the sprig grow from nothing. He had held it in his hand.

“How do you know they’re playing?”


Cree opened her mouth to answer, but the bell rang from below, and she jumped up and tossed a pair of pants at him. “I’m putting up one of the expurgists from the capital. I was about to tell you about it. But she’s here now, and at some risk. Please promise me—”

“I already have.” He stepped into the pants and buttoned them as she put a linen shirt around his shoulders. She and Cillian were almost of a size; Cree’s hips were just a trifle wider than his own, and there was only an extra inch of fabric in the length of the pants.

As Cillian slipped his arms into the sleeves, Cree went to the door to admit her guest. The Rhymani was a young, dark-haired woman in a plain gauze veil that offset eyes of a deep, unusual blue. Though quite different from the blue of MeerAlya’s, it brought him to mind just the same.

“Maiden Azhra of Rhyman.” Cree nodded toward Cillian. “Azhra, this is Cillian, my lover.”

Cillian blushed at the familiarity, finishing the buttons with his left hand as he extended his right to Azhra. There was an awkward moment while she waited for him to draw her hand forward for the perfunctory kiss, and Cillian forgot himself as he waited for her to do the same. He remembered just in time for it to seem that only buttoning the shirt had made him pause.

“Honored to meet you, Maiden Azhra. How do you find Soth In’La?”

“Strange.” Azhra lowered her head covering so that the veil fell against her shoulders. “So many go against custom here. And the contraptions are astounding. I swear I saw a carriage propelled with no horse, billowing steam like a riverboat.”

Cree nodded. “I’ve seen that on Bank Street. Must be a wealthy eccentric.”

“MeerAlya is experimenting with steam locomotion.” The words were out before he could think.

Azhra paused in straightening her head cloth. “Are you employed at the temple?”

“I…” He looked to Cree.

Cree made a slight bow in his direction. “You are speaking with the Maiden Ume Sky. A very influential temple courtesan.”

Azhra’s ocean-blue eyes seemed to swallow him up. “I see. That would explain your…decorations, I suppose.”

Cillian lowered his eyes, emphasizing the Irises of Alya while inclining his head in acknowledgment.

“How old are you?” she asked abruptly.

Cillian flicked his eyes to Cree’s and back to the demanding blue ones before him. “Seventeen summers.” At Cree’s soft groan of dismay he added, “I’m a veteran in my art.”

“I was fourteen,” said Azhra. “Twelve years ago, when I was consort to the Meer of Rhyman.”

“Meeralyá.” Cree turned and pushed the low table out of the way. “I think we should all sit down.” She sank onto the couch, and Cillian remembered to wait for Azhra to sit before joining them.

She perched gingerly on the edge of a cushion as if she might leap up at any moment. “I’ve told no one else in the movement and I’d like it to stay that way.”

Cree nodded. “Of course. But I thought the Meer were impotent.”

“Celibate,” Cillian corrected.

Azhra laughed bitterly. “How I wish either were so.” She gave Cillian a knowing look. “I’m sure you would agree.”

He shrugged. “I wouldn’t know.”

“You’re a temple courtesan, and the Meer has not asked for you?”


Cree came to his rescue when he didn’t answer. “It’s against the law for a Meer to consort with a commoner. Even if the Meer aren’t impotent.”

“What do Meer care for the law?” Azhra turned to Cillian again. “So he hasn’t asked for you?”

Cillian sighed. “He has.”

Cree narrowed her eyes, but he ignored her.

“But you don’t know if he’s virile.”

“No, I don’t. I have many patrons whose preferences do not run to intercourse.” Cree was practically burning a hole in his head with her eyes. “Cree, I haven’t lied to you. I’m not a Meerist. I do what I am paid to do. That’s all.”

She studied him a moment, chewing on a thumbnail, her expression wavering between anger and something else he couldn’t define. “But if you were paid to break the law…” She left the sentence unfinished.

“You mean if he bedded me.”

Cree flinched at the words but didn’t back down.

“He hasn’t.”

“But if he did—” she picked up his hand and traced the tattooed lines, “—it might be useful information to the movement. If the templars saw the Meer cared so little for the precepts they’ve spent their lives in service to, they might be persuaded that the time for gods is past. It might be the thing to turn them to our point of view. It might end the Meerarchy.”

“You’re asking me to break the courtesan’s vow.” It was the second time in two days someone had asked him to spy on the Meer.

“I’m not suggesting you discuss the details of your assignations. Only, should it come up, to confirm whether you’ve been intimate with a patron. Does that break the oath if the patron is already known to have paid for your services?”

He frowned, not liking the turn of the conversation.

“Don’t answer me now. Just consider it. And if someone should ask you sometime down the road, well, use your own judgment then. Perhaps future events will make the answer easier.”

Cillian tucked back the hair slipping forward from his slept-on chignon. Ume had already agreed without question to report on her activities with the Meer. Did she owe more to a patron than she did to a lover?

Cree wove her fingers between Cillian’s in reassurance and turned to Azhra. “Was it common knowledge when you were the Meer’s consort? Did the templars know?”

Azhra was quiet for a moment, fingering the fabric of her veil. “I didn’t think so at the time. But after…” She paused, color rising in her olive complexion as if she hadn’t meant to elaborate but was now compelled to. “It was never made public. But somehow they knew. They knew, and they covered it up.” She glanced from Cillian to Cree, a silent plea in her eyes. “I’ve told no one else,” she repeated and took a deep breath, going pale. “I am the mother of the Meer’s child.”

“MeerRana of Rhyman is your daughter?” Cree let out a low whistle. “Meeralyá!”

Azhra gave her a strained smile. “It comes so easily to the tongue, doesn’t it? Taking their names as imprecations.”

“But she’s Meer? I mean, can she speak things into being?”


“How would I know?” Azhra gave her a defiant look that seemed to mask more fragile emotion. “It was a dozen years ago. I barely knew the child. They took her to her father as soon as I delivered an heir, declaring it a miracle, as if she just sprang from his hip. Now she lives inside the golden walls of the temple and lives off the blood and sweat of the people, the same as he.” Azhra reddened. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I’m telling you this. I haven’t spoken of her in…” She sighed and glanced around the room as if the rest of the words might be there somewhere.

Cillian had never been in such a tense and awkward conversation, even with the most socially inept patron. “Well.” He released Cree’s hand and slapped his palms against his thighs. “Thank the gods that’s not a matter I shall have to worry about. Now who’s up for a drink?”

 

Cree cornered him in her bedroom later when he was preparing to go out. “Why don’t you stay tonight? Azhra’s taking the couch, but we’ll have privacy in here. There’s an important meeting, and I’d really like you to see what we’re about.” Cree kissed his neck as he cleaned off his eye paint before her mirror. “And I have purely selfish reasons too, of course.” She paused and looked at his reflection. “Cillian, you told me you were of age that first night.”

“Actually that was in the morning, after you’d had your way with me.” He flashed her a wicked grin.

“Cillian.”

“You didn’t specify what age you wanted me to be of, Cree. I’m well past the age of marriage. My older sisters married at thirteen.”

Cree’s eyes darkened. “The age of marriage for a woman, you mean. The age our fathers sell us off. You’d still be sowing your wild oats if you were a man.” Despite her glowering looks, he was pleased she seemed to have forgotten that technically he was one.

“Besides, I told you, I’ve been a working girl since I was twelve. You could hardly take advantage of me. How much less innocence were you looking for?”

Cree made a face at him the mirror. “Maybe Ume Sky is beyond corruption, but you, dear Cillian, aren’t quite as worldly as all that. I have an overwhelming urge to take care of you.”

“Well, Master Sylva—” Cillian loosened what remained of the chignon, “—there’s no charge for that.”

 

He took his leave of Cree and Azhra before midday, his dress and veil from the previous evening bundled together in brown paper tied with string.

“It was a pleasure to meet you, Maiden Azhra.” He kissed her hand in parting.

She gave him a look he couldn’t interpret. “We should talk before I return to Rhyman.”

“Perhaps we’ll see each other again, then.”

At the bottom of the stairs, Cree lingered for a parting kiss before opening the door to the street. “If I don’t see you soon, I’ll come looking for you again in the Garden.” She gave him a wink.

“I look forward to it, Master Sylva.” Cillian dropped a slight curtsy before turning to head upriver.

 

At Ume’s apartments, a note from Templar Nesre was waiting. MeerAlya had requested her presence at the temple, and she was already late. He was certainly a man of odd hours.

After a quick bath Ume slipped into a sleeveless black sheath with red ribbon closures up the bodice and open sides. Beneath, a pair of crimson silk pants with veiled insets of a red matte gave the billowy effect of a skirt. Slippers embroidered with damselflies in red and gold and a veil in bloodred satin completed the outfit, with a dyed rivercock-feather comb to hold her chignon in place. There was little time for cosmetics; a sweep of pomegranate stain dotted with black river sand sufficed for the Irises of Alya. Ume ran the juice over her lips and rubbed a bit into her cheeks as well before hurrying down to the carriage waiting in the Garden.

It was a relief not to find Nesre in it. His warning about her loyalties still disturbed her, especially after the tone the morning with Cree had taken.


MeerAlya waited for her in his studio, seated before a pedestal with his hands white with clay, and greeted her warmly with no mention of her tardiness. “I thought you might like to see what I’m working on.”

On the pedestal, a half-formed bust was emerging from the clay. Ume stepped closer and saw it bore her likeness. He had sculpted her face with eyes downcast and to the side, a brooding coquette.

“Does it please you?”

She nodded. “It does, my liege. I’m honored you consider me a worthy subject.” She gave him a sidelong look. “Have you done many courtesans?”

The Meer laughed richly. “You delight me, Maiden Sky. You wish to know who has captured my eye before you. A fair question. I am quite old by ordinary standards, though but an infant Meer.” He rose and lifted Ume’s chin with a clay-powdered hand. “I will not deny I have looked on other beauties, but time is a very inconsequential thing to a Meer, and I have been in no hurry to partake of them. Among the Meer, when my ancestors were still feracious, a man of my years might have been considered to be coming of age.”

Ume was skeptical. Was he claiming to be a virgin at 120 years? She circled the bust, running her fingers over the soft clay. “How long do the Meer live?”

“As long as we have the sense to, I suppose. We are raised by the templars, so I cannot speak with certainty of the longevity of those who came before me. I am told the Meer of Rhyman is in his fourth century, and there are others even older.”

“But the Meer of Rhyman has a child. So there is still some procreation among you.”

“So it seems. Are you interviewing me, Ume?”

Ume blushed. She was behaving like the spy others hoped she would be. “I’m sorry.” She clasped her arms behind her back. “That was rude.”

“No matter, Ume’La.” MeerAlya used the Deltan suffix that could represent something wondrous or something fearful. “I find your interest stimulating.”

 

She sat for him again, both clothed and nude, while he sketched and made adjustments to his sculpture. Time seemed to move differently in the Meer’s chambers, and Ume lost track of it.

When MeerAlya asked her to dine with him, he confirmed the plum sprig had been no simple trick by conjuring the meal with a few choice culinary words, murmuring “a thousand leaves of salmon” and “figs with aged cheese” as the delicacies appeared like thoughts taking shape on the table before them. Even the crystal and porcelain formed at his words, “flutes of oaked wine,” producing breathtakingly fragile, tulip-shaped goblets sparkling with crystalline russet liquid that tasted of the musky wood kegs it could not have aged in.

Alya raised his glass to her as she looked on in wonder. “You see, my dear Maiden, it is a simple thing to create, to focus one’s mind on the desires of the moment and breathe them into being. But even a Meer cannot conjure such exquisite company.”

A jarring cacophony brought back the stolid tick of ordinary time.








Chapter Six



Even from MeerAlya’s quarters behind the dome of the altar room, the sound of shouting and altercation could be heard in the courtyard. A servant announcing MeerAlya’s personal attendant interrupted their meal in an unprecedented breach of temple etiquette as Alya set down his glass.

“My liege.” The templar bowed deeply at his entrance. “You should not be troubled, but an extra flank of the temple guard has been placed before the arches. There is an incident in the courtyard.”

“An incident?” Alya pushed back his chair.

“A small group of malcontents, my liege. We are addressing it. I advise that you not concern yourself.”

“I see. And what is it that has them so discontent?”

The templar colored. “They are calling for your ouster, my liege. They are anti-Meerists.”

“Anti-Meerists.” MeerAlya set down his napkin. “They are, it seems, against my very nature. There is not much I can do to satisfy them in that.” He turned to Ume. “This is unprecedented in the years of my reign. Tell me, Maiden Sky, do I provide so poorly for the soth of In’La?”

Ume blanched, unable to look away from the blue quartz of his eyes. “I would not presume to judge, my liege. I may be considered to belong to a privileged class of citizen.”

Alya nodded. “A prudent answer.” He sighed and stood. “Templar Hrithke, please escort the Maiden Sky to her transport once you deem the altercation safely allayed.”

Ume stared after him as he strolled from the room. Had she angered him, or was he merely disheartened? It must be the protest Cree had spoken of. Ume hadn’t expected it to be so soon. Incongruously she recalled being seated naked in the Meer’s lap, his silver hair draping her like mist. “The safest place you will ever be is in the arms of your Meer.”

Hrithke presented her with another alabaster box, bigger than the last, and she realized she must have spent a full three days with MeerAlya. She hadn’t slept and hardly remembered the changing of the light. It was as if his presence were the radiance of the sun itself, and she a satellite that merely turned her face to his light.

 

Cillian wasted no time seeking out Cree in the morning. She had lent him the fine woolen coat she’d worn to present herself in the Garden. He wrapped it around himself as he wended through the alleyways of Lower Bank Street, his feet clad in a pair of plain brown boots he rarely had occasion to wear. The autumn chill seeped into his bones; In’La felt it first among the Deltan soths.

At Cree’s boardinghouse the landlady eyed him with suspicion.

“I’m here to see Master Sylva.”

“An’ he expects you? You one of those troublemakers?”

“It’s fine, Mistress Fersi,” Cree called as she hurried down the stairs. “Cillian is a friend.”

The shadow of a fading black eye marked Cree’s brow, and Cillian reached to touch it. “Cree, what—”

She brushed his hand away with a scowl and pushed him before her up the stairs. When the door was shut behind them, she embraced him with surprising strength.

“Meeralyá! You scared me to death.”

“Cree, what happened to your eye?”


Cree let go of him. “Someone accused me of being a woman at the docks. I had to teach him a lesson.” She held up the scraped knuckles of her right hand with a rueful smile. When he reached for her hand in concern, she shook her head. “It’s nothing. It’s you I’m worried about. Where have you been?”

“At the temple.”

Azhra appeared in the doorway of Cree’s bedroom. “You were at the temple? Were you there for the demonstration?”

“I was there. Inside. Dining with the Meer.”

Azhra threw Cree a look of mistrust. “How well do you know Cillian?”

“How well does she know me? She doesn’t even know you at all!”

“I’ve known Azhra for months,” Cree said quietly. “This isn’t her first visit to In’La. She’s a founding member of the League of Expurgists in Rhyman. She helped the local chapter organize.”

Cillian’s face blazed with embarrassment. “Well, thank you, Master Sylva, for letting me keep you from each other briefly.”

Cree rolled her eyes as Azhra laughed into her hands. “We’re not lovers, Cillian. Ye gods. You’re as jealous as a man.”

“I am a man,” said Cillian, feeling foolish.

“Not always, my delicate angel. Not always.” Cree kissed him on the nose and led him to the couch. “Look. We’ve been planning the protest for a long time. The people want action. The templars managed to disperse us eventually, but even they seemed halfhearted in their support of the Meer. I think they only stand by him because they have no public cause to denounce him.”

Cillian shrugged off the coat and laid it over the arm of the couch. “I don’t know about this. What do you expect Alya to do?”

“We expect Alya to leave.” Azhra folded her arms, leaning against the door frame. “The Meer are an anachronism. They’re sucking the lifeblood from the Delta.”

“What about your daughter?”

Azhra didn’t flinch. “I was used as a vessel by the Meer of Rhyman. I have no loyalty to the temple or any of its occupants. But I wonder. Where are your loyalties?”

Everyone seemed to want an answer to this question. He could only give her the truth.

“I don’t know.”

“Well, I think you’d better decide.” Azhra relaxed her adversarial pose. “I know how seductive the Meer can be. They make you feel like…something special. But it’s an illusion. Everything they do is illusion. They are not gods. They are almost not even men. Men feel. They’re bereft of feeling.”

The bell rang, saving them from more tense conversation, and Mistress Fersi called up the stairs.

“There’s no one else has so many visitors, sir,” she complained loudly as Cree went down to meet them. “I run a proper boardinghouse.”

“I know you do. We’ll keep it quiet, Mistress Fersi.”

“If you have overnight guests, there’s board to pay, Master Sylva!”

Jin and Zea followed Cree into the apartment, Zea bearing an infant on her hip. Azhra took a step back into the bedroom at the sight of the child, as if afraid it might bite.

“We just came from the Devil’s Garden.” Zea juggled the child to her other hip. “It was total chaos.”

Cillian made a face at the baby and was rewarded with a grin. “The Devil’s Garden?”

Zea smirked. “Where the Meer’s prostitutes grow.” Behind her, Cree gave a slight shake of her head. Apparently, not everyone was aware of Cillian’s public identity.

“Why?” she asked. “What’s going on at the Garden?”


Jin dug through a bag of infant accoutrements as the baby began to fuss. “The templars were arresting one of the girls. Charging her with that templar’s murder.”

Cillian’s blood ran cold, as if his circulation had stopped. “A courtesan? They think a courtesan did it?”

“One of the street girls, I think. Petra or something.” He fished out a linen-wrapped sugar teat and handed it to Zea.

“Persa.” Zea put the comforter in the baby’s mouth.

It was not a name he knew, but courtesans did not mix with the Lower Bank Street girls. If she was being arrested for Ume’s crime, surely Nesre would do something. The chill sank into his stomach.

“She was an expurgist. It seems the templar was using the prostitutes to get information on the movement. I don’t believe she killed him at all. I think this is a setup.”

Cillian used the discipline of his art to keep his expression placid, but his head swirled with alarm.

Zea turned to Cree. “I need to use your privy if you don’t mind. Jin and I have been on our feet all morning posting bills.” She held out the baby as Azhra stepped away from the door. “Could you take Edme for me?”

When Azhra recoiled, Cillian stepped forward, welcoming a diversion from the sickly maelstrom in his head. “Let me. I haven’t held a baby since my youngest sister was born.” Cillian swooped in to take the infant before Azhra’s refusal was noticed. Edme stopped fussing at once, reaching to tug on his hair with interest. He tucked her against his hip as he remembered doing with his sister Lahni. A few months after Lahni’s birth Cillian had been caught wearing one of the veils his older sisters left behind.

He bobbed on his heels, rocking Edme as he mulled the news. If Zedei had been spying, it wasn’t for the Meer; Alya knew nothing of the expurgist movement. Cillian desperately needed to talk to Nesre.

When Zea returned and took Edme, Azhra picked up her wrap and veil. “I’m going to see what I can find out. The market is close to the Garden, isn’t it? There’s bound to be talk there worth listening to.”

“I’ll walk with you,” said Cillian. “I’m headed that way.”

Cree frowned. “You’re leaving already?”

“There’s something I have to take care of. I just wanted to make sure you were all right and to let you know I was.”

“Well, keep this at least.” Cree picked up the coat he’d returned. “I have another, and it’s getting chilly.” She held it open for him to put his arms into the sleeves and buttoned him up as though he were a child. “Can you come to the meeting later?”

“I have to see someone.” Cillian glanced at Jin and Zea. “I don’t know how long it’s going to take.”

“Well, if you can’t, at least come by after when you’re free.” Cree gave him a reserved kiss. “If you’re free.”

“I will.” He touched the bruise over her eye. “I don’t like this, Cree. Be careful.”

“I am being careful.” She pulled away from him, a bit stiff. “I’m working to end this repressive regime.” There was no missing her disapproval that Cillian was not.

 


As he walked with Azhra toward the market, Cillian was struck by how changed In’La was becoming, and how swiftly. He’d never heard of a public movement for anything, let alone against the Meer. Azhra was right; In’La had become strange. Traditional roles were being abandoned: unmarried women walked in the streets unaccompanied by a chaperone and without the veil; a couple such as Jin and Zea raised a child together without the blessing of matrimony.

Opportunities for work were expanding with the new mechanizations and new means to power them, but the living a person could make was growing dearer—alyanis bought less with each passing day. Ume’s status had kept her out of the circuit of common folk to a large degree. When had this change come, and what had spurred such anger toward the Meer?

Azhra was quiet beside him.

“You’ve had a child,” he said after a bit. “May I ask why you still wear the veil?”

“Because it is my privilege. No man has unveiled me. I am not a married woman. The veil says my body is my own.”

“I wear the veil as well,” he confided. “When I’m in courtesan dress. I always wanted to, even as a small child.”

Azhra glanced at him. “I can’t imagine why anyone would choose to be a woman. You’re born to the ruling sex, yet you give up your power. I would give anything to be a man. I hate being a woman.” The depth of feeling with which she declared this saddened him.

“I have far more power as Ume than I do as Cillian. Ume is a truer expression of who I am. I feel like I’m faking it when I dress as a man.”

Azhra considered this, pulling her wrap closer as the breeze picked up. “And Cree—she seems to have more power, as well. I thought it was her access to masculine privilege. But maybe it’s something else. Maybe dressing that way feels truer for her.”

The wind had turned cold, and Cillian put his hands in his pockets with a shrug. “I don’t know why anyone else dresses against their sex. I only know why I do.”

Their paths were about to diverge, and Azhra paused. “Cillian, be careful of the Meer. His real magic is his power over you. He’ll consume you.”

“You weren’t a willing consort, Azhra. You said yourself you had no power. It’s not that way with MeerAlya. Your Meer took what he wanted from you. It’s only natural you’d hate him.”

Her dark blue eyes were depthless with longing as she shook her head. “I loved him.” Azhra turned away toward the market.








Chapter Seven



Before investigating the chaos still apparent in the Garden, Ume changed upstairs in her apartments, kicking off the masculine boots in favor of her black slippers and throwing on the red silk pants and a plain black tunic belted at the hip with a string of onyx teardrops. A red chiffon scarf, artfully draped and tucked into her chignon, served as a veil.

She made her way through the lingering crowds unnoticed; there were courtesans and streets girls enough that her presence was commonplace. A group of templars stood across the street from the Salver & Chalice speaking in hushed tones with their heads together. Nesre was not among them. Ume couldn’t afford to wait for him to seek her out. It was highly irregular for a courtesan to solicit a patron, but Ume had never shied from the irregular when it was called for.

With the lengths of her scarf drawn around her shoulders, she approached the templars, her arms crossed against the wind. Her reputation preceded her, and they bowed their respect and ceased their conversation.

“My lords.” She inclined her head. “The esteemed Templar Nesre asked me to meet him here, but in all the tumult we’ve missed each another. Could you possibly carry a message to him? Or do you know where I might find him?”

They exchanged glances of some significance.

An older templar took her arm and led her aside, his maroon robes marking him as a high-ranking priest, though not a member of the Court of Decisions. “Templar Nesre is leading the investigation into this regrettable event.” Ume was unable to keep her eyes from widening. “When I see him, I shall tell him you are seeking him. Where shall I say he may find you?”

“I’ll wait for him inside the Salver and Chalice.” Ume pressed his hand and gave him a demure smile from behind the sheer veil. “I appreciate your kindness. I wouldn’t want him to think I’d forgotten our engagement.”

“Of course, Maiden Sky.”

Inside the tavern, she ordered a pot of warm pepper tea to calm her nerves. As a well-respected courtesan, she had a personal booth and was able to sit in its darkness without disturbance until Nesre arrived, remarkably calm.

“My dear Maiden Sky.” He kissed her hand. “I had hoped to speak with you. In fact, I had thought to do so before now, but you seem to have been scarce.”

Ume curled her palms around her teacup, watching the steam make patterns on the liquid’s surface. “I have only lately left the Meer.”

“Indeed?” Nesre sat across from her and pulled the curtain closed. “He must be quite taken with you. You’ve shared his bed, then.”

“No, as a matter of fact. He sculpts me.”

He knit his brows. “Sketching and sculpting. Our Meer is a man of strange passions.”

Ume leaned toward him and spoke in a sharp whisper. “Nesre, what on earth is going on with this arrest?”

“Nothing you need worry about, my dear. The girl has committed a crime for which I cannot charge her, and the Court of Decisions has a crime for which it needs a perpetrator. It works out nicely all round.” He gave her a dark smile. “Or would you rather hang?”

“I can’t let someone else hang in my place!”

Nesre sat back, once more perfectly composed, as if they were discussing the menu. “As I said, she is guilty of a serious crime, one for which hanging would be a mercy. You must leave all of this thinking to me. I am well trained to it. Meanwhile you do what you are trained to do, and all will be well.”


“What does that mean?”

Templar Nesre flicked his fingers against the curtain and glanced out to ensure they were alone. “I need you to engage in sexual congress with the Meer of In’La.”

“You need me to?”

“The people are restless under his rule. The time has come for the Meer to step down. The Meeric Age has ended.” Nesre refilled her cup from the pot of pepper tea, his placid face infuriating her. “Most of the templars are with me, but a few stubbornly hold to the old ways. And the old ways consist of the Meeric Code, so if it is broken…then they will be with me.” He gave her a patronizing smile. “You seem surprised, yet your newfound friends also share my view, do they not?” His eyes sparkled with amusement. “Of course I keep an eye on you. I cannot afford not to.”

Ume drew her hands away from the teacup as the porcelain radiated the boiling heat to her fingers. If Nesre knew of Cree and the expurgist movement, he knew of their meetings and their plans for protest. And he had done nothing to stop them.

She looked him in the eye. “One of them said Zedei was a spy. Was he yours?”

“The unfortunate Templar Zedei was, alas, not persuaded to my point of view. He did infiltrate your friends, but he meant to expose them before the time was right. He would have brought down the movement.”

“I didn’t kill him, did I?”

“Only I can swear for or against you, Maiden Sky. The word of a courtesan is not her currency.” Nesre stood and pulled the curtains aside. “I have it on good authority that your patron of late will be calling on you to attend him following the Autumnal Vetma. See to it that you share his bed. The testimony of your body will be needed. I believe your sex will sway those who are as yet unconvinced of our mutual friend’s depravity.” He kissed her on the cheek, and she sat motionless, too stunned to protest. “What I ask of you and what your friends ask of you are one and the same. You may not care to do it for me, though you are in my debt. Think of them instead.”

Less than a week remained before the annual autumn blessing, the sole occasion whereupon the common people were allowed to petition the Meer. Wealthy merchants and citizens of standing could come before him daily in petition, as long as they had sufficient gold, but for the annual blessings, gifts of any nature were accepted. Most people considered it a farce—who had ever seen the Meer bless anyone?—but few could resist the possibility that this time, this season might be the one when Alya would choose them. They lined up for days in advance: a ready-made assembly of the masses.

Ume hadn’t quite believed the expurgists would go through with it. To remove the Meer from the throne, from his temple—where was he to go? And what made them think he would leave? It wasn’t as if they could imprison him or force his hand. He would simply speak, and the prison doors would open.

She would have to attend the meeting of the League of Expurgists. This was too crucial to take Nesre’s word for it. Cree had said the meetings weren’t usually held in her rooms, but she hadn’t specified where this one was to take place. Ume would have to find Azhra at the market.

 

It was just past midday as Ume threaded her way through the crowded marketplace, but there was no sign of Azhra among the clusters of older women with traditional head coverings and their maiden charges in the veil. A few hours had passed since they’d parted. Perhaps Azhra had already gone.


“Maiden Sky.” Azhra observed her from a fruit stand, a jute cord bag full of breadfruit tucked in her arms.

“Maiden Azhra.” Ume approached her. “How did you know me?”

“You have a distinct hair color.” Azhra shifted her bag. “And you’re quite conspicuous. Who else could you be but the soth’s most illustrious courtesan?”

Ume smiled and lowered her eyes. “I suppose that’s true. But I’m glad you did. I never would have found you on my own.”

“That’s the benefit of being an ordinary maiden in the Delta.” Azhra began to mill through the market once more with Ume beside her. “The only one, so far as I can see. It’s easy for me to gather information. People don’t see me.”

“And did you gather any?”

“I overheard a group of street girls in the square below the temple while I ate my lunch. They were skeptical of Persa’s involvement, either with the crime or the movement. But the murdered templar was a patron of hers on several occasions.”

“I thought Zea was sure she was an expurgist.” Ume fingered a bolt of emerald silk as they browsed.

“She may have attended a few meetings, but the other girls viewed it as something of a joke. The templars appear to believe otherwise.”

“The templars?” Ume dropped the cloth and looked at Azhra.

“There are a number who have been secretly attending meetings. The movement is growing among them. And they believe it was Persa who was spying on them.”

At last it made sense. Both Zedei and Persa had been opposed to the expurgation, and Nesre had made certain they were out of the way. Ume debated whether to tell Azhra of her own entanglement. It could mean trouble for her if it got back to Nesre.

Azhra paused to haggle over a blue-glazed bowl. “Why were you looking for me?”

“I wanted to attend the meeting this evening, and I didn’t know where it was.”

“That’s easy.” Azhra set down the bowl as the merchant named an extravagant price. “A copper alyani and no more,” she insisted. “Look around you, Ume. There are bills posted everywhere.”

The merchant feigned outrage at Azhra’s offer of less than half what the bowl was worth. After all, he had a dozen mouths to feed and an ailing wife. Ume glanced at the posts around the tent. Pieces of parchment clung to them, announcing An Evening of Meeric Poetry. Upstairs, Riverdock Public Tavern, at Dusk.

“Works like a Meeric charm.” Azhra tucked her bowl, bought for two coppers, on top of the breadfruit. “What Deltan in his right mind would accidentally wander into that?”

 

Azhra came up to Ume’s apartments to wait for her to change. It was probably wiser for Cillian to attend than Ume.

“What lovely rooms you have.” She wandered through the parlor where Ume entertained when a patron preferred not to use his own quarters. “So this is how the courtesans live.” Her words had an edge of bitterness.

“It took me many years to earn them.” Ume spoke from the bath chamber as she scrubbed the smudges of kohl from her eyes.

“Many years?” Azhra appeared in the doorway. “Ume, you’re seventeen.”

Ume loosened the ties at her shoulders. “Five years feels like a lot to me.” When she dropped the tunic over her bare legs onto the ground, Azhra stepped back with a slight gasp of dismay.


“I’m sorry.” Ume grabbed a towel to cover herself. “I suppose it’s disconcerting to see the illusion shattered right in front of you.”

Azhra shook her head, cheeks pink over the hem of her veil. “It’s not that. I…I’ve only ever seen one man naked.”

“I thought you were a courtesan once.”

“No. Just a girl who found herself in the arms of a Meer.” Her eyes were solemn. “A very dangerous place to be, Ume. Don’t forget that.”

 

At dusk they walked downriver to the pub, receiving polite smiles and nods from passersby as if they took them for a couple in courting. The upstairs room was packed with people from every caste. Cillian recognized a templar or two out of ceremonial dress.

“Cillian!” Cree waved them over with a pleased smile and gave him a masculine kiss of greeting on each cheek. “I didn’t think you’d come.”

She made space for them on the rag-weave rug she shared with Sylus and Dehr, who looked up with a brief acknowledgment from their game of jack-stones. Sylus’s glance was noticeably briefer, as if to avoid trouble with Dehr.

Cillian spoke low at Cree’s ear. “There are templars here.”

“Spies?”

“I don’t think so.” Azhra answered before he could, arranging her skirt around her ankles. “I think our message is finally being heard. They’re no more happy living under tyranny than the people are.” She shared what she’d heard in the marketplace, and Cree pondered the news.

“I heard something myself.” Cillian spoke reluctantly. “I understand things are moving more quickly than I realized. Is it true the expurgists plan to move against Alya after the Autumnal Vetma?”

“I haven’t heard that.” Cree looked to Azhra, who shook her head.

“It came from a high-level templar. He’s an avowed supporter of the movement, but he may be a spy.”

“Or you could be the spy.” Azhra’s piercing indigo gaze settled on his.

Cree glared. “Enough, Azhra. He’s not.”

“But he might warn the Meer.” This charge Cree did not immediately repudiate.

“What good would that do me?” asked Cillian. “If the whole of In’La is rising against him, I can hardly stem the tide. It would be like standing with the reeds against the river. I’d drown just the same.”

“You would,” Azhra assured him. Another veiled threat.

“All the same.” Cillian’s folded arms matched Azhra’s stubborn stance. “I still don’t see how he’ll be persuaded to abdicate. He’ll use his magic.”

Azhra’s laughter was loud as a speaker appeared at the podium and the murmur of voices ceased.

After a long speech that laid at MeerAlya’s feet the increasing number of beggars in the streets, the high prices of grain and coal and the heavy tariffs on river-shipped goods, the speaker confirmed Cillian’s report. A march was planned on the temple the morning afterward to demand Alya step down. Key members of the priesthood, he claimed, would lead the way into the temple to show they stood with the people against the Meer.

The announcement prompted a rumble of disbelief.

“The templars serve the Meer,” someone shouted. “They have never stood with the people!”

One of the plain-clothed templars rose and turned to the crowd. “We are standing with the people even now.”


The dissenters were shocked into silence.

“Templar Garius.” Cillian spoke in spite of himself, shaking off Cree’s cautioning grip as he stood to confront the startled templar. “Can you explain how you plan to remove MeerAlya from the temple? What if he refuses? How will you bind his magic?”

Cree tugged at his pant leg, hissing his name amid an undercurrent of angry whispers.

Garius addressed him with a withering look. “The power of the Meer is largely exaggerated. Any he may have is at its most depleted by the excess to which he is prone following a public vetma. The wealth of the people is laid at his feet in exchange for a promise of his favor to some gullible petitioner. For that one empty promise to bless the breeding of goats in the coming season, or to ensure an ample harvest a year hence, the gluttonous Meer receives offerings enough to fill the altar room.”

Garius paused to shudder. “If you saw how he sates his appetites, indulging in debauchery in the name of a vetma, you would be ill. It is the ultimate expression of his disdain for the people of In’La, a singular example of the parasitic hold the Meer have upon the entire Delta. We will confront him in the stupor induced by his gorging and drinking and escort him from the temple to his exile. When he has recovered his strength, he will see the people have rejected him. There will be no point in his return. He cannot stand against us all.”

 

Afterward in the pub, Cree turned on Cillian when Dehr and Sylus had slipped away to the bar for drinks. “What the hell is wrong with you? You sounded like a Meerist, invoking the magic of the Meer before the entire expurgist assembly!” Beside her, Azhra remained silent.

Cillian would not be chastised for his opinion. “I think you’re all being fools.”

“Oh, we’re fools now!” Cree blinked back angry tears as Zea and Jin approached with the sleeping Edme. “And you, standing alone with the Devil of In’La, what do you think you are?”

“I am not standing with him—”

“No, you’re lying with him. Your position is bought and paid for.”

The words of caution died on his tongue. They were courting certain violence; with the templars involved, the straightforwardness of the planned action could not be assumed. And they were underestimating MeerAlya. None of them understood that the Meer’s magic was no metaphor, no mere symbol for the office as an enticement to worship. There was plenty wrong with the Meeric system. Nothing had convinced him of the inherent sovereignty of the Meer, and the problems of the soth might rightly be laid at his doorstep. Yet there was much more to this ancient system than they understood. MeerAlya was more than a man.

But Cree had crossed a line. There was no excuse for her disagreement with him to be expressed as abuse to his caste. What they disagreed on no longer mattered, and he was sure she was beyond understanding him. The others avoided his eyes, yet no one spoke against her. Not even Azhra, whose eyes were downcast behind the protection of the veil.

Cillian didn’t bother to demand a retraction or to rail at Cree for what could be deemed an assault. He simply bowed to her, since one of them ought to play the gentleman, and walked away.








Chapter Eight



Ume kept to her apartments, pacing like a caged lioness but unable to bear the thought of going out. Everyone had become an adversary. If Cree wanted to apologize, Azhra knew where Ume lived. Cree’s absence spoke volumes.

From her terrace, the river was dark and brooding as the ashes and weeping willows shed their summer coats, yet lotuses floated in the pooling marsh water despite the lateness of the year. The Anamnesis was a winding body of contradictions, its color ever changing and its life ever flouting the seasons.

Azhra had dismissed her seventeen years as nothing, but Ume had lived a lifetime of experience in those insignificant years. The accomplishment in her art that had earned her these apartments was won through many days and nights of walking In’La’s pubs and alleys, offering what she had, inventing what she did not. If she lived in comparative luxury, each thread of silk, each velvet cushion, the smallest crystal bead or diamond chip she’d purchased with the gift of her flesh.

Perhaps it was understandable if she wasn’t anxious to expurgate the Meer from the temple and the city his ancestors had breathed into being—so the stories went, and so Ume had begun to believe. Out of touch with his creation, tucked away in his altar room and his studios as if he’d forgotten what it meant to be alive, MeerAlya had given all there was to the people of In’La. He had surely given pieces of himself. It was the very meaning of the ancient Deltan vet, the root of blessing—gift of flesh. Legend said the Meer had once been captured and devoured for their blessings. Were they still just captives in the temples they’d erected?

She might as well be one of them, trapped in the rooms she’d made, unable to stop what was coming. What good would any of it be if the Meerarchy fell? What good was a temple courtesan without a temple in which to offer the sacrament? And when had she become such a damned Meerist?

Ume was wearing a groove in her carpets and a groove in her mind, worrying the same thoughts endlessly. And all the while a canker was spreading in the Garden.

 

The blessing day arrived, and still Ume would not go out. Instead a carriage was sent from the temple to fetch her. Whatever her service to the Meer might bring about, there was no escaping this destiny.

Ume dressed with great care, guilt driving her to consider with each garment, each jewel, what the Meer desired. She chose a silk dyed brilliant rose, fine threads embroidered with tiny damselflies in the same hue, with a series of insets in the matte side of the fabric that rippled with each step like the great river in a spring wind. Sleeves that were a mere whisper of sheerest blush hung in a liquid drape from her fingertips, and a caul of pink glass beads covered her hair, with a piece of silver tatting for the veil. Her eyes she painted in flushed pink, with silver dust forming the Irises of Alya at the center of her lids. She finished with dark strokes of kohl and a pomegranate stain for her cheeks but left her lips pale. The carriage was kept waiting.

In silver slippers that laced up the ankle, Ume descended, pulling on a pair of long tatting gloves to match her veil. A crowd had gathered. The Meer had sent one of the infamous horseless carriages, huffing and shaking as it billowed steam.

When Ume alighted from it at the steps of the temple, she emerged through a delicate fog. Though it was already the fading edge of dusk, the masses who’d gathered to petition the blessings of the Meer still straggled from the temple—yet these same people demanding vetmas of him tonight meant to oust him from his home in the morning.


He was no longer on his dais, and Ume was led to a feast hall in the interior. The table was stunning. A tremendous length of ebony inlaid with silver, it was covered in food more abundant than she had ever seen—surely enough to feed the whole of In’La. MeerAlya sat at the head in a chair made of platinum, his naked body covered in luminous silver paint. His hair draped him so that he seemed to fade into the chair, and pale azure eyes peered out at her from a silvered idol like darts of gas flame.

“Maiden Sky.” He spoke so low she barely heard him. “Come. Kneel beside me.”

Ume obeyed, sinking to her knees with her head bowed at his elbow.

Alya placed his hand upon her head. “You are the only pleasure in this day. I must consume the supplication of Soth In’La. It is almost more than I can bear.”

“All this?” Ume looked up, certain he must be joking, but there was no smile in his eyes.

“Beyond human endurance, to be sure, my little Maiden.” He sighed, stroking her cheek. “I would rather you not see this. Templar Hrithke will take you to my chambers before he departs for the evening.”

Ume turned to Hrithke, who stepped in and led her away. “Departs? Where are you going? What if he needs you?”

“The Meer must partake of the gifts in isolation. His servants must not be present. I will sleep in the courtyard with the rest of his guard to keep watch on the temple.”

“Does he always partake of them?” Her stomach turned at the thought of the table full of food. “Every gift of his petitioners?”

“Only the gifts of the common. The daily offerings the templars manage for him to maintain the temple and the soth.” He paused near a domed room shrouded in steam, reflections leaping on the silver tiles of its ceiling. “You may look for him here later, near midnight.”

The room was occupied only by a large sunken pool, heated from some source beneath the water. A warm, heady perfume rose from the surface, where hundreds of delicate silver candles floated.

“What about me? He will not be in isolation if I am with him.”

Templar Hrithke delivered her to the arch of Alya’s bedchamber and gave her a sober bow. “You are the gift of an anonymous supplicant. He cannot refuse.”

 

She sat on the curtain-shrouded bed, her heart aching with guilt and shame. She had allowed Nesre to manipulate her and send her to the Meer like a gift of poison. Only now was she beginning to understand. The templars kept the Meer from the people as much as the people from the Meer. They prevented his subjects from seeing his true vetmas and “managed” his daily offerings. They were not servants. They were keepers.

The only light in the small, warrenlike bedchamber was a lamp that burned without flame, a glowing filament inside a ball of glass. On the vanity beside it lay a gold tray containing toiletries such as any appearance-minded person might have, though these were captured in mysterious bottles of wildly colored blown glass, so thin she expected them to snap at a breath. He had a basin and pitcher for washing, and his privy, though grand and tiled in gold, was no different from any man’s. He ate and bathed and used the privy just like anyone else.

But when he spoke, the fabric of the world, and even life itself, was changed. Did that make him a god? Did it make him a devil that men thought so? He did not make human life, as far as Ume knew, but even ordinary lives regenerated in the elements between, the embers of the funeral pyre dissolving into gases that filled the lungs and made life anew. Perhaps, in that, they were all gods. The Meer only knew it better.


She waited until the clocks chimed the third quarter before midnight before returning to the bath Hrithke had shown her. The floating candles still burned in the humid, rose-infused air, their lights reflected in the water like stars in the sky.

“You rival them.”

Ume turned at the words, the rose silk rippling at her ankles, and curtsied to the painted being at the entrance. There was no longer anything human about him.

“My liege.” She bowed her head.

He took her hand and drew her with him. “I must meditate upon the vetma to be granted. You may sit with me if you like.” MeerAlya led her to a gray marble bench and sat before her, facing the pool in the lotus pose of meditation. “The lights represent the elements of desire.” His voice was like honey. “The water is imagination, the unformed, waiting to give desire shape. In their conjunction, the spirit of life rises as steam and smoke. It is there I see what must be granted, the vetma most desired.”

The Meer remained motionless for the turn of an hour. Not even the rise and fall of his breathing was apparent to show he was alive. Then, in stillness deep enough to hear the gentle hiss of steam rising from the pool, he spoke a single word: “Quietus.”

He rose and swept Ume into his arms with frightening strength. “These vetmas take much from me. They will drain me of my power. But not yet. I have one offering left to partake of.” He carried her to his bed.

Ume had never trembled before a patron, but she trembled now as the Meer unhooked her veil. He knelt over her, straddling her, and released the clasps of her garment one by one. She closed her eyes as his painted fingers slipped against her skin. He laid her bare to the waist and kissed her flesh, starting at the throat and moving downward, pausing to suck at the tight peaks of her nipples before he moved to her belly, his tongue drawing a line beneath it.

It was usually Ume who gave oral pleasure to her patrons, but the Meer took her in his mouth and drew a startled cry from her, teasing at first, then tasting and devouring. Ume, customarily demure and silent, found sound unbidden in her throat at the strength of his throat upon her. As her climax built, she writhed and tried to pull away, but MeerAlya demanded all of her.

His eyes were hungry and feral as he lifted his head and kissed her fervently on the mouth, letting her taste the salty musk of her release. Dizzy with need, she clutched at him, begging him to enter her. MeerAlya tossed her garments to the floor and pressed her onto her stomach in the luxurious velvet and down of his bedding, nipping at her neck and shoulders like a wild thing.

“Oil of Shiva,” he murmured, the only time he spoke, and warm oil trickled from his hands as it was conjured. He smoothed it over Ume’s skin and on his paint-slick erection.

His penetration struck her like a lightning bolt, his motion sending electric ripples of sensation to the tips of her fingers and toes and through every hair on her head. MeerAlya took the beaded headdress from her and dug his fingers beneath the chignon, pulling her up to meet his mouth as he thrust deep inside her flesh. The oil of ancient MeerShiva and the silver greased paint slipped between their bodies, his embraces painting her with it. She was cocooned within his hair, moaning and crying his name against his fingers where they stroked her face while he drove himself into her again and again, insatiable. She wasn’t certain whether he never climaxed or simply remained erect after he had.

Ume reached arousal again, and her second climax with MeerAlya inside her was like an explosion of light inside her head, filling her with contradictory sensations. She thought she might die of his thrusting; she was sure she would die if he stopped.


Alya turned her throat to him and bit, drawing a trickle of blood that made her head swim with vertigo. He licked the blood from her throat, driving his strong thighs against hers as the blood incensed him further. Her body went limp, surrendering to his will, lost in his fevered passion.

At last he stilled and rested his cheek against her shoulder.

Ume murmured his name as an imprecation—“meeralyá, meeralyá, mi la!”—the ancient Deltan gasp of astonishment trembling on her tongue.

Alya separated himself from her and cradled her, his arms crossed over her chest as though he would hold her to him forever. “I have never received such a wonderful offering.” He kissed her nape. “Your body is a vetma more divine than any I could grant.” Moisture touched her skin where his cheek pressed her shoulder. He was weeping.

“My liege.” Her voice was barely a whisper. “I must confess something.” She couldn’t bear the deceit of her offering any longer.

“I know, Ume. I have seen it.”

“Seen it?” She raised her head, and when Alya lifted his, Ume let out a sharp cry. Tears of blood flowed from his eyes. “Meeralyá! Your eyes!”

“The Meer weep differently.” He closed his hand around hers as she touched his cheek in awe. “Sorrow is but a loss of the essence of life, and in Meer it manifests with the draining of the fluid of vitality.” He pressed her fingertips to his lips.

“You said you’d seen it.”

“In the flow of dreams and desires, the Meeric Anamnesis.” He stroked her cheek with the back of his hand; his face was so beautiful, she too wanted to weep. “I have seen the people’s petition, and they will have it.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“You have done nothing but bless me, Ume. The winds of time have brought this change. Old ways must abdicate before the new, just as convention must concede before innovation.” He motioned toward the incandescent lamp. “I once spoke light into being. Now any man can invoke it with a touch.”

“They don’t believe,” said Ume. “They don’t understand what you can do.”

“Hush, my snow plum. It doesn’t matter.” He kissed her, staining her cheek with his tears. “I must rest now.” His voice was growing weak. “Hrithke will take you home in the morning before they come.”

“MeerAlya?” But he was already asleep, his body utterly relaxed. She closed her eyes, enveloped in his arms—the safest place she would ever be.

 

Ume slept in the warmth of his embrace, a deep, profound sleep alive with dreams of unrivaled pleasure, until a sound like a rumble of distant thunder disturbed her peace.

Alya’s hair was tangled around her like reeds floating in the Anamnesis, making it impossible to move.

“MeerAlya.” She shook his arm.

The thunder grew closer—angry voices rising in the courtyard. He was immovable, as if he’d been drugged. Both Garius and Alya had spoken of an expenditure of vitality that left him powerless following such a vetma. There was no stirring him.

The clamor of voices swelled into the passages of the temple, advancing through the corridors. Nesre had brought them to see the evidence of their Meer’s perfidy instead of bringing her to testify before the Court of Decisions. The testimony of her body. He had meant it literally.

Ume tried to disentangle herself and sit up, but the templars were upon them before she could wrest her limbs from beneath Alya’s.


“It’s true!” A templar gave the cry as their ranks swelled through the arch. Nesre was not among them. “He’s bedding a courtesan!”

The templar grasped the Meer by the forelocks, and MeerAlya’s eyes rolled half-open to the whites. “Sotted on his gluttony while the people go hungry!”

“He’s not drunk—” A dull thud cut off her words. The blow had come so swiftly, she wasn’t certain what had happened. Then another fist struck with a blow to her mouth. She fell against Alya, red dripping onto the white sheets streaked with silver paint. Ume stared at the blood and touched her lip. It didn’t feel like hers. A strange numbness had taken her over. They were pulling Alya away from her.

“No!” Ume scrambled to her knees to grab for him, as if she could hold him safe beside her against the fury of these men.

“He’s with a boy!” someone shouted.

A pair of templars pulled the Meer to his feet, and he swayed between them with his head lolling against his chest. Another templar grabbed for her. She knew him. She knew them all. She fought him, scrambling back against the wall and kicking out, but another of her former patrons clutched her hair and slammed her head into the stone.

The room spun, her vision blurring as she tried to crawl across the mattress. Where was Alya? Someone grabbed her legs and yanked her onto the floor, smashing her cheek against the tile. Pain radiated through the bone. The numbness was gone.

Ume screamed as the templar wound his fist in her hair and forced her, scrabbling on her knees, into the corridor. She tried to pry his fingers away, but he twisted the hank at her scalp.

“Please. I’m a courtesan!” Surely they would respect the embodiment of sacred desire.

“You’re a boy,” he snarled and jerked her forward, dragging her through the halls of the temple.

Ahead, at the central arch, Alya staggered in the grip of his templars as they propelled him onto the steps before the waiting mob.

The templar dragging her yanked her up by the hair and thrust her forward as she scrambled to her feet. “This is how the Meer respects his own precepts! See how he spends the wealth of his coffers after gorging himself on the fruits of the labor of the people of In’La! He violates the laws of the Delta consorting with a common boy!”

“I’m a courtesan!” Ume gasped again, but he struck her, the back of his hand stinging against the cut on her lip.

Amid the shouting, Alya raised his head, and his eyes wavered open, vague consciousness rising at last. He focused on Ume with a puzzled smile, his senses completely uncomprehending.

“Ume’La…” He took an unsteady step toward her and lifted his hand to touch her face just as the templar beside him moved with a sudden swing. The iron club struck Alya full force.

Ume opened her mouth to shout, moving too slowly as in a dream. The club made a horrible, thick noise against his skull, and something spattered her face. The side of his head lay open, crushed, and they were beating him, the crowd in the courtyard shouting in a frenzy as others ran forward and pulled him from the steps to dash what remained of his skull against the stone. Ume’s scream was too late.

“Meeralyá!”


Men with rage in their eyes wrenched her from the steps, slamming their fists into her no matter which way she turned. She stumbled, and someone shoved her into the rocks beside the lotus-strewn path. Fierce hands held her down with fingers gouging her flesh, and someone climbed on top of her, spitting and hurling epithets as he pushed her face into the ground. She tasted blood and dirt.

“Let her go!” A second group scuffled with the first, pulling her assailant off, and more grabbing hands yanked her up. Her rescuers tore her from the crowd, and she stumbled with them, reeling and speechless and covered in blood.








Chapter Nine



“Cillian. Cillian, can you hear me?”

Cillian opened one eye, the other too swollen, and focused on the anxious face peering down at him. “Cree.”

“Oh, thank the—Thank your veins, you’re alive.” Cree pressed a warm cloth against his swollen eye, and he winced. “They’ve all gone mad. I thought they’d killed you.”

“I wish they had.”

“Don’t say that.” Cree sank to her knees beside the couch. “Please forgive me. I had no idea it would come to this. No one said anything about killing him.”

“He knew.” Cillian shut his eye.

“What do you mean?”

“I was going to tell him. I couldn’t bear to lie to him after he—the way he touched me.” He was unable to keep the tears from escaping, though it hurt to cry. “But he already knew. He granted a vetma for the people. His magic. He spoke and gave himself to them.” Ignoring the stinging ache in every part of his body, Cillian curled on his side toward the window and wept.

Cree covered him with a blanket and drew the drapes. When she retreated into her room, he poured out his grief against the pillows. He imagined his tears as blood like the Meer’s, draining the essence of him from his body. He could almost believe he was bleeding to death. He could not stop hearing the thud of the iron club or seeing Alya’s open, crushed skull, blood from his ruined face flowing onto the steps.

 

The room was dark when Cillian opened the unswollen eye. He’d cried himself to sleep, and for a brief time forgotten what assaulted him mercilessly once more. Pressing his fingers to his cut lip, he struggled to sit up. He was battered and bruised, but Cree had saved him from worse, and for that much, he ought to thank her.

He desperately needed to use the privy, which meant disturbing her. Cillian sighed as he pushed the blanket away and cautiously moved his feet to the floor. The floorboards creaked as he staggered toward her room. The door was open a bit, and he edged inside, managing not to make any more noise as he slipped into the privy and pressed the door shut just shy of the latch.

When he came out, Cree was sitting up in bed.

She held out her hand. “Please come lie with me.”

“Cree…” There were no words left.

“I can’t bear this. I can’t bear you hating me. I can’t bear you hurting.”

“I don’t hate you.” When she pulled back the covers at her side, he reluctantly climbed into bed with her, stifling groans of pain. “Where’s Azhra?”

“She went back to Rhyman the morning after the meeting. There were representatives from each of the soths there to organize the expurgation across the Delta.”

“They killed them all.” His stomach lurched, and he had to fight to still it.

“I don’t know. No one spoke of assassination. I don’t know what happened.”

“They had to. They couldn’t have left a Meer alive and expected to escape his vengeance. They had magic, Cree, such magic.” He went silent, not trusting his voice.

“You loved him.”

Cillian’s heart ached physically at that. It was impossible, but she was right. The simple truth whispered in his head like Azhra’s answer outside the marketplace: “I loved him.”

Beneath the blanket, Cree slipped her fingers between his. “I am so sorry. Please believe that.” She rolled onto her side and buried her head against his neck. “You may not want this from me, and I don’t expect it in return, but I love you.”


Cillian squeezed her fingers but couldn’t speak. The Maiden Ume Sky was dead, and he no longer knew who he was. Inside him there was nothing but emptiness.

Morning came without mercy.

 

Over the next few days proclamations were distributed to every household in In’La. The soth would now be governed by the Council of Solicitors—priests templar with a fancy new name. There would be no representative body of the people. They had chosen one seasoned solicitor to rule the council and sit on the throne of MeerAlya: the Prelate Nesre.

The Meer’s body had been left to rot in the courtyard so that nothing of him would remain to return in another life. For days Cillian could keep nothing down, wanting to go to him, to bury him at least, knowing he couldn’t. When he was well enough to venture out, he found the council had confiscated Ume’s apartments, with every alyani she’d earned inside.

He owned nothing, had no livelihood. He was only Cillian Rede, a seventeen-year-old boy with a pretty face—and that, not quite so at present.

 

He couldn’t face Cree’s guilty eyes every morning or her sorrow at his distance. He didn’t blame her. There was no one—and everyone—to blame. But he couldn’t face being loved by her. He didn’t deserve love. When his bruises healed, he slipped away while she was at the docks one afternoon and returned to the streets. There was always plenty of work for a boy on his knees, though there was less demand for one as seasoned as Cillian. But this was where he’d started. He could start again. And if he couldn’t, there was always the Anamnesis.

He slept in an alley behind Lower Bank Street, far from the Garden, and lurked by the pubs until he caught a man’s eye. There was a silent language to it, postures and nods, to avoid either patron or peddler soliciting the wrong party and ending up being whipped in the square for his trouble. His patron followed him to the alley, and Cillian held out his hand for payment in advance, saying nothing, only waiting until the right number of coins crossed his palm. The patron tried to get away with two coppers, but Cillian left his hand out steadfastly until he was offered five—gratifying to know he could still exact a better price than most, but so far below Ume’s due that it was like a slap in the face.

He swallowed his pride and swallowed the cock, giving the man more than he’d earned. He was a dockhand and reminded Cillian of Cree. As he put himself back together, the dockhand gave Cillian’s cheek a fleeting caress, this time reminding him of Alya. Cillian closed his eyes, trying to shut out the terrible sound of iron against flesh and bone.

“Will you be here tomorrow?” Both the caress and the request were unusual. Cillian’s skill was obviously greater than a five-copper suck.

“No, he will not.”

Cillian’s eyes flew open, and he scrambled to his feet. Cree stood at the mouth of the alleyway, her expression impossible to read.

The dockhand took a step back. “Says who?”

Rolling up her sleeves, Cree marched into the alley. “Says his lover.”

Cillian groaned. They were drawing attention from inside the pub, and the dockhand took off running. Cree was not as street savvy, and Cillian had to grab her resisting arm and drag her away before they were reported.

“What are you doing here?” he demanded when they were out of sight of the pub.

“What am I doing here? What the hell are you doing here?” Cree’s eyes held sadness and not the anger evident in her voice. “I’ve been looking all over In’La for you.”

Cillian paced away from her. There was love in her words, and he couldn’t bear it. If he acknowledged it, if he allowed himself to feel…


“I had to leave. You were smothering me.”

“Smothering you?” Cree recoiled as if he’d slapped her.

He pressed his hands to his head, as if he could hold himself together. “You can’t just go around calling me your lover.”

“I see.”

“No, you don’t see. Do you have any idea what might have happened if I hadn’t dragged you away from there? Do you hear Sylus calling Dehr his lover on the street?”

The stiffness went out of her stance. “You do realize I’m not a man, Cill.”

“Do you realize I’m not?”

“Cillian—”

“I’m not anything. I’m no one.”

Cree’s eyes welled with tears, but he shook his head. Her pity was worse than her love.

“Just let me go.” He put his hands in his pockets and walked away. Cree made no attempt to follow.

 

Cillian didn’t see her again. The coldest months of the year were upon them, and he spent many nights huddled under stoops—and under the docks once the work ended for the season and he was sure he wouldn’t run into her—but winters were mild enough in the Delta, and he had done it before. He’d done it all before.

He spent money on a room in a flophouse on the coldest nights, but the rest he was saving. He was getting out. Perhaps to Rhyman, or farther, into the falend. Why not? His childhood dreams of barbarians were nonsense, but away sounded good, even if he had to be a farmhand on some anarchists’ collective.

 

One early morning after the turn of the year he was certain he saw Azhra in the market. Wrapped in the anonymity of her veil, she met his eyes briefly. There could be no match for that midnight-blue. The color made him think of Alya’s pale ones focusing on him in confusion, and he looked away and examined a cart of mussels through blurred vision. When he looked up again, she had vanished.

 

Cillian’s eighteenth birthday arrived after the equinox. He’d forgotten it, but a package was left for him at the pub he frequented. He frowned as the barkeep handed it to him. Who would know his birthday?

As he pulled back the layers of tissue, he caught a glimpse of something sparkling, and he paused. Glass beads on silk. It was one of Ume’s veils. Unease prickled against his skin. Was it some kind of message from Nesre?

He lifted the fabric, a black chiffon edged with delicate amber beads, wrapped around a simple pair of black slippers. Beneath was another item, an embroidered charcoal sheath that buttoned with a black pearl at the throat. His chest aching, he stroked the soft nap of the fabric. There was a faint scent of Ume about it, an essence of amber resin and rosewater. A forgotten sound, glass wind chimes that had hung on Ume’s terrace over the Anamnesis, tinkled in his head as he breathed it in. Whoever had sent this, it was dangerous. He couldn’t keep it.

As he started to wrap them back up, a pink shell box fell from the folds of the dress. Inside it was a pot of eye paint, a stick of kohl and a tiny brush. Beside them was a note. “It looked so lovely on you. I miss you, Ume. Please come. – Master Sylva”

Tears threatened. He wasn’t Ume. Ume was dead.

Cillian placed them back in the tissue. He should throw them away. He couldn’t keep them. He couldn’t see her. He was leaving In’La.


He took the package to the wastebin and stood over it. The scent of amber resin and rosewater tugged at him. He slipped the barkeep a copper to use the privy.

Standing naked in the cramped closet, he trembled with the silk pressed against his skin. Could he be Ume again? Did he dare?

He pulled the dress over his head and let the cool fabric whisper down his torso, over his partial erection, over his legs. With the pearl buttoned at his throat, he ran his hands over the silk, smoothing the wrinkles. In the looking glass over the basin, faded, its silver paint peeling and stained, Ume stared back.

 

Ume hired a carriage in the Garden to take her to Madame Fersi’s boardinghouse, clutching a drawstring purse that contained her savings. No one questioned her. The templars had not lost their appetite for courtesans with a change of name, and the Garden was as fruitful as ever. With the veil worn over her hair as a scarf, she was anonymous.

When she opened the door, Madame Fersi shook her head in disapproval but called up for Cree after a sigh of resignation. Pulling the veil across her face, Ume tucked the beads together to hold it in place. Cree appeared on the landing.

“Maiden Sky.” Her voice was husky with emotion. She came down to escort Ume and kissed her hand with a formal bow before leading her up the stairs. Cree’s hand was trembling.

When they were alone, Ume let her slip the veil away. Cree searched her eyes, and Ume lowered them to display the eye paint to its best advantage. She had allowed herself a smudge of gold—no symbol of a sacred eye, but enough to feel like herself.

“I didn’t think you’d come.”

“Nor did I.” Ume’s lip quivered as she steeled herself to say what she’d come to say. “I don’t want to be him anymore, Cree. Not for you. Not for anyone. I don’t want to be Cillian.”

“I know.”

“I can’t.”

“I know. That’s why I’ve spent the last four months buying back every bit of your wardrobe I could find in the market.”

Ume’s eyes widened. “You did?”

“I did.” Cree took her hand and kissed the palm, her lips lingering, warm and soft. The muscles in Ume’s abdomen tightened, and she breathed in sharply as Cree stepped in and drew her close.

“I love you.” The words tumbled from her lips before she could stop them.

Cree grinned. “I know.” She held Ume’s face between her hands and stroked her thumbs against her temples. “Thank you for coming back to me.” Her brown eyes darkened. “I missed you.” She whispered it almost angrily and prevented any reply by pulling Ume to her in a deep and hungry kiss. Ume surrendered, whimpering into her mouth, tears spilling over her cheeks, and Cree kissed her tears, following their path to her throat as she unfastened the pearl closure. She pressed her mouth to the hollow there before moving downward, kissing Ume through the silk and traveling lower as she dropped to her knees.

Ume cried out as Cree closed her mouth over the fabric and enveloped the heat of her desire. Ume pressed into her, trapped by the silk, and couldn’t help gasping, “You’ll ruin the dress.”

Cree’s laughter against her made her strain against the silk even harder. With a stroke of her hand that was nearly Ume’s undoing, Cree released her and stood. She led her to the bedroom, and Ume let her slide the dress over her stomach and chest as Cree pushed her back onto the bed.


It was not Alya. It would never be Alya. But Cree was solid and warm as she climbed over her and pressed her clothed body to Ume’s naked flesh with her arms around her, holding her tight.

“I’ll take care of you, Ume,” she whispered against her temple. “I promise. I love you.”

Beneath Cree’s strong hands and warm mouth, her body began to remember it had once been the expression of the divine. Somewhere beneath the grief there was still life.

 

Life in In’La, however, remained oppressive. The new government had a tight fist, and the public dissent that had handed it its power was no longer tolerated. Neither had its inequities died with Alya. Instead of petitions and offerings, there were levies and taxes—new names for the same system of favoritism. Laws of caste and sex were more strictly enforced, and neither Cree nor Ume felt safe to be themselves. A temple courtesan in Ume’s tradition was found murdered, her body thrown in the mud beyond the Garden for bearing the wrong fruit.

There was nothing left for them in the stifling, perfumed air of the Delta.

 

In the dark hours of an early-summer morning, Ume woke Cree after tossing most of the night. She kissed the cool slope of her nape until Cree flicked at her in irritation.

Ume spoke against her shoulder. “Do you still think about being a farmer or a smith?”

“A what?” Cree rolled over. “Go back to sleep, Ume.”

“In the falend. You told me once you thought it was better there. A woman could be anything she pleases.”

“The falend?”

“Do you think a woman could be a lady? Would I have to be a farmer?”

Cree turned back toward her, finally awake. “You want to go to the falend? Truly go?”

“Truly go,” said Ume. “We could have babies. I mean, you could have babies, but I’d do all the mothering. You could be what you like.”

Cree laughed. “Well, I don’t know about that. But no, love, you wouldn’t have to be a farmer.” She took Ume’s fingers and kissed the tips. “How could I bear to callus these pretty hands?”

 

Just after the solstice, as the winds began to blow from the south, they booked passage on a barge sailing upriver that would take them to Rhyman. Beyond the Delta, toward the desert and the falend beyond, they would travel on foot.

They arrived at the dock before dawn, Cree handsome in a black brocade coat Ume had made for her, her dark hair covered in a new black cap with a buckram bill and a twist of silk cord across the front—the latest style in In’La. Ume wore a gown of deepest gold with the amber-beaded veil. They might have been bound for a formal affair. If there was trouble, and for more rugged travel once they left Rhyman, Ume could wear the clothes she’d packed for Cree. But ahead of them lay the falend and the promise of a free life.

As they embarked, Ume knelt at the bank and murmured one last petition—“VetmaaiMeerAlya”—though his spirit was as lost as his body, denied the rite of fire.

“I wouldn’t do that in Rhyman.” The dockhand took her hand to help her up the gangplank. His voice had a familiar timbre like an aural déjà vu. Ume met his eyes and gasped. They were an exceptional shade of deep cobalt blue.

For a moment she was certain it was Azhra, following Cree’s custom and dressing as a man, but his vest was open, revealing a firm, flat chest. Yet he was the same height and size as Azhra, and his short hair the same sable shade. Did Azhra have a brother?

He tipped his hat to Cree as she turned back to see what was keeping Ume, and Cree made the same half-strangled gasp of surprise. “Azhra?” She spoke the name before she saw it couldn’t be.


As he drew the rope barricade between them, he leaned over the jute rail. “They say in the marketplace that the age of gods is past. That may be so, but the Anamnesis is still flowing. Sometimes you have to look deeper to see the thing that’s right in front of you.”

He tipped his hat again and shoved one boot against the barge to push it off into the river. “There’s one more thing I learned in the market.” He smiled, but his cobalt eyes were tinged with profound sorrow. “There is yet some magic in the Delta.”
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