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As far as Keren childhoods go, I suppose mine was happy enough. Da was a picker in an omichaya orchard, and the overseer let workers take home any fruit that was rotten-ripe or too damaged to serve to our Shaladan masters. Anyone caught damaging fruit on purpose got a whipping for it, but Da didn’t get caught often. My brother and sister and I almost always had enough to eat, although sometimes we had gripy bellies and loose bowels from too much omichaya. 

What we didn’t eat, Ma traded in the market. You could find almost anything that grew, flew, crept, crawled or swam in the whole Kerentari valley on display in the market: Fruit, fish, fowl, frogs, rice, spices, eels, eggs, nuts, wriggly bugs and crunchy grubs. There were fineries, too—intricately patterned carpets, shiny jewelry, bowls of hammered copper or finely-turned wood, leather belts and sandals, tinkling brass bells and the like, but those were reserved for the Shaladan.

It seems strange to me now, but I didn’t give much thought to the Shaladan when I was a child. They were simply a fact of existence, pacing slowly through the market with their long, grave faces and their long, flowing robes, at least half again as tall as the Keren servants trotting beside them, arms laden with their masters’ purchases. The Shaladan women wore headscarves in muted colors and dangling earrings. The men wore turbans and wide belts from which hung long swords. 

They were the Shaladan and they ruled us. What was there to think? As a Keren peasant child, I was as far beneath their notice as a grub and they were distant from my comprehension as the clouds drifting overhead.

The handmaids of Shakrath, now that was another matter. Spirits save me, I used to envy them. 

Mind you, that was long before I was chosen.

According to the Shaladan, they’re bestowing a tremendous honor on Keren girls by choosing us to serve as handmaids of Shakrath. Yes, well, I suppose they would think so, since Shakrath is their god and they spend large portions of their daily life in prayer and meditation. The fact that despite several centuries of occupation, the Keren haven’t embraced the worship of Shakrath is irrelevant to them. 

Shakrath is great; therefore, it is a great honor to serve him. 

In fairness, I’ll grant that there’s a certain logic to their thinking, since Shakrath in his mercy and wisdom granted his people’s prayers and allowed them to conquer the valley centuries ago. Before that conquest, the Shaladan were a desert folk eking out a miserable existence in a harsh terrain. 

Of course, I knew none of that as a child. As a child, I only knew that the handmaids of Shakrath, with their blue robes and shaven heads and elegant strands of silver chain hanging around their necks, were special. They were granted a status that no other Keren enjoyed. Ordinary Keren weren’t permitted to address them. Ordinary Keren weren’t even allowed to wear dyed fabrics or jewelry, not even the merchants who procured such items for their Shaladan patrons. The handmaids were sleek and glossy with health. They went about their sacred task with solemn dignity, fetching great silver bowls of water from the river so that each and every member of the Shaladan household that they served might perform the ritual One Hundred Ablutions each and every day.

I certainly had no understanding of what that meant.

Now, I wish I didn’t.

It was rumored that the handmaids did not live in squalid, over-crowded quarters like other Keren servants, but lived almost as a full-fledged member of the household in spacious rooms with windows open to the sunlight and sweet spice-tinted breezes of the valley. It was rumored that they were privileged to dine on the leavings of the household meals, which included meats traditionally forbidden to the Keren—pork, goat and beef, meats that the Shaladan say Shakrath has decreed only for the enjoyment of his own people.

It was known that Keren girls chosen to serve as handmaids of Shakrath were considered inviolate. No hand might be raised against them without invoking the wrath of the Shaladan. As for those handmaids’ hands…well, those hands would never be given in marriage. As far as the Shaladan were concerned, the handmaids were wedded to Shakrath and would remain virgin for the entirety of their lives. It was worth a Keren boy’s life to flirt with a handmaid of Shakrath, and none in his right mind would attempt it.

At six, eight, even ten years of age, this didn’t sound like such a bad bargain in exchange for the perquisites. 

At fourteen, with my breasts budding and handsome boys vying for my favors, I felt otherwise. I was enjoying the first taste of the power a desirable young woman can wield over men, and I liked it. I liked it very much, and I wanted more of it.

But it was not to be.

As a peasant, I should not even have been eligible for the lottery, but there was a bout of flux that year that left a shortage of Keren girls from the merchant class that the Shaladan preferred. And so the Shaladan priests canvassed the hovels clustered outside the walls of the city, searching for likely candidates.

I recall the long shadow of the Shaladan priest darkening our doorway. “This one is comely,” he said to Da in the slow, deliberate way of his kind, pointing a finger at me. “Bring her to the lottery.”

Da bowed.

I wept. 

Ma wept, slapped me for weeping, and wept some more. My little brother Joji wept, too. If my older sister Juna had not been wed that very year and gone to live with her husband and his parents, she might have wept, too.

The lottery was held in the city square on the first day of the next new moon. Thirty girls had been selected, but only ten of us would be chosen to serve as handmaids. It was a simple affair. A Shaladan priest presided over an urn filled with white and black stones. Each girl reached into the urn and drew a stone. 

Black meant you were free to go. White meant Shakrath had chosen you, and that was the end of life as you’d known it.

“May Shakrath bless you,” the priest intoned when it was my turn. It was the nearest I’d ever been to one of the Shaladan. At close range, I could see that his sand-colored skin was slightly pebbled. “Pray that he guides your hand.”

In silent defiance, I prayed to the Keren spirits of field and stream instead, thrusting my hand into the urn and drawing out a stone. 

It was white. 

The priest pointed toward the group of chosen girls, waiting patiently beneath the supervision of an older handmaid whom I was told to call Mistress Elia.

Numb with shock and fury, I stumbled through the rest of the day. Mistress Elia led the novitiates to the temple where we were bathed, our heads were shaved, and we were given clean blue robes to wear. I wept to see my glossy black hair lying in a pile and was slapped for it.

“It will do you no good to whine,” Mistress Elia said firmly. “You’ll have an easy life. Be grateful for it.”

I tried. Spirits save me, I did. We all did. There were two other girls rescued from far greater hardship than me that genuinely were grateful. But the rest of us…no. Our lives had been stolen from us. 

We received a month’s instruction at the temple on the proper etiquette for fetching water and the history of the One Hundred Ablutions. Three hundred years ago, the Shaladan were a tribe of nomads roaming a drought-stricken desert. When the well in their last oasis began to fail, Shakrath sent their chieftain a vision of a lush green valley where the Shaladan might make a new home. In accordance with this singular vision, the chieftain warned his people that it would not be won without bloodshed and made a sacred vow that if the valley became theirs, every member of the Shaladan tribe would perform a daily ritual of one hundred ablutions as a meditation on their gratitude for the life-saving water and in atonement for any innocent blood spilled in the process. 

So it came to pass, and the handmaids were chosen among the Keren so that we might be given the honor of bearing witness to the Shaladan expressing gratitude and atonement for slaughtering a large number of our people.

Oh, well, thank you so very much! 

The galling thing was that the Shaladan genuinely did expect us to be grateful. At the time of their conquest, the Kerentari valley was occupied by the Jagan, a fierce and godless mountain tribe. Overpowered by the Shaladan, the Jagan abandoned the valley and fled back to the highlands. In the Shaladan view of history, they freed the poor, hapless Keren from oppression and brought us the word of Shakrath, and we were the luckier for it on both counts.

“Do you believe it’s true?” I whispered at night to Shoni, the two of us sharing a pallet. She was a merchant’s daughter with whom I’d struck up a friendship. “Three hundred years later, are we better off under the Shaladan?”

“We aren’t, you and I.” If anything, Shoni was more disgruntled than me at being chosen. Her father had been on the verge of arranging a very good marriage for her. “At least our people could mingle with the Jagan. There are still Keren in the north who trade with them,” she whispered. “My Da’s heard tales. They say the Jagan have eyes like cats and can see in the dark.” She put her mouth close to my ear, close enough to tickle. “And they’re very, very virile!”

I giggled and someone shushed us.

“The men take pride in pleasing their women at least three times a night!” Shoni reached between my thighs and squeezed. “Think about that, Dala!”

I shoved her away. “You think about it!”

She rolled onto her back and folded her arms under her head. “Oh, I do.” Her voice was grim. “Every day.”

In truth, so did I. But there wasn’t a blessed thing either of us could do about it.

The days slipped away like water held in cupped hands, and the month was gone before it seemed scarce begun. One by one, this year’s novitiates were declared full-fledged handmaids and presented to their Shaladan households. Shoni and I wept on each other’s shoulders and declared eternal friendship. Although we would see each other every day as we went to and fro fetching water for our new masters, etiquette forbade us to do more than exchange the most banal of greetings. 

I was nervous and jittery when my time came, balking on the path that led to my new home. The great looming house built of blocks of yellowish stone was like the Shaladan themselves, too big and too solid to comprehend. Mistress Elia sighed and tugged me by the hand. “Come, Dala.”

What choice had I?

None, then.

So. 

This, then, was to be my new life. I was to serve as handmaid of Shakrath to the household of Farad Dhoul, which included his wife Alaya, his daughters Atika and Amina, and their governess Resalin. On the doorstep of the house, Mistress Elia placed the first strand of silver chain around my neck, symbolizing my formal entry into service as a handmaid. For every year that I served, I would receive one additional strand. Upon entry into the house, the elderly Keren handmaid that I was to replace presented me with the ritual silver bowl, her crabbed hands trembling with the effort. I could not imagine how she’d carried out her duties for so long. She was nearly stooped under the accumulated weight of silver necklaces that she wore. 

A lifetime wasted, that’s what those strands represented, but I kept that thought to myself.

A silent Keren servant led me to my new quarters, careful to avoid meeting my gaze. I trailed in his wake, balancing the empty silver bowl on my head and steadying it with both hands as etiquette dictated. The rumors regarding our lodgings were true. My room on the upper story of the house was vast and spacious, with arched windows open to the warm, spice-scented breezes.

And there, I and my bowl were left alone.

Sometime before sunset, the same servant brought me a platter of food. Table scraps, maybe—but oh, what scraps they were! I ate sparingly of the rich meat lest I make myself sick. Afterward, I slept on a pallet stuffed with soft cotton. 

And yet the luxury I’d coveted as a child did nothing to allay my loneliness.

At dawn, the bell that summoned me to my duty rang, a single loud scintillating chime. I rose, descended the stair, unlocked the main door, and made the first of what would be many, many long treks to fetch water from the river.

Keep your steps graceful. Keep your bowl balanced. Keep your countenance serene. Keep your thoughts fixed on your duty. 

Do not glance around you. Do not acknowledge Keren commoners. Do not dawdle or delay. Do not splash. Do not allow the hem of your robe to trail in the river. Do not make idle chatter with other handmaids. 

Do not spill.

That last one was the one that terrified me. I’d practiced in the temple, but there was no room for mistakes now. The punishment for spilling the first time was a reprimand. Second, a day’s fast. A third spill earned a visit to the temple and a whipping from Mistress Elia.

After that…well, Mistress Elia had been vague. But she was very clear on the ultimate punishment for a handmaid judged unfit to serve Shakrath: Banishment. Oh, and not just banishment from the city. No, a handmaid found unfit to serve would be taken beyond the Kerentari valley twenty leagues into the desert and abandoned to Shakrath’s ungentle mercy.

Hence, my fear.

Nonetheless, I managed to fill my bowl and return without spilling a drop. All Shaladan households are laid out in the same manner and I found the sun terrace exactly where I’d been taught it would be. There was the tripod for the bowl, there was the stand with the golden bell and hammer, there was the carved wooden rest for the silver ladle, and there was the mat for me to kneel upon. I lowered the bowl carefully and placed it in the tripod. The water showed me my unfamiliar reflection in the early morning light—my head as bald as an egg, silver glinting around my throat. 

I looked away from my reflection, took up the hammer and gave the golden bell a single sharp tap, then knelt on the mat.

Soon enough, Farad Dhoul came in response to the bell’s summons. As head of the household, it was his privilege to perform the day’s first ritual. Hearing his slow, deliberate steps, I kept my eyes downcast.

He halted in front of the bowl. All I could see of him were his immense sandal-shod feet with their splayed toes and horny yellow nails. “What is your name, handmaid?”

Having been addressed, I looked up. “Dala, master.”

“Dala.” He stooped to touch the top of my head. “Be welcome in the service of Shakrath.”

Not trusting myself to speak, I nodded. 

Apparently that sufficed, for without giving me another thought, he commenced the ritual. I watched him unwind his turban and hang it on the stand. Beneath the cloth, his head was as hairless as mine. The pebbled texture of his tannish hide was more pronounced on the dome of his skull. Kneeling in his presence, I could not help but be terribly conscious of how different the Shaladan were from us. Beneath the folds of his robe I could discern the faint outline of his long backward-bending legs with hocks instead of knees, built for striding great distances across the desert sands on those wide, splayed horn-nailed feet. A nictitating membrane protected his eyes and the narrow nostrils of his long nose could pinch almost completely closed—against sand-storms, one supposes. A not-entirely-unpleasant scent of hot dust emanated from his skin.

A tall man for his kind, he was nearly twice my height. I felt small and weak by comparison. My soft Keren skin, as dark and rich a brown as the kui-nuts that grew in the valley’s shady groves, offered little protection from harsh elements, little more than the sweeping lashes of my eyes. The thin, pale nails of my slender fingers and toes were not made for striding or digging in the sand.

I thought about deserts and shuddered to myself.

Leaning slightly forward, my new master took up the ladle, dipped it into the bowl and poured the contents over his head, eyes closed as water streamed over his bare head and coursed down his face. A profound look of peace settled over his features, and I hated him a little bit for it.

Once, twice…well, I trust you can count. Let me say that one hundred ablutions performed with Shaladan deliberation takes a fair bit of time. 

And this was only the first ritual of the first day of the rest of my spirits-forsaken life. 

When Farad Dhoul finished, he replaced the ladle on its stand, rewound his turban around his head, and went about his business. I rose from my kneeling-mat, picked up the empty bowl, balanced it on my shaved head, and went about mine.

This time, the strangeness of it all struck me as it hadn’t on my first foray. The city was awake and bustling, and I had to thread my way through a crowd in the marketplace. No one would meet my eyes. Of course not—ordinary Keren weren’t permitted to address the handmaids. I knew that. I’d grown up knowing it. Mistress Elia had reminded us of it daily. And yet I hadn’t had the first inkling of how it would make me feel, at once horribly conspicuous and utterly invisible. 

Even my own Ma looked away when I passed, cuffing my little brother Joji when he pointed and called out to me in an excited voice.

And I had to look away from him as though I hadn’t heard, tears trickling from my eyes, lest one of Mistress Elia’s spies among the older handmaids, the ones who had nothing left to live for but duty and status and zealously guarded our honor, report me for acknowledging a Keren commoner. Some of the younger handmaids, those with a spark of liveliness left in them, had warned us initiates, never trust anyone with ten strands or more.

When I reached the river, Shoni was among the handmaids in the ford, stepping carefully across the flat rocks, her bowl balanced on her head. It had only been a day, but I’d never been so glad to see anyone in my life. 

I waited until she reached the shore safely to acknowledge her. “Greetings, sister. Are you well?”

“I am.” The mutinous look in her eyes said otherwise. “And you?”

Glancing around for spies, I lowered my voice. “Oh, Shoni! I don’t know if I can bear this.”

Shoni freed one hand to give me a quick, surreptitious pinch. “You can!” she hissed. “Be strong!”

I did my best.

I filled my bowl and returned to my master’s household, ringing the bell to summon his wife, my mistress Alaya. She, too, welcomed me to Shakrath’s service before performing the ritual of a hundred ablutions. I fetched a bowl for Atika, the elder daughter, who did not deign to greet me. When she had finished, I went back to the river and fetched a bowl for Amina, the younger daughter, who performed the ritual carefully under the watchful eye of their governess. And at last, in the waning hours of the afternoon, I hurried to fetch a bowl for the governess Resalin before the gates of the city were locked at sundown.

By the end of the day, my head and neck and feet ached, and I was so exhausted, I could barely pick at the food the silent Keren servant brought me. I fell onto my pallet and slept like the dead.

The next day, I did it again.

And the next, and the next, and the next, until the days began to blur into an endless stream.

Our only respite from our duties came once a month on the first day of the new moon, the day on which that poxy old desert chieftain was granted his vision three hundred years ago. On that day, the Shaladan rested and prayed, and the handmaids were permitted to return to the temple that our heads might be freshly shaved. Spirits save me, to think that I’d dreaded the prospect when I left the temple! Youthful vanity be damned—three days into my service, and the first new moon couldn’t come fast enough for me. For the space of a blessed hour or two while we waited our turn in line, we were able to converse with relative freedom, so long as we didn’t speak ill of our service. Shoni was particularly adept at making sure she and I were near the end of the line.

Were it not for new moon days, I think I would have lost my wits in the years that followed.

Let me be clear—and I do wish to be clear in light of what happened—no one in Farad Dhoul’s household was unkind to me. Not by Shaladan standards, which do not reckon forcing me into a life of service to a god I came to resent with every fiber of my being to be a cruelty.

No, I was fed well and lodged like a member of the household. As I grew hardened to the labor and able to more swiftly accomplish the task of fetching five bowls of water from the river over the course of a day, the governess Resalin encouraged me to listen to the girls’ afternoon lessons that I might enhance my understanding of Shaladan history and the worship of Shakrath. Although I could scarce have cared less about either, it passed the time. I learned to speak in a manner befitting my unwanted status. I conceived a certain fondness for Amina, the younger daughter. At eight years of age when my service began, she was only a few inches taller than me, too young yet for head-scarves and earrings. Having only ever known my elderly predecessor, Amina was inclined to treat me as an interesting new playmate.

After his initial greeting, Farad Dhoul himself seldom spoke to me. My mistress Alaya had cause to reprimand me for minor breaches of etiquette on occasion—not many, mind you, for I had an abiding fear of being banished to the desert—but she did it without rancor. Only once was she obliged to order me to fast for the day in punishment, and afterward, she gave me one of her nicer not-terribly-worn head-scarves so that I might know that she bore me no grudge for it. In four years, I never had to report to the temple for a whipping.

And yet I chafed.

Do you wish to know more about the Shaladan? Let me tell you, the Shaladan are slow. They have a saying: Swift in battle, deliberate in all other matters. Every thought uttered, every motion made, is slow; endlessly, agonizingly deliberate and slow. They can spend hours lost in contemplation of Shakrath’s ineffable majesty, and they simply cannot comprehend that others cannot—or have no desire to do so.

There were times on the kneeling-mat, waiting for a member of the household to finish his or her ablutions, when I could have rent my robes and screamed and wept out of sheer frustration.

One hundred ablutions. I thought that until the day I died, I would never understand it.

The Keren are a quick folk; quick to laugh, quick to love, quick to anger, quick to forgive and forget. Beside the slow, ponderous grace of the Shaladan, we are as quick and darting as sparrows on the wing; and as fragile and short-lived, too. 

Walking through the market with my bowl balanced atop my head, I could not help but be conscious of the quick blood beating in my veins, hot with desire and envy. Although I dared not acknowledge them, I saw boys I had known grow into young men with sinewy limbs and quick, ready smiles.

Any of them could have been mine. 

One of them should have been mine. 

By sixteen, I felt as ripe and bursting as a plum. My body was strong with labor, my skin was glossy with the health imparted by a rich diet. Beneath my blue robe, my breasts were full and high and firm. I yearned to be touched, stroked, held; I yearned to do the same in return. 

In the silence of my own thoughts, I prayed to the myriad nameless spirits of field and stream. 

Let me be free, I prayed; and then, daring more, let us be free. Let the true sons and daughters of the Kerentari valley be free of our Shaladan masters. 

Although I cannot say for sure, I suspect the spirits were unaccustomed to being asked for great things. By and large, the prayers of the Keren people were as modest as our hopes and dreams. Living for centuries under Shaladan occupation, we had long ago accepted our roles as a simple given truth, something we could alter no more than we could the weather. And had I not been chosen as a handmaid, I daresay I would never have thought otherwise. 

Oh, well; there was more to it, but that came later. All I knew at sixteen was that I wanted my freedom. 

At eighteen, with five strands of finely-wrought silver around my neck, I began to gain a deeper understanding of all that the loss of that freedom entailed.

Children.

I’d mourned the loss of my family, the family into which I was born. I’d mourned the loss of the husband with whom I would never lie. But it wasn’t until the day that I saw my older sister Juna in the market that I began to mourn the loss of the family of my own that I would never have. Juna had married a rope-maker’s son, and she’d been entrusted to mind the family’s spot in the marketplace for the first time that day. I stopped short and stared at the sight of her, two little boys tugging at the coarse undyed fabric of her skirts and a third babe at the breast. My sister glanced up absently, then stared back at me, open-mouthed in shock. As I stood there in my fine blue robes, my silver bowl balanced atop my shaved head, five strands of silver draped around my neck, I saw her look of shock give way to pity. 

In that moment, I would have given anything to trade lives with her. I would have given a great deal just to talk to her, to meet my little nephews and the newest babe.

But no, even that small pleasure was forbidden to me. It was forbidden to us both. I watched Juna remember and look away, bowing her head over the small figure of the babe suckling at her breast.

My own breasts ached in sympathy and I felt a profound emptiness deep inside me. I would never know a man, never hold a babe in my arms. The household of Farad Dhoul would be all the family I would ever have. I would serve as a handmaid of Shakrath until I was too old and weak to complete my duties, and then retire to the temple and wait to die.

Oh, I had known all this, of course; but on that day I felt the knowledge of this settle into my flesh and bones. 

“What’s wrong, Dala?” Amina asked me later that day; little Amina, the closest thing I’d ever have to a child of my own, who now stood a full foot and a half taller than me. At twelve years of age, she’d recently donned the head-scarf and dangling earrings of a young lady. “You seem sad.”

“It’s nothing, young mistress.” I made myself smile at her. “Only that I saw my sister in the market today, and it grieved me that I could not speak to her.”

Amina blinked. “Oh, but surely…surely it is nothing to the honor of being chosen to serve Shakrath?”

“Surely you are right, young mistress,” I murmured.

“Here.” She worked a bracelet loose from her wrist and held it out to me. “Wear my bangle today! It will remind you of the gifts that Shakrath has showered upon you and cheer you.”

I averted my head to hide my tears as I accepted the bangle. “Thank you, young mistress. You are too kind.”

Amina smiled at the compliment. “You are very welcome, Dala. I do not want you to be sad.”

After that day, I took a different route through the market to avoid seeing my sister and her little ones. It meant my journey to and from the river was a little longer, but no one in the household commented on it. 

It was on the next new moon day that Shoni pulled me close to her as we waited in line at the temple to have our heads shaved, putting her lips against my ear as she used to do when we were initiates gossiping in bed; only it was something far more dangerous than gossip that she whispered to me. “When you go to the river tomorrow at dawn, make your way to the far bank, near the bamboo thicket, and wait for me to beckon to you.”

Alarmed, I drew back from her. “Why?”

Shoni gave me a sharp pinch on the arm. “I’m trusting you with my life telling you this!” she said in a furious whisper. “Do you want to be a handmaid for the rest of your spirits-forsaken life?”

I shook my head.

“Then do it.” She let go my arm.

I spent the rest of the day in an agony of suspense, torn between terror and excitement. What in the world could Shoni be thinking? A deliberate breach of etiquette—no, not even a breach of etiquette, but an abandonment of our duty—that severe would earn us both whippings for certain, maybe even the prospect of banishment. For Shoni, the latter was even likely. In the past four years, she’d been whipped more than once for carelessness that bordered on outright disobedience. I slept poorly, tossing and turning on my pallet, dreading the coming dawn.

By the time the bell rang, summoning me to my duty, I had half resolved to ignore Shoni; and yet I found my feet carrying me along my old, familiar route through the marketplace. Although the market wasn’t open yet, the vendors were laying out their wares and I saw my sister among them, carefully arraying coils of rope on the dusty ground.

Did I take that route knowing that the sight of Juna and her little ones would goad my heart? 

Or did I take it knowing that it would gain me a few spare minutes of time on my journey?

Both, maybe.

At the ford, there was a knot of handmaids in the center of the river, exchanging such pleasantries as were permitted to us during the execution of our duties. At first I thought they meant to block my path as I picked my way across the flat stones, taking care not to let the shallow rushing water dampen the hem of my robe. But no, they moved aside to let me pass, closing ranks behind me, and I saw that none of them wore more than seven strands of silver around their necks.

On the far side of the river stood a thicket of bamboo, green and dense. “Hssst!” Shoni’s head poked out of a gap and she beckoned urgently to me. Carrying my bowl tucked under my right arm and holding up the skirts of my robe with my left hand, I went to her. “This way.” Catching my arm, she led me down a narrow pathway through the towering bamboo.

At the end of the path there was a small clearing, with several handmaids and a dozen men in it.

Men.

All Keren men, I thought at first, some of them from the northern slopes of the valley, taller and broader and lighter-skinned than us southerners. And then one of the tall ones lifted one arm and pointed at me with a fierce, hard grin, and I saw that his eyeteeth were curved and sharp and his eyes themselves…spirits save me, his eyes were green and his pupils were vertical like a cat’s.

No, not northern Keren.

Jagan.

They were conferring amongst themselves. The one who’d pointed at me was nodding. He hadn’t taken his gaze off me and I couldn’t look away from him, either. I’d never seen one of the Jagan before in my life, and yet it felt as though I knew him. My ears were filled with the sound of my own rushing blood, and then beneath it I heard a voice that sounded like a thousand voices at once whispering through the bamboo say, now, now, the hour is upon us. 

My knees began to tremble and I dropped my bowl. 

“Hush!” Shoni picked it up and thrust it at me. “Make no noise! It’s worth our lives to get caught.” She lowered her voice. “It’s you, isn’t it?”

I clutched my bowl tightly. “I don’t understand.”

He was picking his way across the clearing toward me. I stood as though rooted to the spot. “For three years now, our people have gone hungry,” he said to me. “I prayed to the spirits of wind and stone, and I had a vision. You were in it.”

I swallowed. “Oh?”

He pried one of my hands loose from my bowl and held it. His hand was warm and strong and callused. “Yes.” His thumb rubbed over my skin, his green gaze intent upon mine. My pulse hammered in my veins, between my thighs. “You were holding our son. How are you called?” 

“Dala,” I whispered.

“Dala.” He sighed my name softly, the sound like the breeze rustling through the bamboo thicket. “Dala, I am Valek. And we are meant to be together, you and I.” Letting go of my hand, he turned to the others. “The spirits have spoken truly! The hour of shared destiny is upon us.”

If Shoni hadn’t caught my elbow to steady me, I might have fallen over. “I don’t understand,” I said again.

“I’m sorry.” She gave my elbow a squeeze. “I was sworn to secrecy.” Releasing me, she placed one hand on the shoulder of a grave-faced Keren man of middle years. “This is my Da,” she said with pride. “All of you, listen fast and hard to what he has to say.”

There was a plan, and it was simple and terrible. 

Keren rebels armed with nothing more than kitchen knives and clubs stood not the slightest chance of rising up against our Shaladan masters without Jagan aid. The Jagan fighters were few in number and stood not the slightest chance of taking the city or prevailing over the many powerful Shaladan without Keren aid. 

Therefore, in the darkest depths of the next new moon night, Keren rebels would unlock the city gates to admit a Jagan raiding party. 

The handmaids in league with the rebellion would unlock the doors of their Shaladan households. And the Shaladan, taken by surprise in their sleep by an enemy who could see in the dark, would be slaughtered.

Afterward, the Keren and the Jagan would share ownership of the Kerentari valley in equal measure.

“It will be so.” The Jagan clan-leader Valek touched my face. “I have seen it, Dala.” There was a yearning tenderness in his voice. “No more will our mothers and sisters in the mountains starve during years of drought and blight. No more will our Keren brothers and sisters slave for the Shaladan and live on their leavings.”

All I could think about was the amount of innocent blood that would be shed. “Surely you don’t mean to—”

Shoni glanced at the sky and started in alarm at the lateness of the hour, grabbing my arm again. “Handmaids, quick! We dare stay no longer.”

The enormity and daring and, yes, awfulness of the conspiracy was almost too much to ponder. I moved through the remainder of the day as though in a waking dream. Farad Dhoul reprimanded me for dawdling, his tone grave and disappointed, and I nodded in blank acceptance. I made four more trips to the river, my feet finding the way of their own accord. I passed my sister Juna’s spot in the marketplace without seeing her or her little ones. 

I remember only that Shoni approached me at the ford on my last journey to the river. “Tomorrow at dawn,” she murmured, after a quick glance around. “Same place. Valek wishes to see you alone.”

“Alone?” I echoed. She gave me a significant look, and I flushed in sudden understanding. “Oh.”

She raised her eyebrows at me. “Will you be there?”

A handmaid with at least twelve strands frowned in our direction. “I don’t know,” I said and fled, water slopping over the sides of my bowl—a breach of etiquette that was reported before sundown. 

I went to bed hungry and dazed that night.

How many times had I prayed that the spirits might grant freedom to me and my people? Many, many times. And yet I had never reckoned that it might come at such a terrible cost.

I prayed for guidance and received none. 

I prayed for wisdom and found none.

Valek.

His face swam before me, high-boned and lean beneath a thick shock of black hair. Like the Shaladan chieftain centuries ago, he’d had a vision. The lush Kerentari valley, it seemed, inspired visions. Only this time, I was at the heart of one.

In the morning, I went to him. Once again, the handmaids conspired to block me from view that I might slip through the gap in the bamboo grove and find my way to the clearing.

He was waiting for me. No one else was present.

“I don’t…” My voice sounded faint and weak and uncertain. “I’m sorry. I don’t know.”

“Dala.” He beckoned to me. “Come.”

I stayed where I was.

Valek laughed and approached me instead. “Set down the symbol of your servitude.” He took the bowl from my unresisting grasp and placed it on the ground. “What is it you do not know?”

“You,” I whispered.

“But you do know me.” He cupped my face in his hands, and his breath was warm against my skin. “I have seen it, Dala. You and I are the stone on which our people will found our lives together.” He stroked my lips with his thumb, slow and lingering. “Will you tell me you do not feel it, too? How can you believe otherwise?”

I grasped his wrists. “I don’t—”

He kissed me. 

It was not a tentative, gentle kiss such as I remembered granting my young Keren suitors when I was fourteen and no one’s handmaid. It was a man’s kiss, make no mistake about it, and I groaned and clutched his wrists as his tongue thrust boldly into my mouth, unleashing four years’ worth of pent-up desire.

Lifting his head, Valek laughed softly, his cat-slitted eyes gleaming. “Ah! You do know.”

“Hush!” Fierce with need, I breathed the word. My hands found his shoulder blades and pulled him closer.

Fierce.

It was an apt word for our coupling; short, sharp and fierce. It was as though a great storm rolled over the Kerentari valley and swept us up in its wake. There was no love in it—how could there have been? His vision notwithstanding, we were strangers to one another. And yet he was right, there was something in me that knew him, that understood that there was power in this joining. It hurt when he pushed into me the first time, but it was a pain I welcomed, a pain that tasted of freedom and defiance. We were not just man and woman, cock and cunny, but mountain and valley, rebel and ally. It was an act of desire and insurrection.

Afterward, I knew fear again. 

“I must go,” I said. “Only tell me…tell me you don’t mean to put Shaladan women and children to the sword?”

“It is not our wish to do so. But they will resist, and nothing is certain in the dark, even for us.” Valek fished a bulging leather pouch from his rucksack and pressed it into my palm, folding my fingers over it. “Khes-flower ointment. Mark the door of your household and yourself with it.” He mimed dipping his thumb into it and smearing it over his brow. “It will shine in the dark to Jagan eyes. You must share it with the other handmaids.”

I tucked the greasy pouch into the sleeve of my robe, retrieved my silver bowl, and hurried back to my duties.

Throughout the day, I could not help but be acutely aware of what I’d done. There was the lingering soreness and an echo of unfamiliar pleasure. Valek’s seed mingled with traces of my virginal blood trickled down my inner thighs.

When I took my place on the kneeling-pad and waited for Farad Dhoul to complete his ritual, it seemed to me that surely he would know, that he would sense the difference in me and denounce me as unclean, no longer fit to serve as a handmaid of Shakrath, fit only for banishment to the desert where I would die of thirst beneath the merciless sun and the wind and sand would strip the flesh from my bones. 

But no, I was wrong. So long as I carried out my duty with no breach of etiquette, my master noticed nothing. Almighty Shakrath, whose honor demanded he be served only by virgin maids, breathed no hint of my transgression in his ear. So long as I obeyed, I was just another implement in the ritual. 

It made me angry, and anger made me careless. I managed to constrain it before the master and mistress of the household, but I slammed the elder daughter Atika’s bowl in the tripod hard enough to spill water. Although Atika didn’t witness it, she caught me in the act of trying to mop the spill with my robes. 

If it had been little Amina, she might have covered for my breach, but Atika had a haughty streak that reckoned any error was a personal affront. My mistress Alaya regretted sending me to the temple for a whipping, but she sent me nonetheless.

I bore it and seethed.

Now that there was a possibility that the order of the world I’d taken for granted my whole life might well and truly be overturned, I saw the manifest injustice of it everywhere; in the fields and orchards where the Keren labored from sunrise to sunset; in the hovels along the city walls where poor Keren clustered in crowded, filthy quarters; in the markets where the Keren bartered for grubs while the Shaladan pondered fattened livestock at their leisure; in Farad Dhoul’s household where Keren servants saw to their masters’ every need. Why should the Keren spend their lives in toil and squalor so that the Shaladan might spend theirs contemplating the majesty of Shakrath in luxury? Well, I’ll tell you why: For no good reason but that it pleases the Shaladan. 

Maybe it pleases Shakrath, too—but I wasn’t so impressed with the all-knowing, all-wise Shakrath anymore. 

No, not since I’d known what it was to lie with a man, and found my master all unwitting of the fact that I was in violation of Shakrath’s sacred law.

After that day, Valek did not send for me again, but it didn’t matter. What was needful to fulfill our destiny had been done. The conspiracy continued apace. Young handmaids at the ford exchanged knowing glances. My lacerated back stung as I went about my duties, the sweat-soaked cloth of my fine blue robe clinging to the welts Mistress Elia’s whip had raised. I filled a twist of oilcloth with khes-flower ointment, hid it in my chamber, and passed the leather pouch on to Shoni at the ford with quick muttered instructions. 

She nodded, the pouch vanishing into her sleeve. “I’ll see that it’s done.”

“Shoni.” I hesitated, then asked her a question that had been plaguing me. “Why did you wait so long to approach me?”

She smiled, but there was bitterness in it. “I knew about Valek’s vision. I suppose I was hoping it wouldn’t be you, Dala. I knew I would envy whoever was chosen.”

“Don’t,” I murmured. “Please don’t. I would trade places with you if I could.” 

Shoni shrugged as though she didn’t care and hoisted her brimming silver bowl in a practiced motion. She balanced it atop her head, and walked away from me, her back swaying gracefully.

I have wondered so many times—was there something I should have done differently? Something I could have done differently? Perhaps; and yet I can think of no course of action that would not have resulted in my banishment to the desert and a lingering death to follow, for as the new moon swelled to full, my woman’s courses failed to arrive, and I knew the seed that Valek had planted in me, the seed that was meant to join our peoples, had taken root.

I was with child, and if I were found out, it would be the death of us. And so I kept my silence.

All too soon, the next new moon day was upon us. 

For the first time, I dreaded the day that had been my sole respite. I didn’t trust myself to speak to Shoni or any of the other handmaids in the conspiracy, but took a spot in line as quickly as I could that I might be done with it. I found myself shuddering at the touch of Mistress Elia’s keen blade scraping over my stubbly scalp, causing her to nick me. She swatted me in annoyance, gave me a rag to stanch the bleeding, finished the job and sent me on my way.

I daubed khes-flower ointment on the door of Farad Dhoul’s household and went inside to wait for nightfall.

It was the longest wait of my life.

At sunset, the other Keren servants were sent to their separate quarters and the great front door was locked from within. I smeared khes-flower ointment on my brow. There was a trace of ointment left in the twist of oil-cloth. I hesitated, then left my chamber to intercept Amina and Atika in the hallway outside the chamber they shared.

“Dala!” Amina’s long, lashless eyes widened in surprise at my breach of etiquette. “Should you not be abed?”

“Forgive me, young mistress,” I said humbly. “I had a cramp in my foot and needed to walk.”

Atika’s eyes narrowed with disapproval. “You should have walked in your chamber. We’ll have to tell Mother in the morning.”

“Yes, mistress,” I said to her, then reached up to brush my ointment-smeared thumb over Amina’s brow. “Forgive me, young mistress,” I said again. “There was a fly.”

As I returned to my chamber, I could hear them discussing the incident in slow, puzzled murmurs, but soon enough the household was quiet, all its members sunk deep in slumber. I stole forth from my chamber one last time, making my way by touch, to unlock the great door from within.

For a moment, I considered fleeing—but it was already too late. If the rebellion failed, I would be caught and banished. If the rebellion succeeded, I would be thought to have betrayed it.

I made my way back to my chamber and waited alone in the darkness until the raid.

Thus it came to pass that on the first night of the new moon, my master Farad Dhoul was slain in his sleep. His wife Alaya took up his sword and fought until she was slain. The governess Resalin heard the commotion and rushed to the girls’ defense. She was killed fighting tooth and nail in their chamber. Atika sustained grave wounds and was taken captive. She died of her injuries before the night was out. Only little Amina, with a smudge of khes-flower ointment shining on her brow, was spared. She was taken captive, too.

I know, because I heard the tales later. 

But that night, I sat as rigid and unmoving as a stone on my pallet, one hand splayed over my belly while the terrible sounds of the raid in progress—the clashing of swords, the cries of pain and fury—echoed in my ears and tore at my heart. Once, the door to my chamber was opened by a pair of Jagan raiders. They glanced at me, flashed hard smiles and victorious hand-signs, and closed the door.

The household grew quiet once more.

I continued to sit motionless.

Valek found me at dawn, wrenching open my chamber door. He was splashed head to foot with blood, but he was grinning fiercely. A handful of Jagan raiders and Keren rebels accompanied him, the latter armed with swords taken from dead Shaladan warriors that made them look like little boys at play with their fathers’ weapons. “There you are!” Valek strode into the chamber, his cat-slitted eyes glittering with triumph. “Come, Dala! The city is ours.” He held out one blood-stained hand to me. “Let our people see us together and rejoice!”

“Excuse me.” I rose from my pallet, picked up my silver bowl and balanced it atop my head. “I have a duty to perform.”

He reached for my arm to stop me. 

“No,” one of the Keren said, and the others nodded. “Let her go.”

No one disturbed me as I walked through the city. Here and there, there were still knots of fighting; besieged and isolated Shaladan households whose handmaids hadn’t joined the conspiracy holding out against their attackers. Not enough to turn the tide, though. Valek was right, we’d taken the city.

There were Shaladan dead in the streets, corpses dragged from their homes and piled like cordwood. In the marketplace, the few Shaladan women and children who’d been spared and taken captive were confined under heavy guard in a pen that usually held sheep or goats. I didn’t know what plans the rebels had in store for them. Later, I would learn if whatever influence I wielded might aid them in their plight, but I could do nothing for them now. 

“Dala!” Amina called out to me in anguish as I passed. “Dala, please! Help me!”

Feeling as though my heart was breaking in my chest, I ignored her. 

At the ford, I gathered the skirts of my fine blue robe, taking care not to let them trail in the water. 

I filled my silver bowl.

Balancing it atop my freshly shaved head, I made my way back through the city and returned to the household of Farad Dhoul with its blood-spattered walls. On the sun terrace, I placed the bowl in the tripod, careful not to spill a drop. 

There was no need to strike the gilded bell with the hammer. There was no one to summon but me. There was no one to make atonement but me. I took the silver ladle from its carved wooden rest and dipped it into the bowl. 

Pouring water over my head, I began counting.
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