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Between the Stars and the Sea: Book 1
Excerpt
The sahi fell a week after Kavi's archery contest. It was a week of trying to avoid both her
father, and Ciric's persistent attempts to monopolise her time. He often managed to corner
her for a meal or an hour or so of awkward conversation. He seemed to think she was short
of company, because whenever he left he tried to steer her toward his two companions.
"They're fine women of good birth," he said. "Though you might find them dull at
first, they will be good friends to you."
It was meant to be conspiratorial, but Ananuenya didn't exactly find them boring. She
found them dangerous in some undefinable way that made her want to avoid them.
Fortunately Vayi was crowded, and at least two days were taken up by a great deal of
drinking and carousing through the city, watching Ean charmingly corrupt anyone who
struck his fancy. When she suggested she should practice even Bayat shook her head.
"If you don't know it all by now, another sparring match in the yards isn't going to
make a difference. Anyway, Kavi is going to be there."
And that was always the decisive argument. But now it was the morning of the sahi
and she was going to be late. Her fingers stumbled over the braids that had been second
nature to her since her youngest days in training. She growled, frustrated, and combed out
the black strands of hair, starting over.
Bayat had her armour waiting. She would have to sneak away from her father's side
like a snivelling child. But it would be worth it. What would it be like to stand in the arena?
To fight...
Finally, the recalcitrant coils of hair slid into place. She pinned them and darted out
the door.
Her father and Ciric were already seated in the viewing stand, along with Eichia and
Pateia. Their servant, to whom she'd never been introduced, sat behind them, alongside
Ciric’s…servant? Poor relation? They both wore expressions of practiced blandness. The
lady fanned herself, while the man at least seemed to be interested in the banners going up
around the arena.
As soon as they saw her the two northlander men stood, and Ciric hurried to her,
taking her hand. She never knew if it was meant to help, as though she had lost the ability
to walk, or to place her where it was most convenient for him. "You look lovely." He leaned
closer, and while she didn't step back exactly, she couldn't keep her head from moving
back. "I know those braids. In honour of the competition, no doubt."
She shrugged, feeling her father's sharp eyes on her.

There was an equestrian demonstration currently. Riders were effortlessly putting
spears and arrows into increasingly difficult targets. She wondered at the wisdom of horses
preceding humans in the arena. That would be a graceless end, slipping in horse shit and
being tagged out.
An expectant silence finally drew her attention, and looked around. "What?"
Ciric laughed. "Eichia asked if women ever win this competition."
"Of course."
"I wonder how you would tell them one from the other," Eichia said, reaching for her
wine. "You Zindali are all so very sturdy."
"We don't have the luxury of letting other people die in our defence."
"Keep a civil tongue," her father warned. It was in Zindali, but his tone was so clear
that she flushed, and turned her attention back to the arena.
They were beginning preparations for the sahi. She saw the stacks of practice
weapons being placed at the sides of the arena. Later they would be scattered at random.
Below their seats a bell was wheeled out to call the opening. Once it sounded there would
be no breaks, no pauses, until only one fighter remained standing.
"I heard that Milecians have games like this, though of course they use slaves, and it
is to the death." Pateia was holding forth. Governor Horens laughed politely.
"Only to celebrate great victories. Slave against slave. Slave against soldier. Slave
against animal. It's enjoyed by all."
Her father's hand landed against the arm of his chair loudly enough to draw
everyone's attention. She knew that particular gesture well. When it was clear that he was
going to remain focused on the horses and riders thundering down the arena she allowed
herself to relax.
"Far more entertaining to watch skilled fighters than wretched slaves." For a moment
the sound of the crowd became very loud. "So we Zindali believe," he went on, in a milder
tone. "Why watch a child paint with mud when a master carves with marble?"
Horens reached for a platter of food. "We should respect these provincial ways of life.
It's so very relaxing. Not everyone can enjoy the sophistication of Milecia."
"Or Yrinas," Ciric said. The governor laughed. Ciric's expression darkened.
The audience was swelling. There were an awful lot of people in the stands. There
would be gambling. No one had ever joined at such a late moment. She wondered how the
audience would react. Added excitement, she supposed. The gamblers would appreciate it.
She was about to stand when Ciric took her hand lightly, leaning close. "I'm sorry you
aren't competing."
"Oh. Thank you."
"I feel it was partly my fault. Your father knows how long I've waited to visit with you
again."

"Oh." It wasn't appropriate to say thank you again, and she didn't know what he
wanted to hear.
"I would have allowed you this. Especially since it's the last year you'll be able to enjoy
it."
"What? Yes. It's....excuse me." She stood up abruptly. "I'll be back soon."
Maybe he would think she was emotional over missing the sahi. As long as she wasn't
followed, it hardly mattered.
Bayat and Ean were waiting, and even Ean looked impatient.
"You took your time."
"I came when I could."
They quickly started to strap on her armour, offering a wave of advice that curdled
her stomach with nerves. She pulled on her gauntlets, flexing her fingers. They felt heavy
and clumsy.
She heard a final approving roar, and the sound of horses galloping out under the
stands. Ean grinned and slammed a fist against her shoulder.
"Hunt well. Try not to slip in the horse shit." He jogged off to where the rest of the
fighters were gathered.
"Five yellow, then the red," Bayat said. The cloth strips in her hand flashed bright and
dark as they traveled through the slatted sunlight from above. Overhead the steps began to
shake as the audience welcomed the fighters. "Keep moving, especially at the beginning.
There are so many fighters that you can't afford to pause. Later there will be time for
strategy."
She nodded along. It was very hard to concentrate, suddenly. Bayat smiled and pulled
the helm on over her braids, fastening it securely. She must have seen something in her
eyes. She took Ananuenya's shoulders, shaking her firmly.
"This is your birthright, Anani. You are Zindali."
She nodded again and followed Bayat toward the door.
It was a confusing throng of people. The gates swung open and the fighters and their
judges began stepping out into the sunlight, accompanied by wild cheers. Bayat held them
back until everyone else was gone, and the doors were swinging closed. She watched the
line of darkness creeping across the sand, swallowing hard. She had to move. She had to. It
was her last chance.
"Wait!" Bayat shouted, and pushed her forward.
The sun blinded her. By the time she could see clearly again the audience had begun
to murmur, excited again by the unexpected change. She followed Bayat to a place by the
wall, eyes on the spongy sand, feeling it give and take under her boots. This was like
training. Nothing more. Just with eyes, so many more eyes, fixed on her.

Above her head she heard her name for the first time. "Ananuenya! What odds do we
have on Ananuenya?"
She didn't dare look toward the platform where her father and the others were seated.
She did sneak a quick look at the fighter to her right, who seemed much taller than he
could possibly be. He caught her eye and nodded politely, then grinned.
"Best not to throw up before the fight begins. They'll never let you forget."
She attempted a weak smile. He laughed and turned to speak to his judge.
"Check the damn ground, Anani. Weapons."
Right. The ground. She searched the space in front of her as the warning bell
sounded. Her boots dug into the soil.
First warning or second? She tried to remember. She couldn't see anything in front of
her, nothing nearby. Her ears might as well be stuffed with cotton.
Another bell. Bayat shoved her forward. She ran, searching the ground desperately.
She passed over something, stumbled when she turned back, thought she heard laughter,
but she came up with a small mace.
A knee slammed the breath from her. She rolled and staggered to her feet and caught
the very edge of a hammer blow against her chin. She stepped back, then...
She slammed her shoulder into his stomach, driving him to the ground, brought her
mace three times against his helm before she felt someone at her back. She rolled off and
to her feet. The woman couldn't stop her downward thrust and it landed on the man below
her instead. Ananuenya brought her mace down low on the woman's back, pulling her blow
though she thought she heard a grunt anyway, then searched for the next opponent.
There were dozens of fights happening, and she couldn't see Ean in the blur of
movement and the dust.
A fist landed. Pain exploded against the side of her face and she staggered away,
blinking. She heard her attacker roar and ducked, letting him trip hard against her.
One, two, three, four, five. She backed away, heard a bell and dropped the mace,
running for the nearest weapon she could see.
Knives. Not good, not bad. She darted toward a short, stocky woman who brought her
staff around fast. She hopped it and swept the wooden practice blade across the woman's
stomach, then the other across her neck. She stepped around again and grasped the end of
the staff, brought her boot down and snapped it.
Just stay standing. And the bell rang out again.
The sun moved higher, shadows shrinking against the arena walls, then vanishing
entirely. The fighters became burnt-sand shadows looming out of clouds of dust. The
weakest and unluckiest fighters fell. When they did, those remaining were that much
harder. Her face was swelling, and a hard kick against her lower back was filling every
breath with pain, but she'd avoided any more flags. She kept searching for Ean among the

fighters and the fallen, who blended into the dirt and created extra obstacles for the tiring
survivors.
Her mouth ached for the taste of water. Sweat stung her eyes and she swept her arm
across them, narrowly dodging a sword in the next instant, rolled, and used her battle ax to
sweep a man's feet out from under him. She brought the false blade down on his chest,
tired arms misjudging and landing it far harder than she planned. An apology creaked out
of her sand-coated mouth.
She was slammed into the arena wall. Stunned, she barely wiggled out of the way
before the spiked end of a flail hit the place she'd been. Three fighters in dust-caked
armour ringed around her. She couldn't make out the clan insignia but they worked
seamlessly together, trapping her against the wall.
She whistled, three short blasts, but there was no time to listen for an answer. She
ducked another blow, and with nothing to lose, picked the nearest and ran at him, dragging
him to the ground.
His partners loomed. She finished him and began to roll off
Notsoonenough
in time to see a staff come down on his head. She scrambled back and to her feet. Her
ears rang with the familiar sound of Ean's laughter. She swung in behind him, standing
back-to-back.
There were only the four of them left. She tried to swallow. There was no moisture in
her mouth, just the painful need to drink.
"On three?"
"Three." They charged. Ananuenya dodged around a wild swing and cracked her
weapon against the backs of his knees. When she stood Ean was already coming toward
her.
The laughter was deeply disturbing.
The bell rang. She ran for the pair of swords, skidding in the dirt. The hilts were
comfortable. She swung them easily, fatigue easing.
Still she hesitated. This wasn't a stranger. This was Ean.
"Hunt well."
"Zani."
He looked surprised, then smiled. She circled, him, swords spinning easily.
"Won't you attack, enshi?"
He feinted, and she ducked out of the way, giving him a little push. He rolled
gracefully down and up, and lunging after her in the same fluid move.
She felt his arm come around her waist and spun, sending him away, alone. Was it
almost time for another bell? She would hate to give up her swords.

They fought back and forth across the arena, easy, like a game. The crowd rose to its
feet, eager to see.
"Do you never get tired, woman?"
"Are you?"
He nodded thoughtfully, and launched another quick attack. She leaped a prone form,
slid to a halt and drove back, catching him just before he could raise a defence. The last red
flag fell.
She stood over him, dust spinning all around her. For a moment the arena, overhung
with sunlit gold, was silent. She waited for some attack, eyes searching the hazy air. Then
the final bell rang.
Sound rolled like a wave over her. The crowd, her own panting breath. Her face
throbbed. She thrust the swords into the sand and held out her hand to help Ean stand. He
whooped and swung her around.
"Zani."
"We won."
"You won. Idiot." He slapped her back. Everywhere the dead were picking themselves
up, groaning and complaining, emerging from the sand like ghosts. Some of the audience
were dropping themselves down the high walls to visit the competitors. Bayat ran towards
them with a crow of triumph. Goaan loomed, and Kavi and Shev behind her.
Goaan scooped her up in a bone-crushing hug. "Anani! Aa aa, my girl! Standin a the
end an so."
She smiled, lopsided. Goaan's tattooed face beamed with pride, and she straightened
her shoulders as she was set down.
Kavi offered her water. She was smiling too, so beautifully that she fumbled the water,
unable to tear her eyes away from that face.
"An how much money to end sahi?" Goaan rumbled. Kavi patted a sizeable bulge at
her waist.
"Maybe you can buy yourself a bow," Ananuenya said. Goaan caught her chin and
checked her face carefully.
"Niyan gave me the one that he won in the contest."
"You did?"
"It was too small for me," he said quietly. Shyly. She'd barely noticed him at the edge
of their circle. She felt a tug of gratitude, instantly followed by the urge to slip between the
two of them.
What is wrong with you?
Her father's platform was empty. The competitors and audience were milling around
the arena floor, waiting for the prizes. When the wait stretched out a confused murmuring
began to spread.

"A fine end," one muttered, "leaving us out in the sun after all that." Her heart began
to sink. Goaan threw her arm across Ananuenya's shoulders, and the weight of it nearly
buckled her knees.
"No worry, my girl. Tradition is tradition. Still got all your teeth, an so."
Finally the door at the end of the arena swung open. Shreresh stepped out, standing
awkwardly alone against the dark passageway.
"Ganamanindhafa of the Zhasala wishes to give thanks for your magnificent
performance today. Unfortunate business calls him away, but he will present prizes to the
worthy as soon as he is free."
Whatever else she was going to say was drowned out by the complaints of the crowd,
unhappy at the abrupt end of the tournament.
"Unorthodox," a burly Stonehand fighter shook his head. "These border clans follow
their own ways, no mistake."
Goaan laughed. "Good to get out a this sun. Come, clean you some. Check for needle
work."
She did not need her needle and thread, for which Ananuenya was glad, but she was
quickly coming to regret not ducking fast enough. Her head throbbed. Blinking hurt. Even
a bath didn't help. When she was finally called to her father's audience chamber she
wanted only to rest. Even the dread she felt at the impeding scolding was numbed by
exhaustion.
In the chamber she kept her eyes on the carpet before her father's desk. It had once
been a great, red grass plain, over which her toy horses galloped tirelessly. She
remembered often playing at her father's feet when she was a child. When her mother lived
and her father recognised her even when punishments didn't need to be doled out.
"Your reward."
Her head jerked up as her father dropped the jewelled sword and scabbard onto his
desk. Lamplight picked out the elaborate scrollwork on the sheath, and the gold that
chased the edges. Two rubies sat in the guard. A black stone was set into the pommel. She
glanced at his impassive face, then reached out and lifted it from the desk.
Her hand fit the grip as though it had found its home. When she drew it a few inches
from its scabbard she saw the mark of the Chiana family high on the blade. A small fortune
in her hands. She was summoning her voice when he spoke instead.
"Lord Ciric was most impressed with your performance. He sang your praises."
"Oh." She tried to put more animation into the word than she felt.
"Indeed. It's only thanks to his forgiveness that your antics receive reward, rather
than punishment."
"Forgiveness?" she repeated, disbelieving.
"You disobeyed me. You embarrassed me, in my own house, at my own gathering."

"I didn't...disobey. Not exac-"
"You knew your place!"
She flinched when his fist came down on the arm of the chair, making the wood creak.
Her gaze fell to the sword. She returned it to its sheath.
"Was it so dishonourable to win the sahi?" She hated the smallness of her voice. "I
brought honour to our house."
He leaned back, the chair creaking under his weight. He had become as wide as
Goaan, but it had been so long since he fought and trained that it was difficult to tell what
was muscle and what was fat.
"It wasn't what I asked of you." He was silent for a long time, and his gaze was heavy.
"Lord Ciric is an honourable man. He's successful. He understands the Zindali. And he's
very fond of you."
"I don't care for him."
"Do you think that being dhafa means blindly demanding your own way? It requires
sacrifice. Great sacrifice."
"Will I be dhafa?"
"You should think about who it is that would best guide the people, Ananuenya. A
man with experience and strength? Or a selfish child?" He picked up one of his heavy
books. "Be content that one wants you."
"Wants...me?"
"To wife."
"I don't want to marry."
The patrol. Haven't I won my place there? How will I be dhafa if they've never
followed me?
It took her such a dreadfully long time to understand.
"You will reconsider."
She didn't flee. Her pride wouldn't allow her that. But when she heard Ean's
boisterous voice she avoided that corridor and made her way to her own chamber, where
she left her lamps unlit. The glow of Vayi below, and the cool blue-white night sky above
gave enough light to see, enough shadow to hide.
The beautiful sword mocked her. She sat astride the wide balcony railing and
balanced it in front of her, looking at the perfectly worked metal. It was like a sword of
legend. The Chiana family had forged weapons for kings and princes. When the twelve
great nobles and warlords had come together in distant antiquity to choose the one who
would lead them as Rahal's First King, it has been a Chiana who had forged the sword that
would defend the new country. Now one of those great swords lay across the railing,
shimmering with its own inner light.

She tapped the blade, watching it tip dangerously toward the flagstone courtyard far
below. At the last minute she tapped the hilt, making it rock back towards the balcony.
If she spoke, if she moved, the thickness in her throat would give way to tears.
What good does crying do?
The door creaked open. Without light she shouldn't have been able to tell, but she
knew it was Kavi just the same.
"I brought something for you to eat." Her sweet voice floated out of the shadows,
followed by the warm smell of food.
"Thank you but...I'm not really hungry."
"You never are, after you talk to your father." There was a long silence. "I'll go..."
"No! No...you don't have to. Please. Stay." She added awkwardly.
Kavi came forward, saw the blade balancing precariously on the railing and gasped.
"That's dangerous!"
Ananuenya tapped the end of it, watching it rock back and forth over the edge. Kavi's
hands fluttered, then she couldn't help herself and darted forward to grab it and hug it to
herself as though worried it might fly away on its own.
"It's priceless."
"It's really pretty." Zindali, the syllables weighted with her northlander accent,
lingered in the cooling air. She seemed half ghost in the moonlight. Ananuenya finally
shifted, sitting up straighter, hoping that Kavi would sit. She did, keeping both feet firmly
on the stone floor, and gave a cautious look over her shoulder at the deep drop on the other
side.
"You could sell it. You could be rich."
"Money-hungry bird." She smiled, then winced.
Duck, next time. Though it didn't seem as though there would be a next time. The
sword would rust from cold, damp northern air, never being used for its purpose.
"No one will ever own me again. I will have enough money to buy myself."
"No one will own you again because you are a free woman who can fight for herself."
"Well. But if I return to my people that wouldn't be possible."
Ananuenya frowned. With her back to the city's glow Kavi's pale scars were picked out
in clean relief. Purposefully placed circular Loranim scars, overlaid with whip marks that
reached up to her neck and over her shoulder. Accidental disobedience, or rebellion? Kavi
seemed too sensible to do anything to deserve that punishment. But...she would have
sacrificed herself to save Shev, and gone to the whipping post in his place.
"Will you?"
"Return? They are my people."
"But you're here now. With me. With us." The flooding warmth in her face made it
throb.

"They say that you'll be married and go off to the north."
"To Ciric? That pigfucking worm?"
She smiled because Kavi gave a scandalised gasp. "You don't like him either, bird. Do
your people not swear?"
"It's an hour at prayer for every one."
"Shit fuck piss prick..." She went deeper into her list of curses, learned over long years
in the dockside, while Kavi shrieked and covered her ears. All in jest, judging from the sly
look passed her way.
"I'll be on my knees for the rest of my life, just listening to that."
"I'm corrupting you."
"Yes." Kavi reached over and straightened a fold of shirt at Ananuenya's shoulder.
One of her quick, certain gestures. Without thinking Ananuenya caught her hand. Small,
like the rest of her, but strong and calloused from work and now all of her training.
Strength was there, too, in the flex of muscle in her arm. It was her own hand that was
trembling. She squeezed to steady herself then released it, feeling light-headed.
Fingers closed around hers before her hand could be drawn away. She shivered, eyes
fixed on the stone of the balcony in front of her. They flickered up once, to the pale, smiling
face, then down again.
"Well," Kavi said, "now I'm ready." She kissed her softly, still clutching the sword in
one arm. Ananuenya felt a rush of heat and excitement and nervousness that dissolved
pain and scattered all thought.
Sense didn't return to her until the sun rose, when her eyes snapped open at the small
movement of the woman in her bed. It had been so the whole night, once exhaustion had
taken them. It was so wholly new, that presence, that her heart raced every time she felt
her shift. Once, gathering all of her courage, she'd put her arms around the small frame.
Kavi didn't suffer the same anxieties, sleeping or waking, and burrowed against her like an
animal seeking comfort.
Now she groaned a protest at the coming dawn, face decidedly searching for
darkness. Ananuenya decided she didn't need to move just yet, allowing herself to indulge
in the delicious, shivery feeling that compared to absolutely nothing, either in her
experience, or in dull descriptions in heroic legend.
It's hunger. Or...anticipation, except it's happening, and...
And how could you hunger for something you'd just gorged yourself with?
One blue eye was open, and she looked very satisfied. Or perhaps pleased, as a cat
looked when it sat upon the book you were meant to be studying.
"Good morning," she said, wondering if that was appropriate for the morning after
sex.

A sleepy smile, and lips brushing her shoulder in a gentle kiss. Ananuenya felt a
foolish grin spread over the half a face that wasn't a lumpy welter of pain.
"It's too early for morning."
"But it is a good morning."
"But I like the bed, and don't want to leave it."
"Only the bed?"
"Well, I've never had one like this before." She stretched out, finally, to cover the
maximum amount of space, a thin blanket tangled around her that covered nothing that
modesty demanded.
"You've had one here. I know it."
"Not like this. Big and soft."
"If I'd only known, I would have begged to share sooner."
"This is my reward for becoming a proper warrior."
She blinked, and lifted her head. The blue eyes, still puffy from sleep, seemed earnest.
"You thought you had to do all this?"
Her expression firmed. "I wanted to be free. That's all. Everyone around me is a
strong person. They're warriors. I didn't want to lay with you until I knew I was equal."
Ananuenya frowned. "You don't have to shoot a bow or fight to make me...want to-"
"Bed me?" She laughed while Ananuenya blushed furiously and flopped back onto the
pillows.
"Yes. Anyway, it isn't necessary. My mother married where she chose. Someone more
scholar than fighter." But she didn't wish to think about her father, and stretched instead.
Her skin was certainly colourful. Wild bruising had risen all over, though some had been
quite gently raised by Kavi long after the sahi was done.
There were birds beginning to sing in the hazy morning. The white curtains billowed.
Yesterday she would have been out of bed already.
"I suppose we should get up," she said, unconvincingly. "Midday meal will be
crowded."
"But that's the midday meal. It's hours away."
"But the baths..."
"You are more fish than woman."
"The lists are an important occasion."
"Ah. Yes."
"What's wrong?"
"A whole year..."
Ananuenya nodded, stomach fluttering. "Maybe even a bit longer, if it's one of the
outer lines!"

A pillow whomped softly into the side of her head. The undamaged side, on purpose.
She looked at Kavi, shocked. Her eyes were at least half-seriously stormy. Her pretty eyes.
"I know that it's your dream that you've waited for. I know that."
"Then why did you hit me with a pillow?"
Kavi cocked her head and gave her a look. Even still, it took her some time to
understand.
"Oh."
"Yes."
Ananuenya grabbed her around her middle and pulled her back down, rewarded with
warm arms.
"A whole year or more without you."
"Can I be a little excited?"
"Yes. I know how horrible it sounds and I really am happy for you and I know it's
necessary but still...I'll miss you."
Her hand drifted lower, drawing Ananuenya's leg over her, and she felt a new rush of
heat.
The bath waited. They were in fact late for the start of the meal but Ean, being Ean,
had managed to save space for them.
"Late today of all days?" He was about to say more, then shrugged and grinned
instead.
"Shut up."
"Not a word."
She noticed that Niyan was sitting next to Ean, politely eating while Ean made a
typical mess. Kavi waved a wild greeting and he smiled his shy smile in return. Ananuenya
decided he was fine after all, since...
She blushed again.
"Have they read the lists?"
"Not until after lunch as always," Bayat said. "I thought your father might order you
to sit at his side, but it doesn't look as though he's here."
Kavi nudged her, and offered her a plate heaped with food, the twin to her own.
"I'm not hibernating!"
"You need to keep your strength up."
"For...the patrols."
"Yes. Exactly. For the patrols." She waved her hand.
"Niyan was telling us that the Zasa have increased their numbers out on the lines."
"There have been more raids along the coast. Even up the Tev, I understand."
"Pirates?" Shev asked, large hands dwarfing a roll.
"No one is left alive to say."

"Pray for them, the poor fuckers." Shev began tearing the bread in half. "The slavers
are a plague on the Dorshan coast. Woe to them if they're caught but they are canny
bastards."
"I wonder if Ganamanin will do likewise," Ean mused. "It would be prudent."
"Why be prudent when you can plot with northlanders?" Bayat muttered, then
apologised to end the awkward silence that followed.
"It's not as though we disagree, Bayat," Ean said. She shook her head. Ananuenya
kept her eyes on her plate, but she knew that her friend looked at her.
"I understand."
"It'd increase your chances, right?" Shev offered.
"The winner of the sahi always goes," Bayat said.
There was a buzz of voices, and the sound of clattering dishes died away. Ananuenya
snuck a quick look at the dhafa's chair, but it was Shreresh holding the list.
Well, there would be some pleasure in the woman having to say her name, anyway.
She turned her knife over and over in her hands, watching the light catch the silver.
She could pretend nonchalance, but her stomach began to turn into knots. There were
sporadic cheers for this name or that. The knife slowed its turn. The long list of names
continued, but she'd lost count. It had to be coming soon. She thought she could hear the
rustle of paper from here. Soon. Soon.
The droning voice came to a stop. Shreresh extended Ganamanin's congratulations
and retreated.
Shev swore, long and colourfully.
"It has to be a mistake. This is absurd. There's been a mistake."
The knife was still. Ananuenya watched her knuckles turn white as she gripped it.
"They don't make mistakes on the list, Bayat." She felt Ean's eyes on her. Sympathy?
Or pity? She wanted neither.
A murmuring started, rippling out from the tables nearest them. More than Ean's
eyes, now. Shocked, yes. And unhappy. Curdling beneath that was a particular tone: the
quiet intensity that came when one wished to share an unpleasant supposition without
being overheard.
They think I want this. They think I'm a coward.
Because the winner of the sahi always went out to the lines. Always. Unless they were
too afraid to go.
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