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  1


  RESIDENTS of Noage Itray could look up and see the ballcourt hanging ten miles overhead, four meters wide and fifty long from goal line to goal line. Stands stretched along each side, row upon row of seats slanting up and back. For the station’s entire thirty-five-mile cylindrical length, buildings and gardens clung to its curving interior walls, bright with reflected sunlight. Noage Itray was the largest and wealthiest of the four stations in its Precinct—the second oldest of the four Precincts.


  Under the ballcourt stands, proof of that antiquity, stood ranks of life-sized statues serving, crouching, springing to meet the ball. Elaborately painted wristguards, jewels on necks and arms, shimmered faintly in half shadow, each statue the result of the septennial elections decided on Noage Itray’s Blue Lily ballcourt.


  They were called the Hundred, though Her-Breath-Contains-The-Universe had counted three hundred and seventy-two of them. On game days flowers decked each statue. The air would be heavy with their scent and the muttered prayers of worshipers as they streamed past, into the stands. Today the space echoed coldly, the stale remains of incense barely perceptible, the Hundred staring into empty, silent space.


  Back in a dim corner stood Her-Breath-Contains-The-Universe’s favorite: a woman, rare but not unheard of. Her-Breath-Contains had entered Blue Lily Monastery at the age of four (he was older now, nearly twelve) and even then she had attracted his sympathy. She wasn’t particularly pretty. She wore no jewels, only the short trousers of a ball player and an undecorated armguard that covered her from wrist to elbow, her hand curled into a fist to hold it in place. She wasn’t jumping or crouching, only standing, her arms at her sides, her head tilted just slightly, as though she were listening to a voice only she could hear. But to Her-Breath-Contains she seemed imbued with personality. The name on the pedestal under her feet was She-Commands-Me-And-I-Obey. She had been a friendly face to a small boy missing his nurse, surrounded by strangers in a cold, unfamiliar place.


  Every day one of the monks—or more usually a minor novice like Her-Breath-Contains—would stand in the portico with an offering of boiled fish and recite their names. By the time Her-Breath-Contains was nine he’d learned the entire list by heart, but she wasn’t on it. So he had counted. Three hundred and seventy-one names, three hundred and seventy-two statues of deified ballplayers.


  It troubled him that she was left out of the daily offerings. She had been abandoned, forgotten. It wasn’t fair.


  But Her-Breath-Contains knew her secret. If he stood just right, with his fingers on the base under her bare feet, and bowed his head just the right amount, he could hear what she heard—voices in a room three hundred meters from where she stood, where monastery officials often held conferences. As far as Her-Breath-Contains could tell, no one else knew the room was bugged.


  The abbot Shall-I-Alone-Escape-Death had taken an unusual interest in Her-Breath-Contains’ education. Had said to Her-Breath-Contains more than once, Knowing what another does not know gives you the advantage. Had implied more than once that having any advantage at all could be a matter of life and death. Her-Breath-Contains had only recently understood why the abbot should be at pains to teach him such things, but even as a small child he had taken the lesson to heart. Once he had made his discovery, he visited She-Commands-Me-And-I-Obey as often as he could, without raising suspicion. Sometimes there was only silence. Other days dull, nearly incomprehensible theological discourse. Today it was about the Game.


  “… woman they say. The Harime ship docked this morning.” The voice belonged to Qefahl Brend, governor of the station, and the Precinct’s representative to the Council of Four. Three days from now, the Game would either end or renew Qefahl Brend’s tenure as tetrarch, depending who won or lost. Her-Breath-Contains had often heard his voice on broadcast. And though he wasn’t supposed to know it, the tetrarch was Her-Breath-Contains-The-Universe’s much older brother.


  “Well,” said the abbot Shall-I-Alone-Escape-Death. “If she’s pretty no doubt she’ll be popular in the Hundred.” A short silence. Her-Breath-Contains stretched aching shoulders, where he stood bowed before She-Commands-Me. “What troubles you?” asked the abbot.


  “Blue Lily is undefeated in the past ten elections, nearly undefeated in regular play. White Lily is good, but not as good as Blue Lily. It’s obvious how the game will come out. The governor of Harime can have no illusions, he knows he’s not going to be seated on the Council, he knows whoever captains White Lily will die at the end of the game. He might as well use this as an opportunity to be conveniently rid of someone. I knew the names of the four likeliest candidates. But instead we get… this woman.”


  “Ah. You dislike surprises.”


  “Surprises,” said Tetrarch Qefahl Brend, “are a symptom of faulty information.”


  “Or faulty premises,” said the abbot. “Shall I tell you what Seven-Brilliant-Truths-Shine-Like-Suns has discovered?” A pause. “He went to meet them as they disembarked. For the last year and a half this woman has played for an obscure Harime convent. Very small stuff, but she’s a real ballplayer for all that. Seven-Brilliant-Truths-Shine-Like-Suns says she has the look of a fanatic.” The voice of the abbot Shall-I-Alone-Escape-Death changed slightly, became a touch too smooth and even, a tone Her-Breath-Contains knew well. It meant the abbot was saying something beyond just what his words meant. “Our captain, the monk Seven-Brilliant-Truths-Shine-Like-Suns, is perhaps not as pious as he might be.”


  Whatever Her-Breath-Contains’ brother the tetrarch had to say in response was lost. A voice among the Hundred startled the boy’s head up, his heart racing. “You didn’t waste any time!” Seven-Brilliant-Truths-Shine-Like-Suns said, his confident tenor echoing around the statues.


  An unfamiliar voice answered. “Why waste time, Brother?” A woman’s voice, the accent old-fashioned-sounding, the words oddly precise. It made Her-Breath-Contains-The-Universe think of singers, though he didn’t think it was a singer’s voice.


  Seven-Brilliant-Truths laughed. Her-Breath-Contains stood still at the feet of She-Commands-Me-And-I-Obey, hardly daring to breathe. Seven-Brilliant-Truths was the hero of the minor novices. He’d had his teeth replaced with moissanite, which shone glittering in his dark face when he smiled, and he smiled often. He wore the humble monastic coverall as though it were the embroidered and jeweled gown of a tetrarch. He’d always been condescendingly kind, even indulgent, towards the boys of Blue Lily Monastery, but the thought of him finding Her-Breath-Contains like this, at his private devotions, and worse, eavesdropping, made Her-Breath-Contains’ face heat uncomfortably.


  “Introducing yourself, I take it,” Seven-Brilliant-Truths said to the woman, blessedly still unaware of Her-Breath-Contains-The-Universe. “Oh, glorious Hundred, numerous as suns, brilliant and brief as comets, children of the goddess, guarantors of Her mercy, I introduce to you Sister Ultimately-Justice-Shall-Prevail, who will join you three days from now.”


  The woman must be the captain of the White Lily team, from Harime Station. Her-Breath-Contains made a cautious movement, and the abbot Shall-I-Alone-Escape-Death spoke in his ear. “Of course we’ll watch her.”


  The tetrarch Qefahl Brend made a dubious noise. “She’s not the problem. Women…” Her-Breath-Contains shifted just a bit, lost the thread of the tetrarch’s voice.


  “You should go, Sister. Take the transport back to the Harime quarter and talk to people, bless some babies. They’ll buy your icon in the market and brag to their children that they met you personally before I took your head off in the ballcourt.” Her-Breath-Contains knew that Seven-Brilliant-Truths was speaking the literal truth—everyone knew that Blue Lily would win and White Lily’s captain would die on the ballcourt at the conclusion of the game. But hearing it said so baldly, so boastingly, gave Her-Breath-Contains an odd feeling of revulsion. He shifted again.


  “… surely, Tetrarch, your departed mother…”


  “On that topic, what are you teaching my brother?”


  “As I understand it,” said abbot Shall-I-Alone-Escape-Death, “your brother Qefahl Aresh is on retreat.”


  “We’re not overheard here? You assured me.”


  “We are not. This is, in fact, one of the most securely private places on the station, let alone the monastery.” A pang of mixed guilt and exultation overcame Her-Breath-Contains. He had never told the abbot about his discovery at the feet of She-Commands-Me-And-I-Obey. He told himself the abbot would approve, if only he knew. Would have been disappointed if Her-Breath-Contains had so obviously failed to learn what the abbot had tried to teach him.


  “So,” said the tetrarch Qefahl Brend. “Dispense with your pious fiction.”


  Her-Breath-Contains’ back ached, and the conversation between Seven-Brilliant-Truths and Sister Ultimately-Justice continued, but at this moment nothing could distract him from the conversation between the abbot and the tetrarch.


  “A monk,” answered the abbot Shall-I-Alone-Escape-Death, “is severed from all family and social connections. When one takes vows one takes a new identity. I should not have to explain this to you.”


  An exasperated sigh. “What are you teaching the minor novice Her-Breath-Contains-The-Universe?”


  “Only the usual.”


  “Don’t toy with me, abbot. I studied with you myself, back in the day. My younger brother’s death was less convenient than sending him here. Let him learn his prayers and no more, or I might have to re-consult my convenience.”


  A strange feeling passed over Her-Breath-Contains, a shivery sensation that seemed to start both at the back of his neck and in his stomach, half a moment before he consciously understood what Qefahl Brend had just said.


  “Don’t look so shocked,” continued the tetrarch. Her-Breath-Contains-The-Universe’s brother. “You play politics as much as I do.”


  “You learned a great deal from me,” said the abbot Shall-I-Alone-Escape-Death. “But some things I was never able to teach you. You believe any display of piety must be either insincere or foolish. But no matter how ruthless I am, no matter how political—and I must be ruthless and political, for the sake of this monastery—I remain a servant of the Go—”


  A hand landed forcefully on Her-Breath-Contains’ shoulder and he dropped his hands from the statue base, straightened and spun, to see Seven-Brilliant-Truths frowning down at him. Her-Breath-Contains blinked at him stupidly. “Ah…”


  “Leave the child be,” said Sister Ultimately-Justice. Her-Breath-Contains turned and saw her finally, a woman in the plain brown coverall of a monastic, her hair cut short. Her dark face looked just slightly odd in a way Her-Breath-Contains couldn’t place. She seemed precise as her speech, and so solidly where she was, as though wherever she placed her feet she was rooted to the ground. He wondered if that was what Seven-Brilliant-Truths had meant when he’d said she had the look of a fanatic.


  Seven-Brilliant-Truths was looking at him strangely, unsmiling. Not as though he were angry, but something else. “She your favorite?”


  Her-Breath-Contains’ face went hot again. “Yes.”


  An expression flashed across Seven-Brilliant-Truths’ face, quick and disquieting. He dropped his hand from Her-Breath-Contains-The-Universe’s shoulder and looked as though he wanted to step back.


  “Very commendable,” said Sister Ultimately-Justice, each syllable dropping exactly. “Can you tell me about her game?”


  “She’s not a player,” said Seven-Brilliant-Truths, sparing Her-Breath-Contains from admitting his ignorance. “Not one of the Hundred. She’s a, what do you call it, a symbol, an idea…”


  “An allegory.”


  “That.” The strange expression remained on Seven-Brilliant-Truths’ face. He looked at Her-Breath-Contains. “But you didn’t know that.”


  Her-Breath-Contains gestured no, mortified. He didn’t want to explain, didn’t want to show anyone what a baby he was, had been. Didn’t want to say, she was my friend when I was little. He waited for Seven-Brilliant-Truths to ask why her, or to mock him. Instead, the monk said, “She’s more for visiting teams than for us, these days. When She-Who-Sprang-From-The-Lily commands…” He made a slicing gesture across his throat. “One obeys. You understand me, Sister.” He grinned again, a flash of moissanite.


  “I do,” she answered, utterly unperturbed.


  “She was the special devotion of the abbot Hold-Her-Commands-As-A-Mirror-To-Your-Heart, did you know that, boy?”


  “No.”


  Seven-Brilliant-Truths turned to Sister Ultimately-Justice. “Surely you’ve heard of him, Sister. Hold-Her-Commands-As-A-Mirror-To-Your-Heart was meditating by the monastery fishpond with two of his disciples when he bodily transcended this world and was received by the Goddess. He physically stepped from this world to the next. A genuine saint.”


  “One of the disciples who witnessed it,” Ultimately-Justice said, “became abbot in his place. The other died soon after.”


  “You’re a student of Blue Lily history.”


  “No,” she said. “It was obvious.”


  Seven-Brilliant-Truths blinked, frowned, stepped away from Ultimately-Justice. “I’ll leave you to your prayers. Brother. Sister.” He bowed slightly, turned and left. Her-Breath-Contains would have sworn he was unnerved. It frightened him.


  “He’s afraid of you,” said Ultimately-Justice, with that careful, slightly rough voice, as though she had read his mind. “Tell me, are you ambitious like your brother?”


  “Wh—” What little balance Her-Breath-Contains had gained was knocked away from him again. “How… ?”


  “When was the last time you looked in a mirror?” Her-Breath-Contains didn’t answer, and Sister Ultimately-Justice continued. “It is an unsuitable position for a child to be in. I will give you advice. Be aware of your surroundings. If you are ambitious, be also silent. Or you may find yourself a genuine saint at the bottom of the monastery fishpond.”


  Suddenly Her-Breath-Contains understood the implications of the story Seven-Brilliant-Truths had just told, and of Sister’s confident it was obvious. Though he’d heard of the abbot’s translation hundreds of times, the idea of murder had never occurred to him before. He thought of his brother saying I might have to re-consult my convenience and felt nauseated.


  Sister Ultimately-Justice smiled mildly, rooted in stone. “What do you learn, contemplating She-Commands-Me-And-I-Obey?”


  She knows, he thought, knowing at the same moment that it was unreasonable. She couldn’t possibly. He opened his mouth to speak and then remembered what she had just said to him.


  “A quick learner.” Her smile did not alter.


  · · • · ·


  On game day, Noage Itray was an endless vista of blue, except for the irregular patch near one end and spinward, where residents of the Harime quarter had covered their roofs in white. The abbot Shall-I-Alone-Escape-Death had ordered Her-Breath-Contains-The-Universe to accompany him down onto the court, and so he stood just behind the Blue Lily goal line, holding a gently smoking censer. Tetrarch Qefahl Brend was just on the other side of the abbot—tall, his dark face long and angular, hair braided back with embroidered satin ribbons, apparently completely unaware of Her-Breath-Contains’ existence.


  Seven-Brilliant-Truths-Shine-Like-Suns stood ready to receive the abbot’s blessing. He wore a loose robe of scarlet satin, covered in tiny blue lilies edged in gold thread. Gold hung from his ears and in layers around his neck, under wreaths of blue and orange flowers. The three other Blue Lily players were similarly decked, but not quite so resplendent as Seven-Brilliant-Truths. He received so many gifts, and such luxurious ones, that even when he had given the monastery its share he was awash in money.


  Ahead, over the goal line, stretched the ballcourt. Atop walls four meters high, The Blue Lily and White Lily sides of the stands faced each other across the court. Both sides were already packed tight, except for seats in front above the center line, held open for the abbot, and for the tetrarch Qefahl Brend. And across the court, on the White Lily wall, the seat for the governor of Harime. The crowd was bright with colorful clothing, with flowers. The monks of Blue Lily Monastery, a swath of brown at the center line on the Blue Lily wall, had been fasting since yesterday, would still fast until the game was well over, but the secular spectators had broken their fasts that morning. Even over the incense the smell of the cakes and dried fruit they passed to each other made Her-Breath-Contains slightly dizzy with wanting.


  “Brother Seven-Brilliant-Truths-Shine-Like-Suns,” said the abbot. “I have something to say before we step over the goal line.” Behind the goal line teams could speak in private. Step over, and every word, every sound, was amplified for the spectators, broadcast to everyone watching in those blue-draped houses curving up and around, to the ships hanging outside the station, and eventually to every other station and Precinct under the Council of Four. Seven-Brilliant-Truths-Shine-Like-Suns grinned, his moissanite teeth glittering.


  “This is your first election game,” said the abbot. “As you know, I captained Blue Lily before I became abbot. Three times, I put the mother of Tetrarch Qefahl Brend on the Council of Four. The first time was the most difficult.” He stopped, looked up at the people crowding the stands, and shook his head. “We spoke last night of the allegory of She-Commands-Me-And-I-Obey.” Seven-Brilliant-Truths’ gaze flickered to Her-Breath-Contains, then back to the abbot, who continued speaking. “You don’t understand her significance. Ultimate obedience is not only required of the losing captain, but also of the winner.”


  “Of course, abbot,” said Seven-Brilliant-Truths.


  “You don’t understand me. You won’t until you put the blade to her throat, and see her blood pump out, see her expression as she dies. Maybe not even then, although I hope for all our sakes that’s not the case.”


  “Sister is devout enough for ten of us,” said Seven-Brilliant-Truths. “She’s not afraid.”


  Shall-I-Alone-Escape-Death sighed. “I will pray for you, during the game and after. I, and Brother Her-Breath-Contains-The-Universe.” The abbot put his hand on Her-Breath-Contains’ shoulder, and Her-Breath-Contains was suddenly frighteningly aware of his brother, the tetrarch Qefahl Brend, standing on the other side of the abbot. “Let us begin, since you are so eager to see blood shed.”


  They all walked to the center line, to meet White Lily. Sister Ultimately-Justice wore only plain, short trousers, an armguard, and a single, broad wreath of white lilies that covered her shoulders and breasts. She stood silent at the center line, her arms at her sides, expression bland, head slightly tilted.


  The Harime governor stood beside her, a smaller man than Qefahl Brend, round-faced, and older. He also wore his hair braided back, but the governor’s robe he wore hung limp around him, as though it didn’t quite fit him properly. Sister’s teammates stood behind her, all wearing the same sort of embroidered satin, jewels, and flowers that Blue Lily’s players wore.


  Qefahl Brend stepped up to the center of the court. “Who will play for me?” he asked, the ritual question, his voice resonant and sure.


  “I, Brother Seven-Brilliant-Truths-Shine-Like-Suns, will play for you!” announced Seven-Brilliant-Truths, the ritual answer. He flashed his moissanite grin, and the Blue Lily side of the stands erupted into cheers and applause.


  The Harime governor stepped up to the center, across from Qefahl Brend. But instead of asking the question, he said, “There was a time, Tetrarch, when you and I would have had to play this game ourselves.” Silence, and then a puzzled mutter from the stands. “Sometimes I wonder if it wouldn’t be best to take our own risks. Or perhaps to abolish the death altogether. Is it right to ask our captains to take the burden we should bear ourselves?” He shook his head, sadly Her-Breath-Contains thought. “Who will play for me?”


  Ultimately-Justice spoke, in her precise way. “I, Sister Ultimately-Justice-Shall-Prevail, will play for you.” Polite applause followed. Her-Breath-Contains found himself distressed. This was the Game, the one that all other games were a rehearsal for. It was, the abbot had once told him, the place where planning and maneuvering fell before the will of She-Who-Sprang-From-The-Lily. Captaining a team was the ultimate surrender to Her desire. The people in the stands knew they had come to see Sister Ultimately-Justice die, and that scattering of applause was all they could muster. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair.


  For the next ten minutes, the abbot prayed, blessed the captains, blessed the middle court and back court players, asked the blessing of She-Who-Sprang-From-The-Lily on the spectators, the station, the Precinct, the territory of the Council. He took the censer from Her-Breath-Contains and wafted smoke towards the tetrarch and the Harime governor, the two captains. Still smiling, Seven-Brilliant-Truths held out his hands, rings three and four to a finger, the smoke curling around them. His middle court player stepped forward and did the same, and then his back court.


  Sister Ultimately-Justice’s hands were square and plain. She held them briefly in the smoke and then stepped aside for her middle court player. When he reached forward Her-Breath-Contains was struck by the contrast between his elaborately jeweled hands and Sister Ultimately-Justice’s plain ones. A network of gold links and gems covered the back of the middle court’s right hand from knuckle to wrist, and then fanned out into a series of jeweled chains that hung from there to a band around his upper arm, just above his elbow. It sparkled through the smoke, red and yellow and green. It was arresting and strange, almost barbaric-looking. Her-Breath-Contains had never seen anything like it. The middle court looked up, saw Her-Breath-Contains looking at him, and smiled. Her-Breath-Contains found himself resenting the man. This was one of the most important games of his life, and his team’s captain was doomed to die at the conclusion of the game, and yet he smiled so casually.


  · · • · ·


  Abbot Shall-I-Alone-Escape-Death sat in the front of the Noage Itray side, on the center line. Beside him was Qefahl Brend, directly opposite the governor of Harime, across the court in the Harime stands. On the other side of the tetrarch was a stranger, a pale, odd-looking man who spoke with a harsh accent. Behind the abbot, Her-Breath-Contains turned to his neighbor, an older novice. “Who is that?” he asked quietly.


  “He’s an out-system merchant. He wants contracts and concessions. He wants discounted docking fees and lowered tariffs. He’s been positively pouring jewelry and imported luxuries onto the tetrarch since he arrived. I heard…”


  But Her-Breath-Contains didn’t learn what his neighbor had heard. The game was beginning.


  Both teams had put off their satin and jewels—in Ultimately-Justice’s case, she had removed the wreath of lilies—and now wore only trousers and armguards. Middle and back courts took their places, and the two captains faced each other across the center line.


  The first serve was White Lily’s, and Ultimately-Justice slammed the ball with her armguard powerfully enough to send it towards Blue Lily’s goal line at a speed the back court player didn’t anticipate. The ball grazed the side of his armguard and bounced off the Harime wall.


  Blue Lily’s middle court dove for it, landing face down, and hit the ball just before it bounced, driving it in a wide arc across the center line. Ultimately-Justice, with one hard, fast swing of her arm, drove it angling towards the Noage Itray wall, where Blue Lily would have to scramble to reach it, since they had all been trying to catch the ball in its bounce off the opposite wall.


  But Seven-Brilliant-Truths was fast. He reached the ball and slammed it hard, back across the center line. White Lily’s middle court tried to return it, but it flew into the stands, a foul.


  The spectators on the Harime wall were sluggish at first, but after a few plays they realized that Sister Ultimately-Justice was playing to win. White Lily’s middle court seemed to be having a bad day—he fouled twice while Her-Breath-Contains watched. But Ultimately-Justice was going to give Blue Lily as good a fight as she could, better than anyone had expected. Even as Blue Lily scored three goals in succession, the Harime spectators’ enthusiasm strengthened. Her-Breath-Contains was pleased to see Seven-Brilliant-Truths, so grinning and sure of himself at the start of the game, compelled to fight for points.


  The merchant leaned over to the tetrarch Qefahl Brend, raised his hand and gestured towards the ball as it flew over White Lily’s goal line.


  Draped across the back of his hand was a piece of jewelry nearly identical to the one Ultimately-Justice’s middle court man had worn before the start of the game. Her-Breath-Contains’ eyes followed the dangling chains that led to the same upper armlet. He frowned. Had the merchant been giving gifts to White Lily players?


  “Blue Lily must score next,” said Qefahl Brend to the merchant, answering a question he had asked but Her-Breath-Contains had not heard, absorbed as he was by the merchant’s jewelry. “If White Lily scores, then both sides return to zero and the game begins again.”


  “Every time? Even if it keeps happening?”


  “There was a game,” said the abbot, “centuries ago, that lasted two months and six days.”


  “I hope this one won’t be so long!” exclaimed the merchant. “I enjoy sports, but not to that extent.”


  It was clear the merchant knew virtually nothing about the game. And he was here currying the tetrarch’s favor, so if he had given gifts to players, they would likely have been to Blue Lily’s. So where had White Lily’s middle court gotten his jewelry?


  Her-Breath-Contains’ seatmate had said, He’s been positively pouring jewelry and imported luxuries onto the tetrarch since he arrived. The merchant might very well have given such a gift to Qefahl Brend.


  “It doesn’t matter how long it lasts,” said the abbot. “Only that we do the will of She-Who-Sprang-From-The-Lily.”


  But, Her-Breath-Contains realized, Qefahl Brend cared nothing for the will of She-Who-Sprang-From-The-Lily. Sister Ultimately-Justice—or for that matter Her-Breath-Contains—was only a potential obstacle between Qefahl Brend and what he wanted. Her-Breath-Contains was protected by the abbot, so it seemed. Who would defend Sister Ultimately-Justice? Her own teammate had been bribed to help destroy her. “I have to go to the bathroom,” Her-Breath-Contains said, rising, and excused his way out of the crowd of novices and took the stairs down to the cold and silent portico, and the staring Hundred.


  2


  A MONK was standing at the door to the White Lily end of the court. Above, the noise of the crowd following the play, and from the court the thwack of the ball hitting the walls, the occasional grunt of a ballplayer. “What do you want, brother?” asked the White Lily monk.


  “I have to talk to Sister.”


  “Go away.”


  “You don’t understand. I have to talk to her.”


  The play ended in a foul; Her-Breath-Contains heard the call. The White Lily monk sighed, took a step back and made a sign. A moment later Her-Breath-Contains heard the timeout call, and Ultimately-Justice-Shall-Prevail came to the door.


  Her-Breath-Contains routinely looked on the nearly naked She-Commands-Me-And-I-Obey without embarrassment, but she was just a statue. Sister Ultimately-Justice was a real woman. Her arms and legs were well-muscled and streaked with grime, from diving for the ball. Her-Breath-Contains looked up towards her face quickly, because the close sight of her bare breasts was disturbing him, but so was the smell of her sweat, her very solid presence. She said nothing, only stood and waited, face expressionless.


  She frightened him. He swallowed. “There’s a merchant from out-system,” he said, willing his voice not to shake, feeling slightly unreal. “He’s been giving the tetrarch presents. He wants contracts.” A pause to swallow again. “He’s wearing this weird bracelet-thing. It goes all over his hand and up his arm and…”


  It was as though he wasn’t speaking. Her expression didn’t change at all, there was no acknowledgment of his presence. “And your middle court man was wearing one just like it before the game. Except it was a different color. I’ve never seen anything like it before.”


  She didn’t ask him what he meant, or if he was sure, or what he thought he was doing. She just turned and walked back out to the ballcourt without saying a word.


  Her-Breath-Contains turned as calmly as he could and walked away, into the middle of the Hundred, reluctant this time to look squarely at She-Commands-Me-And-I-Obey. He closed his eyes, took three deep breaths, wishing there weren’t so many flowers, opened his eyes, and climbed the steps to the top of the wall, where the Blue Lily monks sat. As he took his seat, Seven-Brilliant-Truths served, and Ultimately-Justice was poised to return it—until her middle court man, running for the ball, tripped and fell into her, and knocked the ball backwards, straight towards his own goal. Her back court knocked it away at the very last moment, sending it up into the stands.


  The spectators on the Harime side groaned in unison, engaged in the game’s outcome as they had not been at the start. The Harime governor seemed not to react at all. “What was that?” asked the novice beside Her-Breath-Contains. White Lily’s back court strode towards the mid court player, seemed about to speak angrily, but then must have remembered that what he said would be audible both here and to people watching in their homes, because he stopped abruptly and returned to his position. The Blue Lily players laughed outright.


  Ultimately-Justice gestured for a timeout. All three White Lily players walked behind the goal line, where they could speak without everyone on the station hearing. Ultimately-Justice spoke calmly, briefly. Her middle court replied, emphatically, gesturing negatively three and four times, no, no, no, no. Back court tried to speak but Ultimately-Justice raised her hand and spoke again, still calm. Middle court gestured again, no, spoke at length, presumably explaining.


  They returned to the court. Ultimately-Justice seemed unfazed. As she walked past her middle court man, she suddenly spun around and slammed her armguard hard against his knee. The crack of bone breaking was audible over the whole ballcourt, and the scream of the injured ballplayer echoed in the momentary shocked silence of the spectators.


  The noise rose. Qefahl Brend seemed paralyzed in his seat. The novice next to Her-Breath-Contains said, “She can’t do that! Can she do that?” Meanwhile, Ultimately-Justice strolled unconcerned to the center line, looked at Seven-Brilliant-Truths, and gently, sweetly, smiled.


  She stood there for ten minutes, quietly humming the ninth hour’s devotional chant (Her-Breath-Contains had been right, she did not have a singer’s voice), while monks and the governors’ assistants searched centuries of precedent. But there was, it appeared, no rule forbidding one to cripple one’s own teammate.


  · · • · ·


  The fourth White Lily player, who probably had not expected to play at all, took middle court, and the game resumed. Ultimately-Justice moved with astonishing precision and speed, sending the ball crashing from wall to wall. Her own team barely kept pace with her—though there were no more comic mishaps, no more inexplicable ineptness.


  It wasn’t until the score reached four to four that the people sitting on the Harime wall realized that Sister Ultimately-Justice might actually win. The sound coming from across the court shifted subtly and it set the hair on Her-Breath-Contains’ arms standing. He didn’t know if anyone else could hear the change, or if he was imagining it.


  White Lily scored their fifth point—Ultimately-Justice leaping a meter off the ground to slam the ball straight past Seven-Brilliant-Truths and his bewildered middle and back courts—and suddenly the Harime were on their feet and screaming. The Harime governor sat calmly, as though nothing had happened. He knew from the start, thought Her-Breath-Contains. She came and said she could win it and that’s how she got the position. He wouldn’t have had anything to lose, all the risk would have been Ultimately-Justice’s. Everyone had been so sure, but now Qefahl Brend might lose the seat on the Council of Four, and…


  Suddenly Her-Breath-Contains saw what he had done. On the court, Seven-Brilliant-Truths grimaced, moissanite teeth flashing briefly.


  Her-Breath-Contains didn’t want anyone to win. He wanted the game to stop, and now. He’d known from the beginning that someone would die, that at the end of the game he would watch an actual human being killed on the ballcourt, but it had been so abstract. “Six!” said the novice next to Her-Breath-Contains, in an anguished voice. Six against four. White Lily only needed four points more to win. “If we can score next…” This was another moment when the game could be reset. If Blue Lily could score next, both would start all over at zero. Ultimately-Justice hefted the ball, ready for the serve.


  She hit it straight and hard. Seven-Brilliant-Truths, apparently unnerved, brought his arm up an instant too late. The ball slammed into his mouth—a foul. Play stopped. Seven-Brilliant-Truths put his hands on his knees, breathed. Spat blood on the court. Straightened. Ultimately-Justice watched him impassively. She took the ball when it was given to her, served again.


  Something had gone out of Seven-Brilliant-Truths, out of Blue Lily. White scored three more times in quick succession—nine to four, another precarious moment. If Blue Lily could score, both sides would return to zero. If White scored, the game would be over. The noise from both sides of the court was louder than Her-Breath-Contains-The-Universe had ever imagined any sound could be. Everyone, it seemed, was standing, shouting, screaming. Except for the out-system merchant, who might well be preparing to direct his bribes elsewhere. Except the abbot Shall-I-Alone-Escape-Death. Except Tetrarch Qefahl Brend, and the governor of Harime Station. They sat silent and still in their seats.


  For two more serves, the score stayed where it was. The sound, impossibly, increased. Then White Lily’s new middle court knocked the ball up and over. It arced long and high the length of the court. The three Blue Lily players stopped, arms at their sides, and stared at the ball as it landed just behind their goal line. The sound of the spectators—Noage Itray crying out in dismay, Harime in triumph—was like a solid object filling the air.


  Sister Ultimately-Justice walked up to Seven-Brilliant-Truths and spoke. It should have been audible, but the sound in the court was so loud that Her-Breath-Contains could only see her mouth move. Her-Breath-Contains looked across to the Harime wall—the Harime governor’s seat was empty.


  · · • · ·


  The monk who had been guarding the doorway to the White Lily end of the court came before the abbot and the tetrarch. He bowed and spoke. The noise was still too loud for Her-Breath-Contains to hear anything, but he saw the monk’s lips move. Messages, he saw, and the monk held his hands out, one to the abbot and one to Qefahl Brend.


  Shall-I-Alone-Escape-Death brushed his fingers across the monk’s hand and then his own ear, leaving a gauzy, barely visible membrane. Qefahl Brend waited a moment before following suit.


  After a few moments Shall-I-Alone-Escape-Death raised his hand and wiped the device away, and turned to look at Her-Breath-Contains, eyebrow raised. He made a beckoning gesture and Her-Breath-Contains leaned forward. “Accompany me,” said the abbot, and rose and strode away.


  Her-Breath-Contains followed. The White Lily monk raised his hand casually, as though he were doing something entirely thoughtless, and touched Her-Breath-Contains’ ear as he passed. Suddenly Her-Breath-Contains heard the careful, rough voice of Ultimately-Justice. “I would not have done this, but you chose to involve yourself.” He started to raise his hand to touch the device, but stopped himself. The recording continued, her voice in his ear intimate in a way that made him shiver. “You are in great danger from this moment forward, no matter what you choose. The abbot will only protect you so long as you display no independence.”


  Under the stands the noise was muted somewhat and Her-Breath-Contains heard a step behind him. He turned, saw his brother Qefahl Brend. His Breath Contains looked forward again, quickly. “I will help you where I can,” said Ultimately-Justice’s voice. “But favors come with a price.” The message-end tone sounded.


  He followed the abbot to a room behind the White Lily goal line, where Seven-Brilliant-Truths and Sister Ultimately-Justice stood, and beside them the governor of Harime, who bowed to Tetrarch Qefahl Brend, but not deeply. Seven-Brilliant-Truths stared at Her-Breath-Contains as he came in behind the abbot.


  The governor of Harime spoke. “At this moment Brother Seven-Brilliant-Truths-Shine-Like-Suns is more valuable than you, Governor of Noage Itray. Tetrarch for the moment. Your seat on the Council of Four is lost. You can’t regain it without a good ball team. Or copious bribes, which, as you are no longer tetrarch, you may no longer find so easy to afford.” Her-Breath-Contains expected an outburst from Qefahl Brend, but there was nothing. The governor of Harime continued. “Noage Itray, and Blue Lily Monastery, needs Seven-Brilliant-Truths-Shine-Like-Suns if they are to have any hope of regaining what they have lost. But they don’t need you in particular, Tetrarch.”


  “Your point?” asked Qefahl Brend, voice smooth and dangerous.


  “I have no interest in seeing anyone die,” said the governor of Harime. “Least of all Brother Seven-Brilliant-Truths-Shine-Like-Suns. I have been troubled for some time over what seems to be to be our taking the Game’s conclusion for granted. I speak not just of the populace but also ourselves, the governors. It was meant to ensure that anyone seeking office truly desired the will of She-Who-Sprang-From-The-Lily, but what does it mean, now we aren’t risking ourselves? I suggest a return to something approaching the original terms of the Game. Not your death, Tetrarch, but your retirement to a life of prayer and asceticism. Surely that will satisfy She-Who-Sprang-From-The-Lily. What could be sweeter to Her than lifelong devotion?”


  Qefahl Brend gave a bark of laughter. “Do as you like, I have no reason to retire.” Silence for just a moment, Ultimately-Justice standing quiet and solid, Seven-Brilliant-Truths still looking fixedly at Her-Breath-Contains.


  The abbot bowed towards the governor of Harime. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you actually imagined that Qefahl Brend might sacrifice his ambition for the good of Noage Itray. But we both know him too well. No more games, Governor, make your serve in earnest.”


  Unfazed, the governor of Harime said, “There is also the matter of the tetrarch’s bribing White Lily’s middle court to throw the game.”


  “We have proof,” added Sister Ultimately-Justice. A dizzying wave of anxiety passed through Her-Breath-Contains. Did she expect him to admit what he’d done?


  Abbot Shall-I-Alone-Escape-Death shook his head in dismay. “Tampering with election results! That’s a serious charge. You have proof, you say?”


  “The player confessed,” said Ultimately-Justice. Her-Breath-Contains thought of the sound of the man’s leg breaking, and swallowed back a small, distressed sound.


  “Governor,” said the governor of Harime, “if I make my accusation—and my evidence—public you will almost certainly lose most of your support. The matter will come before the Council of Four and you will ultimately be forced out of office in favor of someone else. Depending on who that is—and who your enemies are—you may end up imprisoned, or even executed.” He paused, and then said, “You may avoid this by retiring to a hermitage, and appointing your brother Qefahl Aresh governor in your place.”


  Qefahl Aresh. Her-Breath-Contains barely remembered going by that name, it felt foreign to him.


  “Qefahl Aresh is only a child,” said Qefahl Brend contemptuously. “And besides, he’s on retreat and cannot be found.”


  “It will be as She wills,” said the Harime governor. “If you do not agree, or if you cannot find Qefahl Aresh, then I will bring my accusation and my evidence to the Council of Four.”


  Silence. Seven-Brilliant-Truths seemed not to have heard anything, was still looking at Her-Breath-Contains.


  After a few heavy moments of silence Shall-I-Alone-Escape-Death said, “Oh, if only Qefahl Aresh were here now.”


  “You have conspired against me!” Qefahl Brend accused.


  “No,” said the abbot, smiling. “But I know an opportunity when I see one.” He put a hand on Her-Breath-Contains’ shoulder.


  Every favor comes with a price. Ultimately-Justice hadn’t had to tell Her-Breath-Contains that, he’d already known it. But the balance wasn’t so lopsided as she seemed to imply. He had already done her a favor. That would have a price that he could collect someday. He wasn’t a child, wasn’t stupid. In fact, everyone here would owe him—the governor of Harime, soon to be the tetrarch, Seven-Brilliant-Truths, the abbot. “I’m Qefahl Aresh,” he said, and then, lightheaded and anxious, wished immediately that he hadn’t spoken.


  The governor of Harime did not so much as twitch an eyebrow. He was nearly as impassive as Sister Ultimately-Justice.


  “Well, well,” said abbot Shall-I-Alone-Escape-Death. “Imagine that.”


  “Congratulations, abbot,” said Qefahl Brend bitterly. “You have the governorship.”


  “No,” said Shall-I-Alone-Escape-Death, voice gentle. “Qefahl Aresh does.” Her-Breath-Contains suppressed a shiver.


  “You agree, then?” asked the governor of Harime.


  “Not to a hermitage! Surely, abbot…”


  “Tampering with election results,” the abbot said sadly, “is a very serious charge.”


  “Damn you!” said Qefahl Brend. “Very well, let Aresh be governor, for whatever good it will do any of you.”


  “Governor,” said Ultimately-Justice then, and with a start Her-Breath-Contains realized she was talking to him. “I wish to reiterate the proposal regarding Brother Seven-Brilliant-Truths-Shine-Like-Suns.”


  Her-Breath-Contains quickly gestured assent. “Yes. I agree to it.”


  “Excellent!” said Shall-I-Alone-Escape-Death. “I’m sure we can come up with a suitable ceremony, and Seven-Brilliant-Truths will live to play more games.”


  Seven-Brilliant-Truths, silent all this while, turned to Ultimately-Justice. “Sister!” he said. “You have more faith than I do, and I’ve mocked you for it. Will you forgive me?”


  “I forgive you,” said Ultimately-Justice, solid, even. Impassive.


  “I was so sure it would be you who would die. So sure. I forgot…” he stopped, blinked. “I forgot it’s Her will we do and not ours. Even though She showed me Herself, so often. I’ve spent my whole life, since I was a boy, telling myself I was devoted to Her, but I wasn’t, I was devoted to myself. And now She makes my deception plain, even to myself.” Seven-Brilliant-Truths stepped to where Her-Breath-Contains stood, with the abbot’s hand still on his shoulder, and knelt. “Returned one!” he cried. “I should have paid attention, I should have listened to you and the abbot! Please forgive me!”


  Both Qefahl Brend and the Harime governor looked nonplussed. “Brother Seven-Brilliant-Truths,” explained the abbot, “believes that Her-Br… that Qefahl Aresh is the saint Hold-Her-Commands-As-A-Mirror-To-Your-Heart, returned.”


  Qefahl Brend scoffed.


  “I should have asked your blessing before the game,” Seven-Brilliant-Truths said. “I should have asked the blessing of She-Commands-Me-And-I-Obey.” He took Her-Breath-Contains’ hands in his and kissed them. Her-Breath-Contains was appalled.


  “I swore I would surrender to Her will, even to the point of losing my life,” said Seven-Brilliant-Truths. “And if I walk away from this, I’ll know that my faith is a lie. Plan your new ceremony for next time.”


  “What?” Her-Breath-Contains was having trouble understanding what it was Seven-Brilliant-Truths was saying, though suspicion had started a horrible feeling in his empty stomach.


  “Are you sure, Brother?” asked the governor of Harime. “No one here would blame you.”


  “That’s right,” said Her-Breath-Contains hastily.


  “And understanding the Goddess’ will isn’t easy,” said the abbot. “We can all of us only do our best.”


  “She commands me,” said Seven-Brilliant-Truths. “And I obey. Sister understands.”


  “Yes,” said Sister Ultimately-Justice, not even blinking.


  · · • · ·


  Seven-Brilliant-Truths’ death was like everything Sister Ultimately-Justice did—sure and precise.


  Afterwards Her-Breath-Contains and the abbot walked towards the Blue Lily goal line, followed by Blue Lily’s middle court and back court carrying Seven-Brilliant-Truths’ body. Her-Breath-Contains couldn’t afford to make a sound until he was past the line. Seven-Brilliant-Truths’ blood was still fresh on his clothes. He wanted to strip them off, wanted to erase from his mind the sight of Seven-Brilliant-Truths slumping forward, his head in Ultimately-Justice’s hands.


  He stepped over the goal line. Qefahl Brend, waiting there, said bitterly to Shall-I-Alone-Escape-Death, “It doesn’t matter what happens as long as you have what you want.”


  It took Her-Breath-Contains a sick moment to realize Qefahl Brend was talking about himself, not Seven-Brilliant-Truths.


  “We’re alike that way,” said the abbot, with equanimity. How calm the abbot was! But Shall-I-Alone-Escape-Death had won three election games, done three times what Sister Ultimately-Justice had just done. “In other ways, not. I’ll send you icons for your hermitage. Of the saint Seven-Brilliant-Truths-Shine-Like-Suns and one of She-Commands-Me-And-I-Obey.” He looked at Her-Breath-Contains. “I don’t have to urge you learn from She-Commands-Me-And-I-Obey, do I, Governor.”


  Her-Breath-Contains thought of overheard conversations, of the saint Hold-Her-Commands-As-A-Mirror-To-Your-Heart, drowned before he could tell his successor that the most secure room in the monastery was, in fact, bugged. Of the abbot telling him there was power in knowing something others didn’t know. Thought of Sister Ultimately-Justice, her strong arms, the smell of her skin, the knife in her hand, Seven-Brilliant-Truths… no, not that, not that… her voice in his ear, warning him to be careful of the abbot. I’ll help you if I can.


  “No, abbot,” he said. “You don’t.”
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