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Lora Selezh

On the third day after Cataro’s death, Vineän could stand it no longer and went to petition the Witness for the Dead. Because there was no one to watch Lora Selezh, she took him with her, well wrapped and asleep.

The Witness for the Dead had been in all the newspapers when he arrived in Amalo (a month ago—Cataro hadn’t even been sick yet). They had made much of his relationship to the widow empress, and even more of his role in catching the Curneisei who had murdered the emperor, but Vineän had noticed that what the Witness himself had said was that he would speak to the dead for anyone with a rightful petition. Vineän just hoped she—and the baby—qualified.

She took the tram to the Veren’malo, then to the Amal’theileian, the prince’s great palace overlooking the city, and from there walked to the Prince Zhaicava Building where the newspapers said the Witness had an office. She had to ask for directions twice, but did not let that stop her, any more than she turned back at the harsh looks from strangers when Lora Selezh cried, which he did, on and off, all the way there. She managed to feed him on the tram, but in the Dachenostro, she had to stop in a traveler’s lounge and change him, which was a terrible experience all around, and by the time she reached the third floor of the Prince Zhaicava Building, her feet ached and her arms ached and she felt tired enough to cry herself. Not that she was going to.

The Witness’s door was open. Vineän knocked and a harsh, graveled voice called, “Come in!”

She entered and bowed, careful of the baby. The Witness rose from his chair and bowed back. He was elven, younger than she had expected—maybe thirty? Maybe less?—slightly built, with hair escaping in curls from his prelate’s braid. He wore a Ulineise prelate’s black coat of office and plain silver rings in his ears. His eyes were dark-shadowed but vividly blue.

Vineän felt at her most half goblinish: a head taller than he was, broader in the shoulder, and she knew mourning did her no favors. Cataro had been the pretty one.

“How may we help you?” the Witness said. Formal first. For a horrible second, Vineän’s mind went blank. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d used the formal first, except jokingly with Cataro. She grasped after the forms and said, haltingly, “We are Vineän Brenhazin, and we wish to petition you.”

“We are Othala Thara Celehar,” said the Witness, “and we will listen. Please, sit down.”

She sat gratefully and settled the baby, flicking her ear out of reach just in time. Othala Celehar resumed his seat. She said, “I … we don’t know where to begin.”

The blue eyes were kind. “Start with something simple. To whom do you wish us to speak?”

“Cataro,” said Vineän. “Cataro Selezhen. She was our business partner.”

“And what is your business?”

“Was, most likely. I am—we are an embroiderer. Cataro was the one who could think of designs. We mostly do masking.”

“When did Min Selezhen die?”

“Three days ago. It was a charcorsa. It killed her almost before she knew she was sick.”

“As the charcorsa so often does,” Othala Celehar said. “Why do you need to speak to her?”

“Him,” said Vineän with an inelegant jerk of her chin toward the now-sleeping baby. Othala Celehar’s eyebrows shot up. “We beg your pardon. Why … Is the infant not your own?”

“What?” said Vineän, then understood the mistake. “Oh! No, the child is not mine—not ours. Cataro was his mother, and we must ask her who his father is, for we cannot keep him and otherwise he will go to a foundling house.”

“Had Min Selezhen no family?”

“None she spoke to. She would never have given her child to her mother. Besides”—seeing the objection on his face—“all Cataro’s kin are in Cairado, and if we can’t afford to keep him, we certainly can’t afford to send him there.”

“No, we see your point,” said Othala Celehar. “Then if we understand correctly, you are petitioning on behalf of the child to find out the identity of his father.”

“Yes,” Vineän said. She wouldn’t have thought to put it that tidily, but it was correct. “Did Min Selezhen not speak of him?”

“No. She didn’t want to get married and be forced to give up her business.”

“Then the child was not … planned.”

“We don’t know,” Vineän said. “Cataro was a deep one. She did not share all her thoughts with us.”

“Were you her closest friend?”

“Certainly in Amalo,” Vineän said and blinked against the hot prickle of tears. “We are sorry for your loss,” said Othala Celehar. “It is a rightful petition. What is the child’s name?”

“Lora,” said Vineän. “She called him Lora Selezh.”

“Lora Selezh,” Othala Celehar said softly. “It is a good name, although he will not keep it. Has Min Selezhen been buried?”

“Today. At three o’clock. It is the best we could do.”

“And we assume at your municipal ulimeire?”

“Yes. Ulstaranee.”

“Shall we go there, then?” Othala Celehar said, standing up. And using the plural. “You want me—us—you want us to come with you?”

“It saves an argument with Othala Kelberened. If you don’t mind?”

“Oh, not at all,” said Vineän and added bitterly, “We have nothing better to do.”

***

To her surprise, Othala Celehar did not balk at the tram, merely asked her what line they wanted. He sat beside her on the red leather bench, and she was even more surprised to find his proximity comforting, especially when Lora Selezh began to squall.

“He needs to be changed,” she said apologetically.

Othala Celehar said, “Then we should stop on our way to Ulstaranee.”

“You don’t mind?” She herself found the childcare both tedious and revolting and had assumed any man would feel the same.

“It isn’t his fault,” Othala Celehar said.

Thus, from the tram station they went southeast instead of southwest and stopped at the storefront Vineän and Cataro had been saving up to have improved, money that now meant Vineän could pay the rent on the tiny flat above the shop for another few months, even if the business failed as she thoroughly expected it to.

Othala Celehar politely stayed downstairs among Cataro’s half-finished designs. Vineän took Lora Selezh upstairs and dealt with his needs. She’d been unwilling childcare often enough as an adolescent surrounded by her sisters’ children, and she had never grudged Cataro the help. When he was clean and fed, she took him back downstairs, where Othala Celehar was examining the work she’d been doing the previous evening.

“It’s just masking,” she said.

“Yes,” he said, “but well done instead of badly. And it looks like you have enough work to keep you for some time.”

“Yes, but only masking and repair,” said Vineän. “That brings in about enough to pay the rent. We need the designs if we’re going to eat as well.”

He nodded, ears sympathetic.

“No matter,” she said. “Lora Selezh has been fed and is already falling asleep. Shall we go?”

“Of course,” said Othala Celehar.

Vineän had been attending funerals and Remembrance Week ceremonies at Ulstaranee since she was little older than Lora Selezh. She could just barely remember Othala Veshibar, who had died when she was four. Othala Kelberened had been there ever since. He was from Barizhan, tall and black-skinned, with thick black hair and orange eyes and a perpetual scowl. The parish children had been terrified of him when Vineän was a child; she was sure they still were. She could admit, to herself, that she was glad of Othala Celehar’s company when they entered Ulstaranee and were greeted with the scowl.

“Othala Celehar,” said Othala Kelberened, looming over him by most of a foot. “What are you doing here?”

“Our calling,” Othala Celehar said. “We have been petitioned to speak to Cataro Selezhen.”

“Petitioned? What in the world for?”

Vineän knew she should answer, but the words turned to mortar in her mouth. Othala Celehar glanced at her, then said, “To learn the identity of her child’s father.”

“Why is the child not already in a foundling house?” said Othala Kelberened.

“Well, he has a father,” Othala Celehar said. “It seems reasonable to consult him first.”

“Is it not obvious that he wanted nothing to do with Min Selezhen or her child?” Anger loosened Vineän’s tongue. “No,” she said. “Cataro was secretive—he may not even know there is a child.”

“What makes you think he will make any better a parent than she did?”

“Cataro was not a bad mother,” said Vineän. “And how would you know any of that, Othala Kelberened?”

“People talk, priests listen,” Othala Celehar said dryly. “In any event, regardless of the father’s willingness—or worthiness—we certainly must find out if the infant has a family. There are many ways for an orphan child to be welcomed.”

“Without marriage rites, the child cannot be called an orphan,” Othala Kelberened said.

Othala Celehar refused to be sidetracked. “The petition, made on behalf of the child, is a rightful one—”

“Made on behalf of the child?” said Othala Kelberened, his deep voice easily overpowering Othala Celehar’s. “By whom? His mother’s marno lover?” Lora Selezh, startled awake by Othala Kelbernened’s voice, began to cry, and Vineän shushed him gently.

Othala Celehar, unfazed, said, “By a person who has the child’s welfare in mind. It is a rightful petition—unless you wish to argue with the Archprelate about the validity of our calling?”

Othala Kelberened looked like he might have wanted to, but if so, he must have reckoned that he would lose. “Very well,” he said, not graciously. “She’s back here.” He led them through the back of the ulimeire and down some stairs to what was obviously a storeroom. There was a table in it, and Cataro was lying on the table, three days dead.

Vineän’s feet stopped.

Othala Celehar seemed to understand. He said, “You need come no closer. We will ask.”

Gratefully, she held Lora Selezh a little closer and watched Othala Celehar approach the table. Othala Kelberened retreated to the other end, as if he didn’t want to get too close. If Othala Celehar noticed, he gave no sign.

He began a prayer of compassion for the dead and reached out to touch Cataro’s body on the forehead. He was still for what seemed like a very long time, then stepped back.

“Well?” Othala Kelberened said.

Othala Celehar ignored him. He turned to Vineän and said, “We were able to find a personal name, though no family name. Do you know a man named Dothora?”

“Dothora?” said Othala Kelberened. Lora Selezh, who had been nearly asleep, started crying again. Vineän started the process of calming him again. “What is she paying you to tell such lies?”

“We beg your pardon,” Othala Celehar said, his eyes suddenly sharp. “Are you accusing us of fraud?”

“No,” Vineän said, feeling now very tired. Oh, Cataro, how could you? “Dothora Kelberened is Othala Kelberened’s son.”

“Oh,” said Othala Celehar. “That’s difficult, then.”

“We will not acknowledge this child,” Othala Kelberened said furiously.

“It’s not really your decision, though, is it?” Othala Celehar said. “Your son is a grown man and can make a household of his own if he chooses. Where will we find him?”

“You can’t…” Othala Kelberened started.

“But we must,” Othala Celehar said. “It is his right to know that this child is his. Conversely, it is the child’s right that we attest to his parentage if Dothora Kelberened requires it.”

“I know where he is,” Vineän said, and realized too late she’d forgotten to use the formal first. And it didn’t matter. Cataro was dead. And she’d had a child with Dothora Kelberened. “I’ll take you.”

“Min Brenhazin!” Othala Kelberened protested.

“Thank you,” said Othala Celehar. “We do not wish to cause you trouble.”

“Oh, all the trouble I’ve had today I’ve caused myself,” Vineän said.

***

When he was not working as a caravan guard, Dothora Kelberened frequented a teahouse called the House Spider. Vineän knew he was in Amalo now because just last week (while Cataro was so sick), she had taken one of his coats to mask a wine stain on. He was a pleasant young man, very good-looking in a Barizheise way, and she knew nothing to his discredit, but he was not good enough for Cataro. He was not good enough for Lora Selezh.

But she could hardly tell Othala Celehar she’d changed her mind. Not when her motivation would be so petty and so pathetically obvious. She could not bring herself to make conversation on the walk to the House Spider, and she appreciated Othala Celehar for not trying to find a subject but simply walking beside her in silence.

The House Spider had a dark, absurdly narrow front, barely wide enough for the door, but past the long entrance hall it widened out to fill a good half of the block. It was the most popular teahouse in the neighborhood, and Vineän liked it herself—or had. Now every table she looked at, she wondered if Cataro had sat there with Dothora. She wondered how many of the servers had known about Cataro and Dothora. Had Cataro bribed them to silence?

She led Othala Celehar between the tables, through the front room and a series of side rooms, until they came to the room where Dothora Kelberened and his friends sat and played pakh’palar half the day. He was there now, with Mecet Pulnaharad and Beloris Tashinar. He looked surprised to see Vineän and then baffled to see the Ulineise prelate with her.

“Dothora Kelberened,” Vineän said, hearing herself as ungracious as Othala Kelberened but unable to bring any warmth or lift to her voice. “Othala Thara Celehar, the Witness for the Dead.”

Dothora rose to return Othala Celehar’s bow, obviously on reflex. “Vineän?” he said “Why…?”

“Perhaps it would be better if we explained,” said Othala Celehar. “Mer Kelberened, we were petitioned to ask Cataro Selezhen the name of her child’s father.”

It took him a moment, and although it was not satisfaction, it was some dark comfort to realize that Dothora had had no idea. “Me?” he said. “Othala Celehar, that can’t be right.”

“We asked Min Selezhen,” Othala Celehar said gently, but quite inflexibly. “She gave a clear answer. Either you are the child’s father or she had every reason in the world to believe that you were.”

“But I can’t …” He wrestled with it for some moments before he managed, “We would have married her.”

“She did not tell you,” said Othala Celehar.

“She told us the baby belonged to a caravan guard from Ezho, and we had no reason to disbelieve her. Othala, are you truly sure?”

“Unless the caravan guard from Ezho was also named Dothora,” said Othala Celehar. “And in any event, you are the man she meant. We recognize you.”

“Sweet merciful goddesses,” Dothora said, sinking back into his chair.

Beloris said, “Why would she lie about it?”

“She never wanted to get married,” Vineän said, since it was too late to attempt a face-saving lie.

“But she must have wanted the baby,” Dothora said, frowning. “There are enough herbalists in Amalo that she wouldn’t have had it if she didn’t want it.”

“She wanted the baby,” Vineän said, fierce even though Lora Selezh was asleep and couldn’t understand what the adults were saying about him anyway. “She wanted him very much.”

“Just not me,” Dothora said. “Do you suppose she would ever have told me?”

“Not if she lied to you,” Vineän said. “But I don’t know what her plans were.”

There was a pause, uncomfortable, unhappy. Othala Celehar said mildly, “The question then, Mer Kelberened, is if you will take the child into your family.”

“But….” Dothora frowned at Vineän. “Surely you are keeping him?”

“I can’t afford it,” Vineän said. “I’m going to lose the business anyway. And you should know that your father is dead set against making the child a Kelberened.”

“Father would be,” Dothora said. “I did not know your business was so precarious, Vineän.”

“It wasn’t while Cataro was alive,” Vineän said, too tired now to be anything but blunt. “But it’s just me now, and I don’t have her gifts. I’ll have to go back to manufactory work and doing masking and repair on the side. But that’s fine. If you don’t take the baby, he’ll have to go to a foundling house.”

“How can I refuse him, if that’s the alternative?” said Dothora. “Your father certainly can,” said Vineän. Dothora shook his head. “I am not my father. And I would wager my father said that without consulting my mother. Or my sisters.”

“True,” Othala Celehar said. “Have you brothers, Mer Kelberened?”

“No,” Dothora said with a sudden smile. “You are correct, othala. I am my father’s only male child. He has always favored my sisters and does not care, but my mother dreams of Kelberened grandchildren. I guess she has one.”

He stood up and came around the table. “I know nothing about this child. What is his name?”

“Cataro called him Lora Selezh,” Vineän said. “He cannot be more than two months old,” said Dothora. “Have you found him a wet nurse?”

“Do you know how much a wet nurse charges?”

“What have you been feeding him?”

“Othala Thelevar, the Csaiveise, gave me a recipe. Sheep’s milk with motherneed and Drilelo’s vine root.”

Dothora nodded. “My sister Parnalo had a child late this spring. I can ask her if she has milk for another. If not, we will work something out.”

“It would be best for him,” Vineän said, swallowing a stupid lump in her throat. Unlike Cataro, she had never wanted a baby, and she did not want Lora Selezh.

She wanted his mother back.

Dothora glanced up at her, pale amber-yellow eyes striking in his black face, and she supposed reluctantly that Cataro might have found him attractive. “You are always welcome in our house, Vineän,” he said formally.

“You are kind,” she said formally back. “Will you come to the funeral?”

“Yes, of course. When is it?”

“At three. Unless you—or your mother—can afford it to be later?”

“I think if I’m going to ask her that question, I should take her her newest grandchild first,” Dothora said. “Will you come with me?”

“I can hardly—”

“You can vouch for the truth of the story,” said Dothora, “and that’s important.”

“But surely Othala Celehar would be—”

Othala Celehar said, “You are still the petitioner, Min Brenhazin.”

“All right,” Vineän said, feeling now almost more tired than sad.

“Let me carry the baby,” said Dothora. “You must be worn out.”

She could not deny it. Like her, Dothora had grown up in a household of sisters; he took the baby without awkwardness. Lora Selezh made a tiny mewling noise but did not wake.

***

Merrem Kelberened was, like her husband, Barizhan-born. They found her in her sun-filled workroom, where she welcomed them in polite puzzlement—the puzzlement becoming stronger when she realized her son was holding a baby and stronger still when Dothora introduced Othala Celehar.

“This is a mystery,” she said.

“It is easily solved,” said Othala Celehar. “Min Brenhazin brought a petition to us on behalf of the infant Lora Selezh to discover the identity of his father.”

Merrem Kelberened’s pale amber eyes went back to her son. “And my son is now holding this infant because…?”

“It’s true,” said Dothora. “I didn’t know. She told me the father was someone else.”

“Why would she lie?”

“Because she didn’t want to be Merrem Kelberened,” Dothora said. “But why…?”

“I imagine,” said Dothora, “that what she wanted was exactly what she had. Until the charcorsa.”

“And you don’t wish to keep the child?” Merrem Kelberened said to Vineän.

“I cannot afford to,” Vineän said. “And in truth, no, I have never wanted to be a mother, and caring for Lora Selezh has not changed my mind.”

“I have told her she is welcome in our house,” Dothora said.

“Of course,” said Merrem Kelberened. She looked at Othala Celehar. “You are certain?”

“Yes,” said Othala Celehar. “Cataro Selezhen went to her death believing Dothora was the father of her child.”

“Is it possible, Dothora?”

“Yes, Mother. Entirely possible.”

It was at that moment that Lora Selezh went from asleep to bawling with no discernable transition. Merrem Kelberened rose and took him from his father, saying, “Let us see if Parnalo is willing.”

“You don’t need me for that,” Vineän said. “I’ll have his things down in the shop—it isn’t much—and someone can come pick them up.”

Merrem Kelberened said, gently jouncing the crying baby, “It would be simpler if Dothora went with you now, wouldn’t it?”

She had no desire to spend more time in Dothora Kelberened’s company, but she could hardly say so. “All right.”

“Go on, Dothora,” said Merrem Kelberened. “I think you can trust me with your child.”

“Yes, Mother, of course,” Dothora said and accompanied Vineän and Othala Celehar back through the house to the street.

Once outside the house, Othala Celehar stopped and said, “Min Brenhazin, are you satisfied that your petition has been answered?”

“Yes, othala, thank you,” Vineän said. They exchanged bows, and she gave him directions to the tram station.

For a moment, she watched him go, slight and self-possessed. Then she was alone with Dothora. They started silently toward the shop, but had gone no more than ten strides before Dothora said, “She didn’t love me.”

“What?”

“Cataro didn’t love me. I didn’t love her, although I enjoyed her company very much. We never did any of the things that … lovers would do.” His black skin would not show a blush, but his ears were flat. He said doggedly, “I think you should know that.”

She could have denied any interest in Cataro’s feelings, and a week ago, when Cataro was alive, she would have. They had agreed it was safer that way. But Cataro was dead and could not be harmed, and Vineän herself found she was past caring. “Thank you,” she said. “That is … a comfort.” She was surprised to discover that it was true, that even now, grief-struck and grief-sick as she felt, it was good to know that Cataro had not loved him.

That maybe when she had said I love you to Vineän, it had been the truth.

That maybe that was one thing, unlike the business, unlike the child, one piece of Cataro Selezhen that Vineän could keep for herself.
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