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Prologue: In Front
of the Bastil

“Clissa, daughter of Lystel, you
may rise.” Altrea, Head Dis of the Bastil, frowned at the gasps and murmurs of
the crowd. The Bastil, the high council of twelve respected representatives,
six women and six men, oversaw the far-reaching implementation and enforcement
of Bastian law.

A small but wiry young woman struggled
against the chains shackling her legs and arms, glowering from beneath heavy
locks of black hair. The usual glossy tresses fell across her face, partially
obscuring her long nose, thickly curving eyebrows, and enormous dark brown eyes
ringed with dark lashes. The pale, smooth skin was marred by a myriad of cuts
and bruises in various stages of healing. 

“Lystel?” One of the seated
audience members whispered to another.

“No, that can’t be right,”
another responded. “Not the House of Lys.”

“That’s their daughter? The one
betrothed to the daughter of Tre?”

Altrea nodded to her assistant,
who rose and clanged the heavy, copper bell. Gong, gong, gong. The
metallic reverberations swept through the room, deafening all ears. Altrea rose
to her feet.

Clissa shuffled in place, the black-coated
chains clanking with each movement. Her left eye itched, and her uncombed hair fell
every which way. She squinted with her right eye, ducking her head so her
straggly hair would fall over the swollen left one. She had been beaten until her
back refused to straighten, but if the Head Dis of the Bastil stood, so did
everyone else. Even those who rejected her authority.

“Assistant! Read the charges
against Clissa, daughter of Lystel.”

Somewhere in the crowd the Dis
and Nur of Lys, Lystel and Methra, watched the proceedings. They had forgone
their usual seats of honor in favor of anonymity. Although children from a few
other well-known Houses had children run afoul of the Bastil, none theirs Dises
were as prominent as the House of Lys—or as vocal in their opposition to
leniency for criminals. Would Lystel ever be able to overcome her shame? Had Clissa
ruined their House forever?

The bell-ringer unrolled an
elegant parchment scroll. The Bastil held with tradition. In recent
generations, electronic and technological improvements had changed life in
everyday Bastia, but not within the walls of the Bastil. Here, court scribes
took notes in shorthand while using quill-and-ink pens. In fact, all Bastian
children visited the Bastil to learn about their history.

The bell-ringer read from the
list. “Fornication. Sodomy. Heterosexuality.”

The hall rocked with outraged
gasps. 

“Vaginal penetration.”

Clissa recalled, against her
will, Destral’s soft, tender lips brushing against her neck. There had been no “vaginal
penetration,” but how could she explain what had happened without condemning
herself? No one would listen, anyway. They had already made up their minds.

“Sexual crimes against nature and
humanity.”

A horrified cry rose from one of
the front pews, and several ushers rushed to assist an elderly lady who had
fainted. Clissa tossed her head back and squared her shoulders underneath the
thick, rough cotton jumpsuit. She stared at one audience member after another,
holding her face expressionless until each one turned away. They were used to
seeing humble supplication. Even allowing for the arrogance of youth, Clissa’s
lack of repentance must have been unnerving in its lack of precedence. She
narrowed her eyes at a father who held his son in his lap. The son could not
have been older than seven or eight, the age when Clissa had first been allowed
to witness Bastil proceedings. How proud she had been! What contempt she had
shown the poor prisoner hauled into court. Remembering that day, Clissa’s anger
faltered. 

“Idolatry. Destruction of our
covenant with Basti.”

At the word “Basti,” all except
for Clissa raised their right hands to their forehead and genuflected. The
guard standing to Clissa’s right struck the backs of her knees with his rubber
baton. “On your knees, prisoner,” he spat. Drops of spittle landed on Clissa’s
cheek as she fell into a praying position. Outward obedience trumped true
devotion.

“You may rise,” intoned Altrea.
She nodded for the assistant to ring the bell once more.

Gong, gong, gong. 

The congregation rose again, and
two guards hauled Clissa to her feet. The chains got caught in her pants leg,
and she pitched forward. At a blow from the rubber baton, she jerked the chain
with such force that it tore her pants up to the knee. A bead of dark blood
welled up, burst, and trickled down her leg in a fine, cobwebby line.

Altrea turned her back to the
crowd, lifting a scarlet surplice over her head and throwing her head back. “Basti,”
she called out. “We have sinned, and we are not worthy. Grant us your wisdom in
order to bring judgment on your lost child, the sinner Clissa, daughter of
Lystel. Show us how we must bring her back to rightness with you.”

Clissa forced her eyes open while
everyone else murmured entreaties with closed eyes and bent heads. She wondered
what her Dis and Nur prayed or whether their public shame dwarfed their ability
to pray. Did they want her sent away to serve a sentence, out of reach of judgment
and ridicule? 

“Clissa, daughter of Lystel,”
Altrea commanded. “You are young, and this is your first offense. If you
confess your sins to us, your punishment will be light. If you obstruct
justice, we will teach you a terrible lesson about what it means to violate the
Commandments of Basti.”

Love, the principal Commandment
Clissa had recited every year of religious instruction. Or did love not apply
to people who had broken the law? Hadn’t Basti taught the first principle, love
for all?

“Did you commit the sin of
fornication?”

Another cry rose from the crowd,
and two more ushers escorted a limp man from the room.

Clissa raised her chin. She did
not want to answer, but she did not want to be beaten until she fell onto the
floor. The dignity of remaining standing mattered more than small, useless acts
of resistance. “No,” she declared before either guard could raise a baton. “I
did not.”

Altrea frowned at her. “Basti
punishes all liars,” she chastised. 

“I did not,” Clissa repeated, “fornicate.”
She paused before emphasizing the clinical, distasteful word Altrea used to
describe what had been beautiful. The guard on her left whacked the back of Clissa’s
head so hard her ears rang. She lurched forward, heaving, and gave thanks
because she had no food in her stomach.

“Show some respect!” he hissed. 

“Did you commit the sin of
sodomy?” Altrea demanded.

Clissa hesitated. Truth be told,
she didn’t know what “sodomy” meant, except it represented the root of evil and
Basti had proclaimed it unforgivable. “No,” she said, but her voice wavered in
a way it had not the first time.

 “Did you commit the sin of
vaginal penetration?”

The lurid, titillating detail
sent several Assembly members into a whispering frenzy. Clissa threw her head
back, refusing to let Altrea and the Bastil intimidate her. Altrea preached love
every Sunday. Didn’t she see the hypocrisy? Where was the love in the eyes of
the Assembly who had gathered today to judge her? They wanted to turn what
happened with Destral into something ugly? She would show them ugly.

“I did not commit the sin of
vaginal penetration. Since Destral has no vagina, unlike you, he had nothing for
me to penetrate.”

Clissa fell to the ground from
the blows of her guards’ batons, and she passed into darkness as the shrieks rose
to a fever pitch. She did not hear Altrea’s decree after the crowd had been
brought back to silence.

“We, the Bastil, are appalled at
your crimes as well as your lack of remorse. Although we intended to show you
leniency as a first-time offender and the daughter of the House of Lys, we have
no choice but to save your soul. You will finish the remainder of your prison
sentence and be sent for reeducation.”


Part One: Forbidden
Love

When
it began

Study Date

Several
months earlier

 

The library had one good point.
No one disturbed the students inside, unless the students did the disturbing.
Other, newer colleges had shifted to fluorescent lighting, multimedia centers,
and textbooks available online. Bastia College, as the first and foremost institution
of higher learning, revered its damp, musty paper textbooks as if Bastia had
delivered them herself. Perhaps she had.

Small rectangular tables dotted
the interior of the library, arranged to take best advantage of the natural
lighting from the windows overlooking the grounds below. The prim, serviceable
wood-and-black-metal chairs discouraged slouching, fraternizing, and sleeping.
Still, students of Bastia College managed to accomplish all three. 

Two upperclass students sat on
opposite sides of two tables pushed together. Destral had slung his backpack
across the seat of an empty chair, while Clissa had lined up her green plaid
schoolbag against the side of the table closest to the brick wall. She poked a
faded, artificial red rose in a plastic vase cut to resemble glass.

“With all the money the Bastil
spends on our college, you’d think they could afford real flowers,” she
complained.

“It’s not too much money to have
real flowers—it’s too much work,” Destral corrected. “Fake flowers don’t get
messy or die. They do what they’re supposed to do. Since when do you care about
flowers, anyway?”

Clissa stirred the waterless vase
with the end of the silk flower stem. “Anything’s better than these awful
exams,” she pointed out. “We’ve been studying for hours.”

Destral pushed back his textbooks
and yawned. “This stuff is brutal,” he agreed. “Who cares that a bunch of
people established the Bastil centuries ago, and they argued over every single
word in the Orthodoxy?”

Clissa studied the dense page of
text. Part of her enjoyed finding out the reasons for all the rules governing
her life, but another part resented the heavy-handedness of their education.
She would never be chosen to be a priestess on the Bastil, so why did she have
to learn all the details?

The lengthy pledge of faith
Bastian children learned at their parents' knee and recited every day until they
died, the Orthodoxy served as the cornerstone of all Bastian life.

 

I believe in Basti, the giver of
life, 

who created an orthodox order for
all living beings.

 

I believe in the natural order of
man to man, woman to woman, 

to preserve the stability and
integrity of our life as Basti decreed.

 

I believe that Basti walked among
us, true deity and true human, 

to experience the frailties of
human life and restore us to rightness with her. 

 

I believe that Basti loves all
equally, regardless of their place in life, 

in accordance with the divine
order of nature.

 

I believe that interfering with
Bastian law 

is the root of all evil and must
be punished ruthlessly.

 

Basti created Nur and Dis, to
create a society perfect 

in its balance of nurturing and
discipline, 

and in forming partnerships of
Nur and Dis 

we honor Basti in our daily
lives.

 

Basti will come again to judge
the living and the dead, 

and she will punish 

those who have not lived
according to Bastian law.

 

One of the worst punishments
Clissa could remember from childhood involved Lystel taking a switch to the
backs of her calves. 

 

“You will not make up new words
and substitute them for the Orthodoxy!” Lystel had shouted at her, whipping the
switch until Clissa screamed in agony. “To do so disrespects the Bastil, all of
Bastia, Basti, your House, and yourself.”

Clissa had not understood the
meaning of “ruthlessly” or “orthodoxy”, and she had instead said “ruthfully”
and “orthodontics”. “Ruthfully” sounded better than “ruthlessly.” If
interfering with Bastian law should be punished, why without ruth? Didn’t “ruth”
mean something that would make the punishment more severe? When she received
orthodontic braces on her teeth, she thought orthodontics must be a kind of
brace that helped people to grow straight, like the braces and her teeth. It
couldn’t be true that things never changed, because orthodontics had not been
available when her parents were young. Even in Clissa’s childhood, such modern
concessions remained limited to the upper-class, with permission from the
Bastil. It was one of the few times her Nur had won an argument with her Dis.
Lystel’s insistence on tradition had yielded when Methra pointed out that good
teeth would make Clissa more attractive and therefore more valuable to her
future mate and House.  

Clissa had been unable to explain
her confusion about the words to Lystel, however, and her legs had swollen from
the switching until she couldn't sit cross-legged for days. Methra had cried as
she applied an antiseptic to the wounds, but Clissa clenched her teeth without
making a sound. 

“I didn't mean to be bad,” she
had muttered. “Why does Dis hate me so much?”

Methra fluttered and soothed and
cried some more. “She doesn't hate you,” she had said. “She knows you didn't
mean it, but to make light of the Orthodoxy is one of the worst things you can
do. I'll tell her not to be so hard on you next time.”

After Clissa had gone to bed that
night, she heard muffled cries coming from her parents' room. On the pretext of
having to go to the bathroom, she had crept closer to listen.

“You will not—THWACK—question my
decisions in front of Clie!” 

Methra's sobs carried through the
door, but her words were harder to pick out. “She sounded so miserable,” Clissa
thought she heard. Or did she hear her own wishful thinking? “I wanted to make
her feel better.”

Clissa tiptoed back to her
bedroom, distraught with guilt. Why couldn’t she ask questions? If her parents wanted
her to follow the rules, why wouldn’t they explain the importance of the rules?
Censure without explanation led to confusion, guilt, anger, and a determination
never to be punished that way again. From then on, even though she didn't
understand, she made sure to say the Orthodoxy with the approved words.

 

Clissa put down her pencil and
stretched her arms above her head. She massaged her sore neck muscles, yawning.
Studying would be easier if it didn’t bring up so many complicated memories. “Remember
how people died because they refused to change a word? We take the Orthodoxy
for granted now, but creating it meant a lot of arguments.”

Destral shrugged. “So? It's not
now. We do what we do, and who cares?”

Clissa rubbed her tired eyes. She
wanted to agree with Destral, but Lystel would kill her if she didn't ace the
exam. “What’s the name of the first council?” she asked. “I bet there's a
question on that.” 

“The Council of Snakes.” Destral
kicked his chair away from the table and stood up, standing behind his chair.
He walked over to the window and gazed outside at an intramural team playing
soccer. “In the town called Nathair, which means snakes, so it became the Council
of Nathair. That I do remember, praise Basti.”

Clissa made a memo in her notebook.
“And they argued about the first three articles, right? Whether to say
'natural' order instead of 'divine' or 'biological'.”

“Clissa,” Destral complained. He stomped
back to the table and snapped his textbook shut. “We've studied enough for now.
Let's take a break.”

Clissa ignored him. “If I don't
get every question right on this test, my Dis is going to beat me. Now sit down
and help me study, the way you promised.”

Destral sighed and returned to
his chair. “Thank Basti she isn’t my Dis. Okay, I’ll help you. But only if you’ll
go to Festival with me on Saturday.”

Clissa made an impatient noise. “Whatever.
Even if are getting too old to go. Come
on, what's the council that comes after Nathair?”

Destral put a hand over Clissa's,
preventing her from writing in her notebook. “Clie,” he scolded, “Lystel won't
kill you. Take a break and have some fun. The Festival has a new ride this year
where you can go on a swing, and...” 

Clissa wrenched her arm away, annoyed
at the tingling from his touch. Or if she were honest with herself, annoyed at
the jolt of pleasure accompanying his touch. She scowled, rubbing her knuckles.
“Dis will kill me, as you know very well. She said either I get my
grades up, or she puts me on home restrictions.” 

Destral scoffed. “She wouldn't.” 

Clissa sighed at the luck of
having a Dis who would never do more than lecture. 

“Would she?” Destral insisted.

Clissa turned her head away,
trying not to hear his words. If she focused on the Bastian history exam
questions, she could ignore the unwanted changes in her heart rate. She and
Destral had shared a crib as babies when their parents got together. They were
like brother and sister. Weren’t they? 

Destral wrapped his fingers
around hers, patting the soft, fleshy underside of her palm. Each meeting of
skin against skin blazed an unforgettable imprint. She tried to shove him away,
but he lifted their linked hands and touched his lips to the inside of her
wrist. She shivered with a delicious, forbidden pleasure before balling her
curled-up hands in her lap. She glared at him.

“Stop the funny business. You're
just as bad as a girl, and you know Dis won't let me have study dates with a
girl. Don't get all weird on me.”

In answer, he took her fingertips
for a third time. Raised it to his cheek and caressed her as she caressed him. “Is
this weird?” he asked. “How can you not feel it?”

Clissa stared at him, her mouth
parting open. “We can't,” she whispered. She told herself to pick up her
backpack and walk out of the library, but she didn’t listen. “Someone will see.”

“They will think we are school
friends having some fun. But you know that's not the case. Don't you, Clie?”

Before Clissa could answer,
Destral leaned across the table and kissed her on the lips. Explosions set off
throughout every muscle in her body, and she gasped. “Des,” she protested, but
he had already settled back to his books.

“The Council of Nathair agreed to
use ‘orthodox’ in the first article because it emphasized the orthodoxical,
rather than natural, quality of living within Bastian law. Sin is natural,” he
said. He could doze off in class, wake up five minutes before the end, and
recall every single lecture point. It drove Clissa crazy. 

“You,” she stammered, wondering
if she had imagined the kiss. “You didn’t…”

“I’ll see you at the Festival,”
he answered. “Don’t keep me waiting.”


The Festival

A few
days later

 

Methra tucked a packet of almonds
into Clissa's pocket. “Don't forget to eat,” she said. “The Festival food isn't
healthy.”

“But it's so good,” Clissa
protested. “Cotton candy and fried cake and corn dogs...” Everyone anticipated
the Festival of Basti, even though the Bastil limited participation to adults
old enough to attend and young enough not to have family responsibilities.
Clissa had enjoyed the first few years, but by now the usual rides, games, and
amusements seemed almost childish. Still, her last Festival meant a day with
friends instead of lectures about duty and responsibility. By this time next
year, would Clissa be cooped inside the House of Tre as Trentha’s new bride?
Unless a Dis broke one of the Bastil’s laws, Trentha had ultimate authority
over her life partner. Clissa shuddered and lost her appetite.

She took out the almonds and gave
them back to Methra. “I can eat these later. Can I have some money?”

Methra hummed her protest. “Dis said
no more money this week after you spent it all on treats for your friends,” she
said, but she reached for her purse.

“But Vitrine and Destral always
buy me stuff when we go out, and if I don't reciprocate they’ll think I’m a
cheapskate,” Clissa argued. “You want people to like the daughter of the House
of Lys, don’t you?”

Methra slipped a few coins into
Clissa's pocket. “Don’t tell Dis,” she instructed, and Clissa beamed.

“Thank you, thank you, Nurry!” 

Methra swatted Clissa on the
bottom. “Take the almonds, too. You need to eat.”

Clissa hugged Methra. “Don't be
silly, Nur. I don't want to spoil my appetite for when I come back and have
your wonderful dinner tonight.” She dashed out of the front door and to
Vitrine's waiting car. Vitrine, her best friend from childhood, enjoyed all of
the luxuries Clissa envied. While the smallness of their town didn’t
necessitate a car, ownership gave a status and freedom Clissa longed for. At
least having a best friend with a car was the next best thing to having a car
herself. “Bye, Nurry!” she called as she got in.

Methra waved back. “Bye, Clissa.
Hi and bye, Vitrine and Destral! Have fun!”

In the car, Vitrine gave Clissa a
gentle punch on the shoulder. “’Nurry’, huh?” she mimicked. “Who's Nurry's itty
bitty sweetheart? Sure you're old enough to go in a car all by yourself without
a baby seat?”

Clissa returned Vitrine’s whap, but
less gently. “Oh, shut up,” she grinned. “If I call her ‘Nurry,’ she gives me
money. So we can have anything we want today. I'll pay.”

Destral leaned forward from the
back seat. “Let's go on the new swing. Bet anything that you and Vitrine
chicken out, and I'll be on it by myself.”

“Ooh,” Vitrine teased. She gave
Clissa a sidelong smirk, the one that always meant trouble. “Who knows what Clissa
and I might get up to while you're busy?”

Clissa blushed. “Vitrine!” she
exclaimed, shocked. “Someone might hear!”

“So what?” Vitrine grinned. “You
saying there's some truth to it? You lust after my beautiful, sexy body?”

Clissa rolled her eyes and scoffed
to Destral. “Oh my gosh, how do we make her stop? Doesn't she realize we're too
old for this?” 

The drawn lips and peculiar cast
to Destral’s face killed Clissa's laughter. His eyes softened as they lingered
on her chest and traveled down the length of her smooth, shapely legs. “Vitrine's
right,” he said. “You do have a beautiful body.” 

Clissa wanted to point out that
Vitrine had praised her own body rather than Clissa’s, but something funny
happened with Clissa's heartbeat. Vitrine's groan saved her from answering.

“Basti,” she said. “All the best
ones are either boys or someone who's like a sister to me. Why can't I find a
nice, hot girl who can't keep her hands off of me?”

Clissa stared at Vitrine. “Your
Dis would kill you if you went out!” Vitrine's parents were lenient, sure, but
betrothals remained sacred. 

“I'm not saying I'd do anything,
but it would be nice for a gorgeous woman to find me irresistible for once. You
think I'm sexy, don’t you, Clissa?”

Clissa gave Vitrine a once-over. Vitrine
hated her short height, pale skin, and curly hair. She wanted long, smooth,
rippling waves of black hair like Clissa's. “I don't know,” Clissa said. “I
mean, you're just Vitrine to me. But Destral thinks you're attractive.”

Vitrine flicked her fingers from
the steering wheel. “With friends like you, who needs enemies?” She pulled into
the parking lot. “Okay, bad friend and guy who thinks I'm attractive, get out.”

Clissa hopped out of the car,
breathing in the savory smells of popcorn, sweet caramel apples, doughy fried
cakes, and sugary cotton candy. She licked her lips. “Let's get something to
eat!” she called out.

“Oh, no way!” Destral took her by
the arm. A burst of electricity shot through her elbow up to her shoulder. She
half-expected to see scorch marks on her light-blue shirt, but Destral tugged
her as if he noticed nothing. “We're doing the swings before you get any food
inside of you. I don't want puke all over me.”

Vitrine turned green. “People
throw up? I thought swings, you know, kiddie swings...”

Destral pointed toward a large,
metal V-shaped swing with four people strapped inside. Clissa felt sick as she
watched the swing rock back and forth, higher and higher until it whipped in a
complete circle around the top pole. She felt transported inside a child's
fantasy and nightmare, pumping at the swing until she could whirl around in a
full rotation.

“Oh...” Clissa's words failed
her. “Uh, maybe you can go on your own, Des.” 

Vitrine shook her head. “No way.
We stick together, remember? Let's go. Destral’s right. I don't want any food
in me when I'm on that.”

They laughed and shoved each
other as they went to the gate, and Clissa counted out her money to buy three
tickets. 

“Step right up!” said the ride
operator. “Empty your pockets and leave everything here.” He indicated a bench,
and Clissa grumbled but took out the various odds and ends in her pockets. She
followed Destral into the metal swing where Vitrine had already strapped
herself in. As soon as the ride operator lowered the creaky safety bar,
however, Vitrine unsnapped her belt and rattled the handrail.

“Never mind,” she said. “I want
out.”

“No refunds,” the attendant
warned, but Vitrine yanked on the metal bar, her face growing more and more
panicked.

“Vitrine!” Clissa said in
disgust. “You, of all people? You're a chicken?” Vitrine loved nothing
more than a good, death-defying stunt, but her slight greenness had turned into
a deathly pallor. 

“I don't feel so good,” she said
with an exaggerated pat of her stomach. Vitrine never liked to show weakness,
but perhaps she found fake food sickness less shaming than motion sickness. “Must
have been something in the breakfast sausages I ate...”

Destral signaled to the ride
operator. “It'll just be the two of us,” he said. “She wants to get off.”

“No refunds,” the operator repeated
as he approached their swing.

“That’s fine!” Vitrine gasped.
She jumped onto the boarding platform with a gusty sigh and went to sit on the
bench with their valuables. “See?” she said. “I'm your guard. Go on, have fun.”

The ride operator closed the
safety bar again and tugged at their harnesses, and Clissa shivered. Did the
thrill come from anticipation of the ride or the proximity of Destral's leg
pressed against hers?

Destral helped her into the seat
and put an arm around her shoulder. “It'll be okay,” he said. “Don't be scared.”

And while Clissa felt no fear,
she leaned into his arm. So strong, so muscled, so firm, and so comforting. “Okay,”
she said. “Let's go.”

The ride operator cranked the
lever, and the swing began to rock back and forth. Clissa's hair whipped across
her face, and she laughed breathlessly as she tried to hold her hair back. “Wow!”
she shouted. “This isn't bad at all!”

“Just wait!” called Vitrine from
the sidelines. “You'll be puking out your guts in no time.”

Destral held her closer. “If you
get scared,” he said, “close your eyes.”

Clissa gripped his hand as the
swing rocked back and forth, gaining momentum for the final, climactic
revolution. “I can see for miles!” she shouted, turning her head left and
right. “Look! I've never been able to see so far!”

Destral held her close. “You'll
be able to see anything you want!” he shouted. 

When the swing began its
stomach-turning, gravity-defying loop around the world, Clissa's entire body
rammed into Destral's. Weak-kneed, she allowed him to help her out of the swing
after it came to a stop. 

“Are you okay?” Destral asked. He
gripped first one arm and then the other when she stumbled. She tried to wave
him away, but he held her close. Her legs shook, and the platform rocked in the
most disconcerting manner.

“Hold me,” Clissa commanded.
Destral blinked in surprise but obliged. He held the undersides of her
forearms, the way a grandson might offer assistance to an elderly relative, but
Clissa melted into his embrace. After a moment, his arms came around her chest
and held her tightly. She closed her eyes, breathing in the scent of his aftershave.
Never had she felt as secure as she did at that moment, and never before had
the musky scent of pine and cotton aroused a stirring in the intimate parts of
her body, depths that should have been reserved for Helaine after marriage.  

“Well? Did you like it?” asked
Vitrine. 

What kind of question was that? Did
she like the first sunrise after Basti created the world? In trying to answer,
no words were enough but the surreal giddiness had to be expressed somehow. Clissa
stood on her tiptoes and kissed Destral on the lips. Warning bells rang inside
her head. She risked her marriage to Helaine by placing her lips on top of his.
Kisses before marriage might be tolerated if given to her betrothed, but
Destral was nothing to her and never could be. If Trentha didn’t kill her,
Lystel would. Yet her tongue flicked inside the forbidden realm of his mouth.
She shivered, awash in heady pleasure. This was wrong, but she didn’t want to
be right.

After a moment when no one moved
or spoke, Vitrine found her voice. “See, this is why you shouldn’t ride the
swings. Brain damage and you go crazy.”

Clissa turned and ran down the
stairs. She ignored Destral and Vitrine calling after her, and she squished
herself behind one of the portable toilets the Festival management rented every
year. She tried to steady herself by taking deep breaths, sputtered at the
fumes of human excrement, and parted her lips to breathe through her mouth. The
stench brought her back to her senses, and she groaned as she paced in small
circles. Why did she have to kiss Destral? In public, of all places! A
long-forgotten childhood memory came to mind. 

 

At the market, a middle-aged man
and woman drifted through the produce stands and discussed what vegetables to
buy.

“What are they doing, Nurry?” she
asked. “Why are they together?”

Methra stammered over her words before
opting for a gentle reproof. “That's not nice, Clie,” she said. “They're just
friends.”

Clissa watched the man as he
vetoed her chosen eggplant and tilted his head to listen to her response.
Something seemed familiar and intimate in a way she couldn't describe.

“That's not nice,” Methra told
her every time Clissa tried to ask about it. And when Clissa kept asking,
Methra threatened to tell Lystel. Clissa never asked again. 

 

The red, plastic walls shook as
someone exited and slammed the bathroom door. Clissa gasped for air. What was
wrong with her? Why had she never felt interested in Helaine, the woman to whom
she had been betrothed? Clissa knew Helaine as the remote, privileged princess
whose Dis served on the Bastil. Marrying into the House of Tre would be a step
up for Clissa and for her parents. Clissa had thought her lack of interest
would change over time, but it hadn’t yet. Now, she wondered whether it ever
would. 

 

“Nurry,” she asked Methra another
time when she first began to wonder where babies came from. “Why does Basti
want girls to love girls if they can't make a baby together?” 

Scandalized, Methra demanded, “Where
did you learn about making a baby?”

“Hil said so.” Hil was her friend
from school. “She said to make a baby, a man and a woman have to—”

Methra spanked Clissa. Hard, twice
against her buttocks. “You will never speak of that filth in this house! That
kind of talk is for people who do something bad and get sent away to make
babies. It has nothing to do with becoming a family.”

“Ow!” Clissa cried, pulling away.
Shocked. Even for a Nur, Methra was lenient. Most of the time. “But Hil said—”

 “We taught you right!” Methra
scolded. “The Bastil creates families by giving babies to Bastil-approved
married couples. What a man and a woman do together is nothing more than what
one pig does to another in the mud. You are our child from the Bastil, given
according to Basti's plan and timing.”

Methra's rare show of anger—or
was it fear?—surprised Clissa so much she vowed to avoid the subject at all
costs. “I'm sorry, Nurry,” she said through tears. Methra never showed anger,
not at her precious Clie.

“It's all right, Clie,” Methra
reassured her with a hug. “But don't ever say something like that or else we'll
both be in trouble with Dis. And the Bastil.”

 

Vitrine rounded the corner and grabbed
Clissa by the arm. “Are you out of your mind? We’re too old to play around like
little kids! I know you didn’t mean anything, but you have to be careful.”

Clissa shook her head. “I think I
want to go home,” she said. 

“Don’t be an idiot. If you run away,
people will gossip more.” Vitrine tried to drag Clissa back to the crowds, but she
shook her head. 

“Everyone saw me, didn't they?”
she moaned. “Right in front of the entire Festival...”

Vitrine let out a sigh. “You got
whacked on the head, puked up your guts, and went temporarily insane. That’s
the story I’d go with, if I were you.”

Clissa shook her head as if that
would take away the memory. “What did Des say? I can never face him again. He—”

“He didn't seem upset,” Vitrine
reassured her. “More shocked. Like we all were. Clissa... Are you het? Is that
why you don't think I'm sexy?”

She smacked Vitrine on the arm,
trying to cover her unease by laughing off the suggestion. “Stop saying that
word.” Vitrine’s  Dis might allow her to say “sexy” but not Lystel. Clissa felt
uncomfortable. She enjoyed joking about sex because it meant breaking Bastian
social conventions, but she didn’t know how to handle physical attraction to a
member of the opposite sex. She didn’t find Vitrine attractive because of their
shared childhood history. Not because she couldn’t find women sexy. Right? “Basti!
You're such a brat.”

“If you'd find me sexy, I
wouldn't call you het.”

Clissa gave her best smile,
playing along. “Oh my gosh, if you say that one more time, I'm gonna—”

“Not kiss me? Because you're het?”

Clissa rolled her eyes. “And you
wonder why I want to go home? What is everyone else thinking?”

Vitrine smacked her back. “That
you're being a baby. We all do stupid things. Go back and pretend it never
happened.”

Clissa sounded hopeful. “Yeah?”

Vitrine gave Clissa her purse and
the contents of her pockets she had left on the bench in front of the swing. “Come
on. I bet Destral a caramel apple that I could get you to come back. Good thing
you're paying.”

Clissa grumbled but shook one of
Methra’s coins from her red drawstring pouch as she followed Vitrine to the
food stand.

 

****

 

“Go wait with Destral while I get
the caramel apple,” Vitrine ordered, giving Clissa a push toward him. 

“Vitrine!” Clissa hissed later,
as they waited in line for the magic show. “Don't leave me alone with him!”

Vitrine gave her a sympathetic
nod. “He's not going to bite you. Or maybe I should say kiss you.” She ducked
before Clissa could whack her.

Clissa turned her body away from
Destral and focused on the colorful advertisements for the magic show. “Silk
scarves! Fire tricks! The amazing disappearing act! Warning: Put away all paper
items before entering the magic show tent.”

“Clie,” Destral said, his hands
and lips at a safe distance, “avoiding eye contact isn't going to make it not
happen.”

Make what not happen? She didn’t
want to know. She read the fine print on the advertisement instead. “No refunds
or exchanges. No late admittance.”

“We didn’t do anything wrong. I…”
His voice deepened. “I didn’t know you liked me, too.”

Destral took her by the shoulders
to make her face him. 

“Des!” she hissed, furious as she
pushed him away. “Do you think touching me in front of everyone is a good idea
right now? Haven't I humiliated myself enough for today?”

Gone was his usual easy,
good-natured humor. “So sorry to have caused you the humiliation of being seen
with me.” He turned to leave, but she caught his arm.

“No, Des, I didn't mean it like
that. I meant—”

Destral shook her arm off. “You
meant you don't want to be seen with a het?”

It took several long moments for
Destral's words to reach Clissa's brain. She froze, wondering who else had
heard. “You—”

Destral gave her back his yellow
paper ticket. “See you later. Maybe.”

Clissa fingered the perforated
edges of the ticket, staring at the “Admit One” letters. Did Destral think this
was a joke, or did his irritation signal something more serious? His anger
sounded genuine, but he must have been having fun at her expense. They had
played jokes on each other for as long as they had been friends. He would pop
back in line after a minute or two, punching her shoulder and calling her
gullible. 

Wouldn’t he? 

Did Destral sin against Basti by
loving the opposite sex?

Clissa’s stomach sank.

Did she?

When Vitrine came back, she searched
for Destral. “What happened?”

Clissa shrugged as if she
couldn’t care less. “He doesn't like magic.”


The Aftermath

Later
that night

 

After the Festival, over dinner,
Clissa asked a question Lystel or Methra had not anticipated.

“Dis?” she asked. “What if I
don't like Helaine?”

Lystel scraped a spoonful of beef
stew onto a fresh crust of sourdough bread. “What does ‘like’ have to do with
it?”

Clissa looked from Lystel to
Methra and set her spoon down. “I mean, I'll have to live my whole life with
her. What if we don't get along?”

“Don't upset your Dis with
questions,” Methra fluttered, but Lystel dismissed her interruption.

“Trentha and I will have a
meeting soon to discuss your Mar. Do you want to come along?”

Clissa stared in surprise. “Really?
But you never let me—”

Lystel stirred her bowl of stew. “You
never asked before.”

Clissa realized the truth. She
hadn’t thought much about the betrothal, but it hadn’t been presented as
something positive. She had grown up hearing Helaine's name used as a mythical
threat, as in, “If you don't learn to keep a tidy house, Helaine will punish
you once she’s your Dis” or “I'm hard on you because you have to learn how to
behave in Helaine's household.” Helaine had become the all-purpose threat to
force Clissa to eat her vegetables, clean her room, do her homework, and iron
clothes. Not exactly prime fodder for daydream material.

Clissa dribbled her stew from her
spoon into the bowl instead of eating it. “What's she like?” she asked.

“She's going to be a great Dis,”
Methra began, but Lystel talked over her.

“Trentha is one of the most
well-respected Dises on the Bastil. Knows her stuff. They're one of the best
Houses in Bastia. You're lucky to join them.” Lystel took a bite of her soggy
bread and frowned. “The stew’s too salty.”

“Sorry!” Methra exclaimed. She
jumped up to fetch the sugar bowl from the kitchen counter and set it on the
table. She spooned the brown granules into Lystel’s stew. “How’s that, dear?”

Lystel took a taste. “Better,”
she admitted. “But I thought we were going to cut back on sugar.”

You didn't answer my question, Clissa thought. Then she
wondered whether it mattered. “Dis?” she asked.

“What’s this sudden interest
about?” Methra asked. She ladled a few beef bits into Clissa’s bowl. “You’re going
to get sick if you don’t eat. Have some more meat. Or is it too salty for you,
too?”

Clissa hoped that her face didn’t
give her away. “Well, if the Mar is before next year’s Festival, I won’t get to
go. I wondered if this would be my last Festival.”

Lystel nodded. “You’re getting
too old for that, anyway. It’s time you settled down.” 

“How soon do you think it would
happen?” Clissa asked.

Lystel thought. “That’s a good
question. It may happen sooner if you make a good impression when we meet with
Trentha and Helaine.” 

While the House of Tre would
normally have been out of reach for the House of Lys, Lystel had earned a “mention
of distinction” for her early career as a consultant to the Bastil. She had
proven herself indispensable to the functioning of the governing body, and
Altrea believed in rewarding dedication to Basti. When Clissa and Helaine were
assigned to their respective Houses within a few months of each other, Altrea
herself had suggested the match. 

No one said “no” to Altrea. 

The lurch in her stomach must
have been an after-effect of the swing. Or was it? “How soon?” 

“Don’t bother Dis about that—”

“Don’t fuss like an old woman,
Methra. It’s high time Clissa took an interest in these things. Trentha and I
thought maybe in two years, but if you’re ready, it could be as soon as you
graduate.”

Clissa gasped. Three months? She
could become a Nur in three months?

Methra did fuss at that. “Her
graduation and Mar at the same time? You’ve got to be out of your mind! There’s
no way I could arrange everything she’ll need. All of her dresses, and gifts
for Trentha, and…”

Trying to ignore the twists in
her stomach, Clissa spoke as reasonably as she could. “What if I wanted to
marry someone else?”

When she had thought the Mar was
at least a year away, asking questions hadn’t seemed as important. What if her
entire life changed in the next few months? A Dis reigned supreme over a Nur, except
when the Dis broke Bastian law. Unless Helaine flouted the protocol set by the
Bastil, she would be free to dictate every detail of Clissa’s life. Once part
of Helaine’s household, Clissa would not even be permitted to visit her own
parents without permission from Helaine. Same-sex friendships were not
permitted after marriage, so it would also mean the end of outings with
Vitrine. Destral, as a member of the opposite sex, would be allowed to maintain
contact with her as long as Helaine approved.

Clissa watched Methra, who jumped
at Lystel’s every complaint. Is that who she would become, twenty years from
now?  

Lystel stared at her. “Did I hear
you correctly? You didn’t suggest defiance, did you?”

Methra spooned more stew into
each of their bowls. “Let’s finish dinner,” she said. “Clissa, do you have your
homework finished for Monday?”

Clissa kept her eyes on the
tablecloth, praying as hard as she could for Lystel to understand questions
didn’t mean defiance. “Why do I have to marry Helaine because you and Trentha
say so?”

Lystel slammed her fist onto the
table. “Because I am your Dis, and I say so! Enough!”

In an ordinary way, Clissa would
have quieted at the explosion. The fist-slamming meant things would get bad,
but her future deserved more than a dismissal. Her marriage and her life would
last longer than Lystel’s anger. Why couldn’t Lystel listen instead of
shouting? Clissa slammed her hand onto the table, too. “Well. You said Trentha serves
on the Bastil and she’s great. If you like her so much, why don’t you marry
her?”

Lystel got to her feet. She towered
taller than ever, and Clissa trembled but tried not to let it show. “Do I need
to give you another lesson in respect?”

It was too late to stop now. Clissa’s
head throbbed with fury, and she knocked her chair over as she stood to glare
at Lystel. She issued the only threat that she could. “If you do, I won’t go to
your meeting with Trentha.”

“That’s Dis Trentha to
you, and you will go whether you like it or not.”

Clissa picked up the bowl of
stew, the stew Methra had tended for ages that afternoon. Her fingers curled
around the bowl Methra had chosen with her Nur, Clissa’s Nurra, as part of her
Mar gifts for the household. Clissa held the bowl over her head. Her actions
would make the situation worse, but breaking rules came with an odd relief. She
went to school. She had tried to be reasonable about the betrothal. She
deserved adult answers instead of a child’s orders. She might not be able to
make Lystel listen to her or change her mind, but at least Clissa could make
her displeasure known. 

She heaved the bowl onto the
floor in an exhilarating crash. Brown sauce and chunks of meat and vegetables
flew everywhere, landing on Lystel’s perfect beige trousers. Clissa lifted her
head in triumph. “But it was my idea! I don't have to go if I don't want to!”

Except her defiance, rather than
making her feel strong, gave her a sickish feeling inside. She had gone too
far, but she could not turn back now.

Methra busied herself putting the
bread back into its plastic bag, trying to make herself unobtrusive. She took
her napkin and dabbed at a few of the splatters that were closest to her.

“That's it.” Lystel slapped
Clissa across the face. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but apparently
it’s been too long since I last took you to the home altar.”

“No!” shouted Clissa. “I won't be
bullied into doing what you say!” She blinked, trying to focus on her words
despite the ringing pain.

In answer, Lystel grabbed Clissa
by the scruff of her neck and dragged her out of the room. Once Clissa realized
there was no escape, her shouts flipped to apologies and pleas for forgiveness.
Methra cringed, gazing at the broken bits of her favorite bowl.

“You are the daughter of the
House of Lys, and you will do as your Dis says! You will go with me to meet
Helaine, and you will be on your best behavior! And if there is one more whine
about not liking your duty, I'll bring you back here as many times as it takes
to get through your stubborn, thick skull!”

“Not the stick, please, Dis! I'm
sorry! I won’t do it again, please don’t—”

“Basti, forgive Clissa, for she
has sinned and is unworthy. Help me to teach her that she must follow the duty
you have ordained for her.”

At the screams that followed,
Methra covered her ears. “Clissa,” she sighed. “Why can't you grow up and do
what your Dis tells you?”

 

****

 

The next day, Clissa refused to
attend Assembly. She barred herself into her room, holding the door shut with
her full body weight.

“I'm not going!” she screamed as
Methra rapped on the door.

“Clissa, it's Nur. Don't make
your Dis angry. Come out.”

“No!” Clissa gripped the door
handle. “She's going to beat me again!”

Methra rapped more loudly. “Clissa,
that's what Sunday is for. If you don't come out for your Pun, it will be
worse. For me, too.” 

In spite of her anger, Clissa
heard the tremble in Methra's voice. Lystel would, indeed, focus her anger on
Methra if Clissa refused to participate. She opened the door a crack. “Can you
talk to her?” she pleaded. “Make her not be so angry?”

The tears in Methra's eyes
stopped Clissa. “She'll get mad at me.”

They both knew what that would
mean.

Clissa stepped out of her room
and walked past Methra. Down the hallway and into the home altar. She picked up
the scarlet penitent's robe, identical to the one Methra wore, and took it to
the small pool they used for the ceremonial washing. She shed her clothes,
stepped in to wet herself all over, and shivered in the cool water. Once
prepared by the holy water, she could not go anywhere or touch anything without
Lystel's permission. Not until afterward. 

Without drying herself off,
Clissa reached for the penitent's robe and slipped it over her head. Towels
were not permitted until afterward, either. She stepped out of the pool and
knelt in front of the home altar, rehearsing the recital of her sins for the
past week. Shouting at her Dis. Disobeying. Wasting her time.

Clissa paused. Impure thoughts?
She shuddered. Kissing a boy? She would keep quiet and take her chances no one
would tell Lystel.

As Methra entered and knelt
beside Clissa, she spoke in a soft voice. “It's for our own good,” she
murmured. “To make us clean. And we will go to Assembly at the Bastil
afterward, purified and forgiven of our sins.”

As Lystel administered the weekly
Pun, Clissa could feel every stroke from the night before. She bit her lip,
determined not to give in. She would not be weak. Not in front of Lystel, and
not in front of some made-up deity.


Paintbrush

Some
days later

 

At the front of the classroom, an
elderly professor tapped a slender birchwood pointer against a chalkboard
filled with flowing, precise script.

“In the fourth Mianthran War, the
tiny colony of Mianthra rose up against Bastian rule. They declared their right
to govern themselves, saying they should not have to pay taxes to Bastia when
no Mianthran could serve on the Bastil.”

One student raised her hand. “Professor
Kayson, Mianthrans are allowed on the Bastil.” She flushed as students
around her tittered. “But they are.”

“Now, yes,” Professor Kayson
agreed. “But we’re talking about four hundred years ago, before they had
learned Bastian ways and come to full communion with Basti. The Bastil could
not include members of a society still ignorant of Basti, could it?”

The student scribbled in her
notebook. “I guess not.”

The professor tapped the next
bulleted item on the chalkboard. “Our Bastil called a special Assembly, and
they prayed to Basti. After receiving a sign of Basti’s divine favor, they
launched an all-out military effort to bring Mianthra back to heel.”

“I know!” the girl interrupted. “They
laid out grains of rice, and they watched to see the color of the first bird to
fly down to eat it. If it were a red or black bird, it would mean war. If it
were a white, yellow, green, or blue bird, it would mean mercy.”

Clissa poked Destral and passed
him a note. He took it, frowning. If it were an orange bird, it would mean
Kayson’s students all died of boredom. He grinned and gave an exaggerated
yawn.

Professor Kayson raised her
voice. “A red robin picked up the first grain of rice as a sign of Basti’s
will. Within ten days, the Bastil captured or killed all of the insurgents. The
Bastil voted to show mercy to the prisoners, and all but one were successfully
reeducated.”

Clissa squirmed in her chair. If
the weekly Pun were the custom of Sundays, Monday mornings meant painful
attempts to sit through her dreary Bastian history class. She struggled to pay
attention, but within ten minutes she found four excuses to get up from her
seat. Destral whispered in her direction. “What is wrong with you?”

He hadn’t spoken to her since
stalking off at the Festival on Saturday. Clissa answered, hoping things were
all right between them. “I got in trouble.”

Destral made a rude noise. “Unlike
every other week?”

Clissa glared at him. His Puns
were only a serious talk followed by a warning. Maybe a swat or two, but that
was it. 

“Hey,” he said softly, but their
professor interrupted them. 

“Clissa! Destral! Since you have
no desire to pay attention, the two of you can leave.” Clissa stared in horror,
but the professor turned back to the class. “Anyone who speaks next can join
them.”

Clissa groaned as she stuffed her
books into her bag and filed out of the room after Destral. Her Pun yesterday
would pale in comparison to Lystel’s punishment for getting kicked out of
class. She ran to catch up with Destral. “Where are you going to go? We can't
go anywhere public.”

Destral glared at her. “What, you
don't want to be seen with a het?”

“No!” Clissa said impatiently. “Someone
will see and tell my Dis.” She caught his arm. “Please. Your parents won't mind
if we go to your house, will they? Where no one will see?”

After a moment, Destral nodded. “Okay.”
Without Vitrine’s car, they walked through the more obscure, less-traveled roads.
Their absence from school would have been too awkward to explain to people they
met. 

As they walked, Clissa stole a
glance at him. “Thanks,” she said.

He shrugged. “It’s nothing.”

“No, I mean it. Dis is going to
blow a gasket when she hears what happened.” Wistfully, she thought of
Destral’s Dis. Sometimes he seemed more like a big brother than a Dis, wise and
full of advice without getting angry. “I wish I had a Dis like yours.”

Destral shrugged again. “He’s
fine. But he and Nur don’t care what I do.”

They walked in silence after
that, Clissa discomfited by his lack of usual humor. “Des?” she asked. “I’m sorry
about Saturday. I got embarrassed, and…”

“Yeah,” he cut her off. “Embarrassed
to be seen with me. I get it. You don’t have to keep saying it.”

“No,” she corrected. “Embarrassed
because I liked it.”

Destral stopped so fast she walked
into him, shoulder bag swinging and books knocking into her stomach. “You did?”

Clissa dipped her head in
embarrassment. “Kind of a lot.” Thank goodness no one was around to hear. 

Destral started to smile. “How
much is ‘kind of a lot’?”

Clissa smiled back. “I talked to
my Dis,” she said.

“About the kiss?” Destral’s mouth
dropped open. “Is she going to kill me?”

“No, of course not about that,”
Clissa reassured him. “About Helaine.”

Destral stared at her. “What
about the ice princess?”

“If I had to marry her.” Clissa
looked away.

Destral grabbed Clissa’s hand and
ran with her the last few steps into his house. He pulled her into his bedroom
and shut the door. Throwing his book bag onto the floor, he stared at her. “What
did you say?”

Clissa could not stop blushing,
and she backed into a corner to avoid his stare. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t, just
said maybe I should get a choice.” She hugged her schoolbag to her chest. “Shouldn’t
I?”

“Basti,” Destral swore under his
breath. He pulled her book bag away, but she grabbed it back. “Did she kill
you?”

“Just about.” Clissa winced.  Every
time she closed her eyes, she could hear Lystel’s voice. I'll bring you back
here as many times as it takes to get through your stubborn, thick skull!  “I
won’t say that again.”

“I hope not. You’re insane.”

“Des,” Clissa said, and she
cupped his shoulder. Her bag slipped to the floor. “Were you serious? Or were
you messing around?”

“When?” he asked.

“You know. When you said...” When
you called me beautiful. 

He wrapped his fingers in her
lustrous black hair, letting the strands fall one by one. The heavy, straight curtain
Methra insisted she keep immaculate at all times. A woman’s hair is her
glory, she had said. Destral’s hand twisting and turning in her hair made
her understand Methra’s words. She raised her own hand and ran it through the short,
stiff bristles on his head. Never one for fuss, he would have shaved his head
if allowed. She had been glad when his Dis put his foot down. 

“It feels like the ends of a
paintbrush,” she said, before she could think. At the bewildered look of
indignation, she caught herself. She gave a laugh. “Did I ever tell you I like
paintbrushes?” She stood on tiptoe to drop a kiss on his hair, just above his
ear.  

Destral drew her close and held
her head back as he brushed his lips against hers. His dry, chapped lips
tickled against hers, and a musky scent of soap and aftershave surrounded her.
A sharpness shot through her belly, and she cried out, doubling over. Alarmed,
Destral backed away. She held her stomach, tears running down her face.

“Did I hurt you?” he asked,
aghast. “Are you—”

She wrapped her arms in a pretzel
shape over her stomach, pressing inward. “It hurts,” she whispered.

“What hurts? Do we have to get
you to the hospital?”

Clissa raised her arms to wrap
around his neck. “It hurts,” she said. “Like nothing I've ever felt before, but
I don't want you to stop. I don't understand.”

He led her to his bed and made
her sit down. “I'll be right back,” he said. He disappeared out the door and
re-appeared a few minutes later with a glass of water. “Here,” he said,
offering her a handkerchief with the water. “Take a drink.”

Gratefully, she leaned back and
drank the cool water down to the last drop. “I'm being silly,” she said. “But
when I. . .when we. . .I thought maybe Basti was going to strike us down with lightning
or something.”

Destral set the glass on the
windowsill and sat next to her. “Is it okay if I touch you?” he asked. “Does
that make you feel funny?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“Yes it's okay or yes it feels
funny?”

She leaned forward and felt the
pockets on the front of his shirt. Soft, worn flannel, more casual than most
other boys wore to school. “I don't know,” she said. “Kiss me again.”

This time, she was sitting down.
This time, she was prepared. She gasped and gave a shriek as his arms encircled
her, but she held onto him when he tried to release her. She closed her eyes
and spun with him, rocking with momentum as if they rode the swing again. 

“Des,” she asked into his hair. “How
did you know?”

He stroked her cheek. “Do you
want me to stop?”

She tried to unbutton the first
button on his shirt, but he covered her hands. “Not here,” he warned her.
Clissa flushed. “But...”

She gave a growl of frustration.
She wanted his skin next to hers, and she wanted him to belong to her. Or did
she belong him? Either way, she wanted to be together.

“Clie,” he said, stroking her. “In
about ten minutes, Dis is going to come home. Nur should be back before then.
What do you think they'll say if they find us here?”

Clissa shook her head. “They let
you do whatever you want,” she argued. “They won't care.”

Destral gave a barking laugh. “About
this? Dis has to report me to the Bastil, you know that.”

Clissa sobered. “You're kidding.
Your Dis? He'd slap your wrist and tell you not to do it again.” Then she
realized what she had said. “Oh.”

Destral drew away, but Clissa
held him close. “There's...” he began.

“What?” Clissa asked. He paused
as if wondering whether to tell her.

“There are others.”

Like the man and woman at the
marketplace? “How
do you know?”

“At school, some students
organized a protest once. The task force took everyone into custody and none of
the kids ever came back to school, but some people held up signs about a group.
Basti never said that it's wrong for a man and a woman to love each other.”

Clissa gasped and darted a look
upward as if she expected the lightning bolts to rain down. “What happened to
them?”

“I don't know,” Destral admitted.
“Something bad, I bet.” 

“Des,” Clissa asked, “why did you
kiss me when you knew it was wrong?”

“You started it!” Destral
protested, but Clissa gave his chest a light whap. 

“You know what I mean. In the
library.” She tilted her head backward and reached up for another kiss. “Like
this.”

It took a few moments for Destral
to answer. “I don't know,” he said. “Maybe someone gave me I-thal.” 

I-thal was the sedative for
controlling problem patients, such as the mentally ill. Clissa whapped him
again. “Be serious.”

This time, Destral met her eyes. “I
don't know what's wrong or right,” he said. “But I know you make me want to be
a better person. You make me want to protect you. I can't explain it.”

“And my beautiful, sexy body,”
she joked, but he blushed and looked away. After a pause, Clissa did the same. “What
do we do?” she asked. Visions of Lystel and her whip came to her mind, and she
shuddered. “They'll kill us.”

Destral took her hand into his. “Are
you brave?” he asked. “Really, really brave?”


Play Time

A
few weeks later

 

“Our parents are going to freak
out if they find out,” Vitrine warned. She checked the lock on the door of
their hotel suite. “If they do, tell them it wasn't my idea.”

Clissa stared at Vitrine. “You
suggested it!” 

Vitrine shrugged. “Who, me? I
have no idea what you're talking about.”

Clissa threw a pillow at her best
friend. “If we get caught, I'm telling everyone you made me do this! No way am
I taking the rap for you. Not again.” Vitrine had the best ideas for a good
time, but she lacked in the accountability department. Clissa shifted
uncomfortably in her seat. Her Dis had nearly worn her out the last time
Vitrine had talked Clissa into pulling a stunt like this. On the other hand,
Vitrine made the risk worth it. Front-row tickets to the concert all of their
friends begged to attend! Her cousin knew someone who knew the manager of the
group, so Vitrine got free tickets for herself and two friends. 

“What, you don't like the Ravens?”
Vitrine picked up the pillow and put it back onto the hotel bed. “I could have
asked Sasha, you know. I could still call her if you want to chicken out.”

“No!” Clissa squealed. “Don't you
dare!”

Both girls gasped as the lock of
the door unfastened, but they gave a sigh of relief as Destral walked in with a
bucket of ice. “I had to go to three different floors to find an ice machine
that worked,” he said. His biceps rippled as he set the bucket onto the dresser
and plopped a few warm soda cans into it. 

“Thank you, Des,” Clissa said,
and then blushed. “Des” was his baby name, but try as she might she couldn’t
break herself of their childhood habit. 

“Clie,” he teased her, tugging on
the end of her ponytail. The names that, to others, brought up memories of
playing in the sandbox instead reminded her of their soft, stolen moments in
the past few weeks. As a boy and a girl, posing as “just friends” simplified
most of their time together.

“Clissa was crying about us
getting caught,” Vitrine announced. She grinned at Destral. “Good thing you're
here, right? And Clissa and I'll sleep in separate rooms, like we agreed.
Everything above-board.”

“Right, you try telling your Dis
that if she finds out,” Clissa pointed out. Vitrine’s parents gave her a nearly
unlimited allowance, her own car, and the freedom to stay out as late as she
pleased. They even let her sign into a hotel on her own, which enabled this
weekend’s secret trip. Still, a Dis had to act as a Dis.

“Dis will yell for a bit, but
she'll calm down once she finds out Destral came with us.” Vitrine smiled. “Besides,
Nur will talk sense to her.” 

Destral glanced at his watch. “We
should start getting ready if we want to watch the band set up,” he reminded
them. “Vitrine, you're the slowest. Why don't you shower first?”

Not by a flicker of his eyelashes
did he betray the real reason for his suggestion. Vitrine gathered her various
perfumes and body washes and lotions before heading to the bathroom the three
of them shared. “I'll be fast!” she called over her shoulder.

As soon as the door closed behind
her, Destral checked his watch. “I'd say that means forty minutes,” he said. 

Clissa shook her head. “No, she
said 'fast'. So probably thirty.”

“Still,” Destral said as he knelt
with one knee onto the bed next to Clissa, “that's a long time.”

“Not long enough,” she said,
reaching behind his neck to pull him closer, wrapping her legs around his
waist.

“I'm supposed to be your
chaperone,” he reminded her, cupping his hands under her bottom and bending to
lay her onto the bed. “Make sure you and Vitrine don't get up to any funny
stuff.” In between each word, he dropped a kiss onto her eyelids, her nose, her
cheeks, and her ears.

“Because that's who we should worry
about,” Clissa murmured, shivering with delicious anticipation. “How many
minutes?”

Destral checked his watch. “Thirty-five,
I'd say.”

“You know that's an
overestimation. What if she—”

Destral brought his mouth on top
of hers, lingering in the warm softness until her words failed her. Tenderly,
he unfastened the row of small pearl buttons on the front of her purple blouse.
“She won't tell,” he whispered, pushing away Clissa's hands and deftly
unhooking the front clasp of her bra. His large, warm hands explored every inch
of her breasts. Clissa blushed and tried to squirm away, but he held her still.

“Do you want me to stop?” he
asked, slipping the blouse and bra off her shoulders and down her arms.

She shook her head, breathing too
rapidly to speak out loud. “Hurry,” she whispered. 

By the time Vitrine returned
thirty-six minutes later, Clissa and Destral sat on opposite sides of the room.
Destral studied the map of the concert fairground, and Clissa gathered supplies
for her shower. 

Not until after she closed the
door to the bathroom did Clissa realize her bra dangled somewhere behind the
headboard of the bed.


Retribution

Later
that night

 

Clissa eased the car door shut
and waved to Destral. “Thank you!” she whispered before creeping into the front
hallway. She cried out when the full force of Lystel’s glare stopped her in her
tracks. Next to Lystel, a tear-stained Methra fidgeted on the couch. 

“I’m so sorry, Lystel, I should
have stopped her.” Methra gave a sob, but Lystel ignored her. 

Clissa turned around to head back
out the front door, but Lystel stopped her with one cold word. “Clissa.” 

Clissa oozed into a chair,
setting her overnight bag on the floor next to her. “Good evening,” she said
cautiously. Maybe if she pretended not to have done anything wrong, they would
believe her.

“Destral’s parents called us to
say they needed him home early. Imagine our surprise when Methra told me you
were studying together in his bedroom.”

Clissa gasped. His Dis never
cared where he went. He wouldn’t have thought it odd for her and Destral to be
somewhere else. 

“Think carefully before you say
anything. Where were you tonight?” 

Clissa shrank at the fury of
Lystel’s words, but she lifted her chin. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“How could you do this to me?”
Methra wailed, and then snapped her jaw shut at a severe glance from Lystel. “I
mean, you shouldn’t have…”

Clissa’s stomach felt as if a
bowlful of rocks churned inside their new electric clothes washing machine. She
hadn’t meant for Methra to get in trouble, but then again she hadn’t meant for
herself to get in trouble, either. To show weakness would invite more shouting.
“You said I could have the night off. I went off.”

Lystel rose to her feet and took
Clissa by the collar. “It’s time I put the fear of Basti into you once and for
all.” 

Clissa writhed and slapped at
Lystel’s hands, but Lystel dragged her out of the room, through the hallway,
and into their private sanctuary. Lystel took out the heavy ceremonial whip
from their Mar so many years ago, and she bowed toward the altar. “Forgive me,
Basti, for I have sinned and am unworthy. May the chastisement of your lost
sinner, Clissa, restore her to rightness with you.” 

Lystel bent Clissa across the
hollowed-out, upcurving body rest reserved for the gravest of offenses. She jerked
Clissa’s shirt upward and lowered her soft, flimsy trousers. Raising the whip,
she paused. “For disgracing your House and your name, may Basti have mercy on
your soul.” 

Clissa shrieked as the most
severe of implements snaked through the air and laid a narrow, purpling cut
across her bare back. “Basti!” she screamed. “Basti!” 

Methra broke into the room,
rushed to Lystel and clung to her whipping arm. “Please,” she sobbed. “You’ll
kill her.” She staggered backward as Lystel threw up her arm.

“Did I teach you nothing all of
these years?” Lystel shouted at Clissa. “Do you have any idea of the shame you
have brought down upon your family?” The whip whistled through the air, landing
across Clissa’s back with so much force that she gagged and retched. 

“Please,” Methra begged from a
safe distance. “Maybe she has a good reason. Ask her, please!”

“I will deal with you later,”
Lystel promised. “Clissa, I could forgive—with time—your sneaking out and going
to a concert without our permission. I might even forgive—with punishment—your
skipping classes for a lark. But as if that weren’t bad enough…” The whip sang
through the air before exploding in a line of fire. “You disgrace your family
by sharing a bedroom with a girl.”

Clissa’s head whirled. The whip threatened
to cut her into two, and Lystel’s anger dwarfed her ability to think. Lystel’s
reaction was wrong. Unexpected. Then with the next explosion of agony, her mind
cleared. “I didn’t.”

Lystel paused. “You didn’t check
into a hotel and stay there overnight with Vitrine?” A warning underlay the
disbelief. 

Desperate to keep the whip at bay,
Clissa babbled, “Nothing happened, I swear! She and I slept in opposite beds!”
Too late, Clissa realized what she had admitted. “Noooo!” she howled as the
whip descended again.

“What do you think Trentha will
say when she hears about this? What if she breaks off your betrothal to
Helaine? Do you know what that will mean?”

Clissa gulped. This was the wrong
time to point out that she had barely met Helaine, didn’t care if she came from
the House of Tre, the most powerful House in Bastia, or that the betrothal had
occurred at birth without her consent. Nor should she point out that she would
be quite happy not to marry the supercilious ice princess training to be Dis to
Clissa’s Nur. Why should Clissa have to be Nur, beaten as Helaine decreed, and
to pass from Lystel to Helaine’s discipline without any time to live as her own
person? Sure, Clissa might be granted a few privileges after the Mar, namely the
long-coveted adult name of Clissine, but life as Helaine’s Nur would not be
much different than life as the daughter of Lys. She would become another
Methra, afraid of her own shadow. Lystel made all of the decisions and punished
Methra as severely as Clissa for breaking the rules. More in fact, because adulthood
carried both privileges and consequences. Few Nurs openly defied their Dises,
and none defied with impunity. 

“No,” Methra begged through her
tears. “That can’t be true. You were a good girl, right?”

“Running around with Vitrine was
fine when the two of you were children, but you’re adults now. Even if nothing
happened, and I’m not saying I believe you, how do you think it looks to
everyone else? Two girls alone together in a hotel room overnight?”

Clissa whimpered, her brain
scrambling to find the right words to stop the blows. At last, she found them. “Destral
stayed with us,” she yelped. “The whole time. We had a suite, and Vitrine
stayed in the other room. I swear Destral slept in my room.”

The whip paused. Clissa
shuddered, putting her hands to her head in an effort to calm the pounding
blood vessels. She prayed silently, without thinking, the prayer she had
learned in toddlerhood.

Basti, be with me. Stay with me.
Protect me, and keep me safe.

Methra taught her to pray the
blessing every night of her childhood. 

Lystel’s voice softened ever so
slightly. “Destral was with you?” At Clissa’s frantic nod, she lowered the
whip. “The entire time?”

“I swear to Basti he—”

“Don’t take Basti’s name in vain!”


Clissa cried out, but Lystel’s
hand, rather than the whip, cracked across her buttocks. 

“Why didn’t you say so in the
first place?”

Because you’re pigheaded and
wouldn’t have listened,
Clissa thought. All your rants about tradition and name and honor and duty. Out
loud, she said, “I’m sorry, Dis.”

Lystel replaced the whip next to
the altar and raised her hands. “Almighty Basti, we ask your forgiveness upon
this child who has sinned against you, but not as grievously as we first
thought. May she learn humility and return to walk with you.”

Without another word, Lystel
swept out of the room. Methra rushed to Clissa and helped her stagger to her
feet. Clissa choked back her sobs. Methra lowered Clissa’s shirt and
straightened her pants, but Clissa shook too much to notice. 

“Don’t be upset,” Methra soothed.
“Stay out of her way while she’s still angry, and…”

“While she’s angry?”
Clissa broke away and slammed a fist into the wall. “What’s she got to be angry
about? I didn’t do anything wrong! She never listens to a word I say, just
criticizes and yells and beats me!”

Methra hurriedly took Clissa’s
hand away from the wall and patted it. “You did lie to us,” she reminded
Clissa.

“About what?” Clissa howled. “I
didn’t sleep with Vitrine! I told her that! She always assumes the worst about
me.”

Methra caught her breath. She let
it out, bit by bit. “You slept with Destral?”

Clissa stared at her Nur. “You
can’t be upset about that?” At Methra’s silence, Clissa’s face reddened. “You
know?” she whispered.

Methra bit her lip and nodded. “He’s
not just a friend, is he?” When Clissa turned away as if to run from the room,
Methra tightened her grip. “Tell your Nur the truth. I won’t tell Dis.”

Clissa remained silent, staring
at the pale blue vase that stood next to the doorway. Knee-high and perpetually
empty, the terror of her childhood. She never entered or exited the home altar
without fearing she would break the precious vase in her carelessness.

Methra shook Clissa’s arm. “You
think I didn’t know something was wrong? You think you can fool your Nur? You
never were like the other little girls. Dis thinks it’s because we spoiled you,
but I know better. Tell me, Clissa. I can’t help you unless you tell me.”

Clissa sank to her knees,
trembling all over. “You won’t kill me?” 

Methra cradled Clissa’s battered
body. “I’ll help you,” she promised. “I hate the fighting, too.”

“Nur,” Clissa said slowly. “I
want to be with Destral, the way you are with Dis. I know it’s wrong, and I’m
so sorry, but I can’t help it. I can’t love Helaine. I can’t! I would if I
could. You have to believe me!”

Methra sank to the floor, her
face ashen. “Dis will kill you.”

“You said you wouldn’t tell—”

“If you go to be with Destral,
she’ll find out.”

“How did she find out about the
hotel last night?” Pause. “Nur? Did you tell her?”

Methra nodded. “I had to. She
could tell I knew.”

“How did you know?” Clissa
thought she had been careful. Saying she would study at the library with
Destral. Then later calling to say she would stay at his house. No mention of
Vitrine. 

“I heard you on the phone with
Vitrine the day before you left, deciding what to wear to the concert.” 

Clissa slapped her forehead.
Caught by her own stupidity. She stared at Methra. “And you didn’t tell Dis?
You let me go?”

Methra blushed. “I thought you
were safe with Vitrine, and I was your age once, too.”

“You’re not angry?”

Methra shook her head. “No, but
we can’t tell Dis.” 

Clissa looked up at Methra. Why
not take a risk with her privy to the secret already? “Nur? Destral knows this
group of people—people like us—that can help us. He wants me to go away with
him.”

Tears came to Methra’s eyes. “And
you want to go?” She squeezed Clissa’s hand.

“I can’t stay here, Nur! Don’t
you see it’s better for me to leave? You said you didn’t want all the
arguments.” Clissa rose to her knees in her earnestness. “Dis is furious
already, and she didn’t even know what happened. She’ll kill me if she finds
out.”

Unwillingly, Methra gave a nod. “What
do you want me to do?”

“Tell her you gave me permission
to stay with Destral tonight because we have to study for the final exam next
week. I’ll talk to Destral and find out where to go. Please?”

Methra sniffled. “And never see
you again?” She hugged Clissa to her, but Clissa pushed away.

“I’ll be happier, Dis will be
happier, and it will be fine. You’ll see.”

Methra held onto Clissa. “I’m
sorry I wasn’t a better Nur to you.”

Clissa swallowed hard and turned away.
“I better call Destral and pack,” she said. She got to her feet and limped to
her room, gasping as each step awakened the pain in her back. 

I didn’t want to leave, she thought to herself. But
if Dis thinks she can whip me, I can’t get out of here fast enough. Basti and
Dis be damned.


Escape

In
the middle of the night on the same day

 

In the faint light of the moon,
Methra’s fair hair glowed. “Here,” she whispered to the cloaked figure next to
her. “I packed you a dinner and some snacks. You should have enough for a day,
if you’re careful.”

Clissa threw her arms around
Methra’s neck. “I’m sorry, Nur,” she whispered back. “If Dis weren’t so…”

Methra took a banana off the
counter and placed it into the bursting basket. “Don’t forget to eat,” she
said. “Will you write to me?”

Clissa brushed away a tear on
Methra’s cheek. “I can’t,” she soothed, as if to a child. “You know I can’t.
But I will always remember you.”

Methra fumbled as she tried to
stuff packets of almonds into the basket. “Here,” she said. “They won’t stay
in. Put them in your pocket.” One packet clattered when it fell to the ground.
Lystel’s snoring paused. Terrified, Clissa got ready to bolt.

“Bye, Nur!” she whispered, and
she slipped out the door, tiptoeing across the pavement before breaking into a
full run. 

Methra shuffled back to the
bedroom and resumed her place next to the Dis of her House.


Part Two: Reeducation

After
the trial

The First Step

Much
later; we know not how long

 

“Clie.”

Clissa woke to the sound of her
name, but she found herself unable to lift her head or focus her eyes. When she
opened them, she saw a confusing blur of bright lights and colors. She closed
her eyes in pain.

“Clie. Drink, baby.” 

Something lifted her head, and
she moaned with dizziness. Someone held a cup to her lips, but her mouth didn’t
work right. Instead of swallowing the water, she gagged and coughed until violent
spasms knocked the cup to the ground. Water soaked everywhere. Someone tsked. 

“Lie back down, Clie, it’s all
right.” The unfamiliar voice called for someone else, and hands rolled her from
one side to the other while brisk, efficient motions replaced the wet bedsheets
with crisp, dry ones. Her nightgown was whisked over her head, and a clean
shirt found its way through the mass of tubes and wires holding her down. 

Where am I? She wanted to ask, but her thick
tongue refused to cooperate. A ragged cough exploded from her cheeks, and a
small, wet sponge found its way to her mouth.

“Suck, Clie,” the voice
commanded. 

She latched onto the cool
moistness, drawing the sweet water from the sponge in short gulps. When the
sponge was withdrawn, her mouth tried to follow. The sponge was placed next to
her lips again, and she sucked gratefully. She had not realized her thirst
until the silvery water trickled down her throat. Droplets dribbled between her
lips, down her neck, and into her ears. This time, the sponge did not reappear.
Clissa tried to thump her arm in protest, but she found herself unable to move.
Instead, she whined. 

More, she tried to say. 

“Sleep, Clie,” the voice
insisted, and against her will Clissa’s head lolled against the pillow. A soft,
tuneless lullaby washed over her, and within minutes her slow, steady breathing
shifted to a sound sleep. 

 

****

 

Clissa's eyelids fluttered open.
Idly, she wondered why they felt sandpapery. She allowed her eyes to close and
then forced them open long enough to squint at the harsh, bright lights
overhead. 

“Mrmph,” she grunted, panting in
the effort to force air through her lungs and her lips into word-producing
shapes. “Unnh.”

She lifted her wobbly, oversized
head. A purple-uniformed nurse rushed to her side and slid one hand underneath
her shoulders.

“Are you ready to get up, Clie?”

Clissa tried to nod, but the
world rotated half a circle and she clutched the bed. “Unnh,” she explained.
She was nonplussed at the nurse's familiarity. Even if Clissa had not yet
attained the full status of “Clissine,” the name she would have received at her
Mar, she represented the House of Lys. Only a few of her closest childhood
friends still used her baby name.

“Easy does it,” the nurse
soothed. “If you want to get up, I'll have to take out your catheter first and
disconnect some of the wires. Lie back down, that's a good girl, and we'll get
you ready for a short walk. How does that sound?”

The nurse helped Clissa's head
return to the pillow. She peeled the covers back, and to her shame Clissa found
herself clothed in a skimpy pastel blue hospital gown. Except, strangely, this
gown had small white hearts printed on the cloth. 

“Don't you worry about a thing,
sweetheart,” the nurse cooed as she slipped on rubber gloves and lifted the hem
of Clissa's gown. Clissa was so ashamed she didn't know where to look, but the
nurse kept up a stream of friendly, unobtrusive chatter.

“You'll want to get up and run
around like before, and the minute I let you up you'll gasp at me as if you're
seasick. Impatient to get going, are you, my love? In my ward, patients get
better by slow and careful healing. No rushing, now.”

“Nur,” Clissa croaked, the first
coherent word since regaining consciousness. Never had she suffered so much as
a headache without Nur at her side. The nurse looked taken aback at first and patted
Clissa's legs.

“This might burn a little or feel
funny when I take out your catheter, but I promise it won't hurt. Then you'll
be able to get up. You'd like that, won't you, love?”

Clissa closed her eyes. Something
about this felt wrong. No Nur, not even an angry Dis, and no one else in what
should have been a bustling hospital ward. Worse, she couldn't remember what
had happened to make her sick. Or hurt. Had she been in an accident? Was she in
intensive care, and that was why her parents weren't allowed to visit? Surely
Nur wouldn't let silly things like hospital rules bar her from her only
daughter. 

“Nurry,” she whimpered as the
slow, uncomfortable burn in her pelvis throbbed and increased. “Nurry.”

The nurse held up the flexible
tube triumphantly. “There,” she said. “Got it. Didn't hurt a mite, did it?”

Clissa opened her eyes to find,
to her surprise, the discomfort had indeed disappeared. She felt her stomach
anyway, strangely violated and soothed at the same time. “Where's Nur?” she
asked, her voice gaining confidence with each new utterance. The nurse flushed
and picked a nonexistent thread from the bed.

“Not until you're better, dear. I
know you want to see your Nur, but the most important thing is for you to get
good and strong so you can see both of your parents. You'd like that, wouldn't
you?”

Clissa nodded, a tear trickling
down one cheek. Frustrating and impossible, Nur and Dis would be familiarity in
this strange, alien environment. The nurse’s kindness could not take away the
overwhelming, dizzying onslaught of wrong actions in a wrong situation. 

The nurse finished cleaning up everything,
and she took out a pair of royal-blue terry socks to put on Clissa's feet. “Upsa-daisy,”
she clucked. “Let's take a little walk, and you can hold onto my arm. Your body
won't like it at first, but we need to get you moving. The sooner you get
better, the sooner you can go home. Isn't that right?”

Clissa watched the nurse lug her
slippered feet over the footboard of the bed and onto the speckled gray floor.
The nurse hoisted Clissa to her feet, but Clissa sagged to half-mast. Her
spindly legs refused to take her weight, and try as she might she could not
connect her brain and her legs. Walk, she shouted at her feet. Stop
rolling around. She felt like a newborn fawn on ice skates, and even with
the nurse's strong grip she could not lift a foot off the floor to take a step.

“Come, now,” the nurse chided. “You'll
never get better if you don't try. You can do it. Just to the end of the room
and back, and then we can have a nice lie-down.”

Clissa clung to the nurse and
took her first step.


Meeting the Parents

A
few weeks or days later; we know not how long

 

Clissa sat up, unassisted, and
dropped her legs to dangle over the side of the bed. Some days her muscle and
mental memory were better; some days they were worse. Today, she slid to the
floor and lifted her blue-and-white heart-print hospital gown over her head. She
could go home today, the nurse had said. That was another strange thing about
this place. There were no doctors, no other patients, and nothing outside her
cubicle and adjoining room—the ‘playroom’, the nurse called it, where she
brought Clissa each day to practice fine and large motor tasks such as writing
with a pencil, tying shoelaces, brushing her hair, and walking. With dedicated
practice each day, she had improved until she could dress herself in ten
minutes. She struggled to tug the uncooperative shoe tongues into place and the
bows of her tied shoelaces were lopsided no matter how many times she re-tied
them, but she did it. Shirt, socks, pants, shoes pulled on; hair brushed and
pulled back into a loose ponytail. Followed by smoothing her bed sheet and
pillow, tucking the ends of the blanket into the bedrails. 

Clissa sat back onto the bed,
waiting. Even though the ‘playroom’ was a short walk away, she was not allowed
to go there on her own. She winced, thinking of the switchings she'd received
on the backs of her legs for breaking that rule. She didn't understand the
rules here, but she had absorbed them until the odd restrictions came
naturally. Today, she sat quietly on the bed until her nurse came for the
morning inspection.

“Clie,” called the nurse as she
bustled in. “Are you ready? Oh, you are! What a good girl!”

That was the other odd thing
about this place, though come to think of it, there were many odd things. She
had never before been treated like a mentally challenged adult or a small
child. In the first few days after she regained consciousness, the dizziness
and instability made the infantilizing treatment understandable if not
palatable. As she improved, however, the over-bright cheeriness puzzled her. 

“I get to go home today?” she
asked. She had learned through experience that the nurse preferred for Clissa
to ask simple questions rather than to express her thoughts. When a “yes” or “no”
was not sufficient, Clissa struggled to find answers that would please the
nurse without sounding like a fool. 

The nurse patted Clissa's
shoulder. “Excited, are we? Can't wait to meet your Nur and Dis?”

Clissa shook her head, puzzled. “Meet”?
But how could she meet the parents she already knew? Or did Dis treat this
meeting like a first meeting, since she had sworn Clissa was dead to her? Come
to think of it, how had Dis changed her mind? The nurse, otherwise full of
chatter, had remained silent on these matters.

“Are they coming today?” Clissa
asked. “Is Dis mad at me?”

The nurse gave her a sidelong
look. “Nervous, are we, my little lamb? Your nurse will be right here with you
when you meet them, so don't you worry. You've been a naughty girl and given us
all quite a scare, but things will be better now. You'll see.” She held out her
hand for Clissa to hold as she hopped off the bed. Properly escorted, Clissa
allowed herself to be led to the ‘playroom’. She went to the table hoping to
practice her writing, but the nurse took her to the dollhouse.

“This,” the nurse said as she
held up a female doll with short black hair, “is your Dis who will come for you
today.”

Clissa frowned some more. The
accident, or illness, or whatever had happened to her that the nurse wouldn't
tell her, had damaged parts of her memory...but surely not that much? The doll
didn't look anything like her Dis. Or did the hospital use the same dolls with
everyone? And why would they need to use dolls to explain something as simple
as going home, anyway? Something in the back of Clissa's mind told her that she
should not be happy about going home. Bad things might happen there. She shook
her head, trying to clear it from the ominous but vague thoughts. Was it the
aftereffect of the pain medicine? The nurse had told her it would be a while
before the disorientation from the medicine would wear off. 

“And here is your Nur,” the nurse
told her, giving Clissa another female doll with dark curly hair. “What will
the Clissa doll do when she meets her parents?”

Clissa stood up, uncertainly.
This talk of her Nur and Dis poked an almost-forgotten memory of her Nur
teaching her basic manners after she learned to talk. Something was wrong, but
she didn't know what. “I'm going back to my room,” she proclaimed. Before she
could take more than two steps, the nurse reached out and grabbed Clissa by the
shoulder.

“You don't want to do that,
lovey,” she scolded. “Come back and have a nice playtime.”

Clissa snatched the nurse’s hand
away and ran toward the doorway. “I said no!” she exclaimed. 

The nurse strode toward her,
gripped her by the ear, and marched her back to the playroom. She reached for a
thin, polished bamboo switch and snapped it against Clissa's scissoring calves.
“Naughty!” she scolded. “I thought Nurse taught you to behave better than that.
What do you think would happen if your Dis saw you throwing a temper tantrum?
You'd be over her knee quick as a flash and getting a good deal more than this,
missy.”

Clissa howled, arms flailing as
she danced a mad jig in place. This, too, felt all wrong. The little switch
stung, for sure, but it was nothing compared to what she had received from her
Dis. Why was she responding so strongly to such a mild punishment? Without
knowing how, a memory came to her of screams, beatings, and fainting. It had
been so severe that Clissa had. . .what had she done? Run away? But if she had
run away, how had she gotten to the hospital?

The nurse set down the switch and
folded Clissa into a warm hug. “There, there,” she soothed. “Don't cry. We were
very naughty, but we're sorry now, and will play like a good little lamb, isn't
that right?”

Bewildered, Clissa sat on the
floor next to the dollhouse and accepted the dolls. She remembered, vaguely, a
time when she could stand tall and channel her anger. She felt, rather than
remembered, that she had paid a great cost for doing so, but she had not given
in. Had the nurse shouted at her or used a whip, Clissa would have gotten some
traction in resisting. Instead, the slippery sweetness left her no choice but
to yield, however unwillingly. 

The nurse checked her watch. “Oh,
dear!” she said in dismay. “We'll be late if we don't get you ready.”

“I am ready,” Clissa pointed out,
but the nurse led her back to her cubicle. Before Clissa could react, the nurse
slipped off Clissa's clothes and carried a shallow pan of water to the bed. “Let's
get you cleaned up, nice and fresh for your Dis and Nur.”

“But I don't need to get cleaned
up!”

The nurse snapped on beige rubber
gloves and took out a thin washcloth with pastel balloons embroidered in one
corner. She dipped the cloth into the water and scrubbed Clissa's face. “Close
your eyes,” she instructed, and Clissa sputtered until she received a taste of
the soap on her tongue. She pushed away, gagging, until the nurse dropped the
washcloth into the water to pick up Clissa's left hand. 

“I don't want to,” Clissa
complained. The nurse slapped the back of Clissa's wrist, just hard enough to
sting. Clissa shook out her hand, the corners of her mouth turning down. “I
wasn't being naughty,” she whined, hating herself for her inability to react as
an adult. She wanted to shove the too-sweet nurse away, dress herself, and
storm out of this life-sized dollhouse. She smarted from the blows, however,
and she fell silent. She allowed herself to be washed, rinsed, and dried before
being dressed in a plain white dress with a rounded collar, over which the
nurse layered a soft, dandelion yellow pinafore. A yellow ribbon held her hair
away from her face, and shiny patent leather Mary Jane shoes finished her
outfit. Clissa stared at herself in horror. The hospital gowns, she had learned
to accept. The plain tee shirts and pants and white cotton socks, she had tolerated
as hospital fare. At this, however, she put her foot down. Squarely onto the
floor. 

Before Clissa could shout, “I
won't!” the intercom buzzed. “Nurse? Bring Clie to conference room three.”

Curious, Clissa closed her mouth.
She had never before heard of anything beyond her two small rooms. She allowed
herself to be helped off the bed and led to the door. She fizzled with the
thrill of venturing outside, but her nurse unlocked the door with her usual
calm. 

I get to go home, Clissa thought to herself. At
last! But what would happen once she got there? She held her nurse's hand
and trotted after her down the long, sparse hallway. A few adults passed by,
some dressed in a purple nurse's uniform and others dressed in polished shoes
and suits. None wore little-girl clothes like her.

“Why do I have to wear...” she
began to ask, but her nurse put a finger to her lips.

“It's very important that you
make a good first impression, Clie,” she warned. “Don't talk back, sit up
straight, and answer all questions directly and honestly. It will go much
better for you if you do.”

Clissa nodded to show she
understood, but at the nurse's silence she voiced her assent. “Yes, Nurse.”

The nurse stopped at a large,
silver-handled door and knocked. “Nurse Reynolds with Clie, ma'am.”

“Enter.”

The nurse gave Clissa a push. “Go
on, now. Don't be afraid. Be a good girl, and it will be all right.”

Clissa put a finger to her mouth
as she lifted the heavy metal handle and walked into the strange room. 

“Clie,” said an unfamiliar voice,
and Clissa stood stock-still. She stepped backward in confusion, but the nurse
had already shut the door behind her. Two women sat in plastic maroon chairs, a
six-foot table in front of them. One, statuesque with arresting spiky black
hair, narrowed her eyes. The other, slightly smaller and draped in a washed-out
red tunic, held her arms out. It was she who had spoken.

“Sorry, I have the wrong room,”
Clissa stammered. 

The black-haired woman chuckled. “Didn’t
they tell you?”

The second woman laid her
fingertips on the elbow of the first. “It’s our job to tell her, remember?”

Clissa looked from one to the
other in growing panic. “Tell me what?” she demanded. Not in the angry
accusation she would have wished, but in a voice teetering on terror. “Where’s
my Dis and Nur?”

“Come here,” the black-haired
woman said. She did, indeed, resemble the small doll given to Clissa by her
nurse earlier in the morning morning. How had the nurse known? The woman backed
her chair away from the table and pointed to the space in front of her. 

“I won’t.” Clissa’s voice rose to
a shout. “I want my Dis and Nur!”

This time, the amusement faded
from the spiky-haired woman’s voice. “When I tell you to come here, Miss Clie,
you will come here. There are consequences for not listening to your Dis.”

Clissa scowled. No matter how
much memory she had lost, she had not forgotten her parents. Good or bad, they
were her parents. Not these strangers. “You’re not my Dis,” she sneered. “You
can’t tell me to do anything.”

The other woman, soft-spoken,
broke into the conversation. “She’s not being naughty, Soris,” she said. “She’s
scared and confused. No one has explained to her what’s happened.”

The first woman grimly beckoned
to Clissa. “Last chance. Come here or you will regret it. And don’t spoil her,
Karielle. We agreed on that. She’s been spoiled already.”

Clissa looked to the second
woman, who at least seemed to understand that something was wrong. “What’s
going on?” she asked. “Explain what?”

Before Karielle or Clissa could
say any more, Soris stood up and unceremoniously dumped Clissa facedown over
her lap. Clissa shrieked and kicked her patent leather shoes as Soris gathered
her pinafore and dress into her left hand and applied several hard swats with
her right. “Explain that when your Dis gives you an order, you will obey.”

Clissa’s mind whirled. The spanks
hurt more than what she had received from her nurse all this time, but what
settled her down was the undignified position combined with the awareness of
two complete strangers watching her. She tried for the safest answer. “I’m
sorry.”

“I’m sorry, Dis. Or ma’am.”
Soris’ hand connected in a solid spank, and Clissa wriggled like an eel. She
could not bring herself to use that word, not for a stranger.

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” she mumbled. “Ma’am”
could mean a teacher or an elder or an official of the high council. Not a
specific word for the person in her life she feared, hated, and missed the
most. 

“That’s better.” Just as quickly
as she had flipped Clissa over her lap, Soris launched her off her lap and made
her stand in front of her. “Shoulders straight. Head back. Hands in front.”

Just as her Dis had instructed
her, many years ago. Clissa bit her tongue, hard, to keep from remembering. The
woman she had claimed never to want to see again. It seemed she had gotten her
wish. 

“Soris, please, may I?” After
Soris nodded, the ringletted woman moved forward to take the stunned girl into
her arms. Just so would her Nur have done, comforting her even after the most
richly deserved of punishments. Against her own wishes, Clissa allowed Karielle
to hold her. After a moment, Karielle broke the hug to fish in her pocket. Out
came a shiny, foil-wrapped hard disc. Karielle unwrapped the rustling cellophane
and placed the bright red candy into Clissa’s mouth. Surprised, Clissa worked
the cinnamon lozenge up and down inside her mouth, the spicy sweetness melting
in a sugary warm glaze. She swallowed, wanting to spit the candy out, but
enjoying the first real taste in as long as she could remember. Back in her
little rooms with her nurse, she had eaten the plainest of meals. Oatmeal with
a little milk. Dry cereal. Toast, sometimes with a wisp of butter. Clissa
looked up, her right cheek bulging with the sweet.

“Thank you,” she said stickily,
and Karielle beamed. 

“There we go, isn’t that better?”
Clissa found herself in Karielle’s arms again, and cool fingers stroked her
cheek. “Nothing to be scared of. We’re your new Dis and Nur, and even though
we’ll have to be strict in order to teach you what’s right, as long as you try
your hardest to be a good girl, we won’t be too harsh.”

Soris frowned. “We’ll be as harsh
as we need to be, if that little display of temper was any indication.” Clissa
shrank lower in Karielle’s embrace, grateful for the protection. 

Karielle patted Clissa’s cheek
again. “We’ve got a nice room for you ready at home, and we’re both going to be
with you until you adjust to your new life. Dis is right. We’ll have to be
quite strict with you if you give us trouble, but you won’t want to do that.
Right, Clie?”

“But my Dis and Nur…”

“…are right here. You must never
speak of anyone else again.”

“But you’re not my Nur and she’s
not my Dis!” Clissa broke out of Karielle’s arms, and Karielle sighed. She
deposited Clissa in front of Soris again. 

“Clie, sooner or later you will
learn to do as you’re told. You come when you’re called, and you don’t speak of
anyone else but us as your Dis and Nur.”

Soris nodded at Karielle’s words.
“Don’t disobey,” she warned as she leaned Clissa against her knee and bunched
her skirt into her left hand again. “We will repeat this lesson as many times
as it is necessary.” 

This time the swats cracked with
more force, and Clissa stomped her feet in an effort to get away. 

“Karielle? The brush, please?”

Clissa howled as solid wood
connected with her buttocks, pure agony to her soft, nearly untouched skin.
After a few moments, Soris gave the brush back to Karielle.

“Now, little madam, we will take
you home. Either you will learn not to give us any more trouble, or you will
spend your days sitting in the corner with a hot, sore bottom. Do I make myself
clear?”

Clissa dropped her head, tears of
defeat washing down her face.


The First Night

That
night, in Clissa’s new home

 

“Lie down,” Karielle commanded. “You’re
not ready to get up for such a long period at once. You need your rest.”

Clissa fussed, pushing against
Karielle’s body lying next to her. “I can’t sleep when you’re right next to me.”

Karielle patted Clissa’s back in
a steady, soft rhythm. “Stop fighting it, honey. You’re safe here. Just close
your eyes and rest.”

“I’m not!” Clissa drew herself as
close to the wall as possible, but the narrow bed left little space in between
the two adult-sized bodies. “I can't sleep with you in my face!”

Karielle's stroking never paused.
“We can't give you any more of the medicine until tomorrow night,” she said. “Otherwise
it will make you sick. And you're not that steady on your feet. What if you
have to get up in the middle of the night and you fall? It's my job to take
care of you, like it or not, and you'll have to accept that.”

Clissa grumbled. “Stop acting
like that. You're not my Nur.”

Karielle sighed. “Must we go
through this every time?” She rolled Clissa onto her stomach and lifted her
lace-edged nightgown. “How many times do we need to say this before you
understand?” She brought down her hand onto Clissa's bottom in a swift, hard
spank. “This is your home now. Soris is your Dis. I am your Nur. And I will do
everything in my power to take care of you, but there are some rules you may
not break. You will speak to your Dis and me with respect at all times. Do you
understand?”

Clissa screwed her mouth into an
angry square. Her bottom stung with the spanks, and she found herself torn
between wanting to please Karielle and wanting to assert herself. Karielle
would not punish her, or at least not the way Lystel had. But at the same time,
being cocooned into such intimacy disciplined her in another way. After a few
minutes of solid, steady spanking, she gave an ungracious rumble.

“What did you say, dear?”
Karielle paused. 

Clissa grumbled some more. She
didn’t fear the swats, or Karielle for that matter, but the new softness in her
brain made it difficult to think. “What do I have to say?” She tried to wriggle
out of Karielle's reach, but Karielle made her stay in place. 

“You can start with, 'I'm sorry,
Nur, for speaking disrespectfully to you.'“ 

Clissa gave an exasperated sigh. “Okay.”

Smack! “I said say it, Clie. You won't
get this chance again.”

Chance to do what? Clissa wondered. Still,
something about Karielle's tenderness made her orders that much more
convincing. “I'm sorry?”

“I'm sorry, Nur, for speaking
disrespectfully to you,” Karielle reminded her.

Clissa shook her head to clear
it, realized the absurdity of her situation, and sighed. Did the silly apology humiliate
her any less than wearing children's clothes or receiving help with every basic
task? If it took a few words for Karielle to leave her alone, it would be worth
it. “I'm sorry...” she stumbled over the word, but she gritted her teeth and
forced herself to say it. “Sorry, Nur, for speaking disrespectfully to you.”

Unbidden, an image of Methra came
to her mind. Methra, baking her a cinnamon cake for her last birthday. How
could she call someone else ‘Nur’? But Karielle nodded in approval as she drew
Clissa's nightgown back down over her bottom. 

“That's much better, Clie, and
I'm glad to see you won't be stubborn. Nice things happen in this house to
little girls who obey.”

Clissa wanted to sneer, but the
rustle of plastic caught her ear. Karielle put the wrapper back into her pocket
and popped the sweet into Clissa's surprised mouth. Unprotesting, Clissa savored
the smooth chocolate mint of the hard candy. Her dinner, after Soris and
Karielle had brought her ‘home’ had consisted of a bland cornmeal mash with a
little milk. She would have to get used to food slowly, they had told her, and
for now her diet would consist of the plainest food. And because she had lost
so much weight during her time in the hospital, she had to drink a high-calorie
protein formula in between meals. Gritty and foul, it had made her gag so much
that Soris had hauled Clissa out of her eating chair and taken a whippy little
bamboo stick across the backs of her legs until she'd cried and begged to drink
the formula. 

Clissa savored her second sweet
of the day, each taste bud reveling in the explosion of flavors. Creamy, sweet,
and with the aftertaste of mint that she could feel lingering in soft crevices
between her cheek and gums. She rolled her tongue around every nook and cranny
in her mouth, trying to make the taste last.

Throughout all of this, Karielle
stroked her back, rubbing in smooth, regular circles. She hummed, and Clissa
looked up at her.

“Can I have another one?” she
asked, and she blinked at her words. Since when did she care about candy? She'd
had bowls full at home, and she had never been interested in more than one or
two. Then again, Methra had always been more than anxious to feed her. 

Karielle smiled. “I don't want
you to fall asleep with a candy in your mouth,” she began, but Clissa
interrupted her.

“I won't,” she promised. “Do you
have any other flavors?” She didn't notice when Karielle brought Clissa in
closer, bringing the blanket to cover both of them. 

“All right,” Karielle gave in. “But
just this once.” She took out another piece of candy, ignored Clissa's
outstretched hand, and brought it to Clissa's mouth. “Open,” she ordered, like
a mother bird with a juicy worm. She placed the sweet into Clissa's mouth, and
while Clissa focused on the new taste of raspberry, Karielle brought her arm to
circle around her body.

“Thank you,” Clissa said through
a mouthful of sugar. 

“Nurry's here,” Karielle said
softly. “It will be all right. Eat your candy, close your eyes, and go to
sleep. As long as Nurry's here, nothing bad will happen to you.”

Clissa's breathing deepened.  She
drew her arms in, slipped her hands underneath her cheek, and tucked her head
inside the curve of Karielle's bosom. 

 

****

 

“Karielle!” Soris called. “Breakfast
time!” 

Clissa awoke with a start. Next
to her lay Karielle, her arm sprawled over Clissa's shoulder. Clissa eased
herself out of Karielle's sleeping embrace and slid out of the bed. By the time
she had found the bathroom, Karielle's voice joined Soris' in the kitchen. 

“Sorry, honey!” Karielle
exclaimed as she ran in. Clissa peered in from the doorway, hiding behind a
large potted plant. 

Soris held up a plastic spatula
and shook it at Karielle. “You better say my omelet is perfect,” she warned.

“I'm so sorry!” Karielle tried to
take the spatula away from Soris, but Soris grinned. 

“No way. This breakfast is made
by me, and it's my share of the chores for today. So you have to clean out the
storage closet to make room for Clie's new toys.”

Toys? Clissa couldn't have heard
correctly. Would they take it that far?

“You tricked me!” Karielle
protested, grabbing for the spatula. “Give me that spatula, or I won't do
anything you say!”

“Oh? Won't you? Well, then...”
Soris circled Karielle's waist and brought down the spatula several times in
succession across Karielle's pajama-clad bottom. 

Clissa gasped, forgetting she was
supposed to be hiding, and both women straightened up.

“Basti!” Soris swore, but
Karielle recovered her composure first.

“Come in, Clie, there's nothing
to be afraid of. We were just playing around.”

“Were we?” Soris growled, but
Karielle rose on her tiptoes to give her a kiss. 

“Nur and Dis aren't fighting.
Come and sit down for breakfast, there's a good girl.” Karielle nodded toward
the padded wooden chair with the hinged metal tray. Instead, Clissa sat down on
one of the regular chairs next to the table.

“Clie,” Karielle reproved, “that's
Dis' chair. Your chair is in the corner.”

Clissa pretended not to hear.
Soris moved toward her. 

“Didn't we tell you about
learning to do as you're told?” she warned.

“She's confused,” Karielle said,
but Soris frowned at her.

“No spoiling, remember? Clie, you
have until the count of three to get into your chair. One…” She left the rest
of her sentence unsaid, but her eyes flickered to the polished bamboo stick
propped against the wall. 

Clissa hesitated. Then she got to
her feet and went to the doorway. “Never mind,” she said. “I'm not hungry. The
food is gross, anyway.” She got halfway down the hallway before Soris caught up
with her, marched her back to the kitchen, and yanked her nightgown up.
Karielle sighed as Soris took the switch and rapped it smartly against Clissa's
legs.

“Owwwww!” Clissa howled. She was
still sore from dinner the night before. “Not there! Not there!” 

She fought against Soris’ hold,
but Soris didn’t stop until the tears came. She jerked Clissa’s nightdress down,
plunked her in the chair, and locked the metal tray across Clissa’s lap. Soris
tapped the edge of the switch on the tray. Clissa looked up, her eyes red as
she wriggled, trying to rub her legs.

“Remember what I said?”

Clissa couldn’t remember half of
the warnings and lectures they had given her in the scant sixteen hours she had
been in their care. Soris leaned down to make sure Clissa heard her.

“Either you learn to obey and
fulfill your duties like the good little girl Nur and I know you can be, or
you’ll spend your days crying your heart out getting spanked. Doesn’t matter to
me what you choose, so it’s up to you.” Soris saw that Karielle had prepared
the hot mash that Clissa hated. “Nur has made your breakfast, and you’ll eat
every bite without a single complaint. Or I’ll take you out of your chair and
use the switch on your bottom this time—and make you sit on it while you eat.
Do you understand?”

Clissa gave a helpless whine. “But—”

Soris smacked the bamboo stick
onto Clissa’s tray, making her jump. “I said, do you understand?” She reached
for the clasp to unfasten Clissa’s metal tray, and Clissa jerked back in alarm.

“Yes! Yes!”

“That’s ‘Yes, Dis’, Clie.
Or ‘Yes, ma’am.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Clissa whispered,
lowering her chin toward the tray. She blinked hard, not noticing when Soris
replaced the stick next to the wall and went to wash up. Nor did she notice
when Karielle set the bowl of mash and a child-sized spoon in front of her. 

“Take a bite,” Karielle urged,
but Clissa slumped in her chair and her eyes swelled from the stream of tears.
She hadn’t been spanked for not eating since she had been about five years old,
and she most certainly had not been restrained in an oversized baby chair. The
hard part wasn’t the spanking itself; it was the system of implacable
reasonableness that left her without any way to protest. Reduced to a child
state for her reeducation, she had been stripped of the power to rebel.
Anything she tried to do would be treated as childish naughtiness, nothing
more. She almost longed for the harshness of Lystel, of Altrea, or of the
Bastil. There, at least she had had her dignity as a full-grown woman.

Karielle lifted the spoon and put
it to Clissa’s lips, but Clissa didn’t notice it. After a few tries, Karielle
set the dish and spoon onto the table and unfastened Clissa’s tray.

“Karielle! No spoiling!”
Soris protested as she set the omelets and juice glasses onto the table. 

“I’ll get her to eat, I promise,
but she can’t eat when she’s crying this hard.” Karielle clicked open the
restraining belt in Clissa’s chair.

Soris threw up her hands in
disgust. “What’s the point of my trying to discipline her if you kiss her and
make it better?” Karielle turned to her, pleading.

“Give me just a few minutes.
Please? If I can’t get her eating this way, I won’t interfere again. But you
know we need her to eat on her own. You don’t want to go through this fuss
every mealtime, do you?”

“I said no!” Soris snapped, but
she softened when Karielle went to her and gave her a kiss.

“I’m not spoiling her. I’m
helping her understand why she has to listen to you. Okay?”

Soris kissed Karielle back,
mollified. “All right. But if she doesn’t eat after you spoil her, you’re going
to pay for it, too.”

Karielle sighed but nodded. “Fair’s
fair, I guess.”

Clissa didn’t look up as Karielle
came back to her chair, helped her out, and cuddled her close. Karielle kissed
her hair, wiped away her tears, and held a piece of cloth to her nose. 

“Blow,” Karielle said, and Clissa
obeyed. “Tell me why you’re crying, honey.”

“I want to go home!” Clissa
sobbed. Except she didn’t. Where was home, anyway? Not the sterile ward where
she had been for—who knew how long? 

“You are home, baby. This is your
home now.” Karielle snuggled Clissa in tightly. “You miss them, huh?” Clissa
nodded. Except she didn’t, not exactly. She missed being her own person.

“I don’t want to sit in
that chair and eat that stuff and wear these clothes and…”

Karielle gave Clissa a little
shake. “And do what you’re told?”

Clissa gave a gusty sigh. “I want
to be me.” 

In the back of her mind, she
wondered at her simple, baby-like speech. Where was the Clissa who could stand
up to Altrea, who could get hit so hard she nearly fainted, yet come back for
more? Yet there was something so inexplicably safe, a
cinnamon-and-chocolate-mint homey reassurance about this woman who nestled her
close as if she were all that mattered in the world. 

Karielle, seeing the tears had
stopped, took her handkerchief and mopped Clissa’s face and nose. “You are
yourself, baby. But you did some bad things, and it’s our job to teach you to do
what is right. It’s not always going to be pleasant, but you’ll make it a lot
worse if you don’t cooperate. To start with, that means eating what’s put in
front of you.”

“But why?” Clissa whined. “Why
can’t I go home and do what’s right there? Why all of this…” her words failed
her. All of this craziness, she wanted to say, but the relentless aching
in her legs warned her not to say it.

Karielle led Clissa back to the
chair, helped her in, and snapped the restraining belt closed. As she replaced
the metal tray, she gave Clissa a kiss. “Because the Bastil gave you to us for
reeducation, and we’re your Dis and Nur now. And if you don’t pick up your
spoon and eat your mash like the good little girl I know you want to be, your
Dis is going to take you out for a switching on your bottom that will make you
wish you’d obeyed when I asked you nicely. Right now.” She set the bowl and
spoon in front of Clissa. “Either this is gone in ten minutes, or you know what
happens.”

Slowly, Clissa picked up the
spoon. She dipped it into the hated mash and lifted it to her lips. She
grimaced, anticipating the pasty, dust-like taste, but put it into her mouth.
She kept her eyes on Karielle asking permission to stop, but Karielle stared
her down as if challenging her to disobey. Even more slowly, Clissa reached for
a second spoonful. As she placed the atrocious mess into her mouth, Karielle
reached into her pocket. She took out a bright-green twist of shimmery
cellophane and set it on the table just out of Clissa’s reach. 

“There,” she said, and Clissa’s
mouth watered at the sight of the treat. “Eat your breakfast without a fuss,
and you can have this afterward.”

Ten minutes later, Clissa sucked
contentedly on her sweet while Karielle cuddled her and praised her as the best
girl in the world. Soris shrugged as she cleaned up the breakfast dishes.

“Okay,” she said. “It worked. But
don’t gloat.”

Karielle smiled a slow, luxurious
smile. “Oh, I’ll show you gloating,” she said over the top of Clissa’s head. “But
not in front of Clie.”


Child’s Play

A
few days later

 

As Karielle pushed on Clissa's
shoulders to make her kneel in front of the rugged, pine-wood statue of Basti,
Clissa fought to control her terror. The room spun, and the buzzing in her ears
narrowed her focus onto the heavy, single-tailed whip tucked into the cupped palm
of the wooden Basti. The ceremonial whip was made to regulations, the same as
every other ceremonial whip in Bastia except for the Bastil. As head of the
governing body, Altrea wielded a whip thicker and heavier than those permitted
in private homes. 

Karielle pushed harder. Clissa
kicked and scratched, her guttural protests rising to a scream. She attacked
Karielle like a wildcat, as if Karielle were Lystel forcing Clissa to her knees
before taking the whip to her back. 

“Basti!” Clissa screamed as
Karielle wrestled her onto her back and pinned her arms to the ground. “No!” 

And while Karielle would normally
have punished her for the profanity, this time she straddled Clissa to sit on
her knees, immobilizing her arms and legs. 

“What’s going on?” Soris burst
into the home altar, her spiky hair even spikier after an intense work session.
She tended to pull on her hair while struggling with a difficult point. “Is she
out of control?” She stopped as she took in Clissa pinned to the ground. “Did
she try to attack you?”

Clissa babbled, “Nononono Dis not
the whip, I'm sorry Dis!” She meant Lystel, but Soris turned surprised eyes
onto the prone girl held captive by Karielle's strong body. 

“The whip? Why?”

Karielle, seeing Clissa had
stopped fighting, moved aside. “I don't know what happened. I was teaching her
the morning prayers, and when I brought her in here for practice she started
kicking and scratching me.”

Soris stared at Clissa. “Is that
true, Clie?” Clie didn't answer. “Miss Clie, in this house you answer when
you're spoken to. Did you kick and scratch your Nur?”

Clie nodded miserably. “She was
going to...” She meant to say beat me, but Soris cut her off.

“Teach you your legal and
religious duty as a citizen of Bastia. She is your Nur, and you will obey her
every word. You may have been indulged in your tantrums elsewhere, but here we
sing a different tune.”

When Clissa didn't respond,
Karielle spoke up. “Soris, she's still new. She was scared. I don't know why,
but she acted like she was possessed when I took her to the altar. Kicking and
screaming and...”

Soris cut her off. “Wheedling her
to eat breakfast is one thing. Prayers are another. Do you realize how much
trouble we’ll be in if we fail to follow protocol? The report from the Bastil
said that she refused to pray her entire time in prison and would only kneel
when forced to do so. Physically.”

Clissa shuddered, remembering the
rubber batons behind that “physically.”

Karielle put an arm around
Clissa. “It’s okay, baby,” she said. 

Soris stared at her. “Are you
hearing a word I’m saying? The Bastil can come after us if we don’t
follow through on this.”

Karielle looked only at Clissa. “I
don’t care. They won’t know if you don’t tell them, and she’s been through
enough already. Let it go.”

Soris stepped forward and took
Karielle by the arm. Clissa stared, shocked out of her misery, as Karielle
struggled to free herself while Soris made her stand up. “Karielle,” Soris
asked in a dangerous tone, “have you forgotten who is Dis of this household?”

Clissa looked from one to the
other. Neither noticed as she got to her feet and sidled toward the exit. 

“I know the law!” Karielle’s
voice followed her. “But we’re not talking about one of your tomes, we’re
talking about a flesh-and-blood human being who’s been through more in the past
few days than we’ve been through in our entire lives! You can’t beat someone
into belief!”

Clissa lingered to hear Soris’
answer.

“Unless you want your Pun to come
early this week, you will make Clissa say her prayers. Every day. I
don’t care what it takes; that’s your duty, and you will do it.”

Clissa fled to her room and shut
the door. Part of her was surprised they felt so strongly about their opposite
opinions. Lystel and Methra had almost never disagreed in person, but instead
had told her the flaws of the other’s thinking. Never about anything serious,
either. She had used their mutual disagreement to gain Methra’s assistance in
everything forbidden by Lystel. Another part of her realized that this was the
first time she had been left unsupervised since being brought to this new
prison. She flopped onto her bed, relishing the small freedom. 

Most of her, however, realized
with a lurch of relief that she had found the chink in Soris and Karielle’s
armor. Her reaction to the orders to pray had been instinctual rather than
deliberate, but it had caused Karielle discomfort in forcing Clissa. While
Soris, for some reason, would not budge. Clissa turned this contradiction over
in her mind. In everything else, Soris and Karielle presented a united front.
Sure, they had had minor disagreements in front of her, but each time had
resulted in Clissa coaxed, coerced, and bribed into doing what they wanted. Her
first victory.

Karielle had told her she might
feel sick as they reduced her medication, but instead Clissa felt as
clear-headed as she had ever remembered.  What had Z had said, back in the
hideout with the other members of the Het Pride? Obey in the small things,
and you can disobey in the things that matter most. Clissa would eat the
horrible food, wear the horrible clothes, and play with the horrible childlike
toys. She’d lull them into thinking she had capitulated, and then the next time
they tried to make her pray she would repeat this morning’s events. What had
she done, exactly? In her mind, she played back the conversation with Karielle.
Fear. That was it. Karielle had acquiesced because of Clissa’s fear. 

Her weakness would be her weapon.
If she could convince Karielle she was too traumatized and fearful to pray, and
after this morning’s genuine outburst that should be—Clissa grinned to herself
as she thought the words—child’s play, she could get Karielle and Soris on
opposite sides once again. Pretty soon, she’d be able to get Karielle to listen
to her rather than Soris, at least with Soris absent. If she played her cards
right, she’d get Karielle so strongly on her side that Karielle would help her
escape. It would take tears and sob stories, but she would do it. Hadn’t she
heard rumors in prison that C, Y, X and a few others from the Het Pride still roamed
free? She’d find them and start building the group once more.

Clissa smiled. Who knew being
treated as a child could turn out to her advantage? She got to her feet,
allowed herself to make gagging noises at the cutesy act she would have to perform,
and reminded herself small concessions now would further her cause. They wanted
her to be a child? She’d show them what a child could do.

 

****

 

“I am not going to put the safety
of this entire family on the line so you can coddle a criminal! Our job is to
reeducate her, period! Stop letting your bleeding heart confuse you about your
duty.” An edge to Soris’ voice made her reproof sound more like anger than the
correction of a disciplinarian. Clissa had never seen her express so much
emotion at one time. Unlike Lystel, Soris rarely lost her temper. Instead, she
had the unshakable air of a woman who had lived through enough experiences to
be confident in her own beliefs. 

“The law was made for us, not us
for the law! When the law is wrong, the people should come first!”

“Nur?” Clissa swallowed the sour
taste of betrayal, trying not to think of Methra as she slipped in between the
arguing Soris and Karielle. Startled, Karielle looked down at Clissa before
back up at Soris.

“She called me Nur.”

Score one, Clissa congratulated herself.
She would feel guilty in private later, but for now her plan of attack worked.
Soris stared at her as well, but Clissa didn’t speak to her. Divide and
conquer.

“Nur?” Clissa repeated, taken
aback at the myriad emotions crossing Karielle’s face. Surprise, yes, but
tenderness and anticipation and…was it hope?

“Yes, Clie?” Karielle whispered.

Since the word accomplished far
more mileage than she had anticipated, Clie made a point of saying it as often
as possible. “Nur,” she said as she put her hand into Karielle’s, pretending
not to notice the twitch of surprise. Talk like a child, she told
herself. That’s what they want. That’s the way you’ll be able to convince
them. “I’m sorry I was naughty.”

Soris watched them for a few
moments before breaking the silence. “Does that mean you’re ready to do your
duty and say your morning prayers?” 

Fear, Clissa thought. I have to
convince Karielle I’m afraid. It took only a few concentrated thoughts of
Lystel and the whip to put a tremor into her voice and a slump in her posture.
She hugged Karielle’s arm to her chest. “Nur,” she said in her sweetest voice, “I’m
not trying to be naughty, but the prayers are scary and bad things happen when…”


Karielle enclosed Clissa in her arms,
soothing her. “You want to be a good girl, right? You’d say your prayers if you
could?”

Clissa bobbed her head, ignoring
Soris. To get Karielle on her side, she had to focus only on her. What had
always worked with Methra? Right, to promise to do it ‘later’, in that ambiguous
time that could mean five minutes or five years. “I’ll do everything you want
me to do”—she tried not to choke on the words—”but can I have a little time?
Please? There’s so much to get used to, and it’s all such a lot of change…”

“She’s manipulating you,” Soris
said flatly. “She has no intention of following through, and if you give in now
we’ll have a scene later.” 

Her head buried in Karielle’s
chest, Clissa was glad no one could see the guilty surprise that must be on her
face. Soris was smarter than Clissa had thought; Lystel would never have come
to that conclusion. She would have shouted and refused to listen. Clissa would
have to change tactics. What was her other plan? Right, to show her willingness
to follow the small rules so she could flout the big ones. Karielle had
stiffened at the accusation. She counted herself too perceptive to be
manipulated, Clissa sensed. She would build on that. 

“Am I manipulating you?” she
asked, holding her eyes wide open and tipping her head backward ever so
slightly. “I’m sorry, Nur.” Keep saying that word, she thought.
Karielle eats it up every time. Speaking of eating, I bet Karielle likes to
feed people, too. “I’m kind of hungry, and…” 

Clissa tried not to let her
distaste show. The price would be choking down that putrid drink, but small
sacrifices now would mean a big win later. When she could enlist Karielle’s
help in escaping, a few disgusting meals would be long forgotten. Plus, she’d
had to be forced into eating every meal since arriving ‘home’. She would give
them a small victory to distract them from the big one that was hers. Besides,
Nurs always nagged to eat more. It was their job.

Karielle jumped to attention. “How
long have we been arguing? Of course, it’s an hour past when you should have
had your formula. Poor thing, you must be starving.” She bustled Clissa into
the kitchen, taking out the can of powder and shaking it into a tumbler of
water. 

“Karielle!”

“No child of mine will go hungry.
She can say her prayers later.” 

Soris stopped Karielle. “Clie
will follow Bastian law to the letter every day she is with us, and it’s
your job to make sure she does it.” She stormed out of the room before Karielle
could respond.

“Nur?” Clissa asked, forcing her
voice into the lighter, softer tone that went along with her feigned obedience.
“I’m sorry I made Dis mad.”

She would hate herself for
playing the ridiculous role of a child later, but for now the results were
better than she could have hoped. Karielle hugged her, told her it was not her
fault, and said she understood things were hard on her first day.

“You’ll say your prayers next
time, won’t you?” she asked, and Clissa nodded with a twinge of guilt. She
accepted the hateful glass of formula, took a deep breath, and drank it to the
last drop as fast as she could. The pets and praise from Karielle almost made
it worth it. “Here, sweetheart,” she said as she put a cinnamon candy into Clissa’s
mouth. “Let’s go look at the dollhouse we got for you.”

Although she never would have
admitted it, Clissa found that playing dolls with Karielle was fun.

“I’m Super Girl!” she said,
making her doll fly through the air. “I can do whatever I want!”

Karielle laughed, settling in to
arrange the doll furniture.


Prayers

A
few days later

 

The delay tactics worked, but
they had an unexpected effect: Clissa discovered she enjoyed praise. Lystel
disciplined and Methra spoiled, but neither had given her praise.

“Sweetheart!” Karielle exclaimed
when Clissa played quietly with her dolls and put them back when directed. She
stared in amazement as Clissa trotted, unasked, to the sink to wash up and tried
to get into the hated babyish chair. She couldn’t manage the buckles, but
Karielle snapped them open and helped Clissa to sit down.

“I’m hungry,” Clissa lied, and although
the mash tasted grittier and fouler than ever, she put one spoonful into her
mouth after another. “Thank you, Nur,” she said politely, and Karielle
exchanged glances with Soris.

“See? I told you that a little
kindness and understanding would go a long way,” Karielle said in a low tone.

“She’s up to something, mark my
word. She’s wrapping you around her little finger, and pretty soon you’ll be
doing what she says instead of the other way around.”

Clissa was impressed, despite
herself, at Soris’ accurate read of the situation. It seemed to be coming true.
In annoyance at Soris’ remark, Karielle gave Clissa two after-dinner sweets
instead of one. Clissa grasped the second one and gave Karielle a kiss on the
cheek.

“Thank you, Nur.” 

Karielle gave her a fond pat on
the shoulder. “You can read while Dis and I eat dinner, okay?”

Clissa accepted the thick book
titled Basti: A Historical Perspective and kicked her heels absently
against the rungs of her chair. She turned pages every now and then, pretending
not to listen to Karielle and Soris’ conversation.

“She’s fine. Don’t search for
trouble that isn’t there, Soris.”

“Your trouble is thinking you
know how to handle her better than I do.”

Clissa hid a smile. The chink had
grown larger. How could she exploit the moment? Of course, to ask Karielle for
something. She liked doing things for other people. “Nur?” she asked, holding
her book open at a page. “What does this mean?” She pointed at a picture of
Basti surrounded by small children. Underneath was the caption, “Humility is
the path to Basti.”

Karielle studied the page. “Well,
honey, your Dis is the Bastian scholar, but…”

Clissa looked up, hoping no
glimmers of a smile betrayed her lie. “But I want to know what you think,
Nur.” 

As Karielle gave her an explanation
about humility as a tenet of Bastian faith, Clissa caught the drawn lips and
set jaw of Soris. Good. Her favoritism had not gone unnoticed. 

 

****

 

At bedtime, Clissa refused to let
Soris bathe her. “I can do it on my own!” she shouted, creating a tidal wave in
the bathtub as she stood up each time Soris tried to make her sit. At the hard
spanks from a grim Soris, Clissa pulled out her trump card. “Nur!” she wailed,
allowing her tears to build to a sob. “I want Nur to do it!”

Karielle rushed into the bathroom
and took Clissa by the arm, fussing over her and hugging her. 

Soris tried to put her foot down.
“This is ridiculous. You’re so suckered in you can’t see what she’s doing to
us. There’s nothing wrong with her that a good, old-fashioned spanking won’t
cure.”

Clissa grinned into the front of
Karielle’s shirt where no one could see. “I’m so glad you came, Nur,” she said.
“I knew you would.”

 

****

 

Clissa made her first mistake
that evening. Overconfident with the success of her first day, she had forgotten
one thing: medication.

“I don’t want a shot,” she
whined, pushing away the syringe filled with clear fluid. 

Karielle chided her. “You’ve made
a lot of progress today, but we can’t let you wear yourself out. You need a
good night’s sleep, and I won’t have any arguing about it.”

“I said no!” Clissa struggled,
forgetting her plan. Unfortunately for her, Soris overheard the argument. In a
flash, the bamboo switch convinced Clissa to lie down while Karielle injected
the shot. “Ow!” Clissa complained as Soris bent down for a good-night kiss.

“Good night, Miss Clie, and if
you’re smart you’ll remember your job is to obey.”

Clissa turned her face to the
wall, making an exaggerated show of pain. “I don’t want you,” she said. “I only
want Nur.” Soris left without another word.

When Karielle got into bed and
scolded her softly for her disrespect, Clissa snuggled in. Was she pretending
to seek Karielle’s comfort in order to manipulate her, or did she actually want
the contact? Lystel had never hugged her or kissed her, and Methra limited her
displays of affection to feeding her. She did like having Karielle’s
protection. She almost felt guilty for deceiving her. But Karielle represented
the other side, she reminded herself. A jailer, nothing more.

“Clie,” Karielle murmured into
the shadows. “Dis and I decided not to have children. We thought…well, there
were reasons. After a while we realized that we’d missed something important,
but by then it was too late. I’m glad we got to have you for our very own.”

Clissa kept her eyes closed,
pretending to be asleep. 

 

****

 

 “Clie,” Karielle begged. “Please.
I know you hate the home altar, but if you don’t do it Dis will be mad at both
of us.”

Clissa shook her head stubbornly.
“I won’t!” she retorted. Catching herself, she resumed the sweet voice that had
worked for her in the past. “She won’t have to know,” she entreated. 

Karielle raised an eyebrow. “Are
you suggesting I lie?”

Clissa squirmed away. “No, no!
Not at all! But she doesn’t understand the way you do…maybe you could find a
way not to tell her?” Seeing Karielle waver, she added the tactic that had
worked so well the day before. “I want to do it, honest, but I’m not ready yet.”
She put her hand into Karielle’s. “Please, Nur?”

Karielle sighed. “It’s wrong not
to tell her,” she said, but Clissa pressed the advantage.

“But if she finds out, she’ll get
mad and then you’ll fight. She doesn’t listen to me the way you do.”

Karielle weakened. “You promise
to do it next time?”

Instead of answering, Clissa
hugged Karielle. “You’re the best Nur ever,” she said. 

 

****

 

 “Karielle,” Soris called as she
came in the front door. “How did it go today?”

“Good, honey,” Karielle said as
she took Soris’ jacket and gave her a kiss. “Are you hungry?”

“Did she say her prayers?”

Karielle and Clissa exchanged
looks. “She was wonderful,” Karielle said. “I made your favorite potato soup.”

Soris reached down and ruffled
Clissa’s hair. “Good girl,” she said. 

Clissa breathed a sigh of relief,
but she should have waited. 

“Let me see what you put down for
her prayer log,” Soris said as she went to the home altar. Clissa could have
kicked herself. How had she been so stupid? Of course. She should have asked
Karielle to record her confessed sins. It was like taking attendance at school,
the prayer log. 

“Dis,” she called, hoping that
the surprise of switching sides would distract Soris. “Come and play with me.”
Clissa gagged on the words, but the tactic that had worked on Karielle might
work on Soris. 

Karielle followed Soris. “Honey,
let’s have dinner.”

Soris looked at each of them. “Did
you lie to me, Karielle?”

Clissa glanced back and forth.
Soris looked a little like Lystel when Methra had disobeyed her. Clissa should
have been glad at the prospect of another chink in their partnership, but
something in her stomach began to ache. 

Karielle flushed. “Not exactly, I
didn’t say she…”

Clissa scooted toward the door,
but Soris glared at her. “This was your doing, wasn’t it Miss Clie? You got
your Nur to lie and cover up your defiance.”

“Soris—”

“Dis—”

“I’ll ask this one last time. Did
you lie?” Soris asked Karielle.

The twisting in Clissa’s stomach
got the better of her. “It was my fault,” she muttered. “I asked her to.” So
much for my plan, she thought. 

“Karielle?”

Karielle folded her hands. “Yes,
Soris. I’m sorry.” 

“It was my fault!” Clissa
insisted. Soris and Karielle exchanged a wordless conversation, and Karielle
glanced at Clissa. Karielle gave a sigh and lowered her head. 

“Now? But…”

“Clie,” Soris ordered. “Go to the
home altar and say your prayers the way your Nur taught you.”

Clissa closed her eyes, mentally
retracing how she had gotten to this point. She thought she had been
engineering Soris and Karielle’s interactions for her own benefit, but had she
been the one manipulated instead? Had their conflict been playacting for her
sake, to make her think that she could pit one against the other? Either way,
she had run out of options. 

“I’m sorry, Soris,” Karielle
tried to say, but Soris focused on Clissa.

“Go. I’ll be listening. And how
well you say your prayers will determine what happens afterward.”

The threat, all the more sinister
in its vagueness, propelled Clissa through the hallway and in front of the
statue. With great trepidation, she kneeled in front of the hateful statue of
Bastia with its hateful whip. She peeked over her shoulder to see Soris
watching her from the doorway, arms crossed. At least Soris wasn’t close enough
to hit her. Yet.

“Forgive me, Bastia, for I have
sinned and am unworthy,” she began. She paused. She had not said the prayer
since running away from Lystel and Methra. She took a deep breath and rattled
off the articles of faith followed by a catalog of her sins. As long as she
didn’t think about it too much, and as long as she didn’t hear footsteps of
someone sneaking up behind her, she could get through it.

Finished, she raised her right
hand to her forehead and lowered her head. She waited the full five seconds
Lystel had required before straightening to a standing position. Behind her,
Soris cleared her throat. 

“So you do know how to do it
properly, when you choose,” she said. 

Clissa scuffed the floor with her
foot. She didn’t think her apology would be any more successful than Karielle’s.

“Go get your switch,” Soris
commanded, and Clissa’s heart sank to her knees. 

She slunk past Soris and Karielle
and took the nasty pencil-thin rod by her fingertips. Her bottom and legs
burned as she took each step toward Soris and presented the rod without a word.


“Well?” Soris asked her. 

Clissa looked at Karielle, who
remained half-hidden behind Soris’ shadow. Clissa didn’t feel nearly as smart
and confident as she had the day before. For the first time, she felt as small
and young as the child they insisted she should be. She thought, fleetingly,
that at least Soris would use the switch and not the whip. She walked toward
the altar and looked back at Soris over her shoulder. “Here?” she asked,
bending her knees.

Soris led Karielle by the wrist
and nudged Clissa aside with her foot. She made Karielle lean on the small
railing in front of the statue of Basti. “Watch,” she ordered Clissa. “See what
happens to little girls who manipulate my rules and defy Bastian law.”

Uncomprehending, Clissa watched
as Soris lifted the switch. Then, when it was too late, she sprang forward. The
stick had already landed across Karielle’s backside. She stayed perfectly in
position, her head lowered and her hair falling into her face. Soris gathered
Karielle’s hair to fall across her left shoulder and turned Karielle’s face
toward Clissa. 

“Show her,” Soris said. “Show
Clie the consequences of her actions.”

Clissa cried out as the switch
lashed again, and Karielle’s usual self-control could not suppress the
involuntary clenching of her jaw and pulling inward of the folds of skin
between her eyes and her nose. Stop, Clissa wanted to say, but the word
stuck in her throat. 

As Soris lashed Karielle with the
switch over and over again, Clissa tried to block out the words.

“When you lie and manipulate and
disobey, it doesn’t affect just you. When you bring someone else into your
deceit, she will also suffer the consequences. Do you think I didn’t know what
you’ve been doing all along? If you’d learned your lesson the first time, your
Nur—whom you claim to care about—would not be getting a punishment right now.
How does it feel to watch your Nur getting punished, Clie? When you caused it?”

Clissa stared, horrified but
unable to tear her eyes away from Karielle’s distressed face, the shake in her
shoulders, and the relentless rise and fall of the whistling stick. It should
be me, she thought. Nur wouldn’t have disobeyed Dis if I hadn’t tricked
her into it. It was the first time she had thought of Soris and Karielle as
“Dis” and “Nur,” but she could only think of Karielle.

“What do you have to say for
yourself, Clie?”

“Ooh!” Karielle gasped as the
switch landed in the same spot twice in a row. 

“Stop!” Clissa whispered. “Please,
stop!”

Soris paused. “What do you need
to say for that to happen, Miss Clie?”

I don’t know, Clissa wanted to say, but she
knew. She had known all along. Karielle waited, her legs straight as she bent
in submission to her Dis. Soris tapped the switch impatiently.

“Clie.” Karielle reached out and
squeezed Clissa’s arm. “Say it, baby. It’s all right.”

Clissa went to Karielle and
stroked her arm. “I’m sorry I got you in trouble, Nur,” she said. This time, she
spoke with sincerity. “I don’t want you to get spanked anymore.”

Soris waited. Clissa approached
her, head down and hands folded. “Please,” she said. “I’ll be good. I won’t
give you any more trouble.”

Soris held out the switch to
Clissa. Clissa shivered and turned to bend over and grasp the railing, but
Soris lifted her chin. “Take this and put it away,” she said. “You, your Nur,
and I will have a family meeting.”

“Yes, Dis,” Clissa said, and she went
to follow Soris’ instructions. 


Part Three:
Choices

When
the truth became known 

Faith

A
few weeks later

 

“Clie, honey, you have to eat.”
Karielle scooped another helping of hot mash into Clissa’s bowl. 

“Leave her be, Karielle,” Soris
warned. “Either she eats, or she goes hungry. There’s no need to spoil her.”

Something felt familiar about
their exchange, a stirring in the back of Clissa’s mind. Had her own Nur and
Dis argued over her this way at mealtimes? And what had happened to them
because of it? A sick feeling crept into her stomach, and Clissa pushed the
bowl away. She struggled with the clasp that shut the tray of her eating chair,
and her legs kicked against the footrest designed to make her feel smaller than
her real size. She struggled so hard the bowl fell to the floor with an echoing
crash, cracking down the middle.

The House of Sor did not believe
in plastic dishes.

“That’s it.” Soris rose to her
feet in one fluid motion. “It’s time you learned to fear the nursery cane.”

Clissa covered her mouth, tears
forming in her eyes. Before she could protest or apologize, to her great shock
Karielle spoke up. Ever since the switching in front of Clissa, Karielle had
obeyed all of Soris’ smallest wishes.

“Please, Soris. It was an
accident. Clie’s sorry, aren’t you, baby?”

For the first time, instead of
raging at being called a “baby” Clissa nodded with gratitude. “Very sorry,” she
squeaked. Karielle patted her. 

“I’ll get a cloth to clean it up,”
she said, rising in her own place until Soris stopped her.

“Sit down.”

Clissa’s heart thudded as Soris
crossed the room, unfastened her chair, and lifted Clissa up and out. For a
woman who spent most of her time poring over books, Soris’ strength took
Clissa’s breath away. Her iron hands gripped Clissa underneath the armpits, and
Clissa didn’t dare move. All of the time she’d spent dressed and treated as a
child was starting to have an effect on her, and without thinking she called
out to the one person from childhood who always rescued her, always reassured her,
and always smoothed over the scrapes she got herself into. An image came to her
of Methra physically shielding her from Lystel’s switch the day ten-year-old
Clie had broken their “House of Lys” shield with a misplaced baseball flying
onto the roof. 

“Nurry,” she whimpered, her lower
lip trembling. “Nurry, help me.” 

Soris and Karielle exchanged the
briefest of looks. At Soris’ almost imperceptible nod, Karielle stepped
forward. Gently, she lowered Clissa to the floor. She wiped away a tear Clissa
had not realized trickled onto her cheek. 

“It will be all right, darling,”
she said. And Karielle, her captor in this glorified prison, kept her hand on
Clissa’s shoulder the way Methra had, so many years ago. 

“Soris,” Karielle said, her head
thrown back. “Clie will not be punished.”

Clissa gasped. One time in twenty
years had her own Nur dared to speak to her Dis that way, and not for something
as trivial as a broken food bowl. Guilt began to seep into the edges of her
fear.

“It’s okay, I’m sorry and I won’t
do it again…”

Neither adult so much as glanced
at Clissa. Soris flushed. “You defy my orders in front of the child?”

Karielle drew herself, if it were
possible, even taller. “It was an accident, she’s sorry, and caning her will
teach her to fear us.”

“She should learn fear,”
Soris snapped. But she did not reach past the Karielle-barrier to retrieve
Clissa. 

“And hate,” Karielle added. “She
will learn to hate you, to hate me, to hate all that is right. To even hate
Basti.”

“Do you want to be next after I
finish with Clie?”

Horrified, Clissa tugged at
Karielle’s arm. “Please stop! She’ll kill you!”

Soris’ eyes focus on Clissa’s
clinging to Karielle. Embarrassed, Clissa dropped the arm and backed away. All
this stupid “reeducation” made her respond like a child, no matter how hard she
tried to fight it. Karielle was brave, in a way Clissa couldn’t understand. To
speak against Basti, even in theory, was the height of idiocy—or bravery.
Clissa wasn’t sure which. For once, she appreciated her reduced status to that
of a child. Instead of blazing into a righteous fury against Soris and all that
she symbolized, she gave into the tears. Allowed them to ripple down her
cheeks, followed first by quiet snuffles and then nasal wails. A small,
detached part of Clissa wondered at the reason for her tears. In public, at
that. In front of her jailers. Did this mean “reeducation” actually worked?
This small, detached part of her fought to regain her emotional control, but
the tears intensified until Karielle put an arm around her “child.” 

“Soris,” she repeated, in that
strange commanding voice, “Clie will not be punished.”

Soris growled helplessly. “You’ll
teach her that throwing tantrums will let her escape consequences.”

Karielle patted Clissa’s
shoulder. “She will apologize and make amends, and she will learn from her
mistakes. I give you my word.”

Soris, the great Disciplinarian
of the House of Sor, sighed in defeat. “Very well, Karielle. But see to it that
she does learn.”

As Soris left the room, muttering
that overindulgent Nurs spoiling children rotten were the root of all that was
wrong with society today, Clissa stared at Karielle. 

“Why?” she whispered.

Karielle engulfed her in a hug
that took her breath away. “Because our job is to teach you what is right.”

Without being asked, Clissa bent
down to scoop some of the now-cold mash into half of the broken bowl. With her
face hidden, she asked the other question that had burned in her chest during
the entire exchange. “But I’m here because I broke the law. This is supposed to
be punishment. Why would you be nice to me?”

Karielle took the bowl away from
Clissa and threw it into the trash, bringing back cleaning cloths to wipe up
the rest of the spill.

“Be careful of the sharp edges,”
she warned. As Clissa obeyed, Karielle gave her answer. “It’s not punishment
but teaching you how to live according to Basti’s laws. As long as you are
angry, we can’t reach you. That’s why you have both a Dis and a Nur. When you
are willful and disobedient, it’s Soris’ job to teach you right by enforcing
our rules.”

Clissa gave an inward shudder as
she thought of how narrowly she’d escaped the most recent enforcement.

“When you’re confused and hurt,
it’s my job to teach you right by guiding you.”

Clissa looked up at Karielle,
surprised. “But you have to answer to Dis,” she pointed out. 

“Never think,” Karielle said, thrusting
a cleaning cloth toward Clissa and motioning for her to help, “that a Nur is
inferior to a Dis. We are different, subordinate but still equally valuable in
Basti’s eyes.”

Clissa thought about this,
mulling over her fury at being groomed to be Nur to Helaine’s Dis. The Bastil
forbade her from speaking of her first family, but something about this
exchange told Clissa that she would be allowed this once. 

“I didn’t want to be a Nur,” she
said, putting down the cleaning cloths to scoot toward Karielle. “I didn’t
think it was fair.”

A quick intake of breath. “And
now?” Karielle’s voice was steady, calm.

Clissa blushed, looking down. “I
think you’re stronger than Dis, if you want to be.”

“Never,” Karielle said, pulling
Clissa next to her, “mistake nurturing for weakness. To be a good Nur takes
strength no one else can understand. The Dis is the Head of the House, but she
doesn’t do it alone. Your Dis will always listen to me, even if she makes a
decision I don’t like.”

Clissa cuddled next to Karielle,
even as the small detached part of her scoffed at the absurdity of a full-grown
woman obtaining comfort like a child. Still, the words and touch warmed her. Karielle’s
way of speaking was so different from what she had seen with Methra and Lystel
that it took some time to consider the meaning. “But you get punished, too.
Like me.” Like a child, Clissa thought, but she knew better than to say
it. 

Karielle shook her head. “You get
punished because you have to learn between right and wrong. I get punished
because I already know the difference, but I still make mistakes.”

Clissa thought of Karielle
leaning over the home altar railing, submitting to Soris for punishment because
Clissa had manipulated her into breaking Soris’ rules. Ever since that day,
Soris and Karielle had never argued again, at least not in front of her.
Karielle’s defiance today was all the more surprising because of their usual
solidarity.

Clissa put her hand on Karielle’s
knee. “Was it a mistake that you told Dis she couldn’t punish me?” Try as she
might, she couldn’t keep the catch out of her voice. Methra’s eyes loomed at
her from the hallway, whispering to her. If you don’t come out for your Pun,
she’ll be mad at me.

Karielle held Clissa and kissed
her. “I told you. Dis’ job is to discipline; mine is to make you feel safe
enough that you can understand.”

Clissa did feel safe, tucked in
Karielle’s arms. Thoughts came to her mind she hadn’t known existed, thoughts
about everything that had happened to her since she saw her last parents. She
could feel the blows of the prison guards who called her names, the male guards
who leered at her and asked her why she wouldn’t fornicate with them. She was
het, after all. She whispered the words she had never dared to say to anyone
else.

“What if Basti hates me?” Tears
filled her eyes, even as Karielle drew back.

“What do you mean?” But she knew.

“Because I…because of…” Clissa’s
words trailed off. Because I love a man. Loved, she corrected herself. “Him,”
she gasped in a strangled whisper. “The one I can’t mention.”

“When we sin against Basti, we
sin against ourselves. So when you ask if Basti hates you, what you are asking
is whether you hate yourself.”

Clissa sat motionless, absorbing
Karielle’s words. “But everyone tells me I have to change who I am in order to
be right with Basti.”

Karielle nodded. “Exactly,
darling. I’m so glad all of your Sunday lessons are beginning to take hold.”

Clissa remembered the dreary
hours she had spent coloring smiling images of Basti drawing children to her
side, listening to stories of how Basti forgave all sins and loved everyone.
All she had to do, the teachers told her, was repent and ask Basti to cure her.

Clissa shook her head, slowly. “I
can’t change. I’d stop being me.”

Karielle took the cloths away,
shook out the dish fragments, and put the cloths into the laundry basket. “Give
everything to Basti,” she said. “She can give you a new heart, a righteous
heart that will long to do Basti’s will.”

For the first time, Clissa began
to believe. “How?”

Karielle knelt beside Clissa. She
made Clissa kneel, too, and fold her hands. “You’ve learned this all in your
Sunday lessons and in our daily Bastian instruction. You know how. Just be
honest and speak your heart to Basti, and she’ll listen.”

Clissa fumbled, her bare knees
sore from the hard tile floor. She had never before prayed outside of a temple
or a home altar, and she had never prayed on her own.

“Basti,” she began. “I have
sinned and I am not worthy…” At the familiar words she had recited countless
times since her real childhood, her voice trailed off. Was she not worthy,
truly? Was Karielle? Was Nurry, her beloved Nurry whom she would never see
again? Destral?

“And I am not worthy to receive
your grace,” Karielle prompted. “Then say what is in your heart.”

“And I am not worthy to receive
your grace,” Clissa parroted. Then she faltered. “Am I really not worthy,
Nurry?” Nur, she corrected herself silently. Angry at her mistake. “Nurry”
meant her real Nur, not Karielle. But she had never been able to ask these
questions to anyone, including Methra.

Instead of answering, Karielle
folded her own hands. “Basti,” she intoned in her sweet, lilting voice. “I have
sinned and I am not worthy to receive your grace. Your child, Clie, struggles
to find her way to you after years of living in sin. She is lost and needs
guidance. Please watch over her, bathing her in your infinite wisdom and goodness.
Help her to heal so she can be restored to rightness and oneness with you.
Basti, our ultimate Creator, you promised that even the worst sinner is the
most precious of your children. Save our precious Clie and bring her back to
us. Cleanse her stubborn heart, teach her to love you, and give her the
strength to obey your will. For it is your will that will restore her to a true
life amongst your people.”

Karielle rested her hand on
Clissa’s knee, not speaking. The tears trickled silently down Clissa’s cheeks. She
was afraid to speak, to move, or to do anything that might breach the sanctity
of this moment. She had grown up following the motions of worshipping Basti,
but she had never known anyone with such a personal love for an impersonal
deity. 

“I want to love Basti,” she
whispered.

Karielle patted her knee once
more. “Don’t you remember that Basti says we must all humble ourselves in order
to enter her kingdom? You’re getting the humbling, just in a different way than
most. Instead of fighting against what you view as punishment, think of this as
an opportunity that you might never have had.”

Before Clissa could think of an
answer, Soris strode back into the kitchen. “Karielle, we need to talk about…”
At the sight of both Karielle and Clissa on their knees, she fell silent. “What
is going on?”

“We were praying and…”

“Praying? Here? Why not at our
altar? Religious instruction is important, but honestly do you think in the
middle of the kitchen is…”

Karielle lifted her chin with
pride, an emotion she rarely allowed to show. “Clissa told me that she wants to
love Basti.” Soris fell back a pace. 

“She what?” She glanced at
Clissa, who hid behind Karielle. The threat of the nursery cane was far too
recent for her comfort.

Karielle nudged Clissa. “Go on.
Don’t be shy. Tell Dis what you told me.”

“I’m sorry I broke the bowl,”
Clissa murmured to the floor, a sullen tinge returning to her voice. Resenting
and fearing a child’s punishment, and no longer discussing theology as an
adult. 

“You should be,” Soris scolded,
but sounding puzzled. “Why your Nur didn’t think you should be punished for
that…”

Clissa shivered. It was the worst
part about being “reeducated,” giving up control over what happened to her.
Having to live on tenterhooks waiting for someone else’s decree whether she
would be allowed to draw in coloring books or be sent to bed without supper.
Karielle’s momentary adult conversation made the return to fake childhood all
the more unbearable.

“I can’t tell her, Nurry,” she
said, hating herself for the slip of the tongue. Bad enough that she had to
call Karielle “Nur,” but “Nurry” was for Methra. Her childhood name, not one to
be used by adults. 

“Just tell Dis,” Karielle coaxed.
“You won’t be in trouble.”

Clissa rose to her feet, her
hands clasped in front of her in the way Lystel demanded for her to speak to
elders.

“I am sorry, and I was wrong,”
she began, only to break off mid-sentence. “Is it okay to say what we prayed
about?” she asked, and continued at a nod from Karielle. “I know I’m not
supposed to talk about these people anymore, but when Nur prayed for me to
become right with Basti…well…I thought about him.”

Destral. The name she had been
forbidden to ever speak again. The name of the only man she had truly loved,
killed by the Bastian police force in the raid that sent nearly the entire Het
Pride underground group to prison or work camps. Only Clissa, the proud
daughter of the House of Lys, was offered reeducation in order to appease
public opinion. She was fortunate to still be alive, to be cosseted amongst
children’s playthings while her Het Pride members were sentenced to decades and
lifetimes of hard labor. 

“I can’t…” she said, fumbling for
each word. “I want to love Basti, but I keep thinking of…you know…him. And if I
love Basti, am I betraying him?”

In the first weeks after she had
been brought to live in the House of Sor, Soris had beaten her for every
mention of her past life. Clissa, stubborn Clissa, had refused to stop speaking
the words that would send her to bed hungry and aching. Karielle had slipped in
now and then to offer her a kind word, a pat on the cheek, or even a sugar
treat, but Clissa had heard Soris arguing with her about it later. “Don’t spoil
her,” Soris had remonstrated. “The sooner she learns, the quicker we can stop
the punishments.” Karielle had yielded, as usual, to Soris’ wisdom, and after a
month Clissa had stopped speaking of her first life. 

Soris looked past Clissa to
converse silently with Karielle. After a moment, Soris stared down at Clissa. “Are
you saying if you could get past…a certain person…you would make a genuine
effort to return to Basti?”

Clissa licked her lips. Were they
testing her? Would her words be held as contract? “I don’t know if I can,” she
admitted. Before Soris could finish drawing in a quick, angry breath, Clissa
clarified. “I mean, I can’t change how I feel. But I hate always being wrong,
always being on the outs with everyone. I want to be normal.” 

Karielle came behind her, placing
hands on her shoulders. “We all sin, in our own way. Your sin is neither worse
nor better than anyone else’s.”

This was not the Bastian theology
she had grown up with, but Clissa clung to its truth. “But…I can’t stop
thinking about…you know.  He died trying to save me, and now I’m going to go
against everything we fought for.”

The hands on her shoulders
tensed, and the lines next to Soris’ mouth drew thin. “You were told never to
speak of—”

“I didn’t—”

“She didn’t, Soris. She’s trying
to move on. I think we need to help her.”

The electricity crackled in the
air as Karielle stood behind Clissa, staring at Soris for the second time that
day. And again, Soris gave in. 

“Clissa.”

Clissa’s jaw dropped open at the
use of her proper name. It was another of the rules of reeducation that she be
addressed and referred to as “Clie,” her baby name. Yet one more subtle method
of regressing her to a more pliable, cooperative state. The shock of her name,
however, was nothing compared to the shock of Soris’ next words.

“Destral is alive. If you show us
you are sincere in changing your behavior and becoming a dutiful servant of
Basti, we will take you to meet him.”

The room spun. Clissa’s head
ached, and exclamations whirled around her as she found herself lowered to the
floor with her knees propped up toward the ceiling. Her stomach heaved. As her
body convulsed with retching, Karielle ran a smooth, cool hand over her
forehead. She turned Clissa’s head to the side, clucking with concern. “She
should be in bed. That was too much shock for one day. Soris, will you help me
get her to her room? No, our room. I don’t want her left alone.”

Clissa tried to protest that she
was fine, but within seconds Soris hoisted her in the air and paraded to the
grand, four-poster bed in the room where she had never entered. Karielle fussed
over her, changing her into a soft cotton nightgown and unfastening the silk
ribbons at the ends of her braids. She helped Clissa lay back on the pillows,
sending Soris for a cool washcloth and glass of water. Soris may have been head
of the household, but in times of sickness Karielle reigned supreme.

“Please,” Clissa croaked. “I want
to be alone…”

Karielle shook her head. “You
hardly touched your dinner, and we’ve worn you out already. That was enough
without the shock.”

That Destral was still alive, and
that the entire system had lied to her about it? Or had they? Clissa’s head
ached too much to tell.

“Why didn’t anyone tell me?” she
demanded.

“Because he is no longer part of
your life,” Karielle answered, slipping off Clissa’s lace-edged anklet socks
and covering her legs with the sheets and blankets. “And because you have been
particularly recalcitrant in your reeducation.”

Clissa digested these words. “Do
you mean I would have found out the truth sooner if I’d cooperated?”

Karielle nodded. “The Bastil
decided you should only be told after you had begun making progress. Today was
the first time we’ve seen any evidence of that.”

The distant, detached part of
Clissa wondered why she did not rage at the deception, demand to see Destral,
or jump out of the bed to run and find him herself. The rest of her, tucked
into bed while her new Nur brushed out her braids into rippley waves of hair, felt
too small to deal with the overwhelming turn of events. 

“Nurry,” she said, and this time
she did not chastise herself for using the name. “Will I really see him?”

Karielle gave her a small tablet
and a glass of water. “Drink this, Clie, and get some rest.” She had weaned
Clissa from the injections because of the various side effects, but she
insisted on oral medication when she felt Clissa needed rest.

“But I want to know!” The
petulance surprised both of them, Clissa because she had intended to sound
angry and Karielle because even a Nur had limits. 

Karielle set the tablet and water
on the bedside table, pulled the covers back, and hooked her foot in the
crevice between mattress and box spring. Before Clissa could react, Karielle
flipped her over her knee as if she were the disciplinarian instead of Soris.
Clissa wriggled to get free, panicking even more than she had at Soris’ threat
of the cane. Nurs nurtured. Dises disciplined. Not the other way around. 

“Let me go!” she cried, but
Karielle held her down long enough to apply six sharp, stinging slaps to the
squirming bottom. As she turned Clissa back over, she held out the medicine
once more. Stunned, Clissa froze before accepting the glass of water and
swallowing the pill. 

“Is everything all right in here?”
Soris crashed the door open, and out of shock Clissa responded with words she
would writhe remembering for days afterward.

“Nurry spanked me,” she whined. 

Karielle blushed, fussing with
the bedcovers. “I know that’s not my job, but she wouldn’t take her medicine,
and…”

A mixture of surprise and
amusement crossed Soris’ face. “And you gave her a good smack for once? Well,
it’s about time.”

Clissa drifted downward in the
enormous pile of pillows and blankets, her eyelids sagging. She felt a kiss on
her cheek, followed by a stifled giggle as Karielle’s voice rose to a
breathless whisper.

“Not in front of Clie!”

Clissa closed her eyes, giving up
the struggle against drowsiness. 


Destral's Ria

A
few days later

 

Karielle wet her thumb with spit
and smoothed the wisps of Clissa's hair, fastening a few bobby pins before
adjusting the white ribbons and rosebuds braided into a wreath around Clissa's
head. She dusted the back of Clissa's dress and shook out the creases.

Soris took Karielle by the arm. “It's
time to go in,” she said. “Clie will do fine, won't you? Or you know what will
happen.”

Clissa hid her face behind the
woven basket of fuchsia and white rose petals she had been instructed to carry.
Should she be angry at wearing such a ridiculous outfit, or would it be better
not to feel anything at all? Soris' training held even at this most stressful
of moments, however, and Clissa stood up and held the basket in front her. “Yes,
Dis.” 

Soris patted Clissa's cheek in a
rare show of tenderness. “We know this is hard for you,” she said. “But it will
be healing for everyone.”

Karielle and Soris disappeared
into the stairwell to find seating in the balcony. Family of neither the Dis nor
the Nur to be, their places were far from the action. It was Clissa who would
be up close and personal.

“Clie,” an usher said, coming to
take her arm. “You'll wait with me until the ceremony starts.”

She looked after Karielle and
Soris, feeling curiously lost. This was one of the first times they had left
her on her own, and her new status as a child left her ill-equipped to handle
an encounter with a stranger. Except in matters of courtesy. “Yes, sir,” she
answered.

Because Clissa, without her
knowing, served as one of the central figures of the ceremony, the adults
around her strove to be kind. The usher took her into a sound-proofed
glass-walled room in a corner of the sanctuary. Someone had stocked the room
with pointy new crayons, fresh coloring paper, and toys ranging from a
dollhouse to a play kitchen. Clissa looked at the usher in confusion. Coming to
Basti's house meant study and discipline, not play. 

“It's all right,” he reassured
her. “Just this once. Go ahead and play with whatever you want.”

For the first time in either of
her childhoods, Clissa had playthings in perfect condition and all to herself.
Not even her Nur to scold about getting her dress dirty or wrinkled. Clissa
perched on the molded plastic orange stool and opened the box of crayons. She
breathed in the wax and took out the small, neat colors. She rifled through the
stack of coloring books—each one brand-new without a tear or bent page
anywhere—and saw they were all chosen for that day.

“Basti Blesses Adam and Steve.” “The
Ria Covenant.” “The Big Basti Book of Coloring Fun.” 

Clissa sighed and set down the
coloring books. She knelt next to the dollhouse, only to find that it, too, had
been equipped for the occasion. Two male dolls, one dressed in a bright royal
blue suit while the other wore a crimson tunic with buttons down the back, lay
next to a doll dressed to resemble Altrea during the grand ceremonies. Next to
the Altrea doll lay a small, black-haired girl doll in a white dress with
rosebuds. 

Clissa caught her breath and
moved to the play kitchen. There, brightly colored plastic slices of Ria cake
lay on a gold-and-white platter. A large plastic knife rested next to the cake,
meant to teach cutting skills. Clissa inspected the cake. Each slice had strips
of Velcro to keep it in place to form the circle. 

The usher stood patiently in the
doorway, watching the emotions play across Clissa's pale, solemn face. She had
been told what they expected from her. More to the point, she had been told
what they would not tolerate. Crying was inexcusable. So was refusing to participate.
But as the temporary watcher rather than the adults charged with her
reeducation, the usher could be kind.

“Don't see anything interesting?
Would you like anything else?”

Destral, Clissa's heart screamed so
loudly that she clamped her jaws together in fear that she had spoken the name
aloud. She stumbled and caught herself against the plastic refrigerator. Soris’
and Karielle's training prepared her answer while her mind was otherwise
occupied. “No thank you, sir, I'm fine.”

Without being addressed again,
Clissa seated herself at the low plastic table. She took out a magenta crayon
and rubbed it against the picture of the Dis-to-be's suit. Out of the corner of
her eye, she saw the usher’s shoulders relax as he put a flash of something
silver back into his pocket. Had they planned on sedating her for this, too?

Clissa’s gaze drifted to the
dollhouse, and she shuddered. Ever since Karielle had discovered her playing “dirty
things” with her dolls by giving one of her female dolls a male name and marrying
a girl to a boy, Soris’ punishments had eradicated any possible desire to play
with dolls. Each day during her “free play” session, Clissa had been expected
to reenact the proper parts to courting rituals leading up to the Mar. Once she
had been brought to visit Destral, her daily education included lessons in the
Ria and her role in it. She would carry the basket of rose petals to the altar,
distributing the petals on the way. Once at the altar, she would stand at
attention during the entire ceremony. Before Ecktoi, Destral’s Dis-to-be,
chastised Destral with the Ria whip, she would carry the whip to him. The Ria
rites always contained a female child to symbolize their future offspring. For
the Mar, a male child would perform the same role, except with purple petals
instead of pink. When…Clissa gulped at the thought…when Clissa herself
participated in the Mar, it would be a boy child who handed Helaine the whip
for her chastisement.

“Clie,” the usher said, getting
to his feet. “It’s time.” 

Wordlessly, she slipped her hand
into his as he led her to the door. She did her best to straighten her hair and
dress, hoping she would pass inspection later. As the organ music began, she
looked up at the usher.

“Now?” she asked.

“Now,” he nodded.


The Chay

A
few weeks later

 

Clissa rolled over in bed,
yawned, and rubbed her eyes. Then she remembered the day, and she popped out of
bed and pattered down the hallway to bang on her parents' door. “Nurry!” she
called out. “Dis! It's Chay!”

Before she received a response, Clissa
thrust the door open. Soris and Karielle's heads whipped toward her, aghast.
Karielle darted under the covers, and Soris rubbed her mussed-up hair. She
addressed Clissa in her best imitation of sternness. “Little girls who barge
into their parents' room might get their Chay cancelled.” 

“Noooo!” Clissa wailed. “I wasn't
here! You didn't see me!” She pulled the door shut and bounded back into the
hallway. Laughter followed her. 

“I told you we should put a lock
on our door!” Soris' voice said from inside.

“And I said we can't do that, not
in case something happens and Clie needs us.”

Clissa skipped back to her room
and dove into her bed, flopping onto her back and pulling the covers up to her
chin. She squeezed her eyes shut and pretended to be asleep. As a reward for
her recent efforts at her Sunday lessons, regular lessons, and her daily
prayers, Karielle had convinced Soris to give Clissa her first Chay. Centuries
ago, the custom had been known as “Children's Day,” but over time the two words
elided into “Chay.” This, a day's holiday in which the whole family set aside
everything else in favor of the celebration, was the greatest occurrence of a
child's life. If Clissa managed to earn two more Chays within the year, she
would be promoted back to “Clissa” and restored to adolescent status. Clissa
hugged her chest. All of her studying had paid off! She hadn't talked back,
hadn't tried to run away again, and hadn't flouted any of the rules Soris and
Karielle laid down for her. 

Her door opened, and Soris entered.
Wrapped in her sky-blue dressing gown and with her cheeks bright from exertion,
she seemed more approachable than Clissa had ever seen her. Clissa bounded to
her feet and jumped toward Soris.

“Dis!” she called out with joy. “It's
Chay!”

Soris affectionately swatted her
bottom. “Yes it is, you naughty girl, and you better behave.”

Clissa stared at Soris, her lower
lip trembling. “What did I do?” she whispered. “I'm sorry.”

Uncharacteristically, Soris
hugged her. “I'm teasing you, dear. Let's get you dressed and ready for your
big day. It's going to be windy, isn't it? Where are your sweaters?”

Clissa pointed Soris to first one
drawer and then another until she came across the neatly folded stacks of
sweaters in all colors. Soris pulled out a red-and-white-striped pullover and
took out a matching red pair of corduroy pants. Clissa giggled. “That doesn't
go with that sweater. Nurry says it goes with the...”

Soris swatted Clissa again. “That's
enough sass, missy,” she said, but she smiled. “Now, where are your socks and
panties?” Again, Clissa directed Soris to the correct drawers. Karielle's
clothes organization system had proven too complex for Soris to memorize, but
Clissa knew each correct spot. She hopped from one foot to the other as Soris
helped her change clothes. Soris wrestled with Clissa's hair and got it into a
lumpy ponytail. Clissa tugged at the end. 

“I want Nurry to do my hair,” she
announced. She picked up her comb and ducked, giggling, out of reach of Soris’ swats.


“Nur isn't the only one who can
take care of you, Miss Clie,” Soris scolded, trying not to laugh.

“No, but she's better at it than
you are.” Clissa shrieked as Soris chased her down the hall. “Nurry! Nurry! Dis
is going to get me!”

Soris caught Clissa around the
waist and tickled her. “I'll take that new kite of yours and beat you with it
if you don't watch your sass!” 

Clissa rolled with laughter. “Nurry,
I don't want Dis to come for Chay today!”

Karielle emerged from the
bathroom, her long hair swathed in a crimson bath towel. She dried her hands on
the edges of her terrycloth pink bathrobe and grinned at both of them. “After
you've pestered me for the past two days whether Dis would be able to take the
day off from work? You know what happens to fibbers in our house, don't you?”

Clissa gurgled with laughter as
Soris held her down and Karielle joined in swatting her bottom. Her thick
corduroy pants absorbed most of the sting, and she held out her comb to
Karielle. “Fix my hair, Nurry,” she commanded. “Dis tried to do it.”

“Please,” corrected Soris, but
Karielle shook her head while unfastening Clissa's hair elastic. 

“Honey, I told you to leave
Clie's hair to me. People can tell when you do it, you know.”

Soris stalked off to the
bathroom. “You'd think no one ever knew how to respect a Dis around here,” she grumbled
as she closed the door. Moments later, the shower jets whooshed on. Clissa gave
Karielle a conspiratorial grin. 

“I can do my hair myself,” she
confided. Karielle placated her with a pat on the head with the comb. “I can.
Let me do it.”

Clissa took the comb from
Karielle and swept her hair into a low chignon. Startled, her eyes met
Karielle's in the dresser mirror. “Sorry,” she said in the deeper voice she had
rarely used since coming to their house. “I forgot.” She released her hair and
held the comb out. Karielle took it and smoothed Clissa's hair into two braids
that finished in a join at the nape of Clissa's neck. She picked up a red
grosgrain ribbon off the dresser and looped a bow around the end of Clissa's
braid. Clissa looked away, embarrassed at her lapse. Sometimes, when she let go
and engaged with Karielle and Soris in the way they had tried so hard to train
her to do, she forgot she was an adult. Only in those unexpected moments did the
reality came back to her. She was not reliving a glorious childhood as a way to
dispose of adult worries and cares. She was sentenced to reeducation with
Bastil-approved caregivers who had one mandate: Bring Clissa back to Bastian
law. The affection and connections they had built were real, but they were
secondary. Clissa sat on the bed, pensive.

“You all right, sweetheart?” 

Clissa nodded, thought for a
moment, and shook her head. “I feel stupid,” she admitted. “I'm not a child,
I'm not really Clie, and I'm not supposed to get excited about a little kid
thing I should have been done with fifteen years ago.”

Karielle sat on the bed, deep in
thought.

“Did I say something bad?” Clissa
asked. Her recent training had emphasized pleasing her new parents, and it made
it difficult to speak of her inner struggle. “Are you going to take away my
Chay?” Stop it, she argued with herself. It doesn't matter. It's
a child's treat, not something you should care about as an adult.

“No, honey,” Karielle reassured
her, bringing Clissa to sit next to her. “You've been wonderful, listening to
your Dis and me and working hard to learn everything we're teaching you. That's
not wrong.”

“But is it wrong? I mean, what
you're teaching me?” Clissa gasped at her daring, thankful Soris was still in
the bathroom. But while Soris would not tolerate such questions, Karielle did.

“Why would it be wrong?” Karielle
asked in return. “Are you happy now?” 

Clissa thought. “I like when we
have fun, and I like how you're nice to me. Nicer than...” Her voice trailed
off, and she edged away. 

Karielle watched Clissa
thoughtfully. “Do you think that we're teaching you bad things?”

Clissa considered this. Karielle
and Soris showed much love for each other and for her, in a way she hadn't
experienced with Lystel and Methra. Karielle helped her understand Basti for
the first time. “Can I say something about...about...you know, the stuff I am
not supposed to talk about?” Karielle nodded. “Dis...I mean um...well you know,
my other Dis...”

Karielle interrupted Clissa. “Not
your Dis, honey. Soris is your Dis now.”

Clissa bobbed her head. “I know,
it's just confusing trying to explain who I mean, and I'm not supposed to talk
about her...”

Karielle nodded. “Okay. Lystel.”

Clissa had trouble saying her
former Dis' given name. In her previous lifetime, doing so would have earned
her a beating for disrespect. “Well, her. She would get so mad, and she'd beat
me for not doing everything right, and she didn't care that I didn't understand
what I was supposed to do.” 

A flicker of anger crossed Karielle's
face, but her tone stayed calm. “She was stern with you because she wanted you
to do the right thing.”

Clissa didn’t know whether it
would be worse to say good things about the woman who had been judged unfit to
parent her, or whether it would be worse to speak disrespectfully of the Head
of the House of Lys. “I did lots of things wrong, and I know I was bad, but the
night before I left she took the whip to my back and...” She rubbed the back of
her hand across her eyes. “The beatings in the prison cell were bad, but those
were from strangers. Not from my own Di—I mean not from her.”

Karielle sighed. She looked
toward the bathroom as if wishing that Soris would emerge to help her with the
discussion, but she spoke to Clissa with tenderness. “Clie, honey, Lystel was
not a bad person.”

“I know—”

“Listen to me, honey. She was not
bad. She did some things that hurt you, and those were wrong. She never should
have used that whip. She should have brought you to the Bastil and asked them
to deal with it.”

“But Dis said if I run away,
she’ll have to use her whip on me.” Clissa shivered. In the early days after
she had recovered physically, that threat was the only reason she had not tried
to leave. Karielle shook her head.

“That’s different. That’s part of
the agreement every Dis and Nur has to make with the Bastil in order to be
approved for reeducating. If Dis hadn’t agreed, we couldn’t have brought you
home. And you’re not going to run away, are you?”

Clissa stared down at her
blanket. “No, but if Dis can use the whip on me, then why hasn’t…you know…why couldn’t
she?”

“Lystel was your Dis from your
childhood. You hadn’t broken any laws then. You weren’t being reeducated.”
Anger crept into Karielle’s voice. “You were still a child. She had no right
to—”

“But why—”

“Because she was afraid.”
Karielle nodded at the startled look on Clissa's face. “She knew she had failed
you, failed the Bastil, and failed Basti. She feared what would happen to her.”


Stunned, Clissa turned this over
in her mind. Lystel had been wrong? The whipping wasn't part of normal
discipline? Was Clissa right to have been enraged by it? “But I got put into
prison,” she pointed out. “Not Di–I mean, not her.”

Karielle rubbed the temples of
her forehead. “Because you broke the law, you defied Basti's covenant, and you
brought shame upon your House. You know that.”

Oddly reassured by Karielle's
words, Clissa scooted a bit closer. “I thought we all had to follow the law,”
she said. “Don't Dises have to do that, too?” She hadn't called Lystel her
Dis, just a Dis. 

Karielle hesitated. “They do. And
Dises are subject to greater penalties than Nurs or their children if they
fail.”

“What?” If Clissa had learned
this in her first childhood, she had forgotten. “You're kidding.”

“No. Lystel will face her own
Pun.”

The Pun. Clissa gave a soft, hurt
sound. The weekly slate-clearing of Nurs and children, submitting a record of
their shortcomings to the Dis of their household. In some Houses, it was
largely symbolic with a focus on redirecting for the following week. In the
House of Lys, it had been a time of tears for both Methra and Clissa. 

“From Methra?” Clissa laughed at
the absurdity, but Karielle did not laugh. 

“From the Bastil.”

Clissa gasped. “But—”

“How can a Nur discipline her
disciplinarian? No, if a Dis fails in her duty to her House and to Basti, it is
only the Bastil that can bring her back to rightness with Basti.”

Lystel? The severe, unforgiving
taskmistress? Punished? “When?”

Karielle paused. “As soon as you
are ready to serve as witness.”

Clissa launched into another
series of questions, but Soris returned from the bathroom. At the sound of
Clissa's questioning, however, Soris raised an eyebrow at Karielle.

“Really? Did you have to tell her
today?”

Karielle nodded. “She asked,
honey. She deserved to hear the truth.”

Soris sighed. “Why do I feel like
you're in charge around here and I'm the pretty figurehead?”

Karielle reached her free arm out
to Soris and drew her in for a kiss. “Because you're a very pretty figurehead,
my love. And because someone has to go to work and earn the money.”

“I'm just a sugar Dis to you,
aren't I?” Soris said gruffly, returning the kiss. “We'll talk about this
later.” As Karielle stood up and helped Clissa to her feet, Soris swatted them
both on their bottoms. They squealed. “Now move along, you two, and get
breakfast ready. I'm not having Clie's first Chay spoiled by your talk about
unpleasant things. We're her family now, and that's the end of it.”

“Yes, dear,” Karielle agreed,
drawing Soris in for a long, lingering kiss that left Soris gasping. “I'll show
you how sorry I am...later.”

 

****

 

At the park, after a breakfast of
sausages and a gloriously sticky time attempting to put together the
kite-making kit Soris had brought home the night before, Soris and Clissa dragged
their homemade paper dragon kite around the grass in endless circles, thrusting
the lightweight frame into the air again and again.

“Fly!” Clissa commanded, stamping
her foot. “Fly, you stupid thing!”

Instead of scolding her for
impatience, Soris patted Clissa’s back. “All in good time,” she said. “It will
all happen in good time.”

Karielle crouched on the ground
in the distance, her camera trained on the two figures for the perfect shot of
the anticipated kite-launching. Instead, she clicked the camera lens and caught
her two girls sprawled onto the grass in a kite-and-string-entangled heap.
Laughing.


The Pun

A
week or two later

 

“Nur,” Clissa said as she
fidgeted with the stiff, scratchy lace collar of her pink-and-white cotton
dress. “I don't want to go.”

Karielle gave Clissa's Mary Janes
a last swipe with a damp cleaning cloth. “How you get your shoes so dirty when
you only wear them on Sundays, I don't know. And you have to go, baby.”

Clissa followed Karielle into the
hallway closet and accepted her lightweight pink jacket. “I don't want to see
Di—I mean, I don't want to see her.”

“No?” Karielle stared at her,
surprised. “I thought you wanted to see Lystel again.”

Clissa shuddered. Her back
twinged at the thought. “But not like this.” Not brought before the Bastil to
be held accountable for Clissa's failings. “Can Dis come?” The words surprised
Clissa as much as Karielle. She didn't know why she had said them, but once
spoken she couldn’t take them back.

“Is that what you would like?”
Clissa nodded, still not knowing why, and Karielle fastened Clissa's top jacket
button. “All right, dear, you run along to her office and ask her.”

“But...” Clissa hesitated.
Interrupting Soris at work was not for the faint of heart, but neither was
disobeying a direct order. She walked quietly to Soris' home office and knocked
on the door. 

“Just a minute, Karielle!” Soris'
voice called from inside. She gave a few orders on what sounded like a
telephone call, and moments later the door opened to reveal Soris leaning backward
in her rolling chair, stretching to reach the door handle. Her expression was
startled. “Oh, it's you, Clie. All ready to go with Nur?”

Clissa tiptoed around the room,
gazing at the stacks of books and papers. She rarely entered and never without
Soris present. “What's that?” She pointed to a tall stack of papers in various
colors. 

“Drafts of the new legislation,”
Soris answered. She worked as part of a team that updated the constantly
expanding library of Bastian law. As a constitutional law scholar, her
expertise was often needed to ensure new legislation did not violate previous
laws. In contentious cases, she testified before the Bastil to explain inconsistencies
and give her expert opinion on what should be done to rectify the problems. 

Clissa turned back to Soris. In
her previous life, such laws would have held no interest for her. Now, with her
daily instruction in both the letter and spirit of Bastian law, she realized
she had never considered asking the foremost expert why her former Dis must be
whipped as severely as Clissa had been whipped so long ago. Worse, why it would
take place in front of the Bastil. 

“Something on your mind, pumpkin?”
Soris patted her lap, and Clissa crawled into it. 

“Why does D—” Clissa sighed. Try
as she might, she couldn't stop calling Lystel that. Even when she saw the hurt
in Soris' eyes, her heart refused to change allegiance. Lystel was her Dis and
always would be. Why couldn’t she have both? “Why does she have to go through
the Pun?”

Soris nodded. “Do you want the
long or short answer?”

“Short!” Clissa put in hurriedly.
Even Soris' “short” answers were long, once she got talking about her beloved
topic. “Basti didn't say we had to do the Pun, did she? So why?” 

Soris made a hum sound as
she thought. “I'll try to make this simple,” she said, and Clissa nodded
gratefully. Soris' legal and religious jargon was difficult to follow even by
law students, and Clissa had never paid attention during her Bastian law
classes. “To be a good Dis, I have to be an example for my household.” Clissa
nodded. Both Soris and Lystel were examples, if in different ways. “I'm in
charge of disciplining you and your Nur, but no one is perfect except for
Basti.”

Clissa had heard this in her
religious classes over and over. “Basti is perfect,” she parroted. “Humans are
not.”

Soris smiled, pleased. “So a Dis
will make mistakes and also need discipline from time to time.”

Clissa grinned. “Even you?” Soris
rewarded her with a playful swat on the knee.

“I'll show you discipline, Miss
Clie!” Soris smiled. “But anyway, a Nur can't give that discipline or else it
disrupts the balance.”

Clissa had heard that repeated in
her lessons, too. One to nurture; one to discipline. Nurs couldn't discipline
and Dises couldn't nurture, or at least not as effectively. It was more
efficient to divide primary responsibility for each type of labor. “But why
does it have to be so much worse for the Dis? Like today?” She might not have
fond memories of Lystel, but the thought of the upcoming Pun made Clissa's
stomach turn over. She didn't want anyone to have to experience that, not even
Lystel. 

Soris tapped Clissa's nose. “Because
if the Dis is charged with the responsibility to discipline others, she must be
as close to being above reproach as possible. When Lystel failed”—Clissa winced
guiltily—”she failed not just her House, not just you, not just Basti, but the
role of a Dis. Her failure has to be corrected, or the consequences will ripple
out and weaken the very nature of what it means to be a Dis.”

Clissa nodded. She didn't like
it, but Soris' words made sense. “Can you come today?” she asked. She spoke the
words without thinking, and the expression on Soris' face made her stare. The
tip of Soris' nose pinkened, and her mouth worked for several seconds without
making a sound.

“You want me to come?” Soris
asked, as if unsure whether she had heard correctly.

A lifetime ago, Clissa would have
been too cool, too adult, and too sophisticated to agree. Today, she slid off
Soris' lap and held out her hand. “Come on,” she said imperiously. “Nurry says
we'll be late.” 

Soris put her hand into Clissa's
and followed. 

 

****

 

At the House of Bastil, Clissa
nestled with her Dis on her left side and her Nur on her right. They each held
her hands, waiting. Her role today was only as a witness. She stared at each
audience member until a murmured warning from Karielle brought her back to the
expected demure, ankles-crossed position expected of a child. No staring. No
heavy chains, and no defiance this time. 

Karielle warned in a low voice, “We
know this will be difficult for you, but remember it’s for a reason. Lystel
must be brought back to rightness with Basti, just as you have been.” 

Clissa looked up at Karielle and
nodded. It was not what she wanted, but Soris’ talk had helped her to
understand why. “I’ll be good,” she promised, and Karielle squeezed her hand in
pride. Besides, she thought to herself, Dis deserves it. It might
feel good to watch Lystel get some of her own harsh discipline. Every Sunday
when Soris called her for the Pun, Clissa had to fight hard not to panic. Even
though the worst Clissa had received so far was a scolding and a switching, it
took all of Karielle’s soothing to get her to listen. 

Clissa’s back prickled. She
rubbed it against the hard wood of the pew, feeling where her skin had erupted
in whip welts. It didn’t give her pain, at least not physical pain, but the
memory of the searing cuts remained fresh. Lystel raising the whip and bringing
it down as if determined to slash her in two, the end of the whip slicing
across her flesh and sending her into an agony worse than any post-death
retribution inflicted by a Basti angered by her being het. 

She wanted Lystel to get some of
her own medicine, didn’t she? She tugged at Karielle’s hand. “I have to go to
the bathroom,” she whispered. 

Karielle put a finger to her lips
and frowned. Because of Clissa’s insubordinate behavior in her official
appearance before the Bastil, Altrea had placed Assembly conduct at the top of
Clissa’s monthly checklist. Bad marks would result in punishment, for Karielle
and Soris as well if the behavior were bad enough. 

“Please,” Clissa begged. “I want
to go home.”

Soris squeezed Clissa’s hand. “Don’t
make me punish you,” she murmured. “Not today.” Next to them, several people
turned their heads and clucked in disapproval.

“Waste of our taxpayer money,
trying to reeducate that het,” a woman said from underneath a glitter-studded
silk hat. 

Soris gripped Clissa’s hand
harder, but she wasn’t looking at Clissa. A dark vein stood out on the back of
her hand. Karielle tucked Clissa’s right braid behind her ear and patted her
shoulder. Clissa lifted her face toward Karielle, her chin starting to shake. “Nurry,”
she beseeched.

A crinkle of pink cellophane, and
Karielle held out a golden brown round sweet. Ginger, Clissa’s favorite. She
opened her mouth, Karielle popped it in, and Clissa burrowed against Karielle’s
shoulder while hugging Soris’ arm in both of her own. Karielle gave a sigh of
relief and smiled at her. She could do this. If all she had to do was sit and
witness, it was nothing compared to what Lystel would face. The Bastil was
fair. They would mete out justice. Clissa had trouble believing it even after
all of Karielle’s reassurances, but slowly she was learning that what Lystel had
done to her was wrong. Lystel’s discipline was not the Bastian way; it was
Bastian law gone wrong. Clissa had to witness the retribution in order to
restore balance to the law. 

Soris’ lesson that morning had
made sense. While strict and sometimes perhaps almost harsh, Soris and Karielle
had never failed her. Not yet. She would do her best to listen to them. They
had her best interests at heart, after all. With them, things would be
different. Not perfect—nothing could ever be perfect—but different. She was
someone now. They loved her. To be the person they needed her to be, her job
was to witness. She could do it.

But when Lystel walked forward
wearing the penitent’s scarlet tunic, all of Clissa’s good intentions failed
her. Her resolutions and promises vanished as she wrenched her hands away from
her new parents and ran toward the woman who had raised her for most of her
life. 

“Dis,” she sobbed, “Dis, I’m so
sorry. Don’t let them punish you. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”

In answer, Lystel stared with
cold, hard eyes. “I’m not your Dis,” she said. “You are my child no longer.”
She shoved the speechless Clissa into the iron grip of Karielle, and she turned
to kneel before the Bastil.

“Forgive me, for I have sinned
and am unworthy.” She raised her right hand to her forehead and lowered her
head in the gesture of submission usually reserved for Nurs. “I have failed in
my duty as a Dis, and I have failed in my duty to Basti. My failures are
evident in the outburst of Clie, the lawbreaker who is undergoing reeducation.
Her failure is my failure. I deserve to be punished.”

As Altrea motioned for her
assistant to unbutton the back of Lystel’s tunic, Karielle brought Clissa back
to their bench. “Stop crying, Clie,” she commanded. “You knew it would be hard,
but it is your duty. Now watch. I’ve got a good mind to punish you myself after
your Dis is finished with you when we get home.”

Sobbing, Clie lifted her head to
watch Altrea raise the ceremonial whip for the first strike.


A Time to be Brave

A
few weeks later

 

Clissa screamed as an explosion
woke her from a dead sleep. She pulled her covers over her head and burrowed
inside the cocoon, shaking. 

“Basti,” she said through
chattering teeth. “Save me!” She tried to recite the nightly blessing, but all
that came to mind was the name. “Basti! Basti!” 

More shouting and pounding rocked
their house, and two more voices joined the fray. 

“What in Basti's name!”

If nothing else told Clissa that
things were serious, it was the sound of Soris swearing. The phone rang.
Muffled words followed, of which Clissa could pick out, “Yes, I heard” and “No,
no!” and at last, “I'll be right there.”

Clissa was afraid to move from
her bed, but curiosity got the better of her. She shoved her feet into her
oversized terry slippers and peered into the hallway. “Nur,” she called
plaintively.

In answer, Karielle raced past
her without so much as a backward look. Her shirt was untucked, her normally
tidy hair had received at most a brush or two, and her pants didn't match her
shirt. She threw open the closet door and took out a coat. 

“Nur,” Clissa repeated, but the
door slammed behind Karielle. With a growing sense of dread, Clissa found her
way to Soris and Karielle's bedroom. Soris sat on the bed with her hand still
on the phone in its cradle, her face lined with shadows. “Dis? What's
happening?”

Soris looked up at Clissa,
unseeing, before shaking her head. Her expression cleared. “Nur had to go to
work.”

“To work? Nur works?” Clissa
screamed as another explosion rocked their house. This one sounded closer. 

“She's part of the special task
force that manages emergencies. Riots and natural disasters and...”

“What happened?” Clissa asked,
wondering whether she wanted to know. In her sheltered, rule-defined world as
the child of the House of Sor, she had nearly forgotten that adult problems
existed outside. The thought of Karielle wading through a riot crowd shocked
her. Her Nur? The soft hands and the gentle voice? Breaking up fights?

“We don't know,” Soris answered. “Some
kind of explosion in the Bastil. Maybe some hostages.”

Clissa shivered. “Why Nurry?”
Karielle was supposed to be at home with Clissa, not out in the middle of
violence. Soris patted the indentation on the bed where Karielle had lain a few
moments before. 

“Come on, pumpkin,” she said. “Even
if we can't get back to sleep, there's no sense catching a cold. We'll wait to
hear more.”

 

****

 

When the phone rang, Clissa
leaped over Soris to snatch the phone off the hook. “Nurry!” she cried. “Are
you okay?”

Soris swatted the seat of
Clissa's pajamas, hard, and took the phone back. “Karielle,” she said,
repeating Clissa's words, “are you okay?” Her voice shook. She nodded,
mm-hmmed, and nodded some more. “I don't care if you have to...” She paused as
the indistinct sound of Karielle's voice came through the phone, tinny and
faint. “But you're supposed to be the First Responders, not the official crisis
team! Isn't the regular task force there yet?” 

Clissa looked up as Soris
replaced the phone in its cradle next to the bed. “What did she say?”

Soris swatted Clissa again. “She
said that if you're not a good girl and don’t get ready for the day and start
on your lessons, I should take the switch to you.”

“She did not!” Clissa protested,
but at a warning from Soris stomped to the hallway bathroom to wash her face and
brush her teeth. 

 

****

 

Hours later, after Clissa had
earned a few half-hearted swats for picking at her breakfast and failing to
concentrate on her studies, Karielle returned. She staggered into the house,
shedding her jacket and boots as she went directly to Soris. She kneeled in
front of her and lowered her head. “Dis,” she rasped in a low voice, “I have
sinned, and I am unworthy.”

Soris hauled Karielle to her feet
and crushed her in a hug. “Forget that! Are you okay?”

Karielle shook her head. “I need
you to take care of me,” she said.

Soris glanced over at Clissa, who
watched, open-mouthed. “Now?” Karielle nodded, and Soris looked at Clissa. “Keep
working. If you finish the chapter, start the next one.” 

Clissa didn't bother to groan. She
bent her head over her desk, her pencil filling in each blank in her workbook,
as Soris led Karielle to their bedroom. Shortly after, the sound of smacks,
yelps, and finally sobs filled their home. Clissa did her best to focus on the
diagram explaining the differences amongst the five major periods of Bastian
history, but her mind wandered. What could have been awful enough to make
Karielle tear outside in the middle of the night, and what could have happened
for her to submit to Soris in full sight of Clissa? Except for the early days
when Clissa's refusal to cooperate had earned Karielle punishment for failing
to manage her, Soris believed in keeping Karielle's submission private. In
front of Clissa, they presented a united front. Unlike Lystel and Methra who
had argued and gone against each other's wishes, Soris believed disciplining
Karielle meant showing her respect in front of others.

 

****

 

A long time later, Karielle
emerged. Her face shone with scrubbing, and the frantic, desperate air had been
replaced with calm.

She went to Clissa, who was
scratching out another wrong answer in her homework. “Come here, Clie. We need
to talk.” 

The seriousness in her voice made
Clissa scramble to her feet, wondering what she had done wrong. She had not
been an exact model of obedience, but surely under the circumstances she would
be given some leniency? “What did I do?” 

Curious how her training had
replaced most of her responses with that one question. What had Clissa done
wrong? How had she failed? What must she do in order to receive forgiveness?
Before, in that other lifetime, she had rarely worried about much more than the
strictness of Lystel preventing her from doing what she wanted.

Instead of reassuring her,
Karielle led Clissa to the window seat. It was normally Clissa's favorite place
in the rare periods when she was allowed free time to amuse herself with books
and daydreams and toys, but the grimness of Karielle's expression made the
choice of location puzzling. Clissa sat, waiting. She was not the perfect
Bastian citizen, but she had learned to obey.

“Nur?” she asked. “What's wrong?”

Karielle winced as she sat down,
but her hands were steady as she took Clissa's into her own. “Clissa,” she
said, and Clissa's eyes widened at the use of her full name instead of the
childhood one she had been re-assigned. “Something bad happened today.”

Clissa had guessed that much, but
her Dis and Nur were at home and safe. In her new world, that was all that
mattered. Wasn't it?

“Clissa, do you remember the
extremist group you were staying with when I found you?”

Clissa frowned, thinking. The Het
Pride, of course that was what Karielle meant, but... “I?” She stared at
Karielle, remembering the way she had flown out of the house last night in response
to the phone call. The First Responders, Soris had said. “You found me?”

“Yes,” Karielle answered. Whether
she expected Clissa to already know or whether she was too focused on the first
half of her sentence, she ignored the implied question. 

Were you the one who shot the
others? Clissa
asked. Inside herself, where Karielle could not hear. A sour taste came to her
mouth. X. Y. Z. As part of a security measure, they had known each other by
letters of the alphabet. Z, their leader. X and Y, her faithful lieutenants. Shot,
some killed, the rest sent to labor camps and birthing camps after terms spent
in jail that had been as brutal as Clissa's own. The birthing camps where men
and women rutted like pigs, breeding babies the Bastil assigned to the list of
approved couples. 

“The extremist group,” Karielle
continued, “was mostly taken care of when I found you, but there were others
who were not captured.” 

“Taken care of.” What a chilling
way to describe the capture, imprisonment, beatings, and work camps! Clissa had
wondered what had happened to A, B, and C, but so few questions had been
permitted about her past that she had never dared to ask. If her time with
Lystel and Methra seemed like another life, time with the Het Pride seemed like
a dream. A fantasy where she and Destral had thought they could create a life
together. “What happened?” she asked.

“They're calling themselves the
Het Haters now,” Karielle answered. “They broke into the Bastil, killing two
guards and wounding dozens of others. They attacked the Bastil in their private
chambers and are holding them hostage.”

Clissa licked her lips. Haters? A
and B had been extreme, sure, but Z had tried to make them see reason. C had
left shortly after Clissa arrived, disgusted at what she called a lack of action.


 

“We want results now!” C had
demanded. “Not one hundred years later, now! We're tired of sneaking around
like animals and begging forgiveness for the way we were born!” 

 

“Are they okay?” Clissa asked,
knowing the answer before Karielle spoke.

“Altrea is dead,” Karielle said,
her voice shaking. “They killed her and cut her body into pieces, and they
flung them into the courtyard, one limb at a time. They said they would do the
same to the next hostage if we didn't yield to their demands.”

Altrea. Dead. Altrea, the
imposing, fearsome woman who had called the Bastil to order for as long as
Clissa had been alive. Her group had done that. The Het Pride, the group that
had proclaimed love and peace and equality. 

“Clissa, honey, they say they'll
continue until we 'free' you. They say we're holding you against your will.”

Clissa's stomach lurched. It was
true, wasn't it? Or was it? Whose side was she on? “Nurry,” she said, wanting
to be held in a soft embrace, but Karielle kept talking.

“If we don't take you to talk to
them by eight o’clock tonight, they said Lansther is next.”

Clissa fell back against the
pillows in the window seat. Lansther was the second-in-command of the Bastil. “Why
me?” she whispered. “Why do they care about me?”

Karielle drew a deep breath. “We
didn't want to tell you this, honey, but they've used your name as a symbol.
The other extremists sent to the labor camps weren't from as well-known
families, but you're from the House of Lys. They know that using your name will
stir up attention in a way that they haven't been able to get before.”

Clissa moaned. For the first
time, she had no desire to face life as an adult. She tried to snuggle in with
Karielle, but Karielle held her firmly in place. 

“Clissa,” she said. “I can't make
the decision for you, but our crisis task force can only do so much. We need
time, and if you talk with the extremists you can buy us time.”

Clissa couldn't believe her ears.
“You're going to send me to them? What if they kill me, too?”

Karielle turned away. Her hands shook,
and her face paled. “You used to be one of them. They'll listen to you. Oh,
Basti!” Karielle shot off the window seat and fled into the hallway. “Basti!”
she wailed. “Basti!”

Before Clissa could react, Soris
came out of the hallway. She, too, was pale, but her voice was firm. “Clie,”
she said, both abrupt and kind. “Your Nur was brave. It's time for you to be
brave, too.”


The Het Haters

Later
that day

 

Clissa reached for Karielle's
hand, remembered that she shouldn’t do that, and tucked it back into the pocket
of her jacket. Karielle had told her to minimize physical contact, do her best
to act as an adult, and to speak as much like her old, adult self as possible.

It's hard to do that when
everything they've done has trained me to do the opposite, Clissa thought to herself. I
can't flip a switch because I'm more useful to them as an adult now.

Then she felt ashamed. “It's
time for you to be brave, too,” Dis had said. Soris and Karielle cared
about her, she was sure about that. Karielle had cried off and on all day, and
she kept returning to hug Clissa. She had chosen the simplest of Clissa's
clothes, jeans and a sweatshirt without any decoration or frills or little-girl
touches. Plain sneakers on her feet, and Karielle had suggested that Clissa put
her hair up in a bun. The way she used to do, spiraling her hair around a pen
or a polished wooden stick or whatever was handy. When Clissa had first arrived
at Karielle and Soris' house, she would have rejoiced at returning to adult
clothes and adult responsibilities. Or at least she would have once her body
had recovered. That was before her first Chay, before the countless meals and
bedtime stories and chases around the house culminating in a tickle attack. For
so long she would have jumped at the chance for escape, but now that the
opportunity had arrived she was no longer eager.

 

“What if I decide to go with
them?” she'd asked, and Karielle had nearly fainted. Soris had been angry,
scolding Clissa for even asking such a question, but Karielle had stopped
Soris.

“She's right,” Karielle had said.
“She can't talk to them unless it's for real. If she's pretending or saying
what we tell her to say, they'll know. They might hurt her.”

Clissa had shaken at Karielle's
words. “Then why do I have to go? If you're not sure I will come back?”

Karielle had hugged Clissa so
tightly that she had squeaked in protest. “Because if we force you to stay with
us, it means you don't belong.”

Soris had left the room
precipitately, crashing the door shut behind her. 

“You mean you don't want me to
stay?” Clissa had asked, not sure what she wanted to hear.

“Of course we want you to stay,
dear heart. But you have to make this decision on your own.”

Before they left, Soris had
blessed both of them at the home altar as they knelt in prayer. She had taken the
ceremonial whip—Clissa had cried out before she could clamp her jaws shut—and
touched it lightly to first their right shoulders and then their left. “May
Basti guide you to the right decision,” she prayed over Clissa. “May she bring
you safely to the place where you are meant to be.” 

For Karielle, the blessing had
been simpler. “May you, my beloved, return safely home to me.”

 

Quickening her steps to catch up
with Karielle's long strides, Clissa pondered that last blessing. Did Soris
think Clissa wouldn't return? Had she already said good-bye? Despite being told
not to make physical contact, Clissa slipped her hand into Karielle's. 

“Nurry,” she said. “If I go with
them, will you still love me?”

Karielle's feet froze to the
ground. She turned to Clissa and slowly, agonizingly, lifted Clissa's chin with
her left hand while cupping Clissa's cheek with her right. “You are my
daughter,” she said fiercely. “No one can ever take you away from me. Not even
you.”

“But Dis—”

“Dis loves differently, but she
loves no less.”

Clissa flung her arms around
Karielle's waist and buried her face in Karielle's rough jacket. “Promise
you'll love me?” she asked again. “No matter what?”

Karielle bit her lip. “No matter
what,” she promised. “And for your own sake, please don't hug me or hold my
hand once we get there. It's too dangerous.”

Clissa nodded. If she looked too
chummy with Karielle, C and the others would assume it was a setup. She put her
hand back in her jacket pocket and set her jaw. “Let's go,” she said. “And if I
come back, I want another Chay.”

It took three steps for Clissa to
notice that Karielle was no longer by her side. She turned back to see Karielle
weeping, her hands wiping away tears that never ceased flowing. “Darling,” she
said. “If you come back, you can have all the Chays you want.”

 

****

 

“Karielle, reporting with Clissa
to talk with the terrorists.”

Terrorist. Clissa frowned as
Karielle rattled through a list of safety protocol for the team that would
escort her to the front entrance of the Bastil. C would meet her there,
Karielle said. C’s murder of Altrea was heinous, but the Het Pride weren’t
terrorists. Were they?

Karielle took off Clissa's jacket
to fit her with a bullet-proof vest. “Make sure your pockets are empty,” she
reminded her. “Make it obvious that you aren't carrying any weapons. Keep your
hands visible at all times and don't make any sudden movements. Don't look
toward us.”

Clissa stared at Karielle. This
wasn't the Nur she knew. How could Karielle have had this secret life all this
time without Clissa knowing? Or hadn't she been sent out to deal with an
emergency while Clissa was there? Clissa wondered just how many of Karielle's “errands”
had been of a more serious nature than she had thought. 

“Clie,” Karielle said, then
corrected herself. “I mean Clissa. Whatever you have to do, stay alive. I mean
it.”

Clissa nodded. She favored that
plan. 

“If you feel your life is in
danger, you are to raise both of your hands above your head. Straight up. Got
it?” Clissa nodded. “Show me now.”

Feeling incredibly foolish,
Clissa assumed a surrender position. “Like this?”

“Perfect.” Karielle paused, and
her professional mask slipped. She kissed Clissa on the forehead, and her voice
trembled. “I want you to come back, baby, but I want you safe. If they try to
force you to go with them against your will, give us the distress signal. Okay?”

Why didn't I have a distress
signal when you took me with you against my will? Clissa thought. Then she felt
like a traitor for thinking it. Karielle loved her. Clissa knew that, without a
doubt. But people could love and still do wrong. Right? 

After checking the armed guards
and reinforcements spread around the perimeter of the courtyard, Karielle
nodded at Clissa. “It's time,” she said. A set of guards took Clissa's arms,
but she shrugged them off. 

“Don't touch me,” she snapped.
And instead of scolding her for rudeness, Karielle nodded again. 

“She's right. Walk behind her,
but don't touch her. Otherwise they'll take pictures and spread it as
propaganda that she's held as our prisoner.”

“Yes, ma'am,” the guards saluted
before falling back half a step behind Clissa on either side. She looked at
them, waiting, until she understood they expected her to go first.

“Nurry?” she said, not caring
whether others overheard. “If I don't make it back, tell Dis I'm sorry for all
the times I was naughty.”

Karielle turned away, her
shoulders shaking. The other guards respectfully looked away, and Clissa lifted
her chin. She had stood up to Altrea, that day ages ago when each word had cost
her a blow. She could stand up to C. 

Clissa marched toward the front
door of the Bastil and shouted toward the opening. “Come out, C! I'm here, and
I want to talk to you.” She noticed with pleasure that her voice did not shake.
“And you know I don't like to be kept waiting. Don't make me go in and kick
your butt.”

Clissa's knees shook so badly
that she was afraid everyone could hear, but as long as she kept shouting she
wouldn't give in to the fear. “If you don't show your face in ten seconds, I'm
going to turn around and tell them all about the night you fell asleep and Y
and I...”

At the door of the Bastil, a
shaggy-haired girl appeared. She was long of leg and thin of face, nearly
gaunt. Life on the lam had not been kind to C, and a wildness appeared in her
eyes that had not been there before. “Clissa!” she cried, rushing to her. She
embraced Clissa, dramatically. Theatrically. C had never been affectionate.

“What do you want?” Clissa said
coldly. “If Z were here to see you, she'd smack your head. You know she would.”
She was glad that Karielle was too far away to hear her words. But somehow, she
thought Karielle would understand. One couldn't face danger with a cowed
spirit. 

C stared hungrily at Clissa, her
eyes ravaging every inch of her hair, her skin, and her bones. “You’ve put on
weight,” she said. “They take good care of their captives.” She seemed to be
calculating how many meals of good food had put meat on Clissa’s bones.
Karielle’s strictness about good eating habits had paid off.

“I'm not a captive,” Clissa said,
but she fell silent. Maybe she wasn't now, but she had been. Was she any freer
now than she had been when she was locked up in prison or confined to the “nursery?”
Now, she remained behind walls of her own making. 

“Come back to us,” C said. “We've
taken the Bastil, and it's only a matter of time before we set up a new rule in
Bastia. We'll do away with Basti, create a world where hets rule.”

Clissa sat down at the
marble-topped table. “You killed Altrea,” she said. “We said no killing.”

“Z said no killing,” C
sneered. “Then they killed her.”

Shot in the chest by Karielle's
First Responders, crumpled and bloody like a windsock without air. Fluttering
to the ground, her last sentence never finished. “Get to the—” she had
said, and none of the Hets had known what she meant. 

“Altrea was the head of the
Bastil,” Clissa argued. “Look around us. Look at the masses of guards they
have. You're a fool if you think you can take them all down.”

C sneered some more. “So they've
taught you fear, have they? You always were a stick-in-the-mud, the Lys
princess. Destral had some sense, at least.”

Destral. Clissa's resolve failed
her. “Destral wanted peace,” she whispered. “Not this. No one wanted this.”

“No one wanted the two of them
shot, half of the lot sent to labor camps, the rest in prison or who knows
where. They've turned you into some prissy, mealy-mouthed wimp. I bet you
couldn't kick my butt even if you wanted to. They've made you soft.”

Clissa reached up and slapped the
back of C's head. 

C grinned. “Good. You still have
some human left in you.” 

“It's not a game!” Clissa cried. “If
I go with you, then what? We hide out for the rest of our lives, running from
one rat hole to the next? What do I have to live for, anyway, now that
Destral's sold out?”

C leaned in. “Didn't you ever
wonder how they found us so quick?”

Unwillingly, Clissa listened. She
had thought it strange how Destral had sworn that this group and its
hideout had remained free from detection for two decades, but soon after her arrival
there had been a raid. An alarmingly swift and accurate raid, deadly in its
precision.

“Your Nur. She ratted you out.”

Clissa slapped C's face, but C
laughed again. “Hit me all you like, Clissa, but it's true. Your Dis threatened
to take the whip to her, and your old Nur couldn't spill her guts fast enough.
You want to go back and live with people like that? They stink of deceit and
treachery.”

Clissa leaned toward the ground,
her stomach heaving. A very little bit of bile came up, and she gasped in rage.
“You lie. She never would have done that.” Except Methra would have. No one who
had felt Lystel's whip would dare risk feeling it again.

“Believe your own fairytale if
you want, no skin off my nose.” C whistled tunelessly. “If you want to go back
to that gilded prison, go right ahead. Sooner or later you'll find out that all
they are is filled with lies. A pack of lies, rotten to the core.”

“You're the liar,” Clissa said
feebly. “How would you even know that, anyway? Dis wouldn't have told anyone.”
A stab of guilt shot through her stomach. Soris was her Dis now. Not Lystel.

“It was all over the news after
you were captured,” C grunted. “How it was such a stunning coup the First
Responders got a tip from none other than the Nur of the House of Lys, and how
Lystel was so hard that she'd beat her own Nur so she could throw her own
daughter into prison.”

Clissa stood up, shouting at the
top of her lungs. “You lie! You stink of filth! Everything you say is
lies!” C laughed. Clissa lowered her voice. “You never wanted me to come with
you at all, did you?”

C stood up and shrugged. “Your
loss, Clissa. You want to be one of their wind-up dolls, you go right ahead. I
thought you were more than that. If you want to come back to us, you know where
to find us. Go back to the woman who killed Z. Ironic, huh?”

C disappeared into the Bastil,
laughing. Clissa stared after her, shaking with fury, until the guards hurried
to her side. “Come with us, let's go,” they urged her, and before she knew it
she was back at the edge of the courtyard being hugged by Karielle.

“You came back,” she cried out,
kissing Clissa as if she would never let go. 

The coldness inside Clissa's
heart took hold, and instead of hugging back she stared at Karielle with hard,
angry eyes. Adult eyes. She asked the question for which she already knew the
answer.

“Did you shoot Z?”


Honesty

Immediately
afterward

 

“Please,” Karielle pleaded. “Come
home. We’ll talk with Dis…”

“She’s not my Dis,” Clissa
snapped. She stared at Karielle, daring her to swat her as if she were a child.
“And it’s not my home.” 

A few of the guards moved toward
Clissa, alarmed, but Karielle jerked her head and they withdrew. She raked her
fingers through her hair. “You're upset, honey. Come home, and we'll talk.
There are a lot of things we haven't told you yet because—”

“Because you killed Z!” Clissa
broke away. “How can I go 'home' with a murderer?”

“Clie. Baby. C and her group are
the ones who killed innocent bystanders. Agree with her politics or not, Altrea
was the Head Dis of the Bastil. Assassination is not the same.”

Clissa pushed Karielle's
shoulders. “Z never hurt anyone. She wanted peace.”

Karielle reached toward Clissa's
face, but Clissa flinched. “I promise we will talk about it, and I’ll answer
whatever questions you have. Just come home. Please? It's not safe to be out
here.”

Clissa beat at Karielle with her
fists, screaming. “You're the one who made it not safe! You're the one who
killed the best person I ever knew!”

With tears in her eyes, Karielle
took out a small syringe, took off the protective cover, and jabbed Clissa in
the back of her neck. “I'm sorry,” she breathed as she motioned for a guard to
load Clissa onto a wheeled carrier. “I'm so sorry.” 

 

****

 

Soris drew back in alarm at the
sight of Clissa lying limply in the carrier. “Oh, Basti,” she swore. “No.”

Karielle took Clissa out and
half-walked, half-dragged her to her bed. “She's not hurt. I had to sedate her.”

Soris put a hand on Karielle's
arm, but Karielle shook her head. “Please,” she said. “Not now.”

Karielle laid Clissa onto her
bed. “Sweetheart,” she said to the unconscious figure. Then she slid to the
floor in a faint. 

 

****

 

“Clie,” called a soft voice, like
and unlike the voice that had brought her out of unconsciousness so long ago. “Clie,
honey, can you hear me?”

Clie opened her eyes, tried to
focus on the two figures looming over her, and closed them again. A weariness
washed over her. 

“Should we give her some more?”

“The I-thal isn't supposed to be
used more than twice consecutively, remember. She’s been under for twenty-four
hours. We have to wake her and keep her up for a while before giving her any
more.”

“But you're not ready.”

“I have to be.”

“Karielle, I can't watch you kill
yourself over this.”

“Is that an order?”

Pause.

“Please, Karielle. You need the
time.”

“Then it's not an order.”

Ice-cold water washed over
Clissa's face, and she sat up with the indignant mewl of a wet kitten. “Bastidamnit!”
She shook her head, expecting to see Methra, or Destral...or Z. Instead,
Karielle knelt by her bed and Soris stood behind her, radiating disapproval.
Clissa squeezed her eyes shut. Why did her head hurt so much? Had she been
beaten? She cautiously prodded her body to test for sore spots. No, she seemed
fine. 

“Karielle, let her sleep.”

Clissa stared at them. “What
happened to me?”

Soris shot Karielle a glance. “You
don't remember, Clie?”

Panic crept into Clissa's chest.
Was she supposed to? “I don't know...”

Karielle murmured to Soris, “It's
the aftereffect of the I-thal. The sedative is more effective if it induces
temporary memory loss.” To Clissa, she spoke as gently as she ever had. “Clie,
we need to talk.”

Soris crossed her arms and
stepped back a pace. “I said that I don't want you doing this.”

Karielle kept her eyes on Clissa.
“And you said it wasn't an order.” 

Clissa's eyes darted from one to
the other. As disoriented as she was, something about her knew they didn't
usually act this way. Soris' words sounded angry, but the furrow in her brow
spoke of worry. Karielle's words sounded confident, but the trembling in her
hands belied the calm. 

Clissa let her head fall back
onto the pillow. “Dis?” she asked. “Is Nur being naughty?” 

A glimmer of a smile crossed
Soris' face, and the tension broke. She bent down to kiss Clissa on the
forehead. “Yes, Miss Clie. Very naughty. But I will let her talk to you, and
then Nur will talk to me afterward.” She gave Karielle a kiss. “A long
talk,” she emphasized. “And you better have good reasons.”

“Thank you,” Karielle answered,
returning the kiss. Soris left the room, and Karielle shifted onto her
haunches. “Clissa,” she said, and Clissa stared at her. “Do you remember
anything of what happened yesterday?”

Clissa fought the molasses taffy
in her brain. “C,” she said. “C wanted me to go with her.”

Karielle nodded. “And you didn't
go. Can you tell me why you didn't?”

Clissa shook her head. “She
didn't want me,” she said. Karielle looked surprised but continued. 

“What can you tell me about Z,
honey?”

At that, memories came rushing
back. Not of the events the day before, but of Z in their hideout. Talking
about love surviving hate, refusing to argue with C and instead repeating her
mantra: Hate changes nothing. Love changes everything. Het Pride was
about pride, she insisted, not about hate. They didn't hate the other Bastians;
they loved the men and women they loved. 

 

“If we show them hatred,” she had
said, “we teach them to hate us. That they are right to hate us. If we show
them love, they will stop being afraid. Hatred is nothing but fear armed with a
weapon.”

 

Clissa spoke haltingly. “She told
me that I wasn't wrong, that I wasn't bad. She said I couldn't help the way I
felt.”

A look of sadness crossed
Karielle's face. “Why do you think she did that, honey?”

Her recent training caused Clissa
to look up in apprehension. “You'll get mad if I tell you.”

Karielle took Clissa's hand in
hers. “Not this time. We're ready to be honest with each other.”

Clissa gazed at Karielle for a
long moment. “Because she was like me,” she said. “And she said it was okay.”

Karielle tried to say something,
but Clissa continued. “She said the others were okay, too. We weren’t wrong,
and if we showed everyone that we could live decent upright lives, the fear
would go away. She said someday our children could live in real houses and go to
school without fear, and people would understand that Basti loved everyone,
even us. Especially us.”

Karielle said softly, “Honey, you
know that's not what Basti taught us. She—”

“Shut up!” Clissa cried, covering
her face. “Z was the only good person I knew.”

“Better than Destral?”

Shocked, Clissa dropped her
hands. “I thought I wasn't supposed to talk about him,” she said.

Karielle gave a wry, humorless
laugh. “I don't think the rules apply right now.”

Clissa thought about it. “Destral
was different. He made me feel...oh I don't know, he made me feel like I was a
star that lit up all over. Like every day was my birthday. Goofy and weird
and...”

This time, Clissa did not protest
as Karielle touched her hand. “They were good to you.” Clissa nodded, fighting
back tears. “You miss them.” Another nod. “People can be good people and do bad
things,” Karielle said. 

“Not Z!” Clissa said hotly, but
Karielle continued. “People can do bad things and not be bad people. Like
Lystel. And Methra.”

Methra, who had betrayed her and
the entire Het Pride while pretending to be on Clissa's side. 

“Nurry?” Clissa asked, and
Karielle hugged her in a rush of relief.

“Yes, darling. Anything.”

“Do you think loving a man makes
a person bad?”

Karielle caught her breath before
replying. “No, baby. You're not a bad person.”

“But you think I was wrong to
love Destral?”

Karielle thought for a moment
before patting Clissa's cheek. “I think you were young, you were confused, and
you needed proper guidance. Not bad. Never bad.”

Clissa lay back down, and
Karielle tucked the sheets and blankets into place around her. “I want to sleep
now, Nurry,” Clissa said. 

Karielle reached for the syringe
on the nightstand.


In Memoriam

Later
that night

 

“Clie-ee,” Destral called in a
sing-song. He whacked her. “I'm going to spank you.” He grinned as Clissa
flared up to her full height of five feet three inches. 

“You are not!” she contradicted. “And,
anyway, it's your turn. For saying that Y's new idea was 'het'.” She whacked
Destral back, not lightly. 

Destral laughed. “It was!”

“You know I hate that word!”

Destral sobered. “Clie, just
because other people use it as an insult doesn't make it one. We're het, and
we're proud of it. Remember the name of our group? Het Pride?”

Clissa grumbled. “Why do we have
to be proud about it? Why can't we mind our own business?”

“Because,” Destral said as he
kissed her, “we are so amazingly awesome that their jealousy causes them to do
crazy things.”

When Z walked by a few moments
later, she smacked Destral on the rump. “Just because we're proud doesn't mean
we have to be at it all the time,” she said, but she smiled. A few of the
others catcalled and whistled as Destral and Clissa broke apart, blushing. 

“Oh, grow up,” Clissa said
crossly, but Destral put on his best debonair grin. 

“See what I told you about people
being jealous?”

Clissa wasn't the only one to
smack Destral after that.

 

Clissa moaned, turning over and
over in her bed as if she were lying on a layer of hot, popping corn kernels. 

 

“Clie!” Destral hissed, covering
her eyes as she squirmed and called him names. “Don't you know what today is?”

Clissa smacked whatever soft part
she could reach. “You're such a clown,” she said. “It's Monday.”

Destral slid his hands down to
Clissa's throat. “No,” he corrected her. A chain of daisies hung from her neck.
“It's Clie Day.”

Clissa whacked him, laughing and
trying not to look too pleased. “It is not! You made that up.”

“Well, duh.” Destral adjusted the
fragile linked-together flowers and squinted with one eye. “Brilliant, my lady.
This season, all the finest ladies are eschewing diamonds in favor of the
exquisite, much-sought-after daisy necklace. Only available to women named
Clie.”

Clissa shook her head back and
let the laughter bubble up like a geyser, shaking her toes and belly and
cheeks. “You know what else happens on Clie Day?” she asked, crooking her
finger. 

Destral dropped to one knee,
doffing an imaginary feathered hat. “My sole purpose in life is to fulfill your
every possible dream, my lady,” he said. 

“Oh, yeah?” she asked. “Then come
here.” She pulled Destral to his feet and drew him into the corner of their
shack, her hands running over his chest. “I think I should show you what
happens to men who please me.”

 

Clissa sat up in bed, surprised
to find herself in the pastel pink-and-yellow luxury of the House of Sor. She
closed her eyes, trying to bring back the dream, but the images slipped away
faster than she could save them. She remembered the feel of Destral's rough
skin, the broad shoulders, and the strong arms that held her close. How had she
forgotten all of that? How had she allowed herself to become.... her gaze
wandered around the room filled with clothes and furnishings suitable for a
twelve-year-old... how had she become this? Had she lost her basic
identity? Not anymore. It was time to take back the dignity that made her a
human being? She would die on her feet rather than live on her knees. 

She jumped out of bed, throwing
on her clothes, and headed toward the front hall. Then she paused. With no
money and no place to go, she would need to take something with her. Food,
maybe. She ducked into the kitchen and picked up a hunk of bread. She didn't
dare open any of the cupboards. Squeaks were unpredictable. 

She tiptoed to the front door,
raised the handle, and stepped outside. For the first time in as long as she
could remember, she was out on her own. She nearly dropped the bread as she
raised her arms to the sky in adulation. 

Basti, she called out silently. Your
wisdom is infinite. Your way is not our way. When the path is dark, we look to
you.

It was part of the catechism she
had memorized at Methra's knee and discussed at Karielle's. For the first time
in her life, she understood what it meant. She set off at a slow jog, stopping
every few steps to stare around her in wonder. This was what her life was
about. This was how she would live.

 

“Back into the alleyway,”
Karielle's voice crackled into the guards' earpieces. “Don't let her see you.”
Without a second's hesitation, the guards melted into the shadows. 

 

Clissa stood at the intersection,
unsure which direction to choose. While she had been taken on select outings
with Soris and Karielle, she had never noticed the roads except for the
well-worn path to and from the Bastil for Sunday worship and lessons.
Automatically, her feet carried her toward the marble hall. Gone were the hubs
of communication, but a double row of guards still huddled around the edge of
the courtyard. She heard one guard talking to her neighbor. 

“They’ve got the lot; you’d think
they’d let us go.”

Got? Clissa strained to hear, setting
each foot onto the pavement as quietly as she could.

“Lansther said he wanted to be
sure none of the terrorists’ friends came back to finish the job. Not taking
any chances, not with Altrea already dead.”

The first guard made an impatient
noise. “They tossed the ringleader and the whole sorry bunch of those punks
into prison yesterday. That girl distracted the ringleader long enough so we
could plant our traps.”

Clissa stopped in her tracks. No.
It couldn’t be. There must have been another girl.

“What girl?”

“That Lys girl, the one sent to
be reeducated.”

A snort. “Guess it worked.”

“I’ll say.”

Had it? 

“Figure we owe that kid a medal.”

“What’re they going to do with
the terrorists?”

“Prolly reeducate the ringleader,
but it’s a waste of time. If there’s ever been a pathetic piece of sorry-crap
excuse for a life, it’s that one. Should die like the dog she is.”

“What about the others?”

“The same as the first group they
caught, I bet. Prison and trial and then labor camps.” A sneering pleasure
oozed from the next words. “Birthing camps for the pretty ones, I’d say. Wish I
were one of the guards assigned there.”

“You wouldn’t want to… like an
animal? With one of those?”

“Hey, I didn’t say I wanted to
marry one. I’m no het. But I’ve always wondered how they do it, you know? Where
they find room to put that big, honking—”

Clissa fled. She didn’t look
where she was going or apologize when she bumped into someone. She ran as hard
and as fast as she could, and then she ran some more. If she had gone with C,
would Karielle and her guards have captured her, too? Would she have been
thrown back in prison? Sent to the labor camps? Clissa had gotten the “leniency”
of reeducation once because of her status as the daughter of the House of Lys,
but she didn’t think that would apply a second time.

Or… Clissa gasped. Or she had
been used as the decoy, the bait to keep C away from the Bastil long enough for
the guard to capture her. It wasn’t about Clissa, not at all. Not about her
choice, not about her being able to make a decision.

“You used to be one of them.
They'll listen to you.”

Clissa found, to her surprise,
that her legs had taken her to her old home. The austere marble columns looked
even more austere than usual. Clissa took one step toward the front door,
hesitated, and stepped back. Lystel would not welcome her. Methra might, but
did Clissa want to see her? The woman who had betrayed her and gotten Z and the
others killed? Clissa retook a step forward, shook her head, and turned away.
As she reached the edge of the Lys property, Clissa heard a piercing whisper. 

“Clissa!”

Methra. Against her better
judgment, Clissa turned around. 

“You’ve come back!” Methra moved
as if to step off the front porch, but another voice boomed. 

“Methra, who are you talking to?”

Like a startled cockroach, Clissa
scurried away. She cursed her stupidity, a twinge reminding her of the scars on
her back. Methra would get her caught again. Stupid. Stupid. Unforgivably
stupid. At least this time no one else would die because of her mistakes. There
was no one left to die. 

 

“We don’t know where she’s going,”
the head guard whispered into his communicator. “Shouldn’t we bring her back?”

“No,” came the answer. “She may
lead us to some of the others. Follow her, and stay out of her sight at all
costs.”

 

Clissa walked so long and so far
that she no longer could feel her legs beneath her. The ground passed by in a
never-changing blur. The sounds of people bustling about their daily life
washed over her, seeping into her pores without filtering through her
understanding. It was as if she pushed against an invisible sea. As long as she
kept walking, she could keep herself from thinking. 

 

“As long as I’m alive, there will
be no violence!” Z never had to raise her voice to a shout. Everyone except for
A and B settled down to listen. 

C thumped her fist in the palm of
her other hand. “They’ll kill us!” she shouted, needing to use volume to be
heard. “They’ll destroy us, destroy everything we stand for. You think they
care about your rainbows and hearts and flowers? We’re bugs beneath their feet.
We have to show them bugs might get squashed, but we can bite.”

X had agreed. “We’re getting too
big. When it was just two or three of us, we weren’t a threat.”

Clissa had confronted both of
them, ignoring Destral’s restraining arm. “You’re talking about treason! If we attack
the Bastil, they’ll be right to say they should protect their children from us.
I didn’t throw away everything to fight against what my parents stood for.”

“Parents who nearly killed you,”
Y shot back. She had tended Clissa’s wounds the night she and Destral arrived. Thanks
to Y’s expert care, she hadn’t suffered an infection or worse. “How can you
feel loyal to them after what they did to you?”

Before Clissa could respond, Z
raised her hands for silence. “As long as I’m head of the Het Pride, we will
not harm one hair on one head of one person in Bastia. Not even in
self-defense. Maybe things won’t change for us, but how we live will change
things for our children.”

“If they let us have children,” C shot back. “You
see the Bastil giving us kids?”

Z stood up. “We will show them
that to be het is natural, loving, and beautiful. We’ll show them that creating
a baby together as a het couple is nothing to be ashamed of. Not to be hidden
away as a punishment for criminals, but a natural part of life and death.”

Clissa blushed to the roots of
her hair, her hand drifting to her stomach. She and Destral had never done what
it took to make a baby, but they had talked about it. When they could create a
safe home, they had said. 

 

Clissa found herself in the
abandoned shack where she and the Het Pride had stayed in those few days in
between leaving Lystel and going to prison. The walls were blackened in areas
where the gunshots had hit, blood spatters in the corner where Z had fallen. As
long as I’m alive, she had said. As long as I’m alive, there will be no
violence. That had been true, hadn’t it? The Het Pride had followed her
orders. The problem was that the Bastian task force had not. The First
Responders. The first First Responder, Karielle.

Clissa crouched in the corner
where Z had crumpled to the ground, and she ran her finger over the
bloodstains. “Z,” she said. “Why couldn’t you have lived?”


No Matter What

A
few days or weeks later; we know not how long

 

“She’s not doing anything. She
stays there all day, not moving. Talking to herself in that queer voice.”

“Bring her the food and water.
Leave it in areas where she can find it, but where it will look like someone
forgot it. Do nothing to let her know you are there.”

 

Clissa huddled against the cold
metal wall of the shack, sipping from a flask of water that tasted surprisingly
fresh and sweet. Beaten-up and dusty, it had been tucked under a pile of burlap
sacks they had used for bedding. She drank some more water and chewed on the
carrot that had fallen to the floor underneath their makeshift table made out
of boxes. The carrot, too, crunched juicy and flavorful. Her temples ached from
the chewing, but the noise kept her focused. 

Once, Clissa could have sworn
that she saw a familiar face and heard a familiar voice. It was as if the lack
of food and liquid made her hallucinate, but could she have imagined the cool
hands that held her as the familiar face kissed her? She shook her head and
drifted back to the memories. As long as she stayed in that in-between space,
neither alive nor dead, she didn’t have to make a choice. She would lie there,
not moving, until Basti came to take her away.

“Forgive me, Basti, for I have
sinned and am unworthy,” she repeated. “Take me home to be with you.”

 

****

 

And then came a day when the fog
in Clissa’s head lifted and she sat up. She found, deep in the pit of her
stomach, an unwelcome truth. 

Basti had refused to take her.

She could never return home, and
only one person would take her in.

Clissa staggered to her feet, and
she had to hold onto the waistband of her pants to keep them up. They had grown
bigger than she had remembered. Maybe it was the hallucinations, still. She tore
a fiber from one of the burlap sacks and knotted it through the loops of her
pants as a makeshift belt. Without knowing how she knew where to go, she put
one foot in front of the other as she went toward her former home.

 

“She’s on the move.”

“She headed somewhere.”

“She’s going to fall over any
second.”

“Do not interfere. Under no
circumstances should you get involved.” Karielle’s voice buzzed out.

 

Clissa raised a grimy hand to
knock on the mahogany door, but it swung open to reveal two women, one grim-faced
and the other weeping. The weeping woman took Clissa in her arms, leaning back
to inspect every feature before hugging her more tightly than before. 

“You came back,” Karielle said in
between her tears, like that long-ago day. “Are you okay?”

Clissa didn’t bother to answer.
She looked instead to Soris. “You have to beat me for running away, don’t you?”
she asked. 

Soris struggled with her emotions
before nodding. “If I don’t, the Bastil will take you in and beat you worse,
and then me for not dealing with you. It’s the law.”

Bastian law.

“I don’t care,” Clissa said. “And
I’ll marry Helaine. If she still wants me.”

 

****

 

Karielle sobbed as she dabbed a
soft sponge against the fresh welts in Clissa’s back. “I tried to tell her not
to,” she pleaded. “And she did argue with Lansther that it should be reduced
since you’re agreeing to marry Helaine.”

Clissa stared off into space. “I
don’t care,” she said. She had barely felt the whip, although her body had
convulsed of its own will. 

Soris had had to threaten
Karielle with a beating of her own before Karielle would hold Clissa in place.
Soris, grim as death, had applied the strokes of the whip with mathematical,
robotic precision before disappearing into her office for the rest of the day.
Clissa had tried to shove Karielle away from tending her back, but Karielle had
refused to leave.

“I promised,” she said. “I’ll
never stop loving you. No matter what.”

Clissa had turned her face away. “I
don’t care,” she had said.

 

****

 

Soris and Karielle coached Clissa
in the words she would say throughout the Mar. Instead of playacting with
dolls, she followed Karielle’s lead in executing the complicated ritual of
bowing, accepting the whip, and genuflecting. 

“We did our best to keep it
symbolic,” Soris had said. “But Trentha insisted. She said that honor would not
be restored unless Helaine administered the Pun herself. She may be right. We
don’t want Helaine to have any leftover resentment toward Clie.”

“Call off the Mar!” Karielle had
raged. “No one is going to lay a finger on her!”

But the House of Sor had given
its word, and Clissa’s response remained the same. “I don’t care.”

 

****

 

When Karielle dressed Clissa in
the scarlet penitent’s robe, sewn from the richest fabrics money could buy, she
gave Clissa a little shake. “Your ordeal was awful,” she said. “I know that. You’re
doing all the ‘right’ things because you think you have to, but you don’t. We
can find another way. You don’t have to do this.”

Clissa had stared at her blankly.
“Why?” she had said. “What does any of it matter? I’ll do my duty. You did your
job.”

Karielle couldn’t finish the
dressing, and despite tradition Soris had to fasten the buttons across Clissa’s
newly healed back. Karielle wept, but Clissa was stone.

 

****

 

Karielle and Soris were listed as
“serving with distinction” and asked to teach aspiring Nurs and Dises the
secret to how they had brought Clissa back to rightness with Basti. In
response, Karielle sputtered outrage until Soris had to threaten to take her
out of the Assembly. 

 

****

 

When Clissa knelt before Helaine
and the chosen boy-child offered the ceremonial whip to Helaine, Karielle
buried her face in Soris’ shoulder. “Did we do the right thing?” she asked.
Soris could not find words to answer.

 

****

 

When they arrived home, Karielle
went to Clissa’s former room. All of her belongings had been packed, but as
they were not suitable for Clissine, Nur of the House of Tre, they would be
given away to the needy. Karielle ran her fingertips across one of the not-yet-closed
boxes, and something caught her eye. She reached down and picked up the silver
frame with delicate forget-me-nots at each corner.

In the picture, a battered dragon
kite wrapped itself around a girl wearing red corduroy pants and a
red-and-white striped sweater. Her black hair was held back in a braid, but
wisps stood around her face in a messy halo. Her head was thrown back, caught
in the middle of a laugh. Around her shoulders curled the heavy, protective arm
of a statuesque woman with spiky black hair who lay on the ground, entangled in
the strings of the kite. The woman, too, was laughing.

 

****

 

“Clie!” scolded Destral. “Stop
being such a fraidy-cat! What’s the worst they can do to you?”

Clissa kicked his ankle
underneath the library table. “You wouldn’t be so brave if Lystel were your Dis.”

Destral laughed, chucking Clissa
under the chin. “Come away with me,” he said. “There’s a place for people like
you and me. We won’t have to hide who we are.”

Clissa scoffed. “You and your
fairytales.”

“If no one believes, how will they
become true?” Destral kissed the tips of Clissa’s fingers, one at a time. “You
are my Clie, now and forevermore. Nothing can keep us apart.”

“Fine,” huffed Clissa. “But if
you don’t stop distracting me when I’m trying to study for my exam, I won’t
speak to you for the rest of the night.”

Destral gave a sigh. “Anything
for you, my lady.” He made an exaggerated show of leaning back in his chair. “I’ll
be here for you.”

“You’ll get tired of waiting,”
Clissa contradicted. Destral shook his head.

“I’ll be here. No matter what.”


Epilogue 

Twelve
years later

 

“Nurra! Dissa’s gonna get me!”

A small, dark-haired girl shot
past the kitchen door, squealing. A tall, graying-haired woman followed her.
Each step brought a fresh exclamation of annoyance.

“Tay, you little devil! Give my
papers back.”

A ringletted woman shook her head
at the commotion. “Tay,” she called. “Give your Dissa her papers before she
gets hurt chasing after you.”

The girl popped up behind the
ringletted woman so suddenly that she shrieked. “Don’t wanna,” she said.

The spiky-haired woman threw up
her arms in protest. “Okay, you little brat. You keep the papers, and I’ll tell
your parents to take away your Chay next week.”

“No!” yelped the girl. “You’re
supposed to be nice and spoil me. That’s what grandparents are for.” 

The ringletted woman snatched the
papers away and set them on the counter. “Tay of Tre,” she scolded, “what will I
say when your Nur and Dis pick you up tonight and ask whether you’ve been
naughty?”

The girl threw her arms around the
woman’s waist and hugged her tight. “You’ll protect me, Nurra,” she said with
confidence. “You always do.”

As Karielle held Tay to her
chest, she thought to herself how she had held Clie in the same way. Clissine,
she corrected herself. The adult name still refused to come to her tongue
despite the years of official use. Clissine had become a shadow of herself,
hardly daring to take a bite of food without Helaine’s permission. Yet somehow,
Basti be praised, they had all been given a second chance through Tay.

“A Chay is a privilege you earn,
not a birthright,” she scolded. She tried not to smile as Tay kissed her cheek.


“It’ll be different for me,” Tay
proclaimed. “You told me so.” 

Karielle landed a play swat on
Tay’s backside. “You impossible child! That’s not what I meant, and you know
it!”

Tay shrieked, “I’m gonna tell
Nur!”

Clissa had yielded decisions to
Helaine in all but one thing—that Tay never feel so much as the palm of her
Dis’ hand.

Before Karielle could issue
another threat, Tay gave an impish giggle. “Never mind,” she said. “Tell me
more about the naughty things Nur did when she was little.” 


Cast of Characters

House of Lys

Clissa: Also known as Clie and
Clissine. Daughter of the House of Lys, then transferred to the House of Sor.

Lystel: Head of the House of Lys
and Clissa’s Dis.

Methra: Subordinate to Lystel and
Clissa’s Nur.

 

House of Sor

Soris: Dis 

Karielle: Nur

New parents for Clissa, charged
with reeducating her in order to fall in line with Bastian law.

 

House of Tre

Trentha: Dis who serves on the
Bastil. Well respected and powerful.

Helaine: Daughter of the House of
Tre, betrothed to Clissa from infancy, and groomed to be the Head of the
Household.

Tay: The heroine of the next
Bastian installment.

 

Vitrine: Clissa’s school friend
who loves a good time.

 

Destral: Clissa’s childhood
friend and classmate in college who becomes her illicit boyfriend.

Eckstoi: Destral’s fiancé.

 

Altrea: Head of the Bastil.

Lansther: Second-in-command of
the Bastil.

 

Nurse Reynolds: Medical caregiver
for Clissa after the trial.

 

Z: Head of the Het Pride who teaches
tolerance and moderation. She strives to earn respect and understanding from
the Bastil and Bastians.

Y and X: Followers of Z.

 

C: Member of Het Pride who
defects to form her own splinter extremist group, the Het Haters.

A and B: Followers of C.


Glossary

 

Het Pride: The heterosexual
rights underground activist group that shelters heterosexuals from persecution.

Het Haters: An extremist splinter
group that demands bloodshed in order to forcibly obtain justice for
heterosexuals.

 

Dis: The disciplinarian parent
and the dominant partner in the Mar or Ria.

Nur: The nurturer parent and the
subordinate partner in the Mar or Ria.

 

The Pun: Weekly confession and
atonement period for Nurs and children. May also refer to the punishment in
front of the Bastil for a Dis who has failed in his or her duty to his or her
household.

 

The Mar: The ceremony publicly
joining a Dis and Nur for life, in which the Nur is symbolically whipped by her
parental Dis, her parental Nur, and then her partner Dis is given the whip to
inflict the rite of submission.

 

The Ria: The male version of the
Mar.

 

Bastil: Governing council of
Basti, made up of twelve high-ranking men and women.

 

Basti: The deity of Bastia.
Female.

 

Bastia: Name for the land in
which Clissa lives.

 

Bastian: A resident of Bastia and
a worshipper of Basti. Also an adjective describing something connected to
Bastia.




 


A Sneak Peek for Tay of Tre, Book Two in the Bastia series!

Tomorrow, I will learn my name. 

“Come on.” Nur speaks, as always,
in a soft voice. She pushes each word past her vocal chords. She talks, walks,
and breathes from within an invisible spiderweb of constraints. “We have to
practice the bows for your Nam tomorrow.”

“Not again!” I exclaim, polishing
the miniature rubber baton Dis gave me as an early gift. After my Nam, I will
train to become a Dis and a member of the Bastil. “I know those backward,
forward, and inside out.”

Nur steps backward, tipping her
chin toward her chest as if to shield herself. “It will only take a minute,”
she says. “You can play with your baton later.”

“Play?” I scoff. “It’s a real
one! Dis says she’ll show me how to use it like the guards—”

Timidly, Nur sets my baton aside
and holds out her hand. “I’m sorry,” she apologizes. “Please practice, or Dis…”

She lets the silence finish her
sentence. Or Dis will punish. The sting of the switch, the thud of the
paddle, and the kiss of the whip, should Dis reach a sufficient level of
indignation. I have never felt so much as the palm of Dis’ hand, but every
Sunday she takes Nur to our home altar for the Pun. I confess my sins and
receive a “discussion” about responsibility and duty before Dis sends me to my
room. Sometimes, though, I sneak back to catch a glimpse of Nur clothed in the
soft, scarlet penitent’s robe. She kneels before Basti, as I must kneel
tomorrow, and offers herself for correction. Then she draws the hem of the robe
over her shoulders as Dis positions her across the punishment bar. The stick,
or paddle, or perhaps the whip flashes across her upturned buttocks, and Nur’s
cries fill the room. 

I never know what sins Nur has
committed, but something deep inside of me tingles when I hear her cry out.
When I marry, I will assume Dis’ place and have a Nur of my own to punish. I
will make her squirm, and gasp, and sniffle as she begs for forgiveness.

When I marry, I will be the one
in charge. Strong, like Dis, and powerful. Not the weakling who needs to be
beaten every week. My friends call me spoiled because I have never received
punishment, but Dis tells me differently. She raised me to assume my place in
the Bastil. I was born to command others for their own well-being. I will be
great, as my Dissa Trentha is great, but first I must receive my name. First, I
must kneel.

I get to my feet and follow her
to the room at the center of our house. At the center of the back wall stands
the statue of Basti, the deity who founded our country and gave us life.  

Nur and Dis will stand in front
of the Assembly, and I will kneel before Lansther as he blesses me with the
extra letters to transform my baby name into an intra-name, the intermediary
step between childhood and marriage. When Dis was my age, she changed from Hel
to Helai. My best friend, Sel, became Selah last week for her Nam. Tomorrow, it
will be my turn. What will Lansther make from my baby name?

“Put your hands together and hold
your shoulders straight,” Nur corrects me. She rests her hands on my shoulders
to guide them into position, and her fingertips flutter with the weightlessness
of tiny, fragile flies. 

I bow before Basti, and I kneel
to bring my forehead to the cool, stone tiles. I raise my arms until my elbows
rest parallel with the floor, and I rock my feet backward as I draw myself
upward in a gliding motion marred only by a twitch at the very end.

“Again,” Nur instructs. Basti
expects perfection. 

I sink to my knees, and a bead of
perspiration trickles down my back as I concentrate on the muscle control to
rise without interruption. At last, I bring my right foot backward for the
tiny, curtsy-like inclination of my knees. I lift my chin and roll my shoulders
back, staring into the marble eyes of Basti.

Give me the birthright you
promised, I
remind her. I am Tay of Tre.
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