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Acsah AkSAW. Anklet.

Akashai AhKAHsha. Skies. Freedom and open space.

Barik BARik. Strength.

Danylo DahNEElo. God is my judge.

Driya DREE-ah. A diminutive of Padriya, goddess of the clouds.

Hania HANia. Joy. God is merciful.

Jizni Yizh-NEE. Southern.

Kaiwan KayWANE. The steady one.

Khyan KHINE. Little king. Strong ruler.

Lukia LU-ki-ah. Derived from the word ‘Hidden”.

Mahiron MAheeron. Clever.

Maowg  MawOHGUE. Parasite. Round as a cake. Fool of a feast.

Mikkia ME-kee-ah. Who is like God?

Nara NARah. Happy.

Peninah Pen-nin-NAW. Round. A pearl.

Sahkath SawCATH. To observe quietly. To take heed.

Salvi SALvee. To save.

Semsaya SemSAYah. Of the sun. Warmth.

Sopher SoFER. A scribe.

Sophereth SoferETH. Female scribe. A temple servant.

Tayji TAYji. Beautiful.

Thema TEEma. Queen.

Tsurus TSUrus. Troublemaker.

Yaliym YahLOOM. Spark from an open flame.

Yarikh YARik. Moon.

Yarlath Yarlath. Leader or prince. Son of Danylo.

Zachránený ZahKRAHnenee. Rescued. 
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Catching his breath, Yarlath stood on the summer-greened slopes above the river overlooking the southern Jizni Plains. The grasslands’ flowing golden-patched beauty held his gaze, its edges traced by the magnificent river that ran from the mountains in the east to the unseen oceans in the faraway west. Unbelievably glorious fields beneath brilliant blue skies. Lands of inheritance worth fighting for. 

If one didn’t fear giants.

“Yarlath!” General Salvi tramped up beside him, scowling, his grizzled eyebrows drawn together in a single graying furrow. “Your father will flay me alive if you become lost on this venture—don’t abandon your comrades, not even during hours of rest.” 

“I didn’t intend to, but this view and those lands—the sight is a gift from the Infinite.”

Salvi grunted at the scenery below, then swept one broad, toughened hand from east to west. “Difficult to imagine, isn’t it? That four lifetimes ago, our ancestors were forced from these lands by famine and the giants. But we’ll crush those descendants of the Deceivers! Those curst rebel immortals who’ve vowed to corrupt and destroy those beloved to the Infinite!”

“Us mortals.”

“Yes.” Salvi rested one hand over his sword’s pommel, as if ready to battle that instant. “You’ll see, my boy. We’ll scour all these Deceivers’ spawn and the Infinite-hating usurpers from our homeland.”

Yarlath hesitated, then told Salvi the truth. “I’ve talked to many in the encampment who fear facing the giants in battle. How can we possibly conquer them?”

“The giants are already conquered. They just don’t know it yet. Nor do many of our own people. I’ll wager those were the many you’ve talked with.”

“Perhaps.” Yarlath allowed his leader a half-smile, affirming Salvi’s guess. 

“We have to reassure them. Push them to look beyond what they see. The Infinite didn’t rescue us from captivity in Fenyar just to watch the giants crush us to pulp—He’s made promises to us. We simply must obey Him and trust His plans. Especially the battle plans.” 

Yarlath’s soul lightened. “When do we attack, General?”

“When the Infinite declares it’s time. We’ve other lands and kings to cross first.” 

“Yes, General.” Other lands to drag his hordes of stubborn, quarrelsome kindred through, persuading them to remain united and submitted to the Infinite.  

If only he could live in peace. Here. Without battles, in these gold-and-green lands of his ancestors.

Hooking one thumb into his embroidered crimson sash, Yarlath lingered, watching breezes create waves over the distant golden-green fields below as if those lands were a great ocean. The general whistled sharply, his gritty voice carrying farther than it should have—they were supposed to be cautious, after all. “Yarlath! We’re heading east. Now!”

“Yes, General!” Yarlath followed but stole a final glance over his shoulder at the glorious Jizni Plains. Yes, he wanted to reclaim his ancient inheritance—with all his might, he wanted to live in those lands. Beneath his breath he pledged, “Infinite, as You decree, I’ll serve.”

A shiver, unrelated to the light springtime breeze, swept along his scalp then dissipated. As if an immortal had touched and counted Yarlath. 

As a shepherd numbering, perhaps dividing His flock. 

Yarlath briefly shut his eyes, sending a whispered prayer upward. “Infinite, lead me!”

The impulsive words escaped before his natural caution could cause him to bite them down. He’d just given the Infinite absolute control over his path. He fled the thought. His leather clad feet trampled the rustling grasses as he rushed to catch up with his comrades and General Salvi, lest the Infinite answer with fearsome words.

Yet who could escape the Infinite? 

● ● ●

Fleeing the pale, white-stoned spired edifice known as City of the Moon’s royal palace, Hannia winced at the morning sunlight, then clenched her jaw. She mustn’t betray her misery.

She, a royal scribe, must follow protocol or suffer consequences. She must be discreet and demure in public. She must never betray the headache pounding her skull. Others might ask questions. Or, worse, guess the truth. 

Once again, she’d lost half a night’s sleep to pressing the queen’s inebriated ramblings into fresh damp clay tablets. The unquestionable honor of being Queen Tayji’s scribe too often left Hania reeling with fatigue and cramped legs from sitting in one place for far too long. And for what? 

Invariably, after waking, Tayji would clasp her aching royal head, and vow she’d never said such terrible, befuddled words. 

“Why?” Tayji always fixed her blaming, bloodshot royal gaze on Hania in the morning. “Hania, why would you ever write such things?”

Because Queen Tayji had dictated them. Because Queen Tayji was so much like Hania’s mother, Thema, that Hania never risked voicing opposition. Who could reason with a rambling, headstrong drunk? Instead, Hania offered the offended royal an eager smile. “May I stamp the writings out, Lady? If it’s your wish—”

“Of course it’s my wish, child! Obliterate those words and tell no one or I’ll cut out your tongue!”

“Yes, Lady.” Hania always slapped the wet clay tablets onto the polished stone floor and danced over the soft red-brown heap, trampling the truth beneath her sandals. She even minced her steps and clutched her garments like a silly noble-born girl to make the queen smile. Not an easy task. Yet Tayji always threw her a wry look that hinted at humor, then raked at her dark royal hair, mussed and frayed as an unraveled scarf. “Go away, to your prayers, child. Tell the servants to stay away until I call for you all to attend me after I nap—I must look rested and perfect today.”

“Yes, Lady.”

A nap sounded lovely. Not that Hania could ever expect a nap. And today was a visiting day.

After whisking her own loose dark curls back over her linen-draped shoulders, Hania sped from the queen’s chamber, into a pillar-lined corridor of luminescent moon-pale marble, then outside to the queen’s private courtyard. As always, she cut through the queen’s blooming moon garden with its brimming, reflective moon pools, then rushed through several palace courts, out the huge double-doored moon gates and across a vast curving royal plaza. 

Her destination, as it was every morning, was the grand, moon-hued balustrade outside the dazzling moonstone-pillared royal temple of Yarikh, god of City of the Moon. 

A sweet harvest-time breeze swept upward from the gilded Jizni Plains, lifting Hania’s dark curls and making her inhale sharply, then smile. Her spirit soared with the perfect breeze. 

Who’d sent that encouraging breath of air? 

If she asked the question aloud, her comrade-scribes standing on either side of her at this grand balustrade, would launch into a heated squabble. Indeed, only a deity could turn and guide the breeze so specifically. Ba’lu, ruler of the skies, perhaps. Or Padriya, goddess of the clouds. Maybe even Yamm, the mighty one of the seas sometimes deigned to stir the waves to create a cooling breeze for his own amusement. But certainly not Yarikh, lord of the moon, who gleamed each night unless hidden by clouds, seemingly serene, gliding over this pale city, named in his honor—for Yarikh, always so timely—was about to be sung to sleep. 

Why would he bother to encourage weary young scribes seeking solace from the heavens?

Hania shifted her gaze from the lush green plains to the pale, subtly curved radiant, glistening white feldspar city beneath her lofty place at Yarikh’s balustrade on the city’s uppermost terrace. This glorious terrace supporting the arcaded marble temple honoring the serene, sublime, oblivious deity Yarikh. Yes, oblivious. 

Why was she so sour and sarcastic this morning? Fatigue. Yes, it must be Tayji-induced fatigue. Even so, why hadn’t Yarikh flung her over this shimmering balustrade? 

As a deity, shouldn’t he perceive her heretical thoughts? Shouldn’t he require her blood? Truly, he should condemn her and cast her down to the city below, where her shattered, lifeless body would drain its mandatory crimson sacrifice on one of the city’s white lower terraces.

Obviously, he didn’t perceive her heretical thoughts. Nor did any of the other deities in City of the Moon. Were they just a clutch of mystic-inspired stories? Whoever is the true Lord of the Heavens, perceive me! And let me perceive You!

“Hania!” Nara, Hania’s dearest friend in the palace, fluttered her slender, brown, six-fingered hands in front of Hania’s face. The six fingers on each hand and Nara’s elegant-but-not-overwhelming height indicated her family’s illustrious mingled ancestry of humans and legendary giants, as opposed to Hania’s more humble human form. Most of Hania’s fellow-citizens boasted features similar to Nara’s, but not all. 

Hania’s noble blood and her family’s excessively snobbish pride had compelled her ancestors to refrain from mingling with giants. Behind their family’s lofty walls, they called the giants buffoons. Tyrants. And inanely superstitious despite their awe-inspiring height.  

Nara waved her tapering fingers again, becoming impatient. “Enough daydreaming! Look—the line ahead into the temple has vanished and the rest of us are waiting on you. Move!”

Hania blinked. Then, she laughed and gave her friend a light hug around her waist. “Thank you! Am I late?”

“We will be, because of you, if we don’t run.”

They didn’t just run, they raced, laughing like a pair of children, freed of chores and heading for play. Not quite the truth—they weren’t freed of chores—but it was fun to pretend. And Nara won, of course, her long legs easily outpacing Hania’s.

At the temple’s gates, Hania caught her breath, then smoothed her expression to absolute dignity, then accompanied Nara into a hushed, respectful line of royal scribes whose pale garments matched her own. Each scribe held their hands folded in humble supplication to Yarikh, lord of the moon. 

That same lord of the moon whose glory seemed forever distant and cold. The same deity who couldn’t read and punish her heretical mind.

Inside the temple, Hania glanced up at the brilliant pearlescent dome, its apex open as an eye’s unblinking moonstone-rimmed iris, revealing the morning’s blue skies. 

Encircling all the worshipers below this open apex-iris, ethereal arcaded pillars and spires supported the lofty iridescent dome that silently coaxed all worshipers to gaze upward and contemplate the heavens. 

In irritable, over-tired defiance, Hania resisted admiring the heavens. Instead, she watched beneath her lashes as the kingdom’s nobles paraded into the temple, the iris-light above illuminating the gilded crescent diadems on their foreheads, the glittering gem-inlaid collars and breastplates at their throats, and the broad gold cuffs flashing on their wrists.

A showy pageant of peacocks. All except one. Her future husband, Yaliym, youngest son of old Lord Belmut. Lifting his dark-curled head, Yaliym caught her gaze and smiled—a flash of a brilliant grin that vanished swiftly lest others notice. Yet the warming admiration in his dark brown eyes remained. 

Hania gave him a half-smile, which she immediately hid beneath a sigh. Finally, dutifully, she gazed up at the unblinking eye-like opening centered in the pearly dome above. Perhaps she’d see Yaliym tonight. 

The youngest son of the heedless Lord Belmut often donned plain wool tunics or wraps and walked City of the Moon’s streets unnoticed, with only one servant to guard him. Usually, Yaliym’s purpose was to escort Hania safely to the palace at night after visiting her parents—another of his perfect habits to match his faultless bronzed features. 

In three months, at the full moon, they’d marry. Would the lord of the moon, spiritual ruler of this city, bless their union? Would she ever sense Yarikh’s unlikely presence? 

Hania studied the skies above. Whoever is the true Lord of the Heavens, perceive me! And let me perceive You!

Yarikh, of course, didn’t reply. Meanwhile, Hania’s comrade-scribes added their droning chorus to the lulling tunes of harps and reed pipes. Music to soothe the moon’s lord to sleep as the sun lifted in the daylit sky. 

Music Hania was forgetting to chant this morning. She’d be whipped. 

Moistening her lips she added her lulling droning notes to the chorus around her.

Why should deities need mortals to sing their immortal souls to sleep? Did deities truly need sleep? Such impious thoughts. Yaliym would be shocked. 

Yet.... Why couldn’t she sense Yarikh, or any of the gods? Who ruled the gods? Who sat above them? Let me perceive You!

A cleansing wind gusted through the open temple, purging the sacred smoke and ashes from the incense altars. As if the incenses offered weren’t acceptable. The priests shuffled, blinking and hissing at each other while several fumbled to kindle more incense. The droning music faltered beneath the unseen Divine judgment, and several scribes whispered to each other, “What’s happening?” 

Hania closed her eyes and lifted her palms in a silent plea. Creator of All, I beg You.... Her skin prickled. An unknown Presence encompassed her in a blink, stealing her breath. Light faded to mere spots flickering behind her eyelids. Mercy, would she faint? A sigh-like current in the air revived her and filled her suffocating lungs. Hania held the restoring breath, then reluctantly exhaled. 

Had a supreme being swept through the temple and cautioned her?

If so ... then Who? It wasn’t Yarikh. Indeed, neither he nor any other deity had ever deigned to breathe such alarms and wonderment in her soul. In fact, no deity had granted her any sensing whatsoever. Much less this longing for affinity with the Deity who’d just wrung her soul and stopped her breath then restored her fainting body. Nothing written by any other scribe she’d studied had described such an occurrence.

Her prayer, the faintest, most inaudible utterance, Hania whispered, “Who are You? I beg You speak to me.”

The answering silence held weight. Terrifying significance. Clearly, she’d become acquainted with this unknown Deity at her own peril. Her heart thudding, Hania bowed her head and hushed. Who are You? Speak to me and let me serve You!

One heaven-scented breath. One Divine touch to her soul, and she was ready to overturn her life’s plans. Insanity. She couldn’t. And yet.... What would happen if she walked out of the indifferent Yarikh’s temple and never returned? What if she worshiped this unseen Deity instead?

If she dared, then the worshipers surrounding Hania would burn her alive like incense on their altars. 

She dared not.

● ● ●

Yaliym cut through the line of scribes and whisked Hania apart from the others. “Are you ill? What happened in there?”

If only she weren’t such a terrible liar. She shook her head and blinked at his handsome face. “I ... thought I sensed something. It must have been a chill on that breeze.”

“Yes, such a peculiar breeze. I’ve never seen the incense blown away like that before.” Yaliym’s gaze softened, his lean brown hands clasping her own. “Are you sure you’re well? You look ill.”

Hania reassured him with a smile. “Your concern is my remedy. Thank you. I’m well, but I’ll be censured if you continue to hold my hands like this.”

“You’re my betrothed.” Impatience furrowed Yaliym’s forehead and twisted his full lips. “It’s hypocritical of our laws to frown on betrothed couples holding hands in public yet condone strangers who worship together intimately and openly in the temples of Utzaii.”

She covered her threatening blush with briskness. “I agree. However, we’re being watched, and I must attend the queen.”

“Only until we’re married.” 

“As you say. My lord.” Another reason to love Yaliym. He’d free her from Tayji’s drunken ramblings. Hania darted a teasing smile at her betrothed, then slipped away to follow the retreating line of pale-robed female scribes. A glance over her shoulder proved what she sensed. He was gazing after her, infatuated.

The last royal scribe in line, Nara, slowed her steps, allowing Hania to catch up with her. Her lovely face and voice insinuating too much, Nara murmured, “Are you and your betrothed quarreling or planning to steal chances to kiss?”

“Neither.” Hania gave her friend a nudge and whispered, “You’re provoking, you know.”

“Yes, but provoking others makes me happy. I hear so many interesting things because I’m provoking.”

Hania cast a demure look ahead. “As long as you don’t tell everything you hear.”

“Poo.” Nara’s soft face was all sweetness, her whisper all mockery. “You’ve told me nothing.” 

“I’ll tell you that my betrothed is adorable. He’s perfect. And I’m delighted that I’m going to marry him—you can tell everyone I said so.”

Nara made a small gagging sound then laughed beneath her breath, hiding her mirth with her slender six-fingered hands. “No one will be surprised if I tell them, so why bother? I’d need more interesting news than that! Tell me that you’re crying off. You’ve abandoned Yaliym.”

“Never!”

One of the lead scribes, old Chuzi, glanced back at them and frowned, his brown, moon-bald head gleaming in the sun. Hania and Nara hushed. Chuzi could have miscreant scribes whipped. His expression peevish, he looked away, evidently too busy this morning to have them punished.

Serene and dignified enough to please even old Chuzi, Hania and Nara followed their fellow-scribes, crossed the plaza, entered the palace gates, then scattered to attend their respective royals. Nara waved Hania off at the gate to Queen Tayji’s garden. Hania slipped inside, her heartbeat quickening. As soon as she was alone, she’d call again to the Deity. She’d bow to the One who’d restored her. She’d—

Her joy vanished when she noticed the only other occupant of the garden. The heir, Mahiron. The only royal son who hadn’t been offered to Yarikh or Utzaii through sacrificial fires. 

Mahiron smiled at her, handsome in his overindulged way. But also callow, self-spoiled, irreligious, swill-brained and inclined to drink like too many others in this great City of the Moon. He motioned Hania to approach.

She obeyed but stopped more than an arm’s length away. He stepped nearer and lifted his chin at her. Clearly commanding her obeisance. “My mother’s still asleep. You’ll have to wait, so why not spend time with me? We’ll worship the gods together.”

Worship the gods together? Like a temple harlot? Praised publicly and mocked privately? No. Did the princeling, Mahiron, think her a fool? She’d overheard some of the servants talk of worship, mingling lascivious laughter and descriptions of temple harlots with oaths to the gods. They’d scorned the harlots they’d used in their so-called worship. No. She’d never become such a one. 

Hania retreated, then ingloriously turned and fled. 

The royal heir followed, his footsteps rasping heavily against the garden’s stone path.
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Hania gasped as Mahiron snagged her tunic at her shoulder and wrenched her backward into his arms. She deliberately stomped her heel against his toes. Once. She could claim one stomp as an accident. Two stomps would be unforgivable. 

The heir yelped, then lifted Hania off her feet, his grip ferocious enough to break her ribs. Vicious as any of the most aggressive temple-worshipers in the streets. Was he descended from some errant giant after all? He was certainly behaving like one. She struggled to free herself. 

Low-voiced, Mahiron commanded, “Stop fighting! See how easy this is? I’ll carry you.”

Hania thrashed, not daring to strike him directly. “I don’t want to be carried! Set me down! I might be a servant, lord-prince, but I’m not your property!” 

“Hush!” Mahiron readjusted his bruising grip and slapped his big, sweating hand over her mouth. Then hauled her off the path, toward a shadowed alcove. 

She kicked, squirmed, and screamed as his grip loosened over her mouth. “I’m betrothed! I don’t belong to you—let me go!” Her sandals, practical and sturdy-soled, met his shins, provoking a spate of dark, furious words from the heir. She kicked harder and clawed at his forearms. He pitched her onto a patch of gravel. 

She landed hard, her knees, arms, and chin taking the brunt of the impact. Hania scraped together her fragmented wits. What would the queen say? Hania scrambled to her feet, then gasped, “I’m betrothed! I don’t belong to you—I belong to him!”

Mahiron snatched a fistful of her hair and shook her hard. “Enough! I don’t care which lordling you’re betrothed to—he serves me!”

Arrogant bully! No matter how the royals touted their precious bloodlines, somewhere, a giant had infiltrated the ruling family and corrupted its blood.

A feminine cough sounded from the garden’s gate. Nara stood there, her brown eyes huge and obviously astonished. Yet her interruption was enough. Her words croaky, Nara managed, “Hania ... I came to tell you...” 

The heir released Hania’s hair, then stalked from the garden, shoving Nara aside as he left through the half-opened gate. Several male servants, as wide-eyed as Nara, peered through the gate at Hania until their prince pushed them from his path. “Move!”

The servants scattered from the wrathful heir’s reach. Nara closed herself inside the gate, then approached Hania, lifting her graceful six-fingered hands to touch Hania’s face. “Oh, your poor chin! What a scrape. He left marks all over you. Are you badly hurt?”

Hania dashed sudden tears from her eyes. “Just ... sh-shaken.” She sniffled, then eyed her sweetly solicitous friend. “How much did you see?”

Nara patted Hania’s back, evidently trying to soothe her, though her fascination with Hania’s injuries and Mahiron’s cruelty seemed overzealous. “I saw him grab you, and I watched you fight. You gave him some vicious kicks, little girl.” In a whisper, she added, “I’m so proud of you! I thought I was about to witness a divinely ordained fight—what a wonderful prospect.”

Hania wiped her eyes again, winced at the scrapes burning on her elbows and chin, then groaned. “I’m going to be punished, terribly! I’ve injured a prince!”

“He attacked you. How horrible can any little punishment be?” Nara wrapped one arm around Hania’s shoulders. “Let’s go clean you up before the queen sees you. Don’t cry. Everything’ll be fine.”

Lovely that Nara could sound so sure. 

Hania almost believed her. Nevertheless, she begged, “Please, tell no one.”

“I won’t,” Nara promised. As Hania sighed her relief, Nara added, “But the servants outside the gate ... they’ll tell everyone. By now, half the palace knows what happened.”

True. A terrible queasiness churned in Hania’s vitals, making her lightheaded. Perhaps the prince would ignore them all. Yet a man with Mahiron’s overwhelming pride and power might also kill her. And her family. Or Yaliym.

Swallowing her nausea, Hania followed Nara from the garden.

● ● ●

“Hurry, child.” Queen Tayji waved Hania into her gilded chamber, ignoring everything but her own reflection in a gold-framed, polished bronze mirror framed with gilded rays to honor the sun god, Utzaii. A serving woman stood behind the queen, pinning a radiant crescent moon crown atop Tayji’s wreathed plaits. 

The queen added touches of gold to her face, then widened her dark-lined eyes toward the mirror. “My lord-king sent word that the Fenyar seer has arrived one day early from Fenyar. We’re commanded to gather at the grotto immediately.”

The Fenyar seer? Her parents privately called him a fraud. A thief of royal treasures and favors. The man, gilded as Utzaii or bejeweled as Yarikh according to the season or festival, would arrive in City of the Moon, loudly bewailing the city’s collective ignorance of the gods’ absolute displeasure. Without him, as their faithful and true seer, they’d all die.

Wringing his greedy hands, he proclaimed the gods’ collective displeasure until the king requested that he perform ceremonies in the grotto at the gleaming crescent moon pool. There, the seer would wail pleas to the gods and cry for their mercy until the royals and the city’s nobles heaped gold before him. Then, he’d step into the glowing moon pool and pray and declare visions of City of the Moon’s greatness. 

From the water, he’d call for lots to be cast. Designated worshipers must sip Utzaii’s wine, or drink from Yarikh’s cup to add their visions and worship to those of the Fenyar seer, whom they must honor with payments afterward. That avaricious showoff. 

Hania scowled, then smoothed her face to blandness. Hard to do when her chin burned and her bruised body hurt with every breath as she smoothed her robes and hastily combed her unbound hair.

Tayji set down her mirror. Her crown, now draped with glowing strands of pearls and luminous moonstone crescents of waxing and waning moons, shimmered with her every movement as she stood. She eyed Hania, then frowned. “What’s that mark on your chin? A scrape?”

“I— I landed hard on the gravel.”

Tayji’s eyebrows lifted in twin blackened crescents. “You mean to say that you tripped?”

The queen would scent a lie instantly. Soft-voiced, Hania repeated. “I landed hard.” 

Tayji snorted, then swept toward the door, her ornaments catching and reflecting light. “Keep your distance. We don’t want the seer to cry that you’ve been beaten under our care.”

Just in time, Hania suppressed a snort. That swindler would wail over Hania’s heretical soul instead of protesting beatings if he were a true seer. 

Hania allowed the serving woman to pass her. The plump gossip eyed Hania’s scrapes, mussed garments and her undoubtedly tear-marked lashes, clearly eager to talk. Ignoring her, Hania willed herself to appear tranquil, then followed the queen into the corridor. 

All along the way down the royal marble corridor, then outside to the main garden, and down the endless steps to the grotto, servants and lesser nobles bowed to the queen, stared at Hania, then whispered to each other, evidently discussing Hania’s scrapes. 

Heavens, how swiftly word had traveled. Would Tayji hear? Or worse, Yaliym? As soon as the seer’s treasure-grabbing ceremony was finished, she must talk to Yaliym.

Hania followed the queen into the spacious, crescent-walled grotto and stood a discreet distance from the long, sunken crescent pool, which was overshadowed by a moonstone-and-marble cave lavished with flowers and blooming shrubs. Hoping to see Yaliym, Hania risked quick glances at her fellow onlookers. Some smirked at her while others remained bland. 

Several offered silent sympathy. Until their lord-prince, Mahiron, entered the grotto’s garden. Then everyone looked away.

The prince ignored them all, including Hania, and strode over to stand near his royal parents. Together, they listened intently to a thin, leathern, gold-wreathed man, whose silvering beard braids hung down to his waist, each braid adorned with carved semi-precious gems. His silver-streaked brown hair-plaits, coiled around his head, partially hidden by the wreath, gleamed with expensive oil. Such expensive perfumed oil that Hania caught whiffs of it even from her discreet vantage point at the far corner of the crescent moon pool. Gold and gems also adorned a wide collar clasped around the Fenyar seer’s thin throat—evidently a show of gifts from grateful royals he’d visited in Fenyar and beyond. 

The seer’s lamp-black-rimmed, pale-green-brown eyes shone with a peculiar light. Avarice, knowledge, or both, Hania couldn’t tell. But his deep voice coerced others to listen as he warned the king and queen of invaders who sought to conquer all the lands surrounding City of the Moon. “They first arrived in Fenyar generations ago,” he intoned, “Meek and requiring food and shelter. A few fields for their flocks, they said. All false! All lies. They settled in Fenyar’s finest grazing lands, then gained footholds in our government, ruling my people with soothing words and flatteries while they robbed us to poverty. Usurpers all!” 

Clenching his weathered brown hands before himself in matched fists, displaying gold cuffs, the seer continued, “They intended to conquer Fenyar with flattering persuasions—to subjugate us all! Indeed, they became mighty! Princes and ministers of state! But our wise sovereigns enslaved them before they became too mighty for us to conquer. After an age of slavery, these would-be-royal shepherds prayed to their Infinite, their God. He brought curses down upon Fenyar. He sent darkness, He sent storms, He sent infestations and finally death itself within the night’s shadows! Until we cast those royal shepherds from Fenyar.”

Hania’s thoughts reeled, leaving her dizzied. Their Infinite? Their Infinite had poured out wrath over a mighty kingdom—far larger than City of the Moon—on His people’s behalf? When had any god of City of the Moon done any such things? Instead, City of the Moon’s gods demanded wealth, devotions of flesh and soul, as well as dreadful sacrifices of newborns to Utzaii in the city’s lower levels.

The seer unfurled his fists and pressed them together in supplication, offering his version of tenderness with his warnings. “The Infinite’s people crossed the narrowest point of the strait between our lands and yours, where they lingered for some time in chaos—because their natures are so unsettled. Recently, they’ve invaded your allies’ lands. I’ve come to warn you! They seek to conquer your city-state. As well as all the city-states around you, because these lands were once ruled by their ancestors, who abandoned them during the great famines. Let us appeal to your Yarikh and your Utzaii and all your gods to thwart their plans and sap their might. To afflict them with plagues! Thus, you’ll be saved.”

The king of City of the Moon, the coddled and fickle Khyan, held the seer’s hands between his own as if receiving a formal pledge. “Haven’t you blessed us against similar threats? Bless us again. How can mere shepherds conquer our great city? Enter the crescent pool and we’ll cast lots to add our prayers to yours, eh?”

As he spoke, Khyan nodded to several of his servants. The linen-clad men knelt near Khyan and the seer and opened several chests of gold, silver, and polished gems. Tears filled the seer’s brilliant, black-rimmed eyes and he lifted his hands toward the king as if to frame his royal face. “May all the gods of all the people be moved by your sincerity and your sacrifices, oh king!” 

Her voice inaudible to her own ears, Hania whispered to the unknown Deity, “Are You moved? Who are You?” 

Could this unknown Deity be the Infinite? Fear edged inward. She’d not push this Unseen One further, though her longing and curiosity lingered. 

She waited with the crowd as Khyan’s priests cast lots—small ivory tablets marked with crescents on one side. With each cast, the priests thinned out the crowd of onlookers, waving off each set of unchosen as if they were annoying swarms of insects. Hania waited to be waved off with the unchosen. 

Instead, the carved ivory lots finally tumbled with a clatter at her feet. Two upturned ivory crescents.

Chosen. Hania’s mouth dried. How was this possible? She, a mere scribe who’d been worshiping an Unseen, unnamed Deity.... 

Standing in the center of the grotto’s crescent pool, the Fenyar seer lifted his hands toward Hania and commanded, “Pray to your chosen god to save this city and curse the invading shepherds!”

Which god in City of the Moon would pay her any heed? Which Deity truly existed? Hania lifted her hands as she had in the temple this morning and called to the cleansing, pure, Unknown Deity in a barely formed, inaudible plea, “Creator of All, so sacred that my soul recognized Your purity.... You took my breath, then restored me as no other Deity has ever done. I beg You give me strength and the truth!”

A whirlwind-vision descended upon her. Shepherd-kings’ descendants entering Yarikh’s lands filling vast valleys with an ocean of silvery-light tents, blessed and surrounded by the fearsome might of their Infinite. Swept within the vision’s irresistible current, Hania called out, “Know, City of the Moon, that the Infinite is against you! He’s seen your works, but asks ‘Where are the gods you worship—the gods whose fires consume your newborns?’ He says, ‘I am and there are no others beside Me. There are no other gods!’” Hania shivered as the warning continued, “Listen City of the Moon, His people are coming, and your city, which defiles all that is honorable and worthy, will fall! Every city-state despoiling the Jizni Plains will fall! Heed my warning and call to Me!”

The vision faded. Hania caught her breath. The hairs on her scalp tingled, while fear and elation swirled within her thoughts, dazing her senses. Infinite....

Royal servants snatched Hania, slapping her and hissing, “Stupid young woman! Stop your doomsaying! Will you really curse us all?”

“Drown her,” one of Prince Mahiron’s servants suggested. “Drown her in the seer’s pool.”

“No!” In the pool’s center, the Fenyar seer lifted his thin hands, trembling visibly. His mouth slackened, his light-green-brown eyes gawping in dark-edged terror, he staggered, then rushed from the pool as if escaping a monstrous creature beneath the waters. 
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His yellowed teeth chattering as if he’d caught a fever-chill in the pool, the seer emerged from the waters, his sodden garments splattering and dripping water onto the stones. “N-no! Release her and don’t t-touch her! She gave the warning she was g-given! D-don’t touch her!”

His eyes huge, but drained of luster, he wrapped himself in a ceremonial cloak offered by one of his attendants. Then, to audible gasps from everyone around them, even the king and queen, he knelt at Hania’s feet. When his teeth ceased their feverish clacking, he blinked at her, horror and amazement mingling in his ringing words, “I heard His voice in your words. They’re true.... Beg the Infinite to be merciful to me! I’m foolish and repent forgetting His strength! How could anyone not see as you prophesied, that the glories of the heavens covered you as a parent drapes a favorite child in a mantle?” 

To the gaping crowd, including the royals, he cried, “Protect her! Don’t kill her for what she’s seen! Don’t meddle with what the Infinite declares as beloved—you’ll bring His judgments upon yourselves.”

He touched his forehead to the stones at Hania’s feet, then stood. Clasping his cloak tight around himself, the distraught seer scurried from the grotto. His servants ran after him, leaving the gilded chests of royal treasures gleaming untouched upon the grotto’s stones.

Queen Tayji scolded Mahiron’s servants, who’d surrounded Hania, gripping her shoulders and her tunic, “Leave my scribe in peace. Leave her!” 

They obeyed, but not without grumbling. Hania stole a look at the prince. Mahiron returned her glance, appearing unconcerned, except that he flicked his fingernails against each other. Over and over again. A predator flexing talons.

Slow and regal as a king should be, Khyan eyed Hania, muttered something to his queen, then departed from the grotto, trailed by his servants who’d scooped up the chests of gold and gems abandoned by Fenyar’s seer. Tayji called to Hania, “Come away, child.”

She led Hania and her other servants toward the upper terraces as if they’d attended any of a hundred recent royal gatherings. But when they returned to her chambers, the queen snorted and shook her head. The multiple strands of pearls framing her face danced as she scolded, “My sweet, clumsy little scribe is a seer who listens to our enemy’s God! Impossible! I saw it—I heard everything, and it’s impossible. I can’t decide if it’s a good thing that Fenyar’s seer defended you. I’m still shocked. What should I do with you?”

Tayji’s plump, gossip-loving servant muttered just loudly enough to be heard, “I thought traitors were punished.”

“Hush! Who asked you? Didn’t you listen to the seer?” Tayji waved the woman and the other royal attendants out of her chamber. When she and Hania were alone, Tayji sat in a tall, gilded chair. She stared at Hania. As if Hania were a never-before-seen creature. “Do you always hear warnings from other gods?”

“No, Lady. I’ve never heard other gods. Only this unknown Deity. The Infinite. And only today.”

Tayji’s painted rounded face puckered in lines of skepticism. Doubting Hania. At last, she sighed. “I need to think. You’d be useful as a seer, and far cheaper. Indeed, you’ve already gained some status. The Fenyar seer considers your gift to be genuine. Though it’s almost a shame. I’m fond of having a silly, lovely scribe who works neatly and has little to say for herself.”

Hania swallowed. Clearly, she’d been safer having little to say for herself in a palace. Though Mahiron had obliterated her sense of security this morning. “I’m sorry that you’re disappointed, Lady.”

Tayji cast her another dubious royal glance. “Are you? Go visit your parents early. Don’t wait until this evening. Go now.” The queen waved her off as she’d dismissed the others. “I need time to think.”

“Yes, Lady.”

“And tell your mother ...” The queen hesitated, then continued, cold and stern, “Tell your mother that I’ve heard she’s become intoxicated publicly. Again.”

Was this fair? A royal drunkard scolding a former favorite for being publicly intoxicated? Mother would be furious. She’d drink more beer the instant Hania relayed such hypocritical words from their wine-loving queen. Hania willed back her fury and bowed her head. “Thank you, Lady.” 

● ● ●

After sending a message to Yaliym, begging him to meet her at her family’s home, Hania hurried from the palace and temple level, built over the peak of this lofty hill, down to the city’s second-highest tier, inhabited by the city’s nobility and its wealthiest citizens. Pale luminescent marble walls separated the city’s most indulged citizens from the rabble living in the city below, though this rich sector also brimmed with activity and the finest offerings for City of the Moon’s elite. 

Overflowing marketplaces tempted Hania to spend her few precious coppers on grains, meats, fruits, and spices that tickled her senses. She resisted. But looking cost nothing.

On either side of the shining marble marketplace, prosperous whitewashed brick shops invited the wealthy to peruse heaps of richly patterned woolen fabrics, fragile linens, perfumes, and polished copper and bronze instruments, demonstrated by musicians playing lively notes inviting onlookers to dance.

Lordly men in finely woven wool wraps and tunics strutted past, their hems of knotted fringes flaring left and right as they walked. Everything about them, from their curled and richly perfumed beards down to their gold-pressed sandals, all flaunted City of the Moon’s vast wealth. 

Women sauntered together through the marble-paved open markets clad in exquisitely woven wraps that draped smoothly from their shoulders to outline their lush curves. Gold and silver adornments chimed delicately from the wrists and ankles of the wealthiest women, while women and men tending the shops and stalls displayed as many copper and turquois and shell bracelets and cuffs as they could afford. 

All of the wealthiest laughed and talked, greeting each other with embraces—falsely fond. Each family among this city’s elite had its enemies. They met in this thriving marketplace and in the temples, or in each others’ homes, smiling and talking sweetly after paying diviners and soothsayers to pour curses on each other.

To think that if it weren’t for Mother’s exile from the palace and its surrounding uppermost tier, Hania and her family would have lived among these spoiled people. Indeed, many of her cousins resided within this second-highest tier. Though, whenever she met any of her relatives here or in the royal palace, they pretended she didn’t exist. They lived behind their pale marble moonstone adorned walls and never sent word to Mother and Father of any news as relatives should.

She didn’t miss them. Most of them scarcely shadowed her memories. More than thirteen years ago, when Hania was four, her parents were banished to the city’s second-lowest level because of Mother’s supposedly disrespectful behavior toward the queen while drunk at a feast. A great drinking feast given by the queen.

After passing her cousins’ homes, Hania’s sandaled feet clacked against increasingly plain, but still luminous white feldspar stones and whitewashed bricks as she scurried down another series of broad, curving public stairs. Even here, almost three tiers down from the palace and temple complex, the sweeping view beyond the city’s great walls caught her gaze. 

The Jizni Plains, shimmering golden-green with almost-ripe grain, warmed the chilly impression cast by the blue-green mountains beyond. And the clear blue skies above that scarcely hinted at clouds couldn’t be more perfect. A vista from her dreams. A fanciful notion. 

From behind Hania, a woman’s sharp voice scolded, “Move, girl!” 

Hania blushed and sidestepped from the woman’s path. Well. May the heavens grant mercy—she’d paused on the stone steps like any foolish girl captivated by a giddy reverie. 

If one of the queen’s servants had followed her, which wouldn’t surprise Hania, they’d report any foolishness. She must resist daydreams.

Indeed, her pristine behavior must serve to mitigate not only Hania’s fresh offenses today, but also her mother’s faults. Someday, she might help her parents regain their lost social status. If she behaved. Doubtful. Hania scurried down the final arc of curved steps. 

Her parents lived in the third tier down, one tier above the city’s brawling, sprawling trading and gaming areas at ground-level, which led to the city’s mighty gate. Hania had scarcely set foot in the third-lowest tier when she had to scramble out of the way of a brawl—a drunken giant fighting four guards, two mocking and baiting the giant, while the remaining two guards circled behind the huge, unsteady belligerent creature, unfurling their nets then swiftly encircling and entangling him.

The huge man-creature fell, his bleary red-orange gaze briefly meeting Hania’s before thrashing against one of the guards, who’d pressed a spear to the giant’s throat. The giant roared, “I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you soon as my hand’s freed—I’ll snap your little neck! I’ll snap all your necks!”

Other shorter but no less belligerent citizens ducked around the brawl, half the locals cursing and yelling for the giant to be slain, while the remaining citizens cursed the guards and yelled for the giant to free himself and kill the guards in defiance of the king’s edicts. Several more guards arrived with nets, subdued their wrathful quarry, then dragged him down toward City of the Moon’s lowest level, where he’d undoubtedly lay in the street all night, netted, abused and slowly returning to sobriety. Hopefully, he wouldn’t keep everyone in the third and fourth tiers awake through the night with furious bellows and threats. Hania almost pitied him. Almost. She’d seen too many similar fights end badly for the guards and for the giants. 

Most citizens stared, then shrugged. Such commotion was part of life, living one tier above the city’s most numerous and most scorned residents.

Another point that undoubtedly proved Yaliym’s love for Hania—he’d descend to the scorned third level, just above the common trading areas for Hania’s sake. Though, she must admit, most young men were drawn to the city’s lowest levels in search of adventures and forbidden pastimes. If Yaliym ever joined his comrades seeking such forbidden pastimes, she’d never heard a whisper of a rumor. 

While the giant’s writhing, cursing, netted figure was being dragged off to the lowest public steps leading down to the fourth tier, Hania scurried onto a grubby stone street. 

Built on heavy, solid, and humble cream-stone arches that encircled the city’s lowest raised tier—this tier’s whitewashed mud-brick shops and homes loomed on either side of this level’s streets, throwing sunset-like shadows despite the midday sun. Hania shivered and quickened her pace, threading her way through mazes of brick walls, heading for her parent’s home, a brick residence with its own terrace, stacked above two larger brick shops where Father bought and sold wool and textiles. 

And where Mother brewed beer in back rooms.

Children’s laughter echoed down to Hania from the residence above, encouraging her to enter Father’s textile shop. Obviously alerted by Hania’s shadow cast in the doorway, two of Father’s textile patrons turned and smiled.

Father, tall and well-muscled from his former service in the king’s army, and clad in a fine tunic of striped, brown-and-gray wool, also turned. “Good evening, may I—” Kaiwan grinned, his keen, long-lashed brown eyes crinkling. “Hania, my girl!”

“Father.” She kissed Kaiwan’s bearded cheek as he bent to hug her, surrounding her with his comforting scent of wool and spicy-musk oil. 

Kaiwan studied her face, a wry frown skewing his handsome features. “Your chin’s newly scraped—I haven’t seen you looking like this since you were a toddler, learning to walk. What happened?”

“I fell in the queen’s garden. I’m fine.” At least, she hoped she was fine. “Did I miss anything important this week?”

“Nothing. Life’s been as usual. Your brothers and sisters playing when they should be learning, and your mother testing new recipes.” 

Mother’s recipes. In other words, her multiple jars of beer that she brewed and sold—and drank—each week. Hania changed the subject. “And you?”
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