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1 SEEKING


          (CHISATO CITY, DEVORA DISTRICT, ISKRA)

        

      

    

    
      Rarely, an infant is born with red hair, chosen of Res­ef and able to call fire. Distant legends tell of even fewer Is­krins becoming fire-touched as adults.

      Is­krin Culture and History, vol. 3

      

      Zef­ra watched the pennant with the saffron bee as if it were a mirage that would disappear if she looked away. Behind her lay the city, half stone buildings and half colorful tents, surrounded by the fertile fields next to the river. The banner flew from the last tent at the edge of the city, marking her last chance. Beyond it, the fields turned to white desert reflecting the brilliant sun as clouds raced from the apricot horizon for the afternoon rains.

      After training her whole life for this task, she was ready. She had seen more of the world than caravan guides twice her age, and faced dangers from their nightmares.

      If only she could convince someone else of that. Anyone else.

      Zef­ra shook the sand off her worn robe and boots and tucked stray waves of hair under her scarf to hide its color. She straightened her sword belt to display her curved saif, a gift from her brother. Hopefully, it announced she could take care of herself.

      After wiping her sweaty hands on her tan robe, she took a deep breath and ducked through the tent flap.

      Two men sat cross-legged on colorful woven mats, writing on their slates, and looked up as she entered. Though both had the stark white skin and brown eyes of the Is­krin, the younger one had hair a shade more brown than the usual black. He reminded Zef­ra of her friend, Say­aka, who had guarded her in her first adventure. Perhaps ‘twas a good omen.

      Zef­ra bowed and sat across from them, keeping her back as straight as the staff she laid at her feet. “I seek employment as a guide. I am available immediately for any size caravan on any route.”

      The younger man grinned at the older one before facing her with the remnants of the smile. “I think you’re in the wrong tent, youngster. This is for experienced guides. If you follow this row to the other end, there is a tent that hires the less-experienced as assistants and apprentices.”

      “I am experienced,” Zef­ra protested, pressing her hands against her legs to flatten her instinctive fists. “I have already guided three expeditions and discovered a new oasis.”

      That was not the whole story, but close enough. When she had been strictly truthful in another hiring tent, they laughed and sent her to the tents of the storytellers to hear the “correct” tale.

      The younger man raised his eyebrows. “You have, have you? How old are you?”

      Zef­ra swallowed the insult and kept her face smooth. “I am an adult.”

      She had passed her survival trek, so her actual age of sixteen was irrelevant. They should ask her questions about her experience.

      The older man looked her over from head to feet, and his mouth twitched. “But how long have you been an adult? We have nothing appropriate for youngsters. Come back after you get real experience.”

      Zef­ra inhaled. She had discovered an entirely new oasis while still considered a child. She helped save the world two summers ago. A few months later, she stopped war from overtaking Dar­ren­dra and brought home maps that were hundreds of years old to enrich her clan’s collection. Last year, she explored the supposedly cursed Dragon Isles on behalf of the long-lost god, Kass­ian, and destroyed a pirate infestation. She had visited all four countries as well as the unclaimed islands. How much experience did they need to lead a simple caravan? How many of their guides had done as much by three times her age?

      “I—” she began.

      “Run along, girl.” The younger man turned to his slate, counting on his fingers before scratching out numbers and rewriting them.

      If she set him on fire, he would burn beautifully. Zef­ra took another deep breath. Adulthood meant one could not burn people for being rude. She could almost hear her friend, Nia, say, “Adulthood is boring.” It certainly appeared useless. One obstacle after another had blocked her for over a year.

      After returning from her last misadventure, she was sure her time had finally come, but reality had been disappointing. Applying for a job was as futile here as it had been in every hiring tent. Her youthful face and scrawny body made everyone ignore her practicality and capability. No one even believed her experience. And the last time she uncovered her hair to prove her identity, the men accused her of dying it for fraud. The time she proved it the other way, they doused her with water and suggested she would make a better warrior or priest. ‘Twas all useless.

      The older man still watched her politely, though with a faint smile.

      Zef­ra stood and bowed to him, ignoring the younger man. “Thank you for your time.”

      She walked out with as much pride as despair allowed. Now where would she go?

      Her home district of Ho­taru was too poor to have caravan jobs for her. The Rik­atsu to the west were shipbuilders and needed no land guides, though she had wasted a month asking there. She had left her parents and siblings and walked for months to reach Dev­ora, hoping someone in the bigger, wealthier agricultural district would hire her. In each town, no matter how small, she had looked for employment, but there was none. Chis­ato was their biggest city and on a major trade route, and someone must need a guide.

      Despite this caravan chief’s assurances, the apprentice tent had not taken her, either. They had enough interest from their own district that they closed their ranks to applicants from the rest of Is­kra, regardless of experience or need. If there was nothing for her here, would there be anything in any of the other cities? Must she try all sixteen districts? Is­kra was large enough that it would take her years, decades perhaps, to travel to every corner.

      Zef­ra blinked back tears. By then, at least, she would be old enough to satisfy prospective employers, though probably no larger. Body size was irrelevant for guides, and her mind was more than sufficient, if anyone would give her the chance to prove it.

      As if to confirm the general opinion of her, the daily winter rains began, spitting at her from the sky. She raised her face and let the water run across her dry skin. As drops peppered her and bounced on the dusty earth, she headed for the market. By late afternoon, the dry ground would moisten. The rainy winter was good for the grain the Dev­ora grew, though farmers still depended on irrigation for most of their water.

      Her stomach growled. Her snares had been empty this morning, and there had not been enough time to hunt food and seek an employer before the afternoon rains. Zef­ra fingered the pouch hanging from her embroidered sash. Other than her slate, chalk, and a letter with a difficult question, ‘twas nearly empty, without even a fire starter. The few coins she had brought were almost gone, though she had camped outside the city all week rather than rent a cot at an inn.

      If she did not find a job today, she must go without dinner to save her coins for tomorrow. If she did not find a job tomorrow… No, she must find a job by tomorrow or she would eat rat and lizard as she skulked home.

      Her parents would give her a job with the horses without a word of censure, or she could make maps with her grandparents. Her older brother would tease her without mercy, but even that would be better than the lecture on failure her own mind would repeat with every beat of the horses’ hooves.

      She needed another plan.

      Zef­ra stood at the edge of the market square and scanned the neat rows of dull tents, tapping her slate through her pouch. Most merchants had dropped their tent flaps for an afternoon nap during the rain, but a few stalwart — or desperate — raised bright canopies to protect their goods from the moisture and called to the remaining patrons. Mingled with the local Is­krins in brown and saffron were a few wearing the colors of other clans. Even without considering clothing styles and colors, the occasional out­dweller stood out with different colors of skin and hair and sometimes wings. The scents of myriad spices and roasted lamb and vegetables drifted on the breeze, and her stomach grumbled harder.

      Even a day’s work would give enough coin to eat and stay another day to look further. If she found a week’s work, she could store enough supplies to make it to another city. There must be someone who needed a strong back and an intelligent mind, even for an afternoon.

      If her experience was not enough, would asking Ah­jin for a recommendation help her find permanent employment? Surely a letter from the Mouth of the Gods would be impressive. Even though he was still chasing the pirates from last year’s events, he might take the time to help her.

      “Zef­ra,” someone called in an accented voice.

      Zef­ra turned and instantly spotted a lovely Dar­ren­dra­kar, taller than most Is­krins and waving one arm enthusiastically. During Nem­erra’s recent stay in Is­kra, she had usually been too far away to visit, and Zef­ra had not seen her since shortly after the babies were born. She counted mentally. Far too long ago.

      While she waited for her friend to wind through the thinning crowd, Zef­ra mentally composed a list of merchants to approach later.

      As soon as Nem­erra was close enough for conversation, Zef­ra greeted her in trade tongue. “Bright day, Nem­erra. I did not realize you were in the area.”

      Though Nem­erra had braided her russet hair in a local style, its lack of a scarf declared her an out­dweller as surely as the bright colors of her hair and dress. Proper Is­krin matrons cast shocked glances at the brown skin showing below her elbows and between her knee-length hem and calf-high boots.

      Nem­erra nodded cheerfully to the closest shoppers and smiled at Zef­ra. “Good to see you. We have been traveling for Lud­ik’s apprenticeship. This is our last stop before we go home. What are you doing here?”

      Zef­ra shrugged with faked unconcern. “Not finding work.”

      “That is unfortunate,” Nem­erra said. “If I hear of any, I will let you know. If you aren’t busy now, would you keep me company in the market?”

      “You plan to continue during the rain? Perhaps it might be better to come back tomorrow. Your purchases will get wet.”

      Nem­erra opened a palm to the sky. “This is only a gentle mist. Remember what Dar­ren­dran rain is like?”

      Zef­ra shuddered. She liked rain, but she preferred not to drown in it. “What is on your shopping list today?”

      “Supplies for our trip home, gifts for our families, and things for the babies.” Nem­erra shook her head. “They’re growing so fast, it’s nearly impossible to keep them clothed.”

      “Nine months is a busy time for infants,” Zef­ra agreed. “Soon they will be walking and getting into everything.”

      Nem­erra laughed again. “Dar­ren­dra­kar babies walk sooner than that, especially in their four-legged form. They are already into everything, the little terrors.”

      Zef­ra could not imagine being a mother at nineteen, especially to four children, but Nem­erra smiled as if she would burst from happiness. The slender young shapeshifter jumped into stories about her family’s latest escapades as the two women browsed the open stalls. Nem­erra piled small gifts into the basket she gave Zef­ra to carry, bargained to the smallest coin, then paid from a heavy purse.

      “So they keep my hands full,” Nem­erra admitted as they moved to the next tent. “Lud­ik helps as much as he can, but his apprenticeship keeps him busy. Now that he’s nearly finished, our mamas are eagerly awaiting the chance to spend time with the babies. I can’t wait to have enough free time to return to my leather-working.” She looked north, then rifled through a stack of shapeless infant robes.

      “When are you leaving?” Zef­ra asked.

      “In a day or two. Lud­ik has already been declared a Shri, but he has a few patients he wants to finish treating.” Nem­erra dropped a few robes into the basket.

      Zef­ra’s stomach growled louder than before.

      Nem­erra pressed her lips together. “You are welcome to stay with us until we go. We would enjoy a visit.”

      “I could not impose,” Zef­ra said politely, subtly pressing her hand to her stomach to quiet it.

      Apparently not subtly enough, for Nem­erra’s eyes flickered to her hand. “If you don’t find other work, I could use help with the children until we leave. With our six ravenous appetites and Lud­ik’s assistants and random patients, I already cook for an army.”

      “You could have stayed in Dar­ren­dra while he was here,” Zef­ra said.

      Nem­erra rubbed one hand across the bite scar on her neck, a souvenir from the last time she accompanied Lud­ik. “And be apart for nearly a year and a half? No.”

      The scar, or the creator of the scar, reminded Zef­ra of her other problem. She poked her pouch, feeling the letter inside crinkle, then finally blurted, “Ly­ell wants me as guardian to Tala.”

      “What? As a bodyguard for his daughter?” Nem­erra raised her eyebrows. “Is Ly­ell still that distressed?”

      “No, only in case something happens to him, since his wife is already dead.” Zef­ra shifted to her other foot. “But look how busy you are with your children. If I agree to take Tala, even if only in an emergency, how would I work for a caravan? I do not have anyone to help me, and I do not wish to be responsible for a small child. I am not ready for motherhood.”

      Nem­erra’s busy hands slowed but did not stop sorting. “Don’t you want to have a family?”

      “Certainly.” As Zef­ra ran her hand along the edge of the basket, her gold dowry bracelets jingled musically. She shoved them under her sleeve and clamped her other hand over her wrist. “But what is the hurry? I’m only sixteen and not ready for marriage.”

      Nem­erra tapped Zef­ra’s arm. “Then why advertise your availability with the bracelets?”

      Zef­ra groaned. Even Nem­erra had been in Is­kra long enough to know what they meant.

      “‘Twas Mother’s idea. I told her no, but she insisted. ‘You never know, Zef­ra. Perhaps you will meet a wonderful man while you’re gallivanting around the desert.’ I do not think she understands I will be too busy as soon as I find a job. I will have time for a family in a few years, when I’m older and more experienced and can pick better jobs instead of taking whatever I can get.”

      Nem­erra turned away, but not fast enough to hide her smile. “Sometimes mamas have a hard time realizing what they think is best for their beloved children isn’t always what their children want. She’ll get used to the idea, eventually.”

      Zef­ra wrinkled her nose. “How long will it take?”

      Nem­erra laughed. “It depends on your mama. It might be easier while you’re away, or missing you might make it worse.”

      “She sends me letters,” Zef­ra said morosely. “Long letters, with lists of handsome men her neighbors’ distant relatives know.”

      Nem­erra covered her mouth with her hand. After a moment, she cleared her throat. “Did your mama work before she married?”

      “She was a cartographer with her parents, but she quit to help Father with the horses. She keeps the records of their breeding program and the sales.”

      “What will you do about exploring when you start a family?” Nem­erra asked. “Will you leave your family behind, take them with you, or switch professions?”

      “I will have to leave them behind. I cannot take dependents on someone else’s caravan.”

      “What about another profession, then?” Nem­erra paid the bowing clerk.

      Zef­ra stared at her. “This is all I ever wanted to do. I spent years learning and practicing. Why would I do something else?”

      Nem­erra shrugged. “Sometimes plans change.”

      Zef­ra pressed her aching stomach again. Must she sacrifice her dreams in order to eat?
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2 MARKET


          (CHISATO)

        

      

    

    
      The sixteen Is­krin districts have their own colors and emblems to identify their clans.

      Is­krin Culture and History, vol 2

      

      Just because Zef­ra had not found employment yet did not mean she had failed. Somehow, she would find a way. Rain drizzled under her collar and soaked through her shoulders. She took a deep breath and hurried after Nem­erra.

      Her friend had paid for the infant clothes and was wandering through tables of jewelry. Zef­ra caught up as Nem­erra held a gold earring by the small hoop in her right ear, checking the look in a mirror held by the merchant. The Is­krin reached to hold the other earring by her left ear, then pulled back at the sight of the unpierced lobe.

      “I only need one.” Nem­erra switched from trade tongue to Is­krit. Even if the merchant spoke trade tongue, which was possible but not certain, using his native language was courteous.

      To the confused merchant, Zef­ra quickly explained, “The Dar­ren­dra­kar Cats pierce only one ear to indicate their married status.”

      The merchant lowered his widened eyes and bowed. “As you say.”

      Nem­erra returned the earring with a smile and walked away. “Imagine,” she murmured, “if you had explained about the Pigs’ custom. I don’t think he has any nose rings.”

      Zef­ra chuckled. “No, I imagine not. I did not know you spoke Is­krit.”

      “I’ve been here long enough to gain a basic understanding,” Nem­erra said, “though my trade tongue is much better. Lud­ik is nearly fluent in both, and the children already babble in three languages.” She glanced through the rows of tents. “I have everything but flour now.”

      “Food is on the outer row.” Zef­ra shifted the heavy basket in her arms and led the way to the closest farm stall, tilting her face to the rain.

      Knowing trade tongue as well as Is­krit seemed sufficient when she intended to work in her home country, but perhaps it would be useful to learn another language or two. She should talk to Nia, her No­kai friend who spoke all languages.

      This tent had a spacious canopy above crates of vegetables and baskets of fruit, and the open door revealed piles of grain sacks. As they waited, the patter of the raindrops on the stretched canvas slowed to a graceful syncopation.

      An older woman spoke to a customer while a young man loaded food into the saddlebags of a horse with a high, arched neck and a flowing mane. The tall young man nodded at Nem­erra and winked at Zef­ra, then turned away to finish loading.

      Zef­ra glared. Who did he think she was, to be so familiar with her?

      Nem­erra wandered the row of produce while Zef­ra watched the insolent farmer from the corner of her eye. He finished his task and approached with a proper bow and a wide smile.

      “Bright day, Zef­ra,” he said in trade tongue. “Will you introduce me to your friend?”

      Zef­ra’s mouth dropped open, and she ran a hand along her scarf to check for betraying curls while she examined the young farmer from head to toe. The usual black hair and white skin, lighter brown eyes than her own, good-looking but not familiar. And she would remember his height and broad shoulders. Though not as muscular as her blacksmith brother, farming was obviously good exercise, and he was nearly as tall as Nem­erra.

      Nem­erra’s bow was almost as proper as the farmer’s, though not as polished. “Bright day,” she said in heavily accented Is­krit. “I am Nem­erra. How know you Zef­ra?” Her smile hovered between welcoming and protective.

      “He does not know me,” Zef­ra insisted. And with her unique hair properly hidden, he could not guess. His continued stare made her nervous, and she raised her hand without thinking, ready to call flame.

      The farmer backed up and bowed again, rather hastily. “I recognized you, Khez­ekhori, from the Ho­taru council two years ago. My father and I heard you tell of your quest for the missing gods. We supplied the ship for your last trip.”

      Nem­erra relaxed. “I believe him.”

      Zef­ra narrowed her eyes at the farmer. “Why? He could have heard the story from someone else.”

      Nem­erra smiled charmingly. “Even though your hair is covered, he’s watching your empty hand like it wields a sword.”

      Oh. Zef­ra flexed her fingers. Few people knew of her fire, but those at the council were among them. She had not paid much attention to the visitors at the time. More important things had distracted her, like the fate of the world.

      “I’m Tar­akh Eko­rov,” the young man said. “I’m pleased to help you and your friend. Are you shopping for food today or merely getting out of the rain?”

      “I need flour,” Nem­erra said. “I cannot seem to make bread fast enough to feed my family.”

      Tar­akh grinned at her. “I have seen your little ones running outside the healer’s tent. I do not know how you keep up with them.”

      “How do you know her family?” Zef­ra asked. “You asked for an introduction, so you have not met.”

      Tar­akh bowed again. “Who does not know the foreign Shri whose healing powers impress even our own illustrious Tu­kiko? He treats the other out­dwellers and the poor and any who ask. And we have all seen his lovely and distinctive wife, at least from a distance. The other out­dwellers who come to visit or trade do not live among us, and few learn our language.”

      “Thank you for your kind words,” Nem­erra said. “My family and I appreciate the welcome we found in Dev­ora. My children play happily with the Is­krin little ones and have learned to mind their claws. Though we are anxious to return home, we will remember our time here with fondness.” She smiled warmly at Tar­akh.

      The tips of his ears turned pink.

      The other customer mounted his horse and rode off, and the older woman joined Tar­akh. “Bright day, ladies,” she said. “Is Tar­akh helping you with all you need?”

      “He is quite gracious,” Nem­erra assured her, “and a fine employee.”

      The woman laughed. “He is a better son.” She leaned against Tar­akh for a moment, short enough that her shoulder reached only his biceps, but she had the same lighter eyes.

      Tar­akh put his arm around her. “May I introduce my mother, Har­is­kan­dra Eko­rov? You already met my father, Dev­ora’s clan chieftain, in Ho­taru. Mother, this is Zef­ra Ash­va­kosha of the Ho­taru and Nem­erra Mor­iko of Dar­ren­dra.”

      Zef­ra and Nem­erra both bowed.

      “‘Tis a pleasure to meet you, lady,” Zef­ra said.

      “And to meet you.” Har­is­kan­dra eyed Zef­ra’s bracelets until Zef­ra clasped her hands behind her back. “Since Tar­akh is taking care of you so well, I will leave you to him while I replenish my spices. Warmth to you.” She patted her son’s arm, grabbed a small basket, and headed into the market.

      Tar­akh turned to Nem­erra with the serious expression appropriate to bargaining. “Now, I believe you said you need flour?”

      While Zef­ra brushed sand from the dropped items and repacked the basket, Nem­erra questioned him on the quality of his flour and the size of bags available, then haggled skillfully with a twinkle in her eyes.

      Tar­akh maintained his solemnity until they finished the bargain, then laughed. “You are a fine negotiator, lady. Will you take the flour with you, or shall I deliver it?”

      Nem­erra glanced at Zef­ra as she counted out the money. “You may bring it to our tent. Zef­ra, I have a little shopping left. Why don’t you finish your business here and come for the evening meal? If you don’t know where it is, I’m sure Tar­akh can show you the way.”

      Before Zef­ra could react, Nem­erra took the basket from her and strode through the crowd, which made way for her slender form as if she carried a bare sword.

      Tar­akh’s wide grin crinkled the corners of his eyes. “May I get something else for you? Are you in need of produce?”

      Zef­ra felt her nearly empty pouch again as her stomach rumbled. “I need work. Do you know anyone who is looking for a temporary helper? Or someone who needs a guide?”

      Tar­akh flicked a glance at her bracelets. “My father already has a caravan guide and an apprentice. I have not heard of a need elsewhere, but I will listen for one. I assume you have already asked in the caravan tents. Have you made a list of merchants to ask about temporary work?”

      Zef­ra nodded. “But then Nem­erra came, and the rains chased most of them inside. I will ask tomorrow.”

      “Have you considered other work? Do you have other skills?”

      Zef­ra shook her head. “I know maps and horses, but I prefer to guide.”

      “I see. If you change your mind, let me know. There are more opportunities in the other fields, including with my father.” Tar­akh leaned on the table and smiled at her. His tan robe had dark brown embroidery around the collar and saffron beads along the sleeves as an understated display of his family’s wealth and status. “Is your family with you?”

      He picked a damaged fruit from a basket labeled, “Bargain! Buy now!” and peeled it with a finger-length knife. Though he carried no saif, a long dagger hung from his brown and saffron belt. The usual iron-bound staff, longer than Zef­ra’s, leaned in a corner of the stall.

      “I came alone to seek work,” Zef­ra explained. “I camped in the desert outside the city borders. My brother, Izo, might visit, as will my friend, Ah­jin, who is also coming here on business.”

      Tar­akh’s shoulder twitched. “I hope his business is unremarkable. I asked the storytellers for every tale they have of him, and many are too adventurous for my blood. As stories, though, they are impressive.” He flashed a quick smile. “All his friends seem to attract trouble.”

      Zef­ra nodded sadly. “We do. Trouble has found us three times now. We have been fortunate to resolve it each time.”

      “Fortune grows grain in the well-irrigated field,” Tar­akh quoted. “I suspect you and your friends had more success than others would have found. Who else has rescued the gods, stopped a war, and destroyed an entire fleet of pirates?”

      “I have remarkable friends,” Zef­ra admitted.

      “I find myself impressed with you, as well.” Tar­akh pressed half the peeled fruit into her reluctant hand, and the smile on his handsome face made her blush.

      Tar­akh smiled wider and ate his half of the fruit in three bites. “Eat. The fruit is old and going to waste. How fare your friends now?”

      “Ah­jin and Nia are in Aru­pa, dealing with the gods and their plans for the world. As for Lud­ik, you have apparently seen him more recently than I. If I find work, I look forward to staying here long enough to see all of them again.”

      He fixed his dark bronze gaze on her face. “I hope you stay longer, too.”

      Zef­ra lowered her eyes and tried not to blush. While she searched for a response, she nibbled at the fruit. The juice flooded her tongue with sweetness, and her stomach growled harder. Before she realized it, the rest of the fruit was gone and a sturdy hand held another half in front of her.

      She looked for laughter or pity in Tar­akh’s face, but he merely smiled and bit into his half of the second fruit.

      “’Tis good, is it not? You can tell the next customers.” He held the fruit in front of her until she finally took it.

      “Thank you. ‘Tis delicious.”

      This one lasted a few seconds longer than the first, and by the time she finished, Tar­akh had another ready.

      “Will you stay with the Dar­ren­dra­kar while you look for work,” he asked, “or have you given up on our fair city?”

      “I would like to stay.” Zef­ra ate the third fruit. “‘Tis still the most promising place for work in the area.”

      “Can I see you again?”

      She furrowed her brows in confusion. “I will be here tomorrow, and you are not blind.”

      Tar­akh grinned at her. “That is not what I mean.”

      Zef­ra choked on her last bite. “You mean…” She shoved her bracelets under her sleeve again.

      Tar­akh’s mouth twitched. “Yes, I mean…”

      “I will be busy.” Zef­ra closed her inner eyelids as a subtle barrier.

      “I know. I hope you are. I will not keep you from your business, and when you find a caravan to hire you, I will be happy for you. I merely wish to know you better.”

      Zef­ra took a step backward. “Why?”

      Tar­akh rearranged the fruit in the basket. “I admire you. You are brave and strong, talented and determined, smart and loyal.”

      “I am not beautiful,” Zef­ra said.

      Nia was beautiful, and Nem­erra was lovely. Zef­ra knew herself to be scrawny, and though her nose was elegantly long, her mouth was too wide and thin for beauty.

      Tar­akh shrugged. “What is the value of beauty? ‘Tis nothing but pleasure for the eyes. I would rather please my heart.”

      Zef­ra took another step backward. His heart was not her concern, and her heart was too busy. Before she could scold him, he shrugged again.

      “But we are moving too fast. I told you, I wish to know you better. I want to be your friend. That is all for now.” He smiled faintly, looking at the table instead of her face.

      “Perhaps.” Zef­ra tapped her slate. Friends would not complicate her plans.

      Tar­akh nodded. “You know where to find me.” He looked over her shoulder. “Mother is returning. Would now be a good time to deliver Nem­erra’s flour?”

      “I can carry the flour myself,” Zef­ra said.

      Tar­akh laughed. “You will never surprise me with your abilities, but please, allow me to walk with you.”

      “Thank you,” Zef­ra said, though his warm smile made her nervous.

      He ducked in the tent, wrapped a large bag of flour in a waterproof canvas, and threw it over his strong shoulders. The rain had slowed to a trickle, and the crowds returned to the market behind her. A high voice complained about something, then laughed mockingly.

      Shivers ran down Zef­ra’s neck to her clenched fists. “I recognize that voice,” she muttered to Tar­akh, “but it could not be him.”

      “Who?”

      “Lap­wing.” With her hand on her saif, she searched the market for pale brown wings.

      Tar­akh glanced at her hands, then put down the flour and picked up his staff. “Who is Lap­wing?”

      “Later. Look for black hair and tan wings.”

      Tar­akh stopped to whisper to his mother, then caught up to Zef­ra with his longer stride.

      The voice came again. Yes, the high-pitched whine was unmistakable. It came from the right, and Zef­ra pushed her way through the growing crowd.

      “There,” Tar­akh said, from the vantage point of an extra span of height. “There is only one Iojif in the crowd, and he has tan wings.”

      Zef­ra pushed the customers harder, trying to force her way through. Someone shoved back, and Zef­ra fell against a post. Tar­akh pulled her to her feet, but her scarf snagged on something and pulled free.

      The woman who had pushed her yelled and swung her basket at Zef­ra. Tar­akh blocked it as Zef­ra ducked. The commotion cleared a space in the crowd, and at the other side of the gap, Lap­wing fingered a gold necklace in a display. He turned, and his eyes widened at the sight of her uncovered hair. He dropped the necklace and tried to run, but the crowd pressed too closely.

      “Stop him,” Zef­ra shouted.

      She lunged across the gap toward Lap­wing. The pirate tried to open his wings but failed to find space in the turbulent crowd. He shoved the table onto the ground, scattering jewelry through the mob. The merchant wailed and scrambled for his goods.

      While Zef­ra dodged the table and the onlookers who discreetly reached for the scattered gold, Lap­wing stepped into the cleared space and launched himself into the air.

      Zef­ra skidded to a halt. She was too late. In a moment, the pirate disappeared into the cloud bank.

      Tar­akh appeared at her side, staff in one hand and her scarf in the other. “Now what?”

      Zef­ra ducked her head as Is­krins pointed and gaped. “Res­ef hates me,” she muttered. “I should dye my hair black again.”

      Tar­akh smiled. “I like the red our god gave you. Now, who was that man?”

      “When we destroyed the pirate fleet last spring, we killed the pirate general.” Zef­ra said. “Lap­wing was his second-in-command.”
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      And established they The House of the Gods on Aru­pa. And lived there His Holiness, Ah­jin the Great, first of the Mouths of the Gods.

      A Comprehensive History of the Gods, vol. 7

      

      Ah­jin stretched his back and wings with a groan. Weeding even a kitchen garden was a pain, and Dar­ra­va­ni’s garden spanned the western edge of the small island. Getting help made his trip to Dar­ren­dra last year almost worth the trouble. Almost.

      If he left now, he could bathe before dinner. He tromped carefully through the seedlings until he was far enough to not flick mud on his new gardeners as he sprang into the air. As he flew past the guest houses, he automatically looked for Nia, even though she wouldn’t return until tomorrow. He missed her, but of course she needed to go home for her parents’ wedding.

      He didn’t know why it had taken them nine months to wed. Nia’s father had proposed as soon as he got home from the Dragon Isles last spring, and her mother had tearfully accepted. Maybe they needed to get acquainted again after a seventeen-year absence.

      Ah­jin still didn’t understand the carefree No­kai attitude toward romance, though he had enough experience to drive him insane. Ever since Nia had finally decided she loved Ah­jin, they disagreed on what to expect from their relationship. Three months ago, he’d asked her to marry him.

      She turned him down.

      Wasn’t a six-month courtship long enough? Was marriage with him so terrible?

      Below him, Kai­to waited in front of Ah­jin’s house, brown hair and skin fading into the twilight. When Ah­jin landed, the Dar­ren­dra­kar Seal covered his eyes from the gust Ah­jin’s wings created. Kai­to pointed at the setting sun and folded his arms across his colorful tunic.

      “Fair winds, Kai­to,” Ah­jin said. “I know it’s almost time for dinner. Is everything ready?”

      Since his parents and baby sister were currently in Ioj on an aerobatics tour with their troupe, dinner would only involve his top staff, and it was his turn to host.

      Kai­to looked to the sky and shook his head sadly.

      “Never mind,” Ah­jin said. “I’m sorry I asked.”

      He ran into the house, which smelled of delicious food and hot bread. Kai­to already had the tub filled, and since Ah­jin lived alone, there was no competition for the steaming hot water. As he scrubbed, his thoughts inevitably returned to Nia. He didn’t have to live alone, if she would marry him.

      Ah­jin grabbed a towel. What was wrong with marrying him, anyway? Marriage wasn’t an insult even for a No­kai, and despite his scars, he didn’t think he was ugly.

      He put on a clean shirt and pants in the plain colors he preferred and finger-combed the tangles from his curls. He shoved his feet into his ankle-high boots just before someone knocked on the outside door.

      As Ah­jin put away the tub, Kai­to let in Ly­ell and his daughter, Tala, both in their two-legged forms. Before Ah­jin could ask why the dark-haired little girl wasn’t her usual wolf-self, Kai­to ushered everyone into the kitchen.

      Ly­ell greeted the Seal, who said his typical nothing. Ly­ell was his usual amusing self, hampered only by keeping his daughter under control.

      Kai­to placed the platter of food on the table and gestured at the chairs. Once Tala was settled in her baby seat, Kai­to grabbed the pitcher of cold water, and the adults took their chairs. As they passed plates and cups, they talked of Ah­jin’s upcoming trip to Is­kra.

      “Kass­ian wants me to check some records,” Ah­jin said, “Ma­kana wants me to update myths, and everyone has a list of people to talk to. We’ll leave as soon as Nia gets back tomorrow.”

      “With guards,” Ly­ell said.

      Ah­jin glared at him. “With guards.”

      Kai­to cleared his throat.

      Ah­jin groaned. “And servants. But only two.”

      “For a full diplomatic tour,” Ly­ell said, “it will take one just to deal with your wardrobe.”

      Ah­jin groaned again. He hated his formal wardrobe. “Kai­to will help. How big do you think my yacht is? Or did you plan to help sail it?”

      Ly­ell grinned a little too broadly, baring his teeth. “I don’t care if you snip at me. I can bite back.”

      Ah­jin stabbed his dessert with his fork. “You wouldn’t. You live right behind me; do you think I don’t hear you howl when you wake from your nightmares? I know how often you dream of biting Nem­erra.”

      Ly­ell’s glass clattered against his plate as he grabbed for a drink.

      Ah­jin sighed. “I’m sorry, Ly­ell. I meant, I know you’d never hurt me.”

      The door flew open, and the scent of the ocean flooded the house.

      “I’m here,” Nia called from the doorstep.

      Ah­jin dropped his fork and jumped to his feet. She was early — and soaked. Dripping braids clung past her curves to her knees, and her bare feet squelched mud.

      “Nia, don’t move.” Ly­ell lunged for a dish towel. “Ah­jin, pull out the tub. Kai­to, more towels.”

      By the time Ah­jin wrestled the tin tub out again, Nia was wrapped in a large towel while Kai­to washed the mud from her dirty webbed feet. Shivers wracked all not-quite-five-feet of her from gills to toes.

      “Why did you swim?” Ah­jin asked. “I’d send the boat for you in the morning.”

      Nia shrugged. “It’s only twenty miles.”

      Ah­jin poured the hot water from the stove into the tub and added a bucket of cold. “Oh, that’s certainly a reason to freeze.”

      “Don’t be silly,” Nia said. “It never freezes here.” She shivered harder.

      “And what about the mud?” Ly­ell asked.

      “I cut through the fields,” Nia admitted.

      “Tomorrow you’d have shoes,” Ah­jin said.

      “No, thanks.” Nia’s green eyes flashed, but her chattering teeth ruined her tart reply.

      “Enough,” Ly­ell said. “While Nia bathes, get something dry for her to wear.” He glared and pushed the others outside into the night.

      “I’m fastest.” Ah­jin launched himself into the air.

      The large, golden moon gave enough light for him to find his way, even with the two tiny ones dark tonight. He landed on the domed roof of the No­kai guest house, then swung over the edge and through the window of the second-story. Unlike the underwater originals, it didn’t use shark-grates and the bedroom was on the top floor.

      Nia’s closet was on the opposite wall, but the entire floor was littered with clothing and junk. Ah­jin grabbed the first long-sleeved ocean suit he found.

      He returned to his house and stood with one hand on the doorknob. With Nia in the tub, he couldn’t go in, but without dry clothes, she would be stuck.

      Ly­ell chuckled and swooped Tala to the doorstep. “Send it in with her.”

      “Me, me,” Tala said.

      Ah­jin gave the pants to the little Wolf-girl, then cracked open the door with his back turned. As soon as she ran in, giggling, he shut the door. After a tiny knock on the inside, he cracked open the door again and dropped the shirt into Tala’s arms.

      Kai­to waved and headed for the house he shared with Ly­ell and Tala. Ly­ell stared at the stars, then pushed himself upright when Tala knocked again.

      When the little girl slipped out, giggling and yawning and rubbing her eyes under her fringe of black hair, he lifted her to his shoulders. “See you in the morning.”

      “Ly­ell…” Ah­jin said.

      His Chief of Staff waited. “What?” Ly­ell eventually asked. “Are you worried about tomorrow?”

      “No,” Ah­jin said. “I’m just sorry. I shouldn’t remind you of… things.”

      Ly­ell cleared his throat. “I remember my mistakes, no matter what you don’t say. Sleep well.”

      He strolled toward his house, shoulders hunched. The moonlight glowed on the gray streaks in his dark hair and turned the brown mourning stripes on his Dar­ren­dran tunic to black. Though it had been over a year since his wife and other children died, he still sewed a narrow stripe around every neckline and four on every hem. The Wolf wore the stripes as a sign of his own broken heart, but they tore at Ah­jin’s conscience every time he saw them. If only he had gotten the gods to cooperate faster, they might have extinguished the forest fire in time to save Ly­ell’s village and family.

      Nia opened the door, and he followed her to a seat by the fire. She started combing her hair with a grimace.

      “Here, let me.” Ah­jin took the comb and picked up the ends of her ankle-length locks. The lavender strands spread in ripples across the floor as he slowly untangled them.

      “I can’t do all those fancy braids, though,” he said when he finished.

      Nia smiled over her shoulder. “How about one?”

      “I think you’ve made me practice enough for that.” He tickled the back of her neck on purpose as he gathered her hair and split it into strands.

      She giggled and swatted his hands. As she kept the lengths from tangling, he braided, and she handed him a soggy ribbon to tie it.

      “Do you want to go on a walk?” Nia asked.

      “Are you still cold?”

      She wiggled her toes. “Toasty warm.”

      Ah­jin took Nia’s hand and held open the door. Lamplight flickered from one window of Ly­ell’s house, but they walked south. Ah­jin kept his gaze on her face and followed the road by the feel of the cobblestones under his soft ankle boots. Crickets chirped under the stars, but the buildings and market stalls running along two sides of the town square were quiet and empty. At the opposite corner was the miniature temple with its marble columns, but he ignored it to admire the glow of Nia’s golden skin in the moonlight. Once they crossed the road that ran from the eastern docks to Dar­ra­va­ni’s garden, the guest houses were not far ahead. The town used to end there, but in the last year, barracks for the workers had sprouted beyond. Married housing was next, but land was scarce on the tiny island the gods had created for him, and Ah­jin had yet to find a design he liked.

      He wanted to encourage marriage, though. Which reminded him…

      “Nia,” Ah­jin asked, squeezing her fingers, “why did you come back early?”

      Nia wound her long braid around her arm. “I was tired of Kala throwing boys at me.”

      “Throwing?”

      “Shoving, then. I keep telling them I already have a boy.”

      Ah­jin glanced at the moons. “There’s a way to make them back off.”

      “Oh, do tell.”

      Ah­jin stopped and took her hands in his. “Marrying me would tell them you aren’t interested in anyone else.”

      “Ah­jin, I love you, but marriage is permanent.”

      Ah­jin tightened his grip. “I thought you wanted only me.”

      “I do!” Nia pulled her hands free and yanked on her hair. “But marriage feels different. It feels… I don’t know. I’m not ready. Someday, it will be a great idea. Pleasant journey, Ah­jin.”

      She leaned up for a kiss and then scampered toward her house.

      Ah­jin shoved his hands into his pockets and dragged his feet home.
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      Much too early in the morning, Kai­to banged on the door. While Ah­jin ate breakfast by the still-dark window, the Seal laid out his formal attire. The gods had argued for a long time over which part of his uniform should represent whom. The results were terrible. His orange brocade robe clashed with a scarlet headband with three flames stamped in black, and neither coordinated with the lavender sash embroidered with purple waves and multi-colored dolphins, or the bright green boots. The only bit of official insignia that was discreet was the silver star medallion around his neck.

      Ah­jin held out his arms and let Kai­to fuss with seams and wrinkles. Arguing only prolonged the misery, and he already had enough torment in his life. Although, since the gods had been behaving themselves for the past nine months, his biggest problems were personal.

      Why wouldn’t Nia marry him? She was seventeen now. Ah­jin was almost eighteen. They’d been happily courting for nine months. True, No­kai rarely married, but Iojif did. Why wouldn’t she make allowances for his beliefs?

      Kai­to twitched the sash again, then waved toward the doorway.

      Ah­jin lowered his arms carefully. “Thank you, Kai­to.”

      They cut past the kitchen garden to the plain wood door that led directly to the inner sanctuary at the back of the temple. While Kai­to continued into the outer temple, Ah­jin checked his desk. Ly­ell’s daily reports already piled up. Except for married housing, it seemed the new workers had all settled in. Ah­jin initialed the job requests and turned to his task list for the day.

      Two pages. How could he get through two pages before he left for Is­kra?

      Ly­ell poked his head through the inside door. “The sun is rising.”

      Ah­jin tucked the list inside his sash and tightened the leather strand that kept his hair more-or-less confined at the back of his neck.

      He walked through the door Ly­ell held open and into the outer temple. Stained-glass windows in the roof and walls poured rainbow light across the floor. Each of the side walls had two shrines. The back had only one, with the sixth space occupied by his sanctuary door.

      His communication with Res­ef the Omni­ficent, the Is­krin God of Fire, came first, with the rising sun. Ah­jin lit a candle on the mantle of the collapsible kiln of interlocking clay tiles and sat cross-legged. Without any real messages today, he laid out a practice one with the obsidian runes, then rested his hands on his knees and prayed. The runes didn’t change, so he put them away.

      He moved to the polished metal statue of a dolphin balancing a bowl of water on its head. Ma­kana­vai­lea the Omniscient, No­kai Goddess of Water, didn’t appear in the water to answer his call. Knowing her, she was probably at a party somewhere.

      Dar­ra­va­ni’s shrine was dark wood, beautifully carved into a tree trunk, capped with a tray of dirt, miniature parchment scrolls, and a book on the language of flowers. After his prayers, the yellow zinnia that bloomed for Dar­ra­va­ni the Omni­farious, the Dar­ren­dran Goddess of Earth, merely meant “daily remembrance.”

      At the altar of jeweled marble with gold veins, Ah­jin steeled himself for telepathic contact with Ir­a­ja­han the Omnipotent. The petty Iojif God of Air answered absented-mindedly, skipped his usual insults, and disappeared quickly from Ah­jin’s mind with a distinct whiff of gloating. That was disturbing.

      Kass­ian the Omnipresent had never had his own people, though he planned to change that. As soon as Ah­jin touched Kass­ian’s glass pedestal, a clear block with white stars etched inside, a new sheet of paper appeared beside the blank paper, ink, and quill.

      “Ah­jin,” it said, “I finished surveying the Dragon Isles and am ready to accept settlers. Please screen applicants. Also, I want my colleagues moved there. Please see to it. Kass­ian.”

      Colleagues? What colleagues?

      Oh… Ah­jin dropped the paper onto the altar. Kass­ian meant to move his monsters to the Isles. How could Ahjin do that? The kraken could swim there and the giant bats could fly, if he could explain it to them, which he couldn’t. Ma­kana had gifted Ah­jin with the languages of every country, but she hadn’t included animals. Ah, but Nia’s birth gift was all languages. That would take care of half the problem, but no ship captain in the world would agree to carry knee-high spiders or panther-sized scorpions. And if he moved the monsters to the Isles, how would he persuade people to settle there?

      Obviously, he needed to talk to Kass­ian.

      Ly­ell peeked in again. “Are you ready? People are arriving.”

      Ah­jin straightened his stupid sash again and sat in his ridiculously fancy chair. Ly­ell ushered in Kai­to and his guards and then opened the double doors at the front.

      “You may enter the presence of His Holiness, the Mouth of All the Gods,” he intoned loudly.

      Ah­jin managed not to roll his eyes as people crept along the walls or strode through as if they owned the place. This would be a long day. At least the gods didn’t have a current argument for him to mediate. He met diplomats, relayed messages to and from gods, and invited settlers to the Dragon Isles.

      After hours of boredom, Ly­ell ushered out the last of the crowd. Ah­jin sagged in his chair. The day wasn’t even over yet. After lunch, he needed to leave for Is­kra.

      “Oh, Ah­jin,” Ir­a­ja­han said in the back of his head, with the echo that meant he was speaking to all the gods. “I have a proposal. I suggest the Mouth of the Gods be a hereditary position, passed from parent to natural-born child.” There was a definite smirk in his tone.

      The buzz in the back of Ah­jin’s mind intensified as Ir­a­ja­han argued with his siblings.

      What mischief was Ir­a­ja­han up to now? If the Mouth was always Iojif, Ir­a­ja­han might have a future advantage against the other gods. If Ah­jin refused to go along with the idea, Ir­a­ja­han might use the excuse to replace him with another Mouth. Not that he’d mind escaping this drudgery, but he still didn’t trust anyone else to watch Ir­a­ja­han well enough.

      Natural-born. If he married Nia, he wouldn’t have children-by-blood, since she was a different race.

      If the other gods agreed, Ir­a­ja­han would make Ah­jin choose between Nia and watching the deceitful God of Air.
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      The No­kai have no divorce, so few of them marry. Despite this, they take their complicated, extensive families seriously.

      Everything You Ever Wanted to Know about the No­kai­la­na Islands but Were Too Lazy to Ask

      

      Nia crammed the last of her clothes into her pack and tied the lumpy bundle shut with her extra hair ribbons. At least Ah­jin had waited until a decent hour to leave. He was much too fond of early morning, and she was tired of traveling at sunrise.

      There, she was ready to go, and he wasn’t back from the temple yet. She frowned as she dragged her pack downstairs and across town. In front of Ah­jin’s house, Ly­ell and Kai­to directed a stream of people carrying baskets and packs toward the dock. Kai­to took Nia’s bag and motioned toward the temple and the midday sun.

      Nia sighed. All that fuss to be ready on time, and Ah­jin still wasn’t here. “I’ll get him.”

      She squished through the winter mud in actual boots, thanks to Zef­ra and Nem­erra, and banged on the back door of the temple. “Ah­jin, we need to leave with the tide. Hurry!”

      She kept pounding until the door finally opened.

      Ah­jin glared at her with reddened eyes. “Come in and be quiet.”

      He yanked off his regalia and threw it on his desk, leaving on his everyday shirt and pants and the silver star of Kass­ian hanging around his neck on her old hair ribbon. His curly hair stuck out as if he’d yanked on it.

      “Why aren’t you ready yet?” Nia nagged. She took another look. “Is something wrong?”

      “Ir­a­ja­han—” Ah­jin swallowed.

      “Never mind, I don’t want to know what that fiend has done now.”

      “But—”

      “You can tell me later,” Nia said. “We have to go.”

      While he switched from his official boots to his ordinary ones, she rolled up his ceremonial clothes.

      “You’ll wrinkle them,” Ah­jin said.

      “Kai­to will fix it.” Nia shouldered him toward the door. “Let’s go.”

      Ah­jin grabbed his fancy boots and held the door for her, then locked it behind him. They joined the last of the crowd streaming east. Kai­to took the bundled regalia from Nia, and Ly­ell handed Ah­jin a list to discuss.
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