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​​Chapter One

When Skimif—an aquarian farmer of seaweed, a highly profitable business in his hometown of Tunya, a small town located not far from the larger city of Nemo—opened his eyes, he at first saw only darkness, but then a brilliant light shone forth, almost blinding him in its intensity. Yet he couldn't close his eyes, couldn't even look away, and soon the brilliant light disappeared, replaced by the rays of the sun that illuminated a barren earth hundreds of miles below him.

Then cracks in the ground began to appear and soon they burst, unleashing tons and tons of water, more water than Skimif had ever seen in his life. He saw the water cover the entire surface of the planet, rapidly growing until all that was left was a gigantic continent and thousands, if not millions, of tiny islands scattered everywhere.

Skimif blinked, and the next moment found himself standing in the middle of a huge jungle on the continent. He blinked again and saw a naked human lying curled on the ground before him. The human had brownish skin and appeared to be male. The human opened his eyes and looked around at his surroundings like a newborn baby seeing the world for the first time.

It took Skimif a moment to realize that he was seeing the human through his left eye. Through his right, he saw an aquarian—one who resembled a hammerhead shark, much like he did, except thinner—floating in the deep ocean, observing the world around her with the same expression that the human wore. Seeing both simultaneously made Skimif's head pound and his stomach churn, but he didn't throw up.

Then he was back in the sky again and he saw stars falling from the night sky, but they weren't stars at all. Instead, they were beings of all shapes and sizes. One being that flew past him was a woman who appeared to be made out of water; another was an octopus-like creature with a green humanoid head. There appeared to be hundreds of thousands of these beings, each one glowing as brightly as the next, as they soared toward the earth below.

And then Skimif was flying with them and he soon found himself standing in the middle of a desert, a barren plain that stretched for miles in every direction. But the plain was not entirely empty. The stars—the beings, the gods—had landed on the ground, but rather than co-mingling together, they took sides. Half of them stood on the north side of the desert, while the other half stood on the south side. And in between them were a handful of statues that looked just like humans and aquarians.

Another shift in reality found Skimif standing in the jungle from before, but things were different now. The trees burned with flames, while the jungle itself slapped away at the flames with thick wet vines. Yet with every flame the trees succeeded in putting out, a dozen more would spring up in its place. Skimif looked up and saw two beings—one a being wreathed in fire, the other a man with green skin—in combat in the area, their every movement mimicked by the fire and trees below.

One more shift and Skimif found himself hovering over the surface of the Crystal Sea, but the Crystal Sea was not its usual smooth, calm self. Hundreds if not thousands of gallons of water arose from the ocean, growing larger and larger, while a nearby volcano shook with a shudder. Then the volcano exploded, sending plumes of smoke and flame and magma hurtling toward the water. The volcanic projectiles struck the walls of water, evaporating much of it while simultaneously creating a massive steam cloud. It looked like the volcano had won, but then the sea rose up again and fired toward the volcano, striking its base with enough force to crack it open.

As with before, Skimif noticed two beings. One was a woman whose body flowed like the ocean waves, while the other was a woman with lava for hair. The two females seemed to be in control of the sea and volcano, respectively, but before Skimif could see who would win, another blink transported him to the clouds above.

No; above the clouds. The whole world lay out before Skimif, like the fields of seaweed that he farmed. His eyes were drawn to the massive green continent directly below him, a continent that seemed to cover the entirety of the northern half of the world. Then he noticed huge cracks spreading through the continent's surface, which divided over and over again into smaller and smaller cracks until the whole thing exploded.

When the explosion cleared, the massive green continent was no more. In its place were hundreds of thousands of islands, some large, some small, but each completely independent of the others surrounding it. One thing all of the islands had in common, however, was the mass cries of pain and fear that seemed to reach up to the heavens themselves, as if the inhabitants of each island were crying out for the help of a higher power.

Then Skimif felt something behind him and he turned. He couldn't comprehend even half of what he was currently looking at. It appeared to be—and he couldn't even say this with one ounce of certainty—tendrils made of light reaching out from the darkness of the sky. They reached from beyond the sun, from beyond the stars, down into the planet below.

When Skimif turned to follow the tendrils, he found himself down in the world again, hovering over the sea. He was not alone, however. The gods from before—that had to be who they were, they couldn't be anyone else—also hovered above the waves that crashed below, but the waves were much more subdued now, as if they were tired and needed a nap. As earlier, the gods were separated into two groups: One in the north, one in the south.

But the gods looked different now. Though each side still had hundreds of gods, it was clear that both sides had lost a significant number of their fellow deities. Of those who were still alive, only perhaps a dozen altogether appeared uninjured. The rest looked like they had been through a war, with injuries ranging from the broken limbs to bashed skulls, as well as one god who was missing one whole arm and didn't seem to have grown it back yet.

A brilliant glowing line separated the two groups, which Skimif realized was one of the light tendrils from before. A god from each side approached the line, but it was reluctantly. The god from the northern side resembled a bald man with golden robes that shone brilliantly, like the afternoon sun, while the god from the south side resembled a strange octopus-like creature, with a green human-like head on top.

The two stopped just before either of them could cross the line. Then their right arms were jerked up, almost unnaturally so, and they shook hands, like they were putting aside their differences to become one. But it was clear that they hadn't forgiven each other. The two of them glared at each other and let go of the other's hand as soon as they could.

As soon as the two gods ceased their handshake, everything changed again. Everything moved quickly now. He saw all of history play out before him. Nations, empires, and kingdoms rose and fell; humans and aquarians alike discovered magic and its various uses; war spontaneously broke out between humans and aquarians or between humans and humans or aquarians and aquarians; the gods intervened occasionally; and then Skimif saw a massive city on the edge of the world, jutting out into the endless void beyond creation.

Then the light tendrils from before extended from the Void. They wrapped around the city's massive buildings and began to tear apart the city itself. The gods appeared to combat the tendrils, but they were knocked aside as easily as if they had been annoying insects. Even worse, the gods did not get up.

Then Skimif gasped and his eyes opened, but for real this time. His arms were tied down by something, he didn't know what, but he thrashed about to free himself anyway, biting at his bindings. His sharp teeth cut through the thin bindings and he swam up through the water until he was well above the tendrils that had sought to hold him down.

His heart beating fast, Skimif looked down and realized that he had only fallen asleep in his seaweed field. A quick glance at his arms and legs told him that he had simply gotten his limbs tangled in the seaweed, which meant that he had overreacted slightly.

It took Skimif a moment to remember how he had gotten there. He had been swimming through the field, looking for any weed-gobblers after hearing of an outbreak of them just north of Tunya, when he had lost consciousness for no reason. It took him even longer to remember what he had seen in his dream.

No, Skimif thought, shaking his head. Not a dream. A vision. A vision of the future.

Skimif could not be sure why, but he felt a stirring urge in the pit of his stomach to act on his vision. But he didn't know what to do until a single sentence escaped his lips, a sentence that he was certain had not come from his mind, a sentence he was equally certain was true:

“The Day of the Gods is coming.”


​​Chapter Two

Four months later ...

Prince Malock leaned against the railing of the top deck of the Clockwork Heart, his eyes scanning the distant horizon intently. Not that he could see much; with the sunrise still several hours away, it would be a while before Carnag, his homeland, came into view. Yet still Malock was the first one up early in the morning, before breakfast, hoping to be the very first passenger aboard the ship—technically the body of the Mechanical Goddess, although it looked and acted like a ship—to see his home.

His eyes flickered down to the deck below. A handful of automatons—the children of the Mechanical Goddess—milled around, swabbing the metal plating, cleaning the emergency boats hanging off the davits, and other such chores necessary to keep the ship in good shape. And although he could not see it, Malock knew that at least one automaton was clinging to the side of the ship, scraping off barnacles and other things that the Mechanical Goddess's body had collected over the past month. Why the automaton didn't wait until the Clockwork Heart stopped somewhere to perform that task, Malock didn't know.

Then again, Malock thought, glancing over his shoulder at the massive smokestacks that jutted from the center of the ship, when has anyone ever said that the gods or their servants acted logically?

The smokestacks sent columns of smoke into the air just then, though Malock didn't know if the Mechanical Goddess was trying to say something to him or if she was just blowing off smoke as part of the ship's engine. Malock didn't quite understand how the Clockwork Heart worked, even after Hanarova, the katabans who worked for the Goddess, had explained it to him. He had never seen a ship powered by smoke, much less one with an engine, and despite his distaste for the Mechanical Goddess, he was nonetheless fascinated by it.

The Clockwork Heart was so different from his old ship, the Iron Wind, which, due to the massive damage it had taken back on World's End, had to be left behind. Malock had sold the remains of the ship to a katabans who owned a ship salvaging company on World's End. The company owner had given Malock a hundred 'crimsonite,' apparently the currency used on that island, as payment. The bag of crimsonite was still in Malock's cabin on the ship, though he didn't think it would have a whole lot of value up north.

That's not to say that Malock sold the Iron Wind without thinking. It was a difficult decision to make, not helped in the least by his initial blatant refusal of the Mechanical Goddess's offer to take them back north. He only did it because he didn't have the funds to repair the old ship and because he recognized the value in having the protection of a goddess on the way up north. He was thankful that the Mechanical Goddess had not taken back her offer, although she did demand that Malock and his crew help out whenever she needed them to, though as far as Malock could tell the Goddess's automatons performed most of the work just fine on their own.

Of course, Malock had had a hell of a time convincing the rest of his crew to go along with it. Jenur Takren in particular had been against it, mostly because she still remembered how the Mechanical Goddess had nearly fed her to some of the other southern gods. The other members of the crew had been against it because they associated the Mechanical Goddess with the Tusked God, not an unfair association to make, seeing as the Tusked God had turned up on the Mechanical Goddess's island when they visited that island and almost succeeded in killing the entire crew.

Malock only succeeded in convincing the rest of them to come with him by pointing out how staying on World's End meant staying with the gods, many of whom made their homes there. If there was one thing Malock could say about his crew, it was that they hated, or at least heavily distrusted, the gods.

Well, except for a few. Arisha Frag, the former galley cook of the Iron Wind, had decided to remain behind on World's End. She said that she wanted to stay because of the city's beauty and majesty, as well as to bring her closer to the gods. Why she wanted to be closer to the gods when every other member of the crew wanted to be away from the gods, Malock didn't know. He just knew that he had allowed Frag and a few others who agreed with her to stay behind because he was not in the mood to argue with them about it.

He supposed they didn't trust the Mechanical Goddess, which was understandable. Many times throughout the voyage home he had thought that the Mechanical Goddess might just be up to her old tricks again, but so far she had not tried to feed him or any of his men to her siblings again. In fact, Malock had not seen any gods at all since they had left World's End, aside from the Mechanical Goddess herself. He wasn't sure, but he suspected the Goddess must have put him and his entire crew under her protection, which, according to the Treaty regulating the behavior and limitations of the gods, made it impossible for any other gods to kill or seriously injure him and his crew.

Whatever the reason, all Malock knew was that they were not more than a day or two away from Carnag, if even that much. They had passed the Dividing Line—the imaginary line separating the northern seas and its isles from the southern seas—a week ago, an astonishingly fast time whenever Malock thought about it. Then again, the Clockwork Heart was no ordinary ship, not in the least because it was actually the current body of a goddess.

Of course, they would have reached Carnag a few days sooner if they hadn't stopped by the island of Destan briefly. They had done that because Jenur Takren had wanted to go there and bury Kinker Dolan, a member of their crew who had died on World's End, who was originally from Destan. Malock wanted Jenur to stay, but she made it quite clear that she no longer saw herself as being under his authority anymore and that she would do as she pleased. She claimed that she had made a promise to Kinker prior to his death that she intended to keep, but she had not told Malock what that promise was.

Maybe she promised to bury him on his home island or something, Malock thought. Suppose it doesn't matter. Jenur will be fine. She can take care of herself.

“You're up early,” said a familiar feminine voice behind him, one that was far too bright and cheery this early in the morning.

Knowing who it was, Malock turned around to face the source of the voice. “I could say the same about you, Hanarova.”

Standing at the top of the stairs he had used to get up was a tall woman: Hanarova, the katabans servant of the Mechanical Goddess. Her green hair was much shorter than it had been when Malock had first seen her, having been cut to a more practical size for the voyage north. Nor did she wear her upside down flower dress; instead, she wore a bag-like shirt, very simple and practical, with a hole for the head and two for the arms. The shirt lacked a collar, being open at the top, although the shirt itself was covered with a doublet. A Monmouth cap covered her head, while her feet were bare upon the cold metal floor beneath her feet. If he had not seen her dressed like that every day for the past month, he would have had a hard time recognizing her.

“I have to be up early,” said Hana. “You know, to supervise the automatons, make sure everything is running correctly, that sort of thing. I just thought you humans always slept in.”

Malock frowned. “I've been getting up at this time every day for the past month and you just now noticed?”

“I've noticed,” said Hana. “I was just wondering if you were going to give up at some point. What are you even looking for anyway?”

“Home,” Malock said. “Isn't it obvious?”

Now it was Hana's turn to frown. “Right. 'Homesickness' is what you mortals call it, right? As a katabans, I've never understood how you mortals can get so attached to one place. We katabans never get attached to anywhere, even those of us who actually do own our own homes.”

“Then I can't explain it to you,” said Malock. “Nor do I need to. It's not necessary for you to understand.”

“That I can agree with,” said Hana. “By the way, the Mechanical Goddess says Carnag should be coming up soon, probably by the time the sun rises.”

“How does she know that?” said Malock. “She's never been to Carnag before, has she?”

Hana smirked. “The Mechanical Goddess has a variety of instruments and devices she uses to figure out where everything is in relation to her. It's how we've managed to avoid running into any other ships on the way up north.”

“Oh,” said Malock, glancing starboard out into the open sea. “Now that you mention it, it is kind of strange how we've came so far without running into even a small fishing boat.”

“The Mechanical Goddess isn't interested in being seen by mortals,” said Hana. “Though I suppose when we reach Carnag she probably will be seen by some of your people.”

Malock looked at the smokestacks that towered over him and Hana. “Then why did she decide to head up north at all? Surely she didn't do it because she wanted to help us.”

“Her reasons for heading up north are entirely her own, Malock,” said Hana. “Which is to say that she ordered me to keep it a secret from you and your crew. It's none of your business, as you mortals might say.”

“That doesn't sound good,” said Malock.

“Don't worry,” said Hana. “She's not planning to start a war or kill mortals or anything. Remember, the southern gods can't even harm mortals when they go beyond the Dividing Line. The Mechanical Goddess simply has business to do up here, which is why she offered to take you and your crew back home. Two stones with one bird, you understand.”

The Clockwork Heart's smokestacks shot columns of thick smoke into the air, reminding Malock of the boot factories back on Carnag.

“All right,” said Malock. “How long does she intend to stay up north?”

“As long as she has to,” said Hana. “Which is another way of saying that it's none of your business.”

“Right,” said Malock. “As long as she is not kidnapping mortals to feed to her siblings, she can do what she likes around here.”

The ship shuddered, almost throwing Malock off his feet. He gripped the railing to steady himself until the ship ceased shuddering. Hana smirked.

“Guess she didn't like your tone,” Hana said. “I admit I'm not a big fan of it, either.”

Malock stomped his boot against the deck, but all he succeeded in doing was banging his boot against the metal. “I honestly cannot wait until I am off this ship.”

“The Mechanical Goddess says the feeling is mutual,” said Hana. “She only tolerates you because she is trying to make up for almost killing you and your crew back on Stalf.”

Malock frowned. “Why would she ...? Gah. The gods never make any sense.”

“They don't need to make sense,” said Hana. “By the way, breakfast is starting soon. The cooks are preparing it even as we speak.”

At that, Malock's stomach rumbled. The food served aboard the Clockwork Heart was some of the best food that Malock had ever tasted, much better than the food he and the others had had to eat aboard the Iron Wind during its last month on the seas. He even thought he could already smell the bacon and eggs, even though the galley was below deck and there was no way he could smell whatever it was they were cooking below.

“That sounds good,” said Malock. “I was getting hungry. How soon?”

“In a few minutes,” said Hana. “I believe the rest of your crew is already awake and waiting for it in the dining room below deck.”

“Then I should go and join them,” said Malock. He walked past Hana, who moved out of the way, and was halfway down the stairs when he stopped and looked over his shoulder at her. “Hana, when Carnag comes into view, could you tell me? I want to see it.”

Hana nodded. “Don't you worry about that. Everyone will know when Carnag comes into view. You don't have to worry about not seeing it.”

Malock nodded his thanks, then continued walking down the stairs, thinking, It's been a long time, but soon, we will be home. And then maybe life will go back to normal. Maybe we'll even forget all of what happened on World's End.

That seemed very unlikely to Malock, but he decided to think positive for a change. He was getting tired of constant negativity.


​​Chapter Three

Jenur Takren crouched as low as she could on the roof of a store that sold fruit; specifically, it sold yarunda pears. She knew this because the owner had tried to sell her some when she was walking through the town earlier, but she had ignored his sales pitch because she didn't want him to see her face—not when she had spent the last two weeks keeping her entire existence a secret from the other Destanians.

Because once she did what she was going to do, she knew she would have little time to escape Destan.

Peering around the store's large, wooden pear-shaped sign, Jenur looked down into the streets below. Hundreds of people, members of every Tribe on Destan, crowded the streets of the town of Rimo. Blue streamers ran from rooftop to rooftop, while many of the buildings, houses, and stores in town had received a new coat of sea blue paint over the last couple of weeks in preparation for the Sea Festival. In particular, the Temple of Kano—the large stone building that dominated the southern end of Rimo—had been painted with images of Kano and the sea. The painting that stood out to her most was one featuring Kano standing before a massive wave, one hand held up like she was holding it back all on her own.

It was a beautiful work of art, one which Jenur thought rivaled the art of the Northern Artists, whose work she had seen on the island of Yura a year ago.

I shouldn't get distracted, Jenur thought, her eyes focusing on the front door of the Temple. Otherwise, I might miss my chance and all of my work over the past two weeks will be for nothing.

Just to be sure nothing would go wrong, Jenur decided to go over her plan once more. She had a few minutes to spare, after all, as Deber Noman was still in the Temple preparing for her grand appearance. Plus—though Jenur would never say this aloud, mostly because it would be bad luck to do so—she was not entirely sure the plan would work, even though she was convinced it was a good plan.

Her plan was simple. When Priestess Deber, the leader of the Destanians and also Head Priestess of Kano, walked out of the Temple, Jenur would take her blowgun and fire a poisonous dart into Deber's neck. The dart would be full of kenyo poison, a type of poison Jenur had used often in her days as a member of the Dark Tigers Guild. Assuming the dart hit in the right spot, Deber would be dead within minutes.

It sounded so simple in her mind, but as she looked out over the crowds, Jenur had her doubts. She had a steady hand, a good aim, and her blowgun—which she had snatched from a Nikon weapons dealer who had traveled all the way to Destan to sell his wares here—was of a very high quality. But Deber wouldn't be alone. She would be protected by the Priestly Guard, a group of Destanians from the Warrior tribe whose sole duty was to protect Deber night and day. None of them knew about Jenur, true, but they would nonetheless defend their Priestess as if they did.

Even if Jenur succeeded, there was the problem of escape. Jenur didn't have a ship or even a boat of her own to make her getaway with. The remaining Priests would probably shut down all travel to and from the island, while the Priestly Guard would scour Rimo and every inch of Destan for the assassin. Even the average Destanians would likely help in the search. Jenur had been here long enough to know just how valuable Deber was to everyone who lived here, which just emphasized the need for her to make a quick escape after she performed the deadly deed.

But not all hope was lost because, amid the crowd of Destanians celebrating the Sea Festival, she spotted a handful of white, wide-brim hats. Those were the hats of a group of visiting Shikans who had come from the north to participate in the Sea Festival as tourists. Their ship, the Easy Going, was docked at the north end of the island, not far from Rimo. Jenur planned to sneak aboard their ship after assassinating Deber and hide there until the Shikans decided to leave. True, the Priestly Guard could demand that the Shikans let them search their ship, but she doubted they would succeed because these particular Shikans were, from what she had learned, very important and very rich businessmen and women, who likely had friends in the Shikan government who might not take kindly to having their friends treated like potential criminals. Most likely, the Shikans would leave Destan when Jenur killed Deber; after all, they probably wouldn't want to remain on the same island as as assassin.

Jenur checked her blowgun again just to make sure it was loaded. It was shaped like a rifle, except instead of using gun powder, the blowgun had an air pump that had at least as much strength as a normal gun. The only difference was that it was silent, which would be helpful for when she had to make her escape. When she gave it some thought, she supposed that made it more of an air gun than a blowgun, but Jenur was never one to quibble over semantics.

After making sure the blowgun was good, Jenur once more looked out into the streets. Still no sign of Deber just yet. She wondered what was taking the Priestess so long to show up.

She probably got caught up in killing another little boy, Jenur thought. Or maybe she's ruining the life of another innocent old man. Just like Kinker.

Jenur almost choked when she thought about her deceased friend, Kinker Dolan. When she had come to Destan a couple of weeks ago, she had brought Kinker's corpse with her. She had given him a burial at sea, partly because she wasn't sure what kind of burial rituals they performed on Destan and partly because she didn't want any of the Destanians to see Kinker's body. As far as she knew, all of the Destanians believed Kinker to be dead. If Kinker's body turned up on Destan, no doubt the Priestly Guard would have investigated it, which would have definitely messed up her plans.

Her hands started to hurt, causing her to look down at them. She was gripping the blowgun with too much intensity. Relaxing her grip, Jenur took a deep breath. She had already cried over Kinker's death before. In fact, she had spent most of the voyage from World's End mourning him. She could no longer mourn him, at least right now, because she had something important to do now, and she could not do it if she was constantly crying over Kinker's death.

Remember the promise you made to him, Jen, Jenur thought. You didn't promise to cry about his death. You promised to kill Deber. And that is a promise you will deliver. You've killed people before, people way more important than Deber, and you can do it again.

Of course, that confidence was tempered by the fact that Jenur had left the Dark Tigers Guild precisely because she was done killing people for money. She still knew all of the various assassination techniques that all Dark Tigers were taught (plus a few she had learned on her own), but that didn't mean she had to use them. That she was now trying to assassinate someone again—even if she wasn't doing it for money—caused her more than a little cognitive dissonance.

Doesn't matter, Jenur thought. This is different. No one is paying me to kill Deber. I am doing this of my own free will. And once I do it, I will head back up north and never lay another finger on another human being ever again.

That still did little to quell her own doubts, but Jenur ignored them because at that moment the large wooden doors to the Temple swung open. A bent over, old woman with the same dark skin color as Kinker walked out of the doorway, flanked on all sides by a group of tall, muscular men armed with leather armor and spears and swords. The old woman wore sea-blue robes, with tiny crystals embedded in the fabric that reflected the light of the sun. The crystals were stitched in such a way that they resembled raindrops, a dazzling effect if Jenur ever saw one.

The old woman walked with her head held high, like a queen, while the Priestly Guard walked with the kind of trained disciplined only soldiers displayed. Though the Priestly Guard kept their eyes ahead, Jenur knew that they were constantly aware of everything around them. The Priestly Guard would be the most difficult part because, while none of them were mages, every member knew a little bit of magic. And as the old saying went, a little bit of magic could go a long way.

Which meant that Jenur would have to be even quicker about this than she currently planned.

When Deber and her Priestly Guard emerged from the Temple, all of the people in the streets below stopped to look at them. As Deber and her Guard made their way down the street, the Destanians and visitors from other islands stepped back to allow her through. More than a few Destanians looked at the Priestess with awe and one man—who was clearly a cripple, as he had no feet and was sitting in a wagon being drawn by a young girl who might have been his daughter—reached out to touch the hem of Deber's robes as she passed, as if he thought she could heal him. He failed to do that because one of the Guard slapped his hand away, but the cripple still looked at Deber with the kind of reverence one normally reserved for the gods themselves.

If only he knew her true nature, Jenur thought, then he might not be so eager to touch even the hem of her cloak.

Jenur double-checked her blowgun again, just to be sure that it was loaded. Then she took aim as discreetly as she could, but then she realized that from her current position she couldn't hit Deber. Though Deber was by no means keeping her head down or even pretending to be humble, her Guard protected her on every side. While Jenur was no fan of the Priestly Guard, she was not interested in taking any of them down at the moment. Besides, she only had one dart and if she wasted it on one of the Guard, then all of her plans would be set back again.

Scowling, Jenur lowered her blowgun and made her way to the back of the roof. She decided she would find a better spot to shoot Deber. Besides, she knew where Deber was going anyway. All she needed to do was find a good spot to shoot from and she would be fine.

From what Jenur had gathered over the last two weeks, the main event of the Sea Festival was the slaughtering of a kakro shark on a giant wooden altar built in Rimo's town square. The shark was supposedly killed as a sacrifice to Kano, though why Deber and the Destanians thought Kano wanted animal sacrifice, Jenur didn't know. All she knew was that Deber would climb the altar alone, putting her well above the crowd, meaning it would be impossible for any of the Guards to protect her from a poison dart to the neck.

Jenur climbed down the ladder on the back of the building and dropped to the street softly. After a quick look around the area to make sure no one was around, Jenur made her way through the backstreets. Having spent the last couple of weeks exploring the town's layout, she knew the quickest way to get to the square from her current position.

Just as Jenur made her way down an alleyway that would cut the time needed to get her there in half, someone nearby said, “Hey, young woman. Where are you going?”

Jenur stopped, not because she wanted to, but because the voice was so familiar. It sounded just like Kinker's, but that couldn't be him. She looked around the small alleyway she stood in until she spotted Kinker standing in the doorway of the building to her right, a puzzled expression on his face. His beard, his skin, his nose ... it was all the same.

No. Jenur shook her head and looked more closely. The man wasn't Kinker. He looked a lot like Kinker, but when Jenur looked more closely, she realized there were several significant differences between him and Kinker. For one, the man's beard was not as white or long as Kinker's. His eyes were far less kind and his arms were larger, like he worked out more. He also wore a blue cotton shirt, but then, all of the old men in Destan seemed to wear that kind of shirt. It had some sort of significance for the Sea Festival, but for the life of her Jenur could not figure out what that significance was. It may have meant that the man was an organizer for the Festival, though again Jenur was not sure, mostly because it didn't seem like very important information for her to learn.

“Did you say something to me?” said Jenur.

The old man nodded. “I asked where are you going. Evidently the words of elders must always fall on the deaf ears of youth.”

Jenur immediately decided she didn't like the old man, but she didn't have time to argue. She heard the sounds of the crowds following Deber to the town square and knew she had to get going, but the man looked so much like Kinker that she could not help but stand there and stare at him.

“I'm going to the town square,” said Jenur, doing her best to seem as innocent and charming as she could. “Going to see the Sacrifice to Kano, like everyone else.”

The old man frowned, making his resemblance to Kinker even more uncanny. “If that were so, then why are you not with the Procession? Where are your parents?”

Still smiling as pleasantly as she could, Jenur said, “I may not look it, but I'm actually a full-grown adult woman, so I don't need my parents. I'm fine on my own.”

The old man peered at her more closely. “I don't think I've ever seen you around here before, girl. Are you visiting for the Sea Festival?”

“Yes,” said Jenur. “I came from Nikos. It was a long voyage.”

“You still haven't told me why you aren't with the Procession, though,” said the old man. “You look like you know your way around this town, even though you're a foreigner.”

Jenur bit her lower lip. Whoever this old man was, he was too smart. She had to think of an excuse quick.

“Well, this isn't the first time I've been down here,” said Jenur. “I actually have family down here. My cousin used to show me around town all the time, taught me all the best shortcuts.”

“Who is your cousin?” said the old man. “I don't know of any family in Destan that has relatives in Nikos. Besides, you don't sound like a Nikon. Your voice is too high-pitched, even for a Nikon woman.”

“Not all Nikons are the same,” said Jenur. “As for my family, well, that's none of your business. I don't even know why I am standing here talking to you. I'm just wasting time.”

“What is your name?” said the old man.

“Tell me your name first,” said Jenur.

The old man stroked his beard, not out of habit, but apparently out of anger. “You are very disrespectful toward your elders, young lady. But very well; my name is Rint.”

He said that as if his first name was the only form of identification he needed.

“My name is Gaharna Vicin,” said Jenur. It was a false name she had used during her Dark Tiger days and she had never forgotten it. “By the way, why aren't you following the Procession? Aren't you interested in seeing the Sacrifice?”

Rint averted his eyes for just a moment before he looked at her again and said, “Oh, I've seen the Sacrifice enough times over my life, I think. I am working here in this shop, so I am taking advantage of the Procession to clean up and get ready for the aftermath of the Sacrifice. Usually people come by here to buy my wares after the Sacrifice, so it's a good way to make a lot of money.”

Jenur immediately knew Rint was lying because she noticed how carefully he worded his excuse. But for the life of her she could not figure out why he was lying to her, nor did she have time to find out because the sounds of the Procession were getting fainter and fainter and she really needed to leave right away.

“Right,” said Jenur. “Well, nice meeting you, Rint. If you will excuse me, I really have to go. I don't want to miss the Sacrifice for anything in the world.”

Even before the words left her mouth, Jenur was on her way out of the alleyway, not even looking at Rint. She heard Rint calling her name, but she didn't stop and look. She picked up the pace, hoping she would get to the town square before anyone else.

In just a few minutes, Jenur found herself standing in the town square, having made it there before the Procession. The large wooden altar—which towered above every other building in the town, dwarfed only by the Temple of Kano itself—had the large, striped kakro shark already lying on it. The shark was apparently already dead because it didn't seem to be moving or breathing, but Jenur figured that it would only count as a sacrifice after Deber spilled its blood.

After making sure no one was watching, Jenur found another store, this one selling fishing equipment, and climbed it easily. Just as she got behind the store's sign, the head of the Procession appeared at the other end of the square. Soon the entire town square was filled with the festival-goers, who took their places around the altar as Deber and her Guard made their way to the back of the altar, where Deber would take a set of stairs all the way to the top.
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