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1 AHJIN


          (VASI, IOJ)

        

      

    

    
      Vasi: Capital city of Ioj. The view from the towering cliffs is awe-inspiring. The main temple of Ir­a­ja­han, where the sixteen-year-old winged youths present themselves at adulthood, is one of the architectural wonders of the modern world.

      The Visitor’s Guide to Ioj, 5th edition

      

      Ah­­jin’s feathers whispered in the perfect updrafts. The air was sweet today, and escape was even sweeter. He shoved back his worries about meddling priests and flew higher in the pale orange sky.

      When the city on the cliff below was almost too small to see, Ah­jin tightened the tie restraining his curls. He stretched his arms and somersaulted into a dive. The wind whistled in his ears as he fell.

      After one breathtaking minute, he tucked his arms and legs, spread his wings, and snapped into the roll that started his aerobatic routine. He ran through his old stunts, then added the new tricks he’d learned from spying on the advanced class. Father trained him daily after school and would teach him the rest of the techniques when he became a sky­dancer.

      Ah­jin spun into a deliberate spiral. He flew well, and hard work would make him even better. He’d be an asset to his parents and their troupe while he made a living doing what he loved best. All he had to do was stay away from the temple long enough to be forgotten in the vocational assignments, then follow his own skydancing goals without interference.

      He ran through his routine three times. If he judged the height of the sun correctly, it would be too late for the priests to ruin his plans now.

      To celebrate, he should buy something delicious for Mother. He flew lower and scanned the flying lanes in the market. There wasn’t much produce available this early in spring, though, only some fruit and fresh greens.

      As he removed his goggles and spiraled for a better look, Father glided from behind a group of shoppers. Oh, no. The market was busy today, with heavy traffic both on the ground and in the air, but not enough to hide Ah­jin. He should have flown a little longer. Or a lot.

      Father dodged through the airborne crowd with crossed arms and an impressive frown. “You’re late. On purpose, I dare say.”

      Father had been more easy-going before Ah­jin’s birthday brought the possibility of change to their lives. He had trained Ah­jin since his first flight so he could join the troupe at adulthood. Now it was time to follow their long-held plan, and Father still insisted he go to the temple. Why was the priests’ approval so important?

      “Father, I told you I wasn’t going. We already have plans.” Ah­jin dodged a little girl chasing her pet bird. That had been one of his favorite childhood games, too, when he was younger and carefree.

      Father sighed. “I felt the same way when I was your age. Don’t roll your eyes — I was young once.”

      Ah­jin snorted. Father’s hair had been white from birth, and his body was as strong as ever. Ah­jin had seen no evidence his attitudes had ever been young, though.

      “Unfortunately for you,” Father continued, “the only choice you have left is whether you want to arrive by wing or tied in a carpet. Don’t shame our House by making me call the temple guard.”

      He motioned to the black marble road among the ordinary cobblestone roads made for the convenience of wagons and wingless visitors.

      The cobblestone led everywhere, from the market to the Great Library, and between the older houses and the new, three-story towers with landing platforms on every level.

      The black marble went only from the market to Ah­jin’s doom.

      “Well, given those charming options,” Ah­jin scoffed, “I’ll go. It won’t make any difference. I don’t need anyone telling me what to do with my life.”

      Ah­jin slowed to an insulting speed, but whenever he meandered, Father was at his back, too experienced to be shaken. They traveled without wasting their breath on the same futile discussion they’d had every day for the last month.

      Vasi was the largest city in the country, but Ah­jin could cross it in half an hour at his slowest flying pace. He normally enjoyed the flight and visiting with people. Today, he only had time to wave and smile, hoping to annoy Father and slow the trip.

      “Hurry,” Father said. “Many of your friends are already there. You can talk to the rest after your interview.” When Ah­jin waved at a pretty girl, Father tried again. “The Winds won’t be happy if you’re late. If you cooperate more, they’ll have no reason not to give you what you want.”

      Cooperate. Ah­jin snorted. “If I avoid the temple altogether, dear Father, there’s no chance for them to tell me what to do.” He didn’t care if Ir­a­ja­han’s priestly Winds were unhappy. The whole tradition was ridiculous. He was an adult now and could choose a vocation himself.

      “That never works,” Father said. “They’d just assign you something unpleasant later. Do you want to work in the sewers?”

      Ah­jin clenched his jaw and narrowed his eyes. “Why would they care about one person?”

      Father sighed and didn’t reply.

      Even at Ah­jin’s best dawdle, they approached the temple too quickly. The grandiose stained-glass windows sat in gray-and-white marble traced with gold, but he didn’t appreciate the splendor today. His normal schemes for flying through the high arches and between the towers were replaced with bitter musing.

      Ah­jin’s pretty mother waited for them in front of the temple, her flyaway blonde hair pinned into place. Her pale golden wings were one shade darker than her hair, and her flowing dress hid muscles as toned as the ones displayed by Father’s sleeveless vest.

      Ah­jin and Father swooped down to land by her. Worry eased from her face as she pulled Ah­jin into a hug before he folded his wings.

      “You’re just in time.” She smiled at him, but her look to Father was almost a wince.

      As they entered the gilded temple, the long line of monthly petitioners waned to the last boy and girl, probably latecomers from the country. The priests gave Ah­jin and his parents impatient looks and hurried them to the front of the antechamber.

      He had been within minutes of being too late.

      It wouldn’t matter that Father dragged him here. Ah­jin had no intention of cooperating against his own desires. If the official word coincided with his plans, he’d be the model of obedience. He might agree with something only a bit different from what he wanted, if it took advantage of his talents. Messengers, for instance, came from the ranks of talented fliers. Never let it be said he was completely unreasonable.

      The dark-haired novice at the desk, wearing the empty-circle badge of the lowest priestly rank, had been a year ahead of Ah­jin in school. While the novice wrote Ah­jin’s name in a massive book, his parents went outside to wait in the courtyard.

      The novice walked Ah­jin to the left-hand room and ushered him in with a scowl and a casual wave. Ah­jin hid his own scoff; the incompetent novice hadn’t advanced past Doldrums in almost a year.

      Inside the room, colorful murals on the high walls detailed the great deeds of Ir­a­ja­han, God of Air, guardian of their country. Ah­jin had glimpsed them before, during required services and his rapid flyovers. If there weren’t a row of plainly dressed priests staring at him from behind a long table, he’d examine them now. It would be more fun than this dreary interview. Only the Wind on the far end had even a hint of a smile.

      “Come in, boy, and hurry,” said the closest priest. “We don’t have all day.”

      Ah­jin stomped over and introduced himself — Ah­jin Mach­ol, son of Ja­yan and Aria — followed by his House and the names of his grandparents. Then the inquest began, with the priests taking turns asking arbitrary questions.

      “How well did you do in school?” asked a Wind holding Ah­jin’s record, which made it a trick question.

      Ah­jin smirked. “I pay attention to things that are worth my while. School qualifies sometimes.”

      “What were your favorite subjects?”

      “I liked flying, gymnastics, meteorology, and geography,” Ah­jin replied.

      “Do you have any siblings?”

      “One little sister, who’s still too young to fly.”

      “What profession would you like?” asked the almost-smiling priest.

      “I want to be a professional sky­dancer.” Finally, a good question.

      “Do you have any special skills or talents?”

      “Well, obviously, I’m great at flying.” Ah­jin was in fair currents here. “I practice daily.”

      “If you’re that good, why didn’t you take the advanced aerobatics classes in school?”

      Ah­jin rolled his eyes and stared at the murals, but one of the other priests pointed to his school record.

      “They have academic prerequisites for those classes.”

      Ah­jin ignored that, too. It was stupid to need good scores in math for a flight class. Flying was unrelated and more important.

      “Do you have any job prospects?”

      Yes, a better question. “My parents want me to join their aerobatic troupe.”

      Then the questions came faster and more complicated. “Explain the political significance of the recent trade treaty.” “Given a right triangle with one side the length…” “What are the major exports…” “Name the last three potentates and their policy differences.” “If the barometer falls and the temperature rises…”

      Ah­jin got at least half of them correct.

      “What’s your favorite color?”

      Ah­jin blinked at the change of subject. “Blue.” Flirting girls said it looked good on him, but what difference did it make?

      The Winds glanced at each other and dismissed him to join his parents outside. At least the stupid question ended the obsolete ritual.

      When Mother tried to get him to stand still in the courtyard, Ah­jin dodged her grasp. When Father threatened to ground him if he even hovered, he walked back and forth in the corner. Ten steps left, turn, ten steps right, turn. The afternoon sun sank lower as he paced behind the other petitioners and their families.

      It seemed forever before the stuck-up novice climbed the outer steps of the temple to the gilded marble podium used for public announcements. He unrolled a scroll and, in a bored voice, read the names of the new adults and their assigned jobs, in the order they arrived that morning. When he got to the end, he sneered at Ah­jin.

      “Wind.” He snapped shut the scroll and swaggered back inside the temple.

      Father gasped. “Really?”

      No, that had to be wrong. Ah­jin wasn’t a priest. But thanks to the temple guard, he couldn’t ignore it. Ah­jin evaded Father’s grasp to run after the novice.

      “Wait, there’s been a mistake,” he yelled as he ran into the echoing antechamber. “I’m to be a sky­dancer with my parents.”

      He skidded to a stop when he realized the room was filled with priests and priestesses glaring at him.

      Ah­jin stammered an apology, then gulped and repeated his explanation with shaking knees. If he didn’t find the courage to convince the Winds, he’d be trapped as a priest for the rest of his life. His skydancing training would be wasted and his talents ignored. That was unacceptable.

      The nearly-smiling priest from his interview stepped forward, without a rank pin, but now dressed in lavish garb that overshadowed his plain gray wings. “Do you remember being asked your favorite color during your examination?”

      “Yes,” Ah­jin said, “but many people like blue.” Perhaps it was proof something had gone wrong in the interview or the entire flawed system.

      “Hmm, true,” the priest said. “There’s only one issue. None of us asked you that question.”

      “I heard you.” Why would they lie about something so obvious and irrelevant?

      “No. Ir­a­ja­han asked you.” The Wind folded his hands together as he made that outrageous claim.

      Ah­jin flared his wings and jerked his head around to stare at the large stained-glass window above the temple door. It depicted the god in his ostentatious glory, summoning the winds from all directions. The caption said “Ir­a­ja­han the Omnipotent.” The artist had drawn the powerful god with a sulky face.

      “A god has no better question to ask me than my favorite color? What’s the point?” He folded his wings and edged away. Perhaps it was time to end the conversation and leave.

      The priest grasped Ah­jin’s shoulder. “The point is that you heard him. Telepathy is an automatic qualifier for the priesthood. Other skills become inconsequential. Your personal desires and your family’s needs are irrelevant. You have until tonight to say farewell to your family and bring your things to the temple dorms. Initiation starts tomorrow morning, so don’t be late.”

      He waved his hand at the other Winds, who bowed to Ah­jin’s captor and filed out of the room. The novice from school scoffed at Ah­jin, then simpered at the Wind on his way out.

      Ah­jin was left alone with the old priest. He had telepathy? When had that happened? Never mind, it didn’t matter. “No thanks, I have other plans.” Ah­jin tried to pull away.

      For an old man, the Wind had a strong grip.

      “Let me explain. When a new adult is assigned a job, he or she may petition for a change if they truly feel the assignment is unsuitable for them.” That blithe half-smile stayed annoyingly on his face.

      “I appeal!” It wasn’t smart to tell him the way out.

      “The exception is the priesthood,” the Wind continued. “There is no release for telepaths. They are too rare and too badly needed. I’m sorry. Go say your farewells.” His hand tightened until Ah­jin’s shoulder ached. “Please don’t make us get you in the morning.” He released Ah­jin and followed the other priests into the inner temple.

      Ah­jin’s groan echoed in the empty room. He couldn’t return to his parents yet. They wouldn’t understand why he wasn’t happy, but he had dreams he’d worked hard to reach. Did he have no choice but to give up skydancing? Tradition was strict and the priesthood apparently stricter.

      How could he fight a god?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: empty circle badge of Breeze novices]
          

        

        
          
2 CHANGES


          (VASI, IOJ)

        

      

    

    
      While priests’ many duties include administering rites, preaching, and caring for the temple, their most important task is to relay Ir­a­ja­han’s will for his people.

      Handbook for Winds

      

      Ah­jin held his breath as he glared at the colorful temple window and thought nasty things he hoped were overheard. When he ran out of insults and could pretend to be happy, he set his shoulders and left.

      The courtyard was empty. Even Ah­jin’s parents had gone to collect his little sister from their cousin’s house. He flew home slowly, thankful for the chance to think.

      How could the priests be so cruel? He had worked hard for his dreams, and he wanted to stay with his family. Father was wrong — Ah­jin should have hidden longer. His telepathy wasn’t in any record; even he hadn’t known about it. If he hadn’t heard that question, they would have let him be a sky­dancer. Now everything was ruined. Even if his assignment was a mistake, the Winds didn’t care.

      His life was over. As a priest, he wouldn’t learn any more aerobatics and might not have time to fly for more than transportation. Wonderful flying would be replaced by boring duties. What a waste of his constant practice. Someone would always tell him what to do and where to go, even after Doldrums. He wouldn’t be able to live with his family, and might barely have time to visit.

      He clenched his fists. How dare Ir­a­ja­han and the priests destroy his life!

      If only his parents would help him fight this. Ah­jin snorted. Father would think this great honor was worth changing their dreams. Mother was too gentle to oppose either the authorities or Father. Even if his parents wanted to back Ah­jin, they couldn’t win against the law of the Winds or the temple guard that enforced the holy dictates throughout Ioj. This was his last evening as a civilian.

      Ah­jin watched the children play carefree tag above the gardens. He admired the view from the cliffs and waved to an acquaintance among the city guards who operated the pulley platforms used for freight and visitors.

      Lee beckoned from his post at the top of the cliff until Ah­jin landed by the guards. “Fair winds, Ah­jin. How many new soldiers were called today?”

      Ah­jin had anticipated that question, and the number was high enough to satisfy.

      “So, congratulations on your big day. What’s your new job?” Lee asked.

      “Priest,” Ah­jin muttered.

      Some of the soldiers whistled, but others flinched. Lee glanced at the temple and ended the conversation as quickly as good manners allowed.

      Ah­jin cringed and turned for home again. Would people always be wary of him now, afraid of his connections? He couldn’t read their minds, after all. Could he? If he didn’t know, how could they? When his friends and neighbors called to him, he waved and kept going, afraid they’d also pull away.

      His stomach cramped as he turned the corner before his parents’ modest, one-story cottage. He was out of time, and he’d never live with his family again unless he beat this dilemma.

      Did he have to pretend he was happy about his life turned upside down? It could be worse. Garbage collector was worse, wasn’t it?

      And priests could still marry — in fact, they were encouraged to — if he found a girl who didn’t mind sharing him with Ir­a­ja­han. Some girls thought the prestige was worth the hassle and long hours. It was no consolation.

      When he shuffled through the door, his parents jerked their chairs back from the table. His baby sister smiled and reached for him, fluttering her downy wings. Mai­li’s wispy hair was as yellow as Mother’s, but she had Father’s blue eyes. Ah­jin forced a smile and hugged them all.

      “There is no appeal,” he croaked. He swallowed and tried again. “I have until curfew to report.”

      Mother handed him the baby and headed to the pantry. “It will be fine. You’ll see.” Her voice wavered. “Tonight we’ll have a feast; tomorrow will be a new day. Do you want to invite friends to dinner?”

      “No, I’d rather be alone with you.” He spent more time flying than with his friends, anyway. He tickled Mai­li and listened to her giggle.

      Father reached for a traveling basket. “Should I help you pack?”

      Ah­jin shrugged and carried Mai­li to his tiny room at the back of the house. She sat on the bed while Father helped Ah­jin choose clothes for his days off. The temple uniforms were ugly for the first couple of ranks, but that was the least of his worries.

      “Why did you make me do it, Father?” Ah­jin hunched his shoulders. “You said it would be better, but look what happened. This is your fault. I should have done it my way.”

      Father stopped folding clothes and bowed his head. “I had a friend who skipped his ceremony and became a miserable sewer worker. I didn’t want that to happen to you.”

      He smoothed a shirt and folded it slowly, matching every edge. When finished, he handed it to Ah­jin, eyes downcast.

      Ah­jin tucked the shirt into his pack silently. Father was still ruining his life. He glanced at the map he had painted on his wall, with a different color for each country and each direction of wind and current. There was a whole world he’d never see now.

      Hmm.

      How did this telepathy nonsense work? Could anyone eavesdrop on his thoughts? Until he knew, he should think quietly. He wrapped a small family portrait in the silk scarf Mother had embroidered last winter.

      Father picked up Ah­jin’s su­ru­jin and swung the weighted ends for Mai­li to grab. “Do you suppose they’ll let you hunt or continue your practice?” He coiled the rope.

      “I’ll find a way.” Ah­jin was good with a bow for a boy — no, he was a man now — and better with his weighted throwing rope. He could take down a goose on the wing or stop a horse in its tracks, although that stunt had almost gotten him arrested when the irate farmer called the city guard. The horse was uninjured, but Ah­jin practiced on wild animals after that.

      He tucked the weapon inside his pack with his wrist guards and bowstring, and  strapped his recurve bow to the outside, looking around his room with regret. There was so much he couldn’t take, and he didn’t know when he’d return for the rest. Now that he was leaving, Mai­li would move from their parents’ room to his.

      He looked again at his wall map. Though it wasn’t as splendid as the temple’s murals, it was more useful, especially now.

      Shh, think quietly.

      Dinner smelled ready, so he lifted his sister and his pack and left the room behind Father. Ah­jin glared at his parents’ House crests hanging on the wall with his ancestor’s triple-curled Wind badge between them. Perhaps his great-grandfather was responsible for the “gift” of telepathy. He had been a mid-ranked Squall who married late in life and had only one child, a girl who did not follow him into the priesthood. Ah­jin would happily blame him if no better prospect appeared.

      He fastened Mai­li in her baby seat, then sat between his parents. They ate slowly and in silence. Mai­li pounded her spoon on the table and burbled at Ah­jin. These memories of home would be a treasure when he was gone.

      When Mother served dessert, Ah­jin took a deep breath. “I’ve heard novices don’t get time away for a while.”

      Every new adult went through an initiation. The soldiers trained before a mock battle. Most entertainers and athletes had a similar display. Farmers grew a garden in summer or wrote a report in winter. Teachers taught a class in public. Whatever Wind novices did at first was a secret.

      “I’ll miss you so much,” he continued. That was true. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll see you soon.” That was the possible lie that made his chest ache.

      Father ran his fingers through his short, curly hair. Ah­jin regretted, a little, growing out his own hair to look different. Mother’s purple eyes, mirrors of his own, filled with silent tears. Both parents tried to smile.

      “Do you want us to fly you to the temple?” Father asked.

      “This is hard enough,” Ah­jin said. “Please let me go alone.” He pressed his feet against the floor to distract him from his own tears.

      Mother squeezed Father’s hand. “I know they’ll feed you, but I packed treats. Is there anything else you’d like?”

      She tipped the small basket to show the contents. Perhaps it was her mother’s heart that thought he’d starve without her cooking, but it was handy.

      “Do we have any of your dried fruit? Or jerky from our last hunting trip?” Bread would spoil quickly, but she had packed enough cheese and fresh fruit for a week.

      “We have both.” She wiped her eyes and added his requests to the basket.

      It was time. Ah­jin shoved away his unfinished dessert. He hugged Mai­li, tickled her until she squealed, and handed her to Mother. After kissing his parents, he slid his long jacket over his arms. Father straightened the back section of Ah­jin’s jacket between his wings and laced the sides.

      Ah­jin slid Mother’s treats into his pack and slung it on one shoulder. He took one last look at his family and trudged out the door, hurrying to leave before he cried.

      Mother’s trembling voice followed him. “Good flight.”

      Ah­jin held his breath until his eyes stopped burning.

      This wasn’t fair. Perhaps he wasn’t even a telepath. The priest claimed nobody in the room had asked that question, but it might be the charlatans’ elaborate trick to draft him into servitude. He trudged toward the center of town without bothering to keep that thought quiet.

      The priests said the god of air was vital to the existence of the world, but Ah­jin suspected the Windbag told them that story to justify his extravagant vanity and continued reign. Ah­jin didn’t like encouraging the fable, especially when it demolished his own ambitions.

      Ah­jin was good at flying. Why didn’t the Winds realize that? He had often complained to his parents about life being unfair, but his earlier concerns seemed childish now. The only choice left was not much choice at all.
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        * * *

      

      When Ah­jin reached the market, he bought a compass and waved to some girls, then buckled his narrow pack between his wings and jumped into the air. He flew toward the temple with his heart pinched and palms damp. Could he really change his life in so many ways?

      He spiraled higher and higher until he saw hints of other towns and villages near the horizon. Below him lay the city on the tall cliffs. Most of the businesses were in the center of town, with the residences along the outskirts. The farms were farther from the cliff, where the ground was less rocky. He waved farewell to his house, then flew west toward the temple. It was beautiful, gleaming in the sunset like an immense opal, more fantastic than the library or the palace.

      He kept flying until he passed the cliffs and the lavender ocean was below him, then looked toward the far borders. Stories claimed the northwest forest was infested with giant spiders that trapped foolish explorers in vast webs. Discounting the ridiculous legends, any part of Ioj was within Ir­a­ja­han’s range and thus not safe.

      According to the map on his wall, farther out of sight to the north lay deeply forested Dar­rend­ra, the land of the shape-shifting tribes. The few people who had visited those territorial folks and returned to tell about it had not gone past the narrow shore allowed to foreigners. There were no stories of how to survive inland.

      Ah­jin spiraled around and looked to the south, toward the immense desert continent. There were a few semi-permanent camps along the coast of Is­kra, but much of the interior was inhospitable. Only the desert nomads knew where to find water in the sand, and a green oasis didn’t guarantee a surface spring.

      He stretched his wings with pleasure and made a long dive. The night breeze ruffled his unruly curls and cooled his angry flush. He flipped into a series of rolls and ended with an exhilarating loop. Flight was a distraction, but the sport soon palled under the weight of his errand.

      Was he far away enough to think openly now? While in the city, he had tried to use his rage and loathing to hide his initial plans from any telepathic snooping. It was too bad he couldn’t tell his parents what he was doing, but they would have stopped him. There was no way he’d be a priest, no chance he’d ruin his life.

      Besides, he was an adult now. It was time to show he could take care of himself. Once he found how to get around Ir­a­ja­han’s selfish decrees, he’d fly with his family again. He already yearned for that day.

      The No­kai­la­na Islands to the west were a garden paradise full of clean springs, fruit trees, lush greenery, and easy-going natives. With wings to reach them and a net to catch fish or birds, the islands seemed his best opportunity for a successful escape. It should be easy to find land with fresh water and shelter until he found a long-term solution. He wouldn’t give up his ambitions or his family for foolish priests and a stupider god.

      Ah­jin flew steadily away from Vasi until the three moons rose. The large, golden moon lit the clear sky with a mellow glow, while its tiny, pale blue companion chased its lavender twin across the heavens.
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        * * *

      

      After three hours, he was tired and far enough from the city that nobody was likely to find him, if they bothered looking before morning. Any searchers would waste their time checking his house and the city before they looked farther. Even if Ir­a­ja­han found him, Ah­jin was out of his territory. The gods barely talked to each other and didn’t cooperate for anything, much less the retrieval of one young man.

      He searched the dark ocean for somewhere to rest.

      A storm blew out of nowhere, with none of the usual warning signs. Clouds drizzled cold rain down his collar. Wind battered his jacket and plastered hair in his eyes. Stronger blasts bent his feathers and scrambled his steering control. His wings wrenched sideways. The drizzle turned into a waterfall. If he didn’t land, the wind could blow him off course or snap his wings.

      He shoved dripping curls out of his face. Green islands shone on the horizon under the moons, too far away. The only place close enough was a small, rocky islet below him. At least he’d be less at the mercy of the increasingly violent wind and could continue his trip after the storm passed.

      He tried to land, but the gusts pushed him back into the air. In desperation, he waited until he was right above the rocks, then furled his wings and fell.

      Ah­jin missed the islet and fumbled for a hold in the ocean. The wave-splashed rocks were too slippery, and he slid off again and again until the water soaked his wings into worthlessness. He gasped for breath and grabbed a dead branch caught in the rocks.

      A horrible scream echoed around him.

      He forgot about holding on and covered his ears. It didn’t help; the wailing was inside his head and didn’t stop. The noise of the tempest rose to compete with the clamor in his head.

      Now that he had no handhold, the storm grabbed him again and slammed him into the rocks headfirst.

      Everything went dark.
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3 NIA


          (EAST CORAL ISLAND, NOKAILANA)

        

      

    

    
      Holy Days: First Day of Spring; Summer’s Return; Wave-Riding Festival; Festival of Rainbows; Dolphin Races; Ma­ka­na’s Day; Festival of Song; Festival of Clean Water; Day of Ocean Calming

      Incomplete list, from Hail, Ma­ka­na­vai­lea

      

      Waves lapped sweetly at the island shore, and birds sang sleepily. Nia­mo­len­u­lan­am­i raised her head above the water to watch the rising sun turn the sky from black to blue to day’s pale orange. She pulled her hair away from the gills on her neck and braided a foot or two of it. The morning light made the lavender waves sparkle. The coral reef was a busy, colorful backdrop to the houses under the surface. Life was good.

      Life was good, but she was bored.

      Ya’eel swam circles around her. “Come play hide-and-tag,” the dolphin squealed. Nia swam almost as quickly as he, even without a tail, and it was one of their favorite games.

      “Sorry, Ya’eel.” Nia yawned. “Kala and Ka­mea are going to the big market today. Mom told their mom I’d go along.” At least it was something to do.

      The large market was on the next island west. Though Kala was an adult, it was a bit far for her to watch Ka­mea, her younger sister and Nia’s only far-sister, by herself. Nia had actually woken early, but now the girls were late. She should have stayed in her hammock longer. Nia yawned again and relaxed in the warm water. Her eyelids weighed as much as a sunken ship. The waves rocked her.

      “Good news, Nia,” Kala said.

      Nia jumped and opened her eyes again. The sun was higher than she remembered. Had she fallen asleep? Ya’eel laughed his dolphin laugh and sprayed water over her.

      “The twin boys are fishing with Dad.” Ka­mea waved at Nia and Ya’eel and somersaulted in the water. Her hair swirled behind her until she was a blurred, purple circle.

      “And they’ll drop us halfway,” Kala continued, “so we’ll make it home for the festival tonight.”

      Ya’eel towed Ka­mea while the older girls swam beside until they reached the boat and climbed aboard.

      They sailed past the island’s fruit trees and gardens to the fishing ground between the islands, where the twins let the girls jump overboard. It took only a couple of hours to swim the rest of the way. The girls reached the island market while there were still plenty of goods available in the booths.

      As she looked around, Nia’s shoulders slumped. She thought this would be better than their local market, but it was mostly more of the same old boring stuff. Where was the color, the originality, the excitement?

      Most of the vendors were No­kai who laughed and sang and importuned buyers as usual. The few pale Isk­rin stood out as much for their serious demeanor and boring clothes as for their plain black hair and long eyelashes. One of them had beautiful silk scarves hung in rows, and Ka­mea ran one finger above the fabric while Kala asked about prices. The Isk­rin smiled and jabbered in trade tongue, holding up different scarves. Kala’s grasp of the language was minimal, and she wrinkled her face as she listened.

      “Ooh, how lovely.” Nia slid beside Kala. “Let me help.” She switched to Iskrit to question the seller about prices, then back to Noki for Kala. “I don’t think you can afford more than one from this row.”

      When she repeated the price, Kala swallowed hard and shook her head. “Ka­mea, which is your favorite?”

      Ka­mea pointed to a violet-streaked blue, and Nia bargained at top speed, glad for her birth gift of translating. With the addition of a string of shells that Kala pulled from her pocket, and the trader’s appreciation for hearing her native language, Nia got the scarf for less than asked. After that, it was a quick matter to shop for the rest of their list and head for the ocean. The little fun available was over.

      A rollicking music called to her. “Do you hear that?” Nia hummed along, trying to hear the words. “Let’s find it.”

      She wandered to the docks with the other girls trailing behind. The music grew louder until she found No­kai sailors bellowing the song as they unloaded their cargo.

      The words echoed across the waves. “Oh, where are the ladies?”

      Kala skidded to a halt and adjusted her string bag of purchases. “I think that’s close enough, Nia.”

      “Fish guts.” Nia rolled her eyes. “It will be fine. I want to learn the song.” She hummed, memorizing the tune. Finally, some entertainment.

      Ka­mea cowered behind Kala. “I want to go home.”

      “We’re going home,” Kala assured her. “Come on, Nia.”

      “In a while.” Nia danced down the rough, wooden pier.

      “You’re supposed to stay with us,” Kala said.

      Nia waved them off. “Tell my mom I’ll be home soon.” They’d be fine, and she needed a little excitement running through her gills.

      By the time Nia reached the ship, the other girls had left. She wove up the gangplank between the busy sailors, greeted the captain, and talked her way into a perch on the railing. From there, she could hear the songs and smell the zesty spices as the sailors carried the barrels and sacks off the ship. She stayed while they reloaded with baskets of sweet pineapples and mangoes and casks of salted fish.

      Before the captain approached her again, she had memorized three of the songs.

      “It’s time for us to leave,” he said. “You’d better get off, unless you’re heading southeast to Is­kra.” He winked at her.

      “Could I catch a ride toward East Coral?” she asked. “I haven’t learned all the verses of the last song yet.”

      The sailors bellowed approval, the captain laughed and nodded, and the ship was off with the tide. Nia stayed on the bulwark with a handy line for support. The ship swayed in the current, and the wind ruffled Nia’s hair with the promise of adventure.

      She spent two delightful hours practicing the new songs before a sailor sidled next to her and grinned.

      “Are you traveling all the way with us?” he asked.

      Nia smiled back. He was handsome, but far too old and weathered by sun and storm. “I’ll leave soon.”

      “Not too soon, I hope.”

      Nia stood on the railing and squinted at a fishing fleet to the north. “Actually, I recognize the patterns on those sails. Thanks for the ride, but this is my stop.”

      She dove into the sea and swam home, arriving not long after Kala and Ka­mea and just in time to dress. This was a regular sixth-day festival, not one of the goddess’ holy days, but she still shouldn’t be late. If nothing else, this was her only chance to avoid boredom a little longer.

      She swam past the coral reef and dove to her house on the sea floor, grabbing her jar of plankton light from its sun-feeding station as she passed through the door. On days she wasn’t assigned to toil in the garden, she had enough demand for her singing to afford her own little house with two tiny rooms. The tidier room for visitors was on the upper level, with a hatch leading to the sleeping-and-storage room on the bottom.

      Nia was close enough to adulthood to live alone, and near enough to her families’ houses that everyone knew if she needed help. She had learned reading, sailing, and other life skills years ago, and even at her preferred lazy pace, she was already competent in her music. Now it was a matter of practice and increasing her repertoire.

      She hung her glowing jar above her mirror. Since she didn’t have time to search for it, she was lucky she had remembered to lock her costume in her hammock with the strap that tethered her while she slept. Her rich purple divided skirt looked like sweeping trousers with a foot of sturdy lace on the bottom. The long-sleeved top was plain white, but covered in Mom’s best embroidery in a lovely range of colors.

      Nia needed to braid her hair in an intricate pattern for her performance, instead of her casual plait. She grabbed her ribbons and turned back to the mirror, then squealed at someone else in the reflection. When the apparition laughed, Nia turned with her hands on her hips.

      “Ka­la­la­mo­a­na­ni, if I die of fright, who will sing your favorite songs tonight?”

      Kala stuck out her tongue. “So you don’t want help with your hair?” She swam through currents of clothes and unfinished projects the window mesh kept inside the house while it kept sharks outside. “You’re lucky you don’t have a roommate to drive insane with this chaos.”

      Nia ignored the comment and fluttered her eyelashes. “Please, I’ll owe you forever.”

      “You still owe me for abandoning me at the market. And for the last time I helped you. And the time before that, and⁠—”

      Nia covered Kala’s mouth to muffle her voice.

      Kala rolled her eyes instead and reached for half of Nia’s hair. “I’m so excited about tonight,” she said as soon as Nia freed her. “Kua should be there.”

      “I’m sure he wouldn’t miss a chance to see you.” Nia envied Kala’s excitement. “Did you see him get in trouble for pulling up the wrong plants in the garden yesterday?”

      “No, really?” Kala backed up to maintain tension as she moved down each plait.

      Nia looped her half-finished section around a hook on the wall to do the same. “He was watching you instead of paying attention to the plants.”

      She giggled and batted a floating braid out of the way. When she nudged her near-sister, Kala’s golden skin turned a bright red that clashed with her persimmon hair.

      “Ama­kua­lena…” Kala drew out the name lovingly. “He’s so cute. And strong.” She sighed. “And smart. And…” She stopped when Nia kicked her ankle.

      “Seaweed, Kala, I know he’s perfect,” Nia said. “I don’t need to hear it again.” When Kala’s face fell, Nia relented. “You can tell me tomorrow, I suppose. But no more tonight!”

      “What’s wrong with you, fish breath?”

      Nia sighed. “Nothing.”

      “Hmm.” Kala bumped her shoulder against Nia. “So you say. What project will you abandon this time?” She pulled hard on the braid to tie it off before switching to a new one.

      Nia winced. “If you don’t want to help, at least leave my hair attached.”

      “I’m sorry,” Kala murmured, sounding more contrite than Nia deserved. “Let’s change the subject. Tell me what you’ll sing tonight.”

      “I thought I’d sing the island garden song in honor of spring. And Awa wants the one about the fish that swam so far north he turned into an iceberg. He thinks it’s the funniest song ever.” Nia giggled.

      She finished the last of the braids on her side right after Kala finished her half. Now it was time to weave the plaits together with the ribbons to hold it into place and add color to the lavender braids. Nia let Kala do most of the work while she kept everything from drifting into knots. This was easier with help.

      “We’ll sing plenty of dolphin songs,” Nia continued, “including a new whistle one. Ya’eel tells me I’m getting much better. The ocean songs are popular. I have several love songs. Oh, and some new ditties from those sailors this morning.” She grinned and wiggled her eyebrows.

      “Nia, you can’t sing those today,” Kala groaned. “There will be children there.”

      Nia kicked a heap of clothes. So much for the fun of the new songs. “I’ll try to behave myself.” She wrinkled her nose at Kala until her near-sister smiled.

      Her hair looked perfect in the mirror, so she gave Kala a hug, threw a cover over her light, and swam to sit on the edge of her domed roof while Kala left to get her younger brothers.

      To Nia’s left was the festival, at the end of a stone-marked pathway currently lit by nets of blinking atolla jellyfish. She loved approaching from the surface and seeing all the roads form a colored picture of fish jumping through waves and coral. At the edge of the coral reef to her right were the homes of most of her family. She stretched her neck for a wistful look at the wide ocean beyond, but her family swept around her, chatting and threatening to sabotage hairstyles and costumes, and blocking her view.

      “Shipwreck,” Nia swore. “If you mess up my braids, I’ll sing in your ears to wake you before sunrise tomorrow.” She shot them one of the ferocious looks she practiced to compensate for her height.

      They cheerfully surrendered, and she linked elbows with two of her siblings, who grabbed the others until all seventeen staggered across the road. The festival started as Nia’s family arrived for their work shifts. They split to their various stations while the theater was empty. Mom left with the weavers, and Nia and her musicians set up next to a jewelry booth she wanted to browse later. As she sang, the busy crowd rotated between entertainment venues so she had only a small audience at a time.
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        * * *

      

      Nia got as much praise from the crowd as ever, but instead of her usual happiness at the end of her shift, everything was duller today. Even the jewelry wasn’t as pretty as it had looked from a distance. Who had thrown boring-juice in the ocean?

      On her way to her family’s prearranged meeting place, she found Kala and Kua flirting with each other. Nia dragged them along with her, one on each side.

      “Come join us,” she said. “We can’t have you getting lost.”

      Kala glared at Nia. “We were fine alone.”

      “I’m sure you thought you were.” Nia winked at Kua, who blushed and shrugged at Kala.

      Once the rest of Nia’s family arrived, everyone swam around, bargaining for pretty things and teasing each other. The still-blushing Kua was a popular target for jests, but no one was safe. When it was time for the presentation, the clan hurried to finish negotiations, then gathered at the theater.

      Kala and Kua made fish eyes at each other while Nia and several other siblings squirmed together like a swarm of eels and made their multi-seater hammock sway. Nia elbowed her way through the heap until she had a good view of the stage. The dolphins swam through their newest routine in honor of Ma­ka­na­vai­lea, Goddess of Water. Nia waved madly when she saw Ya’eel in his debut performance. The tumblers swam off to wild cheers, and the night’s officiator began the mundane part of the meeting.

      Nia smothered a yawn and nudged Awakakama, the far-brother unlucky enough to be by her elbow. “Can’t they post the information?” she whined.

      When his mom glared at them, Awa closed his mouth, shrugged, and covered his own yawn. There were unsurprisingly no marriages this month, and Nia let her eyes glaze while the pod leader recited the names and parentage of the new babies. When the dignitary got to the stodgy announcements, the yawns she alternated with Awa spread through the audience.

      Then Ma­ka­na­vai­lea swam in for one of her occasional visits and gave birth gifts to the clan’s babies. The clan sang a hymn or three to her, praising the beauty of her luminous eyes and her rainbow fall of silken hair. She had no need of the gills her people used to breathe underwater, but she shared their golden skin and webbed digits. The No­kai included a hymn to her compassion, reminding her how the islanders depended on her loving protection. Ma­ka­na was kind, intelligent, and generous, but if riled, could cause substantial damage until she calmed to her usual indolence. Nia loved the goddess’ insistence on holding a party every six days.

      After the goddess zipped away, the party continued with songs, games, and dancing. Some people — the very old or parents with small children — swam home early. A few stalwarts kept up the merriment until they fell asleep and drifted in the morning current.

      Nia bounced between the different activities, desperate for something to hold her attention. She spent most of the festival with family, bothering Kala often to make sure her near-sister didn’t have much time alone with Kua.

      Kala tried to chase her away with increasingly less subtle excuses. After the fifth time, Kala drew her aside. “Will you go pester someone else, please? I’m busy.” She simpered over her shoulder at Kua.

      “You may continue for now, but I’ll be back.” Nia waved and swam off.

      She headed for the singing, then changed her mind and swam toward the market stalls. Halfway there, she stopped and tread water, letting the ocean flow around her. Everyone else was having fun at the festival. Something must be wrong with her. When had her life become dull? Why wasn’t she happy the way things were?

      Shark fins! She needed a challenge. Ooh, she needed an adventure, more exciting than a mere ship ride. That was a great idea!

      She didn’t know where to find one. Maybe she should have stayed on the ship. Nia sighed again and headed back to the games.

      She glanced up as a colossal storm suddenly raged above the ocean.

      No, she did have an idea.
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4 SALVAGE


          (EASTERN EDGE OF NOKAILANA)

        

      

    

    
      No­kai­la­na consists of about a dozen larger islands and hundreds of small ones that support a loose assortment of No­kai clans. Many of the world’s intercultural traders are No­kai.

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

      

      Nia dragged herself from bed an hour or two before midday. It was adventure time.

      She dumped her regular clothes into her closet and let her thermal swim outfits drift to her bedroom floor. After eliminating the cooler knee-length outfits and the unnecessary camouflage, she was left with three spongy, wrist-to-ankle suits in her favorite wild patterns. Mom’s whimsical printing experiment of bright pink and purple fish swimming on a teal background fit her mood, and her canteen, medical kit, and a waterproof pouch of food hung nicely on the matching belt. The hook on the wall was enough help to put her hair in two plain braids, wrapped around her head and fastened with ribbons.

      Nia whistled for Ya’eel, who planned to swim with her, then play while she explored. The dolphin arrived so quickly he must have been lurking between the houses.

      The sun shimmered in ripples on the bottom of the warm lagoon. Schools of colorful fish chased each other through the coral. Some were playing, some hunting, and all were beautiful. Though the noise from the upper world was muffled, the scraping of the beakfish feeding on the coral algae was so loud that Nia waved to any No­kai she saw rather than talk to them.

      The two friends floated around the twisting coral reef and into the wide ocean, then swam east for two hours at moderate speed. Today was a good day to explore. The storm the night before had been horizon-to-horizon, and storms often left interesting flotsam on the rocks.

      At the first islet she approached, she saw flashes of white and blue on the rocks. The potential treasure was unlikely to be part of a wooden ship. Ya’eel swam in search of fish while she pulled herself on land and walked through the storm-blown white gull feathers to the rubble. First, she saw a crushed basket and its scattered contents, then a crumpled pile of bright blue fabric stuck between the biggest rocks on shore. The cloth could make a carrying case for her salvage.

      Nia pulled on it, and the pile moaned and twitched. She squealed and jumped backward, grabbing for a rock to throw. When the movement stopped, she crept closer, rock still in hand.

      This wasn’t a remnant of a ship’s cargo, but a filthy survivor. How exciting! Curly white hair shone through the mud. Oh, flood waters, how could she get an old man away from here? He’d need water, food, shelter, and medical help first. She propped the broken basket over a few sticks to make spotty shade.

      “Hey, are you awake? Can you sit?” Nia prodded his shoulder.

      When he didn’t answer, she pulled his arm. He groaned and batted at her hands, so she tugged again.

      He curled onto his side as much as the rocks allowed. “In a few minutes, Father,” he whispered.

      Nia stared at his now-exposed back. Wings trailed off the island into the water! There had been no gull. No wonder he hadn’t liked being pulled across the rocks. And his wings looked injured from the — shipwreck? — no, crash landing. Of course that storm had smashed him from the air. He was lucky to find land instead of miles of empty ocean.

      “Hey, you, are you okay?” She poked him again.

      He blinked open plum-colored eyes. “Am I dreaming?” he slurred. “I thought I was miles from pretty girls. Waz your name?” He closed his eyes again.

      “No, no, stay awake. You have to move before the tide rises.” Nia pointed to the feeble shade of the basket and adjusted her language to match his. “Come on, sit. Now put your arm over my shoulders, and… stand.”

      The old man staggered upright and stumbled a few feet, then collapsed when she let go of him. She knelt beside him and held her canteen of fresh island water to his lips. He sipped at first, then gulped. When the canteen was empty, he stretched his wings and flinched.

      He didn’t seem coherent enough to answer questions, so while he ate the fruit from her waterproof pouch, Nia tended his scratches with her tiny medical kit. To keep his damaged wing still, she untied the sides of his clever jacket and carefully refastened it with his wings inside. His hands were raw and bruised, but unbroken. The shallow cut on his head was already scabbing.

      She had seldom seen a foreigner up close, besides the occasional Isk­rin at the big market. His wings labeled him an Iojif, and his skin was much closer to peach than her own golden tone. On closer inspection, he didn’t seem old, so maybe white hair was as typical for an Iojif as black was for Isk­rins.

      “I’ve fixed you as much as I can,” Nia said. “You should let our healer see to the rest of your injuries.” Then her curiosity overflowed. “What’s your name? How old are you? What are you doing here? Can we send a message to your people? Is your wing broken? What’s it like to fly?”

      “So many questions.” He smiled. “I’m Ah­jin Mach­ol; I just turned sixteen. No message is needed and flying is wonderful. I think I sprained my wing. Who are you, and where do you live?”

      “I’m Nia­mo­len­u­lan­am­i of the East Coral Clan, so we wouldn’t have to swim too far.” At his blank stare, she tried again. “Call me Nia. I’m 5668 days old.”

      “Five thousand — How old is that in years?”

      Nia quickly calculated. “About fifteen-and-a-half. I live about twenty miles west of here.”

      “I guess I can ride in a boat for that long.”

      “I don’t have a boat, silly,” she laughed. “I’m not a fisherman or trader.”

      “No boat? How did you get here?” Ah­jin looked behind her back. “You don’t have wings.” His eyebrows crept up his forehead. “I’m sure you can’t walk on water, although that’d be a trick I’d like to see.”

      “I swam, of course.”

      “Swam. Twenty miles. This morning.” Ah­jin looked her over from head to foot. His eyes widened when his gaze reached her webbed fingers and toes, and his eyebrows shot higher at the sight of her gills. “I can’t breathe underwater. I think my wings will get waterlogged and pull me to the bottom of the sea, even if I weren’t injured.”

      “I’ll ask Ya’eel to give you a ride,” Nia said. “It’ll be fun. The water makes you weightless. Maybe it will feel like flying.”

      She ran to the shore and trilled the dolphin’s summoning whistle. When she heard Ah­jin whimper, she turned.

      Ah­jin clutched his head, and his voice rose to a yell. “Shut up, shut up, shut up!”

      The wind blew his broken feathers around the islet. His pitiful shelter collapsed.

      Nia ran back. “What’s wrong? I’m sorry about the whistle. I was calling for your ride.”

      “Not you. Someone is screaming in my head again. Make him stop! This shouldn’t be real.”

      The wind shrieked harder and stung her eyes.

      “Stop yelling,” Ah­jin said. “What do you want?”

      He sounded frantic, though Nia didn’t see or hear anything. Had he damaged his head when he hit it on the rocks? That would make everything more difficult.

      Ah­jin stopped talking, although his hands pulled so tightly on his curls, Nia thought he’d pluck himself bald. After a minute, he staggered to his feet and tied his few surviving belongings into a beautiful, soggy scarf.

      “If you need to do anything before we leave, do it now,” he said, “and hope my ride arrives soon. This island will flood any minute.” He gave this absurd prediction with a serious expression.

      Nia laughed in his face. “The bad weather was yesterday. That’s why I picked today to explore. Now sit down and rest before you collapse.” She tried to help him sit, but he lurched away.

      “Unnatural weather is coming,” Ah­jin said, “like yesterday’s. The god of air is throwing a tantrum in my head. There will be a major storm. This island is not high enough to survive the waves caused by this wind. Now, do we have a way to escape or not?” He stuffed his bundle inside his jacket and stared at the horizon.
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