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      Ninedinni tumbled through storm clouds that no longer obeyed her will, her wet hair and linen gown clinging to her. The rain she fell through stung coldly but that wasn't why her body was trembling all over. She had never fought so hard, summoned so much of her divine power in so short a span of time.

      And it hadn't changed a thing. The battle ended as all the others had, with Unzi dead once more and the beginning of a new life already quickening within her.

      The ocean reached up for her, waves like mountains fighting to be the one that caught her. She had just a moment to wonder what had become of the fleet of fishing boats she had been watching from the mountaintop before Unzi found her, then she was plunged into the cold dark of her father's house.

      But she wasn't welcome there anymore. Her body was pushed back up from the comfort of the deep, back into the freezing chaos of the storm. Some of the smaller waves took pity on her and carried her to shore, quivering and weak as she was. The sea beneath her would swell and heave towards the rocks, but her sister waves were diligent and laid her gently on the sandy beach. They had put her as far ashore as they could, but they were little, playful things, not strong enough to carry her all the way to safety. Ninedinni, sprawled on the cold sand, could sense the sea surging behind her, like it was taking a deep breath. She pushed herself up on her elbows and tried to crawl towards the bluff that loomed over the beach. Rain plastered her hair over her eyes but she didn't need to see anyway, just keep crawling, concentrate on hand then knee, hand then knee, ignore the power building behind her like a hand raising to swat a fly.

      Ninedinni had the vague sense of a voice trying to reach her through the wind and rain, then an arm was around her, pulling her urgently to her feet. She stumbled and ran as fast as she could, trying not to drag down her rescuer, but the sand kept shifting beneath her feet, sending her to her knees again and again.

      Then it was rock beneath her, a groove of a trail that snaked up the sheer side of the bluff. Her rescuer kept pulling her along as the sound of wind and rain faded into the larger growling roar of the sea. The groove of the trail deepened, the rock wall on the seaward side now too high for Ninedinni to see the wave approaching, but she felt it. It struck the beach with a low rumble that echoed in her chest then pummeled against the bluff. Ninedinni and her rescuer stopped running, just clung to each other, crouching low in the worn path. The body pressed against Ninedinni's was like the rock around her, strong but worn by time and the elements, only giving the barest hint of femininity. Then the salty waters swept them, still wrapped in each other's arms, but the tide could only pull them halfway back down the path before the water receded, dropping them amongst flopping fish and long ropes of seaweed.

      And bits of wood. Ninedinni picked up a sliver no larger than her hand. The entire fleet was no more than kindling now.

      The other woman's jaw clenched as she scanned the dark skies. The ocean was calming but the storm was just getting started. She made a curt gesture with her hand, beckoning Ninedinni to follow her up the path. Ninedinni tried to rise but her knees were still trembling. She had been fighting her nemesis all day, she had nothing left even for walking. The woman came back to once more slip an arm around her and help her up the steep, wet trail. The sound of the surf faded to a soft roar and hiss but the rain was growing ever harder, pelting the stony ground in a wild percussion. Ninedinni felt cold down to her bones, but a little flame of heat persisted in her womb, a flame that refused to warm her.

      At the top of the bluff Ninedinni pulled away from the woman, first to catch her breath after the climb and then to walk on her own over the rough, scrubby but gently sloping ground. Ninedinni's hair clung wetly around her eyes, and the rain was falling in a hypnotic overlap of watery curtains, but through it all she could make out a collection of boxy huts huddled together just out of view of the sea, as if hiding from her father's gaze.

      The woman skirted the village, Ninedinni trailing after. She had lost her sandals she realized as they left the smooth bluff path behind and the sharp stones and nettles of the open ground bit at her feet. No one came out of the village to greet or challenge them, perhaps not willing to brave the soaking rain. They stopped at a hut much like all the others, no apparent doors or windows, but this one having a ladder leaning against its outermost wall. The woman scurried up then turned to watch Ninedinni follow. Ninedinni had trouble at first, her wet gown twisted around her legs, trying to trip her up before she'd even started. She freed herself with an impatient shake of the linen that ripped an already distressed seam. It scarcely mattered, the gown was beyond ruined already.

      There was a moment just as she reached the roof and got once more to her feet when the sun made a brief appearance, low on the horizon and nearly smothered by storm clouds but still able to send an angry red light through the smallest of gaps. It didn't really illuminate the village itself, lost in the shade of the bluff, but it lessened the darkness enough for Ninedinni to see the collapsed roofs of the huts around them, the mud brick walls beginning to crumble, the dark interiors that hinted at wind-swept debris around long-abandoned hearths quickly turning to mud in the deluge.

      Then the storm swallowed up the sun and the rain grew louder and colder, the wind building to a harsh whine that whipped through the empty husks of the village. The woman pushed Ninedinni towards the far corner of the roof and lifted a thatched cover. Ninedinni scrambled down the ladder, this one permanently placed with wider rungs at a slant that made it nearly a wooden staircase, down into the warm stillness of the hut's interior.

      The woman brushed past her to poke at the fire in her hearth, bringing dark red embers back to crackling life. Ninedinni looked around but saw no furniture, just baskets and pottery for storage, a simple loom, and walls hung with fishing nets. The far side of the room was higher, the earthen floor of that platform covered with a faded but once colorful blanket. Ninedinni crossed the room to sit there but the woman caught her elbow, shaking her head then tugging at the gold pin that held Ninedinni's gown at her shoulder.

      "Do you speak the language of the river people?" Ninedinni asked as she pulled out the pin and peeled off the wet linen to leave it in a puddle at her feet. The room was warmer than she had expected; with no windows or doors the space was like a comfy womb.

      "Some," the woman said. "Husband was a goatherd from the river tribes."

      Ninedinni nodded politely; the language of the goatherds was a coarse affair with none of the poetry of any of the city tongues, but they were all mutually intelligible. "I am Ninedinni. I come from the far north of the river, where the water meets the mountains."

      The woman didn't answer, just dug through a basket until she found a sheepskin garment much like what she was already wearing. She handed it to Ninedinni who wrapped it around herself, fastening it with the same gold pin, then buckling her gold and lapis lazuli girdle once more over her hips. The sheepskin was rough against her skin and smelled of a long time spent at the bottom of that basket, but she smiled gratefully all the same. "You are very kind. What is your name?"

      "Aea." the woman said. She poked at something in the kettle over her hearth then filled a bowl and handed it to Ninedinni. The smell was not appetizing, too fishy and seaweedy for Ninedinni's taste. But then she laughed out loud, remembering.

      "I've been too long in the north," she said, digging in to the stew with a coarsely shaped wooden spoon. The stew was thicker than she expected, with lots of barley in the broth. She put a spoonful in her mouth. It was warm and filling, if lacking in herbs or even salt. "I grew up in the sea, this is the food of my youth, although I've become accustomed to other things. I thank you again."

      The woman didn't answer, just filled a bowl for herself and sat cross-legged on the dirt floor near her hearth to eat it. "I usually return to the mountains where the river begins before that storm catches me," Ninedinni said. "He came early this time; I was still seeing the world."

      Aea didn't answer, didn't even look up at her. Ninedinni couldn't guess how much the fishwife understood, but it certainly seemed as if she wasn’t trying to follow her words at all.

      But the need to speak was strong. She was so tired. She was centuries' worth of tired.

      "You have different gods here, I was hoping one could help me. Unzi must have known what I was planning, or suspected, that's why he came early. I never found a southern god. Who are your gods here? Do you still worship the sea?"

      "My people never worship the sea," Aea said shortly. "The earth is our mother and the sky our father. Always. Since forever."

      "I know you think that," Ninedinni said. "Everyone thinks that. With lives so short as yours I know that feels true. But I have seen cities rise and fall, tribes and nations wax and wane. Everything changes. Even I was different once. It was long, long ago, I scarcely remember myself. But in the days when mankind first mastered fire and became hunters rather than hunted, I was a wave. One of a thousand thousand princesses in my father's court. I don't exactly remember, but sometimes I have the sorts of dreams that are really memories you can move around in. Do you know what I mean?"

      Aea didn't answer, just pulled a whisper of a fishbone from her mouth and regarded it before tossing it into the fire.

      "Maybe not. That might not be something a mortal can do." Ninedinni set her empty bowl beside her on the earthen platform. "I know what you're thinking, that it was my father's aid I was truly seeking. It wasn't. I don't remember what changed, was I chosen to leave his court for this other life, or did I choose it for myself? I just know I can't go back. I could have gone north, I suppose, but the northern gods are so… cold.

      "It doesn't matter now," she said more softly, abandoning the illusion of a conversation with the sullen fishwife. She laid back on the blanket and spread a hand over her still-flat belly. "It's begun again and can't be stopped. My only hope of change is at the end of the cycle, when he is grown and can be reasoned with, not here at the beginning."

      Ninedinni felt a sudden chill and tucked her limbs in, covering as much as she could with the sheepskin garment. Aea took away the bowl and spoon but Ninedinni was too sleepy to thank her again
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