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Wind fluttered over his body and dove into his ears. Her voice the buzzing of bees, the tinkling of bells on a street dancer’s skirt.

Marl. Wake up. You’re in trouble, little man.

He swayed with her caress. Nothing she could say would upset him, not here in the blessed forests of Na-ir.

On his bare chest was a slow rumble, warm and soft. Dark Pilgrim stretched a ragged claw across his chin. A lean, silken tail slashed across his loins.

Marl opened his eyes. Mother Sun shone down through the canopy, setting leaf-shaped tattoos on his skin. Unashamed, he contemplated the parts of his body not hidden by the black cat.

Too skinny. At least he had a beard now, scraggly as it was.

“Marl! Marl!” This masculine cry wasn't beast or spirit.

Wind’s favorite child stretched his lithe back against the tree. Pilgrim jumped to a neighboring branch. They were several feet up, but they were more comfortable in the boughs. Where else could one find peace? Well, by the river, but Marl was easier to find there. Here, among great, gnarled things, Marl was a benevolent monarch. He owned this land, and it him.

“Where in the darkened forest are you?” The voice carried across the waving branches and into the sky, increasing in intensity and aggravation. “Marl! I know you’re out here!” A great, golden man came stomping through the litter. The parts of his face not flanked by an ample beard were flushed. “I need to beat some sense into that boy.”

Marl shrugged. He didn’t care what schemes the old giant concocted. Father wasn’t the first person to be angry with him today. “I’m up here.”

“There you are! Where are your clothes?”

Marl pointed to a black oak with a cave-like hollow burned into its base. The wound hadn't hurt the tree; it was as wide as it was tall, towering over the antediluvian forest like Father towered over the people of their village. On a low branch hung his grey shirt, black breeches, and ragged shoes.

“I jumped into the river to clean up,” he admitted, shivering with the memory of Water’s tickle.

“Why under the stars did you jump in with all of your clothes on?”

Marl swallowed and tried to think of a delicate way to tell Father the truth. He'd been up to mischief, but not the permitted type. “I was covered in dirt and blood and I didn’t want Mother to worry.”

“Well, that was smart. Your mother scares easily. Come on. We’ve been worried sick...”

Marl jumped from the venerable oak. 

Father scowled. “Wait! Did you say blood? Why were you covered in blood?”

Damn!

Meaty hands examined him. His lips were more pronounced and there was a tint of purple around his eyes. “Fighting again, eh? Get dressed, boy. You may have wasted your time. Nothing is going to hide this from your mother.”

Marl pulled his shirt over his head and sighed. The guilt was bad enough but he hated breaking her heart more. She was so perfect. Father could just whip him. Mother didn’t need to know it had no effect.

“Aren’t you going to ask who I was fighting?” His black mop of hair popped out of the top of the shirt. Two intense blue eyes surfaced next.

Father suppressed a grin, colossal arms crossed. “I don’t need to. You and Lufnis have been spitting like cats for suns!”

This was truth, but there were other opponents in the village he had left more than a few marks on as well. No one was going to mess with him or those he loved.

“He threw the first punch.” Marl pulled on his left boot. The sole made a disgusting squish and bled brown water. The cold tickled and traveled up his leg. He liked it. The shock and the tingle made him feel invincible.

“Doesn’t matter.”

“I threw the last,” Marl added, savoring the crack of Lufnis’s cheek on his knuckles.

Father shook his head and rammed a fist into the side of the oak; neither man nor tree was affected by the blow. “Father Moon, save me from myself!”

He threw his hands into the air and began the long march back to the cottage. Marl watched his powerful, long legs make the distance.

“You coming, crow?” The name-calling had already started.

I’m coming, old man. Marl smiled and raced after.
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Marl threw open the door and danced in squishy shoes past the beds by the hearth. His eyes met Mother’s bright with unshed tears. He should've stayed in the forest.

Father stormed inside and doubled over. His back heaved and his face twisted. “Stars, Messa! When did I get so old?”

Marl snickered. He'd bested the beast today.

Mother turned a chair from their carved oak table and slammed it into the floorboards. The sound echoed off the four cottage walls. “Sit, love.” Her movements betrayed her temper, though her tone was honey sweet. “There’s no shame in aging. It's the way of nature.”

Father hobbled over to the chair and eyed Marl with frustration.

“You two are so vain. Just because the boy runs home doesn’t mean you must match his pace. You'll both get here eventually, no worse for wear.” She reached for a pitcher of water and produced two pinewood cups from her apron pockets. “Here, drink. You've been under the gaze of Mother Sun all day.”

Marl hid his face behind his cup as she sat next to him. Nothing could protect him from the storm in her stares. He concentrated and breathed. Water had a smell, like pure air, with earthy tones. If I could sit by a forest stream all day. I’d bother no one and no one would bother me.

Mother folded her hands together and sighed. “Look at me, son. I shouldn’t have to repeat this. Verbal slights can't be met with fists. Why do you let Lufnis get to you so?”

Marl slammed his cup on the table, splashing a drop of water on Father’s hand. “How do you do that? I haven’t said anything and you already know what happened!” He narrowed his black eyebrows and tried to read her the same way she read him. His mind met silence, but his eyes saw a matching resolve.

Father choked into his cup, put it down, and wiped his scruffy beard. “She’s your mother. She can do anything.”

He acted as if this was a satisfactory explanation. It wasn’t. Marl was determined to discover her secret. He'd already ruled out his older brother. Natsir wasn't a tattletale.

“Maybe she’s magic,” Father teased.

Mother ignored the nonsense. “Marl there’s no magic needed to tell you’ve been fighting. Lufnis is full of vinegar and hate, but you’ve had some hand in that. Stop provoking him, please.”

She stretched her arm out to take his hand. A strange pulsing sensation ran through him, like nature itself was trying to comfort him. Nature knew better. He could not be stilled.

“Please, child. There’s no reason to start wars with our neighbors. G’Nirac has been good to us. For his sake and Para’s, please stop this ridiculous conflict. You may be younger, but you can still be the better man.”

The words child and man made him flinch. Mother was a peace seeker and her idea of a good man was one who used his strength in patience more than protection.

In his nineteen suns in this world, Marl had heard every plea, every prayer. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe her. Mother was always right. Every time he showed force, more unpleasant things happened. Yet, standing by and watching Lufnis insult him—or worse Natsir and Para—was as far from his purpose of being as holding his breath forever. There was a satisfaction in strength, being able to change situations with the flick of his wrist.

“I know, Mother. You're right. I'll avoid Lufnis.”

She sighed. “I suppose that’s all I’m going to get from you. Thank you for trying. There’s more to you than your youth, Marl. One day you’ll see.”

She was always trying to tell him what he could be, but she was never happy with what he was. He liked his youth. He wanted to spend it, not sit back and watch as the world moved without him.

Father coughed and tapped the table like a drum. “Where is Nat?”

“He’s with Para. I left them there after Lufnis... insulted them.”

The old man chuckled. “Ah, Luf is just being protective of his sister.”

So am I. Marl had seen the marks left on Para’s arms, the tears in her light blue eyes. Those things should never be on a woman. Her perfect smile and gentle hugs of gratitude were payment enough for punishment later.

Father slapped his hands against the table. “Well. Let’s get to work. You promised to help me bring the beans to town. Remember?”

Marl groaned. He made many promises, but he hardly kept them. Natsir was always willing to pick up the slack. Subsistence wasn't for Marl. He was considering other pursuits—far-off adventures, or at least a vocation where he could ramble through the forest without being dragged back against his will.

“You’re going back into town?” Mother stood and crimpled her apron.

Father kissed her cheek. “Don’t worry, love. I’ll keep an eye on him.”

Marl tried not to laugh. He was very good at making Father a liar.
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They found Natsir in the shed with the sacks of beans and squash. He held a dreamy countenance, covered in dust and sitting next to a small hole in the floorboards. He smiled when he saw Marl. “Hello, baby brother! I’m warning the mice Pilgrim might find them when he returns.”

“Stop calling me a baby,” Marl snapped.

Natsir turned his bushy face to the dirt. He looked so much like Father, it was hard to see him behave timidly. Tall, strong men weren't supposed to be gentle; it was unnatural. “I forgot. Sorry.”

Guilt stayed Marl’s temper. He's always been this way. “Sorry, Nat. I know. I didn’t mean it. Wanna help us?”

He nodded.

“Good!” Father snapped. “We need to hurry. It’s almost midday.” They were already starting to look like beets. A smart man was lazy on warm afternoons.

They made short work of fifteen heavy burlap sacks. As usual everything was a game, a test of agility and ability. Marl was proud of the seven bags he'd placed in the wheel barrow, but the winner of this contest was the more experienced and heftier Natsir.

Father stayed by the wall as they worked. He enjoyed watching them compete, though he refused to ever judge a contest outright; it was also another way for him to avoid doing the work himself. Marl’s laziness had to come from somewhere; he already had the temper.

“Happy is the man with sons to help him! Let’s get these things out of here.”

Natsir took the wheel barrow and sped down the path. Marl let out a fantastic whoop and ran after. For once, Nojhi Ganwin listened to his sage wife’s advice. He followed along at a generous, but more reserved pace.

Mother Sun was high when they reached Na-ir. As they passed through the pine and oak marking the beginning of the town center, Natsir walked slower and slouched. His back arched and his hazel eyes stayed parallel to the ground. His hands twitched against the wheel barrow. After nineteen suns in Na-ir, he had never been able to condition himself against the monotony of village life.

Marl gave his sensitive brother a gentle pat on the back. It pained him to see the big guy so agitated. “Hey! It’s my turn to push.”

The moment his hands left the barrow, Natsir went into a trance of crushing sensations. He stayed so close, Marl could feel his warm breath on his neck. He smelled of horses, sweat, and hay.

“Uh, Nat. Could you step back?”

The request was a mistake. As soon as Natsir moved, his focus on Marl shifted to the square again. Head to the sky, he twirled around the square, a dancing giant, coming within inches of unsuspecting villagers. Marl hissed as his feet nearly clomped down on a small child playing with a stick and ball.

“Careful!”

Two sacks of beans slammed down next to him. Marl jumped. Father grunted. “Well, are you going to help me or watch your brother dance?”

Marl took a sack and placed it to the ground. “It doesn’t bother you when he does that?” He hissed again as a cart of vegetables missed his brother’s ankle. Why did I ask him to come?

Natsir stopped in the middle of the square, holding his arms close to his chest, mumbling. It was like watching a man counting a thousand grains of sand in a matter of minutes.

Father shook his head. “Used to worry me, but he’s not as bad as he used to be. He’s trying. The man can plow a field on his own and ride a horse like a king. He’ll be all right. People here are forgiving as long as you pull your weight.” He gave Marl’s arm a smack. “You don’t, but your brother does.”

Marl loved his brother too much to pretend this behavior was harmless. “One day it’s going to get him killed. He’d walk over a cliff if we let him.”

Father tossed the last bag to the ground and stretched out his back. “It’s a good thing we don’t live anywhere near the cliffs then. Shut up.” He preceded to bellow like a war horn. “Beans! Beans for sale!”

They took turns shouting. 

Natsir settled down in the grass next to the stone pillar and stared into the trees. Marl wished Para was around; the glazed expression on his brother’s face would disappear. She had a good effect on him.

Only one merchant wanted beans today. They loaded twelve bags into his wagon. He dropped several copper pieces into Father’s hands and drove away.

“You'd think he valued beans more than jewels,” Marl laughed.

Father left a few tan smears on his britches. “He would've bought the whole lot if he’d the money. Selcovi’s having a difficult harvest.” He leaned against the barrow. “Too much building, not enough planting.”

“Building? What?”

“Not sure. Some say fortifications, digging wells.”

They reloaded the remaining bags.

“Come. We did well. Let’s find something to nibble before dinner.”

Marl was disappointed. He wanted to learn more about the great Mlaerian kings, but his stomach lurched at the mention of food. He'd pry later.

They woke Natsir against the stone pillar and headed for some of the local merchants. Father purchased two strips of dried meat and one roll of seed bread.

Marl enjoyed his brother’s look of disgust as he tore at the bitter animal flesh. It was over-spiced, possibly veal.

“Don’t tell Mother,” Father reminded.

Natsir nodded but the smell of the meat made him flinch.

“I have to visit the elders today. Why don’t you boys take the barrow home; I shouldn’t be long. Watch your little brother.”

Marl winced.

Once Father’s massive form had faded from sight, the oldest frowned and asked an incredulous question. “Do you think I’m useless?” It was one of the least offensive words Lufnis had used to describe him earlier.

Marl shrugged and pushed the barrow. “No. You’re odd, that’s all. Different.”

“Oh!” Natsir coughed into his arm.

“Nothing wrong with that. I’m odd too. We’re alive and we’re strong and healthy. There’s nothing we can’t do.” He waved a hand as if nothing was air. It was better to lie than reinforce Natsir’s fears.

A gentle noise like the lapping of a stream echoed from a stall in the square. Radiant Para was giggling with some girls Marl had never seen before. They stopped to stare.

“At least you've a sweetheart.”

Natsir’s complexion matched Para’s hair. “She’s my friend, that’s all.”

Marl doubted Para felt the same. Her entire body danced whenever Nat was near. “What were you two up to all morning then?”

He meant it as an accusation of something naughty, but Natsir was too respectable. Para was a lady and he had the foresight to treat her like one. “We were cleaning the stables and exercising the horses.”

Marl sighed. There was no denying Para loved those horses. “All right. Explains why Lufnis was at your throat when I found you.”

Natsir grimaced. He didn't like the chieftain’s son either, but he maintained a polite pretense whenever he was around. “What were you doing in town then? You were supposed to be helping Father.”

“I was listening to Wind.” She’d said there was fun to be had in Na-ir, but she hadn’t said what kind.

Para waved them over to a stall filled with fine cloth. “Hello! Boys, meet my new friends!”

The girl on the left had eyes brown as oak and mousy auburn hair as soft as lamb’s wool. Marl would've given anything to touch those curls. He pretended to be a well-behaved Telmah boy instead. “Hello,” he began. “I’m Marl.”

She blushed. “Hereu.” Her voice was fluid as river song. “We're from Selcovi.”

Having nothing witty to say, Marl pounced on this topic. “We saw a merchant from there a few minutes ago. He liked our harvest.”

The girl to Para’s right nodded. She was a different shade of brown, and her countenance didn't radiate the same autumnal warmth. “Yes. It’s too hard to eke out a living there anymore.”

“Yes, but Para’s father is so nice,” Hereu explained. “He’s going to let our families stay here.” She bristled and her eyes darted to the many shops and passersby. “Eurgi and I were friends in the city too,” she added, placing an arm over her grumpy counterpart’s shoulder.

Eurgi sulked further. “None of the other villages were welcoming.”

Things had taken a sour turn. Para knew what to do. “Cheer up, sweethearts. We're happy to have you both in Na-ir.”

Eurgi forced a ridiculous smirk akin to a scared rabbit, but Hereu returned Para’s welcome with a bright smile that made Mother Sun and all of her starry children jealous.

Marl wanted to get a closer look at the pink lips guarding those teeth. He surprised himself with the sudden weight of his desires. This girl would kick him if he dared to be so forward.

“I’m sorry I won’t be here for the harvest dance,” Para continued, giving Marl a wink. “But I’m sure you’ll have a splendid time without me.”

Natsir stiffened. “Where are you going? You didn’t say anything this morning.”

“It was decided today.” She lowered her pretty lashes. “Papa says they want to discuss business in Lafret. Probably trade again.”

“I’ll miss you.”

Hereu giggled behind her hands.

Marl’s entire being stirred. The other girls he had ever dared to snuggle into and kiss had turned out to be stuffy and cross. This was a rare opportunity. He needed to take her by the hand now, or flee to the comfort of some tree.

“I won’t be gone long.” Para’s clear-water eyes sparkled and she rocked on her heels. Natsir twitched. She waited for his response. She'd wait forever.

Eurgi stared, but not at the lovers. “What happened to your face?”

“Oh,” Marl laughed, running his hands through his hair. “I fell out of a tree.”

“And you landed on your eyes?”

Jealous little bitch isn’t she! He paused, not sure how to react. A village girl would've smiled and changed the subject.

Hereu cringed. “I’m sorry. We’re still tired from our trip.”

Eurgi crossed her arms and huffed, looking back on his brother and the red star. Para held out two scarves: one blue, one green.

Natsir scratched his head and stuttered. “I like whichever one you like.”

Marl tried not to groan. It wasn’t his brother’s fault she made him lock-jawed and feebleminded.

Para sighed. “I can't decide. Perhaps the green. Dasha women wear such pretty wraps. Are you sure you don’t have a favorite?”

She pushed the scarves closer. He twitched and shook his head. She frowned, but said nothing as she placed the blue one back on the table and laid a silver coin next to the merchant.

“I guess green would be best.”

“Your brother's an idiot,” Eurgi mumbled. “Not much of a man if he can’t speak his mind.”

Marl stepped forward and the unpleasant woman recoiled. “I suppose you’d make a better man?”

Hereu plucked his raised hand from the air and squeezed it. “Ignore her.”

There was no pride in fighting with sour fruit, especially when a much sweeter individual was nearby. Marl concentrated on the little tree holding on to his limb.

“You've beautiful eyes. They're blue like Para’s, but deeper.”

Marl’s cheeks warmed. Were the bruises too ugly? These city girls were more forward than he’d realized; he liked it, but it was a struggle to think of a compliment to give in return. “Thanks. I think you've the nicest brown hair. It looks so soft.”

Laced within Hereu’s giggle was a contemptuous snort from Eurgi’s direction. They ignored her.

“Not really. It’s a pain. But you've the most interesting hair. It’s purple.”

Marl was eager to feel her caress, but a shadow, short and bulky, moved in between them, knocking him down with the force of a small rock slide. The man grabbed Hereu by the arm and slapped her across the face. Marl would've gone to her rescue in an instant had Natsir not held him back. It was as if his brother had seen the danger coming.

“Get home! Now,” shouted the man. “Haven’t I told you about Erutani?”

The citizens of Na-ir gasped.

Hereu’s father turned to Marl still on the ground and spat. “No-good heathens. Trouble, all of them!”

Marl watched his new heart’s desire leave the square. Eurgi lifted her skirts to step over his legs and hurried off after them.

I should’ve tripped her. Bitch.

“Oh my!” Para was now modeling the green scarf. It was pretty, but not her color. “I’m sorry. There was no call for that!” She helped Natsir pull Marl up and tried to dust off his shirt and britches. “Are you well?”

He nodded, though he wanted to pummel the man.

“I should go.” She patted his shoulder and made her way through the square. She'd have to give a detailed report to her father later.

Natsir looked as sad to see her leave as Marl had been to see Hereu’s tears. “Are you well, brother?”

“I’m fine. We weren’t doing anything wrong. What’s his problem?” Marl sighed and wiped more dust from the backside of his britches. “Mangy cur’s worse than Lufnis. I can’t believe what he did to her! Let’s go.”

They walked back to the cottage feeling dejected. Marl fumed—a spirited girl who didn’t find him odd and her father turned out to be a monster.

“What'd he mean by Eru... Erutani? Yes, I think that’s what he said.”

Natsir stopped and stared out into the trees. “You should talk to Mother.”

They entered the cottage, looking sullen and weary. She was sitting at the table, cat in lap, next to a stone mort, its pestle, and a pile of grain. If it weren’t for the tidy house and steady supply of food stuffs, a causal visitor might think she spent all day in that wooden chair, a queen on a throne.

Her voice rose over the birds and rustling trees. “It’s time you know more.”

The air around them was charged with importance. Wind floated through the doorway and whispered in his ear. The Wanderer comes.

Mother sighed.

The cottage door slammed shut with the spirit's passing. The noise and vibration rushed through Marl’s spine. He felt rebellion from his heels to the ends of his hair. Wind always had that effect on him.

“All right then. Tell me.”
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“Don’t misunderstand me boys,” Mother resumed.

They sat on the floor by the empty hearth.

Natsir was nestled into her shoulder. He looked ridiculous. Marl refused to be so familiar. Men didn't rely on their mother’s for support. The best his pride would allow her was a kiss on the cheek.

“When I say we practice a lifestyle beneficial for the world. I don't mean we do no harm whatsoever. That’s impossible. We're all capable of great harm.”

Marl shook his head and scoffed. “That’s impossible! Look at Nat. He’s a great monster of a man, but he’d never hurt a fly. No one could say he was harmful to anything except himself.”

Natsir stuck out his tongue and shifted off of Mother.

She smiled. “Some people are gentler than others. We're all flawed, though. When Natsir walked in to the cottage, he stepped on an ant near the door. It was unintentional, the whim of happenstance. It was still harmful to the ant.” She clasped her hands in her lap. “It's the way of things. All life under Mother Sun and Father Moon must find their own way to the Star’s Passageway. We mustn't seek to cause this journey for others.”

Marl kicked the hearth stones. Mother meant peace seeking. “Is this why you hate me? Why you’re always telling me to be different?”

She took him in her arms. He refused to accept the embrace or look into her piercing eyes. “Sweetheart, I don’t hate you. You're one of the kindest young men in Na-ir. You’re protective and intelligent. I remind you not to use your strength because there are better ways to make a point. Doing the least harm isn't just beneficial to the world, it makes us better too, provides us with many opportunities for happiness and growth. You know this is true. If that man hadn’t attacked you, would you be upset now?”

Marl raised an eyebrow. She matched the gesture.

“He's a fool because he hasn't learned by adulthood what I'm trying to teach you now in your youth.”

“I’m angry because I couldn’t punch him back. If I had, he wouldn't say such things anymore.” Marl balled a fist and shoved it into the floorboards to satisfy his lust for vengeance.

Mother shook her head. “And then the girl you’re enamored with would've seen your temper and never wanted to speak with you again. There are always consequences.”

He wrenched out of her arms. It was such a burden to have a mother who was consistently right. “The Erutani sound like a bunch of nonsensical idiots. I’m glad the other half of me is Mlaerian.”

Her delicate jaw dropped to her chest. There were tears in her eyes.

Natsir pulled on the half of him that was also Mlaerian. “Apologize!”

Briefly, Marl thought he was looking into their father’s unforgiving face, and he curled into a ball, knees to chest with memories of deserved punishments.

Mother wiped a tear from her cheek. “It’s all right, my boys.”

Natsir leaned back.

“I won't tell you how to think. I can only offer advice. You're my son as well as your father’s.” She shifted toward the hearth. “You think ill of your own people because you don't know them. You're relying on what little I’ve told you and the Selcovian’s opinion. But we're not weak people, Marl. We've a power a strong man can't match.”

Mother placed a hand over the coals and whispered. An orange spark rose from the ashes. He had never seen such a satisfied smirk on her face.

“Whoa!” Marl ran to the other side of the cottage, tripping over a chair. “How'd you do that?”

Natsir chuckled from his place on the floor. Marl wanted to smack him.

Mother floated over to his hiding spot. Two delicate, warm hands cradled his head and forced him to look down. It was an awkward feeling, being afraid of this tiny woman. He closed his eyes and tried not to panic, but she found him in the darkness.

“The Lights have blessed us.” It’s a gift that must be opened, Marl.

He tore apart his eyes; the invasion of his mind had been a painful one.

“That's why you've never known it until now. It's been tucked away in a box inside your mind. Every now and then, you've jostled it as you’ve made your way through life.” Sometimes it opens and shuts.

Marl struggled to break free, but her grasp was surprisingly strong.

She radiated youth. “Those are the times when your gift was shining. It’s limitless and it grows with you. Like learning to sing. When you discover you've a talent, you can produce beauty.” That beauty is a gift to others. “This is the purpose of gifts, to use them, to preserve goodness in all of its forms.” She dropped her hands from his face, standing before him more like a divinity than his mother. “Do you understand?”

Marl had always wanted to uncover her secrets, to understand her mental prowess, but this was more than he'd ever expected. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. We’ve always been treated like curiosities.” He crossed his arms and shuddered. “Is this why Wind talks to me?”

The youthfulness left her. “Let me tell you a story. That might explain things.”

Marl didn't want to listen to parables, but he allowed her to lead him back to the fire. It was engorging the hearth. Natsir had fed it another log, taking care of things like nothing strange had ever happened. Was it courage or familiarity?

Mother pulled Marl to the floor to cradle him. He allowed this to avoid another display of her powers. 

“Now, don’t interrupt. I’m going to do the best I can to explain. There once was a king.” She closed her eyes.

Marl felt another terrible sensation under his skull. He closed his eyes too, but the vision intensified. He could see a man, tall and powerful in his raiment, astride a chestnut warhorse.

This king was a great warrior, a mighty man with a quick temper and little patience. He detested insubordination of any kind, and he felt entitled to all known territories. He used an aspect of tribal law to justify his wars. A bloody and unforgiving man. Many bowed rather than fight and lose everything to his wrath. Some did not.

Marl watched as the king and his army hacked at innocent villagers and tossed their bodies into fire. This violence was unprovoked. It made him sick.

There was nothing this king could not possess. He was invincible, but there were a people he feared. A crowd of happy, petite, and gentle people marched passed his mind, performing mundane and innocent tasks in a glade. The king knew of a prophecy but he ignored the warning of the spirits. If we would not be subjugated, we had to be eradicated. So, he sent his largest army to confront our chieftain.

The warriors, led by a different man in glinting armor looked like a tapestry across a wall, colorful and deceptive in its history. Mother shivered.

The army had been warned of terrible consequences if they hesitated. Their orders were to slaughter everyone. But we didn't fight back. We tried to reason with the army. Many were slashed down like wheat in a field.

The army faltered under the weight of the crime they'd committed. The king’s plan failed, but we scattered, searching for a place where we could rebuild our heart. By this time, the king was too old and foolish to realize his mistake. He allowed our survivors to live and he forgot the prophecy.

Mother stripped all pictures from him. Marl longed for more, though he was starting to get a headache.

This prophecy spoke of someone called the Wanderer. He'd be born on a stormy night, away from his homeland and his history. The shattered Erutani hoped his birth would signal a rebuilding of their homeland. The king’s scholars warned he might be something more sinister.

Mother stopped her tale.

Marl opened his eyes. “That’s terrible. But I don’t understand what it has to do with me and Wind.” He fiddled with a black river stone from under his cot.

“Because you're the Wanderer, and Wind has taken it upon herself to prepare you for your destiny, whatever that may be.”

The stone sailed across the room and hit the wall with a loud crack. Their cottage rattled with the blow and a small key with one blue gemstone fell to the floor, clattering like the weight in his heart.

“Natsir, love.” Honey returned to Mother’s voice. “Why don’t you make us some tea?”
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All who rested near Para’s hearth were well-fed and comfortable, even if she herself wasn't in attendance. Eight men gathered around her kitchen table strewn with basil and carved fowl.

Nojhi smiled. It was an omen, their finding this place, hopefully a direct result of spiritual forgiveness. He sat back and thought about the future while the rest of the men chatted.

Natsir and the girl would make adorable babies: strong, beautiful, and stubborn—like their mother—but also kind and sweet.

Marl still had a few suns, but he would undoubtedly produce striking, black-haired rapscallions for Nojhi to spoil.

“I hear he’s been at his tricks again.”

“Hum.” Nojhi shook himself awake. The butcher had addressed him. “What tricks are these, Retat?”

The village healer, Etutsa, ran into the room, a collection of strange things in his arms. He tossed them on the table and pulled parchment from his bag, silent.

Retat turned back to Nojhi and laughed. He was a stout man with beefy limbs and a jolly expression, the sort who liked gossip with his ribs. “I hear everything from my shop. Today alone he was spotted naked in the forest by a pheasant hunter, and this morning in a fight with Lufnis. He doesn't care for convention.”

Nojhi’s good humor waned. “No, I suppose he doesn’t.”

The head of the table coughed. “Yes, well, it’s only youth. Lufnis is often headstrong. Marl's no different. Given time, they'll settle down.”

Nojhi didn't agree, but a father needed to believe the best in his son.

“I tell you one thing,” said the blacksmith, waving a tanned finger covered in duck grease. “If one of my daughters ever spies him walking naked through the forest, I'll give him trouble.”

Laughable. Namnor had the tendency to be too permissive with his headstrong girls. “If your daughters wander the forest alone, they're looking for trouble.”

All but the blacksmith guffawed.

Nojhi could no sooner direct Marl than tell the oceans to still. He didn’t want to, though he did his best to maintain discipline. Maybe Chieftain G’Nirac was right. Youth were meant to make mistakes, discoveries. He'd certainly made his share of them.

“What if they were given more responsibility?” Etutsa looked up from his herbal scrolls. “Lufnis will be chieftain someday. He should be here, in fact.” He scratched a line and gave G’Nirac a flippant smile. Nojhi loved him for that blatant gumption.

“I agree, brother. I've been remiss. Lufnis and Para will be joining me on another visit to Lafret. I believe he'll be able to practice diplomacy among friends.”

“And I’m sure Rippan will be thrilled to see your ginger sprite again.” Retat winked.

G’Nirac hummed. It was uncertain if he approved of the nobleman, but the Dasha man wasn't a catch one threw back into the river.

Nojhi felt bad for Natsir. Poor lad's got competition. But Para was obviously smitten. The chieftain wasn’t the type to deny his precious daughter anything.

“What do the Dasha want?” Lortews asked. The warriors of the impenetrable canyon had a prominent reputation for cold, decisive action.

“Onaryc’s messenger told me they wish to discuss an alliance. The details will be revealed upon my visit.” G’Nirac smiled at his trusted villagers. “Don't worry, my friends. Onaryc and I have an understanding.”

Nojhi knew the man too—many suns ago and in a life no longer lived. The chieftain of the Dasha wasn't one to be crossed, but neither was he dishonorable... to his friends.

“He could be worried about the capital. It is suffering now.” The tailor leaned forward in his seat and knocked over Etutsa's tonics. Several bottles lost their corks, releasing a potent, bread-dough vapor.

G’Nirac sputtered. “Yes, um, I thought about that too, Daerth. Ah, Etutsa, what're you curing now? Surely it can wait.”

“If you must know, a certain gentleman in town has developed an unsavory and persistent rash. I’m trying to find a way to relieve him of it.”

“An unsavory what?” piped Lortews.

“Don’t ask!” Nojhi’s stomach lurched. Etutsa’s profession was disgusting.

Retat snickered. “Hope it didn’t come from one of those Selcovian girls.”

Etutsa gave a general look of distain. “Of course not! They’ve only been in town for two days. However, I do need to check my supplies for more bruise poultice. Lufnis may have used all of my stores.”

Nojhi didn’t appreciate Marl taking matters into his own hands, capable though they were, but he couldn’t find fault with anyone who wanted to give the chieftain’s son a good thrashing. It was good for boys to be a little rough. “Wait! Why would a girl from Selcovi be so bruised she’d need a poultice?”

A foreboding fell over the table.

Etutsa sighed. “Her father approached me before the start of the meeting. An Erutani boy was making advances and the daughter refused him, only to find herself injured for her virtuousness.”

Nojhi hissed. His son was a scamp, not a womanizer. I’ve only been away a moment! 

The healer waved his hand. “I don't believe him one bit. He's a drunken, bitter sort. And Marl would never hit or proposition a woman. I’ll confront him tomorrow. We'll not suffer violent behavior from those who should know better.”

“Thank you, brother.” G’Nirac rubbed his neck. “I can't say no to those down on their luck, but our people aren't safe with men like that.”

Several of the men agreed, tossing out their own violent but suitable punishments.

“Perhaps the woes of Selcovi have found us here in Na-ir.” Nojhi cracked his knuckles.

“Don't worry, my friend. I promise no harm will come to you and your family as long as I'm here.”

The rest of the company spoke to the same effect. They'd all been entrusted with the Ganwins’ secrets and the Ganwins had learned to appreciate that trust.

“One bitter man won't persuade the town of anything, and none but us knows. Na-ir will always welcome you.”

A deep, unforgiving cold settled over Nojhi's spine. “Thank you, gentlemen, but I can't help worrying. We’ve been here for nearly twenty suns without one mention of the Erutani.”

Etutsa nodded and placed his quill on the table. “Encourage Marl and Messa to lay low until we can figure out what'll be done with this new resident and his over-exuberant opinions. Natsir won't be a problem. He's gifted with your dashing good looks.” He winked.

G’Nirac nodded. “Yes. Let's be cautious. While I'm with the Dasha, I'll do my best to learn more on the situation in Selcovi. If there's a way we can help, there may be no reason for us to fear.”

Fear? If Nojhi was caught, it could have frightful consequences for the whole community. The village elders knew what to say—that they knew nothing of his past, they were innocent tradesmen who welcomed all. But gossip and panic would divide the village. Discontent was a powerful thing.

“Do you think Rayr will institute the tax again?” Daerth wondered.

G’Nirac smiled at the tailor. “He would be smart to reinstate the produce and grain tax, though at a modest rate. There’s no use in people starving when there’s much to be shared between villages.”

“It’s unfortunate Rayr didn't inherit Ril’s abilities for diplomacy and economy,” Retat mused, staring at his chapped hands.

Etutsa slammed his quill into the table, marring the edge of his scroll with a dark blot. “It was Ril’s abilities that got them into this mess. Selcovi! The sun city! A new prosperity.” His hands fell to the table with a thud. “Absolute bull. Ril built a city in a barren valley with limited water. Pure pride and selfishness. Gullibility drove people there to consume and multiply.”

Retat shook his head. “It was a dream, Etutsa. Ril made mistakes, but his children squander what's left of his legacy.”

Nojhi hissed and leaned toward the butcher. “Some legacies are written in blood my friend. Rayr doesn't have his father’s eloquence, or his sister’s strength of will. But he's an intelligent man. I’m sure if a delegation was sent, he'd listen to reason.”

“Ah!” Namnor raised a finger. “But there’s the problem. Let's not fool ourselves, gentlemen. We all know Rayr doesn't make the decisions.”

Lortews nodded. “True. Enisnus has a tight grip on Rayr’s reign. She has her father’s warrior sensibilities.”

“But none of his sense,” Etutsa interrupted, pretending to read his scrolls.

G’Nirac wrung his hands and coughed. “All right, all right, brother. Things are what they are. We can't repair the past, only build the present. As I've stated, I'll glean as much as I can from Onaryc. When I return better informed, we can discuss sending a delegation to Selcovi.”

The men grumbled.

“I must prepare for my journey and you should attend to your families. Good evening, gentlemen.” Everyone filed out after their leader.

Etutsa fumbled with his supplies. “Need a hand, friend?” Nojhi asked.

They exited the chieftain’s house with arms full of parchment and bottles, the contents of which reeked at close range. It was fortunate the healer didn't live far, or they might've gagged to death on the fumes.

The healer’s shack consisted of a bed and a table. Both were strewn with plants, bottles, and bits of parchment. Several cuttings were drying on nooses from the ceiling. Odd how the torturous death of plants could ease human aliments.

For a tall man, this vine-infested hovel was a wretched confining space, but for the little man, who spent much of his days in and out of the shack, this tiny abode was more than sufficient.

“Place the bottles on the bed.”

Nojhi frowned and examined the cot for a bit of unclaimed property. He decided to let Etutsa handle the mess and plopped them on a pillow. He spent a few moments pretending to look around. “Well, I should head home.”

“Yes. Yes. Remember what I said, will you, my friend?”

“I will. It'll be easy for Messa. But Marl... I don’t know.”

“Especially since he was insulted today. Keep him preoccupied. Surely there's something he might do. Such an intelligent lad shouldn't be idle.”

There was plenty for Marl to do, but nothing he liked. The boy was a tall mass of emotion and ridiculous, youthful notions. He’s too much of me, always looking for a challenge. An idea crossed Nojhi’s mind. “I believe I might have it. Thank you, Etutsa.”

“My pleasure. Thank you for your help tonight.” He meant the counsel not the tonics. Etutsa and G’Nirac often disagreed. “Send my regards to your lovely wife.”

Nojhi waved and rushed outside. It felt good to be back in the cooling air of dusk. He took his time meandering to the cottage, wanting to mull over Marl’s new venture before he met with Messa. She'd the ability to see through him and he needed to have things decided and finalized before meeting her gaze. Only then could he shut the ideas behind the doorway of his mind and lock them.

Twenty seven suns as the lover of an Erutani had strengthened his mental abilities and he could now meet her mental powers, match for match. Whether she knew he was hiding anything, she never said—or thought. All he knew now was that their safety was of the utmost importance. Anything that made Marl complacent and satisfied would be something Messa wouldn't approve of out of principle.

He'd broken a promise to her suns ago and now he'd have to break it again. He couldn't bear to see her heart shattered. This information would have to stay hidden, but the particulars would be difficult given Marl’s inexperience. 

The over-excited young man would give away their secret. Some mental coaching would be necessary. What if they used a code? Tracking! That’s it! I'll call it tracking.

Surely Messa couldn't object to Nojhi teaching Marl hunting skills without the hunting. It was always good to know your surroundings. What he wanted to teach was more useful, but a real lesson or two in tracking wouldn’t hurt either.

Having settled his mind on the term and cleared out all thoughts of his other plans, Nojhi strode inside and assumed a self-satisfied pose. “I'm home, sweet wife!”

The stillness in the cottage made him nervous. His family was gathered around a meager fire. Natsir with his head in Messa’s lap and Marl by the flames. Three cups sat on the stones.

“Asleep?” Nojhi scratched his head. “It’s not late!”

“I gave them sleepwart. They’ve had a big day.” She ran her hands through Natsir’s delicate golden hair.

Nojhi was jealous. He would've rather been the head in that lap. “I’ve heard.” He frowned and pulled up a chair. “Etutsa...”

“Sends his regards. I know.”

“I know you know.” The boys were right to sleep. This day had been exhausting. He ran his hands through his hair. “What've you told them? Nothing about me?”

No, love. I told them how we Erutani have a way of communicating with the world.

How'd Marl take it?

Her frown said it all. I told him how some of us can hear Wind or understand animals. I don’t think I should tell them more. I’m afraid Marl wouldn't be able to handle the power. She looked at him sprawled out on the stones. He's angry with us. He’s far angrier with the world. I think it hurt him; Natsir knew more than he did.

Nojhi shook his head. He'll find out, won’t he? The boy was too smart to leave things alone.

Messa shrugged and pursed her lips. Her defiance blazed brighter than their youngest child. Wind cried out “The Wanderer comes” when he entered the cottage today. She can keep her prophesies, but she cannot have my son.

The sharp sting of a claw fixed into his leg. Nojhi looked down to see Pilgrim pawing. He patted his thigh and allowed the old cat to settle into his stomach.

“Where've you been, old fellow?” He caressed the nape of the creature’s neck. It purred.

Messa watched Pilgrim. Our friend the cat says the bitter man from Selcovi might be dangerous. 

Nojhi nodded. Etutsa and the rest of the elders agree with him. It would be better if Marl knew what it was to be a seer. At least he'd be able to protect himself.

She lifted Natsir off of her lap and stood. That’s not what the gifts are for.

He stopped stroking the cat. The Erutani still confounded him. Their superior understanding of nature made all other beings seem ignorant.

Messa placed her hands around his face, resting her head against his brow. There's danger in these gifts. They must be cultivated early or we risk using them for ill. I can't give my children this burden.

Nojhi kissed her forehead. But you didn’t give them these gifts. The Father and Mother did. They'll have the burden whether you show them or not. One day they'll have to accept it.

Her sapphire eyes pooled. She slumped into the floor again. The forces of the world were her support in times of trouble, but, in Marl’s fate, they were her greatest enemies.

Nojhi held on to her trembling hand. He saw the terrible images in her mind as she tried to still her troubled heart.

Pilgrim was persuaded to leave. The cat settled on Natsir’s cot. 

Nojhi took his wife into a strong embrace. This is my fault. If it weren’t for me, you wouldn't have to make these decisions. I’m sorry I've put you through this, that we must live under the threat of our secrets.

Messa wrapped her arms around his neck. NO! I chose this more than you did. I’ve wasted so much time trying to protect them. I relent. Marl and Natsir should know more. I'll teach them, but not now, not while there's danger looming from Selcovi.

Danger may never leave. 

The cat curled into a ball on Natsir’s pillow and opened one penetrating golden eye. Messa watched him, gleaning the wisdom Nojhi could never possess himself.

Pilgrim thinks the man will leave. He'll take his family to some other village. I'll wait until then. Marl is too attached to the girl now to be objective.

Nojhi laughed. Pilgrim is a wise cat. Hope he’s right. Very well, my love. Let’s give it a moon. If the danger still exists, we'll have to come up with a plan.

Yes. We'll give it a moon. I promise.

They sat by the fire, minds on nothing more than their love, trying to avoid the fearful rush of blood against their nerves. Messa’s small form rose and fell against his chest and he cherished every curve in her face. She’d sacrificed much to be his. How could such a small thing have such strength? No other woman on this earth was like his.

Calloused fingers ran through purple-tinted locks. Messa gave him a gentle kiss. Her eyes were still moist, but they sparkled with brilliance unmatched by the stars.

There was no need to read her mind. He knew what she was thinking.
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The weeds in the garden didn't deserve his wrath. Mother had taught him how to discourage this, but he'd been lazy. Now, innocent dandelions and an odd collection of roots would have to be culled so his patch of earth could provide the family stews with onions, leeks, and parsley.

Why would they lie to me? Tears welled. I’m not a child. The weed in his fist gave a little, but refused to budge. I’m NOT a Wanderer. “I'm Marl and I can best anything in my way!”

He'd produced a deep hole. It wasn't a weed, but a rotted root, left behind by some long-dead tree.

Be still, boy. Be still. We're not your enemy. Wind floated over the parsley and danced into his face, a cool reminder of who he denied to be.

He was used to these casual whispers in his ears, but this time they made him ill. Wind had once been a captivating woman, guiding him through life in a fanciful dance. He'd longed for her. Now he knew she was nothing but a temptress. Her motives were clear. Lead the Wanderer to his destiny.

The time is coming. There will be no more play in the forest.

“No!” Marl threw the root across the garden and hit the side of the shed.

Wind floated past, stirring up wet dirt and the green blood of plants. I can't stop this. It wasn't my decision. Sorry.

“No! Shut up!” He swung a fist at the breeze. Soil scattered onto his shirt.

Sorry. We must make the best of this.

Footsteps crackled in the gravel behind him. Wind dissipated into the clouds overhead.

“Are you yelling at plants?” Father leaned on his axe handle, amused.

Marl sneered as he dusted dirt from his britches. “What do you want, old liar?”

“Here now! Is that how you treat your papa? I need no reminders I’m aged, and liar takes things too far.” Father twirled the axe.

Marl crossed his arms and squared his sights. “That’s what you are, isn’t it? You’ve lied to me for suns. Supposedly, I'm a savior, or some bringer of destruction—depends on the interpretation of ancient and ridiculous scrolls.” He balled his mud-caked hands into fists. “Right?”

Father shrugged.

“Well, then. Isn’t that something I should've known?”

“Nope. You've an ego larger than the sky, cur. Your head would be massive if you’d known about your grand destiny.” He pretended his head was heavy. “Oh, woe is me,” he squealed. “I’m perfect. It’s such a burden.” Father collapsed. “Oh no! Oh no! So much pressure from this massive head of mine!”

Marl wasn't amused, but his anger abated. “Oh grow UP!”

Father stopped rolling and sat up. “And here I thought I was old!” He stood and shook like a horse out of the river. “Feeling better?”

This was a stupid question. “No.”

“Thought as much. You should put that anger to good use. We need firewood.”

“Fine. Whatever.” Marl threw up his hands. There was always work.

Father gave him the axe. “Hold on one second, my liege.” He tiptoed to the shed and disappeared, returning with a long object wrapped in a fine but weathered, black velvet cloth.

Marl forgot his misgivings. “Is that...”

“This is mine. I’ve been hiding it for a few suns now. For protection.” He emphasized the last word as if it absolved him of all wrong.

“More secrets?”

“Yep. And this one your mother doesn’t know. I think.”

“Where'd you get it from?” Marl stroked the velvet, ashamed of the mess on his hands.

“I was a soldier. Once. Long ago. Wanna learn how to use it?”

“Why now?” If he took this offer, where would it lead him?

Father shrugged again and placed the bundle under his arm. “I’m not getting any younger. And I think you’re ready to wield it. If anything ever happened to me, I want you to protect them.”

“What about Nat?”

“Natsir’s a good man, but he’s not a warrior.” Father’s green eyes pleaded. “What do you say?”

Marl nodded.

Father slapped him hard on the back. “Let’s get some work done and we’ll get started.”

When they reached the end of the clearing, Father looked around.

“If your mother ever asks what we're doing, tell her I’m teaching you to track.” This was a stupid lie, but Marl didn't argue. “Tell her we spotted a red fox. Rehearse it in your mind. Got it?”

Marl watched him march, feeling the weight of the axe in his hands. Father had been a soldier. He'd always admired the man’s strong, swift gait, but it had never occurred to him it might be a learned feature. I’ve always tried to match that stride.
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They found an appropriate corpse, a storm-fallen oak and set to work carving the remains.

“Where did everyone go this morning?” Marl asked, trying to be casual.

Father tossed a log into the pile. “Natsir went to see Para off. Pilgrim went out hunting I suppose.”

The axe landed with a satisfying crack and the wood took on a Lufnis countenance.

“And you and Mother?”

Father didn't answer.

“What were you and Mother up to then?”

“Hmmm... oh, we were... working... in the shed.” Father placed a hand to his neck and blushed. “She’s picking wild strawberries now.” This was a peace offering. Marl favored wild strawberries.

“That’s nice.” He slammed the axe and the tree split again, another gaping wound.

“Yep. Nothing better than your mother’s summer tarts.”

Marl had no response to that strange and useless remark. 

Father was still blushing. He coughed and looked around. “Shatter the stars! We forgot the wheel barrow. Keep cutting. I’ll get it.”

Marl balanced the axe, moving its weight from center to head. The oak smelled fabulous. He thought on Hereu’s woody eyes and had to smile. Did her hair smell as earthy and fragrant as this tree?

A slight movement in the distance drove her to the back of his mind, though his face still burned with her spiritual presence. The creature stopped and started, a spark jumping out of a candle.

“Para?”

A tender breeze rushed under his chin. You think of many girls. 

“I told you to leave me alone.”

The red flame flashed across the forest. Marl caught its brown-gold eyes and prominent nose before it disappeared.

Wind laughed again, swept against the leaves of the canopy, and took off. Marl set back to chopping sections out of the tree, slashing them down to more manageable sizes.

Father returned, grunting and moaning as he pushed the wheel barrow over several roots.

“You missed it. There was a red fox.”

“Perfect! Imagine that little critter next time your mother asks what we were doing. Concentrate hard on him.” He grabbed the axe and started on the remaining oak. “Let’s hurry. We’re running out of time.”

Marl nodded and thought. Did Wind bring that fox to help me? Was she trying to apologize? While they loaded the wedges, he felt his intestines tangle. He wanted nothing more than to sit down and cry. “Father?”

“Yes.” He wiped some sweat from his nose and stopped, giving his full attention to his son. He never allowed anything to get in the way of their discussions.

“I’m sorry I lost my temper.” Marl trembled.

Father slapped his shoulder. It was the surest way of knowing you weren’t in trouble anymore. “It’s all right, lad. Sorry we had to lie to you.” He pointed to the barrow. “Ready? Let’s head toward the bend. There’s less chance we’ll be spotted there.”

A quick race to the outer banks of the river left them both winded. They laughed as they crashed into the moist soil.

“We should learn to listen to your mother. But don’t ever tell her I said that.”

Marl snickered, doubled over with his hands against his knees. “Don’t worry. I won’t. But she probably already knows.”

The river flowed deep and gentle. Several bushes and shade trees lined her shores and cattails waved hello to passing avifauna. One could see a great distance around the banks and hear for miles.

“Yes. This place will do.” Father retrieved the bundle from the top of the wood pile. He marched forward and thrust it into his son’s chest. “Open it. Go on.”

Marl peeled back the cloth. The blade was dull, but it gleamed in the rays of Mother Sun. The hilt had once been exquisite. Greens, reds, and blues shimmered and danced over lacy carvings in gold. They could purchase all of Na-ir with this.

“She’s beautiful, isn’t she? She was a gift. Once my most precious possession. Not now, though.”

“What happened?” It was missing a gem and the blade was rusted. “Was this from battle?”

“Yeah. Battle.” Father shivered and frowned. “Come on. Let’s see what you can do. How should you hold it?”

Marl was transfixed on the craftsmanship and the power. “With respect.”

Father’s demeanor brightened. “Well now! That’s my boy! Show me.”

He placed the hilt in his left hand and balanced it with the blade pointing toward the trees.

“Good start. You've a good grip.” Father scratched his head. “I forget you’re left-handed; that can make things harder for you. Spread your legs more. You’re tall; you need a wider stance.”

Marl complied.

“Good! Good. Now stay there a while.”

“Like this?”

“Yes, sir. You need to develop the right muscles to handle her.”

Marl was aware of the combined weight of his arm with the sword. “How long is a while?” He was hoping it didn't translate to hours. Is he teasing me? 

“I’ll let you know when,” Father snickered. “Concentrate. Stare a bit.”

Marl nodded and tried to still his shaking hand. The sharp stings in his wrist, elbow, shoulder, and thighs were distracting. He singled out a slight chip on the blade. What devious perpetrator had fallen by Nojhi Ganwin’s great hand?

“All right. You can rest. You’re a natural. Good concentration. Not enough though. You need to be aware of your surroundings as well as the sword. Everything works together.” Father motioned for Marl to give him the weapon. “Now, close your eyes. What do you see?”

“Nothing.”

“Wrong! It's possible to see without eyes or to hear without ears.”

Father was behaving like Etutsa teaching Mlaerian writing, more engrossed in the subject than the pupil. Can we get on with it?

“Try again. Close your eyes and tell me what you see. Any man can do this, but it shouldn’t be hard for you. You have your Mother’s gifts.”

Marl frowned. He was still sensitive about the possession of those gifts.

“Listen. Listen to the world and then you’ll see.”

He focused on the sound of his breathing. Marl could hear nothing else but the shuffling of feet in the gravel. Then the scraping disappeared. He’s testing me.

A new sound. Happy exclamations resounded through the trees. Marl loved warblers. They floated with Wind, jewels hanging from her neck.

A sharp smack knocked him down. “What was that for?”

Father loomed with a stick the size of the sword. “Sorry, lad. I got carried away.” He helped Marl up. “You were in such a trance I thought you'd fallen asleep. What'd you see?”

“Yellow warblers.”

“Ah, how'd you know they were yellow?” Father patted dust off his back.

Marl shook dirt from his shoes. “By their song. Yellow warblers sing differently.”

“Good! You're making progress.”

What're you talking about? I haven’t done a darkened thing yet!

“Let’s do this again tomorrow.” Father wrapped the sword in the velvet and place it in the barrow. He manipulated the logs so it wasn't visible.

“That’s it then? I was hoping for more. I’m not sure I learned anything.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll come out here every day possible.” Father placed the infernal stick in a groove between two branches of the warbler’s tree. “It takes time to learn good swordsmanship.”

Marl doubted this. It was a sharp tool that you smashed against your enemy.

“Let’s get back. Your mother is probably worried.”

They walked along for a while rehearsing.

“We saw a red fox. You learned to track his prints.”

Marl nodded and repeated everything, sometimes adding a new detail to the story to make it sound believable. The exercise was pointless, but he trusted Father.

I tried emptying my mind. Filling it might be a better strategy. Before they reached the fallen tree, he decided to pose a difficult question. “Can Mother read minds?”

“Well, sort of. Information comes to her from the thoughts of others.”

Marl screwed his face. Father laughed.

“It’s not hard. She asks the spirits for help and they show her things. She’s like a healer, asking for protection and guidance when needed.” His hands shook.

“So, she can see what I’m thinking.”

“Yep, and interpret it.” This time there was no mirth in his tone.

Marl didn’t have to contemplate long to realize what this meant. “Sun's tits!”

Father boxed his ears. “Watch it! We’re talking about your mother. Show respect.”

“This morning you called me a cur. Speak for yourself!”

Father turned red trying not to laugh. “You have your mother’s beauty, but there’s no doubt you're mine. Stars bless you, you’ve inherited my ridiculous pride!”

They walked on. 

When the cottage was in sight, Father turned. “So, what've you been thinking on that you don’t want her to see?”

The color drained from Marl’s face.

“I love making you speechless! Don’t worry. She doesn’t monitor your thoughts every moment. Using her powers too often makes her weak. There’s a price to this gift. At any rate, there are many things mothers would rather not know about their sons. Trust me.”

He removed the sword from the wood pile when they reached the shed, and concealed it in its spot between the rock and the loose boards.

Mother met them as they rounded the corner. Father gave her a kiss.

“I thought you two were back. Nojhi, could you help me fetch the honey? I don’t know how it’s possible, but I swear I’ve gotten shorter.”

“Of course, love, but it's the chair you’re standing on that’s lost an inch or two.” He placed a gentle hand around her waist.

Marl groaned. If there was anything that man was good at, it was flattery. Why did women prefer teasing to honesty? Mother had always been of small stature. Did it matter?

“You saw a fox and some yellow warblers today!” She grabbed Marl’s hand and sighed. “I should go into the forest more. I miss those beautiful creatures.”

Father shook his head and twisted his mouth in a warning.

She took them both by the hand, and walked with them to the house. For all they knew, she was pretending. That was what she was good at.

***
[image: image]


Dinner was noisy. Mother and Father chatted about fair weather and strawberries. Natsir sulked and picked at dinner. When Para was near, he was a bumbling idiot. When she was gone, he was a stumbling idiot.

Marry her already! Bring her here. Then we’ll never have a reason to see Lufnis again.

“Natsir, love,” Mother cooed. “When does Para return from Lafret?”

He sighed. “In a few weeks.”

There was a low meow from under the table. Pilgrim dropped a very dead brown mouse into Natsir’s uneaten dinner and sat down to lick his paws. I told you I could still catch a thief!

Marl squirmed. The cat stared. His golden eyes said there was no longer any need for secrets.

“Yes, thank you, Pilgrim.” Mother wrapped her hands in her apron. “Take your prey by the fire.”

The black cat stretched out into a long strip of fur and retrieved the mouse from Natsir’s platter. The unfortunate creature was now covered in olive oil, parsley, and spices.

Did he do that on purpose, to make the mouse taste better? Marl clutched his stomach. Mother passed him another platter of squash and onion.

Very good meal, remarked Pilgrim as he crunched on bones by the gentle fire. Natsir pushed his platters away and slammed his head into the table.

Father patted him on the back. “Don’t worry, son. Weeks fly by. There will be other dances.”

“It’s for the best,” Mother remarked. “I met Posgi while picking strawberries. She says that man has been grumbling about the quality of a village harboring Erutani. He's questioning G’Nirac’s sanity.”

His name is Vill. Pilgrim turned his gaze back on Marl with a slight hint of amusement.

Father tapped the table. “Nice of him to start a stink while G’Nirac’s away. A perfect coward. The village will ignore him.”

Mother folded her hands. “Even so, stay home for the dance. I’d rather not give him a reason to be angry with us while he’s gone.”

Marl had been contemplating ways to attract Hereu, to convince her that her father was a moron. She should follow him into the secluded boughs of the forest. They would never leave. Mother’s declaration took some time to sink in. Hereu vanished down into the fertile soils of his mind, leaving him heartbroken.

“Wait! So we’re going to hide?”

“It’s not hiding; it’s laying low. People like this man tend to throw tantrums and then cool down when they're ignored. He'll find something else to complain about.”

Not likely! Pilgrim jumped into
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