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PART ONE

The Girl With the Sea

In Her Soul
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Mireia gazed down at her father’s body, swaddled in white linen on the deck of the funeral barge, and she felt nothing.

All around her, the people of Habuuket were weeping. Hardy matrons with braided hair and ornate tattoos, whose coarse voices were well-known to the children of the village, now raised those voices in a soft song of lament. Rugged fishermen Mireia had known her whole life, whom she could never before imagine shedding a tear, now stood with sorrow glistening on their brown cheeks. Salt tears mingled with the cold salty spray of the sea.

But Mireia could not cry.

Something is wrong with me.

Her older sisters were all crying, but she couldn’t find any tears inside her to shed. She was empty. She was a dry well.

What sort of daughter could look at her father’s cold body wrapped up in white, soon to be given back to the sea, and feel only emptiness? Yet Mireia glanced up at her birthmother standing beside her and saw that her eyes were dry as well. The defect was inherited, it seemed.

“Ca’alab was a man of strength and peace,” said the priestess. “A protector and provider. Each day he rode the wild waves far from shore, and each night he returned with bountiful gifts from the Sea Mother, to give life and nourishment to the village.”

Each day he fished, Mireia thought. The priestess made her father sound like a mythical hero who awoke every day to undertake some grand cosmic journey, rather than an ordinary man who lived an unremarkable life doing the same mundane work as most of the other men in the village. Of course, it was customary to say grandiose things at a funeral. But it only made it harder for Mireia to find where her tears were.

Her birthsister Aro was standing on her other side, shedding clean, silent tears that slid elegantly down her face. Mireia knew if Aro could hear her thoughts, she would say, “This is why you should never be a priestess, Mimi. You’d be no good at all at funerals.”

“His name was a glad word to all,” the priestess said. “His wisdom was valued, his laughter was common, his friendship was unconditional.”

That was better, though it still rang somewhat false. Her father was never especially wise, nor did he laugh especially often. At least the friendship part was right.

It wasn’t the priestess’s fault her eulogy was so lackluster. She was relatively young, newly transferred here from the Temple of the Moon. Normally it would have been the old priest who conducted the funeral, but lately his age had been catching up to him; he would no doubt soon be carried out to sea on a funeral barge of his own.

If I was the village priestess, Mireia thought, what would I say about my father?

He was neither a hero nor a monster. He was neither a leader nor a follower. He did not stand out. He was not special. He ended his life exactly as he began it.

“Terrible,” Aro’s voice chastised her in her head.

Honest, Mireia argued.

“You can do better than that.”

She closed her eyes and dug deep inside herself, grappling through the numbness to find something that captured what her father was.

His clothes smelled always of fish.

His eyes carried with them the dance of the sun on the waves.

He hated to argue, and he liked to tell the same handful of stories over and over again.

His jokes were rare and straight-faced, but they always earned laughter.

He died too young and too suddenly.

He will not be remembered by the time my grandchildren’s grandchildren are walking this earth.

There—that last one did something. It plucked a painful string inside her, and a hiccup got caught in her chest. But still, no tears would come.

“He was the third son of Ayiri and Utenaaca,” said the priestess. “Brother of Nu’um and Baraat.”

As she spoke, Mireia’s grandparents stepped forward, followed by her two uncles. Behind the priestess, a long bench held a line of exquisite metal animals. She selected a bronze sea turtle and held it out to Mireia’s grandfather, who placed his weathered hands upon its shell.

“My son sought wisdom in life,” said Grandfather Utenaaca, his gravel voice faint. “We ask that he also have wisdom in death.”

“Maaj Xa’ani,” prayed the priestess, “may your wisdom walk beside him.”

Taking the turtle, he knelt beside his son’s body and rolled up his sleeve to reveal a woven leather cord wrapped around his forearm. Mireia watched her grandfather unwind the cord and hook one end to the turtle, the other end to an iron chain encircling her father’s legs.

The priestess handed a golden hound to Mireia’s grandmother.

“My son ... strove to be honest in life,” faltered Grandmother Ayiri. “We ask that honesty also serve him well in death.”

“Maaj Abaaxita, may your honesty walk beside him.”

Then Mireia’s uncles took their turn. From the eldest brother, the blessing of luck, represented by a fox; from the other, foresight, represented by a falcon.

“He was the husband of Calu’u and Neiana,” said the priestess. “Father of six daughters: Cleia, Di’imo, Varaasit, Ezo, Arotoati and Mireia.”

Mireia’s birthmother, Neiana, gently touched her arm, as she and Mireia’s bondmother, Calu’u, stepped forward. They could not have been more different, her father’s two wives. Calu’u, the elder, was a plump little berry-woman, her braided hair piled high atop her head. Neiana, in contrast, was lean and tall; her long black hair, streaked with gray, rippled loose down her back. Mireia saw that Calu’u had been weeping more than anyone, and not in an elegant way like Aro; her face was flushed and wet, her eyes bloodshot. Meanwhile Neiana’s eyes were dry as ever.

“My husband was strong in life—the strongest man I ever knew,” said Calu’u as the priestess held out a gold dragon to her. “We ask that he also have strength in death.”

“Maaj Laiar, may your strength walk with him.”

To Neiana, the priestess presented a silver cricket.

“My husband yearned for peace in life,” Neiana said. “Please, we ask that he have peace in death.”

“Maaj Kuende, may your peace walk with him.”

Then it was time for the daughters to go. Mireia’s four older bondsisters—Calu’u’s daughters—gave him the gifts of kindness (an addax), confidence (a lion), endurance (a cave bear), and grace (a manta ray).

Aro and Mireia were the last to go. As she stepped forward, Mireia was conscious again of how dry her eyes were. In the days to come, she imagined, the villagers would all talk of how heartless she was, how cold—the girl who couldn’t cry at her father’s funeral. But Aro gave her hand a subtle squeeze, as if to tell her, “It’s no matter what they think. You are who you are, nothing more, nothing less. And if tears are not your way, don’t force them. We all mourn in our own ways.”

Mireia clung to her sister’s hand so tightly that Aro had to coax her fingers out of her grip.

The priestess held out a bronze phoenix to Aro.

“My father was hopeful in life,” said Aro. “We ask that he also have hope in death.”

“Maaj Raa, may your hope walk with him.”

There was only one metal animal now remaining on the bench: an orichalcum dolphin. Mireia had bought it herself with some of the tepetza she’d received at her coming-of-age celebration. It had cost her quite a lot, for orichalcum was precious, but Mireia had known she had to have the dolphin. It stood for what she had most in common with her father—sometimes, it seemed, the only thing they had in common—the joy of the sea.

Mireia lay her fingers on the dolphin’s sunset-red flesh and felt a shock at how warm it was.

“My fath ...” The words scraped along her throat. That painful hiccup jolted in her chest again.

“Yes, iidi?” urged the priestess kindly.

Mireia cleared the dust from her throat, gathering herself together.

“My father ... sought joy in life,” she rasped with effort. “We ... ask that he have joy in ... in death.”

“Maaj Laaroati, may your joy walk with him.”

Turning toward her father, Mireia reached under her sleeve to unwind the leather cord that she had braided with her mothers and sisters yesterday. She knelt beside his body and attached the dolphin to him with shaking fingers, completing the small battalion of colorful metal animals at his feet.

As it left her hands, it seemed to take some of her own weight from her, leeching it out through her arms. It should have been a comforting feeling, releasing that weight, but it wasn’t. It was unnerving and unbalancing. She felt she’d given too much of herself, and a part of her was now going to sink to the bottom of the ocean with him, and she’d never be able to get it back. Not until the day that she, too, took that long journey into the depths.

How many people will tie their weights to me, when that day comes?

She felt the priestess’s hand on her shoulder and became aware that she’d been kneeling there for too long. Rising, she went to stand beside her family. This time it was Calu’u who grabbed her hand and squeezed it.

The priestess spread her arms wide and bowed her head.

“Beloved child of the Sun and Sea,” she addressed Mireia’s father, “may these spirits guide you and protect you in your journey through the Deep World. May your soul remain whole and your heart be judged pure. If you reach the Mountain of Paradise, may you return once more to bless the home of your family. And if you do not yet reach the Mountain, may you be reborn in good fortune and spared from the jaws of destruction.”

All together, Mireia’s family members picked up the plank upon which her father’s body rested and brought it to the end of the barge, where the deck was open to the sunlight. There, a large circle had been carved into the wood, with a string of complex glyphs etched around its circumference.

The family lay the plank down at the edge of this circle, while the other villagers followed behind, murmuring prayers.

Then the priestess pulled forth from her robes a small white crystal on a cord; she raised it high, catching a beam of the evening sun.

“Eianahata’ate, munetefenejune ...” she chanted.

The words didn’t mean anything—at least, not to the ears of Mireia or any of her fellow villagers. It was a language known only to the clergy: the speech of the gods. A dark, musical tongue that, even without knowing its meaning, still impressed upon the soul thoughts of shadows and eons and the spaces between the stars.

The carved circle and the glyphs began to shimmer strangely, like something viewed through clouds of steam. Inside the circle, the wood rippled like water—first subtly, then violently.

“ ... Beletenenara onarune,” the priestess finished.

Without a sound, the wood within the circle shattered into a million fragments, which each shattered into a million more and dissolved into nothing. A gaping hole was left in the deck, revealing the dark clapping surface of the water. The plank tipped forward, pulled by the weight of the metal animals, and both Ca’alab and the animals slid straight down through the opening into the green-blue embrace of the sea.

It struck Mireia that she would never see her father again.

She wished she had taken a better look before he went.

But already the priestess was murmuring the words to seal up the hole once more. The wood unshattered back into existence, stitching itself back together as seamless and solid as if nothing had happened.

As one, the crowd began to quietly recite the ancient verse of the Sea Mother.

 

I am the Sea.

I am mother, lover, provider, destroyer.

I give, I take, I carry, I drown, I nurture, I rage, I beckon.

Though many shall know me, never will I be conquered,

Though many shall love me, never will I be tamed,

Though many shall fear me, never will I leave their hearts,

For I am the Great Love,

And my children are the Children of the Sun.

I am the Sea.

From me all things are born,

And to me all things shall return.

 

The chant was so familiar, everyone could say it without thinking. But Mireia’s mind would not be idle. Her heart lingered on each word, the shape of each syllable as it formed on her lips. She licked her lips, which tasted of the salty sea wind, and thought of tears. She closed her eyes, and the insides of her eyelids looked like the bottom of the ocean.

He was gone. He already had been gone, but now he was gone. Up till now it had seemed so unreal, as if he might wake up at any moment and life would return to the way it had always been. She’d known that wasn’t going to happen—she’d known he was dead—but only in the same way she knew there were people living and dying in other lands far away, or that one day the world would end, or that one day she would grow old.

But now he was gone, forever. She would never live another day with him in it. And she hadn’t taken a good enough look before he went. And he would not be remembered by the time her grandchildren’s grandchildren were walking the earth.

At last, something broke inside of Mireia. Her confused numbness resolved all at once into a raw stab of grief, and the tears exploded out of her along with a pitiful wail from deep inside her chest.

Aro quickly wrapped her arms around her, whispering, “Shh, Mimi, Mimi, I’m here.” She was sobbing too, but quietly. Mireia clung to her sister and buried her face in her shoulder, gasping for breath, getting tears and mucus all over Aro’s good hibo.

And yet—painful and undignified though it might be—Mireia was relieved for the tears. She’d been so afraid she was just going to go on feeling nothing forever.

 

***

 

Later, as the barge made its way back to the village, Mireia found her birthmother standing on the back deck, gazing out at the sun as it went down over her husband’s ocean grave. The red-gold light, like liquid orichalcum, was dancing upon the waves—the Sun Father’s kisses upon his wild lover’s body. Mireia thought of how her father’s eyes used to mirror that dancing light, which he’d gazed upon so often it had imprinted onto his soul.

Neiana’s hands were folded behind her back, and she was as solemn as ever. Unlike Mireia, she had not shed any tears, even now.

“Ma’at?” Mireia murmured.

Neiana reached out and put her arm around her daughter’s shoulder. “Sa’aba?”

“You didn’t cry.”

“No,” she said regretfully. “But you did.”

“I wasn’t sure I would,” Mireia confessed. “I was afraid if I didn’t, people might say I didn’t love him.”

Neiana paused. “Yes. They will probably say so about me. The heartless Hacenian woman who didn’t weep for her husband’s death.”

“But you did love him too?”

Neiana let out a deep breath. “I loved Ca’alab more than anyone.”

“Then why didn’t you cry?”

“I never cry when I’m sad. I don’t know why.” Her eyes were haunted and alone, and they did not reflect the dance of the sunlight on the waves. “It’s just the way I am.”

Though it was a strange thing to say, Mireia thought she understood. Her own sadness had left her dry and empty, as if she would never feel anything again. Perhaps her mother felt like that all the time. Perhaps she’d been a dry well for so long, she’d forgotten what tears felt like.

“It’s not fair that people have to die,” Mireia declared.

“No?” A ghost of a smile lurked around Neiana’s lips. “You want to live forever? I think that would be a terrible fate. Even gods don’t live forever.”

“Then it’s not fair that things must be forgotten. If you existed once, you ought to be remembered. You ought to leave a mark on the world that won’t fade. Otherwise—what’s the meaning of any of it?”

Neiana regarded her daughter for a long moment, thinking—but it was always difficult to tell just what Neiana was thinking.

“I can’t tell you what’s the meaning of it,” she finally said. “No one can. That’s something everyone must try to find out for themselves.”

“Did ba’at find meaning for himself?” Mireia asked bitterly. “He didn’t do anything with his life. He lived, he fished, that was all.”

“He had a family. He had us.”

“Everyone has a family.”

“Not everyone.” Neiana stroked her daughter’s hair, which was long and black like her own but without the streaks of gray. “And I think he would have said we were enough.”

Of course he would, Mireia thought, feeling a strange resentment toward her father for being such a simple man. And that’s why he won’t be remembered.

She wouldn’t be like him. She couldn’t be. If she lived a life like her father’s and died as young as he did, she wouldn’t die in peace. She would descend into the Sea Mother’s arms screaming that she wasn’t ready to go, she wasn’t done yet. She had to leave her mark, to prove she once existed. To prove she was real.

But Mireia didn’t speak these thoughts aloud. Instead, she wrapped her arms around her mother’s waist—a childish gesture that she hadn’t done in years—and they held each other close until at last the barge arrived back at the shore, just as the sun was slipping beneath the horizon to journey with the dead below the sea.

_____________________








In the days before there were all the animals and lands we know today, there was the Sea Mother, she we call Mu’u.

She filled the world with her vastness, with no other beings to trouble her, nothing to ruin her endless play. She was fierce and wild, yet calm and gentle. She could be warm with the heat of the earth, or icy as the lightless depths. She thrashed when she felt like it and slept when she felt like it, and she knew she was powerful and beautiful. And for a long time, she was content.

In those days, the sky was always dark, for the sun had not yet come. The stars shone down upon the Sea Mother, sprinkling her with their dust and keeping her company with their songs.

Then one day, from out of the Deep World, there arose a great prince of fire, brave and battleworn. It was the Sun Father, he we call Raa.

Though the Sun Father had just come from a long and difficult journey filled with terrible foes, he still shone bright and strong with a golden light—so bright that the Sea Mother, accustomed only to the small lights of the stars, was blinded by him.

“You are too bright!” she cried, shielding her eyes. “Who said you were allowed to shine so brightly?”

The Sun Father, who had only known the Deep World before now, was amazed to find himself in a new realm. He looked around at the angry voice speaking to him, and when his eyes fell upon the Sea Mother, he could not believe how beautiful she was as she reflected his light in a million shimmering shards.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“I am Mu’u, and this world is mine,” said the Sea Mother. “You cannot just come here shining as brightly as you please. It isn’t kind.” Though now that her eyes were beginning to adjust, she felt less angry than before. She even began to think he was quite beautiful, and that the way he warmed her waters was not at all unpleasant.

“Forgive me,” said the Sun Father, “I did not mean to be unkind. I am Raa, and I’ve come a long way through many perils to get here. I fear my brother will soon be behind me.”

“Is he as bright as you?”

“Less,” he said. “But he has pursued me for many cycles, and he won’t stop until he has had his fill of my blood to drink and drained me of my light. When he follows me here, I shall have to return to the Deep World whence I came. I only escaped to this world in order to seek a brief respite from his pursuit.”

The Sea Mother felt she should have been pleased to hear this intruder would not be bothering her for long, but strangely, the thought gave her no satisfaction. She found, after all, that she was beginning to like his light and his warmth very much, and was sad to think of never seeing him again. Somehow, it seemed to her the small twinklings of the stars could not possibly be satisfying anymore, now that she had seen such a glorious light as his.

“When you leave,” she asked, “will you return again for another respite?”

At that the Sun Father smiled, glad to see she did not wish him to go after all. His smile spread glittering light across the Sea Mother’s body, and her depths began to teem with new life.

“If you do not mind my shining,” he said, “then I would gladly spend all of my days here with you.”

Soon, the Sun Father’s brother, he we call Xu’ue, the Moon, emerged from the gates of the Deep World just as the Sun Father had done. When he appeared, the Sun Father fled once more back down to the world of his birth, to fight another long battle through the night. The Moon followed after him, eager to drink the fiery blood of his brother. And so their pursuit continues even to this day, as is told in other stories. But every morning the Sun Father returned to the realm of the Sea Mother for rest and succor, and their love for each other grew stronger than the pillars of the universe.

And yet, though they longed to be near each other, they found they could not touch without harming one another. The Sun Father’s hands seared the Sea Mother painfully, and the Sea Mother’s waters were poison to his flesh.

At last, determined they should not be kept apart any longer, the Sea Mother brought forth from her womb a mass of barren land. And having done that, she formed herself into the shape of a human woman with flesh and blood. And she named her new form Cleia, meaning “Desire.” When the Sun Father came back again to her realm, he was astonished to see what she had done, but he understood at once. And he too formed himself into the shape of a man, with human flesh and blood, and walked upon the land she had made for them. And he named his new form Atal, meaning “Satisfaction.” But though the Sun Father and the Sea Mother had taken on human forms, they yet remained, wholly and constantly, the sun and the sea. This is one of the greatest mysteries of all.

When the Sun Father stepped onto the land the Sea Mother had fashioned for them, the barren rocks burst forth with lush vegetation. And every stone his fingers touched turned into sunset-gold, which we call orichalcum.

So the Sun Father and the Sea Mother were together at last, and they vowed to love each other above all others from that day onward. Every morning, when the Sun Father escaped from the Deep World, he took refuge in the arms of his beloved. And every night, the Sea Mother sighed with longing, impatient for his return but trusting in his strength and constancy to carry him back to her.

The Sea Mother brought forth from her body many other lands afterward, which the Sun Father also filled with vegetation and life. But none were ever as magnificent as that first one, the haven where they reveled in their love. And for this reason they named that first land Atalantis: the land where their love was satisfied.

In time, Mu’u-Cleia became pregnant by her husband Raa-Atal and gave birth to many children. The first of their human children were two twin brothers named Na’aqa and Na’atl. They were followed by four more sets of twins: A’am and Ieva, Nesei and Actha, Elasa and Metse, and Aza and Di’i.

To these children, the offspring of the Sun and the Sea, were given the land of Atalantis to care for and rule as they pleased. Since Na’aqa was the eldest, he made his home on the great mountain at the center of the island, which was surrounded by three rings of water to resemble the Mountain of Paradise at the center of the Deep World. Na’aqa was the first High King, and it is because of him that we are called the Na’aqal people, and our language bears that same name.

Na’atl, who was of a more violent nature than his brother, was given the second best region of Atalantis: the eastern coast, where he could easily travel to and from the other lands that his parents had created in the earth. Na’atl was the first Eastern King, and though many of his children stayed on Atalantis, many others traveled far and wide and filled up every corner of the earth. They are now strangers to our people and do not share our ways.

The other four regions—the northern mountains, the southern peninsula, the western coast and the inner plains—were given to the other four sets of twins, to be governed dually. And so to this day, every region other than the Great Mountain and the Eastern Coast is governed by two rulers rather than one.

And in the meantime, the Sun Father and the Sea Mother stayed with their children, living on Atalantis in the form of humans even as they both remained the sun and the sea. They provided protection and guidance, revealing the secrets of the Eleven Worlds to all who were willing to listen. It was they who first gave us the kaana crystals, that we might harness the power of gods and shape Atalantis into a land far greater than any there ever was or will be.

But just as all creatures of this world must one day die, so the human forms of Mu’u and Raa also finally grew old and died. Yet the Sun and Sea themselves lived on, and they soon returned to Atalantis in new human forms, being reborn as innocent babes.

So it has gone ever since: the Sun Father and Sea Mother dwell with us as both gods and humans, forever dying and forever being reborn. Thus they continue to watch over their children and revel in their love for each other. And thus they will continue to do, until the earth and stars die and all the worlds fade away.

 

--- Creation Myth of the Na’aqal People of Atalantis
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The first time Mireia met the sea, she was not yet half a year old.

Her father Ca’alab, when he was alive, had loved to tell the story over and over again. He’d told it so many times that Mireia felt she could really remember it too.

It was early in the summer, he’d begin, and they’d all gone down to the seashore for the afternoon: he, Calu’u and Neiana, and all six of their girls. Mireia’s older sisters were besotted with her, the newest baby in the family. They couldn’t wait to introduce her to the sea; they insisted on taking her down to their favorite spot, a hidden cove tucked away among the rocks, about ten minutes’ walk from Habuuket.

Mireia had fussed the whole way there. She was always a fusser, more than any of her sisters had been at her age. Just a tiny bundle of stormy emotions.

“Our little hurricane-girl,” her father would say with a secret smile.

Even when they reached the cove, with the soft white sand crumbling between their toes, little Mireia refused to be soothed. But her father carried her down to the sea’s edge, setting her down in the damp sand where the shallow waves were rolling in. And as soon as one of the cool salty waves swept up to embrace her, Mireia fell instantly silent, and her eyes went wide with wonder.

Her father would always chuckle at this part of the story. He’d say, he had actually been afraid the water might make her even grumpier. But Mireia’s reaction was more like pure enlightenment. He never knew a baby could go from angry to happy so fast.

And at that moment, it was all over. For as long as she lived, Mireia would never love anything or anyone quite as much as she loved the sea. It had gotten into her soul. And once the sea gets into your soul, it’s there for life. There’s nothing you can do.

 

***

 

Aro sat humming an old sea-song to herself outside one of the family’s huts, letting her mind drift away as she finished weaving a new basket for her mothers. Above, the sky was blushing pink with the sunset. Below, further down the rocky promontory, the village of Habuuket lay sprawling in little knots of squat stone buildings. And further below that, the sea was crashing gently against the shore, and the fishers were returning with their catches.

Her uncles, cousins and brothers-in-law were among the fishers, but her father no longer was. It had been months now since his death, but Aro still hadn’t learned to stop looking for his boat among the others.

“Aro?” Calu’u popped her head out of a hut. The smell of cooking fish wafted out through the open doorway. “Has Mireia returned yet?”

“I didn’t know she’d gone anywhere,” Aro said.

Calu’u released a dramatic huff. “I sent her to get my oil jug from Anaapi’s girl back when the sun was high, and now it’s almost dusk! How long does it take to walk across the village and back, I ask you?”

“You should know better than to ask Mireia to run errands for you, ma’at,” said Varaasit, who was returning with Ezo up the rocky path that ran behind Calu’u’s hut, both carrying baskets of wet laundry. “You know she can’t keep her mind on what she’s doing.”

“Well, she needs to learn!” Calu’u said. “She’s not a baby anymore. I ought to be able to trust her to do a simple task.”

“She probably went for a swim and lost track of time,” said Aro.

“One of these days,” Ezo snickered as she and Varaasit began to hang up the laundry, “that girl is finally going to fulfill her true destiny and turn herself into a fish, and then we’ll never see her again. You wait.”

“If she does,” Calu’u grumbled, “she’ll no doubt get herself snagged in a net and cooked up for someone’s dinner. And serve her right!”

 

***

 

Mireia was floating.

She’d gone down to her beach—the same hidden cove her family had taken her to when she was a baby—flung her clothes carelessly onto the rocks and slid naked into the familiar embrace of the sea.

Yes, Calu’u had told her not to; she’d been extremely specific about it, in fact. “Mimi, you go straight to Anaapi’s and back. Do not stop for a swim, yaiaku? I know you. You get into the water and half the day’ll pass you by before you know it.”

Mireia had promised she wouldn’t get distracted, and she’d really meant it ... at the time. But she hadn’t even made it halfway across the village before her feet began to carry her, of their own will, toward the path that led away to her favorite beach. She couldn’t help it. She had to go. It pulled her.

She hadn’t meant to swim long—just a few minutes. Calu’u would never know the difference.

The problem was that once Mireia was in the ocean, all those mundane human ideas like time tended to lose their meaning.

Mireia floated, her long black hair streaming out like silky seaweed. She rolled over and dipped beneath the waves as they came tumbling in, then popped out the other side to drink in the sea air. She held her breath and dove down, deep down, pushing all the way down to touch the sandy bottom, where the sunlight danced in glassy living fragments. She spread her body out on the sand and gazed up at the surface until her lungs were almost ready to burst—then she pushed herself up and shot back to the upper world, gasping for air but smiling with contentment. Fish scattered in surprise at her sudden movement, but quickly came wandering back, drawn to her out of a friendly curiosity, as if she were one of their own, a family member who hadn’t been seen in a long time. The sunlight kissed her bare brown skin, just as it kissed the rippling turquoise skin of the sea, and Mireia lay back in the water and savored the crackling contrast of the sun’s warmth on her front side with the coolness of the ocean on her back side.

Priests and priestesses would burn incense, smoke za’alu, and meditate for days on end just to try to come close to the same level of spiritual escape that Mireia felt when she was in the sea. There were times when Mireia could hardly tell where her own human body ended and the sea’s body began. They melted into each other, as if Mireia were only another droplet in the ocean, and her singular smallness dispersed out into incomprehensible vastness whenever she merged with all the other little droplets. They were all one mind, one heart, one soul, and if she tried hard enough, then she could hear and see and feel all that the sea heard and saw and felt. She closed her eyes and could see the far-off lightless depths, impossibly dark, cold abysses that no human had ever known, where creatures of unimaginable strangeness lurked and fed and hid from the light. She stretched out her limbs and felt that she could reach all the way to continents on the other side of the world and brush their sandy shores with her fingertips. She listened and heard through the echoing waves the sound of whales calling, the sound of dolphins laughing as they frolicked, the sound of the fishermen chatting as they pulled in their nets. The sea held the remnants of the dead too, and Mireia felt she knew them all. Her father was among them, and in a way it was almost like she could cradle him in her great sea arms and kiss his brow and whisper that she was sorry she didn’t kiss him more when he was alive.

“It’s alright, iidi,” he said. “Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

Are you happy, ba’at? We miss you here, you know.

“I miss you too. But yes, I’m happy. I think you ought to go now, sa’aba.”

Why must I go?

“Because Calu’u is still waiting for her oil jug.”

Mireia gasped, jerking out of her dream-state so suddenly that she floundered in the water and almost choked.

The sun was nearly down already! Calu’u was going to dice her up and feed her to the geese when she got home.

In a panic, Mireia raced back to the shore, riding the waves and panting as she trudged the last difficult stretch through the shallows. The ocean pulled at her legs, as if begging her not to go, but Mireia wrenched herself out of its grip. Hastily, she snatched up her clothes from where she’d thrown them on the rocks. The layers of her uubit skirt clung to her soaking wet body, and she didn’t even bother to tie her ka’am back on, opting to go bare-chested instead. Her sandals, too, were too much trouble, so she carried them with her. And thus, dripping legs caked with sand, Mireia sprinted at full speed back toward the winding stone path that led up the cliffs to Habuuket.

The little fishing village had sprung up centuries ago on a narrow elbow of land, part of a long cape that stretched out from the mainland to encircle Pavanta Bay, where it was said that in the early days of Atalantis, King Na’atl had departed on his first voyage to explore the other lands of the world. The terrain here was all sharp rocks and sheer cliffs, but the people had made it their own, wedging and stacking their huts among the stones as though they belonged there and always had.

The quickest path to Anaapi’s took Mireia past the harbor, where all the fishers were busy hauling in their catches. On the cliffs above, the pyramid-shaped Temple of Habuuket loomed over everything. It was the grandest building in the village, though not nearly as grand (Mireia was told) as the Temple of the Moon that stood in the Eastern King’s city of Tualatan. And the Temple of the Moon, in turn, was said to be a mere anthill compared to the Temple of the Sun that stood in the Great Citadel, where the High King reigned under the watchful eyes of the Sea Mother and Sun Father.

Not that there had been a Sea Mother or Sun Father for the past several years. The last ones had died not long before Mireia was born, and the new ones were still yet to be found.

Mireia raced past the harbor, her bare feet unbothered by the rough terrain, calloused from years of clambering barefoot over rocks. Her long hair, tangled and crusty with sea salt as usual, flew wildly out behind her. As she passed by, a few of the fishermen waved to her. Her brother-in-law Ju’uda called out to her from the deck of his boat.

“Where are you off to in such a hurry, Mimi?”

“Getting ma’atna’s oil jug back from Anaapi’s place!”

“She sent you so late? Won’t you be late for supper?”

Mireia was already too far away to reply.

By the time she arrived at the cluster of huts that belonged to Anaapi’s clan, she was gasping for air and clutching a knot in her side. She stopped outside the main hut, leaning against the wall to try to catch her breath, before stepping in through the curtain that hung over the door.

Anaapi, an old crone with long braids and leathery skin covered in tattoos, sat at the edge of the dining pit, while her many daughters scurried about with bowls of food. It wasn’t until Mireia smelled it that she realized how hungry she was; her stomach let out a growl loud enough for all to hear.

Everyone looked at her, and Anaapi’s wrinkled face folded up into a grin. “Young Mireia! What brings you here, iidi?”

“N-need ... Calu’u’s ... oil jug,” Mireia panted.

“Oh!” One of Anaapi’s daughters pressed a hand to her cheek. “I just sent my boy Toctha to take it back to your place only a few minutes ago.”

Mireia doubled over with a groan.

“Looks like you ran all the way here for nothing, ja’api-seda.” Anaapi studied Mireia with a little twinkle in her eye. “Stopped for a swim on the way, did you?”

“Would you like to rest here a bit before you head home?” asked Anaapi’s daughter. “Do you need some water?”

“No!” Mireia straightened and exhaled a determined breath. “No time! But thank you anyway!”

And as quickly as she’d come, she dashed out of the hut.

The run back home was much harder. Not only was she already tired, it was mostly an uphill journey. The sky was going dark and the air was becoming chilly, and all around the village people were lighting their crystal lanterns and settling in for their suppers. Several times Mireia had to stop and catch her breath, and the knot in her side continued to gnaw away at her. But the thought of Calu’u’s wrath urged her onward.

The whole way, she kept on the lookout for Toctha. Her heart thudded a little harder, and not just from the run.

Why did it have to be Toctha?

Toctha was a boy a couple of years older than herself, about the same age as Aro. Mireia had been aware of his existence for her whole life, just as everyone in Habuuket was aware of each other. But it wasn’t until sometime last year that she’d suddenly started to notice the way his brown eyes pulled you in, how his feathery dark hair fell just that certain way across his brow, how his muscles rolled when he was helping lift things down at the harbor.

The madness had hit her almost overnight. One day, Toctha was just another boy in the village, about as interesting as the geese that roamed the streets. The next day he’d walked past her, laughing with his friends, and Mireia’s soul and body had twanged together like two plucked harpstrings.

After that, each time she saw him her symptoms became worse. He only had to be in her line of sight and her heart would start to go wild, her face would flush, and her spirit would flicker and snap like fire. The sound of his voice made her insides turn upside down. Every day her eyes would search the village, hungry for a glimpse of him—yet the idea of talking to him made her heart curl up into a screaming ball and hide itself somewhere deep down inside her bowels.

At night, when she was drifting off to sleep, she would weave all kinds of beautiful fantasies about him. She imagined herself marching straight up to him at the harbor and announcing, in full view of everyone, that she loved him madly and just wanted him to know. Or she imagined that one day, when the villagers were all gathered at the temple for the weekly Meiali-Kaan, Mireia would walk in late, still wet from a swim, and Toctha would be struck with wonder at her beauty in the firelight. He’d watch her bring her seeds to the altar of Meiali, and after everyone had left, he would catch her hand and kiss her in the light of the braziers, in the view of the gods, and nothing would separate them forever afterward.

Mireia had dozens of these fantasies, and when she was alone in her bed she could indulge in the delusion that one of them might come true. But the next day she’d bump into Toctha, and he would only apologize and look right through her. And she’d be left gaping and blushing in hopeless confusion, cursing herself for being such a miserable fool.

And now she had to try to get Calu’u’s oil jug back from him. Which meant she would have to actually talk to him.

Mireia slowed to a stop, struggling to catch her breath, and took stock of herself. Her uubit skirt was rumpled and damp, her legs still covered with sand. She knew her face must be as flushed as the sunset from all her running. And her hair—she didn’t even want to think of her hair.

Suppose Toctha looked at her now and saw only an absurd little wild girl? Suppose he laughed at her?

She couldn’t bear it if he laughed at her.

By the time she’d made it up to her family’s huts at the top of the cliff, she still hadn’t seen a single glimpse of him. But Aro was waiting for her, lounging on a stool against one of the huts, working on a basket.

“So you finally came back, Mimi?” Her face wore the same secret smile that their father used to wear. “Calu’u’s never going to let you hear the end of it, you know.”

Mireia winced. “Did—did Toctha already come by?”

Aro tilted her head toward Calu’u’s hut. “He just got here.”

Without thinking, Mireia bolted for the hut. She reached the doorway just as Toctha was coming out, and they crashed into each other at full force.

“Oohf!” they grunted. Toctha stumbled backwards, but Mireia’s slender body was flung to the ground as if she’d run headlong into a stone wall.

Aro, watching from the side, burst out laughing.

“Careful!” he exclaimed.

“Toctha!” Mireia gasped, flushing. “Ah—I’m sorry!”

Toctha chuckled too. “Lucky I wasn’t carrying anything.”

He bent down and took Mireia by the arm, lifting her easily to her feet. She gaped at him, her face turning a few shades of red that were yet to be discovered by mortals. Even though Toctha occupied so much space in her daydreams, she was always overwhelmed by him in reality. He was tall—one of the tallest boys in the village—and he seemed to tower over her even though she was tall for her age herself. The wind played with a couple of strands of his tousled hair, tossing them into his deep brown eyes.

“You’re not hurt, are you?” he asked.

He cared whether or not she was hurt!

“Oh—ha, ah, no! No!” Mireia’s nervous laugh sputtered out of her, and she cringed. Had her voice always been so obnoxious? “No, I’m—I’m wonderful! How are ... you?”

“No harm done.” He sent Mireia a crooked grin that made her knees wobble. “But you might want to slow down a bit in the future, eh?”

“She can’t slow down,” Aro said. “She’s a little hurricane-girl. That’s what our ba’at used to say.”

Toctha laughed at that. Mireia wished for the earth to open up and swallow her whole.

“Well, I can see why.” He nodded at Mireia and gave her a friendly pat on the shoulder. “Anyway, I’ve got to be off. Supper’s waiting for me back home. Good-night.”

“Good-night, Toctha,” said Aro.

“Good-night, Toctha,” Mireia murmured.

As he began back down the path, his eyes lingered just a bit too long on Aro’s form where she sat reclining against the hut. Aro didn’t seem to notice, but Mireia did. And something inside her withered a little bit.

“I’m going to die alone,” she muttered moodily to herself.

“What did you say, Mimi?” asked Aro.

“Nothing.”

“Well.” Aro gave her a smile of pained sympathy. “I would suggest bracing yourself before going into that hut. Ma’atna is pretty upset. You’re going to get an earful when she sees you.”

Mireia had momentarily forgotten about Calu’u.

“Um.” She grimaced, backing away from the hut. “Maybe I’ll just skip supper tonight. I’m not really that hungry anyw—”

She was just about to flee—already planning out how she would catch her own dinner down at the beach, and maybe just live there from now on—when Calu’u swept dramatically out of the hut.

“Nah-ah!” The little woman targeted Mireia with her wooden spoon. “Where do you think you’re going, nu’uni?”

“I’m sorry, ma’atna,” Mireia stammered. “I just—”

“Went for a swim and lost track of the time. Just like I told you not to!”

“I didn’t mean to.”

“Oh, you didn’t mean to?” Calu’u scoffed. “You mean you accidentally walked all the way down to the beach? You accidentally tripped and fell into the water? You accidentally forgot to get out for several hours?”

Mireia swallowed, twisting a strand of her tangled hair around her fingers. “Um ... yes?”

Calu’u thwacked her lightly on the head with her spoon. “Don’t give me that. You did something wrong, you take responsibility for it. Only children make silly excuses for what they’ve done. You hear me, sa’aba?”

Mireia lowered her eyes, abashed. “Yes, ma’atna.”

“Do you want to be a child or a grown woman?”

“A woman, ma’atna.”

“Good. Then show me you are one.”

Mireia bowed her head, pressing her palms together. “I made a mistake. I promised I would do as you asked and not get distracted, and I broke that promise. It was my fault, and I apologize. Will you please forgive me?”

Calu’u softened, studying her with fond exasperation.

“Oh, I can’t stay angry at you, Mimi.” She pressed her hand to the crown of Mireia’s head. “But you are ridiculous.”

“So I’m forgiven, then?”

“This time you are.” Calu’u brandished her spoon threateningly. “But don’t do it again, or next time I won’t be so quick to let it go. Now, come on inside. You too, Aro. It’s time for supper.”
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Sister Eiappo would never get used to this absurd little fishing village.

Oh, of course, it wasn’t an unpleasant place. It was—what was the word?—quaint. She’d been enchanted with it when she’d first laid eyes upon it, with its clusters of stone huts bundled up like gemstones among the cliffs, its patches of emerald grass standing out against the stones. She’d fallen in love with the way the geese roamed freely along the paths, and the way everyone knew everyone as if they were all one enormous family. For nearly an hour, she’d sat gazing out at the temple’s view of the harbor, just soaking in the charm of it all.

That had been the first day.

Now, having lived in Habuuket for several months, she couldn’t fathom how anyone could stand to be stuck here for longer than a year, much less a whole lifetime.

“It grows on you,” the old priest had told her. But so far, for Eiappo, it hadn’t grown on her. It had only continued to shrink on her.

“Back in Tualatan,” she told the onion plants one afternoon when she was out blessing the crops that grew on the terraced slopes behind the temple, “there were hundreds of priests and priestesses who ran the temple. We all had our own place, our own jobs. And the High Priest would rather have resigned before he lowered himself to crop duty.”

The onion plants showed little interest in her complaints, though the sweet peas seemed slightly offended by the implication that they were beneath her dignity.

“I wanted to be sent to the Great Citadel,” she went on with a sigh, waving her crystal over the sweet peas and muttering the blessing mindlessly. The plants all seemed to liven as the crystal’s energy surged through them. “But they told me, ‘No, no, Eiappo, you’re needed in Habuuket.’ Habuuket, I said! What in Xu’ue’s name is a Habuuket?”

She moved on to the sorrel plants. “And you know what they said? ‘Oh, you’ll love it. You’ll make much more of a difference there than you would in the Citadel.’” Eiappo scoffed. “Well, maybe that’s so. But at least things happen in the Citadel. Nothing ever happens in Habuuket.”

Yet even as she spoke, her eyes drifted down toward the village, and she saw that something was, in fact, happening.

A stranger in a yellow hibo—the uniform of the Messenger’s Guild—was weaving through the streets. The machine he rode was a work of art, its sleek silver-and-orichalcum body built in the form of a cat which bounded over the land in fluid movements as if it were a living creature. Such vehicles were common in more civilized places like Tualatan. Messengers liked to use them for long-distance traveling, for they could cross the whole island in a single day and had no need for rest or food.

The villagers gaped at the stranger and his vehicle as it passed. Eiappo traced his trajectory and realized he was on his way to the temple.

Quickly, she tucked her kaana crystal back into her robes and hurried back towards the temple’s rear entrance. Before she got there, her young acolyte Arotoati trotted out.

“Sister Eiappo, a messenger just arrived from the Great Citadel!”

“The Citadel?” Now Eiappo’s interest was really piqued.

As soon as she entered the sanctuary, trailed by Arotoati, she spotted the man. His bright yellow uniform was a shock amid the temple’s dim lighting.

“Sister Eiappo?” he asked.

“Ata, that is my name.”

He held forth a scroll sealed with the symbol of the Temple of the Sun. “A message for you, from Sister La’axoati of the Great Citadel.”

Eiappo’s face instantly darkened with preemptive annoyance. Laxi? What in the Eleven Worlds did she want?

Taking the scroll, Eiappo gave the messenger a nod of thanks and tipped her head at Aro. “Aro, iidi, go fetch a few tepetza from the treasury to thank the man for his trouble.”

“Yes, jah.” Aro bowed and hurried off.

Eiappo paced the sanctuary as she scanned the letter.

She’d never much liked her cousin Laxi, even when they were children. They’d done their priestly training side-by-side at the Temple of the Moon; but unlike Eiappo, who’d been sent away to some speck of a fishing village, Laxi had been sent to work at the Temple of the Sun instead.

Eiappo quickly skimmed through the first two-thirds of the letter: mostly a lot of long-winded gushing about how exciting it was to live in the Citadel. “Oh, the Temple of the Sun is so grand, Yaya—a hundred times grander than the Temple of the Moon! If only you could see it!” And “You’ll never guess, just the other day I got to speak face-to-face with Princess Aiamin herself! Can you believe it?”

“Get to the point, will you, Laxi?” she muttered.

“Is five tepetza enough, Sister Eiappo?” Aro asked as she returned to the sanctuary, clutching a handful of the colorful beads.

“What? Oh—ata, that’s fine.” Five tepetza was actually a bit much, but Eiappo didn’t really care.

After Aro paid him, the messenger bowed. “Haad muxaaji.”

Eiappo scarcely noticed him leave; she was fixed on the last third of the letter, where Laxi finally revealed the true purpose of her writing.

“Thirteen years!” she whispered. “Has it really been that long?”

“Sister Eiappo, is everything well?” asked Aro.

Eiappo looked at the girl as if she’d forgotten she was there.

“Oh—no, iidi, everything is fine.” She lifted her kaana crystal over her head and held it by its cord out towards Aro. “Would you be a good girl and go finish blessing the crops?”

Aro’s eyes went wide. Eiappo had shown her how to use the crystal to bless the crops before, but she’d never yet trusted her to do it unsupervised.

“Of course!” Aro took the crystal with reverent care. “Thank you!”

“Just don’t accidentally blow up the village,” Eiappo cautioned her, only half-joking.

“I won’t! I’ll be very careful, I promise!”

A moment later the girl was flying out the back door of the temple. Eiappo turned her attention back to Laxi’s letter, studying the words with a strange mix of sadness and excitement.

So ... thirteen years since the death of the last Sun Father and Sea Mother.

It didn’t seem possible that it had already been so long. She and Laxi had only been acolytes at the time. She could still remember, as clearly as if it had happened yesterday, how the news of their deaths had shaken the city—how all of Atalantis had spent months in mourning afterward.

Eiappo had met them once, Mu’u Amaasit and Raa Laian. Or, rather, she’d seen them from afar once when they came to visit Tualatan. The day was still etched sharply in her mind: the blinding sunlight, the freshness of the wind, the garlands that hung from every window, the music that floated through every plaza, the streets packed with people all hoping to catch a glimpse of the gods. Eiappo, only eleven, had climbed up into the branches of a xa’atsa tree to see over the heads of the crowd.

Down the main canal they’d come, a procession of boats full of priests and priestesses in their multicolored robes, guarded by grim-faced warriors of the King’s Force and attended by Hacenian slaves. And in the finest boat of all, there sat the human incarnations of Mu’u and Raa themselves.

The Sun Father, Raa Laian, was as old as the sky, his hair and beard the color of the clouds. But he still looked strong, a beautiful warrior robed in shimmering reds and golds. His smile had come easily and his eyes had seemed to shine with a warm, youthful light that defied his age.

But it was the Sea Mother who had really impressed young Eiappo. Mu’u Amaasit, proud and lovely and powerful as a tempest. She’d sat beside her husband, clad all in blue, her chin tipped up and a serene smile on her face. Yet it took only one look at her to see that she could move mountains by willpower alone if she felt like it. Her face, though creased with the wrinkles of age, was yet beautiful, and her silver hair lay long and loose on her shoulders in contrast to the intricate braids and wigs of the priestesses.

While they were passing by, Mu’u Amaasit had leaned over and whispered something in Raa Laian’s ear. He’d laughed at whatever it was, and as the boats carried them away down the canal, Eiappo had seen them twine their fingers together like two young lovers.

They’d both looked so grand, so beautiful—radiating with the souls of the gods—it had seemed impossible to her then that they would ever die. Yet one late winter, about six years later, news came that the Sea Mother had fallen ill very suddenly. No one expected her health would decline so rapidly, even in spite of the efforts of Atalantis’s best healers. Before anyone had a chance to blink, she was dead, and they all knew Raa Laian would not be far behind. The Sea Mother and Sun Father never outlived each other by much. Sure enough, he too soon fell ill, and was gone before the summer solstice.

And now it had been thirteen years. Which meant it was time, at last, to choose a new Mu’u and Raa.

According to legend, each time the human incarnations of the gods died, they were reborn in new forms. For the past decade, priests and priestesses all over the island had been on the lookout for children who displayed possible signs of a divine nature. And soon, those singled out as candidates would be brought to the Great Citadel to be put through a series of tests until only a single boy and girl remained—the ones who would be known as gods for the rest of their lives.

Eiappo wondered where the next Mu’u and Raa were now, and whether they had any idea who they really were.

Laxi had ended her letter by telling Eiappo to keep her eyes open for any boys or girls in Habuuket who might be possible candidates, instructing her to write to the Temple of the Sun immediately if she noticed anything interesting.

“After all,” she said, “the gods could come from anywhere!”

“Habuuket, though?” Eiappo snickered to herself. “I doubt the gods even know this place exists.”

 

***

 

“Ow!” Mireia winced as her bondsister Ezo fought to pull a comb through her long hair. “Not so hard, Ezo!”

“I wouldn’t have to pull so hard,” Ezo said, “if you’d bother to comb your own hair more than once a year.”

Across the hut, her birthmother Neiana sat at her loom and chuckled. She was weaving Mireia a new hibo to replace the one she’d been wearing since she was ten.

“Hair is too much trouble.” Mireia winced again as Ezo fought with a particularly stubborn knot. “I ought to just take some shears and—ow, ai!—cut it all off.”

Ezo gasped. “Don’t you dare, Mimi! I’d never forgive you.”

“Your hair is beautiful, sa’aba,” said her mother gently.

“I don’t care. It’s my hair. I can do whatever I please with it.”

Ezo sighed, setting aside her comb and beginning to braid Mireia’s hair into plaits. “How would you ever find a husband if you cut your hair short? Everyone would mistake you for a little boy.”

“Maybe I don’t want a husband.”

“Oh, I know that’s a lie,” snickered Ezo.

Mireia flushed as her mind was flooded with images of Toctha.

“You don’t know anything,” she scoffed. “It wouldn’t be so bad to be mistaken for a boy. I could join the King’s Force and sail to far-off lands.”

Neiana’s smile grew stern. “There are other ways to see far-off lands without joining the King’s Force, Mireia.”

Mireia deflated. She’d forgotten her mother had a poor opinion of the Eastern King.

“Besides,” Ezo jumped in, “you’ve got to look nice for the Feast of Hepaia in a couple of weeks. What would Grandmother Ayiri say if you showed up with your hair all chopped off?”

“Nothing,” Mireia smirked. “She’d only think to herself, ‘Has that little boy always lived with us?’”

That earned a snorting giggle from Ezo, and even Neiana softened again and let out a laugh.

“What are you all snickering about in here?” Calu’u strode in followed by her eldest daughter Cleia, who was trailed by her own two little boys.

“Nothing,” Ezo grinned. “Ma’at, tell Mireia she’s not allowed to cut off her hair, no matter how annoying it is.”

Cleia gasped in the same dramatic manner that Ezo had. “Oh, Mimi! Not your beautiful hair! You shouldn’t even joke about that.”

But Calu’u was chuckling. “Mireia is her own master. She can do whatever foolish things she wants with her hair. And she can live with the regret afterwards, too.”

When Ezo tied up the last of Mireia’s braids, she declared, “There, all finished! Now you could almost pass for a civilized lady.”

“Ah, you look so beautiful, Mimi.” Cleia leaned down to cup Mireia’s cheek in her palm. “All the boys in Habuuket won’t know what to do with themselves when they see you.”

Once again, Mireia’s thoughts flew to Toctha. She imagined him seeing her, overcome by her beauty—suddenly realizing how much prettier she was than Aro—begging her to be his love forever and never leave his side ...

“You’re blushing, Mireia!” Ezo laughed, tilting her head over Mireia’s shoulder. “You wouldn’t be thinking of any boy in particular, would you?”

“No!” Mireia clapped her hands to her cheeks.

“Oh, don’t tease her, Ezo,” Cleia said, grinning.

“Who is it, Mimi?” Ezo persisted.

“No one!”

“I bet I know who it is.”

“No, you don’t!”

“I bet it’s Toc—”

“Mireia,” Calu’u interrupted, mercifully, “would you run and fetch me some goose eggs?”

Mireia was on her feet and halfway out the door before Calu’u was even finished asking. “Yes, ma’atna, back in a moment!”

Once outside, Mireia grabbed the bucket that hung beside the door as well as a short cane with a kaana crystal fixed in the end. The cane was carved with glyphs, and when Mireia whistled and tapped it five times against the bucket, both the crystal and the glyphs glowed gently, and a high-pitched sound—barely audible to Mireia’s ears—began to emanate from the crystal.

The geese liked to make their nests a little way down the path that ran behind Calu’u’s hut. It only took Mireia a few minutes of scavenging to find them, and when they came honking angrily at her she drove them off with her cane; they couldn’t tolerate the sound it made. Before long she’d filled her bucket with six or seven sizeable goose eggs.

When she returned, she thought she must be dreaming. Because coming up from the other direction, whistling to himself, was Toctha.

Mireia froze, vividly aware of her braided hair and bare feet. “Toctha!”

He looked up. “Oh, hello Mireia.”

“What brings you this way?” She felt quite proud of herself for managing to say so many actual words to him. Perhaps it was the braids.

Toctha smiled at the ground and rubbed his head, and she thought she saw his face turn a little redder. It was too adorable for words, and Mireia’s soul flickered with hope.

“Well,” he murmured, “actually—it’s silly, but—um, I was just wondering if perhaps Aro might want to take a walk with me.”

Her heart plummeted faster than a pelican diving to catch a fish.

“Oh—Aro?” she finally managed. “She’s ... not here. She’s over at the temple. I don’t know when she’ll be back.”

The hopeful spark faded from Toctha’s brown eyes, but he tipped up his chin in resignation, starting to turn away. “Right—of course. I should have known. Thank you all the same, Mireia.”

“But—I could walk with you,” she blurted.

Toctha glanced back, taking her all in—not just looking at her, but actually seeing her. His eyes roved over her bare feet, her slender brown body, her black hair all clean and braided. And, like sunlight breaking through clouds, a slow smile blossomed on his face.

“Well—alright,” he said.

Mireia almost dropped the eggs. “Really?”

He shrugged. “Iie, why not?”

“Oh!” She wasn’t sure what to do now; this was completely uncharted territory for her. But she didn’t dare let this opportunity pass her by. “Right, um—wait there! I’ll be back!”

“Who were you talking to out there, Mimi?” Ezo asked when she came back into the hut.

“No one.” Mireia shoved the bucket of goose eggs into Calu’u’s startled hands, then raced back over to the door to grab her sandals from the rug.

“Where are you off to in such a rush?” asked Neiana.

“Nowhere.” Mireia struggled to tie her sandals on.

“What’s going on?” asked Cleia.

“Nothing!”

“No one, nowhere, nothing.” Calu’u clicked her tongue. “What an enigma you are, nu’uni. Just be back in time for supper.”

“I will.”

“And tell Toctha I said hello!” Ezo added with a smirk just as Mireia was flying out of the hut.

Mireia cringed at
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