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“How much blood does it need?”

The crow didn’t answer but pecked at the knife. 

The young man’s fingers wrapped around the handle. His whole hand trembled against cool bronze, sticky from his own sweat. The crow’s inviting gaze passed between the blade and his skin. 

“What are you afraid of?” the bird clicked from its throat. 

“I don’t want to be evil,” he whispered. “But I’m not afraid.” A deep breath and a twinge of pain drew forth a bright red ribbon, slipping down the creases of his palm. 

Every drop, a promise.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1

Adira


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


“If you marry during your first Harvest Moon, our people will think you’re impulsive. Honestly, Megan, have you lost all pride?” Adira knelt beside her cousin on a sheepskin rug.

Megan leaned towards the copper mirror and slipped a couple gold beads into her dark brown hair. “Oh, don’t worry about my pride. It’s patience I’ve run out of. Eighteen suns of waiting to choose a companion is barbaric.”

“It’s sensible.”

“What’s sensible about it? Other tribes carry out their romances whenever they want.”

“And got burned to ashes in the sun’s judgment,” Adira replied. She held her head a little higher and forced her wavy amber hair into thick braids that crowned her head.

Megan rolled her eyes and pat her lap to welcome her striped cat, Bruiser. Blind in one eye, she could hardly catch a mouse, but Megan kept her anyway. She leapt to her, sending flecks of fur everywhere.

Adira sighed. “We’re finally being recognized as future chiefs. Réqka deserves leaders they can count on.”

“Yeah, yeah. But the sun’s obviously happy with us now. Why not relax the laws a little?”

Adira waved away the fur that flew near her pale freckled face. “Because they’re laws, not cute ideas, laws. We preserve peace by continuing in the proper way. Why risk that?”

“To marry a handsome silver-haired man if I wished.” Megan smirked.

“Repulsive. He’d be dead before your children are grown.”

“Then I’d find someone younger to replace him.” She nuzzled the cat’s nose.

Adira felt her face warm at such a suggestion, but before she could persuade Megan further, she heard a voice from outside her room. “They're already waiting for you.” Morie, the Dían’s caregiver, entered. The cat startled away with a fluffed tail. Morie shook her head in disapproval of the creature. “It shed all over your dress,” she scolded Megan.

“No one will notice a little cat hair with all the folds in this.” Megan gestured to the rose wool garment that fell in waves to the floor. A perfect shade to complement her light brown skin. “Men, especially, never care about such details.”

“But your mother does,” Morie replied. Megan sighed and started brushing herself off. Adira would have felt satisfied with Morie’s agreement about the cat, if she didn’t step behind her next. Exasperated sighs escaped the caregiver’s mouth as she pulled at Adira’s hair.

“Is undoing the braids necessary?” Adira protested. “They’re even, They’re...”

“Prudish.” Morie added four gold beads to the strands of hair that framed her face instead. “It’s a celebration, not a burial. Besides, gives a man an excuse to brush it out of your eyes. Won’t that be romantic?”

Another voice called from the hallway, “The chiefs are lined up and waiting.”

Megan waved her hand. “Pshh, they can’t start the feast without us, so it doesn’t matter how long we take.”

Morie said, “Relax your shoulders. You’re nearly ready.” She prepared a headdress of three gold disks fastened to two gold bands and wove fresh flowers between the bands. Gently, the caregiver placed it on Adira’s head. 

“For fleeting life, and eternal purpose,’ Adira whispered, as was tradition. Megan did likewise.

The drums sounded to signal the start of the feast. A rush filled the center of Adira’s chest.

Megan hopped up. “It’s time!” she squealed and pulled Adira into the hallway.

“We shouldn’t run inside,” Adira said, yet a laugh escaped her. The oak floorboards creaked with their every hurried step past their cousin Kain’s room, the caregiver’s room, a storage closet, and the guard’s room.

Megan exclaimed, “You could fall in love today. What better reason to run?”

They halted by the entryway that divided the díans’ side of the round hut from the greeting room. Adira cringed at the word love spoken so flippantly and wanted to scold Megan for that and for running in the chief’s hut and for considering marrying a man impulsively. She opened her mouth to speak but saw Megan’s face, flushed with joy. Her lips, her eyes, her wrinkled up nose, and weightless posture all exuded pure happiness. Adira couldn’t bring herself to stifle it, not today, and not when she wished she could feel like that herself, at least for a moment.

Megan rested her hands on Adira’s shoulders. “You’re going to do great.”

“You are too.” Adira smiled.

Someone pulled back the heavy tanned curtain.

“Kain!” Megan exclaimed and threw her arms around their older cousin briefly. She glanced at his clothes and headdress. “You’re looking wonderful. And your cloak is new!”

“Not new, just dyed. Morie insisted,” he nodded.

“It’s nice.” Adira complimented the gray fox fur cloak, lined with dark green wool. She waited for his congratulations in return, but his father interrupted. “Let’s not delay the feast any longer.” Then he paused, letting out a sentimental sigh. “How did you all turn out so perfect? Absolutely perfect.” He pat Kain’s shoulder and lead them to the greeting room.

The three chiefs lined up in front of the door. The díans took their places beside them. Adira could hear the excited chatter of the crowd waiting for the Feast of Grain.

Every morning of the Harvest Moon, Réqka thanked the earth for its generosity. Grain was simple, some would say boring, but Réqka thrived off wheat and barley. Learning to cultivate it was Earth’s gift to them, and they were obligated to share it with anyone willing to set aside violence.

Adira took a deep breath of satisfaction as she stood in the back of the line beside her father. He grinned behind his bushy, red beard and whispered, “Are you ready, my little fox?” He wiped his eye. “Are you ready to be called Dían of War?”

She relished the title Dían of War but reserved her smile. “Yes. I’ve been training my whole life for this moment.”

The door opened to a burst of sunlight and the sound of rapturous singing and cheering. Fresh bread perfumed the air as Dían Adira stepped into the circular yard. The sacred stone well stood out in the center. Pretty huts and broad leafy trees provided shelter and shade for Réqkan citizens. A tall timber wall encircled the heart of the city.

The people made way for the Chief’s Circle by tossing red and yellow maple leaves and whirling samaras. Adira tried to remain composed, but the sight of Réqka and their allies gathered in one place overwhelmed her with honor. She was the one called to protect the peace and unity her ancestors strived for.

In addition to the natural shades of leather and wool, people dressed in rose, blue, and green and decorated themselves with feathers, ribbons, quality pelts, and metal jewelry. Some still donned the traditional headdresses made of antlers or horns. Others simply wore clean wool clothes. Adira smiled at as many people as she could, giving them each a soft bow of her head to acknowledge their presence. This was her place, the greatest city in the world, her home.

When the Chief’s Circle neared the center of the yard, the Sage stood in front of an upright drum and struck it to sound nine deep booms. “For twenty-eight days, the Harvest Moon season owns the sky! Welcome all wishing to strengthen alliances and establish marriages. To start, we celebrate our first Feast of Grain. Please, enjoy some warm breads. Grab a cup of mint water or morning brew. And, most importantly, let us strive to understand each other through agreeable conversation.” After the greetings were finished, the crowd dispersed to feast. 

Megan nudged Adira’s arm. “To Betha’s first?” As if she needed the suggestion. Betha’s stone ovens were the envy of bakers. Of course, before humoring the other artisans, she would visit the best of Réqka. Megan and Adira stepped through the crowd towards Betha’s home, far to the left of the chief’s hut.

Megan glanced over her shoulder. “I’ll catch up in a moment.”

“But we’re nearly there.”

“I want to go talk to him.”

“Who?”

“I’ll be right back!” Megan rushed off without answering. Adira considered following her, but she saw Betha’s sweet rolls covered in honey and almonds and had to get one before they were gone. If Megan wanted to dally, that was her choice.

Betha greeted Adira with a delicate smile that matched her dainty frame. A long braid draped over her shoulder. “What a perfect morning, Dían. I set aside something for you.” She turned to the oven and took a little cloth bundle from its edge. “I know you like them warm.”

“You’re so kind, Betha,” Adira said and traded a Réqkan bead for the roll. The bundle made Adira’s hands nice and toasty. Her mouth watered with anticipation. Nothing was better than warm bread on a cool autumn morning. Absolutely nothing.

Just then, Adira’s mother, Seliah, stepped beside her. “I had the pleasure of trying one of those before the feast.” She wore plain wool, despite having access to Réqka’s finest clothes, and held a large woven basket, undoubtedly filled with goods for tonight’s dance. As overseer of the kitchen, she was busy most of the time, but even more so during harvest season. “Betha’s skill has surpassed mine, no doubt.”

Betha wiped her brow with a cloth. “Nonsense, tonight, your roast will be the talk of Réqka. I can hardly wait. It will be better than last harvest, won’t it? That lot of cattle you chose looked ripe with flavor!”

“We’ll see,” Seliah said.

Adira chimed in. “There’s no need for modesty, Mother.”

“I’m merely saying, you can’t tell the quality of cattle from the outside. They’re much like people in that manner, I suppose,” Seliah said with a straight face, but Betha let out a chuckle.

Adira replied, “You can tell plenty about people from the outside. Betha’s clearly a baker since she always smells like yeast. The warrior’s build lends information of their strength. Even horrid tribes, like the Yeava, have their markers.” She could have gone on with more examples, but her mother interrupted. 

“I only meant a joke. Still, people don’t always know each other well.”

Adira said, “Well, it’s their own fault if they don’t. It’s just as the traditions state...” 

A clamor and shouting in the crowd interrupted her tangent. A merchant’s cart, filled to the brim and pulled by a mule in fright, wobbled towards them.

“Steady!” the driver yelled. A wheel rattled on the clumsy contraption.

“Out of the way!” Adira stepped back.

The cart jerked and squealed. The mule made an atrocious noise as it kicked and thrashed to pull itself free. 

Adira pulled on her mother’s arm to drag her away. 

But she was too late. 

The large wooden wheel sprung free and crashed into Seliah. She fell to the ground, spilling her basket. Adira yelled and tried to push the wheel off her mother’s leg. 

“Don’t pull on it.” Seliah winced, obviously trying to conceal her pain. “Something caught.” She grit her teeth. A murmuring crowd gathered around them.

The cart driver hobbled over. His words cracked through his mouth in worthless breaths. “It wasn’t my fault. Damn craftsman told me it was secure.” He turned to Adira’s mother and gave a shaky bow. “Forgive me, miss.”

“Stop your babbling and help me!” Adira yelled. 

The man nodded and crouched beside the wheel. A couple other people joined them.

“On three, gently.” Adira gripped the wheel. Stupid merchants. Can’t transfer their goods the normal way? Why are people so careless? “Alright, one, two, three.” They lifted the wheel straight up. It was heavier than she thought it would be, but they managed to toss it aside. A crooked, bloody nail stuck out from the corner of one of the spokes.

Seliah groaned, clutching her leg.

“I’m so sorry!” the driver whimpered again. 

Seliah waved her hand. “It’s quite alright.”

Then, Megan broke through the crowd. “Auntie!” She shoved the blubbering man out of the way and knelt beside Seliah. “I saw everything. Where are you hurt?” 

Seliah removed her hand from her leg. Blood soaked through her dress. The crowd gathered closer, gasping and murmuring.

Adira’s breath caught in her chest. All these useless people just watched. “Back up! Someone get a healer for my mother!” Adira ordered. She turned to Megan. “How bad is it?”

Megan rolled up Seliah’s skirt to get a better look.

“It’s only a scratch. Don’t make a fuss,” Seliah said. But it wasn’t a scratch, it was a gushing wound that could have been prevented.

Megan took a cloth from her sash and applied pressure to the cut. “It’s no fuss to tend to an injury, Aunt Seliah. It wasn’t your fault.”

That’s right. It wasn’t her mother’s fault. Adira grit her teeth. It was his. She glanced back at the driver, a noticeably ill-kept man in a green hat he obviously couldn’t afford. The more she looked, the more she detested him. Adira stated, “We’ll accuse him of recklessness.” 

The driver, who didn’t seem to hear, frantically collected pelts off the ground, which had gotten mixed in with the grains and produce Seliah had dropped. Adira continued, “My word is practically unquestionable, Mother. I don’t even need evidence to bring the likes of him to judgment.”

Seliah said, “Don’t bother, Adira. Earth never favored me.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. We have laws so things like this don’t happen.” Adira quieted at the sight of blood soaking though Megan’s cloth as well. She couldn’t lose her mother from a stupid accident like this. Her leg would stop bleeding. It must. It would be the right thing for her mother to keep living for many more suns. Surely, the Creator agreed.

The healer pushed through the crowd carrying a large basket on her back. She gestured for Megan and Adira to move, and they scooched to the side. The healer knelt and set the basket beside her.

“It she alright?” Adira asked.

The healer didn’t respond and took a jar and cloth from the basket. 

“What water did you bring?” Adira asked again.

“From the well,” she replied. 

That’s not good enough. Adira’s heart raced. She should have used water from the most sacred places along the river, places known for their good will.

The healer dribbled water onto the wound. Seliah winced. The healer frowned. She held a cloth to the cut and pressed firmly with her palm. Adira held her breath through every torturous moment, waiting for an answer. 

The healer shuffled around in her basket with her free hand. “Didn’t I bring it?” she mumbled to herself. Her other hand slipped, shifting the cloth. “Oops.”

‘I’ll hold it,” Adira offered. The healer waved her away and adjusted the quickly staining cloth. Maybe the bleeding was slowing a little. It was hard to tell. 

“Ah-ha!” the healer exclaimed, holding up a bundle of herbs. She slipped it under the bandage and applied a second layer of cloth. She tied it tight and let out a sigh. “You’re fortunate, Seliah. If the cut were a bit higher up your leg, the bleeding would have been relentless. All you can do now is rest and watch it turn pretty colors.” She chuckled and wiped her hands.

“Rest? I have a feast to prepare.” Seliah’s eyes widened. “No one else can do it.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll figure it out,” Megan said.

Adira took a couple deep breaths. Now that she knew her mother was fine, she could deal with that reckless man. A few steps brought her face to face with the trembling offender. Trembling is a start, Adira thought. But if he knew better, he’d be on his knees begging. No one hurts her family and gets away with it.

He spoke before she did, another crime. “Dían, I meant no harm... I’ll make restitution... how about gifts? Have anything you like.”

Adira steadied herself. She wanted to accuse without mercy. Her words could make him feel as worthless as he was. He de-served no kindness. “This is Réqka. There is nothing you could give us. We have more than we’ll ever need,” she said. “You nearly killed my mother, Chief Annan’s companion.”

Megan took Adira by the shoulder and whispered, “It was an accident.”

“They should seize the man’s cart and send him to the fields.”

Seliah shook her head. That’s all it took. As much as this man deserved punishment, Adira set aside her own ache for justice. “You ought to thank my mother for mercy. Be careful next time.” 

Relief washed over the driver’s face. He nodded, holding his distasteful hat in place. “Yes, yes! Thank you, Dían.” He returned to his cart to fix his wheel. In a moment, he was driving away.

The healer helped Seliah to her feet. Megan took Seliah’s basket and said, “I’ll walk back with you and make sure Morie starts fixing your dress right away.”

Seliah replied, “Your people are waiting for you.”

“They’ll be delighted to see the new Dían of Life helping out. It’s my job.” Megan smiled.

Seliah nodded. “If you insist.”

Adira watched them return to the chief's hut. After that, the crowd continued feasting. The excitement was over, but Adira was still shaken. She should start eating like everyone else. At least she had a sweet roll. She was certain nothing else would be appetizing after such an ordeal. She opened the little sack and noticed extra honey drizzling down the roll. She smiled with anticipation, but when she picked it up, it was cold. It doesn’t matter, she told herself, but it still peeved her that Betha’s efforts to keep it warm were wasted. Now, she would have to pretend it was still perfect for the baker’s sake.

With her first step towards Betha’s, something crinkled under Adira’s feet. Though the yard collected stray leaves from the autumn trees, she could tell she had stepped on something much less delicate. She took a step back. It looked like a note. She picked it up. It felt heavier than it appeared and was coated in strange black markings. 

She held it up high. “Did someone drop this?” A few people shook their heads. She lowered her hand and stared at the parchment again. If only it were marked with a name. It would be impolite to open it. It could be private. Adira crouched to put it back on the ground. But what if it’s important? Wouldn’t want it to end up in the hands of someone with poor intentions. She ran her fingers over the black streaks. How odd, she thought then tucked it in her sash. Best to hang on to it until she found its owner.

When Adira reached Betha, she tied her sash a little tighter. “Thank you again for the roll,” she said.

“Oh, it’s nothing...” Betha trailed off and squinted at her.

“What is it?”

“Did you hurt your fingers in the accident? I can fetch you some water.”

Adira furrowed her brow and glanced at her hand. Her fingertips were coated black. Betha must have thought it was bruising. She curled her hand into a soft fist to hide it. “No, it’s just ink.” It must have been a fresh note to leave so much behind. She should have considered that before touching it.

Adira backed away and headed to the edge of the yard. She knelt beside the wooden wall that encircled the city and set the roll on her lap. She tried using a cloth to remove the ink, but when she wiped her fingers, it didn’t come off. It didn’t even leave a mark on the wool. It couldn’t have dried already? In a moment of desperation, she spit onto the cloth. Not something she would normally do, but she didn’t have a water jar nearby and was too embarrassed to ask for one. 

Adira prepared to scrub her fingers raw. But, to her surprise, the ink came off easily. She took a deep breath of relief, folded up the cloth, and tucked it in her sash beside the offending note.

By then, the roll wasn’t appealing. She was too unsettled. She should have ignored Megan and Seliah’s wishes and accused that horrid driver. He was entirely guilty. She could be bringing him to justice right now. Protecting people was her responsibility, wasn’t it? Just as it was Megan’s job to tend to the people’s needs, and Kain’s to ensure the upholding and teaching of Réqkan ways, it was hers to keep everyone safe. Megan fulfilled her obligation with the care of Seliah, but what had she done? Let a guilty man flee. What a foolish thing to do! Adira pressed her palms into the leaves and dirt. She asked the earth, like she had a thousand times before, “Help me be a good dían for them.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2

Gabriel


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


The wine tent wasn’t busy in the morning which meant Gabriel would be free to take part in the Feast of Grain as soon as he finished counting the morning stock. The unbearably pleasant smell of bread baking had been tormenting him since before the sun had risen. Honey bread, barley cakes, wheat rolls— always something new to try, and he enjoyed every single one.

As Gabriel put the final notch in his tally rod for the dark red wine, his father, Sarin, entered the tent and announced, “Finished or not, you have to get out there, talk to some women.” He walked with a bit of a limp towards Gabriel and snatched the tally rod from his hand. He ran his long fingers, calloused, and wrinkled with age, along the rod. “I see the dark red’s exceptionally good. Prosperous season.”

Gabriel replied, “The people will be pleased. It’s been a few suns since we’ve had a batch this rich.”

“Mhm.” His father nodded then hung the tally rod by the tent’s opening. Gabe slipped a couple gold bangles on his wrist. Prosperous season, indeed. Such ornaments would probably not impress Dían Adira, but he took pride in how they looked shimmering against his dark brown skin, regardless. 

Before Gabe stepped out of the tent, he wrapped his hand around the gold pendant of the sun that hung at his chest. Oh, help me not be a fool.

Sarin followed him out the exit, carrying three skins of strong wine. Gabriel raised his brow. “Who’s drinking this early?”

His father hushed him and greeted a man who was waiting outside the tent. He had ruddy-tan skin and black hair that hung at his broad, muscular shoulders. He must have been a Réqkan warrior since he was armed with several weapons and wore fine black leather armor around his waist. His presence was unsettling at best and terrifying at worst. No wonder no one ever attacked Réqka. Sarin handed the man the wineskins. “Here you go, Caedmon. With that much, don’t forget to eat, yeah?” He chuckled.

Caedmon glanced to the side and took the wine. “It’s none of your concern, but it’s not all for me.” He cleared his throat and held out a couple Réqkan beads.

“Take those, Gabe, get whatever you want.” His father nudged him. Gabriel did what he was told. Caedmon gave a slight nod and walked away with the wine. Gabriel swirled the silver beads in his hand. People could trade anything they wished, but Réqkan beads were never turned down. For most people, they were considered a security, a guarantee they could trade for any of Réqka’s goods at any time.

Since Gabriel’s family usually stashed away as many as they could in case of supply or food shortages among their own people, trading them for harvest breads would feel like a waste. But before Gabriel could argue, his father said, "It's your last season to find a companion. You don't need the embarrassment of a rejected trade getting in your way." 

It was too considerate. Gabriel nodded with gratitude. He strung the beads onto a bit of twine and tied them securely in his sash. Dían Adira was probably already eating with someone. He would have to keep an eye out and ask her to join him for the next feast for sure. All he had to do was ignore the fact that she was one of the most powerful people in the world. She deserved a ruler or warlord or wiseman and had little to gain by marrying a winemaker. Gabriel knew this but refused to acknowledge it. Better to be foolish and happy than let reason ruin a nice day. 

He walked past the coppersmith shaping ornate bowls then a lady sewing leather shoes. “Do they need mending?” she asked. Gabe glanced at his feet. The shoes he traded from her last season held up beautifully, but he nodded anyway and slipped them off.

“Maybe a stitch or two.” He handed her a bead with the shoes. She took them in her large, rough hands and squinted as she examined every thread.

A proud smile crossed her face. “I’ll give them a bit of oil as well,” she said and disappeared into her tent.

The wait was no bother. Watching people was as interesting as anything. Some greeted him. Others carried on their own con-versations without sparing him a glance.

“Do you think they’ll bring the driver to judgment?” He overheard someone say.

“No, no! Seliah is far too kind, and Dían–– well, poor thing’s rattled as a snake. I heard she ran off,” another replied.

“Excuse me,” Gabriel interrupted. “Are you talking about Dían Adira? Is she okay?”

One of the men, who looked ordinary aside from a rather crooked nose, turned to him.

“Her mother was hit with a cart. Our young dían did nothing about it. Oh, she’s so clever! They all say that you know. How many languages does she speak now? I’ve lost count. I only need one. After all, what good is cleverness when your own mother’s bleeding half to death?” He chuckled.

“Okay... where is she now?” Gabe asked instead of arguing with the gossiping man. No wonder his nose was crooked.

The man pointed to the edge of the yard past Betha’s hut. “Hiding from embarrassment I assume.” He chuckled. “Best leave her alone.” He gave Gabriel a wink. “You don’t need trouble like that.” The crooked-nosed man laughed again before turning back to his friend.

Gabriel glanced to where the man had pointed and swallowed hard. “Yes, I do,” he whispered and left, entirely forgetting about his shoes.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

3

Adira


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Adira heard footsteps approaching, but before she could stand up, a man knelt in front of her. He wore his curly brown hair in an elegant bun. His face was clean-shaven, and his hazel eyes shifted from the ground to her face a few times before meeting her gaze.

She sat up straight and folded her hands in her lap. “Yes?” 

“I wanted to ask if you’d like to get sweet rolls with me, but after your mother’s accident, I guess that sounds foolish... so... um... is she okay? Is there anything I can do to help?”

Though he seemed to struggle to get the words out, Adira considered his offer. It was bold of him to ask. She admired that. “Thank you. Mother’s fine.”

“Oh, good.” They both were quiet for a long moment. He picked up a bright red leaf and turned it over in the sunlight a couple times. She became aware of her own breathing and wasn’t sure what to say. He looked familiar. She wondered if he expected her to know him? 

His lips scrunched up a bit, then he let out a deep sigh. “I’m sure it was frightening. If there’s anything you need, I’m at the painted tent in the middle of the yard.” His voice shook. He nodded, got up, and turned away.

Adira furrowed her brow. She knew the tent he mentioned and realized who he was. “You work for Day Lark Vineyard?” she asked. 

He looked to her once again. “I own it... well, my family owns it. I master the brewing, mostly. I’m Gabriel. My parents are Sarin and Rachael of Fiona.”

Of course! She should have known right away. “You make the blueberry wine?” 

“It’s my family’s pride.” He smiled.

“It’s my family’s weakness.” She laughed. “Forgive me for not recognizing you.”

“My sisters usually run the tent, so you probably haven’t seen me much. I was never brave enough to approach you back then. It’s only been the last sun or two I stopped looking like twig.” 

“Yes, you do not look like a twig now.” She glanced at her hands. No ink or dirt. Good. She ought to be seen feasting with someone soon, or people would start to think she was hiding like a scared child. Besides, it would be rude to reject the first man brave enough to approach her. “I’ve already been to Betha’s, but the roll didn’t work out. Don’t tell her that, of course. She worked so hard on it.”

“Ah, something else then...” Gabriel looked up briefly then snapped his fingers. “I have an idea, a surprise, if you’re up for a little adventure?” He held out his hand. She wasn’t often interested in adventure. She knew the foods she liked and the activities she enjoyed and didn’t particularly care to expand that list. But whether it was the spirit of harvest or the excitement in Gabriel’s eyes, she felt curious enough to go along with his idea. 

Adira took his hand and stood up. “Alright, now, what’s this adventure?”

He lead her towards the center of the yard where Gabriel’s family was gathered around a beautiful cloth tent, painted with grapes, winding vines, and dancer silhouettes.

“We can’t drink this early,” Adira said

“It’s not for drinking,” he replied. “Mama! Can I take a bottle?” They waited a moment. “No answer.” He shrugged. “I’m sure it is fine.” He went into the tent and returned with a round wine bottle and some cooking items. “What else?” He asked himself, glancing around. He appeared to count something with his fingers then nodded. “Got it!” 

Adira followed the winemaker around the yard as he gathered honey, rosemary, and blueberries. She was amused by how proud he seemed when trading with Réqkan beads, as if that would im-press her. In a way, it did.

“Last stop,” Gabriel said then greeted a short man cooking over a flat fire stone.

She recognized him at once. “Flat cakes?” Adira raised a brow. “These are leftovers for the children.”

“And why should all the tastiest treats go to the children?” Gabriel grinned. “Six, please.” He set two beads on the man’s table.

The man burst into a toothless grin. “For this, as many as you want!” He hurried to wrap the cakes in a towel.

“Gabriel, that’s too much for cakes,” Adira whispered.

“I know, but he spends all day trading with grumpy parents trying to get his goods for as little as possible.” Gabriel shrugged. “Besides, look how happy it made him.”

The man turned back to them and held out the cakes. Still smiling brighter than anyone in the yard, he said, “Here you go.” Gabriel took the bundle.

“I’m not about to eat child’s cakes.” Adira crossed her arms.

“Of course not.” Gabriel struggled to balance the cakes with the other things he was carrying. Adira wondered if she was up for adventure after all. He looked ridiculous but didn’t seem to know or care, and people were starting to notice.

“Let’s hurry to the garden, please.” She took the cakes from his hands as they threatened to fall.

He adjusted and replied, “I’m sorry for how long this is taking. I promise it will be worth it.”

“You should know, I take promises seriously. It’s not a word to be thrown around.” 

“If it disappoints, feel free to send me into the mountains.”

“We don’t send people to the mountains. They leave on their own. They’re rebels who forsake Réqka and our traditions,” she said and waited for a response that didn’t come. Instead, he looked at her curiously. Did he not understand what she said? The corner of his lips rose a tad. She tucked her hair behind her ear and cleared her throat.

“I promise it will be worth it,” he repeated.

Adira forced herself not to smile with all her might.

The garden was a quiet place, enclosed by a wall covered in climbing vines. They passed under the arched entrance into the flowers of autumn. Thyme crawled across the stone path, releasing its fragrance with every step. Maple leaves filled the space with different shades of red and yellow. Low, stone tables with fire pits in the center were scattered throughout. Adira and Gabriel knelt opposite sides at one, still smoking embers. Gabriel coaxed the fire to light by shifting around twigs with his bare hands and blowing into the embers.

“So, Gabriel,” Adira avoided watching him too closely and ignored the feeling in the core of her stomach. Just hunger... probably.

“You can call me Gabe, everyone does.” He set a small copper pot over the flame and added the ingredients.

“Right...” She hesitated, knowing she would certainly not be calling him Gabe. “Anyway, has trade been good for your family this season?” 

“Very good.” He precisely stacked all six cakes. The mixture bubbled a bit. Focused and patient, Gabriel stirred the mixture until it thickened up. Adira’s eyes widened when he poured the blue syrup onto the cakes. It dripped down the edges and gathered in a pool on the wooden tray. 

“Ready to try it?” Gabriel asked and carried the tower of sweet-smelling indulgence to her side of the table.

She nodded and picked off a piece, careful not to make a mess. “It’s so sweet!”

“You like it?” He took a bite too.

“Yes, I see you are a man who keeps his promises after all.” Adira smirked. “Where did you learn this?”

“I made it up, just now.”

Her mother would never allow something so outrageous to be made in the chief’s kitchen, but Adira couldn’t resist eating more and more of the cakes, despite the annoyance that it stained her fingertips. Again.

“What made you think to add blueberries?” she asked, wiping her hands.

“They’re your favorite, aren’t they?” he replied.

She lowered her cake back to the tray. “How did you know that?”

“It’s a bit of an embarrassing story, but about three suns ago, on one of our routine stops, I saw you and Dían Megan sitting with a group of other teens. She was crying. I wanted to cheer her up, so I brought over a little basket of blueberries. ‘Oh, I hate these! But they are Adiras favorite,’ she screeched and tossed them at you. She whispered something in your ear. You’re eyes widened in horror, and you shook your head. Then, Dían Megan said, ‘Since Adira will not thank you herself, guess I have to.’ And she... uh... she kissed me.” Gabriel pointed to his cheek.

“I remember that! I was furious with her,” Adira said as the memory returned. “She was always doing silly things like that. I warned you not to ever consider marrying her.”

“You said she was too fickle.” 

“Well, if it’s of any significance, she’s much less fickle now. I’m so sorry for your embarrassment.”

Gabriel popped the last of the cake in his mouth. “It is the past. Besides, Fionians kiss all the time.”

“Well, perhaps Dían Megan belonged in Fiona then.” Adira chuckled, but her face warmed. She knew she shouldn’t have made the joke.

“Because she likes kissing?”

“Yes, she’s always going on about it.” Adira rolled her eyes.

“Are you not interested in that or... marriage?” Gabriel tilted his head.

She swallowed hard. “It’s not that, exactly, but... Gabriel, I’m Dían of War. Choosing a companion for me is strategic. I must think of Réqka first, always first. I hope I’m making sense?”

He smiled again. “Perfect sense.” 

“That’s good.” She didn’t want to scare Gabriel away, but better he understand her situation from the start. What if someone’s crops get burned and a whole village starves? What if Yeava attacks an ally and Réqka doesn’t get there in time? What if she can’t live up to the legacy of her name? These were her burdens to bear. And they would become her companion’s too. Choosing was going to be impossible. Adira took a deep breath and changed the subject. “Excuse me. I’m still shaken by the accident earlier.”

“Of course. It takes a truly kind spirit to show that merchant mercy.”

Adira glanced down. “Sometimes... mercy is the only option.” Her face felt warm again. “I think I need some water.”

“Can I get it for you?” he asked. 

She brushed a couple crumbs that lingered into the fire. “Yes, that would be lovely.”

“Pine, mint, maple?”

“No, just pure, cool water, please.”

Just as he was about to fetch the water, someone approached him.

“Gabe!” A woman with two, thick braids exclaimed. Adira recognized her as his sister, though she didn’t know her name. “Nice morning, I see.” She smirked towards Gabriel. “Whistler’s brew?” 

Gabriel threw his head back and groaned. “How many times have I told you the recipe?”

“Sorry. Someone with a better memory would be making it if he weren’t out here boiling down all our good wine.” She picked up the empty bottle and peered into the pot. “Good River Gabe, what were you doing? Never mind, it doesn’t matter. Whistler’s brew? I have a kid about to hack up a lung.”

Gabriel sighed. “Ale, warmed up slowly. Thyme three per cup. Honey, the spiced kind. Don’t use too much though, it’ll burn. And a clove of garlic...”

“...Crushed, not steeped.” His sister clicked her tongue. “Thanks, Gabe. You through?” She jiggled the wine bottle.

“Yeah, now, try to remember?” he replied.

“Pshh.” She waved and grabbed the pot. “Between us, Dían, once he’s married, I’ll be left helpless.” She chuckled and walked away before Adira could respond.

When his sister was out of sight, Gabriel ran his hand over his face. “Sorry about that. Zara is a little forgetful sometimes.”

“Why don’t you write the recipes down?” Adira asked.

He raised a brow. “I’m not Réqkan...”

“Oh, right.” Adira brought her hand to her forehead. People outside of the city didn’t have written language. “How thoughtless of me. You’ve treated me to such a nice meal, and I suggest something so ridiculous. How can I make it up to you? I’ll get you water instead? Or...” She twisted her hair around her finger until she was struck with an idea. “Or I’ll teach you to read and write Réqkan.”

His eyes widened. “You would do that?”

“It’s the responsibility of Réqka to equip our neighbors to create prosperous homes for themselves. I would consider it my honor to teach you.”

“But the feasts...”

“I’ll talk to a couple men for show, and the rest of the time, I’ll teach you.” Her heart started racing. She had no idea if she could even fulfil such an offer, but the potential was too wonderful. “I don’t know why we haven’t thought of it before. Our allies should learn. You’ll never be bothered with having to remember your sister’s recipes again. You could even record Fionian history.” She let herself fully smile with excitement. He had to accept. He must. She waited for his response, hoping he would agree, yet screaming at herself for being impulsive. Her words lingered in the air for so long she wondered if she had only imagined saying it.

Then, his smile grew so wide it seemed his face wouldn’t be able to contain it. “You’re amazing, Dían Adira. Réqka is fortunate to have you as its future chief. I don’t know what else to say. Thank the sun. Thank you, for talking with me and for everything else.”

Satisfied with his generous compliments, Adira reached into her sash for a piece of parchment. Her fingers paused on the note she picked up earlier. She still had to deal with that, but not now. She was careful not to touch the messy note and, instead, grabbed a clean scroll of parchment and her ink. “Let’s start right away, unless you’re busy?” She knelt at the table once more.

“No, I’m not busy at all.” He sat beside her. 

Her stomach fluttered with joy that she hadn’t experienced in many moons. And, with a dip of her silver pen, she wrote, I am Gabriel of Day Lark Vineyard, the first writer of Fiona.
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Megan
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Megan dipped her hands in the copper wash basin attached to the wall by the back door of the chief’s hut. The blood from tending Seliah’s wound washed off, tainting the water with light red swirls. Gross. She called to the caregiver’s daughter, “Change the water, will you, Olive?” The girl seemed a bit too amused by the whole accident. She needed something to do. Olive nodded, bobbing her blond curls, and started to work.

Seliah reclined on a mat in the kitchen to supervise the cooking. Since everything seemed under control, Megan figured she would catch up with Adira. 

After asking around, she found her in the garden talking to the winemaker’s son. The two looked focused on something, so Megan smiled to herself and backed away before they saw her. 

She spoke briefly to a few men. One of them was obviously a chief of the North, given his silver headdress and gray wolf-fur cloak. Too much pressure in a relationship like that. She ended the conversation as quickly as she could. 

Another man was strong but had a lazy looking jawline. Still, another had long black hair that had a brilliant shine in the sunlight. He was handsome, no doubt, but boring. They sat under an oak tree with some barley cakes and olives. Jaryl, his name was, bragged about his warriors the whole time. Megan eventually blurt, “You know who would really be interested in this? Your warriors. Maybe marry one of them?” Jaryl was taken aback. As he fumbled for words, a familiar face approached.

“Excuse me, sir, do you know what this is?” Zaek, a Réqkan archer, held up a little budding flower. Perfect timing. 

Jaryl raised a brow, obviously annoyed. “A weed, I suppose.”

“Tsk, tsk, tsk.” Zaek shook his head. “It’s a moon violet. They bloom only on cool autumn nights. And only once.”

Jaryl replied, “Ah, yes, lovely. Your point?”

Megan answered with a smirk, “They’re my favorite.” She met Zaek’s light brown eyes. She hadn’t expected to see him this morning.

“Yes, they’re her favorite.” Zaek nodded to her and offered the flower. “I tried getting here as soon as I could, Megan. I hope I’m not interrupting anything too important here?” 

Jaryl’s face turned bright red, but he managed to keep some dignity. “No, it seems Dían and I haven’t much in common. Unfortunate.” He nodded, thanked her, and stepped out of the way.

Zaek took his seat without invitation. His beard was freshly shaped, and his brown-blond hair was neatly braided in the middle. His fur cloak draped over one shoulder, partially revealing his freckled, tanned arms. He and Megan had known each other forever, but only started admitting their attraction the past few seasons. Megan didn’t think much of it, but his company was better than most.

“No guarding the gate this morning?” she asked.

“I got Caedmon to trade with me,” he replied.

“That’s like saying you got the gate to watch itself.” She raised a brow. Caedmon was an archer in Zaek’s group and his best friend. He was, arguably, a better archer than Zaek, but known for his inability to focus in the morning.

“Caedmon knows how important it is to me that I share the first feast of the Harvest Moon with you,” Zaek said. “Besides, he owes me.” He held out the violet.

Megan tilted her head. “You know it won’t bloom now that you’ve picked it.” He shrugged. She took the bud anyway as an excuse to touch his hand. She made sure that was obvious. 

They ate the olives Jaryl left behind and talked about the past summer’s travels, the new dyes from the East, and the possibility of cultivating apples. It was all simple talk that made it easy to trade less than innocent glances. 

Everyone else filled the yard with chatter and laughter, but they were miserable oafs compared to her. She only took her attention off Zaek when she noticed her older cousin, Kain, by the well. It was his last harvest to choose a companion. Megan had doubted he would, but there he was with Collena, the judge’s niece. She was a curly-haired, bright-eyed, and brilliant with mathematics.

“Is it finally happening?” Megan crept towards them, ducking behind tables and carts to avoid being seen.

“Why the sneaking?” Zaek followed her.

“Shhh.” She waved a hand at him to back away, but he still followed, which pleased her.

Megan got a closer look at the couple. An empty bread basket rested by their feet. Kain held one of Collena’s hands between his. Megan crept closer until she could hear what they were saying. She crouched beside a bush so Kain wouldn’t see her eavesdropping. Zaek knelt close beside her.

Kain said, “Don’t worry about Belice. Your aunt and I are close friends. My father appointed her himself. She would be more un-settled if I acted hastily.”

“Hasty? I’ve given you space. I understand you needed it, but I think it’s time. Don’t you care about me?”

“More than you could ever imagine, Collena... please... I don’t want to get caught up in the fuss of getting married under a new moon. Let’s wait a little while longer.”

Megan steadied herself among the leaves and branches. Kain and Adira were the same, always making up weird rules. Just marry her already. She rolled her eyes.

Collena replied, “It doesn’t have to be a fuss. We can marry quietly now and tell everyone later.”

“People are always watching members of the Circle,” Kain said. “I promise we will get married soon. Just not today.” It was quiet for a few breaths. Megan’s heart sank. Kain don’t be an idiot.

Kain broke the silence. “Do you trust me, darling?” 

“Of course I do, but I don’t enjoy this waiting.” Collena let out a cracked, disappointed laugh. 

Megan peeked around the bush and caught a glimpse of him touching his forehead to hers. Collena looked ready to cry as she pulled away from him and left.

Then, Kain looked her way and met Megan’s eyes. She ducked back down too late. He was already walking over. “What are you doing Megan? And who is...” His glance shifted between her and Zaek, whose arm had somehow ended up around her shoulder. “Oh, I see. Fine, I won’t tell anyone,” Kain stated and turned away.

“Wait!” Megan hopped up and yelled. “I was eavesdropping on you. I heard everything.”

“There wasn’t much to hear.” He shrugged.

“What if Collena doesn’t wait for you to sort out... whatever it is your sorting out? You upset her. You need to go after her.”

Kain rolled his eyes. “No one asked for your advice, Megan. And, frankly, no one wants it. You should worry about your own discernment.” He glared at Zaek. “Children deserve to know who their father is. Judge Belice doesn’t forgive breaking marriage traditions.”

Megan crossed her arms. “I know. I’ve never broken any.” Technically, true. It was only illegal to kiss men on the lips before marriage. When it came down to it, the whole point of the traditions was to protect children. People had almost died out entirely after the great storms and wars of the past. Réqka wouldn’t let it happen again. Megan valued the mission, but that didn’t mean she would pointlessly deprive herself like Kain and Adira seemed to. If she didn’t get pregnant, that was following the law enough.

“If you say so,” Kain muttered and walked away.

“I should go too, sorry,” Zaek said. She didn’t blame him. Nothing kills romance like watching relatives argue.

Megan closed her eyes, inhaled deeply, and planted her feet on the earth, feeling its steadiness and strength. She drew up its life into the core of her chest and held it there until she let out a breath. It was a habit taught by her mother, and she hardly did it knowingly. When she opened her eyes, Zaek was gone. Probably for the best. Now, she would have to talk more new people.

She walked to the well. It was guarded by two men specially trained and devoted to protecting the well entrance. They were both shaved, face and head, and wore gold caps atop a wool veil that went down to the back of their shoulders. Their clothes were the lightest wool, expected to be kept spotless. Their feet were bare for convenience. Megan handed them her a clay jar with little birds painted on it. Her favorite. She got from a coastal village when she was young. 

“It’s a rather small vessel, Dían,” one guard, named Adami, commented in a hushed voice.

“I don’t like it when the water gets stale.” She shrugged. The first guard took it and handed it to the second guard who rushed down the well. “Do you regret becoming a well guard yet?” Megan asked.

“You know that I’m not to talk to people, Dían.” Adami spoke with hesitance. Despite being friends, that’s about all they ever said to each other while he was on duty. He took his work seriously. It was admirable, but she couldn’t imagine committing to a life like that. No companion, no children, no wine, or dance or real love. Day after day, he guarded the well. Thinking of such a life made Megan grimace. She glanced around the yard while she waited for her water. People were starting to move a little slower. She checked the sun’s position. Not too long until the afternoon rest. Hopefully, she would have a couple more good conversations by then.

Finally, the second well guard returned her vessel. “Thanks, Adami.” Yes, both men were named Adami. Sometimes, Megan wished one of them would opt to be called something else, but such is Réqka— even with good reason, nothing ever changes.
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Kain
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Kain meandered to the edge of the yard without giving Megan another thought. Since the morning feast was nearly over, everyone would be resting for the afternoon. He greeted those who looked like they expected it then ducked under the fence behind the chief’s hut. He navigated the woods, leaves crunching with his every step. Such noise would have had him checking over his shoulder a few seasons ago, but, since then, he had realized people see little and understand even less. No one cared when he used to wander the woods when he was young, and no one would care now.

When he reached an old maple tree with foliage only on one side, he crouched down and sifted through the undergrowth until his hands felt a leather pouch. He pulled loose the cord that fastened it and peeked inside. Good, there’s the bottle. He ran his fingers along the inside of the pouch. No note? He slipped the bottle into his sash and checked again. Not there. He examined the ground. Nothing. He resisted panicking, though his heart beat faster with frustration. There was probably only a delay. He’d check back later.
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Adira
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Adira dug her toes into the warm wool blanket on her round bed. She rested in her room at the same time as everyone else but couldn’t sleep. She twisted her fingers into her curls and thought about teaching Gabriel how to read. He could bring writing to the tribes of Fiona, his people. Thanks to Dían Adira another land is equipped with the power of written language. No more will our truths be twisted by tongues or forgotten altogether. She fantasized their chief saying. Of course, her name will be first to be recorded in our history of paragons. Adira would bow graciously but be obligated to decline. No, it is the winemaker, Gabriel, who deserves such an honor, for he was the one who committed himself to learn and passed it on to his family. 

Her stomach trembled at her thoughts. His family— his sisters, parents, future children, and companion, whoever that would be. It was none of her concern. The thought of marrying him herself hadn’t crossed her mind. At least, she pretended it hadn’t. If she admitted that she had quickly developed an interest in the man, she would be so embarrassed with herself that she would never speak to him again. 

She let out a sigh. How could everyone else be sleeping? She crept out of bed and looked out the narrow window by the stove on the back wall. She saw a white-haired woman with her face buried in a pile of fabric and scrawny man snoring loudly while leaning against a hut. There was even a mother curled up with a few kids sleeping right on the ground. Frustrated, Adira returned to her bed and rested her hands on her stomach. 

Something crinkled under her sash. “Oh, right, that’s still there,” she whispered and slipped out the note she had picked up that morning. More unusual than she remembered, the ink markings enticed her. She traced her finger along the black streaks. It ought to be dry now, but it wasn’t. Again, she was covered in smudges.

She didn’t want to get any on her blankets, so she got up and went to her washbasin. Empty. “Ugh.” She grabbed a clean cloth and scrubbed. The ink clung to her skin and spread to her other fingers. Adira grit her teeth. Enough of this. It was so ridiculous. If the note was going to cause her this much trouble, she deserved to know what it said. 

Adira sat on the edge of her bath, a round cedar tub set in the floor. She slipped her thumb in the fold of the note and opened it. “What on earth... it’s not even in Réqkan?” she whispered to herself. Strange, jagged markings covered the page. It must have been written by children practicing, badly. However, the more she stared at it, the more it became obvious that the writing was intentional. Whoever wrote it knew what they were doing. The symbols were precise. Some “words” repeated. It was undeniably language. But which one? Wasn’t Réqka the only tribe with a written language? Heat swelled in Adira’s chest at her inability to read the note. She stared at it a long time, as if that would help her understand it. Her eyes grew tired and a bit dry. Someone wrote this. Someone understood. But there was no telling who. The only thing for certain, it wasn’t anyone from Réqka.

The drum outside sounded three beats to end the afternoon rest. Adira resolved to bring the note to Uncle Daros, the Chief of Tradition. He knew more languages and dialects than anyone else, and he was always willing to help her learn too, even outside of her regular lessons. But first, she must get this ink off her hands.

She turned left down the hall and towards the kitchen to use the wash basin there. In the middle of the room, there was a low table for preparing beans and other fruits and vegetables. A basket of apples were on it, ready to be peeled. Two stone stoves were against the back wall, one for bread, the other for meat and stews. A butchering table connected them. That was where her mother and Kain stood. 

Kain turned to her with a look of surprise. “Oh, it’s you...”

Adira nodded to them. “Is your leg feeling better Mother?” She walked towards the copper wash basin that hung by the back door. “The healer said you should rest.”

Her mother scrubbed the butchering table. “Violet left this a mess after preparing rabbits for stew.”

“Is that what I smell cooking?” Adira asked, hoping if she kept talking about something, no one would notice her hands. She startled from the chill when she dipped her fingers in the water. Must have been fresh. She felt bad dirtying it again. She rubbed her hands together. Yet, the ink remained. 

“You probably smell the beef roast outside. Violet took the rabbits to a family from the west. They don’t eat raised animals.”

“It is still quite the controversy in some places,” Adira said mindlessly. The ink didn’t come off, and now, her hands were freezing. She pulled them out of the water and swallowed her pride. “Do you have any oil?” she asked. Kain’s eyes widened slightly. She let out a sigh and glanced away. “It’s embarrassing, I know.”

“I don’t have washing oil here,” Seliah said hesitantly.

Then, Morie and her daughter, Olive, entered the room. “Have a good rest everyone?” 

Adira replied, “Oh, you’re just who I want to see. Do you have any...” 

“Here,” Kain interrupted, tossing the cloth from the butcher block at her. I was already scrubbing them. What’s a smelly old rag supposed to do? Adira would have protested but didn’t want to embarrass Kain or herself. She wiped her fingertips clean.

“Huh?” She furrowed her brow. “I suppose all it needed was warmer water.” She handed the cloth back to her mother.

“Suppose so,” Kain replied, barely loud enough to hear.

“To answer your question, Morie. I didn’t rest, unfortunately,” Adira said.

“That’s too bad.” Morie tried fixing Adira’s hair. “I didn’t rest my first harvest either. I had found this young man with a beard so bushy it could hide a bird’s nest. I asked him to marry me right then, and we spent the whole afternoon...”

Adira interrupted, “I quite understand.” Morie’s face hadn’t blushed a bit.

“He was such a good man, my husband,” she said as she, Olive, and Adira exited out the back door.

Olive exclaimed, “One day I’ll meet him. I’ll be buried in the forest, right where he was buried, and we’ll turn into bluebells.”

Adira’s eyes widened. “Is that what you’ve been telling her?”

Morie shrugged. “I think I’d like to be a bluebell too.” They passed under through the gate to the right and entered the yard.

“You don’t get to choose,” Adira said. “I’d be thankful to be given to the earth at all.” Her voice faded. Only people who never took a life could be buried. Criminals and enemies were burned. The warriors were sent to sea. She would be sent to sea. When she was still a child, she thought, perhaps, she’d be the first war chief to be accepted by the earth after her death. But that hope didn’t last long. “Regardless, you both are sure to be buried somewhere nice.” Adira smiled, despite the tightness in her throat.

Olive clenched her tiny hands as if harnessing the power to speak again, but before she burst, Morie said, “I hope you settle whatever is on your mind, Dían.” Morie took Olive’s hand.

“I just need to talk to Chief Daros. It’s nothing,” Adira said. 

“Ah, people with nothing on their mind rest. It’s a celebration for Chief Daros as well. Please do not bother him. You ought to try to enjoy the harvest.” Before Adira could respond, Morie nodded to someone approaching. “There’s someone who ought to help.”

“With the long blond hair? What languages does he speak?”

“Who cares about languages with a beard like that.” Morie winked as the man neared. “I’ll leave you to it.”

Adira glanced at the man. She didn’t care for blond hair, but she shouldn’t let that influence her decision. He stood upright in the way of the crowd, though didn’t seem to notice the people moving around him. Based on his headdress, he was probably someone significant, so it would be worth her time to talk to him. She took note of her posture. Shoulders back, head high. Morie was right. She needed to relax and get her mind off both Gabriel and the note. She’d talk to Uncle Daros when she saw him next. No rush. She brushed off her dress and approached the blond man.

“Welcome, I’m Dían Adira. I hope you’re enjoying the Harvest Moon.” She delighted in her graceful greeting.

“Ah yes! I have heard of you. The jewel of Réqka, the future Dían of War, the beautiful and rich daughter of Chief Annan.” He gave a small nod. “I am the Great Prince Pavo.” He rested his hand on his chest.

“I don’t think I’ve heard of you, but it is good to meet.” Adira nodded back. His facial expression sank, and he cleared his throat.

“Well, I wouldn’t suppose you have, the Great Pavo is a humble man. I prefer to remain mysterious, go about my day unnoticed, bestowing blessing to my people. Forgive me if I ever live the exhausting life of one who everyone knows. It’s like I always say, ‘better to be lowly than a spectacle.’” He glanced at the golden disk that dressed her head. She shifted her stance slightly.

“What an–– interesting perspective on life.” Adira tried not to be offensive. “Would you like to get some honeycomb?”

“I would.” He hooked his arm around hers and they walked towards the beekeeper’s hut.

“Where are you prince of, exactly?” she asked.

“Mine is that old land of majesty.” He gestured his hand to the sky. She took the opportunity to unhook her arm.

“Where?” She raised a brow.

“North, far north.” He nodded.

“The mountains?” she asked. “I heard they were dangerous, caught up in war?”

For a moment his cheeriness cracked. With a wave of his hand he said, “Petty squabbles in neighboring tribes. Not mine, I assure you.” He met her eyes and whispered, “But you must be cautious in the Northern Mountains. Make no mistake, the peaks are rife with witchcraft.”

“Not your people though ...”

“No, no, no! It is forbidden. We prefer the civilized approach to our troubles.”

“Formal justice?” She shrugged.

He laughed. “Oh yes, justice. You are amusing, Dían.”

Adira didn’t know what he meant by that but smiled anyway. They reached beekeeper’s hut, featuring carvings of his family's story and their method of keeping bees. It had stood long before Adira was born, but Milis had taken good care of it for his parents.

He glanced up from his lounging against the wall of the hut and gave her a nod. “You’re later than usual.”

Milis didn’t participate in the Harvest Moon traditions, besides trading honey. Some considered him cold-spirited, but it didn’t bother Adira in the slightest. Because he was more suited to live among the bees than people, he was able to persuade the bees to share honey in quantities unattainable by the average person.

“It isn’t a particularly usual day.” Adira smiled at the dark-haired man with too little beard in some places and too much in others. She handed him a trading bead.

He took it into the house and returned with a little wooden bowl, filled to the brim with dripping sweet honeycomb.

She took it with a nod then, feeling its weight, furrowed her brow. “I think there’s a mistake. I only gave you one bead.”

“I don’t make mistakes, Dían.” He crossed his arms.

“But...” She was going to explain it again but noticed how he emphasized Dían. “Thank you, Milis.”

A little curve formed in the corner of his lips. “By the way, the bees are a great judge of character... if you ever need to bring one of these men over.”

Pavo poked at the honeycomb. “Sticky,” he muttered. He must not have had it before.

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Adira walked with Pavo, who licked a dribble of honey off his finger.

“Edible gold. I must bring it to my people!” he exclaimed. 

“Milis is protective over it. He says the bees must choose you. But if I ask him, he may show you a few tricks.” Not a chance. “Our alliances with the northern tribes have always been a little weak. Perhaps this would be the perfect thing to strengthen them.” 

Pavo raised a brow. “There are other ways to strengthen alliances...”

Adira flushed and changed the topic to the warrior group she would help train after the harvest. After all, anyone interested in her would have to be committed to them also.
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Gabriel
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His family rested at a friend’s hut, but Gabriel volunteered to stay behind to keep watch of the wine tent. He reclined against a folded bear skin blanket next to a stack of empty clay jars. Bits of sunlight broke through the canvas above, leaving a soft glow in the space. His eyelids grew heavy as he watched waves of light move across the tent in the pattern of the breeze. The air smelled of warm oak wood and ripe figs, coaxing him into a dreamy sleep filled with images he would never admit out loud.

Curse the chimes in the entryway. He startled awake, swinging his hand right into the stack of jars.

“Careful!” Leila rushed over and steadied them before they fell. Gabriel blinked a couple times. She had exceptionally long braided hair, stained red lips, and lightly tanned skin. She wore a dark violet top, tied with an ivory sash in the middle and a long fur skirt. Her family must have been successful this past mining season. “Sorry I woke you. I wanted to see you,” she whispered.

Gabriel replied, “Time to get up anyway. Need something?”

“Walk with me?” she asked. He suspected what this was going to be about and didn’t fight it. Let her say what she has to say.

He brushed past her and pulled back the curtain. “I have to work this afternoon, so not too long.” He gestured towards the exit, and she rolled her eyes as she walked through.

They walked past round huts that speckled the edge of the yard. Children were already running around while their parents rubbed their eyes and mumbled instructions. “What’s on your mind?” Gabriel asked.

Leila stopped, turned to him, and tapped the sun pendant that hung at his chest. “My offer still stands.”

He wrapped his hand around the pendent, his most treasured possession. A sigh escaped his lips. “I have to decline, again. My grandmother wouldn’t have wanted me to give it to someone I didn’t...” His voice trailed off, not wanting to admit the word love, and not wanting to hurt her.

“But we had fun last harvest. Remember the old man who tried dancing with his wife on his shoulders? Would have been a good trick if only he hadn’t been so drunk. He dropped her right in the river.” Leila laughed and took his arm again. “Then, you danced with me... or rather, attempted to. It was more like you held me. I never forgot that Gabe. It seemed like we were meant for each other.”

“We were drunk too, Leila,” he interrupted. He didn’t regret that night at all. They were friends, dear friends even, but he had spent time with several women that harvest, looking for someone who wasn’t Dían Adira. His stupid heart refused to feel for them at all. 

“We’d bring unity to our families. The Blushing Mines and Day Lark Vineyard— Imagine it













































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Sarah Peterson






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/image002.png
SHUINIS @
REOLY





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/image005.png





d2d_images/image003.png





d2d_images/image004.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





