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Barik  BARik. Strength.

Brejan  BREHjan. Brazen. Bold.

D’oreiyaw  DEEorEYE-jah. God is my king.

Eyaluwth  EYEJah-Looth. Eya. Protective.

Fayn  FAIN. Pleasant.

Ghiylath  GheeLATH. Joy.

Kalaji  KAYlahJi. Care. Concern. Kala. Also meaning ‘daughter-in-law’, ‘bride’, or ‘finished’ and ‘complete’.

Kittum  Kitum. Truth.

La-Kwo  LahKWO. Thief.

Mi’aa  MEEah. Sweetness.

Musuri  MuhSOOree. Liberality or courtesy.

Na’jore  NAHjoray. Fragile.

Nena  NEEna. Child.

Se’gallu  SehGAHloo. Queen.

Shaktema  SHAKtehma. Doubter.

Solma  SOLma. Fading. Pining.

Soneri Khuapi  SOneeRi KHWApi. Golden City.

Sophereth  SoferETH. Female scribe. A temple servant. 

Tameziyant  TamayZEEant. Tamezya. Fawn. 

TayTapa  TayTAHpa. Father’s. Of the Father.

Vahşi  VAHsee. Wild. Lawless.

Yarikh  YARik. Moon.

Zauritu  ZAHritOO. Wounded.

Zhadem  ZHAdem. Hungry.

In memory of my beloved father, Robert Joseph Barnett, my first hero, and the Tallest Dad in the World.
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Seated on the doorway’s raised stone threshold within dusk’s oblique crimson rays, Kalaji—Kala—picked at the miniscule portion of food in her clay dish. Tonight, Mother Vahşi’s meager offerings of badly-roasted grain and charred slivered vegetables had all the texture and appeal of fried toenail parings. Not that Kala had eaten fried toenail parings. Not yet. Given time, however, she might be willing to eat them, considering how loudly and painfully her belly was growling. Never, in her ten years of life, had she been so hungry. She supposed she should be thankful for tough-roasted grains and the awful toenail-paring-style vegetables. At least she had some food tonight.

Meat, herbs, and aromatic offerings were apparently reserved for the children who’d stolen the most each day. 

At home, when her parents’ residence was still her home, Kala’s own mother served larger, more fragrant portions—seasoned with distracted indifference, true—but Kala hadn’t starved. 

Starvation showed its grim face when Mother Vahşi and The Family bought Kala from her parents last week—to her father’s visible satisfaction. And to her mother’s resigned blankness and her younger siblings’ baffled, silent stares. None of them had protested Kala’s departure. No one had cried, except Kala—furtively.

She’d been worth only a scant handful of silver clippings and snippets. 

Remembering, Kala heaved a sigh and gnawed at a sliver of root vegetable fried so leathery and dark that she couldn’t identify it. She wouldn’t mourn over her parents’ behavior again. What did they matter? They didn’t. They never would again—Kala would be sure they knew it too. As soon as she was rich. As soon as she’d acquired a big house, the envy of the entire city of Soneri Khuapi, filled with food, servants, and all the clothes she’d ever need, she’d tell her parents then how little they now meant to her. 

As she chewed the last gravel-like grains and the wretchedly tough silvers of fried vegetables, Kala gazed up at the first stars and the silvery moon’s thin crescent. Did the ancient, almost abandoned moon-god, Yarikh—whom Mother had adored—observe her from his lofty, lonely place in the skies? Did the mother-goddess of the world see her? Did the Vanquisher, the father-god, so fearsome on his bloodstained warrior’s throne, notice Kala’s desperation? Did any of them care?

By all the skies, she silently begged the gods, must I steal?

Of course, being gods, they didn’t answer. Why should they answer a thief? And a pitiable thief at that. Kala slid a look at the Vanquisher’s symbol, a stylized, sweeping script carved into the door’s stone post. A reference to the great golden birds who hovered above the Vanquisher’s temple and stole away offerings of meat and—horribly—sometimes the corpses of executed criminals. 

Thus, the Vanquisher’s priests declared, their god cleansed and protected their golden city.

What sort of protection might the Vanquisher offer a would-be thief like Kala? He’d probably send one of his monstrous golden birds to carry her away so he wouldn’t have to listen to her prayed complaints ever again. 

How could she possibly steal? She’d protested to Father, “But Mother Vahşi and The Family are thieves! I don’t want to be a thief!”

Father, his dark-curled beard and hair mussed, his eyes bloodshot, leaned down to her and snarled, “Be grateful, Kalaji! I could have sold you as a field worker! I could have sold you to a House of Women where you’d die of disease or abuse, or in childbirth, as some of your sisters before you! At least if you’re caught as a thief, your death will be swift, unlike a field worker’s or a harlot’s. In fact—” he gave her jaw a light swat. “You’re pretty enough that no one will believe you could be a thief. Now, take your gear and leave. Mother Vahşi is waiting.”

Remembering, Kala swallowed. Why was she even thinking of Father? Her parents shouldn’t matter. They didn’t matter. If she—

One of the older girls, a favored one who’d just finished a full meal, sat beside Kala on the stone threshold, her dark hair turning fiery in the sunset. She belched lightly, then nudged Kala. “Not doing well, are you?”

Kala gave her a sidelong go-jump-from-a-roof look. 

The older girl laughed. She delicately traced the symbol incised within the stone doorway and taunted Kala with a teasing smile. “Hungry, aren’t you? Angry too. I remember those days—they were few. I’ve not missed a meal since my third day here, and someday I’ll earn my way out of The Family. If you’re interested, then work with me and I can teach you how to be a proper thief before I leave. As long as you’re not stupid. You appear capable of copying my ways, but you’ll need to speak nicely. Keep clean. Smile as if the last thing you’d think of doing is to quietly walk away with someone’s silver. Or someone’s mantle. And someone’s market goods. Understand?”

No. Kala almost growled the word. She didn’t want to be a thief. She didn’t! Father had once declared that he and his children were descendants of kings and shouldn’t have to stoop to degrading menial labor. Yet he’d sold her to thieves. Heavens save her. Please. 

The older girl nudged Kala again, becoming severe. “Listen! I can leave you here to starve and be swiftly caught and executed the instant you stray outside and snatch a morsel of bread, or you can learn how to survive, then eventually bargain for your freedom too. Understand?”

For a long instant, Kala remained silent, her tongue working at a stubborn bit of charred grain stuck in a back tooth. Should she listen to this well-fed girl? Perhaps. At least she might enjoy a full meal soon. Before one of the Vanquisher’s awful birds snatched her up into the skies to some unknown place.

Before the older girl could nudge her again, undoubtedly harder this time, Kala muttered, “Understand.”

The girl smiled, her teeth bright and even in her flawless brown face, her tone light. “Good. My name in The Family is Se’gallu. Among the young ones, I am the queen. I’m the best, and Mother Vahşi will likely order me to train you, The Family’s lovely new baby. Though right now, you’re cranky and standoffish as someone’s offended grandmother. Really, you must become more sociable. We begin tomorrow morning. How do you feel about standing in the marketplace and screaming as if you’re about to die?”

Such an easy task? “That’s all I have to do?”

“Believe me, it’ll be enough. If you can spill a few tears during all the screaming, it will be even better, with your sad, sweet little face. You’ll be a perfect distraction.”

“Crying won’t be a problem.”

“I believe you.” She handed Kala a soft round grain-cake, almost fresh from Mother Vahşi’s griddle. “Eat this, then get some sleep. After you’ve returned your dish to Mother Vahşi —she counts them, you know.”

“I know.”

Se’gallu rolled her gleaming dark eyes skyward, shook her head, then walked away, calling again over her shoulder, “Get some sleep.” 

Kala finished the precious grain cake, patted the Vanquisher’s dreaded insignia in stealthy thanks, then returned her bowl to Mother Vahşi. Ruler of her life. A narrow, wrinkled crone, fierce and regal in her cushioned seat. Kala managed to offer her the bowl without trembling. 

The old woman tightened her creased lips and handed the bowl off to two timid girls who were scrubbing and wiping dishes, including The Family’s hideous bronze cooking cauldron with its sinister tripod of bronze snake-legs. As Kala turned away, Mother Vahşi caught her arm and dragged her closer. “I saw you talking with Se’gallu. I hope you’ve agreed to train with her. Did she ask you? Yes?”

At Kala’s unwilling nod, the old woman straightened. “Good. Don’t waste your chance to learn from her, or I’ll make you regret it, even if you are one of the youngest. Do you hear me?”

“Yes, Mother Vahşi.” Why must she call this awful woman Mother? The old woman might be an elder, but she certainly didn’t deserve any other title except thief. Kala nodded again. Mother Vahşi didn’t release her arm. “We’ve decided that your Family name is Nena.”

Nena? Implying she was a child. How long would she be the mere child in The Family?

Mother Vahşi gave Kala a shake. “Nena. Say it over and over until you fall asleep. Then pray you don’t forget it. I haven’t beaten you yet for a mistake, but I will.”

“Yes, Mother Vahşi.”
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IN THE MORNING LIGHT, as their soft sandals padded gently down a clay side street of blank walls and untamed patches of grass, Se’gallu handed Kala a palm-sized flat clay pot sealed with wax, but delicately pierced in a rustic flower pattern. Simple, but appealing. “Open this when you reach the center of the marketplace. At the well. Understand? If you dare open this before you reach the well, you’ll ruin everything and I’ll personally beat you unless Mother Vahşi snatches you first. Tell me you understand, Nena!”

“I understand. I won’t open this until I reach the well, I pledge by the stars. But—” She raised the small, flat pot quizzing Se’gallu. “What’s inside?”

“It’s a perfect surprise. But don’t even peek until you reach the well, or you’ll suffer. The Family will be sure.” Se’gallu waved her off, turning haughty as her name. “Become a stranger. Pretend we’ve never met. Walk slowly to the well, then you can open your surprise.”

Walk slowly to the well. What a boring task. Kala sighed, watching Se’gallu dash ahead of her, then turn down the street, her long dark braids swaying and bouncing against her wool-clad back as she ran. Even now, Se’gallu looked like she was having more fun than Kala. 

Even so, she’d obey and walk to the well. Otherwise, Se’gallu would thrash her. 

Kala had never walked to the market’s well alone before. Instead, she’d always followed Mother’s sandaled footsteps through various markets, ready to carry any parcels Mother shoved into her arms, while forbidden to speak, play, laugh, or touch anything. 

Would she be free to speak, laugh and touch things today? She wouldn’t dare play. But to explore the market on her own for the first time ever would be an adventure. Perhaps after she reached the well and opened the small, pierced clay pot. Kala eyed the pot appreciatively, holding it snug in the palm of her hand. What was inside? She heard no clatter, no metallic chiming, nothing like beads rattling inside. A mystery. 

At last, she reached the well, smiling and nodding at some of the women who were filling their huge water jars. Most of the women ignored her in favor of gossiping with the other women. Kala shrugged inwardly. She didn’t know their names anyway, and they certainly didn’t know hers—Mother had never allowed her to speak to anyone in any marketplace, nor had Mother talked to any of the women, much less introduced Kala to them. Her older sisters had been better company for Kala. Until Father sold them. 

Were her three older sisters truly dead, as Father had declared? No. She didn’t believe it. Father often lied. 

Perhaps she would see her sisters here in the marketplace today, or some other day. Kala leaned against the well’s wide river stone exterior wall, pressed her sandals into the damp clay soil around the well, and then swept a look over the busy marketplace to see if Se’gallu or any of The Family might be watching her. No one. Had they abandoned her? Most likely. But what did it matter? She could open the little pot now—Se’gallu had already given permission. 

Kala slid her fingernails into the wax, prying off the seal bit by bit until the lid finally loosened. There! Holding her breath, she gently lifted the lid. Something small, dark, and furry with bulging eyes and many legs leapt out at Kala’s face, then skimmed down her cheek and jaw. Spider! 

Kala screamed, her terror echoing all around her. Dropping the pot, she shook out her garments and her hair, stamping her sandaled feet, frantic to be rid of the awful creature. Did it bite her? Would she swell and die? What a mean trick! Kala screeched her outrage, then sobbed aloud, her vision blurring as the women around her gasped and squealed.

Se’gallu was awful! The Family was horrible! Where was that spider?

Tears spilled down Kala’s face as she searched her garments, hair, and sandals, wailing at Se’gallu’s betrayal. Had the spider bitten her? She’d felt nothing. No bite. Maybe she wouldn’t die. But still— 

Fighting to control her sobs and panic, Kala tentatively nudged the pot with her sandaled foot, the pot clinking against its scuffed lid. 

“Little one,” a woman murmured to her, “What’s happened? Are you ill?”

Kala looked toward the voice, blinking away fresh tears. The woman held Kala’s gaze, her dark-lashed brown eyes kind and concerned, stray dark curls escaping her linen-bound hair and framing her round, pretty face. 

Kala sniffled. She managed to choke out tear-clogged words. “No! I’m not ill, but what a mean trick! A friend put a spider in that pot, then gave it to me. She said it was a gift.”

Several of the women skittered backward, shrieking again and shaking out their garments, evidently fearing the spider. But the kind woman who’d spoken to Kala briskly shook out Kala’s hair and garments, then studied the damp clay around Kala’s feet. “I think you’ve scared the thing away, child.”

Kala swallowed a final sob, dashed her hands over her eyes, then said, “It was dark, and all its legs were furry, and its eyes were black and ... buggy! It jumped at my face!” 

The helpful woman leaned down, inspecting Kala’s face and neck. “I see no red spots, no bite marks,” she announced. “Don’t worry. You’ve frightened it away, little one.”

She picked up the empty clay pot and lid, then returned them to Kala. “You can trade this pot for a cake or an ornament to comfort yourself—it’s pretty enough. But what a terrible friend to frighten you so! Where is this friend?” 

Kala wiped her eyes again, then looked around. “I don’t know. I think she ran away, like the spider. I hope one bites her!”

“She’s no friend,” another woman told Kala, shaking her braid-wreathed head. “Your parents would want you to stay away from her.”

“My parents sold me to her family.” She’d start crying again if she explained. It hurt too much, being sold. Her mouth and chin quivered. The braid-crowned woman turned away, obviously finished with Kala. 

The helpful woman, however, lifted up her own water jug and filled it, then nodded to Kala. “I’m sorry about your parents. Do you need a drink, little one? After such a fright, you should rest before finding your friend or returning to her family. Come-come. My family’s over here.”

Kala hesitated. Would Se’gallu punish her for speaking to anyone here? Someone from The Family was probably watching and would tattle if she did or said anything to offend The Family. 

The kindly woman smiled, dimples showing in her gently curved face. “My name is Fayn. My husband is D’oreiyaw and our sons are Zauritu and Solma. What’s your name, child?”

“Kalaji. Kala.” She wouldn’t tell this nice woman anything more. But should she have called herself Nena instead? Was her family name supposed to be the only name she used from this time forward? Kala stared down at her sandaled feet. Had she made a mistake? Should she just run? 

Fayn seemed to understand. She murmured, “You don’t need to be afraid. We’re here most days, trading from our table beneath that awning. Come along. Have a drink, rest for a time, then find your so-called friend if you wish.”

A drink. Kala nodded, checked the clay pot in her hand lest the spider had returned, then followed Fayn through the colorful maze of stalls and awning-covered stands in silent obedience. Fayn’s kindness deserved respect.

As Fayn walked, she greeted other traders who asked, “What happened? Is the child hurt? We heard screaming as if she’d been wounded.”

Heat lifted to Kala’s face and she looked down, too shamed to speak. Fayn reassured them all, “The child’s well. Another child gave her a gift—a spider hidden in a pot—and the creature leaped out at her face. No bites, Infinite be praised.”

Infinite? Kala looked up at Fayn’s comforting, brisk form as Fayn led her past more stands. Fayn believed in the Infinite? Father and most other people often sneered as they spoke of the Infinite. Not Fayn. 

“Mother!” An older boy waved to Fayn, his smooth complexion, dark curls, dimples, and bright eyes reflecting hers. “We heard a girl screaming. Is anyone hurt?”

He almost sounded as if he hoped someone was hurt. 

Fayn swept past her son and reached for a clay mug. “No one’s hurt, Zauritu, and I’m grateful.”

Kala glanced at Zauritu from beneath her eyelashes. The older boy raised his dark eyebrows at her. “Were you the one screaming? We heard you all the way over here. You look like you’ve been crying.”

“Don’t tease her, my son, it was a cruel prank. She’s had a scare.” As Fayn poured clear water into the glazed clay cup, stirred golden honey into the water and then handed it to Kala, she told her husband and sons what happened. Her husband, a big sturdy man with a kindly face, wiry silver-black curls and a matching beard grumbled, his voice gentle despite its growling tone. “You’ve terrible friends. Despicable! How can we help you, little one?”

Despicable? Kala liked the word. She’d use it on Se’gallu later. “I’m afraid you can’t help me—they’ll tattle. I’m stuck with my de-spicable friends.” She managed a grimace of a smile, then finished her honey-flavored drink. Delicious. She paused to appreciate the sweetness lingering on her tongue, then reluctantly returned the cup to Fayn. If only she could stay with this family. “Thank you. I should go.”

Zauritu and his brother, Solma, were watching her. Zauritu, his voice rather gruff said, “I’d beat up any friend who played a trick like that on me!”

Fayn chided, “Zauritu!”

But Kala shrugged. “My friends are both older. And taller.”

Zauritu nudged his somber younger brother, then offered, “We could help.”

She almost smiled at him, but The Family might be waiting for her. She’d be punished. She repeated, “Thank you, but I should go.”

Their father nodded, his voice even more gruff than his son’s. “Go on then, but come to us, child, if you ever need anything while you’re in the marketplace. As the Infinite lives, we will help you as best we can.”

His offer was a true gift, no unseen spider hidden in his words. Why couldn’t her own parents be this welcoming? This kind? She might not have been sold. Blinking down fresh tears, Kala nodded at her new friends, then fled.
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His troubled gaze following little Kala as she vanished among the booths, D’oreiyaw griped, “That girl-child’s in trouble.”

Fayn half-smiled at her husband’s brusque concern. His bluster concealed a heart softer than mushy boiled grain. “Yes, my love, she is. She told me that her name’s Kalaji or Kala, and her parents sold her into another family. It’s clear that her new family doesn’t care for her—such a terrible thing! I would have cherished such a lovely little girl.”

“As would I. Infinite, sustain us—the unfairness of life could turn a man insane.” D’oreiyaw abandoned his grumbling, turning businesslike as they watched the little girl scurry off into the crowds. “We’ll pray to the Infinite for Kala daily. Who knows what He might do if her new family doesn’t protect her. Who are her people?”

“I don’t know, love. I didn’t ask, but perhaps we’ll see her again soon.”

Zauritu, who’d been listening, offered, “I could chase her down and bring her back.”

“No-no. Don’t even think of it.” Fayn fixed her impulsive son with a stern look. “We don’t want to create trouble for the child—that family who purchased her owns her. We can only offer help when she needs it.” Her voice lowered. “If that help’s not illegal.”

The poor girl was so vulnerable, so sweet in her reserved young way that it was difficult to imagine anyone could abandon or hurt her. Nevertheless, Kala was wounded and defenseless. Dear Creator, how could anyone help her? Simply snatching Kala from her new family would be a crime—Fayn and her own family might suffer severe punishment. And Kala might be punished by her so-called family. Fayn shook her head, considering all the legalities. 

Much as she longed to steal the little girl for her own, she’d no doubt that winning Kala from her new family would require more than Fayn and her family could afford to trade. “Infinite, if it’s Your will, please bring her to us again!”

[image: ]

“THAT WAS DE-SPICABLE, Se’gallu!” Kala faced the older, taller girl, too angry to care that she might earn a beating. “You should have told me there was a spider in that pot!”

Se’gallu’s beautifully symmetrical face didn’t show a flicker of emotion. “But I didn’t, did I? And for a good reason. Your screams were perfect! You’ve helped us more than you realize. So? Where’s the spider?”

“I didn’t keep it, if that’s what you’re asking. It ran away. It knew I’d crush it if it didn’t escape. Here.” She shoved a blue clay-beaded bracelet at her now-annoyed tormenter. “I traded the clay pot for this.”

Se’gallu sniffed, but accepted the trade, pushing the bracelet onto her wrist. “You are an odd thing, Nena. As if spiders know anything except how to build webs and bite, so they can kill you. Tell Mother Vahşi that you stole this bracelet for me as a trade for losing my spider. Then, she won’t take it from me.”

“I didn’t steal it,” Kala pointed out. “I traded for it.”

“She will feed you better tonight if she thinks you stole it to pay a debt. That is your job, Nena, being a thief.” 

Someone entered Mother Vahşi’s doorway, blotting out most of the room’s available light. La-Kwo, The Family’s oldest boy—a wiry, sullen sneak of a youth, about Se’gallu’s age—looked around, then crossed the room to join Kala and Se’gallu. Before either Kala or Se’gallu could say a word, La-Kwo gripped a long strand of Kala’s hair, and tugged it sharply. “Who were those people you were talking to for so long? Tell me!”

“In the market? The woman helped me to search and be sure the stupid spider was gone, and that it didn’t bite me.” Kala managed to control her fury. “Her name is Fayn and the others with her are her sons and her husband. I accepted a drink from them, then I left. Is that so bad?”

“It depends on what you told them.”

“I told them my name. I thanked them for the drink, and then I left.”

“Did you give them our names, Nena?”

“I don’t know your true name. I don’t know Se’gallu’s name. I don’t know my name anymore, so I had almost nothing to tell them except that the spider jumped out at me. Why are you bothering me, La-Kwo?”

Se’gallu swatted him away. “Leave her alone, La-Kwo! She did her part and we made the most of her distraction, didn’t we? Silver beads and three gemstones! Mother Vahşi’s very pleased with us tonight. It’s just a pity that we can’t use our little one for such a scene every day. Nena—” Se’gallu gave Kala a shove. “Tomorrow, we avoid that particular marketplace. We’ll go one of the temples instead and find what we can there. For tonight, at least, go tell Mother Vahşi that you stole a bracelet for me in trade, and don’t be stupid. You want more to eat tonight, yes? If it helps, I stole the spider from a vendor yesterday.”

Annoyance crept into her voice, much as Kala tried to suppress it. “Then, the bracelet’s same as stolen too.” 

“You’re too sassy,” La-Kwo complained. “You should be respectful. Be glad we’re teaching you anything, so you don’t starve to death!” 

For one smashed spider corpse, she’d tell La-Kwo and Se’gallu exactly what she thought. Every sassy word. She didn’t want to learn their sneaking, thieving ways. She didn’t want to be part of The Family. They were all despicable. Only awful people starved children to turn them into thieves—almost as awful as people who sold their children to thieves. If she had anywhere else to go— 

Se’gallu interrupted Kala’s bitter musings with a fierce shove. “Just mind me, you scrawny bug! Go tell Mother Vahşi you gave me a swiped bracelet. Really, Nena, you have to stop being so snooty. You’re no better than the rest of us!”

Kala crossed the room and stood before Mother Vahşi, who was stirring the contents of the huge bronze cauldron, ensuring that tonight’s concoction of stewed grains, meats, and pickled vegetables wouldn’t burn. At least it wasn’t fried. Nevertheless, the sludgy mess smelled almost as bad as it looked. Sour and slightly rancid. 

Remembering her manners, she bowed to the keen-eyed old woman and told her about the spider and the blue-beaded bracelet. “I gave the bracelet to Se’gallu to even things out for losing her spider.”

“Very good—an honorable resolution.” Mother Vahşi lifted a bowl from one of the stacks of clay dishes beside her. “You did well today. You’ll eat first.” She stirred the kettle again, then lifted out a heaping ladle-full of the gloppy, smelly mess and plopped it into the clay bowl. The most generous portion of food Kala had received since being sold to The Family. 

At least she’d been served meat in the stew. And Mother Vahşi handed her two rounds of bread. She wouldn’t lay awake tonight, listening to her stomach growling. Kala smiled and bowed to the old woman. “Thank you, Mother Vahşi.”

The old woman gave her a sharp look.“What’s your name?”

“Nena.”

“Don’t forget it. Tomorrow, I expect you to do the same as today.”

Tomorrow she’d have to actually steal something. Kala swallowed. “Yes. Thank you.” What else could anyone say to Mother Vahşi? 

Kala finished her bowl of food, visited the privy and the outdoor fountain, then curled up in a dark corner to brood about tomorrow. They’d steal at one of the temples? Wouldn’t the gods avenge themselves or their worshipers for crimes against their sacred houses? Someone must.

Her fears crept into her dreams as she slept.  
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BARIK, HEREDITARY PRINCE of this city—The House of Bread—son of Yarlath the warrior and of Hania the Infinite’s famed and beloved Sophereth, His scribe—rested one hand on the carved limestone entry of his wife’s tomb. Tamezya wouldn’t want him to continue grieving. And yet.... How could he cease mourning for her? 

She’d always teased him so fondly when he became too serious. She loved laughter. Mischief. But not enough mischief to cause wounds—cruelty was never Tamezya’s way. Warmth, kindness, and grace to match her sweet, perfect face. 

How he missed her. She’d been gone from him for five years. An instant and an eternity, which left well-meaning friends trying to find a new wife for him. He’d refused them all, hopefully without offense. Who could match his Tamezya? 

No woman he’d met. 

Therefore, he’d never marry again. Never. Unless the Infinite willed him to be remarried. 

One must always allow for the Infinite’s will. 

“Infinite—”

Sorrow, unexpected and completely unrelated to Tamezya, yet linked to her somehow, encompassed Barik’s soul, urging him to pray. 

For whom? He prayed anyway, allowing for the Infinite’s plans above his own. 

Until someone called to him from the field beyond his family’s allotted tombs. “My lord?” 

Mthom. His overseer. No doubt Mthom would tell him of the parched grain he’d seen this morning. Unripe and withered on the stalks. Another year of famine. The same famine that had sent some of his kindred from their House of Bread away to distant lands, seeking sustenance for their families. He couldn’t blame them. 

But to honor the Infinite’s plans he would stay. For his people who’d clung to their lands and their hope in the Infinite, he’d remain.

He’d encourage them through the famine. Share what wealth he had—for what use was wealth to him? He’d no children to inherit his lands or wealth. No wife to shelter. Only himself. And, like his father and his mother in years past, he could sleep in a tent or a fortress, wherever circumstances landed him. 

Sighing at the voice beckoning him to his duties again, Barik lifted his hand from Tamezya’s tomb and released his prayer for the unknown mourner to the heavens. For whomever the Infinite willed. 
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TO THE MOTHER-GODDESS and to the Vanquisher, the bloodthirsty father-god warrior, who probably wouldn’t listen, Kala prayed beneath her breath as she washed her hands and face in The Family’s courtyard. “Help me! I don’t want to steal!” 

Would the gods even care? She didn’t want to go with Se’gallu and La-Kwo today. They’d probably throw heaps of spiders at her instead of just one. Kala scowled into the smooth wooden tines of her round, wide-toothed hair comb—one of the few possessions she’d brought with her from her parents’ home. She’d take as long as possible to comb her hair. Perhaps Se’gallu and La-Kwo would leave without her. 

But even after she’d combed her hair into a froth of waves, no one called for her. Would she be smacked for sluggishness? Most likely. Best to join the others and avoid punishment.

Kala swiped the dark wisps of hair from her comb, tossed the shining tangle into the breeze, then tucked her comb inside her folded belt and hurried to find Se’gallu and La-Kwo. They were waiting in front of the house, arguing in whispers. Se’gallu hissed, “The mother-goddesses’ courts are less guarded! It’ll be easier for us, especially if Nena creates trouble.”

“If she creates too much trouble, we can leave her there,” La-Kwo muttered. “Let the sacred birds have her.”

Kala leaned into their debate. “I won’t cause trouble. Let’s just get this over.”

“We should leave you with As-if-he-saves,” La-Kwo threatened, alluding to their father-god, the Vanquisher. “Let him deal with your impudence.”

Well, the Vanquisher hadn’t saved her from The Family, had he? Kalaji lifted her chin at La-Kwo. “As-if-he-moves, As-if-he-feels—our father-god cares nothing for me. I’m sure that one day, he’ll send one of his golden birds to snatch me away, so you can’t frighten me by saying they’ll take me. Let’s go. But we shouldn’t be entering the sacred places intending to steal.”

“Why not?” Se’gallu sniffed as they trekked away from Mother Vahşi’s whitewashed clay brick and stone home. “The priests and priestesses steal from worshipers every day.”

Father had said the same thing. Mother too. So how could she argue? But why was she still remembering or paying any attention to what Father said? Never mind that he’d proclaimed that he’d descended from kings. He’d sold his own children. And Mother never protested. Never helped at all.  

Kala plodded after her irritable mentors, who veered from one side-street to another, turning away from the Vanquisher’s chief temple in favor of a smaller, more remote temple. But their gazes sharpened as they approached a gloriously whitewashed temple dedicated to the mother-goddess. Bronze spires, fashioned to resemble tall, overly stylized arrows framed the
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