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            Chapter One

          

          Wind

        

      

    

    
      Ka Lem chose to spend his first winter’s study, after his years of schooling ended, as a female brown bear.

      It was a serious task he faced, so he chose a serious animal, ponderous and slow. Besides, his parents, teachers, and various relatives had often told him while he was growing up that he had an old soul, washed more than once in Ishkra’s waters to be reborn. Choosing a quick animal, like a cougar, a wolf, or even one of the great horned elk, didn’t feel right to him, even though he was only eighteen and most of his friends had taken on such animals.

      The first soul animal that one of the Wind People chose to become often tinged the rest of their lives, giving the person some of the traits of that animal. The brown bear was clever, using sticks to dig sweet honey out of a hive, and then using the same sticky tool to capture ants. She knew when to haunt the riverbanks and capture the fish just awakening in the spring, and she always found the best berry patches as well, visiting the same locations year after year.

      Ka Lem’s teachers approved of his choice. He walked out of the village in his Wind Person form their blessings just after the midwinter celebrations, as the world turned and light began creeping back, the days growing longer. Both moons were full when he started, a good sign. He walked north and east for a week, following farmer roads and the trade routes, and then into the collection paths for the sugar maples. Though he stayed at inns, he didn’t see many other travelers along the way: most of the Wind People journeyed as wolves, coyotes, or even pigmy oxen, hurrying down the road and carrying nothing with them. Few would walk as he did, in their Person form, wearing a backpack not just made out of well-oiled cloth but attached to a wooden frame, carrying his belongings with him.

      It took time to walk as he did. And though none of the Wind People were as strong as the Stone People, Ka Lim still had broad shoulders and sturdy legs, plus he’d built up endurance that fall helping glean the fields.

      The snow crunched under Ka Lem’s solid boots and he left a sole trail down the center of the dirt road. In a few months’ time, two-wheeled carts would fill the road as the sugar maples were tapped. Then the sap would be collected and hauled off to sugar houses to be boiled off and turned into syrup. Fewer carts would then be needed to take the syrup to market, as much of the sap would be reduced.

      Ka Lem hoped that he’d be able to hitch a ride back to his village at that time. For now, he walked in the great cloak his father had given him, made of the hides of ragyll sheep, its gray wool twisted into fat lumps that hung on the outside. The cloak would keep out the worst of the winds, as well as the snow and the wet.

      A few puffed up chickadees still braved the cold, their chirping cheering him along. Gray skies above the skeletal trees drained the color out of the landscape, making the dark trunks stand out starkly against the white snow. Ka Lem followed his nose as the road finally died and the last of the sugar maples were replaced with pines and firs. He cut under the trees and turned due east, making his steps lighter with his magic so that he stayed on top of the snow instead of sinking hip deep.

      His study of the maps of the traders back in his village was soon rewarded, and his feet led him to the edge of a river bluff. Fifty feet below, a white blanket of snow covered the Da Yan River. When Ka Lem listened closely, he could hear the trickle of water still flowing under the ice.

      The river was wild this far north, and spring would send huge waves and turbulent water racing along the bank. Further south, though, the waters were tamer and much trade would take place along it.

      It took Ka Lem most of the dimly lit afternoon to find, and then climb down, a path over the icy rocks to the cave he’d spotted.

      The place was perfect, as he knew it would be. Still, Ka Lem was as cautious as a seasoned hunter. He stood at the mouth of the cave and sent all his senses forward, listening for any sound that would indicate something else had taken residence in this shelter first. He sniffed, but only smelled the musty scent of dried leaves blown by fall winds, not fresh scat. The rock at the mouth of the cave felt dry and cold, and he tasted nothing but dust in the air.

      Ka Lem gave a prayer of thanks to Sune Li, the shapeless, formless, ever-shifting god of the Wind People, before he took off his pack and rested it beside the entrance. He dug out one of his three wooden torches, its end impregnated with a quick burning oil, and lit it with a match that he carried in his tinderbox.

      The brightness of the light made Ka Lem’s eyes water. He held the torch far out in front of him as he explored what he hoped would be his winter home. The front of the cave was open and flat, the walls scooped out by ancient spring rains. He could just stand in the center of the opening, the brown curls at the top of his five-foot three-inch head brushing the ceiling. A narrow passage at the back led to a second “room” that had a shelf on one side and a rounded basin on the floor—probably carved out of the rock by water dripping down the walls in the spring.

      Ka Lem went back to the front room and gathered rocks together so he could stand his torch on its end at the entrance to the cave. He didn’t try to find dry firewood—he wasn’t planning on having another fire for quite some time. Plus, he was afraid the smell of so much smoke would bother the bear he was about to become. Luckily, there was little wind, and the smoke mostly drifted out of the cave.

      Ka Lem prepared himself the best he could, stuffing himself with most of the jerked meat he carried in his pack, as well as the dried pears, apples, cherries, and blueberries, as he hummed hymns to Sune Li. He wedged his much-emptied pack between two large rocks, then covered it first with his great cloak and then more rocks, hoping that his scent would keep most creatures at bay. Shivering, he stripped off his sweater and two shirts, followed by his boots, his leggings and trousers, then finally his underclothes, tucking those away under the rocks as well.

      He didn’t bother with the sacred paints to draw lines across his torso, or paint “fur” across his bare arms. The color of his skin was almost the same as the bear’s, as dark brown as a dried oak leaf. The paints weren’t necessary to remind him of his own shape or the shape he was about to take. He had stayed in his true form for the past week, that of a person of the Wind People, so he wouldn’t be confused about the shape of the body that he would return to.

      Ka Lem, like all of the Wind People, could take on the form of any living creature he’d seen in the giant picture books that every child learned from. As a child, he’d played tag with his friends, flitting from one form to the next rapidly, never staying as any animal for more than a few moments.

      Today’s form was different. It was a soul form. Ka Lem would stay in the shape of a bear from midwinter until spring. The instincts of the bear would drive the body, not the thoughts of the Wind Person. He would truly become a bear, at least for that time.

      Like most boys, Ka Lem had wanted to be a brave hunter, until he’d realized how often he’d have to be alone, tracking his prey. When he’d chosen instead to become a teacher, all of his family had approved. As part of his training, over the next three years he would spend many seasons in different soul forms, fully learning that creature. He would also travel to far parts of the world of the Nehuli, visiting the People of Stone and Sea.

      Shivering in the cold, Ka Lem called up the form of the female brown bear. The short curly brown hair on his head lengthened, growing down his spine and sprouting across his back and shoulders. The weight of the bear enveloped him, causing him to drop to hands and knees. His face elongated into a snout and wicked teeth sprang up along his jaw.

      Ka Lem pulled the soul of the bear around the soul of his being, encasing it in warm animal fur. As he’d been taught, he left a spark of himself outside the soul of the bear, a reminder to awaken once the spring had taken hold, once he heard the sound of the river rushing and the dripping of the melting snow. If he didn’t, there was a chance that he’d lose himself, stay in the animal form and never take the shape of a Wind Person again.

      The darkness of the winter night overtook him. His thoughts slowed and became essential: No longer full of hymns and words, but instead, full of absolutes, like cold, and dark, and sleep.

      He—she—shivered in the cold, shaking her fur and settling it into place. She didn’t like the smell of people being so close, or the embers of the fire at the entrance to her cave. But she didn’t feel threatened; instead, she understood that the scent would keep out other predators, at least for a little while.

      The bear squeezed through the opening at the back of the cave, heading for the smaller space there. She curled up on the hard rock shelf, wishing for more leaves with which to build a nest for herself. But it was too late for that.

      She slept and shared her bear dreams with any who would listen.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Ka Lem still lay encased in the soul of the bear. But something had woken him. Was it spring?

      No, it was midwinter still. Fresh snow covered the top of the hillside and glittered in the light of both moons. Cold winds ruffled the bear’s fur as she stretched and growled, throwing her voice to the wind.

      Ka Lem had expected the heaviness of the bear to weigh him down, keep him grounded. His teachers had all told him the bear was a wise choice for such a serious young person.

      None of them had told him how light a bear was on her feet, how she would sway in the wind or dance spritely over the snow. Her claws raked up flakes with every step, thin clouds of white puffing up behind her as she danced.

      All the People danced in celebration of their gods, the Wind People whirling for Sune Li, the Stone People swaying back and forth for Kiproary, and the Sea People flowing around one another for Ishkra.

      No one had told him that the animals danced as well, at the joy they found on their feet.

      Maybe this bear only danced because Ka Lem lived in the heart of her soul. Or maybe this too was a dream, the bear’s thoughts influenced by the Wind Person’s hymns.

      But the dance had called her from her sleep, the light from the two moons too bright to ignore, even though neither was full.

      Though Ka Lem was afraid that he was doing everything all wrong, he still found himself lulled by the bear’s movements, falling deeply into her world, the stars above like bright eyes watching the purple-hued snowy mounds, the breeze delicately caressing her fur, the cold in her teeth like a bracing bite.

      Winter’s grip still tightly clutched the land. She heard/felt it creaking. She knew deep in her bones that the season would last only one more long sleep before it would crack and water and life would come rushing back.

      Slowly the bear bowed her head to the night, the winter, and the wind, before she made her way back to her safe warm cave for the rest of her winter’s sleep.
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      A cold drop of water on her nose woke the bear yet again. Spring was slowly taking the land. The sound of water rushed beneath her, the river having finally broken free of its ice during the night. Berries and winter fruits were hard to find, most of the bushes already picked clean by birds. Nuts still lay at the base of trees, nuts she could dig through the mushy, wet snow for. The fish wouldn’t yet be in the stream, and there were no easy nests for her to pilfer.

      The bear rolled over. She should sleep more. Her belly fat would sustain her for a while longer, before she’d be forced from the cave in gnawing hunger.

      But something pricked at her consciousness, like the moonlight that had drawn her out to dance. With a deep growl that echoed across the rock walls, the bear lurched to her four feet. She swayed for a moment before pushing herself through the less-tight opening to the outer room.

      A pile of rock to her right caught her eye. She’d been aware of it before. It stank of people, those other than her. She should destroy it, banish the other. Another drop of water splashed on her snout. She growled and shook her head, claws paused in midair. Bright sunlight bounced off the snow outside the cave, blinding her. Maybe she should forage a little, then go back to sleep.

      She stuck her head out of the cave, blinking, her thoughts moving slowly. It was too early for her to be up yet.

      A loud boom echoed off the river bluffs as more river ice broke, losing its grip on the waters it sheltered. The bear shook herself, the sound of the rushing waters sending her blood pulsing.

      There was something else she needed to do. She glanced at the stones again. Maybe there was food hidden in there…

      Ka Lem found himself rising out of the bear form as she swiped away the rocks covering his belongings. He slid down into himself, sitting naked at the entrance to the cave, shivering in the cold. It was early spring yet, but the bear had been restless.

      He’d expected to feel weighed down by the soul of the bear he’d been for the last few months. However, he felt as light as the wind, ready to race across the melting snow. He quickly drew on his layers of clothes, though they all felt stiff and foreign to him, confining after so long of just wearing fur.

      However, he was grateful enough for his clever fingers when he opened his pack and got into the remains of the food there. The leathery brown apple rings tore easily, the sweetness making him drool. He licked his fingers free of the salt from the last of the meat. Now, all he needed was water, which was easy enough to come by, given all the snow outside. He filled one of his leather flasks and tucked it under his cloak, knowing it would melt quickly.

      Ka Lem gave thanks to Sune Li for guiding and protecting his soul while he’d spent months as a bear. He did, but didn’t, feel as different as he’d thought he would. Why would being a bear for so long make him feel so much lighter? As if he wanted to dance? Surely this couldn’t be right.

      He was a serious young person, who’d just finished a serious study task, learning how to be a bear in his heart and soul.

      But no one was there to tell him what was right or wrong, either.

      So after Ka Lem finished his meal, he stood and swayed, shuffling from one foot to the other, dancing as the bear had danced in the moonlight, his steps light as he circled the inside of the cave, the soft growls he gave a poor imitation of her magnificent voice.

      He would never tell anyone of this dance, just that he’d given praise to Sune Li and the other gods once he’d regained the form of the Wind People.

      And he would certainly never tell another soul that he felt, with the certainty of the cold rocks beneath his feet, that the next time there was a full moonrise, with the light of both moons bathing the earth, that he’d feel the call of the bear dance again. Such fancies didn’t suit a serious young person like him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Stone

        

      

    

    
      Noalanon glanced over the heads of zir three children to smile at Jolapen, zir spouse. Ze was making sure the littlest ate at least a couple more mouthfuls of good minerals. The other two were eating steadily, using small spoons that fit their small mouths to clean their bowls.

      The five of them all sat together in an eating nook located at one end of the living room. The walls were solid stone, as if carved out of the mountain, though like most modern houses, theirs stood with neighbors on either side, as part of a row. They hadn’t painted the walls, but had added a fine coating of quartz and pyrite, so everything sparkled. Flat slate stones, with traces of red, brown, and green, covered the floor, cool and classic looking. Windows at the far end of the room opened up onto a bright, sunny day outside, bringing more cheer to the room.

      An oil lamp made out of a beautiful yellowed glass bowl hung from a delicate steel chain over the table, the lit wick giving off a soft light. Though both Noalanon and Jolapen were skilled enough at magic that they could have cast such a light without flame or oil, Noalanon didn’t see the point. It was far easier to use materials than energy for simple, mundane tasks.

      “Just a little more,” Jolapen said, encouraging their youngest, Mathigorn, to eat.

      “It’s too cold!” Mathigorn complained.

      The twins, Kalepef and Turkastein, rolled their eyes and continued to shovel their breakfast in as fast as they could eat it.

      Jolapen took the solid stone bowl in zir hands and warmed it. It was one of the special abilities of all the Stone People. They could transfer either heat or cold to any stone.

      “There you go,” Jolapen said, placing the bowl back down in front of their youngest. “Now, eat your minerals, so you can grow big and strong.”

      It wasn’t that the Stone People ate dirt, though Noalanon had heard that as an ignorant slur more than once, spoken in horror by a visiting Wind Person. The Stone People did eat minerals that came from special mines at the southern foot of the sacred mountain range. In some of the myths of their people, heroes sustained themselves for days on good fertile earth. When Noalanon had been a child, of course ze had tried it for zirself, and had quickly decided that ze wasn’t a hero and much preferred the minerals zir parents served instead.

      Noalanon had visited homes of both Wind and Sea People, and had marveled at the waste of space that a kitchen took. As the Stone People had no need to cook, they had no kitchens. They did generally have a single shelf with half a dozen large containers for various types of minerals that they mixed together for their meals. In the stories Noalanon and Jolapen recited for their children, kings and very rich merchants would sometimes have entire rooms dedicated to minerals.

      When the twins had finished their breakfast, they stood up together. “May we go?” they asked, their voices eerily similar.

      Stone children weren’t birthed, not like how the Wind or the Sea People understood the process. Instead, an adult who’d decided to start a family would change zir diet to include a special combination of minerals, then would start to grow what looked like an extra arm out of zir shoulder, or occasionally zir waist. After nine months, the new growth would break off, generally after it had grown to be at least eighteen inches long and at least a foot in diameter.

      As soon as the growth detached from the adult, it would transform, the featureless blob molding into head, arms, legs, torso. Every once in a while the form would never gain life and the growth would turn into solid stone instead.

      Multiple births were very unusual, though it occasionally happened. Noalanon had birthed the twins, feeling their weight grow ponderous as ze carried them. Together they had been the same length as other children, maybe a little rounder, but Noalanon knew that what ze carried was too heavy to be a single child. Ze alone was unsurprised when the child growth turned into two as soon as they separated from zir.

      The twins had similar coloring. While the Wind People were shades of browns and reds, the Sea People pale white with tinges of blue, the Stone People came in many different colors, from the alabaster of pure marble to the gray of solid granite, with all the browns, blacks, and reds in between.

      The twins were both a light gray color, like beach pebbles. Fine white lines ran across their skin that would fill in as they aged, their skin growing uniform in color. They both had shocking blond hair that tended to be unruly, though Noalanon hoped that it would darken with age as well. They had the same bright green eyes as ze did, and would probably grow to the same height, just shy of six feet tall.

      They’d both grown so fast! Children tended to stay with their parents for two dozen years, until they’d obtained their full height. The twins had just reached their first dozen and were already five feet tall. They looked thinner than the typical Stone Person, who tended to be stocky and solidly built. Though they had just gone through another growth spurt…

      “Mana,” Kalepef said, calling Noalanon back to the present. “May we go?”

      “Yes, yes,” Noalanon said. “Though I don’t know where you’re off to in such a hurry.”

      The twins grinned at each other but didn’t say a word. Ze didn’t like the look of mischief in their bright green eyes.

      “Thank you Mana, Baba,” the two said as they scurried away.

      The word Mana was generally reserved for the one who carried a child, while the word Baba was for the partner. Though Jolapen had carried their littlest one, Mathigorn still called Noalanon Mana as well.

      “Can I be done too?” Mathigorn said, looking up brightly at the pair of them.

      Mathigorn had similar coloring to Jolapen, a dark gray color like wet slate with straight black hair and blue eyes. Noalanon was much lighter in color, the soft gray of clouds, with the same black hair and green eyes.

      “Two more bites,” Jolapen directed.

      Mathigorn shook zir head, but then scooped up the minerals quickly, shoveling them into zir mouth.

      “Chew. Swallow,” Noalanon directed before Mathigorn could just take off.

      Their youngest didn’t roll zir eyes at zir parents. Not quite. But close. Zir was already seven, going on seventeen.

      At Noalanon’s nod, Mathigorn ran out of the room, possibly going in search of zir siblings and to see what trouble they were getting into.

      Jolapen leaned back and grinned at Noalanon, reaching over and taking zir hand. Jolapen’s skin felt cool and smooth, the grip comforting and strong. “Just a little while longer,” Jolapen said, “before they’re all grown and it’s just the pair of us again.”

      Noalanon shook zir head. Ze knew the truth of Jolapen’s words, unsurprised that zir mate knew what was going through Noalanon’s head, how ze longed for the quiet meals of just the pair of them again.

      “I know,” ze sighed. “And I do appreciate the time we have together. It’s just…”

      “I know,” Jolapen said. Ze tugged Noalanon closer, wrapping zir arms around zir mate. Noalanon curled in, resting zir head on Jolapen’s broad shoulders and zir own arms around zir waist.

      “You know, we could take a day of holiday as well,” Jolapen said, kissing Noalanon’s hair.

      “And do what?” Noalanon asked. Ze took a deep breath, smelling the good earth and solid stone scents of zir partner. Though the Stone People weren’t known for being flighty, certainly not like the Wind People who were impetuous by their very nature, Jolapen always seemed more steady than most to Noalanon.

      “Go explore,” Jolapen suggested in a deep voice. “Play.”

      Noalanon’s breath caught. They had always enjoyed each other’s bodies, but it had been a long time since they’d taken time off just for themselves.

      “I think that sounds like a splendid idea,” Noalanon murmured. “As soon as we make sure none of the kids are going to break something, I think we should take a long midmorning stroll.”

      “You go check on the stonelings. I’ll make arrangements for later this morning,” Jolapen said after giving zir partner another hug and a long, lingering kiss.

      Yes, Noalanon definitely needed to spend some time alone with zir partner. That was one of the advantages of being an adult, after all, the ability to play hooky with each other.
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      Later that evening, Noalanon still found zir eyes drawn back to zir partner again and again. They’d both needed the time together, as well as the release such play granted. Noalanon wasn’t sure what ze would do without Jolapen in zir life.

      The family was in the living room, sitting on pillows on the floor around the small table in front of the stuffed couch. They played a game with dice, moving their character pieces through a maze painted on a stiff, oiled cloth. The children as well as the adults had to make up a song, poem, or even occasionally dance when they landed on specifically colored squares, which the others got to judge as worthy or not.

      The twins tended to vote together, either for or against, though the three children frequently ganged up on one or or the other of their parents. It was a silly game that brought much laughter to all of them.

      In the morning, they would all go back to their real lives. The children would be returning to school. Jolapen would go back to laboriously writing up contracts, specializing in land and property deeds. And Noalanon would start training her next group of Wind and Sea People, guiding them through the customs of the Stone People so that they would have an appreciation for one another.

      It was a good life, though Noalanon couldn’t help but feel both impatience for this phase to be over, for the next phase of things to take hold, as well as sadness that this part would be over so quickly.

      The night sighed around zir, the darkness pressing in.

      Noalanon couldn’t help but feel as though ze would get zir wish sooner than ze expected.
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          Sea

        

      

    

    
      Liseth listened to the young singers, keeping a smile pasted on her face. What the chorale lacked in precision they certainly tried to make up for with enthusiasm.

      Two dozen singers had gathered around the base of the statue of Ishkra in the main temple of the capital city of the Sea People, where Liseth served as head priestess. The vaulted ceiling echoed the sweet notes back to the singers, smoothing out some of the more sour ones. They wore their winter holiday best, white shirts with fur or wool collars fluffed out, plain dark trousers and straw sandals.

      Liseth sat in the first pew by herself, while the fathers, and sometimes the mothers, of the children filled out many of the pews behind her. The long benches with high backs were beautifully carved out of solid maple wood, golden in color, with graceful scrolls and curves at the edges. A solid brass pole went horizontally across the backs of the bench backs, called a comfort pole, and used by those less used to being on land. In the sea, there were no chairs, just poles that people hung onto to keep them in place.

      The statue of Ishkra smiled kindly on those gathered at her feet. Liseth had always liked the main statue in the temple, standing twenty-five feet tall and at least fifteen feet at the base. It appeared to be carved out of a single piece of white soapstone, though Liseth knew that the Stone People had actually provided solid granite for the center of the statue and merely a covering of the white stone for her people to carve.

      The statue showed the dual nature of the Sea People. The right side was the land-based form, with individual fingers and a smooth neck. The left side was their sea-based form, with prominent gills sticking out of the neck, webbed fingers, and the hint of scales instead of smooth skin.

      While the Wind and Stone People could pretend to be each other if they changed their skin and hair color, the Sea People looked much different. They had no hair in either land or sea form. Instead, a bony ridge started at the crown of their head and went back to their necks. Their eyes tended to be spaced wider apart. They grew taller than either the Wind or Stone People as well, usually well over six feet, thin and willowy.

      How many years had Liseth listened to young people sing their winter hymns to Ishkra? Not yet thirty, but sometime it felt like over a hundred.

      This year had been a long one. Between the fights of the twin capitals—the land city Shiboleth and its sister water city, Sillboden—the fact that the number of births of the Sea People had decreased for the fifth year in a row while the Stone People were having more multiple births than ever before, and that the traditional beds for growing seaweed and other essential crops were producing less, Liseth felt as though she had been fighting a slow, weed-clogged war for most of this year.

      And there was no relief in sight, at least as far as she was concerned. She couldn’t retire yet. She hadn’t found a new replacement, though she needed to start grooming one. Soon, as the high priestesses tended to leave their position when they reached sixty, and she herself was already fifty-two.

      But Rygalass, the priestess Liseth had unofficially chosen as her replacement, had died that spring of one of the water-borne diseases. The Sea People were susceptible to more illnesses than either the Wind or the Stone People, with even the slightest cold turning fatal far too often, particularly as they aged.

      Liseth knew that it was Ishkra’s will for her people to be reborn more often than the Wind or Stone People, that Ishkra called them back more frequently to be bathed in her waters.

      But that didn’t explain why fewer of the Sea People were being born overall. Or how they were going to grow more kelp and other seaweed that they needed. They were going to have a crisis on their hands come next summer, or the year after that.

      Still, Liseth snapped her fingers together as well as made a clicking noise with her tongue to show her appreciation of the singers when they finished. They had no idea of the troubles that lay ahead. They were too young, too precious, the youngest of them barely five years old, while the oldest was maybe twelve.

      Their teachers ushered the young singers out of the sanctuary, on their way for spicy tea sweetened with apple juice and cookies. Their parents shuffled out after them, carrying their pride with them. Liseth sat alone in the sanctuary, a chill forming deep in her very bones.

      There were too many things to do. Too many arguments that she still needed to have. Too many options in front of her and not enough good or obvious choices.

      She needed help. And the goddess, for all her smiles, wasn’t answering any of Liseth’s prayers.
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      Liseth sat at her desk high in the main tower of the temple complex. The room itself wasn’t as fancy as the greeting rooms downstairs. No pearls or beautiful shells were embedded in the walls, no mosaics of sea glass and brilliant stones covered the floor. Instead, the walls were plain whitewashed brick, the floor well-polished wood. Bookcases filled two of the walls, scrolls and important tomes wedged in tightly across the shelves. Liseth’s broad wooden desk was covered with books, scrolls, contracts, letters, and papers as well.

      A small window let in light to the left of where Liseth sat. The window itself was only a foot wide, though two feet tall. Wavy clear glass covered the opening. While Stone People had a magical gift for working with rock and could shape it without tools, and Wind People could do the same with wood, Sea People worked with glass. Glass workers created mere blobs of unformed glass that the Sea People could then shape and form without having to return it to the furnace.

      The primary nod Liseth had given to her position was the beautiful altar to Ishkra that sat in the corner, about a foot tall, carved out of limestone in the shape of an open clam shell with the goddess in her sea form striding forth across the waves. Liseth’s chair might also qualify, as it had the feel of a throne, with a high carved back and regal red-and-gold embroidered cushions.

      But this was a working office, and Liseth had other rooms where she could meet and entertain dignitaries.

      A timid knock at the door made Liseth sigh. “Come in!” she said cheerfully, despite her worries.

      Sasuelana poked her head in. “I hope I’m not intruding.”

      “No, I invited you here. Come in,” Liseth said firmly to the other priestess.

      Sasuelana scurried across the floor as if afraid something chased her. “How may I serve, my lady?” she asked. She was shorter than most of the Sea People, her skin a beautiful shade of blue-tinged white. The irises in her wide-set eyes were ringed with gold as well as green. She wore a flimsy sleeveless dress in a purple ombre that went from almost white around her face to a dark amethyst color, as well as well-made straw sandals.

      She looked ethereal, and she
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