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“The literal meaning
of apata is also
unknown as it derives its origins from an older Imarcian language.
An apata rainfall, bluish in tint, is the only type to kill outright.
Ironically, it is also the only one a person can heal from
completely.”

p. 27 An Imarcian Overview: For Beginners

 


 


Sey arrived in Imarcia during a
downpour.

Rain cloaked the land, blurring her path.
Her control of the high wind faltered as it met with those of
Imarcia’s storm. They yanked at her, all vying for her attention,
her exhaustion from the long run eating away her resolve until she
felt as if she would collapse.

For the briefest of moments the rain cleared
somewhat. In the sudden emptiness Sey thought she saw a man
standing before her. His stature firm and tall, his body dry. In
that breath, Sey almost stepped from the wind onto solid ground.
She twisted, hoping to verify where she was, but the world
disappeared as the winds swept past, taking advantage of her
hesitation.

She pulled at them, forcing them downward
towards land. By the time she stepped from the wind and took a
first true breath of Imarcian air, she had vastly overshot her
destination.

Not the best beginning.

Then the trickles of water seared into her
bare skin along her lower arms and left painful tracks down her
face. Sey stared in fascination at the blue-tinged streaks. Then
she screamed and clutched at her arms.

Blinking, she spun around, searching for the
high wind that had carried her here, but it was long gone, escaping
into the skies after she’d touched down. She could call them back
down, but she doubted she had the strength to control them. Not
anymore. Not after how long she’d run.

So she was stuck on Imarcia.

The gale whipped her dark hair into her
eyes. She pulled it out, shuddering at the pain from the rain. She
put a hand above her eyes, straining to see. There was the clear
outline of the city up ahead. She’d not overshot by too horribly
far then, thank the winds.

The blue-tinged water seeped into her skin
as she ran. The grasses smacked against her bare legs, their sharp
sting eating further and further into her. The dress she wore
caught against her body and between her legs and she wished she’d
dispensed with Imarcia’s custom. There was no helping that now.

One last push and she jumped into one of the
world’s storm winds, throwing all her strength into her legs. She
landed deftly upon the wind and rode it free from the rain.

But there had been too much clinging to her
already. She could already feel its bite seeping into her body,
attacking her in ways she’d rather not think about.

She maneuvered the wind through a crack in
the wall and dropped out of the storm gust onto a street under the
metal roof at the city’s edge. There she collapsed. Voices sounded
about her, whispering and shouting, but her mind was in too much
agony to translate.

She curled into a ball when someone started
drying her roughly, hands yanking at her limbs and pulling her
dress away from her skin.

“Afari,” Sey mouthed, her throat too
constricted for the word to come out clearly. She knew she had the
right language, she simply hoped she was thinking clear enough to
have the correct dialect. She coughed and tried again. “Ee mes
Afari.” I am of the Wind. The drying paused, then the voices
became louder and more agitated and someone called for a medic.

This wasn’t exactly how Sey’d anticipated
arriving at her first world. She cringed inside in embarrassment.
Then she relaxed into their grip, a darkness easing up around
her.

 


 


 


Rainwatcher Namaru Ebrit narrowed his
eyes, sure he had seen the blurred image of a figure running before
him. But now it was gone, lost in the rain or the wind. He waited
for the Cevayan messenger for another hour. He even turned at one
point and asked his advisor, Luwada, whether they had the correct
day.

Yes, they did. So Namaru waited, becoming
more and more stiff and irritated as he watched the apata
storm rage outside the netting. Finally he spun around and clasped
his hands behind his back.

“Windrunners,” he said with a shake of his
head to the others. “If the new messenger wants to keep us waiting,
he can arrive without a welcome.”

They gave a few chuckles and obediently
filed from the platform. Namaru gave one last long look into the
storm, then he strode back into the keep where stone and metal
stove off the dangers of the rain instead of fallible netting.

As he walked through the halls back to his
rooms he could hear the waterfalls of different filters within and
without the walls. The trickling made the keep come alive in
comforting music with every rainfall. It eased the stiffness from
his shoulders and the annoyance from his mind. At least to some
degree.

This wouldn’t be the first storm of the
week. Another apata storm would hit later on, weaker than
this one, but just as dangerous. Tomorrow there would be a
ninata storm. He could taste it in the air, even while the
apata still raged. He could feel it even more in his bones,
where he didn’t just suspect, but knew when the storms would come
days before they came.

There would be a week of storms. This week.
The week he had set aside for welcoming the Windrunner, intending
on sending the man into Renaci to keep Turis busy. Lafari Turis,
Renaci’s Rainwatcher. That man had a tendency to become flustered
with the Windrunners about, more worried about what they thought
than how they could be used. His mistake.

For after this week the area around Elarrc
was set to have a drought. A spell that would last almost two
weeks. At least two weeks of no rain. Two weeks to bring his
hunters a few scant steps from Renaci’s walls.

This new Windrunner had better not upset his
plans.

Namaru ground his boot into the metal as a
filter groaned inside the walls, echoing down the hall and
startling a few workers who’d paused to bow. Then he glanced out a
paned window, the netting only barely visible on the other side. A
precaution, in case the glass were to break.

The apata storm still raged,
attempting to seep into the metal roof of the city and finding it
impossible to penetrate. He gave a grim smile, then turned his
steps in a different direction, towards his office.

 


 


 


Sey awoke stiff and sore from much
more than just her long run within the winds. Lifting one arm, she
saw a light bandage running from the back of her hand. She pushed
herself up, letting the blanket fall, seeing she wore a loose
covering that was not her own. Then she gasped at the pain in her
legs and sank back, tears welling in her eyes.

The noise must have carried for the next
moment a male face hovered over her. He spoke rapidly, his hands
gently pushing her back down upon the bed as he checked her
bandages.

“Usrie,” Sey said. Slow.

He jerked his head back up. “You are not
fluent in Imarcian?” he asked slowly.

She licked her lips. “I am fluent, but have
not practiced with a true Imarcian before now. I’ll need a short
time to adjust my mind.”

She would need time to adjust to other
things as well. The rain of her home world did not sting as
Imarcia’s did. She’d been warned, had read thoroughly of Imarcia’s
ecology, but her hesitation had cost her too much.

At least it had been a blue storm.
Apata. She needed to remember to use those terms even in her
mind. The people here did not think of the rains in terms of color,
but of what they could do. She shuddered to think of what might
have happened to her had she’d set down during an imasa
storm. That type of storm was unforgiving, melding a
person’s being into whatever it wished.

The man nodded. “They said you were of the
Wind. I welcome you to our world, though I am no one of importance
and you would have been better served to set down at the keep of
the Rainwatcher.”

Sey smiled, though the crinkling of her face
sent tendrils of pain through it. “We are all important to someone.
My name is Sey Le Famre El Aseyv, a daughter of Cevaya and chaser
of the high storms.”

He inclined his head in greeting. “Furani
Ubas, a lowly medic who is honored to be of service to a member of
the Wind.”

Sey relaxed further into the pillow,
grateful that her first arrival had been to a world who respected
her people. If it had been a different one . . . one where Cevayans
were treated as abominations, or crazy, or on the one or two where
her people were hunted . . .

She shivered. Furani looked up from where
he’d been applying more salve to one of her legs. “Pain?”

“Within my legs, yes, but not so much I can
not bear it.”

He went back to his work with a concerned
face. When he finished and wiped his hands upon a towel, he turned
back to her. “Do you have an appetite? I can bring something.”

She nodded. “Yes, thank you.”

As he left, she sat herself back up and
sighed. The pain was nothing against the embarrassment she felt at
making such a horrible mistake. Her people always knew everything
about the worlds they visited. Or else they did not visit.

She’d been taught language first, and the
dialects of the different factions in Imarcia. Then history, of
both the people and the land, though that had been scarce, given
the world. Their culture had been rich, especially here in southern
Imarcia where’d she’d set down from the high winds. She’d been
immersed as completely as possible in the world of Imarcia until
she dreamed about the land and its rains.

Then there’d been the vaccines she’d been
injected with. Some had laid her up for days as she fought off the
weak versions of the diseases. Then there’d been plants she’d been
rubbed with so that her body would become desensitized to their
sting. She’d drunk wines and ate fruits of the world so her body
could become accustomed to digesting them.

She’d had to learn so much. At times she’d
thought her head might explode from all the knowledge of a land
she’d never seen but for pictures. She’d kept going though, knowing
her own mother had been to six different worlds beyond their own so
far and had not once brought shame to her name.

She peeled back the top of one of her
bandages to look at her skin. Whatever Furani had done made the
skin less sensitive, though her muscles ached. Beneath the salve,
the skin held an ugly bluish tint.

Sighing, Sey berated herself. She couldn’t
afford to be sick. So far her report would cause anyone to cringe.
She had to turn that around somehow. Had to stop the problems here,
and she couldn’t very well do that in bed.

She glanced at the door Furani had
disappeared through and felt a flush of shame wash over her. Maybe
relations were too strained to remedy now. Maybe the problems had
escalated and were beyond her ability to redirect. How long had she
been lying here uselessly?

Her hands did not shake as she lifted them
up and turned them over. Her palms seemed to have escaped unscathed
at least and the backs of her hands did not sting as her legs had
before Furani had salved them. Neither did the muscles in her
fingers ache. She flexed them experimentally.

She started to pull off the blanket, meaning
to swing her legs over the side of the bed, when she heard Furani
in the hall. Instead, she watched as he came in with a tray, her
back straight and her face still to keep it from wrinkling up and
causing more agony where the rain had seeped into her cheek.

“You should be resting, Wind woman.”

“Windrunner is fine,” she corrected him. On
no world would they ever go by Wind woman. Windrunner, yes. And
some places they were termed Windriders. But both were sexless
titles, leaving no room for either patriarchal or matriarchal
leaning societies to inflict their biases upon the Cevayans.

“As you wish.” He set the tray down upon the
stand beside the bed. “Simple things. Hepp and hot bread. No
flavors though. I did not want you to upset your stomach as
well.”

“How long have I been asleep?”

Furani’s eyes glazed over and looked to be
counting in his head. “You were carried in here five days ago.”

Sey swallowed. Five days. Five days ago she
had been scheduled to arrive in Imarcia. She could well imagine the
annoyance she had caused at Elarrc keep.

She could also feel the eyes of the Spire
Regent boring into her when told how unprofessionally Sey had
arrived. She shifted uncomfortably, frustrated with herself. An
ache pounded harder for a moment within one of her legs. She winced
inwardly. Five days and her legs still seared with pain without
medicine. She twisted the sheet in her fingers, then forced herself
to relax.

She had to turn this around. “What is going
on right now with Renaci?”

Furani looked taken aback. “You know about
the problems with Renaci?”

“Of course,” she said smoothly. “Why do you
think I am here?”

He stammered for a moment, then said, “Well,
I didn’t think it my place to guess. Things are strained,
certainly. And the Rainwatcher is beginning to act as if he has
plans concerning Renaci’s raiding. But I’m a medic, not a hunter or
a guard. I wouldn’t see how exactly there could be an all out war
with Renaci, even with us having the best Rainwatcher we’ve had in
decades.” Furani shook his head.

The Rainwatchers. They were who Sey should
be speaking to right now. She was supposed to be delivering
messages back and forth, helping to bring forth a more peaceful
resolution to their issues.

Sey watched Furani slice open a hepp. Her
stomach threatened to growl at the sight of it. No, duty first. “I
need to speak to the Rainwatcher,” she said.

Furani stopped mid-slice. “You are still
healing, it is not a good idea. Besides, the Rainwatcher would find
your disregard for your body disturbing. No Imarcian woman should
ever go beyond the barriers.”

The sudden shift in Furani’s behavior
shocked Sey. She pushed back the blanket and, ignoring the pain in
her legs, she stood. Her head came to only his shoulder. Cevayans
were naturally of shorter stature and more slender physique, making
it easier to bend and sway within the stronger, stormier high
winds.

Here though, that smallness put her at a
disadvantage and Sey knew that, so she pulled herself up and
crossed her arms. “I am not an Imarcian woman. I do not hide
behind walls and barriers to protect my womb. I am a Windrunner. I
brave the storms and gales that not only rage in your world, but
those between the worlds in the emptiness that is death to step out
on. I risk more than you ever will every time I step within a wind
and if that means I must deal with injury, then it does not also
mean that I am lessened because of it.”

Furani stepped back at the force of her
words, though Sey had to admit they would have held more weight had
she not been half bandaged up. Or maybe they held more weight
because she was injured, signifying the risks she took simply to
get to Imarcia and how tired she had been when she’d arrived. But
the people here couldn’t appreciate that.

Then she frowned. Regardless of her words,
she couldn’t very well jump into another wind as hurt as she was.
But still, she should be at the keep. Her voice and her mind had
not been harmed so she could still speak with the Rainwatcher in
Elarrc even if she could not send his messages to Renaci.

“Thank you for caring for me, but I do need
to see the Rainwatcher. Can you send a message to him requesting an
audience so that he knows that the scheduled Windrunner has
arrived?”

Furani nodded shortly and bowed, though Sey
could see the conflict in his eyes. She sincerely hoped it was his
worry as a medic and not as a man that held his reservations.

 


 


 


The message had been opened by
Namaru’s assistant during screening. Siflaro had thought the note
had been trash and had been merely glancing at it before he threw
it out with the rest. Namaru didn’t fault the man. He’d hand-picked
Siflaro because of his thoroughness. Any other might have made the
assumption without ever opening the letter and Namaru would have
never known the Windrunner had arrived.

Though, now that he stared at the letter he
wondered if not knowing would have been better. A third of his men
would be ready to march in two days. Another third had been broken
apart, given the bulk of the rainsuits and sent out throughout the
week in much smaller units. Things had already begun progressing
and this wasn’t something he wanted to deal with before he
left.

Namaru tapped the letter against his desk
once, wondering whether he should give it back to his assistant to
dispose. The man would keep his mouth shut and if the Windrunner
were to surface within the city later, it could be said that the
letter must have been simply screened without ever reaching the
Rainwatcher’s eyes.

Sighing, Namaru leaned back, dropping the
letter. But that wouldn’t solve the problem, it would merely
postpone it and had the potential for making it worse. Better to
deal with things now. And as quickly as possible.

He called out. Siflaro came to the open door
and bowed quickly.

“Have rooms prepared for our new Windrunner
. . . but not the normal Windrunner quarters. I don’t want
him jumping about without my knowing right now,” said Namaru. “And
send for Islaru and Captain Etemi.”

Siflaro bowed again and backed out of the
room. Namaru rose and walked to the east side of his room until he
stood almost against the window that spread from top to bottom of
the wall. It was one of two windows in the room, the other centered
upon the opposite wall. Both put in for a Rainwatcher long dead
who’d wished to see the skies constantly.

Namaru didn’t technically need them, but he
never considered removing them. They made the storms feel closer.
The storm now, another apata, raged outside. It would be a
short one. Come and gone quickly, though most of the people in
Elarrc wouldn’t notice but for the filters churning for a few
hours.

Blue streaks ran down the lines of the
almost invisible netting. Apata, the least dangerous of all
the rains, though the most painful.

He couldn’t see much beyond the city’s roof
but for a splotch of darkness. On a clear day the colors of the
forest shone. The trees stained from the rains, colored reds and
blues and yellows and all the shades between from when the storms
mixed. Green was the heaviest, given that apata and
ninata storms came far more often than the imasa. The
last Windrunner had said he appreciated that little fact, for most
worlds had forests of all greens unless the trees were
blossoming.

The Windrunner.

Namaru frowned at the apata storm. It
was protocol to spend days introducing the new messenger to the
keep. To supply him with anything he needed before the first time
he was requested to send any messages. It’d be rude to send him off
within the two days that Namaru had.

Then Siflaro announced the Guard Captain.
Etemi had stepped into the office and bowed before Namaru turned
around. Namaru waved Etemi up and went to lean against the front of
his desk, the fingers of one hand resting lightly on the
letter.

“I’ve a little bit of a problem,” said
Namaru, “that I’m hoping you’ll be able to help me with.”

Etemi gave a crooked smile, his long face
lighting up. “I knew you wouldn’t leave us completely out of this.
There’s only so many times I can order my men to check the city’s
defenses.”

At Namaru’s raised brow, Etemi added,
“They’re fine, just so you know. Had secondary netting added to the
inside of all the windows throughout the city and the keep in case
of sabotage. My guards are antsy having to watch all the hunters
suit up and disappear out into the storms and are finishing things
faster than normal.”

Namaru waved away the topic with a brief
flick of his hand. “You and some of your men were there to welcome
the Windrunner.” He stated it, but Etemi nodded anyway. “It seems
that our new messenger did set down that day, merely not at the
keep for some unknown reason.”

Etemi smile faded somewhat. “You think he
was trying to learn your plans?”

“Possibly.” The thought had occurred to
Namaru, but it seemed too farfetched. The last Windrunner had never
been overly observant and would never have left the comforts of the
keep while he was here. He’d never run on a stormy day either,
making it easy enough to work around him. Namaru could only hope
that this new one was made from the same cloth.

“However,” he continued, “regardless of what
our new Windrunner was doing, he’s requested an audience and I’m
sure much more will be demanded once he gets here. So I want his
entrance to be on my terms, not his. The last thing I need is him
sweeping in on some gust while I’m in the middle of something for
Renaci.”

“Here,” said Namaru as he handed Etemi the
letter, turning it over so the Captain could see the address on the
back. “This is where he’s staying at the moment. I want you to
bring him in. Respectfully, of course.”

Etemi’s crooked smile was back. “Of
course.”

“And then I want guards on him no matter
where he goes. He won’t have a balcony like the last few, so it’ll
be easier to keep tabs. Also, Siflaro!” Namaru raised his voice to
call his assistant in. “I have a few more things that your men will
need to know about. Normally I wouldn’t have them involved, but
I’ve less mechanics to work with at the moment.”

By the time Etemi left, Namaru had given him
and Siflaro a long list of alterations and upgrades to have made to
the keep for next week when the filters wouldn’t be in use. It
would cause a small uproar among the keep workers since so many
passageways would become unusable, and Luwada would complain . . .
loudly, no doubt, but the nuisances wouldn’t be permanent and they
would learn to live with them.

And the complaints would serve to also cause
distraction for the Windrunner, which couldn’t be considered a bad
thing.

When Siflaro finally announced Islaru,
Namaru had written up an order to the keep’s main netmaker, a
polite answer to the Windrunner’s letter, postponed the harvesting
for another week in order to let the sun dry more of the rain from
the soil, and approved a hunt on a passing herd of diomurs for the
next day.

That last would be of some use. The diomurs
were loud and destructive before they were slaughtered or broken
for riding. And with half the keep suddenly having something else
to keep them occupied, the disappearance of the bulk of the hunters
and mechanics would become less than interesting.

“A diomur hunt right now?” asked Islaru, his
bearded face turning a bit skeptical.

“Yes,” said Namaru without looking up. “Pick
out a few more hunters to remain in the city. Ten to twenty of
them. Make them loud and unforgettable, I want the hunter presence
large enough to not be suspiciously undermanned when we ride out in
the wake of the storm.”

He glanced at the window, though he didn’t
need to in order to know that the apata storm was already
fading and there would be nothing left but drying mud tomorrow to
signify it had ever been here.

“Also,” Namaru continued, “there’s a little
issue of now having to hide our preparations for the march to
Renaci.”

“The Windrunner appeared.”

Namaru looked up at his lead hunter. Astute,
but then Namaru wouldn’t have him any other way.

 


 


 


Sey took short walks around her room
the rest of that first afternoon. Short, because she realized after
drawing herself up to speak to Furani that she had been much weaker
than she’d first thought. Short, because the muscles in her calves
cramped up directly after, from more than just her long run in the
high storms.

The next morning after breakfast, Furani
brought in a letter with the Rainwatcher’s seal upon it. Sey
thanked him, noting he did not stay to speak with her. He’d become
much quieter since she’d first woken up and she was starting to
regret having reprimanded him.

No. That train of thought would cause her to
lose her focus. She knew when she’d first stepped foot into the
high winds to come to Imarcia that she would be without family and
friends. That loneliness would pass, preferably without her making
decisions based upon it.

The letter was shorter than her walks had
been:

 


“Windrunner,

 


Elarrc’s guards will be coming to escort you
to the keep where you will be given rooms fit for your station.

 


Rainwatcher Namaru Ebrit.”

 


She threw the letter down upon the bed in
disgust. Nothing there but a name she’d already known. At least he
seemed to have penned the note himself, which told her something
specific about the man. He preferred to do the work himself, or at
least be heavily involved, rather than rattle off a sentence to an
assistant.

Sinking onto the bed, relief flowing through
her legs as she did so, Sey tried to think. There’d been no time
frame at all upon the letter. Nothing to indicate when the
Rainwatcher would have her brought in. So was she just to sit and
wait?

That rankled.

It bothered her enough that she stood again
and staggered from the room in search of Furani. She paused when
she reached the top of a staircase. It wasn’t overly steep, but it
had no rails, blocked in as it was with walls to either side. She
took a breath and gripped the wall as tightly as she could as she
took the steps one at a time.

Halfway down the steps Sey’s hand slipped
onto something smooth. The window wasn’t made of the same type of
glass as in her home world. Here it was thicker, a bit harder to
see through. On the other side, bluish rain caught upon some sort
of netting and trickled down to pool in a ripped gap in the metal
covering the outside of the building.

She’d not realized Furani lived on the outer
edge of Elarrc, though she shouldn’t have been surprised.

“Windrunner!” At the foot of the steps,
Furani gasped. He came to her, arms outstretched as if to gather
her up like a child and usher her back to bed.

Sey’s legs gave a sudden lurch, but she
steadied herself smoothly, not wanting to show how horribly she
ached. Then she held up a hand to stall him. “I need my dress. Or
at least I need a dress.”

“Of course. Yours has been washed and
pressed to remove all the apata from it. But why now?”

“I’ve told you. I need to speak with the
Rainwatcher and I’m not waiting around for him to send someone to
pick me up.”

Furani glanced down at her legs. “I don’t
mean to be rude . . .” he started.

“Then don’t.” Sey snapped out the words a
little more harshly than she’d intended.

It hadn’t been Furani’s fault she’d overshot
the keep. It was her own naivety. And that made it worse to
swallow. She took a breath and attempted to make amends. “I
appreciate all you’ve done for me and I assure you I will be
informing the Rainwatcher of your generosity, but I have things I
was sent here to do.”

That pacified him to some extent, though he
did convince her to let him reapply the salve again upon her legs
before she dressed and prepared herself for an audience with the
Rainwatcher.

The salve made the pain lessen enough she
felt confident in her ability. For a few moments she even thought
she might be decent enough to get up the speed to catch a wind.
Until she began to brush out her hair.

It came out in streams, falling into a messy
pile upon the floor and filling the brush before she’d barely gone
a few passes. She used her hands to feel how much was gone, finding
small circles of bare spots upon her scalp and on the top of her
head.

The apata rain must have sunk through
slightly. Not enough to cause her head to ache as her legs did, not
enough to leave splotches of pain like those upon her face and
arms. The hair must have blocked much of it since she hadn’t been
out for very long, but the little that had reached her skin had
killed the roots there.

And she had no idea whether it was
permanent. She stared at the brush in disgust, then went back at
her hair with a stronger hand before twisting the thinned hair
together into a loose knot upon the top of her head, spreading the
hair slightly. It hid much of the bald spots, though she could feel
one or two in the front that would be difficult for anyone to
miss.

She cleaned up the hair as best she could,
biting her lip upon the tears that threatened to well up. They
weren’t for the hair—that had only served to frustrate her further.
She’d long imagined her first assignment. The entrance when she’d
first set down. Greeting the leader of whichever world, whichever
city she’d landed upon. She’d imagined helping to solve
problems.

She’d not imagined being one herself.

She stood, running a hand down the dress
she’d soaked six days previous. She wished again that she’d
foregone Imarcian tradition and worn the light pants of her own
people. She’d have been able to hide the bluish tinge of her legs
at least.

Shaking her head at herself, Sey took a
steadying breath. Turning her thoughts in that direction wouldn’t
help her now. She had what she had and she had to make it
work.

“Be thankful it was an apata storm.
Be thankful you still have your mind. Be thankful you’re not still
bandaged up,” she said. The skin was still tender and Furani warned
her not to rub it against anything, but at least now she could look
like a person.

By the time she’d composed herself, thanked
Furani for some extra salve and was saying her good-byes, a
staccato knock came upon his door. When he answered, Sey stood
behind him, arms held loosely at her sides.

“Furani Ubas? We’re here to escort the
Windrunner back to the keep.” The man’s eyes slid from Furani to
Sey, lingering over the side of her face where she knew a slight
blue streak still stood out against her skin. Then his eyes flicked
back to Furani. “Is he still here?”

Sey gave a wry smile and stepped up, gently
pushing Furani away from the doorway. “I’ve kept your Rainwatcher
waiting quite long enough, don’t you think?”
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“They like their women how
we like our wyverns: hard-working, strong and obedient. Beauty is a
plus, but no amount of apata
scarring or slight ninata affections will divert a
man’s attentions as long as the first three desires are
met.”

p. 35 Societal Influences in the Southern Continents

 


 


Namaru had barely settled himself, one
hand resting against the raised silver droplets that seemed to pour
down from the armrests of his chair, when the guards to the side
shifted and Etemi entered. The Captain strode up the side of the
crowded hall until he stood behind Namaru.

“This Windrunner is a far cry different than
the last. Younger too. And she’s quite nice on the eyes as well,”
said Etemi.

It took a moment for Namaru to register what
Etemi had said. Then his heart skipped a beat before dropping into
the pit of his stomach. The last thing he needed was for his
people to see a female acting his superior and undermining his
authority. A female Windrunner could potentially accomplish both
without ever saying a single negative word about him. He’d always
assumed that Cevaya would only send men. Why, he didn’t know.
Probably considering they always had.

His fingers dug into the armrest, the silver
droplets pressing against his flesh. Almost everything he’d
prepared mentally to say to the Windrunner fell away in a wash of
uselessness. He couldn’t say most of it now, not without
acting as if she were better than he. With the others he could give
some amount of respect, showing equality between them.

He took a breath and mentally shook the
numbness from his mind. Everything remained the same. He simply had
to adjust accordingly. A female Windrunner could be used just as
effectively as a male one, as long as she was treated slightly
different.

Namaru took a breath and held it for a
moment. Then, mind moving more quickly now, he said, without
turning his head and low enough so that only Etemi could hear,
“Send an order for her rooms to be altered. Clothes, decor,
everything more fitting.” He heard Etemi murmur an affirmative.
“Also check on those assigned to her. Give her younger women.
Talkative women. I want her at ease enough with the
information she can glean from them that she doesn’t go stalking
for more.”

He thought for a moment, hoping he wasn’t
missing something crucial. Then he dismissed Etemi with a flick of
his hand and nodded to Luwada for the first issue of the day.

It took all the control he had to not
constantly keep flicking his eyes to the back of the room to search
for the Windrunner. She’d be announced when she came, he had seen
to that so it wouldn’t be a surprise. He’d wanted to be sure that
he’d gone through at least a good portion of the issues on the
docket today before she was brought before him.

Needed to rather, for he knew at least one
or two of them had to do with the harvest he was postponing. He’d
proven himself time and again to be the best Rainwatcher Elarrc had
ever had, and yet despite that there were always some group or
another who doubted. They were fewer and further between now, but
they still came out of the metal walls occasionally. Especially
during a harvest when nerves wrung high.

But rather than announce to the Windrunner
that he had things that required his attention, he’d covered up
that need with ordering that the Windrunner be offered a variety of
his—her—needs be addressed first, as if he were concerned with her
well-being. Which he was, to an extent. He certainly didn’t want
the attention Elarrc would draw with the Cevayans if she were to
die in his city.

He tapped a finger to his chin and nodded to
the small group before him. Smaller than last time, he saw. Then he
held out a finger, stalling the rest of their argument.

“Are the fields ready?” Namaru asked.

One man glanced at the others and then
answered for them all, “For the most part, Rainwatcher.”

“For the most part,” Namaru repeated with an
amused twitch at the corner of his lips. “Is that a yes or a
no?”

“Well,” the man said. “There’s some that
haven’t matured properly yet, but most of the fields have
plenty.”

“And the apata and ninata
rains that fell this past week. They have dried and have been
completely filtered within the plants?”

The man gave a shrug, then answered, “We
always take the risk they haven’t, Rainwatcher. Better to have
tainted food than none at all.”

“I agree,” drawled Namaru with the corner of
his mouth curving further. The group shifted in relief, but froze
when Namaru went on. “However, I also agree that untainted food is
better than tainted. So you will wait for a week as I’ve ordered so
that the plants will have filtered the rain through their own
systems.”

They began speaking again, protesting and
warning of the possibility of more rains. Of imasa rains.
But Namaru held up a hand, all amusement gone now. “You will have
two weeks. One week to wait. One week to harvest whatever crop is
ready. I give you my word on this as your Rainwatcher.”

They still looked skeptical when they bowed
at his order. Though they shouldn’t.

Inside, Namaru seethed. They still looked at
his youth, though he’d won his title fairly. Though he’d sat as
Rainwatcher for almost six years now. Not even thirty, they said
behind his back among the roofed streets of Elarrc. Not old enough
to have studied the skies to be as learned as the last
Rainwatchers.

But he’d never failed them, not once.

And still some doubted at times such as
these.

If Namaru bit down harder on his answers
throughout the next hour or if his orders were more stringent,
Luwada never gave any sign.

As the hour drew to a close, Namaru found it
harder and harder not to let his gaze slide to the back of the
room. As if the Windrunner could have slipped away from his people
and joined the others waiting to bring their issues before him. She
wouldn’t. Namaru trusted his men’s diligence enough to stall her
appropriately before it was time. Still, the worry remained, hidden
behind a hard gaze he directed towards his own people.

When the Windrunner finally entered, all of
the guards snapped to attention, their long ataguns banging against
their thighs in the wake of the sudden movement. Etemi’s tenor
voice carried over those gathered, causing a hush to fall before
he’d said more than the first words.

“Announcing the new Windrunner for Imarcia,
Sey Le Famre El Aseyv, who requests a moment of our Rainwatcher’s
time.” At the back of the room, easily seeable down the middle hall
kept clear for easy passage, Etemi bowed, then waited patiently for
Namaru’s response.

Namaru leaned forward as if more interested
than he was and nodded to Etemi, lifting one hand slightly in a
motion of allowance.

Then he thanked the rains for Etemi’s
forewarning.

Windrunner Sey was a slight thing. The dress
she wore had an Imarcian cut, tight at the top to keep water from
leaking in, and the cloth looked Imarcian as well, thicker than
some of the thinner materials Namaru had seen the last Windrunner
wear.

Her hair was on the darker side, but still
brown, and pulled loosely up on her head in a very unImarcian way.
Better to have it cut short to fit inside a rainsuit, or grown long
and full to help protect your head. On either side of her face, her
hair curled from the humidity, bouncing with each step. Also very
unImarcian. Imarcian women kept their hair full of some cream that
let it lay flat even on the most humid of days.

The contrast of her dress and hair confused
Namaru. Until she stepped closer.

He could see the definition in the muscles
of her legs, legs that took steps strong and sure despite being
blue-tinged from apata rains. Namaru raised his eyes up her
body, noting the stiff way she shifted her weight as she walked,
noting that her wounds did nothing to counteract her
attractiveness, though they did serve to give him a reason why it’d
taken so long for her to contact him after arriving.

“Rainwatcher Namaru Ebrit,” said the
Windrunner, as she inclined her head a fraction. Enough so that she
showed respect for his station, not enough that she gave him
superiority. “I wish to extend an apology for my late arrival. It
was inappropriate of me to put you through the frustration and I
can assure you it will never happen again. Please forgive me.”

Namaru stared at her, barely controlling his
face enough to not let his shock show. But shocked he was. He’d
been planning on berating her for her lateness to throw her off,
giving him the upper hand in their dealings. Now that was
impossible.

He let half his mouth curl up and waved a
hand languidly. “Not at all. I am simply glad to see you safe and
that the journey to Imarcia was not too much for you.”

The Windrunner’s eyes sharpened. “The
winds will never be too much for any Windrunner.” Then she
smiled. “Rain, however, makes it difficult to see.”

Namaru gave a low laugh. “I apologize then,
on the behalf of all Imarcia, for our dangerous rains. I assure
you, could we find a way to filter the storms before they even fell
to our city, we would.”

“I’m sure you would,” she answered him
quietly, sounding as if she meant it with every fiber of her
being.

She’d experienced Imarcia’s rains and lived
to heal from it, so Namaru hazarded she’d be even more cautious
than the last Windrunner when it came to her runs. Better for him,
in more ways than one.

It meant she’d remain safely tucked away
inside during a storm. It meant she’d have a fear of their rains
over and beyond the normal Windrunner. It meant she wouldn’t go
wandering the keep and into places where maintenance was taking
place. He didn’t wish harm on her, but he could definitely see the
upside to the scare and the wounds she’d received.

Yet, where there was an upside, there was a
downside as well. She seemed to be standing firm now, but he
doubted she’d be able to run as much as she needed to in order to
ride the winds. So she’d be laid up continuing to heal. Which meant
Namaru couldn’t send her from Elarrc as quickly as he’d
planned.

He racked his brain as he regarded her for a
moment, attempting to find a way around this problem. “Hopefully,
the duration of your stay in Imarcia will be much less eventful.
You have had your needs seen to, I presume?” Of course she had, but
he’d learned it was always polite to ask, since almost every
Windrunner had something to complain about.

He waited for the requests—more like demands
when they came from a Windrunner’s mouth—but they didn’t come.
Instead, her demeanor altered slightly, as if she’d decided
something. “Your people have been more than accommodating, but that
is not why I wished to speak with you, Namaru.”

She used his name with grating familiarity,
her face serene as if unaware of the whispers she’d started behind
her. But looking into her eyes, Namaru suspected she was catching
far more than she let on. The Windrunners always came with more
knowledge of Imarcia than even some of his own people. The
likelihood of her acting out of ignorance was low.

Or nonexistent.

He motioned for her to continue, pretending
to ignore the drop of his title. Two could play at this game and if
she wanted to be seen as familiar he could arrange things thus.

“The cities of Imarcia have flourished
amazingly well considering all the dangers posed on your world,”
she said. “But despite that, your population has dwindled to a
point where Imarcia holds but a tiny fraction of people compared to
the numbers on other worlds.”

They knew that already. Every
Windrunner seemed intent on pointing out how much better off other
worlds were in comparison.

“So,” she continued, “I wish to discuss
Elarrc’s relations with Renaci. We fear that an intercity war may
be imminent, started mostly from the culture separation that
exists, and we hope to prevent as much death as possible.”

Blunt of her.

Namaru blanched, but only inwardly, keeping
his outer face calm and collected. Normally the Windrunners weren’t
quite so invested, content to carry their messages between the
cities of Imarcia, uncaring of content. And they rarely, if ever,
mentioned anything to do with their assignment the moment they
arrived.

Though, Namaru admitted, this Windrunner had
arrived almost a week previous.

A sudden horrible thought occurred to
Namaru. What if she had been gathering information, planning
on bypassing the keep when she arrived? What if the apata
storm had been merely an unfortunate coincidence in her original
plans.

No. Wounds such as were on her legs would
have knocked her out for days. At least, Namaru hoped that had been
the case.

As if reading his thoughts, she continued,
“My late arrival has made it impossible for me to waste time on
less important matters. I would rather not waste your time with
trivialities.”

She had to be in pain from the way her legs
were stained with apata, but she stood straight without
flinching. Her eyes flicked over his seat, slipping beyond to each
of the men he employed, seeming to see everything and missing
nothing. Gone were Namaru’s hopes of having some easily
controllable Windrunner. This woman would be a lot more frustrating
to work around.

Frustrating, yet not impossible. But this
wasn’t a conversation to be had amongst the public.

“Let us walk,” he said, standing to inform
her that it wasn’t a suggestion. He stepped down until he was close
enough he could smell her, her scent filled with winds he couldn’t
place underneath a heavy layer of Imarcian apata rains.

This close he could see a healing streak
upon the left side of her face and tiny hairless areas upon her
head. This close he could almost see the pain behind the confidence
in her eyes. Almost, but not quite. But he knew it was there.

If she were anyone else he’d have offered to
discuss things within the comfort of his office where she could sit
and rest her legs. “My gardens are beautiful and you haven’t had a
chance to enjoy them as of yet. We shall walk there.”

He winced inside as he proffered his arm,
knowing how cruel he was being. He would never have treated an
Imarcian woman thus. But this wasn’t an Imarcian woman, he reminded
himself. This was a Windrunner and she could ruin everything. He
needed her off her game. He wanted her to be in pain so that she
would have more difficulty keeping her concentration.

Elarrc depended upon this.

But that didn’t make him feel any better
about it.

She declined his arm with a slight smile and
a shake of her head. So she didn’t want to seem as if she needed
him to steady her. All the better.

Namaru reached out and slid his fingers
under her elbow, up far enough he did not touch her healing skin,
and held her firmly in a claiming grip. Let his people believe that
her name drop had been because she was so used to speaking it
elsewhere and that her presence here today was merely
formality.

She obviously knew his intention, for she
stiffened under his fingers, but her only option at this point was
to cause a scene. And that wouldn’t do for a Windrunner. He could
tell she seethed though, from the smolder in her eye as she passed
him a casual glance when they stepped into the hall, his guards
falling into step behind.

 


 


 


Sey wanted to tear her arm away from
Namaru’s grasp, but two things held her steady. First, and less
important, she didn’t want him to accidently irritate her skin. And
second, she didn’t want to let him know he’d annoyed her. She’d
meant to use immediate familiarity as a way of counteracting any
attempts on his part to dictate how she should go about her
assignment.

Yet, he’d managed to turn that around
quickly. She didn’t have to hear the whispers in the room as they
left to know what his people were saying about them.

Namaru guided her into an upper room of the
keep that opened up into the gardens. The room’s humidity hit her
with force as they entered and she felt the back of her neck begin
to itch.

Most of the plants were naturally green,
though their budding flowers were bright. A few though had strong
reddish tendencies or were shaded violet or orange from centuries
of evolution out in the rains. A strong netting overhead, this one
much thicker and more obvious than the ones on the windows, blocked
out a portion of the sun. A large portion to Sey’s eyes, but in
comparison to the rest of Elarrc, the gardens were quite
bright.

He dropped his hold on her almost
immediately, proving it’d been a move for show rather than any real
attempt to claim her.

It also meant she didn’t have the pleasure
of removing his hand herself.

“Namaru,” she began, wondering how badly he
was cringing inside when she didn’t act as one of his people. He
seemed to be a smart enough man to not let it affect him. At least
she hoped he was because she needed both Elarrc and Renaci to view
her as a separate entity, not working for either or both of
them.

“I understand that most of the previous
Windrunners who’ve been assigned to Imarcia have acted as
messengers solely throughout the cities, which means that their
knowledge of the goings on in one specific city or another is
limited. I have been sent as a liaison between Elarrc and Renaci
only so that relations might be talked through in a more complete
manner.”

Namaru turned his head and swept his gaze
out over the garden. She stared at the side of his face, seeing the
corner of his mouth twitch in what could easily have been amusement
or annoyance. Neither response gave Sey much encouragement.

When he turned back he said, “You are not
fit for running any messages.” After a pause, he added, “Sey.” Then
he began down one of the metal paths and she had to move quicker
than she’d have liked to remain at his pace.

Sey’s legs burned with the extra effort and
she had to blink rapidly to keep tears from falling. “No, but I
shall be. Which is why I wish to discuss with you terms and
conditions of a possible treaty with Renaci while I am healing.
Your skirmishing and raiding has to stop.”

He rounded on her and the sudden lurching
stop hurt the muscles in her calves as badly as speeding up had.
Though he’d turned quickly, angrily, his expression smoothed back
over so fast Sey wasn’t entirely sure whether she’d truly seen
it.

“I’m not so confident that a treaty can be
reached. And given my knowledge of the situation is a little
broader than your own, I trust it over yours.”

“So what do you propose instead?” asked Sey.
“Sending your men out into the rains. Picking at each other until
you’re forced to conscript your women?”

He raised an eyebrow at that, though Sey
hadn’t thought the suggestion too outlandish.

“And then you’ll have nothing but children
left to harvest your fields, the city half empty. Your people
twisted into monsters from imasa, or crazy from
ninata.”

“We know our world’s dangers far better than
you, Windrunner,” said Namaru, this time his voice betraying his
irritation with her. “We are prepared for it every day. It’s not
the rain that causes me to worry, it’s the Renacians.”
Unspoken was his obvious disdain for her lack of preparations to
care for herself on his world.

She ignored his unspoken barb though. “So if
you could remove that worry completely, wouldn’t you?”

He obviously saw where she was going with
that question and opted not to answer. Instead, he continued on,
his fingers lightly playing with overhanging leaves. Red leaves.
She had to lengthen her step again to keep up with his longer
stride. Her muscles resisted her, threatening to cramp.

“At least let me try to help,” she said. “I
don’t want to see Elarrc or Renaci reduced to empty shells.” Try as
she might she couldn’t keep the pain from her voice, gritting her
teeth on her last words.

Namaru slowed, then stepped into the dirt of
the garden, turning back to motion for her to follow. Behind the
two trees was a small bench, it’s metal molded to mimic the plants
it sat between. He bade her sit, which she did, relief flowing
through her as the pain lessened to a more bearable amount. To her
surprise, he didn’t take the extra space, opting instead to stand
opposite her, half leaning against another tree.

“Neither do I,” he said at last. “But we’ve
tried your way before. Many times. It never works, no matter how we
wish it to.”

“Why?” she asked bluntly. “Because in my
experience, when things don’t work it is because one or both
parties don’t wish it to work.”

He shrugged in a nonchalant manner, as if he
didn’t care. “That might be the problem.”

Sey gripped the side of the bench, feeling
the edges of leave moldings in the palm of her hand. She resisted
the urge to rub at the clammy sweat at the base of her neck.

Namaru had no intention of changing his
mind, she could see that. Berating him made him clam up.
Manipulation he twisted around upon her. Logic he ignored
completely.

Whether he exhibited it or not, he seemed to
have more emotion in his dealings. Emotion that would put him at
odds with her if he thought she was pushing.

She leaned back. So she’d have to change
tactics. She let a warm smile cross her face. “So maybe my real
ordeal will be to convince two Rainwatchers to set aside their
grievances.”

“You could try,” Namaru said quietly. Almost
so quietly she wasn’t entirely sure she’d translated the words
correctly.

Sey stood, using the bench for support as
long as she was able to without making it obvious. “Perhaps I
started this all wrong. Rainwatcher Namaru Ebrit, I think I should
spend the designated week becoming accustomed to Elarrc, as is
custom, before I jump into my assignment. I have arrived late, and
that is no one’s fault but my own, so I am requesting further
hospitality of your city and the chance to actually experience the
knowledge I’ve learned of your world while I am healing enough to
be of any use.”

For some reason her request seemed to have
the opposite effect of her intention. Namaru’s eyes narrowed
imperceptibly and something flickered over his face. Surprise?
Uncertainty?

Then he gave a chuckle. “I assume you mean
to experience something beside our rains firsthand.”

Despite the agony still pounding within her
and the soreness in her arms and face, Sey had to return the laugh.
“Naturally. I think I’ve had about as much apata as one can
handle.”

He shook his head, sobering somewhat. “I’ve
seen men heal from worse exposure.”

She couldn’t tell whether he was making a
jab at her or whether it was simply natural for him to use the term
men as synonymous with people. She hoped for the latter, though she
suspected the former. Or maybe she was simply being over-sensitive
because of her training.

“I’m glad to hear your men are so sturdy,”
she said, knowing that her inflection on the word men was enough to
carry her meaning.

What she didn’t voice was the fear that
occasionally clutched at her heart at the thought of being stranded
in Imarcia, never to see the cliffs of her home world again. Never
to throw herself with unchecked abandon in the far stronger winds
that swept through the spires and the deep clefts of her land.

She opened her mouth to continue, but
another strong searing pain shot down her left leg. Instead, a
barely controlled groan came out.

Namaru straightened, pushing off from the
tree. “Are you alright?”

Sey flexed and relaxed her calf in an
attempt to lessen the pain as she gave a smile and a nod of her
head, waving him away. She wouldn’t last much longer though. This
audience needed to be over quickly. Damn him for making her wait so
long. The salve would have held her in good stead then. “I
believe,” she said, through partially gritted teeth, “that I would
prefer to cut short this conversation in the hopes that we might
start over tomorrow.”

Something else flashed across Namaru’s face.
Concern. But as she stared at him, she didn’t believe it was
concern for her. Or rather, not specifically her, though she might
be included somehow.

“There are plans for a diomur hunt tomorrow.
I would cancel my plan on attending, but I believe you might prefer
spending the day off your legs. I will have one of the keep’s
medics tend to you.”

She would prefer another day off. But
she worried that it would vastly reduce her chances of
accomplishing anything with Namaru. Besides, she knew diomur
raiding was a decidedly male past-time and if she could prove
herself there . . .

“Don’t cancel,” she said, as if Namaru had
actually been suggesting the idea. “I’ve never ridden a diomur
before. I would love the chance, and being up diomur-back would
keep my weight off my legs still.”

Namaru stared at her with an unchanged
expression. “Not entirely, Windrunner.” He paused, then said with a
reluctant tone, “Generally, our women do not accompany us. Their
skill rests in the caring for the beasts, not in the capture.”



“How would you know?” asked Sey. Sharper
than she intended. The pain made her thinking hazy. Namaru raised
an eyebrow at her, but she continued before he could answer. “Yes,
my apologies. You would know more about your world than I. However,
I know more about my capabilities than you, so I will be joining
you tomorrow, at least in part.”

A reluctant glint shone in his eyes as he
nodded.

 


 


 


Reckless. That was the only term that
kept pounding in Namaru’s head the rest of the day.

This Windrunner had not the easily malleable
interests of those who’d come before her. Though they had
had little ambition while here, she seemed intent on proving
something . . . he just wasn’t entirely sure what that something
was.

He motioned for Etemi to fall into step
beside him as he passed the Captain. “You were right.”

“Sir?” Etemi passed Namaru a startled
glance.

“This Windrunner is attractive.”

Etemi gave a wolfish grin. One Namaru knew
too well.

“Don’t touch her.”

The grin twisted into a grimace and Etemi
made a noise of protest. “Sir, it is quite possible that I might
give her plenty of distraction.”

Namaru made an amused sound of agreement,
then said, “Or she’ll throw you into the winds the first time you
make an unwatched statement.”

Etemi chuckled. “You think her capable of
that? She’s such a little thing, I can’t imagine her being able to
do much of anything. Though, those legs would have to be strong . .
.” He trailed off and his eyes scanned the recesses of the hall as
if suddenly aware he still had a job to do.

“She’s sensitive,” said Namaru. And
reckless. But he wouldn’t tell Etemi that. The man didn’t need
any fodder to accidently spout when she was listening. “Sensitive
to Imarcia’s ways.” He took a breath, then said, “She’s going on
the diomur hunt tomorrow.”

Etemi’s step faltered, but only for a
half-step. “I saw her legs, she’s not up for that. You’ll put her
in the back with the sweeping crew, right?”

Namaru would like to do that, yes.
Should do that, on account of her wounds. But he was afraid
Sey would take it as an affront. The sweeping crew was made up of
boys. She would have to be deaf, blind and dumb to not be insulted.
And boys had a tendency not to watch their mouths as well as grown
men. Well, most grown men.

“No,” he said.

Etemi snorted. “Give her a wild one, then.
Let her get thrown a few times and see how long she lasts.”

“Though that’s tempting, I have the feeling
she would be more likely to keep getting back on until it cracks
her head.”

“I wouldn’t mind carrying her back—”

“I’m sure,” Namaru cut him off. “But I don’t
want her beginning to hate Elarrc.”

“She will start to if you take her with you
on that hunt the way she is now.”

Namaru paused and turned towards Etemi,
who’d stopped with the Rainwatcher. Etemi was right. Sey would be
in pain. And not in just her legs where the apata had
seeped, but the other muscles unused to riding atop a diomur. She
would probably tough it out though if this afternoon’s conversation
was any indication of her character.

But she would seethe too. Silently. And that
did Namaru no good either.

Beyond Etemi, beyond the walls of the keep,
Namaru could feel the humidity slacking, the heat lightening and
turning dry. The storms still raged on, but elsewhere, far enough
away they would pose no threat.

The Windrunner’s wounds and her specific
assignment had been unexpected wrenches in his plans. He could have
dealt with her more easily had neither issue existed. But nothing
about the past few years had ever been easy so why would that
change now?

He’d prefer to have Sey comfortable.
Comfortable, yet controlled, and still believing that she could
make serious progress in her goals. It was a fine line to walk. One
that would be keeping him far from the march towards Renaci. He
trusted Islaru to take care of things in his absence, but the
knowledge that he’d have to forego leading his men himself
rankled.

At least Sey’s insistence upon joining the
hunt meant he’d have easy cover to remove the third of his hunters
and mechanics as he’d planned without awkward questions from the
Windrunner. He snapped his fingers at a passing worker. “Send for
Islaru Pols. To my office.” It only meant they would slip from the
city a day early. And unless Sey knew who and what to ask, she’d
never know.

Abruptly, he turned and started down the
hall again, calling behind him. “I’ve changed my mind, Etemi.”

“Sir?”

“Flirt with the Windrunner as much as you
like tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? But I wasn’t going on the
hunt.”

“You are now.”

“Yes, sir.” Etemi sounded plenty enthused
about the order.

 



 


 


III




“Diomurs have many uses.
They are ridable, eatable and their hides can be worn as rainsuits
once they’ve been treated and soaked in a resistant liquid. See
page 352 for the list of ingredients and process by which the suits
are treated.”

p. 62 Rain Resistance: Creatures & Plants

 


 


Sey sank further into the huge bed,
trying to keep her body spread so her fingers would remain off her
sensitive skin. It was healing quickly, for which she was grateful,
but her skin held only the superficial wounds. Inside, where the
apata had stained her muscle and tendons, she ached
fiercely.

And she’d signed up to ride an unfamiliar
beast on an unfamiliar world for an unfamiliar hunt. She didn’t
feel up for it this morning, but she drug herself out of bed
regardless, fumbling on the side table for the salve Furani had
given her.

She didn’t have as gentle a touch as he, and
the salve only relieved most of the outer aching. She stood, and
grasped the table for support as tears threatened to pour from her
eyes.

It’d be easy to send a message to Namaru to
let him know she couldn’t go. By the winds, he might even be
expecting it. That thought gave her strength to stand
straighter.

She called out to Pepida, a woman who seemed
to have been assigned to help her. Pepida scurried into the room
and curtsied, her skirt flaring, revealing the tight leg coverings
she wore underneath. Sey didn’t know how they dealt with so much
fabric upon their bodies in this heat. Even with all her vents open
and machinery purring constantly to blow wind through her rooms,
Sey sweated.

“Windrunner?” Pepida cocked her head. “You
look unwell. I shall call for a fresh breakfast and the medic at
once.”

Then she bowed and spun from the room before
Sey could even open her mouth. She was back before Sey became
annoyed, crossing the distance between them quickly and, without
asking, began to assist Sey in removing her night clothes. Were all
the people working in the keep so bold? Or had Namaru chosen this
woman especially for her?

Pepida tsked behind her teeth. “That
apata got you worse than I saw yesterday. I had an uncle
who’d once been lax in returning to the city, had luckily worn a
hat and half a rainsuit and had the sense to curl his hands into
fists.” She touched one of Sey’s hands. “It looks as if you had the
same sense at least, Windrunner. You might become used to Imarcia
yet.”

Sey doubted it, but let Pepida continue to
talk, the woman content to listen to her own voice.

“No, not that one,” interrupted Sey as she
waved away the dress Pepida had pulled from one of the closets.

“Not the blue? I thought it would look nice
with your brown hair and your darker eyes. You have such a
different composition than us. I had honestly thought for a time
that you Cevayans didn’t have women since we’d never had one
before.” Pepida gave a laugh at that. “I admit, I don’t always
think things through as well as I should.”

Sey frowned. “We usually attempt to bend and
sway with the cultures we visit, as we do with the wind. Men had an
easier time in Imarcia.”

Pepida had thrown the blue dress aside and
was now in the process of pulling another from the closet. “Ah,
only men on purpose. That clears that up,” she said, turning just
her head to look at Sey.

“Not a dress at all, please. I shall be
riding a diomur today with the hunting party and I don’t wish to
have to deal with the nuisance.”

The woman froze, her mouth open in shock,
though she recovered quickly. The dresses spun aside in the closet,
their bottoms flaring outward in a blur of color as Pepida swept
through them. She mumbled to herself, then finally shook her head
and turned back.

“It seems they did not take into account you
being a Windrunner when they stocked the room. I shall have to go
find something suitable.”

Sey glanced into the long closet, seeing the
vast amount of dresses. At the back she saw stacks of leggings,
similar to the ones the women usually wore under their skirts.
“What about those,” she asked, motioning to the back of the
closet.

Pepida shook her head again. “No, no, no,
Windrunner. I’ve been requested to help you and I won’t let you be
embarrassed by going out in underclothes. Besides, I’ve a son who’s
gone on plenty of hunts who complained loud and long, as men are
apt to do, about the sores he received after his first hunts. I
won’t be allowing you to get on the back of a diomur unless you
have a good thick pair of hides on, though why you want to go is
completely beyond me.”

The woman fumbled through the closet again,
coming out with a long robe. “Here. Go get some breakfast while I
find you something to wear, Windrunner.” Then she disappeared once
more.

Sey’s stomach wanted to rebel at breakfast,
but she kept it down, glad she’d prepared her intestines at least
partially for Imarcia. She didn’t want to imagine how sick she’d be
feeling otherwise.

The medic who arrived handled her legs
rougher than Furani had, twisting them until Sey almost gasped in
pain. She kept her composure through force of will alone, staring
down at the man’s graying hair. Finally he shook his head. “I’d
recommend you lie back down, Windrunner. You’re in no shape for
doing much of anything.”

Sey swallowed her irritation. “Noted. Now is
there anything you can do to lessen the pain?”

He jerked up, startled. Perhaps not used to
having his recommendations ignored.

“You’ve already coated your legs, it will
take some more time for the medicine to work it’s way through into
the muscle, but it will.” He stood. “I can give you a sedative to
help you sleep.”

“No,” said Sey. “My last medic would give me
a mild drink that tasted of hepp fruit that took the edge off the
internal pain. Can I have that?”

The medic frowned, but he gave in and mixed
her up something that tasted only somewhat similar to what Furani
had given her. The hepp sat strong on her tongue and in the back of
her throat as he left.

“Here,” said Pepida as she hurried into the
room, snapping out a long pair of pants and draping them over a
chair. “The Rainwatcher must have been anticipating your request
for he had these sent this morning. They should keep you from
getting too sore. And you’ll have to wear long sleeves as well.
There’ll be a lot of mud kicked up and the last thing you need
right now is to have more apata flung upon you.”

Sey touched the hide, then asked, “Will I be
able to run in these?”

“Run? You won’t need to run. You’ll be
riding, Windrunner. I worry that you might fall off and into the
apata soaked mud, so please take care out there. You should
hurry, the pen is getting loud down below.”

Sey nodded and, declining Pepida’s aid in
getting dressed, she rushed into the clothes, not wanting the
gathering hunters to leave without her.

 


 


 


Namaru didn’t have to turn around to
know that the Windrunner had arrived. The gathered men said enough
for him without even being bothered to lower their voices as they
talked about Sey. Etemi’s eyes left Namaru’s and drifted to a spot
somewhere behind him.

“She found some decent hide pants,” said
Etemi, surprised.

“I had them find some that would fit,” said
Namaru. No sense in creating another enemy. He’d rather have Sey
favor Elarrc over Renaci, and little considerate things could spell
the difference if anything took a turn for the worse.

“Rainwatcher Namaru.”

Namaru smiled to himself before turning
around. So she was back to using his title. “Windrunner,” he said,
inclining his head.

She looked mostly appropriate for the
outing. As well as could be expected for someone new to Imarcia.
Her boots were more of the decorative nature, her shirt was much
thinner than it should be and her pants had a belt holding them up.
Her hair had been plaited, leaving the bare spots more open and
obvious. If her legs were bothering her this morning, she gave no
outward sign.

“You didn’t have a thicker shirt?” he asked
her. He was tempted to think of her choice of garment as reckless,
but it was possible she’d acted out of ignorance. As much as she
knew and as well as she spoke Imarcian, it was easy to forget that
she would be unaware of practicalities of their world.

Sey cocked her head, her braid casting off
her shoulder at an awkward angle. “I did, but your world is so hot
I decided to take the chance.” So she did know. Maybe reckless was
an appropriate term, after all.

From behind Namaru, Etemi chimed in, “Hot?
It looks as if we’re going to have amazing weather for the
hunt.”

“You’ve met the Captain of my Guard,” said
Namaru, without taking his eyes off of Sey.

She nodded and gave a smile to Etemi. The
Captain would take it as encouraging sign, no doubt, but Namaru
could tell Sey only meant it as a required greeting. “Dehydration
is as much a risk as the drying ground,” she said.

“So it is,” murmured Namaru.

She looked at him sharply.

“We have a beast for you,” he continued. He
motioned for her to walk with him and resisted the urge to guide
her by her elbow again. It would only serve to annoy her. That was
Etemi’s job today.

“He’s docile,” he said as they reached the
diomur. “One of the most tame belonging to the keep. He’s not fast,
but nor does he buck or get too overly excited about joining the
wild again. Content is what I’d call him.”

Before Namaru could guide her, Sey reached
out a hand and touched the base of the diomur’s long neck. The
beast swung his upper neck around to regard her, his visible eye
blinking once. Had Namaru not been watching for it, he wouldn’t
have noticed Sey stiffen.

Etemi stepped past Namaru and checked the
tack as Sey began to stroke the diomur. The right way, Namaru
noticed, without being told.

Frills lay upon the diomur’s long, wide neck
and diomurs became agitated when they were stroked upwards instead
of downwards. They lay flat now in the dryness of the pen, but
frilled out and behind the rest of its body when it sensed the
pressure changing, letting most of the rain wash down and out, away
from the bulk of the diomur’s body.

Most times, the frills were large enough
that if a man were to flatten himself against the diomur’s body
he’d be safer from the rains. Not safe. Not safe by a long way. But
safer.

“Does he have a name?” asked Sey.

Etemi answered, coming to her side. “Ira.
They don’t like having their frills petted as much as their necks.
They don’t have as much feeling where you are now.” He reached out
and took Sey’s hand and pulled it upwards so it lay between the
frills on the diomur’s actual neck.

This time Namaru couldn’t have missed her
body stiffening had he not been looking for it. Hiding a
smile, he interrupted. “Show her how to mount and give the basics
of controlling him. I’m going to check to see if we’re ready to
go.” Etemi nodded and Sey passed Namaru a look he couldn’t
read.

 


 


 


“What started the strained relations
with Renaci?” Sey asked, hoping to stall any more of Etemi’s overly
sexual innuendos.

The question must have taken Etemi off
guard, for he trailed off, suddenly finding the strap he’d been
showing her more interesting. “Hard to say really. Things have been
difficult now and then for decades, maybe longer.”

Sey waved a hand in dismissal, irritated at
the vague response, but not showing it. Whatever had been in that
medicinal drink the medic had given her had been stronger than
Furani’s. Her mind felt much more alive and free than it had in a
week. Free from pain, she found it easier to concentrate.

“But your two cities always reconciled, at
least for the most part, on account of the little trade you do.
What changed?”

Etemi glanced beyond her, no doubt searching
for Namaru. “This isn’t really something I should be discussing
with you, Windrunner.”

She pursed her lips, but let her amusement
reach her eyes. Then she leaned forward. She thanked the winds she
wasn’t wearing anything revealing so that Etemi’s eyes stayed upon
her own instead of hovering downward. “So there was
something specific.”

“Windrunner,” said Etemi with a strained
smile. “There is always something.” He turned back to the
diomur. “Here, let me help you up so you can get a feel before we
start out.”

“Will you be riding with me?”

Etemi’s smile took on another quality.
“Would you like me to ride with you?”

No. “I am assuming that is why Namaru
assigned his Guard Captain to teach me the simplistics of riding a
diomur,” said Sey out loud, letting only the barest hint of coyness
reach her tone.

“Rainwatcher Namaru.”

Sey cringed inside. “The Rainwatcher then.
How long has he been in power?”

“Don’t you know?” asked Etemi, narrowing his
eyes at her.

She sighed dramatically. “Do you have any
idea how much there is one can learn about one world. It’d be
impossible to hold it all in your head. Do you know anything
about the cities above the mountains in the north?”

For a moment she thought Etemi might become
angry. Then he smiled and shook his head at himself. “Of course
not, but it looks as if they’re almost ready to leave. You really
should get some feeling for the beast before we leave the city,
Windrunner.” He proffered his assistance again and this time Sey
took it, trying to ignore that his fingers slipped higher than they
needed.

He walked in front of the diomur at first,
giving instruction on how to guide the beast. Most of it was done
with the legs. The creature had such a thick layer of outer hide
that she felt as if she was pressing hard enough to hurt it, though
it didn’t budge.

“Harder,” said Etemi. “They’re dense for
protection, the outer hide having to filter much of the rain before
it gets to their internal organs.” He grabbed her knee and shoved
it into the diomur’s flank. Finally, it turned.

No wonder the hunts were done by men
normally. She doubted the average Imarcian women had the ability to
make their wants known through how thick the beasts were. Sey had
the strength, though not the finesse, to control the beast now that
she knew not to be worried about hurting it.

“Six years,” said Etemi suddenly.

She looked back down at him.

He regarded her strangely. “Six years he’s
been our Rainwatcher. And in that time he’s not once been off in
his predictions.”

Not once. Namaru had never been wrong
then.

She looked up instinctively, intending to
look into the sky. The metal ceiling of the pen met her gaze. The
sun would be bright in the world outside. She hoped. As everyone
hoped. But there was no way to tell whether dark storm clouds
gathered above their heads.

Not once.

She glanced back over to where Namaru was
speaking with someone else. If he’d never been wrong, they had
nothing to fear when ordered beyond the city’s protections.

She frowned. Nothing but a neighboring
city.

 


 


 


Namaru mounted his diomur smoothly and
crossed the distance back to where Sey sat awkwardly on her own
mount. He’d have to watch her closely today, catching when the pain
in her legs was getting to be too much. She wouldn’t tell him, that
he was sure of, so he’d already mentioned to Etemi for the Captain
to keep his eyes open for signs as well.

“You seem to be adapting well,” he said, the
compliment sticking in his throat and coming out sounding faker
than he’d intended.

She rewarded him with a withering look. “I
heard that Rainwatchers were supposed to be able to see
clearly.”

He let half his mouth curl up, accepting the
rebuke without malice. “My apologies. Telling you that you looked
like a six year old the first time he’s pulled onto a foal might
have been insulting.”

She laughed. Out of all the responses Namaru
expected, that hadn’t been one of them. Her laugh rang out oddly in
the pen. Decidedly feminine. Behind him he could hear the grating
of gears as the giant metal doors opened.

“You don’t learn to ride the winds by being
afraid of falling upon your face,” said Sey. “I’m sure I’ve fallen
much harder, and from greater heights, than you ever will
Rainwatcher.”

Namaru tightened his grip on the reins in
his hand, but before he could respond Sey went on.

“And now that I’ve the scars of your world
to add to the ones from my own, I would like something to show for
it. So show me how an Imarcian rides high and strong.”

The anger at her non-intended slight
dissipated and Namaru grinned. Behind Sey, Etemi mounted his own
beast.

Namaru twisted around in his saddle and
raised his arm to those gathered for the raid. “The Windrunner has
passed out a challenge to us!” he called out, his voice echoing off
the metal walls of the pen. “Show her how we are Cevaya’s equal.
Ride hard! Forever before the rains!”

 


 


 


Sey felt giddy as the Imarcians raced
ahead of her. She threw her head back to greet the sun as her
diomur finally breached the shadows cast by the metal doors. Thighs
gripping the beast firmly, she threw her arms out to feel the
breeze for the first time in over a week.

It cooled her neck and rushed over her face
as if kissing her lovingly after a long time away. It smelled of
diomur and sweat and flowers she only knew from books. But none of
that mattered.

Not until the diomur gave a sudden lurch
under her, increasing its pace.

Sey gasped and gripped at the saddle to keep
her balance. A hand steadied her side and then unwrapped the reins
to give them back to her.

“Careful Windrunner,” said Etemi. “Ira’s
docile enough, but he’s still in his prime.”

They rode westward, past the closest fields
and heavier forested areas until Elarrc was nothing more than a
large blotch upon the horizon. The hills rose sharply at times and
Sey found herself caught up in the contagious excitement of the men
around her. Even more so in the open plains where the winds swept
clear of obstacles, bending the grasses in half and catching at the
sweaty tendrils of Sey’s hair that had come loose during the
ride.

“There Windrunner,” said Etemi, pointing
before them. “That would be the diomur herd.”

Sey looked, squinting her eyes in the
sunlight at the spot. Here and there the darkness shifted as the
diomurs moved, though she couldn’t make out any individually.

A call went out and up ahead the Elarrcian
hunters split into three groups, not counting the boys behind Sey
who’d already begun to spread out, communicating with wide and
overly simple hand motions. The left and right groups sped off,
racing down the hill to either side to circle around.

Namaru fell back beside Sey and Etemi. “How
are you finding our world now that it is not raining,
Windrunner?”

“Less painful,” she said with a laugh. “And
quite colorful. I knew about the effect of the rains on your
plants, but it is an entirely different thing to actually see
them.”

“I can imagine.”

She doubted that. She truly did. But she let
it go, not wanting to come off sounding condescending. Instead, she
deliberately switched subjects. “So, Etemi says you have been
Rainwatcher for over six years now, and in that time you have never
once predicted the rains wrongly. An impressive record.”

She caught Namaru flick his eyes towards
Etemi and the Guard Captain coughed lightly and fell back a few
paces. Whether from an unseen order or embarrassment, Sey couldn’t
tell. Though Etemi hadn’t struck her as the type of man to become
embarrassed easily.

“Thank you,” said Namaru, drawing his diomur
closer to hers so that they didn’t have to speak quite as loudly.
“I take pride in the care of my city.”

“What I’ve been taught states that Elarrc is
one of the most self-sufficient cities in Imarcia. Would you agree
with that?” She watched him as he considered, his eyes ahead upon
his men.

A wild shout went up in the group ahead.
Another man responded in kind, their lighthearted banter called out
between a score of other men. When Sey turned back to Namaru he was
regarding her with a fixed stare.

“Elarrc is self-sufficient. In that we don’t
need anything from elsewhere. Wants, however, are a
different matter altogether,” he said.

She leaned forward over her diomur, having
to grab at the saddle to keep from swaying. But her off balance was
solely from her lack of skill, not any pain in her legs.

“If that is the case,” she said, “what city
do you go to for emergencies? When your crops weren’t as full as
they normally are, or when leaks displace entire districts.”

Namaru gave her a wry smile. “We don’t have
emergencies.”

That took Sey aback, though she didn’t let
her surprise cross her face. Namaru seemed level-headed and smart,
but that statement was completely ignorant at best, asinine at
worse. In a place like Imarcia, not having a backup plan could be
deadly. If even one district leaked heavily during a storm, the
rain could flood into half the city. His over-confidence unnerved
her. And it made her fear for his people.

She glanced forward again where the men had
come to a pause at the peak of the next hill. “Not ever?” she
asked, raising her eyebrows skeptically at Namaru.

He shook his head. “We don’t have the kind
of emergencies that would require aid from another city, no.” His
eyes were a blue-grey, a storm’s color, and right now Sey could
well imagine how his confidence and self-proclaimed pride might
have started the spiraling downward storm of relations with
Renaci.

What had he done? Told them to fend for
themselves during a crisis? Turned Elarrc against anyone who might
help them in their own time of need?

Sey found herself glaring and attempted to
smooth out her face. Failed and then tried to shake the random
giddy feeling that had risen up within her again. There was no
purpose for it right now. And yet, that did nothing to keep it
down. The most she could do was hide it from Namaru.

“Somehow,” she said dryly, “I get the
feeling that if you were to have an emergency of any magnitude that
it would be far too late to call for aid.”

“That’s not so horrifying as you might
think, Windrunner.”

Sey snapped her head back around. Faster
than she’d intended. The world swam for a brief moment, Namaru’s
handsome, hard face and his brown hair blurring until all she could
see were his eyes. His stormy eyes.

Then the moment passed. “What do you
mean?”

“Even if we had a Windrunner serving us
during a problem. Even if our neighbors cared enough to march to
help us, or open their doors for our refugees. Even if everything
was perfect, as you wish it to be, it still wouldn’t matter. A
single downpour can turn an entire caravan into a mess of bodies,
or a mob of crazies, or worse. One single downpour. It could last
the time it takes you to eat your breakfast in the morning and by
the time you’re done, it’s far, far too late.”

“What you are talking about,” he continued,
“these city pairings that go on all across Imarcia are for mental
and emotional purposes only. Pretend comfort. Once a city finds
itself in an emergency of any magnitude, they’re on their own.
Completely. Just as they always were.”

Sey couldn’t take her eyes off Namaru as he
spoke, his words clipped, though he didn’t look angry. Passionate,
yes, but not angry.

“So,” she started tentatively, not sure if
this was the best time to actually mention Renaci by name. “Why
take away that mental comfort?”

Namaru stopped his diomur and reached out a
hand to stop hers as well. His people had given him plenty of
berth. Even Etemi had fallen back far enough to be now completely
out of hearing range.

“Because it’s stifling. There’s been stories
of other cities collapsing in on themselves because they actually
believed that they had a damn safety net. We don’t. We never have,
we don’t now. Taking that away scares people, yes. And my people
had difficulty. Then they stopped crying and started acting in ways
to remove the worry that constantly sits above their heads. This is
a dangerous world, Windrunner, so it’s people must be ready. I
refuse to let Elarrc fall.”

Sey stared at him in shock. Her mind reeled
from his words, trying to piece together an appropriate response.
But all she could do was stare stupidly at him, her tongue feeling
as hard as lead.

Then another shout went up, this one taken
up by everyone as their diomur’s leapt forward. As the men charged,
Sey found herself caught up with their excitement, bent over her
diomur’s back, clutching with all her might to keep herself on as
her head seemed to float upon the wind whipping past her face.

 


 


 


Namaru gasped as his hand was ripped
away from Sey’s diomur. Then he goaded his own into following her.
She bent over, leaning to one side, looking as if she were about to
pitch off the side of the beast. Luckily she was in the back where
there was no chance of her being trampled if she did fall.
Unfortunately, the fall itself could break a girl of that small
size.

Etemi pulled along side him. “What on
Imarcia is she doing?”

She’d stared with such intensity while he’d
been speaking that Namaru had worried he might have said too much.
But no, he’d not mentioned any plans of his own about Renaci. While
his mind worried over the men now marching southeast, he’d kept it
from his mouth. But a glazed look had seeped into Sey’s eyes at the
end. And she’d not been acting in pain. He’d not caught even a hint
of agony in her dark eyes, though he’d been looking and expecting
it.

He swore loudly. “She’s drugged up on hepp
juice!” he called to Etemi over the pounding of hooves in the
ground.

Etemi’s eyes widened and he nodded, bending
down further over his mount. Namaru could hear his own heart in his
ears, pounding with the fear of having the Windrunner die while
with his city. He shouldn’t have been so caught up, should have
been paying more attention to Sey instead of his own words.

His eyes never leaving Sey’s small frame
bouncing in front of him, Namaru reached down to unclip a rope off
his saddle. Normally it was used for the untamed herd, not an
untamed Windrunner. He laughed and leaned into his diomur’s side,
turning its path slightly.

Pulling alongside Sey’s beast he snapped his
arm out. The circular clip bounced off the diomur’s frills. Not
hard enough. He swung the rope back around and threw it out again.
This time the diomur’s frills responded. They snapped open with an
audible clapping noise and descended over its back, almost
completely covering Sey.

Instantly, the diomur slowed, from both the
added wind resistance and its own desire not to hurt itself. Namaru
pulled his beast in front of Sey’s, stopping them both. The open
frills restrained him from being able to grab a hold of Sey’s
saddle, so he grabbed at the diomur’s long neck instead, rubbing
the beast, saying soothing words to relax it until the frills
slowly began to sink back flat.

When the frills descended enough for Namaru
to see Sey again, he frowned. He’d have thought she would have been
terrified. But she wasn’t. Her face practically beamed in the
sunlight, beautiful despite the bluish track down her cheek and the
empty patches on her head. The reprimand that had been on his
tongue disappeared instantly.

Reckless, a part of his mind
whispered. A true Windrunner, the rest screamed.
They’d finally sent one who was more than just a messenger.

She dropped her gaze back down to him and
her smile dimmed. “Why did you stop him? I thought we were heading
for the herd.”

“You can barely stay on your diomur,
Windrunner,” said Namaru with a shake of his head. “Please don’t
take this the wrong way, but the last thing I want is a dead
Windrunner.”

“I think, Namaru, you have me confused with
someone else,” said Sey with another laugh. This one pealed out
louder than before, vibrating into Namaru’s core. “Maybe one of
those previous Windrunners who could barely convince their legs to
run fast enough to get to Imarcia. My body,” she slapped her thigh
as she spoke, “is made of sterner stuff, trained off the cliffs of
Henvar, fallen from heights you’ve never seen before only to rise
fast enough to climb them again.”

Namaru started to return a smile, then Etemi
spoke.

“That the hepp juice reacting?”

“Probably,” Namaru murmured, wishing that
wasn’t the case. He liked this new Windrunner. Liked the confident
way she spoke his name when there was no one here for him to be
concerned about his image. Liked how she still had the courage and
wish to race with the best of Elarrc’s diomur riders despite
clinging for her life.

But Etemi was correct. The drug she’d taken
had brought it all out and would leave her system soon enough.
Probably leaving in its wake a sore and annoyed Windrunner at the
very least, more concerned with her assignment than ever
before.

“I believe you,” said Namaru to Sey. “But it
takes longer than an afternoon to know how to ride a diomur well
enough you could join them.” He motioned with his head behind him
where it sounded as if the herd was on the move.

She stared at him for a long moment, the
humor still in her eyes. Then she shrugged. “I understand
completely.”

Namaru felt his shoulders relax, not
realizing they’d been tense. “We’ll follow behind then,” he said,
taking his hands off the neck of Sey’s beast and turning his own
around. He paused for a moment, looking out at where his people
were leading the herd over the hills.

He knew what Sey felt, for he could feel it
too. The need to be free to race across the land under a clear sky.
There’d been so much rain recently Elarrc had been closed in on
itself. He could taste the exhilaration of the hunters, knew what
it felt like to be riding hard knowing he was safe for at least the
day.

Sighing he started forward at a decent pace,
motioning for both Etemi and Sey to catch up. Then a violent gust
came whistling past and threw him from his diomur.

 


 


 


Sey might be new to Imarcia, but she
was far from new to the winds no matter what world they resided
upon. She cocked her head, testing the strength of the wind that
caught her hair and rippled the bottoms of her rolled pants. Strong
enough to catch and ride. Strong enough to bring her all the way
back to Elarrc if necessary.

She smiled at Namaru’s back. His knowledge
of Imarcia far outstripped her own, but she needed him to know what
she could do. She needed him to understand she wasn’t a simple
messenger. And until he did, she knew he wouldn’t take any
suggestion of hers seriously.

She slipped to the ground and bent in half
in a stretch, drifting her hands through the grass until they
rested flat on her boots. Then she crouched down and lifted back
up, feeling the wind smack the tall grasses against her face.

Then she ran into the wind.

She’d meant to simply join the herding
ahead, but as she raced past Namaru, she couldn’t resist teasing
him. No one would see but Etemi, and that she could rectify. With
pleasure. With a satisfied laugh she shoved the wind she rode
harder, throwing both men off their diomurs and into the grass as
she passed between them.

The wind picked up speed as she ran it down
the hill. Then it swirled around the next, spitting out and losing
a slight bit of momentum as she caught up to the last of the
riders. But then there were more. Man-made winds from the riders
and the herd eddied about her, bucking her back and forth. But they
were easily controlled. Controlled and used.

Her sight spun, but here in the winds that
didn’t matter as much, as the world swept by so fast she only saw
what she wished to see. She jumped from one wind to the next, one
eddy to the next, slipping between them so fast she knew that the
men around her could only see a blur.

Then she was past the men. Past their sweat
and their loud Imarcian calls. Past their booted feet and their
heavy breathing. She swept the wind alongside the herd and jumped
out with a shout, startling the beasts into turning away.

Giddy with success, her legs never stopping,
though her thighs were finally starting to feel a burn, Sey ran
among the herd. They were fast, but the winds were faster, carrying
her beyond their hooves quicker than they could bowl her over.

She played a dangerous game, she knew that.
One wrong jump, one wind not quite strong enough to carry her would
be enough to end it all. But that only made her laugh louder and
run faster.

A piece of her mind wondered at her wild
abandon, usually reserved for the cliffs in Cevaya, but it was a
flimsy thought and quickly disintegrated as she twisted in the
eddies and breezes. She ran with the herd, with the riders,
shouting at intervals, helping to startle the diomurs in the
direction she wished.

Until the riders had them under control. The
herd slowed and the winds died somewhat and Sey’s laughter died
with them.

Sey let the stronger Imarcia wind tug her
backwards until she was beyond hooves and diomurs and riders and
back out in the grass. There she dropped from the wind, stumbling
at the sudden loss of speed and falling to her knees.

Her legs ached from the tops of her thighs
to the bottoms of her calves. As well they might. She’d not run in
a week, and then hadn’t properly stretched first. Rookie mistakes.
Ones she didn’t usually make. What was wrong with her today?

She pulled herself to her feet, meaning to
stretch. Only then realizing that whatever medicine she’d taken
earlier was beginning to wear off. The pain in her legs flared for
a moment, then simmered down as if barely kept at bay.

Shaking her head, she spread her legs
slightly and bent over, gripping an ankle. With her forehead
resting against her shin, Sey looked behind her at the riders
herding the diomurs. Some looked her way, but their faces were too
far to see clear enough to read what they might be thinking. But
she didn’t need to be close to know their thoughts.

Regardless of whether her mind was with her
firmly at the moment, she had proven her point. She could
only hope now that it had the desired effect with her dealings with
their Rainwatcher.

Sey closed her eyes, thinking to simply
center herself as she switched legs. Big mistake. She snapped her
eyes back open, but her balance had already been thrown off.

 


 


 


Namaru felt his face graze against the
still damp ground as he pulled his body inward as he fell. Jerking
his head up, he cast about for the Windrunner. Her diomur sat
lazily munching at the grass, but nothing was left of Sey but the
wind. Etemi had also been displaced, only now rising, one hand to
his face, the other reaching out for the bags on his diomur. Namaru
ground his gloved hand into the dirt in anger at Sey’s implicit
disregard.

Then, pulling a cloth from his own emergency
bag, Namaru hurried to the Captain. Etemi had already removed much
of the dirt, not letting it linger for too long. But he still
hissed as Namaru pressed the cloth to the side of his face to soak
out the water.

Etemi muttered, “That ninata-crazed
bitch. What in the rains was she thinking?”

“She’s not Imarcian, Etemi, she probably
forgot,” said Namaru, though he bit down on the words. He examined
the splotch on Etemi’s face. His Captain had had the training to
duck and curl, so that only a thin slice of mud had managed to
cling to the side of his forehead. There would be a slight soreness
from the apata in the ground, but nothing serious.

Namaru refolded the cloth and pressed it
back against Etemi’s face where Etemi took it and waved the
Rainwatcher away. “I’ll be fine. She shouldn’t have forgotten, what
with her legs as screwed up as they are right now.”

Namaru nodded in agreement, shading his eyes
in an attempt to see Sey with the riders up ahead. “She’s up on
hepp, the apata in her legs is likely the last thing on her
mind right now.”

Though it shouldn’t be, he
thought to himself. But she seemed far more interested in getting
her job done than in keeping herself healthy.

Etemi muttered a few more choice things
about the Windrunner, to which Namaru responded to with a
preoccupied sound. Then he mounted and yanked on his reins. Jerking
his diomur around, he ordered Etemi to follow.

“Chasing after a Windrunner sounded fun
until I realized it was to prevent her from killing herself. Or
killing someone else,” said Etemi, but he obeyed and pulled himself
up.

Namaru ignored the morose tone in Etemi’s
voice and urged his diomur into a fast pace, angling their
direction so they could join up with the riders who’d begun to
control the herd. Sey was nowhere to be found. Not with any of the
riders. Not with the herd. And Namaru didn’t ask anyone if they’d
seen her, not wanting to admit he’d lost the woman.

It wasn’t until he started actually
listening to the shouts crossing over the herd from the different
groups of riders that Namaru finally found her.

“More left. Left! We can’t have them
trampling the fields in that direction. Tell her too!”
screamed one. The cry was taken up and the riders on the right side
drove their diomurs into the herd, turning it slowly.

Then a figure materialized out of thin air
beside the herd, startling the beasts into a sharper turn, before
disappearing again in a blur. Namaru gasped and narrowed his focus
on the herd, watching for Sey. There he saw a blurry figure, her
legs outstretched. She ran with the beasts, her legs moving
impossibly fast, half riding a wind. Slowly, the beasts gained, her
legs simply not long enough to keep their pace.

One bore down on her and Namaru found
himself choking down a cry of warning, knowing that it wouldn’t be
heard over the thundering of hooves. But it was unnecessary, as in
the next moment Sey disappeared.

Namaru breathed a sigh of frustrated
relief.

Beside him Etemi said, “Rain and thunder,
she is ninata-crazed!”

In the herd, Sey continued on, racing with
the beasts, listening to the riders. Her body danced between the
diomurs, coming free of the winds long enough to shout and shock
them. Namaru wanted to turn away from the sight, worried that she
would stumble and find herself being trampled upon, by either the
wild herd or Elarrcian riders.

But he couldn’t. She seemed too free, too
graceful and beautiful as she tore about on the winds. Far more in
control than any of the Windrunners sent before her. Giving off an
energy that the riders fed upon. Letting herself become endeared to
a portion of his people without the need for words.

And that last made Namaru smile, the last of
his anger at her antics vanishing.

In the wake of him relaxing, Namaru let
himself become caught up with the excitement. He rode with his
people. He shouted at the herd. Helped to carry on the calls that
went up. Then he created his own.

Cupping his hands before his mouth, he
shouted, “Tell the Windrunner to mind the mud ahead.” And “They’re
loose in the back, have her straighten them.” They would think that
he and the Windrunner had planned this, never having seen him fall
from his mount.

Elarrc stood before them, a dark misshapen
mound, when Sey’s presence suddenly lessened, then disappeared. The
grasses seemed to bend further and deeper in a track backwards from
the herd and riders. Namaru followed it with his eyes for half a
second, then spun his diomur around.

Sey materialized behind everyone, far from
where most eyes were focused. She stumbled, then climbed to her
feet as Namaru approached. He slid from his diomur as she bent over
in a stretch. Then she swayed and began to pitch into the churned
up apata-filled mud.

Namaru ran the last steps and caught her
before she could land face-first into the ground, her weight almost
nothing in his arms. She gasped and her hands clutched at him for a
brief moment before she pulled away to stand by herself.

“Rainwatcher,” she gasped. The pain filled
her voice again, the hepp-glazed look she’d had before was now
gone.

“Hepp,” he said evenly, “only dulls the mind
so that the pain can not register, Windrunner. That doesn’t mean
it’s gone. I might not have authority over you, but I am
ordering you off your feet for the next week.”

She blinked rapidly and he swore she was
about to argue so he continued with a cock of his head and an
amused smile, “Unless, of course, you wish to lose the use of your
legs for good.”

She shook her head, clearly trying to shake
the overwhelming pain away. Through gritted teeth, she said, “One
condition.”

Though he raised one eyebrow at her as if he
were annoyed, inside Namaru admired her audacity.

“You take your dinners with me and tell me
everything about Elarrc’s relationship with Renaci.”

Namaru considered her for another long
moment. He wouldn’t tell her everything, but he could tell her
enough to satisfy her. He gave a light shrug. “As you wish. Maybe
someone neutral is what we need to mediate our differences.” He
lied and he knew it. The last thing he would ever do was sign a
treaty with Rainwatcher Lafari.

She nodded, then swayed again as she twisted
about. “I seem to have lost my diomur.”

“I sent a boy to fetch it,” said Namaru.
“You can ride with me.” He reached out to take her waist and felt
her body stiffen under his hands. “Or you could ride with Etemi,”
he offered wryly. “Although, he’s a little annoyed that he got a
face full of apata mud when you threw him.”

Sey relaxed marginally and an almost evil
smile curved at her lips. Namaru took it as permission and lifted
her onto his diomur, pulling himself up behind her and wrapping his
arms about her to take the reins back. She leaned back after a few
moments, further into his chest. But by the way her knuckles turned
white as she clutched at her hide pants he could tell she struggled
against the agony beating within her legs, agitated from her
run.

Hopefully she’d listen to him and remain off
her feet for the week. Not only for her own sake, but for his as
well. His men needed time to settle into the camp and to begin
preparations against Renaci.

Namaru glanced into the bright sky. No rain
sat upon the horizon, and wouldn’t for two weeks. At least above
Elarrc. Near Renaci was a different story. Namaru could guarantee
them the week it would take them to get to into Renaci territory.
But not beyond.

He fervently hoped that his original teams
had done a decent job constructing the camp as well as their
reports stated. Or else by the time Namaru could rid himself of Sey
it would be far too late to help his people.

 



 


 


IV




“Their netting is
ingenious. The plants they use to create the fibers have a natural
fuzz that instantly causes water to stick to them. They do have to
be replaced every year or two however, as the fibers slowly dry out
and curl up.”

p. 219 Rain Resistance: Creatures & Plants

 


 


Three days, three meals, and three
conversations and still Sey found herself dancing around Namaru’s
slick expertise at hiding information. He provided enough to claim
he was keeping up on his end of their bargain, but she could tell
from the way he steered their conversations and the vague mention
of generalities that there were things he didn’t want to touch
upon.

After the hunt, Sey had found herself more
at ease about the keep, finding and speaking with men who had been
out there and impressed with her display. Even Etemi had come
around once she’d made an apology about dumping him to the ground.
But that didn’t help much when they all refused to speak about what
had happened with Renaci, their eyes usually betraying some form of
anger or sorrow when they shook their heads.

“More like can’t,” said Rileca, the younger
and more pleasant of the two women who normally helped Sey.

Sey lay stretched back upon the couch in her
outer room, staring at the decorated wall, wishing it were a
balcony, or at least a window. Day four of being confined from the
sun and the winds was beginning to take it’s toll upon her
mood.

“How would it be possible for people to
not know what had happened?” demanded Sey.

Rileca shrugged and slipped into one of the
chairs. “We know who died. We all know who didn’t come back. But we
don’t know what happened. Or how. Or why, other than that Renaci
was responsible.”

“Before Namaru came to be Rainwatcher?”
asked Sey.

“No,” said Rileca, shaking her head
slightly. “I think it was his first year. Or maybe his second.
People were still skeptical, I know that.”

Then she rose back up and continued clearing
Sey’s breakfast dishes. Sey waited expectantly, but Rileca was no
more forthcoming, her round face becoming masked.

Quietly, Sey asked, “Did you know someone
who died?”

Rileca ran her fingers along the edge of the
table, then nodded. “He’d been in the Rainwatcher’s private guard.
Went out with many of the guard that day. Didn’t come back. No one
but the Rainwatcher came back. His public announcement later that
week didn’t say much, other than to mourn our losses and demand
retribution for their deaths.” She paused, then heaved a sigh and
said with a much softer voice, “We didn’t even have bodies to
bury.”

Sey sat up. “They were rained upon?”

Rileca shrugged. “By the time they could
have sent people to get them, I’m sure that would have been the
case.” Rileca picked up the tray. “Do you wish the medic to look in
on you?”

She’d asked every day, and every day Sey had
declined, too angry over the overdose of hepp juice he’d given her
the first day to let him touch her legs again. It wasn’t the
smartest of moves, but she didn’t trust him not to mess with her
mind again.

She started to say no, then another thought
occurred to her. “Is there any way a different medic could be
called for? One from the city by the name of Furani Ubas?”

“I wouldn’t see why not. I can ask for you,
Windrunner. Although, bringing in another medic would severely step
on Jufino’s toes.”

“Is that the only possible problem?” she
asked dryly.

Rileca gave a quick nod and bowed at the
waist. An awkward move considering the tray she still held. “I’ll
ask and have this other medic sent for if it’s possible.”

Sey gave her thanks and settled back into
the cushions, attempting to pretend her legs didn’t ache to be
outside again jumping eddies and slicing through the winds.
Creating a treaty between Elarrc and Renaci would have been much
easier had she been able to walk the streets and speak with people.
Instead, she was relegated to those in the keep. Keep workers,
people Namaru privately employed and his guards. Another thought
occurred to her and she sat up partway.

“Rileca, was it just guards who were killed
that day?”

Rileca paused on the threshold of Sey’s
door. “I don’t think so, Windrunner. There were others, but not
keep people. Craftsmen maybe?” She bit her lip and then nodded.
“Craftsmen, yes, and maybe some laborers from the city.”

“What were they needed for?”

“I’m sorry, Windrunner. That’s all I know.
That’s a question for the Rainwatcher himself to answer.”

Sey frowned as Rileca stepped out of the
room. Of course Namaru would know. It was getting the Rainwatcher
to actually tell her that was the problem. But, if the majority of
the people who’d not come back had been in the guard, maybe Etemi
knew more than he let on.

She started to swing her legs off the couch,
thinking to find the Captain, but a pain had her collapsing back
upon the cushions swearing to herself and hoping that Furani
wouldn’t be averse to coming.

 


 


 


Namaru unfolded the message quickly,
not even bothering to dismiss the bird-handler before he scanned
the message from Islaru. A few men had gone down in the crossing of
the Lurfein River, its water fed from the melting of the thin
snow-topped mountain range far to the north. The cart they’d been
caring for had caught upon one of the planks. The wheel jerked the
whole thing to the side and one of the diomurs had pulled it into
the water before anyone could stop it.

Islaru claimed the screams hadn’t lasted
long, that only one man managed to pull himself out of the water,
his body so colored by the river that he merely curled up in on
himself before breathing his last.

Other than that, the journey had gone mostly
as expected. No rain, as Namaru had predicted. Only a far off storm
cloud one day that had given them a scare. They’d stopped and
created some makeshift shelters in the chance things had changed,
losing half a day to it.

The message crinkled in Namaru’s hand. He
didn’t take Islaru’s decision to stop as an affront. He knew that
they probably felt completely vulnerable out there without their
Rainwatcher assuring them. Though, they wouldn’t have stopped had
Namaru been there. And now they were a half day behind. He knew
they had a week, but he couldn’t guarantee anything beyond
that.

Holding down the curse, he pulled out a
blank sheet and wrote a quick message to Islaru, hopefully wording
it such that the lead hunter would force them to make up the lost
time in a way as to not strike fear in their hearts. He rolled it
up and put his seal on it before handing it back to the
bird-handler. “Make sure it’s the same bird. And don’t let the rest
see you send it.”

The bird-handler bowed, took the message and
left. In his wake, Siflaro came to Namaru’s office door. “Is
everything all right, sir?”

Namaru glanced up to look at his assistant,
but ignored the question. “Have Jufino write me up a report on the
Windrunner’s progress.” He needed Sey healed and gone if he were to
have any chance of riding down to accurately read when the rains
would fall over his men.

Siflaro turned to obey.

“Wait. Come in and close the door.” Once
Siflaro had done so, Namaru continued, “How are things coming along
with the filter upgrades?”

“So far, things are on schedule,
Rainwatcher, according to the reports that the metal craftsmen and
the mechanics have sent up. Some annoyance that they’re forced to
work with so many untrained people. None of the filters are ready
for inspection as of yet, though.”

“Annoyance they can handle. Send a message
down to shut their mouths on their complaints. They are all turned
off?”

“The filters? Yes, sir. All have been turned
off.” A concerned expression crossed Siflaro’s face. “Should I have
some turned back on, sir. Is there a rain coming?”

Namaru turned to stare out the window to his
right, where the sun was just starting to become visible in the
upper half. “No. Keep them off for now. We have the time to upgrade
everything.”

Siflaro bowed and waited.

Finally Namaru asked. “And what of the
Windrunner’s activities?”

“Pepida says she went for another short walk
as she does everyday and has been asking more pointed questions
about Renaci. Specifically about the massacre during your first
year.” Unspoken was Siflaro’s own question.

Most of the people even in the keep didn’t
know and Namaru didn’t know how to give more detail without
implicating himself, so he left it ambiguous, preferring the
questions to the possible responses to the answer.

“And?” said Namaru.

“And she’s requested a balcony.”

Namaru wasn’t surprised by the request. He’d
expected it at some point. So he ignored it for the moment,
concentrating on the other information Siflaro had gleaned of Sey.
Mostly little trifling things, useless and pointless, which was the
best kind of information at the moment. As long as she wasn’t
following a line of questioning that wondered about his men’s
movements, Namaru could care less what Sey asked.

 


 


 


Furani gently massaged Sey’s legs, the
relief almost immediately sinking through her skin and into her
muscles.

“They were agitated,” stated Furani, the
disapproval in his voice clear.

Sey sighed. “A mishap with a heavy-handed
hepp drink.”

Furani frowned at her.

“Not on purpose,” she said. “Jufino mixed me
up something incredibly potent.”

“He’s not the best,” murmured Furani.

“Oh?” asked Sey.

“We choose what our ambitions are. Mine
never were too high. Though, somehow I still managed to find myself
tending to a Windrunner.” He laughed and shook his head.

Sey found herself smiling with him, glad for
a face that wasn’t trying to hide anything from her. “How long
until you think I have full use back?”
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