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    This book is dedicated to mother earth and her life giving water.


    



    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    “We never know the full worth of water till the well is dry.”


    - Thomas Fuller 1732
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    Water


    


    I tossed and turned all night, too warm in my mud hut to get any restful sleep. The summer had come and we hadn’t had rain in 211 days. I sat up and wrapped a cloth loosely around my slender frame. I didn’t put on undergarments, so the breeze could flow through the thin fabric and offer me some relief from the heat. My mouth was parched. I swallowed and my tongue felt swollen. I crept through the mud hut, careful not to wake my mother’s husband. His anger streak seemed to always be pointed at me. I grabbed the ladle and took one small spoonful of water, tipping my head back and gulping it down in one big swallow. The pot was nearly empty. I would leave the rest for my mother, her husband, and his second wife. I exited my mud hut and looked to the sky. The sun was still asleep as I gripped the three large steel water pots in my hands from our front porch.


    My best friend, Lake, was trudging down the dirt road of our village with five huge pots. I loaded my pots on my head, balanced perfectly after years of practice, and met up with her.


    “Lake, five pots is too many. You will never make the four-hour journey home with that much water,” I scolded her.


    She looked weary. It had been a month since she was sold as a water wife. Her new husband was not kind. Men in our village took wives, up to five each, with the sole purpose of fetching water from the crowded and dangerous water well that was hours away.


    She strained to carry the three pots on her head and two in her arms. “Rain is sick. I have to manage five today or my husband will beat me.”


    I sucked in a breath and took one of the pots from her. “Lake, you said he was mean, not that he beat you. Tell your parents. We will manage the extra pots together for today.”


    Our families sold us as young as fourteen to be water wives, but the men were expected to treat us well. My mother was holding out. She wanted better for me. At eighteen winters old, I was pushing it. She would have to agree to a deal soon. Water wives had a shelf life. It was hard work and took its toll on our bodies.


    Lake’s lip quivered. Her long mousy brown hair was tied in a knot at the base of her neck so it would not interfere with pot balance. Her hazel eyes looked sad. Being a water wife did not serve my friend well. Rage boiled up inside of me. Was this what my best friend deserved after walking twenty miles a day to fetch water for her husband? Water wives were supposed to be cherished. They brought life to the family.


    “Ocean, what do you expect me to do? I’m seventeen winters old, a third wife and I have no skills,” she pleaded with me. The tone in her voice, defeat; it broke my heart.


    I sighed, resigned. “We’ll figure something out,” I told her and began walking the ten miles through the driest, hottest stretch of land in the realm. I looked out at the sea of brown. Dry, flat dirt for as far as the eye could see.


    We made small talk on the walk over. My tongue was beginning to swell with thirst and the sun had completely risen.


    “It’s getting too hot to do day walks, we should try to do our water collection at night for the rest of the summer.” Lake groaned.


    Sweat was pouring down both of our backs. The cloth covering my body was soaked and sticking to my skin.


    I managed a laugh. “We would be killed. Two young women at the watering hole at night?” I shivered. She knew the stories of the thugs that policed the watering hole at night. She knew what happened to me; what I had endured. No thank you. I will take my chance with the sun.


    Within a mile from the watering hole, I realized Lake wasn’t beside me. I turned around to see her sitting against her large pots, head drooped. I dropped the pot in my hand and lowered the three from my head and ran to her.


    “Are you hurt? What’s wrong? Is it the heat death?” I fawned over her, feeling her head.


    She shook her head and stared out into the flat, arid land, void of any green, of any beauty.


    “Ocean?” she asked me, “will this be my whole life? Will I just fetch water for a husband who beats me until the heat death takes me?”


    I seized her in a hug as tears somehow managed to fall from my parched skin.


    “Oh, Lake.” I had no hope to give her. Then something struck me.


    “The Summer Solstice festival is tomorrow night. It’s been twenty years since the Fates gifted us with a Water Blessed. Maybe it will be you.” The second the words left my lips, a glimmer of hope twinkled in her eye.


    “Really?” She pleaded with her eyes.


    I nodded. Every woman in my village was named after a body of water in hopes of gaining favor with the Fates. For every twenty years, the power to create water from nothing was given to a young girl. Lake stood with renewed energy and hope. She balanced her pots on her head and began the final walk to the watering hole. I smiled. It was a nice thought. To be given such a power would be worth all of the jewels in Jewel Mountain. Water was life, to have it, to create it at will. It made you a God.


    I caught up to Lake at the watering hole. The line was long. We stood for more than an hour and finally Lake was next. She disrobed and soaked her cloth to wear on the walk back. Some of the village boys and the water thugs stared at her naked breasts. I unhooked the blade from the holster attached to my inner thigh and let the sun glint off the steel edge. I shined the light in a thug’s face. He raised an arm to block the light, and looked at me.


    I gave him a stony-faced expression, any kindness at the watering hole was mistaken for weakness. His name was Marques, and he had a long scar on his forearm to remember me by. And I had a stolen innocence to remember him by. Some girls went to bed with the watering hole thugs willingly, some were forced. My stepfather was a village elder and paid the thugs to keep other villages away, but they still wanted to have their fun with the girls. Not Lake. Not me. Never again.


    When Lake had dressed and filled all of her pots, it was my turn. I filled my pots and disrobed. I kept my eyes on Marques as I soaked my cloth. His gaze roamed the length of my body and he licked his lips.


    “How’s your arm?” I taunted him and wrapped my body in the cool wet cloth.


    He sneered. “If your stepfather wasn’t an elder, I would have my way with you every day.”


    “One time was enough to make me sick,” I told him, as some of the other thugs laughed. He lunged for me but I was quick. I whipped out my knife and had it wedged between his legs before he could do anything. I could smell his sweaty skin and acidic breath. I wanted to kill him, but politics kept me from it.


    “If you touch me again, I will take your manhood. Not in the way you want,” I threatened. I hate that this was who I had become. It was the only way to get respect at the watering hole. He spat into one of my water pots and backed off.


    I rolled my eyes and stacked my full pots on top of my head. The extra pot, I grasped in my arms and hugged to my body. I had never made the walk with four large pots, neither had Lake.


    I followed her back up the hill and we began our trek home, passing many other women from our village.


    It took us nearly twice as long with the extra pots. They were heavy and women we passed earlier while leaving the watering hole, passed us going home. I groaned as we finally made it to Lake’s hut. My arms felt like rubber, my neck was stiff. I wanted nothing more than to collapse and drink an entire water pot on my own.


    “Thank you.” Lake hugged me. “You’re a good friend, Ocean.”


    I was too tired to speak, so I smiled instead.


    I took my three pots home and my stepfather, Bernie, was waiting for me. He didn’t look happy. Lake’s husband, Byron, was sitting with him. Why was he here? My mother was cooking dinner and my stepfather’s second wife, Creek, was sweeping the floors.


    “There you are, Ocean!” my stepfather roared.


    I set down the water and bowed. “I’m sorry, I had to help Lake carry an extra pot. Rain is sick.”


    Lake’s husband looked drunk. “Rain passed away from the heat death today. May the Fates keep her soul.”


    “May the fates keep her soul,” my stepfather echoed.


    My hand went to my mouth. Poor Rain. She was older than us, just by a few winters. Far too young to meet death. Lake would be crushed.


    “Byron is here to offer us something.” The gleam in my stepfather’s eye made me nervous. My mother and I shared a look. Oh please, no.


    Byron sloppily pulled out a parchment ledger. “I would like to take Ocean as my new water wife. I can offer you three sacks of wheat, five sacks of potatoes, one live oxen and ten full pots of water.”


    My mother dropped a pan in the kitchen and it crashed to the floor. My stepfather glared at her.


    The wind had been taken out of me. I couldn’t speak. I knew a proposal would come. We had two already, but this offer was good. Too good. No one had ever paid so much for a water wife. Ten water pots. Poor Lake would be trudging to the watering hole twice a day to stock up for that. Byron was the only farmer in our village. He hoarded his family’s secret about how to plant and yield crop in drought conditions. All of the younger men worked for him and his land was at least a thousand oxen wide and two thousand long. He was a rich bastard and everyone did what he said. I never expected an offer from him.


    I cleared my throat and approached the subject carefully.


    “Stepfather, who will fetch your water?” I asked sweetly.


    My stepfather gave me a glare that told me I would be getting a belting later. “Your mother or Creek. They have become lazy since you began fetching anyway.”


    I looked at my mother’s mangled hands, the hump at the back of her neck. She was too old and tired to be a water wife. She had done her days of fetching water. No! Anger boiled up inside me.


    My stepfather shook hands with Byron. “The wedding will commence next full moon,” he agreed.


    “I haven’t said yes,” I told them incredulously. My fists balled.


    “Dear, let’s talk in private, as a family, before we give Master Byron an answer,” my mother pleaded and rubbed her husband’s shoulders.


    He threw her hand off. “You’re lucky I married you and took your daughter as my own after your husband died,” he told my mother. “She’s become a burden. I’m agreeing to the deal.” He nodded to Byron. That was that. No more would be said or there would be hell to pay. Unless I could afford my own hut, food, and water, which I couldn’t, I had no say.


    Byron stood and approached me, his eyes scanned my long, dark, black hair, my emerald green eyes, down my sun-kissed skin and then to my full breasts. I wanted to vomit. That disgusting man would never be my husband. How had Lake’s parents agreed to him? He was at least forty-five winters old. I was younger than his own daughter.


    He smiled and left.


    My mother grabbed some dirty kitchen utensils and looked at me. “Ocean, help me with the washing.”


    I followed my mother to the back of our hut and outside into the small courtyard. It was a luxury to have an enclosed private space. My stepfather being on the elder council had its perks.


    My mother poured some precious water into the cleaning basin and washed the utensils. I sat near her, ready for her counsel. Ready for her to tell me to be a good water wife and do the only thing that a woman could do in our village. Fetch water.


    “Tomorrow, during the revelry of the summer solstice, the men will be drowning in mead, the village will be bustling,” she told me.


    I nodded. My arms and legs were sore from carrying the extra pot with Lake. My mother leaned in very close, her faint whisper could barely be heard. “That’s when you will sneak away.”


    My mouth dropped open in shock. I sat rigid, unsure if I heard her correct.


    She continued, “Take my traveling canteen, some food, and your stepfather’s gold Kings Coin. You can reach the city of Mule in two nights’ brisk walk. The darkness will cloak you at night and you can sleep in the day to avoid the sun. You’re strong and good with your blade. You can fight off a thug or two, pay them the Kings Coin if you must.”


    “Mother, what are you saying?” Had she lost her mind? Mule was far. If I made it, once there what would I do? Mule had their own water well in town. They guarded it and had no need for water fetchers. I had no other skills. I had also never heard of anyone who traveled to Mule in the hot summer. People died on that walk.


    She grabbed my face and stared into my eyes. Looking at her green eyes and ink black hair peppered with strands of silver, I realized how much we looked alike. My mother was beautiful once, but the sun and hard work had taken its toll.


    “I’m saying I want more for you. Sell your hair, get an apprenticeship with a seamstress or try to sell your paintings at market. Anything but being a water wife. Anything.” Tears rolled down her face and left tracks in her dusty skin.


    My throat pinched. “What about you and Lake? Bernie will kill you.”


    “Lake and I will be fine. We both want a better life for you. I will play coy with your stepfather and the elders. I will disown you. Say you acted without my knowledge.”


    Even though it was a lie, hearing her casually say she would disown me, hurt. Disowning someone in my village was the worst thing you could do and brought great dishonor to the family. But something else stirred inside of me. Could I really? Could I get an apprenticeship? Learn a trade? Sell my paintings? A thrill of excitement washed through me. My mother saw it in my eyes. I nodded. Stream, a sixteen-winters-old girl, once left the village five years ago. The elders said she died in the Death Valley before making it to Mule, but her mother told differently. She had made it to Mule, fell in love with a cobbler’s son and they got married, for love not for water.


    “Okay, Mama,” I told her with certainty.


    She cupped my face sadly. “Okay.”


    Because I knew how horrible Byron was, I didn’t think I could leave Lake. If I left alone, unmarried, no one would come for me. If I took Lake with me, Byron would send for her, we would be found. The smart thing to do would be to leave without her. I tossed and turned all night and finally in the early hours, sleep took me.
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    My mother nudged me and I groaned.


    “Lake is outside. It’s time to fetch the water. Today is the summer solstice. You must leave now or you will not make it home in time for the revelry.” Her soft voice broke through my sleep.


    I sat up quickly. It was pitch black out, the watering hole would be crowded. Everyone would be getting water to stock up for the summer solstice festival. I could smell the mead brewing in the kitchen. It was the day I would run away. My mother lifted open her cloth dress and handed me a traveling canteen. I took it wordlessly and slung it over my back. We shared a look, mine was full of fear but my mother’s was full of strength and I took comfort in that.


    Lake was waiting with five pots again. I groaned.


    “Our family manages with three pots, why does Byron need five!” I exclaimed. But Lake had a bruise under her eye that I couldn’t ignore.


    “He likes to brew his mead and he needs more for farming.” She shrugged and tried to hide the bruise. He had other water wives though. I lost count how many. Let them get the extra water!


    I lifted her chin and made her face me. “I’ll kill him,” I told her.


    She was too tired to respond. “Is it true? That you have accepted to be his water wife?” Her voice shook.


    I sighed and nodded.


    Lake shook her head. “At first I was happy that we could be together every day, but then my happiness grew to dread. I couldn’t stand to see him treat you the way he treats me. I won’t stand for it. Say no. Reject his offer.” Her lip quivered.


    May the Fates protect me for what I was about to do. I leaned in to hug her and whispered softly, “I’m leaving for Mule tonight to run away. You’re coming with me.”


    I felt her body go rigid. When I pulled back, her face was lit up like it was winter solstice morning. I shushed her and began our walk to the watering hole. When we were miles away from the village and had passed a cluster of other water wives who couldn’t hear us, Lake bombarded me with questions.


    “How will we get through Death Valley? What if there are night thugs? What will we do for work in Mule? Byron will look for me.”


    “We will figure it out together. Come on, this is our last time having to spend the entire day in the sweltering sun fetching water. Mule has a well in town. Let’s not waste our breath on worries,” I told her.


    She gave me a sly smile and my old friend was back, full of life, and ready to make me laugh.


    “Even if we die in Death Valley or Byron finds me, it will be worth it.”


    She picked up her pace and we reached the watering hole in record time. After washing up and filling all of our pots. I pulled the traveling canteen out and filled it as well. Lake and I were strong and young. We walked twenty miles a day, if anyone could make it through Death Valley, we could. I laced the canteen over my shoulder and gave the water thugs a glare as the wet cloth of my dress stuck to my breasts. Good riddance, thugs. I imagined myself going out in grandiose fashion. Strangling Marques to death and cutting off his manhood. I giggled. Instead, I loaded up my pots and started the walk back.


    The walk home was strenuous and I was tempted to drop the extra pot I was carrying for Lake. Four pots and a canteen was too much. Water was heavy. We didn’t talk, we pushed through as the sun dropped in the sky and we approached our village where vibrant sounds of revelry could be heard. Lake was panting and I watched in horror as she tripped over a stone and fell, bringing all of her pots down with her. Oh Fates! I unloaded my pots as quickly as I could, and helped her. She was crying. Precious clear water seeped into the dry, cracked ground.


    “Lake …” I didn’t know what to say. Spilling water happened, but on the night of the revelry? She didn’t have time to go back.


    She sobbed and her hands shook as we poured the half-filled pots together to make full ones. Two. Only two of four. Plus the one I had carried for her would be three.


    “Three should be enough,” I told her.


    She nodded. We loaded our pots and walked the short distance home.


    We passed the village square. The elders beat their dried-skin drums, and the wives, who weren’t fetching water, sang and danced and served the men and children food. We came close to my hut and I glanced at Lake as I off loaded her extra pot.


    “Bring any provisions you can and hide them underneath the Life Tree. When the elder starts the rain dance, find me and we leave,” I whispered in her ear.


    She hugged me hard and nodded.


    I set the water pots inside and saw my mother was there with Creek. Creek took the water from me and began adding it to the revelry stew. My mother and Creek were famous in our village for their revelry rabbit stew. Red and purple potatoes, sweet onion, sage and tender rabbit meat. The smell made me salivate. Creek slapped my hand away but gave me a wink. “It’s not ready yet.”


    My mother ushered me upstairs. She produced a small cloth bundle. “Inside is the gold Kings Coin, dried meats, fruit and some spices. The food will get you across Death Valley, the spices can be traded for room at an inn, and the gold will buy you an apprenticeship.”


    Tears slid down my face. My mother wasn’t like other women in the village, she married my father for love. They took no water wives. My mother fetched the family’s water for years before her hands became too deformed to hold the pots. Then I took over at nine winters old. If my father hadn’t died when I was twelve, we could have managed. A small but humble and happy family.


    “I love you, Mama.” I unstrapped my canteen and shoved it under my straw bed with the bundle my mother had given me.


    She hugged me quickly. “No long goodbyes. Just go. I don’t want to know when,” she told me, and twisted my hair up into one large bun. She fastened it with polished wooden sticks. She took her finest blue cloth and twisted the ends, wrapping it in an elegant fashion around my neck, draping it in the traditional way of my people.


    “Happy summer solstice, Ocean.”


    I wanted to tell her so much more. I wanted to tell her what she meant to me, how worried for her I would be, that I had decided to take Lake with me. But instead, I gave her what she wanted. “Happy summer solstice, Mama.”


    I joined the revelry and became concerned when I saw Byron but not Lake. Did he punish her for not bringing full pots home? His other wives were present. I scanned the crowd desperately. I saw James, our head elder and Brook, his first wife, our spiritual leader. She took the stage and prayed to the Fates.


    Her beaded headdress made her look regal. She threw her arms up in the air. “We call on the glorious Fates in the sky! Swell your clouds with life-giving water and bless us with your magnificent rain!”


    The drums began to beat. Every village, every town, every kingdom was having the exact same festival, asking for the exact same thing.


    “Fates of water and life, we plead! We are a humble people. Grace us with the next Water Blessed. We name our daughters after your blue elixir of life. We implore you to have mercy on our village. Choose one of us to carry your gracious water power.”


    The drums were wild. I had attended every summer solstice since I was born, always asking for rain and water, but only once every twenty years did we beg for one of our women to be Water Blessed. Twenty years ago it was a farmer’s daughter from Wheat Valley. Before that, an innkeeper’s daughter from Mule. Brook began to dance. It was time for me to leave. My mother’s eyes found mine. I nodded, she nodded back. That was it. That was our goodbye. Born of her belly, nourished on her breast, tended to for eighteen winters and that was the only goodbye I could give her. I forced myself not to cry.


    I really needed to find Lake. Everyone was rapt with attention on Brook and the drummers. With one final look at my mother, I used the distraction to sneak away. I grabbed the canteen and cloth bundle I had hidden behind our courtyard. I would have to hope Lake was waiting for me at the Life Tree; the only tree in our village that marked the border of our land and the beginning of Death Valley. If she wasn’t there, I would have to double back and check her hut, if there was time.


    The drums thrummed louder and the wind carried with it an odd smell. It almost smelled of … rain. I tied my dress up high in between my thighs to make short pants so I wouldn’t trip on the hem. My animal-skin sandals were tied neatly around my ankles. I was ready for travel.


    I ran quickly behind the village center and along the back of the huts to the road that led to the Life Tree and out of town. No one watered the tree, it just grew. It produced no fruit, just thick green leaves. We boiled them once, Mama and I, the leaves were bitter and not edible we decided. So it just became a thing of beauty; something to look at, something to give us hope. A magic tree, the elders said.


    I reached the tree and was out of breath. I was panting and realized it would be a long night’s walk after carrying pots all day with no rest. My heart fell when I saw that Lake wasn’t there, but her bundle was. She must have placed it there earlier and was going to meet me. I decided to wait a few more minutes. The smell in the air was getting stronger. It had been so long without rain that I couldn’t remember the smell. Was it rain? The drums beat wildly and the hairs on my arms stood up. I’m doing it. I’m leaving my village to escape a life of being tied to those pots, to Byron, to being a water wife.


    The first droplet of water hit my skin and I thought I was imagining it.


    No. It’s not. It can’t.


    But the second … the tenth droplet, I couldn’t deny it. Laughter bubbled up inside of me as I fell to the ground. It was raining! The Fates had smiled upon our village. I resisted the urge to run back into town and help my people grab every pot, pan, and cup, and set them outside to catch water. Instead, I lay back as the sky began to cry. I let the Fates tears of mercy seep into my cracked skin. I opened my mouth and caught the droplets inside. Lake would arrive any moment. The rain was the perfect distraction to get her out of the house if she was being held there as punishment.


    “Thank you, Fates, bless Lake. Let Lake be your next water blessed,” I whispered. Then she would want for nothing, could command a divorce from Byron. Command anything from the kings that lived in the realm.


    All of a sudden, a low rumble sounded overhead, the sky lit up with streaks of fire. I sat upright just as sky fire licked down from the clouds and zapped me on the head. I cried out. Pain shot from my head, down my neck, across my left shoulder and out my left hand. I gasped for air, clutching my left hand with my right.


    “Ocean!” It was Lake. She was limping, running toward me, but I couldn’t stay upright. I fell backward and hit the ground with a thud.
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    I awoke sometime later in an unfamiliar hut. My mouth was moist, which was never the case. I felt hydrated and alive. I groaned, and began to sit up. I was in the animal barn surrounded by over fifty pots of water. All full. I had never seen such a glorious display of water. My stomach grumbled. I was starving.


    I saw my mother and she stopped me from sitting up. Her eyes were wide and she couldn’t speak. I felt wetness on my left palm, so I glanced down at it. What I saw sent me jumping upright, and knocking over a full pot of water. My left hand was dripping water, like the faucet from the well. A long, jagged white scar marked where the sky fire kissed me from my left ear down to my wrist.


    “I … I” I couldn’t say it. I had heard the stories, but I still couldn’t say it.


    “You’re the new Water Blessed,” my stepfather told me with delight. His eyes glittered with greed.


    I concentrated on my dripping hand and it ceased to flow. Holy Fates. I could control it at will, like breathing. My eyes met my mother’s and she smiled, bringing up a shard of reflective glass to my face.


    “Your hand was dripping for two days while you lay unconscious. We filled every pot in town!”


    Two days! I looked into the shard and saw that my once green eyes were now sky fire blue. They were like tiny stars. They glowed with such intensity, I knew that I would never be mistaken for anything other than the Water Blessed again.


    My stepfather made a path through the pots and approached me. “I’m going to forget about the fact that we found you near the Life Tree with a travel canteen, food bundle, and my stolen Kings Coin, okay?”


    I wrung my hands nervously. “Okay.”


    His round belly spilled over his pants. He smiled. “I have a representative from each of the four kingdoms on their way here. They will bid for you to go and be the water bearer for their king.”


    “Bid for me? Like a slave!” I shouted. I felt waves of anger crash inside of me. “I’m the Water Blessed. That means I’m not marrying Byron and I will do as I please from now on.” A daring thing to say but I was feeling bold.


    My stepfather’s face became fierce and my mother tried to step in front of him, but he shoved her aside. “You’re such a naive little girl. You act twelve winters old! Do as you please? Selling you to one of the four strong kingdoms is the only way to ensure your safety. Do you want to be captured by water thugs and live at the bottom of a dry well, bleeding water for the rest of your life?”


    His words sent cold water down my veins. He was right. I was naive and I would be taken if I went off on my own. My small village couldn’t protect me. Almost every war in the Water Realm was fought over the use of the Water Blessed.


    My mother got up and stood in front of him again. “Let me speak with my daughter in private. Don’t I at least deserve that?”


    As he gazed upon my mother, I saw his face soften.


    “I’ll be right outside with the hunters. Word has gotten out to the realm that the Water Blessed is here. We could be attacked any moment.”


    As soon as he left, my mother embraced me. She held me for a long time before letting me go.


    “I knew you were meant for greater things.” Her fingers trailed the thin white scar along my arm.


    “Do you think I should go to one of the four kingdoms?” I asked her.


    She sighed. “You were going to go anyway, right? This way our village will prosper and you will have protection of a king.”


    She was right, but I didn’t like the idea of being sold, being bid on like a fine piece of jewelry. “How’s Lake?” The second I asked her, my mother winced.


    “Byron beat her pretty badly for bringing only three pots home. Then when they found you two together, trying to leave …”


    My heart dropped. “But she’s okay?”


    My mother nodded. “Thugs came while you slept. One of the hunters died guarding you. It’s been crazy here. We have only slept in shifts. The whole village is too excited and scared.” She looked tired. I didn’t want anyone to die for me.


    “When do the kings’ representatives come?” I queried.


    “One is already here, the other three will be here midday. The bidding starts tonight.”


    Bidding. I hated that I had become an object. “Does the highest bidder get me or can I choose?” I asked her. She was silent.


    “Mama, don’t I get any say?” I prodded her.


    My mother looked at her feet. That was a no. Well, at least I didn’t have to marry Byron.


    *


    The village square was rumbling with excitement. Every person was present. I saw Lake who had a shawl covering half of her face. I tried to force a smile and waved. She waved but didn’t smile back.


    As my stepfather and the other elders led me up to the stage, I scanned the four noblemen before me. The first man was short, fat, and had a wart on his nose. His nails had black in the creases, his boots covered in black dust; he was from the Coal Kingdom. The second man was tall with dark skin and wore a vibrant stitched silk tunic; he was from the Silk Valley Kingdom. The third representative was a woman. My eyes scanned her. I heard rumors that women ran the Wheat Valley and all of the lush farmland there, but I didn't believe it. Seeing her stand before me, I got excited at the prospect of being bought by a kingdom where women were incharge. Then I looked the final man up and down. His hair was longer and fell to his chin in wild waves of dark chestnut. His eyes, the color of clouds, bore into mine. My stomach warmed and I quickly looked to the jewels that littered his armor. He was tall, broad shouldered and as muscular as a horse; he was a member of the royal guard of Jewel Mountain Kingdom. All of the realms’ precious metals and desired jewels came from Jewel Kingdom, the wealthiest in the realm.


    Seeing the four representatives before me made me realize I was about to become a prized possession. I was the Water Blessed! I could ask for whatever I wanted, starting with the right to choose my own offer. I cleared my throat and whistled loud.My people fell silent.


    “Here's the deal!” I shouted loudly. “Each of the four kingdoms will present their offers. After which, I will choose which offer I will be taking. I'm not a slave; I can't be bought. I will only be persuaded.” I held my chin high. The glare from my stepfather told me that if he could, he would beat the water right out of me.I glanced at the good looking Jewel Mountain man, he was grinning ear to ear.


    The Coal Mountain gentleman stepped forward."Your ladyship, although we can clearly see your glowing eyes, might you show us your water power before the offers are spoken?"


    The Coal Mountain stronghold was a dirty kingdom with the realm’s strongest army. I doubted I would be choosing his offer as I did not wish to help a people that bred war.


    "As you wish," I told him and walked over to an empty pot at the end of the stage holding my left hand over it. I barely had to think and water began to trickle out. More thought and it flowed faster. My people gasped and a few fell backward in shock.


    The greedy coal man was salivating as if he wanted to eat me.He bowed. "Thank you, my lady. Then I will begin the offers. The gracious king of Coal Mountain is prepared to give you and your village a generous deal. We will build earth ovens within each home and supply each hut with one year’s worth of coal."


    I heard my people gasp. It would making cooking easier and keep them warm in the harsh desert winters.


    He smiled. "We will also provide your lovely village with a large water storage tank and fifty wheeled wagons for your water wives to fill it."


    I saw the women plead to me with their eyes. They stomped their feet with appraisal. Wheeled wagons would certainly make water fetching easier. You could pull ten pots behind you, and only have to go twice a week!


    "And to you, my lady, the coal King offers you a royal house with female attendants and a royal guard. Also, we have arranged a marriage with a noble man that will make you a duchess and give you royal children." He smiled as if that would please me.


    I narrowed my eyes. Before I could even consider the offer, the silk man stepped forward.


    "A petty offer compared to mine, my lady. The Silk King is prepared to offer every wife in your village three reams of our finest silk and one tailored dress each. Also, we will bring our finest tailors to provide seamstress apprenticeships for ten young girls who can begin a silk trading business for your village that will bring prosperity for years to come."


    My heart began thumping in my chest. What if I could ensure that Lake was one of the girls to get the apprenticeship? I met her eyes. She thumped her foot with the rest of the women who wanted me to entertain the offer.


    "In addition to that, we offer a large holding tank for water, sixty wheeled wagons and a marriage to our King!" He finished in a grand fashion and the women in my village stomped their feet loudly.


    The Wheat Valley woman stepped forward and bowed. "Arranged marriages? You will have nothing of the sort in the Wheat Valley Kingdom. You may marry for love to whomever you choose!"


    Marry for love? Like my parents. My heart beat wildly in my chest.


    "We will provide your quaint village with enough wheat for bread making for an entire year!" She roared and my people gasped. Byron looked livid. Wheat was his trade. If the villagers had their own, his business would tank. I grinned at him. She went on, "Ten sacks of rice per household and one package of seeds. We too can provide a large water holding tank, seventy wheeled wagons and a farming apprenticeship for one lady whom you can bring with you."


    My mouth dropped open. Bring one lady with me. My eyes went first to my mother. She smiled sadly and shook her head and then looked at Lake. My mother’s fingers would never make it through a farming apprenticeship anyway. I met Lakes eyes, she was holding back tears. Yes, I would take this deal. I nodded to her.


    "My lady." The handsome Jewel Mountain representative stepped forward. I had forgotten about him. His voice was like silk and did strange things to my stomach. "Do you wish to hear the Jewel King’s offer?" He was the first one to ask my permission and not bombard me. I might as well give him a shot.


    "Yes, if you think it is superior to these other offers." I gestured to the others.


    He smiled; his teeth were stark white and straight. He was inarguably the most handsome man I had ever seen. "Well now, that sounds like a challenge and I like those."


    I smiled back.


    "The Jewel King is prepared to offer the following. One red ruby for every woman in the village." He couldn’t even finish talking before the stomping began. He smiled. "One gold Kings Coin for every man." The men stomped too and the other kingdom representatives glared at him. "We will build market stalls and teach your people the blacksmith metals trade." The stomping was deafening. "Like in the Wheat Valley, you may marry for love to whomever you choose. You will be guarded by the King’s finest knights, be given a private suite in the King’s castle, and be able to take one female companion with you to be your hand maiden."


    I looked at Lake. Byron put a hand on her thigh and squeezed, then looked at me and glared.


    The crowd had settled down.


    "And finally, because you will bring liquid life unto our realm, the Jewel King is prepared to dig your village a well of their own and you may visit your family every summer solstice."


    My people jumped up then and screamed, stomped, and cheered. The other representatives glared at him.


    “You already have a Water Blessed!” The Coal Mountain man sneered.


    The Jewel Mountain man glared at him. “Our dear Maggie is aging and will meet death soon.”


    As far as I knew, there were two Water Blessed alive. Well, three including me. One in Jewel Mountain and one in Wheat Valley.


    My stepfather stood. "To dig a well you would need heavy equipment, piping, hand crank drills. Your King has all of that?" Well, it looked like my stepfather had chosen his favorite deal.


    "We do and I have brought it all with me," the handsome man stated.


    I looked at the Wheat Valley woman. She looked nice and her offer was good. It would put Byron out of business which would bring me great joy. But if Byron didn't release Lake to me, than I needed his business to thrive so he could take care of my best friend. I looked at the silk man. His offer was good too, but I could not resist a well. Water wives would no longer be needed. Women could marry for love. The thought shocked me. Life in my village would change overnight.


    The coal representative stepped forward. "I am prepared to sweeten my offer. 100 wheeled wagons. Marriage for love and apprenticeships in coal mining," he said, desperately.


    "I've made my choice,” I told them.


    The villagers quieted, and my stepfather and Byron shot me glares. Lake looked at me like a lost puppy. My mother offered me strength with her gaze. I exhaled.


    "I will be the Water Blessed for the Jewel Mountain Kingdom!" I roared and my people jumped up cheering. The jewel representative bowed to me deeply and approached the stage. We locked eyes and for a second, it was like time stopped. He seemed transfixed by my glowing blue eyes and nearly tripped over the edge of the stage. He regained his balance and extended his hand. He looked about twenty winters old.


    "I’m Seth, head of your new personal guard," he stated.


    I wasn't sure what to do with his hand, so I extended mine in the same way. Each kingdom had a different greeting. Our hands were inches from each other and he smiled taking mine in his and lifting it up and down.


    "Like this," he told me. His hand was warm and strong, but he was gentle with mine.


    I pulled mine away first. "Ocean."


    "What?" he asked.


    "You're Seth. I'm Ocean."


    He looked at my lips and then again at my eyes. "Ocean, we are well met," he said.


    Heat flushed my face and my stepfather stomped over and asked him for payment.


    After the other representatives stormed out, and Seth paid the village, he approached me. The sword on his hip and insignia on his chest told me he must be someone important in his kingdom. "Have you chosen who you want to take as your maiden?" he asked.


    "I have. But there's a problem." I nervously twisted the ends of my raven black hair. What if Byron didn’t let Lake leave? Seth was staring at the jagged hairline scar on my arm. He followed it all the way up to my neck. I felt exposed.I caught him looking and he quickly looked away.


    "Well, I'm good with solutions. Tell me your problem and I will solve it," he declared.


    I smiled. "Well, up until I got kissed with sky fire and was given the water power, I was sold to an old drunk farmer to become his water wife."


    Seth's nostrils flared, and I could hear his teeth gritting.


    I continued. "My best friend, Lake, has been his wife for almost a month. I want to take her. He has been–unkind to her."


    Seth gave me a menacing grin. "That's not a problem."


    Hope burst inside of me."It’s not?"


    "Everyone can be bought," he assured me. "Lead the way."
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    I stood before Byron and it took every ounce of my willpower not to kill him. Lake sat without her shawl and I could see the full view of her beaten face. If Byron wasn’t such a rich bastard, he never would have gotten away with how he treated his water wives.


    “I am prepared to offer you two Kings Coins for your water wife, Lake, to be released from marriage and come to Jewel Mountain.” Seth got right to the point.


    Byron looked drunk as usual. “Hmm.” He thought it over. “What else?” He gazed at my body and I wanted to stick him the stomach with my blade.


    “I will fill twenty water pots for you before I leave. That should last you until the well can be drilled,” I told him curtly.


    “And an extra Kings Coin,” Seth added.


    He nodded. “All right, deal. But I want one more thing. Something that was going to be mine but was taken from me,” he told Seth.


    Seth glared at him. “And that is?”


    “A kiss. From Ocean,” he stated.


     Seth’s teeth grit. “Absolutely not. She is property of the King of Jewel Mountain. Her modesty is under my protection.”


    My modesty. Hah! I considered Byron’s offer. It’s just one kiss, for my friend’s freedom. Lake pleaded at me with her eyes. Seth saw me considering it.


    Byron licked his lips and stepped forward. Seth drew his blade and pointed it at Byron’s chest. “By order of the king, you will not touch the Water Blessed.” Seth’s voice oozed power. The veins in his neck stuck out and his gaze looked murderous.


    Seth opened his satchel and produced a red ruby. He threw it at Byron’s feet. “I trust this will tame your lust, old man.”


    Byron’s greedy gaze fell on the ruby.


    “I release thee, I release thee, I release thee,” he stated unceremoniously, three times and it was done. That’s all it took in our village. And we had witnesses. After all Lake had been through with him. He dis-guarded her in such a casual manner. It made rage burn inside my heart.


    Lake ran the length of the room and we embraced, laughing. I turned to leave when a big, strong hand squeezed my buttocks. Byron. I reached inside my wrap and unsheathed my knife. I turned swiftly and my blade was at Byron’s groin before he could back up.


    “One snick of my blade and your manhood falls to the floor,” I threatened him.


    He froze, not moving.


    “I will pray every night to the Fates that the heat death takes you,” I told him with disdain. I released him and looked to Seth who appraised me with pride.


    After leaving Byron's hut, I saw that my mother and the village elders had gathered to see us off. Large horses were waiting in a line, they pulled wagons branded with the Jewel Kingdom insignia, a red ruby. I had never seen a horse except in etchings. Lake and I shared a look of excitement.

    My mother approached me.


    I gave her a long hug. "Are you sure you will be okay?" I asked her.


    She smiled and tucked my hair behind my ear. "A water well! Yes, I will be fine." She laughed. "Send word if you can."


    "I will, Mama. See you next summer solstice,"I promised.


    She smiled. "See you then." Her kiss on my cheek was light.


    The elders sent me off with a smoking sweet grass bundle and applied a red clay dot to my chest to be kept in favor of the Fates. I bowed and walked away from them without words.I was one day away from being sold as a water wife to a forty-five-winters-old drunk. I would not be thanking them for anything.


    Seth ushered me to a small horse-drawn carriage. He stopped Lake from going inside. "You will ride with the head palace maiden. It’s a two-day journey and she can use the time to train you."


    Lake looked upset at not being able to sit with me, but she nodded and followed him to a larger carriage with a short, stocky woman who had a kind smile. Her brown hair was pulled into a tight knot.


    After Seth had spoken to the guards that would ride horses that flanked our party, he entered the carriage. It was small, only big enough for two.


    Seth sat across from me and pulled the small carriage window open for a breeze of fresh air. It was dark out and the night air, although warm and muggy, wasn't nearly as scorching as the midday sun. I was nervous for our journey and for my new life as a Water Blessed. It had been hours and I had no need to drink water which unnerved me. I leaned over and peeked out the carriage window and took one last look at my small, dusty village. And with that, Lake and I embarked on our new life as I tried to hold in a wind storm of emotions.


    Seth leaned out the window and shouted to the men leading the wagon line. "Let's ride!"


    The horse took off and I was unprepared for the jerk. I flew forward into Seth's arms. He caught me before my head knocked into his. My face was inches from his. He smelled of salt and something sweet I couldn't place.


    "You okay?" he asked, staring at my lips.


    I cleared my throat and sat back in my seat.


    "Yes, I'm sorry. I’ve never ridden in a carriage,”I told him honestly.


    "I figured. Have you ever ridden a horse?" he pondered aloud.


    I shook my head. “I’ve never even seen a horse.”


    His mouth opened slightly but he recovered quickly."Maybe we should take this time for me to teach you about life in the realm, so that you’re prepared."


    I wiped my palms nervously on my wrap dress and nodded.


    "You know about the great water war, right?" he asked and ran his fingers through is wild brown hair.


    I rolled my eyes. "I'm from a small village, not the moon. Of course I know," I reprimanded him.


    He put his hands up apologetically. "Right, so when the earth became too hot, the pools of life began to dry up. Water was scarce and the great water war began."


    I nodded. "The village elders say it never ended, that we're still at war over water."


    He shrugged. "I guess in a sense that's true, but when the realm divided into the four kingdoms, a peace treaty was signed. Every man for himself."


    I shivered. “That doesn't sound so great.”


    He shrugged. "The peace has held for over a hundred years. You know the pools of life that are now the dead pools?”


    I lied and nodded. I didn’t know about them nor had I seen them.


     “My great-great-great grandmother told my father that water once poured down Jewel Mountain and into what is now the dry gorge. It was called a waterfall."


    I had never heard of a waterfall. I would have to tell mother. The women in the village could name their daughters after it. "Was the dry gorge a lake before?"


    He nodded his head. "Yes, and it flowed into the salt flats."


    Now that I had heard of. No one had ever crossed the salt flats and lived to tell about it. It was bigger than anything ever seen, and your eye couldn’t reach the end. Flat dirt with white crusty salt forever and ever


    “Well, if the dry gorge was a lake, what was the salt desert?” I asked.


    He smiled. “You tell me?”


    It took me a second, then I smiled. "The ocean."


    He nodded. "I’ve always been taken with the idea of the ocean. Guess I finally get to see it." He winked, looking at me.


    I returned his smile. Seth was handsome, wealthy, and had a prominent job. He didn't marry village girls like me. He just took us to bed for the night. I sighed and stared out the window.He was only favoring me because I was the Water Blessed.


    "Thugs!" someone shouted outside the caravan.


    Seth had me pinned to the floor with his blade unsheathed before I could even reach for mine. He was fast.


    "Stay down!" he hissed at me and jumped out of the moving caravan. I heard him hit the ground hard.


    Like hell! I wasn't sitting there while the thugs killed off my new future, or worse, Lake.The carriage skidded to a stop and I heard the clanging of swords. I quickly tied my dress into shorts that reached mid-thigh. Thugs didn't play nice; they had mead fire bombs, poisoned blades, and an appetite for young girls. I peeled back the curtain and saw Seth engaged with Marques. Of all the people to see me off, it had to be him. He still haunted my nightmares. With one jab, Seth skewered him in the gut. Red blood bubbled out of him like water from a brook. I had seen someone killed once before, but this was different, Marques was someone I hated. I felt no sadness for him.


    Lake screamed, breaking my stare. I leapt out of the carriage in one stride and raced to her. A thug was pulling her out of her carriage by her hair.


    I knelt on one knee and pulled my arm back, throwing my blade quick and far. It spun in a high arc and sank into the thug’s neck. He dropped Lake, and Seth ran past me to finish him off as I ran to her and checked her over.


    "I'm fine," she said.


    "Where's your dagger?" I saw that her thigh holster was bare. A water wife never goes about without protection.


    Her lip quivered. "Byron took all of my possessions. I have nothing."


    Seth appeared from behind and handed her a golden-hilted, sparkling jeweled dagger. "You may have mine,"he told her.


    Her mouth dropped open. “I can’t. It's worth more than my life!”


    Seth smiled. "I insist." Then he led me away. He cleaned my knife on his pants and handed it back to me.


    "That was nice of you to give your dagger to Lake. Thank you," I told him. He was a decent man. More than decent.


    He nodded. "Next time I say to stay in the carriage, please stay."


    I met his eyes. They were stern but also pleading. "If my best friend screams, I'm always going to come to her aid."


    He sighed. "You let me worry about that."


    “If someone attacked her and me, which one are you ordered to save?” I prodded.


    He threw up his hands in defeat. “You, obviously.”


    I gave him a serious look. “Then I will worry about her. You don’t know what we’ve been through together.”


    His eyes bore into mine and he leaned close to me. For the strangest moment, I thought he meant to kiss me.


    “Captain, all of the thugs are dead or have run off. Death valley will finish them for us,” a guard told him. Seth shook his head to clear his thoughts and had a word with his men.

    I stopped before our caravan and stared at Marques' dead face and then to the scar on his arm.


    "Did you know him?" Seth asked me, studying my expression.


    Flashes of Marques thrusting on top of me and stealing my innocence skated through my mind.


    "Yes, may the Fates bury him in hell for eternity."I entered the carriage.


    We rode for a while in silence and I pulled out my paints and a piece of cloth I had started painting on before we left. I had two colors, yellow and red; turmeric and beet root. Seth watched me curiously. I had made a homemade brush with a chunk of my hair that I had stuck to the end of a stick. The lantern that hung from the carriage wall, cast eerie shadows on the cloth.


    “You paint?” he asked and looked at the desert landscape I had been working on.


    I nodded. “Just to pass the time.”


    He nodded. “Will you paint something for me?”


    I shrugged and licked the end of the brush and dipped it in the yellow. I turned over the cloth to the back and began to paint Seth’s eyes. Every time I looked up at him, he was watching me. When I had finished, I handed it to him.


    “I wish I had green for your eyes,” I told him.


    He looked at the painting and appraised me with pride. “It’s good, you could paint portraits for the king.”


    I shook my head. “Not that good.”


    I was starting to get sleepy. I pulled out my satchel and grabbed a fresh cloth wrap. I laid my head against the carriage wall and used the wrap as a pillow.


    “Do you mind if I sleep?” I asked him. I wasn’t sure what the protocol was, but I was exhausted.


    He was sitting stiffly, one hand on his thigh, the other on his hilt. “Please do, I’ll watch over you.” He blew out the candle that lit the lantern.


    The thought made me nervous. What if I snore? What if I drool? “It’s bright in here,” I exclaimed, as the sleepiness started to take me.


    Seth laughed and it was full of rumble and mirth. “It’s your eyes. They’re like stars.”


    And with that final proclamation, I fell asleep.
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    I awoke to a sweltering heat. I was sticky and overheated. I groaned and opened my eyes. Seth had removed his chain mail and tunic. He sat before me in a thin undergarment t-shirt and breeches. His arms were littered with scars. He took a long drink from his travel canteen.


    I sat up quickly and realized that I haven’t had a drink of water in days.


    “Seth?” I said with worry.


    “Good morning.”


    “Yeah, Good morning. Why aren’t I thirsty? It’s really starting to freak me out,” I confessed.


    His face looked sympathetic. “Oh, Maggie, our older Water Blessed, she doesn’t get thirsty unless she has been using her water power often, to fill a tank or a well. It must be an odd sensation.”


    The idea of it completely unnerved me. I had lived my entire life with one goal in mind. Water. Every day, all day, get to water, fetch water, drink water. I grabbed his canteen with a shaking hand and took a swig just to feel normal. But it was nearly empty. I made a fist with my left hand and held it over the opening, water poured out and filled the canteen.


    He smiled. “Thank you.”


    A tap came to the side of the carriage. It was in a specific pattern to signal Seth that it was one of his own men. He pulled the curtain back. His man was galloping along on his horse.


    “Coal Mountain’s caravan is stopped up ahead. It appears they have hit a rock and their water storage caravan tipped over. There is mud everywhere.”


    I could see Seth calculating something in his mind. “It could be a trap,” he exclaimed.


    The man nodded. “But break a hundred year peace treaty like this?”


    I interjected. “I’m happy to fill his water caravan to keep the peace.”


    Seth looked me over. “It’s not that simple. The water you pour is owned by the King of Jewel Mountain. That would have political ramifications. They would owe us.”


    He was careful not to say that I was owned by the king, only my water, but it was the same thing to me.


    I leaned back casually. “Okay, let’s go to war because we let Coal Mountain’s men die by the side of the road.”


    The man on the horse chuckled. “She has a point.”


    Seth pondered my words. “Hmm, that she does.”


    “What would the king do?” I asked.


    Seth barked out a laugh. “The king would pass by and pretend he never saw them. The prince though, he would give them water in hopes for continued peace.”


    It didn’t sound like I was going to like the king.


    “Then let’s pretend we are with the prince,” I told him.


    Seth looked at the rider and nodded.


    Seth suited up into his chain mail, no doubt planning for a scuffle.


    I looked around the small quarters. I was wet and sticky with sweat, desperate for a change of dress.


    “Seth, would you mind turning your back to me while I change?” I requested after he changed and was seated.


    His eyes looked up at me and I saw his cheeks redden. “Of course, my lady. I’m sorry about the lack of privacy. In the king’s castle you will have plenty of that. It’s just that, until then, my orders are to stick with you at all times.”


    Part of me thought he was riding with me to get to know me. Stupid, naïve, just like my stepfather said.


    He turned around.


    I unwound my cloth and let it fall to the floor. I took a new bright red cloth with yellow border and expertly twisted the ends to tie around my neck and under my bust and then behind my back. I wrapped the rest around my waist and folded the bottom up to keep it short so that my legs could breathe. We didn’t know how to sew in my village. All of our garments were twisted and tied from bigger cloth. The colors were found from grounding roots and spices into colorful powder.


    I cleared my throat. “You may turn around.”


    I bent down to gather my old cloth, shoving it in my satchel. Seth’s eyes roamed over my body and then rested on my eyes. The carriage stopped and voices could be heard outside, but he still stared at me, at my lips. He wet his with his tongue.


    My belly heated and I decided to say something bold. “You only fancy me because I’m the Water Blessed. If you came to my village last week, you wouldn’t have looked twice at me.”


    I threw the curtain back and leapt out of the carriage, leaving a stunned Seth to follow in my wake.
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    I approached the coal mountain representative. The ground was muddy and wet from their water supply spill. It was a sad sight, a complete waste. I could feel my palm tingle as I walked past it, like it wanted to suck up the lost and wasted water.


    "Can I offer some assistance?" I asked.


    He was dripping sweat and red in the face. His round belly hung over his breeches.


    "We don't want to owe a debt to Jewel Kingdom,"he said with regret.


    Seth came up behind me. "You won't. Give us ten barrels of coal and we will call it a trade."


    The man considered the offer. He looked to his guard. "Put the barrels in their storage carriage."


    He looked at me and bowed. "Thank you, my lady. You of all people know the terror that runs through you when you think you may not have enough water. Crossing Death Valley is no small feat."


    His words shook something inside of me. I did know. And I had the power to help, but it was confined to helping one kingdom.It felt wrong.


    I climbed up to the opening of his water storage carriage. The wooden carriage, I could see, was built around a large steel drum. The top was open and a trap door had been fixed so you could reach in and retrieve water. A carriage as such would have changed our lives in the village. We could have traveled. We could have traded with other villages. We could have been self-sufficient and prosperous. I took a calming breath and thought about water, the way it rippled, the wet sheen it had on the top. Without effort, it flowed from my palm. I tried to inspect the process. There were no holes in my palm, my skin did not swell; it was like magic. Once the water drum was full, I ceased my water thoughts and my hand dried up. I dropped to the ground and ignored Seth's outstretched hand.


    "Thank you," the Coal Mountain man told me.


    "If you had thrown in this water travel carriage, I might have entertained your offer." I winked.


    The man opened his mouth in shock. He began to say something, but Seth pulled me away.

    I saw Lake had changed into different clothing. Her hair was braided like the girls in the kingdom and she was smiling at the head maiden. Her bruise was fading and was a sickly yellowish green color. She looked happy to have been taken under the head maiden’s wing and been given a new job. All we had ever known was fetching water, surviving.


    Seth hauled me up into the carriage and pounded on the wall. We started with a jerk and this time I was ready. I tensed my thighs to keep me in my seat.


    Seth was looking out the open curtain. He poured some water on his hand and used it to slick back his hair so that it was out of his face.


    Finally, he looked at me. He leaned forward so that he was close to my face. "I'm sorry for staring before. It’s just that … I've never met anyone as beautiful as you. Not your water power, you. If I had come to your village a week ago, I would have paid off your stepfather and taken you with me. Just as I am today."


    His declaration sent a shock through me. No one had ever said anything like that to me. Manny, my first water wife offer, was a poor young man with not much to offer my stepfather. He told me I would be well fed, cherished for my water fetching. But nothing like what Seth said to me.


    My breath was coming out ragged, my stomach had a light, fluttery feeling I didn’t recognize.

    Seth laughed. "I've never seen you at a loss for words. Trust me, once I get you to the palace, I will not be the only man peppering you with compliments. Get used to it." A sadness came over his face, but then it was gone.


    "But you might be the only man I want peppering me with compliments," I countered. I trained my blue gaze on his full pink lips. His breathing hitched and he licked his lips to wet them.


    "I shouldn't do this," he said, almost to himself. Before I could ask what he meant, he jumped forward and his hand snaked out to cradle the back of my neck. My heart was hammering in my chest; it sounded like thunder in my ears.


    He slowly tipped my head back and placed his warm lips on mine. Surprise and pleasure ripped through me like sky fire. I had been kissed before, but it was child's play in comparison. My lips parted in anticipation as he deepened the kiss. I could hear sand hitting the caravan, my emotions were wild and free. Something bloomed inside of me, something I didn’t know was there.


    Seth pulled away. His eyes were wide, his hands went to his lips as if he was replaying the kiss in his mind like I was. The sand hitting the caravan was louder. That smell. I peeled back the curtain because someone was shouting.


    Rain! Two days in a row. It wasn't sand. It was wet, glorious rain.Thank the Fates!Seth was watching me with a quirked eye brow and a grin.


    "Stop!" I shouted to the man controlling our horse carriage. He pulled the carriage to a stop and I jumped out.


    "Wait, Ocean!"Seth jumped out after me. "What are you doing?"


    The rain was peppering my skin.Lake jumped out of her carriage and ran to me, laughing.


    "Thank the Fates!" she screamed, and we linked arms spinning around like when we were kids.


    We crouched down and jumped up high, extending our arms to the sky and sending gratitude to the Fates.The head maiden looked at us and smiled.I was spinning with Lake and noticed Seth watching me.


    "What is this?" He gestured to my dance.


    Lake answered him. "Is the Jewel Kingdom so greedy that they don't stop to give thanks to the Fates for rain?"


    Seth shrugged. "It doesn't rain that often, we aren’t as religious in the kingdom as you are in your village."


    “Maybe that’s why the Fates chose someone from our village,” she exclaimed.


    “Maybe.” He nodded.


    Lake looked at me. "Ocean can make it rain because the Fates have blessed her," she told him.


    "I didn’t do this. Did I?" I looked at Seth.


    We both smiled shyly at each other and the rain poured harder. The kiss. I wanted to tell Lake, but it would have to wait.


    "When Maggie lost her son in an accident, it rained for three nights. I think it’s tied to your emotions," Seth proclaimed.


    My mother told me our village had a reputation. We were the most dedicated to the Fates in all the realm. We named our daughters after water, we dedicated the first drop of any water we drank to the Fates.Maybe that was why they chose me.


    Lake and I continued to spin around laughing as everyone gathered to watch.


    We sang a childhood song. "Rain, rain, come today, stay for a while and don't delay!"


    The hot sun was hidden behind the rain clouds.


    Lake and I hugged. "Twice in a week, thank the Fates," she told me.


    I smiled.


    "Okay, ladies, we need to make Mule by nightfall. I have rooms at the inn waiting," Seth told us sternly.


    Mule. Lake and I shared a look. We would have walked forever to reach Mule. Would we have made it? I didn't want to think about it.I climbed inside the carriage and Seth told me that he wanted to ride outside on the horse for a while to get some fresh air. Was it because of our kiss? Maybe he wasn't so taken with the kiss like I was.


    The sound of rain stopped and I sat back and stewed in my thoughts. After another couple hours of riding, I began to feel nauseous. It felt like waves were crashing inside my stomach. Oh Fates, I was going to be sick. I tore open the curtain and shouted to Seth.


    "Stop!"


    The carriage jerked to a stop and the horse reared up. I jumped out of the opening and fell to the floor on my hands and knees. The nausea was stronger and my mouth was dripping water.


    "What is it?" Seth asked me. Lake came running.


    "I'm sick. Oh, it’s awful," I managed to say.


    "She's been poisoned!" Lake shouted.


    "No, not poison! I’ve seen this with Maggie once before," Seth told us.


    The sloshing in my belly was worse. It was pushing me forward. I felt the need to walk.


    The man next to Seth gave him a look. "Out here in Death Valley?"


    I walked off of the road. "Explain," I managed between bouts of nausea. My belly was full of water.


    Seth ran to catch up to me. Lake followed him.


    “Maggie got sick like this before, when she could sense water under the earth, a natural aquifer. It’s called water divining."


    After he said it, I knew it was true. I was feeling led to walk in a certain direction. With every step, my nausea increased.


    I groaned again and swayed on my feet. Seth scooped me up into his strong arms and continued to walk. My mouth was watering, the heat was baking my skin. Finally, I felt a tidal wave of nausea hit me.


    "Stop!" I shouted.


    Seth set me down.I placed my hand over the ground. I could feel it. Water, tons of water hiding under Death Valley all this time. The second I thought it, my nausea was gone.


    "It's here," I told them.


    One of Seth's guards had a long pipeline rod in his hand. He set in on the place where my hand was and tapped it down with a hammer.


    "It’s not deep, maybe fifteen feet," I instructed. I don’t know how I knew that but I did.


    Seth looked down at me and helped me up. "If you're right, the king will be very pleased. We can build a well post here and charge travelers for the water."


    I frowned. "So the king will be pleased to make coin from this," I stated.


    Seth looked annoyed. "Yes, but you have found water in Death Valley. That means people from your village can travel to Mule regularly and fill up water here to make the journey. People from Mule can travel to your village and buy goods from the market stalls we will build. Everyone will prosper. Water is a business, Ocean."


    I nodded. A business the king was dominating, I wanted to say.


    Two men were cranking the rod down with some type of drill, a second rod was placed on top and threaded through the first to create a pipeline. Once they had laced three rods down, water trickled out the top of the pipe. Everyone cheered and looked at me in amazement.


    Seth clapped his man on the back. "Stay with the well. I will send more men once I get back to Jewel Mountain. They will build a proper well with an outpost here. Spread the word. There is water in Death Valley!"


    The cheers were loud. I tried to feel happy, but I could only think of how I just lined the King’s pockets.
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    Seth and I rode the rest of the way to Mule in relative silence. When I caught him looking at me, he looked away. I wished I were riding with Lake, she was much easier to read. When the caravan finally stopped, I got out with stiff legs and stretched my back. My thick, inky-black hair was pinned up in a knot on top of my head. I longed to let it loose, but it was far too warm for that. The guards had taken up position all around the entrance. I followed Seth down a cobblestone walkway and into a small back door that hung ajar. I had never been out of my village. I was desperate to explore Mule, but I doubted that would happen. The inn keeper greeted us quietly and shepherded us away from the loud noise of the dining hall. My mouth watered when I smelled some type of stew and fresh bread.


    The inn keeper opened a door and Seth shoved me inside. There were two small beds in the corner. They looked nicer and more padded than my bed at home. Seth handed the keeper a few Kings Coin.


    “Tell no one we have come here. Your life depends on it,” he threatened.


    The inn keeper scowled at Seth but nodded before leaving.


    “Where’s Lake?” I queried, rolling my head left to right to stretch my neck muscles.


    Seth took off his leather waist harness that housed his heavy sword. Then he shed his chain mail. “She will stay with the rest of the party at another inn across town. If thugs come to take you, they will only find palace workers.”


    “Or they will see Lake and think she’s the Water Blessed.” My heart was thumping. I didn’t like being away from her.


    Seth placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. “You saw her. She has palace clothes and braided hair. She looks like a Jewel Mountain hand maiden. It will be all right. This is the best way to keep you safe.”


    I sighed. He was right. It was a good idea. A decoy was smart. I nodded. “I’m going to wash up.”


    I turned and headed for the washroom. I peeled off my cotton wrap and washed it in the metal sink basin, using my hand to fill it with water. I don’t think I would ever get used to creating water at will. A knock came at the door and I saw something slide underneath. It was a cubed shape, of some sort of putty.


    “What is it?” I asked Seth through the door.


    Seth chuckled. “Bar soap, made with the finest lavender oil in Jewel Kingdom.”


    Bar soap? We used powdered soap in my village from Neem plants that had natural disinfectant, but it didn’t smell good.


    I took it and inhaled its aroma. It smelled magnificent. I wet the side of it and slid it up and down my palm. It was slippery and frothed up with bubbles. I laughed.


    I filled the large bath basin with an inch of water like we did at home and slid myself inside. I may be the Water Blessed, but I would not waste it, ever. I slid the soap up and down my body as the froth turned clay brown from all of the dust from Death Valley. I scrubbed my hair, nails, and feet, then I rinsed in fresh water. I don’t think I had ever felt so clean or smelled so good. I drained the bath and left the bar of soap at the edge of the basin. Then I filled it with some fresh water for Seth and filled the bucket next to it with water for rinsing.


     After drying my hair and wrapping myself loosely in my last clean cloth, I left the bathroom.


     I found Seth sitting in the corner with two trays of food, the smell was heavenly.


     “Lavender bar soap, and a hot meal every night. I could get use to this,” I told him and joined him on the floor.


     He smiled and looked at me. “This is nothing compared to how you will be treated at the palace. I’m going to wash up, you can start eating.” He stood to pass me and then stopped.


     “You smell nice,” he told me and then walked into the bathroom.


     I smell nice? Was that just an observation or something more? Ugh. He was starting to confuse me.


     I opened the window on the far wall to let a cool breeze into the room. Mule wasn’t nearly as hot as my village, but it was still uncomfortable. I grabbed a bread roll and soaked it into the broth of the stew. I took a bite and was met with a salty, peppery explosion of flavor on my tongue. I moaned. We didn’t get spices so delicious in my village. It was amazing.


     Movement at the window caught my attention. Maybe I shouldn’t have opened it. I walked over to close it when a strong hand reached in and grabbed my arm. The person yanked my arm hard, but I put my heels back and threw myself backward and out of their grasp. A tall man jumped in through the window and withdrew a blade. He trained it at my chest as I screamed.


     His face was covered with a cloth, save for his eyes, which were brown with golden flecks. He grabbed me by the neck and stood me up. I couldn’t breathe, so I did the only thing I could think of. I shoved my left hand underneath the cloth covering his mouth and flooded his throat with water. Seth burst out of the washroom, soaking wet, with barely a loin cloth to cover his manhood. I kept my hand trained over the man’s throat even when he tried to pull it off. The man collapsed to the ground choking and his body jerked wildly. Then he didn’t move at all. Seth held two fingers over the man’s neck.


     My hand flew to my mouth. “Oh Fates. I killed him.” Tears welled in my eyes. Thunder roared in the clouds overhead.


     Seth stood there, half naked, his body a piece of art I wanted to paint. He crossed the room in three strides and pulled me close to his chest. “I’m sorry you had to do that. It’s my fault. I should have protected you.”


     Rain fell outside. Three times it had rained. Seth looked down at me with pinched brows.


    “What?” I asked him.


    “I’ve known Maggie my entire life. My father is her personal guard.”


    “Okay.” I gestured that he get to the point.


    “She’s only ever made it rain twice. Once during the birth of her son, and then again when he died,” Seth commented.


    “Oh, so it’s not normal?” My mind was already fragile from killing the man. I couldn’t take it if Seth was going to tell me something was wrong with me.


    “You’ve made it rain three times in two days. Normal or not. It’s amazing. You’re amazing,” he told me, eyeing my lips. His breath smelled sweet and I wanted him to kiss me again.


    Suddenly, he seemed to realize he was nearly naked. He went to shut the window and then pulled me into the washroom.


    “I’m sorry for the improperness of this situation, but I can’t let you out of my sight,” he told me and then he gestured with his hands for me to face the wall.


    I grinned, then laughed and faced the wall.


    “It’s not funny,” he grumbled. “Don’t turn around.”


    I saw his loin cloth fall at my feet. It took every ounce of willpower I had not to turn around and take a peek. The storm raged outside while I bit my tongue and faced the wall.


    *


    Seth hid the body of the thug I had killed in the inn’s barn stall. He paid the inn keeper for the trouble and we left on foot to sleep somewhere no one would look.


    Seth loosely held my hand as he guided me through the different alleyways of Mule. “Keep your eyes down. Anyone who spots you will know.”


    “Where are we going?” I whispered. I stared at his feet. He seemed to know his way around, but I was lost.


    “My cousin runs a blacksmith trade here. His wife is with child. We can stay in their shop.”


    We snaked our way through the alleys until we came upon a small house with a red door. Seth rapped three times quickly and then two times slowly.


    I heard shuffling inside and then the door opened.


    "Cousin?" A young man with brown hair and Seth's likeness peered at us through sleepy eyes. When he saw my glowing eyes, he inhaled sharply.


    "Come in, quickly."


    His wife, belly swollen with child, saw me and dropped to her knees. "Bless the Fates!"


    I smiled nervously.


    Seth embraced his cousin. “We don’t want to bring trouble to your family, but we need a place to stay the night. We can sleep in your shop.”


    The wife stood and held her belly. “The Water Blessed is not sleeping in our dusty old shop! The Fates will strike me dead. No, no, she can have our bed.”


    I put my hands up in protest. “No, no that’s not necessary. The shop is fine.”


    The wife put a hand on her hip. “I insist you take our bed. No blessed one will be sleeping on the floor in my house.”


    Seth’s cousin looked at me. “Please say yes, or I’ll never hear the end of it.”


    I shared a smile with Seth. “All right. Thank you.” I don’t think I would ever get used to this special treatment. I eyed the water pots in the corner near my feet. Two of three were empty and the third was only a quarter full.


    Mule had their own well, I knew that. They shouldn’t be so low on water with a well 100 paces away. “Is it hard to manage the water carrying while pregnant?” I asked. Maybe that’s why.


    She looked embarrassingly at the empty pots. “Oh, no that’s not it. I have a wagon. It’s just–”


    Her husband cut in, “The thugs have become a problem. They have doubled their price to keep the peace at the well and business has been slow at the shop.”


    Anger flared inside of me and thunder crackled overhead. They couldn’t afford the water. That wasn’t fair!


    The wife bowed her head and muttered a prayer as rain fell. She dragged the pots outside to collect the rain water. Seth grabbed my arm gently and led me back to the room. He kept staring at me like I was an alien. I bid him goodnight and pretended to sleep.


    I lay awake for some time, struck by the couple’s kindness. People shouldn't be living in fear of the water thugs!


    I rolled over and saw that Seth was awake, lying on a bedroll on the floor. He was staring at the ceiling, one hand on his weapon.My eyes roamed over his body, the way his shirt clung to his muscles. I had never seen a man so well built, never been kissed so passionately in all my life.


    He caught me looking and I cleared my throat.


    "Why don’t the kings protect the people of Mule from the water well thugs?"I asked. Mule was technically outside of the kingdom, but it was a major entry point into the realm.


     Seth looked at me and frowned. "The same reason the kings don't protect your village. You’re not a part of their kingdom. You’re nomads, on the outskirts. You don't pay taxes to the kings, so they don't offer you services of protection."


    I propped up on one elbow. "Taxes!" I tried to whisper. "Don't make me laugh! We don't make enough in my village to pay taxes. We barely survive. Why should we be punished for that?"

    I realized I was getting angry with him and it wasn't his fault.


    He stood and crossed the room, perching at the edge of the bed. "I didn't create the rules. The world isn't a perfect place. I'm just doing my part, keeping you safe, so that you can bring life giving water to the people of Jewel Mountain. Beyond that, is out of my control."


    He clearly had come from a life of privilege. I needed him to understand. I took his hand and placed it atop my head. "Feel that?"


    He frowned slightly. "It’s flat." I tried to ignore how good he smelled, that lingering lavender and … Seth.


    I nodded. "From carrying twenty pounds of water in steel vessels, twelve hours a day, for over eight years."


    He retracted his hand and looked down at his fingers, ashamed. "I'm sorry."


    "Me too. I'm sorry that in order for me to be kept safe and for my village to prosper, I had to be sold at an auction like an item!" I spat the words out and rolled over facing the wall as rain fell from the sky. It hit the window and sounded like clinking glass. I was controlling it, I realized. Every time the storm inside of me stirred, the weather outside stirred as well. I decided that the people of Mule deserved a good rain, so I let the storm rage on inside of me for as long as I could, until sleep took me.


    That night, I dreamed of a huge body of water. A lake? I was floating in it. I awoke to a soft caress on my neck and down my left arm. I opened my eyes. Seth was tracing my scar.


    "Did it hurt?" he whispered.


    It was still dark out, but the sun was beginning to creep up.


    I looked down at my arm and the white hairline scar that marred it. "It startled me more than anything." My hair was loose and fell around my shoulders.


    I sat up, but he didn't move.


    He brushed his hair away from his face, a nervous habit I recognized. His chin was dotted with stubble and the early promise of a beard.


    He leaned into me and whispered into my ear. "I couldn't sleep last night after what you said. You're not an item. You’re a person, an amazing person. If we get to Jewel Mountain and you aren't happy, than I will take you away somewhere that you can be. That’s a promise."


    His breath sent shivers down my back and warmed my belly.


    My eyes widened and he pulled away. I knew enough about the realm and king’s law to know that his words were treason. I nodded.


    He nodded back.


    We snuck out the bedroom door and past his sleeping cousin and wife. Seth laid a gold Kings Coin on the table and opened the door. I hovered my hand over the plugged kitchen basin and filled it with water. When I looked up, Seth was watching me with a gaze I couldn't interpret.
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    We rode across the high stone fence that marked the Water Realm and the four kingdoms that lay within it. I sat perched on the bench seat in the carriage with the curtain pulled back, taking it all it.


    The large stone fence marked the circular border of the entire realm once ruled by one king, the King of Jewel Mountain. My mother told me that when the drought hit and water became scarce, the water wars began and the realm broke apart into four kingdoms. That way, each kingdom had a good or service to offer the others in exchange for water. And so Silk, Wheat, Coal, and Jewel were born. None of these politics affected my small village, other than the drought.


    We used to have rain a couple times within a moon cycle and a shallow pond by the Life Tree. But the drought dried up our pond and forced us to travel far for our water. It changed the life and culture of our village. Men used to take only one wife, for love. Now they took three or four, for survival. One for the cooking and child rearing, and one or two for the water fetching, depending on how many kids you had. It was just how we did things.


    “Ocean.” Seth’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts. “We will be passing the Jewel Mountain gates soon and there is something I should tell you.”


    My heart thumped in my chest. “What is it?”


    “Well, I didn’t lie before when I said you could marry for love, but …”


    My stomach dropped and time froze. “But what?” I fixed him with a gaze that could cut glass. I would not be arranged!


    He ran his fingers through his hair. “The prince, Kyler, he’s my best friend. Before I left to fetch you, he said his father wanted to see you two married. If you agreed to our deal and I brought you home.”


    My chest was heaving. I could feel the clouds rolling in.


    “Kyler said that if you were pretty and nice, he would consider his father’s idea. I don’t think he will be disappointed.”


    The rain fell in clumps.


    “If I was pretty!” I shouted. Was it any different from men in my village? They wanted a strong and pretty water wife to tend to their needs. “He sounds awful,” I spat out. “The night I was struck by sky fire and given this power, I was running away from an arranged marriage. I won’t run back into one.” I crossed my arms.


    Seth put his face in his hands. “You will not be arranged. You’re not understanding what I’m trying to say!”


    “Then spit it out!” The carriage slowed as the rain poured and poured outside. I felt on the verge of tears, I had never felt so vulnerable.


    “Prince Kyler is handsome, respectful, and smart! The moment he sees you, he will stop at nothing to have you because he will see that you are the most beautiful, headstrong, kindhearted woman in all the realm!” He slammed his fist onto his bench.


    His words sent goosebumps down my arms as the rain poured from the sky. The carriage wasn’t made for heavy rain and the gaps in the wood trickled with water. Some of the water dripped onto Seth’s lip. I leaned forward daringly and licked the droplet of water. He grabbed the back of my neck forcefully and pulled my body onto his, pressing us together. His hands roamed over my body, taking in every curve as he kissed me. My fingers squeezed his hard bicep. Suddenly, the carriage jerked to a stop and I could hear a horse whinnying. We stopped kissing and were locked in a gaze, panting.


    “Captain!” I heard a shout. Seth set me down next to him and exited the carriage. I tried to control my breathing, calm the warmth in my belly, and sooth the clouds above my head.


    I heard laughter and shouting outside.


    I stepped out and saw that our carriage was stuck in the mud. The streets were waterlogged and the people of Jewel Mountain were bowed on one knee, in honor of my arrival. Their pots stood outside, filling with fresh rainwater.


    The homes were built with white stone and each door was a different color. It was the cleanest, most beautiful place I had ever seen.


    “Please get up,” I told them over the roaring rain.


    Seth whispered to me, “Don’t take this from them. This is the only way they can thank you.”


    I nodded to him and shouted louder. “May the Fates bless you as they have blessed me.”


    The dark sky lightened and the rain stopped. I was thirsty. For the first time in five days, I was thirsty. I smiled.


    I rode horseback through the streets with Seth as Lake trailed behind me with the head maiden. The other guards stayed back to try to loosen the stuck carriage. Once we rounded the corner, I saw the opulent white stone castle. The front door was littered with gems and gold inlay. There was more wealth on that one door than in my entire village. It made me uncomfortable.


    A man, who I presumed was the king, waited out front with an older woman in plain dress. Guards flanked him to the left and right. Seth dismounted the horse and grabbed my waist to help me off.


    Seth approached the king and bowed deeply. “My King, I present to you, Ocean, the new Water Blessed.”


    I bowed as well, unsure of what to do.


    The king took my hand and kissed the top. “Are you the one making all of this rain? Bless the Fates. We are lucky to have you.” His eyes glittered with greed. His beard was grey and his face showed the lines of age.


    I cleared my throat. “Well, your offer was the best for my people so, thank you for the well. It will make life in my village easier on the women.”


    The king nodded. “Of course. I think you will find life here on Jewel Mountain to be far greater than you have experienced thus far.” He had an air of snobbery I didn’t like.


    I glared. “Well, I walked twenty miles a day for the last eight years to fetch water in the scorching heat, and fend off thugs. So I’m pretty sure anything is better than that.”


    Seth grabbed my elbow hard. “Your majesty, she is quite tired from the trip. We had a few violent threats.”


    The king looked at me with a stony expression. “Hmm, yes, well, why doesn’t Ocean get acquainted with her living quarters and have a rest before the grand ball tonight?” He gave me a final glare then turned and left, his guard following on his heel.


    “Are you crazy? You don’t talk to the king like that,” Seth whispered.


    “I don’t like feeling bought and having wealth thrown in my face. I’m sorry,” I told him.


    The woman was still standing there, staring at me like she had seen a ghost.


    Seth looked at her. “Maggie, this is Ocean.”


    Maggie? The other Water Blessed. I stepped closer and saw that her eyes were blue and faintly glowing, but nothing like mine.


    “Seth, give us a moment, please,” she ordered him. He bowed and went to speak to a man that was the spitting image of him, except older.


    She came forward and embraced me in a hug. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.


    Her words seeped into my soul. Yes. If anyone knew exactly how I felt, it was her. Everyone was saying I was blessed, and it did feel good to have power, but it was also a curse. Taken from my family, auctioned off, put into a new world and made to work off a debt I didn’t ask for. My life would never be simple, would never be the same. “Thank you,” I whispered back.


    “Have the dreams started yet?” she asked me. The lake, me floating in the lake. Did all Water Blessed have the dreams?


    “Yes, I dreamt of a lake. What are your dreams?”


    Maggie smiled. Her white hair was braided and her eyes were set into a bed of wrinkles. She looked almost sixty winters old. “I dream of you.”


    The breath went out of me. “What?”


    Maggie pulled me away from the entrance and we walked along the palace wall toward a thick and beautiful flower garden. Seth and his father trailed behind us, giving us privacy.


    “The Fates, they speak to us in our dreams,” she told me. “Seraphina, the other Water Blessed, lives in Wheat Valley. I have been able to sneak messages to her. She confirmed my thoughts about what the Fates are saying in the dreams.”


    I turned to face her. “What is it? What are the Fates saying?” The revelation that the Fates sent us dreams had me reeling.


    Maggie leaned forward. “Seraphina dreams of you too. For three winters we have dreamed of the girl with dark hair, star-fire eyes and a name after the biggest body of water in history.”


    Chills ran up my arms. “Three winters! But I only became Water Blessed a few days ago.” My hands shook. This wasn’t the welcome I expected.


    Maggie nodded. “But the Fates have been showing us your face for a long time.”


    I was unnerved. “What do they say? What does it mean?”


    Maggie looked back at the castle. “That when the time is right, we must leave Jewel Kingdom and unite the realm once more. They say that you would bring more water to the realm than we have ever seen. Most importantly, water should be shared by all, for free.”


    Her words sent a shock through me, but at the same time they rang true.


    “I will write Seraphina and confirm that it’s you. Then we will make our plan.” She clasped my hand.


    Free water for everyone? Unite the realms? It was a nice idea but sounded impossible.


    She grabbed the sides of my face. "The Fates have put much water in you, child. Your eyes are drowning in blue. You can change things, for everyone, for the better. Trust no one.” She looked at the palace with fearsome eyes.


    Her words weretreasonous, crazy, and unnerving.


    "I'm overwhelmed. I think I will go lie down," I admitted.


    She looked sad but clasped her hands together. "Oh, of course, dear. I'm sorry. We have time for these things. There is so much I have to tell you."


    I bid her farewell and asked Seth to take me to Lake.


    Seth quietly walked me through the palace doors. We went left down a long hallway past a library, right at the kitchens and then I got lost. I was in shock, I decided. The grandiose display of wealth within the castle made me uncomfortable. The words that Maggie said made me question her sanity and mine.


    Maybe it was all a dream.


    We crossed a long hallway to a large oak door. Seth opened it and bowed. "Your living quarters, my lady.”


    He pointed to a door right next to mine. "I stay here. Please come get me if you decide to leave your room. You must always be under guard. King’s orders."


    I nodded and walked into the room. After shutting the door, I slid my back against it until I was sitting on the ground. I was scared to look up, to see the beautiful room, to be entranced by the new life I had been given.


    "Ocean, are you okay?" Lake appeared before me.


    Lake, my one piece of home. That's when the tears came. I cried for missing my mother, for Seth's cousin and wife who struggled to pay for water, for Maggie and what she said, I cried for the kiss I shared with Seth and the empty hope I had that we might have a future together. Rain pelted the windows as my best friend held me. Finally, I wiped my face and told her everything. I told her the details of my carriage ride, the kisses, the thug I killed by drowning, and even what Maggie said, all of it.


    Lake’s face looked alarmed. "Ocean, that's treason. The king paid for your services, you must be loyal to him."


    I looked down at her sewn silk dress, her braided hair, and ruby necklace.She certainly liked the riches they were dishing out.


    She saw me looking. "I'm with you no matter what, but I like it here. Look, I got my first week’s payment." She pulled out a gold Kings Coin. "I get four per moon! I have been trained. I have a job now, Ocean. I'm happy here." The fading bruise under her eye made me quiet any retort.


    My best friend was happy and safe. That's all I ever wanted. So I smiled and pushed down my feelings. "You look beautiful. Did you learn to braid hair? Want to do mine?" I asked.


    She smiled enthusiastically. "Yes, there is a ball tonight in your honor. I have a lot to teach you before then."


    Lake began to braid my long hair. She did three different braids and wound each one into a bun at the base of my neck, keeping a chunk of my bangs loose to frame my face. She taught me that the next time I saw the king or any other member of royalty, I should curtsy and not bow. She put a thin line of black coal under my eyes, and some red crème to stain my cheeks and lips.


    My living quarters were huge. The rooms were bigger than my entire mud hut at home. It had two bedrooms, a sitting area, a private balcony, a washroom, and a large closet.


    The head maiden came by with a custom stitched blue silk dress for me.


    It had a stiff corset that sucked in my already tiny waist and pressed up my breasts. It flowed to the floor in soft billowy waves. "This is uncomfortable. Why can't I wear my cloth wrap?" I moaned.


    Lake was standing in front of me, speechless. "You look like a goddess. Seth is going to propose marriage after seeing you tonight," she joked.


    I laughed and then shushed her. "Don't tell anyone that we kissed," I scolded her.


    She rolled her eyes. "Of course I won’t. Come on, we don't want to be late."


    



    


    [bookmark: _Toc431410496]Prince Kyler


    


    Lake changed into a pink satin gown, less dramatic than mine, and ushered me out my door. Seth was leaning up against the stone wall, polishing his sword balanced on his knee. His hair was slicked back. He looked clean and freshly shaven. He wore a light white tunic that hugged his large biceps. His brown suede pants were tucked into knee high leather boots. I swallowed hard as he looked up and nearly dropped his sword. His eyes roamed from the top of my head to my feet.


    "My lady." 


    I curtsied as Lake taught me and he chuckled.


    "That is reserved for royalty and courtiers. I am just a guard."


    I wanted to say more. I wanted to tell him how handsome he looked. The words were burning a hole in my tongue.


    "Shall we?" Lake asked and cleared her throat.


    Seth stood up and sheathed his sword."After you, ladies."


    The great hall was a large grand room with gold leaf embellished floors and mirrored walls. There must have been five hundred people in there, a mix of common folk and upper class; I could tell by the clothes. As I entered, everyone bowed. I looked behind me and saw no one special. My heart was thumping in my throat. I looked to Lake.


    “Wave to them, thank them.”


    I held my chin high and waved. “Thank you all for coming.”


    A woman approached me. She was wearing scuffed brown leather shoes and a cotton dress. She handed me a lavender sprig.


    “Thank you for the rain, Your Grace.”


    I took the sprig and tried to smile. “Please, call me Ocean.” The crowd parted and at the end was a tall, handsome young man. His hair was fair and golden. I had never seen hair like his, like a husk of wheat. Our eyes locked and he smiled charmingly.


    “That’s the prince. Curtsy,” Lake whispered.


    I curtsied as he walked toward me. Music started up and he extended his hand and flashed me another big smile. He had dimples and perfect teeth.


    “Would you do me the honor of a dance?” he requested.


    I could feel Seth’s eyes burning into my back. So this was why he worried? That the prince would come sweep me away? Or maybe he didn’t care about me in a serious way, just a physical attraction. I glanced at Lake who urged me to take his hand.


    I did. He pulled me close to him but kept enough distance between us that it was not improper.


    “I’m Prince Kyler,” he told me.


    “I’m Ocean, and I have a confession,” I told him nervously as he began walking to the right and I tripped over his foot. The music was different than in my village.


    “What’s that?” He smiled. He smelled of musk and sandalwood.


    I tripped again and he grinned.


    “I’ve never danced like this,” I confessed.


    He laughed deeply, and for the first time since everything happened, I laughed.


    He slowed down and then broke away, linking my arm in his and leading me outside to a balcony. “That was foolish of me, I’m sorry. Of course you don’t dance like we do. I also want to apologize for not being here to greet you today. I was on a hunt. I trust you got along well with Seth.”


    I tried not to widen my eyes. “Oh, that’s okay. Yes, Seth is … great.”


    He scanned my face but didn’t comment. “I hope my father’s offer was good and your village will prosper. You will be well cared for and protected here.”


    I sighed. “Yeah, it was fine.” He was only trying to be nice.


    He stared at my eyes. “You must miss your family.” He looked genuinely upset.


    I turned and looked for Seth, but couldn’t find him. Wasn’t he supposed to stay close to me?


    “Come and meet my mother,” Prince Kyler told me.


    Kyler led me over to an elevated stage where the king and queen sat. I curtsied and the queen nodded and smiled at me.


    "All this rain is doing horrible things for my hair," she told me jokingly.


    I bit my lip nervously. "Sorry about that."


    She took my hand. "I'm teasing. My name is Cassandra and we are delighted to have you here."


    The king watched me out of the corner of his eye. "You know, I wonder if I could have a moment alone with Ocean," he said, ominously.


    Kyler frowned but asked his mother to dance and left us.


    I curtsied again unsure what to do. Where was Lake?


    "About all of this rain." He gestured into the air with his hands. "I wonder if you could control it better."


    I pinched my eyebrows together. "Control it?"


    He leaned in toward me. "Yes, my well master tells me almost no one came today. Instead, they collected rain water and I have lost one thousand Kings Coin over it."


    I nearly fainted. He made one thousand Kings Coin a day on water!


    "I can't control it," I said through gritted teeth.


    He leaned forward. "Figure out a way. You are, after all, my employee."


    His sneer turned to a fake smile. "Now run along and enjoy the night, it’s for you, after all."


    I left the stage, shaken. I searched the crowd and found Lake over by a food table. I was making my way over to her when a crashing sound rang throughout the great hall. Out of nowhere, Seth appeared and grabbed my waist, pulling me to the ground and tucking me under his body as glass sprinkled from the high ceiling.


    A large rock wrapped in paper had been thrown through the window. Two words were scrawled on the paper in black coal. 'Water greed.'


    The king barked orders at his guards as they ran outside,then he walked over and picked up the rock and looked at me.


    "It looks like Coal Mountain is a sore loser," he exclaimed to everyone and they laughed nervously.


    "Unfortunately, we will have to end the evening for safety reasons. Thank you all for coming. We are blessed that Ocean is with us."The king’s smile didn’t reach his eyes.


    He looked at Seth and motioned for him to take me back to my room.


    Prince Kyler appeared and extended his hand to help me up. "I'm glad you weren't hurt. May I walk you back to your room?" he asked kindly.


    The situation was getting awkward. Lines were blurring and I wasn’t sure what to do.


    "Don’t trouble yourself. I'll be fine with Seth,"I said nicely. I still wasn’t sure what I had started with Seth. With those kisses.


    The prince looked at Seth. "It’s no trouble at all. Besides, the captain is a weak swordsman, so I may be of assistance if we are attacked."


    A grin broke out on Seth's face. "If I am such a weak swordsman than why did your father send me to retrieve and protect her?"


    Kyler shook his finger. "Now, now. Let's be modest about our accomplishments."He smiled at Seth. Their friendly banter made it clear they were close.


    Seth laid a hand on Kyler’s shoulder. "I almost missed your sarcasm on my weeklong journey."


    Kyler smiled. "Let's get together tomorrow, I want to hear all about it," he told him as we walked back to my room.


    Seth gave me a side glance. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I stared straight ahead. They acted like brothers. I couldn't stop thinking about what Seth had told me about Kyler considering me for marriage.


    Would it be so bad to be a princess? I let my mind wonder. Seth certainly didn't seem interested in extending our relationship outside of the private walls of the carriage.Maybe he was embarrassed to be seen with a village girl, but Kyler certainly wasn’t. He asked me to dance in front of an entire room full of people.


    "I saw my cousin and his pregnant wife in Mule," Seth told the prince.


    "How are they?" the prince asked. Before Seth could answer, I decided to answer for him and see just what kind of man the prince really was.


    "They are struggling to make ends meet with the thugs increasing water prices at the well,"I declared.


    Kyler nodded in understanding. "The thugs are a big problem in the outskirts."


    "Perhaps Mule city and Jewel Kingdom would both benefit from protection at their wells with a flat rate for water and no thugs,"I suggested.


    Kyler gave me a long look. "We tried to make Mule a Jewel Mountain territory years ago. They declined."


    I shrugged. "Years ago the problem with the water thugs was not as bad. Maybe they could be persuaded this time. You could split the profits."


    Kyler nodded and then looked at Seth. "She's pretty incredible, isn't she?" he asked Seth.


    Seth sadly looked my way. "That she is, Your Highness."


    I swallowed hard, unsure of what to say next.


    We reached our two doors and I stood there awkwardly. Where was Lake?


    "Well, good night," I told them both.


    Kyler grabbed my hand and kissed it. "Good night. Thank you for the horrible dance."


    I laughed and Seth walked into his room, shutting the door harder than necessary behind him.


    "Yes, I'll have to work on that," I told him and retreated into my quarters.


    I undressed and lay down in bed waiting for Lake to return.


    A little while later, there was a light knock at the door. I padded over to it and opened it to find a gift laying on the floor. It was haphazardly wrapped in brown paper with a note.


    Jewel Mountain’s finest. –Seth


    I smiled and tore open the package. It was a bunch of small bottles of colored paints, a few rolled parchment pieces and a horse hair brush! It must have cost him a fortune. I saw there was green, for his eyes. Now I was utterly confused. Did he like me?


    Lake came home sometime later, but I pretended to beasleep. Inreality, I tossed and turned all night. Whenever I shut my eyes, I saw myself falling into a huge body of water, not able to reach the surface. If the Fates were sending me messages, they weren’t positive ones.
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    "Ocean, quickly, wake up!" Seth’s voice cut into my dreams. Last night it had taken me forever to fall asleep. I groaned, heavy with need for more sleep.


    "Ocean, Maggie has been found dead."


    I sat up quickly, my heart hammering in my chest.


    "What, what did you say?"I asked him.


    Seth looked sullen. “My father found Maggie dead this morning.”


    Oh Fates.


    "You are not to leave this room without me," he declared while sitting on my bed.


    “Okay,” I said in stunned silence. My legs were bare and one of them peeked out of the sheet. He glanced at it and then went to get up. I reached for his hand.


    I know it was a horrible time to say it, but part of the reason I couldn't sleep last night was because of Seth.


    "Seth, in my village when a man wants a woman, he declares it for all to hear. He doesn't let the woman go a single day without knowing she is his."


    I could see the reflection of my blue eyes in his. His chest was rising and falling, his eyes bore into mine. He looked tenderly at my hand, holding his.


    I continued. "That way, all of the other men and the woman know where they stand,"I urged him.


    He seemed to consider my words and looked longingly at my lips. Then he gritted his teeth. "Good to know."


    My mouth dropped open and my heart broke. I dropped his hand, I felt so stupid! He only wanted me for pleasure, not because he liked me. I stood quickly as thunder cracked outside and rain fell.


     “Goodbye.” I ground the words out and hoped he got their meaning.


    He gave me a sad look and turned and left.


    I ran out of the room to find Lake and forget that Seth and I ever kissed.


    Remembering the king’s words, I took a few deep breaths and tried to stop the rain.


    *


    After sulking for two days to Lake and not leaving my room, I was getting antsy.


    There was a knock at the door. Lake and I shared a look.


    She opened the door and bowed deeply. “Come in, Prince Kyler.”


    Kyler came in but left the door open. Lake busied herself cleaning the other room. I was dressed casually in a wrap from home and sat perched on the luxurious sofa.


    Kyler wrung his hands nervously. “I haven’t seen you around. I know this is a bad time with Maggie’s passing and all, but I wanted to ask you something.”


    “Okay.” I sat up straighter.


    “Well, I had a good time the other night with you at the dance and my father is pressuring me to take a wife,” he stated boldly.


    Oh my Fates.


    He must have seen the fear in my eyes. “Oh, no! No, not that. It’s just … when a prince wants to court someone with the possibility of marriage, it’s a formal process. So, I was wondering if you wanted to begin a courtship. Get to know each other better? My mother or someone will have to chaperone all of our dates, which I’m sure sounds really tempting, right?” he joked and smiled.


    Those dimples, my heart warmed. He was a really nice guy with a good sense of humor. He was making his intentions known, unlike Seth. I would be stupid to turn him down.


    “I’d love to,” I told him, unsure what to do next.


    “Good, I’m glad.” He smiled and took my hand kissing it, then he turned to leave. “Oh! I almost forgot. I drafted an agreement with the city of Mule to bring them into the kingdom. They will have to pay taxes and live by our rules, but in turn we will guard the watering hole and only charge a flat rate.


    “You did all that? In a few nights?” I smiled.


    He grinned. “I couldn’t sleep much that first night we met. So, my father is presenting it to them today.”


    My mouth hung open. I didn’t know what to say. I made a suggestion and he listened. “Thank you.”


    He nodded. “I’ll see you later? Maybe we could walk the rose garden?”


    “That sounds great,” I told him with excitement.


    Kyler was just what I needed. A nice, normal, and stable gentleman.


    I changed and got ready for the day. When I opened the door, I saw that Seth was leaning up against the wall. He perked up when I came out. "Listen, Ocean, about the other morning–"


    I fit him with a glare. We had a saying in my village. Marry for water and you would never be parched. Marry for love and you could die of thirst. I was done with Seth.


    "Don't talk to me about that morning. If you do, I will ask the king for a replacement."


    His mouth opened in shock. He closed it quickly and nodded. "Okay, I deserve that."


    “And I have agreed to enter into a courtship with Prince Kyler. He made his intentions clear, even to his parents,” I said with confidence. I didn’t really even know what a courtship was. I would have to ask Lake about all of the rules.


    He winced but recovered quickly. I couldn’t bear to stand there and stare at his beautiful face, remembering our passionate kisses. Knowing I was just a play thing to him. I began to walk down the hall.


    “The king needs you to fill the water tower on the roof, now that Maggie’s gone.” He stopped me, his voice was empty of all emotion.


    “Fine, lead the way,” I told him.


    After filling the water tank, I decided to go back to my room. It was the only way to get rid of Seth.


    After closing the door and turning the corner, entering into my bedroom, I nearly fainted. Seth’s father stood there. I prepared to scream, but he clamped a hand over my mouth.


    “Shh, it’s okay. I have to tell you something,” he whispered.


    I gripped my throat and calmed down.


    “We never were officially introduced. I'm Sebastian, Seth’s father.”


    I had fully regained my wits. "Hello, I'm Ocean." I extended my hand. He shook it and placed a small folded note into my palm, giving me a look that worried me.


    He leaned in and whispered to me, as if he thought we were being overheard."Maggie took wine with the king late the night before she died and I smelled poison on her breath the morning I found her body. She left this note for you." He gestured to my hand.


    My hands shook. What was he suggesting? Why would the king kill a Water Blessed? He needed her. I whispered back, “She said things to me the first day I came, crazy things.”


    Sebastian smiled sadly. “I was Maggie’s guard for over thirty years. She was anything but crazy. She talked to the Fates, she knew things.”


    He backed away to leave, placed his finger to his lips in a gesture of quiet. “I wasn’t here. Destroy that note after you read it.”


    I stood there in stunned silence, my hands shaking, before finally sinking onto the bed and peeling the wax to open the hand-written parchment.


    Ocean,


    I fear that the king has intercepted my last letter to Seraphina. You must go to the Wheat Valley Kingdom and find her. I do not think I will live long enough to make the journey with you. The king is a good man deep down inside and he cares for the people of Jewel Mountain. But instead of seeing suffering and desperation in the eyes of the ones without water, he sees coins.The Fates have sent you to end the drought, to unite the realm once again, water for all.I believe in you.


    Blessings on your path,


    Maggie


    I sat there in shock for a moment and then quickly folded the note. There was a candlelight lamp on the desk. I put the corner of the note to the flame and tossed it in a bowl, letting it burn. I placed the bowl on the open window ledge, letting the smoke carry outside, then I paced the small bedroom.


    Should I run away? Should I bring Lake with me? That would implicate her, and she liked her new life in the palace. She would be safer in the kingdom. Would Seth still go with me like he promised me in his cousin’s room in Mule? Of course not, and I didn’t want him to after his rejecting me. I didn't know the prince well enough to trust him either, but maybe if I stayed, and we courted for a while, I would see if he could be trusted. Kyler was different from his father. If after a few dates I thought Kyler couldn’t be trusted, then I guess I would have to get to Wheat Valley alone. I couldn’t leave right away; it was something that had to be planned. I didn't even have a map. ...


    I knocked on Seth’s door. Sebastian had just left and I wanted to find a way to get a map without rousing suspicion. Hard footsteps could be heard just inside his room and then the door opened. It was Kyler. Oh.


    He smiled. “Speak of the goddess,” he teased.


    I smiled back. “I wanted to go to the library, and since I’m not allowed to go alone …”


    I saw Seth standing just behind the prince. He looked sad but as soon as he saw me looking, his face cleared of all emotion.


    “Well, I will accompany you then. I love the library,” Kyler told me.


    Seth grabbed his sword, and sighed. “Great, party of three.”


    Kyler looked back at him. “I can protect her.” Kyler’s hand went to the sword on his hip.


    Seth bowed. “No doubt, my prince, but I have orders from the king, and now that you’re courting, you wouldn’t want improper rumors to spread if you were seen alone.”


    Kyler sighed. “Right you are, Seth. Thank you.”


    I cleared my throat. I wanted to tell Seth that I hadn’t planned to move on so quickly. That I hadn’t planned anything. That his father had just given me a secret note and the king was a Water Blessed killer. Instead, I followed Kyler down the hallway and for once in my life kept my mouth shut. The entire time, I felt Seth’s gaze on the back of my head. I wanted to tell him everything, but he wouldn’t care. He made that clear.


    Kyler sat across from me at the table in the library and showed me books with maps of the realm.


    “Why do you need a map?” Seth asked suspiciously.


    I glared at him. “I’m from a small village with barely any books. I’ve never traveled. I’m just trying to learn.”


    Kyler beamed at me with pride and then scowled at Seth.


    Seth looked hurt. “Sorry,” he muttered, making his way across the room to sit against the far wall, leaving us alone.


    The library held more books than I had ever seen in my life, but Kyler said it was small compared to the kingdom’s library in town.


    Kyler indicated the Salt Flats. “This here used to be filled with water as far as the eye could see!”


    “The ocean,” I said, looking to Seth who smiled and looked away.


    “Yes, the ocean,” he stated.


    “Has anyone traveled out that way?” I asked.


    Kyler’s face became sullen. He shook his head. “No one who has tried to cross the Salt Flats has returned alive. There’s no water.”


    I nodded.


    I scanned the map, noticing that there were two ways into Wheat Valley, through the front gates or through Jewel Mountain.


    “Tell me about Jewel Mountain,” I prodded him.


    Kyler puffed his chest with pride and gave me a grin. “The biggest mountain you ever saw with the richest minerals. Rubies, diamonds, gold.”


    I had no use for those things, but I smiled to be kind.


    “Teeming with thugs and no food or water,” Seth said from across the room.


    Before I could retort, a window pane right behind me shattered, spraying glass all over my back. Kyler leapt across the table and tucked my head under his body, pinning me to the table underneath his belly. I heard Seth shout for the royal guard before running to the window. Then he stated it was all clear and Kyler stood, helping me up.


    I felt a pain at my elbow and was shocked when I saw a large piece of glass sticking out of it.


    “You’re hurt!” Kyler’s face went white.


    My eyes were frozen on the brick that lay on the carpet. It was surrounded by broken glass. A note wrapped to it read, ‘Water Blessed Killer’ in black coal. My blood ran cold. Maggie. Someone in Coal Mountain knew that Maggie was killed. How, why?


    I looked up at Kyler who looked sick. “Are you okay?” I asked him.


    Seth gently pushed Kyler aside and grabbed my good arm. “Come, I will escort you back to your room.”


    The Royal guard had arrived. “Prince Kyler, your father demands your presence.”


    Kyler winced. “Sorry, I’ll check on you later.”


    I nodded and pulled my good hand out of Seth’s grip.


    “Is Prince Kyler okay? He looked ill,” I asked Seth.


    “He gets queasy at the sight of blood. Always has,” Seth said through gritted teeth.


    I laughed, but my smile fell when I gave Seth a side glance. His nostrils were flaring, chest heaving.


    “What’s wrong with you?” We had reached my room.


    Seth pulled his sword free, ignoring me, and kicked the door open hard, charging in like a blood-thirsty maniac. After searching the rooms, he ushered me inside.


    Seth returned from the bathroom with a basin and a bottle of liquor.


    “This is no time for revelry,” I told him.


    He glared at me. “It’s for your arm.”


    What the hell was his problem? “Get the palace doctor.” I didn’t want him touching me. It was becoming more and more clear that Kyler was the type of man I wanted to be around.


    He looked hurt. “It’s a simple cut. I can do it.” His puppy dog eyes bore into mine. I swallowed. Why was he so good looking?


    “Fine.” I held up my elbow.


    He set down the basin. “Can you fill it, please?” he asked in a kind voice.


    I did.


    “Pumpkin relish!” he shouted.


    “What? OW!” I shouted as he pulled the glass out.


    He snickered. “Old battleground tactic. Say something distracting when you pull out the arrow and it takes the mind off the pain.”


    My elbow was throbbing. “Well, it still hurts,” I whimpered.


    His face was angry again and I could hear his teeth grinding. I could smell him. God, why did he have to be such a good kisser and smell so good? My eyes rested on his lips. He wet them and looked at me. I looked down at my lap.


    “This might sting.” He dabbed the cut with an alcohol-soaked cloth, at the same time pinching my upper thigh.


    I sucked in my breath. “Another battleground tactic?”


    He shrugged. “I just wanted an excuse to touch you,” he joked, but then his smile faded. “I mean, yes.”


    My heart was hammering in my chest. “Seth.”


    He quickly wrapped my elbow. “I should have protected you better. I’m sorry. Maybe I’m not good enough to be your personal guard.”


    I could feel tears spring up in my eyes. Thunder crackled outside, shaking the windows.


    “You don’t want to protect me anymore?” A tear fell. Dammit. Why couldn’t I be stronger? Not care? He didn’t want a relationship with me and he didn’t even want to be around me.


    “Kyler’s my best friend. He might as well be my brother.”


    My head snapped back in shock. “What does that have to do with being my guard?” This guy was all over the place. I wished he would just tell me what he wanted.


    He moved close to my face and looked into my eyes. His hand snaked out and caressed my bottom lip. “Protecting you is all I want to do. Kissing you is all I think about. Being with me is nothing compared to what you will have with Kyler. His father will be abdicating the throne soon. You could be queen! You would never want for anything. Your children’s children will never want for anything. Water, gold, food, land; you will have it all.”


    Rain pelted the windows and lightning streaked the sky.


    “What are you saying?” I inched closer so his breath could be felt on my face. I reached out and tenderly stroked his cheek.


    His eyes closed briefly. When he opened them, his stony-faced expression was back. He pulled my hand down and stood clearing his throat. “I’m saying that I’m very physically attracted to you. One night to bed with you and I would be over it, onto the next conquest. You’re just a village girl.”


    The sound that left my throat was only half human. With that, he stormed out of the room.


    I fell onto the couch sobbing as rain fell from the sky.


    A few moments later, there was a knock at the door. I stood quickly and wiped my face.


    There was no way I was going to let Seth apologize. I threw the door open. “What do you want?” I shouted.


    The king stood there with four royal guards. He scowled at me.


    “Oh. Your Highness. I’m sorry.” I curtsied.


    “I want you to stop making it rain,” he commanded.


    The Rain! Oh Fates, I forgot. I shook my head and cleared my throat. “Yes, sir. I’m sorry, I got scared about the attack in the library and my elbow was bleeding.” I showed him the bandage.


    “So it rains when you’re hurt?” he queried.


    I shrugged. “I’m not exactly sure yet. It’s tied to my emotions.” The rain ceased its pattering on the window pane.


    The king nodded. “Well, do try to control it, will you?”


    “Yes, sir.” I pulled at a loose string in my dress.


    “I think you and my son would be a wise pairing. You could do no better,” he stated. His eyes were hardened, after years of giving orders, no doubt. What was I supposed to say?


    “Prince Kyler is a lovely man.” It was honest.


    His father nodded and turned to leave. I spoke loudly to make sure that Seth heard every word if he was in his room. “I no longer want Seth as my personal guard. He failed to protect me today. I could have been gravely injured. I want a replacement.”


    The king turned and I saw genuine surprise on his face. “Seth is my finest guard. Fastest, smartest, and the most loyal.”


    My chest heaved. “I want a replacement immediately.” I held firm.


    The king thought about it. “Very well.”


    He turned and left. I heard footsteps walking away from Seth’s door. Good. Let him hear. Shame on him for making me feel like a play thing! Thunder crackled the sky and I took a deep breath to calm myself.


    I needed to find Lake! I needed a distraction.


    I went into my room and changed my dress to one without blood on it. Then I opened the door to go try to find Lake.


    Standing there was Sebastian. He was standing erect with full armor on.


    “Hello,” I said, confused.


    “Hello, I will be your new guard. I’m sorry you were injured in the attack,” he told me genuinely.


    “Oh, yes, it’s okay. I’m fine.” Great, Seth’s father who reminded me of Seth, with the dark unruly hair and piercing green eyes.


    I began to walk. “Can you take me to the kitchens?”


    He nodded and led the way. Seeing Sebastian was so awkward. We had to pretend that we hadn’t met, that I hadn’t read that letter. Then a thought struck me, maybe Sebastian would take me to Wheat Valley. He had snuck me the note. He clearly wasn’t one-hundred percent loyal to the king. We turned the corner into the kitchens and Lake was stirring something in a bowl. A handsome kitchen boy had his hand over hers and was showing her how to stir.


    I cleared my throat. She looked up and jerked her hand back.


    “Ocean!” She turned bright red. The guy backed up and busied himself in the kitchen.


    “There was an attack. I couldn’t find you,” I told her.


    Her gaze fell on my bandaged elbow.


    “Oh my Fates, you were hurt! Goodbye, Bennet, I’ll see you later,” she told the kitchen boy and crossed the room quickly to me.


    Her hair was braided back and she wore the smile of a woman falling in love.


    I hugged her. “He’s cute,” I whispered.


    She turned red and laughed as we walked down the hall and back in the direction of our rooms. As I turned the corner, I saw that Seth was carrying his personal items in cartons down the hall. He stopped and set them down to let me pass. He didn’t meet my eyes.


    “So you’re moving rooms?” I questioned him.


    “My father should be closest to you now,” he stated without emotion.


    “Yeah, that’s probably best,” I said loudly. I leaned close to him as we passed. “It was nice knowing you, Seth.” I heard his breath hitch as the words left my mouth.


    Any man who kissed you in secret and told you that you were a physical obsession and nothing more, didn’t deserve your time. Seth was dead to me.
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    “So what the Fates was that all about?” Lake asked me as she brushed my hair.


    I sighed. “Seth confessed his attraction for me and said it was purely physical, said one night in bed with me and he would be over it. Called me nothing more than a village girl!”


    Lake’s mouth went slack. “That doesn’t sound like him.”


    I scowled at her. “What do you know about him?”


    She shrugged. “I’ve seen the way he looks at you. I saw his heart leap out of his chest when you danced with Prince Kyler. I’m just saying he doesn’t seem like a mean guy that would say that.”


    I didn’t like what she was saying. “Either way, it’s over. I’m courting Kyler.”


    I took the brush from her hand and stood, indicating it was her turn to sit.


    Lake rolled her eyes. “I’m your maiden, you shouldn’t brush my hair. It isn’t proper.”


    I pushed her into my chair. “You’re my best friend, not my employee.”


    She smiled as I undid her braids. “Tell me about this kitchen boy,” I pressed her.


    She giggled. “Bennet has been teaching me to cook.”


    “Ooh … and?”


    She smiled. “… and he wants to take me on a picnic tomorrow if you don’t need me.”


    I squealed. “I don’t need you. Have fun.”


    Lake looked up at me. “It’s nice to be here, but it’s different.”


    I stopped brushing her hair. “I know. They’re so lazy here.”


    We both laughed. My strong water-carrying muscles were getting soft.


    “This is how life should be. You shouldn’t spend all day carrying water. You should marry for love. Cook if you want to be a cook! Paint if you want to paint.” Lake jumped up from the chair and spun around the room joyously.


    “You love it here,” I said with a touch of sadness.


    “Of course I do,” she retorted.


    I knew then, with one-hundred percent certainty that when I left for Wheat Valley, Lake would not be coming with me. She deserved her happiness.


    Later that night, I was painting by candle light. I hated to use the paints Seth had bought me, but I also couldn’t bring myself to throw them out. I moved my hand across the canvas in short strokes, painting a bright pink rose when a small rock hit my window. I threw a robe on and went to see who was there.


    When I peeked out, a big smile crossed my face. Prince Kyler. The moon was high in the sky and the stars were a righteous thing to behold.


    “Do you want to go for a walk with me?” he whispered.


    “I’ll be right down,” I told him.


    I ran across the room to Lake’s bedroom and burst through her door. She was hanging clothes.


    “What’s wrong?” She turned in fear.


    I smiled. “Prince Kyler wants to go for a walk.”


    Lake grinned. “This late? Without a chaperone? Naughty, naughty.”


    I laughed and took off my robe. “Quick, make me pretty.”


    Five minutes later, I descended a stone staircase off of my balcony. Prince Kyler put both hands on my waist to help ease me down. My hair was down and wavy with just two braids made into a crown atop my head. I wore a pink silk wrap with gold trim.


    Kyler looked my body up and down and kissed my hand. “You look beautiful,” he said as he inspected the bandage on my elbow. “Are you okay? We didn’t have a chance to have our rose garden date in all of the commotion,” he told me.


    I nodded. “I’m fine.”


    He took my hand and began to lead me away.


    Movement out of the corner of my eye drew my attention. I turned and saw a palace guard. Kyler leaned into me. “Couldn’t come completely alone after the attack, but he will keep his distance.”


    I nodded. “I understand.”


    As we walked, I took a deep breath. The air smelled nice after the fresh rain that had fallen earlier. We walked hand in hand in companionable silence until we reached an old stone water fountain. Vines were wound around the base, and it was completely dry. He sat at the edge and I joined him as the guard stayed out of sight. I smiled.


    “What?” he asked, noticing my smile.


    I shook my head. “Nothing, I’m just happy to be here.”


    “I’m glad you’re here too.” He held my gaze. I didn’t look away and he leaned in closer to me. When our lips touched, I didn’t know what to expect, but it wasn’t what I felt with Seth. It was nice, but it left me feeling empty. Sadly, I pulled away. Maybe I shouldn’t have compared the two.


    Kyler grinned. “I’m a lucky man. I hope I can make you as happy as you make me.”


    I gave a nervous laugh and lay my head on his shoulder, unable to find words. Kyler was a good man; he would make an honest husband. Seth had made his intentions clear, so why did I feel so confused inside? I didn’t have a choice. My choice was made for me. Kyler was my future. We walked around for another hour before Kyler took me home. When I got back, Sebastian was waiting for me on my balcony.


    I jumped when I got to the top of the stairs. “You scared me!” I nearly screamed.


    His face held anger. “Good. Now you know how I felt when I noticed you were gone.”


    I looked at my feet. “I’m sorry, but I was with the prince. I was perfectly safe.”


    Sebastian stood and leaned close to me. “That’s what Maggie thought too.”


    Chills ran up my arms. I swallowed hard.


    “In the future, please come wake me. I will give you your privacy, but I would like to know where you are at all times,” he declared.


    I cleared my throat. “Yes, of course. I’m sorry.”


    I turned to go inside. “My son has changed ever since he went to retrieve you.” He observed as I shut the door behind me, pretending to not have heard him.


    I tossed and turned with dreams that were vivid and intense. I was lying in the Salt Flats, bleeding water. It oozed out of my hands, my feet, and a gash in my stomach. Rain pelted my face as an army descended the Salt Flats, and I was consumed by water. I awoke sweating and panting.


    I ran a shaky hand through my hair. I peeked outside; it was still dark with only a faint twinge of morning light. I dressed quickly, unsettled by my dreams. I tapped at Sebastian’s door, he answered quickly, half asleep.


    “Sorry to trouble you. I had bad dreams and wish to go for an early morning walk.”


    He straightened. “Of course. Thank you. Give me a moment.” He returned with full armor on and a sword at his waist.


    We walked silently down the hall.


    “Dream journal,” Sebastian said.


    “What?” I asked him as we made our way out of the palace and into the sprawling gardens.


    “Maggie kept a dream journal. Maybe you should too.”


    I nodded. It was a good idea. “So Maggie had bad dreams too?”


    He shook his head. “No, she had wonderful dreams. Dreams of water as far as the eye could see, green trees, and flowers. Children playing in the rain, unguarded wells, water for free, water for all.”


    His words sent chills up my spine. It sounded wonderful but at what cost? My dream was in stark contrast to Maggie’s. I was so confused. Maggie was gone and I couldn’t ask her about my dreams. Seth was gone too and I didn’t feel close enough to Kyler yet. I sighed.


    I walked the rest of the way in silence. I rounded the rose garden, beautiful but wasteful in water when so many needed. As I turned past the fountain where I kissed Prince Kyler, I saw Seth. He was jogging, wearing barely a thin tunic and cut off breeches. He was gleaming with sweat, and panting. He saw me and stopped. I gritted my teeth, nodded to him, and kept walking.


    “Father, may we have some privacy?” Seth asked.


    His father raised an eyebrow but walked away and behind a wall that encased the garden.


    I rubbed my hands to give them something to do and gazed at the ground.


    Seth reached out and tilted my chin up. “I’m sorry about what I said before. I don’t want you to remember me like that.” He was looking at my lips. I pursed them.


    “Well, it’s been said, so …” I told him.


    Seth sighed and looked away, across the valley. “I wish you and Prince Kyler a happy life full of laughter, love, and children. Can you do that for me? Can you be happy?”


    His words made my chest heave. What did he care of my happiness? I put myself out there asking him to make his intentions known. He was clear that I was a physical conquest. I wished he would just go.


    “I don’t know,” I said honestly. The kiss with Kyler had been mediocre.


    Seth’s face looked pained. “I have asked to be assigned to guarding the entrance of the kingdom. I will be moving to the village to be closer to my post.”


    All of a sudden fear gripped me. Would I ever see him again? There was something I wanted to tell him. If I was never going to see him again, I wanted him to know one thing.


    “The man you killed that day in Death Valley, the thug, the one you asked me if I knew?”


    Seth nodded. “Yes?”


    I held my chin high. “He forced his way on me when I was fifteen winters old and stole my innocence. So, thank you. At least thank you for that.” My lip quivered.


    Seth’s mouth opened in shock. Before I could register what was happening, he pulled my body into his so that my breasts were pressed against his hard chest. He kissed me with raw passion, forceful and unguarded. I moaned in pleasure as rain fell from the sky. He pulled away suddenly and whispered in my ear, “I would kill him a thousand more times if I could.”


    Rain pelted down on us, soaking my clothes and hair. “Seth? I don’t understand.”


    He looked toward the castle. “Understand this. I cannot be with you in the way that you want. Prince Kyler will be everything you need in life. Go forward with him and forget me.” He squeezed my hand. “Goodbye.” He turned away from me, jogging out of my life, leaving a huge gaping hole inside of me.


    I suddenly felt so alone. My mother wasn’t there, Lake was always busy with Bennet, Kyler was nice, but …


    I cried as rain fell from the sky. Remembering the king’s threat, I quickly shook my head to clear my thoughts. The rain eased. I turned around and saw Sebastian waiting for me. I wiped my eyes and smoothed my wet wrap dress.


    I walked past him without looking at him or saying a word. But his face told me everything I needed to know, he had seen us kiss. The rain stopped and the sun rose. In my village the men chose the women. Seth didn’t want me, Kyler did. End of story.
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    I went back to my room and found Kyler waiting for me in the hallway. I was soaking wet, so I crossed my arms to cover my chest. He quickly took off his jacket and placed it around my shoulders.


    I smiled weakly. “Thank you.”


    He nodded. “I saw the rain and got worried. Are you all right?”


    I nodded. “Sorry, I’m still learning to control it.”


    Sebastian slipped away into his room.


    Kyler shrugged. “I don’t mind. The roses have never been more beautiful, but my father isn’t pleased.”


    I stared at him blankly. “It won’t happen again,” I said assuredly.


    He smirked. “It’s okay. The village has begun making shrines for you in their windows. They call you the rain goddess.”


    I was shocked. “Oh.”


    He held out his hand. In it was a large felt jewelry box. “I just came by to bring you this. It was my mother’s. I wanted you to have it.”


    I took the gift. “Kyler, you don’t have to give me gifts,” I said shyly.


    He held my hand. “I want to.”


    I smiled and opened the box. I gasped. It was a stunning ruby necklace with more than thirty rubies shaped into ovals. The necklace would buy water for my village for ten years.


    “Thank you,” I said, but for some reason Seth’s gift of paints and brushes came into my mind.


    He kissed my cheek. “There are more where that came from.”


    I just nodded.


    “Well, I will let you clean up. Join my parents and me for dinner? Wear the necklace,” he asked.


    I nodded. “Sure.”


    After saying goodbye and entering my room, I changed and crawled into bed. After hours of torturing myself with thoughts, I made a decision. I couldn’t marry Kyler, I didn’t love him and didn’t think I ever could. Kissing him was like kissing a brother or friend. Lake loved living in the palace, so I wouldn’t bother her with leaving. Seth wanted to be left alone, and I didn’t want to drag Sebastian into my plans. That meant, after dinner, I would run away to Wheat Valley. Alone. I didn’t trust the king and honestly I couldn’t control the rain, so it was better if I left. If I could get to Wheat Valley and meet the other Water Blessed, I could get some answers.


    I dressed in the finest red silk wrap, wore my ruby necklace and gave Lake a long hug after she braided my hair. She told me all about her picnic date with Bennet. When I pulled away from our hug, she was grinning.


    “You’re in love,” I observed aloud.


    She shyly nodded.


    I smiled. “Can you believe how our lives used to be? Can you believe how much has changed?”


    Lake grasped my hands. “The Fates blessed you and you blessed me. I will never forget that, Ocean. Not in a hundred winters.” She held my gaze.


    I smiled sadly. I would miss my best friend. My sister. But marrying for love was a privilege in my village and I would not take that happiness from her.


    *


    At dinner, I made small talk with Kyler and the king and queen. After dessert, the king looked at me with a steady gaze.


    “Ocean, I have been thinking.”


    I sat up straighter. “Yes?”


    “After meeting with my farming council, we have come up with a wonderful idea.”


    Kyler creased his brow.


    “Your rain has become a problem for me in the city. It fills the villagers’ pots and they don’t pay at the well.”


    I cleared my throat. “Sir, I’m sorry about that. I will work on it.”


    He put his hand up. “No, no. I think we can capitalize on this. Your rain only goes so far out. It seems to be centered near wherever you are. The farmlands near Jewel Mountain have been dry. The farmers are willing to pay double their price of well water for rain water.”


    I stared at him.


    “Father, what are you saying?” Kyler stood, looking angry.


    “I’m saying she should move out of the castle and into a beautiful country house on the farmlands. We can keep her well-guarded and she will have the finest things. But when it rains it won’t be a problem for me. I have already arranged it,” he stated.


    All the king cared about was gold. The idea of a country farm house sounded wonderful to me, but I didn’t like that my life was being moved like pieces on a chess board.


    “I’ll think about it.” I stood and glared at the king. Kyler looked at me.


    “I can find my way back,” I told Kyler. “Thank you for the lovely dinner.”


    The king glared back. What did it matter, I was gone tonight. As I reached for the door handle, I heard shouting down the hall. The door burst open, knocking me back. A palace guard entered with a red flushed face. He was panting, holding tightly to a scroll.


    Kyler quickly helped me up. “Be careful!” Kyler shouted at the guard.


    The guard shakily handed the scroll to the king.


    “Coal Mountain has declared war. Thousands march on the mountain, and are coming this way.”


    The king grabbed the scroll and read it. He then looked at me, eyes narrowed. “One hundred winters’ peace about to be broken, all over her.” He pointed at me.


    My hand flew to my mouth.


    “Get everyone to the safety chamber,” he ordered.


    Sebastian appeared and he and the palace guard took me back to my room to quickly gather my things. Lake was there. After packing a bag, we all walked with the guard to a tunnel, off the kitchens, that led underground to a series of rooms. In the main open room, the king and Kyler were hunched over a miniature sculpture of the realm.


    "How dare Coal Mountain break a hundred-winter-old peace treaty over water! We are going back to the old days," the King roared to one of his guards.


    Kyler looked back at his father and ushered me out of the room and into my new sleeping quarters. "I'll come check on you later," he told me.


    “What did the scroll say?” I asked him. How was the act of war my fault?


    Kyler chewed his lip. “The rain. The fact that you can make it rain so much has gotten around. Coal Mountain’s king asked my father last week if you could be shared. They are experiencing horrible drought. Food is scarce.”


    My heart hurt for Coal Mountain. They were only doing what I would do to feed my family. “Kyler, that’s the thing. Why can’t I be shared? Why can’t there be enough water for everyone?” I asked.


    Kyler put a finger to my lips. “Shh.” He looked behind him and closed the door.


    “Ocean, I care about you. I see a future with you. You would do well to remember that my father paid for your village well, my father pays for your security, my father won the bid for you. Your allegiance should be with him.”


    My heart crushed. “Your father owns me,” I said aloud.


    He looked down. “No. He owns your gift. The people of Jewel Mountain need you. I need you.” He leaned in to kiss me and I turned giving him my cheek.


    He kissed it but looked hurt. I needed to get out of here. I couldn’t run away to Wheat Valley while locked in secure chambers.


    “I have an idea. I need to see your father,” I told him and brushed past him, making my way to the map room. I didn’t have a chance to memorize the map in the library. I needed another look before I left.


    The king was talking to a man who was out of breath.


    "In the North Mountains, cresting the top." He panted. "Word has gotten around that she can make it rain at will. That she made it rain in Death Valley and found a well there. They intend to take her.”


    My body felt numb. Fear washed over me. The king glared at me, and then back at the map.


    "Maybe I can help," I offered and stepped closer to the map. The north mountain separated the Coal and Jewel Kingdoms. It was dry and loose with dirt. There were no walls separating the kingdoms because it was originally designed to be one realm. I saw that I would need to hike over Jewel Mountain to get to the border of Wheat Valley.


    The king saw me inspecting the map.


    "Interested in our realm or do you have an idea?"


    He was really starting to annoy me. "Isn't the north mountain really dry, with fine sand? I saw it coming in."


    He nodded. "Yes, and it’s not very steep coming down, so they could make it down quite easily."


    A thought struck me. If they thought that my gift was something to steal and own, then I would show them just how dangerous rain could be.


    I grinned. "Landslide. I'll shower the mountain with rain and they will all come crashing down."


    The king appraised me with a look of respect. "That's brilliant. I may just make you a part of my war council."


    "Can you do it from in here?" Kyler asked.


    I stared at the map, marking the way to Wheat Valley in my head. I had water, I could find food or barter for it. I looked up at him. He seemed worried for me.


    "No, I need to be close. I’m still learning to control it."


    "No!" Seth boomed behind me. "It’s too dangerous."


    My heart picked up. The king gave him a look of annoyance. "It’s the best plan we have," the King told him.


    "You once paid me to protect her. I'm saying it's a bad idea. Since when do we bring women into the front lines of war?" Seth's neck veins were bulging.


    The king put a hand on my lower back. "Since now." He pushed me forward, past Seth, out of the tunnels and into the kitchen. The king stopped at the door and faced Kyler and Seth who were following us.


    The king looked at Kyler. "You can go and make the war decisions. It will be good practice for when you take over the throne. I will stay back with your mother.”


    Kyler embraced his father quickly and then took my hand, leading me out. He held my hand in such a delicate way, like I was something to be treasured.I felt awful for planning to leave him.

    Seth followed us outside and two royal guards were waiting with horses and more men.Sebastian was nowhere to be found.


    Kyler swung atop his horse and reached back for my hand. I gave it, and we rode off to the front lines of battle.

    



    What these men didn't know about me was that I was bred for war. Every week in my village someone died of heat death. Every day I trudged through twenty miles of scorching sun, only to defend my body and take what should rightfully be mine. Every day I fought a war at the watering hole. This war was no different. Just more thugs.I felt for the Coal Mountain people, but I would not be taken by force!


    Thunder shook overhead and grey clouds rolled in. Anger. That was the key to the rain. My emotions. We rode hard and I gripped Kyler's chest tightly. When we crested the hill and dismounted, I could see thousands of Coal Mountain soldiers beginning their descent down North Mountain.This would be my way out. Cause the landslide as a distraction and then run the other way to Jewel Mountain.


    Kyler walked me to a post that had been set up at the base of the mountain. Seth trailed behind us hand on his sword, murder in his eyes.


    Kyler held my hand. "Okay, Ocean, make it rain."


    The men were hunting me like an animal! I was sick of being treated like an object or a prize. A light rain began to sprinkle from the sky. Then, for the strangest reason, I thought of my mother. Her gnarled hands and weak back. Wouldn't I do the same? Hunt down the Water Blessed if it meant my people could live. Yes, I would. Water made you desperate. Made you do anything. The rain stopped and I wasn’t so sure that anger was the key to controlling it.


    Kyler looked at me in alarm.


    "Ocean, that's not enough. It needs to pour like when you first arrived. The men told me the ground was so waterlogged the caravan got stuck."


    I looked at Seth.


    "I can't. I'm sorry," I told him.


    Fear crossed his face. The men were halfway down the mountain. They had thousands where we had hundreds.


    "No, I am sorry," Seth told Kyler.


    "What?" Kyler asked, confused.


    Seth strode over to me and grabbed the back of my neck with one hand and the small of my back with his other. He pressed me firmly to his body. "I want you. I’ve wanted you since the first time I laid eyes on you. The harder I try not to love you, the deeper I fall," he declared, then he kissed me. Deeper and hungrier than ever before. I felt like my emotions could shatter the earth. The rain poured as joy bubbled up inside of me. It was coming down in clumps. My hair stuck to my face, my feet sunk in the muddy ground. Seth pulled back and looked in my eyes.I smiled.


    "How could you? After I came to you the first night I met her and told you my intentions with her?" Kyler’s face was red, his fists balled.


    "I'm sorry! I had the same intentions with her a week before you ever met her!" Seth told him.


    "You should have told me! Now I look like a fool!" Kyler roared over the pounding rain.


    "Kyler, I'm sorry." I reached out for his hand as the rain pelted us from above.He pulled out of my grasp.


    All of a sudden, a huge cracking sound thundered across the valley.I looked and saw the North Mountain had become a mudslide. The men who were on it, were crushed or trapped at the bottom. The men at the top couldn't get down because it was now a steep drop off.A landslide.


    "Oh Fates. What have I done?" My hand flew to my mouth. Men were hurt, or dead, because of me.


    I looked at Seth, my eyes burning with regret. "You made me a promise in Mule. I'm ready."


    He seemed to consider it. "With or without you," I added.


    Kyler interrupted. "Both of you get out of my sight!"


    Seth looked at him. "Forgive me, brother. I should have told you. I only wanted your happiness, so I pushed mine aside."


    Kyler looked on the verge of murder or tears; it was hard to tell. "Go!" he roared.


    We began to walk away. Seth slipped his hand in mine. We mounted the horse together and he turned back to face me as the rain let up.


    "Where do you wish to go, my love?" he asked.


    My love, my heart soared at his words. He was going with me! I lifted my chin. "Wheat Valley."


    The surprise showed on his face, but he brushed it aside.


    "Lake?" he queried.


    "Leave her. She will be safer here." I would miss her.


    He nodded and kicked the horse lightly.“If we leave now, we can never come back and live, this is treason.”


    “I have no loyalty to a king who murders his Water Blessed,” I stated.


    Seth pulled the horse over beyond the group of guards and behind a stone wall. He turned to face me, eyes wide. “What are you saying?”


    “Your father came to me after Maggie died. He smelled poison on her breath the morning he found her. The king had her for wine the night before.”


    Seth’s face looked pained. “Why didn’t my father tell me?”


    “Because you were too loyal to the king.” His father’s voice boomed from behind us. He was on foot, holding a travel bag.


    Seth looked confused. “Why would the king do that?”


    His father tossed the bag high up in the air and Seth caught it. “He intercepted letters from Maggie and Seraphina. Go now. I will stall them.”


    Seth nodded and motioned to the bag. “Thank you.”


    He nodded back. “Keep her safe. Maggie said she was the key to end the drought.”


    Seth kicked the horse and we rode off toward Jewel Mountain. As we rode, I turned to look behind me. I killed a hundred men. Oh Fates. If the future of the realm had any chance at peace, it was with Seraphina and I working together to bring water to everyone.
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    The day was long and tiring. We had ridden out of town and were approaching the Jewel Mountain. Seth pulled the horse over to the shade of a tree and handed me his empty canteen. I filled it without question.


    We set up camp for the night at the base of Jewel Mountain. Seth’s father had packed basic provisions for camping. After setting up our tent, Seth took off his armor. He was caked with dirt and sweat from the long horseback ride. I dug a small hole in the ground and filled it with water for our horse. I was sweaty and dirt lined my finger nails.


    "I would kill for a bath," Seth told me.


    I grinned. "No need to kill for one." I gave him a smoldering gaze.


    His brow creased, but then he smiled as it dawned on him. In one quick motion, his shirt went up over his head and he dropped it to the ground. My heart started pounding. His body was tan and littered with hair line scars. His muscles were rock hard from years of wearing heavy armor and sword fighting. Men in my village had no need for muscles. Our women were the strongest; the water fetchers. He dropped his breeches and stood before me in a loin cloth. He walked over to me and took the top knot of my wrap dress in his fingers. "May I?" he asked.


    I could only nod. He untied my dress and unwound it, letting it fall to the floor, exposing my bare breasts. But he kept his eyes trained on mine. He pulled his loin cloth off and we both stood there naked as I raised my hand up above our heads and willed water to trickle out. It fell down on us in a steady stream. Seth moved his face under the stream to wash it and I did the same, finding his lips. We kissed as the water glided down our faces and onto our naked bodies. His hand snaked out and pulled me close to him, pressing my body to his.I felt like I had been waiting for this moment since the first time he kissed me. Seth and I were meant to be together.


    Rain fell around us and I had the faintest tingling feeling in my head. I chased that feeling and willed it to go away. The rain stopped. My breath hitched. I could control it! That feeling was the rain. I searched for that tingling feeling and it came rushing back, bringing rain with it. Seth lifted me up and I straddled his waist, putting my arms around him, stroking down his back gently. He moaned.


    He pulled back and looked me in the eyes and the rain fell on us. "I didn't mean what I said before. About going to bed with you one night and then getting over you. I'll never be over you."


    I squeezed my strong thighs around him and smiled. "I know."


    My response was met with a toe-curling kiss. Then he lay me down in the tent and made love to me.


    A while later Seth stroked my scar, along my neck, and down to my arm. The rain hadn't stopped since our passionate display.


    "Can you turn it off? I fear the king will find us if he sees where the rain is coming from."


    I nodded and felt for that familiar tingle. I took a deep breath and the rain stopped.


    Seth looked at me quizzically. “I’ve been thinking. Why would the king kill Maggie? A Water Blessed. It’s unheard of," he said as he rolled up our tent.


    "You heard your father. Because he has me now and she was planning to run away and take me with her," I declared.


    I explained in more detail about the note she left me and the things she told me. Seth listened with patience.


    "Did you know the king actually asked me to stop making it rain?” I told him incredulously. “The people were collecting rain water in pots and not paying at the wells. He only cares about money!" I shouted.


    Seth's eyes locked on mine. "… and what do you care about?"


    I didn't hesitate. "Free water for all."


    He frowned. "It's a nice idea, but how?"


    "I don't know, but Maggie did and Seraphina does. She will know what to do. We need to go. I’m sure that nothing holds a future for me here.”


    He stroked my cheek and gave me a smoldering look. “I’m your future and you are mine, if you will have me.”


    I nodded and kissed him.


    "I have planned a route. We go through the Jewel Mountain pass in order to escape detection at the entrance gates," I told him as we packed our tent into the saddle bags on the horse.


    Seth gave me a look. "Oh really, just glide right through Jewel Mountain pass?" He gestured to the huge mountain.


    I swallowed. "Well, I have water and we can find food."


    He laughed deeply. "You think I'm worried about skipping a meal? Jewel Mountain pass is teeming with thieves and thugs. They belong to neither Jewel Mountain nor Wheat Valley. They try to steal rubies from the mountain and live in caves and cliff dwellings. We will not just be strolling through the pass, we will be fighting and paying our way through it."


    I looked down at my feet. "Oh. Well, I guess we could disguise ourselves and go through the front gates."


    Seth put a soft finger on my chin and tilted it up, forcing me to look into his eyes. "No, Jewel Mountain is the only way we can get through without fighting the palace guard."


    "But …"I protested. He just said it was basically impossible. Seth unstrapped our saddle bags from the horse and threw them over his shoulder. Then he gave the horse a hard smack on the backside and it took off running.


    He pulled out a small dagger and nicked the bottom of my long wrap. Then he began to tear a strip off.


    "What are you doing?" I asked him.


    He took the strip, and covered my eyes, tying the two ends at the back of my head, blind folding me. "I would love nothing more than to gaze in your eyes this entire trip." He was so close I could feel his breath on my face. My heart was beating hard, a light rain began to fall. "But if the thugs and thieves see those eyes, you will be taken from me and I won’t have that, not ever again."


    My lips parted in anticipation, and I was not disappointed. He pressed his lips to mine and kissed me gently at first and then harder. Even without sight, my hands expertly roamed over his hair, and down his back. He pulled back and held my hands firmly.


    “Let’s get moving.” He started the hike.


    My homelands were flat and dry. I was in good shape, or so I thought. Walking flat lands was nothing compared to an uphill hike. Blindfolded only made it worse. There were muscles in my legs I didn’t know I had. They screamed at me. After an hour of walking, I could feel the sun burning my shoulders. Seth patiently held my hand leading me up the zip zag pass.


    “Thugs up ahead,” Seth whispered to me. My body went rigid, but I continued to walk.


    “Hello there! My wife and I wish to pass through Jewel Mountain and over to Wheat Valley,” Seth said in a friendly voice.


    I tried to hide my smile at the ease in which he referred to me as his wife. Seth had sadly left his armor and chainmail behind, carrying only his sword and the saddle bags from the horse. I had made a satchel out of an extra wrap and had my dagger strapped to my inner thigh hidden under my dress.


    “What do you have to offer?” A gritty male voice echoed back.


    “We have a travel canteen full of water. It’s yours for safe passage,” Seth bellowed.


    I could hear scurrying on the rocks and then footsteps padding closer. I hated not being able to see! One of the girls in my village was born without sight, she still was able to get by and fetch water, but I felt for her. You never knew what was coming at you!


    I smelled a rank, salty stench, then the man’s voice was closer.


    “Hand it over and you will get safe passage,” he said.


    I heard Seth do so.


    “How’d she lose her sight?” the man asked.


    Knowing that he was looking at me and I couldn’t look back was unnerving.


    “Acid burn. I’m a blacksmith,” Seth said quickly.


    Then I heard scurrying. “Safe passage!” the man shouted loudly for the whole side of the mountain to hear.


    Seth gripped my hand and we continued walking. I smelled campfire, and heard people talking as we passed, even a child laughing. Oh I wanted to see so badly!


    After an hour, Seth finally spoke. “We’re alone. I’m parched,” he said, taking my left hand. I felt it touch his lips. I slowly let the water trickle and I heard him gulping. Then he rubbed my hand over his hair, wetting it.


    “Okay,” he said and I stopped it.


    “I want to see,” I told him.


    He placed a gentle kiss on my lips. “No, it will be dark soon. We will make camp and thieves will come in the night to steal my sword. I can’t have them steal you too. Keep your eyes covered until we get to Wheat Valley, even if I’m taken.”


    Fear coursed through me. “What? I thought you just paid for safe passage?”


    He gave a short bark of laughter. “That was one of many, my dear. Jewel Mountain is large and there are many tribes who claim to own it.”


    Dread hit my stomach. Coming through Jewel Mountain was a stupid idea. Maybe there was another way. But Seth grabbed my hand and we kept walking.


    Suddenly, he squeezed my hand three times, hard. I took it as a signal trouble was ahead.


    “Well, well. What do we have here?” a husky male voice asked.


    “My wife and I need to cross to Wheat Valley. Her mother has fallen ill,” Seth said.


    I heard feet shuffling closer. “Why not go through the front gates?” he queried.


    Seth paused for too long, revealing he didn’t have an answer. “You got me,” he said, letting go of my hand. “I stole this sword from a king’s guard. I was hoping to fetch a fair price in Wheat Valley. If I try to sell it in town, they will find me.”


    The other man whistled low. I heard a few other voices talking. “Don’t worry, I’ll take that fine sword off your hands for a fair price.”


    I heard a scuffle and Seth grunted. Oh how I wanted to rip off the blindfold!


    “The price is your life. Keep walking.” He sneered.


    I heard Seth breathing deeply. I’m sure he wanted to throttle the man and take his sword back, but instead he took my hand and kept walking.


    I was beginning to feel the pangs of hunger. I had no thirst. Seth stopped and put a handful of something in my hands and helped me to sit on a rock. “It’s an edible root. Not the best tasting, but it’s food,” he declared.


    I nodded and heard him shifting about.


    “I’m setting up the tent. We are being watched from high up. You will sleep inside and I will take watch outside.”


    I opened my mouth to protest, but I couldn’t offer any help. If I took part of the watch to give him sleep, my eyes would glow in the night and give us away. I sighed and chewed on the root. It was gritty with dirt and had a stringy texture, but it filled my stomach.


    I heard Seth walk closer to me and sit down. I inhaled. He smelled good, even after a day’s walk in the hot sun.


    He leaned close to my ear and whispered. “I would kill for a shower.”


    I laughed and leaned into him as he draped an arm around me. He began humming a tune and then sang with a rich baritone voice.


    “The nights, the nights, the nights are long and lonely.


    Without my queen, without my queen.


    The nights, the nights, the nights are long and lonely.


    I dream of her, I dream of her, my love with soft blue eyes.”


    I grinned. “Where did you learn that? You have a beautiful voice,” I told him.


    He traced circles on my palm. “I have spent many a night guarding the territories far away from the castle. You learn to pass the time.”


    I smiled, feeling sleepy and yawned. Seth laced an arm under my legs and one behind my back and carried me into the tent. He kissed me gently and then I filled his mouth with water.


    “Sleep well, my queen,” he whispered and left.


    I rolled over and let the drowsiness take me.


    I dreamt of the Fates that night. For the first time I saw them. Standing there in billowing dresses, perched on a large cliff, looking down on a huge body of water. One of them turned to look at me. “With love, comes sacrifice,” she told me and then I followed her gaze and saw Seth on the shore of the water, bent over and weeping.


    A shout woke me. I sat up panting, drenched in sweat. My blindfold had come loose. The tent was glowing blue from my eyes and I saw two shadows fighting outside. I heard Seth grunt. I sat there frozen unsure of what to do. Put the blindfold on and run out there unable to see or do anything, or rip it off and fight?


    “Kill him and let’s see if his wife has any jewelry,” one snickered and I recognized it as the voice from before; the thug Seth gave his sword to. Seth was defenseless. I ripped off the blindfold and reached in my dress, brandishing my dagger. I crept out of the tent, squinting my eyes to reduce the glow. I saw Seth in a headlock with one thug and the other was advancing on him with his sword. I quickly came up behind the one who had his back to me with Seth in a headlock and pressed my dagger to his throat.


    “Let him go!” I roared and pressed hard enough to draw blood. If either of them made one move toward harming Seth I wouldn’t hesitate to kill.


    Seth grumbled. “I had this handled.” He huffed and elbowed the guy in the stomach. I released my knife as the guy fell to the ground, but the thug holding the sword was staring at me in shock. Seth used that distraction to yank the sword from him and train it at his stomach.


    “I know who you are,” the thug said before I could close my eyes.


    My mouth was open. I didn’t know what to say.


    The thug fell to his knees and made the sign of the Fates, touching his third eye.


    Seth glared at me. “Now I have to kill them both. You should have stayed blindfolded.”


    The blue glare from my eyes fell to the thug on his knees. I approached him slowly as Seth eased up the sword on his belly a little.


    “If I convince Seth to let you live, how do I know I can trust you?” I asked the thug.


    He looked up at me and even though he must have been forty winters old, he looked like a child. “I would never bring harm to a Water Blessed. Ever. Or the Fates would strike me dead and curse my children.”


    Seth gave me a look that said he wanted to kill him either way.


    “Stand,” I told him and motioned for him to join his friend who was moaning behind me.


    They stood before me and Seth, ready to meet their fate.


    “Do you have a water storage tank that I can fill,” I asked them.


    They both grinned and bowed deeply, leading the way.
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    They led us into an intricate network of caves and we passed many other thugs and mountain dwellers. They all bowed when I walked by, touching their third eye. Each living space had a handmade carving of the Fates. They were a deeply spiritual people. I knew that they could be trusted. I felt it. More so, I felt the need to bless them with water. The Fates would want it. The two thugs led me to the end of a long tunnel and I looked down below to see a large twenty-foot drop-off into a stone pool. It was filled with about three inches of water.


    “Does it naturally bubble up? Like a spring?” I asked curiously.


    The thug looked shyly at me. “No, Blessed one, this has trickled in by itself, from all the rain.”


    I smiled and nodded. I held my left hand over the twenty-foot drop and let the water flow. He made the sign of the Fates again, bowing to one knee. I could see that there were steep stone steps leading down. At one point, it was probably a natural spring.


    After a while, the thug peered over the edge and sucked in a breath. “It’s nearly full! I’ve never seen this much water in my entire life!”


    Seth had been watching me curiously the whole time. I grinned. “I’m thirsty,” I said. I loved feeling thirsty, it was such a normal sensation.


    “Your eyes are less bright,” Seth commented.


    When the water reached the top and threatened to flood over, I stopped. Then I knelt down and cupped the water, drinking my fill. Seth and the thug did the same.


    When I stood, Seth looked at me again with a peculiar expression. “Your eyes are bright again.”


    I shrugged.


    “Thank you,” the thug said as he bowed.


    I nodded. “If anyone from Jewel Mountain asks, you never saw us.”


    He nodded. “Let me take you the rest of the way to Wheat Valley. To ensure safe passage. Please allow me this honor.”


    I looked at Seth who tapped his sword and gave the man a threatening look.


    I rolled my eyes at Seth. “Okay.”


    With the thug as our guide, we made it over Jewel Mountain and to the base in a day’s walk. We crossed three other check points, I kept my blindfold on. The thug said that not all of Jewel Mountain’s dwellers were followers of the Fates. At the base of the mountain I removed my blindfold and sucked in a breath. Tall and glorious wheat fields, far as the eye could see. The distant smell of bread wafted to my nose.


    “This is where I leave you.” The thug bowed.


    I placed my hand over his third eye. “Thank you,” I told him. He looked at me in awe. I shyly stared at my feet.


    Seth grabbed my arm and led me away.


    “There’s something you should know about Wheat Valley,” he told me as we walked deep into the wheat fields.


    “What is it?” I asked as the wheat brushed against my skin.


    “They are a female-driven society. No man is ever invited in important meetings or for war council,” he exclaimed grumpily.


    I grinned. “Sounds wonderful.”


    He smirked. “So we will most likely be split up when we arrive. They will take you to their queen and I will not be able to accompany you.”


    I frowned. “Oh.”


    He nodded. “And the king of Jewel Mountain may have already guessed you would come here if he intercepted notes from Maggie to Seraphina. So be careful. Don’t give too much away. Speak privately with Seraphina. If the queen agrees to keep you here, knowing you have run away, she is all but declaring war on Jewel Mountain. You are still property of the king. It will be seen as throwing the first stone.”


    I frowned and was filled with dread. Up ahead, I saw two horseback riders riding fast through the wheat fields, heading toward us. Seth handed his sword to me and stood behind me. “Men aren’t allowed weapons in Wheat Valley.”


    I shoved his sword into my waist belt and stood tall, meeting the riders’ eyes.


    As they neared, I saw long yellow hair billowing behind them. They were women! They were wearing chain mail and armor. Female knights. I grinned.


    When they saw my eyes, they nodded. “The queen has been expecting you. We were sorry to hear about Maggie.”


    I shared a look with Seth but only nodded.


    “You may ride with me, my lady, but he must walk,” one of the knights said.


    I swallowed. “I don’t want to be separated from him,” I said firmly.


    The women shared a look. “He may wait outside the castle entrance, but it’s not our way to invite men into matters of business and war. If you won’t part with him then you will have to go back to Jewel Mountain.”


    I gave a huff and kissed Seth quickly on the cheek. He glared at the riders as they hoisted me up and we rode off, leaving Seth behind to find his way … without water or a sword.


    We rode for a half an hour, passing a bunch of farm houses. Children played in the fields as the men tended to the crops. Then a castle came into view. It was nothing like Jewel Mountain. It was red brick, smaller but charming. As we passed the gates, the riders slowed. Two female guards were posted at the entrance. “A man is coming, he is her companion. Give him water and food. He may wait here for her without harm.”


    They nodded. We rode inside and I saw a beautiful, lush courtyard full of purple lavender. The riders dismounted and helped me down.


    One of them faced me; her face was strong with high cheek bones and full lips. “You should know that the king of Jewel Mountain sent two guards here to check for you. Our queen is holding a war council now. She said if you turned up, to bring you in. Are you ready?”


    I nodded and swallowed.


    I followed her into the castle and through many halls to a room where loud talking could be heard. The guard knocked on the door and it was opened. Ten women sat on pillows on the ground, legs crossed. They hunched over a miniature figure of the realm. I entered. They looked up. I scanned the women quickly until my eyes rested on a beautiful forty-winters-old woman, with long deep red hair and glowing blue eyes. Seraphina. She stood and looked to another woman who wore a crown, the queen. The queen nodded to Seraphina who approached me and pulled me in an embrace.


    “I had hoped Maggie would make the journey with you. I’m sorry you are alone,” she whispered.


    I cleared my throat and smiled. She ushered me away from the room and down the hall to private quarters. She sat on a couch and indicated I do the same.


    “Word has reached us of the rain. Have you learned to control it yet?” she queried.


    I nodded. “Only recently.”


    Seraphina looked on with pride. “The dreams, tell me about yours.”


    I twisted the hem of my wrap. “My dreams aren’t nice. They’re terrifying and always foreboding death or sadness.”


    Seraphina reached across the couch and held my hand. “I fear that you see something I do not. For I see children bathing in a huge blue lake. Men building boats, and women washing clothes in a running river. I see white waves lapping the shore of a huge ocean. I see that water is alive and moving and growing out as far as the eye can see.”


    I gasped. She held my gaze and it was odd to see another with blue glowing eyes. Still they were not as bright as mine.


    Tears sprung up in my eyes. “It sounds like a dream,” I commented.


    Seraphina nodded. “But at what cost?”


    Chills ran up my arms as I told her of my dreams of water gushing out of a wound in my belly, of Seth crying on the shore, of the Fates warning that with love comes sacrifice.


    Finally she spoke. “I fear that for my dreams to come true, yours must come true first.”


    I nodded sadly. “If I must sacrifice myself to bring water to everyone, than I will.”


    Seraphina smiled. “I don’t think it will be so. The Fates wouldn’t let that happen.”


    I sighed. She was trying to cheer me up. “Thanks,” I said to be polite.


    She gripped my hand hard. “I don’t think so because at the end of every one of my dreams, I see you and a handsome man with long dark hair, riding on a boat out into the ocean. I think the sacrifice is that you will leave all of us behind.”


    My heart began pounding in my chest. “Seth.”


    She smiled. “Then I see white fluff on the ground for miles and miles and you recoil when you touch it.”


    I creased my brow. “What then?”


    She shrugged. “That’s it. That’s all that is written.”


    I leaned back. “So how do we do it? How do we create the rivers, the lakes, the ocean?”


    She smiled sadly and brushed her long hair over one shoulder. “We won’t do anything together. I will be gone soon. You will have to do it all on your own.”


    My mouth dropped open in shock. She patted my hand. “A few words of wisdom I would leave you with.”


    I could only nod.


    “One sip of water in your mouth is all it takes to replenish a thousand coming out.”


    I listened in shock.


    “And my dear Ocean, if you can make it rain, then why stop? Why would you ever want the glorious rain to stop?” she asked me, smiling.


    Something within me unlocked. The king wasn’t here to tell me what to do. She was right. Rain was natural, it felt good to make it rain. Why would I stop? No one else had the gift of rain, why would I suppress it? I felt for that tingle and let it loose, slowly. I heard the patter on the window pane.


    She grinned and nodded. “One more thing.”


    I listened with rapt attention.


    “There are other worlds that need helping,” she told me.


    My eyes widened and I looked at her with confusion when a guard burst in the room. “Jewel Mountain heads this way with an army!” the guard yelled.


    Seraphina stood and so did I. She placed her hands on my shoulders and pressed her forehead to mine. “You will bring life to the world, and children for generations will worship your name.”


    I didn’t know what to say. She turned to leave and charged down the hall with the guard, leaving me shocked and confused.
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    I was brought to the war council room. Everyone had left and the queen sat there, her chin in her hand, thinking.


    I curtsied and she motioned me to sit with her.


    “We have decided to give you and your male companion safety. Doing so will bring war to my kingdom,” she declared.


    I didn’t know what to say.


    She continued. “Seraphina has agreed to go with Jewel Mountain in your place and perform water duties for their king. That only leaves Coal Mountain and Silk Valley for us to fend off.”


    Seraphina was going with the Jewel Mountain king to take my place!


    “Silk Valley?” I didn’t know they were in on the war.


    She nodded. “Silk Valley has been trying to steal Seraphina for years. The original plan was to have Maggie perform water duties at Jewel Mountain, Seraphina was going to go to Coal Mountain and that would only leave Silk Valley for us to worry about. Now that Maggie is gone, plans have changed. I assume Silk Valley will side with Coal Mountain and they could attack at any moment. But Seraphina has assured me that you will end this war before it can begin.”


    Anxiety hit me. I felt like I could barely breathe. The rain outside pelted the windows and thunder cracked overhead.


    “I don’t know what to do,” I confessed.


    She stood and towered over me. “Now is not the time for uneven footing,” she declared and gripped me under the arm, her fingers dug into my armpit as she dragged me to the window. She opened the window and seized my chin in her hand.


    “Look! Look what you’ve done,” she ordered, forcing me to look outside.


    I looked out over Wheat Valley, when I got her meaning, I grinned. Rain. Glorious rain as far as the eye could see. People dancing and spinning and dragging pots outside. Crops being watered with ease. I took a deep breath as my confidence built up inside of me brick by brick. The rain poured on.


    “Yes!” the queen declared. “Seraphina has only ever made it rain a handful of times over the last twenty years and even that caused her great exertion.”


    I turned to face her and she spoke to me in a motherly tone. “You’ve seen my humble castle. I am not overflowing with riches. I do not charge for water at my wells. Ever.”


    My mouth fell open at her declaration.


    She smiled. “Land taxes, yes. Food, yes, Water, no. Seraphina made it clear she would not give water to my people unless it was free. I agreed. You are not my employee. You are free to go wherever you wish. You will not be my slave. Your water is a gift and you may give it freely.”


    All of a sudden I had a plan. “I know what to do,” I told her.


    *


    Seth and I settled into our farmhouse lodging for the night. It was a small, red painted two-story home. I was told by the queen that it was Seraphina’s home but now it was mine. I didn’t know if I would ever make it back to Wheat Valley but it was a nice thought. I sat down at the desk to write my mother a letter and saw a book wrapped with brown paper. It had a note.


    ‘Ocean, to your gentleman.’ I frowned and handed it to Seth.


    He tore it open and read the letter, his forehead creasing with concern.


    “What is it?” I asked, trying to peek.


    He crumpled the note. “Nothing, just a note and a book on boats. I’ll be back in a bit,” he assured me, and left me to write my letters. I frowned and turned to the task at hand.


    Mama,


    I miss you and I hope the water well has brought peace to the village. I have fallen in love and I want you to take comfort in knowing that I am happy. The Fates have blessed me greatly and I hope to bless the realm. I think Papa would be proud of who I have become.


    Your daughter,


    Ocean


    I didn’t want to scare her or give her too much information. Best to send her off with a nice note. My final note went to Lake.


    Lake,


    When we were kids, we dreamed of water. Water so deep it would encompass our entire body. We dared to dream of marriage for love. I’m sorry for leaving so suddenly. I hope to make all of our dreams come true. I wish you many years of happiness with Bennet. I never told you this, but after Marques attacked me at the well, I considered letting the heat death take me. I just wanted to lie there in the hot summer sun, drink no water and float away until the Fates came for me. You were the reason I kept on living. Walking to the well every day with you was my reason for going on. I smile when I think of you now. Hair braided, cooking with Bennet, making one Kings Coin a week. Be happy.


    All my love,


    Ocean


    When I was done with the letters, I handed them off to a guard for delivery. Seth was on the porch sharpening his sword. The rain fell from the sky with ease. I would stop it at times, so the sun could bless the crops with light, but then it would start back up, as if on its own. I barely had to think about it, it was as easy as breathing.


    Seth looked up as I approached. His dark hair fell in messy waves to his chin. He slicked it back with one hand and patted his lap, setting the sword down. I walked over to him and sat on his lap, lacing my arms around his neck. My leg peeked out of the slit in my wrap dress. He ran his hands up my leg to my hip and peppered my neck with kisses. I smiled.


    “What now, my lady?” he queried and held my gaze.


    “We will cross over to Silk Valley, then Coal Mountain and end at the Salt Flats, bringing rain wherever we go,” I declared.


    He raised an eyebrow.


    “I’m not sure how this will end,” I confessed. If my dreams were any indication, they ended with me dead.


    Seth reached higher up into my dress. “Then we better make the most of the time we have.”


    My belly heated at his meaning and I moaned as he kissed me, lifting me up and taking me into the bedroom. This is what I wanted for every girl in my village. Love. Not duty. The rain began to pour.


    *


    The next morning, fifteen female guards volunteered to ride with my caravan and protect me as I ventured into the unknown. The rest stayed back to fend off attacks from the other territories. Seth made it clear that once we left the Wheat Valley territory, he would be giving the orders and carrying a sword. The women nodded with clenched jaws. I bid farewell to the queen as we made our way through town and out the front gates. I had new flags made in the night. They were white with a big blue raindrop stitched in the center. Let all who see us coming know that we come in peace, bringing life-giving rain.


    As we came upon the gates, a man came at our caravan, panting. I was shocked to see him because he was from my village. My mother wouldn’t have received my letter yet. My stomach dropped in fear.


     “Let him through!” I shouted to the guards as they held him back. The women looked at me and lowered their swords letting him approach me.


     “Ocean! I bring news,” he said.


    “What is it? My mother?” I asked in fear.


    He shook his head. “Your mother is well. Death Valley, Mule, they rain now of their own accord. Every few days,” he said, panting. “We travel to Mule often now because of the well you found in Death Valley. Your mother said you would want to know, about the rain.”


    My mouth opened in shock. Something clicked inside my thoughts. Yes! Of course! Wherever I had made it rain, would now be carried on by the Fates. That was why they sent me with such abundant water, to spread the blessings. I was on the right path.


    “Thank you,” I told him honestly. But an ominous thought struck me. If this was true, that meant it was also raining in Jewel Mountain and the king would be angry. He would have no need for Seraphina if everyone was collecting rain water.


    “Let’s ride!” I called out to my guards.


    We left out the front gates and rode along the edge of the tall realm wall toward Silk Valley. After an hour, we approached the edge of Silk Valley’s territory. We came upon the dead pool that was half outside of the stone wall and half inside Silk Valley and a thought struck me. I chugged water from Seth’s canteen and called a stop to the caravan. My female guards dismounted and drew their swords as I walked toward the dead pool. It was a large bowl-shaped depression in the earth’s surface that left a gap under the fence that bordered the realm. I was told that it was once a cold lake that trickled down into the gorge and out of the realm gates to the Salt Flats. The rain made the soil squish under my feet. It hadn’t let up since last night and I had stopped thinking about it. I looked at Seth, he was gazing at me with a look that was a mixture of pride and worry.


    I knelt over the edge of the deep pool and held my left hand over it. Water began to gush out of it and trickle down the sides, filling the pool. But as soon as it reached the edge of the fence, it dipped under and was lost in Silk Valley.


    I creased my brow determined and sat cross legged, making myself comfortable. I urged the water to flow faster, harder.


    Seth came up behind me as my guards looked on in wonder.


    “My love, in order to fill the dead pool with water, you would have to first fill the gorge. That would take all day,” he warned.


    I set my jaw defiantly. “Then we will be here all day!” I exclaimed and continued on. People had begun to pour out of the gates of Silk Valley, when they got near me, my guards stopped them. They fell to their knees crying, looking up at the rain.


    “It’s a waterfall! It’s flowing down the valley into the dry gorge,” someone ran out of the Silk Valley front gate screaming.


    After an hour, the water from my hand slowed down and I became thirsty.


    “Seth, your canteen,” I indicated.


    He passed it to my right hand. I chugged greedily and was pleased to see the water flow faster out of my palm.


    One of my guards came running. “Silk Valley king rides this way with his army. We should run!”


    I shook my head and stood. I continued to hold my hand over the dead pool, which was running freely under the high stone wall. “No. We stay. He won’t kill me. No one will! They need me.”


    Seth creased his brow. “They may not kill you, but they may capture you.”


    At his words, thunder cracked across the sky, sending everyone to the ground covering their ears.


    I grinned.


    “No.”


    The Fates had spoken. There would be water for all, for free. That was my destiny. It’s all I ever really wanted.


    The soldiers came on horseback with their king riding behind them. Seth unsheathed his blade as rain pelted us from above.


    The Silk Valley king dismounted and pushed his way to the front until he came head to head with Seth. Rain kissed his cheeks and he squinted when he saw me.


    “What is this?” he pointed to me in wonder.


    I answered before Seth could. “I have a message from the Fates!” I cried out loudly. Many people had gathered around. “Water for free. Water for all!” I roared and was met with cries of joy.


    The king fell to one knee and bowed before me. “If you can make it so, then I am with you.”


    And so I sat there, all day until a knight from Silk Valley rode up to us on horseback.


    “The dry gorge is dry no more! It’s full of water! They are calling it a lake. Deep enough to submerge a grown man!”


    I smiled weakly and ceased the water’s flow from my hand. I willed the rain to ease a little. We were soaking wet. I was tired and hungry.


    The Silk Valley king approached us. “Please be my guest for the night.”


    I nodded. “We ride to Coal Mountain in the morning.”


    The king gave me a look that said that might not be wise.
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    That night we feasted with the Silk Valley king. He told us of their past attempts to snatch Seraphina in a desperate attempt for water. He expressed regret and I understood. No one knew water despair like the women from my village. Rain in my village was nonexistent. The well was ten hours’ walk away. Do you know how much sweat you pour out walking ten hours in the sun? Making that walk with such little water were the scariest times of my life. I must have been near death a dozen times. There was a time when the well water got contaminated. We all had to ration until the council could treat the water with herbs and make it clean again.


    We sat around a large table, Seth, a few of my female guards, and the king. It was a wonderful meal. Seared lamb with mango chutney and apple fritters. I had never had such a delicious meal. Seth had been looking at me all night. I squeezed his thigh under the table.


    “Why are you staring at me?” I whispered, leaning into him.


    He grinned, showcasing his handsome smile. He looked at my lips. “Why wouldn’t I? You’re breathtaking.”


    I smiled. We were soaking wet when we arrived, so the king had ordered us custom tailored silk outfits. I sat in a lime green silk dress that faded to deep green at the hem. My hair was down in air-dried waves. “It is a beautiful dress,” I agreed.


    “I’m not talking about the dress.” Seth held my gaze while the others at the table talked to each other. I felt like we were all alone in the room. He was arguably the most handsome man in the realm. He could have any woman he wanted and he wanted me. I smiled shyly.


    After dinner, we excused ourselves. I stopped the rain for our walk back to the inn where we were staying. My guards refused to sleep in the palace of the king that had tried to steal their water blessed so many times. I was fine with sleeping anywhere as long as I was next to Seth. As we passed the market stalls, a shopkeeper called out to me. “Anything you want, my lady. Please honor me with taking one of my fine things as a thank you for the rain.” He bowed deeply and touched his third eye.


    I waved him off shyly. “That’s okay.”


    Seth looked at me. “Wait here, I’ll pick something out for you.”


    He disappeared into the shop and I waited with my guard. Having fifteen knighted women stand around me, reminded me that not all people in the realm were my friend. Seth returned a few moments later with an item in his pocket. The shopkeeper smiled big and wished us well.


    I tugged at his pocket, but he pushed my hand away. I laughed.


    All his tough exterior, all of his hurtful words to me in the past, melted away when he declared his love for me in front of Kyler. I saw his heart; a heart that was so big he tried to put a friend before himself. I slipped my hand into his as we made our way into the inn and up the stairs to our room.


    “I’ll take the night watch outside your door,” one of the guards said.


    I nodded. “Thank you.”


    Once inside, Seth turned to face me with a serious gaze.


    “I’m not sure what is done in your village to signify marriage, I don’t think of myself as a traditional man.”


    I laughed. “We’re sold as water wives. Nothing is done. The entire village knows who is with whom. The man makes payment and someone witnesses. There is a ceremony, but only to please the mothers.”


    He cleared his throat and pulled the thing he had gotten from the shop out of his pocket. “What I’m saying is, I don’t see myself having a big wedding, but I do see myself with you for the rest of my life.”


    He opened his palm and in it was a finely braided pale pink silk bracelet with a ruby threaded through it. “If you’ll have me?”


    Tears spilled from my eyes and rain began to pelt the windows. I could only nod. I gave him my outstretched hand as he slipped the bracelet on. It was everything I wanted. What my parents had. Marriage for love. I didn’t need a ceremony.


    He slowly unzipped my dress and kissed me tenderly. “I knew you were the one for me when you told everyone in your village that you would be the one to choose the offer. I hoped then that you would choose me, forever. I decided in that moment not to leave that village without you.” Seth breathed.


    I kissed him harder as he lifted me up and I straddled him as he fell back on the bed.


    *


    I tossed and turned that night with vivid dreams.


    I saw a young woman with white hair who looked exactly like me. It was as if my hair had been dipped in white paint. She was surrounded by a hut made out of cold, hard, clear stone. She stepped outside and white fluff fell from the sky and onto her nose. Then a man came out from the hut and whipped her in the back. She fell to the ground crying out in pain. Her eyes glowed white and her face scrunched in anger. She turned to the man and threw her arm out, dousing him with fire. 


    I awoke panting.


    Seth was propped up in bed looking at me with wild eyes. “What are these dreams you have, I wonder.”


    I sighed and sat up. “I confess they are not as positive as Seraphina’s and Maggie’s.”


    Concern etched his face. “What do you mean? You said you saw a big body of water. That’s it, right?”


    Should I worry him? There was nothing he could do. “Right,” I said and lay my head on his warm, bare chest.


    When we came out of our room and made our way outside the inn, I saw that my female guard was assembled, along with a dozen or so male knights from Silk Valley. The rain was still going strong and had all night. I was drinking a canteen of water every hour. The king walked over to see me off.


    “A few of my finest knights have requested I allow them to join your rain caravan. I have allowed it.”


    I smiled at his term ‘rain caravan,’ and extended my hand. He smiled and opened his arms for a hug. “The cold handshake greeting is saved for Jewel Mountain. In Silk Valley, we hug at hello and goodbye.”


    He took me in a strong embrace and tears lined my eyes. I was beginning to see that I had chosen the wrong kingdom in the beginning. Seth presented the best offer, but Silk Valley and Wheat Valley were far better people. Maybe it was the rain. Abundance of water brought out the best in people.


    “I want to show you one thing before you ride on,” he told me and motioned for me to follow him. Seth and I walked down a stone alleyway where women where inside sewing silk. Children ran outside jumping in puddles, covered in mud and opening their mouths to the rain. I smiled shyly when they made the sign of the Fates as I crossed their path. We had reached the end of the street behind the houses and there was a steep drop off with a peculiar sound coming from below. The king ushered me to the edge. Seth held firmly to my hand. I walked to the edge and leaned over, when I saw it, I gasped. A raging river raced down the countryside.


    I looked at the king in wonder.


    “It rained all night at the dead pool and in Mule. The wall gave way and the river was born. It flows to the gorge, which is now an overflowing lake creeping toward the Coal Mountain castle,” he declared.


    My brow creased. “Should I stop it? I do not mean to cause destruction.” The word of the wall coming down and the gorge overflowing scared me. The rain let up to a light mist at my thoughts.


    The king laughed with merriment. “No! No! Never stop. We can build new walls, new homes if we must. I have heard report of grass growing at the base of Jewel Mountain. Grass! Trees that were once thought dead, now bear fruit. Don’t ever stop the rain.”


    I nodded in shock. I didn’t know what grass was, but I assumed it was some type of plant or edible root. Seth and I shared a look; the base of Jewel Mountain was where we made love for the first time. My cheeks reddened.


    I looked down once more. I had never seen moving water before; it was almost as if it was alive. It wasn’t sitting stagnant at the bottom of a well, it was moving on its own accord through the path of least resistance.


    Seth put a hand on my lower back and led me away to the waiting caravan. I smiled when I saw the group mounted on horseback, volunteered to protect me for a common cause we all believed in. I just hoped that Coal Mountain was as welcoming as Wheat and Silk Valley.


    *


    As we reached the front gates of Coal Mountain, an ominous feeling came over me. The clouds thickened and thunder roared throughout the sky.


    Seth looked at me. “You okay?”


    “Yeah,” I lied. Lightning streaked across the sky as we pulled up to the entrance gates. The caravan stopped and I got out to meet the gate guard.


    Two royal knights flanked each side of the gate. “Welcome, Water Blessed. We have received word of your intentions to spread rain across the realm. We welcome you.”


    I looked at Seth and smiled, sighing in relief. Seth pulled me up onto his horse and the clouds thinned letting light back through. The rain was just a sprinkle.


    I nodded to the knights who left their post to lead the way to their king. If Coal Mountain was welcoming of my presence, then I really had a chance to unite the four kingdoms, to bring water to all. As we passed the village, I noticed people hiding inside and peeking out through their windows. One woman met my eyes and shook her head. I frowned.


    Were they not happy with my rain? The lake? The water pots outside their doors spoke differently. We reached the end of a road and the castle came into view. Off to the left, I could see the lake. What was once the dry gorge, was a lake creeping toward the castle.


    One woman burst out of her door. “Go back, it’s a trap!” she screamed.


    Seth pulled the reins on the horse as a Coal Mountain knight struck the woman down with his sword.


    “No!” I shouted and thrust my hand out, spraying high pressure water at him, knocking him off his horse.


    My female guards shouted orders to turn us around, but it was too late. Out from behind the castle wall rode hundreds of knights ready for war. My heart sank when I noticed some of them wore the Jewel Mountain crest. They had sided against me. I heard hoof beats at our back and turned to see half their army trapping us in.


    Seth grinded his teeth. “I can’t believe Kyler would allow this.”


    I sighed. There was no way out, even Seth knew it.


    The Coal Mountain king rode out from behind the wall as his men parted and Seth drew his sword. I didn’t want anyone getting hurt so I dismounted the horse.


    “Ocean, no!” Seth shouted and came after me.


    I walked up to the king. He had black hair with streaks of grey. His beady eyes didn’t look kind.


    “There is no need for force. I am here to bring water to your people for free with no need for payment,” I declared.


    He scowled and gestured to the lake. “This will dry up once you stop making it rain and then where will I be? The Jewel Mountain king has agreed to give me Seraphina in exchange for you. No hard feelings. It’s just business.”


    Anger flared up inside of me. “It won’t dry up! I’m not controlling the rain anymore, the Fates are!” I willed the rain to stop and the sun shone high in the sky. “If you do wrong to me, I will curse this land with drought for all eternity,” I threatened. I was pretty sure that I didn’t have the power to do that, but it was the only weapon I had left.


    The king shook his head. “All the more reason to take the deal.” He looked back at the Jewel Mountain guards. “Take her, let’s make the exchange!”


    I turned to run but was met with a crack over my head and everything went black.
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    The first thing that hit me was a musty smell. I felt cold stone underneath me. Upon opening my eyes, I saw iron cell bars. I groaned and grabbed my head.


    “You’re awake.” Seth’s voice drew my attention to the right. We were in the cellar below the Jewel Mountain castle, presumably. He was in a separate cell than I was.


    I looked him over. Dried blood crusted his nose and his eye was swollen. He fought for me. Of course he would.


    “What happened?” My voice cracked and my stomach groaned with hunger.


    He frowned. “You were taken in exchange for Seraphina. She told the Coal Mountain king he wouldn’t get a drop out of her. They took her anyway. The king put a price on my head and so I hang tomorrow for treason.”


    My body went rigid. Water flowed from my hand, rain pelted the small window at the top of the high walls. “No!” I shouted.


    Seth reached inside the bar and grabbed my hand. “Stop with the rain or the king will kill you too.”


    I was breathing heavy, a guard walked over to my cell, water poured out over his shoes. “Hey! Stop this mess!” he shouted.


    Seth pleaded at me with his eyes. I swallowed hard and the water ceased to flow from my hand. I didn’t stop the rain, I never would.


     “The king won’t kill me. He needs me to fill his wells so he can make coin,” I told Seth.


    A familiar voice spoke from behind me.


    “You’re wrong.”


    My body went rigid. I turned. Kyler.


    “He makes no coin while you continue the rain and now it falls of its own accord. All over Jewel Mountain. He intends to kill you too.”


    The guard looked at Kyler and smiled. Kyler glanced at the guard. “Take your midday meal, Wilson. They were my friends once. I would like to say goodbye.”


    The guard seemed to consider it. “I would, your Royal Highness, but your father said I shouldn’t leave my post until the hanging.”


    Kyler smiled and flipped a Kings Coin at him. “I will be king soon and it will be my word you will follow. Go take a break.”


    The guard greedily picked up the coin and nodded, hurrying out of the room.


    Seth and I shared a look. Either Kyler was going to spring us loose or kill us both in revenge. No other reason to let the guard go.


    “Kyler, I–” I began.


    He put his hands up in protest. “Save it. Lake told me everything. That you and Seth kissed on the caravan ride here and he had already stirred something in your heart.”


    Seth stood and Kyler went to his cell first. “Forgive me, brother,” Seth said.


    Kyler smiled weakly and produced a key. “Forgiven. Now work on your swordsmanship so you can protect her better.” He unlocked the door. Seth smiled and they embraced quickly.


    Then he came to my door and unlocked it. I walked out and stood before him shyly. I had embarrassed him in front of everyone. Accepted his courting and then took another man in public. He had every right to hate me. He grabbed my hand and placed something in it.


    “You’re not safe in this realm any longer. You have water, you should seek to cross the Salt Flats. I’ve heard whispers of a village out there.”


    The Salt Flats? Nothing was beyond there. I opened my palm to see the ruby necklace he gave me. My heart fell as I embraced him quickly. He gave Seth his sword and nodded at us. Then he turned to walk away, “Kyler!” I cried out.


    He turned and looked at me with longing.


    “Thank you. Take care of Lake.”


    He nodded.


    Seth sheathed the sword and led me the opposite direction of Kyler.


    “Can we go back to Wheat Valley?” I asked him.


    Seth shook his head as we hiked up some stairs. “Not with Coal and Jewel Mountain working together.”


    “But if the king kills me and he has given Seraphina away, then who will fill his water?”


    We reached the top. “I think he intends to kill us and steal Seraphina back,” Seth exclaimed.


    Anger boiled up inside of me. “Then we are going out in grand fashion.” Thunder echoed off the stone wall. I was going to make it pour. Fill every underground aquifer, every well, and every crevice.


    Seth opened the door and I could hear the rain pelting the ground. We were at ground level, around the back side of the castle. The servants’ entrance. Seth grabbed my hand and we ran. The heavy rain gave us low visibility but it also hid our escape. Seth reached the castle wall and hoisted me up over it. Then I helped pull him up. We looked out and I could see, 100 paces away, the outer wall that encircled the realm had fallen down. Beyond that was the Salt Flats. Flat white crusted land for as far as the eye could see. Small braided rivers ran from the realm and out into the Salt Flats, watering the greedy earth. Seth helped me down and I heard shouting behind us.


    “Run!” Seth screamed and we took off. Running races was the only thing a water wife had in my village to pass time. I was pretty fast, but nothing compared to running for your life. A threat at your back gave you extra speed.


    “Let’s go to my village,” I said between huffs as the rain pelted, making visibility hard.


    Seth dismissed it. “They will look there. You will bring trouble to your people.”


    We had reached the braided river. It was racing down the embankment out into the Salt Flats. The dry, brittle salt was crushing and giving way. Something tingled inside my head, like a butterfly flapping its wings. I felt dizzy and grabbed Seth’s arm for balance.


    All of a sudden, thick, dark grey clouds rolled in from beyond the Salt Flats. Right before my eyes, they opened and poured buckets of water across the Salt Flats. It was like the clouds held an entire lake full of water. It poured and poured like a river from the sky. The rain around me eased up, but the dark foreboding clouds over the Salt Flats continued to pour. My tongue was swollen and parched.


    “Seth, water.” I breathed. He was staring at the sight, in shock.


    He knelt down and reached into the braided river, coming up with a scoop full of water. I drank greedily from his hands and he looked behind me with a touch of fear. Then he looked in my eyes with sadness. I turned to see Jewel Mountain’s army ride our way on horseback.


    “Seraphina warned me in her note this might not end well,” he said and looked the other way, toward Silk Valley, as if waiting for something.


    I nodded and I knew then that we didn’t have enough time to run and there was nowhere to go. I grabbed the sides of his face, his stubble tickling my palms. I kissed him, knowing it may be the last time. He greedily returned the kiss and when hoof beats got closer, we pulled away.


    The Jewel king was leading the army with Kyler riding next to him. The braided river was raging, but Seth grabbed my hand and we tried to cross it anyway. The water came up to mid-thigh. When I looked up, hope bubbled up inside of me for the first time. Coming toward us was Silk and Wheat Valley army. Twice the size of Jewel Mountain.


    But the hoof beats were loud at our backs and the braided river slowed us down. It was like ten small rivers crisscrossing to the Salt Flats, seeking open space to spread out and be free. We had crossed two rivers and were halfway through another one when pain sliced through my shoulder. The impact spun me around to face the advancing Jewel Mountain army. A cry flew from my lips as thunder and lightning shook the sky. An arrow was stuck in my left shoulder. I looked down, Instead of blood, water oozed from the wound. Looking up I saw the Jewel Mountain king at the end of the bow. Another arrow loosened and struck me in the stomach.


    Kyler leapt off his horse and tackled his father to the ground. But it was too late. My stomach had been torn open like a freshly caught rabbit before supper. I fell back into the river, bleeding precious water. The sounds of Seth’s despair would be forever etched into my memory as the raging river took me out to sea. It hit me, in the final moments, this was my purpose. To help the Fates create a colossal and remarkable thing. The Ocean. When the blackness took me, I smiled. For the first time in my life I was experiencing what it felt like to float and submerge in water. It was everything I thought it would be. Lake, Seth, my mother, they would never thirst again.
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    They said that when the Fates took you, you would feel no pain. You would float up into the clouds and join them for eternity in a state of bliss. My shoulder and stomach burned with intensity. Maybe the Fates had forgotten to take my pain.


    “Ocean!” Seth’s voice echoed. My eyes flew open. I was floating in the middle of the largest body of water I had ever seen. Two arrows stuck out of my body. I raised my arm.


    “Seth!” I could barely muster the strength to shout. Something slithered across my foot and then again across my palm. Fear gripped me. I was not alone in the water.


    I tried to right myself, but the arrows made it too hard. Then I saw him. Seth was navigating the waters in a wooden caravan type of thing. He had two large wooden sticks. I raised my arm again and he made his way over to me faster.


    He reached over the side and pulled me up as I groaned.


    “You’re alive!” He peppered my face and neck with kisses. I wasn’t sure I could talk. I needed water. I had never been so parched in all my life. I took my frail shaking hand over the side of the floating caravan and scooped water to drink. Before it reached my lips, Seth smacked it away and produced a travel canteen.


    “It’s too salty. You will get ill,” he told me as I gulped from the canteen. My wounds were gushing water, filling the boat.


    “Mustard cherries!” Seth shouted and ripped the arrow from my shoulder. My scream ended in laughter at the old memory of him tending to my elbow wound. Seth looked at my shoulder with an open mouth and his skin paled to a white sheet. Now that the arrow was out, it felt so much better.


    “What? I thought Kyler was the one afraid of blood,” I said, feeling better after the fresh water. I followed his gaze and yelped when I saw my shoulder wound was completely sealed with a small star-shaped scar.


    “Thank the Fates,” I whispered, unsure of what else to say or think. How was it possible?


    Seth unceremoniously took out the arrow from my stomach. I was watching closely. We both were. My wrap dress was torn to expose my belly flesh. It stitched together before our eyes, small electric lightning bolts could be seen dancing on my skin as it healed.


    I had nearly consumed the entire canteen of water. To busy myself, I filled it with fresh water from my left hand. I glanced at Seth who watched me in awe.


    “You’re incredible.” Seth breathed.


    I laughed nervously. Honestly the whole thought of bleeding water unnerved me. Then, healing. It … it made me magical, unhuman. I didn’t like it.


    “What is this?” I changed the subject, pointing to the floating vessel.


    Seth grinned. “A boat.” He reached inside a small storage compartment and produced a book. The same book Seraphina had given him.


    “Navigating the seas,” Seth read aloud.


    I creased my eyebrows and really took a look around. I could barely see the realm in the distance. People looked like specks of pepper in a stew. I turned and looked ahead, blue rippling water for as far as the eye can see.


    “How is this possible?” I gestured.


    Seth shrugged. “The sky opened up and dropped so much water I thought the whole realm would float away. Wheat Valley brought the boat, like I had asked them to before we left.”


    I smiled. “You knew.”


    “Seraphina,” he told me.


    I hoped everyone back in the realm were going to be okay. Seth reached into the storage compartment again and produced another book, handing it to me.


    “For you, from Seraphina.”


    I shyly handed it back. “Writing short letters is manageable, but I cannot read a full book,” I said in embarrassment. My village didn’t have many books or schooling.


    Seth frowned. “Oh, that’s okay. I can read it to you.” He ran his finger along the cover. “Magic, a tale of many gifts and many worlds,” he read.


    I frowned. “Is it a fantasy book?”


    Seth shook his head and pointed to the bottom.


    “A doctrine of truth,” he read.


    I sucked in a shocked breath. All of a sudden, a noise banged against the boat. Seth produced a spear and eagerly hung over the edge.


    “What is it?” I asked in fear.


    He thrust his spear into the water and pulled it up, grinning. “A fish, according to the book.”


    A slender, spiny thing with scales was flopping about. My eyes were wide. I had never seen a fish before. How odd. It was frightening to think of different animals existing. Creatures you never knew about. Seth quickly ended the fish’s life.


    “Is it edible?” I queried. I knew we had enough water, but I was worried about food. I was starving!


    Seth took a small pink chunk of meat between his fingers. “According to the book, it is not only edible but delicious, even raw.” He popped it in his mouth.


    Raw! I recoiled in shock. But Seth moaned. My curiosity piqued and Seth fed me a piece. It broke apart easily in my mouth, tender with a mild flavor. It was good.


    “So what now?” I asked in-between mouthfuls.


    Seth seemed to consider my words. “According to legend, before the water disappeared it was easy to travel in boats to other places. There were many, many realms and lands. There still are, if they have managed to survive. We will seek safety there.”


    It sounded impossible, but I didn’t want to worry him. I got up and sat on his lap. “Or we can live in this boat, drinking water and eating fish.”


    He smiled touching the bracelet at my wrist. “I could think of worse things than to be stranded on a boat with a beautiful lady.”


    I returned his smile. The boat was about two oxen long and one oxen wide. Half of it had a covering to keep out the sun. We could stay here for a while. Not forever.


    I kissed him and when I broke away, something in the distance caught my eye. A rainbow! Out here in the middle of the ocean, no rain or clouds, but there was a rainbow. The air turned chilly.


    Seth turned in the direction of my gaze. But as we neared, it didn’t look like the typical arched rainbow, it was more of a blob shape and beyond it was white stuff. I creased my brow as I shivered. Seth looked alarmed as the water current took us near the rainbow blob. He quickly pulled out his paddles.


    “Seth, what’s wrong? Why is it so cold?”


    We were closer to it and I could see white fluff coming out of the rainbow. It looked like a tear in the fabric of reality. Like someone had cut open the landscape and beyond it was another world. I dug my arms into the water and tried to help Seth paddle away, but there was no use, we were being sucked right into it. Seth quickly pulled the paddles inside the boat and tucked me under his chest. We went right into the tear and came out on the other side. Bone chilling cold smacked into me.


    Fog came out of Seth’s mouth when he spoke. “Your hair, it’s white,” he said in shock.


    I held a chunk of hair in my hands and looked down. He was right. I knew then my world would never be the same.
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