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Umbral knelt on the ground to stroke the strands of magic pulsing there. The threads left a foul, acrid taste in his mouth. Unfortunately, he could not identify the source of the foulness. It was like nothing he had encountered before.
His second in command, Ash, waited impatiently.
“Well?” she demanded. “Tell me you taste plague.”
“No. Not plague.”
Ash snorted. “Let’s kill them anyway.”
“We might,” he said.
What he had tasted in the magic was worse than plague.
He had known Ash since his rebirth as Deathsworn. Though he did not remember anything of his previous life—none of them did—he knew that if, as a child, he had ever imagined Deathsworn, she would have fit his nightmare. She was a lean, hard woman, all muscle and no mercy, frightening enough in profile on her good side. Like Umbral, she wore skintight black leather reinforced with blackened human bones. What made small children scream when they saw her, however, was the full half of her body scarred from ancient burns. The mottle of blackened and whitened, shiny, bubbled, distorted flesh made her appear more goblin than human.
“There’s the clanhold,” Ash said. She pointed to a huddle of stone huts perched on a rocky outcrop. This whole region, the borderlands between the Rainbow Labyrinth tribelands and the Orange Canyon tribelands, was a maze of cliff and crevice and steep slope cut by arroyo. The few plants here had dense prickly leaves and bulbous shapes, or else many black, thorny fingers with no sign of green. The pines this high in the mountains grew stunted, bent in on themselves, like hunchback dwarves. The air smelled sour.
“I don’t see any people,” said Owlhawker. He was third in command in the group of seven Deathsworn. Like Ash, he had been Deathsworn since childhood, in his case because he had been born with a clubfoot. His parents had abandoned him at a menhir, one of the large black stones that marked the paths and places reserved for Deathsworn.
“Maybe they are dead already,” said Pox, the other female Deathsworn. Though not as frightful a spectacle as Ash, Pox was no beauty either. Her face bore the speckles of the disease from which she took her name, and which had exiled her to the Deathsworn.
“No,” said Umbral. “They are still alive.”
“Cloak yourselves,” Ash ordered. She took point.
They all drew power from the environment to strengthen their Penumbras, and cloak themselves in darkness. Fae could not see them even uncloaked, and humans would see only flickers and shadows once they were hidden.
A stone wall surrounded the clanhold, and the wooden gate was closed, but the seven Deathsworn climbed over the wall without the worry they would be challenged. In any case, there did not appear to be any bowmen in the crow’s nests posted at intervals along the wall.
A foul stench reached them even before they topped the wall. It was worse once they dropped down inside the perimeter.
“Some of them have definitely died,” said Pox. She wrinkled her nose.
They still saw no-one walking between the huts. There should have been warriors to challenge them, women laboring over the next meal, squealing children. The only thing they heard was their own footsteps.
Umbral studied the strands of magic wrapped throughout the clanhold. The colors should have been bright, in one or all of the six Chromas. Instead, he saw black strands not unlike the Penumbra of the Deathsworn themselves.
“Something’s wrong,” he said. “Whatever infests this clanhold, it is not an ordinary plague.”
They spread out to poke into the squat stone buildings.
“Corpses in here,” called Stoneheart.
Silently, Umbral entered the dark doorway. The house, built without mortar from lopsided stones, did not seem terribly stable. It had only one room but it was dark. He found three bodies in a heap around the hearth. The stench was overpowering. However, after nearly a year with the Deathsworn, he knew his way around corpses. He raised the black scarf around his neck to cover his mouth and pulled on his black leather gloves. Stoneheart did the same. Wordlessly, the two men dragged the dead out one by one.
Mother.
Father.
Child.
“There are more in the other houses,” said Ash.
“Get them all,” commanded Umbral.
They retrieved several more families of corpses. The Deathsworn made a pile in the center of the hold of about twenty bodies.
“Good,” said Pox, “The plague did our work for us. We can just burn and leave.”
Ash kicked a stone, annoyed. She had wanted a fight. She enjoyed blood.
“This is less than a third of the clan,” said Umbral.
Ash perked up. “How can you tell?”
“Easy. Just count the houses. There aren’t enough families here.”
“Maybe the others died first and were already burned by the last to die,” Pox said.
“Or maybe the rest of the clan realized their hold had been claimed by Lady Death and they fled,” Ash said eagerly. “Owlhawker, look for tracks! No one defies us! We will hunt them down to the last babe!”
“The ground here is too hard. There are no prints,” said Owlhawker. “We’ll have to trace their magic.”
“I don’t think they fled,” said Umbral. He walked in circles around a low pyramid of rocks in the center of the clanhold. “I think they hid. Look at this.”
Ash and Owlhawker both walked over to look.
Owlhawker nodded. “I think you’re right.”
“Big deal,” said Ash. “A pile of rocks.”
“The rocks hide the entrance to a kiva,” said Owlhawker. “Our groundhogs have ducked their heads into their hidey hole.”
Umbral started moving the rocks. Ash, now impatient for a fight, ordered everyone to help. Under the rocks was a wood plank, and beneath that, a deep hole. Normally there would have been a ladder, but it had been removed.
“I’ll go first,” said Umbral. “I’ll use the Mask. Maybe I can learn what really happened here.”
“It was plague.”
“It was not plague.”
“Then it might be dangerous,” Ash said. “We should all go.”
“It’s not your decision.”
Umbral jumped into the hole.
“Wait!” shouted Ash, but he had already disappeared into the darkness.
It was no mean jump. He landed with a deep flex of his knees. He stood up at once, automatically lowering his black skull mask even as he loosed the cloak of invisibility over him.
He had found the lost clanholders. The kiva was a single big chamber, carved out of raw stone, neither painted nor smoothed. Eighty and some men, women and children all huddled as far back in the cave as they could and their faces sweated stark terror.
Umbral looked for the missing ladder, but it was not in the cave. The walls were too high to climb out without a rope or ladder, which meant one thing: these people had not hidden here. They had been trapped here.
They did not recognize the man in black and bone for what he was: the herald of their doom. Upon his black skull headdress was mounted the Obsidian Mirror, one of the three Weapons created for the War Against the Aelfae by Lady Death herself. All Deathsworn could make themselves as invisible as shadows, but with the Obsidian Mirror, Umbral could do more. The Mask clothed him with face and form of whomever the onlooker most desired—or most feared—to see.
“Darro, my birth brother, thank mercy you came looking for us!” whispered one old man, who clutched a child. “We were afraid you would believe the lies we had the plague, and send the Deathsworn to finish us. We’ve been trapped here for days.”
“Let up the ladder!” Ash shouted down the hole.
“There’s no ladder,” Umbral called back.
More cursing from above.
The people in the cave whimpered collectively. “The Deathsworn!”
“I will find a way out,” Umbral told her. “Don’t come down.”
“Is anyone alive down there?” Ash called down.
The frightened people held out their arms in supplication.
“Please, Darro,” whispered one old man, who clutched a child. “Don’t let the Deathsworn know we are here. We are not infected with the plague. The bird people came here searching for slaves and trapped us here. We do not belong to Lady Death!”
Umbral studied the wretches. None of them were magic users. Their auras were so dim…almost as if...
A cold shock of recognition hit him. Snake-like tentacles of shadow coiled around each of them.
“Damn you! Is anyone alive down there?” Ash called down again.
“No!” he shouted back. “No one at all.”
“Thank you, Darro,” the old man whispered to Umbral. A murmur echoed from the rest of the crowd of families. “Thank you for sparing us. We are not infected with the plague. We were trapped here.”
“Tell me about the ones who did this,” Umbral said. He lifted his mask so they could see his face. The old man had called him Darro, and would see Darro; the others would be swaped by him to see Darro as well. Umbral lifted the child from the old man’s arms, and the small head rested trustingly against Umbral’s chest.
The old man he cleared his throat.
“The bird people came three days ago. They wanted Imorvae Tavaedies. We only had two. They performed a tama none had seen before. A terrible torture dance that seemed to bring shadows to life. The Tavaedies screamed all night. By morning, they had been transformed into giant birds.”
“Raptors,” said Umbral.
“What?”
“Nothing. Go on.”
“On the second day, people began to die. I am sure it was because of the hex of the bird people. They did nothing to help us. They only took our Tavaedies and left those of us who survived in here.”
“Did they leave in a hurry?”
“Yes.”
“Do you know why?”
“A messenger—another fellow on a bird—came to them with a message for their leader.”
“Did you hear the message?”
“No…wait. Something about a ‘white lady.”
“The White Lady. I wonder what Orange Canyon wants with her. Very strange. Was there anything else?”
“No. After that they were rushed and just shoved us down here and left.”
“And more people have died since you’ve been trapped here, haven’t they?” Umbral asked gently.
The old man hesitated, then nodded.
“Don’t be afraid,” Umbral encouraged him. “Show me your dead.”
The crowd parted to show Umbral a neat row of corpses, covered with blankets, at the back of the cave.
“There are no pox marks, no sores, no rashes,” the old man said. “It’s not plague.”
“No,” agreed Umbral. “It’s not plague. I’m afraid it’s something much worse.”
“Wha…?” The old man blinked in confusion.
Umbral handed the child back to him. The little boy was dead.
The old man snatched the boy and backed away. When he realized Umbral had smothered his grandson, he began to weep.
“You said you would be merciful,” wailed the old man.
“I was,” said Umbral. “That was the kindest thing I could do for him.”
The old man howled. The whole crowd began to screech and panic.
Umbral held up his hands and pulled on the darkness around him, absorbing it into himself. Like a wave, darkness rippled through the crowd and the bodies fell row by row into lifeless heaps.
Dindi hoisted the large basket, filled with costumes and instruments, onto her back. A strap fit high on her forehead, so she could use her head, rather than her shoulders, to bear most of the burden. The basket was almost as tall as she was, and twice as heavy. She took a moment to steady her knees under the weight.
The path along the cliff face was narrow, barely a step of rock jutting out, and nearly invisible from above or below. The ledge led to an isolated meadow strewn with boulders as large as houses. Hidden in a crevice between the boulders was the entrance to a cave where the Tavaedi troop practiced their dances in secret.
As always, a tingle raced down her spine as soon as she stepped into the huge natural cavern. The floor had been flattened by centuries of use, but stone icicles depended from the high arch above. The cave predated the human race. Aelfae had dwelled here once, and left their mark on the walls—beautiful squiggles, chevrons and waves, in all the six colors, formed rows and spirals on the unhewn stone walls. Dindi unloaded the costumes and instruments and set them up around the cave. With flint and rock, she revived the fire in the hearth at the back of the cave. She took a pinch of salt and sprinkled it on the floor. This kept away most of the fae, except the Red pixies and sprites who frolicked in the hearth fire.
No one else, not even the troop leader, Zavaedi Abiono, had arrived yet. Dawn was a perfect time to practice on her own. Once the other Tavaedies arrived, she would have to wait on them, but for now, she had the whole cave to herself. She stretched and began her morning exercises. Once her limbs were loose, she continued into more complicated routines. As she danced, she silently whispered her gratitude that she was allowed to do this, gratitude that she was allowed to serve the troop, gratitude that she was alive at all.
“Dindi!” A shrill voice made her wince.
Dancing had absorbed Dindi so strongly she hadn’t even noticed the time pass until the noise at the entrance to the cave. Tavaedies had started to arrive, including Kemla, who descended on Dindi now like a hawk on a mouse. “Did you finish replacing the cardinal feathers on my costume?”
“Yes, Kemla.”
“Fa, don’t just stand there ducking your head in your shell like a turtle, brush my hair and then help me with my dress.”
“Yes, Kemla.”
Some days it took more effort to be grateful than others.
Silently, Dindi brushed the other young woman’s long black hair, which she then secured with a decorative woven headpiece. Kemla held out her arms, and Dindi tied on the red-feathered armlets and wristbands. Without further prompting, she next knelt and wrapped the matching leg bands to Kemla’s calves and ankles. Kemla kicked Dindi out of the way to put on her own scarlet breast bands, skirt and front-laced tunic.
“Don’t sit there dawdling,” Kemla said. “Some of the porcupine quills have fallen loose from my winter costume. You should sew them back on today. Oh, wait—I want to wear that necklace as well.”
Dindi rubbed her sore arm. Was it her imagination, or had Kemla been growing crueler lately? She handed Kemla one of the many necklaces of painted wooden beads.
“Not that one, frog fingers, that one.” Kemla jabbed her finger at a different, though similar, necklace. Dindi placed it around Kemla’s neck.
A pixie, Red in magic as well as color, flew close to the young women. Normally, fae avoided any area where human magic transpired, but the Red fae couldn’t seem to keep away from Kemla. Dindi wasn’t sure if Kemla noticed, and she herself knew better than to admit she could see them. None of the other Tavaedis could see Red.
“How do I look?” Kemla asked.
“Like a painted pig,” snorted the Red pixie. “What do you need all that fripper-frappery for?”
Dindi pretended not to hear. She answered honestly, “Beautiful.”
Kemla snorted. “As if I cared about your opinion.”
Dindi’s shoulders only unhunched after Kemla flounced away to boss around her own private clique of admirers, the other young female dancers from her clan.
The Pattern they were working on now would weave the magic to ensure a good harvest. They would perform it in its full bloom on the night of the Harvest Festival, with families from three clans in the audience. For now they had sprinkled salt on the ground to dampen any magic roused by the movements of their practice.
Today, Dindi chose to follow the steps of Margita, who danced Yellow. The Harvest Pattern called for several Yellows, which was good, since seven of the group's twenty-two Tavaedis danced Yellow. A true Tavaedi could only dance his or her Chroma. Since Dindi wasn't a true Tavaedi and it didn't matter what part she took, she had set herself to learning all of the parts. Every day she chose different role models.
In two weaving rows, the Yellows traced boxes with their feet, stepping forward, leftward, backward, and rightward. Their right hands plucked the air, their left hands opened to welcome guests. Abiono, the Leader of the Dance, yelled out the steps in a big bass voice that was only slightly warbled by age: “Pick the corn! Pick the corn! Now, circle, circle, left hand under, right hand over, and grind it, grind it, grind the corn! You must dance Yellow as carefully as a rich auntie counts the baskets she takes to barter at the market. Lads, take your corn maids and lift them by the waist…”
The Yellows were working up a good sweat coordinating their section. Dindi was sweating right along with them, when Kemla interrupted them with her screeching.
“He does this on purpose to humiliate me!” Kemla brandished a scythe. It was a sacred object, with a precious obsidian blade, crucial to her part in the dance, but she flailed it about like a dangerous toy. “Why don't you do something about it? If you won't, I will! I don't care if he is the only Purple we have! I can't work with him!”
In his prime, Abiono, a Zavaedi as well as the troops’ Leader of the Dance, had trained for seven years in the Tors of Yellow Bear, tamed a horse and a wife from the Aurochs Plains, and proven himself in dance and battle as a warrior dancer with a Shining Name. Now, though, he was an aged man whose mind skipped more than his legs. He was a good teacher of the Patterns, but he was not equal to the temper of his diva.
Although Kemla and Tamio had only been Tavaedis for a year, they had proved themselves to be extraordinary dancers in the same test that Dindi had failed. Kemla was the only one out of all the clans in the Corn Hills who could dance Red. She also danced Yellow and Orange. This talent made her the pride of Full Basket clan. Unfortunately, the obvious one to partner her was Tamio, who danced Purple, Blue and Green. To convince a cat to swim would have been easier. Born of Broken Basket Clan and a long line of Horse Tamers, he danced a powerful Purple and had already lured back a wild horse from the roaming herds last spring. He preferred breaking in his horse to spending time with Kemla, and Dindi couldn’t blame him.
“He has no right to make the rest of us wait,” Kemla ranted. “By the Seven Faeries, the stupid Yellows should know their steps by now, a sow could do those steps. It's the duet between Red and Purple that ensures our harvests are twice as plentiful as those of any other clanholds this or that side of the hills.”
As if he had been awaiting a cue—and perhaps, knowing Tamio, he had—he sauntered into the cave. “Glad to know you missed me, Kemla.” He tossed a saucy leer her way. “I’d be happy to help harvest your plenty.”
Kemla crossed her arms. “I’ve changed my mind. I refuse to work with this boar. I’ll practice my solo now.”
Abiono gave in, and Kemla began her solo. In the shadows at the back of the cave, Dindi prepared to copy her.
Kemla smiled in triumph, and shot a look at Tamio to see if he noticed, but he’d gone to put on his costume and banter with his male friends, and ignored her. Tossing her long black hair over her shoulder, she strode to the center of the clearing where she gripped the scythe and started her steps. Abiono called them as she danced them.
“Red begins in a fall!”
Kemla dove headfirst to the ground, rolled smoothly and leaped back to her feet.
Oh, but those rolls were hard. Dindi’s arms and shoulders had a bruise for every mistake she’d made in learning to fall. Eventually, her rolls had smoothed. However, Dindi had discovered that the best way to avoid any pebbles was to not touch the ground at all. If she rolled fast and high enough, the earth forgot to grab her before she was flipped and up on her feet.
“Red rises like a flame!”
Kemla leaped into the air, scythe held parallel over her head, her legs forming a split parallel to the ground. Dindi did the same move.
“Red cuts down, Red destroys!” shouted Abiono. Kemla slashed the scythe, right, left, over her head. She whirled it and passed it around her waist. She slashed the air; she punched it.
“You must dance Red as if you are beating your most hated enemy to death!” said Abiono.
Every color had its own mode, its own moves and mood. You cannot dance Red, Kavio had once told Dindi. You must burn Red.
Kemla burned.
Dindi closed her eyes and stopped copying. She knew the moves as well as Kemla, and felt the rhythm of the dance take on a life of its own, beyond thought or planning. This, this, is what I risked everything to have, this dance, this moment, this wonder. There was no other way they would have let her dance.
It was all worth it.
Dancing, Kemla felt the heat pour forth, burning without consuming, the familiar sensation she lived for and loved. She lifted her hands aloft, palms up. Flame-red fae began to cavort in the palms of her hands. Kemla knew these Red fae well. Smokeytoes, Blaze, Sootsy…
Then, to her surprise, the Red fae abandoned her. Sparking away on blazing wings, they rode the wind a short distance and landed on the hands of Dindi, who had been mirroring every move of her Fire Dance. Shocked, Kemla stopped dancing. Dindi didn’t. While Kemla watched, open-mouthed, the Red fae began to gather around the serving girl.
“What are you doing?” Kemla shouted at the Red fae.
Dindi, unable to see the fae, must have thought Kemla was addressing her, the stupid little goat-head. She stumbled to a stop and began to stutter some idiotic response.
“I was just practicing…”
The Red fae, still flying around Dindi, grinned at Kemla.
“How dare you mock me!” Kemla ordered them. “Get out of here!”
“I wasn’t mocking you, Kemla!” Dindi blurted. “I was just…”
“Shut up!” Now she did glare at Dindi. “Don’t you have something else to do? I believe I asked you to re-sew the porcupine quills on my costume. Did you finish that yet?”
“No…”
“Then why are you dancing? You forget yourself, Dindi. You aren’t really a Tavaedi. You’re a serving maiden. Your only job is to serve us. And by ‘us’ I mean the real Tavaedis. Remember?”
Dindi lowered her head, tears in her eyes. “Yes, Kemla.”
“Then go fix my costume. Now!”
Everyone was watching them. No one interfered. Dindi scurried away, sniveling like a baby. The Red fae circled Kemla. They whispered, in sibilant voices that cackled like fire, “She’s better than you. No matter what you do to her, she’s better than you. And everyone knows it…”
Kemla swatted them away, furious at their betrayal. All her life, the Red fae had loved her best. They belonged to her. Yet, as usual, they were sneering she wasn’t good enough for them. They had told her such things all her life. You think you’re so good, mortal girl, but you’re nothing. You call that dancing, human? We’ve seen beavers dance better than that. You couldn’t burn in the middle of a forest fire, useless human. She knew their games and tossed their insults right back at them. But this latest slap in the face, to prefer some nobody like Dindi… it was too much. Unable to resume her dance, rattled by the faery taunts, she stomped over to her friends Margita, Dalora and Yalena. Like the rest of the troop, they had watched the whole ugly fight unfold, giggling.
“Can you believe her nerve?” Kemla asked loudly.
“She’s outrageous,” Margita agreed at once. The others piped in with their consent.
Except, Yalena ventured, “But why do you hate her so much?”
“I don’t hate her.” Kemla tossed her long, dark hair over her shoulder. “If you had stepped in a cow pie and found dung clinging to the bottom of your sandal, wouldn’t you want to wipe the stink off? That’s what she is. Dung trying to cling to me and copy me all the time. I just can’t stand the stink. She should never have been allowed to join the troop. She has no magic! She’s not a real Tavaedi! It isn’t right.”
The other women bleated enthusiastic agreement.
“Abiono should make her leave,” Margita said. “Maybe if we all told him we feel that way…”
“He wouldn’t do it,” Kemla said. “For some reason, back when we were in Yellow Bear, Zavaedi Brena asked him to accept Dindi into the troop. Probably just because Dindi was friends with her precious little daughter Gwenika. Who was spoiled fruit, by the way.”
“Really?” Dalora and Yalena, who hadn’t heard this gossip because they hadn’t gone through Initiation in the same year as Kemla and Margita, leaned forward. “But we thought you liked Brena’s daughter.”
“No, no, you’re thinking of the older one. Brena had two daughters. The older one was our kind of people, a good basket all around. Her younger sister, Gwenika, Dindi’s friend, was another matter. That tramp would unlace her legwals for anyone. And guess what happened.”
Too embarrassed to say it out loud, Kemla leaned forward and whispered the salacious truth to Dalora, who whispered to Yalena, who shrieked with laughter.
“By the Seven Faeries! You aren’t serious!”
“Oh, yes.” Kemla smirked.
“Who would be friends with a tart like that?” Dalora sniffed disapprovingly in Dindi’s direction. “Only another tart.”
“If one of our girls did that, Abiono would kick her out of the troop,” Yalena added.
“True,” said Kemla. “But Dindi isn’t exactly a fishing-net for male attention, so I don’t see…” She paused. Her gaze slid to Tamio. “Of course, an open jar is just waiting for an opportunity to spill her juice, isn’t she? She just needs someone willing to drink.” She smoothed her tunic and flounced her hair. “I think I need to return to practice now.”
She crossed the clearing to where the male dancers rested. Her eyes never left Tamio. He looked up, raised a cocky brow, and returned her regard with an open leer.
“Changed your mind, sweet apple? Ready to grind out a little fertility with me now?”
The other young male dancers laughed.
She forced a sugar smile. “I’m ready to practice our duet now. I was being childish before. Accept my apology. Dance with me.”
His surprise soured to suspicion. Nonetheless, he stood and joined her in the center of the clearing. Abiono, who had been speaking quietly with some Greens, noticed them and looked taken aback.
“Well, well, good,” he said. “Yes, this is good. Start at the…”
“Why don’t we start here.” Tamio stepped close to her and snaked his arm around her waist. He jerked her body flush against his. “This is my favorite part of the dance.”
“Yes, why don’t we?” She pressed even closer, until she could feel the hard lines of his muscles beneath his tunic and legwals. She was pleased to see excitement flush his face. His eyes, however, narrowed, even as he began to lead her through the series of hot, quick steps of the clutch section of the Fire Dance. Hip to hip and breasts to chest, they darted forward and back across the clearing. The sequence ended in a lift and he swung her around, lifted her into the air and then bent her back over his knee. Her hair fanned down to the ground.
Instead of lifting her back immediately, he murmured, for her ears alone, “What are you up to, Kemla?”
“You wound me with your distrust.” She smiled up at him.
“Minx. I know you.” He lifted her back into another clutch, and they began to sway through another sequence, still pressed close to one another.
Kemla leaned into his neck to whisper. “I know all about your trophy stick, Tamio. The one with the notches.”
He released her and stared.
From across the clearing, Abiono apparently thought they had lost their place in the dance, because he began to call out advice. “Er, that was, quite, er… Why don’t we start from the first section now and….”
“Yes, let’s start that sequence over.” Kemla stepped back into his arms. “Or have you forgotten what you were up to, Tamio? Because I haven’t.”
“So you’ve heard of my stick.” Tamio thrust his hips against hers as he resumed the dance. “Good things, I hope.”
“I have to admit.” She lowered her lashes and peeked up at him. “It’s made me… curious. You aren’t like the other boys around here. You’re a man. After all those conquests, you must know how to please a woman.”
“I’ve never had any complaints.”
Boastful buffoon, she thought. Her smile grew coy. “On the other hand, I’m not sure I should trust in mere rumors. What proof do I have that you’re really the great seducer you claim to be?”
“Come with me, after practice, to the woods,” he purred. “I’ll show you exactly how I can please you.”
“I’m not so easy as that, Tamio.”
He swung her around, lifted her and bent her back over his knee again.
“What’s your real game, Kemla? It’s dangerous to tease me like this. I may forget myself.” He leaned over her tunic and tugged open the top leather tie with his teeth.
She licked her lips. “I would be the best you ever tasted, Tamio.”
When he pulled her back up to resume the close body-to-body steps, she could feel the evidence of his growing attention nudging eagerly against her thigh.
“I’m not interested in marriage,” he said. “I’ve never lied to any girl about that, and I won’t lie, even to you. I have six years left as a Tavaedi, thirteen if I make Zavaedi, and I intend to spend them on the wing. I won’t be tied some female’s farm to help her raise a litter of brats.”
“I have no more interest in raising a family yet than you do,” she said, quite honestly as it happened. “But I do require proof that you’re the lover you boast. Think of it as a challenge. If you can seduce any girl I name, and bring me evidence that she’s surrendered herself to you, then in return, I’ll give myself to you.”
“Is that your game?” He gave a sultry laugh. “Fa, Kemla, dear, that’s too easy. Just name the girl.”
“Dindi.”
This time, he didn’t stop dancing, but his steps slowed. “The mouse? Why bother? That’s not a challenge at all.” He wagged his chin toward her friends. “How about your spicy cousin Margita instead?”
“Keep your paws off my cousin. Remember, I’ll need proof you’ve tasted her.”
“Kemla,” he frowned, “You wouldn’t make it public, would you? Is that your plan? To disgrace her?”
“Why should you care?”
“For one thing, if her clan finds out, they’ll force me to marry her.”
“They accuse, you deny. You’ve done it before.”
They continued to dance, but in silence, by rote. Tamio still frowned.
Sensing she was losing him, Kemla lashed out. “I should have known you couldn’t do it, you spitless coward. If you can’t even sway a girl like that, why should I give myself to you? I can’t believe I even considered letting you touch me.”
She shoved him away. Abiono cried out in alarm, but Kemla ignored him. She just walked away. She didn’t stop even when she reached the mouth of the cave. When her friends became alarmed and called out to her, she ignored them too. She was furious with Tamio, with herself, with Dindi, with the fae, with everyone. You just made an idiot of yourself, she scolded herself. You threw yourself at Tamio in exchange for a favor even he thinks is vile. The trees closed in around her the further she plunged into the birch wood.
Someone grabbed her arm. She swung around with a fist and almost hit Tamio.
“No one calls me a coward and then walks away from me,” he said. He alone had followed her into the woods.
“Leave me alone!”
“No, you promised me something and I’m going to collect on that promise.” He put his hands to her tunic and tugged apart the lacings, to expose her breasts.
She felt very alive. The Red fae had returned to witness the exchange. Outside the area set aside for human magic, they swarmed in the thousands. Hot, flickering willawisps wafted through the air like sparks, vicious little red hooded hobgoblins brandished pitchforks, fire-bearded snitches with coal eyes drove salamander herds from their hiding places beneath rocks to watch. She had no intention of letting Tamio take her by force. Let him but try, and she would set the whole wood on fire.
“Do you like what you see?” she taunted, opening her tunic further. “Look hard, Tamio, because it will never be yours.” She thrust her breasts forward, a move rewarded by a spasm of naked lust in his face. She snapped the folds of cloth closed. He stepped back and folded his arms. A strange pang of disappointment cooled her.
“I’ll accept your challenge,” he said. “And I’ll hold you to your word. If I bring you proof I’ve seduced Dindi, then you will be mine, willingly. I want your pledged word and a kiss to seal the bargain.”
“Agreed.”
No sooner had she spoken that one word, he grabbed her, almost violently, and forced his mouth down on hers. He wouldn’t accept just her lips, but thrust his tongue into her mouth and kissed her until she answered with an inadvertent moan. It was an annoyingly self-satisfied Tamio who let her go.
“I’ll be looking forward to our tryst, Kemla,” he said as he walked away. “But not as much as you will be.”
“How dare you,” Vessia snapped.
The two warriors looked uncomfortable, but they flanked her. One even dared touch her arm, though when she turned to stare him down, he shrank back.
Her nephew Zumo, however, remained unapologetic.
“Auntie, it is for your own good,” he said. “You are too old to go venturing into the terrors of the wild outtribe lands. And it’s not necessary. Kavio and I have an agreement. Each of us will search for maidens to compete in a Vooma to become the next Vaedi.”
So Zumo had insisted ever since his return to the Rainbow Labyrinth. What he had not explained was why Kavio had not returned with him, even if only for a brief visit to his mother, despite having been cleared of the charges against him. Even if Kavio had intended to go on a quest to find the Vaedi, he should have come home to show the other Imorvae he was no longer an exile. As for Zumo, he hadn’t shown much interest in exotic quests for magic maids. He’d been far more eager to shore up his power base in the tribehold.
Zumo went on placating her. “I am sure Kavio never meant for his elderly mother to do his searching for him.”
“I do not have to explain myself to my son, still less to you,” Vessia said haughtily. “And I am not a tottering old tortoise. I am stronger at my age than most warriors in their prime. I do not need coddling from babes like you!”
“Your plan to travel to the Green Woods tribehold and hold a contest is completely ludicrous,” said Zumo. “If you weren’t getting a little soft in the head, you’d see that.”
“Soft in the head!” roared Vessia. “I’ll show you soft in the head, you little…”
“There, you see? Would a reasonable person shout and rage like a rabid aurochs without any provocation like that? Aunt Vessia, you need rest.”
Vessia glared at him, but held her tongue. There was no use arguing with Zumo. The presence of the warriors indicated that he was willing to use force to restrain her from leaving the Rainbow Labyrinth tribehold. She still could hardly believe that the little boy she had once dandled on her knee with her own son had taken her captive, in full view of the Society of Societies assemblage. No one had stopped Zumo from having her escorted away like a criminal, not even her husband, the Maze Zavaedi.
The more fool she to be surprised, she thought bitterly. She suspected Zumo had already done much worse to her son, Kavio.
“Keep your paws off me,” she said to the warriors. “I am perfectly capable of walking on my own two feet, no matter what some people think.”
The warriors left her alone the rest of the walk down underground corridor beneath the earth. When they reached the door to a large kiva, Zumo pushed aside the heavy leather hanging and gestured for Vessia to enter.
The room had been lavishly apportioned. Woven hangings warmed the cold stone walls, pillows and blankets filled the sleeping niche dug into one wall, rugs overlapped on the floor. Clay vases stocked with water and dried foods lined one wall. There was no oven for cooking, but Vessia had no doubt she would be provided with hot meals daily. It would be a comfortable prison.
“The warriors will always be stationed just outside the door, to help you with anything you need,” Zumo said.
“I’m sure,” she said dryly. “Why must I be held here, in the Labyrinth, instead of in my own home?”
“Because, dear Aunt, I fear for your safety,” said Zumo. He affected concern so well. “Do not forget the Curse. It is out there, waiting to find you. Why go looking for it? No, you must stay here, where we can protect you.”
“Are you threatening my life?” she asked coolly.
“I am protecting your life.”
She snorted.
Zumo frowned at her. “You are a wise and wonderful woman, and no boy could have asked for a better aunt, but there are things even you do not know,” he said. “This is for the best, Aunt Vessia.”
“I want to speak to my husband.”
“He is already on his way,” said Zumo. The leather creaked as he brushed by it, then the door curtain fell back into place.
The room was spacious but Vessia found the stone walls oppressive. She did not like being confined, even in her own house. She needed open sky and sun. She needed the smell of pine and grass, the sound of running waters. The only light in this room came from a narrow hole in the ceiling, a skylight that reached the surface somewhere in the tribehold above ground. She knew the guards kept watch there. The only sound was the tick-a-tack of knucklebones the guards started throwing to whittle the time, and the scratching of a mouse who imagined Vessia didn’t notice it riffling through one of the jars of food.
Zumo had said that her husband was on his way, but as Vessia paced the room, the small ray of sunlight from the skylight crawled across the floor. A timid serving maid brought her a plate of hot corn mash.
Vessia hated corn mash. She let it grow cold on the eating mat. The mouse gave serious consideration to approaching it, but had not yet worked up the nerve.
Finally, she heard voices outside the door, someone negotiating with the guards. Her husband, the Maze Zavaedi, War Chief of the Rainbow Labyrinth tribe and the most powerful man in Faearth, entered her prison.
“Vio!” she cried. She ran and embraced him.
Vio hugged her back, but released her quickly. He picked up the plate of cold corn mash. “Why didn’t you eat this?”
“I didn’t feel like it.”
“You never know when you might be hungry. If you are given food, eat!”
“I’ve been thrown in a prison pit and that is all you care about?”
She could feel rage radiating red and stinging, from his aura.
“You were a fool, Vessia,” he said flatly. “You poured victory into Zumo’s bowl like beer from a jug.”
“He cannot keep me here, surely!”
“Why did you say you would travel to other tribes to recruit girls for the Vaedi Vooma? That sounded like madness to the other Tavaedies. They agree with Zumo, that you must be locked up for your own good.”
“What was mad about my plan?”
“A woman your age…”
“My age! Why are you humans obsessed with age? I was born before Faearth itself! A few more turns of the sun on top of multitudes of seasons is nothing.”
“Maybe for other faeries, that would be true, but you live among humans now. You are a mother with a grown son, not an unmarried maiden.”
“And you are a father with a grown son, so what? No one questions your right to be War Chief.”
Vio’s brow furrowed. “Don’t they? Who do you think Zumo’s stealth coup was truly aimed at, Vessia? When he points out to the others how old you are, he is really pointing out to them how old I am. Don’t you see? He is now War Chief in all but name.”
“But you have allies. All the Imorvae…”
“Zumo knows I do not dare move against him as long as he holds you in ‘protective’ custody. That is why he has incarcerated you here….to keep me on his leash.” He buried his head in his hands. “O my love, I am sorry I did not foresee this and prevent it. I should never have allowed the Morvae to exile Kavio.”
No, you should not. But she bit her tongue. She had still worse news.
“Something terrible has happened to Kavio,” she said softly.
Vio jerked up his head. “Is he dead?”
“I don’t know for certain. But I heard the banshee wail his name.”
Vio turned ashen. For the first time, Vessia noticed how old he looked. His face was deeply lined; his hair was salted gray and white. It shocked her. When she gazed at him, somehow she always still saw him as he had looked the first time they met, tall, handsome, muscular and proud.
“Then Zumo has won,” said Vio woodenly.
“No. I am not willing to give up on us, or on Kavio, so easily. We will find a way out of this.”
“When Zumo is strong enough to proclaim himself War Chief openly, he will have us both killed. The only question is whether he will also sweep all of the Imorvae into the bonfire, or limit the massacre to those who actively oppose him.” Vio had never been much of a bowl-half-full fellow. “Are you going to eat your food?”
“No. Have it, if you’re hungry.”
“I’m not hungry.” But he forced himself to eat the corn mash rather than let it go to waste. Vessia wanted to tell him that the mouse would have enjoyed it more, but Vio did not like rats, and wouldn’t appreciate the sentiment.
“This old mountain lion will not go down without a fight,” Vio promised her. “And if Zumo does have our son’s blood on his hands, he will pay that deathdebt with more pain than he can dream.”
After he left, Vessia had nothing to do besides watch the spot of light continue its journey up the wall, then fade and give way to a paler spot of moonlight. She wrapped a blanket around her shoulders to stop her shivers. There was no fire in her cell. Perhaps Zumo was afraid to let her commune with fire fae. Wise of him, she thought savagely.
Another server brought her a new plate of food.
Corn mash again.
She ate it anyway.
Kemla did not return to practice that morning. Tamio sauntered back in alone. He offered no explanation and no one dared demand one. They continued practice as if nothing had happened.
Dindi felt the hair on the back of her neck stand up, as if a predator were stalking her. Several times, she glanced up to catch Tamio staring at her. He always looked away when she turned toward him, leaving her uncertain if she had only imagined it.
It felt like eternity before the rest of the troop finally left the cave. As usual, Dindi stayed behind to pick up the drums, feathers and beads the others had dropped in the dust. She straightened up, swept, and packed her basket of costumes to be beaded and mended.
Her mornings belonged to the troop, but her afternoons were her own. As she left the cave, she slipped out the object on a cord around her neck that she usually kept hidden under her blouse. It was a totem doll, ancient, ratty and worn. The unimposing figure, which was so old that the face had been rubbed out, held far more power than anyone guessed. Once, Dindi had thought it hexed, and blamed it for Visions that had hit her like hurricanes at the most inopportune of moments. Now she knew her own magic was as much responsible for those Visions as the corncob doll. The doll’s power flowed like a river. To use it, one needed magic of one’s own, to steer a boat on that river. Slowly, she was learning to steer. Every since her return from her Initiation at Yellow Bear, she had been practicing daily. She was much better at controlling the Visions now than a year ago.
Even so, the Visions did not always come. Or if they did, they were not helpful. Dindi had seen Visions of the original inhabitants of the Corn Hills: Aelfae with wings like swans. They had lived in the cave that the human clans now used to practice their magic. Dindi had also seen Visions of the coming of the first humans to the hills. Originally there had been only one clan, Full Basket, just a few families who had spread out from Flint Cliff clan further east. At first, they had lived in peace with the Aelfae, but soon enough fae and human warriors had started to clash. All-out war had followed, a ruthless feud that had lasted generations.
Which was all very interesting, but did not answer Dindi’s biggest question: why had the Aelfae cursed just her lineage, hexing all the descendants of Lost Swan clan to hide their magic? When during the long war had it happened? And—most important of all—how could it be undone?
Dindi sat on a rock with the corncob doll in front of her, and prepared to invoke a Vision.
“Dindi! Dindi!” cried several tiny voices.
A dozen Orange, Red and Yellow pixies fluttered around her.
“Someone is watching you!” they warned her.
Dindi glanced around but saw no one. She did not doubt the fae, however.
“Who?”
“Tamio!” The pixies laughed. “He’s hiding but he’s not very good at it! We saw him at once!”
She closed her hand around the corncob doll protectively. Muck and mercy, why would Tamio spy on her? Did he suspect she was using magic?
That did not seem likely. The spell hiding her magic seemed to cast a blanket over people’s eyes when it came to her aura. She couldn’t prove she had magic even when she tried. She knew; she had tried. She’d only made a fool of herself. Thank the Seven Faeries she had never been stupid enough to tell everyone she had six Chromas. They would have laughed themselves sick. Ha ha! Dindi, the little serving maid is secretly one of the most powerful magic dancers in Faearth! Ha!
Even she didn’t believe that. She just wanted to break the Aelfae spell so she could claim a tiny bit of magic and try her best to answer the faery riddle she had promised to solve. Not that she had much chance of that either, at this rate.
“Go away, Tamio,” she muttered under her breath.
“He’s still there,” the pixies assured her. “He’s lying down, covered with leaves. I think he plans to be there a while.”
“I can outwait him,” Dindi said. She pulled out a costume from her pack. She had darning to do.
It was close to sunset by the time the pixies told her Tamio had left. Dindi broke into a grin.
“I told you I could outwait him,” she told the pixies.
She had hidden the corncob doll under one of the costumes. She felt around for it.
Ouch. She sucked blood from a cut finger. Instead of the corncob doll she had accidently picked up a ceramic shard. It was all that remained of the marriage bowl Kavio had smashed in front of her when he’d rejected her and walked away.
Pain boiled up in her chest. Don’t think about it.
She placed the shard back in her basket.
The corncob doll was under Kemla’s red robe. Dindi held it in front of her. A bit of blood from her cut finger smeared the neck, making it look as though someone had tried to slice off the head.
Don’t think about it.
Instead, she focused on the Patterns of magic around her. Lines and swirls and swoops of light dimly connected the trees, rocks, brambles and sky.
“Corncob doll, help me, help me, help me see, those who concealed my mothers and me,” Dindi said.
The lines of magic intensified and poured into the doll. The flash of light grew stronger than a sun, and swallowed Dindi into the glowing inferno of a Vision.
“Give me your wings,” Mayara’s mommy said. “I’ll bury them.”
Mayara wasn’t sure what to do. Her wings were part of her—they grew from her back. How could she give them up, even if she wanted to, any more than she could take off her arms or her legs?
“Hurry!” Mommy kept looking back over her shoulder. The forest beyond the cave looked innocent enough, but Mayara could hear the war cries of humans climbing the slope, out of sight. Hu, hu, hu! they shouted in the distance, to the beat of drums.
Once their clan had lived free, soaring on the mountain winds, sailing in the lake beneath the waterfall. The arrival of a clan of humans had changed all that—now, Mayara’s kin hid by day in a barricaded cave. Mommy always said to never, never leave the cave. Now, however, Mommy dragged her into a maze of boulders upslope of the cave entrance.
“Why did we leave the cave, Mommy?” Mayara asked.
Instead of answering, Mommy said in a low, but angry voice, “I told you to give up your wings!”
“Mommy, I don’t know how,” Mayara whimpered.
“Don’t be frightened,” said Mommy, sounding very frightened. “I’ll do it.”
She danced in a circle around Mayara, who felt a wrenching pain.
“Mommy, don’t!” she cried. Amputating her arms would have hurt less. Mayara screamed. Mommy clapped her hands over Mayara’s mouth, muffling her agony when Mommy finished the job with two hard yanks. Bloody stumped wings fell to the ground. Mayara collapsed, sobbing.
“I had to do it,” Mommy whispered. “Oh my baby, if you knew how I hated to pull your wings. It’s the only way.”
Hu, hu, hu! The human war band sounded closer, their drums thrummed louder. Thrum, thrum, thrum!
“There’s no time to bury them properly,” Mommy muttered, more to herself than to Mayara. Mommy danced again and a huge boulder rolled over the wings. Only a single feather remained. Mayara snatched it up, determined to keep it even if Mommy tried to pry it out of her hands. But Mommy was preoccupied with her own rants, all under her breath, almost too hot and hissed to hear.
“The others are fools if they think we can defeat the humans. Yes, we have magic, but they outnumber us.” She shook Mayara by the shoulders. “I know you don’t understand now, Mayara, but remember, I did this to keep you safe. Hide behind the rock. You will see bad things. Don’t make a sound. Whatever you do, don’t come out of hiding. Run, if you have to, just don’t let the humans see you. Only after the humans are gone can you return here, to this rock, and retrieve your wings. Then, fly! Fly to the others!”
“Hu! Hu! Hu!” The human war band topped the ridge in sight of the cave. Mommy shoved Mayara behind the rock and ran toward them.
The humans howled in delight. They rushed her in a pack. Mayara had seen a wolfpack tear a deer in half. Flesh never broke cleanly, but ripped, muscle by muscle. Bones snapped, tendons trailed behind severed limbs. She shut her eyes, but screams and laughter assaulted her.
Appetite whetted by their first kill, the human pack surrounded the cave. A volley of arrows answered from behind the barricade before the cave entrance. Some of the humans fell. It made little difference, however, for even now, a second pack of human men rushed up the hill, then a third, then a forth until there were too many to count. The humans had no bows and arrows, only spears—and fire.
The rest of the afternoon and all through the night, the battle at the cave continued. Mayara fled higher into the mountains, deeper into the woods, but she could hear the shouts and thuds of battle even in the hollowed out log where she eventually cowered. Having nothing else to hold on to, she clutched her feather. The air tasted of smoke. All she could see of the battle was the dark plume in the sky. After that, she had to listen to the song and drumming of the humans as they celebrated their victory.
When stillness returned, and finally, even birdsong, Mayara crept back down the mountain to the cave where her clan had once lived. She found them. Their heads had been mounted on stakes all around the cave. Some of the faces were still fresh and staring. Others were burned and blackened skulls. Many had lost noses, eyes or ears, or been carved up through deliberate mutilation. The bodies had been burned and dumped in a pile on top of a flat boulder nearby. Every single person she knew and loved had been slaughtered.
Her wings were buried under the charnel pile. There was no way could she bring herself to try to move the fetid, headless corpses.
She wandered away, still in shock. Hunger and thirst were her only companions over the days that followed. She was too young to hunt for herself. She found streams, and drank from them the way a hunted fawn would, fragile and easily spooked. Her flesh thinned against her bones. Her clothes, once finely beaded in the symbols of her clan, disintegrated into rags. Dirt alone clothed her after that. All she had left was one feather, which she twisted in her ratted hair.
Wild beasts recognized her as one of their own, even without her wings, and she did not fear them, but she did avoid humans. However, one day as she was drinking at the stream, sniffing the air, darting nervous looks upstream and down, she smelled humans. She took off running. A human warrior chased her, caught her up in his arms. He jogged along, still carrying her, all the way back to the human settlement. He brought her inside a dim, squarish hut, where he threw her onto the hard mud floor, in front of a woman.
“Look at this little wolfling I found,” he said. “Half-starved. Her parents must have been killed by the Aelfae before we finally finished off the bastards.”
“Mercy, the poor dear,” cooed the woman. Mayara flinched from the woman’s upraised hand, but the human woman only wanted to untangle the swan feather from Mayara’s hair. “More a lost cygnet than a wolfling. You poor, poor thing. Don’t worry. We’ll take care of you as if you were our own daughter.”
The woman gave her food, which Mayara devoured. But she couldn’t understand why the humans weren’t killing her. Why would they slaughter all her people, then spare her? Finally, listening them speculate about her past, it hit her. She had no wings, as other Aelfae did. She looked like a human child. They thought she was one of them.
She must never, never tell them the truth. If they knew, they would kill her. As soon as she had her strength back, she would escape this human house, find her wings, and escape to the others, to the last Aelfae settlement her Mommy had often mentioned, on the far side of the world.
After the Vision faded, Dindi put away the doll. She swallowed her disappointment. Another useless Vision. She had not been able to suppress her sense of loss over Kavio, so the doll had found the memory of someone else suffering a sense of loss and fed it to her. Unfortunately, Mayara’s story brought Dindi no closer to understanding the hex on her family. Another day, another empty bird-trap. And thanks to Tamio’s strange behavior, she would have no more chances to search today.
Tomorrow. She would try again tomorrow.
One day, though, the faeries would demand an answer to their riddle and she would be all out of excuses and all out of tomorrows.
Tamio prepared for every Quail Hunt with a simple ritual. He kept two engraved staves wrapped in leather in an alcove in his house. The knob of one staff resembled a bull, the other a stallion. Each staff had been notched a number of times. The bull staff recorded the number of men he had killed in battle: eight. He had not added any notches to that stick since the war between Yellow Bear and Blue waters. Each notch on the stallion staff represented a woman bedded. Here, he had continued to rack up new victories since his return from Yellow Bear. Lonely widows and bored wives had welcomed his youth and persistence. As he told his fellow quail hunters, the half-dozen cousins and friends who envied and emulated him: Stale quail is still tail, but just hatched has no match. Unmarried girls were harder prey, but maybe it was time he challenged himself again.
He planted the stallion staff in the earth behind his hut, and fed the ground an offering of corn beer, saving the last swig for himself.
“Green Lady, guide my arrow to the heart of my prey,” he said.
Rules governed the hunt. He stalked his quail for many days before attempting any direct contact. He had known Dindi since childhood, but now that she was prey, he studied her with fresh awareness. Every day, after the Tavaedi troop dispersed from practice, Dindi, instead of returning to her own clanhold, climbed higher into the woods with her baskets. There, under the soft green light that filtered through the pines, she darned, beaded and sewed the costumes she’d been given to fix. Odd, he thought, he had never noticed before the slender grace of her legs, the soft curve of her small breasts. When he’d accepted the challenge to seduce Dindi, he had done so only as part of his ongoing game with Kemla. Not that he expected Kemla to honor her half of the bargain—on, no, that treacherous vixen would find some way to squirm out of her promise, he was sure. Luring Kemla into his kraal would take all his hunting skill.
But Dindi? What prey could be easier? She had no reason to think highly of herself. She was just a serving maid, almost a slave. Her own clan laughed at her, and even now she was officially a Tavaedi, had not given her a house of her own, only a ramshackle shed. Most in his favor, she had already spread her thighs for a man once before. He knew her secret. She had been Kavio’s dalliance last year, as an Initiate. Tamio had stayed clear of her then, for Kavio was not a man to trifle with, but Kavio was long gone. Dindi was probably aching for another man to take her.
Poor, lonely girl. I should have accepted her into my bed months ago.
Really, he’d be doing her a favor.
Vessia lay down on the stone niche carved out of a wall as a crude bed, but she could not sleep. She had not been permitted to see her husband Vio since the first night of her incarceration… or ‘protection’ as Zumo insisted on calling it. Zumo had come by to visit her several times, always solicitous of her health and always claiming her imprisonment was for her own good. Behind his smile, she sensed he was hiding something dark.
Was Vio right? Did her nephew plan to kill them both?
A scratch sounded somewhere above her.
She had memorized the footsteps and squeakings of Mouse and his extensive family. This sound was different.
She sat up. Without making a sound of her own, she moved pillows under her blanket to leave the shape of a sleeping woman, while she crept against the wall. She stayed out of the pale beam of moonlight from the skylight.
A shadow blocked out the moonbeam.
Someone was climbing down the airshaft.
With her sharp faery sight, Vessia could see nearly as well in the dark as in the day. Hopefully, the assassin did not share her talent.
A man dropped to the floor. He was good, she had to admit. He hardly made a sound in the drop, and none at all as he moved to where he imagined she lay sleeping. He wore a hood and tight leather, with daggers lashed around his arms and thighs and a large bow strapped across his back. His bare face and arms had been painted so they reflected no more light than his dark clothes.
When he reached the bed, he paused. He did not draw his weapons—perhaps he been ordered to smother her with a pillow, to make it look as if she had died in her sleep.
No doubt he imagined she would be an easy kill, a defenseless old woman.
She would teach him otherwise.
As he lifted his hands over the pile of blankets, Vessia whirled and kicked the back of his head.
He fell into a roll. His hands found the weapons on his thighs. Instantly, two daggers sailed through the air at her. She spread her wings and flew up, over the stone blades. The daggers clattered against the wall.
“The White Lady!” He did not shout, but exhaled the words in awe.
He fell to his knees, arms spread out in surrender. “My Lady! Please forgive me! I did not know it was you behind me.”
She didn’t land at once, but floated above him, arms crossed and brow arched. “You did not know whom you had been sent to murder?”
“I was not sent here to murder you, but to rescue you,” he said. “I thought you were asleep and a warrior attacked me from behind. Forgive me for throwing weapons at you.”
“Why should I believe you?” she asked. However, she settled back on the ground and folded her wings back behind her. “I do not know you. Why should you help me?”
“My name is Finnadro the Wolf Hunter, son of Obran and Finna, of the Green Woods tribe,” he said. He bowed his head. His voice was low and gravelly, yet pleasing, like wind over autumn leaves. “Since the day I was born, I have owed you a lifedebt, for saving me from being killed at birth by the Bone Whistler. I also have been graced, by the love of the Green Lady, with the Singing Bow. One moon ago, the Singing Bow told me that the time had come to repay my lifedebt, and to proceed with all haste to the Rainbow Labyrinth, where I would find you a prisoner. All has transpired just as the Bow sang to me.” He smiled wryly. “Though the Bow did not warn me that you would be so spry.”
“Does my husband know you are here?”
“It was he who advised me where you were imprisoned, and that I might get in through the airshaft, if the stone grate and warriors guarding it were removed.”
“Did you remove them?”
“Exposure to certain mushroom powder renders men insensible to their surroundings for several hours. They will recover by dawn, though they may fall asleep first and not wake until noon.”
“If I know my nephew—and I’ve known him since birth—Zumo will not tolerate inebriated guards. They will be discovered before that. We should leave at once.”
“Then hold on to me, my Lady.”
He swung himself up onto the rope dangling from the airshaft. She clasped her arms around him and he hauled them both up the narrow stone shaft.
Even before they reached ground level, they could hear shouts of alarm from above.
“I think your mushroom drunks have been discovered,” Vessia said.
They emerged from the airshaft. They were in the middle of a street of baked clay, with tall, squarish three story adobe houses on either side. Vessia saw why the guards had aroused suspicion. One was shouting at a wall, the other was singing very loudly and off-key. Their noise had awakened families asleep on the balconies of nearby houses, who were shouting back at the guards. This in turn had brought other warriors to the street.
Finnadro set Vessia down and pulled out his bow.
“Stay behind me, my Lady,” he warned as he notched an arrow. “I promised your husband I would not kill any of your tribesfolk if I could help it, but I fear it can no longer be helped.”
Over a dozen warriors closed in on them…including Zumo himself. Finnadro unloosed his arrows, but all his barbs hit men in the legs, tangling them up and making them howl, but not killing them. Some clutched their bloody thighs in pain, but others ignored their wounds and drew their own weapons.
“Someone is trying to kidnap the White Lady!” cried Zumo. “Kill him and save the Lady!”
Even more warriors answered the call. Finnadro did not have enough arrows to fight the whole of the Rainbow Labyrinth tribehold by himself.
Vessia grabbed Finnadro. “Now it is your turn to hold on to me!”
She spread her wings and lifted them both into the air. They soared over the heads of the astonished warriors. The fresh night air tasted delicious.
“Aunt Vessia!” shouted Zumo. “Come back! Come back at once!”
Vessia laughed.
“A lesson for you, Zumo!” she called down. “Never cage a woman with wings!”
The raw heave of power that crashed into Umbral, stolen from more than eighty auras, hit him like an avalanche. He fell to his knees. A roar clanged in his ears and he felt such intense nausea that he vomited. The pain had never been so bad since the first time, during his conversion. Even the torments of his rebirth ceremony paled by comparison.
For a long while, he lay curled up on the floor, insensible to the world. Gradually the ache in his head subsided. The stitch in his side eased.
He stood up. The power he had gained would devour him if he held it overlong, but for the moment, now that the initial bite had passed, he felt glorious. He unfurled black wings of pure shadow-fire behind him and flew to the hole in the top of the kiva.
He dissolved the wings when he crawled out. The other Deathsworn had busied themselves in his absence with burning the first pile of corpses.
“You took your pretty time,” Ash groused. “How many corpses are below?”
“About eighty.”
“Were you able to draw their power first?”
“Yes.”
“Of how many?”
“All of them.”
“All! Eighty auras worth!” She licked her lips enviously. “But you can’t keep it. Too much is as bad as too little. It will tear you apart. You have to share it.”
“Not with you,” said Umbral. “I may have a better use for it. But I need to think first. We’ll finish here, rest for the night, and I’ll decide in the morning.”
Umbral found a torch and dropped it into the kiva onto the pile of bodies he’d left below. Oily black smoke soon roiled out of the hole. The sun reddened the sky. The Deathsworn decided that since the bodies were burnt, they might as well enjoy the hospitality of the dead. They each found huts for the night.
Umbral did not sleep. He watched the moon through the open door. Dark energy electrified his body. He could hear the flapping of bats chasing gnats, but all else was still until the middle of the night. Then he heard a man moving outside.
It was Masher. The oaf entered Ash’s hut.
A moment later, a scream rent the air.
Masher again, running for his life. He was the one screaming. Ash barreled out of the hut with an ax raised over her head.
Mad Eye and Stoneheart ran out of their huts. They tackled Ash, who fought them both like a banshee. Masher rejoined the melee now that the odds were more to his liking. Ash chopped her flint ax halfway into Masher’s forearm. He roared and pulled a dagger to thrust into her stomach, shouting, “How dare you cut me, you ugly bi—”
Masher’s blow never connected to Ash’s face. In one smooth motion, Umbral intercepted Masher’s fist and torqued his arm to flip him to the ground flat on his back.
“No!” shouted Owlhawker. He and Pox arrived on the scene. It was hard to guess what they thought was happening, but that didn’t stop them from fighting. Mad Eye, Stoneheart and Owlhawker all rushed Umbral, while Pox clubbed Ash in the head from behind.
Umbral’s obsidian blade hissed as he drew it from the leather sheath strapped to his thigh. He barreled into the nearest assailant, Stoneheart, ducked the blow aimed at his chest and sent Stoneheart rolling over his back. Without a pause, Umbral already had twin kicks for Mad Eye and Masher, who was just getting back to his feet before Umbral’s foot shoved him down again. Rather than rush forward, Owlhawker drew back from the fight in order to pick up a spear and throw it at Umbral while the others distracted him.
Umbral vaulted backward into the air in a full-twisting double back leap. He caught the spear between his legs as he twisted in the air, and he transferred the weapon to his hands on the final backflip, landing directly in front of Owlhawker with the obsidian spear tip to his throat.
Behind them, Umbral heard Masher struggle to rise one more time. Without looking back, and without letting the spear tip move an inch from Owlhawker’s throat, Umbral tossed his black dagger so that it pinned Masher’s leather tunic to the ground.
Mad Eye hadn’t even bothered to try to move from where he’d fallen.
Ash, who had not been knocked unconscious by Pox’s insufficiently hard blow, had also turned her corner of the fight around quickly enough. First, she knocked down Pox. She knocked back Stoneheart with a kick to his throat that made him retreat, gagging.
Still lost to blood rage, Ash raised her ax over Masher to behead him.
“That’s enough, Ash,” Umbral said.
“Shut up, Umbral! I’m going to kill him!”
“No. You will not.”
Umbral did not shout but dark energy amplified his voice over the whole mountain. Echoes rippled back.
Umbral extended the strands of black fire to every Deathsworn he had touched during the fight. All of them collapsed and writhed on the ground at the ends of his leashes. Ash resisted longer than the others, but even she dropped the ax and fell to her knees.
“I am the leader of this mission,” he said in a cold and terrible voice. “Acknowledge it.”
Bad Eye whimpered. Pox, the only one who was not directly in Umbral’s power, lowered herself to her knees. Umbral released everyone from the lightning ropes of pain, except Ash.
“You are leader, Umbral,” said Pox.
“You are leader,” said Bad Eye.
“You are leader,” said Owlhawker.
Stoneheart cleared his throat, which had a bruise from Ash’s kick. “You are leader, Umbral,” he croaked.
“Ash, I will let you up if you promise to behave,” Umbral said.
She glared at him. She nodded once. Umbral stopped feeding pain into the leash and she almost fell over. When she stood, her hands were still shaking.
She kicked Masher. “If I must follow him, you damn well better submit too.”
Masher said sullenly, “You are leader, Umbral.”
“Since you all have so much vigor, we might as well begin our next mission,” said Umbral. “I have decided how I will use the power I drew today.”
“So, leader,” Ash demanded sarcastically. “What are your orders?”
“Before I killed them all, the clanholders hiding in the kiva told me that Raptor Riders from the Orange Canyon tribe raided this clanhold for slaves. It was not a plague that decimated these people, but the Riders’ inept use of Deathsworn magic.”
Ash scowled. “One day we are going to have to put them in their place.”
“No doubt,” said Umbral. “But in the meantime, they might be useful. They are after the White Lady, perhaps for the same reason we are. We will follow them to the White Lady, and follow the White Lady to the new Vaedi.”
He began to dance. Through the movements and thrusts of his limbs he expelled the shadow fire. The molten darkness coalesced into huge, winged shapes.
The huge bats were unlike any natural beast: larger than horses, with wings wider than the houses, and utterly, impossibly black. Even their eyes reflected no color except a throbbing red glint.
“The Raptor Riders are on the wing,” said Umbral. “We best have wings of our own if we wish to follow.”
“I’m not getting on that abomination,” said Mad Eye.
“The magic won’t hold together forever, Umbral,” said Ash. “What if it falls apart while we’re in the air?”
“Then we fall and die,” said Umbral coolly. “But I will kill anyone who refuses to ride.”
He strode to one of the bats and leaped on.
After a moment, Owlhawker shrugged and mounted another.
Ash snapped at the others, “What are you waiting for? You heard the leader.” She added softly for his ears alone, “This madness better help us find the Vaedi, Umbral. You might be able to knock heads, but Obsidian Mountain won’t be so easy to bully if they do not like your new plan.”
“We will find the Vaedi,” Umbral said, “and then we will kill her.”
The skies betrayed them on the third day of flight.
Finnadro spotted the birds first. When Vessia landed by a stream to allow them both to drink and rest, he cocked his head at the distant V shapes on the horizon.
“Raptors,” he remarked laconically. “Tracking us.”
“Your sight is keener than mine,” Vessia admitted. It would not have been true in her youth, but as much as she hated it, her eyes weren’t what they used to be. She squinted upward until she saw them. “They are Raptors.”
His fists clenched. “I fear travelling with me has been no boon to you, my Lady. My tribe’s ancient enemies have grown more bold of late.”
She shook her head. “They aren’t after you, but me. Zumo has asked his sister for help.”
Finnadro looked dubious.
“She’s a Rider,” Vessia said.
He raised both brows.
Raptors were humans who could take the shape of birds. They were a caste of mariahs, slaves captured from the wild by Riders. Riders were the most honored and feared Tavaedies of the Orange Canyon.
“Can you outfly them?”
“Normally…yes. But I am not used to carrying a passenger. They are.”
“And they outnumber you.”
“So it would seem.”
Finnadro pressed his lips together. “My lady, if I may suggest, it might be better to travel on foot from now on. We can hide under the tree cover, and I can cover our tracks.”
Vessia tried not to nod too quickly. In truth, the flight had begun to exhaust her. Not that walking through unbroken wilderness would be much easier.
As if he read her mind, Finnadro said, “We are not entirely without friends of our own, my Lady. I have hesitated to mention it before, but I did not set out on this venture without allies. They do not fly, but they have been doing their best to keep up with our flight in their own way.”
Finnadro put two fingers to his mouth and let loose a piercing whistle.
In the distance, from deep behind in the territory they had covered the previous day, wolves howled back.
“My friends can change their shape too,” said Finnadro with a feral smile. “They are no man’s slaves, but they will answer the call of one they trust.”
“Should we wait for them to catch up?” asked Vessia.
“They are much swifter than we are likely to be,” said Finnadro. “And with Raptors and their masters hunting us, I do not like the idea of staying still. We should keep moving.”
Vessia sighed. Her joints ached. She would have preferred a seat by a fire with a warm cup of herb tea. But without a word, she set a brisk pace through the tangled underbrush of the forest.
On the day Tamio made his move, he gathered his fellow quail hunters, all young men from Broken Basket clan who had gone through Initiation with him.
“Where’s Hadi?” asked Yodigo, Tamio’s cousin.
“He won’t be included on this hunt,” Tamio said. Not when the prey came from Hadi’s clan.
The men grinned, except Yodigo, who crossed his arms. “Not Jensi. I’ve already shared bread with her family.”
“Not Jensi.”
“Who else is there in Lost Swan clan? We already did Olibi, and Tibi is too young—”
“Dindi.”
He watched the why-didn’t-we-think-of-that-before looks spread over their faces.
“Exactly,” he said. “This little quail has been ruffling her feathers in front of us for months now, and somehow we overlooked her. I’m going to stake my claim first, but don’t be surprised if she agrees to notch more staves after I’ve done her. If she’s opened her thighs once, what’s to stop her from allowing a few more licks from the jar?”
They elbowed one another. The insatiable widow Huldea came to mind.
“I want this hunt to move swiftly,” Tamio continued. “We’re going pull a Danger and Rescue routine.”
“Strong arrow for a little bird,” said Yodigo. “I thought you were saving that trick for Kemla.”
“Fa, it wouldn’t work on Kemla. She doesn’t know the meaning of gratitude.”
The men laughed.
They took up bows, loaded full quivers, and told the clan elders they were going hunting—true enough—though not what prey. Possibly the elders suspected, because Tamio’s mother shook her fist at him. She sat under a shady oak with the other women, kneading snakes of clay for new pots. Her withered arms were stained reddish brown past the elbows.
“You wolf!” she shouted. “Stay away from the mares of Full Basket clan! I won’t have this clan go to war because you can’t keep your hands on your own drum!”
He blew her a kiss. “Ma, I promise!”
True enough.
Ma and the other women shook their heads and clucked their tongues, but they were laughing, secretly proud of their wolves. They had already paid several baskets of meat and corn to the parents of a low-status girl from Full Basket. No one had even suggested Tamio marry her. Not his own kin, not even the elders of Full Basket. Both clans expected him to marry a woman with land and prestige.
The men began as they would a real hunt. Any dangerous animal would have worked, but a wild boar had been trampling the corn recently, which suited Tamio’s plans perfectly. They would spend a few hours building a boar run, tracking the boar, and driving it toward the run.
“You’re about to see how a master hunter nabs a quail, men,” Tamio declared. He pictured the whole thing as he described it. “The wild beast will rush at her, causing her heart to race. She will probably scream, but she might be too frozen with terror to even make a sound. In the last minute, I will dart in between her and the boar, frightening it with a blast of magic and an arrow to the eye. If it’s still kicking, I will drive it back with my spear into the pit, where it will be impaled on the stakes. Blood will spurt up like a geyser. She will still be shaking when I turn around to comfort her. I will insist on walking her home.”
“What if she refuses?” asked Yodigo.
“She will refuse, at first. Everyone knows I’m a scoundrel.” Tamio grinned. “I’ll tell her that’s because she’s probably just like everyone else, ready to judge me based on nothing but rumors. I don’t expect her to believe the truth any more than they do. I’ll hint that I was really the wounded party, but I’m too tough to let on. Girls can’t resist a hook like that. She won’t like to feel that she’s just as insensitive as those other oafs. She’ll want to rescue me from being misunderstood and heart broken, just as I rescued her from the boar. Then I’ll turn the tables and tell her I just remembered I need to skin the boar in the hunter’s shed before nightfall, so she should go on without me. She’ll insist on accompanying me.
“But the coup is yet to come.” He rocked back on his heels. “That’s why we have to move today. By this evening, those gray clouds will break and we’ll have the first snow of the year. The Blue fae have as much as promised me. Dindi will never make it home to her own clanhold. She’ll have to take shelter in the hunter’s shed. With me. The two of us, trapped in the snowstorm, with just a fire to keep us warm. By morning, she will be mine.”
And soon, so will Kemla.
Full Basket clanhold was the largest of the three clans in the Corn Hills clanklatch. Many dozens of huts and three kraals sprawled over several slopes, surrounded by terraced cornfields. Although Kemla was not yet married, she already had her own house, a staunchly built three room adobe cottage painted white with decorations of fiery red, orange and yellow. In deference to her skills, people gave her gifts, and this wealth adorned the inside of her home: rugs, jugs, baskets, beaver furs and shells.
At first she had been happy with such gifts, but now, as she sifted the crude lumpy weave between her fingers from the latest blanket someone had given her, she felt annoyed.
“The Tavaedies in Yellow Bear received much better gifts,” Smokey Toes, a nasty Red flame fae hissed, from his spot in the hearth fire.
“What do you expect from a piss hole like the Corn Hills?” said Kemla. “But I won’t be stuck here forever. I am destined for better things.”
The fire fae danced in excitement. “Burn it! Burn it!”
Kemla almost threw the rug into the fire. At the last minute, she tossed it into a corner of the room instead. What use was another stupid, scratchy blanket? She wanted real wealth. Gold, aurochsen, land, slaves. Not goats and blankets. On the other hand, she couldn’t stand to throw away anything, even things she hated.
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