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Initiation? Let me tell you how I failed it.
I don’t know when I first knew I was different. When I was a child, I heard whispers at the edge of my hearing, snickers when my back was turned. I caught old people staring at me with disgust. Children who played with me when I was little, one by one, stopped. I told myself I didn’t need them. I had my love, the river. I loved to fish, and spent long afternoons listening to the mermaids in the river humming their songs while I fished with a hook and line, or set nets, depending on the season. My favorite time of year was the spawning of the salmon, when hundreds of fish would leap into my nets, as if they loved me so much they’d braved rapids all the way from the sea just to be mine.
At the dying of every day, my mother dragged me back to the clanhold, to the whispers and the stares. As I grew older, I wanted, needed, to know the painful secret that would explain why everyone hated me. I strained my ears to hear the ugly words pitched too low to glean more than scraps. Rape. Monster. Better off dead. I became a fisher of words, baiting hooks, dragging secrets from the depths beneath the rapid bubbling gossip. Old wounds flopped like dead-eyed puffer fish in my net. Nothing I wanted to eat: poison. I was spear-spawn. I should never have been born.
One night, a Vision appeared before me, the ghostly figure of a strong, powerful man. Tattoos covered his cheeks and chest. Numerous braids dangled from a topknot at the back of his head. I knew at once this man was my father.
“They are coming!” whispered the Vision urgently. Hate twisted his face. “You must come to me, son! You must--”
I reached to touch him, but my hand passed right through the Vision, as if through smoke. I could no more catch hold of him than I could pick up the moon from its reflection in still water. All my touch did was make the Vision shimmer and stutter until I backed away and let it reform.
“…kill them all!” finished my father. “Kill them all!”
Then the Vision curled away and vanished, but where he had stood, there was now a huge stone where none had been before.
That night, men came for me. They tried to bind me with ropes, blindfold me, force me to my belly. So you’re here to finish it at last, I thought. You’ve finally come to kill the monster.
Part of me welcomed death. Another part of me rebelled. You want to kill me? You can choke on my guts and die trying!
I never knew how much power I had in me until that night. The river rose at my command, the lightning descended and rocks flew in the winds I whipped around me. I wanted to kill the men who tried to bind me. I would have killed them and the whole clanhold. But I heard my mother scream. Too late, I realized they had not come to kill me, but to take me on the journey to the tribehold, for Initiation, and the Test for magic.
Kill them all, my father had told me. It was a command and a curse. I almost obeyed him.
Instead, I turned my power against myself. I could feel my father’s call, pulling me like a rope, toward him, and at the same time, I felt my mother’s fear, pulling me back. I stopped myself from murdering everyone in the clanhold the only way I could think of, by lashing myself to the boulder my father had left me.
I had magic all right. Too much, too soon, too terrible. All I had done was prove the ugly whispers right. In my own twisted rite of passage, I had grown from a child, not into a man, but into a monster.
Most people fail the Test at Initiation because they possess too little magic. A few fail because they possess too much. They are the truly cursed ones.
Rthan awakened from a pain-laced doze at the bottom of a hole. From the scratches on the stone walls—and from the height of those scratches—he surmised the pit had been built to hold bears. Cricking his neck to check for ravenous, prisoner-eating beasts, he saw not a bear, but the man he had recently fought.
Though every muscle in his body felt tauter than scraped hide, Rthan didn’t hesitate. He lunged at his enemy before the younger, uninjured man could attack first.
Kavio darted out of the way without retaliating. “What do you hope to gain by fighting here, now? Save your strength, you stupid bull.”
Good point, actually. He should have killed Kavio before, but it wouldn’t help now. Rthan huffed to the far side of the pit. Above their heads, warriors patrolled the rim of the pit, and beyond that he could see beehive shaped houses. He rubbed behind his throbbing ear. Flakes of dried blood came away on his fingers.
Kavio cocked his head to one side and murmured something, not to Rthan, so it must have been fae. Not Blue. A smile spread over the young man’s face. “It seems the Initiates survived your attack, Blue Waters.”
Rthan shouldn’t have felt glad to hear future enemies had survived. To hide his relief, he said, “You could have made a final, clean blow instead of having one of your confederates bash me from behind like a coward.”
“Apparently your victim felt she deserved to get her blow in too.”
“Ah.” A vivid image of the woman he had tried to claim and protect flashed through his mind. Naturally, she would not have had any reason to thank him for his actions. He held onto the memory of her lush, half-naked body and flashing eyes, tempered in equal parts by guilt and admiration. She’d not have to mourn her children. He was glad.
Kavio paced the confines of the pit. He tested the rock with one finger, which came up chalky. “Limestone.”
“Rock is rock,” shrugged Rthan.
“Limestone is as different from granite as horsemeat is from hakurl.”
“Why are you a prisoner? You fought for the other side.”
“You noticed that right off, did you? And they say big men are stupid.”
“Don’t try my patience, nephew,” growled Rthan.
“I’m an exile. Hertio isn’t sure what to make of me.”
“You were exiled? Is that what you were going to tell Nargono?”
“Perhaps.”
“You told me before you were a mariah in Yellow Bear. Was that true, or just a lie to stop my knife?”
“It was true.” Kavio caressed the rock face. “For a week, I lived in this very pit. Look—my scratches. Limestone is soft enough for even a boy to make his mark, if he doesn’t mind losing his fingernails.”
“I know what my fate will be.” Rthan crossed his arms, leaned against the rock. “They will cut me and gut me like a trout. But what about you? To torture someone you owe a lifedebt is to piss on honor. The Yellow Bear are scum, but surely not even they would shred their own nets.”
Shadows crisscrossed the patch of sky overhead—the arrival of more warriors, gesticulating at Kavio. A rope scraped against the ledge. When the end dangled into the pit far enough, Kavio grabbed it and began to climb. “I suppose I’ll soon find out.”
Only after Kavio the Rain Dancer had gone did she appear. Rthan felt the familiar tug of pain and longing when he saw his un-daughter, but this time he couldn’t help but think of his enemy’s daughters as well, the unknown children who had almost died because of his raid.
“I wasn’t sure you could visit me, here,” he said.
She ran to him, gave him a big little-girl hug and pecked a kiss on his cheek. He took it as her farewell. He didn’t beg her to free him, and she didn’t offer. They both knew, despite her boasts, her powers were limited here. She melted away to sparkles and dew.
Alone, he walked to the place Kavio had stood and traced the tiny scratches in the wall, at the level of a child.
The Yellow Bear warriors brought Kavio to a kraal with high, impenetrable walls made from hundreds of twisted, gnarled branches and tree trunks, staked so tightly together that he could not see what lay within the barricade. He had to squeeze through the narrow entrance. The warriors who had escorted him did not follow. Instead, from outside the kraal, they hoisted wooden posts into the entrance to block it.
He could see why extra guards weren’t needed.
Kavio stood surrounded by elite warriors, a band of fifty he recognized as the Bear Shields, the finest warriors in all of Yellow Bear. Each held a stone mace, wood club, adz or spear. They wore their war paint and bear skin headdresses, something they would only do if they were prepared to spill blood. The war leader of the Bear Spears wore a Ladder-to-the-Sun emblem upon his shield. He stood next to War Chief Hertio, who wore dozens of gold bracelets and necklaces.
At a signal from their leader, all fifty roared at Kavio and attacked.
Since the day of his exile, when the mob had almost killed him, he’d given thought to what strategy one man could take against overwhelming odds. The bedrock of his strategy was to pit the mob against itself, so their greater numbers became their downfall.
Bows or slings would have changed the picture, but the Bear Shields all tried to engage Kavio at arm’s length. They vied with one another for the privilege of landing the blow to bring him down, with the result that they interfered with one another. Meanwhile, Kavio rolled under the feet of the first wave, slung himself around a post in the wall of the kraal, and jumped from shoulder to shoulder across the mob of angry men. On his trip over the heads of his foes, he snitched a short spear and an ax. He dropped and rolled in the dust on the far side of them.
This brought him into arm’s reach of both Hertio and the war leader of the Bear Shields. Kavio extended the weapons either side, a finger’s width shy of the throats of the two men.
“Put down your weapons or I’ll slay your leaders!” he shouted to the Bear Shields, who were just now wheeling around to face the direction he had gone.
Hertio did not look afraid. He glanced dryly at the war leader. “Satisfied, Thrano? Or do you still believe the description of his prowess during the battle at the Stone Hedge was exaggerated?”
“All right, he’s good,” Thrano said grudgingly. He shrugged to Kavio, half in apology, half explanation. “How could I be sure? For all I know, they made you a Zavaedi just because your father was one. Rainbow Labyrinth isn’t like Yellow Bear. Who knows how they do things there?”
“We haven’t rotted as far as that,” said Kavio. “I earned my Shining Name, same as every man here. And I earned it in combat as well as in the kiva.”
“You saw for yourself, Thrano. So will you serve him, despite his youth?” Hertio asked.
“I serve only you, War Chief,” said Thrano. “But I will work with the Rain Dancer if you command it.”
“War Chief Hertio?” Kavio didn’t lower his weapons yet. “What is going on here?”
“Forgive my seeming lack of hospitality, nephew. You helped us save the Initiates and I’m grateful. I know you’ve been exiled. I’d like to offer you a home. A purpose. And…” Hertio gestured to the Bear Shields. “…an army.”
Hertio had not changed much in the ten years since Kavio had met him as a child. The man sweated garlic. His belly spread like a drunk’s grin. It was simple politeness to address any elder male as “uncle” but Kavio still recalled his conversations with Hertio from ten years ago with fondness befitting real kin. Never, however, would Kavio underestimate the wily War Chief.
“You are too generous, uncle.”
“I am, aren’t I?” Hertio clapped Kavio’s back. “Today we must collect and count the deathdebts. We will blood the spear with our vengeance before the moon waxes.”
“No, I mean you are too generous. If you give me a place here as a war leader, it will drag Rainbow Labyrinth disputes into Yellow Bear.”
“The cub wants to teach the bear to catch fish.” Hertio punched Kavio in the arm, not quite playfully.
“I must decline.” The dust from the kraal felt hot in Kavio’s mouth. He was aware of the shuffling of the armed warriors, could hear some of them still panting from the fight. Hertio had ordered Kavio thrown in the bear pit before making this offer, an indignity that surely had been no oversight.
Rather than argue, Hertio gave orders to the men to fetch death jars, and invited Kavio to accompany them to the Tor of the Stone Hedge to collect the fallen. During the tramp to the other hillock, Hertio discussed the doings of his family since Kavio had last seen them.
“You remember, Lulla, my oldest daughter? She went through her Initiation three years ago, but I won’t let her marry until she’s finished her seven years as a Tavaedi. She’s a goldsmith. As I recall, the smelting ovens used to fascinate you.”
The stench reached their nostrils long before they topped the hill. The bodies had been dragged out of the three circles of stones and left lined up in two rows, friend and foe. Their skin oozed black. Kavio puzzled why until the Yellow Bear warriors approached, and a swarm of flies lifted away. One young warrior vomitted. The others whooped and taunted him, breaking the silence and the tension. After that, the men exchanged crude banter as they curled the corpses up into the death jars, though they took care not to mock their own dead. No one entered the circles of stone.
Kavio noted the clan marks on the faces of the enemy warriors. For a raid this size, he expected to find no more than a dozen different marks, but men culled from twice that number of clans had participated, just one or two men from each clan. Add in that many of the clans represented belonged to clan klatches, meaning more allied clans must have agreed tacitly to the venture, and he concluded Nargono the Blue Waters War Chief must be a charismatic man. Kavio had never met him.
The spears of the martyrs piled up. Twenty-eight warriors and three Tavaedies had died, including one woman. A deathdebt tally of thirty-one called for more than firing arrows at random fishing boats from the shore. Vengeance demanded a major raid.
Hertio pointed to the spears. Soon, perhaps this evening or the next, while Rthan and the other war captives were tortured, the spears would be dipped in blood to acknowledge the deathdebts.
“You fought shoulder to shoulder with those heroes,” said Hertio. “Can you ignore the call of their blood?”
“Where will you attack?” Kavio asked. He knew what his father would answer. Sharkshead, the Blue Waters tribehold. A snake which bites once will bite twice, his father always said. Unless you cut off its head.
“Jumping Rock clanhold.”
“Uncle, no Jumping Rock warriors took part in the raid.”
“Not surprising,” said Hertio. “During a flood a few years back, most of the men died trying to save their boats. The survivors are elders, mothers and children. They have no powerful Tavaedies. It will be easy to kill thirty-one of them without any injuries of our own. We may even wipe out the whole clan.”
“Women and elders seem a poor offering to the courage of the dead.”
“Do you call me a coward?”
“No, uncle. I worry if you wipe out a whole clan, it will mean all out war between your tribe and theirs.”
“Is that why you walked away from your tribehold without a fight? I wondered if the Imorvae had grown so weak you had no allies.”
“I don’t want the blooded spear, for my tribe or yours.”
Hertio swatted away the buzzing flies. “You can’t escape war, Kavio, any more than you can stop pissing when you’re drunk. But some things outlast spilled blood. The Aelfae built this hill, but humans built all the others. Do you hear me? We built mountains! Long after you and I are dead, these mountains will still stand. How many humans come that close to immortality? Look at that!” He jabbed a finger against the morning fog, toward the dim shadow of the Unfinished Tor. “I’ll probably be curled up in some jar before I see that finished. After me, some chief with fire for blood will take the men away from building to attack the Blue Waters tribehold, and where a mountain might have stood to challenge eternity, there will only be muck and blood. Do things my way. Wipe out a clan of old women, do you think Nargono will care? They’ll have no relatives left to demand their deathdebts be paid, and Nargono won’t fight on behalf of a clan that sent him no warriors. After the raid, my men will return to working on the tor.”
A fly crawled on Kavio’s cheek. He flicked it away.
“You know I’m right,” said Hertio. “Take my offer. Or leave. Decide by the night of the victory feast.”
By now the men had arranged the death jars in a circle just inside the outer ring of menhirs, so, duty done, Hertio and his men left. After sundown, the Deathsworn would creep in to take the jars. Until daylight failed, Kavio had the tor to himself.
The battle had not allowed him time to examine the menhirs, but he did now. Just as he remembered, the stone had been scored with rows of odd, yet familiar marks. Squiggles, hashes, arrows, waves. Just like the designs painted up so many houses, and upon the inner walls of the labyrinth back home. Excitement tingled down his spine. He could continue his exploration of the mystery here in Yellow Bear. If he stayed.
To make big decisions, he had a trick, though he hadn’t used it since the night before his trial, the night he fought with his mother. Searching the ground, he found it easy to collect the right kind of stone, silky, thumb-sized, like slingshot stones, which these probably had been. Once he amassed a pile, he sat well outside the megaliths, away from the jars and flies, and flattened two patches of turf. He began to set some stones on the left patch, others on the right. He ended with two even piles, a useless outcome.
That’s when he saw her—the girl he had rescued from the river. As with the first time he had seen her, he felt like a man who had been drinking sand all his life tasting water. She walked up the grassy hill and kept going, until she stood in the center of the three rings of sacred stones. Astonished at her brazenness, Kavio wondered if he should call out to her or wait to see what further sacrilege she would commit. She just stood there, turning slow circles, looking forlorn.
He crossed into the stone hedge to chide her. “We’re violating three taboos just by standing here.”
Like a sunflower, Dindi tilted her face to him, displaying relief, joy and confusion, the same way she’d looked when he rescued her from drowning. He’d forgotten how fully her emotions infused her expressions, reminding him of a tent lit from within by candles. She must have earned her windwheel during last night’s ceremony.
He wondered what Chromas she had, and if she danced Many-Banded or One-Banded. Many-Banded, definitely, he decided first, but then he wasn’t sure. He could not sense her aura at all. Not a glimmer.
“I never expected to see you again,” she said.
“I apologize,” he said. To her, he was just a mangy rover, an exile. “I know I pledged not to seek you out, but I thought I would be alone up here. Why are you here?”
“I have things to think about.”
“I hope they’re profound thoughts. In all the world, there are only seven sacred places that belong equally to the Fae, the Humans and the Deathsworn. You stand in one of them.”
“If it belongs to everyone, why can’t I stand here?”
“I can only tell you what I was told the first time I came here. It’s taboo.”
“So you’ve been to Yellow Bear tribehold before?”
“As a child. My father had a friend here—an enemy, actually, but Father brought me here to make amends.” That was as long a description of the tense peace negotiations between the Rainbow Labyrinth and Yellow Bear as he cared go into. No need to elaborate his own role as treaty hostage. “One night my father’s friend took me to this place and told me something interesting. These rings of stone look the same, but each one was built by a different people. Look.” He swept his arm to indicate the inner ring of megaliths. The morning sun chose the perfect moment to show itself and cast dramatic rectangular shadows across the circle. “The Aelfae erected the tor and the first ring of stones. Humans built the second. This was long ago, before the war between the humans and the Aelfae, and in those days intermarriages between mortals and faeries were common. It is said that if a mortal can dance here for three days and three nights without stopping, he can look into the Circle of Eternity and survive.”
“Is that like a faery ring?”
“It is the faery ring. Humans have many dances but the fae have only one, which touches all times and all places. That's why a human who joins a faery circle dies. Only immortals can survive eternity and then return to the present. Except here, where a mortal can see the past, or the future. But you'll learn all this soon enough, now that you're a Tavaedi. You don't need to hear it from a scruffy exile.”
He scratched his chin, embarrassed by several dawns’ worth of stubble he'd had no opportunity to shave. He hadn't applied mud in a while either. The day she'd paid him her lifedebt, she avoided looking him in the face, as if he disgusted her, and she cast her glance aside the same way now. Yet she didn't order him to leave. She listened attentively as he babbled and lead her outside the taboo area, to the spot he had assembled his two piles of pebbles.
“After the war against the Aelfae, the Deathsworn built the final ring, enclosing the other two. Someone told me this represents the plight of humankind, trapped between the vagaries of the fae and the Deathsworn, forced to make sacrifices to both.”
The speech had sounded more dramatic when he’d had an obsidian blade to his throat.
“Why are you here?” She picked up a stone from one of his piles. “What are these for?”
“I also have things to think about. I use the stones to help me.”
“How?”
“You wouldn’t understand.”
“Another Tavaedi secret?”
He laughed, but he felt curiously protective of this odd habit, which he had never shared with anyone. “Hardly. Fine—I’ll explain. I have a decision to make. It doesn’t matter what, the point is there are reasons to do it, there are reasons not to do it. For each reason, I put a stone in one pile or the other, until I run out of reasons. I follow the larger pile.”
He waited for the delicate curl of her upper lip, or a baffled wrinkle in her forehead. Or giggling.
“Can I try it?” she asked.
Spread hands invited her to the piles of stones.
He remained alert for any hint of mockery, but Dindi soon became so absorbed he felt forgotten. First she scooped all the stones to her, then she began to place the stones one by one into a single pile on the right side. He kept waiting for her to add stones to the second pile, but she didn’t.
“You’re doing it wrong,” he finally burst, unable to contain himself. “You’re supposed to put some stones in each pile, reasons for and reasons against.”
“I know,” she said. “So far all of the reasons have been against.”
She kept going until she reached the final stone. She held it a long time before she placed it to the left, all by itself.
“That decision was easy.” Kavio envied her.
“Actually, I still haven’t made up my mind.”
“You can’t let one rock outweigh any other rock. Are you sure you understand the method?”
“Are you sure you do? What if this is the only stone which truly matters?”
He reached for the lone stone in the left-hand pile at the same time that she did and their hands touched. She smelled of wild flowers, and earthier, feminine flavors that made his blood pound in his ears.
“Thank you for sharing your thinking stones with me.” She whispered it so softly he had to lean forward to catch her words. “I know what I will do.”
“Dindi…” he said.
“I must go. There's to be a banquet to honor some hero who fought in the battle here last night. Will you be there?”
“I haven’t decided.”
“I understand. Without a clan...” She looked uncomfortable again. “I'm so sorry.”
She left as she had come, a straight walk across the center of the three circles of stones he had taken such pains to warn her against. She disappeared down the hillock into a sea of grass. Stone by stone, he reassembled his own piles of thinking stones, and again ended with an even division. He picked up another stray pebble to be tiebreaker. Eyes closed, he could picture the exact way sunlight had dappled her cheek and bare arms when she’d asked, What if this is the only stone which truly matters?
Brena watched her daughters dress in their newly earned dancing costumes. She was one of the adults supervising the girls’ lodge as the Initiates changed. They had all been given new clothes to fit their status. The lodge was filled with the sound of clinking necklaces, rustling feather skirts. The sweet voices of young girls mingled in a high pitched, high energy chorus of exclamations, declarations, revelations, pleas and giggles.
Most of the young people imagined that the Test on the Tor of the Stone Hedge, the dark night they had spent entombed beneath the ground in homage to death and burial, was the most difficult part of the Initiation. It was not. Granted, the Initiates this year had come far closer to real death than had ever been intended, because of the cursed attack by Blue Waters tribesmen. Nonetheless, in her experience of teaching Initiates, the rest of the year, which was the true heart of the Initiation, would be more difficult for most of the young people than the first night. For now they would be asked to demonstrate patience, loyalty, obedience, discipline and discernment—virtues most younglings lacked in abundance.
Speaking of lack of discernment, Gwenika was showing her new costume to that girl. Dindi.
Brena’s dislike of the girl had deepened to disgust after last night. Every Initiation, one or two fools tried to lie to the Tavaedies. It never worked, even when the lies were much better crafted than Dindi’s absurd claim to see the stones shine.
Gwenika couldn’t contain her giddiness. “Dindi, look what I was given to wear!” She twirled around in her bright yellow costume of bangles of gold and a disk headdress. The gilded beadwork humbled the maiden’s frock worn by the other young woman, a white sheath with black maze patterns around the hems.
“It’s beautiful.”
“Oh—I’m sorry—I shouldn’t have…I didn’t mean to make you feel worse.”
“Don’t be silly,” said Dindi. “It’s not your fault I have no magic.”
“Your dress is…nice too,” Gwenika said with forced enthusiasm.
They both smiled brightly at one another.
Brena cringed.
“Will you help me fasten my costume?” Gwenika was asking her friend. “I can’t do it by myself, and I’m afraid of ripping it.”
“No, dear.” Brena stepped out of the shadows to place her hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “Tavaedi secrets are not for outsiders.” She looked the young woman Dindi straight in the eye. “My daughter won’t tell you, so I must. You and she can no longer remain friends. You each move in different circles now. I’m sorry. Come away from her, Gwenika.”
“But Mama!”
“Now, Gwenika. It’s not open for discussion.”
“It’s all right, Gwenika. I understand.” Dindi lowered her head. Her dignified acceptance raised Brena’s opinion of her a notch. Not enough, however, to redeem her as fit company.
Brena steered her daughter away. Gwenika protested the whole while. “I’m an adult now. I can do what I want and you can’t stop me!”
“You’re still an Initiate, a novice Tavaedi, and I am not only your elder, I am a Zavaedi, one of your teachers. You will do as I say or you will lose the privileges of belonging to the secret society. You will behave with honor and restraint. That is what it means to be an adult.”
Gwenika wiped her eyes and glared at her mother. “I hate you.”
“Let me fasten the rest of your costume.”
“Leave me alone!” She ran out of the lodge.
Long after she finished dressing, Dindi lingered in the lodge, until she was the last young woman still dressing. Puddlepaws played with the tassel on her dress until she distracted him with a scrap of food. Then she sat down, pulled the doll out of her basket and studied it.
She had seen magic on the Tor of the Stone Hedge, the night of her Initiation, the night she failed the Test. There was no doubt about that. But just as clearly she did not have magic herself. At least not enough to be worthy. Otherwise, she would have been able to follow the steps of the tama of the Unfinished Song. Instead, just like her grandmother, she had made a fool of herself. In fact, she was sure now that the only reason she had even been able to see any magic at all was because of the doll.
She’d surrendered the totem doll to Tavaedi Brena during the ceremony, but it had been returned to her this morning. Dindi had half expected someone to discover the doll’s strange magic, but no one had even commented on how old and worn the doll was, how strange a totem it was for a young girl. Dindi knew she should tell someone that the doll was hexed. She also knew she wouldn’t.
Once, the doll had been painted with a face of whosever totem it really was. Who was it? Could it be Vessia the Corn Maiden, the young woman Dindi saw in the Visions? The maiden who had flawlessly danced the tama Dindi yearned to learn?
Did you save me or destroy me? Are you a gift or a curse?
The brilliant light of an oncoming Vision glittered in the air. She made the choice: she would not resist it. She welcomed it.
“Dindi…” Gwenika entered the lodge. Her mouth fell open. Clearly she could see the shimmering light in the air. Her expression transformed from surprise to horror. “Dindi, don’t do it!”
Dindi panicked and wished she had never taken out the corncob doll. She threw it as far from her as she could. But it was too late. She couldn’t stop the magic now.
The Vision flooded her.
The enemy warriors bound Vessia’s hands behind her back. Beside her, Danumoro was similarly bound. Vio the Skull Stomper, Vumo, Gidio and their warriors marched the two prisoners across the turf walkway, over a temporary bridge of logs across the river, onto the far bank where their army had set up camp. The camp had its own sharpened pikes in a protective ring around it. Within, fire pits burned in front of temporary wikiups, conical tents made from branches and hide. Men in white legwals, bone headdresses and skull war paint came to observe the prisoners being brought in. A few jeered, until a sharp gesture from Vio quelled them.
An extremely ugly woman stomped up to Vumo. Pockmarks disfigured her angular face. Her chin jutted forward like a blade. She hunched her shoulders over her caved-in breasts and her breath stank. Most unpleasant about her, however, was the expression on her face—a suspicious sneer—and the pitch of her voice—a nasal screech.
“There you are, husband!” She grabbed Vumo by they ear. He grinned at her good-naturedly.
“Er, hello, darling Nangi.”
“Don’t ‘darling Nangi’ me, you were out all night!”
“At the parley, my darling! We were conferring with the enemy.”
“Yes!” Nangi glared at Vessia. “I see the enemy with whom you were ‘conferring’!”
“These are prisoners of war, Nangi,” Vio said.
“You don’t need my husband to lock up your prisoners of war.” Nangi didn’t wait for agreement; she simply hauled Vumo away by his ear, like a naughty boy. He blew Vessia a kiss as he staggered behind his wife.
“You can retire as well, Gidio,” Vio said. “I can handle this.”
“Sure, Vio.” Gidio stole one last longing look at Vessia before he disappeared into another part of the camp.
At the end of the camp farthest from the tribehold, an enclosure made from sharpened logs kept the army’s tamed horses. Next to this kraal stood another enclosure, a cage of branches lashed together. Several humans crouched in the cage. More warriors with their faces painted to look like skulls guarded the cage. Vio nodded, and they unlatched the front section long enough for Vessia and Danumoro to crawl inside. The warriors lashed the cage shut behind them.
Vio looked down at the prisoners. He could not take his eyes off Vessia. She was used to odd stares from men, but there was something particularly intense and disturbing about the way Vio looked at her.
“You were a fool to give yourself up,” he said. “You should have run away while you had the chance. The Bone Whistler never had any intention of allowing the Yellow Bear tribe to defy him. He told me to parley and get what I could from them voluntarily before I give the army the signal to overrun the tribehold. My orders are to kill all the men and take all the women and children. Of the children, those who are tested and found to be Imorvae will be slain as well. Any Imorvae Tavaedi women will be used for the pleasure of our warriors, but should they bear babes, those abominations will be dashed on the rocks the day they see sunlight.”
“You’re a beast,” said Danumoro. “The carrion of a beast.”
Vio didn’t reply. He studied Vessia for a moment longer, then walked away.
Danumoro folded his arms over his knees. Tears streaked his face. “Vessia, Vessia, you should never have left your clanhold to follow me to this accursed place. It’s all my fault you are here.”
“Not really,” she said. “I do what I want to do.”
He smiled, despite himself. “Still the same old Vessia.”
Vessia turned her attention to their fellow captives, although they did not appear to reciprocate her curiosity. At first Vessia thought it was a couple and their daughter, but then she saw that the third woman was merely petite. She wore blue tatters, the remnants of a Blue Tavaedi dancing costume. The other two, the couple, had the look of outtribers from the Green Woods. The man sported a beard. Protectively, he cradled his wife in his arms. Her bare belly rounded like a moon. She was with child.
“My name is Danumoro, the Herb Dancer,” said Danu. “And this is Vessia, the Corn Maiden.”
The three stared back sullenly.
“Have you no names?” asked Danumoro.
“The less we know of each other, the better,” said the woman in blue rags. “Nangi, the Bone Whistler’s daughter, can read minds.”
“Can’t you tell me as much as our enemies know of you already?” he asked.
The woman in blue pressed her lips together. “My name is Shula the Waterfall Dancer. I was a Tavaedi in the Rainbow Labyrinth. During the hunts for Imorvae, I lived in hiding, pretending to be a Morvae. I was betrayed and tried to flee, but the army of the Bone Whistler found me and took me prisoner.”
Danumoro nodded. He looked at the couple.
The bearded man just frowned. However, after a moment of silence, his pregnant wife said in a low, dulcet voice, “My name is Finna the Falling Leaf, and my husband is Obran the Log Leaper. We are from the Green Woods tribe. Among our own people, we are Tavaedies, and I have a Singing Bow. We did not know the Bone Whistler had taken power, or that he hated all Imorvae. We went on pilgrimage to the Rainbow Labyrinth, and were caught and enslaved.”
“Vio looks at me as if he had some secret purpose in mind.” Shula looked at Vessia, a mix of appraisal and pity. “Shield that one from Vio the Skull Stomper as much as you can, Herb Dancer. I noticed him looking at her the same way.”
Danumoro nodded, although Vessia didn’t see how he could shield her. Indeed, after the evening sank more deeply into darkness, and even the moon could not be seen because the mountains hid it, Vio returned alone to the cage.
“Take out the new girl,” he told the guards. “She will spend the night with me.”
“No!” said Danumoro.
“Take me instead,” Shula said.
Vio smiled wryly. “So you can geld me as you nearly did to Chezlio when he tried to force you? Be wary of her, Danumoro. She looks so cute and harmless, but she has four Chromas just like you, and has led the underground resistance against the Bone Whistler for many years.”
Danumoro glanced at Shula in astonishment tinged with admiration.
“Your friends from the Green Woods almost sneaked you out in time, Shula,” taunted Vio, “but not quite, hmm? Shame on you for hiding behind a pregnant woman.”
“No one knew I was pregnant when we made the plan!” said Finna, then bit her lip.
“Then shame on you, Obran, for hiding behind your wife,” said Vio.
Obran roared in rage and flung himself against the branches of the cage. The whole structure shook. The warriors on guard shouted at him and prodded him with their spears until he subsided back into the cage. One warrior kept his spear point aimed at Obran while the other opened the cage flap for Vessia to crawl out.
“Vio, please, leave the new girl alone,” urged Shula. “I give you my word I won’t resist you, if you’ll just take me in her stead.”
“I’m blushing from your flattery,” he said dryly. “You needn’t be so desperate for my attention. I’ll be calling for your favors soon enough.”
“You sandal scorpion!” she shouted. “You filthy carcass of maggot-eaten muck!”
Vio the Skull Stomper gripped Vessia by one arm to guide her away from the cage into the center of the camp to his tent of painted hide.
The honey light of the Vision’s other-when-other-where dissipated. The doll rattled across the dirt and rolled to a stop in front of Gwenika, who stood watching Dindi with arms crossed. The resemblance to her mother was striking.
“I saw everything, Dindi. And I’ve seen something like that Vision before. In the cave under the Stone Hedge. I can’t believe my mother was right about you. She said you lied during Initiation. She said you would do anything to take power that didn’t belong to you. Even pretend to be my friend.”
That was so wrong, Dindi didn’t even know where to start. All she managed to blurt was, “That’s not true!” which sounded weak even to her own ears.
“Prove it,” said Gwenika. She bent to pick up the doll. “Go with me to my mother and give her this hexed doll.”
Something savage and protective and alien surged inside her at the sight of the doll in Gwenika’s hand. Dindi didn’t think. She leaped across the room and grabbed it back.
“Don’t touch it!” She didn’t know if she wanted to protect Gwenika—or the doll. She drew in a ragged breath. “Please don’t tell your mother about this.”
“If you were ever really my friend, you’d tell her yourself,” said Gwenika. “So I don’t have to.”
Gwenika was right. Dindi should tell. She knew she should, and she knew she wouldn’t.
A single sunbeam fell through the doorway and illuminated the gold bangles on Gwenika’s gorgeous Tavaedi frock, and Dindi felt a pang of jealousy. Gwenika, who hadn’t even wanted to become a Tavaedi, had, apparently effortlessly, plucked Dindi’s dream. She hated herself for her petty, ugly emotion, but it wasn’t envy that made her cradle the corncob doll in her arms. She didn’t know why, but she could not surrender the corncob doll. Dindi did not say this aloud, because she knew she would sound crazy if she tried to explain it. She just wouldn’t surrender it, any more than a mother would surrender her own baby.
Gwenika nodded, her face hardening. She pressed her lips into a flat line, just the way Zavaedi Brena did. “Right. I guess I can’t say we’re not friends any more, because we never were, were we?”
Gwenika walked away.
For a moment, Dindi stood alone, still stunned.
Zavaedi Brena popped in the doorway with hands on her hips.
And here it comes, thought Dindi. Gwenika must have told her about the doll.
“Are you planning to make everyone wait for you?” demanded Brena.
When Brena spoke in that tone it made Dindi feel like a maggot in the corn meal. But obviously Gwenika hadn’t had a chance to speak to her yet, because she didn’t mention the doll.
“No, Auntie.” Dindi tucked the doll away under her clothes. She decided she would need to keep it on her at all times.
Outside, the Initiates formed columns, just as they had before the Test. This time, however, there were three columns of adolescents: warriors, maidens and Tavaedies. A chilly mustard-hued haze hid the sunrise and turned everyone into vague silhouettes. Gwenika, in her own line, glared at Dindi. Aware of Zavaedi Brena’s hawk-like surveillance, Dindi hunched in on herself. Jensi found her in the line of maidens.
“Dindi, thank Mercy you’re here,” Jensi said. “Great Aunt Sullana will be pleased. Finally, you’ll start acting like a normal person. Oh, we’re going to have so much fun now. You’ll see!”
She went on and on in the same vein. Jensi’s exclamations piled like rocks on Dindi’s chest. She had never known emptiness could be heavy enough to crush. The overcast sky gloomed overhead, no sign of sun.
The columns began to move. Each would prepare for the celebration feast differently. The maidens would gather sugar grass, nuts and berries, the warriors would go on their first hunt as men, and the Initiate Tavaedies would dance for the first time with the experienced troop of Yellow Bear.
Jensi babbled the whole trek down the hillside, across the fields, to the river’s edge. The maidens walked to a brackish stream, one of the tiny tributaries that fed into the river as it flowed toward the sea. Along the stream banks, tawny cane grass grew taller than their heads.
“We’re supposed to cut sedges,” Jensi said. “Which grasses are the sedges? Hmm, let’s see… Ah! This must be the cane Udra told us to cut—look at the flat blades. Think of the old adage: Rushes are round, sedges have edges.”
Jensi gripped a clump of grass taller than she was, and bent the strands so Dindi could see. A yellow sedge sprite clung to the tips of the cane. He waved at Dindi. “Come dance with us!”
At just that moment, the afternoon cloud cover parted and the sky opened up over the river like a giant sunflower. The wind crooned in the pale gold reeds. She could taste the sweet dust off the cane.
Jensi released the grass, and the blades snapped back up, which catapulted the yellow sprite into the air. “Woohhheeee!”
He somersaulted in the air then bounced on the breeze until he caught himself with his wings. He fluttered back toward Dindi and grinned. “Come dance with us!”
Jensi chatted more about grasses, but Dindi barely heard her drone over the song of the sedge sprites, which were climbing to the tops of the grasses. They blew into the hollow reeds, making the grass sing like a chorus of flutes. Tiny frog trolls, no bigger than the river frogs they rode, hopped toward Dindi, beating the throats of the frogs like drums. Drum and flute, chant and song, the faery music sounded like Tavaedi music might have sounded drunk. All the same notes, but none of the restraint, all of the power, none of the rules.
“Come dance with us! Come dance with us!”
The fae offered her all of the bliss of dancing, none of the failure. They wouldn’t test her, judge her, refuse her, forbid her. If she went with them now, she knew she would never come back.
“Dindi, are you even paying attention?” Jensi demanded. “You’re staring off into empty space again.”
Dindi looked at her cousin blankly.
Jensi snapped her fingers in front of Dindi’s face. “It’s over, Dindi. You can’t behave like a goose anymore. You failed the Test, you’re one of us now. Start acting like it!”
Dindi thought of Kavio’s thinking stones, and the one, lonely stone. She had to separate herself from Jensi. But what would distract her? Jensi actually enjoyed chores.
“Let’s make a bet,” Dindi said, inspired. “I bet I can cut more sedges than you can. Whoever cuts less sheaves of grass has to carry both of our baskets back to the Tor.”
Jensi’s eyes lit up. “Fa! Not going to happen!”
She took out her scythe and started slashing at the cane right there and then, oblivious to the sedge sprites who squealed and tumbled and stuck their tongues at her as the grasses where they perched fell to the ground.
Each girl soon lost herself separately in the rushes and sedges along the bank. Dindi walked to the river’s edge, following the song of the fae. There, half hidden by the sedge grass, a bear stood in the stream, large as an aurochs, with shaggy golden blond fur.
Dindi drew in a sharp breath. The Brundorfae.
The bear gamboled in the stream, dashing and splashing this way and that, and snapped its jaws at something wriggling just beneath the surface of the water. Triumphant, the bear lifted its head with a large silver fish in its mouth. The bear trotted to a pile of rocks, dumped the fish on a flat rock, and tore into the meal. Soon nothing remained of the fish except a bloody stain and a sprinkling of silver scales and bones. Satisfied, the bear wiped its face with its paws and burped.
Then it looked straight at Dindi.
The bear shook itself. Water sprayed everywhere. It looked at Dindi again, then turned and limped up the pile of rocks, away from the stream. It was injured, she saw. The bear was at the top of the rock pile, near a wooded area on the other side of the stream. Again, it turned and looked at Dindi. This time, a brief flare of light shone about it, a golden halo of light.
Dindi waded across the stream and climbed up the rocks after it. The bear led Dindi through an area of young trees and ferns, to a clearing dappled with sunlight. A circle of other golden bears waited there, and Dindi’s bear placed itself in the formation. Despite her sense that she had been invited, Dindi feared to come too close to the bears. She hung back behind a boulder mottled with lichen and moss.
All of the bears began to glow with a warm, yellow light. Their fur shifted into long blond hair and gossamer garments. Their limbs turned slender and delicate. Their snouts retreated into the faces of beautiful men and women. Wings like autumn leaves sprouted from their backs.
The Brundorfae—High Yellow Faeries—clasped hands and began to dance. If the warmth of the sun and the strength of a mountain lion and the taste of freshly churned butter on a crisp pisha had a material form, it would have looked like the dance of the Brundorfae. Dindi’s feet dragged her closer to the dancers. The golden haired maiden with the injured leg glanced over her shoulder.
The faery turned and joined the circle of dancers. The lower fae had started to stream toward the faery circle, which was growing wilder and wilder. A pixie alighted on Dindi’s shoulder. “Join us, Dindi!”
What did she have to stay for? Basket weaving and cooking and sewing and keeping a farm for some sweaty, useless husband and his grubby brats.
She knew exactly how it would be. The others would find her days later, bloody and twisted, amidst bear tracks. How like Dindi, they would shake their heads, she wandered off in the woods and got mauled by a bear. Gwenika would have all the more reason to be glad they were not friends. Maybe even Kavio would hear about it and think to himself that she probably deserved it after the way she’d treated him. Hadi and Jensi and the rest of her family would mourn her for a while, but they would build their own lives. In time, they would only mention her when warning the little ones about the dangers of wandering away to dance with the fae. No one would ever guess the undeserved bliss she had felt in her last days, as she danced—for the first and last time in her life—hand in hand with High Faeries.
Dindi took a step toward the faery ring. It twirled like a whirlpool of molten gold by now. Music pulsed through the woods and in her veins. Another step. And another. The Brundorfae broke the circle to let her in. A handsome male Brundorfae took one of her hands.
She was dancing alongside them now, matching their leaps and skips with her own. She was keeping pace with the Brundorfae, but until she clasped hands to close the circle, she would not be trapped into dancing herself to her death. She could never judge time while dancing with the fae, but she wanted to savor this dance, this day, this hour, this moment…
The wild circle of dancing Brundorfae moved through the woods along an undetermined path, gradually bringing them to a ridge between two gentle, wooded slopes. The dance looped madly, a whirlwind. The Circle of Eternity, Kavio called it. The golden haired maiden reached out her hand to take Dindi’s free hand, to close the circle and lock her into the faery ring.
“Don’t be afraid.” The beautiful faery touched Dindi’s fingertips. “Take my hand.”
Deep in the faery song that urged her Let go, Let go, Dindi hardly heard the drums at first. Subtly, she became aware of the rhythm as a sober, steady counterpoint to the drunken ululations of the fae. She pulled back toward the edge of the whirling bodies to listen to the new sound.
Drums. Tavaedi drums.
The Tavaedi Initiates were dancing together for the first time today. Curiosity bit her like a mosquito. Strangely, neither despair nor rapture could match the tiny itch of curiosity. What dances were they learning today? What secret histories were they delving? What mysteries were they exploring?
If she joined the faery ring today, she’d never know.
Of course she told herself she’d never know regardless because she couldn’t join the Tavaedies. It didn’t help. Common sense didn’t matter now that she had nothing to lose. The irresistible prickle of curiosity dragged her out of the faery circle, toward the sound of drums.
For a moment, she stood poised, equidistant, between the two groups of dancers, each hidden from the other, but both still perceptible to her. She could see the untamed lightening of the faery ring, and she could hear the steady thunder of the Tavaedi drum beat. Then she stepped over the ridge, toward the Tavaedies, closer and closer, until the faery music faded and the drumming filled her ears.
Soon she saw bear hides tacked up to wooden posts. Hidden behind the makeshift wall, the Tavaedies danced. She stood on concealed high ground in a perfect position to observe the dancers without being seen. From this vantage, she could see everything from the feathered tufts and painted disks at the tops of their tall wooden masks to the tips of their pointed toes as they leaped and kicked. When they took off their masks, she could recognize faces. The experienced Tavaedies were demonstrating moves for the Initiates. Dindi recognized Brena and Abiono, as well as other teachers.
It would be just like watching the Tavaedies when they performed back in the Corn Hills. She could copy their movements, learn their dances on her own. No one need know.
It would be so easy.
If they caught her, they would kill her.
The whole world seemed to shimmer with light, just as if a Vision were going to start. But no Vision of the past appeared. Instead, the real world jumped into vivid clarity. Everything shone more clearly. Colors looked more saturated, sounds flowed together like music. She felt vertigo. She saw herself as if from outside her body, absurdly caught in a confrontation with the rest of her world.
On one side was everyone she had ever known. The Tavaedies who had Tested her. The tribes. Her clan. Every authority she respected. Even Mama. All saying the same thing. You have no magic. You don’t deserve to be a Tavaedi. You can’t dance. You have to keep in your place. You have to stay small.
On the other side, there was just her. Stubborn, vain enough to think she knew better than everyone else around her. Maybe I’m no good, maybe I’m without magic, maybe I don’t deserve it. But I will dance. Alone if I must. In secret. In stolen moments. With stolen movements. No matter what it takes, I will dance.
Everything subtly shifted again, and it felt as though the sky and earth and rocks and trees all moved to support her, though nothing moved. As if the wild places, at least, rejoiced in her decision, as though the natural world rebelled with her against the stupidity of human society’s restrictions.
A sense of exaltation filled her when she looked down at the dancers below. She didn’t recognize the tama they were doing, which excited her. She did recognize many of the individual moves, which delighted her.
I can do this. I can learn this.
She picked someone to copy. Why not start with Zavaedi Brena? Dindi giggled. Why not? There was no turning back now. Her boat was in the river. From now on, every day she lived she would be at risk from someone discovering this moment.
Soon she forgot all that. Her body embraced the movements she saw unfolding below her, and that was all that mattered.
Dindi wondered how she would explain to Jensi why she hadn’t cut even a single blade of sedge grass. While she’d been dancing with the Brundorfae and then spying on the Tavaedies, she hadn’t kept track of the time, though at least she had enough sense to quit before the Tavaedies themselves. She trudged back the way she had come. The sunshine, so pleasant before, felt like one the Yellow Bear’s famous smelting ovens to bake gold. Her shoulder basket weighed her down like a mountain.
When Dindi splashed across the stream, Jensi ran toward her. “There you are! Don’t think I’ve forgotten our bet. We’ll compare our piles after we join the others.”
At least that won’t take long, Dindi thought. My pile will have no grass at all.
The maidens all gathered in a pleasant glade by the stream. Jensi had already staked out a place to sit by some round stones that made nice seats. She had also set out two mats, and now she unloaded her basket onto one of them. The neat sheaves of bundled sedge grass reached her knee.
“There’s mine!” she said. “Now let’s see yours! Turn over your basket!”
Heaving a sigh, Dindi took off her basket and lifted it over the other mat. Strange. The basket was heavier than she expected . . .
Sheaves of bundled grass dropped out. Then more sheaves. Then still more sheaves, until the pile reached well above Dindi’s waist.
Jensi’s jaw slackened. “I take it back, Dindi. You must have been working extremely hard all day. I’m proud of you. I really am.”
A Yellow pixie fluttered to sit on the pile with a self-satisfied smirk on her face.
Dindi covered her face with one hand. She asked the pixie under her breath, “Did you have anything to do with this?”
“Not me.” The pixie shrugged. “My friends and I were going to fill your basket with some marvelous thorny thistles to thank you for dancing with us, but the Brundorfae filled up your basket with this boring grass before we had a chance.”
Apparently High Faeries proffered a higher caliber of favor than the low fae. Knowing fae, the price they demanded in the end would be all the steeper.
That whole week, Brena’s daughter made a point of ignoring her. Gwenika didn’t quite dare disobey direct commands, but in all other ways, the young woman made it clear to Brena that she’d not been forgiven. Brena struggled not to lose her temper over this childishness—or to feel guilty. Since the Tavaedi Initiates would not meet again until after the victory feast, she busied herself with the banquet preparations. The young men hunted game, and the Tavaedi Initiates sewed and mended costumes. The brunt of the cooking fell to the maidens. The other teachers also gave the maidens tasks—cleaning fish, grinding and bleaching acorns, weaving baskets and mats for use at the feast. Brena took upon herself to direct the making of the sugar loaves.
Once the maidens hauled the sedge grass back to the Tor of the Initiates, plenty of work remained to be done under the eaves of the longhouses. Brena instructed the young women to spread the cane grass on bearskin rugs out in the sun to dry. The next day, the young women whacked the dried grass with wooden beaters. This freed the droplets of honeydew clinging to the tufts of the grass, a sugary dust that had to be scoured with a flint scraper from the hide. The women winnowed the collected dust in a loose basket and poured it into a tight, cooking basket. Next, they added cold water to mix the crystallized substance into a stiff dough. This tough stuff had to be smacked and wrestled into shape. The loaves were finally wrapped in a twined tule mat and left to dry in stacks under the eaves.
It also fell to Brena to pick the women who would be honored with serving as handmaidens at the High Table. I am not feeling guilty, Brena told herself, as she sought out Dindi. I just feel sorry for the poor young woman.
Brena almost changed her mind when she saw Dindi. The befuddled young woman looked like she was doing battle with a stork nest. She sat surrounded by reeds sticking out every which way, trying to untangle the mess she’d made of her strands of split juncus. Brena would never have been able to guess what the young woman was trying to do if she didn’t know the juncus reeds were supposed to form a pleasing funnel shaped basket. Dindi’s basket more closely resembled a tumbleweed.
She’s just not too bright, is she? Brena shook her head, but persevered. “Dindi, we need serving maidens to tend the High Table. Would you accept the honor?”
“Zavaedi Brena!” As always, Dindi seemed to notice her in the last possible moment with the shamefaced fright of someone caught poaching someone else’s dinner. “Er, certainly.”
She stood and immediately tripped over the half-formed basket.
Brena’s head began to ache. I’m going to regret this.
Kavio stood in the shadow between two megaliths at the top of a flight of stone steps, scanning the parade of people streaming up the hill to attend the feast. He couldn’t spot Dindi, but he recognized faces from his time as a captive eight years ago.
The Tor of the Sun was the largest of the hill settlements. A stockade of tree trunks protruded from the outer edge of the hilltop, protecting clusters of dome houses, eggs in a nest. The hilltop was flat except for a raised mound of earth supporting the War Chief’s compound—a longhouse, several beehive houses, a kraal with a dozen horses, and a gold smithy. All these houses were painted yellow with disks of gold embedded in the paint like sequins. Huge sun-and-ladder beaten gold disks tipped the roofs. When the sun reflected off the spangles, the houses sparkled as if they were fae-built.
Steep rock steps led up to the compound, and the place called the High Table, a huge black basalt slab of stone sprawled across two logs. At the top of the steps, Kavio could view the whole Tor from above. The dais of the Tavaedi dancers was directly below and in front of the High Table. On either side of the dancing platform, and extending well beyond it, were two rows of woven mats for guests. The rows stretched out across almost the entire diameter of the settlement. The more honorable the guest, the later they arrived to settle themselves into their seats, and the closer to the High Table.
The ordinary tribesfolk had already filed into the outermost rows. The Initiates strutted up to their seats, preening to the appreciative shouts of congratulation from the tribesfolk. Kavio searched the faces of the Tavaedi Initiates, certain that Dindi must be among them, and curious to know what Chroma she’d proven. He still couldn’t find her.
Someone somewhere beat a big, deep drum. Hertio shuffled out in front of the High Table. On the prominence, he was visible to everyone.
“Give honor to the brave Initiates!” Hertio cried over the applause.
The warriors arrived now, painted for victory, spears thrust in the air in triumph.
“Give honor to the warriors who fought to defend our people!” he cried.
The crowd clapped and cheered while the warriors took their seats along the mats. Behind the warriors, the Tavaedies arrived, in full regalia. Hertio called for their honor too, and the crowd duly cheered. Two dozen or so Zavaedies came next, and these men and women ascended the steps to join Hertio at the High Table while the crowd screamed and stamped their feet in adoration. Kavio stepped back, further into the shadows, to let them pass. Several looked at him curiously, in his mask and costume, unable to identify him.
“Revile our enemies! They tried to destroy our harvest of youths, but we dealt them death and slavery in place of the slaughter they plotted!”
The Blue Waters prisoners had been stripped to rags and tied with their arms stretched across wooden beams. They staggered forward, a villainous looking lot, especially Rthan. Despite being burdened and bound to a wooden beam, he walked unbowed, a mountain of muscle inconvenienced by a twig. The crowd of his foes screamed epithets at him and pelted him with pebbles and bits of food, but he stared past them disdainfully.
The prisoners were forced to the stage directly below the High Table, where the beams they carried were set like stakes at intervals. The captives were re-bound to these, with their hands tied over their heads. All would enjoy the spectacle of their humiliation throughout the victory feast.
Hertio refocused the attention of the crowd. “We also have a visitor from another tribe, a guest who will be staying with us for some time.”
Kavio straightened at this cue, prepared to step out into the light and ascend the final steps to the High Table.
“He comes all the way from the Rainbow Labyrinth tribehold. Give honor to the Cloud Dancer!”
About to step forward, Kavio froze.
A man in the unmistakable attire of a Rainbow Labyrinth Zavaedi strolled down the aisle between the rows of feasting mats. His headdress did not cover his face, so Kavio could see the smirk of his cousin Zumo.
“I would also like to welcome back an old friend of mine,” Hertio continued his announcement. “Give honor to the Herb Dancer!”
Kavio had been so obsessed with his cousin, he hadn’t noticed the less flamboyant figure walking a few paces behind him. Nilo’s father? But he’s an Imorvae, one of my father’s allies.
The men ascended the steps. They both glanced at Kavio as they passed him, but neither displayed a flicker of recognition. They greeted Hertio with polite words for his welcome and hospitality.
“Finally,” Hertio said. “I want to present the man to whom we all owe a great debt. He has earned the highest respect and friendship of the Yellow Bear tribe. It was with his timely assistance that we defeated our foes! Step forward, my young friend.”
Kavio joined Hertio, who clapped him on the shoulder and turned him to face the assembled people below.
“My friends,” Hertio cried, “It has been twenty years since the downfall of the Bone Whistler, twenty seasons of peace since hundreds of exiles from Rainbow Labyrinth sought refuge in our lands. But a new exile has asked and been granted our hospitality. I am proud to welcome the strongest magic dancer in Faearth, a young man who is already a Zavaedi at an age when other boys are still Initiates; the only known Zavaedi with all six Chromas; the only living son of a faery and a mortal; the son of the White Lady, last of the Aelfae…”
Before Hertio could finish, Zumo, who had just sat down at the High Table, leaped to his feet again.
“This is an outrage!” He jabbed his finger at Kavio. “That man is an exile! To give him sanctuary is an act of war against my tribe!”
Though Zumo had raised no weapon, a number of the Yellow Bear Zavaedies jumped up and drew weapons, which they aimed at Zumo. Even Brena, Kavio noted with some bemusement, had pulled a wicked looking dagger out of her belt.
“Zumo!” The other guest said. “We are outtribers and guests. Do not make sparks without a hearth to contain the fire.”
“You knew about this!”
“No. I’m awaiting the explanation just as you are.” Nilo’s father gave Kavio a look that promised he would be nearly as hard to placate as Zumo.
Hertio looked, if anything, pleased and faintly amused at the upheaval. He turned back to the crowd, who were still awaiting the culmination of his introduction.
“Give honor to the Rain Dancer!” he concluded with a flourish.
The crowd roared and clapped. Hertio raised his hands. The clapping increased in tempo. The Tavaedies jumped to their feet and gyrated in an impromptu victory dance. Hertio bowed in acknowledgment before he finally returned to his seat at the table with an urbane smile.
“Kavio, come, sit by my side in the place of honor. Let us celebrate.”
On the stage below, Yellow Tavaedies in bear furs and monstrous bear masks emerged to dance savage circles around the prisoners, a cruel and mocking dance, for at every pass near the half-naked captives, the dancers would slash their chests with three-pronged knives made from real bear claws. Howls of pain ripped from the tormented men’s throats.
At the High Table, the guests lifted bowls of hard cider and drank draughts to victory.
In the cooking courtyard behind the High Table, out of sight of the guests, Dindi could hear Hertio introducing his guest of honor, but she resisted the urge to join the other giggling handmaidens who tried to peek at him. Instead she concentrated on her task, decorously arranging sugar loaves on a large terracotta platter. By the time she had placed the last hard, bronze-brown sugar loaf into position on top of a pyramid of similar loaves, the other handmaidens were already busy serving the guests dishes of acorn honey purée, yellowtail cutlets in saffron sauce, honey-coated walnuts and popped corn, caramelized baby onions and roasted squash slathered with butter, cinnamon and sugar.
Brena had entrusted Dindi with this one special treat, the sugar loaves, and Dindi didn’t want to disappoint her. She lifted the platter and carefully balanced it on her head. On the walk from the courtyard to the High Table, she minced her steps.
All of the guests at the High Table sat on the same side, so they could look out over the stage where the Tavaedies would perform after the meal, which meant they had their backs to her as she approached from the cooking yard. Dindi followed the lead of the other serving maidens, who moved in a constant stream to and from the table with bowls of washing water, baskets of food and jugs of corn beer. There were three guests of honor, an older man and two gorgeously brawny young bucks whose splendor had all the other serving girls giggling and whispering.
The young man to the right of Hertio, a Zavaedi, to guess by his costume, wore an elaborate beaded harness over a bare, muscular chest, a torque of painted beads, a gold and feather headdress. Dindi puzzled over why his broad back seemed familiar.
Zavaedi Brena turned in her seat, caught Dindi’s eye and motioned her to wait. After a moment, Dindi realized why. The conversation at the High Table was anything but sweet. Hertio was grilling one the guests.
“How is your mother, Zumo? Tell me, what is it like to grow up with a mother who can eat your thoughts? You must have been so much better behaved than most mischievous little boys.”
“My mother was never able to eat my thoughts,” the one named Zumo replied. He had a handsome face, but his eyes were strangely light in color, like bleached bone. “Do not make the mistake of thinking I am her puppet. I act on my own behalf. For too long all Morvae have been made to feel ashamed because of the excesses of the Bone Whistler. Enough, I say! I intend to lead the Morvae back to greatness…”
“Ah, yes, you’re the grandson of the Bone Whistler, aren’t you?” Hertio said. “I’d forgotten.”
“If so, you’re the first person in the seven tribes.”
“Zumo the Cloud Dancer.” Brena forced this title through pinched lips. “You have also earned a Shining Name at a remarkably young age. Just like your cousin.” She glanced at the young man who sat to Hertio’s right. “Are you also able to perform the Rain dance?”
“Yes,” said Zumo. He appeared at ease, but from her vantage, Dindi noted the tension across his shoulders and jump of the vein in his neck. “Can’t let my cousin better me.”
“How is it possible for you to perform the Rain dance, given you are a Morvae?” Brena pressed. “Which Chroma did you say you danced?”
“I didn’t,” he said. He lifted a jug to his mouth and took another swig of his beer. “But there’s nothing an Imorvae can do that a Morvae can’t. Don’t believe all the lies the Imorvae spread about their supposed superiority.”
The other guest, an elder, cleared his throat. “Er, I’ve heard that you’re the one to thank for a special treat this evening, Zavaedi Brena.”
Dindi stared. She knew that voice—she recognized the man from the Visions. It was Danumoro! Twenty years older, of course, but unmistakable . . .
“Yes, of course,” Brena said. “The serving maiden is already here.”
Zavaedi Brena turned and motioned Dindi forward.
Oh, yes, the sugar loaves. Dindi glided up to the table with the platter on her head.
Zumo glanced in her direction, then did a double take. On his second examination, his gaze traveled from her head to her toes and back up again.
“Desert looks delicious,” he said.
Something in his tone made the other young man at the table, the guest of honor, turn sharply to look first at him, then at Dindi. He too stared at her, not in appreciation, but in simple surprise.
She stumbled in such shock at recognizing him she lost her balance. The platter of carefully pyramided loaves careened forward, dashing a rainstorm of flying sugar loaves all over Kavio.
One minute, Kavio turned to see Dindi standing before him, poised gracefully with a platter upon her head, her shapely silhouette backlit by the fires from the cooking courtyard. The next minute, calamity unfolded as if in slow motion.
“No!” Brena wailed from down the table.
Time tripped and caught up with itself and the next thing Kavio knew, rock-hard sugar loaves pelted him. A loaf landed in his headdress, another in his soup. Many of the hard candy blocks shattered upon impact. Sticky sugar powder coated his skin and hair. He was nearly buried in the crystallized brown candy. The rest landed in the dirt.
Dindi turned ever-deepening shades of pink. The only one who enjoyed the debacle was Zumo, who laughed openly at his cousin’s predicament.
“Looks like the maiden is sweet on you,” he mocked.
Kavio shot his cousin a dark look.
Dindi hurried to his side, blushing and babbling apologies. “Oh, no, it’s all over you!” she said, rubbing her finger on his cheek. She put the finger in her mouth and sucked. “You’re covered in sugar!”
Transfixed by the sight of her licking her finger, Kavio lost whatever he’d been planning to say to reassure her. His cheek tingled where she’d touched him.
Looking as mortified as if she had spilled the loaves herself, Brena rushed to attack the fallen loaves.
“Forgive the Initiate,” Brena said, while doing her best to tidy up and salvage as many loaves as possible. “She’s inexperienced. I’ll send her down the hill at once.”
Dindi blinked back unshed tears in her huge, dark eyes.
“Please,” said Kavio, in a quiet voice that nonetheless carried clearly over the hubbub. “I’m sure it was an accident. There’s no need to send her away.”
“But you are the guest of honor,” objected Brena. “You shouldn’t have to put up with a serving maiden more clumsy than a three-footed goat…”
“We can save all the loaves that landed on the table mat, surely,” Kavio said. “All will be well.”
“You’re very gracious,” Brena said. By now, she had replaced most of the ruined loaves back on the platter, while Kavio had gathered the salvable ones on the table. She glared at Dindi. “Take the useless loaves back to the courtyard at once and bring the guest of honor a washing bowl.”
Dindi scrambled away with the platter of broken, dirty loaves. The firelight illuminated her translucent white shift, outlining the slender limbs and curves underneath. Kavio picked up a broken piece of hard sugar. It was tacky and brown, and the only way to break off a piece—short of Dindi’s method—was to hit it with the brunt of a stone scrapper. He freed a small bite and stuck it in his mouth. Chewing it just hurt his teeth, but sucking on it released delicious sweetness into his mouth. While he savored it, his eyes never left Dindi until she disappeared behind the wall to the courtyard.
Only after she was out of sight did his thoughts begin to churn again. Why is Dindi a handmaiden instead of sitting with the Tavaedi Initiates?
Rthan clenched his teeth to keep from weeping at the pain. The human dancers with their black-pronged bear claw knives were terrible enough, but Yellow fae had joined the savage loop of dancers. Torture tama were primeval, one of the few that humans and fae could share with equal relish. He could not see the Brundorfae, but he could hear their growls and, mercy, he could feel them, the sting of their claws raking, ripping and peeling his skin back to raw muscle.
The worst part was that just as he or one of his comrades teetered on the precipice of blessed unconsciousness, or better yet, death, the accursed Yellow Dancers reversed the direction of their circle and began to dance healing. Once or twice during these sessions, strong liquid was forced down his throat. The Yellow Tavaedies revived Rthan and the other hapless captives back to strength and consciousness, then switched the direction of their dance again and resumed their vicious torture. Rthan yearned for Lady Death and her arrows of merciful oblivion
The leader of the Yellow Bear dancers hid his face beneath a bear head mask. His breath stank, rancid sweet, when he leaned forward to hiss taunts in Rthan’s ear.
“Beg for mercy, sharkbait, and maybe we will let you die. If you curse your mother, your father and your ancestors, we will slit your throat and end this agony.”
Bleary with pain, Rthan lifted his head to peer into the empty sockets of the bear head mask. He licked his dry lips and tried to say something, but all that came out was a rattle and cough. The bear masked man leaned closer to hear Rthan’s plea.
Rthan spit in the hollow socket of the mask.
He must have hit the man’s eye, because the Yellow Bear Tavaedi shrieked and jumped back. The masked man turned his back to lift his mask and wipe his eye, so Rthan wouldn’t see his face and know whom to hex in revenge. Rthan wheezed in laughter, despite the ache the movement caused him, until the bear masked man punched him across the face.
“You won’t die until you curse your tribe, you stinking worm!” He grabbed Rthan’s chin and forced the hot healing liquid down his throat. He slashed his bear claw across Rthan’s stomach, opening another bloody gash.
Rthan’s laughter turned into a sob. Yes, he wept with pain, but he still would not beg this filth for mercy, nor turn against his tribe.
The torture resumed, more brutal than ever. The enemy Tavaedi had it in for Rthan now. But it was one of his companions, a warrior whom Rthan did not know well, who broke down first, wailing like a baby, pleading for death. Rthan couldn’t pity him. His weakness only made it harder for the rest of them.
“I curse the womb that bore me!” screamed the pathetic coward. “I curse the fool that sired me! I curse the tribe of Blue Waters!”
“Grant him mercy,” ordered the bear masked man.
One of the dancers plunged his dagger into the Blue Water warrior’s heart. His body sagged like a deflating water skin.
“You see how easy that was?” the bear masked leader asked Rthan.
“Come closer…” rasped Rthan. “…so I can spit in your other eye!”
“All of you focus on this one!” roared the leader, infuriated. “Break him first! The others will fall after their hero does!”
The whole bunch of them, masked like terrible beasts, closed in on him. They whirled and stomped around him, the invisible fae too, he was sure of it, and he felt vigor sweep back into his limbs. Damn them seven times, they were healing him again. For once, his strong body was only a burden to him. The longer his body kept him alive, the longer he would have fight the temptation to break down and beg.
“Now…” began the bear masked leader, full of malice and glee, but before he could complete his threat, an unmasked warrior jogged up to the circle and whispered something to him. The growling of the Yellow Fae quieted, and the human dancers in their bear furs stepped back. He shook his head and snapped something back, but after a few minutes of argument (Rthan thought he heard, “Mine!” and “Hertio” and “outtriber”), the bear masked leader stalked away, evidently in disgust. A sept of warriors came to untie Rthan from the post. The way they grinned at him warned him that though the Torture Dance might be over, whatever awaited him would be no better fate.
Dindi did feel as wobbly as a three-footed goat when she returned to Kavio with a stone bowl of water. Her stomach clenched, and her head felt dizzy. As she set down the bowl on the table in front of him, her bare arm brushed his bicep. He watched her silently.
She took his hands in hers.
“I can do it myself,” he said. But he made no effort to pull away.
Her lashes brushed her cheeks. She couldn’t meet his eyes. Instead, she concentrated on his hands. They were large, well formed, with calluses that indicated he knew his way around a bow.
When had Abiono and Brena discovered that the man they had sent away like a beggar was the most powerful Zavaedi in Faearth, and an honored guest of the War Chief of Yellow Bear? They were both fawning over Kavio. Dindi had wanted to apologize to Kavio for snubbing him before, but there was no way she could say anything now. He would think she only wanted to ingratiate herself because she’d discovered he had a Shining Name.
“Thank you, I think they’re clean now,” he said, faintly amused. Dindi realized that she had been scrubbing his hands for over a minute. She blushed and dropped his hands like hot coals.
Kavio turned away from her, back to the conversation at the table. The young man named Zumo had started another argument.
“It is an insult,” Zumo said hotly, “a slap in our face, to raise a man exiled by our tribe to train your army. What else must we conclude except you are planning to raise that army against the Labyrinth? Danumoro, even you must see that!”
Danumoro said, “It is troubling, Hertio.”
“Nonsense,” said Hertio. “Only a tribe that viewed Yellow Bear as an enemy would conclude such a thing. As far as I am aware, the Rainbow Labyrinth is our ally. Or are you saying it is otherwise, Zumo grandson of the Bone Whistler?”
Zumo scowled.
“Speaking of our enemies, I have a gift for Kavio.” Hertio motioned, and several warriors responded. They dragged one of the Blue Waters prisoners up the stone steps and forced the huge, muscular man to kneel in front of Kavio. “You vanquished this enemy, Kavio. You earned him as your personal slave.”
Brena caught her breath when she saw the man forced to his knees before the stone table. Rthan hardly looked tamed. It took six warriors, two with whips, to hold him down. The pride on his tattooed face was fierce enough to shatter sugar loaves.
“I thank you for your gift, Hertio.” Kavio studied his enemy. “Prisoner! Your life is worthless now that you are a toy in the hands of your enemies. You will be kept alive only so long as it amuses the tribe of Yellow Bear to torment you.”
Rthan threw back his head, meeting Kavio’s eye challengingly. A slight smile touched Kavio’s lips.
“You do have one other choice,” Kavio continued. “The law of light and shadows mandates that any under the penalty of death, whether criminal or prisoner of war, may opt instead to be offered as a sacrifice to the fae. If you wish, we will take you to the Tor of the Stone Hedge at midnight, and summon the fae. If you are still alive on the third night, you may live free.”
Rthan recoiled. Hate contorted his face. “I’ll not be your blood sacrifice to the demon bears of the Tors. I’m not a babe, to weep in fear of your tortures. I will die like a man.”
“As you decide. Perhaps we should do to you what you would have done.” He gestured to one of the guards with a whip. “Beat him, on my signal . . .”
Brena knew she shouldn’t pity her enemy, but she couldn’t bear to watch. Only when she heard no smack of leather to flesh did she raise her face in surprise. Kavio had converted his signal to the guard into a gesture toward Brena.
“But I do not deserve this slave,” he said smoothly. “It was actually Zavaedi Brena who delivered the victorious blow. I think you should grant this slave to her.”
Brena sat straight up. “What?”
All heads, including Rthan’s glowering one, swiveled to her.
“She’s a widow,” Kavio went on, either oblivious or impervious to her glares, “with no husband to till her fields for her. A slave husband would be a handsome reward for her courage and devotion in defending the Initiates against this vile foe.”
“I don’t need any kind of husband, certainly not a slave!” sputtered Brena.
“Naturally, if you prefer to let someone else avenge you, I’m sure many would be glad to make the prisoner suffer,” Kavio told her. “But after seeing the depth of your fury at this man during the battle, I felt certain that you would prefer to mete out your own punishment. Imagine the numerous ways you could demean him to avenge your own humiliation.”
She glanced at Rthan, worried that in his pride and fury, he would do something stupid. He rumbled like a volcano about to erupt. Their eyes met briefly, and she flinched at the loathing that scorched her. Curse you, Kavio, she thought. Do not do me any favors!
“Perhaps I was wrong,” Kavio said. He raised his hand again, and this time the leather cracked in the air and lashed Rthan across the back. He roared and almost broke free of the six warriors holding him down.
“Wait!” Brena said. “I . . . up until now I have needed no husband, but I forgot that both my daughters, who helped me before, will now be busy with duties of their Tavaedi societies.” Aware of Rthan’s ire, she refused to be intimidated. She kept her tone as callous as possible. “Perhaps a brute would be of use for brute labor.”
While Hertio distributed the rest of the Blue Waters prisoners as slaves to various warriors, Dindi and the other handmaidens cleared the remains of the meal and brought more corn beer. Kavio plied his cousin with drink.
“You have no one to blame but yourself that I’m here, cousin,” Kavio said. “But you may watch me train Hertio’s warriors yourself if you’re still suspicious. I’m sure Hertio won’t mind, seeing as how we are all allies, right, Hertio?”
Hertio smiled sourly. “Of course not.”
“Oh, I’ll be watching you,” Zumo promised. The words would have sounded more menacing if they hadn’t been slightly slurred. “Girl! More beer!”
He gestured to the nearest handmaiden, who happened to be Dindi. As she nervously poured from the jug into his cup, Zumo rewarded her with a sloppy smile. Watching, Kavio narrowed his eyes.
“Thank you,” said Zumo, reaching out to pat Dindi’s hand.
It burned like a live coal. Instead of Zumo, she saw an older man with a headdress made of bones. She screamed and dropped her jug as a Vision exploded around her.
No! she cried voicelessly, clawing against the Vision.
Vio’s tent was more like a large hut. A tall tree trunk for a central beam allowed for a large radius, and other, smaller posts held up the stretched hide so that there was enough room to walk upright inside the tent without ducking. Furs on one side of the tent provided ample bedding, which left the other side of the tent for a curious, shallow flat bowl filled with a finger depth of water. Beside it was a woman’s hair comb.
“Do you know what that is?” he asked Vessia.
She shook her head.
He studied her again, searching for something. “It’s a looking bowl. You can brush your hair, admire your lovely complexion.”
“Ah,” she said. She sat down on the furs, before the looking bowl, though she didn’t glance down at it. “You wish me to beautify myself before you sleep with me?”
He seated himself on the bed furs, near enough to her that she could feel the heat from his body.
“May I comb your hair?” he asked.
She glanced at him contemptuously for this foolish question. As if he did not have a whole army to let him do with her as he liked. He arched his eyebrow, seemingly aware what she was thinking. He picked up the comb and began to tease it through her long hair. To her surprise, his touch as he brushed her hair felt gentle, even soothing. His hands touched at her brow, the back of her neck, her shoulders, the small of her back as he drew the comb down her hair.
“You don’t seem frightened that I brought you to my bed. Does the idea of sleeping with a powerful man excite you?”
Vessia found that suggestion repulsive.
“I don’t like you,” she said firmly. “Hertio also gave me a hair comb.” He hadn’t combed her hair like this, though. Warmth radiated down her whole body in response to Vio’s touch, a sensation more delicious and strange than mere magic. She didn’t say that out loud. “He wanted me to beautify myself before I came to his bed. I did not like him to touch me, so I threw his comb back at him. He said he could force me whether I liked it or not. But then your army came, and he forgot.”
“Ah,” said Vio. “So that’s why good Hertio was so eager to sacrifice you out of his ‘friendship’ for Danumoro. Poor Danu. Did he know what Hertio tried to do to you?”
“No. It would have upset him.”
“You obviously love Danu,” said Vio. “You sacrificed yourself to save him. Why didn’t you agree to marry him?”
“I did what I did because it was the right thing to do,” she said. She didn’t know why, but she wanted to explain some more. “I’ve never loved anyone.”
“And no man has ever loved you.”
“Many said they did.”
“I’ll bet,” he laughed. “But none could ever even see you, so how could they love you?”
“But you can see me?” she asked scornfully.
“Only well enough to know I cannot see you at all,” he said. Was that bittersweet regret in his voice another ploy? There was so much about people, especially about what passed between men and women, which she couldn’t fathom.
“I know you’re not mine to possess, Corn Maiden,” he said, even more sadly. “I didn’t bring you here to force you.”
She turned around to look him in the face. “Then why did you bring me here?”
He still held the tresses of her hair in his hands. Her hair wrapped around her body like a rope because of the way she had twisted. He didn’t let go.
“I hoped it would not be force,” he said quietly.
“Then you were a fool.”
“Yes.” He let her hair sift out of his fingers. “Obviously.”
He rose and turned away from her, his embarrassment so painful that even she could feel it. She refused to pity him. What had he thought? Did he think she would forget the cage just because he had brought her to his tent?
“May I go back to the cage now?” she asked.
“No. You will sleep on my furs tonight.”
“You said—”
“You will sleep unmolested.”
“What’s the point?”
Vio smiled. “I may be a fool when dealing with women, but I am wise when dealing with men. The others will know that you spent the night in my tent. They will think what they think, and respect me more for it. And,” he expelled a breath, “they will leave you alone, even when I am not there to watch over you.”
“Until you deliver me to the Bone Whistler and he kills me.”
“One thing I have learned,” said Vio, “is to eat whenever there is food, for there might be no more food to come; and to sleep wherever there is a bed, for there might be sleepless days ahead. So sleep now, pretty Corn Maiden. You never know what tomorrow will bring. Sleep as best you can.”
Dindi awakened in a strange bed. Slices of moonlight as pale as halved pears poured in through the smoke hole in the roof of a cozy one-room hut. She sat up straight into the arms of Kavio before she scampered back into the corner of the bed against the weaving on the wall.
“Dindi, don’t worry, you’re fine,” he said. “You passed out at the banquet.” He frowned. “Did you, um, sample the beer?”
“No!” She blushed. “Of course not.” Her blush deepened when she realized the hut and the bed must be his. “Ah, how did I get here?”
Kavio coughed delicately. “I caught you when you fainted. When we couldn’t revive you, I took you here to rest.”
“Oh, mercy.” She stared at him in horror. She could only imagine what he must think of her. “How long . . .?”
“Just a few minutes,” he said quickly. “Don’t worry. Zavaedi Brena has been here the whole time.”
He gestured behind him. Standing in the doorway, in a spot Dindi hadn’t even noticed, stood Brena with her arms crossed and her brows arched.
“I’ll walk you back to the Tor of the Initiates,” Brena said.
“Thank you, Zavaedi Brena,” Kavio replied before Dindi could speak. “Don’t worry about your slave. I’ve arranged for the guards to escort him to your quarters and secure him there.”
“Have you?” Brena asked dourly. “I’m still trying to think of the words to express how I feel about your gift.”
“I’m sure it will come to you in time. Could you give us a moment of privacy?”
Brena’s stare grew even more pointed, but she ducked out of the doorway and let the mesh straw door fall back into place.
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