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Winter
Tayree?
Her twin's voice came to her just moments after Tayree had returned to sleep after the midnight feeding. At this time of night, she often wondered how her mother had managed to nurse twins, and she begrudged Talon waking her just when she had fallen asleep again. For a moment, she considered nudging Jerel and asking her husband to see what her brother wanted. Then Tayree remembered she was alone in bed. Jerel had left that morning for Sentinel duty at the Cliffs of Sha'a'kull.
Then she realized she was still asleep, and Talon called to her from within the dreamplain. With a silent sigh, she pushed aside the weary mother and became a Wind Walker. It had to be something important for Talon to use the dreamplain to contact her, when it was much easier to walk down the passageways in the cave complex she and Jerel shared with her three brothers, to wake her.
"What is it?" Tayree opened her eyes to a springtime meadow, sweet contrast to the snows that hugged the peaks and mountainsides of the High Reaches.
She saw her twin brother, Talon, in his sleeping shorts and tunic, standing just outside of arm's reach of a girl wearing the muted blue and green patchwork robes of a high-ranking mistrada of the T'bredi.
"Tay, this is K'reeth. I told you about her, remember?" Talon said, before she could greet either of them.
"Oh, the moonbirds. Yes." She smiled, and looked down at herself to see what her dreaming body wore. Fortunately, she wore her usual daytime clothes, long tunic and pants in deep green. She couldn't remember if she had re-fastened her sleeping shirt after nursing her sons. That would be an embarrassing state to be caught in. "How can I help you, Mistrada K'reeth?"
"She's come to help you," Talon said. "Remember for us again, please." He reached out as if he would hold K'reeth's hand, and that startled Tayree. Since childhood, she and Talon had been warned never to touch someone else in the dreamplain. The consequences were painful, at best. Catastrophic at worst. She never knew why, or what actually happened, but it was enough for her that the leader of Wind Walkers, her own great-uncle Rhovas, warned her not to do it within moments after realizing she could enter the dreamplain while still a child.
K'reeth closed her moss-green eyes and nodded. A haze surrounded the three of them, blocking out the meadow. Then a patch cleared, revealing the stony walls and heavy metal gates of what Tayree took to be the T'bredi compound. The community of scholars was open to everyone with the love of scholarship, no matter what tribe of Ayanlak they belonged to, but that didn't guarantee their safety. They had their own soldiers, volunteers drawn from every tribe, just as the scholars came from every tribe.
Palan, son of Chieftain Pinder of the Keerlagor tribe, stood in the cleared spot. He was unmistakable, with his thick mop of curly, blue-black hair and the white streak over his left temple. Ruggedly handsome, with ebony eyes and the high cheekbones of the noble ranks, he marred his good lucks with the smirk he wore now. That disdainful, superior look fell on a young woman dressed much like K'reeth, but with higher cheekbones and a green streak dyed in her hair. K'reeth had a blue streak and her hair had tones of deep red and brown, whereas her sister – who else could this girl be but K'rin? – had blue-black hair. Talon had told Tayree about the sisters when he first met them, how they dyed their hair to match the plumage of the moonbirds who had bonded with them. The k'reeth had blue tips to her wings, while her warrior sister-bird, the k'rin, had green.
Palan reached for K'rin's arm, and though he spoke, no words were audible. Tayree didn't need to hear his voice to know his tone, and the demands he made.
K'reeth and K'rin were the adopted daughters of High Mistrada A'tran, leader of the T'bredi scholars, a woman with as much power, prestige, and honor as any chieftain of any tribe of the Ayanlak. It seemed Palan now threatened K'rin to get her into his bed, just as he had tried to bully Tayree before she fled home to the High Reaches. Remembering the last time she had seen Palan, Tayree could still feel ghost pain from her bruises. He had come upon her on the Mist Plains while she harvested dreamweed at Conjunction, expecting her to be amorous and easily seduced. Dreamweed had not taken away her clarity of thought or self-control, but she had been weary and dizzy from more than two hours breathing dreamweed dust – while Palan had been strangely unaffected by it. When she resisted him, he had been strong enough to overcome her. He met her, move for move when she called on the self-defense dancing moves of jali'tay. He had beaten her and would have raped her if Talon and other Wind Walkers had not come at the sound of her screams of rage.
In the vision, K'rin yanked her arm free of Palan's grasp, stepped back, and punched him hard in the mouth.
Tayree cheered, earning grins from Talon and K'reeth.
Palan staggered backwards, his mouth silently spewing what Tayree knew to be more threats, and likely curses. As he fled the courtyard, a tall, wide-shouldered man in T'bredi costume came through the same doorway. Palan knocked him down, kicked him, then looked at him again and laughed. What he said next caused a look of horror to cross the newcomer's face.
The vision vanished.
"What did Palan tell him?" Tayree asked. "Who is he?"
"That is Tokar, my... former betrothed," K'reeth said with remarkably little dismay. If anything, she looked relieved.
Tayree noticed the younger woman made a visible effort not to look at Talon as she spoke. That set off delighted new thoughts. It was about time Talon found someone who caught at his heart, and loved him in return.
"Palan told him that I was Na'huma." K'reeth shrugged. "He told K'rin that if she didn't come to his bed, he would tell Tokar and shame us all. What that slimy dregs didn't realize is that anyone who matters among the T'bredi already knows I was not born Ayanlak. They've known since the day Mother adopted me."
"But your betrothed didn't know?" Tayree guessed.
"It doesn't matter." She shook her head. "What matters is that Palan s'Pinder and his guards are heading through these mountains for a specific reason. A nasty reason, judging by the few things I overheard his guards saying. Talon told me how you bested him at Conjunction. I thought you should be warned."
"Thank you, Mistrada K'reeth." Tayree crossed her arms over her chest and gave her the deep bow of respect and thanks, bringing a pink flush to the younger woman's cheeks. "Only an obsessive fool would travel the High Reaches at the start of winter. He and his guards won't be able to sneak up on us, and they won't be able to fight us into submission, either." Despite her brave words, Tayree trembled deep inside. "If you will excuse me, I think my sons have awakened."
She left the dreamplain without waiting for Talon or K'reeth to respond.
Tayree leaped from her bed and dashed across the passageway to the cozy cave room that served as nursery for her sons. She stood with her arms braced on the sturdy crib her three brothers and Jerel had fashioned, watching Torel and Joesh sleeping, and waited in vain for her heart to slow its terrified racing.
There was nothing Palan could do to her now. She was safely out of his reach. She was married. She had children. Not even the Council of Chieftains could force her to renounce her vows and agree to marry Palan, no matter how much he insisted that she had to obey the dictates of Aundree's Vision and marry him to fulfill prophecy.
"Liar," Talon whispered, and then his strong, warm arms wrapped around her. Tayree gasped, partly laughter, and elbowed him in the gut. He didn't let go of her, and she was glad. What would she do without her twin? "With those full stomachs, your boys could sleep through a landslide."
"Not only in love, but a betrothed woman and a Na'huma? I thought you were the cautious one, Twin."
"I'll need to be the patient one. They had exchanged promise bracelets and his family – related to his tribe's chieftain – had given their blessing." Talon sighed. "K'reeth is free of that bo'twa, but ritual demands a full year of waiting before she can accept new suitors, once the betrothal is formally broken."
"Who can watch you in the dreamplain?"
"True." He grinned and hugged her hard, then led her over to her cushioned chair, where she sat to nurse her sons. His smile faded. "I know you're afraid, Twin, but be sure we will not let Palan take you, no matter how many guards he brings with him. The warriors of the High Reaches can best five times as many warriors from the Canyon."
"He told me he would kill Jerel," Tayree whispered. "That last time I saw him, when I wouldn't let him seduce me. I showed him my bracelet, proving we were promised, and told him I was marrying Jerel as soon as I returned from the harvest. He swore he would kill Jerel for stealing what belonged to him. I should have demanded my rights, back then."
"You thought you were looking out for the good of the Keerlagor by foregoing your rights. And honestly..." Talon sighed and settled on the edge of her chair, so he could put his arm around her. "What good would it have done, castrating him for trying to rape you? He would still be alive, and insane, and seeking revenge on top of it."
"He is so different from – " She leaped from the chair, terrified by what had almost slipped from her lips.
"From who?" Talon caught her before she took two steps. She couldn't fight and risk waking her sleeping sons.
"Erlon."
"His twin? He's dead."
"I dreamed of him. Walked in the dreamplain with him," Tayree whispered.
"When?" He turned her around to face him, holding her shoulders hard enough she knew she would have bruises from his fingers in the morning.
"When we were children. Before Great-Uncle came for us and took us into Wind Walker training. I forgot all about him, when our teachers put the guards on our minds. Then when I went to the Canyon to serve, and I saw Palan and I recognized him – " She stopped with a hiccupping sob that threatened to turn into hysterical laughter. Yet strangely, she felt some relief at finally releasing this secret to her twin. It hurt to keep secrets from him. "He was so different from the boy I remembered in my dreams. He confused me." She snorted. "He thought I was infatuated with him, when I was simply trying to understand how he could have changed."
"The Twin Heir lives." Talon shook his head. A soft sigh escaped one of the babies. He led her out of the nursery before she could think to resist, and down the interconnected passageways to the common room their family shared.
"I don't know where to find him. I don't know if I could, even if I tried. Why torment ourselves, why torment his parents, knowing he lives but outside of their reach?" Tayree said, the words spilling out of her as weariness washed through her, bone-deep. She let Talon guide her down onto the cushioned bench that lined the wall. "Why bring a second Palan to the Keerlagor, to bully and dominate us?"
"Who says Erlon would be anything like his brother?" Talon knelt in front of the fire pit to throw some spicy-scented qinta wood chips onto the coals, to awaken the fire.
"What are you two talking about at this hour?" Joktan grumbled, coming from the passageway on the other side of the room. Eight years older than Tayree and Talon, he and his twin had helped raise them. It was ingrained in the younger two, even though they were Wind Walkers, to obey when their older brothers commanded in that particular tone of voice. They didn't fear Juras and Joktan, though the black-haired, gravel-voiced giants could still physically dominate them. The ties of loyalty and loss and shared pain made obedience natural.
Despite knowing her brothers cared, Tayree still felt some resentment curl up tight and sharp in her belly as Talon relayed what K'reeth had told them, and then what she had just revealed.
"Too bad you're such a good fighter," Juras said. He had joined them halfway through Talon's recitation, but Tayree knew he had heard everything through the twin-bond with Joktan. "If Palan had torn your clothes more, managed to get you down on the ground, even for a few seconds, we could have demanded his death. The tribe would be better off with his cousins as heirs, instead of him."
"I agreed with Uncle Rhovas, that it would serve our tribe better to spare Palan." Tayree's jaws ached from the effort not to grit her teeth. "No one knows where Erlon is. He's been missing since he was little more than a baby. If they haven't found him by now, with that telltale patch of white in his hair, no one will ever find him."
"Everyone thought the Koh'hani death hunters killed him," Joktan mused aloud. "You have to tell Uncle Rhovas about this. You'll probably be called to stand before the Twin Chieftains, when they hear you've dreamwalked with the missing son."
"And face Lady Eriel again? No thank you. She's as bad as her son, thinking I have no right to choose my own husband, that I have no right to refuse the Heir." Tayree stood up, to go back to her room. "All that matters is we think Palan and his bully guards are headed our way. We've been warned. We need our sleep."
None of her brothers protested when she left them. Tayree knew the subject hadn't been dropped, merely set aside until a better time. She didn't care.
Ironic, she knew, that the nightmare of her life should return immediately after Jerel left for three weeks of duty at the Cliffs of Sha'a'kull. Jerel had initially offered to marry her to protect her from Palan's demands. It was as if the lack of his physical presence had taken away all her security and the barriers against bad dreams and fears.
Should I send for Jerel? Talan asked her before she reached the nursery, to check on her sons one last time.
Why bother him? By the time the messenger gets to him and he comes back here, Palan will have come here, made his demands to the Elders, and been sent on his way.
You realize, Jerel will probably try to kill him, after all the misery he's given you?
Not yet. There are things he wants to find out before he squashes that pestilence out of existence. We still don't know who helped Palan resist the dreamweed, when he went after me during Conjunction. He was as lucid as any Wind Walker, but we all know he lacks the discipline necessary. Someone violated the sanctity of the Mist Plains and gave away our secrets. That's what still makes me angry.
It could be his twin, Talon offered. "Erlon might be a good influence on him, even separated. Wherever he is, Erlon got the Chaiqua's share of discipline and maturity and self-control, and Palan was able to draw on that to help him resist the effect of raw dreamweed at Conjunction," he said, stepping into the nursery to join her.
"If only his twin was strong enough to take over Palan's mind and soul altogether." Tayree shivered. She brushed her fingertips over the downy curls of her sons' heads, then took a deep breath to brace herself and left the nursery. "I've dreamed of both of them, together," she admitted, pausing in the passageway outside her bedroom.
She wished Jerel were there to hold her and share his warmth, this night of all nights. The storms of fall and this far into winter had been a sweet time, secluded with her three brothers, husband, and babies, watching their sons grow, learning new skills and becoming more aware of the world daily. Safe from their duties and responsibilities and the problems of a world that seemed increasingly smaller every year, thanks to the Na'huma settlers who had come from the stars as refugees.
"What do you mean, 'together'?"
"I've tried to bring Jerel with me to the dreamplain, and sometimes he comes, just a whisper of him, like a spirit. And then something drives him away and I see the Twin Heirs. Chasing me, it seems. Erlon smiles at me, and I see my childhood friend in him. Palan... he can't decide if he wants to kill me for denying him or he wants to seduce me or beg me to take him. He nauseates me even more, when I see him with his brother." She tried to laugh. "What's strange, funny almost, is that neither one seems aware the other is there. Something divides them. So your theory that Erlon is a good influence on his twin, even if unknowing, couldn't possibly be."
"Perhaps. We are still young as Wind Walkers, despite our gifts and strengths."
"I don't need a Wind Walker's counsel tonight, Tal. I need a brother who will drive the monsters out of the shadows for me."
"Consider it done." He smiled and rested his hands on her shoulders, and leaned forward until their foreheads touched. When they were children, they claimed that this increased their mental bond even more. "Do you want me to tuck you into bed and make something hot for you to drink? Sweet enough to make a Chaiqua sick?"
"Hardly." She reluctantly broke free of their contact and gestured for him to follow her into her room. She settled on the long, cushioned bench set between two tall cabinets, putting her back to one cabinet. Talon mirrored her on the other end. "Tell me about your sweetheart."
Talon scowled at her, but couldn't hide the sparks of laughter and joy in his eyes. He drew his legs up onto the bench and slouched down so he took up more than his half of the bench. Tayree laughed softly, extending her legs so their feet met and pressed together, sole to sole.
"K'reeth has haunted my dreams for years, it seems. She didn't know she could walk the dreamplains until we met last summer and mingled the blood we shed together, defending her students against those raiders. It has been a pain I could not resist repeating, visiting her in my dreams, even knowing she was betrothed," her twin admitted.
"She didn't seem at all upset to have that betrothal broken."
"She has a high sense of honor. She had accepted Tokar, she thought they were a good match, and I did not ask for anything more than friendship."
"Jerel and I had nothing but friendship when we married."
"True. K'reeth never asked for more than friendship from me, either. Both of us were restrained by her betrothal. A political alliance, it now seems. She is more irritated than any other reaction by Tokar's disgust and horror at learning she is Na'huma. And she won't admit the pain that has nothing to do with losing him." His gaze turned inward and he gnawed on his bottom lip.
"And that is?" Tayree prompted, when he didn't continue.
"Tokar broke their betrothal because he is certain Ayanlak and Na'huma cannot have children."
"Our ancestors fled the same civilization among the stars that the newcomers did. We simply arrived here centuries ago, while they have been here a single generation." She shrugged. "They are the ones who claim we are little more than animals, because we have embraced this world, while they cling to their machines. We listen to the land, our mother, and take the gifts she gives us, while they insist that the land must change to suit them. They lose their children to disasters resulting from their arrogance, as K'reeth herself is proof. We treasure our children. Who is the animal and who is the true Human?" she murmured.
"Would you be horrified if I brought a Na'huma girl home as my wife in a year's time?"
"I would be ashamed of you if you did not follow your heart. And I think the fact she can meet you in the dreamplains speaks well for the Na'huma. I see her as T'bredi. She is one of us in her dress and tongue. What does it matter where she was born?" She sat up and scowled at her twin as a new thought came to her. "Were you afraid I would demand you give up your sweetheart?"
"Some of us would."
"Those who lost family to the Na'huma warriors, when they tried to take our land away from us, when they refused to honor ancestral boundaries. I think the Na'huma are learning to listen now. To us and to the world and the way things must be if we are all to survive."
"They must listen. They will be allied with us someday." Talon licked his lips before shrugging. "It is Aundree's Vision."
"I don't care about Aundree's Vision, and the less I am reminded of it, the happier I will be. I am not the Wind Walker who will marry the chieftain's heir. I am not the woman who will bring the Sentinel Stars among us." She started to swing her legs off the bench, to stand, her heart thudding with old pain and remembered anger, but Talon stopped her with a hand on her arm.
"Tay... I'm sorry. You know I would never willingly hurt you."
"But sometimes you have to cut the flesh to remove the thorn." She nodded, suddenly more weary than she wanted to admit. She thought her shoulders would bow and her legs would fold and drop her to the fur-covered floor.
"There is no escaping Aundree's Vision. Everything she has foretold that has come true has come true exactly as she spoke it. If you are not part of her vision, no one can force you to participate. If you are part of her vision, then nothing anyone does can prevent it from coming true. Keep that in mind. As Wind Walkers, we are duty bound to obey prophecy." He shrugged and slid an arm around her shoulders again. "I promise, Tay, we will not let Palan hurt you again. You are safe here."
Her twin's words stayed with Tayree through the night, which was restless, and through her chores the next day. She took her sons with her, bundled up warm and secure in the carrier on her back, as she navigated the stone corridors and tunnels cut through the solid rock, connecting caves and valleys and plateaus, forming the central community of the High Reaches. Wind Walkers were essentially healers, for body, mind and spirit. She had already learned that what she could not do with her medicines and words of counsel, the presence of her chubby, giggling twins could often do, simply by raising spirits.
She was tired and ready for a long afternoon nap when she returned to the cave complex she had shared since childhood with her brothers. Joesh and Torel were sleepily happy, and Torel fell asleep while she nursed him.
Unfortunately, Tayree found herself unable to curl up to nap with her sons. Now that her duties for the day had finished, her mind gnawed on the revelations that had come the night before. She was glad for her twin that he had found someone to love, who filled his soul – but why a Na'huma girl?
Technically, Kreeth could not be considered a Na'huma, because she had been raised among the T'bredi, as an Ayanlak. The image she projected when she went into the dreamplain showed her self-image, so it was clear she saw herself as Ayanlak. The question of whether Na'huma and Ayanlak could produce children seemed like a waste of time to Tayree, but then again, she wasn't in love with a Na'huma, or betrothed to one, so the problem didn't have the urgency that it might for others.
What was it like for the Na'huma children who had been saved from certain death and raised as Ayanlak? Did they all consider themselves Ayanlak? How many had been adopted so young, they had forgotten their roots? K'reeth was old enough to be among the first adoptees, if not the first. Talon had told her more about his sweetheart. K'reeth had been saved from the gocali migration across the Scolasi Plains that destroyed many Na'huma settlements. Bad blood had been stirred up between Ayanlak and Na'huma after that disaster, because the grieved Na'huma had attacked most of the Ayanlak who rode out to help the survivors. It was no wonder that those who found surviving children made no effort to return them to their birth families. How many adoptees were there, in the generation since the Na'huma had come down from their starships, set up their colony, and attempted to establish themselves as the dominant race on the planet? How much did the actions of the colonists influence the decisions made by those who rescued the children? How many children were taken to live among the Ayanlak with no effort made to return them to their blood relatives? How many children were adopted to take the place of those who had been killed by Na'huma invaders?
Tayree leaned over the crib holding her sleeping sons and shivered at the memory of a tribunal she attended in her duties as a Wind Walker. A Sha'hasti horse trainer had acted in greed and traded a half-trained stallion to a Neyguma traveling trader, who wanted to settle down and set up a stud farm, to sell horses to other Neyguma traders. The stallion went on a rampage and trampled people only a few days after arriving at the new stud farm. The tribunal determined that the Sha'hasti had been at fault, because many witnesses testified the stallion should never have been sold, and should have been gelded years ago because it was known to be dangerous. The Sha'hasti man had to make recompense for the lives that were lost. All three of his children were taken from him and adopted in the Neyguma tribe to replace the baby, the adolescent girl and the grown woman who had been killed by the stallion. Tayree looked at her sons and knew the law was just. Those who contributed to the loss of life had to make recompense. Yet she ached for the man who lost those dearest to him because of his greed. What if she someday made an error so drastic that lives were harmed, and her sons were taken from her to repay her debt of life?
"Never," she promised her sons, and brushed her fingertips over their feathery soft curls. "I swear, I will never take such risks or act so thoughtlessly. I will never lose you for the sake of justice. You will always be safe."
She ached in sympathy for those unknown Na'huma parents who had lost their children and thought them dead, never knowing they had been rescued and raised by the despised Ayanlak natives. If the animosity between Ayanlak and Na'huma continued to grow, and the Na'huma continued to expand their settlements and try to take more territory that had belonged to Ayanlak for centuries, the fates of those lost children would never be revealed to their grieving parents. Was that right? She couldn't decide. Yet was it right for those children, raised as Ayanlak, to stand at their handfasting ceremonies and learn that they were born Na'huma and some Ayanlak feared they would never be able to produce children in a mixed marriage? How many more would have betrothed turn away from them in mixed disgust and fear, as K'reeth had experienced?
Tayree shuddered, trying to reconcile the thought of her twin in love with a Na'huma invader. Yes, she knew the Na'huma invaders who had come from the stars were people just as much as the Ayanlak, but it was hard to remember that when she heard about the atrocities the invaders committed, making slaves of the natives, laying claim to fertile plains and key waterways, proclaiming themselves the only true Humans and classing the native Ayanlak as something sub-human, and therefore worthy of abuse and slavery. It was almost justice that the Na'huma, in their arrogance, made mistakes that violated the natural laws of this world, so floods and stampedes and other natural disasters destroyed their homes and settlements and orphaned their children. She tried to feel sorry for K'reeth. There had to be something quite worthy about the girl, to catch Talon's heart.
In a year's time, when K'reeth was free to accept another suitor, would the Wind Walker Council permit Talon to take her as his bride? Talon had a duty to pass along the talents born into his blood. He had promised to father children to preserve the gift, just as Tayree had promised, when she made her vows as a Wind Walker.
Tayree grimaced as that thought brought back Palan's insistence that the Council should force her to marry him. He had been furious, acting as if he were the injured party, that day after Conjunction when he stood before the Council bound with ropes, facing Tayree with her bruises and cuts from his beating. He had dared to insist that she had no right to refuse him, and had been righteously indignant when every member of the Council told him she had the right to demand he be castrated for what he had tried to do. She shivered, remembering how she had listened to the advice of her elders, of Rhovas, her great-uncle and leader of the Council, and chose to act for the good of the tribe.
"I turned my back on the justice that was my right, for the good of our tribe," she whispered to her sons. "I let him remain a man, and did not send him back to the Canyon as a gelding and shamed. But I did break his nose for him. I wonder how he explained that to his doting mother, hmm? He knows the Wind Walker Council has no respect for him, and will not respect him when he inherits his father's position and becomes Chieftain. I suppose he blames me for that. Well, I don't care. I wouldn't have you, my treasures, if I had married Palan s'Pindir. I could never let him touch me, let alone sleep with him and give him sons. I would rather die. And you would not be here."
A cold nose touched her wrist, startling a muffled yelp from her. Tayree sighed, laughing softly, and sank down into the chair where she sat to nurse her sons. The Chaiqua that had bonded with her as her protector went down on its haunches and tipped its big, gray-streaked, blue-black head to one side to study her. Tayree silently scolded herself for feeling any fear of Palan. The Chaiqua, canines native to this world, had been the guardians of Wind Walkers since the first day the refugees from genetic cleansing had set foot on this world. Her Chaiqua had been with her since her third testing time in her Wind Walker training, had strengthened her when she gave birth to her sons, and had given its approval when she married Jerel. Her Chaiqua guardian had been on guard duty on the far side of the Mist Plains, when Palan attacked her during the ecstasy of Conjunction two years ago. Otherwise the big canine would have shredded him the moment he leaped to attack her. Palan's status as the next Chieftain of the Keerlago tribe would have had no influence on the Chaiqua.
"I've been silly to worry, haven't I?" she murmured, and bent her head to rest it on the Chaiqua's warm, bristly neck.
Alarm bells clanged, bringing her to her feet and halfway to the nursery door while she strained to pick up the pattern that indicated the location of the emergency. Tayree flung the door open, letting the sound carry better to her, though she could feel the reverberations through the stone under her feet and vibrating through the walls. They were big bells, their tone deep and penetrating. Even before the sequence finished, she knew where disaster had struck the High Reaches – the central community area, where the healer hall, guest lodgings, council hall and supply storage caves were located.
Tayree leaped across the passageway to her supply room when the triple note pattern asking for healers followed the location sequence. She snatched up her healer's bag before the four rapid notes indicating fire pierced the dying reverberations of the larger bells. She looked back once as she picked up her cloak and swung it around her shoulders. The Chaiqua met her gaze and settled down in the doorway of the nursery. Her sons could have no more vigilant protector if she and Jerel both stayed in the cave to watch over them.
Her duty called her elsewhere. Tayree said a silent prayer of thanks to Omnistos that she could depend on the Chaiqua to guard her sons, that she did not have to spend precious time wrapping the babies against the cold and carrying them to another home to ask someone else to watch them. She ran out of the cave, pausing only long enough to latch the door her great-grandfather had fashioned, sturdy and resistant to the strongest winter winds. In moments, she had darted along the ledge that looked out over a sheer drop three leagues deep, and through the gap in the rock face that took her deeper into the mountain passageways.
Twenty steps took her into the crevice that had been widened to form a main thoroughfare for the community of the High Reaches, and a strong gust of evening wind brought her the first whiff of smoke from the fire. Tayree flinched when she caught the sweet tang of scorched grain mixed in with the wood smoke from casks and crates, and the sour, burned flesh smell of leather wrapped with flames. The worst of the winter storms had not come yet, and most of the supplies to see the community through the winter were still in the central stores, not yet dispersed to the homes and families of the Sentinels. If they could not get more supplies from their leaders in the Canyon, the Sentinels would face a hungry winter.
Fury propelled Tayree's feet faster down the winding trails through the rock, until she burst out into the common area. The fire seemed to be more black smoke than flame, and she prayed it was already under control. She saw no other Wind Walkers, no signs of her brothers, and knew she was the first healer to reach the site of the disaster. Figures emerged from the smoke, two men dragging a third with them, putting him down on his back on the thick carpet of moss that filled the common area. Tayree slung her healer's bag off her shoulder as she ran the short distance, and went down on her knees over the first victim before she recognized the face.
Danton was a friend of Juras and Joktan, his hair so pale gold it looked white in strong sunlight. His hair and face and clothes were smudged with smoke. Tayree welcomed the fury that rose up in her chest when she saw the dark red of dried blood that turned the back of his head into a crusty mass of hair and dirt. The fury warmed her and steadied her hands as she bent to her work.
Two others needed her help, both suffering from inhaling smoke as they fought the flames. Tayree was grateful to send them home with packets of herbs to put in boiling water, to breathe the fumes and clear their lungs. Danton was the only one injured, and he was awake and swearing before she finished cleaning and sewing his wound. His pupils dilated normally and he said he felt no dizziness, and that was a good sign. Tayree gladly gave him over to her older brothers' care, and they dragged him home to his wife, teasing him about being asleep on duty.
"He wasn't," Talon said, joining her once the trio were safely on their way. He squatted next to Tayree, helping her clean up the detritus of bloody cloth and dirty wash water. "It would take someone of superior skill to sneak up on Danton. Why would anyone want to set fire to our supplies? Anyone who hates the Sentinels that much... well, if Koh'hani raiders went to so much trouble to burn our winter supplies, they would have done more damage than just batter Danton's head in and set the fire."
"I heard Aarman sending his team out to check all the watch posts and see who isn't on duty," Tayree said. "You're right. There's something odd about this picture." She shivered, and nodded thanks when her brother flung her cloak around her shoulders.
"Are you all right?" He handed the bucket to someone else to dump out the dirty water, and helped her stand.
Tayree laughed breathlessly and pressed a hand against her breast. It ached from the growing pressure of milk. That was a surer sign of time's passage than the last few streaks of bloody sunset still trickling across the sky in the far distance. Talon nodded, offering a crooked grin of understanding. He hooked his arm through hers and hurried her out of the common area, heading for home. Through their twin-bond, they shared their impressions of the fire and what they had heard other people say while they worked together on Danton and the other two victims.
All thoughts and even her breath fled when Tayree walked up the wide ledge and approached the door of their cave home. The door hung open. A dark shape in the doorway resolved into the Chaiqua, when she drew a few steps closer. A few more steps revealed the arrows bristling all over the beast's body, and puddles of blood lying in congealing pools.
Tayree's cry caught in her throat, choking her, as she leaped over the dead Chaiqua and slammed the door open. Wind Walker instincts were numb and silent, but her mother's instincts cried in fury and grief, knowing disaster had struck, as she stumbled down the short passageway to the nursery.
The sickly sweet smell hung thick in the nursery air and she gagged before she recognized the telltale stink of voytas poison. Tayree lifted up the lantern high, her arm shaking so hard she splashed a few drops of hot oil on her arm, and looked down at her sons.
Torel and Joesh lay curled up on their sides, their faces bright with euphoric smiles, purple smears staining their mouths. Tayree shuddered and a wail broke from her throat. She didn't have to touch her babies to know they were dead. There was no antidote to voytas poison. Once it was swallowed and the euphoria had taken over the brain, thrusting the body into deep sleep, there was no waking the victim. Her babies had not suffered as their lungs stopped working and their little hearts stuttered and slowed and stopped. Knowing that was no comfort.
Tayree dropped the lantern and her wail turned to a shriek that made the bedrock of the mountains echo. She gathered her sons close and went to her knees, rocking them. Talon appeared in the doorway and his grief and shock cut through the haze that threatened to suffocate her. He went to his knees behind her and wrapped his arms around her, cradling and rocking her and her dead, limp babies. Then the tears finally came.
Palan. She couldn't speak, but somehow she dug a clear path through the fury and grief and confusion tangling her mind. It has to be Palan. Who else would be so vicious, so evil, to would kill a baby? Who else would have the power to find and take voytas from those who guard it?
Then where is he? Talon crooned a wordless song of comfort as he rocked her and shared his warmth when shock turned everything inside her to ice.
That thought clung to her as she fought to regain her self-control. It stayed at the back of her mind when Juras and Joktan arrived and learned the babies had been murdered. She found strength in her brothers' fury. It was a shock when Juras spoke of Jerel.
"He's not here," she blurted, her voice a cracked, harsh sound like a gush of sand from her throat.
"He needs to know, as soon as possible," Talon said, and set her on her feet for the first time in what felt like hours. "We'll send – "
"No." Tayree shook herself, and was surprised to realize she still had her cloak wrapped around her shoulders. She shed it and settled her sons in their cradle, as carefully as if she put them, still sleeping, into their bed. "I need to tell him. I need him." She shuddered, gasping for a moment as a fresh wave of grief rose up in her, hot and acid. "I need Jerel. If only – " Tayree swallowed down the useless lament, that she and Jerel had yet to develop a soul bond that would let them communicate in their minds, even hours or days of travel apart from each other. They had been married nearly two years now, and they still could not meet on the dreamplain. She had never regretted that lack until now, when she needed the touch of her husband's soul even more than the comfort of her twin.
So Tayree ran, outdistancing the messengers Aarman, the headman of the High Reaches, promised to send to Jerel with the news. She outran the ache in her heart and body, numb everywhere except for the ache of denied milk in her breasts and the hot pressure in her head, where she held back the tears. Tayree saved those tears to share with Jerel.
She left near midnight, with the moons shining cold white in the clear, starry sky. She reached the Cliffs of Sha'a'kull, which looked down over the wasteland between Keerlagor territory and Koh'hani, as the first silvery glow of dawn lined the horizon. Tayree slowed, wondering if she would find Jerel in the shelter, or if he would already be walking the cliffs, taking over from his Sentinel partner, Sereese.
Tayree tripped over Sereese, going to her knees on the gritty, wind-smoothed stone, before she realized she was running with her eyes half-closed. Then she realized what her aching feet had caught on. She crawled a few steps away, backwards, staring at the still, black-haired figure curled up in the dusty ice. She tasted blood in her mouth, and didn't know if it was the blood in the air from the clotted wound in Sereese's chest, or her own blood from the killing pace of her run.
A man shouted. The crack of flesh-against-flesh echoed across the plateau. Tayree staggered to her feet and followed the sound.
She knew, in that moment, where Palan had gone after he poisoned her sons and left them to sleep and suffocate.
Tayree followed her ears, and came around the side of the shelter carved out of the rock face to find two men battling, staggering and bruised and bloody, only a few steps from the edge of the precipice. Jerel, tall and slender and elegant, dove and jabbed and kicked. He had speed and agility, but Palan, a head-and-a-half shorter, had wider shoulders, more muscle, and the strength of a madman.
Palan saw her before Jerel and he broke off, staggering backwards, tipping his head back and laughing. Jerel lowered his fists, staring, confused by his opponent's actions.
"I told you!" Palan wiped blood from his battered face. "I told you that you would be mine. And you will be. Renounce your vows and save his life."
"You're insane." Jerel took a step toward Tayree, and stopped short, stunned by whatever he saw in her face. "Tay?"
"She's here to tell you your brats are dead. There is no law to hold you together. My claim is stronger!"
"Dead?" Jerel staggered. "Our sons?"
"He killed them." Tayree barely recognized her own voice. "Poisoned."
Jerel roared and lunged, crossing the distance between him and Palan in a single leap, his hands aimed at Palan's neck. His hands connected, stopping the insane laughter with a cracking sound that made Tayree think, hope, he had broken Palan's neck with one blow.
The two men went down, rolling. Palan shrieked fury. He swung his fists in wild arcs, most of them never hitting their mark. His words broken by gasps, he taunted Jerel, telling him how he had set the fire and killed the Chaiqua and poisoned their babies.
Tayree went to her knees, her achy, drained body failing her. She couldn't move, only watch as her husband battled – not for his life, she realized through the haze filling her mind. He battled for their sons, for her freedom, for vengeance. For justice. To punish this arrogant man who thought that his birth entitled him to anything and everything he desired. No matter who he hurt in the process of obtaining his goals.
Palan laughed, despite the blood streaming from his mouth and nose. Jerel grew more quiet, every movement tight and sharp and glowing with intensity.
"I changed my mind!" Palan called, ducking under Jerel's swinging arm. "I'm going to kill him even if you do give yourself to me." He dropped down and lunged up, flinging himself against Jerel's chest. A knife flashed, wringing a shriek from Tayree, as it swung up and around and down, into Jerel's shoulder.
Jerel fell, pulling Palan down with him. They rolled, kicking and punching and cursing.
Over the edge of the precipice.
***
Arin jolted upright in bed, sweating, a curse strangling in his throat. He stared at the far side of his small bedroom in the bachelor quarters house he shared with his adopted father in Central, and waited for his heart to slow to a normal pace, along with his breathing. Sweat burned in his eyes. Outside the window above his bed, the winter wind across the plains wailed like a brokenhearted woman.
After all these years, why did the girl from his childhood dreams have to appear? Yet not the same girl. Grown and sleekly elegant and beautiful. She had haunted him, stirring his body's hungers so he sometimes ached when he woke from those dreams. Yet for all he longed for her, she always looking at him with loathing, sometimes fear. Guilt and loss weighted down his spirit almost enough to mute the needs of his flesh, because his memories had always shown her smiling, laughing and delighted to be with him.
This was the worst dream of all. Somehow, he battled the tall, sharp-featured Ayanlak man, and watched himself battle the man at the same time. The self he watched was cruel and hard, but when the girl entered the dream, with her hip-length waterfall of blue-black hair and luminous black eyes, his second self turned into a madman.
Then the two battlers went over the side of the cliff.
He felt every jolt in his flesh, as if he had bounced off the rocks on the way to the rubble-strewn ground far below. He could still feel the impact in his bones.
"Thank you Fi'in, it's just a fable," Arin muttered, when he had finally regained his breath. "If you die in your dreams, you don't die in real life." He tried to smile into the darkness, but it was difficult. He rubbed at his chest, positive he would have bruises in the morning where he had hit particularly hard on the dizzying, tumbling fall down from the cliff.
What was wrong with him? Two summers ago, he had dreamed that he followed the girl to a plain where the moonlight danced on a silvery haze that filled the air – and he had tried to rape her.
Now, he fought a man – for what reason, he had no idea – and when the girl appeared, he went insane and somehow killed them both.
"Maybe they're right." A harsh bark of laughter escaped Arin. "I'm insane."
Wouldn't that please his enemies among the Admiral's cabinet?
Arin had been sixteen years old when he learned that he wasn't a Human colonist, but an Ayanlak, a foundling, rescued from death in a barbaric ritual sacrifice by Commodore Marcus Dorwen, brother of Admiral Pol Dorwen, leader of the colonists. The Commodore had adopted him. Arin had always known he was adopted, but he had simply assumed his birth parents had died in those first harsh years after the sleeper ships landed on this planet the colonists had named Refuge. When he learned his heritage, he suddenly understood why so many mistrusted him and made advancement in the colony so hard for him. The only thing that made life bearable was that the First Family of the colonists accepted him as one of them, trusted him, defended him, and believed in his loyalty and talents.
Knowing he wouldn't be able to sleep, Arin got up and made his way in the dark to the front room of the house, where he had his drafting table. Turning on one small light, he went back to work on the sketches he had made of the bridge he had been commissioned just that afternoon to design for the settlement at Whipping Gorge. As the Admiral's chief engineer, Arin oversaw all the designs for buildings in the slowly expanding colony. Whipping Gorge wasn't the most hospitable site for a new settlement, but Admiral Pol Dorwen believed that antagonizing the Ayanlak natives even further and trying to take more of their territory was suicidal. Arin agreed that the only hope to ensure continued survival of the colonists was to make peace with the Ayanlak. That meant taking territory the natives didn't want, not striding into the most fertile and hospitable territory and laying claim to it as if Fi'in had granted them divine prerogative.
That mentality had led to the Downfall Wars that had splintered the Central Allied Worlds. The Dominators, the faction among the colonists who believed the Ayanlak were sub-human, mutants, savages, considered the colonists the only true Humans – therefore giving them the right to take whatever they wanted. Fortunately, the Peace faction seemed to be in control among the colonists. Arin wondered how long that would last.
Arin stared out the narrow window at the drifts of snow obscuring the common area ringed by bachelor housing, and wished again he had headed west when he had first learned his true heritage, to cross the Braided River, and journey to the tribes who lived beyond colonist territory. Would he have found out his true identity by now? Would he have learned why his parents had sent him, or allowed him, to be taken to be sacrificed by those black-painted priests or shamans or whatever the Ayanlak called them? He didn't think that the white patch of hair over his left ear was a common characteristic among the Ayanlak, though his coarse black curls and bronzed skin and black eyes were common enough.
Would he have found the girl who had been his childhood friend, if he had left when he was just sixteen? Arin believed in the whispers of strange gifts that existed among the Ayanlak; the power to speak through dreams, to heal with a touch, to put images and words in others' minds. He had to believe, because he had a gift himself, though he made every effort to hide it. He could touch the minds of animals. He couldn't control them, making them act against their will, but he had learned a deft touch, a way of asking animals to do what he wished. The more intelligent animals, such as the dogs and cats the colonists had brought, and the horses possessed by the Ayanlak, were the easiest to work with. Arin believed in the gifts that were only rumored among the Ayanlak. For all he knew, he came from a powerful clan, and his gift for communicating with animals was highly prized.
But when he had been sixteen, his adopted mother had still been alive and he had been almost giddy with the first flush of discovering his skill in engineering. The Dominators had been less powerful, less vocal back then. And the only member of the Dorwen family that actively tormented Arin back then had been Reesker, the son of the Commodore's distant cousin. Life had still been pleasant back then, the unreasoning prejudice against him as an Ayanlak foundling only a minor irritation.
How could the Dominators claim the Ayanlak weren't Human? Hadn't they learned anything from the Downfall Wars? The Ayanlak were refugees from the wars just as much as the colonists. Because of the mother ship's malfunctions, no one knew how many centuries had elapsed since Admiral Dorwen led nearly one thousand colonists in four ships out into the unexplored galaxy, away from the crumbling civilization. The Ayanlak's ancestors had done the same thing, but several generations earlier. What the Ayanlak referred to as the Sentinel Stars – Shala, Merla and Enla – were old-style sleeper ships, in permanent orbit around the planet. The Ayanlak were Humans, and had just as much right to live on this planet as the colonists did. Even more so. They had fled civilization to protect their freedom, to protect their unique genetic talents and gifts, when factions even more arrogant and cruel than the Dominators had declared themselves the only true judges of what made someone Human, and had set out to "purify" the Human race.
Arin wondered sometimes if this world wouldn't have been better off if the sleeper ships had malfunctioned completely, and everyone in this second wave of colonists had simply continued on through space, to the end of time, sleeping and unaware of the centuries that passed. Of course, that meant Commodore Dorwen wouldn't have been there to save the life of a boy a little more than a year old, and adopt him, but would that really have been such a great loss in the grand scheme of things?
"You're a coward," Arin scolded his reflection in the snowy dark window, grimaced, shook his head, and set to work on the first refinements for the bridge concept. He had to turn in his polished concept in three weeks. When spring came, he had to be ready to lead a team of builders out to Whipping Gorge to begin the project. Time and politics worked against him.
Spring
Tayree wished for the second time in her life that she had never been born.
More than three years ago, she had fled home to the High Reaches and vowed she would never again set foot in the Canyon, capital of the Keerlagor tribe. Yet here she stood, on the cliff above the entire complex, with the night-quiet city behind her and the blue-flamed Wind Walker fire before her. Rhovas, Winder Walker leader and her kinsman, stood on the other side of the fire and held a tiny pellet of Dreamweed powder in his palm.
For the first time in her life, dreamwalking to serve her people was not a privilege, but a punishment. She knew what she would see, guided by Rhovas, her mind opened by the Dreamweed. She did not want to see it.
"Child of my blood, the Winds have shown you how to find the Twin Heir," Rhovas said, his voice rumbling through the silver waterfall of his beard.
"Our best hunters have searched since early winter," Tayree murmured. She wore her ceremonial robes, which had always felt solid and protectively heavy with beads and embroidery and decorative paint, but which now felt as thin as mist and as little shelter from her pain and anger and fear.
"Based on your childhood dreams."
"Omnistos curse those dreams!" Instead of flinching at her blasphemy, she stepped closer to the fire. "They poisoned my life."
"They told us the Twin Heir lived, when we thought he had been killed by the Koh'hani. You gave us the gift of hope."
Tayree shivered, despite the warmth of her robes. "I beg you, send another. My spirit still bleeds."
"You vowed to serve the Winds, Tayree d'Bartha. At all costs." Rhovas turned his hand, letting the Dreamweed pellet drop into the fire. A gentle breeze sprang up from behind him, blowing a thin column of silver-tinted smoke directly to Tayree.
Tears filled her eyes as she obediently put her face into the smoke and inhaled deeply.
"I was a foolish child," she muttered. "I gave my heart to Palan, before I saw the evil in him. Because of those dreams."
"You did not give your heart to Palan, but to the dream the Winds put into your child's pure spirit."
"I healed him once, before I realized what he was. I wish I had walked away and let him suffer," Tayree whispered as she dropped to her knees, dizzy with the smoke.
"Never take justice into your hands. Wait for the Winds to bring justice to you. Never force it. That will only bring pain." Rhovas stepped up behind her and rested his hands on her shoulders. The gentle touch of his mind against hers was warm, yet she trembled, chilled by what she would be sent to do.
The unwanted memories of her encounter with Palan's mother, just two days ago, rose up in her mind instead of the vision Rhovas wanted from her. Tayree floated, helpless inside her own mind, unable to resist either his guidance or the pain. Lady Eriel had been infuriated to learn that Tayree, whom she still blamed for Palan's death, was the one who had the key to bring her long-missing son home to the Keerlagor. Chieftain Pindir and his twin and co-Chieftain, Sonder, had physically intervened, to silence the woman's harsh, grief-cracked voice before she shamed all of them in public. Tayree had fled, fighting the niggling doubts that made her wonder if she was perhaps at fault after all, despite all the witnesses and healers, the Spirit Singers and Wind Walkers who had testified that she was blameless, the victim, the one who had lost the most. If she had accepted Palan and married him, would he have reformed, lost his arrogance, become the caring and just man the Keerlagor needed – and would Jerel and Palan both still be alive?
Thinking about the ghost pain that filled her arms after she dreamed of her dead sons and woke, reaching for them, Tayree understood a little how Lady Eriel could lash out in such pain and anger. That didn't help her to forgive, but she understood. A little.
Let go of such things, child of my blood, Rhovas whispered through her mind. He pushed her backwards through the dreamplain, toward the childhood memories of walking with the missing Twin Heir, Erlon, through the dreamplain. Trust in the Winds, whom you have vowed to serve. Trust in Omnistos, who will repay you a thousand times over for the pain you have suffered.
A single tear fell as Tayree let herself fall backwards into memory, and then reached for the shining silver thread that spun out from the image of her childhood friend, who smiled at her and kept trying to take hold of her hand, despite the warning never to touch in the dreamplain.
"Melda on the River," she whispered.
***
"Problem, son? Council ran later than usual tonight." Commodore Dorwen lifted his gaze from the stack of papers he had been reading as Arin came in the door that evening. He winced and rubbed his neck. "I really miss reading off a screen. Now I know why our ancestors made 'paperwork' a curse word."
The joke had become threadbare more than five years ago, when the last portable computers finally died. The electric lights and sanitary system in Central still worked, but they were reserved for infirmary use and emergencies.
Arin grunted acknowledgement of the old complaint and crossed the front room of the tiny house they shared. When his mother died four years ago, they left their spacious quarters in Government House. Lianni Dorwen had been hostess for her brother-in-law and First Lady of the colony, and had literally controlled the massive, pre-fabricated buildings brought on the sleeper ships. Now, the two men shared bachelor quarters near the barracks on the far side of Central. Arin preferred it that way. It gave him distance from nasty relatives and their cronies in the Domination faction.
"This." He slapped a roll of drawings down onto the long worktable.
The Commodore slowly pushed aside his stack of reports and unrolled the drawings. A smile creased the gray-red stubble he was trying to turn into a beard.
"Council approved your bridge plans. Congratulations. A whole two weeks sooner than anybody in the Peace faction thought." He hauled himself out of his chair and held out a hand to Arin to shake.
"Thanks, Dad, but the Dominators win this time." Arin snatched up his precious drawings and flung them across the room. He dropped onto the long bench against the wall and deliberately thudded his head back against the plastered surface for good measure.
"They didn't." His father closed his eyes.
"And guess who gets the honor of heading up the construction project at Melda?" Arin pursed his mouth to spit, then thought better of it. He had never understood the phrase 'bad taste in my mouth' until his frustrating encounter with the Planning Board only half an hour ago.
"That bridge is for Whipping Gorge, not Melda. The Ayanlak don't care toad squat if we expand our holdings at Whipping. Build that bridge at Melda, cross the river and start spreading across the plains – "
He leaned over his paperwork and reached for the bottle of genuine, pre-voyage whiskey. Cabinet members got one bottle a year on Landing Day and were expected to make it last. Arin remembered a time when his parents donated their bottles to the infirmary. Only since his mother's death and the upsurge in support for the Domination faction had his father held onto his yearly stipend of whiskey.
"We get the war the Dominators want, as an excuse to start exterminating the Ayanlak, village by village. First they get the hostiles, then they label the peaceful ones as sympathizers. Pretty soon, the entire planet is ours."
Theirs, Arin silently amended.
He had never felt so ashamed to be a colonist by adoption as he had that evening, standing before the Planning Board. Cousin Reesker didn't bother stifling his smirking glee that Arin had been 'honored' with the sticky task of adapting his bridge design to suit Melda on the River. Then the second blow fell: Arin had to oversee the entire ambitious building project.
"We don't need the entire fragging planet," the Commodore whispered, and punctuated his words by yanking the clay and wax stopper from the bottle. He took a long swig, then held out the bottle to Arin. "Medicine, son. A little will help you forget. Just for a while. Until the bleeding stops."
A crooked smile dragged on Arin's mouth. That was exactly how he felt – like he had been stabbed in the back. He levered himself off the bench and reached for the bottle. His nose recoiled from the harsh fumes and his tongue burned before he quite had the bottle to his mouth. He wished he wasn't totally immune to the effects of the native grain brews or berry wines. A little oblivion would be welcome right now.
Talon waited for Tayree when she tried to slip from the Canyon before dawn. He stood at the gate of the stables, holding the reins of two misty gray horses set aside for Wind Walker use. He wore dark traveling leathers and stood in the morning shadows. His gray eyes gleamed from his black-bearded face like twin stars.
Tayree was still too fog-headed from the Dreamweed to be sour with him. And too grateful she didn't have to choose and saddle a horse on her own. All that mattered was escaping the Canyon before anyone knew Rhovas had found the answer and sent her to hunt the missing son of Chieftain Pindir and Lady Eriel.
"She still blames you?" Talon took Tayree's pack and her stone-tipped staff and held them for her until she mounted.
Since they were toddlers, the twins could hear the upper layers of each other's thoughts without even trying. It was always a comfort, and saved hours of talking.
"According to Lady Eriel, it is my fault Palan poisoned my sons and died murdering my husband." A tiny snort of bitter laughter escaped Tayree.
"Gracious of her not to mince words." He winked at her and handed up her pack and staff before swinging into his own saddle. "Strawberry rolls, twin?"
"The only thing I don't hate about the Na'huma invaders is the new plants they brought. Give."
She held out a hand still slightly trembling from Dreamweed. Tayree groaned in ecstasy as she bit into the first roll oozing with crushed fruit, still warm from the ovens.
"The Twin Heir is among the Na'huma, isn't he?"
She nodded, swallowing hard even though her throat tried to close around the gooey, sweet treat.
"How will you persuade him to come with you?"
"He's Palan's twin – if I offer him power, he'll follow without a moment of hesitation."
"You don't believe that." Talon clicked his tongue at the horses.
They started down the long, winding passage between high amber and black-striped stone walls carved by wind and water. At this time of the morning, the entire Canyon sat in chill shadows and dripped with dew. Tayree hoped to be as far as the Hagojo Plain, following the river before day trickled into the city.
"No. My visions show a man of honor and authority, guarded by the Na'huma soldiers. He is Palan in face and movement, but..." She crammed the last bit of roll into her mouth and wiped her sticky fingers on the saddle blanket.
She had slept little last night, dizzied by visions of her childhood friend reaching for her with gladness – then turning to Palan, to beat her senseless because she would not renounce her betrothal and marry him. Tayree longed to see how the good-humored, caring boy she had known in dreamwalking had grown to manhood. She feared he would be as arrogant and blind as all the Na'huma leadership. How could she persuade him to return to the tribe of his birth? How could she travel beside him, feeling the scars in her heart bleed again?
"You don't trust visions anymore, do you?" Her twin sighed and arched his back, working out kinks from a sleepless night.
Tayree could feel it in him, shared by their twin-bond that had never been broken, not even by her marriage to Jerel, Talon's best friend. Only a strong emotional attachment could weaken a twin bond, and she had never experienced such a thing yet. Only her love for her murdered sons had come close.
"You don't even trust Aundree's Vision anymore, do you?"
"Palan never cared about the laws of Omnistos, but he used the sacred writings to get his way." Tayree spat to get rid of the bad taste that came from speaking his name. "I wish Aundree had never discovered Dreamweed and never dreamed. Her vision split the People into tribes and enemies. Her vision promised peace when invaders fell from the stars."
"Invaders have indeed fallen from the stars," her twin reminded her with a crooked smile.
Tayree had no response to that. If she could have had her way, she would spend all her life in the High Reaches and never see the colonists who had created havoc on their world.
She was coming to learn that what she wanted mattered little in the great scheme of things.
By the will of the Winds who served Omnistos, she would walk among the Na'huma and hunt the Twin Heir, a child stolen to prevent the fulfillment of Aundree's Vision. The living image of the man who had tried to rape her, and had murdered her husband and infant sons, all in the name of fulfilling that vision.
She had never claimed she completely understood the Winds, but now Tayree thought she understood less than ever.
***
That morning, Arin wished he weren't so painfully susceptible to the negative effects of the ancient whiskey. Two mouthfuls he had taken, the second against his better judgment. Two mouthfuls, and eight hours later his head still swam and ordinary noises threatened to shatter his skull.
"You need a good sweating," his native assistant, Jolif said when they met at the stables on the western edge of Central.
Arin was grateful he had thought to make the arrangements for his journey last night, before he took his father's 'medicine'. He could put everything into Jolif's capable hands until his body turned friendly again.
He wouldn't have minded the hangover if he could have gone numb for a few hours. The whiskey had only made him so sick he couldn't sleep.
"How will that help?" Arin grumbled, trying not to whimper.
"Purge the poisons from your blood. Now, tell me what the hurry is and why you tried to kill yourself the hard way." Jolif slid down against the outside wall of the stables until he crouched almost on his heels and grinned up at Arin.
They could have been brothers, with the same thick, almost coarse, curly black hair – except for that patch of white in Arin's hair. The same wide shoulders and sand-toned skin. The same black eyes and regal, hawk-like nose. But Jolif as an Ayanlak was able to wear sandals, loose knee-pants of butter-soft grazerhorn skin, and little more than a vest in an eye-blinding shade of blue. Arin, as a civilian adjutant to the military, had to wear boots and long pants and a button-down shirt. He compromised by rolling up his sleeves and leaving his shirt untucked as often as protocol allowed.
"Speak, friend. The sooner you share your agony, the sooner it is divided," Jolif urged.
Groaning, Arin put his back to the wall on the other side of the stables door and slid down to mimic Jolif's position. Albeit, as stiff as an ancient board.
His Ayanlak friend was silent, too silent, when Arin finished telling him about the assignment. The silence spread, affecting even the horses, the insects, the wind. Arin knew if he gave in to ever-present temptation and touched the minds of the horses, they would be on a knife's edge of alertness from the disquiet filling the air. He imagined the silence spread westward, across the dusty grass plains, two days' journey to Melda on the River. Even now, some sensitive soul among the Ayanlak likely heard what was in their thoughts and gasped in horror.
"How long to build this bridge?" Jolif finally asked.
"I have to study the terrain before I can adapt the plans. I designed my bridge for Whipping Gorge with four years' worth of data as a foundation. Who knows how long I have to study the land around the river before I know what to do? Then we have to gather the materials. Fall and spring rains will interfere, and the killer blizzards they get around the rivers. I'll be stuck there at least an entire year, just so I know what my bridge has to endure... "
Did the thudding at the base of his skull ease up a little? Arin opened his eyes and looked at his friend. Jolif grinned.
"At least three years to complete? In that long a time, anything could happen."
"Yeah. Reesker and his buddies could all get drunk and run themselves over during the Landing Day races." Arin groaned. "We'll never be friends with the tribes, but could we at least do nothing to damage the cease-fire?"
"Come, my friend. There is still hope. The Winds will yet bring opportunity to those who serve peace and truth. I swear it on the sign of my clan." Jolif rubbed the feline profile of a nightclaw – what the colonists called a panther – etched into his blue enameled torque. "I swear on the scars of our blood-bond." He held up his hand so Arin could see the green-stained scar on the side.
The matching scar on Arin's hand tingled in response. He smiled and let himself believe the tingling took away a little of his misery. Raising his hand, he let Jolif press their scars together, as they had the day they promised undying friendship.
What kind of a friend am I, Arin wondered, when I can't even tell him my deepest secret?
Maybe before this project was finished, he would finally tell Jolif he was Ayanlak, too. He might need to beg sanctuary among the natives of Refuge. More and more, as the Dominators gained power in the Cabinet, Arin seriously considered turning his back on the colony that had saved his life.
But how could he? He had nowhere to go, no family but the Commodore. He still dreamed of peace between colonists and natives, even in the face of this cursed bridge.
***
Tayree rode her mist-colored Wind Walker horse south, keeping to the lowlands and avoiding the foothills of the Spine of the World Mountains. The journey south and then east through the gap created by the Scolasi Plains covered more ground than her preferred route straight east through the mountains. Because she rode alone instead of traveling on foot or with others, she took only four days to cover it, rather than weeks. She left the horse with Wind Walkers of the Moerna tribe, Keerlagor allies, just before she emerged from the gap. She walked the rest of the way; half a day south across the narrowest part of the Scolasi, then five days straight east to the Braided River, then half a day north to the Human settlement called Melda.
When she found the Twin Heir, they would make the return journey on foot, through the foothills and into the Spine. The Koh'hani who had stolen the Twin Heir as a child likely still searched for him. Two travelers could vanish into the foothills and mountains far more easily than a mounted company of warriors. Rhovas also had commanded her to teach Chieftain Pindir's lost son the history of the Keerlagor and the teachings of the Winds, to know the land in his blood and to love it. Far easier to do on foot, moving slowly, than riding with swift ease above the land.
Rhovas did not command Tayree to reveal her identity to this Na'huma-raised man, or her history with his dead twin, or even his own identity. Tayree intended to keep silent there. She was nothing more than a messenger and teacher – mistrada – to this living image of cursed Palan s'Pindir.
Tayree reached Melda in that gray time when dusk became night. A makeshift bridge of braided ropes and boards supported on barrels bobbed and swayed with the current, only a short distance down from where the two arms of the Braided River rejoined. The water ran high and fast, swollen by the continuing spring rains. Two men in Na'huma uniforms waited on the Melda side of the bridge, their backs to her. Tayree had little experience with the Na'huma, other than the foundling children who were adopted and trained as Ayanlak. She had heard enough to know those soldiers who guarded the bridge during the dark hours would charge her a fee to cross.
She had trade coins in her belt pouch, but the principle of the thing irked her. A spark of mischief raised her first smile in days and she devised a plan as she started across the bridge.
Reaching with her mind, she found a baobog and stirred it to flight when she was halfway across the river. The clumsy, naturally indolent water bird screeched, upset at being disturbed when it had already settled into its mud nest for the night. The cry was like spears and metal pots clattering inside a cart, down a rutted road. The two soldiers startled at the sound and stepped away from the end of the bridge. One laughed and chased the baobog as it fluttered to the ground and scurried in circles along the bank. The other taunted his friend. Neither man noticed Tayree step off the bridge onto the bank, and slip into the growing shadows to head toward Melda.
The air felt thick from yesterday's rain, heavy with the growing heat that promised to make the next few days scorching torment. The humidity accented the cramped population reek that seemed to dig claws into her nostrils. Tayree smelled charcoal smoke and the slick, poisonous tang of some Na'huma flammable chemical. Under that, she smelled burned meat and the stench of a cesspond, uncapped and improperly tended.
The musky, bitter, salty tang of unwashed bodies filtered through on errant strands of breeze. She turned her head to find the source of the smell and saw huts along the river docks. Built of scrap lumber, ragged cloth, tree limbs, they were lit with lanterns hanging by doors or fire pits.
"River rats," she murmured, and turned away, heading toward the larger buildings and cobblestone streets of Melda proper.
Tayree had been warned about the men who tended the barges along the Braided River. They made Palan look like a peaceful man who honored and protected women.
"There is a sickness in this place, more in spirit than body," she reported to Rhovas when they met in dreamwalk late after moonrise. "The land cries against it. I can feel it tremble under my feet."
They stood on a plateau hung on nothingness, lit by silver moonlight, the grass so deeply green it glowed. Above, stars shimmered in rainbow streaks. Faint swirls of mist like Dreamweed smoke formed a dome between them and the night.
"In their struggle to survive, they ignore common sense," Rhovas said, nodding. "I give you another task while you seek the Twin Heir. Speak to the People among the Na'huma. Open their eyes and remind them of all they have lost, and the harm they do their bodies and spirits."
"I would do it even if you didn't ask," she said, with a snort of disgust for all she had seen. "My soul aches for them. So sick they don't know their illness, and forgetting the cure. We should send more Wind Walkers and Spirit Singers here, to rescue all Ayanlak."
"You are there now. Begin the work." He chuckled, the sound warm and soothing.
"It sickens me, Great-Uncle. We are someday to make peace and call these Na'huma our brothers?"
"Aundree's Vision promises it." His smile grew wide enough to part the silver waterfall of his beard. "Child, you vowed your soul to serve the Winds wherever they led. Not your pain."
"Why won't they heal me?" erupted on a sudden surge of grief. Tayree had thought her mourning would have dulled by now, but coming to Melda had renewed her pain. It felt as jagged as the moment she saw Jerel plummet off the cliff, Palan's knife in his flesh, his hands around Palan's throat.
"Perhaps they already heal you, but you treasure your wounds too much."
"Treasure?" she gasped.
"They give you shelter, so you need not continue living. Despite Lady Eriel's words at the inquest, you are not to blame. Do not continue to punish yourself. Live, Tayree. Open your heart, and learn to dream again."
***
The morning was hot enough to make Arin wish he could get by with just a vest and knee length pants like Jolif. He had left his boots in the government guesthouse. As soon as he reached his office near the docks, Arin planned on removing his sandals, unbuttoning his shirt and rolling up his sleeves. Regulations and protocol could enter the starry void, for all he cared.
From Jolif's grin and sidelong glances as they moved down the street lined with two and three-story wood-frame buildings on stilts, his assistant knew his thoughts. Arin didn't mind. Rather, he was grateful. All his life he had felt a lack, a sense that there should be someone at his side who knew his thoughts before he thought them. Jolif came close to easing that sense of loss. When he offered to make the blood-bond six months ago, Jolif had given him a gift Arin could never adequately repay.
It was remarkably quiet for this early spring morning. Families were still at breakfast. Merchants had yet to open the doors and lift the awnings of their shops. He and Jolif and his two soldier escorts had most of the long, central gravel street of Melda to themselves.
Ten more minutes of quiet walking, enjoying the peace of the early hour, brought them to the main docks. On the wide town square partially paved with cobblestones, Arin's one-room office hut sat with its back turned to the docks.
Arin paused on the stairs to the doorway, turned and glanced back down the street. He regretted having to spend such a beautiful, clear day indoors, even if it did threaten to be hot and stifling. There were rains predicted in a few days; the killer spring storms that demanded Melda be built on stilts or not survive. He couldn't believe in rain on a day like this.
The Ayanlak woman walking alone down the street caught his gaze. Her hip length blue-black hair was held back with nothing but a headband of glistening silver and blue beads. She wore traveling leathers decorated with brilliant blue, green and red beads in a thick band around her knee-length shirt hem and cuffs. More silver and blue beads decorated the outer seams of her leggings and the fringe of her calf-high red boots. A long knife hung from the wide, braided belt snugging her hips and she carried a staff tipped in stone at both ends. A dusty pack hung down her back.
She turned as if she felt the intensity of his gaze. For just a moment, their gazes met. Arin swore she smiled at him and her black eyes sparkled. It seemed in another moment he would recognize her, and her lips moved as if she would speak. Then the soldiers caught up and stepped between him and the woman.
A moment later when they left his line of sight, the woman had vanished.
"Did you see her?" Arin muttered to Jolif. He glanced at his assistant when the man didn't respond.
Jolif stared at the spot where the woman had been a moment before, his eyes wide. He frowned, then looked at Arin.
"I saw her," he said just as quietly.
Yes, the woman was beautiful with her smooth stride, dark eyes, and glossy, thick, long hair. Her leathers moved like a second skin on her lean form. She brought to mind a shadowclaw. The graceful, silent jungle creature could only be glimpsed from the corner of the eye in moonlight. Yet her beauty wasn't reason enough for Jolif to stare like that.
Jolif shook himself and glanced once more at the street where the woman had been. He shrugged, then stepped up into the office, walked over to the main worktable, and tugged the chair out for Arin to sit.
"The mayor will be here in an hour to see you."
"To complain again – or rather, to complain still," Arin said with a groan. He put thoughts of the woman aside and settled down into his chair.
Along with the long-term preparations to build the bridge, Arin had to start renovations on all the government buildings at Melda. His was the final word on site, materials, and design. His only comfort in the tedium was that every extra project delayed the bridge's start.
There was too much work to do, too many officials to appease or put into their places, for him to spare thoughts for a woman he had only seen for ten seconds. Still, her face flickered through Arin's imagination all through the tedious, hot day. He was sure he had seen her before. Any moment, he expected a closed door in his mind to snap open and he would remember.
Her face floated before his mind's eye at the oddest moments. Fragments of memory showed her laughing – and then a moment later, her face was wracked with tears and pain.
Where had he seen her? The Ayanlak guarded their unmarried women like rare treasures, when the colonists were around. Arin thought he could count on one hand the times he had seen a young Ayanlak woman alone. Usually he only saw mothers with several children, or grandmothers escorted by their sons and grandsons. Considering the way the rougher fringe elements of the colonists treated the natives, Arin knew why the women, especially the beauties, hid.
Then his memories cracked open, dropping him into a scene that felt so familiar he thought he had lived it.
Arin stood on a cliff edge, a knife in his hand, fury making his body burn. His throat closed on a shout that threatened to suffocate him. He lunged at a man who was nothing more than a shadowy figure.
And they fell.
The girl from his childhood dreams, now grown to achingly desirable womanhood, dropped to her knees at the top of the cliff. She watched them tumble down, her mouth open in a scream that never touched Arin's ears.
With a muffled gasp, Arin broke free of the daydream memory. He looked around his office and found the scene unchanged. Jolif stood at the table holding the paperboard model of the bridge. The guards lounged in the doorway, talking quietly and looking out into the dusty, blinding bright street. The dream memory had taken only a few seconds.
Arin surreptitiously wiped cold sweat from his forehead. His heart still thudded in reaction to the fury that had burned him.
It felt so real. Yet he knew it had never happened. Nothing but a dream.
Musing until he got a headache wouldn't solve the problem. Arin called up all his discipline to concentrate on his job. The answers, if there were any, would come in their own good time. He had work to do. He would do it, no matter how much he loathed it.
***
It didn't surprise Arin somehow, when he stepped onto the guesthouse porch that evening and saw the Ayanlak woman from that morning running toward him. She had been so often in his thoughts, it was like she had stepped from his imagination into reality.
For a moment, he was content to watch and savor the grace of her long legs and pumping arms, the way her hair streamed behind her like a banner of dark fire, the intensity of her eyes and the hard line of her mouth.
Two men in the baggy, faded clothes of bargemen chased her.
"This way!" Arin shouted, and vaulted over the high porch railing. He ran to meet her.
A spark gleamed in her eyes as their gazes met. She changed course so abruptly, the men behind her skidded in the dusty street and nearly fell as they tried to follow.
Feet thudded at the far end of the wooden porch behind Arin as his guards appeared in the doorway, summoned by his shout.
"Get out of the way, little man," the sandy-haired, bearded bargeman in the lead growled. He slowed when Arin yanked his belt knife free and the torchlight gleamed on the long blade.
"Little?" Arin laughed, one short, sharp bark. He stood a good head taller than either of the woman's pursuers.
The wind shifted and he caught the stink of alcohol and unwashed bodies.
"The she dirt is ours!" He gestured at the woman who now stood silently beside Arin.
The bargemen considered all Ayanlak animals. The men were merely draft animals. The women were there to cook and clean and spread their legs for any man who wanted them. They were probably furious this woman had refused them, and then dared to flee.
"She's under the protection of the Cabinet," Arin growled.
The bargeman laughed and drew back his fist to attack.
Arin shifted his knife to his other hand and lunged with his empty fist. He ducked low, pushing up with his legs, and punched his opponent in the middle of his greasy, salt stinking chest. Rancid breath gushed in Arin's face. He shifted the knife back and swung again, making his opponent dance backwards with a strangled roar of rage and surprise.
The other man darted past them and lunged at the woman. From the corner of his eye, Arin saw her spin and twist, avoiding the filthy, outstretched hands. A moment later, the man fell into a crumpled heap at her feet.
"Behind you!" the woman called. Her voice sounded like a singing river on a warm summer morning.
He knew her voice. From long ago. Younger, sweeter, raised in laughter and muted with tears. From his dreams.
Arin turned, narrowly avoiding a knife in his gut. He spun, jerking his knee into his opponent's groin. The bargeman went down, choking. Arin's guards appeared from around the house.
How long had the battle taken? Ten, fifteen seconds?
"You didn't need my help at all," he said, turning to look at the woman.
"I needed witnesses when I defended myself," she responded, a thin smile brightening her sharp-boned face.
"Witnesses?" He knew he gaped stupidly at her, but he couldn't help it. Arin wanted to sit and just look into her wide, luminous eyes and listen to the sweet murmur of her voice.
"Those two would probably swear out warrants that she and ten friends attacked them without reason," one guard said. He glanced at the Ayanlak woman with admiration that made something inside Arin rear back in anger. "I've heard about the jali'tay, but never seen it used."
"It requires years of study." She let her smile deepen and nodded to both soldiers, then to Arin. "Thank you for helping. I had heard it was rare for Na'huma to be so kind."
"Unfortunately, that's true." Arin wiped sweat from his forehead. "Take those two away. I'm pressing charges."
"Yes, sir." The guards saluted him in unison and bent to drag away the two bargemen.
Arin's man had ceased moaning. He curled up, rocking a little in the dust. The woman's opponent was a silent, boneless heap of filthy clothes and sour odor.
"Thank you," she said, and turned to leave.
"Wait." Arin reached out a hand as if to stop her. Then he glanced at her downed attacker and thought better of uninvited contact. "Can I give you an escort home? Would you like to sit for a while? Something to drink? We've finished dinner, but there's – "
"Thank you." Laughter sparkled in her eyes, crinkled in the corners of her mouth. "I have eaten, and I need no escort."
"That's true." He managed a choked laugh. "May I ask your name? I'm Arin Dorwen." He braced himself for that moment when she recognized his name and the powerful family that claimed him.
"I am Tayree d'Bartha. Of the Keerlagor." Something in her gaze made him think she expected him to know that name.
If Tayree knew his name, she gave no sign of it. Arin nearly laughed when he realized he was both relieved and disappointed.
"Good night, Arin. May the Winds give you sweet dreams." She nodded again to him and continued down the street. While he stared and struggled for something to say, she stepped beyond the glow of the torches and vanished into the night.
Dreams. Arin felt a dropping sensation in his gut. Why would she speak of dreams? How could she know that her face haunted his dreams?
***
The dream returned that night as Arin stretched out on top of his sheets, a sheen of sweat on his naked skin. It had been nearly months since the fury dreams stopped haunting him, and he had thought himself well rid of them. He moaned in his sleep as he realized what would happen, and he could not stop it.
Tayree danced through his dreams, laughing, in a sleeveless shimmering green dress, barefoot, her hair tossed by swirling winds and her face bright with joy and life.
Arin watched her, angrily hungry to hold her in his arms. He ran to catch her. His steps covered leagues of ground, yet Tayree danced away, laughing and singing, just beyond his reach. She seemed not to know or care that he was there.
A man shadow stepped between them. Arin reared back, startled, and found a long knife in his hand. His hunger turned to fire with teeth as Tayree ran into the man's arms and tilted her head back, offering her mouth for a kiss.
He leaped to attack. Tayree vanished into smoke. He fought with the man shadow, stabbing, kicking, shouting until the sky cracked. The ground opened up beneath them.
Locked together, Arin and the man shadow fell.
Tayree dropped to her knees at the edge of the precipice high above, her face pale, eyes staring. Tears washed her cheeks.
The dream changed, and this was something new.
Arin stood next to Tayree. He tried to reach a hand to her. He wanted to put his arms around her, comfort her, dry her tears on his shoulder. He couldn't move.
Tayree turned. Her eyes widened and she stared into his eyes. Hatred and loathing changed to confusion.
She could see him!
Arin sat up in bed, reaching for her. His throat hurt from the cry that strangled against his teeth.
***
Tayree met Rhovas in a place as unreal as the cliff where Arin fought the man-shadow, yet as solid as her own mind.
She stood in a meadow, the colors muted by a silvery mist enclosing the spot, the edges softened till they faded away.
"So, you have found him." Rhovas nodded, silver beard faintly ruffled by the gentle breeze that smelled of conifers and sweet smoke. His dark eyes held stars as he cocked his head to one side and studied her. "How is it with him?"
"I have asked no questions, only listened." Tayree half-closed her eyes and heard again the voices speaking on the docks, in the shops, in the main square where the people of Melda read posted notices and shared news. "He is a man of authority among the Na'huma. Respected for his family and talents. He is not of the soldiers, yet they guard him. A man of the People walks with him. Not a servant. A friend, I think, but holding back."
"His tribe?"
"He wears a necklet, but I was not close enough to read it. Perhaps it holds no sign. Either he has foresworn his loyalties or he has been cast out..."
"Or he seeks the Twin Heir to destroy him," Rhovas said, when she paused a second too long. His beard parted in a smile when she nodded and looked away. "This Arin has been trained for his destiny. Is he a good man?"
"He is respected. He did leap to my aid against two river rats, and he knew I was of the People."
Tayree closed her eyes and the meadow changed to the riverbank where two filthy men leaped from their barge to snatch at her arms, and offered her drink and food to come share their blankets. She showed Rhovas their rage when she refused. One pulled a knife to force her and she fled them as easily as smoke. She showed him the flicker of light on the edge of her vision, the prickle down her back and the touch of a breeze that guided her to Arin. She relived for Rhovas how Arin leaped down to defend her.
"He needs no teaching, then, to know we are worthy," Rhovas mused, his smile widening in the silver depths of his beard. He nodded. Bits of misty light glinted off the rainbow layers of glass beads on his robes, marking events in his hundred-plus years serving the Winds and Omnistos.
"He must prove he is worthy of the Keerlagor," Tayree muttered and looked away.
"And how is it with you, child of my blood?"
"I am well."
"Truly?" He chuckled. "You expected to hate this man and find you cannot, I think."
"I am confused, Great-Uncle," she said on a sigh, and sank to her knees in the misty grass.
Even so close, she could not tell one blade apart from the other. The flowers dotting the grass were merely indistinct blobs of color, though their dreamtime perfume soothed her aching spirit and kept away the nightmare memories that threatened.
"When our parents died and you took Talon and me into training, did the Winds show you what would come? If I had never gone to train in the Canyon, Palan never would have seen me. Jerel would still be alive."
"Would you have married Jerel?" the old man asked, his question a whisper, yet making her jump as if stung. "He offered you sanctuary because he was your twin's closest friend. Neither of you loved except as friends."
"We came to love. We were happy."
"If Palan did not pursue you, would you have taken Jerel?"
Tayree bowed her head and took two deep, slow breaths. Finally she shook her head.
"I know not. And you are right. The first time I saw Arin Dorwen, I did not see Palan, but a man with light inside him."
"The Winds move strangely, to heal and to teach. I am glad you are teachable, child. All the hopes and dreams of our tribe rest on your shoulders." Rhovas bent down to wipe a single tear from the corner of Tayree's eye. "All my strength and wisdom and pride and love reaches to you, Tayree d'Bartha, daughter of my spirit. Listen to the guiding of the Winds and bring the Twin Heir home to his true people."
He stood back, all the light gathering in the single teardrop resting on his outstretched finger. Tayree closed her eyes against the sudden brilliance.
"One word of warning, child of my blood," he whispered. "Capture his mind and heart for the People and begin your journey soon. The way is long when unfamiliar, and enemies still watch to find and destroy him. Beware being caught on the Mist Plains during Conjunction. He is of Pindir's blood, with Wind Walkers among his ancestors, but he lacks the discipline to withstand Dreamweed's blooming. Hurry home."
The perfume of the flowers faded and the touch of the breeze grew stronger, bringing with it the tarry scent of conifers and lantern grass, spicy with spring freshness.
Tayree opened her eyes and looked around the moonlit clearing she had found for her dreamwalk. She bowed her head and pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes, to fight tears. The sound of the river slapping against the bridge's barrels came loudly to her through the soft night songs of insects. She felt the curious presence of a catling in the shadows to her left.
Somewhere, she felt the presence of a Chaiqua, and that threatened to open a wound barely sealed. The canine predators were sacred to all the Ayanlak, creatures dwelling half in the spirit world, protectors of mystics and nobles. That hadn't stopped Palan from killing the Chaiqua that guarded Tayree's infant sons.
Tayree ached, remembering the shock of that discovery. She wondered if she would ever be free of the aching emptiness that threatened to crush her. She felt it when she woke and reached for Jerel and he was not there. She felt it when she dreamed of her sons and woke with the ghost pain of milk in her breasts, and knew her arms were empty.
Concentrate on the now! she scolded herself.
Tayree smelled the mud of the river, the faint reek of rotting wood and reeds, the smoky presence of the Na'huma settlement far behind her. Like old garbage, she sensed the dull minds of the river rats who preyed on Ayanlak ignorant of the Na'huma ways. She sensed the clean, more alert minds of the soldiers patrolling the docks.
Even at this distance, she imagined she could feel the heartbeat of the one who called himself Arin.
Had he chosen that name, or had the colonists who rescued the toddler given it to him? It was close enough to Erlon, the name Chieftain Pindir and Lady Eriel gave their son. That, Tayree decided, would be her next step of this quest – learn about Arin's upbringing among the Na'huma.
She had sensed him that morning, just moments before she saw him. A buzzing in the air teased her bare skin like pollen bugs hovering at her fingertips. She had listened to the wind whispering in her ears and turned down the main street to follow, instead of walking the riverbank to the Ayanlak sector of the river town as she had planned.
There he was, with Palan's face, but not his spirit. He stood tall and confident and relaxed, smiling at the Ayanlak man beside him, with one glance showing his distaste for the guards who followed in his wake.
Palan's arrogance had always pulled him tall, while anger hunched his shoulders. He worked to impress or intimidate everyone, even those he considered friends. Palan never smiled except in triumph; always conscious of his importance. He kept many guards in his shadow for show, to impress people.
When she looked into Arin's eyes, Tayree had seen light in them. Palan had always been darkness, even when he laughed and forgot himself. Tayree had been so glad to sense such a chasm of difference between the twins, she had smiled, even though this stranger wore Palan's face.
"Omnistos," she whispered now in the moonlit clearing, "I am your servant. You have made me Spirit Singer and Wind Walker to heal others. Heal me now as I obey. Guide me now, to capture the heart and mind of this man of the Na'huma, and bring him home to the People. When I am safely home in the High Reaches, I will burn many handfuls of visril grass to make sweet smoke in thanksgiving and lead the Sentinels in chants of praise to you, oh great Omnistos."
On her last word, she pinched soil between her fingers and pressed it to her forehead, leaving a smudge that would remind her of her vow when she washed in the morning.
"The Winds bless you," the little, white haired Ayanlak grandmother whispered. She nodded and smiled and rocked a little among her blankets.
Like many Ayanlak caught at the edges of Melda, she was reduced to living in a three-walled shelter, with a fire pit before the open side to keep away the night chills and dangers. The shack faced toward the river like others built on the northern side of Melda. It sat on a hill overlooking the canals and locks. If one side of the shelter sloped too much, it seemed worth the price. The Ayanlak didn't build on stilts or worry about the seasonal flooding. They also didn't have money for medicine, wholesome food, or clothes that were little better than rags.
Tayree had wandered Melda yesterday, learning the districts marked out by workers and merchants, soldiers and river rats, well-to-do Na'huma and their refuse. Today, she devoted to the Ayanlak. She had already found representatives from all fifteen tribes, living in harmonious squalor. She could almost wish the quarrelsome tribal leaders would be reduced to such a state, so they could learn to live in peace.
True, there were Ayanlak who worked for the Na'huma without harming body or spirit. They resisted the allure of apathy, or the Na'huma-made grain alcohol that was more deadly than spending Conjunction in the Mist Plains. These Ayanlak walked a knife's edge between retaining their oneness with the land and finding comforting numbness among the invaders. Tayree didn't know whether to envy their ability to blend, or pity them.
"How can we thank you?" the woman's son asked. He knelt next to his mother and bowed to Tayree.
He was a man mountain, all muscle and bronzed skin, his hair clipped short in the style of the wandering Wacogu foothills tribe. He didn't wear an armband with his clan markings. He had no knotted and beaded belt to tell of his achievements and what trade skills he possessed; whether he had married and sired children. Tayree had already met five others this morning who also lacked such things, sold to pay for food, medicine, shelter, or to help another Ayanlak start the long journey home.
"Go home to the hills and plains," Tayree said, giving vent to the words that pressed so hard on her soul, her lips felt scorched. "That is the best medicine I can give, and the best thanks. Your soul and your body are not two separate entities, but two in one being. What harms one eventually harms the other."
"How? We have no money."
"Your tribe is east of the Mist Plains at this time of the year, so the journey will be short. You can fish and gather berries and dig roots in the spring soft soil, and sleep under the stars. You have blankets and knives. What more do you need for the journey?"
"We have been softened, living with the Na'huma." The young man wouldn't meet her eyes as he spoke.
Tayree read shame in his hunched shoulders. She was grateful. Shame would make it easier for him to change. Shame was like wax, and anger like clay. The same circumstances made one soul pliable, and another brittle and useless.
"You are Ayanlak. Go back to the embrace of the land. It is your mother. Let her feed you. Leave behind the things of the Na'huma that weaken your bodies and souls. In poverty, learn to be strong again. When you have traveled far enough, your kin will find you." Tayree pressed her fist over her heart, making the silent binding vow of a Wind Walker. "I will dreamwalk tonight and send word that you are coming."
She hoped she could find a Wacogu Wind Walker who would hear her. Wind Walkers and Spirit Singers were supposed to be above tribal bickering, but sometimes they cared more for the age-old insults and squabbles over territory than they did for serving Omnistos and the Winds. The Wacogu avoided the schisms that pitted the Keerlagor and their allies against the Koh'hani and theirs. Would they believe a Keerlagor when she said their fellow tribesmen returned? Tayree vowed to search until one listened.
Had Palan been right, and together they could have helped fulfill the Vision, to unite the tribes in peace? Surely with all the damage the Na'huma had done since landing on this world, the tribes should learn to stand together, if only to survive?
No. He had tried to beat her into submission. Palan was no tool of the Winds, no child born to fulfill Aundree's Vision. She was the willing servant of the Winds and she knew they were never so cruel and capricious.
In that moment of silence, Tayree felt the warning prickle on her neck, caught a glimpse of brightness from the corner of her eye. Such signs had come in her dreams, when the Winds showed her the Twin Heir, and again last night when the river rats attacked. Tayree had run instead of defending herself, heeding the Winds' guidance, and ran straight to Arin's help.
She turned now, and found Arin standing on the other side of the pebble-strewn excuse for a street. That tall, well fed Ayanlak man stood next to him. His necklet showed the nightclaw emblem of the Koh'hani, enemy of the Keerlagor. The Ayanlak looked at her, nodded once, and lowered his gaze.
He knew who she was and honored her by refusing to stare. How strange and amusing: the enemy honored her, yet the hope of the Keerlagor knew nothing about her, and stared.
Amusing, if the Koh'hani hadn't been in the company of Pindir's stolen son. Why was he here? Did he know Arin was of the Keerlagor, or did he think him a Na'huma?
How could this man of the Koh'hani look at the white streak among Arin's thick black curls and not know?
Arin stared at Tayree with hunger in his eyes.
Palan had always made her feel like a half cooked lump of meat, waiting to be devoured at his leisure. Arin's stare made awareness vibrate through her whole body. It turned warm and pleasant, tickling.
Tayree broke free of the bonding in their gazes and turned back to the elderly woman and her son. They were like the dozens of Ayanlak she had seen already; living in sickness and hunger, spending their days in labor and their nights in exhaustion.
"You know him, Singer?" the son asked, following her gaze.
"He defended me last night." Tayree shrugged, as if it meant nothing. "Who is he?"
"The governor's engineer. Nephew to him. He brings changes to Melda and there will be plenty of work with real pay soon. I hope to make enough to take my mother home in comfort."
"In a year or two, yes, but you must go now. Who is the man of the People who walks with him?"
"His name is Jolif. It is said they are friends, not master and servant." The son shook his head in disbelief.
Is that good? Or bad for me? Yet why would the Winds lead me here unless I had a chance of success?
Tayree smiled and knelt to examine the eyes of the elderly woman she had just calmed out of her pain with a chant and dosed with a cold elixir of pressed herbs. Spirit Singers carried it in their healing pouches as a tonic, as did everyone who grew up in the High Reaches. It would purify the old woman's blood of the poisons filling the air, ground, and plants around Na'huma towns, but the healing would not last.
"You must take your mother home to the People," she said to the son as she examined the mother's eyes and touched the pulse in her neck with gentle, deft fingers.
"We can't go near the river," the son said, his words nearly dragged from him.
"Why?"
"River rats. They beat me until I join the work gangs and hold my mother prisoner against my obedience. Then they throw us stale bread for wages. I have no way to ask for justice."
"Is that how you came to this side of the river?" Tayree guessed. She bit her lip against a bitter smile when the young man nodded and lowered his head in shame. "Listen, man of the People." She waited until he raised his head and met her gaze again. "I vow the Winds will protect you."
She heard her own voice as if from down a far tunnel. Tayree shivered at the mixed terror and thrill that always came when the Winds spoke through her.
"A Chaiqua will walk before you until you are far from here. I see this, and I pledge my life and my blood to make it so," she finished on a sigh. She smiled despite the emptiness that followed the power. Already, she sensed the presence of the Chaiqua that had walked at the edge of her awareness for several nights now, coming closer. Whether it moved at the urging of the Winds or felt the calling of her prayer, Tayree didn't know. It didn't matter how the blessing came to be, only that it came when needed.
The prickling on the back of her neck grew stronger. Tayree turned and found Arin and Jolif standing a few steps away.
"I heard what you said," Arin said to the son. "Forced labor is illegal. If you help me, I'll help you."
"How, sir?" the son asked, standing a little taller despite his obvious awe for an official of the Na'huma government.
"We can't punish these men unless we catch them in the act, and then we can get them to witness against the others." He smiled with a sharpness in his eyes that told Tayree he liked justice, not just traps. "When you attempt to cross the river, they'll try to harm you. We catch them and punish and stop them, and then other Ayanlak can freely go home. And I will send guards with you until you are safe."
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