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Prologue

Banshee

Kavio is going to die.

The last night of the rushed and desperate journey
back to Yellow Bear, Dindi awakened abruptly, mouth dry, sweat on
her neck. A murky shape loomed over her, hanging from a tree branch
over her sleeping mat, like a bat sleeping upside down in a
cave.

Don’t scream.

The black shape unfurled bat wings to reveal a fae,
a female with a pallid face, stubby snout and fangs. Long purple
hair streamed behind her, and her gauzy dress sparkled amethyst
like a broken geode.

You’re the only one who can help
him. The bat-winged woman’s mouth didn’t move, but Dindi felt
the voice slither into her mind. You’re the last one
standing between him and Death.

Dindi stood up, shaking. A quick glance confirmed
that everyone in the camp was asleep. Brena and Gwenika slept in
the lean-to nearest her mat. Gremo and Svego shared the furs on the
far side of the fire. There were more lean-tos and straw mats
arranged around two other fire pits, where the refugees from Blue
Waters, those who had been Shunned, slept. Some of them moaned and
tossed on their blankets, but none were awake.

It was close to dawn; Kavio was supposed to be on
watch, yet he was nowhere to be seen.

“Where is he?” whispered Dindi to
the purple faery.

The faery cocked her head. Don’t scream…

She opened her mouth wide…wider…the lips peeled back
so far that her whole face became an open mouth, a gaping chasm of
fang and throat. She unleashed a scream.

Banshee!

The inhuman roar shook the earth and washed the
landscape in so weird and brilliant a light the trees and rocks and
earth itself became transparent, like loosely woven wisps of cloth,
and Dindi saw, silhouetted black against the lucent shapes, a man
standing on a high cliff over the river. He stepped over the edge
and fell into darkness…

The illumination flashed like lightning, then the
banshee closed her wings, and snapped the world back to night. But
Dindi remembered where he had stood, and tore through the brambles
and trees, running uphill, until she reached the spot, sick with
the fear she could not make it in time to stop him from
falling.

When she arrived, Kavio stood on the edge of the
cliff, but he had not yet stepped over the ledge. An old woman
hovered in front of him, floating in the air on gossamer wings. It
was a High Faery, almost too bright to look upon, as if a sliver of
the full moon had slid too close to the earth and might consume
everything in cold fire. Her face was veiled, but her voice cut
through the air like sharp ice. Dindi stumbled, and no matter how
much she screamed at her feet to move, she was unable to drag
herself closer. Her body would no longer answer her commands.

“You don’t deserve to live,
Kavio,” the High Faery said. A cold, hushed voice, like a winter
river. “How many more people have to die because of you? Isn’t
killing me, your own mother, enough for you?”

His own mother? The White Lady herself had come to
berate her son?

Dindi was sure he could see and hear the faery,
though he did not look at her. He stared down into the water,
swirling in the palm of jagged rocks that thrust up from the river
like grasping fingers.

“Wouldn’t it be better t o give up
your life now, before you have to endure the humiliation of
returning to your war chief stained with failure?” asked the veiled
woman.

The bitch is egging him on. And of course the faery
knew just where to dig. During the journey Kavio had said similar
things. My life was forfeit from the time I failed in my quest for
peace, he had told her bleakly. I have no right to return to Yellow
Bear. I have an obligation to guide the rest of the peace party,
and the Shunned we rescued, to safety. But once we are back in
Yellow Bear territory…

“Won’t it be fun,” taunted the
faery, “when your allies learn how you crawled like a pig on a
leash before your cousin…how you howled like an infant when Rthan
dangled you by your arms above the water…. You can still feel it,
can’t you Kavio, how your arms burned and the water smothered you?
You can still feel how cold it was, how very, very
cold…”

Dindi wanted to slap the glow off her fae face.

She couldn’t walk in the presence of the faery, but,
when she focused all her willpower, she forced her limbs to creep.
The leaves rustled under her belly as she clawed closer to him.

“You should never have been born,”
continued the faery, with icy loathing. “Your father knew as much.
Why do you think he sought any road to be rid of you, for any cause
he could claim, over the years? He would welcome the death of the
spawn destined to kill its own mother. But you… are you such a
monster that you want to kill me, Kavio? Why else would you fight
to live, knowing it means I will die at your hand?”

“You aren’t my mother,” he said
flatly. “Nice try, though.”

Infuriated, the faery flashed and shifted. Her veil
turned into a hundred tiny snakes that reared up and hissed at him.
Dindi glimpsed a terrible face. Blue skin.

“CURSE-BRINGER!” She hissed/roared
at him with a hundred voices.

She disappeared in a burst of blue sparks that
seared the air. Dindi had to duck her head against the light. Once
the faery had vanished, however, Dindi found herself freed from
paralysis.

“Kavio!” she shouted.

He did not move, except to clench his hands. She
could see the tension ripple across the muscles in his broad
back.

“Go back to camp, Dindi.” His
words sounded flat, dark.

“No.” She scrambled out of the
leaves, brushing off twigs as she went, took a huge step, tripped,
and face-planted back into the leaves.

At the sound of her “oomph!” he did turn around, at
last. He shook his head. She grinned sheepishly.

“You have a twig in your hair,” he
said. He knelt down to pluck a stick out of her tangles. She was
just glad to see him step away from the ledge. She grinned and
grinned. He tried and failed to suppress his return
smile.

“What are you doing
here?”

“I heard you talking to someone,”
she said. Her grin faded.

“It was nothing,” he said. “Just
the Blue Lady toying with me.”

“That’s not nothing.”

“She’s no danger to me,” he
said.

“Are you sure?”

Nameless emotions chased over his face. He cupped
her cheek with his hand, briefly, a soft caress. Something cleared;
his tension eased. He said firmly, “I’m sure. Let’s go back to
camp.”


Chapter One

Recrudescence

Kavio

The dawn of their last day on the journey home, they
left their large canoe moored in the lake at the Dam upriver from
the tribehold. The rest of the day, the party treaded the path
beside the river. Kavio counted his people, repeatedly, head by
head, as if re-counting could change who was missing, who was
present.

Missing: Rthan, who had stayed in his
homeland, to add his strength to the enemy when the war came.

Present: Brena, still brooding over her lost
slave. They had shared a tent, Kavio suspected, though they had
been so discreet he could not be certain.

Missing: Vultho, traitor and scoundrel and
kin to Hertio. He had violated the truce by attacking an enemy
clanhold, birth clan of Gremo’s father.

Present: Gremo, who had spent most of the
journey in the shape of a giant sea bird, speeding them home far
more swiftly than nature would have normally allowed. Gremo had
shifted back to human form again for the trek overland.

Present: Svego, an Olani from Blue Waters,
and, it turned out, one of the Shunned.

Present: Thirty more men, women and children
who had been Shunned by the Blue Waters tribe, healed by Gwenika
and Gremo, and now followed Kavio in the hopes of securing refuge
in Yellow Bear.

Missing: the Peace between Yellow Bear and
Blue Waters that Kavio had promised to bring back.

Present: the threat of War.

The strumming river, the drum of frog throats and
flute warble of songbirds, the grass crunching under feet, he heard
none of it. Words, like a roaring waterfall, tumbled through his
mind, a rehearsal of the speech he would give to Hertio, War Chief
of Yellow Bear. No matter how many times Kavio shaped the phrases,
he couldn’t make them come out right.

A softer step, hurrying to catch up. He turned
around and saw rounded shoulders, hair swept back from a piquant
face. She smelled like wildflowers and willowbark tea.

Present: Her.

Dindi glanced up at him from under her lashes and
smiled. He wanted to shake her. How can you be so happy? Don’t
you understand what’s going to happen? But he smiled back. His
practice speech for Hertio popped like a bubble, clean out of his
head.

Fa! He needed to remember what he planned to say. He
glared at Dindi and deliberately quickened his pace. First, accept
responsibility, welcome punishment. But demand, at the same time,
the punishment of Vultho, whose violation had been treasonous as
well as dishonorable. Even Hertio must see that, for all he would
not want to be harsh with his kinsman.

Winter in Yellow Bear was a brown thing, not white.
The autumn leaves that had fallen earlier in the year remained like
crumbs on the ground with no snow to cover them. The grasses often
caught fire. From his vantage, the elevated stretch of a hillock,
Kavio noticed movement on the path further down the brown slope. A
sept of men advanced toward them. They wore undyed buckskin legwals
and there was no war paint on their chests, clad for the hunt, not
for battle. Yet they jogged single file up the path, with no
attempt to soften the loud thumps of their bare feet on the dirt.
They carried spears, not bows. Thrano led them.

Kavio stopped, forcing those behind him to stop as
well. He waited.

“Ho, Kavio,” Thrano called out
once the two groups came within sight. He and the six men with him
trotted until they were less than a stone’s throw from
Kavio.

Kavio lifted his hand. “Thrano. What buck or boar
has led you so far from the tribehold?”

“It’s not so far for swift feet or
swifter tongues.” Thrano’s grin held no mirth.

So those at the Tors of Yellow Bear had already
heard the rumors of the failed peace journey. Had Hertio sent
Thrano ahead to tell Kavio not to bother to return? No. Thrano had
not come with enough men to enforce such a message, and Kavio
didn’t think Hertio would have sent it. Hertio had never believed
peace would be possible to begin with. He would snicker, slap Kavio
on the back, lean close, and, with breath that stank of beer and
garlic, tell him he’d told him so.

“We are men out on a hunt,” Thrano
said. He emphasized each word. “We did not expect to meet you, and
we must be on our way.” He began to jog away, off the path, his men
after him. Then he turned, as if in afterthought, to add, “If we
are not back by nightfall, you can tell War Chief Vultho we were
hunting near the Dam and may make camp there this night, but we
will surely be back by tomorrow with meat for his Honoring
Feast.”

Thrano and the hunters disappeared into the
woods.

Dead leaves gusted across the path. Kavio listened
to the rattle of the wind in the dry brambles, absorbing Thrano’s
message, rearranging futures like dancers in the kiva of his mind.
Behind him, the others waited.

Gremo cleared his throat. “Was that a joke?”

“No. A warning.”

“Vultho can’t possibly be War
Chief.” Gremo’s forehead knotted. “Can he?”

“Apparently, he can.”

“What will we do now?” asked
Gremo.

“Hunt.” Kavio flexed his hands.
“If there is to be a feast held to honor the investiture of Vultho
as War Chief, we ought to bring gifts of meat. We don’t want to
arrive unprepared.”

Many of the stragglers in his party hadn’t caught up
yet, so Kavio instructed Gremo and Svego to find a rest spot and
gather them all while he “hunted.” He did indeed need to hunt,
although what he wanted was information, not game.

He tracked Thrano’s footprints, heavy and deliberate
wedges in the dirt, and wasn’t surprised to find the warrior
waiting patiently for him on a boulder.

“So,” said Kavio.

“So,” said Thrano. He idly
scrapped pale green lichen off the rock face with the stone blade
of his spear. He didn’t look at Kavio. But he began to
talk.

What had happened was this, according to Thrano.

Vultho had returned early from the peace journey.
(Right after we chased him out of Gremo’s father’s clanhold,
thought Kavio.) He blamed one of the Blue Waters clans for breaking
the peace, and complained that Kavio had been naïve and unprepared
for the attack—only he, Vultho, had resisted the backstabbers, and
held them off long enough for Kavio and the others to continue
their peace journey. (At that point, Vultho still thought I
might negotiate peace with Nargano, thought Kavio.) Once word
reached the Tors that Nargano had rejected the peace, Vultho crowed
that he had warned Hertio all along of Kavio’s childishness and
incompetence. (How delighted that vulture must have been to hear
of my failure, thought Kavio.) Vultho went a step further,
however, and claimed that Hertio himself was ultimately to blame
for the coming war, for trusting an outtribber boy in the first
place. Vultho convinced the elders to convene the Council of
Matriarchs and the Council of Patriarchs to name a new War Chief.
He also announced his betrothal to Lulla, Hertio’s daughter. (Kavio
snorted.)

Vultho’s father was the brother of the matriarch of
the Sun Clan, the chief-maker clan of Yellow Bear. His mother
belonged to the Ladder Clan, the second most powerful clan in the
tribe. His betrothal to Lulla brought him directly back into the
Sun Clan as a husband. His social connections were unassailable. He
did not need to tell the Councils who he had in mind to replace
Hertio. They dropped rocks in jars, but since no other warrior had
stepped forward to offer his jar to compete, at the end of the
choosing, Vultho’s jar was too heavy to lift.

“He’s more clever than I thought,”
Kavio said.

“His aunt hates Hertio,” Thrano
said. “She was Hertio’s first wife, before he discarded her for her
younger cousin. You’re a latecomer to this bitterness. The bones of
this fight are old.”

“Aren’t they always?”

Thrano scrapped the stone blade of his spear against
the boulder, scritch, scritch, scritch. Green
dust floated to the litter of dead leaves on the ground. Over the
treetops, a raven attacked a young eagle. The eagle shrieked.

“Vultho thought Nargano would kill
you,” said Thrano. “He won’t be pleased you live.”

“Will he order my
death?”

“If he can find a strong enough
pretext, you know he will try, but it won’t be easy for him. Hertio
is no longer War Chief, but he is still favored by many of the
elders. Even those who thought a young man should lead the warriors
in battle respect the wisdom of white hair in other matters. All
know Hertio elevated you, and an attack against you now means an
attack against him.”

“Poor Hertio. I’m a rock that ties
him down.”

Scritch, scritch. “A strong rock could knock
Vultho off his perch,”

“After the tribe elders gave him
their jar of acclaim? No. If I wanted to take a tribe at the point
of a spear, I’d have started with my birth tribe.”

Thrano was silent. Scritch, scritch,
scritch.

“Thank you for your timely hunt,”
Kavio said softly.

“What do we do now?” Thrano asked,
much as Gremo had.

Nargano behind them, Vultho before them. Kavio
pictured the river, like a liquid rope with two impossible knots,
one at Sharkshead of Blue Waters, one at the Tors of Yellow Bear.
He had imagined that they would only have to paddle upstream until
they reached the Dam, and could follow the other branch of the
river after that, downstream, downhill. Now he felt as if some
malicious fae had reversed the flow of the river, and he had to
paddle upstream all over again.

“We keep walking forward,” said
Kavio.

Dindi

Alone on the dirt path, Dindi wove excuses as if
they were reeds for a basket. No one can know about us. He’s
just trying to protect me. He’s worrying over the nasty things the
Blue Lady said to him. It still hurt, the way Kavio had stared
right through her when they passed each other on the path, the way
he had quickened his step and hurried away from her, the way a man
would sidestep a dead bird crawling with ants. She reminded herself
that she had no right to his attention. Her life had been forfeit
when he caught her dancing the secret Tavaedi tama. Every
breath she took was his favor to her. She had no right to ask for
more. If only she could untwist the knot in her stomach and erase
his cold expression from her memory.

Kavio had long since disappeared further down the
path when Gremo, who usually walked a few paces behind him, as
befit a henchman, returned and yelled back to the straggling line
of travelers, “Rest! Rest.”

She did not want to rest. She wanted to catch up
with Kavio and find out why he would pause now, in the middle of
the day, when they were so close to the tribehold. But Kavio
obviously didn’t want to talk to her, so she followed Gremo to a
clearing by the river where a number of large, flat boulders
provided easy seating. She rinsed her face in the cold water,
squatted on a rock and dug a tuber out of her rucksack. She had dug
up a few edible roots yesterday, and nibbled one now. It tasted
starchy and faintly bitter.

More of the travelers in the failed peace party
arrived in the clearing. The half-dozen Yellow Bear warriors looked
bored and impatient, but the thirty-two Shunned looked glad for the
break. They were a thin, timid bunch. After their initial joy at
freedom wore off, they had seemed daunted by the journey. She
couldn’t blame them for being frightened. They were seeking
sanctuary in the territory of their people’s hereditary
enemies.

Gwenika entered the clearing. She knelt on the same
rock as Dindi to wash her face.

“The Shunned aren’t doing too
well,” Gwenika said, echoing Dindi’s silent thoughts out loud. She
combed her wet hands through her hair, which was a tangled mess.
Gwenika looked exhausted. Her skin was waxy and her forehead was
beaded with sweat. “I’m worried about them.”

Dindi clucked sympathetically. Gwenika leaned closer
so she could lower her voice. “Some of them have new skin
lesions.”

“I thought you and Gremo cured
them?”

“We did. It’s so
frustrating. Recrudescence. That’s what my mother called it. When a
disease comes back after it was supposed to have been eradicated. I
haven’t been feeling too good myself, either, actually. I always
thought the Shunned were not contagious, but now I am beginning to
wonder.”

“Is there a cure for
recrudescence?” Dindi asked.

Gwenika said, even more hushed, “Amputation.”

Dindi could hear the Shunned shuffling to and from
the river. Their thin feet squelched in the green mud. Most of them
still wore their rags. They ducked their heads, hid their faces,
from habit. They squatted in clumps of two or three at most, with
their backs out like blank shields.

“But…Gwenika, some of the Shunned
had the pustules on their faces. Their… Over their whole
bodies!”

“Don’t you think I know that?”
Gwenika hugged her knees and rocked on her heels. “The worst cases
might have to be given to the Deathsworn. Can you imagine? After
everything we went through, after everything Zavaedi Kavio did to
save these people, if we have to give them up for dead
anyway?”

“There has to be another
option...” Dindi began.

“No! Not that! Not
now!”

Dindi blinked in surprise at Gwenika’s vehemence.
“Not what?”

“Put it away! NOW!”

Gwenika slapped Dindi’s hand. To her shock, Dindi
found herself clutching the corncob doll. She hadn’t been aware of
slipping it out of her blouse. Reddening, she shoved the ragged,
blank-faced doll back between her breasts.

“I’m sorry, I don’t know why I did
that.”

“My mother still doesn’t know
about your role in what Gremo and I did,” Gwenika said. “She must
never know. It might go...badly…for you, Dindi.”

“Where is your mother?” Dindi
darted a nervous glance around the clearing, but Brena had not
arrived at the riverbank yet.

Instead, someone else arrived who commanded Dindi’s
instant attention.

Kavio.

He filled the clearing with the force of his
presence. He was so handsome, so in command of himself, that she
couldn’t help it. Her heart pirouetted. She bit her lip and stared
at him until his gaze brushed in her direction. Then she tucked in
head to her knees, to avoid meeting his eyes. She needn’t have
bothered. He wasn’t looking for her. He wasn’t even looking
at her. His lips moved silently as his attention bounced
from head to head. He was counting everyone. He did that a lot.

“Gremo?” he called.

Gremo hurried to Kavio’s side. “Zavaedi?”

“How would you like to stretch
your wings again?”

“Give the word, Zavaedi. But how
will that help us?”

“I’d like you to fly over the Tors
of Yellow Bear right now and report back to me so we know what to
expect before we get there.”

“What to expect?”

“Is there any unusual activity?
Ceremonies or gatherings? Warriors ready to ambush us? That sort of
thing. You should be able to see it from the air before they can
spot you. Will you do it?”

“Gladly, Zavaedi.
Except…”

“Except what?”

Gremo was a big man, taller and more muscular than
Kavio who himself did not lack for muscles. Gremo’s long hair fell
in a thick braid down his back, in the fashion of an Olani, except
on him, the hairstyle didn’t look girlish, it looked like a club.
It was hard to believe he had spent the greater part of the last
fortnight in the shape of a giant seabird.

“Except nothing,” he said. “I will
not disappoint you.”

He hunched in on himself. Kavio crossed his arms.
Neither man otherwise moved.

“Now would be the preferred time,”
Kavio hinted after a long pause.

Gremo hunkered down further. His jaw muscles
clenched and throbbed; color flooded his face all the way down to
his neck. Meanwhile, his arms quivered, as though he strained to
lift some immense weight. One knee folded, then the other, and he
collapsed in on himself. His back bulged like a malignant thing,
but no wings sprouted. Instead, a gruesome knot of flesh expanded
from his spine and hardened into a big rock. The rock kept growing
until Gremo collapsed under its weight. His eyes bulged, moist with
shock, and his mouth opened and closed, gasping for breath. Not a
bird, but a grounded fish. The boulder was crushing him.

“Gremo!” Kavio shoved his shoulder
and pushed at the boulder. He called aloud, to everyone in the
clearing, “Help me free him!”

Svego was the first to help, then a few of other
warriors lent their shoulders and together they all shoved the huge
stone off of Gremo. His legs ought to have been crushed, but they
weren’t. However, shame burned in his face.

“I thought you were past this,
this, this rock,” Kavio said angrily.

“I’m sorry, Zavaedi,” Gremo said.
“That first night after I found myself a man again, I tried to
shift back to being a bird. But I couldn’t find my wings a second
time. I thought I was just tired, that with food and rest, I would
be able to fly again. But I can’t seem to...I can’t find them. My
wings are gone. When I reach for them, all I find is rock. The
harder I try, the bigger the stone.”

He hung his head.

“If you did it once, you should be
able to do it again.” Kavio kicked the stone, scowling. “You picked
a poor time to relapse.”

“I’ll keep trying,
Zavaedi.”

“I was counting on you,” Kavio
said coldly. “Obviously, that was a mistake.”

“You shouldn’t be so hard on him,
Zavaedi,” Svego accused. “After all he’s done.”

“Yes, let’s discuss all he’s
done,” Kavio said in the same cold tone. “Performing hexcraft with
Brena’s daughter, behind my back, and against my express wishes.
Has it occurred to you that if you had obeyed me in the first
place, perhaps none of us would have needed to depart Sharkshead so
hastily?”

Gremo’s face turned ashen.

Svego snaked an arm around his shoulders, but Gremo
shoved it off and stomped away from the clearing, into the privacy
of the woods. Svego ran after him, calling his name like a
supplication. Those still in the clearing, including the warriors
who had just helped Kavio free Gremo from the rock, dealt with the
awkward silence by feigning interest in tasks that had suddenly
become deeply engrossing.

Beside Dindi, Gwenika made a strangled sound.

“What if he’s right, Dindi?” she
asked. “What if Gremo and I ruined everything?”

“You healed those people,” Dindi
said firmly. “That wasn’t wrong.”

“Except we didn’t really heal
them, did we? They are getting worse again. So, in the end, we
destroyed our tribe’s only chance at peace for
nothing.”

Dindi wanted to reply, but the air felt so thick
with tension, she choked on the words. Thorny vines of magic
smothered the clearing, prickling Gwenika, lashing out from Kavio,
cocooning the Shunned… everywhere, spikes and barbs.

Brena arrived at last in the clearing. She went to
speak to Kavio. Whatever she said to him, she kept her voice low,
so their conversation did not carry across the clearing as the
previous confrontation with Gremo had.

Dindi watched them. Whatever Kavio told Brena upset
her greatly. It was hard to keep them in focus, however. The thick
air tasted starchy and bitter.

“Dindi!” Gwenika hissed. “What are
you doing? I thought we agreed you would put that away! Everyone
can see you! My mother is staring right at you!”

“Wh…?”

Dindi’s lips felt numb. Once again, she realized,
without meaning to, she had taken out the corncob doll. Heat
radiated against her skin, dry, dry heat that tasted of death and
dust. All around her, light scorched her eyes, which burned the way
looking into the sun destroys sight, forcing her to throw her arms
before her face, against the unbearable. She lost her balance and
fell from the rock into the Vision.

Vessia

Skeletons painted red with dust lay crumpled in
doorways and draped over adobe balconies. Not a living soul walked
the dried out gutters between the cubish clay houses. An irritating
wind, bitter like chicory, tossed tumbleweeds through the abandoned
clanhold, and prickled Vessia’s nose. The sun was relentless. She
could feel her shoulders and nose reddening in the glare.

It reminded her of one of her days with Old Woman
and Old Man, when they had fired up the outside oven to smelt gold.
She had ignored their warnings to stand back, savoring the almost
physical pressure of the heat on her chest and cheeks, the sparks
that scratched her like hissing cats. Her reddened flesh, scored
with dozens of tiny burns, had itched for a day afterward, and Old
Woman and Old Man had fretted her skin might be permanently marred.
But by the next morning, it had healed, smooth, pale and flawless
as always.

Today Vessia did not welcome the heat on her skin,
and she would have turned away from this oven of a day, this burnt
out wisp of a clanhold, if she could have. She would have averted
her face from a very tiny skeleton lying with miniature arm and
finger bones stretched out, almost, but not quite touching the
larger skeleton lying beside it in the dust. But she couldn’t tear
away her gaze.

Ever since they had crossed over the mountains and
descended through the rocky desert lands on this side, they had
passed more and more clanholds like this one. Inhabited only by the
dead, infested with scorpions and rats. And bones. So many
bones.

“What happened here?” she asked
Vio the Skull Stomper. She wasn’t supposed to think of him as the
Maze Zavaedi least Nangi eat her thought and learn the
truth.

Vio walked at her side, but he never glanced at the
bones. He looked neither right nor left, simply marched
forward.

“Who knows?” He shrugged. “Famine.
War. Disease. People die easily in these lands, in these
days.”

“You don’t care.”

He paused mid-step. “And you do?” He searched her
face. “I had the impression nothing touched you. You always seem
so…”

“What?”

“Above it all,” he said. “As if
you could fly through fire and not burn.”

“The Bone Whistler caused
this?”

Vio’s face tightened. Brittle sparks of magic
radiated off him. “Yes.”

“But why?”

“He hungered for power. He gorged
on power. He filled his belly, and scattered the desert with bones.
” Vio’s lip curled. “These fools welcomed him. They let it
happen. They deserved him.”

She bent to pluck the baby’s skull from its
vertebrae stem. “This one too?”

He snatched the skull from her hand, dashed it to
the ground and smashed it with his sandaled foot. The violence of
it made her flinch. The kohl and calcium lines of his war paint had
crackled and flaked in the heat, and dust had subtly darkened and
mutated the colors into something monstrous. His face twisted into
an ugly sneer that hardly seemed human.

“Don’t forget, they call me the
Skull Stomper. I welcomed him too. Once.” He glared at her. The
paint, the dirt, the scowl could not hide the grief in his eyes.
“What do you want me to say? I have sworn to kill him. Isn’t that
enough?”

“Is it?”

“I have to start
somewhere.”

The wind moaned around them, kicking up so much dust
that though he only stood a handspan from her, she could hardly see
his face in the haze. But she heard him clearly, and his voice was
so deep and hot that it felt like something melting her skin from
her bone, searing the deepest part of her.

“I earned my Shining Name in blood
and pain, Vessia,” he said. “I may have made you my wife in name,
but I know you can never love me.”

“No, probably not,” she
said.

The dust passed and she saw him more clearly, caked
reddish gray in the residue. He bowed his head and clenched his
fists.

“Not after what I have become.” It
was not a question.

“It is not because of anything you
were or are,” she said. “It is me. I’ve told you. I can’t
love. I don’t know why. I just don’t feel such a thing. It made the
Old Woman and Old Man sad that I could not love them, and they did
not even serve the Bone Whistler. It made Danumoro sad. There is
something missing from me.”

“No,” he said. “It’s missing from
us. You are the only perfect thing in the world. It is the
world that has failed you.”

“I don’t feel perfect. I feel as
if I’ve forgotten the one important thing.” She had never spoken of
this to anyone, not to Old Man and Old Woman, not to Danumoru. She
clawed for words. “It’s like a familiar taste on my tongue, but I
can’t recall the name of the food. It’s like something swimming
under the water, about to resurface. Sometimes, as now, I feel it
is walking right behind me, and if I turned around fast enough, I
could catch it. But when I turn around, there’s nothing there. I
turn in circles, uselessly, and there’s nothing, nothing,
nothing.”

“Danumoro told me you have no
memory of your childhood. You must have lost your family and fled
the Rainbow Labyrinth when you were very young. You must hate the
Bone Whistler for what he did to you.”

“Not for what he did to me, but
standing here, seeing what he has done to these clanfolk… to
Danumoro… to you…” A strange hurt throbbed in her chest, as if her
clothes were too tight. “I think I do hate him,” she said
slowly. “I am glad we are going to kill him.”

Vio’s lips quirked. “Vessia, I think maybe you
are learning to love.”

“Not at all. Seeing this…I think I
grasp hate. Not love.”

“You have to start somewhere,” he
said.

Brena

Ever since dawn, when Brena had been awakened by the
Banshee’s scream, she had known she would see the Golden Lady
again. Sure enough, once the party began walking, and Brena
separated from the others, the blonde bear shambled through the
trees and limped alongside her. The bear’s injured leg stank,
fetid, and the wound oozed with maggots. It was getting worse.

“You heard,” the Golden Lady said.
Her bear voice always sounded like a growl, yet distinctly
feminine.

“The Banshee’s cry.” Brena stroked
the bear’s fur. “Who will die?”

“That depends on you,” said the
Golden Lady.

“It was for you? Is that why I was
able to hear it?”

The bear growled, which might have been agreement,
or something else. It was hard to tell with faeries.

“I want to help you,” Brena
said, “but what you ask…to take a life in cold blood…I can’t do it.
I heal people. I don’t murder them.”

The bear glowed pale yellow, the shade of pulp in a
bitter melon, and changed into a woman. The woman, like the bear,
had an injured leg. Her blonde hair fell lank against the wrinkled,
limp wings folded down her back. The faery gripped Brena’s arm.

“If the Brunderfae fail, so too
will your people fail to defeat your enemies in the upcoming
war.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Nothing about Death is fair. I am
as much her victim as you.”

“I’m truly sorry. But it is not my
place to take another’s life to spare yours.”

“You carry the Black Arrow,” the
Golden Lady said. “But there is one who carries another of Death’s
Weapons. If she keeps it, she will meet Death.”

“Another of Death’s
Weapons?”

“There are three,” said the Golden
Lady. “Made to destroy faerykind. And in turn we made three Shields
to defend against the weapons of the Deathsworn.”

Brena drew in a sharp breath. “Why didn’t you tell
me this before? If there is some way I can counter the Black Arrow
without sacrificing a life…”

“Yes, a Shield could counter the
Black Arrow, but alas, our Shields have long been lost to us,” said
the Golden Lady. “Without a Shield, you have no other choice. A
life must be given to Lady Death. But the one who already carries
Death’s gift is doomed to fall under Death’s shadow no matter what
you do. If she were struck with the arrow…”

“She?” Brena stopped walking.
“Mercy! You know who it is. Tell me!”

“I just found out.”

“Tell me.”

“My sister came to mock me,” the
Golden Lady whispered. “She knows of my hurt. She rejoices in my
death. Long we have warred, the Blue Lady and I, and many times we
have slain one another, each triumphing for a time, but each rising
back to life again. So it has always been. But if she slays me this
time, I shall not rise to life again. I shall die for all time, and
with me, all under my sway, the heart of sunshine and summer and
the wild bear, shall wither and weaken and die. The circle will be
broken. My cold sister shall flood the world. Yet this would be her
own undoing as much as mine. She cannot understand this, for she
has not been pierced by the Black Arrow. I have had insight into
mortality that no faery should, and I can see my own
end.”

“This girl.” Brena forced the
words out. “The one who will die anyway. What is her
name?”

“You know her name,” said the
Golden Lady.

Dindi

Dindi awakened in the dark, under the lee of a rock,
flat on her back.

This is bad, she thought, marking the sun’s
position in the sky. She had lost the entire afternoon to the
uninvited Vision.

Someone stood over her. Gradually, she made out the
features…it was Zavaedi Brena.

This is worse.

Brena held out a hand to help her to her feet.

“Thank you,” Dindi murmured. Her
head ached. Apparently, she had fallen off the rock where she’d
been sitting with Gwenika, and had been left there, insensible,
while everyone else moved on. Brena had either stayed with her, or
just checked in on her from time to time, but no one had bothered
to move Dindi to a mat or tent. The realization made her feel
lonely. She was about to ask where the others were, when she saw
the campfires. They had pitched camp a short jog further down the
river, in what she was sure Kavio would call a more defensible
area. Kavio always considered things like that. He took care of his
people…

“Mercy!” Dindi covered her mouth
with her hand. “Did my fall delay the whole party? Weren’t we
supposed to have pressed on to the Tors by nightfall?”

“Kavio decided to wait until he
could send a scout ahead,” Brena said briskly. “Hertio is no longer
War Chief of Yellow Bear. The new War Chief is our former traveling
companion, Vultho.”

“Oh, no!”

“It’s no concern of yours or
mine,” Brena said. There was an odd air about her, a disturbing
vibe that made Dindi feel uneasy. Well, uneasier than she always
did around Zavaedi Brena. “The lesson you need to learn in life,
Dindi, is to sweep with your own broom. Stay out of affairs that do
not concern you.”

“Yes, Zavaedi Brena,” Dindi said
dutifully.

Brena stuck out her hand, palm up. “Give it to
me.”

“Give you what?”

“Don’t make me ask you in front of
the others,” Brena said. Her demeanor was hard, but her eyes were
moist with grief. It reminded Dindi of the expression on the face
of Vio the Skull Stomper as he’d told Vessia: They brought it on
themselves. Brena said harshly, “Give the hexed thing to
me!”

With shaking hands, Dindi pulled off the cord from
around her head and handed the corncob doll to Brena. Zavaedi Brena
threw it on the flat boulder, as if she couldn’t stand to hold it,
even by the sinew cord, one touch longer than necessary.

“I’m not going to ask you to stay
away from my daughter,” Brena said. “Because I already commanded
you to do that and you defied me. I’m not going to remind you that
what you egged my daughter to do resulted in humiliation and
disaster, for our peace party and for two entire tribes. Because
that should be obvious by now, even to as thoughtless a girl as
you. I’m just going to tell you, because you probably won’t want to
believe it, that what I’m about to do is not to punish you. It is
to save you.”

Brena took a stone hammer from her belt and smashed
the corncob doll to pieces.

Rthan

In the tide pools below the tribehold, Sharkshead,
the giant blue crabs were molting. Rthan watched the creatures,
normally swift and terrible, turned into clumsy puppets of
themselves. The molting took all day for most of them, and for
hours they lurched like drunks in the effort to scuttle backwards
out of their own shells. Warriors guarded the tide pools during
this time to keep away predators and poachers. Only a few of the
soft shell crabs would be nabbed before their new, larger shells
could harden. Those few would be sacrificed, cooked and consumed by
the Mervaedi and her Merfae guests. No other humans would be
allowed to taste the sacred dish. The rest of the crabs would use
the seawater to puff themselves up to their new size, a third
larger than what they had been before. Their shells would harden in
the water over the next three days, and once they were strong and
safe again, they would return to their crab-kivas in the sea.

Nargano picked over the rocks until he found a
freshly discarded shell, claws fractured, with the old gills still
stuck to the bottom plate.

“For a long time I wondered why
the Blue Lady let you remain a slave,” Nargano said. “Why did she
not free you, or if she would not be bothered, why did she not
abandon one who had been so humiliated by his enemies?”

Nargano sucked the meat from one gill, then held it
out to Rthan. The gills were also called “dead man’s fingers” and
haphazardly poisonous. It was not Rthan’s favorite delicacy, but it
was considered good luck to eat it and cowardly to refuse. The dead
man’s fingers tasted tough, slimy and grotesquely bitter. It fit
his mood.

Nargano smiled when Rthan emptied the shell. “Then I
realized she knew all along what would happen. What needed
to happen. You were weak, Rthan, yes. But there was a purpose to
it. You had to cast off your old shell before you could grow
stronger than ever before. You had to find our enemy’s name.”

“Vultho,” growled
Rthan.

Rthan could still hear Vultho laugh as he had
boasted about setting fire to the hut with Rthan’s family inside.
The worm had laughed.

“Vultho. They’ve made him
their War Chief now.”

“I heard the rumor. I didn’t know
if I should believe it.”

“My spies have seen it with their
own eyes. Do you still doubt the need for war?”

“No.” Rthan hurled the shell on
the rocks, where it shattered. “The weakness has
passed.”

Kavio

Warriors stood casually arrayed around Vultho, who
had decked himself in the feathers and finery of a War Chief. He
sprawled on an elevated stool covered with a bearskin under a tree
in the dirt courtyard, and it was evident from his unsteady slouch
that he’d already dipped into the beer pot beside him more than
once that morning. Kavio’s lip curled. How could the elders of
Yellow Bear have appointed such a drooling idiot to be their leader
on the field of battle?

Many of the elders, those who were not Tavaedies,
sat on logs against the hut walls around the courtyard. They also
passed around beer pots, which Thrano said Vultho had gifted
liberally to his supporters. Kavio scanned them, idly rehearsing
their names for future reference, when he saw a familiar face.
Deposed War Chief Hertio had not departed in disgrace, nor suffered
any grievous bodily loss in the transfer of power. He sat drinking
and laughing and cracking pine nuts on a log not a spit’s distance
from Vultho’s stool. Perhaps Vultho’s position was not so secure
after all, if Hertio still lounged about the main compound on the
hill.

Hertio looked up, and, when he saw Kavio, for a
moment his façade of mirth fell away, as clearly as a dropped mask,
to show naked need, a mix of pleading, desperation and hope. In
that single look, Kavio realized that Hertio, like Thrano, hoped
Kavio would overthrow Vultho and restore Hertio to power.

Kavio looked away.

He swept past Hertio and led the returning peace
party into the center of the compound. Mentally, he counted the
number of warriors with spears standing or loitering about. He had
a good number of people with him, counting the Shunned, except he
wasn’t sure he could count on the Shunned. The warriors with
him had proven their loyalty, but he did not want to pit them a
second time against their own kin. It would not be fair. Or
prudent.

Never be weak. The weak die.

Kavio heard the voice as clearly as if his father
stood by his side.

For a fortnight, Kavio had been wrestling with how
to offer Hertio penance for his failure. Now he realized Vultho had
done him a favor. He lifted his chin and threw back his shoulders.
He swaggered forward, until he stood directly before Vultho, but he
raised his voice to address the entire compound.

“Our plan met with success, War
Chief Vultho,” Kavio declared loudly. “Our enemy, the fisheater
Nargano, is utterly humiliated. We can now proceed with the second
half of your plan and he will be powerless to stop you.”

Vultho, who had been braced for a different
conversation entirely, stared at him slack-jawed. He tittered
nervously. “What…what are you talking about?”

This was the problem when you dealt with stupid
people.

“Everything is going according to
your plan,” Kavio said. “Your foresight was indeed marvelous,
uncle. Nargano has lost spears in many Blue Water clans that once
gave him their fealty. The time is ripe for you to send envoys to
those clans to side with Yellow Bear in the upcoming
war.”

Come on, Vultho. Take the bait. Just one more
worm to make the hook irresistible. Though his tongue recoiled
against a bitter taste, Kavio forced himself to keep going with the
charade. He ducked his head, as if embarrassed by a misstep.

“Forgive me, uncle. I should not
have spoken of that in front of so many ears. I know many will vie
for the honor of being an envoy.”

The courtyard burst into angry bickering. Many of
Vultho’s patrons wanted to know when he had intended to let them in
on his plans, while others demanded to know whom he would name
envoys. Vultho looked confused and angry.

“There will be no envoys!” he
shouted. “Why would Blue Waters clans swear allegiance to
me?”

Fa, good question. Kavio pretended to be
baffled. “But, War Chief, was it not for this purpose that you had
us contact Imorvae in every enemy clanhold and bring these Imorvae
here from Sharkshead itself? Can there be any better proof of their
loyalty than that they are here, any better sign that many of their
brethren are willing to join us as well?”

Kavio gestured grandly to the Shunned. They shuffled
their feet in the dirt, uncertain of the role he had given
them.

“The Rain Dancer speaks truly!” an
elder wheezed at Vultho. “Why would you have invited these Blue
Waters tribesfolk here unless you planned an alliance with some of
their clans? If you are going to join spears with outtribers, you
cannot hide it from the elders! We have a say in which envoys to
send! Or do you seek to dishonor us so quickly after we elevated
you to glory?”

Vultho shrank back a little. “No, no, uncle, I meant
no disrespect, but…”

“Then the Council of Patriarchs
will choose the envoys!”

A white-haired woman stood up. “The Council of
Matriarchs must also have a say in this matter!”

“What do old women know of making
war?”

“What do old men know of making
allies?”

The bickering sounded as sweet as music. It was all
Kavio could do not to laugh at Vultho’s furious, helpless scowl
while the white haired uncles and aunties debated who would go.
Vultho may have convinced his relatives to make him a figurehead,
but he was no Nargano. He aspired to wrap his fist around the neck
of the tribe, but his fingers did not reach yet. His gaze found
Kavio, and hate burned there. Too late, he had recognized Kavio’s
trap, and though Vultho did not dare say so now, his eyes promised
revenge.

Dindi

Perhaps because she had absorbed Kavio’s view of
their journey as a disastrous failure, Dindi was taken aback by the
reaction of the other Initiates when she and Gwenika returned to
their lodges. The young people gathered around them, cheering and
buzzing with questions. That evening, the young warriors built up a
huge bonfire in the center yard, and everyone sat around it,
singing war songs, telling tales of battles gone by, and plying
Gwenika and Dindi for more details about the trip.

The Zavaedis watched all this tolerantly, even when
the Initiates decided to roast an aurochs calf that was to have
been sacrificed to honor the new War Chief. The meat roasted slowly
on the spit, which the boys turned while the girls braised the meat
with parsley flakes and pepper. As the outer bits sizzled, the
Initiates sliced off pieces, and many of these were pressed into
the hands of the guests of honor. Dindi could hardly turn down the
gift. She sucked on the peppery, almost raw meat. Blood dribbled
down her chin, and she wiped her face with greasy hands, leaving a
smear. The bites of meat sat heavy in her gullet, as if she had
swallowed something that did not belong to her.

Tamio jumped to his feet to lead the Initiates in a
war chant. “Do the fish faces think we will not split their
gullets? Bring it on! Hu! Hu! Hu!”

“Hu! Hu! Hu!” shouted hundreds of
voices. “HU! HU! HU!”

Bare feet stomped, sweaty hands clapped, spears
thudded the ground, all in time to the battle chant. The
reverberation made Dindi imagine how a pixie would feel trapped
inside a drum. She could see luminous strings of sound tying all
the young people together, tightly, like the waterproof weave for a
drinking basket, like gut cords braided together for a bow. She
heard her own voice mingling with the rest, but she hardly
recognized it. It was as if she was another person entirely, and
her body was a clay pot filled not with herself, but with the
liquid excitement of the crowd as a whole. The same strands of
light that threaded the others connected her to them, wove her into
them, into the mass, into the beat, into the song. Dizzy, drunk,
head pounding....

She didn’t like the feeling.

Somehow she pulled back into herself. Stopped
clapping. Stopped chanting. Hands sticky in her lap, jawed
clenched, she turned into a quiet pool of darkness skipped by the
weaves of light and sound. No one noticed.

She glanced at Gwenika, who had stopped clapping
also. Her face was pale and waxy.

“I think I’m going to throw up.”
Gwenika mouthed the words soundlessly over the noise. She’d had
some beer.

Dindi helped her friend stand up and they escaped
the crowd. No one cared that the two guests of honor staggered away
from the revelry to hide in the shadows behind one of the lodges.
Gwenika vomited in the piss pit. Then they found a mat against the
rough log wall of the lodge.

“It’s like they’re happy
we’re going to war,” Gwenika said. “Don’t they get it?”

“They haven’t seen what we have,”
Dindi said.

“They are so sure we will
win. But you saw the warriors in Blue Waters. They’re all as big
and strong as Rthan. And now I guess he’ll be helping
them.”

Dindi rested her chin on her knees. The stars looked
like thousand thousand thousand bonfires, as if the whole sky were
preparing for war, just like the Initiates.

“Dindi?” Gwenika sounded nervous.
“About what my mother did?”

“You don’t have to say
it.”

“But I do. I’m sorry.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“It was my fault you didn’t
destroy the doll sooner. It was my fault you got in trouble. I
tried to tell my mother that, but as usual, she didn’t
listen.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“At least it’s over now,” said
Gwenika. “At least the hexed thing is gone from your life. You
don’t have to be in danger any more. You can leave that to the
Tavaedies from now on.”

Sometimes Dindi wished Gwenika knew when to stop
talking.

She stood up, telling Gwenika, “I think I’m going to
go to bed now. You should go back to the fire. You’re the guest of
honor, after all. Just don’t drink any more beer.”

Gwenika laughed weakly.

Dindi hurried away and ducked into the lodge, but as
soon as she saw Gwenika’s shadow returning to the mass of
Initiates, Dindi slipped out again. She couldn’t stand to be inside
the smothering lodge any more than she wanted the company of drunk
revelers. What she missed most since the year of her Initiation had
begun, she realized, was time to herself. Here she was always
with someone. The journey to Blue Waters had been even
worse. Even if she enjoyed the company of the person she was
with…Gwenika…or Kavio…she missed the long hours she had once spent
with no one but willawisps for companions. All she wanted now, she
decided, was a few moments to sit by herself and have a good
cry.

She knew of a nice rock against the palisade, as far
from the lodges as one could get after curfew. She headed to it
now. Already tears pricked the corners of her eyes. To herself she
could admit that she would miss the doll, miss Vessia.

Torches burned in stone bowls at intervals around
the palisade. The sitting rock jutted out like the back of an
aurochs beneath one flickering puddle of light, just illuminated
enough to see that something had been placed on the flat spot of
the rock. Dindi wondered if someone else had come here already,
perhaps a couple who wanted to snog, or someone so smashed he
couldn’t find his lodge. The object was small, like a flint
scrapper or a mutton bone or…

…a corncob doll.

Dindi froze.

It was the corncob doll.

Her doll.

There was no mistaking it: the blank face, shabby
clothing, worn cob, palpable radiation of dark power. There could
not be two, not like that. And she knew, as clearly as if the doll
had spoken to her directly, that it was waiting for her.


Chapter Two

Beast

Dindi

Dindi reached the corncob doll sitting on the rock
and in a single motion lifted and smashed it back against the
stone.

Her feeble blow had no discernable impact on the
doll.

She glanced up at the torch on the palisade.

Gwenika

“There you are!”

An arm reached out and yanked Gwenika into the
shadows. Her heart leaped like a rabbit fleeing a hawk. The rows of
thatched lodges, the bonfire surrounded by dark, gyrating bodies,
the thud of drums and feet on dirt, these things dimmed for a
moment, and in their place she saw huts of oiled skins and, pacing
between them, warriors with spears. Blue Waters warriors, tattooed
like ogres. They were going to kill her.

No.

It was only her older sister, Gwena.

“I need to warn you,” said
Gwena.

Gwenika’s heart was still galloping. She laughed
nervously. “Warn me? Are we under attack already?”

“This is serious. I’m not talking
about that phony war the boys are whooping about. I need to warn
you about a real danger in the here and now.”

“Like what?”

“Follow me.”

Gwena acted so furtive that Gwenika felt compelled
to tiptoe after her. They headed for a different lodge, the one
which Gwena shared with Kemla and Jensi and the older girls of the
cohort. The hearth fires inside burned low, and the reddish glow of
the embers bathed most of the room in flickering shadows.

Without a word, Gwena walked to a pile in the corner
and pulled back a cloth to reveal a clownish mask. Gwenika picked
it up and examined it: bulging eye slots, exaggerated billed beak,
extended green and brown wings on the headdress. Most masks had
less material in the back, but this one was fitted leather all
around, and, beneath the feather frills, looked as though it would
fit quite snuggly, perhaps even uncomfortably.

“That’s the big danger?” Gwenika
asked incredulously. “A duck mask?”

She wondered if her sister could even begin to
imagine what she had gone through, journeying through enemy
territory and coming out alive. Obviously not, if this was supposed
to scare her.

“That’s the Duck,” Gwena said
grimly.

“Right. So?”

“You really haven’t heard of it?
You haven’t spoken to any of the folk who are in the age cohort
just above ours? The ones who went through Initiation three years
ago?”

“No.”

Gwena blew a raspberry of mingled frustration and
disgust. “This is exactly why your name was on the hand.”

“I have no idea what you’re
talking about,” Gwenika said. Her head prickled. Rubbing her
forehead, she said, “I’m tired, a little drunk, a lot sick, and
there’s a party going on out there in my honor, so unless you have
a point to make, I would like to return…”

“You think that party is really to
honor you?” scoffed Gwena.

“You’re jealous.”

“I’m trying to protect you. Listen
carefully to me. There is one tradition that is not handed down by
the teachers. It’s passed from cohort to cohort, directly. Every
Initiation, a Duck is chosen. Usually, it’s at the beginning of the
year, you know, during duck hunting season in the autumn, but our
cohort was slow to pick one because of the attack on the night of
our Testing. Now that things are settled—”

“Settled? Are you crazy? There’s
going to be a war.”

“So they say, but who knows? It
doesn’t matter, because in time of war, it’s even more important to
Hunt the Duck.”

“Why? What’s a Duck?”

“The Initiate who drags down the
rest of the cohort. The most useless, disliked, unwanted person
among us. Every year, those in the know name a hand of candidates.
We study those five until we decide which is the worst of the
worst. Then we make a blind for that person, set the decoy, and
unleash the arrows.”

Gwenika sucked a sharp breath between her teeth.
Beer and vomit had left an acrid aftertaste in her mouth. “Are you
talking about human sacrifice?”

“No, it’s forbidden to kill the
Duck. Directly. But it’s considered good luck for the cohort if the
Duck can be…driven to take his own life. It happened in the cohort
before ours. The Duck that turn was a boy, a clumsy oaf who
couldn’t hunt a legless rabbit. The best hunters in the cohort told
him that they would teach him to hunt, and several girls secretly
promised him that if he were successful, they would share a mat
with him. The hunters convinced him he needed to fool the other
fowl by wearing the Duck mask, and he fell for it. That’s one of
the rules, the Duck has to agree to put the mask on himself.
Then the Initiates led him on a merry chase through the woods, and
he tripped the net and ended up dangling from a tree. The mask
isn’t easy to take off once it’s on. It isn’t like Tavaedi masks,
but is sewn right on. You’d need a knife to cut it off. Anyway,
while he was hanging there by his feet, they stole all his clothes
except the mask, and then they all laughed at him.

“You’d think that would have been
a clear enough message to him, but he didn’t kill himself right
away. He kept trying, for months, to get over being the Duck. But
that’s the thing. Even after they cut him out of the tree, and cut
the mask off his face, he was still the Duck. Once the Duck, you’re
always the Duck. Everywhere he went, the Initiates blew duck
whistles at him. They called him names. They fouled his nets, put
bugs in his food, thorns on his mat. When summer finally arrived
and it was time for everyone to return home to their clans, they
found him in a tree, hanging by his own bowstring. He had put the
Duck mask back on, by himself. He’d finally gotten the
message.”

“That’s horrible!” Gwenika paced
the dark lodge, nearly hyperventilating. “And you say my
name was on the hand? Those ‘in the know’ consider me one of the
five worst people in our cohort?”

“Yes, Gwenika,” Gwena said
savagely. “What did you expect? With your constant whining, your
imaginary diseases, your interminable babbling, your stupidity,
your weeping, your ugly, pimply face!”

Gwenika recoiled.

“Of course we had to put
you on the list!” hissed Gwena. “You brought it on
yourself!”

“You keep saying ‘we.’ Were
you one of the people ‘in the know’?”

“Yes.”

“You knew I was on the list
to be tormented like this? How long?”

“Since the day we arrived in the
Tors.”

“And you never told me!” Gwenika
balled her hands. “I hate you! I’ve always known how you really
felt about me, Gwena, but I didn’t know you were as wicked as this!
Even animals protect their own kin better than you!”

She waited for another nasty insult, perhaps even a
physical attack. Instead, she heard a gasp and a sob.

“I know.” Was Gwena
actually crying? “I was stupid and selfish. I was so worried
about you dragging me down, that I didn’t even think what it would
be like if I lost you. Then you left with Mother, and all I could
think was what if I never saw either of you again? That’s why I’m
telling you this now. Fa, I don’t blame you for hating me.
But I need you to listen to me. I can prevent you from being named
the Duck if you let me, if you’ll take my advice for once in your
life.”

“I don’t understand you. First you
call me stupid and ugly, next you say you want to help me. Some
help.”

“Please, please, try to
understand. I was so happy when I found out that I was one of those
in the know. At the same time, I did not want to be rejected by the
others. They taunted me every time you did something
nauseating. I used to curse the blood that connected
us.”

Before Gwenika could complain again, Gwena held up a
forestalling hand. “Wait. I’m not finished. After you left with
Mother, I realized I had it backwards. Blood comes first. We’re
sisters. My duty is to protect you, come flood or
fire. I don’t know why it took me so long to see that. I won’t
forget again. You have my oath of honor, Gwenika.”

Gwena pulled her stone dagger out of her belt and
cut her palm, dribbling blood on the dirt. The globules gleamed in
the dust like black pearls.

“What do I need to do?” Gwenika
asked.

Dindi

Clearly, she needed to do something more
drastic.

It was strange. Though only moments before Dindi had
been mourning the loss of the corncob doll, this freakish
reappearance convinced her as nothing else had that she did need to
destroy the doll.

If she could.

Dindi stood on tiptoe on the big rock, doll in hand,
and tossed it up into the shallow stone bowl of the torch. The
dried cob burst into a pretty flare at once, and crackled nicely
for a long while after that before finally, when Dindi poked around
with a stick, she found nothing but ashes.

Then light flared in Dindi’s face.

Vessia

“You can’t be rid of me that
easily.”

The voice was unexpected. Vessia whirled around to
see Nangi watching her.

Vessia felt a frisson of resentment shudder through
her. It had been so long since she had run through the meadows
alone, as she’d used to when she lived with Old Man and Old Woman.
She missed the smell of heather under open sky. She needed wind to
lift her hair off her neck, she needed to swing her arms without
anyone touching her shoulder to calm her. The land they were
passing through now was hot, dry and dead, closed up into canyons
of striated rock. Trekking through the stone passages, where
sometimes the overhang was so high it blocked the sun, was like
traversing caves, or tombs. When she’d told Vio she wanted to leave
and be on her own for a while, he had only laughed and told her
that being a prisoner meant not being free. She had retorted, “But
am I not your wife?” and either because of that or because he
noticed the mad itch in her, he relented. He let her go alone to a
cool gathering of water in the rock, a place where aspen grew
around the water’s edge and swans paused on their migration to
swim. And now, just when she thought she was alone, she discovered
Nangi had followed her.

“I can eat your thoughts, you
know.” Nangi smiled a nasty smile.

Vessia had seen her do this with others; she would
sidle up to them, hiss at them that she could eat their thoughts,
and then grin while they broke into a sweat and began to stammer.
Vessia didn’t understand why they feared having their thoughts
eaten.

“Do they taste good?” Vessia
asked. This was something she had always wondered.

Nangi’s eyes narrowed like a cat’s. “How do you do
that?”

“Do what?”

“Shield your thoughts! How do you
do it? Stop it at once! It only proves you have something to hide!
Let your thoughts out at once or I shall report you to my
father!”

“But I’m not hiding anything,”
Vessia said.

Nangi pursed her lips. “Prove it. Tell me—what are
you thinking right now? Tell me!”

“Shhhh.” Vessia pointed across the
pool to where a small deer nibbled on a sapling. “Do you see
her?”

“A deer, so what? Are you
hungry?”

“You asked me my thoughts. I was
looking at that doe and wondering what she would do if a man
captured her, and instead of slitting her throat and scraping off
her skin, he told her that she was not an animal, but his wife. I
wondered if the deer would be confused, if she would put on clothes
and go along with it, or perhaps run away, thinking it would be
better to be killed and eaten outright rather than live in a
tomb-house and walk on two feet and pound corn in the morning and
evening, and never run again. That’s just what I was wondering when
you asked me my thoughts.”

“No wonder I cannot eat your
thoughts. You are mad.”

“I answered your question. Now
answer mine.”

“It doesn’t work like that. I ask
the questions, I don’t answer them.”

“A bargain has two
sides.”

“I don’t trade. I
take.”

“What is it like to eat thoughts?
What do they taste like?”

Nangi’s cheeks tightened. “You really want to know?
Fine. I see the Orange light in a person’s aura, like a string
winding puzzles around them. Some people have tangled strands.
Others look neat and boxy. I pluck the string from the air and
taste it, and the tastes are different too. And to answer your
question, no, they do not taste good. They are always bitter, or
sour, or vile. They always taste of lies and fear and
loathing.”

“Maybe you are eating the wrong
thoughts,” Vessia said.

“The worst part,” Nangi’s lip
curled up in disgust, “is that even though they know I can tell
what they are thinking, everyone lies to my face and tells me how
beautiful I am, when all along they are thinking: Ugly, Ugly,
Ugly. I know the taste of that word by heart.”

Vessia turned back to the pool to watch the swans.
Their reflections doubled them on the mirror surface of the pool,
which reminded her of Nangi’s reflection in the Looking Bowl.

“But I’ve seen your real face,
Nangi,” Vessia said. “You are beautiful.”

She drew a string of tangerine light from the light
around her and held it out to Nangi. “Taste my thought and know it
is true.”

The other woman’s nasty smile returned. She pawed
the string out of Vessia’s hand greedily, with a chuckle at the
back of her throat as if she had tricked Vessia out of something.
She yanked it with her teeth and pulled, the way a mountain lion
would pull the haunch off a femur. In response to her furious
tugging, Vessia let go of the tiny string, and the orange light
turned into a rushing river of light, a blast of power that knocked
Nangi off her feet and threw her backwards onto her back. She
landed heavily. Though her buttocks absorbed most of the blow, she
bruised her thighs and elbows on the sharp rocks in the gravel.

Furiously, she scrambled to her feet. “How did you
do that?”

“You tried to take too many
thoughts at once.”

“But how can you have such strong
Orange light in your aura? Only an Orange Zavaedi … and I haven’t
seen any Orange in your aura before this. I thought you only
danced Yellow and Green. You tricked me! You are not what you seem,
Corn Maiden. You Imorvae hexer! You witch!”

“You shouldn’t take things that
don’t belong to you. Though, truthfully, I never realized I had so
many thoughts. They come and go so quickly! I am sorry my
thoughts knocked you down.”

“Oh, you’ll be sorry,” Nangi
promised. One didn’t have to eat thoughts to know it was a threat.
Not satisfied with that, she chucked pebbles at the swans until the
birds fluttered their wings and half-splashed, half-flew to further
out on the water.

“I hate swans! Filthy stuck-up
things think they are better than other birds because they’re
sooooo pretty, but what are they really? Just ducks with long
necks.” Nangi wagged her finger. “You made a mistake. You threw a
thousand wild thoughts at me, but I’m quicker than you think and I
found out more than you know just now. I’ll be watching
you.”

She stomped away, which relieved Vessia. Finally,
she could enjoy solitude. But for some reason, she could not take
the same joy in it as before. The swans had fled, and the water
reflected only the inescapable walls of dead stone.

Dindi

Dindi sat straight up. She’d collapsed in the grass
when Vision had hit her. She had the eerie feeling the precipitous
Vision was blowback from trying to have burned the doll. The
corncob doll was back, looking as old and nearly-rotting and yet
perfectly intact and not-burned as it could be.

What could she do? She couldn’t leave it here, for
some other innocent victim to find. She couldn’t smash or burn it.
She would have to keep it with her until she could find a way to
destroy it—every magical thing had its weakness, Kavio had told her
once. She would find a way. There was no more doubt in her mind
that she wanted to destroy it. She just couldn’t. Yet.

So why did she feel a tickle of relief when she
tucked the doll back into her blouse?

Kavio

Maybe it was presentiment or maybe it was just
paranoia, but Kavio spent that night awake, sitting in the rafters
of the thatched roof, over the door of the hut he had been given by
War Chief Vultho. His henchman Gremo was asleep outside his door.
The man felt guilty about his earlier failure and had been eager to
play loyal guard.

But the attack didn’t come until the next morning,
when Kavio went to the piss pit by himself. A dozen warriors,
painted black with coal and ash, jumped him and trussed him to a
pole like an animal, while he cursed himself for not anticipating
just such an ambush. They jogged with him, quickly and surely, out
of the Tor, down the hill, across fields and along the river. The
morning fog hid him from curious eyes, if anyone would have even
cared if they had noticed his plight. Vultho was going to get away
with murder, thanks to acting without hesitation, but how would he
explain Kavio’s death? How would he prevent Kaivo’s allies from
retaliating?

This was the problem when you dealt with stupid
people.

They carried him all the way outside the valley to a
small clanhold called Quarryhold, located, not unexpectedly, next
to the quarry. The warriors cut Kavio loose. He rubbed his arms,
surprised, re-thinking his chances at survival.

The houses here were all built of big slabs of stone
and packed earth. Incurious women bent over pestles, pounding corn
with big sticks, thump, thump, thump, to the tune of a song
they all droned, the words of which he couldn’t quite hear. Even
though this clan lived so close to the Tors of Yellow Bear, they
wore their hair in a unique local style, two coiled buns packed
with mud, and each had a stripe of yellow paint smeared down the
middle of her face: forehead, nose and chin, all neatly
bisected.

Quarryhold had been Hertio’s birth clan, so maybe
Kavio shouldn’t have been as astonished as he was to see Hertio
stride out of a rock house.

Hertio punched him across the jaw. “You
double-crossing snake.”

“Nice to see you too.” Kavio
rubbed his jaw. The old man still knew how to throw a punch that
hurt like a horse kick to the face.

“How long were you in league with
my nephew to overthrow me?” Hertio shouted. “Before or after you
journeyed with him? And why? Why would you repay me with
treachery?”

“I’m not in league with
Vultho.”

“Yesterday, you said…”

“I wanted people to think I was in
Vultho’s favor, and obviously it worked,” Kavio said. He checked
for loose teeth with his tongue. “Maybe a little too well.
Actually, the whole way home from Sharkshead, I was wondering how I
would convince you to punish him for his actions at Jumping Rock.
When your men came to extend your invitation to chat, I thought
Vultho had decided to have me killed despite my play last
night.”

Hertio grunted and paced. “I don’t know if I can
believe you. You say you were lying to him, but you could be lying
to me. Either way, you’re a worm-sucking liar.”

Kavio offered a rueful shrug of apology.

“Will you help me overthrow
Vultho?” Hertio asked.

“No.”

“You ass.”

“He was elevated by the Council of
Elders. I’m not going to kill him in cold blood just to satisfy my
powerful urge to feed his liver to crows.”

“What about my powerful
urge to feed his liver to crows?”

“Sorry.”

Hertio snorted. “What’s this nonsense about sending
envoys to Blue Waters clanholds? What’s so great about Vultho that
they would follow him?”

“He’s not Nargano.”

“I thought Nargano had many
allies.”

“He who has many allies usually
has many foes.”

“Not foe enough to go over to
their tribal enemies.”

“There are Imorvae hidden among
the Blue Waters tribesfolk. They are called the Shunned. But not
every Blue Waters clan is happy with that situation. There’s no way
they can change the system from the inside. No Blue Waters War
Chief would ever allow the Shunned to become Tavaedies. So they are
interested in going somewhere else, at least for temporary refuge.
Sound familiar?”

“Well, well.”

“I’m sure if more Shunned pour
into Yellow Bear, they would be glad to earn their keep with labor
on the Unfinished Tor.”

“I’m liking this plan of yours a
little more.”

“I thought you might.”

“Fa, why are you standing out
here, nephew?” Hertio clapped him on the back. “Come into my
sister’s house and eat while the pishas are hot.”

Brena

Brena wanted to sleep, as a bear would, hidden away
in a cave for the rest of the winter. She did not want to return to
teaching a gaggle of snickering, swaggering, pimple-faced
pubescents. No one ever asked her what she wanted, and they did not
ask her now, they simply assumed she would resume her duties as a
Zavaedi to the Initiates; and she did.

In the courtyard between the lodges on the Tor of
the Initiates, the teachers set mats out for an assembly. The young
men and women tumbled into their seats, laughing and hooting. They
were adults, or would be by the end of this year, but to her they
still looked like children, a mess of skinny arms and bonny legs,
constantly grappling one another like boisterous cubs. Even after
she snapped out a command for order, and they seated themselves in
rows, they could not sit perfectly still. They hummed and buzzed,
like bees hovering over flowers. Bright, clean faces stared up at
her, and that’s when it hit her, the terrible knowledge that many
of them would soon be dead.

“You are here this year to assume
the mantle of manhood or womanhood,” she told them. “And I know you
think you know what that means, but you don’t. You think
adulthood means freedom to do what you want, when it actually means
obligation to do what you must. You think it means power to take
what you desire, when it actually means the necessity to sacrifice
your desires to the service of others. You think it means it means
you will earn glory slaying your foes, but it actually means you
will have the duty to protect your families.”

“Fa-fa-fa-‘sacrifice,’ fa-fa-fa
‘duty,’” a high-pitched voice imitated her mockingly.

A wave of giggles swept through the Initiates.

“Stand up, Tamio of Broken
Basket,” Brena ordered.

Nonchalant about being caught, he stood up with a
cocky grin. He spread his arms and bowed his head toward the other
Initiates, as if accepting the acclaim that was his due.

“You think you know better what
manhood is about?” she asked caustically.

“Sure do.”

“Please,” she drawled, “do share
your vast wisdom.”

“A man needs only two staves. He
has to fight. And he has to fu—”

“That will be quite enough. Sit
down.”

He didn’t obey. Just crossed his arms and
grinned.

“If he is the best at those two
things, he’s the top wolf. And the top wolf takes what he wants. He
doesn’t give up muck all for anyone. The only sacrifices he makes
are to slit the throats of the slaves he captures in
battle.”

“And you think that’s so
easy?”

“For a real man.” His voice turned
sly. “But I guess you prefer to do other things with your
slaves, don’t you, Zavaedi? By the way, where is your slave? You
know, that big brooding bloke? Raaaathan of Blue Waters. You didn’t
lose him, did you?

Her blood turned to ice. “Sit.
Down.”

“Yes, auntie,” he said with mock
servility.

The light felt too bright, her head throbbed and her
hands tingled. She realized she was clenching her fists so hard
they were going numb. She had completely lost track of what she
wanted to say. The urge to beat Tamio with a large stick
overwhelmed every other thought.

Waves of giggles swept through the Initiates. Being
young, they easily mistook rudeness for cleverness. Out of habit,
she sought her daughters, and saw them sitting together, arm and
arm, next to Kemla and two or three other well-respected girls.
This would have made Brena happy, except they were giggling madly,
just like all the other young fools.

This is it. It hit her all at once, like an
arrow to the heart. This is the moment. It didn’t happen
during the formal ceremony, or during the attack, or even during
the blighted peace journey. It is happening now, in front of my
eyes. They have withdrawn their loyalty from me, and given it to
their friends. They aren’t my babies anymore.

She had always imagined she would feel proud at this
moment, not betrayed.

Somehow she finished her speech, but all she could
hear was the mocking, fa-fa-fa.

When the ordeal ended, she stumbled to Zavaedies
Abiono and Danumoro.

“Brena?” Abiono asked. “Are you
well?”

“I can’t do this any more,” she
said through grated teeth. “I can’t teach any more. I look at them
and I don’t see humans. I see animals. Mindless, grunting pigs.
Growling wolves.” Her voice cracked. “Fawns doomed to be
slaughtered. ”

Abiono patted her shoulder. “This will pass.”

“No,” she insisted. “No more. I
cannot do it.”

Danumoro said quietly, “There might be an
alternative, Zavaedi Brena. Would you consider serving Yellow Bear
as an envoy?”

Dindi

The kiln was as tall as a hut, but narrower, with
two mouths. The lower mouth stuck out a long tongue of stone.
Sliced tree trunks fed into this mouth to feed the fire. The upper
mouth ate the stone bowls containing nuggets of gold gleaned from
the river.

Gold smelting kilns and their secrets belonged to
Tavaedies who danced both Red and Yellow, a rare and precious
combination. Gwena and Kemla both trained with the Gold Smith
Tavaedies several hours each week. If only Gwenika did, Dindi could
have appealed to her for help with destroying the corncob doll.
Unfortunately, Gwenika was Morvae and danced only Yellow: good for
healing, but poor for smelting or smithing. Dindi had learned the
hard way all about the differences between Morvae and Imorvae in
Blue Waters. According to Kavio, Morvae were better at simple and
direct tasks, but in a complicated endeavor, with many steps and
different stages, Imorvae excelled. He admitted, though, that his
perspective might have been skewed since he was Imorvae.

Dindi had a much more basic interest in the kiln.
Ordinary fire had not harmed the hexed doll, but she knew that a
gold kiln burned hotter than any torch, hotter even than a bread
oven. Perhaps it would succeed where torch fire had failed.

She had already tried throwing the doll in the
river, tossing it off a cliff, feeding it to raccoons, chopping it
into bits with a stone ax. Nothing worked. The doll just popped up
again, on her sleeping mat, next to where she sat or even on the
cord around her neck, when she was least expecting it. She never
saw it re-appear, it was simply there when she turned around or
moved her hand, as if it had been quietly there all along, awaiting
her renewed interest.

Ordinary maidens and warriors helped the Gold Smith
Tavaedies with menial tasks, like preparing the bowls of raw
nuggets, or fetching wood for the fire. Dindi hoped to blend in as
one of the serving maidens.

She staked out the kiln and studied the Tavaedies
and their assistants going to and fro. During a lull, she hurried
up to the kiln. Darting glances, to check for onlookers. None. She
leaned over the blaze in the bottom mouth of the kiln. She tossed
in the corncob doll.

The doll writhed like a captive being burned at the
stake. Fierce flames lapped all around her. Her blank face slid
into itself, for all the world as if she oozed tears.

Dindi watched until the cob blackened into a thin
crisp of coal.

“What are you doing here?” A hand
spun Dindi around by her shoulder.

It was Kemla. She shook Dindi by the shoulders. “Did
you throw something in our kiln? Did you try to hex our
kiln?”

“No! No!”

“What were you doing here? Who
invited you? You don’t belong here.”

“I was only… I was just leaving,”
Dindi stammered.

“Where do you belong?”
Kemla’s eyes narrowed. “Where do you go all day? Who do you keep
company? You failed the magic Test, like all your sorry clan, and
just as I always told you that you would—do you remember—so you’re
not one of us, a Tavaedi… but I never see you with your own
kind, either. What are you, a friendless freak? No one wants
you?”

“I have to go now,” Dindi
repeated. She wrenched free and ran.

The gold kilns were located on the Tor of the Sun.
After Dindi escaped the kiln courtyard, she wandered into the mess
of beehive huts where ordinary Yellow Bear families went about
their daily chores. A mother helped her five-year-old daughter
grind corn with a mortar and pestle. She felt a pang of
homesickness.

Where did she belong? Ever since they had
returned from Blue Waters, Dindi had been an unraveled basket, all
loose ends curled in circles that didn’t add up to a pattern. One
question burned through her waking days and sleepless nights: Would
Kavio continue to teach her, now that they were back?

She had not seen him since their return.

The problem was that she had been waiting for him to
summon her. Maybe this was a test of her resolve. She had to prove
she wanted to see him. She must seek him out.

She felt better after making her decision, but
finding Kavio wasn’t all that easy. He was curled into his own
loose ends, and seemed to meander all around the Tors, always a
step ahead, always somewhere other than where she looked to find
him.

Finally she surreptitiously
trailed Sveno, who led her to Gremo; and once she had found Gremo,
she followed him around like a puppy wanting scraps until he met up
with Kavio. To her delight, although it was somewhat mysterious,
they met in the woods far away from the Tors. It was near the spot
where Kavio had first caught her dancing.

It had not been her intention to eavesdrop. How was
she to know that Gremo had asked to meet Kavio to discuss a private
problem?

Gremo had gone back to wearing a big rock on his
back. He paced in circles, while Kavio leaned against a tree and
studied him.

“I’ve been trying and trying and
trying and TRYING AND TRYING and I can’t mucking
change again!” Gremo’s rant grew from a mutter to a bellow. “I did
it once! Why can’t I do it again?”

“Did you really think it would be
that easy?” Kavio asked. “You ignore your magic for years of your
life, and then, bam, in one spectacular burst of light, you’re
cured, you find your wings, you fly away and become the envy of
every Tavaedi in Faearth?”

“Yes! What’s wrong with
that?”

Kavio chuckled. “Nothing, except that it doesn’t
work that way. It takes practice and discipline, and you’ve had
neither. Being born with magic is not enough. Magic can be lost. It
can be hidden. It can be wasted. I have seen those born with great
magic throw it away, through laziness, through arrogance, through
sheer stupidity.”

Gremo paced and scowled.

“Stop walking in circles,” Kavio
said.

“It helps me think.”

“I’d have thought you’ve dug
enough circles to last you a lifetime.”

Gremo paced circles and scowled more darkly.

“Isn’t there another way?” Gremo
asked. He glanced sidelong at Kavio. “I’ve heard there’s a ritual
sacrifice which a Tavaedi can use to augment his power.”

Kavio folded his arms, silent except for an arch of
his brow.

Gremo ended his circle at the base of another tree.
He bashed his head against the trunk three or four times.

“Zavaedi, I am at my wit’s end,”
pleaded Gremo. “I don’t want to go back to what I was before, but I
don’t know how to move forward. I know you know a secret
ritual. Everyone whispers about it. Please, tell me what kind of
animal I have to hunt and kill for the ritual. I need
this.”

Kavio uncoiled from his pose against the tree. Now
he was the one who walked a circle around Gremo.

“Fine. Let’s do it your way.
You’re right. There is a secret sacrifice, the most
important Tavaedi secret of all.”

“I knew it!”

“To make it work, you must acquire
a rare beast,” said Kavio, “a beast that every one of us hunts for
and hungers for, that we would devour days without end, were it not
so elusive to spear. If you can capture this beast, and offer it up
as a sacrifice, you can achieve your heart’s desire.

“My father taught me the secret
sacrifice,” Kavio said. “He used to say, a man has no choice about
most important things: the color of his Chroma, whether he has more
than one Chroma, or whether he even has magic at all. He is born
this way, which is why my father always believed it was wrong to
kill a man for something he could not change.

“But despite all we cannot change
about ourselves, there is one thing we can change, if we
catch the beast and make the secret sacrifice. If a mediocre
Tavaedi makes this sacrifice, he can become great. If a great
Tavaedi makes this sacrifice, he can become the best of his
generation.”

“So what is the mystery beast? A
wild boar? A stag with ten points? A poison snake?”

Kavio smiled and shook his head.

“A dozen aurochsen? A herd of
horses? A giant shark from the Blue Vast?”

“Nothing like that at
all.”

“It must be a fae beast then…a
unicorn? A sphinx? A griffin?”

“No. The fae do not know
it.”

Gremo growled. “How can I hunt the beast if you
won’t even tell me what I’m looking for?”

“I want you to think about it and
tell me yourself when you’ve figured it out.”

Gremo sputtered a series of words that weren’t nice,
but Kavio just laughed at him. “Get out of here. Oh, and if you see
Tamio, tell him I want to see him.”

After Gremo stomped off, still muttering, Kavio
leaned against the tree again. Pixies who had stayed clear while
Gremo was nearby now floated by him, kissing whispers to the
breeze.

“Dindi,” said Kavio. “You might as
well stop lurking now.”

Abashed, she shuffled forward. “I didn’t mean to
spy. It’s just that I’ve been looking for you, and it seems that
you’ve been avoiding me, but I needed to see you. Kavio if you
don’t want to continue as my teacher anymore, I will understand.
All I ask is that you tell face to face. Don’t leave me to wonder
if I’ve done something wrong.”

He looked startled. “Dindi, no… you’ve done nothing
wrong… Well, technically, you’ve done quite a few things that are
wrong, but we both already knew about those, so, no…. I’ve just
been very busy, and very tired lately. It was not you I was
avoiding but Vultho’s minions. He has them follow me everywhere,
taunting me, trying to provoke a fight, spying on me, trying to
catch me out at something…. It’s exhausting.”

“I’m so selfish. I never even
thought about what you were going through.”

He slanted a rueful smile at her. “I’ll survive. I
have not recently had the freedom to spend time with those I would
prefer. But I will find time for you, Dindi. I haven’t
forgotten I gave you my word to be your teacher… if you still want
me.”

Want him? His body seemed to blaze with energy that
drew her to him. She wanted things from him she could not even
name.

She blushed and turned away from the intensity of
his eyes. “Of course I do.”

“Are you sure? After all the
danger and misery of our journey to Sharkshead, I thought maybe you
would be sick of me, and want to return to the simple life, with
your cohort and kin.”

“I want to dance. With
you.”

For a moment, he did not answer and she feared again
that she was imposing on him. If it had been any other request, she
would have backed away from her need, lied to him, reassured him
that it would be no bother to return to her old life. But this need
was too strong to deny. She knew even if he forbade her from
dancing with him, she would stalk him until he tied her down, and
then she would gnaw the ropes off with her teeth and crawl after
him again.

“Dindi…” he said hoarsely. He
stepped so close to her that their bodies were separated by only a
hair’s width of air. The heat from his body felt like the blaze
from a kiln. His hands outlined her arms and hips, yet he never
touched her. “I don’t know if it’s a good idea to continue our
lessons. We are at a crossroads. We have to either stop, or… take
it to the next level.”

“You mean like the secret
sacrifice?”

His lips curved. “Yes. But in your case, it works a
little differently.”

“Can someone with no magic
sacrifice this beast to become a Tavaedi?”

“My father would say no,” said
Kavio. “But I say…maybe. I think you could be a great dancer,
Dindi. I don’t know if you will ever have magic. If you make this
sacrifice, the most I can promise is you might succeed. But
if you don’t make this sacrifice, I can promise that
you will fail.”

“It isn’t an animal at all, is it?
That’s just a figure of speech.”

“It’s something you already have,
Dindi. It’s something you should not give up easily, because you
can only give it away once, and then it is gone. Do you trust
me?”

“Yes, of course.”

Something dark sparked in his eyes. “Perhaps you
should not. I’ve had to make this sacrifice too, Dindi. Or I
thought I had. After what happened in Sharkshead, I’ve realized
I’ve held back too. I haven’t been willing to…. To do some
necessary things. That has to change. I don’t want you to get hurt
because of me. I don’t want to take more from you than you are
wiling to give.”

“I trust you,” she
said.

Gwenika

Gwenika clutched a bead in her sweaty fist. It
wouldn’t do her a bit of good—Gwena had already explained one
couldn’t cast a token for oneself—but at least her sister had
wrangled an invitation to the secret meeting where the most popular
youths in the cohort would determine the fate of the least popular.
If Gwenika’s life was about to be destroyed, she would not be taken
by surprise.

Kemla was the leader of those “in the know.” This
elite clique, no more than a dozen or so, consisted of the most
popular and powerful Initiates, the ones the others in the cohort
all looked to for approval, the ones even the teachers chose to be
leaders. They called themselves the Council. Gwenika was not on the
Council, but her sister Gwena was, so Gwenika was allowed to listen
in, along with another two dozen or so other hangers-on, as Kemla
spoke to the Council about the Duck Hunt. They gathered on a grassy
knoll, within hearing distance of the river. Everyone at this
secret meeting, even the hangers-on, would be allowed to
participate in the Choosing of the Duck.

Kemla of Full Basket was beautiful and she knew it.
She danced Red; and even when she was not in her Tavaedi costume,
she always wore something red and flashy somewhere over her white
Initiate’s sheath. Today she wore a fox tail, dangling from the
center of her belt. Her long, shiny hair fell in twists down her
back, ending in spiky bronze beads that snapped and clicked when
she moved. She had a way of swinging her head, in seeming
innocence, and smacking other girls with the beads, which could hit
with enough force to draw blood. She always apologized and then
laughed at how clumsy she was, making it impossible for her victim
to be angry with her without looking like a fool. But Gwenika was
certain Kemla had never moved a pinkie, never mind bumped someone,
without doing it deliberately.

“Here’s how it works,” Kemla said.
“There are five jars, one for each of the worthless worms that we
would all be better off without. But which of those worms is the
most disgusting and loathsome of all, which will be Duck? We will
find out who that person is the same way we’d find out who to make
Vaedi, or War Chief. Each of us has a colored bead, and we’ll have
a chance to put those stones in the jar.

“There is just one twist.“ Kemla
smiled cruelly. “Instead of putting your bead in the jar of the
person you want to be the Duck, you put your bead in the jar
of the person you don’t want to be the Duck. If you think
one of these worms is not a worm at all, but a real person, this is
your chance to tell us. Put your bead in the jar. The jar with the
fewest beads will be the Duck. If more than one jar has no
beads at all, then we will have more than one Duck. If all five are
empty, we’ll have five Ducks!”

She paced in front of them, acting like she was
already a Zavaedi. Her fox tail swished as she moved languorously.
Tamio, the most gorgeous warrior on the Council, was transfixed by
Kemla’s swaying hips. Gwenika wondered why girls like Kemla never
got named as candidates to be the Duck. She wondered why boys like
Tamio never ogled girls like Gwenika that way. There was no
justice.

“Oh and one final thing,” Kemla
said. “Be careful whose company you decide to keep. Some Ducks are
born. Others catch Duckhood like a contagious disease. We will all
be watching who puts their beads in which jar. If none of the jars
is completely empty, anyone who put beads in the jar with the
least beads will be a Duck too.”

Gwenika felt ice-cold sweat sluice down the small of
her back. She glanced at Gwena. What if her sister, in trying to
protect her, only succeeded in becoming a Duck too?

Kemla began to call out the names of the doomed, jar
by jar. The first three were Yellow Bear youths, whom Gwenika had
seen around but really knew only through rumor. To be “helpful,”
Kemla elaborated on the faults of each candidate. One boy had an
ugly goiter and a lisp. Another boy always spoke slowly and had
messed up one of the hunts because he was so clumsy and stupid. A
girl was favored by a certain male teacher, but only because she
slept with him, at least according to Kemla. Yet each of these
people had their defenders. Kin of the boy with the goiter agreed
he was foul but they did not want their clan name dishonored by
allowing one of their own to be the Duck. There were no kinfolk of
the clumsy boy present, but some Council members also put their
beads in his jar, for the calculated and pragmatic reason that he
came from an influential clan that they were trying to ingratiate
themselves with. It was also agreed that if the slutty girl was
protected by a Zavaedi, it would be dangerous to make her the
Duck.

Gwenika hated the whole business. At the same time,
horribly, she also hoped that the others would have as few
defenders as possible. Because the fewer beads in their
jars, the better her own chances for escaping doom. She hated
herself for her selfishness, but she couldn’t help it.

Then came the dreaded moment.

Kemla said, “Gwenika of Sycamore Stand. She’s always
whining about how sick she is, she’s a big baby—”

Don’t cry, don’t cry, Gwenika shouted inside
at herself. You’ll just prove them right and they will make you
the Duck for sure! But tears pricked her eyes, as Kemla recited
Gwenika’s shortcomings in a mean, mocking voice:

“…she’s clumsy, she’s stupid,
she’s ugly, she’s…”

Gwena stood up, with her arms crossed. “She’s what,
Kemla? Could you repeat that? I don’t think I heard you. Could you
please repeat what you said about my baby sister.”

Kemla flushed and broke off.

“Yeah, Kemla, I think you must
have been confused with someone else,” Tamio added unexpectedly. He
stood up too. “Little Gwenika is sweet and brave. She
single-handedly rescued the Imorvae who were being oppressed by our
enemies. I’m Imorvae myself. So are you. Anyone who sticks up for
our kind, even though she’s Morvae herself, is good stuff. She
should never have been named in the first place!”

The Initiates burst into applause. Tamio tossed his
bead into Gwenika’s jar. Gwena too. Then all in a rush, all
the Initiates at the secret meeting pushed forward to drop their
beads in her jar.

“Gwenika! Gwenika! Gwenika!” they
cheered.

“That’s exactly what I was
going to say before you interrupted me,” Kemla said. She dropped
her bead into the jar with an elaborate flourish. “Everyone here is
Gwenika’s friend! Who wouldn’t be? She went to Sharkshead and back
and she is our hero!”

“Gwenika! Gwenika!
Gwenika!”

They lifted her up in the air and cheered some more;
girls hugged her and kissed her cheeks; boys clapped her on the
back; they all began to talk at once about how brave and smart and
pretty and wonderful she was.

She couldn’t believe it. And, just like a baby, she
ruined it all by bursting into tears. She wept from happiness, she
supposed, or possibly just out of pure shock. But they didn’t care.
They all still wanted to be her friend.

Her day was perfect at that moment.

Then the bubble burst, and Kemla and Gwena and Tamio
and the other members of the Council reminded each other that they
still had their duty before them, they still had to pick a
Duck.

There was one jar left.

Gwenika still felt sorry for the last person whose
jar that was, but not quite as sorry as before. After all, now that
her stomach had stopped clenching and she could think clearly, she
was able to see that maybe the candidates did bring it on
themselves. The other Initiates were right. She had been a
big cry baby. Even if she hadn’t been imagining her illnesses, she
knew now that she had been the one making herself sick with her own
magic. That was worse. What a useless worm she’d been.

But she’d changed all that. She’d stopped making
herself sick. She’d stopped complaining so much. She had focused on
helping other people. She had done something brave. It hadn’t been
easy for her, it had terrified her at the time, but she had done
it. She wasn’t a worm anymore. Those other worms could have done
the same if they had really wanted to, but they
hadn’t worked as hard as she had to change. Maybe Gwena was right,
the kids who became Ducks were lazy and dragging the rest of the
cohort down.

“The last jar,” said Kemla. “We
come to a person who never spends time with any of us. She never
sits with the maidens, as if she thought she were a Tavaedi and too
good for them. But she’s not even close to being a Tavaedi . Her
clan is a joke, you can take that from me, because they belong to
the same clanklatch as mine. No one from that clan has ever been
worth a kernel of corn, and she is the worst waste of corn of them
all. Plus, she’s just weird.

“Dindi of Lost Swan clan. Swan?
More like…Dindi the Lost Duck! Do I need to say more or have we
found our Duck?”

“Quack! Quack! Quack!”

The people around Gwenika, the girls who had just
hugged and kissed her, the boys who had clapped her on the back and
lifted her up on their shoulders, now pulled out stubby wooden
whistles and honked on them like ducks.

“Anyone have beads for this jar?”
Kemla asked, holding up the empty jar. “Anyone at all?”

Stand up, Gwenika commanded her legs. Stand up! Walk
over there and defend your friend.

Gwena looked at her and seemed to know what she was
thinking. Gwena gave a slight shake of her head No.

She’s my friend, Gwenika pleaded
silently.

And I’m your sister! Gwena shot back in their
wordless conversation of significant looks. Are you going to throw
away everything I did for you?

But…but…

“Why do you think they put her jar
last?” Gwena hissed. In other words: She was marked from the start.
There’s nothing you can do except go down with her…and take me down
too. Is that what you want?

Gwenika sat there, rooted to her spot on the grass,
painfully aware of what she was not doing.

Tamio stood up, and her hope leaped. Maybe he would
rescue her friend from ignominy as he had rescued her. If Gwenika
threw a bead in Dindi’s jar, Gwenika would just end up sharing her
friend’s fate, but if Tamio did, everyone would follow his
lead.

“Guess what, my friends?” Tamio
lifted the jar upside down over his head to show nothing falling
out. “WE HAVE AN EMPTY JAR!”

“QUACK! QUACK! QUACK!” they all
shouted.

Dindi

Everyone seemed to be acting weird tonight. Clumps
of Initiates who would normally have ignored Dindi swerved their
heads to watch her pass by, then turned to one another to whisper
and giggle. She checked her clothing and felt her hair to see if
she had been stained with bird droppings or something.

Every evening, after the sentries in the look-out
bomas sounded curfew on conch shells. Young men and women and their
teachers streamed back to the palisade on top of the Tor of the
Initiates before the final call, when warriors blocked the opening
in the stockade with a barrier of thorny branches and planks lashed
tightly together. The youths crowded around the fence to the
outdoor kitchen where maidens, also Initiates, labored over six
tall, clay ovens to produce a steady torrent of pishas. On a
good day, the flat corn bread wrappings would contain vegetables
and meat, on a bad day, sprouts and tubers. Cheese and milk were
seldom served in Yellow Bear, because their tribe did not keep many
goats or aurochsen, except what they had acquired in trade with
clanholds in the Rainbow Labyrinth tribe. Trade animals were held
in kraals for a few weeks at a time, until a feast day arrived or a
sacrifice to appease angry fae was needed.

Dindi never tried to shove her way to the front of
the crowd, she always waited her turn patiently, but today her turn
never seemed to come. Other Initiates deliberately pushed her out
of the way to get ahead of her, and when she finally protested,
“Hey!” a boy shoved her again, asking, “You want to make something
of it?”

Everyone around them sucked in an eager breath and
their eyes glowed like night animals.

Dindi shook her head. Her heart had started racing
and she did not know why. There was nothing to be afraid of, she
was just trying to get dinner.

Right?

She was the last to finally reach the ovens. Even
the serving maidens for the evening had already served themselves
and left. The bread flats and bowls of fillings were still on the
ledge in front of the oven, so she rolled her own pisha with
whatever scraps were left. No meat, but she didn’t mind. She wasn’t
that hungry anyway.

That evening the Initiates ate dinner around the
hearths in their lodges, which was normal. Since she had been last
to take her food, she was last to enter her lodge. Heads turned,
girls bent together to snicker. She tried to push away the paranoia
that they were all whispering about her. Why would they be? If they
had discovered she had been breaking the taboo of dancing, or that
she owned a hexed object of power that she could not figure out how
to destroy, they would have dragged her before the Zavaedies to be
punished, possibly even executed. They would do more than just
stare and snigger. If they had not discovered she had broken
taboos, why would they pay attention to her at all?

Dindi sat by herself, against the wall instead of
close to a hearth fire, because Gwenika was still hiding their
friendship from her mother. Before Dindi had left for the journey
to Blue Waters, her cousin Jensi had dined with her, but these days
Jensi preferred to sit with new friends she had made in Yellow
Bear. It was lonely, but since Dindi had been so preoccupied with
her problems, it seemed easier in some ways. So what if she felt
hollow inside sometimes, at least she did not have to excuse
herself to anyone.

Right.

She missed the days when she had been traveling with
Kavio and Gwenika and the peace party. Then she had felt part of
something important, even if she was not important herself.

After dinner, the Initiates left the lodge to bathe
by the cistern behind the lodges, visit the piss pits as necessary,
and then sit on mats in the courtyard, gossiping by firelight until
bedtime. Dindi was the last to finish her meal, and by the time she
had washed and come to the courtyard, all the other girls were
sitting together with their friends. She stood in the shadows,
watching them braid each other’s hair.

Someone hissed at her. She was so coiled up that she
jumped, but it was just her cousin, Hadi.

“Can I talk to you?” he asked.
“Back here, out of the firelight.”

He usually wanted to avoid her, not seek her out, so
this was strange. She followed him deeper into the shadows.

“Dindi, you traveled with Kavio,”
Hadi blurted.

“Yes.”

“He never…uhm…tried
anything, did he?”

“He tried to make peace, but
Nargano was too stubborn and cruel.”

“No, I mean…” Hadi flamed red.
“…tried anything with you? Touched you?”

Not unless you counted the way they had danced
together, bodies pressed closely together. Kavio’s hands
caressing her back, lifting her by her thighs…

“No,” she said.

Hadi looked relieved. “Well, stay away from him. I
heard a rumor about him.” He leaned close and whispered, “Tamio
said that Kavio performs a ritual sacrifice every year to give
himself power. On a new moon, he kidnaps a virgin and violates her.
That’s the secret of how he became the strongest warrior dancer in
Faearth. It’s said that he was caught finally and exiled from his
birth tribe. He’s a beast!”

“Kavio is not a beast.”

“Don’t be naïve, Dindi.” Hadi
looked unhappy. “You would be surprised the kinds of things that
boys say about girls. Especially girls like you.”

“Girls like me? What’s that
supposed to mean?”

“You don’t make it easy for me,
you know,” he said resentfully. “I want to protect you, but the
other warriors don’t take me seriously, just because… fa, I’m not
smooth with girls, the way some of them are. You have no idea what
my life is like, Dindi. They are constantly ribbing me, saying
maybe I can’t make it with a girl because I’m Olani or something…
I’m so sick of it. Since I took down that elk, it hasn’t been so
bad, but then Yodigo told me there was a secret meeting and Tamio
didn’t invite me and I have to wonder if my name was on the
hand.”

“I have no idea what you’re
talking about.”

“I know!” he yelled. He glanced
around quickly, and lowered his voice, but his words were still
fast and angry. “That’s the problem. Where do you go all the time,
Dindi? How come you never spend any time with Jensi, or me, or
anyone else? People don’t like it when you keep away from them.
They say you think you’re better than everyone, just because you
were in the party that went to Sharkshead. You need to change your
behavior. You need to make time for the people who count, the other
Initiates in your cohort. These are the people who will be in our
age grade for the rest of our lives! The friendships we make here
will grow into political alliances as we get older. Marriage. War.
Trade. Everything starts here, Dindi! You need to take this
seriously!”

“What do you want me to do?” She
felt helpless.

“Well.” Hadi looked abashed.
“Could you introduce me to Gwenika? I know a beautiful and famous
Tavaedi is probably not interested in a bloke like me, but maybe if
I told her about how I killed the elk, she’d be impressed. I cut
out its heart myself!”

“Gwenika really doesn’t like to
hear about animals being killed.”

His face fell. “Oh. But I haven’t been in a battle
yet, so I haven’t killed any men.” He brightened. “Maybe when the
war comes!”

“I fear I shouldn’t be the one to
introduce you to her anyway,” Dindi said. “Her mother kinda hates
me. I’m not supposed to see Gwenika. You’d have a better chance
without me.”

Hadi sighed. “Of course. Just my luck.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It doesn’t matter. She would
probably just laugh at me anyway, like Kemla did.” He took her
hands. “Dindi, if they do pick me, and you never want to be seen
with me again, I’ll understand. I won’t hold it against you. Do you
understand?”

“Not a bit.”

“You will,” he said morosely.
“Meanwhile, just…don’t trust Kavio.”

Gwenika

The Shunned had been allowed to erect huts on the
bank of the river, not far from the Unfinished Tor. Hertio wanted
them to work on the tor in exchange for their stay in Yellow Bear,
and War Chief Vultho, more out of indifference than endorsement,
had agreed. However, most of the Shunned had fallen ill again,
which meant that so far, they had provided little labor. On the
contrary, Vultho complained that they drained the time of his
healer Tavaedies, and he discouraged healers from helping them.

Gwenika was one of the few Tavaedies who did not let
this discourage her. Every day, she found time to visit their camp
and do what she could for them. It was frustrating that as many
times as she healed the same individuals, within a few days, the
same people had symptoms again. She could see how annoying she must
have been to those around her back when she was always suffering
from one ailment or another.

She stopped by the Tor of the Moon, where Gremo
shared a dwelling with Svego to see if Gremo wanted to go with her
to the camp.

“I’m sorry, niece,” he said. He
was scraping his flint dagger on a sharpening stone and had a
leather pack with more weapons on the packed ground beside the log
where he sat. “Kavio keeps me quite busy these days, and I don’t
want to let him down.”

“I understand,” Gwenika said. She
tried to hide her disappointment.

“Kavio is quite the slave driver
these days,” Svego said from the doorway of the house. As always,
the Olani was dressed in a dapper assortment of feathers and beads,
and his long hair swished behind him. “I’d like to shake that boy
for keeping my Gremo from me far too often.”

“You should come practice with us,
Svego,” Gremo said.

“Sweetling, I don’t think so,”
drawled Svego. “I’m a lover, not a fighter.”

Gwenika laughed, but she had a hollow feeling in her
stomach after she left. She did not like making the trip to and
from the camp by herself. She was terrified the Blue Waters
warriors would launch a sneak attack at any time, and, with her
luck, probably when she was in the camp nearest the river with no
one but sick, terrified people to defend her. But she didn’t like
to admit her selfishness or her fear to Gremo and Svego. They
thought she was brave and kind.

If only they knew what a horrible person I really
am, she thought. A person too cowardly to stand up for her
friend.

Maybe she shouldn’t bother to go to the camp of the
Shunned at all today. She didn’t feel like she would be of much use
to anyone.

“Gwenika!”

She heard footsteps jog up behind her. To her
surprise, it was Tamio. A deep blush overcame her and she stammered
an incoherent salutation. Tamio was the most gorgeous boy in their
cohort, and she hadn’t forgotten how he’d stuck up for her at the
secret meeting of the Initiate Council of the Duck Hunt.

“Are you going to help the
Shunned?” he asked. “So am I.”

“Y…yes.” She blinked. “You are? I
didn’t know you danced Yellow.”

“I don’t,” he said. “I’m just
curious to meet the Imorvae from Blue Waters. I hear they’ve been
terribly abused. I think that’s terrible. Just goes to show you how
awful our enemies are, doesn’t it?”

“Yes.”

So far, she was holding up her end of the
conversation brilliantly.

But Tamio didn’t seem to mind. He chatted easily the
whole way. With him at her side, Gwenika wasn’t afraid of an enemy
attack. At the camp, he was just as wonderful. He didn’t get in her
way while she spoke with the Shunned and danced for them. He
fetched things for her before she asked, and spoke in the same
gentle, companionable way with the Shunned as he had with her,
putting them at their ease.

She stayed longer than she usually did. It was
midmorning by the time she and Tamio left. She told him about her
frustrations healing the Shunned.

“They have been ill-treated so
long that they have accepted it as their lot in life,” she
explained. “So instead of using their magic to help me heal them,
they are using it to block me. They don’t do it on purpose, but
they don’t know how to stop themselves. If only I were a better
healer, maybe I could show them….I don’t know.”

Tamio looked thoughtful. “You know, Gwenika… I don’t
want you to take this the wrong way, but I think I know what the
problem with you is.”

She stopped walking. “The problem with
me?”

“Never mind. Most people would
misunderstand what I was going to say, and I don’t feel like being
accused of insulting your honor.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s nothing to be ashamed of,
Gwenika, if you choose to put your own importance over that
of—let’s face it—total strangers. I wouldn’t blame you. Only a few,
rare healers would be willing to make the kind of sacrifice …never
mind.”

“Please explain what you
mean. I’m willing to make whatever sacrifice is
necessary.”

“The problem is that you are a
maiden.”

“Well, of course, I’m a maiden,
what else would I…”

Tamio slid one arm around her waist and caressed her
neck with the other.

Heat rushed to her face, and other parts of her
body. “Oh.”

“Your true power is still
blocked,” he whispered into her hair.

“You…you really think that would…”
She pushed him away, aware her heart pounded too fast and too
loudly. “I’ve never heard of that.”

“Who did you expect would tell
you? Your mother, Zavaedi Brena?” He laughed bitterly. “She
doesn’t want you to unleash your full potential. To
her, you’re still her little baby. And she’s right, really. You
are still a baby. You have no idea the power of
passion.”

“And I suppose you’re volunteering
to help me find out.” Gwenika tried to sound scornful, but feared
she only sounded breathless.

His face closed. Abruptly, he turned away. “No, not
me.”

“Not…?”

“You should find yourself a nice,
safe boy. How about Hadi? I think he worships you. But me? No. I’m
not a nice, safe boy, Gwenika. I’m a beast. I eat little girls like
you for morning meal. I’m not proud of it, but all my life, I’ve
had to be hard. My father left before I was born, to fight in a
war, and he never came back. I had to be strong, to be the man of
the house, and protect my mother. I won’t apologize for that. But
there’s no reason to drag you into my darkness.”

“Tamio.” She touched his shoulder.
“I had no idea.”

He wrapped his arms around her and this time, she
did not push him away.

Dream

Moonlight. The scent of honeysuckle. A shadow bends
over her.

“Passion is a beast, Dindi,” he
murmurs huskily into her neck. “It can only be tamed if a willing
woman gives up her innocence, with her whole heart, to a man who
loves her in return.”

He leads her to the center of the stone circle,
where three slender planks of wood had been lashed together in a g
and elevated on stones. She strips off her clothes and sits down
where the beams met. The wood is cool and coarse.

Behind her now, he lowers her head to the central
plank. His touch sends shivers through her body. Fingers like
feathers, lightly guiding her, as if to show her a dance move.
Instead, he pulls her arms over her head and binds her wrists and
ankles to the other branches.

“Must you?” she asks, feeling
fear, yet also trembling with something else.
Anticipation.

“You will lose control of your
body when you thrash in ecstasy,” he whispers.

She shivers.

He drapes six colored cloths over he body: over her
breasts and pelvis, over each thigh and calf, over each arm. The
heft of the cloth is not great, but just enough to make her aware
of what is covered. What is not. The wind flutters over her,
rustling the fabric. The sent of night flowers mingles with the
scent of him.

Fae creatures gather in the circle around the
outside of the stones, satyrs, beating drums, gyrating
succubi...

He begins to dance. Strength and grace unite in his
motion. His movements transfix her, as a flickering flame
mesmerizes a moth.

Spins and kicks and aerial somersaults weave a cage
around her, and disarm her. Deft hands snatch away one colored
cloth after another as a he whirls around her. Then he touches her
on each pass, caresses her, kisses her. He straddles the wooden
beam between her legs. She feels exposed and powerless, yet she
trusts him completely.

“Will you sacrifice yourself to
me?” he asked her.

“Yes,” she breathes. “I want you
to take me.”

He lowers himself onto her…

Dindi

Dindi woke up.

The dream faery winked at her. Disappointment rushed
through her, followed by embarrassment. She had never had such a
vivid dream before. Was it a prophecy? Had Hadi been right, Kavio
would ask her to sacrifice her innocence to him... the “ritual” in
her dream?

In her dream, she had wanted nothing more than to
give herself to him, body and soul. Now the prospect terrified
her.

I love him, she realized in horror.

Kavio

He awoke in a sweat. The sticky web of the
dream dissolved in his hand when he tried to capture the dream fae.
Embarrassed at himself, he went to the water pot around the back of
his hut to rinse himself. Once he had washed, he felt better, but
it was unlikely he would be able to get back to sleep.

The dream would not stop plaguing his thoughts. He
could still see her naked body glistening in the moonlight.

Would she agree to the sacrifice he has asked of
her? Would she guess what it was?

He had told himself it did not matter one way or
another. He had asked her only because it was part of a larger plan
of his to fool Vultho. That wasn’t the whole truth. He desired her
willing cooperation. He desired her.

Dindi

It took her a long time to fall asleep again, and
when dawn arrived, Dindi woke up shivering on her mat. Weather was
generally mild in Yellow Bear, even the winters, but morning came
with a nip and she usually liked to snuggle a few minutes under her
wool blanket before yawning her way into breakfast. However, her
wool blanket seemed to have slipped off during the night. She
assumed she had just kicked it off, but when she searched, she
could not find it anywhere around her spot in the lodge.

“Excuse me,” she asked the other
girls, who were already dressing for the day, “Has anyone seen my
blanket? It has many colors and a swan pattern near the
fringe.”

The girls nearby glanced at her, then looked at each
other and giggled. They walked away without answering.

Goosebumps pimpled her arms, but that wasn’t why she
felt a chill.

She tried to shrug off her uneasiness. The morning
routine was a reverse of the evening. First the piss pits, then a
rinse at the cistern, then over to the outside kitchen for a
cornbread breakfast. She made it as far as the piss pits.

There, just visible in the ditch under the squatting
boards, she saw something brightly striped. She couldn’t see the
fringe, but she knew with dread certainty that she would find swans
on the edge.

She seriously considered skipping breakfast.

At breakfast, however, she had no troubles, and she
began to wonder if she had simply imagined it. Maybe someone had
needed to go to the pits during the night and just grabbed the
blanket to keep warm, dropped it by accident, and then been too
embarrassed to admit what happened. Jensi waved her over to eat
with her and her friends. As always, Jensi babbled about this and
that, catching Dindi up on all the comings and goings while Dindi
had been gone. Jensi ate methodically, rinsed her hands with her
water bowl, and at once picked up her latest basket in progress.
She and her friends were trying a new weave, which required the
nimblest of fingers. They discussed the patterns with the same
intensity Tavaedies talked about their tamas.

“You should sit with us today,
Dindi, and we’ll teach you how to do it,” Jensi said.

“You know how my baskets always
turn out.”

Jensi did. “There’s a simpler pattern that I’ve
learned which I think you will love.”

Dindi nodded. She remembered Hadi’s warning, and
thought it would be a good idea to spend more time with the other
maidens. If she never spent any time with her cohort, they would
all become suspicious and start asking questions. She resolved she
would spend all the time she wasn’t with Kavio back here, sharing
chores with Jensi. That should alleviate her kinfolk’s worry for
her.

It was not to be. No sooner had she settled in with
Jensi and a big bowl of water to soak willow branches for a new
basket, Tamio approached her.

“Dindi, you’ve been ordered to be
a water-fetcher for the men working at the quarry. I’m to escort
you there.”

“What’s this about?” Jensi frowned
at Tamio. “Better not be one of your tricks, Tamio of Full Basket.
I’ve heard all about your storytelling
abilities.”

“I’m just the messenger.” Tamio
flashed an innocent smile. “Jensi, that is an amazing
basket. I wonder if you would make one like that for me? All I have
to trade for it is this bone-tooth necklace…” He flashed a valuable
necklace of many strands of tiny, dyed beads, clearly worth more
than a basket. “I was saving it to give it to my mother when we
return home, but I think she’d love one of your baskets even
more.”

“Fa! Get on with you.” But though
she spoke gruffly, Jensi looked pleased.

Tamio tucked the necklace back under his ermine fur
vest and tucked his other arm around Dindi’s elbow.

“Follow me.” He winked at
her.

For some reason, Dindi felt nervous. Tamio was
charming, and told her various outrageous stories as they walked.
Was this the storytelling ability Jensi had meant? Somehow Dindi
didn’t think so. She wanted to ask him what he had heard about
Kavio and the secret sacrifice.

“Does he treat you right,
Dindi?”

She blinked. Surely he could not have asked what she
thought he had.

“Because if he doesn’t, there are
other men who would,” Tamio said solemnly. The bone-bead necklace
emerged, and the next thing she knew, Tamio held the necklace
against the bare flesh between her breasts and her neck. The beads
felt cool and smooth. “This would look gorgeous on you.”

“I thought you were going to trade
that for Jensi’s basket,” said Dindi. “If you didn’t give it to
your mother.”

He grinned impishly. The necklace disappeared back
under his vest.

“This is as far as I take you,” he
said. “You’re to wait here.”

It was an unproposing area of wild grass and large
rocks. After Tamio left, a few rock trolls poked out their heads,
tugged their beards and returned to their burrows. Otherwise, only
birdsong kept her company.

Then Kavio leaped over a large rock and landed in
front of her.

The air crackled with power.

“So,” he said without preamble.
“Have you thought about the sacrifice you must make to discover if
you have hidden magic?”

Her cheeks heated. “I’d like to ask you something
first.”

It was a lot harder to ask aloud than it had been in
her dream, with him waiting expectantly, looking at her with
earnest, gorgeous eyes.

“Um. Why were you
exiled?”

“Ah.”

“I’m sorry…”

“You deserve to know. I performed
a tama no one else knew. My cousin Zumo saw me. I was given
a trial. They said I invented it, that it was hexcraft. Though it
was not, I could not tell them the name of my teacher. Nor can I
tell you.”

“Did the hex involve…uhm…a girl
and a sexy dance?”

He laughed. “No. It involved a river and a lot of
mud.”

“Oh.” Wasn’t she an
idiot.

“So. The sacrifice. Have you
guessed what it is? The most precious thing you have that you can
never have again once you have given it?”

My innocence? My passion? My love?

“Please don’t look at me like
that,” he said. “It makes it hard for me to concentrate on teaching
you. You have no idea what thoughts go through my head when you
look at me like that. Do you know the name of the beast you must
hunt to find your heart’s desire, Dindi?”

“No,” she said.

“The beast is Time, Dindi. Time.
Your hours. Your days. Your years. These are what you must
sacrifice if you want to be the best at something. You can’t sit
around with your friends gossiping, you can’t farm fields, you
can’t go on the hunt. You have to give yourself to the dance. Day
after day after day. It’s the only way you can go from good to
great, from great to best. You must sacrifice your whole life to
the dance, even though you cannot know if you will succeed. Look at
me. I’ve worked my whole life to being the best warrior dancer in
Faearth. But I’m not.”

“No one is better than
you.”

“There is a man who is better. I
saw him in a dream last night. I couldn’t see his face. He wore all
black, including a black mask. I saw him dance, saw that his skill
exceeded my own, saw that he was coming for me, and if…”

“What?” she prompted when he
trailed off.

“If we fought and I could not best
him, he would kill me.”

“Was he your cousin?”

“I don’t know.”

“It was just a dream. You know how
dream faeries are. They lie.”

“They never lie. They only give us
the truth in a shape we cannot recognize. Dreams are always given
to us for a reason. This was a warning. I would be a fool not to
heed it.”

He raked his hair with his hand. “That’s why I won’t
be able to see you anymore.”

All the color drained from her face.

She turned her head from him so he would not see her
pinched lips and clenched teeth. “You tell me maybe I can find
magic in myself if I spend enough time dancing, but you won’t teach
me any more.”

“Not for hours each day, as I
could before,” he said. “You are to come here every day at dawn and
return to your stockade by curfew. If anyone asks, they will be
told that you help the womenfolk of the local clan fetch water for
the quarry workers. I will be nearby, but busy with another task.
Each day I will show you the section of tama you are to work
on, but then you must have discipline to work on the tama
alone the rest of the day. I am going to show you some dances that
only Zavaedies learn in the Labyrinth. This is absolutely taboo,
but I don’t give a damn. I don’t know another Initiate here who
could do it, and I don’t know if you can either, but I am curious
to see if you can master the advanced techniques. Again, only if
this is what you want. You can still walk away from all this,
Dindi. You don’t have to make this sacrifice.”

She walked a little distance from him. The wind
scented with grasses whipped her hair past her cheeks and
shoulders. From here she could see the quarry where the tiny
figures of men wrestled stone from the belly of the earth.

She thought of her beautiful, shameful dream. Her
wrists tingled at the memory of imagined leather straps. Her lips
felt soft and lonely. Silly girl. He had not brought her here to
press his mouth hard against hers.

What he offered was something that Jensi or Gwenika
would never understand. Sweet, pragmatic Jensi. Always with a
basket or a bit of weaving in her hand…she dedicated her hours,
days, and years to fashion things useful to those around her. Dear,
kind Gwenika. She had made sacrifices too, in her determination to
use her magic to heal those who truly needed her most. Like Jensi’s
baskets, Gwenika’s healing had purpose and meaning.

What Dindi wanted to dedicate herself to had to be
secret, would probably be useless, and wouldn’t even win her
Kavio’s love. Who would sacrifice the beast of Time to accomplish
so little?

There was no question about her answer.

“Can we start today?”


Chapter Three

Trust

Brena

Dull pain, worse than mere nausea, churned in the
pit of Brena’s stomach. The air smelled of overripe fish and burnt
seal blubber, a stench she had promised herself she would avoid for
the rest of her life. Yet here she was, once again climbing out of
a shaky canoe onto the deck in front of a Blue Waters clanhold.
Slimy wood betrayed her hand when she tried to grab the slick
wooden post. She slipped and almost fell back into the river. The
strong hand of a Blue Waters warrior grasped her arm and pulled her
up. The man had dark hair, blue eyes and tattooed muscles, and for
a moment her heart leaped: Rthan.

He was not, of course. This man’s face was craggy
and lined, not chiseled and cut. He grunted at her, and led her
deeper into the clanhold, where a number of elders awaited her.

This was one of those clanholds built over a flat,
smooth tributary to the river, entirely on wooden decks held up by
huge pylons. The peace party had not stayed here during their
journey, but this clan had contacted Vultho that they might be
interested in his offer of an alliance in return for sanctuary for
the Shunned in case of war. The oiled-skin huts over bone frames
looked familiar to her, but in the center of the clanhold, she
walked into a surprising scene. A dozen seals sunned themselves on
the wood deck. The Blue Waters men and women had gathered in a
semi-circle around the seals, who did not seem disturbed by the
humans.

Brena scanned the crowd for the Shunned. In every
Blue Waters clanhold she had ever visited, there had always been a
handful, sometimes more, of the scruffy, ragged beggars, but she
didn’t see any here. She wondered if they had been forced outside
the palisade altogether.

“Be at home, Envoy of Yellow
Bear,” an elder woman said, stepping forward. The auntie wore a
seal skin hood over her long white hair and leaned on a bone staff.
“We were told that your tribe might be interested in offering us
aide against those clans of our own tribe who have allied with the
shark Nargano.”

The old woman spit after she said his name.

Surprised at this vehemence, Brena just nodded.

“This is welcome news to us,” said
the auntie. “You will understand why.”

She steadied herself on her staff, but otherwise did
not move. Neither did any of the other men or women standing there.
The silence grew so thick it felt solid. Brena shifted on the balls
of her feet, struggling to conceal her discomfort. She had come
alone for this journey, which left her at the mercy of her hosts.
If they had invited her here as a trap, she would be poorly
equipped to escape.

The seals barked.

A strange glow emanated from the seals, and their
sleek bodies contorted. The light grew brighter and brighter, until
Brena had to turn away. When she looked again, the seals had
transformed into a dozen tall men and women in seal skin tunics.
Their skin gleamed luminous brown and their eyes were huge and
dark, like seal eyes. They almost looked fae, yet were human.

None of them were sick.

“Our secret is now yours,” said
the auntie. “I hope your chief will not betray the gift of our
trust.”

If her war chief had still been Hertio, Brena would
not have hesitated to pledge his resolve. With Vultho leading the
warriors….

Brena bowed her head. “Auntie, I will protect your
gift with my own life.”

Rthan

Rthan’s old hut had been dismantled after he had
fallen in battle, as was customary. During his captivity, his tribe
had mourned him as one already dead. On his return to the tribe, a
new hut was built. Kinsmen in Sharkshead and others from his birth
clanhold, folk who had heard he still lived and come to see if it
was true, helped him with the building. Six sturdy rib bones from a
whale provided the main support, around which was woven a skeleton
dome of femurs and fibulae. Then layers and layers of skins rubbed
in lard, fur side down, facing the interior, were stretched tight
and lashed to the bones, so that when the hut was finished, it was
slick and waterproof on the outside, soft and warm inside. Kinsmen
thumped his back and insulted him affectionately, lighting the
hearth fire as their last favor before they left him alone in his
new house.

The fire burned blue. Against the light, he could
see Meira’s silhouette. The little girl stroked a patch of otter
fur.

“Otter is my favorite fur,” she
said. “I love how thick and supple it is.”

Rthan closed his empty hand. On his wedding night,
he had stroked his wife’s hair, whispering to her, “Soft as otter
fur.” After their daughter was born, he remembered stroking the
soft black down on her head in amazement. “Just like yours,” he’d
told his wife.

Meira turned to him, big blue eyes in her
heart-shaped face. “I can be a baby if you prefer, Daddy. I can be
any age you want.”

“Could you…” Shame filled him at
his need. “It is said that other faeries take the shapes of men’s
wives, tricking them into infidelity. But you have always appeared
to me as my daughter. Never once as my wife.”

“You never objected
before.”

“I miss her.”

The little girl shifted and matured. Breasts
sprouted, hips widened, hair lengthened. “I can be older, if that’s
what you want, Daddy.”

“No!”

“Don’t be angry, Daddy.” Little
girl again. About eight, her age when she had been murdered, eight
years ago.

“I asked for my wife, not for some
sick fae game. Never mind.”

“I will live with you, just as
before. I will be everything to you.”

Before. The first days after he had lost his
family were a blur to him. Then one day he found the interior of
his hut illuminated with an eerie blue glow. His daughter waited
for him. He didn’t understand. He thought she was alive, that the
attack on the clanhold had all been a terrible dream, he’d even
searched the yard for her mother. But as he hugged Meira and rained
kisses on her long black hair, he had noticed how coarse and
strange it was, how clammy and cool her skin, how pale and bluish.
Yet he had not questioned her closely, not at first. Instead, he
fed her and told her the jokes Meira had always loved best, just to
hear her slightly frog-like laugh.

She had given him the gift of his own memories,
mirrored back to him. His favorite days, like pearls plucked from
the oyster husks of his daughter’s life, beaded on a worry string,
to be rubbed between finger and thumb in a restless circle. A
favorite was the day he had returned after a successful whale hunt,
when pungent smoke from roasting blubber permeated everything in
the hut. She wheedled him for a piece of the succulent fat, but her
mother had said not until the feast that would be shared with the
rest of the clan. He’d sneaked her a piece and she popped the whole
thing in her mouth. Her cheeks had puffed up just like a walrus.
Many, many times they had reenacted the details of that day.

Those reenactments were always missing something, of
course. His wife was never there, whereas she should have been. Nor
any one else from the clan. If a kinsman came in while the play was
in progress, the blue light died, and Meira vanished, leaving Rthan
telling jokes to the fur wall. Then, when the interloper finally
left, the play would begin anew, all the same words, jokes, and
laughs.

Rthan wondered if he could go through that again.
What had once been a crutch felt like a net. The thought of
repeating, word for word, every line he had exchanged with his dead
daughter repulsed him now. The repetition only showed him the one
thing the faery could never give him: a woman to hold and love and
seed with more children, children who changed with time, who cried
as well as laughed, who could one day outgrow him, leave him, and
one far day, show him a grandchild with a head of black fuzz soft
as otter fur.

The blue light winked out. A moment later, a warrior
poked his head into Rthan’s hut.

“Nargano wants to see
you.”

Rather than resenting the interruption, Rthan left
the hut with a sense of relief. However, he found Nargano in a high
dudgeon, stomping around the courtyard from his hut to the huts of
his wives and slaves, shouting at cringing warriors. Several
miserable waifs lay prone and naked in the dust at his feet. They
gibbered for mercy.

Rthan folded his arms. He did not speak, he just
waited for Nargano’s rant to make sense. It took some time, because
the Blue Waters war chief spent a long time calling insults down on
the naked captives, curses which he emphasized with kicks to their
ribs and heads.

“I will have no more clans defying
me!” Nargano shouted. “It is one thing to deny me an offer of
friendship, but to crawl into the hut of my enemy? I will not have
it!”

He gestured to his warriors. “Pick this man up!”

The warriors dragged one of the captives up by his
arms. For a moment, the fool brightened, as if he dared hope for an
improvement in his fate. Then, seeing Nargano reach for a stone
blade, the captive blanched and babbled.

“Please, no, please,
please….”

Nargano slit open his belly and pulled out a coil of
the man’s ropey gut, tossed this around his neck and strangled him
with his own intestines. This took a surprisingly long time, during
which the only sound in the yard was the wet sound of the man’s
tongue slapping against his throat and the sobbing of the remaining
captives.

The dead man slumped and dropped to the ground.

“Cut off his head,” Nargano said.
“Cut off the ears, noses, fingers and toes of the others. Give them
the head and send them home with the message that this will befall
any clan who goes over to the enemy.”

Several warriors dragged away the screaming
captives. Others hacked the head from the corpse with stone axes.
They left the head at Nargano’s feet.

“Rthan!” Nargano noticed him at
last. “You will lead a war group and re-take the clanholds that
have treated with Yellow Bear envoys.”

“Clanholds? There is more
than one?”

Nargano scowled. “A dozen or so, so far.”

“That is…” Rthan cleared his
throat. “That is more than I would have believed
possible.”

“Even some of the clanholds that
formally gave me gifts have gone mad!”

“But uncle, if the defiant clans
are truly so numerous, there is no way that I can re-take each one
by force. Not if we also want to prepare for war with Yellow Bear.
Also…” Rthan had to tread carefully here, “…if you wish to win the
friendship of wavering clans, perhaps this is not the best
way.”

“I don’t care about their mucking
friendship! I want their heads on poles! Don’t give me excuses like
a sniveling old woman. I can make you a necklace of your own guts
just as easily as I did that dog.”

Rthan stiffened. He did not remind Nargano that he
was still the Henchman of the Blue Lady. It would have been
undignified to drag her name into this ugliness. However, Nargano
sensed the chill in the air, and stepped back. He wiped his feet on
a clump of weeds in a useless attempt to wipe off the blood
splatter.

“What do you suggest?” Nargano
asked finally.

“If Yellow Bear is sending envoys,
we should do the same. We do not need to subdue every single
clanhold by brute force. If it comes to a fight, you know I am not
blood shy. But it would be better if we warn our tribal kin of the
dangers of dealing with the treacherous bear-lovers. Most Blue
Waters tribesfolk have no love of those filthy flea-bags and will
return to our side if we remind them where their loyalties should
be.”

“Very well,” Nargano said. “You
will go as my envoy to the wavering clanholds. Speak to them softly
about tribal love and solidarity.”

Rthan nodded.

“Oh, and Rthan?” Nargano tossed
him the gruesome trophy. “Speak softly but carry a bloody
head.”

Kavio

Twenty-one men spread out between the redwood trees.
Their footsteps made no sound, but they left a clear trail. The
soil here was soft and dark, feathered with ferns that curled when
brushed by a knee, and pine needles that snapped under the weight
of a heel.

“Careful,” said Gremo. As arrow
leader, he led all twenty-one men. “Kavio may have circled around
behind us.”

“Not possible,” said Tamio. Though
only an Initiate, he had already earned the rank of sept leader.
“Not unless he cheated and went outside the markers.”

An arrow shot down and hit Tamio in the chest. He
yelped and tumbled backward. His skin was a smear of scarlet. More
arrows snapped out of the trees. Warriors howled and leaped aside.
Some evaded the missiles; others fell to the ground, clutching
their chests or legs.

“Where is he? Where is he?” Gremo
cried.

“Up in the tree!” Tamio heaved
himself up to point.

Gremo shouted and a dozen men aimed their bows up at
the tree.

Since they had spotted him, Kavio hung up his bow
and leaped off the branch. He dove headfirst toward the ground, but
never touched it. The harness and rope he had secured to the branch
caught him. He had no weapons, but he needed none. At the lowest
point, he grabbed a man around the waist and flipped him to the
ground before the bouncy twine yanked him back upward.

He grabbed another branch, kicked off again, and
this time he swung to the side, slashing at another man as he sped
past. When he grabbed the far tree he kicked his legs again,
somersaulted in the air and took the return swing back to the
original redwood.

The men were in chaos.

“That muck-assed squirrel!” yelled
Tamio. “I’m going to kill him!”

He pulled a rope off his belt. It was attached to a
harness already in place, the only thing he wore besides his
skin-tight buck legwals. Rocks lashed to the end served as
grappling hooks. Tamio wasn’t practiced using the rope; it took him
several tries before he lassoed a tree branch securely enough to
begin climbing the trunk toward Kavio. He was fast and strong,
though. Once he got going, he ascended quickly.

Kavio watched him climb long enough to determine his
weaknesses, then drew out his bow and notched another arrow.

Tamio saw the motion and swung away on his rope,
narrowly evading the arrow. On the backstroke, he hit the tree with
both feet and ran himself rapidly the rest of the way to Kavio’s
branch. He jumped onto it with his knife already in hand.

“Hu!” he shouted, triumphantly.
“Who is the best now, Zavaedi!”

“Good job, except for one thing,”
Kavio said.

“Oh yeah? What?”

Kavio pointed to the stain of red paint on Tamio’s
bare chest. “You’re already dead.”

“Just trying to keep the scenario
realistic,” Tamio grinned. “One little arrow isn’t enough to kill
me!”

“You have to follow the rules of
the game.”

“Ha! Like you do, Zavaedi? If
Vultho knew you were training us Maze Born, he’d slit your belly
from your squash-hole to your zucchini.”

Kavio gripped the branch and shot out both his legs
in a flash kick that hit Tamio square in the chest. Tamio plummeted
out the tree, though the rope, still attached to his harness,
caught and bounced him before he hit bottom. He dangled upside
down. Kavio slid down Tamio’s own rope and kicked him again in the
butt as he landed.

“Don’t get cocky,” Kavio
suggested. “You’re not that good yet.”

“I will be,” Tamio said. He was
still upside down. He struggled until he managed to unhitch his
harness and drop, right side up, on the ground.

Kavio shook his head. He clapped hands with Gremo,
who had acquired a smear of red paint across his throat on one of
Kavio’s swings.

“It’s impressive, Zavaedi,” Gremo
said. “But you really think we need to hang in trees like possums?
Before Rthan left, you were teaching us to swim like otters. First
boats, now trees. Can’t we just fight like men, on the solid
ground?”

“You fight wherever you have the
advantage over your enemy,” said Kavio. “That could be ten spans
above the ground or ten spans below it. If we were in the
Labyrinth, I’d teach you tunnel fighting too.”

The men groaned.

“Don’t worry, there aren’t enough
tunnels here to make that possible,” said Kavio.

“Awww, Gremo would love a chance
to be a gopher,” said Tamio.

“Shut up, Tamio,” said Gremo.
“What now, Zavaedi?”

“Break for middle meal,” said
Kavio. “Then regroup and run a new scenario. I have to do
something, but I’ll be back by the time you’ve eaten.”

“Where do you go each day,
Zavaedi?” asked Tamio. “Wouldn’t happen to get some
hootchie-cootchie would you? Care to share?”

“Shut up, Tamio,” said
Kavio.

He knew the boy already suspected something. He’d
have to watch out for rumors. Or better yet, see if he could turn
those suspicions to his advantage…there was a thought.

He walked by the painted rocks he had set up as
markers for the practice area of his secret army. The Maze Born
septs comprised Yellow Bear natives who were descended from Rainbow
Labyrinth refugees, as well as a handful of precocious Labyrinth
Initiates like Tamio. All Imorvae. All warriors and Tavaedies who
were excluded from the Bear Spears septs.

Kavio walked through the forest until he reached
another redwood where a lithe figure swung from a rope high up in
the branches. A fishing net had been stretched between stakes
below. As he watched, the acrobat released the rope, twisted and
somersaulted in the air and landed on the net.

“You aren’t entering the spin
tightly enough, so your descent comes at the wrong angle,” he
remarked. He steadied the net while she rolled out onto her feet
beside him. “That’s why your fall is so sloppy.”

Dindi nodded. Sweat glittered on her skin like
crystal beads. She panted from exertion. He watched a rivulet drip
into the cleavage between her rising breasts. Her body is naked
beneath him, slick with desire…

Kavio squeezed his eyes to rid himself of the image
from his dreams.

“I know, I can’t seem to time the
curl right,” she said. “If I spin too soon, I hit the net too hard.
One time, my landing pulled out a stake and I actually hit the
ground.”

Muck and mercy. He had been so busy ogling her
breasts, he hadn’t even noticed the faint blue and yellow bruising
on her hip. He was a troll to make her practice these kinds of
moves with no spotter, not even another human being within shouting
distance to help her if she hurt herself.

He pressed the bruises. “Do you need to rest?”

“I’m fine,” she said, even though
she winced in response to his gentle probe.

“I’m a fool. I’m pushing you too
hard.”

“I’m the fool that wants it.” She
tried to smile, but it was a pale reflection of the brilliant grins
he remembered. Then even that ghost smile vanished. “Besides, I’d
rather be out here than back with the other Initiates.”

She had been stressed lately. Maybe she was pushing
too hard on the techniques, or maybe there was more to it.

“Are you having problems with the
other Initiates?”

A shrug. She evaded his gaze. “It doesn’t
matter.”

“Dindi…”

“What about you? Have you had any
more dreams?”

Kavio paced away.

Her body is naked beneath him, slick with desire,
her breath draws in sharply when he cups her breast. He kisses her
and calls her name, Dindi, Dindi, you are mine! and she arches her
back…

“Yes,” he said shortly.

“About the man in black killing
you?”

“Yes.”

“It doesn’t mean the dream will
come true.”

“It won’t.”

But he had not told her about the Banshee’s Scream.
That had been the first omen of his death. The dreams were already
the second omen. If there were a third…

“If,” he added, “If anything
happens to me, you will no longer have a teacher. It will not be
safe for you to continue alone.”

“I don’t want to have this
conversation.”

“Then we won’t. Do you have the
string?”

She pulled out the loops of string he had asked her
to make, along with some sticks.

“Show me the Tama of the Morning
Star.”

Using sticks to provide tension, she arranged the
loops in a three-dimensional star-like pattern. He had only shown
her once before, but as usual, she reproduced the pattern
flawlessly. It no longer surprised him, except to make him grateful
that she did not have a problem with the idea that dancers drew
designs of light with the movements of their body. Most Tavaedies
couldn’t see the weaves in the air, and apparently couldn’t imagine
them either.

“The move you are working on right
now traces out this position in the larger Pattern.” He slid
his finger along one of the circuits of string. The swing we did
yesterday traces out…?”

“This one.” Her hand brushed his
when she stroked the string.

“Yes. And this place where the
string crosses, that represents the release and catch, which we
haven’t tried yet.” Nor was he sure how they would, with just the
two of them. “When real Tavaedies perform this tama, they
leave behind streams of light, which form this Pattern. One
difference between a mere Tavaedi and a Zavaedi is that the Zavaedi
does not just think of his own role in the dance. He considers the
Pattern as a whole. He does not see the tama as a sequence
of moves, but as a weave of living light created by a loom with
height, breadth and width.”

“So can Zavaedies create
new tama?”

“No. Even historical dances must
be made of components from pre-existent history dances.”

“But every dance must have been
new once.”

“Only a Vaedi can create a
completely new tama.”

“Oh.” Her chin sank to her chest.
She played with the loops of string.

He rolled his shoulders back and cracked his
knuckles.

“Fa, ow, must you?” She winced
teasingly.

“I’m going to show you how to
enter the somersault. Watch closely.”

Days ago, he had driven stone spikes into the
redwood trunk to form a ladder. He climbed from handhold to
handhold, until he reached the branch with the rope swing.
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