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      She was kidnapped to be the bride of the shark...

      When Dindi is captured to become the bride of a shark, she stumbles into the lives of Kami and Bo, two lovers torn apart by a curse…and a vow of vengeance.

      

      [Excerpt]

      Dindi

      “We’re past the white water,” Gwenika said. “We’re safe now.”

      Indeed, the waters ahead gleamed like polished obsidian, but Dindi wondered if they were safe. She had an uneasy feeling. After a moment, she realized why.

      The river usually murmured noisily with the chitter and splashing of tiny fae, mostly Blue fae, but also many Green fae swooping and swaying from the trees along the banks that leaned over the water. Now, however, an eerie quiet prevailed. All of the water nixies—tiny, finger-sized mermaids—dove deep into the water and didn’t re-surface. At the same time, the dragonfly-winged green pixies darted behind the foliage of the black willows and white alders.

      Then even the trees fell away. The banks were bare and sandy, dotted with rocks. A rookery of seals basked on the shore. Rthan glared at them. Kavio observed his discomfort and began to tease the Blue Waters man, asking if any of the seals were selkies—skinwalkers who could shift shape from man to beast and back. Rthan grunted, unamused in the extreme.

      “You had better hope they are not selkies,” Rthan said. “Skinwalkers are nothing to trifle with.”

      “Have you trifled with a selkie before?” Kavio grinned.

      “My war chief has many enemies,” Rthan answered ambiguously. “And it often falls on me to…deal with them.”

      He delivered this bland remark with an undertone of menace that made Dindi shiver. She didn’t like the unspoken threat he aimed at Kavio. Rthan was a powerful Blue Waters warrior who had been captured in a recent battle and had been given to the Healer, Brena, as a slave. But now that he was in his own territory, only his own oath and honor truly bound him to serve the peace party.

      Kavio, however, showed no fear. He pointed at the seals. “Wait! Is that a selkie right there…?”

      Rthan nearly jumped out the canoe, which made Kavio chuckle. Rthan cursed, “You slippery son of an eel…”

      Kavio laughed again. “Of a faery, not an eel.”

      “Not much difference,” Rthan muttered.

      Dindi studied the seals eagerly, half possessed by the wish they might indeed be fabled shifters, but she sensed no magical mischief from the indolent creatures. Whatever had caused the fae to fall silent, it wasn’t the seals.

      A colossal shadow moved up the river.

      The seals broke out into noisy barking. Rthan, farthest down the river in his kayak, shouted, “Beach! Beach the boats!”

      As the shadow advanced, it grew faster than it should have—whatever was under the water was not only swimming upriver toward them, it was also coming up from the deep closer to the surface. A dorsal fin pierced the water.

      The fin was huge.

      

      (Read the rest in Shark River.)

      

      Author’s Note: I was so sad to have to cut out Kami and Bo’s love story from the final version of Taboo, I decided to offer it as an independent novella. You can read the rest of this book without reading Shark River, and not miss anything essential to the main plot. But if you want to find out what happened when a Blue Rivers girl named Kami fell in love with one of the Shunned, and how Dindi became tangled up in their troubles, then you will enjoy this stand-alone novella.
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      Umbral

      I don’t know who I was before.

      It doesn’t matter.

      I can’t live in the past. The past is dead. I know my future. I know my purpose. I’m told I chose it, this path, this shadow. Who knows. Do any of us really choose what we become? Does the stone choose to become the blade? The chips fall away from either side of the flint, and the edge is revealed by the stone-knapper. The edge was always there, waiting to draw blood. You can’t blame the stone-knapper for setting it free.

      As a stone dies to be reborn as a blade, so a man dies to be reborn as Deathsworn. So I died to be reborn as Umbral: an edge sharpened to cut a single throat.

      I have killed many. Men. Women. Children. Some in battle. Some in their sleep. Some I looked in the eye as I drained their lives. I felt their arms rub against mine, their palms press my palms, as if we were friends. I shadowed their auras as an eclipse blocks the sun, leeched their light and stole their power. Their faces accuse me in the grey mist just before dawn, before I chip free of them, each and every day. Those faces do not matter to any but themselves and me, and not even to themselves any longer. If I had not killed them, another Deathsworn would have.

      There is one, however, that only I can kill.

      Umbral

      Shadow, his unhorse, galloped across the field of blood and snow, into the forest, where rain battled the fire that wanted to devour the trees. Any colder and the rain would have turned to sleet.

      The girl trembled in Umbral’s arms. She felt good there, soft and tiny and clinging to him like a child. Her hair, brightly dyed red, held the fragrance of henna and dried flowers. She clutched at his chest as if she trusted him to protect her; though, more likely, she was just afraid that if she didn’t hang on, he would let her drop and break her neck. He sheltered her from the rain as best he could.

      As if a few drops of water were the main danger to her.

      Deep in the forest, he reached the Deathsworn menhir, large and looming, black and crowned with bones. Here he tapped his horse with his obsidian-beaded hoop, and the shadow beast halted. The forest fire had burnt out here, but it had done its damage. The skeletons of trees around the megalith stuck up from ash, raw black claws.

      At the base of the menhir was another stone, gray granite, broad like an elongated egg or gently convex table. Heavy wooden stakes bit deep in the ground on either end of the stone table. A quick glance confirmed that Ash had stored his extra provisions under the lee of the stone, as he’d ordered.

      When he slid from the horse with the girl in his arms, she tried to pull away.

      “What do you want with me?” she demanded.

      “Shhhh.” He stroked her aura, absorbed and stole wisps of her light into his own darkness. The power tasted even sweeter than he had imagined. “Calmly. I promise I won’t hurt you. This won’t take long. Come.”

      Suspicious yet lulled, she let him draw her to the stone.

      Drawing on the void of his Penumbra, he spun ropes of darkness. He pushed her back onto the rock.

      At last her panic overcame her paralysis. He expected this moment of resistance. His victims never gave up easily; they always flailed for freedom at the end, always futilely, like birds with broken wings trying to fly.

      He sculpted her aura as smoothly as a potter worked clay. She gasped as he fed pleasure into her aura, and while the sensation incapacitated her, he molded her back to the rock and bound her with the dark snakes of energy, wrists over her head, legs stretched straight crossed at the ankles. The rain pelted her, soaking her clothes, outlining every delicious dip and rise of her body. The arc of the rock lifted her hips and breasts, as if in offering. Her nipples pebbled from the cold. She shivered even as her body buckled, shuddering in involuntary ecstasy.

      “Shadow.” Umbral snapped his fingers at his horse.

      The dark bundle of equine-shaped energy unfolded and refolded itself into its giant bat form. Shadow flew to the top of the upright menhir and reached its wings forward, sheltering them both from the rain.

      He used her sweet power, transmuted, to light a ring of fire around both the menhir and the sacrificial altar. Wet leaves burned like incense. Even now, he could not see her Chromas. But when he sipped her aura, the rush of power made him giddy.

      He was supposed to take her to Obsidian Mountain to confirm who she was, but he had no doubt, and he dared not wait. She was more powerful than they suspected. She was too dangerous. She had to be eliminated now, before she realized her own strength.

      Umbral drew his obsidian blade.

      Dindi

      She was helpless. With a single touch, the man in black had reduced her to quivering flesh, yearning for more of whatever he had done to her. Even after he released her, the aftershock left her whole body tingling.

      Dindi recognized the Deathsworn menhirs, but he had no right to bring her here. She was not wounded, condemned or sick. By the law of light and shadow, his kind had no claim to her. But he had stalked her, deceived her and captured her. If he knew the law of light and shadow, he obviously did not give a damn.

      She still did not know why he wanted her.

      His strange, dark beast crouched overhead, hiding them from the rain under huge leathery wings. The man in black lit a circle of flame around them with a single gesture.

      His face. His lie of a face. Why did he have to have that face?

      He loomed over her with a jet knife in his hand. Despite the fire, her teeth chattered.

      He brushed the wet hair from her face. The dagger rose and fell, and a piece of her wet Tavaedi’s costume fell away. Methodically, he cut away her clothes. When nothing remained but a wet scrap over her most discreet elements, he draped a dark wool wrap over her and toweled her wet skin. Where he had had the woolen stored, she did not know. His strong hands brushed her flesh, but he took no liberties. No pinching, no grabbing. He might have been rubbing down his horse. Bat. Whatever it was. Yet that only made the sensation more insidiously sensuous.

      Once the wet clothes were gone, the warmth from the fire stilled her shivering.

      “Better?” he asked.

      The voice. Even the voice was his.

      “Untie me.”

      He shook his head with a slight, sad quirk of a smile.

      That twist of his lips, so familiar, broke her heart.

      “I don’t belong to you,” she said.

      “I know.”

      “Set me free.”

      “I will.” He held up the blade. “Though not in the way you hope.”

      Terror colder than the ice rain pelted her. “You promised you would not hurt me.”

      “And I will keep my promise. It won’t hurt. I will deliver you to my Lady as gently as a mother wraps a babe in lamb fleece. It will feel just like falling asleep. Warm and soft. Painless. Except you will never wake up.”

      Tears squeezed out the corners of her eyes. “Please don’t kill me.”

      “I take no pleasure in this.”

      “Then don’t do it.”

      “I have no choice. It is your destiny to die, and my duty to be the one who takes your life.”

      He wanted to justify himself? Good. Keep him talking. She searched the ground where he had cast her cut up rags. Among the debris was the corncob doll. She did not want to draw his attention to it.

      “Make up your mind,” she said. “Is it destiny or duty? If it is a duty, then you have a choice. You can only blame destiny if you are someone’s slave. Are you a slave, Umbral? Or are you your own man?”

      His lips twisted again. “You are tied to a rock, helpless, about to feel my blade at your throat, but you won’t give up, will you? I’m afraid I’m not easily goaded, sweet swan.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      He stopped smiling. “You are correct. I haven’t the right.”

      Slowly, he circumambulated the stone where she was bound. He scraped the tip of the obsidian blade against the granite as he walked. Backlit by the circle of fire, he was an ominous silhouette. The scratch-screech of stone rubbed on stone made her fists clench.

      “If I am to die, may I at least know what I have done to deserve this so-called fate?”

      “It won’t change what must be done. But if it comforts you, I will tell you what I know. In all of Faearth, there were only two strands left of Aelfae power which bred true. One ended in Kavio, only son of the White Lady. The other was hidden for generations, but at last we have found it. It ends with you.”

      “So you killed Kavio and you’ll kill me, all to eradicate the last speck of the Aelfae?”

      “The Lady of Mercy offered you a chance to join her. You rejected her love. Instead, you aligned yourself with the fae, and promised to undo the Gift of the Unfinished Song.”

      “The Gift? You mean the Curse? You mean the genocide of the Aelfae?”

      “It may have been a Curse to the Aelfae, but it was a Gift to humankind. They had to lose this world that we might gain it.”

      Knife scrapped stone. A vulture circled helpless prey the same way he circled her. When he reached her wrists or ankles, he let the dagger very lightly trace a line over her limbs, though without drawing blood. The blade did not yet cut, it caressed.

      “I know what you would argue,” he said. “Why could I not simply accept your word that you would not help the Aelfae. You could still learn to love Lady Death—”

      “No.” Dindi found herself strangely calm. Angry yet serene, afraid yet fierce. “I will never love or serve your Lady. As long as I have breath, I will fight Death. If I could bring the Aelfae back this minute, I would do it. Not because it’s my destiny, but because it’s wrong to destroy a whole people, even in a war. Humans crossed a river that should not be crossed.”

      His low, throaty chuckle tickled over her.

      “Thank you, Rainbow Dancer, for trying to make my job easier by relieving me of any dismay I might feel saving the world from you. But strangely, even knowing you would be a willing traitor to you own kind, I cannot love my duty to destroy you.”

      “Traitor to my own kind? You yourself said that I am the descendent of both human and Aelfae. How can I take sides in their war without betraying half of my blood?”

      “Indeed. I do not blame you for following your nature.” He paused so that he stood right over her, and the firelight illuminated his face. He brushed his fingers against her cheek. “The Aelfae were ever the most dangerous of the fae to humans: More seductive than any of the other High Faeries, and the only ones whose unions with humans bore fruit. For their part, we meant nothing to them. All our taboos, our tamas, and our betrothals were but toys to them, to enter or break at will. Yet despite their scorn, or perhaps because of it, we found them irresistible. Some say no human could ever meet an Aelfae without falling in love.

      “Maybe that is why when I saw you, I…”

      He pulled back his hand abruptly.

      Then, to her disbelief, he knelt before her. “Let me do you the honor of being the first and last to recognize you, Vaedi, before I end your life. You will never know what it costs me to do my duty.”

      A moment later his dagger poised over her throat. She felt the cold knapped edge balanced against her jugular.

      “It will be quick,” he promised hoarsely.

      “Please,” she said with a catch in her voice. “At least do not do it wearing his face. Do not let me die looking at my murderer in the body of the man I loved.”

      “It is you who determines how I appear,” Umbral said. “I cannot change it.”

      So, for a moment, Dindi stared into the devastating face of Kavio as he prepared to kill her.

      Then she squeezed her eyes shut and called on a Vision with all her inner might.

      Umbral

      He had promised to be quick. Instead he had prolonged the girl’s agony interminably while he blathered like an idiot. Anything to put off the moment. Even now, that the edge of his blade hovered over her throat, he found it hard to make the final cut. It was as if his arms had been borrowed by another man, a man who would not kill a helpless woman.

      He knew what was happening of course.

      He was being a chickenshit.

      She was pretty; he didn’t want to kill her.

      Too damn bad.

      He emptied himself of that thought, then of all thought. In the empty state, nothing stood between him and his duty. Regret, remorse, desire, despair, these lost their power over him.

      He slashed her throat.

      Vessia (20 Years Ago)

      I am not dead, thought Vessia. The humans killed me, but I am an immortal faery. A night and a day must have passed since they stoned me to death, and I returned to life again.

      That was as obvious as it was astonishing, and it left her with more questions than answers. She knew who she was, but not why.

      My memory was stolen, and I was disguised as a mortal. Unfortunately, she did not know why she, a faery, had been robbed of her self-knowledge, or how.

      Or by whom…

      Behind her, she felt her wings flutter. She always knew she was meant to fly. Why did she listen to those who told her she couldn’t? Even the people who loved her most dearly had no idea who she really was, or what she was capable of.

      Yes, well, and what was she capable of? It was time to see.

      High in the wall of the kiva were entrance holes. The ladder to the hole had been removed, but she didn’t need it. She flew up, out of the earth, and into the sky above the world.

      For a short while, she reveled in the wind under her wings. She laughed in sheer exhilaration. When she scooped the air, her hair rippled like a banner behind her.

      From up above, the Rainbow Labyrinth tribehold looked tiny, a termite hill full of scurrying bugs. Everything about it was squarish. The mesa upon which the hold had been built formed a rough rectangle; the houses were boxes that formed a square around a central quadrangle plaza. People filled the plaza to watch some kind of performance on the dancer’s platform.

      Dipping lower, the tiny people looked more like dolls than termites. She could recognize them by their attire, though their faces were still too distant to see clearly. She spotted the Bone Whistler first, unmistakable in his headdress of human skulls piled high in gruesome sculpture. His retinue of fawning sycophants surrounded him on a dais in front of the plaza. He held the bone flute, playing it occasionally, other times barking out commands or laughing with his councilors.

      The Bone Whistler made Vio, and the other captives, dance like puppets in the plaza. They had all been stripped naked. Whenever the bone flute sounded, they began again, hopping on thorn mats, stomping on hot coals, or leaping against posts of sharpened sticks. Their feet were bloody stumps. Other cuts and bruises covered their naked bodies. It was clear they danced on the ragged end of exhaustion and would not last much longer. Torture had forced Finna, the pregnant woman, into early labor.

      Then Nangi, the Bone Whistler’s daughter, grabbed the bone flute. She tried to play it, to turn its power against her father, but no sound, no toot or wail, not a single note came out of the hollow bone.

      The Bone Whistler patted his daughter on the cheek. He leaned close, and spoke so that only she could hear—only she, and Vessia who observed it all from above.

      “Only an Imorvae with six Chromas can play the flute, dear child,” he said. “And I have made sure that I am the only six-banded Imorvae left in all of Faearth.”

      Nangi stared at him dumbfounded. Tears uglied her face. All resistance wilted out of her, and she made no effort to defend herself when her father swiped the flute back and smacked her to the ground with it. She wept in a heap at his feet.

      An infant’s wail pierced the general background noise.

      “Perfect,” smiled the Bone Whistler. He kicked his daughter. “You will dance with the baby. You will smash its head against the plaza floor, then you will dance your own death before me, to repent and cleanse yourself of this betrayal.”

      Though Nangi shook her head and backed away on her hands and knees, as soon as her father raised the flute to his mouth and began to play a mockingly sweet tune, she jumped up, twirled around and performed several neat back flips to reach the newborn.

      Finna screamed and fought to keep her child, but the warriors held her down. Nangi wept as she took the child by the feet and began to whirl it around.

      Enough. Vessia decided. This evil must end.

      Had she herself sacrificed her memory and her power to assume human form, to do this—end this abomination?

      Vessia fluttered to the ground between Nangi and the Bone Whistler.

      “Bone Whistler!” Vessia said. Though she did not speak loudly, her voice carried to every ear in the plaza. The watching crowd fell silent in shock. Only Vio found his voice.

      “The White Lady!” Disbelief warred with elation in that cry. A warrior in the throng that surrounded him clobbered him silent again.

      “You have forgotten that an older power than your own exists in Faearth, human,” Vessia said, keeping her focus on the Bone Whistler.

      In his astonishment at seeing her alive, he dropped the flute from his lips just long enough for Nangi to break free of its spell, and safeguard the baby in her arms. Quickly enough, the Bone Whistler regained his nerve and narrowed his eyes.

      “I didn’t recognize you before, but it doesn’t matter. I can control fae as easily as humans.” He brought the flute back up to his mouth.

      The music slid off her. She saw the compulsion in it reaching for her with six serpents of sick light, but she brushed the tentacles of magic aside.

      His eyes bugged.

      “As it takes six Chromas to play the flute, so with six Chromas am I immune. I am the last of the Aelfae, the High Rainbow Faeries who once ruled this world. As long as I live, there is still one faery with six Chromas left in Faearth.” She flashed a dangerous smile. “But do go on. Try and play me, Bone Whistler. I challenge you.”

      The first sign of real panic gripped him, but in his desperation, he could not think of anything to do except what he had always done. He lifted the flute again and blew.

      The music rushed her again, stronger than before, strong enough to blast the tops off mountains or boil lakes to salt. But all his strength slid right off her and rebounded back upon him, binding him tightly in his own spell, knotting him in his own power.

      He fell to the ground, limbs akimbo, in a seizure of shaking. Light crackled from him and shadows gushed around him, although Vessia suspected only she could see it.

      A roar like a waterfall undammed in the plaza. At first, Vessia did not know where it came from, for there was nothing of magic in it. Only immense, immeasurable rage, the anguish of a whole people long pent up, and now suddenly released in one hammer blow. The crowd, who only moments before had watched passively, even avidly, the torment of the captives of the Bone Whistler, now switched allegiance, and began to storm the dais where their War Chief and his sycophants cowered.

      “Death to Bone Whistler! Death to the Morvae!” raged the mob.

      Chaos erupted. Tavaedies who had stood side by side moments earlier turned on one another and began to dance hexes at each other. The non-magic men and women of the swarming crowd satisfied themselves with ripping the flesh off the warriors of the Bone Whistler. There were no organized sides yet, only the riot of a people so long held enthralled by an evil power that they no longer knew what to do with their freedom but kill whatever they could seize.

      Vessia had not expected this. The mob seized her too. Some lifted her up on their shoulders and shouted that she was their savior. A moment later, the tide of the brawl turned, and some of the Bone Whistler’s supporters attacked her, screaming for revenge.

      A hand grabbed hers and tugged her free. It was Vio. He had found a stone mace somewhere and bashed her assailants out of the way.

      “You can kill the Bone Whistler himself, but you would stand there and let these scum kill you?” he asked her in exasperation.

      “I cannot die,” she said, bemused still. Mercy, what have I unleashed here?

      “So I gathered,” he said, quite dryly.

      Despite his injuries, his exhaustion, still evident, and the fact that he fought for both their lives, he could still smile at her and make her heart somersault.

      “I love you,” she blurted to him.

      “And I love you.” Vio hit a spearman on the head. “Can you fly with a guest?”

      “Oh! Yes, sorry…” She wrapped her arms around him and both of them soared above the crowd.

      From above, the battle looked even worse. It was a full out war, the tribehold turned upon itself. The fighting in the plaza spilled out into the streets between the houses. Looters raced to sack the holds of their enemies. Fires already licked out of the windows of some homes.

      “What have I done?” she asked in horror.

      “What had to be done,” he said. “Don’t worry. Now that I know that Nangi and Gidio are on our side, we can reach some reconciliation with the moderate Morvae. Some, like Chezlio, will fight to the last bashed skull, I fear, but with Ratho dead, there are actually few die-hard supporters of the Bone Whistler left. We will sort this out, Vessia. We will restore peace and prosperity to the Rainbow Labyrinth.”

      “We’re going to have a son,” she said.

      “What?” He could still be surprised, after all the other shocks. “How could you know?”

      “A girl from the future told me so.”

      “My fae wife,” he muttered. He looked a bit unnerved.

      Battle meant a thousand brawls. Groups of two to five opponents slugged each other in the dusty alleys. Vessia and Vio flew over the melee. She supported her lover effortlessly with her wings. From above, the tribehold teemed like a disturbed termite mound. The enclosure filled the top of a flattop mesa. From wall to wall it was a maze of two and three story bleached adobe blocks, some of which already belched smoke. Fire and blood tainted the whitewash, giving the whole pueblo a reddish hue. Out of the chaos, however, clear sides coagulated, like butter separating from milk. The tribehold churned into civil war, Morvae against Imorvae, clan against clan and brother against brother. But old enemies were now fighting together. Below, Vumo and Nangi fought back to back; Gideo and Obran fought side by side; Danumoro helped Finna and her child find safety in a house, before he and Shula ran back into the fray.

      “We’d better help them,” Vio said, already raising his mace.

      Vessia found a clear spot and landed. Vio held ready his weapon, a hardwood club spiked with lion teeth, and she half-expected him to run bellowing out into the crowd, but he did not move for a few minutes. Although he was monitoring the fight, his focus was turned inward.

      He reached out to stroke one of her wings. “So fragile, yet so strong. Why did you not tell me you were the White Lady?”

      “I didn’t know. I didn’t even know I was fae.”

      “How is that possible? Aren’t fae… quite different?”

      She had to smile. “Not so different. Not the Aelfae.”

      “But the wings…”

      “I can hide them. Even remove them.”

      “Can you show me?”

      She folded back her wings, danced briefly in a circle around him, then reached back and pulled. A small white opal, a pearlescent shimmery rainbow rock, fell into her hand. She showed it to him. “Things do not always look as you might expect.”

      “May I hold it?”

      She hesitated.

      “Don’t you trust me yet, Vessia?”

      “It’s not that. It’s just…for so long I knew I was meant to fly, yet I was unable to. I never want to be without wings again.”

      She handed him the opal.

      “So small, yet so precious.” He hefted it in his hand. “Amazing. Look—it fits in my salt bag.”

      He slipped the opal into a tiny leather salt bag he wore tied into the waist-tie of his legwals. Desert warriors habitually carried salt at all times. In the extreme heat, a lick of salt could be more valuable than water. He treasured the bag, one of the few items he had inherited from his father rather than the Bone Whistler, so she was touched when he pressed it into her hands.

      “Keep the bag if you like.”

      “Thank you, Vio. But I think I prefer—”

      Suddenly Vio cussed.

      An eyeblink later, he shoved Vessia behind him and raised his club to parry a blow.

      “Time to join your master, Crusher!” Vio snarled at his attacker.

      “Not before you, Skull Stomper!”

      Chezlio the Crusher, former Blue Zavaedi of the Bone Whistler, was a big, ugly man. Like all the Bone Whistler’s coterie, he wore human bones; in his case, mingled with piranha teeth. Underneath the mesh of bones, he had daubed blue paint over naked muscle. Blue feathers trailed from his human skull headdress and shells clacked in the legbands around his calves.

      Chezlio hammered blows down on Vio. The lighter man darted in and out of five swipes for every thrust of his own. Then Chezlio managed to lock his arms around Vio’s neck. The two men scuffled in the dust, locked in a deadly hug.

      Vio flipped Chezlio over his back. Chezlio landed hard but nothing stopped him. He barreled toward Vio again.

      “Get to safety!” Vio commanded Vessia, as if stone clubs and flint spearheads were more dangerous to her than to him. The reverse was true. She was immortal. Slain, she would die for a day. His life would spill out with his blood, irrevocably.

      But she ran. It had just occurred to her that Chezlio’s “dead” master might be insufficiently dead.

      She needed to find the Bone Whistler.

      She had left him writhing on the ground after she’d turned the power of his own Bone Flute against him. All it had taken was that sight, the tyrant fallen, for the crowd to rise up against him and his supporters. But their joy might have been premature.

      She passed a man shouting, “The Bone Whistler is dead! Kill everyone who danced to his tune!”

      You all danced to his tune, Vessia thought. Once you bloody your fangs on revenge, where will you stop?

      She reached the spot where she had left the tyrant. Only a smear of blood marked the pavement.

      She followed the stain he’d left crawling away. Along the way, he’d shed his distinctive garments of bleached leather and human bone. Nearly naked, he huddled like a rat in an alley, submersed in a heap of midden. The stench of burning wool overpowered the stink of the rubbish. The building behind him billowed black smoke, and bits of fleece floated in the ash drifting from the balcony. He was too weak to fight her when she pulled away the trash and dung he burrowed under.

      Someone had struck him with a spear in the shoulder. It should not have been a fatal injury, except that she had already weakened him with the Bone Flute. The shaft had broken, but the spear point remained embedded in his ligament. Blood, like viscous pomegranate, welled from the wound.

      “Come to finish me off, Vessia?” he asked. The loose flesh around his jowls quivered.

      She marveled at his comfort with her name. The day before, when he’d ordered her death, he had looked right through her, seeing only a tool to hurt Vio. When she had come back to life and defied him, he’d recognized her as the Last Aelfae: I didn’t recognize you before, but it doesn’t matter. I can control fae as easily as humans, he’d boasted. It seemed he did not just know her as Aelfae. He possessed her name.

      “Would you rather live a little longer, to face your victims’ wrath?” she asked.

      His lips drew back over his teeth. “Victims? Is that how you think of them now? Once you thought differently. Once you would have aided me, not betrayed me.”

      “How have I betrayed you? The first day I met you, you killed me.”

      “You don’t remember me, or yourself. But I can change that,” he said. He pushed something into her hands. “Take back what was stolen from you.”

      It was a stone knife. All blade, no handle. The cold, sharp edge cut into her hand when he pressed it into her fist. Droplets of blood seeped from her palm. Like a spider bite, the prick hurt beyond its size. Shadows swam before her vision; she was dizzy; she staggered; she swayed. Memories surged through her.

      The knife slid from her fingers and clattered on the ground.

      “Xerpen! Xerpen!” Hard, sob-like gasps wracked her body. “Ayaha, Xerpen! What have I done?”

      Umbral

      Umbral slashed the girl’s throat.

      Or would have…if Time itself had not betrayed him.

      His blade, his arm and everything around him slowed as if embalmed in syrup. His slash never completed the killing stroke. Instead, he was swallowed into the edge of a Vision. He could not move; then time sped up again, and he stumbled backward.

      Dizzy and disoriented, he crouched on the ground, primed for battle. No opponents assaulted him. The Vision had dissipated. He tried to hold on to what he had seen, but he had been too far to the edge of the Pattern. Only one figure had shone clearly: the White Lady.

      The girl was still bound to the altar.

      A clear night sky glittered with stars. The bat beast, Shadow, hung upside down from a nearby tree. The rain had ended. Nothing even dripped.

      Hours had passed. Hours.

      She was still bound with ropes of dark energy. The circle of fire still burned. How could she have pulled in the threads to weave a Vision? He rose from his battle-crouch and approached her with the same caution of a man about to steal a cub from a she-wolf.

      Shimmering orange lights and shadows illuminated her skin and the folds of dark wool sloped and dipped from her breasts to her hips. Wide frightened eyes like a doe peered up at him.

      “How did you do it?” he asked.

      Dark lashes hit her cheeks. “I don’t know.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “You’re going to kill me no matter what I say.”

      “Yes.” He frowned. Somehow, in the middle of a dead winter night, she smelled of wildflowers and summer clover. “Your power is impressive, but in the end you’ve gained nothing but a few breaths more.”

      Still, although he palmed his dagger again, he did not immediately try to kill her. The Vision had been important. He wished he had seen more of it. He needed to think this through.

      While he dithered, crunching wet leaves alerted him. Three to four people approached. They had some stealth-craft, but the squelching ground betrayed them to his careful ears.

      Ash, grey with soot from her namesake, arrived at the menhirs. Pieces of Stoneheart followed after her, carried by Owlhawker and Masher.

      “We were waiting for you at the other stone,” Ash complained to Umbral. “That’s where the other Gifts to the Lady are tied.” She disapproved of and dismissed the girl tied to the altar with a single sneer. “I can see why you decided to bring that one here alone, though. I saw you grab her from the battlefield. She didn’t look too injured to me. Seems to have all her parts.”

      Masher went closer to examine the girl. He whistled. “She sure has parts.”

      Masher darted out of the way before Umbral could smack him out of the way. Without a word to the girl, Umbral brought down his blade. She flinched away.

      But he tapped the throbbing black cords of energy, not her neck. The shadow ropes fell away. She blinked at him in wary surprise. Umbral held his hand out to her. Even more warily, she took it and he helped her stand. He nudged the pile of her clothes scattered on the ground. She took the hint and dressed herself as well as she could in the garments he’d cut to rags. Even piecemeal fur would still keep her warm. He stood between her and Masher while she dressed, though maybe it was not necessary. She used dexterity to the advantage of modesty.

      Once he was satisfied she would not freeze to death, he faced the others. “She is not a Gift to the Lady. Not yet. I have a use for her first.”

      “I’ll bet.” Masher licked his lips. “And I bet you won’t share.”

      “Get your head out of your groin,” said Owlhawker, disgusted and angry. “What does any of that matter? Stoneheart is dead!” He tossed the head and torso, neatly wrapped and bound, in front of Umbral. It was an accusation.

      “We’re all dead,” said Umbral.

      “Don’t give me that Deathsworn big talk. I’m sick of it. Stoneheart was killed in a battle we shouldn’t have been fighting. We’re not warriors. We don’t get involved in wars!”

      “You’re quite wrong,” corrected Umbral. “Our whole reason for existing is to fight a War. Just not the war you’re thinking of. Don’t be fooled by the colors on the battlefield or the Chromas of the Tavaedies in their battle dances. There is only one War, and we just won an important skirmish. Stoneheart served the Black Lady.”

      Owlhawker spat. “That for the Black Bitch!”

      In a flash, Umbral thrust the girl to one side, stepped forward and punched Owlhawker to the ground.

      “Stand up!” Umbral ordered.

      Owlhawker cupped his bleeding nose. He stood up, but a step further away from Umbral than before, sullen and wary.

      “You want to insult the Lady of Mercy again?” Umbral asked coolly.

      “No,” said Owlhawker.

      “Pick up Stoneheart. We will do him honor on Obsidian Mountain. Then—”

      The girl had been quiescent up until now, but she took advantage of Umbral’s diverted attention to bolt free.

      She got as far as Ash, who smacked her to the ground with a wood staff.

      Umbral intervened quickly, before Ash could beat his prisoner to death. He hauled the girl back to her feet and leashed her with black strands of darkness from his Penumbra: a cord about her neck, wrists secured in front of her, a pull line that led back to his black aura. A gag seemed unnecessary since she had not made a sound besides small, sharp intakes of breathe.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” he said. “You may live to see another turn of the moon, if you do exactly as I ask of you. I deserve to get some use from you. I just lost a man today. That deathdebt too is yours to pay, since he died to help me get you.”

      “I also have a deathdebt to collect from you,” she said in a low voice. She did not spit and strut her hate, but he saw it pooling in her vivid eyes.

      “Good luck with that.”

      “You will pay.”

      She was so petite and helpless that the implacable promise should have been laughable.

      Umbral did not laugh.

      He spun another weave of darkness and blindfolded her.

      Finnadro

      The song of battle thrummed in his ears, and Finnadro gloried in it. The song had no past, the song had no future, just this moment, just this NOW. He was but a string plucked by the eternal melody. No hesitation, no trepidation, no fear at all could touch him when he was in the song, when he became the song. He soared.

      Finnadro evaded when Hawk thrust a broken arrow at him. In the next blink, a wolf tackled Hawk, bowling him onto the ground. The wolf would have torn out Hawk’s throat, but Finnadro barked, “Stop!”

      The wolfling growled, letting lip rise to show canine, but did not bite. Finnadro picked up a spear and pricked it to Hawk’s throat, enough to raise a single seed of blood. The song of kill and be killed still roared in his ears, but he beat it back.

      “Paro, is that you?” Finnadro asked.

      The golden-eyed wolfling cocked his head.

      “Change back to a man, if you still can, and bind him.”

      Paro growled again. This was the hardest moment for a wolfling—or a man. To let the song go. To back away from a kill. To show mercy.

      If it was a mercy.

      “I need him alive,” Finnadro added.

      Paro changed into a man. He still had legwals on, another good sign. Wolflings who retained humanity took their clothes with them through their change, but wolflings who grew wild were more likely to be naked, even as men. Paro refashioned the leather straps from Hawk’s own chest harness to tie his hands behind his back.

      Hawk had been the last enemy still fighting. The foot warriors who could flee had long since fled, and the Raptors had either flown away or fallen.

      Everywhere Finnadro looked, bodies lay half buried in blood, slush and mud. This was his least favorite part of battle. He freely admitted that the wolf in him—and all men had some wolf, did they confess it or not—enjoyed the fight itself. The aim of the arrow, the burn of flexing muscle, the honed focus, the hunt and evasion, the growl and snap, the kill. War was love in another form.

      But the aftermath was something else. Bone-tired, no longer elated by fear, still one had to force one’s tired body to do the ugly work. Dragging bodies across the field, binding the prisoners for the Chase, purifying oneself of murder, dividing the wounded between those who would go to the Healers and those who would go to the Deathsworn. Ugly work.

      The Green Lady, disheveled after her own battle against her Orange sister but still painfully beautiful, sparkled into the air in front of him.

      “My Henchman!”

      “My Lady.” He went down on one knee. “I thank you for our victory.”

      “It was no victory, I fear. The True Enemy has deceived my Sister and me both. All of this was but a game for him, a distraction, while he stole from us what he wanted all along.”

      “My Lady?”

      “The White Lady has been taken. Once again, I must beg your aid to save her.”

      “Where has she been taken?”

      “It is veiled from me. There is a wound in the world, and it is growing. It saps my strength; it steals the future from me. Finnadro, I love my sister, I cannot bear for her to be harmed. If you love me, find her.”

      Vessia (Present)

      Vessia’s captors, Vumo (her husband’s brother) and Amdra (her niece), had put a sack over her head and tied her to a horse. At first she was so furious, she just wanted to hurt Vumo. It was hard to bite through the sack, and her hands and feet were tied together, but she did get in some elbow action. It pleased her to hear Vumo grunt in pain. He never retaliated, only held her firmly, stomach down, over the horse in front of him while she thrashed trying to fling herself off. His horse plodded at a leisurely pace, equally indifferent to Vessia’s efforts.

      “Can’t you ride any faster?” Amdra’s piercing voice could be heard clearly through the wool sack.

      “She’s making it difficult.”

      Not difficult enough. Vessia would never escape this way. Even if she could wriggle off the horse, perhaps breaking her ankle in the fall, or worse, what then? She couldn’t untie herself. She’d roll or crawl for a few scoots at most before they scooped her up again. Wasted fury was no escape plan.

      She stopped wiggling. Hopefully, Vumo would think she was exhausted already because she was old and weak and unable to fight as well as she used to. That shouldn’t be too much of a stretch to believe since she was exhausted, old, weak and unable to fight as well as she used to.

      For now, she must be docile. Lull their suspicions.

      So far, she had only one thing in her favor, which was that they were riding horses instead of Amdra’s raptor, Hawk. If they had been flying, the journey would have taken only a day or two. Overland, it would take a full turn of moon. If they had to cross the Boglands, it could take two moons. The longer the journey, the more chances Vessia had to escape before they took her to the Orange Canyon tribehold.

      She knew who waited for her there. Once back in his power, she would never escape.

      At first she had no idea why Hawk was gone, or how soon he would be back, but listening to their terse conversations, she learned that he had been captured alive by the Green Woods tribe.

      Vessia had an idea how she could turn that to her advantage.

      Hadi

      A ragged cheer rose from the throats of the defending tribesmen as the last of the Orange Canyon warriors fled the field. In truth, though, there was little to cheer about, Hadi thought. He had never seen such devastation. There was more blood in the field than snow, and more prone bodies than men still standing. The air already thrummed with gathering flies, and the greedy caws of ravens. He himself was still on his feet, though his arm ached from a slice so deep he could see the meat.

      It was time to gather the wounded and the dead. Hadi scoured the field for Lost Swan clansmen.  First he gathered up the remnants of Bojo, head and body separately. He found Uncle Logodi lying on his back, not dead, but groaning with a shattered hip. Logodi wept when he saw Hadi. They both knew that Logodi would probably be visiting the Deathsworn. Even if evil fae did not foul the wound, as they surely would, how could a hunter survive if he could not walk? Hadi carried his uncle to where the wounded were gathering under the direction of the local Tavaedies.

      When he went back to the field, he found Yodigo. Dead. Worse than dead. The Raptor attack had ravaged him, turning his corpse into a monstrosity. Oh, Jensi, I’m so sorry. How would he tell her?

      At least she will never see what they did to her husband, Hadi thought as he packed the entrails back into the corpse as best he could. There was nothing he could do to restore the shredded limbs. And I will never tell her.

      They had won. But what a price.

      Hadi heard footsteps behind him and swung his spear wildly, almost decapitating a Green Woods tribesman in fur legwals. Hadi didn’t recognize him.

      “Do you want help?” the man asked.

      “Uh…”

      “I’m Paro.”

      “Right.”

      “We fought together.”

      “Right.” Hadi rubbed his head. “It’s all kind of a blur.”

      “I was on four legs at the time.”

      “Oh. Oh!” Muck and mercy. “The wolf.”

      “Yes.” Paro sounded bitter. “The wolf.”

      “I, uh, owe you a lifedebt I think. Um. Maybe more than one.”

      “Give me your sister in marriage.”

      Hadi stared at him.

      “I’m kidding,” said Paro, with no smile.

      Hadi laughed weakly.

      “I can help you place the body in the jar.” Paro gestured to the dismembered pieces of Yodigo.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way,” Hadi said, “But I think Jensi would prefer I handle the body of her husband rather than a…you know. Please don’t kill me.”

      Paro showed no immediate signs of rabidity. He stood there a moment, then walked away. Hadi sighed in relief. Then he looked down again at the tangled intestines and splattered brains at his feet, and wished he could have taken Paro’s offer.

      The other clans gathered their dead and wounded too. Then those who were able helped gather the enemy dead, since they could not be left to fester either, bitter foes though they had been. The Tavaedies moved amongst the tribesfolk as they travailed, giving directions and providing organization.

      Hadi helped other warriors place the dead into large jars and roll them through the woods to a Deathsworn menhir. The wounded who were past saving had to be brought to the same place, and left in rows. The Deathsworn would give them mercy. Figures in black already waited there, like ravens ready to fight over offal from a hunter’s kill. Hadi shuddered. He was careful not to look directly at them, or go anywhere near them. Some said that even to touch a Deathsworn meant you had to join them.

      He returned to the battlefield again, but there were no more bodies to carry. A female Tavaedi dressed in pine branches approached Hadi. “You look as though you were about to collapse,” she chided him. “Go to the Rainbow Labyrinth Tavaedi in yellow, over there—and have him take a look at that arm.”

      Hadi clutched his arm dazedly. “There are others more injured than I. It can wait.”

      She pursed her lip, but couldn’t really argue with that. “Then perhaps you should go with the others returning to the tribehold and have your womenfolk tend you.”

      “Can’t,” mumbled Hadi, not quite meeting her eyes.

      “Ah. How many have you killed, little nephew?”

      “Not sure.” His head was still fuzzy. “Just one, I think, but I chopped off the arm of another, and though he ran with his comrades, he might yet die.” Even magic couldn’t keep a man alive after so much blood had poured out of him, Hadi knew with sick certainty.

      “‘We’ll say ‘two,’ then, to be safe,” the Tavaedi advised him. “Go wait outside the sweat lodge. That’s where we will perform the Purification Pattern.”

      “I shouldn’t…near you.…I’m all mucky…” Hadi said, not very clearly.  What he meant was that he should not be around women until after he cleansed himself of the stain of murder.

      “I’m a Tavaedi, nephew, I can’t be contaminated by you, fear not. We will start the Pattern soon.”

      He agreed he would go. However, he paused to recover his spear first. Like his dirk, it was part of his birthright, one of the few objects he would take with him when he left Lost Swan to join his bride’s clan. He would need to notch it with his kills.

      The tribehold walls were broken now. The trees had been ripped out, the stumps were charred. In one spot, even the boulders had been chewed to pieces. He climbed over the rubble.

      He finally found the other warriors awaiting purification. Most of them leaned against the curved outer wall of the sweat lodge, waiting their turn to go inside. Tavaedies let in batches of men, a dozen at a time. At this rate, the ceremony would eat the remainder of the day. Hadi sat on a rock. He drowsed and then jerked awake when something brushed him. He shouted in alarm, still half in a nightmare, thinking that the Orange Canyon warriors had returned and he had to kill another one who would not stop staring at him with unclosed eyes.

      “Hadi, Hadi, it’s just me!” said Tamio, who had touched his shoulder. “Are you all right?”

      “Tamio.” Hadi took quick, deep breaths. “What are you doing here? I thought you weren’t in the battle.  Did you kill someone too?”

      “Yes,” said Tamio, with a frowny quirk of his mouth. He had changed clothes since Hadi had last seen him. Now Tamio wore blue wool legwals and tunic, and carried a white jar painted with blue waves instead of a basalt club. “Nine notches for my Bullshead Staff. But for now I’m here to help them dance Blue. I have that Chroma too.” Seeing Hadi’s confusion, he added, “In the Purification Pattern.”

      Hadi held up his hands, which were still grimy with blood and dirt. “I had a man’s guts in my hands, Tamio,” he said plaintively. “What kind of dance can wash that off?”

      “Hadi…”

      “Will your dance make me forget what it felt like to crush a man’s eyeball with my thumb?”

      “No.”

      “Will your dance make me stop seeing that Raptor tear apart my best friend?”

      “No.”

      “Then what good is it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I didn’t want to kill them,” Hadi said. “I never wanted to kill anybody.”  Yet if he hadn’t, they would have taken Jensi, Tibi and Dindi and other girls and hurt them in bad ways.  “But I’m not sorry I killed them. I’m not sorry.”

      Tamio knelt by him and took his hands. Tamio poured warm water, melted snow, over Hadi’s hands and washed them.

      Tamio

      Clearing corpses and purifying killers consumed the whole day. Tamio helped with both tasks. Though grueling work, he welcomed the labor, which spared him from thought. He wasn’t ready to think yet. The womenfolk meanwhile had kept busy restoring order to the tribehold as best they could despite the destruction. A few of the subterranean homes were intact, but many had been pulled out at the root. These were caved in with dirt and unlivable. The women raised tents for all those who were roofless. Only the captives were not given tents. They were bound to stakes outside, next to fires, but otherwise untended. Many died of their wounds, or the cold, overnight, and these were simply carried to the Deathsworn menhirs at dawn to join the rest of the dead.

      The remainder of the captives had to be dealt with, however, and Tamio was curious to see what the Green Woods custom was. They did not keep slaves, or redeem hostages, nor did they make human sacrifices. If they didn’t keep them, sell them or kill them, then what? He heard mention of a “chase” and wondered if they fed them to the wolves.

      There was also the matter of deathdebts. Each clan had its share. Broken Basket, Tamio’s clan, alone had seven. Kemla’s clan, Full Basket, had another eleven and Hadi and Dindi’s clan, Lost Swan, had fifteen, since so many of them had made the journey to Green Woods tribelands. This was a devastating blow to so small a clan. Their elders, who had stayed behind in the Corn Hills, would not be able to rebuild without strong men. Lost Swan was now a clan of widows and orphans.

      Tamio went with Hadi to break the news to Jensi about Yodigo’s death.

      There was nothing in that task he relished.

      Jensi was not the only woman, or even the only new bride, who singed her bangs and painted her face like a white skull that day. Many Green Woods clans were just as small, or smaller than Lost Swan had been, and a higher proportion of their womenfolk had joined the battle as warriors. Whole clans were essentially gone, reduced to a few toothless elders, with none to pay their deathdebts. War Chief Nann counted the dead for these.

      The Green Woods tribesfolk made special arrows, black and fletched with crow’s or raven’s feathers, which they called Raven’s Arrows or just Ravens. One arrow for each deathdebt.

      The next day, everyone met in the Great Lodge. It was a solemn assembly, attended by many widows (and a few widowers) with hair streaked in ash and faces painted like skulls. War Chief Nann stood in front of a huge quiver of Raven Arrows. One by one she called out the names of the dead. She gave out the arrows for her own tribe first, many dozens of them, then the Rainbow Labyrinth arrows.

      “Who will pay the deathdebt of Barigo of Broken Basket?” Nann asked.

      Tamio stood up. “I will.”

      He claimed three in all, of his clan’s seven.

      More names called, more Ravens distributed. Kemla took one, Tamio noticed.

      “Who will pay the deathdebt of Yodigo of Lost Swan?”

      Hadi stood up. “I will.”

      He walked forward to take the Raven Arrow from Nann.

      When he sat down again, his sister Jensi squeezed his hand.

      Only days ago, Tamio would have spoken for Yodigo. He exchanged a sober nod with Hadi.

      But then Nann asked about the next dead warrior from Lost Swan and Hadi spoke for that one too…and the next…and the next.

      Tamio shook his head at him, but Hadi ignored him

      Hadi stood for every one of his clan’s dead. Fifteen.

      Not all the Ravens were claimed. Some clans had not enough living to speak for them.

      War Chief Nann said, “We will not let any of our dead or the dead of our allies go un-avenged. I will see that the other arrows find heroes to fight for them. All those with Ravens may join our raid into Orange Canyon, where we will make them pay in blood for the woe they have visited upon us!”

      A second quiver of arrows were brought forth. These were painted green, fletched with white dove feathers: the Doves, or lifedebts, to be paid. Lifedebts “stood on the shoulders” of deathdebts, meaning lifedebts had to be paid first.

      “By tradition,” said Nann, “The keeper of the lifedebt may demand from the debtor whatever he wishes. Since there were so many lifedebts born in the battle, however, some of which cannot be properly known or counted, I ask that the same price be set on all of them. Each Dove shall be redeemed with seven jars of goods, or else, if this wealth cannot be found, a year and a day of service. If two are in each other’s debt, or to each other’s kin, the debts, of course, balance each other.”

      After the ceremony, Tamio sought out Hadi. “Are you mad? Fifteen?”

      “I had no choice,” said Hadi. “The rest of the clan will return to the Corn Hills to try to rebuild our clanhold. Every hand will be needed for that. I’m the only one useless enough to spare.”

      “But Hadi. Fifteen? I’m not sure you can win one fight with an Orange Canyon warrior, never mind fifteen.”

      Any other young buck would have bristled at the slight, but Hadi just hunched his shoulders. “Yeah.” Then he managed to look even more miserable. “Might be sixteen. Tamio, have you seen Dindi? Jensi and I looked everywhere for her. I figured she must be with you…?”

      Tamio was ashamed to admit he had not even thought about her. Yesterday’s obsessions never haunted him. He’d hunted and lost his prey, but there was other game in the forest. Hadi, however, still thought they were betrothed.

      “I haven’t seen her.”

      Kemla heard what they were discussing and joined them. “The enemy stole the White Lady. Dindi stood in their way and was almost struck down, but I did not see if she was hit or not. I was attacked and had to defend myself. After I killed the man who attacked me, I looked for Dindi’s body, but I didn’t see it. So I am sure she survived.”

      Kemla added that last bit quickly; Tamio knew she was sure of no such thing.

      “Why were you on the battlefield at all?” Tamio demanded. “And why did you speak for a Raven?”

      “I was on the battlefield because that’s where the enemy was, Tamio,” Kemla said, as if addressing an idiot. “So if I wanted to kill some of them I had to be there.”

      “You cannot be thinking of joining the raid into Orange Canyon territory.”

      “Of course I’m going. I have a Raven to pay, don’t I?”

      “You must give the Raven to someone else, go home to Full Basket and help your clan. Isn’t that right, Hadi?”

      “Uh…” said Hadi.

      “Fa! I’d have a better chance of surviving the fight for all fifteen of Hadi’s Raven’s than he’d have fighting the one of mine.”

      “Uh…” said Hadi.

      “I wasn’t suggesting you give it to Hadi. You will give it to me.”

      “In your dreams, Tamio. And what were you thinking, taking three?”

      “Why shouldn’t I take three? Hadi took fifteen!”

      “Yes, but he’ll die in the first, so it hardly matters how many he takes.”

      “He might have gotten lucky and survived one.”

      “I’m standing right here,” Hadi reminded them.

      Tamio would have kept trying to bang some sense into Kemla’s thick skull, but the wooden slats across the entrance to the Great Lodge slid aside.

      Rough, hairy men and a few women with wild, tangled hair pushed their way into the lodge.

      “Welcome, wildlings,” said War Chief Nann. “I have Ravens plenty for you.”

      Hadi

      The tribesfolk fell silent and parted to allow the wildlings to stroll down the center aisle of the lodge. Paro walked with them. He turned to meet Hadi’s eyes. Hadi smiled weakly. Yesterday, it would have made him miserable to owe the wolfling a lifedebt. Yesterday, he had not had fifteen deathdebts to pay. A lifedebt seemed a light burden in contrast.

      Paro took one of the Ravens; he also took a Dove, and this he brought to Hadi.

      “I haven’t seven jars of goods to give you,” said Hadi. He tried to sound regretful.

      “Then you must be my slave for a year and a day,” said Paro.

      Yes, yes, yes! No raid for me! No more fighting, no killing, best of all, no dying! For a whole year, at least, I will have a chance to live in peace! Hadi wanted to dance for joy, but he tried to look as doleful as possible.

      “Sad but true,” said Hadi. He heaved a great sigh, as befit a man put upon by cruel fate. “I have no choice but to be your slave for a year and a day. What would you like me to do first? Fetch your water, chop your wood and tend your hearth every day? Build you a house? I know you Green Woods folk aren’t much into planting and sowing, but have you considered a patch of corn? I’m really pretty good at growing corn.”

      Fa, at least, better than I am at fighting.

      Paro’s lips twitched. “It would be nice to sleep under a roof again, actually, but I don’t think it would be kind to make you build a whole house yourself. I would not abuse your lifedebt to me.”

      “Oh, I don’t mind. I mean, I have no choice. Seeing as I’m you’re slave and all. Of course, I’d rather go on the raid and wreak mayhem like a raging maniac, but I’ll just have to save all that raw rage and death-fever for after my service. It’s going to be difficult, because, you know, I am an angry, angry man.”

      “You’ve a beast prowling in your heart. I can see that.”

      Hadi squinted. Was Paro laughing at him? Paro did not crack a smile, but his eyes seemed to twinkle.

      “Right, then,” Hadi said, with as much dignity as he could muster. “Just so we’ve cleared that up.”

      Hadi was already planning the house he would build for Paro. A nice, solid house, made from clay bricks, with a thatch roof, not a smelly hole in the ground. And he would definitely plant corn. He missed cornbread powerfully. Single-handedly, he would bring civilization to the Green Woods tribe, whether they liked it or not. Just because he was a slave didn’t mean he had to eat poorly, did it?

      That would have been that, except Jensi appeared out of nowhere. She looked terrible. Not ugly-terrible, but miserable-terrible. His sister was a pretty girl, even with her bangs singed and her face painted skull-white.

      “I know my brother owes you a lifedebt,” Jensi told Paro. “You must know he has nothing to give you. We lost most of what we had in the first attack by the bird-people on our clanhold. Then we lost so many of our kin in this battle. We have not even enough hands to rebuild our own clanhold. There is nothing to spare.”

      “I know,” said Paro. “Your brother will be my slave for a year and a day.”

      “No,” she said.

      “Jensi,” Hadi warned. Please shut up. “It’s not like I have a choice.”

      “No,” she repeated.

      “Jensi, um, let’s not make the man who can change into a wolf mad, right?” Hadi tittered nervously. “She’s just kidding, Paro.”

      “No,” said Jensi. “Hadi will not be your slave. Not for a year, not for a single day.”

      Paro looked angry. “Do not think that because I am a wolfling you can disregard your kinsman’s debt to me.”

      “He will not be your slave…” Jensi steadied herself with a deep breath, then took the white arrow from Paro’s hands. “…because I will take his place.”

      Paro blinked at her in surprise.

      “No!” shouted Hadi. You’re ruining everything! “Jensi, stay out of this! I will be his slave! Not you!”

      “I know you would sacrifice yourself for me,” Jensi said, touching Hadi on his shoulder. “But I know why the beast forced you into his debt. He will never stop hurting you until he gets what he wants. I can’t allow anyone else I love to suffer, not if it is in my power to stop it. I will go with him and he will leave you alone.”

      Shame washed over Hadi. How could he explain to Jensi that he wanted to be a slave to hide his own cowardice? How could he explain that after the war, he would do literally anything, no matter how demeaning, to never have to raise a spear against another man again? Her bravery humiliated him.

      “Please don’t do this, Jensi.”

      “I must, Hadi.” She kissed his cheek. “I love you.”

      “I accept you in your brother’s place,” Paro said.

      “No!” Hadi cried.

      “I’m sorry, Hadi. It must be this way. My life ended with Yodigo’s death anyway. Take your freedom and live your life.”

      Paro gripped Jensi by the arm. “This suits me well. I think I will take my slave and leave now, before she changes her mind.”

      “Don’t do this,” Hadi begged him.

      “Sorry, but she offered,” said Paro. He leaned close to Jensi and sniffed her hair. “And she smells much better than you, Hadi. No offense.”

      Jensi shuddered.

      “Go gather whatever belongings you own,” Paro commanded Jensi. Already the bastard was ordering her around! “And wait for me. I would have a word with your brother alone.”

      Jensi hesitated.

      “A slave must obey her master,” Paro said.

      Her eyes flashed in anger, but she stomped away.

      “Hadi,” said Paro. “I know you think I’m a beast.”

      “Really? Why would I think that? Maybe it was that whole turning into a beast and tearing men’s throats out thing you did. Or maybe it was stealing my sister!”

      “I didn’t steal her. She offered herself to me.”

      “You didn’t have to accept!”

      “I did. The wolf in me…. One thing I have learned in the short time I have lived in the wild. Wolves mate for life. It’s as a much instinct as the kill. I cannot help how I feel about your sister.”

      “If you really cared for her, you’d give her what she wants.”

      “I know what she wants.”

      “She wants to be free!”

      Paro shook his head. “She wants to be safe.”

      Hadi opened his mouth to argue, then shut it. Paro was right. Dindi was the one who had always chased after her own way, no matter what the consequences. He pitied the man who ever tried to make Dindi a slave. Jensi had only ever wanted a quiet home, with clear rules and sensible behavior.

      “She wants to go home to the Corn Hills,” Hadi said finally. “She hates it here, she always has.”

      At this, Paro nodded. “That much is true. I will take her back to her own people, as is right. There, I will protect her.”

      “She will never be your mate, Paro. No matter what you do to her, her heart will always belong to Yodigo.”

      “Perhaps,” Paro said stiffly. “But I wanted you to know…. I promise you, I will not ask anything of her I would not have asked of you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You know what it means.”

      “I really don’t.”

      Paro grinned. “I’ll ask her to build me a house. Fetch my water, chop wood and tend my fire. Maybe plant some corn. But nothing more…until she offers. Enjoy your freedom, Hadi.”

      Paro looped away. If he’d had a tail, it would have been wagging.

      “Freedom.” Hadi sagged down onto a log bench, next to his pack, where he had placed the fifteen black arrows he’d claimed for his clan. “Mucking freedom.”

      Dindi

      Like an Initiate to a dark future, Dindi stumbled after her captor, bound and blindfolded. Two years ago, she had been kidnapped from her home and been forced to walk blind through the forest, much like this, but thankfully it had been no foe who had taken her then.

      This time there was no doubt she was in the power of an enemy.

      Despite her bravado, she despaired. It had been foolish to threaten the man in black. Umbral. She had not been able to help herself; every time he even looked at her, from that face he had no right to, her anger overthrew her fear. But now, blindfolded and sickened by the foul magic with which he bound her, her sparks of courage fled her as swallows fled winter. After all his talk of fate and war, why had he spared her, even temporarily?

      I deserve to get some use from you. She could still feel his rich, deep voice, Kavio’s voice, roll through her as he said those words, craving tinged with irony, replete with unvoiced promises under the surface of the words. As if she were a thing for him to possess, an arrow or a vase, and he had perverse, explicit plans.

      Tamio had taught her not to overthink the simplicity of male lust. There was one obvious reason her captor might have decided to keep her alive. The other Deathsworn had reached that conclusion already. She just did not want to believe it, because it terrified her.

      To be taken by force would hurt and humiliate any woman. Other women had endured worse however, including women in Dindi’s own clan, whom she knew of through the history dances. If they could survive it, Dindi swore she would too.

      But to be taken by a man who wore the face, body, voice, of the man she had loved, the very man he had murdered? To have her memory of Kavio despoiled along with her innocence? She knew that would tear her into shreds. Umbral would not have to kill her after he used her. She would die in his arms.

      Perhaps he knew that. Perhaps it was the real reason he had not killed her yet. He wanted to break her first.

      Dead, burnt branches snapped at her calves, bare under her cape. Because he had let her put on her old clothes, she still had two important things: The corncob doll, and the shard of the bowl that Kavio had broken before her. At the time, she had thought no other pain could compare to the lash of his rejection.

      Now she knew otherwise.

      Kavio had known the man in black would kill him. He dreamt of it. The Banshee cried his name. Was Umbral right? Had Kavio’s fate been set? Was her own death just as foreordained?

      She tripped over a root she could not see. A strong hand steadied her before she could fall on her face.

      “Just a little further,” Kavio murmured reassuringly. Except it was not him.

      Damn him. Damn Umbral.

      She wrenched her arm free. “Don’t touch me!”

      Dindi pulled away, staggered over another root, and ran smack into a tree.

      Umbral picked her up and swung her over his shoulder. He carried her that way the rest of the walk.

      She heard a multitude of groans, as if arising from a crowd. The air stank of blood and rotting flesh. The Deathsworn barked orders and the groans swelled.

      Umbral set her down on a log. He loosed the blindfold. Light confused her eyes. Another sunrise had overtaken them. The reflection off the snow hurt. Gradually she made out a circle of black trees surrounding a square of four big black stones. The clearing before the square of Deathsworn menhirs was completely filled with rows of the dead and dying.

      There were so many.

      The dead were already in jars, and there were enough of them. But the wounded. Oh, the wounded.

      Green Woods warriors thrashed on the ground, some with braided beards, some no more than pink-chinned boys. Orange Canyon warriors clutched their ram’s horn helms and howled like infants. A handful of Tavaedies had been grouped together, more or less with their body parts. Missing legs, missing arms, missing heads. Bodies torn to shreds by talons, bodies smashed to jelly by being dropped by flying Raptors. There were Raptors there too, and wolves, both groups human at last in death.

      Umbral brushed the wet streak off her cheek.

      “This is my work,” he said softly. “I will leave you here, but you still wear my leash.”

      A pulse of energy flowed through the black shimmering cord, which caused exquisite pleasure to bolt through her limbs. Dindi cried out in surprise, then clamped her jaws to keep from moaning.

      She glared at him. “Stop toying with me.”

      “It’s a warning,” he said. “Through the leash, I can make you feel bliss. I can make you feel pain just as easily. Don’t make me show you the other side by doing something stupid.”

      The Deathsworn “worked” all morning—which is to say, they killed people. The Deathsworn began their ritual with a dance. After that, one by one, they brought the injured to the four stones, one of which was laid flat, like the altar where Umbral had first tied Dindi. Then Umbral or one of the others butchered the humans as a hunter would butcher a kill: slit the throat, drain the blood, remove the head, quarter the limbs. The parts were placed in empty jars, which waited beyond the tree circle.

      Dindi forced herself to watch. This was what Umbral would do to her.

      If she let him.

      The day never warmed, exactly, but the cold bit less savagely. Umbral removed his headdress, cloak, and tunic. Though his breath made misty swirls in front of him, he stripped to just black leather pants and black leather gloves. His naked chest gleamed with sweat. Kavio’s glorious torso, Kavio’s gentle hands, bent to a purpose Kavio would have abhorred. That thief, that bastard. One body after another he lifted to the stone. One throat after another he slit.

      Once, he looked up just as she was staring hard at him. His muscular arms were stained crimson past the elbow. She could no longer see the black gloves. He looked gloved in gore. Flecks of brain and intestine splattered his bare chest.

      He met her eyes. Something flickered in him, and she had the oddest sense that he felt…humiliated…for her to see him like this. Or ashamed?

      Then his lips curled up in a sardonic smile.

      She was sure she had imagined it. If anything, he was proud of his “work.”

      Yet, at times, he did not cut. “This one is not ready for our Lady,” he said of a warrior who had lost a foot and looked delirious with pain. Instead of killing the man, Umbral waved his hands over the man’s aura. Dindi saw a flash of golden light, and she realized with amazement that Umbral was healing him. The stump bled less. The man fell asleep.

      “Leave him past the trees with our marks,” Umbral ordered the two other male Deathsworn.

      He spared a few others as well. To Dindi, it was not obvious why he spared some and killed the rest, any more than it was obvious why he had changed his mind about killing her right away.

      The two male Deathsworn, who had been sent to place a Green Woods woman outside the menhir clearing, returned on a path that passed the log where Dindi sat. One of them, the ugly one who had leered at her when she was still tied to the other altar, lingered.

      “What are you doing, Masher?” his companion, already ahead, called back. “We have another two dozen or more left. Don’t think I’ll do your share for you.”

      “I have to yellow some snow. Go on, Owlhawker, I’ll catch up.”

      Owlhawker grumbled but returned to the rows of injured. There were fewer bodies now, and more had stiffened before they could be lifted to the menhir.

      Masher did not duck behind a tree to attend private business. Instead, he sauntered closer to Dindi.

      “I don’t get it,” he said. “Your aura is skinnier than an old woman in a drought, but when I am close to you, I feel powerful. You taste real good…”

      She would have moved away, but as soon as she stood up, pain jolted through the leash. She crashed to her knees from the electric agony. The flash of pain was brief, but delayed her long enough that Masher reached her side and grabbed her hair.

      He jerked her onto the log and forced her on her back, with his own body splayed over her. He stank of offal.

      “I could save your life,” he wheezed in her ear. One of his clammy, soiled hands rummaged inside her fur cape, which, since she’d had to remake it, was held together only by improvised knots between the rabbit skins. Fingers pinched her nipple. “I’ll let you run away, if you’re nice to me first.”

      All at once, Masher flew off her into the air. He smashed against a nearby tree.

      Umbral, in a towering fury, stomped toward the man he had just thrown like a ragdoll. He grabbed Masher by the front of his jerkin and scraped him up against the tree.

      “I’ve slit a lot of throats today, goat’s ass. It makes no difference to me if I slice open one more. My gloves are already dirty.”

      “Forgive me, Umbral,” whimpered Masher. “It’s just, you’ve never taken one before. Couldn’t see why you would now. I didn’t know she was yours. I mean I knew she was yours, but I didn’t know if she was yours yours.”

      “She’s mine mine,” said Umbral through gritted teeth. “And all mine. Touch her again, and I will give you to Ash.”

      Masher turned white.

      “Let’s not be hasty. I said I was sorry. Didn’t I? I am. Sorry. Ash still has it in for me, ever since that plague-ridden clanhold. You know what Ash is capable of.”

      “I do.” Umbral dropped Masher in the snow. “Better than you. Get back to work.”

      Masher scrambled away.

      “Are you…unhurt?” Umbral asked Dindi.

      “Unhurt,” she repeated flatly. “Asks the man who has sworn to kill me.”

      “Well enough, I take it.”

      “I would have been able to defend myself if your leash had not stopped me.”

      “That’s its purpose,” he said, “To prevent you from defending yourself—from me. But if anyone else tries to touch you, they will answer to me.”
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